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A charming glimpse of stage magic in the early twentieth century, this engaging manual's time-
honored tricks range from sleight of hand with coins, cards, and rope to thought-reading and
juggling. Written by a famous magician, its tried-and-true feats and performance tips are
illustrated by sixty figures and thirteen vintage photographs.A British stage magician of the
1930s and '40s, Jasper Maskelyne was a third-generation performer in a well-known family of
illusionists. During World War II, Maskelyne assembled a squad known as the “Magic Gang” to
misdirect Axis bombers and camouflage the activities of the Allied forces with illusions of tanks,
battleships, and armies. This new edition of his captivating classic features an introduction by
magic historian and author Edwin A. Dawes that recounts Maskelyne's larger-than-life career
and exploits.

'Sevens Heaven, the story of how English coach Ben Ryan took the Fiji sevens side to Olympic
gold, is the best rugby book I've ever read (I don't say that lightly) and as good as any sports
book, from Mailer to Plimpton to Hauser, I've encountered in the almost sixty years since I got
a Terry McLean '59 Lions tour book for Christmas. It's so good because it reads at times like a
noir novel, and is stunningly open and honest. We know how the rugby ended, but Ryan's book
is so gripping to tell you any other plot twists might spoil it for you' �Phil Gifford'An engrossing
account of a remarkable story' �Will Macpherson, Evening Standard'An excellent read covering
a brilliant journey' �Sir Clive Woodward'Brutally honest . . . A moving, candid tale of a coach
taking the plunge with a rugby ball as his only buoyancy aid' �Joe Short, Daily Express'You'll
struggle to read a more compelling rugby story than this . . . heartily recommended' �Robert
Kitson, Guardian rugby correspondent'One of the all-time great sporting tales . . . Good things
happen to good people' �George Gregan'So many beautiful, provocative postcard descriptions
of Fiji alongside fascinating, honest insights and humble lessons and truths' �Nick Heath,
commentator'We always knew a book by Ben Ryan wouldn't be dull, but Sevens Heaven
surpasses all expectations. The Londoner's "three years of enlightenment" in the South Pacific
makes such enthralling reading that I unhesitatingly call this one of the best rugby books ever
written' �Alan Pearey, Rugby World'Entertaining and insightful' �The Rugby Paper --This text refers
to the paperback edition.About the AuthorBen Ryan is one of the most successful rugby
coaches in the history of the game, and the man who took Fiji to rugby sevens Olympic gold in
Rio 2016. It was the island nation's first Olympic medal of any colour, and was recognised by
the International Olympic Committee as the best male team performance at the 2016 Games.
Ben, coach of England's sevens team from 2006 to 2013, also took Fiji to two Sevens World
Series titles, and after the team's triumph in Brazil became Chief in the province of Serua as
well as being awarded the Companion of the Order of Fiji, the nation's highest order. He is now
a consultant to various leading sports organisations and companies around the world. --This
text refers to the paperback edition.
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CopyrightIntroduction copyright © 2009 by Dover Publications, Inc.All rights
reserved. Bibliographical NoteThis Dover edition, first published in 2009, is an unabridged
republication of the work originally published by George G. Harrap & Co., London, in 1936. A
new Introduction by Edwin A. Dawes has been specially prepared for the Dover edition. Library
of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication DataMaskelyne, Jasper.Maskelyne’s book of magic /
Jasper Maskelyne; edited by Arthur Groom ; with a new introduction by Edwin A. Dawes.p.
cm.Originally published: London: G.G. Harrap, 1936. With new introd.97804861542681. Tricks.
2. Magic tricks. I. Groom, Arthur, 1898-1964. II. Title. III. Title: Book of magic.GV1547.M39
2009793.8—dc222009011657 Manufactured in the United States by Courier
Corporation47177201INTRODUCTION TO THE DOVER EDITIONJASPER MASKELYNEThe
Last of the Magical Maskelynesby EDWIN A. DAWES Jasper Maskleyne was a grandson of the
founder of the greatest dynasty of magicians ever known in Britain, and the last of the family to
work professionally in that calling. For a period of sixty years (1873–1933), the Maskelyne
family continuously operated a theater for magic in London, popularly known as “England’s
Home of Mystery,” and the name of Maskelyne became synonymous with magic itself. It is a
fascinating story.The patriarch, John Nevil Maskelyne (1839-1917), the son of a saddler, was
born in the fashionable spa town of Cheltenham on December 22, 1839. As a boy he had a
penchant for things mechanical. On leaving school he gravitated naturally to an apprenticeship
with a watchmaker and jeweler. His leisure pursuits included conjuring, plate spinning (a
juggling skill he had learned from a magician named Blitz Junior), playing the cornet in the
local amateur band, and singing in the church choir.By the early 1860s he had become
interested in spiritualistic phenomena, which were then the vogue in Britain, but his credulity
was shaken when a friendly medium asked him to repair what he chose to call a “surgical
appliance.” In effecting the repair, Maskelyne discovered that the device was capable of
producing table raps, the means of communication favored by the “spirits.” His vigilance was
now aroused, and when the American spiritualistic mediums the Davenport Brothers arrived in
Cheltenham in March 1865, Maskelyne was one of the members of the audience who went on
stage at the Town Hall to ensure that no trickery was involved, and that the manifestations
really were, as claimed, attributable to spirit agency.The Brothers were duly tied up under the
supervision of their manager, the Reverend Dr. Ferguson, and shut in their cabinet, which
resembled a large wardrobe with three doors, and a bench was fitted to the back and ends. At
the top of the panel of the center door was a diamond-shaped opening covered by a piece of
black cloth. The Brothers sat facing one another at either end of the cabinet, and an
assortment of musical instruments, comprising a guitar, violin and bow, tambourine, brass
horn, and a couple of bells, was placed on the bench between them. As it was an afternoon
seance, the windows of the Town Hall were curtained to exclude the light that was held to be
inimical to spirit activities. In the darkened room, the instruments began to play, seemingly due
to spirit action.Maskelyne was seated to one side of the stage, with a row of darkened curtains
at his back. In the midst of the phenomena, as instruments were flying out of the cabinet, a
piece of drapery fell from one window, and a shaft of sunlight enabled Maskelyne to see that
Ira Davenport had one of his hands behind his back, and the other was free, throwing out the
instruments. But in a trice the free hand was back behind him, he wriggled his shoulders, and
on subsequent examination both hands were found to be tightly bound. However, Maskelyne
had perceived the secret and denounced the performers as employing trickery. When
challenged, he said that with practice he would be able to duplicate the phenomena and then



replicate the Davenports’ entire performance.
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replicate the Davenports’ entire performance.Together with his friend, cabinetmaker and fellow
band member George Alfred Cooke, the two worked hard, and three months later made their
first appearance as illusionists at Jessop’s Aviary Gardens in Cheltenham. They performed in
open daylight to show that the Davenports’ phenomena could be accomplished without the aid
of spirits, and also introduced some original illusions of their own. Emboldened by their local
success, the pair embarked on a career as professional magicians, but quickly discovered that
such a life could be hard. In the winter of 1865 to 1866, when they were struggling to make
ends meet and almost about to abandon their new calling, there came an event that proved the
turning point in their fortunes. A young man named William Morton, who had the courage and
foresight to finance a tour on “fifty-fifty” terms, saw their show. Under his management, which
lasted for some twenty years, they appeared at most of the major towns and cities in Britain,
and finally in London, where, in 1873, they first appeared at the Egyptian Hall, Piccadilly. There
they quickly established a reputation for splendid family entertainment, creating some
wonderful illusions and introducing four fascinating automata; the most famous of these was
“Psycho,” a small figure of a Hindu, seated cross-legged upon a small box that rested on a
clear glass pedestal, obviating any connection with the stage. “Psycho” played whist with
members of the audience and usually won. Maskelyne & Cooke were to occupy this venue until
1904, when it was pending demolition; they then transferred to St. George’s Hall. The business
remained there until 1933. Cooke died in 1905.John Nevil Maskelyne was always referred to as
J.N. to avoid confusion with his eldest son and eldest grandson, who were also named John
Nevil and distinguished as Nevil and Jack respectively. J.N. had three children, Nevil, Minnie
Jane, and Edwin Archibald (Archie). In addition to making important contributions to the family
magic enterprise, Nevil’s interests lay in scientific research and invention, and he made some
significant contributions to wireless telegraphy, acoustics, astronomy, and ballooning. But it
would be true to say that, although he did it well, performing on stage was not Nevil’s favorite
occupation.David Devant, who was regarded as England’s finest conjurer and had joined
Maskelyne & Cooke in 1893, became a partner of J.N. Maskelyne in 1905; the business was
now known as Maskelyne & Devant Ltd. This partnership endured for ten years; it was
dissolved in 1915 following disputes between the principals. It then became Maskelyne’s Ltd.,
with J.N. and his two sons, Nevil and Archie, as directors.Nevil Maskelyne had five children:
John Nevil (Jack), Edmund Clive, Noel, Jasper, and Mary, and all, at least for part of their lives,
were connected in some capacity with Maskelyne’s Ltd. Jack, an engineer with an elevator
company and an authority on steam locomotives (about which he also wrote) was connected
with Maskelyne’s Ltd. for only a brief period. In 1915, following the outbreak of World War I,
Clive went into the Army as a volunteer in the Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders, while Noel
served in the Air Force. After the war, in 1920, Clive, now with the rank of Captain and having
been awarded the Military Cross, joined the family firm; he was appointed a director, and
started to perform on stage, enabling his father to be relieved of his own stage
appearances.J.N., patriarch of the family, had died in May 1917, and his son Nevil then
became managing director of Maskelyne’s Ltd. Together with Archie and additional external
acts, they continued the shows. In 1917 they engaged Oswald Williams, a creative music hall
illusionist, who later became a director of Maskelyne’s Ltd. Unfortunately, Archie contracted
tuberculosis, and by 1919 was too ill to perform; sadly, he died in September 1920, by which
time both Clive and Jasper had joined the family business at St. George’s Hall.Jasper, born in
1902, had made his initial appearance on stage in truly auspicious fashion at the first Royal
Command Performance, held in July 1912. Together with David Devant’s daughter Vida, he
assisted Devant in the performance of Boy, Girl and Eggs, in which an apparently endless



supply of eggs was produced from a seemingly empty hat. But he was rather more interested
in the King and Queen in the Royal Box than in the performance of the trick! It was in 1920,
after an initial skirmish with farming, that he started to serve his apprenticeship at St. George’s
Hall, working backstage in the workshops, as a scene-shifter, assistant, and general dogsbody,
and, finally, observing from the flies the workings and presentation of the illusions. Not until
three years later, in 1923, was he permitted to make his debut on stage, playing the part of a
burglar in a magical playlet, The Scarab.In September of the following year, the affairs of
Maskelyne’s Ltd. underwent a profound change upon the death of Nevil Maskelyne at the age
of 61, which thrust the operation of Maskelyne’s Ltd. on to his sons. Clive, assisted by Jasper,
now assumed responsibility for running the family firm. For some years there had been periods
of financial difficulty, and the pair of them, young and inexperienced, faced immediate problems
in a decade when significant changes were taking place in the world of entertainment, affecting
theater audiences, while the economic climate, heading towards recession, culminated in the
Wall Street crash. Several illusionists with large shows were downsizing to cut their costs.
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assistant, and general dogsbody, and, finally, observing from the flies the workings and
presentation of the illusions. Not until three years later, in 1923, was he permitted to make his
debut on stage, playing the part of a burglar in a magical playlet, The Scarab.In September of
the following year, the affairs of Maskelyne’s Ltd. underwent a profound change upon the death
of Nevil Maskelyne at the age of 61, which thrust the operation of Maskelyne’s Ltd. on to his
sons. Clive, assisted by Jasper, now assumed responsibility for running the family firm. For
some years there had been periods of financial difficulty, and the pair of them, young and
inexperienced, faced immediate problems in a decade when significant changes were taking
place in the world of entertainment, affecting theater audiences, while the economic climate,
heading towards recession, culminated in the Wall Street crash. Several illusionists with large
shows were downsizing to cut their costs.Clive became managing director, and both Jasper
and Jack were appointed directors in 1924, the year in which Jasper first appeared on stage as
a magician in his own right. He not only presented an illusion in the magical revue Hey Presto!,
but also sang a song in a scene entitled “Through the Ages.” His handsome features, excellent
stage presence, and command in handling volunteer assistants on stage were soon apparent,
and these attributes, together with his always immaculate appearance in evening dress,
delighted audiences, who recognized in him their ideal of a stage magician. And in October of
1925, by which time Jasper had become the principal performer at St. George’s Hall,
Maskelyne’s Ltd., to safeguard their interests, took out an insurance policy for £4,000 on his
life. Earlier, in February of that year, he had announced his engagement to Miss Evelyn Home-
Douglas, the young lady who assisted him in his illusions; they wed on June 24, 1926; she
thereafter retired from the stage, her place being taken by her twin sister, Cecil. Their first child,
Alistair, was born on April 15, 1927, to be followed by a daughter, Jasmine, on October 29,
1928.Clive, who had taken out a touring company in Britain earlier in the decade, in the
summer of 1925 undertook a three-month tour of South Africa, accompanied by his sister
Mary, leaving Jack and Jasper to run St. George’s Hall. Back home, in 1926, Clive toured the
provinces, and Mary Maskelyne now joined the stage company. It was in May of this year that a
general strike crippled the country and seriously affected the entertainment industry. During
this time Jasper worked as a motorcycle dispatch rider; according to his autobiography, White
Magic (1936), he enjoyed the experience. The next month, he led a group of entertainers to
provide a show at a private party held by the Maharajah of Jodhpur at his dwelling in
Wimbledon.Essential expenditures on facilities at the Hall, including ventilation, combined with
loss of income during the strike, placed the company in severe financial difficulty in 1926. A
crisis developed in relation to Clive, who was losing money on his provincial touring and
incurring additional expenditures by his autocratic booking of artistes, among other matters.
Communication between Clive and Jasper had effectively broken down. Jack and other
members of the Maskelyne family decided that Jasper should become managing director,
whereupon Clive severed all relations with Maskelyne’s Ltd. Thereafter he continued touring a
show, although he no longer held any real interest in working as a magician, and his fortunes
declined, the low point being his arrest for debt in July 1928. Two months later he suffered
lobar pneumonia; he died of heart failure at the age of 34 at sea aboard the liner Rawalpindi,
while en route to Tibet in the role of film cameraman.In place of Clive, Noel Maskelyne joined
the board. The former electrical engineer became a performer, quickly establishing himself as a
very good showman and presenter of illusions; in May 1927 he was appointed joint managing
director, with remit for administration, with Jasper, whose forte was performing. However,
Jasper and Noel’s joint management was not an easy one, and differences of opinion led to
increasing friction between the brothers.There was a new venture in 1928 when Jasper



participated in filming engagements. In White Magic he disclosed that the first film was Room
19, in which he played the part of the detective hero, and the second, Kidnapped, which
featured the exploits of a famous magician. Apparently the former was never exhibited, and the
latter was the last silent film made in Britain.It was, in fact, the competing entertainments of
radio and, from 1927, sound films that added to the financial problems that beset Maskelyne’s
Ltd., again compounded in 1929 by the economic crisis and Wall Street crash, which resulted
in rocketing unemployment in Britain as well as America. Consequently, the necessary
redecoration of the auditorium and vestibule of St. George’s Hall during the summer vacation of
that year was undertaken respectively by Jasper and Noel themselves.During the 1920s,
Oswald Williams, the creative illusionist who had first appeared at Maskelyne’s in 1917,
effectively became a resident performer at St. George’s Hall. He eventually achieved his
ambition to become a director of Maskelyne’s Ltd., a position he retained until the company
went into receivership in 1933.Over an extended Christmas-New Year period in 1930 and
1931, Jasper, with a company that included his sister Mary, undertook a nine-week tour of
South Africa with a show titled Hullo Maskelyne. Combined with the preparatory period prior to
the tour, by the time Jasper returned to the stage of St. George’s Hall he had been away for
five months, during which time the economic situation had deteriorated even further.Jasper
played a week at the London Palladium during the Maskelyne summer vacation of 1931; in the
autumn, he introduced Magic of the Mandarins, his first portrayal of a Chinese magician and
an act that was continued in 1932, the year in which he received the accolade of appearing in
the Royal Variety Performance at the Palladium before the King and Queen. Another royal
occasion occurred soon afterwards at Marlborough House—a charity children’s garden party in
aid of the Great Ormond Street Children’s Hospital—and his popularity was further enhanced
by participation in radio broadcasts and appearances at the Palladium. Financial worries
increased for Maskelyne’s Ltd. in autumn 1932, when a London County Council survey of St.
George’s Hall revealed structural and fire hazards that required attention if their license was to
be maintained, while relations between Jasper and his brothers worsened, culminating in his
dismissal in January 1933, just two months before Maskelyne’s celebrated its Diamond Jubilee.
The severance agreement permitted Jasper to work as an illusionist under his own name, but
not that of “Maskelyne’s” or “Maskelyne’s Mysteries,” nor to take any of the apparatus from St.
George’s Hall.With no equipment, no tour booked, little money, and a wife and two young
children to care for, Jasper was in a plight. With Evelyn’s full support he spent most of their
savings on equipment, managed to secure a week’s engagement at Glasgow Empire, and re-
launched his career. Fortunately other bookings followed, boosted by a charity appearance for
Queen Mary, and Jasper Maskelyne the illusionist continued to charm and mystify audiences
throughout Britain.Maskelyne’s Ltd. did not survive for long after Jasper’s departure. Their last
performance at St. George’s Hall occurred on October 14, 1933, when safety regulations were
enforced and the hall lost its license as a theater. For the Christmas season that year the show,
sustained by Noel and Mary Maskelyne, Oswald Williams, and the young Robert Harbin,
transferred to the Little Theater, a 300-seat theater near Charing Cross Station. Other seasons
followed there in 1934 at Easter, the summer holiday period, and finally Christmas, ending on
January 5, 1935—that month Maskelyne’s Ltd. went into receivership. All the assets of the
company, together with the name of “Maskelyne’s Mysteries,” were bought by Davenports, the
London magic dealers, in July of 1935. Thus, the life of an institution that, for over sixty years,
had been a constant feature of the London entertainment scene came to an end.In 1936,
Jasper’s autobiography, White Magic, was published. According to his son Alistair, this was
done because he was experiencing financial hardship at the time. Ghost-written for general



readership, the book unfortunately indulges in some creative incidents and does not afford an
entirely reliable record of the Maskelyne story (even the date of his father’s death is
inaccurate!). In the same year, Maskelyne’s Book of Magic also appeared in bookshops. There
was an unusual offer in Jasper’s foreword, namely that should there be any points on which the
painstaking reader required clarification, they might write to him care of the publisher, and he
would be happy to oblige.Finances were also assisted by some film work; Jasper lent his name
to a series of Kensitas cigarette cards, and through an arrangement whereby the tailoring firm
of Harry Hall provided him with suits in return for modeling posters advertising their wares on
the London Underground, which was, of course, also a good advertisement for Maskelyne
himself.After war broke out in 1939, for their safety, Jasper sent Evelyn and the children to New
Zealand to live with her brother, who had emigrated there in the 1920s. His stage career came
to an end for the duration of hostilities when in October 1940, after several attempts to interest
the authorities in his expertise in deceptive methods, he was commissioned in the Royal
Engineers and sent to the Camouflage Development and Training section at Farnham under
Colonel Buckley. After training, he was one of twelve camouflage officers sent out early in 1941
to Egypt, where he became a member of Major Geoffrey Barkas’s Camouflage Experimental
Section.At the time of his arrival, the Italian forces in Libya that had advanced into British-
protected Egypt had been repelled and almost overrun by the British troops, but the Axis
invasion of Greece created a diversion that halted the advance, and the German Afrika Corps,
under Field-Marshal Erwin Rommel’s command, arrived in March 1941 to reinforce the Italians.
They quickly recaptured most of the territory except for the garrison at Tobruk, and thereafter
the opposing forces engaged in attack and counter attack until November, when Rommel’s
offensive carried them forward, Tobruk fell, and the British troops were in full retreat. Eventually,
Rommel halted in a position covering some 30 miles between El Alamein and the
Mediterranean in the north and the impassable Qattara Depression in the south. This was the
background to Jasper Maskelyne’s initial nine months in Egypt. His wartime exploits were
subsequently recounted in the book Magic—Top Secret, published in 1949. Thirty-four years
later, the journalist David Fisher added further to the Maskelyne lore in his book The War
Magician (1983), a very readable work.It is clear that at the outset Maskelyne was looked upon
as something of a curiosity in a war zone, but in return for organizing magic shows for the
troops he was allowed to assemble his own camouflage team, which became known as the
“Magic Gang.” Here we shall survey some of Maskelyne’s Magic Gang’s subsequent activities
in the Middle East theater of war, but not in strict chronological sequence.A request for huge
quantities of camouflage paint to render a consignment of green-painted tanks (originally
intended for Greece), less conspicuous in the desert environment, was met by scouring the
streets and rubbish dumps of Cairo for possible constituents. This exercise located hundreds of
discarded drums of Worcester sauce, bags of flour, and abandoned bags of cement, the
contents of which, when mixed in appropriate proportions, provided the base. Pigmentation
was a problem, however—solved with great ingenuity when it was discovered that camel dung
yielded the right color, leading to a “dung patrol” roaming the streets and following Arab
caravans. The malodorous paint fortunately lost its undesirable characteristic when exposed to
the sun.The need to move tanks into battle positions without being spotted by the enemy’s
reconnaissance planes was solved by camouflaging them as trucks, a concept developed by
Maskelyne. The disguise was achieved by fitting a framework made of wood and canvas (later
replaced by more durable metal frames), resembling a truck, over the tank, a device termed a
“sunshield.” It opened longitudinally, and the truck emerged like a butterfly from its chrysalis
and proved an effective device. Telltale tank tracks were obliterated by trailing a metal



“scrubber” device that also left simulated tire tracks in its wake. They were first deployed in
General Wavell’s ill-fated Operation Battleaxe in June 1941. And to aid in the deception of the
location and extent of weaponry, dummy tanks were fabricated from similar materials.It was in
June 1941 that the Magic Gang was asked to devise a means of protecting from Luftwaffe
nighttime air raids the port of Alexandria, the Allies’ main transport base in North Africa and a
lifeline for the troops’ survival. They did so by creating a decoy harbor at a location a little
further away at Maryut Bay, where the coastline bore some resemblance to Alexandria harbor.
This type of decoy system, known as “Starfish,” was already operating around Britain at some
of the principal cities and sensitive sites to divert bombers from their targets by employing
lights, fires, and explosions created at sites a few miles away. According to Magic—Top Secret,
these same techniques were used at Maryut with fabricated dummy buildings and
accompanying ground lights, as well as a miniature version of the Pharos lighthouse. Real anti-
aircraft guns were deployed to provide verisimilitude. Maskelyne and one of his Magic Gang
controlled the effects from the Pharos lighthouse, switching on the Maryut lights and blacking
out Alexandria on the approach of the bombers, a technique that was claimed to be successful
in luring the attackers away from their intended target. The deception extended to the creation
of piles of rubble and simulated damage in Alexandria itself during the blackout in order that
the enemy’s reconnaissance planes next day might be assured of some success the previous
night. [It should be added though that Richard Stokes’s researches disclosed that Maryut is an
inland saltwater lake, not a bay or a shoreline.]The next problem to confront them was a
request to disguise the Suez Canal, the vital lifeline for the Allies’ shipping from the
Mediterranean to the Red Sea, Persian Gulf, and the Cape—it was a target for German
bombing and mine-laying activities in their efforts to cripple the supply lines by sinking a ship
and blocking the narrow, shallow canal. Post-war, this effort led to headlines such as “They hid
the Suez Canal.” At strategic points on the banks of the canal were anti-aircraft gun
emplacements and searchlights, although a shortage of both was a difficulty tackled by
endeavouring to anticipate where an attack might occur, and moving them accordingly. It was
the searchlights that offered the basis for the deception that Maskelyne devised. The principle
used in this chicanery was based upon one that is well known to stage magicians, namely that
with a dark background and strong light shining outwards the eye has difficulty in discerning
what lies beyond the light. To this end, after much experimentation, Maskelyne devised a
system of twenty-four reflectors sited above each searchlight, producing a cartwheel of light
extending some eight miles; he then added a greater dazzle effect by having them rotate so
that the beams spun—a device he termed a “Whirling Spray,” the effectiveness of which he
confirmed himself when taken up in a plane, resulting in a rather terrifying experience. It is not
evident, however, whether the device was ever used along the length of the Canal, as other
precautions had already been introduced by the time the Whirling Spray was first assembled.
These included barrage balloons, fighter aircraft, and, in a crucial rocky area, netting stretched
across the canal, in which holes would pinpoint where a mine had fallen during darkness and
enable divers to descend and neutralize it.

A request for huge quantities of camouflage paint to render a consignment of green-painted
tanks (originally intended for Greece), less conspicuous in the desert environment, was met by
scouring the streets and rubbish dumps of Cairo for possible constituents. This exercise
located hundreds of discarded drums of Worcester sauce, bags of flour, and abandoned bags
of cement, the contents of which, when mixed in appropriate proportions, provided the base.
Pigmentation was a problem, however—solved with great ingenuity when it was discovered



that camel dung yielded the right color, leading to a “dung patrol” roaming the streets and
following Arab caravans. The malodorous paint fortunately lost its undesirable characteristic
when exposed to the sun.The need to move tanks into battle positions without being spotted by
the enemy’s reconnaissance planes was solved by camouflaging them as trucks, a concept
developed by Maskelyne. The disguise was achieved by fitting a framework made of wood and
canvas (later replaced by more durable metal frames), resembling a truck, over the tank, a
device termed a “sunshield.” It opened longitudinally, and the truck emerged like a butterfly
from its chrysalis and proved an effective device. Telltale tank tracks were obliterated by trailing
a metal “scrubber” device that also left simulated tire tracks in its wake. They were first
deployed in General Wavell’s ill-fated Operation Battleaxe in June 1941. And to aid in the
deception of the location and extent of weaponry, dummy tanks were fabricated from similar
materials.It was in June 1941 that the Magic Gang was asked to devise a means of protecting
from Luftwaffe nighttime air raids the port of Alexandria, the Allies’ main transport base in North
Africa and a lifeline for the troops’ survival. They did so by creating a decoy harbor at a location
a little further away at Maryut Bay, where the coastline bore some resemblance to Alexandria
harbor. This type of decoy system, known as “Starfish,” was already operating around Britain at
some of the principal cities and sensitive sites to divert bombers from their targets by
employing lights, fires, and explosions created at sites a few miles away. According to Magic—
Top Secret, these same techniques were used at Maryut with fabricated dummy buildings and
accompanying ground lights, as well as a miniature version of the Pharos lighthouse. Real anti-
aircraft guns were deployed to provide verisimilitude. Maskelyne and one of his Magic Gang
controlled the effects from the Pharos lighthouse, switching on the Maryut lights and blacking
out Alexandria on the approach of the bombers, a technique that was claimed to be successful
in luring the attackers away from their intended target. The deception extended to the creation
of piles of rubble and simulated damage in Alexandria itself during the blackout in order that
the enemy’s reconnaissance planes next day might be assured of some success the previous
night. [It should be added though that Richard Stokes’s researches disclosed that Maryut is an
inland saltwater lake, not a bay or a shoreline.]The next problem to confront them was a
request to disguise the Suez Canal, the vital lifeline for the Allies’ shipping from the
Mediterranean to the Red Sea, Persian Gulf, and the Cape—it was a target for German
bombing and mine-laying activities in their efforts to cripple the supply lines by sinking a ship
and blocking the narrow, shallow canal. Post-war, this effort led to headlines such as “They hid
the Suez Canal.” At strategic points on the banks of the canal were anti-aircraft gun
emplacements and searchlights, although a shortage of both was a difficulty tackled by
endeavouring to anticipate where an attack might occur, and moving them accordingly. It was
the searchlights that offered the basis for the deception that Maskelyne devised. The principle
used in this chicanery was based upon one that is well known to stage magicians, namely that
with a dark background and strong light shining outwards the eye has difficulty in discerning
what lies beyond the light. To this end, after much experimentation, Maskelyne devised a
system of twenty-four reflectors sited above each searchlight, producing a cartwheel of light
extending some eight miles; he then added a greater dazzle effect by having them rotate so
that the beams spun—a device he termed a “Whirling Spray,” the effectiveness of which he
confirmed himself when taken up in a plane, resulting in a rather terrifying experience. It is not
evident, however, whether the device was ever used along the length of the Canal, as other
precautions had already been introduced by the time the Whirling Spray was first assembled.
These included barrage balloons, fighter aircraft, and, in a crucial rocky area, netting stretched
across the canal, in which holes would pinpoint where a mine had fallen during darkness and



enable divers to descend and neutralize it.When, by the end of 1941, significant naval losses
for the British had rendered the Mediterranean supply lines potentially vulnerable, Maskelyne
received a request from Admiral Cunningham for dummy submarines that could be moored in
the pens to create the impression that the fleet was in port, while they were actually out on
patrol. The problem of finding a large enough substructure for a dummy submarine was solved
with the discovery of eighteen rusting railway coaches, relics of the Trans-Arabian Railway that
had operated for some ten years, from 1908. The Naval Office bought them, allegedly for scrap
metal, and secretly delivered one to the Magic Gang’s unit, where they got to work. Using
techniques similar to those employed for disguising tanks, a superstructure crudely resembling
a submarine was fabricated to fit over the carriage, and flotation was eventually successfully
achieved by means of ballasted oil drums.
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Paul, “An excellent little book. An excellent little book.ideal for anyone wanting to know a bit
more about Maskelyn.Now you see it...it's behind you fans.”
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