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INTRODUCTION


When we think of the world’s great museums, we tend to think of the Louvre, the Guggenheim or the Victoria and Albert. We do not immediately think of the Dog Collar Museum, the Kansas Barbed Wire Museum, the Museum of Broken Relationships, Barney Smith’s Toilet Seat Art Museum or the Baked Bean Museum of Excellence. Yet scattered across the globe are museums dedicated to every conceivable subject, from bananas to bagpipes, lawnmowers to leprechauns, torture to tapeworms, mustard to moist towelettes, and pencils to penises. Many are serious collections housed in grand buildings, others are located in tiny premises and open to visitors by appointment only, often the result of one person’s crazy lifetime obsession.


So what are the world’s 100 weirdest museums? Well, in addition to those listed above, they encompass such delights as The Museum of Witchcraft in Cornwall, a museum in Kentucky that houses 800 ventriloquists’ dolls, an underwater museum in Mexico, a museum in a telephone box in Wales, a New York museum located in an old elevator, the Museum of Bad Art in Massachusetts, the Paris Sewer Museum, the French Fry Museum in Bruges, the Cement Museum in Spain, the Umbrella Cover Museum in Maine, the Salt and Pepper Shaker Museum in Tennessee, San Francisco’s Antique Vibrator Museum, and the Kunstkamera in St Petersburg, home to Peter the Great’s collection of oddities including deformed foetuses and the decapi tated head of a love rival preserved in alcohol. After all, what holiday is complete until you have seen a 300-year-old decapitated human head in a jar?


Museums play a vital role in safeguarding our heritage, preserving items – no matter how obscure – that might otherwise be lost for ever. Alas, in these times of economic strife, a number of niche establishments across the world have been forced to close, including Ross-on-Wye’s Button Museum, the Paperweight Museum in Devon, California’s Moose Museum, and the Celebrity Lingerie Hall of Fame in Hollywood, which displayed underwear worn by movie stars but, despite the presence of one of Madonna’s bras, was evidently not supported enough. It hit the headlines in 1992 when, during rioting in Los Angeles, looters ran off with Ava Gardner’s bloomers. It can only be hoped that a new establishment will one day emerge to fill what is so clearly a gap in the market and allow the public to be able to gaze once more on such treasures as the actual boxer shorts worn by Tom Hanks in Forrest Gump.


The entries here are listed geographically, and each one includes address, contact and admission details, although it should also be noted that many museums will be closed on major holidays such as Christmas and New Year. So if you are planning a visit on a holiday date, it is probably advisable to check in advance. That way, the next time you are in Berlin there will be no excuse for missing out on a visit to the Currywurst Museum, the world’s leading museum dedicated to sausages in spicy ketchup.




BRITAIN AND IRELAND




ENGLAND


CUCKOOLAND MUSEUM, TABLEY, CHESHIRE


If the sound of one cuckoo clock is enough to drive you crazy, try being in a place that has more than 700! The Cuckooland Museum houses the collection of brothers Roman and Maz Piekarski, whose love affair with cuckoo clocks began at the age of fifteen, when they trained as clock-makers in Manchester. For more than forty years, the noted horologists and clock restorers have made it their mission in life to acquire the finest cuckoo clocks manufactured in Germany’s Black Forest, where the very first model was made back in the seventeenth century. The story goes that a local clock-maker was so captivated by the sound of the church bells informing villagers what time it was that he decided to replicate the idea using a wooden clock and a cuckoo chime.


The museum opened in 1990 and the brothers conduct the tours personally, providing a wealth of background information on each clock. One of the rarest items is a cuckoo and echo clock that perfectly emulates the whistles and bellows the bird makes in the wild. There are believed to be only six of these clocks in the world. Several of the timepieces have a life-sized automaton cuckoo perched on top of the case, while new for 2015 was a small selection of Art Nouveau-style cuckoo clocks. In addition to cuckoos, there are clocks with quails, trumpeters and even one with monks playing bells. All that is missing is a clock where Bill Oddie pops out on the hour.


If you think the brothers lead an idyllic life among so many pieces of ornate craftsmanship, spare a thought for them twice a year at the start and end of British Summer Time. It takes a total of over fourteen hours to put all 700 clocks back or forward. That’s dedication.








	ADDRESS:


	The Old School House, Chester Road, Tabley, Knutsford, Cheshire, WA16 0HL







	TEL:


	01565 633039 or 07946 511661 (mobile)







	EMAIL:


	cuckoolanduk@btinternet.com







	WEBSITE:


	www.cuckoolanduk.net







	OPEN:


	By appointment.







	ADMISSION:


	£5. Check prices when booking.














MUSEUM OF WITCHCRAFT AND MAGIC, BOSCASTLE, CORNWALL


Cecil Williamson first developed a fascination for witchcraft in 1916 when, on a boyhood visit to his uncle, who was a Devon vicar, he saw a woman publicly beaten and accused of bewitching cattle. He befriended the woman, and his belief in the occult was strengthened five years later while at Malvern College. Subjected to sustained bullying, Williamson received help from another woman, who lived in the school grounds and claimed to be a witch. She taught him how to cast a spell, and shortly afterwards his chief tormentor broke a leg in a skiing accident and the bullying stopped.


Williamson began collecting witchcraft-related artefacts and in 1947 tried to open a museum in Stratford-upon-Avon, but met with fierce local opposition. Instead he bought an old mill on the Isle of Man where, four years later, he opened his collection to the public as the Folklore Centre of Superstition and Witchcraft, with his friend Gerald Gardner as its resident witch. After the two men fell out (imagine the curses they could have put on one another), Williamson moved the museum to Windsor, but royal officials were apparently none too happy with the idea of having a witchcraft collection on their doorstep and suggested he go elsewhere. So he relocated to the tranquil Cotswold village of Bourton-on-the-Water, where he received death threats, graffiti was painted on walls, dead cats were hung from trees and the museum was fire-bombed. Williamson took the hint, and in 1961 established his museum in the Cornish village of Boscastle, where it remains to this day, attracting more than 35,000 visitors annually.


There are over 2,000 exhibits on display, including human skulls, torture devices, magic charms, Satanic artefacts, a witch’s phallic tusk, a history of witch trials, voodoo rituals, and a particularly fetching poppet – a doll that was used as a curse to resolve an unwanted pregnancy. The doll has real pubic hair sewn between its legs and a dagger embedded in its abdomen. Nice.


Williamson died in 1999 (three years after selling the museum at midnight on Halloween), but just when the locals had finally begun to relax and accept that they would not wake up one morning to a plague of locusts or a hail of serpents, on 16 August 2004 Boscastle was hit by a terrible flood of Biblical proportions. Surely it was just a coincidence. Miraculously, the museum and its contents survived largely intact, although fire crews entering the building received a nasty shock when they found its resident waxwork witch Joan lying in the mud.








	ADDRESS:


	The Harbour, Boscastle, Cornwall, PL35 0HD







	TEL:


	01840 250111







	EMAIL:


	museumwitchcraft@aol.com







	WEBSITE:


	www.museumofwitchcraft.com







	OPEN:


	April–October, Monday–Saturday, 10.30 a.m.–5.30 p.m.; Sunday, 11.30 a.m.–5.30 p.m.







	ADMISSION:


	£5 adults, £4 children and seniors.














CUMBERLAND PENCIL MUSEUM, KESWICK, CUMBRIA


Although not an obvious choice for an adventure day out, the Cumberland Pencil Museum is still enough of a draw to bring in 80,000 visitors a year from all over the world. It does exactly what it says on the tin. There are no white-knuckle rides, no exotic animals: just a lot of pencils. The wildest that kids get to behave here is doing a spot of colouring.


The nearest the museum gets to the ‘Wow!’ factor is the item that was once the world’s longest coloured pencil. Created in 2001, it measures a whopping 26 feet in length. Perhaps it appeals to the British sense of eccentricity because it is utterly – although not literally – pointless. Of greater interest to many is a First World War spy pencil given to Allied servicemen flying on secret missions over Germany. Such pencils contained a rolled-up map of Germany and a compass where the eraser tip should have been. Apparently the Germans never discovered the true purpose of this crafty device. There is also a video on how pencils are made and the complete and utter history of pencil making from the reign of Elizabeth I to the present day. At the end there is a quiz for children to see how much they have learned from the experience. At least there should be something for them to write down their answers with.


The first pencil factory opened in Keswick in 1832, the forerunner of the famous Derwent Pencil Company, and the museum was created in 1981. It has maintained a steady stream of visitors ever since, not only because of what lies under its roof but also, maybe more importantly, because of the roof itself – a major consideration, given typical Lake District weather, when planning a day out.








	ADDRESS:


	Southey Works, Main Street, Keswick, Cumbria, CA12 5NG







	TEL:


	017687 73626







	WEBSITE:


	www.pencilmuseum.co.uk







	OPEN:


	Daily, 9.30 a.m.–5 p.m.







	ADMISSION:


	£4.50 adults, £4 students, £3.50 children.














VACUUM CLEANER MUSEUM, HEANOR, DERBYSHIRE


Whereas most boys in the 1980s loved to play with Lego or Transformers, James Brown’s favourite toy was his mother’s vacuum cleaner. At the age of four, he would help out around the house with her Electrolux 345 Automatic. ‘We had a home help, but she didn’t get to do much vacuuming,’ he remembers. ‘My mum probably thought I’d grow out of it, but once I got my hands on our Electrolux I knew I never wanted to let go.’ This James Brown became excited when papa’s vacuum cleaner got a brand new bag.


When he was eight James actually started collecting vacuum cleaners. ‘I spotted a red Goblin 800 lying on a rubbish dump. I took it home, wiped all the muck off it, plugged it in, and it worked. That was one of the most fantastic moments of my life.’ In the same way that other parents would ration sweets, his family stipulated that he was not allowed more than six vacuum cleaners at a time, but he used to sneak them into the house and store them in the loft, and by the time he had reached his teens he had around fifty models. From the age of eleven he even started repairing them. ‘Teachers used to bring their old vacuum cleaners to school and I used to fix them.’


James estimates that he has spent well over £60,000 on his collection, including splashing out £2,000 on an old gold-plated Kirby model (the Rolls-Royce of vacuum cleaners) from the United States. He can tell the make of a cleaner just by its sound, from the soothing whirr of the Art Deco Electrolux XXX (one of the first machines to feature an on-board tool rack) to the satisfying burble of the 1936 Singer R1 upright with its double-speed roller and variable nozzle. Few are blessed with such a talent.


In 2010, with the help of a grant from the Prince’s Trust, James opened Britain’s first vacuum cleaner museum, but only has room to display a selection of his record-breaking 300-plus models in his Derbyshire sales and repair shop, Mr Vacuum Cleaner. Also, for security reasons, some of his more valuable cleaners are stored elsewhere. Even so, he is able to exhibit dozens of classic and vintage models dating back to 1919 – a century of automated suction. Cumbersome silver machines from the 1940s stand alongside the sleeker plastic specimens of the 1970s – uprights, cylinders, Dirt Devils, Henry Hoovers, he loves them all . . . within reason. You will almost certainly be able to find your mother’s old vacuum cleaner here somewhere, which has resulted in surprisingly large visitor numbers. So if you think the idea of a vacuum cleaner museum sucks, think again.


‘All I’ve ever wanted is to work with vacuum cleaners,’ adds James. ‘I love the look, the feel, the sound of them. You can’t really explain it to people who don’t have the same enthusiasm. It’s like some people love vintage cars or clocks. For me it’s vacuum cleaners. I suppose I’m the ultimate clean freak.’








	ADDRESS:


	23 Market Street, Heanor, Derbyshire, DE75 7NR







	TEL:


	01773 712777







	EMAIL:


	mrvacuumcleaner@hotmail.co.uk







	WEBSITE:


	www.mrvacuumcleaner.co.uk







	OPEN:


	Monday, Tuesday, Thursday, Friday, 9.30 a.m.–4 p.m.; Saturday, 9.30 a.m.–1 p.m. Closed Wednesday, Sunday. Call in advance to check.







	ADMISSION:


	Free














BAROMETER WORLD MUSEUM, OKEHAMPTON, DEVON


Museums are always sensible places to visit on rainy days, and nowhere is better at confirming that your weather forecast is correct than Barometer World, the planet’s only barometer museum. Established in 1979 by barometer expert Philip Collins, author of numerous books on the subject, it currently comprises a shop, a repair workshop and a museum. Until 2005, it housed the impressive Banfield Family Collection of 350 barometers, but although these have been sold on, there are still enough weather instruments on display to bring a small ray of sunshine to a cloudy day.


The star attraction is a complete working replica of a barometer that is operated by live leeches. The splendidly named Tempest Prognosticator or Leech Barometer or even Atmospheric Electromagnetic Telegraph (so good they named it thrice) was first demonstrated at London’s Great Exhibition of 1851. Designed in the style of Indian temple architecture, this gloriously ornate instrument was invented by the aptly named Dr Merryweather, who, according to a contemporary account,




had observed that during the period before the onset of a severe storm freshwater leeches tended to become particularly agitated. The learned Doctor decided to harness the physical energy of these surprisingly hysterical aquatic bloodsuckers to operate an early warning system. On the circular base of his apparatus he installed glass jars, in each of which a leech was imprisoned and attached to a fine chain that led up to a miniature belfry – from whence the tinkling tocsin would be sounded on the approach of a tempest.





The more leeches that rang the bell, the more likely it was that a storm was brewing. Dr Merryweather called these twelve leeches a ‘jury’. It took Barometer World almost three years to reproduce this gold-plated exhibit of Victorian eccentricity, arguably the most bizarre weather forecaster in history, with the possible exception of Ian McCaskill.


The permanent exhibition shows a wide range of weather predictors, including conventional mercury and aneroid barometers, curious antique instruments and natural devices involving frogs and sharks, but not Michael Fish. Each device has its own story, which the well-informed staff will happily recount. Many visitors are so enchanted that they are unable to resist placing an order for a barometer of their own, but with prices rising to several thousand pounds for antique items, you may find it cheaper just to look out of the window.








	ADDRESS:


	Quicksilver Barn, Merton, Okehampton, Devon, EX20 3DS







	TEL:


	01805 603443







	EMAIL:


	barometers@barometerworld.co.uk







	WEBSITE:


	www.barometerworld.co.uk







	OPEN:


	By appointment.







	ADMISSION:


	£2.50 adults, £1 children.














GNOME RESERVE, PUTFORD, DEVON


Back in 1978 a garden gnome appeared to artist Ann Atkin in a dream. Most people might have seen it as a sign to increase their medication, but Ann saw it as a sign to start making and collecting gnomes, and currently she has over 2,000 of them on display at a gnome reserve in her four-acre woodland garden in Devon, earning her a place in Guinness World Records. ‘Gnomes are just magical little creatures,’ she enthuses. ‘They take you away from any cares or worries that are going on in your life, and put a smile on your face.’


Gnomes began their career as garden ornaments during the early 1800s in the German town of Gräfenroda, which is renowned for its ceramics. Sir Charles Isham introduced them to Britain in the late 1860s, arranging them between rocks on his Northamptonshire estate. Rather like grey squirrels, they soon colonised large areas of the country, their preferred habitat being suburban gardens of people with little taste. Isham was a keen spiritualist who believed that the gnomes were representations of real people. Ann Atkin might stop short of that (although three of them lined up could easily pass for a ZZ Top tribute band), but she does ensure that her gnomes are properly cared for, and in winter they are all washed and repainted by hand to make sure they look their best for the following season’s crowds.


So that her gnomes don’t feel threatened or embarrassed, all visitors are asked to wear a hat, which is provided free of charge. Those wishing to be photographed with the gnomes can also borrow free fishing rods so they blend in. While some of the gnomes appear happy just sitting on toadstools, others can be seen riding motorbikes, flying helicopters or enjoying picnics. A few intrepid gnomes have even created their own space exploration programme, GNASA. The oldest gnome in the reserve, Siegfried, was sculpted by Ann herself in 1979.


In addition to the gnomes that roam free in the grounds, Ann has opened a small museum exhibiting her collection of over seventy antique gnomes.


To those who think garden gnomes are a bit, well, naff, she replies defiantly: ‘Fashions come and fashions go, but gnomes go on for ever.’








	ADDRESS:


	The Gnome Reserve, West Putford, near Bradworthy, North Devon, EX22 7XE







	TEL:


	01409 241435







	EMAIL:


	info@gnomereserve.co.uk







	WEBSITE:


	www.gnomereserve.co.uk







	OPEN:


	Daily, 21 March–31 October, 10 a.m.–5 p.m.







	ADMISSION:


	(to reserve, museum and gardens) £3.75 adults, £3.25 children 3–16 years.














HOUSE OF MARBLES, BOVEY TRACEY, DEVON


We tend to think of marbles as a quintessentially British pastime. It has apparently been played since the sixteenth century in the West Sussex village of Tinsley Green, which for over eighty years has been the venue of the keenly contested World Marbles Championship. Yet marbles date back to the civilisations of ancient Egypt and Rome (Roman murals depict children playing marbles), although in those days they were invariably made of stone or clay. The glass marbles that we know and love came about only because glass-makers in fifteenth-century Germany decided to use up leftover bits of glass to make marbles for their children, and to give their wives something to slip over on while tidying up the house. At this stage they weren’t made commercially: it was not until 1915 that the mass production of glass marbles began – and even then it was nowhere near West Sussex but in Akron, Ohio.


Set in an historic pottery, the Glass and Marble Museum at the House of Marbles is home to an impressive collection of antique marbles, and tells the story of how marbles have been produced over the centuries. A separate Games Museum features bagatelles from the early seventeenth century and a collection of old board games that used marbles. Some of the marbles on show are real collectors’ items, worth in excess of £600 each, so it might be worth looking down the back of the sofa just in case.


The museum boasts half a dozen marble runs, including ‘Snooki’, which is said to be the largest marble run in the UK, and possibly even the world. Grown men have been known to be glued to it (not literally) for up to an hour, staring in wonderment at its intricate workings. Visitors can also tour the pottery, watch demonstrations of glassblowing, learn about the 4,000-year history of glassmaking and sit outside in the courtyard garden, where the centrepiece is a giant floating marble. There is also a play area for young children featuring skittles, chess and, of course, marbles.


In this hi-tech age, marbles are no longer as commonplace in the school playground as they once were, having gone the same way as cigarette cards, gobstoppers and the nit nurse, but this place may still appeal to your inner child. Just don’t be surprised if, when you suggest a visit, the rest of the family think you’ve lost your marbles.








	ADDRESS:


	Pottery Road, Bovey Tracey, Devon, TQ13 9DS







	TEL:


	01626 835285







	EMAIL:


	enquiries@houseofmarbles.com







	WEBSITE:


	www.houseofmarbles.com







	OPEN:


	Monday–Saturday, 9 a.m.–5 p.m.; Sunday, 10 a.m.–5 p.m.







	ADMISSION:


	Free














DOG COLLAR MUSEUM, LEEDS CASTLE, KENT


Leeds Castle in Kent was once the residence of Catherine of Aragon, first wife of Henry VIII. Its other major claim to fame is that it is now home to a museum containing the world’s most significant collection of dog collars.


The museum contains around 200 dog collars, mostly collected by Irish historian John Hunt and his wife Gertrude. After he died in 1979, she presented the collars to Leeds Castle in his memory. The neckwear on display spans six centuries of canine chic, charting the dog’s changing status from hunting machine to pet. It ranges from thick iron collars with formidable spikes to protect hunting dogs against the bears and wolves that roamed Europe in the sixteenth century, to decorative seventeenth-century Austrian leather collars, often embellished with metalwork and velvet, for pampered pooches. An ornate Italian Renaissance collar, designed to show off the owner’s wealth, has an estimated value of £10,000. And to think that today’s mutt is lucky to get a strip of tartan nylon . . .


There are also a number of engraved collars – some, in silver, worn by champion dogs; others, in brass, belonging to those further down the barking order. The inscription on one eighteenth-century English brass collar states: ‘I am Mr Pratt’s Dog, King St, nr Wokingham, Berks. Whose Dog Are You?’


Before your hound gets too excited about enjoying a dream day out, it should be noted that only guide dogs or hearing dogs are allowed into the museum. You’ll just have to tell him about it when you get home.








	ADDRESS:


	Leeds Castle, Maidstone, Kent, ME17 1PL







	TEL:


	01622 765400







	EMAIL:


	enquiries@leeds-castle.co.uk







	WEBSITE:


	www.leeds-castle.com/Attractions/The+Dog+Collar+Museum
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