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INTRODUCTION







Water is H2O, hydrogen two parts, oxygen one, but there is a third thing that makes it water and nobody knows what that is.


D. H. LAWRENCE





This is the third of the General Ignorance trilogy. We’ve been thinking about it for three years. We never planned to write a trilogy: when we started out a decade ago, the idea of filling even one book with things we learn at school that just aren’t true seemed impossible. But today the magic jar of ignorance seems bottomless. So here it is: The Third Book of General Ignorance. The third leg of the stool. The balancing tome.


We wanted to compile a third volume for three reasons: first, because we’ve found so much great new material; second, because it somehow ‘feels’ right. There is a third reason, but nobody knows what that is.


We humans seem mysteriously hardwired to think in threes: beginning, middle, end; body, mind, spirit; earth, sea, sky; small, medium, large; red, blue, green; A, B, C; Father, Son, Holy Ghost; here, there, everywhere; liberté, egalité, fraternité; Tom, Dick, Harry; snap, crackle, pop!


It’s a long and venerable inner waltz. Even our bodies, famed for their bilateral symmetry, are full of hidden threes: the skin has three layers (epidermis, dermis, hypodermis); our ears have three parts (outer, middle, inner); we have three types of teeth (incisors, canines, molars); there are three parts to our digestive system (stomach, small intestine, large intestine).


And the QI universe comes in triplicate: squids have three hearts; the lizard-like tuatara of New Zealand has three eyes; kangaroos have three vaginas and, as you will see if you read on, three legs.


The great minds of history have long been drawn to what the Greeks called a hendiatris (literally a ‘one through three’), or triple motto.




There are three classes of people: those who see; those who see when they are shown; those who do not see.


LEONARDO DA VINCI


There are three things that are extremely hard: steel, a diamond, and to know one’s self.


BENJAMIN FRANKLIN


You can tell a lot about a person by the way they handle these three things: a rainy day, lost luggage, and tangled Christmas tree lights.


MAYA ANGELOU





No one has yet come up with a convincing psychological explanation for our attraction to threes and we’re not expecting one anytime soon.


Pythagoras, the first person to call himself a philosopher (in 520 BC), believed three was the ‘perfect number’, the symbol of God, but even he struggled to explain why. Instead he advised, ‘Do not go to bed until you have gone over the day three times in your mind.’


‘Live, reflect, then ask more questions’ is the hendiatris we follow at QI. We’ve learned much about many things but we start each new day in cheery ignorance. If this book, or the others in the General Ignorance threesome, inspires you to do likewise, our work here is done.


JOHN LLOYD, JOHN MITCHINSON,


JAMES HARKIN AND ANDREW HUNTER MURRAY

















Where is the world’s largest waterfall?





It’s under the sea off Denmark.


In the traditional sense, the tallest waterfall in the world is Angel Falls in Venezuela. It plummets more than 3,000 feet: three times the height of the Shard building in London. The largest in terms of volume is the Guaira Falls, on the border of Brazil and Paraguay: every 90 seconds it dumps enough water to fill Lake Windermere, England’s largest lake.


But both of these pale into insignificance when compared with the height and the flow of an underwater waterfall in the Denmark Strait – a section of sea between Iceland and Greenland that connects the Arctic and Atlantic Oceans.


The water in the Arctic is colder, denser and less salty than that of the Atlantic, and when the two bodies of water meet, they don’t mix. As a result, when the Arctic water flows over the vast underwater cliffs separating it from the Atlantic, it sinks to the ocean floor. This creates an underwater waterfall almost three times the height of Ben Nevis, carrying 2,000 times as much water as Niagara Falls.


This gigantic water feature isn’t there just to irritate pub quiz setters. As cold water flows out of the Arctic Ocean, warmer water is pushed up from the Atlantic along the west coast of the British Isles, with a hugely beneficial effect on the UK’s weather. Even though London is further north than the Canadian ski town of Calgary, it’s generally a lot warmer.


The Angel Falls are so inaccessible that nobody outside Venezuela knew about them until the twentieth century. In 1933 an American aviator called Jimmie Angel flew over them; the falls are named after him, not the heavenly beings.
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Angel returned to the falls four years later to confirm what he had seen, but when his plane landed it got stuck in mud. This meant Angel became not only the first Westerner to see Angel Falls but also the first person to descend the cliffs down which they fall. The location was so remote that it took Angel and his companions 11 days to get back to civilisation. His plane stayed at the top of the falls until 1970, when Venezuelan helicopters picked it up. Now fully refurbished, it stands in front of the airport terminal at Venezuela’s southern capital, Bolivar City.
















Where is the world’s largest river?





Thousands of feet up in the sky.


Everyone learns at school that the water cycle carries water vapour from the seas up into the atmosphere, from where it returns to Earth again as rain. But it wasn’t until 1998 that scientists discovered that it flows in long narrow rivers in the sky. These ‘atmospheric rivers’ are thousands of miles long and hundreds of miles wide. A large one can carry more water than the Amazon. There are four or five of them in the sky, somewhere in the world, at any one time.


Atmospheric rivers can cause disastrous floods if they suddenly release their water onto a specific area. The ten worst winter floods to hit Britain in the last 30 years were all caused this way. On the other side of the world, the west coast of America is also regularly hit by flooding from an atmospheric river known as the Pineapple Express, which stretches from Hawaii to California. In 1861 an atmospheric river brought 43 days of storms to California and turned its Central Valley into a 600-square-mile lake. Thousands died and the state was bankrupted – and there’s no guarantee it won’t happen again.


The largest river that’s not in the sky is deep underground. The River Hamza flows at just a millimetre an hour, 3 kilometres (2 miles) beneath the Amazon. The Hamza is thought to be the same length as the Amazon, but it’s much wider. It’s less like a river than a system of porous underground rocks with water flowing steadily through them. Many geographers prefer to call it an aquifer.


Ignoring subterranean and stratospheric exceptions, everyone agrees the Nile is the planet’s longest river. It tops all the official lists at 4,152 miles long, followed by the Amazon at 4,000 miles. But the Amazon has recently got longer – a huge blockage at its mouth has forced the water to find a new way to the sea, adding an extra 200 miles and allowing it to overtake the Nile.




STEPHEN Atmospheric rivers are vast ribbons of water vapour moving water around the world. They appear in different places at different times.


MARCUS BRIGSTOCKE Are they the ones that are perfectly timed to coincide with bank holidays?




















Where is the world’s longest mountain range?





Most of it’s under the sea.


The longest mountain range on Earth is the 40,000-mile mid-ocean ridge, almost all of which is underwater. It’s ten times longer than the Andes and circles the globe, stretching from the Arctic down through the Atlantic to the Antarctic, then up again through the Indian Ocean and into the Pacific.


This ridge is where the planet’s ten major tectonic plates meet, like the seams on a baseball. Because they are always pulling away from each other, there are near-constant volcanic eruptions and earthquakes along its length. As a result, the mid-ocean ridge is also the planet’s largest single volcanic feature. Its thousands of active volcanoes produce three-quarters of the Earth’s output of molten rock, or magma.


One part of the mid-ocean ridge that isn’t underwater is Iceland. In 1783 the segment of the ridge that rises above sea level there spewed out 8 cubic miles of lava, enough to bury the entire US interstate freeway system more than 30 feet deep. The lava, and the 50 million tons of sulphur dioxide that were released into the atmosphere, ruined crops and killed more than 10,000 Icelanders – a quarter of the population at the time.


We know less about the mid-ocean ridge than the surface of Venus or Mars. Less than 0.1 per cent of it has been studied, but new information is added all the time. In 2014 analysis of radar satellite data indicated the ridge may have as many as 25,000 mountains over 5,000 feet high. This estimate results from the fact that, ignoring temporary features like waves, the ocean’s surface is not flat – it mimics the shape of the seabed beneath it. The gravitational effect of huge underwater volcanoes (or ‘sea mounts’) causes seawater to bunch up over them, and the reverse is true of deep submarine trenches.


The mid-ocean ridge is host to one of the most hostile environments on Earth, yet, in 1977, life was found there. Tectonic movements under the ridge create scalding deep-sea fountains, called ‘hydrothermal vents’ or ‘black smokers’. Here, beset by volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, toxic chemicals, extremes of temperature and pressure – and in total darkness – over 300 new species have been discovered. These include white crabs, footlong clams and giant tubeworms almost 8 feet long. In 2006 one such new species, found here 7,500 feet below sea level, was dubbed the ‘yeti crab’ because of the long, silky-looking hair that covers its limbs.


The manned vehicle that first encountered life at the vents of the ocean ridge was called Alvin, after its developer, oceanographer Allyn Vine. Alvin has made over 4,000 dives since it was built in 1964, including, most famously, an exploration of the Titanic in 1986. Each passenger gets given one bottle per dive in which to urinate, with an extra attachment for women.




STEPHEN I think I’m right in saying that Churchill’s nanny was called Everest.


BILL BAILEY Nanny Everest – the tallest nanny in the world.



















Where is the nearest natural rainforest to Britain?





As unlikely as it sounds, there are rainforests in Britain.


Tropical rainforests like the Amazon are not the only type of rainforest. There are also ‘temperate’ rainforests, and there are several in the UK. While there isn’t a universally accepted definition of a temperate rainforest, most biologists would say it should combine high rainfall, low average temperature and a tree canopy that blocks out most of the light from the sky.
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Britain’s rainforests occur in the Furness Fells of Cumbria, the Scottish Highlands, wet coastal areas of Wales and the river valleys of Devon. As the most common tree is the oak, they are also known as Atlantic Oakwoods. They provide habitats for birds like woodpeckers and kites, for flowers like bluebells and primroses, and especially for fungi, ferns and mosses that can grow without much sunlight. The UK’s rainforests suffered greatly in the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries, when they were felled for fuel in the Industrial Revolution. Today the Forestry Commission is leading a concerted restoration effort. We hear much about the damage inflicted on the South American rainforests, but we also need to look after our own.


That said, mankind has had a devastating effect on the Amazon rainforest: a fifth of it has been lost in the last 40 years. Though man is now destroying the rainforest, there’s some evidence that it was originally man-made. The early Amazonians were selective about the plants they grew. They culled useless species and encouraged useful ones, mixing the soil with charcoal from their fires to make it rich and fertile. The resulting soil is known as terra preta and has remarkable regenerative properties: it may be exported to transform the infertile soils of sub-Saharan Africa. Brazilian farmers search it out and sell it as valuable compost but always leave some in the ground, where it retains its power. There is enough of it in the Amazonian rainforest to cover the whole of France or an area twice the size of Great Britain.


Archaeological evidence and the depth and volume of this unique compost suggests that before European contact the Amazon supported an advanced civilisation of 5 or 6 million people, who may have been responsible for planting the seeds of the rainforest and creating the world’s largest orchard.
















Where will the lion sleep tonight?





It won’t be in the mighty jungle.


Lions don’t live in jungles and they sleep during the day. Almost all wild lions live on the African savannah (apart from the 400 in Gir Forest National Park in India, which isn’t a jungle either). Some lions may have to move as their habitat shrinks – one lioness was spotted in the Ethiopian jungle in 2006, but there’s no evidence she was hunting and breeding there.


‘The Lion Sleeps Tonight’ is the most famous song ever to have come out of Africa. Originally called ‘Mbube’ (Zulu for ‘lion’) it was recorded in 1939 by Solomon Linda and the Evening Birds. During the studio session the Birds sang ‘Mbube, uyiMbube’ (‘Lion, you’re a lion’) while Solomon improvised over the top. It sold 100,000 copies in South Africa alone. It has since been translated into Danish, Japanese, Congolese and Navaho, and broadcast on US radio for the equivalent of 300 years of continuous play. It has changed over the years: in 1949 banjo player Pete Seeger misheard the Mbube chant as ‘a-wimoweh’ when he taught it to his band, the Weavers. In 1961 George Weiss, who wrote ‘What a Wonderful World’, added the lyrics ‘In the jungle, the mighty jungle, the lion sleeps tonight’ to Solomon’s version.


Despite the song’s huge success, Solomon was only paid £1 for the recording session. When he died in 1962 his family were so poor his wife couldn’t afford a gravestone. The song’s popularity increased exponentially when it appeared in Disney’s The Lion King in 1994. It has been calculated that if Solomon had received a fair share of royalties he would have made $5 million in five years from the Broadway show alone. In 2004 his family sued Disney, who settled out of court, agreeing to backdate the rights to the song to 1987.


The Lion King was called King of the Jungle until it was pointed out that lions live on the savannah. The plot is loosely based on Hamlet: screenwriter Irene Mecchi said the story was pitched to her as ‘Bamblet’ or ‘Hamlet in Africa with Bambi thrown in’. The story sees the dark-maned lion Scar trying to overthrow his golden-haired brother Mufasa; in the real world Scar would have been the natural leader. A dark mane is a status symbol for male lions – it shows they are eating well and have high levels of testosterone.


During the mating season lionesses have sex up to 50 times a day for four days and nights in a row with as many as five males – but each bout lasts only ten seconds. Up to 8 per cent of lion mountings are thought to be homosexual.




RICHARD COLES The Vicar of Stiffkey. Was bitten by a lion. In Skegness. And that was the end of the end of the Vicar of Stiffkey.


VICTORIA COREN MITCHELL Are you sure you’re not accidentally recounting the plot of a limerick?




















How did Tarzan get around the jungle?





At no point in any of the Tarzan books does Tarzan swing on a vine.


In the original stories, Tarzan swings from branch to branch or makes 20-foot jumps across the canopy. When the first film, Tarzan of the Apes, was made in 1918, it became obvious that no human being had the strength required to move like the character in Edgar Rice Burroughs’s books. So vine travel was introduced. But, in real life, this wouldn’t work either. Vines grow from the ground up and only hang down when they are draped over tree branches – one wrong choice and Tarzan would plummet to Earth.


Swinging from branch to branch is called ‘brachiation’ (from bracchium, Latin for ‘arm’). Tarzan supposedly did it because he copied the apes that adopted him, but almost no great apes do this. It’s better suited to smaller primates like gibbons, which can move at up to 35 miles per hour and bridge a 50-foot gap in a single swing.


Edgar Rice Burroughs became an author because he couldn’t make a living as a pencil-sharpener salesman. He decided to give writing a go after reading pulp fiction and thinking, ‘If people were paid for writing rot such as I read in some of those magazines, that I could write stories just as rotten.’ In early drafts his hero’s name was ‘Zantar’ or ‘Tublat Zan’, and his first completed story was written on the back of used letterheads and scraps of paper.


Tarzan of the Apes was published in 1912. It was an immediate success, spawning over 150 films and countless books as well as ‘Tarzan bread’ (launched in 1934), which sold more than 20 million loaves in four months. Tarzan also inspired Jerry Siegel to create Superman.


The most famous Tarzan was Johnny Weissmuller. Before taking up acting, he was one of the greatest athletes of the twentieth century. After contracting polio as a child, doctors advised him to take up swimming. He went on to win five Olympic gold medals and break 67 world records (fans say it was more, but he got tired of submitting the paperwork). In ten years, he never lost a single race.


From 1934 to 1948 Weissmuller played Tarzan in 12 films. In none of them did he say the immortal line ‘Me Tarzan, you Jane’ – though he did say it once in an interview. He recorded the original ‘Tarzan yell’ for MGM, with expert help from master sound engineer Douglas Shearer.


Later versions in RKO movies are clearly just him yodelling, but Weissmuller insisted the MGM yell was all his. It had, he said, saved his life in 1959 when he was stopped at a checkpoint in Cuba during the revolution. Rebel troops only let him go when he convinced them who he was by reproducing it. In the Second World War, American GIs requested it be broadcast on Armed Forces Network radio to remind them of home. The copyright is now owned by Burroughs’s estate.


In the books Tarzan is an aristocrat who speaks nine languages and over 20 dialects. Burroughs disliked the grunting ‘fairground chump’ of the movies. His daughter recalled, ‘One time, we saw a Tarzan movie together. After it was all over, although the audience seemed enthusiastic, my father remained in his seat and kept shaking his head sadly.’


Even Johnny Weissmuller himself was moved to remark, ‘My lines read like a backward two-year-old talking to his nurse.’ 




STEPHEN What’s the most famous line from a Tarzan film?


RONNIE ANCONA Oh, ‘Me Tarzan, you Jane.’


STEPHEN Yes, except, of course, it never happened.


DAVID MITCHELL Why do these films always forget to put their most famous lines in?



















Which country has the second-biggest film industry?





It’s not India, or America, but Nigeria.


Many people know that India’s Bollywood has overtaken America’s Hollywood to become the world’s biggest film industry, but it’s now run a close second by Nigeria’s ‘Nollywood’.


According to UNESCO, in 2006 Bollywood released 1,091 feature films, Nollywood made 872, and Hollywood trailed a distant third with just 485. These days, Nigeria makes even more: as many as 2,500 full-length feature films a year, or about 50 a week. Most are made for under £20,000 and shot in just ten days. In Hollywood the average film budget is £6.7 million and production takes at least a year.


Film is now Nigeria’s second-biggest employer after agriculture. As of 2014, Nollywood was worth $5.1 billion and made up 5 per cent of Nigeria’s GDP. Most people don’t see the movies in the cinema – almost all are sold on tape or DVD from thousands of market stalls. They cost the equivalent of £1.80 each.


Nollywood began in 1992, when a trader called Kenneth Nnebue ordered a consignment of blank videotapes. They didn’t sell well, so he had a cheap film made with a VHS camera and copied it onto the tapes. Living in Bondage was about a man haunted by the ghost of his wife. It sold over 750,000 copies.


Suddenly everyone else started making films too, all on incredibly tight budgets (to film a tracking shot, a director will push his cameraman around in a wheelchair). They have to keep churning them out because piracy is rife – it takes two weeks to make an illegal copy of a new film and distribute it across the country. There are at least five pirate movies in circulation for every official one. Nnebue has since retired from Nollywood to become a preacher, but the industry he founded goes from strength to strength.


Popular Nollywood titles include Baby Police, Tears of the Dumb, Blackberry Babes 2, Tear My Bra (If You Can), Mama Insurance and Margaret Thatcher. In 2015, for the first time, Nollywood movies will be eligible to compete at the Oscars for the Best Foreign Language Film Award.
















Name the only country in the world to have been officially accused of biological warfare





The USA.


The only time the UN has ever invoked the 1972 Biological Weapons Convention – designed to prohibit the use of weapons containing microbes and biological toxins – was in 1996, when the USA was accused of attacking Cuba with a plague of insects.
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On Boxing Day 1996 the Cuban Ministry of Foreign Affairs presented the USA with a written accusation of ‘entomological warfare’. Both sides agreed on the basics: a US plane had flown over Cuba and released a smoky substance. The Americans said it was a smoke signal designed to alert other aircraft of its presence and so avoid mid-air collisions; the Cubans said it was a swarm of Thrips palmi, tiny hyphen-shaped insects that destroy citrus, cotton and potato crops. They reproduce frighteningly fast: if Adam and Eve had bred as quickly as T. palmi, the Earth would have reached today’s population levels just 110 days after they were created.


Cuba’s crops were ruined but, after hearing the evidence, the UN’s Formal Consultative Meeting concluded that ‘due … to the technical complexity of the subject and the passage of time, it has not been possible to reach a definitive conclusion with regard to the concerns raised by the Government of Cuba.’ This very diplomatic response left neither side particularly satisfied.


Biological weapons date back to antiquity: the Romans threw dead animals into wells to poison their enemies’ drinking water. In the second century the city of Hatra repelled the Romans by throwing terracotta pots full of live scorpions at them, but the golden age of biological warfare was the Middle Ages. In the fourteenth century Tatars catapulted the bodies of bubonic-plague victims over the city walls of Kaffa, in modern-day Ethiopia. In 1495 the Spanish tried to poison the French in Naples by mixing their wine with the blood of leprosy patients. (Other than leaving victims with a nasty hangover, this wouldn’t have worked: 95 per cent of people are immune to leprosy.) And, in the mid-seventeenth century, the Polish general and artillery specialist Kazimierz Siemienowicz bombarded his enemies with metal spheres filled with the saliva of rabid dogs.


Some commentators have suggested that WMD should stand for Weapons of Minimum, rather than Mass, Destruction. Whether used by armies, terrorists or by accident, biological and chemical weapons are far less destructive than conventional ones. The most widespread use of toxic gas occurred in the First World War, but it still only accounted for 5 per cent of casualties, and victims were ten times likelier to recover than those injured by bombs or bullets.




LINDA SMITH If any of you do find any weapons of mass destruction under your seats, if you could forward them to the government, because they’ve looked everywhere. Oh, it’ll be the last place they look.



















Name a gas used on the battlefield in the Second World War





No gas was used at any point.


In 1939, on the assumption that gas would be one of Germany’s principal weapons, the British government distributed 38 million gas masks across the country. They were never needed. Although the Japanese used gas against the Chinese, chemical weapons played no part in the war in Europe.


One of the main reasons for this was widespread public abhorrence of them. In the First World War they had caused a million casualties, including 90,000 deaths. They were particularly hated for their stealth: they couldn’t be seen or smelled until it was too late, and their effects were delayed as well as instant.


The first gas attacks took place in 1915, before gas masks were available. To neutralise the deadly chlorine soldiers were told to soak their socks in urine and wrap them around their faces. Gas masks were quickly developed by both sides and are said to be the reason for Hitler’s famous moustache. Before the First World War he’d sported a much bushier, broader ‘Kaiser-style’ one, but was advised to trim it so it would fit neatly inside his mask.


Mustard gas, the most notorious weapon of the First World War, is not a gas. At room temperature it’s a liquid. To be deployed, it has to be finely dispersed by mortars as an aerosol. It was especially lethal because it was strong enough to dissolve the rubber and leather of the gas masks. It smells like horseradish or mustard, hence the name, although the Germans sometimes disguised it with lilac-scented tear gas. Tear gas is also a liquid rather than a gas.


With such experiences still fresh in the memory, it’s hardly surprising that the Allies feared gas attacks in the Second World War – and rumours were rife. In Britain it was widely believed that the Germans had filled toy balloons with deadly gas, with which they planned to lure children. In 1941 panic gripped Southampton when fumes that smelled ‘like burning onion’ filled the town. Everyone put on their gas masks until the smell was traced to a fire at the local pickle factory.


In June 1940 the British media reported that mysterious specks of soot had fallen on towns in south-east England. These were whispered to be the fallout from Nazi ‘fog weapons’. Germany’s English-language radio station picked up on these rumours and ran with them. It claimed German parachutists had been issued with ‘fog pills’ that allowed them to create their own cloud which they could float in, invisibly, for up to ten hours. It was pure invention.


Of all the combatants in the Second World War, Britain probably came closest to using chemical weapons. Churchill stockpiled mustard gas in case of a German invasion. The plan was to spray enemy troops with it from the air as they landed on the beaches – which they never did.
















Which kind of power station produces the most radiation?





Coal-fired ones: they emit 100 times more radiation than nuclear plants.


Coal contains traces of radioactive uranium and thorium. In small amounts, these present no danger, but burning large quantities of coal for electricity produces ‘fly ash’ (ash that flies up into the air), in which the radioactive elements are concentrated at up to ten times their original levels. This also contaminates the soil around a conventional power plant. Nuclear waste, by contrast, is contained and safely disposed of.


As a result, people who live near a coal-fired power station may consume crops and livestock with twice as much radiation as those who live near a nuclear plant. But neither represent a serious threat to health. The chance of getting ill from a coal-fired plant is about one in 100 million; with a nuclear plant this drops to one in a billion. You are four times more likely to be struck by lightning than to be affected by radioactivity from any power station.
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Areas with large deposits of granite or shale, like Cornwall or Aberdeenshire, contain radon, an invisible, odourless, radioactive gas produced as a natural by-product of the breakdown of uranium. It seeps up through the rock and into houses, where it can pose a serious health hazard if it isn’t detected and neutralised. Nuclear power stations cannot be built in Cornwall; background radiation in the ground is so high that they would automatically breach legal limits before any plant was even switched on.


Another source of natural radiation is the cosmic rays that bombard the planet from space. Most of these are filtered out by the Earth’s atmosphere and magnetic field, but the higher you travel, the stronger they become: levels double for every 6,000 feet of altitude gained. As a result, flight crews are exposed to approximately twice as much radiation a year as the rest of us.


The nuclear plant at Sellafield stores radioactive seagulls. It was feared that birds landing on the site might pick up radiation and then fly away, spreading it across the surrounding countryside. The management solved the problem by employing snipers to kill any gulls that did this. The hundreds of dead birds are designated low-level nuclear waste and stored in a freezer.
















Why is gasoline called gasoline?





It’s got nothing to do with gas.


Gasoline (American English for petrol) gets its name from John Cassell (1817–65), a Mancunian publisher, coffee merchant and temperance campaigner who began importing and distributing crude oil into Britain and Ireland from Pennsylvania in the 1860s. He called his product Cazeline, after himself, and sold it for indoor lamps.
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It proved a great success, so much so that by 1865 he was taking Samuel Boyd, a Dublin shopkeeper, to court for selling counterfeit Cazeline. Boyd had changed the ‘c’ to a ‘g’ on all his stock records and then claimed he’d coined the word ‘gazeline’ himself from gasogène, an early French device for making carbonated water. The judge was not impressed and Cassell won the case. But Boyd had the last laugh. Probably because of its similarity to the word ‘gas’, ‘gasoline’ caught on and became the preferred name for the product. The last recorded use of the word Cazeline was in 1920.


People have lent their names to many surprising things. Nachos were named after Ignacio (‘Nacho’ for short) Anaya, who was working in a hotel in Mexico when he threw together some fried tortilla chips topped with melted cheese and jalapeño peppers. This was so popular that customers gave it his nickname. ‘Sideburns’ were named after the nineteenth-century American soldier (and first president of the National Rifle Association) Ambrose Burnside, who was noted for his unusually bushy facial hair. Gradually this migrated from ‘Burnsides’ to ‘sideburns’, probably because they grow from the sides of a man’s face.


The word ‘dunce’ derives from John Duns Scotus, one of the fourteenth century’s foremost theologians. He studied and lectured at the universities of Oxford and Paris and died thinking himself one of the wisest men alive. He had many followers but, as his religious theories fell out of fashion, they were ridiculed. First known as the ‘Dunsmen’, then ‘dunses’, they were so closed-minded that by 1577 the word ‘dunce’ had come to mean ‘stupid’.


Ferris wheels were named after their inventor, George Washington Gale Ferris (1859–96). Shrapnel was named after the British general Henry Shrapnel (1761–1842), who invented a new kind of exploding shell in the 1790s. The original ‘Maverick’ was a Texan lawyer and land baron called Samuel Maverick (1803–70), who refused to brand his cattle. In time any cattle in Texas that were unbranded came to be known as ‘mavericks’. In 1944 Maverick’s grandson Maury coined the word ‘gobbledygook’.




JEREMY CLARKSON Nobody knows what colour petrol is, because it goes into your car and you don’t see it. It could be any colour.


JIMMY CARR And no one has ever checked.



















Which company is the world’s largest manufacturer of tyres?





Not Pirelli. Or Michelin. Or Dunlop.


The world’s largest tyre manufacturer is LEGO. They make up to 320 million tyres a year for their toys, far outstripping Michelin’s 170 million. LEGO tyres are smaller and not full of air, but they’re definitely rubber and they go on the wheels of vehicles.


In Latin lego means ‘I gather or collect’, but that’s not the source of the name. The name comes from the Danish leg god meaning ‘play well’. The first LEGO bricks were made in 1949, and were copied from an existing toy created by British inventor Hilary Fisher Page. He called his invention the ‘Kiddicraft Self-Locking Building Brick’ and he filed two patents (for a four- and an eight-stud brick) in 1940 and 1947. Page was one of the first designers to incorporate child psychology into toy design. He didn’t live to see the success of his work. He committed suicide in 1957, the year before LEGO launched in the UK.


There are more than 60 LEGO bricks for every person in the world. More than 400 billion have been produced since 1949. Remarkably, all LEGO bricks are fully compatible, whether they were made at the beginning or yesterday.


LEGO human figures were first introduced in 1975, and the early ones were always smiling. Now they display a range of emotions: ‘disdain, confidence, concern, fear, happiness and anger’, which LEGO says is driven by the increasingly complex ‘interaction scenarios’ of modern children. In a study of 3,655 figures made between 1975 and 2010, Christoph Bartneck of the University of Canterbury in New Zealand found that the percentage of angry faces has increased.


John Boyd Dunlop patented the pneumatic tyre in 1888, inspired by watching his son bumping across cobbles on his tricycle. Dunlop, a Scottish vet living in Belfast, adapted a leather garden hose to make an inner tube, filled it with water and inserted it between two thin pieces of rubber glued together. Later he replaced the water with air. His patent was rescinded in 1890, because of the earlier claim of another Scot, Robert William Thomson.


Thomson had come up with the idea of an air-filled inner tube (or ‘aerial wheel’ as he called it) in 1847, but the strong, thin rubber he needed was too expensive to put into mass production. Dunlop’s timing was perfect, however. His tyres revolutionised cycling and gave a huge impetus to the developing car industry. The company he founded is now part of the Bridgestone Group, the world’s second-largest rubber company after Goodyear.


Wheels on toys are much older than LEGO or Dunlop. The Mayans of Central America made them for their children’s playthings, but they never made the connection that they might be useful for adults, such as on barrows, carts or chariots.
















What are plastic bags made from?





Gas.


Many people think plastic bags are made from oil. In fact, they’re made from natural gas, or ethylene, one of the simplest compounds of hydrogen and carbon. The gas is heated to very high temperatures with a small amount of oxygen: this forms a solid substance – polyethylene, or polythene – from which plastic bags are made.


Polyethylene was discovered by accident in 1899 by German scientist Hans von Pechmann. He didn’t see the potential of the new material, and it only became a viable product after work done in the 1930s at ICI. The first item ever made from polythene was a cream-coloured walking stick, but it soon became obvious that the new material was incredibly versatile. It was so useful that its existence was made a national secret during the Second World War. It was used as an insulating material for radar cables, giving Britain a vital advantage in long-distance air warfare.


Today plastic bags are a symbol of people’s damaging effect on the planet. In the USA, where the traditional alternative is paper bags, it’s not clear they are necessarily better. Plastic bags generate less solid waste and carbon dioxide, and cost 75 per cent less to make than paper bags. The main problem is that people throw them away. If they were all reused or recycled they would be a perfectly green way of carrying one’s shopping. So-called ‘bags for life’ aren’t perfect either – in one recent study E. coli was detected in half the bags sampled. The researchers said that ‘Consumers are alarmingly unaware of these risks and the critical need to sanitise their bags on a weekly basis.’


Despite this, plastic bags appear to be on their way out. San Francisco was the first US city to ban them in 2007. Italy followed in January 2011, and the levy of 15 cents per bag introduced in 2002 has reduced bag manufacture in Ireland by over 90 per cent. It’s also produced a huge reduction in ‘witches’ knickers’, the brilliantly descriptive Irish term for discarded plastic bags caught in trees.
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