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Don’t let it end like this. Tell them I said something.’

PANCHO VILLA

20 July 1923


INTRODUCTION

Our last words are important – they are a ‘keepsake’ for future generations, but also our last chance to express how we see ourselves, our lives, the world around us and what really matters when the inevitable happens. Over the millennia, the deathbed has inspired some of history’s most memorable, poignant, uplifting and occasionally humorous remarks. The dying words of the great statesmen, poets, scientists, novelists and warriors – the eminent men and women who have shaped world events – are often cited to capture the spirit of the times or inspire great works and deeds. But there are also remarks from individuals who did not have such an impact on history, but whose dying words are equally important as they shed light on the nature of the human condition.

Beginning with ‘Living for ever’ – the oldest known epitaph on an Egyptian tomb – this book presents the legendary last words of antiquity, such as the inspiring words of one of the outnumbered and doomed Spartans at Thermopylae: ‘If the Persians [Medes] darken the sun with their arrows, we shall have our fight in the shade.’ Ironically, the last words of Socrates, the ancient world’s greatest philosopher, were rather more mundane: ‘Crito, we owe a cock to Asclepius. Do pay it. Don’t forget.” Most of us know of Julius Caesar’s ‘Et tu, Brute?’ but around the same time the Roman poet Horace perceptively said of his body of work: ‘I have executed a memorial longer lasting than bronze … I shall not altogether die.’

Deathbed statements often reflect the character of the speaker or sometimes reveal their deepest thoughts on their worldly deeds. Henry VIII famously uttered: ‘Monks! Monks! Monks!’ perhaps hinting at the guilt he felt about the destruction of the monasteries. Nostradamus was uncannily prescient, as he informed his assistant: ‘You will not find me alive at sunrise’, whereas Pancho Villa seemed desperate in his last moments, pleading: ‘Don’t let it end like this. Tell them I said something.’ Oscar Wilde was, as usual, witty as he quipped: ‘My wallpaper and I are fighting a duel to the death’, whereas King George V seemed angry as he shouted: ‘God damn you!’ to his faithful nurse and housekeeper as he expired.

Other last words are particularly poignant – a line in Kurt Cobain’s suicide note reads: ‘It’s better to burn out than to fade away’ – while others are more humorous, such as the great economist John Maynard Keynes who joked: ‘I should have drunk more champagne’, or the celebrity chef Keith Floyd who happily chortled: ‘I’ve not felt this well for ages.’

The last words in this book have been arranged in chronological order based on the date of the speaker’s death. Each dying remark is accompanied by succinct contextual information about the author and a brief explanation of the circumstances that gave rise to the quotation. The 370 entries in this book have been gathered from a wide variety of historical sources such as epitaphs on gravestones and monuments, sayings, speeches, obituaries, pamphlets, newspapers and letters and, of course, the reports of those present when the speaker passed away.

The history of the world is represented in these pages – a voyage through the ages seen through some of history’s most memorable final utterances. Some of the sentiments expressed are unbelievably sad while others are optimistic; some final words have become famous while others have remained obscure, but all reflect the follies and greatness of mankind – its heroes and villains, war and peace and the absolute power of language to influence our feelings and challenge our minds. It is written to be informative and entertaining but also, I hope, thought-provoking and inspirational.

Terry Breverton
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