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‘How these curiosities would be quite forgott, did not such idle fellows as I am putt them down’

John Aubrey, Brief Lives
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INTRODUCTION

History is not more or less bunk, despite what Henry Ford said. In fact he probably only made the comment in the hope that no one would listen to future historians when they said things like, ‘Did you know that Adolf Hitler kept a photograph of Henry Ford in his study?’

There is one problem with history, however – there is an awful lot of it. Everyone and everywhere seems to be full of it. This presents a writer with a problem: how do we understand what’s going on? How do we make sense of all this... stuff? Traditionally there have been two answers:


	Write a huge number of impenetrable books, each about a tiny bit of history, with titles like The Custard Cream as Social Metaphor – 1967 to 1971.

	Write sweeping narratives in which everything is neatly arranged into lists of places, peoples and dates. A suitable title might be A Complete History of Civilisation from the Earliest Times, in Thirty-Six Volumes.



Neither of these approaches is without its problems, and the biggest of these is that there’s a real danger that they make the whole thing extremely boring. You end up with too many books that you know you’ll never read about subjects you’d like to know a bit about, but frankly not quite that much. Or you find yourself with a few huge tomes full of lists of rulers, lists of battles, lists of important pieces of Hebridean highways legislation – and endless lists of dates.

This is why children don’t listen in history lessons at school and who can blame them? Where’s the fun? Where’s the intrigue? Where are the interesting stories of the mad, bad, stupid, wonderful, odd and improbable things that happened to our ancestors? The past is as daft as the present and the people of the past were as daft as us. That’s what actually links us.

History is not simply the extension of the present back into the past; it is a very strange and very different country. Nor does history have a grand direction, although many history books imply that it does. History wanders around, often drunk, frequently bumping into things and usually eschewing anything that might look like progress for another sustained period in full reverse.

So rather than try to produce another volume on custard creams or a big History of Everything, which won’t actually include everything but rather consist of another series of lists that are impossible to remember, The Interesting Bits is more of a selection box – a didactic mixture of historical delicacies, stories, events, facts (and a few salacious rumours) that will go no way whatsoever towards helping the reader to pass his or her GCSE History exam. They have no greater meaning, no direction and no overarching theme beyond being, I hope, worthy of note, possibly even memorable and reminding us that the past was no less peculiar than the present. If it must have a purpose, then I suppose it might help in pub quizzes – maybe.


MAY CONTAIN NUTS

All history is a matter of opinion and these are mine. They are gathered from a wide selection of first- and second-hand sources whose accuracy varies from the impeccable to those with frankly far too many fairies in them to be 100 per cent believable. What they have in common is that those who first recorded them had something to say about history – events that they thought worth remembering and people they wished to praise or pull to pieces – and as such are valuable historical documents regardless. I leave it to you to decide whether St Rumwold really did shout ‘I am a Christian’ when only three days old but if you find anything within these pages that you know to be simply wrong, do please let me know.

Justin Pollard

Westcott, 2007
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Oops!

‘There’s been an accident,’ they said,

‘Your servant’s cut in half; he’s dead!’

‘Indeed!’ said Mr Jones, ‘and please,

Send me the half that’s got my keys.’

Harry Graham, Ruthless Rhymes for Heartless Homes (1899)



Which king rode off a cliff?

Alexander III’s rule over Scotland was marred by personal tragedy. By 1283 the king had lost his first wife and outlived all of his children. According to the Chronicle of Lanercost, he was not too bothered by loneliness, however, as ‘he used never to forbear on account of season nor storm, nor for perils of flood or rocky cliffs, but would visit none too creditably nuns or matrons, virgins or widows as the fancy seized him, sometimes in disguise.’

This was great fun but it overlooked the fact that he did need an heir. So it was that on 14 October 1285 he married the French heiress, Yolande de Dreux. All looked to be going well and, as he was only forty-four, there still appeared to be time to produce a successor. The following year all that changed. Once again according to the Chronicle of Lanercost, around 19 March 1286, Alexander finished eating a large dinner in Edinburgh and, despite the gathering gloom and the pleas of his nobles, decided to visit his new bride who was a short distance away in Kinghorn. Having crossed the Queensferry,


he arrived at the burgh of Inverkeithing, in profound darkness, accompanied only by three esquires. The manager of his salt-pans, a married man of that town, recognising him by his voice, called out: ‘My lord, what are you doing here in such a storm and such darkness? Often have I tried to persuade you that your nocturnal rambles will bring you no good. Stay with us, and we will provide you with decent fare and all that you want till morning light.’ ‘No need for that,’ said the other with a laugh, ‘but provide me with a couple of bondmen, to go afoot as guides to the way.’



This was a mistake. The party continued but just two miles down the road, now in complete darkness, they lost their way and Alexander, in his eagerness to reach the nuptial bed, rode straight off a cliff. The bodies of horse and rider were recovered the next morning. Without a surviving heir, Scotland had no king for the next six years.

Who was killed by a tiger in a pub?

On Tuesday, 23 October 1703, the brightly painted caravans of a travelling fair snaked their way into Malmesbury. For the inhabitants of a small provincial town the fair brought undreamt of excitement. Strongmen, freaks, strange faces from distant lands, and wild and exotic animals from the farthest reaches of the known world, all descended on the mediaeval town. For one day the uneventful circling of the seasons was suspended and the colour and curiosity of the outside world exploded on to this small stage.

For Hannah Twynnoy, aged thirty-three, it had been a wonderful day. She had been born and bred in Malmesbury and her life so far had been sheltered and without event. She had never travelled to London, let alone ventured abroad, and the occasional passing fair or visiting stranger had provided the only glimpses she would ever get into what lay beyond the boundaries of her own familiar county.

That evening, Hannah and her friends sat drinking in the Blue Boar on River Street. The fair was finally closing down. Tomorrow it would be gone but its brief stay would be a talking point in the pubs of Malmesbury well into the winter, more so, in fact, at that moment than they could possibly have imagined. Inside the Blue Boar a fire was burning and Hannah sat close to it, while outside the stalls and stands of the fair were packed into their wagons. Iron cages clanged shut and strange animals let out mournful howls in the gloom whilst her friends eagerly recounted tales of the day’s sights.

The noise outside was dying down and the first wagons were moving off when there was a cry from the street. In the Blue Boar the townsfolk thronged around the small windows, peering out as men with burning torches ran back and forth shouting warnings. A local magistrate went to the door and lifted the latch. Hannah looked up. With a splintering crash the door flew open and the crowd scattered as a storm of orange and white fur burst into the pub.

Hannah had only seen a tiger for the first time that day and didn’t really expect to see one again quite so soon. A mythical monster, from a land that she could not be sure even existed outside stories, had screamed into her predictable, mundane life and now looked her in the eye. Two worlds stared briefly at each other but before she could move the animal was upon her and, with a single, savage bite, killed her.

Hannah was buried that week in front of the partially ruined abbey that formed the parish church and there she lies still, her gravestone recounting the terrible moment when the exotic East burst in on Hannah’s life and wrenched it away.


IN MEMORY OF

HANNAH TWYNNOY

WHO DIED OCTOBER 23RD 1703

AGED 33 YEARS.

IN BLOOM OF LIFE

SHE’S SNATCH’D FROM HENCE,

SHE HAD NOT ROOM

TO MAKE DEFENCE;

FOR TYGER FIERCE

TOOK LIFE AWAY.

AND HERE SHE LIES

IN A BED OF CLAY,

UNTIL THE RESURRECTION DAY.



Who committed suicide twenty-five years after his death?

Field Marshal the Lord Haig is chiefly remembered today for his leadership of British forces in the First World War for which he has been widely criticised as showing a callous disregard for human life. In his own lifetime, however, he remained hugely popular, even amongst the troops in the trenches, and not simply because his father had run the Haig whisky distillery. In particular his tireless fundraising for ex-servicemen after the war had greatly added to his reputation and this happier view of Haig might have continued, were it not for the efforts of his supporters in gathering and publishing his private papers some twenty-five years after his death in 1928. These dealt very frankly with the war, Haig’s decisions during it and the inevitable loss of life that he knew his actions would entail.

Military historians still argue over whether Haig followed the only available course for victory or needlessly wasted lives, but in publishing the details of his actions his supporters managed unwittingly to outflank their hero’s reputation and turn popular opinion against him. When the press baron Lord Beaverbrook was shown the papers with a view to publishing extracts in his newspapers, he could only sigh that Haig was the only man he knew who had committed suicide twenty-five years after his death.

Who went into exile after breaking wind?

The story of Oxford’s embarrassment comes from diarist John Aubrey’s Brief Lives, a collection of short biographies written towards the end of the seventeenth century. According to Aubrey, Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford, was bowing particularly low to Queen Elizabeth I one day when he accidentally (and loudly) broke wind. So embarrassed was de Vere that he went into voluntary exile for seven years. Eventually he returned to court and once again found himself in the presence of the Queen. He bowed carefully (and perhaps a little timorously) this time. The intense silence was only broken by Elizabeth commenting, ‘My Lord, I had forgot the fart.’

Supporters of the Earl of Oxford, particularly those who believe that he may be the true hand behind the works of Shakespeare, often consider this story a calumny but it was certainly in circulation by the early years of the seventeenth century where it is referenced in the contemporary poem ‘The Parliament Fart’, which dates from around 1610. Whilst Aubrey’s style is gossipy and occasionally a shade saucy, he was usually a meticulous biographer. And anyway, as he put it himself, ‘How these curiosities would be quite forgott, did not such idle fellowes as I am putt them down.’

Why did Thomas Carlyle rewrite the The French Revolution?

This had to be one of the most embarrassing incidents in literary history. As Thomas Carlyle and John Stuart Mill were great friends, Carlyle had asked Mill to read and comment on the handwritten manuscript for the first volume of his enormous new book, The French Revolution, which ran to over 300,000 words. Mill willingly accepted but, being not the most organised of characters, somehow managed to leave the work amongst waste paper in his kitchen. This was where his maid found it and, believing it to be unwanted, used it to light a fire.

Mill was devastated and quite reasonably so, as it was the sole copy. On the night of 6 March 1835, he turned up at Carlyle’s house and, having asked his friend’s wife and his own future wife to leave the room for a moment, he owned up. A couple of weeks later Carlyle described in a letter to Mill’s sister Harriet how ‘to prevent him almost perishing with excess of misery, we had to forbear all questioning on the subject, which indeed was of no importance to either of us [Carlyle and his wife], and to bid him “Be of Courage, never mind, Be certain I can write it again, and will!”’

Mill did offer £200 towards the cost of rewriting but Carlyle refused to accept more than £100. He was also as good as his word and wrote the entire book from memory, by hand, once again. When he later asked Mill to read his manuscript for the first book of the next volume, Mill refused: ‘not that I believe such a thing could possibly happen again, but for the sake of retributive justice I would wear the badge of my untrustworthiness’.

The manuscript was entrusted to another friend instead.

Which general was accidentally shot by his own troops?

Thomas ‘Stonewall’ Jackson was one of the most successful and daring Confederate commanders in the US Civil War. He also had a lifelong belief that one of his arms was longer than the other, which it wasn’t.

In his last battle, at Chancellorsville in 1863, the Confederate Army of North Virginia won a major victory over the much larger Union Army of the Potomac, following a brilliant outflanking manoeuvre by Jackson. Unfortunately, whilst returning to camp on 2 May Jackson and his staff were waylaid by one of their own regiments (from North Carolina) who mistook them for Union troops. Having given the usual challenge, ‘Halt! Who goes there?’ the Carolina regiment seem to have opened fire before getting any coherent response. Jackson was shot three times, twice in the left arm and once in the right hand, but did not seem in imminent danger. In the melee, however, he could not get immediate medical attention, nor did being dropped by his stretcher bearers particularly help matters. Eventually Jackson was treated by doctors, having his left arm amputated, but pneumonia had already set in. He died from complications of this on 10 May.

Where is the Great Moghul diamond?

Well, that’s a very good question. The fate of the Great Moghul diamond is something of a mystery and one made all the stranger because you might think that people would look after a 787-carat stone a little better. The stone was first seen by Western eyes in 1665 by the famous jewel trader, Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, who reported that it was the largest diamond ever found in India. The stone was supposedly set into the eye of a statue in a temple in Srirangam (some say Mysore) in southern India, from where it was stolen by a deserter from the French army. Tavernier brought the stone to Madras from where it found its way to Delhi. In 1739, however, the king of Persia, Nader Shah, sacked the city and took the stone as part of the spoils of war.

Nader Shah was obsessed by diamonds and also had in his collection two other famous Indian gems, the Koh-i-Noor (Mountain of Light) and the Darya-ye-Noor (Sea of Light) but, as is the tradition with these stones, they brought their owners little luck. Nader Shah became increasingly paranoid with age and, some might say, rightly so, as people did from time to time try to kill him. He was eventually assassinated by his own guards. In the confusion following his death, the Great Moghul was stolen, finding its way into the possession of a shadowy Armenian millionaire called Shaffrass. At that point the stone disappeared, never to be seen again. It’s unlikely that Shaffrass could lose a 787-carat diamond so what happened to it? One possibility is that the gem, which was by all accounts stolen from Shaffrass, was recut to make it harder to trace.

In 1774, Count Grigori Orlov purchased a huge diamond for Tsarina Catherine the Great of Russia in an attempt to regain her favour and many said that this was the largest remaining part of the Great Moghul. Perhaps so, for the stone wove the same baleful spell on Orlov that the Great Moghul had on Nader Shah. Orlov died shortly afterwards – out of favour, obsessed with money and insane. The Orlov diamond remained in the Romanov collection until the death of Nicholas II and his family during the Russian revolution when it was transferred to the Russian Diamond Fund. It remains there to this day.

Where does the Bible recommend adultery?

The book making this rather surprising suggestion is the 1631 edition of the Holy Bible published by the printers Lucas and Barker. Their version, now a rare collector’s item, omits the word ‘not’ from Exodus 20: 14, leaving us with the commandment: ‘Thou Shalt Commit Adultery.’ Thanks to this omission their version is now known as the ‘Wicked’ Bible, and Lucas and Barker received a hefty fine from King Charles I.

And Lucas and Barker were not the only ones that Charles had his eye on. The ‘Fool’s Bible’ brought its printer a £3,000 fine for reading: ‘The fool hath said in his heart, there is a God’ in Psalm 14: 1 instead of ‘The fool hath said in his heart, there is not a God.’ The ‘Unrighteous Bible’ of 1653 used the words, ‘Know ye not that the unrighteous shall inherit the kingdom of God’ in I Corinthians 6: 9, again omitting the all-important word ‘not’.

In the ‘Ears to Ears’ Bible of 1807, the line in Matthew 13: 43, ‘Who hath ears to hear’, reads ‘Who hath ears to ears,’ whilst the ‘Standing Fishes’ Bible of the previous year replaces Ezekiel 47: 10, ‘that the fishers shall stand’, with ‘that the fishes shall stand’, conjuring an interesting image.

More modern misprints have some of the cynicism of the age. In a 1966 first edition of the Jerusalem Bible, Psalm 122: 6 reads, ‘Pay for peace’ instead of ‘Pray’, whilst a 1970 first edition of the King James II New Testament has John 1: 5 reading, ‘And the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness overcomes it’, instead of ‘And the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness does not overcome it.’

What was Mummolus’s great mistake?

Mummolus was a prefect under the rule of King Chilperic I of Soissons in the early eighth century. According to Gregory of Tours in his History of the Franks, Chilperic’s Queen Fredegund believed that Mummolus had had a hand in the death of her infant son Theodoric and she went about investigating in the way that only an eighth-century Frankish queen could: ‘she apprehended some women of Paris and plied them with tortures and strove to force them by blows to confess what they knew. And they admitted that they practised magic and testified that they had caused many to die, adding . . . “We gave your son, O Queen, in exchange for Mummolus the prefect’s life.”’

She then had the women either broken on the wheel, burnt alive or drowned before telling all to her husband. Mummolus was eventually captured and arrested and, as you might expect from the treatment of the ladies of Paris, tortured. ‘He was suspended from a beam with his hands tied behind his back and asked what he knew of “the evil arts”, but he confessed nothing concerning the death of the infant prince.’

It was now that Mummolus made his big mistake. Having carefully refused to admit to being a sorcerer whilst dangling from the ceiling, he couldn’t help but have a bit of a dig at Chilperic when he was let down again, so he called a messenger and told him to send a message to the king, saying: ‘Tell my master the king that I feel no ill effect of the tortures inflicted on me.’ To say that this was a vain boast would be an understatement. Hearing it, the king not unreasonably replied: ‘Is it not true that he practises evil arts if he has not been harmed by these tortures?’ So Mummolus was hauled back into the torture chamber to see whether they couldn’t revise his opinion of their work: ‘Then he was stretched on the wheel and beaten with triple thongs until his torturers were wearied out. Then they put splinters under his finger and toe nails.’

After this he was finally released, probably wishing he’d kept his mouth shut in the first place. Clearly the strain of it all was beginning to show, however bold his statements to the contrary, and on the journey home to Bordeaux he died of apoplexy.

Why couldn’t you read Marie Curie’s lab notes until the 1990s?

Marie Curie is the only woman ever to win two Nobel prizes, the first person ever to win two, and one of only two people to have won Nobels in different fields (the other being Linus Pauling for Chemistry and Peace).

Her two citations for the prizes give a good clue as to why her lab notes have remained inaccessible. Her 1903 Physics prize, awarded with her husband Pierre Curie and Henri Becquerel, was ‘in recognition of the extraordinary services they have rendered by their joint researches on the radiation phenomena discovered by Professor Henri Becquerel’, whilst her 1911 Chemistry prize was ‘in recognition of her services to the advancement of chemistry by the discovery of the elements radium and polonium, by the isolation of radium and the study of the nature and compounds of this remarkable element’.

When one of Marie’s daughters and her granddaughter donated Marie’s diaries, journals and workbooks to the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris in the mid-1990s, it was, perhaps not surprisingly, discovered that they were all still highly radioactive. It took two years to decontaminate the paper before the bequest could be accessioned.

At the outbreak of the First World War, Marie cashed in her Nobel gold medals to help the war effort. She died of leukaemia in 1934, almost certainly caused by her massive exposure to radiation.


2

Surprise, Surprise!

Old age is the most unexpected of all things that happen to a man.

Leon Trotsky, Diary in Exile (1959), 8 May 1935



Who was Miss Canary Islands 1936?

In the run-up to the Spanish Civil War, General Franco had been sent to a military command on the Canary Islands, mainly to get him out of the way as the government was suspicious that a Nationalist uprising might be on the cards. At this time Franco did indeed come into contact with the conspirators who were planning the revolution that would eventually sweep him to power, but he remained ambiguous about his support for it. Whilst tacitly going along with the plans being made in the spring and early summer of 1936, he was also writing to the government offering to help suppress Nationalistic unrest in the army. By June the Nationalist leaders, José Sanjurjo and Emilio Mola, had set a date for the rising, 18 July, which, they informed Franco, would happen with or without him. It was at this time, as he continued to vacillate, that the Nationalist high command gave him the nickname ‘Miss Canary Islands 1936’. Nevertheless, it would not be a title he would hold for long. When the rebellion broke out a day early, Franco seized control of the Canary Islands before flying to Spanish Morocco to take command of the Army of Africa. The quick coup that they had hoped for was botched, however, and a civil war ensued. At the end of it one man would have supreme power – Miss Canary Islands 1936: Francisco Franco.

What did Jethro Tull do with his organ?

Jethro Tull was a gentleman farmer who had always fancied a life in politics. After studying at Oxford and Gray’s Inn, however, he found that his father’s debts and lawsuits prevented him from taking public office so he set about farming his father’s land at Howberry in Oxfordshire.

Tull was quite a meticulous man with his own ideas about how to improve crop yields. He had decided around 1700 to plant a forage crop called sainfoin on a part of his land and insisted that his labourers must plant it at a certain depth, in evenly spaced rows. They disagreed and went on strike, so Tull decided to ‘contrive an engine to plant St Foin more faithfully than such hands would do’. Using some bits from an old musical organ and parts of two other unidentified machines ‘as foreign to the field as the organ is’, he managed to come up with the seed drill. Despite some rather sniffy comments from other farmers and not a bit of dissension amongst farm labourers who thought that this might put them out of a job, the drill was a great success. In 1731, Tull rather reluctantly published his ideas for the drill, as well as information on improved farming methods that he had gleaned from a tour of the continent, in Horse-Hoeing Husbandry. By now his techniques were proving their worth and he had moved to the aptly named Prosperous Farm although his profligate son did his best to dent Tull’s prosperity. He died in 1741, claiming, ‘I owe my principles and my practice originally to my travels, as I owe my drill to the organ.’ He was buried in Basildon and left his son just one shilling in his will.

What did Queen Victoria think ‘lacked fire’?

Some might consider it a little ungrateful but when Queen Victoria was presented with the Koh-i-Noor diamond, she wasn’t very impressed. No gem has a longer or more controversial history than the Koh-i-Noor or ‘Mountain of Light’. The stone’s early history was as a source of strife between the powerful rulers of India’s many warring states. Early sources say that the stone belonged to the raja of Malawa for many generations before the Sultan Ala’-ud’Din Khalji took it from him in 1304. Others claim it was given to Babur, the son of the founder of the great Moghul Empire, by the raja of Gwalior in return for his life.

Like many great stones, the Koh-i-Noor formed part of the loot taken by Nader Shah, the king of Persia, when he sacked Delhi in 1739 (see pages 8–9) and, after his assassination, it passed to his general, Ahmad Shah, founder of the greatest Afghan dynasty. But like its former master, the Koh-i-Noor brought the Ahmad dynasty little good fortune. When his great-grandson escaped to India he was forced to hand it over to the Sikh ruler, Ranjit
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