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PREFACE


Most encyclopaedias are dull. They are so full of dreary, worthy and important facts that everything else is squeezed out.


Not this one.


This is The Encyclopaedia of Everything Else.


Enjoy it.
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[image: Illustration] AA


Apart from being a useful way to get rid of surplus vowels in Scrabble, aa is a type of volcanic lava flow.


There are also rivers called Aa in France and Germany. These may be considered alphabetically the first places on Earth, but the village of Å in the Moskenes municipality in Norway also has strong claims to that title. It took its name, which was originally spelled Aa, from an Old Norse word meaning ‘small river’, but the spelling was changed to Å in 1917 in accordance with Norwegian language reform. There are also several other places named Å in both Norway and Sweden.



[image: Illustration] AARDVARK


Aardvark means ‘earth pig’ in Afrikaans. In African culture, the aardvark is thought very brave for its skill and willingness to hunt termites.


Charms made from parts of the aardvark are said to give the wearer the ability to pass through walls in the night.


Aardvarks have only 20 teeth, but their ears may be 25 centimetres (10 inches) long.


At the beginning of 2006 there were only four known aardvarks in the UK but, thanks mainly to the breeding techniques at Colchester Zoo, the number has since grown, with nine baby aardvarks born there since 2007.



[image: Illustration] ABORIGINE


In 1957, researchers at Darwin University in Australia conducted interviews and experiments to examine the efficiency of the Aborigine habit of standing on one leg to rest. No definite conclusions were reached other than that further research was needed.


In the Pitta Pitta Aboriginal tongue, kanga means ‘alcohol’ and kangamarru is ‘drunk’. The word for ‘kangaroo’ is kulipila, matyumpa or warrhaputha.
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In 1920, the USSR became the first country to legalise abortion. Malta, El Salvador, Nicaragua and the Dominican Republic are the only countries in the world where abortion is illegal under any circumstances – even when the mother’s life is at risk.


In North America, beavers’ testicles were once thought to be useful for procuring an abortion. In 1984, however, China had about 18 million births and nearly 9 million abortions without harming any beavers.
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Research in the USA has shown that the average American is more likely to die from an asteroid hitting Earth than as a result of a flood, but is more likely to die in an aircraft accident than from an asteroid impact.


In the years from 2008 to 2015, the chance of an American being killed by an animal (most likely are bees, wasps, hornets and dogs) was calculated to have been one in 1.6 million, and of being killed in a terrorist attack was about one in 30 million.


In the UK, December is the worst month for both road accident deaths and fatal falls, but drowning is most common in July.
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[image: Illustration] ACCORDION


The modern accordion was patented by Anthony Faas of Philadelphia on 13 January 1854. However, an earlier patent for an instrument called an accordion was issued to Cyrill Demian in Vienna in 1829. Both inventions shared the principle of a bellows and keys, but Faas’s creation looked much more like a modern accordion. In the introduction to his patent, Faas said that he had ‘invented certain new and useful Improvements in Accordions’.
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A survey in 2017 reported that 68 per cent of teenagers believe that most of their peers who suffer from acne will alter their photos on social media to hide it, while 67 per cent of teenagers who have had acne say it had a negative effect on their self-esteem.



[image: Illustration] ACNESTIS


In quadrupeds, the acnestis is the point or area on the animal’s back between the shoulder blades and the loins which it cannot reach to scratch. In humans, the word has been used for the part of the back between the shoulder blades, whether it can be scratched or not.



[image: Illustration] ACTRESS


On 8 December 1660, Margaret Hughes appeared as Desdemona in Shakespeare’s Othello at the Vere Street Theatre in London. This is said to be the first time a professional actress appeared on the British stage.


Margaret Hughes was the mistress of Prince Rupert, Duke of Cumberland, and may also have briefly been a lover of King Charles II. In 1662 Charles II issued a royal warrant decreeing that all female roles should be played only by female actresses. Until then men had taken female roles and ‘actress’ meant ‘a woman performing an action’.


All four Best Supporting Actress Oscars from 1978 to 1981 were won by people with the initials M.S.


Maggie Smith won hers for California Suite (1978), playing an actress nominated for an Oscar.



[image: Illustration] ADAMS, Douglas (1952–2001)


Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy author Douglas Adams died at the age of 49 on 11 May 2001; Spencer Perceval, the only British Prime Minister to have been assassinated, died at the age of 49 on 11 May 1812. William Pitt the Elder died on 11 May 1778, but not at the age of 49.



[image: Illustration] ADDAMS, Charles (1912–88)


The cartoonist Charles Addams, creator of The Addams Family, liked to use headed notepaper identifying itself as being from ‘The Gotham Rest Home for Mental Defectives’ when he replied to letters from fans. When he married his third and final wife, both bride and groom dressed in black for the ceremony, which took place in a dog cemetery. They subsequently lived together in a New York estate which they called ‘The Swamp’. When Addams died, he was cremated and his ashes buried in a region of The Swamp that had been used as a pet cemetery.



[image: Illustration] ADDRESS


In 1463, Paris became the first city to use house numbers. London did so exactly 300 years later in 1763.


The Duke of Wellington’s London home at Aspley House had the address Number One, London, because it was the first house encountered from the countryside after passing the tollgates at the top of Knightsbridge.
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[image: Illustration] ADMIRALTY ISLANDS


Elisha Fawcett was a one-legged Manchester clergyman who, in the words of a contemporary, ‘devoted his life to teaching the natives of the Admiralty Islands the Commandments of God and the Laws of Cricket’. When he died, his parishioners in the islands were too poor to afford a tombstone, so planted his wooden leg at the head of his grave. Miraculously, it took root and provided a bountiful harvest of wood from which they are said to have made cricket bats for generations.



[image: Illustration] ADOLESCENCE


A long-term study at Northwestern University medical school in Chicago showed that memories of middle-aged men concerning their adolescent years are highly unreliable. By comparing answers given at the age of 14 about family relationships, home environment, dating and sexuality, religion, parental discipline and general activities with their memories of the same events 34 years later, results published in 2000 showed that the likelihood of accurately remembering events from adolescence was no greater than chance.


‘Adolescence: a stage between childhood and adultery.’ Ambrose Bierce, The Devil’s Dictionary, 1906
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The use of gerbils to detect undercover agents and terrorists by smelling out their adrenaline has a history dating back to the 1970s when MI5 looked at the possibility of using trained gerbils for that purpose.


They had been impressed by trials at Tel Aviv airport where gerbils were being used at security check areas to sniff a suspect’s hands as fans wafted the aroma in the gerbil’s direction.


The gerbils were trained to press a lever if they detected increased adrenaline, thus identifying passengers under stress.


Unfortunately, the plans had to be abandoned when it was found that the gerbils could not distinguish between terrorists and people who were afraid of flying.


The adrenaline-sniffing skill of the gerbils began with their use by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police in the 1970s to sniff out drugs in Canadian prisons.


Their ability to do so was undoubted, but a number of suspicious deaths among the gerbils suggested they were being murdered by drug-dealing prisoners and the project was abandoned.


There was also the problem of getting rid of the smell of the gerbils’ urine.


More recently, however, gerbils have been performing excellent work in detecting landmines in Africa.



[image: Illustration] ADULTERY


In ancient Greek, the meaning of the verb rhaphanizo was ‘to thrust a radish up the fundament’.


This was a punishment for adulterers, but before we condemn it as severe, it should be compared with the penalty in ancient India, which consisted of having the nose cut off, and the still more severe punishment in Britain at the time of King Canute, when an adulteress was liable to lose both her nose and ears.
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In September 2010, a Chinese female lawyer issued a lawsuit against a cinema and a film distribution company for showing 20 minutes of advertisements before the main feature. She said the company and the cinema should have told her how long the adverts would last and accused them of wasting her time and violating her freedom of choice. Chen Xiaomei demanded a refund of the money she’d spent on the ticket, an equal amount in compensation, a nominal amount for emotional damages, and a written apology.


In 1996, Daihatsu became the first car manufacturer to advertise a new model by placing stickers on condom machines in pubs and wine bars. ‘The stickers are a further element of Daihatsu’s campaign to poke fun at the pretentious nature of the car market,’ said a spokesman for the advertising agency marketing the new Daihatsu Hijet.
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[image: Illustration] AESCHYLUS (525–456 BC)


The Greek tragedian Aeschylus is said to have been killed when a tortoise fell on his head. According to legend, the tortoise was dropped by an eagle which mistook Aeschylus’s bald head for a rock which it could use to crack the shell of the tortoise. What happened to the tortoise is not known.


Pliny the Elder, who first recounted the tale of Aeschylus’s death, said it was a lammergeyer (also known as a bearded vulture) not an eagle.


‘It is in the character of very few men to honour without envy a friend who has prospered.’ Aeschylus



[image: Illustration] AFGHANISTAN


Afghanistan comes first if you arrange the nations of the world in alphabetical order. From 1918 until 1991, Afghanistan was the only country on Earth whose name began with A but did not also end in A. After the Soviet Union collapsed, it was joined in that respect by Azerbaijan.


A traditional sport in northern Afghanistan is Buzkashi, played by horsemen who try to dump a headless calf in the enemy goal. Players are allowed to whip or kick the man holding the calf, but off-the-calf fouls are penalised.


There are two UNESCO World Heritage Sites in Afghanistan: the Minaret of Jam, and the Buddhas of Bamiyan.


Afghanistan is four and a half hours ahead of Greenwich Mean Time.
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[image: Illustration] AGATHOCLES (361–289 BC)


Machiavelli described Agathocles as an example ‘of those who become princes through their crimes’. Known as the ‘Tyrant of Syracuse’, Agathocles was the son of a potter who achieved considerable military success largely through nefarious means and conquered most of Sicily, of which he considered himself the King. He is said to have died through using a toothpick poisoned by his enemies.


Agathocles is also the name of a heavy metal band from the city of Mol in Belgium.



[image: Illustration] AGNOSTIC


The word ‘agnostic’ was coined by Thomas Huxley one evening at a party at Mr James Knowles’s house on Clapham Common, specifically to describe Charles Darwin’s attitude towards religious belief.



[image: Illustration] AGRICULTURE


A world record was set at the Alton and North East Hampshire Agricultural Show in the UK in 2009 for running the longest distance while on fire. Amateur stuntman Keith Malcolm ran 79 metres (259 feet) while on fire, beating the previous record by 9.75 metres (32 feet). He wore several layers of fire-resistant clothing and had a man with a fire extinguisher in close attendance.


The record was subsequently beaten several times and now stands at 205.23 metres (almost 700 feet), set by stuntman Antony Britton in 2017. He also set a record for ‘fastest 100-metres [328-foot] sprint (full-body burn, without oxygen)’, completing the run in just 24.58 seconds.
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In 2001, King Mswati III of Swaziland invoked an ancient chastity rite known as umchwasho in an attempt to curb the AIDS epidemic in his country. This involved banning all young maidens under the age of 50 from having sex for five years. Two months later he violated his own decree by taking a 17-year-old girl as his thirteenth wife and was made to pay a fine of one cow.


King Mswati rules in conjunction with his mother, who is known as the Great She-Elephant. He currently has 15 wives and 23 children. His father and predecessor, King Sobhuza II, had 125 wives in his 82-year reign.


According to tradition, the King may only marry after his ‘wife’ becomes pregnant. Until then she is known only as a ‘bride’.


[image: Illustration] NIGERIA
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Miss Ellen Church of Iowa became the world’s first air stewardess on 15 May 1930 after writing to United Airlines with the suggestion that suitably qualified young ladies might be useful on flights. The airline not only employed Ms Church but asked her to draw up qualifications for further recruits. Her resulting specifications were modelled on her own best points: applicants had to be registered nurses aged no more than 25; they must not weigh more than 52 kilograms (115 pounds) or be more than 1.6 metres (5 feet 4 inches) tall.


The first British air hostess was Miss Daphne Kearley, who served on her first flight on 16 May 1936. Typing and cocktail-mixing were among the skills specified, though her own account of the job suggested that calming down anxious passengers and politely turning down marriage proposals were the main parts of the role. By 1943, the major qualifications demanded by the British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC) were ‘poise’ and an ‘educated voice’.


‘Stewardesses’ is the longest common word that is typed entirely by the left hand of a trained typist on a QWERTY keyboard. However, it is two letters shorter than the uncommon ‘after-cataracts’ (an eye condition that may follow an operation for cataracts) and ‘tesseradecades’ (groups of 14).



[image: Illustration] ALASKA


The Alaskan coastline is 10,686 kilometres (6,640 miles) long, which is longer than the combined coastlines of all the other US states. If Alaska were a country, it would be the sixteenth largest in the world.


Alaska is the only US state whose name can be typed on a single row of letters on a standard keyboard.


Alaska was transferred from Russia to the United States on 18 October 1867 for $7.2 million, which is why 18 October is Alaska Day. Since then, Alaska has remained about 500 miles from the rest of the USA but is still only 55 miles from mainland Russia.


Under Alaskan law, wanton waste of a moose carries a maximum penalty of one year in jail and a $10,000 fine. Taking the antlers without salvaging all the edible meat constitutes ‘wanton waste’. The town of Talkeetna, Alaska, used to hold a Moose Dropping Festival, dropping pieces of moose poo by crane onto a target. This festival was last held in 2009, after which it was judged to have become too popular for the town’s good.


Waking a sleeping bear for the purpose of taking a photograph is prohibited in Alaska.


The Nenana Ice Classic is an Alaskan sweepstake that has been running since 1917. It started when bored railway engineers erected a wooden tripod on the frozen Tanana River and placed bets on the exact moment in spring when it would fall through the ice. A paper in Science journal in 2001 was devoted to demonstrating that the records of the Nenana Ice Classic are a valid measure of global warming.


Until 1995 it was illegal to keep an elephant in Alaska. In that year, however, they changed the law regarding exotic pets specifically to allow an ex-circus elephant to stay there.


The state sport of Alaska is dog mushing, which is racing on sleds pulled by dogs.


Of the 20 highest mountains in the USA, 17 are in Alaska.
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One official motto of Albania is: ‘The faith of the Albanians is Albanism’. The Albanians call Albania ‘Shqiperia’, which means ‘land of the eagle’.


In 1967 Albania became the world’s first officially atheist state. In 1976 the official name of Albania was changed to People’s Socialist Republic of Albania. In 1992, after the fall of communism, the name changed again to simply Republic of Albania. During the communist era, private cars were illegal in Albania.


Probably the most famous Albanian was Mother Teresa of Calcutta, born Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu. Her middle name means ‘little flower’ in Albanian.


In 1995, a traffic light tax of 2,000 lek (about £14) was imposed in Albania, but drivers in the northern city of Shkodra refused to pay it on the grounds that their city had no traffic lights.


The oldest known name of the main island of Britain was Albion. Around the 11th century, writings in Latin referred to it as Albania. Albania is the name of at least three towns in Colombia.


The Albanian currency, the lek, was named after Alexander the Great, whose name was often shortened to Leka in Albanian.


From the 14th to the 20th century, Albania did not have a king. Charles I was king from 1272 to 1285 and was succeeded by his son Charles II from 1285 to 1294. The next king was Zog I from 1928 to 1939.


[image: Illustration] HOXHA, WISDOM, ZOG I
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According to a recent study, a large proportion of female albatrosses in Hawaii are lesbian. A pair of lesbian albatrosses in the world’s only inland breeding colony in New Zealand were reported in 2010 to be bringing up a chick together. The identity of the chick’s father is unknown.



[image: Illustration] ALBERT I, King of Belgium (1875–1934)


King Albert I was killed in a climbing accident in Belgium. His last reported words were addressed to his valet, whom he instructed to wait in the car: ‘If I feel in good form, I shall take the difficult way up. If I do not, I shall take the easy one. I shall join you in an hour.’ When he did not return, a search began and eventually found his body. Rumours of foul play circulated, including a suggestion that he was murdered elsewhere and his body brought to the mountain. In 2016, however, a DNA analysis of blood samples found on March-les-Dames above the place where the body was found confirmed that he had died in an accident there.


In 1914, when presented with an ultimatum by Germany demanding safe passage for the German army to France, King Albert replied: ‘Belgium is a country not a road’; Germany then declared war on Belgium, and the king assumed personal command of the Belgian army while his wife, Queen Elisabeth, worked as a nurse at the front.



[image: Illustration] ALCHEMY


In the 4th century BC, Plato and Aristotle developed alchemy from the idea that everything was made of earth, air, fire and water. Each of those was said to combine two primary qualities: hot or cold, and wet or dry. Earth is cold and dry, air is hot and wet, fire is hot and dry, water is cold and wet. When fire loses its heat, it becomes earth – in the form of ash; when water is heated, it becomes air – in the form of steam. It followed that anything could be turned into anything else by reducing it to its basic components, then remixing them with a little heating, chilling, wetting or drying.


Sadly, it didn’t work in practice, so the early alchemists decided that something must be missing. That something was the legendary Philosopher’s Stone, which supposedly had the power to turn all things to gold and to bestow eternal life by transforming a person from earthly impurity into heavenly perfection. It was, in short, the answer to everything.


‘I have seen and handled more than once the Stone of the Philosophers,’ said the 17th-century Belgian alchemist J.B. van Helmont. ‘In colour it was like powder of saffron but heavy and shining even as powdered glass.’


John Damian was court alchemist to James IV of Scotland. In 1507, he built himself a pair of wings and tried to fly from the ramparts of Stirling Castle but fell to the ground and broke a leg. He blamed the feathers he had used, which came from barnyard fowl unaccustomed to flying. Despite this failure, James IV still paid £15.16s.0d for Damian’s alchemist’s gown of damask and £4 for his velvet socks.


Edward Kelley claimed to have discovered the Philosopher’s Stone among the ruins of Glastonbury Abbey around 1583. He was sent to the pillory at Lancaster and had his ears cropped after a conviction for forgery.


John Dee employed Kelley and never noticed the latter’s mutilated ears (which were hidden beneath a skull cap). Dee sent Queen Elizabeth a piece of gold that he said he had made from metal cut from a warming pan, and gave his son quoits which he claimed were made from transmuted gold. In 2011, John Dee was himself transmuted into an opera, Dr Dee, directed by Rufus Norris with music by Damon Albarn.


The French alchemist Nicolas Flamel, whose search for the Philosopher’s Stone inspired parts of J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter stories, lived from 1330 to 1418. The house he built in 1407 is now considered the oldest building in Paris and houses a restaurant, the Auberge Nicolas Flamel, which in 2021 sold a three-course lunch for 38 euros.



[image: Illustration] ALCOHOL


The word ‘alcohol’ was first used in English in the early 17th century as a name for ore of antimony, a fine metallic powder used as eye make-up. By extension, the word then came to be applied to any fine powder produced by grinding or distillation, and finally it took on the meaning of the distilled liquid itself rather than its powdery residue.


Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary defined alcohol as: ‘an Arabic term used by chymists for a highly rectified dephlegmated spirit of wine, or for any thing reduced into an impalpable powder’.


Alcoholic drinks are very old. There is evidence of beer-drinking in Mesopotamia around 8000 BC, while the sediment in a pottery jar excavated in northern Iran indicates that man was drinking a retsina-like wine in 5000 BC. Workers on the Egyptian pyramids around 4,500 years ago had three drink-breaks each day, when five types of beer and four varieties of wine were available.


In the early 18th century, Empress Catherine I of Russia banned women from getting drunk. This may explain the large number of female transvestites at Moscow balls, where wine ran freely. Catherine’s husband and predecessor, Peter the Great, had the lover of one of his mistresses executed and his head preserved in alcohol and kept by his bedside.


The effects of alcohol on goldfish and humans have been found to be remarkably similar. For both species, experiments have shown that anything learned in a state of mild inebriation is liable to be forgotten when sobriety is restored, but a subsequent return to the inebriated state may be accompanied by a return of the forgotten memories. So if you have forgotten something that you learned when you were drunk, your best chance of recalling it may well be to get drunk again. If you drank so much that you blacked out, however, all memories of what you said, did or learned while intoxicated are liable to vanish for ever, whether you are human or goldfish. Mildly inebriated goldfish, however, have been shown to learn simple tasks more quickly than sober goldfish.


As to the effects of alcohol on lechery, a porter explains all to Macduff in Shakespeare’s Macbeth: ‘It provokes the desire, but it takes away the performance.’ Studies have confirmed that alcohol increases subjective estimates of sexual arousal but diminishes physiological symptoms.


According to a poll in 2008, the average British man will drink 11,616 pints of beer in his lifetime as well as 1,089 pints of cider, 5,082 glasses of wine, 4,356 single measures of spirits. This will cost him £24,357.30.
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[image: Illustration] ALDRIN, Edwin Eugene (‘Buzz’) (b. 1930)


Appropriately enough for the second man to walk on the Moon, Buzz Aldrin’s mother’s maiden name was Moon. His own name, remarkably enough, really was ‘Buzz’, but not until 1988. Prior to that it had been a nickname which began with his little sister’s attempt to pronounce the word ‘brother’, which came out as ‘Buzzer’. In 1988, he legally changed his first name to ‘Buzz’. In 1963, Edwin Aldrin, as he then was, received a doctorate from MIT for his thesis on orbital mechanics.


[image: Illustration] MOON
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In July 2010, the Aberdeen brewery BrewDog created 12 bottles of a superstrength ale, which they placed inside the dead bodies of seven stoats, four squirrels and one hare and sold for £500 a bottle.


At 55 per cent alcohol by volume (ABV), the brewers claimed it was the world’s strongest beer. A week later, however, the Dutch brewer Jan Nijboer produced a beer that was 60 per cent alcohol. Since 2013, the world’s strongest beer has been Brewmeister’s Snake Venom at 67.5 per cent.
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[image: Illustration] ALEXANDRA, Queen (1844–1925)


Wife of Edward VII, Queen Alexandra admitted she had no interest in intellectual pursuits and was notoriously unpunctual. According to one contemporary historian, she ‘had no brain’. When she was left with a limp after an illness in 1867, ladies at court copied the limp to be fashionable.



[image: Illustration] ALFRED THE GREAT (849–899)


During the reign of Alfred the Great in England, laws were introduced to make people convicted of crimes give compensation to their victims. A 2.5-centimetre (1-inch) wound required a payment of one shilling; a broken tooth was worth six shillings; and an ear cost 20 shillings. The scale for toes specified 20 shillings for a big toe, 15 shillings for the second toe, nine shillings for a middle toe, five shillings for the little toe and only four shillings for the fourth toe.


Alfred is the only English or British king to be known as ‘the Great’.
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[image: Illustration] ALGERIA


Algeria is the largest country by area in Africa. Before 2011, when South Sudan became independent, Sudan was the largest.


The only people born in Algeria to have won Nobel Prizes were Albert Camus (Literature, 1957) and Claude Cohen-Tannoudji (Physics, 1997). Camus played as goalkeeper in the football team for the University of Algiers, which may therefore be the world’s only university to have had a Nobel Prize-winning goalkeeper in its team.


In 2007, a court in Algeria had to rule on the ownership of a donkey that had eaten the money brought by a purchaser for its sale.


St Augustine of Hippo (354–430) was the most famous Algerian of all. The city of Hippo is now Annaba.



[image: Illustration] ALLIGATOR


Alligators have five toes on their front feet and four toes on the back feet.


In the US state of Florida, intentionally feeding a wild alligator is a misdemeanour of the second degree, but killing or injuring an alligator is a third-degree felony. Except in extreme situations, an alligator must be at least 1.2 metres (4 feet) long before it is considered by law to be a nuisance.


In Louisiana, theft of an alligator, whether dead or alive, is a crime punishable by imprisonment for not more than 10 years with or without hard labour and/or a fine of not more than $3,000 if the value of the crime is more than $500, or two years’ imprisonment and/or a $2,000 fine if the value is between $300 and $500.
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The alpaca is a sort of soft-haired llama and is found mainly in Peru. Alpacas can breed with llamas; a cross between a male llama and female alpaca is called a ‘huarizo’. The offspring of a male alpaca and female llama is a ‘misti’.


In Andean mythology, alpacas were associated with the Earth Mother goddess Pachmama. They were said to have been given to mankind as a gift at Mount Ausangate in Peru and to be left on Earth for only as long as they were properly looked after.


Alpaca wool comes in 22 natural colours, the most of any wool-producing animal.


A baby alpaca is called a cria.



[image: Illustration] ALPHABET


The technical name for the dot above a letter ‘i’ is a ‘tittle’. Curiously, the Oxford English Dictionary gives ‘The dot over the letter i’ as one of the meanings of ‘tittle’ but does not say that it can also mean the dot over the letter j. It does, however, include a citation from 1676 saying that the dot over a j is formed the same way as that over the i.


‘The person said the Duke [of Marlborough] puts no tittles upon the i’s. “O”, says the Prince [Eugene of Savoy], “it saves his Grace’s ink”.’ Mary Delany, Autobiography and Correspondence, 1783
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‘Amazing’ was voted top of the list of overused words nominated for banishment in 2012 in the annual poll conducted by Lake Superior State University. It was closely followed by ‘baby bump’. The 2021 list, published at the end of 2020, gave the top place for proposed banishment to COVID-19, followed by the phrases ‘social distancing’ and ‘we’re all in this together’.
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There are no bridges across the Amazon anywhere along its 6,437-kilometre (4,000-mile) length. There is some dispute over the width of the mouth of the Amazon owing to the position of the large island of Marajó, where the Amazon meets the ocean, but according to one measure, the width is greater than the entire length of the River Thames in England.


The Amazon is responsible for about 17 per cent of all the fresh water discharged into the world’s oceans each day and about 50 per cent of the water discharged into the Atlantic.


With a net worth approaching $200 billion, Jeff Bezos, founder of Amazon.com was ranked the richest person in the world in 2021, ahead of Elon Musk. Among his other accomplishments, Bezos played an alien in the movie Star Trek Beyond.
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We have long thought that America was named after the explorer Amerigo Vespucci, but another candidate has recently emerged. Richard Amerike, a Bristol merchant, knew about North America long before Columbus and Vespucci ‘discovered’ it. Bristolians had for many years been buying salted cod from Icelandic fishermen which had been caught in Newfoundland.


Not wishing to spread the word about their new fishing grounds, they kept this knowledge secret, but Amerike was a major sponsor of John Cabot’s voyages to North America around 1497–99, and documents found in recent years suggest that Cabot gave a map to Columbus which may have had Amerike’s name on it. Another piece of circumstantial evidence is Amerike’s family banner: a flag in red, white and blue, depicting stripes and stars.


The German cartographer Martin Waldseemüller was the first known person to call the New World ‘America’, having inscribed the name on his engravings for a world map in 1507. Later in life, Waldseemüller changed his opinion, believing that ‘Columbia’ might have been a better name, but by then the name of America had established itself too well to be altered.


The country Colombia was given its name in 1819 by Simón Bolívar. In 1825 Bolivia was named after Bolívar, who was Venezuelan.


According to some official estimates, the number of soldiers killed in conflict in the American Revolution was 4,435, which is fewer than the number now killed on America’s roads every 40 days.


According to a nationwide survey in 2022, one in three people across America have detectable levels of a toxic herbicide linked to cancers, birth defects and hormonal imbalances.


[image: Illustration] CHIPS, COLUMBUS, CRIME, FOOD, POPULATION, RUBBISH, TELEVISION



[image: Illustration] AMMONIA


For a curious reason, the gas ammonia (NH3) takes its name from the Egyptian god Ammon.


Ammonium chloride, also known as sal ammoniac, was discovered by accident in classical times as a by-product of burning camel dung in the temple of Jupiter Ammon at Siwa oasis in Egypt, not far from the Libyan border.


The marine fossils known as ammonites are also named after Ammon, because their spiral structure was reminiscent of the ram’s horns that Ammon was said to have had.



[image: Illustration] AMNESIA


In October 2011, the Journal of Emergency Medicine reported the case of a woman who went to the emergency room of Georgetown University Hospital complaining of lack of memory of the previous 24 hours, about an hour after she had had orgasmic sex with her husband.


Doctors diagnosed a rare condition known as transient global amnesia (TGA), caused by the scrambling of the memory circuits of the brain, often brought on by physical or emotional triggers.
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During the American Civil War, 75 per cent of all battlefield surgery involved amputations. A total of more than 50,000 such amputations were performed.


A man with no arms and no legs swam the English Channel in September 2010, thanks to his motor-propelled, flipper-shaped artificial legs. Philippe Croizon, 42, lost all his limbs in an accident in 1994 when he was hit by a 20,000-volt charge from a power line while removing a television aerial. The Channel crossing took him 13 and a half hours. He said he had done it to inspire all those ‘who think life is nothing but suffering’.
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A thief in the German town of Hamelin was reported in 2010 to have robbed an amusement arcade by threatening the attendant with a cup of coffee. ‘He wasn’t going to pour coffee over her,’ a police spokesman explained, ‘he was going to hit her with the cup.’
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On 30 March 1842, Dr Crawford Long became the first to use ether as an anaesthetic, when removing a cyst from the neck of a student named John Venable. In the USA, 30 March is celebrated as Doctors’ Day in commemoration of this.


Before 1842, the only medicament available to dull the pain of an operation was whisky or some other alcohol. Surgeons were also known to partake of the whisky during operations to help dull their own sensitivity to the screams of the patient.


Nitrous oxide, or ‘laughing gas’, was used purely for entertainment before its use as an anaesthetic. Charlie Chaplin made a 16-minute comedy short called Laughing Gas in 1914.


In 2002, researchers at the University of Louisville reported that people with ginger hair require 20 per cent more anaesthetic before surgery than people with hair of another colour.


In 1981, 17 doctors in South Africa used enough anaesthetic to kill 70 men when performing dentistry on an elephant.
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Notable people whose names are anagrams of a single word include: actress Meg Ryan (Germany), singer Britney Spears (Presbyterians), former US vice-president and Nobel Prize winner Al Gore (gaoler), singer Roger Daltrey (retrogradely), musician Eric Clapton (narcoleptic), actor Tom Cruise (costumier) and conservationist Steve Irwin (interviews).


Britain’s first chess grandmaster Tony Miles was an anagram of ‘solemnity’, and Britain’s world chess title challenger Nigel Short is an anagram of ‘holstering’.
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In 1997, after eight years of discussions, the International Federation of Associations of Anatomists (IFAA) finally reached agreement on the correct term for the area between a woman’s breasts.


The expression they settled on was ‘intermammary sulcus’. The creator of the term was the 77-year-old Brazilian Liberato DiDio, who was secretary-general of the IFAA’s committee on anatomical terminology. The committee also agreed that the area at the bottom of the breast where it meets the chest was to be known as the ‘inframammary sulcus’.


Another part of the body renamed by the same committee was the part formerly known as the Adam’s apple, which is now the ‘laryngeal prominence’.
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The first screenplay Quentin Tarantino ever wrote – at the age of 14 – was called ‘Captain Peachfuzz and the Anchovy Bandit’. It has never been filmed.


Anchovy-flavoured popcorn was one of the bedtime treats offered to cats at the Sutton Place Hotel in Vancouver in 1998 when it started its ‘Pampered Pets’ service.
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The great Danish writer of over 150 fairy tales, Hans Christian Andersen, was born two months after his parents married. He never married, but carried a letter from his first love, Riborg Voigt, in a pouch around his neck until he died. He also expressed attraction for other men but apparently never acted on this.


Andersen parted his hair on the right and had a big nose. He never ate pork, and when staying in hotels carried a coil of rope with him in case he needed to escape from a fire. He was also afraid of dogs and suffered from taphophobia – a fear of being buried alive. As a precaution against this, he left a note by his bedside at night saying: ‘I only appear to be dead’.
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Andorra is the world’s only co-principality, with two princes jointly sharing authority over it. The two princes are the President of France and the Bishop of Urgell, a Roman Catholic diocese straddling both Andorra and Spain.


Andorra has no unemployment, no airports, no US ambassador, only one prison, and one of the world’s highest life expectancies at 83 years (80.8 for men, 85.4 for women).


The flag of Andorra is the world’s only national flag with two cows on it.
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In Germany, horses go ‘prrrh’; in ancient Greece, dogs went ‘au au’; Danish pigs go ‘knor’; Japanese cats ‘nyaa’ in Japanese; cows ‘baeh’ in Urdu; geese tööt in Finnish; snakes ‘hvese’ in Norwegian. By contrast, Italian humans sneeze ‘ecci ecci’.
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The word ‘anorak’ first appeared in English in 1924. It comes from the Canadian Inuit annuraaq, meaning ‘a piece of clothing’.


In 1996, Swedish artist Ann-Kristin Antman produced an anorak made from salmon skins toughened and made waterproof by soaking in human urine. ‘It is a method used in the Stone Age in Sweden,’ she explained. ‘The smell disappears when you rinse the skins in water.’


The first recorded use of ‘anorak’ in its more recent sense of (as the OED puts it) ‘a boring, studious, or socially inept young person’ was in 1984.
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Although we often see anorexia as a modern problem, the word first appeared in English in 1605. The complaint of anorexia nervosa was given its name in 1873 by the physician Sir William Withey Gull, who proposed ‘apepsia hysterica’ as an alternative.
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The ancient Greeks gave Antarctica its name, calling it ‘Anti-Arktikos’, which literally means ‘opposite the bear’. The Great Bear (Ursa Major) is above the North Pole, so the South became Anti-Arktikos and the North was identified as Arktikos.


On 17 January 1773, Captain James Cook became the first European to sail south of the Antarctic Circle, and on 17 January 1912, Robert Falcon Scott reached the South Pole.


Present-day Antarctica contains between 1,000 and 4,000 people (depending on the season) from 27 nations (the signatories to the Antarctic Treaty). The number of penguins is less clear. Some estimates put it as high as 100 million, but the State of Atlantic Penguins (SOAP) survey in 2020 listed 5.77 million breeding pairs in 698 locations. Antarctica also has one active volcano, Mount Erebus.


There is about eight times as much ice in Antarctica as in the Arctic. If all the ice in Antarctica melted, the global sea level would rise by about 60 metres (200 feet).


The first person to be born in Antarctica was the Argentine Emilio Marcos Palma on 7 January 1978. The first person to be buried in Antarctica was the Norwegian zoologist Nicolai Hanson on 14 October 1899.
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The mating behaviour of antelopes is called lekking. In 2008, it was reported that high-quality male African topi antelopes are so much in demand that they have to fight off female admirers. This is against the normal male mammalian behaviour of mating with as many females as possible. Given the choice, a male topi antelope will choose a new partner over one he has mated with before.
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A giant egg laid in the 17th century was put on sale for £5,000 at the Chelsea Antiques Fair in 2009. The egg, which is more than 90 centimetres (3 feet) in circumference, is probably the biggest in the world at present. It was laid by the Great Elephant Bird of Madagascar which became extinct about 1,000 years ago.
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At an election in the North Dakota city of Pillsbury in 2008, nobody turned out to vote. The mayor and two aldermen were standing for re-election unopposed, but even they could not be bothered to get to a polling station. The county auditor ruled that those in office could stay there and appoint people, including themselves, to the jobs until the next election. The mayor commented that council members are paid $48 a year, but most of that goes on doughnuts eaten at the meetings and gas to get there.
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As long ago as the 16th century, the English were using the word ‘venereal’ (from Venus, the Roman goddess of love) for anything connected with sexual desire. By the 17th century, however, the word had become so strongly linked with venereal disease that another word was needed for its positive aspects. Swap Venus for her Greek equivalent, Aphrodite, and the word ‘aphrodisiac’ was born.


Pliny the Elder, in his Natural History, wrote that the philosopher Democritus considered radishes to be an aphrodisiac. Radishes have also been praised for their aphrodisiac qualities in Japan and other oriental countries.


The 12th-century rabbi and physician Maimonides is also said to have recommended a radish ointment as an early form of Viagra. His recipe was to mix radish oil with mustard oil and carrot oil, then add live ants.


The Indian elephant god Ganesh is also often depicted holding a radish, which some say is connected to its supposed aphrodisiac qualities.
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87.24 million tonnes of apples were produced in the world in 2019. By far the largest producer is China, with almost half of the total.


Apples are the second most valuable fruit crop in the USA behind grapes but ahead of oranges.


The apple that is said to have struck Isaac Newton and inspired the theory of gravity is a large green-skinned variety called Flower of Kent. There are over 7,000 varieties of apple in the world.


Steve Jobs, co-founder of the Apple Computer Company in 1976, said that the name of the company was inspired by his visit to an apple farm when he was on a fruitarian diet. He described the name ‘Apple’ as ‘fun, spirited and not intimidating’.
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The name of this month comes from the Latin ‘Aprilis’, though nobody is sure why the Romans gave it that name. Some say it is connected to the verb ‘aperire’, to open, referring to the opening of flowers. Others say it refers to the goddess Aphrodite.


In Old English the month was also called ‘Eastermonad’.


The term ‘April gentleman’ in English used to refer to a newly married man (by implication, a fool).


In Finland April is known as ‘Huhtikuu’ or ‘Burnwood’ month.
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A judge in Melbourne told two robbers they were a ‘pair of fools’ before sending them to prison for a robbery committed on 1 April 2007. Benjamin Jorgensen, 38, and Donna Hayes, 36, were jailed for seven and eight years respectively for robbing a restaurant of a bag which they believed contained the day’s takings. Later they discovered that the bag was in fact filled with bread rolls. Jorgensen also fired his gun accidentally during the heist, shooting Hayes in the buttocks.


1 April is also the date each year of the International Edible Book Festival. The date was chosen to celebrate the birthday of French gastronome and writer Jean-Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, who wrote Physiologie du Goût (The Physiology of Taste) (1825).


Since 2004, 1 April has also been celebrated as Fossil Fools Day, with demonstrations against the use of fossil fuels as sources of energy.


In Ancient Rome, 1 April was the date of the festival of Veneralia, praising the goddess Venus.


Since the early 16th century, French children have celebrated ‘poisson d’Avril’ (April fish) on 1 April by sticking pictures of fish on people’s backs.


On 1 April 1698, many were fooled into going to the Tower of London to ‘see the lions washed’.


On 1 April 1889, the first successful dishwasher went on sale in Chicago. Its inventor Josephine Cochran said it washed faster than her servants.
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A woman at an aquarium in the Ukraine dropped her mobile phone, which was eaten by the crocodile she was trying to photograph. Staff called her number and the crocodile started to ring. ‘This should have been a very dramatic shot, but things didn’t work out,’ the woman said.
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The singers David Bowie and Neil Young, the film director and actor Orson Welles, the actress Angelina Jolie, the actor Harrison Ford and the satirist Stephen Colbert have all had species of spider named after them.


So have Nelson Mandela and Frank Zappa.


Orson Welles towers above the others, however, as he had a whole genus of spiders named after him, though Frank Zappa also had a jellyfish and a fish genus named in his honour.
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In 1545, the scholar Roger Ascham published a treatise on archery which he called Toxophilus. He coined the name from two Greek words meaning ‘lover of the bow’, and the science of archery became known as toxophily or toxophilism.


Archery itself, however, is far older. The earliest known use of bows and arrows in warfare was in 2340 BC, when Sargon of Akkad in Babylonia defeated the Sumerians with an infantry of archers.


In the 1900 Olympic archery event, live pigeons were used as targets.


The first woman to kill an elephant with a bow and arrow is believed to be the American Teressa Groenewald-Hagerman, who achieved the feat in Zimbabwe in May 2009. She says she worked out for four hours a day for eight months in order to develop the strength to draw the bow needed for the task. She says she did it to win a bet with a male colleague. Previously, the last person to have killed an elephant with a bow and arrow is thought to have been a man called Howard Hill, 60 years earlier.


Great archers:


• Lottie Dod won the Wimbledon ladies’ singles championship in 1887 when she was 15, won the British Ladies Amateur Golf Championship in 1904, and took silver in the Olympic archery in 1908.


• Sybil Fenton Newall known as ‘Queenie Newall’ was the woman who beat Lottie Dod to win Olympic gold in 1908. She was aged 53 at the time and is still the oldest female winner of an individual Olympic gold.


• Geena Davis, the Oscar-winning actress, reached the semi-finals of the US women’s archery championship in 1999 and eventually finished 24th.
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In 1995, the first International Housewives Congress was held in the Argentine capital Buenos Aires, and in 1966 the Free Tramps Federation staged the first World Tramps Congress in the coastal resort of Mar del Plata. Among the proposals suggested at that event was the official introduction of an International Day of Idleness on 2 May as a response to Labour Day on 1 May.


The Argentine lake duck, Oxyura vittata, has the largest penis of any bird. In 2001, researchers from the University of Alaska discovered that its penis, when fully extended, measures about 42.5 centimetres (17 inches), which is about the same as the entire length of the duck. When not in use, the corkscrew-shaped penis retracts into the duck’s abdomen.


In a paper in the journal Nature, Kevin McCracken explained that previously the duck’s penis length had been thought to be only about 20 centimetres (8 inches), however measurements had only been taken from dissected birds: ‘but in April we were in Argentina collecting birds for another genetic study, and we found this bird running around in its natural form, with its penis hanging out, which was something we’d never seen before.’ He said that the trait deserved further study.


Quite apart from its length, the existence of a penis is unusual in a bird. Most male birds do not have one as they copulate by touching genital openings for a brief time.
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[image: Illustration] ARISTARCHUS of Samos (c.310– 230 BC)


The astronomer Aristarchus of Samos was the first person to argue that the Earth orbits the Sun rather than the other way around. A crater on the Moon and a telescope at the National Observatory of Athens are named after Aristarchus.
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When Alexander the Great was a child, Aristotle was hired to be his tutor. Aristotle believed that the Universe had no beginning and will have no end, and that women are inferior to men.


‘There was never a great genius without a tincture of madness.’ Aristotle
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A woman was arrested in Phoenix, Arizona, in 2010 for attempting to exchange a two-year-old child for a gun. Police said that she thought the friend to whom she offered the swap would make a better job of bringing up the child than she would. She was charged with the unlawful sale of a child and solicitation to possess a weapon by a prohibited person.
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It is frequently stated that the ninebanded armadillo is the only animal other than the human that can suffer from leprosy. That is not quite true, as mice and rhesus monkeys have also been infected with the leprosy virus, but the armadillo is certainly the most useful experimental animal for leprosy research. Up to 5 per cent of wild armadillos are thought to suffer from leprosy.


Without its shell or carapace, an armadillo is said to resemble a rabbit.
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The Armenian company Grand Candy was awarded a certificate by Guinness World Records in September 2010 for making the world’s biggest bar of chocolate. It weighed 4,410 kilograms (9,720 pounds) and measured 5.6 metres (18.4 feet) by 2.75 metres (9 feet). The previous record had been set by a 3,580-kilogram (7,892-pound) bar made in Italy in 2007.
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Under a statute of 1313, enacted during the reign of Edward II, it is illegal for a British Member of Parliament to enter the House of Commons wearing full armour. It decrees, in Anglo-Norman dialect, ‘that in all Parliaments, Treatises and other Assemblies which should be made in the realm of England for ever that every Man shall come without all Force and Armour’. It has never been formally repealed.
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The Chilean artist Marco Evaristti displayed an exhibit at a museum in Denmark in 2000 that featured 10 blenders containing live goldfish. Guests were invited to turn on the blenders. This led to the museum director being charged with animal cruelty, though he was later acquitted.


In 2004, Evaristti’s Ice Cube Project set itself the objective of painting the exposed tip of a small iceberg in Greenland red. This was achieved with the help of two icebreakers and a 20-man crew. Three fire hoses and 3,000 litres (660 gallons) of paint were used to paint the iceberg blood-red. The artist commented: ‘We all have a need to decorate Mother Nature because it belongs to all us.’


In 2007, Evaristti hosted a dinner party at which he served agnolotti pasta that was topped with a meatball cooked in the artist’s own fat, removed earlier in the year in a liposuction operation. Later the same year, he draped the peak of Mont Blanc with red fabric. He was arrested and detained for attempting to paint the peak red.
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The first ‘Californian Artichoke Queen’, crowned in 1948 in Castroville, California, was Marilyn Monroe. Castroville calls itself the Artichoke Capital of the World.


In 1959, the Castroville Artichoke Advisory Board was formed and the town has held an annual Artichoke Festival ever since, with the food available including fried, grilled, sauteed, pickled, marinated and fresh artichokes, as well as artichoke cream soup and artichoke cupcakes.


In 2018, the countries eating most artichokes were Italy (394,000 tonnes), Egypt (319,000 tonnes) and Spain (196,000 tonnes), with these three accounting for more than half the global consumption. The countries eating most artichokes per capita were Italy, Peru and Spain.
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When a plastic right leg, dressed in a stocking and a black shoe, was found in a street in Newport, Isle of Wight, in 1996, a police inspector who was trying to trace its owner commented, ‘I would have thought that the person concerned has noticed it is missing.’
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In January 2005, the Royal Mail admitted that the British dependency of Ascension Island in the South Atlantic had not received any post since the previous October because they had been sending it to Asunción, the capital of Paraguay, by mistake.


Ascension Island was discovered by the Portuguese navigator João da Nova on 21 May 1501, which was Ascension Day. Hence the name.



[image: Illustration] ASCOT


In 1711, Queen Anne decided that a patch of land in an area of England called East Cote was ideal for ‘horses to gallop at full stretch’, and that was the start of Ascot Racecourse. It was then more than century before the British parliament passed an Act of Enclosure in 1813 ensuring that Ascot Heath, though Crown property, would be kept and used in perpetuity as a public racecourse.


The regulations for Royal Ascot week range from mildly eccentric to very strict. For example:


• Divorcees were banned from the Royal Enclosure until 1955; convicted criminals and undischarged bankrupts are still banned. In the 1920s, women in the Royal Enclosure were forbidden to smoke.


• According to Ascot’s Royal Enclosure dress code, ‘Her Majesty’s Representative wishes to point out that only formal day dress with a hat or substantial fascinator will be acceptable.’


• Gentlemen must wear morning dress, including a waistcoat, with a top hat. ‘A gentleman may remove his top hat within a restaurant, a private box, a private club or that facility’s terrace, balcony or garden.’


• It is traditional that when the reigning monarch finishes lunch in the Royal Box, everyone else must stop eating.


• The late Princess Diana is the only woman to have been allowed in the Royal Enclosure bare-legged.
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The name of the ash tree comes from the Old English word aesc, meaning spear. Winged seeds of an ash are called samara. They are also known as keys, wingnuts and helicopters.


Ash was the name, in Old English, for the letter æ, formed by joining an ‘a’ and ‘e’ together.


The first man to have his ashes taken into space was Star Trek creator Gene Roddenberry in 1992. Those ashes were brought back to earth but 7 grams of them were scattered in space in 1997.


‘Ashes will always blow back into the face of the thrower.’ Nigerian proverb
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The name of Ash Wednesday comes from the practice of placing ashes from palm branches on the heads of Christian worshippers and blessing them with the words ‘remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return’. Ash Wednesday is 46 days before Easter, being the 40 fasting days of Lent plus six Sundays, which are seen as feast days.


Until 1715, Ash Wednesday was marked in the British royal household by an officer known as the King’s Cock Crower imitating a cockerel, in remembrance of St Peter being called back to repentance by a cock crow. An 18th-century account explains how this grand tradition came to be abandoned:


‘On the first Ash Wednesday after the accession [in 1714] of the House of Hanover, as the Prince of Wales, afterwards George II, was sitting down to supper, this officer suddenly entered the apartment, before the chaplain said grace, and crowed “past ten o’clock”. The astonished Prince, not understanding English, and mistaking the tremulation of the crow for mockery, concluded that this ceremony was intended as an insult, and instantly rose to resent it; when, with some difficulty, he was made to understand the nature of the custom, and that it was intended as a compliment, and according to court etiquette. From that period the custom was discontinued.’
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The idea behind the Ashes cricket trophy dates back to England’s first home cricket defeat by Australia in 1882, which led to a mock obituary in The Sporting Times: ‘In affectionate remembrance of English cricket, which died at the Oval on 29th August, 1882.’ A note at the end said: ‘The body will be cremated and the ashes taken to Australia.’ However, there were no physical ashes until the following year when two Australian sisters, remembering the Sporting Times obituary, burned the bails after an English cricket victory in Australia to give the English some real ashes to return to the motherland. The ashes now found inside the urn at Lord’s Cricket Ground in London are from those bails burned in 1883.
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People have been eating asparagus since ancient times, with both the Greeks and Romans providing records detailing instructions for growing it and for medicinal uses. The Greeks in particular recommended using asparagus to cure everything from toothache to heart disease.


Roman emperors employed people with the specific job of collecting wild asparagus, and Roman aristocrats took asparagus with them when they conquered new lands.


In the early 17th century, King Louis XIV of France ordered special green-houses to grow asparagus.


Peru is the world’s largest exporter of asparagus; the largest importer, by a very long way, is the United States.


The word ‘asparagus’ comes from the Greek asparagos, meaning a shoot or sprout. The word has been known in English since the 16th century, when it was also known as ‘sperage’ or ‘sparage’. In the 17th and 18th centuries it was commonly also known as ‘sparrow-grass’.


In his diary for 20 April 1667, Samuel Pepys wrote: ‘Brought home with me from Fenchurch-Street a hundred of sparrowgrass.’
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In 2010, the American Civil Liberties Union sued the police on behalf of a woman who had been issued a disorderly conduct citation when she yelled ‘asshole’ at a motorcyclist who swerved close to her.


As a result, Philadelphia State Police agreed in January 2011 to stop issuing citations to people who call motorcyclists assholes, or for similar uses of bad language.
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The Babylonians invented the Zodiac signs around 700 BC, but the Greeks, in the 4th century BC, were the first to cast personal horoscopes. The Iranian calendar is based on Zodiac signs.


According to a 1998 survey by Touchline Insurance in the UK, people born under the sign of Sagittarius make fewer insurance claims than those born under any other Zodiac sign. Cancer, Aquarius and Aries make the highest number of claims, while people born under Capricorn were revealed as the clumsiest, with the most claims for accidental damage.


According to a more recent survey, Australians born under the sign of Gemini are most likely to be involved in road accidents. Research in 2011 suggested that Aquarians belong to the sign most likely to drive a Peugeot 106.


In the 1980s, Nancy Reagan used to consult an astrologer to predict assassination attempts on her husband, President Ronald Reagan.
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Orbiting astronauts on the International Space Station can see 16 sunsets and 16 sunrises in 24 hours.


The furthest anyone has flown from Earth is 400,171 kilometres (248,655 miles). This record was set by the Apollo 13 crew on 14 April 1970.


According to NASA, the items most missed by astronauts on space missions are pizza, ice cream and fizzy drinks.
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On 4 March 1675, John Flamsteed was appointed England’s first Astronomer Royal. Astronomer is an anagram of ‘moon-starer’.


Our Sun is only one of about 400 billion stars in the Milky Way galaxy, and the Hubble Telescope has revealed that the Milky Way is only one of at least 100 billion galaxies in the Universe. The Sun orbits the Milky Way galaxy about once every 200 million years.


One light year, which is the distance light travels in a year, is equal to about 5,880 billion miles. Andromeda, the nearest major galaxy to the Milky Way, is almost 3 million light years away.


Weight-loss tip: stand on the Moon and your weight will be reduced by about five-sixths. A full Moon, incidentally, is nine times as bright as a half Moon. Every year, the Moon moves about 3.8 centimetres (1.5 inches) further away from Earth.


If you want to remember the order of the planets around the Sun, one recommended mnemonic used to be the sentence ‘MEn Very Easily MAke Jugs Serve Useful Nocturnal Purposes’ (Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune, Pluto), but that was before 2006 when Pluto was downgraded to the status of ‘dwarf planet’ alongside Ceres and Eris. National Geographic held a planetary mnemonic contest to devise a new way to remember the eight planets and three dwarf planets and their order in distance from the Sun. The winner was a girl called Maryn Smith, whose award-winner was ‘My Very Exciting Magic Carpet Just Sailed Under Nine Palace Elephants’.
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The word ‘athlete’ was first recorded in English in the early 15th century, but it took another 300 years before various sports came to be referred to as ‘athletics’.


The Welsh athlete Griffith Morgan ran 19 kilometres (12 miles) in 53 minutes in 1732. He won a prize of 100 sovereigns, but fell and died when slapped on the back in congratulations.


On 24 April 1909, Harry Hillman and Lawson Robertson set a record that has still not been broken: they ran the 100-yard three-legged race in 11.0 seconds. Both men were Olympic medallists, Hillman winning three gold medals at St Louis 1904 in the 400 metres and both the 400-metre and 200-metre hurdles, while Robertson took bronze in the standing high jump in 1904, silver in the same event in 1906, and another bronze in the long jump in the same year.


In 2013, Mark Howlett (England) and Rab Lee (Scotland) set a record by running 109.8 kilometres (68.23 miles) three-legged in a 24-hour trail race. This was not only the furthest ever three-legged run in 24 hours, but the furthest ever three-legged run with no time limit. Howlett and Lee employed a technique known as ‘The Maverick’, which they had invented, where one of the pair leans slightly in front of the other to help them go faster.


It is illegal to run a three-legged race for money in British Columbia. Killing a sasquatch (also known as Bigfoot) is also illegal there.
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The word ‘Atlantic’ originally referred to the mythical Mount Atlas in Syria, on which the heavens were said to rest. It was subsequently applied to the sea near the west coast of Africa, and finally to the whole ocean.


In 1957, the US air force completed a survey of the Atlantic Ocean but refused to divulge its width on the grounds that the information might be of military use to the Russians.


In 1995, two Englishmen – Jason Lewis and Steve Smith – became the first to cross the Atlantic from east to west on a pedalo.


The Atlantic Ocean contains 23 per cent of the world’s seawater. The Pacific contains 48 per cent. There are roughly 20.8 trillion trillion tablespoons of water in the Atlantic.
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The word ‘atom’ comes from a Greek word atomon, meaning ‘that which cannot be divided’. We have known this was wrong since 1932 when John Cockcroft and E.T.S. Walton split the atom for the first time. Soon after, science made another big mistake in estimating the power of atomic energy. This came in 1933, when Ernest Rutherford said, ‘Energy produced by the breaking down of the atom is a very poor kind of thing. Anyone who expects a source of power from the transformation of these atoms is talking moonshine.’


The first atom bomb, which was exploded in New Mexico in 1945, released 1,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 ergs of energy. Einstein commented, ‘The release of atom power has changed everything except our way of thinking.’ He went on to say, ‘If only I had known, I should have become a watchmaker.’



[image: Illustration] ATTRACTIVENESS


Why are men attracted by the colour red? A paper published in the online science journal PLoS ONE in 2012 reported research showing that one common explanation was probably wrong.


Earlier research had established that women associated with red objects or red surroundings are seen as more desirable, and the hypothesis was that women use the colour red to announce impending ovulation and sexual receptiveness. It was thought this might be associated with genital colour, making men more attracted in consequence.


The new research at the University of Kent, however, set about determining whether men really do prefer women with red genitals, and their conclusion is summarised in the title of their paper: ‘Red Is Not a Proxy Signal for Female Genitalia in Humans’ by Sarah E. Johns, Lucy A. Hargrave and Nicholas E. Newton-Fisher.


The experiment involved showing heterosexual male subjects 16 pictures of female genitalia, which had been obtained by modifying the colours in four different pictures so that each original was presented in four versions: pale pink, light pink, dark pink, red.


The men were asked to rate the sexual attractiveness of each picture on a scale from 0 to 100.


Summarising the results, the researchers state: ‘We found a relative preference for pinker genital images, with redder genitalia rated significantly less sexually attractive.’


They further point out that this effect was independent of the prior sexual experience of the men doing the rating or variations in the shape of the female genitals.


[image: Illustration] BEAUTY, HIPS, VOICE



[image: Illustration] AUCTION


The highest recorded price paid for bottled ghosts at auction is NZ$1,983 (US$1,410). A woman from Christchurch said that she had captured the spirits of an old man and a young girl in vials after an exorcism session at her house. She offered them for sale in an online auction in 2010.



[image: Illustration] AUGUST


August was named in 8 BC after the Roman Emperor Augustus because it was the month in which many significant events in his rise to power occurred.


In the USA, the first Saturday in August is National Mustard Day.


The Anglo-Saxons called August by the name Weod-monath (weed month) because it is the month when weeds and other plants grow most rapidly.


In Sweden, the third Thursday in August is known as Surströmming-spremiär – the first day for selling surströmming, which is fermented Baltic herring.


Henry VI, Part 1 and The Tempest are the only Shakespeare plays that mention the month of August.


‘In August, choler and melancholy much increase from whence proceeds long-lasting fevers and agues not easily cured.’ Richard Saunders, 1679
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Augustus was the first Roman Emperor. The name he was given at birth was Gaius Octavius, but he changed it to Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus when he was adopted by his great-uncle Julius Caesar. Seventeen years later, in 8 BC, the Senate voted to give him the name Augustus, meaning ‘Revered One’. He was 1.7 metres (5 feet 7 inches) tall but is said to have worn thick-soled shoes to make him look taller. According to the historian Suetonius, his teeth were small, few in number and decayed. He softened the hairs on his legs by singeing them with red-hot walnut shells and he carried a seal-skin amulet, which he believed protected him from his greatest fear: lightning.
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Jane Austen brewed her own beer, flavoured with spruce buds or needles and molasses to give added sweetness. She was the earliest known writer to use the expression ‘dinner party’, in Mansfield Park, Chapter 41: ‘To have had him join their family dinner-party, and see all their deficiencies, would have been dreadful!’ Other words Austen introduced include ‘sponge-cake’ and ‘doorbell’.


According to her niece, Jane Austen always wore a cap.
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Australia Day, on 26 January, marks the anniversary of the arrival of the British First Fleet at Port Jackson, New South Wales, in 1788, and the raising of the British flag at that site by Governor Arthur Phillip. The first celebrations of 26 January were in 1808 but it was not called Australia Day until 1935. More than 25 per cent of all people living in Australia today were born in another country.


The world’s largest cattle station is Anna Creek in South Australia. It is bigger than Belgium.


Australia has more kangaroos than people and more wild camels than any other country. They even export camels to Saudi Arabia. China is the only country with more sheep than Australia.


Mount Disappointment in Australia was given its name in 1824 by explorers Hamilton Hume and William Hovell, who were disappointed with the view from the top.


An emu and a kangaroo are on the Australian coat of arms as they rarely walk backwards.


Sydney is Australia’s biggest city, Mount Kosciuszko its highest summit. Both are named after men who never visited Australia. Mount Kosciuszko is named after a Polish patriot who fought alongside Washington in the American Civil War, and the largest city is named after Lord Sydney.


The first man to fly an aeroplane in a public display in Australia was the escapologist Harry Houdini.


The first Australian animals in space were spiders that perished on the US Shuttle Columbia in 2003.


The Indian cobra is the 15th most deadly snake on Earth; the top 14 are all found in Australia.
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The world’s biggest liver dumpling was cooked in the Austrian village of Zams on 16 September 1996. It weighed 1.8 tonnes.


In 1998, Austria held the first international tennis tournament for over-85s.


Austria has more accountants per head of population than any other country.
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The name of the avocado comes to us from the Aztecs, who called the fruit ahuacatl, which was the word for ‘testicle’ in the Nahuatl language.


The avocado was so named because of its shape. The Spanish conquerors of the Aztecs adopted the word, changing it to aguacate and later to avocado, which was also the Spanish word for a lawyer. Lawyers, however, were not named after testicles, the same word in their case coming from the Latin verb advocare meaning ‘to call to one’s aid’.


The liqueur advocaat, made from eggs, sugar and brandy, is so called because it was seen as a lawyers’ tipple.
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The first time Pope John Paul II stayed in a hotel was during his visit to Azerbaijan in 2002. Avoiding expectations that they would choose a five-star international hotel, the papal delegation settled instead for the Hotel Irshad, whose name meant ‘spiritual guide’. Rooms included views over the Caspian Sea, jacuzzi-style bathtubs and around 30 satellite TV channels.


The national animal of Azerbaijan is the Karabakh horse, which is praised for its speed, intelligence and endurance. Horsemeat was once widely eaten in Azerbaijan, but has now fallen out of favour.


‘Cheap meat never makes a good soup.’ Azerbaijan proverb
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The Oxford English Dictionary lists eight words that may have come into English from the Aztec: avocado, axolotl, jalap (a purgative drug), ocelot, shack, tacamahac (an aromatic resin), teguexin (a South American lizard) and tule (a species of bulrush).
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As a student at Trinity College, Cambridge, the mathematician and computer pioneer Charles Babbage was a member of the Ghost Club, investigating supernatural phenomena, and the Extractors Club, dedicated to ensuring that its members were freed from the madhouse, should any be committed to one.


He had a strong dislike of ‘the Mob’, which led him to write ‘Observations of Street Nuisances’ in 1864, including a tally of 165 such nuisances over a period of 80 days. He particularly disliked organ-grinders, of whom he wrote: ‘It is difficult to estimate the misery inflicted upon thousands of persons, and the absolute pecuniary penalty imposed upon multitudes of intellectual workers by the loss of their time, destroyed by organ-grinders and other similar nuisances.’ In the 1860s, he also took up a campaign against hoop-rolling in the streets, which he held responsible for many accidents. Half of Babbage’s brain is kept at the Hunterian Museum in the Royal College of Surgeons in London; the other half is on display in the Science Museum, London.


Babbage once wrote to Alfred Lord Tennyson to point out his dissatisfaction at the poet’s lines ‘Every moment dies a man, every moment one is born.’ As he pointed out, to reflect accurately population growth, the correct version should, at the time of writing, have said: ‘every moment one and one-sixteenth is born’.


The moon crater Babbage is named after him.
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Experiments at the Munich Institute of Medical Psychology in 2001 showed that men were more successful than women at correctly identifying from the smell whether T-shirts had been worn by newborn babies or older children.
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The gelada baboon of Ethiopia is the only monkey that lives entirely on grass.


According to research published in February 2013 (‘Evidence for tactical concealment in a wild primate’ in Nature Communications), 91 per cent of copulations between gelada baboons are between the dominant male in a group and females in the same group. The other 9 per cent are between females and other males. In 20 per cent of those extra-pair copulations, however, the dominant male finds out about it and becomes very aggressive towards both the male and female involved.


To avoid this danger of reprisal, cheating pairs were found to significantly suppress their copulation vocalisations, keeping down the volume while having sex, though females tend to be noisy when having sex with the dominant male.


Researchers also found that infidelity to the dominant male was far more common when the dominant male was more than 20 metres (66 feet) away.


In 2019, a paper in the journal Animal Behaviour reported that female baboons in Senegal grunt more frequently when infants are present.
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The Gaming Control Board of Nevada fined Caesars Palace Casino $250,000 for allowing a high-stakes baccarat player to dance on a card table while the game was in progress. The Board complained that the casino had failed to take action to protect the game and the customer, who had climbed onto the table three times, and even placed a bet while standing on the table.


In the first James Bond book, Casino Royale, published in 1953, the plot centres on a game of baccarat between Bond and the SMERSH agent known as Le Chiffre. The full version of the book even included an introduction to the game. In the 1967 film of Casino Royale, the game was still baccarat, but in the 2006 film it was changed to poker, with Bond, Le Chiffre and others staking all on a game of Texas Hold’em.



[image: Illustration] BACH, Johann Sebastian (1685–1750)


The only grandson of J.S. Bach to make his living as a composer was Wilhelm Friedrich Ernst Bach, who was born nine years after the death of J.S. Bach and died on Christmas Day 1845 at the age of 86. Despite being on record as saying that ‘heredity tends to run out of ideas’, he composed a number of well-received works, including a concerto for six hands on one piano, which is written to be performed by one large male and two petite female pianists. The man sits between the two women, stretches his arms around their waists, and plays at the opposite extremes of the keyboard while the ladies play their parts in the middle register.


J.S. Bach died on 28 July 1750; Antonio Vivaldi died on 28 July 1741. Other less musical 28 July deaths include Thomas Cromwell, executed on that day in 1540, and Maximilien Robespierre, guillotined on 28 July 1794.
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The only bachelor ever to be President of the United States was James Buchanan, who was elected in 1857. While he was in office, his niece, Harriet Lane, served as First Lady.


By contrast, men who were still unmarried at the age of 30 in ancient Sparta forfeited the right to vote.
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Making bacon by preserving and salting pork bellies began with the Chinese around 1500 BC. The earliest account of bacon and eggs for breakfast dates back to 1560.


The earliest known use of the phrase ‘streaky bacon’ was in Dickens’s Oliver Twist in 1838, though Shakespeare had mentioned bacon in both Henry IV, Part 1 and The Merry Wives Of Windsor.


The earliest reference to a ‘bacon sandwich’ listed in the Oxford English Dictionary was by George Orwell in 1931, while the first mention of a ‘bacon sarnie’ was in the Daily Express on 21 August 1986.


Almost a third of all pork consumption in the UK is accounted for by bacon. According to the Office for National Statistics, the average household in the UK spent about 80p a week on bacon and ham in 2019, which works out at a total of around £1.24 billion every year.


The US gift company Archie McPhee has a range of bacon products including bacon soap, bacon bandages, bacon-flavoured toothpicks, bacon air freshener and bacon dental floss.
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[image: Illustration] BACON, Francis (1561–1626)


Francis Bacon became the first QC when Queen Elizabeth I made him her legal advisor as Queen’s Counsel in 1597. He later became Lord High Chancellor of England, but after being fined £40,000 for 23 charges of corruption including accepting bribes, he devoted his life to science and knowledge.


His scientific experiments, however, did not always go well and he died from a severe cold in 1626, which he is said to have contracted while attempting to stuff a chicken with snow in an early attempt to invent frozen food. It was almost another 300 years before Clarence Birdseye succeeded in inventing frozen food in 1923.
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The baculum, or penis bone, is present in all carnivorous and insectivorous mammals except the human being and the hyena.


In Latin, the word originally meant a rod or stick. In Alaska, the baculum of a walrus, seal, sea lion or polar bear is known as an oosik.


The longest baculum is that of the walrus. In 2007, a 1.4-metre (4.5-foot) long fossilised penis bone from an extinct species of walrus, believed to be the largest in existence, sold for $8,000.


In 2015, Professor Ziony Zevit of the American Jewish University in Los Angeles came up with the interesting theory that when God created Eve, she was made not from one of Adam’s ribs but from his penis bone. If she had been made of a rib, he argued, then women would have one more rib than men. She must have been made from a bone that men originally possessed but then lost, and he saw the baculum as the most likely answer.
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The honey badger – which is not a badger but its own species, probably more closely related to the polecat – has the reputation of being the most fearless and vicious of all mammals.


When attacking a male of another species, the honey badger is said to go for the genitals. The first published record of this behaviour was an account in 1947 of a honey badger reportedly castrating an adult buffalo.


Other animals alleged to have been castrated by honey badgers include wildebeest, waterbuck, zebras and humans.


The honey badger is very difficult to kill owing to its remarkably tough skin, which can deflect spears and arrows. This also helps it when it tears bees’ nests apart in search of honey and grubs, when it seems immune to the stings of the annoyed residents.


The male honey badger makes a low grunting noise when mating.
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Baghdad was founded on 30 July 762. It was probably the largest city in the world until about AD 930.
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The baguette became popular in France around 1920 and is said to owe its existence to a French law that banned bakers from working before 4am. That gave them insufficient time to make freshly baked loaves for their customers’ breakfasts, so they started making long, thin loaves that baked more quickly.


Under French law, the dough for a baguette may not contain any fat or oil. Under European law, however, such additions are not prohibited, which is why Fosters Bakery in Barnsley, Yorkshire, began selling baguettes to French railways in 2008. The buffets on SNCF trains wanted baguettes that did not go stale as quickly as usual, and the Barnsley bakers achieved that objective by adding fats, which their French competitors could not do.


On 5 November 2009, overheating in the Large Hadron Collider at CERN in Switzerland, which necessitated a shut-down of the system, was blamed on a bird dropping a piece of baguette into a part of the Collider’s outdoor machinery.


The word baguette literally means ‘little rod’, and is derived from the Latin baculum, a stick or staff, which is also the name for a mammal’s penis bone.
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When Christopher Columbus discovered the New World in 1492, the first land he saw was probably one of the 700 islands of the Bahamas. He called it San Salvador, but it is unclear whether this is the same island that was named San Salvador in 1926; since the 1680s it had been known as Watlings Island.


Woodes Rogers, who was appointed the first Royal Governor of the Bahamas in 1718, had been a pirate and slave trader. He is remembered as the captain of the ship that rescued Alexander Selkirk – the original inspiration for Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe – from the island of Juan Fernández.


Perry Christie, who was Prime Minister of the Bahamas from 2002 to 2007 and from 2012 to 2017, won a bronze medal in the triple jump at the Central American and Caribbean Games in 1962.


Bahamas has won 16 Olympic medals (8 gold, 2 silver, 6 bronze) which is more than any other country with a population less than 1 million, and more per head of population than any other country, just ahead of Finland, Hungary and Sweden.
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Bahrain is the third smallest independent nation in Asia and the smallest in the Middle East. Despite this, it has the world’s largest underwater theme park, called Dive Bahrain, spread across 100,000 square metres (just over 1 million square feet) and includes a 70-metre (230-foot) fully submerged Boeing 747 jumbo jet.


There were officially 36 Jews living in Bahrain in 2007. Current estimates vary between 30 and 50.
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In 2004, a special court in Ahmedabad, India, turned down a prisoner’s request to be allowed bail so that he could go home and have sex with his wife. The man, who had been charged under an anti-terrorism law, said that he had been in jail more than 30 months and he and his wife were suffering mental trauma because they had not had sex for a long time. The court turned down his request, saying that if it granted bail in this case, many other prisoners would ask for the same thing.
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When John Logie Baird made his first successful transmission of a television picture on 2 October 1925 (of a ventriloquist’s dummy known as ‘Stooky Bill’, incidentally), he went to the offices of the Daily Express to tell them of his invention. The news editor, however, is reported to have been less than impressed. According to one of his staff, he said, ‘For God’s sake, go down to reception and get rid of a lunatic who’s down there. He says he has a machine for seeing by wireless! Watch him – he may have a razor on him.’


Before he invented television, Baird briefly ran a jam factory in Trinidad and Tobago.
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Arthur Balfour, who was British Prime Minister from 1902 to 1905, was the nephew of Robert Arthur Talbot Gascoyne-Cecil, 3rd Marquess of Salisbury, who preceded him as PM. Their relationship is probably the origin of the phrase ‘Bob’s your uncle’.


When Major Clopton Wingfield invented a game he called ‘Sphairistike’ in 1872, it is said that Balfour was the person who suggested to him that ‘lawn tennis’ would be a better name.


Balfour was the first British Prime Minister to own a motorcar.
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The Balinese traditionally forbade sex for the sick or malformed. This may be connected with another traditional Balinese belief, that hurried love-making will result in deformed babies.


The names given to children in Bali indicates their birth order: The first born are called Wayan, Putu, Gede, or for a girl, Ni Luh. Which of those is chosen indicates the caste or social status of the child. Second-born children are named Made, Kadek or Nengah. The third born is given the name Nyoman or Komang, and fourth-born children are always named Ketut.


Wayan is a Balinese name meaning ‘eldest’; Made and Nengah mean ‘middle’; Kadek means ‘little brother’ or ‘little sister’.
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In February 2008, in western Romania, ballet classes were instituted for police officers. A spokesman explained: ‘The aim is to develop an ability to regulate traffic and achieve elegance in their movements, which will not only be agreeable to the eyes but could also help drivers waiting at a red light get rid of their stress or sadness.’


Two thousand ballet-goers had to be evacuated from London’s Royal Opera House one evening in 2001 when a fire alarm was triggered by an exploding baked potato.
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Balliol College, Oxford, was founded in 1263 by John de Balliol, who was the father of King John I of Scotland. According to the Prime Minister, Herbert Asquith, Balliol men display ‘the tranquil consciousness of an effortless superiority’.


Balliol has produced four UK prime ministers (Herbert Asquith, Harold Macmillan, Edward Heath and Boris Johnson), which is a long way behind the 13 produced by Christ Church but ahead of all other Oxford colleges.
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The first living creatures to take to the skies in a hot-air balloon were a sheep, a cockerel and a duck, launched by the Montgolfier brothers in September 1783. All survived the flight, but the cockerel broke a wing, thought to be the result of its being kicked by the sheep.


The first recorded manned flight was made two months later by Jean-François Pilâtre de Rozier and the Marquis d’Arlandes. The balloon caught fire but both were unharmed. Another pioneer balloonist who narrowly avoided disaster was Jacques Charles, who also made a flight in 1783, from Paris. When he drifted low over fields, his balloon was attacked by farmers who thought he must be the Devil. He placated them with champagne.


On 4 June 1784, in Lyon, France, the opera singer Madame Elisabeth Thible became the first woman to fly in a Montgolfier hot-air balloon. King Gustave III of Sweden was among those who came to watch, and the balloon was named Gustave in his honour. Madame Thible was accompanied by Monsieur Fleurant, who acted as pilot of the balloon. As soon as the balloon took off, they sang two operatic duets together.


In 1808, two men called de Grandpré and le Pique had a duel from balloons after a dispute over a woman. Le Pique’s balloon was shot and he crashed to his death.


In 1999, Brian Jones of the UK and Bertrand Piccard of Switzerland became the first people to fly round the world non-stop in a balloon. It took them 19 days, 12 hours and 47 minutes. On completing the flight, Jones said: ‘The first thing I’ll do is phone my wife, and then, like the good Englishman I am, I’ll have a cup of tea.’


The first person to cross the English Channel in a wicker basket carried by a cluster of helium-filled balloons was Jonathan Trappe, who did so on 28 May 2010. The flight used 55 balloons, took four hours and landed – by cutting loose some of the balloons – in a cabbage field in France.


The toy balloon owes its invention to Michael Faraday, who used balloons to store gases produced in his chemical experiments in 1824.


[image: Illustration] CHANNEL, LITHUANIA, SPORT, WASHINGTON



[image: Illustration] BALLPOINT


The first patent for a ballpoint pen was awarded to John Loud, an English leather tanner, on 30 October 1888.


The instrument was intended only for the purpose of marking leather and the patent was never exploited to create a more universal writing device.


Research conducted for National Office Week in the UK in 2008 revealed that the average Bic ballpoint pen can draw a line 3 kilometres (1.9 miles) long.
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The author Balzac was suckled by a wet-nurse and did not meet his rich mother until he was four years old. After returning to his family home, he was kept away from his parents then sent to a grammar school where he spent a great deal of time in a punishment cell. At the age of 15, he attempted suicide by jumping off a bridge on the Loire River.


Always in debt through bad business ventures, he seemed destined to fail at everything until he developed a passion for writing, intricately describing French society after the revolution.


According to one account, a typical meal for the writer during the periods between his compulsive writing episodes might have comprised 100 oysters, 12 lamb cutlets, two roast partridges, a duckling, various fruits and vast quantities of coffee.
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Botanically, the banana is not a fruit but a berry. It is the largest known plant without a solid trunk. If we do classify them as a fruit, however, then bananas, by weight, are the world’s second highest fruit crop, just behind oranges but ahead of grapes. India and Brazil produce more bananas than any other countries.


Bananas were first sold in Britain on 10 April 1633. Three hundred and forty-seven years and one day later, Dr Canaan Banana became President of Zimbabwe.


In February 1946, a girl in Bridlington, Yorkshire, died after eating four bananas from the first crop to reach Britain’s shops after the war.


European Commission Regulation (EC) No 2257/94 of 16 September 1994 consists of 1,831 words, including specifications for the length (not less than 14 centimetres/5.5 inches) and shape (‘free from abnormal curvature’) of bananas. It does not apply to plantains.


Bananas contain more vitamin B6 than any other fresh fruit. This vitamin is commonly associated with creating a good mood and may justify the Latin name for the banana, which is Musa sapientum, meaning ‘fruit of the wise men’.


When stealing bananas, elephants in Burma have been known to silence bells hung round their neck by clogging them with mud so they won’t be caught.


The first banana-eating championship in Estonia in 1997 was won by Mait Lepik, who ate 10 bananas in three minutes. His secret was to save time by eating the skins as well. The world record for the most bananas peeled and eaten in one minute is eight, set by Patrick Bertoletti (USA) on 14 January 2012. His compatriot and rival Matt Stonie, however, ate 23 already peeled bananas in two minutes in 2013.


Because of their potassium content, bananas are slightly radioactive.


More than 40,000 bananas were ordered for the players at Wimbledon in 2019.
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Bangladesh is the most crowded country on Earth, with 1,265 people per square kilometre (3,277 per square mile).


In February 1986, the Bangladesh government offered a bounty of about £7 for every 1,000 dead rodent bodies in a campaign to eliminate rodents that were destroying food crops worth £350 million a year.


During the 2010 World Cup, Bangladesh power authorities asked shops and shopping malls in the capital Dhaka to shut in the evening so that fans could watch the football on television without overloading the power supply. This followed attacks on several power distribution centres after a loss of transmission from South Africa.
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In a rare interview given by a living goddess in Nepal in April 2010, Chanira Bajracharya said that she hoped for a career in banking when her term as a goddess was over. The interview took place after the Nepalese government ruled that goddesses must be properly educated and she had become the first goddess to take the school leaving certificate examination. The ‘Kurami’ or ‘living goddess’ renounces her status as adulthood approaches. Chanira, who retired as a goddess at the age of 15, had held the post since she was six. She then became a business student.
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The first three digits of a 13-digit bar code (the standard type on products sold in Europe) identify the country of origin. For example, codes beginning 000 to 139 are from the USA or Canada; 300 to 379 indicate France or Monaco; 400 to 440 Germany; 500 to 509 the UK.


This national identifier, however, gives the country of origin of the bar code itself, which may not be the country of origin of the product it is attached to. Irrespective of the nation of origin, newspapers and magazines always have a code beginning 977 and books are 978.


On 26 June 1974, in Troy, Ohio, a packet of Wrigley’s chewing gum was the first item to be scanned by a bar-code reader.
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Barbados was the only foreign country George Washington ever visited. He spent six weeks there when he was 19.


Under the Barbados Slave Code of 1661, a slave was guaranteed one new set of clothes every year. The official title of this Slave Code was ‘An Act for Better Ordering and Governing of Negroes’. A slave’s master could face a fine of $15 if he intentionally burnt the slave to death for no particular reason other than ‘Bloody Mindedness’.


Several amendments to the Code were made in the later 17th century, including a clause in 1688 ruling that: ‘No person of the Hebrew Nation residing in any Sea-Port Town of this Island, shall keep or employ any Negro or other Slave … for any Use or Service whatsoever.’
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Historically, barbers were also dentists and surgeons, practising tooth extraction, bloodletting and leeching, which did far more harm than good.


In England, barbers were chartered as a guild, the Company of Barbers, in 1462 by Edward IV.


The barbers and surgeons guilds were merged into one by a statute of Henry VIII in 1540. In 1745, George II passed several acts to separate surgeons from barbers.


In ancient Rome, barbers dressed cuts with spiders’ webs soaked in vinegar.


In 2011, Nabi Salehi of Putney, London, set a record by giving 526 haircuts in 24 hours. The record for most people cutting hair at the same time is 552, set at a cosmetologists’ convention in the US in 2010.


The correct term for a fear of having your hair cut is tonsurephobia.
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The Barbie doll made her first appearance on 9 March 1959, which is therefore her official birthday. Her designer Ruth Handler named her after her daughter Barbara, and Barbie’s full name is in fact Barbara Millicent Roberts.


A standard Barbie doll is 29 centimetres (11.5 inches) tall, and is said to be one-sixth lifesize, which corresponds to a height of 1.75 metres (5 feet 9 inches). Barbie’s scaled-up vital statistics have been estimated at 36 inches (chest), 18 inches (waist) and 33 inches (hips). With a supposed weight of 50 kilograms (110 pounds), Barbie would have a body mass index (BMI) of 16.24, which fits the criteria for anorexia. According to research in Helsinki, she would lack the level of body fat required for a woman to menstruate.


In 2012, when the West imposed sanctions against Iranian oil exports, the Iranians retaliated by banning the sale of Barbie dolls to protect the country from decadent Western cultural influences.


Worldwide, around three Barbie dolls are sold every second.


Bettina Dorfmann of Germany owns a record number of Barbies, estimated in 2019 to be over 18,000 dolls.


A Barbie with a genuine diamond necklace was sold at auction in New York in 2010 for $302,500.


Barbie split up with her boyfriend Ken in 2004 after dating him for 43 years.
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There were no beaches in Barcelona until 1992. It was decided to create seven beaches for the city when it staged the Olympic Games that year.


Statistical information for Barcelona:


• 1.4 million trees including 90,924 palm trees (2017)


• 1.62 million people living in Barcelona (2018)


• 3,180 kilometres (1,976 miles) of single carriageway roads (2018)


• 2.5 million square metres (27 million square feet) of cemeteries (2019), containing 336,000 graves


• 30 million: average number of tourists every year who visited Barcelona in 2010–19 (2020). Each tourist spent on average 2.7 nights in the city.
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In 2009, 30 dogs in Finsbury Park, north London, set a record for the loudest collective bark. Their final attempt of three reached 115 decibels. That record was beaten later the same year by 76 dogs in Colorado whose bark measured 124 decibels.
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Seven per cent of the Irish barley crop goes to the production of Guinness.
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Barnacles are hermaphrodites, which means they have both male and female sex organs and can reproduce without the help of a friend. However, barnacles prefer mating with other barnacles rather than inseminating themselves, which poses a problem as they spend their entire lives anchored to the same spot. Barnacles have therefore evolved very long penises, about eight times as long as their body, the longest penis–body ratio in the animal world.


In 2008, Christopher Neufeld and Richard Palmer, of the University of Alberta, published research showing that barnacles can change the width and length of their penises to adapt to sea conditions. Their experiments involved transplanting barnacles from rough sea to calmer waters and vice versa to see if their penises changed shape. A major difficulty of the research, as Neufeld put it, was that ‘It’s hard to get barnacles to extend their penises on demand in the lab.’ To get round this problem, they artificially inflated the barnacles’ genitalia with seawater using a custommade penis pump built out of tubes and hypodermic syringes. The results showed that barnacles living in rough waters have shorter, stouter penises that are better suited to withstand strong waves.
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J.M. Barrie, the author of Peter Pan, was impotent, ambidextrous, refused to pay income tax for many years and is claimed by some to have invented the name ‘Wendy’. He is said to have coined the name from the utterings of a little girl called Margaret Henley who always called Barrie ‘my friendy’, which came out as ‘my fwendy’ or sometimes ‘my fwendy-wendy’. Margaret Henley died when only six years old, but Barrie perpetuated her memory in the name of Wendy Darling. Actually there were earlier records of Britons called Wendy. There were two in the 1881 census, and there is a record of a boy named Wendy in the late 18th century, but it was certainly Barrie’s Peter Pan that popularised the name.


Barrie was godfather to the naturalist Sir Peter Scott, who was the son of his friend, the Antarctic explorer Robert Falcon Scott.


[image: Illustration] PETER PAN, ROSES



[image: Illustration] BASEBALL


The earliest recorded use of the word ‘baseball’ in an English novel is in Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey written in 1798–99, though the word had appeared in print some 50 years earlier.


A 1791 bylaw in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, banned the playing of baseball within 80 yards of the town meeting house.


In 1996 in Los Angeles, a couple found guilty of lewd conduct after engaging in a sexual act during a baseball game at Dodger Stadium were ordered to buy 50 tickets each for games that season and donate them to charity.


According to the paper ‘Life Expectancy of Major League Baseball Umpires’, published in the journal The Physician and Sportsmedicine in May 2000, baseball umpires have exactly the same life expectancy as anyone else.


In 2013, an appellate court in Kansas City ruled that ‘The risk of being hit in the face by a hot dog is not a well-known incidental risk of attending a baseball game. Consequently, a plaintiff may not be said to have consented to, and voluntarily assumed, the risk by attending the game.’ The ruling overturned the verdict of a lower court in a case brought by a man who had suffered a detached retina and facial injuries when hit by a foil-wrapped hot dog thrown by the local team’s mascot. The court in 2011 had ruled that anyone purchasing a ticket for a baseball game assumes the risk of a hot-dog related injury.
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On 15 January 1892, the Massachusetts physician and sports coach Dr James Naismith published the rules of his newly invented game of basketball. His motivation is variously given as a desire to have a game less injury-prone than football, or to give his young sportsmen something to do when it was too cold and wet to play outside.


Some suggested that it be called ‘Naismith’s Game’ but Naismith proposed basketball. In 1891, his original game was played with peach baskets and a soccer ball. At first, the basket had its bottom still in place, so someone had to climb up and remove the ball after anyone scored.


His original rules insisted that the ball be thrown from where it was caught, so no dribbling.


Basketball is the national sport of Lithuania. It has been included at every Olympic Games since 1936 and was a demonstration sport in 1904.


Players in the US National Basketball Association (NBA) are said, on average, to be the world’s best paid sportsmen. The average height of players in the NBA in 2021–22 was 198.6cm (6ft 6.2in).


Pope John Paul II (2000) and Pope Francis (2015) were both made honorary members of the Harlem Globetrotters basketball team.
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The sea bass always reaches maturity as a male, then after one or two spawnings, it changes sex and becomes female.
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In 2012, the Alabama Alcoholic Beverage Control Board banned the sale of Dirty Bastard beer, though Fat Bastard wine and Raging Bitch beer had been approved for sale for some years.


Officially, the ban was because of ‘profanity on the label’ and was motivated by a desire to ‘keep dirty pictures and dirty words away from children’.


The state has drawn up a list of words that they think ought to be banned from labels, including the word ‘bastard’, but the approval for Fat Bastard wine dates back to before the list was compiled.


The first article of the constitution of the Old Bastards Vintage Motorcycle Club in Bastard Township, Ontario, reads as follows: ‘The official Club name shall be “Old Bastards Vintage Motorcycle Club”. It may also be referred to as “OB”s or “OBVMC” but hereafter in this document is referred to as “the Club”. The headquarters of this Club will never be changed from Delta, Ontario, Bastard Township. This article shall not be subject to amendment.’


Quentin Tarantino’s 2009 Oscar-winning film Inglourious Basterds takes its misspelt title from a 1978 Italian war film, The Inglorious Bastards, directed by Enzo Castellari. Castellari himself appeared in cameo roles in both films, as a German mortar squad commander in his original film and as a German general in Tarantino’s film.
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In 1943 the US army developed a novel incendiary bomb involving bats with napalm strapped to their wings. This bat bomb project was abandoned in 1944, after the USA decided that the atom bomb might be a better idea.


The earliest known use of the term ‘batshit crazy’ cited in the Oxford English Dictionary is from 1993, but it tells us that ‘batshit’ has been used as a synonym for ‘insane’ since 1971. ‘Apeshit’, however, has been used in the same sense since 1955.


In 2010, after monitoring the calls of 30 species of bat, researchers in Australia announced their finding that bats speak with regional accents.
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Since 2013, the University of Victoria in British Colombia has offered a course in ‘The Science of Batman’. According to the university, it covers: ‘The extreme range of adaptability of the human body explored through the life of the Caped Crusader; examines human potential using Batman as a metaphor for the ultimate in human conditioning; evaluates the concepts of adaptation to exercise and injury from the perspective of science and exercise training; examines the multiple sciences behind exercise adaptation, musculoskeletal injury and concussion, and limitations of the human body and mind.’


In a phone-in poll in 1988, readers of Batman comics voted by 5,343 to 5,271 to have Robin the Boy Wonder killed by the Joker.


Batman first appeared in Detective Comics on 30 March 1939.
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The favourite foods of the French poet and critic Baudelaire were onion soup and bacon omelette. He kept a pet bat in a cage on his desk. At the age of 21, he came into a good inheritance which he squandered on laudanum and prostitutes. He died at the age of 46, probably as a result of syphilis.
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On average, there are approximately 465 beans in a standard 415-gram (14-ounce) can. Every hour, 32.7 tons of baked beans are eaten in Britain. In the year 2019–20, the average Briton ate 4.2 kilograms (9.25 pounds) of baked beans, four times as much as the average American. According to a survey in 2020 by Heinz, 44 per cent of Irish people eat baked beans at least once a week and one in 10 eat them cold.


In Nicaragua, newlyweds are given a bowl of beans for good luck.


In ancient Greece, minor officials were elected by putting one white bean with many black beans inside a pot. All the candidates then picked a bean and whoever picked the white bean got the job. In the 19th century, the Russian army used the same system to give a conscript his freedom.
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There are eight species of bear: American black, polar, giant panda, Asiatic black, sloth, spectacled, sun and brown.


A male bear is a boar; a female is a sow.


Bears can eat up to 15 per cent of their body weight in one day and are partial to salmon.


Black bears can run at up to 56 km/h (35 mph).


The skin of a polar bear is black, which helps them to absorb more heat from the Sun.
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The average human beard, if left untended, will grow 14 centimetres (5.5 inches) a year. The longest ever beard was that of the Norwegian Hans Langseth – it stretched 5.33 metres (17 feet 6 inches) when measured on his death in Kensett, Iowa, in 1927. The beard was presented to the Smithsonian Institution in Washington in 1967.


Positive aspects of beards were revealed in 2020 in the journal Integrative Organismal Biology, in a paper with the title ‘Impact Protection Potential of Mammalian Hair: Testing the Pugilism Hypothesis for the Evolution of Human Facial Hair’. The researchers measured the impact force and absorbed energy of blows delivered to an epoxy composite (representing bone) covered by ‘furred’, ‘plucked’ or ‘sheared’ sheep skin. Their findings that ‘fully furred samples were capable of absorbing more energy than plucked and sheared samples’ supported the hypothesis ‘that human beards protect vulnerable regions of the facial skeleton from damaging strikes’.


In 2016, model and body positivity campaigner Harnaam Kaur, 24, from Slough, Berkshire, was named by Guinness World Records as the youngest woman in the world to have a full beard. Her facial hair was 15 centimetres (6 inches) long. She said it was ‘humbling’ to be included.


The medical word for ‘growth of beard by a woman’ is ‘pogoniasis’. Fear of beards is called pogonophobia, while the study of beards is pogonology. ‘Barbatulous’ is an obsolete word for ‘having only a small beard’.
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Announcing a new MA course entitled ‘The Beatles, Popular Music and Society’ in 2009, Liverpool Hope University said this qualification would be the first of its kind in the world. The course consists of four 12-week lecture modules and a dissertation.
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The scientific unit of beauty is the millihelen, defined as the amount of beauty required to launch one ship. The argument is that if Helen of Troy had a face that launched 1,000 ships, a millihelen must be enough for one. The idea came from Christopher Marlowe’s 1592 play Doctor Faustus, in which he wrote of Helen: ‘Was this the face that launch’d a thousand ships, And burnt the topless towers of Ilium.’ The word ‘millihelen’, however, had to wait until the 1950s when it is was coined by the science fiction author Isaac Asimov, though some give the credit to Cambridge mathematician W.A.H. Rushton.


According to research at the Polytechnic University of Hong Kong, the best measurement of a woman’s attractiveness is given by taking her volume in cubic metres and dividing it by the square of her height. Sadly, the researchers did not give any conversion formula between this measurement and the result in millihelens. Their calculation, however, is very similar to the formula for body mass index but with weight in the BMI formula replaced by volume.


King Philip the Fair of France had such high standards of beauty that he made skin diseases a punishable offence. In 1313, he decreed that all lepers should be burned at the stake, though it is not clear whether this included skin diseases milder than leprosy.


The first international beauty contest was held in Folkestone on 14 August 1908.


In 2006, when Miss Israel winner Yael Nezri was called up for national service in the Israeli army, she was exempted from carrying a rifle because it was liable to bruise her beauty queen legs.
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The testicles of a beaver are internal. Despite the difficulties posed by that arrangement, minced beavers’ testicles were sometimes added to tobacco in the olden days in North America to sweeten the flavour. According to the 1945 book Cooking Wild Game by Frank Ashbrook and Edna Sater, the tail and liver of the beaver are special delicacies. ‘The tail is fatty tissue, rich and palatable when cooked, and was greatly relished by early trappers and explorers.’


It has been calculated that a beaver that was 21 metres (68 feet) long with a 15 metre (51 foot) tail could have built the Kariba dam.


Beavers are strict vegetarians.


According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word ‘beaver’ has been used to mean a beard or a bearded man since 1910, while it has also meant a woman’s pubic area since 1927.
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A study in Italy in 2006 reported that couples who have a TV set in their bedroom have sex half as often as those who don’t. ‘If there’s no television in the bedroom, the frequency [of sexual intercourse] doubles,’ said Serenella Salomoni, whose team of psychologists questioned 523 Italian couples to see what effect television had on their sex lives.


On average, Italians who live without TV in the bedroom have sex eight times a month. This drops to an average of four times a month for those with a TV, the study found. For the over-50s the effect is even more marked, with the average of seven couplings a month falling to just 1.5.


No evidence was offered to suggest whether the televisions caused a decline in sexual activity, or whether the decline in sexual activity was the reason for bringing a TV into the bedroom in the first place.


According to a survey by the Duvet and Pillow Warehouse in the UK in 2012, 14 per cent of people eat in bed, with the figure rising to 48 per cent for 18–24 year-olds; 41 per cent of people play with technology in bed; 36 per cent watch TV in bed; and 32 per cent talk on the phone while under the covers.


A survey in 2021 reported that eating in bed was the greatest source of annoyance between married couples, and nearly 44 per cent of respondents said they’d rather sleep in the spare room than put up with their partner repeatedly chomping food in bed.


[image: Illustration] DUVET, SNORING, ST CLARE



[image: Illustration] BEDS


Research in 2001 showed that couples who slept in beds less than two years old were far more likely to share intimate secrets with each other at bedtime than those whose beds were eight years old or more. It has been estimated that one in 10 living Europeans were conceived in an Ikea bed.


In 1985, the Hurricane Bed was patented in the USA. It consists of a bed in a drawer which can be closed into a cabinet to protect you from hurricanes.


Pull-down beds called ‘Murphy beds’, made to be folded into the wall, were patented by William Lawrence Murphy of San Francisco around 1900. In 1982, a drunken man died from suffocation in Los Angeles after passing out in a Murphy bed.


Several beds were found in the tomb of Tutankhamun, including one that folded up for travelling. The most impressive of these was made of ebony and gold with a base of woven string to lie on. Ancient Egyptians did not use pillows on their beds but had a carved headboard shaped to allow their neck and head to rest on it to sleep.


The first waterbeds were goatskins filled with water, used in Persia nearly 4,000 years ago. The first modern water-beds were used at St Bartholomew’s Hospital in London as a way to treat and prevent bed sores.
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Until the late 17th/early 18th century, queen bees were thought to be kings.


Research published in 2008 reported that Asian and European honeybees can understand each other through waggling dance movements, though they need to learn each other’s dialects. On first waggling at each other to communicate the location of pollen sources, they tended to misunderstand distances, but quickly learned to recalibrate their measurement systems and understand each other’s instructions.


The flapping of the wings of 1,000 bees generates seven watts of heat. This means that the continuous wing-flaps of 6.6 trillion bees could provide the entire energy consumption of the UK.


Bees cannot see the colour red – it looks the same as black to them.
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The first eyewitness report of a flight by the Wright brothers appeared in a magazine called Gleanings in Bee Culture in January 1905. Despite their achievement in flying heavier-than-air machines, the Wright brothers attracted little publicity in their early years, but one man who did notice them, and even took part in their first flight, was Amos Root, publisher of Gleanings in Bee Culture. After travelling to witness an early flight, Root wrote: ‘… these brothers have probably not even a faint glimpse of what their discovery is going to bring to the children of men.


‘No one living can give a guess of what is coming along this line, much better than any one living could conjecture the final outcome of Columbus’ experiment when he pushed off through the trackless waters. Possibly we may be able to fly over the North Pole…’


After seeing and writing about the Wright brothers, Amos Root went back to his main business, making beehives and designing bee-keeping equipment. His factory was one of the first to have mandatory breaks for workers, during which hymns were played on a piano. Some years after Root died in 1923, the factory changed from making beehives to making candles. Root’s Candles has remained in the family and is now run by his great-great-grandson.


In 2019, there were about 90.11 million beehives worldwide, increasing from around 89.56 million the previous year. There are more beehives in India than any other country, an estimated 12.25 million. Second place is taken by China with 9 million.
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The first brewers of beer were probably the Sumerians around 10,000 BC. Ninkasi, the Sumerian goddess of alcohol and beer, was reputedly ‘born of fresh sparkling water’.


Louis Pasteur developed pasteurisation for beer more than 20 years before he did it for milk.


The total amount of beer drunk in the world in 2019 was around 189.05 billion litres. People in the Czech Republic drink more beer than anywhere else, an average amount of 191.8 litres per head per annum. The figure for the UK is only 72.9 litres per head. The only drinks that are more widely consumed than beer worldwide are water and tea.


In 1814 London suffered the Great Beer Flood when about 388,000 gallons of beer flooded the streets around Tottenham Court Road after vats in a brewery ruptured. At least eight people drowned but a judge and jury ruled the beer flood was an Act of God.


In medieval Britain more beer was drunk than water as the alcohol made it safer. The weekly ration allocated to each child in Norwich children’s hospital in 1632 included two gallons of beer.


Deprivation from beer is also an old British punishment. Among the regulations applying to Officers of the Bedchamber at the court of Henry VIII was this: ‘Such pages as cause the maids of the King’s household to become mothers shall go without beer for a month.’


One of the miracles that led to the canonisation of the 16th-century abbess St Brigid of Ireland was her feat of transforming her bath water into beer for visiting clerics.


A few dozen bottles of Allsopp’s Arctic Ale made for an Arctic expedition of 1875 were found in a garage in Shropshire, England, and one of them was allegedly sold in an eBay auction in 2007 for $503,300, though it is very unclear that this bid was honoured. A bottle of the same beer was sold at auction in 2016 for £3,300 ($5,131).


The lead ship of the Arctic expedition, HMS Resolute, became stuck in ice and was abandoned but was later found by an American whaler. It was bought by the US Congress and presented to Queen Victoria as a gift in 1856. In 1880, the Resolute Desk, made from the ship’s timbers, was given by the Queen to US President Rutherford B. Hayes, who put it in the White House, where it has remained ever since.
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The first modern beer mat, made of wood pulp, was created by Robert South of Dresden in 1892, though cardboard beer mats had been known since 1880. There are now around 5.5 billion beer mats made every year, 75 per cent of them by the Katz Group, based in Weisenbach, Germany.


The hobby of collecting beer mats is called tegestology.


There is a type of flea that lives and breeds only in beer mats in Germany.


Octopuses in Monterey Bay in California have shown no particular fondness for beer mats but have been observed making their homes in discarded beer cans.


The world’s largest beer mat was 15 metres (49.21 feet) in diameter and was made in 2002 by Carlsberg in Denmark.


On one day in July 2010, Dean Gould of Felixstowe, Suffolk, set three beer-mat-flipping world records: he flipped and caught 35 beer mats with two fingers while blindfolded; he set a new ‘speed flipping’ record with 1,000 successful flips (comprising 20 flips of piles of 50 mats) in 41.06 seconds; and he set a new ‘snatch’ record by catching 108 mats after dropping them from his elbow. His current records include 36 beer mats successfully flipped with two fingers blindfolded, and 114 beer mats in a single pile on a table flipped and caught in one go.
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Beethoven was 1.65 metres (5 feet 5 inches) tall. When drinking coffee, he insisted that every cup was prepared from exactly 60 coffee beans. His last words are said to have been: ‘Pity, pity, too late,’ when he was delivered a crate of wine from his publisher.


Beethoven died at the age of 56 and his autopsy gave his cause of death as cirrhosis of the liver, with pancreatitis and peritonitis as contributing factors. In 2013, however, a toxicology analysis found poisonous concentrations of lead in his hair and bones at the time of his death. This may have been caused by the lead crystal in his wine glasses, but in 2020 another theory was advanced: that the low-quality wines he liked to drink from Hungary and Germany may have been treated with a form of lead monoxide to soften their taste.


In October 1996, the conductor Daniel Barenboim, wearing a hardhat and overcoat, set 19 construction cranes dancing to the ‘Ode to Joy’ from Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony to celebrate the completion of a stage in the building of a Daimler-Benz project. Around 2,000 guests watched this ‘dance of the cranes’ on Potsdamer Platz, the cranes slowly swinging back and forth in perfect time to the music as Barenboim, on an elevated platform, conducted their drivers with red and blue signalling flags. To add another coincidental musical touch, the building project had been designed by Italian architect Renzo Piano.
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In January 2008, Quentin Wheeler, an entomologist at Arizona State University, announced to a Roy Orbison tribute concert that a new species of beetle would be named Orectochilus orbisonorum in honour of the late singer and his widow, Barbara.


Other people to have had beetle species named after them include David Attenborough, Che Guevara, Adolf Hitler, Robert Redford, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Liv Tyler and Kate Winslet. Darth Vader has also had a beetle, Agathidium vaderi, named after him.
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According to the official Chinese news agency, Beijing has more public lavatories than any other city in the world. In February 2008, the figure stood at 5,174 public toilets, but after an intensive effort to improve facilities, the number was reported to be over 6,000 in 2016, out of 68,000 in the whole of China. A paper in the Journal of Architectural Education in 2000 reported that: ‘Communist Urbanism, defined as the spatial order of communal living, reserves a place of honor for the public toilet.’


In 2012, the Municipal Commission of City Administration and Environment Authorities in Beijing set a new standard for public toilets called the ‘two fly rule’, specifying that no toilet in a public place should contain more than two flies.
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The longest recorded belch in history is 1 minute 13.057 seconds achieved by Michele Forgione (Italy) at the 13th annual Hard Rock Beer Festival ‘Ruttosound’ competition, in Reggiolo, Italy, on 16 June 2009.


‘If an Asthmatical Person comes to belch, it is a good Sign.’ Richard Bradley, Family Dictionary, 1727
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There are approximately 3,000 castles in Belgium, which gives the country a good claim to having more castles per square mile than anywhere else.


Over 1.6 kilograms (3.5 pounds) of chocolate is sold every minute at Brussels airport, which is more than any other place in the world.


In some parts of Belgium, cabbage is eaten on Shrove Tuesday in the belief that this will save other cabbages from being eaten by caterpillars and flies.


There was no Christmas Day in Flanders in 1582; in that year the change was made from the Julian to Gregorian calendar and the last 10 days of the year, from 22 to 31 December, were omitted.


The Belgian hare is not a hare but a rabbit.
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[image: Illustration] BELL, Alexander Graham (1847–1922)


At his baptism, Alexander Graham Bell was simply given the name ‘Alexander Bell’. Since this was also the name of his father and grandfather, he always wanted a middle name, and on his 11th birthday was given permission by his parents to adopt the middle name ‘Graham’.


Alexander Graham Bell’s patent for the telephone modestly titles the invention as ‘Improvement in Telegraphy’. When he tried to sell this patent to Western Union in 1876, he was turned down with the words: ‘This electrical toy has far too many shortcomings to ever be considered a practical means of communication.’


Bell’s claim to have invented the first working telephone is dubious for several reasons: first, he only beat Elisha Gray by a couple of hours in registering a preliminary telephone patent in February 1876, and later research suggests that Gray’s device would have worked while Bell’s would not. Secondly, documents found in 2003 seem to confirm that the German Philipp Reis had invented a working telephone in 1863. Thirdly, the US House of Representatives passed a motion in 2002 crediting the Italian Antonio Meucci with the invention of the telephone as long ago as 1849.


Around 600 lawsuits were brought against Bell’s patent in the US, but his 1876 patent number 174,465 for the telephone is said to be the most valuable of all time.


Bell recommended answering the phone with the word ‘Ahoy’. It was Thomas Edison who suggested ‘Hello’.


When President James Garfield was shot in 1881, Bell quickly devised an electromagnetic device to locate the bullet in Garfield’s body, but it was not enough to save the President’s life.


In 1919, Bell collaborated on a hydrofoil design that set a world water speed record which stood until 1963.


In 1929, seven years after Bell died, the scientific community named the standard unit for the intensity of soundwaves, the ‘bel’, after him. A decibel, one-tenth of a bel, became the most commonly used metric for the magnitude of noise.
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First stated by Dr Frank Benford in 1938, this is the law that tells us, surprisingly, that numbers are far more likely to begin with a ‘1’ than any other digit. Benford first confirmed this by looking at tables of statistics from a variety of sources – lengths of rivers, heights of mountains, street numbers in addresses, baseball averages, areas of countries – then reasoned out the process by which so many began with the digit ‘1’.


Effectively, such numbers arise from a counting process. Counting up to nine uses each digit once (we exclude zero as a possible starting digit). From 10 to 19, everything begins with 1, which puts 1 in a big lead. All the others have caught up by the time we get to 99, but from 100 to 199 the ‘1’ numbers storm ahead again. The same thing happens from 1,000 to 1,999. With all the other digits always playing catch-up, whatever range a group of numbers inhabits, those beginning with 1 are likely to be ahead.


In fact, both theory and practice suggest that the percentage of randomly selected statistics beginning with each digit are as shown in the following table:


1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9


30.1  17.6  12.5  9.7  7.9  6.7  5.8  5.1  4.6



[image: Illustration] BENNETT, Alan (b. 1934)


Alan Bennett is the only person to have turned down a CBE, a knighthood and an honorary doctorate from Oxford University. He refused the last of these in protest at Oxford accepting funding for a Chair named in honour of Rupert Murdoch.


In 2010, a contestant on the TV quiz Mastermind chose ‘The Plays of Alan Bennett’ as his specialist subject. A BBC Radio 4 arts programme then challenged Alan Bennett to answer the same questions, and he did less well than quiz contestant Robin Seavill.
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[image: Illustration] BENTHAM, Jeremy (1748–1832)


Philosopher and social reformer Jeremy Bentham is said to have fed his favourite cat on macaroni. The name he gave to the cat was Langbourne, which later became Sir John Langbourne, and later still the Reverend Sir John Langbourne, D.D. (Doctor of Divinity). When the cat died, Bentham buried it in his garden.


He donated his own body to science, inviting his friends to watch its dissection. He also instructed that his skeleton be later reconstructed as an ‘Auto-Icon’ – a mixture of mummy and waxwork of himself. His precise instruction, as laid out in his will, requested that the skeleton ‘be given to my good friend Dr Southwood Smith … to be put together in such a manner as that the whole figure may be seated in a chair usually occupied by me when living, in the attitude in which I am sitting when engaged in thought’. He also asked that the skeleton, when prepared according to those wishes, be dressed in one of his black suits and placed on a chair holding his favourite walking stick, which he called ‘Dapple’. He also suggested that, if his friends would like to meet for the purpose of paying respect to him, he would like his executor to arrange for his body to be wheeled in to join them. His wishes were followed, though the model was made with a wax head rather than Bentham’s own skull, which had deteriorated too badly during the preservation process. In 1850, the body was moved to University College, London, where it can still be seen in a glass case in the Student Centre.
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The German poet Heinrich Heine left his estate to his wife, Mathilde, when he died in 1856, on the condition that she remarry, so that ‘there will be at least one man to regret my death’. Mathilde remarried, inherited the estate, and lived comfortably until she died in 1883. Whether her second husband regretted Heinrich’s death is not known.
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The 1978 film Autumn Sonata was the last film made by the great Swedish actress Ingrid Bergman (1915–82). It was directed by the great Swedish film-maker Ingmar Bergman (1918–2007; no relation) and was shot in Norway after accusations of tax evasion had forced the director out of his native country.


Ingmar Bergman’s fifth and last wife was Ingrid von Rosen. They had a daughter, Maria von Rosen in 1959, but their marriage, which made Ingmar’s wife another Ingrid Bergman, did not take place until 1972.


Ingrid Bergman (the actress) died on her 67th birthday on 29 August 1982.
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It is frequently claimed (over 6,000 times on the Internet) that the first bomb dropped on Berlin during the Second World War killed the only elephant in Berlin Zoo. Anyone repeating that claim, however, has clearly not read Von der Menagerie zum Tierparadies: 125 Jahre Zoo Berlin by Heinz-Georg Kloss, which gives a detailed account of the fatalities at Berlin Zoo caused by wartime bombing.


The zoo was hit by bombs 12 times between 1941 and 1945, with the worst raids on the nights of 22–23 November 1943 and 29–30 January 1944. During the two nights in January, Kloss says that one-third of all the animals were killed, including one rhino, two giraffes, 17 antelopes, 11 bovines, 25 deer, 15 monkeys, one chimpanzee, one orangutan and seven elephants. At the beginning of the war, the zoo held 3,715 animals. By the end, only 91 animals survived, including two lions, two hyenas, one Asian elephant bull, one hippo bull, 10 sacred baboons, one chimpanzee, one oriental stork and one shoebill.
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[image: Illustration] BERLUSCONI, Silvio (b.1936)


A ‘Pizza Berlusconi’, made in Finland and topped with smoked reindeer, won first prize at the 2008 New York Pizza Show. Named for the Italian Prime Minister, it was created by the Kotipizza chain in Finland following derogatory remarks about Finnish cuisine made by Silvio Berlusconi in 2005 during discussions about the location of a meeting of the European Food Safety Authority.


When Berlusconi was accused in 2009 of having sex with an underage prostitute, several references were made to a bed, with curtains around it, which Berlusconi referred to as ‘Putin’s bed’, claiming it was a gift from the Russian leader. This has never been confirmed or definitively denied by Mr Putin’s office.


According to the 2011 Forbes List of richest people in the world, Mr Berlusconi was in 118th place. By 2021, he had gone down to 327th.


‘Silvio Berlusconi’ is an anagram of ‘invisible colours’.
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[image: Illustration] BERWICK-UPON-TWEED


Contrary to popular belief, Berwick-upon-Tweed was not at war with Russia for most of the 20th century. This myth was based on the Treaty of Perpetual Peace between England and Scotland, signed by Henry VII of England and James IV of Scotland in 1502, which solved the contentious issue of the status of Berwick by declaring that the town was in neither England nor Scotland.


For many years thereafter, Berwick was always mentioned separately in any laws relating to England as the town was deemed to be ‘of’ the Kingdom of England but not ‘in’ it.


The Berwick–Russian war myth was based on the idea that when the Crimean War was declared in 1853, Berwick was specifically mentioned, but was omitted from the Treaty of Paris ending the war in1856. Actually, this is all nonsense, as Berwick was not mentioned in the declaration of war, and even if it had been, there would have been no problem as the Wales and Berwick Act of 1746 had already stated that any mention of England was to be taken to include Berwick.


Despite this, in 1966 the Mayor of Berwick did sign an official peace treaty with a Russian official.



[image: Illustration] BESTIALITY


A man who appeared in court in Zimbabwe in October 2011 charged with bestiality admitted the offence but said that the donkey with whom he was caught having sex was in fact a prostitute whom he had paid $20 for her services at a nightclub and who had mysteriously turned into a donkey overnight.


In his defence in court, Sunday Moyo was reported to have said: ‘Your worship, I only came to know that I was being intimate with a donkey when I got arrested.’ He was remanded in custody and ordered to undergo psychiatric tests.
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Palestinian police had to storm the Basilica of the Nativity in Bethlehem at Christmas 2011 to break up a fight between rival groups of Orthodox and Armenian clerics. The dispute, leading to a pitched battle fought with brooms by about 100 priests and monks, was over the boundaries of their respective jurisdictions at the church while it was being cleaned in preparation for Orthodox Christmas celebrations.
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Responding to criticism of its economy in 1987, the King of Bhutan said that Gross National Happiness is more important than Gross National Product.


The term Gross National Happiness was coined in 1972 by the 4th King of Bhutan, King Jigme Singye Wangchuk. In a survey in Bhutan in 2010, 8.3 per cent of respondents were found to be deeply happy, 32.6 per cent were extensively happy, 47.8 per cent were narrowly happy, and only 10.4 per cent were unhappy. Nevertheless, in 2017, when the UN released its own happiness survey, Bhutan was only in 97th place.


On the day of the World Cup final in 2002, Bhutan played football against Montserrat. They were ranked the world’s two worst national teams. Bhutan won 4–0.


The national sport in Bhutan is archery.


In 1999, the government in Bhutan lifted its ban on TV and the Internet.


The official language of Bhutan is Dzongkha. The currency is the ngultrum, which is divided into 100 chetrum. ‘Ngultrum’ means ‘silver coin’; ‘chetrum’ means ‘half coin’.


Bhutan has no formal relations with the US, Russia, China, the UK or France. Tourists are only allowed to visit Bhutan in official groups. Single tourists are not allowed in.


Bhutan is known to its own inhabitants as Druk Yul, ‘Land of the Thunder Dragon’. The wearing of traditional robes is mandatory in Bhutan, with a sash indicating a person’s status.


In Bhutanese Buddhism, there are 81 types of violence. For that reason, it is considered unlucky if a member of the family dies at the age of 81. If that should happen, the family is advised to hang the body upside down in the house until the 82nd birthday would have arrived, and then burn it.


Gangkhar Puensum in Bhutan is the highest unclimbed mountain in the world. In 1994, for religious reasons, Bhutan passed a law prohibiting mountaineers from climbing a mountain higher than 6,000 metres (20,000 feet), which may explain why no one has climbed Gangkhar Puensum since then as it is more than 7,500 metres (25,000 feet). Attempts have been made to climb it from its Chinese side, but the Bhutanese asked the Chinese to respect their laws and the Chinese agreed to ban such attempts too.


Over 600 species of orchid grow in Bhutan.
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The 46th word of Psalm 46 in the King James Bible is ‘shake’, and the 46th word from the end of the same Psalm is ‘spear’ (if you ignore the final ‘selah’, which is generally taken just as an instruction to pause or reflect). William Shakespeare was 46 when the Bible was being translated; the above ‘coincidence’ in Psalm 46 was presumably a well-hidden birthday gift from the translators.


The animal most frequently mentioned in the Old Testament is the sheep (191 references), followed by the lamb (182), ox (149), ram (164), bullock (148), horse (147), ass (140), lion (133), goat (122) and camel (53).


The longest name in the Bible is that of Isaiah’s son Mahershalalhashbaz, who is mentioned twice in the first chapter of Isaiah.


The words ‘girl’ and ‘girls’ each occur only once in the entire Authorised Version. ‘Eternity’ and ‘grandmother’ also occur only once each in the King James Bible, in Isaiah 57:15 and 2 Timothy 1:5 respectively.
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The bicycle developed from the velocipede, a sort of hobby horse patented in England in 1818 by Denis Johnson of London.


Count Leo Tolstoy, author of War and Peace, was given a bicycle by the Moscow Society of Velocipede Lovers for his 67th birthday in 1895. He promptly learnt to ride it ‘… in a hall large enough to drill a division of soldiers’ – and he knocked down the only other person in the room.


In June 2001, Javier Zapata of Colombia cycled up 1,200 stairs at the Parque Central Tower in Venezuela.
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[image: Illustration] BIDEN, Joseph Robinette (b. 1942)


In 2016, Joe Biden said: ‘I don’t drink. I don’t smoke. But I eat a lot of ice cream.’ During his successful presidential campaign in 2020, he was calculated to have spent $10,000 on ice cream as gifts to campaign donors.


In 2008 he said his favourite movie was Chariots of Fire.
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The French designer Louis Réard generally takes the credit for designing the bikini in June 1946, though another Parisian, Jacques Heim, had produced a two-piece swimsuit several months earlier. Heim had called his the ‘Atome’; Réard named his after Bikini Atoll where atomic bomb tests took place. His reasons are ascribed either to the bikini’s appearance of having been blown apart, or the explosive reaction he expected it to create. Réard described it as ‘Four triangles of nothing.’


When it was displayed at a Paris fashion show, the bikini was modelled by Micheline Bernardini, a stripper at the Casino de Paris. Sweden, Spain, Portugal and Italy promptly banned it.


The bikini came into fashion after Brigitte Bardot wore one in the film And God Created Woman in 1956. Four years later, Brian Hyland’s song ‘Itsy Bitsy Teenie Weenie Yellow Polka Dot Bikini’ led to a bikini-buying spree.


In 2001, the Nuclear Claims Tribunal awarded the Bikini islanders $563,315,500 in damages for destruction and suffering caused by US nuclear testing.


The world record for the number of women photographed wearing bikinis in the same place at the same time stands at 3,090 participants for an event in China in 2011.
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In the 15th and 16th centuries, billiards was definitely a game for royalty. The earliest known verified account of a billiard table was found in a 1470 inventory of the possessions of King Louis XI of France. His table comprised a bed of stone, a cloth covering and a hole in the middle of the playing area, into which balls could be driven.


Mary, Queen of Scots, was also a keen player and complained when she was not allowed use of her billiard table when she was imprisoned. After her execution, her body was wrapped in the blue Strachan tartan cloth torn from her billiard table.


Most scandalous of all, when British Prime Minister Lord Palmerston died two days short of his 81st birthday, it was strongly rumoured that his body was found on a billiard table where he had suffered a heart attack while seducing a maid at Brocket Hall in Hertfordshire.


The only mention of billiards in Shakespeare is in Antony and Cleopatra (Act II, Scene V) when Cleopatra says to her maid: ‘Let’s to billiards, come Charmian.’


Billiards was the first game or sport to hold an official world championship. It was won by a Frenchman called Gamier in 1873. The second game to have a world championship was chess in 1886.


On 7 December 1873, ‘The quaintest billiard match ever played’ is said to have taken place between Mr Jefferson of America and William Dufton of England. Dufton, as usual, played with his cue, but Jefferson played the balls with his nose and won by a margin of 47 points.


[image: Illustration] MOZART, WHITE HOUSE



[image: Illustration] BIRMINGHAM


A survey in 1999 revealed that holiday-making Britons who make love on a foreign beach are more likely to be from Birmingham than any other part of the country. Explaining this finding, a researcher commented, ‘There aren’t many beaches in Birmingham, so it’s a bit of a novelty.’


There are 22 more miles of canal in Birmingham than in Venice.


You are more likely to have an injury at work in Birmingham than in any other British city.


According to Bill Bryson’s 1990 book Mother Tongue, the expression ‘être de Birmingham’ in French slang means to be bored to death. French sources, however, are not so sure. At least one agrees with Bryson, but specifies that it is Parisian slang, while another dates the expression back to the 18th century, saying that it was used in praise, reflecting the sharpness of razors from Birmingham.
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Around 140 million babies are born into the world every year, which works out at an average of just over 4.4 babies born every second. There were 3,605,201 births registered in the USA in 2020, which means that on average one American was born every 24 seconds.
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‘Happy Birthday to You’ was composed as ‘Good morning to you’ by Mildred and Patty Hill and published by Clayton F. Summy in 1893. The Summy company registered a copyright on the song in 1935, and in 1988 Warner Chappell Music bought the company for US $25 million, of which $5 million was the estimated value of ‘Happy Birthday’. Warner claimed that unauthorised public performances were illegal without the payment of royalties, which in 2010 were quoted at £700.


In 2013, Good Morning to You Productions sued Warner, alleging false claim to the copyright, and in 2015 a federal judge declared the copyright claim invalid. Warner Chappell agreed to pay back $14 million in licensing fees, and in 2016 the court declared that ‘Happy Birthday to You’ was now in the public domain.
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The word ‘biscuit’ comes from the French for ‘twice cooked’.


In September 2001, a biscuit taken from the Titanic before her ill-fated maiden voyage fetched £3,525 at auction in London. Sotheby’s catalogue described the biscuit as ‘in almost perfect condition with signs of moulding’.


The World Biscuit Throwing Championship is held annually at the Glendale Show near Wooler, Northumberland. Contestants have to throw a McVitie’s Rich Tea biscuit as far as they can. All biscuits are closely inspected before they are tossed to ensure they conform to the strict regulations, which specify that they must be perfectly circular and un-nibbled. The winner receives the Biscuit Medal, a Rich Tea thickly dunked in varnish.


In 1991, a VAT tribunal in the UK was called upon to specify the precise difference between a biscuit and a cake. According to their regulations, ‘a cake is zero-rated even if it is covered in chocolate, whereas a biscuit is standard-rated if wholly or partly covered in chocolate’. Specifically, the question was whether the jam filling of a Jaffa Cake transformed it from a biscuit to a cake. Lawyers for Jaffa convinced the tribunal of the cake-ness of their product, thus saving Jaffa 17.5 per cent tax.


In 2008, a survey by Holiday Inn reported that around 80 per cent of business professionals believe the outcome of a meeting can be positively influenced by the choice and quality of biscuit on offer.


The reason biscuit tins are not square is to enable them to be stacked inside each other to save space when being transported.
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The term ‘black hole’ for a massive collapsed star from whose gravitational field not even light can escape, was coined in 1967 by the American physicist John Wheeler.


The term was strongly opposed for several years by the French, because it translates into their language as ‘trou noir’, which was a slang term for what the Americans call an ‘asshole’.


The first black hole was discovered in 1969, two years after Wheeler named it.
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The blackberry is botanically not a berry but an aggregate fruit composed of many small drupelets.


Batology is the scientific study of brambles, especially blackberries. This should not be confused with battology, which is a needless and tiresome repetition in speaking or writing.


In south-west England there was a superstition that the first blackberry picked each year would banish warts. There was also a more general superstition in the UK that blackberries should not be picked after Michaelmas (29 September) as the devil has then claimed them, having left his mark by urinating on the leaves.


The BlackBerry smartphone was given its name because its small buttons reminded its creators of the fruit – and it was a fun name.


Troilus and Cressida is the only Shakespeare play containing the word ‘blackberry’, but Falstaff in Henry IV, Part 1 twice says ‘blackberries’.
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Authorities in the town of Beebe, Arkansas, celebrated the start of 2012 with an announcement that only about 100 blackbirds had died as a result of New Year celebrations compared with thousands last year.


Large numbers of blackbirds roost in the community and they are apparently driven to panic by the fireworks, when they fly into homes, cars, telephone poles or each other.
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Thirteen billion blackcurrants are cultivated every year in Britain – enough to give everyone on Earth almost two British blackcurrants. However, 95 per cent of the British blackcurrant crop is used for making Ribena.


The Latin for blackcurrant is Ribes nigrum – hence the name Ribena.


In 1911, New York State banned the growing of blackcurrants as a public nuisance. The ban was lifted only in 2003.
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If Blackpool Tower in the north of England were 4 metres (13 feet) higher, it would be exactly half the height of the Eiffel Tower.


[image: Illustration] DAVIDSON, DIVORCE, HEALTH, ROLLER-COASTER



[image: Illustration] BLAKE, William (1757–1827)


The visionary English poet, painter and print-maker William Blake held only one exhibition of his paintings in his lifetime and it was not a success.


He displayed the paintings in a room above his brother’s drapery shop in Golden Square in London’s Soho, opening in the summer of 1809 when he announced that customers could take their purchases away at the end of September. Unfortunately, none of the paintings were sold and they stayed on the walls for a year.


The only review of the exhibition was in The Examiner by Robert Hunt, brother of the poet Leigh Hunt. He wrote that Blake could not draw and his paintings were ‘the ebullitions of a distempered brain’. He also described Blake as ‘an unfortunate lunatic’ suffering from ‘egregious vanity’. William Wordsworth was slightly more complimentary, saying: ‘There was no doubt that this poor man was mad, but there is something in the madness of this man which interests me more than the sanity of Lord Byron and Walter Scott.’


Blake’s painting The Great Red Dragon and the Woman Clothed with the Sun, which inspired the killer Francis Dolarhyde in Thomas Harris’s novel Red Dragon (the first of the Hannibal Lecter books), can be seen at the Brooklyn Museum of Art.
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The first weaving looms in Bristol were established by Thomas Blanket (or Blanquette) in the late 1330s. In 1339, he was given formal permission by a Bristol magistrate to set up a loom on which to make a ‘well raised surface fabric’ for use as a bed covering.


The common belief that he gave his name to bedclothes, however, is probably wrong, since the word ‘blanket’ dates back to around 1300, so it is more likely that Thomas Blanket’s family took their name from the industry. In any case, the 14th-century Thomas Blanket ought not to be confused with the 21st-century ‘Thomas Blanket’, which is a blanket displaying a Thomas the Tank Engine motif.


[image: Illustration] GHOSTS, MUMMIFICATION, YEARS



[image: Illustration] BLINDNESS


In 1985, an unusual case of erratic driving in Chesapeake, Virginia, involved a policeman who was almost run off the road by a weaving car. He pursued the vehicle and stopped it, suspecting a drunken driver. This was confirmed, but may not have been the sole cause of the incident as the driver was also blind. He was aged 24 and had lost his sight when he was 12.
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The average adult human has 5–6 litres (1.2–1.5 gallons) of blood in their body. There are 60,000 miles of blood vessels in the human body. An individual blood cell takes about 60 seconds to make a complete circuit of the body.


Since the heart pumps all of your blood around your body about once a minute, this adds up to a weight of about ten tonnes of blood a day being pumped. A human heart pumps enough blood in a lifetime to fill 100 swimming pools.


Octopus blood is blue in colour.


The first successful blood transfusions took place between dogs in the 1660s.


Dr Bernard Fantus began a blood storage and transfusion service at Cook County Hospital, Chicago, in 1936 and his daughter Ruth suggested calling it a ‘blood bank’. On 15 March 1937, this became the world’s first official blood bank. Britain’s first was in Ipswich later in 1937.
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The third Monday in January is known as ‘Blue Monday’, supposedly the most depressing day of the year. The idea of ‘Blue Monday’ originated with an advertising campaign in 2005 and was based on a very unconvincing formula to calculate happiness.


The colour blue has been associated with depression since the 15th century, but the earliest known reference to blues music was in 1912.


The psychologist Charles Spence has shown that food tastes saltier if served in blue dishes.


Studies have shown that weightlifters can lift heavier weights in gyms with blue walls.


Many ancient languages did not have a word for the colour blue. The Himba people of Namibia still have no word for blue in their language.


The only national flag without red, white or blue is that of Jamaica. Until 2017, the Mauritanian flag also had no red, white or blue, but after a national referendum held in that year, two red stripes were added at the top and bottom.


Around 8 per cent of the world’s population have blue eyes, though a study in 1914 reported that in the UK the figure is 48 per cent.


The Russian Blue species of cat was brought to England from Archangelsk, Russia, in 1875 by sailors and was first called the Archangel Cat. Its name of ‘Russian Blue’ is curious as Russian has two words for blue: голубой (goluboy), meaning light blue, and синий (siniy), meaning dark blue.


The first of these, голубой, is also slang for a male homosexual, because gays in Moscow used to hang out by a metro station that was coloured light blue.


‘The blueness of a wound cleanseth away evil.’ Proverbs 20, King James Bible
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Henry IV, Part 2 is the only Shakespeare play that uses the word ‘bluebottle’, in Act V, Scene IV when Doll Tearsheet calls First Beadle a ‘blue-bottle rogue’.
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Having written over 700 books and 10,000 short stories, with total sales of over 600 million books, Enid Blyton is possibly the most prolific author of all time. She comes fourth in the list of most-translated authors, behind Agatha Christie, Jules Verne and William Shakespeare.


Born Enid Mary Blyton, she wrote under the name Mary Pollock between 1940 and 1943 when she was married to Hugh Pollock. Her second husband was Kenneth Darrell Waters, which is why her full name is sometimes given as Enid Mary Blyton Pollock Darrell Waters.


One of her daughters said that Blyton had no time for her own children; the other described her as a mother who picked her up from school, took her on wonderful walks and read her the adventures of the Famous Five direct from the typewriter.


Enid Blyton created Noddy in 1949 and Noddy books stayed unchanged until 1989 when the golliwogs were changed to goblins to avoid charges of racism. Scandinavian countries protested, taking the change as an insult to trolls. In America, Big Ears had his name changed to Whitebeard to avoid offending the aurally advantaged.


Noddy is known as Oui Oui in France, Doddi in Iceland, Purzelknirps in Germany and Hilitos in Spain.
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The upper tusks of a wild boar are called ‘honours’, the lower tusks are ‘rippers’. When the boar opens and closes its mouth, the tusks rub against each other, which keeps them sharp.


Both Adonis, in Greek myth, and Gwydre, son of King Arthur, are said to have been killed by wild boars.


According to the 15th century Book of St Albans, the collective noun for a group of 12 or more wild boar or other swine is a ‘sounder’.
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The basic difference between a boat and a ship is that boats are designed for rivers and inland waterways, ships for seas and oceans. More technically, there is a difference in their centre of gravity, which makes a boat lean in when turning, while a ship leans outwards.


There is only one mention of a boat in the Old Testament of the King James Bible (2 Samuel 19:18), but 37 references to ships.
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For most people known as Bob, the name is a diminutive of Robert, but Bob as a given first name has experienced great changes in popularity. In 1959, the number of boy babies in the USA given the name ‘Bob’ was 2,826, but in 2020 the figure was only 12. In that year, Bob was only the 6,558th most popular name for a boy baby, being given to one in 152,619 boys.


There are more people named Bob living in California than in any other US State.
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About 96 per cent of our body is made of four elements: oxygen (about 65 per cent), carbon (18.5 per cent), hydrogen (9.5 per cent) and nitrogen (3.3 per cent). The greatest contributor to the remainder is calcium at 1.5 per cent.


Parts of the body that you may not have realised have names include the following:


• Canthus: the corner of the eye where the upper and lower eyelids meet.


• Columella: the partition between the nostrils.


• Dewlap: the fold of loose skin hanging under the chin (originally of cattle, but extended to humans and other animals).


• Glabella: the smooth part of the forehead above the eyebrows.


• Nasion: the point where your nose meets your forehead.


• Niddick: the nape of the neck.


• Philtrum: the groove down the middle of your upper lip.


• Popliteal: the hollow at the back of the knee.


• Rhinarium: the tip of a nose, especially a mammal’s cold, wet nose.


The only two parts of a woman’s body that are anagrams of each other are the elbow/bowel. Men also have the spine/penis.
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A tattoo of a helicopter shooting a peanut vendor led to a murder conviction in Los Angeles in 2011. Anthony Garcia, 25, was first suspected of the gangland killing, which took place in 2004, when he was stopped for driving on a suspended licence and a detective noticed his tattoo.


Investigations revealed that Garcia’s gang nickname was ‘Chopper’, which prosecutors said explained the helicopter, and that ‘peanut’ is a derogatory term for a rival gang member.


‘This is completely one-of-a-kind,’ a Los Angeles Deputy District Attorney said.


The mother of the victim’s daughter told Garcia that he should blame only himself: ‘You were stupid enough to get the tattoo that convicted you,’ she said.
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Mosquitoes prefer the body odour of beer-drinkers to that of people who have drunk only water. Malaria-carrying mosquitoes track their victims by smell, and research published in 2010 showed that they are more likely to follow the smell of beer-drinkers than water-drinkers.
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The first meeting of the World Bodyguards Association (WBA) was held in Budapest in September 1995, attracting 130 delegates from 40 countries. The WBA now ‘counts more than 25,000 professionals’, whom it no longer calls ‘bodyguards’, saying instead that it provides ‘modern and sophisticated services, provided by skilled and properly educated Executive Protection Officers’.


The oldest and largest such association is the International Bodyguard Association, which was founded in Paris in 1957.
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The actor Humphrey Bogart was born on Christmas Day 1899. Before making his name as an actor, he added to his meagre income by hustling as a chess player in New York parks.
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Henry VIII’s second wife, Anne Boleyn, was long rumoured to have had six fingers on her right hand and was also sometimes described as having three breasts, but both claims seem to have been part of a campaign to discredit her, as such imperfections were often seen as signs of witchcraft.


According to the exiled Catholic priest Nicholas Sander (or Sanders): ‘She had a projecting tooth under the upper lip, and on her right hand six fingers,’ but her alleged sixth finger may have been no more than a fingernail deformity; when Anne’s body was exhumed from the Tower of London in the 19th century, no evidence was found of a sixth finger.


As for the third breast, Sander also wrote: ‘There was a large wen under her chin, and therefore to hide its ugliness she wore a high dress covering her throat.’ Others have described the alleged extra breast as a cyst on the neck. Sander never met Anne Boleyn so this may all be fiction.


After Anne Boleyn was executed in 1536, her heart was apparently stolen. It may have been discovered just over 300 years later, during renovations in 1837 at St Mary’s Church in Erwarton, Suffolk, where a heart-shaped casket was found in the chancel wall. Anne and her family certainly had strong connections with the church, and the casket was reburied beneath the organ with a small plaque to mark the spot, claiming that the casket had contained Anne Boleyn’s heart.
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Bolivia has a 5,000-man navy but no coastline. This is the largest navy of any landlocked country. The only other country in South America that is totally inland is Paraguay.


It is often claimed that Bolivia once had three presidents in one day. That is not quite correct but it came very close in August 1825: from 6 to 11 August, the acting president was Jose Mariano Serrano, who was succeeded by Antonio José de Sucre, who held the post for only one day before being followed by Simón Bolivar on 12 August.
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The word ‘bomb’ comes from the Greek bombos, which means a humming noise or a boom.
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Since 2007, every published book has been assigned a unique 13-digit ISBN (International Standard Book Number). The final digit of any ISBN is included as a way for computers to make an instant check for incorrectly entered numbers: if you add together all the digits in odd-numbered places then add to that total three times all the digits in even-numbered places, the resulting figure will always, if no mistake has been made, be divisible by 10.


For example, the ISBN of the first edition of my book Sloths!: A Celebration of the World’s Most Maligned Mammal is 9781786494221. The above process gives us (9 + 8 + 7 + 6 + 9 + 2 +1) + 3(7 + 1 + 8 + 4 + 4 + 2), which equals 42 + 78 = 120 which is 10 x 12. The final digit of the ISBN is calculated to make this happen. Before 2007 any ISBN had only ten digits, with a completely different rule to check for mistypings.


The average UK household spends £1.50 on books every week. The average British male aged 15 to 24 spends only 3.1 minutes a day reading books.


The Japanese spend more on books than any other nation. Norway comes second.


The top three best-selling books of all time are: 1. The Bible, 2. Quotations From Chairman Mao Tse-Tung, 3. Lord Of The Rings.


The three countries with most Nobel Prize for Literature winners are: 1. France, 2. USA, 3. Britain.


There were 188,000 different books published in Britain in 2018, which works out at one new book every 2 minutes 48 seconds. In 2020, around 202 million books were sold in the UK.
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[image: Illustration] BORDEN, Lizzie Drew (1860–1927)


Lizzie Borden had an axe,


Gave her mother forty whacks.


When she saw what she had done,


She gave her father forty-one.


This verse, however, gives a misleading account of the facts. In fact, on 19 June 1893, Lizzie Borden, the alleged axe murderess, was acquitted of killing her parents in Fall River, Massachusetts.


Her great-great-great-great-great grandfather, Thomas Cornell, however, was executed in Rhode Island in 1673 for killing his mother. He was almost certainly innocent, as the main evidence against him was the testimony of a man who said that the late Mrs Cornell had come to him in a dream and accused her son of having killed her.
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The power of the House of Borgia in Italy and the Vatican began when the pious Alfonso Borgia was elected Pope Calixtus III in 1455. Corruption and nepotism started in 1456 when the Pope made his nephew Rodrigo a cardinal. Despite being a gambler and womaniser, Rodrigo became Pope Alexander VI in 1492.


Unusually for a Pope, Rodrigo had a wife, four legitimate children and several more children from various lovers. He is said to have had an incestuous relationship with his daughter Lucrezia. Rodrigo died in 1503, allegedly from a poisoned apple, though medical evidence suggests malaria. Lucrezia’s brother Giovanni was murdered by her other brother Cesare Borgia, and Cesare then became the first person to resign as a cardinal.


Lucrezia was first married at the age of 13 and later declared to be a virgin, despite being pregnant.


Pope Innocent X was the great-great-great grandson of Pope Alexander VI. He died in 1655, exactly 200 years after a Borgia first became Pope.


The actress Brooke Shields is a direct descendant of Lucrezia Borgia.



[image: Illustration] BOSCH, Hieronymus (c.1450–1516)


In 2003, the journal Mycological Research published a paper entitled ‘Amanita muscaria: chemistry, biology, toxicology, and ethnomycology’, which drew attention to Hieronymus Bosch’s triptych The Garden of Earthly Delights, which included a depiction of the hallucinogenic mushroom Amanita muscaria, supporting suggestions that the mushroom may have been at least partly responsible for the fantastic visions portrayed in many Bosch paintings.


Another detail from the same painting also led to a piece of music first recorded in 2013 based on some musical notes that appear on the buttocks of a man being crushed by a harp and some sort of mandolin. The notes, written in a curious medieval notation, were transcribed and translated into modern notation by Oklahoma music student Amelia Hamrick and played on a piano. She called the piece ‘600 Year Old Butt Song From Hell’, which was later amended to ‘500 Year Old Butt Song From Hell’ when her arithmetic was corrected. A choral arrangement was later made, with the words: ‘Butt song from hell, This is the butt song from hell, We sing from our asses while burning in purgatory, The butt song from hell, The butt song from hell, Butts.’
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Bosnia-Herzegovina has never won a medal of any sort in either the Winter or Summer Olympics. Apart from microstates and Albania, it is the only European sovereign country that has never won an Olympic medal.
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In 2011 in Boston, Massachusetts, the emergency services unveiled an ambulance modified for the obese. It included a stretcher that can hold 385 kilograms (850 pounds) and a hydraulic lift with 453-kilogram (1,000-pound) capacity. This was designed both to ensure the safety of the sick and to reduce injuries among crews lifting even larger patients. It cost about $12,000 to retrofit the vehicle.
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Best known as Samuel Johnson’s biographer, James Boswell was a remarkable person in his own right. After suffering from depression and possibly bipolar disorder in his youth in Scotland, he decided to become a monk but was taken back to Scotland by his father, who was an esteemed judge.


He travelled to the Netherlands to continue his law studies at Utrecht University, met Voltaire and Rousseau, became attached to the latter’s mistress and brought her back to England. It is not known whether this had any connection with his suffering from gonorrhoea, of which between 12 and 17 episodes are recorded. He also had an ingrowing toenail.


Boswell was introduced to Samuel Johnson by the actor and bookseller Thomas Davies. In his Life of Samuel Johnson, Boswell quotes Thomas Davies’ description of Johnson’s laughter: ‘He laughs like a rhinoceros.’


Boswell’s family surname was spelled with only one final L when he was born, but he added another later. In 1782, when his father died, he succeeded to the title of 9th Earl of Auchinleck.
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According to a report in 2007 by the International Union for Conservation of Nature, there are more African elephants in Botswana than any other country. The number of elephants in Botswana was given as 133,829, with Tanzania in second place on 108,816.


Despite increased poaching, the figure for Botswana has remained roughly the same since then, though in 2019 a five-year hunting ban on elephants in Zimbabwe was lifted. In the same year, it was estimated that some 216,000 African elephants migrate freely between Angola, Botswana, Namibia, Zambia and Zimbabwe, making it difficult to assess how many live in each country.


In 1930, close to 10 million wild elephants are thought to have roamed the African continent, but conflicts and poaching reduced this number to around 415,000 by 2016.
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All three of the medallists at a chilli-eating contest in the Philippines in 1996 had to be treated in hospital afterwards for a condition known in Mexico as Gringo’s Bottom, characterised by painful burns to the bottom area. They were also treated for dangerously high blood pressure and severe bowel pain. The winner, Mexican Bert Gonzalez, had eaten a world-record 300 chunks of the lada pepper from the Philippines, one of the hottest varieties in the world.


‘Chilli eating should be an Olympic sport,’ he said, while lying face down on his hospital bed.


‘It’s very strenuous and taxing to the body and I shall have to spend some time recovering.’


The words ‘bottom’ or ‘bottoms’ occur only once in the King James Bible, in Jonah 2:6, but ‘bottomless’ occurs seven times in the Book of Revelation, always followed by the word ‘pit’.
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HMS Bounty was originally built at Blaydes shipyard in Hull as a coal-carrying vessel. The ship was on a trip to collect breadfruit from Tahiti when the infamous mutiny took place. The mutineers cast Captain Bligh adrift with 18 loyal crew members who successfully steered their boat on a 47-day journey to Timor. Bligh later rose to the rank of vice-admiral and became governor of New South Wales.


Fletcher Christian, who led the mutiny on the Bounty in 1789, named his first son Thursday October Christian, apparently because he was born on a Thursday in October 1790.


Only when Pitcairn was rediscovered years later was it realised that a miscalculation had been made because of the International Date Line and he should have been Friday October Christian. Thursday October Christian’s fourth son, born in 1820, also began life on a Thursday in October so he was given the same name. Thursday October Christian II went on to become chief magistrate on Pitcairn.


The wreck of the Bounty was found in 1957. Luis Marden, the American diver who found it, wore cufflinks made from the ship’s nails. Bounty Day is celebrated on 23 January on Pitcairn, marking the day in 1790 when the Bounty mutineers set fire to the ship to avoid detection.
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A bourdaloue was an elegant porcelain chamber-pot designed for women. Shaped rather like a gravy boat, it was designed to accompany ladies on journeys or at events where they might find it difficult to rush off to use a lavatory. The bourdaloue was held between the lady’s legs beneath her petticoats, then removed and taken away by her servants when she had urinated into it. It was very popular throughout the 18th century.


The origin of the name is uncertain, but some say it was named after the preacher Louis Bourdaloue, whose sermons were said to be so good and so long sometimes that ladies in the congregation did not want to tear themselves away to go to the lavatory.


Bourdaloue pear tart has nothing to do with urination but was named after a bakery in a Paris street named after Louis Bourdaloue.
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The bowerbird of Australia and New Guinea has an elaborate and extraordinary mating ritual. The males build complex and highly decorated bowers on the forest floor from twigs, leaves and moss, which have also been described as ‘love-nests’ or ‘bachelor pads’ with the sole purpose of enticing female birds. The decorations include colourful feathers, pebbles, berries, snail shells and kangaroo bones. When a female shows interest in the bower, the male struts and sings, trying to convince her to enter the bower and mate with him.


If he is successful, the female flies off after mating to build a nest close by, while the male promptly turns his attention to trying to find another female to mate with, playing no part in the upbringing of the offspring of any of his lovers.


Shiny coins, spoons, pieces of aluminium foil and even a glass eye have been used to entice birds to the bower. When building a new bower, a male will recycle an average of 30 per cent of the materials used to decorate the previous one.


Males who build the best bowers are very successful, as 75 per cent of females mate with the owner of the first bower they visit. Other males may never find a mate at all. The colour blue has been found to be particularly effective in attracting females. The reasons for this are unclear but one theory is that blue is the colour of the berries that are the females’ favourite food. As well as shiny blue beads or pieces of broken glass and plastic, male birds have been seen painting their bowers blue with sticks that have crushed berries on their tips. The number of Solanum berries used in the decoration has been found to predict mating success.


In 2013, researchers who gave problem-solving tasks to bowerbirds in the wild concluded that mating success did not correlate with problem-solving ability.
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David Bowie began life on Elvis Presley’s 12th birthday. Born David Robert Jones, he adopted the stage name David Bowie in honour of the American pioneer James Bowie who popularised the Bowie knife. His name change was mainly to avoid confusion with Davy Jones, who later became lead singer in the made-for-TV band The Monkees.


In 1999 he was made a Commander of the Ordre des Arts et des Lettres by the French government and was given an honorary doctorate by the Berklee College of Music in Boston, Massachusetts. He has also had a spider, Heteropoda davidbowie, and an asteroid, 342843, named after him, but in 2000 he turned down the offer of a CBE, and in 2003 he turned down a knighthood, saying that he seriously didn’t know what it was for.
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The triangular arrangement of the pins in tenpin bowling, with rows of four, three, two and one, is called a tetractys.


On Saturday 3 May 2008, Dale Davis of Alta, Iowa, made a perfect score of 300 in a bowling game with 12 consecutive strikes. Mr Davis was 78 years old and legally blind.


Ninepin bowling was very popular among the gambling underworld of America until 1841 when Connecticut banned ninepin bowling alleys, which is how tenpin bowling originated.
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The great English cricketer W.G. Grace (1848–1915) also captained England at lawn bowls. In 1903, he became founder and first president of the English Bowling Association.
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When Andy Bowen and Jack Burke fought a boxing match in New Orleans on 6 April 1893, it went on for 7 hours and 19 minutes: 110 rounds. The referee then ruled ‘no contest’ as he judged that both men were unable to continue. This was the longest gloved boxing match on record.


The same year saw a shorter but arguably even more dramatic fight between Harry Sharpe and Frank Crosby for the Missouri lightweight championship, which lasted 77 rounds. In the penultimate round, the men knocked each other down simultaneously. Crosby banged his head when he fell, got up dazed and was knocked out in the following round. Willie Green, the referee, had been taking nips of whisky for a cold and passed out in the 65th round after which the fight went on without a referee. The winner then gained the title, a $500 side bet, and an 11-month jail term for violating anti-prizefight laws.
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Boxing Day takes its name from the Christmas boxes given to servants when they returned to work after Christmas. The earliest reference to Boxing Day in the Oxford Dictionary dates back to 1743. The first references to a Christmas box are from 1711 and 1731.


In Ireland, Boxing Day is sometimes known as Wren Day, as this is also St Stephen’s Day, and chattering wrens are supposed to have given away St Stephen’s hiding place. Boxing Day was therefore said to be the only day of the year when killing a wren was not unlucky.


The words ‘Good King Wenceslas looked out on the feast of Stephen’ were written by the Anglican priest John Mason Neale in 1853. The good king this refers to was the 10th-century Duke of Bohemia Wenceslaus I, who was elevated to sainthood and posthumously declared a king after he was killed, probably by his brother and successor Boleslaus I.


A traditional meal for Boxing Day is St Stephen’s Day pie, which is similar to cottage pie but made with left-over turkey or ham instead of beef.


Two American presidents died on Boxing Day: Harry S. Truman in 1972 and Gerald Ford in 2006. The only date that exceeds that number of presidential deaths is Independence Day, 4 July, which claimed three presidents.


‘No man ever talked in poetry ’cept a beadle on boxin’ day.’ Charles Dickens, Pickwick Papers, 1836
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The University of Bradford is the only British university to have had a serving prime minister (Harold Wilson) as chancellor, a post he held from 1966 to 1985
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The 16th-century Danish astronomer Tycho Brahe wore an artificial nose attached with cement after he lost his own in a sword fight at the age of 19. The nose was reputedly made of gold and silver, but analysis of his body mould in 1901 suggested that it was actually copper. Brahe had a pet moose named Rix, which died after falling downstairs when drunk.
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The great German composer Johannes Brahms developed a morbid fear of travelling by boat after a bad sea-going experience in a skiff. This led to his declining an honorary doctorate from Cambridge University in 1877, as the offer was conditional on his crossing the Channel to accept it in person.


‘Brahms’ (short for ‘Brahms and Liszt’) is cockney rhyming slang for inebriated or pissed.


In 1999, campus police at Pittsburgh University announced a plan to prevent students from becoming Brahms and Liszt by playing them Mozart during peak party times. Studies had shown that Mozart’s music has a calming effect, and the plan was to play it at high volume over loudspeakers between 10pm and 2am from Thursday to Saturday.
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Around 78 per cent of your brain is water. The average adult brain is 14 centimetres (5.5 inches) wide, 16.75 centimetres (6.6 inches) long, 9 centimetres (3.7 inches) high and weighs 1.4 kilograms (3 pounds) for men and 1.25 kilograms (2 pounds 11 ounces) for women. It contains 100 billion neurons.


Although it accounts for only 2 per cent of total body weight, the brain uses about 20 per cent of our total energy intake.


The Nobel Prize-winning author Anatole France was found after his death in 1924 to have one of the smallest human brains ever recorded.


The word ‘brain’ (or ‘brains’) does not occur at all in the King James Bible.


The only Shakespeare play to include the word ‘brainless’ is Troilus and Cressida.


‘The brain is a wonderful organ. It starts working the moment you get up in the morning, and does not stop until you get into the office.’ Robert Frost
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Robbers, runaway slaves and criminals turned gladiators were branded on the forehead in ancient Rome. The Anglo-Saxons also adopted branding as a punishment, and this sentence was abolished only in 1879. Branding was done on the breast, cheeks or forehead, depending on the crime. In the 16th and 17th centuries, England employed branding as punishment for a variety of offenders including thieves, blasphemers, brawlers, gypsies and runaway slaves.


In North America, before the revolution, the English also branded petty criminals using letters according to their crime: A – Adultery; B – Blasphemy; D – Drunkenness or Desertion; F – Felony or Fray-making; M – Murder or Manslaughter; P – Perjury; R – Roguishness; S – Slave; SL – Seditious Libel; SS – Slave Stealer or Sower of Sedition; T – Thief.


In 1844, Jonathan Walker had the initials SS (for ‘Slave Stealer’) branded into his right palm for helping American slaves escape to the Bahamas. This was the last instance of branding as punishment in the USA.
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The old French word brassière originally meant an upper-arm protector, then a bodice or child’s vest, and later a lifejacket. The first garments similar to today’s bras were worn by Minoan women on Crete around 2500 BC.


The first patent for a modern brassiere was obtained in the US by Mary Phelps Jacob in 1914. She has been widely praised as the inventor of the modern bra, but that honour seems better deserved by Marie Tucek of New York, whose ‘Breast Supporter’ came more than 20 years earlier in 1893. It comprised a plate ‘made of sheet metal, cardboard or other suitable material and preferably covered with silk, canvas or other desirable fabric’, bent to match the wearer’s body and attached to cups to support the breasts. It was completed with a number of hooks and straps.


The ‘Backless Brassiere’ of Mary Phelps Jacob was less cumbersome, made essentially from two handkerchiefs, a ribbon and cord. Jacob, incidentally, was also a successful publisher who brought to the public some of the early works of Ernest Hemingway and Henry Miller. She also had a pet whippet called Clytoris.


In 1917, the US War Industries Board asked women to stop buying corsets in order to save metal. The resulting switch from corsets to bras was said to provide enough metal to build two battleships. The next significant development came when the A-to-D cup-sizing system was introduced by Warner Corset Company in 1935.


The world’s biggest bra was made by Triumph International (Japan) in 1990 with a bust measurement of 28 metres (91 feet 10 inches).


In April 2001, the world’s first combined brassiere and gun holster was invented by American personal security consultant Paxton Quigley. Designed to hold a .38 calibre snub-nose revolver on one side, and a pepper spray on the other, the garment was called the Super-Bra. The chest area was said to be a good place to conceal a weapon.


December 2001 saw another advance with the launch of the ‘Frequent Flyer’s Bra’ by Triumph International (Japan). It was developed in response to reports that the metal parts of conventional bras had been setting off detectors at airports.
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The weight of coffee produced in Brazil is twice the weight of tea produced in India.


Half the people in South America live in Brazil, but Bolivia and Brazil produce about the same amount of Brazil nuts.


In 1964, a severe traffic jam was caused in Brazil when a couple kissed in a car and their dentures became inextricably locked together.


In 1969, some beetles were taken into custody in Brazil with a gang of Brazilian bus drivers who were charged with training the beetles to climb into fare boxes and take out coins.


In December 2001, Ellen Gracie Northfleet was sworn in as Brazil’s first female Supreme Court judge, but the Supreme Federal Tribunal building had no women’s toilet in the judges’ chambers. ‘If she has to go to the bathroom, she’ll have to do it before the ceremony or wait until after it’s over,’ a spokesman explained.


In 2002, Brazilian weight-training instructor Edmar Freitas set a world record by doing 111,000 sit-ups in 24 hours. In the same year, scientists in São Paulo were reported to have cloned a bull accidentally. They were trying to clone a cow.


In Brazil, insurance policies on celebrity rear ends have become so common that insurers have a special term for them: ‘bumbum policies’. In 2002 Brazilian model and actress Suzana Alves received an unusual insurance deal: in exchange for letting them put her image on its billboards, a company insured her buttocks, knees and ankles for $2 million.


In 2019, the bovine livestock in Brazil was estimated to number 214.7 million. The human population at the time was only 212.6 million, so we may conclude that there are slightly more cows than people in Brazil.
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The word ‘lady’ derives from an Old English expression for someone who kneads bread: ‘hlaefdige’, from hlaef (a loaf) and ‘dig-’ (to knead). The word for a worshipper of bread is ‘artolater’.


According to an old Cornish superstition, a loaf with holes in it foretells a death in the family.


An equally old superstition, however, says that a loaf with holes in it is a sign that the woman who baked it is going to have a baby.


In 1984, the Tasmanian Supreme Court awarded £1,900 damages to a man who still vomited at the sight of bread four years after finding a dead mouse in a loaf.
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The earliest known breakfast food was a sort of porridge made in the late Stone Age by grinding grains with a large stone. The earliest known use of the word ‘breakfast’ in English was in 1463.


The average household in the UK has five packs of breakfast cereal, though the most popular breakfast in the UK is fried egg, bacon and sausage. Bacon sandwiches come second.


According to research by Quaker Oats, 25 per cent of people skip breakfast altogether. A survey by Weetabix in 2020 reported that the most passionate lovers eat peanut butter sandwiches for breakfast.


Joey Chestnut holds the record for eating hard-boiled eggs, 141 in eight minutes, set in 2013, but Matt Stonie holds the bacon record at 182 rashers in five minutes.


In 2015, J&D Foods in the US launched bacon-scented underwear, ‘hand crafted to offer the support of briefs, the freedom of boxers and the smell of breakfast cooking in your pants’.


Breakfast At Tiffany’s (1961) won two Oscars. It is the only film with ‘breakfast’ in its title to win an Oscar.


‘Hope is a good breakfast but it is a bad supper.’ Francis Bacon


‘Only dull people are brilliant at breakfast.’ Oscar Wilde
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In 2008, the size of a Japanese model’s breasts helped her overturn a conviction for criminal damage. Serena Kozakura had been accused of kicking in her boyfriend’s door and crawling inside, apparently because he was with another woman, but in her appeal, her lawyer held up a plate showing the size of the hole and pointed out that it was impossible for her to have squeezed through with her 43-inch bust.
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