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Food & Drink

	Post-it Notes were born from a failed superglue. A 3M scientist, Dr. Spencer Silver, accidentally created a weak, repositionable adhesive when he was trying to make a strong one. His colleague, Art Fry, later used this "failed" glue to create bookmarks that wouldn't fall out of his hymnal, leading to the iconic office supply.

	The Slinky was originally designed as a naval spring. Engineer Richard James was developing springs to stabilize sensitive equipment on ships during World War II. After accidentally knocking one off a shelf, he was fascinated by the way it "walked" and decided to market it as a toy.

	Bubble Wrap was first invented as 3D wallpaper. In 1957, engineers Alfred Fielding and Marc Chavannes tried to create a textured wallpaper by sealing two shower curtains together. The wallpaper idea was a total flop, but they later realized its lightweight, cushioning properties were perfect for protecting items during shipping.

	Play-Doh was initially a wallpaper cleaner. Before it became a beloved children's toy, this modeling compound was sold as a product to remove soot and coal dust from wallpaper. As homes transitioned to cleaner heating methods, the wallpaper cleaner became obsolete until it was repurposed and marketed to schools.

	Corn Flakes were the result of stale, boiled wheat. The Kellogg brothers were trying to create a healthy, vegetarian food for patients at their sanitarium. They accidentally left a batch of boiled wheat sitting out, and when they tried to roll it, it flaked and they decided to bake the flakes, creating the first breakfast cereal.

	Popsicles were invented by an 11-year-old by mistake. In 1905, Frank Epperson left a mixture of soda powder and water with a stirring stick on his porch overnight. The mixture froze solid, and the world's first popsicle was born, though he didn't start selling them for another 20 years.

	The ice cream cone was created to solve a dish shortage. At the 1904 St. Louis World's Fair, an ice cream vendor ran out of dishes. A nearby waffle concessionaire, Ernest Hamwi, rolled one of his thin waffles into a cone to help out, creating the first edible ice cream holder.

	Potato chips were invented out of spite. In 1853, a chef named George Crum had a customer who repeatedly sent back his fried potatoes, complaining they were too thick. Annoyed, Crum sliced the potatoes paper-thin, fried them to a crisp, and covered them in salt, unintentionally creating a now-famous snack.

	Coca-Cola was originally marketed as a morphine addiction cure. Pharmacist John Pemberton, a Civil War veteran addicted to morphine, created the original formula as a "nerve tonic." It was initially sold as a patent medicine and only became a popular soft drink after the cocaine was removed and carbonated water was added.

	Tea bags were an accidental shipping solution. In 1908, a tea merchant named Thomas Sullivan started sending tea samples to his customers in small silk pouches. He intended for them to empty the tea out, but customers found it easier to just steep the tea in the bag.

	Saccharin, the first artificial sweetener, was discovered due to poor handwashing. In 1879, a chemist named Constantin Fahlberg was working with coal tar derivatives. He forgot to wash his hands before eating dinner and noticed that his bread tasted unusually sweet, leading him to the discovery of saccharin.

	The chocolate chip cookie was a result of running out of baker's chocolate. In 1930, Ruth Wakefield, owner of the Toll House Inn, was making chocolate cookies but had no baker's chocolate. She chopped up a semi-sweet chocolate bar, expecting it to melt and mix in, but the chunks held their shape, creating the first chocolate chip cookie.

	Kendal Mint Cake was a botched batch of glacier mints. A confectioner accidentally let a batch of mints cook for too long, resulting in a cloudy, solid cake instead of clear mints. This "mistake" turned out to be a high-energy snack favored by hikers and climbers.

	Nashville Hot Chicken was a dish born from a revenge attempt. As the story goes, Thornton Prince's girlfriend was angry with him for coming home late. She doused his fried chicken in a huge amount of cayenne pepper, but instead of being punished, he loved it so much he put it on his restaurant's menu.

	Brandy was created as a way to transport wine more easily. Dutch wine merchants in the 16th century started concentrating wine by heating it to reduce its volume for shipping, with the intention of rehydrating it later. They discovered that the resulting "burnt wine," or "brandewijn," was quite enjoyable on its own.


Health & Medicine

	Viagra was originally developed to treat heart problems. Pfizer was testing sildenafil as a treatment for high blood pressure and angina. The drug wasn't very effective for its intended purpose, but male test subjects reported an unusual side effect: increased erections.

	Penicillin was discovered because of a messy lab and a vacation. In 1928, scientist Alexander Fleming returned from a two-week vacation to find that a mold had contaminated one of his petri dishes of bacteria. He noticed that the mold was killing the bacteria around it, leading to the discovery of the world's first antibiotic.

	The implantable pacemaker was invented after an engineer used the wrong resistor. Wilson Greatbatch was building a device to record heart sounds when he accidentally used a 1-megaohm resistor instead of a 10,000-ohm one. The device started producing electrical pulses that mimicked a human heartbeat, leading to the creation of the first implantable pacemaker.

	Listerine was first marketed as a surgical antiseptic and a floor cleaner. Before it became a household name for fighting bad breath, Listerine was used for a variety of purposes, including cleaning surgical wounds and even as a treatment for dandruff. It wasn't until the 1920s that it was repositioned as a mouthwash to combat "halitosis."

	Rogaine was initially a blood pressure medication. The active ingredient in Rogaine, minoxidil, was originally used to treat high blood pressure. Patients in the clinical trials reported an unexpected side effect: hair growth. This led to its repurposing as a topical hair loss treatment.

	Insulin's discovery was aided by the removal of a dog's pancreas. In 1889, two researchers removed a dog's pancreas to study its role in digestion. They later noticed flies swarming the dog's urine, which they found to be full of sugar, confirming the pancreas's role in regulating blood sugar and paving the way for the discovery of insulin.

	Warfarin, a common blood thinner, was developed from rat poison. In the 1920s, a mysterious disease was causing cattle to bleed to death after eating moldy sweet clover. A compound in the clover was isolated and used to create a potent rat poison, and a refined version of that same compound later became the life-saving blood thinner, Warfarin.

	The discovery of radioactivity was due to a cloudy day. In 1896, Henri Becquerel was experimenting with uranium salts and photographic plates, believing sunlight was necessary for the uranium to emit X-rays. When the weather was overcast, he put the materials in a drawer and later found that the uranium had exposed the plate on its own, revealing natural radioactivity.

	Kotex sanitary napkins were originally bandages for soldiers. During World War I, Kimberly-Clark produced a new material called Cellucotton that was five times more absorbent than cotton. Red Cross nurses started using the bandages for their own menstrual needs, and after the war, the company repurposed the material to create the first disposable sanitary napkins.

	The first chemotherapy drug was derived from mustard gas. During World War II, scientists studying the chemical weapon mustard gas noticed that it killed white blood cells. This led to the idea that a related compound could be used to treat cancers of the blood, leading to the development of the first chemotherapy drugs.

	The Pap smear was the result of a study on the menstrual cycle. Dr. George Papanicolaou was studying vaginal fluid cells to understand the menstrual cycle when he noticed he could distinguish cancerous cells from normal ones. His research, initially focused on a different area, led to the development of the life-saving cervical cancer screening test.

	Aspirin's main ingredient was first used as a pain reliever from willow tree bark. For centuries, people chewed on willow bark to relieve pain and fever. In the 19th century, scientists isolated the active ingredient, salicin, which was then synthesized into acetylsalicylic acid, the main component of modern aspirin.

	Quinine, the first effective treatment for malaria, came from the bark of a South American tree. Legend has it that a feverish Andean man drank from a pool of water contaminated by a cinchona tree and was cured. This led to the discovery that the tree's bark contained quinine, a powerful anti-malarial compound.


Technology & Materials

	The microwave oven was invented after a scientist's candy bar melted. In 1945, Percy Spencer was working on radar technology when he noticed that a chocolate bar in his pocket had melted. He realized the microwaves he was working with were responsible, and he soon experimented with popcorn and an egg, leading to the invention of the microwave oven.

	Super Glue was a failed attempt at creating clear plastic gun sights. During World War II, Dr. Harry Coover was trying to create a material for gun sights but found his creation was too sticky and bonded everything it touched. He abandoned the project, only to rediscover the substance's potential years later when working on jet canopies.

	Teflon was discovered when a scientist was trying to create a new refrigerant. In 1938, Roy Plunkett was working with a gas called tetrafluoroethylene when he found that a canister that should have been full was empty, yet still weighed the same. He cut it open and found a waxy, slippery substance inside, which was the first-ever batch of Teflon.

	Safety glass was invented after a chemist dropped a flask and it didn't shatter. In 1903, Édouard Bénédictus dropped a glass flask that had contained a plastic-like substance. The glass cracked, but the pieces were held together by the residue, inspiring him to create laminated safety glass.

	X-rays were discovered when a physicist noticed a mysterious glow. In 1895, Wilhelm Röntgen was experimenting with cathode rays when he saw a nearby screen glowing. He realized he had discovered a new, invisible type of ray that could pass through solid objects, which he called "X-rays."

	The first synthetic dye, mauve, was the result of a failed attempt to make quinine. In 1856, 18-year-old chemist William Henry Perkin was trying to synthesize the anti-malaria drug quinine from coal tar. His experiment failed, but he was left with a thick, purple sludge that turned out to be a vibrant, permanent dye for silk.

	Velcro was inspired by burrs sticking to a dog's fur. After a hunting trip in the Alps, Swiss engineer George de Mestral noticed the burrs that clung to his clothes and his dog's fur. He examined them under a microscope and saw tiny hooks that attached to the loops in the fabric, which he then replicated to create Velcro.

	Dynamite was invented to make nitroglycerin more stable. Alfred Nobel was experimenting with the highly explosive liquid nitroglycerin when he realized that mixing it with a fine sand called kieselguhr made it much safer to handle. This stabilized mixture became dynamite.

	Cellophane was created in an attempt to make waterproof tablecloths. In 1908, Swiss chemist Jacques Brandenberger was inspired after seeing a wine spill on a restaurant tablecloth. He tried to create a waterproof coating for fabric but instead ended up with a clear, flexible film that he named cellophane.

	Silly Putty was a failed attempt at creating synthetic rubber. During World War II, engineer James Wright was trying to create a rubber substitute for the U.S. government. He mixed boric acid with silicone oil and created a bouncy, stretchy goo that had no practical use until it was later marketed as a toy.

	The first plastic, Bakelite, was intended to be a replacement for shellac. In 1907, Leo Baekeland was trying to create a synthetic substitute for shellac, a resin secreted by lac bugs. His experiments with formaldehyde and phenol instead produced a hard, moldable material that was the world's first fully synthetic plastic.

	Vulcanized rubber was discovered when a mixture was accidentally dropped on a hot stove. Charles Goodyear had been experimenting for years to make rubber more durable. In 1839, he accidentally spilled a mixture of rubber, sulfur, and lead onto a hot stove, and instead of melting, it hardened into the weatherproof, durable material we know today.

	WD-40's name comes from the 39 failed attempts before it. The "WD" in WD-40 stands for "Water Displacement," and the "40" represents the 40th attempt to create the formula. It was originally created for the aerospace industry to prevent rust and corrosion on missiles.

	The smoke detector was born from a failed poison gas detector. A Swiss physicist was trying to invent a sensor for poison gas. His device failed to detect the gas, but he later became frustrated and lit a cigarette, at which point the device's alarm went off, revealing its potential as a smoke detector.

	Kleenex tissues were originally developed as gas mask filters. The material for Kleenex, cellucotton, was first created for use as filters in gas masks during World War I. After the war, the company repurposed the soft, absorbent material as a disposable alternative to cloth handkerchiefs.

	The first photograph was the result of a happy accident with mercury fumes. Louis Daguerre was experimenting with light-sensitive plates when he put an exposed plate in a cabinet that also happened to contain a broken thermometer. The mercury fumes from the thermometer developed the latent image on the plate, creating the first daguerreotype.

	An early form of the inkjet printer was an accidental discovery at Canon. An engineer at Canon accidentally rested his hot soldering iron on a pen. A few moments later, ink shot out of the pen's tip, and from this, the idea of using heat to eject ink onto paper was born.

	The g-force resistant "space pen" was developed independently of NASA. Contrary to popular belief, NASA didn't spend millions developing a pen that could write in space while the Soviets used a pencil. An independent inventor, Paul C. Fisher, spent his own money to create the pressurized pen and then sold it to NASA.

	The Frisbee's design was inspired by pie tins. Students at Yale University started throwing empty pie tins from the Frisbie Pie Company for fun. The flight characteristics of the tins inspired the design of the plastic flying disc that became a worldwide phenomenon.

	The first commercially successful plastic wrap was a mistake. A lab worker in the 1930s was having trouble cleaning a beaker that had been used in an experiment. The stubborn residue that wouldn't come off turned out to be polyvinylidene chloride, which would later be sold as Saran wrap.

	The first artificial heart valve was inspired by a fluttering flag. Dr. Charles Hufnagel was inspired to create a new type of heart valve after observing a flag fluttering in the breeze. He realized a similar mechanism could be used to control blood flow, leading to the development of the first successful artificial heart valve.

	The first video game, "Pong," was originally a training exercise for a new engineer. Allan Alcorn, a new engineer at Atari, was given the task of creating a simple tennis game as a training exercise. The game turned out to be so much fun that Atari decided to release it as an arcade game, and it became a massive hit.

	The song "Smoke on the Water" was inspired by a real fire at a Frank Zappa concert. Deep Purple was set to record an album at a casino in Montreux, Switzerland, when a fire broke out during a Frank Zappa concert there. The band watched the smoke spread across Lake Geneva from their hotel room, and the experience inspired one of their most famous songs.

	The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls was made by a Bedouin shepherd looking for a lost goat. In 1947, a shepherd threw a rock into a cave while searching for a lost animal and heard the sound of pottery breaking. Inside, he found clay jars containing ancient scrolls that turned out to be some of the most important archaeological finds of the 20th century.

	The Rosette Stone's discovery was a byproduct of Napoleon's invasion of Egypt. In 1799, a French soldier in Egypt discovered a large stone slab with inscriptions in three different scripts. This stone turned out to be the key to deciphering ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs.

	The lost city of Machu Picchu was rediscovered by an American historian searching for a different city. In 1911, Hiram Bingham was looking for the lost Inca capital of Vilcabamba when a local farmer led him to the then-overgrown ruins of Machu Picchu.

	The tomb of Tutankhamun was found after a water boy stumbled on a step. Archaeologist Howard Carter had been searching for the tomb for years with little success. In 1922, a water boy on his excavation team accidentally stumbled upon a stone step that led to the entrance of the nearly intact tomb.

	The structure of benzene was famously conceived in a dream about a snake eating its own tail. Chemist August Kekulé had been struggling to determine the structure of the benzene molecule. He later said that the ring-like structure came to him in a dream of a snake seizing its own tail.

	The theory of relativity was inspired by a dream about cows. Albert Einstein reportedly had a dream about a farmer and his cows who were all moving at the speed of light. This dream is said to have helped him formulate his groundbreaking theory of special relativity.

	The sewing machine was inspired by a dream of being captured by cannibals. Inventor Elias Howe was struggling with the design of the needle for his sewing machine. He dreamt that he was captured by cannibals who were dancing around him with spears that had holes in their tips, which gave him the idea to put the eye of the needle at the point.

	The periodic table was also conceived in a dream. Dmitri Mendeleev had been trying to organize the known elements for some time. He later recalled that the arrangement of the elements into the periodic table came to him in a dream.

	The first powered flight was inspired by a toy helicopter. The Wright brothers' interest in flight was sparked by a toy helicopter their father brought them. The toy, made of cork, bamboo, and paper, and powered by a rubber band, planted the seed of aviation in their young minds.

	The idea for "Frankenstein" came from a ghost story competition. During a rainy summer on Lake Geneva, Lord Byron challenged his guests, including Mary Shelley, to write a ghost story. Shelley had a "waking dream" that night about a scientist who creates life, which became the basis for her famous novel.

	The discovery of the Americas by Europeans was an attempt to find a new route to Asia. Christopher Columbus was trying to find a westward sea route to the East Indies. He vastly underestimated the circumference of the Earth and ended up stumbling upon the Americas instead.

	The Hawaiian Islands were discovered by Captain Cook while he was searching for the Northwest Passage. In 1778, British explorer James Cook was on a voyage to find a sea route from the Atlantic to the Pacific through the Arctic. He came across the Hawaiian Islands, which he named the Sandwich Islands, completely by chance.

	The Grand Canyon was initially considered a worthless obstacle by Spanish explorers. In the 16th century, Spanish conquistadors searching for the mythical Seven Cities of Gold were the first Europeans to see the Grand Canyon. They were unimpressed and saw it as nothing more than a major detour.

	The existence of Troy was confirmed by an amateur archaeologist who took Homer's "Iliad" literally. For centuries, scholars believed that the city of Troy was a myth. In the 1870s, Heinrich Schliemann, a businessman and amateur archaeologist, used the descriptions in the "Iliad" to locate and excavate the real ancient city.

	The first dinosaur bones were thought to be the remains of giant humans. For a long time, large fossilized bones that were occasionally unearthed were believed to be the bones of giants or other mythical creatures. It wasn't until the 19th century that scientists began to understand that they were the remains of extinct reptiles.

	The coelacanth, a "living fossil" fish, was discovered in a fisherman's net. In 1938, a museum curator in South Africa was inspecting a local fisherman's catch when she came across a strange, large fish. It was identified as a coelacanth, a species that was thought to have gone extinct with the dinosaurs 65 million years ago.

	The Okapi, a relative of the giraffe, was discovered by science because of a misunderstanding about a "striped donkey." For years, there were rumors of a mysterious striped animal in the Congo rainforest. It was initially thought to be a type of forest zebra, but it turned out to be a completely new species, the okapi.

	The Komodo dragon was first dismissed as a local legend. For a long time, stories of giant lizards living on the islands of Indonesia were considered to be just myths. It wasn't until the early 20th century that scientists confirmed the existence of the world's largest lizard.

	The Giant Panda was unknown to the Western world until 1869. A French missionary was shown a panda pelt by a local hunter in China. He sent the pelt back to Paris, where it was identified as a new species, sparking a "panda rush" among Western museums.

	The mountain gorilla was not known to science until 1902. A German explorer was the first European to encounter the mountain gorilla. Before that, stories of large, hairy "wild men" in the mountains of Central Africa were largely dismissed.

	The first evidence of human ancestors was initially dismissed as the remains of a "diseased modern human." When the first Neanderthal skull was discovered in Germany in the 1850s, many prominent scientists of the day refused to believe it was an early human. They argued it was simply the skeleton of a modern human who had suffered from rickets.

	The discovery of cosmic microwave background radiation, the "echo" of the Big Bang, was first thought to be pigeon droppings. Two astronomers were using a large radio antenna and kept picking up a persistent background noise. They even cleaned out pigeon droppings from the antenna, thinking it was the source of the interference, before realizing they had discovered the residual heat from the creation of the universe.

	The first pulsar was initially nicknamed "LGM-1" for "Little Green Men." In 1967, a graduate student at Cambridge University detected a strange, rapidly pulsing radio signal from space. The signal was so regular that the team half-jokingly considered the possibility that it was from an alien civilization before realizing it was a new type of celestial object.

	The planet Uranus was discovered by an amateur astronomer who thought it was a comet. In 1781, William Herschel was surveying the stars when he noticed an object that seemed to be moving. He initially reported it as a comet, but further observations revealed that it was a previously unknown planet in our solar system.

	The planet Neptune was discovered with math before it was ever seen. After the discovery of Uranus, astronomers noticed that its orbit was being perturbed by the gravitational pull of an unseen object. By calculating the position of this object, they were able to point their telescopes to the right spot in the sky and discover Neptune.

	Pluto was discovered by a young astronomer who was tasked with looking for "Planet X." Percival Lowell had predicted the existence of a ninth planet beyond Neptune based on irregularities in the orbits of Uranus and Neptune. In 1930, Clyde Tombaugh, a 24-year-old astronomer at the Lowell Observatory, found Pluto after painstakingly comparing photographic plates of the night sky.

	The asteroid belt was discovered by astronomers looking for a "missing" planet. In the late 18th century, a group of astronomers known as the "Celestial Police" began a coordinated search for a planet they believed should exist between Mars and Jupiter. Instead of a single planet, they found a multitude of smaller rocky bodies.

	The rings of Saturn were first seen by Galileo, but he didn't know what they were. When Galileo first observed Saturn through his telescope, he saw what appeared to be "ears" or "handles" on either side of the planet. It wasn't until decades later, with more powerful telescopes, that Christiaan Huygens correctly identified them as a system of rings.

	The first exoplanets were discovered orbiting a pulsar, a type of dead star. Astronomers were surprised to find planets orbiting a pulsar, as it was thought that any planets would have been destroyed in the supernova explosion that created the pulsar. This discovery showed that planets could exist in the most unexpected places.

	The first "brown dwarf," a failed star, was discovered by accident. Astronomers were looking for a different object when they stumbled upon a faint, cool object that was not a star and not a planet. It was the first confirmed brown dwarf, an object more massive than a planet but not massive enough to ignite nuclear fusion and become a star.

	The first gravitational waves were detected from the collision of two black holes. After decades of searching, the LIGO experiment finally detected the faint ripples in spacetime created by the merger of two massive black holes a billion light-years away. This discovery opened up a whole new way of observing the universe.

	The expansion of the universe was discovered by Edwin Hubble when he was trying to determine the distance to "spiral nebulae." Hubble's observations revealed that these "nebulae" were actually other galaxies far outside our own, and that they were all moving away from us. This was the first evidence for the expansion of the universe.

	Dark matter was first proposed to explain why galaxies were spinning faster than they should be. Astronomer Vera Rubin noticed that the outer stars in galaxies were orbiting just as fast as the inner stars, which defied the laws of physics. She concluded that there must be some unseen "dark matter" providing the extra gravitational pull.

	Dark energy was discovered when astronomers were trying to measure the deceleration of the universe's expansion. Two separate teams of astronomers were using supernovae to measure how much the expansion of the universe was slowing down. To their surprise, they found that the expansion was actually accelerating, and they attributed this to a mysterious "dark energy."

	The idea of the "Big Bang" was initially a term of ridicule. The name "Big Bang" was coined by astronomer Fred Hoyle, who was a proponent of the rival "steady state" theory of the universe. He used the term on a BBC radio broadcast in 1949 to mock the idea of the universe beginning from a single point.

	The first known use of fingerprints for identification was on ancient Babylonian clay tablets used for business transactions. The parties to a contract would press their fingerprints into the clay tablet as a form of signature. This was done for authenticity, not for criminal investigation.

	The first "your mom" joke was found on a 3,500-year-old Babylonian tablet. Discovered in Iraq in 1976, the ancient joke is part of a riddle and, while not a direct insult, carries a similar structure and tone to modern "your mom" jokes.

	The first vending machine was invented in the 1st century AD to dispense holy water. The ancient Greek mathematician Hero of Alexandria created a device that would dispense a set amount of holy water when a coin was inserted. This was done to prevent people from taking too much holy water from the temple.

	The first known board game, Senet, was played in ancient Egypt over 5,000 years ago. The game board and pieces have been found in ancient Egyptian tombs, including that of Tutankhamun. The game is thought to represent the journey of the soul to the afterlife.

	The first known concrete was used by the Nabateans in ancient Syria and Jordan. They created a type of concrete that was waterproof and used it to build cisterns and other water management systems in the desert. This allowed them to thrive in an arid environment.

	The first known use of a prosthetic was a 3,000-year-old wooden toe found on an Egyptian mummy. The toe, made of wood and leather, showed signs of wear, indicating that it was a functional prosthetic and not just a cosmetic one for burial.

	The first known use of antibiotics was in ancient Nubia, where they drank beer contaminated with tetracycline. The bones of ancient Nubians show evidence of tetracycline, which they likely consumed through a type of beer that was made from grain contaminated with tetracycline-producing bacteria.

	The first known use of chemical warfare was in ancient Persia. Archaeologists have found the remains of Roman soldiers in a tunnel in Syria who were likely killed by poison gas created by the Persians by burning sulfur and bitumen.

	The first known use of a flamethrower was in ancient Greece. The Byzantines used a weapon called "Greek fire," a combustible compound that could be sprayed on enemy ships and would continue to burn even on water. The exact formula for Greek fire has been lost to history.

	The first known use of a "robot" was in ancient Greece. The ancient Greek engineer Hero of Alexandria described a number of automated devices, including a self-propelled cart and a "robot" that could pour wine. These were powered by a system of weights, pulleys, and steam.

	The first known use of a "computer" was the Antikythera mechanism from ancient Greece. This complex device, discovered in a shipwreck, was used to predict astronomical positions and eclipses. It is considered to be the world's first analog computer.

	The first known use of a compass was in ancient China for feng shui, not for navigation. The earliest compasses were used to align buildings and other structures in a harmonious way with the forces of nature. It was only later that they were adapted for use in navigation.

	The first known use of gunpowder was in ancient China for medicinal purposes and fireworks. Alchemists in ancient China were searching for an elixir of immortality when they accidentally created gunpowder. It was initially used as a medicine to treat skin diseases and as an ingredient in fireworks before its military applications were discovered.

	The first known use of paper money was in ancient China. During the Tang Dynasty, merchants began using paper certificates of deposit to avoid the inconvenience of carrying heavy strings of coins for large transactions. This was the precursor to modern paper money.
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Bizarre Medical History & Quack Cures

[image: ]


Strange Cures & Remedies

	Dead Mouse Paste for Toothaches: Ancient Egyptians would mash up dead mice, sometimes with other ingredients, to create a paste. This poultice was then applied directly to a sore tooth or gums to relieve pain.

	Crocodile Dung as a Contraceptive: In ancient Egypt, women used a pessary made of crocodile dung, honey, and sodium carbonate as a form of birth control. The thick, acrid mixture was inserted into the vagina, likely acting as a crude barrier to prevent pregnancy.

	Mummy Powder Was a Common Medicine: For centuries in Europe, powdered remains of Egyptian mummies were a common prescription for everything from headaches to stomach ulcers. The belief was that the bitumen used in mummification held special healing powers.

	Sheep Liver for Diagnosis: In ancient Mesopotamia, priests would diagnose illnesses by examining the liver of a sacrificed sheep. They believed the liver was the source of life and could reveal the patient's fate.

	Tobacco Smoke Enemas to Revive the Drowned: In the 18th century, tobacco smoke was blown into a drowning victim's rectum as a form of resuscitation. Kits for this procedure were placed along the River Thames, as the warmth and stimulation were thought to revive the person.

	Urine as an Antiseptic and Tooth Whitener: Ancient Romans famously used urine to whiten their teeth due to the ammonia content. It was also commonly used to clean wounds, a practice recommended by King Henry VIII's surgeon.

	"Powder of Sympathy" Healed from a Distance: This 17th-century cure involved applying a powder made of earthworms, pig brains, and rust not to the wound, but to the weapon that caused it. The belief was that "sympathetic magic" would cause the actual wound to heal on its own.

	Soothing Syrups for Babies Contained Morphine: Popular in the 19th century, "Mrs. Winslow's Soothing Syrup" was marketed to calm fussy, teething babies. It was incredibly effective because it contained a potent mixture of morphine and alcohol.

	Arsenic Was a Popular Cure-All: For centuries, the poison arsenic was used in various medicines to treat everything from syphilis and malaria to arthritis. Victorian women also used it in small doses as a cosmetic to achieve a pale complexion.

	Mercury Was Used to Treat Syphilis: For hundreds of years, mercury was the primary treatment for syphilis, administered as an ointment, steam bath, or even ingested. While it could kill the syphilis bacteria, the mercury poisoning often caused severe side effects, including tooth loss, nerve damage, and death.

	Goat Testicle Implants for Male Virility: In the early 20th century, a quack doctor named John R. Brinkley became famous for surgically implanting goat testicles into men's scrotums. He claimed this procedure could cure impotence and restore youthful vigor.

	Drinking Gladiator Blood for Epilepsy: In ancient Rome, it was believed that drinking the warm blood of a slain gladiator could cure epilepsy and impart strength. Spectators would rush into the arena after a fight to purchase the fresh blood.

	Corpse Medicine Was a Respected Practice: Beyond just mummy powder, many European physicians prescribed remedies made from human flesh, fat, and bone. One 17th-century recipe for a "jerky" involved the flesh of a 24-year-old redhead.

	Gold Was Prescribed as a Drinkable Elixir: Famed 16th-century physician Paracelsus claimed that "drinkable gold," made by dissolving gold into a liquid, could cure all illnesses. The resulting gold chloride salts were, in reality, toxic.

	Malaria Therapy for Syphilis: In the 1920s, a physician won a Nobel Prize for discovering that intentionally infecting syphilis patients with malaria could cure them. The high fevers from malaria would kill the syphilis bacteria, and then the malaria would be treated with quinine.

	Leeching Was a Mainstream Treatment: The use of leeches to suck blood was a common medical practice for thousands of years to treat a vast range of conditions. The belief was that it would balance the body's "humors" and remove "bad blood."

	Cocaine Was Used in Early Sodas and Tonics: Before its dangers were understood, cocaine was widely used in various patent medicines and drinks, including early Coca-Cola. It was marketed as a cure for toothaches, depression, and nervousness.

	Radioactive Water Was Sold as a Health Tonic: After the discovery of radium, many quacks sold "Radithor," which was radium dissolved in water. Marketed as a cure-all and energy drink, it led to the horrific death of at least one wealthy industrialist from radium poisoning.

	Hemiglossectomy (Splitting the Tongue) to Cure Stuttering: In the 19th century, some surgeons believed that stuttering was caused by a malformed tongue. Their solution was to remove a triangular wedge from the tongue in a procedure that was not only ineffective but also incredibly dangerous.

	Animal Transfusions Were Attempted Before Human Ones: In the 17th century, early experiments with blood transfusions involved transferring blood from animals like lambs and dogs into humans. The results were often fatal due to the incompatibility of the blood.

	The "Doctrine of Signatures" Meant Plants Resembling Body Parts Were Used to Treat Them: This ancient belief held that a plant's appearance indicated its use. For example, walnuts (resembling brains) were used for head ailments, and lungwort (with spotty, lung-like leaves) was used for respiratory issues.

	Heliotherapy Involved Exposing Patients to Sunlight for Cures: Before antibiotics, exposing patients, particularly those with tuberculosis, to prolonged periods of sunlight was a common medical treatment. Sanatoriums were often built in sunny, high-altitude locations for this purpose.

	Suspension Therapy for Nervous Disorders: In the late 19th century, patients with disorders like locomotor ataxia were suspended in the air by a harness for several minutes. The stretching was thought to relieve pressure on the spinal cord and improve symptoms.

	Snail Slime Was Used as a Cough Syrup: The slime from snails and slugs was a traditional remedy for sore throats and coughs for centuries. It was often boiled with sugar to create a syrup that was believed to soothe irritation.

	"Baldness Cures" Included Bear Grease and Chicken Droppings: Historical remedies for hair loss have been particularly strange. Cures have ranged from rubbing bear grease or a mixture of chicken droppings and horseradish on the scalp to more modern, ineffective electric hairbrushes.

	Forcing Patients to Vomit and Purge Was Standard Practice: For centuries, the standard medical response to almost any illness was to induce vomiting, diarrhea, or sweating. This was based on the humoral theory, which dictated that disease was caused by an imbalance of bodily fluids that needed to be expelled.

	Fasting Girls Were a Medical Phenomenon: In the Victorian era, "fasting girls" who claimed to be able to survive without food for extended periods were a medical curiosity. Doctors would study them for weeks until it was inevitably revealed to be a hoax.

	"Metalic Tractors" Were Waved Over the Body to Draw Out Disease: In the late 18th century, an American physician invented two small metal rods called "Perkins Tractors." He claimed that passing them over an afflicted body part for 20 minutes could draw out the "noxious electrical fluid" that caused disease.

	Plombage Was a Treatment for Tuberculosis: This surgical procedure involved inserting a small ball (made of materials like lucite) into the chest cavity near the lung. The pressure would intentionally collapse the lung, which was thought to help it "rest" and heal from tuberculosis.

	Weasel Testicles Were a Form of Contraception: In medieval Europe, it was believed that wearing the testicles of a weasel in a pouch around the neck could prevent conception. This was based purely on superstition with no medical basis.

	Consuming Moss from a Skull Cured Headaches: Moss scraped from the skull of a human corpse was a key ingredient in a 17th-century ointment called "Unguentum Sympatheticum." It was believed to cure headaches and other head-related ailments.

	Blowing Dried Fox Lungs into the Mouth to Cure Asthma: Pliny the Elder, a Roman naturalist, proposed a cure for asthma that involved inhaling the smoke from dried fox lungs. Another variation involved blowing the powdered lungs directly into the patient's mouth.

	Sitz Baths Were Prescribed for Hysteria: In the 19th century, women diagnosed with "hysteria" were often prescribed a sitz bath, where they would sit in a tub of warm water. The real, unstated purpose was often to induce a "hysterical paroxysm" (an orgasm) as a medical treatment.

	Applying a Sacrificed Puppy to a Tumor: Medieval doctors, believing cancer was a "ravenous wolf," would press the body of a sacrificed puppy or lamb onto a tumor. The hope was that the cancer would prefer to "feed" on the animal rather than the patient.

	The "Orgone Accumulator" Was Said to Capture a Cosmic Life Force: In the 1940s, psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich built boxes made of alternating layers of organic and inorganic material. He claimed these "orgone accumulators" could capture a universal life energy that could cure cancer and other diseases.


Horrifying Surgical Tools & Procedures

	Trepanning: Drilling Holes in the Skull: This is one of the oldest known surgical procedures, dating back to the Neolithic period. Holes were drilled into the skull to release evil spirits, treat migraines, or relieve pressure on the brain.

	The Tonsil Guillotine: This 19th-century device looked exactly as it sounds, designed to remove tonsils by slicing them off. Some models were even "double guillotines" to remove both tonsils at the same time.

	The Scarificator for Bloodletting: This tool featured a set of spring-loaded blades that would make multiple shallow cuts on the skin simultaneously. A heated glass cup would then be placed over the cuts to draw out blood.

	The Artificial Leech: When real leeches were in short supply, this 19th-century mechanical device was used. It had rotating blades to make a cut and a syringe-like cylinder to create a vacuum and suck up the blood.

	Lithotome for Removing Bladder Stones: This instrument was inserted into the bladder, and a handle was used to release a hidden blade. The blade would then be used to cut the bladder open to remove painful bladder stones.

	The Osteotome (A Surgical Chainsaw): Before modern power tools, this hand-cranked chainsaw was used by surgeons in the 19th century for cutting through bone. It was particularly useful in amputations and skull surgeries.

	The Amputation Knife's Curved Blade: Early amputation knives from the 1700s had a distinct curve. Surgeons used this shape to make a circular cut through the skin and muscle down to the bone in one fluid motion.

	Hemorrhoid Forceps Crushed the Vein: In the 19th century, these forceps were designed to clamp onto a hemorrhoid and lock in place. The constant pressure would cut off blood supply, causing the hemorrhoid to eventually wither and fall off.

	The Ecraseur Crushed Tumors: This 19th-century tool featured a chain that was looped around the base of a tumor or hemorrhoid. A ratchet mechanism would then be tightened, crushing the growth and cutting off its blood supply to minimize bleeding upon removal.

	Gum Lancing Was Common for Teething Babies: In the 18th and 19th centuries, it was wrongly believed that teething was a major cause of infant death. To "help" the teeth erupt, physicians would use a lancet to slice open a baby's gums, a procedure that often led to fatal infections.

	Lobotomies Were Performed with an Ice Pick: In the mid-20th century, the prefrontal lobotomy was a common procedure for mental illness. Dr. Walter Freeman perfected the "ice pick" lobotomy, where he would access the brain by hammering a sharp instrument through the patient's eye socket.

	The Speculum Oris (Mouth Gag): Before modern anesthesia, surgeons needed a way to keep a patient's mouth open for oral procedures. This wooden, screw-shaped device would be forcibly cranked open to hold the jaw apart.

	Couching for Cataracts: An ancient and incredibly risky procedure, couching involved using a sharp instrument to push the clouded lens of the eye out of the way. While it could sometimes restore a limited amount of vision, it more often resulted in permanent blindness and infection.

	The Gorget for Bladder Stone Surgery: This sharp, scoop-like instrument was used to widen the incision made in the bladder during stone removal surgery. Its use often resulted in severe internal injuries.

	The Trephine Was a Hand-Cranked Skull Drill: This tool was an advancement on early trepanning methods and looked like a corkscrew with a saw-toothed edge. It was manually drilled into the skull to create a clean, circular hole.

	The Hernia Tool Was Left Inside the Body: This 19th-century device was inserted near a hernia repair and left in the body for a week. The intention was for the tool to create scar tissue that would help seal the hernia.

	Bullet Extractors Had a Screw Tip: In the 16th century, some bullet extractors were long, slender tools with a screw at the end. This screw would be twisted into the lead bullet lodged in the body to provide a grip for pulling it out.

	The Speculum Oculi Held the Eye Open by Force: This terrifying-looking instrument from the 17th century was a ring with a locking mechanism that was used to pry the eyelids open and hold the eye still for surgery. It was notoriously painful and put immense pressure on the eyeball.

	The Probe-Razor for Cutting Neck Muscles: Used to treat torticollis (wry neck), this instrument was slid under the contracted neck muscle. The muscle would then be pulled away from the surrounding tissue and severed with the razor edge.

	Fistula Chisels for Dental Surgery: In the 18th century, a dental fistula (an abscessed tooth) was sometimes treated with a special chisel and a small mallet. The surgeon would place the chisel against the gum and tap it to break into the abscess.

	The Uvula Guillotine: Similar to the tonsil guillotine, this device was designed for the quick and easy removal of the uvula. It was used in the 19th century when an elongated uvula was thought to cause chronic coughing.

	Cauterizing Irons Were Used to Stop Bleeding: Before the understanding of germs and ligatures, the primary way to stop severe bleeding during an amputation was to apply a red-hot piece of metal directly to the wound. The searing heat would seal the blood vessels.

	Divulsion for Urethral Strictures: This brutal 19th-century procedure involved rapidly forcing a two-bladed instrument into the urethra and then opening it wide. The goal was to tear open the stricture (a narrowing of the urethra), often causing severe pain and further scarring.

	Cranioclasts Were Used in Difficult Childbirths: In cases of obstructed labor where the fetus had died, a cranioclast—a heavy-duty pair of forceps—was used. The skull would be perforated and then crushed to allow for extraction.

	"Firing" or "Blistering" for Joint Pain: This veterinary practice was also used on humans in the 18th and 19th centuries. It involved applying a hot iron or a caustic substance to the skin over a sore joint to create a severe blister, which was thought to draw out the underlying inflammation.


Quack Diagnoses & Bizarre Beliefs

	Uroscopy: Diagnosing by Sight, Smell, and Taste of Urine: For centuries, doctors would diagnose illnesses by examining a patient's urine in a flask. They would assess its color, clarity, smell, and, in some cases, even its taste to determine the ailment.

	The Wandering Womb: Ancient Greeks believed that a woman's uterus could detach and wander throughout her body, causing anxiety, breathing problems, and seizures. The cure was to use pleasant smells to lure the womb back to its proper place or bad smells to repel it from the upper body.

	Tooth Worms Were Blamed for Cavities: For thousands of years, the prevailing theory was that tooth decay was caused by a tiny "tooth worm" burrowing into the tooth. Treatments involved trying to smoke the worm out with fumes from heated henbane seeds.

	Drapetomania: The "Mental Illness" of Escaping Slaves: In 1851, American physician Samuel A. Cartwright invented the term "drapetomania" to describe the supposed mental illness that caused enslaved African-Americans to flee captivity. He prescribed "whipping the devil out of them" as a preventative measure.

	Hysteria Was a Common Female Diagnosis: For centuries, any number of female ailments—including anxiety, fainting, and irritability—were diagnosed as "hysteria." The condition was often "treated" by physicians with manual pelvic massage to induce orgasm.

	Phrenology: Reading Bumps on the Head: In the 19th century, phrenology was a popular pseudoscience that claimed to be able to determine a person's personality and intelligence by measuring the bumps on their skull. Phrenologists believed different parts of the brain corresponded to different traits, and the size of that brain area was reflected in the skull's shape.

	Miasma Theory: Disease from Bad Smells: Before germ theory, it was widely believed that diseases like cholera and the plague were caused by "miasma," or bad-smelling air from decaying organic matter. This is why physicians during the plague wore masks with beaks stuffed with aromatic herbs—to ward off the "bad air."

	Spontaneous Generation Was Believed to Cause Disease: It was once a common belief that living organisms could arise from nonliving matter. For example, it was thought that maggots spontaneously generated from rotting meat, and this theory was extended to believe that some diseases could just appear out of filth.

	Zodiac Man: Linking Body Parts to Astrology: In medieval medicine, it was believed that each part of the human body was governed by a different sign of the zodiac. A physician would consult an almanac to ensure that they weren't treating a body part when the corresponding astrological sign was in an unfavorable alignment.

	Humoral Theory Dominated Medicine for 2,000 Years: The belief that the body was filled with four basic substances—black bile, yellow bile, phlegm, and blood—was the foundation of Western medicine for millennia. Illness was thought to be the result of an imbalance of these humors, leading to treatments like bloodletting and purging.

	A Child's "Changeling" Status Was a Medical Diagnosis: In medieval Europe, a baby with birth defects, an unrecognized genetic disorder, or developmental delays was sometimes believed to be a "changeling"—a fairy child left in place of a human baby. This "diagnosis" often led to the tragic abuse or abandonment of the child.

	Iridology: Diagnosing by Looking at the Iris: This alternative medicine technique claims to be able to diagnose health problems in various parts of the body by examining the patterns, colors, and other characteristics of the iris of the eye. There is no scientific evidence to support its claims.

	King's Touch as a Cure for Scrofula: From the Middle Ages until the 18th century, it was widely believed that the touch of a monarch could cure a skin disease called scrofula ("The King's Evil"). Thousands of afflicted people would line up for the chance to be touched by the king or queen.

	Reflexology: The Belief in Foot-to-Organ Connections: This practice involves applying pressure to specific points on the feet, hands, and ears. Reflexologists believe these points correspond to different body organs and that pressing them can improve health.

	Aura Reading for Medical Diagnosis: Some alternative practitioners claim to be able to see a person's "aura," or energy field, and diagnose medical conditions based on its color and characteristics. A "muddy" or "dark" aura, for instance, might indicate a problem in the corresponding part of the body.

	Onanism Was Blamed for Blindness and Insanity: In the 18th and 19th centuries, there was a widespread moral panic about the dangers of masturbation, or "onanism." Doctors wrote extensively about how it could lead to a host of ailments, including epilepsy, blindness, memory loss, and insanity.

	Graphology for Diagnosing Disease: Some quacks in the 19th and 20th centuries claimed they could diagnose medical conditions by analyzing a person's handwriting. A shaky or erratic script, for example, might be interpreted as a sign of a nervous disorder.

	"Brain Fag" Was a Diagnosis for Over-Studying: In the late 19th century, "brain fag" was a medical diagnosis given to students who were believed to have overworked their minds. Symptoms included headaches and fatigue, and the prescribed cure was complete mental rest.

	"Railway Spine" Was a Mysterious Post-Accident Ailment: After the rise of passenger trains, people involved in railway accidents would often report a variety of symptoms with no obvious physical cause. This condition was dubbed "railway spine" and was a precursor to the modern understanding of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

	"Bicycle Face" Was a Warning to Women: When bicycles became popular in the late 19th century, some doctors warned women against riding them, claiming it could lead to a permanent condition called "bicycle face." The supposed symptoms included a clenched jaw, bulging eyes, and a perpetually weary expression.


Peculiar Patent Medicines & Devices

	The Vibrator Was Invented to Treat Hysteria: In the late 19th century, doctors would manually massage female patients to "hysterical paroxysm" (orgasm) as a treatment for hysteria. The electric vibrator was invented as a labor-saving device for physicians to more quickly achieve the desired result.

	Electric Belts Were Sold to Cure Male Impotence: In the late 1800s, "electropathic belts" were marketed to men with the promise of curing everything from backaches to impotence. These devices would deliver a mild electric current to the genital area.

	Clark Stanley's Snake Oil Had No Snake Oil in It: The original Chinese snake oil was rich in omega-3s and did have anti-inflammatory properties. However, when the "Rattlesnake King" Clark Stanley's popular liniment was tested by the government in 1917, it was found to contain mineral oil, beef fat, and turpentine, but no actual snake oil.

	Radon Spas Promised Rejuvenation: In the early 20th century, some health spas offered treatments involving exposure to radon, a radioactive gas. Patients would sit in "radon caves," soak in irradiated water, and even inhale the gas directly, believing it had curative properties.

	"Vegetable Universal Medicines" Were Just Laxatives: James Morison, a 19th-century British businessman, sold "Morison's Pills," claiming they were a cure-all. In reality, they were powerful vegetable-based laxatives that sometimes led to fatal dehydration.

	The "Psychograph" Measured Personality from Head Bumps: This elaborate helmet-like device from the 1930s was a commercial version of phrenology. It had 32 probes that would press against the skull and supposedly measure the "faculties of the brain," printing out a personality reading.

	The "MacGregor Rejuvenator" Claimed to Reverse Aging with Radio Waves: This 1930s quack device was a simple wooden cabinet that produced a weak electromagnetic field. Its inventor claimed it could reverse the aging process and cure a host of diseases.

	The "Spectro-Chrome" Healed with Colored Lights: This device, popular in the 1920s and 30s, claimed it could cure any ailment by projecting specific colors of light onto the body. Its inventor, Dinshah P. Ghadiali, created a complex system that assigned different colors to different bodily functions.

	The "Thacher's Liver and Blood Syrup" Was Mostly Alcohol: This 19th-century patent medicine was advertised as a cure for liver complaints and blood disorders. Its main active ingredient was alcohol, with a small amount of aloes (a laxative) and sarsaparilla.

	The "Vitality Absorber" Was a Simple Metal Can: In the early 20th century, a con man sold a device he called the "Vitality Absorber," claiming it could draw out disease. It was nothing more than a small, sealed metal cylinder, which he instructed his victims to fill with water and bury.

	Shoe-Fitting X-Ray Machines Exposed Children to Radiation: From the 1930s to the 1950s, many shoe stores had fluoroscope machines that allowed customers (often children) to see the bones in their feet inside their new shoes. These devices exposed both customers and employees to dangerously high levels of radiation.

	The "Prostate Gland Warmer" Was a Heated Rod: This early 20th-century device was essentially an electric-powered rod that was inserted into the rectum. The heat was supposed to treat an enlarged prostate, but it was both ineffective and dangerous.

	"Baunscheidtism" Involved a Spiked Hammer and Irritating Oil: This 19th-century German therapy involved using a "Lebenswecker" (Life Awakener), a tool with dozens of sharp needles, to puncture the skin. A caustic oil was then rubbed into the wounds to create a severe rash, which was thought to draw disease out of the body.

	The "Oxydonor" Was a Useless Gas Pipe: This device consisted of a metal tube filled with inert powders, with a wire coming out of it that was attached to the patient's ankle. Its inventor claimed it could "reverse the death process" by helping the body absorb more oxygen from the atmosphere.

	"Gray's invaluable Vapors" for Asthma Were Just Smoke: This 19th-century asthma "cure" involved lighting a powder on fire and inhaling the smoke. The main ingredients were saltpeter and stramonium, an herb that can be toxic in large doses.

	The "Relaxacizor" Promised Weight Loss Through Electric Shocks: Sold from the 1950s to the 1970s, this device delivered electrical impulses to the muscles, causing them to contract. It was marketed as a way to effortlessly lose weight and tone the body while relaxing, but was eventually banned as a medical hazard.

	The "Dim-A-Lite" Socket for Light Therapy: This was a simple dimmer switch for a light bulb, but it was sold with claims that different levels of light intensity could treat different ailments. It was part of a broader quack belief in the curative powers of light.

	"Aural Medicated Discs" Were Placed in the Ear to Cure Deafness: These small, medicated discs were sold with the promise that they could cure hearing loss. In reality, they were useless and could cause ear infections.

	The "Cosmic Ray Machine" Was a Fraudulent Cancer Cure: In the 1920s, a doctor claimed to have invented a machine that could cure cancer by bombarding the body with cosmic rays. The machine was a complete fake and did nothing.

	The "Homeopathic Girdle" Was a Useless Piece of Fabric: This 19th-century quack device was a simple cloth girdle that was sold with the claim that it had been treated with homeopathic remedies. It was advertised as a cure for a variety of female complaints.
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Strange Laws & Legal Loopholes of the Past
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Laws Governing Daily Life & Behavior

	Forcing a Smile in Milan: An old Austro-Hungarian law, still technically on the books in Milan, Italy, requires citizens to smile at all times. The only exceptions are during funerals or hospital visits, making frowning a fineable offense.

	Trial by Ordeal in Babylon: The Code of Hammurabi included "trial by river," where an accused person was thrown into a river. If they survived, they were deemed innocent as the gods had saved them; if they drowned, it was seen as divine confirmation of their guilt.

	Mandatory Archery Practice in Tudor England: A 16th-century English law required all able-bodied men to practice longbow shooting after church every Sunday. This was to ensure a constant state of military readiness for the kingdom.

	No New Houses Without a King's Permit in Ancient Rome: The Roman emperor Augustus enacted a law to curb rapid, unsafe construction in Rome. This decree required anyone wishing to build a new house or tear down an old one to first obtain a permit from him.

	Illegal to Be Drunk in a Pub (UK): Ironically, Section 12 of the UK's Licensing Act of 1872 makes it illegal to be drunk in a pub. The law was originally intended to curb public disorder and hold publicans accountable for overly intoxicating their patrons.

	A Beard Tax in Russia: In 1698, Peter the Great of Russia imposed a tax on beards to modernize the country and align it with Western European customs. Men who paid the tax were given a "beard token" as proof of payment.

	No Honking at a Sandwich Shop After 9 PM: In Little Rock, Arkansas, a peculiar law makes it illegal to honk your car horn at any place that serves cold drinks or sandwiches after 9 PM. This was likely an early noise ordinance aimed at preserving late-night peace and quiet.

	Penalties for Being Single in Ancient Rome: The Roman Emperor Augustus introduced the Lex Papia Poppaea in 9 AD, which penalized citizens for being unmarried or childless. This law was an attempt to encourage marriage and increase the birth rate among the Roman upper classes.

	No Whispering in a Delaware Church: An old law in Delaware prohibits whispering during a church service. This statute was designed to maintain the solemnity and decorum of religious gatherings.

	A Ban on Hiding Dirt Under the Rug: Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, has an old cleaning ordinance that makes it illegal for housewives to hide dirt and dust under their rugs. This law was likely a public health measure aimed at promoting household cleanliness.

	Illegal to Forget Your Wife's Birthday in Samoa: In Samoa, it is a punishable offense for a husband to forget his wife's birthday. While likely not strictly enforced with jail time, it underscores a cultural emphasis on respecting one's spouse.

	Outlawing the Act of Dying in a Holy Place: To maintain the purity of the sacred Greek island of Delos, it was forbidden for anyone to be born or to die there in the 6th century BC. All graves were exhumed and moved to a nearby island to enforce this.

	Mandatory Toilets for Guests in Scotland: An old Scottish common law dictates that if a stranger knocks on your door and asks to use your toilet, you are legally obligated to let them. This law is an extension of ancient hospitality rules.

	No Public Arguments for Couples in London: A bylaw for the London Underground prohibits couples from having a "tiff" or argument while on the transport system. The rule was intended to maintain public order and a pleasant atmosphere for all passengers.

	It Was Illegal to Pretend to Be a Witch: The British Witchcraft Act of 1735 did not punish people for being actual witches, but rather for fraudulently claiming to have magical powers. This law was aimed at preventing deception and was used as recently as 1944.

	No Cannibalism, Except for Survival (Idaho): Idaho is the only U.S. state that has an explicit law against cannibalism. However, the statute includes a bizarre exception, excusing the act if it is necessary for survival in an extreme, life-threatening situation.

	Mandatory Bathing for Priests in Ancient India: Ancient Indian law required priests to bathe multiple times a day to maintain spiritual purity. Neglecting these ritual cleansings could lead to religious and sometimes legal penalties.

	A Ban on Sleeping in a Cheese Factory: A law in South Dakota makes it illegal to lie down and fall asleep in a cheese factory. This was likely enacted as a food safety and workplace hazard regulation.

	Illegal to Be Homeless in England: The Vagrancy Act of 1824, passed in the UK, made it illegal to be homeless or beg. The law was created to deal with a large number of soldiers returning from the Napoleonic Wars with no home or job prospects.

	Selling Your Eyes is Illegal in Texas: A Texas law makes it illegal for a person to sell their own eyes. This is part of a broader statute that prohibits the sale of any human organs.


Laws About Animals

	No Donkeys in Bathtubs in Arizona: An Arizona law forbids donkeys from sleeping in bathtubs. This law originated in the 1920s after a rancher's donkey, who enjoyed sleeping in a bathtub, was washed away in a flash flood when a dam broke.

	Illegal to Wake a Sleeping Bear for a Photo: In Alaska, it is illegal to wake a hibernating bear to take a photograph. However, the law does not prohibit hunting the bear.

	Pigs Were Banned From Temples in Ancient Egypt: Pigs were considered ritually unclean in ancient Egypt, and laws forbade them from entering any sacred temple grounds. Pig farmers were also considered to be social outcasts.

	A Gorilla Must Ride in the Front Seat: A strange Massachusetts law mandates that if you are transporting a gorilla in your car, it must ride in the passenger seat. This implies that having a gorilla in your car is legal, but putting it in the back is not.

	Black Cats Must Wear Bells on Friday the 13th: In French Lick Springs, Indiana, a 1942 law required all black cats to wear a bell on Friday the 13th. This superstitious law was enacted as a wartime measure to alert people to their presence.

	It's Illegal to Be Drunk in Charge of a Cow: The UK's Licensing Act of 1872 makes it an offense to be drunk while in charge of cattle, a horse, or a steam engine. The law was designed to prevent accidents on public highways.

	A Ban on Giving Alcohol to a Moose: In Fairbanks, Alaska, it is illegal to give alcoholic beverages to a moose. Legend says this law was created after a local bar owner's pet moose would get drunk and cause trouble around town.

	No Pigsties in Front of Your House: The UK's Town Police Clauses Act of 1847 makes it illegal to keep a pigsty in the front of your house. The law considers it a public nuisance unless the sty is properly hidden from view.

	Illegal for a Pet to Mate with a Royal Corgi: In the UK, it is a historical offense for your commoner pet to mate with a dog from the royal household without permission. In the distant past, this crime was even punishable by execution.

	No Driving an Uncaged Bear in Missouri: A Missouri law makes it illegal to drive with an uncaged bear in your car. This law presumably exists for the safety of both the public and the driver.

	No Fishing from Horseback in Utah: In Utah, it is illegal to fish while on horseback. This law was likely intended to prevent damage to riverbanks and maintain fairness among anglers.

	Chickens Are Forbidden From Crossing the Road (in Quitman, Georgia): A law in Quitman, Georgia, makes it illegal for chickens to cross the road. This places the legal responsibility squarely on chicken owners to keep their poultry contained at all times.

	You Can't Legally Own a Ferret in California: California is one of the few states where it is illegal to own a domestic ferret as a pet. The state classifies them as wild animals that could pose a threat to local wildlife if they escape.

	You Can't Name a Pig "Napoleon" in France: It is widely believed to be illegal in France to name a pig Napoleon. This stems from a law against insulting the head of state, and when Animal Farm was translated, the pig's name was changed to Cesar.

	Illegal to Hunt with a Ferret in West Virginia: A law in West Virginia makes it illegal to use a ferret to hunt, catch, or kill any wild animal or bird. This ensures that hunting is done through more traditional and regulated means.


Sumptuary Laws (Regulating Consumption & Dress)

	The Color Purple Was Reserved for Royalty: In various historical empires, like Rome and Elizabethan England, sumptuary laws reserved the color purple exclusively for the monarch and royal family. This was because purple dye was incredibly rare and expensive, making it a symbol of ultimate power and status.

	Veils Were Legally Mandated for "Honorable" Women: The ancient Assyrian Assura Code required "honorable" women, like wives and daughters of free men, to wear a veil in public. However, slaves and prostitutes were legally forbidden from veiling, and faced severe punishment if they did.

	Laws Against Dressing "Above Your Condition": In 18th-century South Carolina, the "Negro Act" made it illegal for Black people to wear clothing deemed to be "above their condition." This was a measure to enforce social hierarchy and control.

	Only Nobility Could Wear Silk and Velvet: Throughout medieval and Renaissance Europe, sumptuary laws strictly regulated who could wear certain fabrics. Materials like silk, velvet, and fur were legally reserved for the nobility to maintain clear visual distinctions between social classes.

	A Ban on Gold or Silver Lace for the Less Wealthy: A 1651 law in colonial Massachusetts forbade anyone with an estate worth less than £200 from wearing gold or silver lace, buttons, or other fineries. This was intended to curb extravagance and reinforce social order.

	No Patent Leather Shoes for Women in Cleveland: An old city ordinance in Cleveland, Ohio, prohibited women from wearing patent leather shoes. The bizarre reasoning was that the shiny surface might reflect their undergarments to any man standing nearby.

	A Ban on Women Driving in a Housecoat: In California, an old and unenforced law makes it illegal for a woman to drive a vehicle while wearing a housecoat or dressing gown. This was likely a measure to ensure drivers were properly attired and not too casual behind the wheel.

	No "Clingy" Clothing for Women in New York: A peculiar New York City law carries a $25 fine for women who wear "body-hugging" or clingy clothing. This outdated statute was originally intended to preserve public modesty.

	Husband's Permission Required for a Haircut: An old Michigan law states that a woman's hair legally belongs to her husband. Therefore, she technically needs his permission before she can get it cut or styled.

	A Law Against Baggy "Zoot Suits": In the 1940s, the baggy zoot suits favored by Black and Latino men were seen as unpatriotic due to wartime fabric rationing. Some cities, like Los Angeles, passed ordinances against them, leading to social tensions and riots.


Bizarre Food & Drink Laws

	A Pickle Must Bounce to Be a Pickle: In Connecticut, for a pickled cucumber to be legally sold as a "pickle," it must bounce when dropped from a height of one foot. This was an actual food safety measure from the 1940s to ensure pickles were not spoiled or soft.

	Illegal to Serve Apple Pie Without Cheese in Wisconsin: A Wisconsin state law makes it illegal for public restaurants to serve apple pie without a slice of cheese. This law promotes the state's prominent dairy industry.

	No Ketchup in French School Cafeterias: In 2011, France banned ketchup from school cafeterias, except on the rare occasion that french fries are served. The law was enacted to preserve French culinary culture and prevent it from being overshadowed by American-style condiments.

	Illegal for a Bar to Serve Beer and Pretzels at the Same Time: An old law in North Dakota forbids bars from serving beer and pretzels simultaneously. The origin of this strange law is unclear, but it remains on the books.

	No Eating Fried Chicken with a Fork: In Gainesville, Georgia, it is illegal to eat fried chicken with anything other than your hands. This law was passed as a publicity stunt in 1961 to promote Gainesville as the "Poultry Capital of the World."

	Communal Mess Halls Were Mandatory for Spartan Men: In ancient Sparta, the law required all male citizens to eat their meals in a communal mess hall. This was designed to foster equality, discipline, and a strong sense of military brotherhood.

	Tavern Keepers Punished for Skimping on Beer: The Code of Hammurabi had specific laws regulating beer. A tavern keeper who served a short measure of beer to a customer could be punished, sometimes by being drowned in beer.

	No Selling Peanuts After Sundown on Wednesdays: An Alabama law makes it illegal to sell peanuts in Lee County after the sun goes down on a Wednesday. The reason for this highly specific law has been lost to history.

	No Cherry Pie "A La Mode" on a Sunday: In Kansas, a "blue law" makes it illegal to sell cherry pie with a scoop of ice cream on top on a Sunday. This was part of broader restrictions on certain activities on the Sabbath.

	Chewing Gum is Banned in Singapore: Since 1992, importing and selling chewing gum in Singapore has been illegal. The law was passed to maintain the cleanliness of public spaces, particularly the subway system, whose automatic doors were being jammed by wads of gum.

	No Margarine in Public Restaurants Unless Requested: In Wisconsin, it is illegal for a restaurant to have margarine out on a table as a substitute for butter unless a customer specifically requests it. This is another law designed to protect the state's dairy industry.

	Illegal for Bars to Sell Beer Without Also Brewing Soup: A law in Nebraska requires bar owners to be brewing a kettle of soup at the same time they are selling beer. This peculiar law is a remnant of an old regulation that classified bars and restaurants differently.

	No Fishing with a Lasso: In Tennessee, it is illegal to catch a fish using a lasso. This law clarifies that only more conventional methods like a rod and reel are permitted for fishing.

	It's Illegal to Mistreat Oysters in Maryland: Maryland has a law on the books making it a crime to "mistreat" an oyster. This law is aimed at protecting the state's valuable oyster population and their habitats in the Chesapeake Bay.

	No Eating in a Burning Building: In Chicago, an old city ordinance makes it illegal to eat in a place that is on fire. This law was likely put in place for obvious public safety reasons after the Great Chicago Fire.


Strange Marriage & Divorce Laws

	A Woman Could Divorce for Lack of Coffee: In 16th-century Ottoman Turkey, a woman had the legal right to divorce her husband if he failed to provide her with a daily quota of coffee. This shows the cultural importance of coffee in that society.

	Roman Fathers Could Legally Sell Their Sons: Under early Roman law, a father (paterfamilias) had the right to sell his son into slavery. However, if the same son was sold and then regained his freedom three times, he was legally freed from his father's authority.

	Marriage on a Dare Can Be Annulled: In Delaware, if you get married as a joke or on a dare, you have legal grounds for an annulment. The challenge, however, would be proving the unserious nature of the marriage in court.

	Mistreating Your Mother-in-Law Is Grounds for Divorce: In Wichita, Kansas, a husband can legally divorce his wife if she mistreats his mother. This law places a unique legal emphasis on the importance of the mother-in-law relationship.

	You Can't Remarry the Same Person Four Times: A Kentucky law makes it illegal to remarry the same person for a fourth time. Apparently, marrying, divorcing, and remarrying the same person is acceptable up to three times.

	Unmarried Women Can't Parachute on Sundays: In Florida, a bizarre and unenforced law prohibits unmarried women from parachuting on a Sunday. If she does, she risks being fined or jailed.

	A Six-Month Waiting Period for Women to Remarry: In Japan, a law requires women to wait for six months after a divorce before they can remarry. However, men do not have a similar waiting period.

	No Divorce While Pregnant in Texas: In Texas, a divorce cannot be finalized if the wife is pregnant. The court must wait until the child is born to establish paternity and issue orders for custody and child support.

	No Minimum Age for Marriage in Saudi Arabia: In Saudi Arabia, there is no legal minimum age for marriage, particularly for girls. Clerics hold the authority on marriage laws, and have endorsed weddings involving young children.

	Failure to Provide False Teeth is Grounds for Annulment: In Vermont, a wife can seek an annulment if she discovers her husband cannot provide her with a set of false teeth. This old law likely relates to the husband's duty to provide for his wife's basic needs.


Legal Loopholes & Odd Procedures

	Impersonating a Dead Voter Was a Legal Loophole: In an 1868 British case, a man voted by impersonating someone who was deceased but still on the voter roll. He was acquitted because the law made it a crime to impersonate "any person entitled to vote," and a dead person was, legally speaking, no longer entitled to vote.

	Claiming a Kidnapped Woman Was "Found in the Street": The ancient Sumerian Code of Ur-Nammu had a loophole for kidnapping. A kidnapper could claim he found the woman alone in the street, making it difficult to prove she "belonged" to anyone, thus reducing his punishment from death to a fine.

	Animal Trials Were a Real Legal Proceeding: Between the 13th and 18th centuries in Europe, animals could be formally put on trial for crimes against humans or property. Animals, from pigs to insects, were assigned lawyers, but were almost always found guilty and sentenced.

	The Unwritten Law of Jury Nullification: In many legal systems, including the U.S., juries have the unspoken right to acquit a defendant they believe is guilty, if they disagree with the law itself. This is known as jury nullification and serves as a final check on the legal system.

	Stealing an Airplane Was Not Stealing a "Motor Vehicle": In 1926, a man who stole an airplane was acquitted by the U.S. Supreme Court. The National Motor Vehicle Theft Act did not explicitly mention airplanes in its definition of a "motor vehicle," so he technically hadn't broken that specific law.

	The Habeas Corpus Loophole: For centuries in Britain, to get out of jail, you had to petition the local sheriff through a writ of habeas corpus. The loophole was that you were petitioning the very person who was holding you, making it a largely ineffective process.

	A Bar Declared Patrons "Actors" to Skirt Smoking Bans: When Minnesota banned smoking in public places, a bar found a loophole by declaring itself a "theatrical production." Patrons were considered "actors," and smoking was part of their "performance," which was exempt from the law.

	Using the Telegraph System for Insider Trading: In the early 19th century, the Blanc brothers in France exploited the new semaphore telegraph network to get stock market information faster than anyone else. Because there were no laws against this specific form of insider trading yet, they were never prosecuted.

	Native American Reservations as Gambling Havens: A major legal loophole emerged because U.S. state laws do not apply on sovereign Native American reservations. Since there was no federal law against gambling, tribes began opening casinos in the 1970s, which states were powerless to stop.

	The "Affluenza" Defense: In a controversial 2013 case, a Texas teenager's defense team argued he suffered from "affluenza," meaning his wealthy upbringing prevented him from understanding the consequences of his actions. The judge controversially sentenced him to probation instead of jail time for a fatal drunk-driving incident.


Laws That Are Just Plain Weird

	Illegal to Wear Armor in Parliament: A 1313 law called the Statute forbidding Bearing of Armour is still in effect in the UK. This law makes it illegal for any member of Parliament to enter the Houses of Parliament wearing a suit of armor.

	"Suspiciously" Handling a Salmon: The UK's Salmon Act of 1986 makes it an offense to handle a salmon in suspicious circumstances. The law is intended to combat poaching and the illegal sale of fish.

	A Legal Duty for Children to Visit Their Parents: A 2013 law in China requires adult children to visit their aging parents "often." The law also states they must attend to their parents' "spiritual needs," though it is vaguely defined and difficult to enforce.

	Illegal to Fly a Kite in a Public Park in London: The Metropolitan Police Act of 1839 prohibits flying a kite "to the annoyance of the inhabitants or passengers" in any public park. This was to prevent injuries and maintain public order.

	Mispronouncing "Arkansas" is Illegal: In Arkansas, it is technically illegal to mispronounce the name of the state. A state law from 1881 declares the only acceptable pronunciation is "Ar-kan-saw."

	Illegal to Sell Your Car on a Sunday in Michigan: In many parts of Michigan, "blue laws" are still on the books that make it illegal to buy or sell a vehicle on a Sunday. These laws stem from religious observances of the Sabbath.

	The Death Penalty for Nearly Every Crime: In 7th century BC Athens, the Draconian Code was the first written law, and it was notoriously harsh. It prescribed the death penalty for almost every offense, from murder to something as minor as stealing a cabbage.

	No Indoor Furniture on Your Porch: In Boulder, Colorado, it is illegal to have indoor furniture, such as a couch or armchair, on your unenclosed porch. This law was aimed at preventing "student ghettos" and maintaining neighborhood aesthetics.

	Illegal to Play Dominoes on a Sunday in Alabama: Another "blue law," this Alabama statute prohibits playing dominoes on a Sunday. The law also bans other recreational activities like hunting or racing on the Sabbath.

	Protecting Sasquatch by Law: In Skamania County, Washington, an ordinance passed in 1969 makes it illegal to hunt or kill a Sasquatch (Bigfoot). Slaying the creature is considered a felony, establishing it as an endangered species.

	No Blasphemy in Michigan: Michigan still has an anti-blasphemy law on its books, making it a misdemeanor to curse God or profane the holy name of Jesus Christ. While unenforced, it has never been repealed.

	No Frowning at the Queen: An unwritten but strictly observed rule in the United Kingdom makes it an act of extreme disrespect to turn your back on or frown at the reigning monarch. While not a law with a specific punishment, it is a severe breach of protocol.

	Taxis Must Carry a Bale of Hay: An old, obsolete law in London required horse-drawn hackney carriages (taxis) to carry a bale of hay. This was to ensure the horse could be fed, and the law was never updated for modern vehicles.

	No Whistling for a Lost Canary Before 7 AM: In Berkeley, California, it is illegal to whistle for an escaped canary before 7 AM. This very specific ordinance is likely rooted in general noise complaints.

	Bear Wrestling is Banned: In Alabama, it is a felony to promote or engage in a bear wrestling match. This law was enacted to prevent animal cruelty.

	You Can't Let a Dog Bark for More Than 15 Minutes: In Northbrook, Illinois, it is illegal for a dog to bark continuously for more than 15 minutes. This ordinance is a measure to control noise pollution in residential areas.

	It's Illegal to Throw an "Unfit" Pickle: In Connecticut, the same 1948 pickle inspection that required them to bounce also allowed inspectors to throw away any pickle they deemed "unfit for human consumption." This gave food inspectors significant authority.

	Illegal to Sell Cat or Dog Hair: In Delaware, a law makes it illegal to knowingly sell the hair or fur of a domestic dog or cat. This is to prevent the mislabeling of fur products.

	No Swearing at a Sporting Event: A Massachusetts law makes it illegal for players or spectators to use profane language at a sporting event. This is an old law aimed at maintaining public decency.

	No Bingo Games Longer Than Five Hours: In North Carolina, a law specifies that a single session of bingo cannot legally last for more than five hours. This regulation is part of the state's broader rules on charitable gaming.
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