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INTRODUCTION


what a delicious 


goat for brunch! 


How did you 


kill it?


With my bare 


hands, of 


course!


Fibs have been around for a long time. In fact, we’ve 


probably been fi bbing for as long as we’ve been speaking. 


Imagine that! Early humans grunting a few tall tales to 


each other whilst they were out hunting or when they 


were sitting around the fi re in their caves. 
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This is all speculation, of course, as there is no way to 


know for sure how early humans communicated. Or 


when exactly they got around to inventing brunch. 


However, it’s true to say that we can fi nd examples of 


fi bs throughout history, from way back in the time of 


the ancient Egyptians to when modern Europeans were 


‘exploring’ what were once mistakenly called the New 


Worlds of the Americas. Fibs, large and small, 


are part of our story on this planet. 


History’s Most Epic Fibs is your guide to a 



selection of porky pies told throughout history. 


Think of this book as a museum of whoppers. Whoppers 


so ginormous they have stood the test of time and linger 


in textbooks and Wikipedia pages today. The pages of 


this book are like display cabinets that show the world’s 


fi nest examples of historical baloney – baloney that we 


are going to get to the bottom of. And the best bit? 


Proudly, next to as many fi bs as possible, we’re also going 


to exhibit THE TRUTH. The real history and stories that 


for years might have been hidden by all those tricky fi bs, 


just waiting for us to fi nd them.


mmm, porky pies















A little bit like walls and ceilings, ‘untruths’ are all around 


us. I bet you’ve heard grown-ups tell some of these 


classics:


- The ice cream trucks 


play music when 


they’ve run out!


- Watermelons will grow 


in your belly if you 


swallow the seeds!


- Your funny face will be 


your forever face if the 


wind changes!
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These examples have been kept alive by grown-ups all  


over the world since the days of the ice cream horse and 


cart, never mind the ice cream truck.  How have they 


survived for so long? Well, there are always reasons.  


From not wanting you kids to eat so much sugar to  


making sure you smile (instead of sticking your tongue 


out) for school photos, the reasons behind some fibs are  


WLNETOE. 



Fibs in history work in the same way. Some fibs are 


easier to understand than the facts. Some fibs made life 


better for the people who told them. Many are more 


interesting than the actual truth. There are so many 


reasons for fibbing. 


However, some fibs are MUCH worse than others. 



Because of that, the fibs you’ll find in this book have 


each been given a rating from one to five on our  


fib-tastic FIB-O-METER! 



*Some tricky words of phrases appear LK HS. That means 


you can find definitions of them at the back of the book.
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After you’ve read about each fi b, look at the rating we’ve 


given it and think about whether you agree. Is the fi b 


you’ve just read about a REALLY BIG DEAL? Or is it 



a harmless prank that you might not agree with but still 


fi nd very funny? 


This book is a record of just how peculiar we humans can 


be. As we learn more and more about our fi bs, maybe we 


can start to tell fewer and fewer of them. Maybe we can 


stop telling historical fi bs altogether?


Me? Fib? I 


definitely 


fought that 


dragon!
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Until then, enjoy 


this tour through 


history’s hogwash. 


Even if we don’t 


stop telling 


whammies (and  


let’s face it, 


knowing grown-ups, 


we probably won’t), 


these examples 


should make the 


ones we do keep 


telling easier  


to spot. 
















CHAPTER 


ONE 


FAKE 


NEWS















 


You can get things like attention, 


money, influence or power by 


making people believe something 


that isn’t true. That’s why ‘AE



NW’ is so appealing. Proper 



news tries to explain real things 


that are actually happening. ‘Fake 


news’ is twisted, warped news that is 


presented as FACT when,  


really, it’s a FIB.


Some people think it’s a modern 


thing, but oh no! Even if it wasn’t 


called fake news at the time, people 


have been spreading it far and wide 


throughout history, and it was 


usually for their own benefit. 
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A monastery is a place where monks and nuns live and 


work. In the past, monasteries were a bit like theme parks. 


Not because they had rollercoasters, but because they 


had lots and lots visitors! Visitors would buy gifts or give 


donations, so it was really important for the monastery to 


have a steady supply. Monks and nuns gotta eat, too!


Glastonbury Abbey, a monastery in South West 


England, had something special to entice visitors: a most 


excellent collection of ancient, religious relics. A relic is 


a really, really old object that is connected to something 


important in history – and it’s normally religious. Relics 


would have been a huge deal back in the twelfth century. 


Even now, they are very important to people with 


religious beliefs.


THE FIB: KING ARTHUR IS BURIED 


AT GLASTONBURY ABBEY


THE FIBBERS: MONKS AND NUNS 


WHEN: 1191















KING ARTHURKING ARTHUR
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However, in 1184, disaster struck when a fi re ruined 


the monastery and the relics were destroyed. 


It was a disaster for the monks and nuns – 


no one would come and visit a big pile of 


burnt up wood and ash. They needed to fi nd 


something else people would want to see.


Around the same time, a book called The 



History of the Kings of Britain was written by a 



historian called Geoff rey of Monmouth. In it 


was the story of King Arthur – the legendary leader 


of post-Roman Britain. The epic tale of knights, 


battles and magic sent everyone King Arthur-crazy 


– he was the Harry Potter of his day!


Geoff rey’s book said that the mythical King Arthur 


was buried in a long-lost place called Avalon, which the 


monks and nuns in Glastonbury thought sounded a little 


bit like a place very close to their monastery. 


Maybe King Arthur was buried right 


next to them? How convenient!
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The monks and nuns couldn’t miss this opportunity 


to create a bit of FAKE NEWS. They dug a hole, 


found some bones and convinced everyone that they 


had found the skeletons of King Arthur and his wife 


Guinevere. They even ‘found’ a cross, inscribed with the 


words ‘Here lies buried the renowned King Arthur, with 



Guinevere his second wife, in the isle of Avalon . . .’. No one 



in the twelfth century was going to argue with words 


written on a cross – they were very religious!


And guess what: IT WORKED! The fake news spread far 



and wide and people flocked to Glastonbury like ducks 


flock to bread. However, after a while, doubts started to 


be raised.


It was quite a coincidence the bones were found so soon 


after the fire that destroyed the monastery. Scholars 


– clever people who study things for their job – also 


noticed that the writing on the cross was in Latin, a 


language King Arthur would not have used. Also, no 


other relics relating to King Arthur were found. That is 


odd, considering it was meant to be the site of Avalon. 
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No sword. No armour. No round table. Oh, and the big one 


was the fact that no one was sure whether King Arthur even 



existed at all! It’s very hard to bury someone who didn’t exist 



– that should have given the game away immediately! We 


don’t know where they got the bones from, but we definitely 


know they WERE NOT the bones of Arthur and Guinevere. 



Eventually, as people started to believe less and less in things 


like dragons and wizards, they had to accept the monks and 


nuns had probably used fake news to make money to build 


their monastery again. Luckily, Glastonbury doesn’t need 


to pretend it’s the burial site of imagined royalty any more. 


The market town is now famous for hosting a music festival. I 


hear it’s attracting more people than the  



bones ever did.


RATING:


This one gets a 2 – at least no one got hurt. Also, those 


crafty monks and nuns kept us talking about  


King Arthur’s magical world. 


2
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This fi b began in 1822, when a clever fi sherman from 


Japan sold something that looked like a dead mermaid to 


some Dutch sailors. (People do buy strange souvenirs on 


holiday!) 


This dead ‘mermaid’ was then bought by an American 


sailor called Samuel Barrett Eades, who proudly 


displayed it in London for EVERYONE to see, like a big 



show-and-tell for an entire city!


Over the years, the ‘mermaid’ was passed from person 


to person, like pass the parcel, until in 1842, it arrived in 


New York, where Phineas Taylor Barnum – better known 


P.T. Barnum – got his hands on it.


THE FIB: THE FIJI MERMAID 


is REAL!


THE FIBBER: PHINEAS 


TAYLOR BARNUM 


WHEN: 1842
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P.T. Barnum was a 


famous showman 


who liked nothing 


better than getting hold 


of strange-looking things people 


would pay good money to see. 


Barnum, being an expert in odd 


objects, knew full well the mermaid 


was not real – the Dutch sailors, 


Samuel Barrett Eades and many others had all 


fallen for fake news. 


The mermaid was actually the body of a monkey stitched 


to the tail of a large fi sh. A ‘monk-fi sh’, if you will. It 


was nothing but a very skilful piece of taxidermy (the 


technique of preserving animals after death). Odd, and 


VERY yucky, but still brilliant. (It had to be brilliant, 



otherwise it wouldn’t have lasted 


for over thirty years without 


disintegrating and turning into 


compost!)
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In the 1840s, new species of animals were being 


discovered all the time were being discovered all the 


time, as naturalists travelled the world and brought back 


examples of what they’d found. This gave P.T. Barnum 


a very sneaky idea. He realised he could trick the public 


into thinking this was a new discovery too! He put the 


monkey-fish-thing on display and spreads lots of fake 


news about it being a real mermaid from Fiji.


The Fiji mermaid became the hottest ticket in New 


York and people queued up to see it on display. Full of 


confidence from this success, P.T. Barnum allowed the 


monkey-fish-thing to leave New York and go on tour. 


Barnum was proud of his ability to fool the public. He 


argued that PBIIYSUT like the mermaid 



attracted people to museums, which would be a good 


idea, because museums are excellent. His stunts also 


made him rich and, let’s face it, money is excellent too! 
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RATING:


This fib gets a 1. It encouraged people to go to 


museums and was mostly harmless. (Well, perhaps 


not so much for the fish and the monkey.)


The funny thing is, people still wanted to see the Fiji 


mermaid even when they knew it was a fake. P.T. 


Barnum didn’t have to spread fake news at all. It’s not 


the kind of thing you’d ask for as a birthday present (and 


please don’t ask your grown-ups for a monkey-fish-


thing!), but a monkey and a fish stitched together was 


something that curious people wanted to look at.


You don’t have to fib to get me to go to a museum. I love 


going to them because they are full of fun facts AND 


they always have brilliant cakes in their coffee shops. 


Facts and cakes – my favourite things!


1
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Fibs for Thought


Did P.T. Barnum need to 


tell a fib to attract people to 


museums? What would you 


put in your museum if you had 


one? And how would you get 


people to visit?















Elsie Wright and Frances Griffi  ths were cousins who 


were always getting told off  by their parents for coming 


home wet and messy after playing near a stream they 


liked (people didn’t have washing 


machines in 1917 and it was 


hard to get mud out of the frilly 


clothes grown-ups made kids wear!). 


The girls used to tell their parents that 


they liked going to the stream to play 


with the fairies, but no one believed 


them because surely fairies don’t 


like getting muddy? And also they 


didn’t believe that fairies were real.


THE FIB: fairies ARE living 


AT The bottom of the garden


THE FIBBERS: ELSIE WRIGHT 


AND FRANCES GRIFFITHS


WHEN: 1917


I think mud is 


wand-erful!
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However, Elsie and Frances were determined to prove 


that fairies were real, so Elsie borrowed her dad, Arthur’s, 


camera to take photos of the fairies for EIEC. 



Arthur ended up being the first person to see the now 


world-famous photos of two young girls smiling and 


laughing with fairies. Arthur was amazed. But he had 


been TRICKED! Elsie and Frances had made little fairy 



models from cardboard. They fooled their dad with  


fake news.


Elsie’s mother, Polly, was a member of the Theosophical 


Society – a group of people who were interested in 


the supernatural and other-worldly things. Her society 


thought the photos were proof of their beliefs and they 


believed the fake news too. Just think: if Polly had been 


a member of the We Don’t Believe in Fairies Society, 


things could have turned out very differently!


The photos spread around the Theosophical community 


in Britain and ended up being seen by Sir Arthur Conan 


Doyle, a very famous writer best known for his Sherlock 


Holmes detective stories. He told everyone about the 


photos – spreading the fake news around the world!
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