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Introduction


The world is made up of facts, not things.


LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN





The word ‘fact’ has a curious history.


When it first appeared in English in the early 15th century, it had a quite different meaning to the one we use today. It came from the Latin facere, ‘to do or make’, and meant ‘something done’ – a ‘deed’ or ‘act’. And, for the first hundred years of its existence, it carried mostly negative connotations.


As ‘silly’ once meant ‘holy’ and ‘bully’ meant ‘sweetheart’, ‘facts’ weren’t so much true as bad. The world, the truth and particularly the language is in flux everywhere. Today, we use ‘fact’ as a signifier of truth – something that has actually occurred – but, as keen viewers of QI will know, even the best facts often don’t last for ever.


A hundred years from now, the fact that a footballer is three times more likely to be bitten by Luis Suárez than by a snake will be meaningless, and no one will care that four times as many babies were named Walter because of Breaking Bad.


On the other hand, it’s likely that bees will continue to have five eyes.


And you still won’t be able to hum and whistle at the same time.


For us, facts like these are the currency of wonder, the small change that opens the turnstile between the everyday world and the wild and mysterious universe beyond.


Fare forward, traveller – and wrap up well! The wind coming from the centre of the Milky Way is travelling at two million mph …


JOHN LLOYD, JOHN MITCHINSON & JAMES HARKIN




















 




A fact is an Epiphany of God and on every fact of his life man should rear a temple of wonder and joy.


RALPH WALDO EMERSON (1803–82)
























1,234 QI Facts
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The Big Bang


was quieter than


a Motörhead concert.







The astronomer


who coined the term


‘Big Bang’ didn’t


believe in it.







The scientist who


analysed the plutonium for


the first atomic bomb was


called Mr Doom.







The president of the


World Chess Federation


believes that, unless we play


more chess, the world


will be destroyed


by aliens.
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The world champion


of French Scrabble


doesn’t speak


French.







There are 19 languages


on Earth with only


one speaker left.







There are


at least 17 types of ice,


but only one exists outside


the laboratory.







Firefighters


add a ‘wetting agent’ to


make their water


even wetter.
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It takes 50 glasses of water


to grow the oranges to make


one glass of orange juice.







Orange skin


caused by eating


too many carrots is called


carotenemia.







If you plant an apple pip,


the new tree will bear apples


that are completely different to


the one the pip came from.







Some mushrooms


have 28,000


sexes.
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Magic mushrooms


grow in the gardens of


Buckingham Palace.







When the Queen gave


birth to Prince Charles,


Prince Philip was


playing squash.







Table tennis was


banned in the USSR


from 1930 to 1950 on


the grounds that it


was harmful to


people’s eyes.







Wearing white at


Wimbledon began as a


way of hiding the fact


that women sweat.
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The British men


most likely to wear


pink boxer shorts


live in London.







The average


British nurse eats


six free chocolates a day.







The ‘Radio Nurse’


was the first baby monitor.


It came with a matching transmitter


called the ‘Guardian Ear’.







The founder


of the Daily Mail was


convinced that Belgians


were poisoning his


ice cream.
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In 19th-century London,


fake ice cream was made from


mashed turnip.







In 2014,


a Birmingham woman


phoned 999 because her


ice cream didn’t have enough


sprinkles on it.







To test what happens if


someone sits on their phone,


Samsung has a robot


shaped like a


bottom.







Between 2003 and 2015,


9,000 Americans lost fingers


in snowblower


accidents.
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Two-thirds of all the


people killed by volcanoes


lived in Indonesia.







Most Indonesians


speak Indonesian as a


second language.







Kim Jong-un is the


only person in North Korea


called Kim Jong-un.







The pseudonyms of


Benjamin Franklin included


Silence Dogood, Anthony Afterwit,


Alice Addertongue, Harry Meanwell,


Martha Careful, Busy Body


and Richard Saunders.
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The four most


common first names among


New York City taxi drivers are


Mohammad, Mohammed,


Muhammad and Mohamed.







Not a single car


was sold by Buzz Aldrin


in the six months he worked as


a car salesman on his return


from the Moon.







Neil Armstrong


once sued his barber


for selling a lock


of his hair.







In May 2014,


the Moon had faster broadband


than most of rural Britain.
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More people work for


the Chinese government


monitoring the Internet


than serve in its


armed forces.







There are four million


songs on Spotify that have


never been played.







In 2009,


92% of songs


in the Billboard Top 100 had


‘reproductive themes’.







At any given time,


50% of ‘sexters’ are lying


about what they


are doing.
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On average, people are


two inches shorter and


20% poorer than they


claim to be online.







Half of your anecdotes


are stolen from


someone else.







A blue whale can


swallow half a million calories


in a single mouthful.







The world champion jockey


Laffit Pincay Jr


kept his weight down by


eating half a peanut for lunch.
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In 1923,


jockey Frank Hayes


won a race despite being


dead.







In 1937


at Romford dog track


you could watch cheetah racing.







Kaiser Wilhelm II


loved riding so much he


sat at his desk astride a saddle.


He said it helped him


think more clearly.







Sir Walter Scott’s


salt cellar was made from


a neck bone belonging to


King Charles I.
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Albert Einstein’s eyeballs


are in a safety deposit box


in New York.







A newborn baby can’t see


the expression on your face


if you’re more than


12 inches away.







Blue whales


don’t know they’re blue.


They can only see in


black and white.







Composer Eric Satie


only ate white food.
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For 42,000 years,


humans used cow’s milk


to paint with before


anyone thought


to drink it.







A glass of cow’s milk


has twice as much solid content


as a tomato.







Female kangaroos can


produce full-fat and skimmed milk


simultaneously.







Dolphin’s milk


is as thick as


toothpaste.
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Chalk


is made from


algae.







Birmingham University


sits on top of a mile


of fake coal mine.







The M96 is


a fake motorway


used for firefighting


practice.







The world’s first road


built exclusively for cars


is now a cycle path.
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In the late 19th century,


women cyclists were warned


they might get ‘bicycle face’,


giving them a jutting chin


and bulging eyes.







In 1849,


‘running amok’


was an officially recognised


medical condition.







In 1495,


the Spanish mixed


lepers’ blood with wine


to give to the French.







In the 16th century,


it was thought that


sitting in cow dung


cured diarrhoea.
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The first-ever


fire engine was called


the ‘Sucking Worm’.







In 1900,


Sir Arthur Conan Doyle caught fire


during a cricket match at Lord’s.


The ball hit a box of matches


in his pocket.







In 2011,


two Iranian football players


were suspended for celebratory


bottom-patting.







In 2010,


Iran banned


mullet haircuts.
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The Danish for ‘mullet’


is Bundesligahår, meaning


‘the hair of a German


football player’.







Until 1912,


goalkeepers were allowed


to handle the ball anywhere


in their own half.







Until 1882,


baseball umpires could


confer with the crowd if


they weren’t sure whether


a catch had been made.







The first mini golf course


was invented for women who


weren’t allowed to


play real golf.
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In his 27-year reign,


Pope John Paul II took


more than 100 skiing and


mountain-climbing holidays.







The Pope


is not allowed to be


an organ donor because his body


‘belongs to the whole Church’.







No one


in the UK


dies of natural causes.







Baths


kill more people


than terrorists.
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Americans


wash their hands


800 billion times a year.







Newborn Spartan boys


were immediately


washed in wine.







Newborn babies can


recognise the theme tune from


their mother’s favourite


soap opera.







Alex Salmond


once appeared in


a Bollywood soap opera.
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In 2014,


more bets were placed on


who killed Lucy Beale in EastEnders


than on the Champions


League final.







The winning goal in the


first-ever World Cup final


was scored by a


one-armed man.







Neanderthals


took care of their


old and disabled.







Early humans


first caught bedbugs


from sharing caves


with bats.
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During the Second World War,


15,000 people lived in


caves in Kent.







15,000 years ago,


cannibalism was practised


in Somerset.







The world’s first powered flight


took place in Chard,


Somerset, in 1848.







The Wright brothers


only flew together once.


Their father forbade it


in case they crashed.
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Immediately after


the Wright brothers’ first flight,


a gust of wind flipped their plane over


and broke it.







The wind coming from


the centre of the Milky Way


is travelling at two million mph.







At 60 mph,


most of the noise a car makes


comes from contact with the road,


not from the engine.







The M25 was


so popular when it opened


that people from Norfolk


booked bus rides


around it.
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In 2011,


a pensioner spent 30 hours


driving around the M25


after missing his turning.







In 1992,


a group of French youths


removing graffiti from a cave


accidentally erased a painting


of a bison that was


15,000 years old.







Medical error


is the third-largest killer of


patients in US hospitals.







Newspapers


correct fewer than 2%


of their mistakes.
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Until 1922, you could listen to


the news by telephone.







The oldest person in history was


born the year Alexander Graham Bell


made the first sound transmission


and died the year that Puff Daddy


had his UK No. 1 hit


‘I’ll Be Missing You’.







The world’s oldest land animal is a


183-year-old giant tortoise called


Jonathan. When Queen Victoria


came to the throne, he


was five years old.







In 2008,


the National Toy Hall of Fame


gave its ‘Oldest Toy’ award


to the stick.
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The ancient Greeks


played with


yo-yos.







Twister


was originally called


‘King’s Footsie’.







The Chinese for


shuffling Mah Jong tiles


translates as the


‘twittering of the sparrows’.







Verbs in the Archi language


of southern Russia can take


1,502,839 possible forms.
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In 2001,


Saudi Arabia


banned Pokémon


for ‘promoting Zionism’.







Saudi Arabia


imports camels


from Australia.







Building on sand


illegally exported from


Malaysia and Indonesia,


Singapore has expanded by


20% since the 1960s.







Since the 1930s,


American turkeys


have more than


doubled in size.







26












[image: ]







When male turkeys


see female turkeys,


they blush.







In the Middle Ages,


strapping a live chicken


to the body was thought


to cure plague.







Soldiers in Iraq


deployed live chickens to warn


of possible chemical attacks.


This was known as Operation


Kuwaiti Field Chicken (KFC).







The last McDonald’s burger


in Iceland was sold in 2009,


but it can still be watched


decomposing on a webcam.
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The Icelandic word


for ‘pager’ translates as


‘thief of the peace’.







The Icelandic word


for ‘computer’ translates as


‘number prophetess’.







Arthur Schoebius,


inventor of the Enigma machine,


also invented an


electric pillow.







The first search engine was


called Archie and was built in 1989


by a man who hasn’t owned


a computer since 1983.
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In 2010,


the US military


built a supercomputer


out of 1,760 PlayStation 3s.







After winning


the US quiz show Jeopardy,


the IBM supercomputer ‘Watson’


went back to work in healthcare.







Mary Shelley kept


Percy Shelley’s heart


wrapped in a poem for


30 years after his death.







In 2008,


the 18th-century German poet


Friedrich Schiller was sent


two reminders to pay


his TV licence.
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Abraham Lincoln


was a licensed bartender.







Rod Stewart lost his job as


a wallpaper designer


because he was


colour-blind.







Vladimir Putin’s grandfather


worked as a chef for


Stalin and Lenin,


and Rasputin.







Oliver Twist was modelled on


Butch Cassidy’s grandfather.
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Davros from Doctor Who


and Professor Yaffle from Bagpuss


were both based on the philosopher


Bertrand Russell.







The translation of


Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone


into ancient Greek is the longest


ancient Greek text produced


since AD 3.







The doctor who


administered enemas to


ancient Egyptian pharaohs was


called the ‘shepherd of the royal anus’.







Box jellyfish


have 64 anuses.
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Battery hens


were invented by


the ancient Romans.







In ancient Sumeria,


the laws of civilisation


and the universe were


called ‘meh’.







It’s against the law


in the US to own


golden eagle


feathers.







In 2014,


a man in the Italian town of Bra


was arrested for


stealing bras.
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In Thailand,


the National Office of Buddhism


has a hotline for complaints


about unruly monks.







The blast furnace, the @ sign,


pretzels and genetics were


all invented by monks.







In the 15th century,


a biting epidemic swept through


the nunneries of Germany,


Holland and Rome.







Gorillas are vegetarians


but their bite is


twice as powerful


as a lion’s.
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Frankenstein’s monster


was a vegetarian.







8 out of 10


UK vegetarians


will end up eating meat.







Finnish budget meatballs


have so little meat in them


they have had to be


renamed


‘balls’.







The average supermarket


contains enough food to


keep you alive for 55 years,


or 63 years if you don’t mind


eating pet food.
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At least


18 species of spider


catch and eat


fish.







The world’s largest spider


weighs as much as


seven bags of


crisps.







Filmgoers


eat 55% more popcorn


watching a sad film


than a comedy.







In Chile,


popcorn is called


cabritas, or ‘little goats’,


because of the way it


jumps in the pan.
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One billion chicken wings,


five million pounds of pretzels and


four million pounds of popcorn are


eaten on Super Bowl Sunday.







Guantanamo Bay


has a gift shop.







Almost half of American adults


think that dinosaurs and


humans coexisted.







There is one


divorce in the US


every 36 seconds.







36












[image: ]







People are more likely to


believe in global warming if


you ask them in a room


containing a dead plant.







Talking to someone while


holding a warm cup of coffee


makes you more likely to think


of them as a warm person.







You’re more likely to


catch a cold by holding hands


with someone than by


kissing them.







People who earn


over £75,000 a year are


more likely to believe that


stress at work is causing


their hair to fall out.
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According to Fijian tradition,


the larger a woman’s hair,


the more beautiful she is.







After the Chinese Manchu dynasty


conquered the Han people,


they made all the males


wear pigtails.







The hairs


on a raspberry are


its female parts.







Glow-worms


are female fireflies.
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A female butterfly


has a second stomach


attached to her vagina.







The horn of the dung beetle


Onthophagus raffrayi


is more than twice the


length of its body.







A colossal squid


swallows through


its brain.







The movements


of octopuses have


no rhythm.
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When people sing


together in a choir,


their heartbeats


synchronise.







The man with


the world’s deepest voice


can make sounds that only


elephants can hear.







The worse a male


ring-tailed lemur smells,


the more offspring


he will have.







Male scorpionflies


use their penises to


swat away spiders.
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More than


300 species of spider


pretend to be ants.







Agatha Christie was


still speaking to imaginary friends


well into her seventies.







Danish people


rate Santa Claus as more friendly


and more reliable than


most doctors.







Kurt Cobain


addressed his suicide note


to his imaginary friend,


Boddah.
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Kurt Cobain’s


first band was called


Fecal Matter.







The faeces of Americans


are a much less diverse ecosystem


for bacteria than those of


Papua New Guineans.







There are more bacteria on Earth


than there are stars in the


known universe.







There are more bacteria


in your armpit than there are


people in the world.
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Dogs can


smell floating whale poo


from a mile away.







Camels can


open and close


their nostrils.







Astronauts’ eyes


get flatter in space.







Bees


have five eyes.
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Mumps


is five times


as contagious as


Ebola.







5% of


Ethiopian


epauletted fruit bats


have the Ebola virus.







In the US in 2014,


there were ten times


as many cases of measles as


there were for the entire


decade 2001–10.







A third of


all the computers in the world


contain at least


one virus.
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Uzbekistan shuts down the Internet


during the nation’s standardised


annual university entrance exam,


and disables all text messaging.







In the 1850s,


the entrance exam for the Royal Navy


involved writing out the Lord’s Prayer


and jumping over a chair naked.







In 1853,


the Venus de Milo was


put on trial for nudity


in Germany.







In 2012,


a law banning nudity


in San Francisco was proposed


by a politician called


Scott Wiener.
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From 1784 to 1830,


the Tory MP for Devon was


called John Bastard.







The world’s biggest drilling machine


is called Bertha.







The 192nd


most powerful supercomputer


in the world is


called Gordon.







There are 299 places in Iran


called Mohammadabad.
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There are craters on Mars


called Bristol, Corby, Crewe,


Tooting and Woking.







Mars is


more accurately mapped


than Alaska.







Thanks to the US military,


the most accurately mapped


country in the world


is Afghanistan.







In 2010,


the British Army parachuted


spy dogs into Afghanistan


to flush out insurgents.
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The first cow to


fly in an aeroplane was


Elm Farm Ollie in 1930.


Her handler milked her and


parachuted cartons of milk


down to spectators below.







D. H. Lawrence


had a cow called Susan.







Cows


only have bottom teeth.







Cows make friends


and get sad when they are


separated from them.
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One in 10 Britons


say they have


no close friends.







Most Britons


tell 10 lies a week.







A third of Britons


say they neither


‘love’ nor ‘hate’


Marmite.







The British have


the best teeth of


any Western country.
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Every team in


North America’s


National Ice Hockey league


has a team dentist.







Between 2003 and 2008,


the lost-property office of


Madame Tussauds collected


123 pairs of false teeth


and one false leg.







97% of the world’s tigers


have been lost over


the past century.







Kaiser Wilhelm II


lost a valuable arms contract


by slapping the king of Bulgaria


on the bottom.
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