
strange histories

Strange histories have always intrigued humanity, as they reveal the bizarre and often inexplicable

facets of our past. History is not just a collection of dates and events; it is filled with peculiar

occurrences, odd characters, and surreal tales that challenge our understanding of reality. From

bizarre inventions to unusual customs, these strange histories not only entertain but also provide

insights into the cultures and societies that birthed them. In this article, we will explore some of the

most curious and bewildering stories from history, examining their origins and implications.

Unusual Inventions and Discoveries

Throughout history, inventors and scientists have created things that range from the practical to the

outright bizarre. Some inventions were ahead of their time, while others were simply strange.

The Mechanical Turk

One of the most famous oddities in the world of inventions is the Mechanical Turk, an 18th-century

chess-playing automaton. Created by Wolfgang von Kempelen in 1770, it appeared to be a machine

capable of playing chess against human opponents.

- Mystery and Deception: The Mechanical Turk was not, in fact, an automaton but a cleverly disguised

human operator hidden inside the machine. This deception was not revealed until years later, leading

many to marvel at the supposed advancements in robotics.

- Cultural Impact: The Mechanical Turk sparked interest in artificial intelligence and robotics, laying the

groundwork for future innovations.



The Great Emu War

In 1932, Australia faced an unusual conflict known as the Great Emu War. After World War I, many

soldiers were given land to farm, but the land was soon overrun by emus, large flightless birds native

to Australia.

- The Campaign: In an attempt to control the emu population, the Australian government deployed

soldiers armed with machine guns. However, the emus proved surprisingly elusive, leading to a series

of failed attempts to curb their numbers.

- Outcomes: Ultimately, the emus triumphed over the military efforts, resulting in the emus continuing

to thrive in the region. The Great Emu War is often cited as a humorous example of man versus

nature.

Strange Customs and Traditions

Many cultures have developed strange customs and traditions that may seem odd to outsiders but

hold significant meaning within their societies.

The Dancing Plague of 1518

In July 1518, residents of Strasbourg (then part of the Holy Roman Empire) experienced an

inexplicable phenomenon known as the Dancing Plague.

- The Outbreak: It began with a woman named Frau Troffea, who started dancing fervently in the

streets. Within a week, dozens had joined her, dancing uncontrollably for days without rest.

- Consequences: The authorities believed that the dancers were possessed and attempted to cure

them by encouraging more dancing. The event led to the deaths of several dancers from exhaustion or

heart attacks.



- Explanations: Historians have proposed various theories for this strange occurrence, including mass

hysteria, ergot poisoning from moldy bread, or psychological stress.

Body Modification Practices

Various cultures have engaged in body modification practices that may seem strange or extreme to

outsiders. These practices often hold deep cultural significance.

- Foot Binding in China: For centuries, Chinese women underwent foot binding, a painful process that

involved tightly wrapping the feet to achieve a small size. This practice was seen as a symbol of

beauty and status.

- The Maori Moko: The Maori people of New Zealand have a tradition of tattooing known as moko.

These tattoos are deeply significant, representing the individual's identity, lineage, and social status.

- Skull Shaping: Certain ancient cultures, such as the Mayans and Incas, practiced cranial shaping,

intentionally deforming the skulls of infants to achieve specific shapes believed to signify beauty or

status.

Unexplained Events and Mysteries

History is replete with unexplained events and mysteries that continue to baffle researchers and

historians alike.

The Disappearance of the Roanoke Colony

In 1587, a group of English settlers established a colony on Roanoke Island, off the coast of North

Carolina. When supply ships returned three years later, they found the colony abandoned, with no

signs of struggle or where the settlers had gone.



- The Clue: The only clue left behind was the word "Croatoan" carved into a tree. Theories range from

assimilation with local tribes to a disastrous fate, but the mystery remains unsolved.

- Cultural Significance: The disappearance of the Roanoke Colony has inspired countless theories,

books, and films, making it one of the most famous unsolved mysteries in American history.

The Wow! Signal

In 1977, astronomer Jerry R. Ehman detected a strong radio signal while working on a SETI (Search

for Extraterrestrial Intelligence) project at Ohio State University. The signal lasted for 72 seconds and

appeared to come from the direction of the Sagittarius constellation.

- The Signal's Nature: The signal was so unusual that Ehman wrote "Wow!" in red ink on the printout,

leading to its name. Despite extensive research, the source of the signal has never been identified.

- Implications: The Wow! Signal continues to be a topic of interest in the search for extraterrestrial life,

raising questions about the universe and our place within it.

Odd Figures in History

History is filled with peculiar characters whose actions and lifestyles have left an indelible mark.

Nicholas Flamel

Nicholas Flamel, a French scribe and philanthropist, is best known today as a legendary alchemist

purported to have discovered the Philosopher's Stone, a substance said to grant immortality and the

ability to turn base metals into gold.

- Historical Facts: Flamel was a real person who lived in the 14th and 15th centuries, but the



alchemical legends surrounding him developed long after his death, becoming part of popular culture.

- Cultural Influence: Flamel's story has inspired countless books, films, and video games, solidifying his

status as a figure entwined with the supernatural.

Emperor Nero

Nero, the fifth emperor of Rome, is often remembered for his tyrannical rule and bizarre antics. His

reign was marked by extravagance, cruelty, and artistic pursuits that seemed to defy the norms of

leadership.

- The Great Fire of Rome: In 64 AD, a great fire ravaged Rome, and rumors spread that Nero had

started it to clear land for his opulent palace. He famously played the lyre while the city burned,

leading to the perception of his indifference to the suffering of his people.

- Cultural Legacy: Nero's reputation as a mad emperor has persisted throughout history, influencing

depictions of tyrants in literature and film.

Conclusion

The world of strange histories is vast and varied, filled with odd inventions, peculiar customs,

unexplained mysteries, and bizarre figures. These stories not only entertain but also challenge our

perceptions of history and humanity. By exploring these unusual tales, we gain a deeper

understanding of the complexities of human nature and the rich tapestry of our past. As we continue to

uncover the secrets of history, we are reminded that the world is often stranger than fiction, and our

understanding of it is always evolving.



Frequently Asked Questions

What was the significance of the Dancing Plague of 1518?

The Dancing Plague of 1518 was an unusual phenomenon in Strasbourg where hundreds of people

danced uncontrollably for days. Historians theorize it may have been caused by mass hysteria or ergot

poisoning from moldy bread.

How did the Great Emu War of 1932 unfold in Australia?

The Great Emu War was a wildlife management operation where Australian soldiers attempted to curb

the emu population that was damaging crops. Despite their efforts, the emus outmaneuvered the

soldiers, leading to a humorous defeat.

What led to the creation of the 'Cadaver Synod' in 897 AD?

The Cadaver Synod was a bizarre trial where the corpse of Pope Formosus was exhumed and put on

trial by Pope Stephen VI. The event was driven by political power struggles within the Church and

highlighted the absurdity of ecclesiastical politics at the time.

Why did a giant chocolate bar cause a riot in 1947 in the UK?

In 1947, a promotional event in the UK featured a giant chocolate bar meant to generate publicity for a

candy company. The excitement spiraled out of control, leading to a riot as crowds rushed to get a

piece of the chocolate.

What was the 'Year Without a Summer' in 1816?

The Year Without a Summer occurred in 1816, primarily due to the volcanic eruption of Mount

Tambora in Indonesia. The eruption led to global temperature drops, causing widespread crop failures

and food shortages, famously referenced in Mary Shelley's 'Frankenstein'.



How did the 'Battle of the Somme' influence modern warfare?

The Battle of the Somme in 1916 was one of the largest battles in WWI, marked by its use of trench

warfare and the first major use of tanks. It highlighted the horrors of war and led to changes in military

strategies and technologies in subsequent conflicts.

What strange event occurred during the 1950s Cold War involving a

pet cat?

During the Cold War, the CIA attempted to use a cat named 'Acoustic Kitty' as a spy device,

implanting microphones in her body to gather intelligence. The project was ultimately deemed a failure,

reflecting the lengths to which agencies would go in espionage.

What was the purpose of the 'Hunger Stones' used in Europe?

Hunger Stones are large stones with inscriptions that emerged during periods of drought in Europe.

They served as warnings of famine, with messages carved into them indicating the water level. They

reemerged in recent years as climate change has caused droughts.
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