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Chapter One

bygone
blunders
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History teaches us that men and nations behave wisely once they have exhausted all other alternatives.

—Abba Eban (1915–2002)

 

what was the most disastrous kidnapping in history?

The answer to this question is surely the kidnapping of Sparta’s Queen Helen by the Trojan prince Paris, which led to the disastrous Trojan War. Until very recently, the stories of Troy in Greek literature had been thought to be purely mythical, until archaeological evidence appeared in the late twentieth century that seemed to confirm that Troy had indeed existed, and had been a major strategic city of the time that had undergone a number of lengthy conflicts some time around the twelfth or thirteenth century B.C. Based on this evidence, it seems likely that the stories told in the classical Greek literature, particularly Homer’s Odyssey and The Iliad, were based to some extent on genuine historical events, although these seem to have been combined with existing myths and legends.

According to these sources, the Trojan War was sparked when Paris, Prince of Troy, kidnapped the beautiful Helen. Helen was the wife of Menelaus, the king of Sparta, and she was celebrated as the most beautiful woman in the world, famously described by Goethe many centuries later as “the face that launched a thousand ships.” The abduction of Helen led to a ten-year military campaign, in which the Greek forces led by Agamemnon took control of Troy’s allies and neighbors and laid siege to the walled city of Troy itself. However, Troy seemed to be impenetrable.

In the tenth year, Troy at last fell, thanks to a brilliant scheme devised by Odysseus, which has come to be known as the Trojan Horse. The plan went as follows. First, the Greek forces burned down their own camp and departed, leaving behind an enormous horse made of wood. Attached to this horse was a note, which explained that the horse was a ceremonial gift to the Trojans, in recognition of their victory. Clearly, it seemed, the Greeks had admitted defeat, and sailed home. The Trojans opened the gates of the city, dragged the enormous trophy inside, and began a night of boozy celebrations.

Later that same night, once all the Trojans were drunk or asleep, a group of thirty Greek soldiers emerged from inside the wooden horse. They then opened the gates of the city, to let in the rest of the Greek army, which had sailed silently back to Troy under cover of night. The Greek army now attacked, razing the city to the ground, massacring the male population, and emphatically ending the war.

why didn’t the vikings settle in north america?

For centuries it was thought that the first European discovery of the Americas took place in 1492, with the arrival of Christopher Columbus, but the continent had in fact been discovered almost five hundred years earlier, by the all-conquering Vikings, some time around the year 1000. The Vikings were the world’s leading sea power at this time, and they were hungry for land in which to continue their expansion. They had already colonized Iceland in the late ninth century, and then Greenland in around 980. Iceland is around 1,000 miles (1,600 km) west of Norway, and then Greenland is a farther 700 miles (1,127 km) west of Iceland. Newfoundland in Canada is only another 600 miles (965 km) from Greenland, and it’s even possible that cloud formations coming off the mountains of Baffin Island may have been visible from the coastal mountains of Greenland. It’s therefore no surprise that the Vikings soon became aware of the new land to the west, and it wasn’t long before they had begun to explore it.

Greenland had been settled by the dangerous Viking outlaw Erik the Red, who had been banished from Iceland for committing a number of murders, as a result of a bizarre dispute over the ownership of some ornamented wooden beams (beams that, in all probability, Erik had simply stolen from the murder victims). The “red” of Erik’s name may have been a reference to the color of his hair, or more likely his blood-soaked reputation. The exiled Erik thus settled in Greenland, and when he returned temporarily to Iceland, he came telling stories of a lush, fertile land, which he disingenuously named Greenland, in order to lure settlers to join him in the new colony. In fact, of course, there is nothing green about Greenland, which is almost entirely covered with ice the whole year round. Erik explained the deception, “People would be more eager to go there if the land had a good name.” His plan succeeded, and Erik was soon in charge of two settlements in Greenland.

Leif Eriksson was one of Erik the Red’s sons, and some time around the year 1002 or 1003 he set out from Greenland on a voyage west, in the hope of discovering new lands. He made a number of landings, the first of which he named Helluland, which means “land of flat rocks”; this may have been Baffin Island. He next reached a place he called Markland, meaning “woodland,” which may have been Labrador. He then made landfall at a place he called Vinland, in reference to the abundant grapes he found growing there. Eriksson established a settlement on Vinland, and in the spring he traveled back to Greenland with a cargo of timber. Over the next few years, the colony began to grow, despite occasional battles with the native, pre-Inuit population.

The story of the Vinland settlement appears in the Norse Sagas of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, and there is also compelling archaeological evidence for the existence of the colony. Archaeologists have found the remains of a Viking settlement at L’Anse aux Meadows, at the northernmost tip of Newfoundland in Canada. This small Viking village consists of eight buildings, including an iron smithy, a carpentry workshop, and a boatyard. A number of recognizably Norse items have been found at the site, including an oil lamp, a needle, and a fastening pin, and carbon dating has established the site at around the year 1000. Furthermore, the archaeological evidence confirms the story told in the Norse Sagas that Vinland was only briefly inhabited before being abandoned, which raises an interesting question: Why did the Vikings leave? Newfoundland has a much more pleasant and fertile climate than Iceland or Greenland; it is not much further west, relatively speaking; and the Norsemen were hungry for new land. So what happened to prevent the Vikings from permanently settling in North America?

Amazingly, the answer seems to come down to a relatively trivial family dispute involving Leif Eriksson’s half sister, Freydís Eiríksdóttir. Freydís appears to have been a fearsome woman. In one story that has survived, we are told that she witnessed a group of Norse settlers retreating while being chased by angry natives. At this, she taunted the Vikings for their cowardice, and demanded they give her a weapon, claiming that she would show them how to fight, despite the fact that she was pregnant at the time. She then bared one of her breasts, and hacked at it with her sword. This extraordinary display is said to have terrified the natives, who quickly fled.

Freydís had sailed to Vinland with two business partners, Helgi and Finnbogi, with whom she had promised to split the profits of their enterprise. However, after a time she changed her mind, and had the two men killed. Then, she insisted that their wives and children should all be killed too, but even her own brutal followers drew the line at such an atrocity, and refused to take part, so she simply went ahead and murdered the women and children herself. When the story of this outrage reached Greenland, there was a huge public outcry, particularly as Leif Eriksson refused to have Freydís executed, even though this was the mandatory punishment for such crimes, because of his brotherly affection for her. To avoid any further scandals, Eriksson simply banned all Vikings from traveling to Vinland, as the settlement didn’t seem to be worth the trouble. This prohibition was respectfully observed for decades, even after Eriksson’s death, and as a result the colony was never revived, and an entire continent was lost.

how did an inaccurate oil painting cost thomas cromwell his life?
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Thomas Cromwell enjoyed an extraordinary rise from humble beginnings. He was born in 1485, to a father who worked as a blacksmith, fuller, and clothworker, and yet by 1523 Thomas Cromwell had become a Member of Parliament, and nine years later he was King Henry VIII’s chief minister, with unprecedented power over every aspect of both secular life and the Church. Cromwell was a key figure in pushing through the English Reformation, in which Henry VIII broke off all ties with the Roman Catholic Church and made himself the Supreme Head of the Church of England. Cromwell presided over the dissolution of the monasteries, and as a result became deeply unpopular, particularly among the clergy.

The Reformation was instigated by Henry’s desire to have his marriage to Catherine of Aragon annulled, on the pretext that she had been married to his older brother Arthur. The real reason was so that he could marry the young, attractive Anne Boleyn, who might be able to succeed where the older Catherine had sadly failed, by producing a male heir. (Catherine had given birth to two boys, but both had died in infancy.) However, Henry’s subsequent marriage to Anne also failed to produce a male heir, and so in 1536 she was executed, on charges of adultery, incest, and treason, charges which were almost certainly trumped up. The day after Anne’s execution, Henry became engaged to Jane Seymour, one of Anne’s ladies-in-waiting, and within ten days they were married. The following year, Jane gave birth to a son, Edward, but she then died of complications following the birth.

Three years later, Henry was again keen to marry, in the hope of securing his succession by producing a second heir. Understandably, however, the noblewomen of Europe were not exactly queuing up to become Henry’s fourth wife, given what had happened to the first three. Cromwell pushed for Henry to marry Anne of Cleves, the sister of the Protestant Duke of Cleves, in the hope that this political match would secure Henry the support of the northern German princes, in case of an attack from the Franco-Habsburg Catholic powers. Henry had never seen or met Anne, so he sent the artist Hans Holbein to Cleves to paint portraits of her and her younger sister (both of whom Henry was considering), and specifically instructed Holbein to make the pictures accurate, rather than flattering. When Holbein returned with the completed portraits, Henry found that Anne was to his liking, and so the marriage treaty was arranged.

Anne now traveled to England, but her first meeting with Henry was not a success. Reportedly, when he entered the room at Greenwich Palace, she did not recognize him, and so she simply ignored him, and carried on gazing out of the window. Anne was uneducated, and did not speak any English; and Henry found her physically unattractive. He had brought a hamper of New Year’s gifts to Greenwich to give to Anne, but decided against it, and kept them for himself. He later raged at Cromwell, feeling he had been tricked into the arrangement for the sake of his minister’s preferred political alliance. He complained to Cromwell that Holbein’s portrait had been inaccurate, stating, “I see no such thing in her as hath been showed me. I like her not,” and dubbed her the “Flanders Mare.” He demanded that Cromwell get him out of the marriage treaty, but Cromwell insisted that by this point it was too late, and so the wedding went ahead. That night, the marriage went unconsummated, as Henry could only bring himself to give Anne a light kiss on the forehead, before retiring to his own bedroom. He commented after the wedding, “I liked her before not well, but now I like her much worse.”

Henry swiftly made plans to annul the marriage, and Anne was wise enough to agree to them, no doubt aware of the other possible outcomes. As a result of her willing compliance, Henry looked on Anne with affection for the rest of his life, describing her as “the King’s Beloved Sister,” and giving her properties including Richmond Palace and Hever Castle. After Henry’s next marriage to Catherine Howard failed, Anne and Henry were on such good terms that she even suggested they remarry (despite the fact that Catherine Howard had just become the second of Henry’s wives to be beheaded), but Henry firmly declined.

Anne may have eventually found herself in the King’s good graces, but for Thomas Cromwell the situation was far more grave. Immediately after the wedding, he was banished from Henry’s court, and cut off from royal support. This was the opportunity Cromwell’s many enemies had been waiting for, and they were quick to strike. On June 10, 1540, Cromwell was arrested and imprisoned in the Tower of London, and subjected to an Act of Attainder. On July 28, he was executed on Tower Hill, on the same day that Henry was married to Catherine Howard. Cromwell’s head was then boiled and displayed on a spike on London Bridge, facing away from the city.

what was the worst apology in history?
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The “non-apology apology” has become a depressing feature of modern political life, a deliberately hollow form of words that is designed to sound like an apology, without any actual admission of guilt or wrongdoing. When, for example, President George H. W. Bush’s chief of staff John H. Sununu was caught breaking White House travel rules in 1991, he issued a slippery statement: “Clearly, no one regrets more than I do the appearance of impropriety. Obviously, some mistakes were made.” Six years later, President Clinton offered a similarly empty apology, after inviting banking officials to a meeting of Democrat fund-raisers: “Mistakes were made here by people who either did it deliberately or inadvertently.”

However, when it comes to historical non-apology apologies, few can match that issued by the stern, uncompromising Scottish clergyman John Knox to Queen Elizabeth I in 1558. Knox was a leading Protestant reformer whose life would have been significantly easier had it not been for the existence of three women named Mary. In 1546, Knox had been exiled from Scotland by the Catholic regent, Mary of Guise. Furthermore, there seemed little hope of Scotland turning to Protestantism even if Mary of Guise were removed, as the heir apparent was her Catholic daughter, Mary Stuart (who would later go on to become Mary Queen of Scots). In England, Knox’s star had risen under King Edward VI, as he reached the position of royal chaplain, but when the young king died in 1553, he was succeeded by his sister, Mary Tudor, who reverted England to Catholicism, and Knox found himself banished once again.

In response to these setbacks, in 1558 Knox issued a provocative, anonymous pamphlet called “The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regimen of Women.” In it, he raged against what he felt to be an absurd situation in which so much power was in the hands of women, in what was clearly a disruption of the natural order. He wrote, “It is more than a monster in nature that a woman should reign and bear empire over man.” The pamphlet was highly controversial, and it did nothing to further Knox’s cause, particularly when later that year Mary Tudor was succeeded by her Protestant sister, Elizabeth, who could potentially have been a great ally to Knox.

Knox held Elizabeth in high regard, and hoped that she might allow him to return from exile, and perhaps even take up a bishopric. However, Elizabeth had been infuriated by the pamphlet, and made it clear that Knox’s name was not even to be spoken in her presence. Knox now attempted to apologize, writing a personal letter to the queen, but his apology may be said to have left something to be desired. “I cannot deny the writing of a book against the usurped authority and unjust government of women,” he wrote, “neither yet am I minded to recant or call back any principal point or proposition of the same, till truth and verity do further appear.” Surely, he went on, Elizabeth must recognize that she was only in power by “a peculiar dispensation of God’s mercy, permitting in her what law and nature denied to all other women.” In short, he essentially insisted that he had been right all along about the role of women, and that Elizabeth must surely have known it, and agreed with him. If, however, she would humbly submit to God, he explained that he could be prepared to find it within himself to tolerate her reign.

Amazingly, Elizabeth wasn’t won over by this unconventional billet-doux, and so while other Protestant exiles were welcomed back to the fold, Knox remained persona non grata. In 1560, he would play a central role in the Scottish Reformation, but even then he was excluded from any negotiations with England, as his presence was deemed to be just too offensive to Elizabeth to be tolerated, and she never forgave him.

did a chauffeur’s wrong turn lead to world war I?

On June 28, 1914, the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, was shot dead in Sarajevo by the Serbian Gavrilo Princip, a member of the Black Hand terrorist organization. In 1907, Bosnia and Herzegovina had been subsumed into Austria-Hungary, but these provinces contained a significant population of ethnic Serbs and Slavs, and so Serbian nationalists were keen to see them break away from Austria-Hungary, and form part of a Greater Serbia. The Black Hand sought to achieve this goal through terrorist attacks, and made plans to assassinate a number of leading Austro-Hungarian figures. When an attempt to kill the governor of Bosnia, Oskar Potiorek, was called off, Archduke Franz Ferdinand became the new target.

The assassination was set to take place on June 28, a date loaded with significance for Serbs, as it is a patriotic public holiday which commemorates the Battle of Kosovo against the Ottoman Turks in 1389. On the day of the assassination itself, the conspiracy collapsed in a series of blunders. Six assassins were positioned along the route of Ferdinand’s motorcade, but as the cars passed, the first two assassins did nothing, presumably because they lost their nerve. The third assassin, Nedeljko ˇCabrinovic´, did throw a bomb at Ferdinand’s car, but missed, and instead blew up the next car in the motorcade, wounding about twenty people in the process. As the crowd panicked, ˇCabrinovi´c quickly swallowed his suicide pill, and jumped into the river Miljacka, but the river at this time was only a few inches deep, and the pill only succeeded in making him vomit. He was dragged out of the “river” and severely beaten by the crowd, before being led away by police, while reportedly shouting, “I am a Serbian hero.”

Amazingly, despite the attack, the Archduke decided to continue with his visit. He attended a town hall reception, where he interrupted Mayor Curcic to complain, “Mr. Mayor, I came here on a visit and I get bombs thrown at me. It is outrageous.” After leaving the town hall, the Archduke’s motorcade then headed for the hospital, to visit those wounded by the bomb. On the way, the cars took a wrong turn, and so Ferdinand’s driver reversed into an alley, to turn around. There, the car happened by chance to pull up alongside one of the terrorists, Gavrilo Princip, who was himself in the wrong place, having been given bad directions. Spotting his opportunity, Princip quickly fired his pistol into the car, killing Ferdinand and his wife, Sophie.

One mysterious aspect of this story is why Franz Ferdinand chose to go to Sarajevo in the first place. The Austro-Hungarian government had received a number of specific warnings that Franz Ferdinand was being targeted for assassination, but he still went ahead with a trip that was unquestionably provocative, dangerous, and pretty much pointless. Then, he chose to ride around the streets of Sarajevo in an open-topped car with the roof down. Amazingly, even after a bomb had hit the convoy, Ferdinand persisted with the visit, and seems to have taken no additional precautions; for example, he remained in the open-topped car, rather than switching vehicles.

The assassination of Franz Ferdinand was the trigger for the outbreak of the World War I, which began just one month later. One might therefore argue that if Franz Ferdinand’s chauffeur hadn’t reversed down that alley, the assassination may never have taken place, and the bloodiest war the world had ever seen might have been averted. However, the chauffeur’s wrong turn was only one small factor in the events that unfolded. The assassins had many opportunities to kill the Archduke that day, and if Princip hadn’t been standing on that particular street corner, there’s no reason to think that the assassination wouldn’t have taken place on a different street later on. And even if the Black Hand failed to kill Ferdinand, it seems likely that they would have succeeded with a different target soon enough.

Of course, the assassination of Franz Ferdinand was only the spark that ignited the European powder keg. After the bloodshed and destruction of the Napoleonic Wars, the major European powers had agreed in 1815 to pursue a policy based on “balance of power,” whereby the nations would form powerful alliances so that no one nation or bloc would become dominant, and so war would be averted. The policy was largely successful for a century, but when Kaiser Wilhelm II ascended to the throne, he was eager for Germany to build a global empire of her own, to match those of Britain, France, Belgium, and Holland. Germany’s aggressive international approach included offering an “open hand” policy offering unequivocal support for Austria-Hungary. After the assassination, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia, with Russia immediately supporting Serbia, and Germany had little choice but to back Austria. France joined the conflict on the side of Russia, followed by Britain, in response to Germany’s advance through Belgium, and so the Great War had begun.

which is the more effective weapon: a bayonet or a machine gun?
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The answer may seem obvious, but for decades this question was the cause of considerable debate among serious-minded military experts. The first viable machine guns had been available since the 1860s, but even as late as World War I, Britain’s military strategists felt that machine guns were overrated and unwieldy, and could be defeated by aggressive bayonet charges, despite the mounting evidence to the contrary. Only after more than a million men died in the Great War did this orthodoxy start to change.

In fairness, the strategic merit of machine guns was not quite as obvious as it may seem in hindsight. Bayonet charges had proved to be consistently effective since the seventeenth century. Napoleon’s Imperial Guard had famously inspired terror with their bayonet charges, and the weapon was widely believed to instill aggression in the attacking forces, while wreaking fear among the defenders. Bayonets are cheap to produce, easy to maintain, require no ammunition, and pose little risk to your comrades in close-quarter fighting, unlike bullets.

Machine guns, on the other hand, seemed to be riddled with flaws. They were expensive and used up too much ammunition. They could easily get jammed, and they were difficult to repair. They were heavy, and couldn’t be easily moved, so they were useless for mobile warfare. As such, it was thought that machine guns could only be useful as a defensive weapon, whereas it was widely accepted that historically wars were won by aggressive, offensive strategy. Britain’s generals thus failed to anticipate the advent of trench warfare, even though a number of recent conflicts had involved entrenched fighting, including the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905), the Second Boer War (1899–1902), and even further back the U.S. Civil War (1861–1865). In fact, the conclusion that had been drawn from the Russo-Japanese War was that the Russians’ machine guns had not been decisive, because Japan had won. However, this assessment failed to appreciate the huge losses suffered by the Japanese.

As the Great War progressed, it ought to have quickly become clear that the British army’s slow, orderly advances into barbed wire and machine gun fire did not constitute a winning strategy. Tommies joked that their bayonets were more useful for chopping wood and opening cans than they were for combat. At Neuve Chapelle, the first major bayonet charge of 1915 resulted in 90 percent casualties for the Allies. In September of the same year, at the Battle of Loos, 80 percent of the British attacking force were killed or wounded, while the German forces went largely unscathed.

Even so, a year later, Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig still felt confident reporting to the War Office that “The machine gun is a much overrated weapon; two per battalion is more than sufficient.” The war would be won by cavalry, Haig stated, because “bullets have little stopping power against the horse.” At the first Battle of the Somme in 1916, many battalion commanders chose to ignore or “misunderstand” the order for a bayonet charge, which the British Expeditionary Force commanders specifically stated must take place at a walking pace. By 1917, the tactic was gradually being phased out, with every company being issued with at least four Lewis light machine guns. At the end of the war, it was estimated that only 0.3 percent of enemy casualties had been inflicted by bayonets.

what was the flaw in the maginot line?

After World War I, France was determined to never again suffer such a dreadful cost in terms of human lives, buildings, and infrastructure. However, after the punitive settlement at the Treaty of Versailles, it seemed likely that Germany would seek revenge, and so France needed to plan her defense. A number of options were considered, but the chosen solution was a vast, permanent fortification that would protect the whole of France’s border with Germany, from the Swiss border all the way up to the Ardennes. It became known as the Maginot Line, after the French minister of war André Maginot, who oversaw the project, and died during its construction.

Despite the name, the Maginot Line was not a single fortification, but rather a series of forts, at intervals of around 9 miles (14 km). In some areas, the line was composed of nothing more than the natural local geography, where mountains or rivers made the border impassable. The biggest forts, called ouvrages, housed one thousand soldiers with artillery, and these were supported by smaller, intermediate forts with around two hundred to five hundred men in each. The Maginot Line was also a much wider zone than its name suggests, being up to 15 miles (25 km) deep in parts, consisting of a system of fortifications, guard posts, communication centers, barricades, artillery, anti-tank gun emplacements, supply depots, as well as barracks, hospitals, power lines, ammunition dumps, and even a narrow-gauge railway line.

The Maginot Line was widely admired, and visited by military strategists from around the world. Czechoslovakia built its own Maginot Line, based largely on the French plans. The French Maginot Line was intended to slow any German advance, to prevent the possibility of a surprise attack, and to give the French time to mobilize their forces. The line would ensure that most of the fighting took place on the France-Germany border, thus minimizing damage to property and infrastructure, and if the line was breached, the German forces would find themselves under attack from the rear, from the nearby ouvrages.

However, despite its theoretical merits, the Maginot line turned out to have a significant flaw: To put it simply, it wasn’t finished. The line ran from the Swiss border up to the Ardennes forest, at the convergence of the borders of France, Belgium, and Luxembourg. However, the line stopped here, and did not cover the France-Belgium border, because the Belgians, who were determined to remain neutral, stated that they would see any extension of the line as an act of aggression. As a result, when Germany inevitably invaded Belgium in May 1940, the Allies found themselves fighting along a largely unprotected border. When the Germans then surged through the Ardennes, the Allied forces were divided into two, and hundreds of thousands of men had to be evacuated from Dunkirk. Meanwhile, the German air force, the Luftwaffe, simply flew over the Maginot Line. Within weeks, Paris had fallen, and France was calling for an armistice. The Maginot Line remained intact, pristine but irrelevant, as the French ordered their troops to come out of the fortifications, to be assembled as prisoners of war.

what was the groundnut army?

In 1946, the British government launched an ambitious plan to grow peanuts in the African protectorate of Tanganyika, which is today known as Tanzania. The plan was proposed by Frank Samuel of Unilever, who felt peanuts, which are also known as groundnuts, could provide a useful source of oils and fats, both of which were in short supply after the war. The government authorized a budget of £25 million (the equivalent of $1.3 billion today), with the aim of cultivating 150,000 acres of scrubland in six years. A site was selected in central Tanganyika, and 100,000 ex-soldiers were recruited to form the “Groundnut Army,” with a mission to fatten up Britain after the privations of years of rationing.

The project was launched in an optimistic spirit of British can-do, but there were soon signs that pluck and muddling through might not be enough. The first job was to clear the land, and the preliminary planning report had simply assumed that local machinery would be used, but in fact there was no suitable machinery in Tanganyika, or indeed anywhere else. There were no heavy-duty tractors in Britain, and those nations that did have this type of heavy machinery were already using it, to rebuild their own countries after the war. Eventually, some available tractors were found in Canada, as well as hundreds of old American bulldozers that had been left behind in the Philippines, and were intended for disposal.

Once the machinery had been freighted to the port at Dar es Salaam, the question was how to get it to the groundnut site at Kongwa. The port had no deep-water berths to allow the freighters to come into the dock, and so makeshift arrangements had to be made to lift the heavy equipment from the ships onto the quay. Eventually, the quayside was piled high with great quantities of equipment and provisions. The next problem was how to transport it all to the site. There were no suitable roads, and only one solitary rail line, from the port to Kongwa, and this was soon washed away by a flood. Nonetheless, the brave pioneers persevered along the inadequate road, frequently beset by charging elephants, packs of aggressive baboons, and lions leaping onto the back of their trucks. Eventually, in the face of every imaginable obstacle, the party arrived at Kongwa.

The next challenge was to clear the earth, but this too was much more difficult than had been foreseen. According to one report, the scrub was so thick that although a rhinoceros could charge through it, and a snake could wriggle its way through, no creature of any size in between could possibly hope to get through. Tractors were not up to the job, but the workers found that bulldozers working in pairs were able to make some progress, although the thick roots tended to wear out the blades of the bulldozers within a matter of days. There was also the problem of the enormous baobab trees, some of which had trunks of over 20 feet (6 m) in diameter. Not only were these extremely tough to clear, they often contained hives of extremely aggressive bees. One tree was found to contain two native men; it was being used as a tribal jail. The British also managed to upset the local African population when they toppled a tree containing an old skull—it seemed that the skull had belonged to a revered figure, the “Unknown One,” and so the Groundnut Army had committed a grave insult.

As the project struggled on, the administrators decided to make more use of local African workers, but this too was fraught with problems. Locals were hired to drive the tractors, but through enthusiasm and inexperience they crashed and ruined many of the machines. The Colonial Office in London encouraged the native workers to form a trade union, being keen to disseminate proper working practices, but within days the newly unionized workers had gone on strike, armed themselves, and formed a roadblock between Kongwa and the port.

The project also had a number of damaging indirect effects on the local community. The arrival of the Groundnut Army caused dramatic price inflation, and food soon became too expensive for many of the tribespeople, and as a result many babies died of malnutrition. As the local African tribes grew to depend on the Groundnut Army for work and money, their respect for traditional tribal leaders declined, and so the foundations of society were undermined. Local women turned to prostitution, but soon found they were competing with professional sex workers, who moved to the area in significant numbers.

Even once the ground had been cultivated, there were still significant problems, as the Tanganyikan soil and climate were simply not suitable for growing groundnuts. There was no local water source, so water had to be transported to the site (where it was stored in a concrete reservoir, which the locals insisted on using as a swimming pool). The local soil contained a high proportion of clay, which made it rock-hard once it had baked in the African sun. Groundnuts grow underground, hence the name, so even when the Groundnut Army did manage to grow some nuts, they were almost impossible to harvest from the sun-baked soil.

In 1951, the scheme was abandoned, in one of the last acts of the outgoing Labour government. Project leader Major-General Desmond Harrison had had a nervous breakdown, and had been brought home on sick leave. Overall, the ill-fated project had cost British taxpayers £49 million (worth around $2 billion today) with nothing to show in return. The project had bought 4,000 tons of groundnuts for seed, but only succeeded in growing a total of 2,000 tons of nuts, half as many as had been bought in the first place.

Ten years after the project had been abandoned, workers would occasionally find tractors buried in the land around Kongwa. It seems that, during the groundnut project, the tractor drivers were paid by the hour, and these hours were determined by timers attached to the tractors’ engines. Some of the more enterprising drivers realized that if they drove into the bush, there were dips in the ground where the tractors could be hidden out of sight. So they would simply leave their tractors in one of these craters, with the engines running, and go into town for the day. Later, they would come back to reclaim their machines, but sometimes they wouldn’t be able to find them, and so the tractors were simply left there, gathering dust.

what was the “great leap forward”?

[image: ]

The Great Leap Forward was the name given to a series of economic policies instigated by the Chinese Communist government between 1958 and 1961, which caused one of the worst economic and humanitarian disasters in history. The plan was based on the belief of Communist dictator Mao Zedong that China needed to move as rapidly as possible from an agrarian society to an industrial one, to catch up with its Western rivals.

To achieve this, a number of absurdly ambitious targets were set, with the goal of exponentially increasing China’s steel production. Chairman Mao claimed that China would overtake Britain in steel production within fifteen years, but a year later this target was brought forward, to a single year. This was to be achieved by increasing grain production, so that grain surpluses could be sold for export, and by creating 600,000 backyard steel furnaces throughout China. Private ownership of land was abolished, and all farms were forcibly taken over by local state-controlled collectives, with wages replaced with “work points.”

One of the first steps was to eliminate the so-called “Four Pests,” which Mao felt were harming China’s agricultural productivity. These were: flies, mosquitoes, rats, and sparrows. Only after an extended campaign of slaughter did it become clear that these creatures, sparrows in particular, played a pivotal role in the food chain, and soon crops were being decimated by locusts. Other untested farming methods and theories were introduced, such as close cropping, in which seeds were planted much more densely than normal, in the mistaken belief that they would somehow avoid competing with each other. Productive land was left fallow, so that resources could be focused on the most fertile land, thus increasing per-acre yields, but cutting total production.

The most disastrous aspect of the Great Leap Forward was the decision to focus China’s resources on the production of steel. High-quality steel can only be produced in properly equipped factories with a steady supply of coal and iron ore. However, Mao knew nothing about metallurgy, and so insisted that every commune should establish its own small backyard furnaces. To meet the ambitious targets, people began melting down their pots and pans, which meant that they now had nothing to cook with. They then melted their tractors, hoes, spades, and buckets, leaving them without machinery or tools to work with. Soon people were taking down the fences that enclosed their cattle, and taking the nails and screws out of their homes. The steel furnaces needed a continuous supply of fuel, and so hillsides and orchards were stripped of trees, leading to erosion and flooding. And the end result of all these efforts was steel of such poor quality that 99 percent of it was unusable. Instead of industrializing, China had managed the fastest program of deindustrialization in history, melting down all of its steel tools and machinery to produce worthless pig iron.

Chairman Mao’s targets may have been unrealistic, but the commune leaders knew better than to admit that they had failed. Instead, they competed for approval by providing inflated figures, claiming that grain yields were much higher than they actually were. As a result, vast quantities of grain were exported, leaving the communes that had produced them starving. As Mao traveled around China, commune leaders transported the same piles of grain from one area to the next, to create the illusion of surpluses.

Mao’s disastrous plan caused enormous hardship and suffering. While communes were forced to devote their energies to steel production, tons of grain were left to wither in the fields, unharvested. As the madness intensified, there was no time to plant crops for next year. In one commune which had enjoyed a good harvest, 35 percent of the workers still starved to death, because the grain was left to rot in the fields. Punishments for minor crimes and dissent became unimaginably cruel, with victims being tied up and thrown into lakes, buried alive, or set on fire. Many were forced to work naked in the middle of winter, or starved to death by being banned from the communal canteens. As China starved, there were even incidences of cannibalism, and reports of parents eating their own babies.

The consequences of this folly were devastating. Around 30 to 45 million people died, mostly of starvation, but also from beatings, torture, and suicide. The famine was exacerbated by poor weather conditions, with flooding and droughts in 1959 and 1960 making the famine considerably worse. By 1961, the insanity of the Great Leap Forward had become clear even to Mao, who stood down as head of state. The steel production was halted, and desperately needed grain was imported from Canada and the United States.
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