
Brown Deer — The proverbial 
quest for a better mousetrap, 
and the well-beaten path of 
fortune that supposedly comes 
with it, has inspired untold 
h u n d r e d s  o f  A m e r i c a n  
mousetrap inventors for over a 
century.

The basic  spr ing-loaded 
wooden snap-trap won a U.S. 
patent in 1894 (No. 528,671) 
and has hardly changed since. 
Even so, a search of the U.S. 
Patent and Trademark Office 
database turns up well over 200 
patents relating to rodent traps - 
and that dates back only to 1976, 
when patent data became easier to search.

Just when it seems inconceivable to 
innovate any further, particularly for 
something so cheap and utilitarian, along 
comes a guy like Scott Collins to restore 
one's faith in American invention.

"The old bait-type traps will break a 
mouse's back, but they will also snap 
fingers or draw blood," said Collins, 
enumerating the faults of the classic trap.

The owner of Collins Design Inc., a small 
but seemingly busy industrial design shop, 
Collins was commissioned to develop a 
model that's safe around children and pets. 
What he designed in 2002 has interlocking 
teeth that trap a rodent inside a small 
housing but uses a low spring force. It opens 
like a clothes pin, making it easy to dispose 
of the entrapped mouse without touching 
the rodent and easy to reuse. It looks 
nothing like a conventional mousetrap.

And it's sold in the millions, according to 
Madison-based Bell Laboratories Inc., 
North America's leading supplier of 
rodenticides, traps, bait and poisons. Bell 
Labs  -  no  re la t ion  to  the  U.S.  
telecommunications group that once used 
the same name - approached Collins to 
commission the design, said Rick Leyerle, 
vice president at Bell Labs.

Collins' name appears on 52 issued U.S. 
patents, no fewer than six relate to mouse 
and rodent traps. He shares credit with 
Leyerle on the mousetrap patent (No. 
6,415,544).

Style sells

Collins, 59, might not exactly have the 
world beating a path to his door. But his 
approach to innovation has kept a steady 
stream of industrial clients calling on him, 
from Johnson Controls Inc. and Brady 
Corp. to Snap-on Inc. and Bell Labs.

The essence of his trade is to mix attractive 
design with otherwise ordinary products 
that people want and need. A stylish product 
will always outsell an equivalent that's drab 
and dowdy, he said.

Industrial design was born in the '20s with 
Raymond Loewy, whose prolific career 
produced the Greyhound bus, the 
Studebaker roadster and a line of striking 
streamlined modern locomotives.

It continued with Milwaukee-born Brooks 
Stevens, who designed such industrial-age 
icons as the sky-top observation car on 
Milwaukee Road railway cars and the 
Oscar Mayer Wienermobile.

Collins' father, Jack, became an industrial 
designer in his garage in 1946. Apart from 
his experience training pilots in the U.S. Air 
Force, he started with an interest in art and 
mechanics. By the time Jack built his own 
workshop in an industrial park in Brown 
Deer in 1971, Collins already was working 
in his dad's shop, which Collins still 
occupies. Jack died in 1980.

"I'm not a multimillionaire, but it's a very 
good living and I'll have a good retirement," 
he said.

Practical designs

He takes pride in a design he 
shared with his dad for a 
luggage carrier with wheels, 
which the two built as a 
prototype in the mid-'70s after 
an arduous flight with heavy 
baggage. Long before wheels 
became standard on luggage, 
t h e  f a t h e r - s o n  t e a m  
manufactured stewardess-style 
luggage carriers in their Brown 
Deer shop and sold over 
100,000.

"It was very profitable," until 
the established luggage makers 

routinely incorporated wheels on their 
models, Collins said.

A more recent project was the sleek design 
for an exaggeratedly oversized grip on a 
putter, meant to give the golfer a degree of 
greater control. His client, Wisconsin-based 
Stroke Solutions Inc., calls it the 
SuperStroke. Professional golfer KJ Choi 
began using the SuperStroke in 2007.

The products can be amazingly ordinary, 
such as paper dispensers for the Kimberly-
Clark Corp., construction equipment for 
Gehl Co., or ventilation systems for office 
cubicles, which Collins designed for 
Johnson Controls.

But as long as the designs are practical, 
inventors like Collins stay in business. It's a 
philosophy of pragmatism that lends itself 
to mousetrap metaphors. American writer 
Ralph Waldo Emerson once wrote: "If a 
man can write a better book, preach a better 
sermon, or make a better mousetrap, than 
his neighbor, though he build his house in 
the woods, the world will make a beaten 
path to his door."

Mouse-catching aphorisms, however, don't 
stop with Americans. Criticized that his 
western economic reforms are not 
sufficiently communist, the late Chinese 
leader Deng Xiaoping cited a Sichuan 
aphorism:

"It doesn't matter if a cat is black or white as 
long as it catches mice."

MILWAUKEE JOURNAL SENTINEL    -    BUSINESS    -    January 1, 2011    -    by John Schmid

Old ideas take new form with innovation
Challenged to build a better mousetrap, Collins did just so


