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THE COMPENDIUM OF (NOT QUITE) EVERYTHING

‘I loved it. Jonn Elledge is a charming and outstandingly nerdish guide. A big, generous, fascinating book, best dipped into on a rainy Sunday with the snooker on in the background.’

Robert Webb

‘I love Jonn Elledge’s brain, and his tireless quests to boggle everyone else’s. I strongly suggest you hitchhike a ride with this book, which is a travelogue of the weird and wonderful, a galaxy of things in our world and beyond that I simply didn’t have a clue about. I am now slightly less clueless, much more entertained, and I briefly understood the Beaufort Scale. That alone causes me to break out the adjective “indispensable”.’

Marina Hyde

‘If you ever wondered what a parsec was, or how language developed, or how many wars have been fought over cows, or whether a large straw goat has ever been held in a secret location by Swedish police, I heartily recommend this book. Elledge’s natural curiosity has been brilliantly harnessed, answering questions you didn’t know you had with more clarity and wit than is fair for any single writer to contain.’

Linda Tirado

‘Joyous, mind-expanding, laugh-out-loud funny, and full of nerdy gusto.’

Ian Dunt

‘Open this book at any page and you will learn new things. Jonn somehow manages to make the world seem at the same time more orderly and ungraspably huge and varied.’

Helen Zaltzman

‘An unholy cross between Douglas Adams and Bill Bryson, this compendium of strange, funny and surprising facts is the perfect loo book.’

Helen Lewis

‘It sounds like a mess until you realise it’s actually the world that is a mess and this fascinating, funny book is the only fixed point of sanity we’ve got.’

Hugo Rifkind
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Introduction: Some serious trivia

One of my less self-destructive habits is to waste my days on long, pointless walks through the unfashionable bits of the city in which I live, listening to podcasts and audiobooks and generally poking around the place. It was on one such walk a few years ago that I came across something that amused me: a building containing two houses, one inside the borders of London and one outside. I was so delighted by the idea that someone, somewhere, had decided to run the boundary of Greater London down the middle of a building which already existed that I tweeted a picture, suggesting it must count as one of the silliest lines that people had ever drawn on a map.

The response I got quickly corrected that assumption. People were falling over themselves to tell me about Cromartyshire, a historic county containing 23 separate parcels of land, scattered across northern Scotland like a plate someone has dropped on the floor, for no other reason than that a 17th-century landowner had persuaded the king he should have a promotion; or about the Northwest Angle, a piece of Minnesota attached to Canada and separated from the rest of its state by a large, cold lake, and all because of a screw-up in a treaty dating from 1783.

Then there’s Baarle-Hertog, a Belgian town consisting of 26 separate bits of land inside the Dutch town of Baarle-Nassau, some of which contain even more bits of Baarle-Nassau; differences in licensing laws in the two countries once meant a nightly ritual whereby, as closing time in the Netherlands rolled around, restaurants would simply ask diners to move to the more liberal Belgian side of the border. Least likely of all is the Hotel Arbez in La Cure, a few miles north of Geneva, which is half in France and half in Switzerland. During the Second World War, the local resistance movement are reported to have taken over the upstairs rooms because the Nazi occupiers weren’t allowed to use the sovereign Swiss stairs. This story has been widely repeated but I decline, nonetheless, to believe a word of it.

Perhaps my favourite of the geographical anomalies I discovered from all this is that of Bir Tawil, an 800-square-mile piece of land in the desert between Sudan and Egypt yet claimed by neither. The border in this area is disputed: Egypt favours a straight line along the 22nd parallel; Sudan a wonkier one, which runs southeast of that parallel before wobbling its way northeast.

The reason for this is that both states claim a patch of land north of the 22nd parallel, the Hala’ib Triangle, which contains valuable oil resources. But a side effect is that neither claims a patch of land that lies south of that parallel, which is Bir Tawil. And so it sits there in the desert, the only habitable land on Earth to be unclaimed by any nation state. The nomadic tribes who occupy it seem not to care.

It is not just geography that is prone to such anomalies. To take an example from a different realm of human knowledge, consider a question that you’d probably imagine to have a clear and indisputable answer: how many King Edwards has England had?

The most recent English king to go by that name is generally known as Edward VIII (reigned and abdicated 1936). From this one might conclude, quite rationally, that the answer is eight.

It isn’t. If you read down a list of English monarchs, the king described as Edward I (1272–1307) will be either the third, or more probably the fourth, King Edward you come to. And he would have known this, because the previous King Edward, Edward the Confessor (1042–66), was:


a) England’s patron saint at the time, and

b) literally the man he had been named after.



So why do we call Edward I ‘Edward I’, when he very obviously wasn’t the first anything? The convention seems to have come into being over the reigns of Edward II (1307–27) and Edward III (1327–77), because when you have three King Edwards in a row it helps to have a bit of clarity over which one you’re talking about. These labels stuck when, at some later point, historians stopped identifying monarchs by titles like ‘the Conqueror’ and decided instead to distinguish them by using ordinal numbers written as Roman numerals. Whether this is because this numbering scheme was already firmly established, or whether it was a conscious decision on the part of somebody or other that the history of England’s royal family only really started with the Norman Conquest of 1066, is surprisingly hard to pin down.

At any rate, England has had not eight but either 10 or 11 King Edwards.1 Any attempt to establish a more definite number than that would involve getting into questions over what counts as England and who counts as a king, which, alas, we have no space for here.

The internet, it must be said, has been good for our ability to access information, but terrible for our ability to stay focused while doing so.

This is a book of stories like this: diversions into the cul-de-sacs of science and culture; apparently simple factual enquiries that lead swiftly into discussion of how we came to know things and why what we once thought right turned out to be wrong. My aim is to provoke the enjoyable feeling of getting lost in an online encyclopaedia, sinking deeper into a warm bath of trivia as you click aimlessly from link to link, until you realise you’ve just spent 20 minutes reading about the Aztec conception of the direction ‘south’ even though you only wanted to know how old the Sun was.

Inside you will find a table of the world’s longest rivers, and a discussion of the number of countries there are in the world, each of which devolves pretty rapidly into an exploration of why these apparently real and tangible things are actually transient, shifting and prone to both human action and arguments over terms. A look at some of history’s sillier wars becomes a dissertation on human folly; some notes on independence days turn into a debate about whether every empire ever actually fell; while the entries on the world’s largest and smallest countries become, in a footnote, a meditation on how one might go about finding the most average.

There’s a bit on space-faring animals, a very brief history of Hollywood told through its biggest films, and the entire history of the universe covered in a few hundred words. There’s even a bit on the football World Cup – though, because I am the least football-y bloke in the world, much of it is concerned with the relationship between England and Scotland, the geopolitics of the 1940s, and a cute story about a criminal conspiracy foiled by a dog, which comes with an unexpectedly tragic ending.

Imagine if Tristram Shandy had written an encyclopaedia, or The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy was real, but limited to 300 pages and composed by a single, ageing nerd forced by a global pandemic to remain in a small flat in London. That is the volume that you have in your hands.

Now come on – we’ve got the entire sum of human knowledge to get through, we’d best be getting going.

_______________

1 To confuse things further, by the way, since 1707 England has been part of the United Kingdom. Which has definitely only ever had two King Edwards. But while you’re down here, England is not the only kingdom whose numbering has gone haywire. Across the Channel in France, Louis XVI (1774–92) was followed, after a fairly eventful gap, by Louis XVIII (1814–24). The number XVII was reserved, rather pathetically, for the former King Louis’ son, who nominally ruled from a revolutionary prison cell for two and a half years before dying of scrofula. With similar logic, there’s an Emperor Napoleon I (1804–15) and a Napoleon III (1852–70), but Napoleon II never got to rule anything, despite the fact that his father spent three days pretending that he’d abdicated to let his son have a go – and not, as in reality, because a massive coalition army had twice kicked the crap out of him.
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