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The stories in this book were picked because they sound made up. Evidence was never optional.

Every entry in here has gone through the same test: can we show where it came from? Not "a guy on the internet said so." Not "everybody knows." Actual paper. Government records, court rulings, scientific studies, museum archives, investigation reports, and serious journalism that did the legwork.

That rule creates some awkward moments. Sometimes the internet version of a story is bigger, louder and much more fun than what the records support. When that happens, you'll get both, clearly labelled. Sometimes historians or scientists still disagree. You'll see that too. And sometimes nobody actually knows the answer. In this book, "we don't know" is allowed to be the answer.

One more thing. "Documented" doesn't mean every rumour attached to a story is true. A government file can prove a secret program existed without proving it worked. Keeping those two ideas apart is the whole trick, and once you get the hang of it, you'll start spotting the difference everywhere.

So yes, it's a bathroom book. It just happens to be a bathroom book with receipts.
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How to Read This Book
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Open it anywhere. Seriously. Each entry is built to be finished in about two to five minutes, which is roughly the length of a coffee break, a bus ride, or a visit to the smallest room in the house.

The book is divided into eleven sections. They start with things that sound like conspiracy theories but have paperwork, and end with real places where everyday life runs on very different rules. In between you'll find weird science, the hidden histories of boring objects, expensive human mistakes, the lies your brain tells you, nature at its least supervised, the strange logic of money, history's oddest days, the modern myth machine, and genuine unsolved mysteries.

The Labels

Every entry carries one label, so you know how solid the ground is before you start walking on it.

✓ CONFIRMED — Strong records or scientific evidence. Little serious dispute.

✓ DECLASSIFIED — Based in whole or in part on formerly secret government documents.

✓ DOCUMENTED — Supported by court records, official inquiries or institutional evidence.

⚖ DISPUTED — Credible experts read the evidence differently. Both readings are given.

? UNSOLVED — The thing really happened. The explanation is still open.

⚠ INTERNET VERSION — The viral story bends or inflates what the evidence shows.

✕ MYTH — Often repeated. Not supported.

The Boxes

The Receipt closes each entry with three short answers: what we know, what we don't, and what the internet added.

Tell Someone This gives you the one line you'll want to repeat at dinner.

Numbers in square brackets, like this [1], point to the sources for that entry in The Receipts at the back of the book.

A Word on Tone

Some of these stories are funny. Some involve real people who were harmed. The jokes in this book aim at bureaucracy, bad ideas, bad luck and the universe's sense of humour. They are never aimed at the people who got hurt.
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SECTION I · 
They Actually Did That

[image: ]


[image: ]
Secret programs, buried documents, corporate deception and history with receipts

––––––––
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Some stories sound like the plot of a late-night conspiracy video. The kind narrated over ominous synth music by a man who keeps saying "think about it."
The stories in this section are different in one important way. They have paperwork. Senate hearings. Court rulings. Declassified memos with black bars across half the page.

That doesn't mean every rumour attached to them is true. In fact, the most useful skill you'll pick up in this section is separating what the documents show from what the internet built on top of them. The documented version is usually narrower. It's also, quite often, stranger.


001 · The CIA Really Did Experiment With Mind Control

✓ DECLASSIFIED

Wait... What?

It sounds like the opening of a bad spy thriller. Unfortunately, this one comes with a Senate hearing transcript well over 150 pages long.

Here's What Happened

On 3 August 1977, two US Senate panels held a joint hearing with a title nobody could fit on a bumper sticker: Project MKULTRA, the CIA's Program of Research in Behavioral Modification [1].

The trigger was a letter from the CIA's own director, Stansfield Turner. His agency had just found seven boxes of documents about a tightly held CIA project that ran from 1953 to 1964 [1]. Most of the program's records had been destroyed years earlier. These boxes had simply been missed. Never underestimate the staying power of a cardboard box nobody remembers filing.

MKULTRA was an umbrella project. Under it sat many smaller subprojects, funded through universities, hospitals, research foundations and other institutions. The hearing record describes research into behaviour-altering drugs and alcohol, hypnosis, and changes in behaviour during psychotherapy [1]. Two years earlier, Senate investigators had heard that more than thirty universities and institutions were involved in an extensive testing program, and that it included covert drug tests on people who did not know they were being tested [1].

Why? In the early Cold War, US officials feared rival governments had found ways to break prisoners and control minds. The CIA wanted to know what was possible. Context, not an excuse.

And Then It Got Weirder

The senators also faced a problem that sounds almost comically bureaucratic: how do you investigate a program when the people who ran it threw away most of the evidence? The 1977 hearing is partly a story about missing files [1].

The Documented Part

MKULTRA existed. It ran from the early 1950s into the 1960s. It funded research on drugs, hypnosis and behaviour change. Some testing involved people who had not agreed to take part [1].

The Popular Version

The CIA perfected mind control. It built programmable assassins. It's still running, under a new name, and controls a long list of celebrities.

Where the Evidence Stops

No record shows the CIA achieved reliable mind control. The surviving documents describe ambitious, often reckless research, not a working method for turning people into remote-controlled agents. Because so many files were destroyed, the full scale of the harm will probably never be known. That uncertainty is real. It is not the same as evidence for the movie version.

The Receipt

What we know: A secret CIA research program ran from 1953 to 1964 and included drug testing on unwitting people [1].

What we don't know: The full list of experiments and everyone affected. Most records were destroyed.

What the internet added: Working mind control, sleeper assassins and secret celebrity programming. None of it is supported by the records.

Tell Someone This

The CIA's mind-control program was real. The scary part isn't that it worked. It's that they tried it on people who never said yes.


002 · The FBI Ran a Secret Program to Disrupt Americans

✓ DECLASSIFIED

Wait... What?

For fifteen years, America's top law enforcement agency ran a program designed not just to watch certain groups but to break them apart from the inside. The FBI itself now says it was wrong.

Here's What Happened

The program was called COINTELPRO, short for Counterintelligence Program. According to the FBI's own records site, it began in 1956 to disrupt the Communist Party of the United States [1].

Then it grew. Over the following years, the Bureau opened COINTELPRO operations against the Socialist Workers Party, Ku Klux Klan groups, Puerto Rican independence groups, the anti-war "New Left," and organisations it labelled "Black nationalist" [1]. That last category swept in mainstream civil rights groups. A 1967 FBI letter to its field offices set out the goal in blunt terms: to "expose, disrupt, misdirect, discredit, or otherwise neutralize" them [2]. Among the early targets named were the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee [2].

Tactics included planting informants, sending anonymous letters to stir up conflict, feeding stories to the press and trying to discredit leaders personally.

And Then It Got Weirder

COINTELPRO wasn't exposed by a whistleblower or a congressional inquiry. It was exposed by a burglary.

On 8 March 1971, a group of eight activists calling themselves the Citizens' Commission to Investigate the FBI broke into a small FBI field office in Media, Pennsylvania [3]. They took more than a thousand documents and mailed copies to journalists and members of Congress [3]. The Washington Post published a front-page story on 24 March 1971 [3]. One file carried a strange word nobody outside the Bureau recognised: COINTELPRO.

The FBI shut the program down that same spring. The burglars were never caught. Several revealed their identities only in 2014, more than forty years later [3].

The Documented Part

COINTELPRO existed from 1956 to 1971. It targeted political groups across the spectrum, including civil rights organisations, and used deliberate disruption, not just surveillance [1][2].

The Popular Version

"The FBI secretly controlled every protest movement in America."

Where the Evidence Stops

The FBI's own summary describes the program as limited, around two-tenths of one percent of its workload over fifteen years, while also agreeing it was rightly criticised for abridging First Amendment rights [1]. Critics argue that framing underplays the damage. Both things can be true: COINTELPRO was a small slice of the FBI's work and a serious abuse of power. What the records don't show is total control of every movement.

The Receipt

What we know: The FBI ran COINTELPRO from 1956 to 1971 to disrupt domestic political groups [1].

What we don't know: The full effect on individual lives and movements. Some files remain redacted.

What the internet added: The idea that the program controlled everything, or never really ended.

Tell Someone This

America's most famous domestic spying program was exposed because a few ordinary people broke into an FBI office and posted the files.


003 · The Military Once Proposed a Plan That Sounds Like Internet Fiction

✓ DECLASSIFIED

Wait... What?

In 1962, America's top military leaders put in writing a list of fake attacks the US could stage, so it could blame Cuba and justify an invasion.

Here's What Happened

On 13 March 1962, the Joint Chiefs of Staff sent a memo to Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara titled "Justification for US Military Intervention in Cuba." It carried the code word Northwoods [1].

The memo was a menu of pretexts. Among the ideas: staging the shootdown of what would appear to be a civilian airliner, and blowing up a US ship at Guantánamo Bay and blaming Cuba [1]. The goal was to manufacture public and international support for military action.

Read that again slowly. This wasn't a rumour about what someone might have said in a bar. It was a formal planning document from the highest level of the US military.

And Then It Got Weirder

The plan was never carried out. The Kennedy administration did not approve it [1].

And it stayed secret for decades. The document reached the public only in the 1990s, through the Assassination Records Review Board, a panel created to release government files connected to President Kennedy's assassination [1]. So one of the most shocking documents of the Cold War was found because people were looking for something else entirely.

The Documented Part

Senior US military leaders formally proposed staging or faking attacks to justify an invasion of Cuba. The proposal was rejected [1].

The Popular Version

"Northwoods proves the government stages false-flag attacks, so [insert later event] was obviously one too."

Where the Evidence Stops

Northwoods proves the idea was proposed in 1962. It doesn't prove it was carried out, and it can't be used as evidence for any other event. Each claim needs its own documents. That's the frustrating, unglamorous part of real history.

The Receipt

What we know: The Joint Chiefs proposed staged attacks as a pretext for war with Cuba in March 1962 [1].

What we don't know: Exactly how seriously each individual proposal was debated before the rejection.

What the internet added: The leap from "proposed once" to "proof of every later conspiracy."

Tell Someone This

The scariest thing about Operation Northwoods is that it was typed, signed and filed. The reassuring thing is that someone said no.


004 · The Navy Sprayed Bacteria Over an American City

✓ DOCUMENTED · ⚖ DISPUTED (health effects)

Wait... What?

In 1950, a US Navy ship sat off San Francisco and sprayed clouds of bacteria toward the city, on purpose, to see how far they'd drift.

Here's What Happened

The test is usually called Operation Sea-Spray. In late September 1950, during the early Cold War, the military wanted to know how vulnerable a large coastal city would be to a biological attack. So it ran one, minus the actual weapon.

From a ship offshore, the Navy released two kinds of bacteria, Serratia marcescens and Bacillus globigii, which scientists at the time considered harmless stand-ins for real biological agents [2]. Monitoring stations around the Bay Area then measured where the bacteria ended up. The answer: pretty much everywhere the fog went.

The test stayed secret for decades. It came to wide public attention in 1977, when the Army disclosed its program of open-air biological testing in Senate hearings [1]. According to that testimony, the military carried out 239 open-air tests between 1949 and 1969 [1][2]. In many, it used harmless chemicals rather than live bacteria.

And Then It Got Weirder

Shortly after the 1950 spraying, eleven patients at a San Francisco hospital developed rare urinary tract infections caused by Serratia marcescens. One of them, a man recovering from prostate surgery, died [2]. It was the first recorded outbreak of clinical infection by this bacterium [2].

Was the test responsible? The Army said no. In the 1977 hearings, officials argued the timing was a coincidence: all eleven patients had recently had medical procedures, and the outbreak stayed inside one hospital, which points to an infection source within the hospital itself [1][2]. A link was never proven in court.

The Documented Part

The US military released bacteria over the San Francisco Bay Area in 1950 to test a city's vulnerability, and ran hundreds of open-air tests between 1949 and 1969 [1].

The Popular Version

"The government secretly poisoned San Francisco and covered up the deaths."

Where the Evidence Stops

Releasing bacteria over a city without telling anyone is documented. That's bad enough. Whether it caused the hospital infections is disputed, and the evidence never settled it. The bacterium is no longer considered harmless; it's now known to cause hospital infections in vulnerable patients.

The Receipt

What we know: The Navy sprayed bacteria over San Francisco in 1950 as a secret test [1][2].

What we don't know: Whether the test caused the 1950 hospital infections and the one death.

What the internet added: A confirmed mass poisoning, and links to every unusual fog since.

Tell Someone This

In 1950, San Francisco's famous fog had a secret ingredient, and the city didn't find out for 27 years.


005 · The CIA Tried to Turn a Cat Into a Spy

✓ DECLASSIFIED · ⚠ INTERNET VERSION (the ending)

Wait... What?

In the 1960s, the CIA fitted a living cat with listening equipment and tried to train it to eavesdrop on conversations. Anyone who has ever owned a cat already knows how this ends.

Here's What Happened

The project is known today as "Acoustic Kitty." The idea was simple in the way that only truly terrible ideas are simple: nobody notices a cat. A cat can wander near a park bench where two people are talking and nobody bats an eye. So if a cat could carry a microphone and transmitter, it could, in theory, record conversations nobody else could get close to.

The CIA's technical teams worked on putting listening equipment inside a cat and training it to go where it was sent [1][2].

The problem, as any cat owner could have told them for free, is that cats do not take instructions. They take suggestions, consider them, and then lie down in a patch of sun.

And Then It Got Weirder

In 1967, a heavily redacted CIA memo titled "Views on Trained Cats [redacted] for [redacted] Use" reviewed the project [1]. The memo is a masterpiece of bureaucratic face-saving. It praised the work as a remarkable scientific achievement, noting that the team had proved cats can be trained to move short distances [1]. It then concluded that using cats this way would not be practical [1].

Somewhere, every cat in Virginia nodded slowly.

The Documented Part

The CIA ran a project to use cats as mobile listening devices and concluded in 1967 that it wasn't practical [1].

The Popular Version

The cat was released on its first mission, wandered into the road and was immediately run over by a taxi. Total cost: $20 million.

Where the Evidence Stops

The taxi story comes from a former CIA official's later account. Another former CIA technical officer has publicly disputed it, saying the cat was not killed that way [3]. The big dollar figures also come from later recollections, not the released memo. The memo itself confirms the project and the conclusion. Not the dramatic ending.

The Receipt

What we know: The CIA tried to make cats into eavesdropping devices and judged it impractical in 1967 [1].

What we don't know: The real cost, and what happened to the cat.

What the internet added: A confirmed taxi tragedy and a confirmed $20 million price tag.

Tell Someone This

The CIA spent years proving that you can train a cat to walk a short distance. Cat owners call this "Tuesday."


006 · America Tried to Steal a Soviet Submarine From the Bottom of the Ocean

✓ DECLASSIFIED

Wait... What?

The CIA built a giant ship, invented a fake deep-sea mining business with a billionaire's name on it, and used it to lift part of a sunken Soviet submarine from three miles down.

Here's What Happened

In March 1968, a Soviet ballistic missile submarine sank in the Pacific with all hands, about 16,500 feet below the surface [1]. The Soviets couldn't find it. The Americans could.

The CIA wanted it. A Soviet submarine meant possible access to nuclear weapons, codes and equipment. The catch was the depth. Nobody had ever lifted anything that heavy from that far down.

So the CIA ran Project AZORIAN [1]. It commissioned a purpose-built ship, the Hughes Glomar Explorer, and gave it a cover story: it was a mining vessel built for Howard Hughes, the famously eccentric billionaire, to harvest mineral nodules from the seabed [1][2]. The story was plausible because Hughes was exactly the sort of person who might decide to mine the ocean floor.

In the summer of 1974, the ship reached the site and lowered a giant claw on miles of pipe. On 8 August 1974, it raised a portion of the submarine to the surface [2].

And Then It Got Weirder

While the ship worked, Soviet naval vessels sat nearby and watched it for about two weeks [2]. They apparently didn't realise what they were watching.

The secret didn't survive for long. In early 1975, the press broke the story [1]. When a journalist later asked the CIA to release records about it, the agency answered that it could neither confirm nor deny that such records existed. That phrasing became so famous it has its own name: the "Glomar response." It's still used by government agencies today.

The Documented Part

The CIA built a special ship under a mining cover story and recovered part of a sunken Soviet submarine in 1974 [1][2].

The Popular Version

They recovered the whole submarine, plus its nuclear missiles and codebooks.

Where the Evidence Stops

Only part of the submarine came up [2]. Exactly what was recovered, and what intelligence it produced, remains partly classified. The CIA's own released history is heavily redacted [1].

The Receipt

What we know: Project AZORIAN raised part of the Soviet submarine K-129 in August 1974 [1][2].

What we don't know: What exactly was recovered and how useful it was.

What the internet added: A full recovery of the submarine and all its secrets.

Tell Someone This

The CIA once hid a submarine heist behind a fake billionaire mining project, and the phrase "neither confirm nor deny" came out of it.


007 · A Secret Pentagon History Changed How America Saw a War

✓ DECLASSIFIED

Wait... What?

The US government quietly wrote itself a 7,000-page history of the Vietnam War. Then someone photocopied it and gave it to the newspapers.

Here's What Happened

In 1967, Defense Secretary Robert McNamara commissioned a secret internal study of how the US had become involved in Vietnam. Its formal title was the Report of the Office of the Secretary of Defense Vietnam Task Force [1]. Everyone now calls it the Pentagon Papers.

The finished study ran to roughly 7,000 pages across dozens of volumes [2]. Daniel Ellsberg, a military analyst who had worked on it, came to believe the public deserved to see it. In 1971, he leaked large parts of it to the New York Times, which began publishing excerpts that June [2].

What did it show? That several administrations had made decisions about the war that differed from what they were telling the public. The study documented private escalation alongside public reassurance.

And Then It Got Weirder

The government went to court to stop publication. In 1971, the Supreme Court ruled against the government in a landmark press-freedom case, and publication continued.

But here's the twist that rarely gets mentioned. Even after all that drama, the full official report stayed classified for forty years. The National Archives released the complete study only on 13 June 2011, the fortieth anniversary of the first newspaper story [1]. That release included roughly 2,384 pages, about a third of the report, that had never been published before [1].

The Documented Part

The Pentagon Papers were a real, secret government history of the Vietnam War. They were leaked in 1971 and fully declassified in 2011 [1][2].

The Popular Version

"The Pentagon Papers proved every official statement about the war was a lie, and they ended the war."

Where the Evidence Stops

The papers showed serious gaps between public statements and private decisions. They didn't prove every statement false, and the war continued for years after publication. Their biggest legacy may be in law and journalism as much as in war policy.

The Receipt

What we know: A secret Defense Department study of Vietnam was leaked in 1971 and fully released in 2011 [1].

What we don't know: How much it changed public opinion compared with other events of the time.

What the internet added: That it single-handedly ended the war.

Tell Someone This

The Pentagon Papers were leaked in 1971, but the full report wasn't officially released until 2011.


008 · A Court Ruled That Cigarette Companies Deceived the Public

✓ DOCUMENTED

Wait... What?

A US federal judge ruled that the biggest tobacco companies spent decades misleading people about smoking, then ordered them to buy advertising saying so.

Here's What Happened

In 1999, the US Department of Justice sued the major American cigarette makers under civil racketeering law, the same kind of law more often aimed at organised crime [2].

After a long trial, Judge Gladys Kessler issued her ruling on 17 August 2006. She found the companies liable for violating civil racketeering laws by misleading the public for decades about the health risks of smoking [1]. Her findings covered what the companies had said about addiction, the health effects of smoking and secondhand smoke, nicotine manipulation, and "light" and "low tar" cigarettes [2].

The ruling ran to well over a thousand pages

And Then It Got Weirder
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The Popular Version


Where the Evidence Stops


The Receipt




Tell Someone This



009 · The US Government Paid People to Try Psychic Spying
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Here's What Happened



And Then It Got Weirder
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The Popular Version


Where the Evidence Stops
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Tell Someone This



010 · The CIA Built Gadgets Straight Out of a Spy Movie


Wait... What?


Here's What Happened



And Then It Got Weirder




The Documented Part


The Popular Version


Where the Evidence Stops


The Receipt




Tell Someone This



011 · The Government Investigated UFOs for Two Decades


Wait... What?


Here's What Happened




And Then It Got Weirder



The Documented Part


The Popular Version


Where the Evidence Stops


The Receipt




Tell Someone This



012 · Nuclear Tests Were Once Advertised Like Tourist Attractions
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013 · Soldiers Were Ordered to Watch Atomic Bombs Explode Up Close


Wait... What?


Here's What Happened
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Tell Someone This



014 · There Was a Secret Bunker for Congress Under a Luxury Golf Resort
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Here's What Happened
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Tell Someone This



015 · Sometimes the "Conspiracy" Is Real, but Not the Version Online


Wait... What?


Here's What Happened




And Then It Got Weirder



How to Check a "This Really Happened" Story
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