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Issue	9	

editorial 

Welcome	to	the	latest	issue	of	Sutton	Grammar	History	Society’s	Retrospect.	The	

mantle	has	been	passed	from	last	year’s	successful	issues	under	the	leadership	

of	the	editors	team	of	Paddy	Christy-Parker,	Matthew	Sparks	and	James	Hudson.		

Big	boots	to	-ill!	

Nonetheless,	we	are	eager	 to	 impress	and	 feel	 that	 the	 theme	of	 ‘Mistakes	and	

Blunders’	gave	us	huge	scope	for	articles.	From	the	Battle	of	Salamis	to	the	Bay	of	

Pigs,	blunders	have	occurred	throughout	history	and	this	magazine	contains	just	

some	of	the	most	in-luential	and	intriguing	ones.		

We	 have	 also	 expanded	 the	 Retrospect	 brand,	 so	 accompanying	 this	magazine	

will	be	a	podcast	,	presented	by	Joseph	Hearn	and	Douglas	Harwood	and	featur-

ing	 interviews	with	some	of	our	writers.	Please	 look	 for	the	 link	on	 the	school	

website.	We	hope	to	-ind	ways	to	extend	our	discussion	of	the	past	even	further	

through	this	medium.		

So,	as	ever,		

	 	 	 Enjoy!	
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We	were	recently	fortunate	to	host	Dr	Matthew	Ben-

nett	 at	 Sutton	Grammar	School,	 a	medieval	military	

historian	who	lectured	for	30	years	at	the	Royal	Mili-

tary	 Academy,	 Sandhurst.	 As	 well	 as	 speaking	 with	

our	sixth	form	historians,	he	also	was	kind	enough	to	

participate	in	the	following	interview	with	Joe	Hearn	

and	Douglas	Harwood	about	the	Battle	of	Hastings:		

	

Dr	Bennett,	our	-irst	question	is	should	Harold	have	

marched	down	 so	quickly	 from	Stamford	Bridge	 af-

ter	-ighting	Harald	Hardrada?	Do	you	think	he	let	his	

loyalty	to	the	people	of	Wessex	cloud	his	judgement?	

He	certainly	had	loyalties	to	the	people	 in	the	south	be-
cause	he	held	lands	around	there	and	even	his	own	bod-
yguard	 would	 have	 been	 recruited	 from	 that	 region.	 He	
had	 of	 course	 got	 away	 with	 it	 by	 launching	 a	 really	
quick	 attack	 on	 Harald	 and	 the	 Vikings	 in	 the	 north,	 he	
may	have	thought	he	could	do	the	same	to	William. 
 

Building on the -laws in Harold’s tactics when com-

ing down, do you think he should have avoided open 

battle and instead starved William out by forcing 

him to go out further and further to ravage land by 

staying in London? Or do you think Harold was cor-

rect to meet him in battle? 

The	normal	strategy	of	the	period	was	to	try	and	not	en-
gage	 in	 battle,	 but	 to	 use	 economic	 and	 attritional	 war-
fare.	 However,	 when	 you	 get	 a	 succession	 dispute	 it	
speeds	everything	up	because	everybody	knows	the	war	
will	 be	 over	 when	 one	 party	 or	 the	 other	 is	 dead,	 so	
you’re	much	more	likely	to	get	open	battle	then.	And,	 it	
of	course	had	worked	for	Harold	already	when	he	killed	
Harald	of	Norway,	so	why	not	give	it	a	go	again?	
 

Moving on to the actual battle, do you think Harold 

could have kept his army more disciplined so they 

would not have fallen for the feigned retreat or do 

you think this was out of his control? Could you give 

us some ideas on how he would communicate with 

his troops on the -ield, if at all? 

I’ll	take	your	second	question	%irst	–	communication	was	
really	dif%icult	in	this	period	but	it	would	be	done	by	ban-
ners,	and	there	are	banners	and	standards	shown	on	the	
tapestry,	and	possibly	by	bugles.	We	know	that	they	are	
often	 used	 with	 cavalry	 because	 cavalry	 make	 a	 lot	 of	
noise,	 but	 also	 by	 runners.	 You’re	 only	 talking	 about	 a	

front	of	a	few	hundred	yards,	but	communication	would	
always	 be	 dif%icult.	 As	 regards	 Harold’s	 discipline	 of	 his	
army,	 the	 sources	 do	 suggest	 that	 it	 was	 not	 his	 top	
troops,	the	well-armed	guys	in	their	long	mail	coats,	the	
Housecarls,	 the	 bodyguards	 of	 the	 leaders,	 that	 were	
rushing	after	the	Normans,	but	the	less	well-armed	ones,	
as	is	actually	shown	on	the	Bayeux	Tapestry.	Their	most	
ferocious	 equipment	 is	 a	 moustache	 if	 you	 saw	 them	 in	
the	pictures!	One	of	 the	sources	actually	said	 that	 these	
are	 the	 ‘rustic’	 people.	 William	 of	 Poitiers	 actually	 calls	
them	that	so	in	other	words,	they	are	not	trained	troops	
so	 that	 is	why	they	are	 not	 professional	enough	 to	hold	
their	discipline. 
 

I read that if Harold had called a general attack when 

the -irst retreat occurred, he could have actually won 

the day. Is this a theory you are familiar with? 

If	 Harold	 had	 launched	 a	 general	 attack	 at	 the	 moment	
when	the	rout	seems	to	have	been	taking	place,	blamed	
on	 the	 Bretons	 by	 William	 of	 Poitiers,	 yes,	 of	 course	 it	
might	have	been	possible.	Although	again	all	his	men	are	
dismounted,	they’ve	got	horses	but	they’ll	be	behind	the	
lines.	You	can’t	conduct	much	of	a	pursuit	against	mount-
ed	men	running	away	if	you’re	on	foot	yourself.	So,	 it	 is	
dif%icult	to	see	how,	unless	William	had	been	killed,	Har-
old	could	have	won	the	battle. 
 

How large of a part did luck play in the battle? If it 

did play a large part, do you think that William 

should still be recognised as an adept general? 

Napoleon,	 one	 of	 the	 greatest	 commanders	 of	 all	 time,	
said	 the	 most	 important	 component	 in	 the	 people	 he	
elected	to	be	his	marshals	was	luck.	You	need	to	be	lucky	
in	warfare	and	there	are	examples	of	luck.	If	William	had	
really	 been	 killed,	 William	 of	 Poitiers	 says	 that	 perhaps	
three	horses	were	killed	under	him	and	yet	he	survived.	
This	 suggests	 luck	 is	 important,	 especially	 if	 you	 are	
%ighting	 hand-to-hand	 like	 this,	 however,	 William	 the	
Conqueror	proves	his	quality	as	a	general,	not	just	in	one	
battle	 but	 in	 numerous	 campaigns	 across	 France	 and	
indeed	 in	 the	 conquest	 of	 England,	 so	 I	 think	 he	 still	
holds	that	title…...	
	
The full interview can be  heard on our accompany-

ing podcast, along with interviews with our very own 

student writers and this edition’s alumni writer 

Battle of Hastings—Harold’s 

blunder? 

The	Bayeux	Tapestry,	a	key	source	for	the	battle,	depicts	the	Norman	�ighting	style	

Dr Matthew Bennett 
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By Douglas Harwood, Year 12 

Two-front war  
The timeless blunder 

A 
ny contemporary historian knows of the lurk-
ing threat of a two-front war, haunting military 
leaders throughout history. From the Roman 
Emperor Augustus to Kaiser Wilhelm, fear of a 

two-front war seems to be engraved within their manual 
of military philosophy; and not without good reason, 
with this eventuality the cause of loss in two world wars 
and the crumbling of the French and Roman empires. 
However, within the present theatre of war, with a dras-
tically changed technological and political background, 
the conditions may have altered enough to require a 
change to the view of a two-front war as a blunder. 
 

As per military terminology, a two-front war is one that 
occurs on two different geographical fronts, executed by 
two or more separate forces. Within this form of warfare, 
the nation under attack is forced to divide its attention in 
many %ields; requiring different attack plans, command 
structures, as well as needing to divide troops and sup-
plies, weakening forces and costing much in transporta-
tion. High command often must juggle different requests 
from front commanders who know little of conditions on 
other fronts, for example, the drawing of troops away 
from Rommel’s Western front costing Nazi Germany 
British re-entry into the war. The timing costs are also 
high; moving specialist troops between fronts makes 
reactions to changes in enemy strategy slower and also 
makes it harder to organise changes in troop numbers 
and strategy on your side as well. The 600-1000km 
breadth of central Europe is a costly traverse, even after 
the introduction of ‘armoured trains’ in World War 1. 
Meanwhile, the ‘separate’ nature of the opposing forces 
makes it far easier for them; each nation can %ight using 
one command system, commit all troops to one front and 
react quicker to changes in the war. There are of course 
exceptions to these advantages, with the 708km length 
of the western front in World War 1 also causing large 
transport costs for the French and British sides. Howev-
er, it is these principles that cause military leaders to do 
anything to avoid a war on two-fronts, and why, on so 
many occasions, the starting of a two-front war has been 
a blunder that results in the defeat of a nation. 
 

Perhaps the %irst example, or examples, of a two-front 
war are within the Holy Roman Empire.  Rome fought in 
both the First Macedonian War from 214-205 BCE and 

the Second Punic War from 218-201 BCE. Whilst %ighting 
a series of sieges and battles against Hannibal Bartha in 
North Africa and Italy, Rome also initiated a war in Mace-
donia and Illyria against Philip V of Macedon. However, 
this was abandoned in 205 BCE, under the Peace of 
Phoenice, thus ending the war in a stalemate. The Second 
Punic War did not end until four years later with the de-
feat of Hannibal, perhaps showing the Roman inability to 
%ight a war on two fronts; it is also worth noting that in 
the Second Macedonian War in 200 BCE, Rome defeated 
Macedonia in just three years, when it was not also 
%ighting another war. I believe this to be the %irst example 
of a war of two-fronts being a blunder. 
 

Another example of a war on two fronts comes from one 
of the greatest military commanders the world has ever 
seen: Napoleon Bonaparte. While still embroiled in the 
drawn-out con%lict over the Iberian Peninsula known as 
the ‘Spanish Ulcer’, Napoleon decided to invade Russia. 
The defeat of Napoleon’s ‘Grand Army’ by the Russian 
winter, and the subsequent advance of Tsar Alexander 
into French territory, allied British and Austrian forces, 
as well as Bourbon Spain. Fighting France as well as Bo-
napartist Spain, the coalition under British Arthur 
Wellesley began to push into France, as Napoleon rushed 
to defend his Russian border. While the initial Russian 
offensive on Napoleon’s part would be considered the 
great blunder of the Napoleonic Wars, this type of coali-
tion-based two-front wars, often fought between several 
military powers, is a staple of the European wars of the 
18th and 19th centuries. These types of two-front wars, 
such as Britain’s invasion of New France in the Seven 
Years War to create a second front, or the simultaneous 
invasion of Silesia in the War for Austrian Succession by 
Prussia and France, show the changing nature of warfare 
to more political aims of checking the power of a nation, 
or rebalancing the power balance in a countries favour. 
This also begins to give rise to one of the problems that 
can challenge the two powers waging war on two-fronts: 
the differing aims of the two forces on each front. Shown 
%irst in the Seven Years War, when, in 1759, Russia began 
to falter under the weight of war, salt and wine taxes 
imposed by Empress Elizabeth for her ‘winter palace’. It 
then concluded a separate peace with Prussia, allowing 
Prussia to free up a front to focus on %ighting France and 
Austria, and in the end, emerge as one of the most pow-
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erful	 European	 states.	 While	 this	 does	 not	 conclude	 a	
two-front	 war	 as	 ‘not	 a	 blunder’,	 it	 begins	 to	 show	 the	
limitations	on	this	form	of	war,	with	the	key	strength	of	
the	 tactic-	 the	 two	 separate	 forces	 -becoming	 a	 limita-
tion.	
 

The	development	of	 this	changing	nature	of	a	two-front	
war	comes	again	to	the	forefront	in	the	two	World	Wars.	
Of	course,	we	still	see	this	form	of	war	being	treated	as	a	
disaster,	 for	example	with	 the	creation	of	 the	Schlieffen	
Plan	and	all	the	organisation	that	went	with	it	to	simply	
to	avoid	a	war	on	the	Western	Front.	It	is	also	indisputa-
ble	 that	 the	 war	 on	 multiple	 fronts	 that	 ensued	 was	 a	
major	factor	in	stopping	German	power,	showing	how	it	
is	still	a	blunder	to	engage	in	one,	or	risk	engaging	in	one.	
However,	 in	 both	 World	 Wars	 One	 and	 Two,	 there	 is	
again	a	change	in	the	reasons	the	war	is	being	fought;	all	
countries	 engaged	 in	 the	 ‘battle	 of	 attrition’	 where	
%ighting	in	the	trenches	had	an	overall	aim:	to	in%lict	cas-
ualties	 on	 Germany	 and	 her	 allies.	 Whereas,	 in	 the	 18th	
and	19th	centuries	the	allegiances	between	countries	and	
their	aims	(as	the	power	balance	shifted)	were	very	vola-
tile	 -	 shown	 by	 the	 complete	 change	 of	 allegiance	 be-
tween	 the	 War	 for	 Spanish	 Succession	 and	 the	 Seven	
Years	 War	 -	 in	 the	 World	 Wars,	 the	 form	 of	 a	 battle	 of	
attrition	meant	that	an	ally	was	only	expected	to	kill	the	
enemy.	Therefore,	contrasting	strategic	aims	would	have	
little	 impact	 on	 the	 other	 countries	 strategies	 or	 goals;	
not	 giving	 a	 disadvantage	 to	 the	 war	 on	 two-fronts	 for-
mat,	 as	 the	 countries	 involved	 would	 do	 little	 different	
without	 this	 format	being	afforded	 by	an	ally.	However,	
after	the	end	of	the	World	Wars,	we	see	a	return	to	a	con-
voluted	 political,	 and	 advanced	 technological	 back-
ground	that	changes	what	a	two-front	war	means.	
 

As	 the	 two-front	 war	 moves	 into	 the	 present	 day,	 I	 be-
lieve	it	that	an	alliance	becomes	less	of	a	necessity	for	a	
two-front	war.	With	the	advent	of	more	small	scale	land	
warfare,	using	elite	troops	and	large	air	presence,	 it	be-
comes	 possible	 for	 one	 country	 to	 %ight	 on	 ‘two	 fronts’	
without	 massive	 cost.	 Transport	 manages	 to	 move	
troops	 at	 extremely	 high	 speeds,	 radio	 communications	
provide	 almost	 instant	 communication	 between	 troops	
and	 a	 command	 centre,	 and	 well-organised	 and	 well-
staffed	 military	 high	 commands	 allow	 coordination	 of	
multiple	 groups	 simultaneously,	 causing	 the	 logistical	
and	geographical	disadvantages	to	%ighting	on	two	fronts	
start	 to	 have	 less	 of	 an	 effect.	 Additionally,	 in	 a	 war	 on	
two-fronts	in	the	current	political	climate,	the	invitation	
of	an	ally	might	create	problems;	the	U.S.	initially	work-
ing	with	the	Mujahidin	in	Afghanistan	to	employ	them	as	
a	proxy	force	later	back%ired,	as	they	began	to	act	contra-
ry	to	what	the	U.S.	wanted,	by	using	the	war	on	Russia	to	
push	 forward	 a	 radical	 agenda.	 However,	 despite	 the	
smaller	advantages	to	a	two-front	war	that	have	evolved	
as	 our	 world	 moves	 forward	 into	 the	 modern	 age,	 I	 do	
not	believe	it	is	accurate	to	say	that	a	two-front	war	is	no	
longer	 a	 blunder.	 Perhaps	 we	 will	 no	 longer	 see	 the	
scales	tip	 in	such	a	dramatic	way	as	they	did	within	the	
Napoleonic	wars,	or	the	declaration	of	Operation	Barba-
rossa.	 Perhaps	 great	 empires	 such	 as	 Rome	 or	 Prussia	
will	no	longer	fall	due	to	a	few	peoples’	hubristic	folly	of	
entering	 a	 two-front	 war,	 as	 the	 consequences	 of	 doing	
so	 lessen.	 However,	 despite	 the	 modern	 reductions	 in	
severity	for	entering	a	two-front	war,	I	do	not	think	this	
lurking	threat	will	ever	disappear	from	the	minds	of	his-
torians,	or	its	warning	ever	be	struck	from	military	man-
uals.	Therefore,	a	two-front	war	will	remain,	from	past	to	
future,	a	timeless	blunder	

US	forces	utilise	modern	technology	to	�ight	con�licts	across	the	globe	to	potentially	end	the	issues	of	a	two-front	war	
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N 
ot only did the fall of Constantinople end the 
almost 1500 year old Roman Empire, but 
many Historians also argued that it ended the 
Middle Ages. The Byzantine Empire (a contin-

uation of the Roman Empire in the East) fell to the Otto-
man Empire in 1453, sending ripples through European 
history and marking a seismic shift in power between 
two of the greatest empires in history. The religious, po-
litical and intellectual shifts that occurred as a result of 
this event still resonate in modern day Europe. The 

steady decay of the Byzantium Empire and their failure 
to invest in modern military technology are often consid-
ered responsible for Constantinople’s ruination.  Howev-
er, the event which proved to be a crucial turning point 
in the Fall of Constantinople, and in fact made its fall pos-
sible, may have been caused by nothing more than Byz-
antine soldiers forgetting to close one of the gates to the 
city. A simple blunder, which many argue sealed the fate 
of the longest enduring empire in history. 
 

The aims of Mehmet the Conqueror, the Seventh Sultan 
of the Ottoman Empire, were not merely political. His 
aim was to succeed where none of his predecessors had, 
and to capture the impregnable core of the Byzantium 
Empire, which had re-
sisted an estimated 15 
sieges throughout its 
history.  Appeals from 
Byzantine for the West-
ern Powers to come to 
their aid went unheard, 
and many previous 
promises of support proved empty. The siege lasted 53 
days, and concluded on May 29th 1453 when Mehmet 
stormed the city. Throughout this period the Ottomans 
had utilised siege towers, dug tunnels under the walls, 
and the Byzantines responded with counter tunnels and 

throwing burning material at the attackers. Mehmet was 
also armed with the largest cannon ever created, with a 
29 foot bore and the ability to %ire stones that weighed 
up to a tonne. The cannon proved to be a very effective 
weapon against the %ifth century architecture of Constan-
tinople. 
 
Nevertheless, even with their superior military technolo-
gy, the progress of the invaders was slow and only when 
the Byzantines made a monumental error did the Otto-

mans gain a signi%icant advantage. Doukas, a Historian 
who chronicled the events of 1453, gave an account of a 
gate called the Keroporta to the North of the city being 
left open by soldiers who had ventured beyond the city 
walls to attack the Ottomans. The force that gained ac-
cess to the city consisted of a mere 50 men, but the impli-
cation of the event sealed the fate of the Roman Empire. 
This small force managed to raise their banner on top of 
the inner wall; this in consequence caused havoc among 
the defenders. By taking advantage of this, and utilising 
the men inside the city to open more gates, the Ottomans 
managed to capture the city and bring the Byzantine Em-
pire to destruction.  
 

The impact that the fall of 
Constantinople had on Eu-
rope, was not con%ined to 
the 15th century. The event 
caused many Greek and 
Balkan intellectuals to %lee 
to Italy, and they carried 
many books and manu-

scripts from ancient Greece. Equipped with the 
knowledge of ancient Greece, these intellectuals fuelled 
the beginning of the Renaissance in Europe. This move-
ment revolutionised the Western world, and helped 
mould the world we live in today 

Fall of Constantinople 
By Nicholas Veerapen, Year 12 

appeals from Byzantine or the Western 

Powers to come to their aid went unheard, 

and many previous promises of  support 

proved empty 

An	artist’s	impression	of	the	chaos	at	the		battle	for	Constantinople	
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O pened on November 17th 1869, the Suez 
Canal links the Mediterranean with the Red 
Sea across a 75-mile-wide isthmus. It is of 
vital importance to world trade, especially 

of oil from the Gulf to Europe and North America. Two-
thirds of Western Europe’s annual oil supplies passed 
along the canal in the early 1950s.  To Egyptians, along 
with the Aswan High Dam, the canal symbolises 20th cen-
tury Egyptian pride and independence. This sentiment 
stands in stark contrast to British sensibilities about the 
waterway; the Suez Crisis means it holds sour connota-
tions of jingoistic folly and lost international prestige. 
 

When Colonel Nasser nationalised the Suez Canal on 26th 
July 1956, he infuriated the cosseted British and French 
shareholders, including the British government, which 
held nearly %ifty percent of the shares. However, to Egyp-
tians Nasser’s move was justi%ied considering the fact 
that the Egyptian government received just $3 million of 
the canal’s $100 million 
annual pro%its. Anthony 
Eden, the Conservative 
British Prime Minister at 
the time, saw the move as 
a personal affront. In a 
televised address to the 
nation, he said, “Our quar-
rel is not with Egypt, still less with the Arab world. It is 
with Colonel Nasser. He is not a man who can be trusted 
to keep an agreement.” Even at this early stage in the 
dispute, one can see Eden’s slightly unhinged attitude 
towards foreign policy; to launch an armed intervention 
because a single man piques another is both foolhardy 
and irresponsible. The PM did not keep quiet about these 
views, telling a junior Foreign Of%ice of%icial on an open 
phone line, “I want Nasser murdered.” Eden’s wife, 
Clarissa Eden, further hinted at his irrational obsession 
with the crisis when she later said, “The Suez Canal was 
%lowing through my drawing room.” This af%liction may 
have been judged by historians as relatively harmless 
and possibly expected of an old and ill leader - had Eden 
not acted upon it. Instead, the veteran of Churchill’s and 
Chamberlain’s cabinets allowed conviction to cloud rea-
son (his morphine and Benzedrine medication probably 
had an effect too) and in doing so contributed to the 
deaths of twenty-four British military personnel. Per-

haps of greater impact was the tap	 tap	 tap	 of nails being 
driven into the cof%in of Great Britain’s standing on the 
international stage.  
 

For months, Washington had been dissuading Britain 
and France from intervening in Suez, fearing a pro-Soviet 
reaction in the Arab world. After both governments, with 
the connivance of Tel Aviv, invaded the canal zone as 
‘peacekeepers’ against a ‘surprise’ Israeli invasion (this 
was jointly pre-planned by the three aggressors), Eisen-
hower’s US administration decided enough was enough; 
it was time to pull the lapdogs back into line. From lead-
ing a united British, French and American force on D-
Day, Eisenhower now found himself moving against his 
erstwhile brothers-in-arms.  
 
The simmering crisis in Egypt, and the resultant waning 
oil supplies, had caused the value of sterling to sharply 
fall. The British government had been forced to spend 

diminishing gold and dol-
lar reserves in order to 
prop the currency up. By 
November 1956, the situ-
ation was critical: the %irst 
week of that month saw 
the Treasury lose $100 
million in reserves. Eden’s 

escapades were not only endangering British foreign 
policy, but economic stability too. On 6th November, the 
British were forced into the embarrassing situation of 
asking the International Monetary Fund for a loan. How-
ever, this was met by the American rebuff that they must 
agree to a cease%ire by midnight. The climb down was 
complete; that afternoon Eden told Eisenhower and the 
Commons of the unilateral British withdrawal from Suez. 
In his description of that fateful Commons appearance, 
Sir J. P. W. Mallalieu (Labour MP for Hudders%ield East at 
the time) presented the Prime Minister’s frailty as 
“in%lamed with sleeplessness”  and thinking that his 
“whole personality seemed completely withdrawn”.  
 

Sir Anthony Eden, perhaps the greatest foreign secretary 
of the early-to-mid-20th century, cut a desolate, broken 
%igure as PM that afternoon. He had cast the die and 
crossed the geopolitical Rubicon that is the Suez Canal. 
And to complete the metaphor, his very own Brutus – the 

By Joseph Hearn, Year 12 

Suez Crisis 

perhaps of  greater impact was the tap tap 

tap of  nails being driven into the coffin of  

Great Britain’s standing on the interna-

tional stage  

Eden’s blunder 
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United	States	of	America	–	had	stabbed	him	in	the	back.	
Contemporary	 politicians,	 such	 as	 Konrad	 Adenauer	 of	
West	Germany,	believed	that	the	US	were	wrong	to	con-
demn	 the	 British	 and	 French.	 It	 was	 certainly	 unprece-
dented	 when	 the	 Americans	 voted	 with	 the	 USSR	 and	
against	 the	 British	 and	
French	 in	 UN	 resolutions	
during	the	%irst	week	of	No-
vember.	However,	Eden	can	
hardly	 have	 been	 surprised	
by	US	opposition	–	they	had	
been	 urging	 against	 an	 in-
tervention	 for	 months.	 He	
took	a	poorly	calculated	risk	and	failed.		
	
The	catastrophic	result	of	this	poor	judgement	was	then	
consolidated	by	impulsive	military	planning	–	his	gener-
als	were	suggesting	changing	the	landing	zone	for	troops	
just	days	before	the	invasion.	Moreover,	Eden’s	attempts	
to	 keep	 up	 the	 pretence	 of	 morality	 seem	 laughable	 in	
hindsight:	 “We	 have	 stepped	 in	 because	 the	 United	 Na-
tions	 could	 not	 do	 so	 in	 time.	 If	 the	 United	 Nations	 will	
take	over	 the	 police	action	 we	shall	welcome	 it.	 Indeed,	
we	 proposed	 that	 course	 to	 them.”	 How	 strange	 then	
when	Eden	ignored	UN	Resolution	998,	passed	the	next	
day,	 which	 stated,	 “The	 General	 Assembly	 requests	 a	
plan	 for	 the	 setting	 up	 of	 an	 emergency	 international	
United	Nations	Force	to	secure	and	supervise	the	cessa-
tion	of	hostilities.”	
 

The	 moral	 high	 ground,	 held	 by	 Britain	 during	 World	
War	Two,	was	now	sheepishly	vacated.	As	Aneurin	Bev-
an,	the	great	Labour	politician,	said	at	the	%irst	Commons	
inquest	into	the	debacle,	“We	have	to	act	up	to	different	
standards.”	 The	 crisis	 was	 an	 embarrassment	 and	 ulti-
mately	 led	 to	 Eden’s	 resignation	 in	 January	 1957.	 Fur-
thermore,	the	events	in	the	Middle	East	provided	a	per-
fect	distraction	from	the	USSR’s	callous	invasion	of	Hun-
gary	 in	 late	 October	 1956.	 At	 a	 time	 when	 NATO	 mem-
bers	 should	 have	 united	 to	 resolutely	 condemn	 and	 act	

against	 the	 Russians,	 they	 were	 impotent;	 critics	 of	 the	
alliance	began		referring	to	it	as	‘No	Action.	Talk	Only’.	
Blame	 for	 the	 Suez	 Crisis	 falls	 squarely	 upon	 Anthony	
Eden’s	shoulders.	He	had	delegated	much	of	the	govern-
ment’s	remit	to	his	able	deputy	–	Rab	Butler.	But	this	was	

not	 purely	 a	 case	 of	
pragmatic	 collegial	 gov-
ernance.	Eden’s	 interest	
was	 foreign	 affairs	 and	
it	 was	 this	 sphere	 in	
which	 he	 indulged	 him-
self.	 Even	 once	 it	 was	
clear	 that	 the	 interven-

tion,	 although	 militarily	 going	 well,	 was	 politically	
doomed	 to	 fail,	 he	 refused	 to	 give	 in.	 When	 possible	 oil	
sanctions	 were	 mentioned	 in	 cabinet	 on	 4th	 November,	
several	 ministers	 proposed	 postponing	 the	 planned	 as-
sault,	but	Eden	overruled	them.	Furthermore,	even	when	
the	 crisis	 had	 ended,	 Eden	 pathetically	 feigned	 inno-
cence:	on	December	20	he	told	the	Commons	that	‘there	
had	been	no	plans	to	attack	Egypt’	and	that	‘there	was	no	
foreknowledge	that	Israel	would	attack	Egypt’.	
 

In	 conclusion,	 Anthony	 Eden’s	 vengeance-driven	 inva-
sion	of	Egyptian	territory	had	no	bene%its	for	Britain.	The	
crisis	 scuppered	 any	 chance	 of	 the	 Egyptians	 joining	 an	
anti-Soviet	Middle	East	Defence	Pact.	This	 infuriated	Ei-
senhower,	 thus	 contributing	 a	 serious	 blow	 to	 the	 al-
ready	 vague	 notion	 of	 an	 Anglo-American	 ‘special	 rela-
tionship’.	 Moreover,	 mistrust	 of	 Great	 Britain,	 already	
rampant	due	to	imperialism,	spread	further	through	the	
Arab	 world,	 with	 rami%ications	 that	 still	 affect	 us	 today.	
France	 and	 Israel	 did	 not	 become,	 as	 one	 would	 think,	
more	closely	allied	to	Britain;	it	was	only	ever	a	marriage	
of	convenience.	However,	the	Franco-Israeli	relationship	
did	 grow	 closer,	 resulting	 in	 France’s	 explosive	 gift	 to	
Israel	of	the	Dimona	nuclear	reactor	just	a	year	later.	But,	
most	importantly	of	all,	the	%iasco	highlighted	how	wood-
en	 Great	 Britain’s	 pretences	 of	 worldwide	 in%luence	
were.	Tap	tap	tap. 

Egyptian	prisoners	of	war	guarded	by	French	forces	

even once it was clear that the interven-

tion, although militarily going well, was 

politically doomed to fail, he refused to 

give in.  
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O 
n March 30th 1867, in Washington D.C., the 
Russian Empire and the United States of 
America signed an agreement to sell 1.5 mil-
lion hectares of Russian land for $7.2 million, 

about 2 cents per acre. Such a deal already seems pre-
posterous but even more so once you learn that the terri-
tory in question was Alaska, now known for oil; the life-
blood of modern society. By 1917, America had extracted 
100 times the initial cost from the acquired region, mak-
ing it one of the worst deals to go down in history. But 
what could have caused the diplomats in charge to even 
consider such a transaction? 
 
As early as the 1850s, the Russian government were 
aware that its hold on Alaska was tenuous at best and 
the younger brother of Emperor Aleksandr II, Grand 
Duke Konstantin Nikolaevich, expressed the view that 
the United States eventually would overrun the entire 
North American continent regardless. Therefore, the 
tsarist government might as well be paid for its colony 
before it was seized outright by the United States. 
 
This is not to say that the Russian Government put no 
effort into their territory; a %irm called the Russian Amer-
ican Company ran extensive sea otter fur and seal ivory 
trades with the locals, which were very pro%itable for the 
capitalists but not so much for the government. This was 
because it was almost impossible to collect tax from the 
Alaskan people being so 
far from Moscow. 
 
Another key decider in 
the decision, apart from 
capitalism, was war. The 
1856 Treaty of Paris after 
the Crimean War had sig-
ni%icantly limited the Rus-
sian naval presence in the 
Black Sea and by exten-
sion the Mediterranean. 
Furthermore, this partially shifted the focus on to the 
naval battle%ield of the Paci%ic, meaning Alaska was even 
more likely to be seized by Britain.  It comes as no sur-
prise that the %irst propositions came just over a decade 
after this treaty. 
 
The Tsardom turned to the USA, who had already gone 
on a massive land grabbing spree and purchased or set-
tled the continent from East to West. Russia, economical-
ly exhausted and desperate after the war, sent a diplo-
mat to Washington, D.C., hoping to get a sum of $5 mil-
lion for the territory. Therefore, it comes as no surprise 
that the Tsarist bureaucrats responsible for this atrocity 
were satis%ied with a mere $7.2 million for land that 
could have made the future con%licts of WW2 and the 
Cold War a whole lot easier for their country. With vast 
oil and natural gas reserves, as well as proximity to the 

only other major superpower, the land would have been 
invaluable. Yet, there was no way  for them to realise 
what the renegade thirteen colonies were going to be-
come after Alaska was added to their list of purchased 
territories. The reason this purchase was such a big mis-
take is that the government of Russia wrote off the possi-
bility of any future prospects in Russian America as soon 
as they needed money. The newspapers at the time were 
outraged at the government selling land that gold had 
been found on just months prior to the beginning of ne-
gotiations. 
 
Moreover, one of the main issues making this decision 
one of the greatest strategic and economic blunders is 
the total disregard from the ruling classes on both sides 
of the transaction, and also the third party that was af-
fected by the deal - Britain. At the time, the Russian supe-
riors held a vendetta against the British Empire, due to 
the outcome of the Crimean War and Britannia’s tenden-
cy to rule the waves a bit too close to Russia’s borders. 
They would have offered Alaska to the British but this 
oversight was speci%ically to leave Britain out of any 
pro%its that could be gained from the region, which they 
had had their eyes set on for some time due to its con-
venient proximity to British Colombia. 
 
However, instead of having the intended effect of remov-
ing British presence from the area, it simply allowed 

Britain to gain a pseudo-
ally in the form of the now 
sizeable United States. 
This alliance, of course, 
would go on to facilitate 
victories in World War 
One and Two. Meanwhile 
in Russia, there was an 
uprising against the cor-
rupt tsar, and because of 
the overwhelming pov-
erty of this gargantuan of 

a republic, communism could take hold and swiftly es-
tablish a dictatorship that would last to the %inal decade 
of the century. If such poverty had not been impressed 
on the Russian Empire by bureaucrats that did not think 
twice about re-evaluating the value of such a seemingly 
worthless stretch of tundra and taiga, maybe they could 
have seized the cornucopia of natural wealth themselves. 
This would have made it harder for America attain a po-
sition of power whereby they could oppose the Soviet 
Union in the Cold War. Maybe Alaska would have se-
cured Russia global domination, with plentiful land and 
fuel which could have acted as a tradeable commodity, 
and a method of powering various assertive political 
goals. 
 
Maybe this was the biggest missed opportunity in the 
history of modern civilisation 

By Jakub Mikulski, Year 11 

The Sale of Alaska 

it comes as no surprise that the Tsarist 

bureaucrats responsible for this atrocity 

were satisfied with a mere $7.2 million for 

land that could have made the future con-

flicts of  WW2 and the Cold War a whole 

lot easier for their country 
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I 
t stands as the %irst great blunder in recorded histo-
ry. The culpable, bizarre decision of a city’s king, 
after ten years of siege warfare, leading to the utter 
destruction of the city and the massacre of most of 

its citizens.  A few escaped, and the descendants of one of 
these was even thought to have established a new city 
which would be the kernel of the world’s mightiest em-
pire, but of the ruined city itself there would be no 
more.  The by-ways within and the sandy plains in front 
of it ran with much blood, and soon no sign of its grand 
structures remained.  As its name disappeared into myth, 
even its very existence came to be questioned, but the 
blunder which destroyed it has echoed down the centu-
ries, a testament to the %lawed nature of man and the too 
frequent travesties of his governance.   
 

There is no good answer to the question of why King 
Priam of Troy, believing his Greek enemies to have dis-
appeared, should have then admitted into his city a mon-
strous wooden horse.  The gods, supernatural signs and 
sheer hubris all play a role in explaining it.  That it was a 
mistake is barely worth stating.  But looking back over 
more than three millennia to the events which led to it, 
shrouded in myth as they are, might still throw some 
insight upon the oft repeated tendency of leaders and 
governments to act against their own interests. 
 

The war between Troy and the loosely united Greek 
kingdoms famously has a love story as its cause.  The 
beautiful Helen, wife of King Menelaus of Sparta, falls in 
love with the young Tro-
jan prince, Paris, and the 
two elope back to 
Troy.  Furious at the ab-
duction of his wife, and 
the blow to his own hon-
our, Menelaus goes to his 
brother Agamemnon, 
powerful King of Mycenae, and pleads for 
war.  Agamemnon had brought the various Greek king-
doms under his own sway and readily agreed to his 
brother’s supplications.  Taking a huge %leet to Troy, Aga-
memnon embarked upon a war which would last for a 
decade and witness the slaughter, treachery and very 
occasional heroics that such wars are bound to 

bring.  Amongst the cast of legendary characters who 
populate the telling of the war – most famously in 
Homer’s epic Iliad – are the Greek warrior Achilles 
(killed by a poisoned arrow from Paris’ bow to his vul-
nerable heel) and Hector of Troy, eventually felled in a 
duel by Achilles with his body dragged round the walls of 
Troy in a brutal, triumphal exhibition by Achilles.   
 

The war proves a terrible drain on Troy’s resources, and 
is not much more bene%icial to the besieging Greeks who 
soon become fed up with their blood-strewn con%lict.  Yet 
pride and injury permit no easy peace and so it carries 
on, until in its tenth year the cunning Greek king Odys-
seus comes up with a stratagem.  He suggests to Aga-
memnon that he should burn the Greek camp on the 
sands and take his %leet away, hiding it behind the island 
of Tenedos.  In this way the Trojans will believe that the 
Greeks have %inally quit.  On the deserted sands, Odys-
seus proposes that the Greeks build a huge wooden 
horse to house a number of %ighters.  Leaving an inscrip-
tion which dedicates the horse to the goddess Athena, 
Odysseus believes that King Priam, notably dependent 
on the whims of the gods, will have the horse taken back 
into his city as a victory icon of his own. 
 

King Priam behaves as Odysseus predicted.  Despite 
warnings from some of his own advisers, he heeds the 
advice of his chief priest who urges him to bring the 
horse into Troy itself, for it is surely a sign of the gods’ 
favour.  The Trojans have to dismantle part of their for-

midable city wall in order 
to bring the horse in, and 
a further debate ensues 
once it is inside.  Priam is 
once again urged by oth-
ers – notably his own 
daughter, the prophetic 
Cassandra, and Apollo’s 

priest Laocoon – to burn the horse.  One telling has Laoc-
oon hurling a spear into the side of the horse, and then 
being appallingly killed by two serpents which rise from 
the sea, thus convincing Priam that it would be folly to 
damage the horse.  Another telling suggests that Odys-
seus has ensured the success of his ruse by planting a 
Greek man, Sinon, amongst the Trojans to further his 

By Mr Marshall 

Troy 

The first blunder 

despite warnings from some of  his own ad-

visers, he heeds the advice of  his chief  

priest who urges him to bring the horse 

into Troy itself 
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deception.	 	 Sinon	 pretends	 to	 be	 a	 terri%ied	 enemy	 of	
Odysseus,	 left	behind	when	the	Greeks	sailed	away.	 	He	
tells	 the	 Trojans	 that	 the	 horse	 really	 was	 a	 tribute	 left	
for	Athena,	that	it	was	built	deliberately	huge	to	stop	the	
Trojans	taking	it	into	their	city	and	that	it	will	bring	luck	
from	the	goddess	if	it	is	kept	in	Troy.	
 

Superstitious	 Priam	 needs	 no	 further	 convincing.	 	 The	
horse	 –	 with	 its	 belly	 full	 of	 Greek	 soldiers	 –	 is	 left	 un-
harmed,	the	Trojans	go	away	to	celebrate	a	great	victory,	
and	in	the	night	Sinon	releases	the	trap	door	and	Odys-
seus	 leads	his	terri%ied	Greeks	out	of	the	horse	and	into	
the	 enemy	 city	 to	 wreak	 havoc.	 	 They	 open	 the	 gates,	
signal	 to	 the	 waiting	 Greek	 %leet,	 and	 the	 destruction	 of	
Troy	is	visited	upon	an	unsuspecting	citizenry.			
 

It	 is	 utter	 destruction	 as	
any;	 the	 majority	 of	
Troy’s	 citizens	 	 are	 mas-
sacred.	 Priam’s	 youngest	
son	 is	 beheaded	 in	 front	
of	the	aged	king	before	he	
himself	 is	 speared	 to	
death;	 the	 infant	 son	 of	
Hector	 is	 hurled	 from	 the	 battlements;	 one	 of	 Priam’s	
daughters	is	sacri%iced	on	Achilles’	tomb;	rape,	mayhem,	
plundering	and	slaughter	carry	on	until	only	the	smoul-
dering	ruins	of	the	once	great	city	remain	and	soon	they	
too	will	crumble	and	disappear.		A	few	escape,	including	
a	cousin	of	the	king,	Aeneas,	but	Troy	will	not	rise	again.	
 

In	Homer’s	epic	telling	of	Troy’s	destruction,	myth	meets	
history	 and	 we	 can	 never	 be	 sure	 of	 where	 the	 line	
is.	 	 Even,	 perhaps,	 if	 there	 is	 one,	 for	 there	 have	 been	
many	who	claim	it	is	pure	myth,	providing	an	epic	story	
but	with	no	real	grounding	in	history.		Yet	Homer	writes	
as	if	he	is	indeed	recording	events	that	have	happened	–	
for	all	the	involvement	of	capricious	gods	and	goddesses	
–	and	gives	no	sense	that	he	is	not	recording	the	follies	of	
men	 (and	 some	 women)	 whose	 lust,	 greed,	 desire	 for	
power	 and	 wanton	 delusion	 are	 in	 fact	 the	 decisive	 ac-
tions	 governing	 very	 real	 cities	 and	 empires;	 the	 warp	
and	 weft	of	a	past	 which	Homer	has	 invested	 with	bril-
liant	 literary	 colour	 but	 which	 stand	 as	 lessons	 for	 suc-
cessive	ages.	

There	is	archaeological	evidence	for	Troy.		In	the	1860s	a	
British	 archaeologist,	 Frank	 Calvert,	 bought	 land	 across	
from	 the	 Dardanelles	 straits	 which	 he	 believed	 used	 to	
bear	 the	 ancient	 city.	 	 A	 German	 businessman	 and	 ar-
chaeologist,	Heinrich	Schliemann,	also	began	excavations	
in	 the	 region	 and	 they	 soon	 joined	 forces.	 	 What	 they	
revealed	 –	 several	 layers	 of	 different	 cities	 –	 has	 now	
become	accepted	as	evidence	for	the	siting	of	the	Homer-
ic	 city.	 	 Troy	 lay	 on	 a	 key	 trading	 route,	 controlling	 the	
Black	Sea	trade	in	gold	and	a	variety	of	other	pro%itable	
resources.	 	 The	 British	 writer	 Robert	 Graves	 has	 no	
doubt	 that	 the	 Trojan	 War	 was	 historical,	 and	 probably	
in	essence	a	trade	war.		Menelaus	may	have	felt	his	hon-
our	 had	 been	 impugned,	 but	 it	 is	 unlikely	 Agamemnon	
would	have	launched	his	war	without	a	shrewd	eye	as	to	
the	pro%it	 that	would	come	 from	controlling	such	valua-

ble	 sea	 routes.	 	 Not	 that	
his	eventual	victory	 bene-
%itted	 him;	 returning	
home,	 he	 is	 hacked	 to	
death	by	his	faithless	wife	
and	her	lover.	
 

Whether	 myth	 or	 history,	
Homer	 is	 undoubtedly	 recalling	 folly	 in	 his	 masterly	
tale.	 	What	 makes	 the	story	of	 Troy	so	compelling	 is	 its	
re%lection	of	our	own	very	human	frailty	writ	large	in	its	
passages.	 	 The	 novelist	 John	 Cowper	 Powys	 said	 that	 it	
mirrors	 “what	 happened,	 is	 happening	 and	 will	 happen	
to	us	all,	from	the	very	beginning	until	the	end	of	human	
life	upon	this	earth.”		Therein	lies	its	power.		It	recounts	
mistakes	and	misjudgements	aplenty.		It	attributes	capri-
cious	actions	to	the	gods,	but	these	are	surely	simply	the	
transference	 of	 very	 human	 folly	 onto	 a	 divine	 tapes-
try.	 	In	Priam,	we	have	a	king	who	radiates	wisdom,	but	
whose	own	folly	is	his	dependence	on	advisers	who	rein-
force	his	own	erroneous	world-view,	given	greater	force	
by	 a	 hubris	 which	 believes	 he	 has	 won	 a	 great	 victory	
and	need	exercise	no	further	caution	in	his	desire	for	yet	
more	 godly	 approval.	 	 Perhaps	 most	 tellingly,	 there	 al-
ways	 exists	before	 Priam	an	alternative	choice.	 	 Unsure	
of	 the	 horse’s	 real	 intent,	 he	 could	 have	 it	 de-
stroyed.		Nothing	forces	him	into	accepting	it	and	leaving	
it	 unguarded	 it;	 his	 own	 free	 choice	 directs	 his	 actions	
and	leads	his	city	into	complete	destruction.	
	
This	 is	 the	 lesson	 of	 the	 %irst	 great	 recorded	 blunder	 in	
human	history.	 	We	may	seek	for	all	manner	of	rational	
explanations,	 look	to	all	sorts	of	causes	and	consider	all	
possible	contexts,	but	in	the	end	the	history	of	humanity	
is	 as	 much	 the	 history	 of	 his	 mistakes,	 freely	 made,	 as	
anything	 else.	 	 There	 is	 no	 mystery.	 	 We	 have	 always	
been	%lawed,	and	we	have	always	exercised	spectacularly	
bad	 judgement.	 	The	 mistakes	of	 those	 in	 power	simply	
have	 a	 far	 larger	 resonance,	 but	 as	 what	 Barbara	
Tuchman	 called	 “The	 March	 of	 Folly”	 shows,	 it	 will	 al-
ways	have	a	cyclical	impact	in	human	affairs. 
 

There	is	also	a	small	spark	of	redemptive	hope	nestling,	
Pandora’s	box	like,	in	the	tale	of	Troy.		Aeneas,	the	escap-
ing	 prince,	 %lees	 successfully	 and	 eventually	 settles	 in	
Italy,	where	his	descendants	found	the	city	of	Rome.		Out	
of	 destruction,	 the	 seeds	 of	 another	 empire	 were	 borne	
and	 the	 human	 capacity	 for	 resilience	 from	 even	 the	
worst	of	its	follies	is	shown	in	clear	relief	

but in the end the history of  humanity is 

as much the history of  his mistakes, freely 

made, as anything else.  There is no mys-

tery 

The	Trojan	Horse	immortalised	in	cinema	
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By Matteo O’Donoghue, Year 8 

The Siege of Caffa 

I 
t is 1343 and in the trading town of Tana, just off the 
Sea of Azov, Genoese merchants trade their goods 
with the local Muslims and Mongols. The tension 
between these groups is high; any tolerance is just 

for trade purposes. At a stall a Muslim believes that a 
Genoese merchant is trying to cheat him out of a deal. A 
great argument ensues, the Genoese trader pulls out a 
knife and stabs the unsuspecting Muslim trader.  This 
action would result in the deaths of up to 20 million peo-
ple. The knife, drawn in a %it of rage over the price of 
goods, would end up killing almost a third of the popula-
tion of Europe. This knife was the catalyst for one of the 
greatest human tragedies. 
 
The reactions of these powerful groups resulted in the 
street brawl escalating. The Muslims appealed to Jani-
berg, the Mongol leader and a Muslim himself to retali-
ate. Janiberg was all too prepared to attack these foreign 
traders. The Genoese 
found themselves out-
numbered and overpow-
ered, so they retreated in 
their boats, heading to 
their city of Caffa located 
in the Crimea with the 
Muslim and Mongol forces 
pursuing them. 
 
The Genoese traders found themselves surrounded by 
Janiberg’s forces. With the Mongolian army too strong to 
%ight in battle, the Genoese barricaded themselves inside 
the city, having suf%icient provisions to last out the siege. 
The stalemate was broken when the Genoese in Italy, 
gathered a force and set off for Caffa to liberate those 
trapped by the siege.  The force managed to lift the siege, 
killing over 15, 000 Mongols. Though it was a victory, it 
was only short lived, as the now enraged Janiberg re-
turned with a far larger army and siege machines in 
1345, determined to massacre Caffa and its inhabitants. 
Janiberg felt that he was weakening Caffa’s defence this 
time and was almost certain of victory, when disaster 
struck. A terrible disease hit the attackers, killing more 
than any weapon of the time could. The disease caused 

swelling the size of apples around the groin and armpits. 
With no cure, it soon infected the tightly packed army, 
who lived and slept together in unsanitary conditions. 
The Genoese saw this as a sign from God that the Mon-
gols would burn in hell for their actions. Con%ident of 
victory, the Genoese were sure that the attackers would 
retreat. Though little was known about disease, Janiberg 
believed that it could be transmitted from person to per-
son, whether they were dead or alive. Whether from the 
need of body disposal or through tactical planning, one 
of the %irst forms of biological warfare was born. Cata-
pults were originally designed to hurl heavy projectiles 
to breach walls, yet they now took on a more sinister 
role. Janiberg ordered for the dead to be %lung over the 
walls of Caffa. 
 
This had a devastating effect on the inhabitants of Caffa. 
With the bodies raining down in their thousands, the 

Genoese struggled to dis-
pose of them, dumping 
them in the sea, or letting 
animals devour them. 
Soon the disease began to 
%lourish, resulting in the 
death of the besieged Gen-
oese. With no escape and 
being surrounded, the 

Genoese slowly died; until in 1347, the remaining Mon-
gol army retreated, having exacted their revenge. Sadly, 
the Genoese would unknowingly continue their deadly 
work. It may have been better if the Genoese had stayed 
in Caffa, and died there. However, they still had ships, so 
the remaining people %led back to Italy. As the ships 
brought the infected and dying to Sicily, they proclaimed 
a death sentence on Italy and eventually Europe. The 
disease %irst spread through Italy then into Spain, Russia 
and the rest of Europe. This was the start of the spread of 
the Black Death, a disease that would haunt history 
books for many centuries- not least in Britain. 
 
In the summer of 1348 the Black Death entered into the 
small trading port of Melcombe in Dorset. The plague 
%lourished in the narrow poverty racked streets of 14th 
century Britain. It unleashed its full terror, with devas-
tating effects on crowded cities such as London. The rich 
%led to the country, the infected quarantined themselves 
to their homes and those still well, dared not venture 
out, for fear of %inding death wandering the streets. 
This crushing disease crippled London until the spring of 
1350 when the disease dissipated. Priests and monks 
had died leaving churches empty; workers had died, 
causing famine due to the un-cultivated land. 
 
This shows how a small, insigni%icant event, can lead to a 
devastating catastrophe. A single knife, a catalyst, that 
would cause suffering and the deaths of millions. A spon-
taneous act that would change the fate of humanity 

The	Black	Death	ran	rampant	across	Europe	

it may have been better if  the Genoese 

had stayed in Caffa, and died there. How-

ever, they still had ships, so the remaining 

people fled back to Italy  
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O 
n June 28th, 1914, the next in line for the 
Austro-Hungarian throne, Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand,	and his wife, Sophie, were assas-
sinated by a teenage Serbian nationalist as 

their motorcade maneuvered through the streets of Sara-
jevo. It was this moment that triggered a series of events 
culminating in the outbreak of World War One. This itself 
was an exceptionally costly mistake. However, the pro-
cess to eliminate Ferdinand was comparable to a Charlie 
Chaplin sketch. 
	

In 1914 June 28th, the Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Aus-
tria, heir to the Austro-
Hungarian throne, and his 
wife Sophie were due in 
Sarajevo  to inspect the 
Serbian army.  
	

Franz Ferdinand's assassin 
went by the name of Gavrilo Princip. Princip was a mem-
ber of the ‘Young Bosnians’, one of the several violent 
secret societies in the Balkans. In May, Princip and two 
associates  went to Belgrade, Serbia, where they were 
provided with four pistols and six handguns, by The 
Black Hand, another 
secret society. At the 
end of May, Princip 
and his associates 
took an eight day 
journey to Sarajevo, 
planning to kill the 
Archduke. 
	

On the 28th, Franz 
Ferdinand and Sophie 
were touring Sarajevo 
in an open car, with 
surprisingly little se-
curity, when Serbian 
nationalist Nedjelko 
Cabrinovic threw a 
bomb at their car. It 
rolled off the back of 
the vehicle and wounded an of%icer and some bystand-
ers. Later that day, the Archduke’s procession took a 
wrong turn at the junction of Appel Quay and 
Franzjosefstrasse. By a stroke of luck one of Cabrinovic’s 
cohorts, 19-year-old Gavrilo Princip, happened to be loi-
tering at that very junction. Seizing his opportunity, Prin-
cip %ired into the car, shooting Franz Ferdinand and So-
phie at point-blank range. They both died within the 
hour. 
 
The consequences that followed meant that word of the 
assassination spread instantly throughout Europe. In 
Bosnia, by the end of July, more than 5,000 Serbs had 
been jailed, many of whom were hanged when the war 

broke out. Princip was put in prison, being 27 days too 
young to receive the death penalty under Austrian law. 
One or two European leaders were seriously worried 
about the consequences of the act, but most of Europe 
reacted by thinking that it was more of the same - the 
usual Balkan Business; another Balkan killing. 
 
There was one thing that became apparent only years 
later. Princip, or the Serbs, or the Black Hand, or whoev-
er you believe was behind the killing really got the 
wrong guy. Franz Ferdinand, for all his talk about Serbs 
being pigs or Russian autocracy being a good model for 

the future, for all his out-
dated and backward be-
liefs, had strong opinions 
on two very important 
things. Firstly, in contrast 
to most of the Empire, he 
was absolutely against 

any war with Russia, and stated repeatedly that he 
would do anything in his power to prevent  this happen-
ing. Secondly, he put the Empire above his personal 
views, and to make the Empire work once again he was 
sympathetic to the idea of making the bi-partite state of 

Austria-Hungary into 
a tri-partite state of 
Austria, Hungary, and 
a union of the Slavic 
peoples as the third 
part of the empire. 
	

So when a Serb killed 
Franz Ferdinand, the 
hierarchy of the Aus-
tria-Hungary govern-
ment blamed their 
Serbian counterparts 
for the attack and 
hoped to use the inci-
dent as justi%ication 
for settling the ques-
tion of Slav national-

ism once and for all. As 
Russia supported Serbia, an Austro-Hungarian declara-
tion of war was delayed until its leaders received assur-
ances from German leader Kaiser Wilhelm that Germany 
would support their cause in the event of a Russian in-
tervention–which would likely involve Russia’s ally, 
France, and possibly Britain as well. On July 28th, Austria
-Hungary declared war on Serbia, and the tenuous peace 
between Europe’s great powers collapsed. Within a 
week, Russia, Belgium, France, Great Britain and Serbia 
had lined up against Austria-Hungary and Germany, and 
World War I had begun. 
	

Princip killed the one and only person in the empire who 
was determined and able to prevent that war	

 Assassination of Franz Ferdinand 

By Sam Groves, Year 9 

Princip killed the one and only person in 

the empire who was determined and able 

to prevent that war 

An	artist’s	impression	of	the	chaos	of	June	28th	
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Vietnam 

The   American Blunder 

I 
ndo-China; Laos, Cambodia and most importantly 
Vietnam – nowadays more commonly referred to as 
South East Asia. The French had been ruling over 
Indo-China for over 50 years and it was clear that 

the citizens were slowly becoming fed up of foreign rule. 
In the Autumn of 1941 the French were faced with two 
options: risk Indo-China being invaded by the Japanese 
or decide to split and “share” Indo-China with the Japa-
nese - which they felt they had no choice but to do. How-
ever, nationalism and the thirst for freedom grew around 
the country and leaders like Ho Chi Minh (a communist 
nationalist) questioned what the Vietnamese speci%ically 
had done to deserve this dictatorship. In the same year 
Ho Chi Minh founded the Vietminh- a guerrilla force 
ready to %ight to the death to regain independence for the 
millions of citizens of the nation. Low key con%lict be-
tween the nations continued until August 1945 until the 
Japanese were forced to surrender and withdraw from 
Indo-China. 
 

Tensions started to grow between the Vietminh and the 
French, and con%lict broke out and tensions rose even 
more; this was the beginning of what would be known as 
the ‘First Indo-China War’ (1946-1954). The UK and US 
were obliged to support the French and for most of the 
war the US were funding 
three-quarters of the 
French war effort. 
Whilst  to many this was 
very surprising given that 
the US was known for 
hating European imperial-
ism, it is  safe  to say that the US hated communism more. 
The US and more importantly President Eisenhower 
were very afraid of what was referred to as the “Domino 
Theory”, which stated that; when one country falls to 
communism, in this case Vietnam, the neighbouring 
countries would also become communist. However this 
new style of guerrilla warfare was very dif%icult to defeat 
and the French learnt this the hard way. On March 13th 
1954 a Vietminh siege at the French stronghold of Dien 
Bien Phu began. Thousands of Vietminh ran directly at 
machine guns. The motto ‘%ight to the death’ was strongly 
followed in their ranks and by May 7th 1954 the deter-
mined Vietminh had made their way into the inner 
French stronghold and had slaughtered the French in the 

biggest Vietminh victory of the war. It was so decisive 
that the French had to leave Vietnam, and so the Geneva 
agreement was signed; South Vietnam and North Vi-
etnam were divided along the 17th parallel.  
 
Neither side was content and so this was the start of one 
of the most brutal, deadly and what some call unneces-
sary wars of all time. 
 

Ngo Dinh Diem was made leader of South Vietnam and 
was known as a ‘US puppet’ by some Vietnamese people. 
Elections were planned to be held in 1956, however Di-
em refused to hold them. He most likely did not feel as 
though he could win the election, as he was going up 
against Ho Chi Minh- the man who strived for Vietnam-
ese independence . Diem also had the reputation of being 
a man who worked with the US, the nation who refused 
to allow Vietnamese independence. The people thought 
that Diem lacked legitimacy, moreover, he also had lots 
of religious opposition as Diem was part of a Catholic 
minority and as a result he did not let the Buddhists (the 
predominant Vietnamese religion) celebrate nationally 
on the Buddha’s birthday. Eventually, America were al-
lowed the assassination of Diem because they knew how 
unpopular he was. The issue for the capitalist side was 

that they did not have a 
replacement that would 
counter the ever more 
popular nationalist leader 
Ho Chi Minh. As a result 
the Vietnamese or Second 
Indo-China War begun in 

1954 and would continue to last until April 30th 1974. 
 

The war showed many different sides of con%lict that 
were unusual and not seen before in the likes of World 
War One and World War Two. Firstly guerrilla warfare; 
guerrilla warfare is a form of irregular warfare in which 
a small group of combatants such as paramilitary per-
sonnel, armed civilians, or irregulars use military tactics 
including ambushes, sabotage, raids, hit-and-run tactics, 
and mobility to %ight a larger and less-mobile traditional 
military. In this case, the more mobile force being the 
Vietcong, a modernised version of the Vietminh, run by 
Ho Chi Minh and General Vo Nguyen Giap (former Histo-
ry teacher), whilst the American forces as said were 

as a result, the US could not come up with 

a tactical response or nature of  fighting to 

counter the Vietcong strategy. 

By Luka Jojic, Year 11 
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more	traditional	in	their	tactics.	The	Vietcong	had	very	a	
brutal	strategy,	but	they	provided	successful	methods	in	
%ighting	the	US.	In	the	initial	stages,	the	Vietcong	stressed	
brotherhood	 so	 the	 members	 got	 to	 know	 one	 another	
like	 family.	 They	 would	 also	 gain	 one	 and	 others	 trust	
and	most	 importantly	spread	the	idea	of	the	revolution.	
The	Vietcong	soldiers	focused	on	slowly	picking	off	seg-
ments	of	the	US	forces	rather	than	launching	frontal	at-
tacks.	Given	the	choice	the	Vietcong	would	rather	injure	
the	US	troops	than	kill	them,	not	because	they	were	mer-
ciful	but	because	much	 more	 time	and	resources	would	
have	to	be	invested	by	the	
USA	 to	 deal	 with	 the	
wounded	 than	 the	 dead.	
On	 a	 more	 tactical	 note,	
the	 Vietcong	 built	 very	
complex	 and	 extensive	
tunnel	 systems	 that	 ren-
dered	 US	 bombing	 raids	
useless,	as	 well	as	setting	
their	 now	 famous	 booby	
traps	 to	 hinder	 American	
progress.		
 

The	 Vietcong	 also	 utilised	 what	 was	 called	 the	 “Ho	 Chi	
Minh	 Trail”,	 which	 ran	 from	 North	 to	 South	 Vietnam	
through	Laos.	 This	 trail	 was	critical	 for	getting	supplies	
to	members	of	the	Vietcong	who	lived	 in	the	South. Yet,	
the	main	problem	for	the	US	was	that	the	Vietcong	were	
everywhere,	 they	 had	 their	 own	 strongholds	 and	 that	
many	of	their	members	lived	in	normal	villages	and	this	
made	 it	 dif%icult	 for	 the	 Americans	 to	 distinguish	 them	
from	other	civilians.		

	
The	USA’s	use	of	traditional	methods	of	%ighting	and	oth-
er	newer	tactics	that	were	used	to	speci%ically	eliminate	
the	Vietcong	was	their	downfall. Chemical	weapons	were	
used	 greatly	 throughout	 the	 war.	 Napalm	 -	 a	 gas	 that	
generates	 temperature	 of	 800	 to	 1200	 degrees	 -	 was	
dropped	 both	 on	 supposed	 outposts	 and	 known	 enemy	
locations,	but	also	on	villages	in	order	to	destroy	the	Vi-
etcong	who	lived	in	and	around	civilians.	Napalm	caused	
severe	 burns	 of	 the	 skin	 and	 in	 most	 situations	 death.	
Other	 chemicals	 like	 ‘Agent	 Orange’	 and	 ‘Agent	 Blue’	
were	 used	 as	 defoliants	 and	 weed	 killers.	 They	 were	
used	on	 forests	 to	destroy	 Vietcong	cover	but	also	used	
on	 farmers	 crops	 as	 the	 Vietcong	 members	 lived	 off	
crops	and	hence,	by	destroying	this	vegetation	the	Amer-
icans	thought	that	they	could	starve	the	Vietcong.	

The	American	forces	also	used	traditional	methods	such	
as	 carpet	 bombing,	 yet	 these	 were	 rendered	 relatively	
useless	 due	 to	 the	 Vietcong’s	 complex	 tunnel	 sys-
tems.	 	 ‘Search	 and	 Destroy’	 was	 also	 a	 new	 technique	
that	 the	 Americans	 used	 to	 combat	 the	 Vietcong	 and	 it	
involved	 the	 US	 driving	 the	 enemy	 out	 of	 an	 area;	 for	
example	a	village	and	then	destroying	the	area	to	reduce	
the	strength	of	the	enemy.	This	was	very	unpopular	with	
the	Vietnamese	as	by	destroying	settlements,	 they	were	
destroying	lives.		
 

In	 summary,	 the	
US	 were	 on	 the	
back	 foot	 from	 the	
start,	 as	 the	 Viet-
namese	 were	
%ighting	 on	 home	
ground	 meaning	
that	 they	 were	
determined	 to	
hold	 their	 ground	
and	they	had	noth-
ing	to	 lose.	The	US	

media	 broadcasted	 extremely	 negative	 messages	 in	 the	
US	 about	 Vietnam,	 and	 as	 a	 result	 the	 public	 started	 to	
turn	against	the	war	which	meant	that	the	president	was	
%ighting	 both	 against	 the	 Vietcong	 and	 against	 US	 citi-
zens.	 The	 US	 had	 played	 a	 key	 role	 in	 both	 world	 wars	
however,	the	%ighting	in	these	wars	was	much	more	set-
piece	and	was	nothing	like	the	guerrilla	warfare	that	was	
being	 fought	 in	 Vietnam.	 As	 a	 result,	 the	 US	 could	 not	
come	up	with	a	tactical	response	or	nature	of	%ighting	to	
counter	the	Vietcong	strategy. 

Finally	 and	 most	 importantly,	 the	 US	 were	 %ighting	
against	 an	 ideology,	 not	 against	 a	 military	 force.	 This	
means	 that	 they	 would	 have	 had	 to	 eliminate	 all	 of	 the	
members	of	the	Vietcong	to	totally	win	the	war.	And	with	
the	 tactics	 that	 the	 Vietcong	 were	 using	 it	 is	 clear	 that	
this	was	virtually	impossible.	There	is	no	doubt	that	the	
Vietnam	War	was	deadly	as	there	were	well	over	1	mil-
lion	deaths.	However,	many	historians	feel	that	the	Unit-
ed	States	government	were	too	afraid	of	the	domino	the-
ory,	as	many	argue	that	if	Vietnam	went	communist,	the	
neighbouring	 countries	 would	 not	 want	 to	 go	 com-
munist. Considering	 that	 the	US	spent	over	$770	 billion	
on	 the	war	and	sustained	over	282,000	casualties	 there	
is	no	doubt	that	 it	was	an	incredible	mistake	 for	the	US	
to	 get	 involved	 in	 Vietnam.	 It	 was	 without	 a	 doubt	 an	
unwinnable	war	 

Finally and most importantly, the US were 

fighting against an ideology… they would have 

had to eliminate all of  the members of  the Vi-

etcong and with the tactics that the Vietcong 

were using it is clear that this was virtually im-

possible.  

The	use	of	new	technology,	such	as	portable	mortar	cannons	and	helicopters,	proved	useless	against	the	Vietnamese	�ighters	
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T 
he Battle of the Little Bighorn, which occurred 
on 25th June 1876, near the Little Bighorn river 
in Montana territory, put the U.S Army up 
against a huge band of Lakota Sioux and Chey-

enne warriors. The U.S Army was led by Lieutenant Colo-
nel George Armstrong Custer and the Native Americans 
were led by two Sioux chiefs called Sitting Bull and Crazy 
Horse. Sitting Bull was named this as it was said he had 
the courage of any bull alive.   
 

Sitting Bull was born in 1831 and as he was growing old-
er he was becoming more and more courageous and was 
one of the best %ighters the Hunkpapa Lakota Sioux tribe 
had. Between 1840 and 1860, progressively more white 
settlers started to move onto South Dakota’s land. The 
settlers had made reservations for the native Americans 
to move to, and some did as it was safe and white settlers 
weren’t allowed inside.  
 
However, Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse rejected the reser-
vation camps as South Dakota’s Black Hills were their 
original home that settlers had pushed them out of. The 
tribe’s traditional way of life was built around roaming 
the Black Hills of Dakota. 
The Lakota Sioux tribe did 
whatever they could to 
keep American settlers 
away with their bows and 
arrows but the American 
had guns.  
 

In 1874, gold was discov-
ered in the Black Hills. 
This is when the govern-
ment demanded that all native Americans move on to the 
reservations. Once again, Sitting Bull rejected. The U.S 
army decided that they would %ight the Sioux as it was 
their only option to get the gold. 
 

Sitting Bull heard about the forthcoming attack and he 
got ready for battle. Lots of Native Americans exited the 
reservation camp to %ight, while all the women and chil-
dren were taken to safety. They met at a massive camp 
on the Little Big Horn river in Southern Montana. The 
Native Americans now had over three thousand men 
ready for battle, an army made up of members of the 
Sioux, Cheyenne and Arapaho tribes armed with Win-
chester ri%les. Sitting Bull wasn’t in the attack as he was 
too old to lead so he took responsibility for taking the 
women and children to safety, but Crazy Horse led the 
Native Americans into battle. 
 

The %irst US attack was routed by the Native Americans 
and General George Crook was forced to withdraw. Gen-
eral Alfred Terry told Custer’s 7th cavalry to scout ahead 
for troops. Six hundred men were with him. After they 
had gone ahead Custer decided to press on and go into 

battle rather than wait for reinforcements. At this time 
he didn’t realise that three thousand Native Americans 
were ready for a %ight. He divided his army into four bat-
talions, keeping 215 men with him. 
 

Crazy Horse and his men met the U.S. Army at midday 
and the U.S were instantly overwhelmed. Some escaped 
but the two hundred and %ifteen men with Custer were 
cut off and all killed by the Native Americans. Some men 
got back to the main bulk of the U.S army and General 
Terry was devastated to hear the news. The battle which 
was also known as “Custer’s Last Stand” marked the 
most decisive win for the Native Americans and worst 
defeat for the U.S Army in the Long Plains Indian War. 
 

The obvious mistake that occurred in the build-up to the 
Battle of the Little Bighorn was Lieutenant Colonel 
George Custer heading into battle with six hundred men 
rather than heading back and waiting for more troops to 
join him. Custer was only sent to scout out the Native 
Americans, not %ight them. If he had waited the U.S. could 
have defeated the Native Americans with their superior 
number of %ighters, yet Custer only went in with six hun-

dred men which was no-
where near enough. His 
superior General Gibbon's 
last words to him were: 
"Custer, don't be greedy. 
Wait for us." For this you 
could class Custer as sel%-
ish. This is probably the 
%irst and clearest reason 
for the Native American 
win. 

 

The blame could also be put on General Alfred Terry, he 
was in charge of leading the entire attack and making 
sure the U.S Army came back knowing that the land was 
now theirs. You could argue that his decision to send 
Custer to scout the Native American camp was reckless 
and stupid. However, laying the blame on General Terry 
would be harsh, as he sent Custer with speci%ic instruc-
tions that weren’t upheld. 
 

Finally, the American Government were to blame. The 
Native Americans had lived on the land much longer 
than them and they should have respected that this was 
not their land. If they hadn’t tried to get rid of the Native 
Americans, the two hundred men who died might not 
have. They underestimated the passion that the Native 
Americans had for %ighting to keep their land, and the 
experience and skill of generals like Crazy Horse. 
 

To conclude, the Native Americans courage and the over-
whelming number of %ighters ultimately ensured that the 
blunders made by Custer and the Americans would en-
sure a victory for the tribes 

By Max Wingham,  Year 8 

Battle of little bighorn 

if  he had waited, the U.S could have de-

feated the Native Americans with their su-

perior number of  fighters, yet Custer only 

went in with six hundred men which was 

nowhere near enough  
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A 
dolf Hitler: the notorious Führer of the German 
Third Reich that plunged the world into its 
second world war. Napoleon Bonaparte: Em-
peror of the French, who defended the newly 

established French Republic from European monarchies 
in the Napoleonic Wars. These two exceptional leaders 
share one catastrophic and consequential mistake that 
would ultimately lead to their demises- invading Russia. 
 
In June 1812 Napoleon 
decided to invade Rus-
sia with the prospect of 
%inishing the invasion 
within twenty days by 
forcing the Russians 
into a major battle, thus 
forcing the Tsar of Russia, Alexander I, into negotiations. 
He planned to get the Tsar to re-commit to the Continen-
tal System - Napoleon’s weaponry for economic war with 
Great Britain. 
 
On 24th June, Napoleon’s Grande Armée of around 
600,000 soldiers crossed the Niemen River into Russian 
territory. It was the largest army that had ever been 
amassed and the most diverse since the Crusades, with 
soldiers from all over Europe. Within three days his army 
had already captured the city of Vilna without much of a 
%ight and had sent the Russians retreating eastwards to-
wards Moscow. Late July saw the Russians abandon an-
other city, Vitebsk. They set %ire to military stores on 
their way out; they would repeat this feat in mid-August 
when they retreated from Smolensk and torched the city. 
Many peasants also participated in the scorched earth 
tactics, burning their crops to prevent them from falling 
into French hands, which signi%icantly damaged Napole-
on’s army who were reliant on foraging for supplies. 
 
The Russians had %inally retreated all the way to Moscow 
with the Grande Armée. The Russians once again aban-
doned the city, which was a great surprise to Napoleon 
as he entered in September. The city had once again been 
torched by the %leeing Russians, leaving only liquor and 
sparse amounts of food to the French. They waited in the 
Russian capital for a month, believing that Tsar Alexan-
der I would surrender, but no offer reached them. Napo-
leon’s ideal twenty day invasion had turned into a four 
month nightmare. He had already lost around four %ifths 
of his Grande Armée, through starvation, disease, deser-
tion and plundering. Russia had proven to be an incredi-
bly dif%icult adversary and by the time he decided to 
leave in mid-October, the bleak and hostile Russian win-
ter had already begun. Things were about to get worse. 
 
Napoleon planned a southerly exit route from Moscow to 
experience a less volatile winter but he soon faced a reju-
venated Russian army at Maloyaroslavets. Despite tech-
nically winning the battle, it put the Grand Armée in a 
terrible position. They had to take the northern route, 
along the way they came. All the towns and cities had 
been torched leaving no food and very little shelter. An 
early winter had developed, it was brutal and unforgiv-
ing. The temperature was constantly sub-zero, at certain 
times reaching minus thirty-six degrees centigrade. Ad-
ditionally, there were incredibly fast winds which had a 
large wind chill factor and an incredible quantity of snow 

fell. This compounded Napoleon’s armies misery. The 
trek from Maloyaroslavets to the Niemen River, instead 
of taking three to four weeks, took around eight weeks 
due to the inhumane weather. 
 
It is estimated that fewer than 22,000 soldiers returned 
from the failed invasion of Russia. Napoleon lost in ex-
cess of 400,000 experienced soldiers that would have 

been crucial to the Napole-
onic wars. Emboldened and 
invigorated by Napoleon’s 
hefty defeat, Austria, Prus-
sia and Sweden re-
established an army with 
Russia and Great Britain in 
the %ight against Napoleon. 

Despite being able to win a few battles after the events in 
Russia, it set Napoleon on a downhill course to imminent 
defeat. The lack of quality soldiers as consequence of 
failing in Russia changed the course of the Napoleonic 

campaigns and potentially the course of European histo-
ry. 
 
Despite the well-known story of how Russia decimated 
the most powerful army to ever grace Europe, Adolf Hit-
ler still decided to invade in World War 2. Hitler was %irm 
about his ambition to decimate the Soviet Union by mili-
tary force, thus permanently eliminating the perceived 
threat of communism to Germany. 
 
129 years after Napoleon’s Grande Armée had set off for 
Russia, Hitler’s army, comprised of 3,000,000 German 
soldiers, 10,000 tanks and artillery guns, 2,000 planes 
and 650,000 soldiers from the other Axis powers, would 
follow suit. The opening months of Operation Barbarossa 
were very positive, as with Napoleon’s invasion, German 
armies advanced rapidly and steadily into Russian land. 
Numerous isolated Soviet Forces had been swept 
through and even larger ones at Minsk and Smolensk had 
been defeated by Panzer armies and the German Blitz-
krieg technique. 
 
However, in August the Germans made a pivotal miscal-

Russia
The greatest blunder

the inexperience and lack of  soldiers as 

consequence of  failing in Russia changed 

the course of  the Napoleonic wars and po-

tentially the course of  European history 
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culation.	 With	 the	 Army	 Group	 Centre	 200	 miles	 from	
the	Russian,	a	full	scale	invasion	seemed	imminent;	how-
ever,	this	would	mean	altering	the	original	plans	for	Op-
eration	 Barbarossa.	 It	 had	 speci%ied	 that	 Army	 Groups	
North	and	South	would	stage	the	main	attacks	in	Russia,	
moving	 towards	 Leningrad	 (St.	 Petersburg)	 and	 Kiev	
respectively.	Army	Group	Centre	was	supposed	to	play	a	
support	 role	 until	 both	 Leningrad	 and	 Kiev	 were	 taken.	
Hitler’s	 tactical	 advisors	 implored	 him	 to	 seize	 the	 mo-
ment	and	invade	Moscow	to	crush	Russian	morale.		
	
In	 one	 of	 the	 most	 crucial	 moments	 of	 the	 whole	 of	
World	 War	 II,	 Hitler	 postponed	 the	 attack.	 He	 decided	
that	victories	in	the	north	and	south	would	be	more	im-
portant	as	they	would	not	only	crush	morale	but	put	vital	
agricultural	and	industrial	areas	into	German	control.	To	
the	dismay	of	the	generals	they	halted	 their	advance	on	
Moscow	 and	 waited	 for	 what	 would	 end	 up	 being	 be	 a	
pivotal	two	months.	Instead	of	attacking	towards	the	end		
of	 the	 summer,	 they	 would	 be	 attacking	 in	 the	 Russian	

winter.	It	seems	that		Hitler	had	not	been	an	avid	reader	
of	Napoleonic	History.	
	
When	the	Army	Group	Centre	re-started	on	2nd	October,	
the	 whole	of	Ukraine	had	 been	almost	 taken,	Leningrad	
was	 surrounded	 and	 Moscow	 seemed	 wide	 open	 ready	
for	the	Germans	to	enter.	They	were	40	miles	from	Mos-
cow	and	only	90,000	Soviets	were	between	them	and	the	
capital.	 Hitler,	 was	 so	
sure	 that	 they	 were	
already	 victorious	
that	 he	 announced	 to	
the	 German	 public	
that	 they	 had	 won.	
Nature	decided	other-
wise.	
	
Weeks	 of	 relentless	 autumn	 downpours	 created	 battle-
%ields	of	deep	and	sticky	mud	that	immobilized	anything	
on	wheels,	robbed	German	armoured	units	of	their	tacti-
cal	 advantage	 and	 rendered	 them	 almost	 useless.	 Foot	
soldiers	 were	 soaked	 to	 the	 core	 in	 mud	 up	 to	 their	
knees,	 creating	 a	 terrain	 similar	 to	 the	 Battle	 of	 the	

Somme.	The	Germans’	situation	would	only	go	downhill	
from	there.	 In	November,	 the	autumn	downpour	ceased	
and	 abruptly	 gave	 way	 to	 snow	 squalls.	 They	 were	 ac-
companied	 by	 high	 winds	 and	 sub-zero	 temperatures,	
debilitating	soldiers	and	machinery	alike.	
	
The	German	Army	had	counted	on	a	quick	summertime	
victory	in	Russia	and	had	therefore	neglected	to	prepare	
for	the	brutal	winter	warfare	it	now	faced,	a	mistake	that	
Napoleon	had	previously	paid	for.	Consequently,	many	of	
Hitler’s	 men	 %led	 the	 frontlines,	 leaving	 many	 sections	
with	 less	 than	50%	of	 their	 initial	manpower.	Machines	
also	felt	the	full	force	of	the	winter	with	many	tanks	get-
ting	trapped	within	the	numerous	thick	layers	of	ice	and	
snow,	 and	 the	 sheer	 cold	 riddled	 their	 engines	 with	
cracks	 leading	 to	 failures.	 Artillery	 guns	 and	 machine	
guns	also	ended	up	getting	jammed	as	a	result	of	the	ex-
treme	weather.	
	
The	 German	 Army	 were	 now	 in	 a	 dire	 position.	 Con-
versely,	 the	 delays	 had	 granted	 the	 Russians	 time	 to	
draft	in	reinforcements	and	to	get	ready	for	the	Germans.	
On	 Saturday	 December	 6th;	 Russian	 divisions	 attacked	
the	 Germans	 along	 the	 200-mile	 front	 around	 Moscow.	
The	Germans	were	heavily	outnumbered	and	for	the	%irst	
time	 in	 the	 war,	 the	 Germans	 experienced	 Blitzkrieg	 in	
reverse,	 as	 they	 were	 overwhelmed	 by	 Russian	 tanks,	
planes	 and	 artillery.	 By	 mid-December,	 German	 forces	
around	Moscow	were	in	full	retreat.	By	the	time	the	Ger-
man	army	returned	they	had	lost	three	quarters	of	a	mil-
lion	men,	almost	a	third	of	their	entire	force.	
	
The	 Germans	 had	 been	 poised	 to	 achieve	 the	 greatest	
victory	 of	 all	 time	 and	 potentially	 change	 the	 course	 of	
world	history.	Instead,	they	had	succumbed	to	the	great-
est-ever	 comeback	 by	 the	 Russians.	 The	 German	 army	
and	cause	would	never	be	the	same	again.	Not	only	had	
they	 lost	 so	 many	 men,	 tanks	 and	 artillery	 guns	 that	
would	have	been	integral	to	the	World	War	II	campaign,	
but	 they	 had	 been	 forced	 into	 a	 war	 on	 two	 separated	
fronts.	 They	 fought	 in	 the	 east	 and	 west	 of	 Europe,	
spreading	 their	 army	 thin	 and	 bringing	 pressure	 upon	
themselves	from	the	Allied	Forces.	The	illusion	of	invin-
cibility	 that	 had	 caused	 the	 world	 to	 fear	 the	 power	 of	
Nazi	Germany	had	also	vanished	forever.	
	
Both	times	a	European	state	has	undergone	an	incredible	
expansion	 of	 its	 borders;	 they	 have	 caused	 their	 own	
eventual	 downfall	 by	 invading	 Russia.	 Napoleon	 and	
Adolf	 Hitler,	 two	 of	 Europe’s	 greatest	 ever	 leaders,	 that	

boasted	 the	 most	 fear-
some	 and	 seemingly	
invincible	 armies	 of	
their	 times,	 succumbed	
to	the	same	fate.	A	com-
bination	 of	 the	 im-
mense	 power	 of	 the	
Russian	 army	 and	 the	
inhumane	Russian	win-

ters	decimated	the	French	Empire	of	1812	and	the	Third	
Reich	in	1941,	ending	their	ambitions	for	European	dom-
ination	for	good.	Hitler	might	have	avoided	this	mistake	
if	he	had	just	paid	more	attention	in	History	lessons	

Russia 

By Stefan Titus-Glover, Year 9 

The greatest blunder 

the German Army had counted on a quick sum-

mertime victory in Russia and had therefore 

neglected to prepare for the brutal winter war-

fare it now faced, a mistake that Napoleon had 

previously paid for 
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By Jed Heffernan, Year 9 

Titanic 

M 
istakes are pretty common in History How-
ever, the fact that some mistakes are avoid-
able makes them seem even more unfortu-
nate when they do occur. One of the most 

well-known avoidable mistakes of all time is the sinking 
of the Titanic, despite the fact that its creators deemed it 
and promoted it as ‘unsinkable’! 
 

Undoubtedly one of the most iconic ships in history, the 
Titanic was one of three ‘Olympic Class’ liners designed 
and built by the White Star Line. With a length of 239 
metres and an approximate weight of 52.3 tons, the Ti-
tanic was breaking boundaries with the levels of com-
plex mechanics that were going into its design. Construc-
tion started on this ship on 31st March, 1909 – over a 
century ago. Built in Belfast, the Titanic was intended to 
be more luxurious and faster than any other ship. Also, 
the Titanic was cleverly built to stay a%loat even if four of 
its hull compartments were breached and %looded - this 
was why it was deemed unsinkable by its creators. De-
spite this, the Titanic would have %ive of its six compart-
ments within the hull breached and leading to the ship's 
sinking, and resulting in the deaths of approximately half 
of the passengers.  
 
Setting out from Southampton on April 11th 1912, after 
various visits to both France and Ireland, the Titanic was 
looking incredibly strong and was maintaining a swift 
speed until the 14th. The night of the 14th of April beheld 
a moonless sky and %lat 
seas, conditions in which 
sea ice is hard to identify. 
At 23:40, the Titanic re-
ceived a message saying 
that it was moments away 
from hitting an iceberg yet 
the message was received 
too late and the Titanic 
struck an iceberg – cutting 
deep holes along the side of the hull. Consequently, the 
ship sunk and 1,503 people died as a result. 
 

There were many mistakes that were believed to have 
been made by both the Captain of the ship, Edward J. 
Smith, and the Managing of Director of the White Star 
Line, Bruce Ismay. For example, there is evidence to sug-
gest that Captain Smith chose to ignore several warnings 
alerting him to the presence of icebergs on the Titanic’s 
path. Many people believe this was as a consequence of 
his ignorance towards hazards; indeed, he did say; ‘I can-
not imagine any condition which would cause a ship to 
founder. Modern shipbuilding has gone beyond that.’ 
Also, the maiden voyage of the Titanic was the retire-
ment journey of the Smith, which may have caused his 
mind to be overcome with nostalgia. In spite of this, due 
to the %ierce competition between the White Star Line 
and other organizations that made the Transatlantic 

journey, it is believed that Ismay instructed Captain 
Smith to make sure that the journey to New York was 
made in 6 days: a record breaking time, so that the Titan-
ic was seen as the best by all. He also allegedly told the 
captain of the ship to maintain speed when sailing 
through iceberg %illed waters. Perhaps, if Smith had tak-
en more caution in the situation and Ismay was not so 
desperate for success, the sinking of the Titanic would 
not have occurred. 
 

The Titanic was named ‘unsinkable’, because of the fact 
that it had 16 watertight compartments. However, the 
architect Thomas Andrews decided that these compart-
ments would not reach as high into the ship as they 
should have done to allow more living space for passen-
gers. Knowing this, it was wrong for the White Star Line 
to promote the third ship of their Olympic Line as 
‘unsinkable’. Furthermore, the approximate three million 
rivets that were utilized to hold the multiple sections of 
the Titanic together were made of poor quality iron 
whose heads easily broke after meeting the force of an 
iceberg, which resulted in sections of the ship to detach-
ing. Another design fault of the ship was that it did not 
have enough lifeboats to carry all of its passengers. 
Nonetheless, the weak iron and poorly placed compart-
ments were said, by forensic scientists who observed 
some recovered rivets from the ships wreckage, to have 
been major causes for the ship’s sinking and hence as to 
why 1,503 people died. Many believe that if better quali-

ty iron was used for the 
rivets and the ship was 
designed for safety rather 
than  capacity, many lives 
could have been saved. 
 

The aftermath of the Ti-
tanic’s sinking was simi-
larly tragic as families 
mourned and female pas-

sengers described how the male passengers gave up 
their spaces on lifeboats, just to meet the expectations of 
gentlemanliness. Tragically, a man named Captain Stan-
ley Lord, who was rumoured to have been enjoying a 
party on a ship 19 miles away from the Titanic, was ini-
tially blamed for the disaster. However, 25 years after his 
death in 1985, evidence was discovered that proved 
Lord was completely innocent of ignoring the Titanic’s 
distress calls and it was discovered that his ship was not 
even near the Titanic.   
 

To summarise, the sinking of the Titanic was not an un-
fortunate accident but a culmination of a series of small 
mistakes that ironically cause most large-scale blunders; 
sel%ishness, in%luence by a hierarchy, the intention to 
make as many people happy as possible and of course 
money. However, nothing is ironic about the lives that 
were lost on 15th April 1912  

multiple sections of  the Titanic together 

were made of  poor quality iron whose 

heads easily broke after meeting the force 

of  an iceberg, which resulted in sections 

of  the ship to detaching 
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H 
ow the mighty Persian Empire was brought 
to its knees by Greek cunning, bad luck and 
atrocious commanders – the Battle of Salamis 
was a historical mishap on an unprecedented 

scale. 
 
Like many wars, the Greek-Persian con%lict of 498–480 
BCE was triggered by a relatively minor event – the ac-
tion of a man named Aristagoras. The ruler of the Ionian 
city of ‘Miletus’, he wanted independence from Persian 
rule, and managed to incite a rebellion in the Ionian re-
gion (part of present day Turkey), with other city states, 
by ousting their Persian rulers. Knowing that the wrath 
of Darius I of Persia was imminent, he appealed to vari-
ous Greek city states who saw Persia as a constant 
threat. Sparta denied Aristagoras reinforcements when it 
realised that their men would have to march some one 
and a half thousand kilometres. Athens, supposedly the 
most clever and diplomatic city, agreed to send the need-
ed reinforcements. They argued that Persia was proba-
bly going to threaten Greece sooner or later, and there-
fore sent 20 galleys to strengthen Aristagoras’ %leet – 
inciting the Persian anger in the meantime. 
 

The rebellion was %inally dismembered four years after it 
started in 498BCE,  yet Darius’ hate for Athens grew, 
namely as it was they who highlighted the knife’s edge 
upon which the Persian Empire tiptoed along. It was still 
an Empire of fractured states. 
 

His revenge began two years after the end of the rebel-
lion – he sent an army to capture Thrace, and forced 
Macedon to become a client kingdom for Darius 
(Macedon later produced Alexander the Great who laid 
waste to Darius III’s mighty Persian Empire). Darius then 
insulted the Greek States further by sending ambassa-
dors to ask for a gift of ‘Earth and Water,’ in other words, 
a token of submission. Athens had made an attempt at 
civility and tried the ambassadors for treason and exe-
cuted them. Whereas, Sparta threw their Persian ambas-
sador down a well – declaring war on Persia in doing so. 
 

In 490BCE, Darius sent his %irst wave of soldiers to se-
cure the Greek mainland, though his army was crushed 
by a vastly larger Athenian army at the Battle of Mara-
thon. Yet, this was merely a minor setback for a man who 

controlled an empire stretching from Libya to the edge of 
India, where thousands of recruits could be mustered in 
a matter of weeks, whereas the Greek city states had pal-
try populations in comparison. Darius’ death in 486 BCE 
weeks before he was set to crush an Egyptian rebellion 
meant the seat of power passed to his son Xerxes. The 
preparation for the invasion of Greece still suffered many 
setbacks, like the Egyptian uprising, until early 480 BCE 
when Xerxes crossed Hellespont and marched on Greece. 
“Though all else shall be taken, Zeus, the all-seeing, 
grants that the wooden wall only shall not fail.” The Ora-
cle of Delphi uttered this silver-lined cloud on the future 
of Greece to the Greek Congress consisting of many city 
states, most notably Athens and Sparta. The unity itself 
was a miracle considering the differences in cultures that 
the independent states had, but for them to agree on an 
organised plan of action was also understandable consid-
ering that Greece could have been wiped out. Through 
the ambiguity of the prophecy, Themistocles of Athens 
interpreted the wooden wall as a %leet of ships, and ar-
gued that a decisive naval battle would bring death to the 
Persians, not the Greeks. Some Athenians who chose not 
to %lee Athens, interpreted the prophecy literally. They 
barricaded the entrance to the Acropolis with a wooden 
wall, and fenced themselves in. The wooden wall was 
overrun, they were all killed, and the Acropolis was 
burned down by the Persians. Congress was at this point 
forced to create a defensive point at the Thermopylae 
pass. 
 

The Battle of Thermopylae is the famous story of 300 
Spartans defending a narrow pass against the might of 
the Persian army, immortalised in the %ilm ‘300’. Though 
the %ilm is correct in saying that the Greek’s faced incred-
ible odds, what it does not show you is the thousands of 
other Greek warriors who took part, making it a coalition 
of different armies, as well as the Greek %leet protecting 
the straits of Artemisium, to stop Xerxes from landing 
another army further down the coast and out%lanking the 
Greek force. The defeat at Thermopylae however 
prompted the Greek navy to retreat to Salamis. 
 

To protect their %inal stronghold in Corinth, Themistocles 
put forward a plan to destroy the Persian navy, which 
would cut the Persian army off from its vital supply chain 
coming from the west of the Persian Empire. Themisto-

Salamis 

By Tom Clapp, Year 10 
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cles	took	the	lessons	from	the	Battle	of	Thermopylae	and	
concluded	that	outnumbered	armies	worked	best	in	con-
%ined	spaces.	
 

Xerxes	 was	 feeling	 con%ident	 as	 he	 reclined	 on	 his	 van-
tage	 point	 overlooking	 Salamis,	 expecting	 to	 see	 the	
Greek	 navy	 crushed,	 and	 the	 insolent	 city	 states	 to	 be	
destroyed	 once	 and	 for	 all.	 He	 had	 good	 reasons	 to	 be	
con%ident:	 Athens	 was	 a	
smouldering	 ruin,	 the	
Greek	army	 was	broken	
and	Corinth	would	sure-
ly	 fall	 in	 a	 matter	 of	
weeks.	 All	 that	 stood	
between	 him	 and	 glory	
was	 a	 puny	 Greek	 %leet	
of	around	370	ships,	 less	than	half	of	his	800	strong	ar-
mada.	He	had	also	placed	400	crack	troops	on	the	Island	
of	 Psyttaleia	 to	 round	 up	 any	 Greeks	 that	 were	 left	 and	
200	Egyptian	ships	to	the	west	of	the	Island	to	stop	any	
Greek	 vessels	 %leeing	 the	 battle. Themistocles,	 the	 Athe-
nian	 general,	 however	 was	 cunning,	 and	 he	 convinced	
his	 fellow	 commanders	 to	 adopt	 a	 risky,	 yet	 brilliant	
plan:	the	%leet,	stationed	in	an	incredibly	narrow	passage	
was	to	make	signs	of	splitting	up	by	sending	a	squadron	
of	boats	north	out	of	the	straits,	as	 if	 in	retreat.	This	ef-

fect	was	easily	achieved	as	the	Persian	king	Xerxes	knew	
that	the	Greeks	were	notoriously	fractious.	It	also	helped	
that	Themistocles	played	his	hand	in	a	little	skulduggery	
by	pretending	to	be	a	defector.	Sending	a	letter	to	Xerxes	
of	his	submission	only	served	to	swell	the	Persian	king’s	
already	 enormous	 ego,	 possibly	 making	 him	 liable	 to	
error.	 This	 loss	 of	 rationality	 led	 him	 to	 signal	 that	 his	
%leet	should	pull	after	the	‘fracturing	and	%leeing’	Greeks,	
and	pursue	them	into	the	narrow	channel.	
 

It	didn’t	take	long	for	Xerxes	to	regret	his	hasty	move. 
In	 the	 narrow	 strait	 the	 ships	 were	 crashing	 into	 each	
other	 and	 could	 not	 keep	 any	 formation,	 Persian	 oars-
men	were	%inding	the	choppy	water	hard	work,	and	were	
already	 weary	 before	 reaching	 the	 Greek	 Triremes,	 and	
the	 considerable	 swell	 exposed	 their	 unprotected	 hulls.	
Themistocles’	 risk	 had	 paid	 off,	 it	 looked	 as	 if	 the	 Per-
sians	had	taken	the	bait,	so	he	sent	his	enormous	vessels	
in	to	cause	havoc	in	the	Persian	%leet.	
	

Bronze	 rams	 shattered	 oars	 and	 splintered	 hulls,	 and	
Xerxes	 watched	 his	 %leet	 crumble	 in	 the	 face	 of	 deter-
mined	 Greek	 advances.	 Ameinias	 of	 Athens	 piloted	 his	
trireme	 to	 the	 great	 %lagship	 of	 the	 Persian	 navy.	 The	
Persian	Admiral	jumped	down	onto	the	Greek	ship	while	
leading	 a	 boarding	 party	 but	 was	 impaled	 on	 a	 spear.	
Left	 leaderless,	 it	 was	 the	 Persians	 who	 cracked	 and	
tried	to	retreat	from	the	battle.	

 

One	 of	 the	 strangest	 events	
of	the	battle	was	the	sudden	
desertion	 of	 one	 of	 Xerxes’	
vassals,	 Queen	 Artemisia,	
who	to	avoid	her	ship	being	
sunk	 by	 an	 Athenian	 tri-
reme,	 tried	 to	 escape	 by	

wheeling	 her	 boat	 around	 to	 head	 out	 of	 the	 straits.	
When	 she	 found	 her	 way	 blocked	 by	 another	 Persian	
ship,	she	rammed	it.	It	sank	like	a	stone	taking	all	those	
on	 board	 with	 it.	 The	 Greeks	 thought	 that	 she	 had	
changed	sides	so	let	her	go,	but	Xerxes,	unable	to	believe	
that	an	ally	would	sink	one	of	their	own	ships,	concluded	
that	it	must	have	been	a	Greek	craft.	Seeing	it	as	the	only	
silver	 lining	 to	 the	 ever	 growing	 cloud	 that	 hung	 over	
that	 day,	 he	 declared	 that:	 “My	 men	 have	 turned	 into	
women,	 and	 my	 women	 become	 men.”	 Xerxes	 had	 one	

last	humiliation	to	suffer.	The	400	soldiers	placed	on	the	
Island	 of	 Psyttaleia,	 became	 the	 hunted	 instead	 of	 the	
hunters,	as	hundreds	of	Greek	archers,	slingers	and	hop-
lites	-	soldiers	primarily	armed	with	spears	and	shields	-	
swarmed	ashore	to	destroy	the	%inal	remnants	of	the	Per-
sian	invasion	in	the	faltering	light	of	sunset.	
 

The	battle	ended	with	the	Persians	in	full	retreat,	having	
suffered	one	of	the	most	disastrous	defeats	in	their	histo-
ry.	A	quarter	of	their	ships	were	captured	or	sunk,	their	
admiral	 was	 killed,	 many	 vassals	 deserted	 Xerxes,	 the	
Persian	 Empire	 was	 made	 to	 look	 more	 unstable	 than	
ever	and	the	Greek	city	states	entered	their	most	power-
ful,	harmonious	and	in%luential	period,	free	from	the	fear	
of	 Persian	 invasion	 for	 many	 years.	 Maybe,	 however,	 it	
was	Xerxes	 who	got	 the	 last	 laugh,	as	Themistocles,	 the	
man	 hailed	 as	 	 hero	 of	 Greece	 was	 ostracised	 by	 the	
Athenians	in	470BCE	as	they	thought	that	he	was	becom-
ing	too	powerful.	He	ended	up	at	the	Persian	court.	Giv-
ing	advice	on	how	to	%ight	the	Greeks	

the inexperience and lack of  soldiers as 

consequence of  failing in Russia changed 

the course of  the Napoleonic wars and po-

tentially the course of  European history 

The	Greek	and	Persian	ships	clash	in	one	of	the	greatest	early	naval	battles	
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I 
n	the	year	1918	the	Great	War	had	come	to	a	close,	
leaving	a	path	of	death	and	destruction	in	 its	wake.	
It	had	ruined	the	lives	of	many	and	crippled	nations.	
Now,	France	sought	vengeance,	Britain	wanted	 jus-

tice	and	America	searched	for	peace.	So	on	the	28th	June	
1919	 an	 agreement	 was	 made	 between	 the	 countries	
which	would	ensure	peace	and	prosperity	and	hopefully	
never	allow	anything	like	the	war	which	had	just	passed	
to	happen	again.	
 

Despite	all	of	the	good	things	that	the	Treaty	of	Versailles	
was	set	up	to	achieve,	one	major	clause	in	 it	 is	believed	
by	many	to	be	a	signi%icant	contributor	to	the	rise	of	Nazi	
Germany	 and	 the	 start	 of	 World	 War	 II;	 this	 being	 the	
‘War	 Guilt’	 clause.	 This	 clause	 stated	 that	 Germany	
would	have	to	accept	all	responsibility	for	the	start	of	the	
war	 as	 well	 as	 everything	 bad	 that	 happened	 during	 it.	
There	are	 no	 prizes	 being	given	out	 to	anyone	 who	can	
guess	 why	 Germany	 hated	 this	 so	 much.	 But	 did	 this	
make	the	whole	Treaty	of	Versailles	a	mistake?	
 

Some	people	believe	so,	as	they	state	that	this	was	a	ma-
jor	 cause	 of	 	 upset,	 anger	 and	 resentment	 amongst	 the	
German	people,	and	if	people	are	upset,	they	are	likely	to	
look	 towards	 political	 extremes	 such	 as	 the	 far-Right	
Nazi	party.	It	made	so	many	people	upset	to	be	a	German	
citizen	 -	 whether	 they	
were	even	involved	or	not	
-	because	 in	 the	 foreseea-
ble	 future	 they	 would	 be	
shunned	 and	 discriminat-
ed	 against;	 perhaps	 even	
making	 it	 impossible	 for	
them	 to	 achieve	 anything	
outside	of	their	own	coun-
try.	
 

Another	reason	why	many	believe	that	the	Treaty	of	Ver-
sailles	 was	 a	 mistake	 was	 that	 it	 crippled	 Germany's	
economy.	 This	 occurred	 because	 multiple	 statements	 in	
the	Treaty	of	Versailles	resulted	in	Germany	losing	 land	
that	 they	 needed	 for	 manufacturing,	 and	 without	 this	
land	they	could	 not	 produce	exportable	goods	so	 there-
fore	 were	 unable	 to	 recover	 from	 their	 massive	 budget	
de%icit.	This	was	bad	for	both	Germany	and	everyone	else	
as	 %irstly,	 the	 other	 countries	 would	 not	 get	 the	 repara-
tions	 money	 that	 they	 wanted,	 and	 secondly,	 Germany	
would	 have	 no	 way	 of	 recovering	 from	 the	 war	 as	 they	
had	to	dedicate	all	of	their	resources	to	paying	back	what	
they	 owed.	 This	 further	 added	 to	 the	 bitterness	 felt	 by	
the	Germans.	
 

As	 well	 as	 this,	 although	 the	 League	 of	 Nations	 was	 a	
good	idea,	it	is	considered	by	many	a	fatal	error	to	have	
left	 Germany	 	 out	 (at	 least	 during	 the	 early	 stages).	 It	
caused	major	issues	as	it	can	be	agreed	by	many	that	one	
of	the	main	reasons	for	the	League	of	Nations’	existence	

was	to	prevent	threats	to	global	peace;	yet	as	can	be	seen	
from	the	past,	Germany	could	be	considered	to	be	one	of	
those.		
	
However,	 if	Germany	 were	 not	 in	 the	League	 they	were	
not	 within	 its	 jurisdiction	 and	 could	 therefore	 not	 be	
controlled	and	punished	if	they	did	things	that	were	po-
tentially	threatening	to	world	peace.	They	would	also	not	
be	 able	 to	 receive	 trade	 sanctions,	 one	 of	 the	 ways	 in	
which	 the	 League	 was	 able	 to	 deal	 with	 countries	 that	
were	behaving	aggressively.	
 

On	the	other	hand,	a	 lot	of	people	at	the	 time,	and	even	
now,	 believe	 that	 the	 Treaty	 of	 Versailles	 and	 its	 harsh	
clauses	 were	 completely	 justi%ied	 and	 altogether	 not	 a	
mistake,	 and	 that	 it	 had	 nothing	 to	 do	 with	 the	 rise	 of	
Nazi	Germany	and	that	if	it	did,	it	certainly	did	not	play	a	
key	role	due	to	the	time	that	passed	between	the	signing	
of	the	Treaty	and	Hitler’s	rise	to	power.			
	
Firstly,	 with	 regards	 to	 the	 ruined	 German	 economy,	 it	
can	 be	 considered	 to	 be	 their	 own	 fault	 as	 they	 did	 not	
raise	taxes	suf%iciently	to	fund	the	war	so	were	inadvert-
ently	 dooming	 themselves	 if	 they	 were	 to	 lose.	 In	 addi-
tion	it	is	arguable	that	the	Wall	Street	Crash	contributed	
a	 lot	 more	 to	 the	 economic	 situation	 that	 allowed	 the	

Nazis	to	%lourish.		
 

Many	 also	 say	 that	 the	
Germans	 claiming	 the	
treaty	 was	 too	 harsh	 is	
unfair	especially	consider-
ing	 the	 Treaty	 of	 Brest-
Litovsk,	 a	 peace	 agree-
ment	 made	 between	 Ger-
many	 and	 Russia	 in	 1917	

which	 was	 signi%icantly	 harsher	 than	 the	 Treaty	 of	 Ver-
sailles.		
	
However,	a	counter	argument	for	this	is	that	it	could	be	
considered	 that	 the	 Treaty	 of	 Brest-Litovsk	 resulted	 in	
an	emergence	of	political	extremism	in	Russia		and	hence	
western	 nations	 should	 have	 seen	 these	 ill	 effects	 and	
consequently	 made	 the	 Treaty	 of	 Versailles	 more	 bal-
anced	to	prevent	the	same	thing	from	happening	in	Ger-
many.	
 

Overall	 it	 is	possible	 to	say	 that	whilst	 the	basic	 idea	of	
the	Treaty	of	Versailles	was	solid:	a	promise	of	a	 future	
without	con%lict	and	where	nations	co-operate	together,	
it	 was	 executed	 poorly.	 If	 Germany	 had	 been	 given	 a	
chance	to	redeem	themselves	then	it	is	possible	that	the	
Nazis	 may	 never	 have	 gained	 control	 in	 Germany	 and	
hence	 World	 War	 II	 may	 never	 have	 occurred.	 In	 sum-
mary,	 I	 believe	 that	 the	 Treaty	 of	 Versailles	 was	 not	 a	
mistake,	 but	 its	 agreements	 and	 results,	 at	 least	 partly,	
were 

By Hamish Macrae, Year 10 

Treaty of Versailles 

overall it is possible to say that whilst the 

basic idea of  the Treaty of  Versailles was 

solid: a promise of  a future without con-

flict and where nations co-operate togeth-

er, it was executed poorly.  



24 

Retrospect 

T 
he Battle of Lake Trasimene happened on the 
24th June 217 BC, between the Carthaginians 
under Hannibal and the Romans under the con-
sul Gaius Flaminius. Lake Trasimene is located 

in the province of Perugia in central Italy and it marks 
the location where, in terms of soldiers involved, the 
largest ever military ambush occurred.  It is especially 
hard to comprehend a feat of such magnitude, given that 
not only over 80,000 men were involved in the con%lict, 
but also that it didn’t even last four hours. Whether or 
not the Carthaginian victory should be attributed to Han-
nibal’s military manoeuvring or instead to the chaos 
within the Roman ranks can be debated, yet the signi%i-
cance of Flaminius’ extraordinary blunder both then and 
now is undeniable. 
 

The Battle of Lake Trasimene marked the second of the 
three major battles in the Second Punic War, in which the 
Carthaginian Empire fought the Roman Republic be-
tween 218 and 201 BC. After Hannibal’s capture of Sa-
guntum on the eastern side of Spain in 219 BC, and his 
subsequent refusal to withdraw his troops from the 
Rome-friendly region, Rome declared war. With Rome 
controlling the sea, 60 Roman warships sailing towards 
eastern Iberia and a Roman army of 22,000 infantrymen 
led by Gnaeus Cornelius Scipio approaching, it was as-
sumed that Hannibal’s options were very limited. Yet he 
did the unthinkable: he 
decided to take his army 
and cross the Alps to head 
for Northern Italy. Com-
prising of 80,000 infantry-
men, 12,000 cavalry and 
60 elephants, Hannibal’s army set out in early 218 BC 
and %irst crossed the Ebro River on the Iberian Peninsula; 
consequently marching northwards through mainland 
Spain and up through Gaul (central Europe today). 
 
It was midway into their journey when Hannibal’s army 
reached the Rhone River and he subsequently organized 
a meticulously planned crossing. It was after this that his 
army began crossing the Alps, which to little surprise, 
was also incidentally where Hannibal suffered his great-
est loss of personnel on the march. Nonetheless, the 
crossing had taken just 15 days and afterwards a slow 

descent to northern Italy followed. In 218 BC, the Cartha-
ginian force - which was severely depleted of soldiers 
compared to when it initially left the Iberian Peninsula – 
reached the tip of the Po Valley in north Italy. Although 
Hannibal lost over 60,000 men in crossing the Alps and 
to various con%licts with native tribes on the way, the 
addition of a few thousand sympathetic Gauls and north-
ern Italians to his ranks increased the total number of 
troops at his disposal to just over 25,000.  They had 
made it to Italy: Hannibal was ready to face the Roman 
Republic. 
 

To begin with, Hannibal’s army produced a small-scale 
victory at Ticinus in north Italy over the newly raised 
Roman force commanded by Publius Cornelius Scipio, in 
which the Roman cavalry and light infantry were mostly 
destroyed. Scipio, although injured, managed to retreat 
along with the largely intact heavy infantry across the 
River Trebia; and it was at Trebia where Hannibal in%lict-
ed his %irst major defeat on the Romans. Goaded by Han-
nibal’s infantry to progress forward, and after crossing a 
cold river, most of the Romans were very fatigued and 
some were not even able to put up a %ight. Nonetheless, 
the Roman heavy infantry did manage to carve its way 
through a sector of the Gallic troops quite signi%icantly. 
However, the Carthaginian cavalry, which was 10,000 
men strong, outnumbered the Roman cavalry by 2:1, and 

this meant that Hannibal’s 
horseman caused devas-
tation to not only the Ro-
man cavalry ranks but 
also to the light infantry-
men. Yet it was a con-

cealed detachment led by Hannibal's younger brother 
Mago, who had hid themselves in a grassy forest on the 
side of the plain until the Romans were directly in front 
of them, that ultimately delivered the %inal blow. Now 
%ighting the attackers from both the front and rear, the 
tired Romans inevitably succumbed to the evident Car-
thaginian dominance and were routed. Overall, between 
20,000 and 30,000 Romans were killed, compared to just 
roughly 5,000 Carthaginian personnel (the majority of 
the dead were in fact Gauls). After this divisive victory, 
Hannibal spent 6 months pillaging and %iring large parts 
of northern Italy, until the newly elected consul Gaius 

By Max Sinclair—Johnson, Year 12 

Battle of Lake Trasimene 

the greatest blunder that Flaminius made 

that day was surely advancing all his 

30,000 troops through thick fog 
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Flaminius	 Nepos	 had	 had	 enough:	 he	 raised	 of	 force	 of	
30,000	Romans	and	marched	to	meet	Hannibal.	The	two	
armies	met	at	Lake	Trasimene.	
 

With	Lake	Trasimene	to	the	north	of	the	road	and	steep	
tree	 line	 hills	 to	 the	 south,	 after	 nightfall	 Hannibal	 took	
the	bulk	of	his	forces,	which	comprised	of	around	40,000	
infantrymen	and	10,000	cavalry,	secretly	up	the	road	and	
turned	left	onto	the	hills	that	overlooked	the	road;	this	is	
where	 they	 camped	 for	 the	 night.	 	 Waking	 to	 thick	 fog,	
Gaius	 Flaminius	 led	 his	 30,000	 troops	 (hardly	 any	 of	
which	were	cavalrymen)	blindly	up	the	road,	refusing	to	
send	any	scouts	ahead	to	con%irm	the	Carthaginian	posi-
tion	or	size	of	force.	This	
proved	 detrimental	 to	
the	 fate	 of	 the	 Romans,	
given	 that	 Hannibal’s	
soldiers	 were	 spectating	
the	whole	Roman	march	
from	their	elevated	posi-
tion	to	the	south.	As	they	
were	 processing	 up	 the	 road,	 the	 Romans	 stopped	 and	
suddenly	 fell	 upon	 a	 heavy	 Carthaginian	 infantry	 force	
that	 Hannibal	 had	 cunningly	 sent	 down	 the	 previous	
night	and	ordered	to	wait	in	ambush.	Fighting	spontane-
ously	 broke	 out	 at	 the	 head	 of	 the	 column	 and	 due	 to	
poor	communication	between	the	Roman	ranks,	 the	Ro-
man	force	was	subsequently	divided	and	this	sent	some	
legions	into	disarray.	
 

Sweeping	down	from	their	hidden	posts	on	the	hills,	the	
rest	of	the	Carthaginian	soldiers	barricaded	the	road	and	
engaged	 the	 unsuspecting	 Romans	 in	 %ighting	 on	 three	
fronts.	 The	 Romans,	 who	 had	 not	 a	 moment	 to	 prepare	
for	the	battle,	were	surrounded	and	pressed	against	the	
lake.	They	were	trapped.	Hannibal’s	cavalry	attacked	the	
westernmost	 Roman	
troops,	 his	 some	 17,000	
Gallic	 recruits	 charged	
the	 central	 Roman	 forces	
and	 his	 heavy	 infantry	
blocked	 the	 eastern	 col-
umns	 from	 escaping	 up	
the	 hill.	 	 The	 Roman	 con-
sul	 Gaius	 Flaminius	 was	
known	 to	 be	 an	 expert	 at	
%ighting	 Gauls	 and	 fa-
mously	 wore	 a	 Gallic	
scalp	 attached	 to	 his	 bat-
tle	 helmet.	 Whilst	 this	
was	 both	 disgusting	 and	
seen	as	a	means	to	politi-
cally	 distinguish	 oneself,	
when	 %ighting	 an	 army	
consisting	 one-third	 of	
Gallic	forces,	it	meant	that	
Flaminius	was	easily	recognisable	and	was	hunted	down.	
Within	 minutes,	 the	 Roman	 leader	 was	 killed	 and	 this	
furthered	 the	 chaotic	 atmosphere	 within	 the	 Roman	
ranks.	
 

Totally	ill-prepared	for	battle,	with	their	leader	dead	and	
all	 escape	 routes	 cut	 off,	 thousands	 of	 Roman	 soldiers	
simply	broke	from	their	formations	and	ran	into	the	lake.	

Hundreds	 of	 men	 drowned	 in	 their	 armour,	 with	 hun-
dreds	 more	 slain	 by	 the	 approaching	 Carthaginians.	
There	 are	 even	 accounts	 of	 when	 masses	 of	 Roman	
troops,	exhausted	and	standing	neck	deep	in	cold	water,	
begged	the	Carthaginians	to	kill	them.	This	continued	for	
little	over	three	hours	and	towards	the	end	of	the	battle	
it	 was	 clear	 the	 Romans	 had	 been	 utterly	 annihilated:	
over	 15,000	 Romans	 had	 either	 been	 killed	 in	 the	
%ighting	or	drowned	in	the	lake,	and	a	further	15,000	had	
been	captured.	 	The	Carthaginian	ranks	were	left	practi-
cally	 intact,	 with	 Hannibal	 experiencing	 a	 mere	 2,500	
casualties.	 Hannibal’s	 resounding	 victory	 at	 Lake	 Trasi-
mene	 left	 the	 Romans	 not	 only	 traumatised,	 but	 also	

surely	 questioning	 their	
fundamental	 military	
leadership	and	as	to	how	
such	 a	 blunder	 could	
have	occurred.	
 

In	the	days	leading	up	to	
and	on	the	24th	June,	Gai-

us	Flaminius	made	a	host	of	blunders.	First	was	the	mis-
take	 in	 not	 sending	 out	 scouts	 to	 assess	 the	 size	 of	 the	
Carthaginian	 force	 days	before	Trasimene.	 If	 scouts	had	
been	 sent,	 word	 would	 have	 got	 to	 Flaminius	 about	 the	
superiority	 in	size	of	Hannibal’s	 forces	compared	to	 the	
Romans,	which	 in	 turn	could	have	given	Flaminius	 time	
to	 either	 bolster	 his	 forces	 or	 retreat	 and	 prevent	 the	
defeat.	Similarly,	on	the	day	of	the	battle,	Flaminius	made	
an	error	in	refusing	to	send	out	scouts	prior	to	his	forces	
uphill	march;	these	scouts	could	have	alerted	the	Roman	
legions	to	the	ambushing	Carthaginian	infantry	and	may	
have	prevented	the	entrapment	of	the	Roman	forces.	Yet	
the	 greatest	 blunder	 that	 Flaminius	 made	 that	 day	 was	
surely	advancing	all	his	30,000	troops	through	thick	fog,	
hence	rendering	them	blind	and	unable	to	see	their	sur-

rounds,	 marching	 straight	
into	a	waiting	Carthaginian	
force.			
	
What	 is	 more,	 he	 led	 his	
troops	 up	 the	 road	 not	
even	 drawn	 up	 in	 battle	
array	 and	 this	 left	 them	
vastly	 ill-prepared	 and	
exposed	 in	 the	 ensuing	
con%lict.	 Not	 only	 did	 Fla-
minius’	 signi%icant	 blun-
ders	 result	 in	 the	 slaugh-
ter	of	15,000	Romans	and	
lead	 to	 a	 further	 15,000	
captured	 men	 being	 con-
%ined	 to	 lives	 of	 slavery	
and	 misery,	 but	 it	 had	
longer	 term	 connotations	
in	 relation	 to	 the	 Second	

Punic	 War	 as	 a	 whole.	 Hannibal’s	 victory	 at	 Lake	 Trasi-
mene	set	up	an	 even	 more	 impressive	Carthaginian	vic-
tory	at	Cannae	in	216	BC,	which	resulted	in	the	complete	
destruction	of	the	Roman	army	and	led	to	Capua	and	sev-
eral	 other	 Italian	 poleis	 defecting	 from	 the	 Roman	 Re-
public	to	Carthage.	Ultimately,	Gaius	Flaminius’	blunders	
lost	Rome	the	Second	Punic	War	and	doomed	the	Roman	
Republic	for	several	years																																																																																							

Hannibal’s resounding victory at lake Trasi-

mene left the Romans not only traumatised, 

but also surely questioning their fundamen-

tal military leadership  

An	artist’s	depiction	of	the	treacherous	battle	in	the	water	
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O 
n the morning of the 25th October 1854, 
675 men of the Light Brigade charged into 
battle, facing a far superior number of oppo-
nents. After an initial early success, they 

were forced to retreat, sustaining a signi%icant number 
of fatalities. The poem “The Charge of The Light Brigade” 
immortalised this charge, portraying the soldiers’ futile 
efforts to repel the Russian forces, but was it really the 
failure that the poem suggests? 
 
During the Crimean War (October 1853-March 1856), a 
coalition force made up of British, French, Turkish and 
Sardinian soldiers had arrived at the Port city of Sebas-
topol, the main Russian Port in the region. The siege of 
Sebastopol was plagued by trouble from the start: dis-
ease spread through the coalition army, supplies failed 
to reach the front line and frequent Russian attempts to 
break through the siege all led to a prolonged campaign. 
The Charge of the Light Brigade was part of one of the 
main Battles during this siege - the Battle of Balaclava. 
Early on the 25th October 1854, General Pavel Liprandi, 
the Russian Commander, decided to send his 25,000-
strong army up against the 4,500 men of the coalition 
forces. The Russian forces also had 78 guns, compared 
to 26 on the coalition 
side. General Sir Fitzroy 
Somerset held overall 
command of the coalition 
forces, Lieutenant Gen-
eral George Bingham 
was in charge of all of the 
Cavalry, whilst Major General James Brudenell led the 
Light Brigade itself. Initially, the Russian forces had 
great success, aided by continuous artillery %ire. Howev-
er, they soon came up against the Heavy Brigade of the 
British cavalry, preventing them from moving on to-
wards Balaclava itself. 
 
The Light Brigade was stationed at the Western end of 
the North Valley of the battle%ield. Throughout the early 
stages of the battle they remained in their post, taking 
no part in the %ighting, awaiting their orders. Finally, 
Raglan sent an order via his messenger Captain Nolan, 
to Lucan at around 11am, stating “Lord Raglan wishes 
the cavalry to advance rapidly to the front- follow the 
enemy and try to prevent the enemy carrying away the 
guns”. It is generally believed that this order was too 
vague because it gave no real objective, as it failed to 
identify exactly which part of the enemy was to be at-
tacked and which guns should be prevented from being 
carried away. 
 
Despite having no infantry support themselves, the Light 
Brigade proceeded straight towards the enemy’s infan-
try and pushing on at ever increasing speed, the %irst 
line of the Light Brigade soon came into range of the 

Russian guns, which opened %ire relentlessly. This artil-
lery %ire decimated both the Light Brigade’s men and 
horses. Nevertheless, the Light Brigade held %irm during 
the whole seven minutes of their advance and soon 
charged into the artillery’s locations at the end of the 
North Valley. The %ighting began close hand. 
 
The British slaughtered the Russian gunners and then 
continued their charge into the mounted Cossacks wait-
ing behind the artillery positions. The Light Brigade in-
%licted considerable casualties amongst the Cossacks. 
This was mainly due to two factors: %irstly, the Light Bri-
gade was charging at a stationary enemy. Secondly, their 
swords were of better quality and design. 
 
Having defeated the forward line of the Russian cavalry, 
which then turned and %led before them, the Light Bri-
gade came face to face with another line of Russian cav-
alry. Realising they had no support, and with the next 
Russian line three men deep, the Light Brigade had no 
choice but to retreat. As they did so, they were met by a 
large force of Russian cavalry, numbering up to 2,000 
that had ridden out to attempt to block their retreat. 
Despite this, the far smaller number of British Cavalry 

still managed to retreat to 
safety. 
 
As the Light Brigade fell 
back, the Cossacks made 
their way through the 
North Valley battle%ield, 

killing most of the wounded and taking few prisoners. Of 
the 675 men of the Light Brigade that started the charge, 
118 were killed, 127 were wounded and 60 were taken 
prisoner. In addition to this, 335 horses perished in the 
%ighting. The entire charge had taken less than 25 
minutes. Despite the large loss of life, the Charge of the 
Light Brigade could be said to have been a success, at 
least initially and it was only the lack of support that 
forced them to retreat under heavy counter attacks. 675 
British Light Cavalry were able to overpower around 
2,000 Cossacks drawn up behind Russian artillery in the 
North Valley and then break through a further 1,000 to 
2,000 men who tried to prevent their retreat. 
 
Tennyson’s poem portrays the Charge of the Light Bri-
gade to have been a blunder and that inaction would 
have been preferable to what occurred. In other words, 
he suggests that they should never have charged into the 
North Valley with such a futile large loss of life. In fact, 
the Charge could equally be seen as demonstrating how 
the strength of the British Army was allowed to %lounder 
due to a lack of foresight and proper planning by its 
commanders.  It is debatable whether the generally per-
ceived view of the Charge of the Light Brigade as being 
one of the great military blunders really is correct 

By Nathan Livingstone, Year 10 
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Bay of Pigs 

N 
uclear war is imminent, or so supporters of 
the anti-Trump movement would have you 
believe. At times like this, it seems pertinent 
to look back over the last time such an emo-

tive rhetoric was banded around: during the Cuban Mis-
sile Crisis of 1962. This crisis, though, was brought about 
as almost a direct consequence of an earlier event - the 
botched Bay of Pigs Invasion, orchestrated by Dwight D 
Eisenhower and executed (poorly) by JFK in April 1961. 
How did what was meant to be a textbook invasion to 
depose Cuban dictator Fidel Castro turn into a calami-
tous mistake that secured his leadership for the next 51 
years? 
 
Looking at Cuba on a map, one could be forgiven for 
wondering what all the fuss was about. It’s just a small, 
sugar-growing island a few miles of the coast of Florida, I 
hear you cry. But it is for this reason that mighty America 
took so much interest when its corrupt, dictatorial (but, 
most importantly, pro-American) leader was overthrown 
by an equally corrupt and dictatorial leader, but sadly 
not one of the American 
- loving variety. “Cuba Sı́, 
Yanquis No” was the cry 
of the guerrilla army of 
communist revolution-
ary Fidel Castro as it 
marched through the 
streets and overthrew 
the government of Ful-
gencio Batista. True to 
his word, Castro imme-
diately set about re-nationalising, to the distress of 
American big business, sugar and coffee plantations and 
banks. Soon after, it became clear that Castro was be-
coming rather too friendly with the Soviets. Something 
had to be done. 
 
On March 17th 1960, Eisenhower approved $13 million 
for a CIA plan to overthrow Castro and restore a US-
amiable president; the USA could not risk having nuclear 
weapons 90 miles off its coast. A training camp was set 
up in Guatemala for exiled enemies of the Castro regime, 
and it was these political enemies whom Eisenhower 
hoped to train up to overthrow Castro. Unfortunately, 
Eisenhower’s presidential term %inished before the plan 

could be executed, so charge of it fell to John F Kennedy, 
a fresh faced president who had won the election by 
promising to be tough on communism. The Bay of Pigs 
was his chance to show China and the USSR he meant it. 
 
JFK, however, was clear from the off that “direct, overt” 
US support would be a disaster. He argued, probably cor-
rectly, that if US forces invaded Cuba, the Soviets would 
see it as an act of war, triggering World War Three. The 
details were tweaked, and on 4th April 1961 a plan was 
%inalised and approved by Kennedy. It was quite simple: 
1400 exiled men would launch an amphibious assault on 
Cuba, rally the locals to their counter-revolutionary 
cause and Castro would be deposed. America would be 
safe from the terrifying sugar-wielding Castro (in all seri-
ousness, some generals did in fact argue that Cuba’s 
threat was super%icial), yet no one would suspect the US 
role in it. A simple yet elegant plan. Although the CIA had 
assured Kennedy that the operation would be both clan-
destine and successful, Kennedy thought it would be “too 
big to be clandestine and too small to be successful”. He 

could not have been 
more right. 
 
Phase 1: 15/16th April. 
Eight (reduced from 13, 
on Kennedy’s orders) 
obsolete WWII-era B26 
bombers, disguised as 
Cuban planes, bombed 
Castro’s air%ields, and 
missed most of them; 

Castro had moved his air force in preparation for an ex-
pected American attack. The world awoke to images of 
disguised US planes being uncovered. Fearing a PR disas-
ter, Kennedy cancelled the second air strike. Not a great 
start. 
 
Phase 2: 16/17th April. 1400 exiles invaded the Bay of 
Pigs, on the south coast of Cuba. It was one disaster after 
another; radio stations broadcast a running commentary 
of the invasion to Cuban citizens and the army; coral reef 
sank invading ships; frogmen lit a spotlight to show 
troops (and also Castro, foolishly) where to land; para-
troopers dropped in the wrong place and stormy weath-
er meant the equipment was ruined. In a desperate at-

Kennedy’s blunder 

although the CIA had assured Kennedy that 

the operation would be both clandestine and 

successful, Kennedy thought it would be 

“too big to be clandestine and too small to 

be successful”. He could not have been more 

right 

By Simon Knowles, Year 11 
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 tempt	to	bolster	the	failing	invasion,	Kennedy	ordered	an	
“air	umbrella”	of	six	unmarked	US	planes	to	support	the	
B-26	of	Brigade	2506	(the	invasion	 force).	They	arrived	
an	 hour	 late	 due	 to	 time	 zone	 confusion	 and	 were	 shot	
down.	 With	 Castro’s	 advancing	 army	 of	 20,000	 pinning	
them	on	the	beach,	and	the	(real)	Cuban	air	force	in	con-
trol	 of	 the	 skies,	 the	 invaders	 surrendered	 at	 02:00	 on	
April	19th.	114	were	killed	and	1100	taken	prisoner.	The	
invasion	 was	 over.	 Kennedy	 appeared	 weak,	 indecisive,	
inexperienced	 and	 Khrushchev	 (Soviet	 leader)	 capital-
ised	on	 the	young	president	and	his	 “new	generation	of	
Americans,	born	in	this	century”	to	build	a	Berlin	Wall.	In	
Cuba	itself,	Castro	exploited	the	own	goal	scored	by	the	
“Yankee	imperialists”	to	cement	his	power	and	populari-
ty	with	his	people	for	the	next	51	years.		

	
So	why	did	the	invasion	fail?	Historians	argue	that	the	US	
administration	 made	 several	 key	 mistakes	 in	 planning	
and	executing	the	Bay	of	Pigs	Invasion.	
	
Right	from	the	off,	many	of	Kennedy’s	generals	had	indi-
cated	that	an	amphibious	assault	with	poorly-armed	ex-
iles	would	fail.	Kennedy	took	no	notice,	and	refused	sug-
gestions	 to	 use	 air	 strikes	 -	 “Too	 spectacular.	 It	 sounds	
like	 D-Day.	 You	 have	 to	 reduce	 the	 noise	 level	 of	 this	
thing”,	he	said	of	the	idea.		
	
The	“top	secret”	plan	was,	by	the	time	of	the	invasion,	no	
secret	at	all.	Many	newspapers	had	 published	details	 in	
advance,	and	even	 before	 that	most	Cuban	 exiles	 in	Mi-
ami	knew	of	it.	Of	course,	news	quickly	spread	to	Castro	
himself,	who,	by	some	estimates,	knew	of	the	invasion	as	
early	as	October	1960.	
	
The	 Bay	 of	 Pigs	 itself	 is	 a	 remote	 swampy	 area,	 where	
Kennedy	 hoped	 a	 landing	 would	 be	 hidden	 by	 cover	 of	
darkness,	 and	 therefore	 encounter	 little	 resistance.	 Un-
fortunately,	 he	 failed	 to	 realise	 that	 the	 bay	 was	 almost	
100	 miles	 from	 the	 Escambray	 Mountains	 if	 the	 troops	

needed	to	retreat	-	which	it	turned	out	they	would	need	
to,	and	quickly.	
	
But	without	a	doubt	the	biggest	cause	of	failure	was	the	
use	(or	lack	thereof)	of	an	air	force.	Kennedy	had	made	it	
quite	 clear	 he	 wanted	 no	 public	 US	 involvement,	 which	
meant	sacri%icing	large-scale	air	support	that	would	easi-
ly	 have	 guaranteed	 victory	 in	 the	 invasion;	 Castro’s	 air	
force	was	 inconsequential	 when	compared	to	 the	might	
of	the	USA.	Indeed,	when	US	involvement	became	clear,	
and	he	cancelled	further	air	strikes,	it	was	inevitable	that	
the	 operation	 would	 fail	 -	 as	 predicted,	 an	 amphibious	
assault	 by	 such	 a	 small	 force	 could	 not	 have	 been	 suc-
cessful.	 Furthermore,	 the	 idea	 on	 which	 the	 success	 of	
the	invasion	hinged	(that	Cubans	would	join	the	counter-

revolution)	was	greatly	exaggerated;	very	few	did,	which	
is	a	major	factor	in	the	failure	of	the	operation.	
	
The	 1100	 captured	 soldiers	 were	 released	 over	 a	 year	
and	a	half	later,	due	to	the	negotiations	masterminded	by	
Kennedy’s	 brother,	Robert	 F.	Kennedy.	 He	 pleaded	 with	
pharmaceutical	 companies	 and	 baby	 food	 manufactur-
ers,	and	ended	up	trading	$53	million	worth	of	baby	food	
for	 1100	 prisoners.	 On	 December	 23rd,	 1962,	 a	 plane	
with	the	%irst	group	of	prisoners	landed	in	the	US.	
	
But	the	story	does	not	end	there.	After	the	failed	Bay	of	
Pigs	invasion,	the	USA	launched	“Operation	Mongoose”	-	
the	 overthrow	 of	 Castro,	 by	 almost	 any	 means.	 Having	
failed	at	an	invasion,	the	US	turned	to	the	oldest	trick	in	
the	 book	 -	 political	 assassination.	 Lamentably,	 their	 at-
tempts	(all	638	of	them)	on	the	life	of	Castro	failed.	The	
exploding	Cuban	cigars	didn’t	do	it,	nor	did	the	poisoned	
milkshake,	 or	 the	 infected	 wetsuit,	 nor	 the	 detonating	
sea	shells,	or	even	the	poisoned	needle.	
	
55	 years	 since	 the	 Bay	 of	 Pigs	 invasion,	 the	 late	 Fidel	
Castro’s	 legacy	 is	 still	 alive	 and	 the	 United	 States	 will	
have	to	be	forever	wary 

Cuban	Prime	Minister	Fidel	Castro	addresses	his	�ighters	that	opposed	the	United	States	offensive	
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W 
hen the Retrospect writers were assigned 
this project on “History’s Greatest Blun-
ders,” many %irst thoughts fell to the big-
gest loss of life; events such as the Iraq 

War and the Hindenburg dominating conversation. How-
ever, mistakes are a broad and diverse category. The 
de%inition of a mistake is “an act or judgement that is 
misguided or wrong.” I bring this up as my own subject 
involves almost no loss of life other than %ictional loss, 
but the sheer scale of disruption and the great number of 
horri%ically misguided judgements caused by it are sig-
ni%icant. In this article I will be covering the %irst radio 
airing of “War Of The Worlds,” a %ictional story with in-
credible real-life consequences. 
 

H. G. Wells’ novel tells the story of a Martian invasion of 
Earth from the perspective of a biology teacher in 1897. 
Wells’ teacher taught Darwinism (not a standardised 
approach at the time) and Wells developed a love for the 
different adaptations of creatures for their natural habi-
tat. It was through this that he endeavoured to make his 
story somewhat biologically accurate. This book attract-
ed no real attention out-
side of England, and Her-
bert Wells’ namesake en-
deavoured to bring it to 
America. 
 

Sunday October 30th 1938. Orson Welles, an up-and-
coming radio producer, awoke early to rehearse an adap-
tation of Herbert’s 40-year-old novel. The setting was 
changed to New Jersey, yet the general storyline re-
mained largely the same.  It would be aired at 8pm. It 
was a Halloween special on CBS radio, and was adapted 
to simulate as realistically as possible the events of the 
story. The adaptation had been completed only a few 
days earlier, and the entire cast had been practising fran-
tically to make it radio worthy for the 8pm deadline. 
 

At 8pm, America tuned in to the NBC red network for an 
evening of America’s “favourite” Sunday broadcast. The 

CBS team was preparing for what was going to be a mi-
nor broadcast, and this was the great mistake. A greatly 
misguided judgement of the American people, which led 
CBS to believe that all of America would act rationally, 
calmly and collectedly in the most intelligent manner 
possible. How ironic. 
 

The program begins with a weather report and an ordi-
nary dance band remote, featuring "Ramon Raquello and 
his Orchestra," interrupted by news %lashes about 
strange explosions on Mars. At this point several channel
-hoppers are hooked, and viewing numbers slowly rise. 
As most of the audience missed the introduction, no one 
assumes this to be anything other than a normal music 
program with real news interruptions. When this short 
section ends the broadcast cuts to an interview with re-
porter Carl Phillips and Princeton-based Professor of 
Astronomy Richard Pierson, who dismisses speculation 
about life on Mars. This draws many more viewers, 
shocked at these conjectures and newfound evidence. 
Still a small program, but no one assumes anything else 
from a minor science broadcast. This was the second 

mistake: an assumption. 
The news grows more 
frequent and increasingly 
ominous as a cylindrical 
meteorite lands in 
Grover's Mill, New Jersey. 

This is where word gets around, and CBS actively starts 
drawing viewers from NBC, and the numbers start be-
coming comparable to NBC’s. People begin to talk, and 
some reports talk of entire villages being alerted by the 
recent events. 
 

A crowd gathers at the site, where Phillips and Pierson 
relate the events. The cylinder unscrews, and onlookers 
catch a glimpse of a tentacle, and then a pulsating, barely 
mobile Martian inside before it incinerates the crowd 
with heat-rays. Phillips's shouts about incoming %lames 
are cut off mid-sentence. This unexpected turn of drama 
leads to the numbers making the biggest jump during the 
broadcast, and people in New Jersey reportedly evacuate 
to relatives or friends further from the site of the 
“cylinder.” This is still a small group, but at this point CBS 
has the largest audience in America. Not by much, but 
still millions of people hang on every word, huddled 
around radios. Some listeners listened on scared, but 
most were  intrigued at the invasion of a single Martian. 
This was another assumption made by many listeners 
that would prove to be wrong. 
 

Regular programming breaks down as the studio strug-
gles with casualty and %ire-%ighting updates. A shaken 
Pierson speculates about Martian technology. The New 
Jersey state militia declares martial law and attacks the 
cylinder; a captain from their %ield headquarters lectures 
about the overwhelming force of properly equipped in-
fantry and the helplessness of the Martians until a tripod 

War of the Worlds 

By Dilan Moore, Year 9 

Welles	during	the	radio	broadcast	

some listeners listened on scared, but 

most were  intrigued at the invasion of  a 

single Martian 
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rises	from	the	pit.	The	tripod	obliterates	the	militia,	and	
the	 studio	 returns,	 now	 describing	 the	 Martians	 as	 an	
invading	 army.	 This	 is	 when	 real	 panic	 sets	 in.	 Actual	
members	 of	 the	 New	 Jersey	 Militia	 begin	 to	 report	 to	
their	respective	barracks,	and	several	roads	begin	to	clog	
with	 those	 attempting	 to	 move	 away	 from	 New	 Jersey.	
Some	 reports	 even	 refer	 to	 villages	 nearer	 the	 incident	
sending	off	the	women	and	children,	with	the	men	form-
ing	garrisons	for	their	villages	in	unof%icial	militias.	
 

Emergency	 response	 bulletins	 give	 way	 to	 damage,	 and	
coincidentally,	 evacuation	 reports	 of	 thousands	 of	 refu-
gees	 clog	 the	 roads.	 This	 heightened	 the	 realism	 of	 the	
report,	despite	this	being	purely	coincidental.	Three	Mar-
tian	 tripods	 from	 the	 cylinder	 destroy	 power	 stations	
and	 uproot	 bridges	 and	 railroads,	 reinforced	 by	 three	
others	 from	 a	 second	 cylinder	 that	 landed	 in	 the	 Great	
Swamp	 near	 Morristown,	 as	 gas	 explosions	 continue.	
The	 Secretary	 of	 the	 Interior	 addresses	 the	 nation	 hur-
riedly	and	brie%ly,	calling	for	calm	without	much	compo-
sure	himself.	This	leads	to	panic	everywhere,	with	roads	
across	America	 fearing	 that	 their	 towns	and	cities	 were	
next.	Roads	were	clogged,	the	Army	and	Militiamen	were	
reporting	for	duty	and	collecting	their	weapons	in	prepa-
ration	for	the	“invasion”	all	across	America.	People	began	
stockpiling	supplies	such	as	water	and	tinned	 food,	and	
reports	 reference	 people	 abandoning	 roads,	 with	 some	
uncon%irmed	reports	of	people	heading	for	refuge	in	the	
mountains.	
 

A	live	connection	is	established	to	a	%ield	artillery	battery	
in	 the	 Watchung	 Moun-
tains.	Its	gun	crew	dam-
ages	 a	 machine,	 result-
ing	 in	 a	 release	 of	 black	
smoke,	 before	 fading	
into	the	sound	of	cough-
ing.	 The	 lead	 plane	 of	 a	
wing	 of	 bombers	 from	
Langham	 Field	 broad-
casts	 its	 approach,	 and	
remains	 on	 the	 air	 as	 their	 engines	 are	 burned	 by	 the	
heat-ray	and	the	plane	dives	on	the	invaders.	Radio	oper-
ators	 go	 active	 and	 fall	 silent	 –	 although	 the	 bombers	
reportedly	 destroyed	 one	 machine,	 the	 remaining	 %ive	
are	 spreading	 black	 smoke	 across	 the	 Jersey	 Marshes	
into	Newark.	At	this	point	panic	escalates	to	a	new	level;	
government	 of%icials	 start	 to	 receive	 phone	 calls	 from	
members	of	the	public	and	the	lower	government	ranks	
about	 the	 crisis.	 When	 this	 news	 got	 high	 enough,	 the	
program	was	traced	to	CBS	studios	and	police	were	dis-
patched	to	%ind	out	what	was	going	on.	
 

Eventually,	 a	 news	 reporter,	 broadcasting	 from	 the	
Broadcasting	Building,	describes	the	Martian	invasion	of	
New	 York	City	 –	"%ive	great	machines"	wading	 the	Hud-
son	 "like	 men	 wading	 through	 a	 brook",	 black	 smoke	
drifting	 over	 the	 city,	 people	 diving	 into	 the	 East	 River	
"like	rats,"	others	 in	Times	Square	"falling	 like	 %lies.”	He	
reads	 a	 %inal	 notice	 stating	 that	 Martian	 cylinders	 have	
fallen	all	over	the	country,	and	is	eventually	killed	by	the	
smoke.	 In	a	strange	twist	of	 irony	all	 those	 listening	as-
sumed	that	there	was	nowhere	left	to	run,	seeing	every-
where	 else	 had	 been	 invaded,	 and	 police	 apparently	

were	 cheered	 into	 certain	 villages	 as	 a	 “relief	 force”	 of	
their	makeshift	garrisons.	A	postman	reportedly	deliver-
ing	 a	 package	 to	 a	 rural	 village	 two	 days	 after	 the	 inci-
dent	spoke	of	being	approached	 by	a	band	 of	 men	with	
guns,	and	had	to	explain	 that	 it	 was	all	a	mistake,	since	
they	had	one	radio	which	had	broken	towards	the	end	of	
the	broadcast	and	were	yet	 to	experience	any	other	hu-
man	contact.	This	is	probably	an	exaggeration,	but	simi-
lar	 con%irmed	 incidents	 did	 take	 place	 in	 the	 hours	 fol-
lowing	 the	 broadcast	 when	 %leeing	 people	 came	 across	
villages	in	the	middle	of	the	night.	
 

In	 the	 %inal	 scene,	 a	 ham	
radio	 operator	 is	 heard	
calling,	 "2X2L	calling	CQ,	
New	 York.	 Isn't	 there	
anyone	 on	 the	 air?	 Isn't	
there	 anyone	 on	 the	 air?	
Isn't	 there...	 anyone?"	 It	
was	 at	 this	 point	 that	
police	 stormed	 the	 CBS	
of%ice,	 and	 forced	 an	 on-

air	 apology	 from	 Orson	 Welles.	 At	 this	 point,	 not	 many	
were	tuned	in,	but	rather	getting	as	far	away	as	possible.	
Word	slowly	got	round	that	the	Martians	weren’t	in	fact	
invading,	but	it	was	merely	a	Halloween	special.		
	
Police	 and	 CBS	 switchboards	 couldn’t	 handle	 the	 sheer	
number	of	calls.	The	production	team	were	slowly	com-
ing	aware	of	what	terror	they	had	caused,	and	were	be-
ing	 grilled	 by	 the	 media.	 How	 many	 deaths	 had	 they	
heard	 of?	 What	 did	 they	 know	 of	 a	 fatal	 stampede	 in	 a	
Jersey	hall?	What	about	traf%ic	deaths?	The	suicides?	Or-
son	 Welles	slowly	came	 to	 realise	 the	sheer	scale	of	his	
creation.	A	harmless	radio	broadcast	had	thrown	Ameri-
ca	into	disarray,	caused	terror	amongst	men,	women	and	
children	 alike,	 and	 ultimately	 (if	 indirectly)	 led	 to	 the	
deaths	of	innocent	civilians.	Whilst	Orson	Welles	insisted	
it	 was	 his	 job	 as	 a	 producer	 to	 keep	 his	 broadcasts	 as	
realistic	 as	 possible,	 he	 regularly	 inserted	 notices	 as	 to	
the	 %ictional	 nature	 of	any	 broadcast	 into	 the	advertise-
ment	breaks	from	then	onwards.	
 

But	 there	 is	one	 thing	 that	 Welles	has	proven	that	shall	
stand	true. We	sometimes	learn	from	our	mistakes 

A harmless radio broadcast had thrown 

America into disarray, caused terror 

amongst men, women and children alike, and 

ultimately (if  indirectly) led to the deaths of  

innocent civilians 

Welles	explains	his	decision	to	air	the	show	to	reporters	
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 Battle of Waterloo 

W 
hen looking for mistakes and blunders 
throughout history, you may be surprised 
to see another article about Napoleon Bo-
naparte. With a reputation which has last-

ed the test of time, and an in%luence which has undoubt-
edly transformed the world of war, it is dif%icult to see 
beyond his undeniable success; 
however, even this great emperor 
made mistakes. By the time Welling-
ton and Napoleon met at Waterloo, 
in many respects, due to the series 
of blunders the French commander-
in-chief made in the years and 
months prior to the con%lict, his cru-
cial defeat was somewhat inevitable. 
 

On 18th June 1815, the Battle of Wa-
terloo began. The coalition’s eventu-
al victory was by no stretch comfort-
able, as Wellington said, ‘[the battle 
was] the nearest-run thing you ever 
saw in your life’. Up until the Prus-
sians entered the battle, the result 
could have gone either way. Whilst 
many of the deciding impacts oc-
curred on the battle%ield, was Napo-
leon destined to lose? 
 

The largest and most obvious mistake Napo-
leon made in the years in the lead up to Waterloo, was 
his entrance into unnecessary wars, the invasion of Rus-
sia being the most detri-
mental. France began the 
invasion with a force of 
some 600,000 men, and 
left with only 50,000. 
The offensive in many 
ways spelt the end for 
Napoleon; he lost the 
vast majority of his 
%ighting force, and whilst 
he could replace the sol-
diers with conscripts, he 
would not be able to compensate for the experience lost. 
Moreover, the Grand Army was never to reach the same 
size again, raising only 300,000 troops at the time of Wa-

terloo.  In addition, the failure of the invasion shattered 
the invincible reputation Napoleon had built for himself; 
suddenly being seen as beatable and capable of losing. 
 

Following the con%lict, Napoleon was forced to abdicate, 
and went into exile on the Mediterranean island of Elba. 

Although he could not be killed due 
to the revolution it would cause in 
France - which showed the support 
he still had from his people- it does 
highlight the decline of power and 
dominance this once unmatched 
individual now faced. 
 

The Peninsular War was the other 
large con%lict he unnecessarily 
fought in. Referred to as the ‘Spanish 
Ulcer’, the war sapped French re-
sources, claiming 600,000 French 
lives and was a constant distraction 
for Napoleon. Arthur Wellesley’s 
(Wellington) success in pushing the 
French out of Spain, almost stood as 
premonition to the decisive battle 
that was coming. There was now a 
general that could match Napoleon. 
 

In relation to Napoleon’s strategy 
within the empire he had created, he made 

many mistakes. One of the most critical was the overrid-
ing issue that France was trapped in a destructive cycle 

of continuous warfare, 
which could not be sus-
tainable. Due to the na-
ture of Napoleonic strat-
egy on the battle%ield, he 
was forced to maintain a 
huge army, and accept 
the fact he would poten-
tially have many casual-
ties. Between 1792 and 
1815, France lost 
1,400,000 men in associ-

ation with battles; in comparison the British lost only 
240,000 over the same period. Whilst the French were 
ideologically in support of the wars, the cost of maintain-

Another Napoleon Blunder 

in relation to Napoleon’s strategy within the 

empire he had created, he made many mis-

takes. One of  the most critical was the over-

riding issue that France was trapped in a de-

structive cycle of  continuous warfare, which 

could not be sustainable 

By Hugo Nichols, Year 13 

The	march	to	Waterloo	
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 ing	the	Grand	Army,	both	in	the	sense	of	cost	to	the	home
-front,	 in	 supplying	 conscripts,	 and	 the	 economic	 sense,	
this	 cycle	 could	 not	 be	 sustained.	 This	 cost	 was	 further	
emphasised	 through	 the	 British	 stranglehold	 on	 the	
French	economy,	through	blockades	and	refusal	of	trade,	
which	 resulted	 in	 the	
French	 economy	 crum-
bling.	
 

Napoleon	 also	 made	 a	
series	 of	 political	 blun-
ders.	 By	 being	 incapable	
of	 reaching	 a	 long-term	
settlement	 or	 accepting	
a	comprised	peace,	 it	meant	he	never	fully	consolidated	
the	control	over	the	gains	he	made.	When	partnered	with	
the	 humiliating	 defeats	 he	 in%licted	 on	 his	 opponents,	
and	 the	 ruthless	 exploitation	 thereafter,	 he	 provoked	 a	
patriotic	backlash	against	France.	The	Prussians,	 for	ex-
ample,	 completely	 revolutionised	 their	 army	 in	 direct	
response	 to	 their	 defeats	 to	 France,	 reorganising	 their	
army	in	Lazare	Carnot	fashion,	implementing	Napoleonic	
strategy	and	introducing	a	general	staff.		

	
All	 around	 Europe	 the	 major	 powers	 were	 copying	 the	
Napoleonic	 style	 of	 warfare,	 and,	 consequently,	 the	
Grand	 Army	 lost	 its	 dominance.	 No	 longer	 did	 it	 have	
superior	numbers,	no	longer	was	it	facing	poorly	organ-
ised	 forces	 and	 no	 longer	 was	 Napoleon	 competing	
against	incompetent	generals.			
 

Whilst	the	factors	highlighted	above	meant	that	Napole-
on	would	be	decisively	beaten,	it	was	a	series	of	mistakes	
made	 by	 the	 emperor	 in	 the	 lead	 up	 to	 18th	 June	 1815,	
which	 ensured	that	 the	decisive	 battle	 would	 be	at	 Wa-
terloo.	 Napoleon’s	 failure	 to	 reform	 his	 Imperial	 Head-
quarters,	 which	 had	 served	 him	 so	 effectively	 at	 battles	
like	Austerlitz,	was	a	huge	error	on	his	part.	Without	the	
Imperial	Headquarters,	and	without	Berthier,	his	closest	
advisor,	 he	 went	 into	 the	 battle%ield	 blind.	 In	 contrast,	

Wellington	 had	 sighted	 the	 battle%ield	 several	 weeks	 in	
advance,	 and	 understood	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 he	 would	
use	the	terrain	to	his	advantage.	This	had	direct	implica-
tions	on	the	battle,	as	Wellington	was	able	to	position	the	
majority	 of	 his	 army	 on	 the	 reverse	 of	 a	 ridge	 (	 which	

rendered	 Napoleon’s	
artillery	 fairly	 ineffec-
tive),	 and	 also	 control	
various	 strongholds	
across	the	battle%ield.	
 

Furthermore,	 Napole-
on’s	 failure	 to	 recognise	
the	 threat	 of	 Prussia	 in	

the	con%lict	was	to	prove	a	major	blunder.	Following	Na-
poleon’s	 victory	 over	 Prussia	 at	 the	 Battle	 of	 Ligny,	 he	
sent	one	third	of	his	%ighting	force,	along	with	one	of	his	
three	 marshals,	 Marshall	 Grouchy,	 to	 pursue	 the	 Prus-
sians.	 He	 believed	 the	 Prussians	 would	 be	 unable	 to	
reach	Waterloo	in	time	to	have	any	impact	on	the	battle,	
despite	 warnings	 from	 his	 brother	 that	 the	 Prussians	
were	 to	 march	 over	 from	 Wavre,	 where	 they	 had	 been	
%ighting	 Grouchy.	 This	 is	 one	 occasion	 when	 he	 let	 his	

ego	get	the	better	of	him,	dismissing	his	generals,	saying,	
‘Just	 because	 you	 have	 all	 been	 beaten	 by	 Wellington,	
you	think	he's	a	 good	general.	 I	 tell	you	Wellington	 is	a	
bad	general,	the	English	are	bad	troops,	and	this	affair	is	
nothing	 more	 than	 eating	 breakfast’.	 By	 not	 preparing	
and	underestimating	the	coalition,	refusing	to	bring	back	
Grouchy	and	his	section	of	army,	it	allowed	the	coalition	
force	to	gain	a	numerical	advantage	when	the	Prussians	
joined	the	battle	at	the	end	of	Waterloo,	which	proved	to	
be	a	conclusive	factor.			
 

Overall,	through	a	series	of	blunders	that	Napoleon	made	
in	 the	 years	 in	 the	 lead	 up	 to	 1815,	 his	 eventual	 defeat	
was	 inevitable.	 However,	 it	 was	 his	 incompetence	 and	
arrogance	 which	 led	 to	 the	 decisive	 battle	 being	 at	 Wa-
terloo 

it was a series of  mistakes made by the em-

peror in the lead up to 18th June 1815, 

which ensured that the decisive battle would 

be at Waterloo. 

An	artist’s	impression	of	the	defensive	formation	utilised	by	the	British	‘redcoats’	
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W 
hen writing this article I imagined that I 
would begin with a quotation from some 
Disney %ilm or other. A rather soppy refer-
ence to ‘destiny’ by the principal character 

- presumably either a courageous insect or an impossibly 
blond and beautiful girl in a big dress. It turns out even 
Disney has given up on destiny. All I found was individu-
alistic self-help gumpf put into the mouths of cartoons.		
The situation is worse than I thought. 
	

I was looking for a quote about destiny because I wanted 
to suggest in this brief article that a great blunder of his-
tory has been the death of the grand narrative. The death 
of the idea that life (and therefore history) started some-
where and that it is ending somewhere and that in-
between there is a great narrative arc of which we are a 
part. This is not to suggest that we can know our source, 
destination or the grand scheme of the story-arc in 
which we exist. But that they probably do exist. The 
death of the grand narrative is not the rejection of a Dis-
ney fantasy - certainly fantasy has no place in the study 
of history. This article will suggest that ‘the death of the 
grand narrative’ is a fruit of the intellectual and social 

era in which we live, and that it is a diminution of our 
study of history, and more importantly of our humanity. 
It has been a blunder.	
	

Most human beings have (and do - other than in the 
West today) lived in a deterministic environment. That is 
to say, if N is born in a village the son of a carpenter, N is 
almost certain in the knowledge that he will die in the 
same village having been a carpenter. For an English me-
dieval villein the Lord was in his castle as his father was 
before him: each had his place and function in the whole. 
Similarly, God was in his heaven, with Jesus his son sat at 
his right hand, with a heavenly court full of the saints 
and angels - a cosmic drama in which every person (alive 
and dead) was a player. Indeed the whole medieval 
world view was de%ined by the relationship between God 
and humanity. It is almost impossible for us to imagine a 
whole culture soaked in faith in this way. The present life 
de%ined by its relation to eternity. Unfortunately so much 
of the popular history done in recent years has (arguably 
rather lazily) depicted this time as one of ignorance and 
abuse; ignoring the riches, wisdom and humanity of the 
period. I wonder what historians of the future will make 

Alumni Corner 

By Fr Jack Noble 

Death of the grand narrative 
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of	the	inhumanity,	violence	and	short-sighted	sel%ishness	
of	our	time?	In	1933	G	K	Chesterton	astutely	wrote	that,	
“we	 are	 the	 only	 men	 in	 all	 history	 who	 fell	 back	 upon	
bragging	 about	 the	 mere	fact	 that	 to-day	 is	 not	 yester-
day.	I	 fear	that	some	in	the	future	will	explain	it	by	say-
ing	 that	 we	 had	 precious	 little	 else	 to	 brag	 about.	 For,	
whatever	the	medieval	faults,	They	went	with	one	merit.	
Medieval	 people	 never	 worried	 about	 being	 medieval;	
and	modern	people	do	worry	horribly	about	being	mod-
ern”.	
	

Please	 don’t	 misunderstand	 -	 this	 is	 not	 an	 attempt	 to	
paint	 a	 ‘BBC2	 Sunday	 night	 drama’	 picture	 of	 medieval	
life.	 Instead	 it	 is	 simply	 to	 argue	 that	 the	 conception	 of	
self	 for	 someone	 living	 then	 was	 so	 different	 from	 our	
own	 that	 it	 is	 almost	
impossible	 to	 imagine	
what	 it	 must	 have	 been	
like.	 A	 large	 part	 of	 this	
is	 the	 sense	 of	 a	 grand	
narrative	-	a	greater	sto-
ry	 by	 which	 humanity	
travelled.	
	

There	have	 been	other	attempts	 to	 locate	our	humanity	
within	 a	 grand	 narrative	 -	 to	 understand	 our	 nature	 as	
being:	 in	 relationship	 with	 each	 other,	 the	 source	 from	
which	 we	 came,	 and	 the	 end	 for	 which	 we	 are	 bound.	
Two	 important	 examples	 are	 Communism	 and	 Nazism.	
Each	had	a	different	relationship	with	 the	 ‘grand	 narra-
tive’.	 One	 was	 the	 attempt	 by	 pseudo-scienti%ic	 process	
to	identify	the	laws	of	social	development	and	spur	that	
development	on	by	political	means	for	an	ideological	end	
(founded	 on	 Marxist	 theory,	 of	 course).	 Communism	
tried	 to	 be	 analytical	 and	 scienti%ic,	 whilst	 at	 the	 same	
time	allowing	a	crypto-mythology	to	develop.	
	

Nazism	was	more	overt	in	its	mythology.	The	grand	nar-
rative	of	human	history,	according	to	Nazism,	was	one	of	
a	glorious	earthly	civilisation	destined	for	a	master	race.	
The	basic	‘building-blocks’	of	the	Communist	world	view	
was	class;	 for	Nazism	it	was	ethnicity.	Despite	their	dif-
ferences	 both	 Communism	 and	 Nazism	 %ix	 their	 longed	
for	telos	(destiny)	within	the	bounds	of	this	life	on	earth.	
To	date,	Nazi	Germany	and	the	Soviet	Union	remain	the	
greatest	experiments	in	atheist	civilisation.	
	

I	 suspect	 most	 people	 in	 Britain	 today	 would	 reject	 the	
ideals	 and	 methods	 of	 Nazism	 and	 Communism…or	 at	
least	I	hope	so!	But	perhaps,	with	the	fortuitous	death	of	
these	 two	 great	 social	 experiments	 we	 have	 dispensed	
with	 the	notion	of	 the	grand	narrative	all	 together.	 Per-
haps,	we	have	‘thrown	the	baby	out	with	the	bath	water’.	
The	 sense	 of	 a	 grand	 narrative	 does	 not	 require	 one	 to	
become	 a	 brutal	 mass-murderer,	 or	 to	 suspend	 one’s	
critical	faculties	and	only	look	for	the	things	that	support	
the	framework	one	is	seeking	to	impose	upon	history.	If	
that	 is	 what	 is	 happening	 (as	 it	 is	 was	 for	 Nazism	 and	
Communism)	 then	 one’s	 framework	 is	 too	 narrow:	 the	
narrative	 is	 simply	 not	 grand	 enough.	 Now	 to	 consider	
the	current	situation.	
	

Sometimes	it	seems	the	modern	world	view	is	construct-
ed	from	images	fed	us	by	politicians	who	only	want	our	
vote,	 a	 media	 who	 only	 want	 our	 attention,	 and	 L’Oreal	

who	 require	 us	 to	 be	 simultaneously	 vain	 (‘Because	
you’re	worth	it’)	and	lacking	in	self	esteem	(which	is	why	
you	 need	 this	 product).	 A	 recent	 British	 Gas	 TV	 advert	
reassured	 viewers	 that	 they	 will	 look	 after	 ‘your	 world’	
whilst	 showing	 a	 cartoon	 of	 detached	 house	 with	 a	 car	
and	 two	 children	 on	 its	 own	 little	 planet-	 surely	 my	
‘world’	is	a	little	bigger	than	that!?	
	

Perhaps	we	are	suffering	a	form	of	socio-cultural	amne-
sia?	 The	 delusion	 that	 each	 person	 is	 the	 author	 of	 his	
own	stand-alone	novella,	rather	than	a	player	in	a	much	
larger	 drama?	 Each	 person	 and	 each	 generation	 imagi-
nes	a	blank	slate	for	him/herself.	By	contrast,	 the	study	
of	history	allows	us	to	see	that	people	do	not	determine	
their	own	identity	-	it	is	an	inheritance,	a	gift	even,	lived	

out	together.	21st	centu-
ry	Britons	are	children	of	
the	 Enlightenment,	 of	
the	 Protestant	 Refor-
mation,	 of	 the	 urbanisa-
tion	 of	 the	 Industrial	
Revolution	 etc	 etc.	 The	

way	 21st	 century	 Britons	 conceive	 of	 themselves,	 oper-
ate	within	society,	the	language	they	use	and	the	way	in	
which	they	experience	the	universe	-	all	these	paths	have	
been	 put	 before	 them	 by	 their	 forebears.	 This	 is	 not	 to	
say	that	they	have	no	freedom	of	movement	or	thought,	
but	that	creativity	and	life	only	exist	because	they	come	
from	somewhere.	
	

But	why	should	we	adopt	a	grand	narrative	-	a	common	
source,	 story	 and	 destiny	 for	 humanity?	 Arguably	 one	
doesn’t	have	to	be	a	person	of	faith.	We	return	to	a	ques-
tion	of	identity.	Even	with	a	diminished	sense	of	the	cor-
porate	nature	of	identity	almost	all	human	beings	belong	
to	a	clan	or	family	of	some	sort	-	whatever	its	nature.	As	
soon	as	we	see	this	then	we	see	that	 ‘I	am’	because	‘you	
are’.	 One	 person	 lives	 in	 relation	 to	 another,	 not	 by	
chance	but	necessity:	my	humanity	 is	 found	 in	you,	and	
our	 humanity	 exists	 within	 the	 history	 and	 present-day	
reality	 of	 our	 clan,	 family,	 etc.	 Once	 this	 is	 understood	
then	one	is	knowingly	participating	in	a	human	narrative	
across	 space	 and	 time.	 Once	 we	 have	 understood	 this	
then	 we	 see	 that	 ‘I’	 exist	 only	 because	 of	 the	 actions	 of	
my	 forebears	 and	 present	 companions,	 and	 my	 succes-
sors	will	only	exist	because	of	me.	It	is	a	relatively	small	
step	 to	 start	 actually	 caring	 about	 that	 belonging,	 or	 at	
least	accepting	 its	bearing	upon	one’s	 life.	Once	one	has	
accepted	this,	it	is	not	so	hard	to	see	one’s	relation	to	the	
whole	human	race	in	a	suddenly	more	meaningful	way.	I	
don’t	 know	 my	 great-great-grandson	 any	 more	 than	 I	
know	a	baby	born	in	a	Dar	es	Salaam	hospital	this	morn-
ing:	 instead	 of	 causing	 me	 to	 not	 care	 about/belong	 to	
either,	it	causes	me	to	care	about/belong	to	both.	Imme-
diately	we	see	the	beginnings	of	something	greater	than	
the	world	that	British	Gas	would	have	us	live	in.	An	obvi-
ous	example	of	this	in	our	world	today	is	the	ethical	and	
philosophical	 outworking	 of	 the	 climate	 crisis.	 Even	 a	
cursory	exploration	of	a	theology	or	philosophy	of	ecolo-
gy	 exposes	 profound	 and	 pressing	 questions	 about	 our	
relationship	 with	 our	 predecessors,	 successors	 and	 fel-
low	human	beings.	
	

Make	no	mistake,	 this	kind	of	perspective	 is	revolution-
ary.	It	was	just	this	kind	of	revolution	that	Martin	Luther	

to date, Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union 

remain the greatest experiments in atheist 

civilisation 
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King,	 Desmond	 Tutu,	 William	 Wilberforce,	 Maximillian	
Kolbe	and	countless	others	have	lived-out	in	racist	South	
Africa,	slave-trading	Britain	and	the	concentration	camps	
of	 Nazi	 Germany.	 They	 drew	 their	 strength	 from	 their	
faith	in	God.	It	was	only	this	strength	that	gave	Archbish-
op	 Desmond	 Tutu	 the	 courage	 to	 say	 ‘We	 have	 a	 cause	
that	is	just.	We	have	a	cause	that	is	going	to	prevail.’	This,	
as	 for	the	others	named	above,	was	a	revolution	fuelled	
by	 hope.	 These	 men	 (like	 thousands	 of	 other	 men	 and	
women)	 changed	 the	 world	 because	 they	 consciously	
took	their	place	in	a	grand	narrative:	in	a	sense	it	was	a	
self-ful%illing	 prophecy.	 These	 stories	 are	 not	 the	 out-
workings	 of	 comfort-blanket	 religion	 or	 the	 ‘Opium	 des	
Volkes’.	 This	 is	 history.	 History	 is	 not	 a	 collection	 of	
events.	 It	 is	 not	 a	 series	 of	 cautionary	 tales	 (that	 only	

serve	 to	 in%late	 our	 sense	 of	 how	 clever	 we	 are	
‘nowadays’).	 It	 is	not	clever	revisions	of	 long-held	 theo-
ries	by	academics	chasing	a	Channel	4	TV	deal.	 It	 is	our	
story.	 To	 forget	 that	 and	 some	 of	 its	 implications	 is	 to	
forget	who	we	are.	
 

This	article	has	not	been	an	exercise	 in	conformity:	 try-
ing	 to	 simplify	 a	 picture	 until	 the	 imposed	 narrative	
makes	sense.	The	intention	has	not	been	to	suggest	sim-
plistic	 models	 of	 the	 way	 in	 which	 power	 %lows	 within	
societies	 (like	 Marx),	 or	 to	 create	 a	 romantic	 but	 ulti-
mately	 deadly	 mythology	 (like	 the	 Nazis),	 or	 act	 as	 a	
sheep	dog	on	the	many	and	varied	expressions	of	identi-
ty	and	culture.	The	intention	has	simply	been	to	suggest	
that	there	may	be	more	going	on	than	we	think 
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Afterword 
We	 hope	 you	 have	 enjoyed	 the	 latest	 issue	 of	 Retrospect.	 This	 issue	 has	

been	full	of	blunders	and	mistakes	that	are	meant	to	provide	lessons	for	us	

to	learn	from,	though	how	successfully	we	learn	these	lessons	remains	to	be	

seen.	Check	out	our	podcast,	linked	on	the	school	website,	for	more	re%lec-

tion	on	this.	This	edition		is	hopefully	just	the	beginning	of	another	success-

ful	year	for	the	History	Society	and	we	would	like	to	thank	all	of	our	writers	

who	seem	to	be	improving	the	quality	of	our	publication	with	every	edition.		

For	the	%irst	time,				

     Your Editors	     	

Miss	Wain	 Luke	Tinniswood	 Max	Sinclair-

Johnson 

Joseph	Hearn			 

Nicholas	Veerapen	 Harry	Crook Douglas	Harwood Mr	Shergold	
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