Accidental Accomplishments
He cultivated it and fenced it
and planted it with the choicest vines...
and he expected that it should bring forth grapes,
but it brought forth wild grapes.
(Isaiah 5:2)
Since so many good things are discovered by accident, shouldn't accidents be encouraged? (Ashleigh Brilliant, in Pot-Shots)

The medieval alchemists sought methods for forming gold out of cheaper metals. They failed and are sneered at in consequence. In the process of searching, however, they discovered the strong acids: sulfuric acid, nitric acid, and hydrochloric acid--substances infinitely more useful to modern industry than gold could possibly be. They get no credit for this. (Isaac Asimov's Book of Chance, p. 18)

Barry Fitzgerald, the stage and screen actor, began his career when as a visitor backstage at Dublin's Abbey Theater he was accidentally shoved onstage during a mob scene. (Ripley's Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance)

Chicken feet may soon provide a new burn treatment. Scientist Harry Robertson discovered the process while working in his lab in Maryland. He accidentally burned himself over a Bunsen burner and by chance reached for a new gel made from chicken feet. His untested process worked. The pain stopped immediately and Harry's burn healed without a scar. The gel called Revital, is now being market-tested. Harry claims it regenerates nerve and muscle tissue, heals third-degree burns, and eliminates acne scarring, skin ulcerations and bedsores. 
(Ripley's Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance)
Buttered bread was invented by the astronomer Copernicus. He was trying to find a cure for the plague. (Noel Botham, in The Amazing Book of Useless Information, p. 165)

Anybody you know over age 67 is older than the cheeseburger. It was that long ago, in 1924, that Lionel Steinberger whimsically tossed a slice of cheese on a hamburger he was grilling in his dad's cafe in Pasadena, California. It soon was on the menu. (L. M. Boyd)

America was officially discovered in 1492 when Christopher Columbus set out with financial aid from the king and queen of Spain. But what the history books fail to point out is that it was all a complete accident! Columbus was, in fact, trying to discover a shortcut to the Orient, so he could bring the fabulous riches of the East back to his sponsors. (Ripley's Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 244)

Both Arturo Toscanini and Leonard Bernstein got their big opportunities as conductors when they were called upon to substitute. Toscanini, a cellist at the time, took the podium at the opera house in Rio de Janeiro and conducted Verdi's Aida from memory. Bernstein substituted for an ailing Bruno Walter in Carnegie Hall, and his performance as conductor made the front page of newspapers in New York the next morning. (Isaac Asimov's Book of Facts, p. 384)

In the 1890s, Josiah Bent of Milton, Mass., forgot to take his biscuits out of the oven in time. Got pretty crisp. So crisp, in fact, they crackled. So he coined the word “crackers.” (L. M. Boyd)

If descriptions of how the new drugs function seem hazy, that partly reflects how they were discovered. “Serendipity,” says George J. Galasso, a virologist at the NIH, “Many were discovered while people were looking for something else.” (Alan Sternberg, in Reader's Digest)

The first synthetic dye was produced by William Henry Perkin, an eighteen-year-old English schoolboy, in 1856. His teacher had mentioned how valuable it would be to have someone figure out how to make synthetic quinine, and Perkin decided to try in his home laboratory. He failed, but he noticed a purple tint in the mess he produced, left school, opened a factory -- and became a millionaire. (Isaac Asimov's Book of Facts, p. 99)

Hans Christian Oersted, a Danish professor of electricity and physics, was in the midst of a lecture in January 1819 when he discovered electromagnetism! He was demonstrating a wet-cell battery when he noticed that a nearby compass was pointing east instead of to the magnetic north. And presto, the connection between electricity and magnetism was made! (Ripley's Believe It Or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 149)
While seeking a Pacific entry to the Northwest Passage in January 1778, British explorer Captain James Cook found something else: Hawaii. He and his crew were the first Europeans to set foot on the islands – which he dubbed Sandwich after the fourth earl. Cook returned the next winter but was killed by islanders in a fight. In 2006, Hawaii, a state since 1959, hosted 104,000 visiting Europeans – and five million Americans. (Alison McLean, in Smithsonian)

In 1927, the silent movie actress Norma Talmadge started a Hollywood tradition when she blundered into a patch of wet cement outside of Grauman's Chinese Theatre in Hollywood. Since then, hundreds of movie stars have had their footprints and handprints enshrined in the cement outside the theatre. What began as a clumsy accident has resulted in the elevation of the theatre of one of Los Angeles' foremost tourist attractions. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It's a Weird World, p. 37)

At the World's Fair in St. Louis in 1904, a man selling ice cream ran out of dishes. In the next booth was a man selling waffles. The ice cream man borrowed some waffles and put the ice cream in the waffles. He found that people enjoyed eating their ice cream held by a waffle -- and the ice cream cone was born. (Charles Reichblum, in Knowledge in a Nutshell, p. 171)
In 1879, Proctor and Gamble's best seller was candles. But the company was in trouble. Thomas Edison had invented the light bulb, and it looked as if candles would become obsolete. Their fears became reality when the market for candles plummeted since they were now sold only for special occasions. The outlook appeared to be bleak for Proctor and Gamble. However, at this time, it seemed that destiny played a dramatic part in pulling the struggling company from the clutches of bankruptcy. A forgetful employee at a small factory in Cincinnati forgot to turn off his machine when he went to lunch. The result? A frothing mass of lather filled with air bubbles. He almost threw the stuff away but instead decided to make it into soap. The soap floated. Thus, Ivory soap was born and became the mainstay of the Proctor and Gamble Company. Why was soap that floats such a hot item at that time? In Cincinnati, during that period, some people bathed in the Ohio River. Floating soap would never sink and consequently never got lost. So, Ivory soap became a best seller. (Glenn Van Ekeren, in The Speaker's Sourcebook, p. 102)

The modern science of mineralogy began with an accident, in 1781. The French mineralogist Rene Just Hauy accidentally dropped a piece of calcite, and it broke into small fragments. When he bent to sweep it up, he noticed that every fragment had a neat geometrical shape. He discovered that minerals cleave in certain directions and that the cleavage planes meet at fixed angles. This eventually was found to reflect the arrangement of the atoms in the mineral. (Isaac Asimov's Book of Facts, p. 247)

A coincidence is a small miracle where God prefers to remain anonymous. (Bits & Pieces)

Struck oil accidentally while exhibiting a drilling set! Portable rotary drilling unit set up for demonstration purposes struck oil at the International Petroleum Exposition in Tulsa, Oklahoma. (Ripley's Book of Chance)

The largest oyster farm in the world is in France, in the Arcachon Basin off the Bay of Biscay. The development of the Arcachon beds came about by complete accident. A Portuguese cargo ship carrying oysters was shipwrecked off the coast of France, and the surviving mollusks founded a colony in the nearby Basin. (Richard B. Manchester, in Amazing Facts)

The famed Marennes oyster owes its origin to a peculiar incident that took place during the 17th-century religious wars. At the siege of La Rochelle -- described in Dumas’ The Three Musketeers -- the Huguenot defenders began tossing oysters from the parapets of the city when they ran out of more potent ammunition. Some of the missiles landed in the nearby salt marshes. Peasants who later found the oysters discovered the meat had turned an odd green color. The characteristic Marennes green proved to be the result of diatoms (algae) living in the marsh water. (Richard B. Manchester, in Amazing Facts, p. 206)

Am told the invention of the paper towel was an accident. First batch was supposed to have been soft bathroom tissue. (L. M. Boyd)

Even stranger are the stories of the chance discovery such as the one made by an exhausted Louis Pasteur , who brought us a cholera cure because he took a vacation. (Ripley's Believe It Or Not!: Book of Chance)

In 1928 a British bacteriologist at St. Mary's Hospital in London was conducting experiments with bacteria cultures. He accidentally left them by an open window one day, and when he later returned to his laboratory, he noticed that bits of fungus had flown into the room through the window and had landed on the bacterial culture. When he looked further, he discovered that no bacteria had grown around these bits of fungus. From this chance beginning, Alexander (later Sir Alexander) Fleming soon realized he had stumbled across a possible miracle drug to combat disease. Penicillin, as the drug was called, became so widely used that by 1950 it was being prescribed for 60 percent of all patients in the United States. (M. Hirsh Goldberg, in The Blunder Book, p. 106)

Charlie Chaplin broke into show business at age five because his mother, a music-hall performer, lost her voice during the performance and had to leave the stage, and Charlie went on and sang a well-known song. Halfway through the song a shower of money poured onto the stage. Charlie stopped singing and told the audience he would pick up the money first and then finish the song. The audience laughed. This was the first of millions of laughs in Charlie Chaplin's fabulous career. (Isaac Asimov's Book of Facts)

It was while he was examining urine, seeking the philosopher's stone (the major elixir needed to change baser metals into gold), that the German chemist Hennig brand discovered phosphorus. (Isaac Asimov)
Pink lemonade was created in 1857 by Pete Conklin who unwittingly used a bucket of water in which a circus performer had soaked his red tights. (Ripley's Believe It or Not!: Weird Inventions & Discoveries)
The entire plastics industry began because somebody was looking for a cheaper way to make billiard balls. In the nineteenth century, billiard balls were made of natural ivory, and were very expensive. A manufacturer offered $10,000 to anyone who could make a substitute material that would still be tough enough. A New York printer, John Hyatt, came up with the new material – plastics -- for billiard balls, and that was the beginning of the plastics industry. (Charles Reichblum, in Knowledge in a Nutshell, p. 175)

On a cold winter night in 1905, 11-year-old Frank Epperson went outside to whip up some homemade soda pop using powdered soda and water. As he was mixing the brew, he was called away--and forgot all about the beverage he was making. When he went back outside the next morning, he saw the jar and went over. The mix was frozen solid, the stirring stick standing erect in the center. He pulled on the stick and the frozen soda came out with it. The 11-year-old tasted the soda icicle: Not only was it tasty, but the locked-in carbonation made it light and gave it a nice texture. Epperson didn't have to be hit on the head to know what he had. He began making “Epsicles” for friends, their fame quickly spread, and soon he renamed them the more testive “Popsicles” -- after the soda pop from which they were made. Epperson received a patent for his dessert in 1923. (Jeff Rovin, in I Wish I'd Thought of That!, p. 33)

A donkey got loose in the vineyard of the Abbey of Marmoutier in Southern France. Chewed up a lot of vines. Our grapes are ruined, said the monks. Wrong. Next year came the best crop ever. Pruning helps, they realized and vintners have been pruning ever since. There is an unworthy play on words about the jackass that built the wine industry, but the historical truth is that pruning was truly a significant development. (L. M. Boyd)

In 1903, a chemist named Edouard Benedictus dropped a flask. It cracked but didn't break apart. He noted it had contained a solution of celluloid in acetone which had dried up. At that moment, he invented safety glass. (L. M. Boyd)

The safety pin , one of the most useful inventions, was created by Walter Hunt, a New York mechanic by accident -- he was idly twisting a wire while trying to think of something that would enable him to pay a debt of $15. (Ripley's Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 94)

A taffy seller on Atlantic City's Boardwalk in the late 1800s thought all his candy was ruined when a freak gust blew seawater all over it. He sold it, anyhow, as “saltwater taffy.” Buyers came back for more and the name stuck. (L. M. Boyd)
At the turn of the century, Dr. Ludwig Roselius was one of the leading coffee importers in Europe, as well as one of the leading figures in the hunt for jitter-free coffee.  But every time he and his associates were able to remove the caffeine from the bean, they also removed the flavor and aroma. In 1903, a shipment of coffee headed to Roselius’ warehouse was caught in a storm and soaked through with sea water.  Since the beans couldn’t be sold, he sent the entire batch to his researchers.  Much to their surprise, the scientists discovered that the beans reacted differently to the chemicals because they’d been immersed in salt water.  Experimenting with beans soaked in salt and water, they found that it was possible to extract 97 percent of the caffeine without losing the flavor. Dr. Roselius called the new coffee Sanka, a contraction of the French sans caffeine - ‘without caffeine’. (Jeff Rovin, in I Wish I’d Thought of That!, p. 32)

Achievement is often a happy offshoot, an accidental result, of the main effort. Exploiting these “happy accidents” is one of the most common sources of scientific discovery, as well as new ideas in many other fields.
Horace Walpole called this process Serendipity after the heroes in the fairy tale, The Three Princes of Serendip, who “were always making discoveries by accident of things they were not in quest of.” (Bits & Pieces)

In 1903 a Canadian blacksmith, Fred La Rose, of Cobalt, Ontario, threw his hammer at a marauding fox, missed--and struck silver. The hammer landed on what turned out to be the world's richest vein of silver. La Rose sold his claim for $30,000, and by 1913 the vein had yielded silver worth $300 million. (Reader's Digest Book of Facts, p. 360)

The big, fun-to-hold metal “Slinky” was the invention of engineer Richard James. In 1946, he was trying to create a powerful yet responsive spring that would function as a counter-balance for navigational instruments on ships--one that would keep them from giving inaccurate readings caused by wave motion. James' spring never made it to sea, but it sure was fun watching it walk down stairs. James had placed one of the prototypes on a high shelf and accidentally knocked it off. When he did so, it hit the floor and seemed to take on a life of its own: The spring hopped then fell to its side and wriggled about for a long moment. Realizing that he had a new and exciting toy, he formed the James Toy Company, found interested investors, and began manufacturing the spring as Slinky. The toy became one of the success stories of the 1940s and '50s and is still with us today--only now they are made of colorful plastic to keep kids from cutting themselves. But the Slinky is still able to coil down the stairs faster than most 50-year-olds! (Jeff Rovin)

In 1957, Belgian cartoonist Pierre “Peyo” Culliford was in a restaurant with a friend and asked him to pass the salt. Only Peyo couldn't think of the word salt, so he asked his friend to pass the schtroumpf, which is Flemish for “whatchamacallit”. The word made the friend and Peyo laugh, and the cartoonist couldn't help but wonder if it would make other people laugh too. When he got home, he began trying to visualize what a schtroumpf might look like. He came up with tubby, blue-skinned little trolls with big noses, big smiles, and wide eyes. Small Schtroumpf figures were sold in England beginning in 1978, and they came to the U.S. three years later. Known here as the Smurfs, the characters caught on and, in 1982, they became the stars of their own animated TV series. (Jeff Rovin, in I Wish I'd Thought of That , p. 53)

The most popular song of troops of both sides during World War II almost never made it to the air. “Lili Marleen” is still sung by veterans around the world, but it wasn't supposed to be a hit: German cabaret singer Lale Andersen insisted on recording the song in 1939 over everyone's objections. She wanted it to be a backup to the other side of the record, “Three Red Roses,” which was being promoted as a hit. A drunken disk jockey on Radio Belgrade put on the wrong side of the record one night and started a wave of requests. (Ripley's Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance)

According to one tale, a 19th-century French chef was charged with preparing a banquet to celebrate the opening of a new railroad line. While preparing the repast at one of the new stations, the chef was notified that the train carrying a coach load of dignitaries to the banquet would be delayed. So he took his half-cooked french fries out of the oil and began preparing a fresh batch. Then he was notified that the train was pulling into the station, on time after all. Frantic, the chef plunged the half-cooked potatoes back into the fat, and the soggy fries puffed into crisp ovals -- pommes soufflees! (Denver P. Tarle, in A Treasury of Trivia, p. 23)
Splenda (sucralose) was discovered accidentally by researchers who were actually trying to develop an insecticide. One of the scientists, who had been asked to “test” the chemical, thought he had been asked to “taste” it. (Don Voorhees, in The Perfectly Useless Book of Useless Information, p. 54)

Stainless steel was developed in 1913 by British metallurgist Harry Brearley, who was searching for a better lining for cannons. He discovered that chromium had the ability to create an oxide lining, and that steel made from iron and chromium resisted many corrosive chemicals. (Don Voorhees, in Thoughts for the Throne, p. 92)

All three of the most commonly-used artificial sweeteners of the 20th century were discovered by accident. Aspartame, also known as Nutri-Sweet, was discovered in 1965 by a chemist searching for a new ulcer drug. Cyclamate was discovered in 1937 when a researcher, working on developing a new fever-reducing drug, flicked some tobacco off his lips and wondered why his fingers tasted so sweet. Saccharin was discovered in 1879 by two university scientists investigating the medicinal properties of coal tar derivatives. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It's a Weird World)

The tea bag was invented by mistake in 1904 when a tea merchant passed out samples of tea wrapped in little silk bags. People didn't understand that the merchant meant for them to open the bags. They found it convenient and tidy just to dunk the whole bag into the water and soon came back to the surprised “inventor” clamoring for more of his “tea bags.” (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It's a Weird World, p. 47)

When Alexander Graham Bell was working on the telephone in 1876, he spilled battery acid on his pants and called out to his assistant, “Watson, please come here. I want you.” Watson, who was on another floor, heard the call through the instrument he was hooking up, and ran to Bell's room. Bell's were the first words anyone spoke on the telephone. In 1915, when the first transcontinental telephone line was opened, the first person who spoke into it was Bell on the East Coast. His words were, “Watson, please come here. I want you.” This time Watson couldn't come. He heard the plea, but he was in California, 3,000 miles away. (Isaac Asimov)

A cathedral in St. Petersburg (now Leningrad) installed a magnificent organ with tin pipes. Came a cold, cold winter and the pipes disintegrated--which is how chemists learned about white tin and gray tin. Ordinary metallic “white tin" is stable only at relatively warm temperatures. In winter cold, there is a tendency for it to turn into a crumbly nonmetallic “gray tin.” (Isaac Asimov's Book of Facts, p. 246)

One of the most famous statues in the world -- the Venus de Milo -- was unearthed by accident. A Greek farmer was digging in his field one day and found an ancient statue of Venus, the goddess of love. The statue, with both arms missing, was purchased from the farmer by a French ambassador and given to French King Louis XVIII in 1820. Because it had been unearthed on the Greek island of Milos, Louis gave it the name of Venus of Milos, or Venus de Milo, and he presented it to the Louvre Museum in Paris, where it remains a major attraction.
(Charles Reichblum, in Knowledge in a Nutshell, p. 159)
“Wheaties” were invented by accident. In 1921, a dietician mixing a batch of bran gruel for his patients spilled some on a hot stove top. He brought the resulting flakes to the cereal company who immediately agreed that the concoction had all the nutritional value of bran gruel but a much better taste. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It's a Weird World, p. 48)

German scientist William Roentgen was experimenting with cathode rays in 1895--when he discovered X-rays! There happened to be some paper coated with barium platinocyanide nearby, which glowed when he turned his machine on. He put his hand between the apparatus and the screen-- and saw the outline of his bones! (Ripley's Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance)
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