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Dedication

In memory of my father, William Kenrick Knoedelseder Sr.,

and my dear friend for more than fifty years, Terry J. Cowhey,

the two guys who were always there to talk cars with me




Prologue: Dedication Day

It was “D-day” in Warren, Michigan—May 16, 1956. The invasion began at midmorning as an armada of automobiles, shuttle buses, and limousines materialized out of the mist all along Van Dyke Avenue and Mound Road several miles outside the city limits of Detroit.

The cause of the sudden traffic surge was General Motors, which was hosting an event for five thousand VIPs and members of the press to mark the official dedication of its new office complex, called the General Motors Technical Center, located on a mile-square plot of onetime farmland in the usually tranquil township of some forty thousand people.

The Dedication Day festivities were to include a sumptuous, chef-prepared picnic lunch, followed by a closed-circuit television appearance by President Dwight D. Eisenhower and a walking tour of the complex guided by CBS News reporter Walter Cronkite, whose network was set to transmit the event simultaneously to smaller-scale “D-day” gatherings at GM offices in sixty-one other cities.

That may seem like an awful lot of hoopla for a new office park, but the Technical Center was unlike any corporate facility ever before imagined. Built over a period of eight years at a cost of $125 million (the equivalent of more than a billion dollars today), it had been conceived by a trio of senior GM executives as a melding of science, technology, and art that would stand as a testament to the seemingly limitless capability of both the company and the country, a lofty ambition that appeared to have been achieved with the finished product.

Twenty-five sleek, low-slung buildings made of steel and glass, the material of automobiles, were set in a lavishly landscaped 330-acre campus surrounding a 22-acre artificial lake accented by four islands of weeping willow trees, a 138-foot stainless-steel water tower, and two dramatic fountains, one spraying a shimmering curtain of water 50 feet high and 115 feet wide and the other, designed by famed sculptor Alexander Calder, shooting twenty-one streams into the air, pulsing, leaping, and falling in a graceful liquid ballet.

A GM press release boasted that the two fountains displaced more water than all the fountains at France’s famed Palace of Versailles, prompting Life magazine to proclaim the Tech Center “the Versailles of Industry.”

Clustered around the lake, offices for the company’s four major staff operations—manufacturing, engineering, research, and styling—were demarcated by decorative exterior walls of brilliantly colored glazed bricks—crimson, scarlet, tangerine, royal blue, lemon yellow, chartreuse—reminiscent of those found in the palaces of ancient Abyssinian kings (again, according to a GM press release). Because no contemporary commercial brick maker possessed the technical know-how to meet the architect’s specifications, the bricks had been glazed and baked in a giant kiln that GM financed specifically for the task.

The focal point of the Tech Center was the Styling Auditorium, with its gleaming aluminum-covered dome mirroring the sky. Aside from being visually stunning, the 65-foot high dome was a technological marvel, the first of its size to be held aloft by pressure-vessel construction, which basically inflated it from within. The 188-foot span consisted of welded sheets of steel a mere three-eighths of an inch thick—in relation to its total area, as thin as one-thirtieth of an eggshell.

Given an advance look at the facility, Architectural Digest pronounced it “an architectural feat that may be unique in our time.”

As it turned out, the fancy picnic had to be moved under a huge tent because of the weather—a stiff, cold wind and an intermittent drizzle that weather forecasters warned might turn into a full-blown thunderstorm before the day was out. Luckily, however, the rain failed to arrive as predicted, and shortly before noon the guests began filing into the open, drafty bleachers that had been set up on the west side of the lake opposite the engineering buildings. Bundled against the chill in overcoats, hats, and gloves, the assemblage represented a sizable portion of America’s post–World War II brain trust: Wall Street bankers, CEOs of manufacturing firms, presidents of universities, deans of engineering schools, scientists, inventors, architects, philanthropists, government officials (notably, Secretary of Defense Charles E. Wilson, a former president of GM), and senior officers from all branches of the military, including the vice commander of the Strategic Air Command, the chief of the navy’s bureau of ordnance, and the army’s chief of research and development. Typically for the time, almost all were men; it was nearly impossible to find a female face in the crowd.

After Cronkite explained the wonders of the new closed-circuit-TV technology, a military band played “The Star-Spangled Banner” and four F-86 Sabre jets executed a screaming low-level flyover punctuated by the detonation of an aerial bomb. Harlow Curtice, the GM president and CEO, stepped to the podium and declared, “We have gathered here today for a momentous occasion.”

That wasn’t exactly true. The Tech Center—with its four thousand scientists, engineers, technicians, and designers—had been operational for more than six months. So the occasion was really an elaborate bit of public relations. But the “moment” was indeed significant. As the sun began to peek through the clouds that November-like day in May, America was at its apex—the dominant military, economic, and social force on earth. General Motors reigned as the most successful company in the history of business. Detroit was the manufacturing capital of the world and home to the industry that directly or indirectly employed one in six Americans.

“No industry has contributed more to our nation’s growth and development than the automobile industry,” Curtice said. “Its product has completely changed the face of America and the lives of all Americans.”

Curtice’s preeminence on the program was made possible by the retirement the month before of Alfred P. Sloan Jr., who had headed GM for thirty-three years and whose organizational brilliance was universally credited with shaping the company into a global colossus. The Tech Center had been Sloan’s idea. He was sitting a few feet away from Curtice but had chosen not to speak.

Charles F. Kettering, GM’s vice president and director of research from 1920 until his retirement in 1947, followed Curtice to the speaker’s stand. Now nearing eighty, “Boss Ket,” as he was affectionately referred to around the company, was a legend in the auto industry. A scientist, engineering genius, and inveterate inventor with more than 140 separate patents in his name, he revolutionized the car business in 1912 when his electronic starter replaced the old arm-busting crank starter, which had served as a barrier to women becoming independent drivers.

Sloan and Kettering had built GM together, had grown rich and become philanthropists together, founding the Sloan-Kettering Institute for Cancer Research in 1945. They had also planned the Tech Center together, beginning in the years before the war. But in a rare divergence, they ended up disagreeing strongly about how it should look. Kettering thought most of what passed for modern architecture appeared frivolous, frail, and poorly constructed. He preferred a classic “ageless” look. GM didn’t need any “fancy buildings,” he told Sloan. “We want solid, functional buildings that don’t detract from what we do in them.”

Twelve years after that conversation Boss Ket still seemed a bit miffed that Sloan, the real boss, had overruled him. “One thing worries me about this Technical Center,” he said. “I’m afraid that the people here may lean too heavily on the facilities and forget that ideas are developed in the mind. If we took all the people away it would be obvious that nothing would come out of the Technical Center.”

That was his only downbeat note, however, and his stirring summation brought the technocrats in the crowd to their feet. “Anything you can think of today can be done,” he said. “With willing hands and open minds, the future will be greater than the most fantastic story you can write.”

President Eisenhower wrapped up the speechifying portion of the program, appearing “live” on a large screen to deliver a five-minute pep talk that someone in either the White House or, more likely, the GM publicity department had titled, in keeping with the theme of the day, “The Rich Reward Ahead.” It was a bland performance—rambling, repetitive, and replete with platitudes, concluding with a prediction that work at the Tech Center would bring about “broader freedom and richer dignity for human beings, more rewarding lives, for all Americans and, we hope, through all the world.”

The audience wouldn’t have cared if the President had recited pages from the Detroit telephone directory. As far as they were concerned, he was the auto industry’s best friend. He had come into office convinced by his experience moving armies across Europe during World War II that the United States needed a massive upgrade of its transportation infrastructure. “A modern highway system is essential to meet the needs of our growing population, our expanding economy, and our national security,” he said in his first State of the Union address. So he threw the full weight of his presidency behind the passage of the Federal-Aid Highway Act, which committed the government to spend $25 billion building 41,000 miles of interstate highways, the largest public works project in the history of the country. The legislation was set to be voted on the following month, and everyone present believed it was certain to accelerate already booming auto sales and spark an attendant surge in the steel, glass, rubber, and oil industries. Billions more dollars would pour into Motor City.

Of course, no one in the bleachers could foresee that all those new roads eventually would send hundreds of thousands of people streaming into the suburbs to live, siphoning off the inner city’s tax base and leaving it unable to provide adequate services for its remaining, less affluent residents. On Dedication Day 1956, it was impossible to imagine a future in which both Detroit and General Motors would file for bankruptcy.

The afternoon’s program concluded with an hour-long expedition through the Tech Center grounds, office suites, laboratories, and design studios, with much of the narrative provided by GM’s vice president of styling, Harley Earl, who had not been introduced or even mentioned by any of the speakers, an odd omission given the role he played in the events leading up to the day. He was the third member of the troika (along with Sloan and Kettering) that conceived and planned the Tech Center, and was arguably the one most responsible for how it turned out. In the Versailles of Industry, Harley Earl was Louis XIV. He had chosen the architect and overseen all details of its execution, approving every color scheme and every piece of custom-designed furniture throughout the entire complex. From the Antoine Pevsner bronze sculpture Bird in Flight near the front entrance to the brushed-steel handrails leading down the back stairs to the basement of the Styling Building, the GM Technical Center looked the way it did because that was the way Harley Earl thought it should look.

The same could be said of the roughly 50 million cars that had rolled off the GM assembly lines during his twenty-nine years with the company. Earl practically invented the profession of automobile styling. He introduced art into the rigid mechanics of mass automobile manufacturing and thereby changed the game forever. It was styling, not engineering, that had propelled GM past Ford to an indomitable fifty-plus percent share of U.S. auto sales. Earl’s sense of how an American car should look, and what it should embody, pervaded every design studio in Detroit. His decision to put tail fins on the 1948 Cadillac kicked off a competition among automakers to see who could out-fin all the rest, to the point that the rear fender protuberances became the dominant design element of American cars during the 1950s and the subject of a heated public debate, with both sides claiming them as a metaphor for the state of the nation.

If Harley Earl is known at all to the public today, it’s probably as the “father of tail fins.” But he was a great deal more than that. Six decades after Dedication Day, automotive historians and car collectors alike will tell you that the American car industry’s rise to greatness began and ended with him.
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Pioneers

The first great fortunes in America were made in the timber business as the country’s immense northern forests were felled, first to clear land for homesteads and later to provide lumber for bridges, buildings, towns, and cities.

Commercial logging began in New England and then moved inexorably west into New York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio, taking down nearly everything in its path. When the first loggers arrived in Michigan in the 1840s, they found a vast expanse of untouched white pine and a network of navigable rivers to transport the cut timber to ports on the Great Lakes. In other words, log heaven.

Detroit, which was founded as a fur-trading post in 1701, developed into a major logging hub in the latter half of the 1800s as timber companies floated islands of logs down Lake Huron to the city’s many sawmills, which cut them into lumber for shipment east through Lake Erie and Lake Ontario. Michigan timber thus provided the underpinning for Detroit’s rise as an industrial center. Detroit-based lumber barons invested millions in real estate and manufacturing, built vainglorious mansions, donated to art museums, libraries, and colleges, and formed an aristocracy that fostered an image of the city as the “Paris of the West.”

All the while, their armies of loggers laid waste to Michigan’s pine forest, leaving behind millions of acres of stump-studded, debris-littered land that was unsuitable for farming but fertile ground for dry-season fires that periodically destroyed vast tracts of uncut timber and killed hundreds of people. Most of the cutting went on during the winter months so the logs could be hauled to the rivers over frozen ground by horse- or ox-drawn wagons and sleds. Which meant the loggers spent the entire winter in the forest, sheltered in shantylike log bunkhouses that held as many as a hundred men. The so-called shanty boys—mostly single and in their teens and twenties—worked from dawn until dusk six days a week for twenty to twenty-six dollars a month.

Jacob William Earl was a typical shanty boy. Born in 1866 in Oneida, Michigan, a hundred miles west of Detroit, the son of a farmer, J.W. didn’t go to high school. After completing eighth grade, he served as a blacksmith’s apprentice for a few years and then went to work in the woods, where he labored first as a lumberjack, the most difficult and dangerous job in logging, and later as a sawmill worker, which paid better—thirty to sixty dollars a month—but required him to provide his own room and board. His time as a lumberman coincided with Michigan’s peak as the foremost lumber-producing state in the union, when its output amounted to a fourth of the nation’s total, nearly equaling the next three states combined. But the pace of the cutting slowed in 1887 as Michigan’s timber resources began to play out. Having consumed an estimated two-thirds of the state’s pine forests, the large lumber companies started moving their operations on to Indiana, Wisconsin, and, ultimately, the Pacific Northwest.

At age nineteen, J.W. took a break from logging and traveled with his uncle to visit relatives in Arcadia, California, a sparsely populated agricultural area a few miles north of Los Angeles. After those harsh winters in the northern woods, he apparently was seduced by the scent of the citrus blossoms and the persistent warm sunshine. He never returned to Michigan.

He worked for a while with his uncle, who was a carpenter, then found employment in a small blacksmith and carriage repair shop in downtown Los Angeles. The shop’s location, near the corner of Fifth and Hill Streets, turned out to be a stroke of luck because it placed him just a few blocks from the home of Harley and Mary Hazard Taft, a prominent couple whose patronage would prove a turning point in his life.

The Hazard-Taft clan was one of the city’s most storied pioneer families. The chronicle of how they’d come to settle in Southern California read like a frontier novel.

Mary Hazard was born in Detroit in 1841, the daughter of Ariel Merrick Makepeace Hazard, a ship captain on the Great Lakes and a first cousin to Commodore Oliver Hazard Perry, who won a brilliant naval victory over the British in the Battle of Lake Erie during the War of 1812, after which he supposedly uttered the famous line “We have met the enemy and they are ours.”

When Mary was an infant, her father moved the family to Chicago, which amounted to little more than a village at the time. The Hazards lived in a small log house on the banks of Lake Michigan while “the Captain” plied his trade, piloting ships loaded with Michigan lumber. He became successful enough to own three ships, but all were lost in storms one terrible spring, leaving the family in dire financial straits.

Desperate to restore his family’s fortune, Captain Hazard left his pregnant wife and five children behind and headed to California in 1849, seized by “the gold fever,” as Mary recalled later in a private journal. He sailed aboard a freighter around Cape Horn and after three months arrived in Hangtown, California, a chaotic, violent mining camp during the Gold Rush, so named because of its frequent hangings and later renamed Placerville. Hazard became a merchant, providing prospectors with dry goods, lumber, and groceries. After two years he had amassed enough money to return to Chicago to fetch his family and lead them to what he hoped would be a golden new life in California.

This time, Captain Hazard chose to travel west over land. The family of eight crossed the Great Plains in two ox-drawn covered wagons he had built in the shape of boats so they could float across rivers. He even fashioned tent poles that were flat so they could double as oars. The journey took eighteen months, impeded by a cholera outbreak, herds of buffalo that stretched from horizon to horizon and held them up for weeks at a time, and several skirmishes with Indians. In one instance, a member of their wagon train was shot with an arrow an inch below his heart as he attempted to keep a band of Indians from stealing their supplies. “We ran to him and managed to get him in the wagon,” Mary wrote later. “He pulled the arrow out . . . and came very near dying and suffered for many days.” Her brother George recalled that the Indians “robbed us of most all we had to eat and wear. They left Mother and the girls with only what they had on their backs. We could see them going over the hills with Mother’s flour sacks, containing clothing and her paisley shawls, flung over their backs.”

In Council Bluffs, Iowa, the family watched as a town mob dragged a murder suspect to the spot where his alleged victim lay with his head split open in a pool of blood, and then they “hung him on one of the trees,” George wrote in his own journal. “About that time, the sky became overcast with intensely black clouds and those who thought him not guilty said it was because they had hung an innocent man . . . describing it as Black Friday.”

On a happier day, June 30, 1853, Eleanor Hazard, the Captain’s wife, gave birth to their seventh child, Eugene, in one of the wagons. The Hazard family bible notes that he was “born at the Platte River in the Sue [sic] Nation on Nebraska Terrian [sic].”

(Fifteen years later, Eugene was helping his older brother Daniel guide another wagon train west when he reached into a wagon to fetch a shotgun to shoot some quail and pulled it out muzzle first “with both barrels discharging into his intestines,” according to his brother George’s journal. “He died in Daniel’s arms. His last words were, ‘May God forgive Daniel.’” They buried him there, “under the tree where they had, moments before, just eaten their lunch, and built a rock border around his grave. Somewhere on a hilltop in Arizona.” As his sister Mary wrote in her journal, “He was born among the Indians and buried among the Indians.”)

The Hazard family arrived in El Monte, California, on Christmas Day 1853, planning to resupply nearby at what was then known as El Pueblo de Nuestra Señora la Reina de los Ángeles (the Town of Our Lady Queen of the Angels) before continuing on to gold country along El Camino Real. But according to Mary’s journal, they were “delighted with Los Angeles and gave up the idea of going north.” The Captain acquired thirty-five acres of land four miles outside the town, built a large adobe house, and settled into ranching and farming for the next ten years, during which time the Hazards crossed paths with Harley Taft.

* * *

The twenty-three-year-old farmer’s son had sailed around Cape Horn from Rhode Island in 1849, the same year as Captain Hazard. Census records indicate that he quickly found work in Los Angeles, first as a stable keeper and later as a teamster. According to family records and correspondence, one of the places he worked was the livery stable on the Hazard ranch, where he met and, in 1862, married Captain Hazard’s daughter Mary, who was fifteen years his junior.

Fate was not finished with the Hazards. In 1864, “our land was declared government land and we did not pre-empt, so we lost it all,” George wrote in his journal. They were forced to move into town, where Captain Hazard and his new son-in-law, Harley, began prospecting for land deals. They hit pay dirt on February 1, 1866, when they attended a public auction of tax-delinquent property and bid on an undeveloped five-acre parcel at the edge of Los Angeles. Located next to a large open pasture that arriving settlers had turned into a rowdy, disreputable camp, it was hardly prime real estate, but the price was right. Harley and the Captain bought the entire block between Fourth and Fifth Streets and Hill and Olive Streets for $9.90.

That piece of land became the cornerstone of the family’s prosperity as the town expanded into a city, encircling the block over the next three decades. Captain Hazard and Eleanor lived out their days on the Hazard-Taft homestead. Harley and Mary had six children in their house at 411 West Fifth Street. Their oldest son, Alfred, married and built his own house just around the corner from them at 457 South Hill Street. Three of their children did not survive early childhood, however: Walter died as an infant; Alice and Emily died at age two and three, respectively, in 1885.

Mary’s brother Henry, meanwhile, graduated from the University of Michigan law school on his way to becoming Los Angeles’s city attorney. He also developed the lot at the corner of Fifth and Olive into the city’s premier performance hall, Hazard’s Pavilion. Opened in 1887, it seated as many as four thousand people for sporting events, music concerts, business conventions, and religious revivals. The legendary prizefighter Jack Johnson won his first title there as “Colored Heavyweight Champion.” In 1889, Henry was elected mayor of Los Angeles.

The Hazard family’s remarkable American journey helps explain why Mary and Harley Taft might have seen potential in J. W. Earl. He may have been an uneducated lumberjack from the Michigan woods, but he was also smart, determined, and ambitious, a skilled craftsman who knew his way around horses and wheeled vehicles. Indeed, J.W. quickly rose from employee to partner in the carriage shop, and in 1889 bought out the other man and named the business Earl Carriage Works. All of which impressed the Tafts to the point that they allowed him to court their eighteen-year-old daughter, Abigail, who likely was impressed with his lanky good looks (he was six foot one) and pale blue eyes.

J.W. married Abbie Taft (whose childhood nickname was “Taffy” because her hair color matched that of the candy) on June 21, 1891. A year and a day later, she gave birth to their first child, Carl. A second son was born on November 22, 1893. They named him Harley, after his grandfather. A third son, Arthur, arrived two years later.

Earl Carriage Works expanded as rapidly as the Earl family, with J.W. relocating the business several times as his clientele increased, eventually taking over a large three-story brick building at 1320 South Main Street. Before long, he had several dozen men working for him, designing and building all manner of horse-drawn conveyance, from simple farm wagons to fancy carriages for the wealthy to sleek sulkies for the harness-racing crowd at the nearby Agricultural Park track. Given that Harley Taft listed his occupation as “capitalist” on his 1890 U.S. Census form, it seems likely that the family patriarch invested in his son-in-law’s growing business.

The city of Los Angeles was growing rapidly, too. Just across the street from the Taft and Hazard homes, the old settlers’ camp had been developed into a beautifully landscaped municipal park (now Pershing Square) with a bandstand for outdoor concerts that drew crowds of locals and tourists out for weekend buggy rides. The corner of Fifth and Hill had turned into one of the city’s most prestigious and busiest intersections, which increased the family’s property value, but at the expense of their peace and quiet.

So in 1893, three generations of Tafts—Harley and Mary, their twenty-seven-year-old son Alfred, and his wife, Blanche, and their three children—summoned up the family’s old pioneering spirit and migrated once again, albeit a much shorter distance than in the past. They bought twenty acres in the Cahuenga Valley, about six miles from Los Angeles near a dirt-street village called Hollywood, where they built a two-story Dutch colonial house in the middle of a lemon grove at what is now the corner of Taft Avenue and Hollywood Boulevard. Their new community consisted of a small general store, a one-room schoolhouse, and a dozen or so Spanish-speaking families who tended the area’s strawberry and barley fields and nascent orange and lemon groves. Shortly after the move Blanche Taft gave birth to a fourth child, Sarah, who later would write that she was “the first Anglo-Saxon child born in Hollywood.”

The Earls eventually followed the Tafts into this new frontier. On July 4, 1900, J.W. moved Abbie and the three boys into a large three-story house he had built on five acres that Mary Taft had deeded to Abbie just down the street from the Tafts’ place, at what is now the corner of Hollywood Boulevard and Bronson Avenue. With a front gate made of stone and ironwork fashioned at his carriage works spelling out the Earl name, the new home was twelve miles from J.W.’s business—a ninety-minute buggy ride—and a world away from that log shanty in the pine forest.

At age thirty-four, J.W. was not about to settle into the life of a country squire, however. His business was growing, but he knew it faced a looming existential threat: the dawning of the new century was bringing an end to the era of horse-drawn vehicles. The Industrial Revolution had accelerated the pace of American life. Increasingly mechanized manufacturing and a doubling of the population were driving a growing demand for goods that needed to get from point A to point B more quickly, and all along the supply chain horses were holding up the process as coal- and steam-powered trains and ships waited for them to trudge to the loading dock. It seemed that horses no longer fit into the modern urban landscape.

Their slowness wasn’t the only problem. America’s cities were packed with more than 3 million of them—nearly 200,000 in New York, 80,000 in Philadelphia, 12,000 in Detroit. That many 1,200-pound animals produced an epic amount of manure. The city of New York calculated that between 3 and 4 million pounds of it a day had to be removed from its streets and stables, along with 41 dead horses (15,000 per year). The city of Rochester estimated that its population of 15,000 live horses dropped enough road apples annually to make a 175-foot-high mound of manure, which would cover an entire acre.

In addition to creating an ungodly stench and costing untold millions to clean up and cart away, the manure caused serious public health concerns. By one estimate, three billion flies hatched in urban horse droppings every day, at times resulting in veritable clouds of the pathogen-carrying insects. Between flies and windblown dung dust, horses were blamed for outbreaks of cholera, smallpox, yellow fever, and typhoid, feeding a growing consensus that the beasts should be banished from American cities.

“The vitiation of the air by the presence of so many animals is alone a sufficient reason for their removal,” the U.S. commissioner of labor wrote in Popular Science Monthly. An editorial in the magazine Scientific American stated that the banning of horses “would benefit the public health to an almost incalculable degree.”

Fortunately, one man’s pile of horse poop proved another man’s opportunity. For more than a decade, a generation of mechanically inclined young men had been working feverishly in garages, barns, and machine shops all across the United States and Western Europe, racing to create a self-propelled vehicle that would put the horse out to pasture as the world’s primary means of transportation and earn themselves a fortune in the process.

The Europeans jumped out in front in October 1885, when Karl Benz of Mannheim, Germany, conducted a successful test drive of the first gasoline-powered automobile, a three-wheeler he called the Benz Motorwagen. America’s car boys spun their wheels for a number of years turning out problematic steam-and electric-powered vehicles until Frank and Charles Duryea of Peoria, Illinois, finally gained traction with a gas-powered vehicle they’d built in a Massachusetts loft. On Thanksgiving Day 1895, the brothers entered their Duryea Motor Wagon in what was billed as “America’s first motor car race.” Sponsored by the Chicago Times-Herald, with a two-thousand-dollar prize, the competition pitted the motor wagon against two American-built electric vehicles and three gas-powered imports built by Benz. The course covered fifty-four miles, from Chicago to Evanston, Illinois, and back, and the motor wagon crossed the finish line first.

The brothers quickly announced the formation of a company that would hand-build thirteen identical vehicles for sale to the public over the next year. Based in Springfield, Massachusetts, the Duryea Motor Wagon Company was the country’s first commercial auto-manufacturing operation. Widespread news coverage of the race and the new company seemed to speed up the development of gas-powered automobiles.

At 11:00 p.m. on March 6, 1896, Charles King drove the first gas-powered vehicle on the streets of Detroit, a wooden-wheeled, buckboard-style wagon he’d fitted with a four-cylinder engine. His 5 mph cruise down Woodward Avenue drew a crowd of several hundred cheering spectators, which nearly got him ticketed by a policeman for disturbing the peace and resulted in his being quoted in the Detroit Journal saying, “I am convinced that in time the horseless carriage will supersede the horse.”

Three months later, at four in the morning on June 4, Henry Ford took a somewhat quieter test drive around Detroit in an experimental gas-powered vehicle he’d built in a brick shed behind his home in Dearborn, Michigan. Ford’s “quadricycle” was a metal-frame buggy fitted with four bicycle wheels and propelled by a two-cylinder engine mounted under an upholstered bench seat. Lighter than King’s wooden wagon, it reached a speed of twenty miles per hour.

On August 11, two months after Ford’s debut, Ransom E. Olds invited a newspaper reporter along when he took his first gas-powered vehicle for a test drive on the streets of Lansing, Michigan. “It never kicks or bites, never tires on long runs, and never sweats in hot weather,” Olds famously boasted of his horseless carriage. “It does not require care in the stable and only eats while on the road.”

Out in California, J.W. followed the car boys’ exploits through newspaper reports, which he no doubt read with a mixture of excitement, concern, and envy. They were his contemporaries, after all, born in the same Civil War decade. With the exception of King, they’d all been raised on small family farms, an experience that left Ford and Olds with an abiding distaste for horses. Ford, too, had worked in a sawmill before seizing on his life’s work. Olds was the son of a blacksmith and had dropped out of high school to apprentice in his father’s machine shop. About the only significant difference between J.W. and these early automobile pioneers was his location far from the industrial center of the country.

Between 1895 and 1900, young men with similar backgrounds and skills formed nearly a hundred companies to build gas-powered automobiles, mostly in the Midwest and Mid-Atlantic regions—in Cleveland, St. Louis, Chicago, Toledo, and Buffalo; in Kenosha, Wisconsin, and York, Pennsylvania; in Hagerstown, Maryland, and Hartford, Connecticut; and in more than half a dozen cities in Indiana, where hardwood forests had long provided the sturdy but pliable oak, ash, and hickory that supported that state’s robust carriage-building industry. South Bend, Indiana, was home to the world’s largest maker of horse-drawn vehicles, the Studebaker Brothers Manufacturing Company, which built a major portion of the covered wagons that had carried pioneers across the western plains.

Detroit didn’t have a resident automaker until 1900, when Ransom Olds moved his Olds Motor Works there from Lansing. But with initial funding from several lumber barons, Olds and his fellow Michigander Henry Ford quickly began laying the groundwork for what would become Motor City.

Olds’s new Detroit factory was the first ever designed specifically to manufacture automobiles. His plan was to build a vehicle that the average man could afford to buy and maintain, one that would weigh about 500 pounds and sell for approximately $500. “My whole idea was to have the operation so simple that anyone could run it, and the construction such that it could be repaired at any local shop,” he said. The result was a two-seat buggy with bicycle-style wheels, tiller steering, and a single-cylinder engine. Called the “curved-dash runabout” because of its rounded tobogganlike front end, it weighed in at 750 pounds with a price of $650.

Olds sold 425 of the runabouts the first year and 2,500 the second, with the sharp increase attributed to the vehicle’s performance in a highly publicized endurance run from Detroit to New York City for the 1901 National Automobile Show in Madison Square Garden. The Oldsmobile, as it came to be known, completed the 820-mile trek in seven and a half days, averaging 14 miles per hour and consuming 30 gallons of gas.

Olds took orders for more than 1,000 vehicles at the auto show, and thanks to a production process that was a forerunner to the moving assembly line Henry Ford would perfect a few years later, his factory was soon turning out 20 a day when other automakers were struggling to produce that many in a month, or a year. After a tour of the Olds plant, a reporter for the Detroit Free Press rhapsodized, “Rows upon rows of special machinery are humming and buzzing away, bewildering the onlooker with their number. Every step in the process of turning out the finished machinery of a modern car is carried out by a group of these beautiful machines. One little imagines, as he looks at the swiftly running car on the street, the immense amount of detail and careful manipulation that have been necessary on the hundreds of parts before they have all been brought together and adjusted to form this engine of commerce and pleasure.”

Olds’s simple little runabout became America’s first successful mass-produced gasoline-powered automobile, and the first to be immortalized in a popular song, titled “In My Merry Oldsmobile”: “Come away with me Lucille / in my Merry Oldsmobile / Down the road of life we will fly / automo-bubbling you and I.”

But Henry Ford was riding tight on Olds’s tail. He formed the Ford Motor Company in October 1903 and quickly began manufacturing his own runabout in a converted wagon factory on Detroit’s Mack Avenue. Like Olds, his plan was to “build a motorcar for the multitudes,” as he put it, one that “any person with a good salary will be able to own.” His Model A was a two-seater with a two-cylinder engine that propelled it to a top speed of 45 mph. Dubbed the “Fordmobile,” it caught on immediately, with more than 1,700 sold in the first fifteen months despite a higher price tag than the Oldsmobile—$750—which Ford planned to lower as soon as a more streamlined production process combined with increased sales to drive down his unit cost.

In the beginning, Ford and Olds were more assemblers than manufacturers. In an effort to ramp up production as quickly as possible, they chose to subcontract for many of the component parts that went into their vehicles rather than make them in-house. In 1901 and 1902, for example, Olds bought two thousand engines and three thousand transmissions built by John and Horace Dodge, machinist brothers who had cut their teeth making bicycles. Olds bought additional engines and transmissions from the Leland & Faulconer Machine Tool Company, as did Henry Ford until he entered into an exclusive arrangement with the Dodge brothers to provide his factory with all its “running gear,” which comprised practically the entire working automobile except for the wheels, tires, and body.

The decision by Olds and Ford to outsource critical components shaped the course of the industry. As they expanded operations, their companies became seedbeds for other entrepreneurs who dreamed of creating motorcars. Henry Leland, a master of precision manufacturing and founder of Leland & Faulconer, launched the Cadillac Motor Car Company in 1902, named for Antoine de la Mothe Cadillac, the French explorer who founded the city of Detroit. (Leland would later create the Lincoln Motor Company, named after his hero, Abraham Lincoln.) The same year, David Dunbar Buick, who’d helped develop the overhead valve internal combustion engine, produced his first car. James Packard, Louis Chevrolet, and the Dodge brothers followed, building their own namesake brands and further concentrating the industry in Detroit.

“As a group they were utterly dedicated to the manufacture of motor vehicles to the point where they seemed to have preferred going broke making automobiles than get rich doing something else,” wrote automotive historian John B. Rae. “These men transformed the fledgling auto industry and gave the world a new technology of production.”

By 1905, Detroit had more automobile companies than any other city in the world. Two thousand miles away, J. W. Earl could see clearly that the future of his company—and the country—lay in cars, not carriages. Los Angeles didn’t have the industrial base of Detroit; its economy was driven by agriculture and real estate. There wasn’t a single auto manufacturer in town. Still, motorcars acquired by the rich and adventurous and shipped across the country were starting to appear on L.A.’s broad, flat, unpaved streets. By some estimates there were nearly a thousand of them among the city’s population of 200,000, and each one represented a potential lost customer for Earl Carriage Works.

J.W. was energized by the advent of the automobile and couldn’t wait to get his hands on one, to take it apart, study it, and put it back together, to push it to its limits of speed and endurance. Not just for the thrill, though that was a part, but because he needed to find a way to grab onto this new industry that was barreling straight at him, or it would blow right on by and leave him in the dust.

It would take a few more years, but he would find a way in, aided by his second-born son and the birth of another uniquely American industry.
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Hollywood and Harley

Hollywood, California, was a pastoral paradise during the first decade of the twentieth century, a sun-drenched valley of fruit and vegetable fields, vineyards, and citrus and avocado orchards interspersed with large, beautifully landscaped homes. To the north, flat cropland gave way to rolling hills topped here and there by the oceanview estates of industrial tycoons escaping the havoc their businesses were wreaking on cities back east. Lines of pepper trees shaded the main route through town, Prospect Avenue, and cross streets were named for the various species of trees—Pine, Palm, Sycamore, Olive, Poinsettia, Orange, Lemon—that a real estate developer named H. J. Whitley had planted along each of them.

Trees weren’t all that Whitley had planted. Along with the town’s cofounder, Harvey Wilcox, he stood staunchly against the consumption of alcohol. In selling Hollywood acreage, he actively recruited conservative white Christian Midwesterners who shared his anti-booze bent, sending out promotional brochures that played up the community’s affluence and exclusivity, urging prospects to “buy land and wear diamonds.” The result was, in the words of one historian, “a God-fearing suburb with a country club feel.”

That feeling permeated the Hollywood Hotel. Opened in 1903, the gracious thirty-three-room country inn boasted its own electric power generator, water supply, and ice-making machinery, along with a broad veranda overlooking Prospect Avenue where guests could sit in rocking chairs and languidly observe the town’s comings and goings. It was, in the words of one writer, “a self-contained oasis of civilized conveniences amid a bucolic wilderness.”

“We lived a country life,” Sally Taft Teschke recalled in a 1934 article for the Los Angeles Times, “almost like that of an English countryside.”

Since leading the Taft family out of downtown Los Angeles, Sally’s father, Alfred Z. Taft, had become one of Hollywood’s most prominent citizens. He’d organized local lemon growers into the Cahuenga Valley Lemon Exchange, which was now shipping railroad cars full of lemons to market. In addition to earning $17,000 a year from his own orchards, A.Z. ran a successful real estate company, Taft Realty, from an outbuilding behind his house. A devout Methodist and ardent prohibitionist, he was the prime mover behind a 1903 ordinance that outlawed the sale or transportation of alcohol in Hollywood. As a result, the town’s only bar, the Blondeau Tavern, was shut down, and one well-known local businessman, Philo J. Beveridge, was arrested and put on trial for serving white wine during a private banquet at the Hollywood Hotel. He was acquitted.

“Hollywood was a very moderate and temperate center,” Sally Taft Teschke wrote. “No saloons, no pool halls, gambling or card playing were permitted. Perhaps we were strait-laced. But those who wanted to do those things could step over into nearby communities.”

Sally and her six siblings, along with her four Earl cousins—Carl, Harley, Arthur, and Jessica (born in 1903)—were familiar faces to the conductors on the electric tram line that ran between Hollywood and the city. The tram passed right in front of their houses on Prospect Avenue several times a day and often had to stop for the children to remove toys left on the tracks. The kids, in turn, took it upon themselves to keep the tourists on the tram from picking souvenir oranges and lemons off their families’ trees.

Hollywood apparently wasn’t quite bucolic enough for J.W. Every June, he packed up the entire family and embarked on a camping vacation in the rugged Tehachapi Mountains near Bakersfield, a two-and-a-half-day journey by horse and wagon. They pitched their tents in the canyons of Bailey’s Ranch, owned by a longtime buyer of farm wagons from Earl Carriage Works, and spent most of the summer among the bears, bobcats, and mountain lions, living off the supplies they brought with them and whatever game they could shoot and cook, an experience not unlike J.W.’s time as a shanty boy in Michigan. It was almost as if he were making sure his children didn’t come to think of themselves as privileged, even as his growing prosperity assured them they were.

As each of the Earl kids entered their teens, they began working part-time at the shop, where more and more of the work involved automobiles. A scant five years after the curved-dash Oldsmobile wowed attendees at the National Auto Show, the car had gone from a novelty to a necessity in the minds of many Americans. A 1906 article in Harper’s Weekly magazine went so far as to say, “The automobile is essential to comfort and happiness.” From a few thousand at the beginning of the decade, the number of cars on the nation’s streets was heading toward half a million by the end of it. With demand far exceeding supply, they were sold as fast as they came out of the factory, on a cash-only basis with no warranty and no network of dealerships offering customer care. As a result, the nation’s blacksmith and carriage shops became the first responders for auto maintenance and repair.

In 1908, the year that Henry Ford introduced the Model T, J.W. changed the name of his business to Earl Automobile Works. He had no intention of turning it into a mechanics’ garage, however, as evidenced by the disclaimer on the front of the company’s catalog of products and services: “No Motors or Engines Sold or Repaired.” The forty-five-page booklet included a foreword by the proprietor, addressed to “Our Trade.”

“The most successful companies in the world are the ones that take the greatest interest in their goods even after they’ve gone into service,” J.W. wrote. “This book is submitted to you with the assurance that to all the goods hereinafter shown we take pleasure in extending the Earl Guarantee of satisfaction.”

All the goods shown were aimed at improving on the bare-bones vehicles the mass manufacturers were offering their customers and as such they provide a snapshot of the state of the American automobile in 1910.

Few cars came equipped with windshields. Earl’s brass-framed “Adjustable Glass Fronts” sold so well at fifty-five dollars that major manufacturers began ordering them by the thousands.

Most cars rode on wooden-spoke wheels that were similar in appearance to wagon wheels and nearly as fragile. “No one will dispute the fact that the majority of serious accidents are caused by the breaking of the wheels,” according to the booklet, which touted the benefits of sturdier Earl-made wheels in the language of an ex-lumberman: “second-growth hickory, extra select in quality, double seasoned and double dried.”

Factory-installed upholstery often was not colorfast. “You know how aggravating it is to have a light-colored suit spoiled by the color rubbing off the leather and adhering to it?” the catalog asked. The answer was Earl’s Blue Ribbon Leather Dye No. 1. At seventy-five cents a pint, it was “sufficient for a five-passenger car.”

The bulk of the booklet focused on what J.W. hoped would become the company’s main business: designing and building automobile bodies. The mechanical engineering of cars was progressing rapidly—left-side steering wheels had replaced tillers, engines had moved from under the seats to under a hood in the front of the vehicle—but car bodies had not developed much beyond their horseless carriage stage. They still were constructed mostly of wood and bolted onto the chassis as a container for driver and passenger seating but not fully integrated into the whole of the vehicle. The big automakers (Ford, Dodge, Packard) jobbed out their body manufacturing, providing drawings and specifications to established carriage makers such as Brewster & Company in New York and the C. R. Wilson Company in Detroit. Smaller would-be body makers like Earl Automobile Works hoped to attract orders from the mass manufacturers through their custom-design work for well-to-do clients looking to upgrade or personalize their vehicles.

“We have the facilities and men to make any style of body the most critical customer may desire,” said the catalog. “It will be just what you want, not what someone else wants you to buy.”

By all accounts, J.W. was a gifted carrossier, with an eye for elegant detail and clean flowing lines. He was a proponent of the “torpedo” style, which he called the “definite trend in body designing.” He advised his customers that the more streamlined bodies “do away with all external projections, resulting in a refinement and general smoothness that greatly adds to their appearance, accessibility and cleanliness.”

J.W. put his money where his mouth was when it came to his own car. His first was a seven-passenger 1910 Chalmers touring car with a 112-inch wheelbase and a price tag of $2,750 (about the same as a nice house). But he found the large car impractical for commuting to and from work, so he bought a sleek 1911 Mercer roadster for about $2,250. The bright orange two-seater was one of the most eye-catching cars on the streets of Los Angeles, and possibly the fastest. With a 300-cubic-inch engine and detachable fenders, running boards, and lights, it could be turned into a professional racing machine in about twenty minutes. The Mercer County, New Jersey, manufacturer claimed the little car was capable of hitting seventy miles per hour, but J.W. soon learned it could go faster than that, thanks to his son Harley.

As Harley recalled more than half a century later, “My father made a very tough steel which was in demand by race drivers for steering knuckles, and that led to my hanging out around the racetrack in Santa Monica, where the crop of young drivers of that time included Ralph de Palma and Barney Oldfield.”

Harley wanted to try his hand at racing and fortunately he knew just where to find a fast car. According to an oft-told family story, the teenager took the Mercer out one weekend and brought it back with the speedometer stuck at eighty, the highest it registered. When J.W. asked him about it, Harley supposedly shrugged and said he must have hit a bump or something. The following Monday a customer at Earl Automobile Works commented, “Harley sure knows how to drive that Mercer.” When J.W. asked what he meant, the man told him that Harley had driven the car in a 100-mile race that weekend, and had won. Another version of the story had it that J.W. learned of the race and Harley’s victory by reading about it in the newspaper. Words were exchanged between father and son, but Harley continued with his high-speed hobby.

Of all J.W.’s children, Harley was the one most badly bitten by the automobile bug. Art gravitated to the upholstery department at the family business and little Jessie, who wanted to be an artist, would sit for hours in the third-floor paint department watching a master pin-striper named George Bernard practice his painstaking craft. But Harley, like his father, was drawn to designing automobile bodies. His talent for it first became apparent in the summer of 1910.

“Harley was sixteen and I was fourteen,” his brother Art told journalist Michael Lamm in a 1980 interview. “We were up at Bailey’s Ranch, camped in this canyon. It started to rain, and we ended up having a big flood. The whole canyon flooded and it filled up this hollow with clay. Harley and I made little saws out of wood and we went over to the clay, and Harley started designing cars out of clay. . . . He’d pick up a big chunk of clay and would work it down to the sort of car he wanted. I guess we had twenty or thirty of these little cars of different sorts, roadsters and touring cars.”

Another downpour quickly dissolved Harley’s creations, but the idea of modeling automobile bodies from clay stuck in his head, and what he had discovered in that mud puddle in the Tehachapi Mountains would one day have a profound effect on the development of
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