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The Ancient World
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75 million years ago

Galactic Tyrant Peoples Earth 

 According to the doctrines of Scientology, the galactic tyrant Xenu kidnapped hundreds of billions of individuals from other parts of the galaxy and sent them to planet Earth to be exterminated. They arrived by craft that looked like Douglas DC-8s, but which were in fact powered by rockets. The exiles were then exposed to thermonuclear explosions, prior to being brainwashed by a 36-day-long 3-D movie into believing that they were at the same time Jesus, God and the Devil. The victims subsequently parasitized human bodies, and can apparently only be removed by advanced Scientological techniques.

4004 BC

The Day of Creation 

 The date of Creation, according to James Ussher, Protestant archbishop of Armagh, in his 1650 work, Annales veteris testamenti, a prima mundi origine deducti (‘Annals of the Old Testament, deduced from the first origins of the world’). More precisely, Ussher calculated – on the basis of his interpretation of biblical texts – that the Earth had been brought into being on the evening preceding 23 October 4004 BC. It turns out that the Earth is nearly a million times older than Ussher suggested.

616 BC

Burial Alive 

 Tarquinius Priscus became king of Rome. It was Tarquinius who instituted the traditional punishment for any Vestal Virgin who lost her virginity. The unfortunate woman was walled up alive in an underground chamber called the Campus Scleratus, and was sometimes supplied with food and water to prolong her slow death. Until the abolition of the Vestal Virgins in AD 391, some 22 Vestal Virgins appear to have suffered either immuration or burial alive.

532 BC

Leader Goes to War in Middle East Having Deliberately Misinterpreted the Intelligence 

 King Croesus of Lydia asked the Delphic Oracle if the signs were propitious for an attack on the Persian Empire. The Pythoness – the priestess of the Oracle – pronounced that ‘If Croesus crosses the River Halys, a great empire shall be destroyed.’ Insensitive to any ambiguity in this prophecy, Croesus attacked – and his army was utterly annihilated. The Oracle’s pronouncement on this occasion was a model of clarity, compared to the usual wild ramblings that came from the Pythoness – whose trances may have been caused by natural emanations of methane, ethanol and carbon dioxide in her cave.

525 BC

On the Relative Puniness of Persian vs. Egyptian Skulls 

 At the decisive Battle of Pelusium, near Port Said, the Persians under Cambyses II defeated the Egyptians, and went on to conquer the country. In the 5th century, the Greek historian Herodotus visited the site and found the remains of the fallen still scattered across the battlefield. In the interests of impartial investigation, he noted that if you threw a pebble at a Persian skull it would make a hole in it, while even if you struck an Egyptian skull with a rock, ‘you will scarcely break it in’. He ascribed the difference to the Egyptian practice of shaving the head from infancy, while the Persians covered theirs with folds of cloth.

Army Disappears in Desert 

 After his conquest of Egypt, Cambyses sent an army to the Siwa Oasis in Egypt’s Western Desert, perhaps to persuade the Oracle of Amun to recognize his rule. But the 50,000 men never reached their destination, being overwhelmed, according to Herodotus, by a sandstorm. Exactly 2525 years later, geologists from Helwan University, prospecting for petroleum, found themselves among sand dunes littered with fragments of textiles and weapons, and the bleached bones of men who may once have belonged to the Lost Army of Cambyses.

circa 456 BC

Tortoise Slays Playwright 

 The Greek dramatist Aeschylus died when an eagle dropped a tortoise on his bald head.

circa 434 BC

Sun Larger than the Peloponnese, Argues Greek Philosopher 

 The Greek philosopher Anaxagoras was exiled from Athens for denying the divine nature of heavenly bodies. He asserted that the Sun was a great disc of blazing metal larger than the Peloponnese, and that the planets were lumps of rock torn from the Earth and set on fire by the rapidity of their rotation.

circa 430 BC

Volcanic Suicides 

 The Greek philosopher Empedocles died by throwing himself into the active crater of Mount Etna. His intention had been that people should believe – in the absence of his body – that he had ascended to heaven as a god. His ruse was foiled when the volcano spewed forth one of his bronze sandals. The fate of Empedocles may have inspired the American tourist who, in 1859 – having received unhappy news from home – threw himself into a lava flow on the flank of Vesuvius and was instantly incinerated.

415 BC

The Case of the Missing Penises 

 (May) The Greek general Alcibiades was accused of knocking the phalli off all the hermai in Athens, a scandalously sacrilegious act. Hermai were pillars set up outside houses adorned with male genitals and topped with a head of the god Hermes (supposedly the inventor of masturbation). Alicibiades, who set off on an expedition against Syracuse shortly afterwards, was sentenced to death in his absence.

390 BC

Geese Save Rome 

The sacred geese on the Capitoline Hill in Rome saved the city by making such a noise as the besieging Gauls attempted a covert night attack that the guards were roused and repelled the invaders.

circa 350 BC

Philosopher Urinates on Diners 

The Greek philosopher Diogenes, disdaining the social niceties, lived like a dog – naked, scratching and defecating in the street – so earning the nickname ‘the Dog’ (Greek kuon – thus his followers became known as the Cynics, from the Greek kunikos). The citizens of Athens indulged Diogenes’ foibles, even throwing bones to him at a banquet. He showed his gratitude by urinating on their legs.

346 BC

If … 

Having conquered much of the rest of Greece, Philip II of Macedon sent a message to the Spartans: ‘You are advised to submit without further delay, for if I bring my army into your land, I will destroy your farms, slay your people, and raze your city.’ They sent a one-word reply: ‘If.’ Their boldness paid off: Philip left them alone.

334 BC

Outwitting Alexander 

Alexander the Great crossed the Dardanelles to begin his conquest of the Persian Empire. He was accompanied by one of his favourites, the rhetorician Anaximenes. Anxious to save his native city of Lampascus from destruction, Anaximenes asked for an audience with Alexander. Anticipating his request, Alexander swore an oath that he would deny Anaximenes’ request. The cunning Anaximenes then spoke: ‘My lord,’ he said, ‘I have only come to beg you to destroy Lampascus.’ Alexander had no other choice but to honour his oath and spare the city.

331 BC

Guided by Crows 

According to the contemporary historian Callisthenes of Olynthus, Alexander’s army was guided through a desert by a flock of crows. The birds would fly ahead as the men followed them, or wait for them if they tarried. Even at night the crows called out to show the way.

274 BC

King Killed by Roof Tile 

King Pyrrhus of Epirus was killed during the Siege of Argos when a poor old woman taking refuge on a roof threw down a tile onto his head. She was displeased at the way the king was setting upon her son, a man, according to Plutarch, ‘of mean condition’. The tile hit Pyrrhus’s helmet, which would have saved him had not it then ricocheted onto his neck, fatally fracturing his spinal column.

213 BC

Archimedes’ Death Ray 

During the Roman siege of Syracuse, Archimedes is said to have used arrays of polished shields to focus the sun’s rays onto the Roman ships, so setting them alight.

210 BC

The Rotting Emperor and the Putrid Fish 

The first Chinese emperor, Shi Huangdi, died while searching for the Islands of the Immortals off the east coast of China. His chief minister, Li Si, was worried that if the imperial death became common knowledge there would very likely be a popular rebellion, so brutal and oppressive had been the emperor’s rule. So during the two-month journey back to the capital, Li Si visited the emperor’s carriage daily, giving the impression that he was discussing the affairs of the realm. And he disguised the smell of the emperor’s bodily decay by positioning wagons full of fish before and after the emperor’s carriage.

184 BC

Snake Bombs 

While leading the Bithynians in a sea battle against the Pergamenes, the exiled Hannibal ordered his men to throw clay pots filled with snakes into the enemy galleys. The enemy, thus thrown into confusion, were readily defeated.

80 BC

The First Computer? 

A cargo ship sank off the tiny Greek island of Antikythera, taking to the bottom the so-called Antikythera mechanism, recovered by sponge divers in 1904. The device, a complex assemblage of cogs, wheels and dials, is thought by some to be the first analogue computer, and was probably used to map the motions of the sun, moon and planets.

71 BC

Romans Crucify 6000 Slaves 

After the defeat of Spartacus’s slave revolt, the Appian Way was lined from Capua to Rome (a distance of more than 100 miles) with the crucified bodies of some 6000 captured rebels. Their decaying corpses were left in place for many years.

41 BC

The Most Expensive Banquet in History? 

When Mark Antony first met Cleopatra, at Tarsus in modern-day Turkey, their political discussions were lubricated with feast after feast. Indeed Cleopatra wagered Mark Antony that she would lay on the most expensive banquet in history. The next evening, as the banquet neared its end, Mark Antony observed that, though impressive, the meal had been no more lavish than the previous ones. At this Cleopatra took off one of her pearl earrings, extracted a huge pearl, ground it up and dissolved it in wine vinegar, then drank it down. The bet was won.

2 BC

Roman Family Values 

Julia, the daughter of the emperor Augustus and wife of his heir Tiberius, shocked Rome and her father by her adulteries and participation in late-night drinking parties in the Forum. She was even said to have put her favours up for sale, and when asked how all her children resembled her husband, explained that she ‘only took on new passengers when the boat was already full’. Augustus, who (despite his own infidelities) was determined to uphold family values, exiled his daughter to the tiny volcanic island of Pandataria (modern Ventotene), and forbade her wine and the company of men. Any visitors had to be approved by the emperor, who required details of their stature, complexion and any marks or scars on their body. Julia was allowed to return after five years, but when Tiberius became emperor he confined her to a single room, and may have had her starved to death.

AD 26

A Love of Animals 

The emperor Tiberius retreated to Capri, never again to return to Rome. On the island he abandoned himself to vice, indulging, it is said, not only his taste for children, but also goats, donkeys and camels.

AD 31

Brutal Logic 

(18 October) The prefect of the Praetorian Guard, Lucius Aelius Sejanus – who had created a reign of terror in Rome and seduced Livilla, Tiberius’s daughter-in-law – was executed for plotting against the emperor. First he was strangled, and then his body was thrown to the mob, who tore it to pieces. Sejanus’s three children were likewise put to death, the young girl first being debauched by the public executioner, it being contrary to Roman law to kill a virgin.

AD 37

An Incestuous Emperor 

Caligula became Roman emperor, despite the prediction of an astrologer that he had no more chance of donning the purple than of riding a horse across the Gulf of Baiae. To show his contempt for this prophecy, Caligula had a pontoon bridge comprising scores of ships built across the Gulf, and proceeded to ride across wearing the breastplate of Alexander the Great.

Caligula turned out to be a mad and depraved despot, who slept with his sisters (and anyone else – of either sex – who caught his fancy), made it an offence for anyone to look at him (he was sensitive about his thinning pate and copious body hair), devised new methods of torture (such as covering the victim with honey, and letting loose a swarm of wasps), and (according to one story) appointed his favourite horse, Incitatus, to the consulship. Another story has it that when his sister Drusilla became pregnant by him, he was so impatient to see his child that he had it ripped from Drusilla’s womb. Whether or not this story is true, Drusilla certainly died, whereupon Caligula declared her to be a goddess.

In AD 41 (24 January) Caligula was fatally stabbed in the genitals by two of his guards, whom he had humiliated. They went on to kill his wife, and smashed his baby daughter’s head against a wall.
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The emperor Caligula fed his favourite horse, Incitatus, at his table from golden dishes. It was said that he also appointed Incitatus to the consulship, which had been the most senior position in the ancient Republic.



circa AD 40

Seneca and the Armpit Plucker 

The Roman playwright Lucius Annaeus Seneca, a noted stoic, found himself bereft of his philosophy when faced with the noises from the bath house next door to his lodgings. One might think of Roman baths as places of ease and quiet content, but in a letter Seneca tells a different story. ‘Conjure up in your imagination,’ he told Lucilius, his correspondent, ‘all the sounds that make one hate one’s ears.’ Among these he numbered the grunts of the weightlifters, the slaps of the masseurs, the shouts of the ball-players and the cries of various vendors. Shrillest of all were the shrieks of that most specialized of craftsmen, the armpit plucker, who never desisted from his caterwauling except, according to Seneca, ‘when he’s doing his job and making someone else shriek for him’.

circa AD 43

Legalization of Flatulence 

The emperor Claudius, worried that holding in flatulence might be injurious to health, passed a law permitting the unleashing of intestinal gases at banquets.

circa AD 50

Sow’s Womb and Mackerel Guts 

By the 1st century AD, only one in ten people in Rome had access to a hearth where they could cook – so the purveyors of takeaway food did a roaring trade. For the wealthy who dined at home, popular items included roast dormouse, kale cooked in saltpetre, and sow’s womb (served with or without udders). Spattered over everything was a ubiquitous fish sauce called garum, made from slow-cooked mackerel guts (production of the pungent, salty sauce within the city was prohibited on account of the stench). A dish for special occasions was the porcus troianus (‘Trojan pig’), a whole roasted pig stuffed with fruit and sausages. Brought to the table standing on its legs, its belly was then cut open, letting spill the sausages as if they were the animal’s entrails. By this time the earlier fashion of allowing one’s fish to expire at table (preferably in a sauce) had gone out of favour.

The Body in the Bog 

In 1984 the well-preserved body of a man was found in a peat bog at Lindow Moss in Cheshire. At first it was thought he might have been the victim of a recent murder, but carbon dating placed his death at some time between 2 BC and AD 119. The man, thought to have been an ancient British nobleman from the care with which his hair and nails were trimmed, had suffered three blows to the head, a cut throat and strangulation by means of a knotted cord. He may have been the victim of a ritual execution, or just possibly a human sacrifice.

AD 54

Viper Flesh and Opium 

Nero became emperor of Rome, in the wake of an epidemic of conspiracies and murders among the ruling Julio-Claudian dynasty: his predecessor, Claudius, was almost certainly poisoned, possibly with Nero’s connivance. Aware of the risks attaching to his master’s new job, Nero’s physician, Andromachus, developed a poison antidote involving 64 ingredients, chief among them viper flesh and opium. This substance, known as theriac, derived from a concoction attributed to one of the ancient kings of Pontus, who used his prisoners as guinea pigs. Theriac became a popular remedy for more or less any ailment (particularly after the proportion of opium was increased), and was still on sale in Italy towards the end of the 19th century.

AD 58

Flames From Below Ground 

Tacitus reported that near Cologne in Germany flames shot out from vents in the Earth. The local tribesmen put out the fires by swaddling them in old clothes.

AD 59

Incest and Matricide 

The emperor Nero ordered the death of his mother, Agrippina, with whom, according to Suetonius, he was on unusually intimate terms:

Whenever he rode in a litter with his mother, he had incestuous relations with her, which were betrayed by the stains on his clothing.

By AD 59 Agrippina had taken against Nero’s new mistress, Poppaea, and the feeling was mutual. Suetonius (not the most reliable of sources) gives the following account:

At last terrified by her violence and threats, he [Nero] determined to have her life, and after thrice attempting it by poison and finding that she had made herself immune by antidotes, he tampered with the ceiling of her bedroom, contriving a mechanical device for loosening its panels and dropping them upon her while she slept. When this leaked out through some of those connected with the plot, he devised a collapsible boat to destroy her by shipwreck or by the falling in of its cabin. Then he pretended a reconciliation and invited her in a most cordial letter to come to Baiae and celebrate the feast of Minerva with him. On her arrival, instructing his captains to wreck the galley in which she had come, by running into it as if by accident, he detained her at a banquet, and when she would return to Bauli, offered her his contrivance in place of the craft which had been damaged, escorting her to it in high spirits and even kissing her breasts as they parted. The rest of the night he passed sleepless in intense anxiety, awaiting the outcome of his design. On learning that everything had gone wrong and that she had escaped by swimming, driven to desperation he secretly had a dagger thrown down beside her freedman Lucius Agelmus, when he joyfully brought word that she was safe and sound, and then ordered that the freedman be seized and bound, on the charge of being hired to kill the emperor; that his mother be put to death, and the pretence made that she had escaped the consequences of her detected guilt by suicide.

Suetonius also tells us that Nero ‘castrated the boy Sporus and actually tried to make a woman of him; and he married him with all the usual ceremonies, including a dowry and a bridal veil, took him to his home attended by a great throng, and treated him as his wife. And the witty jest that someone made is still current, that it would have been well for the world if Nero’s father Domitius had had that kind of wife.’

AD 66

Suicide of an Epicure 

Death of the Roman writer Petronius Arbiter. He had been Nero’s ‘director of elegance’, but latterly fell out of the emperor’s favour. To forestall arrest and execution, he took his own life in an appropriately tasteful fashion, slitting his veins and then having them bound up again to ensure a slow and easeful death. As his life gradually drained away, he pecked at dainty dishes, listened to music, and chatted with friends on untroubling subjects. He finally lay down as if to sleep, and so met his end.

AD 69

Pheasant Brain and Flamingo Tongues 

(17 April) Vitellius, a noted glutton, became emperor of Rome. Once in power he would send the navy to distant parts to obtain his favourite dishes, such as the brains of pheasants, the livers of pike and the tongues of flamingos. Such were the gustatory excesses of his banquets that one of his regular dining companions, who missed several days of feasting due to illness, reportedly sighed, ‘Thank heaven I was sick, otherwise I would be dead.’ By the end of the year Vitellius had been overthrown and killed.

circa AD 70

A Tax on Public Lavatories 

The Roman emperor Vespasian imposed a tax on public lavatories. His son Titus was horrified at such an undignified measure, but Vespasian would have none of it. Thrusting a handful of coins under his son’s nose he declared ‘Pecunia non olet’ (‘money does not smell’). In honour of the emperor, the public urinals that once graced many a street corner in French towns and cites were known as vespasiennes. The vespasiennes, however, did smell – pungently so.

AD 77

On the Iniquities of Soap 

Publication of Pliny the Elder’s Historia Naturalis, in which he disapprovingly noted the use of soap among the German and Gallic tribes – especially the men. The Romans considered the stuff only good for a hair pomade, preferring to cleanse their skin by rubbing it with olive oil, and then scraping off both oil and grime with a special metal implement.

130

Of Beards and Buggery  

 The lover of the emperor Hadrian, a Greek youth called Antinous, drowned in the Nile in mysterious circumstances. One theory regarding his death holds that, having reached adulthood, Antinous was no longer an acceptable companion to the emperor: being sexually mature, it was thought he would not accept the role of passive partner.

Hadrian himself demonstrated his manliness by sporting a beard, setting a new fashion: prior to his reign, the emperors were all clean shaven, but those who followed him over the next century and a half were all bearded.

165

A Flare for Publicity 

The Cynic philosopher Peregrinus Proteus burnt himself alive at the Olympic Games. His popularity having diminished, he had apparently decided to make a sensational exit.

192

Strangled by Narcissus 

The emperor Commodus was strangled in his bath on the orders of his mistress by the wrestler Narcissus. Commodus had shocked Roman society by fighting as a gladiator in the arena – a job thought fit only for the lowest of the low. What is more, he had charged the city of Rome 1 million sesterces per appearance.

circa 210

Self-Castration 

Taking note of the words of Matthew 19:12 (‘there be eunuchs, which have made themselves eunuchs for the kingdom of heaven’s sake’), Origen, one of the Fathers of the Church, castrated himself.

217

Assassinated While Urinating 

(8 April) The emperor Caracalla was assassinated while urinating at the side of a road in Mesopotamia on his way to make war against the Parthians.

218

Drowned in Rose Petals 

Elagabalus became emperor of Rome, and outraged Roman society by instituting a new religion with himself as high priest. He further offended traditionalists when he married a Vestal Virgin (see 616 BC). According to the contemporary (and hostile) historian Dio Cassius, Elagabalus was wont to:

frequent the most notorious brothels, driving out the prostitutes and taking that role himself. Finally, he turned over a room in the palace for his indecencies, and here he would stand nude at the door, as harlots do, and shake the curtain which hung from gold rings, while in a soft melting voice he solicited passers-by.

Dio Cassius also records that the emperor had intended to cut off his genitals, but settled for circumcision.

Even his ambitious grandmother began to worry about his eccentric behaviour, and on 11 March 222 arranged for him and his mother to be assassinated in the imperial privy. Among the stories told about Elagabalus after he was dead was that he disposed of the guests at one of his banquets by smothering them with tons of rose petals falling from above.

circa 250

Two Breasts on a Platter 

For following the Christian faith, and rejecting the advances of a Roman prefect, St Agatha of Sicily was placed by the authorities in a brothel run by a madam called Aphrodisia, but all attempts on her virtue proved unsuccessful. She was then tortured on the rack, suffered the lash and had her sides torn with hooks. Subsequently her breasts were cut off, although these were miraculously restored. She finally expired after being dragged naked over hot coals. In Christian iconography she is often depicted carrying her amputated breasts on a plate. Agatha is the patron saint of wet nurses, bell-founders (echoing the shape of her breasts) and those suffering from breast cancer.
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This painting by Bernardino Luini (c.1480–1532) shows St Agatha, martyred c.250, carrying her amputated breasts on a plate.



260

Emperor Humiliated, Then Flayed 

Death of the Roman emperor Valerian. He had been captured by the Persian king Shapur I, and forced to work as this potentate’s mounting block. When Valerian, sickened by his humiliation, offered to raise a massive ransom, Shapur had molten gold poured down his throat. The king then had the ex-emperor flayed and his skin stuffed with straw. This effigy was subsequently put on display in a temple.

304

Dealing with Unwanted Suitors – Part I 

Traditional date of the martyrdom of St Lucy of Syracuse. Legend has it that Lucy was wooed by a young man who complained that her beautiful eyes haunted him night and day. In response she cut out the offending orbs and sent them to him, begging that he now leave her in peace to pursue her devotions.

316

Flesh Torn by Combs 

St Blasius or Blaize was martyred, his flesh being torn by iron combs – hence his subsequent position as patron saint of woolcombers.

320

Forty Frozen for their Faith 

At Sebaste in Armenia (modern Sivas in eastern Turkey), 40 Roman soldiers of the Twelfth Legion, the Fulminata or Thunderers, met an icy fate for persisting with their Christian faith. On one of the bitterest nights of the year they were left standing naked in the middle of a frozen lake, and instructed they could cross over to the welcoming fires that they could see flickering on the shore if only they would renounce Christ. If they did so, warm baths and blankets awaited them. Only one man broke and ran for the shore, but a soldier who witnessed the courage of the remaining men was so impressed that he stripped off and took the place on the frozen waters abandoned by the apostate.

336

A Fatal Evacuation of the Bowels 

The theologian Arius, deemed a heretic by the Council of Nicaea, met a spectacular end in Constantinople, as described by the historian Socrates Scholasticus (fl.5th century):

As he approached the place called Constantine’s Forum, where the column of porphyry is erected, a terror arising from the remorse of conscience seized Arius, and with the terror a violent relaxation of the bowels: he therefore enquired whether there was a convenient place near, and being directed to the back of Constantine’s Forum, he hastened thither. Soon after a faintness came over him, and together with the evacuations his bowels protruded, followed by a copious haemorrhage, and the descent of the smaller intestines: moreover portions of his spleen and liver were brought off in the effusion of blood, so that he almost immediately died.

circa 400

Dealing with Unwanted Suitors – Part II 

The Suda, a 10th-century Byzantine encyclopedia, records the following story of how Hypatia – the Alexandrian neo-Platonic philosopher and mathematician – cured a lovesick admirer by showing him her sanitary towels:

She was so very beautiful and attractive that one of those who attended her lectures fell in love with her. He was not able to contain his desire, but he informed her of his condition. Ignorant reports say that Hypatia relieved him of his disease by music; but truth proclaims that music failed to have any effect. She brought some of her female rags and threw them before him, showing him the signs of her unclean origin, and said, ‘You love this, O youth, and there is nothing beautiful about it.’ His soul was turned away by shame and surprise at the unpleasant sight, and he was brought to his right mind.

In March 415 there were anti-pagan riots in Alexandria, possibly stirred up by bishop Cyril. Hypatia was stripped by a Christian mob, and scraped to death with what sources variously describe as tiles, potsherds or oyster shells. They may have been inspired by the emperor Constantius, who had decreed that witches should have their flesh torn off their bones with iron hooks. Subsequently Hypatia became a heroine to Enlightenment figures such as Voltaire and Edward Gibbon.

401

Black Sea Freezes Over 

It became so cold that it was reported the Black Sea had frozen over.

405

Father of the Irish 

Death of Niall of the Nine Hostages, High King of Ireland. DNA research published in 2006 suggested that Niall was the ancestor of some 3 million men now alive, including 1 in 12 of the present male population of Ireland.

451

Death by Nosebleed 

At the Battle of Chalons, Attila the Hun prepared to meet his death, as here recounted by Sir Edward Creasy (The Fifteen Decisive Battles of the World, 1851):

Expecting an assault on the morrow, Attila stationed his best archers in front of the cars and wagons, which were drawn up as a fortification along his lines, and made every preparation for a desperate resistance. But the ‘Scourge of God’ resolved that no man should boast of the honour of having either captured or slain him, and he caused to be raised in the centre of his encampment a huge pyramid of the wooden saddles of his cavalry. Round it he heaped the spoils and the wealth that he had won; on it he stationed his wives who had accompanied him in the campaign; and on the summit Attila placed himself, ready to perish in the flames, and baulk the victorious foe of their choicest booty, should they succeed in storming his defences.

In fact Attila survived the battle and lived for another two years, until, in 453, he died of a nosebleed on his wedding night, after a heroic drinking bout. His followers, loathe to display such unmanly manifestations of grief as tears and lamentations, cut off their hair and slashed their bodies with knives, so that ‘the greatest of warriors should be mourned with the blood of men’.

459

Thirty-Six Years on Top of a Pillar 

(2 September) Death of St Simeon Stylites, who had lived on top of a narrow pillar in the Syrian desert for 36 years. He found it was the only way to avoid the hordes of pilgrims who came to admire his asceticism.



The Middle Ages
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[image: Image] The Emperor Kublai Khan in his hunting lodge, carried on the backs of four elephants (see 1292).



582

Blood Bath – Part I 

It was said that it rained blood over Paris. In all likelihood the raindrops carried red dust from the Sahara – a common enough phenomenon in north-west Europe.

circa 585

Blood Bath – Part II 

Near Vannes in France, a pond full of fish was reported to have turned into blood, which for days provided sustenance for flocks of birds and stray dogs.

589

Competition Among Miracle Workers 

Death of St David. Among his miracles was that by which he cured St Kyned, a cripple, of his deformity, making him strong and straight. St Kyned, apparently something of a joker, demonstrated the power of his own prayers by miraculously restoring his various handicaps.

circa 600

Observing the Sabbath – Part I 

The old chronicles known as the Welsh Triads alleged that one Gwrgi, a rogue Welshman at the court of Aethelfryth, King of Bernicia, became so fond of eating human flesh that he would have a male and female Welsh captive slaughtered for his table every day – and two of each on Saturdays, so as not to break the Sabbath.

613

Torn Apart by Wild Horses 

Queen Brunhilda of Austrasia, hated for her cruelty and avarice, was eventually overthrown, at the age of 70. The Liber Historiae Francorum details her fate: ‘King Clotaire ordered that she be lifted on to a camel and led through the entire army. Then she was tied to the feet of wild horses and torn apart limb from limb. Finally she died. Her grave was the fire. Her bones were burnt.’
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Queen Brunhilda of Austrasia about to be torn apart (or possibly dragged to death) by wild horses.



844

Pope Pig-Face 

Sergius II was elected to the papacy. According to the 15th-century curator of the Vatican Library, Bartolomeo Platina, Sergius’s original name meant ‘Hog’s-mouth’.

circa 850

The Origin of Coffee 

An Arabian goatherd called Kaldi noticed that his flock became particularly perky when they fed on the berries of a certain bush. Thus was the property of the coffee bean first discovered – at least according to tradition.

855

Pope Joan 

According to legend, a woman called Joan became pope. The following account is found in the Chronicon Pontificum et Imperatum by the 13th-century Polish chronicler, Martin of Opava:

John Anglicus, born at Mainz, was pope for two years, seven months and four days, and died in Rome, after which there was a vacancy in the papacy of one month. It is claimed that this John was a woman, who as a girl had been led to Athens dressed in the clothes of a man by a certain lover of hers. There she became proficient in a diversity of branches of knowledge, until she had no equal, and afterwards in Rome, she taught the liberal arts and had great masters among her students and audience. A high opinion of her life and learning arose in the city, and she was chosen for pope. While pope, however, she became pregnant by her companion. Through ignorance of the exact time when the birth was expected, she was delivered of a child while in procession from St Peter’s to the Lateran, in a narrow lane between the Colisseum and St Clement’s Church. After her death, it is said she was buried in that same place. The Lord Pope always turns aside from the street and it is believed by many that this is done because of abhorrence of the event. Nor is she placed on the list of the holy pontiffs, both because of her female sex and on account of the foulness of the matter.

870

A Spreadeagled King 

Edmund, martyr-king of East Anglia, was killed by the Vikings, possibly by the method known as the ‘blood eagle’ or ‘spread eagle’. In this method of slow execution, the victim was held face down on the ground while his or her ribs were prised outward from the spine, until they stuck out either side of the body, like a pair of wings. The victim’s still-breathing lungs were then pulled out, and salt rubbed into the wounds.

884

Debauched on the Altar 

During the siege of Salerno, the Saracens occupied the monastery church of St Benedict, where, according to Edward Gibbon, ‘a mussulman chief spread his couch on the communion table, and on that altar sacrificed each night the virginity of a Christian nun. As he wrestled with a reluctant maid, a beam in the roof was accidentally or dexterously thrown down on his head; and the death of the lustful emir was imputed to the wrath of Christ, which was at length awakened to the defence of his faithful spouse.’

896

Gluttonous Moles in Ireland 

A shower of mole-like creatures fell on Ireland, and proceeded to devour everything in sight.

897

The Cadaver Synod 

The so-called Cadaver Synod took place in Rome in January 897, at a time of bitter political division in Italy. The previous pope, Formosus, who had been dead for nine months, was charged with breaking canon law by accepting the see of Rome (i.e. the papacy) while still bishop of another diocese, that of Porto. The current pope, Stephen VI, insisted that Formosus appear in person to answer charges, so the corpse of the dead pontiff was exhumed, dressed in papal vestments and propped up in a chair in court, a deacon answering the prosecution’s charges on his behalf. Formosus was found guilty, his election declared invalid, his body stripped of the papal robes, and the fingers he used for blessing cut off. Ironically, Stephen himself had been bishop of another diocese, Anagni, when he became pope, but as it had been Formosus who had made the appointment, and all Formosus’s acts as pope had been annulled, Stephen was let off the hook. Shortly afterwards, Stephen was deposed, imprisoned and strangled, and his successor, Theodore II, had Formosus’ body buried and his pontificate reinstated.

921

The Uni-Corned Beast of the Steppes 

Ahamd ibn Fadlan set off as part of an embassy from the caliph of Baghdad to the king of the Bulgars of the Volga region. He brought back reports he had heard of a mysterious creature on the steppes. It was, said the local people, larger than a bull, though smaller than a camel, and was possessed of a single pointed horn:

Whenever it sees a rider, it approaches, and if the rider has a fast horse, the horse tries to escape by running fast, and if the beast overtakes them, it picks the rider out of the saddle with its horn, and tosses him in the air, and meets him with the point of the horn, and continues doing so until the rider dies. But it will not harm or hurt the horse in any way or manner.

Some have speculated that this unicorn-like creature might have been Elasmotherium, the giant rhinoceros that once lived in the region, but which almost certainly became extinct more than 100,000 years ago.

931

The Cucumber King 

Theinhko, king of Burma, was killed by an angry farmer after he had eaten his cucumbers without asking. The farmer then took over the throne as King Nyanng-u Sawrahan, known as ‘the Cucumber King’.

circa 935

My Kingdom for a Lance 

Henry the Fowler, king of the Germans, exchanged a large swathe of his territory in what is now Switzerland for a holy relic, a lance said to have belonged to the emperor Constantine. It may not have been such a bad bargain: his son carried it in 955 at Lechfeld, where the Germans scored a great victory over the pagan Magyars.

955

King Takes Nun as Mistress 

King Eadwig of England, then aged about 15, slipped away from his coronation feast to consort with a young noblewoman of easy virtue (and possibly also with her mother), only to be dragged back to the feast by an outraged St Dunstan, Abbot of Glastonbury. Eadwig was furious, and Dunstan was forced into exile. Dunstan had another run-in with the next king, Edgar, in 961, after the latter fathered a child by his mistress, a nun. Dunstan, by then archbishop of Canterbury, refused to crown Edgar until 973 (at least that is one story as to why the king, who succeeded in 959, had to wait so long for his coronation).

964

Pope Turns Palace into Whorehouse 

(14 May) Death of Pope John XII. John, the son of Alberic II, ruler of Rome, had been elected pontiff in 955 on his father’s orders. He was only 18 at the time, and was deposed less than a decade later. Among the charges levelled at him were that ‘he had fornicated with the widow of Rainier, with Stephana his father’s concubine, with the widow Anna, and with his own niece, and he made the sacred palace into a whorehouse’. Additionally, he had accepted payment for ordaining bishops (he made a 10-year-old boy bishop of Todi), and ‘toasted to the devil with wine’. It was said that Pope John was murdered by an irate husband whom he had cuckolded.

circa 968

Future King Defecates at Own Baptism 

In the Anglo-Saxon period, the holy water in baptismal fonts was not changed unless an infant defecated in it. Urination was, apparently, not a problem. According to one tradition, at his baptism circa 968, the future king of England, Ethelred the Unready, eased his infant bowels in the holy water. Dunstan, the archbishop of Canterbury presiding over the ceremony, declared that this portent foretold the overthrow of the English monarchy. In 1013, Ethelred was forced off the throne by Sweyn Forkbeard, at the head of a Viking invasion.

circa 973

A Wolf Shortage in Wales 

King Edgar of England demanded a yearly tribute from the Welsh king Hywel of 300 wolves. Hywel kept up the payments for three years, after which he complained that he could find no more wolves.

999

Pontiff Makes Pact with Prince of Darkness 

Gerbert of Aurillac was elected pope as Silvester II. He had studied with Arab scholars in Spain, and had brought their knowledge of mathematics and astronomy to Christian Europe. It may have been Gerbert’s familiarity with these arcane matters that led William of Malmesbury, writing in the 12th century, to conclude that Gerbert was a sorcerer who had made a pact with the Devil.

1010

Eilmer the Flying Monk 

Eilmer, a young monk at Malmesbury Abbey in Wiltshire, was inspired by the flight of jackdaws to make his own attempt to conquer the air. According to William of Malmesbury, writing in the following century, Eilmer constructed a pair of wings and launched himself from the top of the abbey tower. He apparently glided some 200 yards, but broke both legs on landing. The abbot disapproved of the young monk’s levity, and forbade further attempts.

1014

Basil the Bulgar Slayer 

The Byzantine emperor, Basil II, ordered that 14,000 Bulgar prisoners captured in battle be blinded. He specified that one eye should be left per hundred men, so that the mutilated soldiers could be led home as a dire warning to their countrymen. Basil was for ever after known as ‘Basil the Bulgar Slayer’.

1016

Death on the Privy 

(30 November) Death of Edmund Ironside, king of England. He most probably died of natural causes, but some sources say he was stabbed in the bowels while sitting on the privy by an assassin concealed therein, on the orders of Cnut, the Danish king who took over Edmund’s kingdom.

1021

Hakim the Mad 

Death of Al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah, caliph of Egypt, whose eccentric behaviour earned him the sobriquet Hakim the Mad. Hakim issued bans on the eating of grapes and watercress, and the playing of chess. Annoyed by the barking of dogs, he ordered that they all be killed, and also decreed that the people of Cairo work by night and sleep by day. If he caught a merchant cheating, he would have his slave Masoud sodomize him, while he himself himself stood on the man’s head. The Caliph reserved a particular dislike for women, forbidding them to leave their homes, banning the making of women’s shoes, and, on one occasion, having a group of noisy women boiled alive in a public bath. However, he had a great affection for his sister, Sitt alMulk, who became so alarmed at his incestuous intentions and his accusations of adultery on her part that she arranged for his disappearance. His blood-stained donkey was found near a well in the Muqattam Hills. The Druze sect claim that Hakim did not die, but was concealed by God, and that he will return as the Mahdi on Judgement Day.

1032

Rudolf the Sluggard 

(6 September) Death of the last king of Burgundy, Rudolf III, known as Rudolf the Sluggard because he failed to control his uppity nobles and could not stop the incursions of Emperor Henry II into his territories.

1050

Ordeal by Fire 

Emma of Normandy, mother of Edward the Confessor, was accused of involvement in the murder of another son, Alfred (see 1053). Emma – who was also accused with carrying on with Alwyn, bishop of Winchester – sought to prove her innocence by walking across nine red-hot ploughshares in front of the altar of Winchester Cathedral. This she did without apparent harm, thus establishing to everyone’s satisfaction that she had had no share in these crimes.

1053

Choked on a Communion Wafer 

(Easter) Earl Godwine of Wessex swore a solemn oath that – contrary to popular opinion – he was not responsible for the murder of Alfred, brother of Edward the Confessor, who in 1036 had been blinded and then put to death by disembowelling. Taking a communion wafer to confirm his oath, Godwine choked to death.

1066

Speared in the Private Parts 

(25 September) At the Battle of Stamford Bridge, a single Norwegian held the bridge, holding back the English army, ‘felling more than forty Englishmen with his trusty axe’ – according to Henry of Huntingdon, the 12th-century chronicler. Henry continued: ‘At length someone came up in a boat and through the openings of the bridge struck him in the private parts with a spear.’ Victory for the English followed.

1066

Harold the Unrecognizable 

(14 October) The body of King Harold was so horribly mutilated after his death at Hastings that only his mistress could identify him.

Riot in the Abbey 

(25 December) During the coronation of William the Conqueror in Westminster Abbey, the congregation of Normans and Saxons shouted their approval in both French and English. The Norman soldiers outside thought an assassination attempt was being made inside the abbey, and set fire to the surrounding houses. Smoke filled the abbey and many of the congregation rushed outside, where rioting broke out. William was nevertheless successfully crowned.

1086

Comet Kills Cats 

The chroniclers report that the passage of a comet proved fatal to all the cats of Westphalia.

1087

A Ruptured Conqueror 

(9 September) William the Conqueror died, having ruptured his belly in a fall from his horse. As they attempted to bury him, the monks of Rouen found that William – who had become quite portly – was too large for the sarcophagus that had been prepared. As they tried to force the putrid carcase into its final resting place, it burst open, and even incense and perfumes failed to disperse the stench that filled the church.

circa 1110

The Foreskin of Jesus 

Among the gifts sent by the Byzantine emperor Alexius I Comnenus to Henry I of England was a scrap of what was said to be the prepuce of Christ.

1135

Philandering King ‘Free from Carnal Desires’ 

(1 December) Death of Henry I, apparently after eating a dish of lampreys that disagreed with him. Henry holds the record among English kings for having sired the most bastards: at least 20, by six different mistresses. The contemporary chronicler, William of Malmesbury, claimed that the king ‘was wholly free from carnal desires’, and that ‘His intercourse with women was undertaken not for the satisfaction of his lusts, but from his desire for children.’

1157

Pitiful Fate of the Boy of Egremont 

William de Romilly, great-nephew of David I of Scotland and known as ‘the Boy of Egremont’, attempted to jump his horse across the Strid, a six-foot-wide chasm on the River Wharfe in Yorkshire. Like many others who have unsuccessfully attempted the jump, he was pulled down by the raging waters into deep underwater caverns, where he drowned.

1163

Lovers Reunited 

The Chronicle of Tours reported that when Heloise was laid to rest in the same grave as her lover, Peter Abelard, 21 years after his own demise, his corpse held out its hand to receive her.

1167

The Merman of Orford 

Fishermen netted a merman off Orford, Suffolk, as described by the chronicler Ralph Coggeshall in 1207:

Men fishing in the sea caught in their nets a wild man. He was naked and was like a man in all his members, covered with hair and with a long shaggy beard. He eagerly ate whatever was brought to him, but if it was raw he pressed it between his hands until all the juice was expelled. He would not talk, even when tortured and hung up by his feet. Brought into church, he showed no signs of reverence or belief. He sought his bed at sunset and always remained there until sunrise.

He was allowed to go into the sea, strongly guarded with three lines of nets, but he dived under the nets and came up again and again. Eventually he came back of his own free will. But later on he escaped and was never seen again.

Coggeshall came to no definite conclusions as to the nature of the merman:

As to whether this was a mortal man, or some fish pretending human shape, or was an evil spirit hiding in the body of a drowned man … it is not possible to be precise; the more so because so many wonderful things of this kind are told by many to whom they have happened.

1189

Tarring and Feathering 

As Richard I set off on the Third Crusade, he enacted a law by which any sailor caught thieving was to have his head shaved and then covered with molten pitch, and the feathers of a pillow shaken over it.

1191

Pontiff Kicks Off Emperor’s Crown 

(1 April) Pope Celestine III crowned Henry VI as emperor. To demonstrate his power over earthly sovereigns, after he had placed the crown on the kneeling emperor, the pope then pushed it off with his toes.

1199

Saint Steals Relic 

St Hugh of Lincoln, visiting Fécamp Abbey in Normandy, carried off a piece of their best relic in his teeth. Theft of a relic was not then regarded as a crime, but rather as an expression by the dead saint of a desire for a change of scene.

French Bastards 

(12 December) Pope Innocent III put the kingdom of France under an interdict. In 1193 King Philip Augustus had married Ingeborg of Denmark, but found her repellent in the flesh, and applied to the pope for an annulment on the grounds of non-consummation. Ingeborg protested that the marriage had been consummated, and the pope refused to grant an annulment.

Ignoring this, in 1196 Philip Augustus married Agnes of Merania, and it was when he refused the pope’s order to leave Agnes and return to Ingeborg that Innocent imposed the interdict. All the churches in France were shut up for nine months, and all children born in that period were deemed illegitimate, for so long as the king refused to sleep with his wife, ‘it was not permitted to any of his subjects to sleep with theirs’ (Isaac Disraeli, Curiosities of Literature, 1791–1823). The interdict continued until 7 September 1200.

1199

Fate of a Regicide 

(6 April) Death of Richard the Lionheart
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