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Thomas Edison. Alexander Graham Bell. Leonardo Da Vinci. 

Just a few of the great names synonymous with invention. 

When people think of inventors, they conjure up images of the mad scientist bent over test tubes in his lab, or the lonely eccentric, huddled in his basement tinkering with endless gadgets, searching for the perfect combination of parts and ideas. 

In reality, inventors are everyday people, struggling 

through countless obstacles to bring their ideas to fruition. 

Bill Wilt, a Valleyview inventor with more than five patents to his name already, knows how tough it is to earn that moniker.

That whole mad scientist thing comes to mind, and it works well in Bugs Bunny, but it doesn’t work well when someone has to pay for all these ideas,” he said. “One shouldn’t be interested just in inventing. Everyone has ideas. What make the difference are commercialized ideas.” 

The invention process takes both convergent and divergent thinking, said Wilt. 

“Once a problem is identified, you try to diverge and go in different directions to try to isolate a solution. Then you try to converge on something that works,” he said. “There are also a lot of filters, such as is it economical? Is it marketable? Can it actually be built reasonably with current technology, or serviced reasonably with current technology?” 

Wilt estimated there are at least a hundred ideas that fail for every one that succeeds in a big way. 

“If you can’t tolerate failure, you shouldn’t be messing around with inventing,” he said. “You have to be able to tolerate failure. Learn to fail successfully.” 

There are many myths about inventing, including the idea that inventions lead to a life of fortune and fame, and the common misconception that inventors should keep their ideas to themselves, behind a veil of secrecy. All such myths create an inaccurate picture of the life of an inventor, said Wilt. 

“Solving the problem is the primary motivation. If you’re out to get rich, that doesn’t happen till years later, if at all,” he said. “It’s like an artist whose work only becomes valuable 100 years after they’re dead. So much goes into it that often people have completely depleted their personal resources before the idea is even half way to commercialization.” 

Inventors also need to refrain from being secretive and paranoid about their ideas, Wilt said. 

“You’re not gonna survive like that, even if your patent is air-tight. Who has enough money to take big, multi-national corporations to court?” he said. “The only defense you have in those situations is to have enough people on your own team that you are perceived as having enough resources and influence to discourage the sharks from trying to take you out.” 

In Wilt’s case, he credits the Peace River Economic Development Alliance (PREDA) and the GPRC’s Centre for Research and Innovation (CRI) for helping him find direction and get the most out of his ideas. 

“Networking with organizations like PREDA and the CRI is important. It will save you some painful discoveries,” he said, referring to learning the harsh realities that eventually replace the myths. “The CRI is very important in taking an inventor who has an idea and helping him get a realistic understanding of what’s required to follow through.” 

Bruce Rutley, director of the CRI, said it is also important for people to understand the difference between invention and innovation. 

“While there are few inventors, most of us are innovators,” he said. “Inventing is coming up with something completely new; innovation is essentially looking at existing ideas and putting them together in new ways to come up with a new product or service. Both inventions and innovations can be developed into new products and services. The process is similar for both.” 

Wilt’s current big idea is the variable geometry track. The concept combines track and wheel technologies into single vehicles. 

At the industrial level, Wilt’s design wrapped a track around the wheels of large vehicles, allowing for better and more environmentally friendly mobility. 

“They can’t be ripping up ground; they need to be environmentally friendly,” he said.” But they also need to go across soft ground. There’s interspersed soft ground and hard ground.” 

Wilt was initially looking for something stable to go over rough ground. He said he canvassed all the industries he could – forestry, oil, exploratory, seismic – and found nothing that met his needs. 

“We came up with a very unique suspension system that will walk over obstacles and the bed will still stay stable. Sometimes you need wheels, sometimes you need tracks,” he said. “You can change the track to make it act like wheel. There was a problem with track length and keeping tension on the track, but after observation and percolating time, and think time, and trial and error and model-building time, we stumbled across a geometry that would work.” 

The idea also has a personal application, as engineering students have created what they call the spider, a wheelchair design with arms and tracks around the wheels. 

The design would make it possible for wheel chairs to go across wet or soft ground where wheels might otherwise sink in and make mobility impossible, Wilt said. The track and the movable arms may also make it possible for a wheel chair to climb upstairs. 

“It’s astonishing where you can’t go with a wheelchair,” he said. 

Any credit for the design is quickly deflected by Wilt, who said he sees himself merely as the idea man, giving all the credit to researchers and those who actually built his design. 

“Edison said that genius is one per cent inspiration and 99 per cent perspiration. Do you know how many men Edison had working under him? A bunch,” Wilt said. “You need a network of people you can trust to take over and do the heavy lifting. The idea is not the heavy lifting.” 

Rutley said there is always more that people can learn about the invention and innovation process. 

“One of the key points is to know what the steps are,” he said. “People like us at the CRI are able to help inventors follow those steps to get their ideas into the market place. 

Wilt estimated that less than 20 per cent of inventions come from research institutes, manufacturers looking for new ideas, and full-time inventors, meaning that the vast majority of inventions come from everyday people. 

“It’s just a question of determination,” he said. “Everyone has insight, but not everyone is willing to commit. It’s about persisting until you get something usable.” 

Despite the romanticized view of inventing that society has, Wilt said there is tremendous satisfaction in seeing your ideas become a reality. 

“It’s incredibly satisfying to see something you created take shape, be built and go out and do the job,” he said. “Exhilaration is the feeling you get right before you figure out what was wrong with your last great idea.”
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