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History Hit makes history more accessible in the digital age. Our podcast Dan Snow’s History Hit has been broadcasting since 2015, and has over 1,500 episodes. We now have seven regular podcast shows, exploring topics from ancient history to present day. Our online TV channel and app, History Hit TV, is a library of history documentaries and interviews, and we create new and original history documentaries for our subscribers weekly.

You can subscribe to access all of our podcasts and history documentaries at historyhit.com/subscribe.
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INTRODUCTION

Historically promiscuous. That’s how I was recently described by a well-known British historian. I think she meant it as a compliment. More than two decades as a television presenter, podcast host and writer have sent me to so many different places and periods. Sometimes for a prolonged stay, like the years I spent writing about the Seven Years’ War in North America, at other times just for the duration of a podcast interview as a guest captivates me with stories of the ancient Chinese afterlife, Sumerian poetry, Elvis’s health or the Inquisition in Spanish America. I have fallen for them all.

Through it all I have jotted down notes. The surprising, the entertaining, the tragic, the important and the thought-provoking. I stumbled across Roland the Farter, whose particular talent for farting on demand won him the patronage of Henry II. I learned about Enheduanna, high priestess in the city of Ur, daughter of the king, Sargon of Akkad. She wrote beautiful poetry, making her possibly the earliest named author in history. I have amassed a mountain of research, a chaotic mess of different periods and disciplines. In just one week earlier this year I explored Bronze Age passage tombs in the Isles of Scilly, did a session with a traditional shipyard using an adze to shape the sternpost of a wooden ship and finished with an interview with a wartime Mosquito pilot. Every experience yields snippets of history, some given to me by the world’s best historians, others gleaned from captions from hundreds of museum visits.

There was something that tickled me about seeing my lists of random facts. Hitler, Tito, Stalin and Freud were all living in Vienna in 1913, not as housemates obviously. In the 18th century, Cock Lane in London was haunted by a well-attested ghost, known as Scratching Fanny. More Brits were killed in road accidents on blacked-out UK roads for the first six months of the Second World War than were killed in the armed forces. No one in Africa or Eurasia knew what a peanut, tomato or potato was before Christopher Columbus initiated the ‘Columbian Food Exchange’ by blundering into the Americas.

I never thought my magpie-like collecting of facts and stories would lead to much. But little did I know I was tapping into an ancient literary tradition. Quirky miscellanies with religious reflections, snippets of biblical text, lives of saints and poetry have survived from the early medieval world. They were compiled by hand, shared and added onto with whatever the owner thought worthy. The Nowell Codex is an eccentric, rich blend. It is famous for having the only text of Beowulf, but alongside it are a poem inspired by the Old Testament Book of Judith, a biography of one St Christopher and an imagined conversation between Alexander the Great and his tutor, Aristotle. It is one of a handful of miscellanies that together have ensured the survival of Old English poetry.

This miscellany may not prove quite as important, although I suppose there’s a chance it will become one of the rare survivors of the cataclysmic 21st and 22nd centuries, a fragment of our culture still pored over 1,500 years hence. But it is certainly inspired by those medieval treasures. It is the product of years of curiosity and collecting. It is also a collaboration by our fantastic team at History Hit. We all contributed the facts, stories, explanations and lists that have enthused us over years of production. We have penned quick explainers of events like the Hundred Years’ War or the Iranian Revolution. We have included charts of figures that surprise and provoke, like the number of ships lost by the British to enemy action throughout the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars (hint: surprisingly few).

History is everything that has ever happened to anyone who has ever lived. It is a bottomless reservoir of all the bonkers, heroic, awful and weird things we eccentric humans have ever done. We can’t help generating extraordinary stories. Lieutenant Hiroo Onoda was a Japanese soldier sent to garrison the Philippines during the Second World War; he was ordered not to surrender, and so he did not – until 1974. One of the greatest ancient Egyptian pharaohs, Hatshepsut, was depicted as a man in physique and dress but was in fact a woman. The planet Pluto was named by an 11-year-old schoolgirl who won the naming competition. Alan Turing would run the 50 miles from Bletchley Park to London if there was an important meeting. Bertha Benz undertook the first long-range car journey in August 1888 to prove her husband’s motor car was road-worthy. Colonel Sourd fought all day on horseback at Waterloo, having had his arm amputated without anaesthetic the day before.

Perhaps I find lists of miscellany so fascinating because I simply have a short attention span. Or perhaps after a long day of historical research into a very particular period, a quick list of bizarre trivia assembled from the widest possible span of history is energising, provoking and fun. Like a movie trailer, these miscellanies cherry pick the most engaging bits and fire your determination to see the whole thing. What follows is surprising, shocking, laughable and tragic. Most importantly, like all the best stories, they are true. I would rather curl up with this than a work of fiction.

So dive in. Be promiscuous. Get your head around the fact that for one day only, on 8 September 1944, Bulgaria found itself at war with all four major belligerents of the Second World War in Europe, the USA, USSR, UK and Germany.

And if you’re enjoying a quiet moment, and reading this in the corner of a historic hostelry, a pint resting in front of you, remember, since 1872 it’s been illegal to be drunk in a pub, so don’t get carried away.

Dan Snow
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