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I N T R O D U C T I O N










Do you believe everything other people tell you? Well, perhaps it's time to start questioning things a little closer, for many of the things most people think are true are actually complete misconceptions. Say something often enough, though, and it will be accepted as the truth. We are bombarded with so much information that we often take things for granted, because it's easier to do that than it is to find out the facts behind the fiction. In some cases, people prefer the 'faux' facts, even though they know they are wrong, thus perpetuating stubborn fallacies that just won't go away.




 


Did you know, for example, that Jerusalem artichokes do not come from Jerusalem, or that Columbus did not discover America? You can find the truth behind these original 'fake news' stories and many others in the pages that follow. The entries are not in any particular order, so you can open the book anywhere at random to discover the surprises within.





St Bernards do not carry brandy kegs. Everyone knows St Bernard dogs carry barrels of brandy round their necks to help stranded travellers they have been sent to rescue in the Alps. But, sadly, it's not actually true (and brandy wouldn't help anyone who had been caught in an avalanche in any event – see the next entry). The myth about St Bernards can be attributed to the brilliant painter Edwin Landseer who, aged just 17, produced a picture of two rescue dogs, one of which, for artistic effect, was depicted with a keg on its collar.
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Alcohol does not warm you. It is generally believed that drinking alcohol warms the body. In fact, it simply causes warm blood to move closer to the skin, making it feel warmer while the rest of the body cools down. But don't tell anyone else the truth about this – it gives you a good excuse whenever you fancy a snifter.
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THE MYTH


 


NASA spent millions developing a 'space pen'.









THE TRUTH


 


During the space race in the 1960s, astronauts needed a different way to write things down, since regular pens don't work without gravity. The story goes that NASA spent years working on a special gravity-defying pen, at great expense to the American taxpayer, while the more shrewd Russian cosmonauts simply used a pencil. However, there are multiple elements of this story that aren't true: both astronauts and cosmonauts originally used pencils (though their flammable qualities and the fact that broken bits of graphite could float into delicate machinery made them less than ideal), and it was the work and money of a separate company (the Fisher Pen Company) that finally came up with the 'space pen' that replaced pencils. 






Queen Victoria never said 'We are not amused'. There is no evidence that this was said by Queen Victoria, although it is frequently quoted. Perhaps she would now not be amused by the lack of evidence that she did or did not say it.
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Panama hats don't come from Panama. The Panama hat, woven with the plaited leaves of a palm-like plant, originated in Ecuador, where it is still made. The name arose when Ecuadorian hat makers took their trade to Panama to benefit from the thriving tourist market there, and when people referred to the hats they had bought in Panama the name stuck.
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There is more caffeine in a regular coffee than in a single shot of espresso. While espresso does have a higher concentration of caffeine, the overall amount is offset by its tiny size in comparison to a standard cup of brewed coffee.
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You can't detox your body. The idea that you can 'flush' or 'cleanse' your body of toxins through juices, teas, diets and special pills is a scam with absolutely no basis in science. If your body wasn't capable of getting rid of those toxins on its own (hey, that's your kidneys, liver and lungs' job!), you would probably be dead. So put down that weird herbal detox tea and rest safe in the knowledge that a healthy body will be doing all the detoxing you'll ever need.
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Coffee is not made from beans. Chocolate-coated coffee beans are delicious, right? Except that in saying this you would actually be wrong, for what most people think of as coffee beans are not beans at all – they are seeds. But at least they still taste great, whatever they're called, so you can leave the terminology to the botanists and get on with enjoying your delicious 'beans'.
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THE MYTH


 


Lemmings commit suicide by jumping off cliffs.









THE TRUTH 


 


The claim that lemmings are suicidal and dive off cliffedges en masse has been around since at least the nineteenth century, but was never based on fact. The idea was perpetuated in the twentieth century by the Disney film White Wilderness, which staged migration scenes using multiple shots of relatively small groups of lemmings dropping off cliffs into the water below in order to swim to the other side of the body of water in question (in this instance, it turned out to be the Arctic Sea, so there was no other side and the lemmings would all have drowned, but not deliberately). The filmmakers even pushed some lemmings off the cliff to get certain bits of footage.






Medieval Europeans did not believe the earth is flat. Pythagoras, Aristotle and other Ancient Greek polymaths had provided a body of empirical evidence that the earth is spherical by around 330 BCE, and belief in a spherical  earth was almost universal among intellectuals from that time onwards.
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The Bayeux Tapestry is not a tapestry. Although known as the 'Bayeux Tapestry', this amazing work of art is actually an embroidery. A tapestry is woven on a loom, whereas an embroidery consists of threads sewn on to a ground fabric to create a picture.









 



Frankenstein isn't the name of Mary Shelley's monster. In Shelley's novel Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus, Victor Frankenstein is the name of the creature's creator. The monster itself is not named.
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Vinegar does not stop you crying when chopping onions. There are various suggestions for stopping your eyes watering when cutting onions, including lighting a candle, having a fan on nearby, holding a piece of bread in your mouth, microwaving or freezing the onion prior to chopping, and covering the chopping board with vinegar. However, none of these have been scientifically proven to work.
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Cranberry juice is not an effective cure or prevention for urinary tract infections (UTIs). Long-held advice has it that the acidity of cranberry juice creates a hostile environment for germs in the urinary tract, thereby killing off infections. Sadly, this is all just wishful thinking, as studies have shown that you would have to consume an impractically large quantity of cranberry juice for it to have any effect. (What a pleasant medical treatment it would be, though!) You're better off just drinking water.
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