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There are over 18 million websites on the internet relating to evil. Many of them are facetious or relate to games of various kinds. We are all afraid of evil, yet we make jokes about it and it is easy to see why. When we encounter evil, whether it is in a lurid newspaper piece reporting the trial of a serial killer or when we are betrayed by someone we thought we could trust, we are at a loss to understand. Evil goes against the grain – for most of us – yet it is part of the warp and weft not only of history but of the everyday world that we live in. Evil acts are shocking, yet common. Laughing them off and making jokes about them is sometimes the only way we can cope with them. But the very fact that evil is commonplace makes it essential that we look at it hard and steadily, and try to understand it, not least so that we can defend ourselves as best we may. 

There is a point of view that there are no evil people at all, only misguided actions. No bad people, only bad acts. After writing this book, I cannot agree with that. As a result of a misjudgement or a mistake, any one of us can commit an evil act; we all have the capacity to do something wrong inadvertently. But most of the people featured in this book deliberately and systematically committed evil acts, and they often committed them over and over again. We should not try to make excuses for what these people did. On the other hand, it is in all our interests to try to understand why they did what they did, so that we can avoid creating the situations in which evil is born, and so that we can detect the early signs of evil in the making, so that we can bring up our young in a way that makes them least likely to tread the downward path towards evil.

Evil depends partly on the zeitgeist, the spirit of the age. Looking back across the centuries there seem to have been more evil people about at certain times than at others. The twentieth century was one of those times, possibly because technology and in particular the industrialization of warfare made it possible, using weapons of mass destruction, to kill very large numbers of people with relative ease. Evil sometimes appears or disappears according to your viewpoint. It is possible to see the dropping of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima as a good act, because it brought the Second World War quickly to an end, or as a necessary evil, because it did that but also killed a lot of people, or as an act of unqualified evil, because the people killed were civilians, slaughtered in cold blood, and they should never have been considered as military targets. The American decision to drop the bomb on Hiroshima is a classic moral paradox.

The twentieth century saw an outbreak of evil that was completely unprecedented. There was a blood-letting on a scale that had never been seen before in human history. The 20 worst blood-lettings of the twentieth century each involved a million deaths or more; they were:

 

1.Second World War 50 million

2.Mao Zedong’s regime in China 48 million

3.Stalin’s regime in the Soviet Union 20 million

4.First World War, including Armenian massacres 15 million

5.Russian Civil War 8.8 million

6.Warlord and Nationalist era in China 4 million

7.Congo under King Leopold 3 million 

8.Korean War 2.8 million

9. Second Indo-China War 2.7 million

10. Chinese Civil War 2.5 million

11. German expulsions after Second World War 2.1 million

12. Second Sudanese Civil War 1.9 million

13. Congolese Civil War 1.7 million

14. Cambodia Khmer Rouge regime 1.7 million

15. Afghanistan Civil War 1.4 million

16. Ethiopian Civil Wars 1.4 million 

17. Mexican Revolution 1.3 million

18. East Pakistan massacres 1.2 million

19. Iran-Iraq War 1 million

20. Nigeria: Biafran War 1 million

 

This list implies a lot of separate events but many of them are closely linked. They form part of a single, complex and appalling upheaval which some have described as the Haemoclysm, the ‘Blood Flood’, which swept 155 million human lives away. The Western Haemoclysm started with the Balkan Wars, led on through two World Wars to the establishment of Communism in Eastern Europe. By the end of the Western Haemoclysm, marked by the death of Stalin, 80 million lives had been swept away.

The processes of political and social change play a great part. There was a great sociopolitical spasm in which monarchy imploded and republicanism exploded, imperialism collapsed and self-government became paramount, traditional religions (apart from Islam) seriously weakened, and Communism and the personality cults of dictators strengthened. These and many other changes have generated the violence. And there are always evil people waiting to seize opportunities to take power for themselves – and abuse it. 

Necessarily, however long we make this book some people are going to be included and some left out. Napoleon and Charles Manson were left out, though they were on the draft list. A decision has to be made about who is more evil and who is less evil. We can ask ourselves hypothetical questions, ‘Who would I least like to meet in a dark alley at night?’ or ‘Who would I least like to be in a room with?’ The historian Professor Sir Alan Bullock, who wrote knowledgeably about both Hitler and Stalin, was once asked which of the two monsters he would have preferred to spend time with. He chose Hitler. Although an afternoon with Hitler would have been less exciting than an afternoon with Stalin – boring, even, according to Bullock – there was a better chance of getting through it alive. That makes Stalin easily the more evil of the two. Who would you least like to meet? My guess is that if you are a woman you will probably most fear a nightmare figure like Jack the Ripper. If you are a man, the choice is more open-ended. Probably all of us fear encountering Dr Harold Shipman, the GP from Hell – superficially ordinary, yet lethal. 

There are different kinds of evil. There is the expert pediatrician who falsely accuses parents of abusing or even killing their children – evil by expertise. There is the lynch mob who throws stones through the window of a pediatrician, not understanding the difference between the words ‘pediatrician’ and ‘paedophile’ – evil through ignorance (not that there would be a right window for stone-throwing).

Inevitably, various writers have attempted to identify the ‘Top Ten’ or ‘Top Twenty’ most evil people. One list I came across was a ‘Top Twelve’, a short enough list to quote in full: Torquemada, Vlad the Impaler, Hitler, Stalin, Amin, Ivan the Terrible, Eichmann, Pol Pot, Mao, Genghis Khan, H. H. Holmes and Gilles de Rais. It is easy to see how each of those names qualifies for the top twelve, and they all find their place in this book, because they were all killers, but how many deaths did they cause? Gilles de Rais was a horrible man, but he didn’t cause nearly as many deaths (800) as Stalin (20 million) – or does the fact that de Rais committed the murders with his own hands and Stalin simply gave the orders to kill make de Rais’s killing more evil? It is not, after all, quite as easy to rank evil as we might have thought. I was glad that I was able to make this book a much longer exploration of evil. I have had the luxury of choosing from over 90, and that is rather easier to do, though still not easy. The structure of the book shows that there are different kinds of evil, and I have grouped people according to the type of evil they perpetrated. The last type is probably the most controversial – Evil by Doing Nothing. I describe one classic example in detail but you, the reader, will probably be able to think of many others.

Evil reputation is not always the best guide to evil actuality. Rasputin, Richard III and Lucrezia Borgia have evil reputations they don’t deserve. History is kind to some people, unkind to others. It is useful to take another look and ask whether this historical figure was really as evil (or, indeed, as good) as they have been made out to be. In this book I try to rectify a few of the unfairnesses of the past. 

So – fame or infamy may not be the best guide to goodness or evil. Political agenda often influences people in identifying evil. While researching this book I found one alarming ‘Top 25’ Most Evil People of the Millennium. It included some fairly predictable names – Hitler, Stalin, Ivan the Terrible and Genghis Khan – but also two surprise entries in the shape of Bill and Hillary Clinton! 

It may be that the most evil people in the world don’t get found out; history doesn’t notice them. The serial killer Dr Harold Shipman got very nearly to the end of his career as a GP without being detected; once he had retired, there would have been no reason for anyone to investigate any of his patients’ deaths. He very nearly got away with it. All of it. How many others, and not just in Britain, have got away with mass murder? In the days before forensic science it was much easier to poison people without detection. In the nature of things, there is no way of knowing how many of these ‘successful’ evil people there may have been. We can never know. We do know that large numbers of people have been executed for crimes they did not commit. Timothy Evans was one. Even in some high-profile cases, like that of Mary Queen of Scots, it may be that the convicted and executed ‘criminal’ was not only innocent but the terribly wronged victim of an even greater evil, framing by the authorities; was Mary the evil conspirator, or Walsingham? 

What we can know with a terrible certainty is that the evil continues. There are still people committing terrible crimes against other people and who have yet to be brought to justice. There are several alleged ‘war criminals’ who have yet to stand trial for the atrocities they committed in Bosnia at the end of the twentieth century. There is an Iraqi ex-head of state who has, at the time of writing, yet to answer for his crimes. There are the leaders of Al-Qaeda and their successors who look as though they will go on committing atrocities – on and on into the future. There is no foreseeable end to evil. It is therefore all the more important that we face up to it, recognize it and do whatever we can to limit its impact on our lives. 




PART ONE: Ancient Evil





Alexander the Great

(356–323 bc)
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It may seem odd to launch a list of evil people with an individual who has been held up for centuries in many different countries as a role model, an icon of virtue and valour – as the ultimate hero. But history is what people say about the past, and that is always selective. Have we been selecting the good things about Alexander and ignoring or overlooking the bad?

Alexander ‘the Great’ was born at Pella in Macedonia in 356 bc. He was the son of King Philip of Macedon, who was a first-rate general and administrator, and Queen Olympias, who was brilliant, impulsive and hot-tempered. Alexander inherited to a high degree the qualities of both his parents. The most striking difference was that Alexander was far more ambitious than his father; he was in fact one of the most ambitious people of all time. His mother Olympias taught him that Achilles was his ancestor, and he became so fixated with this idea that his tutor, Aristotle actually called him Achilles. As part of this obsession, Alexander learnt the Iliad by heart, always carried a copy of Homer’s epic poem with him, and consciously acted out the dangerous fantasy that he was one of Homer’s heroes.

As a boy, Alexander was strong and fearless. He famously succeeded in taming Bucephalus, a spirited horse that nobody else dared to mount. It was when he was 13 that Alexander became Aristotle’s pupil, and Aristotle imbued him with a great love of literature, geography and ethnology, all of which fed and informed his military career. When he was 18, Alexander commanded a section of his father’s cavalry at the Battle of Chaeronea. He was also entrusted with acting as his father’s ambassador to Athens. He was a youth carefully groomed for kingship.

Then, when Alexander was 20, Philip of Macedon was assassinated. It is still unclear whether Alexander connived in the conspiracy to kill his father, but the assassination looks like a well-orchestrated palace coup, and the timing suited Alexander perfectly. There is a suspicion that his mother Olympias played a part in it. While Alexander was away making war on a barbarian tribe in the north, the people of Thebes, to the south, heard a rumour that he was dead and revolted against Macedonian domination, inviting Athens to join them in a rebellion. Alexander swiftly rode to Thebes with his army, stormed the city and destroyed every building except the temples and the house of the poet Pindar. The incident shows several aspects of the nature of Alexander well: the well-judged reverence for certain things, the poignant sentimentality, the grand gesture, the brutality, the wanton destructiveness. Fans of Alexander weaken at the knees at the thought that he spared the house of the poet, and gloss over the fact that he sold 30,000 captive Thebans into slavery. Clearly, a case can be made for Alexander as a war criminal.

Alexander turned then to Persia. The father had dreamed of conquering Persia; now the son wanted to outdo the father by achieving it. In 334 bc, he crossed the Hellespont with an army 35,000 strong. He was met by the Persian army on the banks of the Granicus River. He was victorious, and all Asia Minor opened before him. Halicarnassus withstood a siege, but the other towns gave in easily. In 333 bc, after a serious bout of illness, he marched along the south coast of Anatolia into Syria. Darius III, the Persian king, raised a huge army to stop him, but Alexander captured Darius’s camp, taking Darius’s wife and mother prisoner. Once again, Alexander won credit by behaving gallantly towards them.

He turned south to capture Tyre, after a seven-month siege, by building a causeway out to the island. He killed 8,000 citizens of Tyre, selling 30,000 more into slavery. This operation is considered Alexander’s greatest military achievement. He went on to do the same to Gaza. After that came Egypt, where Alexander was welcomed as a deliverer; the Egyptians hated their harsh Persian rulers. On the Nile Delta, Alexander founded a new city, egotistically naming it after himself – Alexandria.

In 331 bc, Alexander turned back to deal with the Persian army. Darius had gathered an enormous host, including the heavy cavalry of the Persian steppe, and many chariots with scythe-like blades protruding from the wheel-axles. The Persians cleared and smoothed a huge level plain at Arbela, east of the River Tigris, to make an arena where their chariots could be effectively deployed. In the Battle of Arbela which followed, Alexander’s army routed Darius’s and the Persian army retreated. It was one of the most decisive battles in history. Babylon surrendered, and Alexander took the Persian cities of Susa and Persepolis, which yielded vast treasures in gold and silver. 

At Persepolis, Alexander committed some of his worst atrocities. All the inhabitants of the city were either killed or sold as slaves, and finally the great and beautiful city was burned to the ground. It was a terrible act of vandalism.

Alexander crossed the Zagros Mountains in 330 bc, to reach Media. Darius had fled there, and he was shortly afterwards killed by his own nobles. With Darius dead, Alexander effectively became king of the entire region, from Greece, right across Anatolia and the Near and Middle East. Not content with this, Alexander took his army on to the southern shore of the Caspian Sea, hammering local tribes as he went, and setting up Persian nobles as local governors, though many of these rebelled against his overlordship after he had moved on. The march continued through Bactria and Sogdiana, where Alexander married Roxane, the daughter of a Sogdian lord. It was in Sogdiana that the violence in Alexander broke out on a personal level. He lost his temper when drunk and killed a close friend, Clitus. For this single act, amongst all the acts of mass cruelty, his Macedonian troops never forgave him. They remembered him as the murderer of Clitus.

In 326 bc, Alexander reached northern Pakistan, where he defeated Porus, one of the local princes. He had planned to go on to conquer the Ganges valley, but his army mutinied. They were getting too far from home. It is interesting to speculate just how far Alexander would have gone if the troops had been willing. Would he have gone on to China? The huge sprawling military campaign had reached its furthest point though, and he turned to sail down the Indus River to its mouth, then led the army west in a terrible march across the desert of southern Iran. The army and the fleet returned to Susa.

Alexander then busied himself with an insane plan to turn Europe and Asia, or at least as much of Asia as he had conquered, into a single country. Babylon would be its capital. Inter-marriage would be one of the means by which the different regions would be bonded together, and this was why he married a Persian princess himself. He placed soldiers from all the provinces of this empire in his army. He introduced a common currency system throughout the empire. He encouraged the spread of Greek ideas, customs and laws into Asia, regarding them as more enlightened than the existing local laws. Thus far, it all sounds very modern and progressive – not unlike the European Union. But the scale was hopelessly grandiose, given the communications systems of the time, and there was underlying all of it the megalomania of the mad dictator. Naturally, to gain recognition as the supreme ruler everywhere in his empire, Alexander required all the provinces to acknowledge him as a god. It came back, in the end, to this ultimate ego-trip.

Alexander’s plan simmered, steamed and expanded, and at the time of his death he was planning a new expedition to Arabia. He was taken ill with what may have been malaria in Babylon. He died on 13 June, 

323 bc. His body was put into a gold coffin and transported to Memphis in Egypt, and from there to Alexandria where it was placed in a beautiful tomb. The tomb of Alexander has, rather surprisingly, been lost. Alexander left no successor either, and a successor was essential for the survival of his empire. For all the brilliance and dash of Alexander's career, much of it was to do with personal vanity and egotism, and the manner of his conquest was invariably cruel. As always, too many people had to die to fulfil one man’s dream. 

There are today, just as there always have been, varying views of Alexander. He was very conscious of his image, and worked hard to project an image of himself as a reckless, energetic, romantic super-hero ready to take on the world. He even got his architect Deinocrates to prepare a plan to sculpt the Greek peninsula of Mount Athos into a vast sculpture of himself, Alexander the Great, reclining; this astonishingly egotistical scheme was revived in the seventeenth century, when the idealized (sanitized) image of Alexander seemed to represent a great human ideal. The idea was presented to his namesake Pope Alexander VII in about 1655, but fortunately came to nothing.

Alexander very deliberately followed his role models, the warrior-heroes of Homer’s Iliad, and it was not at all by chance that he crossed the Hellespont to visit Achilles’s tomb at Troy before going to meet the Persian army. He needed his army and his biographers to see him doing that. He was a brilliantly successful propagandist for his own self-image, but his murderous actions speak far louder than the propaganda. His actions were those of the mass-killer, and whatever glamour the distance of history may lend, the misery and suffering he caused thousands of his contemporaries, across a swathe of Eurasia from Greece to the Indus valley, were on an incalculably grand scale. 





Herod the Great

(74 bc–4 bc)
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Because of the Bible story, most of us have grown up feeling that we know King Herod all too well. Herod is one of the great archetypes of evil. He was the king who was visited by the wise men from the East when they were trying to find their way to the infant Messiah. He was the king who tried to kill Jesus by having all the male babies in Bethlehem massacred. But how evil was Herod, really? How great could that so-called ‘Massacre of the Innocents’ have been? 

The Christian Church has been eager to inflate the Massacre of the Innocents, at different times claiming that 60,000 or 100,000 male infants were slaughtered by this anti-Christ. But if we look at the reality of the situation, Bethlehem was only a village, and even if there were a thousand people living in that village there can only have been a score of male babies. It could not have been much of a massacre after all. Will a closer look at Herod perhaps reveal a very different historical figure? 

Herod was the son of Antipater, the procurator of Judaea under Rome. When he was 25, Herod’s father appointed him ruler of Galilee. He imme­diately arrested Hezekiah, the arch-brigand, and executed him. He was summoned to appear before the Sanhedrin, charged with overriding their rights in executing Hezekiah. When he appeared with his bodyguard in full strength, the Sanhedrin was overawed and naturally reluctant to find him guilty. The governor of Syria, where Hezekiah had been a problem, sent a demand for Herod’s acquittal, which let the Sanhedrin off the hook. The trial was adjourned and Herod was informally encouraged to abscond. Herod was humiliated and angry. He was ready to return later with an army to wreak vengeance, but his father dissuaded him from massacring the Sanhedrin.

In 43 bc, Antipater was poisoned at the instigation of Malichus, who seems to have been a Jewish freedom-fighter. Herod had Malichus assassinated in Syria, which was by now in a state of anarchy. Mark Antony, who was Master of the East after the Battle of Philippi, wanted to support the son of his friend Antipater, but he was away in Egypt when the Parthians invaded Palestine and put Antigonus on the throne in 40 bc. Herod escaped to Rome, where Antony made him and his elder brother tetrarchs; Antony persuaded the Roman Senate to proclaim Herod the rightful King of Judaea.

In 39 bc, Herod returned to Palestine and, with Antony’s Roman troops at his disposal, he was able to lay siege to Jerusalem. Jerusalem was taken by storm. Antigonus, the usurper king, was beheaded at Antioch. In 37 bc, Herod was King of Judaea in fact, but still as a Roman client-king sponsored by Mark Antony. The Pharisees were resigned to accepting Herod’s harsh rule as a judgement of God. Herod’s marriage to Mariamne brought enemies into his household. Herod had ten wives, by whom he had 14 children. He tried to annihilate the rival Hasmonean faction by killing 45 members of the Sanhedrin and confiscating their possessions, but while there were members of the Hasmonean family still living there would always be a rival claimant to his throne. Mariamne’s unscrupulous mother Alexandra used her position to try to overthrow her son-in-law. She found an unexpected ally in Queen Cleopatra, who bore a grudge against Herod because he had spurned her advances. Alexandra’s plot nevertheless ensured that her name was added to Herod’s death list. 

Herod’s reign was a battleground of different factions and interest groups.  His Babylonian high priest was deposed so that Mariamne’s brother, Aristobulus, might hold the post. Cleopatra acquired grants of territory next to Herod’s and she demanded that Herod should collect arrears of tribute from these lands for her.

After the Battle of Actium in 31 bc, and the consequent suicides of Mark Antony and Cleopatra, Herod somehow managed to remain untainted by his association with both Antony and Cleopatra, and gained favour with Augustus, the victor. It was an extremely dangerous time for him, as he could easily have found himself deposed by Augustus. Herod took the initiative and went straight to Augustus in person to declare his loyalty. Augustus was impressed and confirmed Herod’s position as a client-king. 

Herod was uncertain about the outcome of his meeting with Augustus, and left orders that if he did not return his wife Mariamne should be killed also. When he got back, he discovered that Mariamne knew all about this plan. She was furious, gave him a piece of her mind and refused to sleep with him any more. It had always been a turbulent marriage, though Herod genuinely loved her. In retaliation, he had her accused of adultery. At the trial, which Herod himself heard as judge, Mariamne’s mother Alexandra came forward to give evidence that Marimane was indeed an adulteress. Alexandra was evidently trying to get her name removed from Herod’s death list, and did not mind conniving at her daughter’s death in order to do it. Mariamne was duly sentenced to death and executed.

Herod also successfully eliminated one potential rival claimant to the throne after another, however innocent and unthreatening, until by 25 bc they were all dead. Then, in the way of great dictators, he was free to do some spectacular building work. This he needed to do in order to win round the Jewish people. They absolutely detested him, partly for not having been born a Jew, and partly for consolidating Roman control over their country; they saw him as a fake, a quisling, a traitor. In an heroic effort to win the Jewish people over and gain personal popularity, Herod rebuilt the Temple in Jerusalem in lavish style, making it one of the wonders of the world. But it was a futile effort. The Jews still hated him. Perhaps they knew his efforts were shallow, insincere and vainglorious. His next venture was to build a new city on the coast. Foolishly, he dedicated the city and a temple in it to the Roman Emperor, naming it Caesarea. There were arenas for gladiatorial games, which were also offensive to the Jews.

Herod became intermittently ill. Some said he was deranged and should be deposed, but few dared to act on this thought. Alexandra decided to take the risk. She declared Herod unfit to rule and herself queen in his place. This was just what Herod needed to stir him from his sickbed. He got up and staggered out to order Alexandra’s summary execution. She was executed immediately, without trial. 

Still he had enemies in his household. His brother Pheroras and sister Salome plotted against the two sons of Mariamne. On his deathbed, Herod learnt that his eldest son, Antipater, had been plotting against him. He accused him formally before the governor of Syria and obtained permission from the Emperor Augustus to put his son to death. Herod had his son and heir Antipater executed, just five days before his own death. It was another son, Herod Antipas, who succeeded him – and this Herod too was a monster. This new Herod was the Herod who had a hand in the executions of both John the Baptist and Jesus.

Herod the Great’s reign was stained with cruelties and atrocities. Sooner or later, every member of the rival Hasmonean family fell victim to his suspicions and fears; all were to die on the slightest pretext. In the Bible he is blamed for the slaughter of the innocents. This was the organized killing of all male babies under the age of two, just in case one of them proved to be the king who would supplant him, the prophesied Messiah. This remarkable atrocity is not mentioned by the historian Josephus, but Josephus was much more interested in great events and important people and although he may have known about it a village massacre would not have seemed important to him. The killing becomes important in the Gospel of Matthew because the massacre, however small in scale, was intended to ensure the death of the infant Jesus, and was therefore profoundly relevant to the story. The Greek word used in Matthew in any case means 'killing' not ‘massacre’. Some historians think the killing of the firstborn didn’t happen at all, but appears in the Gospel because of an elision of two events. The wise men may well have arrived in the court of King Herod at a time when the firstborn were slaughtered – but it was Herod’s own firstborn, the two sons he had executed round about the time that Jesus was born. 

Whether it happened or not, the killing of the firstborn in Bethlehem  would have been entirely in character; it was very much the kind of thing Herod did, especially in the later years of his reign. His ordering the death of his wife Mariamne and his two sons by her were atrocities in the same style. It is now generally believed that Jesus was born in 5 or 7 bc, and both of these dates would have fallen in the final years of Herod the Great’s reign, when his paranoia reached fever pitch. He was completely unhinged, and justifiably hated by his family, his courtiers, his rivals and the great mass of Jewish people who were his subjects. He had his wife’s brother, Aristobulus, drowned in his swimming pool during a party. The network of fortresses he built across the land were not built to defend his kingdom against foreign enemies, but to defend himself against his own people. 

Yet, in a perverse way, Herod caused something else to happen. Herod nurtured and intensified the Roman occupation of Judaea and therefore helped to create the climate of despair and rebellion that allowed Christianity to flourish. It was because of Herod that the Jews wanted a Messiah. 





Tiberius

(42 bc–ad 37)
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Tiberius Claudius Nero was born on 16 November, 42 bc. His father, who had the same name, was one of Julius Caesar’s officers. His mother was Livia, who had been handed on to Octavian, the future emperor Augustus, in 38 bc. Three months after her second marriage, Tiberius’s brother Drusus was born. Livia was to have no children by Augustus, and she devoted all her efforts towards the advancement of her sons. As a prince, Tiberius passed through all the appropriate state offices. At 21 he became a quaestor; at 29 he became a consul. He learnt the tasks associated with each role and proved to be a conscientious administrator.

Tiberius’s main milieu was the army camp. From 22 to 6 bc and again from ad 4 to 10 he spent most of his time with the army.  In 20 bc Augustus sent Tiberius with an army to seat Tigranes of Armenia as a Roman client king. In 15 bc he went to help his brother subjugate two German tribes in the Black Forest.

A great unhappiness befell Tiberius when Agrippa died in 12 bc. This left Julia, the emperor’s only child, a widow. Livia persuaded Augustus to force Tiberius to marry Julia. Tiberius was already married to Vipsania, whom he loved, and did not want to divorce. In 9 bc Drusus died. Tiberius had always been eclipsed by his brilliant younger brother, but now he, Tiberius, was the first soldier of the Roman Empire. The soldiers under his command did not especially like Tiberius – he was not a man they could warm to – but they respected and trusted him and he always made their safety his first consideration. Tiberius returned from his Rhine campaign in triumph and was rewarded with the title ‘imperator’. He was also made consul again, and tribune. Tiberius was in this way closely associated with the emperor in the civil government of the empire, and it was thought at the time that this marked him out as the heir to the throne. 

Tiberius had a dark side. He suddenly asked for permission to retire to Rhodes in order to study. He refused to give any reason for this retreat. It emerged years afterwards that his reason was to give the young princes Gaius and Lucius, the sons of Agrippa and Julia, their chance to shine – at least that was the reason he gave. It may rather be that he had no wish to become the servant of the two boys whom Augustus had adopted and evidently saw as joint heirs. Possibly Tiberius had no ambition to be emperor, and he wanted to get away from his mother’s endless scheming on his behalf. Possibly he wanted to get away from his wife Julia’s scandalous behaviour and it was safer to be nowhere near her when her sexual exploits were discovered by Augustus. When Augustus did indeed find out and exploded with anger, inflicting terrible punishment on Julia, Tiberius interceded on her behalf and did what he could to reduce her suffering. Possibly there were attractions on Rhodes that we know nothing of, but he did indeed pass time there with scholars, with whom he discoursed intelligently.

After five years, he asked for leave to return, and Augustus angrily refused. Livia managed to persuade Augustus to make him a legate, which to an extent legitimized his absence from Rome. Augustus then relented and allowed Tiberius to return on condition that he held no public office. The moment he returned, in ad 2, Lucius died, and about a year later Gaius died. They may have died naturally, but there is reason to suspect that Livia arranged their deaths to clear the way for her son to become emperor. Evil was done on Tiberius’s behalf, rather than by him; he was the beneficiary of evil.

The emperor was left with only one male descendant now, Agrippa Postumus, Julia’s son, and he was only a boy. Augustus adopted both Postumus and Tiberius as his sons, and indicated that he expected Tiberius to be his successor. Now Tiberius resumed his military career, returning in triumph to Rome once more in ad 11. From this time until Augustus’s death in ad 14, Tiberius was in effect joint emperor. When Augustus died, Tiberius was no longer young: he was 56.

Possibly because of the overriding ambitions of his mother, he had learnt to hide his feelings, ambitions and motives. What struck everyone was how impenetrable he was. Throughout his career as a military commander, he is only known once to have discussed anything, and that was after the catastrophic annihilation of Varus’s legions in Germany. He was stern and totally inscrutable, and therefore almost totally dislikable. The men of his own legions mutinied when they heard that he had become emperor and it was only the skill of Germanicus that prevented a mutinous march on Rome to unseat Tiberius. He was not a brilliant man, so he brooded over problems for a long time to get at the solution. Silent, gloomy men are never popular.

He was held in check for much of his life by his mother and the necessity of keeping the right side of Augustus. Once he became emperor, his true nature came increasingly out into the open. He cut himself off from his controlling mother by setting up court on the island of Capri, where he indulged in all kinds of perverted pastimes, which involved the sexual abuse of slaves and children. He became a monster of wickedness.

When Germanicus was in the East, Tiberius set Piso in place there to spy on him. Piso and his wife poisoned Germanicus, and it would seem likely that this was on Tiberius’s orders. Tiberius had Piso brought to Rome for a show trial; Piso was forced to commit suicide. Tiberius named two of the sons of Agrippina, Germanicus’s widow, as his heirs. In Rome, Tiberius maintained control through his minister, Sejanus. Sejanus in turn maintained his own position by feeding the emperor’s suspicions about Agrippina and her household. Then, after brooding on the situation on Capri for a while, Tiberius launched a purge. In his own memoirs, Tiberius claimed that he killed Sejanus because Sejanus entertained an insane rage against the sons of Germanicus. This cannot be true, because the destruction of Sejanus was a bloodbath, a Roman purge that consumed Agrippina and her two sons as well. It was Agrippina’s third son, the awful Caligula, who was to become Tiberius’s heir. 

Tiberius was remembered in Rome as a dangerous emperor who could not be trusted. Under his rule, scores of people were prosecuted for treason on the slightest of pretexts and a climate of terror was created in which informers flourished as they provided Sejanus with the perjured evidence required to commit one judicial murder after another. Much of this evil may have been carried out by Sejanus while Tiberius was away, frolicking on Capri, but Tiberius was nevertheless responsible for delegating power to Sejanus. It was all the more terrible as an experience for Rome because of the contrast with the way Augustus ran things. Under Augustus there was no doctrine of constructive treason. Under Tiberius, more and more people were put to the sword and their property confiscated under trumped-up treason charges. As time passed, Tiberius seems to have become more and more indifferent to the shedding of civilian blood, so that Rome looked increasingly like one of his battlefields.





Caligula

(ad 12–41)
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When the 25-year-old Gaius Caesar became third Emperor of Rome on the death of Tiberius, there was general rejoicing. Tiberius was old, corrupt, depraved and had shut himself away on Capri while his critics were cruelly executed in Rome. He had done Rome a favour by nominating little Gaius, great-grandson of the great Augustus and son of the military hero Germanicus, as his successor. As a child, Gaius had been taken on campaigns by his father. The soldiers had adopted him as a mascot, dressing him in a miniature uniform, complete with little boots, ‘caligulae’ – hence his nickname, Little Boot, Caligula.

But in four short years the nickname would turn into a by-word for capricious cruelty far worse than any of Tiberius’s. Caligula was wild, extravagant, with a penchant for sexual adventures. What started as youthful excesses resulting from too much power too young turned into insane excess. 

Things started well, with Caligula declaring amnesties for all Romans imprisoned or exiled under Tiberius and stopping the treason trials. He gave away much of Tiberius’s wealth in tax rebates and cash bonuses for the garrison in Rome. He lavished huge amounts of money on the German mercenaries of his personal bodyguard. Senators who warned that he would bankrupt himself if he carried on like this were disregarded as he organized lavish circuses for the people. Exotic menageries of animals from all over the Roman Empire were collected for mock hunts in the arenas. Pay for gladiators doubled and trebled.

Behind the scenes things began to develop in an even more unsettling way. He had made his three sisters leave their husbands, and move into his palace so that he could sleep with them. At night, Caligula wandered round the city with his guards, joining in orgies with prostitutes.

After reigning for only seven months, Caligula fell seriously ill with a ‘brain fever’. After a month he recovered physically, though he was clearly mentally ill. He thought he had turned into a god. The programme of circuses accelerated, with more and more public holidays, and Caligula began to run out of money. The pay for gladiators fell, and only fat old gladiators lured out of retirement turned up in the arenas; the quality of the shows dropped and the people of Rome disliked what they saw. The crowd in the amphitheatre rose and booed. Caligula had those who had led the jeering rounded up. They were dragged off into the cellars, where their tongues were cut out; then they were forced out into the arena to do battle with the wild animals themselves. The spectators were shocked into silence by what they saw, but the Emperor shouted, laughed and clapped until the last of the jeerers had been killed. As he left, Caligula said, ‘I wish Rome had but one neck, so that I could cut off all their heads with one blow!’ Few Romans appreciated the Emperor’s strange sense of humour.

From then on, Caligula had to make economies. His idea of economies was to feed criminals from the prisons to the lions to fatten them up and launch a series of treason charges against wealthy citizens. Evidence was bought from perjurers, just as in Tiberius’s time, and entire estates and fortunes were taken as ‘fines’.

Finally, in the time-honoured way of political leaders then and now, Caligula resorted to foreign adventures as a means of acquiring wealth and distracting subjects from misery and mismanagement at home. He looked to Gaul and Spain, but spent the last of his imperial wealth on a strange event in the Bay of Naples. He moored 4,000 boats to make a floating bridge across the bay and rode across on horseback – to give the lie to an old prophecy that he had no more chance of becoming Emperor than of riding across the bay.   When the bridge was destroyed in a storm, Caligula swore he would take revenge on Neptune, the Sea-god.

He also threw a party for his horse Incitatus, giving him presents of paintings to hang on his marble bedroom walls. Caligula threatened to make Incitatus a senator.

The prefect of the Praetorian Guard, Macro, had helped Caligula gain the throne, but now Caligula felt he owed him too much. Caligula tricked Macro into thinking he was to become prefect of Egypt, then had him arrested and executed. 

 Now desperate for cash, Caligula sank to sending his guards round the city, demanding cash from ordinary citizens in the street. The guards reported that they had extorted money even from the prostitutes, which gave Caligula another sick idea. He announced that his palace was to open as a brothel, with his sisters as prostitutes. Senators were obliged to turn up at the orgies, each paying an entrance fee of a thousand gold pieces; their humiliation was doubled when they were ordered to return with their wives and daughters. They were all obliged to join in the fun.

Caligula’s popularity was over, as he alienated one social class after another. In Gaul, he behaved equally madly, organizing a mock-auction in which French noblemen were forced to outbid one another for what turned out to be bundles of rubbish. In Germany, a thousand prisoners were captured. He decided that he only needed 300 prisoners to make an impressive triumphal return to Rome, so the rest were killed. His last great campaign was to be the conquest of Britain, but he lost his nerve when he reached the Channel, remembering that Neptune was his great enemy. Camping near Boulogne, he ordered his bewildered and unnerved soldiers to line up on the beach. Archers formed up at the water’s edge. Cavalry waited on the flanks. All looked out to sea as if waiting for the enemy to appear. Then Caligula rode into the sea, slashing at the water with his sword and swearing revenge on Neptune for wrecking his ships at Naples. Catapults were fired into the sea. Archers fired into the waves. Then Caligula ordered his men to gather seashells in their helmets – the plunder after the victory.

His was a weak, quirky personality totally corrupted by power, and now no-one found him funny. The army had been humiliated and he would not be forgiven for that. During the long march back to Rome, the conspiracy to get rid of him was hatched. For a month after his return home he was allowed to celebrate his imaginary victories – the celebration included plans to replace the heads of all the statues of gods in Rome with his own. Then Caligula pushed one of his veterans too far. He forced Cassius Chaerea to torture a young girl. Cassius wept at the girl’s innocent anguish. When Caligula got to hear about it, he ridiculed Cassius mercilessly. 

In January ad 41, when Caligula was in his private theatre, Cassius waited for him in a covered walkway. He sent word in that a troupe of young Greek dancing boys was waiting to perform for him. This brought Caligula out into the passage. Cassius drew his sword, felled Caligula and killed him with ten thrusts of his sword. Cassius strode straight into the theatre and announced, ‘The show is over. The Emperor is dead’. After a moment’s silence there was a roar of applause.





Attila the Hun

(ad 406–453)
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The Roman Empire was carved out of other people’s territories and interests; all round the Mediterranean the Romans encroached on the lands and possessions of others. Inevitably, there was resistance and counter-attack, though the Romans often seem to have been surprised by this. The people of central and northern Europe were seen as ‘barbarians’, people who represented a continual threat and who needed subjugation. These people, who were on the whole simply trying to defend their homelands, repeatedly attacked Rome. Often they were demonized by the Romans for doing so, and it is sometimes hard to evaluate the Roman accounts of what happened. 

The Greek historian Herodotus, writing in around 480 bc, was in the same mindset when he described the Scythians skinning their enemies to make coats. There were, even so, several tribes who were astonishingly aggressive and bloodthirsty, and who relentlessly harried the Romans, to the extent that within a few decades they caused the Roman Empire to collapse under the strain.

The Goths from Sweden moved south and reached Rome in ad 410. The city was sacked in a week-long orgy of killing and destruction. A few decades later, the Vandals arrived from Germany, after raiding Gaul, Spain and North Africa, leaving a trail of destruction behind them. The third group to harry Rome was the Huns.

The Huns came originally from the windswept steppes of central Asia. They had been driven westwards out of their homeland by the Chinese in the second century. This push from the Far East had a domino effect, displacing people westwards until they impacted on Rome. The Huns massacred their way through, eventually settling north of the Danube, where they came to an arrangement with Rome, buying acceptance by agreeing to subdue troublesome neighbours. Rome paid an annual tribute of 350 pounds of gold to King Ruas, but also took hostages as a guarantee of loyalty. King Ruas had a nephew called Attila, who went to Rome as one such hostage. It was a useful experience, as it enabled him to learn the customs and geography of Italy.

King Ruas died when Attila was 27 years old. Attila inherited the Hun throne jointly with his brother Bleda, and worked to strengthen their kingdom by fighting neighbouring Teutonic tribes like the Gepidae and the Ostrogoths. By ad 444 Attila had consolidated his control over the lands that are today Romania and Hungary. He had also made himself sole ruler by the simple, age-old technique of murdering his brother. Now he was ready to take on Rome.

He soon found a pretext. Honoria, the sister of the Roman Emperor Valentinian III, had a scandalous affair with a courtier. She became pregnant. Valentinian had her removed to Constantinople, where she was kept a virtual prisoner. Bored and frustrated by events, she smuggled a plea for help to Attila, who was at Budapest, offering to marry him if he would rescue her. Attila already had many wives and did not need another, but saw this invitation as a major political opportunity. He wrote to Valentinian asking for permission to marry Honoria – and as a dowry half the Roman Empire. It was a very cheeky request, and he knew it would be refused, but the snub gave him his excuse to release a ferocious attack on the Empire.

In ad 447 Attila led his warriors south into Macedonia (northern Greece) to Constantinople. The Romans bought him off with a massively increased annual tribute and paid a huge indemnity for Attila’s withdrawal. Attila went home with his plunder.

Four years later, Attila led a huge army of Franks, Vandals and Huns westwards across the Rhine into Gaul. Several Gaulish towns were ruthlessly destroyed. As Attila was about to attack and destroy Orleans in the same way, Roman legions arrived together with a Visigoth army. Attila withdrew to the plain near Chalons-sur-Marne, ready to fight. The battle lasted all day, with huge loss of life on both sides. One person who was there described the fighting as ‘ruthless, immense and obstinate’. Among the thousands who died that day was the king of the Visigoths. Attila was forced to retreat, back across the Rhine. The battle was crucial in European history. Had Attila, with his Mongol background, won, not only would subsequent history have been different, but the ethnicity of Europe would have been different. 

But the defeat at Chalons did not deter Attila from trying again. The next year he led his warriors south into Italy, completely destroying Aquileia, the main city in Venetia, and inflicting appalling atrocities on its inhabitants. The Huns went on to the Adriatic Sea, killing the innocent citizens of the towns of Altinum, Concordia and Padua and burning their houses. Refugees fled to islands in the coastal lagoon, where they founded a new settlement that would one day become the city of Venice. As the Huns rampaged across the Plain of Lombardy, Rome itself was clearly in danger. Pope Leo I made the incredibly brave decision to travel to meet Attila, who was so struck by the Pope’s boldness that he agreed to end the blood-letting and take his men home, though he still talked of coming back if Honoria was not treated better. But he did not return. 

On 15 March, ad 453, Attila gave a great banquet to celebrate his marriage to yet another wife, the beautiful Ildico. In bed with Ildico that night, Attila burst an artery and died of the resulting haemorrhage. 





Genghis Khan

(1162–1227)
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It was almost a millennium after the time of Attila that a very similar Mongol war-leader emerged. Temuchin, or Temujin, as he was called, after a tribal chief his father Yesukai had recently defeated, was born in 1162 at Deligun Bulduk on the River Onon, the son of a Mongol chief. Thirteen years later, Yesukai was killed in an ambush, leaving the boy Temuchin deep in tribal in-fighting. He had to fight for years against hostile tribes. He proved more than equal to the dangerous situation he found himself in, killing one of his brothers in a petty dispute over a fish, and massacring an entire tribe who dared to kidnap his wife. 

He spent six years subjugating the Naiman tribe, between Lake Balkhash and the Irtysh, and conquering the land of Tangut, which lay to the south of the Gobi Desert. The Turkish Uigurs surrendered to Temuchin’s overlordship without fighting, and it was from them that the Mongols developed most of their culture, including an alphabet and laws.

Temuchin was cruel and ruthless, but it could be argued that he needed to be as he was fighting for survival in a cruel and ruthless world. One of his rivals boiled 70 of his followers alive in cooking pots. But by being more cruel and more ruthless than any of them, he rose to supremacy. By 1206 Temuchin was strong enough to impose his will on all of the Mongol tribes. He courageously called together the leaders of many warring factions to a gathering by the River Onon, where he proclaimed himself their overlord. He took a new name, Genghis Khan, ‘Universal Ruler’.

The Chinese were the first to feel Temuchin’s new power. In 1211, the Mongol hordes poured across the Great Wall, sacking cities, trampling down and setting fire to the crops. By 1214, Genghis Khan had control of most of China north of the Yellow River. In 1217, he conquered and annexed the Kara-Khitai Khanate, which stretched from Lake Balkhash to Tibet.

Next, in 1218, he looked to the south-west, to the lands of the Khwarizms (Turkestan, Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, northern India). Genghis Khan sent messengers to Shah Mohammed promising peace and suggesting a trading treaty. This met with a favourable reply, but the first caravan of Mongol traders was massacred by the local governor, Inaljuk, at the border town of Otrar. Genghis understandably demanded the extradition of the governor. Mohammed responded by beheading the leading envoy and sending the others home without their beards. This dangerous insult resulted in a ferociously bloodthirsty response from Genghis Khan. 

400,000 Khwarizm warriors posted along the border river, the Syr Daria, were not enough to stop the invasion of the Mongol hordes. Inaljuk was captured and executed by having molten metal poured into his eyes and ears. The Shah fled, leaving his subjects to be raped or slaughtered. One technique Genghis Khan used on this campaign was the human shield. He herded crowds of prisoners in front of his army, as many as 30,000 at a time, as he moved into the new territory. A terrible catalogue of cruelty unfolded as one town after another was taken. At one, all the women were raped in front of their families. At another, the inhabitants were tied up and shot with arrows. At another, the poor were decapitated, while the rich were tortured to find out where their treasure was. And all this happened at great speed.

Shah Mohammed fled to a village on the Caspian Sea, where he died of pleurisy. Meanwhile Genghis Khan followed his son and successor, Jelaleddin, in the conquest of the huge new territory. At Herat, where the governor he had installed was deposed, Genghis Khan put the city under siege for six months. When Herat fell, it took a week for all the inhabitants to be killed.

Remarkably, and undeservedly, Genghis Khan died of natural causes at the age of 65. He set out to chastise the king of Tangut, and thoroughly subdued the territory in the usual way. It was while laying siege to the Tangut capital of Ninghsia in 1227 that he fell ill and died. He has been described as the ‘mightiest and most bloodthirsty conqueror of all time’. The final victims were in a way the most pitiful of all. They were innocent bystanders who accidentally saw the funeral procession making its way to the burial ground in the valley of Kilien. They were all killed. They had seen too much. 





Tamerlane the Great

(1336–1405)
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Tamerlane was the great-great-grandson of Genghis Khan. He was born at Kesh, near Samarkand, and given the name Timur. As a young man he nursed the pipe-dream of rebuilding his ancestor’s empire, which had subsequently fallen apart and been divided into a large number of small principalities. It seemed unlikely that he would be able to fulfil this dream, as he was disabled. The locals nicknamed him Timur i Leng, Timur the Lame. Yet in spite of walking with a limp, he is remembered as Tamerlane the Great, a ruthless and sadistic warmonger just like his great-great-grandfather.

He was 33 when he seized the Transoxian throne at Samarkand, acquiring the power base he needed for his scheme of conquest. He was an expert military strategist and this skill enabled him to conquer Turkestan, Iran, the Ukraine, Crimea, Georgia, Armenia and Mesopotamia. Tamerlane did not reward those loyal to him with support. Governors who appealed to him often found they were betrayed once he had taken control of their kingdoms. 

Tamerlane invaded India, leaving a trail of destruction across the north all the way to Delhi, which he totally destroyed, massacring the 100,000 inhabitants. 

Tamerlane looked extraordinary. Apart from the limp, he was tall, with a huge head. He was also white-haired even from childhood. He was altogether a frightening figure, and he relied on fear above all to ensure the allegiance of his subjects. Even so, revolts were  common, and cruel and brutal reprisals equally common. Cities were destroyed out of revenge. Whole populations were slaughtered. Huge towers made from his enemies’ skulls were built for Tamerlane to look at with gratification. On two occasions he ordered thousands of his enemies to be walled up to die slowly of suffocation. On another occasion he had his enemies thrown over a cliff.

Following the India campaign, Tamerlane turned his attention to Syria to exact revenge on those who had failed to assist him in his earlier campaigns. He seized Aleppo and sacked it. He occupied Damascus in 1400. He sacked Baghdad, still reeling from the atrocities inflicted by Halagu a hundred years before, and set it on fire, killing 20,000 people. By 1402, he had moved on into Turkey, where he beheaded 5,000 Ottoman soldiers at the end of a siege; their Sultan was captured, put in an iron cage and killed.

The reign of Tamerlane was a nightmare revisitation of an earlier era - just as he had hoped it would be. It came to an end with Tamerlane’s death. He was on his way, with his army, to attack China, when he fell ill at a campsite beside the Syr Daria river. It was there that he died, like Genghis Khan before him, of natural causes. By chance, he died at Otrar, whose governor had triggered the violent anger of Genghis Khan three centuries before. Along with his bloodthirsty forebear, Tamerlane died with the blood of hundreds of thousands of people on his hands. 




PART TWO: Medieval & Renaissance Monarchs





Vlad the Impaler

(1431–1476)
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If Dracula had any real-life existence outside the fiction of Bram Stoker’s novel, then it was in the form of Vlad Tepes or Vlad III – or Vlad the Impaler. 

Vlad was born late in 1431, in the fortress of Sighisoara, in Transylvania. Vlad the Impaler’s mother was called Barbara. His father, Vlad II Dracul, was given the nickname ‘Dracul’ (Dragon), because he was a member of a crusading Catholic order of chivalry with that title. Vlad II had been admitted to the Order of the Dragon a year before the young Impaler was born. ‘Dracul’ was the nickname the Romanian boyars (noblemen) decided to call him. ‘Draculea’ means ‘son of Dracul’, and was often used by Vlad III to describe himself, which brings us to the familiar name Dracula. Vlad III supplied another element of Bram Stoker’s story with his habit of drinking the blood of his victims, of whom there were many. Stoker borrowed another element in the form of the Order of the Dragon’s official uniform, a black cloak over a red robe. 

His terrible reputation sprang from the horrible methods he used for killing his enemies. He sat down to dinner on one occasion, surrounded by a crowd of slowly dying victims. His dinner guests were nauseated by the screaming and the stench. One of them made the mistake of objecting and was himself impaled.

It was late in 1436 that Vlad became Prince of Wallachia, one of three Romanian provinces, the others being Moldavia and Transylvania. He took up residence at the palace in Targoviste, the capital. In 1442, Vlad III and his brother Radu were taken hostage by Sultan Murad II; he was held in Turkey until 1448, though Radu was kept until 1462. This period of Turkish captivity played a key role in the development of Vlad’s black personality. He became profoundly pessimistic. The Turks set him free only when news broke that his father had been assassinated, at the orders of Vladislav II, who wanted the Wallachian throne for himself. He also then learned of the death of his older brother Mircea. Vlad was 17 and, supported by a force of Turkish cavalry, he made a move to seize the throne of Wallachia, but Vladislav was defeated only two months later. Then, in August 1456, Vlad was able to kill Vladislav and begin his longest reign (6 years). During this time he committed many cruel atrocities.

His first major atrocity was, inevitably, an act of revenge aimed at the boyars of Targoviste who had conspired to kill his father and his brother Mircea. On Easter Day 1459, he invited all the boyar families who were involved to a feast. He impaled the older ones and forced the rest to march 50 miles to the town of Poenari, where they were made to build a fortress overlooking the Arges River; many died during this ordeal. This building is what is today known as Castle Dracula. 

This sick sadistic monster was, even so, regarded as a hero. He was a gifted general, and he succeeded in ending decades of feuding within his country. He also fended off the Turks who were constantly trying to encroach on his lands. 

In 1462, Vlad launched a campaign against the Turks along the Danube, killing over 38,000 people. The Turks sent envoys to agree a peace settlement but, when the envoys refused to remove their turbans in his presence, Vlad had their turbans nailed onto their heads. This was risky, as the Sultan’s army was three times larger than Vlad’s, and the Sultan pushed his huge army forward. Vlad was forced to retreat to his capital. As he did so, he burned his own villages and poisoned the wells, so that there was nothing for the Turks to eat or drink. When the Sultan reached the capital, he was met by an appalling sight, the impaled bodies of 20,000 Turkish captives – the Forest of the Impaled. This tactic had the desired effect. The Sultan admitted defeat.

Vlad’s favourite method of execution was impaling his victims on stakes. This was an exceptionally slow and painful way to die, and Vlad usually insisted that the stakes should not be too sharp, so that it would take longer. His preference for impaling led to his nickname, ‘The Impaler’, first recorded in 1550; even the Turks, who were frequently his victims, called him ‘Kaziglu Bey’, ‘The Impaler Prince’. But he used other techniques too. 

After the Forest of the Impaled, Vlad’s support dwindled, and his brother Radu, with his own Turkish-supported army, pursued Vlad to Poenari Castle. According to legend, Vlad’s wife committed suicide by throwing herself from the battlements. Vlad escaped the siege by using a secret passage. He made his way to Transylvania, where he met the new King of Hungary, Matthias Corvinus. Instead of offering help, Matthias arrested and imprisoned him at the Hungarian capital of Visegrad. 

He was able to return as Prince of Wallachia again in 1475, but this third reign was brief. He was assassinated in December 1476. His head was cut off and sent to the Sultan, who mounted it on a stake as proof that the Impaler was dead.

Some dictators have used the death penalty as a means of getting rid of enemies, and as a deterrent to potential opponents. But what Vlad did went beyond this. He was a sadist who derived deep pleasure from watching other people’s sufferings. We can only speculate that the extraordinary experiences of his boyhood must have played a great part in generating feelings of intense and violent rage towards others. One good effect of his brutal regime was that it was designed to enforce honesty and order, which to a great extent it did. Vlad placed a golden cup in the central square of Targoviste, for the use of thirsty travellers. It seems that it was never removed, that no attempt was made to steal it. Vlad was also concerned that everyone should be productive; vagrants and beggars were treated as thieves, because they were unproductive parasites. This sounds good, but Vlad took it to a surreal extreme. He invited all the poor and sick of Wallachia to a hall in Targoviste for a feast. Afterwards, he asked them if they would like never to be poor again. Naturally they said yes, so Vlad had the hall locked and set on fire. None of them survived.

Vlad is supposed to have been buried at the Snagov monastery, which is located on an island near Bucharest, but his tomb contains only the bones – of a horse. No-one knows where the Impaler’s body is.





Richard III

(1452–1485)
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Richard III is another great icon of evil. We know the nature of this evil man all too well from Shakespeare’s presentation of him. But playwrights often bend history to make a better play. Just how evil was Richard III? 

Richard III, King of England, was born on 2 October, 1452 at Fotheringhay Castle in the Nene Valley not far from Peterborough. He was officially the fourth son of Richard Duke of York (who himself had a strong claim to the throne of Henry VI) and his wife, Cecily Neville. The young Richard spent much of his childhood at Middleham Castle, which he later made his home when he married.

Richard’s father was killed at the Battle of Wakefield when Richard was still a boy, and after that he was taken into the care of Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick, ‘Warwick the Kingmaker’. It was relatively common in the middle ages for young noblemen to be farmed out and brought up in the households of other princes; it was the precursor of the English public school system. Warwick the Kingmaker was closely involved in turning Henry VI off the throne and replacing him with Richard’s oldest brother, Edward, as Edward IV. At Edward’s coronation, Richard was made Duke of Gloucester.

However, when Edward decided to marry Elizabeth Woodville, Warwick disagreed strongly. She was a commoner and he could not allow the marriage to go ahead. He therefore drove Edward out of England. Warwick proclaimed Henry VI King again in 1470, but within a year Edward returned, fought back and reclaimed the throne in 1471.

As a boy, Richard was of no consequence until this event, when he supported his brother against Warwick, shared his exile and took part in his triumphant return. He fought loyally and effectively on his family’s behalf, the Yorkist cause, in several battles in the Wars of the Roses. 

During his brother’s reign, Richard worked with steadfast loyalty, using his great skills as a military commander to support the king, and was rewarded with huge estates in the north of England and the title of Duke of Gloucester. He thus became the richest and most powerful nobleman in England. The other surviving brother, George Duke of Clarence, was by contrast disloyal to Edward IV, who had him executed for treason.

After the Battle of Tewkesbury, which the Yorkists won, Richard married Anne Neville - the widow of Henry VI’s son, Prince Edward, and the daughter of Warwick the Kingmaker. It was in fact Richard and his brother George who in cold blood had stabbed Prince Edward to death after the battle. Richard was also present in the Tower of London shortly afterwards, on the night of 21 May, 1471, when Henry VI was murdered, and may have been responsible for that assassination too. Richard and Anne had one son, Edward Plantagenet, who died aged 11 in 1484, just before his father. Anne also died before her husband.

Edward IV died suddenly and unexpectedly in April 1483. The king’s sons (Richard’s nephews), the 12-year-old Prince Edward and the nine-year-old Prince Richard, were apparently next in the order of succession. In view of Richard’s conscientious loyalty to his brother’s cause, it seems remarkable that he moved to claim the throne for himself. Richard arranged for the young boy-king, Edward V, to be escorted to Stony Stratford, where he met him and his younger brother. He took personal charge of the two boys, accompanied them to London and lodged them in the Tower, then more a royal residence than a prison.

Richard appointed himself Lord Protector and Chief Councillor (in effect Prime Minister). Something even more extraordinary followed. At a meeting of the Royal Council in the Tower on 13 June, 1483, Lord Hastings was arrested for treason. He was the king’s chamberlain and had regularly visited the king; he was also a known anti-Ricardian. A few minutes later, he was executed by beheading outside. Three other alleged conspirators, Lord Rivers, Richard Grey and Sir Thomas Vaughan, were executed elsewhere.

After ruthlessly removing all possible opposition at court, Richard had a statement read out, outside St Paul’s Cathedral, declaring that he was the rightful king, that his brother Edward IV had been illegitimate and that therefore the two princes were excluded from the line of succession. The declaration was startling for many reasons – not least that Richard was not just denouncing the boy-king as illegitimate but his elder brother as well, the brother he had served with unswerving loyalty. Why had Richard shifted his ground? Was it that he was incredibly devious and ambitious?

A few days later, some evidence was produced, probably by the Bishop of Bath and Wells, to show that Edward IV’s marriage to Elizabeth Woodville had been bigamous, and therefore all their children were bastards. If Edward’s two sons were illegitimate they could have no right to the throne. The children of George Duke of Clarence had lost their right on account of their father’s treason. That left Richard. He was crowned King Richard III at Westminster Abbey on 6 July, 1483.

The two princes were seen a few more times in the Tower shortly after that, then never again. Eventually their skeletons were discovered, hidden under a stone staircase in the Tower. When they were murdered – by whom and on whose orders – is still not known, though it has usually been assumed that Richard III was responsible for ordering their murder. Richard had most to gain by their death and it does seem more likely than not that he gave the order for their assassination. It is nevertheless possible that they survived Richard’s short reign – he was only in power for two years – and were removed by Henry VII, who would equally have wanted rival claimants out of the way.

Because of the way he had removed potential opposition, Richard was left with too few friends to govern safely. His was a very short and very troubled reign. His own loyal supporter, Henry Duke of Buckingham, turned against him and was promptly executed. Richard’s enemies finally united against him on the battlefield at Bosworth on 22 August, 1485. He was killed fighting bravely in the battle, famously unhorsed, and his body was carted naked through the streets of Leicester before being buried at Greyfriars Church. 

Richard III has become one of the most controversial English kings. Shakespeare was a mouthpiece for Tudor propaganda, and his play Richard III is in effect a justification for Henry VII’s usurpation of the throne; but Henry VII’s right to the throne was not as strong as Richard’s. Shakespeare blames Richard for the murder of his brother, the innocent George Duke of Clarence, but history records a very different story – that Clarence did indeed plot against Edward IV and it was Edward IV himself who had him executed.  Nothing to do with Richard at all.

Some have excused the (alleged) murder of the two princes on the grounds that England needed to be governed by a man, that the safety of the realm demanded that they should go. As for the accusation that Prince Edward (the boy-king) had no right to the throne, that turns out to have been doubly true. Edward IV was a bigamist, so Edward V was illegitimate. Edward IV was himself illegitimate. His mother was Cecily, but she conceived Edward while her husband was away and she had an affair with an archer called Blaybourne. The fact that Edward’s baptism was a very low-key event compared with the baptisms of George and Richard indicates that the Duke and Duchess knew perfectly well that he was illegitimate. It was also a matter of general comment that Richard and George were slightly built like the Duke of York, yet Edward IV was huge. His body was exhumed in modern times and the skeleton measured 6 foot 4 inches. Richard would certainly have known this, but kept quiet for safety’s sake, during Edward IV’s lifetime. George was unwise enough to challenge his brother – perhaps he even dared to mention the unutterable and now treasonable family secret, the matter of Edward IV’s parenthood – and was executed for it. Once Edward IV was dead, it was not only safe for Richard to expose the illegitimacy of Edward IV’s sons, but it was his family duty to the purity of the bloodline, and his patriotic duty to the integrity of the Crown. History reveals a very different Richard III from the crook-backed villain of Shakespeare’s play.

Context and zeitgeist are important. Richard III did stab Prince Edward to death at Tewkesbury, he did have Lord Hastings summarily executed, and he may have killed Henry VI and the Princes in the Tower, but he turns out not to have been such an overwhelmingly evil man, as medieval kings went. 





Cesare Borgia

(1476–1507)
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Cesare Borgia was born with distinct advantages. He was born into one of the most corrupt, ruthless and self-seeking families that ever lived - and his father was Pope. When Pope Innocent VIII died in 1492, the year of the first Columbus voyage to America, Rodrigo Borgia was one of the three possible successors. Borgia handed out huge bribes, promising highly-paid positions and palaces to delegates if they voted for him. Naturally, he won the election, and became Pope Alexander VI. He used his position to advance his illegitimate children in every way possible. He gave them high-status positions. He made them rich. 

In 1470, Rodrigo Borgia had begun an affair with Vanozza deo Catanei, a 28-year-old beauty. By Vanozza, he had three sons, Giovanni, Cesare and Goffredo, and a daughter, Lucrezia. Cesare, the second son, was born in 1476.

Cesare was just 16 when he was appointed Archbishop of Valencia by his father; he was 17 when his father made him a cardinal. But these were nowhere near enough for this spoilt rich boy. He was envious of his older brother, who had been given command of the Papal Army. Cesare had to content himself with riding arrogantly through the streets of Rome, fully armed, with one beautiful mistress after another at his side. His flirtation in public with his sister Lucrezia made it plain to everyone who saw it that they had an incestuous relationship. Cesare seems to have inherited (or imitated) his father’s philandering streak. When Sanchia, the notoriously promiscuous daughter of the King of Naples, arrived in Rome to be vetted as a prospective bride for Goffredo, both Rodrigo and Cesare gave her a test drive before giving their approval. 

The new Pope’s reign was beset by political problems. When Sanchia’s father, King Ferrante of Naples, died, Rodrigo recognized Ferrante’s son Alphonso as his successor. Unfortunately the French King, Charles VIII, thought he had a superior claim and invaded Rome to enforce it. Rodrigo was obliged to cave in, allowing Charles to take Cesare to Naples as a hostage to guarantee safe conduct. Cesare managed to escape, return to Rome and with his father form an anti-French alliance with Venice, Spain and Milan. Charles realised he was in danger of being cut off by an offensive alliance, and quickly returned to France, leaving Naples to Alphonso.

The Borgias then took their revenge on those who had helped Charles VIII to humiliate them. Cesare Borgia arrested the Swiss mercenaries who had broken into his mother’s house while the French had occupied Rome and subjected them to merciless torture. Rodrigo ordered the people of Florence to arrest Savonarola, the ascetic monk who had denounced corruption in the Church and had publicly welcomed Charles as the champion of old Catholic values. The Florentines responded to this with enthusiasm, as they too had suffered many a lashing from Savonarola’s tongue; he had put a stop to their carnivals. They were glad to have an excuse to be rid of him. He was racked no less than 14 times in one day during a campaign of weeks of torture before he was finally hanged.
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