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Introduction: Get Your Gear


This is a book about how to think clearly about the world. You 


obviously think clearly already, because you’ve made the smart 


decision to pick it up. But I hope this book will help you to be even 


smarter.


The world can be a confusing place. People say a lot of things 


that seem true, but aren’t. And sometimes they say things that 


feel like they can’t be true – but they are.


Our job here is to fi gure out what is TRUE and what is NOT – like 


a detective. But instead of catching the murderer or cracking the 


code, a Truth Detective is hunting for the truth.


The truth about what? The truth about cases such as this:


  What do you do if your parents think 


Minecraft is leading you into a life of 


crime?


How can a pooping 


cow see into the 


future?
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How much pocket money is a lot?


What’s better, a T-Rex standing next to a bus 


or a pile of money stretching into space?


What should you think if someone shows you a 


photograph of a dancing fairy?


But fi nding the truth isn’t easy. Even the cleverest people can be 


fooled. (If you don’t believe me, read on to discover a blunder 


from the creator of Sherlock Holmes, the most famous fi ctional 


detective of all.)


1


 There are many ways in which the truth can be 


concealed, and there are dastardly masterminds desperate to do 


just that. (This book will help you spot them.)


hERoEs anD ViLLains


Throughout this book we’ll be meeting some truth 


detective heroes and villains. Some are from 


storybooks or ﬁ lms; others are very real indeed. Pay 


close attention to what they say and do – you’ll need to 


pay attention to outsmart the villains, and there’s a lot 


to learn from the heroes if you stay alert!


1


I think Holmes is my favourite detective – although that may 


be because I first saw Sherlock Holmes on a TV show in which he 


was being played by the actor who ALSO played Doctor Who. So I got 


Sherlock Holmes and Doctor Who a bit confused in my mind – in a 


good way . . .
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Our ﬁ rst truth detective hero is . . . DARTH VADER, Lord 


of the Sith, from the 


Star Wars


 movies. He might seem 


a strange hero, since he is one of the scariest enemies 


in cinema. But even the bad guy can give good advice, 


and Darth Vader does give a very good piece of advice 


to Luke Skywalker: ‘


Search your feelings


.’ Our feelings 


often determine what we believe and what we refuse to 


believe. This book will give you lots of skills and ideas 


to help you ﬁ gure out what’s true – but if you don’t keep 


an eye on your own feelings, and notice when they are 


aﬀ ecting you, those skills and ideas will be in vain.


Luckily, the quest to fi gure out what’s true is fun. You won’t need 


complicated mathematics. In fact, thE tEn simpLE 



RULEs in this BooK will have you fi nding clues and 



solving tough cases MUCH BETTER THAN MOST GROWN-UPS. 


And you’ll have lots of friends to help you along the way – some 


pretty awesome people have walked the same path ahead of you. 


We’ll meet some of them as we go. So shall we get started?


DaRth VaDER


tRUth DEtECtiVE















Choose Your Detective Kit


Lots of famous detectives from fi lms, books and 


TV shows have their own distinctive look. Let’s 


meet them, and try on some of their famous 


disguises. 


hERCULE poiRot, the Belgian 



detective, wears a rather natty moustache – 


but of course that’s not for everyone. Good for 


twirling, though.


BRothER CaDFaEL


is a monk–detective, which 


means he wears a hood (cool), a long woollen 


thing called a habit (not so cool) and shaves 


a little bald patch on the top of his head 


(defi nitely an unusual choice).


And you can’t get more distinctive than 


Batman – the brooding, mysterious 



scourge of the criminal underworld.


2


 He 


has a cape, a mask, a utility belt, a bat-


boomerang called a ‘batarang’ and the 


Batmobile. He also sometimes wears 


underpants over the top of his outfi t. 


He’s fully committed to his look.


2


If you


’


re thinking that Batman is 


a superhero rather than a detective,



he’s both. The first Batman story was 


published in 


Detective Comics


.
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Of course, you could combine different elements of these outfi ts – 


perhaps a shaved head, a twirly moustache and visible underpants? 


But that might attract too much attention. 


You might prefer to stay beneath the radar and be an 


UnDERCoVER tRUth


DEtECtiVE


Consider 


VERoniCa maRs


. She’s a private investigator 


who looks – well, exactly like what she is, which is a teenager who 


spends most of her time at an American high school.


Or


FELUDa


, a private investigator from Bengal, India. Feluda 


is so famous in India that a test for coronavirus was named after 


him, but he doesn’t look unusual: he’s tall but quiet. He hides his 


brilliant brain behind an ordinary-looking face.


ottoLinE BRoWn


 is a mistress of disguise – in fact, 


she even has a diploma from the Who-R-U Academy of Disguise. 


She is a refi ned young woman who appears exactly as she wishes 


to appear. (Like many detectives, Ottoline has a sidekick. Unlike 


most, her sidekick, Mr Munroe, looks like a mop.)
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miss maRpLE


 is a little old lady. She doesn’t have a twirly 


moustache and she doesn’t have a Batmobile. Nobody ever sees 


HER underpants. People often take old ladies for granted, which 


means that Miss Marple is underestimated by her enemies. 


(That’s my excuse for wearing jeans and a cardigan and looking 


like a dork. The truth is I’m just trying to get my 


enemies to underestimate me, too.)


There are plenty of other detectives 


out there and you could take 


inspiration from any one of them. 


But when it comes to being a Truth 


Detective, you don’t need special 


equipment like Batman or even an 


elaborate hairdo like Cadfael.


So . . . what do you need? A magnifying 


glass? Fingerprint powder?


No. First you need 


Data


. You 


might already know that data is a fancy 


word for, well, numbers. Being smart and 


savvy about numbers helps you to be smart 


and savvy about everything. In chapter two, 


we’ll come back to why numbers are such 


an important tool for understanding the 


world.
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For now, just know that even if you don’t think you want to chase 


after numbers, the numbers are chasing after you. That’s right, 


they’ve escaped from maths class and they’re everywhere! The 


news websites are full of numbers, whether it’s politicians boasting 


about how great they are or scary stories about crime, accidents or 


diseases. Social media is full of numbers, too: every post we look 


at lists likes or shares. 


Sometimes it seems like we’re more interested in the numbers 


underneath the post than what it actually says. Even when we 


don’t see the numbers, they shape our world. Who decides what 
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to show you next on YouTube or TikTok? It’s not a human being 


making recommendations. It’s the numbers – complex, hidden 


calculations based on everyone else’s viewing habits, aiming to 


show you something that will keep you scrolling and watching.


Numbers are all around us, and you’re going to need to 


understand them if you want to crack diffi  cult cases. 


What sort of cases? We’ve heard about some already. 


Here are some more:


What’s the best way to stop a plane from being 


shot down?


What’s the key to understanding how people 


survive in terrible poverty?


How rich are the richest people on the planet?


Can pictures save lives? Can numbers? What 


about pictures of numbers?















But the tips in this book should help you be smarter about 


thinking through . . . well, almost anything. And while numbers 


are an important tool for discovering clues, this isn’t a book about 


maths. You don’t need to be good at maths to enjoy it (phew!), 


because the tricks that we need if we’re going to think clearly 


about numbers aren’t special mathematical methods. They’re 


ideas and tactics that anyone can learn – including you! 


TRICKS, 


TACTICS


AND TOOLS


Truth Detectives come in all shapes and sizes. Some have a 


distinctive look (Cadfael, Poirot) and some disguise their identities 


(Ottoline, Batman), but many of the most effective ones look 


completely ordinary (Feluda, Miss Marple, Veronica Mars). It’s 


what’s on the inside that counts – not your costume or your gear. 


So the tools we’ll collect along the way are mental tools – ideas, 


strategies and hacks that will help you solve difficult cases, avoid 


mistakes and outsmart the TRUTH VILLAINS. Batman stores gadgets 


in his utility belt. Miss Marple keeps everything she needs in her 


handbag. But you? You’re going to keep these mental tools tucked 


away in your head. And here are three essential ideas to start:















CLASSIFIED


1) 


The fi  rst is data – that is, numbers. They are everywhere, measuring 


and counting and infl uencing our world. If you want to get to the 


truth, you have to get comfortable with numbers – data can provide 


vital clues! 


2) 


Second, you need to use your brain. Being a good Truth Detective 


isn’t about carrying out a complicated mathematical procedure. A 


lot of it is about being thoughtful, imaginative and willing to look 


beyond the obvious.


3) 


Most important of all is the right attitude. Without that, the smartest 


people with the deepest knowledge can be very, very wrong . . . as 


we’ll discover.


So let’s start with the attitude. A lot of people think you need to be 


smart to ﬁ  gure out what’s true and what’s not. Maybe. But I think it’s 


even more important to keep your cool. To understand why, let’s try to 


crack our very ﬁ  rst case – and the most famous 


detective of all, Sherlock Holmes, 


will be along for the ride.


TRICKS, 


TACTICS


AND TOOLS




So let’s start with the attitude. A lot of people think you need to be So let’s start with the attitude. A lot of people think you need to be So let’s start with the attitude. A lot of people think you need to be 






smart to ﬁ  gure out what’s true and what’s not. Maybe. But I think it’s smart to ﬁ  gure out what’s true and what’s not. Maybe. But I think it’s smart to ﬁ  gure out what’s true and what’s not. Maybe. But I think it’s 






even more important to keep your cool. To understand why, let’s try to even more important to keep your cool. To understand why, let’s try to even more important to keep your cool. To understand why, let’s try to 






crack our very ﬁ  rst case – and the most famous crack our very ﬁ  rst case – and the most famous crack our very ﬁ  rst case – and the most famous 






detective of all, Sherlock Holmes, detective of all, Sherlock Holmes, detective of all, Sherlock Holmes, 






will be along for the ride.will be along for the ride.will be along for the ride.
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The Curious Case of the Cottingley Fairies



About a hundred years ago, a famous writer 


named Arthur received a very surprising letter. 


The letter explained to Arthur that a strange 


and wonderful thing had happened: two 


little girls from Yorkshire in the north 


of England had photogRaphED 



FaiRiEs at the bottom of their garden.



Arthur took a look at the photograph. It was 


beautiful: a nine-year-old girl (her name was Frances) smiled 


into the camera, surrounded by four tiny women with wings. 


Her cousin Elsie had taken the photograph. Arthur wrote a book 


explaining that this was either the ‘most elaborate and ingenious 


hoax’ or an event that would redefi ne human history.


So . . . you’re the Truth Detective. 


Fairies? Or a trick, a ‘hoax’? You get 


to decide.


These are old-fashioned photographs, from long 


before you could take a photo on your phone and 


use an app to edit it. Faking photographs would 


mean actually painting on to the image itself with 


a paintbrush or doing some other complicated 


trick. It is hard to believe that two little girls 


were able to pull off trick photography.
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But it is also hard to believe 


in fairies at the bottom of the 


garden. So did these girls really 


photograph spirits from a magical 


world, or were the photographs faked?


We need to ﬁ nd some clues. 


The great detective Sherlock 


Holmes explained his 


method of ‘observation 


and deduction’ – that is, 



LOOK for clues 



and then THINK.



oBsERVation: Nobody except Frances and Elsie ever saw 



fairies. The pictures were always made when adults weren’t 


around.


DEDUCtion: Maybe fairies are shy – or maybe they don’t exist.



oBsERVation: Photography experts thought the photographs 



were faked, but they weren’t sure how.


DEDUCtion: Perhaps the experts were confused by fairy 



magic, but more likely the photos are a trick.
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oBsERVation: Because these were the early days of 



photography, anything that moved would look fuzzy and blurred in 


the picture. In the photograph of Frances with the dancing fairies, 


a waterfall behind her is completely blurred, but the dancing 


fairies are clear and sharp.


DEDUCtion: The fairies weren’t moving, which suggests that 



they were paper cut-outs, or were painted on to the photograph later.


oBsERVation: Frances’s cousin Elsie wasn’t a nine-year-old 



girl. She was sixteen. Elsie studied art. Her teacher said she was 


very clever at drawing and cutting out pictures of fairies. She also 


had a job working in a photography studio . . . altering photographs 


after they had been taken.


DEDUCtion: Elsie had the technical skill to fake the 



photographs.


Those are the clues. So . . . what do you suspect? It seems pretty 


likely that the photographs were faked, right? The circumstances 


were suspicious, the photographs show clear signs of being 


faked and even though Elsie was young, she was pretty awesome 


at art, and it was LITERALLY HER JOB TO ALTER PHOTOGRAPHS.


If that’s what you think, I agree. But Arthur did not. He had no 


doubt that the fairies were real, and he was so sure of it that he 


said so in his book. How strange.


What makes it even stranger is that this Arthur was Sir Arthur 
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Conan Doyle, the author of the Sherlock Holmes books! Sherlock 


Holmes is the perfect symbol of brilliant logic, the most famous 


detective ever imagined. What Harry Potter is for wizards or 


Superman is for superheroes, Sherlock Holmes is for detectives. 


And it was Sir Arthur who created Sherlock Holmes. Sir Arthur 


was also an expert photographer! And yet a couple of children 


fooled him into believing in fairies.


How did this happen? And what does it teach us about being a 


Truth Detective?


Well, Sir Arthur let his own emotions fool him. You see, Sir 


Arthur was feeling sad. His wife had died young. In the great fl u 


epidemic of 1918, his brother had died too. So had his oldest son. 


He didn’t want these people to be dead. So – what if they weren’t 


completely


 dead? What if they lived on in the spirit world, still 


watching him, and perhaps still able to talk if he could fi nd the 


right way? (These beliefs about speaking to spirits sound strange 


to us now, but they were popular ideas at the time.)


For Sir Arthur, fairies meant something about the family he loved 


and had lost. Missing his wife and his brother and his son, Sir 


Arthur was looking for evidence that there is much more to life 


than we can see and touch. The fairy photographs were that 


evidence. So Sir Arthur really, really 


wanted


 to believe in fairies.


But do people believe strange things just because they want them 


to be true? I would like to have superpowers – perhaps you would 















too.
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 But just because you want something to be true doesn’t 


mean you think it’s true. I don’t actually think I can turn myself 


invisible (and if I did think that, I would be in trouble pretty quick).


But Sir Arthur 


did


 believe in fairies because he wanted to. So how 


and why did he do that? I blame the Brain Guard.


3


 What superpower would you really like to have? Flight? 


Invisibility? The ability to shoot death rays from your eyes? 


There must be something.


The Brain Guard


Yes, it's time to meet 


something I call the Brain 


Guard.
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The Brain Guard is like a passport control offi  cer or a security 


guard. The guard decides who is allowed in and who isn’t. 


Someone comes along asking to be let in, and the guard 


considers the evidence. The guard should get all the facts, and 


maybe look at their passport or identifi cation, before deciding. 


But actually that’s not how the guard works. Instead, often the 
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