



[image: image]













[image: image]
















Copyright © 2023 by Goalhanger Podcasts Ltd.


Cover design by Pete Garceau


Cover illustrations © iStock/Getty Images


Cover copyright © 2023 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


PublicAffairs


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.publicaffairsbooks.com


@Public_Affairs


Originally published in the United Kingdom in 2023 by Bloomsbury Publishing


First US Edition: December 2023


Published by PublicAffairs, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The PublicAffairs name and logo is a registered trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


PublicAffairs books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For more information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Illustrations by Adam Doughty


Typeset by Ed Pickford


Library of Congress Control Number: 2023945562


ISBNs: 9781541704510 (hardcover), 9781541704527 (ebook)


E3-20231101-JV-NF-ORI
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: PublicAffairs logo]















Introduction









[image: image]











[image: image] Three years ago, I barely knew what a podcast was. Nor, when I rang Dominic to ask him if he would like to join me in doing one, did he seem any more clued-up than I was. We had both done radio, and so we naively assumed that the requirements would be much the same. Not a bit of it. When we met up to record our first episode in my daughter’s student flat in Oxford – this being midway between my house in London and Dominic’s hobbit hole in the Shire – we were terrible. We sat stiffly opposite each other, alternately delivering three-minute orations. Friends of the show, absolute lads, early twentieth-century German emperors wearing the wrong shoes at yachting regattas: all were notable by their absence. We might easily have given up there and then.


Another consideration as well might have pushed us to abandon our plans for a podcast. Our aim – settled on with an absurd display of overconfidence – was to cover as broad a swathe of history as we possibly could. But even were this ambition not to overwhelm us, would anyone be interested in what we had to say? On the plus side, it was clear that there was a huge audience for podcasts on the Second World War. I knew this because my brother, James, had started one with the comedian Al Murray, and it had been a storming success. We Have Ways of Making You Talk was pretty much the only podcast I had listened to before starting The Rest is History, and served as my direct inspiration. But neither Dominic nor I were specialists in the Second World War. The subjects we were interested in – the early Church! Pamphleteers of the 1640s! The premiership of Stanley Baldwin! – were often strikingly recherché. Exciting to us they might be, but they lacked the public profile of the Nazis.


But we needn’t have worried. The more we found our podcasting feet, the more we began to wonder whether perhaps we had underestimated the inherent fascination of history. Over the past three years, we have covered many of the subjects that resonate most with the public: the Nazis, of course, but also the Tudors, the Romans, the Vikings. Perhaps the greatest joy of doing the podcast, however, has been to find that there is no aspect of the past so obscure, so unfashionable, so lacking in profile that people will fail to find it interesting. It never crossed my mind, when we began doing the podcast, that we would end up doing shows on pigeons, or the career of General Gordon, or the Costa Rican civil war, yet all are subjects that have proven wildly popular with our listeners.


The topics I have most enjoyed doing on the podcast are not those with which I am most familiar, but those of which – before I started researching them – I was only vaguely aware. To feel a gathering rush of excitement while researching an aspect of history is truly one of life’s great pleasures. The Rest is History has given us the opportunity to experience it week after week after week. I am more grateful than I can say to our listeners for enabling us to share it with you all. This book serves as witness, I hope, to a hunch I had always had, but which doing the podcast has definitively confirmed for me: that the fascination of the past is infinite.


Tom
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[image: image] This isn’t, I suppose, your typical history book. In the pages that follow, you’ll read about a British political leader who plotted to feed his lover to alligators, a Prussian general who died in mid-pirouette in a ballerina’s tutu, a Brazilian emperor whose subjects mistook him for a banana and a French president whose amorous exploits earned him the nickname ‘Mr Three Minutes, shower included’.


You’ll find match reports from the World Cup of Prime Ministers, a synopsis of the rise and fall of Lady Jane Grey as performed by the cast of Succession, and an authoritative guide to cooking the Roast Beef of Old England. And you will, of course, find the definitive rundown of history’s Top Ten Eunuchs – the kind of content you’ll only get on The Rest is History.


When we embarked on our great odyssey through the centuries, none of this remotely crossed our minds. As Tom says, we barely knew what a podcast was, and we certainly didn’t know what we were doing. (And still don’t, you may well say.) Perhaps that’s one reason the podcast works: there aren’t any rules, so we invent our own. But that said, there’s really only one rule. It has to be fun – by which I mean it has to be interesting. Because if it’s not interesting, what’s the point?


Why has the podcast caught on? Not because of Tom’s talents as an impressionist, that’s for sure. My own explanation is that it’s a question of tone as much as content. When history appears in the news these days, it’s often as a subject of ferocious contestation. Statues pulled down, memorials ripped out, textbooks rewritten, hands wrung, brows furrowed – you know the drill. But we don’t go in for any of that.


We’re not blind to the violence and cruelty of the past, of course. We’ve covered plenty of dark chapters in The Rest is History. By and large, though, we try to approach the past with a sense of open-mindedness, curiosity and enthusiasm. We actually enjoy history – not something, in my experience, which is true of all historians. We love telling the stories of the people who lived and died before us, from the Victorian hero General Gordon to the Korean courtesan Hwang Jini. And we’re thrilled that we’ve inspired so many listeners, from schoolchildren to pensioners, who have just one thing in common. Like us, they all love history.


But we’re never in any doubt about our own role in the process. We’re not the stars. The real stars are the people we talk about: the Anglo-Saxon king who disgraced himself at his own coronation, the Cameroonian slave who became a tsarist general, the German students who defied the Nazi regime, the ordinary Danes who smuggled their Jewish neighbours to safety. We’ve had great fun telling their stories on the podcast, and – if anything – even more fun putting them down on paper.


And though you won’t have the pleasure of hearing my dulcet tones, this book does have two distinct advantages over the podcast. First, there’s absolutely no danger of you hearing Tom’s impression of Marilyn Monroe. And second, he doesn’t get to interrupt me. Hurrah!


And on that bombshell, I hope you enjoy it.


Dominic

















Top 10 Most Disastrous Parties in History
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No. 10


Date: 14 November 1908


Place: Donaueschingen Castle, Baden-Württemberg


Dramatis personae: Kaiser Wilhelm II; Prince Max von Fürstenberg; Count Dietrich von Hülsen-Haeseler


After a long day’s hunting, Count Dietrich von Hülsen-Haeseler, chief of the German Imperial Military Cabinet, returned with the Kaiser, a childhood friend, to their mutual friend Prince Max von Fürstenberg’s castle for a formal dinner.


At some point during the evening, Count von Hülsen-Haeseler, an archetypally beefy Prussian, left the room and returned, without explanation, wearing a pink tutu, ballet tights and a pink leotard. Having performed the ‘Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy’, the implausible ballerina twirled his final pirouette, keeled over and died of a heart attack. His rigor mortis made it very difficult to remove his tutu before burying him.


Just another vanilla evening in Baden-Württemberg?


No.


At a (big) push, one could claim catastrophic consequences for this single evening’s indiscretion.


Count von Hülsen-Haeseler had been charged by the Kaiser with cleaning up the Prussian High Command after a journalist’s allegations of a homosexual ring had led to a series of libel cases and high-profile suicides.


The result of all these shenanigans? A Kaiser determined to atone for his colleague’s effete failings by proving his manliness.


The result of that? The First World War.


And that was no party.
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No. 9


Date: May 2017


Place: The Fyre Festival, Great Exuma, the Bahamas


Dramatis personae: Billy McFarland, a fraudulent businessman; rapper Ja Rule; an associate of Pablo Escobar, a Colombian drug lord; some millennial Instagram influencers


In 2017 an entrepreneur called Billy McFarland decided to hire a rapper and some expensive Instagram influencers you might or might not have been influenced by, including Bella Hadid and Kendall Jenner, to promote a festival in the Bahamas billed as ‘the best in food, art, music and adventure’.


Guests, some of whom had paid up to £75,000 for a ticket, certainly had an adventure.


The organisers gave themselves less than two months to organise this festival of a lifetime. They lost their first-choice island after annoying the residents by using the name of a Colombian drug lord, whose henchman used to own the island, in order to drum up interest (the TV show Narcos was very popular in the US at the time). Their second-choice island had no hotel rooms left because a sailing regatta was taking place.


So 5,000 beautiful young people, who had all paid for their tickets in advance, turned up to discover a building site. They stayed in disaster-relief tents normally used for refugees, sleeping on damp mattresses. They ate a few cheese sandwiches. And then they were air-evacuated out again.


Everybody over the age of thirty-five enjoyed the schadenfreude more than anyone has ever enjoyed a festival (unless it’s a history festival).


McFarland was jailed for six years.
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No. 8


Date: 1698


Place: Deptford, south-east London


Dramatis personae: A young Peter the Great; John Evelyn; seventy soldiers; four dwarves; a cook; a priest; and a monkey


John Evelyn, a famous seventeenth-century diarist, sublet his London house to Admiral Benbow, who sublet it to Peter the Great, the six-foot-eight tsar who ruled Russia for forty-three years, gave his name to St Petersburg and continues to inspire Vladimir Putin.


Fed up with being gawped at while skating on the frozen Thames, Peter consoled himself with enormous parties in which his entourage consumed a colossal volume of spirits, burned all the furniture for firewood, used twenty-five paintings for target practice, smashed all the locks and doors, left the carpets and floors in ruins, broke 300 window panes and ruined all the hedges in the garden, which had taken Evelyn twenty years to grow, by crashing into them during drunken wheelbarrow races.


The wheelbarrows were smashed too.


In short, everyone got smashed. And so did everything.


Evelyn’s steward wrote to the owner, who sent Christopher Wren and the royal gardener round to assess the damage, which came to £350 and nine pence.1
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No. 7


Date: 9 August 1157


Place: Roskilde, Denmark


Dramatis personae: Sweyn III, Canute V, Valdemar I


In 1146 King Eric III of Denmark abdicated and retired to a monastery, earning him the sobriquet Eric the Wet or maybe Eric the Memorable. No one can quite remember.


This started the Danish equivalent of the Wars of the Roses, with the three competing candidates fighting each other for the next eleven years. At a council in Lolland, they decided to divide the kingdom into three, at which point Sweyn invited the other two kings to a party in Roskilde.


It was a classic trap. Sweyn told them he was just popping outside for a moment, leaving the other kings with his soldiers, at which point the ‘Blood Feast of Roskilde’ began. Canute was killed; Valdemar ran away, despite a wound in his thigh.


A few months later he returned with a big army and a better thigh, defeated Sweyn and became Valdemar the Great.


Moral of the story? Don’t go to a party with a Danish king.
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No. 6


Date: Spring 1811


Place: Cairo


Dramatis personae: Muhammad Ali Pasha; hundreds of Mamluks


Dynastic change in Islamic history often featured terrible parties. In 750 the Abbasids staged a successful revolution against the Umayyads, the first Islamic dynasty. Having killed Marwan II, the Umayyads’ last caliph, and fed his tongue to a cat, the Abbasids stabbed the remaining Umayyads, draped them with carpets and invited their friends round to eat sweetmeats to the sound of their dying groans.


Just over a thousand years later, a warlord called Muhammad Ali (not the boxer) seemed to take inspiration from this grisly party. Egypt had reverted to Ottoman rule and Muhammad Ali was sick of the Mamluks, the warrior elite who had governed Egypt for centuries.


He decided to hold his son’s birthday party in the Citadel in Cairo, a great excuse to invite hundreds of Mamluks. After feeding them well, he locked them in the steep, narrow passage between the fort and the lower gate and massacred them all.
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No. 5


Date: Early third century


Place: Rome?


Dramatis personae: Elagabalus, Roman emperor; his former friends


Elagabalus was very much a party animal. The first emperor reputedly to wear nothing but silk, he liked to dress up as Venus, recline on cushions filled with rabbit fur, feed his dogs on foie gras, swim in perfumed pools and ride a chariot drawn by women wearing bridles and bits.


He would cause HR a real headache in the 2020s.


He was also something of a japester, entertaining/annoying his friends by inviting them to massive banquets where their food was made out of wax or wood. One of his favourite tricks was locking his drunk, sleeping friends in a room with lions, leopards or bears, the beasts’ teeth removed to make them harmless. Some of his friends died of shock on awakening. The rest probably stopped being his friends.


He’s not the sort of person you’d want to organise a stag party.


Anyway, the party that sneaks in at number five is one in which he supposedly suffocated his guests with rose petals, sourced from the French Riviera in the dead of winter, falling from the ceiling.2




The party would feature even higher on the list if it were thought likely that it actually happened.


Coincidentally, Elagabalus was murdered, aged eighteen.
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No. 4


Date: 24 November 1440


Place: Edinburgh Castle


Dramatis personae: James II of Scotland (aged ten); William Douglas (aged sixteen); his younger brother, David Douglas


The Douglas family was one of the most powerful of the lowland families in the late Middle Ages, having come to prominence during the Scottish Wars of Independence.


While the young Earl of Douglas was happily eating dinner with his brother and King James II of Scotland, servants suddenly wheeled in a black bull’s head, a symbol of death. The two teenage Douglas brothers were dragged out, put through a show trial and promptly beheaded.


‘The Black Dinner’, which had been organised by the brothers’ jealous great-uncle, inspired a poem by Walter Scott and the ‘Red Wedding’ scene in Game of Thrones.


‘No matter how much I make up, there’s stuff in history that’s just as bad, or worse,’ said George R. R. Martin, the author (of the novel A Game of Thrones, not Walter Scott’s poem).
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No. 3


Date: 28 January 1393


Place: Paris


Dramatis personae: Charles VI; Isabeau of Bavaria (his wife); Huguet de Guisay


One day in 1392, following a funny turn in the woods in which he started attacking his own family and friends, Charles VI of France was taken to Paris and nursed back to a precarious kind of health over the winter. This health regime included an endless series of parties, which they thought would cheer him up.


And what better excuse for a party than a third wedding? On 28 January 1393 Charles’s wife, Isabeau, was celebrating the latest nuptials of one of her favourite ladies-in-waiting. As was the custom for a second or third (or fourth) wedding, the behaviour was particularly riotous.


Among the guests was a particularly unpleasant man called Huguet de Guisay. One of his favourite party tricks was to force a servant onto the floor, place his spurred boot on his back and shout: ‘Bark, dog, bark’ – rather like the ‘boar on the floor’ scene in Succession.


This night Huguet decided it would be fun to dress up as a tree. So six of them, including the king, donned masks, coated themselves in highly flammable pitch, added branches and twigs, and rushed into the room where the queen and her lady-in-waiting were celebrating the nuptials.


All went well until the king’s brother, the tipsy Duke of Orléans, came in holding a torch. A spark caught the pitch on one of the revellers. Whoosh! The queen screamed because she knew one of the masked, dancing trees was her husband. Charles’s aunt, the Duchess of Berry, who was only fifteen, threw her colossal skirt over her nephew to protect him from the flames. Another dancer, the Sieur de Nantouillet, survived by jumping into a vat of wine.


The others, who went up like candles, were not so lucky. One died on the spot. Two lingered for two days before dying of their burns. De Guisay lasted a third day before succumbing. When his coffin was taken through the streets of Paris, everyone shouted out, ‘Bark, dog, bark.’
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No. 2


Date: 30 May 1896


Place: Khodynka Field, outskirts of Moscow


Dramatis personae: Nicholas and Alexandra, the last Tsar and Tsarina of Russia; thousands of downtrodden Muscovites


Following the coronation of Nicholas and Alexandra in May 1896, there were huge public festivities to celebrate the latest Romanov tsar. On 29 May the rumour went around Moscow that the people would be showered with gifts at a party on the outskirts of Moscow: a bread roll, a piece of sausage, some gingerbread and a commemorative cup containing a gold coin.


In Moscow in 1896, that was the modern-day equivalent of a free Tesla.


By dawn on the morning of the party, there were thousands of people streaming into a field, the police presence far too small to control them. And then a rumour started to circulate that the pretzels and beer were running out.


The excited crowd stampeded towards the stalls, falling into ditches in the ragged and pitted field. Others fell on top of them. At least 1,200 were crushed to death; as many as 20,000 were badly injured.


By the time the tsar and tsarina turned up at 2 p.m., all the dead and dying had been taken away, allowing the couple to enjoy the rest of the party in peace, followed by an evening ball with the French ambassador.


It was an ill omen for the last Tsar of Russia, who quickly gained the nickname ‘Bloody Nicholas’. No scriptwriter could imagine a scene better calculated to reveal an uncaring, aloof elite and a downtrodden, oppressed majority.
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Joint winners


Iran might not seem the obvious first choice as party capital of the world, but there were two blowouts in Persepolis (the ceremonial capital of the Achaemenid Empire, not the popular Persian restaurant on Peckham High Street in London) which justify its billing at the top of the rankings.


Date: 330 BC


Dramatis personae: Alexander the Great


Alexander features in many disastrous parties: he was almost killed at the wedding of his father, Philip, who in turn was later assassinated at Alexander’s sister’s wedding.


But the one that tops our list took place in 330 BC, after Alexander had defeated the Persians in three great battles, culminating in the Battle of Gaugamela and the flight of Darius III. Persepolis symbolised the heart of the Persian dynasty, the ideal location to mark Alexander’s new status as King of Persia.


Riotously drunk and spurred on by a courtesan, Alexander decided to torch the place, destroying magnificent palaces, centuries of art and religious writings – and leaving one of the finest cities in the world in ruins.


Date: October 1971


Dramatis personae: Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the Shah of Iran; Princess Anne; Haile Selassie, Emperor of Ethiopia; Josip Broz Tito, President of Yugoslavia; Imelda Marcos, First Lady of the Philippines; Nicolae Ceaușescu, President of the State Council of Romania; Mobutu Sese Seko, President of Zaire


Fast-forward more than 2,000 years and Persepolis was again the venue for what the Guinness Book of Records claims to be the most extravagant banquet in history. In order to celebrate the 2,500th anniversary of the founding of the Persian Empire by Cyrus the Great, the last Shah of Iran hosted a jamboree that included a sound and light show, 10,000 plates decorated in turquoise and gold and a guest list of notorious dictators (and Princess Anne).


The shah’s opponents later exaggerated the scale of the party’s extravagance, using it to paint a metaphor of a hubristic, demented, aloof madman. It did the trick. The shah was deposed by the Iranian Revolution within a decade, leading to the rise of ayatollahs less prone to host extravagant parties attended by British royals.


Persepolis is now a UNESCO World Heritage site – and not available for events.
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Put all these parties together, and they make the downfall of Boris Johnson, ambushed by a birthday cake and a chancellor early for a meeting, appear quite tame in comparison.


Footnotes




1 The bill was duly paid by the offenders. According to the Bank of England’s calculator, £350 in 1698 is the equivalent of £48,296 in February 2023, at the time of writing – a sum widely forecast to be £480,296 by February 2024. 







2 A scene made famous by Lawrence Alma-Tadema’s 1888 painting The Roses of Heliogabalus.
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In the summer of 1483, two young princes, the sons of Edward IV, were locked up in the Tower of London by their uncle, Richard III – and never seen again. This medieval whodunnit has inspired everyone from Shakespeare to George R. R. Martin, author of A Game of Thrones.


Now it’s your turn.


Dramatis personae


Henry VI, the final Lancastrian king


Born in 1421 and king within a year, Henry founded Eton College, but lost Normandy, his authority – and then his mind. Unable to prevent the thirty-year Wars of the Roses with the House of Plantagenet’s rival Yorkist faction, he was deposed and imprisoned twice – in 1461 and 1471. Henry was finally killed by Edward IV, his Yorkist rival, during his second imprisonment.


Edward IV, father of the murdered princes


The only English king apart from Ethelred II to rule twice (if we discount Henry IV Parts I and II), Edward IV was the grandfather of Henry VIII, with whom he shared a love of roistering, slaughtering and hard drinking.1 He defeated the House of Lancaster at Towton in 1461, the bloodiest battle ever fought on English soil, but endangered his future kingdom with a controversial marriage and a sudden death that led directly to the murder of his two sons.




Elizabeth Woodville, mother of the murdered princes


As a usurper of the throne when he first came to power in 1461, Edward IV was urged to take a French wife to cement his position, but annoyed everyone in 1464 (especially the Earl of Warwick, who led a Lancastrian rebellion against him) by marrying a widowed Lancastrian commoner instead.2 Regardless, his marriage to Elizabeth Woodville was a happy one, producing ten children, including two sons.




Richard of Shrewsbury, the younger murdered son


Edward and Elizabeth’s younger son had a short, eventful life. Born in Shrewsbury in 1473, he married the Countess of Norfolk when he was five (she was also five, making it slightly less weird). He was widowed aged seven, murdered (probably) aged nine and played by Brian Blessed in a counterfactual episode of the first series of Blackadder, in which he survived and became king.


Edward V, the older murdered son


Born in November 1470, while his father was in exile, Edward became Prince of Wales on his father’s return in 1471. Eager to ensure that his son turned out less of a roisterer than his old man, Edward forbade anyone in the household from being a ‘brawler, backbiter, common hazarder, adulterer or user of words of ribaldry’. And young Edward appears to have enjoyed an idyllic childhood at Ludlow castle, tutored by his maternal uncle, Anthony Woodville.


Anthony Woodville (Lord Rivers), the boys’ nice uncle


Anthony Woodville, the queen’s brother, was an ideal tutor to Edward V: virtuous, learned and very good at knocking people off horses. Unfortunately, he ended up arrested, imprisoned and beheaded by his tutee’s paternal uncle, Richard, Duke of Gloucester.


Richard, Duke of Gloucester (Richard III), the boys’ nasty uncle and prime suspect


Small, slight and afflicted by scoliosis (although not the withered-armed, horse-searching, full-blown hunchback described by Shakespeare), Edward IV’s youngest brother was a serious, pious and ambitious man who ruled much of the north of England. Portrayed by theatrical knights from Laurence Olivier to Alec Guinness to Antony Sher to Ian McKellen, he was the final Plantagenet king, reigning for only two years until he lost at Bosworth to Henry Tudor.


George, Duke of Clarence, the boys’ dead uncle


‘False, fleeting, perjured Clarence’, according to Shakespeare – and he wasn’t exaggerating this time. The Duke of Clarence was a classic middle child, like Fredo in The Godfather: he allied with the Earl of Warwick against Edward IV in 1469, reconciled in 1471 when his eldest brother turned out to be a winner and started scheming against him again in 1476 after a dispute about whom he married. If Clarence hadn’t been executed in 1478, supposedly drowned in a vat of Malmsey wine, he would probably have been another prime suspect for the murder of his two nephews five years later.


Henry Stafford, the Duke of Buckingham, Richard III’s friend and another prime murder suspect


A big landowner in the Welsh Marches and a childhood friend of Richard III, the ambitious Duke of Buckingham was married to Catherine Woodville, one of the queen’s sisters, and claimed ancestry from Edward III.3 He ended up beheaded in what became the lingerie department of Debenhams in Salisbury.4




Henry Tudor (Henry VII)


The Lancastrian scion of an obscure Welsh squire who had married a former French queen, Henry Tudor was the ultimate beneficiary of the princes’ deaths. Having defeated Richard III at Bosworth in 1485, he seized the throne and married the princes’ sister, Elizabeth of York, thereby uniting the two families and ending the Wars of the Roses.
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Key evidence – a timeline


1483 was a busy year. Here are the key events to help you solve the murder mystery.


9 April – Edward’s emetic Easter end 


Edward IV had always enjoyed a good binge, but in the 1480s he got enormously fat, started taking emetics so he could wolf down six courses instead of three and eventually keeled over, probably from a stroke. Unlike his grandson, Henry VIII, who died quite slowly, giving families like the Seymours time to get their ducks (and their Edward VIs) in a row, no one was quite prepared, leading to a frantic few weeks that make Succession look pretty pedestrian by comparison.


The council met and agreed to the coronation of Edward V on 4 May. But aged twelve, he was too young to rule in his own right for another four years. Who would have access to him in the meantime?5


29 April – Richard’s your (top) uncle


On 29 April, Richard, Duke of Gloucester, and Anthony Woodville, the young princes’ uncles on opposite sides of the family, met in Northampton for the worst family gathering until the Zoom Christmas of 2020.


Woodville, Edward V’s tutor, was arrested the following morning by Richard’s men and executed on trumped-up charges within two months. Neither Edward, who loved his tutor, nor the council, who saw which way the wind was blowing, believed Richard, Duke of Gloucester, but they were too weak to stop him.


Thus emboldened, Richard postponed Edward V’s coronation until 22 June and put him and his nine-year-old brother in the Tower of London for safekeeping. Then he delayed the coronation again until November.


22 June – The sermon without the platitudes


Instead of a coronation on 22 June, the people were treated to a sermon by the theologian Ralph Shaa, who argued that Edward IV was illegitimate. In other words, Richard was indirectly accusing his own mother of loose morals. For good measure, Shaa added that Edward IV was already married to someone else (conveniently, this first ‘wife’ was dead by this point and so couldn’t speak), making his marriage to Elizabeth Woodville and their two sons illegitimate.6


On 25 June the princes were declared illegitimate, paving the way for Richard to be crowned on 6 July.


6 July – Short live King Richard


Unsurprisingly, neither Elizabeth Woodville nor Edward V turned up to Richard III’s coronation, although clothes, spurs and horses had been ordered for the twelve-year-old, suggesting that Richard had considered parading him publicly as the ultimate affirmation of the new regime.


Within a month of Richard’s coronation, there was a failed attempt to rescue the two boys and stage a pro-Woodville countercoup.


The boys themselves were last glimpsed practising archery during that summer at the Tower of London, a royal palace as much as it was a prison complex. They are believed to have been smothered by pillows, poisoned or even drowned in a vat of Malmsey like their other uncle, the Duke of Clarence.
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The verdict


Whodunnit? 


Cui bono?


Here are five theories.


1. Buckingham killed them in secret


Rewarded as Constable of England after Richard III’s coronation, but still hungry for more, the ambitious Buckingham probably had motive and opportunity to access the Tower and murder the two young princes.7




However, Richard never pinned the blame on his old friend – even when the perfect opportunity presented itself. When an increasingly disillusioned Buckingham joined a plot in the autumn of 1483 to place Henry Tudor on the throne, leading to his arrest and execution, Richard didn’t seize the moment to accuse his treacherous, beheaded corpse.


2. Henry Tudor had them killed


Some very ardent Ricardians, seeking to reinterpret his legacy after 500 years of opprobrium, claim that Henry Tudor – or Margaret Beaufort, his mother – was involved in some way. As the last living claimant from the House of Lancaster – and the first Tudor monarch, who married the dead princes’ sister – he came out of the whole sordid affair smelling of (Yorkist and Lancastrian) roses.


However, Henry VII’s genuine panic when challenged by impersonators of the ‘surviving’ princes suggests that he didn’t have a hand in their deaths.


Notable pretenders during his reign included Lambert Simnel, who claimed to be Richard of Shrewsbury, the murdered nine-year-old, and then changed his mind and became the Earl of Warwick, the son of the Duke of Clarence; and Perkin Warbeck, who did it the other way round, claiming to be the Earl of Warwick first and Richard later.8




3. Edward V lived a long, quiet life in a village in Devon, leaving clues for posterity on his tomb


This is a theory advanced by the Missing Princes Project, partly run by the writer Philippa Langley, who discovered the bones of Richard III under a car park in Leicester in 2012.


Edward’s mother, they argue, made and renewed a deal with two ruthless men, Richard III and Henry VII, allowing Edward to live out his days in Devon as plain old ‘John Evans’, as long as he kept quiet about it. Aged forty-one, Mr Evans built his own chantry, apparently scattering it with clues about his real identity, including a rare stained-glass (self) portrait of Edward.


What are the first two letters of Evans? EV. Edward V.


4. Richard had them killed


Shakespeare certainly thought so, portraying a conniving, scheming uncle who had planned the murder for years, cementing his reputation as one of England’s worst kings.9 Richard was certainly the person who stood to benefit the most from the princes’ deaths – and he was unable to produce them when rumours about their murder began to spread.




A more sympathetic reading of Richard is that he was born into a frightening, risky and dangerous business and felt that events had left him no option but to remove this deadly threat to his livelihood – a young king whose sympathies lay entirely with his rivals.


5. No one knows


One of the reasons that this cold case continues to fascinate more than half a millennium later is that no one can be absolutely sure that Richard was the murderer.


Another reason is that the case isn’t entirely cold. In addition to the bones of Richard III dug up in Leicester, several skeletons of his young nephews have been discovered over the years. In 1674, bones were found in the Tower, identified as the two boys and buried in Westminster Abbey by Charles II. However, when re-examined in 1933, they were found to be incomplete skeletons, which included animal bones.


Perhaps the genuine article will turn up during Charles III’s reign, in another car park.


Footnotes




1 Edward IV was six foot four inches’ tall, an exceptional height for someone in the fifteenth century. His portrait bears a distinct facial resemblance to David Cameron.







2 Thank goodness times had (almost) changed when Prince William married Kate Middleton 547 years later.









3 Less impressive than it sounds. Edward III had eight sons and five daughters, their different factions taking sides in the War of the Roses. According to the geneticist Adam Rutherford, if you were born in, say, the 1970s in Britain, with a predominantly British ancestry, it’s virtually impossible that you’re not related to Edward III.











4 Sadly, it has now closed. 









5 The experience of the most recent Lord Protector didn’t bode well. Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, who had played that role to the young Henry VI, died in custody, accused of treason, while his wife was imprisoned for witchcraft. 









6 These slurs built on Lancastrian rumours that had accompanied the coup against Edward IV in 1470.









7 This is the thesis of Paul Murray Kendall, one of Richard III’s best-regarded biographers.









8 Simnel was pardoned as he was only ten when Yorkist forces fought in his name and later gained employment in the royal kitchens. Warbeck was hanged in his twenties. Interestingly, no one attempted to impersonate Edward V, probably because he was too well known at the age of twelve. 









9 King John, the other monarch with a comparably awful reputation, also stood accused of murdering his nephew. 


















How Pigeons Won the War – and Lost the Peace
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Pigeons have bad PR. When Ken Livingstone was Mayor of London, he dubbed them ‘flying rats’ and spent almost £350,000 on hawks to disperse them from Trafalgar Square.1 Little did he know that they more than deserve their place of honour in military history alongside the more famous bronze occupants of the square.




These are some of the highlights of the long and glorious history of collaboration between man and pigeon.


Father, son and holy pigeon


A pigeon is actually a type of dove – which has a much better reputation than the pigeon, partly thanks to the Bible. It is a dove that brings news of land back to Noah in Genesis 8,2 and a dove that appears in the gospels as a symbol of the Holy Spirit during Jesus’s baptism.




But it’s not just Christianity that reveres the humble pigeon. A symbol of peace, chastity and faithful monogamy, pigeons also appeared in Egyptian and Greek mythology: pigeon offerings were made to Aphrodite (just as they are to Nelson’s column and other statues in Trafalgar Square).


 The Ancient Olympics featured the symbolic release of doves, a ceremony reproduced in modern times until three of them were incinerated by the Olympic flame in Seoul in 1988.
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He came, he saw, he released a pigeon


As Trafalgar Square tourists know, pigeons are sociable birds that are unafraid of humans. This makes them relatively easy to domesticate, should you so wish. The relationship between man and pigeon has a 5,000-year history, starting with the Egyptians, who would send them round the country with warning messages whenever the Nile was about to flood.


No one is quite sure how this homing instinct works. It might have something to do with the sun or the Earth’s magnetic field – but one thing is certain: food is a key motivator, just as it is with modern teenagers. The best pigeons have a range of over 600 miles, which is twice as far as most Teslas (and twenty-five times further than Elon Musk’s SpaceX Starship rocket).


By 50 BC, Romans were fascinated with homing pigeons. According to Pliny, a pair were sold around this time for 400 denarii, twice the annual pay of a legionary. And it wasn’t long before military commanders realised that this expensive symbol of peace could be even more useful as a tool of war, especially if the ground over which you needed to transmit a message was held by an opponent.


Julius Caesar used pigeons in Gaul to send messages between different parts of his army, while at the Battle of Mutina in 43 BC, General Decimus Brutus sent messages to help him break the siege.


Almost two millennia later, in 1870, pigeons were used in a similar way during the siege of Paris. When Prussian troops encircled the city, the French released pigeons from hot-air balloons to deliver over a million messages in and out of the capital.


By that time, pigeon racing had entered the popular consciousness as a sport, especially among the aristocracy (by the mid-twentieth century, it had become a working-class sport, referred to as the poor man’s horse racing). Pigeon racing was especially popular in Belgium, where Paul Julius Reuter, the founder of the news agency, started using pigeons in the 1850s to carry news between Brussels and Germany because it was faster than any other means.
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The pigeon goes forth


By 1914, the pigeon was an integral part of modern warfare. As Major-General Fowler, Chief of Signals and Communications of the British Army, wrote at the end of the First World War: ‘If it became necessary immediately to discard every line and method of communications used on the front, except one, and it were left to me to select that one method, I should unhesitatingly choose the pigeons. When the battle rages and everything gives way to barrage and machinegun fire, to say nothing of gas attacks and bombings, it is to the pigeon that we go for succour.’


This helps to explain the famous episode in which Captain Blackadder is court-martialled for shooting Speckled Jim, General Melchett’s beloved pigeon.


In the final year of the war, a famous American pigeon called Cher Ami played a key role in the liberation of the US Army’s 77th Division. Shelled unwittingly by their own side, they were desperate to get a message out. But they had only three pigeons left. The first was shot and killed by the Germans. The second met the same fate. The third, Cher Ami, was also shot, but it flew on, gravely wounded, and made it back to base. It lost a leg and was blinded, but it was awarded the Croix de Guerre.


Although denied full military honours, Cher Ami is still stuffed and displayed in the Smithsonian Institution in Washington DC.
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Le pigeon de résistance


Pigeons were still going strong in the Second World War, a conflict we tend to associate with more advanced technology, such as bouncing bombs, U-boats and nuclear weapons.


When British intelligence networks collapsed after the rapid Nazi takeover of Western Europe in 1940, they were desperate to know what was going on in the occupied territories. Pigeons – which are able to average 60 mph over a six-hour period of non-stop flight – offered the ideal solution.


MI14, Subsection D, a lesser-known sibling of MI5 and MI6, persuaded the RAF to drop pigeons into France, Belgium and the Netherlands. Strapped to the pigeons’ legs were canisters with questions such as: ‘What are the German troop deployments in the area?’ Or ‘How good is the BBC coverage?’


Some of the pigeons got eaten by hungry French farmers.


Others, however, were returned home with hugely useful intelligence, including the location of German radar stations and V-2 launch sites. One Catholic priest, who had learned calligraphy in China, managed to write in such a tiny script that his report generated twelve pages of useful information. This was shown to Churchill, a huge fan of such derring-do, who believed it embodied the spirit of resistance.


During the war, the British government deployed almost 250,000 avian heroes. Among these, the most famous was Winkie, one of many pigeons placed in planes by the RAF in case the crew had to ditch and the radio didn’t work. One day, Winkie returned home, covered in oil from a crash, without a message. The loft owner managed to work out the coordinates of the downed plane on the basis of the pigeon’s time and speed.


After all the crew were rescued, Winkie was given a medal and invited to a dinner at the RAF, where there was no pigeon on the menu.
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Licence to falcon


The Nazis also tried to use pigeons against Britain, causing a huge scare – and an embarrassing U-turn.


At the beginning of the war, MI5 set up a Falcon Destruction Unit, their only division with a licence to kill. Their concern was that falcons on the south coast would intercept and kill British pigeons returning home with vital intelligence. While driving round the cliffs of Britain trying to kill these falcons, one of the MI5 officers in the unit fell off a cliff to his own death.


Later in the war, there were reports of Nazi pigeons flying fast over the Isles of Scilly. To counter this, MI5 decided they needed a falcon unit after all to intercept these winged interlopers. They sent a team to the Isles of Scilly to train some of the falcons they hadn’t already killed. But although the falcons were willing learners, they were unable to distinguish between an evil, goose-stepping Nazi pigeon and a plucky British one.


The only pigeons killed by the falcons were, unfortunately, British.
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The Chinese Pigeons’ Liberation Army


Britain held a Joint Intelligence Subcommittee meeting on pigeons after the Second World War, examining whether pigeons could still have a role in the atomic age. Could they, for example, fly through radioactive clouds?


However, as with so many things in the post-war era, it was the USA who stole a march on the British, dropping pigeons strapped to tiny cameras over the USSR.


Today, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army is apparently training 10,000 carrier pigeons in case a cyberattack takes out their communications. When Gordon Corera, the BBC’s security correspondent and author of Secret Pigeon Service, asked intelligence sources in Britain if they were similarly prepared, he was met with blank stares.


Perhaps Britain should add ‘the Pigeon Gap’ to its long list of worries about Chinese ascendancy in the twenty-first century.


Footnotes






1 The hawks killed 130 pigeons, equating to a cost of £2,729 per dead pigeon. 









2 One of the few times that Game of Thrones is historically inaccurate is when they use ravens to communicate instead of pigeons.


















How to Make an Eighteenth-Century British Rosbif
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The eighteenth century saw an enormous British backlash against French cooking and its associations with anything perceived as vaguely cosmopolitan, corrupt or urban. In a century in which Britain was regularly at war with France,1 some Brits sought solace in a strange form of beefy, patriotic nostalgia, setting up ‘beefsteak clubs’, painting pictures and singing songs about good old British beef.


Even the cookbooks had no-nonsense, political overtones. The most famous book of the era was Hannah Glasse’s The Art of Cookery Made Plain and Easy, in which the author warned against rich, expensive, unhealthy and unpatriotic French food. Published in 1747, it is still in print today.


Here, then, is what a recipe for eighteenth-century British rosbif ‘might’ have looked like.
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Sourcing your beef


Your beef will, of course, be local, organic and able to trace its lineage back to Anglo-Saxon times. Compared to other European countries, England has always been rich in green, verdant lowlands, perfect for milk, butter and beef.


Your cow’s illustrious ancestors might well have been eaten by Henry VII (he founded the Yeoman Warders of the Tower of London, commonly known as Beefeaters) or have inspired a scene in Shakespeare’s Henry V in which a Frenchman, facing the English before the Battle of Agincourt, speaks of an enemy raised on ‘great meals of beef and iron and steel’, who ‘eat like wolves and fight like devils’.


Don’t add any iron or steel to your beef. The steel comes from within.
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Cooking your beef


In France or Italy they might fry or braise or stew their meat. That way lies revolution, madness – and abstract nouns about brotherhood.


In England we roast our beef, which is why the French, out of envy, call us Les rosbifs, and we, out of disgust, call them ‘the Frogs’.


Find an open fire and preheat it to around 2,000 degrees Fahrenheit (gas mark 20). Roast the beef for several hours, rotating it by hand, if you have the time; by treadmill, if you have a dog; or by a snazzy, weight-operated meat jack, if you’re an early adopter.2




Do NOT attempt to make a fancy stock or a sauce. Ragoût and fricassée have useful, funny symbols in their words to warn you that they are not English. Steer well clear.


The meat’s own gravy was good enough for the Tudors, and it’s good enough for you. Voltaire, who was not English, said that the English have a hundred different religions but only one sauce – but this is infinitely preferable to having a hundred different sauces (or cheeses) and only one religion.


You can, if you like, add some English mustard, mixed with horseradish and vinegar to make it (and you) stronger. The French mix theirs with cream, making it (and them) mellow and mild.


And wrong.
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Accompanying your beef


The French have an extraordinary habit of serving their meat with something called ‘vegetables’. Avoid.


Even more strangely, they separate sweet and savoury into different courses. This explains why the French are sour and objectionable – and why we so often have a beef with them.


The correct way to serve a pudding is, of course, alongside your roast.3 You can shove whatever you like into your pudding – steak and kidney, suet, mincemeat. You choose. This is England, after all, the country of English liberty, which is much better than the French sort, which leads to snails, frogs’ legs – and the guillotine.
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A side order of liberty


You might want to enjoy your beef in the comfort of your home/castle, washed down with English ale or port from Portugal, our oldest ally. Don’t be tempted by unfortified French wines. They’re weak for a reason.


Alternatively, you may wish to venture out and about to share your roast with other like-minded souls. Avoid (most of) London. It is a place of ‘malignant growth, where courtiers and placemen, pimps and fops, pastry cooks and hairdressers unite to drain the country of its wealth’.4




Look carefully around Soho, however, and you might find a beefsteak club. The most famous of these dining clubs, set up in 1735, is the Sublime Society of Beef Steaks, which meets above the Covent Garden Theatre and counts the future George IV, Dr Johnson and Hogarth among its members. Hogarth was fond of depicting beef in his paintings. The Gate of Calais, later renamed O, the Roast Beef of Old England, showed ragged, skeletal French soldiers looking longingly at a huge side of beef being transported to an English-owned tavern. The Invasion, painted during the Seven Years’ War, showed a Frenchman roasting frogs over a fire to snack on.


They lost the war.


To enter the club, you’ll need a special blue coat, a waistcoat with brass buttons declaring ‘Beef and liberty’ and a silver medal depicting a gridiron.


After dinner, you might want to digest your food by watching a good old English play or musical – not an opera; they are sung in the wrong language.5 Before the show, you might well find yourself in a group singalong of Henry Fielding’s song ‘O, the roast beef of old England’.6




And so to bed, as Samuel Pepys, the great seventeenth-century diarist and naval administrator (and probably a beef-eater) liked to put it.


You can sleep easy tonight. You have become the very embodiment of John Bull, the English caricature created by a cheeky Scotsman in 1712 and later adopted by the English themselves – stout, sceptical and holding a tankard and a beefsteak in your hands.


There is no way those skinny, idealistic, cruel, rationalist French Jacobins can pierce the bluff armour of your beefy, button-straining Union Jack waistcoat.
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Twenty-first-century leftovers


Eighteenth-century beef goes off quickly, so it is best served hot.


After the defeat of Napoleon and his revolutionary ideals in 1815, beef lost its association with English liberty. Most of the beefsteak clubs had wound up by 1867, although Hawskmoor, the splendid British steakhouse chain with branches in New York and Chicago, still retains the logo ‘Beef and Liberty’.


There are some other interesting recent echoes of the eighteenth century. Ian Botham, the 1980s cricketer, was a paradigmatic John Bull figure, smiting foreigners, behaving badly and struggling with his weight. His nickname? Beefy.


And was it a coincidence that Lord Botham was a supporter of a beefy Brexit in 2016, juxtaposed with a largely cosmopolitan Remainer-voting cohort, keener on avocado on toast, oat milk – and Veganuary?


‘Beef and liberty?’ Now there’s a missed opportunity for yet another three-word slogan by the heirs of the Leave campaign.














Footnotes






1 Historians sometimes call this period the Second Hundred Years’ War. It lasted 126 years, from 1689 to 1815, ten years longer than the first Hundred Years’ War, which was fought for 116 years, from 1337 to 1453.









2 Dr Johnson, the physical embodiment of a beef-eater, grew up in a home in Lichfield with a meat jack. He’ll be back for seconds later in this chapter. 









3 Haggis, the skin-wrapped Scottish dish, is in some ways the original ‘pudding’. It, too, became a political battleground in the eighteenth century, denigrated by the English after the Jacobite rebellions and reclaimed by Burns in his famous poem of 1786. 









4 Quoted in Ben Rogers’s wonderful book, Beef and Liberty. Robert Walpole, the first prime minister, and subsequent Whig grandees such as the Pelham family, who dominated politics in the 1740s and 1750s, were widely viewed as corrupt, greedy, aloof members of a metropolitan elite who would have gobbled up all the tofu if they knew what it was. 









5 The Spectator and the Tatler both campaigned vigorously against opera – and in favour of beef.











6 First composed by Fielding for a 1730s play, The Grub Street Opera, the words were given a catchier tune by a friend later in the eighteenth century and widely sung in theatres. This snippet gives you a flavour of the content: ‘When mighty roast beef was the Englishman’s food / It ennobled our veins and enriched our blood / Our soldiers were brave and our courtiers were good / O, the roast beef of old England, and old English roast beef.’ The same tune (without the words, sadly) is played at formal dinners of the United States Marine Corps.
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