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Introduction
We live in a world surrounded by invisible marvels—objects so woven into everyday
life that we scarcely ever pause to appreciate their extraordinary histories. Yet behind
every humble paperclip, zipper, or ballpoint pen lies a story as rich and layered as the
most celebrated breakthroughs of science or art. These inventions may hide in plain
sight, yet their journeys from inspired idea to indispensable presence are nothing
short of remarkable. The subtlest shifts in daily routine—how we dress, write, connect,
eat, or travel—are all shaped by the quiet genius of practical innovation.

Inventing the Everyday seeks to unearth the hidden stories behind 25 of these
essential, familiar items. By exploring the problem each invention set out to solve, the
twists and turns of its development, and its sometimes controversial or accidental
breakthrough moments, we uncover a tapestry of ingenuity that stretches across
centuries, continents, and cultures. This focus on the “ordinary” invites fresh insights
not just into the history of technology, but into the complex interplay of economics,
culture, and human nature that drives change in society.

Why focus on these overlooked objects, rather than the “big” discoveries already
eulogized in textbooks? Everyday inventions reveal the practical side of human
creativity—one shaped less by the lone genius and more by collaboration, mistake,
advertising, and adaptation. Their stories challenge us to see history not as a parade
of great men and atomic moments, but as the gradual, cumulative handiwork of
countless problem-solvers—some famous, many anonymous—who transformed
frustration or fleeting inspiration into tools we can hardly imagine living without. They
exemplify the tenacious spirit to improve, tinker, and iterate, reminding us that
“mundane” does not mean unimportant.

This book takes you behind the scenes of these objects’ creation, from vivid moments
in their modern usage to the biographies of their inventors and the circumstances that
brought them to life. We’ll witness patent wars and unlikely victories, evolutions driven
by global shifts, and even inventions sparked wholly by accident. Along the way, you’ll
encounter sidebars with curious facts, unsung heroes, and the cultural reverberations
that made even the simplest items culturally or politically charged.

As we journey through these stories, we’ll see how the invention of the “everyday” has
shaped—and continues to shape—our lives in subtle, profound ways. Understanding
the origins, transformations, and ongoing influence of these items can transform how
we relate to our surroundings, imbuing the most routine experiences with renewed
wonder and respect for the ingenuity embedded within them.
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So the next time you write with a pen, fasten your jacket, ride your bike to work, or
brew your morning coffee—pause for a moment. Know that you’re drawing on the
legacy of inventors, tinkerers, and dreamers whose small acts of imagination have
changed the contours of daily life, and with it, the arc of human progress. Welcome to
the hidden history of ordinary things—welcome to Inventing the Everyday.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Paperclip – The Power of a
Simple Bend
On any given workday, across countless offices and homes, a tiny, unassuming piece
of bent wire performs an indispensable task. It holds stacks of paper neatly together,
keeps important documents organized, and often serves as an improvised tool—to
reset electronics, pick a lock (though we don't recommend it!), or even as an
emergency fishing hook. This is the paperclip, an object so ubiquitous and seemingly
simple that its genius often goes entirely unnoticed. Yet, this humble invention, born
from a need for order in a world drowning in loose papers, has a surprisingly intricate
history, riddled with multiple claims of invention and a quiet but profound impact on
how we manage information and conduct business.

Imagine a world before the paperclip. Documents were often bound with string, sealed
with wax, or pierced with straight pins, leaving unsightly holes and often tearing the
very papers they were meant to protect. Early attempts at paper fasteners included
ingenious but impractical contraptions, some resembling tiny clamps or elaborate
clasps. As the volume of paper documents exploded in the late 19th century—fueled
by the rise of typewriters, expanding bureaucracies, and a burgeoning commercial
sector—the need for a simple, efficient, and damage-free way to keep papers together
became increasingly urgent.

The story of the paperclip, like many everyday inventions, isn’t about a single
"eureka!" moment from one lone genius. Instead, it’s a fascinating tale of convergent
evolution, independent invention, and eventual market dominance. Many different
designs for paper fasteners were patented throughout the 19th century, each
attempting to solve the same problem with varying degrees of success. Some were
complex, others fragile, and most were expensive to produce. The key to the
paperclip's eventual triumph lay in its elegant simplicity, low cost, and effectiveness.

One of the earliest known attempts at a modern paperclip-like device was patented in
1867 by Samuel B. Fay, a U.S. inventor. His patent described a "ticket fastener"
designed to attach tickets to fabric, but it was noted that it could also be used for
holding papers together. Fay's design was essentially a bent wire, though not yet the
familiar "double-oval" shape we recognize today. It was more akin to a staple without
a stapler, requiring pressure to secure it. This early design, while functional, never
achieved widespread commercial success as a paper fastener.

Around the same time, other inventors were also tinkering with bent wire designs.
Ehrhardt Koch, a German inventor, patented a "paper fastener" in 1877 that bore a
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closer resemblance to the modern paperclip. However, it was not until the turn of the
20th century that the design that would become universally recognized began to take
shape.

The most famous, and perhaps most misleading, claim to the paperclip's invention
often points to Johan Vaaler, a Norwegian inventor. In 1899, Vaaler patented a
paperclip design in Germany and later in the United States. His design, however, was
not the iconic "Gem" type that dominates offices today. Vaaler's clip was less efficient,
more difficult to manufacture, and generally inferior to other designs already in use or
being developed at the time. Despite this, Vaaler's name became inextricably linked
with the paperclip, largely due to a nationalistic narrative that emerged in Norway
during World War II.

During the Nazi occupation of Norway, wearing symbols of Norwegian national identity
was forbidden. As a subtle act of defiance, Norwegians began wearing paperclips on
their lapels. The paperclip, thought to have been invented by a fellow Norwegian,
symbolized unity and solidarity, as it "bound things together." This powerful symbolic
act cemented Vaaler's place in the public imagination as the inventor, despite the
historical inaccuracies. It's a testament to how an object's cultural significance can
sometimes overshadow its true origins.

The real unsung hero, or rather, the unsung company, behind the ubiquitous paperclip
we know and love is likely the "Gem Manufacturing Company" of Britain. While no
patent for the "Gem" paperclip has ever been found—leading to speculation that it
was either never patented or the patent was lost—the design was certainly in
production by the early 1890s. The earliest evidence of the "Gem" paperclip's
existence is an advertisement from 1893 for the "Gem Paper-Fastener," produced by
the Cushman & Denison company in the United States, who imported them from
Britain.

The "Gem" design was a masterpiece of minimalist engineering. Its elegant, double-
oval shape provided the perfect balance of tension and flexibility, allowing it to hold
papers securely without tearing them, and to be easily applied and removed. It was
also remarkably simple and cost-effective to produce, requiring only a single
continuous piece of wire bent into the precise shape. This efficiency in manufacturing
was crucial to its widespread adoption. By the early 1900s, the Gem paperclip had
become the de facto standard, copied and mass-produced worldwide.

The paperclip's success wasn't just about its superior design; it also benefited from the
burgeoning office supply industry. As businesses grew and record-keeping became
more complex, the demand for efficient organizational tools skyrocketed. The
paperclip fit perfectly into this new landscape, becoming an essential component of
the modern office alongside the typewriter, filing cabinet, and carbon paper. It
facilitated a smoother flow of information, enabling quick assembly and disassembly of
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documents, which in turn streamlined administrative processes.

Beyond its primary function, the paperclip quickly proved its versatility. Its flexible yet
sturdy wire invited modification and repurposing. It became a temporary bookmark, a
makeshift tool for cleaning small crevices, and even a miniature piece of abstract art
in the hands of a bored office worker. Its simple form also made it a powerful symbol,
as seen in the Norwegian resistance. It represented ingenuity, adaptability, and the
ability to bring order to chaos.

Even today, in an increasingly digital world, the paperclip persists. While much of our
information lives in the cloud, physical documents still circulate, and the humble
paperclip continues its quiet work. It's a reminder that even in an age of complex
algorithms and artificial intelligence, sometimes the most profound solutions are found
in the simplest forms. Its journey from a vague necessity to an omnipresent office
staple showcases how an ordinary object, through clever design and timely
availability, can subtly, yet fundamentally, alter the landscape of everyday life.
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