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Introduction


Hello, how are you? Keeping well, I hope. Obviously, I don’t know when you’re reading this, but I’m writing it on 23 December 2020. Ordinarily, I’d be driving to Kent to celebrate Christmas with my family tomorrow evening (I’m half-French, so we traditionally do it on Christmas Eve, and then drive back on Christmas morning to spend time with my wife’s family). Sadly, this year hasn’t been like the others. The Covid-19 pandemic has robbed so much from so many, and lockdown means many millions of people aren’t seeing their loved ones at this special time of year. The majority of the country has had to socialise through the technological gateway of screens and speakers, and, while it’s effective enough, I’m definitely not alone in yearning for face-to-face inter­actions with friends, family, colleagues, and strangers.


I am a natural chatterbox. I love to talk, and listen, and laugh. As a podcaster, I’ve been privileged in my opportunities to keep talking and laughing throughout this accursed year. But I’ve profoundly missed real human interactions, and one of my favourite things that was snatched away by the virus was the chance to meet people around the UK. You see, when I first agreed to write this book, I planned to gather up your historical questions in person, while touring my previous book, Dead Famous: An Unexpected History of Celebrity. I was going to come to your town, excitedly waffle on about celebrity for an hour, and then throw open the Q&A so that you could ask me absolutely anything. I’d have done my best to answer the questions live on stage, but would then have answered them properly in a book. This book.


Well, that didn’t happen. Dead Famous had the unfortunate luck of launching one week into a global emergency, during which bookshops closed, events were cancelled, and the publishing industry went into temporary meltdown. It was somewhat less than ideal, and the lack of promotional events meant I had no audience questions for Ask a Historian. So, I had to change tack. The queries I’ve answered in the upcoming pages have instead been sourced from an online questionnaire, with the exception of some memorable classics that I’d been asked in previous years. I promise you with hand on heart that these are all genuine questions from members of the public (though I have a sneaky suspicion that one of the most difficult might have come from my literary agent, Donald), and I’ve included each questioner’s name when they were happy to share them.


I am a public historian. My job is to encourage a love of historical learning, and I find it fascinating to see what people want to know. I also enjoy the sudden jolts of self-awareness when they chuck tricky questions at me, and I realise I don’t know how to answer them. Doing audience Q&As on stage is always risky, because I have no idea what lethal grenade is being lobbed my way. Having read a couple of thousand books in my career, I’m usually able to give a vaguely coherent response, but every now and then I get totally blown away.


The best questions are often from small children whose intellectual creativity hasn’t been drummed out of them yet. My fave was a young girl who asked, ‘Did Jesus Christ know about dinosaurs, and was he sad that they had all died?’ This produced a wonderful effect in the room; the audience initially burst into laughter – ‘Ah, aren’t children adorable!’ – only for the chuckles to gradually morph into a muffled chorus of muttering, as the realisation dawned that this little girl had posed a theological quandary difficult enough to fluster even the Pope. I don’t recall how I answered it, but I’m pretty sure I didn’t cover myself in glory, presumably making some waffly admission that the Bible is somewhat unclear on divine dino-remorse.


Wading through the questions submitted for this book, there were a couple that were equally flummoxing. The best was the marvellous: ‘Did anyone ever paint a tunnel on a wall and fool someone into running/driving into it?’ The questioner was anonymous, so I can only presume it came from Road Runner who was plotting another humiliation for Wile E. Coyote. Intrigued, I looked at early Hollywood history to see whether Cecil B. DeMille had ever built a movie set in the desert, only for some unfortunate drunk driver to smash into it. Sadly, I couldn’t find anything. And it felt overly tangential to pivot instead to the use of military decoys in the Second World War, when the Allies made fake armies of inflatable tanks and dummy planes in order to throw the Nazis off the scent of D-Day. Alas, Road Runner’s question defeated me. Beep, beep.


The successful questions which you’re about to encounter are a brilliant mix of the familiar, the important, and the charmingly obscure. I was really heartened that people wanted to know about global history, as well as the usual Nazis and Tudors (wow, people really love Anne Boleyn!), and I enjoyed catching up on the latest archaeological research for some of the questions about Stone Age life. Occasionally, people made the reckless mistake of asking for my own personal opinions. Thankfully, my patient editor, Maddy, gently intervened when my impassioned rants veered wildly off course and turned into epic essays with TOO! MANY!! ­EXCLAMATION!!! MARKS!!!!


In general, I’ve tried to keep the tone light, cheerful, and informative. I hope each answer does a decent job of outlining what you need to know, but my even bigger hope is that you’ll take a look at the recommended reading list and will use it to embark upon an even more fulfilling journey of discovery. The wonderful thing about asking questions is the answers often contain the seeds of yet more questions, producing a lovely feedback loop of constant curiosity. Ideally, this book won’t just satisfy your historical appetite, but increase it too. In which case, allow me to raise a toast: here’s to a lifetime of asking: ‘Yeah, but why …?’


Thanks for taking the time to read this. I hope you enjoy the book.


Best wishes,


Greg




CHAPTER 1:


FACT OR FICTION?


1. Did Anne Boleyn have three nipples? My history teacher said this was used as evidence of witchcraft against her at her trial.


Asked by MH-B


I probably get asked about Anne Boleyn more than any other person. She is one of the most famous women in British history, having been the second of Henry VIII’s six wives and the first to have been executed. Her gradual rise, and then sudden dramatic fall, has been a compelling story for five centuries, and every new generation of writers seems to want to chuck more fuel on the roaring flames of her notoriety. I’m afraid, MH-B, your teacher had fallen for something rather dubiously modern.


Speaking as someone who works in broadcasting, Boleyn is ratings gold dust; I’m writing this in November 2020, and, in the past twelve months alone, there have been three major TV documentaries about her, two on the same channel – in fact, that same channel has just announced that a third drama-documentary about her will air next year. We are a nation obsessed, as Dr Stephanie Russo demonstrates in her excellent book, The Afterlife of Anne Boleyn: Representations of Anne Boleyn in Fiction and on the Screen, which recounts all the ways she’s been reinterpreted over the centuries.


The problem is, so much of what we enjoy about Anne Boleyn’s story is either dodgy guff, or was politicised misinformation designed to destroy her reputation during a trumped-up treason trial. Despite countless biographies, novels, TV dramas, films, and documentaries, the real woman is strangely elusive, and you can very easily make the oppositional cases for her as being both unfortunate victim, crushed by powerful men, or conniving femme fatale who got her comeuppance. What we can say with certainty is that at no point in her lifetime was she accused of witchcraft, or of possessing a third nipple.


These unfounded rumours are built on the poisonous stories spread some fifty years after her death by the rebel Catholic priest Nicholas Sander. He loathed the Protestant Queen Elizabeth I, and it just so happened that Anne was Elizabeth’s mother; by attacking the one he thus diminished the other. Sander had been a little kid when Anne’s head was sliced off by a French swordsman in 1536, but as an adult he lived a life of Catholic exile in Rome, Madrid, and Ireland, doing what he could to launch rebellions and undermine Elizabeth’s monarchical integrity. His book Of the Origin and Progression of the English Schism was regularly reprinted from 1586 onwards, with at least fifteen editions known before 1700, and these works influenced European writers with an axe to grind against the Protestant English. As the seventeenth century writer Peter Heylin pithily noted, he should have been called Nicholas Slander instead.


According to Sander, Anne Boleyn was ‘rather tall of stature, with black hair and an oval face of sallow complexion, as if troubled with jaundice. She had a projecting tooth under the upper lip, and on her right hand, six fingers. There was a large wen [a swollen cyst or boil] under her chin, and therefore to hide its ugliness, she wore a high dress covering her throat … She was handsome to look at, with a pretty mouth, amusing in her ways, playing well on the lute, and was a good dancer.’ In short, Sander claims Anne Boleyn may have had the charms and graces of a beauty, but she made Nanny McPhee look like Miss Universe by comparison.


Where did he get this stuff from, given he never saw her? The lumpy neck crops up in a couple of malicious sources of the time, including letters to Belgium from a gossipy diplomat, and the rumour was repeated later too, but we have pretty good reason to be suspicious of such claims. Despite having played the long game in wooing King Henry VIII, Anne Boleyn wasn’t actually considered the hottest woman at court; her charms were more mental and personal than physical, but nor was she unattractive either. Any evidence of physical abnormalities is likely overstated, if not fully invented.


As for the sixth finger, now a staple ‘fact’ in many modern novels and websites, this seems to have come from a comment made by George Wyatt, again several decades after Anne’s death. He writes: ‘There was found, indeed, upon the side of her nail upon one of her fingers, some little show of a nail, which yet was so small, by the report of those that have seen her, as the workmaster seemed to leave it an occasion of greater grace to her hand, which, with the tip of one of her other fingers, might be and was usually by her hidden without any least blemish to it.’ Hmmm, not so much a sixth finger as a tiny wart, then.


You’ll notice we haven’t had so much as a sniff of a third nipple, or black cats and bubbling cauldrons, and you’d think such lurid rumours would’ve swiftly found their way into the trial evidence brought against Anne by King Henry’s chief minister, Thomas Cromwell. As it was, she was accused not of sorcery or demonic worship, but rather the much more straightforward crimes of treason, incest, and adultery. She was alleged to have been regularly romping with five men: Henry Norris, William Brereton, Francis Weston, a musician named Mark Smeaton, and – most scandalous of all – her own brother, George Boleyn.


Only Smeaton admitted to the charges, this being an un­reliable confession extracted through brutal torture. The others protested their innocence, as did Anne herself, but adultery wasn’t a capital offence; not even King Henry could get away with executing his wife for allegedly two-timing him. Cromwell needed something juicier, and so he ramped up the alleged offence to outright treason, claiming Anne planned to murder the King and marry one of her lovers instead. Two years earlier, King Henry had passed a law declaring it treasonous to even discuss the possibility of his death. Even if she hadn’t been trying to hasten it along, it’s plausible this is where Anne was caught out.


The trial was a foregone conclusion – historians have often noticed that Henry had already sent for that French swordsman before Anne even knew she was on trial – and all six of the accused were immediately executed with ruthless expediency. It’s an extraordinary story of court intrigue and brutal politics, but it’s one devoid of any magical or witchy hue.


The simple truth is that the sixteenth-century criticism of Anne was sexual; she was attacked from various sides, often by foreign ambassadors, as a promiscuous and sordid seducer who they suggested might have used elixirs and love potions to get Henry to fall in love with her. Henry himself is supposed to have angrily declared he had been the victim of bewitchment, charms, and sortileges* – but this was a man yelling that he’d been tricked into marrying a wrong ’un, not that she was in league with Satan. Various novelists and bio­graphers have toyed with these unfounded claims ever since, asking whether those accusations of using ‘charms’ and ‘incantations’ might lead us into a more sinister charge of black magic and devil worship. The trial records prove otherwise – Cromwell and his gathered jury didn’t give a hoot about such things, and they were desperately looking for literally any excuse to kill her.


The witch stuff is much more of a twentieth-century invention, first introduced in the 1920s by the anthropologist Margaret Murray, who argued Anne Boleyn, Joan of Arc, and a few other historical heavy-hitters had actually belonged to an ancient, secret pagan cult. This was, of course, absolute tosh. For weary historians trying to fight bad history, it didn’t help when the enormously popular Harry Potter films showed a portrait of Anne mounted on the wall at Hogwarts. Honestly, if she’d been a graduate of such an illustrious educational facility, you’d think Anne might have been able to pull off a cheeky Expelliarmus spell on the executioner’s sword before legging it out of the Tower.


It’s easy to see how this trope of a witchy Anne has emerged; while pop culture delights in stories of witches – from cackling, green-skinned hags to wand-wielding, teenage goths with perfect skin – one of the most influential traditions in twentieth-century feminist scholarship was to explain the European Witch Craze of the 1540s–1690s as a misogynistic enterprise designed to crush female power. This chimes nicely with the narrative of Thomas Cromwell being Anne’s architect of destruction, using lies to bring down a meddlesome queen with too many womanly opinions. But, let me reiterate it for clarity: in a trial that we can fairly label a political witch-hunt, during an era famed for actual witch-hunts, Anne Boleyn wasn’t tried for witchcraft. In fact, the word wasn’t even mentioned once.


Though Anne Boleyn possessed no third nipple, the idea that such a thing could be sinister does have a genuine Early Modern heritage; back in the 1600s it was sometimes interpreted as a mark of the Devil upon a body, a sign that a woman or a man (yes, men could be witches too!) was in league with dark forces. Supposedly, a witch might be able to suckle their demonic familiar, often said to be a black cat, through this bonus boob. From this we presumably get the idiomatic phrase ‘as cold as a witch’s tit’, because anything used to suckle evil was presumed devoid of maternal warmth. Personally, I take this as proof that Satan shares my love of ice cream, so I’m warming to the guy.


So, MH-B, I’m afraid your teacher was confusing fact with fiction, which is quite easy to do with someone as gossiped about as Anne Boleyn; but, just to be clear, she didn’t have three nipples, six fingers, or five lovers, and you’d think her story would be interesting enough as it is. But I suppose writers are always looking for a fresh angle. We’ve already had Anne Boleyn the witch, and in 2010 she became a vampire queen in a novel by S. Cinsearae, so it’s only a matter of time before she’s an alien robot intent on wiping out the Earth. And with Henry VIII for a husband, frankly, who would blame her?


2. Is it true that a dead Pope was put on trial?


Asked by Steph


Well, Steph, the short answer is yes. The long answer?


ABSO-BLOODY-LUTELY YES!


Let me take you by the hand and welcome you to the chaos of the ninth century. On the face of it, these were shiny, golden times for Western Europe – the mighty Emperor ­Charlemagne was bossing it in his new Frankish Empire, England enjoyed the reforming talents of Alfred the Great, and it was an era of intellectual flourishing in libraries and monasteries. And yet, it was also when everything was basically on fire. From the north, Vikings were marauding up and down the rivers and seas – they hit Paris in 845 CE, and then smashed into Yorkshire in the 860s. In the south, a powerful Arab army sacked Rome in 846 CE. In the east, the Magyars waited until the 890s before sweeping westwards from ­Hungary and reaching as far as Bavaria.


Into this maelstrom we must add the Papacy. As the political and theological chief executives of the Church, Popes were meant to be stabilising forces, but proved to be anything but. Indeed, if the 800s were bad, the 900s are where it went spectacularly wrong. The biggest problem was numerous Popes being completely incapable of staying alive. As the legal historian Donald E. Wilkes Jr pointed out, between 872 and 965 CE there were twenty-four different Popes in ninety-four years. That was pretty bad. But 896–904 CE saw a frantic game of musical chairs in which a staggering NINE different Popes ruled in a mere eight years. Bear in mind that there were nine Popes in the entire twentieth century!


You might be wondering if this rapid turnover was just bad luck, caused by recurrent bouts of plague, or was perhaps the result of too many artery-clogging trans-fats in the papal canteen? Alas not. Over the course of that chaotic century, seven of the twenty-four Popes weren’t doddery dudes with dodgy tickers, but were healthy men murdered by their rivals. Yes, papal politics in this period was ruthless and brutal, leading historians to label it the ‘nadir of the Papacy’.


The primary cause of the chaos in the 900s was a power struggle between rival families, most notable among them being the counts of Tusculum, also known as the much-harder-to-say Theophylact family. They rose to prominence in 904 CE, when Marozia – teenage daughter of Count Theo­phylact – became the underage lover of Pope Sergius III, who’d ordered the strangulation of his two predecessors. What a nice man: a murderer and a creep! We’ll get back to him later.


For some historians, Sergius III is when things really, really went downhill; not least because Marozia bore him an illegitimate son who he then made his successor. It’s understandable why the historian Eamon Duffy described this era in the Papacy’s history as a time in which: ‘The Chair of St. Peter became the prize of tyrants and brigands and a throne fouled by fierce tides of crime and licentiousness … a ticket to local dominance for which men were prepared to rape, murder, and steal.’ But seven years before this shameful crisis, Pope Stephen VI had already lowered the bar to ankle height with his infamous ‘Cadaver Synod’, when – as our question-setter, Steph, framed it – a dead Pope really was put on trial.


In January 897, having been Pope for a mere seven months, Pope Stephen ordered that the corpse (cadaver) of a previous Pope, called Formosus, be dug up out of his grave and tried for various crimes, at a special council meeting (synod ). The name Formosus translates as ‘handsome’ in Latin, but there was nothing pretty about a rotting human being dragged from the ground, dressed up in papal robes, and plonked into a throne, ready for cross-questioning.


Yes, this was a show trial beyond parody, because the dead guy was formally interrogated. Unsurprisingly, he didn’t have much to say for himself; instead, a teenage cleric stood behind his fetid body and played the bizarre role of corpse ­ventriloquist/defence lawyer, while Pope Stephen yelled accusations at the decaying heap of bones and flesh. Also involved in the proceedings was Sergius, who was still a bishop at that point.


Needless to say, Formosus was found guilty of whatever random crimes Stephen concocted. He was stripped of his papal attire and had his three fingers – with which he had blessed people – snapped off. He was then reburied in a commoner’s grave. It seems Stephen quickly regretted this decision, perhaps fearing that Formosus would be dug up by his supporters and his bones turned into holy relics. He issued a new order that Formosus be re-excavated and chucked into the River Tiber instead. According to the story, this plan failed – either a monk or a fisherman retrieved Formosus from the water. Bad luck, Stephen!


And his luck only worsened from there. Stephen had frankly embarrassed himself and the Papacy with this bizarre behaviour. He’d also made an enemy of the pro-Formosus gang, who soon organised a successful countercoup. They stripped Stephen of his vestments, relegated him to mere monk status, hurled him in prison, and had him strangled to death. He’d barely held the job for a year, but that proved surprisingly long-lasting compared to what came next.


Presumably, one of the architects of the coup was the man who replaced him, the newly enthroned Pope Romanus, whose main claim to fame was immediately suffering his own humiliating demotion back to monk status after a mere four months in the gig. He was hopeless, and Rome was Popeless, but we’re not sure whether he was bumped off too, or if he just went into embarrassing retirement. To fill the vacancy, along came the much more impressive Pope Theodore II, who ordered that Pope Formosus’ bones be retrieved from that fisherman/monk, and reburied with full honours. ­Theodore reversed the Cadaver Synod and was described as wise, charitable, and temperate. He was exactly what the Papacy needed in this moment of crisis, so no prizes for guessing what happened to him …


Yup, Theodore mysteriously died twelve days into the job (another source says twenty-one days, but twelve is funnier). Another murder, you might ask? I couldn’t possibly comment. So, next up was Pope John IX, who lasted exactly two years. Then it was Pope Benedict IV, who managed three and a half years before he suspiciously carked it too. Along came Pope Leo V, whose seven-month cameo ended with his being violently throttled to death, and then it was the turn of Pope Christopher who suffered the exact same fate, only much quicker. Was the rapid double-murder a coincidence? It doesn’t take Detective Columbo to figure out where the blame lay.


The guilty man was our infamous Sergius, who popped on his papal robes and immediately reversed the reversal when it came to Pope Formosus’ posthumous trial. Having taken part in the bizarre proceedings, Sergius was determined to once again besmirch his dead rival’s reputation. He then shacked up with the aforementioned teenage countess Marozia, appointed his illegitimate son as his successor, and set about demeaning the office of the Papacy so intently that historians credited him with kickstarting an era ungenerously dubbed the ‘papal Dark Ages’. Following in his filthy wake was Pope John X (914–928) – who watched his brother’s murder in a ­cathedral before later getting the strangulation treatment – and, in 964, Pope John XII achieved the perfect soap opera death by being killed by his mistress’s jealous husband after he’d walked in on them shagging.


In short, being Pope in the late 800s and 900s was about as dangerous as being a fighter pilot in the First World War, and a lot less reputable. At least pilots didn’t have the indignity of being dug out of their graves and put on trial by their successor.


At least, not yet …


3. Who is the richest person that ever lived and what made him or her so rich?


Asked by Nana Poku


Being a historian is hard. There’s the learning of foreign and/or dead languages; the remembering of archaic legal terms; the decoding of scrawled handwriting; the contextualising of long-forgotten slang and jokes; the traipsing off to faraway archives; the frustration of lacking key sources, or of having way too many; and the constant nagging doubt that there’s both too much to know and so much we’ll never know. Frankly, historians are a bunch of masochists. But one of the trickiest things we try to do is figure out the modern value of old money, because we get a huge range of values depending on whether we measure the value of goods, the size of the economy, or the average wages of the time.


For example, in my book Dead Famous, which was about the history of celebrity, I tried to work out the modern value of Charles Dickens’ box-office takings during his second American tour in 1867. We know that he raked in £45,000, but was that a lot? It doesn’t sound like a lot. Decades of inflation means that £45k is nothing to be sniffed at – it now gets you a shiny BMW 5 series (and please feel free to donate to my crowdfunder, so I can afford one) – but it’s nothing like a twenty-first-century fortune. You can’t buy a speedboat on £45k; at best, you’re basically looking at a fancy pedalo with some really nice cushions.


But what did £45k mean to Dickens in 1867? Previous biographers have converted it into £3 million. Very healthy. But they used the value of goods in 1867 as their economic litmus test – apparently, he earned enough to buy 3,000 horses, which, having never bought a horse, strikes me as a lot of horses. But touring America was his job, and he did it to make money, so surely the better measure was to compare it with average personal income for the era? After all, people were buying $2 tickets to see him, paid out of their wages, and they weren’t showing up to the box office looking to swap a horse for a front-row seat. Using wages as the economic measure produced a startlingly different result – Dickens’ box-office windfall wasn’t equivalent to 3 million quid in our money, it was 30 million! Proper speedboat dosh, that.


I bring this up because it reveals how wildly open to interpretation historicising wealth can be. That brings me on to our original question from Nana Poku: ‘who was the wealthiest human of all time?’ It’s a fun query to pose, but a hard one to answer. Whatever I say will need to have a massive, flashing, neon-coloured question mark hovering overhead.


At the time of writing this, the wealthiest human on the planet is Elon Musk, whose personal worth has expanded to a ridiculous $185 billion. You’d think, therefore, that he’d be the clear winner in this competition, but it really depends on what we do with the old Dickens conundrum. So, let’s assert some boundaries. In searching for history’s wealthiest human, are we looking for ‘who had the most private wealth?’ or ‘who had control over the biggest economy?’ because they’re really different.


The simplest answer to the first question is probably John D. Rockefeller – the American oil tycoon. On his death in 1937, his obituary declared he’d accrued a fortune of about $1.5bn in a time when a new Ford motorcar cost about $750. If we do a simple calculation of inflation over the past eighty-five years, Rockefeller comes in at a disappointing figure of $22bn. But if we then perform a sneaky economist’s trick, and adjust to reflect the ratio of his wealth compared to the entire American GDP, suddenly Big Johnny Rockefeller’s 2 per cent share of the economy bumps him way up to $420bn in modern money – an eye-watering figure to make Elon Musk look like a Dickensian street urchin begging in the gutter. The problem, of course, is the $400bn chasm between those two sums; we’re either saying Rockefeller would be roughly thirtieth in the Forbes rich list today, or we’re saying he’s the number one of all time. That’s quite the discrepancy, isn’t it?


All right, let’s leave Rockefeller. Who else might steal the crown? Well, we can turn to the German banker Jakob Fugger, whose epithet was, fittingly enough, Jakob the Rich. His family’s vast wealth was initially accrued through the Italian cloth trade, but the real boon to their fortunes came in the 1490s when they asserted their stranglehold on the mining of precious copper. This turned him into Mr Moneybags, and he became the personal banker of the Habsburg imperial dynasty, to the point that some of the most significant political events of the early sixteenth century were funded from his ravine-deep pockets.


And when the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian died in 1519, Fugger manipulated the two rival claimants to the throne into a bidding war for his banking services, cranking up the size of the loan they’d have to borrow from him, before buying off the electors to secure the election of Maximilian’s grandson, Charles I of Spain. This made Charles the ruler of two separate military superpowers, the Spanish Empire (with its territories in the Netherlands and the New World) and the Holy Roman Empire. It was a dynastic mega-alliance that reshaped the political fate of Europe. So, just how rich was Fugger? Well, upon his death in 1525, he’d squirrelled away over 2 million guilders (the coinage at the time) which five centuries of inflation converts into only a few billion (boring!). But if we measure Fugger’s share of the wider European economy, he emerges level with Rockefeller.


Things get even trickier if we allow monarchs, emperors, and political leaders to join the competition. Did they control their own private wealth, or were they merely administering massive economies? We can list a great many emperors whose vast, fertile lands and lucrative trade routes brought in astonishing levels of revenue – Akbar the Great of Mughal South Asia, Darius the Great of Persia, Alexander the Great of Macedon, Ramesses the Great of Egypt, any number of Chinese emperors, etc. But did that money belong to them, or to their governments? I’d lean towards the latter. But in the interests of full disclosure, and because it’s a particularly fascinating story, let me introduce you to perhaps the wealthiest of them all – Mansa Musa, ruler of Mali, in West Africa, from roughly 1312 until 1337.


Musa’s empire was huge, much bigger than modern Mali’s borders, and its incredible wealth was built upon salt mining, the abhorrent cruelty of human enslavement, and – most famously – gold mining. Much of the gold that we see in medieval European art, or in the royal crowns worn in coronation ceremonies, came from Mali. The reason we know a fair bit about Mansa Musa is because he was a devout Muslim who undertook the holy pilgrimage (Hajj) to Mecca, in what is now Saudi Arabia. But Musa didn’t do things by halves, and nor did he pack light. Instead, he embarked on a massive expedition joined by tens of thousands of servants.


This enormous army popped into Cairo for a nice mini-break, as Musa was a cultured man who fancied a spot of sightseeing. Having brought 21 tonnes of gold with him, and feeling rather generous, he accidentally crashed the Egyptian economy by giving away so much treasure that the price of gold lost its value for two decades! Arab historians basically described him as a real-life Prince Ali from Disney’s Aladdin, rolling into town with an impossibly glitzy parade. Having reached Mecca, he returned home via Cairo, where he recruited a gaggle of brilliant architects, poets, scholars, and theologians to expand and beautify his empire, most notably the city of Timbuktu, with its celebrated library. All in all, modern historians often call Mansa Musa the richest person of all time, with a fortune of something like $400bn in modern money.


So, we have something of a three-way tie at the top – Musa, Fugger, and Rockefeller. But I want to add another emperor into the contest, because I think this one exploits a cheeky loophole.


Rome’s first emperor was Caesar Augustus; his name was originally Octavian, but, upon the murder of Julius Caesar, he was declared to be Caesar’s adopted heir, and so inherited not only supreme political power – plus the loyalty of battle-hardened troops – but also Caesar’s private wealth. Bear in mind that Caesar had conquered Gaul, so that was some serious real estate. Octavian therefore became both the first emperor of the Roman state – with all its enormous tax and trade revenues, totalling perhaps 2 billion sesterces – and also a mega-minted private citizen whose personal property was then further bolstered by the conquest of Egypt, following his crushing of Mark Antony and Cleopatra at the Battle of Actium. Astonishingly, naval victory didn’t just win him glory. This ancient kingdom, with its fertile lands, seems to have slid straight into his personal property portfolio, making Octavian its new private landlord.


The guy was loaded. Indeed, in the early days of his reign, he apparently paid for the maintenance of Caesar’s old army from his own wallet. And I’m not sure if you’ve ever tried to hire an army, but they don’t come cheap. Professor Walter Scheidel, who is an expert in ancient economics, notes that Augustus also leveraged his supreme power to menace and cajole other wealthy citizens into naming him in their wills, forcing them to enrich him from their deathbeds. And if people pissed him off, he had no qualms in exiling or executing his enemies, and stripping them of their assets in the process.


Professor Scheidel estimates Augustus’ total income, across two decades of extortion and extraction, was an eye-watering 1.4 billion sesterces. And, before you ask, estimating the value of a sestertius coin is another head-scratcher – money back then was based on the price of the metal, whereas ours is a fiat currency (nothing to do with unreliable Italian cars, it’s simply a government-set value). A single brass sestertius coin might have been worth as little as 50 pence now, or it might have been several quid. It really depended on what you were buying – bread was cheap, a Roman would get two loaves for a single coin, but clothes were expensive. Nevertheless, having 1.4 billion coins jingling in your toga pocket was pretty good going.


We don’t know how much Augustus inherited in total from Caesar, but we can see from his Res Gestae (a boastful list of his achievements) that he paid for many building projects from his own purse, including a mid-sized personal palace (nice!) and a temple to Apollo. He also doled out hundreds of millions of sesterces as gifts and favours to his loyal entourage, so he wasn’t just hoarding it all like some fairy-tale dragon. Annoyingly, this makes his wealth somewhat tricky to estimate, but it’s plausible that Caesar Augustus was the wealthiest person of all time by combining two gargantuan revenue streams: his personal finances and the resources of the Roman imperial state. But, if I’m honest, I’m much too cowardly to stick my neck out and declare him the winner.


Besides, if things keep going the way they are, soon Elon Musk might solve my problem for me. Maybe he’ll buy me that BMW, if I ask nicely?


4. Are you fed up with people saying, ‘Atlantis proves aliens are real’?


Asked by Anonymous


Yes! Next question …


Hang on a sec, my editor is calling me … Oh, apparently, one-word answers come off as a bit rude. My bad. OK, multiple-word answer, here we go!


As a public historian, I spend a lot of time on Twitter and YouTube, tracking how people engage with historical ideas. One of the most alarming recent trends is the growing number of people who think aliens built the pyramids, or were the original inhabitants of Atlantis. Every year, researchers at Chapman University, in California, run the Survey of American Fears to find out what ordinary citizens are worried about, and to see which paranormal beliefs are gaining traction. In 2018, 41 per cent of those polled believed that aliens had visited Earth in the ancient past, and 57 per cent believed that Atlantis had existed for real. This was a big rise from 2016, and I find this really concerning. I’ll try to explain why.


OK, let’s start with Atlantis, the ancient city lost beneath the waves. The famous story comes to us from the ancient Greek philosopher, Plato. In his dialogue texts Timaeus and Critias, he describes his teacher, Socrates, gathering three men together to discuss the creation of the world and how Athens had previously dealt with foreign rivals. Our two key witnesses are Critias and Timaeus, who describe Atlantis as an advanced island superpower with bonus colonies in Africa and Europe. Critias gives a detailed description of their advanced society, but – long story short – Atlantis had launched an unprovoked war against Athens, only to be defeated by the impressive Greeks. To add a further helping of hubris, they then got wiped out by a natural catastrophe.


And how does Critias know this story? Well, as a boy, he heard it from his grandfather, who heard it from his dad, who heard it from an influential lawmaker called Solon, who heard it from some wise Egyptian priests, who heard it from … well, we don’t know. This might strike us as somewhat unreliable, but, around the world, oral history has preserved knowledge through the generations, and is an important bedrock of meaning for many Indigenous communities, so I’m not saying we should ignore it. However, Plato’s Egyptian priests were adamant this war had taken place 9,000 years beforehand, way back in what we now know to be the Stone Age, when Athens didn’t even exist.


You can’t see me, but I’m doing my suspicious face.


Ignoring that dodgy detail, a sunken city sounds plausible, right? Well, maybe. A long-standing theory – much investigated, but never convincingly proved – posits that Atlantis represents the Minoan civilisation from the island of Crete. Around 3,500 years ago, this powerful Bronze Age society suddenly declined, not long after a huge volcanic eruption on the island of Thera (now Santorini) had devastated the town of Akrotiri, and sent forth tsunamis to engulf coastal communities. However, Crete didn’t vanish beneath the waves. It’s still there, and is a lovely holiday destination, if you fancy it? And, to be a boring stick-in-the-mud, archaeologists, scientists, and ancient historians quibble extensively over the hard facts. Thera definitely went ‘KABOOM!’, but the rest is debatable.


You can see why people love to speculate, but there are obvious holes in the Minoan Atlantis theory. Plato states ­Atlantis is an absolutely massive island to the west of Gibraltar, happily plonked in the Atlantic Ocean. This has led to all sorts of other Atlantis location theories: perhaps it was the island of Pharos, or Cyprus, or Sardinia, or Malta, or it was off the coast of Turkey, or southern Spain, or it was the Azores, or Cape Verde, or the Canary Islands, or Ireland, or Britain, or Finland, or Denmark, or Sweden, or various Caribbean islands?


During the Renaissance, Plato’s forgotten text was reintroduced to European thought by Islamic and Byzantine scholars, which coincided with Christopher Columbus discovering a New World, and Spanish conquistadors encountering the Maya of Mexico; it’s no surprise, therefore, that Renaissance thinkers suddenly wondered if the Maya were original Atlanteans. More amazingly, some people have since suggested that Atlantis was based on Antarctica! It’s an absurd theory, though I love the idea of an Antarctic superpower ruled by a race of smug, talking penguins who thought, ‘Hey, you know who pisses me off? Athenians! Let’s sail 8,000 miles and show them who’s boss! Wait, what’s that sound? Oh no, earthquake!!’


Others have theorised that Plato’s Atlantis is instead a folk memory of the biblical Great Flood, the one that sees Noah quickly googling the basics of maritime carpentry. Flood myths are indeed found in multiple ancient cultures, suggesting a shared trauma. I suppose it’s possible that a low-lying city was suddenly swallowed by the seas. And, to be fair, eager Atlantis-hunters point to the lost city of Troy, which had always been thought to be pure literary myth, until the amateur German archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann discovered its mighty walls in the 1870s. So, there is precedent for poetry being the handmaiden of archaeological discovery.


But, to me, the discovery of Troy only makes it even more suspicious that Atlantis – supposedly a superpower – gets only a single mention in ancient sources, whereas Troy was extensively depicted in Greek art and culture, to the point that Schliemann knew where to look for it in western Turkey. If mega-punchy Atlantis really had existed, wouldn’t we see the Greek victory over the Atlanteans depicted on pots and whatnot? Sorry to spoil the fun, but it didn’t pick up extra coverage because Atlantis was never real.


Plato is often described as the ‘founder of Western political philosophy’. His book the Republic was a landmark text on justice, happiness, and how to run the ideal city-state, focusing intensely on how society should be ruled, and how it should treat its rivals. Viewed in this light, Atlantis is clearly an allegory about what happens when a nation gets too arrogant, avaricious, and aggressive. The story is not historical reportage, it’s a fable; an imaginary case study in reverse utopianism, with the destruction of a superpower serving as a karmic warning from history. Some scholars think it’s a pointed dig at the rival Persian Empire, and others think it’s an attack on Athenian democracy itself,* but the key thing is that the Atlanteans are defeated by the morally superior Athenians – and Plato just happened to be a morally righteous Athenian. Funny coincidence, that.


The fact Atlantis supposedly vanished 9,000 years before Plato lived was a deliberately wild fantasy; it may as well be the opening credits to Star Wars, ‘a long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away’. In terms of storytelling accuracy, this is basic­ally Plato saying his gorgeous supermodel girlfriend goes to another school, you wouldn’t know her … Atlantis isn’t real. Plato made it up to prove a philosophical point. And we know this because Plato’s student, Aristotle, told us he did.


Despite (or because of) the holes in the story, the Survey of American Fears shows we are increasingly fascinated by Atlantis. It repeatedly pops up in pop culture: there’s the DC Aquaman franchise; that Disney movie you haven’t seen, Atlantis: The Lost Empire, and the one you have, The Little Mermaid. There’s Jules Verne’s classic novel 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, and the Jules Verne-inspired movie Journey to the Centre of the Earth. And there’re video games like Assassin’s Creed: Odyssey and Tomb Raider. Plus, there’s the TV show Stargate Atlantis, and that neatly brings us on to the aliens. Oh boy, the aliens …


Hollywood is obsessed with the idea that aliens walk among us, but quite a lot of these stories go further, interpolating their visits into our ancient history. In Ridley Scott’s pretty-but-pants movie Prometheus, humanity is genetically descended from advanced humanoid life forms who sowed their DNA into the Earth’s water supply, then popped back in fairly regularly to see how we were getting on, leaving a star map in Scotland so we could one day drop back in on them.


Meanwhile, the even more terrible Alien Vs Predator (part of the same franchise) is set in an ancient Antarctic pyramid built by humans who have, for thousands of years, been worshipping Predators as gods and sacrificing themselves to the alien Xenomorphs to give their overlords something fun to hunt. And in Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen, the baddies use the Great Pyramid of Giza as a storage depot for a sun-destroying superweapon, which very much contravenes UNESCO guidelines for best practice.


I have enjoyed loads of these films as fun Hollywood entertainment. However, the moment such alien fantasy then leaks into supposedly factual documentaries and books is the moment I get depressed. YouTube, podcasts, and American TV shows are full of this stuff – particularly the hugely problematic TV series Ancient Aliens – all of them giving airtime to science fiction tropes as if they are valid archaeological theories. Does a seventh-century funeral sarcophagus show a Mayan king taking off in a spaceship? No! Were crystal skulls an ancient Mexican link to life on Mars? No, they are nineteenth-century German forgeries! What about Peru’s Nazca lines …? Nooooo!


This surging tsunami of bullshit all began with Erich von Däniken’s blockbuster book Chariots of the Gods, published in the 1960s, which has since sold more than 65 million copies. You might assume it’s all a bit of fun, no harm done, but I think it’s pretty offensive to say these ancient marvels are too advanced to have been built by non-European civilisations, so it must have been Martians. And that brings me back to Atlantis, which has a hidden history more sinister than you might realise.


In the 1880s, the American politician Ignatius L. Donnelly published Atlantis: The Antediluvian World which claimed Atlantis was the cradle of civilisation, and also the Garden of Eden, from which all great civilisations emerged. He also thought Atlanteans were later mistaken for heroic gods, inspiring the ancient polytheistic pantheons of Greece, India, Scandinavia, etc. Donnelly’s Atlantis had also been wiped out by the famous biblical Flood, save for a few who managed to escape.


Following Donnelly came the occult philosopher Helena Blavatsky. As co-founder of the Theosophical Society she argued that Atlanteans were the originators of the Aryan race in India, whose superior wisdom and technology – plus their ability to communicate telepathically (sorry, what …?!) – inspired the great civilisations. Of course, whenever the phrase ‘Aryan supremacy’ raises its head, an alarm should be ringing in your brain. Soon came a generation of Germanic writers whose ideas became increasingly esoteric, leading to the birth of the so-called Thule Society which relocated Aryan Atlantis from India to the frozen lands of Scandinavia and the Arctic Circle, otherwise known as the ancestral home of blond, blue-eyed people.


In 1912, Glacial Cosmogony arrived on bookshelves. It was written by the Austrian inventor Hanns Hörbiger, who proposed the absolutely bonkers ‘World Ice Theory’, in which a massive explosion of ice had formed the planets. He claimed Thule–Atlantis had been home to a superior breed of mind-reading, electricity-wielding humans descended from ‘divine sperma’ who hitched a lift to Earth on a meteor. Their ancient reign had ended when ice moons from outer space had smashed into Earth, drowning Atlantis beneath the surging waters of the biblical Great Flood, but some Aryans had escaped into Tibet, Japan, and India – allegedly founding Buddhism and Shintoism – while another of their descendants was a chap by the name of Jesus Christ. I mean, sure, why not! This, of course, did away with the pesky problem of Jesus having been a Jew.


Hörbiger, who had no astronomy or geology qualifications, said this had come to him in a vision. It’s tempting to laugh at this stuff for being so batshit weird, but his pseudoscientific ideas were deeply racist. In his theology, Nordic Aryans were a superior species to Jews, Slavs, and African-descended people, whose evolutionary descent from apes thus made them beastly sub-humans. A keen champion of Hörbiger’s warped science was Hitler’s right-hand man, Heinrich Himmler, not least because World Ice Theory denied modern physics, which had been dominated by Jewish intellectuals. A pseudoscientific theory that explained the cosmos without the need for Einstein was always going to be welcomed by an antisemitic regime.


Hörbiger died in 1931, but others took up his mantle. Herman Wirth became the first president of Himmler’s ethnocentric taskforce, the Ancestral Heritage Research and Teaching Society, which dispatched archaeologists, linguists, art historians, and musicologists to find proof that Aryan–­Atlantean culture had once ruled. This initiative is partially the basis of the Nazi science department known as HYDRA in the Marvel comic book universe, and the baddies in Raiders of the Lost Ark. Sadly, in real life, neither Captain America nor Indiana Jones showed up to kick some serious Nazi arse.


Himmler was much more drawn to the occult than Hitler and other Nazis, but the Führer endorsed World Ice Theory, as shown by Eric Kurlander in his fascinating book, Hitler’s Monsters: A Supernatural History of the Third Reich. Kurlander argues these ideas became widespread in German culture; other historians, like Sir Richard Evans, strongly confine them to the fringes. Either way, the supposed Aryan superiority of alien Atlanteans undoubtedly percolated into the fascist eugenics programme that underpinned the systemic murder of 11 million people during the Holocaust. My great-grandfather being among them.


So, when people claim ancient monuments were built by aliens, they’re not only denying the engineering ingenuity of non-European civilisations – stripping these people of their own proud history – but they’re also drawing ideas from a poisoned well; one polluted by the toxic ideology of the Third Reich. And so, as naive as it may be, I really wish people would stop with all the Ancient Aliens bollocks, not least because the story of Atlantis was simply Plato trying to win an argument about why democracy is the absolute worst!


 


 





* We get this from a gossipy ambassador who didn’t even speak English, and didn’t name his source, so it’s not exactly rock-solid proof.


* Plato had strong views on why getting the public to vote for things was a bad idea – a theory later proved by The X Factor and Donald Trump.




CHAPTER 2:


ORIGINS & FIRSTS


5. When was the first jokebook written and were there any funny ones in it?


Asked by John


Question! Which is the cleanest leaf among all the leaves in the forest?
Answer! Holly, for nobody dares wipe his arse on it.


This is my favourite medieval joke. It’s not brilliant, granted, but I’ve told it in pubs, and received a volley of mild chuckles as a reward. The premise and punchline are clear. It’s nice and short. Oh, and it’s about bums – and there’s nothing more universally funny than bums.


The gag in question is taken from a short collection of vaguely funny riddles entitled Demaundes Joyous ( Joyful Questions) which was published in English in 1511, during the early reign of Henry VIII. I’ll be honest, the joyfulness offered by this text is limited. Most of these humorous riddles don’t work for modern audiences, even those who guffaw at the arcane references in Shakespeare plays. The holly joke is undoubtedly the best gag in the book, and here are the next best ones as proof of the decline in quality:


Question! Who killed one quarter of the world?


Answer! Cain, when he killed Abel; for there were only four people in the world.


Question! How can a man perceive a cow in a flock of sheep?


Answer! With his eyes!


In fairness, this second joke does make me laugh because the answer is so stupidly obvious, which is a nice surprise when the riddle format sets us up to expect a clever response. It’s the medieval equivalent of: ‘What’s brown and sticky? A stick!’ Subverting expectation is a huge part of comedy, and many of the best joke-writers are masters of pulling the rug out from under us.
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