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Just like Wilbur and Orville Wright, or Walt and
Roy Disney, Powel and Lewis Crosley could not
have succeeded without each other. Powel was
the creative genius, whose personal charisma and
flamboyant lifestyle came to epitomize the Crosley
Corporation and all of its products and achieve-
ments. Lewis provided the practical know-how,
working behind the scenes to find innovative ways
to turn his brother’s visions into reality.

Their partnership began when, as boys, they built
a primitive “car” to win a bet with their father.

As a young man, Powel struggled to find a place in
early automobile manufacturing, but, along with
his brother, forged a place in the fledgling radio
industry, earning the sobriquet The Henry Ford

of Radio for his revolutionary ideas.

Together they created WLW, for a time the most
powerful radio station in the world, and built the
transmitter used as the Voice of America during
World War Il. In the depth of the Great Depression,
Powel bought—and essentially saved—his home-
town team, the Cincinnati Reds, and a year later
introduced night baseball to the major leagues.

Atthe height of their success, they sold their
company to realize a life-long dream: making cars.
Though the little Crosley never achieved the success
they envisioned, it remains one of the most original
lines of vehicles in American automotive history.

Crosley is the story of men who fought personal
demons and numerous setbacks to achieve the
American Dream. Beset by a series of personal
tragedies, Powel lived his final years lonely and
unhappy, while Lewis, a simpler man with simpler
needs, enjoyed a time of contentment.

Atlast their story has been told as it's never been
told before, allowing it to take its rightful place in
the annals of American history. Two brothers—
one dreamed it, one built it. They were a team.
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Set in the vibrant Industrial Age and filigreed with family drama and epic ambition,
Crosley chronicles one of the great untold tales of the twentieth century. Crosley is a
once-in-fwo-lifetimes book, chronicling the conquests of Powel Crosley, Jr., one of
the greatest innovators of the twentieth century, and Lewis Crosley, his brother who

engineered the successful culmination of all Powel’s plans.

Powel and Lewis Crosley were opposites in many ways but shared drive, talent, and
an unerring knack for knowing what Americans wanted. Born in the late 1800s into
a humble world of dirt roads and telegraphs, their inventions and achievements were
at the vanguard in a breadth of endeavors, from the world’s largest manufacturer of
radios, to the world’s most powerful radio station, to the World Series, to the World’s
Fair, to helping America win World War II. A tale historically as rich as Seabiscuit,
Tucker, and Wrigley—it firmly establishes the Crosleys alongside Ford and Rockefeller
and Carnegie in terms of market domination, reputation, and wealth in their times.

www.crosleybook.com
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To enabling freedom and entrepreneurial
courage, served by those whose ability and
conviction make achievement possible,

we dedicate this book.
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INTRODUCTION

“If it badn’t been for my brother, I swear I'd have been in jail
several times....He kept me on the straight and narrow.”

~ Walt Disney, talking about brother Roy,
who managed his business empire.

They were as different as two people could be.

One restless, always in motion, consumed by the search for the
next big thing—a dreamer, a visionary, the very prototype of the
American entrepreneur.

The other, a practical man, an engineer by trade, the consum-
mate manager, rooted in work and family, home every night at five
o’clock for supper with his wife and children.

One owned eight homes, half-a-dozen yachts, fourteen air-
planes, the finest automobiles.

The other stuck with the same old Buick year after year, until
it wore out, and did the same with his suits.

As boys, one dreamt of building a motor car. The other longed
to be a farmer.

They were brothers, born two years apart—Powel (the vision-
ary) and Lewis (the farmer). Their story, and that of the business
empire they built, the empire that bore the last name they shared—
Crosley—is the story of America itself during the first part of the
twentieth century. The story of a rural people, a nation of farmers
transformed by an unprecedented wave of technological inventions
and innovations into an industrial colossus. For a quarter-century,
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from 1921 through 1946, from their Cincinnati, Ohio, headquar-
ters, Crosley Corporation stood at the heart of that transformation,
as radio manufacturers, broadcast pioneers, kings of the refrigera-
tion industry, and maverick auto makers.

Powel was the public face of that empire, one of the most
admired businessmen of his time. At the dawn of the radio era, he
sat beside Herbert Hoover and David Sarnoff to set industry policy
for decades to come. At the peak of the Roaring Twenties, he hob-
nobbed with the Ringlings and the Fleischmanns and rubbed elbows
with Charles Lindbergh and Howard Hughes; in the depths of the
Depression, he purchased his hometown Cincinnati Reds and led
them to a world championship. He saw the shape of the future to
come, the rise of the consumer culture, and rushed headlong to
embrace it, building and bringing to market the products that cul-
ture wanted, some of which—the refrigerator, radio-FAX systems,
the compact car—were years, often decades, ahead of their time.

A giant of a man—six foot four at a time when the average
American male was five seven—he used his height to inspire, to
dominate; he was impatient with those who didn’t share his vision,
or his brilliance; he berated those who didn’t perform to his lofty
expectations.

Lewis was the only man who could stand up to him.

Unlike Powel, the younger Crosley preferred to work behind
the scenes. He ran the factories; he hired and fired the workers, Post
WWII, when steel was in short supply, it was Lewis who climbed
into a plane and went to find it. When the unions came to Crosley,
when striking workers barred the gates to the factory and violence
flared, it was Lewis who crossed the picket lines each day and nego-
tiated an eventual settlement. When the elder brother wanted to
diversify, it was the younger brother who figured out how.

Powel dreamt it; Lewis made it happen.

A story from their childhood sums up the brothers and their
relationship and proved to be a seminal moment in their lives:

In August of 1899, Powel, all of thirteen years old at the
time, decided he wanted to build a car.
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CROSLEY

In the bedroom of his College Hill home, he drew up plans.
The body would be an old buckboard wagon belonging to their
grandparents, the engine, an electric motor of his own invention.
The buckboard’s original seat was left in place; the steering tiller
connected to a custom-designed linkage. A sketch Powel made from
memory some years later shows a small wagon with a decorative
wooden cowling at the front and a boxlike structure over the engine
at the rear.

The boy shared the idea with his father, who promised him ten
dollars—an enormous sum of money at the time, a month’s rent on
an apartment, half a week’s wages for the average working man—if
the car would run a block. The money seemed more like a bet, even
a dare, than a reward, a way for his father to suggest that the car
would never make it. Powel took the dare and prepared to build the
car. He lacked only one thing,

Money.

The visionary had none. The earnings from his summer jobs,
his various chores, had all gone toward the equipment that littered
his bedroom, the generator he had designed to power electric lights
for the family, and a hobby train for himself and Lewis. But down the
hall, in the bedroom of that younger brother, the careful manager...

There was working capital to be had.

Lewis reluctantly but willingly offered the cash he had saved.
And then, together, the two of them began working to realize
Powel’s vision. From the electrician at Pike’s Theater in downtown
Cincinnati (a building their father held the lease on), they obtained
batteries; down the street, on the Hamilton Turnpike, Larry
Deininger, the blacksmith who shod their grandparent’s horses, built
the custom parts Powel had designed. And after a few false starts, a
few weeks of trial-and-error...

The first Crosley Car was ready for its maiden voyage.

In later years, when the story was told over and over again, in
first the local, and then the national press, it was always ‘Powel
Crosley’ who built the car. But in fact it was built with Lewis, who,

the lighter of the pair, actually drove the vehicle his brother had
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INTRODUCTION

imagined, rode it down to the College Hill Post Office at speeds
upward of five miles an hour and back, at which point Powel col-
lected the money from his father, repaid Lewis the capital he invest-
ed, and split the remaining profits with his brother.

The Crosley boys were in business. Throughout their lives, they
would return to the notion of building a car. Something about this
childhood episode—the urge to succeed as a carmaker, the need to
prove himself to his father, or, perhaps, the desire to return to that
moment of innocent triumph—reverberated within Powel until he
died. Even after achieving extraordinary success, surely beyond what
the brothers could have hoped for as boys growing up in College Hill,
Powel needed to build a car. Late in life, a millionaire many times over,
he still had something to prove.

The partnership of Powel and Lewis would endure for over fifty
years, spanning the two world wars, from the rise of the horseless
carriage to the dawn of the nuclear era. The arc of their story reaches
from the depths of obscurity to world renown, from professional tri-
umph to personal tragedy. The tale ends with the two brothers buried
side-by-side in Spring Grove Cemetery, on a plot of land chosen for
its view of College Hill and the boyhood neighborhood they shared.

It begins, as do the lives of all young men, with the story of
their father..
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“If I were giving a young man advice as to how he might succeed
in life, I would say to him, pick out a good father and motbher,
and begin life in Ohio.”

~ Wilbur Wright




CHAPTER ONE

become the United States of America, Ohio was the Frontier, the

border between the English colonies and French possessions, the
dividing line between civilization and ‘native’ territory. It was virgin
forest, prime farmland, a glittering jewel beckoning both speculators
and land-hungry immigrants to the New World. The Ohio Country—
comprising what is now the states of Ohio, Indiana, Michigan, Wis-
consin, Illinois, and Minnesota east of the Mississippi River—was
where the English colonists, crammed together on the Atlantic sea-
board, dreamed of settling. It was the American West, and like the
West that was to come, its wide-open spaces, its larger-than-life
heroes and villains—“not Geronimo but Tecumseh, not Calamity Jane
but Rachel Jackson, not ‘Buffalo Bill’ Cody but Davy Crockett”—
captured the hearts and minds of an entire generation. In spite of
the law; in spite of the threat of Indian attack, by the middle of the
eighteenth century those colonists had arrived in force on the banks
of the Ohio and settled in for the long haul.

The inevitable result was the French and Indian War, with King
George’s troops and the colonists on one side, and the French and
their native allies on the other. The war lasted seven years and ended
with British dominion over the lands east of the Mississippi. But the
war had been expensive, and the colonists, who King George saw as
the cause of that expense, were going to pay for it.

He decreed taxes on sugar, stamps, and other commodities. He
passed laws restricting the colonists power, denying them their own
currency, the right to free trade with other countries, demanding that

I n the last half of the eighteenth century, in the land that was to
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they quarter British troops at any and all times. And in order to avoid
further bloodshed with the natives, he proclaimed settlement west
of the Appalachians strictly prohibited. Moreover, he declared,
those colonists who had settled in the Ohio must return east. Short-
ly thereafter, the colonists entered into a new war with their erst-
while masters.

Among those who took up arms was a young man named
Moses Crossley, whose ancestors had come over from England in
1700 and settled down to farm the land in New Jersey, Pennsylva-
nia, and Maryland. Moses fought for seven years in the Maryland
Militia until Cornwallis surrendered at Yorktown, and the land
beyond the Appalachians opened up for settlement once more.

Moses promptly mustered out of the army, and cut a farm into
the Ohio wilderness, near what is now Dayton. In 1810, his son
William did the same, staking out land in an area that would soon
become Warren County. William’s boy Moses (the fourth in the fam-
ily line to bear the name), like his father and grandfather before him,
came of age and purchased twenty-six acres in the town of Spring-
boro, Montgomery County, in the southwest corner of what was
now the state of Ohio. He married a woman named Sally Ann Eulass
in 1836. They had eleven children, the eighth of whom was a son
named Powel (with one ‘’), who came into the world on Christmas
Day, December 25, 1849.

From a very early age, he had no desire to be a farmer.

Perhaps Powel’s feelings had something to do with the earliest
recorded incident in the young boy’s life, an event that took place
when he was barely more than a year old. The family lived in a log
cabin, well away from any neighbors, most likely a single great room,
perhaps with a sleeping loft, a house constructed to allow firewood
to be brought inside easily, even during the cold winter months.

Powel was sitting on his father’s lap when his eldest brother,
Marion Crosley, sixteen years old at the time, rode into the house on
horseback, dragging behind him a log for the fire. Moses tried to
push it into the fireplace while holding Powel; the baby slipped from
his father’s grasp, and fell headfirst into the flames.
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CHAPTER 1

Powel landed with his hands outstretched, his palms pressed
into the live coals, where they stayed for the few interminable sec-
onds it took Moses to leap forward and pull him from the fire, The
scars stayed with him till the day he died.

More likely, though, Powel’s desire to turn his back on farming
as a way of life had to do with what he saw as he grew, the routine
of Moses Crossley’s day-to-day existence. Up before sunrise to milk
the cows, clean the barn stalls, slop the hogs, and water the livestock.
Breakfast at five a.m., then out to the fields for the day’s labor; break
for noon dinner, back to the fields for a few more hours, back home
for an early supper, household chores, and to bed. Rise, and repeat
same. Day after day after day after day, unto the grave,

It was hard manual labor, drudgery, the same life that peasants
across the world had led for centuries, despite the fact that by the
time Powell was a boy, hand implements like the sickle and scythe
were giving way to machines like the reaper, the thresher, the seed-
er, and the hayloader. Those devices had little impact on the
Crosley farm, however, because Moses’s principal crop was tobac-
co, and producing a good tobacco crop required a number of very
specific, very labor-intensive practices. Years later, Powel could still
feel the ache in his back when he tended to that crop, how he was
forced to stay bent over down the entire row of plants until he
reached the end, able to straighten only for a second before begin-
ning all over again.

Planting was only the beginning of his tasks in the tobacco
fields. A bed of wood, laid to the height of a man, had to be spread
over the planted seed, and allowed to burn for an hour and a half. In
the face of the smoke, and the soot, the worker had to take an iron
hook, pull the plant-bed fires, and roll the ground. In spring, when
the seedlings approached a half-foot in height, they had to be con-
tinually covered and then uncovered, checked for worms and other
infestations. And when the plants were fully-grown, they had to be
harvested—topped, primed, suckered—and then the leaves trans-
ferred to the drying house to be cured. Temperatures well in excess
of 120 degrees were required; beyond the heat, when the leaf was
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ready, it had to be bound, and brought to market, at which point it
was time for the next season’s plantings. Tobacco was hard on the soil
and a thick, thorough coating of fertilizer was required to replenish
the dirt before seeding could begin.

And fertilizer in those days smelled no better than it does now.

His forefathers had crossed the ocean to be farmers, driven by
a burning desire for a plot of land to call their own, a place to build
a home and raise a family.

Something different burned inside the young Powel Crosley.

At mid-Century, Ohio was no longer a wilderness; canals had
been cut through the land, stretching from the Ohio River in the
south to Lake Erie in the north; the railroads were moving west,
knitting together the great cities of the East with the still-expanding
frontier. Ohio was the hub where all came together.

Change was in the air, and young Powel longed to be part of it.

The boy joined his neighbors and playmates in Springboro’s
one-room schoolhouse, where early on he ‘evinced a love for
books.” His ‘close application and his studious disposition’ quickly
set him apart from the others. Studious disposition in a one-room
schoolhouse was no mean feat; children of all ages, abilities, and
inclinations shared that single room the entire day long, five-year-
old girls alongside nine-year-old boys, twelve-year-old boys with no
desire to learn squeezed next to each other for hours on end. Atten-
tion span was one problem, discipline an even bigger one.

Comfort was a problem as well. The children sat on benches
that were no more than thick planks of wood, eight inches wide,
eight feet long. Their desks were planks as well, fastened onto the
wall, held in place by supports, on which the children kept their
copy books and an inkwell. Lessons were by rote; lessons were seri-
ous business. There was no discussion; there were no questions
allowed. The teacher took the copy books in the morning, inscribed
the day’s lesson along the top, and returned them to her pupils, who
spent the day ‘striving to imitate’ their instructor’s hand.

Those lessons were drawn from McGuffey’s Reader, a vol-
ume of stories and poems designed to inculcate in students the




CHAPTER 1

values that their compiler, William Holmes McGuffey of Cincin-
nati, saw as the very bedrock of American civilization. A sense of
fair play, the importance of honor in your dealings, of duty to
country, to family, and above all, the importance of hard work, of
persistence. The word ‘quit’ was not in the McGuffey vocabulary;
if fate dealt you a bad break, if life knocked you down, there was
only one thing to do. Get back up and try again. That particular
lesson, Powel Crosley absorbed very well indeed. He absorbed all
of his schooling with a ready ear and eye; in 1861, when the
Cincinnati Gazette began carrying news of the Civil War to the cit-
izens of Warren County, it was Powel who stood on the tallest tree
stump in his father’s yard and read aloud accounts of the great bat-
tles to the neighboring farmers.

And after the farmers left, the boy would read the rest of the
paper too.

From it, he learned of life in the thriving metropolis a bare forty
miles south of his Springboro home. Cincinnati was the sixth-largest
city in America, a place where ‘steamboats pointed their prows at
public landing’ and ‘hogs grunted their way to the slaughterhouses.’
He read of the Queen City’s industrial might, now turned whole-
heartedly toward the war effort, its foundries converted to munitions
plants, its immense factories engaged in refitting old boats to war-
ships and turning old muskets into percussion-lock rifles.

He read of things besides the war as well: of stores ‘as spacious
and well stocked as those of New York or London’ that sold ‘sweet-
meats from Havana’ and ‘oysters from Philadelphia’; he read of
grand hotels, of theaters such as the National and the newly con-
structed Pike’s Opera House, where the well-to-do went to hear
famed Swedish soprano Jenny Lind sing and showman PT. Barnum
brag. He may even, perhaps, have read of a new game two gentle-
men named Matthew Yorston and Theodore Frost were at that very
moment introducing to residents of the city, through sporting clubs
such as the Live Oak, the Buckeye, and the Excelsior, a sporting con-
test whose growing popularity back east had already led popular
lithographers Currier and Ives to dub it ‘the national game.’
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The game, descended from the English rounders, was called
baseball.

Young Powel Crosley read of the city that had embraced this
new game, a city grown so big that getting around it on foot was no
longer possible, and thus a thing called public transportation, in the
form of horse-drawn cars, had come into being. He read of the
gaslights that had replaced oil lamps, of regular trash collection and
street-cleaning, of libraries and picture galleries, restaurants and
bookstores. He read of all these things and countless others like
them, and the contrast between life on the farm in Springboro and
life as it was lived in Cincinnati could not have been any clearer.

While they’re riding in their coaches fine
Or lounging on soft rugs

The country boys are pulling weeds

Or mashing tater bugs

So went a popular verse of the day; so too, went the refrain in
the mind of young Powel Crosley—and indeed, in the minds of
thousands of other boys his age in Ohio and every one of the
Union’s states. To the dismay of their elders, an entire generation of
young men was leaving behind the farm, lured by the excitement
and opportunity that urban life represented.

Change was in the air, its currents sweeping the nation. Powel
did not have a final destination in mind, but the road ahead of him
pointed in one direction—away from Moses Crosley’s tobacco farm
and outward to a frontier all his own.

In those times, when a child had learned his letters, his sums,
his handwriting, perhaps acquired ‘a slight knowledge of Peter Par-
ley’s Geography,” he (or she, though in those days it was thought
that girls ‘did not possess the faculty for learning that boys did’) was
considered to be educated, done with book learning, and ready to
return to the farm. The only exception being those who decided to
qualify themselves to become teachers.

Powel Crosley took his first steps away from Springboro along
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that path; he continued his schooling, becoming one of the first stu-
dents to attend the city’s new high school. Working on his father’s
farm until the age of seventeen, he left to become a teacher in War-
ren County. He traveled among the schools there, teaching his pupils
as he had been -taught, disciplining as he himself had been disci-
plined.

At one of his postings, he had trouble with a group of boys. He
beckoned the ringleader of the group to the front of the room and
“thrashed him” in front of the others; no more trouble was had.

He began a system of self-education with the aid of the few
books and magazines he could find. He grew a mustache and a goat-
ee, which helped him look older than his years. He grew to maturi-
ty, five foot ten, a quiet, unassuming man, with a “sturdy fixedness
of purpose,” a bookworm on the surface, perhaps, but one with a
core of steel.

He moved east, to neighboring Clinton County and taught in
the graded schools of Clarksville, a small village located on the
Cincinnati & Muskingum Valley Railroad. The town revolved
around the hog business; farmers from all parts of Clinton County
drove their herds there for slaughter, as many as 50,000 in a season.
This made Clarksville somewhat of a boomtown, and by 1868 a
special school district had been established for its pupils.

By 1870, Powel Crosley, at twenty-one years old, was princi-
pal of that district, earning upward of fifty dollars per year.

A success, by some standards, but not his. He wanted more.

He moved on.

In 1872, he quit teaching as a profession and accepted a job as
a bookkeeper for a large mercantile house in St. Joseph, Missouri, a
growing settlement on the Kansas border, at the edge of the new
frontier. The city was the jumping off point for hundreds of thou-
sands of settlers heading West. They came down the Missouri river
by steamboat and filled the city streets searching for the supplies
they needed for the long journey. St. Joseph’s mercantile trade
exploded to fill their needs. Powel was the right man in the right
place at the right time; his education served him well. Within a year,
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he had risen from bookkeeper to manager of two flourishing mer-
cantile agencies.

But he wanted more.

In 1873, he left behind St. Joseph’s for the road, joining the
largest army of traveling salesmen in the world—the Singer Sewing
Machine men. Over the next year, by rail and stage, by horse and
buggy, he traveled a vast territory that included Missouri, Kansas,
and Nebraska, extolling the virtues of Isaac Singer’s wondrous
‘hand-cranked’ machine to any and all who would buy it. The rail-
road tracks back then were freshly laid steel, slick with grasshoppers;
the roads were the old Indian trails, rough and rutted; the land was
raw, and still wilderness in many places.

It took him little time to discern that this life was not for him
either.

It was now 1874. Powel Crosley was twenty-five, past the age
men of his era usually married. He had as of yet no fixed course in
life, no specific purpose other than a desire to be part of the vast
wave of change sweeping across the country, not just as one of the
many caught up in that transformation, but as one of the few direct-
ing the current’s course. He took stock of himself, his strengths and
weaknesses, and then made one, final transformative leap.

He pooled his entire life savings and paid the tuition fees nec-
essary to enter the University of Michigan law school.

The course of law was a three-year study then; a college degree
was not required. Discipline was, and Powel had that in spades. To
further hone that ability, he joined the Webster Literary Society, a
group of students who met weekly for readings, orations, and
debates on the burning issues of the day. They argued about U.S. ter-
ritorial expansion, republican vs. democratic governments, the wis-
dom of protective tariffs, and immigration reform vis-a-vis Chinese
laborers in California.

They debated concerns practical—how much to spend on car-
pet for the residence hallways and whether or not to fine society
members who missed meetings—and philosophical: Was a counselor
at the bar ‘morally justified in trying to prove his client innocent’
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when he knew that client to be guilty? Was national character and a
man’s character influenced more by physical or moral causes?

In Ann Arbor, as in the one-room schoolhouse in Warren
County, Powel excelled, distinguishing himself, in particular, by “his
ability in argument.” Not a demonstrative man by nature, he never-
theless possessed the ability to harness his thoughts and feelings and
present them in a logical manner, traits that formed the very defini-
tion of the legal mind. In 1875, his second year of school, he was
appointed President of the Webster Society.

A year later, he graduated with the highest honors.

And in 1876, at the age of twenty-seven, his course in life set
at last, Powel Crosley moved home, or rather, as near to home as he
would get for the rest of his days, paying his first visit to the city he
had read about as a boy, Cincinnati, where he took up what was to
become his life’s work.

In the decade since the Civil War, that city’s phenomenal growth had
continued. More than three thousand manufacturing firms now called
the Queen City home, including a soap factory run by two gentlemen
named Procter and Gamble, where two hundred thousand cakes of
soap a day were turned out. Its population now numbered over a
quarter million; over one hundred thousand of those worked in the
city’s industries. To ferry them to their jobs, railroads and steam-pow-
ered trolley lines had risen up in the small villages surrounding the city,
places like Eden Park, Mount Adams, and College Hill.

Pike’s Opera House had burned down in a spectacular fire;
faring better was the game that Messrs. Yorston and Frost had
brought to Cincinnati, which had became so popular that in 1866 a
group of local noteworthies formed the Cincinnati Baseball Club. In
1867, they started charging admission to their games. In 1869, the
club, now known as the Cincinnati Red Stockings, began paying all
their players, becoming the first team in the country to do so, mak-
ing Cincinnati the birthplace of professional baseball.
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That team of professionals went undefeated in ninety-two
games that year, becoming the first and only baseball team to do so.
A year later, the Red Stockings moved to Boston; in 1876, coinci-
dent with Powel Crosley’s arrival in town, the franchise was reborn
as part of a new association of teams, composed entirely of profes-
sional ballplayers—the National League.

While the new Reds took up residence at a stadium called
Avenue Grounds next to the sprawling city stockyards, the new
lawyer took a room at 55 Pike Street, in the heart of downtown
Cincinnati. Shortly thereafter, he was introduced to another mem-
ber of the bar, one George Sage, who in turn, introduced Powel to a
man named Ben Butterworth. Butterworth was also a lawyer, in
partnership with a man named George Baily; he invited Powel to
join the firm as well.

In 1878, Butterworth’s name acquired significantly greater
value; he was elected to Congress. A year later, Powel himself
entered government service, becoming first assistant city solicitor.
He endured a baptism by fire—lead prosecutor’s chair in the embez-
zlement trial of former city auditor Silas Hoffmann. It was the first
of many such baptisms; often, when he went to court, he went with
a revolver in his pocket.

It wasn’t much more than half a century earlier, after all, that
Ohio had been the frontier; though the law was codified, order had
yet to be firmly established. In March of 1884, it broke down com-
pletely. Two teenagers had beaten a well-known horse trader to
death, and dumped his body in the river; one of the killers was found
guilty of manslaughter, rather than murder and received, rather than
the death penalty, a twenty-year jail sentence.

Irate citizens gathered in front of the courthouse to protest the
decision; the protest turned violent. They broke down the jailhouse
door with a battering ram. Five men were killed that day.

On the next, the good people of Cincinnati became an angry,
unthinking mob.

The mayor summoned a hundred of the city’s most prominent
men to help restore order. Powel was one of them. But a hundred
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could do nothing against the thousands that had gathered outside
the courthouse behind a makeshift barricade of carriages and mat-
tresses, holding pitchforks and firearms.

The army was called in. Before the riot ended, the courthouse
burned; over three hundred people were wounded; fifty more died.
Adding to the senselessness of the event, the convicted man had been
moved to a jail in Columbus, Ohio, before the mob ever arrived.

The Courthouse Riots were salt in the wound of an already
hard year; a month earlier, the Ohio River had crested at seventy-
one feet, overflowing its banks and turning the streets of downtown
Cincinnati into canals. Four thousand homes turned into little more
than houseboats. Powel Crosley rowed to work in a skiff.

The capper came in April.

The Reds—who by this point belonged to the American Asso-
ciation, having been expelled from the National League in 1880 for
the crime of selling beer during their games—were suddenly forced
from their stadium by a second Cincinnati baseball team, also named
the Reds, who belonged to the new Union league.

The American Association Reds hurriedly built League Park on
an abandoned brickyard at the corner of Western and Findlay Avenue.

Too hurriedly—on Opening Day one of the grandstands col-
lapsed.

One fan was killed, dozens more injured.

The two Cincinnati Reds teams became heated rivals; it was,
in the words of baseball historian Lee Allen, “a noisy, beery, brawl-
ing, summer.” Accent on the beery. Not only were both teams still
selling beer during games, but residents of Cincinnati—in particular,
German residents, who composed half the city’s population—were
buying it in staggering amounts both at and outside the new park.

Rough estimates put per capita consumption at thirty gallons
per year for every man, woman, and child in the city, and consider-
ing that women and children tended to avoid saloons in those days...

Beer consumption rose still higher in 1885, though by then,
there was only one ballpark to consume it in, as the Union Reds had
folded, and the American Association team had the town all to
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themselves once more.

That same year, Powel Crosley met a young woman named
Charlotte Utz. She was the daughter of a local businessman, a gradu-
ate of Woodward High School and the Cincinnati School of Design,
and an accomplished pianist who had studied at the College of Music.

She was also fifteen years Powel’s junior, all of twenty-one
when they met.

He was thirty-six, a prosperous, established, prominent mem-
ber of the community.

Within a few days they were courting, within a few weeks they
were engaged, and on October 8 of that year, they were married, the
ceremony being performed by Powel’s oldest brother, Marion, who
had also escaped the Springboro farm and was now minister of a
Universalist congregation in Portland, Maine. Powel’s wedding was
deemed of sufficient importance that the Cincinnati Enquirer gave
the event several paragraphs the next day and bade the couple an
official bon voyage on their honeymoon in New England. They trav-
eled by rail, first to Maine with Marion, then to Boston where they
took in the sights before returning home.

A month after the honeymoon, Powel resigned his position with
the city in favor of a return to private practice with Congressman But-
terworth.

He and Charlotte took up housekeeping, first on Dayton Street
in the heart of Cincinnati and then in Walnut Hills to the east of down-
town. The young couple soon outgrew their first home and moved to
a second at 438 Kemper Lane, on the corner of Curtis Street, a home
large enough that Charlotte needed help to run it.

Powel’s law firm needed help as well. Business was booming
for Butterworth, Baily, and Crosley. They took on several new asso-
ciates, including a man named Miller Outcalt.

Then Powel, having mastered the law, moved on.

He took out a lease on Pike’s Opera House, rebuilt some years
earlier. The Chamber of Commerce had long occupied the new
building. Powel put the theater back in; his intent to restore the
building to its former glory made news nationwide.
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He moved on again, becoming President and Treasurer of
the A.J. English Company, a manufacturer of vapor (gas) stoves;
he invested in the Forbes Diastase Company (diastase was an
enzyme used in brewing, among Cincinnati’s most active indus-
tries), and the Mendenhall Store Service Company, which dealt in
retail store fixtures.

In 1891, he ran on the Republican ticket for Common Pleas
Court Judge.

He lost the election and began speculating in land, forming a
company with his father-in-law, Lewis Utz, and another attorney,
Charles Haight. The group’s activities included developing city lots
and subdivisions in Cincinnati, Akron, and Lima, Ohio, as well as in
West Virginia. He acquired interests in oil and gas wells in Indiana and
Texas; he was President of the Crosley Park Land Company in Duluth,
Minnesota.

He was a wealthy man, a millionaire, in fact. On paper.

And then, in February 1893, the world that Powel Crosley had
built came crashing down around him.

All but eclipsed in history books by the financial panic thirty-five
years later, the depression of 1893 was nonetheless devastating to
everyone who lived through it. Precipitated by the collapse of the
Reading Railroad, businesses by the thousands began to fail. The
stock market plunged; banks across the country began to panic and
called in their loans.

When they called on Powel Crosley, he had not the cash on
hand to pay them back.

He went bankrupt.

He lost his house, his money, and virtually all of his property.

Most galling of all, he was forced to move in with his wife’s
parents.

He was forty-four years old.

A lesser man, shamed by the very public circumstances of his
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failure, might have slunk into a corner to hide. That wasn’t the way
Powel had been raised; that wasn’t the way he was taught to deal
with adversity. When life knocked you down, you got back up.

He did just that. He rose to his feet and vowed in public to
repay every one of his creditors, “dollar for dollar, with interest,”
because that was another thing he’d been taught. You were a man of
integrity. Even when times got hard—especially when times got
hard—you stood behind your word.

And you never, ever quit.

Those were the lessons Powel Crosley learned as a young boy.

Those were the lessons he now passed along by word and by
example to his two young sons.
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in November 1888. The elder took his father’s name, the

younger, his maternal grandfather’s. Close enough in age to
be playmates from the cradle, the boys were inseparable as they grew.
Powel was a few inches taller, but when he and Lewis stood side-by-
side, you could see the family resemblance instantly. Yet there were dif-
ferences. The long, sloping line of the elder boy’s jaw, the sad, almost
mournful caste of his face, marked him as an Utz, whereas Lewis—
darker-complexioned, rounder-faced—was more clearly a Crosley.

In temperament, though, the opposite was true. Powel had his
father’s stubborn streak and strength of purpose, Lewis his mother’s
calm, reserved manner. They were best friends, and yet that friend-
ship had a definite hierarchy. Powel was the older brother; always,
he led, and Lewis followed.

In 1893, when the panic came, they were seven and five—too
young to realize the magnitude of the disaster that had befallen their
father, too young to do much more than silently watch their home
sold, their possessions auctioned off, the last of their belongings
loaded onto carriages and driven away down Kemper Lane, heading
off in a vaguely northward direction.

All the boys could do was follow.

But they would never forget the experience, which motivated
some of their decisions and behavior for the rest of their lives.
Though their success was fueled in large part by ambition, fear
played a certain role too. They had seen first-hand—and, when they
were older, came to know more about—their father’s sudden and

T hey were born two years apart; one in September 1886, one
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shocking fall from wealth and social standing to the humiliation of
bankruptcy and living with his in-laws. They wanted to avoid any-
thing resembling such a fall and managed their money and holdings
to avoid a similar fate. No matter how much wealth they accumu-
lated, it never seemed like quite enough to make them feel secure
about escaping the ignominy their father had suffered.

In the early nineteenth century, farmers from Indiana and points
north like Springboro drove their hogs south through Ohio on the
old Colerain Road by the tens of thousands. They came straight
through the heights surrounding Cincinnati to the slaughterhouses
and meat-packing factories in the valley below. It was hard going;
under the constant pounding of hooves, the rough country roads
turned to muck. The mud grew so deep, the traveling so difficult, that
the droves were hard-pressed to make more than a few miles a day.

By the 1850s, new roads such as the Colerain and Oxford Turn-
pike, paved with fresh-quarried stone dug out of the surrounding
hills, had been built, and the great hog drives bypassed the old ways
entirely, leaving the heights open for development. Businessmen and
their families in search of a respite from the increasingly crowded,
noisy city, fled upward into those heights, and made them into
wealthy residential enclaves with names like Eden Park, Mount Airy,
and Pleasant Hill. In 1866, the latter incorporated as the village of
College Hill, taking its new name from Farmers College and the Ohio
Female College, both located within village limits.

By 1893, although both of those schools were gone (Ohio
Female College destroyed in a fire, Farmers College reconstituted as
the Ohio Military Institute) the village itself was prospering. Eight
miles from the heart of downtown Cincinnati, College Hill was
home to roughly nine hundred people. It had its own post office,
streetcar line, shopping area, and school system. It was, in short, a
small town. In plain sight of one of America’s largest cities, the
Crosley family took up small-town living.
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In College Hill, everyone knew each other, old families like the
Averys and the Henshaws, newcomers like the Cummings and the
Utzes. On Hamilton Turnpike, the main road into Cincinnati prop-
er, neighbors waved from passing carriages on their way to get the
horses shod at Deininger’s Blacksmith. Hamilton was also the route
traveled by George Dasch’s Daily Meat Market, a horse-drawn
wagon that clip-clopped its way through a half-dozen residential
enclaves, selling choice cuts of meat along the way. For the rest of
their groceries, and perhaps a bit of gossip, ladies congregated at
Billy Flamm’s store on the old Colerain Road (now called Belmont
Avenue); their husbands met each morning at the streetcar terminal,
bought coffee and donuts at Henry’s lunch counter, read their
morning newspapers and exchanged the news of the day while wait-
ing for the next car down the hill.

The children went to the elementary school on Belmont, which
everyone called the ‘Pigeye’ because of the gabled window at the
front of the little red brick building, learned the three ‘r’s’ from their
McGuffey’s Readers and their geography from Peter Parley. When
they didn’t learn, or didn’t behave, they received their discipline from
the business end of a sapling or a teacher’s open hand. Music lessons
had been added to the curriculum, and College Hill’s sons and
daughters were privileged to learn from members of Cincinnati’s
illustrious Aiken family; first Walter, and then Herbert—both sons of
Charles, who had almost single-handedly brought music to the
Cincinnati public school system—taught at the Pigeye.

After class, the children might take to the fields to rough out a
baseball diamond or climb to the top of the new water tower, from
which they could look down and see the entire village; on Hal-
loween, the older boys took garbage cans to the top of that tower,
“and let them roll down the spiral staircase to the ground.”

At the Town Hall on Larch Avenue, which ran east-west, con-
necting Belmont and Hamilton, citizens gathered to attend council
meetings and church services or enjoy dances and stage plays, leaving
the children to play outside on the park grounds surrounding the hall
or disappear down the dirt roads and fields off the main streets in
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search of further mischief.

When Powel, Jr., and Lewis were finished playing, the street
they ran back down was Hamilton itself, past number 239, where
the village doctor, a gentleman named PT. Kilgour, lived with his
family, ran until they reached the home of their grandparents, Lewis
and Henrietta Utz, which was now, of course, their home as well.

The Crosleys may no longer have been rich, but neither, by any
stretch of the imagination, were they poor. The panic may have
knocked Lewis Utz out of the real-estate business, but his main busi-
ness, a leather and findings store in downtown Cincinnati, continued
to prosper. He had money enough to insure his daughter’s family had
a roof over their heads and food on the table. Indeed, for his grand-
sons, life on the whole continued much as before. The silver spoon,
as Powel, Jr., would remark many years later, had been yanked from
his mouth before he could get used to the taste of it.

The boys walked to school together in the mornings; they did
chores in the afternoons. At night, they gathered around the supper
table and listened respectfully as their father and grandfather dis-
cussed business, their mother talked about her work with the First
Universalist Church, and Grandma Henrietta brought them up to
date on the discussions of the College Hill Progress Club. To earn
spending money, they traveled throughout the neighborhood,
knocking on doors in search of odd jobs, filling their Saturdays and
vacations with whatever tasks they could find to earn a dollar.
Always, Powel led. Always, Lewis followed.

Shortly after the family’s arrival in College Hill, Lewis
acquired a follower of his own, a baby sister, Charlotte. Space being
a little tight in the Utz household, the girl, when she was old enough
to be moved from her bassinette, was soon sharing Lewis’s room.

The boys had their amusements, of course; they were both big,
even as children, and natural athletes. They became fans of the home-
town Reds, and so they played baseball. When they were old enough,
they played football too, with pads their mother made by sewing old
stair pads onto a pair of shorts. Powel inherited his father’s love of
books and spent hours immersing himself in the great authors of the
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day, such as Robert Louis Stevenson and Horatio Alger. Lewis found
himself drawn to the Utz family garden out back, where the boys had
each been given their own little patch of land. He prevailed on his
father to teach him the proper way to plant a tomato. He learned
how to lay down seed for corn, plant cucumbers and radishes and all
manner of flowers and vegetables.

Powel, Jr., also enjoyed the outdoors but for different reasons.
Half a mile in any direction from the Utz’s he could find a creek to
fish in, and once he learned the art of patience and the proper way
to handle a rifle, there was game to be found in the woods—squab,
wild duck, the occasional turkey.

On hot summer days, he and Lewis might go swimming in one
of those creeks or take off for a day trip in a canoe down the old
Miami-Erie Canal, which, since the coming of the railroad, was vir-
tually deserted of river traffic.

Or they might hop on the Hamilton Avenue streetcar and head
downtown, where amidst the din of the carriages and bicycles, the
trolley cars and the shoppers, they could sample the wares from any
number of street vendors—hot waffles, pretzels, ice cream. In base-
ball season, they might stop to peer through a saloon window in the
hope of catching the score of the Reds game, which would be
chalked up, inning by inning, on a large blackboard above the bar.

But what the boys liked to do best with their spare time was
walk over to Fourth Street and visit their father. For in the aftermath
of the 1893 panic, one of the few tangible things Powel, Sr. had
managed to hold onto (besides some worthless farmland northeast
of the city, in Loveland) was his lease on the Pike Building, It was
there, in the last years of the twentieth century, in the glory days of
vaudeville, that the Crosley boys received a first-hand education in
the entertainment business.

By the last years of the nineteenth century, the outlines of the twen-
tieth were coming into view. The West had been won; the last of the
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great Indian chiefs, Sitting Bull, was dead; the last of the great Indi-
an nations, the Lakota, subdued, the last of the great Wild West out-
laws, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, routed from American
soil. The stars-and-stripes flew unchallenged from sea to shining sea;
already the world’s leading manufacturer, by the end of the decade,
by virtue of a four-hour sea battle—Dewey’s destruction of the
Spanish fleet at Manila—America became a major military power.

The 1890s saw the formation of massive new corporations,
such as Carnegie Steel, American Sugar, and American Tobacco, saw
new fortunes made (and old ones lost) by men named Rockefeller
and Vanderbilt, Morgan and Kellogg; and new movements—the
labor unions, the socialists, the suffragettes—spring up to combat
the established order of things.

It was to be an age of mechanization, of emancipation from
agricultural and domestic routine, an age of urbanization, of great,
transformative inventions—the automobile, the airplane, the tele-
phone—that would profoundly affect the course of everyday life.
The men who conceived those marvels would become the heroes of
this era; Marconi and Bell, Tesla and Ford, and most of all, an Ohio-
born inventor named Thomas Alva Edison.

Edison’s most important invention was the light bulb, a car-
bonized metal filament vacuum-sealed inside a globe of thin glass.
Electric current applied to the filament caused it to throw off visible
light. Others had developed similar products, but Edison was the
first to transform it from an inventor’s toy into a workable item. In
1879, from his Menlo Park laboratory, Edison gave the first public
demonstration of his “incandescent lighting system,” which consist-
ed not just of the bulb, but the generators, wires, and transmission
system needed to light it.

What set Edison apart from the others, was not just his inven-
tive genius, but his salesmanship, his ability to market his product.
The ‘Wizard of Menlo Park’ was a showman, who used the press
and the power of advertising to tout the benefits of his new system.
For the site of his first power plant, he chose a square-mile area of
downtown Manhattan that just happened to include the nation’s
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largest newspapers, as well as the New York Stock Exchange. To fin-
ancier J.P: Morgan (who in just a few years would pay two million
dollars to buy into The Edison General Electric Corporation) he
gave the honor of throwing the ceremonial switch that delivered the
“miracle of electric light” to New York City.

And he was just getting started; at the Electrical Exposition in
Philadelphia, Edison hired a dancer to tap across the convention
floor, wearing a helmet that lit up in “rhythm to his feet.” Back in
New York, he masterminded an “Electric Torch Light Parade,”
where men by the hundreds, wearing light bulbs on their heads, all
wired to a horse-drawn, steam-powered generator, marched through
the streets.

Edison’s publicity stunts paid off. Cities all across the country
began licensing his system and setting up power plants of their own.

The new technology terrified some people. In Washington
D.C., the president, Cincinnati-born Benjamin Henry Harrison,
refused to shut off the newly installed White House lights at night,
leaving that task to his servants. But it inspired others.

Powel Crosley, Sr., for one, was quick to realize the benefits
electric light could bring to the shows at Pike’s Theater. Electric light
was orders of magnitude brighter than gas; electric light was cheap-
er, and on the whole, safer. Cincinnati’s first power stations, how-
ever, supplied power via direct current; the lines could only run a
few city blocks, not far enough to reach Pike’s, an obstacle the elder
Crosley overcame by installing his own generator—a massive, coal-
fired, steam boiler—in the basement of the opera house. He had
power to light the acts that came to Pike’s, in particular, the new
vaudeville shows that were taking the country by storm.

These programs, family-oriented variety performances, ran
from morning till night, one show following right after another
without a break in between. You could walk in during the middle of
one performance and leave whenever you liked; each show consist-
ed of multiple acts—sometimes as few as two or three, more often
as many as a dozen—with no lull in between; there was always
something to see on stage. A dancer, a comedian, an acrobat, min-
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strels (singers in blackface) following on the heels of short dramatic
plays; magicians on top of musical comedies on top of live orches-
tras. To keep the entertainment flowing, every last detail of the pro-
duction was choreographed with military precision. Each act was on
for a preset amount of time; those performances requiring extensive
set-up—plays, magicians, orchestras—alternated with those requir-
ing none—comedians and solo musicians, who could play in front
of a closed curtain while preparations went on behind it. Each act
always entered from stage right, and exited, of course, stage left.

It was, in a way, assembly-line entertainment. The attraction was
the format of vaudeville itself. The individual performers were—
except for a few transcendent stars—unimportant.

Powel and Lewis paid close attention.

There also were classical music concerts and full-length the-
atrical plays, many of them performed by the Pike Stock Company,
in which villains twirled their mustaches, heroes chewed on their
cigars, ladies (perhaps even flashing a bit of ankle, beneath their
skirts) waved to their fans coquettishly.

Though they were forbidden from going backstage, Powel, Jr.,
and Lewis had front-of-the-house seats for each performance they
could get to. And they had free rein of their father’s office, on the
building’s fourth floor, where business was conducted, contracts
negotiated, schedules arranged, and receipts reviewed.

Powel, Jr., was as interested in how the business ran—which
shows made money, which performers received tepid applause, and
which ones standing ovations—as he was in the artistry of the per-
formances.

He was also fascinated by the generator in the basement. He
snuck downstairs to watch the machine at work, saw the day labor-
ers shovel pile after pile of coal into the boiler’s maw, heard the
steam hiss, saw the turbines spin, the wires thrum with energy. He
became friends with the house electrician and watched the man
struggle to keep the entire contraption from blowing up in their
faces. The danger of fire was ever-present; the switchboard often got
so hot the electrician had to hose it down to keep it cool.
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Powel was spellbound.

He went home, and after much trial-and-error, built one of
his own.

He did it courtesy of the water tower over on Belmont. Pipes
ran from the tower to a holding tank in the Utz’s attic; on demand
from a house faucet, the water flowed back down. In the small room
under the eaves that he had commandeered for his own, Powel took
a feed off that high-pressure stream and used it to drive 2 homemade
dynamo, generating enough current to power—courtesy of the flim-
sy wiring he strung through the upstairs hall—a few light bulbs and
an electric train Powel, Sr. subsequently purchased for his sons.

That water, though, came straight out of the Ohio River. Fac-
tories upriver had been dumping sludge into it for decades; the offal
from the great West End slaughterhouses had been flowing into it
even longer. It was unfiltered, unprocessed, a breeding ground for
all manner of germs and diseases. Cincinnati’s dreadful sanitary con-
ditions were, in fact, legendary; hundreds had died of cholera and
typhoid in the mid-nineteenth century.

Medical science had yet to make the connection between good
sanitation and good health. The mechanisms of disease transmission
were still sadly misunderstood. Effective means of prevention and
treatment were decades away, and thus, the epidemics continued.

Many diseases of the era—diphtheria, smallpox, influenza—
were particularly hard on children, especially younger children. In
1894, shortly after the Crosleys moved to the Utz house, a minor
outbreak of scarlet fever, one of the worst of those childhood dis-
eases, swept through College Hill. Eight-year-old Powel, Jr., caught
it. Today we know the disease is caused by a virus akin to strep
throat; it can be banished by a simple course of antibiotics.

Back then, all the Crosley family could do was pray.

Scarlet fever hit young children, between the ages of two and
eight, particularly hard. It came on with stunning rapidity. Chills,
convulsions, and high fever marked its onset; persistent nausea and
vomiting followed. And then came the rash, an eruption of
inflamed, pinkish skin beginning on the neck and shoulders and
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quickly spreading all over the body.

Some years the disease was more deadly than others. An 1879
epidemic in Harrison, Ohio, located west of the city, killed dozens
of schoolchildren and left one doctor with vivid memories of the
fever’s gruesome progress:

...as the sepsis increases, a cellulitis develops, the cervi-
cal glands enlarge, the neck becomes greatly swollen,
extending in some cases beyond the ears. The eyes are
glued together with a brownish secretion, while the ears
discharge the same characteristic material...the extremi-
ties become cold, the pulse is small, weak, and rapid, the
mind is dull, coma comes on, and the child dies from
toxemia.

Powel, Jr., was lucky. His case was relatively mild. He got out of bed
after a few days. Two years later, Lewis and Charlotte caught the dis-
ease, and this time it was more serious. For days, brother and sister,
ages six and two, lay side-by-side in the little room they shared; even-
tually, Lewis recovered.

Charlotte died.

Lewis was devastated; in his mind, he wondered if he’d given
his sister the disease that had killed her. He mourned her death for
the rest of his life, haunted by the question of why he was spared and
his sister taken.

Powel, Sr.’s mood was dark indeed. It was his failure that
had forced the family’s move to the Utzes, had forced his two
youngest children to share a room; in his mind, his failure had
killed his little girl.

In those times, families formally grieved for months; mourners
clothed themselves all in black, wore armbands of the same color,
and absented themselves from all forms of entertainment. That was
not how Powel Crosley, Sr. was raised to deal with adversity.
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Life knocked you down, and you got back up.
Within a few days, he was hard at work.

By 1897, Powel, Sr.’s fortunes had turned enough that he could
afford to move his family into a home of their own. They didn’t go
far. College Hill was their home now, and their new house was just
down the street at 5809 Lathrop Place, a narrow lane that ran just
off Belmont Avenue. Their new home had nine rooms. Powel and
Lewis each got one of their own, as did newly arrived Edythe, born
just before the move.

During the summer between eighth and ninth grade, Powel
shot up another few inches. He was thirteen years old, a few inches
shy of six feet tall, a long, skinny beanpole of a boy with a long, skin-
ny face. His hair stuck up every which way. He looked like a
drowned waterfowl.

The neighborhood kids took to calling him Chick.

Two of those kids were Charles and Garfield Kilgour, sons of
the village doctor. The Crosleys and the Kilgour brothers became
fast friends. Now it was four boys riding the streetcars downtown to
catch a show, four boys sneaking down to League Park in the West
End, trying to peer over the fence to watch the Reds play, four boys
putting canoes in the old canal and paddling north, out past the hills,
sometimes traveling all the way to Dayton before turning around
and heading for home.

These were long, leisurely trips. They might pass another canoe
or the occasional boatload of tourists in a converted canal barge still
being towed by a team of mules clomping down the muddy path
alongside the waterway, but usually hours would go by without them
seeing another soul. They would pull corn stalks from the banks of the
canal, roll them into the shape of cigarettes, and smoke them. They
had all the time in the world to kick back and watch the scenery, to
talk about whatever thoughts popped into their heads. With Powel
Crosley, Jr. present, one topic of conversation was certain.
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Cars.
The year was 1900.
The age of the automobile was dawning,.
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Charles, eight years younger, the businessman who turned

his sibling’s dreams to reality—were the first Americans to
build a gasoline-powered car. They did their work in Springfield,
Massachusetts, starting in 1886, when Frank first conceived the idea
of plopping a gasoline engine onto a carriage frame. In November
1893, their horseless carriage, which looked exactly as its name sug-
gested, like a buggy with four tall wooden wheels and a slightly larg-
er cab than usual, made its first successful test run.

Others weren’t far behind. Ransom Olds, who in 1886 had
built and driven a steam-powered vehicle, was hard at work on a gas
engine, as was a young man named Henry Ford, who spent his days
working as an engineer for Detroit’s Edison lluminating Company
and his nights experimenting in his kitchen with internal combustion
engines of all shapes and sizes.

Americans had very mixed feelings about autos. Some saw the
wave of the future. Others saw an annoyance, a passing fad, a dan-
gerous contraption, certainly not a machine with any sort of com-
mercial potential. “You can’t get people to sit on an explosion,” said
Colonel Albert Pope, America’s largest bicycle manufacturer.

“They spoil the bicycling and the horse driving; people just
seem to hate them,” wrote Booth Tarkington in his novel The Mag-
nificent Ambersons.

Some looked at the car and fled in terror. Some simply had no
idea what it was they were looking at. But by 1900, the sight of an
automobile on Cincinnati’s streets was no longer rare. Many of

T he Duryea brothers—Frank the older, the visionary,
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those cars were, in fact, built within city limits. The automobile
industry was in its infancy, and there were literally hundreds of com-
panies trying to capture a piece of the market. According to The
Hub, the magazine of the carriage-building industry, Cincinnati, in
1901 was “the greatest manufacturing point in the whole world for
vehicles,” though that referred to unpowered vehicles; but the city
had its share of ‘horseless carriage’ makers as well. At the turn of the
century, mixed in amongst the streetcars, horse-drawn buggies, and
steam-propelled fire engines, you could find automobiles made by
local firms like Haberer, Emerson-Fischer, and Schacht.

In that summer of 1900, Powel, Jr., decided to take a crack at
the task himself. His fledgling attempt, mentioned earlier, sparked
the wager with his father, who promised the boy ten dollars if he
could succeed in making the car run.

By day, he and Lewis worked repairing telephone receivers. By
night, back home in his bedroom at Lathrop Place, he sketched a
design for his own version of the horseless carriage. For their phone
company work, he and Lewis earned three dollars a week, out of
which they had to pay streetcar fare and lunch money. By the end of
the summer, Lewis had saved eight dollars, all of which Powel need-
ed, because his own earnings had all been spent when it came time
to actually build the car.

The vehicle’s successful run was the talk of the town for days.
The brothers no doubt were bursting with pride in their accom-
plishment and all the attention it drew. For Powel, it was a crucial
moment in his life, one he would return to again and again. It some-
how embodied the innocence of that time in his life as well as his
boyhood aspiration to be a rich and famous carmaker. Though he
would become both rich and famous in other industries, the memo-
ry of building that car—and thereby proving himself to his father
and becoming the talk of the neighborhood—and the urge to do it
again on a national scale never fully faded from his mind.

By the time he graduated high school the following spring,
America’s car craze was in full blossom. Newsstands featured maga-
zines like The Horseless Age and The Automobile. The National Auto
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show, now all of two years old, had filled New York City’s Madison
Square Garden the previous season; Ransom Olds’ latest car, the
Curved Dash, which looked like nothing so much as a one-horse
open sleigh perched atop four bicycle tires, had grabbed headlines
across the country, courtesy of an endurance run from the Oldsmo-
bile factory in Detroit all the way to New York City.

Other manufacturers staged auto races as a way of publicizing
their cars, running them on horseracing tracks, straight across open
country, on private estates. One of those racers was Henry Ford,
who earned national notoriety in October 1901 for taking on the
country’s top racer at the time, Alexander Winton, in his brand new
two-cylinder car.

Powel, Jr., looked on in admiration and envy; he yearned to be
part of it, not unlike the son of a Springboro tobacco farmer who
yearned for life in the big city. The heroes of Horatio Alger’s
books—Struggling Upward, Young Salesman, Young Bank Messenger,
Luck and Pluck, Sink or Swim—were all about his age, young men
left penniless and orphaned by fate, who took the hand life had dealt
them and played it, somehow managing to find the fortitude, the
drive, and the desire to take on the world and ultimately triumph.

Powel saw no reason he couldn’t do the same.

In his bedroom, at night, he continued to sketch plans for an
auto of his own design; he pressured his father to buy a car for the
family.

What he didn’t do was his schoolwork. Though he could coast
through English class—he read constantly for pleasure and had
become an excellent writer—he barely made passing grades in math
and science. His father, the ex-schoolteacher, was not pleased.

The elder Crosley understood his son’s fascination with the
new technology. Powel, Sr. had been one of the phone company’s
earliest subscribers, back when no one considered it anything other
than a rich man’s toy. And in 1901, when Guglielmo Marconi suc-
ceeded in transmitting the letter ‘S’ via wireless telegraphy across the
Atlantic, Powel, Sr. was one of the first to buy shares in the newly
formed American Marconi Corporation.
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Still, Powel, Sr. found his eldest son’s energies scattered; he
thought the boy undisciplined. Fortunately, there was an easy solu-
tion at hand.

In the fall of 1902, he enrolled Powel at the Ohio Military
Institute.

Lewis remained at the Pigeye.

Unlike his older brother, the younger Crosley couldn’t coast
through any of his classes. He was not a reader like Powel; fiction he
found of little interest; writing was not to his taste either. He had to
work for his grades, in English as well as math and science. But
unlike his brother, he had inherited his father’s dogged persistence.
Lewis could sit himself down at a desk and go to it until the job was
finished. In fact, he had a hard time doing things any other way—
unable, by his nature, to leave anything half-finished.

Lewis had also inherited something else from the Crosley side
of the family: a love of the land. While his brother tinkered with
cars, he tinkered in the garden, out back.

And both boys loved the Reds.

Those were hard years for the team and their fans. By 1901,
the Reds were back in the National League, but despite Wahoo Sam
Crawford’s twelve inside-the-park home runs, and pitcher Noodles
Hahn’s twenty-two victories, the Reds finished last among the cir-
cuit’s eight teams, thirty-eight games out of first. They were appar-
ently hard years to be a Reds owner, too; in the middle of the 1902
season, the team was sold to a group of local investors that included
businessmen Julius and Max Fleischmann of the famous Fleis-
chmann’s Yeast company, and Garry Hermann, of the infamous Cox
political machine, which had been running Cincinnati (into the
ground, most agreed) since the Gay *90s.

The team also had a new stadium that year, the Palace of the
Fans, built on the remnants of old League Park, which had been
badly damaged in a fire. That year, the Reds rewarded their new
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owners by moving up in the standings to fifth place. Wahoo Sam
only had three home runs, but he did manage twenty-two triples,
which was the true power hit in the deadball era. The next year, Sam
was gone, traded to Detroit in the rival American League.

And Lewis joined Powel at OMI.

“A boy here lives among good associates, under capable masters, in
healthful, comfortable surroundings. He cannot be where the con-
ditions are more likely to make him a manly, courteous, educated
gentleman.”

So read a turn-of-the-century ad for the Ohio Military Institute,
located at the intersection of Belmont and Hamilton in College Hill.
The school had taken over the grounds of old Belmont College in
1890; a new building, Belmont Hall, had been built on the campus
as a dormitory to house the incoming cadets, the majority of whom
boarded at the school during the academic year. Not so Powel and
Lewis, who lived little more than a half mile away; the Crosleys,
along with the Kilgour brothers, Charles and Garfield, were day stu-
dents, arriving at 8:00 a.m. for classes, leaving before afternoon dress
parade and the evening meal.

The rector of the school was the Reverend John Hugh Ely,
who was also pastor at Grace Episcopal Church up the road. WL.
Siling was headmaster, in charge of the curriculum; among those
assisting him was Major Albert Henshaw; of the College Hill Hen-
shaws, one of the city’s most prominent families, The major, himself
a graduate of the Cincinnati Military Institute, had charge of the mil-
itary drills run at the school.

OMI though, was not strictly a military academy. Powel wasn’t
sent there as a punishment. It was a three-year college preparatory
school, with a classical liberal arts curriculum that included courses in
mythology and ancient history, geometry and trigonometry, civil gov-
ernment and literature, to which cadets added electives of their
choosing. Powel was in his second year when Lewis arrived, at his
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father’s urging. The elder Crosley boy followed a vocational course
of study, concentrating on subjects that would help him in business.
Again, as at Pigeye, he did well in English, poorly in the sciences.

Of course, academics were only part of the boys’ days at OMI;
the school also provided military instruction. Cadets, in fact, dressed
in uniform at all times—dress cap, dress grays, blouse with belt and
buckle insignia; shoes had to be shined, spit-polish black. There
were daily calisthenics, dress parades, and drills, ‘yes sirs’ and ‘no
sirs’ and ‘how high, sirs?’; the boys learned to handle a firearm and
march in a column.

Powel, Jr., considered the time well-spent; the string bean still
needed some filling out; at sixteen he stood slightly over six foot two
but weighed just 185 pounds. His height was still a problem; he
seemed unable to decide whether to stand up straight or hunch for-
ward to accommodate those around him. His long legs were difficult
for a boy his age to move gracefully. He was, as they say, still growing
into his body.

Nevertheless, he played baseball and football during his years
there. In fact, his height served him well as a pitcher. Lewis, a few
inches shorter than his brother and more solidly built, found himself
particularly suited for, and drawn to, the gridiron. He was the more
natural athlete of the pair. His last year at OMI, he was named team
captain. A team photo shows Lewis in the center, holding a football
and wearing a hint of a smile and a look of determination.

The game they played bears virtually no resemblance to the
game as it is played now. Football resembled rugby more than any-
thing else; touchdowns were five points; the forward pass was ille-
gal; on most plays, the offense simply formed into a wedge and
bulled the ball forward. Padding was minimal; helmets, when boys
bothered to wear them, were barely more than leather caps. The
game was a contest of brute force; it was downright dangerous.

People—high school boys among them—died playing it, four-
teen in one year alone.

The gridiron, in fact, resembled a miniature battlefield, com-
plete with casualties. While baseball at the turn of the century had
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already staked its claim to being the national pastime, football was
literally seen as a dress rehearsal for war, although war, of course,
was the furthest thing from anyone’s mind in those times. Nicholas
II, Tsar of Imperial Russia, had recently held the first Hague peace
conference; he and Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany were cousins; the
Kaiser and King George of England were cousins as well, both
grandchildren to England’s Queen Victoria. War? When the nations
of Europe were more than ever a brotherhood, an interdependent
whole, locked together by economic forces growing stronger with
each passing year? The idea was absurd.

Lewis Crosley certainly didn’t picture himself training for battle.
Football was a game, nothing more. A game at which he excelled.

Powel’s passion during his school years, however, remained
the latest wonder of the era—the horseless carriage.

There was rarely a time during his school years when Powel
wasn’t working on an automobile design, usually with a friend
named George Godley. Powel particularly enjoyed illustrating the
intricacies of engines and transmissions; Godley was an excellent
draughtsman.

The country’s interest in cars hadn’t lessened either. Two
Curved Dashes sped across the Great Plains and up the Rockies in
the first cross-country road race, though road was perhaps stretch-
ing the term a bit, as both cars spent a good deal of time digging out
of the mud. The winning entry finished with a time of forty-four
days, or roughly three miles per hour, significantly slower than the
world record, held at that time by Henry Ford himself, who the year
before had whizzed across the ice on Michigan’s Lake St. Clair at
ninety miles per.

Lest any locals take a leaf from Ford’s page, the city govern-
ment of Cincinnati established a hard-and-fast speed limit in 1905:
seven miles per hour within city limits, fifteen in the suburbs.

By then Powel, Jr., was one of those drivers; after graduating
from OMI he’d taken a job as a part-time chauffeur in Avondale, a
wealthy Jewish suburb. A chauffeur in those days did more than
drive; Powel was responsible for keeping the car in shape too, no
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small task, when past city limits the roads changed from macadam
to muck.

Chauffeurs like Powel had to dress for the part—full-length
dusters and racing goggles—and equip their car for the perilous
journey into the countryside. That meant bringing a gas can (five gal-
lons at least, as stations could be far apart), a bucket for water to fill
the radiator, a block and tackle to help free the car from the mud,
and most important of all, tools to change and patch the tires,
because if there was one problem your car was almost guaranteed to
have during the drive, it was a blowout.

It was, invariably, dirty work; Powel often came home covered
with mud and grease—and grinning from ear-to-ear.

His father stewed.

Powell spent the summer driving and repairing—as well as
pitching for a local amateur team, the College Hill Belmonts. In one
game he struck out sixteen batters.

When fall arrived, Powel, Jr., began classes at the University of
Cincinnati. Powel, Sr., foresaw his son joining him in the practice of
law; but a few weeks before school started, Charles Kilgour, who
was also entering the university as an engineering major, convinced
his friend to do the same. The boys also joined the same fraternity,
Phi Delta Theta.

A few months into the academic year, Powel realized he was in
over his head. His grades reflected it: he got an F in math, he got an
F in machine shop; he got an F in geometry.

After that first semester, he was put on probation.

It didn’t make any difference.

His passion for things mechanical was genuine, but his aca-
demic background was sorely lacking. Charles Kilgour stepped in
and started to tutor him. That didn’t help either.

On April 13, 1906, he was dismissed from the program.

He spent the summer working for the Philip Morton Compa-
ny in Cincinnati, and returned to school in the fall of 1906, taking
up the study of law full-time, as his father wished.

For the next two years, he went through the motions of being
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a college student.

There is no record of him playing baseball for the college
team; he did, however, return to the gridiron for the football team’s
woeful, winless 1906-1907 season. They put him on the line, at
tackle, where he played with enthusiasm if not distinction. He was
one of the tallest players on the team and starting to fill out, to grow
into his height a bit, the youthful skinniness turning into the lean
look of a young man. He remained a member of Phi Delta Theta,
posing for the fraternity’s formal portrait in tux and white tie, taller
than anyone else in the photo, still a bit awkward-looking but with
his eyes focused keenly in the distance, as if looking at a future only
he could see.

In the fall of 1907, Lewis joined Powel at the university; in that
same freshman class was a young girl named Gwendolyn Aiken,
daughter of Wialter, their College Hill neighbor. She was pretty,
petite, and bright, vice-president of her high school class, the high-
est office girls were then permitted to hold. She and Powel had seen
each other around town; they’d even been in a dance class together
as children. At the university, they renewed acquaintances.

If only for a short while.

In Detroit, Henry Ford’s Model N, was selling briskly; Ford was
already dropping hints about producing a new machine, “a motor car
for the great multitude,” not just the rich man. In Indianapolis, a man
named Carl Fisher, who had patented carbide headlamps for the auto,
was making a fortune selling them to rich and poor men alike. In Col-
orado, an eleven-year-old boy named Floyd Clymer had his own auto-
mobile dealership.

Eleven years old.

Powel was twenty-one, taking his first steps down a career path
he wanted no part of. His frustration boiled over.

He protested that the allowance he was being given was inad-
equate; his father’s response was: “If you want anything else, son,
why don’t you earn it?”

The young man thought that sounded like a good idea.

He took his first halting steps into the wider world.
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ing—the same building where his father’s law firm had

their offices. One can imagine that he’d have preferred to
be in any other place in the city than under the watchful gaze of his
father, who more than likely was paying the rent on the office to
keep his restless, and thus far underachieving, son nearby. For the
father who had worked his way through law school at the Universi-
ty of Michigan, the son must have been a source of great disap-
pointment, particularly given his obvious intellect. Proving himself
to his father became one of the great motivators in Powel, Jr.’s life.
In some ways, he never stopped proving himself to his father, even
after Senior was long dead.

At twenty-one, Powel, Jr. was just coming into his own, anx-
ious to make his mark in the world, desperate to step forth from his
father’s shadow, and at the same time, still in college, still reliant on
his parents for the roof over his head, and the food on his table.
Always both blessed and cursed with a large ego, Powel wanted to
show the world that despite his failure in school that he could—and
would—be a success. Still, that success remained elusive. He radi-
ated supreme confidence in his abilities one second, and nervous-
ness the next.

He then went to work part-time as a bond salesman for a
Cincinnati investment firm, Rudolph Kleybolte and Company. He’d
been through some of the nervousness the summer before, while
with the Philip Morton Company, where he had been responsible
for acquiring and renewing billboard leases. On his first call, he’d

H e started out by taking office space in the Johnston Build-
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paced up and down the corridor outside the client’s office for a full
five minutes before mustering up the courage to knock. When the
door opened, things went from bad to worse.

“My knees were knocking together, my heart was missing
badly, and I'm sure my face was as pale as paper,” he recalled later.
Somehow, he managed to squeak out what he’d come for; somehow,
he even managed to make that sale.

For Kleybolte, he sold securities to the businessmen of down-
town Cincinnati. As the months passed, he improved at the job—his
tongue untied, he allowed his natural way with words to surface.
The gangly young man straightened up, and stood tall. He was now
six foot four; when he walked into a room, people took notice.

He worked not only on his sales pitch, but his speaking voice,
striving to eliminate his Midwestern twang. He soon sounded more
like someone from upstate New York than from Cincinnati. People,
more and more, listened to what he had to say; he found he had a
knack for persuasion.

He also found he had zero interest in selling bonds.

The work provided Powel, Jr. valuable insight into the business
world, but he didn’t want to be a cog in Rudolph Kleybolte’s
machine anymore than he wanted to join his father’s law firm.

He wanted to build a car.

He spent his days hitting the books and selling Kleybolte’s
bonds. Most nights, he stayed late in his office, sketching plans for
his own auto. By summer, he had a finished design and a name to go
along with it—the Marathon Six.

He decided to quit Kleybolte, and turn his plans into a finished
product.

Thirteen years after the Duryea brothers’ gasoline-powered car
chugged down the streets of Springfield, there were more than two
hundred companies producing cars in the United States. Following
the lead of Claude Cox’s 1902 Overland, manufacturers had all
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moved the engine from under the seat to the front. Cars thus began
to look less like carriages and more like modern automobiles. They
rode closer to the ground, had smaller wheels, and a lower center of
gravity. They had metal bodies, Fisher’s carbide-powered headlights,
and sometimes roofs, but they were still called by names like tour-
ing cars and tonneaus, surreys, and runabouts.

At the high end of the market was Charles Duryea’s Double
Victoria, a six-cylinder touring car, priced at $2,500; at the low end,
Henry Ford’s Model N runabout, four cylinders and $500. Powel’s
Marathon Six—‘Marathon’ for strong, long-lasting runner, ‘Six’ for
the car’s six-cylinder engine—was designed to hit smack dab in the
middle of the market. He wanted to sell it for about $1,700, sever-
al hundred less than Duryea’s or any other six-cylinder. His plan was
simple: offer customers a small price and a large engine. But before
he could sell it, he needed a prototype. And to build that prototype,
he needed $10,000. At the age of twenty-one and with no track
record, where was he going to get that kind of cash?

Years later, he made it sound simple; “I interested some men
with money in the venture,” he said. He never named those men.
Lewis later characterized them as “friends who had money.” Powel’s
friends, though, were still in college. It’s unlikely they had $10,000
to hand out at a time when ten dollars a week was a good salary.
Whose friends were they?

Undoubtedly, his father’s.

Powel, Sr. looked at his eldest son and saw himself all over
again: the drive to succeed, the restlessness. He was going to give his
son the hand-up that he’d never gotten, the chance to make his
dreams come true without the suffering.

Powel, Jr. took the money his father got him and incorporated
the Marathon Motor Car Company. He named himself president,
set his salary at $12.50 per week and rented factory space in Con-
nersville, Indiana, a small town about fifty miles northwest of
Cincinnati. And then, with the help of local laborers, he set to work
on the prototype.

Cars back then were built the way carriages had been: one at
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a time. The factory was for assembly only; every piece of the auto—
the body, engine, wheels, running gear, and so on—was purchased
from other sources. In some places, each auto remained in one place
while workmen added parts to it; in others, they were pushed from
one assembly station to another. The hardest part of the job was fit-
ting and altering the various parts to the designer’s sketches.

Building the Marathon Six involved a lot of trial and error.
Still, by early fall, Powel finished his prototype. He showed the car
around and landed advance orders—six of them, enough money to
replace his working capital. The investors were happy; he was
thrilled. He began planning his expansion—more workers, more
cars. The sky was the limit.

And then the sky came crashing down.

All but eclipsed in the country’s history books by the depression that
followed twenty-two years later, the Panic of 1907 started in Octo-
ber, with a precipitous decline in the price of Westinghouse Electric
stock, which had risen high in the corporate world following its
acquisition of Nikola Tesla’s patents for AC (alternating current)
power distribution.

In the wake of Westinghouse’s fall, the entire market followed.
There was a nationwide run on banks, as panicked depositors
demanded their money. Investment capital dried up; scores of busi-
nesses went under for lack of funds. The Marathon Motor Car
Company was one.

As quickly as he’d gotten into the car-building business, Powel
Crosley, Jr. was now out of it, with only the plans and the now-worth-
less prototype to show for his efforts. The failure left him numb. He
had built a car. He had orders and deposits. He had held success in his
hands, and it was taken from him by forces out of his control.

“[It] was the greatest disappointment in my life,” he said later.
“I have never counted on anything so surely and taken a reverse to
heart the way I mourned that automobile.”
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It wasn’t just the loss of the car that disappointed him. He had
let down his father—albeit through no fault of his own—and his
father’s friends. Proving himself to them had surely been, at some
level, part of his motivation in starting the company. Nevertheless,
he didn’t mourn for long; that wasn’t the way he was raised.

When life knocked you down, you got back up, and tried
again.
While the Marathon Six may have died, Powel’s dream of work-
ing in the automobile industry lived on. If anything, the initial success
redoubled his enthusiasm and his confidence in his own abilities.

It was now time to test those abilities to the full.

Ford and Oldsmobile were based in Detroit, but it was Indi-
anapolis that seemed poised to establish itself as the center of the
automobile industry, with dozens of Indy-based manufacturers—
Stutz, National, and Lexington among them—turning out cars.

At the tail end of the year, in a brand-new Ford coupe his
father bought for him, Powel Crosley, Jr., finished at last with uni-
versity life, headed north to join them.

The stock market crash wasn’t the only panic to occur in 1907.

In January, the Ohio River flooded again, the river cresting at
sixty-five feet, its highest level since the flood of 1884. The levee broke
in Lawrenceburg, Indiana, and residents fled the area. The levee had
been built by the Army Corps of Engineers, which, since the early
nineteenth century, had charge of the Ohio River as well as all the
country’s arteries of commerce—waterways, rail lines, and roads,
though the corps had very little to do with the latter, as roads were not
considered of high importance, before the coming of the car.

On the Ohio, the corps’ work focused on channelization—sur-
veying, deepening, damming, removing obstacles to riverboat com-
merce. In the summer of 1908, in the aftermath of the flood, Lewis
Crosley joined them in that task.

Lewis had completed his first year at the University of Cincinnati.
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He’d joined the same fraternity, Phi Delta Theta, as Powel. He
chaired the freshman dance. He took courses in rhetoric and com-
position, English and algebra, and French; his grades were margin-
ally better than Powel’s. French, in particular, gave him difficulty. He
reacted by bearing down, improving his first-term D to a C.

The summer after working with the corps, Lewis decided to
concentrate on courses that would let him pursue a degree in civil
engineering. His grades improved. Civil engineering wasn’t just about
numbers and chemical reactions, it was getting out into the real
world, getting your hands down into the soil, and building things.

Lewis arrived at a propitious time to do just that, as the uni-
versity’s engineering department was undergoing a rapid expansion.
The year before, in fact, a co-op program had been started, one that
allowed students to combine their studies with practical experience.
Lewis wasn’t a formal part of that program, but his work for the
Army Corps of Engineers amounted to the same thing, a chance to
apply what he was learning to the real world. Over the next few
summers, his work with the corps would involve heading out along
the river to do survey work, measure and gauge bridges, and lay out
dams. He worked as far east as Parkersburg, West Virginia, and west
past the levees at Lawrenceburg.

Lewis enjoyed those months, enjoyed being part of a team,
pulling together to accomplish things. And the money was good,
providing him with pocket cash during the school year.

And yet, like his brother, albeit in a much quieter way, Lewis
held tight to his own childhood dream. To the outside world, to his
father, he was a budding engineer.

In his heart of hearts, Lewis Crosley was a farmer.

Meanwhile, brother Powel had arrived in Indianapolis, where
he’d run smack-dab into a character straight out of a Horatio Alger
novel.

Carl Graham Fisher, owner/operator of the Fisher Automobile
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Agency, president of the Prest-O-Lite Company, was the proverbial
poor-boy-made-good. When his father, an alcoholic, abandoned
Fisher’s mother, twelve-year-old Carl promptly dropped out of
school and sold newspapers to support his family. (To boost sales,
Fisher flashed photos of naked women under his apron, a detail
Alger would never have included.)

In his twenties, Fisher made his mark with bicycles, as a deal-
er and a racer. He shot to prominence as a cross-country balloonist,
and when cars came along, he raced those too, to a world record in
the two-mile in 1904. When he was thirty, he went to an ophthal-
mologist for the first time and discovered he’d been born with bare-
ly fifty percent vision in both eyes. He bought glasses and then went
back to living the only way he knew: on the edge.

He and Powel were polar opposites; Fisher cursed like a sailor,
drank like a fish, and not only smoked cigars but often chewed
tobacco while doing so. Powel talked in the proper, eastern English
he’d taught himself; he did drink, and he did smoke, but after the
fashion of the times, in a civilized manner, rarely in mixed company.
The two men had only one thing in common: cars. It was enough.

Fisher hired Powel as a floor hand at his dealership, at $12.00
per week. Young Mr. Crosley cleaned autos on the showroom floor
and cleaned the showroom too. He drove cars to Fisher’s customers
and fixed little things when they went wrong. The job, on the one
hand, was a giant step backward; Powel went from president of his
own company to low man on the totem pole, little more than a glo-
rified chauffeur/janitor.

On the other hand, it was the best possible thing that could
have happened to him. Working for Carl Fisher, Powel crossed paths
with everyone who was anyone in Indianapolis, including most of
the big names in the city’s auto industry; Fred and Augie Duesen-
berg, racers Barney Oldfield and Johnny Aitken, industrialists James
Alison, Fisher’s Prest-O-Lite partner. Fisher knew them all, and now
Powel met them too.

And then there was Fisher himself. The man was unlike any-
one Powel Crosley had ever known. If Edison was the king of the
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spectacular publicity stunt, Fisher was the emperor of the outra-
geous. Back in the Gay ’90s, to sell bicycles, he’d stretched a
tightrope between two buildings and rode a bike across it. After he
set up the Fisher Automobile Agency, he thought up an even more
impressive rooftop stunt; he dropped a white Dayton-Stoddard car
off the top of a three-story building and then drove it away.

In October of 1908, he attached that same Dayton-Stoddard
car to a hot air balloon, climbed into the driver’s seat, and rose high
up into the air. He landed balloon and automobile two hours later,
seven miles outside Indy, and drove back. The stunt drew national
press—never mind that the Stoddard attached to the balloon had
been stripped of its motor and that after landing, he drove a differ-
ent, albeit identical, white car back to town.

The New York Times—America’s paper of record then as
now—reported it as news, which it was, but Powel couldn’t help
notice it was something else as well. Publicity. A kind of salesman-
ship Philip Morton and Rudolph Kleybolte would never have
dreamed of engaging in. But then Morton and Kleybolte were hard-
ly household names, a fact the young Mr. Crosley carefully noted.

Powel was not always as careful with his attention; right about
that time, he was cranking the starter on a customer’s Maxwell
when it kicked back on him, breaking his arm and leaving him
unable to fulfill his duties at the dealership.

The accident occurred at the end of the year, near Christmas
and his father’s birthday, and so Powel decided to head home; he
parted ways with Fisher, who was surprised that Powel didn’t ask for
compensation for the accident. Not that Fisher dwelt for any length
of time on his ex-employee’s injury, or his ex-employee for that mat-
ter; Fisher was, as always, already on to the next thing, actually the
next two things, one of them being a combination race/testing track
he and Alison were thinking about building in the area, the other
being a young girl named Jane Watts. Young girl, as in fifteen years
old, as in twenty years Fisher’s junior.

Few people were surprised, much less scandalized, least of all
Powel, who went back to College Hill and started chasing after a
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younger woman of his own—Gwendolyn Aiken.

She was eighteen when he returned home that Christmas from
Indy, a young tycoon on the rise. Powel talked about the cars he was
going to build, the money he was going to make; he promised
Gwendolyn a Rolls Royce and a chinchilla coat. She didn’t care that
Powel had yet to settle down and make something of himself.

Her father most certainly did.

Walter Aiken viewed the young Powel Crosley as a ne’er do
well, a failure two times over. That winter, Powel made it three; he
went to work as a salesman for a few months, renting an office in
downtown Cincinnati, but again had no success.

In summer of 1909, he kissed Gwendolyn goodbye (chastely,
of course), climbed into his Ford coupe and headed back to Indy
once more.

On arrival, he talked himself into a job as assistant sales man-
ager for David Parry’s new automobile company. A decade earlier,
Parry had been the largest carriage manufacturer in the world, but
he was smart enough to see the writing on the wall. In 1906, when
Claude Cox and his Overland were in dire financial straits, Parry
stepped in with a much-needed infusion of cash and saved the com-
pany, buying himself a large piece of it in the process.

In 1907, when the panic hit, it was Parry who ran short of dol-
lars; this time, John Willys, a car dealer out of Elmira, N.Y,, bailed
out Overland and took control. Parry managed to hold on to his
stock in the company; by 1909, thanks to Willys’s hard work, it was
worth a quarter-million dollars. Parry sold it and used the money to
jump right back into the car business.

He incorporated the Parry Automobile Company in July of
1909; within a few months, he was shipping cars to dealers. It was
Powel’s job to visit those dealers and inspect operations, help them
generate excitement, promote sales.

He had his work cut out for him. Contemporary ads for the
Parry featured a young man and woman dressed in their Sunday
best, out for a picturesque ride in the countryside. Puffy white
clouds, gleaming chrome, smooth, unrutted roads, all of which, by
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this point in time, the American consumer recognized as pure bunk.
People knew pretty much what they could expect on a drive out in
the country, and it wasn’t a ‘thrill to the funny bone,” as Parry’s ad
claimed.

Parry’s were decent cars, at a decent price—four cylinders,
thirteen to fifteen hundred dollars, depending on whether or not
you wanted the runabout or the touring car—but they were nothing
to get excited about.

As always, the real excitement in Indianapolis had to do with
Carl Fisher.

In February of 1909, Fisher and Alison, along with partners
Arthur Newby of National Motors and Frank Wheeler of Wheeler-
Schebler Carburetor, had bought a few hundred acres northwest of
the city and begun construction on their racetrack, which was to be
called the Indianapolis Motor Speedway. It was a two-and-a-half
mile rectangle, with turns of a quarter-mile each, fifty feet wide on
the straightaways, sixty on the turns, all of it paved with a mix of tar
and crushed stone.

The Speedway’s inaugural races took place August 19; forty-
two events were planned over a three-day period. It proved a little
more exciting than even Fisher intended. Under the constant pound-
ing by the drivers and their cars, the track’s roadbed deteriorated.
Stone and gravel flew everywhere. So did some of the autos. Five
people died.

Fisher called an early halt to the festivities.

He ripped up the existing surface and had the entire track
repaved with bricks—over three million of them. On December 17,
the Speedway reopened for business.

Powel began spending a lot of time there, promoting Parry’s
car and talking with anyone and everyone who would listen—driv-
ers, mechanics, the press, Duesenberg, car maker Harry Stutz. “He
never shut up,” one observer said. He was constantly offering opin-
ions and advice—some of it worthwhile, according to Duesenberg,
whom Powel helped with a crankshaft balancing problem—some of
it pure bluster. Some people thought him arrogant; really, he was just
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excited. The tall, gangly, twenty-three-year-old was the proverbial
kid running through the candy store, sticking his hand in every jar
he could reach. Powel wanted to build cars, he wanted to repair
them, he’d even decided—after watching the drivers take on Fisher’s
speedway—that he wanted to take a spin around the track himself,
and become, in the slang of the day, a ‘racing pilot.’

He became friendly with Ernie Moross, who Fisher had
brought on as the Speedway’s publicity manager. The older man was
Barney Oldfield’s manager; now he took Powel under his wing as
well. Moross started referring to young Crosley as “one of his boys.”
Powel’s hopes heightened. If he could earn a few big purses, grab
some headlines...maybe he could leverage his way back into manu-
facturing his own automobile.

But he was in the wrong place at the wrong time. So were the
rest of them. Indy got its share of headlines, but the big news in the
car industry that year came out of Detroit, where Henry Ford had at
last brought to market the new auto he’d been dropping hints about
for some time. He called it the Model T.

It was the car the whole country, without knowing it, had been
waiting for.

First of all, there was the price. Four cylinders for under a thou-
sand dollars—$850 that first year, to be exact, which went down to
$750, then $440, and finally $360 as economies of mass production
kicked in. It was cheap, but there were cheaper on the market.

There were none better built.

The car used a special steel alloy, vanadium, throughout, an
alloy that Ford had discovered in Europe, and brought to this coun-
try. It was lightweight and tough. Ford used it in the crankshaft, the
springs, the axles, and gears. The car had an entirely new kind of
transmission system, more reliable and easier to operate in cold
weather. It was built for the real world, too; it rode high off the
ground, so that the rutted country roads wouldn’t damage the under-
side. And when something did go wrong with the car, it was simple
to fix. That first year, Ford sold over ten thousand of them; demand
was s0 high he had to stop taking orders in May.
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For years the debate had been about whether or not the car
would ever become more than a rich man’s toy; now the debate was
over.

The horseless carriage was ready to replace the horse.

There was other news in 1909, too; the wireless industry was
exploding. Amateurs all across the country were communicating
with each other via the ether. A great many of them were school-
boys, who had built their own sets, constructing working apparatus
“out of all kinds of electrical junk.” These boys had a whole new
generation of heroes to emulate; fictional ones like boy inventor
Tom Swift, star of books like Tormn Swift and His Submarine Boat,
Tom Swift and His Electric Runabout, Tom Swift and His Aerial War-
ship, and real-life ones like twenty-six- year-old Jack Binns.

Binns was a crewman aboard the White Star liner Republic,
one of the great passenger ships of the day. On the night of January
23, 1909, cruising twenty-six miles off the coast of Nantucket in a
thick blanket of fog, Republic was rammed by another ship and
began to sink.

On board were over seventeen hundred American tourists,
heading for the Mediterranean. Hope seemed lost, and would have
been, but for Binns and the machine he operated—Marconi’s wire-
less, which by 1909 had been installed on many seafaring vessels.
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