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How To Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Welcome to The Colossal Book of Facts


1. Who really invented the light bulb?


2. Which mammal has metal teeth?


3. Which is the only band to play in all seven continents?


4. How much nasal mucus (snot) do you produce each day?


CLICK HERE TO FIND OUT





The Natural World


Land


1. There are 7.77 million species of animals in the world, of which only 953,434 have been catalogued.


2. Wombats poo cubes! The elasticity of the walls in their lower intestine result in the creation of 2-cm (0.8-in) cube-shaped faeces.


3. Scientists have discovered a potentially shared emotional system across species. In a study involving more than 1,000 human participants from 48 countries, the majority correctly determined the type and intensity of emotion of six different animal species.


4. Armadillos can get leprosy. The nine-banded armadillo has the ideal body temperature for Hansen’s disease (as it’s clinically known), but transmission to humans is rare – and if it is passed on, it’s highly treatable.


5. Teddy Roosevelt practically turned the White House into a zoo! At the presidential home and at Sagamore Hill – the family’s Long Island retreat – the 26th POTUS housed eight horses, his daughter’s pet snake (called Emily Spinach), his son’s pet badger (Josiah), five guinea pigs, a hyacinth macaw, two parrots, a one-legged rooster, a bear (named Jonathan Edwards), a lion, a hen (Baron Spreckle), a hyena, a zebra, a coyote and a pig . . . to name but a few.


6. Binturongs (large, tree-dwelling mammals with the face of a cat, the body of a bear and the tail of a monkey) smell of buttered popcorn.


7. The Hercules beetle is perfectly named, as this rhinoceros beetle can carry up to 100 times its own body weight. Another remarkable feature of the insect is that the larvae produce an enzyme in their poo that can be used in cleaning products!


8. Tirpitz was a pig on board the German ship SMS Dresden when it sank during the Battle of the Falkland Islands in 1917. Rescued by sailors on the HMS Glasgow, Tirpitz was awarded a fake Iron Cross for his courage in staying on the sinking ship and remaining its mascot even after its sailors had deserted. The pig’s mounted head can be seen in the Imperial War Museum, London.


9. In August 1923, the Brazier family were visiting relatives in Indiana when their dog Bobbie was attacked by other dogs and ran away. Unable to find their beloved pet, they returned to Oregon heartbroken. Six months later, Bobby turned up skinny and exhausted, having walked over 4,000km (2,500 miles) to get home. A week after Bobbie’s death in 1927, film-star hound Rin Tin Tin laid a wreath at his grave.


10. Rattlesnakes can bite even when they’re ‘dead’. Many of the snakes’ body parts remain active long after they have been mortally wounded, and several cases have been reported of snakes injecting venom into a victim after they were believed to be dead – sometimes when the reptile had been decapitated!


11. Terry, the Cairn terrier who played Toto in The Wizard of Oz, earned more per week on the film than the actors who played the Munchkins.


12. Horses can’t vomit. The muscles of the oesophageal sphincter of a horse are so strong that it’s nearly impossible for that valve to open under backward pressure from the stomach. A seriously ill horse can regurgitate, but this is a different (passive) reaction to vomiting (a reflex action).


13. Plantation House on Saint Helena is home to Jonathan, a Seychelles giant tortoise who is believed to be the oldest land animal in the world. At the time of writing, Jonathan was 190 years old. He was born in 1832 – that’s before the Battle of the Alamo and Queen Victoria’s ascension to the British throne, and only a year after Charles Darwin set sail on HMS Beagle.


14. More than 99 per cent of all species that have ever lived on Earth are thought to be extinct.


15. All giant pandas are owned by China, even those born in captivity outside the country. China leases out the pandas to zoos around the world for fees of up to $1 million a year.


16. In 2022, the most popular names for pet dogs in the USA were Luna (girl) and Max (boy). In the UK they were Bella (girl) and Teddy (boy) and in Australia they were Luna (girl – again!) and Milo (boy).


17. Colobopsis saundersi is a species of ant found in Malaysia and Brunei colloquially known as the ‘exploding ant’. It gets its name from its ability to commit an aggressive act of suicide to protect its colony when threatened, whereby it contracts its abdominal muscles and violently ruptures its body, covering its foe in a corrosive, gluey substance.


18. The Labrador and the French Bulldog are in a battle to be the world’s most popular dog breed. The Labrador had been top dog in the USA for 30 years before being usurped by the Frenchie in 2022. In the UK the Labrador Retriever has kept the French Bulldog in second spot and is also the most popular breed in Australia, where the French Bulldog doesn’t even feature in the top 10. The least registered breed in the USA is the Norwegian Lundehund, which was bred to hunt puffins.


19. Sloths have their own moths – six different types, in fact. The moth larvae feed off sloth dung, which is plentiful because although the animal only defecates once a week, each poo amounts to around one-third of the sloth’s body weight. When the larvae develop, they fly up to find a new host sloth.


20. Polar bear fur is transparent. The outer guard hairs are hollow and have little or no pigment. The thinner undercoat is solid, but is also colourless. When sunlight hits the fur, it’s scattered. Some is eventually absorbed into the bear’s black skin and some dissipates into the undercoat as heat. The rest is backscattered, giving the bear its white appearance.


21. Goats have rectangular pupils, as do sheep, octopuses and some toads. These horizontal, slit-like pupils allow for better depth perception and peripheral vision to spot predators.


22. One of the strangest symbiotic partnerships in the animal kingdom is that of the Colombian lesser black tarantula and the dotted humming frog. The tarantula allows the frog to share its burrow so it can eat ants that might attack the spider’s eggs. In return, the frog is protected from predators. The spider is happy to have the frog around even after the eggs have hatched.


23. Cows have besties! Research in Northampton University, UK, showed that when paired with their ‘best friend’, cows experienced less stress. When separated, researchers recorded negative effects on the cows’ welfare, health and productivity.


24. Voytek was a Syrian brown bear adopted as a cub by a Polish supply company in World War II (1939–45) and raised on condensed milk and beer. Voytek travelled with the company to war zones in Iraq, Palestine, Egypt and Italy – where he helped carry crates of ammunition in the series of bloody battles at Monte Casino. By this stage, Voytek weighed 400kg (880lb) and was enlisted as a soldier with his own rank, serial number and paybook! He rose to the rank of corporal before retiring to live out his days in Edinburgh Zoo.
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25. Baby elephants suck their trunks for comfort, in the same way that human babies suck their thumbs.


26. The most expensive dinosaur ever sold is a Tyrannosaurus rex fossil bought for $31.8 million at an auction in 2020. Nicknamed Stan, it was the fifth most complete T. rex skeleton ever discovered.


27. In May 2022, a small Jack Russell dog was awarded a military medal by Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky for detecting more than 260 undetonated explosives. Patron (whose name means ‘ammo’ in Ukrainian) is a celebrity in his native country, and does charity work visiting children’s hospitals.


28. Pandas mark their territory by doing handstand pees! Researchers have found that, in a bid to get their scent as far as possible, male pandas do handstands to get their urine higher up a tree trunk.


29. A snail can hibernate (or aestivate in areas with high temperatures) for up to three years.


30. African elephants (the largest land mammal on the planet) can run at speeds of up to 25kph (16mph). That’s impressive when you consider that the average adult human (not Usain Bolt!) can reach a top speed of 24kph (15mph). But even more impressively, African elephants can walk up to 80km (50 miles) a day in extreme circumstances, such as when drought forces them to search for food and water over great distances.


31. A cockroach can survive several weeks without its head. These insects breathe through holes on their body, called spiracles, rather than through their mouth, and they don’t rely on blood circulation. Consequently, a cockroach’s brain is really there to process empirical sensations. Without their head they will eventually starve to death, but that can take a while.


32. Dwarf mongooses and hornbills like to hang out together. This pairing of the small mammal and the striking, savage-beaked bird seems odd, but it has mutual benefits. They eat the same insects and grubs, and each provides a lookout for the other. Sometimes, mongooses will even wait until a hornbill turns up before they start foraging, and vice versa.


33. In December 2022, construction workers working on a dam in Brazil reportedly uncovered a 10-m (33-ft) anaconda, with a girth of over 1m (39in) and weighing 400kg (880lb) following a controlled explosion in a cave. Unfortunately, the magnificent creature didn’t survive the blast.


34. Adult cats only meow at humans, not to each other.


35. An ostrich’s eyes are bigger than its brain, and the biggest eyes of any land-based creature. Each one measures 5cm (2in) in diameter – that’s the same size as a snooker ball, and five times bigger than a human eye.


36. On the island of Komodo, Indonesia, people put rocks on graves to prevent Komodo dragons – which can detect a carcass from 9.7km (6 miles) away – from digging up the bodies.


37. All carnivorous dinosaurs had hollow bones. Their descendants, birds, also have hollow bones in their limbs, which help to keep them light and agile.


38. Rats giggle when tickled! The giggles of these highly intelligent animals take the form of ultrasound shrieks. Experiments with giggly rats have helped scientists to identify which part of the human brain responds to tickling and, in turn, how emotions move through the brain.


39. Cows kill more people per year in the USA than sharks do. On average, there are 22 annual deaths from being kicked or trampled by bovines; in 2022, there was only one fatal shark attack in the USA.


40. When temperatures drop below 7°C (45°F) in Florida, USA, iguanas fall out of the trees! Iguanas aren’t native to Florida and low temperatures there can send them into thermal shock. This causes their bodies to start shutting down so they lose their grip.


41. In the wild, giraffes can get by on just 30 minutes of sleep a night, and they rarely sleep for more than five minutes at any one time. That’s the shortest sleep requirement in the animal kingdom. In captivity, where there’s no threat of predation, giraffes average 4.5 hours of sleep a day.


42. All dinosaurs fall into one of two categories, based on their hip bones: Saurischian (lizard-hipped), like Tyrannosaurus, or Ornithischian (bird-hipped), such as Triceratops.


43. Army ants will march themselves to death. The ants are blind and move in lines, following each other’s scent. If the lead ant changes direction suddenly, the following ants can get confused and start moving in circles. If the lead ant follows another ant’s scent it can form a death spiral, in which the ants walk continuously until they die of exhaustion.


44. Naked mole rats are remarkable creatures. They build colonies with tunnels that can cover an area the size of a football pitch. They can run just as fast backwards as they do forwards. They also live for an incredibly long time for their size – over 30 years. On top of all that, scientists believe that naked mole rats can’t get cancer thanks to a gene that eliminates cancer cells.


45. San Antonio Zoo has an unusual way of raising funds to support wildlife in Texas, USA. Every Valentine’s Day, they run the ‘Cry Me a Cockroach’ scheme, in which people pay $10 to name a cockroach after an ex-lover (or anyone else they don’t much like), and the insect is then fed to another animal in the zoo. In 2021, more than 8,000 donations were made, with Zach, Ray and Adam the most popular names submitted.


46. Male hippopotamuses attract females by urinating and defecating at the same time.


47. The honeydew produced by aphids is a favourite food for ants, so colonies of ants ‘farm’ the aphids, herding them together and subduing them with chemicals from their feet. Some ants have even been known to bite the wings off aphids to stop them escaping.


48. There are 10 quintillion (10,000,000,000,000,000,000) insects in the world. That’s 1.27 billion insects for every human on the planet.


49. When the plane hit Tower 1 of the World Trade Center in New York on 9/11, Roselle, a guide dog, awoke and calmly guided her owner, Michael Hingson, and 30 other people to safety down 1,463 steps. As they exited, Tower 2 collapsed, but Roselle calmly continued to lead Michael away from danger to a subway station, where they helped a lady blinded by the debris.


50. Cows often face the same way when eating. In this way, the herd stays together to avoid external threats as well as conflict within the herd that might be caused by eating face to face. Research of thousands of herds using Google Earth also suggests that, whether resting or grazing, cows align north to south in response to Earth’s magnetic field.


51. The ornate narrow-mouthed frog likes to make its home in elephant dung, which provides protection and yields a plentiful supply of frog food thanks to all the bugs it attracts!


52. A 48-year-old man in India had to have a 1.8m (6ft) tapeworm removed from his gut by having it pulled out through his mouth.


53. Despite popular belief, lemmings are not suicidal and don’t throw themselves off cliffs due to herd mentality. This myth seems to have been compounded by a nature documentary called White Wilderness in the late 1950s, which apparently faked scenes of lemmings throwing themselves into the Arctic Ocean.


54. Carrion beetles have pet mites. The mites hitchhike on the beetles to reach food sources that they could not find on their own. In turn, they eat the eggs and maggots of flies that would compete with the beetles’ offspring.


55. Tigers have white spots behind their ears. There are many theories about what purpose these serve: they could be used to communicate with cubs to help them follow their parent in the jungle, or the spots may fool other animals into thinking they are eyes. Be warned – tigers turn their ears forward as a sign of aggression, so if you find yourself facing a tiger and catch a glimpse of the white spots . . . good luck!


56. Hyenas belong to the suborder Feliformia (‘cat-like’), which means they are more closely related to mongooses and civets than they are to dogs (which are Caniformia).


57. Entomologist Justin O. Schmidt rated insect stings on a scale from 1 to 4. He originally categorized only one insect as a 4 – the bullet ant, whose sting he described as ‘a pure, intense, brilliant pain’. Schmidt later added two more stings to the highest level: those of the tarantula hawk wasp (‘shockingly electric’) and the warrior wasp (‘torture’).


58. The shortest gestation period of any mammal is thought to be the Virginia opossum, whose pregnancy lasts just 12 days.


59. The most sensitive nose in the animal kingdom is that of the African bush elephant, whose trunk contains 2,000 olfactory receptor genes – nearly twice as many as dogs.


60. Gorillas burp when they are happy and contented.


61. A Merino sheep called Shrek hid in a network of caves for six years to avoid being shorn! When he was finally caught, the shearing was televised and Shrek became a star. The fleece, which weighed 27kg (60lb), sold at auction for over $150,000. On his 10th birthday, Shrek had an audience with then-prime minister of New Zealand, Helen Clark.


62. When the German battleship Bismarck sank in May 1941, only 115 crew members survived – plus the ship’s cat. Oscar was picked up by the crew of the HMS Cossack, but in October of the same year the destroyer was torpedoed, killing 159 of the crew. Once again, Oscar survived. He was given a new name – ‘Unsinkable Sam’ – and found his next home on HMS Ark Royal. In November 1941, this aircraft carrier was also torpedoed. All bar one of the crew survived, as did Sam (‘angry, but quite unharmed’). The survivors were transferred to HMS Lightning and then HMS Legion. Both these ships would be sunk later in the war, but by that time Sam had retired from naval service. He eventually died of old age in 1955.


63. White rhinos send messages to one another in their poo. They use communal defecation sites, and they can detect whether the depositor is male or female, its age and whether it’s ready to mate.


64. Gorillas hum tunes while they eat as a sign that they do not want to be disturbed. When the humming stops, it means they are happy to chat!


65. Blue-eyed black lemurs are one of only two primates to have blue irises . . . the other is humans. Nearly all mammals in the wild have brown eyes. Blue eyes are rare because they offer less protection from the sun than brown eyes.


66. Scientists have discovered that platypuses glow blue-green under UV light. This is one of the only instances of biofluorescence in mammals and it is not known why platypuses exhibit this trait – nor why scientists put them under UV light in the first place!


67. A 78-year-old farmer in Melbourne, Australia, was knocked into a pile of manure by one of his cows, shattering his hip. His goat, Mandy, stayed by his side. She kept him warm at night and he was able to survive on her milk until he was found five days later.


68. The name ‘tarantula’ has unusual origins. Lycosa tarentula is the Latin name of the wolf spider, and is derived from Taranto in Italy. The spider’s bite (which isn’t fatal) was said to make its victims dance for several days – a disease called tarantism. The idea of the dance died off, but the name stuck and was given to the family Theraphosidae . . . tarantulas.


69. Bed bugs have favourite colours. Researchers have discovered that bed bugs prefer to hide in places that are red and black, and that they avoid yellow. However, it’s probably not necessary to change all your bed linen to bright canary!


70. Rabbits eat their own poo! They actually make two types of dropping – one small and hard and the other larger and softer. The latter is called cecotropes and it’s these droppings that rabbits eat in order to get the most nutrition from their diet.


71. A termite metropolis has been discovered in Brazil that’s the size of Great Britain. There are an estimated 200 million mounds, each spaced about 18m (60ft) apart – that’s an amount of soil equivalent to 4,000 Egyptian pyramids. Samples suggest that they range in age from about 690 to 3,820 years old.


72. There are 55 species of animals and plants (alive and extinct) named after legendary naturalist and broadcaster Sir David Attenborough. They include Attenborosaurus (a type of plesiosaur), Chespiritos attenboroughi (a dung fly from Argentina), Polioptila attenboroughi (a songbird from Brazil), and Auroralumina attenboroughii (a fossil of what is thought to be the first known predator and the first species to have a skeleton).


73. Elephants have four sets of teeth during their life. When they’ve gone, the elephant will die as it can no longer chew food. But in 2004, an 80-year-old elephant was given a new lease of life by being fitted with a set of dentures made from steel, silicone and plastic. Keepers had been keeping her alive through injections, but the dentures worked a treat!


74. The kinkajou (a tree-dwelling mammal related to the raccoon, found in the forests of Central and South America) can turn its feet through 180 degrees, enabling it to move just as freely backwards along a branch as it can forwards.


75. A puma (mountain lion) can leap from nearly 14m (46ft) away and land on its prey with incredible accuracy. During the jump they can reach heights of 5.5m (18ft), making them one of the highest-leaping mammals on the planet. (It’s worth noting that this achievement is completely eclipsed by the flea, which can jump 200 times its own height.)


76. All skunks do a dance or slap their tail as a warning before they spray, but spotted skunks also do a little handstand! You’d better heed the warning: skunks can shoot their sulphurous discharge at a range of 3m (10ft) and the smell can be detected 5.6km (3.5 miles) away.


77. The coconut crab, or robber crab as it’s also known, is the largest land-dwelling crab, growing up to 1m (3.3ft) in width. They are so well adapted to land living that their gills are redundant and they would drown underwater. Coconut crabs have also adapted claws on their limbs to allow them to climb trees.


78. The mourning gecko, or common smooth-scaled gecko, is an all-female species that reproduces by parthenogenesis. Occasionally, male geckos are born, but they are usually sterile.


79. The longest-living insect species is the queen termite which, under the right conditions, can survive up to 50 years. The golden buprestid (a type of beetle) may live longer than this, but most of its life is spent in larval form.


80. A spider has 48 knees (six on each leg).


81. Prairie dogs greet each other by kissing. They identify each other by touching their teeth together and getting a close-up sniff!


82. Scientists have found that painting cows black and white can reduce bites from flies.


83. The endangered goliath frog of Cameroon and Equatorial Guinea is the largest frog in the world, growing to 32cm (12.6in) and weighing up to 3.2kg (7lb) – about the same as a small cat.


84. Cows produce more milk when indulging in easy listening! Researchers at the University of Leicester, UK, found that calming music relaxed the cows and resulted in a higher milk yield. Top of the bovine playlist was Simon & Garfunkel’s song ‘Bridge Over Troubled Water’ and Beethoven’s Symphony No. 6!


85. Salamanders can regenerate lost limbs.


86. Grizzly bears in Yellowstone National Park, USA, feast on moths, which are 72 per cent fat. The park gets a regular supply of army cutworm moths and the grizzlies feed almost exclusively on the moths for a three-month period.


87. Frogs shed and eat their own skin in order to reabsorb the protein in it. This helps to build the chemical and cellular barriers in their skin.


88. Cheetahs don’t roar; they meow like domestic cats.


89. The urine of the maned wolf smells so much like cannabis that Dutch police were called to Rotterdam Zoo to try and detect a dope smoker!


90. Cats can drink seawater and survive because their kidneys filter out the salt. You should only ever put fresh water in your cat’s bowl, though!


91. There are roughly twice as many kangaroos in Australia (an estimated 50 million) as there are people there (26.1 million).


92. As a puppy, a Brittany spaniel named Dexter from Colorado, USA, was involved in a traffic accident. One of his front paws had to be amputated and the other was severely damaged. Incredibly, Dexter learned to walk on his two back legs without any training! He has regular check-ups with a chiropractor to make sure his spine and hips aren’t being damaged by walking this way – but he’s in the best of health!


93. In 2021, a team of German researchers led by Frank Glaw discovered what is believed to be the world’s smallest reptile in the forests of Madagascar. The adult male nano-chameleon measures just 22mm (0.87in).


94. Earthworms can move obstacles up to ten times their own body weight. That’s the equivalent of a human moving a white rhino out of the way!


95. A black bear in Boulder, Colorado has been photobombing tourists! On one camera, 400 of the 580 pictures featured the same bear, who had taken a particular interest in the cameras and lingered to star in people’s selfies. The pictures have received more than 20 million views on Twitter.


96. Forgetful squirrels are having a beneficial effect on forestation. By burying and not recovering 74 per cent of their acorns, they are affecting the distribution and variety of oak trees in North American forests. It seems that squirrels eat around 85 per cent of white oak acorns, but store 60 per cent of the red oak acorns.


97. One bite from an inland taipan snake is enough to kill 100 adult men.


98. The biggest mass migration on Earth is the movement of 1.2 million wildebeest, 300,000 zebra and thousands of gazelle across the Serengeti-Mari ecosystem in search of new grazing grounds and water. If they survive the many predators along the way, each wildebeest covers 1,000km (620 miles) in this ‘Great Migration’.


99. Cats have 32 muscles in each ear.


100. The Latin name for the western lowland gorilla is, imaginatively, Gorilla gorilla gorilla.


101. Former US president Barack Obama has 13 species named after him, including Lasioglossum obamai (a Cuban bee), Placida barackobamai (a sea slug) and Nystalus obamai (a rather striking puffbird found in the Amazon).


102. Spinosaurus is the biggest land predator that ever lived. It is estimated to have been 14m (46ft) long and to weigh about 7.4 tonnes (8.2 tons). Its skull alone could be as long as 1.6m (5.2ft). For comparison, a T. Rex could reach 12.3m (40.4ft) and weigh around 8.9 tonnes (9.8 tons).


103. Termite queens can lay as many as 36,000 eggs a day.


104. In 2016, a bloodhound called Ludivine from Elkmont, Alabama, found herself caught up in a human half marathon! She completed the 21-km (13.1-mile) race in 1 hour 32 minutes and 56 seconds – finishing in seventh place.


105. In Europe, cow dung is removed and recycled into the environment by dung beetles. But the beetles in Australia had adapted to processing the hard pellets of marsupial dung instead, so cow dung was taking years to decompose, causing soiled pastures that cattle dislike. To solve this problem, between 1965 and 1985 the Australian Dung Beetle Project imported 55 species of dung beetle from Hawaii, Africa and southern Europe, resulting in improved soil quality and control of fly infestations.


106. The star-nosed mole is the fastest mammalian predator. It can detect, catch and eat its prey in just 120 milliseconds.


107. A giant rabbit saved the life of his diabetic owner, Simon Steggall, after he passed out. Dory, a 9.5-kg (1.5-stone) bunny, jumped on Simon’s chest and started thumping. Simon’s wife realized something was wrong and called an ambulance. Oddly, the family had previously had a pet dog that would cower in a corner when Simon’s blood sugar was low, reminding him to take a blood test.


108. Trap-jaw ants have impressive mandibles that can snap shut at speeds of 193kph (120mph). Until recently, no one knew how such force and speed didn’t rip the ants’ heads apart, but scientists now believe that a lack of friction in the motion means the insects don’t injure themselves.


109. Trap-jaw ants are fast, but they aren’t as quick on the draw as Dracula ants, which can snap their jaws shut at 322kph (200mph) – the speediest movement by an animal.


110. The biggest mammal ever to have walked Earth may have been a giant rhino. Paraceratherium linxiaense, or the Linxia giant rhino, would have weighed 20 tonnes (22 tons) and was around the size of three large African bull elephants.


111. The word ‘zoo’ comes from the London Zoological Garden, which opened to the public in 1847.


112. As if being one of the most venomous snakes in North America wasn’t enough, the cottonmouth viper is also the fastest-striking snake in the world, accelerating at around 2.98m/s2 (9.78ft/s2).


113. The fastest snail on record is Archie, who won the 1995 World Snail Racing Championships (held annually in Congham, Norfolk, UK) with a time of 2 minutes to travel 33cm (13in). If he’d kept going at that speed, he could have reached the centre of London in just over two years – which is the average lifespan of a snail!


114. Frogs don’t drink. Instead, they absorb water through ‘drinking patches’ on their abdomens and the underside of their legs.


115. The okapi (also known as the forest giraffe or zebra giraffe) has a tongue so long it can use it to groom its ears.


116. Elephants walk at the pace of the slowest member of their herd.


117. In the spider family Araneidae, 80 per cent of males are eaten by females after mating for the first time. Those lucky enough to survive their first experience definitely won’t make it through a second!


118. Seventy per cent of all mammals are nocturnal.


119. Giraffes have an unusual mating ceremony! A male giraffe will approach a female and nudge her rump. She’ll then wee and the male will sniff and taste the urine to determine whether or not she’s in heat. If she is, he’ll follow and guard her against other males until she’s ready to mate.


120. Crocodiles can never bite their tongue. The tongue of a croc is attached to the roof of its mouth by a membrane, so it can’t stick it out.


121. Adult kangaroos can reach an impressive 2m (6.6ft) in height and weigh 90kg (200lb), but a newborn joey is only 2.5cm (1in) long.


122. In 1944, US President Franklin D. Roosevelt was accused of sending a navy destroyer to pick up his Scotty dog, Fala, who he’d left behind on a trip to the Aleutian Islands. In a speech later that year, Roosevelt addressed the controversy by stating on behalf of Fala that ‘his Scotch soul was furious. He has not been the same dog since.’ It was Orson Welles who suggested putting Fala in the speech, and the move is thought to have played a part in Roosevelt’s reelection that November.


123. Koalas win the prize for the doziest animal on Earth. They sleep 20–22 hours a day.


124. Deer don’t have gallbladders.


125. One of the sturdiest animals on Earth is the hero shrew. These little creatures only weigh around 50g (1.8oz), yet they can move logs thanks to their reinforced spine. Explorer William Stanley once described how a man ‘stood on the tiny mammal for five minutes. The shrew walked away unscathed.’


126. A rhino’s femur is thought to be the strongest bone in the animal kingdom. It can withstand a force of nearly 100 tonnes (110 tons).


127. Bagheera Kiplingi, a jumping spider found in Central America, is the only known (mostly) vegetarian spider.


128. Tasmanian devils have a bite force quotient higher than any other animal. That is, its bite force compared to its size is stronger than that of even lions, tigers and hyenas.


129. A camel can drink 200l (53 gallons) of water in three minutes.


130. Honey badgers have an unusual resistance to venom, which means they can munch on scorpions and snakes without suffering too many ill effects.


131. Beavers have metal teeth! The tooth enamel contains iron, which makes them extremely tough and gives them their distinctive orange hue.


132. In 2012, Porter, a 10-month-old bearded collie cross, became the first dog to drive a car, taking the wheel of a specially adapted Mini Cooper around a racetrack in New Zealand.


133. Zebras can’t sleep unless another zebra is close to them.


134. In Oklahoma, USA, it is illegal to make ugly faces at a dog.


135. A polar bear will touch the nose of another polar bear to ask permission to take some of its food.


136. After Luna – a one-year-old German shepherd/huskie cross – fell off a fishing boat in San Diego, her owners thought she had drowned and posted RIP messages for her on Instagram. Five weeks later Luna reappeared, having swum more than 3km (2 miles) to a tiny island, where she was picked up by a navy vessel and returned to the mainland.


137. With only 75 known individuals surviving, the Javan rhino is considered the most endangered animal on Earth.


138. Giraffes have the same number of bones in their neck as humans do – seven.


139. In Switzerland, it is illegal to own just one guinea pig. This caring piece of legislation ensures the welfare of an animal that needs social interaction.


140. It’s estimated that 200 million land animals are killed for food every day.


141. Female ferrets die if they don’t mate. They produce a lot of oestrogen when in heat; if this remains in the bone marrow for too long, the ferret will die of aplastic anaemia.


142. In 2009, a Holstein cow from Canada called Missy was sold for $1.2 million to a Danish buyer, making her the most expensive cow in history.


143. There is a species of round fungus beetle called Colon rectum. It was named by American entomologist Melville Harrison Hatch, who also named the Colon forceps and Colon horni beetles.


144. When the English poet Lord Byron was studying at Cambridge University, students were not allowed to keep dogs as pets – so Byron decided to keep a bear instead! He would take it for walks around Trinity College on a chain.


145. Vienna’s Tiergarten Schönbrunn opened in 1752. It was originally a royal menagerie, thanks to Emperor Franz I’s interest in the natural world. It’s still open today, making it the world’s oldest zoo.


146. Termite mounds are constructed with a sophisticated pattern of large and small pores that help with the movement of air through the mound. This helps to keep the mounds cool in high temperatures.


147. Tiger urine smells of buttered popcorn.


148. For four years, keepers at Maruyama Zoo in Sapporo, Japan, tried to get their two hyenas, Kami and Kamutori, to mate. After all that time they finally realized why they’d had no luck – both hyenas were male!


149. In 1948, 76 beavers were parachuted into the Chamberlain Basin of central Idaho, USA, as part of a mission that utilized World War II parachutes to redistribute the animals. All but one of the beavers survived their skydiving experience!


150. Ranidaphobia is the fear of frogs and toads.


151. A fully grown male moose’s antlers can weigh up to 16kg (35lb).


152. Chief Mouser to the Cabinet is the official title of the cat who resides at Downing Street, home of the UK’s prime minister. The first Chief Mouser was Rufus of England (popularly known as Treasury Bill), who was introduced by Ramsay MacDonald. The current title holder is Larry, who was brought in by David Cameron and has served five prime ministers.


153. You can see the heart, liver and intestines of a glass frog through its abdominal skin.


154. Baby koalas eat poo to survive. Koalas eat eucalyptus leaves. These are highly toxic to most animals, but microbes in the koala’s digestive tract break down the toxins and make it safe. To develop the microbes in their own body, baby koalas (joeys) eat their mother’s faeces.


155. The longest dinosaur that ever lived was the aptly named Supersaurus, which is believed to have reached lengths of 42m (138ft). That’s longer than a passenger jet!


156. The quokka is a cat-sized marsupial that lives on the islands off the coast of Western Australia – in particular Rottnest Island. They’ve been dubbed ‘world’s happiest animal’ because their facial structure means they always look like they’re smiling. ‘Quokka selfies’ have become a trend, with superstars such as Chris Hemsworth, Margot Robbie and Roger Federer all posting snaps of themselves with the happy creatures.


157. The golden poison frog from the rainforests of Colombia is a contender for the title of world’s most poisonous animal. The amphibian retains toxins such as formic acid that it absorbs from its ant and termite prey, and these accumulate in their skin. Just touching the frog can be extremely dangerous.


158. The American pygmy shrew has to eat three times its own body weight in food daily just to stay alive – which means catching prey every 15–30 minutes. If the shrew goes an hour without food, it will die.


159. It’s dangerous for chinchillas to get wet. Their fur is extremely dense and very difficult to dry. The smallest amount of water can cause fungal growth, which can result in all sorts of health problems for the creature. In the wild, chinchillas take regular dust baths.


160. In Paulding, Ohio, USA, it is legal for a police officer to bite a dog to stop it barking!


161. Kangaroos can leap 9m (30ft) in a single bound.


162. Stridulation is the act of producing sound by rubbing together body parts, and is a common practice among certain insects. The lowland streaked tenrec – a colourful, shrew-like creature from Madagascar – is the only mammal that does this.


163. If a cute-looking slow loris raises its arms, don’t make the mistake of thinking it wants to be tickled! This species is the only venomous primate in the world, with toxins produced by glands under its arms. Raising its arms is a defensive movement that means the loris is about to lick the toxin and make its bite venomous.


164. Medical science has created a surgical glue that is inspired by slug slime. To get the glue to work on wet surfaces researchers modelled the adhesive on the slime of the common garden slug (Arion subfuscus).


165. Komodo dragons can eat up to 80 per cent of their own body weight in one sitting. The bits of prey that the Komodo dragon can’t digest – hair, hooves, etc. – are regurgitated later in a foul-smelling pellet, similar to an owl’s.


166. The neck joint of the Allegheny mound ant has evolved so that it can withstand pressures 5,000 times the ant’s own weight.


167. Scientists have proven what nearly all cat owners already knew: that cats recognize their own name when they’re called – they may just choose to ignore it!


168. Queen naked mole rats ensure they are the only ones who can have offspring by secreting a substance in their urine that makes all other female naked mole rats infertile.


169. The Eumillipes is the only known species of millipede to actually have 1,000 legs.


170. Rabbits regulate their core body temperature by controlling the amount of blood that passes through their ears.


171. At an elephant sanctuary in Tennessee, keepers were surprised when resident Jenny was introduced to a newcomer, Shirley. Both elephants seemed euphoric as they checked each other out. It turned out that the elephants had been at the same circus for a few months 23 years before. It’s true . . . elephants never forget.


172. Thanks to a commitment to conservation from the governments of Chad and Cameroon, in 2023 a lion was spotted in Chad’s Sena Oura National Park for the first time in 19 years.


173. Despite the depiction of a Tyrannosaurus rex crashing through the forest at speed in Jurassic Park, it’s likely that you could outrun one. Palaeontologists at the University of Manchester, UK, believe that, due to its size (they weighed in at 5, 000–7,000kg/11, 000–15,500lb) and stress on its bones, the famous dinosaur could only reach around 19kph (12mph). The average human sprints at 24kph (15mph), with Usain Bolt covering the ground at 44.72kph (27.8mph). Research in The Netherlands is looking at the potential of its tail acting as a shock absorber when running at speed, but no conclusive modelling has yet been carried out.


174. Napoleon I’s war horse Marengo was a remarkable creature, regularly making the 130-km (81-mile) journey between Valladolid and Burgos in just five hours. He was wounded eight times, and in 1812 had a lucky escape when the Russians raided the stables where he was housed. In the end, he was captured at the Battle of Waterloo and his skeleton is on display at the National Army Museum in the UK.


175. Manhattan has its own species of ant! Nicknamed the ManhattAnt, this relative of the European cornfield ant has adapted to high-rise living, scaling the enormous structures of New York City.


176. Pope Leo X’s favourite pet was a white elephant given to him by King Manuel I of Portugal. Hanno was a highly intelligent animal, able to understand commands in both Portuguese and Indian. He died of complications following treatment with a gold-enriched laxative.


177. Three small dogs (two Pomeranians and a Pekingese) survived the sinking of the Titanic.


178. Thousands of new species of animals are discovered each year. In 2022, the new fauna inventory of the world included a chocolate-coloured burrowing frog from Peru nicknamed the tapir frog (Synapturanus danta), the ‘bambootula’ tarantula in Thailand, discovered by YouTuber JoCho Sippawat, and in Panama a tiny tree frog named after Greta Thunberg.


179. A tiger’s back legs are so strong that they can keep the animal standing even after it has died.


180. In 2008, a rare species of snake was identified – the Barbados threadsnake. It’s believed to be the smallest snake in the world, with adults reaching only 10cm (4in).


181. As a child, John Ssebunya ran away from his violent father into the forests of Uganda, where he came across a troop of vervet monkeys. After a few days, the monkeys approached him offering nuts, roots and sweet potatoes. For more than eight months, John travelled with the monkeys, finding food and climbing trees. He was eventually discovered by a local woman, who nurtured him back to health and human life.


182. A scorpion can hold its breath for six days.


183. After the death of Colombian drug lord Pablo Escobar in 1993, animals from the menagerie at his ranch near the city of Medellín were relocated. However, the hippos were too big to move so they were left behind. Surprisingly, they thrived. There are now thought to be 130 individuals, all descended from the original four hippos. They’re led by an alpha male nicknamed Pablo!


184. Micropachycephalosaurus is the dinosaur with the longest name. It means ‘tiny thick-headed lizard’.


185. The Myanmar snub-nosed monkey is a rare species of colobine monkey colloquially known as the ‘sneezing monkey’. Because of their snub noses, water can get into their nostrils, so when it rains these monkeys sit face downwards with their head between their knees.


186. Celebrated 16th-century Danish astronomer Tycho Brahe had a pet moose. It lived in his castle and he would take it out to trot alongside his carriage. Unfortunately, the moose developed an appetite for beer, and at a party one night it drank so much that it fell down the stairs and died.


187. Rabbits’ teeth never stop growing.


188. The silk in the dragline of a spider’s web has a similar tensile strength to high-grade alloy steel.


189. An aardvark (whose name translates as ‘earth pig’) can eat up to 50,000 ants and termites in one night.


190. Residents in Churchill, Manitoba, Canada regularly leave their cars unlocked so that people have an emergency refuge if they have an unexpected encounter with a polar bear.


191. Snakes have their eyes closed all the time – or open all the time, depending on your point of view! Snakes don’t have eyelids, but because they move so close to the ground, their eyes do need some protection. This comes from an immovable transparent scale across each eye called a brille, or ocular scale.


192. The Cape buffalo is one of the dangerous African ‘Big Five’. These huge beasts are reported to be responsible for the death of 200 people each year, and are so aggressive that they’ve earned the nickname ‘the black death’ or ‘widowmaker’.


193. Elephants usually eat bananas whole, but Pang Pha, a female Asian elephant at Berlin Zoo, is an exception. She will eat green and yellow bananas whole, but has learned to peel spotted bananas, copying her keepers. She won’t touch brown bananas!


194. Many beetles can take moisture from the air through their rear end and convert it into water.


195. After World War II, wallabies were introduced to the tiny island of Inchconnachan in Loch Lomond, Scotland. Around 60 red-necked wallabies still thrive there.


196. The giant huntsman is the world’s largest spider, with a leg span of 30cm (12in).


197. Although it was called 101 Dalmatians, there were in fact 230 Dalmatian puppies and 20 adult dogs used in the 1996 movie.


198. The 2022 Ig Nobel Award for Biology went to Solimary García-Hernández and Glauco Machado for their research into whether constipation caused by tail loss in scorpions affects their love life. It doesn’t.


199. Denmark has twice as many pigs as people.


200. Grasshopper mice are extraordinarily aggressive predators. They are unaffected by scorpion stings and even kill and eat their own species. They are particularly remarkable for their howl, which can be heard by humans 100m (328ft) away.


201. An emu and a kangaroo appear on the Australian coat of arms as symbols of the idea of moving forwards – these creatures cannot walk/jump backwards.


202. Legend has it that Isaac Newton cut two holes in his door to allow his cat and kitten to come in and out without disturbing him. But Newton isn’t credited as the inventor of the cat flap. A door in Exeter cathedral, dating from the 14th century, has a hole cut into it so cats could come and go. ‘The Miller’s Tale’ from Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (c. 1400) also mentions a cat hole.


203. You might think that the national animal of Monaco – a millionaire’s retreat – would be a powerful animal like a lion or eagle. But in fact the principality has three national animals: a wood mouse, a rabbit and a hedgehog.


204. The night monkey, or owl monkey, is the only truly nocturnal monkey. Found across Central and South America, they have superb night vision but can’t see in colour.


205. Bombardier beetles are so called because of a unique defence mechanism. When threatened, they squirt a burning chemical spray. The liquid comes from two areas in the insect’s body, which contain two different chemicals. When they combine, they react to heat up to a boiling 100°C (212°F), which creates enough gas to eject the liquid. The spray can be fatal for attacking insects, and highly irritating to humans.


206. Key to rats’ survival is the speed at which they can reproduce. A rat reaches sexual maturity at 4–5 weeks and can have as many as 10 pups in a litter. After a year, a single pair of rats can grow into a colony of 1,250 rodents.


207. An elephant’s molar weighs around 2kg (4.4lb) – about the same as a 2-litre bottle of cola.


208. Tigers have antiseptic saliva. It contains enzymes that protect wounds from infection.


209. The dark patches around a meerkat’s eyes help them to see in direct sunlight by deflecting the glare of the Sun.


210. In 2013, eight American footballers pitted themselves against two Asian elephants in a 15-minute watermelon-eating contest for charity. The footballers lost 8–10.


211. Macaques love larceny! In Japan, there have been reports of these monkeys stealing purses and then using the coins in vending machines. In Indonesia, macaques have been known to steal items from tourists and hold them hostage for food.
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212. Dorcas gazelles are supremely adapted to living in arid climates. They are so good at processing water in their bodies that they never urinate, but instead pass uric acid as a solid white pellet. It is believed that some individuals never have to drink at all.


213. Hornworm caterpillars chomping on tobacco plant are sealing their own fate. Substances in the plant mix with the caterpillar’s saliva to create chemicals that attract the insect’s natural predator, the big-eyed bug.


214. However, it’s not all bad news for hornworm caterpillars. Researchers have discovered that the nicotine ingested from the tobacco plant puts off hungry wolf spiders!


215. Howler-monkey screams can reach 140 decibels.


216. Cows can’t detect the colour red. They are dichromatic, and can only perceive variations of blue and yellow. In the bullfighting arena, the bull is irritated by the movement of the matador’s cape, not its colour.


217. A gorilla’s gestation period is remarkably similar to a human’s, at 8.5 months. Gorillas usually only have one baby, which weighs in at around 1.8kg (4lb).


218. Considered by some experts to be the oldest breed of dog in the world, Basenjis don’t bark – they yodel.


219. Some species of ant take more than 250 naps per day.


220. When food supplies become scarce in the neighbourhood, driver ants will leave their home, forming vast marching columns of up to 50 million insects. The queen driver ant is the largest known ant, growing to 6cm (2.4in).


221. Impala can leap up to 10m (33ft) in distance and 3m (10ft) in height – often over other impala.


222. A sow rescued from slaughter by animal activist Joanne Lefson has become a celebrated animal artist. Pigcasso’s abstract expressionist paintings have been sold worldwide. George Clooney is a fan of the sow’s art, and one of her designs appears on a Swatch watch. She even has her own brand of wine. All proceeds from the sale of the pig’s pictures help fund Joanne’s animal sanctuary in South Africa.


223. The largest bear ever to have existed – possibly the largest carnivorous land mammal – was Arctotherium angustidens. A femur from the giant bear was found in Argentina and suggests that the animal would have stood 3.4–4.3m (11–14ft) tall and weighed 1, 588–1,749kg (3, 501–3,856lb).


224. Boas and pythons can ‘see’ in infrared. Pit organs on their face help them form an image of their prey’s radiant heat.


225. Farmers in the UK and USA have found that keeping llamas is an effective way of protecting grazing livestock from predators such as dogs, foxes and coyotes. Guard llamas are aggressively protective of their fellow grazers!


226. The lizards known as thorny devils drink through their skin, using channels in their scales that are linked to their mouth.


227. Sergeant Reckless was a small horse that served in the Korean War (1950–3), carrying supplies and wounded soldiers. During the Battle for Outpost Vegas, she made 51 trips to frontline units under heavy fire. She was awarded two Purple Hearts and was promoted to Staff Sergeant in 1959.


228. In French Guiana there is a species of termite that accumulates toxins in an explosive blue ‘backpack’. If the colony comes under threat, an older worker termite makes the ultimate sacrifice, bursting its abdomen and covering the attackers in toxic goo.


229. Moose injure more people in North America than bears do.


230. In the winter of 1916–17, during World War I, Russian and German forces had to temporarily cease hostilities in order to kill wolves. The animals had become so hungry that they overcame their fear of people, and packs of wolves were entering skirmishes to carry off wounded soldiers.


231. A king cobra’s bite injects around 420mg (0.01oz) of venom into its victim – that’s enough to kill a person in 30 minutes. And these snakes will often inflict more than one bite. But take comfort from the fact that you’ll hear a warning, as a king cobra’s hiss is more like a growl.


232. An unlikely friendship formed at the Greater Wynnewood Exotic Animal Park in Oklahoma, USA. A dachshund named Milo took a shine to Otto Bonedigger, a male lion, after a bone disease had left the big cat disabled. The 4.5-kg (10-lb) dog and the 227-kg (500-lb) lion are now inseparable!


233. Dung beetles use the stars to navigate.


234. The world’s smelliest animal is probably the striped polecat. Like skunks, these animals spray a sticky, foul-smelling secretion from their anal glands as a defence mechanism. As an aside, if you come across a striped polecat you’ll know if it’s male or female because males trot along with their tail held high, while females hold theirs out behind them.


235. The most followed animal on Instagram is a Pomeranian dog from Chicago, USA. Jiffpom has 9.4 million followers.


236. Small basilisk lizards (also known as Jesus lizards) can run up to 20m (66ft) on the surface of the water without sinking.


237. Koalas’ fingerprints are strikingly similar to that of humans. They are also the only non-primate animals to have fingerprints.


238. Snow leopards can’t roar; instead they make a very loud yowl.


239. Because an anteater’s diet is so low in energy-supplying ingredients, it has the lowest body temperature of any land mammal, at 32°C (89.6°F).


240. Lemurs have a passive-aggressive way of resolving conflict: stink fights. They rub scent glands on their wrists against their tail, then wave it in the air to distribute the smell. They continue this behaviour until the other lemur retreats.


241. Chimpanzees and bonobos are humans’ closest relatives, sharing 99 per cent of our DNA.


242. Mice sing to each other, but their melodies are so high-pitched that humans can’t hear them.


243. More badgers are hit by cars on Britain’s roads than any other animal, with over 2,200 incidents recorded every year. Pheasants are second, with just over 2,000.


244. Ōkunoshima is a small island in the Sea of Japan which is colloquially known as ‘Rabbit Island’ due to the enormous amount of rabbits found there. During World War II, Ōkunoshima housed a secret poison gas plant and when the factory closed after the war, the test rabbits were released. They multiplied rapidly and soon took over the island!


245. The nymphs of the assassin bug Acanthaspis petax feed off ants and pile their desiccated corpses on their own backs for camouflage.


246. The closest living relative to a T. Rex is the chicken.


247. The hairy frog is also known as the wolverine frog or horror frog. One reason for this is that when threatened, it will break its own toe bones and puncture the skin to create claws.


248. During his voyages on HMS Beagle, naturalist Charles Darwin collected over 1,500 species, which he preserved in spirits.


249. Camels have long eyelashes to prevent sand and dust getting in their eyes. These desert creatures can also close their nostrils for the same reason.


250. Lions have white lines under their eyes, which reflect light into the eyes to aid night vision.


251. Tigers can mate with other big cats. A male lion and female tiger create offspring known as a liger. A female lion and male tiger create the bigger tigon.


252. During mating season, a male ostrich may inflate its neck to three times its normal size in order to make a huge booming sound.


253. In 1920, a monkey killed King Alexander of Greece. While out walking, his dog Fritz was attacked by a Barbary macaque owned by the steward of the royal grapevines. When the monarch tried to separate the two animals, another monkey bit him. The king died of sepsis three weeks later.


254. Wood frogs of Alaska, Canada and Midwest America have an unusual way of dealing with cold winters: they freeze! They can freeze up to 65 per cent of their body water. An accumulation of urea and their ability to produce glucose mean that their cells remain intact once thawed.


255. Jumping spiders have a special hydraulic system that alters pressure in their body fluid to extend the legs rapidly, allowing them to leap great distances without the need for large muscles. Colonus puerperus can jump 38 times its own length.


256. The jewel beetle, Melanophila acuminate, is a living fire detector. It has special infrared receptors than can detect forest fires from as far as 80km (50 miles) away. It quickly lays eggs in the smouldering trunks of trees so its young have little competition for food supplies or threats from predators.


Water


257. Sea otters don’t have blubber to protect them from the cold. Instead, they have incredibly dense fur – around 93,000–155,000 follicles per square cm (600, 000–1,000,000 per square inch). Having the thickest fur in the animal kingdom made them particularly vulnerable to the fur trade, and they were hunted tothe edge of extinction in the 19th century.


258. Penguins can’t taste fish. Scientists believe that they can only detect sour and salty food, as bitter and umami receptors don’t work at low temperatures. Penguins, which swallow fish whole, have lost these taste buds and instead have sharp, needle-like papillae on their tongue to help grab prey.


259. Killer whales, pilot whales and humans are the only mammals that go through menopause.


260. Greenland sharks don’t reach sexual maturity until they are more than 100 years old! They are the longest-living vertebrates, with lifespans of 250–500 years. Their slow, cold existence deep in the Arctic and North Atlantic Oceans means they grow only 0.5–1cm (¼–½in) per year.


261. Manatees use flatulence to help them with buoyancy. When they release the gas, they sink to the sea floor, where they graze on vegetation. Manatees are also among the most efficient breathers in the animal kingdom, with specialized lungs that can exchange 90 per cent of the oxygen they contain, compared to 10 per cent in humans.


262. The boxer crab (Lybia tessellate) is also known as the pom pom crab due to its habit of carrying around sea anemones in its claws to ward off predators.


263. When fearsome-looking angler fish mate, the female absorbs the male into its body. The male is much smaller than the female, and when it finds a mate it fuses its body to the female’s, becoming a kind of sexual parasite. The female immune system is not triggered and the male’s tissue is absorbed to the point where they share blood vessels.


264. Octopus and cuttlefish have brains in their arms. The majority of these animals’ neurons are found in their tentacles, which can taste, touch and control movement without needing the central brain. This means that, along with their three hearts, octopuses have nine brains.


265. The bony-eared assfish has the smallest brain-to-body ratio of any animal.


266. The first known victim of a shark attack was Tsukumo 24, a 3, 000-year-old skeleton discovered in Japan. The man had 790 injuries and puncture wounds that showed he was fatally attacked, possibly by a tiger shark.


267. Pompeii worms have adapted to survive in deep-sea vents in the Pacific Ocean. The worms are insulated with strings of bacteria, which allows them to survive in water that reaches temperatures of 80°C (176°F).


268. During a dive, a blue whale’s heartbeat slows down to between four and eight beats a minute – sometimes as slow as just twice a minute. For context, an adult human’s resting heart rate is 60–100 beats a minute.


269. A single oyster can filter 227l (60 gallons) of water a day.


270. Parrotfish surround themselves with a cocoon of mucus before going to sleep. This stops their scent from being detected and deters parasites.


271. Mantis shrimps smash into their prey at speeds of up to 83kph (51mph). The swiftness of the strike causes a huge following force that has the effect of a second hit.


272. Dominant embryos of the sand tiger shark will eat their siblings before they are born.


273. Despite the commonly held belief that fish have terrible memories, some have been shown to have excellent recall. Cleaner fish can recognize their regular ‘clients’ out of hundreds of different fish. They can even distinguish themselves in a photo indicating they have a mental image of themselves as humans do.


274. The desert pupfish is surely the hardiest freshwater fish around. It can tolerate temperatures as low as 4°C (39°F) and as high as 45°C (113°F). It can survive in fresh, brackish or salt water with oxygen concentrations as low as 0.13ppm.


275. Named after the city of Leeds, UK, the Leedsichthys – an inhabitant of mid- to late-Jurassic oceans – may be the largest fish ever to have existed. No full fossil has ever been found, but one estimate suggests they could reach 27.6m (91ft), which is six times the size of the average female great white shark.


276. Herring communicate through farts – pushing out air from their anus in fast repetitive ticks (FRTs). On one occasion, the Swedish naval defence mistook the noise of a frightened school of herring farting for the noise of Russian submarines!


277. Dolphins can get kidney stones. We know this thanks to the US Navy, which uses dolphins to find underwater mines, and funds research into dolphin care. Treatment for the prevention and cure of dolphin kidney stones could have benefits for human sufferers in the future.


278. The Nile crocodile has a bite force of 5,000psi. That’s eight times more powerful than the bite of a great white shark – and way more than a human’s 162psi!


279. A blue whale consumes 20–50 million calories a day, which is the equivalent of between 8,000 and 20,000 pizzas.


280. Colossal squid are, well, colossal, weighing in at half a metric tonne. Their eyes are the biggest of any animal that ever lived, with a diameter of 30–40cm (12–16in) – bigger than the average dinner plate.


281. A company called Whooshh has solved the problem of dams getting in the way of migrating salmon. The Whooshh Passage Portal – also known as the ‘salmon cannon’ – is a long, irrigated tube over a dam. The salmon swim into it, and a pressure differential shoots them through to the other side, completely unharmed.


282. Ronan, a Californian sea lion, was the first non-human species to keep the beat. Scientists trained her to bob her head to music. She soon learned to adapt her beats to music of different tempos that she hadn’t heard before.


283. When Harris, an Asian short-clawed otter, lost his partner Apricot, staff at the Cornish Seal Sanctuary created a profile for him on a fake dating site called ‘Fishing for Love’. ‘Looking to find a significant otter,’ Harris claimed he was very attentive and loved a cuddle. And it worked, as he made a successful match with Pumpkin from Sea Life Scarborough!


284. Urechis unicinctus is a species of marine worm commonly known as the fat innkeeper worm or penis fish. These 10–30-cm (4–12-in) worms are eaten raw with salt and sesame in Korea, or stir fried in China.


285. Horseshoe crabs have inhabited the world’s seas for more than 450 million years. Their blood is bright blue and extremely sensitive to toxic bacteria. This makes it useful in checking vaccines for contamination.


286. Crocodiles eat rocks to help them stay below the surface of the water and to keep them stable in currents when their lungs are full of air.


287. All the swans in Britain, as well as all the whales, dolphins and sturgeon, belong to King Charles III.


288. Hagfish are the only animals we know of that have a skull but no spine. They also have four hearts (one main and three auxiliary hearts).


289. Baird’s beaked whales (also known as northern giant beak-nosed whales) can have up to 13 stomachs. Their main and pyloric stomachs are connected by an average of eight chambers, but sometimes up to 11.


290. More than half of the oxygen we breathe is created by the photosynthesis of marine animals such as phytoplankton.


291. Crocodile icefish of Antarctica do not have red blood cells. Nearly all the 16 species have clear blood because the icy water in which they swim is so oxygenated that the fish don’t need haemoglobin to transport it. It travels to the muscles in clear plasma.


292. The sex of most turtles, crocodiles and alligators is determined by the temperature of the developing eggs. Below 27.7°C (82°F), turtle eggs contain males and those above 31°C (89°F) females. Anything in between will be a mix of genders.


293. Octopuses have blue blood thanks to a protein called haemocyanin, which contains copper. Copper is better at transporting oxygen than iron, which is found in haemoglobin in low temperatures.


294. Whale sharks are known as the biggest fish in the oceans, but they are also remarkable travellers. One female, called Anne, was tracked from the coast of Panama to the Pacific coast of Guam and the Mariana Trench over two years and three months – a staggering distance of more than 20,000km (12,500 miles).


295. Paul the Octopus was a resident of Sea Life, Oberhausen, Germany. He became famous for his accurate predictions of the 2010 World Cup. His keeper presented him with two containers of food, decorated with the flags of the countries playing. Whichever container Paul ate from was said to be his prediction of the winner. He accurately predicted the results of seven of Germany’s matches, including their third place win over Uruguay, as well as Spain’s eventual victory in the Final.


296. Sharks are covered in teeth. Instead of scales, they have bony denticles that resemble tiny teeth all over their body. Scientists looking for ways of protecting surfaces against bacteria found that a micro-pattern mirroring a shark’s skin contained 94 per cent fewer MRSA bacteria than a smooth surface.


297. Female sunfish carry more eggs than any other vertebrate – as many as 300 million in their lifetime. The fry of a sunfish weigh less than 1g (0.04oz), but if they reach maturity, they can exceed 1,000kg (2,200lb)!


298. Dolphins have been seen playing catch with a pufferfish, passing it between them like a ball. Some experts think that the dolphins could be enjoying a high from the pufferfish toxins!


299. Water bears (also known as tardigrades or moss piglets) can survive in space. These tiny (0.05–1.2mm/0.002–0.05in), eight-legged creatures look like they’re wearing a slightly deflated fat suit. And they’re practically indestructible. Water bears can e nter a state of cryptobiosis, in which they expel over 90 per cent of the water in their body so their metabolic rate drops to 0.01 per cent of its normal state.


300. The strawberry squid is a deep-sea species that has one enormous yellow eye and one much smaller black eye. The yellow eye looks up for shadows and the black eye looks down for bioluminescence given off by prey.


301. Next time you’re edging towards speeds of 112kph (70mph), consider the fact that a sailfish would be able to keep up with you. The fastest sailfish has been clocked at 109kph (68mph).


302. Scientists from Nara Women’s University in Japan have discovered the existence of two species of sea slug that can sever their own head and regrow their entire body in just 20 days.


303. The loudest animal in nature is the sperm whale, whose clicks can reach 230 decibels. However, each click lasts just 0.0001 seconds.


304. The giant oarfish is the largest bony fish in the sea. Rarely seen, adults can grow up to 11m (36ft) in length. That’s the same as the shark in Jaws 3-D (the biggest of the Jaws sharks).


305. The sarcastic fringehead is an aggressively territorial tube blenny that lives off the coast of California, USA and Baja California, Mexico. When these fish come across another of their species, they open their mouth and greet each other as though they’re kissing. In fact, it’s a competition – the fish with the bigger mouth wins and the smaller-mouthed fish makes a fast retreat.


306. Sharks are the only fish to have eyelids.


307. In the world of fish, the fangtooth has the largest teeth in proportion to its size. Their teeth are so large that fangtooths have evolved to have sockets on either side of their skull to house them when their mouth is closed.


308. Fish can get sunburned. Worryingly, Koi carp kept in shallow ponds with little-to-no shade are particularly susceptible to the dangers of sunlight.


309. The stonefish is the most venomous fish in the sea. The pain of its sting is said to be worse than childbirth. Stonefish venom can cause necrosis, muscle paralysis and even death (although that is rare).


310. A blue whale can hold 80,000l (21,134 gallons) of water in its mouth. By contrast, you can hold about 0.072l (0.019 gallons).


311. In 2004, Rob Howe was swimming off the coast of New Zealand with his daughter and friends when some dolphins joined them. The dolphins circled the swimmers and when they tried to move away, two bigger dolphins herded them back. Rob suddenly realized that beyond the circle of dolphins was a 3-m (10-ft) great white shark. The dolphins circled and slapped their tails until the shark swam off.


312. Coral reefs make up less than 1 per cent of the world’s oceans, yet they are home to 25 per cent of all marine life.


313. In 1989, Gilberto ‘Chito’ Shedden, a Costa Rican fisherman and tour guide, found an injured crocodile that had been shot. Naming the croc Pocho, Chito nursed him back to health, feeding him chicken and fish, swimming with him – and even cuddling him! When he was fully recovered, Pocho refused to return to the wild, preferring to stay with his saviour. They perormed a regular Sunday afternoon show for tourists. Pocho died of natural causes in 2011 and his remains are on display in the town museum.


314. Lobsters pee out of their faces! They release urine through holes called nephrophores located near their eyes.


315. If you weighed all of the 700 trillion krill in the Southern Ocean, it would weigh the same as all the humans in the world (around 400 million tonnes/44o million tons).


316. In 2000, John Kevin Hines tried to end his own life by throwing himself off the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco, USA. After he hit the water, a sea lion came to help him, keeping him afloat until he could be rescued. Hines has since become a suicide-prevention speaker.


317. Many crabs have teeth in their stomach to grind food, but scientists at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography in La Jolla, California, found that ghost crabs also use these teeth to growl when threatened, and to communicate.


318. Dolphins have better memories than elephants. Researchers have found that they can remember individual whistles from other dolphins for up to 20 years.


319. If manatees find an alligator in their way, they will simply nudge it to the side and the alligator will let them through.


320. Orcas have learned to mimic the clicks and whistles of dolphins when the two animals were cross-socialized.


321. Scientists revived an example of the multicellular creature bdelloidea after it had been frozen in Siberian permafrost for 24,000 years.


322. The tallest penguin ever to have existed, Palaeeudyptes klekowskii, was 2m (6.6ft) tall. However, this species isn’t the biggest penguin ever. That honour goes to the hefty Kumimanu fordycei, which could weigh up to 150kg (330lb). For comparison, the largest penguin you can see today (the emperor penguin) is 1.3m (4.3ft) and weighs 23kg (50lb).


323. Hippopotamuses produce their own sunblock. They secrete a highly useful combination of red and orange mucus-like liquid that contains light-scattering structures as well as an acid that acts as a powerful antibiotic.


324. A lungfish called Granddad was gifted to the Shedd Aquarium in Chicago, USA, in 1933. He died 84 years later at an estimated age of 109, making him the oldest known fish in the world.


325. Similar to the rings on a tree, you can tell the age of many species of fish by the number of growth rings on their scales.


326. Blackspot angelfish live in groups of five: one blue male that protects the school and four yellow females. When the male dies, the largest female changes sex (and, of course, colour) and takes charge.


327. While humans have around 4,000 taste buds, some catfish may have as many as 175,000. The taste buds are all over their body, with many concentrated in their barbels.


328. Hammerhead sharks seem to be immune to stingray stings. Stingrays are a particular prey of great hammerheads, and there have been a number of sightings of these sharks with stingray barbs in their mouths.


329. Starfish eat by pushing their stomachs through their mouths. They digest the food outside their body and then pull it back through their mouths.


330. After laying and tending their eggs, female octopuses self-destruct. They stop eating and change colour; in some cases they eat their own body parts. Eventually they die.


331. Humboldt penguins do projectile poos! They can propel their faecal bombs away from their nest at speeds of 8kph (5mph). That would be the same as you shooting your poo a distance of 3m (10ft). In their seminal work ‘Projectile Trajectory of Penguin’s Faeces and Rectal Pressure Revisited’, scientists Hiroyuki Tajima and Fumiya Fujisawa worked out that a safety zone for zoo keepers would be 1.34m (4.4ft).


332. The female sunfish can release as many as 300 million eggs at a time.


333. Coral have algae embedded in their cells, and much of the sunlight that hits the coral is taken up by the photosynthetic pigments of the algal symbionts. Any rise in temperatures causes the relationship between algae and coral to break down, leaving their skeletons exposed to light and the risk of potentially fatal coral bleaching. To combat this, on sensing a temperature rise, some coral have taken to producing a type of sunscreen in the form of a vivid, colourful display that attracts the algae back.


334. Researchers from the Alfred Wegener Institute have discovered colonies of fossil-eating sponges with an average age of 300 years! They have been found living just 322km (200 miles) from the North Pole. Carpeting the tops of extinct volcanoes, and with no apparent food in the vicinity, these sponges feed off the fossils of extinct sea worms.


335. The barreleye, or spook fish, has a transparent head. Its eyes peer upwards through this see-through roof!


336. Sea cucumbers can change their spinal structure from solid to liquid and back again. Collagen structures in their body tissue allow them to go from a rigid state to almost liquid in order to ‘pour’ themselves into crevices to avoid predators.


337. Gentoo penguins find the perfect pebble and lay it at their partner’s feet as a love token. Pebbles are vital for these penguins in building nests that will remain dry above the melting snow.


338. In 2022, the Caribbean manatee population rose so significantly that these unusual creatures are no longer on the endangered list.


339. In their lifetime, sharks can get through 25, 000–30,000 teeth.


340. Blobfish don’t have a swim bladder like most bony fish, and they have hardly any muscles or skeleton. They live at extreme depths, snatching any prey that passes by. At such extreme pressures, gas swim bladders would be inefficient, so they have a gelatinous mass, slightly more dense than water, that allows them to float above the sea floor.


341. Fish don’t smell fishy while they’re alive. The chemicals that create the distinctive fishy smell are only created when a fish has died and been out of water for some time, when their flesh starts breaking down.


342. If you keep goldfish in the dark they’ll turn white (don’t try this at home though!).


343. Even when sleeping, the brain of a whale or dolphin is half awake. This prevents the animal from drowning.


344. The oldest known domestic fish was a koi carp called Hanako, which passed away in 1977 at the grand age of 226.


345. The fish-hunting geography cone snail has an unusual way of catching its prey. It releases toxins into water, which fish then take in through their gills. When the fish becomes disorientated, the snail launches a harpoon-like tooth that injects paralysing venom into its victim. The venom is strong enough to kill a human.


346. In 2011, a retired bricklayer named João Pereira de Souza rescued a Magellanic penguin he found covered in oil. He named it Dindim and, after caring for it, he released it back into the wild. Dindim returned every year to visit his saviour.


347. Romans enjoyed feasting on the flesh of the moray eel, so wealthy Romans kept ponds well stocked with the fish. A friend of Emperor Augustus, Publius Vedius Pollio, was known to throw his slaves in the pool if they displeased him, where they ended up as fish food.


348. An emperor penguin can be covered in as many as 150,000 insulating feathers and 30,000 contour feathers.


349. One of the longest coral reefs in the world wasn’t identified until 2016. The 966-km (600-mile) reef lies in the Atlantic Ocean near the delta of the Amazon river.


350. A lungfish can survive out of water for up to a year. When a dry spell is threatened, a lungfish burrows into the soil and surrounds itself with mucus, which dries into a cocoon. There it waits for the waters to return.


351. Starfish don’t have blood or a brain, and their nervous system circles their mouth and runs up each of their arms. Starfish circulate salt water within their body to get the nutrients they need to survive.


352. While at sea, elephant seals nap under water. They take ten-minute snoozes, sinking in a spiral to 350m (1,150ft) below the surface of the water, where they are safe from predators such as sharks and killer whales.


353. According to a UN report, anchovies are the most consumed fish in the world. Around 4.9 million tonnes (5.4 million tons) were caught in 2020.


354. Scientists at the University of Queensland have found a small crab that might help to protect the Great Barrier Reef. Crown-of-thorns starfish prey on coral polyps and can develop into large populations that decimate areas of coral. The red decorator crab has a ferocious appetite for juvenile crown-of-thorns, eating more than five a day, so letting them loose in areas of coral may limit the impact of starfish attacks.


355. The humble sardine appears in a common French expression: ‘C’est la sardine qui a bouché le port de Marseille.’ (It is the sardine that choked the port of Marseille.) This encapsulates the popular belief that the residents of Marseille often exaggerated things and stems from an incident in which a ship called Sartine sank in the harbour mouth.


356. Brigadier Sir Nils Olav III is a king penguin who holds court in Edinburgh Zoo. He is the mascot and colonel-in-chief of the Norwegian King’s Guard. The mascot came to the zoo in 1972 and there have since been two others. They have been promoted every time the King’s Guard visits the Edinburgh Military Tattoo. Sir Nils received his knighthood in 2008!


357. Deep Blue is the largest great white shark ever recorded. First spotted in 2014, she is estimated to be 6.1m (20ft) long and to weigh around 2 tonnes (2.2 tons). That’s about the same size as the fictional shark in the book Jaws, but with a more relaxed temperament, Big Blue is less dangerous around humans.


358. Lobster diver Michael Packard experienced exactly what it was like to be the biblical Jonah. He was diving off of Cape Cod, Massachusetts, USA, in 2021 when a humpback whale tried to swallow him. Thinking at first that he was in the mouth of a shark, Michael felt for teeth and realized it was a whale. He was trapped in there for 30–40 seconds before the whale spat him out!


359. Gentoo penguins can reach top speeds of 35.4kph (22mph) underwater.


360. Humpback and Bryde’s whales use bubbles to hunt. A group of whales will circle beneath their prey, blowing a spiral of bubbles that herds them into a virtual net.


Air


361. Eagles have incredible eyesight. They can see eight times better than a human, allowing them to spot prey from a distance of 3.2km (2 miles).


362. Flamingos can only eat with their head upside down. They are adapted to filter feed and are one of the only animals that can move their top jaw while eating.


363. The Southeast Asian soldier fly is a seemingly unremarkable black fly native to Thailand, but it has the longest Latin name in the animal kingdom, with 50 letters: Parastratiosphecomyia stratiosphecomyioides Brunetti.


364. Dumbledore might be the headmaster of Hogwarts, but the name is an old English word for a bumblebee.


365. The UN estimated that in 2020 there were 33 billion chickens in the world. That’s more than four chickens for every human.


366. Owls don’t have eyeballs. Instead, they have eye tubes that remain static in the eye socket, which is one reason that they can rotate their heads so far.


367. Only female mosquitoes bite humans. They use the protein from the blood to help create eggs. A study in 2000 found that pregnant women attracted twice as many mosquitoes as non-pregnant women.


368. Your hyoid bone is a structure under your jaw that gives the tongue something to attach to. A woodpecker has an incredibly long tongue that allows it to reach into crevices for grubs. In order to accommodate it in a relatively small head, its hyoid bone is attached to its nostrils. This mean its tongue is so long it coils around the back of the bird’s skull and out through its beak.


369. The oldest known Arctic tern lived for 31 years. That might not seem remarkable in itself, but when you consider that this breed migrates north to south across the globe every year, the tern racked up an estimated 680,000km (422,532 miles) in its lifetime on the wing.


370. You might have learned that the fastest bird in flight is the peregrine falcon, but that isn’t technically true. It’s the fastest diving bird – plunging from on high in pursuit of its prey at up to 300kph (186mph). The fastest flying bird is thought to be the white-throated needletail, a type of swift, which has been clocked at horizontal speeds of 169kph (105mph). However, these speeds have not been verified, so the fastest flying bird in horizontal flight is a common swift, which reaches 112kph (70mph). The fastest flying creature overall is not a bird at all. The Brazilian free-tailed bat, can reach 160kph (99mph). For the record, the peregrine falcon’s horizontal speed is a sluggish 110kph (68mph)!


371. A harpy eagle weighs only 5kg (11lb), yet it can carry prey up to twice its own weight – about the size of a beagle.


372. Sandgrouse have an unusual way of ensuring that their chicks are hydrated. They absorb water from a watering hole in their belly feathers, then fly back to the nest where their young suck it out.


373. Owls fly in almost complete silence. Their unique feather structures break up the turbulent air that would normally create a flapping sound. The also have large wings for their size, which allow them to fly unusually slowly (sometimes just 3.2kph/2mph) and glide more often.


374. In most flying birds, the weight of their feathers is more than that of their skeleton.


375. Responding to the Japanese attack on the US naval base at Pearl Harbor in 1941, dentist Lytle S. Adams (a friend of the first lady, Eleanor Roosevelt) wrote to the president suggesting that the USA drop incendiary ‘bat bombs’ on Tokyo, where buildings were mainly wooden. Testing didn’t always go well. In one incident, armed bats were mistakenly released; they nested under fuel tanks on an air base, eventually causing an explosion that destroyed the test range. In the end, the project was cancelled in favour of developing the more decisive atom bomb.


376. It takes 12 bees their entire lives to produce one teaspoon of honey.


377. Ravens have a fascinating symbiotic relationship with wolves. In Yellowstone Park, USA, wolves will share a kill with these super-intelligent birds, and ravens have even been seen mimicking a wolf howl to attract wolves to a carcass to gain access to the meat within.


378. The ribbon-tailed astrapia is a striking bird of paradise found in the highlands of Papua New Guinea. The male of the species is remarkable for its two long tail feathers – the longest in relation to body size of any bird at over three times the length of the body.


379. Mary of Exeter was a pigeon that flew many missions in World War II, carrying messages to and from France. During this time, she was attacked by a German war hawk and her neck and breast were badly damaged; part of her wing was shot off, and pellets were removed from her body; she was hit by shrapnel and needed a special collar for her head; she even survived her loft being bombed. Mary was awarded the Dickin Medal in 1945 for outstanding war service, and she is buried in Ilford Animal Cemetery, UK.


380. Many earwigs are caring mothers, guarding, cleaning, moving and protecting their eggs – perhaps more than any other insect. But female hump earwigs make the ultimate sacrifice. When they hatch, young hump earwigs commit matriphagy – that is, they eat their mother. She makes a meal full of calories and nutrients, giving her offspring the best start she can.


381. A butterfly’s proboscis doesn’t have taste buds. Instead, butterflies taste through chemoreceptors on their feet.


382. Scientists in Australia believe that bees understand the concept of zero – the difference between something and nothing. This is a feat that humans took millennia to come to terms with, and was previously thought to only be understood by dolphins, birds and primates, as well as humans.


383. A fly’s eye has anywhere between 3,000 and 6,000 lenses.


384. A toucan’s mating ritual involves tossing pieces of fruit back and forth to one another.


385. Crows hold grudges. Researchers in the USA carried out experiments in which they trapped crows while wearing different rubber masks. The crows remembered the ‘faces’ and scolded the researchers when they approached later wearing the same masks. The crows even seemed to pass on this information about who was responsible for their bad experiences, as more crows joined in the scolding when the masked humans went near. They had good memories too – they remembered the masks a full year later!


386. Many albatrosses form same-sex partnerships, perhaps because males and females look very similar. Studies of a large colony of birds in Hawaii, USA, showed that many pairs hatching and raising chicks were made up of two females. These big birds are also extremely faithful, with pairs staying together for up to 19 years.


387. Certain biting midges can beat their wings at around 1,000 cycles per second, a faster wing beat than any other creature.


388. Harry Potter’s owl Hedwig was played by seven different snowy owls in the movies, but an owl named Gizmo had the most screen time. The author of the books, J. K. Rowling, admits she made a few mistakes with the depiction of Hedwig: snowy owls are virtually mute, so Hedwig wouldn’t have hooted or chirruped, and they are also diurnal, so wouldn’t usually fly by night. But we won’t get too analytical – this is a magic owl, after all.


389. Studies of the green-rumped parrotlet have found that each parrot has its own signature call, which effectively means that these parrots name their babies!


390. Common swifts can stay in the air for 10 months without stopping.


391. Japanese honeybees kill hornets by cooking them in vibrating bee balls. The bees’ stingers can’t penetrate a hornet, so instead they swarm around the attacker and vibrate until the hornet dies. They manage to do this without getting overheated to the point of endangering themselves.


392. Dragonflies can see in all directions at the same time. They can also see colours that humans can’t detect, including ultraviolet and polarized light.


393. Trevor Mallard was known as ‘the loneliest duck in the world’. He got blown off course and ended up stranded on the tiny Pacific island of Niue. There are no rivers or streams on the island, so Trevor survived in a puddle that was occasionally refilled by firefighters. He was something of a local celebrity until his death in 2019.
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394. Every May since 1984, the World Series of Birding is held, where birdwatchers compete to find the most species in a 24-hour period in the state of New Jersey, USA. The record stands at an impressive 231 species in 2003. The competition has raised millions of dollars for bird conservation.


395. In 1833, Charles Darwin ate a bird that he had thought was an ostrich. At the end of the meal, it dawned on the naturalist that in fact it may have been a rare bird that he had been trying to locate for some time. He gathered up the bones and sent them for analysis, which showed that it was indeed a lesser rhea (Rhea darwinii).


396. There are around 50 billion birds in the world – that’s 6.2 birds for every human.


397. Zebra finches are among the fastest-maturing birds on the planet, ready to breed at just 80 days old.


398. Hummingbirds can not only fly backwards, they are also the only birds that can fly upside down!


399. The world’s largest wasp is the Asian giant hornet, which is around 4.5cm (1¾in) long, with a 6-mm (¼-in) stinger. To add to its formidable nature, this hornet is reported to have sprayed its venom into people’s eyes on occasion.


400. Creatures that have a high metabolic rate and a small body size, such as house flies, can see in slow motion. These animals have a high ‘critical flicker fusion’ (CFF) and can perceive rapid changes in their visual field.


401. Bees can get hangovers! If the nectar in a flower has absorbed moisture, it can give way to yeast, turning it into a type of liquor. This can give an unsuspecting bee a two-day hangover, making them aggressive and less effective at foraging.


402. The kãkãpō is a rare flightless bird from New Zealand. In an effort to increase the kãkãpō population, a competition was held to find the country’s ‘Saxiest Saxophonist’ to play to the birds during breeding season. Piers Dashfield won and – while not entirely scientific – his sultry sax-playing must have got the birds in the mood, as 76 chicks were recorded that year!


403. The death’ s-head hawkmoth can mimic the scent of bees in order to infiltrate a hive and steal honey without being stung. All hawkmoth species also have an unusual habit of chirruping when irritated.


404. Birds can’t fart! They have a short digestive tract and defecate frequently, which means there’s no time for gas to build up.


405. Go-away birds, including the bare-faced go-away-bird, are indigenous to southern Africa. They get their name from their distinctive warning call, which sounds like the words ‘go away’.


406. Bonehouse wasps choose a grisly form of home insulation! They stuff the walls of their nests with dead ants in order to disguise their scent from predators.


407. The grey parrot Alex (an acronym for avian language/learning experiment) was the subject of a 30-year research programme by two US universities. Through training, he acquired a vocabulary of over 100 words and he could label objects according to their shape, colour and material. Looking in a mirror, he asked the question ‘What colour?’ – the first non-human species ever to have asked a question – and learned that he was grey.


408. Research suggests that zebra finches choose mates based on their personality, not their looks or physique. These finches are entirely monogamous, sticking with one partner for life.


409. Jackdaws glare to scare off rivals. Their white irises surrounding dark pupils makes their stare truly intimidating!


410. Woodcocks fly more slowly than any other bird, averaging speeds of just 8kph (5mph).


411. Vampire bats, the only bat species to feed on mammals, walk on the ground to find their prey. They will find a horse or cow and use special pads on their nose to detect the blood flow under the animal’s skin. They use their incredibly sharp teeth to create a wound, then lap up the blood.


412. Great frigatebirds can sleep on the wing, taking a series of 10-second power naps so that they can stay aloft for up to two months at a time. This is important, as frigatebirds can’t swim and have very little oil to protect their feathers, so they would drown if they had to land on water.


413. The giant African swallowtail butterfly is so poisonous that it has no known enemies. It is believed to get its toxicity as a caterpillar, when it feeds on the leaves of the vine Strophanthus gratus, which contains high levels of ouabain. Somali tribesmen use ouabain to poison their darts, and an arrow thickly laced with ouabain can kill a hippopotamus.


414. Belgian scientists have discovered that roosters don’t go deaf from their own crowing because when they open their mouths fully, it blocks off their ear canals. This protects them from the 100-decibel blast of their chorus.


415. The Alaptus fairy fly is the smallest known flying insect, measuring just 0.18mm (0.007in).


416. Japanese and Chinese scientists studying preserved bones believe that geese were the first birds to be domesticated, 7,000 years ago.


417. Puffins use sticks to have a good scratch! Scientists from Oxford University in the UK have found two instances of puffins using sticks for grooming purposes, in Wales and Iceland.


418. For a little bird, the pectoral sandpiper is extraordinarily well travelled. With nesting grounds in Russia and Alaska and wintering grounds in South America and Australia, some sandpipers will fly more than 30,000km (19,000 miles) every year.


419. Queen Alexandra’s birdwing is the biggest butterfly in the world. Its wingspan stretches 28cm (11in), the same as a common blackbird.


420. The closest evolutionary relatives of the bird of paradise family are crows and jays (Corvidae).


421. Researchers in Tel Aviv have decoded communications between Egyptian fruit bats . . . and it turns out they argue a lot! The bats complain about food and argue about their position in the sleeping huddle and unwanted amorous advances.


422. There is a species of Australian wasp called Aha ha. Entomologist Arnold Menke named the species as a joke because when opening a package containing insect specimens he exclaimed, ‘Aha, a new genus!’ His colleague Eric Grissell responded, ‘ha!’.


423. Houseflies beat their wings at a rate of 190 times per second, which the human brain interprets as the musical key F major.


424. Daurian redstarts build their nests close to or within human settlements to avoid cuckoos – which avoid populated areas – laying eggs in them.


425. A pipistrelle bat can eat over 3,000 insects a night.


426. The largest flying bird in the world barks and gives rides to smaller birds! Found throughout southern Africa, male kori bustards can weigh up to 19kg (42lb). They make barking sounds when threatened and carmine bee-eaters often ride on their backs to take advantage of them striding across the plain, dislodging insects.


427. The sword-billed hummingbird is the only bird whose beak is larger than its body (although that’s only if you discount the tail).


428. A colony of bees flies the equivalent of the Earth to the Moon each day in search of food.


429. It is believed that houseflies defecate every time they land, even if it’s on their own food.


430. Maribou storks will stand at the edge of grass fires to scoop up the animals fleeing the fire.


431. When threatened, the caterpillar of the elephant hawk-moth swells up to resemble the head of a snake.


432. The screech of a greater bulldog bat, although imperceptible to the human ear, can reach 140 decibels. That’s just three decibels less than the loudest concert ever recorded – by Swedish heavy rock band Sleazy Joe in 2008.Monarch butterflies migrate more than 4,000km (2,500 miles) from North America to hibernate in the forests of Mexico.


433. Sharpshooters may only be 1.3cm (½in) long, but that can cause enormous damage to vineyards. Their diet is 95 per cent water, so they urinate 300 times a day. Their anal stylus acts like a catapult, flinging droplets of pee away from their body at an extreme velocity.


434. Fulmar chicks will projectile vomit a foul-smelling, oily substance onto predatory birds. This can stick to the aggressor’s feathers so they no longer work. The word ‘fulmar’ means ‘foul gull’.


435. Female dragonflies will sometimes fake their own death to avoid the unwanted attentions of a male. A study at the University of Zurich noted females crashing to the ground until unwanted males have departed.


436. The stomach of a vulture contains extremely strong acid, 100 times more concentrated than human gastric juices. This allows them to eat putrid carcasses that other animals would not be able to digest. It also kills off cholera and anthrax bacteria.


437. Although moths have no noses, they can track the scent of a female moth’s pheromones from 11km (7 miles) away thanks to the feathery tips of their antenna.


438. Rather than breathe in and out through the same pathway, birds have unidirectional breathing through a respiratory loop. As a result, their respiratory system takes up 20 per cent of their body. The human respiratory system takes up only 5 per cent of the body.


439. It is estimated that in the USA, domestic cats kill 1.3–4 billion birds every year. In the UK this figure is 27 million.


440. A harpy eagle’s talons are bigger than the claws of most bear species. They can grow to 13cm (5in) long, which is the same as the claw of an adult Kodiak bear – the biggest species of brown bear.


441. A male bee hummingbird only weighs an average of 1.95g (0.069oz), making it the smallest bird in the world.


442. Honeybees are incredible architects. The honeycomb they create is made of precise hexagons. Although the walls are only 1mm (0.04in) thick, the structure is super-strong and the design means that no space is wasted.


443. The malleefowl, a chicken-sized ground-dwelling bird from Australia, is famous for having the largest nests in the animal kingdom. These are built on a bed of rotting compost, which keeps the eggs incubated at a constant temperature of 33°C (91°F).


444. Scandinavian fieldfares will defend their young from other birds by ganging up and driving attackers to the ground, then defecating on them! This can soak the attacking bird’s wings and prevent it from flying, which can prove fatal.


445. Oilbirds are the only nocturnal fruit-eating bird in the world, and one of only a few bird species that use echolocation to navigate, like bats.


446. Although chickens are the most populous domesticated bird in the world, the most common undomesticated bird is the red-billed quelea, sometimes referred to as the ‘feathered locust’. The population peaks at an estimated 1.5 billion.


447. One red-eyed vireo – a warbler-like American songbird – was reported to have sung 22,000 times over a period of 10 hours.


448. Kiwis are the only bird to have nostrils at the end of their beak. This helps them detect food among the leaf litter.


449. Dragonflies might be the most efficient predators in the animal kingdom. They eat flies, ants, mosquitoes, wasps and bees, and because of their incredible eyesight and ability to predict the movement of their targets, they have a 95 per cent success rate. That’s three times as successful as domestic cats, twice as successful as great white sharks and even more successful than African wild dogs, which have an impressive 85 per cent success rate themselves!


450. The endangered little brown bat of North America can eat as many as 1,000 mosquitoes in an hour.


451. Urohidrosis is the rather disgusting habit that vultures and some storks have to keep themselves cool in high temperatures. They pee and poo on their own legs, so the evaporated liquid cools them down in a similar way to sweat.


452. Researchers have found that pigeons will take a gamble. When faced with the choice to peck a key that would consistently give them three pellets or one that would give them the occasional 10 pellets, but fewer overall, the pigeons chose the latter.


453. Ducks have been seen surfing in New Zealand. No one knows if they are finding food or just trying to move through the water more quickly.


454. Bat pups can be up to a third of the size of the mother when they are born – they’re so big that the unborn bats can be seen moving around under the mother’s skin.


455. Although eating a goose at Christmas is a tradition in many households, it’s best to avoid eating a spur-winged goose. These large wetland birds of sub-Saharan Africa are toxic thanks to their diet of blister beetles, which secrete a substance called cantharidin – 10mg (0.0004oz) of which can kill a human.


456. Like humans, chickens go through a phase of REM (rapid eye movement) sleep.


457. Cicadas can live for up to 17 years, which is one of the longest lifespans of any insect (although most of that time is spent as a nymph underground).


458. One of the oldest birds ever to have lived was Cocky Bennett, a sulphur-crested cockatoo, who died in 1916 at the age of 119. He was the talkative companion of Captain Ellis for 78 years and was a popular face at the Sea Breeze Hotel, New South Wales, Australia, where he was affectionately known as Cock of the Bar.


459. Wild turkeys can fly at 80kph (50mph).


460. The lyrebird – a large songbird from Australia – is probably the greatest impressionist in the natural world. Lyrebirds can mimic whole flocks of birds or raptors to avoid predation. They can also recreate the sound of camera shutters, car alarms, crying babies, chainsaws and jackhammers.


461. Owls can turn their heads 270 degrees thanks to a neck that contains twice as many vertebrae as a human’s. The owl’s arteries expand to get enough blood to its large head during neck rotations.


462. Brazil is planning to open a mosquito farm in the near future, with the aim of releasing insects that have been adapted to contain a Wolbachia bacterium, which will stop the mosquitoes transmitting viruses such as dengue fever.


463. Flamingos aren’t born pink. They hatch as white or grey, only developing their rosy hue thanks to their diet of algae and shrimp.


464. Amazonian butterflies have been observed gathering the mineral sodium they need in an interesting way – they flutter around terrapins and drink their tears.


465. Golden eagles have been seen knocking goats off of cliffs and eating them afterwards.


466. Mozart had a pet starling that he adored. On its death, the great composer arranged a funeral procession, buried the bird in the garden with a proper gravestone and wrote a funeral poem that included the words: ‘Gentle Reader! Shed a tear, / For he was dear, / Sometimes a bit too jolly / And, at times, quite folly, / But nevermore / A bore.’


467. Emus are the only birds with calf muscles.


468. Who killed Cock Robin? Well possibly another Robin! That lovely red breast on a robin is a warning to other birds. European robins are so territorial that they will attack their own reflection, tufts of red feathers or even stuffed robins. It is thought that around 10 per cent of all male robin deaths are caused by other robins.


469. The most common way to make flu vaccines is by injecting the virus into fertilized chicken eggs.


470. In 2016, a swarm of around 20,000 bees followed a car in Pembrokeshire, Wales, for two days. It turned out that the queen bee was stuck in the boot!


471. Some birds – such as jays, cardinals, wood pigeons and woodpeckers – indulge in ‘anting’, whereby they rub ants around their feathers and skin. The formic acid from the ants may rid the bird of parasites.


472. Herring gulls don’t like being stared at! During experiments, gulls that were stared at didn’t approach the food, or they approached a lot more slowly than those that weren’t under a human’s gaze. Remember that next time you’re trying to enjoy your chips at the seaside!


473. Five grey parrots at a wildlife centre in Lincolnshire, UK, had to be separated because they kept encouraging each other to swear. Their language was considered inappropriate in front of the children who visited the centre!


474. In 2015, a Pakistani pigeon was arrested in India on suspicion of spying. The bird had a message in Urdu stamped on it, and while police couldn’t find anything unusual, they detained the bird and logged it as ‘suspected spy’. The pigeon was later deemed not to be a threat to national security and released.


Plants and fungi


475. One out of every three mouthfuls of food we eat depends on pollinators such as bees. And 90 per cent of plants and 75 per cent of crops depend on animal pollination.


476. Eight-five per cent of all plant life is in the oceans.


477. The largest organism on earth is a mushroom – specifically Armillaria ostoyae, or honey fungus. A bloom of Armillaria in Oregon’s Blue Mountains was estimated to cover an area of 9.7km2 (3.7 square miles)!


478. The oldest organism on the planet is a Great Basin bristlecone pine tree in California’s White Mountains. It is an estimated 5,067 years old – older than the pyramids at Giza. However, scientists estimate that the above-mentioned honey fungus is at least 2,400 years old and may even be as old as 8,650 years.


479. The capsaicin compound in chillies does not dissolve in water, but it does in fats. That’s why it’s better to drink milk (or yoghurt, or even olive oil) to ease the pain of a red-hot chilli pepper.


480. Native to the Seychelles, Lodoicea maldivica, or coco-de-mer, is famed for producing the largest and heaviest seeds in the world. Each can weigh up to 25kg (55lb), which is roughly the same weight as an eight-year-old boy.


481. The tomato is by far the most popular fruit in the world, with 37 million tonnes (41 million tons) consumed globally each year. In the UK, tomato consumption is around 8.3kg (18lb) – or 100 average-sized tomatoes – per person per year. In the USA it’s around 8.6kg (19lb) per year. China is by far the biggest producer of the fruit, growing 60 million tonnes (66 million tons) each year.


482. Carrots were originally purple! Yellow and purple varieties were grown in ancient Persia, and it was only when Dutch cultivators started experimenting with mutant strains of purple, yellow and white varieties that they developed a root crop that was sweeter and more durable . . . and orange.


483. In 2005, an anonymous bidder bought a flower for 1.68 million yuan (US$246,000/£202,000). The plant, which blooms every five years, was a completely human-made flower called the Shenzhen Nongke orchid and was the result of eight years’ research.


484. The Vegetable Lamb of Tartary, or Barometz, was a legendary plant that people once believed grew lambs! It was first popularized in Europe in a 14th-century book entitled The Travels of Sir John Mandeville, and belief in this weird vegetable persisted into the 16th century. Erasmus Darwin (grandfather of Charles) even refers to it in his 1781 work The Botanic Garden.


485. A relation of the blueberry, the amazing Monotropa, or ghost plant, requires no sunlight to survive. It thrives in darkness and feeds off fungi on the forest floor. Native Americans used the plant to treat eye infections, convulsions and toothache, and poet Emily Dickinson was so enamoured of the flowers that they featured on the cover of her first collection of poetry.


486. Often regarded as nothing more than a common weed, dandelions are incredibly useful. Not only are they great for biodiversity, attracting bees, butterflies and other pollinators, they are also good for ‘healing’ hard, dry soil by sending their long roots down into the ground, breaking it up and drawing up calcium, which benefits other plants. Parts of dandelions are also known to fight inflammation and promote liver and kidney health.


487. Titum arum, better known as the corpse flower or carrion flower, grows up to 3m (10ft) high and can weigh as much as 77kg (170lb). It gets its common name from its terrible smell, which resembles that of putrid flesh. The unsavoury odour attracts flies and beetles as pollinators.


488. Legend has it that in 1868 an Australian orchard owner called Maria Ann Smith spotted potential in a seedling that had grown beneath her kitchen window after she had thrown out some French crab-apple cores. Granny Smith apples are now one of the most popular varieties in the world.


489. Algae is so good at reducing carbon dioxide that it may have inadvertently caused an ice age. Azolla blooms occurred in the Arctic Ocean around 50 million years ago. As they sank to the sea floor, they drew down carbon dioxide. This ‘Azolla Effect’ may have caused a drop in temperatures that scientists now call the Late Cenozoic Ice Age.
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