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         Introduction

         
         
         
         
         It’s a fair bet that you’ve never considered what compels you to choose random numbers in the national Lotto draw. But now
            that we’ve told you that you do, you’ll almost certainly want to know why. If you are truly perplexed turn now. And has it
            ever struck you that if you go back 30 generations your ancestors will total more than the number of people who have ever
            lived? How can that be? Find out the flaw in the logic. And what about eating bits of yourself in order to stay alive… you
            might not like what we suggest. Come to think of it, we don’t like what we suggest…

         
         
         
         
         For nearly 15 years the readers of New Scientist magazine have been contributing their astounding knowledge to the Last Word column of science questions and answers. We now
            know why cheese goes stringy and what time it is (or isn’t) at the North Pole. We know how to weigh our heads and we certainly
            know why penguins’ feet don’t freeze. We’ve also put to rest a couple of urban myths along the way – to find out if human
            hair and fingernails really do continue to grow after death. And we’ve also been happy to admit our own errors. To find out
            just how humiliated we were by a few broken drinking glasses.

         
         
         
         
         But that’s all part and parcel of scientific investigation. You propose a hypothesis, bash it about a bit, run a few experiments
            on it and then reject it or accept it while fine-tuning it along the way. And like all great scientists, that is exactly what
            the contributors to this book have done – deduced answers from the evidence available and then been supported or contradicted
            by their peers, which is what makes the Last Word column – and this book – such fascinating reading.

         
         
         
         
         Both in the weekly magazine and online, New Scientist’s community of Last Word readers continues to come up with the answers to the world’s strangest questions. And more people
            are always welcome. You can pose your own questions or answer new ones (or even contradict those who have gone before) by
            buying the weekly magazine, or visiting the website (www.newscientist.com/lastword). There you can join in the forum, read
            the blog or simply offer your knowledge in answering some of life’s astounding conundrums. You may even become the star of
            the next book!

         
         
         
         
         In the meantime enjoy this one, in which we seem unduly concerned by thirst – you can find out in chapter 5 whether fish,
            dolphins or spiders get thirsty and, along the way, satisfy your own thirst for the world of scientific trivia.

         
         
         
         
         Mick O’Hare



         
         
         
         
         
         A big thank you is due to Jeremy Webb, Lucy Middleton, Ivan Semeniuk, the production, subbing, art, web, press and marketing
            teams of New Scientist, James Kingsland, Frazer Hudson, and Paul Forty and Andrew Franklin among many people at Profile Books for their tireless
            efforts in the creation of this volume. Special thanks are also offered to Sally and Thomas for their patience while this
            book and its predecessors were created. Finally, good luck to Ben Usher on his travels…
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