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INTRODUCTION

 

 

Everyone knows of Usain Bolt, but how many people have heard of Dean Gould? Like Bolt, the Englishman is a world record holder but in the lesser-known sport of beer mat flipping. He is just one of the hundreds of unsung heroes featured in this book chronicling the people who go to bizarre lengths to break records in the weirdest categories. They devote hours of intense training to spitting dung, eating cockroaches, sniffing feet or tossing tuna in the hope of one day being recognized as the best in the world.

Some record-breakers admirably strive to set new goals in order to raise money for charity, but for others it is simply that quest for fame. Not everyone is blessed with the physique or ability to become one of the world’s greatest athletes, but with the right dedication, care and a stoic refusal to be embarrassed in public we can all aspire to grow the longest nose hair.

So let us acclaim these intrepid souls – these gladiators of inconsequentiality – who have pushed boundaries further than they were ever meant to have been pushed even though their achievements, often flying in the face of extreme adversity, occasionally reduce the rest of us mere mortals to expressing our emotions in one simple word: WHY?


CHAPTER 1

Trivial Pursuits

LONGEST TIME SITTING IN A BATH OF BAKED BEANS

When, in September 1986, computer worker Barry Kirk sat in a bathtub of baked beans for a record 100 hours, it was to prove a life-changing event. From then on his entire persona was built around the humble foodstuff. He changed his name by deed poll to Captain Beany, started painting his face and bald head orange, and donned a golden cape, pants, gloves and boots to transform himself into the world’s only haricot bean superhero. In 2007 he climbed Mount Snowdon while carrying a plate of baked beans on toast, and the following year he took his favourite food around the London Marathon course as the original runner bean. He insists that no beans were harmed or spilt during the twenty-six-mile race. His next half-baked venture was to turn his orange flat in Port Talbot, South Wales, into the Baked Bean Museum of Excellence, complete with a fart alarm to deter burglars. Keeping his finger on the pulse, he entered politics as the founder and sole member of the New Millennium Bean Party. At the 2010 general election, he contested the Aberavon constituency in Wales and received 558 votes, 1.8 per cent of the total vote and over 60 more than the UK Independence Party candidate. When he is not being Captain Beany from the Planet Beanus, he works as a Bono impersonator, although thankfully without the orange face paint or it would look as if the U2 frontman had spent way too long in the tanning salon.

LONGEST TIME BRUSHING TEETH WHILE SPINNING A BASKETBALL ON A TOOTHBRUSH

On 4 October 2011, John West, from Eagle Pass, Texas, managed to brush his teeth while simultaneously spinning a basketball on the other end of his toothbrush for 26.63 seconds. In doing so he was careful to adhere to the strict rules of the challenge – namely that he brushed his teeth in motions approved by the National Dental Association and that he used an accredited brand of toothpaste. He was clearly in a rich vein of form at the time, as the previous day he established a new world record of 45.69 seconds for the longest time spinning a basketball on the tip of a pen held in the mouth.

MOST BEER MATS FLIPPED BLINDFOLDED

When it comes to beer mat flipping, Dean Gould, from Felixstowe, Suffolk, is, frankly, flipping amazing. At the last count he held no fewer than thirteen world records in the category, including speed flipping (1,000 mats in 28.02 seconds), catching from elbow to palm in a row (2,390), flipping blindfolded (71), and what is very much the blue riband event of beer mat flipping, the 360-degree flip (23). To prove he is not just a one-trick pony, Gould has also set world records in such diverse disciplines as coin snatching, pancake tossing, needle threading, stamp licking, egg holding, potato catching, brick catching and winkle picking. He also held the world record for the fastest 301 score in darts, but it was snatched away from him just three minutes later by 1983 world champion Keith Deller. “We each had five attempts to break the record,” recalls Gould. “On my last attempt I managed to complete the 301 in 33 seconds, beating the record by three seconds, but then Keith did a 130 check-out, ending with a bullseye in just 25 seconds. One minute I was on this massive high and the next I had really come down with a bump. Someone always wants to beat your record, but that was the shortest time I had ever held one!”

MOST PING PONG BALLS CAUGHT WITH CHOPSTICKS IN ONE MINUTE

Ma Deqi, a forty-year-old farmer from Yuzhou, China, caught forty ping pong balls with a pair of chopsticks in 60 seconds in January 2011, thereby smashing his own previous world record of seventeen. A keen exponent of table tennis, he practises by catching balls spat out from an automatic server. At the time of breaking the record he stated that his next aim was to catch ping pong balls with chopsticks while walking up a flight of stairs and playing a harmonica. We eagerly await news of this development.

LONGEST TIME BURIED ALIVE

Czech magician Zdenek Zahradka (stage name Fakir Ben Ghan) spent ten days buried alive in a coffin without food or water in June 2004. The fifty-year-old beat the previous record by four days, and survived because he was able to breathe through a ventilation pipe. He spent most of his time in the coffin sleeping and meditating, which pretty much covers all you can do when you’re alone in a coffin and being constantly monitored. He certainly fared better than Sri Lankan Janaka Basnayake who, in his quest for glory, persuaded friends to bury him alive in a ten-foot-deep trench sealed with wood and soil. He was lowered into the ground on the morning of 3 March 2012 to begin his record attempt and was pronounced dead later that same day.

LONGEST TIME HUGGLING

One day, acclaimed American jugglers Jen Slaw and Michael Karas decided they wanted to combine their passion with another pastime to create a new hybrid discipline. Having perhaps concluded that mugging someone while juggling (muggling) would significantly increase the risk of arrest, they instead chose the safer option of hugging while juggling (huggling). On 16 May 2013, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, they established a huggling world record by hugging one other while each successfully juggled three balls for 33 minutes 43 seconds.

LONGEST TIME HOPPING ON ONE LEG CLOCKWISE WHILE WEARING A PIG HAT WITH ONE EAR FLIPPED UP AND STRUMMING A GUITAR ON BACK

Some cynics might claim that Kyle Matz contrived this event purely so that he could say he had set a world record. We prefer to look on it as a previously undiscovered art. For the record (pun intended), Matz, from Sherwood Park, Alberta, Canada, performed the multitasking routine for 53.6 seconds on 23 February 2013. Keen to ensure that it was being taken seriously, recordsetter.com laid down strict rules for the challenge:

•  Must alternate legs when hopping.

•  Must hop clockwise.

•  Must wear a pig hat with one ear flipped up and the other flipped down for duration of attempt.

•  Guitar must be put on back.

•  Must strum guitar for duration of attempt.

•  Must attempt outdoors.

•  Must provide video evidence.

So there. Nothing artificial about it all. Only one thing remains puzzling: why did it have to be done outdoors? Is there some law in Alberta against wearing a pig hat indoors?

LONGEST GRAPE CATCH IN MOUTH

Shortly after noon on 2 September 1988, after about seventy wayward attempts, a large-seeded red grape was dropped from the sixty-storey John Hancock Tower in Boston, Massachusetts, straight into the gaping mouth of Paul Tavilla standing on the street 788 feet below. The record-breaking feat confirmed the fifty-four-year-old Tavilla as the undisputed king of grape catching. Three years later in Boston, this time assisted by professional grape thrower (try telling that to your school careers adviser), James Dedy, he set a new world record for the longest grape catch on level ground by catching Dedy’s grape thrown from 327 feet 6 inches away. Tavilla has been catching food since he was a teenager. “Being brought up in the wholesale fruit and produce business with my family, and being around all kinds of fruits and vegetables, I used to ask different people to throw me a cherry tomato, a strawberry, pieces of bananas and even small plums, and caught them in my mouth at short distances. Everyone always got a big kick out of me doing that.” So when he discovered that there was a Guinness World Record for grape catching, he made it his life’s ambition to break it. He says he now only uses black grapes because they’re big, heavy and easier to see, but the downside is that when a falling one hits him in the cheek or chest at 100 mph, it can sting. At the height of his catching career he had swollen lips from the near misses. “It’s very dangerous if you don’t know what you’re doing,’ he once said. ‘You could put out an eye. And the neck strain kills me.” However, he loved the fame, the only drawback to which came when people would stroll in to his produce company, say, “Here, catch this in your mouth,” and throw him an orange.

MOST GRAPES CAUGHT IN MOUTH IN THIRTY MINUTES

Competing in Sydney, Australia, on 16 November 2006, American Steve Spalding (aka The Grape Guy) caught 1,203 grapes in his mouth in thirty minutes – not far short of a grape every second. He discovered he was good at catching things in his mouth at college as his roommates hurled sweets around, but when it came to pursuing a world food catching record he decided to focus on grapes because they don’t knock your teeth out.

LONGEST EGG CATCH IN MOUTH

On 3 September 2005, twenty-five-year-old Brad Freeman, from Calgary, Alberta, caught in his mouth a hard-boiled egg thrown by Patrick Breault from a distance of 280 feet. To prove it was no fluke, he caught four out of the twenty eggs thrown by Breault from that distance in his mouth. The other times he ended up with egg on his face.

MOST EGGS BALANCED ON END SIMULTANEOUSLY

In June 2011, Brian “Eggs” Spotts, from Dacono, Colorado, balanced 900 eggs on end simultaneously at a shopping mall in Hong Kong, breaking the world record – but no eggs – by a dozen. His passion for egg balancing dates back to 2003, when he decided to test his mother’s assertion (an old wives’ tale) that an egg could only be balanced on the equinox. So every equinox he took a few eggs and tried to stand them up, all the while dreaming about the day when, in some huge venue, all he would see before him would be rows and rows of eggs, perfectly balanced. He began practising for half an hour every day, searching for the “sweet spot” on the bottom of the egg and mastering the ideal grip for balancing – with the thumb and forefinger of each hand positioned just at the top of the egg. He soon came to learn that the surface was equally important. “I don’t use tables,” he says, “because if you bump it, you can lose 100 eggs just like that.” His workplace at Denver International Airport was just as unsuitable. Despite its wide concourses, planes flying above and trains rumbling below created a vibration nightmare. Then a Chinese company invited him to showcase his skills on the APM Mall’s smooth, level marble floor – and the rest is history.

MOST WEDDING BOUQUETS CAUGHT

As listed in The Skousen Book of More Amazing Mormon World Records, which presents “the astonishing, the amazing and the unbelievable achievements of Latter-day Saints from all around the world”, Jamie Jackson, from Utah, has caught thirty-eight wedding bouquets since 1996.

MOST TOOTHPICKS ROTATED 360 DEGREES IN MOUTH SIMULTANEOUSLY

New Zealand-based record-breaking enthusiast Alastair Galpin has broken over seventy-five world records for assorted feats, including the most rubber bands stretched over the face in one minute (62), the loudest clap (113 decibels), the longest unbroken potato peel (5 feet 2 inches), the farthest champagne cork spit (16 feet 5 inches), and the fastest time to butter ten slices of bread (52.42 seconds). Few, however, have caused him greater anguish than his 2012 attempt to set a world record for rotating wooden toothpicks in his mouth simultaneously, an experience he likened to having a hedgehog scour out his mouth. “Before I began practising,” he says, “I carefully planned what I’d do if a stray toothpick were to lodge in my soft throat tissue or stab me in the nasal canals at the back of my mouth.” The answer was: stay calm. He had plenty of opportunity to put the advice into practice. His first attempt before witnesses came to an abrupt end when one toothpick tip stabbed the lining of his throat, causing his windpipe to constrict and forcing him to spit out all of the wooden sticks – along with copious amounts of saliva – into a bowl. On the second attempt, a toothpick got stuck between his teeth and his right tonsil and, unable to loosen it, he once again had to expel the sticks into a bowl. After several more failures, his tongue finally got all the toothpicks to rotate in a single bundle, and he was convinced that he had set a world record, only to discover when he got home that he had only rotated the toothpicks 180 degrees in his mouth instead of the required 360 degrees. The record would not count. Undeterred, a few days later, once his mouth had healed, he tried again and this time he successfully set a new world record by fully rotating thirty-nine toothpicks in his mouth simultaneously. He admitted it was an exhausting exercise, one which he insists he is in no hurry to repeat – unless, of course, someone comes along and breaks his record.

MOST CONSECUTIVE BITES TAKEN OUT OF THREE APPLES WHILE JUGGLING THEM FOR THIRTY SECONDS

On 5 April 2010, Brian Pankey, from Springfield, Illinois, took sixty-five consecutive bites out of three apples (i.e. he did not skip any apples) while juggling the fruit for thirty seconds. He took a bite out of each apple as it passed through the juggling rotation, but happily the rules of the challenge said that he did not need to swallow them. So he stored some pieces in his mouth while others leaked out to form a waterfall of drool, leaving him looking like a rabid dog.

LONGEST TIME BALANCING A JAR OF PEANUT BUTTER ON FOREHEAD WHILE WALKING ON A TREADMILL

There’s more to Brian Pankey than just snapping at apples. He has set any number of obscure records – indeed more than you would care to count – including the fastest time to walk 100 yards with a glass of wine balanced on his fist (1 minute 12.13 seconds), the fastest time to walk 100 yards in swim fins while dribbling a basketball (54.61 seconds), the longest time balancing a shopping cart on his chin (30.22 seconds), and the most golf balls balanced on his chin (36) while juggling four other golf balls. But arguably his finest hour came on 19 December 2011 when he spent a record 4 minutes 31.19 seconds balancing a full jar of peanut butter on his forehead while walking on a moving treadmill. That’s class!

LONGEST TIME BALANCING A RAW EGG ON A POOL CUE

On 21 July 2011, Doug McManaman, from Nova Scotia, Canada, balanced a raw egg on the handle end of a pool cue, which he held in one hand, for 11 minutes 10.20 seconds. On 26 December in the same year, McManaman set another egg-related record by bending up and down 260 times without breaking the two eggs held inside his pockets. This is just the tip of the iceberg. For the official website of recordsetter.com states that he holds over 700 weird world records, many involving eggs. They include the longest distance walked while balancing an egg on the back of the hand (2,000 yards), the longest time balancing an egg on the back of his hand (59 minutes 13 seconds), the longest time balancing an egg on top of an axe on his chin (4 minutes 20 seconds), the longest time balancing a two-litre bottle of water with an egg on top on his forehead (7 minutes), and, of course, the longest time balancing an egg on a spoon held in the mouth while simultaneously balancing a lacrosse stick on the thumb (9 minutes 22.3 seconds). Doug McManaman is living proof that eggs are versatile.

MOST EGGS BALANCED ON NEEDLE POINTS IN ONE MINUTE

On 19 August 2011, Cui Juguo, from Changsha, China, balanced three eggs on the points of needles in under a minute. A former truck driver, he developed his unique skill just over six years previously to counteract drowsiness at the wheel. “I often take several eggs with me on the road,” he says. “Once I felt sleepy, I would pull over and start to stand the egg on the needle point.” He can even perform the trick with ostrich eggs – the largest eggs in the world.

LONGEST TIME BALANCING A CHAIR ON FOREHEAD

Without using his hands, Switzerland’s Leo Bircher balanced a chair (which he had built himself) on his forehead for 35 minutes 27 seconds in 2004. Bircher has also set world records by balancing a pencil upright on his nose for 2 minutes 33 seconds and by balancing a broom on his nose for 2 hours 1 minute.

LONGEST TIME BALANCING A GOLF BALL ON A TEE ON NOSE

On 3 February 2007, juggler and unicyclist Steve Mills, a member of Ohio’s Dazzling Mills Family, balanced a golf ball atop a 2.75-inch tee perched on his nose for 34 seconds.

MOST HAIRS SPLIT

When it comes to splitting hairs, it is no great surprise that no one could top an Englishman. Alfie West was his name and he managed to split a single human hair lengthways into eighteen parts, making all the cuts from the same point. The Londoner, who lived from 1901 to 1985, was a keen amateur cyclist of such proficiency that he went on to represent his country, but it was during World War I that he honed his hair-splitting technique when he worked in a factory making aircraft parts and was taught how to grind the edge of a razor as sharply as possible. He later became a furniture restorer and enthusiastic artist, displaying his hair pieces in a home-made museum.

MOST PEOPLE INSIDE A SOAP BUBBLE

In Krakow, Poland, on 2 December 2012, bubble artist Jakub Bochenek, from Katowice, created a bubble large enough and strong enough to accommodate 193 people, all of whom were over five feet tall and standing upright. This broke the record of 181 people set a few months earlier by Canadian bubble maker Fan Yang, who, using a delicate pulley system and a special secret solution, managed to make a bubble that measured over 160 feet long and 13 feet high.

MOST LAPS WALKED AROUND A TABLE TENNIS TABLE WHILE BOUNCING A BALL ON THE BAT

On 23 March 2011, Thomas McGinnis, from Roscoe, Illinois, completed 174 laps of a table tennis table while continuously bouncing a ping pong ball on his bat. What more could you want from life?

FIRST PERSON TO RUN A COMPLETE LOOP-THE-LOOP

British stunt man, gymnast and wannabe hamster Damien Walters has the distinction of being the first person in the world to run a complete 360-degree loop-the-loop. Scientists at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in Boston spent four months building a giant, ten-foot-high hamster wheel so that Walters could perform the gravity-defying feat. They calculated that if he ran at a constant speed of 8.65 mph, he would be able to complete a full loop. Sure enough, in February 2014, he finally succeeded in staying on following a series of practice run failures that were only made slightly less painful by the presence of strategically placed mats.

MOST BEER BOTTLES OPENED WITH A HELICOPTER IN THREE MINUTES

German pilot and flight instructor Jan Veen set a Guinness World Record in Dortmund on 26 January 2008, by opening four beer bottles in three minutes with a bottle opener attached to an airborne Robinson R44 helicopter.

FARTHEST DISTANCE TO HIT A PING PONG BALL INTO A STACK OF TEN CUPS WITH A HAIRBRUSH

On 4 January 2012, Joel MacNeil, from New Glasgow, Nova Scotia, Canada, earned himself a place in the recordsetter hall of fame by hitting a ping pong ball with a hairbrush into a stack of ten paper cups from a distance of fourteen feet. Who needs video games when kids can amuse themselves for hours with such inventive pastimes?

MOST LIGHT BULBS LIT BY INSERTING ELECTRICAL WIRE THROUGH NOSE AND TAKING IT OUT THROUGH MOUTH

By inserting an electrical wire through his nose and pulling it out through his mouth, human generator M. Ravikumar, from Namakkal, India, was able to light a total of thirty sixty-watt bulbs at a Tamil Nadu shopping mall on 10 June 2012.

MOST TIMES THREADING A STRAND OF COTTON THROUGH A NUMBER THIRTEEN NEEDLE IN TWO HOURS

In 1993, Om Prakash Singh, a bank employee from Jaunpur, India, set a new world record by threading a strand of cotton through the eye of a number thirteen needle 20,675 times in two hours. In doing so, he beat the existing record by 8,879.

LONGEST TIME SITTING IN A BATH OF MILK

The Record Holders Republic website states that twenty-five-year-old Doris Bray, from Sydney, Australia, sat in a bath of milk for forty-eight hours in May 1989.

LONGEST TIME SITTING IN A BATH OF PORRIDGE

Starting, appropriately enough, on 1 April 1988, Bristol pub landlord Philip Heard sat in a bath tub full of cold porridge for 122 hours 30 minutes.

LONGEST TIME SITTING IN A BATH OF CUSTARD

What would you normally choose to accompany custard? Rhubarb? Probably. Chocolate cake? Sounds good. A fifteen-stone former Army P.T. instructor? Maybe not. Well, fifty-two-year-old Bill Hammond, from Pickering, North Yorkshire, set a new world record in June 1988 by sitting in a bath full of custard for 168 hours in a shop window. That’s a whole week sitting in custard and watching the world go by. It is hard to imagine that his presence boosted the sales of either baths or custard.

LONGEST TIME SITTING IN A BATH OF SPAGHETTI

Rob Gordon, twenty-four, from Shrewsbury, Shropshire, sat in a bath of spaghetti for 360 hours (15 days) between 21 September and 6 October 1984. The bath was mounted on a wheeled trolley so that he could be pushed around the streets of Shrewsbury and also continue his disc jockey duties in the evenings.

LONGEST TIME SITTING IN A BATH OF MAGGOTS

Christine Martin, from Horsham, Sussex, sat in a bath containing thousands of squirming maggots for 90 minutes on 30 November 2001. As she ran a fishing tackle shop, she had handled maggots for years but still found bathing in them to be an uncomfortable experience. “You could feel them wriggling against your skin and it was like having pins and needles. They got in a few places they shouldn’t have done.”

MOST REVOLUTIONS OF A HULA HOOP WHILE HANGING UPSIDE DOWN

British circus performer Chi Chi Revolver (whose real name is the only marginally less exotic China Olver) achieved a world record 112 revolutions of a hula hoop while hanging suspended upside down in Brighton in March 2012. The twenty-eight-year-old from Worthing started out in the circus at the tender age of three. “When I was little,” she says, “I used to dress up as a dog and chase my dad, who was a clown, with a spider on a stick.” You probably had to be there to appreciate it.

MOST REVOLUTIONS OF A HULA HOOP AROUND THE LEG IN ONE MINUTE WHILE STANDING IN THE ARABESQUE POSE

Adopting the gymnastic arabesque pose, where you stand on one leg and stretch the other leg out behind you at an angle of ninety degrees, nine-year-old Mridula Shanker, of Ann Arbor, Michigan, completed a world record 166 hula hoop rotations in one minute around her non-standing leg on 28 May 2013.

MOST GOLF BALLS HELD IN ONE HAND

On 30 November 2009, Guillaume Doyon held twenty-four golf balls in one hand for 10 seconds at Gatineau, Quebec, Canada. His record was subsequently equalled by Rohit Timilsina in Nepal in 2010 and again by Zachery George in Elkins, West Virginia, in 2011.

MOST BOWLING BALLS STACKED VERTICALLY

In November 1998, Dave Kremer, a production manager for a chemical company in St Louis, Missouri, successfully stacked ten bowling balls vertically without using any form of adhesive. He said the urge first came to him after a few beers when his friends said they had heard of people who could stack four balls. Kremer boldly declared he could beat that and managed five. He soon found that stacking bowling balls was right up his alley, and before long the world record was his. Naturally, he placed the heaviest balls at the bottom of the pile but added that the precise positioning of each ball was equally important. “I always place the thumbhole of the first ball down, which steadies it. The next thumbhole will go on top of the centre of the first ball. There’s a weight between the thumb and finger holes, so the thumbholes are always down.”

LARGEST BUBBLE GUM BUBBLE BLOWN UNASSISTED

Now you might think that blowing the largest possible bubble gum bubble is the sort of pastime that most people leave behind in the school playground, but Chad Fell, a real grown-up from Haleyville, Alabama, takes it all very seriously. Adopting an earnest tone more appropriate for someone who has climbed Mount Everest carrying a small horse, or crawled to the South Pole on all fours, he has even produced a video offering tips on how to blow big bubbles. He emphasizes the importance of correct tongue positioning and of first chewing the gum long enough to dissolve the sugar, as “sugar will hinder the size of your bubble. It is the worst enemy of the bubble gum blower.” But he clearly knows what he’s talking about as, on 24 April 2004, he scaled new heights by blowing a twenty-inch-diameter bubble gum bubble without using his hands – a world record that still stands over a decade later.

LARGEST BUBBLE GUM BUBBLE BLOWN

The late Susan Montgomery Williams (aka “Chewsy Suzy”), of Fresno, California, blew a twenty-three-inch-diameter bubble gum bubble in 1996, but, unlike Chad Fell, she used her hands to stretch the bubble while blowing it, which is perfectly legal but comes under a different category in the complex world of international bubble gum bubble blowing.

LARGEST BUBBLE GUM BUBBLE BLOWN FROM THE NOSE

Joyce Samuels, “The Gum Blowin’ Granny” from Louisville, Kentucky, has blown from her nose a bubble gum bubble with a diameter of sixteen inches, breaking her own 2000 record by five inches. Like Chad Fell, she first chews the gum for at least an hour to get rid of the sugar before moulding it into a rectangle shape and placing it over her nostrils. Apparently she first came up with the idea of putting gum on her nose and blowing bubbles to entertain her children.

MOST GARTERS REMOVED WITH TEETH IN ONE MINUTE

Using only his teeth, Ivo Grosche of Germany removed twenty-six garter belts from a line of scantily clad ladies in one minute in Berlin on 18 December 2008. The act was performed on the set of Germany’s Guinness World Records TV show, so it was all above board, although it would be interesting to know how and where he first identified his unusual talent.

MOST SMOKE RINGS FORMED FROM A SINGLE DRAW OF A CIGARETTE

Jan van Deurs Formann, from Copenhagen, Denmark, set a new world record in August 1979 by forming 355 smoke rings from his lips from a single draw of a cigarette.

MOST LIGHTED CANDLES BALANCED ON MOUSTACHE

Performance artist Rajendra Kumar Tiwari, from Allahabad, India, has grown such a long, bushy moustache that he is able to balance twelve lighted candles on it. He even had two of his teeth taken out in order to make room for more candles. Once the candles are in place, he performs a moustache dance by twirling it to the rhythmic beat of traditional Indian music without moving a muscle in the rest of his body. A born entertainer who often appears under the name Dukanji, he used to amuse neighbours by balancing flowers in his facial growth until one Diwali night in the 1980s he alighted on his new act. “The power was out, it was pitch dark,” he recalls. “Out of sheer fun, I placed a burning candle on my moustache. Strangely, I liked it.” He made national headlines in 1990 after appearing at a major show in Hyderabad, although he admits he was so nervous his feet moved more than his moustache. To control his breathing he walked to the Allahabad city dump every morning to see how long he could hold his breath amid the foul stench. He says: “I stop eating or drinking anything at least two hours ahead of a moustache dance performance because food makes it difficult to control your breath and that hurts in getting the right balance for the moustache.” He has accidentally singed his moustache on a couple of occasions but this has obviously failed to dampen his enthusiasm.

LONGEST TIME HOLDING AN APPLE BETWEEN TEETH

When it came to the crunch, steel-jawed Thomas De Man, from Ghent, Belgium, successfully held a large apple between his teeth for 16 minutes 53 seconds on 18 February 2013.

LONGEST TIME KEEPING TOE IN MOUTH WHILE HOPPING ON ONE FOOT

In October 2011, Dustin Barker, from Clinton, Iowa, managed to keep the big toe of his right foot in his mouth for 1 minute 49.02 seconds while simultaneously hopping on his left foot. Under the rules of the contest, his hopping foot did not stay on the ground for longer than two seconds at a time and no part of his non-hopping foot ever touched the ground.

LONGEST DISTANCE BALANCING A MILK BOTTLE ON HEAD

In April 1998, New Yorker Ashrita Furman balanced a full bottle of milk on his head while walking for 80.95 miles, setting a record that still stands to this day. Appropriately the distance record, which combines endurance, balance and extreme concentration, was first set by a clown, but Furman’s single-mindedness quickly made him the cream of the crop. He has practised milk bottle balancing all over the world, to mixed reactions. He says that in Japan people politely pretend that it is nothing unusual, whereas in New York bystanders throw rocks to try and knock the bottle off his head, and in Cancun, Mexicans honk their horns loudly or bark like dogs to unsettle him.

Furman is very much the doyen of weird records, having set around 500 since 1979 in such diverse disciplines as underwater rope jumping, catching a basketball behind the neck and chopstick snapping. He currently holds more than 160 individual records, set on all seven continents and at some of the world’s most famous landmarks, including the Eiffel Tower (most sit-ups in an hour), the pyramids (distance pool cue balancing), Stonehenge (longest time standing on a Swiss ball) and Uluru/Ayers Rock (fastest hula hooping for a mile). He has also performed continuous forward rolls along the entire twelve-mile route of “Paul Revere’s Ride” in Massachusetts, pausing only to throw up. So what compels the non-driving, celibate bachelor, vegetarian and health food store manager to attempt so many records? “I’m trying to show others that our human capacity is unlimited if we can truly believe in ourselves,” he says. To prove his point, the man who has achieved so many remarkable athletic feats reveals: “As a kid I was terrible at sports – I was always picked last at school.”

LONGEST TIME BALANCING A CHRISTMAS TREE ON THE CHIN

During the 2001 festive season, David Downes, from Felixstowe, Suffolk, balanced a seven-foot-tall Christmas tree on his chin for 56.82 seconds. And then they found the pot.

FASTEST TIME TO BLOW A GOLF BALL TEN FEET

On 29 January 2011, Scott Evans, a twenty-year-old nightclub door supervisor (bouncer in old money) from Norwich, England, set a new mark by lying on the ground and blowing a golf ball a distance of twenty feet in 14.06 seconds. At the same time he laid down new world records for five and ten feet – possibly because nobody had bothered to blow a golf ball along the ground before. Afterwards Evans admitted to feeling a bit giddy from tackling the longer distances, saying: “It took a lot of breath out of me.” But he added excitedly: “The fact that you are the only person in the world that has done it is great.”

LONGEST IRONING MARATHON

Standing throughout at an ironing board, Janette Hastings ironed for eighty hours in Tumbarumba, New South Wales, Australia, from 1 to 4 April 2012. During that time she ironed 1,157 items, including jeans, shirts and shorts.

MOST POSTAGE STAMPS LICKED AND AFFIXED IN FIVE MINUTES

On 28 August 2004, Thomas Schuster licked and affixed 238 postage stamps to envelopes in five minutes at a demonstration in Ravensburg, Germany.

MOST POSTAGE STAMPS LOOSENED

The Book of Alternative Records states that from 2 to 3 September 1989 French philatelist Henri Pereira successfully loosened 60,171 postage stamps from envelopes in 47 hours 48 minutes. That’s two days of his life he’ll never get back. As if the record itself wasn’t pointless enough, he had already spent fifteen months patiently collecting all the letters he needed just to be able to remove the stamps.

LONGEST TIME JUGGLING A SHUTTLECOCK WITH FEET

Li Huifeng juggled a badminton shuttlecock with her feet non-stop for 4 hours 40 minutes in Beijing, China, on 21 December 2006 – without the shuttlecock ever touching the ground. In doing so, she broke her own world record, set two years previously, by three minutes.

MOST COMPLETED JUGGLES WITH CLUBS WHILE JUMPING ON A POGO STICK

Under his stage name “Phineas”, New York entertainer Matthew Lish performed 781 consecutive juggles with three twenty-inch clubs while jumping on a pogo stick.

LONGEST TIME JUGGLING UNDERWATER

Using scuba equipment, Germany’s Markus Just juggled three balls underwater for a record-breaking 1 hour 40 minutes in Nuremberg in March 2013. The art of underwater juggling – or gluggling – was developed by Ashrita Furman who inevitably held the record in its infancy. However, his 2006 attempt to break his own record in a Kuala Lumpur aquarium ended prematurely when a large nurse shark appeared on the scene and nudged him off balance, causing him to drop the balls. The aquarium curator later explained that Furman had been unwittingly standing on the shark’s favourite sleeping spot.

MOST PING PONG BALL JUGGLES WITH MOUTH

In Akron, Ohio, in June 2013, American entertainer Mark Angelo juggled two ping pong balls using only his mouth for a total of 212 successful spits and catches. His feat of concentration, which took just over two minutes, comprehensively beat the previous world record of 180 spits and catches by China’s Jiang Guoying. Angelo was inspired to juggle ping pong balls orally after tossing popcorn into the air and catching it in his mouth. He says: “In my show I do about twenty spits and catches, so it took a bit of training to do the long runs without stopping. You can’t swallow while you’re juggling.” He can also spit and juggle five ping pong balls, although he acknowledges that with all the balls in his mouth he looks like Alvin the chipmunk. He can also balance a golf club on his chin with a golf ball on top of it and another club spinning on top of the ball. “It’s nearly impossible,” he adds, “but I can do it. Who would think of these things?” Who indeed?

FARTHEST DISTANCE SQUIRTING MILK FROM AN EYE

Back in 2004, Turkey’s Mehmet Yilmaz rocked the world of eye-squirting by squirting milk from his eye into a coffee cup positioned 2.7 metres away. The twenty-eight-year-old had perfected the art of sucking milk up through his nose and into his eye before ejaculating it in spectacular fashion across a table.

FIRST PERSON TO SMOKE THROUGH EYES

Alfred Langevin, from Detroit, Michigan, achieved international fame with Ripley’s Believe It or Not! in the 1930s for his ability to smoke a cigarette through his eye socket. Making the most of an abnormal tear gland, he could also use his eye to blow up balloons and play the recorder.

MOST PROLIFIC CHAIN-SMOKER THROUGH EARS

Dharmendra Singh, from Bikaner, India, can chain-smoke through his ears, cramming up to twenty cigarettes in a row into his ear-holes. He first discovered his bizarre talent when, while bathing one day, he noticed bubbles coming out of his ear. “I told this to my friend and he told me to try lighting a cigarette in my ear and inhaling the puff. I lit a cigarette and found it clicked. Since childhood I have wanted to do something different and new.” He even earned the approval of his father Amar who at first was concerned that his son was promoting an unhealthy lifestyle. “Initially I felt bad,” said Amar, “and thought he was doing something wrong. But after talking to people and reading about him in the newspapers, I feel he has done something good. He smokes through his ears. That’s a big thing.”

LONGEST SPAGHETTI STRAND BLOWN FROM NOSE

When it comes to nasal ejection, Kevin Cole is the man. On 16 December 1998, the twenty-four-year-old resident of Carlsbad, New Mexico, blew a 7.5-inch strand of spaghetti out of his nostril in a single blow, breaking the previous record by two whole inches. Cole said his ability to blow long pieces of spaghetti from his nostril stemmed from his training as a lifeguard, when he learned to push water from his throat and out through his nose. On discovering his rare talent, he started by spraying Ramon Noodles out of his nose before slowly progressing to spaghetti. He can also blow one end of the spaghetti out of one nostril and the other end out of the other nostril to create a “nasal floss” effect. Just the thing for dinner parties.

MOST LIVE FISH SWALLOWED THROUGH MOUTH AND BLOWN OUT THROUGH NOSE IN ONE HOUR

In one hour at Cuddalore, India, on 25 July 2005, G.P. Vijaya Kumar, a twenty-five-year-old yoga teacher, swallowed 509 small fish one by one through his mouth and blew them out alive through his nostrils. Kumar, who moved on to live fish after experimenting successfully with peas and corn, explained his technique: “I swallow the fish and take deep breaths to guide it through my nose. There are times when the fish might glide back to the mouth, but by inhaling hard it can be brought up quickly.”

FARTHEST MARSHMALLOW NOSE-BLOW

In Los Angeles on 2 July 2012, Paul Prado blew a marshmallow out of his nose and into the mouth of catcher Sophia Rojas, standing 17 feet 11 inches away. This eclipsed the world record of 16 feet 3.5 inches set back in 1999 by blower Scott Jeckel and his catcher Ray Perisin. As Ms Rojas sagely remarked: “It takes a lot of trust to catch a marshmallow from someone’s nostril.”

MOST DOMINOES STACKED ON A SINGLE PIECE

Placing the bottom domino in a vertical position and using no form of adhesive, Alexander Bendikov, from Mogilev, Belarus, stacked 1,036 dominoes horizontally on top of it on 5 July 2011. Furthermore, the stack remained standing for over an hour.

MOST MATCHSTICKS STACKED ON THE NECK OF A BOTTLE

In September 2012, Alexander Bendikov again demonstrated what a steady pair of hands he has by balancing 20,270 matchsticks horizontally on the neck of a wine bottle without resorting to glue or any other type of adhesive.

FASTEST TIME TO BREATHE 500 FIREBALLS

Australian extreme circus performer Roy Maloy set a new world record by breathing 501 fireballs in just 23 minutes in Hobart, Tasmania, on 7 December 2012. He is thought to be the first person ever to have breathed that many consecutive fireballs as the previous speed record was 100 in an hour, set by English street artist Dougie Danzig back in 1985. Although there was only a gentle wind on the day of Maloy’s attempt, it was sufficient a couple of times to make the fire travel in a direction he wasn’t expecting, burning the fringe of his hair, his eyebrows and his goatee. He said: “An hour after the event I still had thick welted lines dividing the bright pink skin from the much fairer non-burned skin. The burning was accompanied by numb lips and stinging eyes even though I wore sunglasses for most of the stunt.”

LONGEST DISTANCE RUN WHILE (VOLUNTARILY) ON FIRE

As a general rule, people of sound mind tend to refrain from deliberately setting themselves on fire, but professional stunt man Ted Batchelor does it for fun. In fact he has been setting himself on fire for nearly forty years ever since he won a $400 bet as a high-school student in Chagrin Falls, Ohio, back in 1976. On 20 May that year he lit himself on fire and was ablaze for about 12 seconds before diving into the cooling waters of the falls. The wager won, he proceeded to repeat the stunt for ten consecutive years, but ended up in jail a few times after it was outlawed. Crowds would boo as the human fireball was led away by police officers, but eventually the friendly cops became part of the show. He recalled: “They’d ask me, ‘You want the handcuffs on or not?’ I’d say, ‘Yeah, gimme the handcuffs. It looks good.’” Usually friends bailed him out the same evening, but in 1985 he was fined and put on two years’ probation, so he called a halt to the annual jump.

Still fired with a determination to become a stunt man, he studied film production at college, where he set himself on fire at least twenty times and also jumped through glass windows. What some people will do to get out of boring lectures! Eventually the college authorities decided that maybe he should concentrate more on his studies and less on setting himself on fire and banned his extra-curricular activities. Undeterred, he offered his services to Nevada’s Burning Man Festival, asking if he could be set on fire before lighting the giant Burning Man effigy, and performed the role before a crowd of 15,000. Then, in 2004, he established a new fire endurance record by staying ablaze for 2 minutes 38 seconds without oxygen. On 4 December 2011, while attending an annual fundraising celebration in Chelsea, Alabama, he was doused with fuels before running a distance of 492 feet 10 inches while on fire, breaking the old Guinness World Record by almost 100 feet.

Batchelor no longer jumps through windows as the recovery time grows longer with the passing years, but he still regularly sets himself on fire, even though he has been burned multiple times in the course of his career. His children are probably relieved to know that he has no desire to see them follow in his footsteps, but he advises everyone to “follow your dream and do something you enjoy” – even if that means setting yourself on fire once a week.

LONGEST TIME PULLED BY A HORSE WHILE ON FIRE

Guinness World Records states that on 12 November 2008 Hungary’s Halapi Roland was dragged along the ground by a horse for a distance of 1,551 feet – that’s more than a quarter of a mile – while he was on fire.

LONGEST TIME AS A HUMAN TORCH

Austrian stuntman Joe Tödtling kept his cool to stay on fire for 5 minutes 41 seconds in Salzburg in November 2013 and set a new human torch record by 16 seconds. The thirty-three-year-old, who wore a special suit for the challenge, was set alight by his wife Julia. He said: “She always knows how to get me hot, so she was the obvious choice.”

MOST LIT FIREWORKS STRAPPED TO BODY AT ONCE

You can usually tell something about a person’s character by their nickname, so the fact that Todd DeFazio, from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, is known as “The Village Idiot” pretty much tells us all we need to know. Therefore it was entirely within character that on 6 July 2010 DeFazio taped fifteen fireworks to his body – around his clothed chest, legs and bare head – and then had them all lit simultaneously. Although the fireworks were relatively low-powered, meaning that he did not suffer any burns, soar through the air or whizz around in circles on a fence post, it was still a highly dangerous stunt. So please don’t try this at home – or anywhere else for that matter.

LONGEST TIME TOSSING TWO COINS

In a worthy demonstration of single-mindedness, India’s Mahendra Singh Rajat tossed two coins alternately for 58 hours 5 minutes in 1991. Fortunately best of three is usually enough to settle most wagers.

LONGEST TIME DRESSED AS A GARDEN GNOME

Ron Broomfield quite likes garden gnomes – to the extent that over the course of the past twenty years he has spent more than 10,000 hours dressed as one. Twice a week the retired window cleaner, who keeps 1,700 gnomes at his home in Alford, Lincolnshire, dresses up in full ornamental regalia to visit the village shops or pose in his garden with a fishing rod. “When I dress up as a gnome, I become a gnome,” he says emphatically. He began his collection fifty years ago. “I was stressed and someone said get a hobby. Seven gnomes caught my eye at a garden centre so I got them. Then when I started to grow a beard, people said I looked like a gnome. Some people laugh and point at me when I go out in my costume but I don’t care. I’m in my own little fantasy land and I raise money for the NSPCC. Anyway gnomes are fantastic. They’re always happy-go-lucky with big smiles on their faces.” Unsurprisingly his home is called Gnome Cottage and he answers the phone as “Ron the Gnome”. He keeps a logbook detailing every gnome he owns and has converted his spare bedroom into a small workshop/hospital where he repairs and paints damaged gnomes. “I’m not married anymore,” he adds, “but to be frank there’s no room for a woman. You can hardly move for gnomes, but that’s the way I like it. They’ve become my life.”

LONGEST TIME DRESSED AS PETER PAN

Randy Constan, of Tampa, Florida, really is the boy who never grew up. Although he is now in his sixties, the six-footer has been dressing up as Peter Pan in green tights ever since he was about twenty. “Being Peter Pan is part of my life,” he has said. “When I was eight I told my dad I wanted to be a fairy.” His father accepted this – although he strictly forbade Randy from wearing his elf shoes to Christmas dinner – but others were not so understanding and his obsession cost him both his job and his Tinker Bell, first wife Patricia, to whom he was married for twenty-three years. When they first met, he was twenty-two and she loved his outfit, but the novelty slowly wore off. “As we both grew older, she was progressing toward greater normalcy and I was getting more and more outlandish,” he said in 2001. “She’d get mad if I was wearing tights and someone called me Robin Hood. She got tired of the negative attention, I guess.” However, his story has a fairytale ending, and in 2009 in a magical forest just outside Tampa he married his second wife who goes under the name of Princess Dorothy. Naturally he dressed as Peter Pan and she wore a green dress with wings.

LONGEST TREE SIT

On 10 December 1997, twenty-four-year-old Julia “Butterfly” Hill joined a group of activists near Stafford, California, who were staging a protest against the harvesting of giant redwood trees by sitting on a platform 180 feet above ground up a 1,500-year-old redwood that was subsequently named Luna. She finally came down two years later, on 18 December 1999, after spending a record 738 days aloft. The tree was spared.

LONGEST TIME LIVING UP A TREE

In 2006 it was revealed that eighty-three-year-old Gayadhar Parida, from India’s Odisha state, had spent the previous fifty years living up a tree following a trivial argument with his wife. He first took refuge fifteen feet up a mango tree in 1956, and enjoyed the peace and solitude so much that, even after his tree house was destroyed by a storm, he chose to move to another nearby tree rather than go back home and face his wife. He only came down from the tree to drink water from a pool but happily accepted offers of food from family members.

MOST CONDOMS SUCKED THROUGH NOSE AT ONCE

In March 2012, Ryan Stock, from Edmonton, Alberta, inhaled three empty condoms simultaneously through his right nostril and pulled them out through his mouth.

MOST TIMES TO PASS THE BODY THROUGH A TENNIS RACKET IN THREE MINUTES

Nepalese contortionist Thaneswar Guragai passed his body through the head of a tennis racket (after the strings were removed) ninety-six times in three minutes in February 2012. He said he did it for the fame.

FASTEST TIME TO PUT ON A DUVET COVER

On the face of it, fitting a duvet cover over a duvet should be a routine task. There are four corners to the duvet and four corners to the cover. What could be easier? Except that when you seek to impose your will on them, these supposedly inanimate objects develop lives of their own and frequently end up tying you in knots. You think you have all four corners sorted, only to realize that the fourth corner is in fact your left foot. Climbing inside to remedy the situation is rarely a good idea. Like a Burmese python with a pig, a duvet cover can swallow a human whole. In extreme cases a person has been officially reported missing by worried relatives, only to be discovered several hours later trapped under the duvet cover. Clearly the man to turn to in such circumstances is Irish TV presenter Alan Hughes who, on 17 September 2008, in Dublin, fitted a double duvet cover in a rapid-fire 42.97 seconds, ensuring that all four corners of the duvet were in the four corners of the cover and all of the fastenings were done up correctly. In doing so, he broke his own world record of 1 minute 0 seconds set in 2004.

MOST BANANAS DROPPED DOWN A PAIR OF PANTS

Wearing an extra-large pair of trousers that would not have looked out of place on a clown, Shaun McManus, a radio DJ at Nova 93.7 in Perth, Australia, crammed 273 bananas down his pants in February 2012 to break the old record (set by Texan Henry Mazza in 2010) by 125. McManus began dropping fruit down the left leg before switching to the right and the back where he was pleased to report that the trousers were so roomy there was no need to fit any of the bananas internally.

MOST PENCILS SHARPENED IN ONE MINUTE

Demonstrating commendable speed and an eye for a nicely shaped pencil, Jeremy Riley, of Providence, Rhode Island, set a new world record by sharpening twenty-one pencils in a minute on 18 September 2011.

LONGEST CHAIR SPIN WHILE HOLDING A PENCIL WITH UPPER LIP

On 9 October 2011, Kevin LaForest, from Chelsea, Michigan, spun around in a chair for 28 minutes 13.9 seconds while holding a pencil between his nose and upper lip. The video of his achievement shows him spinning around a lot until, with the half-hour mark tantalizingly within reach, the pencil tragically slips from his grip. It would be pleasing to think that he won’t rest – unless, of course, you count sitting in a chair as resting – until he finally breaks through that 30-minute barrier.

FASTEST TIME TO TIE A KNOT USING LEFT FOOT

On 8 June 2013, compulsive Canadian record breaker Doug McManaman took 1 minute 38.9 seconds to tie a knot in a piece of string using only the toes of his left foot – at a time when he had two perfectly good hands and even a right foot available.

MOST PENCILS FITTED IN MOUTH

Adam Gronewold, from Galena, Illinois, managed to cram 105 number 2 size pencils in his mouth at once in May 2013. Blessed with a peculiarly elastic mouth, he has also managed to fit 240 playing cards in there . . . but not at the same time as the pencils.

MOST DRINKING STRAWS FITTED IN MOUTH

On 26 July 2013, Dinesh Upadhyaya, a teacher from Mumbai, India, squeezed 1,001 drinking straws into his mouth and held them there without any external support for ten seconds. Although he stands six feet six inches tall, Upadhyaya does not possess an overly large mouth, but by massaging his facial muscles and using his fingers to stretch his lips and cheeks, he has developed a reputation for being able to fit just about anything into his gob, including seventy-nine seedless grapes, sixty-five mini onions, six table tennis balls, five golf balls, three pool balls and a 3.5-inch ceramic cup. “Maximouth”, as he is known, says: “After practice or during record attempts I usually experience swellings in my mouth, especially in the lips and gums area, for about an hour. But I always take precautionary measures to avoid choking. My dream is to break all mouth-stuffing records as soon as possible.”

MOST SEATS SAT ON IN FORTY-EIGHT HOURS

Jim “Mouth” Purol has been setting weird records for nearly forty years even though his first challenge – in 1976 when he played the drums non-stop for twelve days – nearly drove him crazy. “I could write a book on hallucinating after that experience,” he said. “I would never, ever do that again. I saw the Last Supper. My girlfriend thought I had lost my mind.” Seeking a less demanding percussion record, the Detroit native played the drums underwater for an hour in 1977. He may have been wet but at least he still had his sanity – sort of. Courtesy of a jaw that he could dislocate at will, he then earned his nickname by cramming different objects into his mouth – 41 lit cigars, 41 pipes, 180 French fries, 18 hot dogs, a dozen slices of pizza – and even changed his stage name to Jim Mouth. On one occasion he stuffed 151 lit cigarettes into his mouth and smoked them for five minutes, leaving him feeling violently sick.

More recently he has taken to sitting down a lot. Back in 1984 he sat in all 107,701 seats at the University of Michigan’s football stadium. It took him over four days and he wore through four pairs of jeans. Apparently eager to recapture that sensation of buttock numbness, in July 2008 the fifty-six-year-old sat in a record 39,250 seats in forty-eight hours at the Pasadena Rose Bowl, California, helped by an umbrella-hat to shield his face from the sun and a pad to cushion his aching backside. Battling blisters, he went on to sit down for another three days until he had sat in all 92,542 seats at the stadium. It was, he proclaimed, a dream come true, which is a lot better than a hallucination.

MOST JUMPS OVER A PARKING METER

One of Jim “Mouth” Purol’s more bizarre accomplishments took place on 25 October 1983, when he vaulted over the same five-foot-high parking meter in Farmington, Michigan, 5,000 times non-stop. He remembers twice not quite jumping high enough and being unable to walk for three days afterwards.

LONGEST TIME STANDING MOTIONLESS

Most of the weird records in this book involve some form of physical exertion, but in 2002 Akshinthala Seshu Babu, from Andhra Pradesh, India, broke the world record for standing motionless. Adopting Mahatma Gandhi’s pose with a stick, he stood perfectly still for 35 hours, the rules stipulating that “no facial movements are allowed other than the involuntary blinking of the eye” and “deep breathing is permitted provided it does not involve observable movement notably greater than that in normal breathing.” Dispensing with the stick, which, by virtue of helping his balance, was viewed by some purists as an illegal prop, he then managed to stand motionless for 30 hours 12 minutes in 2003. To acquire the necessary concentration and stamina, he practised yoga and ran about eight miles a day. He was probably glad just to be able to stretch his legs.

BIGGEST NETWORK OF TUNNELS DUG UNDER OWN HOUSE

Over a period of forty years, William Lyttle dug a secret network of tunnels sixty feet long and up to twenty-six feet deep under his house in Hackney, London, excavating an estimated 100 cubic metres of earth, which sounds an awful lot. His motives were vague. Sometimes he told reporters that he had been digging a wine cellar and that he simply had “a big basement”. Even Oliver Reed’s wine cellar wasn’t that big! When the tunnels were finally discovered after a large hole appeared in the street, “Mole Man”, as he had been christened by the media, was evicted by the local council over safety concerns. In 2009, he was re-housed in a top-floor flat where he would find it considerably more difficult to burrow underground. He died there in 2010, having already knocked a huge hole from the kitchen to the lounge.

OLDEST PERSON TO SKYDIVE WHILE CARRYING HIS DEAD WIFE’S ASHES

Ninety-three-year-old Jack Hake, from Wimborne, Dorset, skydived from 10,000 feet in November 2013 while carrying the ashes of his late wife Veronica in a bag strapped to his chest. He explained: “My wife and I were married for seventy years and we did everything together.”

HIGHEST SKYDIVE BY A TEDDY BEAR

A teddy bear named Babbage plummeted to Earth from a height of 128,000 feet in August 2013 after jumping from a weather balloon. Software programmer David Ackerman fitted Babbage with a computer to take photos of his 200 mph descent, and despite a nasty moment when his parachute yanked his neck back as it deployed, the soft toy made a soft landing in a field in Dorset, England. The only downside from Babbage’s point of view was that his insides had been ripped out to accommodate the computer and GPS software.

TALLEST SUGAR CUBE TOWER

On 12 November 2009, Paul Van den Nieuwenhof used 1,753 sugar cubes to build a 6-foot-2-inch-high tower in Zoersel, Belgium. It took him over two hours.

LONGEST UNBROKEN APPLE PEEL

According to the New York apple industry, on 16 October 1976 at Rochester, New York, sixteen-year-old Kathy Wafler Madison created a single apple peel that stretched for 172 feet 4 inches without any breaks. She went on to become a sales manager for an apple tree nursery.

MOST CASHEW NUT JUGGLES IN THIRTY SECONDS

Most jugglers choose to work with balls, clubs or even fire torches that are highly visible to an audience, but American Marc Hartzman prefers smaller objects such as sweets, seeds or nuts, earning himself the title of the world’s greatest lightweight juggler. On 31 December 2010, he set a new world record by juggling three whole cashews 80 times in thirty seconds. In that standard time of thirty seconds, he has also set world records by juggling three jelly beans 85 times, three M&Ms 70 times, three roasted pumpkin seeds 68 times, three cheese crackers 86 times, three shelled boiled peanuts 154 times, and three unpopped popcorn kernels 45 times.

MOST CHAINSAW JUGGLES

Milan Roskopf of Slovakia broke his own world record in June 2009 by juggling two running chainsaws and a ball 62 times in a row in Dachau, Germany. His previous record was 35.

MOST CHAINSAW JUGGLING CATCHES WHILE RIDING A UNICYCLE

On 7 December 2012, in Beijing, China, Australian extreme juggler Chayne Hultgren (“The Space Cowboy”) made eight successful catches of a running chainsaw while perched atop a ten-foot-high unicycle. In doing so, he beat his previous world record of six catches.

He also juggles axes, machetes and razor-sharp knives (all on a unicycle) and has a nice little sideline in sword swallowing. He swallowed a world record twenty-seven swords simultaneously due to a medical condition known as congenital division of the stomach, whereby part of his stomach sits lower than normal, allowing him to swallow longer objects. His sword routine didn’t go down well in New York in 2011, however, when he was arrested while performing on the street for “brandishing a sword in public”. He was later released without charge after having his props confiscated. That was hard for him to swallow.

In 2007, he had to undergo emergency surgery to repair the nerves in his hand after a mind-reading stunt in his stage show at Adelaide went horribly wrong. During the performance he asked a member of the audience to hide a sharp blade under one of five polystyrene cups. He then began hitting the cups hard with his bare hand, obviously intending to steer clear of the one concealing the blade, but on this occasion he smashed down on the wrong cup and cut his hand open. Even though blood was flowing freely, he calmly told the audience: “This isn’t part of the show; you will have to go now.” The following day’s newspaper headline read: “Psychic Needs Surgery After Slice of Reality.”

MOST CONSECUTIVE AXE JUGGLING CATCHES

Performing at the Green Top Circus in Sheffield, Yorkshire, on 5 November 2013, Chris Marley made a world record 369 consecutive axe juggling catches.

MOST ROPE SKIPS IN ONE MINUTE WHILE JUGGLING A FOOTBALL

Skipping enthusiast Peter Nestler, from Tulsa, Oklahoma, completed 126 rope skips while juggling a football (soccer ball) in one minute in Juneau, Alaska, on 29 August 2013. He shattered the previous record by 95. The rules of the challenge state that you can use any part of the body a footballer can (in other words, no arms or hands) and the attempt is over as soon as the ball touches the ground. Nestler practised almost every day for six weeks to nail the necessary rhythm.

MOST RUNGS CLIMBED ON A LADDER WHILE KEEPING A FOOTBALL AIRBORNE

On 8 September 2002, Swiss juggler Paul Sahli juggled a football while climbing a fire ladder for 111 steps. On 21 March 2008, he set another new record by juggling a tennis ball for 53 steps while climbing a fire ladder. He boasts more than sixty world records, mostly to do with juggling balls. They include juggling a billiard ball with his feet for 51 minutes 55 seconds on 10 February 2002 and juggling a 6.6-pound medicine ball with his feet for 1 hour 6 minutes on 16 July 1995, touching the ball 8,107 times in the process. Now for the science bit: apparently that is equivalent to a total weight change of 24 tons. Or on the celebrity scale: 470.5 Kylie Minogues.

MOST GNOMES POSED IN “HEIL HITLER!” SALUTE

As a satirical protest at lingering fascist tendencies in German society, German artist Ottmar Hoerl posed 1,250 fifteen-inch-tall black plastic garden gnomes in Straubing town square, in October 2009, with their arms outstretched in the stiff-armed Hitler salute. As Hitler salutes and Nazi symbols have been illegal in Germany since the end of World War II, prosecutors debated whether the display might be against the law, but Hoerl argued that the gnomes were ridiculing the Nazis, not promoting them.

MOST TENNIS BALLS HELD IN ONE HAND

Narayan Timalsina, a twenty-seven-year-old from Palpa, Nepal, held a stack of twenty-four tennis balls in his right hand for 1 minute 30 seconds in April 2013. He had apparently been practising for over two years. He’s clearly got a lot of balls.

MOST WINE GLASSES HELD IN ONE HAND

In October 2012, British sommelier Philip Osenton held fifty-one wine glasses in one hand at a hotel in Beijing. On his first attempt he managed forty-five glasses (still enough to shatter the 2007 record of thirty-nine), but on his second try he achieved fifty-one by stacking the glasses on their side on top of each other in his left hand. Luckily he did not feel the urge to sneeze. He learned the art of glass balancing while working at some of London’s top hotels. “The carrying of glasses is a sommelier thing,” he told the Daily Mail. “When I was head sommelier at the Ritz Hotel, I had a 140-cover restaurant to set up in the morning between breakfast and lunch, so basically with two glasses per setting I had to put out 280 glasses in a very short amount of time.”

MOST MUGS HELD IN ONE HAND

Darlington teenager Chris May proved that he was no mug, in February 2012, by setting a new world record . . . accidentally. Recalling his moment of glory, the sixteen-year-old said: “I was just in the kitchen unloading the dishwasher, hanging mugs off my fingers, not even thinking about it, when my friend Max Wheatcroft said: ‘How many mugs have you got there?’ I think I had about ten and he said: ‘Keep going, keep going; see how many you can get.’ In the end I got up to sixteen and Max said: ‘It’s got to be a record.’” It was good enough to be recognized by the World Record Academy, but in any case Chris must surely have set a record for being the only teenage boy ever to have unloaded a dishwasher.

FARTHEST DISTANCE CLIMBED INVERTED UP A POLE IN ONE MINUTE

If climbing a pole isn’t your idea of a fun afternoon, then the chances are that climbing a pole while hanging upside down is even less so. Germany’s Nele Bruckmann thought differently, however, and on 1 September 2007 she adopted an inverted position and set a world record by climbing 31 feet 11 inches up a pole in one minute.

MOST BIRD SONGS IMITATED

A Nepalese man, Gautam Sapkota, can mimic the calls of more than 150 species of birds. He was said to be planning an album of popular Nepali folk songs remixed in the sounds of different birds (including the heron), and his impersonation of monkeys is so uncannily accurate that he can start a fight between two animals. He is available for bookings.

LONGEST TIME HULA HOOPING UNDER WATER

This is another record held by Ashrita Furman who, in August 2007 at the Nassau County Aquatic Center, New York, hula hooped underwater non-stop for 2 minutes 38 seconds. Explaining his choice of event, he said: “I have a record for underwater jump rope and underwater juggling and I was thinking what else could I do and I came up with the idea of trying to hula hoop underwater.”

LARGEST UNDERWATER WEDDING

The Guinness World Record for the largest underwater wedding was set by 303 divers who attended the nuptials of Ewa Staronska and Pawel Burkowski at a flooded open pit mine in Jaworzno, Poland, on 27 August 2011. The wedding ceremony lasted around eighteen minutes and was conducted by Father Pawel Wrobel, himself a licensed frogman. The couple and the priest communicated underwater by a combination of waterproof texts and sign language. Afterwards, the newlyweds said the most difficult moment was the underwater kiss, but it could hardly have come as a surprise since they also got engaged underwater.

MOST FOLDS OF TOILET PAPER

Until 2002, the world’s most eminent scientists and mathematicians were united in their conviction that the maximum number of times a piece of toilet paper could be folded in half was seven. However, that year California high-school student Britney Gallivan blew their theories and formulae out of the toilet water by calculating that, if the paper was long enough, it could actually be folded eleven times. She worked out that, instead of folding in alternate directions, better results could be achieved by continuously folding in the same direction – provided you had a roll of toilet paper 4,000 feet long. That seemed to be the final word on the matter until, in January 2012, as the culmination of seven years of exhaustive research and experimentation, mathematics students from St Mark’s School in Southborough, Massachusetts, managed to fold a piece of toilet paper a record-breaking thirteen times. But if you want to try it at home, the bad news is that you will need ten miles of toilet paper, which is excessive – even after a dodgy curry.

MOST PEOPLE POPPING BUBBLE WRAP

Some things in life are just too tempting to resist – such as licking the lid of an ice-cream container when no one is looking or inspecting your own ear wax. Into the same category comes popping bubble wrap. Whenever you find a sheet, you simply can’t help popping a few squares. Some zealots will even pop the whole sheet. It is harmless fun. If, however, you pop fifty or more sheets without stopping for food or toilet breaks, you know you’ve got a serious problem and should seek medical help.

Bubble wrap was invented in Hawthorne, New Jersey, in 1960 by Marc Chavannes and Al Fielding and has since been elevated to the status of pop culture phenomenon with over two million followers on Facebook. There is also a bubble wrap popper app for an iPhone. Meanwhile, scientists have conducted tests which show that popping bubble wrap relieves stress, much like stroking a cat and a lot less likely to get you scratched. As a mark of the affection in which bubble wrap is held, the last Monday in January has officially been named Bubble Wrap Appreciation Day. This came about in 2001 after a shipment of microphones was delivered to Spirit 95 Radio, a radio station in Bloomington, Indiana. After the microphones were unwrapped and installed, the station inadvertently broadcast the sound of the wrappings being popped. Naturally the “holiday” is celebrated enthusiastically in Hawthorne, where, on Bubble Wrap Appreciation Day 2013 – 28 January – 366 people assembled at the local high school gym to set a new record for the most people popping bubble wrap simultaneously. Using hands, feet and any other part of the body that did not offend common decency, they popped more than 8,000 square feet of the packaging material.

MOST PEOPLE HUGGING TREES

On 20 July 2013, 951 people hugged trees at the same time at Hoyt Arboretum, Portland, Oregon, to establish a new world tree hugging record. The previous record of 702 huggers had been set in Delamere Forest, Cheshire, in 2011.

LONGEST BOUNCY CASTLE MARATHON

A team of eight workers from the Tesco supermarket in Wincanton, Somerset, established a new world record by bouncing on a bouncy castle for 37 hours 14 seconds in August 2013, beating the old record by an hour.

MOST BOUNCES ON A SPACE HOPPER IN ONE MINUTE

Nine-year-old Ethan Fisher, from Worksop, Nottinghamshire, managed to do sixty-two bounces over a line on a space hopper (a hippity hop in the US) in one minute at Butlin’s holiday camp, Skegness, in February 2011. Ethan had already made his name as something of a virtuoso on the handled rubber balls by taking part in – and winning – the world’s biggest ever space hopper race, a 200-metre event at Sheffield in July 2010.

MOST BOUNCES OF A SOAP BUBBLE

Wearing a glove on his hand to soften the impact, Taiwan’s Kuo-Sheng “Andy” Lin bounced a soap bubble 195 times in Taipei on 17 April 2012. The previous December he had also set a record for the most soap bubbles blown inside a larger soap bubble – 152.

LARGEST SAME NAME SOCIETY

Founded in 1969 with just three people, the Jim Smith Society now boasts nearly 2,000 members all called Jim Smith (or a close variation). There are even at least five female Jim Smiths! The society’s founder, the late Jim Smith, came up with the idea when he was working for a newspaper in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, and kept coming across other people with the same name, especially while typing up police reports. Now the group has an annual gathering in July where, to avoid confusion, each Jim Smith is addressed by his or her hometown. There are over 38,000 Jim Smiths in the United States, making it the commonest full name. It is the name that appears most on the Vietnam Wall, 3,800 Jim Smiths fought in World War II, and a Jim Smith has held every elected office in the US apart from President or Vice President. The most famous Jim Smith was the representative of Pennsylvania who signed the Declaration of Independence in 1776.

MOST PEOPLE CRAMMED INTO A PHONE BOOTH

Long before anti-social behaviour orders were introduced, young people got their kicks by squeezing themselves into phone booths. The pastime was particularly popular on university and college campuses, and in 1959 twenty-five students from Durban, South Africa, managed to cram at least half of their bodies into a single phone booth. Shortly afterwards a Canadian school forced forty people into a booth, but their claim was rejected after it was discovered that they had used an extra-large booth, which they had turned on its side to make stacking easier. As a result, official rules were drawn up stating that the booth must be of standard size and must remain upright. England introduced even more stringent regulations, insisting that an actual phone call was either made or received from inside the
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