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Some people write about the past. Some people live in it. Some manage to learn from it and use that knowledge to help build a better future; shaping history moment by moment, through their actions, in the present. This book is dedicated to two exceptional people who have consistently worked to build a better future, often under exceptionally difficult conditions. To Lena Nemirovskaya and Yury Senokossov. May history be kind to you.
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How to use this book


This book contains 30 short stories written as riddles, or cultural ‘whodunits’ relating to major historical figures and events. Framed in this form, I’ve found the riddles can’t help but engage people’s imagination and broaden their horizons.


The collection is designed to be used as part of an Odyssey Grid journey – if you’re not familiar with Odyssey Grids, you can find out about these innovative non-linear, content-free, scalable educational displays which have engagement and inspiration built into them in the book David Pinto and I wrote: Odyssey: Dynamic Learning System, Alresford: Liberalis Books, 2014.


These riddles can be used in educational establishments – as part of Odyssey journeys conducted in individual classrooms, for instance, or as an Odyssey journey set up as a whole-school, development-stage or year-group assembly activity at the start of the week, with the content dictating an approach for that week for each subject that is studied in the school. The links can be solid or tenuous, but they will help integrate understanding of the way subjects interrelate. Each riddle has a range of activity suggestions relating to most subjects covered by major national curricula (eg music, modern foreign languages, geography, science, mathematics, literature and the arts). You can access a sample and find out more details about this add-on feature on the Odyssey Grid website: www.odysseygrids.com. Each cultural riddle has an enigmatic title. This is what I would recommend putting up on an Odyssey grid piece. Feel free to make up your own titles that resonate best with you.


The riddles can also be enjoyed, outside the context of an Odyssey Grid, for their own sake. They can be used in schools; by facilitators on training courses; by parents with children, over meal times, during car journeys, or at bedtimes. In business, they can be used to enhance internal communications.


And they can, of course, be used by you, as an individual reader, just for fun. They’re meant to be fun. That’s one of the main reasons why I wrote them.


I hope you have at least as much fun engaging with them as I’ve had putting them together – if not more. I hope others around the globe will contribute their perspectives and stories to this series to enrich and expand the offering to the benefit of all those who experience them, whether as readers, or listeners.


But however you plan to approach the riddles, here’s a little secret – and it’s a secret that applies equally whether you’re facilitating an Odyssey journey, or whether you’re just engaging with the riddles on your own: the riddles work best when they get under a guesser’s skin.


Don’t worry about the feeling of being in a space of ‘not knowing’ for longer than is comfortable, or allowing others to experience the feeling when facilitating an Odyssey journey. This is when deeper, more lasting connections are made between existing knowledge and the knowledge hinted at in these riddles. Although it may not feel like fun at the time, you’ll get a bigger buzz from solving it yourself – or letting others solve it for themselves – in the long run.


Enjoy!


Leon Conrad, London, UK


May 2014










Introductory notes




The one duty we owe to history is to rewrite it.


Oscar Wilde





These history riddles come from a wide range of cultures over a time span that stretches over nearly 4,500 years.


The content of the stories has given them a widespread appeal. They generally start as culturally specific and stretch out to have universal significance. They draw on scenes that go beyond their initial cultural settings of time and place to become part of the history and stories of the human race.


This common element of cultural resonance has been central to the selection process – these are stories that have either stood the test of time, or resonate on a universal level. The older ones are ones that have typically grown in the telling over time. Often there’s something heroic about them.


Hoopoe is an example of a story selected for its strong cultural resonance to provoke discussion, exploration and research. Its protagonist appears in Jewish, Islamic, and Christian holy books, crossing over to the myths and legends of these cultures as well.


The protagonist of Never Man is very much a product of a particular time and place in history. His influence, however, extended far beyond the geographical boundaries of his country and writers all over the world have spun out stories about him with equal fascination.


Elephants is rooted in history, but the story takes on extra significance when mixed with Greek myth. Blast! tells a story of a man who resorts to desperate measures taken for the sake of deep-seated beliefs. It’s a theme that’s common to many more stories from different times and places, and discussions that explore this commonality will be particularly rewarding.


The stories are based on elements that appear, get changed, move around and get transformed through various tellings. Both this cross-fertilisation of elements and the universality of their underlying themes are why I think these stories have lasted. This collection is presented as part of this ongoing tradition – as a stepping stone in the (re)creation and addition to our shared global cultural heritage, with figures from more recent history included to bring the collection up to date. Some will appeal to the more imaginatively inclined, others to the more factually inclined. Hopefully they’ll inspire an interest in history, a love of fiction and a respect for the long tradition of evoking the past to illuminate the present through the power of story.


The riddles in this collection are arranged by increasing word count just to keep you on your toes. Keys at the bottom of each story give page references to clues and to background notes for each of the cultural riddles, both of which are arranged in alphabetical order to make them easier for you to find. The background information ends with suggestions for further exploration and references to bibliographic sources which can be found in the bibliography at the end of the book. Indices of riddles arranged in alphabetical order by title, in chronological order, and in suggested thematic groupings are also included.


A note on sources


Classical sources, which are widely available in translation and original text, in print and on line, have been referenced giving author and title of work. Online editions where hyperlinked in the e-book editions of this work may, in a few cases, point to different editions simply because they are readily available on line.


All links to online resources given were live as at 1 May 2014. If a resource appears to be unavailable, some intelligent searching may be required to find it as websites are sometimes restructured. If this doesn’t work, you can always search for it on the Internet Archive’s Wayback Machine at www.archive.org.










Riddles


Bang!




Bang!


A list is nailed to a church door.


Bang!


The printing press spits out another copy of the list.


Bang!


The list lands in the hands of people in the marketplace and its contents hit their hearts.


Bang!


The list lands on the Pope’s desk.


Bang!


We’re still experiencing the effects today.







• What was so special about that bit of paper?


• Who’s produced it and why?


• And what are the effects we’re experiencing today?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Vision


A man emerges exhausted from dancing for twenty-four hours in a state of fasting and self-denial, his arms punctured with wounds. Standing with difficulty; proud, strong, drawing on superhuman strength, he makes a supreme effort to address the other members of his tribe and other tribal allies. They listen in awed silence as he speaks of dangerous times ahead, a vision of hostile warriors, reduced to the size of insects, falling head down from the sky into their territory. They look at each other, knowing they are in the presence of someone who is in touch with the Great Spirit.




• Who is this man?


• What does his vision describe?


• What happens as a result?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


G


My face has been shaped with a metal file; my shoulder grooved; my foot nicked. My face has been covered in soot to see what I look like in mirror image. I’ve been thrust into red hot flames to harden me; plunged into a bucket of water to temper me. I’ve sired many offspring that form groups and families to make powerful marks wherever people use them. I’m small, but powerful. So powerful I’ve changed the world.


I started off in the Far East, but revolutionised European history when I was recreated by a German goldsmith, entrepreneur and inventor in Mainz.




• What am I?


• Who was this German goldsmith who recreated me?


• And what are we most famous for?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Pine Tree


Rome, 104 CE. The superintendent for the banks of the Tiber, an intelligent man, in his early 40s; a man who’s well-known as a writer and thinker, is finally writing a letter – something he’s been putting off for a while, because of the memories it brings back, memories of his uncle’s tragic death 25 years previously, of a column of smoke like a pine tree, around 20 miles high, of unbearable heat, of a grey cloud that settled over a huge area, how he watched from a distance, powerless to help, unable to resist the huge force of nature. He’s been asked to write about his uncle’s death by a colleague, who is a historian and wants to write a true account of what happened.




• Who is the writer?


• Who was his uncle?


• And what caused his uncle’s death?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Sealed


We’re in an open field alongside the River Thames in Surrey, not far from Windsor Castle. We’re here to stand up and say enough is enough. We’ve had enough of excessive taxation. We’ve had enough of oppression. We’ve had enough of injustice. We’re here to stand up for justice. We’re here to stand up for ideas which are more powerful than men. We’re here to stand up for the freedom of our church and our country. We crowd round a tall man in purple robes as he reads from a document. He’s addressing the king – a lean, seated figure, who is increasingly unhappy about what he’s hearing. If he wants us to follow him, he will have to put his seal on this document. Blackmail? Perhaps. But enough is enough.




• Where are we?


• Why?


• And what will the king do?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Asp


We’re in a monumentally large, forbidding building, built like a palace. Huge rooms are supported by columns. The central colonnade which cuts through them is lit with oil lamps. The walls beyond are painted with life-sized figures in vivid colours – figures of strange animal-headed people in various poses. At the end of the colonnade, in the largest and furthest room, a group of women gather – they look sad, nervous, afraid. They are grouped around the central figure. This figure, a woman, is lying on a raised, bed-like structure decorated with pictograms of birds, feathers, lions, baskets, cartouches and other graphic symbols. Her face is incredibly beautiful. Her skin is clear and her complexion unblemished and yet she looks pale – deathly pale. She reaches her hand out towards a basket of figs beside her. She doesn’t choose one, but extends her hand deeper into the basket, waiting for something to happen …




• Who is she?


• What is she waiting for?


• And why?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Revolution


Paris, 1793. A young woman is holding an older woman’s head in her hands. The young woman trembles slightly – she’s afraid. She’s been asked to make a model of the older woman’s face by the people who are now in power. Her life, literally, depends on it. As she shapes the plaster cast, she remembers how not long ago this woman ruled over millions; she’d had the prettiest farm in the country where she loved to play with her friends, looking after the animals and making them look beautiful. When she was younger, she’d played games with Mozart. Now … she’s gone. Her world no longer exists, and the young woman is left holding her severed head. As she waits for the plaster to harden on the death mask, she wonders what will happen when she finishes. Will it please the people who have asked her to make it? If she succeeds, they say she will live. If she fails, will they send her back to prison? Will they chop off her head? Will they kill her anyway?




• Who is the young woman?


• Whose head is she holding in her lap?


• And what do you think she might be best known for today?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


A Photo Shoot?!


A young man and a young woman are sitting at a kitchen table in a house in the countryside. They’re brother and sister. Visibly nervous and shocked, he’s telling her the story of something that happened the day before in the big house on the nearby estate, where he had recently been appointed as a guard: of how at 2 o’clock that morning, the family, who were living under house arrest there, had been ordered to gather in a basement room to have a family photograph taken. The head of the family stood in the centre of the room; his 13-year-old son, only half-awake, sat on a chair to his right. Behind him, against the wall, stood his wife and their four daughters. A few of the household staff had been assembled as well. “And then …” the young boy faltered, reaching out to touch his sister’s arm, continuing in a low voice, “… they killed them. They killed them all!”




• Who was killed?


• By whom?


• Why?


• Where did it happen?


• And what do you think the sister’s reaction was?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Time!


We’re on a flat stretch of ground, looking out to sea on a crisp, late summer day watching a group of men playing bowls. We’re dressed – as they are – in doublets and hose, with white ruffs and velvet hats trimmed with feathers and thin, sharp swords at our belts.


Suddenly, we catch sight of a line of beacons being swiftly lit along the coast. As the line reaches the nearest beacon, a messenger rushes up, bows and urges us to go down to the coast to board the fleet of ships that’s waiting down there. We’re under attack.


We watch and wait as the players turn to the most senior person in their party – some excitedly, some nervously – and await his orders. The tension in us mounts like the flames in the beacons.


“Gentlemen, I suggest we finish our game before going out and punishing these upstarts for interrupting our fun.”


We watch as they finish their game, then follow them down to the coast …


What happens next?


[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Shells


“Hey! Look out to sea! There’s the emperor’s trireme – that big ship with the three banks of oars. The trumpeters are getting ready to play a fanfare. Listen. He’s probably going to give a speech in a minute. It’s nearly a hundred years since Caesar landed in Britain and we have a situation. There’s fighting in Britain and we’re being sent to sort it out. There aren’t that many of us and it’s been a long, hard march through Germania down to the coast of Gaul. And now, here we are, on the coast of Gaul, being ordered to get the battle gear ready. So, on the north stretch of the beach, some of the legionaries are checking the stone-throwing machines we call ballistae; to the south, others are setting up the large dart-throwing machines we call catapultae … but wait. What’s that he’s saying? He wants us to gather a whole lot of seashells? And why’s he dressed like that? Who does he think he is? Venus?”




• Who is this emperor?


• Why have the soldiers been asked to gather seashells?


• And why is he dressed this way?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


KKM


We’re at a huge building site at the edge of a hot sandy desert on the western shore of one of the longest rivers in the world. In front of us are three structures. These structures are so huge they take your breath away. The last is still under construction. The sloping walls of the structures gleam brightly in the heat of the sun. We’ve come to pay our respects, for this is a burial site of three great rulers. While the last is still alive, this is where he will be buried when he dies. The sound of stonecutters’ chisels ring out off the rocks, along with the chants of workers pulling heavy blocks in place, interspersed with creaking of machinery and the shouts of overseers – sounds that have been echoing around this site for decades. We sit and watch and as dusk falls and the sounds quieten, the stars in the night sky shine brightly down with Orion, the brightest of them all, the Dog Star, clearly visible.




• Where are we?


• When?


• What are the structures?


• And for whom were they built?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Blast!


On a dark November night, a tall, thin man wearing a tall black hat and a sweeping black cloak crept between the narrow streets of the town lined with wooden houses, carrying a lantern. He was heading towards an empty storehouse near a palace which backed on to a river. He entered the building nervously, looking over his shoulder to make sure that no one had followed him. He hesitated, checking to see if anyone was hiding out inside, closing the door behind him only once he was sure he was alone. Inside, in the light of the lantern, he checked the piles of firewood that he and his friends had placed at the end of the room, under which they’d hidden some barrels. Finding them as he’d left them, he put the lantern down carefully and settled down to wait. He thought about the plan he and his friends had hatched up. Tomorrow was the big day. The palace would be full. And when it was, that’s when he’d do the deed. Until then, all he had to do was sit, wait, and guard the barrels.




• Who was the man?


• Where was he?


• And what was he planning to do?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Never Man


It’s a summer’s day in dark times. A fierce war is being waged across four continents with over thirty countries drawn into the conflict. And a 65-year-old man, a high-ranking official from a noble family who’s spent his life in political service to his country, steps out of a bunker near the western edge of the westernmost borough of London. Thoughtful, silent, he stands for a moment, turns and looks up at the air raid siren on the roof and the blue sky overhead. Beside him, his chief staff officer, thirteen years his junior, moves to say something, but the older man says, “Don’t speak to me. I have never been so moved.” He pauses, then walks purposefully yet thoughtfully towards the car parked by the entrance, waiting to take him back to London. After a while, the older man says something – a single sentence; powerful in form, deep in meaning – which strikes both of them.


That line was later heard by millions of people across the world.


It helped boost a whole nation’s morale, galvanise patriotic spirit and is still remembered today.




• Who were these two people?


• What was the occasion?


• And what was it the older man said that had such a strong impact?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Stars


We’re heading North down Arch Street (in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania) towards the upholsterer’s shop at number 89. We’re looking for a pretty little narrow 2-story brick building with a pattern of black and red brickwork on the façade made of alternating glazed and unglazed bricks. We know we’re there when we get to the small window with a sign with the owner’s name, and fancy pillows, hand-embroidered waistcoats, tablecloths and other household furnishings on display. We enter to find the owner, a calm, gentle widow of medium height, with a core of steel, talking to a couple of clients.


The two men by her are wearing wigs, long frock coats with gold trimming, black shoes with bright brass buckles and white stockings. Each of the men holds his three-cornered hat in one hand. One of the them is showing her a rough sketch of a design they’ve come to ask her to make up.


Pattern-cutting scissors in hand, she’s snipping away at a piece of folded paper which she unfolds to reveal a regular shape. “Here. This is how I’d do it. Not difficult at all,” she says.




• Who is she?


• Who are the men?


• And what have they come to ask her to make for them?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Maps


We’re in the throne room of a Moorish palace. The room’s high walls are richly decorated from top to bottom with bands of colourful interlacing lines and repeated geometric patterns. It’s a warm day and the calming sounds of birds chirping and water cascading gently from a fountain at the centre of a long rectangular pool outside permeate the room. Servants usher a man in. He enters, carrying a bundle of maps and artefacts. He’s tall; in his forties; his eyes are lively; he’s wearing a smart, long, plain brown tunic; a short brown cloak; and a black and silver cross hanging from a silver chain around his neck. He kneels at the feet of a royal couple in an attitude of humble nobility. When told to rise, he does so slowly, with dignity. They start to talk. During the conversation, he rolls out a map and points westwards to where the wide, empty ocean sea is shown. The king and queen listen. She seems more interested in the cross he’s wearing than in what he’s saying. It’s taken him 6 years of negotiation to get to this point – scholars have looked over his plans before and shaken their heads.




• Who is the man with the maps?


• Who is the man he’s talking to?


• What do they think of his plan?


• And why does the queen seem more interested in the cross the man wears around his neck than the ideas he’s been talking to them about?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Bones


We’re in a long, painted medieval hall. The walls are decorated with angels which have been painted with peacock feathers and saints painted with squirrels’ tails; the ceiling with stars, painted with down from the breasts of royal swans. There’s a meeting taking place. It’s a meeting of a group of men that are chosen to be part of it when the need arises. The group’s members have been meeting in this room since 1547. A figure in a long gown stands up to speak, but the leader of the group interrupts him. He’s impatient. He points to one of the group’s members. “You’re just a juggler.” He points to two others. “You’re whoremasters.” “You’re a drunkard,” he shouts at another. “And you’re cheating the public. I won’t stand for it.” He beckons to one of the soldiers standing at the door and gives him an order. “Take away that fool’s bauble,” he says, pointing to a long ornamental stick made of gold. He declares the group was no longer fit to carry the name it has been given and turns everyone out of the house, shouting, “Depart, I say. In the name of God, go!” and locks the doors behind them.




• Who was the man?


• What was the group he had just disbanded?


• And why?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Terrible Twos


Some say it never happened.


Some say it only happened to a few people.


Some say it happened to thousands.


Others … well, they stay silent. The grief is too great to allow them to speak.


For those that hear it, the noise is deafening. The kind of noise that makes your brain spin, your guts turn, your eyes water, your body reel. You’re unlikely to hear the like of it, and you’ll be thankful for that. Thankful you’ll never hear what they hear: the cries of mothers in mourning; the cries of dying children, run through by spears; the thud and splat of babies’ heads bashed against rocks; the cries of fathers dying while trying to save their youngest sons – not one of them over two years old. Some older children are speechless. Some are adding their howls to the general cacophony. [One child, probably the same age as you, is curled up in a corner, hugging a dog, finding comfort in the warm fur and the wet tongue licking the boy’s face clean where the blood of his baby brother has spurted over it.] This was such a nice place before the King ordered the slaughter. Why would he do such a thing? Why here? Why now?




• Where is this scene set and when?


• Who was the king?


• And why had he given the order for all male children under the age of two to be killed?





Note


In a group setting, you may wish to omit the sentence in square brackets if you have sensitive people in your group.


[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Hoopoe


She was rich. She was beautiful. She was powerful. She was wise. And she started to hear stories – stories of a king who was rich, powerful, and handsome on top of it, and – so they said – was also wise. The wisest man in the world, they said. This was long, long before television or radio existed. Some say accounts of this king reached her through travellers, merchants, ambassadors and spies. Some say they were carried to her on the wings of a hoopoe. Travellers’ tales? Writers’ fantasies? Was he really rich, powerful, handsome, wise? Were these stories true? Were they lies? In her wisdom, she decided to set out to see for herself. Across the desert she travelled, in a grand procession carrying rich gifts of gold and spices, having sent ahead of her a fleet of ships carrying exotic woods, pearls, precious stones. Some say her journey took seven years. Seven years during which she met people who were wise, but would the man she met at the end of the journey be the wisest? On the journey she thought up questions to test him on. Here are four:




1. What is evil?


2. Are the eyes or the ears superior?


3. What is the most powerful organ of the body?


4. How are body and spirit connected?







• Who were these two people – the wisest of the wise?


• When did this happen?


• And what would your answers to these questions be?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Bees


We’ve had to leave home at 6 o’clock in the morning.


We’ve ridden through Paris on a cold winter afternoon to join around 20,000 people packed into a building in keen anticipation. It’s chilly, despite the crowds. Friends wave, people chatter. The excitement mounts.


It’s now around 11 o’clock. Outside, the sound of horses neighing, marching bands, gun salutes puncture the air.


The man we’ve come to see – the head of the nation he’s led into war and out of war successfully; the man who’s led the nation away from monarchy towards a republic – has arrived.


He’s clothed in white tunic, pantaloons and stockings, with a richly decorated, heavy purple velvet cloak trimmed with ermine and decorated with golden bees.


The ceremony unfolds – with music sung by a choir of hundreds, prayers and readings.


At the high point of the ceremony, at the furthest end of the building which faces due east, he stands, lifts a golden crown specially made for the occasion and places it on his head. He turns, lifts another crown then turns back to walk down the short flight of steps to crown his wife, who kneels before him there.


He is the first person to be the centre of this particular rite in 1,000 years.


They both rise and process to the west end of the building where a specially erected arch, on a raised platform, stands at the top of a long flight of steps, overlooked on either side by spectators ranked in three tiers.


From there, the man stands in front of a gilded throne, upholstered in blue velvet, richly decorated in raised and padded goldwork embroidery and proclaims the oath which has been specially composed for the occasion.




• Who’s the man in the story?


• What’s the occasion?


• And when did this scene actually take place?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Stop!


We’re in a long enclosed space with walls made of reed mats tied to wooden canes curved over our heads to form an arched ceiling. The outer edge of the space is framed by a group of men, women and children – members of the tribe whose land we’re in. It’s dark outside. There’s a crescent moon hanging in a sky glittering with stars above. Within the building, a fire is sending up bright red sparks towards the ceiling as if straining to reach beyond it to the stars outside. At the far end of the building, on a raised platform, sits a powerful chief, in ritual costume, made of racoon skins, on a throne which looks like a bedstead.


A man is led towards him. He’s dressed in black boots, breeches, a linen shirt and doublet. His eyes have a steely look to them. He’s strong, proud and wary. He has no reason to be afraid, but something tells him he should be ready to face death if he has to. The senior members of the tribe exchange words. The tribe members start to chant a ritual song, stamping, the men banging their spears as two large sacrificial stones are brought in and laid at the chief’s feet. The man is forced to kneel in front of the chief and lay his head on one of the stones. The sounds of the women’s voices piercing the night as they sing louder and louder. The chief stands over the victim. He pulls out a knife, raises his hand.


A voice from the crowd screams out, “Stop!” – a figure emerges from the throng and comes between him and the victim. The chief pauses.


The rest of the tribe fall silent.




• Who is the victim?


• Who is his saviour?


• Where is the victim from?


• And what happens next?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Stand Up!


A black-haired, smartly-dressed seamstress in her early forties, wearing glasses, is waiting at a bus stop. She’s finished at the department store downtown and is heading home. It’s just over ten years since the war ended. Life’s good, but it’s also tough – tough on some people in particular. But it’s the 1st of December. The Christmas lights are up. Admiring them, she finds it isn’t long before the bus arrives. The doors open. She gets on and pays her fare. She recognises the driver – not the friendliest one on the route, but she’s on the bus now. She walks a short way down the aisle, with its grooved floor formed of narrow strips of hardwood, finds an empty seat on one of the rows of metal-framed seats covered with hard, green leather-effect plastic, and sits down. All she’s focused on is just getting home. The bus stops and more people get on. Two stops later, the bus fills up. There’s one person left standing at the front, and the bus driver turns and tells the four people in the row where the woman is sitting to stand up and make room for the last passenger who’s got on. At first, nobody moves. He repeats his request, saying, “Y’all, make it light on yourselves and let me have those seats.” Three people stand and do as he asks. This woman doesn’t. The driver asks her whether she’s going to move. “No, I’m not,” she replies. It just doesn’t seem fair. Why should they all have to move to free four seats, when there was only one needed? They’d paid the same fare, after all. “I’ll have to call a policeman,” said the driver. All the woman said was, “You may do that.”




• Who was she?


• Why were the people in her row expected to give up their seats?


• Why do you think she refused?


• And what do you think happened next?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Bonfire


We’re in a crowded market square in Rouen. We’ve come to see an execution. People around us in the crowd talk to each other in English. A cry goes up and we crane to catch a view of the 19-year-old girl who’s being led to the stake where she will be burned alive. An English woman in the crowd, a merchant’s wife, munching gingerbread, turns to her neighbour in the crowd and says:


“There she is, the 19-year-old witch. Mad as they come, they say. Thinks she’s above us, she does. Says she sees saints and they bow down to her. Can you imagine? And she does things no woman should ever do – imagine wanting to dress like a man. I mean, it’s not natural. It’s against the law. It says so in the Bible, doesn’t it? Look – they’re lighting the pile of wood. She’s going to get her just deserts, she is. And we’re here to see it. This is going to be something to tell our grandchildren about, for sure.”


And on the other side of the square, a priest from the neighbouring parish turns to the local baker, saying:


“I can’t believe they’re doing this to this poor, innocent girl, this child of God. An enemy of the church? No way. I’m convinced she’s an instrument of God – if God created the universe and everything in it, why shouldn’t He have made her His instrument? Look how she’s holding the wooden cross that was put together for her when she asked for one, just now. There’s real beauty in her faith. It’s pitiful to think that she’s only here because her own people betrayed her. Shame on us. Shame! May her death come quickly and may God have mercy on our souls.”




• Who was the girl?


• Who had ordered her execution?


• What crime had she committed?


• What influence did she have both during her life and after her death?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Life and Death


We’re in a hot courtroom, where a man accused of treason, of plotting a revolution that would overthrow the government, is about to stand up to speak. This near the Tropic of Capricorn, even though it’s an April afternoon, the temperature in the white-walled room, with its high ceiling and arched stained glass windows seems as hot as a blast furnace.


Despite this, the man speaks for over two hours.


He’s on trial because he’d chosen to fight; to lay down his life, if need be; to fight for people’s right to a decent life. Now … he’s fighting … for his life.


He’s part of a majority that’s ruled by a minority that has no share in how their country’s governed. The members of this majority aren’t allowed to work anywhere but the town in which they were born. They aren’t allowed to buy homes, only to rent them. They aren’t allowed to live anywhere but in ghettoes. They aren’t allowed to be out after 11 o’clock at night. They aren’t allowed to travel in their own country to seek work.


What he’s fighting for, above all, are equal political rights, harmony and freedom for all. These are the ideals he’s spent most of his life fighting for.


He turns to the judge, the man who has the power to condemn him to death, or let him live, and declares – to his face – that these are ideals for which he is, if necessary, prepared to die.


He sits down and the court is adjourned while the judge considers his verdict. The trial drags on. Months pass and the day comes when the judge is set to deliver his sentence. Outside the courtroom, crowds of people have gathered, waiting for the verdict to be read out.


When it is, it sends shockwaves round the world, provokes debates in the United Nations, protest vigils and ongoing marches and campaigns.




• Who was this man?


• What was his sentence?


• What was his role in his country’s political life?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


15


Rome. 15 March, in the 709th year after the founding of Rome.


Last night’s thunderstorm has cleared. It’s a bright day, but there’s a dark mood hanging over the city.


The general’s been told not to go to the senate today.


His wife’s told him not to ‘cause she had a bad dream.


The priests of Rome have told him not to ‘cause they’ve read bad news in the entrails of the animals they’ve sacrificed this morning.


His mistress is concerned.


But the general’s obstinate. He calls for his purple tunic, wraps it round his white toga, puts on his laurel crown, the sign of victory the senate has honoured him with and he leaves for the senate. After all, he’s more than just a general. He’s been elected a consul and a dictator – although some would say he’s weak because he has a history of stammering, he’s a powerful statesman. And yet, he’s most comfortable thinking of himself as a general, because today, being a general means something. Armies don’t fight for the senate any more. They fight for generals. And the senate hates that. But the people love him for it. And well they might, for this is no ordinary general.


He’s written books and built Rome’s first public library; he’s built new roads and set up a police force to protect travellers on them; he’s made canals and set up new irrigation systems, and set up a new calendar.


He’s carried in his litter down the long road that’s called the Via Sacra or the Sacred Way that leads to the Theatre of Pompey. The crowds cheer when they see him.


As he gets out of his litter, he sees his best friend who tries to approach him to warn him not to go into the senate, but someone holds his friend back and the general goes on to climb the white marble stairs that lead to the room in which the senate is meeting today.


What happens next?


[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Revolt


“Well here’s a change. Rather different from making sure a road gets built straight and that it ultimately leads to Rome! And a nice change from governing a city – mind you, it’s a while since I’ve been on a battlefield. I’d better get some practice in before I leave for Gaul.” And so he did. And by the time he reached the coast with his troops, he felt ready for anything. The one thing he wasn’t expecting was for the soldiers to revolt. “It’s the end of the world!” they said. “We’re not going beyond it!” He tried to reason with them. “You think the coast of Gaul is the end of the known world? The coast of Gaul is not, by any means, the end of the known world. Not by far. We’ve been trading with the people over the sea since Julius Caesar went over some 80 years ago. I’ve read his book on the country. We know what it’s like. Lots of rain and bogs, I’m told, but good pickings for us if we’re successful.” But his speech had the same effect as reciting Shakespeare to a stubborn donkey that was refusing to get into a boat. Whatever he said had no effect. He was just about to give up and go back, but he didn’t. You know what got them into those boats in the end? One of the emperor’s friends dressing up and putting on a show for them. The soldiers laughed so much, they declared it to be the best Saturnalia show they’d ever seen – and decided they were in for a good laugh, so set off with their ballistas, their catapults and elephants, got in their boats, and sailed across the water, ready to fight to the death. Halfway across, the weather turned against them and they would have turned back too had they not seen a flash of lightning light up the white cliffs ahead and show them how near they were to land.




• Where were these soldiers heading?


• And how did the battle go?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Elephants


We’re in the middle of an army camp, high up in the Alps. Behind us, the mountains slope down towards Gaul. Ahead of us, the mountains slope down towards Italy. On either side, the mountain range stretches out, like a huge curved bow. The camp we’re in is near the top of a mountain range, on a plateau about 2,188 metres above sea level. Our journey started on the Iberian coast, but our departure was delayed. It’s November and it’s getting colder. Many men and beasts have died in the crossing so far. The conditions are getting harsher and there are small bands of fighters living in the mountains that don’t want us to pass. We face a snowstorm and a steep, slippery descent ahead, with the ever-present threat of avalanches and landslides. The fighters launch surprise attacks on us whenever they can. We’ve gathered whatever food we could find on our way, but it’s not much.


We’re being led on by a young, rugged, dark-olive-skinned man, who’s a strong fighter. While only 29, he commands the respect of his entire army. He’s led us through countryside surrounded by snow, glaciers, through rocky terrain and fought off many of the attacks from the hostile mountain-dwellers.


We’ve followed him because he’s inspired us. He said, “Whatever a single man can do, an army can do. And an army can do it because it is only a large number of soldiers; soldiers who are much more than single men; soldiers who carry with them much more than the weapons of war; soldiers who can meet any difficulty with the courage and energy that makes them more than men. You are such soldiers. You’ve crossed the Pyrenees. You can cross the Alps.” And so here we are. We’ve been travelling for nine days so far, along a path across the Alps that only the legendary Hercules has ever been known to travel up to now. We’re about to rest for a couple of days, and we’ll be joined by some of our companions who fell down mountain slopes, were injured in fighting, and by horses that have managed to climb out of crevices and limp after us, following our tracks.




• When in history is this happening?


• Where is the army headed and why?


• And who is their leader?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Travellers’ Tales


We’ve been invited to dinner at the house of a family of rich merchants (known as a palace in the local dialect) to celebrate their return from their travels in the East. We’ve travelled there through a series of winding waterways on a boat manned by a single oarsman. The meal’s been fantastic – rich food, exquisitely prepared with rare, exotic spices.


The merchants have been away for 24 years. Everyone thought they’d died abroad, and when they returned from their travels, they were dressed so shabbily and sounded so foreign, the rest of the family apparently refused to let them into the house for ages.


At the end of the meal, the table’s cleared. A pile of rags is brought in and put at the head of the table, in front of the youngest of the three merchants. He stands up and starts to speak. The older two – his father and uncle – lean back and listen. Despite his foreign way of speaking, he’s a born storyteller. He tells us stories of their travels, of the strange sights and customs he, his father, and his uncle have seen: of princes, princesses, emperors and khans. As he speaks he takes us with him to lands we’ve only heard of as legends … to China, to Xanadu, to the farthest reaches of Asia and back; of Bokhara, Mongolia, Armenia, Trebizond, and of the great emperor Kublai Khan, who is served by magicians who make cups travel through the air to him when he wants to drink.


As he speaks, the young man reaches out to a pile of rags on the table in front of him, those shabby clothes the three men wore when they arrived – clothes which aren’t at all what you’d expect members of a family of wealthy merchants to wear – and starts to cut them up.


As he does so, the shabby pile of rags in front of him reveal glints of light reflected off the many jewels hidden in the seams and in the lining. Soon the walls appear as colourful as the gleaming glass mosaics in the interior of the magnificent cathedral in the town’s main square by the lagoon.


Everyone around the table receives a handsome jewel as a gift, but the greatest of all these gifts are the stories he’s brought back. Everyone agrees he must write them down. Maybe he will one day. If he does end up writing a book, I’ll definitely pay someone to copy it out for me.




• Where are we?


• Who are these merchants?


• Where have they been?


• What’s so special about them?


• If these stories are ever written down, why would you need to pay someone to copy them out?


• And what’s the cathedral referred to in the riddle?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Cinders


We’re in a remote cottage in Somerset, where a young but grey-haired pagan Saxon farmer’s wife with a lined face, calloused hands and sinewy body, hands on hips, is looking at the troubled man sitting by her fire, mending his bow. He’d knocked on the door a twilight ago and asked her if she could put him up for the night so he could mend his weapons before he went back into the forest to continue fighting the Danes, who were gaining the upper hand in the struggle for dominance of the country.


She was a cautious, but loyal Saxon. She’d showed him in, but had told him she wasn’t going to stand for any trouble. He was tall and broad-shouldered, but she had a pitchfork behind the door and a knife at her belt. He’d sworn he meant her no harm and for some reason she trusted him. His face was dirty, his uniform worn, and his woollen cloak fastened with an elaborate clasp. He was obviously a soldier and he reminded her of her husband, who was fighting alongside the Saxons. The man was well-spoken enough, although he was a bit dirty. You get that in wartime. She hoped someone would do the same for her husband if he needed help, irrespective of whether they were Christian or pagan. But her husband wasn’t here and she had to do everything around the house, so she decided to put her guest to work.


“Don’t just sit there mending your bow expecting to do nothing round the house. You can watch these loaves while I go and bring in the sheep and feed the chickens. Make sure the loaves don’t burn, now.” And she bustled off. The man smiled sadly to himself as he fletched another arrow, wondering if they’d ever succeed in clearing the Danes from the country, then lost himself in thought again as he settled down to fletch some new arrows, singing quietly to himself.


Half an hour later, the farmer’s wife came back and found him singing quietly to himself, completely ignoring the fact that the loaves that had been baking over the fire had started to burn.


“Can’t you even mind the loaves, man? Can’t you smell the burning? Slow to stop the food burning, yet you’d want to be first to eat it, probably – if we ever get round to eating, with you in charge, that is. Your singing isn’t that bad, though. You could do something with that voice. Just stay away from cooking. Cooking up trouble’s all you’re probably good for. Get up and help me lay the table, man. I never saw anything like it. It’s a good thing you’re not running the country!”




• Who was the man?


• Why was he so preoccupied?


• And what did he end up doing with his singing?





[Clues: this page; Background information: this page]


Webs


A man sits in a room in his house lined with wood panels, with 2,000 books lining the walls around him. I say house, it’s really more like a castle – a castle dating from the 1600s – which this writer, storyteller and lover of history has called ‘a plaything in stone’. He’s had it built this way, in the border lands between Scotland and England, near the River Tweed, both to fulfil his own fantasy vision and to create a home for his family worthy of his new status as a Baronet.


You’d think he was happy, but you’d be wrong. He’s feeling miserable, for two reasons: (1) the house is no longer his. Two years ago, he was rich, but now, after a big financial crash which was no fault of his, his house belongs to his creditors, who have allowed him to continue to live there with his family to continue writing to pay back what he owes. And (2) his grandson is sick. On a recent visit, remembering how awful he found it to be sick as a child and how having polio had left him with a permanent limp, he’d been telling him stories about the history of Scotland. Having just returned from a trip to London, he’s decided to write the stories down and, at the same time, hopefully produce a work that will sell well and that might help clear off a bit of his debt. “My own right hand shall do it,” he declares. He picks up his pen and starts to spin a new story – a story about a Scottish King, who had good reason to feel miserable. It’s 1307. He’s been wracked with guilt at having killed his rival, John Comyn, in front of the altar of the Church of the Minorites in Dumfries the previous year. He’s just heard that his sister has been put in a cage by the English King who’s been marching on Scotland and gaining territory there. What’s more, this English King has ordered that the heads of two of the Scottish King’s brothers be cut off and has banished the Scottish King’s daughter to an English convent. He’s just about ready to give up. “I’d be better off just forgetting about Scotland,” he thinks. “I should renounce the throne, dismiss my followers and go on a crusade to the Holy Land to recapture Jerusalem and ask for forgiveness for my sins there. On the other hand, what good would it do my wife? If I’m going to fight, wouldn’t I be putting my energy to better use in trying to fight the English and restore Scotland to the Scots?” Caught up in his thoughts, he looks up at the ceiling and sees a spider trying to set up a web between two wooden beams. Six times has the king fought against the English. Six times has the spider started to spin a thread, attached it, travelled back across it, only to have the thread break. The king watches, fascinated as the spider tries for a seventh time – spins a thread, attaches it, travels back across it … will it make it? Either way, should the king take it as an omen? Should he keep on trying, or should he give up?
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