How They Were Inspired
Your old men shall dream dreams,
your young men shall see visions.
(Joel 2:28)
The antibiotic nystatin, which is used chiefly to treat fungal infections such as thrush, is named after New York State, where it was developed. (Noel Botham, in The Ultimate Book of Useless Information, p. 75)

In 1920 the first “Baby Ruth” candy bar was sold. It is named after President Grover Cleveland’s daughter -- not the legendary baseball player Babe Ruth. (Harry Bright & Harlan Briscoe, in So, Now You Know, p. 87)

Consider how Montgolfier invented the hot-air balloon. Looking into the fireplace, one of the brothers saw burnt paper scraps rise above the flames and up the chimney. Heated air could make a balloon rise from the earth, he realized. (Joe Griffith, in Speaker's Library of Business, p. 305)
Theodore Roosevelt was an outdoorsman and a hunter, but he also loved animals. On one occasion, he was hunting with some of his aides and a group of reporters. For several days the newspapers reported that the president had failed to shoot any game and depicted this in a political cartoon. Finally, Roosevelt’s aides found a bear, which they cornered and presented to him as a trophy. However, Roosevelt felt compassion for the bear and refused to shoot it. A Brooklyn storeowner, Morris Michtom, saw the drawing of Roosevelt and the bear cub and was inspired to create a new toy. He created a little stuffed bear cub and put it in his shop window with a sign that read “Teddy’s bear.” The toys were an immediate success, and Michtorn founded the Ideal Novelty and Toy Company, which still exists today. (Jim Romeo, in Business’s Most Wanted, p. 131)

One night in 1879 at a bar in a little town called Menlo Park, N.J., some men were drinking beer, when suddenly one of them announced that he was going to invent an electric light. The others laughed, but that man got up, put on his coat and hat, and accidentally walked into the fireplace, thereby setting his coat on fire. This gave Thomas Edison, who was at another table drinking coffee, the idea of using carbonized cotton as the filament in his light bulb. (Dave Berry, in Denver Post magazine)

Beethoven poured ice water over his head when he set down to create music, believing it stimulated his brain. (David Louis, in Fascinating Facts)

In 1865, German chemist Friedrich Kekule fell asleep puzzling over the structure of the benzene molecule. Kekule dreamed of thousands of atoms dancing before his eyes, some forming patterns and twisting like snakes. Suddenly one snake grabbed its own tail. In a flash, Kekule awakened with the idea of a closed-chain structure of benzene--a brilliant scientific discovery. (Dudley Lynch, in Reader's Digest)

A little birdie gave Bertha Diugi the idea for the invention of the parakeet diaper. (Jack Kreismer, in The Bathroom Trivia Book, p. 63)

Birth-control pioneer Margaret Sanger was one of 11 children.
(L. M. Boyd)
Author Ian Fleming gave the name James Bond to his sky hero after seeing it on the cover of a book of West Indian birds, by ornithologist James Bond. (Noel Botham, in The Ultimate Book of Useless Information, p. 116)

I get my best ideas in the middle of the night. If I wake up and think of something that I can develop into a cartoon, I grab a pencil and write down a few words. I don't wake my wife; I don't turn on the light.
The next morning, I look and it says: “Zup fmph fomph film." At first I can't figure out what the words are, but when I get to the drawing board, the idea comes back to me. (Bil Keane, cartoonist)

Both Scarlatti and Chopin were inspired by cats. When Scarlatti's cat struck certain notes on the keys of his harpsichord, one by one, with its paws, Scarlatti proceeded to write “The Cat's Fugue," a fugue for harpsichord in D minor. While Chopin was composing Waltz No. 3 in F major, his cat ran across the keys of the piano, amusing Chopin so much that he tried for the same sounds in what is called “The Cat's Waltz.” (Isaac Asimov's Book of Facts, p. 388)

When I approach a child, he inspires in me two sentiments: tenderness for what he is, and respect for what he may become. (Louis Pasteur)

Ross Bagdasarian, creator of the singing Alvin and the Chipmunks, first conceived of the chipmunks after nearly running one over on a country road. He named them Alvin, Simon, and Theodore after a trio of record executives. (Jeff Rovin, in The Unbelievable Truth, p. 121)
Agatha Christie claimed she did most of the plotting for her detective stories while sitting in a bathtub eating apples. (Noel Botham, in The Ultimate Book of Useless Information, p. 116)

Lewis H. Dedner, composer of the music to “O Little Town of Bethlehem," claimed that the hymn's melody came to him in a dream on Christmas Eve. Charles Wesley, author of “Hark, the Herald Angels Sing" (written in 1730), wrote a total of 6,000 hymns. He was inspired to write “Hark" while listening to the pealing of bells as he walked to church one Christmas morning. (David Louis, in Fascinating Facts, p. 110)

The church that was found by a dream: The Church of Stavros now used for regular services on the island of Perissa, Greece, had been buried for 400 years until a farmer named Gerassimos, in the village of Gonia, Greece, saw the location of the lost edifice in a dream! (Ripley's Believe It or Not!: Odd Places, p. 17)

Samuel Taylor Coleridge wrote his famous poem “Kubla Khan" directly from a dream. Coleridge was in the midst of writing down the visions he had seen in this dream when someone knocked on the door and he rose to let him in. On returning to his work, Coleridge found that he could not remember the rest of the dream. That is why “Kubla Khan" remains unfinished. (David Louis, in Fascinating Facts, p. 91)

Great composers do not set down to work because they are inspired, but become inspired because they are working. Beethoven, Wagner, Bach, and Mozart settled down day after day to the job at hand with as much regularity as an accountant settles down each day to his figures. They didn't waste time waiting for inspiration. (Ernest Newman)

The thinking faculty in man makes him a free agent, because it is his creative center; in and through this one power, he establishes his consciousness -- he builds his world. (Charles Fillmore, in Keep A True Lent)

Since 1950, cartoonist Hank Ketcham has been depicting wholesome family life in his strip “Dennis the Menace." Ketcham has told the story of the strip's creation many times, but still warms to it. A free-lance cartoonist, he was sitting at his drawing board when his wife stormed into his studio with the words, “Your son is a menace!" “You mean Dennis?” A light bulb lit up in his head, and a comic-strip character was born. (Judith Weinraub, in Washington Post)

Charles Dickens wrote (and slept) facing north, aligning himself with the poles of the earth. (David Louis, in Fascinating Facts,  p. 121)

It was in 1950 that Frank McNamara ate a fancy meal in a classy New York restaurant and realized about dessert time that he had no cash. Embarrassed, he phoned his wife to come pay the check. Shortly after, he borrowed $10,000 and founded Diner's Club --first credit card accepted by eateries. (L. M. Boyd)

Why don't you start writing your masterpiece when you go on vacation? That's what Bram Stoker did. He wrote “Dracula” during his visits to the Scottish coast. (L. M. Boyd)
The electric chair was invented in 1881 by a dentist, Albert Southwick; Southwick maintained that electrocution was a more humane method of execution than hanging after witnessing an elderly drunkard “painlessly” killed after touching the terminals of an electrical generator in Buffalo, New York. (Harry Bright & Harlan Briscoe, in So, Now You Know, p. 130)

Ralph Waldo Emerson, the famous essayist, valued the writings of other men more for stimulation than for guidance. “I read them," he said, “to make my top spin." (Bernie Smith, in The Joy of Trivia, p. 80)

Where was the Ferris wheel invented? Fort Genoa, Nevada. That's where George Washington Ferris got the idea while watching an irrigation wheel. (L. M. Boyd)

The Chicago fire of 1871 inspired Dwight L. Moody to build a school that would train young people to know the Bible and spread its teachings. (Glenn Van Ekeren, in Speaker's Sourcebook, p. 275)

Joseph Tilkin started Woopps Enterprises in Paterson, New Jersey to repair damaged garments. His idea was to repair large shipments of damaged clothes for retailers so that the salvaged goods didn't have to be scrapped. The concept is that Woopps not only saves retailers the time it takes to send items back to the manufacturer, but it also saves money. For example, Woopps once repaired 144,000 pairs of shoes that were sewn incorrectly. By hiring Woopps, the loss was reduced to just 20 percent. (Joe Griffith, in  Speaker's Library of Business, p. 108)

While working on a better way to make glass, British inventor Alastair Pilkington noticed a film of fat floating in his wife's dishwasher. That idea hook inspired a process where molten glass is floated on a layer of melted metal to provide an otherwise unachievable smoothness.
(Joe Griffith, in Speaker's Library of Business, p. 305)

Creative people can find inspiration from the most mundane things. Architect Eero Saarinen, for instance, was commissioned in 1956 to design a building for TWA at what is now New York's Kennedy Airport. His first model did not suit him, but he kept working at it. Then one morning at breakfast, he found himself staring at the curved shell of a grapefruit. He turned it over, began carving arches in it, and carried the finished product off to work, adding it to the other models involved in the final design. When the terminal was completed, it was described by an architectural magazine as “a totality of fluid form curving and circling within itself," suggesting “the flight of a great bird." The grapefruit wasn't mentioned. (Madigan/Elwood, in Brainstorms & Thunderbolts)

J. M. Haggar, founder of the Haggar Company, became inspired by Henry Ford's idea of the production line and mass production. If automobiles can be mass-produced, why can't men's fine trousers be mass-produced and sold at popular prices? Those in the clothing industry said he'd never make it. However, using the ends of suit fabrics instead of denim, Haggar made a new kind of dress pants he called “slacks," and in the process, J. M. Haggar revolutionalized the clothing industry. (Glenn Van Ekeren, in The Speaker's Sourcebook)

Students entering Harvard are brought to a special section of the library where the rough drafts of famous authors are kept. This exercise has quite an impact on young writers who previously thought that the work of geniuses arrived complete, in a single stroke of inspiration. Here, the freshman can examine how a successful artist often starts with an apparently random series of ideas centered around a theme; many of these ideas later proved superfluous to the final design, but were essential to the process of developing a new concept. That is, the early drafts are not discarded like mistakes, but are viewed as the initial steps in unfolding the idea. (Dr. Neil A. Fiore, in Reader's Digest)

Haydn could write music only on clean white paper. Haydn believed he could not compose well unless he was wearing a ring given to him by Frederick the Great. (David Louis, in Fascinating Facts, p. 109)

Ernest Hemingway, the journalist, novelist and short-story writer, wrote his books while standing up. (Craig Varoga & the Associated Press editors, in It's A Fact , p. 29)

Hollywood got its name in 1887 thanks to Daeida Wilcox, whose husband Harvey, of Kansas, owned the land. Hollywood was the name of the summer home of a woman Mrs. Wilcox had sat beside on a train, and she liked the sound of it. (Jeff Rovin, in The Unbelievable Truth!, p. 114)

It's not certain if that was his inspiration, but Robert Louis Stevenson was on his honeymoon when he wrote Travels with a Donkey. (Jack Kreismer)

In 1914, a doctor advised Selig Grossinger to take a vacation from the fast pace of life on the Lower East Side of New York City. After three weeks in the mountains, Grossinger returned to the city rested, strengthened, and determined to buy a small farm in the Catskills for his family. The rock-strewn farm which the Grossingers purchased had no electricity or indoor plumbing, and did not provide an income. So they took in boarders who sought good food, fresh air, and quiet surroundings. The Grossingers were such good hosts that, in spite of the farm's primitiveness, they soon had more guests than they could handle. Within five years, the family was able to buy a larger, more modern place nearby, which became the world-famous resort hotel, Grossinger's. (Wallace/Wallechinsky,The Book of Lists, #3 )

Inspiration could be called inhaling the memory of an act never experienced. (Ned Rorem)

You've been up here a long time. That I have. What inspired you to come up here in the first place? An Internal Revenue auditor. (Johnny Hart, in B.C. comic strip)

Sam Johnson needed “a purring cat, an orange peel and a cup of tea" to write. (Bernie Smith, in The Joy of Trivia, p. 34)

Kant, the philosopher, meditated while staring out of his window at a stone tower, and when trees grew up to obscure the tower he chopped 'em down. (Bernie Smith, in The Joy of Trivia,  p. 34)

Rudyard Kipling would only write when he had black ink in his pen.
(David Louis, in Fascinating Facts,  p. 121)

In 1957, Vic Barouh's company made carbon paper. One day he saw a secretary use chalk to erase a mistake. This is how the idea for Ko-Rec-Type was born. (Joe Griffith, in Speaker's Library of Business,  p. 303)

There really was a Mary who inspired the 1830 poem “Mary Had a Little Lamb." Editor Sarah Josepha Hale wrote the poem for Godey's Ladies' Magazine when she saw little Mary Tyler's pet lamb following her to school one day...which was against the rules. (Jeff Rovin, in The Unbelievable Truth!)

Samuel F. B. Morse was inspired to invent the Morse Code and the telegraph because news of his wife's death came to him by mail--seven days late. (Ripley's Believe It or Not!: Weird Inventions & Discoveries)
It was said of Mozart , for example, that his music wrote itself while he traveled, strolled or dozed. (Dudley Lynch, in Reader's Digest)


Mozart composed while playing billiards. (David Louis, in Fascinating Facts, p. 109)
Where did writer William Sydney Porter get his nom de plume “O Henry”? He’d once worked in a pharmacy and noted there that writings of a French chemist named Ossian-Henry were indexed under “O. Henry.” (L. M. Boyd)

Most of all, develop and practice a “passion for living." Pablo Picasso marveled at everything. “I look at flies, at flowers, at leaves and trees around me," he said. “I let my mind drift at ease, just like a boat in the current. Sooner or later, it is caught by something.” (Dudley Lynch, in Reader's Digest)

Herman Hollerith, a college graduate with a degree in engineering, helped compile the 1880 national census. It took 7 years of tedious, routine work to gather and tabulate all the information. Hollerith was sure there must be a quicker way. One day, while riding on a train, he noticed the conductor punch holes in a railway ticket to record the bearer's destination and the fare. Using the idea, Hollerith designed a punch to record a person's vital statistics by means of holes in a card.
The cards were then read with an electromagnet. Because of this punch card invention, the 1990 census took only 3 years to complete, with a saving of $5 million. His device was a forerunner of today's computer. (Bits & Pieces)

A preacher who was in the habit of writing his sermons out carefully found himself at church one Sunday morning without his manuscript. “As I have forgotten my notes," he said at the beginning of his sermon, “I will have to rely on the Lord for guidance. Tonight I shall come better prepared." (Farmers' Almanac)

Proust worked in bed, and only in a soundproof room. (David Louis, in Fascinating Facts, p. 121)

Leo Gerstenzang thought of Q-tips when he saw his wife trying to clean their baby's ears with toothpicks and cotton. (Karl Vesper, New Venture Strategies)

Good reading can be very inspiring -- it always inspires me to do more reading. (Ashleigh Brilliant)
It sometimes pays to relax. When James Watt was trying to work out an improvement on the Newcomen steam engine that would make it truly practical, the deepest concentration didn't help. One Sunday afternoon in 1764, he took a peaceful, relaxed walk, and the key notion popped into his head. Chance favors the prepared mind. (Isaac Asimov's Book of Facts)
Samuel Colt (1814-1862) inventor of the revolver that bears his name, got the idea for its revolving cylinder as a 16-year-old seaman watching the helmsman turn the ship's wheel--each spoke aligning with a clutch that held it fast. (Ripley's Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p.99)

Daniel Defoe's “Robinson Crusoe" was inspired by the true-life story of Scottish sailor, Alexander Selkirk, who lived on an uninhabited Caribbean island for 52 months, from 1704-1709, before he was rescued. (Jeff Rovin, in The Unbelievable Truth!, p. 102)
Edy’s Grand Ice Cream created the flavor Rocky Road after the stock market crash of October 1929. The company hoped the flavor’s whimsical name would give people something to smile about. (Harry Bright & Harlan Briscoe, in So, Now You Know, p. 97)

Rossini composed most of his music when he was drunk...Rossini covered himself with blankets when he composed. (David Louis, in Fascinating Facts)

Dunlop got the idea for the rubber tire by looking at a garden hose. (Joe Griffith, in Speaker's Library of Business, p. 305)
Christoph Gluck would write only when seated in the middle of a field.
(David Louis, in Fascinating Facts, p.109)
One invention inspired more than 37,000 other inventions -- the sewing machine. (L. M. Boyd)
Nobel Prize-winning physicist Dennis Gabor says that, like Einstein before him, he gets his best ideas while shaving. (Dudley Lynch)

Husband to wife: “The only idea that ever came to me while shaving was to grow a beard." (Jim Fiebig, NANA)

George Bernard Shaw had a tiny eight-foot-square writing hut built on wheels so that he could rotate it by hand to follow the sun all day long.(Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It's a Weird World,  p. 86)
The Snickers bar, introduced in 1930 by M&M Mars, is named after the Mars family’s favorite horse, Snickers. (Harry Bright & Harlan Briscoe, in So, Now You Know, p. 86)

A friend of mine worked in a lab experimenting with a new solar material gallium arsenide. Her job was to make precision cuts in the material with a high-speed wafer saw. Every time she did so, the material cracked. At home, she was watching her husband make wooden cabinets and noticed that, when he wanted to make precision cuts on certain types of wood, he reduced his saw's speed. She tried that on the gallium arsenide and it worked. (Roger von Oech)
Steve Hillenburg created the Nickelodeon cartoon Sponge Bob Square Pants, the story of a yellow sea sponge who lives in a pineapple at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean with his pet snail, Gary; Hillenburg got his inspiration for the idea while working as a marine science educator. (Harry Bright & Harlan Briscoe, in So, Now You Know, p. 63)

 “Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde" was the result of a Robert Louis Stevenson dream. In fact, Stevenson said he was able to dream plots for his stories whenever he felt like it. (Jack Kreismer, in The Bathroom Trivia Book, p. 81)

Charles Strite was fuming at the burnt toast in the factory lunch-room where he worked -- and thought up the automatic toaster. (Karl Vesper)
Tootsie rolls were introduced in 1896 by Leo Hirshfield; he named them after his daughter, whose nickname was “Tootsie.” (Harry Bright & Harlan Briscoe, in So, Now You Know, p. 85)

Wagner found it easiest to compose when he was dressed up in historical costumes. (David Louis, in Fascinating Facts, p. 109)

Rene Antoine de Reaumur, the French scientist, discovered how to make paper from wood by watching wasps make paperlike nests by chewing up food. (Ripley's Believe It or Not!: Weird Inventions & Discoveries, p. 82)
 
Weed Eaters: In 1971, an automatic car wash's spinning brushes caught the attention of George Ballas, a 60-year-old Texan, and he imagined something similar to get rid of dandelions. (Owen Edwards & Andrew Nelson, in Special Report)

Frank Baum, who wrote The Wizard of Oz, chose the name of the wizard this way: While writing the book, Baum was gazing around his office, trying to decide what to call the wizard. Baum saw the letters on his three file drawers across the room. One file read “A-G," the next “H-N," and the third “O-Z." And “Oz" it became. (Charles Reichblum, in Knowledge in a Nutshell)
Virginia Woolf wrote all her books standing up. (Noel Botham, in The Ultimate Book of Useless Information, p. 119)

*************************************************************
