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History Hit makes history more accessible in the digital age. Our podcast Dan Snow’s History Hit has been broadcasting since 2015, and has over 1,500 episodes. We now have seven regular podcast shows, exploring topics from ancient history to present day. Our online TV channel and app, History Hit TV, is a library of history documentaries and interviews, and we create new and original history documentaries for our subscribers weekly.

You can subscribe to access all of our podcasts and history documentaries at historyhit.com/subscribe.
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INTRODUCTION

Historically promiscuous. That’s how I was recently described by a well-known British historian. I think she meant it as a compliment. More than two decades as a television presenter, podcast host and writer have sent me to so many different places and periods. Sometimes for a prolonged stay, like the years I spent writing about the Seven Years’ War in North America, at other times just for the duration of a podcast interview as a guest captivates me with stories of the ancient Chinese afterlife, Sumerian poetry, Elvis’s health or the Inquisition in Spanish America. I have fallen for them all.

Through it all I have jotted down notes. The surprising, the entertaining, the tragic, the important and the thought-provoking. I stumbled across Roland the Farter, whose particular talent for farting on demand won him the patronage of Henry II. I learned about Enheduanna, high priestess in the city of Ur, daughter of the king, Sargon of Akkad. She wrote beautiful poetry, making her possibly the earliest named author in history. I have amassed a mountain of research, a chaotic mess of different periods and disciplines. In just one week earlier this year I explored Bronze Age passage tombs in the Isles of Scilly, did a session with a traditional shipyard using an adze to shape the sternpost of a wooden ship and finished with an interview with a wartime Mosquito pilot. Every experience yields snippets of history, some given to me by the world’s best historians, others gleaned from captions from hundreds of museum visits.

There was something that tickled me about seeing my lists of random facts. Hitler, Tito, Stalin and Freud were all living in Vienna in 1913, not as housemates obviously. In the 18th century, Cock Lane in London was haunted by a well-attested ghost, known as Scratching Fanny. More Brits were killed in road accidents on blacked-out UK roads for the first six months of the Second World War than were killed in the armed forces. No one in Africa or Eurasia knew what a peanut, tomato or potato was before Christopher Columbus initiated the ‘Columbian Food Exchange’ by blundering into the Americas.

I never thought my magpie-like collecting of facts and stories would lead to much. But little did I know I was tapping into an ancient literary tradition. Quirky miscellanies with religious reflections, snippets of biblical text, lives of saints and poetry have survived from the early medieval world. They were compiled by hand, shared and added onto with whatever the owner thought worthy. The Nowell Codex is an eccentric, rich blend. It is famous for having the only text of Beowulf, but alongside it are a poem inspired by the Old Testament Book of Judith, a biography of one St Christopher and an imagined conversation between Alexander the Great and his tutor, Aristotle. It is one of a handful of miscellanies that together have ensured the survival of Old English poetry.

This miscellany may not prove quite as important, although I suppose there’s a chance it will become one of the rare survivors of the cataclysmic 21st and 22nd centuries, a fragment of our culture still pored over 1,500 years hence. But it is certainly inspired by those medieval treasures. It is the product of years of curiosity and collecting. It is also a collaboration by our fantastic team at History Hit. We all contributed the facts, stories, explanations and lists that have enthused us over years of production. We have penned quick explainers of events like the Hundred Years’ War or the Iranian Revolution. We have included charts of figures that surprise and provoke, like the number of ships lost by the British to enemy action throughout the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars (hint: surprisingly few).

History is everything that has ever happened to anyone who has ever lived. It is a bottomless reservoir of all the bonkers, heroic, awful and weird things we eccentric humans have ever done. We can’t help generating extraordinary stories. Lieutenant Hiroo Onoda was a Japanese soldier sent to garrison the Philippines during the Second World War; he was ordered not to surrender, and so he did not – until 1974. One of the greatest ancient Egyptian pharaohs, Hatshepsut, was depicted as a man in physique and dress but was in fact a woman. The planet Pluto was named by an 11-year-old schoolgirl who won the naming competition. Alan Turing would run the 50 miles from Bletchley Park to London if there was an important meeting. Bertha Benz undertook the first long-range car journey in August 1888 to prove her husband’s motor car was road-worthy. Colonel Sourd fought all day on horseback at Waterloo, having had his arm amputated without anaesthetic the day before.

Perhaps I find lists of miscellany so fascinating because I simply have a short attention span. Or perhaps after a long day of historical research into a very particular period, a quick list of bizarre trivia assembled from the widest possible span of history is energising, provoking and fun. Like a movie trailer, these miscellanies cherry pick the most engaging bits and fire your determination to see the whole thing. What follows is surprising, shocking, laughable and tragic. Most importantly, like all the best stories, they are true. I would rather curl up with this than a work of fiction.

So dive in. Be promiscuous. Get your head around the fact that for one day only, on 8 September 1944, Bulgaria found itself at war with all four major belligerents of the Second World War in Europe, the USA, USSR, UK and Germany.

And if you’re enjoying a quiet moment, and reading this in the corner of a historic hostelry, a pint resting in front of you, remember, since 1872 it’s been illegal to be drunk in a pub, so don’t get carried away.

Dan Snow
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It is an astonishment to be alive, and it behoves you to be astonished.

John Donne




 

THE COMMONPLACE BOOK

A commonplace book is a kind of historical scrapbook used to compile knowledge. One of the earliest known examples can still be bought from bookshops. The Roman Emperor and Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius (r.161–80) kept a collection of private thoughts, sayings he heard and quotations he wanted to remember.

The Enlightenment philosopher John Locke wrote a treatise on commonplace books around the turn of the 18th century, with schemes for indexing and titling, while commonplacing was taught at Oxford University to help student research.

Isaac Newton had a commonplace book handed down to him from his stepfather, and used it extensively as he developed the method of calculus. It is still held by Cambridge University and available to access online in digital format (Newton’s Waste Book MS Add. 4004).

Writers such as Robert Burns, Virginia Woolf and Mark Twain all used commonplace books to organise their research and writing ideas. Thomas Jefferson kept both literary and legal commonplace books and Ronald Reagan was a more recent advocate, maintaining traditional headings. These presidential commonplace books have all been published.

 

FICTIONAL WORKS WITH 100 MILLION SALES









	Book
	Author
	Published





	A Tale of Two Cities
	Charles Dickens
	1859



	Le Petit Prince
	Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
	1943



	Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone*
	J.K. Rowling
	1997



	And Then There Were None
	Agatha Christie
	1939



	Dream of the Red Chamber
	Cao Xueqin
	1791



	The Hobbit
	J.R.R. Tolkien
	1937





*Having sold more than 600 million copies globally, J.K. Rowling’s seven-part Harry Potter series is the bestselling book series in history.

 

QUOTES ABOUT HISTORY

To remain ignorant of history is to remain ever a child.

Cicero

History will be kind to me because I intend to write it.

Winston Churchill

History is a set of lies agreed upon.

Napoleon Bonaparte

We are not makers of history. We are made by history.

Martin Luther King Jr

Those who do not remember the past are condemned to repeat it.

George Santayana

The past changes a little every time we retell it.

Hilary Mantel

History repeats itself, first as tragedy, second as farce.

Karl Marx

We learn from history that we learn nothing from history.

George Bernard Shaw

I like the dreams of the future better than the history of the past.

Thomas Jefferson

Study the past if you would define the future.

Confucius

The winners write the history, but human history is a history of constant failure.

Peter Frankopan

 

KNOW YOUR STONE AND BRONZE AGE MONUMENTS

The British Isles are rich with monuments that sit outside of recorded history – Stonehenge being the most famous of them all. There are several types of Stone or Bronze Age monument.

MENHIR

[image: A black and white sketch of a large, solitary standing stone in an open landscape]

A solitary standing stone

STONE CIRCLE

[image: A black and white sketch of a series of standing stones in a circle, some with horizontal stones on top]

A circle of standing stones

STONE ROW

[image: A black and white sketch of a row of stones, getting progressively smaller]

A row of standing stones

Standing stones, stone circles and rows can be found throughout Britain, with high concentration in southwest England. Despite the prevalence of stone circles, historians are not entirely sure what they are for.

DOLMEN

[image: A black and white sketch of a circular stone tomb with a large capstone in the shape of a disc]

A megalithic portal tomb

LONG BARROW

[image: A black and white illustration of the entrance to a stone burial mound resembling a cave]

A long mound, often with many burials

BARROW

[image: A black and white illustration of a large mound in the landscape surrounded by stones, with others visible in the background]

A mound that contains a burial chamber

The highest concentration of Bronze Age remains in Britain is on Dartmoor, South Devon. In the 400 miles² of national park, every type of monument above can be found, including 18 stone circles and 75 stone rows.

 

HEAVIEST DOLMENS

[image: A black and white sketch of four vertical standing stones with a flat stone laid across the top, with a fifth stone off to the left]

A dolmen is a large chambered ancient tomb. Megalithic pillar stones hold up a giant capstone. These tombs would have been surrounded by an earthwork, but in many cases these have been weathered away to reveal just the surviving stone structure.

Many dolmens lie on the coast of the Irish Sea in Ireland, Wales and English counties such as Devon and Cornwall. The Brownshill Dolmen in County Carlow, Ireland, is the dolmen with the heaviest capstone in Europe. It weighs 150 tons.

Despite their popularity as a tomb across Northern Europe, Korea has the world’s highest concentration of dolmens, with over 35,000 dotted through the peninsula – over 40% of the world’s total.

The heaviest dolmen in the world is the Ungok Dolmen in Gochang, South Korea. The capstone weighs in at a monstrous 300 tons. Thousands of men would have been required to shift the huge rock over the tomb.

 

NOTABLE BRITISH STONE CIRCLES

Arbor Low, Derbyshire : Grey Wethers, Devon : Boscawen-Un, Cornwall : Castlerigg, Cumbria : Stanton Drew, Somerset : Long Meg and Her Daughters, Cumbria : Stonehenge, Wiltshire : Avebury Ring, Wiltshire : Callanish, Isle of Lewis: Rollright Stones, Warwickshire : Duddo Five Stones, Northumberland : Bryn Cader Faner, Gywnedd.

 

QUITE THE CONFEDERATE COINCIDENCE

On 9 April 1865 General Robert E. Lee surrendered the Confederate Army of Virginia to United States General Ulysses S. Grant. It was the end of the American Civil War, America’s bloodiest war to this day.

As he did so he was part of one of history’s greatest coincidences. The first pitched battle of the Civil War was at Bull Run in 1861. One of the first shots crashed into a farm-house belonging to Wilmer McLean. He quickly moved his family 120 miles away to the town of Appomattox Court House. Remarkably, it was in this very house that Grant and Lee met and ended the war. He liked to say that the Civil War began in his front yard and ended in his front parlour.

 

OLDEST KNOWN SHARK ATTACK

The earliest known human victim of a shark attack, referred to as Tsukumo No. 24, lived 3,000 years ago in prehistoric Japan. The victim likely died between 1370 and 1010 BC while fishing or diving for shellfish. No. 24’s remains were found in a hunter-gatherer burial site and bore at least 790 deep, often serrated injuries.

The grisly scenario was unveiled after the victim’s partial skeleton was analysed. By process of elimination, archaeologists determined that the wounds were most likely caused by a white or tiger shark. The injuries indicate that the victim lost his left hand first while attempting to fend off the shark, followed by the severing of major leg arteries, leading to his rapid death.

While the victim’s comrades likely brought his body back to land, his right leg was missing. His detached left leg was buried with his body, possibly placed on his chest. The discovery of No. 24 in 2021 surpassed the previous record of the oldest known shark attack – a 1,000-year-old skeleton of a fisherman on Puerto Rico.

[image: A black and white illustration of a shark in profile, facing to the right]

 

ATTEMPTS ON THE US PRESIDENT

Abraham Lincoln: assassinated – 15 April 1865

James A. Garfield: assassinated – 19 September 1881

William McKinley: assassinated – 6 September 1901

Theodore Roosevelt: shot and injured – 14 October 1912

Franklin D. Roosevelt: unharmed but the mayor of Chicago standing next to him, Anton Cermak, was killed – 15 February 1933

John F. Kennedy: assassinated – 22 November 1963

Ronald Reagan: shot and injured – 30 March, 1981

 

One UK Prime Minister has been assassinated: Spencer Perceval – 11 May 1812

 

ATTEMPTS ON BRITISH MONARCHS

In 1800 George III survived two assassination attempts in one day. On the morning of 15 May he was shot in Hyde Park, but the bullet narrowly missed and hit a civil servant, who survived. That evening the king was shot at again at the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane, by a mentally disturbed army veteran, who also missed. George insisted that the play go on.

There were eight attempts on Queen Victoria’s life. The most serious came in 1850 when Robert Pate struck her on the head with a cane, leaving her with a bad bruise. In 1872 Arthur O’Connor broke into the grounds of Buckingham Palace and raised a gun at her, but was apprehended before firing. The final attempt came in 1882, when Roderick Maclean fired at her carriage near Eton College. Schoolboys beat the shooter before he was taken into custody.

In 1970, a log was placed on an Australian railroad in an attempt to derail the royal train carrying Queen Elizabeth II. The incident, known as the ‘Lithgow Plot’, went without charge. In 1981, a man fired six blanks at the queen as she was riding down The Mall for the Trooping the Colour ceremony. The gunman was charged under the Treason Act of 1842 and sentenced to five years in prison.

 

THE SECOND THIRTY YEARS’ WAR

The lamps are going out all over Europe, we shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.

Edward Grey

British Foreign Minister Edward Grey said this on 3 August 1914. It was prescient. Britain declared war on Germany the next day, after Germany did not meet the British deadline to withdraw from neutral Belgium. Britain had entered the First World War, on the side of France and Russia.

Four years of carnage followed, with the loss of over 15 million lives. The map of Europe was redrawn, with the German, Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman and Russian empires all collapsing from the strain. Some twenty years later, Europe was at war again, in an even more destructive conflict than the first.

In the aftermath of World War Two, both Charles de Gaulle and Winston Churchill made reference to a ‘Second Thirty Years’ War’ – the first being the multinational conflict that ravaged central Europe in the first half of the 17th century. While contentious among historians, both conflicts saw appalling destruction and loss of life across a great swathe of Europe, although Russia suffered more deaths in both World Wars than any other combatant nation.

The First World War was originally called ‘The Great War’, in reference to it being one of Europe’s most terrible wars to that point. It later gained the moniker ‘World War One’ or ‘the First World War’ due to its relationship to the second. Russia refers to World War Two as ‘The Great Patriotic War’.

[image: A black and white sketch of about a dozen poppies growing together in a field]

 

WORLD WAR TWO LASTED NEARLY 30 YEARS

Stationed on an island in the Philippines, Japanese soldier Hiroo Onoda refused to surrender at World War Two’s end. He held out until 9 March 1974, after Japanese explorer Norio Suzuki convinced him to lay down his arms if he could get his commanding officer to visit him.

 

THE SECOND HUNDRED YEARS’ WAR

Of the 126 years between 1689 to 1815 Britain and France were at war for at least 61 of them. It was a giant struggle for global hegemony. The first clash took place in May 1689 in Bantry Bay off the coast of Ireland, the last at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815. Some historians call this protracted period of conflict ‘the Second Hundred Years’ War’.

 

SOME 18TH-CENTURY WARS









	War of Spanish Succession
	1701–15



	Ottoman–Venetian War
	1714–18



	Great Northern War
	1720–21



	War of Polish Succession
	1733–35



	Russo-Turkish War
	1735–39



	The War of Jenkins’ Ear
	1739–48



	First Carnatic War
	1744–48



	War of Austrian Succession
	1740–48



	Second Carnatic War
	1749–54



	Third Carnatic War
	1756–63



	First Anglo-Mysore War
	1767–69



	American Revolutionary War
	1775–83



	Second Anglo-Mysore War
	1780–84



	Third Anglo-Mysore War
	1790–92



	French Revolutionary War
	1792–1802



	Fourth Anglo-Mysore War
	1798–99







Along with all of that, the Seven Years’ War (1756–63) has also been referred to as the ‘first world war’ as it was the first global conflict, with over 20 combatant nations.

 

OUTBREAK OF THE SEVEN YEARS’ WAR


‘It would require a greater philosopher and historian than I am to explain the causes of the famous Seven Years’ War . . . indeed, its origin has always appeared to me to be so complicated, and the books written about it so amazingly hard to understand, that I have seldom been much wiser at the end of a chapter than at the beginning, and so shall not trouble my reader with any personal disquisitions concerning the matter.’

William Makepeace Thackeray, The Luck of Barry Lyndon (1844)



Luckily he was wrong. The causes of the war that Winston Churchill described as the ‘first world war’ are reasonably straightforward and not unlike the causes for most wars. Rulers wanted their neighbours’ territory. Settlers wanted their neighbours’ land.

In Europe, Austria and France were frustrated by the rise of Frederick the Great’s Prussia and wanted to reverse his territorial gains. In North America, the Caribbean, Africa and India, the British and the French were in competition for land, influence, slaves and markets. Just as with its more famous namesake, the actual First World War, it was a powder keg waiting for a spark.

That ignition occurred in Pennsylvania when a young British officer, George Washington, ambushed a French scouting force. It triggered a global war. Britain emerged dominant but broke, and high colonial taxation led to the American War of Independence. Washington would feature again, this time leading the fight against the British.

 

TARRED AND FEATHERED

In rural parts of Scotland and Northern Ireland, a tradition known as ‘blackening the bride’ was performed in the 18th and 19th centuries. Just before a wedding, friends and family would cover the bride and groom with all sorts of messy substances, such as soot, mud and feathers. This custom was believed to ward off evil spirits and bring good luck to the couple.

 

WORDS SHAKESPEARE INVENTED

William Shakespeare may have invented as many as 1,700 words. Some, of course, may have already been in use during his time, but it was his deployment of them in his plays that put them into everyday language. But some of the words often attributed to the great bard’s invention are:

accommodation : aerial : alligator : arch-villain : bedroom : birthplace : cold-blooded : critic : downstairs : dwindle : engagement : fangled : fitful : foppish : gnarled : gossip : hobnail : hunchbacked : leapfrog : majestic : misquote : never-ending : obscene : premeditated : puppy dog : retirement : sanctimonious : shipwrecked : suspicious : transcendence : watchdog : zany

 

5 MEDIEVAL ANIMAL TRIALS

1474: In Basel, a rooster was put on trial for laying an egg, feared to contain a cockatrice and to be the work of Satan.

17 August 1487: Jean Rohin, Cardinal Bishop of Autun, ordered all the slugs in his diocese to leave ‘and if they do not heed this our command, we excommunicate them with our anathema’.

1494: In Clermont, France, a pig was charged with killing a child in its cradle. Witnesses testified that the pig had entered the house and eaten the infant’s face and neck. Found guilty of murder, the pig was hanged.

1510: Rats who destroyed a field of barley were summoned to face trial. Their defence lawyer, Bartholomew Chassenee, argued that attending court would put his clients at risk from local cats and dogs. A reasonable fear of death was a sufficient reason to excuse a human from court. If rats were to be subject to the same laws, surely the same mitigation had to apply? The judge postponed the trial indefinitely.

1516: Officials at Troyes ordered insects who were damaging vines to leave within six days. A counsellor was assigned to the accused, and a prosecutor spoke on behalf of the unhappy residents.

[image: An illustration of the Greek God Saturn reclining on a cloud with a scythe resting in his right hand and snake forming a circle in his left]

 

GREEK AND ROMAN GODS










	Greek
	Deity
	Roman





	Zeus
	King of the . . .
	Jupiter



	Athena
	Reason
	Minerva



	Aphrodite
	Love
	Venus



	Artemis
	Hunt
	Diana



	Ares
	War
	Mars



	Apollo
	Multiple
	Phoebus



	Demeter
	Farming
	Ceres



	Dionysus
	Pleasure
	Bacchus



	Hades
	Underworld
	Pluto



	Hera
	Marriage
	Juno



	Hermes
	Multiple
	Mercury



	Poseidon
	Sea
	Neptune







The Romans were famously good at warfare, architecture and engineering, but when it came to the softer cultural side of life more could be desired. The Romans ‘adapted’ a pantheon of pagan gods from the Greeks, whom they had largely conquered by 146 BC. While Christianity later spread throughout the empire, it was only adopted as the official religion in 380 AD.

Many of the names of Greco-Roman deities have permeated modern culture. All of the planets of the Solar System, other than the one you are currently on, are named after Greek and Roman gods – although only Uranus is Greek, the rest being Roman.

Further afield Apollo is famously the name of the US moon-based space programme. Artemis, Jupiter and Ares are all financial investment managers, Mars is a chocolate bar, Venus is a women’s shaving razor and Hermes is both a luxury design house and a postage and logistics company. Greek and Roman gods and goddesses are seemingly all over the place, hidden in plain sight.

 

PUNIC WARS

Between 264 and 146 BC, the Roman Republic was engaged in a series of wars with another great power for control over the Western Mediterranean: the Carthaginian Empire. These wars were called the Punic Wars; there were three in total. The First Punic War endured for the longest time – between 264 and 241 BC – and was largely fought in and around the island of Sicily. Carthage’s ultimate defeat in this war saw them lose control over Sicily, quickly followed by the Romans seizing Corsica and Sardinia.

War erupted between Carthage and Rome a second time in 218 BC, when Hannibal Barca marched his army from Spain, crossed the Alps and invaded Roman Italy. Despite suffering a series of terrible defeats to Hannibal, the Romans ultimately prevailed, defeating Hannibal and the Carthaginians on African soil at the Battle of Zama in 202 BC.

[image: A map showing Roman lands in Italy, Scicily, Sardinia and Corsica and Cathiginian lands in southern Iberia and norther Africa in 218BC]

The third and final war between the two hostile powers broke out in 149 BC. By this time Carthage was a shadow of its past imperial self. The Romans invaded Carthaginian territory in present-day Tunisia and besieged Carthage. The war ended with Carthage’s capture and destruction in 146 BC.

 

ROME’S HEAVIEST DEFEAT

On 2 August 216 BC the armies of Rome and Carthage met on the plains of southern Italy.

The Roman force was twice the size of the Carthaginians, but the Romans suffered one of their greatest ever defeats, in what was possibly the bloodiest day in the history of warfare.

Outnumbered, the Carthaginian infantry formed into a wedge formation, while the Romans were in straight lines. The Romans moved to attack, but the Carthaginian centre retreated while the flanks advanced. Cavalry battles soon began on both flanks.

[image: A diagram of the deployment of 3 lines of Roman forces and the wedge formation of the Carthaginians at the beginning of the engagement.]

The Carthaginians won the cavalry battle on the west flank. The victorious horsemen then sprinted around the back of the Roman army to attack the engaged cavalry on the other side. In the centre, the huge Roman force advanced into the redeployed reverse wedge of the Carthaginians.

[image: A diagram of the progression of the battle, showing the Roman lines now in a semi-circle, enveloped by Carthaginian forces]

The Carthagian infantry then began to outflank the buckling Roman lines. With the Roman cavalry on both sides routed, the Carthaginians surrounded the confused Romans and began the slaughter. 60,000–80,000 Roman soldiers were estimated to have been killed in a single day.

 

INGENIOUS MILITARY TACTICS

Elephants were the tanks of the ancient world, and generals found increasingly ingenious ways to armour them so they were very difficult to kill. A large armoured elephant charging at the typical ancient soldier would have been a terrifying sight. Most would never have seen one before, and when it crashed into the line the three-ton animal could easily displace several ranks.

Before his victory at Cannae, Hannibal famously crossed the Alps with war elephants and used them at the start of his war in the Italian peninsula. Elephants are commonly believed to be frightened of mice – although there is scant evidence for this being true. This legend may have its roots in the ancient world, as the Romans deployed pigs to counter the giant beasts. Pliny the Elder reported that ‘elephants are scared by the smallest squeal’.

That said, Pliny the Elder’s reliability is somewhat debatable. He also wrote of the peculiar Skiapode people, whose single foot could act as a sunshade. Reference to these mythical creatures continued into the Middle Ages.

 

ROLL OUT THE RED CARPET

The phrase ‘red-carpet treatment’ comes from the crimson carpet that led passengers to the luxurious 20th Century Limited train on the New York City–Chicago railroad. First launched in 1902, there were only 42 passengers, 5 carriages, a barber shop, gentlemen’s club and women’s observation car.

 

ROLAND THE FARTER

The role of a jester in the medieval royal court was to entertain the king. Henry II had a particular fondness for his fool, Roland, who had a special talent for flatulent performance. Each Christmas he performed an act known as ‘One jump and whistle and one fart’. Henry was so delighted with Roland’s farting that he gave him a manor in Suffolk, with 30 acres of land.

 

ANIMALS USED FOR MILITARY PURPOSES

Horses, camels and elephants have all found regular use in military logistics throughout history, along with carrying mounted soldiers quickly into a battle. Beside these stalwarts, there have also been some unusual deployments of animals in combat.

Dragon oxen

Records describing the Siege of Jimo in 279 BC in eastern China tell of a commander frightening and subsequently defeating invaders by dressing up 1,000 oxen as dragons. These were released at the enemy camp in the middle of the night, causing panic among the surprised soldiers.

War dogs

Man’s best friend had a variety of roles in World War One. Some combat units had mascots, such as the Boston Terrier ‘Sergeant Stubby’ who served with the US 102nd Infantry and later became something of a celebrity. Less famous dogs had roles laying telephone wires and carrying messages between the trenches.

Infectious fleas

Japanese aircraft dropped plague infected fleas on Chinese civilians on several occasions during World War Two. These war crimes were perpetrated by the Japanese covert Unit 731, and led to outbreaks of bubonic plague that killed thousands of people.

Explosive rats

In World War Two the British Special Operations Executive filled rat carcasses with explosives, aiming to distribute them in German locomotives and boiler rooms. The first shipment was intercepted by the Germans, and the plan was dropped, but the search for more rats wasted so much German time it was deemed a success.

Dolphin bomb squad

The US Navy created the Marine Mammal Program in the 1960s in which dolphins were trained to locate mines and enemy swimmers. They were deployed in the First and Second Gulf Wars, and the program is still operating.

 

TYPES OF MEDIEVAL INFANTRY HELMET

[image: Two rows of different types of medival helemts, of different shapes and sizes]

There were many styles of medieval helmet across Europe. Each had the same task of protecting the wearer’s head, but each also had advantages and disadvantages.

The more the face was covered, the less the wearer could see, and if the mouth was covered it restricted breathing. Raising the visor to catch your breath and look around could, and did, lead to an arrow in the face.

 

HELMETS MAKE A COMEBACK

Metal helmets were standard for infantrymen from ancient times through to around 1700, when gunpowder weapons made them all but obsolete. But in World War One, they made a comeback.

Certain aspects of an infantryman’s kit made them ill-suited for warfare in 1914. At the war’s outset, the British Expeditionary Force wore soft-caps, while the Germans donned the boiled-leather Pickelhaube. The French army even put on bright red trousers during the Battle of the Frontiers. Heavy artillery and shrapnel led to a proliferation of head wounds.

After the destructive power of modern artillery and machine guns was realised, combatants introduced more muted uniforms and steel helmets. The recognisable German steel helmet from both World Wars, the Stahlhelm, was only introduced in 1916.

 

YOU’RE HAVING A GIRAFFE

In 1825, the ruler of Egypt, Muhammad Ali, sent a giraffe to King Charles X of France. She was first transported by camel and then sailing boat to Khartoum, then down the Nile on a barge.

A ship with a hole cut in the deck took her to Marseille, following which she walked 550 miles to Paris, dressed in a coat of yellow taffeta to keep the rain off, along with a pair of boots. When she arrived, 30,000 Parisians turned out to see her. That’s one in eight.

 

NOTORIOUS NICKNAMES

Richard I, King of England, became known as ‘Richard the Lionheart’, due to his reputation as a military leader on the Third Crusade. He is one of the few English kings to be better known by his epithet.

John, Richard’s brother and king after him, was nicknamed, ‘John Lackland,’ by his own father, Henry II, because he was not expected to inherit much land.

Edward Teach, a pirate in the early 18th century, was also known as ‘Blackbeard’ for his long, black beard and fearsome reputation.

Robert Burns was born into a farming family and became known as the ‘Ploughman Poet’.

Martha Jane Canary became better known as ‘Calamity Jane’. She acquired the nickname having been involved in gunfights with Native Americans in the 1870s.

Influential Russian peasant Grigori Rasputin became known as the ‘Mad Monk’, largely after a horror film was released in 1966.

Al Capone, the notorious American gangster of the 1920s, was also known as ‘Scarface’ due to the scars on his face from a knife attack.

Erwin Rommel, a World War Two German Field Marshal, was given the nickname der Wüstenfuchs, ‘the Desert Fox’, due to his initial success as a tank commander in North Africa.

 

MEDIEVAL ENGLISH KINGS










	Name
	Accession
	Death
	Length





	William I
	25 Dec 1066
	9 Sep 1087
	21 years



	William II
	26 Sep 1087
	2 Aug 1100
	13 years



	Henry I
	5 Aug 1100
	1 Dec 1135
	35 years



	Stephen
	22 Dec 1135
	25 Oct 1154
	19 years



	Henry II
	19 Dec 1154
	6 Jul 1189
	34 years



	Richard I
	3 Sep 1189
	6 April 1199
	10 years



	John
	27 May 1199
	19 Oct 1216
	17 years



	Henry III
	28 Oct 1216
	16 Nov 1272
	56 years



	Edward I
	20 Nov 1272
	7 Jul 1307
	35 years



	Edward II
	7 Jul 1307
	25 Jan 1327
	20 years



	Edward III
	25 Jan 1327
	21 Jun 1377
	50 years



	Richard II
	22 Jun 1377
	29 Sep 1399
	22 years



	Henry IV
	30 Sep 1399
	20 Mar 1413
	14 years



	Henry V
	21 Mar 1413
	31 Aug 1422
	9 years



	Henry VI*
	1 Sep 1422
	4 Mar 1461*
	39 years



	Edward IV*
	4 Mar 1461
	3 Oct 1470*
	9 years



	Henry VI*
	3 Oct 1470
	11 April 1471*
	6 months



	Edward IV*
	11 April 1471
	9 April 1483
	12 years



	Edward V
	9 April 1483
	25 Jun 1483
	3 months



	Richard III**
	26 Jun 1483
	22 Aug 1485**
	2 years





* Between 1461 and 1471 the crown passed between Henry VI and Edward IV, back again, and back once more, during the tumult of the Wars of the Roses.

** Richard III was killed at the Battle of Bosworth by the forces of Henry Tudor, who was crowned Henry VII, ending nearly 350 years of Plantagenet rule. This is seen as a watershed between the English medieval and early modern periods.

 

KINGSHIP: A COMPLEX AFFAIR

After the Conquest in 1066, there was still no automatic right of accession to the English throne. This was a hangover from the Anglo-Saxon period in which kings were elected by the Witenagemot (Witan). When a king died, an interregnum followed until the coronation of the next ruler. This allowed space for lawlessness – there is no king’s peace without a king – and for interlopers, most notably Henry I and Stephen, the latter’s reign being remembered as The Anarchy as he fended off the claim of Henry I’s daughter, Empress Matilda. Henry III changed the rules to allow for the automatic succession of his heir in 1272, in part because his son Edward was on crusade.

Four kings were deposed, beginning with Edward II in 1327. There was no mechanism to remove a king, so in Edward’s case it was done via Parliament, setting a precedent followed in the subsequent cases of Richard II, Henry VI and Edward IV. Edward V receives a regnal number because he was proclaimed king, but he never underwent a coronation, having



ROYAL KILLJOY



THE PRINCES IN THE TOWER



FORGOTTEN KINGDOMS OF THE BRITISH ISLES









	Kingdom
	Location
	Active





	Dál Riata
	Eastern Ireland and Western Scotland
	500–850



	Gwynedd
	Snowdonia
	400–1216



	Dumnonia
	Southwest England
	500–800



	Elmet
	West Yorkshire
	400–615



	Rheged
	Northwest England
	550–650



	The Isles
	Isles of Man, Hebrides and Clyde
	849–1265







A KESTREL FOR A KNAVE










CHARACTERS IN GEORGE ORWELL’S ANIMAL FARM













	Character
	Animal
	Historical representation





	Mr Jones
	Human
	Tsarist Regime



	Old Major
	Boar
	Karl Marx



	Snowball
	Pig
	Leon Trotsky



	Napoleon
	Pig
	Joseph Stalin



	Squealer
	Pig
	Propaganda



	Boxer
	Horse
	Workers



	Dogs
	Dogs
	Secret Police









THE 8 DE FACTO LEADERS OF THE USSR IN ORDER










	Name
	Came to power
	Served until





	Vladimir Lenin
	1917
	1924



	Joseph Stalin
	1924
	1953



	Georgy Malenkov
	Mar 1953
	Sep 1955



	Nikita Khrushchev
	1953
	1964



	Leonid Brezhnev
	1964
	1982



	Yuri Andropov
	1982
	1984



	Konstantin Chernenko
	1984
	1985



	Mikhail Gorbachev
	1985
	1991













THE REAL ATLANTIS






DEN OF INIQUITY



MEDIEVAL MONK FORESEES THE MODERN WORLD









THE ROMAN EMPIRE AT ITS HEIGHT






COMPARATIVE SIZE OF EMPIRES










	Empire
	Estimated % world
	Zenith





	British
	26
	1920



	Mongol
	18
	1270



	Russian
	17
	1895



	Qing
	15
	1790



	Spanish
	14
	1810










THE INVASIVE BRITS




DID THE SUN NEVER SET ON THE BRITISH EMPIRE?






YOUR HOUSE IS YOUR CASTLE



NOTABLE DEFEATS OF THE BRITISH EMPIRE










	Battle
	Location
	Date
	War





	Monongahela
	USA
	1755
	Seven Years’ War



	Saratoga
	USA
	1777
	American Revolution



	Yorktown
	USA
	1781
	American Revolution



	Annagudi
	India
	1782
	Second Anglo-Mysore War



	Buenos Aires
	Argentina
	1806
	Napoleonic War



	New Orleans
	USA
	1815
	War of 1812



	Kabul Retreat
	Afghanistan
	1842
	First Anglo-Afghan War



	Isandlwana
	South Africa
	1879
	Anglo-Zulu War



	Khartoum
	Sudan
	1885
	Mahdist War



	Battle for France
	France
	1940
	World War Two



	Singapore
	Singapore
	1942
	World War Two






COMMANDERS’ COMPLAINTS










HERNAN CORTES AND THE AZTEC ‘EMPIRE’








MY POTATO FOR A HORSE








A PLAGUE OF SHEEP




HOW TO SPEAK AZTEC











	English
	Nahuatl
	English
	Nahuatl





	House
	Calli
	Hello
	Pialli



	Book
	Amoxtli
	My name is
	Notōcā



	Avocado
	Ahuacatl
	How are you?
	Quenin tica?



	Tomato
	Tomatl
	Good
	Cualli



	Flower
	Xochitl
	Thank you
	Tlazocamahti



	Chocolate
	Xocolatl
	Goodbye
	Timo-itazke



	Welcome
	Ximopanōltih
	Let’s go
	Tiahue






CHEAPER LAWNMOWERS



TEOTIHUACAN: AMERICA’S BIGGEST CITY




THE FEATHERED SERPENT






EXPLORATIVE POLYNESIANS





OLL KORRECT



CAROLINGIAN EMPERORS IN ORDER











	Name
	Known as
	Ruled from
	Ruled to





	Charles I
	Charlemagne
	25 Dec 800
	28 Jan 814



	Louis I
	the Pious
	11 Sep 813
	5 Oct 816



	Lothair I
	 
	817
	29 Sep 855



	Louis II
	the Younger
	844
	12 Aug 875



	Charles II
	the Bald
	25 Dec 875
	6 Oct 877



	Charles III
	the Fat
	12 Feb 881
	11 Nov 887











THE GREEK PHALANX





HOPLITES



THE ROMAN LEGION












ROMAN LEGIONARY EQUIPMENT













ROMAN TROUSERS?









BEARDS MAKETH A MAN









THE SOZZLED PRIME MINISTER






BAPTISED IN BEER




SPIRIT PRESERVATION



FIRST PINT OF ALE



INDUSTRIAL LIBATIONS





STRANGE MEETING





DID ALEXANDER THE GREAT DIE OF A HANGOVER?






THINGS FOUND IN STATUES












CHILD PRODIGY



PYRAMIDS, NOT IN EGYPT










	Name
	Location
	Date built
	Height





	Pyramid of Cestius
	Rome, Italy
	12 BC
	36m



	Pyramid of the Sun
	Teotihuacan, Mexico
	200 AD
	65.5m



	Tikal Temple IV
	Tikal, Guatemala
	741 AD
	64.6m



	El Castillo
	Chichen Itza, Mexico
	800 AD
	30m



	Prasat Thom
	Koh Ker, Cambodia
	921 AD
	36m








WATER TANKS





TOUGH LOVE








THE ROANOKE DISAPPEARANCE




MY TOMB IS BIGGER THAN YOURS



WHAT IS A VIKING REALLY?




THE VIKINGS’ TAKE




THE EASTERN VIKINGS







VIKING LONGSHIPS





COLD WAR REACHES BOILING POINT




SHIP LOSSES DURING THE FRENCH WARS 1793–1815










THE CONTENTIOUS DARK AGES





536: THE WORST YEAR IN HISTORY?





14TH CENTURY: THE WORST?






ANIMALS EATEN TO EXTINCTION




PIONEERING FIRSTS









	First to . . .
	Date
	Name





	Sail the globe in a boat
	Sep 1522
	Ferdinand Magellan



	Fly in a powered aircraft
	17 Dec 1903
	The Wright Brothers



	Reach the North Pole
	21 April 1908
	Frederick Cook



	Reach the South Pole
	14 Dec 1911
	Roald Amundsen



	Fly solo across the Atlantic
	20–21 May 1927
	Charles Lindbergh



	Break the sound barrier
	14 Oct 1947
	Chuck Yeager



	Climb Mount Everest
	29 May 1953
	Sir Edmund Hillary



	Reach outer space
	12 April 1961
	Yuri Gagarin



	Walk on the moon
	20 Jul 1969
	Neil Armstrong












FIRST UP EVEREST?








SHACKLETON’S ULTIMATE SURVIVAL JOURNEY






POLAR PIONEERS AFTER SHACKLETON















THE TOWER OF LONDON ‘ZOO’





THE PIGEON WHO SAVED A BATTALION






STRANGE LAWS









THE ORIGINS OF VALENTINE’S DAY



OLDEST RESTAURANTS




FRACTIOUS ROYAL SIBLINGS











6 NAZCA LINES

















THE LOST VILLAGE OF IMBER





ROTTEN BOROUGHS









TEN MORE LOST VILLAGES OF ENGLAND










	Village
	County
	Date
	Reason





	Chysauster
	Cornwall
	4th–5th century
	Unknown



	Dunwich
	Suffolk
	14th century
	Coastal Erosion



	Northeye
	Sussex
	14th century
	Coastal Erosion



	Hundotura
	Devon
	1350s
	Black Death



	Upton
	Gloucestershire
	14th century
	Economic



	Quarrendon
	Buckinghamshire
	16th century
	Economic



	Godwick
	Norfolk
	16th century
	Economic



	Wharram Percy
	North Yorkshire
	16th century
	Economic



	Hampton Gay
	Oxfordshire
	19th century
	Economic



	Tyneham
	Dorset
	1943
	World War Two










USSR MISSIONS INTO SPACE: NOTABLE FIRSTS











ASTRONAUTS WHO HAVE WALKED ON THE MOON









	Name
	Date
	Mission





	Neil Armstrong
	20 Jul 1969
	Apollo 11



	Edwin ‘Buzz’ Aldrin
	20–21 Jul 1969
	Apollo 11



	Charles ‘Pete’ Conrad Jr
	19–20 Nov 1969
	Apollo 12



	Alan Bean
	19–20 Nov 1969
	Apollo 12



	Alan Shepard
	5–6 Feb 1971
	Apollo 14



	Edgar Mitchell
	5–6 Feb 1971
	Apollo 14



	David Scott
	31 Jul–2 Aug 1971
	Apollo 15



	James Irwin
	31 Jul–2 Aug 1971
	Apollo 15



	John W. Young
	21–23 Apr 1972
	Apollo 16



	Charles M. Duke
	21–23 Apr 1972
	Apollo 16



	Eugene Cernan
	11–14 Dec 1972
	Apollo 17



	Harrison Schmitt
	11–14 Dec 1972
	Apollo 17









GRAVE OF KING ARTHUR





OLYMPIC GOLD IN. . . WRITING?



FAMOUS PRISONERS OF THE TOWER OF LONDON











DATES OF MAJOR REVOLUTIONS









	Political Revolution
	Date





	English Civil Wars
	1642–1652



	American Revolution
	1765–1791



	French Revolution
	1789–1799



	Haitian Revolution
	1791–1804



	Latin Wars of Independence
	1808–1833



	Greek War of Independence
	1821–1829



	Italian Wars of Independence
	1848–1866



	Russian Revolution and Civil War
	1917–1923













FRENCH BOURBON MONARCHS











	Louis XIII
	1610–1643



	Louis XIV
	1643–1715



	Louis XV
	1715–1774



	Louis XVI
	1774–1792










POTATOES





THE IRANIAN REVOLUTION








FAKE NEWS / REAL NEWS QUOTES
















THE ARAB–ISRAELI CONFLICT















GREEK WONDERS ‘OF THE WORLD’










	Structure
	Location
	Year built
	Year destroyed





	Great Pyramid
	Giza
	c. 2570 BC
	Still standing



	Hanging Gardens
	Babylon
	6th c BC
	?



	Colossus
	Rhodes
	c. 280 BC
	653 AD



	Great Lighthouse
	Alexandria
	c. 250 BC
	1323 AD



	Temple of Artemis
	Ephesus
	7th c BC
	401 AD



	Statue of Zeus*
	Olympia
	c. 435 BC
	475 AD



	Mausoleum of Mausolus
	Halicarnassus
	350 BC
	14th century














MAJOR ARCHAEOLOGICAL DISCOVERIES













FAMOUS LAST WORDS OF ANCIENT GENERALS










 TELEPHONE GREETING



FAMOUS MISQUOTES














13 IMPERIAL DYNASTIES OF CHINA










	Dynasty
	Start Year
	End Year





	Xia
	c. 2070 BC
	c. 1600 BC



	Shang
	c. 1600 BC
	1046 BC



	Zhou
	1046 BC
	256 BC



	Qin
	221 BC
	206 BC



	Han
	202 BC
	220 AD



	Six Dynasties Period
	220 AD
	589 AD



	Sui
	581 AD
	618 AD



	Tang
	618 AD
	906 AD



	Five Dynasties Period
	907 AD
	960 AD



	Song
	960 AD
	1279 AD



	Yuan
	1279 AD
	1368 AD



	Ming
	1368 AD
	1644 AD



	Qing
	1644 AD
	1912 AD










THE COMPLICATED HISTORY OF TAIWAN






3 KINGDOMS CHINA






THE PLAIN OF JARS






LARGEST PALACE EVER BUILT



THE FULL ENGLISH BREAKFAST









DAILY BREAD





THE FAMOUS (AND SLIGHTLY FRENCH) PHO




FAMILY TREE OF THE FRENCH MONARCHY IN 1328



THE HUNDRED YEARS’ WAR






THE WARS OF THE ROSES







MAJOR BATTLES OF THE WARS OF THE ROSES










	Battle of
	Date
	Ruler
	Winner





	(First) St Albans
	22 May 1455
	Henry VI
	York



	Blore Heath
	23 Sep 1459
	Henry VI
	York



	Ludford Bridge
	13 Oct 1459
	Henry VI
	Lancaster



	Northampton
	10 Jul 1460
	Henry VI
	York



	Wakefield
	30 Dec 1460
	Henry VI
	Lancaster



	Mortimer’s Cross
	2 Feb 1461
	Henry VI
	York



	(Second) St Albans
	17 Feb 1461
	Henry VI
	Lancaster



	Towton
	29 Mar 1461
	Edward IV
	York



	Hedgeley Moor
	25 April 1464
	Edward IV
	York



	Hexham
	15 May 1464
	Edward IV
	York



	Edgcote
	24 Jul 1469
	Edward IV
	Lancaster



	Losecoat Field
	12 Mar 1470
	Edward IV
	York



	Barnet
	14 April 1471
	Henry VI
	York



	Tewkesbury
	4 May 1471
	Edward IV
	York



	Bosworth
	22 Aug 1485
	Richard III
	Tudor



	Stoke Field
	16 Jun 1487
	Henry VII
	Tudor







RISE OF THE LONGBOW







DATES OF WOMEN’S SUFFRAGE









	New Zealand
	1893



	Australia
	1902



	Germany
	1918



	United States of America
	1920



	Sweden
	1921



	United Kingdom*
	1928



	France
	1945



	Italy
	1946



	Japan
	1947











MEGA-TSUNAMI



TORTUROUS TUDORS











THE VENETIAN ARSENAL



OH DEER! THE ORIGINS OF HUMBLE PIE





ROMAN EMPERORS IN ORDER












	Emperor
	Dynasty
	Reign





	Augustus
	Julio Claudian
	27 BC–14 AD



	Tiberius
	Julio Claudian
	14–37 AD



	Caligula
	Julio Claudian
	37–41 AD



	Claudius
	Julio Claudian
	41–54 AD



	Nero
	Julio Claudian
	54–68 AD



	Vespasian
	Flavian
	69–79 AD



	Titus
	Flavian
	79–81 AD



	Domitian
	Flavian
	81–96 AD



	Nerva
	Nerva Antonine
	96–98 AD



	Trajan
	Nerva Antonine
	98–117 AD



	Hadrian
	Nerva Antonine
	117–138 AD



	Antoninus Pius
	Nerva Antonine
	138–161 AD



	Lucius Verus
	Nerva Antonine
	161–169 AD



	Marcus Aurelius
	Nerva Antonine
	161–180 AD



	Commodus
	Nerva Antonine
	180–192 AD



	Septimius Severus
	Severan
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	Theodosian
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	383–408 AD



	Honorius
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	393–425 AD



	Theodosius II
	Theodosian
	402–450 AD
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