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For my dad, who encouraged 
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Right now, you’re using the most complicated


computer in the world! It contains about 100 billion  



wires with more than 100 trillion links between them 


– that’s more connections than the entire internet  



has. If you laid all those wires out end to end they  



would stretch for 176,000 km, which is long enough  



to wrap around the world four times. Yet the whole 


thing runs on 20 watts of power, one third of what you 


need for a light bulb. While we have learnt a lot about the 


brain, there are still so many things we don’t know. In fact, 


the human brain is one of science’s biggest mysteries.


It’s the part of your body that tells everything else what to do, and it’s the place 


where information about the world gets received and understood. Your body is 


just a vehicle – your brain is who you really are. 


THE BIGGEST THE BIGGEST 



MYSTERY IN MYSTERY IN 



THE ROOMTHE ROOM
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I wasn’t kidding about your brain being made 


up of electrical wires . . . They are called neurons 


(n-yur-onz) and they are packed so tightly into 



your head that the average brain only weighs 


1.4 kg. The brain feels a bit like a raw mushroom 


if you poke it, and looks pinkish purple because 


it’s got a constant blood supply. It also looks 


kind of wrinkly because everything is crumpled 


up to fit inside the skull.


You’re probably wondering who I am . . .  Well, my  



name’s Sarah Bellum and I’m a neuroscientist. 


That’s a fancy way of saying I’m a ‘brain detective’. 


I search for clues to solve the mystery of how our 


brains work and I want you to join me on a fact-finding 


mission – you’ll discover lots of the weird and wonderful 


things our brains do.


So get ready . . .  you’re about to become a


BRAIN DETECTIVE!


Sarah Bellum
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In every investigation, the first thing 


you’ve got to do is see what clues 


have already been uncovered. 


Fortunately for us, brain detectives 


have been at it for a few thousand 


years, although some of their 


experiments were a bit gross! 


Hope you’ve got a strong 


stomach . . .


ANCIENTANCIENT



INVESTIGATORSINVESTIGATORS



MINDS OF MUMMIES


The first people to get a glimpse of a human 


brain were the ancient Egyptians. A papyrus 


(a material a bit like paper) written 3,700 years 


ago describes a man who got into an accident 


and wound up with a hole in his head, 


allowing people to stare inside and  



see the gooey mess.


The ancient Egyptians named what they saw 


‘the skull guts’ because it looked similar to 


intestines, but they didn’t have a clue what 


it did. They just knew it was slimy, so they 


figured its job was to make mucus and saliva 


that dripped down into the nose and 


mouth. Nice. 


In fact, they were so unimpressed with the brain that  



when a person got mummified, their brain was yanked  



out with a hook through a hole made above the nose. This 


means that in ancient Egyptian stories, everyone in the 


afterlife walked around with their brain missing.


  


       Ouch!
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GETTING HOT IN HERE?


A thousand years after the Egyptians, the ancient Greeks decided the brain was a 


radiator that controls body temperature. They believed that a person’s thoughts were 


stored inside the heart or liver – the reasoning for this was that the heart is in the middle 


of the body and the liver is really big, so they thought they were both more important. 


MEDIEVAL MYSTERIES


In the Middle Ages, brain detectives began to figure 


out that the brain controlled who you were. They 


noticed that people who suffered head injuries started 


acting differently. 


A tenth-century doctor named Al-Zahrawi 


performed surgery on men who had too much 


fluid in the brain, which made them act sleepy. He 


invented a drill that could pierce through  



the skull to drain the fluid. He then sewed up 


the wounds with bits of goat intestine. Gross! 


This probably goes without saying, but don’t  



try this at home!


A HOLE IN THE HEAD


The curious case of Phineas Gage gave brain detectives a big clue about 


how the brain controls personality. In 1848, Phineas was laying dynamite 


to clear ground for a train-track when it accidentally exploded. The blast 


shot an iron pole right through the bottom of his head, and it came 


flying out the top, along with his right eyeball and a tiny chunk of brain. 


It doesn’t sound like it, but Phineas was actually lucky because the metal 


was so hot it burned the wound on his head shut, stopping him from 


losing blood and ensuring his survival.


Phineas recovered, but his personality became completely 


different. Previously, he had been a hard-working, focused, 


cheerful fellow, but afterwards he became short-tempered, lazy 


and foul-mouthed. I’m not surprised – I doubt I’d be Miss Jolly 


Pants if someone exploded a metal pole through my face! 
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Every detective knows it’s important 


to be familiar with the layout of the 


mystery they’re trying to solve. 


We’re trying to solve the 


mystery of the brain, so 


we should probably 


get our bearings a 


bit. We’re going 


to need a map 


for this!


THE HIDDEN CITY THE HIDDEN CITY 



IN YOUR HEADIN YOUR HEAD



BRAIN DISTRICTS


If you ball up both your hands into fists and press 


them together, that’s roughly how big your brain is. 


Inside your brain, billions of brain cells called neurons 


send electrical signals that zip around like cars in a busy city. 


The brain is divided into chunks, each in charge of different 


things. This map shows what your brain would look like if we 


chopped right down the middle of your head. (Probably best 


that you don’t actually do this to anyone.) 


BRAINSTEM 



The brainstem sits at the bottom like the 


stalk of a flower, and it actually runs all 


the way down your back inside your spine. 


It’s in charge of the simple stuff you don’t 


have to deliberately think about, such as 


breathing, blinking, coughing, vomiting, 


reflexes, sneezing and sleeping.


CEREBELLUM 



This bit here is called the cerebellum (pronounced 


Sarah Bellum, so obviously my favourite part). It 


sits just above your neck and it’s in charge of your 


balance and movement. That’s why getting hit on 


the back of the head makes you feel dizzy and fall 


over – you’ve just whacked the part in charge of 


controlling movement.


CEREBRUM 



This big wrinkly bit on top takes 


up 80 per cent of the overall 


brain and is called the cerebrum 


(suh-ree-brum). This is where all 


your important thinking goes on.
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