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Introduction


Now, what I want is, Facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing but Facts. Facts alone are wanted in life.


CHARLES DICKENS, Hard Times (1854)





We’ve taken the opening lines of Dickens’s shortest novel to heart. Here are facts, facts, facts, 1,411 times over.


If you don’t believe any of them, or want to explore the background detail, go to our website, qi.com/1411, and type the page number into the search box. Because, much as we love them, we know that facts don’t tell the whole story.


They also don’t last. Unlike buildings, facts aren’t set in stone. Like milk or meat, they have a sell-by date.


In 2013, a Harvard mathematician called Samuel Arbesman wrote a book called The Half-Life of Facts, in which he compares facts to uranium atoms. Individually, their lifespan is unpredictable, but lumped together we can accurately predict that half the atoms will decay within 4.47 billion years – the so-called ‘half-life’ of uranium 238. Facts, it turns out, also have a half-life, and most of them don’t last nearly as long.


For example, it’s only a few hundred years since everybody agreed that the Sun went round the Earth. Only half a century ago, doctors thought smoking was good for you. Only eight years ago, it was a ‘fact’ that Pluto was a planet, until it was downgraded by the International Astronomical Union in 2006.


Arbesman is an expert in scientometrics – the science of science – and he has shown that the time it takes to overturn half of any given body of knowledge can be measured. The subject with the longest half-life is mathematics, much of which, alone among human knowledge, appears to be immortal. Alarmingly, one of the shortest-lived disciplines is medicine – where it can be shown that half of what doctors believe to be true will be proven wrong within 45 years. The problem is, of course, they don’t know which half.


Information is fleeting. Human records are broken; new particles are discovered; fresh historical documents come to light. Dinosaurs turn out not to be giant grey iguanas after all, but multicoloured feathery proto-birds of all shapes and sizes. Right now, even the daddy of all facts, the Big Bang theory, is looking wobbly.


Almost all that is now obvious will one day be seen as ludicrous. So what you hold in your hands isn’t really a fact book at all; it’s a situation report on what we think we know at this particular moment in time.


And that’s fine with us. We like facts not so we can boast about them, but because they make us think. Because they challenge our preconceptions, not reinforce them.


So we hope you enjoy reading these facts as much as we’ve enjoyed finding them. But don’t dawdle – you don’t know how long they have left to live.


JOHN LLOYD, JOHN MITCHINSON & JAMES HARKIN

















 




Those who love wisdom must investigate many things.


HERACLITUS (c.535–c.475 BC)



























1,411 QI Facts









[image: ]







There are 1,411 tigers


left in India.







The Greek


for ‘left-handed’


also means ‘better’.







The ‘Heil Hitler’ salute


is legal in Switzerland


as long as it’s an expression


of personal opinion.







Qatar is the only country


that begins with a Q and


Iraq is the only country


that ends with one.
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The letter Q


was illegal in Turkey


for 85 years.







Dildos


are illegal in Texas.







Snake charming


is illegal in India.







In New Zealand,


snakes of any kind


are illegal.
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In the Second World War,


the Allies had a plan to drop


boxes of poisonous snakes


on enemy troops.







On D-Day,


J. D. Salinger fought


with six chapters of


The Catcher in the Rye


in his backpack.







Charles Darwin let his children


use the original manuscript


of On the Origin of Species


as drawing paper.







Charles Dickens’s family had


a cat, seven dogs, two ravens,


a canary called Dick and


a pony called Newman Noggs.
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Theodore Roosevelt


had guinea pigs called


Admiral Dewey, Bishop Doane,


Dr Johnson, Father O’Grady and


Fighting Bob Evans,


and a small bear


called Jonathan Edwards.







Anton Chekhov


had a pet mongoose.







In 1849,


the Viceroy of Egypt


gave London Zoo a hippo


in exchange for a greyhound.







There are more


plastic flamingos


in the US than


real flamingos.
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There are more


statues of lions in the world


than there are real lions.







Two-thirds


of the world’s polar bears


live in Canada.







When Canada


held a competition


to design its national flag,


more than 10% of the entries


featured a beaver.







The biggest dam


built by beavers


is twice as long


as the Hoover Dam.
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There is enough concrete


in the Hoover Dam


to build a road across the US


from coast to coast.







The first motor insurance policy


issued by Lloyd’s of London


described the car as a


‘ship navigating on land’.







The first fatal car accident


in the UK was caused by


a driver going at


4 mph.







6%


of drivers


deliberately swerve


to kill animals.
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You are 20 times more likely to


die in an accident at home


than you are to win the


National Lottery.







In 2007,


210,000 Americans


were injured by lawnmowers.







The lawnmower is


the most dangerous item


in the garden.


The second most dangerous


is the flowerpot.







When Edwin Beard Budding


invented the lawnmower,


he tested it at night


so no one would think


he was mad.
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Using a petrol-driven lawnmower


for one hour produces


as much air pollution


as a 100-mile car trip.







It is illegal in Chicago


for lawns to have weeds


more than 10 inches tall.







Plants suffer from


sexually transmitted diseases.







Orchids can get


jet lag.
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In Mogadishu,


the capital of Somalia,


there is only one flower shop.







There is only one stop sign


in the whole of Paris.







The name sign of


the town of Lost


in Aberdeenshire


is the only one in Britain


that is welded to its pole.







Female strawberry poison frogs


have only one way of choosing


a male to mate with:


which one is closest.
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A male capuchin monkey


will have sex with any female


that throws a stone at him.







In 2003,


Morocco offered Iraq


2,000 monkeys


to help them


detonate mines.







The Burmese sneezing monkey


sneezes uncontrollably


whenever it rains.







5% of cats


are allergic to humans.
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Napoleon, Mussolini and Hitler


were all scared of cats.







If cats don’t encounter people


by the time they’re 10 weeks old,


they will always be scared of them.







Human beings


have as many brain cells


in their stomachs


as cats have in their brains.







A cat’s brain can store


1,000 times more data


than an iPad.
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The human brain has


the same percentage of fat


as clotted cream.







Camel urine


is as thick as syrup.







Whale milk


has the consistency


of toothpaste.







Toothpaste


is addictive for bears


but toxic to dogs.
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New-car smell


is toxic to humans.







The human nose


can recognise over


1,000,000,000,000


different smells.







You can tell


if a duck has bird flu


by smelling its droppings.







The smell of a man


is as stressful to mice


as a three-minute swim.


The smell of women


doesn’t bother them.
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Women


have been awarded


only four of the


406 George Crosses.







Until the First World War,


offices for women had


separate entrances and staircases,


for reasons of ‘morality’.







Women


weren’t allowed to serve


on Royal Navy submarines


until 2011.







Girls in the UK


have been getting


higher grades than boys


at school and university


for nearly a century.
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Female students in China


outperform men


to such an extent that


some universities have


introduced a male quota.







There are enough


empty homes in China


for everyone in the UK


to have one each.







If they were countries,


the Chinese provinces of


Guangdong, Shandong,


Henan, Sichuan and Jiangsu


would be among the


world’s 20 most populous.







China gets a new skyscraper


every five days.
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China is


the world’s largest consumer


of red wine.







More wine is drunk per head


in Vatican City


than any other country on Earth.







The crew of the Marie Celeste


left 1,700 barrels of alcohol


behind them.







Between 1908 and 1965,


Winston Churchill drank


42,000 bottles of champagne.
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By the time


a glass of champagne goes flat,


two million bubbles


will have popped.







In Beijing,


two million people


live underground.







In 1870,


two million rabbits


were killed every year in Australia,


all descended from just 24


released in 1859.







The soil in


your back garden is


two million years old.







17












[image: ]







Oxford University


was over 300 years old


when the Aztec Empire


was founded.







When Harvard University


was founded,


Galileo was still alive.







Charles Darwin


and Abraham Lincoln were


born on the same day


in 1809.







In 1941,


there were only


11 democracies


in the world.
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When the Pyramids were built


woolly mammoths still


roamed the Earth.







Sir Bruce Forsyth


is four months older


than sliced bread.







The Radio Times


is 12 days older


than Nicholas Parsons.







Nobody knows


how old the


Grand Canyon is.
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From 1974 to 1976,


Shirley Temple was


US Ambassador to Ghana.







Shirley Temple


always had exactly


56 curls in her hair.







An acersecomic


is a person who


has never had a haircut.







Wealthy ancient Egyptians


slept with neck supports


rather than pillows


to preserve their hairstyles.
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The average person in Coventry


sleeps for 6 hours


and 5 minutes


a night.







Two-thirds of parents


who sing their children to sleep


prefer pop music


to lullabies.







People in Britain


who wake in the middle of the night


are most likely to do it


at 3.44 a.m.







One o’clock in the morning


is the peak time


for moth activity.
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There are 2,500 species


of moth in the UK


but only 60 species


of butterfly.







The greater wax moth


can hear sounds that are


more high-pitched than


any known animal


can make.







Humans


speak more languages


than there are species of mammal.







The more rivers an area has,


the more languages will


evolve there.
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Esperanto is the only language


with no irregular verbs.







Black Americans and white Americans


have different versions of


American Sign Language.







The sign for the female sex (♀)


represents the hand mirror


of the Roman goddess Venus.







The inventor of roller skates


first demonstrated them


by hurtling into a party


while playing the violin


and crashing into a huge mirror.
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Police cars


in Dubai


can go at


267 mph.







A cheetah


that sprints for


more than 30 seconds


can suffer brain damage.







Ladybirds


can fly


as fast as racehorses


can run.







When threatened,


a limpet can run away


at a speed of


two inches an hour.
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The Chilean word achaplinarse


means to run about in


the style of Charlie Chaplin.







The Chilean word


for plumber


is gasfiter.







Gavisti,


the Sanskrit word for ‘war’,


literally translates as


‘desire for more cows’.







Greece is


the only country in the world


whose name contains


none of the letters


in the word ‘Olympiads’.
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George Eyser,


who won three golds,


two silvers and a bronze


at the 1904 Olympics,


had a wooden leg.







Olympic medal-winners


live almost three years


longer than the rest of us.







Sports journalists were banned


from the first modern Olympics


as they were considered to be


professional sportspeople.







Michael Phelps


has won more Olympic golds


than India, Nigeria, North Korea,


Portugal, Taiwan and Thailand


combined.
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Olympic swimmers


routinely pee in the pool.







In wine-tasting,


a ‘cat-pee aroma’ is


a compliment.







Tomcat urine


smells like


cheddar cheese.







Cheese is


the most shoplifted


food in the UK.
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Americans eat


three times as much cheese


as they did in 1970.







Americans eat


nine times more broccoli


than they did in 1970.







1 in 8 Americans


have worked at McDonald’s.







1 in 10 Americans


think HTML is


a sexually transmitted disease.
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In 2011, the United Nations


declared that


access to the Internet


is a basic human right.







The original purpose


of the United Nations was


to win the Second World War.







The name ‘United Nations’


was Franklin D. Roosevelt’s idea.


He rushed to tell Winston Churchill,


who was towelling himself


stark naked in his bathroom.







When catering staff at the UN


went on strike in 2003,


$10,000 worth of food


and silverware


was stolen.
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UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon


celebrated his election by singing


‘Ban Ki-moon Is Coming to Town’


to the tune of


‘Santa Claus Is Coming to Town’.







‘Santa Claus Is Coming to Town’


was first sung in November 1934.


By Christmas, it had sold


400,000 copies.







Every Christmas Day,


400,000 Britons


go out to a shop


to buy batteries.







The waste produced


at Christmas each year


in Britain would fill


400,000 double-decker buses.
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Little Richard


was a washer-up


at a bus station.







Edward Elgar


was the bandmaster


in a lunatic asylum.







Leo Fender


couldn’t play the guitar.







Rapper Ice-T’s


real name is


Tracy Lauren Marrow.
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Johnny Cash’s estate


once refused permission


for his hit ‘Ring of Fire’ to be


used in a commercial for


haemorrhoid cream.







The original advertisement


to recruit band members


for the Village People read:


‘Macho types wanted:


must have moustache.’







Coldplay


used to be called


Starfish.







Oasis


are named


after a leisure centre


in Swindon.
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There are more people


living in mobile homes


in the US than live in


the whole of the Netherlands.







According to Julius Caesar,


the most civilised people in Britain


lived in Kent.







A 2011 opinion poll


found that 51% of Britons


want the reinstatement


of the death penalty.







20% of the world’s CCTV


is in Britain.
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There are more


CCTV cameras


in the Shetland Islands


than in San Francisco.







The word ‘British’


is the most common word


used by people in the UK


searching the Internet for porn.







The annual awards ceremony


of the UK porn industry


is called the SHAFTAs.







Until 1910,


film studios didn’t credit actors


in case they asked for


more money.
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71% of


Oscar-winners’ tears


have been shed


since 1995.




Oscar Hammerstein II


is the only Oscar


ever to win


an Oscar.










Harvey Weinstein of Miramax


has been thanked


12 times at the Oscars –


once more than God.







Nigeria is


the world’s third-largest


movie-producing country


but has only eight cinemas.
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Luxembourg


is the only country in the world


ruled by a Grand Duke.







The appropriate response to


‘How are you?’


in Luxembourgish


is ‘Tip-Top’.







The English word ‘squirrel’


is particularly difficult for


Germans to pronounce.







The most difficult


tongue-twister in English is


‘pad kid poured curd pulled cod’.
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The giant palm salamander


can stick its tongue out


50 times faster than


you can blink.







The eyes of a giant squid


are the size of


basketballs.







90% of all jellyfish


are smaller than


a human thumbnail.







Jellyfish


born on the


Columbia space shuttle


suffered from vertigo


when they returned to Earth.
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The idea that sitting


too close to the TV


is bad for your eyes


was started by a


lamp manufacturer.







René Descartes


had a fetish for


cross-eyed women.







Reindeer have


golden eyes


in summer


and blue eyes


in winter.







Rats get


more depressed


in summer than in winter.
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The smell of freshly cut grass


is a plant distress call.







In 2012,


the fifth-oldest tree in the world


was burned down by a


crystal-meth addict.







The second episode


of the The Muppets


was called ‘Sex and Violence’.







In some parts of Germany,


it is illegal to show


The Life of Brian


on Good Friday.







39












[image: ]







The first Academy Award


for Best Picture in 1927


featured an all-male kiss.







Sexmoan,


a small fishing town in the Philippines,


changed its name in 1991 to


Sasmuan.







The Lego company


was originally called


Billund Maskinsnedkeri.







By 2019, there will be


more Lego figures


on Earth than people.
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There are more than


915,000,000 ways


to combine six standard


Lego bricks.







There are about


294,000,000,000,000


leaves in the world;


for every leaf


there are 340 ants.







If you feed silkworms


mulberry leaves


sprayed with pink fabric dye,


they make pink silk.







Until the 19th century,


champagne was pink


and had no bubbles.
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UK house spiders include


the Pink Prowler, the Spitting Spider


and the Missing Sector Orb Weaver.







95% of the spiders


in your house have


never been outside.







The daddy-long-legs


flosses after meals by


pulling each of its eight legs


through its jaws.







Frogs’ legs were eaten in Britain


for 7,000 years before


they were eaten


in France.
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French toast


is thousands of years older


than France.







Lake Baikal in Russia


is a thousand times older


than any other lake on Earth.







If the rest of the planet’s


fresh water disappeared,


there would be enough


left in Lake Baikal


to supply humanity


for 50 years.







Modern humans


evolved 80,000 years


after javelins were invented.
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Anne Boleyn was


the only British monarch


beheaded with a sword.







The three Russian cosmonauts


whose spacecraft depressurised


just before re-entry in 1971 are the


only human beings to have died


outside the Earth’s atmosphere.







In space you can cry


but your tears won’t fall,


they just puddle up


under your eye.







If all the salt in the oceans were


spread evenly over the land,


it would be 500 feet deep.
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Eels


can live inside


sharks’ hearts.







Whales’ vaginas


can be large enough


to walk through.







Grey whales


always mate in a threesome:


two males to one female.







Male squirrels


can perform fellatio


on themselves.
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The Empress Josephine


had a pet orang-utan


that joined her for dinner


dressed in a white cotton blouse.







A salamander


can have its brain removed,


cut into slices, shuffled, minced,


put back in again and


still function as normal.







As soon as they find


a rock to anchor themselves to,


young sea squirts


eat their own brains.







Two-thirds


of an octopus’s brain


is in its limbs.
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A stressed or sick octopus


will sometimes bite


its own limbs off.







The world record holder


of the longest accurate


archery shot


has no arms.







In 1986, Michael Foot’s appointment


as chair of a disarmament committee


prompted The Times headline:


‘Foot Heads Arms Body’.







The body of the sea otter


has a pouch across the front


where it keeps rocks


to break open shellfish.
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Louis XIV’s


favourite seasoning


was soy sauce.







The volume of soy sauce


brewed in the Netherlands each year


is greater than that of all the gold


mined in human history.







In 2011, Australia minted


a giant ‘A$1 million’ gold coin.


It weighed over a ton


and used gold worth


A$52 million.







In 1988, there were


600,000 illegal


gold prospectors


in Brazil.
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In Brazil,


‘Rio’ is pronounced


‘Hio’.







‘Dr Seuss’


should be pronounced


‘Dr Zoice’.







The ancient Egyptian word for ‘cat’


was pronounced


‘miaow’.







Lettuce was sacred to Min,


the ancient Egyptian god of fertility,


because it grew long and straight


and oozed a milky substance


when rubbed.
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Aristotle thought


small penises were better


because semen got cold


in large ones.







Ancient Greeks


declared their love for a woman


by throwing an apple at her.







Terry’s used to make


a Chocolate Lemon and


a Chocolate Apple.







In 1976,


Ron Wayne,


co-founder of Apple,


sold his shares for $800;


today they would be worth


$35 billion.
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