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INTRODUCTION

The Light Bulb
 The Automobile
 The Theory of Relativity
 The Steam Engine The Computer

What do all of these revolutionary inventions have in common?

None of them are in this book.

Why? Because the average person can’t invent stuff like that, and this is an “invention book” for the average person.

I have compiled the stories behind 101 of the most extraordinarily simple inventions that have changed our world. In fact, in most cases, the astounding inventions described here required no special skills, no education, no expensive laboratories, no government grants, very little capital, just an extraordinary amount of hard work and ingenuity. This book is meant to inspire you, make you laugh a little (I hope), and encourage you through example to follow your dreams.

However, just because they’re identified as simple, doesn’t mean the inventors are simple-minded. Every one of these inventions is elegant— meaning, they all have refinement, grace, and beauty. The people who invented and discovered these things deserve to be recognized and praised.

All that said, you will see that there are inventions and discoveries listed here that would be impossible for you to have created, as their inceptions occurred long before you were born. Fire, the wheel, even golf—these are all amazingly simple but, now, out of your creative reach. Inventions and discoveries such as these are rendered here to display how, throughout history, ordinary people did extraordinary things time and time again.

But you will also find an astonishing array of modern items that you really could have invented had you been the first to think of them.

So turn the page, read on, and as you do, keep asking yourself, “Hey . . . why didn’t I think of that?”
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1 POST- IT NOTES

TAGLINE: A scrap of paper and some glue

PREDECESSOR: A scrap of paper and some tape

LESSON: The solution to your problem might be the solution to everybody’s problem.

It’s the summer of 1974 . . . you’re begging Rikki not to lose that number, wondering what flavor lollipop is Kojak’s favorite, and just spent $3.50 on a Pet Rock (page 53).

Meanwhile, 3M employee Art Fry is trying to figure out how to prevent his bookmark from falling out of his hymnal during choir practice. His colleague, Dr. Spencer Silver, just developed a new adhesive that’s sticky, but not too sticky. It allows users to fasten things without leaving behind residue, making it possible to reposition once-stuck things. A problem-and-solution match made in inventor’s heaven.

Fry used Silver’s glue to develop a solution to his problem. Soon he was belting out “Ave Maria” without a care in the world, his place firmly marked by a semi-sticky little note. Perhaps a little slow on the uptake, 3M didn’t introduce the Post-It Notes until 1977, and when they did, people just didn’t get the idea and the product floundered. But persistence paid off. One year later, 3M inundated the Boise, Idaho, market with Post-It Note samples. After trying the notes, nine out of ten people said they’d purchase the product . . . if only they had a little note affixed somewhere to remind them. A decade or so after their introduction, Post-It Notes were stuck everywhere.

The little notes quickly changed people’s organizational behavior. In the 1990s, Post-It Notes sales reached $15 billion. To date, 3M has sold an excess of 1 trillion sticky notes. Widely considered one of the most important inventions of the twentieth century, they have even been displayed in the Museum of Modern Art.

Fry has since received many accolades for his role in revolutionizing office communication. Today, Fry travels the world to speak on the topics of creativity and innovation. And you? Well, I’ll bet your friends got a big kick out of the clever name you came up with for your pet rock. “Rocky Horror” was it? Yeah. Very clever.
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2 BARBED WIRE

TAGLINE: A really pointy fence

PREDECESSOR: Fences that didn’t hurt

LESSON: Better fences make better neighbors.

Have you ever urinated outdoors? No? For the sake of brevity, let’s dispense with the formality of pretending you’re not lying. As someone who’s peed outdoors, you’ve probably been in a scenario where you just “gotta go,” so you creep into the woods only to be stopped by thorny bushes and are forced to go elsewhere. Essentially, that is how barbed wire works, only without the pee.

People are often surprised when told that barbed wire is considered one of the most significant inventions of the past 200 years. But barbed wire is held in this high regard for one reason: the cow.

See, back in the days of the Wild West, livestock grazed freely. Before the introduction of the “thorny fence” (as barbed wire is also known), wild and domesticated animals simply penetrated existing fence systems and had their way with crops. Think about it. If one little bunny can gnaw his way through your carefully cultivated lettuce patch, imagine the damage that could be done by 10,000 head of 1,500-pound cattle!

It was Lucien B. Smith who helped rein in the livestock. He received the first patent for barbed wire in 1867. Joseph F. Glidden improved on the concept and was issued a patent for his modified version in 1874.

The widespread use of this highly effective fencing method changed life in the west almost as dramatically as line dancing and the gigantic belt buckle. Without this extraordinarily simple invention, U.S. agriculture would have been severely stunted, making western migration and the settlement of the majority of the United States impossible.



[image: 9781440500107_0019_001]


3 GOLF

TAGLINE: Strolling about aggravated

PREDECESSOR: Strolling about un-aggravated

LESSON: Necessity’s not always the mother of invention . . . in this case, it’s not even a third cousin.

Have you ever whacked a rock with a stick? Well, then congratulations, you could have invented golf.

In fact, this pastime is so simple that it was invented a full three centuries before mankind entertained the idea that the earth revolved around the sun. And, like so many other inventions, it appears to be the direct result of boredom.

Details are a little sketchy, but as far as historians can tell, around the mid-1300s, the advent of golf went something like this . . .

Bored Scotsman #1: Hey, Angus, I’ll bet you a sheep’s bladder I can get this rock into that wee lil’ hole over there using only my staff, in fewer tries than it takes you to do the same.

Bored Scotsman #2: Why the hell would I want to do that?

Bored Scotsman #1: Beats working.

They then proceeded to do just that until dusk.

And that, more or less, is how you begin and end a game of golf today, give or take a sheep entrail.

By 1447, the game became so popular that Scottish men were neglecting archery practice—not a good idea when those pesky British were sniffing around the kingdom’s borders again. For this reason, King James II banned the game for fear of invasion. (This is the first recorded contact that golf had with Nike . . . though not the shoe company, the actual Goddess of Victory.) Seriously though, within 100 years golf was so popular it got the entire Kingdom of Scotland in trouble with their boss, and it’s been doing it with golfers ever since.
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That’s One Small Step for Man . . .

They’ve been called “the ugliest shoes ever made,” “tinker toys on steroids,” and “rubber abominations,” but do the inventors mind this criticism? Who knows? They can’t stop laughing long enough for anyone to ask them.

Today, Crocs Shoes are available all over the world and are one of the most successful shoe stories in the history of footwear. That’s one small step for man, one giant, ugly, leap for mankind.



4 CROCS

TAGLINE: Cheap, hideous, rubber footwear

PREDECESSOR: Ugly shoes that people didn’t want to buy

LESSON: It doesn’t have to be pretty; it just has to be good.

It is said, “There are no stupid questions.” Sure, it’s usually said by someone who wants to make stupid people feel better, but there is truth in that statement. And if you need proof, look no farther then the shoe sensation: Crocs.

On a Caribbean sailing trip in May 2002, three, allegedly, inebriated Colorado guys asked themselves, “If we could conceive of the perfect shoe, what would it be?” Their answer: A shoe they could wear on their boating trips that was comfortable, practical, and fun. Taking it a few ugly steps further, they opined that this “wonder shoe” should be slip-proof, waterproof, and not leave scuffmarks, and shouldn’t smell after getting wet.

When they sobered up it still seemed like a pretty good idea. So, with strictly utilitarian needs in mind, they designed a simple rubber shoe. The shoe was made of nonscuffing durable rubber. Nothing new, really. But then to achieve comfort and aeration they made the shoe wide and roomy and added ventilation holes (which leads one to question their definition of “waterproof shoe”). They ended up with an extremely good shoe for its designated purpose, and in July 2002 they debuted them at a local boat show.

What happened next is the stuff of invention legend. People took to the strange footwear as one might take to a puppy that’s so ugly it’s cute. Their homeliness became an instant asset. That coupled with their undeniable comfort and usefulness drove demand through the roof, and by 2003 they could barely keep up with the deluge of orders.
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APPROXIMATELY 45,000,000 YO-YOS WERE SOLD IN 1962.



5 YO - YO

TAGLINE: A toy you toss and it returns

PREDECESSOR: A toy you toss and it breaks

LESSON: Deadly weapons do make great kids’ toys.

Allow me to apologize in advance for the following: The yo-yo has had its ups and downs.

Once again we find ourselves examining ingenuity through the recognition of a good idea, rather than the actual invention of an object. A lot of people assume that D. F. Duncan invented the yo-yo. But he most certainly did not. In fact, the yo-yo had been around for over two centuries before Duncan made it popular.

It first made its way to the Western world in the 1800s, where the fancy-schmancy British referred to it as the quiz and bandalore, which was adopted from the French who also called the ancient toy an incroyable. Clearly not as catchy as yo-yo. However, Duncan didn’t even come up with that name. It’s actually the term used in the toy’s native Philippines, and translates to “Come back!”

Even better, the toy was actually used as a weapon on the island nation for over 400 years. A little different than the one you use to walk the dog, their version came complete with sharp edges and points—perfect for flinging at enemies and prey. Granted, it didn’t stand a chance against the colonizer’s weapons, which is probably why it’s no coincidence they were a conquered people for about 400 years.

But back to the yo-yo you know today . . . it took D. F. Duncan Sr.’s recognition of the toy’s potential in order for it to become a must-have for every American kid. The company’s advertising campaigns caused millions to flock to stores in search of the deadly weapon-turned-child’s toy. The yo-yo’s popularity peaked in 1962 when forty-five million of them were sold, though it remains a favorite for the four-foot set. Unfortunately, mismanagement bankrupted Duncan’s company around this same time. So Duncan cut the string (and his losses). The Flambeau Plastic Company dropped in and bought Duncan’s shares as well as the rights to his name and his trademarks in 1968.
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So Is It Duck Tape or Duct Tape?

It’s both.

Because of its waterproof qualities, military personnel referred to the tape as “duck tape.” After the war, construction workers used it on air-conditioning and heating ducts. Hence the slight change in the name from duck to duct.



6 DUCT TAPE

TAGLINE: Super sticky silver tape

PREDECESSOR: Repairing things properly

LESSON: If your product can hold the universe together, you’re on the right track.

Jury rigging, or Jerry rigging as it’s sometimes known, has been in existence since prehistoric man hastily repaired his woolly mammoth-trunk showerhead with the very first roll of duct tape . . . oh wait . . . that was a Flintstones episode. Nevertheless, man has made an art form out of the quick fix, and the invention of duct tape brought him a brand new way of hastily slapping things together.

The story of duct tape starts with the invention of adhesive—the sticky in the super sticky silver tape. This sticky substance is a complicated chemical concoction, and therefore not included as an item in this book. However, its application in the form of duct tape is simplistic brilliance.

The first people to turn the adhesive into the duct tape we know and love today were the sticky-fingered hotshots in the Johnson and Johnson Permacel Division in 1942. While duct tape’s original use was to keep moisture out of ammunition cases during World War II, military personnel found it to be a quick fix for just about any problem. Soldiers used it on everything from their artillery to their vehicles

After the war ended, the decision was made to change the tape’s color from Army green to civilian silver since it was intended for use on metal ducts. Although, just as soldiers did during the war, people found that its strength, versatility, and durability made it useful for all sorts of things throughout the home.

[image: 9781440500107_0026_001]
Today, duct tape is one of the most widely sold adhesive products in the world and remains an essential part of any home tool kit.
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DID YOU
 KNOW?

While the guillotine is probably best known for its use during France’s Reign of Terror (when it was used on King Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette), the machine was also employed during World War II. According to the A&E television program Modern Marvels: Death Devices, the Nazis used the guillotine on 16,500 people in Germany and Austria between 1933 and 1945.



7 GUILLOTINE

TAGLINE: Head severing device

PREDECESSOR: Hanging, stoning, bludgeoning, drowning, pummeling, hacking . . .

LESSON: If you want ’em dead, find a tidy way to behead.

Gruesome? Sure. But the cold hard fact is: Humans have been trying to find simple, efficient ways to execute one another since before recorded time. And a lot of recorded times it didn’t go so well.

Hanging was the most popular form of execution and definitely no picnic. To note just one of many examples, witnesses received quite a surprise at the 1906 execution of William Williamson. When the trap door swung open, William fell all the way to the ground and landed on his feet. (Seems his executioner was a little tipsy.) Can you imagine that? You’re waiting to have your neck snapped and you land on your feet. Whew! That’s a Get Out of Jail Free card, right? Wrong. Three deputies, standing on the scaffold, seized the rope and forcibly pulled William off the floor for fourteen and a half minutes until the coroner pronounced him dead from strangulation. Now, that is a bad day.


Axe for a Better Way to Go?

In 1541, it took three strokes of an axe to sever the head of Margaret, Countess of Salisbury. Trees have been brought down quicker than that.



Countless instances of human error in legally snuffing people out, led Tobias Schmidt, a German engineer, to let gravity and a blade do the work when he invented the guillotine in the eighteenth century.
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DID YOU
 KNOW?

You can perform the Heimlich maneuver on yourself. Make a fist and place it just above your belly button and then thrust it into your abdomen using your other hand; or, you can set yourself against the edge of a table, counter, or back of a chair (again, just above your belly button) and then thrust yourself into it.



8 THE HEIMLICH MANEUVER

TAGLINE: Squeezing bits of food out of embarrassed diners

PREDECESSOR: Inadvertently jamming the foreign object further down people’s throats by pounding on their backs

LESSON: Eating and breathing don’t jibe very well.

Ronald Reagan
 Cher
 Dick Vitale
 Halle Berry

What do these people have in common? They’ve all allegedly been saved from choking by one Henry Heimlich, MD, who introduced the procedure in 1974.

While the footage would make fascinating YouTube fodder, these famous folks aren’t the only people who’ve inadvertently sucked down hunks of food into their larynxes. Plenty of average people have managed to send their suppers down the wrong pipe, only to be saved by the Heimlich maneuver. It’s estimated that the Heimlich has saved more than 50,000 people. Why? Because people talk with their mouths full, that’s why! Listen to your mothers!

The Heimlich has saved more than 50,000 people.

So you know that the Heimlich works, but what about how it works? Well it’s as simple as a spitball. Have you ever launched a spitball across a room? Stop it. Of course you have. The spitball goes into the straw at one end then it’s shot across the room by blowing through the other. Like the spitball principle, the food goes down the choker’s windpipe and then is shot out when the squeezer grabs the choker from behind and applies pressure to the diaphragm with an abominable thrust. Simple as that.
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BY 1928, EPPERSON EARNED ROYALTIES ON MORE THAN 60,000,000 ICE POPS.



9 POPSICLE

TAGLINE: A sweet frozen treat predecessor: Juice

LESSON: Freeze treats.

How many times have you placed a warm drink in the freezer to cool it down only to forget about it and find it frozen solid hours later? An innocent and annoying mistake to you, a gold mine to one eleven-year-old Frank Epperson. In 1905, he left his beverage outside overnight on the porch of his Oakland, California, home. It froze and the stick he had used to stir it stuck in place. So did the idea. He named it the Epperson icicle, which of course didn’t stick.

“It’s not what you look at that matters, it’s what you see.”

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU

The following summer, he recreated the treats in his family’s fridge and sold them around town, under the shortened name: Epsicle. Epperson finally patented his treat in 1924 under the name Popsicle, which came from his children’s frequent requests for their Pop’s sickles.

By 1928, Epperson had sold the rights to the name Popsicle and earned royalties on more than sixty million ice pops. That’s a pretty cool profit for accidentally leaving a drink on your back porch. Makes you wonder how much money some of your stupid mistakes could make you, doesn’t it?

Today, popsicles are made and distributed by a number of different companies in a number of different shapes and flavors. However, the trademark Popsicle belongs to the Unilever corporation that distributes the flavored ice under the Popsicle brand name.
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OVER 1,200 PATENTS HAVE BEEN ISSUED FOR BREAST-SUPPORTING DEVICES.



10 BRA

TAGLINE: Over the shoulder boulder holders

PREDECESSOR: Less support, but happier construction workers lesson: Create useful garments.

Abbott and Costello, airbags, babaloos, bazoomas, Ben and Jerry, Bert and Ernie, blinkers, cans, cha-chas, chesticles, chumbawumbas, coconuts, gazon-gas, Holmes and Watson, honkers, hooters, jahoobies, jugs, knockers, melons, a pair, palookas, rack, shabba-dos, tatas, torpedoes, Tweedledee and Tweedle-dum, wahwahs, whimwhams, Winnebagos, wopbopaloobops, yahoos . . . call ’em what you want to call ’em, any way you swing ’em, they’ve been supported by bras since 2500 B.C.

For centuries women have had a desire to enhance the shape of their bosom for mostly aesthetic reasons. Actually, I should probably put it this way: For centuries men have wanted to look at cleavage and women have obliged.

The breast supporting philosophy changed slightly during the nineteenth century when women sought more comfortable underwear than the trussed and squeezed look of that day’s corset. You might say it was an upheaval. As new undergarment creations came on the market, patents were issued at a rapid rate. The U.S. government has granted 1,200 patents for bra-like inventions since the first “corset substitute” was issued in 1863. Being a “supporter of breasts” myself, I think that’s great.

In 1893 Marie Tucek received a patent for what was literally called the “breast supporter.” It had two separate cups with straps over the shoulders and was fastened by a hook-and-eye closure in the back. Tucek’s patent remains the basis of the modern bra, yet unhooking it still baffles men to this day.
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THE MODERN CAN OPENER WAS PATENTED SIXTY YEARS AFTER CANNED FOOD. GOOD THING IT KEEPS, HUH?



11 CAN OPENER

TAGLINE: A quick fix when you want to fix dinner quick

PREDECESSOR: Chisel and hammer

LESSON: Think ahead.

The invention of the can opener is a story of thick metal and even thicker heads. You would think the creation of the can opener would time closely to the creation of canned food. You would think that . . . but you’d be wrong.

Peter Durand patented the concept of canning food in 1810. And he used the British Navy to help test the longevity of the canned food’s edibility. Durand was all, “Check it out—food stays fresh” and the Navy was all “Cheerio then!” But it wasn’t until they were in the middle of the ocean that they were like, “Blimey! How in the bloody hell do we open these things?”*

See, Durand figured out how to seal stuff in really well, but he didn’t really think through how to remove it. His cans’ instructions read: Cut round the top near the outer edge with a chisel and hammer. (I wonder if he even bothered to label the contents?)

It took an American inventor to figure it out. (Score one for us Yanks.) Ezra Warner received a patent for his can opener in 1858. The invention resembled a bent bayonet, and was used by first puncturing the can with its point and then dragging it around the rim. A little more work than the one you have in your kitchen today.

Our modern can opener (the one with the crank and wheel that does most of the work for us) wasn’t invented until 1870. It too was invented by an American, William Lyman. He made it possible for the novice to use the device, which led to mass consumption that, of course, led to one rich Mr. Lyman.

So, the modern can opener was patented 60 years after canned food. Good thing it keeps, huh?

* I’ve taken just a little artistic license in recounting how the Durand/Navy/ can-opener relationship went down.





End of sample
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