The surprising story of Vaseline’s origins in 19th-century oil drilling
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The surprising origins of Vaseline, a staple in many people's skincare routines, have left audiences both intrigued and bewildered. This revelation was highlighted during a recent episode of the BBC's quiz show QI, where host Sandi Toksvig explored the unexpected history of this widely used balm. Viewers learned that Vaseline is actually a refined form of petroleum jelly, with its origins tracing back to 19th-century America. 
The story begins with Robert Augustus Chesebrough, an English-born chemist who had initially established a career in the production of sperm whale oil. However, his business faltered, prompting him to seek new opportunities during the oil rush in Pennsylvania in 1859. It was during this period that he discovered how oil workers used the residue accumulating around drill rods, affectionately dubbed "rod wax," to treat cuts and burns. Intrigued, Chesebrough dedicated a decade to perfecting a distillation process to create a usable form of this substance, resulting in the birth of Petroleum Jelly. By 1872, he trademarked the name "Vaseline."
Chesebrough's journey to public acceptance was not without its challenges. He reportedly took to the streets, riding on horseback to market his creation. To demonstrate its efficacy and win over sceptical customers, he famously burned his own skin, applying Vaseline to the lesions to highlight its healing properties. Ultimately, his unconventional marketing paid off, leading to robust sales and the establishment of Vaseline as a household name.
While the story captivated many viewers, it also stirred up questions about the source material of Vaseline. Some were left wondering about the origin of the "gunk" that workers used, indicative of the public's curiosity about its ingredients. People on social media expressed their astonishment, with comments ranging from, “So interesting!” to inquiries about the natural sources of the petroleum base.
Since its genesis, Vaseline has evolved from a single product into a brand renowned for its range of skincare offerings. The company has built upon its foundational discovery, continually innovating to enhance the healing properties of petroleum jelly while expanding into diverse product lines that cater to skin health. The commitment to quality and effective skincare solutions has solidified Vaseline's place not only in homes but also in the broader cosmetics industry.
Moreover, as part of its storied legacy, Vaseline was acquired by Unilever in 1987, further boosting its visibility and distribution worldwide. Despite the simple origins of a 'gunky' byproduct, the brand’s journey reflects a blend of scientific ingenuity and savvy marketing that resonates with consumers even today. 
The narrative of Vaseline serves as a reminder of the often-unexpected paths that lead to successful innovations. For a product that started in the tumultuous landscape of 19th-century oil drilling, its evolution into a beloved skincare staple illustrates the power of resourcefulness and curiosity.
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