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Introduction

“I love talking about nothing. It is the only thing I know anything about.”

—Oscar Wilde



 I started my career in New York where days were spent at work and evenings were devoted to some form of social gathering whether it was a dinner, a cocktail night, an art opening, etc. Being in my 20s at the time—hopeful, ambitious and brimming with drive to climb to the top—I was exercising the freedoms and liberties of youth, and exploiting the opportunities to meet and interact with new people.



 With a different event every night, introductions were common and frequent. At first, they always seemed awkward but eventually, like with any skill, a little practice goes a long way. It became quite easy to meet people, particularly in New York, because no matter where you are or whom you are with, the same questions always get asked. You can even time them! By the third sip of the first drink, the inevitable roster begins: Where are you from? Where do you live? What do you do?



 The first two questions don’t really require much thought. I’m from Toronto. I am currently living in an apartment that can only be the equivalent of a corrugated cardboard shoebox. However, asking what a person does is a different story altogether. This third question seems the most ambiguous and unclear because it could refer to a number of things, though career is the common answer. Y-A-W-N. How is a job the most relevant aspect of our being? Is the question quantified by time or by level of interest? After all, a passion or hobby is every bit as valuable as a full-time job and can provide as much, if not more, gratification. I certainly enjoy my work, but I garner much more fulfillment from my various other pastimes. That said, the next time I am asked that dreaded third question, I will not be an editor or a writer. Nope. I will tell people that I am a Philomath.



 Yes, a Philomath! Unbeknownst to me when I first learned the word, a Philomath is not a type of pastry equation. It’s defined as a person who seeks out knowledge or facts. I am a Philomath, and I receive immense pleasure from it.



 I had an avid curiosity for random knowledge over a broad range of subjects from current affairs and the environment to technology and arts. I developed most of my interest while attending school as a young girl: the most obscure facts were often the most compelling. And what I learned, I would share with the most unsuspecting audience: my younger brother, friends, but most often, a pet turtle named Nigo.



 Through college and my adult years, I retained that keen interest for learning and discovery, but I found obscure trivia and facts may not work in all circumstances. For example, in a discussion about John F. Kennedy’s foreign policies, there may be a split-second window of opportunity to express the former president’s love for fish chowder soup. With the right time and delivery, you could be hailed as charming and amusing. The wrong time may also summon a shared group look of confusion and perplexity.



 I was ecstatic when presented with the opportunity to write this book. It gave me the chance to aggregate old and new facts and compile them into a tome that would be shared with people and pets beyond my immediate scope. This is a collection accrued through my child- and adult-hood, and I hope that the readers find as much enjoyment in the facts as I did in researching and preparing them.



 Are the facts actually useless? Designed to entertain as much as to inform, they do make great start-ups for general conversations and will easily find their way into your daily mix. Just the other day, a friend and I were strolling along the snowy sidewalks of Toronto when he expressed his concerns about proper footwear for the upcoming days. Though the temperature was forecasted to be 0°C, I was able to tell him that the pavement would be salted and the water ice would melt because salt lowers the melting/freezing point of water. I’d conclude that was far from useless!



 Anton Chekhov once stated “knowledge is of no value unless you put it into practice.” The Useless Fact-o-pedia should be shared with others. Sure, cats delivering mail in Belgium or the blue people in a small Kentucky town have limited conversation mileage, but these general facts are sure to draw interest. As well, the relationship between Dolly the cloned sheep and the famed country chanteuse of the same name may seem completely random, but the knowledge is both mirthful and memorable.



 Whether you’re looking to improve your gift of gab or hone your conversation skills, this book features an A-Z of fascinating factoids. With more than 1000 points, you’re sure to win the crowd at any dinner party or social event. Covering everything from absinthe and baseball to Elvis and Spam, you’ll discover a cornucopia of riveting facts to keep you engaged time and time again. Enjoy!




A

Acrobatics

[image: e9781616081911_i0002.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0003.jpg] Initially referred only to tightrope walking, acrobatics is a blanket term for nearly any performance or sport which involves full-body activity—especially in short, highly controlled bursts.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0004.jpg] Generally, a wire over 20 ft high will be regarded as a high-wire act.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0005.jpg] Stephen Peer, a seasoned tightrope walker, died on June 22, 1887 when he fell into Niagara Falls after drinking with some friends.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0006.jpg] In China, approximately 100,000 students are currently studying at schools dedicated to the art of acrobatics. High honor is conferred upon those skilled enough to become acrobats because of the unusual and difficult nature of the feats involved.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0007.jpg] Seeking a career in the performing arts, Cirque du Soleil founder Guy Laliberté toured Europe as a folk musician and street performer after quitting college. By the time he returned back home to Canada in 1979, he had learned the art of fire breathing and by 1983, the Quebec government granted him 1.5 million Canadian dollars to host the first Cirque du Soleil production.


Airplane

[image: e9781616081911_i0008.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0009.jpg] In February 1992, Israeli air force reserve major Ishmael Yitzhaki was convicted of stealing a WWII Mustang fighter plane and flying it to Sweden, where he sold it for $331,000. How did he manage it? He removed the plane from the air force museum by saying it needed painting.

[image: e9781616081911_i0010.jpg]


[image: e9781616081911_i0011.jpg] In a 2008 interview on The Today Show, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar revealed that he was once asked on a European flight to sit in the cockpit during takeoff just so the crew could say they flew with his character “Roger Murdoch” from the film, Airplane.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0012.jpg] A Boeing 747 has six million parts and half of them are fasteners.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0013.jpg] Records indicate that man’s first attempt at flying dates back to 1020 when an English monk named Oliver of Malmesbury strapped a pair of wings to his body and attempted to soar the air from Malmesbury Abbey. Consequently, he fell and broke both legs.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0014.jpg] The fastest manned and highest flying aircraft is the North American X-15. It was launched from under the wing of a B-52 and boasts a world speed record 4,520 mph.


Alcohol

[image: e9781616081911_i0015.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0016.jpg] The word alcohol is derived from the Arabic word al-kuhl, meaning “finely divided” which is a reference to distillation. It was introduced into the English language around 1543.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0017.jpg] The word “toast” is a wish of good health. It started in ancient Rome, where a piece of toasted bread was dropped into wine.

[image: e9781616081911_i0018.jpg]


[image: e9781616081911_i0019.jpg] Some older terms for hangover include “wailing of cats” (German), “out of tune” (Italian),

“woody mouth” (French), “workmen in my head” (Norwegian), and “pain in the roots of my hair” (Swedish).



 [image: e9781616081911_i0020.jpg] During Prohibition, temperance activists hired a scholar to delete all references to alcohol beverages from the Bible.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0021.jpg] Since the recent discovery of late Stone Age beer jugs, it’s been suggested that fermented beverages existed as early as the Neolithic period (cir. 10,000 BC), and that beer may have preceded bread as a staple.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0022.jpg] Subyou, a powdered alcohol sold in gas stations, convenience stores, and bars across Germany, contains 4.8% alcohol by volume. Marketed as an energy drink, the powder is intended to be mixed with cold water and costs between two to three dollars. Because the product is in powdered form, the manufacturers manage to avoid a tax on it. A similar powdered product was available in the U.S. about 30 years ago and never caught on.

[image: e9781616081911_i0023.jpg]



Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

[image: e9781616081911_i0024.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0025.jpg] Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865) had originally been titled Alice’s Adventures Underground. The original draft was published in 1886.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0026.jpg] Author Charles Lutwidge Dodgson used the pen name “Lewis Carroll” when he published the book. The book is reportedly filled with allusions to his friends (and enemies).



 [image: e9781616081911_i0027.jpg] Although Tweedledum, Tweedledee, Humpty Dumpty and the Jabberwock are included in film versions called “Alice in Wonderland,” these characters did not appear in the original Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland; but rather, the sequel Through the Looking-Glass.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0028.jpg] The patient with “Alice in Wonderland Syndrome” suffers from distorted space, time and body image and has feelings and/or visual hallucinations that the entire body or part of it has been altered in shape and size. The majority of patients with the syndrome has a family history of migraine headaches or has overt migraines themselves. Perhaps not coincidentally, Lewis Carroll suffered from severe migraines—also known as a Lilliputian hallucination.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0029.jpg] In 1931, the book was banned in Hunan, China, because animals spoke using human language.


Alphabet

[image: e9781616081911_i0030.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0031.jpg] “Alphabet” is derived from the first two letters of the Greek alphabet: alpha and beta.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0032.jpg] There were only 23 letters in the Classical Latin alphabet. During medieval times, the letter “I” was used for both “I” and “J,” and the letter “V” was used for “U,” “V,” and “W.” Hence the 26 letters in the modern alphabet.

[image: e9781616081911_i0033.jpg]


[image: e9781616081911_i0034.jpg] An abjad, also called a consonantary or consonantal alphabet, is a vowel-less alphabet system which still exists in scripts such as Arabic, Hebrew, and Syriac.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0035.jpg] The earliest known alphabet was devised in Ugarit in present-day Syria around 1500 BC.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0036.jpg] The Hawaiian Alphabet only contains 12 letters: a, e, i, o, u, h, k, l, m, n, p, and w. Every word ends with a vowel. Where most languages have a larger syllable repertoire, there are only 162 possible syllables in Hawaiian.


Antarctica

[image: e9781616081911_i0037.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0038.jpg] Approximately 98% of Antarctica’s surface is covered in ice.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0039.jpg] In March 2008, researchers discovered giant sea stars or star fish measuring 24 in across during a 35-day census in Antarctic waters.

[image: e9781616081911_i0040.jpg]


[image: e9781616081911_i0041.jpg] There is no indigenous population to the continent but the varied seasonal population of researchers is estimated at 1,000.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0042.jpg] Bundle up! On average, Antarctica is the coldest, driest, and windiest continent and also boasts the highest average elevation. Since there is little precipitation, except along the coasts, the interior of the continent is technically considered the largest desert in the world.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0043.jpg] Early Antarctic explorers actually thought penguins were fish and classified them as such.


Arch of Triumph

[image: e9781616081911_i0044.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0045.jpg] The Arch of Triumph (Arc de Triomphe) in Paris, France, is more than another tourist attraction drawing millions each year; it’s a monument that had been commissioned in 1806 after the victory at Austerlitz by Emperor Napoleon and is inscribed with all of the names of generals and wars fought along the inside and the top of the arch. There are 660 names inscribed on the Arch and underneath is the tomb of an unknown soldier from World War I.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0046.jpg] Napoleon originally planned a statue of a giant elephant in this spot to symbolize his power and the strength of France. We wonder what compelled him to change his mind.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0047.jpg] Visitors can either climb 284 steps to reach the top of the Arch or take the lift and walk up 46 steps. Which is really nothing when compared with the Eiffel Tower which has 1,710 steps or the Empire State Building which has a staggering 1,860. It would do wonders for the gluts.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0048.jpg] A couple of replicas have been created around the world. Bucharest, Romania has an Arch of Triumph to honor the bravery of Romanian soldiers who fought in World War I while the Paris Hotel in Las Vegas has a replica arch which is two-thirds the size of the original.


Aristotle

[image: e9781616081911_i0049.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0050.jpg] “We must not listen to those who urge us to think human thoughts since we are human, and mortal thoughts since we are mortal; rather, we should as far as possible immortalize ourselves and do all we can to live by the finest element in us—for if it is small in bulk, it is far greater than anything else in power and worth.”—Aristotle



 [image: e9781616081911_i0051.jpg] Aristotle wrote Sense and Sensibilia around 350 BC, about 2159 years before Jane Austen wrote Sense and Sensibility (1811)!



 [image: e9781616081911_i0052.jpg] In his treatise “The Politics,” he noted that different musical melodies, modes, and rhythms yielded different responses from listeners. He argued that since music has the power of forming character, it should be an important part of the education of the young.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0053.jpg] Aristotle traveled to the island of Lesbos to research the botany and zoology of the island.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0054.jpg] In 2008, the people of Lesbos took a gay group to court to have the group barred from using “lesbian” in its name. As one plaintiff stated, “”My sister can’t say she is a Lesbian,” said Dimitris Lambrou. “Our geographical designation has been usurped by certain ladies who have no connection whatsoever with Lesbos,” he said.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0055.jpg] In Western drama, he created the term “catharsis,” the purging of viewers’ emotions through pity and fear. He also believed that the action of a play should take place within no more than 24 hours, have one location, and have only one main plot.





B

Backgammon

[image: e9781616081911_i0056.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0057.jpg] Some ways of cheating in backgammon include moving the checker the wrong number of spaces; using magnetic, shaved, or weight-loaded dice; using special throws to produce the dice number desired; or having assistance from a third party.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0058.jpg] Lars Trabolt from Denmark was the 2008 World Backgammon Champion.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0059.jpg] Named after Kit Woolsey—the backgammon expert and former editor of the online backgammon magazine Gammonline—the “Woolsey Rule” suggests to double when it is not clear whether a position is a take or a pass.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0060.jpg] The most expensive backgammon set in the world is Bernard Maquin’s design for the Charles Hollander Collection. It boasts 61,082 black, white, and yellow diamonds with a total carat weight of 2071.48. Together with over 6.77 kg of gold, 150 g of silver, and more than 10,000 hours of labor, it retails somewhere between $1.5-2 million. Out of your price range? A mini backgammon set on Ebay sets you back $1.99.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0061.jpg] Dream weaving…to see a backgammon game in a dream signifies the presence of an unwelcome guest in the near future. To play a losing game of backgammon represents misfortunes in love, suggesting that the dreamer seeks the wrong type of person and the pursuit for love will be an upward battle.


Bacteria

[image: e9781616081911_i0062.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0063.jpg] Top of the class…in Florida, a 7th grade student won a school science fair by proving there was more bacteria in ice machines at fast-food restaurants than in toilet bowl water.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0064.jpg] According to University of Arizona researchers, the TV remote controls in hospital rooms are worse carriers of bacteria than the toilet handles.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0065.jpg] Kitchen sponges and dish cloths across American homes are prime breeding ground for the most dangerous sources of virulent bacteria, including E. coli, Salmonella, and Staphylococcus. They provide a source of moisture, a ready food supply in the form of food particles, and an easy surface to which the bacteria may cling. They can easily be disinfected however, by placing the sponge in a microwave oven for 60 to 120 seconds. The odor is improved too!



 [image: e9781616081911_i0066.jpg] Heavy duty…there are approximately five nonillion (5 × 1030) bacteria on Earth, making much of the world’s biomass.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0067.jpg] That could be why sales of hand sanitizers have exploded in the U.S. In 2005, more than $67 million dollars worth of hand sanitizers were sold…a 50% increase from the previous year.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0068.jpg] “Extreme Barophiles” are bacteria which live at depths greater than 10,000 meters. They are so biologically different from sea level bacteria that they die in a few hours if brought to the surface.


Ballet

[image: e9781616081911_i0069.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0070.jpg] Ballet emerged in the late 15th century Renaissance court culture of Italy, as a dance interpretation of fencing. It was eventually further developed in the French court from the time of Louis XIV in the 17th century.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0071.jpg] The word “tutu” may be a corruption of “cucu”, French baby talk for “cul-cul” meaning roughly “botty-wotty” (for bottom). Alternatively, it may derive from tulle, the material from which tutus are often made.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0072.jpg] For its first 100 years, ballet was performed exclusively by male courtiers as an amateur entertainment.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0073.jpg] The largest ballet class involved 989 participants in an event organized by Andrew Warth in Canal Walk Shopping Centre, Cape Town, South Africa, on August 24, 2008.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0074.jpg] Just for kicks! A fouette is a bit like a pirouette where the dancer flicks their leg around to spin. New Yorker Leigh Zimmerman twirled a new world record by completing 38 complete spins at the Pineapple Dance Studios in London.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0075.jpg] Anna Pavlova, the renowned prima ballerina, died of pneumonia three weeks before her 50th birthday. Following an old ballet tradition, on the day she was to have next performed, the show went on as scheduled, with a single spotlight circling an empty stage where she would have been. The Pavlova dessert—a meringue with fresh fruit and cream—was named after her.


Bamboo

[image: e9781616081911_i0076.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0077.jpg] Tall order! Bamboo is the fastest-growing woody plant on the Earth, growing as fast as 47.6 in in a 24-hour period.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0078.jpg] Many bamboos only flower at intervals as long as 60 or 120 years, and the flowering occurs simultaneously with all plants in the population. Subsequently, the plants produce flowers, which then produce seeds, and then die off. A new crop requires ten years to grow to full maturity.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0079.jpg] Newsflash! Some of the world’s top inventors found uses for bamboo. Thomas Edison tried over 100 varieties of bamboo for the filament in his first electric bulb, and the only one that worked was the Kyoto bamboo. Also, the needle in Alexander Graham Bell’s first phonograph was made of bamboo.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0080.jpg] Research in China’s Qinling Mountains showed giant pandas can consume, on average, 40 pounds of fresh bamboo leaves per day.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0081.jpg] The shakuhachi, a Japanese end-blown flute, was traditionally made from bamboo. It means “1.8 feet,” referring to its size, and was used in classic Japanese music often associated with Zen Buddhism or meditation.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0082.jpg] Because the bamboo is made up of more water than normal trees, it releases 35% more oxygen than trees.


Barbie®

[image: e9781616081911_i0083.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0084.jpg] Barbie® was modelled after a German doll named “Lilli” who, in turn, was inspired by a racy, German cartoon strip. The saucy Bild Lilli doll was sold in smoke shops and bars.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0085.jpg] Two Barbie® dolls are sold somewhere in the world every second of every day.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0086.jpg] If Barbie® were a real person her measurements would be an impossible 36-18-38.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0087.jpg] It’s not you, it’s me. On Feb 12, 2004, Mattel announced that Barbie® and Ken had broken up.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0088.jpg] The smash-hit song “Barbie Girl” by Aqua sold eight million copies worldwide and topped many lists including Rolling Stone’s “20 Most Annoying Songs” and VH1’s “Most Awesomely Bad Songs…Ever.” Mattel sued the record label, MCA, and even took the case to the Supreme Court, stating copyright and trademark violation. The case was dismissed.


Baseball

[image: e9781616081911_i0089.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0090.jpg] The first five members to be inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1935 were Walter Johnson, Christy Matthewson, Babe Ruth, Honus Wagner, and Ty Cobb.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0091.jpg] Baseball evolved in the early 17th century out of a family of English folk games including rounders, stoolball, and cricket.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0092.jpg] Still coming to terms with baseball? A swinging strikeout is often called a “whiff” and a batter who is struck out by a fastball is often said to have been “blown away.”



 [image: e9781616081911_i0093.jpg] Getting to second base is easier than you think. Second is the easiest base to steal, because the catcher must throw a farther distance.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0094.jpg] In 2008, Alex Rodriguez’s salary peaked at $28,000,000, making him the highest-paid baseball player of the year. His career salary at the time was $198,416,252.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0095.jpg] The green underside of a baseball cap serves to reduce the light reflection that could distract the ballplayers during daytime games.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0096.jpg] An inspector from Major League Baseball visits every ballpark at least twice a year and checks the specifications of the mound including height of the mound, slope of the mound, size of the pitcher’s circle; flatness of the pitcher’s rubber; and flatness of the area on which the pitcher’s rubber is laid.


Bats

[image: e9781616081911_i0097.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0098.jpg] One of the rarest mammals in the United States, the spotted bat has the largest ears of any bat species native to North America.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0099.jpg] If a bat flies into your home, simply open all the doors and windows and allow it to find its own way out. If this fails to remove the pest, take a large towel or blanket, throw it over the animal, gather it up, and put it outside. The bat should extricate itself from the cloth without any additional handling.

[image: e9781616081911_i0100.jpg]


[image: e9781616081911_i0101.jpg] The Giant Golden-Crowned Flying Fox has a wingspan of 5 ft and the mammal weighs approximately 3 lbs.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0102.jpg] In German, it was once believed that one who donned the left eye of a bat as a talisman would become invisible. Sufficed to say, the trend was short-lived after people were seen fashioning the eyes of dead bats.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0103.jpg] The sound of music—white-winged vampire bats, the closest living relative of the common vampire bat, can sing well-coordinated duets with each other.


Beef

[image: e9781616081911_i0104.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0105.jpg] Clara Peller, the elderly actress who first voiced the infamous Wendy’s slogan “Where’s the Beef?”, was later fired after cutting a commercial for spaghetti sauce where she answers her famous question by saying,“I found it.”



 [image: e9781616081911_i0106.jpg] Beefaroni contains vitamin A and no other vitamins.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0107.jpg] Selfridges, the renowned London department store, is said to offer the world’s most expensive sandwich at £85. The ingredients of the sandwich are: Wagyu beef, fresh lobe foie gras, black truffle mayonnaise, brie de meaux, rocket, red pepper, and mustard confit and English plum tomatoes. You have to pay extra if you want a pack of chips on the side.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0108.jpg] Beefalo, also known as catalo or cattalo, is a hybrid beef animal, bred by crossing the domestic Pulled Angus with the American Bison. Texan Charles Goodnight developed the beefalo in the mid-19th century as he preferred bison meat to beef and, with this hybrid, sought to combine the good flavor of the bison with the Angus’s resistance to certain diseases and pests.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0109.jpg] Kobe beef is an exclusive beef from the black Tajima-ushi breed of Wagyu cattle, raised according to strict tradition in Japan. Its distinct flavor, melt-in-your-mouth tenderness, and fatty well-marbled texture is due in large part to the unusual rearing process. Some of it includes feeding beer to the cattle during summer months to stimulate their appetite, massaging the cow to relieve stress and muscle stiffness, and brushing the haircoat with sake to improve the haircoat and softness of skin, which will in turn affect the meat quality.

[image: e9781616081911_i0110.jpg] Acclaimed self-taught chef Fergus Henderson of St John restaurant in London has been lauded in Britain, the U.S., and Europe for his “nose-totail” style of cooking. The menus at St John offers dishes using the most unusual parts—heart, chitterlings, kidneys, brain, and bone marrow to name a few—to create exceptional dishes. His restaurant is considered one of the world’s best.

[image: e9781616081911_i0111.jpg]



Bell, Alexander Graham

[image: e9781616081911_i0112.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0113.jpg] In 1888, Alexander Graham Bell was the president of the National Geographic Society.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0114.jpg] His father, grandfather, and brother were all associated with work on elocution and speech, and both his mother and wife were deaf.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0115.jpg] Mark Twain expressed initial interested in Bell’s company but decided against an investment of $5000, because he saw possibilities in another invention called the Paige typesetting machine. Unfortunately, the machine proved to be much less successful and cost Twain an investment of $250,000. By 1894, Twain declared bankruptcy.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0116.jpg] Ring my bell…On March 7, 1876, the U.S. patent office issued a patent on Bell’s invention that sent words over a wire by converting the sound waves to a varying current of electricity. This is arguably the single most valuable patent in history.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0117.jpg] The film, The Story of Alexander Graham Bell debuted in 1939. After it was released, the telephone was commonly called the “Ameche” which was a slang reference to the actor Don Ameche who played the telephone’s inventor.


Bible

[image: e9781616081911_i0118.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0119.jpg] On October 22, 1987 a Japanese buyer, Eiichi Kobayashi, purchased the Old Testament portion of a Gutenberg Bible for $5.4 million at a Christie’s Auction. The last sale of a complete version took place nine years before, again at Christie’s, for $2.2 million. Today, single pages from first-edition Bibles fetch $25,000 each.

[image: e9781616081911_i0120.jpg]


[image: e9781616081911_i0121.jpg] The Tynesdale Bible, translated by William Tyndale, was the first printed Bible in the English language and the New Testament was published in 1526. Before Tyndale completed the second edition, he was taken up and burned for heresy in Flanders.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0122.jpg] When ancient scribes copied earlier books, they wrote notes on the margins of the page (marginal glosses) to comment or correct their text—especially if a scribe accidentally omitted a word or line. When later scribes were copying the copy, they were sometimes uncertain if a note was intended to be included as part of the text. Over time, different regions evolved different versions, each with its own assemblage of omissions and additions.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0123.jpg] In addition to providing their well-known Bibles in hotel rooms, the Gideons also distribute Bibles to members of the military of various countries, to hospitals, nursing homes, and prisons.


Birth

[image: e9781616081911_i0124.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0125.jpg] Lotus Birth is the practice of leaving the umbilical cord uncut after birth so that the baby is left attached to its placenta until the cord naturally separates.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0126.jpg] In 2008, a 70-year-old Indian woman, Omkari Panwar, gave birth to twins, via emergency cesarean section. Omkari became pregnant through IVF treatment so she and her husband could produce a male heir. The babies weighed 2 lbs each.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0127.jpg] The youngest birth was by a five-year-old girl in 1939, by C-section. Her parents, who assumed their daughter had a tumor, took her to a hospital, where she was determined to be seven-months pregnant.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0128.jpg] In 1888, German obstetrician Karl Crede invented the first artificial incubator for premature babies. Because electricity was not widely available, the air inside was warmed by a kerosene lamp.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0129.jpg] According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2007), the world birth rate is at 4.2 births per second.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0130.jpg] On July 22, 1971, Dr. Gennaro Montanino of Rome, Italy, announced he had removed the fetuses of ten girls and five boys from the womb of a 35-year-old housewife during her fourth month of pregnancy. The unborn babies were 5 in long and 5 oz. in weight.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0131.jpg] Heavy duty! Topping the scales at 22 lb 8 oz, the heaviest surviving baby was a boy born to Carmelina Fedele in September 1955 in Aversa, Italy.


Black Hole

[image: e9781616081911_i0132.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0133.jpg] According to Reinhard Genzel of the Max Planck Institute for Extraterrestrial Physics in Garching, the black hole weighs the equivalent of 4.31 million suns, with an uncertainty of plus or minus 0.36 million. The observations also pinpoint the distance from the Earth to the galaxy’s center at 27,000 light-years.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0134.jpg] The black hole emits X-ray radiation. The rays get smaller and smaller until they disappear, or “evaporate.”



 [image: e9781616081911_i0135.jpg] The gravity around the “hole” of a black hole is so strong that nothing can make its way back out after a critical distance. This critical distance at which nothing, not even light, can escape is called the Event Horizon.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0136.jpg] “Blackhole Sun” was a song written in 1994 by Chris Cornell of the band Soundgarden. The single has sold over 3 million copies worldwide and can be rocked out on the videogame Rock Band and sung on the games Karaoke Revolution Presents: American Idol Encore and SingStar 90s.


Black Widow

[image: e9781616081911_i0137.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0138.jpg] True Black Widow Spiders have the most potent spider venom, which can cause swellings up to 6 in.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0139.jpg] The females can live for up to five years, while a male’s lifespan is much shorter. The female, on occasion, eats the male after mating. This form of sexual cannibalism has been observed in the wild only with the southern black widow species.

[image: e9781616081911_i0140.jpg]


[image: e9781616081911_i0141.jpg] The female hangs belly upward and rarely leaves the web.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0142.jpg] Many spiders of the genus Steatoda are often mistaken for widow spiders, and are known as false black widows. Their poison can be painful, but not necessarily fatal.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0143.jpg] In 2006, Jason Fricker from Dorchester spent three days in a hospital after being bit three times on the chest and stomach when a false black widow fell down the front of his shirt. Although the false black widow has been in Britain since the 1870s (reportedly arriving in bananas from the Canary Islands), its numbers and range have grown in the UK due to milder climates.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0144.jpg] Margaret Rudin made headlines in 1995 as “the black widow” in the shooting death of her fifth husband. The skull and some charred bones of her husband were found in 1995 in a desert about 45 miles from Las Vegas. Prosecutors said she killed him to get a 60 percent share of his $11 million fortune. She was convicted of his murder in 2001.


Blood

[image: e9781616081911_i0145.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0146.jpg] Blood has a long road to travel. There are about 60,000 miles of blood vessels in the human body. And the hard-working heart pumps about 2,000 gallons of blood through those vessels every day.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0147.jpg] An average adult contains five to six quarts of blood in their body.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0148.jpg] Most donated red blood cells can be stored for forty-two days.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0149.jpg] If you begin at age 17 and donate every 56 days until you reach 79 years old, you will have donated 46.5 gallons of blood during that time.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0150.jpg] Most tropical marine fish can survive in a tank filled with human blood.


Blue Jeans

[image: e9781616081911_i0151.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0152.jpg] Italian sailors from Genoa, whom the French called Genes, wore cotton workpants. These pants became known as “genes.” Eventually, the word morphed into “jeans.”



 [image: e9781616081911_i0153.jpg] Levi Strauss arrived in California during the Gold Rush, trying to sell canvas tents to miners, but he learned what the prospectors needed most were pants. Strauss spun canvas into gold by turning his tents into pants. They were a hit with the miners, but some complained the rough fabric chaffed. This caused Levi to switch to a wonderful twilled cotton imported from Nimes, France.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0154.jpg] The cloth from Nimes was known as “de Nimes” or “denim.” The term blue jeans finds its roots in the Nimes cloth that the Genoese dyed blue.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0155.jpg] In 1885, you could buy a pair of Levi’s overalls for $1.25. By 1900, the company charged $8.50 for a pair of their famous blue jeans.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0156.jpg] What would you pay for the perfect jeans? In 2005, an original pair of 501 Levi’s aged more than 115 years were sold to a collector for $60,000. Of course, if you don’t have $60,000, you could just visit the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, DC. An original pair of Levi’s jeans is part of their permanent collection.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0157.jpg] In Spain, they are known as “vaqueros” or “cowboys;” in Danish “cowboybukser;” and in Mandarin Chinese “niuzaiku”—both of which translate literally to “cowboy pants.”


Bones

[image: e9781616081911_i0158.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0159.jpg] An adult has fewer bones than a baby. We begin life with 350 bones, but because bones fuse together during growth, we end up with only 206 as adults.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0160.jpg] The largest bone in the human body is the thighbone, or femur, which grows an average length of 19.88 in while the smallest is the stapes, the innermost of three tiny bones in the middle ear, sizing at 0.07 in.

[image: e9781616081911_i0161.jpg]


[image: e9781616081911_i0162.jpg] Hitting one’s funny bone is the aggravation of the ulnar nerve, which runs near the ulna bone. This name is thought to be a pun, based on the sound resemblance between the words “humerus” and “humorous.” The nerve was formerly called the crazy bone.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0163.jpg] The 2001 film Bones was a horror film set in 1979 and featured rapper Snoop Doggy Dog as a gangster who comes back from the dead to avenge his murder.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0164.jpg] A musical folk instrument called the bones was most commonly made up of a pair of animal bones—usually sections of large rib bones and lower leg bones—or a piece of wood (although wooden sticks shaped like the earlier true bones are now more often used). They have contributed to many music genres, including 19th century minstrel shows, traditional Irish music, the blues, bluegrass, and French-Canadian music.


Bourbon

[image: e9781616081911_i0165.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0166.jpg] Bourbon is the official spirit of the United States, by act of Congress.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0167.jpg] The name “Bourbon” comes from a county in eastern Kentucky, which in turn was named for the Bourbon kings of France who had aided the American rebels in the Revolutionary War.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0168.jpg] Bourbon County was in the early 19th century a center of whiskey production and transshipping (ironically, at the present time, it is a “dry” county). The local whiskey, made primarily from corn, soon gained a reputation for being particularly smooth because the local distillers aged their products in charred oak casks.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0169.jpg] The A. H. Hirsch is a fine whiskey, smoky and complex, but the $120 cost is mostly for its rarity. It was distilled at Michter’s Distillery in Schaefferstown, Pa., which closed in 1989.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0170.jpg] This is how you would spell Bourbon in sign language:


[image: e9781616081911_i0171.jpg]



Braille

[image: e9781616081911_i0172.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0173.jpg] Louis Braille was born on January 4, 1809, at Coupvray, near Paris. At three years of age, an accident deprived him of his sight, and he was consequently sent to the Paris Blind School in 1819.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0174.jpg] Young Louis Braille desperately wanted to read, and he was only 12 years old when he invented the Braille system.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0175.jpg] On the dot! In Braille, any letter becomes a capital by putting dot 6 in front of it. For example, if “a” is dot 1, “A” is dot 6 followed by dot 1, and if “p” is dots 1, 2, 3, and 4, then “P” is dot 6 followed by dots 1, 2, 3, and 4.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0176.jpg] Research has shown that the fastest braille readers use two hands, and two-handed braille also seems to make it easier for beginners to stay on the line.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0177.jpg] The average reading speed is 125 words per minute, although it is possible to read up to 200 words per minute.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0178.jpg] A refreshable Braille display or Braille terminal is an electromechanical device for displaying Braille characters, usually by means of raising dots through holes in a flat surface. Blind computer users, who cannot use a normal computer monitor, use it to read text output.


Brooklyn

[image: e9781616081911_i0179.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0180.jpg] John Augustus Roebling, who designed the Brooklyn Bridge, died of a tetanus infection after having his leg crushed by a ferryboat while working on the bridge.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0181.jpg] In early days, a part of Brooklyn was overrun by rabbits, which were often referred to as “coneys.” In time, the area became known as Coney Island.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0182.jpg] Jay-Z’s name was not only an homage to his musical mentor, Jaz-O, it was a reference to the J/Z subway lines that have a stop at Marcy Avenue in Brooklyn.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0183.jpg] Brooklyn (named after the Dutch town Breukelen) is one of the five boroughs of New York City. Located on western Long Island and an independent distinct city until its consolidation into New York in 1898, Brooklyn is New York City’s most populous borough, with 2.5 million residents.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0184.jpg] The Dodgers baseball team originally hailed from Brooklyn. During the 19th century, because of the dangers of horse-drawn trolleys and carriages, the pedestrians of Brooklyn called themselves “trolley dodgers.” Most of the working-class attendees had to dodge traffic on their walk to the games, so the baseball team named themselves the Dodgers in their honor. When the team moved to LA, they took the name with them.


Brothels

[image: e9781616081911_i0185.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0186.jpg] In the 14th century, the term “brothel” was defined as a worthless fellow, a scoundrel, a “ne’er do well.” The brothels consorted with prostitutes at brothel-houses and by the next century, “brothel” referred to the prostitutes and the house of prostitution. The word originates from an Anglo-Saxon word breothan for “going to ruin.”



 [image: e9781616081911_i0187.jpg] The world’s oldest profession may not be recession-proof after all. During the 2008 recession, top brothels worldwide suffered hits. Artemis, the largest brothel in Berlin, claimed its revenue had dropped 20% in November, a prime month for the sex trade. The multimillion-dollar Mustang Ranch in Nevada laid off 30% of its staff, citing a decline in highspending clients.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0188.jpg] All aboard? Maybe not. In 2008, undercover detectives in Miami Beach, FL, allegedly paid a $40 entry fee to board a luxury black bus that contained women offering sex acts and lap dances for cash. The portable brothel had allegedly been cruising South Beach, a popular neighborhood among tourists and clubbers, before they were stopped by the cops.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0189.jpg] Japan’s sex industry has a number of innovative variations on the brothel, but none of them are as perfectly, hygienically Japanese as “soaplands.” These venues offer “assisted baths” that include the services of a prostitute. When a customer enters, he chooses his bathing companion from a selection of half-naked girls. A common service is for the girl to lather the customer up using only a little liquid soap and her naked body.


Buddhism

[image: e9781616081911_i0190.jpg]

[image: e9781616081911_i0191.jpg] Theravada is the oldest surviving Buddhist school. Founded in India, it is relatively conservative and generally closest to early Buddhist doctrine.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0192.jpg] Celebrity Buddhists include Oliver Stone, Orlando Bloom, Leonard Cohen, Richard Gere, Angelina Jolie, Tina Turner, Uma Thurman, Jet Li, Kate Hudson, Philip Glass, Courtney Love, K.D. Lang, Alanis Morissette, Sting, Tiger Woods, Sharon Stone, Steve Jobs, Steven Seagal, and Adam Yauch (aka MCA of Beastie Boys).

[image: e9781616081911_i0193.jpg]


[image: e9781616081911_i0194.jpg] Buddhism is the fourth largest world religion, exceeded in numbers only by Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0195.jpg] The five precepts of Buddhism are do not kill, do not steal, do not lie, do not engage in sexual misconduct, and do not use intoxicants.



 [image: e9781616081911_i0196.jpg] Borobudur Temple, the largest Buddhist temple in the world, can be found near Yogyakarta, Central Java, Indonesia. The structure is made up of 55,000 square meters of lava-rock and erected on a hill in the form of a lotus, the sacred flower of Buddha.
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