Inspiration Through Observation

More than 600 acres of native grassland at the Willa Cather Memorial Prairie near Red Cloud, Nebraska, offer a glimpse of the land that inspired the settings and characters for the Pulitzer Prize-winning author who grew up in Red Cloud. (American Profile magazine)

While on a steamship, James J. Ritty of Dayton, Ohio, noted with interest a certain device that counted the revolutions of the ship’s propeller. He promptly went home and invented the cash register. (L. M. Boyd)

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

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

Andre Cassagnes had his eureka moment in 1955. The French electrician was peeling a translucent decal from a new light-switch plate when he noticed that an electrostatic charge had caused metallic powder to cling almost magically to the plastic sheet. Where he touched his pencil to the decal, the powder fell away. Realizing that the phenomenon could be used to create a drawing toy, he spent several years working up a prototype in his basement workshop. Cassagnes hawked his invention, L’Ecran Magique (The Magic Screen), around European toy fairs, and in 1959 the Ohio Art Co. bought the rights to the device for $25,000. The firm tweaked the design and in 1960 launched the toy in the U.S. with a catchier name: Etch A Sketch. (The Week magazine, February 15, 2013)

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

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

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

Consider how Montgolfier invented the hot-air balloon. Looking into the fireplace, one of the brothers saw burnt paper scraps rise above the flames and up the chimney. Heated air could make a balloon rise from the earth, he realized. (Joe Griffith, in Speaker's Library of Business, p. 305)

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

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

Bill Bowerman, founder of Nike, got his first shoe idea after staring at a waffle iron. He got the idea of using squared spikes to make shoes lighter. (Noel Botham, in The Book of Useless Information, p. 114)

Where did writer William Sydney Porter get his nom de plume “O Henry”? He’d once worked in a pharmacy and noted there that writings of a French chemist named Ossian-Henry were indexed under “O. Henry.” (L. M. Boyd)

Frank Baum, who wrote The Wizard of Oz, chose the name of the wizard this way: While writing the book, Baum was gazing around his office, trying to decide what to call the wizard. Baum saw the letters on his three file drawers across the room. One file read “A-G,” the next “H-N," and the third “O-Z.” And “Oz” it became. (Charles Reichblum, in Knowledge in a Nutshell)

Rene Antoine de Reaumur, the French scientist, discovered how to make paper from wood by watching wasps make paperlike nests by chewing up food. (Ripley's Believe It or Not!: Weird Inventions & Discoveries, p. 82)

George Pullman saw the bunks in the Colorado mining camps and made a creative jump to design the first sleeping cars for trains. (L. M. Boyd)

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

Samuel Colt (1814-1862) inventor of the revolver that bears his name, got the idea for its revolving cylinder as a 16-year-old seaman watching the helmsman turn the ship's wheel--each spoke aligning with a clutch that held it fast. (Ripley's Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p.99)

Dunlop got the idea for the rubber tire by looking at a garden hose. (Joe Griffith, in Speaker's Library of Business, p. 305)
A friend of mine worked in a lab experimenting with a new solar material gallium arsenide. Her job was to make precision cuts in the material with a high-speed wafer saw. Every time she did so, the material cracked. At home, she was watching her husband make wooden cabinets and noticed that, when he wanted to make precision cuts on certain types of wood, he reduced his saw’s speed. She tried that on the gallium arsenide and it worked. (Roger von Oech)

As a young medical school student in 19th century Paris, Rene Theophile Hyacinthe Laennec had developed a talent for placing his ear on patients’ chests to hear different sounds. This only worked well, or course, if the patient was sufficiently slender. One afternoon, Laennec saw some children playing with wooden boards. One tyke would scratch or tap softly on the end, while another put his ear on the other end to hear the sound. Laennec went back to his office and constructed a long tube out of several pieces of rolled-up paper. Placing the end of the cylinder on the patient’s chest, he discovered that he could hear sounds much more clearly that even before. He experimented with different materials and designs, and in 1819 the stethoscope (as he had named it) was officially accepted by the medical community as a valuable diagnostic tool. (Tidbits)

Fritz Kreisler, the great violinist, was walking down the street one day with his friend, John McCormack, and they stopped to look in the window of a shop. A fine catch of fish, mouths open and eyes staring, were ranged in a display. Kreisler suddenly clutched John by the arm. “Great heavens!” he exclaimed, “That reminds me – I should be playing at a concert.” (Ireland’s Own)
Weed Eaters: In 1971, an automatic car wash's spinning brushes caught the attention of George Ballas, a 60-year-old Texan, and he imagined something similar to get rid of dandelions. (Owen Edwards & Andrew Nelson, in Special Report)
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