According to Bears.

(An oral history of mystery.)

T. Hodden.

One


The Museum of British Bears is a grand structure. The first time I saw it I was more than half an hour early for the opening time. I don't live in London, and had completely misjudged how long it would take to get from Victoria station to the museum district. It is a vast hall of granite and beige coloured stone, carved in imperial majesty. As I sat by a coffee stall on the road, watching the coaches of eager school children unloading for their trips to the Natural History Museum, the Science Museum, or the Victoria and Albert Museum, sipping coffee from a cardboard cup I noticed a small crowd of men and women starting to converge by the gate. I wondered if the museum may be more popular than anticipated. Then I saw the photocopied sheets of paper they were stapling to their placards. A picket line was forming. These, it seemed, were Gatekeepers.


Gatekeepers had been part of the every day noise in Britain since the nineteen seventies. So much so, that the majority of people have given up listening and have no idea of the politics behind the Gatekeeper protests. The common consensus is that the Gatekeepers don't like bears in the same way that the other right wing groups don't like Immigration or Europe. Of course, the whole point of a political movement is that it goes far deeper than that. Take a Right Wing movement, it doesn't matter which. Let's assume it is the one that gets all vocal and emotional about immigration. Let's assume in a perfect world they got into power and achieved their main aims: To place tighter restrictions on immigration and better enforce our borders. Now in the oversimplified example, their supporters would argue this is saving the country a lot of money on the benefits, housing, medical bills, and other costs that would have been given to the immigrants. But in the real world, it isn't as simple as that. You have to pay for enforcement of the borders, you have to pay the other changes you made, you would have to work out how to fill the jobs that the immigrants had. If, for example, you want to get rid of a Doctor because of his accent, you have to make sure that there is a new Doctor to take his place. It's all very well saying “Oh but we have this many unemployed people in town,” unless one of those happens to be a Doctor. Or a mechanic, or a shelf stacker, or a fruit picker, or which ever jobs are made vacant. Then there are the same old issues that are always going to be there even if you are a “one issue” movement. Once you have achieved your goal with immigration, Europe, Bears, or your Issue, there will still be roads to be kept open, the NHS to keep stocked with sticky plasters, the Police, and all kinds of other bills to pay for. All kinds of responsibilities too. If you get into parliament you have to worry about what will be taught at schools, what will be made law, how the country acts towards the environment, other countries, how it treats farmers and corporations and ships and planes and trains and factories and workers and the unemployed and... Everything.


It is never about the one issue.


In the case of the Gatekeepers it is not just a case of disliking bears. But a dislike of bears is somewhat central to their ideals. It is their issue. They word it far more politely of course; they state that they are concerned by the resources being spent looking after (or looking out for) bears coming to the UK from other communities, and the impact this is having on British culture. Their ideal harks back to a Golden age, where Britain was more British and bears lived in small rural communities rarely bothering city folk. Much of the posters and pamphlets the Gatekeepers campaign with are covered with images that are nostalgic for a Victorian London where Bears knew their place, and the streets were filled with Cockney sweeps and gentlemen in smoking jackets, with a distinct lack of Bears. It is a Golden age that never was, as becomes clear when you take the time to look at censuses and public records. The reality was a rather different London. It was the London where the Museum of British Bears was built. It was a London, that far from being robustly English, was a cosmopolitan melting pot. If you look a little further, into press reports, Police records, and other archives you will find that the fears and suspicions that the Gatekeepers share have changed little since the Victorian period. One of the best examples of this was the subject I was at the museum to research. Before this book started to take any kind of shape it was to be a short article for small press magazine. A year or so previously I had written a part of the magazines blog about the enduring mystery of the Whitechapel murders (or the Jack the Ripper murders f that is what you like to call them). It was not great, but it went down okay with the editor and she asked if I would consider doing occasional pieces for the print edition. “How about doing some work on the different suspects. We can keep them on file and draw them out when we need a filler page.”

“Sure,” I had agreed eagerly. “So you want me to start with the most likely one?”

“No.” She said, in a way that suggested the word was written in bold type and underlined. In red. “Likely suspects tend to be dull!” She told me. “Go for the unlikely ones. The oddballs and interesting ones.”

“Well, they thought he was a bear at one point.”

“What, the wild kind or the talking kind?”

“A European Tweed, probably an immigrant from the pogroms.”

“You are kidding!” She almost laughed from the surprise. “But a house bear is, what, three feet tall, with stumpy little paws? I would love to know how they thought that could be right.”

“So you would read the article?”

“If it's true that there was a suspicion.”

“Suspicion? There was almost a riot.”

“Then write the piece.” She instructed me. And I intended to. I am not, as you can tell, a professional writer. I have a full time job, and I write in my spare time as a hobby more than anything else. I enter a few competitions, an get asked to write small pieces for small press magazines few people read. I have a passing interest in the Jack the Ripper case, but I am by no means a Ripperologist. I was in no way about to crack the case in the article, just explain an interesting side line that was a reasonably new development. I would also have an excuse to visit some museums in the name of “research”. I love visiting museums, my better half is less enthusiastic, so it was something of a treat to have an excuse, on the condition that it did not get in the way of my more pressing obligations.


That the there had been a genuine suspicion at the time, that was looked into with some considerable scrutiny by investigating detectives was something of a new development. Until last year it had been assumed that the idea was just part of the local speculation spouting from the scared public rather than actual leads. It was taken no more seriously than many other suggestions made. It was a common concept that the murders were too grizzly to be the work of an upstanding Englishman, so scared folks suggested it seemed like the ritual of a South Sea whaler, a Native American from the Wild West show, savages from the Orient, and just about anywhere else that was less “civilised” than the Empire. It was only a matter of time before the Bears were named too. The strange thing is the idea had legs. People ran with it to the extent that Doctor Wynne E Baxter, the coroner heading an inquest into the murders had to make a point of dismissing the claims outright: “PC Thick, I think we can safely say that the medical evidence discounts a European Tweed, or any other house bear, unless the victims were obliging enough to wait for him to fetch his stepladder.” This is the first, and only time the suspicion was known to have been mentioned in the official records, for several decades. One of the widely acknowledged experts in the case Fido Beggar wrote in his book The Crimes and Mysteries of Jack the Ripper, printed for the hundred year anniversary of the case, suggested; “The idea probably stemmed not from investigating officers, but from those already agitated by the growing number of bears in the city. From the tone of the letters written to the press, and the papers that chose to print them it seems much more to be a case of people rolling their eyes and speaking in hushed tones. Did you hear about what those bears did now? And I heard the Police think one of those Tweeds may have been doing the murders. It would not surprise me you know. And before long the rumours and whispers had gone from being something a friend of a friend had heard, to something everybody knew 9so it must be true) in exactly the same way that gossip and nonsense is hurled around the internet today, ensuring somebody somewhere is stone cold positive that KFC are breeding sixteen legged headless chickens for their meals and that certain fizzy drinks will make worms emerge from uncooked pork, despite such claims being easy to falsify.” So the stories of a bear being responsible probably originated from the groups who already had an agenda against bears. But; “No surviving documents have been uncovered to suggest bears were investigated by the police, despite this being a common factor in the various stories. However with the amount of documents that have been lost it is possible that the idea was investigated but rather quickly discounted.”


This was generally considered the most likely scenario for some time. Little hope was held out that new documents would come to light suggesting that any ursine suspects were named. Then, just last year the revelation was made in a completely unexpected source, and for a few weeks went unnoticed by the community of Ripper enthusiasts, until Fido Beggar was given, for his birthday, the audio book version on CD of Bill Bryson's “Rich and Paw, a history of pets and animals.” Beggar was listening to the CDs (the unabridged version too) while driving from Hull to London for some event or other. Part of the way through the first CD he had to pull over at a motorway services so he could skip back through the tracks to find a sentence that had astounded him. He found it, listened again, then again, then again. Then he got out of the car ran into the services to find the print (what my would call the “proper”) version in the newsagents at the services. He found the right chapter, read the line said what he thought it had said, read the footnotes, found the bibliography, laughed like a loon, then bought the book and tried to remember how to work his phone. With in minutes he was making an excited phone call to other researchers and writers in the Ripper field telling them what he had read, and where the documents had been found according to the bibliography and references in the Bryson book. Those not making a several hour drive, with working internet connections started verifying the statement and sources. It was true! Bryson had made a statement that was very interesting and insightful to the subject of his book, but hardly (from his point of view) earth shattering. To the Ripper scribes however it was a whole new lead and exciting avenue to follow. Not because it named a likely suspect, but because it was potentially rich seam of facts and data to unearth. (Strangely the interest of many scribes is not about the “solving” of the case, but of the whole cast of characters and the labyrinth of investigation that surrounds the case. It is the journey, not the destination that holds rapt attention.)


“Tensions,” Bryson had written, “between the growing population of Tweeds from Eastern Europe continued to grow towards boiling point when accusations began to fly that one of the bears may have been Jack the Ripper, or had in some way helped the Ripper. London was like a tinderbox waiting for a spark. There were similar tensions building with, for example, Polish immigrants, and Jewish immigrants. The Police feared a riot if it was revealed that the murderer had been a bear, or if a bear was in any way involved. So real was the threat of a riot, and so sure were the Police that agitators were trying to produce a spark that Charles Warren ordered the investigating team to hand over some of their files to the Special Branch, all those involving the bears, and gave clear instructions on the language that was to be used with connection to the murders in the future. In the same way “foreign” was diplomatically used to describe a suspect accent, the bears were to be referred to as “possible witnesses.” Now that is a seismic revelation. The bears had been investigated in connection to the murders. More over, the Police had been looking for some to question, as witnesses or suspects, but the files had been moved to another case. The files were now traceable. It was all very exciting. I had read the reports, and had found them very interesting. They were one of the many dead ends in the Whitechapel case, the bears seen near the scene neither being connected to the case themselves or able to offer any new information. But they offered a lot of insight into why the public were so ready of being suspicious of the Tweeds. More than that, they made it clear that by the time the Police feared riots there were some, a minority but a very loud minority, willing to be suspicious of all bears, European Tweeds, Duffel Celtics, or even the Kentish Polar bears, as a single community, a single entity. 


I had wanted to put the papers into context when I started my article, so I had made an appointment for a tour of the museum, with an expert who I hoped could shed some light on the papers. I wanted to know what life was like in those days, as a small bear in the big city. As I sat with my coffee I began to wonder if history were not preparing to repeat itself, as once more a very vocal minority was talking very loudly about the bear community in a far from flattering light.


It was not doom and gloom of course. As I mentioned before the museum itself was built around the same time. It was part of the Victorian endeavours, or rather Albert's endeavours, to bring enlightenment, culture, education and entertainment to all the citizens of the empire. It was a time of great exhibitions and great museums designed and built to promote science and knowledge. The MBB was at the time the largest structure designed by a bear. It is the oldest still standing, and to describe the original plans as “ahead of their time” is an understatement. Very little of them can still be seen in the finished structure, mostly because the designer Wilbur D Poops had to scribble a second set of plans off the top of his head in crayon while Prince Albert and the rest of the museum committee were having tea. Albert had refused to believe the original plans were not a practical joke being played on him by Poops. Poops had blushed, accepted that he was not going to convince anybody and offered to go fetch the “real” plans during tea. He had locked himself in the toilets and bashed out the plans on the back of the originals. If anybody sussed out his caper they were too polite to mention it, although Queen Victoria herself corrected the measurements from inches to feet before the masons set to work.


The “joke” plans are a tantalising taste of what might have been, or more likely, what may have been cut to reduce the spiralling budget of the building. The whole of one wing of the building would have been taken up by a small scale train ride in which tourists would tour a number of models charting the history of bears, filled with wax mannequins and clock work statues. There would have been music and “realistic effects recreating historic scenes” with “a few loopy loops and umpy bumpies to keep the children awake.” It was, in effect, a roller coaster pulled by genuine steam trains, cross bred with the Jorvik museum. An “amusing mascot” (or bear in costume) would be featured all over the place, as a recurring theme of tour guides, posters, pamphlets and penny dreadful comics. “Michael the Rodent will be a cheery soul much beloved by the families who visit.” The plans promised. “Bears dressed as Michael will lead themed parades and entertain the visitors, while enticing them to waste good money on souvenirs featuring his likeness.” Other features included “A genuine haunted house”, “cars in which you bump each other”, and the enticing sounding “novelty Ferris wheel- needs some work, maybe have it on some sort of stand rather than rolling around the East wing.” Or my favourite: “Chamber of horrors, but if we can't stop them eating people we will use wax works instead.” There were also some rather sensible suggestions too. Flushing toilets, double glazed windows, central heating, a theatre for lectures, a grand gallery demonstrating how bears were employed to give the impression of perspective on small stages in music halls, a “elevator for rapid transit between floors” that replaced the original “unique use of industrial springs for rapid transit” after early tests proved interesting. And many more. Albert had, in all honesty never seen a plan like it before.


Poops was a bear who dearly wanted to push science into a new century, and felt that something being impossible should not stop it being real. To help create the intended marvels of technology Poops turned to Miles Cabbage, a man who spent much of his life trying to rub out the fine line between genius and madness. Cabbage spent almost a third of his life “resting” at the sort of hospitals that had padded rooms and nurses armed with strait jackets. The only condition he gave was that his “project” be included in the museum come what may. Cabbage wanted to design a museum that would not just chart the history that had been, but would record new history as it was made. His ambition was second to none: He designed a device that would record an oral testament from each and every bear in London, if not Britain. Each statement, basically a short interview, was recorded in a small booth in the museums main hall, and cylinder was placed in an automated production line, with a small form explaining the name, age, address, occupation and physical details of the bear, who was photographed before leaving the booth. These would both be treated to preserve them, and filed in a neatly organised basement. Now, this is the clever bit: The basement itself was a machine. In the grand hall, directly above the basement, there was (and still is) a vast monolith of oak and glass, the size of a cathedrals pipe organ, towering right up to the rafters. Inside this gargantuan cupboard is a network of brass cogs on sliders and springs, with sprockets and cams and drive shafts, all shamelessly copied from the Babbage differential machine. Spouting from the front is the Goggle Finding Engine, which is rather like the keyboard of the pipe organ: a number of dials with simple icons etched in them. You set the dials, to the type of bears whose story you wish to hear: By age, gender, occupation and so forth. When you set the dials, you crank the handles (which comes with a health warning and best not contemplated by the unfit) and the machine will churn out the reference for a particular wax cylinder, or cylinders.


Had Cabbage ever been able to complete his designs this would have been automatically retrieved from the basement, but alas, the next stage was done behind the scenes by a small army of labouring bears in the network of tunnels and basements hidden from the public. A runner would take the reference numbers down to the basement. Here, the Archivist would have his own Goggle Finding Engine with a number of dials. He would use these dials to input the number, or numbers, and his assistant would crank away. The filing stacks would then rotate and shift on their housing so the desired records moved tot he front of the stack. The wax cylinders would emerge with reference photographs and forms. A second runner would place these on a trolley on rails and push them through to the next basement. Here a third Goggle would be manipulated to produce from a vending machine a rough estimation of the clothes and props needed to dress as the bear whose statement has been selected. These were applied to a plush life sized doll of a bear, which was placed on a small stage. The cylinder was inserted in the player, and a sprung mechanism in the back of the doll wound fully.


Back in the grand hall, a small fanfare would play (though the fanfare differed on various cylinders) and the dressed doll would emerge from the floor and be lit by a lime light. The mechanism in the doll would spring to life, and as the testament played, the jaw of the doll would flop open and shut in a vague impression of speech. The result was that scholars could review an oral history of the bears, played out for them by life sized puppets. It was as ridiculous as it was sublime.


Not much of this survives today, or at least in its original form. The Goggle Finding Engine controlling the stacks survives, but over two thirds of the operation had been destroyed, by a fire in nineteen hundred and seven, then damage sustained in the Blitz. Poops had designed the lower storage areas to with stand any great disaster that might fall on London, such as the Great Fires, hoping to ensure that as many of the valuable artefacts as possible were protected, not to mention his own skin should his creditors ever come calling. Siege, fire, and flood were all catered for. He did not expect bombardments from the air. Nor did he expect a fire to begin in the museum itself when a lamp was knocked over in a store room for mannequins made from wax (which owners of a candle will note burns rather well). The outer structure of the Grand Hall survived a direct hit from a German bomber during the blitz, but the insides of the hall were all but destroyed. The stage, the Goggle Finding Engine, and other display cases were reduced to splinters and scrap. Those fortified vaults bellow that Poops designed? They were being used by the War Office as a bunker, and those taking safe harbour with in noticed the hit because a small coffee table collapsed and there was a shower of dust as some of the lights went out. The ranking officer assured his staff that the building next door must have been hit. In fact a small but potent bomb had fallen from a bomber through the stained glass dome in the centre of the ceiling and detonated on the central statue.


The Goggle Engine in the Main Hall was rendered beyond repair. The network of cogs and drive shafts broken and warped and half melted. The metal was donated to the war effort, and the fine brass was recycled as naval equipment. The all important files and recordings however was safe. In the weeks that followed emergency repairs were made to seal the hall, then in peace time these were made permanent for the grand reopening.


The “Project” was not slowed. Every year hundreds of Bears volunteered their time to tell their life story and have it recorded. In nineteen sixty the museum started to transfer the entire archive to magnetic tape. In nineteen ninety three the testaments numbered in their millions and the archive started to be digitised to a computer server. A scholar could now access all the records, and through a more conventional search engine could listen to a recording while the text documents and transcripts were displayed on the screen along with the photograph. In the latest incarnation the data  for dressing the mannequins is used to produce an animated computer model of the bear. Interest in the oral history has waned, but has not ceased. Bears on a school trip, or visiting the museum on a weekend are offered the opportunity to record their own testaments in a computerised booth much like that used for passport photographs. Those who wish to access the archive are asked to donate their own testament. Roving bands of archivists seek a captive audience with the bears serving time at the pleasure of Her Majesty, as well old peoples homes and retirement centres.

Two


Roosevelt Logan looked both dapper and cheerful when he arrived to open the museum. He is an American House Bear, standing three feet tall, with copper coloured fur, a heart shaped nose, and wide brown eyes. He has been the head curator at the MBB for three years now, and stops to wave at the protesting Gatekeepers as he passes by, his newspaper tucked under one arm, a pocket watch in his paw being scrutinised. He even has a fedora hat he doffs charmingly at the people who should be his mortal foes. He is completely oblivious to their ill will and nods as he listens to their chants. “Very catchy. Well done.” He tells them, humming along to the chant as he unlocks the doors with a big ring of keys.


Roosevelt started work in the UK at the MBB nearly twenty years ago as an assistant to the curator of unnatural history. He rose through the ranks and became the first American to take the top chair at the museum. He has made a name for himself publishing a number of books on the history of bears, most notably in bear politics. He wears his American nature on his sleeve, or rather on his lapel. He wears a small American flag pin, as well as pins for the major political parties, that have been given to him for gifts. He has no real partisan ideals beyond “being nice”. He notices me, smiles brightly, and goes to unlock the museum. A little while later the doors are opened, the shutters raised and the museum is open for visitors. I finish my coffee and step inside.


Roosevelt does not seem to have much on his plate at the moment. He offered to give me a guided tour of the areas of the museum relevant to the article and answer some questions in a short interview. He met me in the reception and showed me into one of the display halls.

“Aren't you worried about the Gatekeepers?” I asked.

“Why is something going to happen to them?” He seemed concerned.

“They don't like the museum, aren't you worried they will drive away customers?” I waved at the nearly empty halls.

“Ah, well, thing is, we have done rather well because of them.” He said cheerfully.

“They just started burning your books!” I complained, looking out of the window to see one of the Gatekeepers drop a bundle of pamphlets into an old oil drum being used an incinerator. It blossomed with bright orange flames consuming the books.

“Yes, they do pop in now and again to stock up, which is nice. They are always polite and are quite happy to use our little tea shop too. We are doing a roaring trade from those nice people.” He waddled to a set of finely crafted doors. “This is our Victorian display. I think you will find it useful.” he pushed the doors open, and revealed a chamber that was far bigger than the walls seemed to be able to contain. A small maze of glass display cases was spread around the room, lit by crisp white lights. Most were even standing up. “Hey look over there!” Roosevelt shouted, pointing at the far wall while he ducked in the other direction to stand the display of antique glass statues back upright, sticking the head back on a crystal Victoria with a reel of double sided tape from his pocket. Hoping I had not noticed it, he shoved the whole thing in his pocket. 

“Who is this?” I asked, leaning over the large photograph he had tried to distract me with.

“That is the First Ursine Artillery in the Crimean war.” He said proudly. “The first and last deployment of bears in a combat role.”

“Is that cannon pointing the opposite way to the rest.”

“Yes, that would be why.”

“That bear has medals on his chest.”

“Yes, Igor Peppernose. The scourge of Balaclava.” He said proudly. “The enemy believed that Igor was a suicidally psychotic fiend who would fire himself in a cannon to the furthest entrenchments and barricades to fight his way back to the front line, scattering their forces and haunting their camps with his terrifying screams.”

“And what was he really?”

“A loader for the cannon crew whose commander didn't realise he was missing a page from his instruction book. He accidentally shot Igor at his targets five times before he realised he was meant to let Igor finish ramming the powder home before lighting the fuse.”

“What about those guys? Those hobby horses look worse for ware.”

“Yes, the Third Bear Support crew were transporting much needed oil lamps, flares, and munitions to the front line when one of the lamps sprung a leak. The officer Maple Startail wanted to get a closer look, but it was a bit dark, so he lit a match. He certainly found there was a leak. Nobody is sure how the fire spread to all the other hobby horses, but Startail got in a panic and ran for the hills. His men got confused and followed him. What they didn't know was that the enemy were on the hill with cannons. They called it the charge of the alight brigade.”

“My goodness, that is terrible. How many of the poor bears died?”

“None, they were on fire, and flares kept launching from their back packs and they were screaming loudly. The enemy didn't want to fight somebody like that. They ran away!”

“Oh.”

“But the bears wanted help. They wanted somebody to snuff out the fires so they followed the soldiers. They were most the way to Moscow before they fell in a river and went home.”


The next display was a report on a golf tournament at the Coiled Spring resort in Florida. The seventh American Flag Contest was nearly the last after it ended in disaster. A disaster the blame for which was placed firmly at the feet of a bear, Winston P Cobbler was the greatest bear in the sport in the mid eighteen eighties. This is faint praise, it simply means he is the only bear who paid attention long enough to learn the rules with out trying to invent a better way of getting the ball into the hole with out wasting time with a club (several bears tried to patent “golfing aids” that used cannons, crossbows, carrier pigeons, trained voles, and in one terrifying case siege weapons). He was not however very good at the game. It had been unseasonably hot and dry, and there had been some trouble keeping the grass in the resort alive. As the July Fourth weekend approached the competitors began to be concerned that the quality of the ground was heading towards “tinder” instead of “green”. The resort had a full celebration planned, the tournament in the day and fireworks at night. There were several crates of the “most impressive explosives money can buy” ready by the sixth hole (the one with the model windmill). Cobbler hit his ball into the rough. Then spent seven attempts trying to hit it out. On the eighth attempt he missed the ball and the iron struck a lump of flint, that made a spark, that did not mix with the tinder dry grass. It started a fire. Cobbler took of his jacket and tried to smother the flames with it, but instead fanned them. The audience saw which direction he was fanning the flames in and fled, but Cobbler was unaware that a vast supply of fireworks, and his place in history, were mere seconds away.


The resulting explosion was heard and seen several miles away.


“So what was life like for bears moving to the city around the autumn of eighteen eighty eight?” I asked. “And why were so many coming to London?”

“Bears were coming to London to find work. Traditionally we had always worked in the countryside doing rural jobs. But mechanisation was happening. Machines were making the farms more efficient, reducing the need of casual labour. But mechanisation was also opening more and bigger factories in the cities. There was industry and warehouses and jobs. But most of all there were machines, and bears are rather good with machines.” Roosevelt explained.

“So bears were moving from the countryside to the city?”

“In a large part yes, they had been since the industrial revolution, bears and people. The city was growing and the docklands were heaving with trade. It's just it wasn't always our countryside they had come from. You see, some part of the world did not like bears. Or some types of people.”  His paw grabbed my hand and he dragged me on a winding and confusing route through the displays, doubling back several times and eventually arriving at a space on the wall where a photograph, grainy and sepia, had been blown up to life size. It showed a ship in a port unloading a constant stream of passengers, including a number of orthodox Jews in dishevelled clothes, penny-less folk dressed almost in rags, and bears carrying their entire lives in steamer trunks, so heavily laden that they threatened to explode. “The name of that ship, was it Russian?” I asked.

“In eighteen eighty one Alexander the Second of Russia was assassinated. Now these days we think of Russia in terms of the Soviet Union, but in those days it was ruled by the Tsars, a royal family closely related to the British royal family. It was a turbulent time for Russia, with a lot going on. Anarchists and protesters, all to do with the pants of smurfs.”

“Emancipation of Serfs.” I corrected him.

“That's what I said.” He nodded. “In eighteen sixty one he had signed a law that emancipated the serfs, but the reforms were only a first step. Dissent was beginning to simmer away in Russia that would eventually lead to the revolution. What you have to understand is that Russia was a very big place, and there were a lot of people living there who were so distant from other bits of Russia they didn't feel connected at all. They wanted to separate away and form their own countries. Some, like the Finnish he had encouraged to go on diets-”

“The Diets of Finland were reforms to give the Finnish more autonomy within Russia, like their own currency.”

“Yes, and they were high in fibre.” He nodded knowingly. “But others, like the Poles in the Ukraine, Lithuania and Belarus were not treated so well. There were uprising and scuffles and fighting that went on for eighteen months before a lot of people were sent away Siberia. It was not a nice place to go even you wanted to.”

“So until that recently these people had been serfs?”

“Yes. Just like in the feudal ages in Europe. They were effectively slaves, owned by the lord of which ever bits of land they happened to be born on. The measure of an estate was not how much land the lord owned, but how many souls. They had few rights, and were considered property.” It was clear Roosevelt had learned this by rote and although he understood the words, the concept was foreign to him. “In Eighteen Fifty Seven the census had named twenty three million serfs. Now they were free, but the effective changes were slow in happening, and the uprisings were being ruthlessly crushed.”

“So when Alexander was killed?”

“People looked for somebody to blame.” Roosevelt said, cowering behind my knee. “Jewish people. The bears. Others. There were Programmes to drive them away. Probably bad sit-coms.”

“You mean Pogroms not programmes?”

“Er... Would I sound smarter if I did?”

“Yes.”

“Then good of you spot my little test!” He dragged a chair over and climbed up it so when he stood his nose was close to mine. He produced a pointer from under his coat. “These people and bears were driven out of Warsaw in eighteen eighty one, in December. Bear shops, businesses, villages, and homes were attacked by angry crowds. It was Christmas day, and the story goes that a group of pickpockets had been in a crowded church when they decided to use a ruse that involved shouting “fire” and causing a panic. The stampede was brutal, and left many dead. It was the tipping point that let the tensions of the moment spill into a full blown riot. The riot became a pogrom, and that started a chain reaction across eastern Europe. Entire communities found themselves driven out to become refugees. You probably know the about the great musical with an all bear cast? Banjo on the Roof? With the heart wrenching scene of a Pogrom? The real ones had less jaunty music and more running away as fast as your paws could carry you.”


The press at the time asked “Why us?” It is an argument that the Gatekeepers make today, giving the impression that the UK is the only country where migrant bears aimed to find a safe haven. Then, as now, it was the complete picture. The tide of bears travelled west, looking for a place to call home. Not all were pictures of honesty, but neither were the majority true to the vulgar stereotypes offered at the time. Those bears who did aim for London did it for one of three reasons. Some had a family connection to the city. Some had skills they knew were being sought in the city. Some wisely went to places where they could speak the language. For these same three reasons bears settled in various parts of the continent, as well as in the USA and further afield. It was known as the Honey Jar migration, and unfortunately it was not unusual for the displaced bears to receive a less than warm welcome in their new homes. The numbers of bears in cities had been steadily rising for some time, but now they took a sudden jump. The influx dressed differently, stuck together in tight packed communities, would often speak in a different tongue with a strong accent and their own accent. Add to this the suggestion that there is no smoke with out fire, so maybe they did do something wrong, and good old human suspicion of “others” and some found themselves straying from suspicion to distrust to hatred. The bears were in dire straits, they had nothing and would take any job for pennies. When Londoners saw them getting jobs in shops and factories run by other bears outright jealousy came into play: They are getting too much help, or they are not in need and just stealing jobs from greed, or they are being given priority. Arguments made all around the world, that would continue to echo down through ages.


I recognised a book in one of the display cases and stopped to stare at the cloth bound cover. It was an English translation of a text that would have been hitting one of its peaks of popularity at the time. London, as elsewhere may have been in a golden age of industry, but that did not mean everybody was rich. Not everybody who had moved to the city in search of work found it, and not everybody in work was flushed with cash. The sheer divide between rich and poor that Dickens wrote about was a real concern. Lodgings were crowded to bursting point, with entire families being crammed into a few rooms, and almost any spare space being sold as a doss. People struggled to afford rooms, not flats or houses. If you could not afford a room it was a common practice to spend a few coins for the luxury of sleeping standing up, outside, leaning against a washing line pulled taut. Worker rights and conditions were a new, dangerous idea rocking the establishment. When you live in absolute poverty is easy to understand, but not condone, the resentment against those who are new arrivals who seemed to have a safe room and a job put aside for them and not you. This resentment began to look like an organised conspiracy, to invade nations with out an army, take the jobs and undermine positions of power. That is exactly what the book claims to be, an organised plan for Bears to rule the world, “leaked” to the civilised world by concerned parties to warn them. It is one of the greatest, and most enduring hoaxes of all time. So much so that when Hitler decided where he stood on the issue of Bears fifty years later he gave copies to his party as “evidence”. The name of the book is the “Minutes of the Meeting of the Prototypes of the Meddlers of Orion.” Which is such a mouthful it is no wonder that bears simply call it “that book”. Roosevelt did not discuss it. He just tutted under his breath and pointed me towards another super sized photograph.


This new photograph was taken in the confines of a tightly packed workshop. Bears in leather aprons, their shirt sleeves rolled up and their faces and paws encrusted in sweat and grime were toiling behind long wooden tables, in what must have been poor light, forming a production line of clothes. The skilled bears were clearly the older and wiser ones, marking out the material from measurements noted on a little tag, drawing in chalk. The rest were unskilled workers each with their own repetitive task: Cut the material here, or stitch along this line with a giant cast iron hand wound machine, then pass it to your right for the next bear to add a hem, or stitch on buttons, and so forth. Next to it was an almost identical workshop making shoes from sheets of leather. “Unskilled bears found themselves at a loss. Not every bear can be building and maintaining the machines for the factories. If you were lucky you could speak enough English to call yourself a tailor or leather worker or some such, but more often than not you found yourself in the kind of the job where you did not have to ask questions, just do the same task over and again. Labour. If you did well and impressed you might be moved to a semi skilled job, then to learn a craft. But many were too late in life for ambition. They took what coin they could and they survived.” He adjusted his glasses. “This is if you are lucky and you know where to find a job. Many found themselves arriving in the country and being pushed into the work houses. Where the work was as gruelling but conditions were terrible. The last resort for the destitute as it were.”


In the weeks before the autumn of Eighteen Eighty Eight Whitchapel was full of these production lines in poky little workshops among the nooks and crannies of densely packed streets and shadowy yards. Bears found themselves sticking together in the lodgings and doss houses of narrow terraced houses of the “Ursine Corner”, that butted against the all too identical Jewish District. The authorities were watching nervously, publicly claiming that the British public would not be led to the same tom foolery that had blighted other lands, it was not our way or our decorum. Privately they worried that ill feeling would near the proverbial knife edge. Two things happened at the same time: Firstly a concerned official in the upper tiers of the Metropolitan Police force asked a trusted officer to make quiet and subtle inquiries, attending the meetings and buying the publications of the most vocal ant-bear groups to try and gauge how close the city was to the sort of problem that was best avoided. Secondly somebody in the city was preparing a very real knife edge, that would ensure the new season would never be forgotten.


Jack the Ripper came to town and set to work.

