Humble Beginnings 

Think again! If you don’t think that you have enough to get started to make your dream come true, think again! If you have had a nudging in your mind and heart for a long while to follow a certain course of action, but have doubts about following it, think again! If you think that a certain unfortunate experience in your life has made it impossible for you to follow this dream in your heart, think again! If you think that the “famous ones” started out at the top and never had to do anything to get there, think again! Take a look at these situations. It doesn’t take much to get started. as this book will show you over and over again. (David J. Seibert)

His lord said to him, 
Well done, good and reliable servant; 
you have been faithful over a little, 
I will appoint you over much; 
enter into your master’s joy. 
(St. Matthew 25:21)

The American Automobile Association has become a ubiquitous presence in modern America; motorists across the country take advantage of its discounts, roadside service and maps. The company has been around nearly as long as cars -- AAA published its first road map as early as 1905. For those who are curious, the map was of Staten Island, and it was hand-drawn on linen. (Samantha Weaver, in Tidbits)

They first starred in ads: 
Haley Joel Osment -- Pizza Hut commercials, age 4; 
Reese Witherspoon -- local commercials for flower shop, age 7; 
Alyson Hannigan -- McDonald’s and Oreos commercials, age 4; 
Chris O’Donnell -- McDonald’s counter boy, age 17 (served Michael Jordan). (World Features Syndicate)

Arguments continues over the whereabouts of the nation’s first air-conditioner office building. A New Yorker claims it was the old Larkin Building now gone, in Buffalo. Was built by Frank Lloyd Wright in 1904 and had ducts to distribute air forced over ice blocks. (L. M. Boyd)

The nation’s first air-conditioner was built by Frank Lloyd Wright in 1904 and had ducts to distribute air forced over ice blocks. (L. M. Boyd)

Many a great enterprise starts small. Take the Air Force. Established as part of the Army in 1907, it had three men -- an officer, a non-com and one enlisted. (L. M. Boyd)

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)

Woody Allen, Academy Award-winning writer/producer/director, flunked motion picture production at New York University and the City College of New York and failed English at N.Y.U. (The Best of Bits & Pieces, p. 60)

How did America come about? Remember, two hundred years ago it was a wilderness. Have you ever gone out in the woods and left the path for just a few moments and seen all those trees and underbrush, the thistles and the thorns, the creeks and the rivers, the mountains? Not to mention mosquitos, black flies and chiggers? And thunderstorms, tornados. Not to mention the wintertime; the ice and the cold and the sleet. How on earth did they do it. (Foster McClellan) 

Richard DeVos and Jay van Andel of Amway fame started their company in their basements after running a drive-in restaurant. 
(Paul Craig Roberts, in Reader’s Digest)   
  
From humble beginnings: Benji (movie Benji) -- found in an animal shelter;  Murray (TV’s Mad About You) -- animal shelter;  Original Lassie -- a kennel;  Quincy (TV’s Coach) -- animal shelter;  Comet (TV’s Full House) -- animal shelter;  Mike (Down and Out in Beverly Hills) -- a sheep farm;  Toto (Wizard of Oz) -- a kennel. (Pauline Bartel, in Amazing Animal Actors)

Sizes of animals at birth: 
Kangaroo -- size of a lima bean; 
Koala - size of a grape; 
Tasmanian devil - size of a raisin; 
Platypus -- size of a jelly bean; 
Opposum -- size of a bee. (World Features Syndicate)

Jennifer Aniston: Like her “Friends” character, Aniston worked as a waitress after graduation from school. The rail-thin Aniston actually used to be fat. When she realized that was keeping her from landing acting parts, she went on the Nutri/System diet and lost 30 pounds. 
(2002 People Almanac, p. 332)

Who flunked first and fourth grades yet went on to become an astronaut? Ed Gibson. (Glenn Van Ekeren, in The Speaker’s Sourcebook, p. 355)

Auntie Mame by Patrick Dennis: Some 17 publishers rejected this novel about a free-spirited older woman before Vanguard accepted it. An immediate hit, the book was soon made into a popular film starring Rosalind Russell. Ten years later a musical version of the play, now called Mame, started a long Broadway run. The film Mame was released in 1974. Total book sales have been around 2 million copies.  
(Wallace/Wallechinsky, in The Book of Lists, #2)

It took Jane Austen seventeen years to find a publisher for “Pride and Prejudice.” (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 14)

You know those convicts sent in the late 1700’s from England to the penal colony in Australia? Not a dangerous bunch, for the most part. Among the 700-plus in the first batch were petty thieves, mostly, plus some con artists, a perjurer and several forgers. (L. M. Boyd)

In the Irish uprising of 1848, the men were captured, tried and convicted of treason against Her Majesty, Queen Victoria. All were sentenced to death. Passionate protest from all over the world persuaded the Queen to commute the death sentences. The men were banished to Australia--as remote and full of prisoners as Russian Siberia. Years passed. In 1874 Queen Victoria learned that a Sir Charles Duffy who had been elected Prime Minister of Australia was the same Charles Duffy who had been banished 26 years earlier. She asked what had become of the other eight convicts.  She learned that: Patrick Donahue became a Brigadier General in the United States Army. Morris Lyene became Attorney General for Australia. Michael Ireland succeeded Lyene as Attorney General. Thomas McGee became Minister of. Agriculture for Canada. Terrence McManus became a Brigadier General in the United States Army. Thomas Meagher was elected Governor of Montana. John Mitchell became a prominent New York politician and his son, John Purroy Mitchell, a famous Mayor of New York City. Richard O’Gorman became Governor of Newfoundland. (Johnny Rocco, in Abundant Living magazine)

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 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)

What was the winner’s average speed in the first auto race? 7.5 mph. Over snowy roads from Chicago to Waukegan, on November 28, 1895. At the wheel was James Franklin Duryea in a car invented by his brother, Charles Edgar Duryea. Eighty cars entered. Six started. Two finished. (L. M. Boyd)

“Have any big men ever been born in this town?” “No, just little babies.” (Delia Sellers, in Abundant Living magazine)

When Burt Bacharach was trying to break into song-writing, he went through a solid year of rejections. “They’d stop you after eight bars,” he recalled. “Connie Francis lifted the needle off the demo.” (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 12)

Why is a “bachelor’s degree” called that? Goes back to when apprentice knights were called “bachelors,” to mean beginners. (L. M. Boyd)

It is said that there is not a moment of the day when reruns of the madcap television series I Love Lucy are not playing somewhere in the world. Lucille Ball’s career didn’t start off so well, however. She was once dismissed from drama school for being too quiet and shy. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World)

Teachers at John Murray Anderson’s Dramatic School in New York sent a young student home because she was “too shy” to make an actress out of her. The girl’s name? Lucille Ball. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 13)

Big companies that went bankrupt:
1.  Quaker Oats (3 times)
2.  Pepsi-Cola (3 times)
3.  Birds Eye Frozen Foods 
4.  Borden’s
5.  Aunt Jemima
6.  Wrigley’s (3 times). (Press-Telegram newspaper, Long Beach, CA)

Six movie stars who worked in a barbershop: Henry Armetta, Charlie Chaplin, Perry Como, Greta Garbo, Harry Langdon, and Yves Montand. (Wallace/Wallechinsky, in The Book of Lists #3, p. 304)

Baseball: Steve Carlton didn’t know it, but he passed the torch in 1988. Carlton, until last week the career strikeout leader for left-handed pitchers at 4,136, retired early in the 1988 season. In September of that year, Randy Johnson was called up by the Montreal Expos from Indianapolis. While Carlton was an immediate success, winning 57 games by age 26, Johnson was not on the same path. He won only 10 games by that age, which more rivaled the route taken by Warren Spahn, who didn’t win any games until he was 25 but won 363 games in his career, a record for a lefthander. (Rick Hummel, in St. Louis Poist-Dispatch, September 19, 2004)

Baseball: Memories came back for managers Rene Lachemann of Florida and Marcel Lachemann of California during last week’s owners meeting at the Biltmore Hotel in Los Angeles. Their father was a chef there, and as youngsters they worked in the hotel kitchen. (Tracey Ringolsby, in Rocky Mountain News)

Several of these billion-dollar ideas were launched in basements or garages on shoestring budgets. Hewlett-Packard, the computer giant, came out of $538 worth of electronic parts in David Packard’s garage. Wal-Mart came out of a five-and-dime store in Newsport, Arkansas. Richard DeVos and Jay Van Andel started Amway Corporation in their basements, from which distributed a biodegradable cleaner they bought from a Deetroit chemist. (Peter Lynch & John Rothchild, in Reader’s Digest)

Pat Summit, the coach of the University of Tennessee’s women’s basketball team, has become the winningest coach in NCAA history. This week, she racked up her 880th victory when Lady Vols beat Purdue 75-54, in the seconf round of the NCAA tournament. That broke the record held by legendary North Carolina coach Dean Smith. Summitt took over the Tennessee team in 1974, when she was just 22. The basketball program back then was so small, she had to wash the uniforms and drive the team van herself. Summitt, now 52, said she did not want her personal milestone to interfere with her team’s run for for its seventh national title. “To think about all the people that were a part of these wins,” she said. “I never thought I’d live this long. (The Week, magazine, April 1, 2005)

In December 1891, a physical-education instructor at the Y.M.C.A. Training School in Springfield, Massachusetts, invented a new game. He asked the school janitor to find two boxes and nail them at opposite ends of the gymnasium balcony. The janitor couldn’t find any boxes so he substituted two peach baskets. If the janitor had been able to find some boxes, the game probably would have become known as “box-ball”; instead it was named “basketball.” (Paul Stirling Hagerman,  in It’s a Weird World, p. 10)

Baseball catcher Mike Piazza remembers the days of being batboy when the Dodgers came into Philadelphia to play the Phillies, dreaming one day of playing at Veterans Stadium. Now Piazza will be heading to Philadelphia, just outside his hometown of Phoenixville, not only as the starting catcher in the baseball All-Star Game, but the most popular player in the entire National League. (Rick Hummel, in St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 1996)

The Alaskan brown bear is the largest meat-eating mammal that lives on land. However, the offspring of bears are smaller in proportion to the size of the parent than the offspring of any other mammal, except for pouched animals such as the opossum. Although a 120-pound woman is likely to give birth to a 6-8 pound baby, a 600-pound bear might have a cub that weighs a mere 8-10 ounces. (Paul Stirling Hagerman,  in It’s a Weird World, p. 91)

In 1962 the Decca Recording Company turned down the opportunity to work with the Beatles. Their rationale? “We don’t like their sound. Groups of guitars are on their way out.” Of course, the Beatles turned that imminent failure into prominent success. (Glenn Van Ekeren, in The Speaker’s Sourcebook)

Alexander Graham Bell, the inventor of the telephone, an invention without which the business world of today could not even begin to function, was hard pressed to find a major backer. In 1876, the year he patented the telephone, Bell approached Western Union, then the largest communications company in America, and offered it exclusive rights to the invention for $100,000. William Orton, Western Union’s president, turned down the offer, posing one of the most shortsighted questions in business history: “What use could this company make of an electrical toy?” (M. Hirsh Goldberg, in The Blunder Book, p. 151)

Irving Berlin, one of America’s great songwriters, taught himself to play the piano by practicing in a saloon where he worked as a singing waiter.
(Isaac Asimov’s Book of Facts, p. 385)

You cannot drill for oil in Beverly Hills. Why not? The developers did. And came up with 30 dry holes. In 1905. For awhile there, it looked as though they had blown the $670,000 they paid for that big bean patch. Then they put in streets and sold lots with the no-oil-drilling stipulation. How much of Beverly Hills would $670,000 buy you now. (L. M. Boyd)

“Have any big men ever been born in this town?” “No, just little babies.” (Delia Sellers, in Abundant Living magazine)

Lee Strasberg, head of the famed Actors Studio, once told Robert Blake he could never learn to act.  Blake went on to star in the popular American TV show Baretta  and was voted outstanding actor in a dramatic series in 1975 by the U. S. Academy of TV Arts and Sciences. 
(Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance)

In 1873, Charles M. Barnes opened a book shop in his Wheaton, Illinois home, then joined with Clifford Noble in 1917 to open the first Barnes & Noble bookstore in New York. (American Profile)

Best-selling books rejected by six or more publishers:  And  to Think That I Saw It on Mulberry Street, Theodor Geisel (Dr. Seuss); MASH, Richard Hooker; Kon-Tiki, Thor Heyerdahl; Jonathan Livingston Seagull, Richard Bach; Auntie Mame, Patrick Dennis.  
(Wallace/Wallechinsky, in The Book of Lists, #2)

In 1971, they opened a college bookstore in Ann Arbor, Michigan. To manage the huge inventory, they developed one of the book industry’s first computer systems. It helped them develop a reputation as the store where people could find almost any book imaginable, and made expension possible. By 1996, the Borders Books chain had expanded to more than 115 stores around the country, with annual book (and music, added in the early 1990s) sales of more than $700 million. (Uncle John’s All-Purpose Bathroom Reader, p. 124)

Where they were born: 
Rudolph Nureyev -- born on Trans-Siberian train; 
Sylvester Stallone -- in charity hospital; 
Red Skelton -- in two-room shack; 
Calvin Coolidge -- in back room of country store; 
Babe Ruth -- in second-floor row house; 
Mario Cuomo -- above family grocery store; 
Dolly Parton -- in one-room shack (doctor was paid with sack of cornmeal). (World Features Syndicate)

Gregor Johann Mendel (1822-1884) the Austrian botanist who discovered the basic laws of heredity, never was able to pass the examination to become a full-fledged teacher of science. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Weird Inventions and Discoveries, p. 67)

In 1903, glass blower Michael Joseph Owens invented the first automatic machine to make glass bottles and founded the Owens Bottle Company in Toledo, Ohio. Owens’ machine nine uniform bottles a minute and revolutionized the glass industry. Today machines can produce 720 bottles a minute. (American Profile)

Founded in 1916 by 40 women, the Women’s International Bowling Congress, headquartered in Greendale, Wisconsin, is among the world’s oldest women’s sports membership organization and currently has 1.2 million members. (American Profile)

That the bridal veil started out as a sack over the bride’s head is widely known. But rarely mentioned. (L. M. Boyd)

Speaking of bridges -- and nearly everyone does these days--the first suspension bridge across the Niagara Gorge employed a very scientific system for getting the metal cables from one side to the other. They began by paying a small boy $10 to fly his kite across the gorge at the appropriate spot. The kite string was tied to a tree on the far side. Then these clever engineers used the kite string to carry across a stronger line, then the line carried a rope and finally the heavy metal cable was carried across by the rope. The boy’s name was Homer Walsh; can’t recall who the engineer was. (Donner & Eve Paige Spencer, in A Treasury of Trivia, p. 93)

What legendary tough guy wore his sister’s dresses to school because his family couldn’t afford new clothes for him? Charles Bronson. (Ed Lucaire, in Celebrity Setbacks, back cover)

All broomcorn grown in the United States is said to descend from three seeds found by Benjamin Franklin in a whisk broom. (L. M. Boyd)

Not everyone knows that George Burns once did the voice of the horse on the old “Mr. Ed” TV show. (L. M. Boyd)

Their business beginnings: 
Pepperidge Farms -- started as mail-order business 
Marriott -- began as nine-seat root beer stand 
Newlett-Packard -- first four years in a garage 
Walt Disney -- made first film in uncle’s garage 
Penguin Books -- first housed in crypt of a church 
Smith Brothers Cough Drops -- first made in home kitchen.  (World Features Syndicate) 

Business beginnings:
Gucci -- was a saddlery company
Hewlett-Packard -- two years before first employees hired
Harrods -- was a grocery store
Harley-Davidson -- made four motorcycles first year
Zagat restaurant guides -- first survey made for friends only
BMW -- 12 years before first car made (originally made aircraft engines and motorcycles). (World Features Syndicate)

How well-known businesses got started: 
Pizza Hut -- two brothers got $600 from their mom
Stetson Hats -- started with $10 worth of fur
Kimberly-Clark -- four investors started with $30,000
Joy of Cooking author -- $3,000 from late husband’s estate
Cliff Notes -- borrowed $4,000
Lillian Vernon catalog -- started with $2,000 from wedding gift. 
(World Features Syndicate)

In 1983, Martha Coolidge, director of a film called Valley Girl, was angry with the casting director, who kept auditioning “pretty boys” for the lead role. So Coolidge went to the reject pile, pulled the first photo off the top, held it up and said, “Bring me someone like this.” The picture was of Nicolas Cage, and he got the part. It was his first lead role. (Uncle John’s All-Purpose Bathroom Reader, p. 34)

James Cagney’s first professional stage job was as a chorus girl wearing a red wig and tutu in a female impersonation act. (Ed Lucaire, in Celebrity Setbacks, p. 84)

The French fry is my canvas.(Ray Kroc, Founder, McDonald’s)       BP619971

At the age of 12, Andrew Carnegie worked as a millhand for $1.20 a week. Half a century later, he sold his steel company for nearly $500 million. (Isaac Asimov’s Book of Facts, p. 58)

Jim Carrey: From Rags - He had to drop out of high school and take a job as a janitor in a factory. In fact, his entire family worked in that factory, living in a small cottage on the grounds. At his lowest low, Carrey wrote a $10 million check to himself . . . to be redeemed when he made the big time. To Riches - After working the comedy circuit for years, Carrey landed a role on In Living Color, which led to a movie deal. In 1996 he became the highest paid actor ever when he received $20 million to star in Cable Guy. When his father died, Carrey placed the check he had written to himself in his dad’s burial suit. (Uncle John’s Unstoppable Bathroom Reader)

America’s own home-grown version of Nostradamos is the well-known “Sleeping Prophet,” Edgar Cayce. This meek, unassuming farm boy, born in 1877 near Hopkinsville, Kentucky, dropped out of school in the seventh grade and grew up to become the most famous prophet and psychic of his time. Yet for all his mystic powers, he remained a simple country sort, fundamentalist who remained a simple country sort, a fundamentalist who read his Bible daily and taught Sunday school for most of his life. (James Finn Garner, in Apocalypse Wow!, p. 50)

Six who were cheerleaders in high school: George W. Bush, Michael Douglas, Kirk Douglas, Steve Martin, Jimmy Stewart, and Trent Lott.
(World Features Syndicate)

Cheers debuted on NBC on September 30, 1982, to little acclaim. In fact, it was the lowest rated television show that week. And it didn’t improve much that first season -- finishing the year in 77th place. Cheers was almost canceled, but Grant Tinker, president of NBC, loved the show and gave it another chance. Over the next year, as America came to love the Cheers family and the bar “where everybody knows your name,” the show caught on and eventually became a huge hit with a devoted audience. It turrned that cast of unknowns into household names, and one of the best TV ensembles ever. (Joe Garner, in Stay Tuned, p. 46)

The founder of Chicago was Jean Baptiste Pointe Dusable, a free Black who built the first house and opened the first business on the banks of the Chicago River in the 1770s. The Potawatomi Indians used to smile and say, “The first White man to settle in Checagou was a Black man.
(Ebony magazine)

Engineer James Thompson laid out the first plat for the town of Chicago (population 100) in August, 1830, more than 150 years after the first Europeans set foot there in 1673. Developers hoped to sell the lots to settlers to finance a canal from Lake Michigan to the Illinois River. Sell they did, and by 2005, though much of the now outdated canal is buried under freeway, some 2,800,000 people call the nation’s third-largest city home. (Smithsonian)

You know that little dog called the chihuahua? It’s ancestors were mute. 
(L. M. Boyd)

Famous cook Julia Child could barely cook until she was 34. After briefly attending a cooking school in Beverly Hills, California, she went to Paris where she learned the art of French cooking at the world-renowned Cordon Bleu cooking school. (Ed Lucaire, in Celebrity Setbacks)

Walter Chrysler, another giant in the automobile industry, started as a shop apprentice for a western railroad and became superintendent of locomotive power at 33. At 35 he changed to another firm, at a lower salary. At 37 he changed again, to the Buick Motor Company, this time for exactly half his previous salary. Why did Chrysler keep changing jobs, making less money each time? Not because he was incompetent -- it was for love of the new job. (Bits & Pieces)  4279521

Winston Churchill was born in a ladies’ cloakroom in the ancestral castle of Blenheim. His mother was attending a dance there when she prematurely delivered. (Isaac Asimov’s Book of Facts, p. 425)

As a teenager, British leader Winston Churchill failed the entrance exams to the Royal Military Academy -- twice. (He made it on the third try, and the rest is history. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 16)

Sir Winston Churchill took three years getting through eighth grade because he had trouble learning English. (Glenn Van Ekeren, in The Speaker’s Sourcebook)

Winston Churchill did not become prime minister of England until he was 62, and then only after a lifetime of defeats and setbacks.  His greatest contributions came when he was a senior citizen. (Joe Griffith, in Speaker’s Library of Business, p. 250)

Bill Belichick, the head coach of the Cleveland Browns, became one of the best strategists in football as defensive coordinator of the Super Bowl champion New York Giants. But back in 1975, Belichick was just another college graduate looking for work. When he heard that Baltimore Colts head coach Ted Marchibroda needed someone to analyze game film. Belichick offered to do the job for nothing. “I worked 16-hour days for bed and board -- and a lot of football,” Belichick recalls. “I didn’t mind. All I wanted was to be a coach, like my dad. His work ethic, was ingrained in me. He taught me not to squander opportunities. (Frank Litsky, in New York Times)

Kansas City Chiefs coach Marty Schottenheimer had a humble beginning to his winning career. At the January 1975 Senior Bowl, he pestered NFL coaches for any entry into the league. There was no vacancy, so Schottenheimer offered to compile a scouting report of World Football League players for then Giants coach Bill Arnsparger. “I got all the film of the games and completed a report on nearly every player,” Schottenheimer remembers. “I thought Bill said they would pay me $1500.” When Arnsparger sent him $125, Schottenheimer didn’t call to complain. He would have done it for nothing, he said; he was building bridges. Then Arnsparger called with a job: linebacker coach, Giants. Three months later Schottenheimer asked Armsparger what had happened to the $1500 fee. “Bill kept copious notes,” Schottenheimer recalls. “He looked it up and said, ‘No, Marty, says right here I said $50 to $100.’” Schottenheimer had actually earned a $25 bonus for his hard work. (Thomas George, in New York Times)

During their first year of business, the Coca-Cola company sold only 400 Cokes. (Glenn Van Ekeren, in Speaker’s Sourcebook II, p. 279)

Harry “King” Cohn was a school dropout from New York who went west to plug songs. He eventually founded Columbia studios where his difficulties with the English language became famous. His own executives used to bet him he couldn’t spell the studio’s name and Cohn usually lost. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 12)

Discussing her early career as a would-be stage actress at England’s Royal Academy of Dramatic Art, “Dynasty” star Joan Collins reveals that her first report card there contained a rather ironic assessment of her talents. It read: “Joan has a good personality and lots of stage presence. But she must try to improve her voice projection or she will wind up in films and TV, and that would be a pity.” (People Weekly)

Where five well-known companies started: 
1.  Reader’s Digest -- in Greenwich Village apartment  
2.  Playboy -- at a card table in Hugh Hefner’s apartment  
3.  J. D. Powers -- at founder’s kitchen table
4.  PC World magazine -- in founder’s spare bedroom
5.  Mars candy -- in room above kitchen. (World Features Syndicate)

In the 1830s, more than a hundred years before the first generation of modern computers, Charles Babbage, the English mathematician, designed an “analytical engine” that would perform the four major functions of human computing; carrying out arithmetic operations, having a memory, making a choice of computing sequence, and being capable of numerical input and output.  Steam-powered, the machine was designed to store a memory of 1,000 fifty-digit numbers; it was to work with punch-card entry; final results were to be printed automatically and set in type. When the machine required further values for calculations in progress, its operator would be summoned by a bell.  Lack of money prevented its development. (Isaac Asimov’s Book of Facts, p. 293)

Actor Sean Connery once worked as a coffin-polisher. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World, p. 36)

What did Sean Connery do before he became an actor? Polished coffins in a woodshop. His medical discharge from the Royal Navy qualified him for money to learn a trade. That was it. Wood polishing. 
(Boyd’s Curiosity Shop, p. 201)

Ray Conniff was a prolific composer and big-band leader who achieved global commercial success with innovative arrangements that millions loved, but which critics dismissed as “elevator music. The Grammy Award winner’s career spanned more than six decades, beginning with a small band in Boston. (Brian Macquarrie, in Boston Globe)

Turn On, a television series hosted by Tim Conway, proved to be a turn off.  It premiered on February 5, 1969, and was cancelled the same day.
(Jack Kreismer, in The Bathroom Trivia Book, p. 88)

Gary Cooper wore his best suit to a tryout for a western movie, but suspicious producers thought the big actor was a dude and made him prove he could ride--and fall off--a horse. He went on to a career that culminated in the classic High Noon, but before he made it big, Coop was fired and rehired by the movie bosses seven times. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 8)

Comedian Lou Costello, the roly-poly member of the comedy team of Abbott and Costello, once worked as a prize-fighter. In his early days at MGM, he was a stunt man and once worked as Dolores del Rio’s double. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World, p. 36)

It is not clear where cottage cheese got it’s name, which is made by straining the curds of slightly soured milk, was developed. Some sources say it was centuries ago in Europe; others say more recently in America. There are many variations, which could account for the confusion. There’s no consensus on the name, either, except that it originally was made in small batches at home, and the name captures that humble beginning. (Rocky Mountain News)

The old Romans counted by moving pebbles. Latin for pebble is “calculi.” That gave us our word “calculate.” (L. M. Boyd)

Ollie Qualls started making his peg game in a 10’ x 10’ room in Lebanon, Tennessee. Each game was drilled and ink-stamped by hand, then delivered to Cracker Barrel Old Country Store in the family pick-up truck. As Cracker Barrel grew, so did Ollie’s business. Today, more than 400,000 Qualls and Sons Peg Games are sold every year. (Cracker Barrel Old Country Store Breakfast Menu)

Twenty dollars a week was all the salary Joan Crawford drew in her first job on the stage. She was a dancer in a road show which closed two weeks after it opened. (Sunshine magazine) 

 Ted Danson once appeared in a TV commercial as a package of lemon chiffon pie mix. (Uncle John’s Unstoppable Bathroom Reader)

Edson de Castro set up Data General Corporation on kitchen tables inside an empty beauty salon in Hudsson, Massachusetts. The company sold more than $650 million worth of computers in 1981. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 90) 

The plow with its single steel blade and crude wooden handles looks so humble, but it cut a mighty path across the vast Midwestern prairie and forever changed America. John Deere, the blacksmith who built the first successful steel plow in 1837, planted his company in Moline, Illinois, a decade later. Since then, Deere’s name has become an agricultural icon, and the company he started has grown into an industrial giant, which today employs 46,000 workers worldwide. (American Profile)

Early years of John Deere: First year (1837) -- made one steel plow; second year -- made two steel plows; third year -- made 10 plows; by 1852 -- made 4,000 steel plows a year. (World Features Syndicate & Ben Ikenson, in Ingenious Inventions)

Robert De Niro: First acting experience was playing the Cowardly Lion in a Public School 41 production of “The Wizard of Oz.” (2002 People Almanac, p. 366)

Edison knew 1800 ways not to build a light bulb. One of Madame Curie’s failures was radium. Columbus thought he had discovered the East Indies. Freud had several big failures before he devised psychoanalysis. Rodgers and Hammerstein’s first collaboration bombed so badly that they didn’t get together again for years.  The whole history of thought is filled with people who arrived at the “wrong” destinations. (Bits & Pieces)

Where they were developed: 
Photocopy machine -- in an apartment kitchen
Marconi’s wireless telegraph -- did early work in his attic
Ford’s first car -- in an investor’s garage
Watt’s steam engine -- in corner of dad’s workshop; Electric car starter -- in hayloft
Hewlett-Packard’s first products -- in rented garage (They glazed the instruments in a kitchen oven). (World Features Syndicate)

A little boy skipped rocks on the Orange River of Hopetown, South Africa, in 1866. One rock he pocketed and took home. It turned out to be the 21.75 carat diamond that four years later started history’s greatest diamond rush. But all he knew was it wouldn’t skip. (Boyd’s Curiosity Shop, p. 156)

Neil Diamond was on his way to becoming the first member of his family to graduate from college when he dropped out in his senior year to take a songwriting job with a music-publishing company. “It was a chance to step into my career,” he explains. The job lasted only four months. Eventually, he was fired by five other music publishers. “I loved writing music and lyrics,” he says, “and I thought, ‘There’s got to be a place for me somewhere.’” After eight years of knocking around and bringing songs to publishers and still being basically nowhere, I met two very successful producers and writers, Jeff Barry and Ellie Greenwich, who liked the way I sang. They took me from being a guy with a guitar to a guy who could make real records,” he adds. (Claire Carter, in Parade magazine)

Leonardo Dicaprio was rejected by a talent agent when he was 10 years old for having a bad haircut. First memory is of wearing red-and-yellow tap shoes and being lifted onto a stage by his father to entertain people waiting for a concert. First acting experience was in a Matchbox car commercial. (2002 People Almanac, p. 367)

As a recluse and an unknown writer, Emily Dickinson showed some of her poetry to the literary lion Thomas Wentworth Highinson, who advised her not to try to publish her poems because they were “strange” and “peculiar.” Dickinson, after her death, was recognized as one of the world’s great poets. Higginson is no longer recognizable.  (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 13)

A 30-foot dinosaur was only 13 inches long when it first stepped out of its eggshell. (L. M. Boyd)

Microbiologist Curt Jones invented Dippin” Dots Ice Cream in his garage in Grand Chain, Illinois (population 890), in 1987. The beads of flash-frozen ice cream are sold by franchises worldwide. (American Profile)

My only hope is that we never lose sight of one thing -- that it all started with a mouse. (Walt Disney, 1954)

Famous people who sold door-to-door: Abraham Lincoln, Billy Graham, Gary Cooper, Neil Armstrong, and Lyndon Johnson.  Lyndon Johnson sold silk stockings. (Direct Selling Association)

Kirk Douglas played a conch ukulele and sang “Mermaid Millie” in Disney’s “20,000 Leagues under the Sea.” (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 9)

In 1955, more than 200 drag racers revved up at an abandoned airstrip in Great Bend, Kansas (population 15,345), for the National Hot Rod Association’s first national event. (American Profile)

In 1867, Charles Knapp of Waterloo, Wisconsin, patented the first machine for making a wooden drawer joint. Resembling a peg in a half circle, the Knapp joint saved labor involved in cutting dovetail joints and was used by many furniture makers until 1900, when a machine was invented to simulate handmade dovetails. (American Profile)

The first Drive-In movie theater was opened on June 6, 1933, by salesman Richard M. Hollingshead in Camden, N. J. On the bill was a twilight showing of the British comedy Wife Beware. Hollingshead had worked out the technology with a 1928 Kodak projector that he mounted on the hood of his car and aimed at a sheet. The film was a little-known second-run feature, and the neighbors complained about the noise. From those decidedly humble beginnings, a U.S. institution was born, one that exploded in the post-World War II automobile culture. The drive-in peaked in 1958, with nearly 5,000 theaters across the U.S. (Lisa McLaughlin, in Time)

The richest American, Bill Gates, dropped out of Harvard to co-found Microsoft Corporation with Washington State University dropout Paul G. Allen. (Paul Craig Roberts, in Reader’s Digest)   

A surprising number of dropouts have made it into the top 400 of Forbes magazine. Bill Gates, the Microsoft whiz, left Harvard to tinker with software and developed the operating brain that is installed in nearly every personal computer. Kirk Kerkorian, a junior-high dropout and son of an American immigrant fruit farmer, made millions from Hollywood deals and Las Vegas properties and is now a major Chrysler stockholder. Ted Turner of Turner Broadcasting was booted from Brown University, although he later went back to graduate. (Peter Lynch and John Rothchild, in Reader’s Digest)

After the Civil War, Washington Duke came home to Durham with only fifty cents and two blind mules. He went to work growing tobacco and became a millionaire, then left $40 million to start Duke University. 
(Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 21)

When 24-year-old Arthur Spangler purchased the Gold Leaf Baking Powder Company in 1906 with money saved from his paper route, he couldn’t have imagined that the company would become one of the nation’s largest producers of hard candies. But thanks to the tremendous popularity of Dum Dums lollipops, Saf-T-Pops and cand canes, the delightful aroma wafting through the Spangler Candy Company, in Bryan, Ohio, is the sweet smell of success for a third generation of the Spangler family. (American Profile magazine)

Dune by Frank Herbert: Herbert’s massive science-fiction tale was rejected by 13 publishers with comments like “too slow,” “confusing and irritating,” “too long,” and “issues too clear-cut and old fashioned.” But the persistence of Herbert and his agent, Lurton Blassingame, finally paid off. Dune won the two highest awards in the science-fiction writing and has sold over 10 million copies. (Wallace/Wallechinsky, in The Book of Lists, #2)

Amelia Earhart, the famed pilot, drove into Bloomington, Illinois, for a 1936 appearance because she was too broke to fly. (Bill Flick, 1997)

Earnings report: 
Elvis for three Ed Sullivan shows -- $50,000

Beatles for three Ed Sullivan shows -- $12,000

Merle Haggard’s singing debut -- $5

Grandma Moses’ first paintings -- $3 apiece

Dooley Wilson for “Sam” in Casablanca -- $150. (World Features Syndicate)

Clint Eastwood was once told by a Universal Pictures executive that his future wasn’t very promising.  The man said, “You have a chip on your tooth, your Adam’s apple sticks out too far, and you talk too slow.” 
(Ed Lucaire, in Celebrity Setbacks)

Pierre Omidyar founded eBay in September 1995 in his California home. He called his business AuctionWeb and meant it to be a marketplace where individuals could buy and sell goods and services. Omidyar got things started by selling a broken laser pointer for about $14. (Rocky Mountain News)

Because his teachers considered Thomas Edison “addled,” he was home-schooled by his mother. The first invention of the boy scientist: feeding a young friend a large dose of gas-producing powder to see if the gas would make the boy float off the ground. Later, young Edison got a job selling candy on trains, and built a lab for himself in a baggage car. He received his first patent when he was twenty-one. He eventually won 1,093 of them. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 21)

Thomas A. Edison (1847-1931) America’s most prolific inventor, was granted 1,093 patents by the U.S. Patent office, more than anyone else--yet they included such duds as a perpetual cigar, furniture made of cement and a way of using goldenrod for rubber. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Weird Inventions and Discoveries, p. 36)

Paul Ehrlich, the German bacteriologist, always performed badly at school, and he particularly loathed examinations. He had a flair for microscopic staining work, however, and this carried him through his education despite his ineptness at composition and oral presentations.  He eventually used his talent with the microscope to develop the field of chemotherapy, and he was awarded a Nobel Prize in medicine in 1908. 
(Wallace/Wallechinsky, in The Book of Lists, #2)

In his home town of Ulm., Germany, the young Albert Einstein was regarded as “slow, perhaps retarded” by his schoolteachers. Later on, he did okay for himself, relatively speaking. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 16)

Albert Einstein did poorly in elementary school, and he failed his first college entrance exam at Zurich Polytechnic.  But he became one of the greatest scientists in the history of the world. (Charles Reichblum, in Knowledge in a Nutshell, p. 137)

What was Albert Einstein doing for a living at the time he revolutionized physics with his three historic papers in 1905? Clerking in a Swiss patent office. Took him another five years to get an underpaid professorship at the University of Zurich. But he never did sweat the money matters much. (Boyd’s Curiosity Shop, p. 243)

If starting your own business is what you’d like to do, please note that studies at Tulane University suggest the average entrepreneur fails 3.8 times before making it work. (L. M. Boyd)

In 2003, Estee Lauder Cos had 21,500 employees and an estimated worth of about $10 billion. Its products are sold in more than 130 countries across five continents. The company’s roots go back to the 1920s with facial creams concocted over a gas stove in a modest kitchen by her uncle, John Schotz. (Richard Severo, in The New York Times)

When the Everly Brothers tried to break into the music biz, they were turned down by a dozen record labels over two years. When someone finally took a chance on them, they sold millions. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 15)

They were expelled: 
Jackie Collins -- from high school
Humphrey Bogart -- from Phillips Academy (Mass.)
Chevy Chase -- from high school
Joe Piscopo -- from high school eight times
William Randolph Hearst -- from Harvard
Marlon Brando -- from two high schools. (World Feature Syndicate)

Born in Lodz, Poland, in 1877, Max Factor opened a rouge and hair goods concession at the 1904 World’s Fair in St. Louis, Missouri, then moved to Los Angeles and perfected greasepaint for movie stars. Later, he created Pan-Cake makeup, which produced more natural effects. 
(American Profile)

Before he went into acting, Peter Falk was an efficiency expert with the Connecticut State Budget Bureau. (L. M. Boyd)

Michael Faraday was born into poverty in the eighteenth century, had no formal education, and was considered to possess a bad memory. Faraday went on to become one of history’s greatest scientists, discovering the principles of electromagnetic induction, the electric motor, the dynamo, and electrolysis while also discovering stainless steel, benzene, and butylene. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 16)
 
William Faulkner failed to graduate from high school because he didn’t have enough credits. He bummed around the United States and Canada, enlisting in the Royal Canadian Air Force, trying to get into a university and later working as a postmaster until he was fired for reading on the job. He then tried writing and had five books finished by 1930 but failed to earn enough money to support a family. But he kept going and became popular in the mid 1930’s. He eventually received the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1949. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 37)

The man who created one of the world’s most sought-after sports cars began his transportation career shoeing mules for the Italian army in World War I. In the 1920s, Enzo Ferrari became one of Italy’s most famous race car drivers and a designer for the Alfa Romeo racing team. In 1929 he startted his own racing team, building sports cars only to help finance the team. When he died in 1988, Ferrari had sold fewer than 50,000 cars. (Uncle John’s Unstoppable Bathroom Reader)

W. C. Fields once worked as a professional “drowner” for the owner of a concession stand in Atlantic City, New Jersey. Fields would swim out into the ocean and pretend he was drowning. A crowd would gather while he was being rescued and revived. The concession owner would sell hot dogs and ice cream to the throng and split the profits with Fields. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World, p. 34)

At fourteen, Charles Fillmore went to work with a printer in St. Cloud (Minnesota). As a printer’s apprentice, known then colloquially as ‘devil,” he swept floors, cleaned type, and ran a hand press; this feat he would repeat many times when, twenty-one years later, in April, 1889, he and his bride of eight years, Myrtle Page Fillmore, began publishing a small metaphysical magazine called Modern Thought. (Dana Gatlin, in Unity’s Fifty Golden Years)
Early financing:
* Wiffle ball -- inventor mortgaged home for capital
* Charles Schwab -- uncle lent $100,000
* The Limited store -- $5,000 from aunt, $5,000 from bank
* Marshmallow Fluff -- paid $500 for recipe
* Parker Brothers -- Mom lent them $40
* UPS -- borrowed $100 to start first messenger service. (World Features Syndicate)

Malcolm Forbes, the late editor-in-chief of Forbes magazine, one of the largest business publications in the world, did not make the staff of The Princetonian, the school newspaper at Princeton University. (The Best of Bits & Pieces, p. 60)

By all accounts, his career at Maine Township High School in Des Plaines, Illinois, was remarkable only in its mediocrity. Known as Harry--if he was known at all--the shy student never rose above a C average. And while his peers found glory as football stars or student government officers, Harry toiled in obscurity, wheeling projectors from room to room as an audiovisual assistant.  Such a nonentity was Harry that one classmate, Ernest Ricketts, recalls, “A girl I knew accepted a date with him and then decided, ‘Nope, can’t do it. Too much of a geek.’” Call it a case of late blooming--or just plain Revenge of the Nerd. As fate would have it, Harry--after dropping out of college and several years spent hammering away as a carpenter--evolved into sexy, box-office swashbuckler Harrison Ford. (People magazine)

Hollywood’s biggest stars all had to wait for chance to smile on them, but Harrison Ford nearly gave up. The star of Star Wars, Raiders of the Lost Ark and The Empire Strikes Back didn’t have it so good back in 1967.  Times were so tough that he found he couldn’t scrape by on the $150 he made from television bit parts. So he went out and borrowed a book on carpentry, bought a toolbox and moonlighted as a Mr. Fixit.
(Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 7)

Henry Ford failed and went broke five times before he finally succeeded. (Joe Griffith, in Speaker’s Library of Business, p. 250)

Henry Ford forgot to put reverse gear in the first car he manufactured.  Then in 1957, he bragged about the car of the decade. It was the Edsel, renowned for doors that wouldn’t close, a hood that wouldn’t open, paint that peeled, a horn that stuck, and a reputation that made it impossible to resell.  However, Ford’s future track record contains more glowing productions. (Glenn Van Ekeren, in The Speaker’s Sourcebook, p. 150)

Henry Ford, of automobile fame, originally planned to manufacture cheap watches on a large scale as a means of livelihood. (E. C. McKenzie, in Tantalizing Facts)

In a small Michigan town many years ago there was a teenage boy who liked to take watches apart. He had even made his own tools -- a corset stay became tweezers, a single nail and knitting needle became screwdrivers. The farmhouse was drafty, and to keep his feet warm against the wintry blasts, he kept a lighted lantern between them. Soon the neighbors brought in their watches for him to repair, and the thrifty farmers liked his work because he did not charge for it. He loved this precision tinkering and wanted to learn all he could about watches. As he taught himself watchmaking, with his free neighborhood service, he began to imagine possibilities of using the same precision methods to manufacture larger articles, so that their parts would be interchangeable. With interchangeable parts an assembly line would be possible. The modern assembly line was born in that farmhouse. The boy who fixed watches for his neighbors, just for the sheer love of the work, became the man who made millions of motor vehicles. Henry Ford ended up as a rich man, but that was not his goal when he set out to make cars. (Bits & Pieces)   4279520

Who was dismissed from the psychiatric society in Vienna, Austria, only to become a world respected, prominent psychiatrist? Victor Frankl.
(Glenn Van Ekeren, in The Speaker’s Sourcebook, p. 355)

Benjamin Franklin once considered becoming a swimming teacher. 
(L. M. Boyd)

Frederick the Great of Prussia was anything but great as a youth. His father, King Frederick, abused the boy, labeling him a weakling. At the age of twenty, Frederick deserted from his father’s army, was caught, and was thrown into prison. Once released he became the greatest military leader of a war-mad eighteenty century and surprisingly, a great leader, granting his people more liberties than any other monarch of his time. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 16)

Surprising early funding of large companies:
* Nike -- cofounders each invested $500
* Apple -- inventor borrowed $1,400 to start
* Sony -- started with $530 loan
* Clorox -- five investors each invested $100
* Kinko’s -- started with $5,000 loan
* American Greetings -- started with $50 bank loan; repaid in one week.
(World Features Syndicate)

When the Smithsonian asked me to conjure up a technological history of America, I simply replied “Garage.” “Come again?” they said. Build me garages in a vast, scientific vaudeville hall. Then invite your museum visitors to open the garage doors one by one. Open the first and find two bicycles repairmen  putting wings on a super-bike and flying it down the Kitty Hawk sand dunes. Fling wide the second and see Henry Ford climbing out from under his pet road-mobile. Third garage door? We’re in California, and we find a pale young man with a mustache drawing a cartoon mouse. Fourth “garage”: a gaggle of Caltech students in Pasadena horsing around with rockets to start the Jew Propulsion Lab. And fifth: Steve Wozniah in a Silicon Valley back-yard garage seeding Apples and harvesting communications. So many garages, so many toys, so many earthshaking devices. (Ray Bradbury, in American Way)

People who have wild ideas about how to run the earth ought to start with a small garden. (Lou Erickson, in Atlanta Journal)

Garibaldi, the great Italian leader, once worked as a candle-maker on Staten Island in New York. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World, p. 60)

Eight movie stars who worked in a gas station or garage: Dana Andrews, Sebastian Cabot, Clint Eastwood, James Garner, Gene Kelly, Alan Ladd, Dean Martin, and Victor Mature. (Wallace/Wallechinsky, in The Book of Lists, #3)

A group of West Coast entrepreneurs met in a tavern over a few beers and came up with Genetech Ind. in 1976. It is now one of the leading companies in the development of new drugs and chemicals. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 90)

Their early gigs: 
Sheryl Crow -- elementary school music teacher
Dave Matthews -- bartender
Elvis Costello -- computer operator at Elizabeth Arden factory
Roberta Flack -- public school music teacher
Madonna -- coa-check girl at Russian Tea Room
Fred Durst (Limp Bizkit) -- tattoo artist. (World Features Syndicate)

Only 51 disposable Gillette razors (at five dollars apiece) were sold in the company’s first year, 1903.  By 1906, however, 300,000 razor sets and close to 500,000 blades were purchased. (Jack Kreismer, in The Bathroom Trivia Book, p. 67)

Rube Goldberg, famed for his cartoons of crazy inventions, was a sewer engineer for the city of San Francisco. (Jack Kreismer, in The Bathroom Trivia Book, p. 103)

Before she became an actress, Whoopi Goldberg was a mortuary cosmetologist and a bricklayer. (Coolquiz web site)

Hard rubber cost Goodyear ten years of study, poverty and public ridicule. (Paul Lee Tan, in Encyclopedia of 7700 Illustrations)

Google has bought the Menlo Park, California, house where co-founders Larry Page and Sergey Brin rented a garage eight years ago as they worked on their Internet search engine. “We plan to preserve the property as a part of our living legacy,” said a Google spokesman. (Los Angeles Times, as it appeared in The Week magazine, October 13, 2006)

Preacher Billy Graham was once considered the best Fuller Brush salesman in North Carolina. (Jack Kreismer, in The Bathroom Trivia Book, p. 58)

What was Ulysses S. Grant doing when the Civil War broke out? Clerking in the family leather store in Galena. (L. M. Boyd)

Past performance is usually a pretty good indication of a man’s future potential--but not always. In 1860 a thirty-eight-year-old man was working as a handyman for his father, a leather merchant. He kept books, drove wagons, and handled hides for about $66 a month. Prior to this menial job the man had failed as a soldier, a farmer, and a real estate agent. Most of the people who knew him had written him off as a failure. Eight years later he was President of the United States. The man was Ulysses S. Grant. (Bits & Pieces)

In 1914 Carl Eric Wickman opened a Hopmobile car dealership in Minnesota. When business was slow, he used one of the Hopmobiles to drive miners the 4 miles between the towns of Alice and Hibbing, charging 15 cents per trip (25 cents round trip). This enterprise turned out to be a very profitable (he made $2.25 the first day), and by 1916 Wickman had expanded it to include long distance routes. He painted the Hopmobiles gray to hide the dust during long journeys, which prompted a hotel owner along one route to comment that they looked like greyhound dogs. Wickman liked the idea. He adopted the slogan “Ride the Greyhounds.” (Uncle John’s 4-Ply Bathroom Reader, p. 802)

Before he became one of Hollywood’s biggest actors, Gene Hackman was a cameraman for a Danville, Illinois, TV station. (Bill Flick, 1997)

At the Pasadena Playhouse, Gene Hackman and classmate Dustin Hoffman were voted the two least likely to succeed. (2002 People Almanac, p. 386)

Larry Hagman made his acting debut in a grade school pageant--and it was a disaster! He had only one line. But when the time came for him to say it, his mind went blank--and he just stared dumbly out into the audience, triggering guffaws of laughter. (Leon Adams, in National Enquirer)

Alex Haley, was raised from infancy by his grandmother, because his mother had passed away and his father, a student in another state, was unable to care for him, As an adult, Haley served twenty years in the Coast Guard, then left to pursue a career as a free-lance writer in New York. The years after Haley left the Coast Guard were not easy, personally or financially. He endured times of overwhelming poverty. Yet Haley had a burning desire to become a successful and self-supporting writer. He committed himself to writing the saga of his family’s genealogy. Despite the hardship and lack of material resources, Haley spent twelve years writing Roots. Finally, seventeen years after he left the Coast Guard, Roots was published. The book was translated into thirty-seven languages and became the basis for two incredibly successful television miniseries. (Elaine B. Travis, in Unity magazine)

Harley-Davidson just started a yearlong celebration of its 100th birthday with motorcycle festivals around the world. In 1903, William Harley and Arthur Davidson built their first cycle in a wooden shed. Last year, the company earned $423.7 million. (Rocky Mountain News, July 25, 2002)

Business beginnings: Harley-Davidson -- made four motorcycles first year. (World Features Syndicate)

It’s been 100 years since Harley-Davidson made its first motorcycle in a one-room shack in Milwaukee. The company built more than 300,000 bikes in 2003. (Dave Philipps, in Colorado Springs Gazette)

Once you get past Google, it’s hard to think of a major American institution that is as successful as Harvard. Like the other elite private universities, only more so, Harvard, having started as a tiny colonial school for ministers, has become enormous and rich. It is renowned all over the world. It isn’t exactly a business, but if it were, its ability to raise its prices and see demand consistently increase would be remarkable. General Motors would love to have Harvard’s magic brand identity and inexhaustible customer loyalty. (Nicholas Lemann, in Time)

Richard Haydn, who became a ighly successful director and actor, started his show business carreer imitating fish. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 12)

How Hugh Hefner first funded Playboy: got $600 loan against his own furniture; got $1,000 from his mom; got $1,000 from a brother; got $5,400 from other sources (total investment of $8,000. (FSB Fortune Small Business magazine)

The Jimi Hendrix Experience once opened for the Monkees. They were booed by fans and thrown off the tour, Jimi and the Experience that is. 
(Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 14)

William Hewlett and David Packard did their best thinking in a garage. They started tinkering with electronics in the shed behind Packard’s tiny rented California home in 1938 and built a company, Hewlett-Packard, which in 1980 had sales of $3.1 billion and a work force of 57,000. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 90)

Only in California: It has been said that a company like Hewlett-Packard, founded in a California garage in 1939, never could have started in Germany, owing to red tape:
1. One regulation states every business must have an office.
2. Another stipulates every office must have a window.
3. A third says a garage may not have a window. (Rocky Mountain News)

Several of these billion-dollar ideas were hatched in basements or garages on shoestring budgets. Hewlett-Packard, the computer giant, came out of $538 worth of electronic parts in David Packard’s garage. Wal-Mart came out of a five-and-dime store in Newport, Arkansas. Richard DeVos and Jay Van Andel started Amway Corporation in their basements, from which they distributed a biodegradable cleaner they bought from a Detroit chemist. (Reader’s Digest)

In 1849, German immigrant Charles Hager bought the St. Louis, Missouri, blacksmith shop where he had been forging wagon hinges. Five generations later, Hager Companies is a family-owned swinging success and among the world’s largest manufacturers of hinges and hardware. (American Profile)

On November 8, 1923, Adolf Hitler launched his first attempt at seizing power with a failed coup in Munich, Germany, the “Beer-Hall Putsch.” 
(Associated Press)

In 1955, more than 200 drag racers revved up at an abandoned airstrip in Great Bend, Kansas, for the National Hot Rod Association’s first national event. (American Profile magazine)

Houdini’s first performances were doing card tricks and performing as a trapeze artist. (Betty Debnam, in Denver Rocky Mountain News)

Sam Houston was another famous figure who started out as a school teacher. (L. M. Boyd)

The long-reigning romantic lead in Hollywood was discovered as a milkman. Rock Hudson couldn’t find acting work so he drove a milk truck to make ends meet. One of his customers was a talent scout who gasped at her handsome deliveryman and sent him off to a screen test. 
(Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 6)

Every human being once spent about half an hour as a single cell. 
(Barbara Seuling)

Everyone knows Banting and Best discovered insulin in 1921, but one of the world’s greatest medical breakthroughs really depended on some chance tests on dog urine. Two researchers named Mehring and Minkowski noted that flies gathered around dog urine, and they wrote a paper in 1871 speculating that it contained sugar. Banting heard about their tests and eventually drew the conclusion that diabetes was connected with a chemical which controlled the sugar levels in the blood.  From there, it was a short but tricky step to isolating the hormone, insulin, in the pancreas, and then synthesizing it. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance)

What do “the good old days” mean to you? To some historians, no doubt, it was when the first U.S. internal revenue commissioner with the help of one clerk answered all complaints personally. There really was such a time. (L. M. Boyd)

In World War II, the army classified thirty-three-year-old Joe Rosenthal as 4-F because he had one-twentieth normal vision, but he followed the fighting anyway as a war photographer. When the U. S. invaded the island of Iwo Jima under heavy Japanese fire, Rosenthal was there wearing his thick glasses and carrying two spare pairs. At the top of Mount Suribachi he caught the greatest picture of the war--five marines and a navy corpsman raising the Stars and Stripes.  Rosenthal became an immediate celebrity and his picture won the Pulitzer Prize. The flag-raising appeared on a three-cent stamp and broke all records for first-day-issue sales.  On November 19, 1954, a seventy-five-feet-high sculpture of the raising was dedicated at Arlington National Cemetery. 
(John & Claire Whitcomb, in Oh Say Can You See, p. 101)

Hero of Alexandria created a hollow sphere out of bronze and attached two L-shaped tubes on opposite sides. He poured water into the sphere and suspended it over fire. Steam hissing out of the tubes forced the sphere to rotate. Was first known man-made example of jet power. 
(L. M. Boyd)

Early jobs of six people: 
Aristotle Onassis -- telephone repairman
Margaret Thatcher -- research chemist
Martha Stewart -- model; H. G. Wells -- druggist’s apprentice
James Ives -- bookkeeper for Nathaniel Currier
Dr. Scholl - shoe salesman. (World Features Syndicate)

Early jobs of seven famous movie directors: 
James Cameron -- a machinist and truck driver
David Lynch -- made blueprints for architectural firm
Billy Wilder -- a journalist; Peter Jackson -- a journatist
Robert Altman -- made employee training films
Stanley Kubrick -- still photographer for Life magazine
Oliver Stone -- teacher and seaman. (World Features Syndicate)

One of my first office jobs was cleaning the windows on the envelopes. (Rita Rudner)

Early jobs of famous entertainers: 
Brad Pitt -- “chicken” at an El Pollo Loco restaurant
Steve  Buscemi -- a New York City fireman
Chrisma Carpenter -- San Diego Charger cheerleader
Matt LeBlanc -- in Heinz commercials, age 20
James Marsden -- Versace model
George Eads -- middle school drama teacher
Van Diesel -- New York club bouncer, age 17. (World Features Syndicate)

Early jobs of six entertainers:  
Raquel Welch -- weather girl on San Diego TV;  
Jack Nicholson -- ran errands at MGM:  
Dustin Hoffman -- psychiatric-ward attendant;  
Roberta Flack -- schoolteacher; 
Duke Ellington -- sold peanuts at Washington Senators baseball games; Johnny Cash -- appliance salesman. (World Features Syndicate)

Early jobs of successful business people: 
Kemmons Wilson (Holiday Inn founder) -- once sold popcorn; 
Mary Kay (Ash) -- sold encyclopedias door-to-door; 
Chuck Williams (Williams-Sonoma) -- building contractor; 
Paul V. Galvin (Motorola founder) -- once sold popcorn; 
H. Ross Perot -- broke horses; 
Tom Monaghan (Domino’s Pizza founder) -- sold fresh fish door-to-door. (World Features Syndicate)

Early jobs of five leaders: 
Benito Mussolini -- schoolteacher;  
Boris Yeltsin -- construction worker;  
Deng Xiaoping -- Renault factory worker in France;  
Ho Chi Minh -- cook on a French ship;  
Mao Zedong -- library clerk. (World Features Syndicate)

Andy Johnson was a tailor who made his own clothes--until he became President of the United States. (Jack Kreismer, in The Bathroom Trivia Book, p. 86)

In 1925, a guy by the name of Howard Johnson borrowed $2,000 and bought a drugstore in Massachusetts. He channeled his creative juices into the soda fountain. How do you make a better-tasting ice cream cone? Double the butterfat content, he reasoned. He reasoned right. Johnson’s tastebud genius blossomed into an empire. By 1975, there were a thousand Howard Johnson sit-down restaurants and 500 motor lodges. (Harvey Mackay, in Outswimming The Sharks)

Eighteen publishers turned down Richard Bach’s 10,000-word story about a “soaring” seagull, Jonathan Livingston Seagull, before Macmillan finally published it in 1970.  By 1975, it had sold more than 7 million copies in the United States alone. (Joe Griffith, in Speaker’s Library of Business, p. 250)

James Earl Jones swept the floors of an off-Broadway theater and took other jobs so he could spend his days studying drama at the American Theatre Wing. (John Culhane, in Reader’s Digest)  

One November night, Michael Jordan and I found ourselves alone, and he told me about being cut as a sophomore from his high-school basketball team in Wilmington, N.C. “The day the cut list was going up, a friend--Leroy Smith--and I went to the gym to look together,” Jordan recalled. “If your name was on the list, you made the team.  Leroy’s name was there, and mine wasn’t. I went through the day numb. After school, I hurried home, closed the door to my room and cried so hard.  It was all I wanted--to play on that team.” (Bob Greene, in Reader’s Digest)

A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. (Confucius)

The jukebox has been around since 1889, when the machine made its debut at a saloon in San Francisco. (Thought it wasn’t called a jukebox then; at the time, it was known as a “nickel-in-the-slot player.”) And it wasn’t exactly like the music players we’re familiar with today. It was simply a wooden cabinet with a phonograph player inside. Four tubes that resembled stethoscopes were attached to the cabinet, so no more than four people could enjoy the music at any given time -- and each of those four people had to deposit five cents to activate the listening tube.
(Samantha Weaver, in Tidbits of Loveland)

A new-born kangaroo is about one inch in length. (E. C. McKenzie, in Tantalizing Facts, p. 44)

At birth, baby kangaroos are only about an inch long -- no bigger than a large waterbug or a queen bee. (David Louis, in Fascinating Facts, p. 196)

Comedian Danny Kaye made his school-boy stage debut as a watermelon seed. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World, p. 34)
   
Buster Keaton, whose first crib was his parents vaudeville trunk, made his debut at the tender age of four, stoically enduring his parents’ brutal comedy routines, which often verged on outright child abuse. He got the nickname. Buster, from fellow vaudevillian Henry Houdini, who marvelled at the young child’s toughness and stoicism in the face of abuse. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World, p. 35)

In Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, in 1853, a man named Godfry Keebler opened a bakery. His family and maybe a few elves, expanded that business, and today, Keebler is a division of the Kellogg Company. 
(Isabell Mattingly, in Tidbits)

Who flunked the first grade and went on to become attorney general? Robert F. Kennedy. (Glenn Van Ekeren, in The Speaker’s Sourcebook)

Mack Sennett, producer of the Keystone Cops and other famous films, began his career playing the hind legs of a stage horse. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 11)

The answer is “one”: Copy machines in Kinko’s first store. (World Features Syndicate)

John Werner Kluge, immigrated to the United States from Germany. He went to work on Ford Motor Company’s assembly line and later sold shoes before building radio and TV giant Metromedia. (Paul Craig Roberts, in Reader’s Digest)

J. F. Kraft, the cheese man, started his business from a wagon pulled by a horse named Paddy. (L. M. Boyd)

In 1883, Barney Kroger invested his life savings of $372 to open a grocery store in downtown Cincinnati. He was the first grocer to offer a bakery and to combine a meat market and grocery store under one roof. Today, Kroger Co. is one of the nation’s largest grocery retailers.
(American Profile)

Actor, writer, director, and producer Michael Landon, an all around television wizard, wasn’t such a wiz academically. In his Collingwood, N.J., high school class, Landon reportedly graduated 300th out of a total of 301 students. (Jack Kreismer, in The Bathroom Trivia Book, p. 57)

In their movies together, Laurel and Hardy always played two likeable buffoons. Before the two of them got together however, Oliver Hardy generally played villainous “bad guys.” (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World, p. 34)

I send out mail. I can write at an angle across each letter and post card, saying a prayer as I write it, “Let there be peace on earth and let it begin with me.” I can tell others. Beginning with only one person if I tell three others who will do the same it can go to everyone on earth in only 21 days -- 1 x 3 x 3 x 3 x 3 x 3 x 3 etc. (Jill Jackson, who wrote the words to the song)

Jim Leyland tells the story about he and Cardinals manager Tony LaRussa taking a limousine ride to Yankee Stadium for a World Series game 15 years ago when both were perophytes. “Ever been in a linousine before?” asked somebody in the party of Leyland. “Yessir,” Leyland said. “When I was driving for Perrysburg (Ohio) Funeral Home.” (Rick Hummel, in St. Louis Post-Dispatch)

Abraham Lincoln, like most writers of great prose, began by writing bad poetry. Early experiments with words are almost always stilted, formal, tentative. Economy of words, grip, precision, come later (if at all). A Gettysburg Address does not precede rhetoric but burns its way through the lesser toward the greater eloquence, by long discipline.  Lincoln not only exemplifies this process but studied it, in himself and others. He was a student of the word. (Garry Wills, in Atlantic Monthly)

When he was 22, he failed in business. When he was 23, he ran for the legislature and lost. When he was 24, he failed in business again. The following year he was elected to the legislature. When he was 26, his sweetheart died. At the age of 27, he had a nervous breakdown. When he was 29, he was defeated for the post of Speaker of the House in the State Legislature. When he was 31, he was defeated as Elector. When he was 34, he ran for Congress and lost. At the age of 37, he ran for Congress and finally won. Two years later, he ran again and lost his seat in Congress. At the age of 46, he ran for the U.S. Senate and lost. The following year he ran for Vice President and lost that, too. He ran for the Senate again, and again lost. Finally, at the age of 51, he was elected President of the United States. Who was this perpetual “loser”? Abraham Lincoln. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World, p. 74)

It’s an historical fact that Carl Linder, the 1919 winner of the Boston Marathon, was rejected for military service because of flat feet. 
(L. M. Boyd)

Young Burt believes those who are worried about bigness of government, business and labor ought to find out what it’s like to be a little guy trying to make the school’s football team. (Burton Hillis, in Better Homes & Gardens)  

Where they lived while growing up: 
Leslie Nielsen -- log cabin near Arctic Circle;  
Richard Pryor -- in a brothel;  
Rock Hudson -- 11 people in one-bedroom apartment;  
Victor Mature -- in rented garage and tent;  
Ann-Margret -- in an extra room in funeral parlor. (World features Syndicate)

Where six famous people lived as children: 
Oprah Winfrey -- in farmhouse with no indoor plumbing
George Gershwin -- in 28 apartments 
Charlie Chaplin -- in an orphanage
Coco Chanel -- in a convent 
Estee Lauder -- above father’s hardware store 
Elvis Presley -- in house with no running water. (World Features Syndicate)

Long before George Lucas produced “Star Wars,” “The Enpire Strikes Back,” and “The Return of the Jedi,” he made it through his last year at Modesto’s Downey High School with a D-plus grade average. (Boyd’s Curiosity Shop, p. 236)

All of filmmaker George Lucas’s achievements will come together when he begins filming the next Star Wars trilogy, the first installment of which should be in theaters by 1999. Many of the scenes will be created digitally, and Lucas estimates each film will cost just $60 million--about half the cost using traditional methods...Not bad for a lone guy who couldn’t afford his $80-a-month rent while at the University of Southern California film school. (Randall Lane, in Reader’s Digest)

Loretta Lynn is a legendary country music singer. She grew up in poverty in Butcher Hollow, Kentucky. She gained musical experience singing in church. After she married, her husband gave her her first guitar. (Betty Debnam, in Rocky Mountain News)

The original Macy’s made a total of $11.06 on its first day of business in 1858. (Uncle John’s Unstoppable Bathroom Reader)

On February 17, 1904, Giacomo Puccini’s opera “Madama Butterfly” was poorly received at its world premiere at La Scala in Milan, Italy. Puccini revised his work, which went on to enjoy great success. (Associated Press)

Madonna once sold Dunkin’ Donuts. (L. M. Boyd)

David Geffen, the music magnate, worked in the mailroom of the William Morris Agency. H. Ross Perot was an IBM salesman. Curtis L. Carlson, son of a Swedish immigrant grocer, started the Gold Bond Trading Stamp Co. with a $50 loan and became a hotel, restaurant-chain and marketing billionaire. (Peter Lynch and John Rothchild, in Reader’s Digest)

Roger Cardinal Mahony of the Los Angeles archdiocese has been phenomenally successful in prying money from the wealthy to fund an educational project for minorities. But the cardinal is not to the manner born. Under his white Roman collar lies a blue one. Mahony’s father worked two jobs to feed his family during the Depression. “We were poultry farmers. Feeding chickens and scraping droppings is part of my background,” Mahony says. “I’m still somewhat astounded at my elevation to cardinal, but I think it reflects how Jesus in the Gospel chose ordinary people to do his work.” (John Peer Nugent, in Los Angeles Magazine)

In what show did Lee Majors get his first acting job?  “The Big Valley,” 1965. The day he walked on that set was the first day he’d ever acted in anything. He’d been a playground instructor. (Boyd’s Curiosity Shop, p. 83)

Original occupation of helter-skelter criminal Charles Manson was gas station attendant. (L. M. Boyd)

When Mickey Mantle graduated from Commerce High (Oklahoma) in 1949 he was not voted “Most Athletic.” That’s right, the man who possessed the greatest combination of power from both sides of the plate (he hit the longest home run in major league history, 565 feet in 1953) and speed (some experts suggested he could have won a track medal in the Olympics) lost out in the voting to his best friend, Bill Mosley.
(Jim Kreuz, in Baseball Digest)

Alice Sheets Marriott began working in her husband’s root beer stand and helped turn it into a global corporation. It was 1927 when she married J. Willard Marriott and went to work as bookkeeper in a Washington root beer stand he had opened. A few months later, as weather cooled and business wanted, she got recipes from the chef at the Mexican Embassy and began cooking spicy food. The stand was renamed. The Hot Shoppe and became a chain that eventually grew to 100 stores in 11 states. The last one, in Marlowe Heights, Maryland, closed in December. The Marriotts eventually branced out to other businesses, principally hotels, and Marriott today comprises five companies with combined annual sales of $20 billion. (Associated Press)

Dean Martin had been a coal miner, a boxer, a gas station attendant and a millhand. In 1946 he decided to sing and landed a club date. He then met a guy named Jerry Lewis and the rest is history. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 26)

Steve Martin, the silver-haired “wild and crazy guy,” sold balloons, Mouseketeer ears, and Davy Crockett coonskin hats at Disneyland for a few years. (Ed Lucaire, in Celebrity Setbacks, p. 106)

Richard Hooker worked for seven years on his humorous war novel, M*A*S*H, only to have it rejected by 21 publishers before Morrow decided to publish it. It became a runaway best-seller, spawning a blockbusting movie and a highly successful television series. (Joe Griffith, in Speaker’s Library of Business, p. 250)

Actor Walter Matthau’s first stage job was to play an old Jewish woman because he had a high voice. His only line was “Mazel tov!” (“Good luck” in Yiddish.) (Ed Lucaire, in Celebrity Setbacks, p. 107)

Louis B. Mayer began as a junk dealer from Minsk. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 12)

Charles Mayo, of the famed Mayo Medical family, began his career at age nine by administering ether during operations. (The World Almanac of the USA, p. 166)

While Ray Kroc was building the McDonald’s empire, scores of “crew” who started off behind the counter also thrived. Fred Turner, now chairman of the board, worked the grill at Kroc’s first restaurant in 1956. Ed Rensi, president of McDonald’s U.S.A., started in Columbus, Ohio, earning 85 cents an hour. (Per Ola & Emily D’Aulaire, in Reader’s Digest)

Had it not been for cantaloupe seeds shipped from Massachusetts to Rocky Ford in the late 1800s, this southeastern Colorado town never would be known as the Melon Capital of the World. One shipment of seeds from New England planted in the fertile, sun-drenched soil of Rocky Ford, and the result is cantaloupes to die for. (Lillian Ross, in Rocky Mountain News)

James Michener was a plumber’s apprentice, a chestnut salesman, and a hotel night watchman in his early years. (Ed Lucaire, in Celebrity Setbacks)

I packed pineapples at a local cannery in Honolulu, but you got very little applause. (Bette Midler)

They once were hobos (defined as not a bum but a migratory worker): actor Clark Gable, author James A. Michener, singer Merle Haggard, attorney Melvin Belli, comedian Red Skelton, entrepreneur Winthrop Rockefeller, and Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas. (World Feature’s Syndicate)

Military leaders in their first major battles: 
George Washington -- lost battle; 
Frederick the Great -- deserted; 
Jefferson Davis -- suffered foot wound; 
Winfield Scott -- was captured; 
Napoleon -- suffered bayonet wound; 
Chester Nimitz -- court-martialed for running his first destroyer aground. (World Features Syndicate)

The reason promises have conditions is that when God does a miracle, the Scriptures indicate that He usually chooses to start with something.  He created man from the dust of the ground, a woman from a rib, wine from water, a meal for 5,000 from five loaves and two fish, and demolished Jericho’s walls by an army simply marching around them. 
(Russ Johnston, in God Can Make It Happen)

The Mona Lisa is undoubtedly the most famous and most valuable painting in the world. However, the husband of the woman depicted in the “Mona Lisa” is said to have disliked the painting so much that he refused to pay for it.  It once hung in the bathroom of Francis I, the King of France. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World, p. 108)

When money mattered: 
Michael J. Fox -- $35,000 in debt before “Family Ties”; 
Dr. Spock -- no advance for first baby book; 
Otis Blackwell -- sold “Don’t Be Cruel” for $25;
Willie Nelson -- sold 1st song for $50; 
Marilyn Monroe -- $50 posing nude for 1949 calendar. (World Features Syndicate)

Montgomery Ward’s first catalogue was printed in 1872 -- on one sheet of paper. (Jack Kreismer, in The Bathroom Trivia Book, p. 23)

Joseph Smith founded the Mormon church in 1830. His original church had just six members, mostly his family, and only 5,000 copies of the Book of Mormon were published at first. He sent out a handful of missionaries to preach and draw new members to the faith. Today Mormonism is one of the fastest-growing religions, with more than 12 million members -- half of them outside the United States. More than 130 million copies of the Book of Mormon are circulating in 77 different languages. (Jennifer Dobner, in Daily Camera)

In 1959, Berry Gordy Jr. borrowed $800 from his family and opened a recording studio he called (Hitsville USA) in a Detroit house. The house today is the Motown Historical Museum, a shrine to the “Motown sound” and artists such as Stevie Wonder and Diana Ross and the Supremes. (American Profile)

The man who removes a mountain begins by carrying away small stones. (Chinese Proverb)

Let him that would move the world, first move himself. (Socrates)

A friend told me recently that seeing a movie I made more than 40 years ago is a holiday tradition in his family. That movie is It’s a Wonderful Life, and out of all the 80 films I’ve made, it’s my favorite. But it has an odd history. Frank Capra said the idea came from a Christmas story written by Phillip Van Doren Stern. Stern couldn’t sell the story anywhere, but he finally had 200 twenty-four-page pamphlets printed up at his own expense, and he sent them to his friends as a greeting card. (Jimmy Stewart, in Guideposts)

Something incredible happened with our little movie, says Nia Vardalos, star and writer of “My Big Fat Greek Wedding,” in DVD commentary with co-star John Corbett and director Joel Zwick. The low-budget romance about an ugly-duckling Greek-American and a non-Greek man opened nearly a year ago in a few theaters, with little money to advertise. “People who went told their friends about the movie, who went, and then they told their friends, who told their friends,” Vardalos notes. “And suddenly, our little movie became a big movie.” A quarter of a billion dollars later, the Cinderella blockbuster remains in the box-office top 20 even as it hits video. Vardalos’ winsome commentary details how she adapted her own Greek upbringing and marriage to a non-Greek: “I took every crazy incident and reduced it to 90 minutes of film.” (David Germain, in The Denver Post, February 14, 2003)

In 1906, Amadeo Obici founded the Planter’s Nut & Chocolate Company in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania. In 1916, he sponsored a contest to help him find a logo for his company. The winner was 13-year-old Antonio Gentile from Suffolk, Virginia. He won five dollars for his depiction of a peanut man. A commercial artist added a hat, cane, and monocle, and Mr. Peanut was born, who made his debut in The Saturday Evening Post in 1918. (Isabell Mattingly, in Tidbits)

Number of items in famous museums: New York Museum of Modern Art -- 250,000 items. Started with eight prints and one drawing in 1929. 
(World Features Syndicate)

The first collaboration of the great musical team of Lerner and Loewe (My Fair Lady), was a 1942 farce called “Life of the Party.” It ran a total of one performance. Although Frederick Loewe was from a prominent Viennese musical family, when he came to the United States  to achieve musical fame, he wound up out west prospecting for gold and working as a cowboy. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World, p. 60)

Five famous businesses and products that first operated without names: Merrill Lynch -- unnamed first two years; 
Associated Press -- unnamed first four years; 
Baker Chocolates -- unnamed first eight years; 
Nathan’s Hot Dogs -- unnamed first five years; 
Cracker Jack -- unnamed first four years. (World Features Syndicate)

Napoleon finished near the bottom of his class at military school, yet became one of the leading military men of all time. (Charles Reichblum, in Knowledge in a Nutshell, p. 138)

On January 13, 1888, thirty-three uncommon men sharing an uncommon fascination for this amazing world met at the Cosmos Club in Washington, D. C., to consider the “advisibility of organizing a society for the increase and diffusion of geographic knowledge.” It was so moved and so done, “that we may all know more of the world.” The members soon decided the best way to do this was to publish a journal. In October 1888 the first slim issue of the National Geographic Magazine trickled off the press. The Society’s membership was scarcely 200 - this month, ten and a half million members. (Wilbur E. Garrett, in National Geographic, January, 1988)

Jack Nicholson was in the newspapers long before he became a film star. By chance, Nicholson was working as a lifeguard in New Jersey in the mid 1950s when 11 swimmers were carried out into the Atlantic. Nicholson launched one of the boats and rescued five of the swimmers just as they were about to go under. His picture was on the front page of local newspapers, but Nicholson later said of the rescue that he was so sick “I puked my guts out.” (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 9)
 

In 1962 Jack Nicklaus, 21 years old, placed 50th in the Los Angeles Open, his first pro appearance, winning $33.33. (Bob Barry, in Daily Celebrity Almanac, p. 18)

The birth of Nike: 
first name -- Blue Ribbon Sports

first shipment -- kept in parents’ garage

first investment -- $500 each by two founders

first shoe sole inspiration -- from waffles 
first years sales -- $8,000 (Year was 1964; in 1998, Nike’s sales were $9 billion). (Nike Corporation)

Actor Chris O’Donnell “who played Robin in two Batman movies) had an early brush with fame. As a model before he broke into the movies, O’Donnell played a McDonald’s counter man who was happy to serve breakfast to superstar Michael Jordan. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 21)
 
Lord Laurence Olivier is acknowledged by many critics as the greatest actor in the 20th century. However, his debut as an actor was that of a policeman in a play called “The Ghost Train.” At his first entrance -- the very first time he had ever set foot on the professional stage -- he tripped over the door sill and fell headfirst into the footlights. Looking back on his logn and illustrious career, Olivier later claimed that he received from the audience the biggest laugh of his career. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World, p. 25)

The ancient Greeks started the Olympics in 776 B.C...For the first 13 Olympics, a single foot race of about 200 yards was the only competition. (Betty Debnam, in Rocky Mountain News)

Lawrence Tibbett, internationally famous Metropolitan Opera star, first saw the inside of that building from the $2.20 standing room space, because he couldn’t afford to buy a seat. (Sunshine magazine)

Small opportunities are often the beginning of great enterprises. 
(Domosthenes)

About 24 brand-new baby opossums can fit in a teaspoon, with each critter weighing about .07 of an ounce. (Kathy Wolfe, in Tidbits)

The beautiful apple orchards of Tasmania got their start from three trees planted before the famous mutiny by none other than Captain Bligh. (Boyd’s Curiosity Shop, p. 14)

Ordinary people, extraordinary products: 
Brillo pad -- invented by costume-jewelry maker; \
Crock-Pot -- by an engineer; 
Cardboard milk carton -- by a toy-factory owner; 
Bread-slicing machine -- by a jeweler; 
Food blender -- by a drugstore owner; 
Saran Wrap -- accidentally, by a Dow Chemical lab worker. 
(World Features Syndicate)

Suze Orman is a “one-woman financial powerhouse,” hails USA Today. From working as a waitress, to climbing the ranks in the investment world, to becoming a best-selling author and Emmy award winner, Suze has translated her experiences into hard-hitting financial advice that will transform your life! (Get Motivated Seminars, Inc. Brochure)

Thomas Paine, the English-born pamphleteer of both the American and French Revolutions, once worked as a ladies’ girdle-maker. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World, p. 60)

A newborn panda is smaller than a mouse. (Jack Kreismer, in The Bathroom Trivia Book, p. 97)

Norman Vincent Peale, born in 1898 in Bowersville, Ohio (population 290), encouraged millions of readers with his 1952 bestseller The Power of Positive Thinking. (American Profile magazine)

On October 2, 1950, the comic strip Peanuts, created by Charles M. Schulz, was first published in nine newspapers. (Rocky Mountain News)

Charles Schulz, the cartoonist who draws “Peanuts”, was told by his high school’s yearbook staff that his cartoons were not acceptable for the annual. But Charles Schulz knew that he was of importance to God. He kept on drawing and eventually became known internationally for his considerable talent. (Charles E. Ferrell, in The Clergy Journal)

Pablo Picasso, one of whose paintings recently sold for $3,000,000, was so poor early in his career, that he burned some of his drawings to keep warm. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 325)

Scottie Pippen of the world-champion Chicago Bulls is one of basketball’s best forwards. But nine years ago in Hamburg, Arkansas, Pippen was just a six-foot-two, 145-pound point guard on his high-school team--with no prospects. The coach from the state campus at Monticello told Pippen, sorry, no vacancies. As a “last shot,” Pippen worked out for the University of Central Arkansas’s head basketball coach. Donald Dyer, who offered him a work-study scholarship to be the team manager. Most players would have been insulted by such an offer, but not Pippen. He had already served as manager for Hamburg High School’s football team, dispensing towels in the locker room as easily as he did the basketball on the court. (Harvey Araton, in New York Times)

Actor-hunk Brad Pitt’s first acting job: He played a chicken, wearing a chicken suit to attract customers to El Polio Loco restaurant. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 18)

Edgar Allen Poe sold his first book for 12 cents. It recently was resold at auction for $11,000. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 32)
  
When Percy Bysshe Shelley’s early poetry was rejected by England’s publishers, he paid to have the poems printed, then sealed them inside bottles and cast them out to sea. His subsequent poems had been distribution, as he became one of the greatest romantic poets ever. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 14)
As a youth, Sidney was raised in poverty on Cat Island in the Bahamas. At sixteen, with less than two years of education and three dollars in his pocket, he moved to New York City in search of a better life. When he arrived, the only place he could find to sleep was a rooftop. His first job was that of dishwasher. Although he knew nothing about acting, Sidney responded to a want ad listed by the American Negro Theater.  Because of his limited education, he could not read all the words in the script. The director interrupted his audition, shouting, “Stop wasting my time.” While that rejection would have stopped and even destroyed the ambitions of most people, the young man walked away more determined than ever. Saving money from his meager dishwasher’s salary, Sidney bought a radio. He used it as an educational tool, listening to people’s voices for hours, trying to enunciate as clearly as they did.  At the restaurant, he found a waiter to tutor him in reading. Later Sidney returned to the American Negro Theater persuading officials to let him take acting lessons.  Privately, he resolved to become not only the best black actor but the best actor.  His name is Sidney Poitier, and he is regarded as one of the finest actors of his generation. (Victor M. Parachin, in Unity magazine)

Ezra Pound lived on potatoes while waiting for fame. He paid the printer himself for his first book which sold for 6 cents a copy.
(Ripley’s Believe It Or Not!: Book of Chance)

In 1954 Elvis Presley recorded a 10-minute demo at Sun Records in Memphis, TN. He paid $4 to record 2 songs for his mother: “My Happiness” and “That’s When Your Heartaches Begin.” (Bob Barry, in Daily Celebrity Almanac, p. 14)

Devotees of Elvis Presley will tell you their hero tried to join his high school glee club but was turned down. (L. M. Boyd)

In 1954, Elvis Presley was kicked out of the Grand Ole Opry with the recommendation that he go back to driving a truck. In 1955, Elvis auditioned for a spot on Arthur Godfrey’s Talent Scouts and was turned down. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 12)

Albert (“Cubby”) Broccoli, the phenomenally-successful producer of the James Bond movies, was once a coffin salesman. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World, p. 36)

Adolph Zukor, head of the early Vitagraph studios and one of Hollywood’s biggest producers, started as an immigrant from Hungary, sweeping out a drugstore. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 12) 

Where six famous products were first made: 
S.O.S. pads -- in inventor’s basement 
Tampax -- on home sewing machine
Post-It Notes -- in inventor’s basement 
Oster hair clippers -- in inventor’s basement
Rollerblades -- in inventor’s parents’ basement
Fritos -- in inventor’s mom’s kitchen. (World Features Syndicate)

Where products were first made: 
Breyer’s ice cream -- in inventor’s kitchen
Champion spark plugs -- in inventor’s garage 
Welch’s grape juice -- in inventor’s kitchen
Lauder cosmetics -- in granddad’s basement 
Health Bars -- in inventor’s kitchen 
Steinway piano -- in inventor’s kitchen. (World Features Syndicate)

Publication surprises: 
The New York Times -- bought at bankruptcy sale (1890s); 
San Francisco Examiner -- Hearst got as part of gambling debt. 
(World Features Syndicate)

Where originally published: 
Winnie-the-Pooh -- short story in London paper; 
Madame Bovary -- installments in French magazine; 
Silent Spring -- article in magazine; 
The Story of Babar -- began as bedtime story; 
Superman -- a strip in creator’s high school paper. (World Features Syndicate)

Queen Elizabeth was an eighteen year old mechanic in the English military. (Jack Kreismer, in The Bathroom Trivia Book, p. 17)

Lou Rawls was earning $10 a night, plus free pizza, when a Capitol Records producer spotted him at Pandora’s Box Coffee Shop, and signed the silken-voiced singer to do Muddy Water. The next year, Rawls won a Grammy for his hit, Dead End Street, “a record notable for his semi-spoken vocal, which predated rap by a decade and a half” and made Rawls a major black voice in the white marketplace. (The Week magazine, January 20, 2006)

Didn’t President Ronald Reagan once do a song-and-dance comedy routine in Las Vegas? For two weeks in 1954, yes. At the Last Frontier Hotel there. Wasn’t what he did best. It didn’t go over. (Boyd’s Curiosity Shop, p. 169)

As playwright Gore Vidal tells it, when his play The Best Man  was being cast back in 1959, Ronald Reagan was proposed for the lead role of the distinguished front-running Presidential candidate.  He was rejected.  It was decided that he lacked the “Presidential look.” (Fifty Plus)

John Ringling, born on May 31, 1866, in McGregor, Iowa, started the Ringling Brothers Circus with four of his brothers in 1884. In 1907, the company purchased the Barnum and Bailey Circus, quickly becoming “The Greatest Show on Earth.” (American Profile)

When they started, the Ringling Brothers Circus had no money for anything fancy. Their first wild animal was a blind hyena. When they made more money, they imported a giraffe to America, claiming it was the last one on Earth. (Betty Debnam, in Denver Rocky Mountain News)

Robert L. Ripley”s amazing worldwide industry is a true American success story, for it started humbly with one man and an idea. In 1918, the twenty-five-year-old Ripley was a hard-working sports cartoonist for the New York Globe newspaper. It happened one day that he was stuck for a cartoon to draw. As his daily deadline approached, he was still staring at a blank sheet on his drawing board when inspiration struck. Ripley dug into his files where he kept notes on all sorts of unusual sports achievements. He quickly sketched nine of the more interesting and bizarre items onto his page, and a legend was born. That first page was titled “Champs and Chumps.” Ripley’s editor quickly came up with a snappier name, and “Believe It or Not!” became an overnight sensation. (The Ripley’s 100th Anniversary Series)

Daniel Dafoe took Robinson Crusoe to 20 publishers before he finally got it printed. It has been a best-seller for over 250 years and has been translated into 10 languages. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance)

John D. Rockefeller, who made millions of dollars during his lifetime, started out in life hoeing potatoes at four cents an hour. (Sunshine magazine)

Nelson Rockefeller’s income at age 8-10: For shining shoes in house -- 5 cents a pair; for killing flies in house -- 10 cents for every 100; allowance -- 30 cents a week (Dad required part for charity, part for savings). (Carol Madigan and Ann Elwood, in When They Were Kids)

The 25th National Western Stock Show in 1932 presented the first rodeo in conjunction with the silver anniversary of the livestock and horse show. Total rodeo prize money was $7,300. This year’s total rodeo prize money? $500,000. (www.nationalwestern.com, as it appeared in Rocky Mountain News, January 17, 2006)

Of musical note: The Rolling Stones -- 800 at first U.S. concert (1964); Detroit stadium held 13,000. (World Feature’s Syndicate)

Salomon Rothschild was walking down a street in Vienna. A pickpocket tried to lift a silk handkerchief from the banker’s pocket. A friend tried to warn Rothschild: “That man is trying to steal your handkerchief.” Rothschild said, “So what? We all started small.” (Joe Griffith, in Speaker’s Library of Business, p. 109)

J. K. Rowling: From Rags - As a single mother living on public assistance, Rowling started writing Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone in a cafe while her baby daughter napped. Why the cafe? Because it was warmer than the tiny flat she lived in. When Bloomsbury Books bought her manuscript in 1996, she was thrilled. The L1,500 (about $2,400) she was advanced was more money than she’d ever received at one time in her life. To riches - Four years and three more books later, Rowling was worth more than $400 million . . . and she’s not done yet.
(Uncle John’s Unstoppable Bathroom Reader)

Dismal first-year sales of famous products: 
VW Beetle (U.S.) -- sold 330 first year;  
Liquid Paper -- sold 1,200 bottles first year;  
Cuisimart -- sold 200 first year;  
Remington typewriter -- sold eight first year;  
Scrabble -- sold 532 first year;  
Coca-Cola -- sold 25 bottles first year (for total of  $50; supplies and advertising ran $70). (World Features Syndicate)

The poet Carl Sandburg flunked out of West Point, according to the record, because of deficiencies in English. (L. M. Boyd)

Colonel Sanders came up with the famous recipe for chicken in the late 1930s for Sanders Court and Cafe, his roadside eatery in Corbin, Kentucky. Back then, the motel and restaurant business seated 142 people. In 1998, more than 10,300 KFC stores generated about $20.6 billion. (Associated Press)

Vidal Sassoon’s early clients as a haircutter were mostly prostitutes.
(Ed Lucaire, in Celebrity Setbacks)

They had school problems: 
Boris Yeltsin -- expelled from high school 
Humphrey Bogart -- expelled from prep school 
Richard Pryor -- expelled from high school 
Erie Stanley Gardner -- expelled from high school 
Jack Benny -- expelled from high school. (World Features Syndicate)

School struggles - Their achievements came later: 
1. Henry Winkler -- bottom three percent of high school class  
2. Thomas Watson Jr. (a CEO of IBM) -- six years to finish high school  
3. Andy Griffith -- repeated 4th grade 
4. Nelson Rockefeller -- bottom third of high school class  
5. Charles Schulz -- failed all subjects in 8th grade  
6. Tom Monaghan (Domino’s Pizza) -- graduated last in his high school class. (World Features Syndicate)

When he was a little boy the other children called him “Sparky,” after a comic-strip horse named Sparkplug. Sparky never did shake that nickname. School was all but impossible for Sparky. He failed every subject in the eighth grade. Every subject! He flunked physics in high school. Receiving a flat zero in the course, he distinguished himself as the worst physics student in his school’s history. He also flunked Latin. And Algebra. And English. He didn’t do much better in sports. Although he managed to make the school golf team, he promptly lost the only important match of the year. There was a consolation match. Sparky lost that too. Throughout his youth Sparky was awkward socially. He was not actually disliked by the other youngsters. No one cared that much. He was astonished if a classmate ever said hello to him outside school hours. No way to tell how he might have done at dating.  In high school Sparky never once asked a girl out. He was too afraid of being turned down. Sparky was a loser. He, his classmates, everyone knew it. So he rolled with it. One something was important to Sparky: drawing.  He was proud of his own artwork. Of course, no one else appreciated it. So you know what Sparky did? He wrote his autobiography in cartoons. He described his childhood self, the little boy loser, the chronic underachiever, in a cartoon character the whole world now knows. For the boy who failed the entire eighth grade, the young artist whose work was rejected not only by Walt Disney Studios but his own high high school yearbook, that young man was “Sparky” Charles Monroe Schulz. He created the “Peanuts” comic strip and the little cartoon boy whose kite would never fly--Charlie Brown. (Paul Aurandt)

A giant sequoia will bear millions of seeds, but each seed is so small that it takes 3,000 of them to weigh an ounce. (Isaac Asimov’s Book of Facts)

A reporter once said to George Bernard Shaw: “You have a marvelous gift for oratory. How did you develop it?” Replied Shaw, “I learned to speak as men learn to skate or cycle, by doggedly making a fool of myself until I got used to it.” (Bits & Pieces)

George Bernard Shaw, whose plays rank among the world’s greatest, earned a total of $20 during his first nine years as a writer. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 16)

Silent Unity: Back in the 1920s, one telephone and a staff of three dedicated workers were more than adequate to answer the calls for prayer. By the 1970s, we received about 350,000 calls each year. In 1985, workers answered well over 650,000 calls. Last year, these workers answered over 840,000 calls. (Connie Fillmore letter, March 18, 1993)

In 1873, Fred Hatch built the nation’s first upright silo on his father’s farm near Spring Grove, Illinois. He dug an 8-foot-deep hole, lined it with rock and mortar, and extended the wooden tower 16 feet above ground to store corn silage. (American Profile)

Never can tell what might start a fortune: The publishing firm Simon & Schuster got off the ground in 1924 with a little book of crossword puzzles. (L. M. Boyd)

A once-famous singer offered to work free in “From Here to Eternity” because he thought he was washed up. Frank Sinatra got the part of Sergeant Maggio for a small salary and the movie led to a new start as an actor. It also produced a generation of fans who wanted him to sing again. Thirty yearsw later Sinatra was still the biggest in the business in Las Vegas. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 9)

Starting small:  
Hewlett-Packard--began with $538 in cash;  
Motorola’s predecessor--began with $1,315;  
Honda--began with $7,000;  
Ford--began with $56,000;   
Gallo Winery--began with $59,000;    
A. C. Nielsen Co.--borrowed $45,000 to start. (World Features Syndicate)

Starting small:  
UPS -- started in small room above a bar;   
Kinko’s -- first shared store with a taco shop;  
Stetson hats -- started in one rented room;  
Data General -- started in a refurbished beauty shop;  
Pizza Hut -- first store in a former tavern;  
Sony -- started in a bombed-out building (Tokyo 1945) in a destroyed telephone operator’s room. (World Features Syndicate)

Southwest Airlines specializes in short, back-and-forth flights between 32 Western and Midwestern cities. Planes are loaded and unloaded promptly, and get back in the air. The company has the best on-time record in the industry. Herb Kelleher, one of the founders of the airline, has been CEO since 1981. Since starting in 1971 with four planes and $148 in the bank, the company has grown to become the nation’s eighth largest airline. (Bits & Pieces)

All human speech is said to evolve out of grunts. (L. M. Boyd)

The Museum of Independent Telephony in Abilene, Kansas, rings with history and the story of C. L. Brown’s 1898 local telephone company, now Sprint. (American Profile magazine)

Since Starbucks’ humble start at the Pike Place Market in Seattle in 1971, the green-and-white Starbucks sign has become nearly as recognizable as McDonald’s golden arches. There are more than 3,000 Starbucks worldwide, 144 in the greater Seattle area and 78 in Seattle alone. (Mia Penta, in Rocky Mountain News, July 4, 2000)

Where they started:
CliffsNotes -- started in editor’s basement;
Crutchfield Electronics -- in mom’s basement;
Electric hair clippers -- in inventor’s basement;
Carson Optical --in mom’s basement;
Manischewitz -- in his basement;
UPS -- in founder’s basement. (World Features Syndicate)

Ben Franklin had nothing to do with the potbellied stove known by his name today. Rather, his invention was a complicated -- and ultimately unsuccessful -- device intended to force heat into a room while carrying smoke away. But installing the stove meant rebuilding an entire fireplace, and the device apparently couldn’t generate enough air flow to force the smoke out. Nevertheless, Franklin’s invention was an important stepping-stone in the development of more efficient home heating. (Time)

Levi Strauss was a flop as a tentmaker in the California gold fields of 1850. Stuck with bales of denim, he invented blue jeans and sold them for $13.50 -- a dozen. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 14)

Actress Sally Struthers was once the voice of “Pebbles” on The Flintstones cartoons. (Jack Kreismer, in The Bathroom Trivia Book, p. 101)

Miami Beach pharmacist Benjamin Green invented the first suntan lotion by cooking cocoa butter in a granite coffeepot on his wife’s stove, and then testing the batch on his own head. His invention was introduced as Coppertone Suntan Cream in 1944. (Joe Edelman & David Samson, in Useless Knowledge, p. 104)

On January 15, 1967, it wasn’t yet the Super Bowl. Rather, it was the first World Championship Game, and it hardly resembled the Super event it is today. There were nearly 28,000 empty seats at Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum and tickets could be had for just $6. Nonetheless, the Vince Lombardi-led Green Bay Packers launched a new era with their 35-10 win against American Football League champion Kansas Ciry. The star of the game was a 34-year-old wide receiver named Max McGee, whose all-night cavorting left him a super hangover but didn’t keep him from catching seven Bart Starr passes -- three more than he caught all season. (Lyn DeBruin, in Rocky Mountain News)

In 1855, G. F. Swift bought a single steer with $25 he borrowed from his father. He sold the meat for a $10 profit and reinvested. Within a few years he controlled a million-dollar meat-packing business in Chicago.
(Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 23)

After he got out of the Marines in 1946, Glen W. Bell sold his refrigerator for $500 and used the money to start Bell’s Drive-In in San Bernardino, California. San Bernardino is also the birthplace of McDonald’s, and when Bell realized how well the McDonald brothers were doing, he decided it would be easier to switch to Mexican food than it would be to compete against them directly. His first restaurants were called Taco Tia. But after a while he renamed them Taco Bell, after himself. (Uncle John’s All-Purpose Bathroom Reader, p. 125)

Edgar Rice Burroughs sold pencils in Salt Lake City before he moved to California, where he created Tarzan of the Apes. (L. M. Boyd)

The first commercial telephone switchboard appeared in 1878 in New Haven, Connecticut, linking just 21 phones. The first telephone directory was in the hands of New Haven phone users in 1878--listing only 50 names. (Denver P. Tarle, in A Treasury of Trivia, p. 55)

How they did in their first professional tennis matches: 
Andre Agassi -- lost in 2nd round (1986)  
Pete Sampras -- lost in 2nd round (1986)  
Todd Martin -- lost in 2nd round (1990)  
Juan Carlos Ferrero -- lost in 2nd round (1998)  
Yevgeny Kafelnikov -- lost in 1st round (1992)  
Roger Federer -- lost in 1st round (1998)  
Thomas Johansson -- lost in 1st round (1994). (World Features Syndicate)

On April 2, 1902, the first American theater devoted solely to movies opened in Los Angeles. Housed in a circus tent, the venue was dubbed “The Electric Theater.” Admission was about 10 cents for a one-hour show. (Moments in Time, The History Channel)

The philosopher Henry David Thoreau once worked as Ralph Waldo Emerson’s gardener. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World, p. 61)

Before Henry David Thoreau became a famous writer extolling the virtues of the natural life, he worked as a schoolteacher. When he was reprimanded by the head of the school for being too easy on students who misbehaved, Thoreau chose six students at random and caned them. Then he quit. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 8)

Henry David Thoreau became famous for writing Walden. But his earlier book, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, was a complete bust, selling fewer than three hundred copies out of a first printing of one thousand. Thoreau bought the remaining copies of the book himself and wrote in his journal, “I now have a library of nearly nine hundred volumes, over seven hundred of which I wrote myself.”
(Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 13)

One of America’s most beloved writers was rejected 20 times by the magazine that eventually bought most of his work. James Thurber started writing sketches for the New Yorker in 1926, but they kept turning him down before finally accepting a short piece on a man caught in a revolving door. Thurber never looked back. He published more than 20 books of collected prose and delightful pictures he drew himself. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance) 

The day Tiffany’s opened -- September 21, 1837 -- it grossed $4.98. 
(L. M. Boyd)

First time-keeping instrument of record was a bowl of water. A tender watched it. When it sank, the tender emptied it, set it afloat again, and ran a gong. This was in the China of 4,000 years ago. (L. M. Boyd)

With $100 in 1906, Harry Gerstner founded his tool chest company, H. Gerstner & Sons Inc., in Dayton, Ohio. Family members continue making the quality wooden tool chests nearly a century later. (American Profile)

Curtis L. Carlson (worth $1 billion) had a newspaper route and was a $110-per-month soap salesman before starting Gold Bond Trading Stamps and acquiring the Radisson Hotel and Country Kitchen chains. 
(Paul Craig Roberts, in Reader’s Digest)

In 1920, a Detroit policeman named William L. Potts worked out an electric light system that allowed him to control three street intersections from one tower. He picked the colors red, yellow, and green because railroads used them. These were the first street traffic lights. (Isaac Asimov’s Book of Facts, p. 288)

In the 1930s, George Nissen built a canvas bouncing apparatus with springs made from inner-tube scraps. He called it a trampoline and jumped into business in Cedar Rapids, Iowa. (American Profile)

Harry Wayne Huizenga, another college dropout, started a trash-hauling business with a beat-up old truck. By the time he was 31, he and his partner, Dean L. Buntrock, had built the business into the world’s largest waste-services company, Waste Management, Inc. Later he turned his attention to a Dallas video-rental store that he built into Blockbuster Video. (Peter Lynch and John Rothchild, in Reader’s Digest)

Lee Trevino, one of golf’s great players, sharpened his game and competitive spirit as a young caddie. His first games were behind a caddie shed, where there were three holes--one about 100 yards, another about 125 and another about 60. Oftentimes there would be as many as 16 caddies playing for quarters--but only one club. Trevino would hit a shot and throw the club to another caddie, who would take his turn. As soon as he’d hit, he’d throw the club to another caddie. With the club flying around like crazy, it would take as much as 30 minutes to play one 100-yard hole. It was a tough way to learn the game, but Lee Trevino will be the first to tell you that he wouldn’t be where he is today if he had just sat in the caddie shack in his idle moments. (Bits & Pieces)    229964

Where six popular tunes were written: 
1. Only the Lonely -- in a car 
2. Dancing in the Street -- in an attic 
3. Oh, What a Beautiful Morning -- on a porch 
4. Stars and Stripes Forever -- on a ship 
5. Sh-Boomn -- in a convertible 
6. The Night Before Christmas -- written in head while shopping for a turkey. (World Features Syndicate)

Shania Twain grew up so poor her Canadian family often went without meat. Says she of Ojibwa Indian ancestry, but was actually adopted by her Indian stepfather. Raised her three younger siblings after her parents died in an auto accident when she was 21. (2002 People Almanac, p. 474)

Liv Ullman, two-time Academy Award nominee for Best Actress, failed an audition for the state theater school in Norway. The judges told her she had no talent. (The Best of Bits & Pieces, p. 60)

The United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) was created December 11, 1946, to aid children left at risk by World War II. A grade school in Carson, Washington, made the first donation: $2.16. In 2005 UNICEF spent more than $2 million on programs to help kids in 157 countries. (Alison McLean, in Smithsonian)

Jim Casey was 19 years old in 1907, when he started the American Messenger company to Seattle. His business consisted of only six messengers, two bicycles, and a telephone, but within a year he added 16 motorcycles and a Model T Ford. By 1918 he was handling the deliveries of 3 of Seattle’s major department stores. By the end of World War I, Casey had changed the name of the business to the United Parcel Service, and focused exclusively on delivering for department stores. In 1953 UPS expanded service to 16 metropolitan areas and started expanding its service. Today UPS owns more than 300 aircraft and delivers 600,000 packages every day. (Uncle John’s Bathroom 4-Ply Bathroom Reader)

The United States greatest naval victory -- Midway--occurred only six months after its greatest naval defeat -- Pearl Harbor. (L. M. Boyd)

One of the Board members jokingly started the building fund by giving a one-cent piece. But the one-cent piece was not a joke to Charles Fillmore., He took it, gave thanks to God for it, and blessed it. To him, the building was on its way. The fund grew very slowly. By the end of 1903, there was only twenty-five cents in it. Nevertheless, in February, 1903, in Unity magazine, Mr. Fillmore gave his subscribers “the privilege and opportunity of contributing any sum from ten cents to one thousand dollars, or more,” towards the purchase of a site and the erection of a building. By 1905, only $601 had been raised. (James Dillet Freeman, in The Story of Unity, p. 109)

Most small things started small -- and that (so they tell me) includes the universe. (Ashleigh Brilliant, in Pot-Shots)

Imagine all the stars and galaxies compressed into a single point the size of a thimble. More than 10 billion years ago, everything you see around you--the Earth, all the distant galaxies--was contained in that single point. As your family walks outdoors on a cool fall evening, look up. You will be transported across vast reaches of space and time--even so far back as to imagine the beginning of the Universe. (David H. Levy, in Parade)   

Unlikely first business and products: 
J. C. Penney -- ran a butcher shop
Mattel -- made picture names
Thomas Welch -- sold dental supplies 
Milton Bradley -- owned a lithograph company

David Buick -- made plumbing fixtures 
Henri Nestle -- manufactured liquid gas 
Oakley (sunglasses) -- a motorcycle parts supplier. (World Features Syndicate)

Rudolph Valentino was born in Castellaneta, Italy. He was a waiter in a suburban Los Angeles nightclub when he was discovered for the movies. When he died at the age of 31, the weeping and wailing of feminine fans could be heard around the world. (Bernie Smith, in The Joy of Trivia, p. 203)

The vending machine has been around since the time of Christ. The first vending machine was a coin-operated holy water dispenser invented by the Greek scientist, Hero, in the first century B.C. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World, p. 9)

17 movie stars who worked as waitresses: Jacqueline Bisset, Joan Blondell, Joan Crawford, Bette Davis, Olivia De Havilland, Faye Dunaway, Frances Farmer, Joan Fontaine, Lauren Hutton, Glenda Jackson, Madeline Kahn, Maureen Stapleton, Mary Steenburgen, Lily Tomlin, Raquel Welch, Cindy Williams, and Jane Wyman. (Wallace/Wallechinsky, in The Book of Lists #3, p. 305)

Charles R. Walgreen, born near Galesburg, Illinois, in 1873, bought the Chicago drugstore where he worked as a pharmacist in 1901 and launched the Walgreen’s chain. As a young man, he started his career at Horton’s Drugstore in Dixon, Illinois, where he worked for $4 a week. 
(American Profile magazine)

Baby wallabies are about the size of a lima bean when they are born.
(Betty Debnam, in Rocky Mountain News)

In 1957, Don Hewitt, now executive producer of “60 Minutes” told Barbara Walters: “You’re marvelous, but stay out of television.” 
(2002 People Almanac, p. 477)

Sam Walton founded his Wal-Mart Stores merchandising empire in Bentonville, Arkansas, and became one of the nation’s richest men. 
(The World Almanac of the USA, p. 39)

What’s more, it’s amazing how many of these people keep their frugal habits after they’ve made it big. Sam Walton, the Wal-Mart billionaire who died in 1992, continued to drive around in a beat-up Chevy with dog-teeth marks on the steering wheel. (Peter Lynch & John Rothchild, in Reader’s Digest)

Sam Walton opened his first Wal-Mart in 1962 in Rogers, Arkansas, putting big-city retailing concepts into small towns: volume movement of goods, lowest prices, consumer satisfaction. “This is where we began -- in small towns -- and it’s appropriate that we stay in small towns,” says Sharon Weber, a Wal-Mart spokeswoman. “Our roots are here.” 
(Marti Attoun, in American Profile)

At that time we had the pleasure of visiting with Mary Oliff Ward, whose husband, William Arthur Ward, is one of America’s most quoted writers of inspirational maxims. Mary told how Bill kept a rolling pin around which he wrapped all rejection slips received. When one of his students complained about rejected work, yet one more time, Bill would unwind the rolling pin to reveal yards of rejection slips! (Dr. Delia Sellers, in Abundant Living magazine)

In George Washington’s first action as a military leader, he led a small contingent of colonial militiamen against the French in the Ohio River Valley, was captured, and was sent back to Virginia. A year later, he returned as aide to a British general and again was defeated by the French. He eventually had better luck fighting against the British than he did fighting for them. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 13)

George Washington lived in the day of the Duke of Wellington and Napoleon, both of whom far outshone him as military geniuses.  He made some rather tragic blunders on the battlefield but somehow managed to bring our troops through that long and painful war to victory. (Dr. D. James Kennedy)

Believe it or not, people have been sleeping on water-filled bags for more than 3,500 years. The Persians were apparently the first -- they sewed goatskins together, filled them with water, and left them in the sun to get warm. The direct ancestor of the modern water bed was invented in 1853 by Dr. William Hooper of Portsmouth, England, who saw the beds as a medical device that could be used to treat bedridden patients suffering from bedsores, as well as burn victims, and arthritis and rheumatism sufferers. His water bed wasn’t much more than a rubber hot water bottle big enough to sleep on. It wasn’t until 1967 that San Francisco design student Charles Hall made an improved model out of vinyl and added an electric heater to keep the bed warm all the time.
(Uncle John’s Unstoppable Bathroom Reader)

The first number of Weekly Unity, with Lowell Fillmore as editor, appeared May 15, 1909.  Unity School had taken another step forward. The popularity of the new magazine increased rapidly, and in the July 10, 1909 issue, the editor told his readers: “We have one subscriber as far east as New York and one as far west as California, with a sprinkling over the intervening States.” Today there are more than two hundred thousand subscribers, living in many countries. (James Dillet Freeman, in The Story of Unity, p. 125)

Johnny Neill worked as musical director and musician for Lawrence Welk for three years during which time Welk asked him after an afternoon rehearsal in Fairmont, Nebraska, to write a theme song for the band. Mr. Neill went to a back booth in a cafe and wrote “Bubbles in the Wine,” which became Welk’s “champagne” theme song. (Gary Gerhardt, in Rocky Mountain News)

West Point, the U.S. Military Academy, was established in 1802, when the academy graduated but two of its 10 students. (Denver P. Tarle, in A Treasury of Trivia, p. 186)

A hummingbird’s egg is a thousand times bigger than the egg of a great blue whale. No, Jennifer, whales don’t lay eggs, but eggs are where they, too, start out. (L. M. Boyd)

Although the whale weighs over a hundred tons and the mouse tips the scales at only a few ounces, they develop from eggs of approximately the same size. (Denver P. Tarle, in A Treasury of Trivia, p. 202)

When President and Mrs. John Adams arrived in Washington in 1800 to become first residents of the White House, they found water had to be carried from a spring five blocks away and there were no bathrooms. It wasn’t until 1833 that a pipe was laid from Franklin Park to provide running water for the mansion. Understandable. Without a bathroom, who needs running water. (Bernie Smith, in The Joy of Trivia, p. 243)

When he was considered only an eccentric and not one of America’s greatest poets, Walt Whitman would walk the streets of Camden, New Jersey, selling copies of his book “Leaves of Grass” from a pack on his back. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 20)

Oprah Winfrey once approached Aretha Franklin as she was stepping out of a limo and convinced Franklin that she had been abandoned. Aretha gave her $100, which Oprah used to stay in a hotel. After being sexually abused at age 9 by an older cousin and later by a family friend, she ran away from home at age 13. She bore a child when she was 14 though the baby died as an infant. (2002 - People Almanac, p. 482)

Oprah Winfrey: From Rags - Born In Mississippi to unwed teenage parents, Winfrey grew up in poverty. While living in Milwaukee, she was molested by relatives. Not knowing what else to do, her mother sent her to live in a detention home. To Riches - Fortunately, the detention home was full and Winfrey went to live with her father. He nurtured her abilities and helped her get to college. Now, as the queen of the talk show, Winfrey is worth an estimated $1 billion. (Uncle John’s Unstoppable Bathroom Reader)

in 1879, Frank Winfield Woolworth opened a five-cent store in Utica, N. Y. (Associated Press)

Aviator Orville Wright was expelled for mischievous behavior from the Richmond, Indiana grammar school during the sixth grade in 1883.
(Jack Kreismer, in The Bathroom Trivia Book, p. 48)

Chewing gum magnate William Wrigley Jr. started his working career as a soap salesman. (Jack Kreismer, in The Bathroom Trivia Book, p. 48)

Thirty-year-old William Wrigley, Jr. moved to Chicago in 1891 and set up the Wrigley Company with just $32 of his own money and a $5,000 loan. (Richard B. Manchester, in Amazing Facts, p. 74)

Then great French writer Honore de Balzac spent ten years as a failure before he had a successful book. (Bob Fenster, in They Did What!?, p. 16)

Chester F. Carlson, the founder of the Xerox machine, set up shop in the kitchen of his apartment in Queens, N.Y. (Ira Flatow, in They All Laughed, p. 112)

As an infant, Catherine Zeta-Jones contracted a virus which caused difficulty breathing, and has a tracheotomy scar. (2002 - People Almanac, p. 484)
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