
  [image: ]


   

  Chicago has a beautiful sound because Chicago means money.
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  Foreword

  Virgil Vogel, for years a professor of history with the City College of Chicago and a dedicated scholar in Indian lore, says he has thirty-nine spellings of Chicago in his files and fourteen supposedly correct explanations of how Chicago got its name. That is as it should be. More so than most crossroads, Chicago has always been a city of paradox and contradiction. In fact, it got its name before it was anything resembling a city or even a village. The first extant and recorded use of the name along with an explanation of the meaning is found, Vogel says, in the journal of a Frenchman, Joutel, a member of a La Salle expedition in 1687. “We arrived at a place called Chicagou,” Joutel wrote, “which, according to what we were told, has been so called on account of the quantity of garlic growing in this district, in the woods.” Wild onions growing in the swampy lands in the district sounds more logical than garlic and that’s the way the story goes most often today. It is more easily accepted in that it is possible the Indian word meant not only onion, as in strong smell, but also anything big, or great.

  In the United States there are two great and big world-class cities. Chicago is the other one.

  If you want it, you don’t have to send for it. It can be had just around the corner whether it happens to be grand opera of a quality to rival La Scala, professional sports of Super Bowl or World Series class, foods prepared by chefs from every corner of the world, France to Lithuania, China to Ethiopia, or the most mundane of goods and services. If it is a service or a product, it is easily available and very possibly the product was manufactured nearby. The city lists some 13,000 firms that are officially classified as manufacturing companies.

  This book has been an extraordinarily long time in the composition. One reason is that Chicago is such a vital and volatile city. Frequently someone or other makes an effort at putting together a phrase to characterize Chicago. Most often action, praiseworthy or not, is implied as in “City on the Move” or “City on the Make.”

  If French explorers “discovered” Chicago -- that is, its great crossroads location -- it was built by New Englanders as well as Virginia Anglos. The Irish flooded in to do the construction work on the early canals linking the Great Lakes to the Mississippi waterway system, and the city retains distinct neighborhoods today of every ethnic grouping known to the globe. By the end of World War I blacks made up a sizable portion of the city’s population and the trend has continued upward ever since, with the flight of blacks from the South and the flight of whites to the suburbs. The black population doubled in the twenty years before 1970, and in 1980 the city elected its first black mayor, Harold Washington. But by then Spanish-speaking people, predominantly Mexican and Puerto Rican, outnumbered blacks.

  An accepted cliché in Chicago has it that if you can’t make it in Chicago you can’t make it anywhere, meaning that opportunity abounds in the city. Power, clout, money all change rapidly, too rapidly for a biographer of the city to track.

  Marshall Field V is the only representative of old Chicago money on the 1985 list compiled by Forbes magazine of the country’s 400 richest persons. John Herald Johnson, at age 66 that year, was the only Chicago black to make the list, based on individuals with a net worth of at least $150 million. Johnson, who took $500 borrowed from his mother and built it into a magazine (Ebony) and communications empire, was accorded a fortune of $160 million by Forbes.

  Searching the country, Forbes found fourteen billionaires but no one of that vast wealth in Chicago. However, three Chicago families are in that exalted category. After assorted members of the Searle family, led by Daniel, decided to walk away from G. D. Searle, the pharmaceutical company, they could bring a billion dollars to the table without inviting several cousins to the party. The Pritzkers, in spite of what the Braniff tailspin may have done to the family exchequer, would weigh in with at least a billion and a half. And even with the troubles of General Dynamics, the Crown family, or the Colonel and his son Lester alone, could easily lay hands on a billion if ordered to add everything up.

  The problem, of course, for anyone taking a look at the wealth of Chicago is finding room for more than a sampling. More than a little should be said about a striking young Chicago woman, Abra Rockefeller Prentice Anderson, wealthy enough to solve the problem of enlarging her penthouse apartment on the Gold Coast by having a helicopter drop off such materials as steel beams. The Rockefeller in Abra’s name connotes old money.

  But Chicago teems with new money and people who will be movers and shakers in the city for years to come. Neil Bluhm and his partner Judd Malkin no doubt can account for the $300 million Forbes says each has made in real estate development and syndication.

  The Forbes list itself is wanting. Ira Kaufman, principal of a thriving investment banking and brokerage house and also of the Exchange National Bank and wealthy enough to keep a yacht on Lake Michigan and a second yacht, this one 115 feet long, in Florida waters, is not mentioned by Forbes. William F. Farley, age 42 in 1985, is credited with a self-made $250 million. His net worth may easily be twice that. Among other things, he and several friendly banks own Northwest Industries. A few years back and before Farley bought all of the company’s shares, the stock market put a value of $1.6 billion on Northwest.

  Something else: to paraphrase a classic remark, there are dozens of millionaire Chicagoans who are just as wealthy for practical purposes as those Forbes credits with $150 million and more. Who counts after 10, or 20, or 50 million? For example, young William Lane owns a chain of prospering neighborhood banks, is a major stockholder in the General Binding Corp., and fell heir to a real estate empire that includes a ranch of 300,000 acres in New Mexico and an 11,000-acre farm in the Virginia horse country.

  To know the people of Chicago is to know that the city will go as far as any toward solving the problems of urban living in the 20th and 21st centuries. It remains a city of solid builders and brilliant innovators.

  There is more than a little truth in the observation that New England won’t touch it unless it is just the way it was when Grandfather was around, that the West Coast likes it only if it is 100 percent new, and that Chicago and the Midwest think well of it if it embodies an innovative improvement on the tried and true.

  For more than a quarter century I have been watching this exciting city and reporting on the innovative improvements generated by a vigorous commercial, industrial and financial community. For all that time I have written a column for the Chicago Sun-Times, Focused on the working world, the column appears five times a week at least forty-eight weeks a year. At a minimum 800 words, that works out to something like 5 million words.

  Chicago, a vital and finally representative part of this nation, has always kept me interested.


  ARMOUR

  There was nothing strange about Carbon Petroleum Dubbs. Not really. It could be said that others were responsible for his name and he did without a doubt have good reason to wear roller skates at home.

  Or in one of his homes. He built the first house in Wilmette, one of the wealthy suburbs that line the shore of Lake Michigan north of Chicago. It cost $250,000 and was designed by Dubbs for ease of living as he saw it. In the form of an L, it had twenty rooms, but it was only one room wide. The Paget, Bermuda, house was the problem. Dubbs bought the Bermuda house and was only responsible for extensive remodeling and additions. A coral-stone villa, it was huge with terraces and garden walks and guest houses sprawling all over a hilltop. Why wouldn’t someone touched with imagination -- and Dubbs was an inventor of some genius -- immediately think of roller skates as the best way to get from here to there? Tall, well built, athletically inclined, and a demon sailor on water, Carbon Petroleum didn’t need to worry about his glasses falling from his strong, square-jawed face and shrewd blue eyes as he streaked about the house; at bottom he was a conservative man and his glasses were always secured by a ribbon.

  Not too many Americans have ever heard of Carbon Petroleum Dubbs, but his name rightly should be familiar to all inhabitants of the United States, the nation created by, for, and of the automobile. By helping to make gasoline and oil plentiful and cheap, he and his father -- and J. Ogden Armour -- played a considerable part in the development of the automobile age and the vast changes that eventually made the nation’s comfort and prosperity dependent on the dictates of Arab sheiks.

  As far back as anyone knows, the men in the Dubbs family were apothecaries and chemists. Jesse A. Dubbs, Carbon’s father, was a fortunate member of the line in that he found himself in the late 1800s a resident of Franklin, Pennsylvania. Franklin is in that part of the country where Indians once skimmed an oily substance from streams and swamps and made use of it as a cure-all for the ailments of natural man. And Franklin is in that part of the country where curious and energetic white men first learned that the same substance could be extracted in seemingly unlimited supply from the ground by sinking wells. A simple distillation process would provide a product that would beach the New England whaling fleet in time to save some species of ocean mammals from extinction. Edwin Drake sank his first well in Titusville, Pennsylvania, in 1859 and soon kerosene was lighting the nation’s (whale oil) lamps.

  While John D. Rockefeller, from his base across the Pennsylvania border in Ohio, was working day and night putting together a corporate combination to control the sources, the refining, and the transportation of petroleum, Jesse Dubbs was taking a chemist’s interest in the process of distilling useful products from Pennsylvania crude oil. Rather obviously from the years he put into his research, the senior Dubbs was no light-bulb-Eureka inventor. But just as obviously, he was a determined man and so single-minded that he named his son Carbon after that essential element of Pennsylvania coal and petroleum.

  The son always insisted that his middle name was a bit of fun and not really legitimate although he did use it all his adult life. “I put the initial ‘P’ in just to make the name euphonious,” Carbon always told anyone who asked. “Then people started calling me Petroleum for fun, and I’ve been called Carbon Petroleum ever since.”

  In any event, it was not until 1914 that Jesse Dubbs thought he had worked out something of real value. On January 5,1915, he was granted his first patent for “Treating Oil,” as the patent was titled. Still, that was only a piece of paper, and neither the oil companies nor investors beat a path to the Dubbs door. However, Dubbs did find his own way to the door of Jonathan Ogden Armour. He was well and even lavishly received.

  The second son and heir of Philip D. Armour was lectured from childhood in all the hard-work and penny-saving virtues, but perhaps J. Ogden was more impressed with some of the spectacular things his father had done in his lifetime than he was with what P.D. said. Or perhaps J. Ogden inherited a touch more of the Irish romantic from the family than he did of the frugal Scot. He was always a sucker for a long shot.

  “You can not be too careful of yourself in husbanding your money,” P.D. once wrote to his sons, then grown men. “Don’t try to get rich too fast and never feel rich.”

  J. Ogden not only felt rich; he also believed that he could get a lot richer in a hurry by scattering some of his money around in likely places instead of husbanding it. One promising place, in Armour’s eyes, was a California valley with a glittering name, Sutter’s Basin, as in Sutter’s Mill, where gold was first discovered in 1848. Even if John Sutter of Sutter’s Mill had not piled up millions for himself in gold, John Sutter of Sutter’s Basin and J. Ogden Armour thought they could extract millions from the land. John Sutter, with the same single-minded purpose exhibited by Jesse Dubbs, had spent the greater part of his life trying to make use of irrigation techniques to turn parched acres into a Garden of Eden. J. Ogden put his trust and considerable money into Sutter’s dream. Perhaps a half century too soon.

  In 1913, Armour, a wintertime visitor to California, organized the Sutter Basin Co. It was no penny-ante venture. The company owned 54,000 acres, the capital stock was valued at $6 million, and Armour not only was the big investor but also signed and personally guaranteed $7,500,000 in bonds sold to others. Before Sutter Basin dried up and blew away, J. Ogden poured upwards of $17 million into it.

  Freudians might pause and take a longer look at J. Ogden’s stubborn gamble on wringing riches out of a California irrigation project. Presumably he knew that his brilliantly successful father had made his first stake on the way to millions by constructing ditches and selling sluicing water to the California gold miners of the 49er era.

  To J. Ogden, Jesse Dubbs’s plans sounded just as promising as Sutter’s. Dubbs was a man who had patents on the very best process for refining petroleum, and by 1916 even a man who made his living in cattle and hogs could see that the age of the gasoline-powered internal-combustion engine had arrived.

  Armour put $2 million into Dubbs’s company, grandly named Universal Oil Processes, Inc. (later Products, Inc.), and set Dubbs up in a secret laboratory on a two-acre site near Independence, Kansas. It is the younger Dubbs, Carbon Petroleum, who is given the credit for perfecting the process. In July 1919, what is conceded to be the world’s first petroleum thermal continuous-cracking process went on stream at the Independence laboratory.

  The petroleum industry had been getting along quite nicely until then without either of the Dubbses and had, of course, supplied the suddenly big demand for gasoline and oil occasioned by the military’s need for land, sea, and air transport in World War I. So it was three long years later before the first commercial Dubbs-process unit was in operation -- at the Wood River, Illinois, refinery of Roxana Petroleum Corp. (Dubbs, like Howard Hughes’s father with the Hughes patented oil-well drilling bit, chose to license his process instead of selling it, in the hopes of keeping royalty payments gushing in for years.)

  Dubbs very definitely had something of great value to the burgeoning oil industry. The word “continuous” is one key. The refining processes in general use at the time had to be shut down periodically while clogging deposits of coke were cleaned out, a costly and time-consuming operation. The Dubbs system had “clean circulation.” Of greater importance, Dubbs guaranteed a higher percentage of gasoline of specified quality from the breakdown of crude oil. Simple crude-oil distillation processes yielded only about 26 percent gasoline -- four barrels of crude to get one barrel of gasoline. There was also a yield of oil and kerosene, but Edison had pretty well taken care of the kerosene market by the 1920s, and more than half of a day’s production of a conventional refinery could be sold only as fuel oil at bargain-basement prices or reduced to even less profitable asphalt.

  Standard Oil of California was the second company to go for the Dubbs thermal cracking system and it was Dubbs who really made the growth of California’s “black gold” industry possible. It seems that California crude is heavy -- a high specific gravity -- and the stuff was very difficult to refine until the Dubbs thermal cracking process solved the problem.

  In 1923, Universal Oil Products was bubbling along. Carbon Petroleum and J.O. were happy to report that sixty-five thermal cracking units were installed that year. But this was not the big time; the sixty-five units had a total capacity of only 42,000 barrels a day. Universal was not so universal as it hoped. There were a number of competing systems, and engineers argued vehemently and jealously about their merits. (In the nature of things and of corporations, outsiders are resented and rebuffed. The virulent form of the disease is known in corporate research circles today by the initials NIH, for Not Invented Here -- and we don’t want any part of it.) Naturally, and even deliberately, the growing giants of the still-infant industry sought to develop their own refining processes, skirting the patents held by Universal.

  If everyone dreams of an invention that will be a money-making machine, Americans and particularly the practical citizens of Chicago have been peculiarly adept at inventing new and better ways of solving problems. The inventive strain has been a part of America since the Revolution freed the colonies of Britain’s attempt to keep a strangehold on all industrial technology. Certainly the make-do realities of frontier life demanded invention. In more modern times there have been in general two ways to go with an invention. One, patent it and use the patent to beat back all competition. Or, two, forget about patent law and use the invention to build a production and marketing organization that always stays one step ahead of the competition.

  There’s the classic tale of the Midwesterner who first came up with the amazing idea of putting chocolate-covered ice cream on a stick. He was well on the way to making a fortune, but he ended a bankrupt. Charging from one courtroom to another, he neglected his own business to the point that it melted away and eventually the lawyers’ fees overwhelmed him. On the other hand, a century after Cyrus McCormick, farm equipment descended from his inventions is still being sold.

  Carbon Petroleum, a man with categorical opinions on many subjects, chose the first route -- the court. Perhaps by necessity. Up against the Standard Oils, the Shells, and the Sinclairs, it would not have been easy for Dubbs to go into the refining business. Rather, he set out first to sell his process on a royalty basis and finally to force the oil companies to beat a path to his door, royalty checks in hand. He had his basic patent and he had the millions of J. Ogden Armour behind him. He could hire lawyers and he did. Soon he put himself in a heads-you-win, tails-I-lose situation. He was suing his potential customers; he was making enemies where he needed friends. It wasn’t too long before he got a reputation as a professional litigant, a man to be avoided.

  In addition, in the cozy 1920s when big business was riding high, the major oil companies happily formed the Patent Club. It was just that, a club. If you were a member of the club, you had access to a pool of patents on petroleum-refining processes. Dubbs, of course, was blackballed.

  And for Dubbs, disaster was ahead.

  Jonathan Ogden Armour once said that just maybe, even probably, J. P. Morgan had more money than he did. But even so, Armour professed to believe that he had more power than Morgan, more power than any other man in the world. There was truth in the claim. Born November 11, 1863, in Milwaukee, where his father was building his meatpacking empire, J. Ogden was called back from Yale by his suddenly ailing father just after he had registered for his freshman year. The idea was that he had better begin learning about the management of the business; he became an errand boy for his father.

  The early death of his brother, Philip D. Jr., in 1900 and of his father the following year (prostrate in the family mansion on Prairie Avenue and dying of pneumonia, the senior Armour protested, “Here I am, just think of it, ordered about by women”) made J. Ogden the principal heir to the Armour fortune and the head of Armour & Co.

  Prior to World War I, Armour & Co. was doing a half billion dollars a year. Even today, that volume would rank the firm among the corporations on Fortune’s list of the 500 largest. Military demand and skyrocketing prices during the war greatly increased Armour’s volume and profits. Before the war was over it was said to be doing a billion-dollar business. And the Armour family owned all of the common and voting stock, although bonds and preferred stock were sold to the public. J. Ogden also found himself the head of the Armour Grain Co. Armour grain elevators dotted the prairies and the company was a major grain dealer. Armour controlled a vast fleet of refrigerated railroad cars, and until the 1922 antitrust consent decree forced the meat packers to get out of the grocery-products business, Armour & Co. was a factor in supplying the nation with fruits and vegetables. In short, J. P. Morgan might dictate in Wall Street, but J. Ogden could pretty well dictate what the nation ate and how much it paid to eat.

  J. Ogden was not the dedicated businessman his father was. Or his brother Philip. As one living member of the Armour family says, “Philip was aggressive and eager about business. He enjoyed getting up at five o’clock in the morning, driving to the office in a coach behind handsome horses, and putting in a good twelve-hour day. But the way it has always been told in the family, J.O. was not in that line. I don’t think he ever expected -- or wanted -- to run Armour & Co. He wanted to be a second-son country gentleman. His father really ran the company almost to the day he died. Then at age 38, J. Ogden suddenly had no choice, he had to take over.”

  If Armour was a gambler, a long-shot player, it could be said that gambling was part and parcel of the business that was thrust upon him. Inventory speculation is the name of the game, even today, in the meat-packing business.

  The companies still in the business buy fresh meat in huge quantities, millions of pounds. That’s inventory. And that’s the gamble. Fractions of a penny, multiplied by millions, can make the difference between kingly profits and disaster when the packers resell the dressed meat. In P.D.’s day, and even J. Ogden’s, the gamble could be hair-raising. The puzzling term “meat packer” dates from a time when companies sold all the fresh pork they could in a matter of days, hoping for cold weather, and packed most of the rest in salt, i.e., salt pork.

  At the close of the Civil War, P.D. had pulled off an amazing coup. The Union Army had been existing on salt pork and the price had doubled and tripled and quadrupled as demand increased and profiteers hoarded supplies. If others thought the bloody war would drag on forever, P.D. saw victory approaching in the leadership of those two citizens from Illinois, Grant and Lincoln. P.D. scurried off to New York and smilingly agreed to sell civilian and army purveyors salt pork to the full extent of their needs and greed, signing firm contracts. The price was $60 a barrel. After Appomattox and the collapse of prices, he filled the contracts at a cost to Armour & Co. of less than one-third the contract price. As P.D. told friends at the time, he was a bull on the Union, but a bear on pork. The profits were tremendous.

  In the closing year of World War I the situation was not much different. Meat prices were out of sight and demand unlimited. Armour & Co., it was rumored, was making money faster than any other corporation in the United States. But in J. Ogden’s judgment, victory for the Allies was not yet in sight. Instead of selling, like his father, he bought. J. Ogden’s birthday, November 11, 1918, must have been grim even as he celebrated the Armistice. Going into a severe postwar deflation, Armour & Co. lost millions on its high-priced inventories and the harsh recession of 1921-22 was no help.

  J. Ogden made still another costly mistake in judging the outcome of the war. His gambling guess was that the war had bled the British Empire so badly that Great Britain’s economic power would crumble -- and that Germany would rise from the ashes to achieve new economic strength. As the head of an international corporation -- Armour & Co. had been selling grain to Europe for decades -- J. Ogden was no stranger to the sophisticated world of international finance and he felt he could make a killing in foreign-currency speculation. Accordingly, he bought German marks and sold, or shorted, the currency that had ruled the world for two hundred years, the British pound sterling.

  Armour, of course, was off by more than a quarter of a century and one world war.

  What with the staggering inventory losses and the failure of the deutsche-mark connection, it was the Armour empire that was crumbling even as the twenties began to roar. J. Ogden maneuvered frantically to shore up his defenses. The corporation was reorganized to make possible the sale of $50 million worth of bonds and $60 million in preferred stock. The numbers were mind-boggling for those years. At one point, Chicago, New York, and Boston banks furnished $63 million through short-term notes. J. Ogden, the man who felt that he might be as rich as J. P. Morgan, was in the hands of the bankers. In addition to the corporate financing, Armour borrowed $20 million from the banks on a personal note.

  And in 1923 the bankers forced J. Ogden to give up the presidency of Armour & Co. F. Edson White, a veteran Armour officer, was made president and J. Ogden accepted the title of chairman of the board. In a public statement, Armour said that everything was as it should be, that White’s appointment and the addition of three bankers to the company’s board of directors were all part of a planned move toward making Armour & Co. more of a “public rather than a private family corporation.”

  Now J. Ogden was no longer the country gentleman, overseeing an empire from his $10 million one-thousand-acre estate north of Chicago, dabbling in this or that intriguing venture. He needed money, big money, fast. And right there in Chicago was the Board of Trade, a place where a man could make millions, almost overnight. After all, his father had done it, breaking the great Leiter wheat corner.

  J. Ogden chose to go the other way. He did not attempt the classic corner in the manner of Joseph Leiter. But he did plunge into the wheat market, buying and buying vast quantities of wheat. The reports are inconsistent, but it seems clear that he owned at least 10 million bushels of wheat at the height of his buying spree. At the high tide of the 1925 market on the Board of Trade in January of that year, Armour’s commitment represented more than $20 million worth of wheat.

  But the tide was running against Armour. He was overextended, a depression that would not sustain high farm prices was settling in over the Midwest farm belt even as the rest of the country prospered, and Armour was up against a tough-minded group of Board of Trade veterans determined to break Armour’s mini-corner and profit on the short, or down, side of the market.

  Armour lost. Disastrously. The La Salle Street legend is that he lost a million dollars a day, day after day, for as many as ninety days. That seems impossible. But it is certain that Armour was trapped, forced to sell but unable to sell, while equity vanished and debt piled up. There were no buyers. Each day the price of wheat took another sickening plunge and Armour could only watch as he fell into a final bankruptcy.

  Many Chicagoans, after the fact, believe that Armour managed to lose $90 million and more in the wheat speculation. A longtime friend of two generations of the family says, “I was always told that the $90 million figure was too low, that actually J. Ogden lost more than $100 million for the family and the meat-packing firm on the wheat speculation alone and another $50 million through the Armour Grain Co.”

  In any event, the newspapers of the early 1920s commonly placed a value of $150 million on the family holdings of Armour & Co. common stock. And that was gone along with vast interest in such as the Continental Bank and the Milwaukee Road. The moneymen, led by a Boston banker, Frederick H. Prince, moved in to salvage their loans. (Forty years later, Prince’s son, William Wood Prince, was to lose control of Armour, profitably, in a bitter, three-cornered proxy fight. The Greyhound Corp. was the winner and now owns Armour & Co. Much to Chicago’s dismay, Greyhound pulled Armour’s headquarters out of Chicago and moved the offices to its own recently adopted home city, Phoenix, Arizona.) Perhaps realizing a lifelong ambition, J. Ogden settled in England with what was left to him. But inside of two years he was dead. At age 64, he died in his suite in the Carlton Hotel after a long bout with typhoid fever and pneumonia.

  There was nothing left when the Continental Bank settled his estate. In fact, there was a net deficit of $1,805,000. The great meat-packing company was gone. The luxury estate, Mellody Farm, was gone. (Armour liked the sound of the name. The strange spelling is accounted for by the fact that Armour actually named the estate after the original Irish owner of the acres. Mellody Farm is now the campus of Lake Forest Academy, but the bell system in the kitchen of what used to be the main house still reads: Mr. Armour’s bedroom, etc.) The personal fortune of his wife, Lolita, was also gone, and various members of the family had lost millions.

  J. Ogden was the father of one daughter, also Lolita, later Mrs. John J. Mitchell, Jr. He had no sons. With his downfall, control of the company gradually slipped from family hands. Laurance H. Armour departed in 1926. Andrew Watson Armour, Laurance’s brother, left in 1929, and Lester Armour, son of P.D. Jr., resigned the following year. In 1931, P. D. Armour III gave up his vice-presidency at age 37 after the board of directors elected a non-family veteran officer as president. He said his resignation was the greatest disappointment of his life.

  In the process of settling J. Ogden’s estate and selling off anything that was worth a dollar, including Derbyshire and “Armour” sterling silverware and 450 pieces of “solid” goldware, valued in total at $300,000, the Continental Bank came across 500 shares of something called Universal Oil Products. There were only 1,000 shares outstanding and the bank officers determined that at the moment the shares had no known value. This was 1928 and Carbon Petroleum’s company, having long since lost its subsidies from Armour, was doing more for the benefit of lawyers than it was for stockholders. In a grand gesture, the bank handed the UOP stock over to Mrs. Lolita Armour and told her she might as well have the pretty piece of engraved paper as a token of the fortune (one estimate was $8 million) she had lent to her husband and lost.

  Three years later, the oil industry admitted defeat in the matter of the UOP patents, old, improved, and new. A group led by six majors paid a cool $25 million to be shut of UOP lawsuits and to obtain clear rights to Dubbs’s better methods. Dubbs got a check for $3,500,000 and Mrs. Lolita Armour’s piece of “worthless” paper brought in $12,500,000.

  The six leading companies in the UOP deal were Shell, Standard of California, Standard of Indiana, Standard of New Jersey, the Texas Co., and Phillips Petroleum. Over the years, UOP has been reincarnated several times. For nearly three decades the ownership was in a special trust, with the profits going to joint research in petroleum technology. In 1959, the trustee sold the company to the public, 2,900,000 shares at $25 a share, or $72,500,000. (Mrs. Armour would have taken in $36 million.) At the time, royalties on patents held by the company were pumping out revenues, almost pure profit, of something like $18 million a year. The company headquarters is in Des Plaines, a Chicago suburb, but in the 1970s California’s Signal Industries bought UOP and then in the merger madness of the 1980s Signal was swallowed up by Allied Corp. Hidden somewhere in an $8 billion oil-and-gas conglomerate, UOP still makes a bundle out of its patents (6,000) and its petroleum engineering projects.

  In the early 1930s, with General Motors selling for $2.50 a share and automobiles for $1,000 and less, Mrs. Armour’s $12,500,000 was really something. She was back in the realm of the big rich after her money was wisely invested. She built herself a new mansion on the Chicago lakefront and shrewdly salvaged something else from her husband’s estate. The bankers were still trying to unload Mellody Farm, the Lake Forest estate, but were finding no buyers in the midst of the Great Depression. The furnishings of the house had long since been sold at auction, so the bankers made no objection when Lolita asked permission to scrounge for anything that might fit her new home. She and her carpenters removed a 15th-century Italian mantelpiece and the roomful of wood paneling that went with it. It ail fit very nicely in her new library.

  Lolita’s good fortune didn’t materially help the rest of the Chicago Armours, except for her daughter, also named Lolita. But before J. Ogden’s disaster quite a few Armour millions had been spread around the family. Laurance Hearne Armour, grandson of one of P.D.’s brothers, did much for the family fortune by marrying Lacy Withers in 1911. Lacy was the granddaughter of A. H. Pierce, better known as Shanghai for his acquisitiveness in building up his cattle ranch and his herds. Shanghai’s vast Texas acreage has since been divided in half, one half run by Laurance Armour, the other by Chicago’s John Runnels family, related to the Witherses by marriage. It turned out that the cattle ranch was sitting atop one of the richest of Texas oil fields. Newspaper gossip had it that Lacy was the largest single shareholder of Texaco in addition to receiving fat royalty checks from Texaco for pumping oil out of the ground.

  Laurance’s brother, Andrew Watson Armour, and Lester Armour did very well in Chicago banking. Lester’s second wife (1949) was Alexandra Galitzine Romanoff, but the two most prominent Armours in Chicago in a later generation were the children of Lester and his first wife, Leola Stanton. Thomas Stanton Armour became president of Mitchell, Hutchins & Co., a highly successful Chicago and New York investment banking and brokerage house. Vernon Booth Armour served for years as a partner in William Blair & Co., perhaps Chicago’s most prestigious local investment banking house, and earlier as a partner in what is now Smith Barney, Harris Upham & Co.

  Carbon Petroleum Dubbs died in 1962 at age 81 in Santa Barbara, California, in still a third house that oil built. Some few of the older residents of Wilmette remember that Dubbs was elected president of Wilmette village and in 1932, just as he was finishing his mansion in the suburb, succeeded in persuading the village board to ban the construction of gasoline service stations within the village borders.

  “These confounded filling stations destroy property values,” said Carbon Petroleum.


  FIELD

  Having reached a point in life -- he was 45 in 1986 -- that no doubt entitled him to a philosophical thought or two, Marshall Field announced himself certain of one thing. Setting specific goals, he said, is a sure way to make yourself unhappy.

  Nevertheless, Field, who carries the weight of Roman numeral V after his name as well as the responsibility for one of America’s larger fortunes, does have a few general goals.

  He would like it said at the end of his life that he made a contribution, that he left a few things, perhaps even society, better off.

  And, toward that goal, if closer to home, he would like to add to the fortune he inherited.

  It is possible that when he said setting goals is a prelude to unhappiness Field was thinking of the Chicago Sun-Times. He had inherited, and repeated, vows made by his grandfather and his father: someday the Sun-Times, founded by Marshall Field III, would take first place in Chicago away from the long-dominant Chicago Tribune. In 1983, Marshall, under pressure from his half brother, Frederick, had agreed to sell the Sun-Times. It was an action that many Chicagoans, including some of Marshall’s friends, equated with desertion.

  With four children of his own, including Marshall VI, Field rejects the idea that the old, often true saw -- shirt sleeves to shirt sleeves in three generations -- should ever be stretched to apply to the Field family. In fact, as he has said with variations on a number of occasions, “The only real tradition in my family is that each successive generation should not blow it. If you can leave the family fortune a little bigger than you found it, that’s what counts.”

  Equipped with a healthy sense of humor and ironic insight, Field has also noted from time to time that he is tight with his money. “People kid me about the pain it causes me to give anything away,” is one way he puts it, “and that hurts me because it is true.”

  The tightwad image may be carefully cultivated, a reflection of a problem of the very rich. Legions of people assume the very wealthy have so much money that they are delighted to scatter it around. Field’s grandfather learned about this curious thinking firsthand when he enlisted in the Army as a private at the start of World War I. His barrack buddies took it for granted that Field could lend unlimited amounts of money and that he didn’t really want to be repaid. Years later, meeting the problem, he assigned an employee to check out the stories in the supplicant letters he constantly received. In an entire year the employee found only one person who was telling the truth about his scheme for making money if he only had a little of Field’s cash for start-up capital.

  It is probably equally true today, as a 19th-century multi-multimillionaire once said, that a man who has $10 million is just as well off as someone who is rich. In either case, the well-endowed are only human; small change is real; big money is something else. Five million dollars is a chess piece to be moved after careful thought to the most advantageous position on the board. With great equanimity, Field could make the decision, for example, to approve the sale of World Book, the encyclopedia company that for years was the money cow in the Field Enterprises empire. He did just that in 1978, exchanging World Book for $120 million to be employed elsewhere. But paying $16 for a steak in a restaurant appalls him unless the $16 is on the bill of someone who is patronizing one of the two restaurants of which he is a part owner.

  Field can be openhanded if he is not picking up a tab and if real money is involved in a worthwhile endeavor. When a few years back Chicago’s great Field Museum of Natural History faced extraordinary over-budget costs for remodeling to make it easier for handicapped people to get around, Marshall immediately pulled out his checkbook and took care of the problem.

  The Field Museum goes back to Marshall Field I, the man who built the original fortune from pennies, establishing a department store that over the years made his name familiar far beyond the Midwest. In the 1890s and the following decades Marshall Field became as much a title as a name in Chicago and today Chicago people say Marshall Field’s as often as Field’s when they refer to the store. Until the corporation was gobbled up in the midst of the merger mania, the New York Stock Exchange recognized the power of the name by listing the stock under the “M’s” rather than the “F’s.” A man who appeared in the newspapers and magazines of his time as cold, austere, devoted to his business, Field I was approaching 60 when he donated $1 million toward the establishment of what was first called the Field Columbian Museum but is now world-renowned as the Field Museum of Natural History.

  The museum opened in 1894 on a wave of civic pride and enthusiasm for education and progress following the remarkable success of the World’s Columbian Exposition held in Chicago to mark the 400th anniversary of the discovery of America and to proclaim Chicago’s arrival as the nation’s second-largest city and as the capital of the Midwest. Another donation by Field I of enduring benefit to Chicago and the nation was the land, valued at the time at $300,000, he gave to help a struggling Baptist college. Subsequent millions from John D. Rockefeller launched what became the University of Chicago on its way to greatness, but Field also gave the university additional donations in cash and land. One piece of land was used by the university as an athletic field and was, of course, to Field’s embarrassment, called by the students Marshall Field.

  Marshall Field I, like an astonishing number of entrepreneurs over the years in the United States, was very rich as a very young man. Unlike the supposed ail-American heroes of Horatio Alger, he made it from rags to riches pretty much on his own and not through the kindly intervention of a wealthy man. In fact, when he was just 20 years old, Field refused just such an offer.

  Given the time and place, Field was not born to poverty. He was the third of four boys in a family of six children (three others died in infancy, a more or less normal mortality record for rural America in that period). The place was a farm outside the village of Conway, Massachusetts. The time was August 18, 1834. In later life, Field saw no reason to try to trace his ancestry back to noble beginnings; after all, he was Marshall Field. However, others agree that the family name goes back to Alsace and landed gentry called De la Feld, that it traveled to England with the Norman invasion and was changed to Field in later centuries as France became the great enemy. The Field family that could have been Marshall’s was apparently established on these shores by one Zechariah Field, who first settled in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1630 and later moved on to Massachusetts. The land owned by Marshall’s parents, John and Fidelia (Nash), was hilly but still productive enough to allow a third son the unusual privilege of attending school through age 17. But the farm obviously could not support families that might be generated in adulthood by six children. Naturally enough, the farm would go to Chandler Field, the eldest son. That left Joseph, three years older than Marshall, Marshall, and Henry, seven years younger, nowhere to go except out into the wide world.

  Somehow Marshall immediately chose the right road. He found a job as a clerk in a dry-goods store in Pittsfield, Massachusetts. The proprietor, of course, had a prize. Field was endowed with an excellent and active brain. He was used to dawn-to-dark work on the farm. If the testimony of successful men can be believed, luck had little to do with their eminence. It wasn’t that they happened to be standing on the right street corner at the right time. It was all talent and hard work. Conscientious application to the task at hand was, in Field’s mind, the royal road to success. The harder you worked, the more you learned. As surely as the sun rises, your employer would recognize and reward your devotion to duty. If thrift was a matter of necessity on the farm, it was an article of faith for Field. A proper young man would avoid all frivolities and save his money; squandering a nickel or a quarter might seem innocent enough, but saving that much a day could amount to thousands of dollars in just a few years and found a fortune. Field worked hard and studied. He took notes. He knew the inventory carried in the store precisely and he learned the whys and wherefores of purchasing and profit margins. It turned out that he was a salesman, good with people and particularly with the ladies, in spite of his normally aloof manner.

  But older brother Joseph had left relatively settled New England for Chicago and had sent back alluring reports of the hustling, bustling, growing West where real estate values and populations doubled almost overnight and fortunes were to be made.

  With perhaps only one remarkable exception in his entire life, Field was not given to impulsive acts and it was not impulse that moved him to abandon what seemed to be a certain if modest career in the Pittsfield dry-goods store. He felt he had learned all he could after nearly four years of diligent labor, he was about to turn 21, and he trusted the judgment of his older brother. Field gave notice to his employer and remained resolute in his decision to uproot himself and venture West even when the proprietor made the offer that would have delighted any Alger hero. If Field would stay, he would be made a full partner in the business.

  In spite of that turndown, Field’s employer gave him an excellent letter of recommendation, testifying to his character and integrity and most prominently to his business talent. When Field arrived in Chicago in 1856 the city was officially not as old as he. It had been an important Indian meeting place and trading center for centuries with its water passage between the Great Lakes and the Mississippi River system. The city had been incorporated only in 1837. Field joined a population that stood at about 80,000, but may have been 81,000 the day after his arrival as thousands poured into Chicago from the Eastern seaboard and from Germany, Scandinavia, Ireland, England, and France. And from the South. In those days leading up to the Civil War, the land of Lincoln (and Douglas) was a magnet for hopeful blacks as well as whites. If Field’s migration was on the face of it a gamble his judgment was correct. By the time of the World’s Columbian Exposition nearly four decades later and the span during which Field built his fortune, Chicago’s population had grown to more than 1,200,000. Chicago may have had a big-city look to the 21-year-old Field and it is certain that the city’s activity was impressive. But when Field arrived Chicago was also a raw frontier city of wooden buildings and mud streets. It was not until the 1850s that Chicago began the performance of a minor miracle, lifting itself out of the mud. Wooden and later brick buildings were elevated two and three feet and new streets laid down over the mud. George M. Pullman, later the sleeping-car king, became an instant hero in 1861 when he succeeded in raising the city’s major hotel, the four-story brick Tremont House.

  Whatever Marshall thought about the city, he went along with his brother Joseph’s plan, not at first successful, to land a job for him at what was then Chicago’s largest dry-goods store, Cooley, Wadsworth and Company. Four years later Marshall Field was a full partner in the firm, then Cooley, Farwell and Company. (John Farwell was the founder of Chicago’s best, “old money” family; in the 1970s, Francis Farwell became a senior partner of Chicago’s top-ranked local investment banking house, William [McCormick] Blair & Co. Farwell Smith, a descendant of McCormicks and of Percy H. Smith, a builder of the Chicago & North Western Railroad, and son of Hermon Dunlap Smith, former chairman of the country’s largest insurance brokerage firm, Marsh & McLennan, was a well-established Chicago investment banker before he went off to Washington to serve in both the Ford and Carter administrations.) Field had come to Chicago with the nickels, dimes, and quarters he had saved from his Pittsfield job and during his first year with the Cooley firm he saved half of the $400 salary he was paid. One way he pulled that off was saving the price of a room; he slept in the store. Inside of another four years the name of the firm was Cooley, Farwell, Field and Company and Field was then ready at the pleasant age of 30 to move on and run his own show.

  First off, Field made a pass at some of the McCormick reaper money, but Cyrus wasn’t interested. Field turned to Potter Palmer, then the proprietor of the dry-goods store that had been and was the chief competitor of the evolving Cooley, Farwell, Field emporium and the aggressive store that Field had really wanted to work for when he first came to Chicago. Increasingly Palmer had become interested in Chicago real estate and his dream of bringing to the city a hotel to rival anything New York City had to offer. As matters evolved, Palmer was delighted to turn the active management of his retail store and wholesale business over to Field, a young man Palmer had long since spotted as a comer. This was 1864, and the 30-year-old Field had enough money and credit to buy into the Potter Palmer firm for $260,000. It says something about Field’s character and talent that John Farwell, instead of writing Field off as a deserter, lent Field $100,000 to help swing the deal. Far well’s generosity was especially noteworthy in that Field not only deserted but also took along with him another accomplished young executive, Levi Z. Leiter. Later on Leiter became so wealthy from the Field holdings and from astute investments in Chicago real estate that he was still rich after he bailed out his son, Joseph, when that dilettantish young man, a gambling friend of Frederick “Bet a Million” Gates, attempted to corner the wheat market in a battle with Philip D. Armour and lost disastrously. Nearly $10 million of Leiter money evaporated in the wheat pits of the Chicago Board of Trade, but even today the Leiter family, long dispersed to Washington, D.C., and other world capitals, still owns important real estate in Chicago.

  After only eight years in Chicago, Marshall Field had it made by most standards; if his name was not in lights it was up there over the most handsome store in Chicago: Field, Palmer and Leiter.

  In 1867 the firm rang up sales of $9 million, establishing itself as the largest in the city. Two years later, with Palmer traveling in Europe for his health and for the sake of his wife’s cultural ambitions, the name and the organization changed again; Field and Leiter were equal partners in Field, Leiter and Company, but Field’s two brothers, Joseph and Henry, were both junior partners. Not long after he first got Marshall settled in Chicago, Joseph moved on to Sioux City, Iowa, and then to Omaha, Nebraska, where he did well in banking. Reversing course completely, he went off to Manchester, England, where he functioned for years as the chief importer of woolens and other European goods for the Field store. Over the years, Marshall Field acquired a reputation not only for “giving the lady what she wants” but also for anticipating what the lady might want. Joseph, a shrewd judge of fashion as well as price, should share in that reputation. He made one other notable contribution to the merchandising operation. In 1893 he sent his son Stanley to Chicago, and Stanley was the last of the family to function in the top management of the store.

  “Awe” and “respect” are the two words that contemporary writers most frequently used to describe the way people viewed Marshall Field in later life. (There were also numerous references to his cold blue eyes.) But even though, or because, he was arriving in the upper reaches of the Chicago business world when he was barely out of his 20s, Field was already on his way to becoming a living legend, according to Stephen Becker in his book Marshall Field III. Becker has this to say: “Even his penny-pinching was viewed with awful respect; Andrew MacLeish (the poet’s father), who had worked for Field and who in 1867 took charge of Carson, Pirie’s retail division,* complimented Field on his wage scale: ‘Not even a Scotsman could live on that.’ They said Field was shrewd; so he was. Honest; so he was. Cold; so he was. He was incorruptible. He was rectitude personified. He was the sharpest merchant in the United States, but the customer was always right. He never made a shady penny. If Marshall Field said no, Marshall Field meant no. Absolutely straight. No vices. A handsome man.”

  When it comes down to it, any entrepreneur, any businessman who charts a new course, is a gambler. Field gambled on Chicago and on his abilities as a merchant. Only once in his life did he act on impulse, without careful study and diligent preparation. And, from his point of view, it was a big mistake.

  Field was never one for large social gatherings, although he could be most charming and even outgoing in a small group of his peers and particularly when a one-on-one situation called for an effort. In the late winter of 1862 he did agree to attend a party given by a friend and there he met Nannie Douglas Scott. Bachelor Field was 28 years old, Nannie Scott, 23, quiet, pretty, and accomplished.
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