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To my little Wolf.
Explore the past, shape your future.




Introduction


Anniversaries matter. A child’s year (and that of a strange number of adults) revolves around the day on which they were born. Canada Day in Ottawa plunges you into an ocean of patriotic revellers in red and white drinking Canadian beer, while remaining scrupulously polite, under a hot July sun. St Patrick’s Day in March is a rather more raucous celebration of Irishness that literally turns the Guinness green around the world. 26 January is special in both Australia and India, where it is Australia Day and Republic Day respectively. The former celebrates the arrival of the British, the latter, their departure. 


Crowds of us in the UK cheer every Bonfire Night as the autumnal darkness echoes with the thump of exploding gunpowder and an umbrella of fireworks fills the sky. Very few of us pause to think about why we are told to ‘Remember, remember the fifth of November’. Why do we still burn effigies of unsuccessful terrorist Guy Fawkes on bonfires all over Britain, four centuries after his foiled mass murder attempt and his own grisly death?


On This Day in History is an attempt to explore our past, though these anniversaries, and provide a little more context about the events we choose to remember, and others that we have forgotten. 


My family live and breathe history. It runs through us like a genetic marker. My aunt is a professor of history, my Welsh grandmother, ‘Nain’ as we called her, was an oral historian, my mum, dad, siblings, we were all brought up with one eye on the past. My parents were journalists who explained current affairs through a deep understanding of how the world had got there. And then they spent their weekends and holidays taking us kids to battlefields and castles. (It was a habit their children found deeply irksome, and yet we now in turn inflict it on our children.) I knew growing up that I was immensely lucky: I was born into an economically and emotionally secure family, I was half Canadian with a tribe of wonderful cousins with cooler accents and clothes across the Atlantic, and I happened to be a native English speaker, a language that was, usefully, spoken across the world. I was, in short, a product of the past. And, if it hadn’t been for a chance meeting of a British and Canadian journalist at an Ottawa press conference on a particular day in 1973, I would not have existed.


I never doubted that history mattered. How could it not? History was everything that had gone before. Just as our adult lives are shaped by the circumstances of our early years, so our lives, and the nature of the societies in which we live, are shaped by what has happened in the past. And my parents were always going off to cover these anniversaries, heading off to Cadiz for the 500th anniversary of the departure of Columbus and to the beaches of Normandy for D-Day. For one day, these long-past events reasserted themselves, elbowed their way into the newspapers and evening bulletins before they were lost again for another year. 


Scanning the calendar at the start of every year became a Snow family tradition. When I was eight, I spotted that the 200th anniversary of Waterloo was approaching. Dad humoured me and agreed that he would take me to the bicentennial re-enactment. I roared with laughter at the very idea that one day I would be as old as thirty-six; it was less funny when, twenty-eight years later, that birthday duly came around, but as a present, my Dad did indeed take me over to Belgium, where we watched, in wonder, as thousands of re-enactors surged across the battlefield. 


Families don’t always talk about the effects of history. I’m so glad mine did. My Nain told me of how her husband, my ‘Gramps’, had almost fallen victim to Hitler’s wolf packs in the north Atlantic, as he escorted convoys back and forth to supply Britain’s food and war materiel. Her father had narrowly escaped a shell-blast in Gallipoli in 1915. Her grandfather had been David Lloyd George, Britain’s wartime prime minister. He was party to decisions that changed the world. He laid the foundations for a welfare state in the UK; threw his weight behind war with Germany in 1914; agreed to the establishment of a Jewish homeland in Palestine; shaped the Versailles settlement and encouraged the disastrous Greek attack on Turkey after the First World War. Each decision had enormous, often unimagined consequences, many of which we are still living with, yet each began as a conversation, a signature on a piece of paper, a single moment on a particular day. 


Anniversaries offer a moment to take stock and remind ourselves that what we see in the present has its genesis in the past. Events do not spring from a vacuum. They form and evolve over time and their present nature is a reflection of their histories. It is deeply affecting to study the slaughter of the first day of the Somme, the sinking of the Titanic or the cataclysmic Great Lisbon Earthquake, but it always feels different, more immediate on the day of the year it happened. 


Throughout my career – across television, radio, podcasts, online video, social media posts, articles and books – I have repeatedly seen anniversary stories go viral, be shared by tens of thousands online, and be watched by millions. The first programme I ever made covered the sixtieth anniversary of the start of the battle of El Alamein and when it was broadcast on the exact night in October when Montgomery’s heavy guns opened fire in the Western Desert, it really struck a chord with the audience. 


I have been lucky to be present at so many anniversaries since. I helped to drop a wreath from the deck of a British frigate into choppy seas off the tip of Cape Trafalgar exactly 200 years to the hour since the British, French and Spanish ships opened fire in that climactic naval battle. I have stood on the Somme battlefield at dawn looking at a landscape of rolling fields flecked with wild flowers, 100 years to the minute after a thousand whistles sent an army of young men out of their trenches. I have watched galloping, mail-clad horsemen charging up the slope at Battle in Sussex, during a huge re-enactment in 2006, with the largest number of people packed onto that field since the first Battle of Hastings exactly 940 years before. 


Watching those events, I have often asked myself why this particular date should drive us to engage with these moments in our past. They remain just as important, relevant, fascinating or tragic on any day of the year. Yet an anniversary is a direct link that forces us to stop and acknowledge the past. On the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month in 1918 the guns of Europe fell silent. After four years of the most bitter and devastating fighting, The war to end all wars was finally over. The Armistice was signed at 5 a.m. in a railway carriage in the Forest of Compiegne, France on November 11, 1918. On 7 November 1919, George V issued a proclamation calling for a two-minute silence, where ‘all locomotion should cease, so that, in perfect stillness, the thoughts of everyone may be concentrated on reverent remembrance of the glorious dead’. Now, over eighty years later, a two-minute silence is still observed throughout the country. The formal end of the First World War is still marked ‘lest we forget’, not just to remember the appalling losses of that conflict but those who have been killed or injured in the line of duty ever since. Remembrance is something we should always be mindful of, but we cannot all think about everything all the time and having a special day ensures that each year we will be reminded of our debt to those who fought on our behalf and our obligations to those who continue to struggle with the consequences of war. 


This book is my attempt to harness that connection and explore some of the most important and interesting moments from our past. Each entry gives a short precis of a day which continues to influence our present and future. Some, like Armistice Day and the Ides of March, you might have heard of; some I hope will come as a surprise. The day, for instance, that Napoleon ran away from a group of rabbits showed that the Great Emperor’s supposedly inexorable rise to power was stoppable, whilst 2 August 1343, when Jeanne de Clisson became a pirate and single-handedly declared war on the king of France, is a vivid example that we don’t have to be the victims of history – we can choose to make our own. Each entry is the merest tip of the iceberg; each page could be a book in its right and whole books have been written about each (sometimes many).


I relished the opportunity, while studying history at university or writing my previous books, of submerging myself into a particular period and concentrating on a limited group of characters, but this book has allowed me to roam from medieval Japan to modern California and from our hominid ancestors to Kellogg’s breakfast cereals (and their strange inspiration), the Great Beer Flood of 1814 or the fateful meeting between Ada Lovelace and Charles Babbage that led to the invention of the first computer program). In the space I have I’ve tried to offer a flavour of 366 key stories – some well known, some less; some hilarious, some tragic – that I hope add up to an alternative history of the world.


There is so much more to history than battles and the deaths of kings. It is everything that has ever happened to anyone who has ever lived, it is the sum total of human experience, the darkest, weirdest, funniest, most remarkable, tragic or inspirational things any of us have ever done. Science, engineering, literature, politics, war, natural disasters and more; the past is a vast reservoir of stories that we can learn from. 


Many, but not all, of these things can be explored through one day on which a decisive turning point occurred. Take, for example, 9 May 1941, when a handful of Royal Navy sailors boarded a sinking U-boat in the Atlantic and managed to secure an Enigma decryptions device and codebooks. This was the tool that Bletchley Park desperately needed to decipher the supposedly unbreakable German military communications and save countless lives. The brave actions of those sailors on that one day changed the outcome of the bloodiest war in human history. 


My ambition has been to choose days whose events continue to reverberate today. From the birth of the NHS, the USA or Google to the death of Chinese naval exploration or the British Raj, there are particular days on which the tectonic plates of our politics or culture shifted. It has been fascinating researching accounts of participants and witnesses. Some knew that history was being made, such as the many crowding into Versailles to watch the Peace Treaty signing in 1919, while others had no idea that the day’s events mattered, like the unimpressed readers of a scientific journal in which Charles Darwin’s thesis on evolution was first published. 


It is easier to spot the seismic shifts with hindsight, but history is viewed from an ever-shifting perspective. A decade ago there might have been less Chinese history in a general book like this one, for example; now the rise of the Middle Kingdom has sent us rushing to search for lessons, clues and character-forming moments in its past. There may well have been less engineering and science in favour of treaties and coronations. But that’s not always where the big changes are now being made. Today politicians seem unwilling or unable to make radical decisions for societies, the big shifts in how we live are emerging from the tech corporations who have transformed the way we eat, find partners, exercise, work, communicate and spend our leisure time. I hope many of the entries provoke reflection about the present. There are examples of financial crashes, and the failure to learn their lessons, there is an entry on the rise of fascism in Italy, featuring a ‘strongman’ who promised radical solutions that he insisted he alone could deliver. There is the resignation of a corrupt US president. There are too many examples of leaders blundering into wars which they then hoped they could control, only for the chaos and cost of the conflicts to overwhelm them. There is climate change, religious terrorism, fake news and nationalism. Though much has changed, much has stayed the same. If we are going to make better decisions about the challenges that face us, we could start by reminding ourselves how our forebears dealt with similar situations – and choose to act differently. The ambition, curiosity, fear, greed, altruism and love that shape our actions today are the same forces that drove the semi-mythical Agamemnon and Menelaus to the gates of Troy (the book’s earliest story) thousands of years ago. 
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1 January


On New Year’s Day 1886, Lord Randolph Churchill, the Secretary of State for India, presented Queen Victoria with an extravagant gift: Burma. 


Like his son Winston, Randolph was charismatic, single-minded and hugely ambitious. Although his Queen Empress already commanded the largest empire the world had ever seen, encompassing 20 per cent of the landmass of the globe and 25 per cent of the population, he saw no reason to stop. The once mighty kingdom of Burma was the latest ancient state outside Europe to collapse in the face of gunships, rifles, medicine and telegraphy. Its demise is a case study in British imperial aggrandisement spurred on by economic opportunity and racist thinking. 


By the end of 1887, France, Britain’s old adversary, was pushing its claims in northern Vietnam. Meanwhile British merchants in Rangoon railed against the Burmese authorities who resisted exploitation of their valuable teak forests. How could Britain stand by, they argued, as the French strengthened their hand in South East Asia, and British merchants practising free trade were subjected to petty bureaucracy and humiliation by a savage race? 


When the Burmese authorities had the effrontery to fine the British for illegal logging, Churchill did not hesitate. In went the gunboats. The Burmese had no hope of stopping the imperial superpower. General Harry Prendergast marched into the palace in Mandalay and gave the royal family a night to pack. The most valuable royal jewel, the huge Nga Mauk ruby, disappeared, possibly into the pocket of a British officer. 


As the royal family were loaded into bullock carts and taken into captivity between lines of red-coated imperial troops, British officers transformed the palace into a social club, building a bar and moving billiard tables into the queen’s throne room. 


Back in Britain Queen Victoria noted in her diary that New Year’s Day was, ‘Alas! a wretched dull, rainy morning.’ She went for a drive in a carriage in the afternoon and answered a few telegrams. She did not mention Burma. 




2 January


Something did not seem right. Late tonight in 1981, Constable Robert Hydes saw a car parked in the driveway of an industrial park in Sheffield and he suspected criminal behaviour involving drugs or vice. He ran a check on the number plate and it came up false. Hydes approached the car, and ordered the occupants out. A 24-year-old sex worker and a middle-aged man with a black beard emerged. The latter identified himself as Peter Sutcliffe. Hydes arrested him for driving with false number plates. Little did he know, he had just nabbed one of the twentieth century’s most prolific serial killers. 


Back at the police station, other officers quickly noticed the fact that Sutcliffe fitted the description of the so-called Yorkshire Ripper, as the press had dubbed the murderer who had been attacking women across the county between 1975 and 1980. The Ripper’s victims had been assaulted with a hammer and then horribly mutilated. Some had been stabbed dozens of times. Sutcliffe was searched and found to be wearing a V-neck sweater under his trousers, the arms were pulled up his legs, the neck area exposed his genitals, the elbows were padded to act as kneepads. 


The following day officers returned to the scene of the arrest and found a knife, hammer and rope, which he had dumped when he had convinced Constable Hydes that he was ‘bursting for a pee’. The questioning intensified and two days later he admitted that he was the Ripper. He claimed that he had murdered the women because he had heard the voice of God urging him to do so. 


At his trial, his legal team claimed a defence of diminished responsibility, but the judge rejected it and a jury found that he was guilty of thirteen murders and seven more attempted murders. The judge gave him twenty concurrent life sentences, and today he is one of only a handful of British prisoners who will never be released. 




3 January


It is one of the greatest examples of unintended ‘blowback’ in intelligence history. Today in 1925 Benito Mussolini announced the final dismantling of Italian democracy. In a typically truculent and bizarre speech to the Italian Parliament, the prime minister confirmed what many had long feared, that fascism was a revolutionary force that was now in total control of the Italian state. He had come a long way since his first foray into politics, when he had been paid £100 a week by the British security agency, MI5, to produce propaganda taking on opponents of Italy’s costly involvement in the First World War. A decade later, the former British agent had seized control of his country and sought to transform it into a military superpower capable of challenging his former paymasters for control of the Mediterranean basin. 


Mussolini’s speech was a response to a crisis that threatened his young government. The King of Italy had made him prime minister in 1922 in the hope that this bellicose, supremely confident strongman could overcome Italy’s deep political schism that many feared would lead to civil war. A conservative establishment chose to ignore Mussolini’s bluster and thought that he would protect their economic interests. Over the following months he dismantled the free press, the electoral system and had opponents murdered. It was his obvious responsibility for the assassination of one opposition politician that shook his regime in late 1924 and provoked his theatrical speech in January. In it he admitted that, ‘if Fascism has been a criminal association, then I am the chief of that criminal association’; ‘I alone,’ he went on, ‘assume political, moral, and historical responsibility for all that has happened.’


Following the speech he abolished all elections, made himself ‘Head of the Government’ and turned Italy into a police state. Italy became the first of western Europe’s dictatorships, a beacon to those like Adolf Hitler, who saw in Mussolini a template for resurgent nation states united by political and racial purity and military might. 




4 January


His owner signed the paperwork with great reluctance. But eventually today in 1853 Solomon Northup was granted his freedom after more than a decade as a slave. 


Solomon was from New York, and had been born free, the son of a freed slave. He had married, loving his wife, he said, with a passion ‘sincere and unabated’. The couple had three children, and while he was a farmer, they supplemented their income, he working as a fiddler, she as a cook. While doing this work, in 1841, he was lured by the prospect of a job in a circus, which took him to Washington, DC, a place where slavery remained legal. Despite the paperwork proving his freedom he was drugged then sold into slavery by ‘monsters in the shape of men’. 


He was shipped to New Orleans, and became a slave for twelve years – for most of his children’s childhoods. His first owner, he wrote later, was at bottom a kind man, blinded by the world around him ‘to the inherent wrong’ of slavery, but he was sold on to crueller masters. Then he overheard the abolitionist views of a Canadian carpenter and told him his story. This man assisted him at great personal risk.


Later, with the help of a local writer, Solomon Northup published a memoir, Twelve Years a Slave. It became a bestseller, though legal action against his kidnappers failed. He rejoined his family and became an active abolitionist. Though his own end is unknown his memoir became a central tract of abolitionism, and today is a priceless source describing the institution of American slavery from within. 




5 January


The Duke of Burgundy died within sight of his enemy’s capital. Today in 1477, outside the walled town of Nancy in what now is north-eastern France, the final battle was fought that led to the disappearance of a significant European domain: the odd-shaped, fractured Duchy of Burgundy.


At Nancy the final Duke of Burgundy – Charles the Bold (or Charles the Reckless, depending upon the translation) – was brutally killed by Swiss mercenaries. He was short, stout and dark-haired, and had a fierce temper, from which his description as ‘temeraire’ – bold, rash, reckless – derives. After the battle he was found in a frozen pool of water, his body pierced and his head split apart, recognisable as much from his long, ingrown toenails as from his face.


To modern eyes, used as we are to contiguous states, his territory looks bizarre, divided into separate northern and southern segments. But of course this was a personal fiefdom, accrued by marriage and warfare, not a region unified by any modern notion of ‘nationality’. The duke’s scattered holdings stretched from the North Sea coast, down through Luxembourg and parts of Alsace and Lorraine, to what is still called Burgundy in France. It would not have seemed so strange to people at the time, even if they were accustomed (which of course they weren’t) to looking at territory on a map.


After his death, without any successor, his lands were shared between his rising and more powerful neighbours, France and the Habsburg Empire. Burgundy is more than a historical curiosity, its rise and falls illustrate the haphazard and transient nature of our European borders. Frontiers, which can feel like ancient, natural faultlines, are more often the product of a marriage bargain made or a battle lost. 




6 January


For the only time in its thousand-year history, Westminster Abbey hosted a royal burial and a coronation on the same day, today in that most dramatic of years, 1066. 


The abbey was the passion of King Edward the Confessor, the fulfilment of a promise he made to the Pope that he would erect a great shrine to St Peter in his western outpost of Christendom. Built in the Norman style he had so admired during his long exile in Normandy as a young man, it was the first magnificent Romanesque building in the kingdom of the Anglo-Saxons. It was completed a week before his death in late 1065. 


Edward left no children. There was a vacancy on the throne of one of Europe’s richest kingdoms, and several ambitious men determined to fill it. Home advantage was vital. Harold Godwinson, Earl of Wessex, moved fast. Edward was buried in his new abbey in the morning, and that very afternoon Harold crowned himself king. He was a warlord, fabulously wealthy and through a hastily arranged dynastic marriage to the sister of the most powerful family in the north, a unity candidate for those who wanted the throne to go to an Englishman. 


Harold hoped that his speedy coronation would deter foreign rivals. He was wrong. William, Duke of Normandy, Edward’s cousin, flew into a rage when he heard about the events in the abbey, and in Norway, the giant Viking, Harald Sigurdsson, the ‘Hardrada’ or ‘Hard Ruler’, started planning a massive Viking assault on England. 


Westminster Abbey would host another royal coronation before the tumultuous year was out. 




7 January 


The first cross-Channel flight took place today in 1785 as a Frenchman and an American flew a balloon from Dover Castle to Calais. Just. 


Jean-Pierre Blanchard came from a poor family outside Rouen and had seized on the new enthusiasm for ballooning as his road to fame and fortune. In the scientific ferment of the eighteenth century, French thinkers had realised that capturing hot air would provide enough lift to carry humans. In 1783 the first ascent in a hot-air balloon shocked Paris and Blanchard rode a wave of balloon-mania to London. After a few ascents he teamed up with American exile John Jeffries in a bid to cross the Channel. 


At one o’clock the balloon rose gently from the castle grounds, as a crowd of spectators roared, and it drifted on the north-westerly breeze out over the Channel. Blanchard and Jeffries waved from a boat beneath the balloon, ready to man the oars which they hoped would enable them to steer the balloon. They were dressed in frock coats, stockings and wore ostrich feathers in their hats. It could be considered the first airmail as they carried letters from British aristocrats to their French counterparts. 


It was a harrowing journey; several times they almost ditched. They jettisoned every piece of cargo they had and finally hurled their own clothes into the sea. It worked. After two and half hours they landed, shivering and somewhat traumatised, just outside Calais. The world’s first international flight was complete. 




8 January 


The man who helped to birth modern science died today in 1642. Galileo Galilei – a man who pioneered the modern scientific method – continued to receive visitors and discuss his work until just before his death of fever and heart failure at the age of seventy-seven. On the same date, precisely three centuries later, perhaps the most brilliant scientific mind of his generation, Stephen Hawking, was born.


Galileo, as he is usually known, has been seen as the father of astronomy, of physics, and of the scientific method – quite a reputation. He is famous too for the denunciation his views received from the Church: for his trial by the Inquisition and his forced recantation. His ideas were revolutionary, and like all revolutionaries he seriously ruffled feathers.


As a youth, ironically, he had contemplated entering the Church himself until his father dissuaded him. His inquisitive mind and ceaseless experimentation saw him go on to teach, first in his home city of Pisa (where, famously, he dropped objects of differing weight from the top of the Leaning Tower to disprove Aristotle’s claim that the speed of their fall was proportional). He also made telescopes. Armed with a telescope, Galileo showed that the heavens were imperfect – as the moon’s irregularity showed – and that Copernicus’s heretical argument that planets circled the sun must be right. 


News that Stephen Hawking has died is breaking as I write. Having been born on the date of Galileo’s death, the date of his own death, 14 March, is the anniversary of the birth of Albert Einstein. Coincidence, he would surely insist, but a pleasant circularity all the same.




9 January


Government and taxation have been locked in a symbiotic embrace since the dawn of time. The latter pays for the former. According to the Book of Genesis wealthier ancient Egyptians paid the pharaoh 20 per cent of their farm yields; the poor had to pay with their labour. Today in 1799 the British government introduced a sophisticated new form of taxation that was now possible thanks to the development of modern business practices, a cash economy and complex bookkeeping. 


Faced with the costs of waging the most expensive war the British state had ever faced, Prime Minister William Pitt introduced a tax on income. If you earned over £60 you paid less than 1 per cent, but for the two or three per cent of families who earned more than £200 it rose to 10 per cent. 


He promised it was temporary. And it was. Initially.


When peace came in 1802 it was abolished. But it was a pause, not an end to the conflict. In 1803, when Britain went back to war with Napoleon, income tax was reintroduced and lasted until 1816 by which time Napoleon was safely imprisoned in the South Atlantic. The tax was not popular. Opponents demanded that all government records be destroyed, and they were very publicly burned, but copies were kept in the archives, obviously. 


In 1842 Sir Robert Peel turned to income tax to deal with a budget deficit. It was still temporary but governments of both stripes found it too lucrative, and slowly it was embedded at the heart of a modern revenue system. Today income tax is the largest single source of government revenue from Britain to the United States, Australia and beyond. 




10 January


In 1901 on this day the Age of Oil dawned as a massive blowout in Texas sent black gold spurting fifty metres into the sky. It was a personal triumph for the tireless prospector Anthony Lucas (born in Croatia as Antun Lu[image: Image Missing]ić). 


People had always known there was oil in Texas. It bubbled up in pools. Native Americans had used it as a remedy. Spanish conquistadors had waterproofed clothing with it. At the end of the nineteenth century the market for oil was growing. Private homes and public streets were lit by kerosene and the newly invented internal combustion engine had the potential to change the world if a supply of cheap fuel could be found. 


Lucas became fixated on Spindletop Hill in north-east Texas where there was a network of sulphurous springs and gas seeping from the ground, which would burst into flame when lit. Investors came and went as he tried to cobble together the means to drill. Three attempts had to be abandoned. By the end of 1900 he was just another hopeless dreamer pumping money into a hole in the ground. 


Then on 10 January 1901, while drilling at a depth of over 300 metres, great bubbles of mud were suddenly forced up to the surface. Minutes later six tons of drilling pipe was thrown into the air and the filthy roughnecks manning the rig sprinted to safety. Next there was a blast of gas, followed by an eruption of oil. Lucas and his team had provoked the world’s first gusher. 


It took nine days and nearly 1 million barrels of oil blasting out before Lucas could tame the well. Thousands of people had gathered to watch and overnight the nearby village of Beaumont was transformed as hordes of speculators moved in. It was the start of one of the most profound changes in history, making a huge impact on our way of life, and our planet.




11 January


It was the first-ever National Lottery – ‘a very rich Lottery General’ – and the winners were finally drawn today in 1569, three years after the tickets had been sold, at the old St Paul’s Cathedral. 


The first prize was the vast sum of £5,000, paid partly in cash but also in plate, in tapestries as well as in ‘good linen cloth’. Across the country publicity posters were put up showing drawings of the prizes. 


The aim of the lottery was to fund repair of the country’s ports, with an emphasis on building for the nation’s defence. (Since Henry VIII’s time there had been concerns over the ‘ruin and decay’ of coastal towns.) England’s Protestant identity and aspiration to Great Power status made its naval defences seem increasingly important. 


In the case of this lottery, the value of the prizes equalled the total money raised. So how did the organisers make any profit? Well, tickets were sold some time earlier, in 1566 – meaning that the government was effectively granted an entirely interest-free loan. A ticket cost 10 shillings: much in excess of what an ordinary citizen could afford. While estimates of modern value are vague, it equated probably to well in excess of £100. As a result people could buy shares in a single ticket. 


In addition to the monetary prizes was something that would now be considered highly unusual if not inappropriate. Ticket-holders were granted freedom from arrest, apart from for serious crimes: murder, felonies, piracy or treason.


The concept of a lottery had been tried in France but not previously in England. It would be used again, early the following century, to raise funds for the Virginia Company, which would establish a colony in the New World. Of course in recent years lotteries have become a routine part of modern life.




12 January


At the end of March 1895 a donation was made by Mrs Fanny Talbot – a ‘motherly, bright, black-eyed woman’ – of 4.5 acres of Welsh clifftop land overlooking Cardigan Bay to a new organisation, which became known as the National Trust.


Those 4.5 acres were called Dinas Oleu: ‘Citadel of Light’. The art critic and historian John Ruskin, who had become a personal friend of Mrs Talbot, described her as ‘curious beyond any magpie that ever was’. Though, he noted, she kept ‘giving her spoons away instead of stealing them’. Both Talbot and Ruskin were keen on playing chess and carried on their games by communicating the moves of the pieces by letter. 


Fanny Talbot had wanted for a long time, she said, to secure Dinas Oleu for the public for ever, and as such ‘your association has been born in the nick of time’. This was the first bequest made to an organisation that had been founded on 12 January that year, in response to the change and encroachment wrought by the Industrial Revolution upon rural Britain.


Three people are considered to have founded this institution to own and care for places ‘of Historic Interest or Natural Beauty’: Octavia Hill, Sir Robert Hunter, and a Lake District clergyman called Hardwicke Rawnsley, who had encouraged the young Beatrix Potter to write and draw her first book, The Tale of Peter Rabbit, and who lived in a house in Grasmere once inhabited by William Wordsworth (which was later left to the Trust).


The National Trust is the largest membership organisation in the United Kingdom. Its extraordinary growth – and its impact on contemporary life – is a twentieth-century phenomenon. Today it is one of the country’s largest landowners, looking after more than 600,000 acres, and owns hundreds of properties. Once protected by the Trust, it would take a specific Act of Parliament to sell, demolish or develop them. 




13 January


Afghanistan is where empires go to die. Or, at the very least, take a terrible beating. Today in 1842 Britain, a global superpower, was humiliated, as its soldiers were slaughtered by Afghan tribesmen. 


Britain had invaded Afghanistan to prevent the Russians from using it as a base from which to threaten India. Occupying it was the easy part. Once the British were in Kabul local resentment flared into open rebellion in late 1841. The British decided to retreat to Jalalabad nearly a hundred miles away, through snow-covered mountains in the heart of winter. 


There were 700 British and 4,000 Indian troops under British command, and around 9,000 civilians. Sir William Elphinstone was the 59-year-old commander, a man of perfect breeding and manners, but ill and utterly indecisive. Tricked by assurances of a safe passage, he led a slow retreat that allowed the Afghans to prepare their ambush. As they entered the Kabul–Jalalabad pass they were assailed on either side. Elphinstone became withdrawn, sitting in silence before being captured by Afghans posing as good faith negotiators. 


The British suffered thousands of casualties. Survivors froze to death or took their own lives. After six days the force had disintegrated. By the 13th the largest coherent group was about sixty-five British officers and men of the 44th Regiment of Foot. At the village of Gandamak they made a final stand. Invited to surrender, a sergeant roared, ‘Not bloody likely!’ When the ammunition ran out they fought with steel and fists before being overrun. One captain wrapped the regimental colours around himself and thanks to this attire was taken into captivity. The rest were massacred. 


The following day only one person made it to Jalalabad – army surgeon William Brydon. Some prisoners were later returned, and a few Indian troops survived after a terrible ordeal in the mountains. The British Empire was not invincible.




14 January


Young people travelled from all over America for what was advertised as ‘a Gathering of the Tribes’. Today in 1967 an event took place in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park, which with hindsight marked the outset of what has become known as the Summer of Love: the epitome of the 1960s counterculture which fundamentally affected attitudes throughout the Western world. It was punningly called the Human Be-In.


The Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco had already become notorious as a centre of 1960s hippie counterculture. Late in 1966 the drug LSD was banned by the California legislature, instantly criminalising a large part of the district. 


A small rally then intended, as its organisers proclaimed, to celebrate ‘transcendental consciousness. The beauty of the universe, the beauty of being’ – with (among other things) flowers, flutes, feathers, chimes, gongs, beads and incense – was followed by the much larger ‘Human Be-In’ early the following year. 


A few thousand attendees gave way to some thirty thousand. Enduring themes included personal empowerment, ecology, communal living, higher consciousness (the attainment of which was much assisted by the ready availability of psychedelic drugs) and the rejection of what – in the phrasing of ‘gurus’ like poet Allen Ginsberg – was denounced as a stifling ‘middle-class morality’.


Media attention was caught by this hippie, psychedelic event or ‘happening’. Countless other similar gatherings followed, many with ‘in’ in their title. Authority was questioned, but real differences – direct political engagement over issues like the Vietnam War, on the one hand, and the vaguer, non-political peaceful protest favoured by the hippies – were submerged.




15 January


The new queen knew the power of pageantry. Every aspect of her coronation, today in 1559, was meticulously planned to proclaim peace, unity, stability and grandeur. Elizabeth I’s coronation was joyful, celebrated by the English people, who lined the streets to watch her process to Westminster. Sick of the bloody rule of Mary Tudor, this reign promised hope and perhaps even the restoration of the Protestant faith.


Elizabeth’s childhood was troubled. Her mother was famously beheaded, her father declared her illegitimate, and her own sister had her imprisoned in the Tower of London, where, for a time, she lived uncertain whether she would share the same terrible fate as her mother, Anne.


On Thursday 13 January, Elizabeth was rowed down the Thames in the royal barge as part of the great spectacle of her coronation, described by an onlooker as like the ‘mystic marriage of Venice with the sea’. By Saturday, the streets were heaving with people gathered to watch the princess travel from the Tower, the great emblem of London, to Westminster, the heart of monarchy. From Fenchurch Street to Cheapside regalia adorned windows and doors; banners streamed from the tops of houses.


Elizabeth stepped through the great doors of Westminster Abbey, and on towards the chair of state, her train delicately carried by her cousin, the Countess of Lennox. She was seated, crowned and consecrated, in a manner described to have ‘exceeded the bounds of gravity and decorum’. It was the last formal Latin service in England.


Although not averse to spying and torture, she endeavoured to win the hearts of her people and would later reminisce: ‘When I received this ring I solemnly bound myself in marriage to the realm.’ Her reign began on a snowy January day, and lasted for forty-four years. A steady presence in turbulent times.




16 January


An old soldier died in Tokyo today in 2014. He was ninety-one, and like millions of others he had been thrown into the maelstrom of the Second World War; unlike them, however, his service in the war lasted not for a few years but for decades. 


Hiroo Onoda had joined the Imperial Japanese Army at age eighteen in 1940. He was descended from a long line of samurai warriors. Service to the emperor ran through his core. His father was killed fighting in China in 1943, and Onoda ended up being stationed on Lubang Island in the Philippines as the war reached its climax in late 1944. Bereft of hope, the Japanese troops were ordered to do what they could to resist American attacks, and never, under any circumstances, to surrender. 


So he didn’t. 


The American military machine swept ashore weeks later. Onoda’s unit was wiped out. He took to the hills and fought a lonely guerrilla campaign for the next twenty-nine years, refusing to believe that the war was over. He burned rice stores and exchanged fire with the police. Only when the Japanese government sent his former commanding officer Major Yoshimi Taniguchi to order him to surrender did Onoda do so. He turned over his sword, his rifle, ammunition and the ceremonial dagger, given to him by his mother for killing himself to avoid capture. 


He arrived back in Japan to a hero’s welcome. The living embodiment of the unswerving samurai ideals of Bushido, which had made the Japanese Empire such a resolute adversary. 




17 January


As Captain Robert Falcon Scott arrived at the South Pole today in 1912, he found a Norwegian flag flying there already, planted by Roald Amundsen one month earlier. It was a bitter moment for Scott and his party.


Soon after Scott’s expedition had anchored in an icy bay – the largest, best-equipped attempt ever to reach the South Pole – a party went on an exploratory mission. They were shocked to find other European ships: Amundsen’s. The race for the pole was on. 


Scott’s ponies and mechanical sledges caused major problems in the cold and thick snow. Not familiar with using dogs, his men had to pull the sledges. Amundsen left first in a smaller group, using dogs and wearing light furs like the Eskimo, favouring speed (eating their dogs as the sledges became lighter) and protected from scurvy by the fresh meat. They were soon further south than any human had been. It seemed impossible for the British to beat them. ‘And yet,’ Amundsen wrote, ‘and yet …’


Amundsen need not have worried. At the Pole was the vast, snow-covered plain he had imagined. The Norwegian flag was planted and they quickly set off back to their ship, the going ‘splendid’ – very different to Scott as his men struggled in deteriorating conditions. When they did reach the Pole the Norwegian flag was flying. ‘Great God!’ Scott wrote, ‘this is an awful place’.


The return journey was worse. Temperatures plummeted. Supplies dwindled. Frostbite and scurvy struck. One man left the tent to die – a colleague described it as ‘the act of a brave man and an English gentleman’ – but the sacrifice failed to save his companions. ‘It seems a pity,’ scrawled Scott in his diary, ‘but I do not think I can write more.’


While Scott became an archetype – of heroic failure – it was Amundsen (‘free from all ostentation and egotism’, as Ernest Shackleton admitted) who triumphed.




18 January


It was the birth of Germany. Long a geographical expression, never a state, the German Empire was officially proclaimed today in 1871 (after Prussia had decisively defeated France in the Franco-Prussian War). In an excruciating insult to their French adversaries, the ceremony took place at the Palace of Versailles near Paris. There King Wilhelm I of Prussia was proclaimed kaiser of the new empire; 18 January, the chosen date, had been the date on which Duke Frederick of Prussia had crowned himself king, and now it would also be the day that his descendant turned that kingdom into an empire. 


The real force behind the birth of Germany was the ‘Iron Chancellor’ Otto von Bismarck. He used the threat of a resurgent France to terrify the patchwork of German states, and unite them behind Prussian leadership. It was not a difficult task. Once again a Bonaparte sat on the French throne (Napoleon I’s nephew) and once again France was seeking to expand its borders, absorbing Nice and Savoy and hugely increasing the size of its overseas empire. Bismarck exploited a dynastic squabble, and goaded the French to declare war against Prussia. The French Army was utterly routed. Napoleon fled into exile. Just six months later the Prussians used the Palace of Versailles as the backdrop to one of history’s greatest pieces of political theatre. 


A religious altar was placed in the Hall of Mirrors, a stage was built opposite where Louis XIV, the Sun King, would have sat on his throne. Hundreds of senior German officers and members of German royal families crowded into the magnificent room, a Te Deum was sung, and Bismarck in full uniform read out a proclamation that was greeted with loud ‘hurrahs’. Bismarck’s empire was born beneath the paintings of King Louis routing German armies on the Rhine. Yet far from being the end of Franco-German rivalry this was just another way point in an intense and destructive conflict that would see further bloody confrontation, humiliation, occupation and regime change. 




19 January


When humans master a new dimension, it’s only a matter of time before it becomes militarised. Underground, sea, air, space and ether, the excitement of discovery is quickly tarnished by its use by warriors. 


Aircraft had an immediate and obvious military benefit; they could fly over defences, look at the enemy’s dispositions and perhaps even interrupt them. Less than a decade after the Wright brothers’ first flight, an Italian dropped bombs on Libya. In the opening months of the First World War bombs were dropped in a haphazard fashion on Liege in Belgium and Paris, accompanied by a note demanding that France surrender. 


As the Western Front stabilised and it became clear that this was a war that could not just be won on the battlefield but by breaking the will of a society, German planners developed the idea of strategic bombing. It would be a sustained assault on the enemy population to terminate their willingness to fight on. The kaiser agreed, but forbade bombing London in case any of his royal relatives were hurt. Today in 1915 an initial raid was launched. Two Zeppelin airships crossed the North Sea to attack Humberside. Strong winds pushed them off course, which meant that the first victims of the first proper campaign of strategic bombing in history were the sleepy seaside towns of King’s Lynn, Sheringham and Great Yarmouth in Norfolk. 


The bombs were dropped absolutely indiscriminately. Samuel Alfred Smith, a 53-year-old cobbler, became the first Briton to be killed by aerial bombardment. No target of military significance was hit, but the spectre of aerial assault on the civilian world was now a reality, no longer was fighting restricted to warriors in the front line. That first raid may have had elements of farce, but it was the birth of a new era that would see bombs kill millions and change the course of history.




20 January


At about eleven o’clock at night on 20 January 1936, King George V lay in a coma at Sandringham Castle. His doctor then administered two injections – of morphine and of cocaine – which he knew would hasten what he had described as the king’s life ‘moving peacefully towards its close’. 


Much better, it was felt, that what seemed an inevitable announcement should break in the morning’s Times than in a ‘less appropriate’ evening tabloid. ‘A Peaceful Ending at Midnight’ was the prepared headline that ran the following day. 


Not until King George’s doctor, Lord Dawson, and his wife, had died themselves was any mention made of the euthanasia (or the premeditated murder, depending upon your point of view) – the ‘mission of mercy’ as Lord Dawson had put it – which had actually taken place.


The heir to the throne, who would succeed as Edward VIII until he abdicated, had made clear that he did not want the king’s life prolonged if the illness was certainly fatal. The fact that relations between him and his father were far from cordial has added to unease, though he could scarcely be said (in the light of subsequent events) to have yearned for the throne. The fact is, though, that it was a question not of not prolonging the king’s life, so much as deliberately terminating it.


Meanwhile Dawson’s own position was made clear during a subsequent discussion in the House of Lords. ‘One should make the act of dying more gentle’, he said, ‘even if it does involve curtailment of the length of life’ – ‘if we cannot cure for heaven’s sake let us do our best to lighten the pain’.


The amusing tale of George’s last words – that on being told he would soon be recuperating at Bognor Regis he said, ‘Bugger Bognor!’ – may in fact be a fiction, invented to cover a problem for which British society has still not found a satisfactory solution.




21 January


At the close, traders looked at their screens in disbelief. The London Stock Exchange had experienced ‘a bloodbath’. Today in 2008, in response to a financial crisis in the United States, the Financial Times Stock Exchange 100 Index (or FTSE100) collapsed. Its fall of 323.5 points was the biggest one-day points fall in its history, wiping £77 billion off the values of Britain’s biggest companies. The Great Recession, of which the crash was an opening salvo, has had an enormous impact. The war in Syria, Trump, Brexit, resurgent nationalism and even Love Island have all been linked to the economic hardship inflicted by the upheavals of 2008.


Historians were not hugely surprised. The world’s first stock market emerged in the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic. Shares in the Dutch East India Company could be bought and sold, which made them attractive to investors. If they needed to withdraw their money, they could, via the stock exchange. Companies were happy because it meant it was easier to raise money from the selling of stock to investors. The problem emerged almost immediately; humans do not make rational long-term decisions. We are passionate lunatics who get greedy, take fright quickly and stampede with the herd.


Giant spikes and vertiginous drops have shaped the history of stock markets. When times are good, people mortgage their houses to put into stocks; at the whiff of trouble they sell everything and precipitate exactly the crash that they feared. The first book on the stock market was Confusion of Confusions, written in 1688 by the wealthy Dutch merchant Joseph de la Vega. In it he warns would-be speculators, ‘Profit in the share market is goblin treasure: at one moment, it is carbuncles, the next it is coal; one moment diamonds, and the next pebbles … He who wishes to become rich from this game must have both money and patience.’ Throughout history crashes have been caused by those of us who lack both. 




22 January


There were kings of France who refused to go into battle without them. Curiously, they were just as sought after in the armies of German and Italian princes. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the most feared infantrymen in Europe were the Swiss. Young men, bred in mountainous communities with limited economic opportunities, developed over several generations a martial culture that made them Europe’s shock troops, units who fought not for their country, but for the highest bidder. 


Today in 1506, under their veteran commander Kaspar von Silenen, a contingent of Swiss soldiers arrived in Rome. They were there to protect the ‘Mother of Christianity’ from ‘any tyrant, avid for wealth’ according to one preacher, and the Pope, Julius II, granted them the title ‘Defenders of the Church’s Freedom’. It was the start of a period of service to the papacy that lasts until today, making the Pontifical Swiss Guard one of the world’s oldest active military units still in existence. 


For all the lofty claims made of them, they chose to fight for the Pope as their countrymen chose to fight for anyone else, because he was paying them hard cash. Time and again they proved the wisdom of the investment. Their columns of armour-clad pikemen won victory after victory, helping to build an unbeatable reputation that became central to their brand. 


They were willing to die for their clients. Von Silenen and his men were hacked to pieces in a surprise attack by the Duke of Urbino a decade later, but the cantons of Switzerland yielded new recruits and another decade after that the Swiss Guard famously made a heroic stand against the rampaging forces of Emperor Charles V as they sacked Rome. Heavily outnumbered, the Swiss Guard were annihilated, almost to a man, but they bought time for Pope Clement VII to escape. No wonder his successors have continued to regard the Swiss Guard as great value for money. 




23 January


Nearly one million died. It was the worst natural disaster in recorded history. This morning in 1556 Chinese sources described an ‘earthquake catastrophe’ in Shaanxi. An unprecedented wave of destruction destroyed most of the province’s buildings and caused damage as far away as Beijing, Chengdu and even Shanghai, 800 miles away. 


A 500-mile wide area was destroyed. In some counties it was reported that well over half of the population were killed. Many of the casualties lived in yaodongs, or caves, hollowed out of the silty soil of the Loess Plateau. Blown onto the plateau from the Gobi Desert by thousands of years of steady westerly winds, the soft rock seemed to be a natural gift to the people who burrowed into it for shelter. The earthquake turned these boltholes into death traps. Caves collapsed or their terrified occupants were swamped by landslides. 


A chronicler recorded that ‘mountains and rivers changed places and roads were destroyed’. In some places, ‘the ground suddenly rose up and formed new hills, or it sank abruptly and became new valleys’. Great canyons were torn in the earth, streams and springs appeared out of nowhere and ‘huts, official houses, temples and city walls’ suddenly and dramatically collapsed. The shock waves shattered a large number of the ancient collection of steles, or carved stone slabs, for which Xi’an, the provincial capital, was famous.


People cast around for meaning in the face of an overwhelming natural disaster. The first European to hear of it, a Franciscan friar who visited in 1556, predictably ascribed it to divine punishment for people’s sins. One Chinese scholar was less interested in cause and instead wished to learn its lessons. His advice prefigured modern practice by 500 years. Do not rush outside immediately, he warned, many had died in the open. Instead ‘crouch down and wait. Even if the nest has collapsed, some eggs may remain intact.’




24 January


The corpses that lay thick on the ground spoke of the humbling of a superpower. Today in 1900, the British were badly defeated by the Boers at Spion Kop – kop being the Boer word for ‘hill’ and finding its way into English descriptions of steep football terraces, like the ‘Kop’ at Liverpool Football Club’s Anfield ground. 


Accounts of the battle are notable for what seems in hindsight almost comical incompetence. A British advance was slowed by the fact that their unwieldy baggage train included General Sir Charles Warren’s cast-iron bath. Having climbed the hill in the darkness, shrouded also in mist, the British seized what they thought was the summit, only to realise, once dawn broke, that in fact the Boers continued to occupy higher ground. 


With a thin soil quickly giving way to rock, ‘trenches’ dug were less than half a metre deep. British artillery, further down the hill, while relatively powerful, was more hindrance than help, one soldier remarking that ‘our gunners, by the inaccuracy of their fire did far more damage to our front line of infantry than to the Boers!’ 


It seems appropriate for a battle more notable for its trivia connections than for the events themselves that two men present would come to number among the twentieth century’s most famous individuals (and would become, of course, bitter rivals): Winston Churchill and Mahatma Gandhi.


Churchill was a journalist stationed in South Africa, describing the shallow trenches ‘choked with dead and wounded’. Gandhi, meanwhile – working as a lawyer in Natal – founded a volunteer Ambulance Corps, tending, and evacuating, those very wounded, and was awarded a medal in the aftermath for his bravery.


Warfare, of course, was changing fast, and it seems appropriate for this pointer to the future that such eminent individuals were there as young men.




25 January


Al (Alphonse) Capone was so notorious that his name and the term ‘mobster’ are almost synonymous, just as his look (slicked hair, pinstriped suit, pocket handkerchief, fedora hat) came to define the way a racketeer of this period would present himself. 


But today in 1947 he died aged forty-eight after a long decline in his mental faculties. Untreated syphilis had caused his brain to degenerate. He lived out his final years, after the Second World War, in his Florida mansion, before a stroke and cardiac arrest led to his death. One of his old cronies who visited him in Florida had reported him as being ‘nuttier than a fruitcake’. And a psychiatrist who analysed him late in life concluded that he had the mental age of a twelve year old.


He was born in New York City to Italian immigrants and later moved into the world of organised crime. It has been suggested that he was responsible for over thirty deaths. Capone’s rise as a gangster in the United States coincided with the era of Prohibition, in which alcoholic liquor was forbidden by law but ‘bootleggers’ brewed alcohol secretly to meet a persistent demand, with vast profits being made by violent gangs. (The term ‘bootlegger’ dated back to Georgian England, when smugglers liked to conceal packages in their large boots.) In 1931 he was convicted for income tax evasion and then at the age of thirty-three sent to the penitentiary in Atlanta, Georgia. 


When it was clear Capone had contracted syphilis, the condition could have been treated with an injection of penicillin. But this was something that Capone, who had a terror of medical needles – trypanophobia, to give it its fancy name – refused to contemplate. It seems grimly ironic that a man so associated with violence and criminality died young because he was unwilling to undergo a simple injection.




26 January


Today is both Australia Day and Republic Day in India. The former celebrates the British arriving in Australia, the latter, the British finally leaving India. The fact that both are still marked indicates a serious divergence in the way that British colonialism began, was managed, and came to an end – as well as divergence in the way in which it is remembered.


The fundamental difference between Australia and India (both, of course, became unified regions in the manner that they did as a result of British intervention) was that while Australia was what became known as a ‘settler’ colony, India was not. Substantial numbers of British people relocated – or in many cases were forcefully transported as a means of punishment for various crimes – to Australia, while in India the British always constituted a tiny, albeit dominant, ruling minority.


In India, the existing indigenous population was much larger, had more advanced governmental traditions, and – since it inhabited the Eurasian mainland – had had long exposure to European pathogens. So while diseases like measles, smallpox and tuberculosis wreaked devastation among the indigenous people in Australia (as they had done in the Americas) it was more likely to be the European population that had health problems and succumbed to disease in the subcontinent.


In the wake of decolonisation, India declared itself a republic while Australia of course has not, though the London Declaration of 1949 did enable the former to continue to accept the British monarch as Head of the Commonwealth. 


So while Australia Day commemorates the British flag being raised at Sydney Cove in 1788, India’s Republic Day in 1950 naturally recognises the birth of a republic and at the same time its independence. 




27 January


One nation’s naval hero is another nation’s blood-slaked pirate. Henry Morgan was the scourge of the Spanish Main, hated and feared by Spaniards who scared their children into obedience with tales of his monstrous crimes. Yet the English government knighted him, appointed him Lieutenant Governor of Jamaica and gave him a full state funeral upon his death. 


Morgan was particularly active during the second half of the seventeenth century against the Spanish Empire in the Americas and the Caribbean, and it was today – on 27 January 1671 – that he and his soldiers arrived at Panama City. Setting out on the mission he had led thirty-six ships and some 2,000 ‘buccaneers’ – an astonishing number which clearly suggests that his raids enjoyed official support.


Having seized the Atlantic port of Chagres, the party ascended the Chagres River – at times by canoe – before wading through swamp and hacking their way through thick rainforest. The Spanish governor knew of the group’s approach and sent men to confront them, but Morgan was able to repel the attacks.


Outside the city it was obvious that they were significantly outnumbered. They were not, however, unnerved and the Spanish assumption that they were retreating was a disastrous misapprehension: cavalry rushing out to confront them met with a barrage of disciplined and devastating fire. In the ensuing battle the Spanish lost almost 500 men while Morgan lost only around 15.


Determined not to surrender the city, the Spanish governor ordered barrels of explosives detonated next to largely wooden buildings, and the resulting conflagration lasted for a full day. When Morgan’s men did capture the city, the place they ransacked was already a charred ruin which required fundamental rebuilding. 


Nevertheless, it was the end of a successful expedition by Morgan, a pirate whose violence and rapacity aligned him neatly with English foreign policy. 




28 January


It was the end of one of the most famous, as well as most infamous, reigns in English history – today in 1547 Henry VIII died. 


Historians have argued, though are unlikely to agree, about the cause of his death at the age of fifty-five. He was vastly overweight (with a 54-inch waist) and was tormented by pus-filled boils that covered his body. Was this the result of a jousting accident a decade earlier, which also caused severe mood swings and a personality shift? Perhaps. 


Henry is best known for his six marriages, and his efforts to have his first marriage to Catherine of Aragon annulled. His disagreement with the Pope over the annulment led him to initiate the English Reformation. Henry’s alleged final words – ‘Monks! Monks! Monks!’ – sound, as perhaps they are meant to sound, like those of one who was tormented by his action in evicting them during the Dissolution of the Monasteries. 


Having been embalmed, his body first lay in state and was then moved to Windsor and buried in a vault next to Jane Seymour. A century later the decapitated body of Charles I would be lain with him.


For all the harm, and the cruelty he inflicted, there is no doubt regarding the great changes in England’s status wrought by and during his reign. The land he inherited was a peripheral Catholic kingdom – small and rather backward. It could not compete with a rising global empire like that of Spain. 


By the time he died, while the monarchical succession was disputed, the first shoots were beginning to emerge of a country that yearned to look outwards, to take its place in the world: transfixed (even if Henry largely ignored it himself) by the ‘great ocean sea’ to the west and by the unknown lands on the other side of it.




29 January


It was a new kind of war, and for the first time ever civilians back home were receiving regular reports from the battlefield. So today in 1856, the UK’s highest medal for gallantry, the Victoria Cross, was born, to honour acts of conspicuous courage during the Crimean War. The metal from which the medals have been cast has traditionally derived from cannons then captured from the Russians.


For the first time the Crimean War saw the presence of journalists at the battlefront and so there was immediate reporting of incidents of bravery. As a result popular feeling grew in Britain that these acts should be recognised, regardless of class background or length of service.


In the first ceremony, held on 26 June 1857 in London’s Hyde Park, the Queen invested 62 of the 111 Crimean recipients. One jewellery company – Hancocks of London – has manufactured every Victoria Cross since the medal’s inception. 


Eight medals were awarded, then forfeited, up until 1908, when George V’s heartfelt opposition put a stop to the practice. ‘Even were a VC to be sentenced to be hanged for murder,’ the king wrote, ‘he should be allowed to wear his VC on the scaffold.’


The medal has thus far been awarded 1,358 times to 1,355 recipients. Three people have won the award twice – have won, what is called, ‘the VC and Bar’, recognition that is, as George VI remarked, ‘very unusual indeed’.


Arthur Martin-Leake, of the Royal Army Medical Corps, won his first during the Boer War and a second early in the First World War. Noel Chavasse, also of the Royal Army Medical Corps, did so twice during the First World War, dying of his injuries (his gravestone bearing the unique engraving of the two medals). The New Zealand soldier Charles Upham won two Victoria Crosses during the Second World War – ‘an inspiration to the Battalion’, as his first citation declared. 




30 January


On a bitterly cold January day in 1649, Charles I, anointed king of England, addressed the crowd who had gathered at Whitehall with what would be his last words before he was decapitated, by order of Oliver Cromwell. 


Charles’s execution was the result of the first war crimes trial of a sitting head of state, and subsequently the first regicide in history. After six years of bloody war, and the loss of 7 per cent of the English population, Cromwell and Parliament had successfully overthrown the monarchy. 


That morning, following a sad last meal of claret and a piece of bread, Charles walked through St James’s with his pet dog. At his execution, he wore two heavy shirts in order to protect his body from the chill, and to not appear to shake with fear. He gingerly tucked his hair beneath a cap; ‘Is my hair well?’ he asked the executioner, before encouraging him to make the blow strong and accurate.


At 2 p.m. he laid his head on the block, and after a short pause the executioner did as he was bid. The axe fell heavily and severed his head from his body in one blow. A witness recalled that his death was met with ‘such a groan as I have never heard before, and desire I may never hear again’. People had eagerly gathered below the scaffold to await the blood that would inevitably make its way through the cracks in the wood. They dabbed at it with handkerchiefs, to covet as a sacred relic or trophy. 


After Charles’s execution Cromwell made himself Lord Protector of the Commonwealth, inflicting a rigid Puritanism upon the country.


In 1661, twelve years later, Charles II ordered the body of Oliver Cromwell to be exhumed and posthumously beheaded in revenge for his father’s execution. Cromwell’s corpse was dragged on a sledge through London, so people could witness the deteriorating body. It was hung on the gallows before his head was severed and skewered on a pole above Westminster Hall, where it remained on grisly display until the late 1680s.




31 January 


As global temperatures increase, Arctic ice melts and sea levels rise, the past provides a vision of our future. Today in 1953 Britain and its North Sea neighbours were hit by a catastrophic flood. It was one of the worst natural disasters in recorded British history. Climate scientists warn that it may be a harbinger. 


In late January 1953 a deep low-pressure system developed off the coast of Denmark. North-easterly winds drove a mass of water into the British coast and the narrows of the Channel. This surge was exacerbated by a low atmospheric pressure, which provided less resistance to mounting water levels and a very high spring tide. The combination wrought havoc. 


Seawater poured over sea defences and raced inland. One thousand miles of the east coast was damaged. Tens of thousands of homes and buildings were damaged and around 35,000 people had to be evacuated. The village of Crovie on the Moray Firth was almost entirely swept into the sea, and the community suffered lasting damage as many inhabitants never returned. Around Skegness the flooding reached three miles inland. Elderly people were carried to safety on makeshift rafts through fast-moving flood waters more than a metre deep. Over 50 people died on Canvey Island in Essex. Even east London saw hundreds made temporarily homeless. The damage has been estimated at over £1 billion in today’s money.
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