

[image: cover]








[image: alt]



















A Quite Interesting Book


THE BOOK


OF


GENERAL IGNORANCE


The Noticeably Stouter Edition


John Lloyd and John Mitchinson









[image: ]






















CONTENTS











	Title Page


	FOREWORD | Stephen Fry


	FO(U)R(E) WORDS | Alan Davies


	INTRODUCTION | John Lloyd




	How many wives did Henry VIII have?


	How many nostrils have you got?


	Where is the driest place on earth?


	Where are you most likely to get caught in a hailstorm?


	Where is the highest mountain?


	What’s the name of the tallest mountain in the world?


	What’s the largest living thing?


	What’s the biggest thing a blue whale can swallow?


	Which bird lays the smallest egg for its size?


	How long can a chicken live without its head?


	What has a three-second memory?


	What’s the most dangerous animal that has ever lived?


	Do marmots kill people?


	How do lemmings die?


	What do chameleons do?


	How do polar bears disguise themselves?


	How many galaxies are visible to the naked eye?


	What man-made artefacts can be seen from the moon?


	What did the Chinese invent?


	Where did Marco Polo come from?


	What is Croatia’s most lasting contribution to world business?


	Who introduced tobacco and potatoes to England?


	Who invented the steam engine?


	Who invented the telephone?


	What’s quite interesting about Scotland?


	Where does Chicken Tikka Masala come from?


	Is French toast from France?


	Who invented champagne?


	Where was the guillotine invented?


	Where was ‘La Marseillaise’ written?


	Who was freed by the storming of the Bastille?


	Who said, ‘Let them eat cake’?


	How well do you know the Swiss?


	What does a St Bernard carry round its neck?


	What goes hunk-hunk?


	What noise does the largest frog in the world make?


	Which owl says ‘Tu-whit tu-whoo’?


	What did Darwin do to dead owls?


	Can barnacles fly?


	When does ‘ring-a-ring o’ roses’ date from?


	What were Nelson’s last words?


	Which eye did Nelson wear his eye-patch on?


	How many senses does a human being have?


	How many states of matter are there?


	What’s the normal state of glass?


	Which metal is liquid at room temperature?


	Which metal is the best conductor?


	What’s the densest element?


	Where do diamonds come from?


	How do we measure earthquakes?


	What’s the commonest material in the world?


	What does the Moon smell like?


	Does the Earth go round the Moon?


	How many moons does the Earth have?


	How many planets are there in the solar system?


	How would you fly through an asteroid belt?


	What’s in an atom?


	What’s the main ingredient of air?


	Where would you go for a lungful of ozone?


	What colour is nicotine?


	What speed does light at travel at?


	How do moths feel about flames?


	How many legs does a centipede have?


	How many toes has a two-toed sloth?


	How many eyes does a no-eyed, big-eyed wolf spider have?


	How many penises does a European earwig have?


	Which animals are the best-endowed of all?


	What’s a rhino’s horn made from?


	Which African mammal kills more humans than any other?


	Where do most tigers live?


	What would you use to overpower a crocodile?


	What’s the bravest species of animal?


	Name a poisonous snake


	What’s three times as dangerous as war?


	What killed you in an eighteenth-century sea battle?


	Which war killed most British soldiers?


	What’s the word for Napoleon’s most humiliating defeat?


	Who blew the nose off the Sphinx?


	What’s the name of the statue in Piccadilly Circus?


	What did Nero do while Rome burned?


	What’s more likely: being killed by lightning or by an asteroid?


	How many people died in the Great Fire of London?


	How did Roman Emperors order the death of a gladiator?


	What was interesting about the birth of Julius Caesar?


	What’s a vomitorium for?


	What did the Romans like to wear?


	What happened to most English witches?


	What’s the Number of the Beast?


	Where does the word ‘assassin’ come from?


	Which crime did Burke and Hare commit?


	What are chastity belts for?


	What was Tutankhamun’s curse?


	Where does the V-sign come from?


	What did feminists do with their bras?


	What colour is the universe?


	What colour is Mars?


	What colour is water?


	What colour was the sky in ancient Greece?


	How much of the Earth is water?


	Which way does the bathwater go down the plughole?


	What do camels store in their humps?


	Where do camels come from?


	Who is America named after?


	How many states are there in the USA?


	Who was the first American President?


	What were George Washington’s false teeth made from?


	Whose official motto is e pluribus unum?


	Why do deaf Americans feel at home in Paris?


	How do the Cherokee pronounce ‘Cherokee’?


	What did Buffalo Bill do to buffaloes?


	How does the US government care for its precious sequoia groves?


	Where was baseball invented?


	How did the game of rugby begin?


	What’s the only sport invented entirely in the USA?


	What do you call someone from the United States?


	What was Billy the Kid’s real name?


	What do we have Thomas Crapper to thank for?


	What was Mozart’s middle name?


	How did Mark Twain get his name?


	What was the surname of the Swiss Family Robinson?


	How did Nome in Alaska get its name?


	What’s the name of the capital city of Thailand?


	What’s the world’s largest city?


	What’s the largest lake in Canada?


	What’s the single largest man-made structure on Earth?


	How many times can you fold a piece of paper in half?


	Where’s the coolest place in the universe?


	When did the most recent Ice Age end?


	Who lives in igloos?


	Would you call someone an Eskimo?


	How many words do Eskimos have for snow?


	What did human beings evolve from?


	Who coined the phrase ‘the survival of the fittest’?


	Who invented the ball-point pen?


	What do we use to write on a blackboard?


	Where does the equals sign come from?


	What did Robert Bunsen invent?


	What’s made of celluloid?


	Who invented rubber boots?


	What Edison invention do English speakers use every day?


	Was the first computer bug a real insect?


	What’s the most likely survivor of a nuclear war?


	What’s the best use for Marmite?


	Which is the hottest part of a chilli?


	Where do tulips come from?


	How many crocuses does it take to make a kilo of saffron?


	What can you tell about a man from his shoe size?


	What drives human sperm wild?


	Why do racing cyclists shave their legs?


	What was the first invention to break the sound barrier?


	What kind of music charms snakes most?


	What are violin strings made from?


	What’s the best floor of a building to throw a cat from?


	Why did the dodo die out?


	What buries its head in the sand?


	What’s at the middle of a pearl?


	Where do gorillas sleep?


	What’s the commonest bird in the world?


	What’s the ‘sport of kings’?


	What’s Britain’s smallest bird?


	What animal are the Canary Islands named after?


	What’s the smallest dog in the world?


	How do dogs mate?


	How did Catherine the Great die?


	What surprised John Ruskin on his wedding night?


	How long do your fingernails and hair grow after death?


	What did Atlas carry on his shoulders?


	How high is Cloud Nine?


	What makes champagne fizz?


	What shape is a raindrop?


	What produces most of the earth’s oxygen?


	What were First World War German uniforms made from?


	What sophisticated mechanism enabled the first successful landing on an aircraft carrier?


	How many muscles do you have in your fingers?


	Who discovered penicillin?


	Is a virus a germ?


	What causes stomach ulcers?


	What does your appendix do?


	What is the worst thing to eat for tooth decay?


	What are guinea pigs used for?


	What was the first animal in space?


	Which has the most neck bones, a mouse or a giraffe?


	How long have the Celts lived in Britain?


	Who was the first man to circumnavigate the globe?


	Who was the first to claim that the Earth goes round the Sun?


	Who invented the Theory of Relativity?


	What shape did Columbus think the Earth was?


	What shape did medieval people think the Earth was?


	Who first discovered that the world was round?


	Why do bees buzz?


	What has the largest brain in comparison to its size?


	How much of our brains do we use?


	What colour is your brain?


	What effect does alcohol have on brain cells?


	What do dolphins drink?


	What was James Bond’s favourite drink?


	What shouldn’t you drink if you’re dehydrated?


	What contains the most caffeine: tea or coffee?


	Why was the dishwasher invented?


	What kind of fruit are Jaffa Cakes made from?


	What do digestive biscuits do?


	How was Teflon discovered?


	Which organisation invented Quaker Oats?


	What shouldn’t you do twenty minutes after eating?


	How does television damage your health?


	What do newborn babies like best?


	How much sleep should you have every night?


	What will be the biggest killer in the world by 2030?


	What illness do British doctors treat most often?


	Is the answer to depression just to ‘walk it off’?


	Which country has the world’s highest suicide rate?


	Which uses more muscles, smiling or frowning?


	Was Hitler a vegetarian?


	Which nation invented the concentration camp?


	In what year did World War II end?


	Who was the most dangerous American in history?


	What valuable commodity allows the US to seize foreign territory legally?


	Which aeroplane won the Battle of Britain?


	When did the last survivor of the Crimean War die?


	How many dog years equal one human year?


	How long is a day?


	What’s the longest animal?


	What happems if you cut an earthworm in half?


	What’s the loudest thing in the ocean?


	Why are flamingos pink?


	What colour is a panther?


	What makes an animal see red?


	What colour were the original Oompa-Loompas?


	What colour were Robin Hood’s tights?


	What rhymes with orange?


	What colour are carrots?


	Do carrots help us see in the dark?


	What do bananas grow on?


	What is coffee made from?


	Which of the following are berries?


	Which of the following are nuts?


	Who goes gathering nuts in May?


	What’s inside a coconut?


	What did Captain Cook give his men to cure scurvy?


	Who discovered Australia?


	What does ‘kangaroo’ mean in Aboriginal?


	What’s ‘pom’ short for?


	What’s the biggest rock in the world?


	What were boomerangs used for?


	What’s wrong with this picture?


	Which religion curses people by sticking pins into dolls?


	What are you doing when you ‘do the Hokey-cokey’?


	What’s the unluckiest date?


	How many Wise Men visited Jesus?


	Where does Santa Claus come from?


	What are Bugs Bunny, Brer Rabbit and the Easter Bunny?


	What were Cinderella’s slippers made from?


	Where do loofahs come from?


	What’s the strongest wood?


	What do you get if you suck your pencil?


	Have you ever slid down a banister?


	Where was the log cabin invented?


	Where did Stone Age people live?


	What was the first animal to be domesticated?


	What was odd about Rudolph the Red-nosed Reindeer?


	Where do turkeys come from?


	Who was born by Immaculate Conception?


	Was Jesus born in a stable?


	How many commandments are there in the Bible?


	How many sheep were there on Noah’s Ark?


	Who is the oldest man in the Bible?


	Where were the first modern Olympics held?


	Why is a marathon 26 miles and 385 yards long?


	What does the Queen say to someone she’s knighted?


	Why do the Spanish lisp?


	Who was the first King of England?


	What did they call the man who won the battle of Hastings?


	Who fought at the battle of Culloden?


	Which was the last country invaded by Scotland?


	Where do Panama hats come from?


	Can you name an Irish saint?


	What nationality was the Duke of Wellington?


	Who was Britain’s first Prime Minister?


	Who invented the Penny Post?


	What do you get when you’re 100 years old?




	LIST OF EPISODES


	WHAT IS QUITE INTERESTING?


	INDEX


	About John Lloyd and John Mitchinson


	By the Same Author


	Copyright


























FOREWORD | Stephen Fry





People sometimes accuse me of knowing a lot. ‘Stephen,’ they say, accusingly, ‘you know a lot.’ This is a bit like telling a person who has a few grains of sand clinging to him that he owns much sand. When you consider the vast amount of sand there is in the world such a person is, to all intents and purposes, sandless. We are all sandless. We are all ignorant. There are beaches and deserts and dunes of knowledge whose existence we have never even guessed at, let alone visited.


It’s the ones who think they know what there is to be known that we have to look out for. ‘All is explained in this text – there is nothing else you need to know,’ they tell us. For thousands of years we put up with this kind of thing. Those who said, ‘Hang on, I think we might be ignorant, let’s see…’ were made to drink poison, or had their eyes put out and their bowels drawn out through their botties.


We are perhaps now more in danger of thinking we know everything than we were even in those dark times of religious superstition (if indeed they have gone away). Today we have the whole store of human knowledge a mouse-click away, which is all very fine and dandy, but it’s in danger of becoming just another sacred text. What we need is a treasure house, not of knowledge, but of ignorance. Something that gives not answers but questions. Something that shines light, not on already garish facts, but into the dark, damp corners of ignorance. And the volume you have in your hands is just such a blazing torch which can help us embark upon the journey of dumbing up.


Read it wisely, Little One, for the power of ignorance is great.

















FO(U)R(E) WORDS | Alan Davies





FOUR WORDS


Foursquare. Fourball. Fourstroke. Foursome.


FORE WORDS


Forehead. Forever. Foreign. Forestry.


FOR WORDS


Forflitten. Forglopned. Forroast. Forslug.*







* 1. Overwhelmed by unreasonable and out-of-proportion scolding. 2. Overwhelmed with astonishment. 3. To torture by roasting. 4. To neglect through laziness.




















INTRODUCTION | John Lloyd





The company behind BBC2’s QI, the website qi.com and the book you hold in your hand was formed a decade ago.


The world was a very different place then. The dotcom boom had barely begun and the Twin Towers were still standing, there were no British or American troops dying in Afghanistan and Iraq, and the banks were as sturdy as the Bank of England.


But one aspect of the world hasn’t changed much. The moneybags who run the culture still seem to think we’re all a bit thick. Television, magazines and newspapers pump out stuff that interests practically no one and, as a result, they’re all going steadily broke. Man cannot live by celebrity dancing alone.


The principle behind QI is that everything is interesting if looked at closely enough, for long enough, or from the right angle. Along with that goes the idea that if a thing cannot be explained to an intelligent twelve-year-old, then it is either wrong or not very well explained. It’s our view that the people who watch QI are just as intelligent as the people who make it – even if they don’t know as much (well, who does?) as the National Treasure who chairs it. And all of us (host, production team, panellists, studio audience, elves) believe that it’s perfectly possible to be funny without also being nasty.


As a result of these simple theories, the programme has been a runaway success on BBC2, where it consistently beats much better-publicised, supposedly ‘trendier’ programmes in the ratings, and is watched by more young people than anything else on the channel. It is by far the most popular programme on BBC4 (and has been since the channel’s launch) and consistently tops the ratings on the thrusting commercial outfit Dave. In 2009, QI is transferring to BBC1. Stephen Fry, we regret to announce, will not be appearing in a leotard.


This edition contains an index, fifty extra questions, a smattering of new cartoons by the talented Mr Bingo, and an appendix detailing all the editions of the TV show made to date. In deference to the transfer of QI to BBC1, it also includes some sixty excerpts from the programme itself, to give newcomers a sense of how the raw information of QI research is smelted into jokes.


We hope you will enjoy reading it as much as we enjoyed researching and writing it. You will not be alone. The original edition of The Book of General Ignorance has been translated into twenty-nine languages – not just French, German, Spanish and Chinese, but Vietnamese, Turkish, Cambodian, Serbian and Finnish. It was a best-seller in the New York Times, and is the fourth best-selling book on Amazon (after two Harry Potter books and The Dangerous Book for Boys) since that company first went online in 1995. In the month of December 2006, in fact, it was the bestselling book in the world on Amazon, narrowly beating something called The Audacity of Hope by an up-and-coming American senator called Barack Obama.


We, too, believe fervently in the possibility of change.
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By ignorance the truth is known.


Henry Suso (1300–65), The Little Book of Truth




















How many wives did Henry VIII have?
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We make it two.


Or four if you’re a Catholic.


Henry’s fourth marriage to Anne of Cleves was annulled. This is very different from divorce. Legally, it means the marriage never took place.


There were two grounds for the annulment. Anne and Henry never consummated the marriage; that is, they never had intercourse. Refusal or inability to consummate a marriage is still grounds for annulment today.


In addition, Anne was already betrothed to Francis, Duke of Lorraine when she married Henry. At that time, the formal act of betrothal was a legal bar to marrying someone else.


All parties agreed no legal marriage had taken place. So that leaves five.


The Pope declared Henry’s second marriage to Anne Boleyn illegal, because the King was still married to his first wife, Catherine of Aragon.


Henry, as head of the new Church of England, declared in turn that his first marriage was invalid on the legal ground that a man could not sleep with his brother’s widow. The King cited the Old Testament, which he claimed as ‘God’s Law’, whether the Pope liked it or not.


Depending on whether you believe the Pope or the King, this brings it down to either four or three marriages.


Henry annulled his marriage to Anne Boleyn just before he had her executed for adultery. This was somewhat illogical: if the marriage had never existed, Anne could hardly be accused of betraying it.


He did the same with his fifth wife, Catherine Howard. All the evidence suggests she was unfaithful to him before and during their marriage. This time, Henry passed a special act making it treasonable for a queen to commit adultery. Once again, he also had the marriage annulled.


So that makes four annulments, and only two incontestably legal marriages.


Apart from Henry’s last wife, Catherine Parr (who outlived him), the lady who got off lightest was Anne of Cleves. After their annulment, the King showered her with gifts and the official title of ‘beloved sister’. She visited court often, swapping cooks, recipes, and household gadgets with the man who had never been her husband.




JEREMY CLARKSON He had major, major commitment problems, didn’t he? I imagine, every time, he said, ‘Oh, it’s not you. It’s me.’ And then, I suppose, they had a trial separation, which involved a brief trial and a very major separation!




















How many nostrils have you got?





Four. Two you can see; two you can’t.


This discovery came from observing how fish breathe. Fish get their oxygen from water. Most of them have two pairs of nostrils, a forward-facing set for letting water in and a pair of ‘exhaust pipes’ for letting it out again.


The question is, if humans evolved from fishes, where did the other pair of nostrils go?


The answer is that they migrated back inside the head to become internal nostrils called choannae – Greek for ‘funnels’. These connect to the throat and are what allow us to breathe through our noses.


To do this they somehow had to work their way back through the teeth. This sounds unlikely but scientists in China and Sweden have recently found a fish called Kenichthys campbelli – a 395-million-year-old fossil – that shows this process at its half-way stage. The fish has two nostril-like holes between its front teeth.


Kenichthys campbelli is a direct ancestor of land animals, able to breathe in both air and water. One set of nostrils allowed it to lie in the shallows and eat while the other poked out of the water a bit like a crocodile’s.


Similar gaps between the teeth can also be seen at an early stage of the human embryo. When they fail to join up, the result is a cleft palate. So one ancient fish explains two ancient human mysteries.


The most recent research on noses, incidentally, shows that we use each of our two external nostrils to detect different smells, breathing different amounts of air into each to create a kind of nasal stereo.

















Where is the driest place on earth?
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Antarctica. Parts of the continent have seen no rain for two million years.


A desert is technically defined as a place that receives less than 254 mm (10 inches) of rain a year.


The Sahara gets just 25 mm (1 inch) of rain a year.


Antarctica’s average annual rainfall is about the same, but 2 per cent of it, known as the Dry Valleys, is free of ice and snow and it never rains there at all.


The next-driest place in the world is the Atacama Desert in Chile. In some areas, no rain has fallen there for 400 years and its average annual rainfall is a tiny 0.1 mm (0.004 inches). Taken as a whole, this makes it the world’s driest desert, 250 times as dry as the Sahara.


As well as the driest place on earth, Antarctica can also claim to be the wettest and the windiest. Seventy per cent of the world’s fresh water is found there in the form of ice, and its wind speeds are the fastest ever recorded.


The unique conditions in the Dry Valleys of Antarctica are caused by so-called katabatic winds (from the Greek word for ‘going down’). These occur when cold, dense air is pulled downhill simply by the force of gravity. The winds can reach speeds of 320 kph (200 mph) evaporating all moisture – water, ice and snow – in the process.


Though Antarctica is a desert, these completely dry parts of it are called, somewhat ironically, oases. They are so similar to conditions on Mars that NASA used them to test the Viking mission.




STEPHEN The Dry Valleys, in Antarctica, are free from ice and snow, and haven’t seen rain for two million years. So it’s a long way clear of its closest contender, the Atacama, parts of which haven’t recorded rain for a mere 400 years. The Sahara is lush by comparison.


ALAN Lush.


STEPHEN ‘Lush’ is often shouted at you, I know. I’m going to shout it again.




















Where are you most likely to get caught in a hailstorm?
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The Western Highlands of Kenya in Africa.


In terms of annual downpour, Kericho in Kenya has more hail than anywhere else on earth, since it falls on average 132 days each year. By comparison, the UK averages only fifteen hail-days in a year and the worst affected area in the US, the eastern Rockies, experiences an average of forty-five hail-days a year.


What causes the abundance of hail is not fully understood. Kericho is the home of Kenya’s tea plantations, and a 1978 study showed that organic litter from the tea plants gets stirred into the atmosphere, where it acts as a nucleus around which hailstones can grow.


Another theory is that the high altitude of the region could be to blame, as the shape of the terrain causes a large uplift of warm air which quickly condenses. This, and the reduced distance between the freezing level (about 3 miles up) and the ground, reduces the chance of hailstones melting.


The average hailstone is about quarter of an inch across, but they can grow large enough to dent cars, shatter green-houses and even injure people.


The largest single hailstone ever recorded in the United States was 7 inches in diameter, 18.75 inches in circumference, and weighed in at just under a pound. It fell into the back yard of a house in Aurora, Nebraska, in June 2003. This is off the end of the official US scale for describing hailstones which starts at ‘pea’ and rises progressively through ‘mothball’, ‘walnut’ and ‘tea-cup’ to ‘softball’. The Aurora hailstone was the size of a small melon and would have hit the ground at 100 mph.


Hail costs the US a billion dollars each year in damage to property and crops. A hailstorm that struck Munich, Germany, in July 1984 caused an estimated billion dollars’ worth of damage to trees, buildings and motor vehicles in a single afternoon. Trees were stripped of their bark and whole fields of crops were destroyed. Over 70,000 buildings and 250,000 cars were damaged and more than 400 people were injured.


However, the world’s worst hailstorm occurred in the Gopalanj district of Bangladesh on 14 April 1986. Some of the hailstones weighed over two pounds and at least ninety-two people were killed.

















Where is the highest mountain?





It’s on Mars.


The giant volcano Mount Olympus – or Olympus Mons in Latin – is the highest mountain in the solar system and in the known universe.


At 22 km high (14 miles) and 624 km (388 miles) across, it is almost three times the height of Mount Everest and so wide that its base would cover Arizona, or the whole of the area of the British Isles. The crater on the top is around 72 km (45 miles) wide and over 3 km (nearly 2 miles) deep, easily big enough to swallow London.


Mons Olympus doesn’t conform to most people’s idea of a mountain. It is flat-topped – like a vast plateau in a sea drained of water – and its sides aren’t even steep. Their slight incline of between one and three degrees means you wouldn’t even break sweat if you climbed it.


We traditionally measure mountains by their height. If we measured them by their size, it would be meaningless to isolate one mountain in a range from the rest. That being so, Mount Everest would dwarf Olympus Mons. It is part of the gigantic Himalaya–Karakoram–Hindu-Kush–Pamir range which is nearly 2,400 km (1,500 miles) long.

















What’s the name of the tallest mountain in the world?





Mauna Kea, the highest point on the island of Hawaii.


The inactive volcano is a modest 4,206 m (13,799 feet) above sea level, but when measured from the seabed to its summit, it is 10,200 m (33,465 feet) high – about three-quarters of a mile taller than Mount Everest.


As far as mountains are concerned, the current convention is that ‘highest’ means measured from sea level to summit; ‘tallest’ means measured from the bottom of the mountain to the top.


So, while Mount Everest, at 8,848 m (29,029 feet) is the highest mountain in the world, it is not the tallest.


Measuring mountains is trickier than it looks. It’s easy enough to see where the top is, but where exactly is the ‘bottom’ of a mountain?


For example, some argue that Mount Kilimanjaro in Tanzania – at 5,895 m (19,340 feet) – is taller than Everest because it rises straight out of the African plain, whereas Everest is merely one of many peaks topping the enormous base of the Himalayas, shared by the world’s next thirteen highest mountains.


Others claim that the most logical measure ought to be the distance of a mountain’s peak from the centre of the Earth.


Because the Earth is a flattened rather than a perfect sphere, the equator is about 21 km (13 miles) further from the centre of the Earth than the poles.


This is good news for the reputation of those mountains that are very close to the equator – like Mount Chimborazo in the Andes – but it also means accepting that even the beaches in Ecuador are ‘higher’ than the Himalayas.


Though massive, the Himalayas are surprisingly young. When they were formed, the dinosaurs had been dead for 25 million years.


In Nepal, Everest is known as Chomolungma – ‘Mother of the Universe’. In Tibet, it is called Sagamartha – ‘Forehead of the Sky’. Like any healthy youngster, it is still growing – at the not very exciting rate of 4 mm (less than a quarter of an inch) a year.




ALAN Do you know that one in eight of people who’ve tried to climb Everest die?


PHILL So, when you’re putting your party together to go up Everest, just … If there’s seven of you, just get one really … someone you don’t like. Preferably with asthma … ‘Lead on, Wheezy!’




















What’s the largest living thing?





It’s a mushroom.


And it’s not even a particularly rare one. You’ve probably got the honey fungus (Armillaria ostoyae) in your garden, growing on a dead tree-stump.


For your sake, let’s hope it doesn’t reach the size of the largest recorded specimen, in Malheur National Forest in Oregon. It covers 890 hectares (2,200 acres) and is between 2,000 and 8,000 years old. Most of it is underground in the form of a massive mat of tentacle-like white mycelia (the mushroom’s equivalent of roots). These spread along tree roots, killing the trees and peeping up through the soil occasionally as innocent-looking clumps of honey mushrooms.


The giant honey fungus of Oregon was initially thought to grow in separate clusters throughout the forest, but researchers have now confirmed it is the world’s single biggest organism, connected under the soil.




STEPHEN What, or which, is the largest living thing on earth?


BILL France.




















What’s the biggest thing a blue whale can swallow?







a) A very large mushroom


b) A small family car


c) A grapefruit


d) A sailor





A grapefruit.


Quite interestingly, a blue whale’s throat is almost exactly the same diameter as its belly button (which is about the size of a side plate), but a little smaller than its eardrum (which is more the size of a dinner plate).


For eight months of the year, blue whales eat virtually nothing, but during the summer they feed almost continuously, scooping up three tons of food a day. As you may remember from biology lessons, their diet consists of tiny, pink, shrimp-like crustaceans called krill, which slip down a treat. Krill come conveniently served in huge swarms that can weigh over 100,000 tons.


The word krill is Norwegian. It comes from the Dutch word kriel, meaning ‘small fry’ but now also used to mean both pygmies and ‘small potatoes’. Krill sticks have been marketed with reasonable success in Chile but krill mince was a bit of a disaster in Russia, Poland and South Africa owing to dangerously high levels of fluoride. It came from the krill’s shells which were too small to pick off individually before mincing.


The narrow gauge of a blue whale’s throat means it couldn’t have swallowed Jonah. The only whale with a throat wide enough to swallow a person whole is the sperm whale and, once inside, the intense acidity of the sperm whale’s stomach juices would make survival impossible. The celebrated case of the ‘Modern Jonah’ in 1891, in which James Bartley claimed to have been swallowed by a sperm whale and rescued by his crew mates fifteen hours later, has been nailed as a fraud.


Aside from its throat, everything else about the blue whale is big. At 32 m (105 feet) in length, it is the largest creature that has ever lived – three times the size of the biggest dinosaur and equivalent in weight to 2,700 people. Its tongue weighs more than an elephant; its heart is the size of a family car; its stomach can hold more than a ton of food. It also makes the loudest noise of any individual animal: a low frequency ‘hum’ that can be detected by other whales over 16,000 km (10,000 miles) away.




STEPHEN Yes? Now there’s an interesting thing, their genitalia. Give me the length of a blue whale’s penis.


CLIVE ‘Give me the length of a blue whale’s penis?’


STEPHEN I know what I’m saying! Give it to me now!




















Which bird lays the smallest egg for its size?





The ostrich.


Although it is the largest single cell in nature, an ostrich egg is less than 1½ per cent of the weight of the mother. A wren’s egg, by comparison, is 13 per cent of its weight.


The largest egg in comparison with the size of the bird is that of the Little Spotted kiwi. Its egg accounts for 26 per cent of its own weight: the equivalent of a woman giving birth to a six-year-old child.


An ostrich egg weighs as much as twenty-four hen’s eggs; to soft-boil one takes forty-five minutes. Queen Victoria tucked into one for breakfast and declared it among the best meals she had ever eaten.


The largest egg laid by any animal – including the dinosaurs – belonged to the elephant bird of Madagascar, which became extinct in 1700. It was ten times the size of an ostrich egg, nine litres in volume and the equivalent of 180 chicken’s eggs.


The elephant bird (Aepyornis maximus) is thought to be the basis for the legend of the fierce roc that Sinbad battles in the Arabian Nights.
















How long can a chicken live without its head?
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About two years.


On 10 September 1945, a plump young cockerel in Fruita, Colorado, had his head chopped off and lived. Incredibly, the axe had missed the jugular vein and left enough of the brain stem attached to the neck for him to survive, even thrive.


Mike, as he was known, became a national celebrity, touring the country and featuring in Time and Life magazines. His owner, Lloyd Olsen, charged twenty-five cents for a chance to meet ‘Mike the Headless Wonder Chicken’ in sideshows across the USA. Mike would appear complete with a dried chicken’s head purporting to be his own – in fact, the Olsens’ cat had made off with the original. At the height of his fame, Mike was making $4,500 a month, and was valued at $10,000. His success resulted in a wave of copycat chicken beheadings, though none of the unfortunate victims lived for more than a day or two.


Mike was fed and watered using an eyedropper. In the two years after he lost his head, he put on nearly six pounds and spent his time happily preening and ‘pecking’ for food with his neck. One person who knew Mike well commented: ‘He was a big fat chicken who didn’t know he didn’t have a head.’


Tragedy struck one night in a motel room in Phoenix, Arizona. Mike started to choke and Lloyd Olsen, to his horror, realised he’d left the eyedropper at the previous day’s show. Unable to clear his airways, Mike choked to death.


Mike remains a cult figure in Colorado and, every May since 1999, Fruita has marked his passing with a ‘Mike the Headless Chicken’ Day.

















What has a three-second memory?





Not a goldfish, for starters.


Despite its status as a proverbial fact, a goldfish’s memory isn’t a few seconds long.


Research by the School of Psychology at the University of Plymouth in 2003 demonstrated beyond reasonable doubt that goldfish have a memory-span of at least three months and can distinguish between different shapes, colours and sounds. They were trained to push a lever to earn a food reward; when the lever was fixed to work only for an hour a day, the fish soon learned to activate it at the correct time. A number of similar studies have shown that farmed fish can easily be trained to feed at particular times and places in response to an audible signal.


Goldfish don’t swim into the side of the bowl, not because they can see it, but because they are using a pressure-sensing system called the lateral line. Certain species of blind cave fish are able to navigate perfectly well in their lightless environment by using their lateral line system alone.


While we’re dealing with goldfish myths, a pregnant goldfish isn’t, hasn’t and can’t be called a ‘twit’. Goldfish don’t get pregnant: they lay eggs that the males fertilise in the water.


In principle, there could be a word for a female fish with egg development – such as ‘twit’, ‘twat’ or ‘twerp’ – but none is listed in any proper dictionary.




STEPHEN Well, there is this fallacy that goldfish have a three-second memory –


ALAN It’s not a fallacy!


STEPHEN It is a fallacy. They’ve done tests.


ALAN Oh, they haven’t.


STEPHEN They have. A man from Plymouth University did a wonderful test –


ALAN There isn’t a Plymouth University; that’s made up.


SEAN It’s just a sweet shop with a copy of The Times in it.




















What’s the most dangerous animal that has ever lived?





Half the human beings who have ever died, perhaps as many as 45 billion people, have been killed by female mosquitoes (the males only bite plants).


Mosquitoes carry more than a hundred potentially fatal diseases including malaria, yellow fever, dengue fever, encephalitis, filariasis and elephantiasis. Even today, they kill one person every twelve seconds.


Amazingly, nobody had any idea that mosquitoes were dangerous until the end of the nineteenth century. In 1877, the British doctor Sir Patrick Manson – known as ‘Mosquito’ Manson – proved that elephantiasis was caused by mosquito bites.


Seventeen years later, in 1894, it occurred to him that malaria might also be caused by mosquitoes. He encouraged his pupil Ronald Ross, then a young doctor based in India, to test the hypothesis.


Ross was the first person to show how female mosquitoes transmit the Plasmodium parasite through their saliva. He tested his theory using birds. Manson went one better. To show that the theory worked for humans, he infected his own son – using mosquitoes carried in the diplomatic bag from Rome. (Fortunately, after an immediate dose of quinine, the boy recovered.)


Ross won the Nobel Prize for Medicine in 1902. Manson was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society, knighted and founded the London School of Tropical Medicine.


There are 2,500 known species of mosquito, 400 of them are members of the Anopheles family, and, of these, 40 species are able to transmit malaria.


The females use the blood they suck to mature their eggs, which are laid on water. The eggs hatch into aquatic larvae or ‘wrigglers’. Unlike most insects, the pupae of mosquitoes, known as ‘tumblers’, are active and swim about.


Male mosquitoes hum at a higher pitch than females: they can be sexually enticed by the note of a B-natural tuning fork.


Female mosquitoes are attracted to their hosts by moisture, milk, carbon dioxide, body heat and movement. Sweaty people and pregnant women have a higher chance of being bitten.


Mosquito means ‘small fly’ in Spanish and Portuguese.




STEPHEN What I want you to do first is tell me all about the twelve Frenchmen and the twelve mosquitoes.


DARA Once upon a time … there were twelve Frenchmen, called [in French accent] Apee, Sleepy, Arrogant, Furieux, Choses comme ça, Bof and Zut Alors. And …


PHILL [writing on pad] That’s six!


DARA Fenêtre … er, Boulangerie, er –


ALAN Le Table!


DARA La Table, of course, and Jambon et Fromage, the twins. And they used to travel around with mosquitoes, solving adventures.


DARA It was a very, very low-rent 1950s French detective season, that involved, at some point, the extraction of a tiny amount of blood from one of the suspects.




















Do marmots kill people?
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Yes, they cough them to death.


Marmots are benign, pot-bellied members of the squirrel family. They are about the size of a cat and squeak loudly when alarmed. Less appealingly, the bobac variety, found on the Mongolian steppe, is particularly susceptible to a lung infection caused by the bacterium Yersinia pestis, commonly known as bubonic plague.


They spread it around by coughing on their neighbours, infecting fleas, rats and, ultimately, humans. All the great plagues that swept through Eastern Asia to Europe came from marmots in Mongolia. The estimated death-toll is over a billion, making the marmot second only to the malarial mosquito as a killer of humans.


When marmots and humans succumb to plague, the lymph glands under the armpits and in the groin become black and swollen (these sores are called ‘buboes’, from Greek boubon, ‘groin’, hence ‘bubonic’). Mongolians will never eat a marmot’s armpits because ‘they contain the soul of a dead hunter’.


The other parts of the marmot are a delicacy in Mongolia. Hunters have complicated rituals to stalk their prey that include wearing false rabbit-ears, dancing and waving the tail of a yak. The captured marmots are barbecued whole over hot stones. In Europe, the fat of the alpine marmot is valued as a salve for rheumatism.


Other species of marmot include the American prairie dog and the woodchuck, or groundhog. Groundhog Day is on 2 February. Each year, a marmot known as Punxsutawney Phil is pulled out of his electrically heated burrow at Gobbler’s Knob, Pennsylvania by his tuxedo-clad ‘keepers’ who ask him if he can see his shadow. If he whispers ‘yes’, it means winter has six weeks to go. Since 1887, Phil has never been wrong.


Bubonic plague is still with us today – the last serious outbreak occurred in India in 1994 – and it is one of the three diseases listed in the US as requiring quarantine (the other two being yellow fever and cholera).




STEPHEN The bubo itself actually comes from the Greek boubon, which is ‘groin’. One of the areas where you get a big swelling when you get the bubonic plague.


CLIVE How often …?


STEPHEN … do I get a swelling?


CLIVE Yes, sorry.


STEPHEN Not as often as I used to, I’m sorry to say.




















How do lemmings die?





Not by mass suicide, if that’s what you’re thinking.


The suicide idea seems to have originated in the work of nineteenth-century naturalists who had witnessed (but not understood) the four-year boom-and-bust population cycle of the Norwegian lemming (Lemmus lemmus).


Lemmings have a phenomenal reproductive capacity. A single female can produce up to eighty offspring a year. Sudden surges in their numbers once led Scandinavians to think they were spontaneously generated by the weather.


What actually happens is that mild winters lead to over-population that in turn leads to over-grazing. The lemmings set off into unfamiliar territory in search of food until they pile up against natural obstacles like cliffs, lakes and seas. The lemmings keep coming. Panic and violence ensue. Accidents happen. But it isn’t suicide.


A secondary myth has evolved which is that the whole idea of mass suicide was invented by the 1958 Walt Disney film White Wilderness. It’s true that the film was a complete fake. It was filmed in land-locked, lemming-free Alberta, Canada: the lemmings had to be bussed in from several hundred miles away in Manitoba. The shots of the ‘migration’ were made using a few lemmings on a snow-covered turntable. The notorious final scene – where lemmings plunge into the sea to the doom-laden voice-over of Winston Hibbler: ‘This is the last chance to turn back, yet over they go, casting themselves out bodily into space’ – was created by the film-makers simply throwing the lemmings into a river.


But Disney was only guilty of trying to recreate an already entrenched story. Here it is described in the most influential children’s reference book of the early twentieth century, Arthur Mee’s Children’s Encyclopaedia, published in 1908:


‘They march straight forward, over hill and dell, through gardens, farms, villages, into wells and ponds to poison water and cause typhoid… on and on to the sea, then into the water to destruction… It is sad and terrible, but if the dismal exodus did not occur lemmings would long ago have eaten Europe bare.’

















What do chameleons do?





They don’t change colour to match the background.


Never have; never will. Complete myth. Utter fabrication. Total lie.


They change colour as a result of different emotional states. If they happen to match the background it’s entirely coincidental.


Chameleons change colour when frightened or picked up or when they beat another chameleon in a fight. They change colour when a member of the opposite sex steps into view and they sometimes change colour due to fluctuations in either light or temperature.


A chameleon’s skin contains several layers of specialised cells called chromataphores (from Greek chroma, colour, and pherein, to carry), each with different coloured pigments. Altering the balance between these layers causes the skin to reflect different kinds of light, making chameleons a kind of walking colour-wheel.


It’s odd how persistent the belief that they change colour to match the background is. The myth first appears in the work of a minor Greek writer of entertaining stories and potted biographies called Antigonus of Carystus in about 240 BC. Aristotle, far more influential and writing a century earlier, had already, quite correctly, linked the colour-change to fear and, by the Renaissance, the ‘background’ theory had, once again, been almost entirely abandoned. But it’s come back with a vengeance since and to this day is perhaps the only thing most people think they ‘know’ about chameleons.


Chameleons can remain completely motionless for several hours at a time. Because of this, and the fact that they eat very little, they were, for many centuries, believed to live on air. This, of course, isn’t true either.


The word chameleon is Greek for ‘ground-lion’. The smallest species is the Brookesia minima, which is 25 mm (1 inch) long; the largest is the Chaemaeleo parsonnii, which is more than 610 mm (2 feet) long. The Common Chameleon glories in the Latin name Chamaeleo chamaeleon, which sounds like the opening to a song.


Chameleons can rotate and focus either eye independently to look in two completely different directions at once, but they are stone deaf.


The Bible forbids the eating of chameleons.

















How do polar bears disguise themselves?
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They cover their black nose with their white paw, don’t they?


Adorable but unfounded, unfortunately. And they’re not left-handed either. Naturalists have observed polar bears for many hundreds of hours and have never seen any evidence of discreet nose-covering or of left-handedness.


They like toothpaste, though. There are regular reports of polar bears wreaking havoc in Arctic tourist camps, knocking over tents and trampling equipment, all in order to suck on a tube of Pepsodent.


This may be one of the reasons the town of Churchill in Manitoba has a large concrete ‘polar-bear jail’. Any bear moseying into town is apprehended and incarcerated there. Some serve sentences of several months before being released back into the community, embittered, institutionalised and jobless. Formerly the morgue for a military base, it is officially designated Building D-20. It can hold twenty-three bears at a time. Polar bears don’t eat during the summer, so some of the inmates aren’t fed for months at a time. They’re held until spring or the autumn – their hunting seasons – so that when they’re released they go off fishing and don’t just wander back to Churchill.


The earliest-known captive polar bear belonged to Ptolemy II of Egypt (308–246 BC), and was kept in his private zoo in Alexandria. In AD 57, the Roman writer Calpurnius Siculus wrote of polar bears pitted against seals in a flooded amphitheatre. Viking hunters captured polar bear cubs by killing and skinning the mother, spreading her pelt on the snow, and nabbing the cubs when they came to lie on it.


The scientific names can be a bit misleading. Ursus arctos isn’t the polar bear, it’s the Brown Bear. Ursus means ‘bear’ in Latin and arctos means ‘bear’ in Greek. The Arctic is named after the bear, not the other way around; it was ‘the region of the bear’, where bears lived and where the great bear in the sky, the constellation Ursa Major, pointed. The polar bear is Ursus maritimus – the sea bear.


The constellation Ursa Major has been identified as a bear by a number of cultures including the Ainu of Japan in the east, the American Indians in the west and ourselves in the middle. Even though all polar bears are born, literally, under the constellation of the Great Bear, astrologically they are all Capricorns, born in late December or early January.


The Brown Bear is the same species as the Grizzly, which is the term applied to Brown Bears living in inland North America. Male and female bears are known as boars and sows, despite being about as closely related to pigs as koalas are to seals. Bears’ closest relatives are actually dogs.




STEPHEN Ahh. They are beautiful animals, aren’t they? You must admit they are very, very beautiful animals.


ALAN Well, I’d certainly tell one he was beautiful if he came near me …




















How many galaxies are visible to the naked eye?





Five thousand? Two million? Ten billion?


The answer is four – although from where you are sitting, you can only see two; and one of those is the Milky Way (the one we’re in).


Given that there are estimated to be more than 100 billion galaxies in the universe, each containing between 10 and 100 billion stars, it’s a bit disappointing. In total, only four galaxies are visible from Earth with the naked eye, only half of which can be seen at once (two from each hemisphere). In the Northern Hemisphere, you can see the Milky Way and Andromeda (M31), while in the Southern Hemisphere you can see the Large and Small Magellanic Clouds.


Some people with exceptional eyesight claim to be able to see three more: M33 in Triangulum, M81 in Ursa Major and M83 in Hydra, but it’s very hard to prove.


The number of stars supposedly visible to the naked eye varies wildly, but everyone agrees that the total is substantially less than 10,000. Most amateur-astronomy computer software uses the same database: it lists 9,600 stars as ‘naked-eye visible’. But no one really believes this figure. Other estimates vary from around 8,000 down to fewer than 3,000.


It used to be said that there were more cinemas (around 5,200) in the former Soviet Union than there are stars visible in the night sky.


At the Canadian web-site www.starregistry.ca you can have a star named after yourself or a friend for $98 CDN (or $175 CDN with a framed certificate). They list 2,873 stars as being visible to the naked eye. None of these are available as they already have historical or scientific names.

















What man-made artefacts can be seen from the moon?





Deduct ten points if you said the Great Wall of China.


No human artefacts at all can be seen from the moon with the naked eye.


The idea that the Great Wall is the ‘only man-made object that can be seen from the moon’ is all-pervasive, but it confuses ‘the moon’ with space.


‘Space’ is quite close. It starts about 100 km (60 miles) from the Earth’s surface. From there, many artificial objects are visible: motorways, ships on the sea, railways, cities, fields of crops, and even some individual buildings.


However, at an altitude of only a few thousand miles after leaving the Earth’s orbit, no man-made objects are visible at all. From the moon – over 400,000 km (some 250,000 miles) away – even the continents are barely visible.


And, despite Trivial Pursuit telling you otherwise, there is no point in between the two where ‘only’ the Great Wall of China is visible.

















Which of these are Chinese inventions?







a) Glass


b) Rickshaws


c) Chop suey


d) Fortune cookies





Chop suey. There are many fanciful stories about its American origin but it is a Chinese dish.


In E. N. Anderson’s definitive The Food of China (1988), chop suey is named as a dish local to Toisan in southern Canton. They called it tsap seui, which means ‘miscellaneous scraps’ in Cantonese. Most of the early immigrants to California came from this region, hence its early appearance in America.


Glass isn’t Chinese: the earliest-known glass artefacts are from ancient Egypt in 1350 BC. The earliest Chinese porcelain dates from the Han dynasty (206 BC–AD 220). Ancient China built a whole culture on porcelain, but they never got to grips with transparent glass. This is sometimes used to explain the fact that they never had a scientific revolution comparable with the one in the West, which was made possible by the development of lenses and transparent glassware.


The rickshaw was invented by an American missionary, Jonathan Scobie, who first used it to wheel his invalid wife through the streets of Yokohama in Japan in 1869.


Fortune cookies are also American, though they were probably invented by a Japanese immigrant, Makato Hagiwara, a landscape designer who created the Golden Gate tearoom in San Francisco. He served small, sweet Japanese buns with thank-you notes inside from about 1907 onwards. Restaurant owners in the city’s Chinatown copied them and the notes soon started to tell fortunes.


But who’s complaining? Chinese resourcefulness has given us: the abacus, bells, brandy, the calendar, the compass, the crossbow, the decimal system, drilling for oil, fireworks, the fishing reel, the flamethrower, the flush toilet, gunpowder, the helicopter, the horse collar, the iron plough, the kite, lacquer, magic mirrors, matches, the mechanical clock, miniature hot-air balloons, negative numbers, paper, parachutes, porcelain, printmaking, relief maps, rudders, seismographs, silk, stirrups, the suspension bridge, the umbrella, the water pump and the wheelbarrow.




PHILL Was the rickshaw invented by a bloke called Rick Shaw?




















Where did Marco Polo come from?





Croatia.


Marco Polo (or ‘Mark Chicken’ in English) was born Marko Pilić in Korcula, Dalmatia, in 1254, then a protectorate of Venice.


We shall probably never know whether he really went to the Far East as a seventeen-year-old with his merchant uncles or if he simply recorded the tales of Silk Road traders who stopped off at their Black Sea trading post.


What is certain is that his famous book of travels was largely the work of a romance writer called Rustichello da Pisa with whom he shared a cell after being captured by the Genoans in 1296. Polo dictated it; Rustichello wrote it in French, a language Polo didn’t speak.


The result, which appeared in 1306, was designed to entertain, and it became a best-seller in the era before printing. As an accurate history its status is less secure.


Its original title was Il Milione – ‘the Million’ – for reasons that are now obscure, although it quickly became nicknamed ‘the million lies’, and Polo – now a rich and successful merchant – was known as ‘Mr Million’. It was probably just a catchy thirteenth-century version of a title like ‘Wonder Book of Wonders’. No original manuscripts survive.


Marco Polo is also supposed to have brought pasta and ice cream to Italy.


In fact, pasta was known in Arab countries in the ninth century and dried macaroni is mentioned in Genoa in 1279, twenty-five years before Polo claimed to have returned. According to the food historian Alan Davidson, the myth itself only dates back as far as 1929 when it was mentioned in an American pasta-trade journal.


Ice cream may well be a Chinese invention but it seems unlikely to have been introduced to the West by Polo, as it doesn’t get mentioned again until the middle of the seventeenth century.




PHILL A lot of people thought he was a Dalmatian. He was actually Irish. He was Marc O’Polo!




















What is Croatia’s most lasting contribution to world business?
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The neck tie.


Hravat is the Croatian word for ‘Croat’ and it’s where we get the word ‘cravat’ from. So, Croatia means ‘tie-land’.


In the seventeenth century Louis XIII of France kept a regiment of Croatian mercenaries during the Thirty Years War. Part of their uniform was a broad, brightly coloured neckcloth by which they became known. The flamboyant yet practical style became very popular in Paris, where military dress was much admired.


During the reign of Louis XIV, the cravat was replaced by a more restrained military Steinkirk, tied about the neck in a loose knot, but it wasn’t until the reintroduction of the flowing cravat by dandies (or ‘macaroni’ as they were then known) in the late eighteenth century that individual styles of tying them became popular, the generic name then changing to ‘tie’.
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