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Introduction

As far as the record is concerned, John D. Hertz and Morris Markin never once stood in the same room. Hertz—tall, bespectacled, and affable—would go on to become a household name for an almost incidental transportation innovation he pioneered: the rental car. Markin—heavy-browed, balding, and enigmatic—preferred to keep a lower profile. In the 1920s, both men stood at the dawn of an industry that still plays an important role in modern city life to this day: taxis. Each man ran a successful business in the taxi industry, businesses which, for much of the 1920s, happened to be in direct competition with each other. In those days, like today, there was a lot of money to be made by besting the competition. These business rivals would leave a deep and lasting impression on the taxi industry for decades to come, not just in Chicago, but throughout the United States.

Yet as far as we know today, Hertz and Markin never shared a podium at a business conference. They never sat together for an interview with an assistant state’s attorney in preparation for a grand jury hearing. And even when the companies they founded decided to sue one another, they preferred to send their attorneys to do their negotiating for them. When Hertz suspected Markin of attempting to tank the stock value of Hertz’s company on the New York Stock Exchange, he does not appear to have demanded an audience with his rival. When cabs were destroyed, and drivers murdered, and taxi garages bombed, and even when some of the top leaders of the taxi industry ended up dead in a series of events that ranged from unusual accidents to outright murder, neither man appears to have sought an appointment with the other in an attempt to get to the bottom of the violence.

Despite this practiced distance, Markin and Hertz remained the leaders of two of the biggest and most influential companies in the Chicago taxi industry during the Roaring Twenties, that era of bootleg bathtub gin and scantily clad flappers, of jazz cabarets and audacious political corruption, of well-dressed gangsters with their Tommy guns, of a building boom that sent architecture soaring to scrape the sky. Chicago in the 1920s had it all, or was in the process of building it. And whenever possible, the city wanted to hold world records: By the end of the 1920s, Chicago boasted the largest fountain (Buckingham Fountain, constructed in 1927), the world’s largest hotel (the Stevens Hotel, also completed in 1927), and was in the process of building the world’s largest single building (Merchandise Mart, opened in 1930). Chicago did nothing by degrees; like a racehorse, it ran full out in every aspect of urban living. As the “hog butcher for the world,” its stockyards drew as many as five hundred thousand visitors every year. Its politicians were known around the country for their big personalities and their brazen corruption. Even its murderers and organized criminals became international celebrities. Chicago in the 1920s “stood at the peak of its economic power and influence,” according to one modern historian. A New York critic, writing of Chicago in 1930, described it as the “extrovert of cities” and marveled at its confidence: “never embarrassed, never apologizes, never blushes.”

There was so much to see and do, and suddenly there was a new way to get there. Around the country, but especially in Chicago during this time, taxis were an exciting new phenomenon, and a taxi ride around the city was suddenly an everyday luxury available to the average person. People took taxis to work, to the theater and to dinner, to go dancing in ballrooms, to brave the thrill rides at amusement parks, to visit friends, to meet trains, to go shopping, to watch ballgames, to check out library books, to visit museums, to listen to jazz music . . . or sometimes just to see the sparkling city from the window of a moving automobile. Gone were the days of the staid and slow horse-drawn hansom cabs: Automobiles were thrilling and modern, and although the average person couldn’t quite afford to buy a car, the taxi industry allowed everyone in the city to experience a taste of the good life. All they had to do was throw out their hand at a street corner, or telephone a request to the main garage, and they could have their own, personal, on-demand automobile at any time.

Hertz, the cofounder and president of Chicago’s Yellow Cab Company, and Markin, the founder and president of the Checker Cab Mfg. Co., had an outsized influence on this taxi landscape in Chicago. They were visionaries in a burgeoning industry. They were business rivals in an era of nearly unlimited growth and unprecedented wealth. They were extremely ambitious men. They had other things in common too. They were both Jewish immigrants to America, born thirteen years apart—Markin in Russia and Hertz in a village in Slovakia, then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. They both started on unrelated career paths before falling into the automobile industry, almost by accident. They both went on to enormous success. And through their respective companies, they both provided unparalleled employment opportunities for Jews, Black people, women, and other marginalized groups thanks to their progressive ideas about employment, and their egalitarian views about who had the right to pursue the “American dream.”

But at the same time that these two men held the majority of the Chicago taxi industry in their palms, there was a dark side to the business as well. As taxis became more and more popular beginning in the late 1910s, taxi drivers started skirmishing over things like union membership, cab fares, and turf protocols. By the dawn of Prohibition in 1920, these smaller battles had erupted into organized acts of business-related terrorism and deadly violence that often took place in full view of the public, and killed innocent bystanders on more than one occasion. The vast amounts of money being made by the cab companies in the 1920s attracted gangsters who sensed an opportunity to line their pockets through graft, embezzlement, and extortion. And so, these gangsters muscled their way into the industry as well. The many incidents that erupted along the way became known in the newspapers as the “Taxi Wars,” and they spanned a period of more than a decade, from 1916 to around 1929.

All told, the Taxi Wars involved everything from sophomoric pranks to cold-blooded murder, from domestic terrorism and mass shootings to extortion, voter intimidation, bribery, jury tampering, and securities fraud. The body count was truly stunning. And yet even at the time, the story was eclipsed by other crime happening in the city during the Prohibition era. Over the years, the Taxi Wars were nearly forgotten, so that when the industry began to shift again in the early twenty-first century with the introduction of ride-hailing companies, no one even remembered how some of the longstanding taxi regulations had come to exist in the first place.

At its core, the story of the Taxi Wars is a story of two men—Hertz and Markin—and the companies they founded, vying for dominance in the market. At Yellow Cab, Hertz adopted a public-facing approach, often communicating directly with the taxi-hailing masses. At Checker, the always-secretive Markin preferred to operate through trusted proxies and associates, and rarely made public statements. But his influence was always there—steering the actions, steering the response. These two rivals knew that only one of them could win the ultimate Taxi War—the battle for corporate dominance in this lucrative new industry. By the early 1930s, one of these men would obtain control of more than 85 percent of the taxis on the streets of Chicago and be well on his way to dominance in New York, Cleveland, Minneapolis, and Pittsburgh as well. The other would be out of the business entirely. This is their story.

It is also the story of the thousands of drivers, mechanics, factory employees, washers, instructors, agents, supervisors, starters, dispatchers, operators, inspectors, stenographers, and bookkeepers, all of whom gave untold hours of tireless work to expand the cab industry in Chicago in these early days. Some of them were forced to give their lives as well. But before that, in the beginning, there was just a foggy day in downtown Chicago, and a few dozen yellow cars emerging from the mist, ready to pick up their very first fares.
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Get Your Motor Runnin’,  1908–1920










Chapter 1


Whistle for a Ride

From Luxury Auto Livery to Taxis for Everyone (1908–1915)

Just before 5:00 p.m. on Monday, August 2, 1915, nineteen-year-old aviatrix sensation Katherine Stinson climbed alone into her signature Stinson-Partridge tractor airplane in Chicago’s Grant Park. At a petite 5'2" and about one hundred pounds, Stinson defied the public’s stereotype of a pilot. Aviation was such a new phenomenon that she was only the fourth woman in the United States to receive a pilot’s license. (Amelia Earhart would be the sixteenth American woman to earn her license, in 1921.) Bucking traditional gender expectations, instead of a skirt, Stinson wore a sealskin suit with bloomers, as well as knee-high leather boots and a round hat suggestive of what later became known as an aviator’s cap. Starting her engine, Stinson bounced along the ground until she lifted the plane into the air, “defying gusts of wind and low-hanging clouds and banks of fog,” according to the Chicago Tribune. The previous month, Stinson had perfected a loop-de-loop at Chicago’s Cicero Flying Field, the first woman to do so. Although the weather on Monday did not permit her to attempt the trick, she promised to return to Grant Park later in the week to try again.

In the park below, thousands of people watched her twelve-minute flight through the air from their decidedly pedestrian vantage points. It was the first day of Market Week, a convention for retail shop owners and buyers around the Midwest, sponsored by the Chicago Association of Commerce. Market Week provided an opportunity for store buyers to see the latest offerings from Chicago’s retailers, wholesalers, and manufacturers, and to decide what they might want to stock in their stores in the coming year. Already hundreds of visitors had arrived in town—many buyers brought their wives and families for a trip to the city. Market Week planners expected almost one hundred thousand attendees before the end of the week.

The city was still recovering from tragedy. Just nine days earlier, a passenger steamship called the Eastland had capsized at its mooring in the Chicago River, trapping many of the passengers underwater and throwing many more into the busy, filthy waterway. In total, 844 people were killed in the disaster, the deadliest maritime incident in American history. As the crowds watched Stinson take to the air, crews were still working to recover bodies from the wrecked steamer. Just the day before, three new victims—two eighteen-year-old women and a twenty-two-year-old man—had been hauled out of the river. Every day, the newspapers carried information about the latest Eastland victims to be identified and the various relief funds established to help support the grieving families.

The Market Week attendees in Chicago that Monday may not have realized it, but they were also present for another historic moment in Chicago. At 5:00 p.m., just as Stinson was taking to the air over Grant Park, the first forty-five Yellow Cabs appeared for business on the streets of the Loop. Marked by their distinctive yellow paint and the new Yellow Cab logo on the door, these identical vehicles boasted an enclosed cab that could seat four passengers, two facing forward and two facing backward, while accommodating packages or hand luggage in the open area beside the driver. The cars were designed to be both tough and lightweight, to improve fuel efficiency and reduce operating costs, and their debut represented a new approach to taxi operation in the city of Chicago. As Yellow Cab boasted in its ads, the company would operate on a “European system”: “The Yellow Cab will be picked up on the street and by telephone. There will be no charge accounts associated with them,” the ad explained.

The new service was the brainchild of two men, partners in an already successful automobile livery business: Walden W. Shaw and John D. Hertz. They were the president and vice president, respectively, of Walden W. Shaw Livery, which they had formed in 1908, in the first decade of the automobile transportation revolution. Walden Willard Shaw had been just thirteen years old when inventor William Morrison of Des Moines, Iowa, had brought his newest invention to the city to demonstrate it to a prospective manufacturer, the very first “horseless carriage” in Chicago. It was an electric model. Seeing the potential in the new vehicle, John B. McDonald, head of the American Storage Battery Company, bought it from Morrison. He became the first person to commute by automobile in Chicago when he began driving to work downtown, and within a decade, more and more automobiles appeared on the city’s streets.

It is hard to overstate the benefits a horseless carriage offered over other forms of road transportation at the time. It is also difficult today to imagine the level of pollution, chaos, and crowding on many of Chicago’s streets in the 1880s and 1890s. The city was messy and difficult to travel around. The streets themselves were generally no more than dirt roads (occasionally covered with wooden boards) and turned into mud whenever it rained or when the frost slowly melted throughout the spring. In 1895, a book called The History of Chicago declared that for much of the city’s history to that point, Chicago’s streets “were in a condition which rendered travel vexatious and perilous to both man and beast.”

The “beasts” were particularly problematic. When the first automobiles appeared in Chicago, the vast majority of vehicles on the street were pulled by livestock: jitneys, hacks, wagons, omnibuses, broughams, buggies. In the 1880s, an estimated seven thousand horses pulled public transit vehicles alone, and many times more pulled personal and commercial transportation. The amount of animal waste on the city’s streets in 1880 is unimaginable today: “millions of pounds of manure and tens of thousands of gallons of urine” per year, according to historian Greg Borzo. In addition to being unpleasant and noxious, the vast amounts of animal waste presented significant sanitation and public health problems. (The tetanus virus, for example, is carried in horse manure.) An 1897 Chicago Tribune survey of Chicago civic planners asked them to envision what the city might look like in 1990, and one respondent hoped that by that time, “such a vulgar thing as a horse will never be seen upon the downtown streets of the city.”

Adding to this mix was an ever-increasing density of pedestrians. The city was suffering growing pains, brought on by the period of enormous growth that began shortly after the Great Chicago Fire in 1871. Industrious Chicagoans rebuilt the central business district, “The Loop,” with startling speed after that catastrophe. It must have seemed to the Chicagoans of the era that every day the city got bigger, the buildings got taller, and the streets got more crowded with people, vehicles, and animals.

By the late 1880s, Chicago was eager to prove its place as a world-class city. As a prelude to the ambitious World’s Fair they would host in 1893, the city leaders began expanding the boundaries of Chicago. In just five short years, they annexed over 120 square miles of adjacent land into the city grid. Areas that had previously existed as outlying villages or suburbs suddenly boasted city status. As a result, Chicago’s population more than doubled between 1880 and 1890. By 1910, more than 2.1 million people would live in Chicago, and nearly half of those within four miles of the Loop.

Given all of these factors, it is no surprise that forward-thinking Chicagoans like John B. McDonald had high hopes for the new “horseless carriage” as a way to move people throughout the city. On Thanksgiving Day, 1895, the Chicago Times-Herald sponsored America’s first automobile race, from Chicago to Evanston and back. A $5,000 reward would go to the inventor who could design a “practicable, self-propelling road carriage” that achieved the fastest speed on the course. Although eleven motorists registered for the contest, cold temperatures and high snow drifts up to two feet deep meant that only six automobiles started the race. Of these, only two managed to finish. Seven hours and fifty-three minutes after starting from the Museum of Science and Industry, J. Frank Duryea crossed the finish line first in his “wagon,” a vehicle based on a model invented by Carl Friedrich Benz, which had already found some commercial success in Europe. Duryea had averaged around 7 mph for the duration of the trip, and used a total of 3.5 gallons of gasoline.

This demonstration, though painfully slow-going by modern standards, proved that the horseless carriage could travel long distances over preexisting roads in Chicago’s inclement winter weather. Race promoter H. H. Kohlsaat declared at the finish line that, “a better test of the utility of road machines could not have been made, and I feel assured that the beginning has been made in a new method of transportation.” He was correct. By 1899, several wealthy Chicagoans had acquired early automobile models. There were soon enough automobiles on the streets to spur the Chicago City Council to pass some of the first laws in the United States regulating them. These laws established a speed limit of 8 mph and required that anyone who wanted to drive one must appear before the newly formed Board of Examiners of Operators of Automobiles, a committee of three officials, which constituted the earliest predecessor to the modern-day Department of Motor Vehicles. In 1902, just ten years after John B. McDonald started commuting in the first known horseless carriage in Chicago, the Board of Examiners had granted driving privileges to eight hundred city residents.

Walden Willard Shaw had a front-row seat to this technological revolution. Born in 1879 to William W. Shaw and Sarah Bogardus Shaw, he and his brothers, Robert and E. B., were the heirs to a large fortune their father had made when he took control of the Dake Bakery, a Chicago wholesale bakery, and then sold it for a huge sum to the American Biscuit Company. (The American Biscuit Company was later acquired by the National Biscuit Company, which is still operating today as Nabisco.)

As a boy, Shaw was fair and lithe, as he would remain all his life. He was raised in an atmosphere of Gilded Age bonhomie, in a home on Ashland Avenue in what was then an aristocratic part of the city’s West Side. He attended Chicago’s Marquette School, then Princeton-Yale Preparatory School and Phillips Academy in Andover, Massachusetts. When Shaw’s father sold the Dake Bakery in 1897, he told his sons “not to worry about money and to just go off and enjoy life for a while,” according to Shaw’s granddaughter, who said that Shaw followed that advice well. In 1900, he married Bessie Kennedy and they settled into a home in Chicago’s Hyde Park neighborhood. They went on to have two daughters together, Margaret Elizabeth and Bessie K. Shaw.

Both Shaw and his brother Robert became true automobile enthusiasts. In 1901, Walden Shaw bought his first automobile, a Hanriod, and in November that year, the two brothers and their wives left for Europe to take a nearly six-month-long, ten-thousand-mile tour of the continent by automobile. They started in Paris, the epicenter of automobile technology at the time, and made plans to visit Germany, Austria, Italy, Spain, Egypt, and North Africa. The trip appears to have been a success. In late 1904, following his father’s death and the brothers’ inheritance of the estate, Shaw returned to Europe with his wife for a second automobile tour, this time visiting France, Italy, Spain, and England in a large open-air car called a Panhard. Shaw preferred to drive the vehicle himself, rather than hire a chauffeur, “on the theory that if there are going to be any road mishaps, he prefers to have control of the car himself.”

It was during one of these two trips to Europe that Shaw first drove a French make of automobile called a Berliet. He immediately fell in love with its design, which included a twin-cylinder engine. Shaw loved the Berliet model so much that he purchased one on his trip and shipped it back to America. It inspired great envy among his Chicago friends, who started placing orders for their own Berliets through Shaw. He suddenly found himself the de facto Berliet dealer for Chicago, corresponding with the factory in Lyon, France, and placing orders on behalf of his friends and acquaintances.

In 1906, Shaw formalized that role when he incorporated the Walden W. Shaw Company as an auto dealership on the city’s growing Motor Row, which stretched along Michigan Avenue from 12th Street (modern-day Roosevelt Road) to 26th Street. Chicago’s Motor Row was impressive and internationally famous at a time when automaking was a new and decentralized industry. The area got its name beginning around 1903, when the early automakers from around the world began to locate luxurious showrooms there, attracted by the abundance of flat roads for test drives and the number of potential customers who passed through the city each year. An article in the Chicago Tribune on February 10, 1906, claimed that, “Chicago has the most imposing automobile row of any city in the country, and claim for a world’s record might well be made without much chance of there being any dispute.” Eventually, the area boasted more than one hundred automakers showcasing their latest models, including Winton, Ford, Studebaker, Pierce-Arrow, and Packard.

By November of that year, the Shaw Company was the sole Chicago distributor of Berliets, as well as automobiles manufactured by the Wayne Automobile Company of Detroit. Unfortunately for Shaw, demand for the Berliet cooled significantly after that initial burst of interest. These were unquestionably luxury items, and, even in Gilded Age Chicago, very few people could afford to spend $4,500 (more than $125,000 in today’s money) on such an extravagance. By late 1907, the Walden W. Shaw Company had incurred around $45,000 in debts. With interest in the Berliets petering out, Shaw recognized that he needed fresh ideas to jump-start his business plan.

Luckily for Shaw, automobiles continued to capture the consumer imagination. More and more dealerships were springing up along Motor Row, and one car salesman would emerge as an important player both in the future of the Shaw Company, as well as in the automobile landscape of the city itself. As it turned out, the solution to Shaw’s business problems would require ingenuity, creativity, and above all, hard work. John D. Hertz had all of these skills, and an unparalleled business instinct that would serve him extremely well in the decades to come.


John D. Hertz: A Partnership Begins

The Chicago Athletic Association building towers an imposing eleven stories over South Michigan Avenue, its red brick, Venetian Gothic façade hinting at the luxury still contained within. The building, designed by club member and revered Chicago architect Henry Ives Cobb, was completed in 1893 on land leased from another founding member, Marshall Field. The private club was intended as a meeting place and sporting venue for the city’s business and cultural elites, “to encourage all sports, to promote physical culture, and to cultivate social intercourse and friendly relations among the members.”

The large building contained tennis and racquet courts, billiards and game rooms, a boxing ring, an indoor pool, a bowling alley, a basketball court, an indoor track, and space for a bicycle club, in addition to sixty-one hotel rooms, a library, and multiple lounges and dining rooms. In the words of architectural historian Edward W. Wolner, it was a “single, highly urbanized venue for exercising, competing, socializing, dining and sleeping—the unique convenience of all the satisfactions of sporting life within walking distance of work.” From the start, the club attracted some of the city’s wealthiest men—First National Bank president Samuel Nickerson, inventor Cyrus Hall McCormick, and president of the Art Institute of Chicago Charles Hutchinson among them. One contemporary author has described the Chicago Athletic Association of the turn of the twentieth century as a “unique mix of sports and clout.” It was likely inside this rarefied club that Walden W. Shaw first encountered a tall, dark-haired man nearly always seen wearing round spectacles and an amiable expression: the entrepreneurial car salesman, John D. Hertz.

John Daniel Hertz was no stranger to hard work. He was born Sandor Herz in 1879 in the small village of Ruttka in what was then Hungary (now called Vrútky and part of modern-day Slovakia). When Hertz was just five years old, his family—father Jacob, mother Katie, and four, soon-to-be five siblings—immigrated to America, settling in Chicago. “My first sight of America,” he remembered later, was “from the window of an immigrant train . . . from Newark to Chicago, a red ticket in my hat-band, and my nose pressed against the glass, a very small boy looking out at a strange, bewildering country.”

The family was Jewish and working-class, and they chose to settle on West Taylor Street, in Chicago’s Little Italy neighborhood. Although there was a sizable enclave of Italian immigrants living in the area, the neighborhood was settled by working-class immigrants from throughout Europe and had a large Jewish population. Newspaperman George Ade would later describe Hertz in his early life as “so poor, and the soles of his shoes were so thin, that he could stand on a dime and tell the difference between heads and tails . . . except that he didn’t have a dime to stand on.”

Growing up, Hertz had a difficult relationship with his father, a hardware and crockery merchant and a strict man. At age eleven, after receiving a particularly severe beating from his father (“doubtless richly deserved,” Hertz later demurred), he dropped out of school and ran away from home. “My problem was that I had to eat, and I had to sleep, and it was a day-to-day struggle to see whether or not I could stay independent of a home that had become distasteful to me,” he remembered later in life.

He started out as a newsboy, one of the hundreds of young boys who “stood in a long line to pick up the bundles at the old Daily News office” before heading to the streets to hawk the days’ headlines to passersby. The work was dangerous and physical, demanding that the boys lug heavy newspapers through the city streets in all weather conditions, shouting to be heard above the street noise, constantly hustling to sell their day’s allotment. Typical pay for this job was around 50 cents per one hundred newspapers sold. During this time, Hertz lived in the Newsboys’ Home, a “waif’s home” for these working children, which provided shelter and “good, plain food to eat,” as well as Sunday church service and a Monday evening cultural concert. Fending for himself at such a young age, Hertz frequently ended up in situations where he had to defend himself with his fists on the streets. “I was as wild and untamed as the grass on the prairie,” he later remembered.

Even at that young age, Hertz was clever and resourceful, and it wasn’t long before he landed a position at the Chicago Record, working the night shift as an office boy, physically running the copy between various editors’ offices on tight deadline. While the job was a big step up from being a newsboy, the hard lifestyle was already taking a toll on his health. “Working nights, picking up a meal here and there and with being a growing, gangling child, I was pretty frail, pinched in the chest,” he remembered. Recognizing this, Hertz’s boss sent him to his own personal doctor, who determined that an immediate lifestyle change was necessary to improve the boy’s health. “The doctor warned me I would have to quit working nights,” Hertz remembered, “that I should be outdoors in the fresh air, and that I must join a gym and develop my body.” Hearing the doctor’s recommendations, Hertz’s boss fired him, saying it was for his own good, though Hertz admitted that it “hardly seemed like a favor at the time.”

Let go from the newspaper office, Hertz found an “outside job” as a freight wagon driver, driving a team of horses and a delivery wagon ten to eighteen hours a day at a rate of six dollars a week. He also started training as a boxer at Gilmore’s Academy of Boxing, and to further supplement his income, Hertz began a modestly successful boxing career under the pseudonym “Dan Donnelly.” However, he never lost his instincts for the news business, and he kept in touch with Ed Sheridan, the sports editor at the Chicago Record, supplying boxing tips and gossip for which Sheridan paid him on space by the inch, depending on which tips made it to print. Despite Hertz’s lack of formal education, Sheridan recognized a spark of potential in his young source. He began to mentor Hertz, coaxing the insecure boy to take over writing the stories himself. “I wouldn’t have dared to write anything on my own initiative,” Hertz recalled. “Sheridan had to push, persuade and bully me into doing it, convince me there was nothing to be afraid of.” More than any other experience in his youth, Hertz said it was that moment of first becoming a writer that he “always considered the real turning point of my whole life.” By the age of twenty-one, thanks to Sheridan’s support, Hertz was a regular sports reporter for the Chicago Record.

However, the turn of the twentieth century was a particularly volatile time to be working in the Chicago newspaper industry. The city boasted ten rival daily newspapers, all competing for the same readers—bankruptcies and buyouts were a common job hazard for those working in Chicago journalism at the time. Around 1901, when the Chicago Record merged with the Chicago Herald, Hertz lost his job. Instead of looking for another newspaper job, he decided to pursue a career as a boxing manager, taking on professional featherweight boxer (and former newspaper colleague) Benny Yanger, “The Tipton Slasher,” as his client, while also freelancing occasional sports stories to the Chicago Tribune.

Yanger proved to be a lucrative client, bringing in nearly $10,000 in prize money in 1902 alone. However, on July 15, 1903, Hertz’s life took a turn that would lead him away from the professional boxing world: He married Frances “Fannie” Kesner. Kesner was born in Chicago to wealthy Dutch parents, and she was four years younger than Hertz. The elder Kesners did not approve of professional boxing as a suitable profession for their daughter’s husband-to-be. As Hertz later recounted, “I was making fairly good money [as a boxing manager] and getting lots of experience, but my girl vowed that she would not marry me until I gave up this kind of life.” Hertz was smitten with Fannie, and so he did. “As I simply could not think of living long without her, I began looking around for other work,” he explained. His desire to prove his worth to Fannie’s parents became an animating force in his life. “I was determined that my wife’s folks should not be in a position to point their finger at us,” he later remembered. “This fired me with ambition.” The couple went on to have three children together—Leona, born in 1905, John D. Jr., born in 1908, and Helen, born in 1910.

Around the same time their first child was born, Hertz entered a new career field: automobiles. “It was by chance, rather than by any design or prophetic sense on my part, that I was first drawn into this young industry,” he later said. He took a job as a “demonstrator” for the Columbia automobile agency. His first full year in the business—1905—Hertz did not exactly prove himself a wildly successful salesman, making only around $800 in commissions. The following year, he applied for a $50-per-week managerial role at a rival dealership, and found his stride, earning more than $12,000 once commission was factored in, or more than $350,000 in today’s money. “The main reason I succeeded was because I sold, not automobiles, but service,” he remembered.

When I sold a man a car, I was his servant from then on. If one of my customers had a breakdown at 2 o’clock in the morning, he knew that I would be on my way to help him out—cars broke down rather often in those days. I bought supplies for them at cost and did everything I could for them. The result was that my customers sold most of my cars for me.


This focus on customer service made him one of the most successful salesmen on Motor Row. But more importantly, the lessons he learned about the importance of providing unparalleled customer service would go on to play a significant role in Hertz’s future endeavors.

In 1907, both Shaw and Hertz were working in the fledgling automobile industry in Chicago, Hertz as a very successful salesman, and Shaw as the owner of a struggling dealership. Sensing an opportunity, Shaw offered Hertz a one-third share in the Walden W. Shaw Company if Hertz would invest $2,000 and come to work for him for an initial salary of $65 per week. A partnership was born.

Hertz and Shaw’s success together was almost immediate. By the end of their first year as partners, the Shaw Company’s debt was eliminated, and the books showed a profit of $15,000 (more than $450,000 today). Hertz was now the vice president and general manager of the Shaw Company. One of his methods for stimulating sales included an offer to buy back a customer’s earlier model automobile—one of the earliest “trade-in” deals. Because of this, a majority of the profits Shaw and Hertz saw in that first year were represented by this fleet of used vehicles for which there was not yet any consumer demand. “As my customers weren’t buyers of second-hand cars, I had to put on my thinking cap to find some way of disposing of them or making them earn their keep,” Hertz explained. From this dilemma emerged a brilliant business idea. “Having driven a delivery wagon, I figured that there should be money in the passenger delivery business,” Hertz continued. “Joy-riding was beginning to become popular. Families were taking to hiring a car for outings, especially on Sundays. And a few taxis were beginning to make their appearance.”

Shaw was initially skeptical of the idea, but Hertz convinced him to use a few of the secondhand cars from their trade-in fleet as an automobile livery service. Hiring a handful of chauffeurs at 20 percent commission, Shaw and Hertz started the service by raising $50,000 in capital from investors. They assembled a fleet of ten vehicles—both used trade-ins and new models—and bid on the exclusive livery contract at the Chicago Athletic Association. This initial fleet consisted of Thomas Flyer “touring cars,” large-bodied, open-air cars (some with a retractable cloth top) that could seat four to five people. Shaw and Hertz succeeded in winning the contract, which meant that any Chicago Athletic Association member could arrange a Shaw car through the club. No money exchanged hands between the passenger and driver—the fee was attached to the member’s bill.

Within two months, the livery service proved so popular that Shaw and Hertz expanded the fleet to forty Thomas Flyers. Shaw Livery contracts followed at other private clubs, hotels, theaters, and restaurants, with the Walden W. Shaw Company stationing uniformed attendants at such venerable locations as the Blackstone Hotel, Marshall Field & Co., the South Shore Country Club, and the Green Mill Gardens. At these locations, members and patrons found that the in-house car service was a convenient way of arranging and paying for a car, and this drove additional business to Walden W. Shaw Livery. Individual passengers could open their own accounts with the company by completing and returning an account request card, upon receipt of which they were issued a small silver-and-enamel key with their account number printed on it. (For discretion, the women in the household could be issued a separate identifying token.) Account holders arranged a ride by calling the garage at Wabash 5100.

By September 30, 1908, the livery business had grown so rapidly that Shaw and Hertz incorporated the Walden W. Shaw Livery Company to separate the auto dealership and auto livery businesses. At that time, the Shaw Livery fleet of vehicles included touring cars that could be hired by the hour, and two new metered cabs, the taximeter being an emerging technology the company was piloting. In the spring of 1909, the fleet expanded again, and included more than thirty Keeton metered cabs and a fleet of seven-passenger, limousine-style touring cars. Shaw and Hertz had succeeded in securing so many contracts with private businesses that an article in a trade publication in 1909 called Walden W. Shaw Livery the “‘Contract Company,’ the reason being that they have contracts with the majority of the hotels and clubs to furnish the cabs.”

Just two years earlier, Shaw had been a struggling auto dealer. After partnering with Hertz, he was now the owner and president of an extremely successful automobile taxi company. In the fall of 1909, the two men closed the auto dealership to focus entirely on the livery side of the business. And there was still room for considerable growth in the industry—in Chicago in 1909, horse-drawn cabs and hacks still outnumbered metered automobile taxis by a rate of three to one. But that would soon change.



Creating a Better Cab Company

Six years later, on March 31, 1915, Chicagoans opened their Chicago Tribune newspapers to page three and learned of “Shaw’s New Plan”: a new “European-style” and “cut rate” taxi service. “Company Will Operate ‘Yellow Cab’ Service as Result of Council Action,” the subhead read. The news item announcing the Yellow Cab venture in Chicago detailed the many differences between the new service and the previous Shaw Livery experience, chief among them lower prices and the general method by which passengers would hail a cab and pay for the ride:

The Yellow Cabs will be placed at the public cab stations, of which there are twenty-six in the Loop district, and you will be obliged to go into the street or telephone the main garage to summon them and pay the driver cash, according to the meter, at the end of your ride.


Shaw and Hertz envisioned Yellow Cabs parked at cab stands throughout the city, ready to be hailed by passersby or quickly deployed to the nearest request.

Why did Shaw and Hertz choose the color yellow to brand their new cab venture? The answer to that question remains somewhat elusive. It’s possible that Hertz first saw a taxi painted yellow on a trip through New York City in 1914, while he and Fannie were on their way to Paris upon a doctor’s recommendation. In Paris, he certainly would have experienced “European-style” taxi service, including the lower rates and the method of hailing a cab directly from the street, all of which would go on to inform his launch of Yellow Cab in Chicago. And undoubtedly Hertz realized that if passengers would be hailing the cabs directly from the street, then visibility was key. Writing several years later about the decision to paint the new cabs yellow, the company’s general manager wrote, “When the Yellow Cab Company began operations . . . we purposely selected a conspicuous color, one which every cab user would recognize not only when it was close to him, but when it was a block away.”

Addressing the question of the color yellow, a biography of Hertz published in 1926 claimed that Hertz “commissioned a local university to ascertain scientifically which color would stand out strongest at a distance. Tests then conducted gave birth to the bright yellow color.” However, a Yellow Taxicab Co. existed in New York City at least as early as 1912, when the New York State Supreme Court determined that the company could not claim an “exclusive right to paint its taxicabs yellow.”

Although the article announcing Shaw and Hertz’s new Yellow Cab venture referenced “council action” as the inspiration for the new service, in reality, the two men had been working on plans for the new company for over a year. They had seen the need for a new kind of service by March of 1914, when smaller cab companies and independent operators took direct aim at Walden W. Shaw Livery. That month, around two hundred independent cab operators sent a letter of complaint regarding the high, city-regulated taxi rates and a lack of fair competition to the City Council.

Seven months later, on October 5, 1914, the Department of Public Service’s Bureau of Valuation Statistics of the City of Chicago had released a report on taxicab rates and vehicle traffic. The report’s authors had spent the previous months conducting extensive research on the streets of the Loop in downtown Chicago, investigating vehicle usage and counting the number of taxis, delivery trucks, and other vehicles standing at the curb at any given time. With an eye toward reducing the amount of traffic, they interviewed the professional drivers of these vehicles for their suggestions on how to fix the city’s traffic congestion problems, and then conducted a comprehensive review of the methods implemented by other cities around the world to manage congestion.

One of the report’s key recommendations was to encourage greater taxi use in Chicago, with the hope of reducing the number of privately owned cars driven and parked in the Loop. “In London and in Paris, a large proportion of the people of ordinary incomes are habituated to the use of taxicabs,” wrote the authors. “London has 10,486 motor cabs; Paris 10,088; while Chicago has but 915 . . . advantage will be gained by increasing the number of authorized cab stands.”

According to the report, one of the biggest problems in Chicago was that cab rides remained a luxury that only the wealthy could afford. For context, a taxi ride for four people from the Hotel Sherman to the La Salle Street train station, a distance of about eight blocks, cost $1.10, or nearly $28 in today’s money. The prices were steep, but the ride was luxurious compared to taxis in many other cities at the time. An editorial in the New York Tribune on August 4, 1915, described the author’s experience in a Walden W. Shaw taxi-limousine on a recent trip to Chicago: “A Chicago taxi doesn’t look like one. It looks like—it is, in fact—a seven-passenger limousine with the front side-curtains knocked out. It has electric lights and a self-starter. It is upholstered in Spanish leather. It is lighted on the inside. It is clean, inside and out.” Chicago’s taxi service was tailored specifically to the wealthy, and this was reflected in the price.

The report’s authors took direct aim at these practices. Under subheadings like “Present Rates Too High,” “Present Service Too Restricted,” and “Popularized Service Needed,” the report criticized the cab companies’ arrangement of exclusive contracts with the clubs, hotels, and restaurants, as well as the city’s regulations that set high rates as standard.

The taxicab companies in this city have apparently found it more profitable to . . . assure to themselves the patronage of those stopping at the first-class hotels by a working agreement with the managements. . . . These hotels give space in their lobbies for a taxicab office, assume the accounts of their guests and receive therefore a commission which is believed to be 10 percent or more in some cases.


The cab companies benefited immensely from these relationships, which ensured a steady pipeline of wealthy clientele. But they were not the only beneficiaries. The system benefited the hotels and clubs as well, as the cab companies often extended reduced rates to an organization’s passengers, while the establishments themselves collected increasingly significant commissions and fees from the cab companies as part of their contracts. One Chicago hotel of the era reputedly reaped $20,000 in commissions from a cab company contract in a single year, or more than $500,000 in today’s money. These private arrangements were a recipe for tension between the drivers for the big cab companies and the smaller, independent operators. Their animosity toward each other sometimes spilled into the streets.

The same month that the report was released, a handful of diners were enjoying a late supper at the College Inn, the popular restaurant inside the Hotel Sherman at the northwest corner of Clark and Randolph Streets, when a taxi drivers’ feud suddenly interrupted their meal. Today, a visit to the former site of the Hotel Sherman reveals nothing of the history of the block. Instead, a building that looks like a bloated spaceship wedges itself into the middle of the Loop—the architecturally daring James R. Thompson Center, all glass and rounded walls, built in a spurt of public building in the 1970s. However, in 1914, the Hotel Sherman rose authoritatively over the busy intersection, rebuilt just three years earlier in the grand Beaux-Arts style and designed by the venerated Chicago architects Holabird & Roche. The 757-room hotel was one of the most well-regarded hotels in Chicago at the time, and its basement level contained the popular College Inn, which drew locals as well as out-of-town visitors looking for a trendy restaurant experience. Walden W. Shaw Livery had secured the taxi contract for the Hotel Sherman and
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