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Remember to look up at the stars and

not down at your feet. Try to make sense of what

you see and wonder about what makes

the universe exist. Be curious.

Stephen Hawking

‘Curiouser and curiouser!’ cried Alice

(she was so much surprised, that for the moment

she quite forgot how to speak good English);

‘now I’m opening out like the largest telescope

that ever was!’

Lewis Carroll

,

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
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Introduction

We live in the most extraordinary world: we’re surrounded

by miraculous nature; we’re well versed in embracing mind-

boggling technology; we have millennia of art, culture and

history behind us . . . and yet. Every day it feels harder and

harder to cut through the cacophony of noise and appreciate

this bounty. Why is it that instead of diving into the wonder

around us, most of us lose a frightening number of hours down

negative internet wormholes devouring stuff that doesn’t

matter and doesn’t make us feel good? We believe it’s time to

pause and remind ourselves of what is worth knowing, and

A Year of Living Curiously

will show you the way. A proven

antidote to the adverse effects of too much screen time is the

tried-and-tested old technology of the book. As two editors,

we find there is very little that some time with a good book

can’t solve, and here we bring you some of the knowledge that

has stood out for us over our years of reading and working on

all manner of subjects.

Our guiding principle is the belief in the joy of a nip of

wonder for every day of the year: in 365 bitesize pieces we

will bring you fascinating cultural and historical events that

influence our world today, themes of current social concern,

mind-blowing scientific and technological facts and some sur-

prising curiosities that might be fun to throw into conversation

with your friends or colleagues. Recent studies have demon-

strated the beneficial psychological and physical effects of the

sensation of being inspired, but finding the time to contem-

plate the majesty of a lofty mountaintop can be tricky amid

the demands of work, commuting, family, taking the cat to the
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vet and finding PE kit. We’ve designed this guide to give you a

shot of something interesting in two minutes a day; we guar-

antee you’ll end the year feeling that you are intellectually

richer, that your horizons have been broadened, and that the

journey has put a smile on your face. Our book is a celebration

of our world in all its glory – and our hope is that you will come

away from it with your spirits lifted and your mind expanded.

For each day of the year we’ve crafted an entry on a sub-

ject worth knowing about. Taking you from the elements that

make up your body on 1 January to global New Year’s trad-

itions on 31 December,

A Year of Living Curiously

celebrates

knowledge for its own sake. Each month has a guiding flavour

or atmosphere: January is positive and affirming, February

has a thread of romance, March focuses on nature, and so on.

Along the way we’ll help you discover the thirteenth Olympian

goddess, what cryptocurrency actually is, and the secrets of

how great white sharks breed. We’ll show you the mysteries

of antimatter, investigate the origin of the hashtag, marvel at

Charles Dickens’s talent for character names and introduce

you to the vile trials of Renaissance art’s most extraordinary

woman. Ever wondered what would really happen if you found

yourself in a black hole? Or how floriography can explain what

someone

really

means when they send you a bunch of irises?

Or how the Chinese zodiac system works? Perhaps these aren’t

the burning questions that have kept you tossing and turning

at night, but once you’ve found out the answers in

A Year of

Living Curiously

you will open up to all manner of inquisitive-

ness. And, as the saying goes, a mind that opens to a new idea

never returns to its original size.

E. Foley & B. Coates, 2024
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1 JANUARY

What Are You Made Of?

Of the ninety-eight naturally occurring elements in the period-

ic table we have about sixty of them in our bodies, although we

are largely made up of the big four: oxygen, carbon, hydrogen

and nitrogen. The rest occur in trace amounts. And get this:

most of the elements in our bodies were formed in stars over

the course of billions of years and multiple star lifetimes. So

yes, we really are made of stardust.

other

*

nitrogen

hydrogen

carbon

oxygen

* including calcium,

phosphorus, potassium,

sulphur, sodium, chlorine,

magnesium, iron, zinc,

selenium, nickel, chromium,

manganese, cobalt, gold,

silver, lithium and lead

3%

10%

18%

65%





[image: image]

–

4

–

2
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Science Faction

Pioneering Russian-American sci-fi writer and professor of

biochemistry Isaac Asimov was born in 1919 or 1920 (it’s com-

plicated) and celebrated his birthday on 2 January. A true

polymath, and proud owner of some exceptional sideburns,

Asimov is famous for inventing the term ‘robotics’ in one of his

stories way back in 1941. As well as making for spine-tingling

reading, sci-fi is often spookily prescient about technological ad-

vances. Here are a few to note.

•

In a 1964 essay, Asimov predicted that by the early twenty-

first century we’d have video calling, flat-screen TVs,

automated coffee machines, self-driving cars, lab-grown

meat and disappointing robots. Spot on, Prof A!

•

The World Set Free

, published in 1914 by H. G. Wells,

featured an atomic bomb, thirty-one years before the USA

detonated the first one. H. G. also predicted automatic

sliding doors in 1899.

•

Fahrenheit 451

by Ray Bradbury predicted earbud

earphones, which he described as ‘little seashells’ in a

character’s ears, in 1953.

•

From the

Earth to the Moon

by Jules Verne imagined a

spaceship powered by light, like NASA’s extraordinary

developments around solar sails, way back in 1865.

•

Brave New World

by Aldous Huxley depicted a version

of antidepressants in 1932, well before they came on the

market in the 1950s.

•

Nineteen Eighty-Four

by George Orwell prophesied the

wide- spread use of state-controlled video security cameras

in 1949.

•

Snow Crash

by Neal Stephenson described the online

‘metaverse’ in 1992, envisioning a virtual-reality-based

digital world, which characters would explore using avatars
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The Anatomy of a Coffee Machine

Legend has it that coffee’s origins lie in Ethiopia, where many

hundreds of years ago a goatherd named Kaldi noticed that

his flock became very peppy after eating the berries from a

certain wild plant. Nowadays, billions of us start the day with

a caffeine kick – but what’s actually going on inside the ma-

chine that delivers your daily black nectar?

To make your morning espresso your barista will grind

coffee beans then tamp them down into a circular portafilter,

which is latched on to the coffee machine. At the press of a but-

ton pressurised hot water from the boiler and water reservoir

at the back of the machine is pushed through the portafilter,

and beautiful smooth espresso drips out into the cup waiting

on the drip tray below, with a foamy layer of delicious crema on

top. You only get crema on coffee from espresso machines as it’s

the pressure from the machine that interacts with the carbon

dioxide in the grounds to create the dense foam.

group head

portafilter

cup warming tray

steaming/

frothing wand

drip tray

pressure gauge
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How good your coffee will be depends on the alchemy of

the bean quality, their roast, how freshly they’ve been ground,

the acidity and temperature of the water and how much time

the grounds are given to infuse. A magical mixture of chemis-

try and physics produces a delicious cup!

BEANS

FOR YOUR

BEANS

The ‘puck’ of used coffee

grounds in a portafilter is thrown

away after one go, but used grounds

make great fertiliser for your

garden because they are

rich in nitrogen, which

plants love
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A Visionary Invention

Louis Braille (1809–52) was just three when he lost his sight

in an accident whilst playing with his father’s tools. He was

sent to the Royal Institution for Blind Children in Paris, and

it was there that his life changed: he learned to read using a

system of writing formed of embossed dots, which had been

developed years earlier by a literacy campaigner and former

soldier called Charles Barbier.

Fanciful biographers claim that Barbier invented his blue-

print of dots punched through paper for Napoleon’s army so

they could read communications at night without using lamps

that might alert the enemy. In fact, Barbier always intended

his method to help the blind. In 1824, aged just fifteen, Louis

adapted and simplified Barbier’s codes for letters and punctu-

ation, and even musical notation, and developed the Braille

system we still use today.

EXPAND YOUR VODKABULARY

Japanese braille is called ‘tenji’, meaning ‘dot

characters’, and it’s used on drinks cans so that

visually impaired customers can tell whether they are

selecting a soft drink or an alcoholic one
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The Secret to a Healthy Diet

Eat food. Not too much. Mostly plants.

That, more or less, is the short answer to the supposedly

incredibly complicated and confusing question of what we

humans should eat in order to be maximally healthy.

Michael Pollan

,

In Defense of Food: An Eater’s Manifesto
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Why Are the Himalayas Getting Taller?

Feel like you’re standing still, stuck in one place? Rest assured

you aren’t. The continents on the surface of the earth are con-

stantly moving, albeit very slowly. As far back as the sixteenth

century, cartographers noticed that Africa and South America

seem to make a neat jigsaw together despite being thousands

of miles apart. But it wasn’t until 6 January 1912 that German

scientist Alfred Wegener first comprehensively outlined the the-

ory of continental drift – and it was only fully accepted outside

Europe in the 1960s, long after his death. Alfred’s theory said

that our continents were once fused together in one land mass

he called Urkontinent (now known as Pangaea) before frag-

menting and drifting apart 200 million or so years ago. A very

special lizard helped prove Alfred right when his research re-

vealed that fossils of the Mesosaurus are only found in southern

Africa and South America. As there’s no way a weedy freshwater

lizard of this type could have made the marathon swim across

the Atlantic Ocean, the discovery backed up Alfred’s theory that

Africa and South America had once been joined.

Underneath the land masses we can see, there are seven

massive pieces of the earth’s crust that move about on the

liquid mantle beneath. These are called the primary tectonic

plates, and they are still moving a few centimetres each year.

Because of this, the Himalayas grow over a centimetre taller

every year as the Indian and Eurasian plates push together;

scientists predict that in around 5 million years Africa may

split into two continents along the Great Rift Valley, and Africa

and Asia will separate when the Red Sea becomes an ocean
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The Mysteries of the Bobble Hat

Bobble hats are thought to have a pompom on the top from the

days when they were worn by sailors who would often bump

their heads on the low ceilings aboard ship. Some people think

they originally appeared on woolly hats in the Viking era: a

thousand-year-old statuette of the Norse god Freyr depicts him

with a pompom on his headgear
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Is Everything Getting Worse?

It can sometimes be hard to stay positive, particularly in the

dark and cold winter months. But there are reasons to be

cheerful if you take the long view:

•

100 years ago child mortality was around 12% in the UK

and 28.4% in India. In the OECD’s most recent official

figures from 2021, this had dropped to 0.4% in the UK and

2.5% in India.

•

100 years ago Our World in Data states that 17% of people

lived in democracies but by 2022 measures this had risen

to 51%.

•

100 years ago average life expectancy in the UK was around

fifty-eight years. In 2023 it was over eighty-one.

•

100 years ago 31% of adults in the world were literate. By

2022 this had climbed to 87%.

•

100 years ago we had no antibiotics, so people frequently

died from what we’d consider minor infections today.

•

100 years ago women still couldn’t vote in many countries

around the world, and they didn’t have equal voting rights

with men in the UK until 1928.

•

100 years ago there was no telly, internet or mobile phones,

and people were expected to wear hats.

•

And just ten years ago the percentage of people around

the world living in extreme poverty was 12.4%, whereas

in 2021 it was judged to be 8%; less of our power was

produced by renewable energy sources, the Spix’s macaw

was heading for extinction, we used more plastic bags for

our shopping, the hole in the ozone layer was worse and

pandas were endangered and there weren’t any otters in

the Thames in London
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The Only Thing

‘The only thing that will redeem mankind is cooperation.’

Bertrand Russell

,

Human Society in Ethics and Politics

The largest foodbank network in the UK, the Trussell Trust,

was founded in 1997 by Carol and Paddy Henderson, using a

legacy left by Carol’s mother, Betty Trussell. After Paddy nar-

rowly escaped death in the Clapham Junction rail disaster in

1988, the couple decided to devote themselves to charity, ini-

tially working overseas. Their first project was set up to help

homeless children who lived in the Central Railway Station

in Sofia, Bulgaria. When they returned to the UK their story

was picked up by a local paper and, in 2000 a woman from

Salisbury called Paddy to explain that children were going

hungry on their own doorstep too, and that the choice between

heating and eating was a real dilemma for many British fam-

ilies. Paddy started the Salisbury Foodbank from his garden

shed, and the model spread rapidly. Today the Trussell Trust

has hundreds of foodbanks running more than 1,400 distribu-

tion centres with the help of 28,000 trained volunteers. To find

your nearest go to www.trusselltrust.org
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Pamphlets and Patriots

Today the top five world superpowers are ranked as the USA,

China, Russia, Germany and the UK. However, just 300 years

ago, the USA wasn’t even a country.

After the Italian explorer Christopher Columbus ‘discovered’

the Americas in 1492, various European nations determined

to get their hands on these rich lands, with little consider-

ation for the rights of the existing native population. By the

mid-eighteenth century, Britain, France and Spain all ruled

areas that make up part of today’s USA. (Sweden, the Nether-

lands and Russia all had a pop at various points too.)

Britain had a substantial colonial presence, stretching from

Maine to Georgia, and tensions had started to rise over the

discomfort the colonists felt at being ruled and taxed from

London without having their own representatives in Parlia-

ment. This led to the American Revolutionary War of 1775–83

between the Thirteen Colonies and the British.

In January 1776, the scholar Thomas Paine, who had moved

from London to Philadelphia shortly before the war, published

Common Sense

, in which he argued there was a way to thrive

without British government authority, adding fuel to the col-

onists’ fire: ‘We have it in our power to begin the world over

again.’ It’s estimated that his forty-seven-page pamphlet sold

over 120,000 copies in its first few months; it was so influen-

tial that he is credited with building support for the colonists’

cause, culminating in their Declaration of Independence from

the British Crown on 4 July 1776
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The Magical Islets of Langerhans

Diabetes was first recorded nearly five thousand years ago,

when ancient Egyptian physician Hesy-Ra alluded to an ill-

ness that caused sufferers to lose weight rapidly and pee more

than usual. The ancient Greek physician Galen later hypothe-

sised that this was a disease of the kidneys, and Avicenna, one

of the Islamic Golden Age’s most prominent doctors, identified

sugar in patients’ urine as far back as 1025 CE.

By the 1920s, the link between the pancreas and diabetes

had been established, but the only effective treatment was a

strict low-carbohydrate, low-sugar diet, and even that only gave

patients another year or so of life. Drs Frederick Banting and

Charles Best of the University of Toronto moved things forward.

Insulin, the hormone produced by the romantically named

areas of the pancreas called the Islets of Langerhans, is the

key to regulating blood sugar. In 1921 they isolated insulin and

successfully treated dogs with it, and by early 1922 they were

ready for their first human trial. On 11 January, a thirteen-

year-old boy named Leonard Thompson, who was drifting in and

out of a diabetic coma and not expected to survive, was injected

successfully with insulin. A purer version given a few days later

brought his blood sugar levels under control and he lived until

the age of twenty-seven. Over 8.5 million people across the

world with type 1 diabetes still rely on this treatment today
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Hello Sunshine!

See if you can find an opportunity to see the sky today. Even if

it’s chilly and grey you’ll be doing yourself good by popping out

for a stroll, a lunch-break wander or just a few deep breaths on

your doorstep.

Here are some facts to help boost your enthusiasm for get-

ting outside:

•

Exposure to sunlight helps your body’s natural circadian

rhythm

(see 4 June)

stay in sync, leading to better sleep.

•

Even on the cloudiest winter’s day it is at least ten times

brighter outside than in a typical room indoors.

•

Sunlight is used by our bodies to make vitamin D, which

keeps our bones healthy and supports the immune system.

•

Our natural wake-up time is linked to sunrise: researchers

have shown that, despite the fact that all of Germany is in

the same time zone, people wake up on average thirty-six

minutes earlier in the east of the country compared to the

far west. This has been seen in US states on the same time

zones too





[image: image]

–

16

–

13 JANUARY

Cryptocurrency and Climate Change

In ye olden days currency was made up of coins and notes.

Coins often had intrinsic value – a gold coin was literally

worth its weight in gold and you could exchange it for what

you needed because everyone loved gold. Notes usually had

representative value – a ten-pound note was an IOU saying

the bank would exchange it for gold of the same value, sav-

ing you from lugging all that metal around in your handbag.

Don’t try demanding gold from the cashier now, though: the

currency we use today only has value because the government,

and all of us, agree it has value. This is known as fiat money,

from the Latin ‘fiat’, meaning ‘Let it be done!’

In January 2009 the mysterious Satoshi Nakamoto

launched Bitcoin, the world’s most famous cryptocurrency.

Cryptocurrency is different because it only exists digitally: in-

stead of being kept safe in your jeans or a bank vault, it’s secured

using unbelievably complex cryptography or codes. New units of

cryptocurrency are created by ‘mining’, which involves solving

the kind of maths problems that would drive mere mortals to

ruin. You’d think a purely online currency that doesn’t involve

digging minerals out of the earth would be more environmen-

tally friendly, but sadly it’s not that simple. Crypto-mining can

only be done with highly sophisticated computers that use a lot

of electricity. Estimates show that the annual power used by

computers on the Bitcoin network is similar to the electricity

consumption of Belgium or the Netherlands
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Whither the Wildebeest?

The annual great migration of the wildebeest of Tanzania and

Kenya is a wonder of the natural world. Visible from space,

it involves hundreds of thousands of wildebeest and other

grazing animals including zebra, gazelle and other antelope.

(Wildebeest, also known as gnus, are a kind of antelope.) The

animals travel over 800 kilometres as they move to the best

sources of food and water as the year unfolds, crossing the

Masai Mara plains in Kenya, heading south into Tanzania’s

Serengeti and the edge of the Ngorongoro Crater, before circ-

ling up and around in a clockwise direction. But how do they

know where to go?

Scientists researching the wildebeest believe that it’s pos-

sible they find their way to rich pastures using the scent of

rain. Others point to the ‘swarm intelligence’ shown by fish,

birds and insects like bees and ants, who solve problems using

a ‘hive mind’ system of decision-making that means they can

move as a unit without constant confusion. AI developers are

looking into how technology could be used to mimic this effect

in human mass decision-making, which would make organis-

ing group holidays and work away-days a lot easier.

GOOD GNUS

In the 1960s there were about 200,000 wildebeest in the

Serengeti, and thanks to conservation efforts there are

now around 1.5 million. They are a crucial part of the

rich ecosystem of the area





[image: image]

–

18

–

15 JANUARY

Control Yourself

ascesis

: extreme self-discipline.

‘Veganuary and Dry January combined can make

the start of the year an ascetic month.’

Ascetism is often practised as part of religious ritual. It focuses

on avoiding the attractive distractions of sensory pleasure in

order to concentrate on higher ideals. The Greek origin word

‘askeo’ means ‘to train’, and the idea of rigorous training and

self-denial has been seen since ancient times to help with both

physical fitness and mental and spiritual prowess
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The Voice that Changed a Nation

Civil rights leader Martin Luther King, who won the Nobel

Peace Prize in 1964 for his endeavours to bring an end to racial

segregation in the USA, was a legendary orator. MLK came

from Baptist lineage – his father and his grandfather were

both in the ministry, so he had strong examples of how to use

his rich, emotionally intense voice to deliver game-changing

speeches. His ‘I Have a Dream’ speech of 1963 is one of the

most famous in the world.

Here are five of MLK’s most powerful quotes:

‘The time is always right to do what is right.’

‘Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do

that. Hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that.’

‘Out of the mountain of despair, a stone of hope.’

‘I have decided to stick with love. Hate is too great

a burden to bear.’

‘A man dies when he refuses to stand up for that

which is right. A man dies when he refuses to stand up

for justice. A man dies when he refuses to take a stand

for that which is true.’
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The Floating World

Elegant ladies pick their way through a wintry scene in this

beautiful 1834 image, known as

The Gion Shrine in Snow

,

by Utagawa Hiroshige. He was a master of the ukiyo-e style,

which means ‘pictures of the floating world’. The idea of

floating had its origin in the Buddhist sense of life being tran-

sitory and fleeting, but over time came to be associated with

the more buoyant hedonism and joie de vivre of the theatre

and brothel neighbourhoods that sprang up all over Japan’s

largest cities during the Edo period (1603–1868). Incredibly

stylish working women and Kabuki actors, previously relegat-

ed to lowly echelons of society, were celebrated in these hugely

popular woodcuts, which could be reproduced in their inex-

pensive thousands, so for the first time in Japan the appetites

of the general public were reflected in the world of art. Eat

your heart out,

Hello!

magazine
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The Inconstant Moon

O, swear not by the moon, the inconstant moon,

That monthly changes in her circled orb,

Lest that thy love prove likewise variable.

William Shakespeare

,

Romeo and Juliet

As the earth and moon dance around the sun, so different

parts of the moon’s face are visible to us down below. This

is not, as is popularly believed, because of the shadow of the

earth moving across the moon’s face but because the sun only

lights up parts of the moon at different points in its orbit.

When the earth casts its shadow over the moon we get the

more dramatic lunar eclipse.

new

waxing

first

waxing

moon

crescent

quarter

gibbous

full

waning

last

waning

moon

gibbous

quarter

crescent

GOODBYE MOON

The moon is moving approximately 3.8cm

away from us every year
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The Beginning

‘The beginning is always today.’

Attributed to

Mary Shelley

(1797–1851),

novelist and short story writer

Mary Shelley’s mother was the pioneering feminist writer Mary

Wollstonecraft, who died just after Mary was born. She was just

eighteen when she had the idea for her famous novel

Franken-

stein

on a stormy night in the Swiss Alps when Lord Byron

challenged Mary and her husband, Percy Bysshe Shelley, to a

ghost-story-telling competition. In 1826 she also published the

first English dystopian novel,

The Last Man

, which centres on

the sole survivor of a twenty-first-century pandemic
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The Singularity of Snow

flakes

It takes a person with a heart of ice not to feel a thrill when

snowflakes first begin to tumble from the sky. Snowflakes are

formed when a droplet of water freezes around dust or pollen

particles in the air to create an ice crystal that falls to the

ground, gathering more water particles as it descends. Water

always freezes as a hexagonal crystal but no two snowflakes

can ever be the same because different atmospheric factors

create infinitely various shapes as each flake descends to the

earth in its own unique way. An international classification

system shows that, broadly, snowflakes come in ninety sep-

arate shapes, from the extraordinary needle-shaped formation

to the classic six-armed star.

Simple Stars

Crossed Needles

Fernlike Stellar

Dendrites

Stellar Dendrites

Sectored Plates

Capped Columns

Bullet Rosettes

Stellar Plates
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Burst Your Bubble

Confirmation bias is the tendency we all have to seek out

information that supports our views. It takes critical think-

ing to overcome this natural inclination and help us on the

way to objectivity. Highly educated people are more prone to

confirmation bias because they are good at finding back-up

arguments. Here are a few methods for counteracting it and

boosting your variety of outside influences, which can also en-

hance creativity and empathy:

•

Actively look for evidence that challenges your point of

view. Look at a wide variety of reputable news sources on

the opposite side of the political spectrum, listen to people

from different backgrounds, watch and read media you

wouldn’t usually be drawn to – but always make sure you

are judging the factual accuracy of what you hear and

see. Seen something in the media and want to check it’s

accurate? Visit the brilliant Full Fact website. Is the news

making you sure things are terrible and only getting worse?

Counteract that conviction by visiting the excellent Positive

News website.

•

Try new activities that take you out of your comfort zone,

which in turn will bring you into contact with different

people and broaden your knowledge and horizons.

•

Hold on to the principle that everyone makes mistakes. You

are not infallible and neither is anyone else. It’s the room

for error that makes life interesting





[image: image]

–

25

–

22 JANUARY

The Great Race

Based on the lunar calendar, the Chinese zodiac involves a

twelve-year cycle of animal forms, which are thought to in-

fluence the attributes of people born under each sign. The

zodiac has a wonderful origin story. Legend has it that the

Jade Emperor – the ruler of heaven – invited a host of animals

to compete in a race to cross a river. Present and correct at the

starting line were: a pig, a dog, a rooster, a monkey, a goat, a

horse, a snake, a dragon, a rabbit, a tiger, an ox and a rat.

Rat and Ox went first, with wily Rat persuading the kindly

Ox to let him hitch a lift in his ear, then dashing ahead. Next

was valiant Tiger, who swam strongly despite being buffeted by

currents, and timid Rabbit, who was flagging until he found a

log to float across on. Rabbit was also secretly aided by magis-

terial Dragon, who, despite his ferocious persona, was in fact

truly helpful – stopping halfway to help some villagers put out

a fire, and giving Rabbit a little puff of air to push his log along.

Horse and Snake were up next, with the sly Snake slithering

round Horse’s leg as they crossed the water, and then giving

Horse a fright on the bank so he could grab sixth place. Goat,

Monkey and Rooster built a raft and arrived together, impress-

ing the Emperor with their team mindset. Dog and Pig were

last: Dog kept getting distracted, and Pig stopped for a meal

and a post-prandial lie-down. The story goes that Cat was sup-

posed to be in the starting line-up too, but Rat had ‘forgotten’

to wake Cat up on the morning of the race
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What Is Happiness?

Well done. By now you’ll have passed Blue Monday, the third

Monday in January, which is commonly believed to be the most

miserable day of the year. But what are the ingredients for

avoiding sadness? Researchers at the Office for National Stat-

istics say it’s less meaningful to search for happiness, as that

can be a short-lived response to specific circumstances, when

what people really want is quality of life or ‘well-being’.

The ONS defines well-being as a combination of our feelings

about ten separate areas of our lives: personal well-being; re-

lationships; health; what we do (including metrics such as the

unemployment rate and how much we exercise, enjoy cultural

activities or volunteer); where we live; personal finance; the

economy; education and skills; governance; and environment.

This is a useful framework for considering which areas of your

life are being neglected and which are flourishing.

One of the keys to well-being is to spend less time worrying

about ‘pursuing’ it and instead trying to live in the present,

with integrity, counting your blessings.

WHO INVENTED BLUE MONDAY?

In 2005, psychologist Dr Cliff Arnall was asked by a TV

company to create a formula to work out which day of the

year people find most depressing. He came up with:

[W

+

(D

–

d)]

×

TQ/M

×

NA

W is weather, D is debt, d monthly salary, T time since

Christmas, Q time since failure of New Year’s resolutions,

M low motivational level and NA the need to take action
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Do You Have Kuchisabishii?

口寂しい

At this time of year we often crave comfort food – pies and

mash, hot chocolate, buttered crumpets – but do you also find

that you just want to mindlessly graze more? That you’re crav-

ing more food even after meals? If so you could have what the

Japanese call ‘kuchisabishii’, or ‘lonely mouth’. It refers to the

feeling of wanting to eat out of boredom or for comfort, rather

than to satisfy hunger. Ex-smokers also get it when they miss

the feeling of a cigarette in their mouth. Kuchisabishii can

often be a symptom of a deeper feeling of disconnection and

longing, so the next time you feel a bit lonely, try picking up

the phone to a friend instead of raiding the fridge
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Fabby Rabbie Burns

First held in 1801, five years after Scotland’s greatest bard died,

Burns Night is when Scots across the world come together to

celebrate his life with music, song, food and drink. The running

order can vary, but haggis is always eaten with neeps and tat-

ties (mashed swede or turnips and potato), the Selkirk Grace

is said before the meal and ‘the great chieftain o’ the pudding

race’, the haggis, is of course given its own salute. The Scottish

diaspora will go to any lengths to get their sheep-offal delicacy.

When, in 1989, the US banned imports of haggis due to the BSE

(‘mad cow’) crisis, Americans attempted to make their own beef

version, with dispiriting results. A brisk trade in illegal haggis

sprung up at the Canadian border, until the ban was lifted in

2010 to the salivating delight of haggis enthusiasts.

THE SELKIRK GRACE

Some hae meat and canna eat

And some wad eat that want it:

But we hae meat and we can eat,

And sae the Lord be thankit
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Five Australian Icons

Australia Day is a public holiday that was originally set up to

celebrate the settlement of the first European colony at Syd-

ney Cove in 1788. Given the ensuing appropriation of land

and centuries of oppression that the British brought to the

Indigenous Australian population, it is also known by some as

Invasion Day or Survival Day.

Here are five Aboriginal Australian icons

to celebrate instead:

FANNY COCHRANE SMITH (1834–1905)

RECORDING ARTIST

Fanny was recognised as the last Aboriginal Australian

solely of Tasmanian descent, and was the first to be

recorded: the phonographs of her songs kept her

language from extinction; you can find her songs

– full of defiance and joy – on the internet.

DAVID UNAIPON (1872–1967)

INVENTOR

Known as the Australian Leonardo da Vinci,

Unaipon invented the modern mechanical sheep-shearer,

and made early drawings for a helicopter design

inspired by the shape of a boomerang
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PEARL GIBBS (1901–83)

ACTIVIST

Gibbs worked tirelessly to get the government to recognise

Aboriginal people as citizens with the right to cast a vote. It

was not until 1984 that Aboriginal Australians gained full and

equal rights and obligations for all elections.

NEVILLE BONNER (1922–99)

POLITICIAN

Bonner was the first Indigenous member of Australia’s

Parliament, advocating for Aboriginal rights. He also set

up a boomerang manufacturing business, snappily named

Bonnerang.

BRONWYN BANCROFT (1958–PRESENT)

FASHION DESIGNER, ACTIVIST AND ARTIST

Bancroft was among the first Australians to take a show to

Paris Fashion Week. A champion of Indigenous art, she has

also illustrated over thirty children’s books.

DEEP

ROOTS

DOWN UNDER

The Australian Aboriginal

peoples have one of the oldest

continuous cultures on earth:

there is evidence that

humans were living

in Australia 65,000

years ago
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Let There Be Light!

On this day in 1880, American inventor Thomas Edison was

granted the patent for his electric light bulb, the first suitable

for use in ordinary people’s homes. It was a game-changing

moment for human civilisation, though its invention can’t be

credited to Edison alone; a series of pioneering inventors came

before him.

Traditional incandescent light bulbs work on a straightfor-

ward technical principle: a current of electricity is run through

a filament in a vacuum (created inside the bulb), which heats

up and emits light. However, the physics behind what hap-

pens when you flick a light switch is mind-bogglingly complex,

involving quantum mechanics, photon theory and black body

spectrums. Even Einstein struggled to articulate it. So here

instead are some fun light bulb facts:

•

The human brain runs on about a fifth of the wattage of an

average traditional light bulb.

•

There are 10,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 atoms of

tungsten in the average light bulb.

•

There is a light bulb in a California fire station which has

been burning since 1901.

•

Brazilian football legend Pelé was named Edson (his

parents dropping the ‘i’) because electricity had just arrived

in his hometown when he was born.

•

Electric Avenue in Brixton was so named because it was the

first market street to be lit by incandescent bulbs.

•

Only about 5% of the energy emitted from an incandescent

bulb turns into light; the rest dissipates as heat
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Would Mr Darcy Make a Good Life Partner?

Pride and Prejudice

by Jane Austen was first published on

this day in the UK in 1813. Its readers immediately fell for

the bumpy love story of Elizabeth Bennet and Mr Fitzwilliam

Darcy, and for over two centuries the book has been finding

and seducing new audiences; it still sells hundreds of thou-

sands of copies a year.

Would Mr Darcy really make a good life partner?

CONS

•

He’s a terrible communicator who takes thirty-four chapters

to confess his feelings for Elizabeth – feelings which have

made him unspeakably cross.

•

He is judgemental and rude. His words when he first

lays eyes on his future wife are: ‘She is tolerable; but not

handsome enough to tempt me.’

• He is rich.

PROS

• He is rich.

•

But Mr Darcy believes in ethics, not economics.

•

He (eventually) tries to help Elizabeth’s family, encouraging

a good marriage for one, and forcing another’s fiancé to

stand by his promises.

•

On balance, the key to Darcy’s attractiveness lies in his

ability to change and transform. The emotional trajectory

Austen sends him on allows him to get over his pride and

his prejudice and find lasting love
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Our Ice Age

There have been at least five major ice ages in world history,

some lasting for tens of millions of years. During the last ice age

in the British Isles, the whole of Ireland and Scotland, most of

Wales and the north of England were covered in a 1-kilometre-

thick sheet of ice. We are technically still in the middle of an

ice age that began 2.6 million years ago, but since about eleven

thousand years ago we’ve been in a warmer ‘inter-glacial’ stage
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Winter Rainbow

Thou Winter, thou art keen, intensely keen;

Thy cutting frowns experience bids me know,

For in thy weather days and days I’ve been,

As grinning north-winds horribly did blow,

And pepper’d round my head their hail and snow:

Throughout thy reign ’tis mine each year to prove thee;

And, spite of every storm I’ve beetled in,

With all thy insults, Winter, I do love thee,

Thou half enchantress, like to pictur’d Sin!

Though many frowns thy sparing smiles deform,

Yet when thy sunbeam shrinketh from its shroud,

And thy bright rainbow gilds the purple storm,

I look entranced on thy painted cloud:

And what wild eye with nature’s beauties charm’d,

That hang enraptur’d o’er each ’witching spell,

Can see thee, Winter, then, and not be warm’d

To breathe thy praise, and say, ‘I love thee well!’

John Clare

(1793–1864)
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HOW TO READ A POEM

Many people feel poetry is an exclusive or diffi-

cult art, meant for discussion amongst pretentious

people in black polo necks, but it’s actually one of

the oldest forms of human expression and in many

places back in history was publicly recited. Here

are some tips for getting the most out of poems

you encounter.

————

Keep an open mind; poetry takes many different

forms, from telling stories, to expressing a mood

or an emotion, to making political statements.

Poems can be like puzzles but you don’t need to

‘solve’ them to enjoy them.

Pay attention to the vocabulary. As a generally

short form, each word is very carefully selected

by the poet to give the effect they want.

Read poems through twice. Often reading a poem

out loud will also help with appreciation of the

rhythm and meaning
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How to Tell Your Sumerians

from Your Akkadians

Marvellous Mesopotamia has been the site of numerous crucial

steps forward in history – it’s believed to have been the place

where the wheel was first invented, along with multiplication

tables, writing, irrigation, the sail, the twenty-four-hour day

and beer. But who were these clever people?

‘Mesopotamia’ means ‘between the rivers’ and refers to the

fertile land between the Tigris and the Euphrates, now Iraq

and parts of Syria, Iran, Kuwait and Turkey, which has been

inhabited since 10,000 BCE. The first literate inhabitants

of Mesopotamia were the Sumerians, who rose in the sixth

millennium BCE and dominated the region with their city-

states – they invented our system of time and schools before

disappearing from history until they were rediscovered by

eighteenth-century archaeologists.

The Akkadian Empire rose in the twenty-fourth century BCE

and lasted until the twenty-second century BCE and was more

unified than Sumer, starting with the rule of Sargon the Great.

The Akkadians invented the postal system, the use of clay tab-

lets and envelopes. So next time you pop a birthday card in the

post, remember to thank the Sumerians for the gift of writing

and the later Akkadians for their envelopes (happily no longer

made of clay)
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Sonnet 29

When, in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes,

I all alone beweep my outcast state,

And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries,

And look upon myself and curse my fate,

Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,

Featured like him, like him with friends possessed,

Desiring this man’s art and that man’s scope,

With what I most enjoy contented least;

Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,

Haply I think on thee, and then my state,

(Like to the lark at break of day arising

From sullen earth) sings hymns at heaven’s gate;

For thy sweet love remembered such wealth brings

That then I scorn to change my state with kings.

William Shakespeare

(1564–1616)

As in many of Shakespeare’s poems, the final rhyming couplet

provides a shift in perspective, or volta (Italian for ‘turn’). This

romantic sonnet, and many others in Shakespeare’s collection

of 154, is addressed to an unknown ‘fair youth’ thought by many

scholars to be either Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton,

or William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke: the collection is dedicat-

ed to ‘Mr W. H.’ Twenty-eight of the other sonnets are addressed

to a ‘dark lady’ whose identity is equally mysterious
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All that Glitters

What is so special about gold? You can’t eat it, it is too soft to

be used to make tools, and it’s not as rare as platinum, which

is also pretty. Yet across millennia, cultures and continents,

gold’s warmth, brightness and colour has enthralled human

beings. Think of the spectacular glowing masks of Agamem-

non, Tutankhamun and Sanxingdui, the legendary Aztec cities

of gold, the Hoen Farm Viking hoard, the Golden Rhino of

Mapungubwe, the King of Na gold seal from Japan . . .

Gold is valuable because we have all agreed it’s valuable.

And there are good reasons why: it is very easily workable

into different shapes and stampable for coinage, it doesn’t cor-

rode, it’s rare enough to be scarce but common enough to be

used worldwide. It is thought that there’s enough gold in the

earth’s core to cover the whole surface of our planet with a

45-centimetre layer. So far, 30% of the world’s discovered gold

has come from the Witwatersrand Basin of South Africa.

For centuries, ancient chemists tried to create gold out of

base metals using alchemy, looking for the elusive ‘philosopher’s

stone’, a substance that could transform things into gold, and

by some accounts also grant eternal life. Modern alchemy is

possible, although not by chemical means. You need a particle

accelerator to create gold and it costs infinitely more to use one

than the value of the microscopic amounts of gold produced
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Say Thank You

‘The happy phrasing of a compliment is one of the rarest

of human gifts, and the happy delivery of it another.’

Mark Twain

(1835–1910)

Research has shown that we overestimate how awkward peo-

ple will feel if we compliment them and underestimate what

a positive difference it will make to their day. Because many

people naturally seem to take criticism to heart more easily

than praise, praise has to work harder to have an effect: both

business psychologists and relationship experts encourage

people to give out five positive pieces of feedback for every one

negative in order to keep bonds and motivation high.

Saying a heartfelt thanks or telling someone what you

appreciate about them not only creates a warm glow for the re-

cipient: studies show that demonstrating gratitude improves

your own mental and physical health too
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Beam Me Up

Wouldn’t it be great to be able to travel anywhere in the world

almost instantly? Sci-fi tales have often used a teleportation

device to allow this to happen, generally to avoid having to

describe boringly lengthy journeys through space. Sadly, sci-

entists are sceptical that humans could ever really experience

this without being destroyed and then rebuilt as a new entity

in our desired location, which feels like too much of a risk in

almost every scenario we can think of.

However, steps have been made on a more microscopic

level. In 2016, Chinese scientists transferred the properties

of a photon – a light particle – from earth to a satellite 300

miles away. They used a process called ‘quantum entangle-

ment’, whereby two identical particles are created and share

the same quantum state, which means that a change to one

of them by another particle also affects the other in the same

way, however far apart they are. The scientists used this to

teleport the state of one electron to the other.

This doesn’t mean we’re any closer to beaming ourselves

across the universe but it’s an exciting step towards a super-

speedy and secure quantum internet, which would allow
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