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To Emma and Franklin,

For all the ideas.





INTRODUCTION


When man wanted to make a machine that would walk he created the wheel, which does not resemble a leg.

Guillaume Apollinaire (1880-1918), Les Mamelles de Tirésias (1918).

I find that headaches are relieved by tying a woman’s bra around my head.

Pliny the Elder (AD 23-79), Natural History 28.22.



In February 1842 an American academic named Elias Loomis (1811-1889), Professor of Mathematics and Natural Philosophy at Western Reserve College, Ohio, had an idea. He dragged a cannon out into the centre of a field near the village of Mayfield, loaded it with 5oz (140g) of powder, and stuffed the barrel with a recently deceased chicken. He then aimed the gun directly up at the sky and fired. A bloody jet of feathers and chicken parts shot 30ft (9m) into the air. As the viscera rained down, Loomis absently wiped the pink mist from his glasses and jotted down the estimated velocity at which the chicken had been propelled from the cannon. The gun in this instance was clearly too powerful, he noted, to achieve his goal of finding the exact speed at which a chicken must be propelled for it to be stripped naked of its feathers, while also being left bodily intact. ‘If I could have the use of a suitable gun,’ he pleads in his address to the Connecticut Academy of Arts and Sciences on 28 April 1842, ‘I would determine this velocity by experiment.’


[image: A portrait of Elias Loomis, mathematician and professor who experimented with firing chickens from a cannon to investigate tornado wind speeds.]
Elias Loomis, mathematician and chicken-cannon operator.

To the rest of us, the scientific benefits of explosively disrobing poultry are not immediately obvious. But in the mind of Loomis it was simple logic: it would allow him to ascertain the windspeed of tornadoes. The conventional wisdom of the time held that in the aftermath of a tornado, chickens and turkeys were often seen wandering around dazed and left stripped of their feathers. Loomis therefore reasoned that if he could find the exact windspeed that deftly divests a chicken of its plumage, he would solve the great mystery of tornado vortex velocity.

The professor was never able to find the perfect naked chicken cannon; and it wasn’t until more than a century later that his theory was conclusively disproven by the physicist Bernard Vonnegut (1914-1997) in a 1975 monograph entitled Chicken Plucking as Measure of Tornado Wind Speed. Vonnegut would become best known for his own ‘crackpot’ idea, later proven correct, that silver iodide could be used effectively in cloud seeding to produce snow and rain (and also for being the brother of the novelist Kurt Vonnegut).

I’ve always been fascinated by stories of startlingly original ideas from history, but I have a particular fondness for a magnificently wrong idea, the Loomis school of thought, so bold and imaginative that its eccentric creativity completely overshadows the question of whether it’s anywhere close to being, you know, right. The great discoveries from experimental thinking that prove to be correct are feted with the label ‘breakthrough’ – for everything else, we have the ignominious term ‘crackpot’. And yet the value of crackpot thinking is, I feel, vastly underappreciated – not just for the important context that crackpots provide to the breakthroughs, but mostly for their illustration of the richness and depth of human imagination. This book is an attempt to address this disservice.

A crackpot idea can come to anyone, even (or perhaps especially) the great minds famous for more respectable theories. According to legend the otherwise quite sensible Greek philosopher Empedocles (c.494-434 BC) threw himself into a volcano to prove to his followers that he was immortal, believing he would return as a fire-forged god. Guglielmo Marconi (1874-1937), the credited inventor of radio, believed that sound never actually died but merely grew quieter, and that it would be possible to build a receiver so sensitive that it could detect these wandering, eternal wavelengths from the past. From his piazza in Rome, he planned to tune in to hear Jesus of Nazareth giving the Sermon on the Mount.

We know William Herschel (1738-1822) best for his discovery of the planet Uranus, but he was also convinced he had found architectural signs of alien life on the Moon, as well as the cool surface of that ‘planet’ the Sun (see HERSCHEL, FREDERICK WILLIAM.) Thomas Edison (1847-1931) caused a stir in 1920 when he told American Magazine his latest invention was to be a ‘spirit phone’ which would allow communication with the dead, not by ‘any occult, mystifying, mysterious, or weird means, such as are employed by so-called “mediums”, but by scientific methods’. Alexander Graham Bell (1847-1922) also dabbled with the idea of a spirit phone; as well as spending years trying to breed sheep with twice the usual number of nipples, mistakenly believing excessively nippled specimens produced higher numbers of lambs.

This book is a hoard of such outside ideas: extraordinary plans, notions, misbeliefs, inventions and criminal schemes that gleefully bucked the trend of contemporary thinking (after all, ‘there is no ox as dumb as the orthodox’, See GILLETTE, GEORGE FRANCIS). Nearly all of these ideas are wrong – practically and, occasionally, morally. The pen portraits are arranged in the indexed cross-reference format pioneered by British satirist William Donaldson in his matchless Brewer’s Rogues, Villains and Eccentrics (2002), in what felt like the best way to present the sheer variation of hues in the crackpot colourway.

This includes literal reinventors of the wheel (see BESSLER, JOHANN ERNST ELIAS; PURVES, JOHN ARCHIBALD); perpetrators of grand frauds (see BENSLEY, HARRY; MACGREGOR, ‘SIR’ GREGOR) and those with similar talents for the regrettable (see BAIN, STEVEN; SUMMERLIN, WILLIAM T.); along with false prophets and mystics (see DOWIE, JOHN ALEXANDER); magicians terrorising Elizabethan London (see LAMBE, JOHN); and French Revolutionaries inventing a new form of time (see COLLIGNON, CLAUDE BONIFACE).

Pseudoscientists and quacks, conspiracy theorists and cultists, eccentric nobles and doomed self-experimenters all jostle alongside stories of leech barometers (see MERRYWEATHER, GEORGE) and earthquake-predicting plants (see NOWACK, JOSEPH), worm museums (see GARDNER, DR JOHN), ancient pyramid schemes (see OSMANAGIĆ, SEMIR; SMYTH, CHARLES PIAZZI), ill-advised tests of bear-proof armour (see HURTUBISE, TROY JAMES), and the occasional fluorescent conversational raccoon (see MULLIS, KARY).

Let us give thanks for the crackpots: breakers of boundaries, bulldozers of convention, dressers of frogs (see SPALLANZANI, LAZZARO) and flappers of homemade wings (see IBN FIRNAS, ABBAS). These are men and women who relinquished all caution and judgement in their obsessive pursuit of an idea, sometimes to their own destruction. ‘Curious people, especially when they possess some street prophethood, are like jack-o-lanterns that dazzle people for moments, before sinking into the dark night of oblivion,’ once wrote Emil Szittya (1886-1964). Here the forgotten are recollected from that oblivion, with each of their ideas given a spotlight in which to unfold for our understanding. And yet, with nearly all of the tales that follow, we are still often left simply to wonder: What the hell were they thinking?





1, 2, 3…

1 Englishman sailing on his coat down the River Thames.

See HALKETT, LT PETER.

2-man effort to pump hydrogen up surgeon’s bottom.

See SENN, NICHOLAS.

3 invisible dwarves assisting psychotic Filipino judge.

See FLORO, FLORENTINO.

4 feet, reducing all human height to.

See SAMARAS, THOMAS T.

6 p.m., 22 October 4004 BC as exact date and time of Creation.

See USSHER, JAMES.

8-feet-long flying snakes spotted in space.

See MUSGRAVE, FRANKLIN STORY.

10 hours on French clocks.

See COLLIGNON, CLAUDE BONIFACE.

21 grams as weight of human soul.

See MACDOUGALL, DUNCAN.

28 hours flying in the wrong direction.

See CORRIGAN, DOUGLAS ‘WRONG WAY’.

30 years measuring every ingestion and excretion.

See SANTORIO, SANTORIO.

47 rockets attached to a dining chair.

See HU, WAN.

50 vehicles wired to electrocute traffic wardens.

See HICKS, PETER.

75 rats dressed in trousers of various fabrics for sexy reasons.

See SHAFIK, AHMED.

95 per cent of all diseases cured.

See PALMER, D. D.

120 non-existent islands.

See MORRELL, BENJAMIN.

614-911 AD never happened.

See ILLIG, HERIBERT.

800 drawings of forehead wrinkles, predicting the future with.

See CARDANO, GEROLAMO.

1,000-year-old Chinese magician.

See QIN SHI HUANG.

1,100 tons of rock, singlehandedly quarrying and sculpting castle from.

See LEEDSKALNIN, EDWARD.

5,000 patients improbably cured with medical tractors.

See PERKINS, ELISHA.

10,000 suckers.

See GHADIALI, ‘COLONEL’ DINSHAH PESTANJI FRAMJI.

12,000-year-old pyramids in Bosnia.

See OSMANAGIĆ, SEMIR.

20,000 tickets to one’s own cremation, selling.

See PRICE, DR WILLIAM.

20,613 hours sat atop flagpoles.

See KELLY, ALVIN ‘SHIPWRECK’.

£21,000-wager to walk around the world while wearing an armoured helmet and pushing a pram.

See BENSLEY, HARRY.

40,000 years of Japanese history, inventing.

See FUJIMURA, SHINICHI.

144,000 souls carried by cats to survive the apocalypse.

See RUTHVEN, REVEREND SHERYL.

500,000 times, anonymously writing the same word around city of Sydney.

See STACE, ARTHUR.

1 million tons of American hippo meat.

See BROUSSARD, ROBERT F.

8.1 million acres of an imaginary South American country.

See MACGREGOR, ‘SIR’ GREGOR.

12.2 million singers, song written for.

See KIRCHER, ATHANASIUS.

37.5-million-word diary.

See SHIELDS, ROBERT.

64 million people living on lost continent in Pacific Ocean.

See CHURCHWARD, JAMES.

21,894,974,404,480 as total population of the cosmos.

See DICK, REVEREND THOMAS.





A

AAA credit rating unlikely. See BENSLEY, HARRY; MACGREGOR, ‘SIR’ GREGOR; PAGET, HENRY ‘TOPPY’, FIFTH MARQUESS OF ANGLESEY.

‘aargh’. See DOBBS, AIRCRAFTMAN ‘BRAINY’; EILMER OF MALMESBURY; IBN FIRNAS, ABBAS; IBN HAMMAD AL-JAWHARI, ISMAIL; REICHELT, FRANZ.

abdominal windows. See BEAUMONT, WILLIAM.

Abian, Alexander (1923-1999), intense Iranian-born Armenian-American Professor of Mathematics at Iowa State University. Abian obtained a PhD from the University of Cincinnati with a dissertation on invariant theory (a branch of abstract algebra), published three books and more than 200 papers; but is perhaps most notable for his passionate advocacy for destroying the Moon with nuclear weapons.


[image: Alexander Abian points toward the Moon while discussing his proposal to destroy it with nuclear weapons, 30 May 1991.]
Alexander Abian points to the Moon while discussing the merits of his plan to blow it up, 30 May 1991.

In 1991, Abian published in a campus newsletter his proposal to rid the Earth of natural disasters – from cyclones to droughts to floods – by nuking the Moon. ‘You make a big hole by deep drilling,’ he advises, ‘and you put there atomic explosive, and you detonate it – by remote control from Earth.’ His theory was that erasing the Moon would release the Earth from its gravitational pull, thereby reducing our planet’s tilt and stabilising global temperature and wind patterns. ‘I am raising the petulant finger of defiance to the solar organization for the first time in 5 billion years,’ mutters the professor. ‘Those critics who say “Dismiss Abian’s ideas” are very close to those who dismissed Galileo.’

‘Those critics’ remained decidedly unconvinced. ‘How does he propose to change the Earth’s angle of rotation without creating massive earthquakes?’ wondered David Taylor, assistant chairman of the physics and astronomy department at Northwestern University. ‘He would destroy civilization, but we’d have great weather.’

Dr Abian’s other alternative theories included the ‘big suck’ theory, a counter to the big bang theory; and the suggestion that mass and time are equivalent, which following his death in 1999 led to the rather wonderful suggestion on the sci.astro.amateur internet forum that his passing should be marked with ‘a gram of silence’.

abominable poetry. See MCGONAGALL, WILLIAM.

abominable roller-skating while playing violin. See MERLIN, JOHN JOSEPH.

abominable snowmen, humanity’s ongoing battle with. See SZUKALSKI, STANISŁAW.

Abrams, Albert (1863-1924), San Francisco-based American physician and fraudster-quack. Abrams was the celebrated inventor of ‘miracle’ diagnostic and curative devices including the Oscilloclast and the Radioclast. His patented Oscillophore machine purported to trace an individual’s genetic ancestry by measuring electronic vibrations in their blood. His Reflexophone (a sealed black contraption of useless dials, from which originated the technological term ‘black box’) could deliver a diagnosis based purely on a handwriting sample, a photograph or a lock of hair. These machines, which he claimed could treat any disease, would later be found to be made of nothing but doorbell parts, transistor radios and badly wired resistance boxes.


[image: Albert Abrams performs a fraudulent diagnosis on a shirtless patient as several men observe the procedure.]
Albert Abrams performing a fraudulent diagnosis.

The first invention of the ‘King of the Quacks’, as he became known, was a diagnostic device called the ‘Dynamiser’, a box containing a complicated mess of wires. Plug one end into a wall outlet, and attach another wire to the forehead of a healthy subject. A drop of blood was then taken from the patient, placed on filter paper and inserted into the box. Abrams would then tap the abdomen of the patient, who was naked to the waist (and, for reasons never explained, made to face in a westerly direction), and Abrams would then make his diagnosis.

A suspicious American Medical Association tested the new device by submitting a blood specimen under the name ‘Miss Bell’ to an Abrams machine practitioner, without mentioning that the blood had been taken from a healthy pet guinea pig. Miss Bell received the devastating diagnosis of ‘cancer to the amount of six ohms’, an infection of the left frontal sinus, and a streptococcic infection of her left fallopian tube. A doctor in Michigan then sent Abrams a blood sample from a Plymouth Rock rooster and received a diagnosis of malaria, cancer, diabetes and – most perplexingly – two venereal diseases. A fraud trial was to be held, but Abrams died in January 1924 before it could begin.

accidentally discovering new element in bucket of piss. See BRAND, HENNIG.

accidentally flying across Atlantic Ocean. See CORRIGAN, DOUGLAS ‘WRONG WAY’.

accidentally inventing human hamster-wheel. See EDGEWORTH, RICHARD LOVELL; PURVES, JOHN ARCHIBALD.

AD 614-911 never happened. See ILLIG, HERIBERT.

Adam’s bellybutton as proof of God. See GOSSE, PHILIP.

aeroplane passengers, patron saint of. See JOSEPH OF CUPERTINO.

afterlife, painting the. See BUSH, MARIAN SPORE; LE ROSSIGNOL, CONSTANCE ‘ETHEL’.

Agpaoa, Antonio C. (1939-1982), notorious Filipino practitioner of spiritual psychic surgery based in the city of Baguio. Agpaoa claimed to be able to perform abdominal, heart and even brain surgery without needing any tools to make incisions, and boasted of successfully performing 30,000 such psychic operations. Essentially, he did nothing. Sceptics suggested a magician’s showmanship and sleight-of-hand tricks were involved in his public demonstrations. (Agpaoa, coincidentally, had started out as a street magician after dropping out of school at nine years old.) In support of this point the American magician and professional debunker James Randi (1928-2020) pointed out that when Agpaoa needed surgery himself to remove his appendix, he chose to travel to America for an operation in a San Francisco hospital rather than make a magical wave of his own hand.


[image: Antonio C. Agpaoa, a Filipino practitioner of psychic surgery, stands outdoors with both arms raised.]
Antonio C. Agpaoa, psychic surgeon.

In 1967, 110 seriously ill American and Canadian Christians travelled to Baguio to be treated by Agpaoa. Among them was Wilbur Shadley of Manchester, Michigan, whom Agpaoa promised would find himself cured within the six months that followed his treatment. Shadley died shortly after his return to America. In 1968, Agpaoa was arrested in the United States and charged with fraud, after taking money to heal a bone in a patient’s neck which remained unhealed. According to the American Medical Association, hundreds of people lost their life savings to Agpaoa’s empty promises. He died from a stroke in 1982.

Ahmed, Agha Waqar (fl.2012), Pakistani engineer with no engineering degree who made the spectacular claim in July 2012 that he had created a conversion kit that allowed any automobile to run on water instead of petroleum. The cylindrical jar held the distilled water, a bubbler and a pipe that ran to the engine. Via electrolysis, Ahmed claimed, hydrogen could be separated from water and used as fuel. He attributed his success at producing oxyhydrogen where others had failed to ‘undisclosed calculations’, and refused to let anyone inspect his invention.

Ahmed’s name hit headlines across Pakistan and then around the world. Political leaders, media anchors and well-known Pakistani scientists like Dr A. Q. Khan and Dr Samar Mubarakmand hurried to endorse the Ahmed water car. President Asif Ali Zardari expressed delight that the device would lift the national burdens of oil imports and load-shedding. The federal cabinet convened three times to discuss Pakistan’s post-water-car economy. Security protection for Ahmed was also suggested, to prevent kidnap by Western oil companies.

All this excitement simmered on despite other scientists pointing out that Agha’s invention fundamentally violated the laws of thermodynamics. When it was then discovered that Ahmed had been arrested two years previously for bank robbery and possessing illegal arms in Karachi, the fraud became clear and the dream of a water-powered Pakistan evaporated instantly.

Airaudi, Oberto (1950-2013), alias Falco (Hawk), Italian cultist and founder of the Federation of Damanhur. Born in Balangero, near Turin, Italy, Airaudi claimed that from the age of ten he had received visions of ancient temples he had attended in a previous life. In 1975, he and twelve friends formed the Federation of Damanhur (named after the Egyptian city), a self-sustaining community with their own currency in the Piedmont region of northern Italy, burrowed deep in the rural foothills of the Alps in the Chiusella Valley. Three years later, Airaudi and his followers began to construct the grand temples of his visions – not on their land, but underneath it. One hundred feet (30m) underground they carved out the Temples of Humankind, a sprawling complex of subterranean temples, ornately decorated with optimistic motifs of human cooperation, and identified with labels like Hall of Water and Hall of Spheres.


[image: An interior view of the ornate Hall of Mirrors in the underground Temples of Humankind in northern Italy.]
The Hall of Mirrors in the Temples of Humankind.

Airaudi conducted the excavation and construction for thirteen years completely under the radar, before the authorities finally cottoned on in 1991 after a tipoff from a local villager. The police raided the site but couldn’t find the hidden temples. The state prosecutor Bruno Tinti eventually threatened the community to ‘show us these temples or we will dynamite the entire hillside’. The high quality of the workmanship and engineering of the underground temples so surprised the inspection team that the cult was eventually granted retroactive excavation and construction permissions. Today the Temples of Humankind are open to the public, advertising themselves as ‘a powerful antenna, consciously built on a meeting point of Synchronic Lines, the cosmic rivers of energy that connect all Life’. At the time of writing, original titled paintings by Falco are available in the gift shop (including the grammatically iffy ‘The ship of open minds sails full steam ahead towards you…’).

Alberti, Helene (1874-1962), American opera soprano and experimental flying woman. Alberti is the subject of a Boston Herald article of 5 April 1931, which features the two large photos shown opposite of the retired soprano and her young assistant Adolphe Matz clad in the experimental winged outfits. The duo arrived at the rolling hills of the Larz Anderson estate in Brookline with the giant rolled-up wings made of duck canvas and beautifully articulated ribs of ash poking several feet out of their car windows.

‘In ancient Greece men were trained from boyhood to a degree of physical perfection that has always been accepted as the standard of bodily grace and beauty,’ begins Mme Alberti. ‘This physical perfection was attained through the use of certain laws of cosmic motion, supposedly lost for centuries. These laws are fourth dimensional consciousness, and those who have reached that stage of spiritual development exercise them without conscious effort… The moment you put your foot to the ground to take a step you come in contact with forces. These forces are mental. You have only to yield to them and let them move you. Do not resist or stop this flow of energy; it is an unbroken law of harmony.’


[image: Opera singer Mme Helene Alberti and her assistant Adolphe Matz attempt to fly using large mechanical wings in 1931.]
Opera singer Mme Helene Alberti and her assistant Adolphe Matz attempt to fly, 1931.

Alberti planned to hold aloft a spinning bicycle wheel with a lead tyre while attempting to lift off – this, she explained, generated an additional power, though she might later replace it with something more efficient like an aeroplane propeller. She suggested that her assistant Mr Matz tried the wings first, but after ‘saddling’ Matz ‘like a horse,’ observes Herald reporter Carl Warton, nerves seemed to get the better of the fellow. ‘The general impression that one got,’ reports Warton, clearly having a great time, ‘was that of a man patrolling the gale-swept cliffs of Highland Light with a beach umbrella.’

Then Madame Alberti took her turn, after first ‘tuning her cosmic engines’. But instead of soaring like a bird, she found it difficult to climb the air, although she did manage to clear a slightly greater distance than Matz. ‘Either the wings became refractory, or the cosmic power was not properly synchronized,’ writes Warton. ‘We don’t know what. Anyway, she couldn’t make it.’

Alberti was not discouraged at all. ‘My researches have convinced me that human beings have flown in this manner in the past… we shall all fly sometime on this earth, with individual mechanical wings. People think I am crazy,’ she said with a laugh, ‘but that’s what they have always said about people who have a revolutionary idea and attempt to prove there may be something to it.’

alchemist, the last. See PRICE, JAMES.

alchemists hanged on golden scaffolds. See HONAUER, GEORG.

alchemy, unintentionally inventing pigment Prussian blue with. See DIPPEL, JOHANN CONRAD.

Alexander of Abonoteichos (c.105-170), Greek mystic, cult-founder, puppeteer. Little is known of Alexander, who according to the Syrian writer Lucian of Samosata (c.125 until after 180) was a Greek mystic who had the idea to craft fake tablets and a hand puppet to found a prophetic snake cult.

Lucian tells us how Alexander created and buried in the temple of the healing god Asclepius a set of forged tablets that prophesied the appearance of the deity in Alexander’s hometown, Abonoteichos. When the ‘relics’ were stumbled upon, every mystic and follower in the region travelled to the town to erect a new temple to Asclepius and await his arrival. Cue Alexander: dressed in prophet’s robes, he cut open a goose egg to reveal a live snake inside (a tame one that he had set in place earlier). Pointing at the serpent, he announced that Asclepius had returned in serpent form, and henceforth wished to be known as Glycon. Alexander was to be his vessel. Eager believers bought into it without question, and Alexander’s snake cult grew swiftly in popularity. Divine aid with fertility was a common focus of Macedonian cults, and Alexander’s was no different. Barren women brought Glycon offerings in the hope of falling pregnant, and if these failed, writes Lucian, Alexander would humbly offer his intimate services as a solution.

Alexander’s success was largely down to two things. He was able to reply with uncanny accuracy to his followers’ questions, having secretly read their sealed messages to Glycon ahead of time. And there was also the fact that Glycon would appear in his hand, as a live snake with human features and long blond hair. According to Lucian, this incarnation was a hand puppet made from linen that ‘would open and close its mouth by means of horsehairs; and a forked black tongue also controlled by horsehairs, would dart out’. This didn’t seem to interfere with the cult’s popularity spreading beyond the Aegean region. There are records of the Roman senator Publius Mummius Sisenna Rutilianus announcing himself as protector of Glycon’s oracle; and of Marcus Aurelius consulting the prophesies of Alexander and Glycon. From archeological evidence, it appears Alexander’s snake cult lived on for more than 100 years after his death c. AD 170. Even today, his legacy has not entirely faded – in 1993 the English writer and occultist Alan Moore declared himself a follower of Glycon, choosing the fake deity over all others ‘because I’m not likely to start believing that a glove puppet created the universe or anything dangerous like that’.

aliens in sacred scripture. See HUBBARD, LAFAYETTE RONALD.

aliens living on the Moon. See HERSCHEL, FREDERICK WILLIAM; SWEDENBORG, EMANUEL.

aliens, Russian oligarchs abducted by chess-playing. See ILYUMZHINOV, KIRSAN NIKOLAEVICH.

aliens, setting fire to the Sahara to signal. See GAUSS, JOHANN CARL FRIEDRICH.

Allatius, Leo (1586-1669), Greek scholar, theologian and keeper of the Vatican library. Allatius was trained as a physician but delighted in exploring all manner of curious subjects with a prolific output of manuscript musings. In 1645, he produced the first methodical discussion of vampires in the form of ‘De Graecorum hodie quorundam opinationibus’ (On Certain Modern Opinions Among the Greeks), a letter written to the papal doctor Paulus Zacchias (1584-1659), relating the Greek fear of the vrykolakes, which rather confusingly is the Slavic word for werewolf but was used to refer to the vampire idea.

An enormous trove of around 150 of Allatius’s manuscripts and scholarly correspondence remains in the collection of the Biblioteca Vallicelliana, Rome, the majority of which have never been published. The most famous is the treatise credited to Allatius entitled ‘De praeputio Domini nostri Jesu Christi diatriba’ (A Discussion of the Foreskin of Our Lord Jesus Christ). Since the earliest days of biblical scholarship there was a debate about the Holy Prepuce and whether Jesus can be said to have wholly ascended to heaven if he left the severed part behind. One view was that this was no more significant than the hair, fingernails and blood he shed during his terrestrial existence. Another view, which became the standard from the fourth century, was that Jesus was restored in full following his resurrection. In De praeputio…, Allatius offers an alternative suggestion: that the foreskin of the son of God ascended to the heavens along with its owner, but it transformed into the recently discovered rings of Saturn. Which ranks in strangeness with the apocryphal account of Catherine of Siena (1347-1380) marrying Jesus with a wedding ring he fashioned from his own prepuce.

Allegro, John Marco (1923-1988), English archeologist, Dead Sea Scrolls scholar, lecturer in Comparative Semitic Philology at Manchester University, and ‘the Liberace of Biblical scholarship’, as his Daily Telegraph obituarist Hugh Massingberd refers to him. Allegro launched a fascinating book in 1970 that instantly torpedoed his academic career. In The Sacred Mushroom and the Cross Allegro argues that Christianity began as a shamanistic cult, and that the stories of Christianity originated with the stories of the earlier mystic Jewish sect of the Essenes.

Where Allegro really lost his colleagues was with the claim that the Jesus Christ mentioned in the Gospels never existed, but was actually a code for a type of hallucinogenic mushroom, the Amanita muscaria; and that the teachings of Christianity were the product of an ancient ‘sex-and-mushroom’ cult under the influence of psychoactive drugs. Laying out his evidence, Allegro points to the striking fresco (see next page) in the Plaincourault Chapel, a twelfth-century chapel of the Knights Hospitaller in Mérigny, Indre, France. The scene is of the figures of Adam and Eve standing either side of a towering mushroom-headed plant, which Allegro saw as a clear indication of the cult practice of ingesting psychoactive plants to glimpse the mind of God.

‘Jesus as mushroom’ shouted the Time Magazine headline in June 1970 as part of a frenzied media reaction to the book’s release. ‘To some biblical scholars in Britain,’ writes the reviewer, ‘the new book looked like the psychedelic ravings of a hippie cultist. To others, it was merely an outlandish hoax. One described it as reading “like a Semitic philologist’s erotic nightmare.” ’ Hodder and Stoughton apologised for publishing the book and Allegro resigned from his university post.


[image: Fresco in Plaincourault Chapel, France, depicting Adam and Eve standing beside a large mushroom shaped plant.]
Fresco in Plaincourault Chapel showing Adam and Eve beside a mushroom-shaped plant.

Amalie, Princess Alexandra (1826-1875), German princess convinced that she had swallowed a glass piano in her youth. The eighth child and fifth daughter of King Ludwig I of Bavaria and of his wife, Princess Therese of Saxe-Hildburghausen, Alexandra suffered from a number of complex psychological eccentricities that today might bring a diagnosis of obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD). Obsessed with cleanliness and insistent on wearing only brilliantly white clothes, Alexandra developed her most notorious delusion in her early twenties, when she became convinced that as a child she had swallowed a full-size piano made of glass which remained intact inside her. The belief caused her to move with great care, avoiding human touch, shuffling slowly down corridors so as not to trip, and passing sideways through doorways for fear that any jolt could cause the internal piano to shatter into fragments. Ludwig and his physicians could not persuade her to abandon her glass delusion. Alexandra became a recluse and embarked on a literary career, writing well-regarded collections of stories and children’s plays. Never to marry, she died at the age of 49, having always been, as her father lamented, too fragile for this world.

See also BECHER, JOHANN JOACHIM.


[image: A portrait of Alexandra Amalie von Bayern, German princess and daughter of King Ludwig I of Bavaria.]
Portrait of Alexandra Amalie von Bayern.

angels, foul-mouthed. See COPPE, ABIEZER.

animal-human translation devices. See DUROV, VLADIMIR.

animal kingdom, comprehensive eating of. See BUCKLAND, FRANCIS TREVELYAN.

ants, gold-digging. See PLINY THE ELDER.

Aphrodite, establishing New York church of. See BOTKIN, GLEB.

architecture, infernal. See GALILEI, GALILEO.

assistants, feline. See PEDRICK, ARTHUR PAUL.

assistants who drew the short straw. See ALBERTI, HELENE; BEAUMONT, WILLIAM; DI SANGRO OF SANSEVERO, PRINCE RAIMONDO; SENN, NICHOLAS.

association of famous ghosts relaying instructions for humanity. See SPEAR, JOHN MURRAY.

astronomers, stroking the. See GREATRAKES, VALENTINE.

Atlantis, convincing British government to launch expedition to find. See DONNELLY, IGNATIUS.

Atlantis found at the North Pole. See WARREN, WILLIAM FAIRFIELD.

Atlantis, mapping of. See KIRCHER, ATHANASIUS.

Atlantis, Principality of. See MOTT, JOHN.

Australia, placing gigantic sea at centre of. See MASLEN, THOMAS.

autobiographies, fictitious. See CHRIST, ZAGA; MORRELL, BENJAMIN; PSALMANAZAR, GEORGE.





B

babbling nonsense as ‘Indonesian’. See BAKER, MARY.

babes, from the mouths of tickled. See LEUBA, CLARENCE JAMES.

babies, terrible ancient advice for. See PLINY THE ELDER.


[image: A portrait of American entrepreneur and economist Roger Ward Babson, founder of the Gravity Research Foundation.]
Roger Ward Babson.

Babson, Roger Ward (1875-1967), American entrepreneur, economist, enemy of gravity. A graduate of MIT and successful investor and business theorist, he established the private business school Babson College in Wellesley, Massachusetts, in 1919. His true obsession, however, was with finding a cure for gravity. In an essay titled ‘Gravity – Our Enemy Number One’, Babson reveals that the universal force had been his natural enemy since the childhood drowning of his sister – ‘she was unable to fight gravity,’ he writes, ‘which came up and seized her like a dragon and brought her to the bottom.’

In 1948, he set up the Gravity Research Foundation in New Boston, New Hampshire (deeming this location to be a safe distance from prominent nuclear-attack targets), to research technology for antigravity, gravitational shielding and a ‘partial gravity insulator’. The foundation’s conferences were attended by notables such as Clarence Birdseye (founder of the eponymous frozen food company) and Igor Sikorsky, the helicopter inventor. Guests were on occasion hosted in ‘anti-gravity’ chairs that raised their feet above their heads while they listened to lectures. Einstein’s theory of relativity makes such a shield from gravity impossible, with gravity not a force but a warping of spacetime, but that didn’t dissuade Babson from his certainty that it was simply about finding the right material. ‘I’m no scientist,’ he told the press, ‘but I do know what I’m trying to find out and how I’m going to go about it… few people realize that Edison experimented with more than 8,000 materials before he finally hit on the right one that gave him a filament for his electric light bulb.’ Remarkably, Babson’s organisation remains active today, albeit with slightly more down-to-earth expectations, offering awards of up to $4,000 for essays on gravity-related discussions.

backflips, involuntary. See CASATI, MARCHESA LUISA.

Backster, Grover Cleveland ‘Cleve’ (1924-2013), CIA specialist and houseplant interrogator. Backster founded the CIA’s polygraph unit shortly after World War II; and after leaving the agency established the Backster School of Lie Detection located in San Diego, California, the longest-standing polygraph school in the world. While at a loose end in the early hours of 2 February 1966, Backster decided to hook up a Dracaena fragrans houseplant to a polygraph machine. Curiosity led him to see if he could elicit a stress response by burning its leaves, but he claimed that, as he went to strike a match, the plant reacted. Reading this as sign that the plant could psychically sense harmful intention, he conducted another experiment in which he recorded a plant’s response to the death of brine shrimp as they were boiled in water in another room.


[image: Cleve Backster attaches a Dracaena houseplant to a lie detector during his experiments into plant perception.]
Cleve Backster attaching a houseplant to a lie detector.

The results he registered convinced him that plants possessed telepathic awareness. Plants, he argued, not only perceived human intentions, but also reacted to other human thoughts and emotions. In The Secret Life of Plants (1973), Peter Tompkins and Christopher Bird reported Backster’s findings that plants had a previously undiscovered ‘primary perception’ that could pick up on human thought, and he became an instant celebrity. Invited on to the talk-show circuit he was interviewed by Johnny Carson, David Frost and others; and a popular documentary with the same title as the book was distributed by Paramount Pictures with a soundtrack by Stevie Wonder.

All this, despite the fact that Backster’s research and the book were derided as pseudoscientific nonsense by the scientific community. Researchers at Cornell University and the Science Unlimited Research Foundation, San Antonio, Texas, announced they could find no reaction in plants with proximity to the death of brine shrimp in another room. Backster explained that they did not follow his exact techniques, and he had no interest in repeating the experiment himself.

baffling. See HAMPSON, DAVID.

Bain, Steven (b.1972), English foot-fetishist and convicted sock-swindler. Bain and accomplice Steven Gawthrop (b.1968) became known as the ‘Southport Sockmen’ in the British press after a two-year campaign of sock-trickery in which they approached victims in bars and clubs around the English town of Southport and convinced them into handing over their socks for a charitable cause. In fact, the Southport Sockmen were stockpiling the socks for their own sexual gratification, while also keeping a database of the owners’ names and photographs. When their flat was raided in 1998 the police found a hoard of an estimated 30,000 used socks piled 18in (45cm) deep throughout the residence. ‘They were everywhere and anywhere,’ a police officer told the Southport Visiter. ‘They were all over the furniture, hanging from lampshades and even in the microwave, frying pan and cooker. It was like there had been an explosion in a sock factory and socks had blown all over the place. In my 25 years with the police I have never seen anything like it.’ Bain and Gawthrop were both sentenced to serve an eighteen-month prison sentence.

Baker, James Edward (1922-1975), aka Father Yod; rock-band-leader, bank robber, cult leader, vegetarian restaurateur. Baker’s is a true ‘only in LA’ story: a former US Marine who shot down thirteen Japanese fighter planes in World War II, on his return home he opened a gym, then unsuccessfully auditioned for the role of Tarzan in a Hollywood movie. He killed a man in 1955 in an argument over a pitbull, and later killed the husband of his TV actress lover Jean Ingram in 1963 with two karate chops and a bullet to the head, serving three months for manslaughter after it was determined he acted in self-defence. He robbed somewhere between three and eleven banks; then made the rather unexpected switch to becoming a phenomenally successful restaurateur, opening one of the first vegetarian diners in the USA, called The Source, on Los Angeles’ Sunset Strip, with regular customers including John Lennon, Joni Mitchell and Marlon Brando.

In the early 1970s, Baker launched another rebrand and founded a utopian cult in the Hollywood Hills called the Source Family, or the Brotherhood of the Source, labelling himself the supreme godhead Father Yod, and used the proceeds of his restaurants to buy a purple Rolls-Royce and set up a commune at a Georgian-style mansion in Los Feliz. There, he led up to 140 followers in ritual smoking of marijuana and tantric sex sessions, taking fourteen young women as his wives. Father Yod soon saw music as the medium for his teachings and in 1973 founded the extreme psychedelic rock band Ya Ho Wha 13, releasing nine LPs. He died in 1975 after confidently leaping off a 1,300ft (400m) Hawaiian cliff in a hang-glider, having never flown a hang-glider before.

Baker, Mary (c.1792-1864), née Willcocks, alias ‘Princess Caraboo’. English impostor. On 3 April 1817, a disoriented young woman in unusual dress appeared in the village of Almondsbury, speaking in a language no-one understood. She was brought to the local magistrate Samuel Worrall and his American wife Elizabeth, who gradually understood that the woman referred to herself as ‘Caraboo’ and appeared to communicate in ‘Indonesian’ languages. She was sent to be tried for vagrancy, but while imprisoned encountered a Portuguese sailor named Manuel Eynesso who claimed to be able to act as translator, and relayed her story: she was Princess Caraboo of the island of Javasu in the Indian Ocean. After being kidnapped by pirates, she had escaped by jumping overboard in the Bristol Channel and swimming ashore.


[image: Princess Caraboo, the alias adopted by English impostor Mary Baker, shown in elaborate dress in 1817.]
Princess Caraboo (Mary Baker), 1817.

On learning of her nobility, the Worralls proudly took in the princess, and her story filled the newspapers of the local cities of Bristol and Bath. Caraboo demonstrated the pastimes of her homeland, performing archery, fencing and swimming nude, while regularly praying to her god Allah-Talla. Her identity was verified by a local Dr Wilkinson who confirmed she spoke an exotic language collected in Edmund Fry’s authoritative linguistic encyclopaedia Pantographia (1799). The deception lasted a full ten weeks before a Mrs Neale saw an illustration of Princess Caraboo in the Bristol Journal and recognised her as Mary Willcocks, a servant girl from her boarding house with a previously useless talent for speaking nonsense language.

The British press crowed over the hoax and Baker fled to Philadelphia to exhibit herself on stage, to little success. In 1824, she returned to England to tour as Princess Caraboo, but the act was a failure, and she retreated from the spotlight to raise a family and sell slugs to medical practitioners.

Bakkevig, Martha Kold (b.1962), Norwegian scientist and sodden-underwear enthusiast. Together with Ruth Nielson, Bakkevig conducted and published the study ‘Impact of Wet Underwear on Thermoregulatory Comfort in the Cold’ in Ergonomics, Vol. 37, No. 8, 8 August 1994. Bakkevig, of Sintef Unimed in Trondheim, Norway, enlisted a group of male volunteers to wear wet underpants of different materials – wool, cotton, polypropylene – while sat in a chair in a cold test chamber. Temperature sensors were fixed to the men’s skin, and each sat with a rectal thermometer inserted for one hour. Every ten minutes they were required to answer a questionnaire, noting whether they were (a) shivering, (b) sweating and (c) comfortable or uncomfortable, among other questions. At the end of the experiment several constants were noted, including:


Men wearing wet underwear always reported their underwear felt wet.



Men wearing dry underwear always reported their underwear felt dry.

Men with wet underwear felt colder, and less comfortable, than men with dry underwear.

It was concluded that wearing wet underwear in a cold room affected thermal comfort.

bank-robbers, cretinous. See WHEELER, MACARTHUR.

Banksy, the original. See STACE, ARTHUR.

Barltrop, Mabel (1866-1934), alias Octavia, female Messiah and founder of the millenarian religious group Panacea Society. Following the death of her clergyman husband, Barltrop adopted the name Octavia and announced herself the daughter of God. In 1919, she and twelve apostles were inspired by the teachings of the Devonshire prophet Joanna Southcott (see p.326) to found the Community of the Holy Ghost (later renamed the Panacea Society) at 12 Albany Road in the rural English market town of Bedford, believing the town to have been the original location of the Garden of Eden. In anticipation of the imminent second coming of Christ, in which the son of God was expected to join them for tea in their garden, they maintained for Him an end-of-terrace house on Albany Road which they named ‘the Ark’. Whenever a member of the Society died, their house was locked up and left precisely as they had left it, so they could return to it following the Resurrection.

In the meantime, their driving mission as they saw it was to convince the required twenty-four Anglican bishops (as stipulated by Southcott) to open her famous and mysterious sealed box of prophecies. This goal was pursued by Barltrop and her followers throughout the twentieth century by taking out advertisements in local and national newspapers, urging the box be opened to save the world. In the late 1920s and early 1930s the Society gathered over 100,000 signatures demanding the box be opened; by the 1970s the Society was hiring billboards urging, ‘War, disease, crime and banditry, distress of nations and perplexity will increase until the Bishops open Joanna Southcott’s box.’

The last member of the Society, Ruth Klein, died in 2012, and the Society ceased to function as a religious community. It still exists today in the form of the Panacea Charitable Trust, which maintains the Panacea Museum in the Society’s former headquarters, and aims to educate about Christianity and the beliefs of the Panacea Society, as well as provide grants for the relief of poverty and sickness in the local area. Joanna Southcott’s box can today be found on display in the Panacea Museum.

See also SOUTHCOTT, JOANNA.

Bates, William Horatio (1860-1931), American ophthalmologist and amnesiac who argued against the use of eyeglasses. Bates’s early CV is respectable: he graduated from Cornell University in 1881, earned a medical degree from Columbia University’s College of Physicians and Surgeons in 1885; worked as a physician at several hospitals in New York state; and taught ophthalmology between 1886 and 1891 at the New York Postgraduate Medical School and Hospital. Things then took a wild turn in 1902, when Bates vanished. His wife Margaret frantically searched for him for six weeks until she got word that he was working as an assistant at Charing Cross Hospital, London, England, where he had initially been admitted as a patient. When she arrived at the hospital, she found him in a state of nervous exhaustion with no memory of how he had got there. Two days later, he disappeared again. Margaret scoured England and continental Europe, before returning to the USA to carry on the search for him there. She died soon afterwards, never having found him. Bates was eventually discovered in 1910 by a colleague, practising medicine in Grand Forks, North Dakota, for six years. He was persuaded to return to Manhattan where he then worked as an attending physician in Harlem Hospital until 1922.

In 1920, Bates produced a now notorious – in ophthalmology circles, at least – volume entitled Cure of Imperfect Eyesight by Treatment Without Glasses, in which he puts forward some truly dazzling crackpottery. First of all, ditch the eyeglasses, he writes, which are merely ‘eye-crutches’. The common scientific understanding that focus of the eye is achieved by muscles changing the shape of the lens is wrong – instead, it’s due to muscles at the side of the eyeball that pull the entire ball into different lengths and shapes. We also learn that near- and far-sightedness, squinting, astigmatisms, glaucoma, cataracts, even the ‘illusion’ of the twinkling of stars, are caused not by physical issues but by strain due to ‘abnormal conditions of the mind’. All could be remedied with the power of thought. He proposes his technique of ‘palming’, in which the patient covers their eyes with their hands until they ‘can see perfect black’. Only at this point will their eyesight be remedied, which he backs up with the anecdote of a patient who announced he was cured after being made to endure twenty hours of continuous palming. Bates recommends reading in adverse conditions like dim light, and staring directly at the Sun in bursts to bathe one’s retina in its healing light.

Bates’s claims, however patently absurd, built him a following that included the English writer Aldous Huxley (1894-1963), who felt that his eyesight had greatly improved by following the Bates system. Huxley published The Art of Seeing in 1942, summarising Bates’s theories and recommending the technique of ‘nose-writing’, in which you imagine that your nose is 8in (20cm) long with a pencil at its tip. You then close your eyes and write your signature in the air with your imaginary nose-pencil. ‘A little nose writing, followed by a few minutes of palming… will result in a perceptible temporary improvement of defective vision,’ writes one of the most respected authors in English literature.


[image: William Horatio Bates and his female assistant face each other during a demonstration of his unconventional vision methods.]
Bates and his assistant.


[image: William Horatio Bates demonstrates his technique of palming, covering his closed eyes with both hands.]
Bates’s technique of ‘palming’.


[image: William Horatio Bates treats a patient by focusing the Sun’s rays onto the sclera of the patient’s eye.]
Bates treating a patient by focusing the Sun’s rays on the sclera of their eye.

beans, fear of farting out one’s soul due to consumption of. See PYTHAGORAS OF SAMOS.

bearded mask made of human parts, preachers who wore. See PEDEN, ALEXANDER.

bear-proof armour, testing of. See HURTUBISE, TROY JAMES.

Beaumont, William (1785-1853), US Army surgeon and ‘father of gastric physiology’. Modern understanding of the gastric system owes much to a Canadian fur trapper of the American Fur Company named Alexis St Martin (1802-1880), who on Mackinac Island on 6 June 1822 was accidentally blasted in the stomach with buckshot by a colleague and left with a gaping wound in his stomach. Beaumont was the surgeon who treated him. St Martin’s injury was so severe he wasn’t expected to survive, but Beaumont’s operation saved his life, although it left the patient with the curious feature of a fistula, or permanent opening, just below his chest. Beaumont discovered that this allowed him to observe the workings of the man’s gastric system as it processed his meals.

Sensing an opportunity, in 1825 Beaumont hired St Martin to be his assistant and began performing a series of increasingly bizarre experiments on him at Fort Niagara in New York. He fed St Martin meals while inserting instruments through the man’s stomach window to scoop food samples for analysis. Sometimes he tied string around pieces of meat and bread and dropped them directly into the stomach via the opening, occasionally removing them to measure the progress of digestion. He also withdrew samples of the man’s stomach acid to study its dissolution of food in cups. St Martin found the experiments so distressing that he fled to Canada in September of that same year, but Beaumont had him caught and returned for further experimentation. The result of these years of abuse was Beaumont’s highly regarded work Experiments and Observations on the Gastric Juice and the Physiology of Digestion, published in 1833, with readers oblivious to the true measure of suffering involved in its production.

Becher, Johann Joachim (1635-1682/85), German physician, alchemist, instigator of ‘phlogiston’ theory, and aspiring glazier of the dead. One of the most famous German chemists of the seventeenth century, Becher is perhaps most commonly remembered for the proposal he puts forward in Physica subterranea (1669) of there being three previous unknown chemical principles, or ‘earths’. One of these was a fifth fire-like element, which he called terra pinguisi but later renamed as phlogiston (Greek for ‘combustible’). The existence of phlogiston neatly explained both combustion and oxidation. It was such a powerful and convenient theory that it persisted for a century – when the English scientist Joseph Priestley (1733-1804) discovered oxygen in 1774, independently of the German-Swede Carl Wilhelm Scheele’s (1742-1786) same discovery the year before, he named it ‘dephlogisticated air’. It was the eighteenth-century French scientist Antoine-Laurent de Lavoisier (1743-1794) who was the first to recognise oxygen as a chemical element, and that it was actually the role of oxygen that drove the two processes, which is when he coined the term ‘oxygen’ in 1777.

Where Becher’s eccentricity really dazzles is elsewhere in Physica subterranea when he claims to have discovered a successful method of converting human corpses into glass objects. This could well be as useful a discovery to society as phlogiston, he believed, as bereaved families could find comfort in immortalising their deceased by turning them into beautiful glass household items to surround themselves with. The basis of this was his knowledge of silicon existing in the human body which, while true, is in such minor amounts that there is unfortunately no potential for glass-blowing humans.

See also AMALIE, PRINCESS ALEXANDRA.



[image: An elaborate frontispiece from the 1738 edition of alchemist Johann Joachim Becher’s Physica subterranea, originally published in 1669.]
The magnificently weird frontispiece of the 1738 edition of alchemist Johann Joachim Becher’s Physica subterranea (1669).

Beddoes, Thomas (1760-1808), pioneering English physician with interesting ideas about odour. Beddoes wondered why butchers, who were commonly pictured as giant rosy-cheeked men, were the epitome of health. One told him that he found it very wholesome to ‘swallow the steam’ which poured out of a freshly cut-open sheep.

Beddoes took this idea and conceived a treatment using the odour of animals, ‘the smell of meat’, even wondering whether it could be bottled and delivered to patients to inhale at home. With beef being considered so healthy, he decided cows were the ideal test animal, and so he devised the ‘cow-house’ treatment (for which he was widely mocked). At his clinic at Hope Square, Bristol, he treated patients with tuberculosis by keeping cows in a byre alongside the building. The patient’s bedroom was partitioned with a curtain, through which poked the head of a cow, which was encouraged by Beddoes to breathe its medicinal odour upon the invalid. It didn’t work. Beddoes felt the sting of this failure rather keenly, it seems: on his deathbed he wrote a note to the chemist Sir Humphry Davy: ‘Greetings from Dr. Beddoes, one who has scattered abroad the Avena Fatua [wild oats] of knowledge, from which neither branch nor blossom nor fruit has resulted.’


[image: Harry Bensley poses in an armoured helmet beside a companion and pram, claiming a wager required him to walk around the world in disguise.]
Harry Bensley, the man who took a bet to walk around the world while wearing a helmet and pushing a pram.

Bensley, Harry (1876-1956), English rake, adventurer, suspected fraudster. Search Bensley’s name and you’ll find the magnificent story of his wager in 1908 with the American financier John Pierpont Morgan (1837-1913), who debated with Hugh Cecil Lowther, 5th Earl of Lonsdale, at London’s National Sporting Club whether it would be possible for a man to travel the world without ever showing his face. Bensley, a wealthy playboy, overheard the conversation and offered to test the theory. Morgan and Lonsdale made a wager, with the agreed prize of £21,000 (around £2.8 million today) to go to Bensley if he could achieve a masked walk around the world. The conditions included that he could never be identified, he could take only one change of underwear, he had to pick up a wife along the way, and he had to wear an iron mask weighing 4.5lb (2kg) from a suit of armour while also pushing a baby’s perambulator.

The bet was covered in the London Times newspaper and crowds gathered at Trafalgar Square to wave Bensley off on his world tour in late 1908. He was to finance the journey by selling commemorative postcards as he went. For the next six years nothing was heard of Bensley, until he arrived back in London having travelled through Ireland, Canada, America, Japan, China, India, Persia, Egypt, Turkey, the Balkans and Italy, turning down 200 offers of marriage, some from titled ladies. Disappointingly Morgan had aborted the wager when World War I broke out, but because Bensley had already covered 30,000 miles (48,000km) with just a few hundred remaining, a compensatory sum of £4,000 had been agreed.

Today, none of this is thought to be true. The idea of the bet was entirely fabricated by Harry Bensley, AKA Harry Burrell, AKA Harry Barker, a labourer and experienced fraudster who had previously served a sentence of four years’ penal servitude for fraud and bigamy. It was while languishing in his prison cell that he had dreamt up the scheme. After leaving with great fanfare from Trafalgar Square, Bensley did indeed walk around numerous places in Britain, selling his postcards and pamphlets, but there is no evidence that he ever left English shores. He simply disappeared by taking off the helmet and going about his regular life for six years, until donning the helmet again and announcing his return. With the outbreak of war, the story was forgotten. The postcards he sold featuring photographs of himself wearing the helmet are today collectors’ items (I have one hanging on the wall of my downstairs loo).

Bessler, Johann Ernst Elias (c.1680-1745), alias Orffyreus, or Orffyré, German entrepreneur, fraudster, inventor of the impossible.

In 1712, Bessler arrived in the town of Gera with the announcement that he had devised and constructed a perpetual motion device. At 6½ft (2m) in diameter his ‘self-moving wheel’ loomed over its inventor



[image: An illustration of Johann Bessler’s perpetual motion machine being set in motion, from The Triumphant Orffyrean Perpetual Motion, 1719.]
Johann Bessler’s perpetual motion machine being launched into action, from his The Triumphant Orffyrean Perpetual Motion (1719).







[image: John Bigg, the Dinton Hermit, depicted wearing clothing and boots fashioned from numerous stitched pieces of leather.]
John Bigg the Dinton Hermit.







[image: Helena Blavatsky, co founder of the Theosophical Society, in a detail from an 1884 oil painting by Hermann Schmiechen.]
Helena Blavatsky, detail of an oil painting by Hermann Schmiechen, 1884; in a private collection.

























[image: A portrait of Dr John R. Brinkley in 1921, an American medical con artist known for performing experimental goat gland transplants.]
Dr John R. Brinkley in 1921.















[image: Arthur Bryant, the Maggot King, English entrepreneur and founder of the Maggotorium, where tuberculosis patients inhaled fumes from maggot-filled rotting meat.]
Arthur Bryant the Maggot King.












[image: Dentist-turned-psychic painter Marian Spore Bush at work beside one of her paintings, which she claimed was inspired by communications from the spirit world.]
Dentist-turned-psychic-painter Marian Spore Bush at work.
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