Royalties Received

Julia Ward Howe sold her rights to the lyrics to the American patriotic song “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” to a magazine for four dollars. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s a Weird World, p. 65)

Irving Berlin received thirty-three cents for the first song that he wrote. (E. C. McKenzie, in Tantalizing Facts, p. 4)

What Geoffrey Chaucer was granted every year for being England’s poet laureate was a whole lot of wine. (L. M. Boyd)
Composer John Barry was paid less than $500 for coming up with the distinctive plucked guitar theme of the Bond movies. (Paul Stirling Hagerman, in It’s A Weird World, p. 36) 

Did you know hat F. Scott Fitzgerald, three years after The Great Gatsby was published, received only five dollars and fifteen cents in royalties and by the time he died that marvelous book was already out of print? (Og Mandino, in The Greatest Miracle in the World, p. 39)
For $500, Stephen Foster sold to the leader of the Christy Minstrels the right to claim authorship of the song “Old Folks at Home,” one of the most popular songs ever written. Christy held the right for a quarter of a century. (Isaac Asimov’s Book of Facts, p. 384)
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 assistant who built the first phonograph under Thomas A. Edison’s direction was John Kreusi. He got $18.60 for that job. (L. M. Boyd)
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)

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)

Robert Redford received a fishing pole as payment for appearing as a demonstrator on the show Play Your Hunch in 1959. (Don Voorhees, in The Essential Book of Useless Information, p. 15)
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 & Ann Elwood, in When They Were Kids)

Inventor Walter Hunt came up with the first modern safety pin in 1849. How much money did he make? He made $400, for the patent rights. (L. M. Boyd)

After twenty years as a faithful unpaid servant of the Duke of Windsor (formerly Edward VIII), Walter Monckton was rewarded with a cigarette case on which his name was engraved – misspelled. (Isaac Asimov’s Book of Facts, p. 64)
Inventor Elias Howe couldn’t interest anybody in Boston in his sewing machine, so he took the contraption to Europe. Didn’t do too well there, either, so he finally traded away the rights to an umbrella maker for a ship ticket back to the United States. (L. M. Boyd)

Shakespeare – earned $7.50 (U.S.) per play. (World Features Syndicate)

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)

On January 30, 1940, a Vermont widow named Ida May Fuller received the first-ever Social Security check. While the amount was nominal by today’s standards (22.54), she ended up benefitting greatly from the program. SSI checks arrived every month for 35 years until Fuller died in 1975 at the age of 100. (Tidbits)

Christopher Latham Sholes (1819-1890) who perfected the typewriter, started at age 48 and labored on the project for the rest of his life -- yet earned only about $20,000 for his invention. (Ripley’s Believe It Or Not!: Weird Inventions & Discoveries, p. 70)

Vincent van Gogh’s portrait of Dr. Rey, painted while he was in a sanatorium and given to the doctor as a token of thanks, was found in a crack in a chicken coop. Van Gogh sold only two paintings in his lifetime, for a total of $84. (Ripley’s Believe It or Not!: Book of Chance, p. 38)

Most people have heard the expression about selling something for a song. To those who may never have heard it, it means that a sale was for little money, or far less than the actual value involved. The term’s origin undoubtedly goes back many years and whoever first used it certainly didn’t envision the worth of the song Yesterday. Yesterday was written in 1965 by Paul McCartney, who shared the credits with the late John Lennon, as the two did on all their Beatles songs. Those who keep track of such things say that Yesterday has been played live or broadcast on radio and television more than six million times, making it the most frequently performed pop song in history. Entertainer Michael Jackson bought ATV Music in 1985 for $47.5 million, winning the rights to all McCartney-Lennon songs.  He outbid McCartney, who had sold his publishing rights in 1969. According to the arrangement, Jackson, as the new publisher, began getting 50 percent of the royalties from McCartney-Lennon songs, while McCartney and the Lennon estate share about 50 percent, according to one news report.  Reportedly McCartney still gets more than $25,000 a year from Yesterday royalties alone. All this for a song. (Bits & Pieces)
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