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To my parents, whose love of interesting things created a curious thing.






INTRODUCTION


‘When you run into something interesting, drop everything else and study it.’ B. F. Skinner (1904-1990)



Look, I know what you’re thinking. In all likelihood it’s something along the lines of What kind of pompous idiot declares his book to be the most interesting?1 The thing is, I knew the idea would be trouble the moment I jotted it down years ago. Which is why I immediately started writing it.

This is a book for everyone, everywhere, interested in anything. It’s a book that started life as a box. Labelled ‘Interesting Things’, it was begun as a hobby while growing up in a rare bookshop as the son of an antiquarian dealer. From maps showing South American giants, to witch-hunting manuals, to shipwreck diaries written in penguin blood, every kind of oddity crosses the rare-book counter at one time or another. Like a caffeinated lepidopterist2 you feel compelled to net and note down every variety of the curious and peculiar, with no particular agenda other than to simply record their existence before they disappear again behind the closed doors of private collections.

When I moved to London to work for an auctioneering company, Interesting Things and its bulk of notebooks, folders and hard drives came with me, and it was a note from these that gave me the idea for my first book, Fox Tossing, Octopus Wrestling and Other Forgotten Sports. Subsequent books have been both inspired and fattened by its ever-growing scraps of notes, photocopies, newspaper clippings, academic articles and illustrations along the way. This caught the attention of the producers of the BBC TV show QI, for whom I researched and wrote scripts for six series of the show as a so-called ‘QI Elf’.3

But it’s with this book that the Interesting Things have their own volume, spilling out across the pages of a compilation devoted solely to the most fascinating information. This is, of course, a tricky metric to apply because, like attractiveness, interestingness is thought of as subjective. (If beauty is in the eye of the beholder, then interest is in the eye of the book-holder.) But this compendium is built on the idea that this is only true up to a point, because some things – like the petrichor scent of woodland after rainfall, or the swelling harmony of an orchestra warming up – are just objectively, undeniably beautiful. And some things are indisputably interesting: whether it’s the fact that sharks are older than trees (see page 134); or that Siberian trees turn to glass to survive the winter (see page 297). That in 2017 the geographical centre of North America was discovered to be – by complete coincidence – the town of Center, North Dakota (see page 219). That inside edible figs is a dead wasp (see page 227), or that a dead King Tutankhamun was mummified with a ninety-degree erection and appears to have spontaneously combusted inside his sarcophagus (see page 49). Things like these prod the brain’s curiosity cortex like pokers stirring embers, and the hope is that with this book you will be provided with the greatest possible density of interestingness-per-square-inch that a book can wrestle between its boards. ‘Curiosity is the thirst of the soul; it inflames and torments us, and makes us taste every thing with joy,’ wrote Samuel Johnson (who no doubt would have added that this goes double for flaming pharaohs with raging stiffies had he thought of it at the time).4

In keeping with the poor decision-making responsible for the outrageous title of this book, and indeed the previous sentence, this is a volume of calculated risks. There are no chapters, for one. Honestly, it felt like they would just get in the way. Rather than corral the fidgeting material into fifteen or so vague categories, risking both repetition and a more pleasant reading experience, instead a kind of magnetised chaos was plumped for, in the true spirit of the miscellany genre (and what the poet Louis MacNeice called ‘the drunkenness of things being various’).

Each curious story, fact, or illustration is slotted beside a thematically connected companion in a great chain that leads around the world and back and forth through time. This loosely threaded mayhem is what I have always loved about the genre. A miscellany should be a paper wonder-palace to be explored endlessly, with hallways so long and winding and madly decorated that you happily resign yourself to its labyrinth. Repeat readings should be rewarded, so that on each browsing one finds new things to savour. You’ll notice this philosophy in several excessive features – the overabundance of footnotes, for one. Sometimes there are footnotes to these footnotes (‘toe-notes’, can we call them?), like scribbled napkins spilling from an obsessive’s pocket.5
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The curiosity room of Italian apothecary Ferrante Imperato, a collection of his own ‘interesting things’, at the Palazzo Gravina in Naples in 1599.



Whether it’s the story of the hair-cutting bandit known as the Phantom Barber of Pascagoula (see page 126); the pirates who rode sheep (see page 94); how Kurt Vonnegut’s father lifted a seven-storey building into the air, or his brother’s involvement with a chicken cannon (see page 218); or the story of how Jesus Christ secretly fled from crucifixion to live a long life in Japan (where today you can find his grave and accompanying gift shop, see pages 85-86), over time each Interesting Thing snapped into place beside its thematic neighbour like Lego bricks in a washing machine.6

My sincere hope is that this book will provide entertainment and distraction with plenty to find interesting on just about everything; and ultimately come as close as possible to fulfilling the promise of its title.
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KEY TO SYMBOLS USED IN THIS BOOK

[image: ] Inventions and theories [image: ] Science and medicine [image: ]The body [image: ] Geography [image: ] Space [image: ] Letters, books and documents [image: ] Entertainment [image: ] Animals and creatures [image: ] Love and sex [image: ] Death and the after-life [image: ] War [image: ] Politics, money and power [image: ] Food and drink [image: ] Religion [image: ] Transport [image: ] Plants [image: ]Arts

SOME INTERESTING NUMBERS BEFORE WE GET STARTED

0

Population of the town of Nothing, Arizona, USA.

0.5

Per cent of the global male population descended from Genghis Khan.

0.7

Per cent of the global population that are drunk right now.

2

Number of chromosomes a potato has more than a human.

2

Per cent of Belgians who know their national anthem.

2

Number of psychiatrists working in Liberia at the time of writing.

2

Number of hats often worn concurrently by Leo Tolstoy.

3

Number of kneecaps possessed by the tennis player Andy Murray.

4

Number of nipples possessed by the singer Harry Styles.

6

Total number of years that the average person spends dreaming.

007

Dialling code used by someone in Britain to call someone in Russia.

10

Per cent of surveyed Americans that believe HTML is a sexually transmitted disease.

19

Number of swords the nineteenth-century showman Chevalier Cliquot could swallow simultaneously.

20

Number of the largest ships in the world that together produce more pollution than all the world’s cars combined.

20

Per cent of British teenagers who think Winston Churchill is a fictional character.

28

Litres of blood drawn from Saddam Hussein to use as ink to write his own Qur’an.

30

Duration in minutes of a male ladybird’s orgasm.

30

Average number of tornadoes reported in the UK each year.

42.5

Per cent of The Last Supper that is Leonardo’s remaining original work.

43

Number of injured participants at the 2020 Mexican ‘Festival of the Exploding Hammers’, where people hit things with explosive-strapped hammers.

50

Per cent of human DNA shared with bananas.

54

Number of chromosomes a carp has more than a human.

55

Number of Maltesers that Ed Sheeran can fit into his mouth.

67

Number of microbe species living in the average belly button7.

75

Per cent of silent-era movies that are lost (50 per cent of sound-era films made pre-1950 are lost).

86

Per cent of Fortune 500 executives that cheat at golf.

92

Per cent of the Chinese population who are lactose intolerant.

97.5

Per cent of DNA shared by humans and mice.

106

Number of acres spanned by a single tree named Pando, a male quaking aspen, in Utah, USA.

145

Number of soiled underpants that Tutankhamun was buried with.

320

Amount of times more powerful that the bite of a Galapagos ground finch, pound-for-pound, is than the bite of a Tyrannosaurus rex.

375

Number of days the average person spends doing laundry in their lifetime.

404 

Largest number of people to have dressed as Albert Einstein in one gathering.

400

Number of years the Chinese were printing with moveable type before Gutenberg.

421

Number of Scottish words for snow.

616

The number of the Beast given in the earliest copy of the Book of Revelation, not 666 as commonly thought.

1152.16

Length in metres of the longest salami ever made, by the Belgian company Cock’s Meats.

1511

The heart rate in beats per minute (about twenty-five times per second) of the Etruscan shrew.

3417

Diameter of Hell in miles as estimated by Galileo Galilei in 1588.

10,000

Number of homing pigeons that underwent ‘anal security check for suspicious objects’ ahead of China’s National Day celebrations in 2014.

100,000

Average number of boomerangs imported from Great Britain by Australia annually.

400,000

Average annual number of Shanghai citizens who engage in pet cricket fights.

1,200,000

Average number of people in the air at any given time.

2,000,000

The average age in years of the soil in your garden.

2,400,000

Number of children’s lives saved by Australian James Harrison, who donated his rare type of blood plasma every three weeks between 1954 and 2018.

2,500,000

Number of Mills & Boon novels mixed into the foundation of the UK’s M6 toll road to help bind the asphalt.

129,864,880

Number of existing book titles as estimated by the Google Books initiative.

225,000,000

Number of years it would take to walk a light year.

5 billion

Number of skin cells a human sheds in twenty-four hours – our skin regenerates every twenty-eight days.

SOME INTERESTING EVENTS BEFORE WE GET STARTED

15 January 1965 George and Charlotte Blonsky of New York successfully file a patent for their invention of a bed that spins a mother in labour around at such high speed that the infant is propelled out of the birth canal by centrifugal force and is caught by an ‘infant reception net’.

20 January 1993 A suspicious-looking package is found outside a Territorial Army (TA) centre in Bristol, UK. The TA call the police, who call an army bomb disposal unit, which blows the box up. The content is discovered to be leaflets on how to deal with suspicious-looking packages.

15 February This is the annually celebrated ‘John Frum Day’ on the remote South Pacific island of Tanna. Devotees in the village of Lamakara believe that a mythical American named John Frum will one day arrive and provide them with houses, clothes, watches, cars and Coca-Cola.

22 February 1983 The first and only performance of Moose Murders, a ‘mystery farce’ that’s so bad that it closes on its opening night and is widely regarded as the worst play ever staged. Its author, Arthur Bicknell, is spotted in the street by a member of the audience, who shouts ‘Officer, arrest that show!’8

6 April 1969 The annual Japanese Shinto festival Kanamara Matsuri, commonly referred to as the ‘Iron Penis Festival’, is first held on this date in Kawasaki, Japan. The celebration originates in the legend of a woman who outwits a demon that bites off the penises of her lovers, by hiring a blacksmith to create an iron phallus that breaks the teeth of, and banishes, her infernal tormentor.

18 April 1930 Instead of the usual fifteen-minute news bulletin, the BBC radio service announces that the ‘flood of news, official or otherwise, has dried up’ and that ‘there is no news’ to report. Piano music is played for the rest of the slot. Those were the days.

1 July 1936 Salvador Dalí gives a muffled lecture at the first International Surrealism Exhibition in London, while dressed in a full diving suit with brass helmet and holding two dogs on leads in one hand and a billiard cue in the other. As he falls to his knees the audience realise that he’s suffocating in the diving helmet. The poet David Gascoyne manages to jimmy it open with a spanner.

4 July 1964 Leicester Hemingway, brother of Ernest, founds the micronation of New Atlantis. The island constitutional republic is a 22sq. m bamboo raft floating off the coast of Jamaica.

8 July 1889 Louis Gustave Binger reveals to the French Geographical Society, Paris, that the Mountains of Kong, a 6000km mountain range stretching across the continent of Africa on European maps, had never actually existed. ‘On the horizon, not even a ridge of hills!’

24 July 1904 Final day of the chaotic 1904 Tour de France. The winner, Maurice Garin, is accused of taking the train some of the way.

26 July 1184 Henry VI, King of Germany, holds a Hoftag (‘informal assembly’) in the Petersberg Citadel in Erfurt. The combined weight of the gathered nobles causes the second-storey floor to collapse. All fall into the latrine cesspit below, and sixty of the men drown in liquid excrement.

2 August 2014 Warwickshire man Stuart Kettell pushes a sprout up Mount Snowdon with his nose over four days.

14 August 2017 An Englishman named John Fletcher discovers his 45-year-old pet tortoise Freda lifeless in her pond and spends an hour giving her mouth-to-mouth resuscitation until she returns to life.

9 October 1886 Tchaikovsky writes in his diary: ‘I played over the music of that scoundrel Brahms. What a talentless bastard!’

25 October 2019 A team of researchers at the University of Richmond, Virginia, announce that they’ve successfully taught rats to drive miniature cars as part of a study on mental health.

27 December 2008 The first kiss between robots takes place, between ‘Thomas’ and ‘Janet’, during a performance of scenes from Phantom of the Opera performed by machines at National Taiwan University of Science and Technology. The robots had caused concern in previous rehearsals when the crew’s walkie-talkies interfered with their electronics, causing Thomas and Janet to lunge violently at each other.


	
1. Firstly, the word ‘idiot’ comes from the Greek noun idiōtēs meaning ‘private citizen’, which means it’s perfectly accurate to describe me and indeed the vast majority of ancient Greeks as complete idiots, should you wish to do so. (Secondly, how dare you.)

	
2. Incidentally, an unexpected significant figure in the history of the study of butterflies and moths is the author Vladimir Nabokov, whose obsession with butterfly genitals led him (with eleven novels already to his name) to volunteer at Harvard University’s Museum of Comparative Zoology, spending fourteen-hour shifts producing thousands of illustrations of butterfly sexual organs and naming new species. He even formed a theory about the Chilean genus Polyommatus, that it had originated in Asia and reached the New World via Siberia and the Bering Strait. Contemporary experts scoffed at the idea; yet in 2011 DNA evidence proved him right.

	
3. An odd job title to be sure, but infinitely preferable to the official term for someone who collects such material, the hazardously misleading ‘spermatologist’ (collector of seeds).

	
4. According to James Boswell, Samuel Johnson would boast that his memory was so capacious that he could recite an entire chapter of Niels Horrebow’s The Natural History of Iceland (1758). This chapter is, in full: ‘Chap. LXXII. Concerning Snakes. There are no snakes to be met with throughout the whole island.’ (Chapter XLII is even shorter, commenting similarly on the lack of owls.)

	
5. The English Literature professor Thomas McFarland tried to have his publisher release his book without a single footnote, because to him they made reading feel ‘like driving over a road with unnumerable potholes’, and were only there ‘to allow scholarly readers to purloin my citations without having to give me a reference’.*
*McFarland would have been horrified by the Foot notes of nineteenth-century poet Edward Edwin Foot, who felt the need to explain every single phrase and metaphor he used. His footnotes to the first two lines of his elegy to Lord Palmerston were longer than the entire poem itself.*

*So long as we’re footnoting footnotes it should be mentioned that the record for doing this is held by the Victorian orientalist Henry Yule, whose translation of Marco Polo’s Travels famously (in footnoting circles) features a footnote to a footnote to a footnote.*

*Breaking Yule’s record by inserting this quadruple footnote was simply too tempting an opportunity to pass up.



	
6. A curious paper published in 2013 by the Department of Mathematics and Computer Science of Germany’s Friedrich-Schiller University is Random Structures from Lego Bricks, in which a group of doctoral students describe stuffing a washing machine full of Lego bricks and repeatedly setting it on seventy-minute cycles at forty degrees Celsius to observe what, if any, random complex structures were formed by the end of the ‘brick washing’. ‘Future will show if this report is the starting point of a lively development, or some isolated strange event,’ concluded the paper’s slightly mad-sounding author Dr Ingo Althöfer.

	
7. One 2012 study conducted in North Carolina, USA, of sixty belly buttons found a total of 2368 different species. Some 1458 of them were new to science. One subject had a rare bacterium in their belly button that was thought to exist only in Japanese soil, despite the fact they had never been to Japan. Two others had bacteria that are usually found on icecaps and in thermal vents. Not a single bacterium was common to all buttons.*
*What to do with this information? Well, if you were the London biolab Open Cell, in 2019 you’d collect bacteria from celebrity belly buttons, armpits, ears and noses, with the aim of making cheese. Cheddar was made from Suggs, singer of the ska band Madness. Cheshire cheese was grown from Alex James, bassist for the band Blur. Rapper Professor Green, who stated a hatred of cheese, had his belly-button bacteria turned into mozzarella, which was the only cheese he considered bearable. The human dairy products were exhibited at London’s Victoria and Albert Museum.



	
8. A close second is the debut performance on 10 December 1806 of Mr H., a play by Charles Lamb, which was booed not only by the audience but also its author. The critic Crabb Robinson noted that Lamb ‘was probably the loudest hisser in the house’. Lamb said he joined in with the audience’s haranguing so they wouldn’t realise that he’d written it.








IN THE BEGINNING…



[image: Image]
The physician and occultist Robert Fludd illustrated the nothingness before Creation in his 1617-1621 work The Metaphysical, Physical, and Technical History of the Two Worlds…



The universe was once thought to have started at teatime. In the seventeenth century the archbishop James Ussher (1581-1656) pinpointed the exact date and time of Creation, calculating it to have occurred at ‘the entrance of the night preceding the 23rd day of October… the year before Christ 4004’; so about 6 p.m. on 22 October 4004 BC. This was similar to the estimates of others, including the Venerable Bede (3952 BC), the seventeenth-century astronomer Johannes Kepler (3992 BC) and Sir Isaac Newton, who dated Creation to c.4000 BC.



The name of the God of the Bible was once believed to be ‘Pipi’. The Tetragrammaton is the four-letter name of God in the Hebrew Bible, written and read from right to left and transliterated as YHWH or YHVH, which today is almost universally accepted in the form Yahweh. However, according to the theologian Jerome (c.342-420), Greek writers of his time mistook the Hebrew letters for Greek letters, which are read left to right. They therefore took the name of God to be ‘Pipi’. 9



Pronouncing the Tetragrammaton was forbidden to all but the most senior Jewish high priests, but one particular man is recorded as happily breaking this rule to impress. Shabbetai Zevi (1626-1676) was a Sephardic-ordained rabbi who, from the age of twenty, claimed to be the long-awaited Jewish Messiah. This he proved by pronouncing the Tetragrammaton, and also telling his followers that he could fly, but that he couldn’t do it for them right now because they weren’t worthy of witnessing it. He also married the Torah in a stunt to reinforce his authority. He organised a wedding ceremony between himself and the Scroll of Law that was solemnly performed at Salonika (at the time part of Turkey) sometime between 1653 and 1658. With the holy text dressed up in bridal vestments, the ceremony was conducted before witnesses in the manner of a traditional Jewish wedding. Shabbetai Zevi lovingly placed the ring upon one of the wooden rollers around which the scroll is wound. The groom beamed. The crowd cheered. The rabbis of Salonika banished Zevi from the city.
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In Chinese mythology the world was created by the first living being, P’an Ku, a furry horned giant who emerged from a cosmic egg after a wait of 18,000 years. P’an Ku cleaved the egg’s shell in two with his axe to form the heavens and Earth, and then fell apart himself. His limbs formed the mountains, his blood the rivers and his breath the wind.



The Kuba people of the Democratic Republic of Congo have the origin myth of the creator god Mbombo, or Bumba, a giant standing alone in darkness and water, who suffered a stomach pain and vomited up the Sun, Moon and stars. The Sun burnt away the waters, revealing the land. Mbombo then threw up nine kinds of animals and, with a final retch, man.



The Big Bang was initially silent, but as soundwaves were produced with the expansion of the universe it rose to a volume of just under 120 decibels, which is about the same as the rock band Deep Purple’s legendary 1972 show at London’s Rainbow Theatre.10



One of the earliest plans to land a man on the Moon was made in seventeenth-century England by Oliver Cromwell’s brother-in-law. In 1640, at the age of twenty-six, the theologian Dr John Wilkins (1614-1672) proposed the idea of building a ‘Flying Chariot’ as ‘a conveyance to this other world’ and, upon finding inhabitants there, ‘to have commerce with them’. The journey to the Moon aboard his contraption of a ship with birdlike wings, powered by springs and gears, would take 180 days, he estimated, and space was unlikely to be uncomfortably cold. Food supplies wouldn’t be necessary, as away from the pull of the Earth, which probably extended only 32km up or so, our stomachs would not have food drawn through the digestion system and would remain full. Sadly nothing came of the Jacobean space programme.



In the seventeenth century the English astronomer Sir Paul Neile (1613-1686) made a terrific discovery with his telescope: he’d spotted a giant white elephant on the Moon. He announced his findings, only to be met with public ridicule. It turned out there had been a mouse in his telescope.



In 1838 Reverend Thomas Dick (1774-1857), known as the ‘Christian Philosopher’, published Celestial scenery, or, The Wonders of the planetary system displayed, in which he calculated there to be 21.9 trillion inhabitants in the solar system. He reached the figure by assuming every planet and moon in the system, and even the rings of Saturn, had the same population density as Great Britain at the time. The lunar inhabitants, he stated, made up 4.2 million of this number. Dick’s work was massively popular, with Ralph Waldo Emerson among his fans.



Throughout history there have been some magnificent suggestions as to how to attract the attention of alien life. In 1820 the German mathematician Carl Friedrich Gauss (1777-1855) suggested laying out trees to form an enormous geometric proof of the Pythagorean theorem across a large area of Siberian tundra. The shape would be so large that it would be legible to lunar eyes. In 1840 the Austrian astronomer Joseph Johann von Littrow (1781-1840) had the same idea but with a twist, proposing a giant circular canal be dug through the Sahara Desert. Fill this with kerosene, he suggested, and ignite it.



Alien Abduction Insurance was first sold by Florida’s Saint Lawrence Insurance Agency in 1987; by 1994, an entity known as the ‘UFO Abduction Insurance Company’ claimed to have sold a similar policy to 34,000 Americans. Thirty-nine members of the Heaven’s Gate cult, who believed they would transform themselves into extra-terrestrial beings, were insured by the London brokerage Goodfellow Rebecca Ingrams Pearson at the cost of $155 annually for a $160,000 pay-out in the event one of their number was abducted by aliens. This included a double-payment indemnity against male members becoming impregnated via ‘unknown capabilities of alien technology’. In 1997, as the Hale-Bopp Comet made its closest approach to the Earth, their insurance policies were withdrawn when all were found to have committed suicide in an attempt to ascend to a spacecraft and pursue the comet.


[image: Image]


The Utsuro-bune (‘hollow boat’) was a strange alien vessel that Japanese fishermen found off the eastern coast of Japan in 1803, a discovery recorded in multiple contemporary texts. A young woman emerged from the unidentified object, but was unable to speak Japanese. Frightened, the fishermen stuffed her back into her ship and returned it to the sea.



British Rail once patented a flying saucer. British patent office number 1,310,990 was filed by British Rail in 1970, and outlines a design for a nuclear-powered, saucer-shaped transport spaceship, designed by Charles Osmond Frederick. What started as a proposal for a lifting platform had somehow morphed into a large passenger craft for interplanetary travel, albeit relying on technologies like laser-based nuclear fusion that were (and are) yet to exist. The patent was granted in 1973 but lapsed in 1976 due to nonpayment of fees. Upon the rediscovery of the plans in 2006, a spokesman for the Department for Transport confirmed to the Daily Telegraph that ‘we have no plans to introduce nuclear-powered flying saucers to the network’.
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The patent for a space vehicle filed by British Rail in 1970.



The Apollo 11 lunar module Eagle that touched down on the Moon on 20 July 1969 had noticeably broad foot pads. This design was in part influenced by the terrifying suggestion made in 1955 by Cornell scientist Thomas Gold that the Moon’s surface could be a thick layer of light dust that might envelope like quicksand any craft that landed on it. Even though probes sent as part of NASA’s Surveyor programme suggested a solid surface, Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin11 still landed the module on the Moon’s surface knowing that there was a possibility it could swallow them whole.



The following is taken from the official NASA transcript of day six of the Apollo 10 mission, which launched on 18 May 1969 as a dry-run test in preparation for the lunar landing of the Apollo 11 mission.

CDR – Commander Thomas P. Stafford

CMP – Command Module Pilot John W. Young

LMP – Lunar Module Pilot Eugène A. Cernan


	
05 13 29 30 LMP And what’s happening is --


	
05 13 29 44 CDR Oh – Who did it?


	
05 13 29 46 CMP Who did what?


	
05 13 29 47 LMP What?


	
05 13 29 49 CDR Who did it? (Laughter)


	
05 13 29 51 LMP Where did that come from?


	
05 13 29 52 CDR Give me a napkin quick. There’s a turd floating through the air.


	
05 13 29 55 CMP I didn’t do it. It ain’t one of mine.


	
05 13 29 57 LMP I don’t think it’s one of mine.


	
05 13 29 59 CDR Mine was a little more sticky than that. Throw that away.


	
05 13 30 06 CMP God almighty.


	
05 13 30 08 (Laughter)


	
05 13 30 10 CDR What do you see?


	
05 13 30 12 CMP Nothing, that’s enough for me.


	
05 13 30 16 LMP Yes.


	
05 13 30 18 CMP Nice going there.






Humans have so far left over 187,400kg of material on the Moon, including:


	A javelin

	A hammer and a feather

	An olive branch made of gold

	A framed family photograph

	A bible

	A pair of tongs

	A television camera

	The ashes of a cremated geologist

	Two golf balls

	Buzz Aldrin’s boots

	Four armrests

	Five American flags

	Ninety-six bags of human waste





A 2019 YouGov survey found that 48 per cent of Britons would not want to go to the Moon even if their safety was guaranteed. The top five reasons given were:

‘Not interested’

23 PER CENT

‘Not enough to see or do on the Moon’

11 PER CENT

‘Would rather visit other places on Earth’

10 PER CENT

‘No point’

9 PER CENT

‘I wouldn’t believe you if you guaranteed my safety’

9 PER CENT

‘It takes too long to get there’

7 PER CENT




In outer space you develop an instant global consciousness, a people orientation, an intense dissatisfaction with the state of the world, and a compulsion to do something about it. From out there on the Moon, international politics look so petty. You want to grab a politician by the scruff of the neck and drag him a quarter of a million miles out and say, ‘Look at that, you son of a bitch.’

Edgar Mitchell (1930-2016), Apollo 14 astronaut





In 2015, having detected an exciting and mysterious intermittent signal on their equipment, Australian astronomers at the Parkes radio telescope eventually traced the source of the interference to the microwave they used to heat their lunch in the observatory kitchen.



[image: Image]

The night sky is full of abandoned ‘ghost constellations’ that you can find on old charts of the sky. The Telescopium Herschelii constellation, for example, shown on this 1825 map as the telescope below the Lynx, was established by the astronomer Maximilian Hell (1720-1792) in honour of William Herschel’s (1738-1822) discovery of Uranus. It fell out of use before the nineteenth century.



The Earth isn’t round; it’s fatter at the waist and closer to an oval, or more technically an irregularly shaped ellipsoid. This means it wobbles like a top, which causes its poles to shift naturally several metres each year. In addition to this, between 1993 and 2010 the human race pumped so much water out of the ground (around 2100 gigatonnes) that it affected the shift of the Earth’s axis, causing the poles to drift by an additional 80cm.



The Moon has moonquakes, and stars have starquakes. The largest starquake ever detected occurred on 27 December 2004, in the ultracompact stellar corpse SGR 1806-20, about 42,000 light years away. The event released an intense burst of gamma rays equivalent to 1037kW. If this had taken place within ten light years from Earth, all life on our planet would have been incinerated.



If you were to fire a cannon horizontally on the surface of the Moon, with its weaker gravitational pull the cannonball would orbit the entire Moon and it’s possible that you’d shoot yourself in the back.



On 13 July 2023 an asteroid the size of a skyscraper narrowly missed Earth, passing closer than the Moon. The worrying part is that scientists didn’t notice this until two days after it had passed by. Asteroid 2023 NT1 had travelled from the direction of the Sun, which meant telescopes were blinded to it by the solar glare.



It’s not just planets that have rings. In 2014, astronomers discovered rings around the asteroid Chariklo. It’s unknown why such a small body would have them, but it’s thought that perhaps they’re collected fragments of a shattered moonlet.



The photons hitting your eye at this moment were flying past Mercury five minutes ago and left the Sun eight minutes ago.



The largest objects in the universe are the Newfound Blobs. Also referred to as Lyman-alpha blobs, several of these enormous blob-like structures composed of hydrogen gas have been spotted since 2000, with some more than 400,000 light years across. They’re so far away that their light takes at least 11.5 billion years to reach us. It’s thought they’re the hearts of young, growing galaxies.



One Venus day (243 Earth days) lasts longer than one Venus year (225 Earth days). In fact, the planet rotates so slowly that you could, theoretically, stroll across its surface and match the speed of the Sun passing through its sky. This means – in the words of astrobiologist David Grinspoon – ‘you could watch the sunset forever just by walking.’12



Evidence suggests that 3.4 billion years ago there may have been mega-tsunamis on Mars, triggered by colossal landslides falling into an ancient Martian ocean. Waves 120m tall swept boulders the size of buses far inland and flooded more than 570,000 sq. km.



There are two types of snow on Mars, which both fall only at its coldest points: the poles, in the shadow of cloud cover, and at night. The temperatures are so low that falling water-ice snow sublimates and turns to gas before it reaches the surface, whereas dry-ice snow reaches the ground. It’s just deep enough to require snowshoes to cross it, but for skiing you’d have to head to a crater or cliffside where it can build up on a slope.


[image: Image]
A NASA satellite photo captures the landforms of Arabia Terra, one of the Martian locations thought to have been affected by ancient tsunamis.





Diamonds rain from the sky on Jupiter and Saturn. Lightning storms turn methane into sooty carbon, which hardens into pebbles of graphite that then turn to diamonds. These eventually melt in the liquid sea of the hot cores of the planets. It’s also thought likely that these diamond showers could occur on the ice giants Neptune and Uranus, too.



The Jamaican sprinter Usain Bolt could take off on Titan, Saturn’s largest moon, according to a calculation made in 2013 by a University of Leicester physics undergraduate named Hannah Lerman. Factoring in Titan’s gravity and atmospheric density, if a human wearing a wingsuit managed to hit a speed of 11m per second (Bolt has managed nearly 12m per second on Earth13
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