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To
Don Hager
and, as always,
to Tom






It’s so acceptably easy for a woman not to strive too hard, not to be too adventure-crazed, not to take too many risks, not to enjoy sex with full candor…. It isn’t seemly for a woman to have that much zest.

—Diane Ackerman, On Extended Wings





Ah, hell. We had more fun in a week than those weenies had in a lifetime.

—Pancho Barnes
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Prologue

Pancho needed to be persuaded. She was sitting in Walt and June Geisen’s kitchen in Lancaster, California, a desert town two hours northeast of Los Angeles, drinking coffee and considering Walt’s invitation. Pancho had been famous, but that was long ago. She had once owned a thirty-five-room mansion and a sprawling oceanfront estate and a 360-acre desert oasis. She had once owned Cadillacs and racehorses, cabin cruisers and airplanes. But now, in the winter of 1970, she was just an old woman living alone in a one-room shanty with her dozens of Yorkies and Chihuahuas.

When she got tired of her own company, she drove to the local post office or over to the county clerk’s, stood at the counter, and talked to whoever would listen. Lately she’d been driving into Lancaster to stop by Walt and June’s. Two or three times a week she’d show up at their door just before dinner and then act surprised when June asked her to stay for a meal. She was in some ways a pitiful figure, alone and broke and, if not looking for handouts, then certainly looking for company. But it was hard for Walt and June to feel sorry for Pancho, because once she sat down at the table and started talking, she was transformed. She told big, brawling, wonderful stories about the old days, stories about Hollywood before color, before sound, stories about the Air Force before it was the Air Force, about people she had flown with and partied with and gotten drunk with, heroes and generals and millionaires and stars, people Walt and June had only read about. So the Geisens didn’t feel they were doing Pancho a favor by giving her a free meal. They felt she was doing them a favor by sharing her past.

Pancho had known Walt for more than ten years. He was an aviation nut like her, a pilot who flew for fun, hopping in his Cessna on a Saturday morning to fly to Bakersfield for lunch or to just tool around in the big, open sky above the Mojave—bore a hole in it, as he would say to his flying buddies. Walt’s work was with airplanes, too. He was an engineering supervisor at the GE Flight Test Center over at Edwards Air Force Base, just north of Lancaster. That’s how Pancho knew him. Pancho’s only son, Billy, worked under Walt. Over the years, Pancho and Walt had forged a casual friendship built on these not-quite-impromptu dinnertime visits. Pancho had always gotten along well with men and generally tried to tolerate the women they were married to. She actually liked June Geisen, who had raised sons and, perhaps because of that, seemed unperturbed by Pancho’s X-rated jokes, indecorous yarns, and liberal use of four-letter words.

That evening in the Geisens’ kitchen, Walt asked Pancho if she would be the guest speaker at the annual Experimental Aircraft Association banquet coming up next month. The local chapter was a large, enthusiastic group of men who, like Walt, lived and breathed airplanes. Pancho had been a social being to her core. She had, in her time, thrown three-day bacchanals, ridden a horse into a barroom, and hosted the biggest, loudest, wildest party the desert had ever seen.

But when Walt invited her to deliver the banquet speech, she hesitated. She felt suddenly and uncharacteristically shy. She had been out of the spotlight for so long. Who would remember her? she wondered. Who would care about her adventures so many years ago? Who would want to sit and listen? For all the friends she used to have, no one came by her little house up in Boron. All her old cronies, famous and otherwise, had died or moved away or, she figured, forgotten her. She hadn’t been at a public event in close to fifteen years. And what, she wondered, would she wear? She was the least vain of women. Her standard attire ran to mud-caked jeans and old Western shirts. She had not worn a dress for years, never wore makeup, and rarely washed, let alone styled, what was left of her hair. But she knew she couldn’t stand up in front of all those guys, those local pilots and engineers and aircraft industry bigwigs, those men in their suits and ties with their wives in high heels and cultured-pearl necklaces, she couldn’t stand up in front of all of them and not look good.

But Walt succeeded in persuading her to deliver the banquet speech anyway. The thought that she might be, if only for an hour or so, the center of attention again was too appealing to ignore. The next day, she phoned a local woman she knew, and they spent most of the week figuring out what Pancho would wear. She had a theatrical sense of color that ran to eye-popping purple and grass green, oranges and reds and yellows, big colors that announced one’s presence with a shout and a bang, not the kind of colors most seventy-year-old women would wear. Pancho’s friend was amazed when the outfit they came up with actually looked good. It was a wild green and purple paisley print tunic, long-sleeved and high-necked, falling straight and slim over her nonexistent hips. She wore it over a pair of simple black slacks.

Pancho dressed carefully that evening, January 16, 1971. She applied eyeliner and lipstick, amazed that she still knew how. She tried to do something with her wisps of graying hair, but gave up and stuck her favorite wig on her head instead, the big, black, curly one that gave her an abundance of hair but also gave her that odd, surprised look old women have when they wear big, dark wigs. Still, she looked good when she showed up at Walt and June’s house that night.

When they got to the Elks Lodge in Palmdale, they found an overflow crowd, maybe 120 people. Those who couldn’t be accommodated in the banquet room sat or stood in the bar. They had all come to see and hear Pancho Barnes. Many of them had been surprised to read her name on their invitations. They knew her by reputation, of course. Everyone who knew anything about the history of aviation knew about Pancho Barnes. And they knew of her because, even in this place known for its eccentric desert characters, Pancho had loomed larger than life. She had been the talk of the Mojave since the 1930s. But most of the people who showed up that night thought she had died years before.

When the meal was almost over, Ted Tate got up to introduce her. Ted was doing PR for General Dynamics over at the base. Although he had encountered Pancho years ago in her heyday, when he was a young man on the fringes of the fun, he had just recently engineered a friendship with her. He couldn’t get enough of her stories. He was enamored of, almost obsessed with, the romantic life Pancho talked about having lived, a life that it was no longer possible to live. Ted had a smart and beautiful wife and four children, but he had begun to spend all his free time with Pancho. He would go over to her place and take her driving across the desert in his hopped-up T-Bird with the top down. They would sit on corral fences, eat at greasy spoons, and roar around the desert, Ted driving, Pancho talking. He was so full of her stories, so much a fan, that Ted didn’t really know how to introduce her. There was too much to say. Besides, he figured she could say it better than he could. So he made it short:

“Here she is,” he said. “I love her.”

Pancho walked to the podium, smiling in her big black wig and loud paisley tunic. Her face was deeply lined, forty years of desert living etched around the eyes and mouth. She had always been a homely woman, and age did nothing to improve her looks. She looked all of her seventy years, but she also looked healthy and alive, energetic, ready to rumble, as in the old days. She grabbed the sides of the stand and waited for the applause to stop, not wanting it to, of course. She had no idea what she was going to say. She hadn’t prepared a speech. But talking was what she did best, so she trusted herself. When the applause died down, she launched into a story about Frank Clarke and Paul Mantz, legendary Hollywood stunt pilots and rivals. She had flown with both of them. It seemed that Clarke, who had been the dean of the movie pilots until Mantz showed up, had once placed a curse on his rival, putting an evil spell on Mantz’s airplane for good measure. The audience listened intently as Pancho gossiped about these two famous men, about the movies they flew in, the stunts they performed with airplanes that were now certifiable antiques. No one picked up a fork to finish dessert. The story ended with Mantz crashing in his Lockheed and Clarke convinced his curse did the trick. The audience laughed, on cue, and before Pancho had a chance to wonder what she would say next, someone yelled out: “Tell us about the air races, Pancho.”

Pancho smiled. She had a big, wide smile that dimpled her cheeks. Her voice was clear and strong, accentless, as California voices are. The events she talked about were fifty years in the past, but she remembered every date, every stop she made during the first cross-country race ever flown by women. Single-engine biplanes that didn’t go as fast as the cars her audience drove to the Elks Lodge that night. Flying without instruments. Landing on unlit scraped-dirt runways. Pancho had them hanging on every word. Amelia was there, she told the audience, knowing that they would know who Amelia was.

“Tell us about how you got the name Pancho,” someone yelled from the back of the room.

“Tell us about the time you tested the Lockheed,” someone else yelled.

“Tell us about Howard Hughes.”

Pancho couldn’t believe it. These people knew her. They knew her history; they knew her stories. It had been so many years since she had driven in and out of Edwards Air Force Base with her special permit, the guards waving her through, the commanders opening their doors and sitting with her to chat. It had been so many years since her Wednesday night dances had attracted four hundred fun-starved officers and their wives, so long ago that her sprawling desert resort had been the unofficial headquarters for a generation of hotshot pilots and jet jockeys. But these people in the room knew about her. They were shouting out their requests for stories like an audience at a concert calling for their favorite songs.

“Okay, I’ll tell you about Hughes,” Pancho said, launching into a story about the making of Hell’s Angels, Hughes’s 1930 aerial masterpiece, and how a young starlet named Jean Harlow got her break. She told them about how she had flown for Hughes, the only woman in the sky, and how she and Hughes had later squared off, fighting over the services of Frank Clarke, and how Hughes had pulled rank and won, but not without a few concessions forced by her.

“Howard was a great person,” she said deadpan, waiting a beat, a comedian setting up the punch line. “Of course, he was young then, and he hadn’t gotten …” She paused. “Strange.” The audience laughed and clapped. Here was a woman who had hobnobbed with Howard Hughes, and she was standing right in front of them at the Elks Club podium. Pancho looked out into the audience, and she knew then that she had them, just as in the old days. They would listen for as long as she could talk. She could be as outrageous as she wanted to be now.

“Ya know,” she said, leaning forward into the microphone, lowering her voice as if confiding in all 120 people simultaneously, “those stunt pilots were real embarrassed by the name of one of those early movies, Cock of the Air.” She let that sit for a moment. The audience tittered. Those who knew the legend of Pancho knew she had a legendary dirty mouth. “Yeah,” she said, “they wanted to rename it Penis of the Ozone.” For a heartbeat, the room was silent, as the men decided whether they should laugh in front of their wives, and as the women decided whether they should show their husbands they understood the joke. Both concluded in the affirmative, and the crowd erupted into a full thirty seconds of uncontrolled guffaws. Pancho soaked it up, like the desert floor after a cloudburst.

“What else?” she said, when the audience had quieted. “Anyone else have any suggestions? Or are you getting tired of listening to me?”

“No!” “No!” “No!” A half-dozen or more voices yelled from the audience. Then someone called for another story of the old days, and Pancho was launched again, weaving detail and dialogue, inserting a few well-placed profanities, pausing at all the right places, building to a punch line. Again, laughter. Then another request. Then another. After an hour, it was she who tired of the stories, not the audience.

Ted Tate came up to the podium to bring the evening to a close, beaming at Pancho, reaching forward to clasp her hands. He stood next to her and leaned into the microphone, his head almost touching hers. Pancho’s face was flushed. At that moment, she was as happy as she had ever been.

“Let’s give a standing ovation to the first lady of flight,” he said, looking at Pancho, then out into the room. And they did—Walt and June and all the other plane-crazy husbands and wives who worked at Edwards and flew on weekends and loved the desert, as Pancho did, for its vast, cloudless, horizon-to-horizon skies, skies made for flying.


Part One
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High and Mighty






1
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To Whom the Future Belongs

Every Sunday, the old man would take his granddaughter on another adventure. They trekked by mule up the San Gabriel Mountains, cheered in the stands at Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show, sat side by side on a hard bench under the Ringling Brothers big top watching a parade of trained elephants, toured alligator farms and ostrich ranches, visited expositions, horse shows, and amusement parks. The old man was tall and spare, with a strong jaw and chiseled face, still handsome in his late seventies. He had dark, deep-set eyes, a well-tended silver handlebar mustache, and the bearing of a man who knew he was somebody. He was. He was Thaddeus Sobieski Constantine Lowe, Civil War hero, pioneering balloonist, renowned inventor, promoter, and showman, known nationwide as the man who had created the grandest, most astonishing, most popular tourist attraction in turn-of-the-century Southern California.

Holding his hand was his eight-year-old granddaughter Florence, his favorite among many. She was an energetic, excitable girl with a moon face, a short neck, and little legs already muscular from years of horseback riding. She was brash and adventurous, maybe even foolhardy and a bit wild, and he loved her for it. He loved her pluck, her physical bravery, her feistiness. To her mother, Florence was an unruly, undisciplined, and uncivilized child. To her grandfather, she was a kindred spirit.

This Sunday, January 16, 1910, the old man was taking his granddaughter to the first aviation exhibition in America, a ten-day extravaganza, half demonstration, half competition, and all showmanship. Fliers from the United States and abroad had come to Dominguez Field in the rolling hills just north of Long Beach to pit their skills and their fragile, homemade machines against one another. Who could fly the fastest, the highest, stay in the air the longest, carry a passenger and still remain aloft? The machines were delicate, like birds, with fine, light wooden skeletons and skins of linen stretched tight and varnished to stiffness. The aviators were young and daring, their sense of adventure eclipsing their common sense.

Just six winters ago two Midwestern brothers, bicycle makers by trade, had become the first to show that heavier-than-air, motorized flight was even possible. On a beach in North Carolina, flying into a stiff twenty-one-mile-per-hour headwind, Orville, the younger brother, kept their contraption in the air for a thrilling twelve seconds, covering 120 feet. Later that morning, just before gusty winds so damaged the tiny airplane that the brothers had to quit for the day, older brother Wilbur flew for fifty-nine seconds, covering 852 feet. Two years later, in Dayton, Ohio, a much-improved version of the Wright brothers’ machine flew 24½ miles in thirty-eight minutes. Overnight, aviators captured the American imagination. They were hailed as the Wizards of the Air, heroes who were, as a historian of that time wrote, “breaking gravity’s absolute grip on our dreams.”

The old man and his granddaughter sat in the stands set up at the edge of the grassy field watching the aviators compete for fabulous prizes: $3,000 for the fastest ten laps around the field, $1,000 for the man who could fly three laps while carrying a 150-pound passenger. There were biplanes and monoplanes, experimental aircraft made and flown by aviation pioneers like Glenn Curtiss and Lincoln Beechy, men who were not yet famous but soon would be.

There were also airships and balloons on the field, dirigibles of all sizes, the old technology, big, slow, graceful, and quiet, billowing in the wind, next to the new, clumsy, and loud. The old man, Thaddeus Lowe, was there to see both. He had brought with him the design for a new airship, a revolutionary—or crackpot, depending on whom one asked—idea for an enormous passenger balloon that could circle the globe. He called it the Lowe Planet Airship. The design showed a huge gondola with luxury hotel appointments, an elegant dining salon, and an observation deck. The old man imagined entertaining passengers with in-flight magic-lantern shows. He was about to apply for a patent.

But it was clear to him that Sunday to whom the future belonged. He looked out at the field, at Glenn Curtiss circling the air in his Curtiss biplane. Then he looked down at eight-year-old Florence by his side. Her face was uplifted. Her eyes were riveted to the sky.

“Everyone will be flying airplanes when you grow up,” he told her. “You’ll be a flier, too.”

She believed him. Grandpa Lowe knew everything. When she grew up, she wanted to be just like him.

[image: ]

Thaddeus Lowe was born on a modest farm in 1832 in Jefferson Mills, New Hampshire. Although apprenticed out to a Boston bootmaker to learn a useful trade, he was, as a boy, fascinated by science, not shoemaking. Soon after arriving in Boston, he conducted his first experiment in aviation by placing a tomcat in a wire cage suspended from a huge kite he had constructed. The cat, airborne for an hour, lived to tell the tale.

Lowe stayed as an apprentice out of duty to his parents. But as soon as his time was up, he set himself on another path entirely, hiring on as a laboratory assistant to a traveling chemistry show. The show was part vaudeville, part rudimentary science, with Lowe standing behind a table stocked with bottles of colored liquids that he combined to dramatic effect. It was during one of his chemistry shows in New York that the young man, who now styled himself a “Professor of Chemistry,” looked out into the audience and into the eyes of Leontine A. Gachon, the smart, cultured, adventurous nineteen-year-old daughter of Parisian expatriates. One week later, on February 14, 1855, the two were married. For the next decade, while Leontine was busy birthing and mothering the first seven of the ten children the couple eventually would have, Thaddeus took to the skies.

He made his first balloon ascent, rising to two hundred feet, in 1857. He loved ballooning for the sheer adventure of it, the thrill of being airborne, the quiet drama of floating across a vast landscape, seeing vistas no man had ever seen before, the skill and sangfroid needed to navigate the thing and bring it back safely to earth. But ballooning also appealed to his scientific side. He studied air masses and wind currents, concerned himself with complex questions of engineering and gas technology, plotted lengthy journeys, drew up plans for enormous airships. Within two years, using funds from the chemistry show, he had completed work on an airship five times bigger than any previous balloon. He was convinced he could cross the Atlantic in it, but on his first two attempts, one from New York, the other from Philadelphia, it never got off the ground.

Out of personal funds but undeterred, Thaddeus turned to individual investors, persuading them of the “mercantile and pecuniary benefits” of a transatlantic crossing. Their money funded his next attempt, an ascent from Cincinnati bound for Philadelphia to test the existence of the upper air currents Thaddeus believed would whisk his ship across the ocean. Eight hours and 350 miles later, blown off course by prevailing southerly winds, he landed in a field outside Unionville, South Carolina, where the excitable local residents proclaimed him “an inhabitant of some ethereal or infernal region.” One man suggested that he should be “shot on the spot where he had dropped from the skies.” This turned out to be the least of Thaddeus’s troubles.

The Professor, a Yankee, had set down his balloon deep in the heart of Dixie only days after the firing on Fort Sumter, and the shotgun-toting natives accused him of being a Union spy. Thaddeus mollified them slightly by producing from his pocket a clipping from the Cincinnati newspaper that announced his flight. Then he left, hastily and on foot. He may not have planned to be on a mission for the Union, but immediately upon returning to Cincinnati, he justified the suspicions of the Southerners he had encountered by telegraphing President Lincoln with information gained on his trek through Dixie. It was from Thaddeus Lowe that Abraham Lincoln first learned of the Tennessee legislature’s vote for secession.

The war put his personal ballooning plans on hold, but it also presented tremendous opportunities. Thaddeus rushed to Washington, D.C., to convince Army officials of the importance of ballooning to the war effort. When talk got him nowhere, he ascended in his balloon from the lawn outside the Smithsonian, and on a clear June day in 1861, high above the capital, he sent the President the first telegraphed dispatch from an aerial station. He could see for fifty miles, he told Lincoln, tapping out the message in Morse code from the basket suspended from his balloon, the wire dangling beneath him a thousand feet: THE CITY WITH ITS GIRDLE OF ENCAMPMENTS PRESENTS A SUPERB SCENE. Soon thereafter, the Secretary of War engaged his services.

During the next two years, Thaddeus and his team of fifty men and five balloons made more than three thousand ascents, tracking troop movements, reporting on Confederate positions, and filing reconnaissance reports in the Yorktown and Williamsburg campaigns and at the battles of Fair Oaks, Chancellorsville, Mechanicsville, and Chickahominy. Ballooning was such an uncommon activity that Thaddeus attracted the fire of Union troops as well as Confederates, becoming known as “the most shot at man in the war.” Unfazed, he lined his observation basket with sheet metal and went back to work.

He was the first person to telegraph a dispatch directly from a balloon to field headquarters, the first person to take aerial photographs, and the pioneer of aerial mapmaking. He and his men were credited with saving the Union Army on two occasions. Operating independently of the military, with no rank or position, dressed not in Union blue but in the high silk hat and black frock coat that were the upper-class costume of the day, Thaddeus Lowe was, as his granddaughter Florence later so proudly claimed, the father of the United States Air Force.

After the war, the large and still expanding Lowe family settled in Norristown, Pennsylvania, where Thaddeus proceeded to make a fortune with his inventions and patents, including the first practical means of making ice, and a refrigeration unit used in steamships and railway cars for the transportation of perishables. He also invented a process for manufacturing artificial gas and crisscrossed the country selling gas plants to cities with no natural gas. That is how, in 1886, he found himself in the West, in the quiet agricultural village of Pasadena, which, like the rest of Southern California, was teetering on the edge of the biggest land boom in American history.

Moneyed Easterners were just discovering the pleasures of Pasadena, particularly during the warm winter months, and a number of elegant resort hotels were under construction. But the year that Thaddeus Lowe came west to sell the city an artificial-gas plant, the main avenues were still dusty dirt streets that wound their way through lush orange groves. Hundreds of acres of vineyards and apple and orange orchards thrived in the fertile soil. The open plains that swept north to the feet of the San Gabriel Mountains were copper and gold with poppies, dotted with baby blue-eyes, buttercups, and wild mustard. The six-thousand-foot San Gabriels, with their soft folds and crenulations, their muted, ever-changing colors, the palest of greens, tawny brown, dusky purple, were a dramatic backdrop for the emerging town. “If there be an Elysium on earth,” wrote a visitor from the East when she saw Pasadena for the first time, “it is this, it is this.”

Thaddeus Lowe thought so, too. In 1888 he brought his family west and, soon thereafter, commissioned the construction of a 24,000-square-foot mansion on South Orange Grove Avenue. It was a broad, quiet, majestic street on a gentle rise above the thriving center of town. Fast becoming known as Millionaires’ Row, it was the showplace of Southern California, with more than a hundred millionaires living on neighboring ten-acre estates, one mansion more impressive than the next. Here lived the Libbys of Libby, McNeil & Libby, the Warners of Borg-Warner, the Merritts of U.S. Steel, the Wrigleys of chewing gum fame, the beer tycoon Adolphus Busch, the Cravens of Liggett-Myers Tobacco, the Harknesses of Standard Oil—and the Thaddeus Lowes.

The Lowes’ was one of the earlier mansions on the street, a massive three-story home with bay windows, porticoes and wide wraparound porches, an enormous basement museum to house Leontine’s collection of African baskets, and a five-story circular tower to serve as Professor Lowe’s private astronomical observatory. The Pasadena Star called it “the finest residence in the state.” The Lowes moved in and quickly became social leaders and lavish entertainers.

Other wealthy men in their fifties came west to retire. Thaddeus founded the Pacific-Lowe Gas and Electric Company, the Citizens Ice Company, and the Citizens Bank of Los Angeles. He dabbled in real estate. He bought and resuscitated Pasadena’s failing Opera House. Then, in the winter of 1891 he began the most ambitious, creative, and, some thought, crazy engineering project Southern California had ever seen: a narrow-gauge railroad winding along the spine of the San Gabriels that would offer travelers breathtaking vistas, the kind of views one could not get otherwise—except by ascending in a balloon.

From the beginning, the scheme presented almost insurmountable challenges, and that’s what appealed to Thaddeus most. Dozens of canyons and gorges had to be spanned by bridges. The slopes of the San Gabriels were so steep that the grading had to be done by hand, with supplies packed in by mule. One slope was so precipitous, rising at a sixty-degree angle, that no ordinary railway could mount it. Thaddeus hired the man who had designed the San Francisco cable car system to create a special conveyance.

On July 4, 1893, Professor Lowe’s railroad officially opened for business. The Incline Cable Car, decked with flowers, palm fronds, and red, white, and blue bunting, glided noiselessly up a 1,500-foot incline as a band played “Nearer My God to Thee” and thousands of spectators in straw boaters cheered and waved pennants. At the bottom of the incline, Thaddeus had built an expansive three-story hostelry with a dining room that could seat eighty and a public hall for dances and concerts. Outside the hotel and its attached outdoor pavilion, more than a thousand steps linked wooden walkways that traversed streams, skirted waterfalls, and hugged boulders down the side of Rubio Canyon.

At the top of the incline, on Echo Mountain, Thaddeus was busy constructing an even more impressive resort that would feature a four-story, seventy-room grand hotel with its own bowling alley, billiards room, and barbershop. There would be two ornamental fountains, a casino, a dance hall, a zoo, and a metal-domed observatory. The Los Angeles Times reported an opening day crowd of as many as six thousand, adding, “The financial success of the undertaking is assured.”

A month later, Pasadena officials proclaimed the first-ever civic holiday, Lowe Day. One illustrious speaker after another touted the railroad as the engineering feat of the century and Thaddeus Lowe as the man of the hour. One speaker hailed Thaddeus as a greater genius than Ben Franklin. Another called the project “so unique in its general character … so bold in its conception … [that] it … annihilates space and defies the laws of gravitation as to literally bring the mountains to our door.”

Still, Professor Lowe set his sights higher. Beyond Echo Mountain was a peak just recently renamed Mount Lowe in his honor. His railroad must go there. Thaddeus had thus far funded the entire project from his own fortune and the private investments of friends. But the Mount Lowe section of the track proved to be exorbitantly expensive. He tried to sell construction bonds to fund it, but by the end of 1894, the Panic of 1893 had finally hit California, and he had so few takers that he began liquidating his own businesses to meet the financial obligations of the railroad. He sold off his real estate. He mortgaged the Pasadena Opera House. He mortgaged his South Orange Grove Avenue mansion. Two years later, more than a half million dollars in debt and paying ruinous interest rates of 10½ percent, he lost the family’s home. Soon he was defaulting on the interest payments, and in 1899, six years after the lavish grand opening of Mount Lowe Railroad, he lost it all.
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In 1895, while Thaddeus Lowe was still in control of his empire, his favorite son, the seventh of his and Leontine’s children, married Florence Mae Dobbins. Thad Junior was nominally involved in his father’s business ventures but seemed mostly to lead a Teddy Roosevelt–inspired life as a sportsman and outdoor adventurer. He bred horses and rode superbly. He hunted. Florence Mae was thick-necked and plain-faced, the daughter of another wealthy family who, like the Lowes, had come west, also from Philadelphia, the decade before. Her father, Richard J. Dobbins, was a noted architect, the designer of the official buildings of the 1876 Centennial, a wealthy Philadelphian who invested his fortune wisely and conservatively. His wife, Caroline, was a shrewd, straitlaced Episcopalian who ran the family with an iron hand. They and their entourage of servants came west by private railroad car and built a mansion near the Lowes’.

For Thad Junior and his family, the match with Florence Mae was a fine one. The Lowes were marrying into more than money. They were marrying into old money and Daughters of the American Revolution–Main Line Philadelphia respectability. But the Dobbinses had some doubts. Although Professor Lowe was, at the time of the betrothal, arguably the leading citizen of Pasadena and still a man of great wealth, Caroline and Richard considered him “more or less a promoter.” He was nouveau riche and, besides, had made his money too publicly and with too much fanfare. Richard Dobbins might have voiced stronger objections, but he was quite ill and died before the marriage.

Whatever her doubts, Caroline not only sanctioned the union but also gave the couple a two-story house in neighboring San Marino as a wedding gift. The young couple’s first child, William Emmert, born a year later, was an aristocratic-looking boy with fine, delicate features and a frail constitution. Thad Junior had wanted a rough-and-tumble son who would ride and hunt with him, but young William was taken over by his mother and maternal grandmother, protected from the rigors of childhood, given piano and violin lessons, and educated by private tutors.

The son Thad Junior wanted was finally born five years later, on July 22, 1901. But it wasn’t a male child. It was a sturdy, energetic, athletically inclined daughter. Named Florence Leontine after her mother and paternal grandmother, she inherited her broad shoulders, short, thick neck, and overly round face from the Dobbins side. From the Lowes she got her brashness, her sense of adventure, and her theatricality. From the beginning, Thad Junior and his father, old Professor Lowe, treated her like a boy.

The years after little Florence’s birth were hard ones for the old man. He had lost his railroad. He had lost his mansion on South Orange Grove Avenue. Although he had not given up—he continued to work on wild, visionary ideas like the Lowe Planet Airship and an aerial, peak-to-peak tramway in the mountains—he was now in his mid-seventies, and there was little hope, given his past financial problems, of raising funds for a major project. But here was little Florence, fearless, with the fierce energy and insatiable curiosity of the young. She was his antidote to old age and disappointment. He loved to spend time with her, and she, in turn, idolized him. They were inseparable for the first ten years of her life.

But in the fall of 1911, while visiting one of his daughters in Norristown, Pennsylvania, Thaddeus Lowe fell and broke his hip when crossing the railroad tracks. (The irony was lost on his family.) The fracture refused to mend; he was bedridden in his daughter’s home and too weak to return to California when he received another blow: the news of Leontine’s death in May 1912. His condition worsened, although he was finally transported back to Pasadena later that year. Then, on January 16, 1913, at the age of eighty, old Professor Lowe died. Florence was then eleven and a half, old enough to understand the hole her grandfather’s death would leave in her life.

Twenty years before, Thaddeus had been one of the richest men in one of the richest towns in America. When he died, his entire estate consisted of four Civil War medals, a sword and scabbard, a pistol, a watch, two gold-headed canes, and a single share of stock in the Pasadena Land and Water Company. The estate’s total value was $299. After the funeral costs, his children were left with a $700 debt.

The legacy he left his favorite granddaughter, Florence, was not money but rather a way of living in the world. He was a man of bold vision, with a flair for the dramatic, who did not know, or chose to ignore, when enough was enough. He was a man inspired by challenges that dissuaded others and should have dissuaded him. He was, as a California historian once wrote, “supremely interested in doing the things that everybody said could not be done.” He was a true showman, from his days as a touring, crowd-pleasing Professor of Chemistry to his years of elaborate business ventures and lavish living. He put on a great show at great expense.

Thaddeus Sobieski Constantine Lowe was that most American of characters: both a self-made and a self-unmade man. His granddaughter would follow in his footsteps.
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An Overexuberance of Spirit

Old Professor Lowe may have outrun his fortune by the time little Florence was born, but Thad Junior had grown up on Millionaires’ Row, in a world of liveried servants and lavish parties. In his twenties and early thirties, he had managed a business that sold his father’s patented odorless Lowe Heaters from a retail outlet in Pasadena’s Opera House. He had been part of the excitement of Mount Lowe Railroad and its many development schemes. Those businesses were gone, leaving Thad with neither occupation nor livelihood. But he did have a wealthy wife, and, courtesy of the Dobbins money, he was able to continue living the life of landed gentry. He raised Thoroughbreds and harness horses on the estate grounds and bred bantams for cockfighting. He went deer hunting up in the Sierras and fishing in the wild mountain rivers. On farmland in Cherry Valley, east of Los Angeles, he raised registered dairy cows and experimented with cheese making, bred goats and chickens, and conducted amateur horticultural research. He and his wife, Florence Mae, were pillars of Pasadena society. He was a member of the building committee that erected the impressive new St. James Episcopal Church. She was the founder of the St. James Women’s Guild.

Their new home reflected their place in the Southern California aristocracy. Caroline Dobbins had at first built her daughter and son-in-law a modest house in San Marino, an enclave of large estates bordering the city of Pasadena. Eight years later, when little Florence was two, Caroline replaced that home with a three-story, thirty-five-room mansion more befitting her daughter’s station. The new place featured eighteen-foot ceilings, English wood paneling, hand-carved moldings, and a massive crystal chandelier. A harpsichord chime called the family to meals. Upstairs, the baths were marble and the spigots were silver. Outside, a spacious patio surrounded a circular pool dotted with water lilies. The estate had tennis courts, stables, and a three-quarter-mile exercise riding ring.

It was here, on South Garfield Avenue in San Marino, that Florence lived her Gilded Age childhood. The family took their breakfast in the breakfast room, their lunch in the luncheon room, and their dinner in the formal dining salon, butlers standing by their elbows to serve from sterling silver platters. Surrounded by a battalion of servants who kept the house and the estate running smoothly, Florence never had to pick up after herself. She never had to draw her own bath or brush her own hair. Instead, she was coddled by maids and doted on by her father and grandfather. She got what she wanted when she wanted it.

When she was three, her father bought her a pony. By the time she was four, she was a competent rider. For her fifth birthday, Thad presented her with a Thoroughbred. That year she won the first of her many equestrian trophies, competing at the first annual Pasadena Horse Show. Her father taught her to handle harness horses. He hired an instructor from Anaheim to teach her how to ride five-gaited horses, another instructor for reined and hackamore horses, and a third for jumping horses. Florence could ride on her parents’ estate as well as on Grandmother Dobbins’s land, where there was also a stable of fine horses and trails ran up the hills and down the arroyo.

It was in many ways the kind of life little girls dream of, a pampered, carefree, storybook girlhood. But not far beneath the surface, there were problems. While the old Professor took her on junkets every weekend, and her father enthusiastically oversaw her education on horseback and encouraged her love of animals, Florence got scant attention from her mother and Grandmother Dobbins. They were busy tending to and hovering over her older brother, William Emmert, who battled illness all through his childhood, finally succumbing to leukemia when Florence was twelve. Even when the women weren’t consumed with caring for William, they spent little time with Florence. She was a mystery to them, a little girl who had no interest in being a little girl, a little girl who would rather wear muddy riding clothes than beautiful frocks, who would rather go fishing with her father than learn embroidery from her mother.

Florence wanted her mother’s attention, as all children want their mother’s attention, but as a little girl, she didn’t know how to get it. She couldn’t compete with her brother—that, she realized early on—but she also couldn’t seem to find any place in her mother’s heart. What she was good at, what she loved, the kind of girl she was, either by genetic predisposition or by encouragement, her mother didn’t understand or even like. Florence felt the distance and the disapproval, and she mirrored it. The life she saw her mother and grandmother leading was so much less interesting than the life her father and grandfather led. Why would she want to be like the women, fussing with their clothes, arranging dinner parties, sitting quietly to drink tea, overseeing servants, when she could be riding and fishing, running through the hills, rolling in the grass with her dogs? Florence rejected her mother’s life even as she sought her mother’s love. The two, mother and daughter, had little to bind them but this, their mutual rejection, and their silent longing for each other’s respect. Florence grew up a rough-and-tumble child ignored by her mother and encouraged, then indulged, and finally spoiled by the men in the family, who could not set limits for her, or did not know how to.

In a time and place where beauty mattered, she was also not a pretty girl. The upper-class world she was born into valued sweet-tempered young ladies with alabaster skin, delicate features, elaborate upswept hairdos, and wasp waists. Florence had none of these. She was swarthy and rugged, with skin that tanned to bronze and straight, almost black hair that she wore short and slicked back. Like her mother, she had a big nose, fleshy cheeks, and a short, thick neck. “Poor Florence,” her cousins would say behind her back, “she has that neck.” She had the broad-shouldered, slim-hipped body of a boy. She looked good in jodhpurs and odd in a dress.

As she grew older, Florence saw herself as she was. She was a smart girl, smart enough to know that society gave a homely girl only two choices: She could retreat into herself, shoulders hunched, eyes downcast, taking up as little room and making as little noise as possible, a walking apology for her lack of conventional beauty, timid, grateful for any attention others might give her. Or, with apologies to no one, she could come out swinging. Early on, she made her choice.

She grew up tracking mud and manure across the imported carpets and through the elegant rooms of the family mansion, terrorizing the servants who attempted to rein her in. From the stableboys, she learned to spit and curse. She grabbed any opportunity to defy convention. At a horse show in Sacramento, she took an instant dislike to one of the other girls, the daughter of the governor of California, a young lady too prim and proper for Florence’s tastes. They were both to compete in a jumping event the following day, Florence astride a stallion named Dream of Love, the governor’s daughter riding a mare called Lover’s Dream. At midnight that night, Florence, naked except for her fancy English riding boots, mounted her horse. She roared through the stables and around the arena, yelling, “Oh Lover’s Dream, slow down, slow down!” Everyone who heard her—and she made sure everyone heard her—thought she was the governor’s daughter. Immensely pleased with herself, she put the horse away and enjoyed the rest of the competition.

At age eight, after being tutored at home for a few years, Florence started school. At Pasadena Elementary, a public school across the street from the California Institute of Technology, she fit in well with her classmates. She was the only girl among twenty-three boys. She tried to outrun and outshout them in the fields, spitting, cursing, roughhousing, and initiating or joining in their pranks. The rougher the game, the better she liked it. She was popular with the boys, the center of attention. Her behavior became so outrageous that even her mother, who generally ignored her, and her father, who indulged her, realized that something must be done. But they didn’t know how, or didn’t care, to do it themselves.

In a large, pretty house on a tree-lined street just off Orange Grove Avenue, Miss Mary L. Ranney had just opened a private girls’ school with twenty-one pupils, all daughters of Pasadena high society. The parents of the first pupils wanted their daughters to get a basic education before they were sent off to finishing school. Miss Ranney, a forward-thinking English major from the University of Chicago, had other ideas. She wanted the girls to go on to college. At Miss Ranney’s, soon to be known as Westridge School for Girls, the pupils dressed in uniforms of white middy blouses and long dark skirts. They studied French verbs on the front porch and read history on the stair landing.

Very little of this interested Florence, but she buckled down during her first year, eighth grade, and maintained a B average. The next year, her grades fell to D’s and F’s, and she started getting into more and more trouble, along with her cousins Dean and Carolyn Banks, whose estate bordered the Lowes’. The three secreted themselves in the basement of the mansion or out in the stables, experimenting with smoking and drinking and managing to get into whatever mischief they could. Thad and Florence Mae could have paid attention to what their daughter was doing. They could have confronted her. They could have established rules and made an effort to enforce them. Instead, they transferred her to a stricter school, a Catholic boarding school, hoping the more confining atmosphere would keep her in check.

Ramona Convent, run by the Sisters of the Holy Name, was set high on a hill in neighboring Alhambra. It had been started when a wealthy local family with a misbehaving daughter couldn’t find a nearby Catholic school. Rather than send the girl far away, they donated land to the church and helped establish the convent. Not every Ramona student was there because her family believed she needed a firm hand, but many were.

The school served 150 boarders, mostly the daughters of wealthy local families, but the nuns also took a number of day students. They created a strict environment and expected the convent girls to look and act like Victorian ladies. Students wore white uniforms with high-collared, puffed-sleeved blouses and floor-length skirts. The nuns gave lessons in courtesy, deportment, and manners. Merits and demerits were carefully recorded on each student’s report card. Good behavior earned a student a ribbon of merit or a pin of recognition. If the reward system didn’t work, parents were called in. If a girl didn’t start behaving quickly, she was asked to leave.

The nuns maintained high academic standards as well, teaching English, math, history, and foreign languages in addition to religion. To cultivate the finer instincts, there were piano lessons, choral practice, and instruction on the hand painting of china.

Florence became a Ramona boarder for the 1916 and 1917 school years; Carolyn Banks was also enrolled. Florence was not an eager student. In a photograph taken of her class, the young ladies sit primly facing forward, their hair prettied with bonnets and bows, their eyes looking into the camera, at once demure and expectant, their hands clasped on their laps. Florence sits at an angle. One of her arms is flung over a porch railing. Her dark hair is slicked back straight from her brow. She casts a sidelong glance at the camera, her lips curled in a small, wry smile.

During her second year at Ramona Convent, she ran away on horseback to Tijuana. She loved excitement. She loved making waves, loved knowing that her school friends were talking about her, whispering about her behavior, as envious as they were scandalized. She also knew she had grabbed her parents’ attention in a big way. This was bolder than flunking classes, bigger than sneaking cigarettes with her cousins. She waited for the reaction from her distant mother and her overindulgent father. She must have been disappointed when all they did was find another school for her, enrolling her as a full-time boarder.

Bishop School in La Jolla, Florence’s fourth school in eight years, was run by the Episcopal church. The girls lived two to a room on the second floor of a long concrete building. In warm weather, they slept on cots set side by side on an awning-shaded porch. The accommodations were far more rustic than Florence was used to, but it was the social rituals of her new home that she found the hardest to accept. There was hymn singing in the living room after dinner, Sunday tea in the parlor, white-glove dress-up luncheons in the village, and chaperoned visits to the cove for discreet bathing. There were little crustless sandwiches eaten at proper picnics, the girls shading their faces from the sun with bonnets and umbrellas. There was the election of the May Queen, with prancing around a beribboned pole.

Florence was assigned to room with Ursula Greenshaw, two years her senior, a superior student whom the headmistress had handpicked to help set an example for girls who, like Florence, found it difficult to comply with the rules and standards of Bishop School. Greenshaw, who went on to graduate from Vassar and then earn a medical degree, tried her best to be a suitable role model, but Florence was Florence; Ursula could only look on with a mixture of disapproval and detached amusement. Living with Florence for two years was an education.

Having grown up in an Episcopalian household, with her grandmother Dobbins, her mother, and her father all pillars of the church, Florence had little trouble with the religious reverence required by the school. It was everything else she rebelled against—all social conventions, and especially all attempts to encourage femininity. During one visit, Florence’s mother brought her a box of delicate, hand-sewn lingerie imported from France. Florence saw it not as a thoughtful gift, which it may or may not have been, but rather as another rejection of who she was, a frilly symbol of her mother’s dissatisfaction. She waited until her mother left the room, then kicked the box and sent it flying. Sometime later, when she was looking for a rag to polish her riding boots, she rummaged around for the box, grabbed the lingerie, and used that.

Florence loved pranks, the bigger, the more
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