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INTRODUCTION



The World’s Best Book aims to amuse, entertain and amaze you with the most excellent and outstanding things on our planet and beyond.


To get things started with a bang, here is the world’s best joke …




A couple of hunters are out in the woods, when one of them falls to the ground. His eyes are rolled back in their sockets and he doesn’t seem to be breathing.


The other hunter whips out his mobile phone and calls the emergency services.


“My friend is dead! What can I do?” he gasps to the operator.


“Just take it easy. I can help. First, let’s make sure he’s dead,” says the operator, in a calm, soothing voice.


There is a silence, then a shot is heard.


The hunter’s voice comes back on the line and says: “Ok. Now what?”


[image: Image][image: Image]





In 2002, after a whole year of hilarious ha-hard work, scientists from the “Laugh Lab” at the University of Hertfordshire, England, concluded that this was the best joke ever. People around the globe were asked to rate a group of gags on a scale of one to five. Some were rejected because they were thought to be too rude, and some because they didn’t work when translated into different languages. The winner was this joke, which was submitted by a psychiatrist who lived in Manchester, England.


Do you agree with the scientists that this is the funniest joke you have ever heard?


No?


Well, you may not necessarily agree with all of the “bests” that are in this book, either. Some “bests” are fact and will not change, such as the longest range of mountains or the first man in space. Others are “bests” that may have been bettered by the time you read this book—people will run faster, planes will fly higher and buildings will get taller. Then there are “bests” that are a matter of personal opinion, like the unluckiest queen or the world’s funniest joke—not everyone agrees.


What everyone does agree on, however, is that The World’s Best Book is a selection of the best, biggest, bravest, worst, weirdest, wildest, funniest, flashiest, furthest, hottest, highest, hairiest, longest, lowest, loudest, deepest, darkest, deadliest, smallest, smelliest, strongest, most expensive, most venomous, most popular things, people and places that the world has to offer—right here, right now.


And whether it is the world’s best book … well, that’s for you to decide.





HUMAN
ACHIEVEMENT
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THE MOST AMAZING PEOPLE



THE TALLEST LIVING MAN


Leonid Stadnik started to grow fast at the age of 14, after he had an operation on his brain that accidentally stimulated his growth. He now stands at 8.43 feet tall.


Stadnik lives in Ukraine in Eastern Europe, where the average height of a man is about 5.87 feet tall. So it is not surprising that Stadnik’s size has caused him many problems. His feet are a whopping 17 inches long.


Unable to afford specially-made shoes, Stadnik had to walk to work in the snow with only socks covering his feet. This gave him frostbite and he had to give up his job. He can’t move about his house very well and is always bumping his head. If he goes out, he has to bend almost double to get in and out of cars and buses.
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THE TALLEST MAN EVER


Leonid Stadnik is tall, but he isn’t as tall as the tallest man who has ever lived. Robert Pershing Wadlow was born on the 22nd of February 1918, in Alton, Illinois, USA. He didn’t stop growing until the day he died in 1940.


Wadlow, like Stadnik, suffered from a condition that affected his pituitary gland (the gland that produces growth hormones) and grew to 8.92 feet.



THE TALLEST ANIMAL LOVER


Before Leonid Stadnik was declared the world’s tallest living man, a man called Bao Xishun, a herdsman from China, held the title. Bao may only measure 7.74 feet tall, but his arms, measuring 3.48 feet, came in very handy in 2006, when some dolphins needed rescuing. The dolphins had accidentally swallowed some plastic while in their pool at an aquarium in Fushun, northeast China. Surgical instruments had failed to remove the plastic from the marine mammals’ stomachs—so Bao was called in. With his arm protected from the dolphins’ teeth with towels, he reached right into the stomachs of the sick animals to remove the plastic.
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THE SHORTEST MAN


The world’s shortest man is also from China. His name is He Pingping. Although He is an adult, he is only 29 inches tall.


The parents of He are both of normal height and so are his two sisters. He suffers from a bone condition called “osteogenesis imperfecta,” which restricts normal growth. “When he was born, he was no bigger than the palm of my hand,” said his father.
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THE TALLEST WOMAN


Yao De-fen, from China, is the tallest woman in the world. At the age of 36 she is 7.74 feet tall, and still growing.


Yao is tall because she has a tumor in her brain, which causes the part of her brain that controls growth to produce large amounts of growth hormone. Growing so big so fast has caused a lot of other health problems, and Yao finds it very difficult to move around without using crutches. Doctors are trying to reduce the size of Yao’s brain tumor, in an effort to prevent her growing even taller.


THE OLDEST PEOPLE


When Jeanne Calment died in August 1997, she was an astonishing 122 years old, the oldest (proven) human being in history. As a girl growing up in Arles, France, she met the world-famous artist Vincent van Gogh, who was a customer in her father’s shop. Calment described van Gogh (who died in 1890) as “dirty, badly dressed and disagreeable.”


Fred Hale, from New York, USA, documented as the world’s oldest man ever, died at the age of 113 in 2004, 12 days before his 114th birthday. Hryhoriy Nestor from Ukraine claimed to be even older when he died—it is claimed that he was 116. He died before proof of his age was submitted to the record books.



THE HAIRIEST PEOPLE


Some people have thick hair covering their entire bodies. Their condition is very rare, in fact only about 50 “wolf people,” as they are known, have been documented since the Middle Ages.


In 1547, a ten-year-old boy was given to King Henry II of France as a gift. The boy’s forehead, cheeks, nose, and ears were covered with long, darkblonde fur. Pedro Gonzalez came from Tenerife in the Canary Islands.


His unusual appearance prompted people at Henry’s court to think he was half human and half animal, and they called him the “Wild Man.” This, of course, was completely untrue.


Gonzalez was an intelligent boy, who learned French and Latin quickly and became a trusted servant at court.


[image: Image]


Hairiness is not just a thing of the past. Today, two men named Larry and Danny Gomez from Mexico are known as the “Wolf Boys.” The brothers have a very rare condition called “hypertrichosis,” which causes hair to grow all over their faces and bodies. They are covered from head to toe in thick, curly, black hair. Born into a poor family, the brothers joined the circus when Larry was nine and Danny was six. They perform acrobatics on a trampoline, and Danny does somersaults off a moving motorbike. They love the circus life, have a lot of friends, and are happy being who they are.



THE FASTEST HUMAN BEING


[image: Image]


On the 31st of May 2008, Jamaica’s Usain Bolt became the world’s fastest human being when he ran the 100 meters in a record-breaking 9.72 seconds during a race in New York, USA.


In the original Olympics held in Ancient Greece in 776 BC, a short sprint of about 192 meters was the first, and only, competition. Today’s race is similar, except that it is 92 meters shorter and the runners now wear clothes!


THE FIRST STRONGEST WOMAN


The “World’s Strongest Woman” contest was first held in 2001. The winner was Jill Mills of the USA. When she won the contest she walked over 295 feet carrying 143 pounds in each hand, and she came top in the “Car Lift” competition.


Mills became interested in weight-lifting as a little girl, when she used to watch her dad lifting weights at home. She would wait for everyone to go to bed so that she could try herself. She practiced constantly and kept herself fit running several miles a day. By the age of 19, Mills says she was able to do 84 push-ups and 128 sit-ups, each in a time of under 2 minutes.





THE STRONGEST MEN


The annual “World’s Strongest Man” contest is an international athletics event, testing the strength of each competitor in a range of challenges from log-lifting to motortruck-pulling. The first contest was held in 1977, at Universal Studios in Los Angeles, USA. That first year, former US Olympic weightlifter Bruce Wilhelm was triumphant, and he retained his title the following year.


In the current competition events include the “Pillars of Hercules,” in which the men must support the weight of a 353-pound stone pillar with each arm, for as long as they can; the “Atlas Stones,” which must be hoisted onto platforms increasing in height; and the “Plane Pull,” to see which contestant can drag a plane weighing roughly 77 tons the furthest.


To date, the country with the most wins is Iceland, with a whopping eight titles—four wins each for Jon Pall Sigmarsson and Magnus Ver Magnusson.
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THE GREATEST MINDS



THE MOST NOBLE NOBEL PRIZE
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Alfred Nobel was born in 1833 in Stockholm, Sweden. In his lifetime he achieved many things. He was the scientist who invented dynamite. He was a businessman and a campaigner for peace. He believed passionately in making the world a better place.


In his will, Nobel donated some of his fortune to setting up the Nobel Prize. The first prizes were awarded in 1901, to reward the highest achievements in science, literature, and work towards peace. A Nobel Prize is one of the most prestigious awards anyone can win.


In 2007, the Nobel Prize for Peace was won by a politician from the USA called Al Gore. He won it for his work on climate change. The prize money was around $1.5 million. The money was divided between Gore and the organization he founded—the Alliance for Climate Protection.



THE MOST AMAZING MEMORY


Ten packs of cards (520 cards altogether) were shuffled and put before Andi Bell. With just 20 minutes to memorize them, he was able to remember all of them in the correct order.


Bell, the World Memory Champion in 2002, has a method. Before a memory challenge, he walks round London, taking note of important landmarks, such as the Houses of Parliament, the London Eye, or Westminster Bridge.


When Bell memorizes the packs of cards, he imagines each card is something from his walk—an animal, a fruit or a vegetable.


In his mind, he places the cards in threes at the different landmarks. Then, when it is time to remember the cards, Bell imagines walking around London again, seeing the cards as he passes by the landmarks he has memorized.
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THE GREATEST INVENTIONS



No two people agree on the same top inventions, but this list shows inventions and discoveries that have had effects on our world far beyond anything the inventors could have imagined.


THE WHEEL


The wheel seems too simple an object to need inventing, doesn’t it? It has been around for thousands of years, yet some societies, such as Native North Americans, never had wheels. Instead they had to carry heavy loads around on their backs, or haul injured people on a “travois.” This was a frame made from two sticks with animal skins stretched between, which could be dragged along by dogs. So wheeled vehicles were not used in America until the end of the 15th century, when they were introduced by European explorers.


No one knows who actually invented the first wheel. Most scholars think that it was first used by people making clay pots in about 3500 BC. The earliest known wheel to be used on a vehicle for transport is shown in a Mesopotamian mosaic which dates back to about 3200 BC. (Mesopotamia is an area of modern Iraq.) Some experts think the wheel may have been invented 5,000 years earlier in Asia.
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WRITING


Have you ever wondered why some things are called “historic” and others “prehistoric?” The only difference is that history was written about and prehistory wasn’t. Until the invention of writing there was no way of keeping records or communicating over long distances. Some of the first writing ever found was by the Sumerian people of Mesopotamia and dates from 3300 BC. The script they used is known as “pictographic writing” and was made up of pictures carved into stone tablets to represent words.


The first writing was adapted over the centuries, and 500 years later the Babylonians, Persians, and Assyrians used a form of writing called “cuneiform.” They used pointed sticks to press wedge-shaped marks into wet clay.


Later, papyrus made from reeds, parchment made from animal skins, and paper made from mulberry bark, were used to write on. Some of the first inks were made from octopus or squid ink and were used with pens called “quills” cut from feathers.
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PRINTING


The first printing press was developed by Johannes Gutenberg in Germany in the 1450s. Gutenberg invented moveable type, making individual letters from metal that were arranged in a wooden frame to form a page. After the page had been inked and printed, the letters could be reused.


Before printing, books were copied out by hand. This took a long time and meant that they were enormously expensive. As a result, few people could read or write. After printing, books became much cheaper and information could spread more rapidly.
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THE MECHANICAL CLOCK


The first mechanical clock driven by weights was made by a French monk named Gerbert, who later became Pope Sylvester II in AD 999. Further modifications made clocks more accurate. Did you know accurate clocks are vital in navigation? Sailing east and west was no problem, as sailors could work out where they were by the position of the Sun. When travelling north and south, however, sailors needed to know the exact time at a fixed location in order to work out where they were. The man who achieved this accuracy in a portable clock was John Harrison from Yorkshire, England. His clock, known as H4, was tested on a voyage from the UK to the West Indies, departing on the 18th of November 1761 and arriving on the 19th of January 1762. The clock was found to be only 5.1 seconds slow.





THE WORLD’S FASTEST



PLANE


The speed record for a plane was set in 2004 by NASA’s X-43A Hyper-X.


This unmanned hypersonic aircraft was designed to test an experimental engine called a “scramjet” and reached a speed of Mach 9.6, which corresponds to a speed of approximately 6,083 miles per hour, nearly 10 times the speed of sound. The fastest manned plane was a rocket-powered aircraft called the North American X-15A-2 (shown below), which reached a speed of 3,919 miles per hour in 1967.
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CAR


On the 13th of October 1997, Thrust SSC, a British jet car, drove faster than the speed of sound. Two days later, the World Land Speed Record was made official when the Thrust SSC completed two runs at an average speed of 663.06 miles per hour.


PRODUCTION CAR


On the 13th of September 2007, the Shelby SuperCars’ Ultimate Aero became the world’s fastest production car (which means a mass-produced car that can be driven on the street). On a closed, two-lane stretch of motorway in Washington State, USA, the 1,183-horsepower car averaged 222.61 miles per hour. It would have gone faster, but Ultimate Aero was still accelerating when Chuck Bigelow, the driver, ran out of road.



TRAIN


On the 3rd of April 2007 a French double-decker train, one of their Trains à Grand Vitesse (TGV ) smashed the world record for a train running on conventional rails. It reached a speed of 310.4 miles per hour. Sadly, if you want one, it will cost you $44 million.


The speed record for all trains was set by a Japanese Railway magnetic levitation train (Maglev) in 2003. It reached a speed of 314 miles per hour.


BOAT


Ken Warby designed and built a boat he named Spirit of Australia in his back yard in Sydney, Australia. On the 8th of October 1978, the boat reached 276 miles an hour and broke Warby’s previous world record.


Despite many attempts at the record, no one has taken it away from him.


LIFT


The world’s second tallest building, Taipei 101 in Taiwan, currently holds the record for the fastest-travelling lifts. They travel at a white-knuckle 32.7 miles per hour. The record is soon to be broken by the tallest building (see page 42). When finished, the Burj Dubai will be at least an incredible 2,625 feet high and is predicted to transport people up and down in lifts travelling at speeds of up to 35 miles per hour.





THE WEIRDEST INVENTIONS



THE MOST UNLIKELY PORTABLE TOILET


Sometimes you need to get to a toilet fast, but now perhaps the toilet can come to you fast instead. Portable toilets are common, but what gives Paul Sender’s invention an edge over its more stationary competitors is its 1,000-horsepower Boeing jet engine.


The toilet can reach a speed of over 59 miles per hour. You’d have to be pretty desperate to use it though.


THE ROLL-UP ZEBRA CROSSING


If you want to cross a busy road and there is no zebra crossing handy, stand on the curb, unroll your own plastic black-and-white crossing, and walk across. How you do that with lots of cars going by is not explained.


THE SAFEST COFFIN


Fear of being buried alive has pushed several inventors to come up with a “safety coffin.” Some designs have included a vertical shaft leading from the coffin to an escape hatch at ground level.


Other designs have had cords that could be pulled from inside the coffin, which were linked to alarm bells or waving flags above ground.
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THE HAY FEVER RELIEF HAT


This handy hat includes a large toilet roll in a holder fixed on top of the wearer’s head. Hay-fever sufferers can then pull down as much tissue as they need for their runny noses. Please note—this hat is not for those who wish to avoid attention.
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THE T-SHIRT BACK-SCRATCHING AID


This useful T-shirt has a map grid printed on the back of it. When the wearer has an itch, they can tell a friend exactly where it is. For example, they might request, “Scratch my back at square C3, please.”


THE TEN-IN-ONE GARDEN TOOL


This tool is an enormous penknife, with fold-out tools including a full-size fork, a spade, a hoe, and a rake. Every tool the happy gardener might want is in this gadget. Unfortunately, it’s much too big and awkward to lift, let alone use.


THE EMERGENCY TOILET SIGN


This sign can be carried in a backpack for emergencies. It has the word “LADIES” and a stick-woman picture on the front of it and suckers on the back. When there’s a line at the ladies’ toilet, you can stick it over the “MEN” sign next door and use that instead.





THE OLDEST THINGS MADE BY MAN



THE OLDEST MONUMENT


One of the oldest monumental stone structures in the world is the Step Pyramid, built for King Djoser, a king of Egypt, who died in 2611 BC. Its base measures 394 feet by 354 feet, and it rises in six stages, each one smaller than the next, to a height of 197 feet.


The architect who invented the pyramid was an amazing man. His name was Imhotep, chief priest and first minister to Djoser. As well as being an architect he was also a skilled doctor (see page 33).


Pyramids were named after a cake! The monuments were called pyramids by the Greeks much later, from the name of a wheat-and-honey cake, called a “pyramis” (“pyramides” is the word for more than one pyramis), which had the same square-bottomed shape.
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THE OLDEST CLOCK
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The earliest clocks date from around 1500 BC. Some used the Sun to divide up the day, as in a sundial, others used water. Water clocks measured the time taken for water to empty through a hole in a stone vessel. Mechanical clocks came much later.


The oldest working mechanical clock in the world that can still be seen ticking away is on Salisbury Cathedral in England. It is still going over 600 years after it was made in 1386, and chimes a bell on every hour.


THE OLDEST CENTRAL HEATING SYSTEM


The oldest central heating system dates back to Roman times. A “hypocaust,” which means “heat from below,” is an ancient heating system developed by Roman engineers.


The floor of a building was laid on top of pillars and then the open space below the floor was heated by a wood fire. As a result, a room could be heated without filling it with smoke.
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THE OLDEST SKYSCRAPER


The people of Chicago, USA, claim their city is the birthplace of the skyscraper. The Home Insurance Building was the first one built in the USA. When it was originally built, in 1885, the skyscraper had ten storeys and was 138 feet high. In 1890, two more floors were added.


The people of Chicago are wrong, however. The oldest skyscrapers in the world stand huddled together in the town of Shibam, Yemen. There are about 500 buildings made of mud, known as the “Manhattan of the Desert.” They may not be as tall as Chicago’s Home Insurance Building, but they are a lot older, having been built mainly in the 16th century.


THE OLDEST FLUSHING TOILET


Archeologists have discovered what they think is the earliest known restroom. It was found in central China, in a 2,000-year-old royal tomb, and was presumably for use in the afterlife. Like a modern toilet, it has a seat and could be flushed with water carried by pipes. However, the king would have had to wait several decades to get hold of some toilet paper as it wasn’t invented until about AD 100.





THE WORLD’S GREENEST



THE GREENEST COUNTRY


In 2007, Germany was labelled the world’s greenest country after it cut the amount of energy it uses by 5.6 percent compared with the amount it used in 2006.


Finland produces the most wind-powered generators, yet the country only generates 1 percent of its own power from wind. So even one of the countries considered the best could get better.
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THE GREENEST BUILDING


According to the United States Green Building Council, in 2007, the greenest building in the world was the Aldo Leopold Legacy Centre, in Baraboo, Wisconsin, USA. The building uses 70 percent less energy than a comparable conventional building. No artificial lighting is needed and solar panels on the roof produce more energy than the building actually needs.



THE GREENEST CITY


[image: Image]


Freiburg is a city in Germany, and its severe building regulations and strict control of residents’ lives might not suit everyone. For example, people are permitted to own cars, but they must pay 18,000 euros a year (about $29,000) to park them in the community parking lot, which is a fair distance away from their apartments. As a result, many residents who own cars avoid this charge by parking in the next town.


On the other hand, every household receives thousands of euros a year for the surplus electricity generated by their solar roof panels.


The average house in Germany and Britain wastes about 220 kilowatts of electricity a year for every square foot of floor space. In Freiburg there are apartments that waste just 15 kilowatts. The apartments have wall insulation up to 1 foot thick and triple-glazed windows. Warm air flowing out of the house is also used to heat fresh, cooler air coming in.


The apartments are heated by the warmth provided by the people who live there, by cooking and lighting. It is claimed that an entire apartment could be heated by only 30 candles.





THE GREATEST MEDICAL
DISCOVERIES



The pioneers of medicine had to fight religious prejudices and ridicule from fellow physicians—so they had to be tough and not squeamish!


THE FIRST DOCTOR


Imhotep is thought to have been the first physician and surgeon in history to be known by name (see page 28). He was chief priest and first minister to King Djoser of Egypt. He wrote about many diseases and their treatments. Imhotep was worshipped for hundreds of years after he died as the god of medicine in Egypt and Ancient Greece.
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