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ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Although John Bankston has written dozens of biographies on everyone from Stephen Hawking to Jennifer Lawrence, this is the first time he has taken a look at two people and how their friendship affected their lives. If you’ve every turned on a light in a dark room or gone on a car trip, you can thank Edison and Ford. Yet, the two changed the world in ways we probably don’t realize. Bankston lives in Miami Beach, Florida, and was very interested in how the two men helped develop Fort Myers—a place where his parents once had a winter home.




 


 


© 2024 by Curious Fox Books™, an imprint of Fox Chapel Publishing Company, Inc., 903 Square Street, Mount Joy, PA 17552.


Famous Friends: Henry Ford and Thomas Edison is a revision of Famous Friends: True Tales of Friendship: Henry Ford and Thomas Edison, published in 2020 by Purple Toad Publishing, Inc. Reproduction of its contents is strictly prohibited without written permission from the rights holder.


PUBLISHER’S NOTE: This story has not been authorized by the estates of Henry Ford or Thomas Edison.


Paperback ISBN 979-8-89094-012-4


Hardcover ISBN 979-8-89094-013-1


eISBN 978-1-63741-471-2


Library of Congress Control Number: 2023952422


To learn more about the other great books from Fox Chapel Publishing, or to find a retailer near you, call toll-free 800-457-9112 or visit us at www.FoxChapelPublishing.com.


We are always looking for talented authors. To submit an idea, please send a brief inquiry to acquisitions@foxchapelpublishing.com.


Fox Chapel Publishing makes every effort to use environmentally friendly paper for printing.





CONTENTS


Chapter 1


Unlikely Savior


Chapter 2


The Wizard


Edison Invents the Music Business


Chapter 3


Human Machines


Ford, Studebaker, DeLorean . . . Tesla


Chapter 4


Friends and Neighbors


Florida Real Estate


Chapter 5


Remembrance


Going Electric


 


Chronology


Chapter Notes


Further Reading


Glossary






[image: Illustration]


[image: Illustration]


By 1914, Thomas Edison was a successful movie producer, overseeing dozens of motion pictures at his New Jersey facility and in this Bronx studio.










CHAPTER 1


Unlikely Savior


The fire spread quickly. An explosion just after sunset ignited reels of film like so much gunpowder, shattering every window in the two-story structure. Carried by an eastern wind, sparks settled on a neighboring building, setting it ablaze. Soon at least ten buildings were engulfed. Thomas Edison watched them burn.


In the West Orange, New Jersey, facility, Edison had been experimenting with movies and recorded sound. By that night in December 1914, the lab and its contents were worth over seven million dollars. “I’d just gone home for dinner when they sent for me to hurry back to the plant,” Edison told author James Draper Newton. “When I got there, everything except the main laboratory and the library was in flames. There was nothing I could do but watch.” By then, firefighters from West Orange and the surrounding towns had arrived to battle the blaze. They were powerless against the inferno. Edison’s son Charles was also there. “I said to him, ‘Get mother and her friends over here. They’ll never see a fire like this again,’” Edison recalled.1


Mina Edison did more than watch. She helped others rescue vital papers from the company’s oﬃce. They stopped only when that building also caught fire.


Speaking to a reporter, the elderly inventor was optimistic. “Although I am over 67 years old, I’ll start again tomorrow. . . . There will be a mobilization here and the debris will be cleared away. . . . I will go right to work to reconstruct the plant.”2


Edison’s optimism was misplaced. He aggressively protected his inventions, suing anyone who copied them. He had been less careful protecting his property. He told Newton he “never understood the humbuggery of bookkeeping. I kept only payroll accounts. I hung a record of payments on one hook and one of expenses on another hook . . . [when a large bill] was due, I’d hustle to raise the money.”3
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Mina Edison took charge during the 1914 fire, with little thought for her own safety.






Edison realized that just replacing the property would take every penny he had. He probably felt like the desperate young man he’d once been, back when he was broke and hungry and trying to make it big.


Early the next morning, thousands of Edison’s employees reported to work. Most joined the salvage crew. Well-educated engineers and technicians worked beside the laborers—all of them digging through the rubble for anything that could be saved.
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Charles Edison spent much of his life working beside his famous father.






By then, car manufacturer Henry Ford had heard the news and was on his way from Detroit. When he arrived at West Orange, he “didn’t say much, just handed me a check,” Edison told Newton. “You’ll need some money,” Ford said, adding, “Let me know if you need more.” Edison looked at the check. “It was made out for $750,000! He didn’t ask for any security and of course over the years I repaid the principle but he never would take a cent of interest.”4


It was an incredible amount of money in 1914. That year, workers lined up for blocks to earn five dollars a day at Ford’s auto plant. That salary was twice what other factories were paying. Working nonstop, it would have taken one of them over 400 years to earn what Ford had handed to Edison. Then again, Edison was a big reason Ford was a multimillionaire.
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In 1914, Ford’s company was selling the world’s most popular automobile, making Ford one of the richest men in the world.






Edison started as Ford’s mentor, offering advice and encouragement. The two became close friends. They often spent winters in a Florida neighborhood named after the inventor.


Still, Edison and Ford were very different. Ford seemed to go without stopping, while Edison could sit quietly and think. In fact, he often went fishing, hoping the hobby would keep people from asking him questions. Newton learned that Edison sometimes didn’t even bait his hook. He didn’t want the fish to break his train of thought either!
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