
Praise for The Book of the Year 2017

‘Laced with their dry wit, and likely to end up in many a pub-quizzer’s Christmas stocking.’

Daily Telegraph

‘QI is such an institution that even the programme’s researchers are taking over the world. Fully justified that is, too, as anyone who’s heard their podcast, No Such Thing As A Fish, will confirm. It’s packed with killer facts – and so is this book.’

Daily Mail

‘If you love funny facts as much as we love funny facts then you should get your funny fact-loving faces in front of The Book of the Year.’

Comedy Central UK

‘Hugely enjoyable … Its tone is just right: deadpan, sharp and disarmingly offbeat.’

Mail on Sunday

‘Bitesize chunks of truth in a year of fake news. If you love fact-based trivia, you’ll get a kick out of this.’

Irish Times
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Welcome back to your annual anthology of the world’s weirdest news.

In 2017, when we wrote the first Book of the Year, we thought nothing could match the unrelenting absurdity of that year’s news. How wrong we were. Since then, not only have the main issues like Brexit and Trump got bigger and madder by the day, thousands of new brilliant, bizarre stories have come to light.

We’ve spent the last twelve months gathering up the lesser-known facts behind the year’s headlines. For instance, we discovered which dictator travels with a personal potty (see Singapore Summit), who predicted that leaving the EU might lead to an outbreak of super-gonorrhoea (see Brexit), and how half-naked women and tinned peas helped Vladimir Putin stay in power (see Russian Election). And obviously we couldn’t have written this without mentioning the biggest name of the year (see Berdymukhamedov, Gurbanguly Mälikgulyýewiç).

As well as finding the best bits from the main events, we mined the news for the curious and quirky stories that never made it to the front pages. Like the fact that a woman called Crystal Methvin was arrested for possessing crystal meth (see Names, From the Sublime …); that an ice hotel in Canada caught fire (see Irony); and that a snail racing competition was postponed because the snails were too ‘sluggish’ to take part (see Animal Races).

Of course, we wouldn’t have learned any of this if it weren’t for the world’s journalists and fact-finders who dug out the news in the first place. We dedicate this book to all of them, from the investigators who broke the vital news of a government which censored its own policies (see China) to the reporters who covered the nearly-as-vital campaign to preserve a historic British street name (see Bell End).

Reading the news every day, it’s easy to think the world is a gloomy and frightening place. This book intends to show that it’s full of bright, eccentric, uplifting spots too. We hope the stories that follow inspire you to do something great – or if not great, at least something so unbelievably daft that you’re guaranteed a place in next year’s book (see Urine Trouble).

So, here we go again – in a year dominated by Kim Jong Un, #MeToo, and Three Lions, we four fact-hunters present to you The Book of the Year 2018, your guide to what on earth just happened.

Dan, James, Anna & Andy

Covent Garden, London, 2018
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In which we learn …
 Why flies can’t fly with American Airlines, whose reputation might be tarnished by working with the White House, who bought Russell Crowe’s jockstrap, how to tell your astronauts from your astron-nots, and why the Belgian army are such mummy’s boys.

AA

American Airlines banned passengers from travelling with emotional support insects.
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American Airlines changed its rules on emotional support animals (companion animals prescribed to people with disabilities). Emotional support insects are now prohibited, along with emotional support animals with hooves (apart from emotional support miniature horses, which are allowed). Other banned animals include emotional support amphibians, emotional support ferrets and emotional support hedgehogs. The move was a response to an 84 per cent rise in urine-, faeces- and aggression-related incidents involving animals since 2016.

AA

A man who bought the original Alcoholics Anonymous document waived his anonymity to help alcoholics.

The founding book of Alcoholics Anonymous, dating to 1935, was sold this year for $2.4 million at an auction in Los Angeles. The text, which is known to its members as the ‘big book’ due to the thickness of its paper, was bought by the owner of the Indianapolis Colts NFL team, who has been battling his own addictions over the last few years. Jim Irsay decided to go public over the sale, saying that he plans to make a cabinet for the book, and display it for part of the year at Alcoholics Anonymous’s headquarters in New York in order to help inspire alcoholics to give up drink.

AA

Scientists invented a battery that never runs out.
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The AA-sized battery was created by Ossia, a wireless technology company based in Washington state. Forever Battery comes with a transmitter that constantly keeps it fully charged via Wi-Fi-like waves, provided that battery and transmitter are within 10 metres of each other. The hope is that one day such set-ups will be available for use in every home.

AA

The Automobile Association found there was one breakdown they couldn’t fix.

A former executive chairman at the Automobile Association sued the company for wrongful dismissal after he was fired for gross misconduct. He said he was stressed and overworked when he got into a fight with a colleague, and that the company had no regard for his mental well-being. Essentially, his argument appears to be that the AA couldn’t deal with his breakdown.

AA

For American Airlines, see AA; for Alcoholics Anonymous, see AA; for AA batteries, see AA; for the Automobile Association, see AA; and for a pointless list of all the other AAs, see AA.

ADVERTISING

Roger Federer lost the rights to his own initials.

The ‘RF’ logo, famously embroidered into Federer’s tennis gear, is owned by Nike, who have been his sponsor for the past 24 years. This means that when he switched allegiance to Japanese company Uniqlo this year, the initials remained the property of his former sponsor. He’s currently trying to reach an agreement with Nike to get them back because, as he (rather petulantly) put it, ‘They are my initials. They are mine.’ The one bit of comfort that he can draw in the meantime is that Uniqlo is paying him $300 million just to wear their clothes on court over the next 10 years.
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An advert for women’s razors, made by the Billie razor company, became the first one actually to show women’s body hair – in the past, women have always been shown shaving already-smooth body parts. And in other underarm advert news, an agency started selling ad space on women’s armpits. The Japanese company Wakino paid women to wear stickers as they held onto the overhead handles on the Metro.


While Uniqlo and most other advertisers hope to maximise their public exposure, the company that makes Skittles produced an advert that will only ever be seen by one person: teenager and Skittles fan Marcos Menendez. As a publicity stunt, Menendez was shut in a room and shown the advert made specially for him, while his reaction was streamed live on Facebook to thousands of viewers. He revealed afterwards that the ad featured Friends star David Schwimmer shooting lasers from his mouth at Marcos’s mother and turning her into Skittles.

There’s one company, however, that was less than happy with the way its goods were being advertised. Tea manufacturer Twinings complained to the Advertising Standards Authority after Poundland decided to publish a tweet last Christmas showing a ‘naughty elf’ squatting over a female doll, holding a Twinings tea bag above her face. The accompanying caption read, ‘How do you take your tea? One lump or two?’ The Advertising Standards Authority ruled in February that the ad was irresponsible.

Meanwhile, the truth of the old advertising mantra that ‘sex sells’ was demonstrated in the monkey world this year. A group of male macaques was shown pictures of either dominant male macaque faces, subordinate male faces or female macaque hindquarters, alongside the logos of brands such as Pizza Hut and Adidas. They displayed a very clear preference – for logos they associated with the females’ bottoms.

ADVICE, BAD

For turning off your smoke alarms as you cook, see Obituaries; for submitting your intimate pictures to Facebook, see Send Nudes; for changing your passwords to ‘Nutella’, see Twitter; and for al-Qaeda’s tips on how to be a perfect wife, see Women’s Rights.

ADVICE, WORSE

The government advised people being deported to Jamaica to put on a Jamaican accent.

Labour MP David Lammy drew attention this year to a leaflet given to British residents being deported to Jamaica, published when Theresa May was home secretary. As he pointed out, it included such tips as ‘Try to be “Jamaican” – use local accents and dialect.’ The pamphlet’s existence came to light during the Windrush scandal, when it was revealed that hundreds of British subjects who had arrived in the UK between 1948 and 1970 had been wrongly detained, denied legal rights, lost homes, jobs and benefits, and in at least 63 cases had been deported, even though they had originally been given an automatic right to remain permanently in the UK. To make matters worse, the government had destroyed all their landing cards back in 2010 to cut back on stored paperwork, so the Windrush generation had no way of proving their status.
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Goa’s agricultural minister advised farmers not to use fertiliser on their fields but to try out ‘cosmic farming’, which involves chanting ancient Hindu mantras at crops.

Meanwhile, in preparation for the World Cup, Argentina’s football association issued a manual to its players and officials that contained a chapter on how to pick up women while they were in Russia. Tips included ‘Make sure you’re clean, smell good and dress well’ and ‘Russian girls hate boring men. Never ask trite questions. Be original … they don’t like to be seen as objects.’ The Argentine Football Association insisted the section had been mistakenly included, and when it was noticed they had the booklets returned – and hurriedly ripped out the offending pages.

ALEXA

Alexa got in trouble for laughing at her owners.

Numerous customers reported that Amazon’s voice-activated assistant was breaking out into spontaneous laughter when she wasn’t even supposed to be switched on. Amazon fixed the glitch, explaining it was caused by Echo devices mistakenly misinterpreting words it overheard as the phrase ‘Alexa, laugh’. However, Amazon was not able to explain why one device started telling ‘random jokes’ without being asked, and why another woke its owner up around midnight and announced ‘He’s home, he’s home’ for no apparent reason.
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The Church of England launched an app that allows you to ask Alexa questions like ‘Where is my nearest church?’, ‘Please read me the Lord’s Prayer’, ‘What is the Bible?’ and ‘Who is God?’ The app proved surprisingly popular. One in ten people who downloaded it now ask Alexa to say grace before meals for them.


In some cases Alexa even went so far as to place orders for unwanted products. One woman tried to have an Alexa TV advert banned, claiming that her Echo Dot had ordered pet food because it overheard someone on the advert asking for it. And White House press secretary Sarah Huckabee Sanders tweeted that her two-year-old son had inadvertently ordered a Batman toy by shouting ‘Batman’ repeatedly into their device. Perhaps even more unnervingly, one couple discovered Alexa had recorded their private conversation and sent it to one of their contacts. They only realised when he phoned to inform them he’d just received a recording of them discussing hardwood floors.

Given all this, customers may not be reassured by the news that Amazon have filed a patent for ‘voice-sniffing’ technology, which would theoretically let its Echo speakers listen to people all the time to ascertain their likes and dislikes. It’s no wonder, perhaps, that the name Alexa has declined in popularity by 33 per cent in the US since 2015.

ALL-YOU-CAN-EAT

An all-you-can-eat restaurant had to shut after two weeks because customers ate all they could.

Jiamener, a restaurant in Chengdu, China, shut its doors for good after launching an all-you-can-eat membership card which, for 120 yuan (£13), guaranteed unlimited food for a month. The owners said they were aware they might lose some money initially, but hoped that their loyalty scheme would not only attract clients, but would also allow them to negotiate discounts from food and drink suppliers.
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Brighton’s Big Cheese festival ran out of cheese, due to bad weather that delayed traders. One person wrote on social media, ‘Hmmm, was expecting more cheese’, while another said, ‘I’d rather have gone to the supermarket: less queues more cheese.’ A couple of months later, an all-you-can-eat pizza festival in Notting Hill ran out of pizza.

What they didn’t count on was how many customers would take advantage of the deal. In the first 14 days, the restaurant attracted more than 7,000 diners, many of whom were repeat customers or people who had borrowed cards from family and friends. After just two weeks the restaurant had fallen into debt to the tune of £50,000 and was forced to shut. The owners cited their ‘poor management’ as the problem.

AMAZON

For giggling robots, see Alexa; for the worst way to spend your Amazon vouchers, see Bombs; for deliveries that will avoid you if you’re screaming, see Droning, Dangerous; for a bracelet that will tell you where to go, see Inventions; for Sly attempts to tell Amazon where to go, see Offices; and for a queueless shop that’s well worth queuing for, see Queuing.

ANIMAL RACES

A snail racing competition was postponed because the snails were too ‘sluggish’.

The race was due to take place in February at the Dartmoor Union pub in Plymouth, but when organisers went to the pet shop to collect the snails they were told that the cold weather had made them ‘extra sleepy’. The pub should probably have taken advice from the organisers of the World Snail Racing Championships, which always takes place in July, in Norfolk: they use a special damp cloth to keep their snails happy. The human competitors involved, though, don’t always show the same compassion – the owner of the winner, Jo Waterfield, said, ‘I pulled him out this morning and told him if he didn’t win I would squash him.’
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Protest group Lambentations persuaded 15,000 people to sign their petition against an event that they believed would involve pigs being raced and lambs being ridden by children at the Swan Inn in Dorset. As the pigs and lambs were actually humans in fancy dress, the occasion went ahead as planned. Lambentations said that the advertising material should have been clearer.
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The animal race with the youngest participants was undoubtedly ‘The Great Hihi Sperm Race’ set up by a New Zealand charity to raise money for the hihi bird, an endangered yet relatively unknown species. Sperm samples were taken from four different hihi colonies, and people were encouraged to place a NZ 10-dollar bet on which of the samples would swim the fastest. According to the website: ‘The male with the fastest sperm was CP11870 from Tiritiri Matangi Island … also known as the male who was “famous for his natty pink leg bands, but secure in his masculinity”.’

ANTARCTIC

Every minute, the Antarctic loses enough ice to keep the UK in slushies for an entire year.

In fact, in the time it took you to read that sentence, Antarctica lost 12 Olympic swimming pools’ worth of ice, with more than a gigaton (a billion tons) of ice disappearing every two days. Things are definitely getting worse. According to a study published this year, the Antarctic is losing three times more ice than it was as recently as 2012. And as if that weren’t bad enough, we’ve also recently discovered that there’s a volcano going off under the South Pole, which is only adding to the effects of climate change.


[image: ]

In July, a 4-billion-year-old particle landed in Antarctica. The neutrino had been ejected from a black hole and had flown through space, unmolested, until it smashed into a science experiment – creating a detectable particle called a muon in the process. Physicists were able to work out exactly which galaxy it had come from, and could effectively map out its entire life.

In better news for the Antarctic this year, researchers discovered a ‘supercolony’ of 1.5 million previously unknown penguins on the Danger Islands, after noticing streaks of penguin poo in NASA satellite imagery of the islands. Until now, it was thought that this particular species of Adélie penguins was on the decline, but population levels are, in fact, relatively healthy.

Another good piece of Antarctic news came in the form of the first-ever harvest at the South Pole. It was grown in a giant ‘greenhouse’ that uses a special liquid nutrient instead of soil, and LEDs rather than sunlight, and whose technology may one day allow us to farm on other planets that are less fertile than our own. The first Antarctic crop was modest, consisting of 18 cucumbers, 70 radishes and 8 pounds of salad leaves.

ARCTIC

China called itself a ‘near-Arctic state’, despite the fact that its nearest border ends a thousand miles south of the Arctic.
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China would love to increase its influence in the Arctic, both because it could then take advantage of shorter trade routes, and because the Arctic contains a third of the world’s natural gas reserves and various other tempting resources. So this year China attempted to charm two key regional powers by opening a joint observatory with Iceland, and by lending Finland a couple of pandas. China’s first polar cruise ship will launch next year.

It’s not just China that is invading the Arctic: this year it was discovered that the Atlantic Ocean is doing the same. Since 2000 the northern Barents region of the Arctic Ocean has been heating very rapidly. As its ice cover has diminished, so has the salinity of the water, turning it into an ocean with qualities very similar to those of the Atlantic. The result has been that Atlantic fish have started to invade traditionally Arctic areas of sea.

But it’s not all bad news for the Arctic. A group of students from Bangor University created prototype ice-rebuilding machines that spray water on to existing ice, causing it to freeze, thicken existing ice layers, and hopefully reverse the effects of climate change. A similar technique has been tried in Canada, but the Canadian machines are powered by petrol engines, whereas the new Bangor method is wind-powered and therefore much more environmentally friendly. Sadly, on the day it was first trialled, there wasn’t any ice in the Welsh water, meaning it couldn’t be fully tested. But it certainly works in theory.
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This year, apps were made for the following people:

Stoners: Scientists at the University of Chicago developed a prototype app designed for cannabis users so they can determine whether or not they are actually high. Am I Stoned assesses the effects of the drug on cognitive ability by providing users with a series of tasks to test memory, reaction time and attention span.

Future fathers: A new app called YO has been developed that allows men to check their sperm count without having to see a doctor. It comes with a slide on which men can place a drop of their semen, and the app then takes a picture of the deposit, analyses it and assesses whether the sperm count is normal.

Future farters: Australian scientists invented an indigestible electronic pill which, when paired with a pocket-sized receiver and a mobile app, allows users to monitor their fart development in real time as it passes from the stomach to the colon. The aim is to collect gut data and give us a better understanding of which foods cause digestive problems.

Terrorist organisations: Islamist militant group Hamas built two dating apps, GlanceLove and WinkChat, in which they pretended to be attractive young Israelis in order to lure soldiers into installing malware, compromising their data. Another spying program they built for the same purpose was a World Cup app called ‘Gold Cup’, which one senior Israeli Defence Force officer described as ‘actually very good’.

ARDERN, JACINDA

New Zealand’s prime minister gave birth to a prime miniature.

This year Jacinda Ardern became only the second world leader ever to have a baby while in office (the other was Benazir Bhutto back in 1990). Ardern gave birth to her daughter on 21 Junefn1 and then took six weeks of maternity leave.

Ardern first discovered she was pregnant with the ‘prime miniature’ (as the baby was dubbed on Twitter) only six days before she became prime minister-elect and barely two months after she had been handed the Labour Party leadership. Labour at the time was in real difficulties: its popularity in the polls was at a 20-year low of 23 per cent, and the party had just run through four leaders in four years. Ardern told reporters, ‘Everyone knows that I have just accepted, with short notice, the worst job in politics.’

However, only a few weeks into the campaign ‘Jacinda-mania’ (as the press called it) kicked in, and she ended up increasing her party’s vote by 50 per cent. In October 2017, aged 37, she became the world’s youngest female leader.

Ardern named her daughter Neve Te Aroha Ardern Gayford. Te Aroha is a tiny farming community with a population of 3,900, near to where Ardern grew up. The townspeople were so excited by the news that they announced plans to paint all of their buildings pink and invited Ardern to visit so she could take part in the traditional Maori practice of burying the afterbirth in the earth. Jacinda did not respond to the offer, perhaps because she was considering her options: earlier in the year another Maori tribe had suggested she bury her placenta at the spot where Britain signed the treaty that led to the founding of modern New Zealand.
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In other pregnant Kiwi politician news, Julie Genter, New Zealand’s Minister for Women and Associate Minister for Health and Transport, cycled to hospital to give birth.

As well as putting a small town on the map, this year Jacinda fronted a nationwide campaign to help put New Zealand back on the map. As she pointed out in a video she made with comedian Rhys Darby, world maps produced in other countries have a worrying tendency to leave out New Zealand – the board game Risk, a map in Central Park Zoo, a John Lewis tablecloth and an episode of The Simpsons are just four of the places you won’t find it, according to online communities that have been monitoring the problem for some years.
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ARMENIA

Armenians held a snowball fight in temperatures of 25 degrees Celsius.

The snow was transported from the Armenian mountains in an enormous dump truck specifically to celebrate the fact that Prime Minister Serzh Sargsyan had stepped down in the face of huge public protests. Some said the white snow showed the demonstrators’ purity and their desire for democracy in the country – but most saw it as actually just a way to have a bit of fun.
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Armenia’s new government launched an anti-corruption drive. As part of this, Vachagan Ghazarian, a former bodyguard of Sargsyan’s, was arrested after being stopped leaving a bank with more than $1 million in cash, and Republican MP Manvel Grigoryan was arrested after being accused of stealing food sent by children for the Armenian army and feeding it instead to the tigers and bears in his private zoo.

In 2015, the Armenian people voted to swap their presidential system for a parliamentary one, with the country run by a prime minister. This year, Sargsyan, who had been president for the previous 10 years, said he would not try to become prime minister, and indeed the opposition planted a ‘farewell tree’ to say good riddance to him. Two days later, though, the Republican Party of Armenia (RPA) confirmed it would nominate Sargsyan to be the country’s next prime minister – a role that, thanks to new laws, meant he would be even more powerful than he had ever been as president.

During the protests that ensued, opposition leader Nikol Pashinyan led a 200-kilometre march from Armenia’s second city of Gyumri to the capital Yerevan, where he was promptly arrested. Further marches followed, in which some 20 per cent of the country took part. Sargsyan eventually bowed to pressure, saying, ‘I was wrong, while Nikol Pashinyan was right.’ Pashinyan became Armenia’s new prime minister.

ARMIES

American soldiers gave away the location of secret military bases by going jogging.

There’s a GPS tracking company called Strava which employs satellite information to map the location of people using Fitbits and other wearable fitness devices all over the world. In Europe and America, the devices are ubiquitous – but in countries such as Iraq or Syria, US soldiers are almost the only people using them. This, of course, means that wherever the Strava map lights up red in those areas, there’s almost certainly a military base there. The publicly available information on the map has therefore given away daily patterns, supply routes and even patrol routes. The worst part of it is that in 2013 the Pentagon gave out 2,500 Fitbits to its soldiers to help fight obesity, hence unwittingly compromising its own bases.
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It was revealed this year that the US has built a digital North Korea, where American troops can practise fighting in virtual reality on enemy terrain before doing it for real.

At least US army personnel are trying to keep fit. The Chinese army has had to ban fat soldiers from promotion after a fifth of would-be recruits failed the weight test: in some brigades, 40 per cent of soldiers failed to complete a 5-kilometre cross-country run. (Last year the official state newspaper blamed failure to get into the army on young men’s poor diets and excess masturbation.) As for the Spanish army, it was announced in January that 180 legionnaires from the elite rapid reaction force were too overweight to fight. They have been put on a diet.

But this year’s prize for the most mocked armed force goes to the Belgian army, which announced plans to let recruits sleep at home during training – so they don’t get homesick. One horrified former paratrooper said, ‘You don’t go to a war zone with men who miss their mummies.’

ARRESTS

For the MP who was charged with stealing from army privates and giving to his private zoo, see Armenia; for illegally impersonating a spaceman, see Astronauts; for why crime doesn’t pay if you have pants on your head, see Bank Robbers; for how the ‘mop’ got ‘in the bucket’, see Catalonia; for illegally criticising the Thai prime minister’s music, see Chan-o-cha, Prayuth; for things you shouldn’t do outside your car, see Drake; for things you shouldn’t do inside your car, see Driving, Dangerous; for a salad-based dressing-down, see Excuses; for a DIRTBAG, see Licence Plates; for a man caught red-faced, see Meatballs; for a man caught with his fingers in the Play-Doh, see Shoplifters; for forbidden love, see Valentine’s Day; and for viral tattoos, see Yakuza.

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

Scientists exposed their AI machine to an online forum, and it became a psychopath.

The team from MIT fed the comments from a particularly angry message board into the machine, which they called Norman. After doing so, they showed Norman ink blots from the Rorschach test, which are often used to give clues about a subject’s personality, and compared Norman’s responses to those of another computer that had not seen the Internet comments. Where a normal AI saw ‘a black and white photo of a baseball glove’, Norman saw ‘a man is murdered by machine gun in broad daylight’; and where the normal AI saw ‘a person is holding an umbrella in the air’, Norman thought of ‘a man is shot dead in front of his screaming wife’.
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In more constructive technology innovations this year, it turns out that AI programs can be better than doctors at spotting cancer. In one test, machines were pitted against doctors in a competition to spot and diagnose skin cancer. The machines got it right 95 per cent of the time; the doctors only managed 87 per cent. And Nissan invented an AI that trundles around and scans the ground, looking for a flattish clear space large enough for a football pitch. It then paints the markings on that area, ready for a game. It’s the robot equivalent of putting your jumpers down as goalposts.

A group from IBM, meanwhile, unveiled Project Debater – a new artificial intelligence program that they said could successfully debate against humans. It uses a library of millions of documents from around the world to create its arguments. The one problem with it is that it does tend to hammer its points home. It was reported that ‘During the space debate, for example, it repeated the point that space exploration is beneficial to the economy several times using slightly different words.’ So it’s not a perfect technique, but at least that should not preclude Project Debater from becoming president of the United States.
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The Book of the Year Art Awards are as follows:
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Hyperrealism: In Hong Kong, cleaners accidentally threw away a piece of art. In their defence, it looked like rubbish: Swiss artist Carol May had made an ‘Unhappy Meal’ by recreating a discarded McDonald’s box with a frown instead of the trademark smile. ‘Initially I didn’t find it funny at all,’ May said, ‘but later I realised it meant my imitation had been a success.’

Street Art: The Royal Academy rejected a work by Banksy, which he had submitted to their summer exhibition under the pseudonym ‘Bryan S. Gaakman’ (an anagram of ‘Banksy anagram’). A month later, the Academy contacted Banksy asking if he might submit a piece to the exhibition – so he sent them a slightly revised version of the same piece, which they accepted.

Kinetic: A fire broke out in London’s Hayward Art Gallery when the exhibit Majestic Splendor – consisting of a collection of rotten fish covered in sequins – spontaneously combusted.

Performance: Australian artist Mike Parr had himself buried alive in a steel box under an open road for 72 hours to symbolise the ‘burial’ of Aboriginal history. The unimpressed chief of the Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre said, ‘The idea of our Aboriginal history being hidden … is a valid point. The most effective way of bringing it out is not climbing under the road.’

ASTEROIDS

Scientists concluded that birds escaped death by asteroid thanks to their inability to fly.

According to a team of evolutionary scientists, the fossil record shows that the asteroid that wiped out the dinosaurs 66 million years ago destroyed so much tree life that all flying birds, who lived in trees, died out. Only flightless, ground-dwelling, emu-like ones survived, and those survivors must therefore be the common ancestors of all birds today. Birds didn’t relearn to fly until thousands of years later, when the forests returned.

[image: ]
To avoid being hit by giant asteroids in the future, Russian scientists blasted tiny, centimetre-wide rocks with lasers, simulating the effect of a nuclear bomb. They hope to be able to scale this up to work on asteroids that are even wider than an inch in future. Not to be outdone, NASA announced plans for an eight-tonne spaceship called HAMMER which will be able to push an asteroid out of Earth’s path.
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The largest asteroid to come close to hitting Earth in recent memory came within a mere 192,317 kilometres of us as it flew by in April. It was the size of a football pitch, six times bigger than the one that injured 1,200 people in Russia in 2013 – and astronomers didn’t even notice it was coming until the day before it arrived.

Japan also deployed asteroid-striking technology, but for different reasons. Its Hayabusa2 spacecraft, which has spent the last four years travelling through space, arrived at its target, the Ryugu asteroid, currently located about 200 million miles away, between Earth and Mars. The plan is that next year, Hayabusa2 will release a projectile that will smash into the asteroid at a mile a second, making a crater that will be filmed and beamed back to Earth so that astronomers can better understand how craters are formed. According to one scientist, the Hayabusa2 projectile is ‘a kinetic impactor, which is what we say in polite company when we don’t want to say the word “bomb”’.

ASTRONAUTS

NASA sent a man with a fear of heights to the International Space Station.

Astronaut Andrew Feustel, who flew up to the ISS in March, confessed to this mild phobia not long before leaving on his six-month space mission. Fortunately his fear of heights doesn’t affect him too badly when he is 250 miles above the planet, ‘but it is there,’ he said.

Three months into his mission Feustal became the commander of the ISS, and while on board conducted over 250 science investigations and technology demonstrations. He also started a band called AstroHawaii, which featured five of the ISS’s astronauts and cosmonauts. Their instruments included two guitars, two flutes – and an improvised drum, which is actually a metallic unit that stores all of the Russian cosmonauts’ faeces.

In other astronaut news, the world said goodbye to two Apollo moonwalkers. In January, John Young died. He was a member of the Apollo 16 lunar mission, and was not only the ninth person to stand on the Moon, but also sparked a review into the safety of crumbs in space after he sneaked a corned beef sandwich up there. Five months later, we lost Alan Bean, who as well as being the fourth man to stand on the Moon was also a painter. ‘Buzz Aldrin will call me up sometimes,’ Bean once said, ‘wanting to talk about space stuff, cos he’s really into space stuff. And I say, “Quit talkin’ to me, Buzz … I’m not an astronaut any more. I don’t phone you to ask you what colours to paint these things.”’

Meanwhile, in India, a father and his son were arrested after conning a businessman out of £160,000 by pretending to work for NASA. The pair successfully convinced the man they had invented a device that could generate electricity from thunderbolts. They even performed a demonstration for him in silver spacesuits. After the businessman realised he had been duped by the pair, the police were called and the astro-nots were arrested.
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ATTORNEYS

Numerous lawyers refused to represent the US president for fear he’d damage their reputation.

When Donald Trump’s lead attorney, John Dowd, resigned over a disagreement with his client, the president hunted for a replacement to represent his interests in the Robert Mueller-led investigation into alleged Russian meddling in the US 2016 election. However, a number of lawyers who were approached later said they turned the offer down because they were concerned that defending him might damage their professional reputation. According to Ted Boutrous, one of LA’s top lawyers, Trump is a ‘notoriously difficult client who disregards the advice of his lawyers and asks them to engage in questionable activities’. Trump was eventually left with only two lawyers on his legal team – Ty Cobbfn2 and Jay Sekulow – neither of whom come from traditional law firms.

Eventually the former mayor of New York Rudy Giuliani joined the team. He’s had dealings with Donald before: a video from 2000 resurfaced this year, showing him at a charity event dressed as a woman and calling Trump a ‘dirty boy’ for nuzzling into his fake breasts.

The breast-touching video was not the only problem with Trump’s new lawyer. The DC Bar website lists Giuliani as an ‘Inactive Attorney’, meaning he’s not licensed to practise in the District of Columbia. Consequently, should Trump ever have to appear in court during the Mueller investigation, his own lawyer won’t be able to attend.

Lawyers and breasts met again this year when, owing to a computer malfunction, every single lawyer in Utah received a photo of a woman’s naked breasts. The Utah State Bar sent an event invitation and somehow managed to attach the image by mistake. But despite technological hiccups, courts increasingly rely on machines to replace humans. For instance, the Serious Fraud Office in the UK announced they’d be using evidence-sifting robots on all their casework in future, since one robot can scan more than half a million documents a day.

AUCTIONS

Russell Crowe held an auction called ‘The Art of Divorce’ on his wedding anniversary.

[image: ]
The auction, held at Sotheby’s Australia, included a car used on the day of Crowe’s wedding and some jewellery that once belonged to his ex-wife, Danielle. Crowe said the reason he had decided to go ahead with it was that he was keen to try to turn something bleak into something joyful. The auction was streamed live on Facebook and lasted five hours, during which time members of the public were able to bid on 227 lots that also included a leather jockstrap and a life-sized rubber horse.

$79,788 of the $3.7 million Crowe made in the auction came from comedian John Oliver’s TV show Last Week Tonight, which bought numerous bits of Crowe memorabilia, including the jockstrap which the actor wore in the movie Cinderella Man. Oliver then lent the underwear to an Alaskan Blockbuster video store in the hope that by displaying it, the jockstrap might attract more customers for them. The store has since closed. A joke feud then broke out, with Crowe returning the gesture by using the $79,788 to fund a ward at Australia Zoo’s wildlife hospital to treat chlamydia in koalas. A plaque on the wall of the ward now reads: ‘The John Oliver Koala Chlamydia Ward’.

Other auctions around the world featured a broken teapot originally bought for £15 which was sold for £575,000; the original map of Winnie the Pooh’s Hundred Acre Wood which sold for £430,000, setting a new world record for a book illustration; a 1973 job application by Steve Jobs which fetched $174,000 despite not identifying what job Jobs was applying for; and a lunch with billionaire Warren Buffettfn3 which was auctioned for $3.3 million. A postcard from a passenger aboard the Titanic failed to sell when it didn’t meet its reserve of £10,000. Addressed to a Miss Green in Birmingham, it included the words ‘wish you were here, it is a lovely boat & it would do you good’.

AUSTRALIA

For the Aussie who went down under a road, see Art; for koala chlamydia, see Auctions; for sportsmen on the run, see Commonwealth Games; for sportsmen who did disgusting things with their balls, see Cricket, Just Not; for a part-man, part-travelcard, see Cyborgs; for swimmers saved by a flying lifeguard, see Droning, Dangerous; for animals who are dying for sex, see Endangered; for a global convention that fell a bit flat, see Flat-Earthers; for teaching bees nothing, see Honeybees; for a 132-year-old letter, see Messaging, Very Much Not Instant; for the place where prostitutes can’t advertise via skywriting, see Queensland; for the world’s fastest flying, see Quokkas; for the world’s fastest centenarian, see Records, Broken; for an oyster that wasn’t quite big enough, see Records, Unbroken; for a lost piece of North America, see Rocks; for ARSE, see Space Exploration; for secret docs in furniture shops, see Spies; and for free pornography in the town of Blowhard, see XXX.
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In which we learn …
 Why terrorists don’t carry plastics with their explosives, why 50 Cent doesn’t have a penny to his name, why there was a ding-dong over Bell End, who fell foul of the Botox Bandits, and the worst way to spend a ‘Student of the Year’ voucher.

BABIES

A baby in Abu Dhabi was given a government job as ‘Happiness Executive’.

The Public Prosecution Office in the United Arab Emirates summoned government officials to explain themselves after a video was posted online of eight-month-old Mohammad Al Hashimi sat at a desk with aeroplanes and rubber ducks, shaking hands with the director general of the General Civil Aviation Authority. The video announced that he was the ‘Youngest Employee in the World’. The GCAA later backtracked and said that, of course, the baby had not been given an actual job, as that would break children’s rights laws. It was, they said, simply an activity run by the department’s nursery.


[image: ]

A child was born on the Brazilian island of Fernando de Noronha for the first time in 12 years. They have no maternity ward there, and so it is official government policy to get expectant mothers off the island before they give birth. In this case, though, the woman had no choice but to flout the ban, as she hadn’t previously realised she was pregnant.

[image: ]
Another baby to enter public life was Prince Louis, the third child of the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge who was born in April. Louis became the first male royal ever to be ranked behind a sister in the line of succession. He was baptised in July with water flown in from the River Jordan. Louis was a surprise choice for his name: James, Albert, Philip, Alexander and Henry were the ones most commonly predicted, along with Arthur, which was considered so likely by some that one bookmaker actually paid out on bets made on that name a few days before Louis was announced.

If it was a slightly leftfield decision, it wasn’t quite as leftfield as Lucas Skywalker Scott, the name selected for their new baby by an American couple. They’d chosen it not only because they are huge Star Wars fans but because he was born on 4 May (known as ‘Star Wars Day’ due to the pun ‘May the Fourth be with you’). The name was originally intended for their first son who was born two years before, but unfortunately he ended up being born on 3 May.

BANK ROBBERS

Sweden is running out of bank robbers because most banks no longer have anything to rob.

[image: ]
Bank robberies used to be very common in Sweden. In fact, cash heists in general were worryingly frequent. Partly in response, the country has become one of the world’s most cashless – Stockholm’s buses, for example, abandoned cash payments after a particularly robbery-heavy year in 2006. The move towards electronic payment acquired such momentum that cash accounts for just 2 per cent of the value of all payments. Today fewer than half of the country’s banks have any cash in them. The result has been an extraordinary decline in the number of bank robberies: from 110 in 2009 to only 11 in 2017.

Unfortunately, the move away from bank jobs has led to increases in other crimes, including smash-and-grab raids, muggings, and heists on moving trucks full of high-value products. Not only that, the black market in endangered species is booming – there’s been a surge in both orchid smuggling and owl thefts. A contraband great grey owl is worth about a million Swedish kronor, or £85,000.
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In Britain, an armed robber who took on a G4S van came a cropper when the underpants he’d placed over his head to disguise his face proved such an effective mask that he proceeded to walk straight into a parked van. He was later arrested and jailed.

Countries such as America, on the other hand, still have plenty of old-fashioned bank robbers. One such example is the Connecticut man who fancied Taylor Swift so much that he allegedly robbed a bank and then drove 60 miles to her house to throw the money over her fence in an attempt to impress her. Given that Swift earned $54 million in just the first five cities of her latest tour, and that he managed to steal only $1,600, his gesture probably wouldn’t have done the trick, even if he hadn’t then been immediately arrested.

BANNED

Terrorist group al-Shabaab announced a complete ban on all single-use plastic bags.

According to the group’s official radio station, plastic bags have been banned in all Somali territories run by al-Shabaab because they ‘pose a serious threat to the well-being of humans and animals alike’. The logging of indigenous trees has also been prohibited. Plastic bags join a growing list of items outlawed by al-Shabaab that so far includes (among other things) Western music, cinemas, smartphones, fibre optic services and humanitarian agencies.

Other authorities who have issued surprising bans this year include:

[image: ]   The Chinese government, who banned all online videos of people whispering, brushing their hair, and eating ice cubes to stop the rise of ASMR. Standing for ‘autonomous sensory meridian response’, ASMR describes the tingling, relaxing or sleep-inducing feeling that some people get when watching these videos. Suspicious of the phenomenon, the government has decided to order the removal of them from China’s biggest streaming sites.

[image: ]   A Maryland prison, which banned all Game of Thrones books. According to Kimberly Hricko, an inmate at the Maryland Correctional Institution for Women, the books have been permanently banned because they contain maps. They may be invented maps pinpointing the location of imaginary places, but they are still considered contraband.

[image: ]   A Mexican court, which banned the sale of Frida Kahlo Barbie dolls. The court ruled the dolls couldn’t be sold, as the Kahlo family are the sole owners of her image. The family objected to the doll, saying that it should have looked more Mexican. The Mattel doll was too light-skinned, they said, and was missing Kahlo’s trademark monobrow.

BAYEUX TAPESTRY

An Oxford professor became the first person to count all of the horses’ penises in the Bayeux Tapestry.

At least, he’s the first we know of. Professor George Garnett, of St Hugh’s College, wrote in BBC History Magazine that of the 93 penises that feature in the tapestry, 88 are equine, suggesting that horses’ genitals must have had a symbolic significance.


[image: ]

France announced it will lend the Bayeux Tapestry to the UK in 2022, having refused British requests in 1953 and 1966. It will be first time the tapestry has left France in 950 years.

As evidence of this, Professor Garnett pointed out that while King Harold is ‘mounted on an exceptionally well-endowed steed … the largest equine penis by far is that protruding from the horse presented by a groom to a figure who must be Duke William, just prior to the battle of Hastings’. William the Conqueror, of course, went on to win the battle. According to the professor, the fact that he did so on this enormously hung horse ‘cannot be simply a coincidence’.

BEANO

The Beano ordered Jacob Rees-Mogg to stop looking and acting like a cartoon character.

[image: ]
The character Walter the Softy is distinguished by his side parting, round glasses and all-round ‘snootiness’, as well as his ‘bullish behaviour with peers and stopping others from having fun’. The similarity with the hard-line Brexiteer is striking, and so the creators of the comic said, in a letter addressed to the Houses of Parliament, that
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