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TR: To Jules & Nicholas


– our antidotes




Introduction


by Alexander Parker & Tim Richman


AS A BOY GROWING UP IN BRITAIN in the 1980s, Alexander never really understood the value of history. That particular revelation came during a memorable year spent on the Zulu War battlefields of KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa in 1994. There, a historian and storyteller of some legend by the name of David Rattray illustrated the power of history by making him feel its discernible presence in present-day lives. It was a lesson that stuck, and it’s one that informed the premise and production of this book – the notion that history matters, not just because it’s bloody interesting when it’s told right, but as a way to make sense of the present and guide us into the future.


We’re living in a time of enormous change in the West, a time in which entrenched elites are being asked to justify themselves, and have been found wanting by many people in many different places. At the same time, we appear to be suffering from what might be called peace fatigue, which manifests itself in astonishing levels of entitlement and an alarming disregard for the true meaning of reckless political language. This may be the price to pay for avoiding any serious homefront wars since 1945. In other parts of the world, the near eradication of violence that is taken for granted in the West simply doesn’t exist. Sharing time and viewpoints between First and Third World is, therefore, one way to gain some perspective on things, and it is with a foot in both that we have undertaken this project.


If this – let’s be honest – unserious book achieves one small thing, it is our hope that it serves to remind readers of the place you get to when you enthusiastically pile onto the populist express. We want to underline the point that when political extremists, racial or religious demagogues and radical activists suggest that this time it will be different, they are lying – they have always said that. When they diminish or question the record of history resulting from the implementation of similar politics, they expose themselves as definitely dangerous and quite probably evil. When they ardently present simple solutions to long-standing, sometimes intractable problems, they demonstrate either that they don’t understand or, worse, that they don’t care. There are a lot of people in these pages who started out sounding a lot like this.


Then again, there are also quite a few who, by comparison, would appear harmless. Next to the likes of Stalin, Pol Pot and Talat Pasha, Justin Bieber may seem an innocent bystander. But is he? Is he? Of course we could not sensibly or fairly draw moral equivalences between Stalin and the Bieb, or the Kims of Korea and Kim Kardashian, or Hitler and Donald Trump – no matter how many times that particular comparison has been made already. But establishing who has messed up the world isn’t just an exercise in counting corpses. We could have gone that route, as others have, but it gets monotonous. Damage is done to life and society in various ways, and if you say that music – in our first example – isn’t a profoundly important facet of humanity and a measure of culture then we’re just going to have to agree to disagree. Hence young Justin’s place here among many other arguably unlikely entries.


Of course any selection of a mere fifty people who messed up the world will be cause for debate and possibly even anger. Where, some will demand, are Tojo, Mussolini, Eichmann, Mountbatten, Castro, Nixon, Putin, Ayatollah Khomeini, Imelda Marcos, Muammar Gaddafi, Pablo Escobar, the moron who spawned anti-vaxxing, Steve Jobs, Sepp Blatter, Nicolas Cage, Shonda Rhimes and Kanye bloody West? Well, Kanye’s just in view in the Kim Kardashian cartoon, but otherwise good questions, the lot, with no simple answers. So first let us explain the parameters we set ourselves.


Our arbitrarily assigned, but necessary, cutoff date for inclusion was the turn of the 20th century, but given the diminishment of effect over time, not to mention how self-involved we all are these days, there was always going to be a natural inclination towards more recent personalities. In the end, this was a far more complicated job of exclusion rather than inclusion, and many individual entries (Mengele, for example) are obliged to hold the place of an entire class of messer-uppers (Himmler, Göring, Goebbels, Eichmann…).


Given what we have found in our research, we will no doubt stand accused at some point of being Eurocentric and, equally, of being borderline-middle-aged white men with a crushingly bourgeois outlook. That would be entirely accurate. While we’re on the subject of our supposed weaknesses, we should probably confess up front to being committed to the increasingly uncool ideas of liberal social democracy and the importance of personal responsibility, parliamentary procedure, limited government, independence of the judiciary and freedom of the press, markets and enterprise. We believe that dangerous things ought to be regulated, the second-most dangerous of which is government – the first being its absence.


So, vent on Twitter if you must. We are what we are.


But while we acknowledge our perspective, we should also state our belief that there are historical facts and – gasp! – even moral judgements that should be considered empirically true. Throughout this book, therefore, we’ve tried to find the centre ground, to be The Economist in a world that was, not long ago, The Guardian versus The Telegraph but is now Left Wing Nation and Everyday Feminism versus Breitbart and InfoWars. We are not fans of the extremes of political and ideological discourse and we expect, therefore, to offend those on either side. It is a feature of the modern world that this isn’t very hard to do.


Discerning what ‘centre ground’ means has been a fascinating journey through cognitive bias and prejudices of various kinds – our own, and those that we believe exist out there in real life. We’ve discovered just how powerfully the digital world is designed to keep you reading within an ideological echo-chamber and that stepping out of it requires an active effort, but that it is ultimately good for the soul. We’ve tried to remember a time before this new cultural era of intolerant certainty, and to write with open minds. Our book is best read that way, too; just as long as you agree with us about Josef Mengele, the rest is up to you.


So, here they are. Our collection of some of the baddest bastards to ever set foot on our wonderful planet. And Justin Bieber. To hell with the lot of them.


September 2017




Idi Amin


c. 1925 – 16 August 2003






Leader of Uganda 1971-1979; vainglorious mass-murdering ethno-xenophobe and economics dunce; personification of modern African mayhem; lunatic
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WELL, THIS IS AWKWARD. How do we start a collection of global stuffer-uppers with an African without getting ourselves into trouble? Any fair-minded reading of that continent’s history will conclude that it has been, by some measure, more a recipient of stuffer-uppers than a net contributor. And yet here he is, Idi Amin, leading a gurning zombie-phalanx of some of the most egregious samples of humanity the world has issued forth.


Whereas it might feel more just, not to mention chronologically sensible, to open proceedings with, say, a suppuratingly awful example of the plight of Africa under colonial rule, such as King Leopold II of Belgium, Cecil John Rhodes or Hendrik Verwoerd (all to come), we are constrained here by the alphabetical nature of this list – and, yes, the Western-Anglosphere perspective thus inherent. Before we get drawn into a self-flagellating whirlpool of guilt-ridden relativism, let’s be clear that nobody here gets a free pass because of where they’re from, or their race or religion. Unlike the new morality Big Brother roaming our social-media byways looking for intersectional crimes against wokeness, we believe people of all races and creeds are capable of taking responsibility for their actions, and by that measure Idi Amin fairly pole-vaults into these pages like the deranged, bloodthirsty tyrant he was.


To adopt David Attenborough’s wheezy authority, then, our story begins in Africa, as all stories of humanity must. And if the story of humanity started in Africa, then it follows that buggering things up started in Africa too. Long before the horrors of the millennium-long Arab slave trade and early-stage colonialism, and longer still before the centuries-long Atlantic slave trade and the imperial savagery of the Scramble for Africa, it is our contention that Africans were probably doing a fine job of cocking up the place for their own purposes. But of course the slavers did their thing and the pioneering colonisers made inroads along West Africa and the likes of Jan van Riebeeck set up camp in the Cape of Good Hope in 1652. And there followed an ongoing disaster for the continent as various European powers divided it up for their own ends, a story that only began to unravel midway into the 20th century when those imperialists, weakened by two disastrous world wars, considered the expense of empire and the morality of the idea of empire, and found it wanting on both counts.


In The Better Angels Of Our Nature Steven Pinker describes the ‘decivilizing anarchy of decolonisation’ as a process that many recently decolonised countries tend to suffer, notably in Africa. This is a concept that may leave the odd African intellectual and Twitter offence-seeker bristling, especially in the face of evidence that relatively peaceful transitions are possible, as we have seen in Botswana, Namibia and South Africa. It is, however, hard to argue with Pinker’s analysis that the alternative has been common, and it has surely been exacerbated by the risible leadership the continent has seen, in the main, since Ghana set the (sub-Saharan) independence dominoes falling in 1957.


The story of 20th-century Africa has repeatedly seen, in historian Martin Meredith’s words, ‘a flamboyant, autocratic figure, accustomed to living in style and demanding total obedience’ emerge as head of state, ‘tolerating neither opposition nor dissent, rigging elections, emasculating the courts, cowing the press, stifling the universities, demanding abject servility and making themselves exceedingly rich’. And, we would add, doing a fair bit of murdering in some cases. Whether democratically elected or taking power in the time-honoured military coup, this Big Man syndrome is visible all across Africa, from Angola to Zimbabwe – but in the 1970s Uganda endured the foulest monster of the lot.


With Idi Amin, the Ugandan people were dealt a leader who became a caricature of the African Big Man, a hyper-inflated impression of all the worst post-colonial clichés. His distended ego and general lunacy was on a par with that of Jean-Bédel Bokassa of the Central African Republic and Colonel Muammar Gaddafi of Libya, and his rule was about as catastrophic as Mobutu Sese Seko’s of Zaire. But he turned out to be more racist, brutal and violent than any of his fellow tyrants.


Before Amin’s arrival, Uganda had been a British Protectorate from 1894 to 1962, famous in Blighty for being home to the source of the White Nile. Early in this colonial phase, some 30,000 Asian, mainly Indian, labourers had been brought in to British East Africa on indenture contracts to build the Ugandan Railway. The name was a bit of a misnomer, representing access to the protectorate only, as the entire length of the track lay in what is now Kenya, connecting Mombasa on the Indian Ocean to Kisumu on the eastern shore of Lake Victoria. But the nation of Uganda, like so many African countries drawn on a map by distant colonisers, is itself something of an illusion. Ostensibly based around the ancient kingdom of Buganda, it was a political minefield of distinct and competing ethnic groups, with a broad differentiation between the Bantu groups in the south of the country, and the Nilotic and Sudanic groups in the north. Numerous subdivisions within all three confuse matters further, as does the fact that the rivalries within the north and south are often as intense as those between the two.


Such a typical colonial nation-construct was always going to prove tricky to manage after independence, and this same problem echoed across the continent as country after country gained independence. Uganda’s turn came in 1962 with the election of Milton Obote as prime minister, followed in 1963 by the installation of the Bugandan king, Cambridge-educated Sir Edward Mutesa II, as a ceremonial president. This agreeably diplomatic arrangement didn’t last long.


The Bugandan relationship with the colonial creation of Uganda as a whole had always been difficult, and various British administrators had never really addressed the tensions. Facing challenges from within his own party, Obote, a Lango from the north, ousted Mutesa in 1966 and proclaimed himself president, chasing the king into exile in the UK.


Where Amin would become the supersized African tyrant in time, Obote was your regular serving. A seemingly decent egg to start, he led a thriving Uganda in his early years in charge. But he turned out to be a fellow who enjoyed the taste of power, felt a one-party state was the most effective form of governance, and steadily, and violently where necessary, crushed any form of resistance to his rule. In 1967 he simply abolished the kingdom of Buganda, removing that particular thorn from his side. All standard operational procedure from the post-independence playbook, then.


To do his dirty work, Obote had found the ideal man, a British-trained colonel from the West Nile region by the name of Idi Amin. Amin was enormous – six-foot-four, with the build of a heavyweight boxing champion, which he was as a younger man – and seemed just the right kind of semi-literate thug for the job. When Obote needed the king’s palace ransacked and some Baganda disposed of, Amin was the man. But Obote underestimated his henchman’s ambition and thirst for power. By the time he came to be threatened by it, the corrupt Amin had grown himself an ethnic power base within the Ugandan army.


When Amin discovered that Obote was intending to have him arrested on charges of stealing army funds, he readied his coup. He waited until Obote was out of the country to strike, then took over Entebbe airport and the Kampala radio stations and declared a temporary military government. It was 1971 and Amin was in his mid-40s.


In contrast to so many of the other famous African Big Men, Amin’s reign of horrors was short: a mere eight years. And it began quite positively, in fact. The British and many Ugandans were happy to see the back of Obote, respectively considering him to be dangerously left-leaning and a monumental shit, and Amin put on a good initial show. But the promising start is yet another cliché of African dictatorship, and it was only a few short months before the paranoia and megalomania displaced the diplomacy and goodwill, and people started dying and disappearing.


Amin didn’t muck about. He announced that the former president’s powers now all vested in him, and that he was commander-in-chief of the military. He promoted himself to Field Marshal and, having appointed a well-qualified cabinet, then ruled by decree. Military law, it was announced, superseded judicial law, and parliament was dissolved. Most worryingly, he established a large and overlapping network of plain-clothes secret police units with ominously nondescript monikers such as the State Research Bureau and the Public Safety Unit, which could do – and did do – very bad things. Inevitably, they were staffed by men from Amin’s own district. The courts and the press were suppressed as required, and the killings began.


A Muslim of Nubian descent, Amin was wary of other ethnicities. He feared opposition forces within the Ugandan army, in particular possible Obote supporters. Within a year he had had several thousand soldiers in his 9,000-strong army executed, removing entire ethnic groups in the process. He also set about eliminating other enemy groups, perceived and real.


Rather than digging graves, it seemed easier to dispose of both corpses and evidence by feeding truckloads of bodies to crocodiles in the Nile, but the scale of the murders was so vast that the crocodiles weren’t up to the job, and the bodies tended to collect, a little inconveniently, on riverbanks and in dam shallows. Putting a final number on a genocidal regime’s death toll is, as we will see throughout the pages ahead, seldom a straightforward task. Hitler’s Nazis were just about the only mass killers who kept accurate count because, being Germans, they couldn’t help themselves. In Amin’s case, the crocodiles-in-the-river method of body disposal was one of several complicating factors. In time, the International Commission of Jurists would put Amin’s death toll at around 300,000. Amnesty International believes it might have been as high as 500,000. Either way, it’s a number that’s too large to be meaningfully contemplated. Even working out all the types of people who were killed on his orders isn’t easy.


Those who died included his military and political enemies; prominent politicians, tribal leaders and churchmen; important administrators, businessmen and intellectuals; anonymous farmers, shopkeepers and students; Ugandans from other ethnicities; foreigners who dared get in the way; and people who offended or upset him. Wherever pain could be inflicted it was, and Amin’s lackeys revelled in their torturous duties. A favoured routine was forcing one prisoner to bludgeon another to death, after which that prisoner was bludgeoned by the next. They took their inspiration from their leader himself: Amin’s reputation for personal violence was universal, and Ugandan rumour had it – and still has it to this day – that, as a younger man under the guidance of his sorcerer mother, he killed his first-born son and ate his heart as a means to achieving personal power. It’s a story that speaks volumes for the man’s reputation, whether apocryphal or not.




‘He read very badly and clearly had a hard time just signing prepared documents. As his first Principal Private Secretary, I never ever received a handwritten note from him. Amin had no idea how governments were run.’


– Ugandan cabinet secretary Henry Kyemba





In 1972 Amin had Uganda’s chief justice, Benedicto Kiwanuka, also the country’s first prime minister, dragged from court to be killed. One version of the story has Kiwanuka shot by Amin himself; another has him castrated, disembowelled and tortured to death. In other prominent cases, Anglican Archbishop Janani Luwum met his fate in a staged car accident – his body was riddled with bullet holes – and the vice chancellor of Uganda’s only university, Frank Kalimuzo, was simply disappeared. When Amin’s estranged wife, Kay, was found dismembered in the boot of a car, he had her sewn back together and put on display for him and his family. Two other wives survived attempts on their lives. (Amin had five wives, numerous mistresses and dozens of children. He liked to be called ‘Big Daddy’.)




‘Systematic and deliberate killings by government forces began in the first month of President Amin’s military government and the practice was rapidly institutionalized as a means of eliminating opponents and potential opponents. The victims included members of ethnic groups other than those from which Amin drew support, as well as religious leaders, judges, lawyers, students and intellectuals, criminal suspects and foreign nationals. The impunity with which the security forces were allowed to kill political opponents and criminal suspects created the conditions in which many other people were killed by members of the security forces for criminal motives or simply at will.’


– summation of the opening years of the Amin regime by Amnesty International, 1972





Of Amin’s numerous personality faults, his bloodlust was most striking. But a further defining trait was his unquenchable xenophobia. In 1972 Amin declared that he’d had a dream in which Uganda would expel all Asians. He mentioned this to some senior soldiers later that day, and by evening it was national policy.


Those affected were mainly of Indian origin, often third- or fourth-generation descendants of the men who had worked on the railways. They made up the merchant class in Uganda and held considerable control over large parts of the economy. Amin evidently mistook the free movement of people, ideas and capital as something pernicious and planned, a common misunderstanding among those with little economics literacy and a large chip on the shoulder.


Fifty or sixty thousand Asian residents with British nationality, even those with Ugandan passports, were thus given ninety days to leave the country on pain of who-knew-what. The scale of the personal tragedy this entailed for those families is, of course, unimaginable, but the socio-economic consequences for the entire country were even worse. Countless professionals – technicians, doctors and the like – were lost. Businesses were seized and handed out to Amin’s cronies, and inevitably, as with farms given to Robert Mugabe’s henchmen years later in Zimbabwe, they were simply stripped of their assets and left to ruin. This was all part and parcel of what Amin called his ‘economic war of liberation’. Properties and businesses belonging to Europeans were also confiscated. Many locals, in fact, supported these moves – though his passions were extreme, Amin wasn’t uniquely xenophobic – but the empowerment of indigenous African Ugandans that was supposed to follow never did. Instead, wealth fled the country like birds before a storm, and the economy collapsed.


In response, Amin had more money printed, believing this would fix the problem. Politically ruthless he may have been, but he really was a thicko.


As Jimmy Carter would later put it, Amin had ‘disgusted the entire civilized world’, and his regime, observed with grim fascination from abroad, became internationally isolated. The US cut off all aid in 1972. The UK, initially cautiously supportive of Amin, also retreated, despite Amin’s natural affiliation with the country. He had served in the King’s African Rifles (and wore its tie for the rest of his life), and had served against the Mau Mau in Kenya. (His claim to have served in Burma was, however, a lie.)


Critical Israeli investment was also withdrawn after Amin’s unreasonable demands for financial and military assistance were rebuffed, and he ejected all Israelis from the country in response. He turned to Muammar Gaddafi for support, becoming his first African ally and fiercely anti-Semitic in the process. He expressed admiration for Hitler and support for the Palestinian terrorists who abducted and murdered Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympics in 1972.


This was a political position that culminated disastrously for Amin with his involvement in what became the Entebbe incident, when a hijacked Air France Airbus travelling from Tel Aviv to Paris was allowed to land at Entebbe, Kampala’s main airport. The subsequent Israeli commando raid on the airport on the evening of 3 July 1976 has gone down in history as one of the most audacious and extraordinary military operations of all time. Having flown 4,000 kilometres to get there, the Israelis ended up evacuating 103 hostages – three were killed – and shooting dead all the hijackers. They also destroyed eleven Soviet MiGs while they were at it. The Ugandan army did eventually manage to return fire, killing one Israeli commando, the 30-year-old soldier-poet Yoni Netanyahu, brother of future Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.


One lone hostage remained, a British grandmother by the name of Dora Bloch, who also held Israeli citizenship and who had been taken to hospital in Kampala after choking on some food at the airport. Outraged and humiliated by the turn of events, Amin ordered her execution. At the age of 74, Bloch was dragged screaming from her hospital bed and brutally murdered, her body dumped outside of Kampala. This was too much for the British, who broke off diplomatic relations in 1977. In response, Amin awarded himself a VC, a ‘Victorious Cross’, and the title ‘CBE’, a variation of ‘Commander of the British Empire’; in this case he was ‘Conqueror of the British Empire’.


This type of overblown tendency to the absurd enhanced Amin’s reputation as the bemedalled, big-headed buffoon, and he was without doubt on various levels laughable. He was a strutting self-obsessed martinet who bestowed upon himself endless meaningless and invented titles and investitures: his official appellation was eventually ‘His Excellency, President for Life, Field Marshal Al Hadji Doctor Idi Amin Dada, VC, DSO, MC, Lord of All the Beasts of the Earth and Fishes of the Seas and Conqueror of the British Empire in Africa in General and Uganda in Particular’.


The Bloch affair convinced many that Amin was mad, and both Israeli and British intelligence reports supposed that he suffered from syphilis-induced insanity. He variously claimed the crown of Scotland, and gave himself a Doctorate in law. Rumours that he was a cannibal never disappeared, and he didn’t help by denying it later in life thus: ‘It’s too salty for my taste.’ Other reports have him describing human meat as ‘saltier than leopard flesh’.


He developed the amusing habit of sending telegrams to world leaders.


To Henry Kissinger: ‘You are not intelligent because you never come to see me when you need advice.’


To Queen Elizabeth: ‘I hear that England has economic problems. I’m sending a cargo ship full of bananas to thank you for the good days of the colonial administration.’


To Leonid Brezhnev and Mao Zedong: ‘If you need a mediator I am at your disposal.’


It’s important to be careful here. It is kind of funny, all this puffed-up nonsense, this idea of an uneducated assistant cook from the Kings African Rifles, as he had been, adopting – but kind of messing up – all the pomposity and affectation of the worst European royalty. But in the grander scheme there’s very little that’s funny about Idi Amin, and the temptation to roll the eyes and breezily dismiss him as ridiculous is to dismiss the scale of his crimes as somehow unimportant.


The truth is that Amin is but one of a particularly unpleasant gang of Big Man thugs who have done massive harm to Africa in the post-colonial period. They count among them Bokassa and Mobutu and Gaddafi and Mugabe and Zuma, utterly woeful gangster lowlifes driven to the fringes of policy insanity, and ultimately motivated by the most craven needs for wealth and power.




‘Capricious, impulsive, violent and aggressive he certainly is, but to dismiss him as just plain crazy is to underestimate his shrewdness, his ruthless cunning and his capacity to consolidate power with calculated terror.’


– British journalist Christopher Munnion, writing after he had been held at the notorious Makindye Military Prison.


Four of Munnion’s cellmates were killed with sledgehammers
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Jean-Bédel Bokassa proclaimed himself as emperor of the impoverished Central African Republic and re-enacted the coronation of Napoleon in 1977 at a cost of one quarter of the country’s annual national budget. Mobutu Sese Seko built himself three palaces and an airport to handle Concorde landings in his home village of Gbadolite, while looting Zaire to its core and leaving it a dysfunctional, anarchic husk. Muammar Gaddafi’s plundering of Libya was staggering: after his overthrow and nasty death in 2011, his net worth was estimated at more than $200 billion, more than the (supposedly) three richest men in the world combined at the time, while his most notable bequest to our planet was a failed state and an endless supply of desperate emigrants. Robert Mugabe, still going strong in his mid-90s, has reduced Zimbabwe from the breadbasket of Africa to yet another basket case, while expropriating land from white owners and redistributing it to his friends and family. And Jacob Zuma has managed to bring the most sophisticated economy on the continent, South Africa, to its knees by divvying up national assets among his patrons and cronies.


They are buffoons, the lot of them. Blunderers, plunderers, philanderers, dissemblers, hypocrites and, ultimately, the scourge of the continent. A cartoonist’s bread and butter, yes, but it’s difficult to know when to laugh – especially with Amin, a man who represents the abject failure of post-independence Africa and the chaos at the heart of humankind.


Idi Amin’s rule came to an end after he invaded Tanzania in 1979 as a means to placate his factious army. Julius Nyerere’s Tanzania responded in kind with a large force and a battalion of Ugandan exiles only too keen to be rid of the awful dictator back home. (Nyerere, a controversial figure to this day, was a less typical African Big Man, though he ruled Tanzania for 24 years, leaving it corrupted and economically devastated.)
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Despite assistance from Gaddafi, Kampala fell, and the invading troops were met with scenes of medieval atrocity when they smashed the gates of the dungeon below the State Research Bureau headquarters. Amin fled to Tripoli and then on to Jeddah, where the Saudi Arabians let him stay on condition that he shut up and keep a low profile, and so stop damaging the reputation of Islam with his outspoken lunacy.
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Amin’s departure from Uganda cleared the way for the disastrous return of Obote to power and the resulting Ugandan Bush War, which possibly saw even more people die than had under Amin, though their plight attracted less international attention. In 1986 Obote’s nemesis Yoweri Museveni came to power, a relative moderate and a glimmer of light in a land that had suffered much darkness.


After his visit in 1907, Churchill called Uganda the pearl of Africa. Today, it enthrals those who visit it. People return almost evangelical about its beauty and the generous and friendly people who live there. Bordered by Lake Victoria and fed by the White Nile River, it is, as it always was, a lush and bountiful equatorial Eden, with plenty of minerals beneath its fertile soil. Uganda should be a place of plenty, yet it languishes in the depths of any measure of human development by country. Corruption and poverty are endemic, and it competes with Niger for the lowest median age in the world: around 15 years, half the global average. In 2014 Museveni, now into his fourth decade in power, signed into law the Anti-Homosexuality Act, which attempted to criminalise same-sex relationships with life imprisonment. A previous draft of the Act had sought the death penalty. The new version was declared invalid by the Constitutional Court, but its very proposal was one of several indicators, if any were needed, that Uganda is still struggling to catch up with the rest of the world.


Nevertheless, Museveni has been – amazingly, depressingly – considered a reasonably solid leader. Not horrendously corrupt, not a mass murderer, not entirely off his rocker. Such low standards come in the wake of Idi Amin, the Butcher of Uganda, a name that will forever be associated with madness and tyranny.


Amin died in Saudi Arabia in 2003, exiled but unrepentant. They say he weighed 220 kilograms. He is outrageously flattered by his posthumous image as a buffoon and a clown; he was, in fact, a savage and wanton example of the worst of humanity – and thus a worthy first entrant here.


See King Leopold II and Cecil John Rhodes.
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Lance Armstrong


b. 18 September 1971






Disgraced professional cyclist; cheat; bully; asshole; ‘greatest fraud in the history of sports’; progenitor of the world’s most annoying people and their pastime
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HE SAID IT WASN’T ABOUT THE BIKE, and that’s true. It wasn’t. It was about the erythropoietin, the cortisone, the Andriol, the Actovegin, the human growth hormones and the blood transfusions. Lance Armstrong’s crimes against professional cycling could earn his special space in this book on their own. In doping his way to a record-breaking seven consecutive Tour de France ‘victories’ – in the process becoming the most well-known and revered cyclist of all time – he has comprehensively shattered the sport’s reputation. He fought the rumours for years, but finally admitted the truth to Oprah in January 2013: yes indeed, he was a big old cheat. Ergo, the world concluded, professional cycling was a sham.


These days you just assume they’re all on something. And if they’re not all on it at this very minute – because Armstrong’s Icarian plunge has frightened the horses, you see, or because your lawyer has pointed out that you shouldn’t tar all cyclists with the same drug-taking brush – you imagine they’ll be at it again soon enough, don’t worry.


And yet Armstrong is the worst of the lot, not just because he was the best cheat with the highest profile, but because of his frighteningly casual inability to care about the people to whom he gave hope and inspiration. When he won his Tour victories between 1999 and 2005 after fighting off testicular cancer that had spread to his brain, lungs and abdomen, he was an inspiration to millions. Which ordinary person couldn’t see the power of that story? Which cancer sufferer wouldn’t see hope in such an outcome? When other cyclists from all over the world were getting caught doping and having their records expunged, the clean-cut, Nike-sponsored Armstrong remained unblemished and unconquerable. What a goddamned hero!


It was the stuff of fairy tales. Even if you didn’t care much for the sport – because it’s always been rife with dopers and cheats or, more prosaically, because it really is incredibly, incredibly boring – you couldn’t deny the attraction of the Armstrong legend. He was an inspiration, not just for cancer sufferers, but for the average guy watching the telly. Here was proof of the power of the human spirit to overcome the greatest odds; to not just defy a killer disease, but to ascend to the peak of his sport…


But it turns out Armstrong was doping all along, his hypocrisy escalating exponentially each time he opened his mouth to defend himself. In 2001, Nike’s ‘What am I on?’ commercial confronted the allegations head on. It was a brilliant concept – until it wasn’t.




‘This is my body, and I can do whatever I want to it. I can push it. Study it. Tweak it. Listen to it. Everybody wants to know what I’m on. What am I on? I’m on my bike busting my ass six hours a day. What are you on?’


– Lance Armstrong, Nike commercial, 2001





In 2005 Armstrong pulled the cancer card on Larry King Live, saying, ‘If you consider my situation, a guy who comes back from, arguably, a death sentence, why would I then enter into a sport and then dope myself up and risk my life again? That’s crazy, I would never do that.’


Later, he even used his children as the defence, explaining that he wouldn’t be a worthy role model to them if he cheated. (Indeed, Lance. Indeed.) In 2012 Australia’s ABC TV network quoted him berating ‘the cynics and the sceptics’ with the line, ‘I’m sorry you can’t dream big and I’m sorry you don’t believe in miracles.’


Beyond the rampant hypocrisy and profound chutzpah came the seedy logistics of it all. The juicing up in trailers mid-race, with fans at the door looking for autographs, the evidence disappearing in used soda cans. Arranging for fresh supplies to be smuggled across international borders. Ordering in make-up to cover needle marks. And, critically, the bullying and cajoling of teammates to do the same so that his support crew was as unfairly advantaged, or as culpable, as he was. It may be true that it would have been impossible to win the Tour in his era without doping (because just about everyone was doing it), but falsely denouncing a young US Postal team masseuse as an ‘alcoholic’ and a ‘whore’ on TV when she dared to speak out against the drug culture in cycling, or telling ex-teammate Tyler Hamilton, ‘I’m going to make your life a living fucking hell’ when he also spoke out, was tip-of-the-iceberg standard procedure for Armstrong. Countless others – pretty much anyone who threatened the Armstrong brand – were isolated and vilified, their reputations ruined.1
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Hamilton has described how being asked to dope by Armstrong was like being accepted into a ‘fraternity’. Long-time anti-doping activist and bona fide American cycling legend Greg LeMond puts it another way: ‘This was an organised mafia and he literally tried to destroy people.’ His wife Kathy has publicly described Armstrong as ‘the greatest fraud in the history of sports’. We concur. Barry Bonds and Ben Johnson (and virtually every top 100-metre sprint champion barring Usain Bolt) had nothing on the guy.2


So not only is Armstrong a cheat, turns out he’s a nasty piece of work to boot. And a wealthy one: he was estimated to be worth around $125 million shortly after his Oprah exposé. In 2013, the US Justice Department, acting on behalf of the US Postal Service which had sponsored more than $40 million towards Armstrong’s team, launched a civil case against the man they would later characterise as ‘a doper, dealer and liar’. Under the False Claims Act, Armstrong could be liable for nearly $100 million in damages, while many argue that he deserves jail time. Unfortunately, given the way the scales of justice tend to creak towards the famous and filthy rich, you wouldn’t bet on either outcome.


The vast fraud and illegalities aside, though, it’s important to save Armstrong’s worst crimes for last: his cultural legacy. Yes, millions of people around the world – the majority of those who have followed his case – are shocked and appalled at his behaviour. But still he retains legions of fans who claim him as a great sportsman and a champion because everyone was doing it, because he still had to put in the training and hard work, because blah blah blah. Moreover, even those recreational cyclists who understand the simple human notion that wrong is wrong and that, therefore, what Armstrong did was unconscionable and inexcusable, have merrily appropriated the man’s self-obsession, and his wilful disregard for other people and the rules at large. These are the Lycra-clad weekend warriors. The people who use the road as their personal gym while flouting its laws and expecting special dispensations from those who are actually going somewhere for a meaningful purpose. The countless brow-furrowed senior accountants and marketing directors, who spend their days cycling four abreast on single-lane uphills in their sanctimonious little pelotons, while the rest of the world’s road-users entertain baseball-bat-out-of-car-window fantasies behind them.


Who are these unsmiling assholes bent over their dynamos of smugness, vacuum-wrapped like the flaccid contents of some giant novelty condom?


Who are these hairless androids pulling into the local coffee shop on a Sunday morning after four hours in the saddle, sitting down for a muffin and cappuccino in their psychedelic budgie-smugglers – with helmet still on?


They’re the spawn of Lance Armstrong, that’s who.
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‘Quite simply, I believed I had a responsibility to be a good person, and that meant fair, honest, hardworking and honourable. If I did that, if I gave back to my community or to some cause, if I wasn’t a liar, a cheat, or a thief, then I believed that should be enough. At the end of the day, if there was indeed some Body or presence standing there to judge me, I hoped I would be judged on whether I had lived a true life.’


– from It’s Not About The Bike by Lance Armstrong, published in 2000







Justin Bieber


b. 1 March 1994






Millennial pop star; YouTube sensation; voice – and death – of modern pop music; ‘the King Joffrey of Pop’
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BACK IN 1963 A NEW BAND CALLED THE BEATLES released an LP called Please Please Me. This LP – or album, for the youngsters reading this – contained a series of hits, including She Loves You and From Me To You. It was harmless bubblegum stuff played by nice-looking young men in suits – a primitive boy band. One of the band’s two key songwriters, John Lennon, would admit matter-of-factly years later that he and Paul McCartney didn’t really think too hard about what the songs actually said: ‘pop songs with no more thought to them than that – to create a sound. And the words were almost irrelevant.’1


Oh boy, though, did The Beatles grow up, with their final few albums together embracing diverse and brave musical influences and expressing increasingly complex and profound meaning. This was pop music that became the greatest and most influential music of the century; music that’s still relevant and celebrated fifty years later.


It’s good to acknowledge that musicians, like writers and sportsmen, and in fact anyone in a particular field of human endeavour, flourish into their field given time and support. The artistic evolution that took place in just a decade, between the sweaty bars of Hamburg and the Cavern in Liverpool in the early 1960s and the Beatles’ break-up in 1970, is extraordinary to behold.


But after ten years of Justin Bieber we’re still waiting.


Since the Bieb was discovered on YouTube in 2008, it’s been a decade of self-indulgent ‘co-written’ schmaltzy wallpaper, evolving from a nasal pre-teen of limited talent to a mock-intense, industrially produced twenty-something, self-conscious, affected breathiness. In that time he has endowed on the world one lonely, solitary, single song that transcends his fandom – one song that people who don’t follow or really know Bieber could hum along to (if only under duress). The Beatles have at least twenty, Michael Jackson fifteen. Wham have five; even Britney Spears has three or four. Bieber has Baby. That’s on a par with Dexys Midnight Runners and Billy Ray Cyrus. And yet this guy – the ‘teenage heartthrob’ of our time – has a mind-bogglingly large following of hysterical proportions and a profound cultural influence (not to mention a quarter of a billion dollars in the bank).


The internet created Bieber, and it’s on the internet where you’ll find his worst abusers too. Much of the vitriol that appears is revolting, as you’d imagine, it being the internet. He presents a version of maleness that some hairy-arsed folks just cannot seem to handle, all of which came spilling out in 2015 when he wore a Metallica T-shirt in public.


Let’s distance ourselves from that kind of bro-dom. Our disdain for Bieber is simpler. Everybody has to be young and promising once, but talent, practice and the passing of ten years can turn I Wanna Hold Your Hand into The White Album. Bieber, by contrast, still speaks to the tweens who buy his albums after all these years. He has yet to formulate an adult insight that doesn’t centre the world back on Justin Bieber. His famously gormless inscription at the Anne Frank House museum in Amsterdam – that in his view Ms Frank was ‘a great girl’ – was not improved by his expression of hope that ‘she would have been a Belieber’.2 No words, Justin. No words. (This is both our reaction here and advice to you.)




‘People refer to Mr Bieber as a kid or a boy. Well here’s a newsflash, gang: he’s a man. A full-grown man, who works and loves and makes things with his hands. A man who sings songs for nine-year-olds and cuts his hair like a gay figure skater.’


– Ron Burgundy





Pea-brained self-absorbed thinking of this type is perhaps not surprising in an era when our pop stars are sourced at ever-younger ages from Disney and Nickelodeon shows and YouTube channels, whisked out of school and given a platform and a microphone to utter their inane nonsense, be it as guestbook messages or actual music. And yet Bieber has observed the likes of Britney, Christina Aguilera, Justin Timberlake, Miley Cyrus, Selena Gomez, Ariana Grande and the rest, and seems, in our estimation, intent on reducing things to previously unheard of levels.


Even at just 23, there is something of the Peter Pan about Bieber; the boastfulness and the inability to grow up. All that changes are the haircuts and the try-hard tattoos. The core of Bieber – middling talent, unimportant material and huge production – never seems to change. He is, in so many ways, ‘the King Joffrey of pop’, as comedian Jeff Ross phrased it, and so he represents its potential death.3


If Justin Bieber is the Beatles of the 2010s then we can at least be grateful that we’re not teenagers today. Discerning/grumpy older men that we have become, we’ll take our 1980s Rick Astley and Depeche Mode, thank you very much. Still, we can’t help thinking that if the Aztecs and the Incas and the Romans and the Mongols were listening to pop music before their civilisations fell apart, they would’ve been listening to Bieber.




Osama bin Laden


10 March 1957 – 2 May 2011






‘Holy warrior’; civilian mass murderer; history-changer; mastermind of the new age of hyper-terrorism; one-time bogeyman of the world; the guy who made air travel such a pain
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‘OSAMA,’ WHISPERS THE MAN in the dark. ‘Osama…’


He is crouching at the top of the stairs in a three-storey house in Abbottabad, Pakistan, his silenced Heckler & Koch HK416 assault rifle pointing out into the darkness. Beside him, a second man also crouches. ‘Osama,’ he whispers one more time, before a tall figure appears in the gloom. He fires a suppressed shot, then another, and, just like that, Osama bin Laden is dead. Not with a bang, but with a quiet bap.


This, then, is the way the life of the world’s most wanted man ends according to the Kathryn Bigelow-directed Hollywood action-thriller Zero Dark Thirty. It’s riveting viewing, both because it is the climax of a superbly shot 25-minute raid sequence, and because there is an enormous and very human sense of validation in what has just happened. This is a take on Hannah Arendt’s ‘banality of evil’: the uncontested, almost silent demise of the man who brought terror to the Western world; whose life work was to bring about the deaths of thousands of innocent people, and who came to represent the most refined evil of our time.


It’s not true, of course, this depiction of Osama bin Laden’s last moments.


Though there were probably five key witnesses in reality – three American special forces operators, bin Laden’s youngest wife, Amal, and another female family member – it seems unlikely that a definitive account will ever be possible. Two of the Americans involved, usually anonymous members of the US Navy’s SEAL Team Six, have identified themselves since retiring from the military and told their stories. But they, and other experts, can’t seem to agree on the details, which probably isn’t that surprising given the circumstances: it was the middle of the night, they were wearing night-vision goggles with limited field of vision, there were numerous unidentified people on the scene, and they were there to kill the world’s most wanted man. There is also the politics of two ex-SEALs speaking about a classified operation in public to consider. Both men, Robert O’Neill and Matt Bissonnette, have faced severe criticism for their decisions and there appear to be competing agendas among everyone with an opinion.*


Nevertheless, the death of Osama bin Laden went something like this. An unidentified point man, probably still an active SEAL, reached the top of the stairs first, with O’Neill second and Bissonnette third behind him. When bin Laden peered through his bedroom door, the point man got off a shot, which either missed or winged him, and both the point man and O’Neill quickly pursued him into the room. Specifically alert to the likelihood that people in the house might be wearing suicide vests, the point man aggressively pulled the two women in the room aside to protect the others, as O’Neill shot bin Laden twice in the forehead, and then a third time as ‘insurance’. Bissonnette arrived a split second later to fire a few rounds into the falling or fallen body.


There was more chaos, and probably two more people, than the movie depicted, and in his assessment of the recreation of the event O’Neill also noted that none of them had whispered for bin Laden, as they had for his son, Khalid, further down the stairway. There are several other technical faults in the extended raid scene. The soldiers’ tattoos are laughably small. The assault team’s security dog, Cairo, is a German Shepherd when it should have been a Belgian Malinois. A member of the team calls out before a breaching explosive is detonated, which wouldn’t happen.


Do these minor particulars matter? Are we not splitting hairs? Notwithstanding the plot and character conflation in the movie necessary to keep it to a reasonable viewing length, Zero Dark Thirty is a remarkably authentic account of the hunt for and assassination of Osama bin Laden. The film-makers could hardly have done a better job – so we’re not criticising them. We’re just fussing over the details a little because never in the history of the world has one man attracted the resources that bin Laden did to track him down, never has an entire nation distilled their fear of the enemy into one man rather than the war machine around him, and never has the violent death of an individual been anticipated so long in advance. For millions of Americans, the death of Osama bin Laden on 2 May 2011 – arguably an unlawful extrajudicial killing – was an essential point of justice and a necessary part of the recovery process after the world-changing acts of September 11 ten years before.


On that day, two Boeing 767s were flown by al-Qaeda hijackers, 17 minutes apart, into the second- and third-tallest buildings in America and the symbolic representation of the country’s financial centre, the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center. Within two hours both towers, each more than 415 metres tall, had collapsed, destroying all five other buildings in the complex, catastrophically damaging ten other large buildings in the area, and engulfing Manhattan in an apocalyptic dust cloud. For perspective, the third tallest building entirely destroyed on the day was the 190-metre ‘7 World Trade Center’; the loss of that skyscraper alone, for any reason, would have made world news for years. A third plane hit the Pentagon, and a fourth crashed into a field in Pennsylvania after the passengers learnt of the other attacks and tried to take back control of the aircraft; its intended target was either the White House or the Capitol Building in Washington, DC. All together, the attacks killed 2,996 people and caused incalculable financial damage to New York, the United States and world markets.


Osama bin Laden had spent half a million dollars on planning and executing what came to be known as the 9/11 attacks. The US government would spend half a trillion dollars, and launch two protracted wars, in hunting him down.


In many ways, Osama bin Laden was a worthy super-villain. The Saudi son of a Yemeni billionaire construction magnate, he gave up a potential life of luxury at the age of 22 to fight as one of ‘the Afghan Arabs’ after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. In the decade-long war that followed he became revered as a mujahideen senior, funnelling money to the cause, constructing guerrilla trails and installations, training volunteers and fighting in battle. He was injured in the foot and he inhaled napalm which left him with throat problems. He claimed to have survived a 120mm mortar shell that landed in front of him but didn’t explode. (What the world might have been but for a properly primed Russian bomb.)


According to author Peter Bergen, a member of the CNN team that arranged bin Laden’s first interview on television, ‘the Sheik’ was vain and notoriously stingy, a narcissist who dyed his beard to hide the grey and used a herbal aphrodisiac to help him satisfy his wives (of whom there were three by the end). Critically for a man who would come to represent pure evil in our time, he was filled with hate for those who didn’t embrace the strictest forms of Islam and believed non-Muslim civilians, specifically Jews, were legitimate targets (and if a few Muslims were lost as collateral damage then at least they’d be going to paradise). He had found his calling fighting the Soviets and was enamoured with the notion of defeating an anti-Muslim ‘superpower’ through attritional guerrilla warfare.
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Peter Arnett: What are your future plans?


Osama bin Laden: You’ll see them and hear about them in the media, God willing.


– Bin Laden’s first television interview, CNN, 1997





In 1988 bin Laden co-founded al-Qaeda, ‘The Base’ or ‘The Foundation’, a transnational militant Salafi jihadist organisation which sought to return Muslims to a conservative ‘true’ form of Sunni Islam. He believed in a literal Wahhabist interpretation of Islam that saw non-adherents as heathens and thus the enemy, and he would go on to issue two fatwas in its name. Initially, religiously corrupted or secular Middle Eastern states such as Saudi Arabia and Iraq were the focus of his organisation’s ire. But after the 1991 Gulf War bin Laden shifted focus and declared holy war on the ‘unjust, criminal and tyrannical’ United States government, identifying its large presence on the holy soil of Saudi Arabia as the reason. His talent was the ability to tap into a specific seam of fervent West-hating righteousness within the Islamic world, and he mobilised this extremist consciousness across national boundaries in a way and to an extent that had not been done before.


Having abandoned Saudi Arabia, he moved to Sudan for a time before being ejected and returning to the only country that would have him, Afghanistan, under the rule of the troglodytic Taliban. By the time of the CNN interview, March 1997, bin Laden had links to the earlier 1993 bombing at the World Trade Center and militant training camps in Sudan and Afghanistan, and had called for jihad against US troops in Saudi Arabia. He railed against being defined as a terrorist by the United States, which he deemed a terrorist government in return, but in time every credible government and relevant global institution categorised al-Qaeda and its many offshoots as such.


Major al-Qaeda attacks, besides those on 9/11, include the bombings of US embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam in 1998, the bombing of the USS Cole in Aden in 2000 and a series of truck bombs in Istanbul in 2003. Al-Qaeda-affiliated attacks include the Bali bomb in 2002, Madrid train bombing in 2004 and the London Underground attacks in 2005. There have been countless others throughout the world, and specifically in Iraq where ‘al-Qaeda in Iraq’, under the leadership of the psychopath Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, played a critical role in the insurgency against US troops and helped foment Sunni-Shia violence.


With or without his most famous act of chaos, Osama bin Laden had rivers of blood on his hands. But there have been far more deadly menaces in our times, so his legacy is less about the individual bodies he racked up than the universal fear he sowed and the shift in the geopolitical landscape that came of his actions. In introducing us to the new age of hyper-terrorism, he somehow reached down into our collective id to elevate the world’s anxiety levels beyond any rational justification – so much so that in the year after 9/11 the number of US road fatalities increased appreciably as Americans chose to drive instead of fly. (A German risk specialist put the indirect toll of 9/11 at 1,595.)


The more profound and insidious effect of this universal neurosis is the way the Western world’s attitudes to immigration and defence have evolved in recent years. Most fundamentally, bin Laden changed the history of the modern world, lending George W Bush the excuse and support to launch ‘the War on Terror’, including costly and protracted wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, forays that have sunk trillions of American dollars and distracted the country from, well, being sensible and going about its business.




‘My brother Osama, how much blood has been spilt? How many innocent people, children, elderly, and women have been killed… in the name of al-Qaeda? Will you be happy to meet God Almighty carrying the burden of these hundreds of thousands or millions on your back?’


– Salman al-Odah, Saudi cleric and one-time mentor of bin Laden, in an open letter, 2007





There are several ironies to bin Laden’s story. Famously, the CIA spent billions of dollars funding the mujahideen’s war against the Soviets in Afghanistan so, whether directly or indirectly, America helped sponsor and effectively trained the architect of 9/11 for many years. A lesser-known irony was that he wasn’t, in fact, the architect of 9/11. The brains behind the details and management of the operation were those of his equally hateful extremist associate Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, who was captured in Pakistan in 2003 and is currently locked up in Guantanamo Bay. (Bin Laden was certainly the sponsor and inspiration of 9/11.)


A third irony, perhaps an appropriate one, is that he died at the hands of soldiers who had become the best in the world at what they do – quietly stalking through houses killing people – because they had adopted this approach (over the flashbang method) and refined these skills repeatedly throughout the long wars that bin Laden had ignited. In his last few seconds alive, once his ten-year run from American vengeance had come to an end and he had been hunted down to that house in Abbottabad, bin Laden came face to face with men as inured to killing people as he was – men who had become the best in the world at doing exactly that due to his actions.


In those last moments there was fear in the air, according to O’Neill and Bissonnette – ‘chaos, people screaming’. Bin Laden knew the Americans had come for him but he was paralysed in response. Rather than arm himself with either the submachine or pistol he kept in his bedroom, he used his wife as a shield when the SEALs came through the door. These are the details that engross and possibly offer some deal of therapy to those affected by 9/11.


‘There’s never any closure to this,’ explained Maureen Santora, after meeting Robert O’Neill and hearing his story of the raid soon after he had revealed his identity in 2014. ‘What this has done is put another piece in our healing, and it’s a very large piece.’ Santora’s 23-year-old son Christopher was a firefighter, off duty at the time, who responded to the attacks on the Twin Towers.1




Hannity: Did you feel when you were standing over him that you had shot the embodiment of evil?


O’Neill: What I felt was a sense of pride to be part of such an amazing team, and that that team was picked to be the means to an end… We were the FDNY, we were the NYPD. We’re the punch right now and we’re here to deliver justice.


– Sean Hannity interviewing Robert O’Neill, 2014





After bin Laden was killed, one version of the story has it that subsequent SEALs came into the room and riddled his body with bullets, possibly a hundred or more. That even the most professional soldiers in the world may not have been able to restrain themselves in the presence of the great nemesis of our time is probably not surprising. But there is a caution in there about violence begetting violence that remains worryingly unheard…


Al-Qaeda was a shell of what it had been by the time of the Abbottabad raid, its leadership largely vapourised from above by invisible American drones and its capacity to deliver lethal terror raids greatly diminished. But maybe it is impossible to truly kill a bogeyman. Today, the spirit of al-Qaeda and its emir Osama bin Laden has been consumed and rebirthed in a raging new breed of internet-savvy jihadi, the murderers of ISIS. When they go, as inevitably they will, there will unfortunately be other monsters to inherit the mantle.




‘You killed the devil, and I salute you for that, sir.’


– Weeping US citizen talking to Robert O’Neill at Ground Zero





See Tony Blair, George W Bush & Mohammed Emwazi.




Ritt Bjerregaard


b. 19 May 1941






European Commissioner for the Environment 1994-1999; bureaucrat behind the push for diesel cars; embodiment of the law of unintended consequences








RITT BJERREGAARD IS A RETIRED SOCIALIST Danish politician and grower of organic apples. She seems like a decent, well-meaning kind of person who, when young, was fired with the outrage of somebody who grew up (relatively) poor and managed to make it to university, where the unfairness of wealth inequality struck her hard. All fair enough, and Bjerregaard’s inclusion here isn’t because we think she holds untenable political views or believe she is an especially unpleasant individual. It’s because she’s caused so much harm by accident. It’s because she’s a standard-grade political meddler of no particular egregiousness whose well-intentioned decisions have contributed to uncountable deaths over the last two decades.


If you drive a diesel car, Ritt Bjerregaard is most likely the reason. She’s the reason you took what you thought was a wise, environmentally sound and economically sensible decision to buy your car. And she’s the reason you’ve been pumping excessive amounts of carcinogenic filth and dangerous toxic gases into the atmosphere your children breathe.


Now, diesel engines are remarkable things. They are very efficient in crude fuel-efficiency terms and their power delivery is perfect for certain applications. Because they produce a lot of torque, as opposed to outright power, they’re great for commercial vehicles; if you’re in the market for a tractor, say, or a combine harvester, diesel certainly makes sense. They’re getting better in cars, too, and are unbeatably efficient on long motorway runs and for towing trailers and caravans.


As good as diesel engines may be these days, however, diesel cars are still actually pretty terrible. They’re clatteringly noisy, they fall asleep after 3,000rpm, and they’re enormously complicated to put together and will inevitably break, at great cost, after a few years. And, really, how often do you tow a caravan that you need to do this to yourself?


More pertinently, for this entry, and life in general, diesel is horrible, horrible stuff, a fact we have understood for a long, long time. Your first clue is the overwhelming stink. How often have you sat in traffic with the air on recycle because of the stench of the black cab in front of you? Methamphetamine sales are down in central London because if you want to get absurdly high and vomit all over the pavement you just need to go and stand on Tottenham Court Road for twenty minutes. That’s not actually true, of course, but the point stands.* This is your body telling you to stop breathing in clouds of nitrogen oxide and diesel particulate, which together cause breathing problems, asthma, bronchitis, heart disease and lung sicknesses, including cancer.


So in summary: diesel cars are rubbish to drive and they depreciate badly and they fall apart and they’re expensive to maintain and they make a stupid noise and they stink and – oh yes – they kill your children.


Only the European Union could have promoted something this shit.


Bjerregaard’s story serves to illustrate the sheer scale of unintended consequences when governments decide to do something. It is a tragedy of modern life that no politician would enjoy being remembered for a legacy of leaving people alone to make their own decisions. More’s the pity.


In the early 1990s there was growing concern that something called Global Warming was a real thing, that human activity was responsible for it, that specifically human production of carbon dioxide (CO2) was the principal driver of this phenomenon, and that if we didn’t do something about it soon the world, and humanity with it, would be doomed. This sense of crisis resulted in the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, a.k.a. Earth Summit, in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, at which certain principles were laid down about sustainable development and the protection of forests. Ever since, the environmental movement has been chasing legally binding targets on what it believes causes Global Warming: so-called greenhouse gases, the number-one culprit, according to the orthodoxy, being carbon dioxide.


Now it’s pretty clear to everyone with a brain that climate change, as it’s now known, is a real thing. The cause and extent of it is something argued about by people who are experts in meteorology, climate science, atmospheric science, geoscience and science in general. So, to be really, really clear: that categorically excludes the worst gibbering eco-commie groupies of the likes of Greenpeace and the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) who consider all human progress an affront to rare Guatemalan butterflies, as much as it excludes the alt-right assault-rifle-toting anarcho-libertarian whack-jobs who see an attack on human freedom every time someone points out that it’s a bit warm this afternoon.


When it comes to climate issues the best course of action is to adopt powerful scepticism – not for the science (which, being science, is naturally sceptical), but for the pub professors and the Twitter conspiracy nuts. Anybody who starts shouting or hurling pejoratives – be it ‘climate denier’ or ‘warmist’ – is almost certainly an idiot and unlikely to have the requisite PhD. It’s absolutely critical to ignore them in the same way you’d ignore somebody with a diploma from a catering college who has an opinion on open-heart surgery.
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