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About the book

Dive into the captivating world of "The Book of General Ignorance" by John

Lloyd, where the allure of learning collides with the surprising revelations of

what we think we know. This witty and engaging exploration challenges

common misconceptions across a spectrum of topics—from science and

history to literature and popular culture—unraveling the mysteries behind

everyday beliefs that may lead us astray. Lloyd’s playful yet informative

narrative not only sharpens your critical thinking but also invites you to

question the very fabric of your knowledge. With each page, you will

discover that the joy of ignorance is just as enlightening as the pursuit of

truth, compelling you to rethink what you thought you knew and inspiring a

new curiosity about the world.
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About the author

John Lloyd is a British television producer, writer, and broadcaster

renowned for his sharp wit and expansive knowledge across a variety of

subjects. He is perhaps best known for his work on popular television shows

such as "Blackadder," "Spitting Image," and "QI," which showcase his

ability to blend humor with education. Lloyd's fascination with the quirks of

human knowledge culminated in "The Book of General Ignorance," where

he explores the misconceptions and overlooked facts that pervade everyday

life, inviting readers to question what they think they know. With a career

spanning decades, Lloyd continues to engage audiences with his unique

perspective on trivia and the endless pursuit of knowledge.
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chapter 1 Summary: 

Chapter 1 of "The Book of General Ignorance" by John Lloyd reveals

 numerous surprising and astonishing facts about various topics. These

insights not only challenge conventional wisdom but also highlight the

complexities and nuances underlying commonly accepted knowledge.

1. The distinction between "highest" and "tallest" mountains is not merely a

matter of measurement; it is a reflection of how we define mountains

themselves. Mount Everest is the highest mountain when measured from sea

level, but Mauna Kea, which is taller when measured from its base on the

ocean floor, holds the title of the tallest.

2. The peculiar behavior of moths around artificial light reveals their

navigation strategies, which are disrupted by the proximity of these lights.

Instead of being attracted, moths become disoriented, leading to their

seemingly erratic circling behavior.

3. Antarctica is surprisingly the driest, windiest, and wettest place on Earth,

competing in paradoxes of climate. Its Dry Valleys, devoid of rain for

millions of years, alongside its vast reserves of freshwater ice, emphasize the

continent's unique environmental conditions.

4. The frequency of hailstorms is strikingly high in specific regions, with
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Kenya’s Western Highlands being the most prone to hail. The causes of this

phenomenon remain a subject of research, linking meteorology and local

geography.

5. Contrary to popular belief, the largest known living organism today is the

honey fungus, which spans 2,200 acres in Oregon—significantly challenging

ideas about size and life forms.

6. The blue whale demonstrates remarkable physical properties, with the

narrowness of its throat preventing it from swallowing objects larger than a

grapefruit. Its immense size makes it the largest creature on the planet,

capable of extraordinary feats of feeding on tiny organisms.

7. The behavior and physiology of animals defy many assumptions, such as

goldfish having longer memories than the cliché of a three-second span.

Research has established that they can remember learned tasks for months.

8. The deadliest creature in history is revealed to be the female mosquito,

responsible for the deaths of an estimated 45 billion people over time, due to

various diseases it transmits.

9. Surprisingly, lemmings do not commit mass suicide; contrary to myth,

their population dynamics lead them into situations where fatal accidents

occur due to overpopulation, not deliberate self-harm.
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10. The chameleon’s color change has been misconstrued as a means of

camouflage, while it primarily reacts to emotional states, highlighting the

subtleties of animal behavior often oversimplified in popular narratives.

11. The guillotine, often associated with France, has origins tracing back to

Halifax in Yorkshire, exemplifying how historical narratives can be

misleading, tracing technological innovations across cultures and centuries.

12. Chicken tikka masala, often considered a quintessential Indian dish,

ironically originated in Glasgow, demonstrating the globalization of culinary

practices and cultural misconceptions.

13. Diamonds form under extreme conditions in the Earth’s mantle and are

brought to the surface through volcanic activity, breaking the myth of their

romantic and mythical origins.

14. Finally, the discussion of how many senses humans possess reveals a

complex structure beyond Aristotle's initial five senses, including

proprioception and equilibrioception, along with acknowledged emerging

senses, hinting at the vast intricacies of human perception.

In summary, this chapter serves not only to inform but to challenge readers’

assumptions across a range of topics, showing that what we think we know
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often requires a deeper investigation to reveal the true complexities of the

world around us. Each revelation serves as a reminder of the intricacies of

knowledge and the surprising realities that exist just beyond our common

perceptions.
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chapter 2 Summary: 

Deep within the Earth, diamonds form 100 to 300 miles underground,

 primarily in volcanic rock known as Kimberlite. These gemstones,

composed solely of carbon, are found in about twenty countries, with major

producers including Australia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo,

Botswana, and Russia, while South Africa ranks fifth. Interestingly,

diamonds illustrate the striking contrast between hardness and softness, as

they are among the hardest natural substances with a Mohs Hardness scale

rating of ten, while graphite—another carbon form—scores only 1.5.

Curiously, a colossal diamond named Lucy, found eight light-years away in

the star BPM 37093, spans an incredible 2,500 miles and boasts a weight of

ten billion trillion trillion carats.

In the realm of materials, diamonds were once deemed the hardest known

until scientists in 2005 synthesized aggregated carbon nanorods (ACNR), a

material so hard that it can scratch diamonds. The transition to seismology

reveals how earthquakes are measured; the Moment Magnitude Scale

(MMS) has replaced the Richter scale for measuring the energy a quake

releases, taking into account the total area affected, rather than just the shock

waves. Both scales are logarithmic, reflecting that even slight increases

correspond to vast increases in energy release.

Delving deeper into Earth's anatomy, scientists suspect that the mantle is
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primarily composed of a mineral known as perovskite, although direct

samples have yet to be obtained. This mineral accounts for about half the

Earth's mass and presents potential breakthroughs in superconductor

research. The incredible structure of Earth is revealed using seismic waves to

evaluate its internal composition.

On a more whimsical note, there are twelve individuals who have walked on

the moon, returning with samples of moondust that reportedly carries a scent

reminiscent of gunpowder. Misinterpretations extend to celestial bodies

themselves; though the Earth and Moon orbit a mutual center of gravity,

many mistakenly believe it’s a straightforward relationship.

As knowledge of our solar system reveals, it comprises eight canonical

planets, with Pluto reclassified as a dwarf planet in 2006. The rich

vocabulary of asteroids has unveiled at least seven “Near-Earth” asteroids

that orbit in tandem with our planet, leading to questions regarding their

classification.

Venturing into atomic science, the reality of what constitutes an atom is

predominantly empty space, with subatomic particles evolving into a vast

array of types and classifications, significantly expanding our understanding

of matter. In the atmosphere, nitrogen predominates at 78%, a historical

legacy of volcanic activity from Earth's formation, while the more

commonly acknowledged element, oxygen, constitutes less than 21%.
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Myths have a way of forming around concepts, as shown in the belief that

the ocean breezes at the seaside carry ozone, when, in fact, they smell of

rotting seaweed. The complex nature of light—the element seen but

paradoxically invisible—exhibits fascinating characteristics that vary with

the medium it travels through.

Mount Olympus on Mars takes the title of the highest mountain, dwarfing

our own Mount Everest, while smaller creatures such as centipedes

exemplify the challenges of nomenclature. One may assume a centipede has

a hundred legs, yet no instance has been documented confirming this.

Lastly, cultural phenomena, such as the insight into chastity belts or the

so-called "curse" of Tutankhamun, often stem from misconceptions and

sensationalism prevalent in media narratives throughout history. Ultimately,

the universe's color has surprisingly been classified as beige, a rather

mundane truth amidst the grandiosity of cosmic exploration.

Each segment of knowledge highlights the interconnectedness of science and

myth, reflecting ongoing human curiosity and mingled fascination with the

world around us.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The duality of diamonds as both hard and soft can inspire

resilience and vulnerability in our lives.

Critical Interpretation: Reflecting on the striking nature of diamonds,

you may find inspiration in their duality—while they embody

incredible strength, they are also formed under immense pressure and

heat, symbolizing the journey of personal growth. Life's challenges are

akin to the conditions that create diamonds; they can forge your

character and resilience through adversity. Embracing this paradox can

motivate you to face difficulties with courage while remaining open to

vulnerability and connection with others. Just as diamonds, formed

deep within the Earth, emerge to shine, you too can rise from your

trials with beauty and strength.
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chapter 3: 

The chapter delves into various fascinating misconceptions and truths across

a range of topics, blending science, history, and linguistics to enhance our

understanding of popular beliefs.

1. The true color of Mars remains elusive, as early images from NASA's

Viking rovers were processed in a way that may have misrepresented the

actual hues. Over time, subsequent images have depicted the landscape in

varying shades, but without human exploration, the true color of Mars is still

unknown.

2. Water is indeed blue, albeit faintly so, and its appearance can be altered

depending on purity and surrounding conditions. The blue of seas often

results from light refracting off particles within, leading to a myriad of

colors observed in different aquatic environments.

3. Ancient Greeks had a limited vocabulary for colors, lacking a term for

blue. They categorized colors based primarily on brightness and shade,

identifying only a few fundamental color descriptors in their language,

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/mUs2mMTyRRb


https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/mUs2mMTyRRb


chapter 4 Summary: 

The mechanical nature of early computers made them susceptible to insect

 interference, particularly insects like moths. While this led to the popular

association of technology issues with "bugs," the term itself dates back to the

19th century, as evidenced by Thomas Edison’s search for a "bug" in his

phonograph in 1889. The term "de-bugging" predated the famous Harvard

moth incident that is often falsely credited with coining the term; thus, life

imitated language in a fascinating way.

When discussing survival in nuclear conditions, it is commonly believed that

cockroaches would thrive, but research by Drs. Wharton in 1959 revealed

that they would be one of the first to perish due to radiation exposure. In

contrast, the bacterium Deinococcus radiodurans, known for its extreme

resilience, can survive radiation levels far higher than those lethal to

humans. Its capabilities have made scientists consider its potential

significance in finding extraterrestrial life.

In the culinary world, the hottest part of chilies is often mistakenly thought

to be the seeds; rather, it is the central membrane, rich in capsaicin. The

Scoville Scale was developed in 1912 to measure chili heat, with the Dorset

Naga chili recorded as one of the hottest varieties, showing just how extreme

the flavors and effects of capsaicin can be.
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Tulips, often associated with the Netherlands, are originally from

mountainous regions and had their first introduction to the Netherlands in

1554. Historical accounts of "tulipomania" suggest drastic price inflations,

yet many claims of financial ruin during the tulip bubble may have been

exaggerated or misrepresented.

Saffron, the world’s most expensive spice, requires an astonishing number

of crocuses to produce a kilogram. Historical uses, such as in the time of

Alexander the Great, illustrate its significance across centuries. In contrast,

the peculiar discovery that human sperm is attracted to the smell of lily of

the valley showcases the intricate ways that scent influences reproduction.

Humans possess four nostrils, two of which are internal, a remnant of

evolutionary history shared with fish. Recent discoveries in paleontology

have revealed fossil fish indicating stages of this evolutionary transition.

The whip is known as the first human invention to break the sound barrier, a

realization confirmed through high-speed photography. Cobras, famously

charming in acts, do not respond to music but instead react to the visual cues

of the flute and the vibrations transmitted through the ground.

Interestingly, while violin strings have long been thought to be made of

catgut, they are actually made from sheep intestines, a confusion that stems

from historical myths. Cats, equipped with unique biology, survive falls
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from great heights due to their low terminal velocity, leading to remarkable

survival rates.

The extinction of the dodo bird serves as a stark reminder of human impact

on species. Lacking natural instincts to flee from humans, the dodo quickly

fell victim to hunting and habitat loss. Meanwhile, the myth of ostriches

burying their heads in the sand does not hold, as evidence shows they prefer

to outrun threats or lie low in their nests.

Gorillas build nests and do not sleep in trees, while chickens, remarkably the

most populous bird species, originally gained prominence for their eggs

rather than meat. 

The naming of the Canary Islands after dogs reflects a history that

intertwines animal and human journeys. The size of the smallest dog may

vary, with different breeds claiming the title, while dog mating practices

include a unique "knotting" during copulation to ensure successful

reproduction.

Catherine the Great's death has often been sensationalized, overshadowing

her significant achievements as a leader. Similarly, the myth of hair and

fingernails growing post-mortem is debunked; instead, skin dehydration

creates an optical illusion of growth.
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Atlas, often illustrated holding the Earth, was originally tasked with holding

the heavens. The representation in map collections gave rise to the name

"Atlas" for books of maps.

The notion of "cloud nine" lacks a defined height but is often associated with

favorable imagery, whereas the fizz in champagne results not from carbon

dioxide alone but from impurities in the glass. 

The spherical shape of raindrops and the biological contributions of algae to

Earth's oxygen production showcase nature's intricacies. The German

military's utilization of nettles in WWI uniforms is a fascinating example of

resourcefulness in times of scarcity.

Though Sir Alexander Fleming is credited with discovering penicillin, he

followed the groundwork laid by earlier researchers, highlighting an ongoing

narrative wherein scientific recognition is often selective.

The question of whether viruses can be considered germs highlights the

significance of understanding bacteria and viruses as different entities in the

study of disease and infection.

Finally, unconventional myths about stress-related stomach ulcers have

given way to the understanding that they are particularly caused by the

bacterium Helicobacter pylori, leading to significant advancements in
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medical treatment methods today.

This exploration of various topics underscores the complexity and richness

of knowledge across many fields, from biology to history, and emphasizes

the perpetual need for curiosity and investigation into the world around us.
Topic Summary

Computers and
Bugs

Early computers were affected by bugs (insects), with the term 'bug'
dating back to the 19th century and used by Edison. 'De-bugging'
existed before the famous moth incident.

Cockroaches
and Radiation

Cockroaches are believed to survive nuclear conditions, but research
shows they would perish first due to radiation, while Deinococcus
radiodurans can survive extreme levels.

Chili Heat
The hottest part of chilies is the central membrane, not the seeds.
The Scoville Scale measures heat, with the Dorset Naga being one of
the hottest.

Tulips and
Tulipomania

Tulips are originally from mountainous regions and were introduced to
the Netherlands in 1554; claims of tulip bubble financial ruin may be
exaggerated.

Saffron
Production

Saffron is the most expensive spice, requiring many crocuses for a
kilogram, and has historical significance since the time of Alexander
the Great.

Human Nostrils Humans have four nostrils (two internal), a remnant of our
evolutionary history shared with fish, confirmed by fossil evidence.

Whips and
Sound Barrier

The whip was the first human invention to break the sound barrier,
substantiated through high-speed photography.

Cobra
Behavior

Cobras do not respond to music but to visual cues and vibrations
from their environment.

Violin Strings Violin strings are made from sheep intestines, not catgut, stemming
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Topic Summary

from historical myths.

Cat Survival Cats survive falls from great heights due to their unique biology and
low terminal velocity.

Dodo
Extinction

The dodo bird's extinction highlights human impact, lacking instincts
to evade humans.

Ostrich Myths The belief that ostriches bury their heads is false; they prefer to
outrun threats or lie low.

Gorilla Nesting Gorillas build nests on the ground and do not sleep in trees, while
chickens were initially valued for their eggs.

Canary Islands
Name

The Canary Islands are named after dogs, reflecting a historical
connection between animals and humans.

Catherine the
Great

Catherine the Great's death is sensationalized, overshadowing her
leadership achievements.

Post-Mortem
Myths

The myth that hair and fingernails grow after death is debunked; it's
an illusion caused by skin dehydration.

Atlas
Representation

Atlas was originally depicted holding the heavens, influencing the
naming of map collections as "Atlases." 

Cloud Nine The term "cloud nine" lacks a specific height, but often connotes
positive imagery.

Fizz in
Champagne

The fizz in champagne comes from impurities in the glass, not just
carbon dioxide.

Raindrop
Shape

Raindrops are spherical, and algae play a significant role in Earth's
oxygen production.

Nettles in WWI The German military used nettles for uniforms during WWI,
showcasing resourcefulness.
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Topic Summary

Penicillin
Discovery

Sir Alexander Fleming is credited with discovering penicillin, building
upon earlier research.

Viruses vs
Bacteria

Understanding the distinction between viruses and bacteria is crucial
in disease research.

Stomach Ulcer
Causes

Stress-related ulcers have been debunked; Helicobacter pylori is
identified as the primary cause.

Exploration
Summary

This chapter illustrates knowledge's complexity across various fields,
emphasizing curiosity.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Curiosity fuels understanding and growth.

Critical Interpretation: Embrace the idea that curiosity, much like that

seen in the evolution of language around technology and nature, can

lead to profound discoveries and insights in your own life. Just as the

term 'bug' evolved from the intricacies of early computing to represent

issues in technology, you too can redefine challenges as opportunities

for learning. By remaining curious and seeking knowledge in every

situation, you cultivate an adaptability that allows you to thrive

despite difficulties—whether in personal relationships, career pursuits,

or your overall quest for understanding the world around you.
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chapter 5 Summary: 

Synapses play a pivotal role in our brains as the junctions where axons meet

 dendrites, transforming electrical impulses into chemical signals and

connecting neurons into a vast network. The brain comprises an astonishing

200 billion neurons, with a staggering one quadrillion synapses and

approximately three million miles of axons. Intriguingly, there are fifty

times more glial cells than neurons, which provide structural support and

manage housekeeping tasks, such as clearing debris from dead neurons. This

complex architecture supports a form of information exchange that far

surpasses the number of atoms in the universe. In terms of size, if laid out

side by side, neurons would cover the equivalent of four football fields.

The living brain is pink due to its blood supply; however, when deprived of

oxygen, it appears gray. The terms "gray matter" and "white matter" describe

different types of brain tissue, with gray matter responsible for information

processing and consuming about 94% of the brain's oxygen, while white

matter, composed of myelin, acts as the communication network, linking

various brain regions. Fascinatingly, studies reveal notable differences

between male and female brains; men generally possess more gray matter

while women have a higher concentration of white matter, especially in

areas associated with emotional control and judgment.

Interestingly, the notion that alcohol kills brain cells is a myth; while alcohol
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can slow down the growth of new cells, it has not been shown to destroy

existing ones. Relatedly, dehydration causes hangovers, as the brain

temporarily shrinks, pulling on its protective membranes. Among the animal

kingdom, dolphins don't consume water as humans do; instead, they derive

their liquid from a diet rich in fish and body fat. Dolphins exhibit a

remarkable sleeping pattern, resting one hemisphere of their brain at a time

to remain alert to threats.

When it comes to popular culture, the character James Bond is often

associated with a vodka martini, although he actually favors whiskey,

consuming it far more frequently. The idea that alcohol can aggravate

dehydration is misleading—most fluids, including coffee and tea, can be

hydrating if consumed in moderation. Yet, seawater is dangerous, as the salt

leads to dehydration at the cellular level.

In dietary discussions, caffeine content reveals that a standard cup of coffee

contains significantly more caffeine than a cup of tea, despite tea leaves

having a higher caffeine concentration by weight. This differentiation also

extends to various processing techniques like espresso brewing, where

extraction methods impact the final caffeine strength.

The dishwasher, contrary to popular belief, was not primarily designed for

convenience but rather to prevent damage to fine china by servants.

Josephine Garis Cochran created the first practical dishwasher to solve this
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issue, leading to its recognition during the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair.

Conversely, Teflon, contrary to myths linking its discovery to space

exploration, was discovered by Roy Plunkett while he was conducting

experiments unrelated to space. Teflon's unique properties made it useful in

many applications, from the Manhattan Project to cookware manufacturing.

As for the origins of Quaker Oats, the company adopted its name for

branding purposes, not as a reflection of its founders, who had no actual ties

to the Quaker faith. Despite a couple of noteworthy controversies

surrounding its research practices, the brand has endured.

Color symbolism reaches into folklore as well. Traditional myths and

modern revisions have shaped the image of iconic characters like Robin

Hood and fantastical creatures like Oompa-Loompas, reflecting societal

attitudes toward race and class through their narratives.

Finally, it's essential to clarify common misconceptions about health and

nutrition. Factors such as diet, physical activity, and mental health

treatments (like exercise) all play significant roles in well-being. The

surprising findings of studies on sleep habits and their correlation with

longevity challenge everyday norms regarding optimal sleep, while

escalating rates of tobacco-related morbidity highlight urgent public health

concerns that demand immediate attention.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The connection between diet, physical activity, and overall

well-being is vital for a fulfilling life.

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing at the crossroads of your

health choices, where every meal you savor and every moment of

exercise you embrace creates a ripple effect that can transform your

entire existence. This chapter highlights the astonishing

interconnectedness of your diet and physical activity, serving as a

poignant reminder that even the smallest changes can lead to

significant improvements in your well-being. By nourishing your body

with vibrant foods and invigorating it with movement, you set in

motion a powerful path towards longevity and vitality. As you reflect

on these insights, let them inspire you to take charge of your

choices—each bite becomes a chance to cultivate not just your

physical health, but also your mental clarity and emotional resilience,

ultimately enriching the tapestry of your daily life.
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chapter 6: 

In the fascinating Chapter 6 of "The Book of General Ignorance," John

Lloyd uncovers a plethora of misconceptions and lesser-known truths

spanning topics from maritime history to cultural practices, illuminating the

depths of human ignorance and curiosity.

1. <strong>Maritime Health and Scurvy</strong>: The chapter starts by

addressing Captain Cook, who is often falsely credited with eradicating

scurvy among sailors by providing limes and lemons. In reality, Cook did

not carry these fruits aboard his voyages. Instead, sailors relied on preserved

foods that lost essential vitamin C, leading to widespread scurvy. The true

breakthrough came from James Lind's advocacy of citrus fruits, recognized

only years after Cook's expeditions began. Ironically, lime juice, adopted

later for economy, turned out to be low in vitamin C, causing a resurgence of

the disease.

2. <strong>Australia's Discovery</strong>: The text dissects the myth

surrounding Captain Cook as the discoverer of Australia, pointing out that

he was neither the first European nor the first Englishman to land there.
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Best Quotes from The Book Of General Ignorance by
John Lloyd with Page Numbers

chapter 1 | Quotes from pages 1-30

1. THERE IS REALLY NO SUCH THING AS BAD WEATHER, ONLY DIFFERENT

KINDS OF GOOD WEATHER.

2. IF YOU THINK YOU ARE TOO SMALL TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE, TRY

SLEEPING IN A CLOSED ROOM WITH A MOSQUITO.

3. SEEK KNOWLEDGE, EVEN IF IT BE IN CHINA.

4. THE MORE I SEE OF THE MONEYED CLASSES, THE MORE I UNDERSTAND

THE GUILLOTINE.

5. ONE DAY THERE WILL BE A TELEPHONE IN EVERY MAJOR CITY IN THE

USA.

6. I CONFESS THAT NOTHING FRIGHTENS ME MORE THAN THE

APPEARANCE OF MUSHROOMS ON THE TABLE, ESPECIALLY IN A SMALL

PROVINCIAL TOWN.

7. A HOLY MAN IN THE RUSSIAN NORTH SAID, "THERE’S NOTHING MORE

DEADLY THAN WAKING UP TO FIND YOURSELF IN THE PAST."

8. IT IS IMPOSSIBLE TO TEST ACCURATELY HOW LONG A SEVERED HEAD

REMAINS CONSCIOUS, IF AT ALL.

9. WHAT HAS A THREE-SECOND MEMORY? NOT A GOLDFISH, FOR

STARTERS.

10. LIFE IS TOO SHORT NOT TO BE ENJOYED; AND IF YOU ENJOY IT —YOU
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CAN'T HELP BUT SHARE IT.

chapter 2 | Quotes from pages 31-60

1. THERE ARE THREE THINGS THAT ARE EXTREMELY HARD: STEEL, A

DIAMOND, AND TO KNOW ONE’S SELF. BENJAMIN FRANKLIN.

2. NOTHING EXISTS EXCEPT ATOMS AND EMPTY SPACE; EVERYTHING

ELSE IS OPINION. DEMOCRITOS OF ABDERA.

3. BEFORE THE CURSE OF STATISTICS FELL UPON MANKIND WE LIVED A

HAPPY, INNOCENT LIFE, FULL OF MERRIMENT AND GO AND INFORMED

BY FAIRLY GOOD JUDGMENT. HILAIRE BELLOC.

4. ISUPPOSE NOBODY HAS EVER BEEN STRUCK A DIRECT BLOW BY A

RABBIT. AT LEAST, NOT DELIBERATELY. SIR WILLIAM CONNOR.

5. What’s three times as dangerous as war? Work is a bigger killer than alcohol, drugs,

or war.

6. NO CALL ALLIGATOR LONG MOUTH TILL YOU CROSS THE RIVER.

JAMAICAN PROVERB.

7. But the real boom in sales has come in the last fifty years, as adult shops take

advantage of the thriving bondage market.

8. Even scrupulous publications such as the Washington Post were caught out.

9. THE SPANISH FOR SLOTH IS PEREZOSO, “THE SLOTHFUL ONE,” NOT TO

BE CONFUSED WITH PEREZOSA WHICH MEANS “DECKCHAIR.”

10. The universe in general, as far as we can tell, is as under-populated as the atom

itself.
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chapter 3 | Quotes from pages 61-90

1. It’s an incredibly faint shade, but it is blue.

2. The color spectrum is divided in a completely different way.

3. HOW INAPPROPRIATE TO CALL THIS PLANET EARTH WHEN CLEARLY IT

IS OCEAN.

4. DEMOCRACY IS TWO WOLVES AND A LAMB VOTING ON WHAT TO HAVE

FOR LUNCH. LIBERTY IS A WELL-ARMED LAMB CONTESTING THE VOTE.

5. THE MISSING LINK BETWEEN ANIMALS AND THE REAL HUMAN BEING

IS MOST LIKELY OURSELVES.

6. THE ONLY DIFFERENCE BETWEEN A GOOD SHOT AND A BAD SHOT IS

WHETHER IT GOES IN OR NOT.

7. YOU CAN GET MUCH FURTHER WITH A KIND WORD AND A GUN THAN

YOU CAN WITH A KIND WORD ALONE.

8. THE GREATEST OF ALL INVENTORS IS ACCIDENT.

9. Life should not be estimated exclusively by the standard of dollars and cents.

10. There is always something larger or smaller.
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chapter 4 | Quotes from pages 91-120

1. LIGHT TRAVELS FASTER THAN SOUND—ISN’T THAT WHY SOME PEOPLE

APPEAR BRIGHT UNTIL YOU HEAR THEM SPEAK? STEVENWRIGHT

2. TO SEE WHAT IS IN FRONT OF ONE’S NOSE REQUIRES CONSTANT

STRUGGLE. GEORGEORWELL

3. CATS ARE INTENDED TO TEACH US THAT NOT EVERYTHING IN NATURE

HAS A FUNCTION. GARRISONKEILLOR

4. ONE SOMETIMES FINDS WHAT ONE IS NOT LOOKING FOR.

ALEXANDERFLEMING

5. THE FACT THAT SOME GENIUSES WERE LAUGHED AT DOES NOT IMPLY

THAT ALL WHO ARE LAUGHED AT ARE GENIUSES. THEY LAUGHED AT

COLUMBUS, THEY LAUGHED AT FULTON, THEY LAUGHED AT THE

WRIGHT BROTHERS. BUT THEY ALSO LAUGHED AT BOZO THE CLOWN.

CARLSAGAN

6. AHEN IS ONLY AN EGG’S WAY OF MAKING ANOTHER EGG.

SAMUELBUTLER

7. MY ONLY REGRET IN LIFE IS THAT I DID NOT DRINK MORE

CHAMPAGNE. JOHNMAYNARDKEYNES

8. ANTS ARE SO MUCH LIKE HUMAN BEINGS AS TO BE AN

EMBARRASSMENT. THEY FARM FUNGI, RAISE APHIDS AS LIVESTOCK,

LAUNCH ARMIES INTO WAR, USE CHEMICAL SPRAYS TO ALARM AND

CONFUSE ENEMIES, CAPTURE SLAVES, ENGAGE IN CHILD LABOR,

EXCHANGE INFORMATION CEASELESSLY. THEY DO EVERTHING BUT
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WATCH TELEVISION. LEWISTHOMAS

9. SPACE ISN’T REMOTE AT ALL. IT’S ONLY AN HOUR’S DRIVE

AWAY IF YOUR CAR COULD GO STRAIGHT UPWARDS.

FREDHOYLER

chapter 5 | Quotes from pages 121-150

1. With such astonishing potential, whatever percentage of our brains we use, we could

all, clearly, do a little better.

2. What we call intelligence requires both to work together at high speed.

3. The output (intelligence) is the same, but the way it is produced is very different.

4. Using drugs leads your brain to stop producing its own dopamine almost completely.

By training yourself to be positive you can make yourself cheerful again.

5. What is said when drunk has been thought out beforehand.

6. If you don’t mind smelling like peanut butter for two or three days, peanut butter is

darn good shaving cream.

7. The chief danger in life is that you may take too many precautions.

8. It’s amazing how it cheers one up to shred oranges and scrub the floor.

9. Man cannot make a worm, yet he will make gods by the dozen.

10. A carrot is a carrot and we know nothing more.

chapter 6 | Quotes from pages 151-187

1. Every scientific truth goes through three stages. First, people say it conflicts with the

Bible. Next they say it had been discovered before. Last, they say they always believed
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in it.

2. Even what can appear to be the most common, small, and simple of

objects, can reveal itself to be on its own terms as complex and grand as a

space shuttle or a great suspension bridge.

3. We are all sandless. We are all ignorant. There are beaches and deserts and

dunes of knowledge whose existence we have never even guessed at, let

alone visited.

4. The human brain is the most complex single object in the cosmos.

5. What we need is a treasure house, not of knowledge, but of ignorance.

Something that gives not answers but questions.

6. The really interesting questions aren’t like that. What is life? Nobody

knows. What is light? Or love? Or laughter?

7. In the words of W. H. Auden, 'Those who run to the apes to explain our

behavior are chuckleheads too dumb to know their arse from a hole in the

ground.'

8. Human beings evolved during the last Ice Age. Toward the end of it, as

the temperature rose, there were vast catastrophic rises in sea level caused by

the melting ice caps.

9. Those who said, 'Hang on, I think we might be ignorant, let’s see…' were

made to drink poison, or had their eyes put out.

10. We think we know the answer: Ask more questions.
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The Book Of General Ignorance Discussion Questions

chapter 1 |  | Q&A

1.Question:

What is the difference between the tallest and highest mountains in the world

according to the chapter?

The chapter explains that the term 'highest' refers to the measurement from sea level to

the peak of the mountain, making Mount Everest the highest mountain at 29,029 feet.

On the other hand, the term 'tallest' considers the measurement from the base of the

mountain, which for Mauna Kea in Hawaii extends 33,465 feet from the seabed,

making it the tallest. When discussed, Everest is recognized as the highest mountain,

while Mauna Kea holds the title of tallest.

2.Question:

What confuses moths about artificial light sources according to the text?

Moths are not attracted to flames; rather, they become disoriented by them. They have

evolved to navigate using the natural light from the moon and sun, which they expect to

be stationary points in the sky. However, when they encounter an artificial light, it is

nearby and behaves differently, leading them to fly in circles around it, believing they

need to adjust their flight path to keep it 'stationary.'

3.Question:

What is the driest place on Earth as described in the chapter?

Antarctica is identified as the driest place on Earth. Some parts of Antarctica,

specifically the Dry Valleys, have not seen any rain for two million years, making it
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technically a desert as it receives less than ten inches of precipitation annually. The

chapter notes that these Dry Valleys are completely free of ice and snow and never

experience rain, highlighting the unique climatic conditions that contribute to

Antarctica's extreme dryness.

4.Question:

How does the chapter explain the phenomenon of hailstorms,

particularly in relation to Kericho, Kenya?

The chapter emphasizes that Kericho, Kenya, has the highest frequency of

hailstorms, with hail falling an average of 132 days a year. The cause of this

abundance of hail is not fully understood, but studies suggest that organic

material from tea plantations may create nuclei for hailstones to form.

Additionally, the region's high altitude could contribute to significant uplifts

of warm air, quickly cooling and condensing to form hail before it can melt.

5.Question:

What common myth about goldfish’s memory is debunked in the

chapter?

The chapter dispels the myth that goldfish have a memory span of only three

seconds. Research conducted by the School of Psychology at the University

of Plymouth in 2003 demonstrated that goldfish can actually remember

things for at least three months, as they are capable of being trained to

perform tasks and can follow routines related to feeding times. This clarifies

the misunderstanding surrounding the memory abilities of goldfish.
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chapter 2 |  | Q&A

1.Question:

Where do diamonds form and what is their composition?

Diamonds are formed 100 to 300 miles underground, primarily found inside volcanic

rock known as Kimberlite, and are made of pure carbon. Their carbon atoms are

arranged in a different structure than that of graphite, making diamonds one of the

hardest naturally occurring substances on Earth.

2.Question:

What is the Moment Magnitude Scale (MMS) and how does it differ from the

Richter scale?

The Moment Magnitude Scale (MMS) measures the energy released by an earthquake,

taking into account the total area affected and the distance of slip along the fault. It was

developed because the Richter scale, which measures only the strength of seismic shock

waves, can yield the same score for earthquakes causing vastly differing amounts of

damage. Both scales are logarithmic; a two-point increase signifies 100 times more

power.

3.Question:

What is perovskite and why is it significant in earth science?

Perovskite is a mineral compound of magnesium, silicon, and oxygen, and is theorized

to make up about half of the Earth's mantle, which sits between the crust and the core.

Its abundance and structure may prove essential for advanced research in

superconductors, capable of conducting electricity without resistance at normal
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temperatures, offering potential advancements in technology.

4.Question:

How does the moon smell according to astronauts who walked on its

surface?

The moon reportedly smells like gunpowder based on descriptions from

astronauts. Although they could not smell it directly due to their space suits,

moondust brought back to the lunar module felt like snow and had that

distinctive odor, primarily composed of silicon dioxide from meteoric

activity.

5.Question:

What is the significance of the Number of the Beast, and what surprising

evidence has changed its interpretation?

The Number of the Beast is traditionally known as 666, marking the

Anti-Christ in the Book of Revelation. However, a 2005 study of an ancient

manuscript revealed that the number may actually be 616 instead,

challenging centuries of interpretation and altering the understanding of this

biblical symbol.

chapter 3 |  | Q&A

1.Question:

Why do conspiracy theorists believe NASA doctored pictures from the Viking

rovers on Mars?

Conspiracy theorists accused NASA of deliberately doctoring the pictures taken by the
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Viking rovers to make them appear more familiar to viewers on Earth. They argue that

the rovers, which captured images in gray-scale and used color filters to generate color

images, may not represent the true color of Mars. Given that no human has ever

touched Martian soil, and considering that adjustments of the color filters can result in

significant variations (with earlier photographs described as 'overpinked' leading to

later representations of a butterscotch-like color), skeptics question the accuracy and

authenticity of these images.

2.Question:

What does the chapter indicate about the true color of water?

The chapter clarifies that water does have a color, albeit an incredibly faint

shade of blue. It explains that although water is often considered clear or

transparent, its blue tint can be seen in various natural scenarios, such as

looking into deep snow or through thick ice. Moreover, the apparent color of

bodies of water can be influenced by various factors, including the particles

suspended within them that scatter light, thereby affecting the perception of

their color. For example, large bodies containing algae may appear green

under bright conditions instead of blue.

3.Question:

How does the chapter address the perception of color in ancient Greece?

The chapter notes that ancient Greeks had a very different perception of

color than modern society, focusing primarily on brightness rather than color

itself. There was no specific term for 'blue' in ancient Greek; instead, they

used terms like 'glaukos' and 'kyanos,' which convey relative intensities and
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states of light rather than a specific color. Homer's mentions of colors in the

'Iliad' and 'Odyssey' reflect this understanding, as he primarily describes

objects in terms of black, white, greenish-yellow, and purply-red. This

linguistic distinction illustrates a cultural viewpoint that prioritized qualities

over color.

4.Question:

What is the common misconception regarding how bathtub water

drains?

The widely held belief that the Coriolis force influences the direction in

which water drains in bathtubs—clockwise in the Southern Hemisphere and

counterclockwise in the Northern Hemisphere—is debunked in the chapter.

It states that the direction in which bathwater drains is actually determined

by the shape of the basin, the method of filling, and any introduced vortices.

The Coriolis effect is too weak to have any significant influence on such

small, domestic scenarios, contrary to popular myths and demonstrations.

5.Question:

What is revealed about camels and the common belief regarding what

they store in their humps?

The chapter reveals a common misconception about camels: they do not

store water in their humps. Instead, the humps are primarily reservoirs of fat,

which serves as an energy source. Water is actually stored throughout their

bodies, particularly in their bloodstreams, enabling them to survive extended

periods without drinking. Furthermore, camels demonstrate remarkable
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abilities to endure dehydration, losing up to 40% of their body weight before

experiencing negative effects. Upon finally drinking, they can consume large

quantities of water at once.
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chapter 4 |  | Q&A

1.Question:

What is the origin of the term 'bug' in relation to computers?

The term 'bug', used to signify an error or fault in machinery, dates back to the

nineteenth century and is not originally related to the malfunction of early computers.

An early mention can be found in a newspaper report from 1889 that cites Thomas

Edison searching for a 'bug' in his phonograph. Although the literal 'bug' in a computer

context (referring to the famous incident with a moth in a Harvard computer) is widely

referenced, the concept of debugging predates it, showcasing an instance of life

imitating language.

2.Question:

What were scientists Drs. Wharton and Wharton's findings regarding the

resilience of insects to radiation?

Drs. Wharton and Wharton conducted research in 1959 to determine the levels of

radiation various insects could withstand. They discovered that while humans die at an

exposure of around 1,000 rads, cockroaches could survive up to 20,000 rads. In

contrast, fruit flies could tolerate 64,000 rads, and the parasitic wasp could endure about

180,000 rads. The most radiation-resistant organism found was the bacterium

Deinococcus radiodurans, dubbed 'Conan the Bacterium', which can tolerate up to 1.5

million rads.

3.Question:

What is the significance of the central membrane in chili peppers concerning
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capsaicin content?

The central membrane within chili peppers, where the seeds are attached,

contains the highest concentrations of capsaicin, the active compound

responsible for a chili's heat. This is a commonly misunderstood aspect since

many believe the seeds themselves are the hottest part. The heat of chili

peppers is quantified using the Scoville Scale, which measures the

concentration of capsaicin, with the Dorset Naga chili being noted for its

extreme heat measured at 923,000 Scoville Heat Units (SHU).

4.Question:

How did the tulip get its name and what historical significance does it

hold in relation to the Netherlands?

The tulip, often associated with the Netherlands, actually originated from

mountainous regions and was brought to the Netherlands in 1554 from

Constantinople. The name 'tulip' derives from the Turkish word 'tülbent',

which itself comes from the Persian 'dulband' meaning 'turban', reflecting the

flower's resemblance to this headwear. While tulips became popular in the

Netherlands, leading to the infamous 'tulipomania,' historical analysis

suggests that the financial crises surrounding tulip speculations were

overstated, and the mania lasted a brief period without significant long-term

economic impact.

5.Question:

What research disproved the belief that stress causes stomach ulcers?

The notion that stress or spicy foods caused stomach ulcers was debunked
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by Australian pathologists Barry Marshall and Robin Warren in the early

1980s, who identified the bacterium Helicobacter pylori as the true cause of

the ulcers. They demonstrated that when this bacterium was eradicated,

ulcers healed effectively. This groundbreaking revelation contradicted the

long-held beliefs in the medical community, leading to significant changes

in how stomach ulcer treatments are approached. Marshall's

self-experimentation with the bacterium added further validation to their

findings, ultimately earning them the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine

in 2005.

chapter 5 |  | Q&A

1.Question:

What are synapses and what role do they play in the brain?

Synapses are the junctions between axons and dendrites in the brain where electrical

impulses are converted into chemical signals, facilitating communication between

neurons. They act like switches that link neurons together, creating a complex network

that underpins brain function.

2.Question:

What is the difference between gray matter and white matter in the brain?

Gray matter consists primarily of neuronal cell bodies and is responsible for processing

information, consuming about 94% of the brain's oxygen. White matter, on the other

hand, is made up of myelinated axons and acts as the brain's communication network,

linking different areas of gray matter and connecting them to the rest of the body. Gray
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matter is 40% of the brain, while white matter makes up 60%.

3.Question:

How does brain structure differ between men and women according to

recent studies?

Studies have shown that men and women have different brain structures

despite having similar IQ levels. Men typically have more gray matter

concentrated in certain areas, while women possess significantly more white

matter, particularly in the frontal lobes. This suggests that they may process

information differently, reflecting physiological differences that could

explain gender-based behavioral theories.

4.Question:

What common myth about alcohol and brain cells is debunked in the

chapter?

The chapter debunks the myth that alcohol kills brain cells. In reality,

alcohol does not destroy brain cells but may slow the growth of new cells.

Evidence from studies indicates that moderate alcohol consumption may

actually benefit cognition, while alcohol abuse can interfere with brain

function rather than cause cell death.

5.Question:

What is the significance of the color of the living brain, and what are its

components?

The living brain is pink due to the presence of oxygenated blood, while
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when removed from the body, it appears gray. There are two main

components in the brain: gray matter, which constitutes the active processing

areas of the brain, and white matter, which serves as insulation and a

communication network for neuronal signals. This structure is crucial for the

full understanding of how the brain functions.

chapter 6 |  | Q&A

1.Question:

What was Captain Cook's approach to preventing scurvy on his voyages?

Captain Cook's approach to preventing scurvy involved avoiding the issue altogether, as

he reportedly did not carry fresh limes or lemons on board his ships. Instead, he had

barrels of sauerkraut and a fruit-juice mixture called 'rob', which had been boiled to

preserve them but lost much of their vitamin C content. Despite the common belief that

Cook's practices kept his crew free from scurvy, journals from his fellow officers

indicated that scurvy was widespread on all three of his voyages, though the death rate

was relatively low. It wasn't until 1795 that the British Admiralty made it standard for

ships to carry citrus fruits, a recommendation made by physician James Lind, which

significantly reduced cases of scurvy among sailors.

2.Question:

How did the perception of limes and lemons change in relation to scurvy

prevention after Captain Cook's era?

In the 18th century, lemons were primarily recognized as effective in preventing

scurvy, particularly after James Lind published his findings in 1754. However, by the
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1850s, limes began to replace lemons on naval ships mainly due to economic factors —

limes could be produced more cheaply in British colonies, while lemons were imported

from Mediterranean countries. This transition ironically led to a resurgence of scurvy,

as limes have significantly lower vitamin C content compared to lemons. It wasn't until

much later that the importance of vitamin C in preventing scurvy was fully understood.

3.Question:

Who was James Lind and what was his contribution to the

understanding of scurvy?

James Lind was an Edinburgh physician who conducted pioneering research

on scurvy, publishing his influential Treatise on Scurvy in 1754. Lind

experimented with various dietary interventions on sailors suffering from

scurvy and found that citrus fruits, particularly lemons and limes, were

highly effective in treating the disease. His work highlighted the connection

between vitamin C deficiency and scurvy, laying the groundwork for later

nutritional practices in maritime health. Lind’s recommendations were

largely ignored at the time, but they eventually led to the mandatory supply

of citrus fruits on ships by the British Admiralty in 1795.

4.Question:

What historical misconceptions are associated with Captain Cook

regarding the discovery of Australia?

The misconception that Captain Cook discovered Australia is widespread

but incorrect. While Cook's expeditions between 1768 and 1771 are often

credited for mapping the east coast of Australia and claiming it for Britain,
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he was not the first European to reach the continent; Dutch explorers were

there about 150 years earlier. Additionally, the first Englishman to land on

Australia was Captain William Dampier, who arrived in 1697. Furthermore,

Cook was not even a captain during his first voyage, but a lieutenant. The

true discoverers of Australia, however, are the Aboriginal peoples who have

inhabited the land for over 50,000 years.

5.Question:

What is the origin of the word "kangaroo" and the misconceptions

surrounding its meaning?

The word 'kangaroo' comes from the Guugu Ymithirr language spoken by

the Aboriginal people near Botany Bay, where it specifically referred to the

large gray or black kangaroo (Macropus robustus). The common

misconception is that it means �7 I don’t know�7, based on a popular

anecdote suggesting a misunderstanding between early English settlers and

Aboriginal Australians. In reality, as settlers moved inland, they began using

the term to refer to all kangaroos and wallabies. Additionally, when other

Aboriginal tribes like the Baagandji encountered the term, they were

confused and associated it with animals they had never seen before, even

relating it wrongly to horses.
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