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            Foreword

Zoe Ball ponders and wonders with the QI Elves
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         Zoe: This book was inspired by a segment on my BBC Radio 2 show called the ‘Why Workshop’. Once a week, I invite the British people to pose their most brain-befuddling questions to the unbefuddlable brains of the QI Elves. These pages contain the best of those questions and their brilliantly satisfying answers, along with endless tangents and extraordinary facts.

         Having read the book and marvelled at their answers, I decided it was only fair to let the authors ask a few questions of their own. Elves, fire away!

         
             

         

         QI Elves: Every Wednesday we invade your airwaves to expound on long johns (p. 169), sideburns (p. 94), stinging nettles (p. 171), fig wasps (p. 172), Bubble Wrap (p. 89) or whatever other subjects come our way that week. Why do you let us keep doing it?

         
             

         

         Zoe: We love it. In the studio we think of you all as rock stars and get giddy and excited when you come in. We even have a chart of our favourites, in terms of cleverness, hilariousness, best on a night out, handsomeness –

         
             

         

         QI Elves: We have to see that chart.

         
             

         

         Zoe: We’ll never show you – it’d be like revealing who your favourite child is! xvi

         But, really, the thing you all share, which comes across in this book, is that killer combination of smart and funny. It’s like the great teacher everyone remembers from school who always made you laugh and told you fascinating things, usually completely unrelated to what they were supposed to be teaching you. You’re learning, but it’s never boring, and it’s never a lecture; it’s always light and non-patronising.

         
             

         

         QI Elves: Well, we’re in no position to patronise anyone, because we’re starting from the same point as everyone else, which is one of almost total ignorance. We’re strong believers in the idea that you’ll only be wise once you accept that you know nothing – the Socratic paradox (although technically that isn’t what Socrates said, but that’s a discussion for another time). We love admitting we don’t know something, because then we get the joy of learning and sharing it. Imagine how bleak life would be if you suddenly realised you had nothing left to learn.

         Quite a lot of what you do pick up in the book might seem pointless or trivial. In these serious times, is there really a place for such silliness as whether dogs can tell the time (p. 75) or what a dinosaur’s bottom looked like (p. 143)?

         
             

         

         Zoe: Definitely. Now more than ever it’s important because we need an escape. The pandemic has dominated everyone’s lives and thoughts these past couple of years and taken a terrible toll on so many people. Sometimes a bit of good old-fashioned silliness can take that load off for a moment. And everything in here is a reminder that there’s still a lot to love about the world, whether it’s that ants actually count the number of steps they do each day (p. 4), or that you really can crack a safe with a stethoscope (p. 154), or that there’s a light in California that’s been left on for 120 years (p. 81). xvii

         I know people appreciate it because when I’m out and about, in the supermarket or on the street, people stop me and quote amazing answers and facts that they’ve learnt from you guys.

         
             

         

         QI Elves: Ah, sorry about that. People love nothing more than to share an interesting fact, when sometimes you were really just hoping to dash out and buy some coriander.

         Okay, so if you were going to buy this book for one person, who would it be?

         
             

         

         Zoe: That’s impossible. I can’t choose just one person. I’d be tempted to say my dad, but he knows so much that he’d have more to say on every subject in here, and you’d never get away. I bought last year’s edition for everyone in my family. In my household we have a copy in the downstairs loo, and I always check when I go in to see if the order of the books that I keep in there has changed. It makes me happy when I see it back on top again.

         I’ve got lots of nieces and nephews – there are loads of Balls – so I’ll get it for all of them. All of us love facts, so it’s the perfect conversation-starter; you end up talking about everything you read in here.

         
             

         

         QI Elves: Well done. That was a trick question, and you escaped the QI klaxon. Obviously, you shouldn’t buy this for just one person; you should buy it for everyone you know. Because all humans have a childlike curiosity. This is what makes us human – we’re more immature than other mammals. The technical word is ‘neoteny’, which is the tendency to retain youthful features, even in adulthood. Compared to other apes, we have shorter arms, flatter faces, a bigger brain-to-body-size xviiiratio, and we’re mostly hairless. These are all childish traits, which apes lose as they age, but we don’t. And to top it all off, we stay curious throughout our lives. That’s what makes us so successful: we keep asking questions and seeking answers, and so we keep on learning.

         That said, children are sometimes better at expressing this, and lots of the questions in the book come from kids. Did you ask lots of strange questions when you were young?

         
             

         

         Zoe: Oh, definitely. Sometimes kids just view things in a completely different way. One of my questions when I was young was, ‘Why have I got two daddies?’ Because my dad was a public figure, so he’d be in the room with me, but he’d also be on the telly at the same time. And when I thought I’d figured it out, I was overheard bragging to my friend that ‘my dad can get really small and go inside my telly’.

         My dad’s usually the person I go to with my most urgent questions. I remember ringing him up from an ancient amphitheatre on a cliff just to say, ‘Dad, how the hell did they build this?’

         
             

         

         QI Elves: Maybe we’ll address that one in next year’s book. The closest we get in this one is attempting to answer the question, ‘If Rome wasn’t built in a day, how long did it take (p. 211)?’

         The British public gave us a huge range of subject matter to work with, from stardust (p. 43) to sandcastles (p. 182); from spies (p. 6) to Christmas crackers (p. 34); from chameleons (p. 102) to cheese sandwiches (p. 64) … It’s a smorgasbord. And you’ve said before that every answer makes you think of another dozen questions, so we had a few for you, inspired by the content of the book. xix

         Which two animals would you like to see a cross-breed of, in an ideal world (p. 207)?

         
             

         

         Zoe: If you could cross-breed a zebra with a sheep and get stripy wool, that’d be quite fun. I love farm animals, and so I like the idea of combining them with something more exotic. Getting a giraffe’s coat on a goat, for instance. Though I’m not sure how you’d physically cross-breed those two. Probably not going to be pleasant for anyone involved …

         
             

         

         QI Elves: Are you scared of spiders (p. 178), or do you have other phobias?

         
             

         

         Zoe: My daughter’s terrified of spiders, so I spend a lot of time removing them from her sight, but I love them. And I believe if you flush them down the toilet or wash them down the sink, their friends will come and get you, so I always make sure to save them.

         I’m generally not too bad for irrational fears, although whenever I get in the sea, I find myself singing the Jaws music to myself, which makes me quite nervous.

         My son has trypophobia – the fear of small, closely packed holes. We bought him giant crumpets once, just to wind him up. He’ll still eat them, but he has to smear them with something straight away to cover up the holes.

         
             

         

         QI Elves: Would you go to the Moon if someone offered to take you (p. 46)?

         
             

         

         Zoe: I used to always think, No, I’ve got kids, what if something terrible happens? But I’ve changed my mind recently. To walk on the Moon and be able to look back and see the world at a xxdistance is too incredible an experience to turn down. And it would be great material for the show. If there’s anything I can do that’ll give me something to talk about on my programme, I’m up for it! So if Richard Branson’s reading this, yes please, I’d like to go.

         
             

         

         QI Elves: There are over 1,300 different pasta shapes (p. 18). Can you invent another?

         
             

         

         Zoe: I’d like to see snowflake-shaped pasta, because not only are snowflakes very beautiful, but also each one is different, so you would never get bored of them. And also maybe teeth-shaped pasta, a bit like those teeth-shaped sweets you got as a kid. I want the grown-up version of that.

         
             

         

         QI Elves: When was the last time you built a sandcastle (p. 182)?

         
             

         

         Zoe: My brother and I always used to make boats on the beach, so I was quite good at those. Then one day one of my friends transformed our sandcastle-building by doing this incredible, Gaudi-style Sagrada Família sort of creation. The way you do it is you build some basic sandcastles right near the sea, then you get a bucket of sand that’s wet and drip it through your hands, and it gives this sort of ‘runny-down’ effect. Once you’ve mastered that, you can make the most beautiful castle. We used to get really competitive and artistic.

         
             

         

         QI Elves: We actually tried to do this trick on the latest series of QI, but none of the panellists’ edifices were quite as impressive as yours, by the sound of it.

         The apocalypse is coming. What one thing will you stockpile (p. 59)? xxi

         
             

         

         Zoe: Strawberry jam. Chocolate eclairs – the ones you chew. Bread and butter.

         I don’t need books. I’ve got so many piles of unread books. In fact, I wouldn’t mind an apocalypse-type situation so that I could finally get around to reading them all.

         Also can I have 1,300 types of pasta please? A packet of every shape.

         
             

         

         QI Elves: In the book we write about the tradition of saluting magpies to avoid bad luck (p. 3). Do you stick to any superstitions like that?

         
             

         

         Zoe: Not as much as some people. I have so many magpies in my garden it’d take over my entire life if I saluted them all.

         My ex-husband Norm is very superstitious. When he was driving me to hospital while I was in labour with our son, he was so busy saluting a magpie that he very nearly crashed the car.

         
             

         

         QI Elves: Well, let’s see if your luck’s held out with a game of Rock, Paper, Scissors.

         
             

         

         Zoe: Always pick rock.

         
             

         

         QI Elves: That’s actually the opposite of what you should do (p. 122), but it seems to have worked in your case. Looks like the magpies are on your side.

         What’s your favourite question in the book?

         
             

         

         Zoe: I’m a huge fan of ‘Are zebras black with white stripes or white with black stripes (p. 71)?’ A genius question, and I love the simplicity of the answer. And I’m slightly obsessed with zebras. xxii

         Another favourite: ‘Why do we have two nostrils rather than one big one (p. 24)?’ I have enormous nostrils; I’ve always thought I could house a large family up there. I used to win nostril-flaring contests at school.

         
             

         

         QI Elves: Impressive.

         Okay, since you can’t call in to your own show, here’s your one chance: what question would you like us to answer in the next book?

         
             

         

         Zoe: I write down questions I want to ask you every week, and now that you’ve put me on the spot I’ve forgotten them all! All I can think of is: When we say, ‘Heavens to Murgatroyd!’ who is Murgatroyd?

         A slightly niche question, perhaps, but now you’ve seen it I challenge you, dear readers, to get through this book without exclaiming, ‘Heavens to Murgatroyd!’ on every page.
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            For more on QI
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            For more from the team behind QI, visit qi.com. You can also follow the Elves on TikTok, Instagram, Facebook and on QI’s fact-filled Twitter account @qikipedia, and listen to their weekly podcast at nosuchthingasafish.com.
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            Why do ladybirds have spots?
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         Ladybirds became distinctively patterned over millions of years of evolution in order to ward off predators such as birds and larger insects. There is a tendency in nature for brightly coloured things to taste revolting or even be poisonous, and it’s in a ladybird’s interest to warn hungry predators to stay away.

         If a ravenous animal ignores these warnings, the ladybird can squeeze out toxic fluid from its leg joints to let the diner know that it has another trick up its knees. Despite this inventive yet disgusting protective technique, the collective noun for a gathering of ladybirds is a ‘loveliness’.

         There are around 5,000 different species of ladybird – almost equalling the number of mammal species – and while many of them are named after a certain number of spots, that doesn’t actually help you to identify them. For example, the 10-spot ladybird can have anywhere between zero and 15 spots.

         The UK is home to 47 different species of ladybird, but only 26 of them are easily recognisable as such, and of these, not all of them have the classic black spots on a red body. The pine ladybird is black with red spots, the orange ladybird is orange with white spots, and the striped ladybird is brown with both white stripes and white spots. In 2011, the 13-spot ladybird was rediscovered in the UK for the first time in nearly 60 years, so now it’s slightly more spotted.
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            THINGS WE SPOTTED

            [image: ] The Welsh for ‘ladybird’ is buwch goch gota, which translates as ‘short red cow’.
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            Why do we salute magpies?
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         The rhyme ‘One for sorrow, two for joy’ has done a lot of damage to the magpie’s reputation. There are different versions – including the more sombre ‘One for sorrow, two for mirth, three for a funeral, four for a birth’ – but they all tend to agree that seeing a solitary magpie is bad news.

         Saluting the magpie and crossing yourself are superstitions that were developed by people desperate to counteract the bird’s supposed bad luck. Some people prefer to recite a line like ‘Hello, Mr Magpie, how’s your wife today?’ and in 1892’s All the Year Round, Charles Dickens reported that in parts of Devon people would say the rhyme ‘Clean birds by sevens, unclean by twos, the dove in the heavens, is the one I choose.’

         There is an old Scottish legend that the reason magpies are unlucky is because they carry a drop of the devil’s blood in their tongue. There was an additional belief that if a magpie scratched its tongue and then touched a drop of human blood, it would develop the power of speech. Other suggestions as to why they have such a bad reputation are that the birds didn’t mourn Jesus’s death correctly, or that they refused to go inside Noah’s Ark and instead perched on the roof, while shouting and swearing loudly.

         Magpies are scavengers, predators and omnivores – they eat berries, insects, eggs and baby birds – and even the RSPB has noted their ‘almost arrogant attitude’. They are also extremely smart, with the same brain-to-body ratio as gorillas and chimpanzees – a figure outmatched only by humans. Perhaps we should really be saluting them out of respect rather than fear.
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            How does an ant measure distance?
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         If you want to know how far you’ve walked, there are several ways to find out: you could use a map, a GPS device or perhaps a pedometer to count your steps.

         But what if you’re an ant living in the Sahara Desert? Ants there never seem to get lost. They wander about over very similar-looking sandy ground, and once they find a piece of food they make a beeline straight back to their nest. There aren’t really any landmarks to help them, and the shifting sands destroy any chemical trails left behind from their previous journey.

         Ants are able to keep track of the Sun, so they know which direction they’re facing, but to navigate their way home successfully they need to know how far they’ve travelled. Scientists hypothesised that if their stride length is constant, ants might be able to count their steps when moving around and then calculate the distance they’ve covered. A team from the universities of Ulm in Germany and Zurich in Switzerland conducted an experiment to see if ants really do count their steps, testing their hypothesis by fitting some of the insects with stilts.

         The scientists set up a nest, and the ants were given a few practice runs without the stilts. They went out, collected food and walked back to their nest without trouble, but once they were given the stilts (made out of pig-hair bristles) they travelled too far, missed the nest and then began pacing up and down looking for it. Because the ants on stilts had longer legs and therefore took bigger strides, when they took their usual number of steps back to the nest, they overshot it. 5

         After being picked up and manually returned to the nest, the ants on stilts were then able to go out and return home just as easily as they had in the past. This suggests they must have a way of counting steps – a sort of internal pedometer – to help them get around. Which is great news, because it’s very hard to find a Fitbit that fits if you’re an ant.

         
            [image: ]

         

         
            F-ANT-ASTIC FACTS

            [image: ] Ants can carry 50 times their own bodyweight.

            [image: ] There are no ants in Antarctica.

            [image: ] Male ants develop from unfertilised eggs, so they have a mother but no father.
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            Why are some spies called ‘moles’?
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         Because of the novelist John le Carré.

         This is the pen name of David Cornwell, who was working for the security services when he began writing. In French it literally means ‘John the Square’, and when asked about its origin, Cornwell claimed he’d seen it on a London shopfront and borrowed it.

         As well as borrowing his name from shopfronts, le Carré borrowed words from the spy world, though he also made up his own jargon. The Oxford English Dictionary notes that espionage picked up the word ‘mole’ from le Carré’s works, rather than the other way around. Le Carré said that the word may originally have been a KGB term for what the Americans would have called a ‘sleeper’ agent. He is also credited with creating the phrase ‘honey trap’.

         ‘Mole’ isn’t the only undercover word to have crossed over from the fictional world. Police nowadays refer to a ‘sting operation’, but the phrase was virtually unknown before the release of the 1973 movie The Sting.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Are there any other types of mole?

         ‘Mole’ can be used to mean someone who works in the dark. During the First World War, a team of sewer-diggers from Manchester became known as the ‘First Moles’ due to their phenomenal tunnel-digging speed: they could dig four times faster than their German counterparts.
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            Is there really such a thing as a ‘00’ number and a licence to kill in the British Secret Service?
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         As far as we are aware, no.

         Ian Fleming, the creator of James Bond, explained where he got the ‘00’ prefix from in a 1964 interview with Playboy, saying, ‘I pinched the idea from the fact that, in the Admiralty, at the beginning of the war, all top-secret signals had the double-0 prefix.’

         Churchill’s elite band of Second World War spies, the Special Operations Executive (SOE), did sometimes have code names that included a zero; the leading commando based in West Africa, for instance, was agent W01. Fleming was an officer in the Royal Navy’s Naval Intelligence Department during the war and liaised with the SOE, so it’s likely that this provided further inspiration, although he probably wouldn’t have been able to reveal that information back in the 1960s.

         As for having a licence to kill, as former MI6 agent Matthew Dunn has explained, there’d be little point. Whenever secret agents are working abroad, according to the laws of that country they’re acting illegally – otherwise they wouldn’t have to keep it a secret. If they get caught, no licence issued by the British government is going to pass muster with any foreign authority. Dunn did add that it was a shame, because ‘It would have been great to whip out the Licence to Kill [as photo ID] when applying for membership to Blockbuster or the local library.’

         Technically, James Bond isn’t a secret agent at all. In MI5 and MI6, ‘agent’ refers to a civilian who volunteers as an 8informant or ‘covert human intelligence source’. They’re not formally employed by the Secret Service, but they agree to pass information on to them. Bond, as a professional spy on the MI6 payroll, would be called an intelligence officer.

         
            [image: ]

         

         How did James Bond get his name?

         Fleming took inspiration from a book called Field Guide of Birds of the West Indies, which was written by a man named James Bond. He later told The New Yorker that he wanted his main character to be ‘an extremely dull, uninteresting man to whom things happened … When I was casting around for a name for my protagonist I thought by God, this is the dullest name I ever heard.’
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            How do organisations like the police name their operations?

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         In Britain, the police usually generate their operation names from a pre-approved list of words, including names of exotic birds or towns on the south coast. Officers aim to use words that are (a) unique, so there will be no confusion between operations, (b) cryptic, in case the name is leaked, and (c) appropriate – or, at least, not highly inappropriate. If an officer really wants to use a particular name, they usually can, so long as it hasn’t been used before: Operations Crevice, Bagel and Poodle are among those that have been run by the UK police force. Themed names are also given to long-term initiatives; for example, Operation Blunt was set up to tackle knife crime.

         Winston Churchill was very concerned about operation titles, at one point insisting that he approved each one beforehand. He even wrote a memo, advising that military operations shouldn’t have overly confident or silly names. He didn’t want soldiers’ families to hear they had lost their loved ones in an operation called Bunnyhug or Ballyhoo. Instead, he recommended that they take their names from Greek or Roman mythology, constellations, stars, racehorses or war heroes.

         The US military has a system called NICKA that provides naming guidelines and also archives all operations to avoid duplication. But names aren’t chosen at random: high-profile campaigns are often given heroic-sounding titles, like Operation Inherent Resolve or Operation Just Cause, as a PR exercise. This new professionalism is probably an improvement on the previous system: Vietnam War ops included Operations Flip Flop, Hopscotch, Jingle Bells and Frequent Wind.
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            Why do American army personnel say, Why Roger?
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         To say that something had been ‘received’, you would send the letter ‘R’, and the military alphabet code for that letter was ‘Roger’.

         Today, the NATO alphabet (beginning ‘Alfa, Bravo, Charlie’) is used to give signals and avoid mishearing – e.g. confusing the letter ‘M’ with ‘N’ – but it isn’t the first of its kind. The first phonetic alphabet to be used internationally was created by the International Telecommunication Union in the 1920s. It was based on the names of cities around the world and began ‘Amsterdam, Baltimore, Casablanca’.

         In 1941, the US military came up with the Able Baker alphabet. Its first entries ran ‘Able, Baker, Charlie’, and it had ‘Roger’ as its eighteenth entry. Two years later, the UK also adopted it.
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