Unexpected Success

Mathematician Charles Dodgson, 33 -- a.k.a. Lewis Carroll -- published Alice’s Adventures Under Ground in November, 1865. His story, first told to 10-year-old Alice Liddell in 1862, of a girl’s capers with such quirky fellows as a hookah-smoking caterpillar and a mock turtle -- “deliciously absurd conceptions,” said a critic -- was an unexpected success. Today, Alice is the world’s most quoted book after the Bible and Shakespeare’s works. (Alison McLean, in Smithsonian)

It’s hard to picture Ringo Starr as a retired factory worker, said Cole Moreton in the London Daily Mail. Yet had fate not intervened back in 1962, that might have been his reality today. Starr was working in a factory when he got an offer to play drums for a local band; he was then approached to play a gig with the Beatles. “Within Liverpool I was more known than them,” says Starr, 70. “They were lucky to get me.” At that time, Starr didn’t see a future in music. “We didn’t think it would last. Even Paul thought, ‘Well, I’ll probably end up as a writer.’ So did John. George was going to have a garage. I was an apprentice engineer, which was a big thing in my family. All my uncles and aunties came over to try to tell me that drumming was okay as a hobby.” Half a century later, he and Paul McCartney are the last remaining Beatles. “He likes to think he’s the only one,” says Starr, a bit testily. He still feels that he never got his due: Why hasn’t he been knighted like Sir Paul? “People have tried campaigns, but it never goes anywhere. Maybe you should just start one. That’s why I called my last album Y Not?” (The Week magazine, June 10, 2011)

Charles Darwin thought that the 1,250-copy first run of his book The Origin of Species was too much, but the books sold out the first day of publication. (Noel Botham, in The World’s Greatest Book of Useless Information, p. 29)

eBay was launched on Labor Day of 1995 by Pierre Omidyar, a computer programmer who lived and worked in California’s Silicon Valley. Omidyar started the site as a hobby and a chance to practice programming for the Internet. His vision for eBay was to create the “perfect market”: a place where buyers and sellers could connect without pressure and the demand for an item would determine its selling price. At the beginning, Omidyar didn’t even expect his hobby to create enough cash flow for him to quit his day job, but in only four years, eBay’s creator was worth four billion dollars. Today, eBay’s auction sites and other ventures generate billions of dollars each year. (Karen Barton, in Kids’ Pages)

The man credited with inventing the motion picture system never made a dime. Thomas Edison didn’t bother to patent his projection systems because he thought they had no future. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 22)

Despite appearances in Going My Way and How Green Was My Valley, a famous actor was unsure movies would ever support him. Barry Fitzgerald kept his British civil servant job for 14 years before he finally decided to stick to movies. Oddly enough, Fitzgerald became famous for playing Catholic priests even though he was a Protestant. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 9)

Even Abraham Lincoln surely believed it when he said in his Gettysburg Address: “The world will little note, nor long remember, what we say here. . . .” (Jo Coudert, in Reader’s Digest)

Because of the unexpected success of Nia Vardalos’ self-written acting vehicle, My Big Fat Greek Wedding (based on her one-woman show of the same name), proves that pop culture can still cough up a surprise or two in an era when movie audiences have been otherwise carpet-bombed into submission by studio marketing campaigns. Because “unexpected” doesn’t do justice to a little $5 million independent that had “late-night-reruns-on-Bravo” written all over it. Because the picture has instead racked up more than $140 million at the box office and became, pound for pound, arguably the year’s biggest hit. Because she didn’t sell her script to the producer who wanted to make My Big Fat Italian Wedding. Because she didn’t change her name to Vardalez – and then lose the part to Jennifer Lopez anyway – for My Big Fat Puerto Rican Wedding. Because she can do more with a reaction shot than any performer since Jack Benny. Because showbiz Cinderella stories are only predictable when they’re in front of the camera. (Vanity Fair magazine, December, 2002)
I have been asked many times if I ever dreamed that Peanuts would become so successful. Obviously, I did not know that Snoopy was going to go to the moon and I did not know that the term “happiness is a warm puppy” would prompt hundreds of other such definitions and I did not know that the term “security blanket” would become part of the American language; but I did have the hope that I would be able to contribute something to a profession that I can now say I have loved all my life. However, I think I always surprise people when I say, “Well, frankly, I guess I did expect Peanuts would be successful, because after all, it was something I had planned for since I was six years old.” (Charles M. Schulz, in Peanuts: A Golden Celebration)

All I ever wanted was for somebody to publish Harry Potter so I could go to bookshops and see it. (J. K. Rowling)

As told by Susan Orlean, it began on a World War I battlefield in France, when an American corporal stumbled upon a litter of German shepherd pups in the wreckage of an abandoned German encampment. Lee Duncan made two of the dogs his own pets, though only the one he called Rin Tin Tin survived. Given that he had spent part of his boyhood in an orphanage, “it wasn’t a coincidence that Duncan was the one to rescue the pup who had no one.” But what happened next to the lucky canine certainly couldn’t have been predicted. Within a few years, the puppy that Duncan had named after a popular French doll grew up to be the most famous dog in the world, said Rick Kogan in the Chicago Tribune. Hollywood talent scouts saw a film clip of “Rinty” making a spectacular jump in a dog show and decided to put him in the movies. In more than a dozen silent films, including 1925’s Clash of the Wolves, Rin Tin Tin demonstrated unusual screen presence, thanks largely to what Orlean characterizes as his “immensely expressive” face. When he died, in 1932, the nation mourned. But his progeny kept the Rin Tin Tin brand alive on-screen through the 1950s. (The Week magazine, October 14, 2011)

On December 19, 1918, the sports editor at the Old New York Globe was anxiously calling for the daily cartoon, and sports artist Robert Ripley was desperate for an idea. The day had been dull for sports, and current news had not provided any subject either. After looking at his blank drawing paper for some time, Ripley turned finally to his files and a scrapbook of news clippings he had been putting together for his own amusement. This contained an assortment of sports oddities and records, and he began to draw his cartoon from them. Studying the completed piece of several sports oddities which he had entitled “Champs or Chumps,” Ripley was not at all sure that he had produced a good day’s work. On impulse he scratched out the original heading, wrote in its place “Believe It or Not!”, and put it on the sport editor’s desk. Dismissing the drawing from his mind he then went across the street for a cup of coffee, little realizing that an idea had been conceived that would eventually capture the imagination of millions of readers and make the words “Believe It or Not!” a household phrase the world over. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. xiv)

Morris Michtom, found of Ideal Toy Corporation, asked a favor of Theodore Roosevelt, who replied: “I doubt my name will mean much in your business, but you may use it if you wish.” And onto the market came the Teddy Bear. (L. M. Boyd)

When Colonel Sanders set out on the road at age 65 to sell chicken, his goal was to make $1,000 a month. (L. M. Boyd)

Seinfeld debuted as The Seinfeld Chronicles and was not expected to do well. NBC actually offered the show to FOX, which passed on it. (Don Voorhees, in The Essential Book of Useless Information, p. 10)

Despite Steven Spielberg’s dedication to the picture, he didn’t expect the nearly 3 ½ hour, black-and-white movie to be a hit – or even to break even. So he was astonished when Schindler’s List inspired global acclaim. After years of being stubbed at the Academy Awards, he saw the 1993 film win seven Oscars, including Best Picture and Best Director. (Reader’s Digest)

New hope from stem cells: Embryonic stem cells injected into the eyes of two legally blind patients appear to have restored some of their sight – the first direct evidence ever of such therapy helping patients. That largely unexpected success is “a major milestone that will offer tremendous encouragement” to scientists working in the stem-cell field, Harvard Medical School researcher George Daley tells ScienceNow.org. Embryonic stem cells can morph into any type of cell in the body, so in theory they could be used to treat a host of serious ailments, from Alzheimer’s to paralysis, by replacing cells damaged by injury and disease. But scientists hadn’t yet determined whether injecting stem cells into people would stimulate tumors or cause other health problems. This study was an attempt to answer that question. Stem cells were transformed into retinal cells and implanted into the eyes of two women suffering from macular degeneration – a common, untreatable cause of blindness. The new retinal cells caused no harmful effects, and they improved the women’s vision. “One day, I looked down and I could see my watch,” says Sue Freeman, one of the stem-cell recipients. “That was exciting.” (The Week magazine, February 10, 2012)
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