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INTRODUCTION


 

 

 

So, we learn a lot when we’re making Pointless. To give you an example, one of the things we have learnt, and only very recently, is that when we have young professionals from the world of business on the show they like to start whatever they’re saying with ‘so’. So, we find this enormously impressive. Another thing we have picked up along the way is that there are some categories that people do less well in than others. Current affairs is one. Moons of Jupiter is another, but the biggie is history. Again and again history is where our brave contestants come unseated like little jockeys on our tea-time race-track. The Stuarts? Crash! The War of the Roses? *skid noise* Smash! British Prime Ministers? *skid noise* Kerpow! *noise of horse shoe rolling off and clattering, but on grass so probably quite quietly*. 

So, our lovely publishers thought it was time we took our usual book format of quiz-questions-interspersed-with-things-we want-to-talk-about (and blimey, have we covered some subjects these past five years: pub decorations, disappointing zoo animals, who our 100 people are) and used it to address the issue of history head-on.

So, we have taken the history of the universe, weighed it up, rolled it around in our hands, and then popped it back down on the bar. Sorry, desk – definitely desk. We have truffled out the 50 most important focus points on an (admittedly) Earth-biased history timeline and provided an accessible hop-on, hop-off tour around these points. Oh and also we’ve put in lots of Pointless quiz questions. So, this means you have everything you need between these two covers to hold your very own Pointless tournament (including the answers and complete score breakdowns) and to become enormously knowledgeable in all fields of history.

So. So what are you waiting for?
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Where better to start our history of the world than at the very beginning, the Big Bang?

Occurring around 13.8 billion years ago, the Big Bang was so named because it was really loud and really big.

It was so loud that if it happened next door while you were watching EastEnders you would knock on the wall and tell your neighbours to keep the noise down. It was officially noisier than when someone in the Pointless audience tries to open sweets and thinks we won’t notice.

It was so big that if it wore shoes it wouldn’t be able to buy them in regular shoe shops, but would have to get them online from America.

Scientists believe that the universe went through more changes during its first second than in the entirety of the 13.8 billion years that followed. The first six great epochs of the universe all occurred within that first second. Scientists would agree that in this way it is similar to an episode of Pointless when someone on the first podium gets a pointless answer, and then we don’t get another one for the rest of the show.

What we do know is that within that first second every atom in the universe was born. Therefore, without this first second we wouldn’t now have many things that are very important to Pointless, including the Central African Republic, Rutherfordium and Greg Rusedski.

Of course one of the great philosophical and scientific questions of our time is ‘what happened before the Big Bang?’ As it happens I have worked out the answer to this question, but as this book is The Pointless History Of The World, there is no place to include it here. Instead I will cover it in my next book, The Naughty Monkey Who Burped the Universe, which I am co-writing with Chico.

 
 


   
STEPHEN HAWKING


 

Here are five clues to facts about the physicist Stephen Hawking. Please work out the answer you think the fewest of our 100 people knew.


He was born on the 300th anniversary of the death of this scientist



Mathematician with whom he co-wrote 

The Nature of Space and Time



Title of his best-selling 1988 popular science book




US animated TV series he first appeared in, in 1999




US state he took a zero-gravity flight from in 2007
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And BOOM, that’s how I discover about Chico. Of course, it was only a matter of time before someone younger and more energetic caught Richard’s collaborative eye. But how long has everyone known? How long – I want to know – have I been living on Chico time?

You see that’s the thing about extinction, isn’t it? It’s an accident waiting to happen as far as everyone else is concerned. We can all see a mile off why extinct things (the Great auk, the Sabre-toothed cat, BHS) ended up going the way of the – well, actually, there we go: the Dodo is an excellent example. Look at it with its lovely silly face, its stupid great bulbous beak-end and funny fringe. It’s the poster creature for extinction, the cute butt of one of nature’s cruellest jokes: an animal whose lot in life was to be flightless and, at the same time, delicious.1

It’s like the car that pulls out right in front of you with a left-hand panel full of dents: its markings tell you everything you need to know. Or like the hilarious warning on bottles of hair tonic2 that tell you to wash your hands immediately after use for fear that otherwise great tussocks of hair might start sprouting FROM YOUR VERY HANDS, so science-bustingly potent (and yet curiously unacknowledged) is the preparation therein. You might as well print a spangly star on the packaging with the words ‘Never bought twice!’

But dinosaurs. Dinosaurs! So long extinct, and blending so seamlessly with the flying broomsticks and never-ending porridge pots of make-believe that it’s hard to picture them actually lolling about on Earth 200 million years ago, chewing on their legs, swatting away flies, farting in the sun. But loll they did, and everywhere; their remains are dotted around from Argentina to Cardiff (like James Dean Bradfield’s missing socks). When I was little I only really knew about the Tyrannosaurus Rex and – largely thanks to a top-forty hit of the same name by the generously tongued naturalist David Bellamy – the Brontosaurus, but there were of course countless thousands of species of dinosaur that didn’t really get much attention in the pre-Michael Crichton ’70s. Dinosaurs were around for 135 million years. So far we, Homo erectus, have clocked up a mere two million. It feels a bit like only the second day of half-term and everyone’s already getting a bit fractious – how the hell are we going to keep it together for the next 133 million years?

Dinosaurs, even towards the end of their stint, were fairly ridiculous creatures though. I think we can agree on that, can’t we? Why, for example, were they so enormous? What was the thinking behind that, I wonder? And how did it come about? It’s an evolutionary model that was quietly dropped in the next round of developments almost as if there were two completely different – and competing – evolutionary strands: one that has led to the emergence of small, agile, creatures with thumbs that can make gravy and set up a legislature to protect newts, and the other which led to roaring creatures the size of modest tower-blocks with massive teeth and horns and little baby arms (again, you’ll have to forgive the occasional tiny gap in my dinosaur knowledge here). I’m afraid, evolutionarily speaking (if I can speak like that, and you know what, I’ve just tried it and I CAN), I get a modest kick out of what we have achieved in our comparatively short time here. (I’ve never seen the remains of any dinosaur accordions or dinosaur Mr Blobby Worlds – and they were here for 135 million years. What were they doing?) Now I know that not everything is a competition, but I just like the fact that we have (at the time of publication) kind of won. Haven’t we? Obviously that isn’t entirely down to our dexterity, agility and intelligence so much as to the unscheduled arrival of a sizeable chunk of space rock. But it doesn’t alter the fact that we, the pathetic little bipeds in this fight, totally own the dinosaurs. Evolutionarily speaking. So nah.

Exactly where this leaves me vis-à-vis Chico, though, I’m not entirely sure.
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