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  Is everything in this book true? I doubt it.




  But just about everything in this book is historical. The versions of events, though not always necessarily guaranteed one-hundred-per-cent-true-or-your-money-back factual, are

  ones that’ve been around a long time in their own right, often having passed into history themselves.




  History, you see, ain’t facts. History is the written version of our past which – hopefully – contains more truth than not. And history usually gets written

  by the victor. The army which wins the battle then tells the world how that battle was won (maybe exaggerating the size of the enemy forces and the bravery of its own commanders).




  Here, then, are some of the more interesting titbits about a few of the very different folk who’ve peopled history along the way.




  
 





  Contents




  King of Grease!




  Lightning strikes twice




  AUT VIAM INVENIAM AUT FACIAM




  The White Ship Disaster




  Paws for thought




  Have a heart




  Gone and best forgotten




  Chop, chop!




  Make no bones about it




  Like father, like son? Not a lot!




  His heart wasn’t in it




  Dear Queen




  Anne’s plan




  Mrs Brown?




  Bones on the move




  A burning love




  Because I say so




  Witch stepmother?




  ‘I name this ship Me!’




  The naked wizard earl




  He got it in the end




  The fall




  Closer to home




  What’s in a name?




  Dw i ddim yn deall!




  A not-so-secret mission




  Don’t hang up!




  Royal pleasures




  A cool plan




  ‘Parp!’




  Pocillovist alert!




  Fiendish fish dish




  A king, a bathroom and La Joconde




  A flaming great idea!




  ‘It’s nothing! It’s nothing!’




  Basket case?




  Flaming likely!




  Brotherly love




  Damned if you do . . .




  Too offal to think about




  England’s most-married monarchs




  Horsing about




  Feeling horrid, Henry?




  Keeping it in the family




  On the up and up




  Look, no hands!




  Gone and best forgotten?




  Feathers fly




  Playing chicken




  Seeds of doubt




  Action replay of the ghostly kind




  Heading for a fall




  Lance? No chance!




  Dead bored




  Escape or death?




  Maid of stern stuff




  In other words




  All three not Dimitry




  This unholy day




  500-plus emperors, 2,000-plus years




  Ivo of all trades




  Smokin’




  Something fishy




  What have we hair?




  Out of a molehill




  Hot stuff




  True love to the end




  What a Silly Billy!




  Tough times




  That’s my chair, sir!




  Crowning glory




  Your Madge!




  Making a meal of it




  The royal trunk




  Royal last orders




  Watch out!




  Not much reign




  What the blazes?




  What a picture!




  You make me mad




  The bling ring




  You call that big?




  Where’d he go?




  Pearly Queen




  Maid in Britain




  The tooth of the matter




  On the move




  Name blame




  A marriage of sorts




  Laws on a plate




  The last shall be first




  An embarrassment




  The people’s princess




  Frederick the Great’s not-so-great dad




  Too much of a good thing




  Some achieve greatness




  My kingdom for a horse




  Some bad ’uns, by George!




  Hats off to George and Charlie!




  Rock bottom




  Are we nearly there yet?




  Wicked uncle?




  A couple of Cromwells




  Seeing red




  Musical chairs




  Hats off to Henry!




  Meet ‘Joe Bloggs’




  Look but don’t touch




  Bling! Bling!




  A likely story!




  When all is said and done . . .




  Oh, fancy rat!




  That sinking feeling




  Big things come in small packages




  A matter of life and death




  A spot of bother




  Favourites




  Not forgotten




  A right royal jumble




  Seeing stars




  Making a splash!




  Number one son




  Don’t say you weren’t warned




  A spectacular send-off




  ‘A surfeit of lampreys’




  Give me a ring




  Spot the difference




  Filling in the blanks




  King of kings




  Tom Tom




  The unexpected crown




  A faithful following




  London calling




  A conscience of sorts




  Make cathedrals, not war!




  A triple tragedy




  Brotherly love. Not




  Over my dead body




  Nice one, Henry!




  Little man!




  Name game




  What’s in a name?




  The Queen’s ‘old granny’




  Taking charge




  ‘I’ve got the king!’




  Don’t call me ‘Al’!




  Falling apart




  Royal flush




  Cheers!




  Not quite a worldwide web




  I’m dropping u . . .




  Feeling green




  Who was given the boot?




  Sticks and stones




  All four one!




  A foiled attack




  Working in the lab




  Which is witch?




  Toeing the line




  Don’t mess with Mary




  Touched French royals




  Putting a (full) stop to it?




  Pride before a fall




  Stamp of authority




  Top royal




  Dead rude




  In for a penny




  The highest office




  A glorious death?




  The House of Stuart




  Psst!




  Kings, castles and catastrophe




  A sporting chance




  Buck party




  Up in flames




  Pleased to meet you, wife




  Queen without a crown




  The gift of life




  When it came to the crunch




  All-new 350-year-old Crown jewels




  Colonel Blood and the Crown jewels




  Off with her head!




  A beard innocent of treason




  Sunk without trace




  Virgin territory




  Getting even




  A king by any other name




  ‘I will be good’




  Done for




  If you want to get ahead . . .




  On the up




  A moving act




  A final, sad goodbye




  Out of the ashes




  This time with feeling




  Floral tributes for a foul end




  Sticky ends




  Hide and hide (again)




  Dressing up a claim




  I swear by Almighty God!




  Revenge at last




  Up in smoke




  Entitled to a title?




  Say it with treasure




  Face it




  In a jam




  Sign of the times




  Brainy Bess




  Behind the mask




  Who? What?




  The visitor beneath the bed




  As Caesar never said . . .




  A flight of stairs, a she-wolf – but no lettuce




  But I don’t wanna be queen!




  Burn it!




  Dedication to duty




  Sew, sew, quick, quick, sew




  David and Goliath




  The stuff of legends




  For the glory of God




  Swings and roundabouts




  Being ever so ’umble




  Cross-pollination




  The pud is back!




  You must be joking!




  Non-king kings




  The singeing of the king’s beard




  Taking it on the chin




  Turning the tables




  Full queen ahead!




  Are you pro or anti anti-kings?




  Stands to reason




  Beardy business




  Bless ’em all




  Leading from the front




  Wrong-footed




  Priest problems




  Fanning the flames




  Famous last words




  
 





  King of Grease!




  One day in 1863, the Danish Prince William of Glücksberg (1845–1913) was unwrapping a sandwich for lunch when he discovered that he was now, at the age of seventeen,

  King of Greece. The sandwich – a sardine one, in case you were wondering – had been wrapped in a piece of old newspaper and – lo and behold! – there was an article

  announcing the news (a bit greasy in places from the fish oil).




  When he moved into the palace in Athens, as King George I of Greece, he was impressed by the size of it. One of his favourite pastimes was to roller-skate around the ballroom!

  He was quick to learn Greek1 and would often walk around the capital city, as informally as possible, which helped to make him a popular monarch with his

  people.




  He was just two weeks short of ruling for an impressive fifty years when he was assassinated in March 1913.




  
 





  Lightning strikes twice




  Edward I (1239–1307) was either an amazingly lucky or an amazingly unlucky monarch, depending on how you look at it. Take, for example, the time he was quietly

  playing a game of chess when a huge chunk of masonry came crashing down from the vaulted ceiling above. Unluckily for him, it landed where he was sitting. Luckily for him, it was where he was

  sitting moments before. When the stone fell, he’d actually wandered away from the table.
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  Then there was the time he was out and about in Paris with his attendants and was almost struck by lightning. Almost. The lightning just missed him . . . and killed two of his

  attendants instead.




  Edward had two nicknames. The first was Edward Longshanks because he was tall. He was 6 ft 2 in, which is still considered tall today but was really tall back then. He

  was an impressive, imposing figure and the Dean of St Paul’s is said to have dropped dead at the sight of him!




  His second nickname was the Hammer of the Scots, because of the wars he waged against his Scottish neighbours. He also wanted to keep the troublesome Welsh out of England,

  which is why so many Welsh castles – English-built but in Wales – were constructed during Edward’s reign.




  
 





  AUT VIAM INVENIAM AUT FACIAM2




  Despite being King of England, George I (1660–1727) couldn’t speak English. His native tongue was German. Britain’s first prime minister, Sir Robert Walpole,

  couldn’t speak German. His native tongue was English (with a Norfolk farmer’s accent). French was the official language of diplomacy (spoken by ambassadors and the like), but

  George and Walpole managed to communicate by talking to each other in Latin. Thank heavens for a classical education!




  
 





  The White Ship Disaster




  Henry I’s life (c.1068–1135) was shattered when two of his sons – William and Richard – were drowned. They were among a number of noble

  passengers aboard a brand new vessel, La Blanche-Nef.3 It was owned by Thomas FitzStephen, whose father had been a captain of one of William the

  Conqueror’s ships during the invasion of England back in 1066.




  FitzStephen offered Henry the use of his ship for his return to England from France, but the king had already made arrangements, so suggested that his boys use it instead.




  La Blanche-Nef set off in darkness and in next to no time hit a submerged rock and capsized with remarkable speed. The cause of the accident remains uncertain. There

  were many theories at the time, ranging from it being an act of God because the ship hadn’t been properly blessed by priests before setting off on its maiden voyage, to the whole crew being

  drunk. (There was certainly a lot of wine on board.)
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  Despite there being many noblemen and noblewomen aboard, the only known survivor was a butcher from Rouen. He wasn’t rescued from the cold seas by fishermen until the

  following morning, but had been saved from exposure by having worn thick ram skins.




  A chronicler4 has it that when Thomas FitzStephen struggled to the surface and realized that William had drowned, he decided to let

  himself drown too, rather than face Henry.




  It is said that once the king did hear the news, he never smiled again.




  
 





  Paws for thought




  The President of Mexico – at the time when Texas5 broke free from that country – was the dictator General López de

  Santa Anna (1794–1876). On 6 March 1836, at the Battle of the Alamo, Santa Anna’s army killed between 187 and 250 Texan defenders,6 later

  executing a further 350 Texan prisoners. The Battle of the Alamo went down in history as one of the greatest, bravest defeats.7 What’s less remembered

  is that Santa Anna was a huge fan of the world’s smallest breed of dog: the chihuahua (pronounced shee-wa-wa), named after Mexico’s largest state. The general even had chihuahuas

  trotting around after him at the Alamo!
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  Have a heart




  Robert the Bruce of Scotland8 (1274–1329) really put his heart into the Crusades. Not literally. He had someone (try to) do that

  for him. The Bruce died before he had a chance to travel to the Holy Land to fight the Saracens, but not before he’d had his brainwave. He gave instructions that once he’d died, Sir

  James Douglas9 was to cut out his heart, embalm it and take it with him to the Holy Land . . . which Sir James did, or tried to. According to some versions of

  events, Sir James wore the heart in a silver casket around his neck. On the way to the Middle East, he fought against the Moors in Spain. When things seemed hopeless, Sir James chucked the casket

  at the oncoming enemy, shouting, ‘Lead on, brave heart, I’ll follow thee!’ and charged after it. He was killed.




  In 1331, Sir James’s body was returned to Scotland along with Robert the Bruce’s heart, but people lost track of its whereabouts. In 1996, a lead container was

  found under the floor of the chapter house at Melrose Abbey in Scotland. It was taken to Edinburgh where it was opened to reveal another lead container on which a plaque read:




  

          The enclosed leaden casket


              containing a heart


              was found beneath


          Chapter House floor, March 1921,




          by His Majesty’s Office of Works


       

  It was decided not to open this second container. It was simply reburied at Melrose Abbey in 1998.




  The symbol of the heart was added to the Douglas family coat of arms.10




  
 





  Gone and best forgotten




  Henry VIII had six wives – divorced, beheaded, died, divorced, beheaded, survived – the first of whom was Catherine of Aragon (1485–1536). She was a very

  popular queen and had a huge following, particularly with Catholics when Henry broke away from the Church of Rome to set up the Church of England. He divorced her.




  When Catherine died in 1536, it took the king six weeks to have her buried. Ex-queens were unusual, so he wasn’t sure what to do with her remains. By rights, she should

  probably have been buried in London at some grand ceremony, but by then, she was an embarrassment to him. Instead, he had her buried in the abbey church of Peterborough.11




  Important people were buried near the high altar in churches, but not Catherine. Henry ordered that she be buried in the north-west transept as a deliberate insult to her

  memory.




  When the king was approached with the idea of building a large monument to his dead (first) wife, he famously replied that he ‘would have raised to her memory one of the

  goodliest monuments in Christendom’. This caused much puzzlement when the only thing to mark her resting place was a plaque on the floor.




  All became clear during the Dissolution of the Monasteries, when Henry VIII closed monasteries, priories, convents and friaries, claiming all their property and assets for the

  Crown.12 Many buildings were destroyed (or their stone taken to build houses elsewhere). The abbey of Peterborough, however, was saved from this fate by

  royal decree: the fact that it still stands today is a monument to Catherine of Aragon.




  
 





  Chop, chop!




  The Battle of Towton, fought on 29 March 1461, was without a doubt the bloodiest battle ever fought on English soil. Over 28,000 men were killed in the fighting on that single

  day . . . and both sides were fighting for the English because it was a civil war. The two armies were King Henry VI’s Lancastrians and Edward of York’s Yorkists.




  By the time of the battle, Edward (1442–83) had already declared himself King Edward IV and, once his forces had soundly defeated Henry VI’s, there were fewer

  people to argue with him . . .




  King Henry (1421–71) himself had chosen not to take part in the Battle of Towton because 29 March that year was Palm Sunday, and he didn’t think it was right to

  fight . . . though he didn’t seemed to mind his men fighting and dying for him. These included (in alphabetical order) the Earls of Devonshire and Wiltshire. They survived the battle

  itself, but afterwards Edward of York – I mean King Edward IV, Your Majesty – had them beheaded.




  As if brutal, non-stop hand-to-hand combat wasn’t bad enough, the fighting that day took place in deep snow.




  
 





  Make no bones about it




  The church of St Mary of Charity13 in Faversham, Kent, is reputed to be ‘likely to contain’ the remains of King Stephen

  (c.1092–1154) but there are many who dispute this. The reason? Because following the Dissolution of the Monasteries, there are clear reports of Stephen’s tomb being destroyed at

  the abbey in Faversham, and his royal bones being unceremoniously thrown into the river.14 But who’s to say that they weren’t fished out and

  reburied?




  Or not.




  
 





  Like father, like son? Not a lot!




  Henry II (1133–89) was said to have been so angered by the betrayal of his sons, particularly his eldest, Richard, that even his dead body had a nosebleed when the

  new king approached! Henry II was lying in state when blood started trickling from his nostrils ‘as if his spirit was indignant at Richard’s approach’.15




  Richard had defeated his father in battle and, as the old king lay dying, he read him the names of his (Richard’s) supporters so that Henry could officially pardon each

  of them – to avoid any divided loyalty from Henry’s supporters following his death.




  And the very first name at the top of the list? None other than Henry’s youngest son, John.




  His famous last words were: ‘Shame, shame on a conquered king.’




  
 





  His heart wasn’t in it




  Richard the Lionheart’s heart was not buried with the rest of him. Richard I (1157–99) – as he was also known – was buried in Fontevrault Abbey in

  France, which had been founded nearly a hundred years before his death. It was an unusual abbey because both monks and nuns lived there, when in most other abbeys it was either one or the other,

  not unisex!




  For some reason, Richard wanted his heart to be buried in Rouen Cathedral, which it was. The heart was rediscovered in the nineteenth century, when it was put in a silver

  casket inside a lead box.




  The Lionheart’s heart was described as being, by that time, reduced to something like ‘a dry, reddish leaf’.




  
 





  Dear Queen




  When Edward I (1239–1307) was still a prince, he married Eleanor of Castile, daughter of King Ferdinand III of Castile. (They ended up having sixteen children together.)

  Prince Edward took Eleanor with him to the Crusades, leaving Dover in 1270. In June 1272, an attempt was made to murder Prince Edward by a member of the secret society known as the Assassins.

  Having arranged to meet him on the pretext of talking secret business, the man drew a poisoned dagger and attacked Edward. A fight followed in which Edward actually managed to disarm the man. The

  prince was only wounded in the arm but unfortunately, coming from a poisoned dagger, the wound became infected. Eleanor nursed him back to health.




  The two remained very close for the rest of their marriage. It was when she was accompanying her husband to Lincoln, in 1290, that Eleanor suffered the recurrence of a fever

  she’d had three years previously. By the time they reached the village of Harby in Nottinghamshire, she was too ill to go any further, dying in the home of one Richard de Weston.




  Heartbroken, King Edward had a memorial cross put up at every spot where Eleanor’s body was rested during its long journey back to London. The name Charing

  Cross16 – as in Charing Cross Station, London – gets its name from one such cross. Today, a Victorian replica of the original cross stands in

  the station forecourt.




  In Westminster, there is a fine tomb to Eleanor in St Edward’s Chapel.




  
 





  Anne’s plan




  Queen Anne (1665–1714) is remembered for being very dull and very overweight. She was known by her friend Sarah Churchill, the Duchess of Marlborough, as ‘Mrs

  Freeman’ and the queen, in turn, referred to her as ‘Mrs Morley’. The reason? Anne was keen that they were able to talk to each other as equals, without formality, so they both

  dispensed with titles in private and called each other ‘Mrs’!




  
 





  Mrs Brown?




  When her beloved husband Albert died, Queen Victoria (1819–1901) struck up a strong friendship with one of her Scottish servants, John Brown. Many members of the royal

  household disapproved of their behaviour and some referred to Victoria as ‘Mrs Brown’ behind her back.




  In 2003, extracts were published of a diary written by Lewis Harcourt, son of Sir William Harcourt who was once home secretary in prime minister William Gladstone’s

  government. In one entry, he wrote that the Rev. Norman McCloud17 had confessed to his sister on his deathbed that he had married Queen Victoria to John

  Brown and had regretted it for the rest of his life. He concluded that Miss McCloud had nothing to gain from making up such a story, so he was inclined to believe it, ‘improbable and

  disgraceful as it sounds’.




  Most historians still think that such a marriage was highly unlikely, but we’ll probably never know for sure.18
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  ‘Only kings, presidents, editors, and


  people with tapeworms have the


  right to use the editorial “we”.’




  Mark Twain




  
 





  Bones on the move




  Edward the Martyr (c.963–78) was King of England from 975 to 978, when he was murdered just outside Corfe Castle, probably on the orders of his stepmother. He was

  originally buried in nearby Wareham, but was moved to a more impressive tomb near the high altar in Shaftesbury Abbey when miracles were reported to have occurred at his original tomb, and he was

  declared a saint . . . but this wasn’t his final resting place. His bones spent a number of years in a cutlery box19 in the strongroom of a branch of

  the Midland Bank.20 Edward’s tomb in the abbey was revered and respected until the Dissolution of the Monasteries, when the whole building was

  stripped of all its valuables on the orders of King Henry VIII. Edward’s bones had, however, been secretly removed and hidden elsewhere in the building.
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  In 1931, following an excavation led by John Wilson-Claridge, whose family now owned the site, a battered old casket was found. The remains inside were studied by experts and

  it was declared that the damage found on them was consistent with the injuries St Edward was reported to have received.




  An argument then broke out between two members of the Wilson-Claridge family as to who owned the bones and where they should be laid to rest, and it was while this was being

  sorted out that they were left in the bank.




  Two requirements made by Wilson-Claridge had to be met:
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        that the bones be recognized as those of a saint
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        that a shrine be created for them.


      

    


  




  These conditions were agreed by the Russian Orthodox Church in Exile who placed Edward’s remains in a shrine in a mortuary chapel in Brookwood Cemetery, near Woking in

  Surrey, in 1984.




  
 





  A burning love




  Richard II so loved his first wife, Anne of Bohemia (1366–94), that when she died of the plague at the palace of Sheen,21 he

  ordered that the place be burned and anything that remained pulled down. Richard and Anne had been married in Westminster Abbey – which no other royalty did for another 537 years – and

  it was here that he had his own tomb built long before his death. As well as an effigy of himself on the tomb, there was also one of Anne next to his, holding hands with him. He is said to have

  visited it many times.




  The entire route of Anne’s funeral procession between St Paul’s Cathedral and Westminster Abbey was lined with flaming torches and huge candles. When the Earl of

  Arundel arrived late, Richard was so angry that he hit him, causing him to fall on to the steps of the altar and cut his head, which bled badly!
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  It seems that King Richard was a changed man when Anne died. Childless, and needing an heir, he got married again, this time to the seven-year-old Princess Isabella of France

  (creating a peace treaty between the two countries).




  In 1399, Richard was overthrown by his cousin Henry Bolingbroke who became King Henry IV. He died, under suspicious circumstances, that same year.




  
 





  Because I say so




  Queen Victoria is famous for her love of her husband Prince Albert (1819–61), and her years of mourning – cutting herself off from the public – after his

  death. There are many constructions named after Albert, including: the Victoria and Albert Museum, the Albert Memorial in Kensington Gardens, London,22 and

  the Albert Docks, Liverpool. Probably the most famous of all is the Royal Albert Hall, home to many performances including the annual BBC Proms, but it wasn’t supposed to be called

  that.




  Queen Victoria was invited to lay the foundation stone at a ceremony in 1871, where it was to be referred to as the Hall of Arts and Sciences . . . only Her Majesty went and

  called it the Royal Albert Hall of Arts and Sciences instead.




  And that was the name they were stuck with.




  
 





  Witch stepmother?




  Henry V didn’t like his stepmother Joan of Navarre (1368–1437). In fact, he got it into his head that she was trying to kill him. Eventually, he either became

  convinced that she was a witch, or conveniently went along with the suggestion and used it to his advantage.




  Either way, she was tried, found guilty (without a chance to defend herself), and had all her possessions – from clothes to money to property – seized. In 1419 she

  was imprisoned in Leeds Castle23 and later in Pevensey Castle, East Sussex (originally a Roman fort, then a Saxon fortification and the first English castle

  used by William the Conqueror when invading in 1066).




  After about four years, Henry V apparently had a change of heart – or attack of guilt – and set her free. Not only that, he gave her six dresses!24




  Fortunately for Joan, she lived the rest of her days in comfort in Nottingham Castle, and had an excellent relationship with Henry V’s son, Henry VI.




  When she died in 1437, she was buried in Canterbury Cathedral alongside her husband, Henry IV, in a splendid tomb.




  
 





  ‘I name this ship Me!’




  In September 1938, it seemed likely that Britain would go to war with Germany but, while gas masks were distributed and children evacuated, most aspects of life went on as

  usual. One such event was the official naming and launching of the Cunard ocean liner Queen Elizabeth.




  It was King George VI’s pleasant duty to name the ship after his wife and to release the bottle of champagne to smash against its hull, the signal for the ship’s

  launch . . . except that he felt he was unable to attend. Britain’s prime minister was in discussions with Adolf Hitler and the future of Britain was on a knife edge.




  It was therefore King George’s wife, Elizabeth25 herself, who went to the Clydebank to launch the (then) world’s largest

  ocean liner on 27 September . . . and to name it after herself.




  Two days later, Chamberlain arrived by plane at Heston Aerodrome, waving a piece of paper and announcing ‘Peace in our time!’ He was wrong. A little under a year

  later, Britain was at war with Germany.




  The Queen Elizabeth’s maiden voyage was as a troop carrier.




  
 





  The naked wizard earl




  Back in the days when James I of England (1566–1625) was just James VI of Scotland, he had more than a spot of bother with his cousin Francis Stewart, 5th Earl of

  Bothwell.




  James VI was fond of Bothwell and even returned family lands to him which had been lost by his uncle, the 4th Earl (who’d been married to Mary, Queen of Scots,

  James’s late mother).




  Bothwell returned the favour by treating the Scottish king terribly. He tried kidnapping poor old James on numerous occasions, and behaved more and more erratically. Things

  came to a head when reports reached James that a conspiracy of witches in North Berwick had performed dark rites in an attempt to bring about his death . . . and that they had been led by

  ‘the Wizard Earl of Bothwell’.




  Bothwell was locked up in Edinburgh Castle while awaiting trial but managed to escape and, on 27 December 1591, ended up down the road outside James’s bedroom door in

  Holyrood Palace.
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  Hearing a kerfuffle, King James threw open his door to find the wizard earl kneeling before him without a stitch of clothing on him, clutching a sword.




  The king shouted ‘Treason!’, saying that he’d rather die than be taken prisoner and that Bothwell should do his worst. His bluff having been called, the

  somewhat confused wizard earl had no idea what to do next, so he surrendered.




  From that day on, James VI is said to have been fearful for his own safety . . . and who could blame him? He went around wearing padded clothing in case of attack.
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  He got it in the end




  Edmund II (c.988/993–1016), son of King Ethelred the Unready, gained the nickname ‘Ironside’ for putting up such a strong fight against the invading

  Danes, led by Canute. Finally, however, the two men shared the rule of England, dividing the kingdom (geographically) between them.26




  Unfortunately for Ironside, he had the indignity of being murdered on the loo/lavatory/toilet or, to be more accurate, a privy: little more than a large poo-filled pit with a

  board across it for one to sit on.




  Had Edmund had a genuine iron bottom rather than a metaphorical iron side, he might have survived the attack because a (very dedicated, very smelly) assassin lurked in the

  yucky pit below. Once the king was seated, the assassin struck with a dagger from beneath27 and that was the – er – end of old Ironside!




  
 





  The fall




  In December 1918, just over a month after Armistice Day, when the First World War came to an end, King George V (1865–1936) visited British troops and graves in France,

  as well as touring the battlefields. This morale-boosting exercise was slightly spoilt by the fact that a rousing ‘three cheers’ from troops startled the king’s horse, causing it

  to rear up and throw George to the ground. If that wasn’t undignified and painful enough, the horse then landed on top of the king, breaking his pelvis.




  
 





  Closer to home




  Henry IV (1367–1413) was told by a soothsayer that he would die in Jerusalem, which wasn’t as unlikely as it sounded because many European knights, noblemen and

  monarchs were fighting Crusades in the Holy Land. Rather than putting him off going, Henry was keen to join the Crusades, possibly believing that if he died for the Christian cause this might help

  redeem him from having seized the English throne from his cousin Richard II. He was under an enormous amount of strain and had contracted a terrible skin disease – which may have been

  anything from eczema to leprosy – supposedly on the very day that he had an archbishop put to death. It itched terribly.
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