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			INTRODUCTION
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			Before we get started, I think it might be a good idea to define a few things and lay out what we are dealing with here. History is all about Definitions, Causes and Effects and much else, and the very best thing to do is get your Definitions worked out before you get caught up in your Causes and Effects, because if you don’t define what you mean by a cause, how can you ever be sure of its Effects?* Not that grown-up Historians these days would ever want to call something a cause to its face; they’re all too nervous in case there’s some other cause they simply hadn’t factored in, like the weather, and the weather belongs to Geography and that’s a different story altogether.† 

			Disclaimer: terms and conditions apply

			This book, like its author, knows its limits. That’s why for reasons of historical accuracy and sanity it stops in 1999, rather than running up until this year. The reasons for this are:

			 

			
					The Twentieth Century is so event-packed that space could not be found;

					Events after 1999 have not yet worked themselves out to their full conclusion, and while right now it might seem like something is important, it might not be in the long run, and the last thing your author wants to do is get stuff wrong/make a fool of himself;

					The year 2000 feels like last week;

					I have trousers from then that whatever state they might be in shouldn’t be judged.

			

			 

			Give it twenty years and we will be able to soberly assess ‘George W. Bush/Donald Trump: who was worse?’ and the like, but you can’t see where the dust has settled while it’s still swirling around you. 

			Getting things in perspective

			History is all about perspectives, i.e. how you look at things. And like one of those perspective pictures, the further away something is, the smaller it is. Sometimes you can’t even see it; it might as well not be there. So, for instance, The Great Depression – which we will be looking at later – viewed from a distance of the best part of a century doesn’t seem like that big a deal, but up close to the thing I imagine it was pretty Depressing. (Can’t have been hard giving it a name. And you can’t blame me for that pun – that’s what they called it. Complain to your MP if you don’t like it.) 

			So, no matter how far away and possibly even invisible to the naked eye it might be in the present, at the time it was happening right now. It’s called the present because it has ‘resent’ in it. That needs some work but you get my drift.

			What I’m trying to say is some of the things that happened way back when may not seem all that important right now but at the time, goodness, they were the only game in town. Which is why when it comes round to it a thing like the ZINOVIEV LETTER‡ might seem to you and me – with our DMs and broadband and group chats and FaceTime – the strangest reason to get upset and not vote Labour but at the time it was all there was and so therefore was significant. And anything significant goes in the History book even if it seems not at all significant now. Or particularly interesting. 

			LESSONS FROM HISTORY

			Any student of HISTORY will know that people like to say HISTORY offers us lessons. Given they have to sit through actual HISTORY lessons they might wonder what on earth apart from HISTORY itself these lessons might be. But there are some obvious ones: 

			 

			
					Megalomaniac men with moustaches in charge of countries tend to turn out to be BAD;

					Anyone who thinks they can explain let alone sort out the Middle East is WRONG;

					France simply cannot be relied upon;

					America may or may not be the cause of everything GOOD and BAD in the world (depending on who you ask).

			

			 

			Other lessons from HISTORY (and bearing in mind the length and breadth of the last century includes DOUBLEYOUDOUBLEYOU ONE, THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION, HITLER HITLER HITLER, THE SUEZ CRISIS, THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION, THE COLD WAR, THE MOON LANDINGS§, TheThatcherYEARS, etc. etc., we are looking at lots of stuff pregnant with apparent lessons for humanity) are best summarised as:

			 

			
					You never know what’s around the corner;

					Therefore always pack a spare set of underwear and socks.

			

			 

			This would seem to be little more than Common Sense, but if History teaches us one thing it’s that sense isn’t that common, and that precisely because you never know what’s around the corner, you can pack as much Common Sense as you like, but if you don’t pack the spare set of underwear and socks, the thing you don’t know is around the corner will get you, as sure as egg and chips is egg and chips. 

			Bias

			Some of the History in this book suffers from BIAS. Specifically, my bias. Happy to admit it: I suffer from bias. But then so do you. You should admit to it too. 

			There are things you like, things you don’t like. Some of you like brown sauce with a sausage sandwich; some of you like ketchup. Some of you like neither. No one likes both.

			History is just the same – not in terms of brown sauce and ketchup, of course, but there’s bias in things you had no idea had any bias. That’s why you will see every now and again in this book the words ‘depending on who you ask’. This can apply to the strangest things, even when you’d think it couldn’t possibly, like who made the first powered flight or who invented the television and did STALIN starve millions of people needlessly in Ukraine?¶ Facts very often come along and ruin everything, and only the most powerful bias shield will stop them from getting through. 

			Often enough, bias will be expressed by the things that aren’t given much space in this book, or get left out altogether. Keep your eyes peeled for that. If something isn’t in here it’s because I am a) totally biased b) not interested, and b) will be because of a). 

			This may well be the first History book to admit cheerfully that it is biased and Non-Definitive: it doesn’t cover everything not because of unconscious bias, but because the author is only human, and can’t possibly know everything, let alone be interested in or cover everything. If you’ve come here for South America or Mongolia or even New Zealand let it be known this is a British History Book, so you’ve come to the wrong place. 

			Also, if something doesn’t feature it will be because like any self-respecting British History Book the subject is either too embarrassing, too depressing or both. How will we ever muddle through if we dwell on all the horrendous things we may have done? as a marriage guidance counsellor once said to me at a price of £75 an hour.

			Therefore, should you find your preferred atrocity isn’t present and correct within these pages that’s because History’s other main purpose apart from the rigorous pursuit of truth is as a bedtime story, and no one wants to have nightmares. 

			One thing after another: dates, names, meanwhiles

			The thing you may come away from this book concluding is the very thing that gets said about History a lot, which is that it is one thing after another. As a proposition it’s hard to argue with it. That’s the nature of the beast. It’s also been said that those who forget their History are condemned to retake their A-level. Definitely no arguing with that. 

			But what matters more than anything is this: we will never know where we are, or where we are headed, if we don’t know where we came from. This alone is reason enough to know some History, though honestly, don’t sweat the dates as long as you get stuff in the right order. 

			This is why events helpfully get given names even while the event is going on, to assist those of us looking back now: the Second World War (WERWERTWO), for instance, was called that at the time. After all, Winston Churchill** was planning to write a series of History books even while it was happening and wanted to get the branding right. 

			Some events – like THE MINERS’ STRIKE for example – have helpful labels that tell you what they are. THE SUEZ CRISIS usefully contains both location and description – you don’t need to know that much more about it than its name and you’re halfway home to understanding it. 

			By contrast, there are some historic events that have names that only really work if you have a particularly bleak sense of humour. THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION, for instance, demands the highest tensile ironic strength, or THE COLD WAR, which if you’re Vietnamese is a joke that just isn’t funny no matter how you tell it. 

			You will from time to time run into what are noted as MOST CRITICAL EVENTS OF ALL. While History is very much in the opinion business, these are not up for debate, thank you very much, and if you think they are, I’ll tell you what, you’re wrong. 

			The other thing to consider in the study of History is the MEANWHILE. MEANWHILEs happen all the time, and it’s all too easy to forget a MEANWHILE when considering an event, as it usually happens when you’ve made your mind up about the darned thing. Forgetting a MEANWHILE is like when you forget someone’s anniversary – embarrassing and inexcusable and completely normal. 

			Summary

			So, in summary, we are going to start this survey of the Last Hundred Years (Give or Take) and All That in 1914 with the First World War (DOUBLEYOUDOUBLEYOU ONE) as a way of getting this thing going. It is The Big Bang, no pun intended. Anything before that is ancient History and/or subject to costume drama/adaptation.

			

			
				
					* It’s this kind of stuff that takes up so much of a historian’s time, time they could be spending finding out exactly who did start the Great Fire of London, things like that. 

				

				
					† If you find this book in the Geography section please return it to History or better still buy it and take it home and put it wherever you like, to be honest.

				

				
					‡ Thrill to the contents of a letter that may or not have … nope, I can’t get excited about it yet. 

				

				
					§ Yes, it happened, don’t be silly.

				

				
					¶ Two out of three of these are claimed by France. 

				

				
					** Churchill Churchill Churchill Churchill Churchill Churchill, Churchill Churchill Churchill Churchill Churchill; Churchill Churchill Churchill Churchill Churchill Churchill Churchill, Churchill.
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			DOUBLEYOUDOUBLEYOU ONE, 1914–18 
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			The Big Bang (literally)

			The First World War – though of course they didn’t know it was going to be called that at the time, and how could they? – was known as the Great War once it had become clear there was a great big war involving all of Europe’s big players. Reasons for this may seem obscure now but ‘great’ at the time was understood to mean ‘big, enormous, huge’. Not, as the kids might say these days, ‘sick’, which might also lead to similar misunderstandings generations later. 

			Having said that, there’s evidence that at the time people were thinking ‘Great, War!’ and not with a sarcastic reading. There are pictures of people gathering in Germany who seem well into it, to put it mildly, and the atmosphere in England in the summer of 1914 was not unlike that of the anticipation before a Cup Final, back when Cup Finals were something to anticipate rather than an anti-climactic formality, which was much more the feeling before WERWERTWO. 

			If you know about DOUBLEYOUDOUBLEYOU ONE at all, it’s most likely come to you via the medium of poems you had to do for GCSE or, if you’re really old like me, O-level. So when you hear that DOUBLEYOUDOUBLEYOU ONE was futile, it certainly wasn’t futile from the point of view of people who needed to fill up future English Lit lessons: indeed it was a godsend. The other primary source for many is Blackadder – the one in the trenches in case you were confused about that. 

			Without a doubt, the Great War is where all the trouble we find ourselves in right now got started, though at first glance that might not seem obvious. ‘It’s a long time ago; how could something that happened more than a hundred years ago be relevant?’ cry the dullard, dimwit and incurious. 

			But DOUBLEYOUDOUBLEYOU ONE is the cause of everything now, and so, like a forensic cop dusting down a cold-case crime scene, we are going to have to take a look at what caused it and whose DNA is all over it.

			Causes of DOUBLEYOUDOUBLEYOU ONE

			
					
Imperialism.†† Everyone wanted an empire, and that inevitably meant bumping into another empire when you tried to increase the size of yours, what with this era (and ours) pre-dating intergalactic flight. Everyone in Europe had had a go at carving up Africa and elsewhere; they all wanted a piece of the action. The British had the biggest empire at the time and to demonstrate their awesome might and power they had recently been involved in a long, protracted, expensive and bitter war with the Boers in South Africa that had got no one anywhere much. France had colonies all over the world, the Dutch too, Russia was basically an enormous empire, Germany had bits of Africa and Belgium had an empire in the Congo though they’d done what they could to kill everyone there, as if to make the point.

					
Prussian militarism. What this means is ‘the Germans’, but it’s a far smarter answer than just saying ‘the Germans’, and seeing as there’s no such place as Prussia‡‡ any more you won’t go upsetting anyone if you give it as your answer. But basically this means that the Germans, because of the Prussian Military Tradition, were totally up for a war, in a way that the French with their national hero Napoleon simply weren’t, nor the Russians with their enormous army, nor the British with their globe-spanning navy. It’s different, OK?§§


					
The Balkans. The Balkans were a part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which was beginning to come apart at the seams. There had been a war in the Balkans just before the First World War but for some reason that didn’t set everybody off, so you can’t rely on the Balkans too heavily as a cause even though (my italics, thank you very much) the triggering incident was the ASSASSINATION OF THE ARCHDUKE FRANZ FERDINAND by Gavrilo Princip in Sarajevo, which is in the Balkans (see page 19): basically everyone¶¶ was up for a scrap and the Balkans offered them the chance to jump at.

					
Industrialism. The previous century – the nineteenth, so the one with ‘18’ at the start, keep up – had seen the world discover the joys of factories, coal mines, steam turbines, mass production, urban labour, sweatshops and slums. This meant that If and When a war came, there’d be loads of factories to make stuff to fight with, heaps of steel to supply those factories and lots of ships and trains to get the stuff to other places where the fighting was in a way that hadn’t been available before. And you know what politicians are like – give them a chance to try something new and daft, and they’ll take it.

					
Arms race. The British Royal Navy was the most powerful and mighty navy in the world, by a long, long chalk. Any attempt by anyone else to build battleships was regarded by the British political establishment as deeply suspect. So, when Germany decided it fancied building more ships, Britain freaked out majorly and committed to building even more. This in turn made the Germans want to build more battleships, which made the British freak out still further … you get the picture. Thanks to industrialisation, everyone was arming themselves to the teeth. The problem with arms races is you end up with loads of arms. And they go bang too, which is exciting. The bangs were getting bigger and closer together as industrialisation and mechanisation came into play. The next war would be a biggie, everyone knew that, and consequently everyone thought it couldn’t happen. Even though they were perfectly happy to threaten to go to war.

					
Treaty obligations. Britain went to war because Germany invaded Belgium, in order to get into France, who were allies of Russia, who were allies of the Serbs who had killed an Austrian who was an ally of Germany so Germany invaded France via Belgium (and round we go again). Everyone had made promises to help each other out, based on the grounds that the promises would mean they never had to help each other out. When the British government did help Belgium out, everyone was astonished, not least the British government. The British had vowed to protect Belgian neutrality in 1839 and had probably forgotten all about it. The moral of this, if one can be found, is don’t make promises you don’t intend to keep, as someone is bound to remember.

					
Railway timetables. Stick with this one. The Germans in particular were very keen on the railways, and were really into their railway timetables. They used trains to get soldiers into where they were needed for battle and once the men were on a train that meant there would have to be a war. You know what it’s like when you have a train journey planned that means you have to change trains at Crewe or York or somewhere? Once the whole thing starts there’s no changing your mind. This was called ‘mobilisation’ and is something that made DOUBLEYOUDOUBLEYOU ONE much easier to start without too much care and deliberation. The Russians mobilised because they thought the Germans were going to mobilise who mobilised against the French before they could mobilise while Great Britain watched and waited and decided whether to mobilise. This is also a good, firm reason to be wary of train-spotters: just who are they spotting the trains for?

			

			 

			You can pick and choose from these Causes in any order, season to taste and see where you get to. But always open with Imperialism; it’ll save you a lot of bother, clever people will nod and say ‘of course’ and that’s what you’re after, to be honest.

			

			
				
					†† Imperialism is fantastically helpful when doing History, as it explains everything without you having to explain anything. When in doubt, this is your number-one cause of everything. Save yourself the bother of a long answer. Imperialism is your flexible friend too: it’s your number one CAUSE and can even double as an EFFECT as well. 

				

				
					‡‡ The very notion of Prussia was deemed too dangerous after WER­WERTWO for being a hotbed of Prussian-ness and was removed from the map.

				

				
					§§ The Prussian Military Tradition dates back to the time of Frederick the Great, who was called ‘the Great’ not because he was big, enormous or huge, but because he did big, enormous, huge stuff. They had a military academy, a professional officer corps and secret plans for invading France, the lot.

				

				
					¶¶ Mainly the Germans, see Cause 2, though I wouldn’t want to be so rude as to say it out loud. 
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			THE ASSASSINATION OF ARCHDUKE FRANZ FERDINAND 
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			Archduke Franz Ferdinand was the heir to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which was not unlike being one of those posh people who is set to inherit a stately home that’s had a fire in the east wing, the roof fall in and a massive tax bill. They’d rather not take the thing on but they have to. 

			Sporting an excellent moustache and spending his time being the middle-aged heir to the throne – which is never easy, waiting for your father to die so you can do your job – Franz Ferdinand spent his time travelling the world, shooting big game and worrying about what the Austro-Hungarian Empire should do next. There was a feeling that the empire was falling apart – a feeling based on the fact it was falling apart. Caught between the decaying Ottoman Empire and its glamorous neighbour, the newly unified Germany, next door, Vienna could see which way it might be headed, and also what it couldn’t ever be. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Historians disagree about what Franz Ferdinand’s actual politics were – liberal, conservative, Imperial consolidator, etc. – but the truth is the group who set about assassinating him, The Black Hand†††, weren’t that fussed what his politics were. He simply represented the empire‡‡‡ and they figured killing him would advance their cause of a unified and independent Serbia quite nicely. 

			The Black Hand got lucky. Franz Ferdinand and his wife Sophie had decided to take a tour of Sarajevo, waving from a motor car§§§ and generally showing the citizens of Sarajevo how much the empire loved them. The Archduke had been warned that this was a terrible idea given the strength of feeling about the empire in the city, but he went ahead anyway. Sometimes you just have to do your duty when you’re the heir to an empire that loathes you. 

			100 per cent all cock-up

			On the morning of 28 June 1914, the Archduke set off in a convoy that should convince you once and for all that the most powerful force in History is cock-up. Cock-up is much more powerful than conspiracy, every time, even in a case like this where there is an actual conspiracy involved. In fact, this is a good example of a conspiracy that was cocked up but that worked anyway. Ain’t life grand?! Apart from what this all led to, obviously. 

			Security during the motorcade was lax: the police got muddled as to which cars they should be in; it was a Sunday too so there were fewer of them on duty than on a weekday. So far so cocked up. But it gets better.

			The Black Hand had sent a team of assassins into Sarajevo to fix the Archduke – and make no mistake they had their very best men on it. Black Hand crack assassin Nedeljko Čabrinović got close to the Archduke’s car and threw a grenade that bounced in the wrong direction and exploded, damaging the next car along. It happens. Čabrinović duly took his cyanide, which didn’t work, and then threw himself in the river, which was less than a foot deep. We’ve all been there. 

			The Archduke then went to the city reception, bloodstained from the other car, and said something along the lines of, ‘So this is how you greet your rulers, with bombs, eh?!’ Er yeah, mate. They don’t like you. 

			You’d think that at this point Franz Ferdinand would have been hustled from the scene under a cape and put on the first armoured train back to Vienna – a lucky escape in the bag, huge sighs of relief all round and maybe a rethink on actually reading the risk assessment next time. But no. It was decided that after the reception the Archduke would visit the people wounded in the grenade attack, by driving there in the same open-topped motor car as earlier. 

			And it was here that cock-up goes into overdrive. Another Black Hand member, Gavrilo Princip, was waiting at a café on a corner with a pistol. As the motorcade came by it paused, held up because one of the cars had taken a wrong turn. Princip stepped forward and shot the Archduke and his wife, propelling his name into the History books for ever. The Archduke and his wife died not long after and it set in motion the series of declarations of war in the manner of murderous ninepins as follows:
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			Austria declared war on Serbia

			[image: ]

			Serbia’s ally Russia declared war on Austria

			[image: ]

			Austria’s ally Germany attacked Russia’s ally France via Belgium which Britain had promised to protect so long ago everyone had forgotten all about it

			[image: ]

			Britain declared war on Germany.

			 

			It also seems entirely reasonable when it’s put like that. What’s the fuss?

			

			
				
					*** NOT UP FOR DEBATE: THIS IS WHAT SETS EVERYONE OFF. Maybe they were looking for an excuse, but this is it.

				

				
					††† Proper subversive organisation name, that.

				

				
					‡‡‡ Imperialism!

				

				
					§§§ Cars were called motor cars back then because they were fiendishly modern and brand new.

				

			

		

	
		
			 

			THE WAR ITSELF 
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			Now, DOUBLEYOUDOUBLEYOU ONE is famously the War to End All Wars That Didn’t, so when studying it always be sure to remember that even though it failed to end all wars, and in spite of everyone saying it was futile, lots did actually change as a result of it happening. 

			DOUBLEYOUDOUBLEYOU ONE is famous for its trenches, mud (tons of it), barbed wire, machine guns, enormous puddles and No Man’s Land. While this book hasn’t got time to go into it in depth, the main thing about DOUBLEYOUDOUBLEYOU ONE is it was where the British and German soldiers who fought World War Two (WERWERTWO) got most of their ideas. 

			What were the different sides fighting for? While the governments said their pieces, it was the men on the front line whose motivation is perhaps more telling. 

			 

			
					The German soldiers wrote home about how they were doing their duty and protecting their country from being dominated by their overmighty Russian and French neighbours. 

					British soldiers wrote home about how they were doing their duty to protect their neighbours from overmighty Germany. Poor little Belgium! 

					Russian soldiers wrote home about how they needed protecting from the overmighty Russian crown, which couldn’t lead for vodka toffees (more on that later). 

					The French mailbag was doubtless little different, and in 1917 grumbling and disillusionment with the course of the war mutated into a gigantic mutiny that paralysed the French for a large part of that year. 

			

			 

			Pretty much everyone wrote home saying they were fighting the war to get the thing over with. 

			Suffice it to say a line of trenches soon ran from Switzerland (who’d wisely wanted nothing to do with any of this and, besides, mountains are easy to defend) down to the Channel coast. 

			On this so-called Western Front, things ebbed and flowed in 1914, didn’t much in 1915, did a bit in 1916, a bit more in 1917 and went completely bananas in 1918 – that year the Germans gave it one last heave that almost did for the British and the French but actually meant they ran out of steam and were then pushed back and soundly thrashed in what is called the Hundred Days that no one knows anything about nor wants to admit even happened, God I wanted to get that off my chest and no one cares. 

			The Somme

			The most famous battle of DOUBLEYOUDOUBLEYOU ONE is the Battle of the Somme. On the first day of the battle, huge losses were suffered by the British army, which was mainly made up of people who had joined up because they had no idea they were involved in a futile war. Life can be like that when you’re taking part in a historical event. You never know at the time if the part you’re in is significant or merely a contributory factor to the end result, and usually you never get to find out. 

			Certainly, the thousands of men who died at the Somme on the first day never got to find out that a hundred years later people would still be quarrelling about what happened that day and whether it was worth it. 

			The thing to remember about the Somme is that the British army had been thrown together very quickly and that actually Britain’s thing was having a huge navy and generally staying out of continental war. The army had expanded very rapidly since its original role as a global police force for fighting the likes of the Boers, and that core contingent had been almost completely wiped out in the first few months of the war in 1914. Having taken on millions of recruits very fast, the army had to train and equip them and adapt them to a new kind of warfare, which had descended not into a stalemate as such, but into attempts to break the stalemate. 

			Two new things had come to dominate the battlefield: the machine gun and barbed wire. As long as both sides had machine guns and barbed wire, no one was going anywhere much. The barbed wire would direct men to where the machine guns could kill them: any attack going over the top had to contend with being channelled into killing zones, and if the artillery failed to cut the wire, which happened all too often, men would be cut down. 

			In many ways it’s peculiar, given this, that the war only lasted four years and saw the Allies – joined by the Americans in 1917¶¶¶ – figure out how to break the deadlock, with creeping barrages, air forces, tanks and combined arms operations. All of these techniques were noted by keen German and British soldiers with a view to perfecting them on the off-chance that such a thing should ever happen again. Heaven forbid! This was the war to end all wars!

			Somme salient facts**** 

			When it comes down to it though, there are four things you need to know about the Battle of the Somme:

			 

			
					On 1 July 1916, the first day of the battle, 19,240 British soldiers were killed. This is, whichever way you look at it, an awful lot of people. Tens of thousands more were wounded. 

					The other thing you need to know is the Battle of the Somme then carried on until November of that year, so it’s not like Day One put anyone off. Many, many more were killed and injured. 

					Further south, the French at Verdun were doing even worse and regarded what happened there as a victory, proving that old adage that there’s always someone worse off than you are. 

					Though it seems churlish to bring this up, the Germans described the Somme as the graveyard of the German army. Not that it made them reconsider, either. 

			

			‘Lions led by donkeys’

			Along the line, you may have heard this expression about the British army during DOUBLEYOUDOUBLEYOU ONE. 

			The main thing is it sounds great and certainly makes it easier for us to feel rationally superior to the people from a hundred years ago who couldn’t figure out how on earth to get themselves out of the mess they’d landed themselves in. You know the deal: generals in chateaux avoiding the danger, even though in fact more generals died in the first war than in the second. Like it’s a competition. 
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