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Part 32.
Jules Verne Sets His Classic Science Fiction Novel Journey
to the Centre of the Earth in Birkenhead.
A Journey to the Centre of the Earth (1864) is one of Jules Verne’s
greatest novels. It tells the story of Professor Otto Liedenbrock, an
eccentric German scientist who finds an ancient Icelandic runic
cryptogram written by Arne Saknussemm who claims to have
reached the centre of the earth.

Journey to the Centre of the Earth – First edition.

Liedenbrock and his nephew Axel set off from Hamburg to Iceland to retrace the footsteps of
Saknussemm. The pair hire an Icelandic guide called Hans and descend down a crater of the
volcano Snaefellsjokull. They follow a sloping subterranean tunnel containing a stream which
flows into an underground prehistoric ocean inhabited by dinosaurs which they christen the
Liedenbrock Sea.
On its shores they find a giant forest of mushrooms, an underground volcanic geyser and a
giant human like creature carrying a staff and herding prehistoric mastodons in a forest. They
find a rock inscription bearing his initials, A.S.
Liedenbrock, Hans and Axel later return to the surface world when an earthquake shoots
water up a fissure and they emerge at the volcano Stromboli in Italy.
The book has been adapted for film, television and radio many times; however, the most
celebrated adaptation is the 1959, Twentieth Century Fox film starring James Mason as the
Scottish Professor Sir Oliver Lindenbrook.
The film was part of a small group of a dozen or so science
fiction and fantasy films including Jason and the
Argonauts, This Island Earth, The Mysterious Island and
The Forbidden Planet that were endlessly repeated on
daytime television in the 1960’s and 70’s and formed an
integral part of my and many other people’s childhood.
The story of the eventual solving of the Arne Saknussemm
cipher is therefore worthy of another interlude.
Hans and Gertrude the Duck.

I

INTERLUDE

INTERLUDE
My Brother Ken Solves the Arne Saknussemm Cipher.

Stone inscription at Tranmere Rovers
Football Club, Birkenhead.

The novel A Journey to the Centre of the Earth begins with the purchase by Professor Otto
Liedenbrock of a copy of a 12th century runic manuscript about the history of the Icelandic
Kings. Liedenbrock is a Professor of Mineralogy at the Johanneum in Hamburg.
Liedenbrock discovers the book was once owned by Arne Saknussemm, a famous 16th
century alchemist from Iceland. He finds a dirty slip of parchment inside, also written in
runes by Saknussemm. The parchment reads as follows…

Liedenbrock recognizes it as a cipher or cryptogram, and eventually decodes it to read…

This still makes little sense until his nephew Axel finally realizes that it should be read
backwards to give the Latin.

It is then an easy task to translate the Latin into English.

Descend bold traveller, into the crater of the jokul of Sneffels, which
the shadow of Scataris touches before the Kalends of July, and you
will attain the centre of the earth; which I have done, Arne
Saknussemm.
The runic cipher of Arne Saknussemm is the most famous cipher in world literature and
many articles have been written praising Jules Verne’s skill in putting it together as a ‘route
transposition cipher’.

When we look at into the types of cryptograms other writers of romantic tales and detective
stories have employed, we must recognise that he stands head and shoulders above them all,
not excluding even Poe… …Verne’s genius calls for admiration and respect – even on the
part of professional cryptographers…
Jules Verne as Cryptographer Lt Colonel William. F Friedman. The Signal Corps
Bulletin (1940)

Having watched Journey to the Centre of the Earth several times on television with my
brother Ken, it became a running joke that we would utter these words whenever we saw any
strange marks on a piece of stonework….

… Arne Sarknusson!
The ‘son’ spelling, is of course, the perfectly logical spelling of the surname, particularly as
over 90% of the surnames in Iceland end in ‘son’.
The ‘semm’ ending to the surname was a complete shock to me when I discovered it four
years ago, and obviously it shouted out that this could be a cipher involving Raphael Semmes
and by association Birkenhead.
I gave ‘Arne Saknussemm’ to my brother Ken to find any possible cipher … he succeeded in
less than ten minutes.
It is a tribute to the great Jules Verne that the most celebrated cipher in world literature has a
hidden twin …… and it is hidden in the actual name ‘Arne Saknussemm.’

Over to my brother Ken.

The Cipher of Arne Saknussemm by Ken Lamb.

The character of Arne Saknussemm is based on a real-life person in Icelandic history, Arni
Magnusson (1663-1730) who was a collector of Icelandic manuscripts. Vernian scholars have
for a long time been puzzled by the surname of Saknussemm as it seems to be a totally madeup name by Jules Verne. Nordic male names all too often end in ‘son’ as in ‘Magnusson’ (son
of Magnus’) and certainly never in ‘semm’.

Could the name have any links with Captain Raphael Semmes of the Birkenhead built CSS
Alabama?

I wrote the name out in capitals on a small piece of paper.

ARNE SAKNUSSEMM

Taking a hint from my brother that the name probably had a connection to Raphael Semmes I
placed the first ‘ES’ at the end to make his surname…

ARNA KNUS SEMMES

I knew that the cipher in the novel had finally been decoded by reading it backwards, so I
tried reading it backwards, Semmes is, of course a palindrome and so it gave…

SEMMES SUNK ANRA

Finding the word SUNK was a bit of a shock, proving I was heading in the right direction,
but the word ANRA made no sense. I then looked up ARNA and was astonished to find it
was Icelandic meaning the powerful eagle.

SEMMES SUNK THE POWERFUL EAGLE

I was delighted to find a hidden cipher that had been overlooked for so long and backed up
my brother’s findings.

A couple of other questions arose.
Did Jules Verne decide to set his new novel in Iceland because the name Arne Saknussemm
was so near to Arni Magnusson?
In other words, did the influence of Raphael Semmes’s surname inspire the novel Journey to
the Centre of the Earth in the same way that Raphael Semmes’s actual adventures inspired
the novel 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea?

And secondly, if Jules Verne could not speak a word of English, how come he knows the past
participle of the verb ‘to sink’?

The name ‘Arne Saknussemm, carved in granite, has lay hidden amongst the name plaques
sponsored by supporters of Tranmere Rovers Football Club for the last three years. The site is
just 50 yards away from the stream flowing under Borough Road, Birkenhead otherwise
known as the Mercy River in Jules Verne’s Mysterious Island.

Raphael Semmes’s ship the CSS Alabama was the 290th ship constructed at Lairds shipyard
in Tranmere, Birkenhead, and is represented on my plaque by the number ‘290’ – inscribed
backwards as 092.

The inscribed slab at Tranmere is a homage to the tradition of Jules Verne in ‘hiding things in
plain sight’ – whether it be the strange rock carvings in the Lady’s Cave on Hilbre Island, the
boulder cairn on Hilbre Island or the yet undiscovered map of the Mysterious Island in
Birkenhead Park.

I had found a vital link between Raphael Semmes and the classic Jules Verne novel Journey
to the Centre of the Earth – could it be that this world-famous novel too, was set in
Birkenhead?

In November 2019 I had already brought to John’s attention the similarities between Jules
Verne’s The Floating Island (1895) and the town of Birkenhead – since confirmed by his
further research. We now know that both Mysterious Island and our fifth novel are set in
Birkenhead – so it is certainly worthwhile investigating Jules Verne’s Journey to the Centre
of the Earth.

Anyway, I leave it to my brother, John, to prove whether Birkenhead will ‘fit’ as the location
of the classic science fiction novel Journey to the Centre of the Earth, if it does not, then we
should not even get through the first few pages of Verne’s masterpiece.

Jules Verne Sets His Classic Novel Journey to the Centre
of the Earth in Birkenhead.
Thanks Ken.
In the same year that Raphael Semmes was still sinking Union ships (1864), it seems that Jules
Verne was already planning on sending Semmes ‘down to the heat below’.
The novel Journey to the Centre of the Earth (1864) can be made to ‘fit’ Birkenhead if we
have faith. The comparisons are a lot more abstract and fewer than later novels but gain more
credence when set in the context of The Mysterious Island (1875), Twenty Thousand Leagues
Under The Sea (1870), The Floating Island (1895), and our fifth novel.
As Arne Saknussemm wrote;

Descend bold traveller, into the crater of the jokul of Sneffels,
which the shadow of Scataris touches before the Kalends of July,
and you will attain the centre of the earth; which I have done, Arne
Saknussemm.
Snaefellsjokull, is an isolated volcano in the west of Iceland. At 4,744 feet it is by far the
highest peak on the Snæfellsnes peninsula. The adjacent volcano of Scartaris simply does not
exist, so there is no shadow from Scataris that can touch it. So, does this mean that the shadow
of Scartaris can actually be found in Birkenhead?

The location of the isolated volcano of Snaeffelsjokull on the West Coast of Iceland.

In the 1959 film Journey to the Centre of the Earth the shadow cast by the sun rising over
Scataris on the Kalends (first day) of July does indeed point to the cave in the crater of
Sneffels that will lead the bold traveller towards the centre of the earth.

Scataris

Raiders of the Lost Ark and the Well of Souls.
The scene from the 1959 film of Journey to the Centre of the Earth undoubtedly inspired
Stephen Spielberg’s scene in the Well of Souls in the film Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981).
If Journey to The Centre of the Earth starts with a volcano, then the obvious point to start
would be back on Bidston Hill, Birkenhead, which of course plays Mount Franklin in
Mysterious Island and has a lead role in our fifth novel. Jules Verne gives a further clue.

….That sharp peak might hence be considered as the gnomon of a vast sun dial, the shadow
projected from which on a certain day would point out the road to the centre of the earth…
Jules Verne. Journey to the Centre of the Earth (1864).

But where could I possibly find the gnomen of a vast sun dial on Bidston Hill?

The gnomen of a vast sun dial.

….in the midst of the vast surface of
snow presented by the hollow
between the two peaks, a kind of
staircase appeared unexpectedly
which greatly facilitated our
ascent…..
The Staircase up the the hollow
between the two peaks.
Meteorological Observation
Tower at Bidston Observatory.

Jules Verne is very frugal with recycling his scenery, a
skill obviously crafted by years of using stage sets on a
budget at the Theatre Lyrique.

At the bottom of the crater were three chimneys, through
which, in its eruptions, Snæfell had driven forth fire and
lava from its central furnace….
Jules Verne ‘Journey to the Centre of the Earth’ 1864.

Scartaris laid down his sharp-pointed angular shadow which began to move slowly in the
opposite direction to that of the radiant orb.
My uncle turned too, and followed it.

At noon, being at its least extent, it came and softly fell upon the edge of the middle chimney.

….In half an hour we were standing upon the surface of a rock jammed in across the chimney
from one side to the other…..
Jules Verne ‘Journey to the Centre of the Earth’ 1864.

Does the Bidston Lighthouse keeper’s cottage have a cross brace inside the chimney stack?

…."We are there," he cried.
"Where?" said I, stepping near to him.
"At the bottom of the perpendicular chimney," he answered…..
…"Did you ever spend a quieter night in our little house at Königsberg? No noise of cart
wheels, no cries of basket women, no boatmen shouting!"

Kon… igs… berg!!!
After reaching the bottom of the ‘perpendicular chimney’, the three travelers set off into the
bowels of the earth, but soon run short of water. Hans saves them all by tapping into the
waters of a subterranean stream and diverting it down a gently sloping tunnel - a torrent they
call the ‘Hansbach’. The gently sloping tunnel sounds familiar.

Our travelling band of players seem to once again be
in Thomas Brassey’s Great Culvert Sewer as it
empties Birkenhead’s sewage effluent filth into the
river Mersey. As in The Mysterious Island Jules
Verne simply cannot resist the next line.

Along its granite floor ran our faithful stream. At this
distance from its spring, the water was scarcely tepid,
and we drank of it with pleasure.

Liedenbrock, Axel and Hans follow the Hansbach
stream (Birkenhead’s Great Culvert Sewer) until it
exits via a cave into an underground sea which they
name the Liedenbrock Sea – The Liverpool Sea – The
Mersey.

A vast sheet of water stretched out before my eyes.

The town which I know best in England is Liverpool, and as I stayed there for some time
with friends, I had a good opportunity of studying it, especially the docks and the Mersey.
Jules Verne

I stood more stupefied even than surprised.
"The sea!" I cried.
"Yes," my uncle replied, "the Liedenbrock Sea; and I don't suppose any other discoverer will
ever dispute my claim to name it after myself as its first discoverer."

But at that moment my attention was drawn to an unexpected sight. At a distance of five
hundred paces, at the turn of a high promontory, appeared a high, tufted, dense forest. It was
composed of trees of moderate height, formed like umbrellas, with exact geometrical
outlines….
Jules Verne ‘Journey to the Centre of the Earth’ 1864.
Having just left behind the entrance to the Great Culvert sewer at Woodside, the high
promontory 500 paces away is Morpeth Dock, later the setting of the dugong attack in Jules
Verne’s novel The Mysterious Island (1874). Morpeth Dock is also the site of the Birkenhead
One O’clock gun – alluded to in his 1895 novel The Floating Island.

The Site of the Great Culvert Sewer Entrance at Birkenhead, Woodside.

Aerial View of Morpeth Dock at the turn of a high promontory in around 1860 and a
2022 view with the Birkenhead One O’clock gun in the foreground.

…"It is only a forest of
mushrooms," said he….

Liedenbrock Sea Mushrooms

Morpeth Dock Mushrooms

I felt rather tired, and went to sit down at the end of a promontory, at the foot of which the
waves came and beat themselves into spray. Thence my eye could sweep every part of the
bay; within its extremity a little harbour was formed between the pyramidal cliffs, where the
still waters slept untouched by the boisterous winds. A brig and two or three schooners might
have moored within it in safety. I almost fancied I should presently see some ship issue from
it, full sail, and take to the open sea under the southern breeze.
Jules Verne ‘Journey to the Centre of the Earth’ 1864.

It is as if Jules Verne is directly relating to this detail of John Isaac’s 1859 Panorama view of
Liverpool, 1859, part of Birkenhead, the docks, and Cheshire coast (American Library of
Congress).
"That is just the question. Have we followed that road? Did Saknussemm meet this sheet of
water? Did he cross it? Has not the stream that we followed led us altogether astray?"

Liedenbrock, Axel and Hans build a raft and sail across the Liedenbrock Sea from ‘Port
Grauben’ (Birkenhead) where they encounter prehistoric creatures.

"No: the first of those monsters has a
porpoise's snout, a lizard's head, a
crocodile's teeth; and hence our mistake. It is
the ichthyosaurus (the fish lizard), the most
terrible of the ancient monsters of the deep."
"And the other?"
"The other is a plesiosaurus (almost lizard), a
serpent, armoured with the carapace and the
paddles of a turtle; he is the dreadful enemy
of the other."
Jules Verne ‘Journey to the Centre of the
Earth’ 1864.

These animals attack each other with fury.

The ‘Birkenhead Dinosaurs.’
In 1838 the Storeton Quarry near Birkenhead became world famous with the discovery of
‘dinosaur’ footprints some 50 feet below the surface. The quarry was owned by Thomas
Brassey (who ‘plays’ the role of Cyrus Harding in Mysterious Island). Storeton quarry and
Storeton Woods were given the name of ‘The forest of the far west’ by Jules Verne in
Mysterious Island.
The footprints were not ‘dinosaurs’ at all, but from their lizard ancestors who wandered
around the outskirts of Birkenhead in the Triassic Period some 230 million years ago.
The footprints were catalogued
by geologist John Cunningham of
Arrowe Hall (The Falls River in
Mysterious Island), Birkenhead
and described as ‘remarkable’ by
Sir Charles Lyell, the father of
modern geology.

Such was the importance
attached to the footprints that
the finest example was
mounted in the entrance foyer
of the Natural History
Museum in London and later
given pride of place next to
‘Dippy the Diplodocus’.

.

Natural History Museum London.

The fossil lizards were called Chirotherium Stortetonense in homage to their Birkenhead
origins.
The story of the Birkenhead dinosaurs does not end here, however. In 1851, Sir Joseph
Paxton (the designer of Birkenhead Park) completed the great ‘Crystal Palace’ at Hyde Park,
London, for Prince Albert’s ‘Great Exhibition’.

George Francis Train (The Birkenhead tram
pioneer and first man to go around the world
in eighty days) persuaded Paxton to design
the structure around ‘The Great Elm’ rather
than cut it down.

Paxton’s Crystal Palace.
Three years later the Crystal Palace was dismantled and re-erected at Sydenham, south east
London as part of a new pleasure grounds complex.
As part of this renovation, it
was decided to build and
display life size replicas of
dinosaurs and other extinct
animals in concrete, although
some were wildly inaccurate
by modern standards, they
remain the first dinosaur
sculptures in the world.
Sydenham.

The founder of the Natural History Museum, Sir Richard Owen insisted that, such was their
importance to geology that replicas of the Birkenhead ‘dinosaurs’ Chirotherium Stortonense
complete with their celebrated footprints should be cast in concrete at Sydenham.
Owen is largely forgotten today, however the word he invented is not
…. that word is ‘dinosaur’.

The Sequence of the Prehistoric Creatures at Sydenham.

The artist Benjamin Waterhouse Hawkins (1807-94) was commissioned to make the
sculptures and show the complete chronological sequence beginning with the ‘Birkenhead
Dinosaur’ (also known as Labyrinthodon) and containing a specific sequence of dinosaurs,
notably.

Labyrinthodon (Birkenhead)
ichthyosaurus,
plesiosaurus
and pterodactyle

During the 1840’s Hawkins had produced studies of living animals for Edward Stanley, 13th
Earl of Derby at Knowsley Park near Liverpool.
Possibly due to Derby's connections, Hawkins had been appointed assistant superintendent of
the Great Exhibition of 1851 in London. The following year, he was appointed by the Crystal
Palace company to create the 33 life-size concrete models of extinct dinosaurs to be placed in
the south London park to which the great glass exhibition hall was to be relocated.

By no stretch of the imagination could the
Birkenhead ‘dinosaurs’ be said to have the presence
to hold an audience in Journey to the Centre of the
Earth, so it seems Jules Verne decided to bring in
some of his Sydenham ‘friends’.

Chirotherium Stortonense – the ‘Birkenhead’ dinosaur at Sydenham.

The Birkenhead
‘dinosaur’ (circled)
overlooks the
ichthyosaurus,
plesiosaurus and
pterodactyl (out of shot) at
Sydenham.

Jules Verne would replicate the
sequence of prehistoric animals to
great effect in his Journey to the
Centre of the Earth as they fought with
Birkenhead in the background, in the
‘Liverpool Sea’

In his on-line lecture, Cryptanalysis in Classical Literature, Dr Michael Schroeder insisted
there was some type of link between the sequence of the three dinosaurs in Jules Verne’s
illustration of Journey to the Centre of the Earth and the 1850’s concrete dinosaur sculptures
at Sydenham in London. The Birkenhead Dinosaurs provide that link.

If Jules Verne consciously wanted to include the Sydenham dinosaurs in Journey to the
Centre of the Earth, then one would expect to find a hidden reference to Sydenham in some
of his novels.
Just as the train was whirling through Sydenham, Passpartout suddenly let out a cry of
despair.
“What’s the matter?” asked Mr Fogg.
Alas! In my hurry – I -I – forgot-“
“What?”
“To turn off the gas in my room!”
“Very well young man,” returned Mr. Fogg coolly; “It will burn – at your expense.”
Jules Verne Around the World in Eighty Days (1873)

As the train passed over the housetops, Jacques glanced for the last time at the Thames and
at St Pauls Cathedral. He caught sight of the magical Crystal Palace at Sydenham, although
it was only a fleeting glimpse.
Jules Verne Backwards to Britain (supposedly written in 1859 but not released until
1989).
In 1890 a retired sea captain moved into no 30 Sydenham
Avenue, South Liverpool, his name was James
Dunwoody Bulloch, the man who commissioned the CSS
Alabama – the craft that inspired Captain Nemo’s
Nautilus.
The events in this house in 1892 will take on a new
significance when ‘Herbert’ in Jules Verne’s Mysterious
Island comes to visit – ‘Herbert’ will be revealed in our
next article.
30 Sydenham Avenue

In the same decade, Bulloch’s brother, Irvine
Bulloch moved into no 1 Sydenham Avenue.
‘Herbert’ was a frequent writer to this address.
In 1905 ‘Herbert’s’ cousin came to visit, and
this event too will propel our adventure well into
the 20th century.
1 Sydenham Avenue.

After encountering the Sydenham dinosaurs in the
Liedenbrock (Liverpool) Sea and witnessing a dual
between the ichthyosaurus and the plesiosaurus the three
intrepid raft explorers continue their journey on the
underground sea and encounter a strange islet.
This islet features on the front cover of the novel and
presents a ‘geological fingerprint in code’ pointing to the
Birkenhead and Wirral origins of Journey to the Centre of
the Earth.

A Journey to the Centre of the Earth - First Edition.
“An island” cries my uncle.
“That’s not an island!” I cried skeptically…..
…..“Geysir,” said Hans.
“No doubt it is a geyser, like those in Iceland.”
"Yes, yes!" he cried. "I see a vast inverted cone rising from the surface."
"You mean Axel Island. Don't decline the honour of having given your name to the first island
ever discovered in the central parts of the globe." …..
…… we are six hundred and twenty leagues from Iceland, under England.

Axel Island

Axel Island - Red Rocks reef at Hilbre Point, Hoylake.

Red Rocks Reef at Hoylake is the only isolated reef of rocks existing on the Wirral Coast.

As we have already seen, Jules Verne liked to incorporate Wirral rock landforms into his
illustrations, almost like a ‘geological fingerprint’. We have already seen two examples from
Hilbre Island, which lies directly opposite Red Rocks.

In many ways this is about context with other Jules Verne novels, and when we plot the ‘stage
scenery’ Verne has already used in Mysterious Island on a map and superimpose on the Red
Rocks Reef, then the evidence becomes far stronger that Axel Island in Journey to the Centre
of the Earth and the Reef at Red Rocks, Hoylake are one and the same.

The situation of the Red Rocks
Reef (‘Redstones’) relative to
Hilbre Island
and other
locations used later by Jules
Verne in the novel Mysterious
Island (1874).

The Dunes

Axel Island

Nemo’s Bunker
Red Creek
Captain Nemo’s Cable

Seal hunt

Dakkar’s
Grotto

Balloon Landing
Place.

Final resting place of Captain Nemo.

Top

Verne would refer specifically to the Red Rocks reef in Mysterious Island as the castaways
made their way to the ‘downs’
They were following a very flat shore bounded by a reef of rocks, whose heads scarcely
emerged from the sea, for they were in deep water.
Jules Verne The Mysterious Island (1874).
Red Rocks reef is completely dry at low water but nearly always produces a mirage (below)
when viewed from the south, this would have fascinated Jules Verne and he may have featured
the reef in another novel that starts in Birkenhead – The Adventures of Captain Hatteras (1864).

The Mirage at Red Rocks Reef.

The Red Rocks reef still preserves the ‘inverted cone’ written about by Jules Verne.

Red Rocks and Scenes From The Adventures of Captain Hatteras (1864).
After an electrical and magnetic storm Verne writes that the explorers later land their raft on a
distant shore.
Our course has been the same all along, and I believe this shore is south east of Port
Grauben.

If Port Grauben is Birkenhead, then a south east voyage across the Liedenbrock
(Liverpool Sea) would take us to Hale Village on the south east side of the Mersey.
On this new shore Axel and Professor Lidenbrock encounter a giant twelve-foot-high man in
a forest. Every Merseysider will know exactly who that giant is.

"You are wrong, Axel. Look, look down there! I fancy I see a living creature similar to
ourselves: it is a man!"

In fact, at a distance of a quarter of a mile, leaning against the trunk of a gigantic kauri,
stood a human being, the Proteus of those subterranean regions, a new son of Neptune,
watching this countless herd of mastodons….
…it was a giant, able to control those monsters. In stature he was at least twelve feet high.
In his hand he wielded with ease an enormous bough, a staff worthy of this shepherd of the
geologic period.

It seems that here Axel and Liedenbrock have encountered the legendary John Middleton
(1578-1623), the famous Childe of Hale, once the tallest man in England.

A 12 Foot Giant with an Enormous Bough.

A 12 Foot Giant with an Enormous Bough.

We stood petrified and speechless with amazement. But he might see us! We must fly!

As John Middleton grew up in the farming community of Hale village, as an agricultural
worker it is probable that he was a shepherd and herded cows and that the mastodons of Jules
Verne are simply cows in metaphor.

The trio of explorers then realise that the electrical storm has reversed the polarity of their
compass and in reality, they have travelled back to Port Grauben (Birkenhead).

The intrepid explorers have landed back at Birkenhead Docks.

The town which I know best in England is Liverpool, and as I stayed there for some time with
friends, I had a good opportunity of studying it, especially the docks and the Mersey.
Jules Verne

The north pole of the needle was turned to what
we supposed to be the south.
Therefore there seemed no reason to doubt that
during the storm there had been a sudden
change of wind unperceived by us, which had
brought our raft back to the shore which we had
thought we had left so long a distance behind
us.
A vast plain of bleached bones lay spread
before us. It seemed like a huge cemetery, where
the remains of twenty ages mingled their dust
together. Huge mounds of bony fragments rose
stage after stage in the distance’.
A Plain of bones appeared to our eyes.
One Victorian author described ‘sniffing
the guano scented air and detecting the old
bones’ at Birkenhead Docks.

Birkenhead and Wallasey Docks in the
nineteenth century were major importers of
bones used in agricultural fertilizer.
Shepherd’s Bone and Chemical
Manures.

Axel describes how they have arrived back where they started from and therefore they must
be back on the shore at Birkenhead near the outlet of the Great Culvert (Granite House in
Mysterious Island).

I thought I recognised the bed of surturbrand, our faithful Hansbach, and the grotto in which
I had recovered life and consciousness.
"Evidently," said I, "we have not landed again at our original starting point, but the storm
has carried us a little higher, and if we follow the shore we shall find Port Gräuben."
"It is difficult to speak decidedly, uncle, for all these rocks are so very much alike. Yet I think I
recognise the promontory at the foot of which Hans constructed our launch. We must be very
near the little port, if indeed this is not it," I added, examining a creek which I thought I
recognised.
The creek would be the mouth of the Tranmere Brook at Tranmere Pool – Jules Verne’s
Mercy River in The Mysterious Island (1874). Near the creek Axel picks up a rusty dagger
and shows it to Professor Liedenbrock;

This blade is steel….
"Axel, we are on the way towards the grand discovery. This blade has been left on the strand
for from one to three hundred years, and has blunted its edge upon the rocks that fringe this
subterranean sea!"
"But it has not come alone. It has not twisted itself out of shape; some one has been here
before us!
"Yes—a man has."
"And who was that man?"

"A man who has engraved his name somewhere with that dagger. That man wanted once
more to mark the way to the centre of the earth. Let us look about: look about!"

And, wonderfully interested, we peered all along
the high wall, peeping into every fissure which
might open out into a gallery.

And so we arrived at a place where the shore was
much narrowed. Here the sea came to lap the foot
of the steep cliff, leaving a passage no wider than
a couple of yards. Between two boldly projecting
rocks appeared the mouth of a dark tunnel.

The Dark Tunnel.

There, upon a granite slab,
appeared two mysterious
graven letters, half eaten away
by time. They were the initials
of the bold and daring
traveller:

"A. S.," shouted my uncle. "Arne Saknussemm! Arne Saknussemm everywhere!"

The removal of some barnacles and seaweed should prove whether indeed the initials AS are
to be found anywhere the entrance to the Great Culvert Sewer at Birkenhead.

I too will inscribe my name upon this dark granite page. But for ever henceforth let this cape
that advances into the sea discovered by yourself be known by your own illustrious name—
Cape Saknussemm. (Birkenhead).

The aperture, which was almost round, was about five
feet in diameter; the dark passage was cut out in the
live rock and lined with a coat of the eruptive matter
which formerly issued from it; the interior was level
with the ground outside, so that we were able to enter
without difficulty.
We were following a horizontal plane, when, only six
paces in, our progress was interrupted by an
enormous block just across our way.
"Accursed rock!" I cried in a passion, finding myself
suddenly confronted by an impassable obstacle.

After six steps our march was interrupted.
Jules Verne now uses the modern appearance of Birkenhead’s Great Culvert to further drive
his storyline.

and this block, like the falling keystone of a ruined arch,
has slipped down to the ground and blocked up the way. It
is only an accidental obstruction, not met by Saknussemm,
and if we don't destroy it we shall be unworthy to reach the
centre of the earth."

The granite block at the entrance to the Great Culvert.

Axel and Liedenbrock have a supply of explosive and attempt to blast their way through the
tunnel.
" I immediately proceeded to the mouth of the tunnel. I opened my lantern. I laid hold of the
end of the match. The Professor stood, chronometer in hand. "Ready?" he cried.
"Ay."
"Fire!"
I instantly plunged the end of the fuse into the lantern. It spluttered and flamed, and I ran at
the top of my speed to the raft.

I believe I did not hear the dull roar of the explosion. But
the rocks suddenly assumed a new arrangement: they rent
asunder like a curtain. I saw a bottomless pit open on the
shore. The sea, lashed into sudden fury, rose up in an
enormous billow, on the ridge of which the unhappy raft
was uplifted bodily in the air with all its crew and cargo.
It was no doubt the same road that Saknussemm had
taken; but instead of walking peaceably down it, as he had
done, we were carrying a whole sea along with us.
The Floodwaters carry Axel, Liedenbrock and Hans back
to the surface via Birkenheads’s Great Culvert.
The torch threw enough light to illuminate the scene.
But for the strong arm of Hans I should more than once have had my head broken against
the granite roof of our burning dungeon.
Here Jules Verne, by using the phrase ‘head broken’ is emphasising that we are now in
subterranean Birkenhead (‘broken head’). The code name ‘broken head’ will be used in our
fifth novel. It is poor English when one considers the quality of the authors involved.

In his letter to the abolitionist Margaret Cropper of Dingle Bank, Charles Dickens uses the
phrase breaking their heads with it. This is probably coincidence, but it could be the early use
of what will ultimately prove to be an abolitionist codeword with several derivatives.

The three explorers are then carried upwards and are ejected from the crater of the Stromboli
volcano, just off the island of Sicily. Most likely a return to Bidston Lighthouse.

I found myself lying on the sloping side of a mountain only two yards from a gaping gulf,
which would have swallowed me up had I leaned at all that way. Hans had saved me from
death whilst I lay rolling on the edge of the crater.
Well, whatever mountain this may be," he said at last, "it is very hot here. The explosions are
going on still, and I don't think it would look well to have come out by an eruption, and then
to get our heads broken by bits of falling rock.

Again, the words ‘Heads broken’ when read back to front gives broken heads suggesting that
our adventurers have returned back to where they started - to the top of Bidston lighthouse in
Birkenhead.

Bidston Lighthouse would of course go on to play Mount Franklin in Jules Verne’s
Mysterious Island (1875) and the Observatory in Jules Verne’s Propellor Island (1895). It
will also feature at the climax to our fifth novel.

Axel and Professor Liedenbrock return home to Hamburg to great acclaim. Liedenbrock is
hailed as one of the great scientists of the day and made an offer he would surely not refuse.
Rare privilege! my uncle enjoyed during his lifetime the glory he had deservedly won; and he
may even boast the distinguished honour of an offer from Mr. Barnum, to exhibit him on most
advantageous terms in all the principal cities in the United States!
The End

There is only one way to prove beyond doubt that Birkenhead is the setting for Jules Verne’s
Journey to the Centre of the Earth and that is to clean away the encrusted barnacles and
seaweed from the hard granite of the Great Culvert and look for….

…and perhaps, that is the way Jules Verne wanted it.

Next on Jules Verne’s Heroes of Birkenhead.
Part 33. Playing the Role of Herbert in Jules Verne’s Mysterious Island is…..

Part 32.
Jules Verne Sets His Classic Science Fiction Novel
Journey to the Centre of the Earth in Birkenhead.
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