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Introduction





The problem with understanding the past is not what we don’t know; it’s what we ‘know’ that isn’t actually so.


Most of us don’t think about it, but we live our daily lives through our past. The past shapes the environment that we, the current edition of humanity, temporarily occupy. It does so through historic buildings, statues of great heroes, places sanctified with historical significance. The past is all around us. It frames our view wherever we look. But the past also colours the way we think about ourselves, about our fellow countryfolk, and about other countries’ folk. The past gives structure to our minds.


How often do we find society collectively defining the ‘us’ living in the here and now in terms of a commonly held stereotype of the past? We self-satisfyingly declare how progressive we are, being more liberated than those prudish Victorians. We express secret and silent gratitude at not having been born at the time of the First World War, and not to have been one of that ‘lost generation’ who evaporated in the mud of Flanders before they could fulfil themselves. We piously please ourselves that we today do not need to gain our wealth by the callous exploitation that our predecessors resorted to when they created the British Empire.


But what if all these perceptions of the past are wrong? How secure would we feel about ourselves if much of what we have been led to believe about our past is actually not true?


Each of the above views of the past is wrong.


And there are more. Lots more. In fact, swathes of commonly held views of our past turn out to be wrong.


What you are about to read will turn the foundations of the history you know upside down.
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One in the Eye for Harold shows just how much of the history that generations have absorbed from their history books, teachers and the power of collective belief, is actually wrong. Some of the most familiar tales that we have grown up with from childhood are in fact myths.


So for starters: the Victorians were not, in fact, prudes (nor, for that matter, were they unduly pious, or crime-ridden, attributes they are also often saddled with). The First World War did not create a ‘lost generation’ in Britain – in fact 86 per cent of military-aged men returned (and most soldiers were at the front for only four days in every month: their strongest memories were of boredom, not fighting). And the Empire, long pilloried for being a mercenary operation of grand plunder, did not, in fact, generate as much wealth and prosperity for Britain as the modern, politically correct, guilt trip makes out (indeed, one line of argument suggests it may even have hindered Britain’s development).


Many of the long-cherished building blocks of our culture, encoded into our core beliefs from our schooldays, turn out to be false:




	Harold was not shot in the eye by an arrow at the Battle of Hastings.


	Our traditional view of the origins of the British – Angles, Saxons and Jutes invading from Europe and pushing the ancient Britons to the hills to become Scots and Welsh – is now shown by DNA evidence to be wrong. We all turn out to be from the same genetic stock.


	
 The Great Depression of the 1930s was not a period of overall economic decline as commonly presented: living standards in Britain actually rose.


	The much-touted Normandy invasion deception scheme did not trick the Germans into thinking the Allies would land somewhere else on D-Day.


	Magna Carta is not the great bedrock of Britain’s political rights we assume it to be. The vast majority of the sixty-two clauses actually dealt with barons settling individual scores with the King, not setting a grand new political order.





Some mistakes in the reading of history come from ignorance (the story of the arrow in the eye turns out to be more a coded message to contemporaries than a recording of historical fact for posterity).


Sometimes the falsity comes from folklore stories passing down from the mists of time which only modern methods can unpick (only through DNA sampling have the true origins of the British races emerged).


Others derive from perspectives formed in the moment becoming fixed and simply too ‘sticky’ to shift even when later evidence suggests an alternative picture (the image of the 1930s as poverty-wracked is iconic, conveniently straightforward and easy to understand).


Some myths become part of the national memory for more questionable reasons, because they make us feel proud, clever or superior, especially in times of stress (the D-Day legend of tricking the Germans is one of the core success stories of the Second World War) or because there is a deep-down collective desire to believe that the myth is true because doing so serves a valuable function in the present (Magna Carta lies at the heart of the British consciousness of the longevity of its legal and constitutional traditions, and thus reinforces a public belief in the depth and solidity of the nation’s values.)


One of the best examples of how mythologising about the past helps the present is the American foundation story. The commonly accepted view of the rebellion of the American colonies from Britain in the 1770s is that the Americans wanted to form their own new nation. That belief creates a shared story that binds the Americans together even today. But it is wrong.


The American War of Independence is now cherished in US folklore as the story of a concerted struggle of oppressed colonials to form their own union. But it was not, in fact, fought with the intention of creating a new unified country. The War was neither a mass popular uprising – only a third at most wanted independence – nor was the preconceived aim to form a united state. A portion of the colonials may have wanted to throw out British rule, but that did not mean they necessarily wanted to join together in a new combined community which we casually assume today was the motivation, and which any modern American would have us believe, because they sincerely believe it too. The journey from the Thirteen Colonies to the United States of America was a rocky, tortured one, and took a generation.


To hear it told today, one would believe it was a tale of a people acting in unison with a clear vision of the objective and achieving their goal with arrow-straight application of purpose. The truth lies far from that, but it is how history tends to remember it, and it remains a powerful narrative that helps hold a heterogeneous collection of people together. The story of the formation of the USA is far from this simple one we have all come to believe, and which American patriotic theology drums into its citizens.


Neither was the other great event in American history – the Civil War – as clear cut as popularly assumed. Surely, it was a war to end slavery? Not so. Abraham Lincoln, revered by history as the friend of the slave, the Great Emancipator, actually never freed the slaves despite his Proclamation which purported to do just that. Nor was Lincoln primarily concerned about slavery. Of greater importance was the Union. The Civil War was fought to preserve the Union, not eradicate slavery. If the battle against slavery got in the way, Lincoln would sacrifice it, and he did.


Sometimes, it seems, we just want to believe a viewpoint even though the facts tell a different story, so we tend to bury the inconvenient facts. The American Civil War is a good example of how one interpretation – some would argue a higher and more moral explanation of the war – has triumphed over the other, rather more practical motivation.


Another is one of the most colourful ‘facts’ about the most colourful British politician of the 20th century – that Winston Churchill was one sixteenth Iroquois Indian.1 The story has persevered over the years and has been trotted out in popular histories, even thought the facts were well known a long time ago.


The lineage was said to come through his American mother, Jennie Jerome, whose great-great-grandmother – New Englander Anna Baker – was, the family genealogies asserted, a native Indian. As late as 1999, Churchill’s politician grandson, also Winston, was visiting the United States attempting to substantiate the longstanding claim. ‘She’s got Red Indian written all over her face,’ he told reporters covering the trip.2 He need not have bothered, and should have known better, according to American genealogists.


The story of Churchill’s Red Indian ancestry, which supposedly kept its legs because there was a complete absence of information on the Baker family, had, in fact, been known to have no foundation since the 1950s. According to Gary Roberts, senior scholar at the New England Historic Genealogical Society, two researchers there uncovered the family tree of the Baker family in 1951.3 This showed her full ancestry, revealing that she had been born of English-descended parents – Rhode Islander Joseph Baker and Experience Martin, a Massachusetts woman.4 ‘I am afraid it is one of those false traditions that somehow grow up in families, but it is simply not the case,’ said Roberts. ‘There is not a trace of Indian blood.’ But history did not want to give up believing so easily.
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One in the Eye for Harold is the story of how history gets misused and misremembered, for all sorts of reasons. This is not a book about historical controversies, of which history remains full. It is about the history that we assume to be settled, agreed upon, known and accepted by all – but in fact isn’t as we believe.


The phenomenon of ‘Bad History’ is far more dangerous and pernicious to understanding than plain ignorance. We delve into those ‘truths’ we commonly ‘know’ to show how far from the real truth they actually are.


As much of what follows is likely to run counter to what is usually believed, we have taken care to provide the sources for the different view of history presented here. Perhaps the most worrying aspect of the material is how old many of the references are that show the errors of our beliefs. Many of the falsehoods have been known for decades. It has not been that the knowledge is not there. It is that it is buried, often wilfully and consciously, in favour of comfortable stories that explain our past more simply. We hang on to treasured myths with great tenacity. Despite the truth being out there, we prefer the conspiracy of Bad History.


We range across the spectrum of history’s themes – war, politics, social history, religion, science, popular culture. We span the globally significant …




	There is no contemporary evidence that St Peter was the original Pope, or Bishop of Rome. He only appears in the Papal records 300 years after the founding of the Church of Rome.





… to what some would see as trivial:




	The kilt is not an ancient Scottish dress, but invented by an Englishman only in 1727.





We find facts that will overturn long-held perceptions …




	Manna from Heaven was a punishment from God, not a relief.


	More Scots fought on the English side at Culloden than with the Scottish army.


	Far from being the cradle of democracy, the political system suggested by the leading thinker of the ancient Greeks was for a eugenics-based dictatorship.


	Far from being a ruthlessly disciplined and organised outfit, the success of the Nazi regime was actually built on chaos and deliberate confusion.





… to those that suggest that much of our vision of the past is of modern manufacture:




	The American Wild West was not actually very wild at all. The most deadly year in Dodge City saw just five violent deaths. Almost all our notions of the Wild West are inventions of Hollywood.


	‘Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité’ was not the motto of the French Revolution. It was only adopted when the revolution was almost over … and Bastille Day has been celebrated as the French national day only since 1880, 91 years after the event.





We guarantee that you will uncover a truth you did not know in the pages that follow. Many are likely to challenge the deepest certainties you thought you had about history.


If you thought the virtue of the past was that, because it was in the past it was fixed and unchanging, think again. Prepare to be surprised. Prepare to have your faith in the ‘historical record’ shattered.




 





Phil Mason
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1


What Every Schoolchild Knows







Some facts are so well ‘known’ that from our earliest ages at school they formed the ground floor of the scaffolding that built our learning about the past. In this chapter, we look at some of the most firmly entrenched views of the past – that are wrong.




 





A much maligned race (1) – the Neanderthals


(humorous and derogatory). Primitive, uncivilised, loutish. (Oxford English Dictionary)





The Neanderthals have had a bad press. Their place in the evolutionary road map has long been as the slow-witted, unadapting, cul-de-sac of the early human family tree that flourished across Europe around 300,000 years ago – the archetypal caveman – only to be pushed to extinction by the more advanced version of Homo sapiens, our direct ancestors, arriving from Africa some 200,000 years later. Neanderthals disappeared completely from the archaeological record 28,000 years ago, and are portrayed as the dead-end branch, swept aside by their more intelligent African cousins. The term ‘Neanderthal’ has come to personify characteristics that are uncultured, backward, ignorant.


While modern DNA techniques have indeed confirmed the ‘dead-end’ theory in regard to where modern mankind hails from, the common image of the Neanderthal’s primitivism has lodged fixedly in our minds. Only recently has a very different picture emerged from that which was created when the bones of a distinctly human form were discovered by workmen in the Neander Valley near Dusseldorf in 1856.


The timing of the discovery, according to famed paleoanthropologist Richard Leakey, could not have been worse for the fortunes of the Neanderthal.1 The interpretation of the find, which was long before the conceptual map of early human development had been pieced together, came at the height of the controversy raging across intellectual circles as to whether Man was descended from the apes (Darwin would publish his theory of evolution just three years later) and when the tide of opinion was forcefully against thinking such thoughts.


As more and more remains turned up across Europe in the decades that followed, the conclusion was inescapable that they represented an ancient race, but the temper of the times encouraged a disparaging approach to reconstructing their existence – both metaphorically and physically. Their fate in our modern minds rests a lot on the attitude taken by the man responsible for putting together the first complete skeleton of a Neanderthal from remains that were found in the Dordogne in southern France in 1908.


Marcellin Boule, a palaeontologist working for the French National Museum of History, had the task of giving shape to the collection of bones discovered. According to Leakey, he followed the preconceptions of the time:




to emphasise everything that was primitive, brutish and ape-like about the skeleton. He even failed to take account of the fact that in this particular specimen the old man clearly had suffered from severe arthritis. Marcellin Boule’s reconstruction stooped, with rounded shoulders and dangling arms. He walked on the outer part of his feet and with his knees bent. His big toes diverged from the rest of his toes, as in the apes, and his head was thrust forward in a cretinous and improbable manner. Despite the fact that the skull had room for a brain bigger than a modern human’s, Boule deduced from the long, low shape of the skull that the old man had been dimwitted.2





When he published his conclusions between 1911 and 1913, the image of the Neanderthal was set, the sub-text being to distance this specimen from humanity as far as possible. ‘Brutish’, ‘clumsy’, ‘bestial’ were some of the terms Boule used to characterise the being. They stuck. The common perception of Neanderthal Man was of a race that was inarticulate, unable to fashion adequate tools (hence their eventual eclipse by more advanced species) and more like an ape than a human.


The reality, it now seems, is quite different. Although the popular image has been incredibly hard to shift, Neanderthals’ place in the chain of human development has been improving in the arcane technical journals. As early as 1957 a reappraisal of Boule’s work by two anatomists, William Straus and AJE Cave, discovered the arthritis bias and demonstrated that, in fact, the body of Neanderthals were pretty much like modern humans. As they famously put it,




If he could be reincarnated and placed in a New York subway – provided he were bathed, shaved and dressed in modern clothing – it is doubtful whether he would attract any more attention than some of its other denizens.3





Neanderthals turn out to have been one of the most successful species – as any would need to be that managed to survive for a quarter of a million years. Modern evidence shows they used and developed stone tools and weapons, had a clan structure for social organisation and – a practice acknowledged to be symbolic of emerging humanity – buried their dead. Findings published in 2010 by the University of York suggest they even had a conscientious side. Analysis of remains showed that one Neanderthal who had acute disabilities including a withered arm, deformed feet and blindness in one eye, nevertheless lived for up to two decades, implying that he was being looked after by others in his group.4


They innovated in making tools, something only later species are traditionally thought to have been capable of. Findings published in 2008 suggested that their tools were just as technologically advanced as the Homo sapiens who would out-live them, destroying the accepted explanation that Neanderthals lost out because their rivals surpassed them with better devices.5 And far from stunted intelligence, their brains were actually slightly larger than modern humans (1,400 cubic centimetres compared to our 1,360)6


Research by a team from Duke University, North Carolina, in 1998, suggested that Neanderthals may even have been some of the first humans capable of speech, pushing back the accepted moment for verbal communication from 40,000 years ago to 350,000. They discovered that Neanderthals possessed hypoglossal canals – perforations at the bottom of the skull where the spinal cord connects to the brain – of the same size as modern humans. This implied that they had a nerve structure leading to the tongue identical to modern man, and could in theory be capable of speech. By contrast, most other remains known to scientists had canals equivalent to those of chimpanzees, suggesting they were incapable of articulating sounds.7 Spanish archaeologists endorsed this view in 2004 after studying Neanderthal ear bone remains in northern Spain which showed that they were attuned to picking up the same frequency as that used in modern speech, and distinctly different from that of monkeys.8


The mystery of their eventual demise remains, but it is clear now it was not simply due to them being backward and dimwitted. As Metin Eren, from Exeter University, commented in 2008, ‘It is time for archaeologists to start searching for other reasons why Neanderthals became extinct while our ancestors survived.’9
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A much maligned race (2) – the Philistines


Another put-upon body of people whose reputation has been sullied for three thousand years are the Philistines. Turning once more to the Oxford English Dictionary, we find a familiar litany of negativity:




uneducated, unenlightened; indifferent or hostile to culture; aesthetically unsophisticated.





Their fate perhaps illustrates better than any other the reality that history’s winners get to cast history’s losers in whatever light they choose. As Churchill famously once quipped to an opponent who threatened that history would prove the war leader wrong: ‘History will prove me right – because I will write it’. And he did.


The Philistines, who occupied the strategic coastal strip that extended roughly between modern Ashdod and Gaza, had the bad luck to come up against some of the Bible’s most stunning Israelite heroes – Samson, Saul, Samuel and, above all, King David – whose memorialists had the advantage of holding history’s pen as the Bible set down for posterity a version of what occurred. The Philistines – believed to have been illiterate and leaving no written record – came off distinctly worse for wear.


According to the Old Testament, they were pagan and devil worshippers, constant invaders of Israelite land and accused of stealing the Ark of the Covenant, the sacred container of the Ten Commandments. They famously bribed Delilah to cut off Samson’s hair, the supposed source of his strength, and their champion, the giant Goliath, took up arms against David.


If that was not enough, history has been doubly harsh on them because it appears their modern status as the icon for uncouth barbarianism stems not directly from the Bible references but from the practice of 17th century German students in the university city of Jena of distinguishing between themselves (‘the gown’) and ‘the town’ (that is, ordinary everyday folk) by referring to the uncivilised remainder of the community as philisters, thought to derive from an allusion to ‘tall men’ (from Goliath), assumed to be a reference to the town guards with whom the students had frequent run-ins. According to tradition, after a particularly vicious confrontation which had caused the death of a student, the university rector used the Biblical quotation from Judges 16:9, ‘The Philistine be upon thee, Samson’ in his funeral sermon. It quickly extended to all townsfolk, and it was this usage that the likes of social critic Matthew Arnold and essayist Thomas Carlyle picked up on when they popularised the term in English as a moniker for uncultured attitudes in mid-Victorian times. It has stuck rigidly in our minds ever since.10


But the real truth of the Philistines has only recently been emerging, set off in the early 1990s by a team from Harvard University excavating a site near Ashkelon on Israel’s coast. They discovered signs of a high culture unseen in the region at the time and streets ahead of contemporary Israel. The imagery of an uncouth, backward people appears now to be far off the truth. Advanced building styles, exquisitely decorated palaces and altars were uncovered. Elegantly decorated pottery, painted with pictures of fish, birds and complex geometric patterns, was unearthed, richly contrasting with that in use by Israelis of the time who were still making do with crude, unpainted ware. The archaeologists proved that they had not simply been imported from other Mediterranean civilisations by testing their composition. They were shown to be cast from local clay. Even a wine press was found. Scenic wall paintings depicting stories from ancient Greek literature showed that the Philistines were a cosmopolitan race. The discovery of imported Greek loom weights proved not only that they engaged in weaving, but that they were also sophisticated international traders.


All a far cry from the vision that has been handed down to us. As one commentary on the revelations remarked, ‘History is the official record of the winners. … The moral of the reputation of the Philistines is not to believe everything you read. And for future reputation, get the scribes on your side.’11
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The Vikings – more savaged than savaging


The only image we have of the Vikings is of bloodthirsty, horn-helmeted invaders who raped and pillaged their way across Britain in the 8th and 9th centuries.


It is now coming to be accepted by archaeologists that the Vikings did not wear horns or wings on their helmets. These seem to have appeared as distinctly Viking accoutrements only in the 19th century. The usually cited culprit is Swedish illustrator Gustav Malmström who used the motif in an edition of Frithiof’s Saga (1820–25). He is thought to have taken the idea from headgear used in Norse religious rites. None of the many helmets that have been unearthed from Viking archaeological sites have ever been found to have horns.12


It was the English translation of Malmström’s edition of the Saga that introduced the term ‘Viking’ into English. (With the exception of three references in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, where the reference is to ‘robbers’ rather than to a race of people, the term is not recorded in English until 1807.)13 Sir Walter Scott is credited with having popularised it by his 1828 novel The Pirate. It was not to become a recognised term for the people or the period until Victorian times, and the concept of the ‘Age of the Vikings’ seems to have first been invented in Scandinavia to label items in the National Museum in Copenhagen in the 1840s.14


Some historians have even doubted the Vikings’ famed reputation for violence. An investigation by the BBC Timewatch series in 1995 poured cold water on the image of the Viking as a deranged pillager. Professor Janet Nelson, a medieval historian at King’s College, London, confessed that it was difficult to find evidence of specific raids in contemporary accounts. ‘In fact, there isn’t a single case of rape,’ she told the programme. He was more likely, to be ‘a decent, respectable migrant’ who was ‘a little dull’. They were eventually to settle amidst the English for three hundred years, living side by side in relative harmony.


The history of the Viking experience in Britain, in fact, carries a very odd twist. In contradiction to our normally held memory of the Vikings, it is possible that the greatest episode of violence in the long history of the two races’ relations was inflicted on the Danes by the British. It is one of the darkest days of the country’s history, but one that is largely forgotten by the modern Briton: the gruesome St Brice’s Day massacre on 13 November 1002. Tens of thousands of Danes who had settled in the country were massacred in a single outburst of pent-up fury.


It was the brainstorm of King Ethelred – famously the Unready (meaning ‘ill-advised’) – who decided he had had enough of the extortionary Danegeld, the annual protection money paid to the Danish kingdom to dissuade them from military invasion. Paid for by a universally unpopular poll tax, it stumped up sums of up to 24,000 pounds of silver a year to buy peace. (No calculation can give an accurate estimate of what proportion of national wealth this represented. Churchill estimates it may have represented up to two to three years’ worth of national income.)15


It had had the (to Ethelred) unexpected but not illogical effect of encouraging the Danes to keep pushing up the price of peace. By 1002, his patience exhausted, he suddenly snapped and gave orders for every Dane in the country to be slaughtered.


Among the bizarre atrocities of the day was the flaying alive of captured Danes and the subsequent nailing of their skins to the doors of churches which the Danes were said to have desecrated. The remnants of skins remained exposed to view at many sites at least into the middle of the 19th century. Tradition asserts that the gates to Minster Abbey in Kent were so decorated for centuries. The great doors of Rochester Cathedral were also still so adorned well into the 17th century. No less an authority than Samuel Pepys’ diary records a visit he made to the town in April 1661 and his viewing of the Danish skins.16


In the long run, it was a blunder of stupendous proportions. One of the victims was the Danish King’s sister and the massacre merely prompted ever greater retribution over the next dozen years which culminated in Ethelred fleeing the throne, leaving the way open for the Danish King’s son, Canute, to become King of England in 1016. Three hundred years after first contact, the Danish conquest was complete.
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The origins of the English


The English derive their name from the Angles, the ancient Germanic tribe which, according to conventional history, migrated, along with the Saxons and the Jutes, from the continent to the British Isles in the five hundred years following the departure of the Romans at the beginning of the 5th century. From AD 450 they supposedly pushed the ancient Britons, of Celtic origin, to the fringes of the isles, into Wales, Cornwall and Scotland and across to Ireland. It supposedly led to the atavistic differences that persist to this day between the English and their border brethren.


According to modern DNA research, however, all that may be entirely wrong. Two separate projects undertaken in 1997 and 1998 by scientists at Oxford and Sheffield Universities came to the same conclusions using different investigations. At Oxford, investigators compared the DNA of modern Britons with that of Stone Age skeletons and found that 99 per cent of modern Britons can trace their origins back to a common DNA pool that dates to 10,000 years ago. This suggests that the popular image of waves of foreign invaders settling and pushing out the original inhabitants – the core of the British island story – looks likely to be a myth. At best, it suggests that any migrations were smaller than usually presented and had an insignificant impact on the nation’s gene pool.


These conclusions lent strong support to those of the Sheffield project which had reported in 1997 the discovery of a distinctive genetic variant that is prevalent amongst people in Lower Saxony and Schleswig-Holstein, the areas from which the Angles and Saxons supposedly came. Had they swamped the British as history currently has it, remnants of the variant would be showing up in modern Britons’ DNA. And there is no sign of it.17


The findings seemed to be confirmed in 2001 by another study at University College, London. This found that between 50 and 75 per cent of people DNA-tested in southern England shared the same genetic origins as ancient Britons or Celts, rather than Anglo-Saxons.18 ‘Perhaps the most surprising conclusion,’ the report said, ‘is the limited continental input in southern England, which appears to be predominantly indigenous and, by some analyses, no more influenced by the continental invaders than is mainland Scotland’.


The stark conclusion is that the English are, at root then, no different genetically from the Welsh or the Scots. All the island ‘races’ are in fact common. ‘The genetic evidence does not support the hypothesis of the widespread destruction or displacement of the native population by invaders from what is now northern Germany,’ said Dr Martin Evison, head of the Sheffield project in 1997.
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The ‘True-Born’ Englishman


For some reason, the English have a fixation for parading their lineage as a symbol of national purity. To be ‘true-born English’, or ‘English through and through’ conveys a deep-down belief in a single, undiluted identity. As long ago as 1701, Daniel Defoe penned a mocking rebuttal of this eccentric Anglocentrism. This is only a small part:






The Romans first with Julius Caesar came,


Including all the nations of that name;


Gauls, Greeks, and Lombards; and by computation,


Auxiliaries or slaves of every nation.


With Hengist, Saxons; Danes with Sueno came,


In search of pounder, not in search of fame.


Scots, Picts, and Irish from t’Hibernian shore:


And Conquering William brought the Normans o’re.


All these their barb’rous offspring left behind,


The dregs of armies, they of all mankind;


…


From this amphibious ill-born mob began


That vain ill-natured thing, an Englishman.


…


And lest by length of time it be pretended,


The climate may this modern breed ha’mended,


Wise Providence, to keep us where we are,


Mixes us daily with exceeding care:


We have been Europe’s sink, the jakes where she


Voids all her offal out-cast progeny.


From our fifth Henry’s time, the strolling bands


Of banished fugitives from neighb’ring lands,


Have here a certain sanctuary found.


…


Thick as the locusts which in Egypt swarmed,


With pride and hungry hopes completely armed:


With native truth, diseases, and no money,


Plundered our Canaan of the milk and honey.


Here they grew quickly Lords and Gentlemen,


And all their race are True-Born Englishmen.


…


French cooks, Scotch pedlars, and Italian whores,


Were all made Lords, or Lords’ progenitors.


Beggars and bastards by this new creation,


Much multiplied the peerage of the nation;


…


Fate jumbled them together, God knows how;


What’er they were, they’re True-Born English now.


The wonder which remains is at our pride,


To value that which all wise men deride.


…


A True-Born Englishman’s a contradiction,


In speech an irony; in fact a fiction.


A banter made to be a test of fools,


Which those that use it justly ridicules.


A metaphor invented to express


A man akin to all the universe.19
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The origins of the Irish …


Continuing the unraveling of the British racial myths, the Irish suffered their own knock in 1999 when researchers into the Irish DNA stock confirmed that even the Irish appeared to be all part of the common British gene pool. Far from being a distinctive Celtic strain, Irish DNA was found to be part and parcel of the same genetic makeup as the English, and drawing its origins from the same ancestry of 10,000 years ago, millennia before the supposed Celtic migrations of the 5th or 6th centuries BC. ‘The image of the Irish as a genetically Celtic people, in fact the whole idea of a Celtic ethnicity … is a load of complete cock and bull,’ said Richard Warner, archaeologist at the Ulster Museum. ‘The average Irish person probably has more English genes than Celtic.’20
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… the Scots


Hadrian’s Wall started it. Francis Lockier, 18th century Dean of Peterborough, seemed to confirm it:




In all my travels I never met with any one Scotchman but what was a man of sense: I believe every body of that country that has any, leaves it as fast as they can.21





And Byron reinforced it:




A land of meanness, sophistry and mist.


Each breeze from foggy mount and marshy plain


Dilutes with drivel every drizzly brain.22





The image of the wilds of Scotland being filled with ignorance and barbarism has been a consistent motif down the centuries. Not so. Archaeological finds in the 1990s have begun to paint a different picture, one of culture and finesse. A team from the National Museums of Scotland reported their conclusions in 1996 that far from the standard view of the island communities being rough and uncivilised, the Lords of the Isles developed between the 13th and 15th centuries a highly cultivated way of life. A six-year dig on the island of Islay had revealed much stronger evidence of a taste for music and the arts than had ever been thought. Previous assumptions, drawn from lowland chroniclers, that they lived a primitive existence in thatched wooden and mud huts were overturned with evidence of stone buildings with slate roofs. The Lord’s castle even had a timber sprung floor. techniques that were the most advanced anywhere in Scotland, along with tuning keys for harps which suggested a far more developed interest in music than they have been given credit for.


‘We are uncovering a society with a tremendous tradition of learning,’ said the team leader, David Caldwell. As to why they should have been so misrepresented in the past, he put it down to jealousy from those living in less harsh parts of the country. ‘It is almost a lowland prejudice about these people.’23 The emerging picture seemed to show that far from the Isles being tamed by the creep of civilization from the south, it was the relatively uncultured lowlanders who eradicated the more sophisticated lifestyle of their more advanced northern neighbours.
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… not to mention the French


In 2002, Gallic pride was also dented when one of France’s most respected academics published his contention that the French identity is based on a litany of myths and false history. Christian Goudineau, Professor of History at the respected Collège de France, shocked his countrymen by asserting that the Gallic people never existed in the past as a collective community. The famed warrior nation that formed the supposed roots of what became France was all a combination of administrative casualness and someone else’s self-serving propaganda.


It was all the doing of Julius Caesar, who first coined the term Gaul for the people he came across as he extended the Roman Empire’s reach northwards between 58 and 51 BC. He conquered vast swathes of what is now France, Germany and the Low Countries, and for ease of future administration simply drew an arbitrary dividing line between the Germanic tribes to the east and those of the west, which he termed Gaul. According to Goudineau, the occupants of ‘Gaul’ were not a cohesive society but a disparate array of peoples. By branding them all as a single entity, Caesar manufactured a community that in fact had little in common. He also played up their martial qualities, largely, according to Goudineau, to create a glowing impression of his feat for those back home in having overcome them. In practice, the record showed that many of the tribes had done deals with the invaders and actually hardly put up a fight.24


Such was the foundation stone of the Gallic myth – the culture that would set itself apart for its fierce patriotism, proud contempt of outside influence and confidence in its own superiority. And to make matters worse, it was a foundation that was barely built upon until the most recent of times.


Surprisingly to us who have been brought up thinking – albeit mainly by the French themselves – that they are an ancient nation, the concept of ‘France’ is a very modern concept indeed. While it received an undoubted boost during the Revolution that launched itself on the world in 1789, for the centuries leading up to it, and, in reality, for much of the time that followed, the country was more an agglomeration of self-sufficient – and self-identifying – communities, not a nation. Before the Revolution, to say ‘France’ meant the small area around Paris, no more.25 There was no common language even, only a mere fifty-five major dialects and hundreds of local vernaculars.


If no one heard the country as a whole, neither did anyone view it as a whole. The first complete map of France was not produced until 1815, and it had taken seventy years to put it together.26 It was, in fact, only in the late 19th and early 20th centuries that France finally knitted itself together, through roads, railways and telegraph, into a truly national entity. Until then, it was known as the ‘land of the thousand pays’, this being the strictly local area that extended only so far as the sound of the church bells reached. Not until August 1914 did a piece of news – the declaration of the outbreak of the First World War – reach the entire country on the same day.27


This, then, is the France that, in modern times, professes on the world stage the most ancient of lineages, steeped in a common bondage of national fraternity. In historical terms, it is, in truth, a creation of almost contemporary manufacture.
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Why we don’t live longer than our ancestors


It emerged in 1999 that the commonly accepted view of our ancestors living much shorter lives than modern humans is a myth and has been based all along on a statistical error in the standard method of bone-dating. Scientists from Bradford University published their findings in New Scientist, suggesting that the error has led to under-estimating the lengths of our forebears’ lives by up to thirty years.


Professor Mark Pollard reported that the traditional approach used by archaeologists to date human remains – taking a large sample of bones of known ages and plotting how the tell-tale signs of wear on joints changes with different ages – and the statistical method used, has led to results that understate the real age of the subjects.


The researchers were led to investigate the technique after datings from sites frequently came up with lifespan estimates which did not accord with other documentary evidence available that suggested people had to be living longer.


One celebrated instance cited by the research was the case of the 7th century Mayan king Hanab Pakal whose bones were examined in the 1950s by the accepted method and assessed as dying in his forties. When the inscription on his tomb was finally deciphered decades later, it recorded that he had died aged nearer eighty.28


The orthodox view, for example, of how long Britons lived at the time of the Norman invasion in the 11th century had settled on an estimate of no more than fifty-five years. For years, we have been brought up to see our ancestors living lives that were nasty, brutish and short, and ourselves, by comparison, smugly enjoying the benefits of a more civilised life. By correcting for the error the researchers thought they had found, however, they concluded that the estimated age was between seventy and eighty – the same as modern humans. The entire supposed difference in lifespans had disappeared.


So for all the developments of the last thousand years in civilising living conditions and for all our modern creature comforts, it was perhaps not a little disconcerting to discover that so far as enjoying a longer life, they have counted for absolutely nothing.
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Harold, Hastings and the arrow


– another one in the eye for history


As Sellar and Yeatman wrote in their landmark comic history 1066 And All That,29 other than 55 BC when Caesar invaded (‘the first date in English history’), the only ‘memorable date’ in the country’s past is 1066. Every schoolchild learns of the momentous significance of the year, of the battle of Hastings that changed the course of our island history, and the most famous death of an English King – Harold killed by an arrow in the eye.


Unfortunately for tradition, the tale of the arrow appears to have been an invention created more than a decade after the battle. According to research published in 1998,30 contemporary Latin accounts written immediately after the battle make no mention of the arrow incident. Indeed, the accounts of those present, such as the one written by William of Poitiers, clearly record Harold being killed by four of William the Conqueror’s knights. He even names them: Eustace of Boulogne, William of Gifford, Guy of Amiens and the son of Guy of Ponthieu. They captured Harold in the melee, beheading and disembowelling him on the battlefield. One cut off his ‘leg’ – a Norman euphemism for penis – and carried it away as a souvenir.31


The story of the arrow in the eye does not appear until fifteen years later, and seems to have been introduced to carry a symbolic message about Harold’s death, to be depicted for all time through the Bayeux Tapestry: an arrow in the eye was the existing punishment for perjury. The suggestion is that the Norman invaders regarded Harold as a perjurer for breaking his promise to William to back his claim to the throne when Edward the Confessor died in the first week of 1066, sparking off the dynastic struggle. The Tapestry was intended to blackguard Harold’s reputation and be a lesson to anyone else contemplating treachery against the new regime.


The other chief historical remnant of Hastings – the Bayeux Tapestry – also holds a secret that contradicts conventional belief. It was long held to be a Norman French creation, produced by the ladies at the court of William’s wife, Queen Mathilde, to celebrate the victory over the English. It had always been assumed that it was made in France as once the conquest had been settled, William chose to spend little time in England. (After 1072, of the 170 months left of his life, he spent 130 in France.32)


Restoration work carried out in 1984, involving the unstitching of the Tapestry’s lining, revealed to experts ‘incontestable proof’ that it could only have been woven in England. One told press reporters that the complexity of the handiwork made it clear that ‘England alone possessed the skilled workers … able to carry out such a masterpiece’.33 Even the Tapestry museum in Bayeux now acknowledges that it was most probably embroidered, by monks, in the south of England.34
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Hastings 2 – the forgotten battle


There is a postscript to the Norman success at Hastings that has resurfaced only in the last twenty years to change the accepted view of that momentous year. Archaeologists from the Museum of London discovered in 1996 evidence of a final battle, right in the heart of London, that was fought before William could finally claim the conquest of England. This ‘forgotten’ battle was, the theory goes, expunged from the traditional accounts because the Normans wanted to portray their King as a powerful victor who overwhelmed the nation in a single contest. That the reality was rather different has been successfully buried in the standard accounts.


The most cited sources for the autumn of 1066 are the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and the account mentioned earlier by the faithful Norman, William of Poitiers. The Chronicle records the arrival of the Norman forces into London and the receiving of the surrender of Edgar the Aetheling, the thirteen-year-old who had been elected the new English king, at Berkhamsted to the north west of the capital. And then no more is said. William of Poitiers’ account is similarly deceptive. This maintains that the city folk surrendered as soon as the Conqueror appeared, yet we know from the Chronicle that there was some resistance: the invader was rebuffed in his attempt to cross into the city from the south by London Bridge, and had to make his way around the outskirts, and hence his encounter with Edgar at Berkhamsted.


Lesser known accounts speak of a further set of events. A French monk writing in 1071 tells of a momentous battle near Ludgate that was the true determination of the fate of the entire invasion. So critical was this encounter that William de Jumieges devotes as much space in his account to the final battle of London as he does to Hastings itself.35


It is believed to have taken place on 20 December. William entered the city using siege engines and battering rams – this was no mopping up operation but a substantial effort against a rebellious populace fighting in their own back garden. He did prevail, causing ‘many deaths’ and was crowned King five days later on Christmas Day.


A modern authority endorses the view that the final battle of London has tended to be airbrushed out of traditional renderings of the Norman Conquest. Far from it all being over at Hastings, the fate of Britain hung in the balance in the final months of that dramatic year:




It was a significant encounter. Taking London was crucial to William’s conquest of England and was not assured even after Hastings. … One can speculate whether, if London had held William off long enough, perhaps through winter, another Saxon leader might have emerged to challenge William.36
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Magna Carta – the great leap forward?


King John, Runnymede, 1215. A monarch forced to come to terms with his underlings. After 1066, it is perhaps the date most drummed into our childhood memories. We enshrine it in our folklore as the first stirring of the common people claiming their rights against authority. What opponent of the establishment down the centuries has not acclaimed Magna Carta (the ‘great charter’) as the bedrock of their case? The inherent rights of an English individual are pictured as having been born that day by the banks of the Thames near Windsor. In our own time still, and even to non-historians, Magna Carta conjures up that deeply-held sentiment that something fundamental happened here that lives on in our political way of doing things.


That Magna Carta serves such a purpose has, in fact, more to do with how the event was later used than with the actual terms of the agreement that was reached at Runnymede. We like to remember the settlement in our common understanding as a set of high principles of behaviour that would condition for evermore the relationship between monarchy and the commonweal. In fact, this was nothing like the set of issues covered.


Far from the document’s purpose centring, as we think it does, on what we now take from it as being important – the right of habeas corpus (the principle that anyone detained by the authorities must be brought before a court in public), the right of trial by jury, and the requirement of the king to consult his people (seen as the origins of our parliamentary system) – Magna Carta dealt with such matters only in passing. Far more central to the purpose of the occasion was to settle individual scores and personal interests.


Of the sixty-two clauses, more than half concerned detailed feudal grievances from individual barons. They were distinctly utilitarian in nature. As one historian has noted:




Such clauses fixed precise payment for reliefs, protected estates under wardship, granted the widow her dower, saved children from ruin on account of their father’s debts owed to Jews, and forbade use of the writ Praecipe which summarily removed cases from feudal courts. Not a line gave protection to the villein [peasant], whose lord, be he King or baron, was left free to tallage [tax] him or increase his service.37





Other clauses related to issues clearly of contemporary concern – the right to leave the realm without prejudicing one’s allegiance to the king, the return of hostages held by the king, the requirement for all foreign knights and mercenaries (who had been an essential buttress for the King’s power) to leave the kingdom, and pardons for those who had rebelled against the king. These were the material, basic axes to grind of those confronting the king: immediate, personal, extractive. They were hardly the concerns of a band of high-thinking nobles bent on remolding the order of things. This was the protecting of calculated interests.


Even where a proposal might seem to be geared to be a challenge to authority, the approach was actually conservative:




And when the barons demanded that the taxes affecting themselves … should be levied ‘by common consent’, they defined that consent as the full meeting of tenants-in-chief in the Curia Regis, to which greater barons had long been summoned personally, and lesser men through the sheriff. They meant, in short, to stand upon the ancient ways, for if they asked their own rights, they left to the King his demesnes, boroughs and wardships.38





While it would be unfair to cast the whole charter as a self-serving exercise – it did have provisions of wider benefit, such as establishing a common set of weights and measures, securing the rights of foreign traders to enter and leave the country freely (provided they paid their customs dues) and rights regarding access to forests and woodland – what matters for a proper interpretation of history is how the whole affair has been portrayed since. The few themes buried in the charter that eventually became a basis for further chiseling away at royal power assume, in our modern understanding, a prominence they simply did not have at the time.


So how did Magna Carta come to be seen as the bedrock of our constitution? Not surprisingly, it was down to more raw politics. The agreement at Runnymede was almost instantly repudiated by John who got the Pope to rule it null and void. England returned to civil war. The entire episode of Magna Carta might have sunk into the depths of history as a passing episode of no lasting consequence had John not then died just over a year later. It was this turn of events that propelled Magna Carta back to centre stage, and into its lasting place in history. For John’s successor was the nine-year-old Henry III. His mother, Isabella of Angoulême, was both French and unpopular. Add to this that the French Prince Louis, who had been brought over by the English barons to help in their war against John, had a distant claim to the throne, and the peril was clear. A power vacuum beckoned and the now emerging English baronage faced the prospect of a reversal of their fortunes at the hands (again) of French invaders.


Magna Carta suddenly became a useful document to both sides.39 Henry – or more accurately, William the Marshall, the eighty-year-old courtier who became Regent – could secure vital support to ensure the safety of the young King’s reign by abiding by the provisions, and the barons could avoid the threat of losing everything to fresh invaders from across the Channel. Magna Carta became a contract enshrining mutual interests, again of an immediate rather than long-term nature. It was picked back up, dusted down – it was, in fact, reissued three times, in 1216, 1217 and again in 1225, each time with changes reflecting the current live issues of concern – and became a totemic document representing the balance of interests of both sides.


As a political tool for immediate purposes, it served them well. And it is not to deny that deep within the agreement were some nudges towards the shifts of power that would later re-cast the political settlement in Britain. We cherish them still, rightly. But we are wrong to believe, as we tend to do when we revere Magna Carta, that the participants at the time were mainly doing this for the high principled reasons we focus upon today. As one of Britain’s most august constitutional historians has noted:




The Great Charter offers little to reward the historian in search of ‘constitutional precedents’. … It was, indeed, essentially what the king called it, ‘a peace between us and the barons’; it stood, perhaps, for no very deep stirring of the nation, and if John had lived another twenty years it might almost have come to be forgotten.40





This was not high constitutionalism. It was instead crude politics at its most mercenary. It was to be the huge irony of history that it was the same politics that would elevate Magna Carta to the esteemed position we hold it in today.
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Ratting on us – the Black Death


It is the worst loss of human life from a single event in history. We have always blamed the rat for the Black Death in the 14th century that killed an estimated 75 million people in just four years. Between 1347 and 1351, a third of the population in Britain died. It may have been as high as half. Between 40 and 60 per cent of city dwellers in Italy perished.41 On average, historians generally agree that between a fifth and a third of Europe was wiped out.42


The common brown or black rat was blamed for carrying the fleas that transmitted the bubonic plague bacteria. Poor sanitary conditions expedited the spread of the disease. But medical researchers at the University of Liverpool suggested in 2001 that the evidence suggested that the Black Death was not a rat-borne bacteria but an Ebola-type virus. A study by Professor of Zoology, Christopher Duncan, pointed to some simple evidence in the accounts that had tended to be overlooked in previous interpretations.


Communities found that the only effective way of dealing with the disease was to put the affected individual, or even the entire village, into quarantine. But ‘quarantine would not have been effective if the disease was spread by rat fleas’, said transmitted directly from person to person which suggests an infectious virus.’43


The symptoms commonly described – rapid onset of fever, aching and bleeding from internal organs, and red blotches caused by blood under the skin – are all classic signs of Ebola-like illnesses. ‘The history books are wrong. Intuitively, the Black Death has all the hallmarks of a viral disease,’ concluded Duncan.


The theory appeared to get further support some years later when in 2007 a study of recently discovered court records from Dorset, which were unusually detailed in giving dates of death, showed a pattern that made it highly unlikely they were caused by rats and fleas. The records revealed that an estimated 50 per cent of the 2,000 inhabitants of Gillingham died within four months of the Black Death reaching the town in October 1348. The deaths came at a time of the year when the form of plague spread by rats and fleas would have been dormant.


The Liverpool University team suggested that these records supported their theory that the Black Death was a viral disease. ‘Bubonic plague relies on fleas breeding and it is too cold during winter in Britain for this to happen,’ commented Susan Scott, a collaborator on the original study.44


For so long now we have lived with the comfortable assumption that the Black Death is part of history. It could never return now because of the sanitary defences of modern society. For once, getting history wrong might have more alarming consequences than the mere embarrassment that ignorance of the past usually brings. There is still no known cure for Ebola-type diseases.


There is another aspect of the Black Death that may have a difference resonance for us as a society. It all depends on what historical interpretation we put on the event. The classic view of the pandemic is that it had disastrous consequences for Europe’s development. Given the scale of the loss and disruption, how else could it be viewed? Economic historians who have delved closer into the effects of the plague, beyond the health dimension and the personal consequences for the millions of individuals, have ventured a rather less destructive assessment. It turns out that the Black Death may not have been as catastrophic as conventional histories make it out to be.


Surprisingly, economists have found that by around 1375 – a single generation after the disease had swept through Europe – most landlords in England were enjoying revenues that had recovered to pretty near to their pre-plague levels. This is a remarkable achievement against the background of the disaster. Even more stunningly, within another generation or two, prosperity in England had reached its medieval peak.45 Far from the usual simplistic assessment of the Black Death being one of the greatest moments of ill fortune in human history, in fact it seems to have sparked a veritable leap forward in social progress.


The conclusion becoming accepted now is that prior to the plague, England, and Europe more generally, was suffering from stultifying overpopulation. The sudden step-change in population loss caused by the plague re-balanced affairs. According to one account, it ‘led to increased productivity by restoring a more efficient balance between labour, land and capital’.46 Wages in general rose significantly due to the shortage of people, which encouraged more mobility among workers and better distribution of wealth around the economy. This positive effect has been noted in studies of continental Europe too, where many places enjoyed boom years as a result of the plague.


There was another unexpected and, in the long term, beneficial consequence. In Britain, the death of so many clerics as they ministered to their sick communities led to Latin, the common language of church business, and French, the tongue for transacting official business, a hangover from the Norman invasion, both losing ground to native English as the choice for conducting the rituals of daily life.47


So, far from viewing such episodes as unmitigated disasters, as our history books tend to do, we might just steel ourselves to recognise that such a ‘catastrophe’ as the Black Death can, upon closer inspection, be seen to have some silver linings for society as a whole. Whether you can be persuaded to approach future episodes in the same vein will, very obviously, depend on whether you are part of the lucky portion who manage to survive the actual obliteration.
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To the ends of the Earth?


Perhaps the first false history that most children hear in their lives is the old one about Christopher Columbus thinking that the world was flat. For generations, it has made the story of his journey to the New World in 1492 all the more heroic as young minds wonder in awe at the majesty of his command in taking a crew of ignorant sailors out into the unknown, all with the dread fear of falling off the edge of the world.


But not for two thousand years had man believed the Earth to be flat. From the 5th century BC, the Greeks had mathematically demonstrated that the world was spheroid in shape. They had first thought it was a globe simply for aesthetic reasons: a sphere was the most perfect mathematical form.48 That was Plato’s theory who, as we will see from The Republic in Chapter 3, strove after the ideal that reflected God’s creation. Aristotle, whose life (384 BC–322 BC) overlapped with Plato’s, took a robust mathematical approach. Although he did not put it in terms of ‘gravity’, his observations that every body fell towards the centre suggested that the world had to be round as the components of Earth would form a sphere as they came together from all directions.49 He also made a statement of the plain obvious. When lunar eclipses were observed, the shadow moving across the Moon had a curved edge. ‘If the eclipse is due to the interposition of the Earth,’ Aristotle conjectured, ‘the rounded line results from its spherical shape’.50


A successor of Aristotle, Eratosthenes (c.276 BC–c.195 BC), even managed a remarkably accurate estimate of the actual size of the Earth. He did so by measuring the length of the shadow cast by an obelisk at Alexandria at the summer solstice on 21 June when the sun was directly overhead and illuminating the bottom of a well at Aswan, which lies almost on the Tropic of Cancer, the most northerly point that the sun is ever directly overhead. He used simple geometry to show that at that moment the sun at Alexandria was 7° 14’ off directly overhead, one fiftieth of a 360 degree circle. He worked out the distance from Alexandria to Aswan from the estimates of camel train drivers that it took fifty days to make the journey travelling at 100 stadia (one stadia was thought to be 600 feet) a day and, multiplying that 5,000 stadia by fifty, got the circumference of the Earth as 28,700 miles. This is just 15 per cent higher than the actual value. The accuracy of his effort was not bettered until modern times.51


This knowledge of the ancients began to feed back into European thought during the early 13th century – nearly three hundred years before Columbus set sail – as intellectual re-seeding occurred through the rediscoveries of the Arab translations of the Greek masters that emerged from the ‘reconquest’ of Arab Spain between the 11th and 13th centuries.


As the thousand year ‘Age of Interruption’ ended in Europe, knowledge of the world’s geography re-exploded on the continent, first in a limited fashion as scholars of Greek were few and far between,52 but then increasingly rapidly as Greek texts were translated into Latin, the lingua franca of scholarship. It was then mixed with the contemporary experiences that accumulated through Venetian travellers’ tales from the likes of Marco Polo, whose account of his travels to China was published in 1298, and Nicolo de’ Conti who spent twenty-five years travelling through India and the East Indies (modern Indonesia) before returning to Venice in 1444.53


So modern historians are very clear that by Columbus’ time no educated person had any doubts about the roundness of the Earth.54 But there is a twist. It is not correct to say that Columbus was thus using accurate data. In fact, it is further false history that lies at the heart of the Columbus story. It is not so much that Columbus defied contemporary belief about the flatness of the Earth that makes his journey so remarkable. It is that the whole enterprise was thought possible only because of the existence of huge errors in the information that seafarers then had available to them.


The key text that refreshed the European world’s knowledge on geography was, not that of Eratosthenes, but of his Roman/Egyptian successor Ptolemy, who lived three hundred years later (AD 90–168). He marshelled the knowledge of others into the first accepted general textbook of geography, including maps of the known world. But he also got his estimates wildly wrong. He disagreed with Eratosthenes’ measurements, and thought that each degree of the Earth’s circumference was only fifty miles, not seventy. When he drew his maps, he also vastly over-estimated the size of Asia, making it span nearly 180 degrees of the Earth’s total, rather than the 130 it is in reality. These errors had the effect of making the distance between Europe and the unknown eastern margins of Asia significantly less than it actually was.


One historian of science has labeled Ptolemy’s mistakes ‘the most influential miscalculation in history’.55 How successful, he asked, would Columbus have been in persuading his backers to fund his voyage if the truth had been known about the distances involved, or would he even have tried embarking on the voyage into what he assumed would be entirely empty ocean if he really appreciated how far he would need to travel?


That he bumped into an entirely unknown land mass on the way is one of the great accidents of history. But as he planned it, Columbus sailed out on not one error – there was no straight voyage to the East Indies – but two – his objective was far, far further away than he ever imagined. We remember him for this first mistake, as well as for the presumption about a flat Earth that he never possessed. But we tend not to know of the second, and assume that he knew the dimensions of the task in front of him. In practice, he was as in the dark as every other navigator of his time.


Surprisingly, the origins of the myth that the mediaeval world thought that the Earth was flat actually dates from rather recent times. According to University of California Professor of History Jeffrey Russell, it is less than two hundred years old.56 He blames two contemporaneous writers, although does not establish any specific link between them. The first was the American author Washington Irving, who wrote a popular history of Columbus in 1828 which portrayed him as a ‘simple mariner’, appearing before a dark crowd of benighted inquisitors and hooded theologians at a council of Salamanca, all of whom believed, according to Irving, that the Earth was ‘flat like a plate’.57 The second was a French anti-religious zealot, Antoine-Jean Letronne, who made the misrepresentation of early church belief in a flat Earth in his On the Cosmographical Ideas of the Church Fathers in 1834.


And it wasn’t even America he discovered …


Amidst all the disputing whether Columbus thought the world was round, and whether he was the first to reach America (it is now virtually unchallenged that Norse settlers under Leif Ericsson reached Newfoundland around AD 1000) it seems to be generally forgotten that Columbus never actually set foot on mainland America in any of his four voyages across the Atlantic. His inaugural 1492 trip took him to what World now being thought to have been in the Turks and Caicos islands just north of Hispaniola. His second voyage of 1493–96 took him to Dominica in the Caribbean, his third (June–August 1498) even further south to Trinidad and his final visit (May–June 1502) took him back to the Caribbean, to Martinique. He never ventured near what we would now regard as America.


The first person recorded as having done that is Spanish eccentric Juan Ponce de León who landed in Florida in April 1513, over twenty years after the first European venture into the region. He had come to the area as part of Columbus’ crew on his second voyage, had stayed and had become a governor on Hispaniola and later on Puerto Rico. His motivation for discovery was far from soundly grounded, however. He was obsessed with finding a famed Fountain of Youth whose waters were reputed to reverse the effects of ageing.58 According to the stories then circulating, the Fountain existed on an island to the north of Cuba called ‘Bimini’, hence the general north-westerly direction he took that brought him to what we now know is the mainland of America. When he landed, he believed Florida was an island.59 He spent two months sailing southwards down the Florida coast, rounded the Keys and explored up the Gulf of Mexico coast enquiring amongst all the Indians he encountered about the Fountain of Youth. None had heard of it. He returned a disappointed man, accidentally discovering Mexico on the way back when he landed in the Yucatan peninsula which he thought was Cuba.


Juan tends to be totally overlooked in histories of American discovery. Perhaps because of his mad motivation; perhaps because he signally failed to achieve his declared objective. But his real achievement was to open up the mainland. He attempted to return in 1521 to lead a permanent settlement, but was killed in a fierce battle with the resisting native Indians.
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New England – rocky foundations


Despite its central place in the foundation story of America, it is surprising to discover that the traditional tale of the landing of the Mayflower Pilgrims in 1620 on Plymouth Rock in what was to become Massachusetts has just a single source – and that from an account written more than 120 years after the event, and furthermore was mere hearsay. It comes from one Thomas Faunce, town record-keeper in Plymouth, who, in 1741, is recorded as identifying for locals the exact Rock that his father had once pointed out to him as the place where the Pilgrim Fathers came ashore.60 Not that his father was an obviously reliable witness – he did not arrive in America until three years after the Pilgrims. There is no doubting that they did make landfall at Plymouth, as that is documented in the journal of one of the crew, William Bradford, who wrote an account of the voyage. But curiously, there is no other historical evidence for the story that the now revered Rock was the site.61 Droves of patriotic Americans visit the Rock every year totally unaware how threadbare is the basis for one of their most venerated national icons.
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Historians may be a bit thin on the evidence for how the Pilgrims landed, but at least the new arrivals were responsible for creating America’s most cherished national tradition? Bigger than Christmas or Independence Day, the annual celebration of Thanksgiving supposedly commemorates the survival of the new colony amidst their harsh New World, enabling modern America to feel a seamless link with those first forerunners of the nation.


Not so. The celebration of Thanksgiving does not stretch back unbroken to that first post-harvest celebration of 1621. The modern marking of Thanksgiving as a national event actually goes back only as far as 1863. It was first pronounced as a formal calendar event by Abraham Lincoln who needed some popular and sentiment-steeped symbolism to foster a patriotic spirit amongst citizens at the height of the Civil War. The Pilgrims did not actually feature in the narrative until the 1890s.62
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The theme at the heart of the deeply cherished and traditional recounting of the Pilgrim story is the small band’s heroic search for religious freedom. They travelled across an ocean, in flight from persecution, to set up their new way of life in an idyll of tolerance and respect for their fellow human being. We assume that the patterns of life that unfolded as the early colonies grew were ones of untrammelled religious liberty. Far from it. We tend to forget that the society the Pilgrim Fathers fostered, and strictly controlled, was actually harsher and more rigid than the one they had objected to, and fled from, in England. It was simply that the rules that they now lived by were the ones they believed in. In the words of one historian:




Their little commonwealth was an exclusive oligarchy ruled by the elders of the Church with ferocious intolerance. They had not gone out into the wilderness to indulge freedom of thought but to ensure a rigid uniformity.63





The Pilgrims are famed for adopting what is regarded as the first written constitution in the Anglo-Saxon world, the Mayflower Compact, that pledged the settlers to ‘covenant and combine ourselves together into a civil body politic, for our better ordering and preservation’ and to enact laws ‘convenient for the general good of the colony, unto which we promise all due submission and obedience’. The agreement did not suggest that the colony was to be a free state – on the contrary.




As amongst the Pilgrim Fathers, political power was strictly confined to Church members, who were not more than one in five of the adult males. Religious orthodoxy was imposed with far more rigour than in royalist England.64


(…)


Religious conformity became the basis of the colony’s political life, and the penalty of dissent was to be the loss of civic rights. No man might be a church member unless his opinions satisfied the scrutiny of a very narrow circle of the leasing spirits, who had in their own hands the power of admitting new members to their body and of expelling any who might show signs of independent thought.65





This produced a mutually reinforcing process that secured the position of the new leaders. As no one could be admitted to the church without having their belief thoroughly vetted, the leadership eliminated the risk of ungodly rule. And as the number admitted were always small, the dangers of majority rule were also eliminated.66


Within ten years, there were 14,000 Puritans in the area of what would become Massachusetts. Life in those early years was shaped regimentally by the church elders.




They believed in strong government by those qualified to exercise it, and they felt themselves divinely called to establish God’s kingdom. Hence the narrowness and aggressiveness of the ruling clique of magistrates and clergy which from the beginning distinguished Massachusetts from other colonies.67
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