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				Where in the world would you like to go today?
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				Welcome to the world we call home! 

			

		

		
			
				Introduction

			

		

		
			
				In all of Space there’s nothing quite like it. On the following pages, you'll be going on the ultimate globe-trotting tour. From Afghanistan to Zimbabwe, you can pay a visit to every country to discover its amazing history, geography, wildlife, culture and cuisine, and find out what makes each one unique. 

			

		

		
			
				Counting Countries

				There are 199 countries in this book, ranging from the biggest, Russia, which stretches halfway around the world, to the smallest, Vatican City, which is about the size of a village. But what exactly is a country? It's usually defined as an area of land controlled by a single government and that is recognised internationally as a country. However, it is not universally agreed what areas match this description, so you may find other sources that list a slightly different number. For instance, the international organisation the United Nations recognises 193 countries. 

			

		

		
			
				Non-Country Territories

				The world isn't just made up of countries. Some areas of land that look like countries are actually disputed territories, which means that more than one country claims them. Others are not truly independent but belong to another country. These are known as dependencies or Overseas Territories. And there's a large area of land in Antarctica that doesn't belong to anyone.
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				Snapshot in time

				We tend to think of countries as fixed areas of land, but things change all the time: borders get redrawn and new countries emerge, usually out of other countries. If this book had been released in 1990, it would have been very different. No fewer than 34 new countries have since come into being, many following the break-up of the former communist states of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia. More new countries may emerge in the future, so this book should be regarded as a snapshot in time of the different places in the world that people call home. 

			

		

		
			
				Continent by Continent 

				Countries are not divided evenly among the world's seven continents. Here's how many are found in each:
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				Music and Movies 

				The US entertainment industry is a global player, which keeps turning out the hits. Many styles of music that are now listened to around the world have their origins in the US, including blues, jazz, rock ‘n’ roll and rap. And the country’s film industry, centred in Hollywood, California, has long been the world’s major provider of blockbuster movies. 

			

		

		
			
				Mega-City Skyscrapers

				The US is home to some of the world’s biggest and most multicultural cities, such as New York, Chicago and Los Angeles, where you’ll find some of the tallest buildings on Earth. The very first skyscraper was erected in Chicago in 1885 and was just 10 storeys high. Today, the country’s tallest building is the 94-storey, 541-metre One World Trade Center in New York.

			

		

		
			
				Fittingly for the nation that brought us the Hollywood film industry, the USA is a real superstar of a country. It’s made up of 50 unique states that encompass a huge range of different landscapes, from snow-capped mountains and thick forests to deserts and tropical wetlands. 
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				Key Facts

				Capital: Washington DC 

				Official Language: None (Unofficially, English)

				Currency: US Dollar

				Population: 333 million

				Area (land): 9,147,593 sq km

			

		

		
			
				Big Box Office

				The Top three highest-grossing movies of all time are American

					Movie	Year	Global Box Office

					Avatar	2009	$2.84 billion

					Avengers: Endgame	2019	$2.79 billion

					Titanic	1997	$2.19 billion

			

		

		
			
				The US flag has 13 stripes, representing the 13 original colonies that founded the country, and 50 stars, representing the states.

			

		

		
			
				The USA is the world’s richest country. In fact, its economy accounts for around a quarter of the world’s entire economy.

			

		

		
			
				Reaching for the Stars

				Since the mid-20th century, the US has sent various spacecraft blasting off across the Solar System, orbiting planets, photographing comets and even touching down on the surface of Mars. Perhaps the USA’s greatest astronomical achievement came in 1969, when the Apollo 11 mission put the first people on the Moon.
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				Native Americans

				The first inhabitants of the United States arrived around 20,000 years ago, spreading out and developing into many different tribes, including the Cherokee, Navajo, Choctaw and Sioux peoples. After the arrival of Europeans from the 16th century onwards, Native Americans were forced from their lands. Today there are around 5.2 million Native Americans, many of whom live on reservations – land within states that is managed directly by a tribe. 

			

		

		
			
				Mountains, Deserts and Swamps

				In the US, the Rocky Mountains dominate the northwest, while the northeast is blanketed in deciduous forests. In the scorching deserts of the southwest, the Colorado River has carved out one of the world’s largest gorges, the 400 kilometre long, 1.8 kilometre deep Grand Canyon. In contrast, the southeast is home to the Everglades, a vast area of wetlands where alligators and snakes patrol the expanses of waterways. 

			

		

		
			
				Lady Liberty

				An icon of the United States, the 46-metre high Statue of Liberty, which stands in New York Harbor, was actually designed in France. It was given to the US in 1886 to commemorate the establishment of the USA just over 100 years earlier.

			

		

		
			
				Face to Face To Face to Face

				Between 1927–41, Mount Rushmore in South Dakota had the giant 20 metre high likenesses of four presidents carved into its side: George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt. 

			

		

		
			
				The White House

				The person in charge of the United States is the president, who is elected every four years. Each president can serve only two terms in office. There have been over 45 presidents in total since the first, George Washington. Since 1801, all presidents have lived in the official residence known as the White House, which is located in the capital, Washington DC. 

			

		

		
			
				The US doesn’t have an official language, although English is the one that’s most widely spoken with over 250 million native speakers. Spanish is the second most popular language with over 40 million native speakers.

			

		

		
			
				Many Tribes

				There are over 500 Native American tribal peoples. Some of the biggest include: 

				• Apache • Cherokee • Chippewa • Iroquois • Navajo • Sioux
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				Wrap up Warm

				It gets cold in Canada. Temperatures in its largest cities, Toronto and Montreal, can drop to below –20°C in winter, although it’s usually much warmer in summer, averaging around 27°C in July. But that’s nothing compared to Eureka, a small research settlement in Nunavut in the far north where temperatures have been known to hit –55°C.

			

		

		
			
				Most people in this vast country – the world’s second largest – live in a thin band of territory in the south where the climate is at its mildest. The nation’s middle reaches are covered in great stretches of forest, while the north contains icy expanses of tundra where only the hardiest creatures (and people) survive. 

			

		

		
			
				Canada

			

		

		
			
				Key Facts

				Capital: Ottawa 

				Official Languages:  English, French

				Currency: Canadian Dollar

				Population: 37.7 million

				Area (land): 9,093,507 sq km

			

		

		
			
				Five Canadian Winter sports

				• ice hockey (the official winter sport)

				• dog sledding • snow mobile racing

				• snow kiting • ice sailing

			

		

		
			
				Lakes, Lakes, Lakes 

				Canada has 50 per cent of all the world’s natural lakes. In total, about nine per cent of Canada’s territory is lakes – an appropriately high total for the country that invented the kayak. 

			

		

		
			
				Canada’s coastline is the world’s longest, stretching for 243,042 km – or around 19 times the diameter of the Earth.

			

		

		
			
				Monster Mysteries 

				Some people think that Canada’s lakes may be home to something a bit larger than fish. Over the years, many legends have sprung up about mysterious, dinosaur-like creatures lurking in their depths, including Ogopogo in Okanagan Lake, Caddy in Cadboro Bay and Mussie of Muskrat Lake. Of course, there’s no proof that any of them exist, although that doesn’t mean they’re not there (they could be just really good at hiding). 

			

		

		
			
				Canada
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				Inuit Ingenuity

				The Inuit people have lived in the far north of Canada for around 1,000 years. They adapted well to the frozen terrain: fishing and hunting marine mammals such as seals and whales, travelling in dog-pulled sleds, and making shelters called igloos out of snow. Today, the Inuit people live in modern houses and drive modern vehicles, but they still maintain many other of their traditions.

			

		

		
			
				The land border between Canada and the USA is the world’s longest, stretching for 8,893 km. 

			

		

		
			
				Maple trees are common throughout the country and the production of maple syrup – made from the sap of maple trees – is an important industry. 

			

		

		
			
				Animals to spot in Canada (from big to small): 

				• humpback whales • narwhals • polar bears • brown bears • black bears • moose • caribou • pumas • grey wolves • wolverine • beavers (the national animal) • puffins • pikas

			

		

		
			
				Niagara Falls

				Canada’ southeast border is marked by the tumbling waters of Niagara Falls, one of the country’s most popular tourist attractions. Around 3.2 million litres of water travel over the falls every second – along with the occasional person. Ever since a 63-year old teacher called Annie Edson Taylor did it for the first time in 1901, several people have gone over the falls inside a wooden barrel. Ouch!
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				Great Civilizations 

				Before the Spanish arrived in the 16th century, no fewer than six great civilizations had emerged in Mexico over a 3,000-year period. The country is dotted with the remains of their great cities, which were filled with pyramid-shaped temples and intricately carved statues.

			

		

		
			
				Dinosaur Demise

				66 million years ago, a vast asteroid slammed into the country’s eastern coast at a place now called Chicxulub. The impact created a crater 20 kilometres deep and 150 kilometres wide. It sent vast amounts of gas and dust up into the atmosphere, altering the climate and causing the extinction of the dinosaurs. 

			

		

		
			
				New City on Old

				The Aztecs controlled an empire of some six million people centred on their capital city, Tenochtitlan. Following the Spanish conquest of the Aztecs in the 1520s, Tenochitlan was destroyed and rebuilt, eventually becoming Mexico City. Although their empire is gone, the Aztec language (Nahuatl) is still spoken by around 1.7 million people.

			

		

		
			
				With lava-spewing volcanoes, tropical forests, parched deserts, underground lakes and long sandy beaches, Mexico’s landscape is as diverse and intriguing as its history. Today the country is a mixture of many cultures and many people; its capital, Mexico City, is the largest urban centre in the whole of North America.

			

		

		
			
				Mexico

			

		

		
			
				Key Facts

				Capital: Mexico City 

				Official Language: None 

				 (Unofficially, Spanish)

				Currency: Mexican Peso

				Population: 129 million

				Area (land): 1,943,945 sq km

			

		

		
			
				Sinking City

				The Aztec capital, Tenochtitlan, was built on an island in the middle of a lake. When the Spanish took over, they began draining the lake to expand the city – not entirely successfully. Much of the land is still waterlogged and many of Mexico City’s buildings are now sinking – some by as much as nine metres over the past 100 years. 

			

		

		
			
				Civilizations 

				Olmecs • Teotihuacan • Maya • Zapotecs • Toltecs • Aztecs
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				Day of the Dead

				Perhaps the ultimate family reunion, Mexicans celebrate the Day of the Dead festival from 1st–2nd November. The celebration is best known for its elaborate, skeleton-themed costumes, but it’s really about reuniting living family members with those who have passed away. Spirits of the deceased are enticed to the family home with flowers and some of their favourite foods, books and music. Families also go to the graveyard to clean the graves and celebrate the former lives of those there. 

			

		

		
			
				Crystal Caves

				In 2000, miners drilling a tunnel beneath the town of Naica came upon a natural marvel: a 300-metre-long cave filled with giant crystals. Glistening like giant icicles, these are the largest crystals ever found, with the largest weighing 50 tonnes. 

			

		

		
			
				The Great Regenerator

				Native to the waterways around Mexico City, the axolotl is an amphibian with a unique ability: if it loses a limb or its tail, it can regrow them. It can even regrow parts of its eyes and brain. Unfortunately, the animals are critically endangered owing to habitat loss. 

			

		

		
			
				Monarch Migration

				Every year, Mexico marks the final stage in one of the natural world’s most epic journeys. In autumn, hundreds of millions of monarch butterflies head south from the US and Canada in search of warmer winter weather. Some of these butterflies travel for over 4,800 kilometres. After months of flight, they arrive in Mexico’s Monarch Butterfly Reserve, where their orange wings blanket the trees. 

			

		

		
			
				The ground underfoot can hold many surprises in Mexico. The country lies on three tectonic plates, which occasionally shift position, causing earthquakes and volcanic activity.

			

		

		
			
				Mexican Tortilla Dishes 

				Each can be filled with a mixture of meat, beans, vegetables, rice, cheese and sauces:

				• Burrito – Filled tortilla wrapped into a tube shape

				• Quesadilla – Filled tortilla folded in half and fried

				• Taco – Open tortilla

				• Enchilada – Filled tortilla, covered in savoury sauce and then baked.
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				Mayan Monuments 

				Guatemala's past is everywhere. The ruins of more than 1,500 Mayan sites dot the landscape. The largest is Tikal, once the largest city in the entire Mayan world. Here, surrounded by forest, giant pyramids peer over the trees. The Mayan civilization dominated this part of the world from around 200–900 ce before mysteriously collapsing. Today some 40 per cent of the population are of Mayan descent.

			

		

		
			
				Major Market

				The country is famed for its large street markets, and none are larger than the one held twice a week in the town of Chichicastenango. It’s as full of goods as its name is of letters. Known by locals as ‘Chichi’, the market draws in people from all over with its vast range of produce, including colourful textiles, carvings, leather goods and fresh fruit and vegetables. 

			

		

		
			
				Guatemala is a small country with a lot packed into it, including mountains, more than 30 volcanoes (four of them still active), long stretches of beach and thick bands of rainforest. The climate is tropical and hot, so much of the population live in villages in the highlands where temperatures are cooler. 

			

		

		
			
				Guatemala

			

		

		
			
				Key Facts

				Capital: Guatemala City 

				Official Language: Spanish

				Currency: Quetzal

				Population: 17.2 million

				Area (land): 107,159 sq km

			

		

		
			
				The country’s name is believed to come from the Mayan for ‘Place of Many Trees’.

			

		

		
			
				¡Guatemala Feliz! (‘Happy Guatemala!’) – First line of national anthem

			

		

		
			
				Bird Money

				If you visit the misty cloud forests of Guatemala’s mountains you may be lucky enough to catch a glimpse of the national bird, the quetzal. This beautiful creature was important to the Maya, who used its shimmering green tail feathers as currency. The country’s currency is still called the quetzal, although the feathers are no longer used!

			

		

		
			
				No Worries

				The Maya practice of crafting ‘worry dolls’ for children has survived into the modern age. Made of wire, wool and colourful textiles, the 2.5 centimetre-long figures are given to children who tell the doll about any worries they might have, then put the doll under their pillow while they sleep. When the child awakes in the morning, the doll will have taken away their worries. 

			

		

		
			
				Guatemala
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				Home to just 16,500 people, Belmopan is one of the world’s smallest capital cities. 

			

		

		
			
				Surfers flock to Punta Roca beach where the waves can reach 2.5 m.

			

		

		
			
				Watery Wonders

				Belize boasts the world’s second largest reef system (after Australia’s Great Barrier Reef), which provides a home to a rich assortment of tropical fish. The Great Blue Hole is a sinkhole, a sort of giant underwater cave, that’s become one of the world’s top diving destinations.

			

		

		
			
				Forest Friends

				Almost two thirds of the country is covered in tropical forest. Here, visitors may encounter parrots, howler monkeys and tapir. The very lucky may even catch a glimpse of an elusive jaguar. 

			

		

		
			
				Land of Volcanoes

				It may be small, but El Salvador boasts over 20 volcanoes, several of which are still active. The most recent major eruption took place in 2005 when the Santa Ana volcano unleashed a great torrent of ash, rocks and mud. The country has also endured numerous severe earthquakes.

			

		

		
			
				Quick Tour

				The people of El Salvador like to view their country’s small size in a positive light. In fact, the tourist board has marketed El Salvador as the ‘45-minute country’, as it shouldn’t take longer than that to drive to any of its main sights.

			

		

		
			
				This is a country where the natural and historic wonders almost outnumber the people. The ruins of Maya settlements are scattered throughout the country. Today, it’s a wildlife-watcher’s paradise, with jaguars and toucans patrolling the country’s dense forests and a mass of marine life inhabiting the barrier reef off shore.

			

		

		
			
				El Salvador is both Central America’s smallest country and its most densely packed, with over six million people crammed into its narrow confines. Much of the economy is based on agriculture, particularly the growth and export of coffee and sugar, and the manufacture of clothing and textiles. 

			

		

		
			
				Belize

			

		

		
			
				El Salvador 

			

		

		
			
				Key Facts

				Capital: Belmopan 

				Official Language: English

				Currency: Belize Dollar

				Population: 399,600

				Area (land): 22,806 sq km

			

		

		
			
				Key Facts

				Capital: San Salvador 

				Official Language: Spanish

				Currency: US Dollar

				Population: 6.5 million

				Area (land): 20,721 sq km

			

		

		
			
				Belize

				El Salvador
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				Copan 

				Honduras was inhabited for thousands of years before Europeans arrived. The Maya built the great city of Copán in the west of the country. Today visitors can tour the site, which is filled with the remains of temples and carved stone statues of monkeys, jaguars and other wildlife that played an important role in the Maya’s religion.

			

		

		
			
				Sawdust Carpets

				Comayagua, a city in the west of the country, is famed for its ‘sawdust carpets’ which appear every year in the week before Easter. These colourful pictures, depicting scenes from the life of Christ, are drawn on the city’s streets using dyed sawdust. Hundreds of local families are involved in the creation of the carpets, which can take months to design, and compete with each other to come up with the best patterns. 

			

		

		
			
				Ancient Times

				The cathedral in Comayagua, around which the sawdust carpets are laid, has another claim to fame. It holds the oldest clock in the Americas – and the third oldest in the world. It was built in around 1100 in Spain by Muslim craftsmen – at that time, much of Spain was occupied by the Moors, an Islamic people from North Africa. In the mid 18th century, it was shipped to Honduras, then part of the Spanish Empire, where it has remained ever since. 

			

		

		
			
				Honduras means ‘depths’ in Spanish. This is probably a reference to the deep waters of its Caribbean coastline, but it could apply to the country itself, which is made up of a great mixture of environments. There are big cities, towering mountains, tropical forests and a dense network of coral reefs. 

			

		

		
			
				Honduras

			

		

		
			
				Key Facts

				Capital: Tegucigalpa 

				Official Language: Spanish

				Currency: Lempira

				Population: 9.2 million

				Area (land): 111,890 sq km

			

		

		
			
				15 September, 1821 – Date Honduras declared independence from Spain

			

		

		
			
				Honduras
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