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A montage of many of the letters included in the book.
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Contents

Introduction

c. 346 BC The Spartans respond to a letter from Philip II of
Macedon

44 BC Caesar’s murderers correspond to work out their next
move

c. 50 AD  St. Paul guides the principles of Christianity through his
letters

c. 100 AD Tablets reveal details of life at the edge of the Roman
Empire

c. 107 AD Pliny the Younger describes the eruption at Pompeii to
Tacitus

c. 450 AD Romano Britons plead for help from Rome as the empire
fails

1215 English barons try to flex their legal muscle after Magna
Carta

1429 Joan of Arc tells Henry VI she has God on her side

c. 1480 Leonardo da Vinci sets out his skills to the Duke of Milan



1485

1493
1521
1528
1542
1554

1586

1588

1605
1610
1660

1688

1773

1776

1777

Henry VII writes to English nobles asking for their
support

Columbus explains his discoveries to the king of Spain
Martin Luther tells his friend,‘Let your sins be strong’
Henry VIII writes a love letter to Anne Boleyn

De las Casas exposes Spain’s atrocities in the New World
Elizabeth I writes to Bloody Mary, begging for her life

Babington’s plot is revealed in coded letters to Mary,
Queen of Scots

Philip II of Spain insists the Armada press on and attack
England

Lord Monteagle gets a carefully worded warning ...
Galileo explains the first sighting of the moons of Jupiter
Charles II reassures Parliament that they will be in control

The English nobility make Prince William of Orange an
offer

Ben Franklin’s stolen mail reveals a political scandal

Abigail Adams tells husband John to ‘Remember the
Ladies’

George Washington employs his first spy in the
Revolutionary War



1787

1791

1791

1793

1793

1805

1812

1830

1831

1840

1844

1845

Jefferson advises his nephew to question the existence of
God

Mozart writes to his wife as he struggles to finish Requiem

Maria Reynolds tells Alexander Hamilton her husband
has found out

Thomas Jefferson wants a French botanist to explore the
northwest

After murdering Marat in his bath, Charlotte Corday
writes in despair

On the eve of battle, Lord Nelson sends a message to his
fleet

Napoleon informs Alexander I that France and Russia are
at war

As machines replace farm labour, Captain Swing issues a
threat

Charles Darwin gets an offer to become the naturalist on a
surveying ship

The first postage stamp transforms the sending of letters

Friedrich ‘Fred’ Engels begins a lifelong correspondence
with Karl ‘Moor’ Marx

Baudelaire writes a suicide letter to his mistress ... and
lives



1861

1861

1862

1862

1863

1864

1880

1888

1890

1892

1893

1894

Major Robert Anderson reports he has surrendered Fort
Sumter

On the eve of battle, Sullivan Ballou writes to his wife,
Sarah

Abraham Lincoln sends General McClellan an ultimatum

Abraham Lincoln spells out his Civil War priorities to
Horace Greeley

William Banting wants the world to know how he lost
weight

General Sherman reminds the citizens of Atlanta that war
is hell

Vincent van Gogh writes an emotional letter to his brother
Theo

A Chicago Methodist training school launches a money-
spinner

George Washington Williams sends a furious open letter
to King Leopold II of Belgium

Alexander Graham Bell writes to Helen Keller’s teacher
Anne Sullivan

Beatrix Potter illustrates a letter to cheer up five-year-old
Noel Moore

Pierre Curie sends Maria a letter begging her to come back



1897

1898

1903

1907

1909

1912

1912

1917

1917

1917

1919

1935

and study

Oscar Wilde writes a letter to Lord Alfred Douglas from
Reading Gaol

Writer Emile Zola accuses the French army of an anti-
Semitic conspiracy

Orville and Wilbur Wright send news to their father,
Bishop Milton Wright

John Muir lobbies Teddy Roosevelt about incursions into
Yosemite

Lewis Wickes Hine reports to the National Child Labor
Committee

Captain Scott: ‘We have been to the Pole and we shall die
like gentlemen’

The very final letter from the Titanic that was never sent

Zimmermann offers Mexico the return of Texas, Arizona
and New Mexico

Lord Stamfordham suggests a new name for the British
royal family

Siegfried Sassoon sends an open letter to The Times

Adolf Hitler’s first anti-Semitic writing, a letter sent to
Adolf Gemlich

Master spy Guy Burgess gets a reference to join the BBC



1939

1939

1939

1940

1941

1941

1941

1941

1943

1943

1943

1943

1948

Eleanor Roosevelt takes a stand against the Daughters of
the American Revolution

Albert Einstein and Leo Szilard warn President Franklin
D. Roosevelt

Mussolini congratulates Hitler on his pact with Russia

Winston Churchill pens a blunt response to his private
secretary

Roosevelt sends Churchill the poem that moved Abraham
Lincoln

Virginia Woolf writes a final letter to husband Leonard

Winston Churchill gets an urgent request from the
codebreakers

Telegram reports that Pearl Harbor is under attack

General Nye sends General Alexander a misleading letter
... by submarine

Oppenheimer gets the go-ahead to research an atomic
bomb

J. Edgar Hoover receives ‘The Anonymous Letter’

The shipwrecked JFK sends a vital message with two
Solomon Islanders

Marshal Tito warns Stalin to stop sending assassination
squads



1952

1953

1958

1960

1961

1962

1962

1962

1963

1963

1965

1973

Lillian Hellman sends a letter and a message to Senator
McCarthy

William Borden identifies J. Robert Oppenheimer as a
Soviet spy

Jackie Robinson tells Eisenhower his people are tired of
waiting

Wallace Stegner composes a paean to the American
wilderness

Nelson Mandela sends the South African prime minister
an ultimatum

Decca sends a rejection letter to Beatles manager Brian
Epstein

On the brink of war, Khrushchev sends a conciliatory
letter to Kennedy

Kennedy replies to Khrushchev as tensions ease
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Introduction

Ever since the spoken word evolved into its written form,
letters have played a significant part in history. Some have
played a pivotal role and shaped the fate of nations, others
have recorded momentous events, while many have simply

given us an insight into what it was like to live in times past.
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Letters from the ill-fated transatlantic liner RMS Titanic have often
turned up at auctions and commanded high prices. Ironically RMS
is short for Royal Mail Ship.



Edinburgh,
Scotland
2019

Dear Reader,

I thought it was a good time to write you a short letter. This book
is all about letters from history — letters from figures great and small.
Within these pages you will find private letters, public letters and
open letters; letters to be obeyed, disobedient letters; first letters,
chain letters, last letters, lost letters, telegrams, and a couple of
important messages sent on the eve of battle.

They may or may not have changed history, but all have historical
significance. Pliny the Younger’s eyewitness account of the 79 AD
eruptions of Vesuvius didn’t change history, but his letters to Tacitus
describing the event have provided archaeologists with a vivid
insight for the excavations at Pompeii and Herculaneum. His uncle,
Pliny the Elder, died during the catastrophe, and his report was so
accurate that his name is remembered by modern vulcanologists
when they speak of Plinian eruptions.

Other letters are much more intimate in their contents. Here you
will find an example of Henry VIII’s courtly letters to the latest love
of his life, Anne Boleyn; letters that curiously ended up in the
Vatican in Rome. They also include Pierre Curie’s first attempt to
make his partnership with his future wife Maria (later, Marie) more
than merely a scientific collaboration. After her spell as a student in
Paris she returned home to her native Poland to continue her work
there. He wrote her an impassioned letter and she came back to
Paris.



Marie Curie is not the only scientist to have received a letter which
ultimately led to world-changing scientific breakthroughs. The
routine letter which advised a young Charles Darwin that there was a
place as Naturalist on the surveying vessel HMS Beagle was an
ordinary piece of correspondence, but as a result of that five-year trip
he developed his theory of Natural Selection. There are letters from
technological pioneers, including one from Galileo in 1609
describing the moons of Jupiter, which he had just seen through his
telescope, and the telegram from the Wright Brothers immediately
after their historic first flight. Leonardo da Vinci’s 1480 CV and
covering letter to the Duke of Milan includes career highlights you
won’t find on any other CV.

Elsewhere you can read the letter that gave J. Robert
Oppenheimer the go-ahead to develop the atomic bomb, which is
interesting for the fact that it doesn’t mention the atomic bomb. If
that was Oppenheimer’s beginning, his end was the letter from
William Borden which accused him of being a Communist spy. And
the consequences of his work — nuclear weapons — nearly brought
the world to extinction, averted only by the correspondence between
Nikita Khrushchev and President Kennedy to resolve the 1962 Cuban
Missile Crisis.

Oppenheimer wasn’t a spy; but espionage is a theme that runs
through much of the book. You can read about the scandal of letters
secretly passed to Ben Franklin which revealed the true opinion of
Britain’s governor of the Massachusetts colony; and you can read the
letter from George Washington commissioning America’s first spy
ring. The book also contains the letter suggesting that one of



Britain’s most notorious spies, Guy Burgess, had passed through his
Communism phase, as if it were a childhood illness.

Britain’s own spy network was well established by the sixteenth
century, when it uncovered letters of collusion between Mary, Queen
of Scots and a group plotting to assassinate Queen Elizabeth I of
England. There’s also the story of the Bletchley Park codebreakers
who wrote directly to Winston Churchill begging for more resources
to help break the Germans’ Enigma code; work which would
eventually turn the tide in favour of the Allies in World War II.
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Russian

[Embossed Seal of the USSR)
Hoscow, Cetobor 23, 1962
Hr. President:

I have just received your latt\er, and have also asquainted myself
with the text of your speech of Octcber 22 regarding Cuba.

I must say frankly that the reasures indicated in your statement
constitute a serious threat to peace and to the seourity of nations. The
United Statos has openly taken the path of grossly vielating the Unitd
Wations Charter, the path of viclating int-arnlffi.w.l norms of freedon of
navigation on the high seas, the path of agpressive actions bolh apainst
Cuba and ageinst the Soviet Unien.

The staterent by the Covernment of the United States of America can
aily be regarced as uwndispuised interferonce in the internsl affalrs of
the Hepublic of Cuba, the Soviet Union and other states., The United
Hatione Charter and international normz give ne right to any state to
institute in international waters the inspection of vessels bound for
the shores of the Republic of Cuba.

And naturelly, neither can we recognize the ripght of the United
Statos to establish control over armaments which are nocessary for the
Republic of Cubs to stremgthen its defense capability.

He reaffirm t-.hlt the armaments which sre in Cuba, -ruprdlmss of the
clasgification to which they may beleng, are intended solely for defensive
purposes in order to securse the Republic of l._}ub-l againgt the attack of an

agprassor.

His Excellency
John Kennedy,
Fresident of the United States of America



One of the most critical letters from history, sent by Russian leader
Nikita Khrushchev to John F. Kennedy during the 1962 Cuban
Missile Crisis.

Wars are history’s ugly landmarks — the milestones through time
which change the lives of millions. The first letter in the book is an
impertinent reply to an ancient Greek army demanding the
surrender of its enemy Sparta. Elsewhere there are letters between
allies (for example Roosevelt and Churchill, Hitler and Mussolini)
and enemies (Napoleon of France declaring war on Alexander I of
Russia), and between winners and losers. General Sherman’s letter
to the citizens of Atlanta during the Civil War is a very human
acknowledgment of the necessary horrors of war, while the telegram
reporting the bombing of Pearl Harbor is stark in its brevity.

There are more personal accounts of war, too. Sullivan Ballou’s
loving letter to his wife Sarah was found among his possessions after
his death at the First Battle of Bull Run in 1861. Poet Siegfried
Sassoon’s outspoken letter to his commanding officer during World
War I may have helped him to survive the conflict. John F.
Kennedy’s celebrated letter-on-a-coconut certainly saved his life
when he was stranded on a Pacific Island after his patrol boat was
sunk.

Modern espionage is as likely to be corporate or political as
military. James McCord admitted the extent of his involvement in
the Watergate Affair in a confessional letter which blew the scandal
wide open. The whistleblower is a modern phenomenon and this
book includes letters from those who exposed malpractice at
institutions as diverse as Enron and the National Security Agency.



Often at personal risk, these individuals have always brought about
change and a new transparency which benefits us all.

In Britain, weapons inspector Dr David Kelly admitted in a letter
to the Ministry of Defence that he had expressed misgivings about
the veracity of a ‘dodgy dossier’ assembled to aid Tony Blair’s call to
arms for the Iraq war. Once the news of that letter was in the public
domain he was hounded by press and politicians alike. The fallout
tainted the careers of all involved and drove him to take his own life.
Suicide notes can be grimly fascinating, and we have included
Virginia Woolf’s achingly sad last letter to her husband, as well as
what was meant to be the last letter from French poet Baudelaire to
his mistress. Despite stabbing himself in the chest he managed to
miss any vital organs and survived to write his best work.



FROM THE

PRIME MINISTER

10, Botoning B
Tl hitelyall,

I wish the "Salute the Soldier" Campaign
EVeTry Success.

It provides an opportunity for the whole
nation to demonatrate the pride and
affection we all feel for the men in the
British Armies. During this year they
will be engaged in nearly every theatre
of war throwghout the world in what we
hope may prove to be the decisive stages
in this great conflict.

I have no doubt that through this Campaign
we shall proelaim once more the whole -
hearted devotion of the people of Great
Britain united in support of those ideals
for which our men go out to fight.

T e S ot s T R O T e B T e R 18 s e bt

Better known for his rousing speeches than his letters, during
World War II Churchill wrote a letter to support the Salute the
Soldier campaign to raise funds for military equipment.



Other arts are represented in the book. The roots of Beatrix
Potter’s popular Peter Rabbit books are in a letter she wrote to a
young friend; Vincent van Gogh tried to explain his art to his brother
Theo in a letter; and a letter from Mozart to his wife illustrates the
frenzy of his final days of urgent composition. Pop music has largely
replaced the classical repertoire in the public’s hearts. It’s incredible
to think that the Beatles received a rejection letter from Britain’s
leading record company at the start of their career.

Oscar Wilde is here too, but not for a letter with a string of witty
bon mots. He wrote a celebrated letter from Reading Gaol, where he
was forced to reflect on his wild living. Martin Luther King Jr. also
found time in prison to write a long letter, in defence of the crime of
civil disobedience for which he had been locked up. Nadezhda
Tolokonnikova, a member of the feminist Russian punk group Pussy
Riot, wrote philosophical letters during her detention for
hooliganism which consider the vital role of public protest.
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The neat handwriting of Queen Anne Boleyn, writing to thank
Cardinal Wolsey for promoting her marriage to Henry VIII.

King and another famous prisoner, Nelson Mandela, wrote letters
as part of the centuries-long fight for civil rights for Africans and
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