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part one
The Seed



chapter one
The Irish Pope

AT HALF PAST SIX EVERY morning except Sunday, James Aloysius Dolan awoke to the polite knocking of his houseboy, Noche, who then opened the bedroom door and wheeled in his breakfast.

While the great man arranged himself into a sitting position in his massive mahogany box of a bed, the servant placed a footed wicker tray astraddle Dolan’s imperial paunch and laid out the courses, removing the covers from the green majolica dishes, unrolling the heavy silver from the linen napkins, and filling the stemware from pitchers of water and fresh-squeezed orange juice. He used tongs to drop two lumps of sugar into a white china cup, poured thick cream over them, and topped off the cup with strong black coffee from the silver decanter, stirring the contents just twice with a short-handled spoon; his employer enjoyed anticipating the caramelized confection at the bottom. All this was accomplished with a minimum of noise and no conversation, as silence was strictly enforced until after Dolan had dined. Just before withdrawing, the servant transferred four morning newspapers from the bottom shelf of the cart to the top.

The breakfast menu varied little from day to day. It included a sixteen-ounce T-bone steak, served rare under a dozen scrambled eggs; a large platter of corned-beef hash; four thick slices of ham, well marbled and fried in lard; a quarter of a pound of bacon; six pancakes smothered with honey and maple syrup; a loaf of fresh bread, sliced into inch-thick slabs, toasted lightly on both sides, and slathered with butter and blackberry jam; a three-minute egg in a silver cup; four medium apples, sliced thin, deep-fried, and dusted with cinnamon; and a piece of chocolate. He ate everything without hurry, washing it down with four cups of coffee and wasting nothing. As he ate, he read each newspaper from the banner beneath the masthead through the shipping reports at the back, skipping the fiction supplements and making mental note of items he intended to discuss with his associates. One of the papers was in Hebrew, a language he did not read, but by studying the cartoons and rotogravures he was able to glean something of what his minority of Jewish constituents had on their minds. Armed with this and a fair command of Yiddish, he had managed to deliver a substantial percentage of the vote from the downtown corridor to his candidates in the last election—no small feat with a ballot top-heavy with Phelans, Murphys, Sullivans, O’Donnells, and Boyds.

When he was through eating, he mopped his lemon-colored muttonchop whiskers with the napkin he used as a bib and rang the silver bell on the tray. Noche came in to remove the breakfast things while he drew on an old dressing gown over his nightshirt and retired to the bathroom to move his bowels.

He was a man of many names. Friends who had known him since school called him Jimmy. Those who dealt with him through third parties referred to him as Big Jim—which, at six foot four and 350 pounds, with hand-lasted brogans on his size fifteens, he was, quite apart from his influence. The opposition press tagged him Boss Dolan, while his supporters in the Fourth Estate preferred the Honorable James A. Dolan or, whenever his sporting interests were the subject, Diamond Jim. He disliked the monicker hung upon him by the newspapers outstate: the Irish Pope. It assumed a self-deification of which he considered himself innocent. He did confess to a certain satisfaction with the good-humored nobility of the title conferred upon him by his cronies in the Shamrock Club and the beer gardens downtown; he enjoyed answering to “Himself.” He was the only Himself in the Detroit area, except when the great John L. Sullivan paid a call to the city. On those occasions he graciously surrendered the office and honors to the man with the more resonant fame.

He pulled the chain on the tank and set out his shaving things. Shaving was an operation which for thirty-three years he had performed with an artist’s meticulous care and some pleasure. He lathered his big red face with a badger-hair brush from a cake of lime-scented soap in a mug bearing his initials in gold, selected an ivory-handled razor from among seven in a leather case, each labeled with a different day of the week, and scraped his cheeks and round knob of chin and the underside of his jaw with the same long graceful strokes he used to whet the blade on the strop that hung beside the basin.

It amused him in a mildly cynical way that most people who responded to his name could not identify his formal title. The specific duties of Detroit street railway commissioner he delegated to clerks, while the office itself allowed him access to halls of government that would have been closed to him as chairman of the state Democratic Party, yet did not distract him from this important work with the more time-consuming responsibilities of a higher station. In this way he managed to elect mayors, governors, and congressmen. Although he was powerless against Theodore Roosevelt’s popularity as the Republican president, he could and did hobble the damn Rough Rider through the representatives he had sent to Washington.

Serene in these ruminations, he returned to the bedroom, where Noche had laid out his black morning coat, striped trousers, pressed shirt, union suit, socks, and garters on the freshly made bed.

James Dolan dressed as carefully as he shaved, picking lint off his broadcloth sleeves, buttoning on a crisp collar from the box on the huge carved mahogany bureau that had come over with his father and mother from Limerick, and tying his green satin necktie, which he secured with a ruby horseshoe. He left only his black patent-leather shoes and dove gray spats to the manservant, who appeared at the very moment he was required to tie the laces and fasten the buttons and buckles; the magnificent Dolan belly made bending an exertion of energy best reserved for matters of broader import.

“Mrs. Dolan is up, I suppose?” Dolan asked then.

“Yes, sir. She is in the salon.”

“The children, too, I suppose?”

“Yes, sir.”

The exchange was ever the same. Mrs. Dolan was always up ahead of her husband, performing her ablutions in the bathroom they shared between their separate sleeping quarters (an arrangement of peace; Charlotte Dolan snored, James did not) and descending the stairs to awaken the children and dress them for school. She would have no maid or governess, and only tolerated Noche’s presence in the house because her husband’s needs and habits took time that she would rather devote to her issue.

Noche arranged the cuffs of Dolan’s trousers over his insteps with two sharp tugs, rose, and asked if there would be anything else. Dolan said there would not. There never was, but one of the servant’s many virtues was that he never failed to ask. The houseboy—he was over fifty, wrinkled and brown like tobacco leaves, with a streak of white in his short black hair—ducked his head a quarter of an inch and left, walking softly on the balls of his feet. This practice gave him an air of stealth he did not in fact possess. Noche was a former Cuban insurrectionist who had been freed from a cell in Morro Castle by the Americans at the end of the war with Spain, after the Spaniards had spent four months burning the soles of his feet with hot irons. He could stand to wear nothing on them more substantial than paper slippers. Dolan had discovered him literally on his doorstep seven years ago, barefoot and carrying a cardboard suitcase and a letter of introduction from a captain in the Thirty-first Michigan Infantry, the son of an old friend, for whom Dolan had arranged a commission one week after the U.S.S. Maine blew up in Havana Harbor.

The great man went downstairs to find his wife in the dining salon as reported. She was a small woman, inclined toward stoutness since turning forty, in a high-necked white blouse and a dark skirt from beneath which poked the shiny toes of her shoes, as tiny as her husband’s were huge. She wore her brown hair swept up in the elaborate coif that had been common in the past decade, now eroding from a landscape filled with bright-eyed lady typewriters whose hairstyles were simpler and easier to maintain. Dolan had forbidden her to modernize her appearance, and she had decided to allow him to. She believed women in the workplace were a disruptive influence, and could not understand why they would abandon the advantages of their gender in order to spend twelve dreary hours in an office.

After exchanging cordial greetings with his helpmate, Dolan took his place at the head of the long maple table that was too large for the rather small room. Its chairs crowded the Eastlake sideboard and china cabinet, behind whose beveled glass was displayed the seventy-two-piece china set Charlotte had inherited from her late sister, and which only came out at Christmas and on St. Patrick’s Day. Oval frames canting out from the flock-papered walls contained photographic portraits of James’s and Charlotte’s parents and smaller cabinet photographs of their own children in communion clothes. Sentimental St. Valentine’s Day cards and ornate wedding invitations stood open atop the cabinet and sideboard. The dining salon was emphatically a woman’s room, just as the book-lined and tobacco-smelling study at the other end of the house was a man’s.

James accepted his fifth cup of coffee of the morning, poured by his wife, and left it on its saucer to cool while his children trooped in to greet their father before leaving for school. Nine-year-old Sean, small for his age and slight, resembled his father not at all except in coloring. Light-haired, with luminous eyes and a bright pink complexion, he was an excitable youth who studied hard and received failing grades in every subject. He would once again this year attend classes throughout the summer in order to avoid being left back. Seven-year-old Margaret, tall and horse-faced, with white ribbons in her dark hair to match her Catholic collar, was altogether a brighter student and seldom allowed what she was thinking to show in her expression. One of the crosses James bore was that his male and female progeny were born backwards. Sean was ill-suited for a career in either business or politics, while Margaret’s talents, eminently practical to both, would go to waste when he married her off to the relative of a prospective ally. If he could manage to do even that; it grieved him to admit that his daughter was not comely. He loved and respected his wife, and she was devoted to him, but between them there was a dark place because she could bear no more children.

When the couple were alone, Charlotte sipping her coffee at the opposite end of the long table, Dolan asked if he had not heard the telephone bell earlier. He spoke of the instrument with distaste. He rarely used it and regretted that he had allowed it to be installed in the front hallway. Very quickly he had learned that a king’s castle had no meaning when anyone with the power of speech could breach its walls.

“That polite Crownover boy called,” replied his wife. “He asked if you would be home to him at three o’clock this afternoon. I said you would.”

“Which Crownover, Abner the Third or Edward?”

“Neither. It was Harlan.”

“Harlan?” He set down his cup with a click. “Whatever can he want to see me about? He’s feeble-brained.”

“He is not. He is shy. You would be as well if your father were Abner Junior. The man is a tyrant.”

“The tax base could use a dozen more tyrants like him. He saved his father’s business from bankruptcy after the old boy threw in with John Brown. Any self-respecting horse in the country would be proud to step into the traces of a Crownover coach. Our phaeton is a Crownover. You’ve never been ashamed to be seen riding in it up Piety Hill.”

“The coach is not the man. Anyway, I hope you won’t be after keeping Harlan waiting. He had to plead for the hour off and if I know Abner Junior, he’ll dock the poor boy another hour if he’s one minute late getting back.”

Dolan consulted his pocket winder and made rumbling comments about having to cut short his afternoon to meet with the idiot son of a man who forbade politicking on company property, but they both knew the argument was over the moment Charlotte had introduced her view. He resigned himself to spending a bleak hour with a young man whose own father trusted him with duties no more pressing than those of foreman of the loading dock.

He finished his coffee, kissed his wife, and trundled out into the front hallway, where Noche waited with his hat, a soft dove gray one to match his spats with the brim turned up jauntily on the right side, and his stick, black walnut with a gold knob. It was a fine spring day, unseasonably warm for Michigan, and Dolan left his overcoat in the closet as he began his stroll. There were those who said he should move out of the narrow brick saltbox and into one of the more spacious homes on Jefferson Avenue facing the river. He was not among them. His father had laid each brick of the house in Corktown, he had grown up there, and it was over that high threshold he had carried his bride when he was a twenty-two-year-old switchman with the Michigan Central Railroad. In the small lumber room that became his study he had pored over borrowed books in preparation for the bar. In the parlor on the ground floor he had rehearsed the opening arguments of his first case, with Charlotte as his audience, practicing the gestures and finding the breath control that would win him his first elected office. Both his children had been born there, and he had fed William Jennings Bryan, George M. Cohan, and the great John L. in the dining salon and shared his golden Irish whiskey and General Thompson cigars with them afterward in the study. He intended that his wake should be held in the parlor; when he vacated the house for good he would do so on his back in a coffin made of sturdy white pine from the Upper Peninsula.

His daily rounds took him first to the Erin Bar in the next block, where he climbed a rubber-runnered staircase between horsehair plaster walls to the Shamrock Club on the second floor. He never drank alcohol before noon, and breakfast was too recent for him to partake of corned beef and cabbage, the chefs specialty, but he accepted yet another cup of coffee—in summer it would be a glass of lemonade—in the private curtained room where he conducted business, selected his first cigar of the day from a humidor proffered by Fritz, the club’s German headwaiter, clipped off the end with the miniature guillotine attached to his watch chain, and lit it carefully with a long wooden match. The club’s mahogany panels were hung with pictures in plaster frames of prizefighters and the ornate back bar was stocked with more mature whiskey than its somewhat larger counterpart downstairs.

For the next three hours he greeted his appointed visitors with courtesy, offering them cigars and the hospitality of his bill, and sat down with them at his table to hear their requests and complaints. A contractor wanted to arrange a permit to build a hotel on Woodward Avenue. A streetcar conductor named Hanrahan had fallen from the platform at the end of his shift, breaking his wrist, and wanted the city to pay his doctor’s bills. A maker of moving pictures had a contract with the owner of the Temple Theater on Monroe Avenue, but had been denied permission to show his feature because it included a scene of two women undressing to their chemises and bloomers. Dolan vetoed the contractor’s petition on the grounds that his hotel might cause hardship for Jim Hayes, a friend and party supporter who owned the Wayne Hotel in that block. He shook a stern finger at Hanrahan, whose accident was well known to have been the result of having made his last stop at Dolph’s Saloon; but Dolan produced a roll of greenbacks from a pocket of his morning coat and peeled off enough of them to satisfy the man’s doctor. (Hanrahan worked as an unpaid volunteer during elections, conveying Democratic voters to the polls without charge and tearing down Republican posters on his Sundays off.) There was nothing to be done for the moving-picture man, as the Temple was a private enterprise and not beholden to the city. Dolan softened this blow by giving the fellow the name of the manager of a burlesque house in Toledo that might have room on the bill for his ecdysiastic display. Judge Collier stopped by to pay his respects and accept the offer of a glass of beer, which he sipped through a straw to avoid staining his immaculate white beard. Brennan, the assistant party chairman, spent ten minutes discussing the November ballot, during which he drank three whiskeys, then shook half a dozen pieces of Sen-Sen into his mouth straight from the box and left, as steady on his feet as he had been arriving. His bantam body, tightly vested and topped with a shiny brown bowler, burned off everything he put into it within minutes. The man’s nervous animation exhausted Big Jim, who valued the man’s energy but preferred something more stationary in a companion.

At twenty minutes to twelve, Jimmy Dolan retrieved his hat and stick and boarded a streetcar to downtown, ostentatiously slotting a nickel into the fare box, which as street railway commissioner he was not required to do. He disembarked on Woodward Avenue with time to exchange small talk with familiars he encountered on the street. He inquired after the health of Johnny Dwyer’s saintly mother, remarked upon the comeliness of Jerome and Cathleen Whelan’s infant daughter Josie, elicited a promise from Casey Riordan to send him an invitation to his sister Mary’s wedding. It was a matter of some speculation in Corktown whether the Honorable James A. Dolan left off campaigning when he slept.

At his customary table in Diedrich Frank’s saloon, in a booth upholstered in tufted leather beneath a poster showing Eva Tanguay, the Queen of Perpetual Motion, in tights and an hourglass corset, he shoveled in a platter of sauerkraut, three kinds of sausage, and a wheel of Pinconning cheese, chasing each course with a glass of lager. When the boy arrived with the first of the afternoon papers, he tipped him a nickel, lit a cigar, and read with keen interest the details of yesterday’s National League baseball match between the Tigers and the Orioles at Bennett Park. He scowled upon learning that a routine ground ball hit by Uncle Robbie Robinson to Pop Dillon at first base had turned into a game-winning RBI for Baltimore when the horsehide bounded off an exposed cobblestone and past Dillon’s ear. For years Dolan had been after Georgie Stallings to dig up all the stones and prevent such “cobbies” in future, but the general manager, bound by club owner Sam Angus’s Scotch purse strings, could offer nothing more permanent than an occasional application of fresh loam. Big Jim was fond of repeating that he’d lost fifty cents in a friendly wager on the old Detroits in 1895 and had spent five thousand dollars trying to win it back. Betting on baseball was the most scrupulously managed of his vices. Jakob Wiess, proprietor of the Star of Israel chain of cleaning stores in Cleveland, boasted that he owned the most modern steam pressers in the Middle West and magnanimously declared that he owed this distinction to the Indians and James Aloysius Dolan of Detroit. Dolan acknowledged this with an outward show of bluff good humor and an inward loathing for Wiess, whom he considered an unscrupulous businessman and a Christ-killer into the bargain.

Next he reported to Falco’s Barbershop (haircut, fifteen cents; shave, ten cents), where amidst the sparkling white tile and endless mirror images he sank back into a leather armchair and pretended to amuse himself with Harper’s and the Police Gazette while eavesdropping upon the conversation between the barbers and the customers seated in the five Union Metallic chairs. He found these exchanges more enlightening than the newspapers, and considered his decision to eschew the status of an in-home tonsorial visit a signal advantage over his equals. Moreover, the man on the street pointed to his presence in such establishments as evidence of Big Jim’s accessibility and democratic nature.

When Sebastian, his favorite barber, was free, Dolan sat for a trim, then, pink-necked and freshened with witch hazel, gave him a quarter. He snapped open the face of his watch, sighed, and took a streetcar back to Corktown, where Abner Crownover II’s backward son awaited him in his study.

Jimmy Dolan loved this room. Small compared to those of many men less important than he, it was packed with mustard-colored law books in a walnut case that filled the wall to the right of the desk, a massive slab of carved and inlaid hickory supporting a stained blotter, a heavy brass inkwell and pen stand, and a bust of Socrates done in green marble with a chip out of one eyebrow that made the old pedant look as if he were winking slyly. A full-length oil portrait of Himself with his thumbs in his vest pockets hung behind the desk, still smelling faintly of turpentine; it had been finished just last week. Over everything, Turkish rug and leather humidor, Regulator clock and elephant-leg wastebasket, hung a pungent and masculine odor of bootblack and tobacco and decaying paper and dust; no feminine invasion with feathers and lemon oil was tolerated. The English sparrow that had built its nest on the sill outside the leaded window seemed unaware that it had settled so near the center of the great machine that drove the city of Detroit, and by extension the state of Michigan and a large part of the Midwestern bloc in Congress. The bird alone accepted such crumbs as were sprinkled before it with no thought of returning the boon.

Not so Harlan Crownover, who sprang up from the leather armchair in front of the desk when Dolan entered. He was a rather stocky twenty, darker than his father, but he possessed the long Gallic upper lip that to some degree bore out the family’s claims to descendancy from the French who had settled the region two hundred years before. This distinction was in no small part responsible for the gulf that separated the Crownovers from the Dolans in the New World; in a hundred years of continuous residency, Big Jim’s great-grandchildren would still smell like peat to the Abners and Harlans of the next century. The Irish Pope noted with distaste his visitor’s costume of faded flannel shirt, stained dungarees, and thick-soled work boots; he hadn’t even bothered to go home and change on his way there from work. Well, Charlotte had said he only had an hour. Still, he might have put on a necktie. If Noche had answered the door, he would have told the son of one of the city’s richest men to go around back.

No trace of Dolan’s displeasure showed as he wrapped his big soft hand around Harlan’s small calloused one. “Merciful Mary, can this be Abner Junior’s middle boy? I’m after remembering a skinny lad in knickers with a swollen nose. You slid down the Washington Street hill into the wheel of a milk wagon.”

“That was Edward,” Harlan said. “I think it was a coal wagon.”

Dolan grunted and indicated the armchair. He was vain about his memory for personal details and didn’t care to be caught in error. Seating himself between the wings of his great horsehair swivel, he asked after the health of Harlan’s parents.

“Mother’s very busy with the Orphans’ Asylum. I’m afraid Father’s working himself to death, but he won’t be dissuaded.”

This literal answer displeased Dolan, who preferred to reserve such straight talk for matters of greater gravity. It was no secret that Abner III, Abner Junior’s eldest son, had been promoted to an executive position of no real authority when his incompetence in the office of president had driven the company to the brink of bankruptcy, and that Abner Junior had been forced out of semiretirement to assist young Edward with his new presidential duties. Edward was his father’s rubber stamp, an adequate functionary but incapable of arriving at a decision that differed with Abner Junior’s nineteenth-century fundamentalism. Harlan, the dimmest star in the family constellation, had been passed over entirely. A long tradition of genius had ended with old Abner.

“Will you have a brandy?” Dolan asked.

“Thank you, sir, no. I reserve my drinking for the Pontchartrain bar.”

So far nothing the young man had said had elevated his station. Less than six months old, the Pontchartrain Hotel had replaced the fine old Russell House, which for half a century had sheltered such world luminaries as the former Prince of Wales. No one of a certain vintage had been encouraged when it was demolished to make room for a pretentious palace for transients whose bar catered to a particularly disagreeable clientele: motormen who tracked grease and oil across the Oriental rug in the lobby and hoisted their pistons and things onto the mahogany bar for the admiration of their cronies.

“Are you a frequent customer?” Dolan asked.

In his eagerness to curry favor, Harlan misunderstood the motive behind the question. “I’m a two-drink man, sir. Never more nor less. I don’t mind saying most of those fellows enjoy tipping the tankard and distrust those who limit themselves to one glass. Henry Ford is the exception. He’s a total abstainer, but he is a genius.”

“A genius, is it?” Dolan was amused. “You’re a fortunate young man. In forty years I’ve never met one.”

“You would if you visited the Pontchartrain.”

He shifted in the swivel; the sauerkraut had begun to work. For a young man without much time the fellow was taking the long way around the barn.

Harlan sensed his discomfort. He leaned forward, clasping his hands between his knees as if in prayer. “I intend to invest in Mr. Ford’s automobile company. If you’ll agree to lend me the money. I intend to repay it with interest within a year.”

Dolan was suddenly serene. Pleas for money were solid ground. He’d been afraid he was going to be asked for a job. Charlotte, who for some mysterious female reason had taken a liking to the young man, would make life difficult if he turned him down, yet he didn’t want to alienate Abner Junior by employing a son who had decided to desert the family enterprise. Money was another thing entirely. To challenge a man’s decision in regard to his funds was as indelicate as questioning his religion.

“I heard this fellow Ford was out of the automobile business.”

“He closed his plant for lack of capital. Now he has the support of Alexander Malcolmson.”

“The coal dealer?”

“He has faith in Mr. Ford, as have I. Five other men are interested: John Gray, a banker, and John Anderson and Horace Rackham, who are successful lawyers. Another John and Horace, the Dodge brothers, have agreed to manufacture engines and other parts in return for shares. Mr. Ford feels that he can arrange a hundred thousand in capital if he can raise a quarter of that amount in cash. Five thousand would entitle me to twenty percent of the common stock. I own a thousand dollars in shares in Crownover Coaches. I wish to borrow the rest.”

“Have you approached your father?” Dolan asked with a smile.

“My father is a traditionalist.” Harlan clamped his mouth tight at the end of the statement.

“Surely nothing so bad as that.” This young man had begun not to amuse him. “Why did you come to me? There are banks.”

“I’ve been to the banks. The bankers are all very patient until they learn my father isn’t interested. They’re businessmen.”

“Automobile manufacture is not a business?”

“It’s more than that. It’s the future. It occurred to me that a politician such as yourself might be expected to see beyond the next fiscal year. When I was small, I saw a picture of you in the newspaper, wearing overalls and leaning on a hoe in one of those vegetable gardens Hazen Pingree started throughout the city when he was mayor. I never forgot it. When everyone else was complaining about the bad economy, you and Pingree were doing something about it, to feed the hungry. Men who take action is what the automobile industry is all about.”

So now it was an industry. Dolan remembered the picture very well. It had elected him to city council, his first public office. Charlotte had had to let out his old switchman’s overalls, and he had borrowed the hoe from an unemployed bricklayer who was tending the garden. Ping’s Potato Patches, as they were called, hadn’t done a jot to improve conditions among the poor, but they had gotten the old man a statue in Grand Circus Park, if they ever got around to finishing the thing.

“The last time I invested money, I lost every penny,” Dolan said. “Although lost is not accurate. It’s on the bottom of Lake Michigan with the Great Lakes Stove Company’s first and only shipment.”

“I’m not asking for an investment, but a loan. I intend to repay it with interest come fire or flood. The risk is mine.”

“The money is not.”

“Are you turning me down?”

“I am. We live in an age of interesting inventions, of which the automobile is just one. I’m afraid I haven’t the vision for which you credit me; I can’t tell which will survive and which will be supplanted by the next interesting invention. If you lose your investment, you will remain indebted to me, and you will come to resent me for it. I value my association with your family too much to jeopardize it.”

“The decision is final?”

“I’m afraid it is.” Dolan smiled. “Please give my regards to your father and mother. I haven’t seen them since the last bicycle race I attended on Belle Isle. The elections,” he added by way of explanation.

“You’re making a mistake, Mr. Dolan.”

He frowned. The boy was no gentleman. Dolan was not either, by way of birth and occupation; he had long ago resigned himself to that truth, but it upset him that someone could take the privilege so far for granted as to reject it out of hand. It was like a man born to wealth telling a poor man that money was not important.

“Good luck to you, Mr. Crownover.”

After Harlan had shaken his hand and left, Big Jim Dolan sat back down and set fire to a cigar. Had he not made it his business not to muck around in another man’s business, he might have considered warning Abner Crownover that he was risking too much to trust his loading dock to his middle son.



chapter two
The Coach King

IN CONTRAST WITH THE PRINCELY portrait of James Aloysius Dolan that hung behind Big Jim’s desk in Corktown, the likeness of the founder of Crownover Coaches might have been lost in his son’s office at the corner of Shelby and Jefferson were it not for the oversize frame in which it was matted and mounted. It was a three-by-five-inch tintype, orange and wrinkled, of a bulldog face in a stiff collar and pale side-whiskers, a fleshy badge of mid-Victorian prosperity with an incongruously hollow stare, as if the eyes had been punched out of a mask. The picture was made in 1859, the year John Brown hanged for treason. Abner would stand trial that same year for conspiracy in the raid on the federal armory in Harpers Ferry, Virginia; although the jury would vote for acquittal, the ardent abolitionism that had driven him to meet with Brown and Frederick Douglass at the Detroit end of the Underground Railroad and agree to help finance their bold plan to arm the slaves would destroy his reputation as a stable businessman. He sold his wagon-making business and died, a broken man, shortly before the Second Battle of Bull Run.

Abner Crownover’s descendants weren’t quite sure what to do with him. They felt little concern about the wife and three children he deserted in England to build wagons for pioneers departing the Northwest Territory for Oregon; such footnotes were infinitesimal in the book of the Great Expansion. They pointed with pride at the site in Miami Square where the wheels and sideboards were fitted, reminded people that A. Crownover &Company had been the largest private employer in antebellum Detroit, and insisted that its founder’s name be included in the roll of those who were present under the oaks in Jackson when the Republican Party was created in 1854. That he should have thrown all this over in favor of an idealistic dream was a subject upon which they chose to remain silent. Treason was one thing, and a bad enough job at that; it was the poor business implicit in the decision that they abhorred.

Abner Crownover II seldom mentioned his father, and since the age of eleven, when he had gone to work as a grease boy in the firm that had once belonged to his family, had corrected people when they addressed him as “Junior.” He considered himself as much the founder of the company as was his father. Hard, uncomplaining work and perceptive suggestions made deferentially and through channels had earned him an executive position at an age at which the sons of most successful men were starting college. In that capacity he persuaded his superiors to acquire a bankrupt manufacturer of short-haul freight vehicles and passenger coaches. The day of the great wagon trains was coming to an end; within five years Crownover &Company had abandoned wagon making altogether for the business of providing brass-fitted carriages for the well-to-do. A mechanic at heart, Abner worked out an ingenious suspension system that smoothed cobblestones and potholes and delivered the 400 to their destinations with diamonds and silk tiles intact. The Crownover opera coach, bearing the firm’s elegant coronet in gold leaf on the door, became a staple among the gentlefolk of the Gilded Age.

Then came the Panic of ’73. Overextended members of the board of directors had reason to thank young Abner for buying out their shares at a more favorable rate than the stunned market offered, and at an age when most young men of good family were attending college, “Junior” acquired controlling interest in Crownover Coaches. His story was written up in Harper’s and inspired a laudatory book written by a journalist from Toledo, handsomely bound in green cloth with gold, circus-style lettering, entitled The Coach King. It sold well throughout the end of the nineteenth century to readers whose shelves sagged beneath the weight of volumes by Horatio Alger and G. A. Henty. In the meantime the plant moved from Miami Square to its present larger quarters, with two floors of offices separated by soundproofing from the hammer clatter and wailing steam saws at ground level. Crownover vehicles had been made to order for Governors Pingree of Michigan and Cleveland of New York, William Randolph Hearst, and Sarah Bernhardt. A grateful nation had presented Admiral Dewey with a Crownover cabriolet in mahogany with ivory side panels in honor of the victory at Manila. William McKinley rode to his second inauguration in a one-of-a-kind Crownover phaeton with gold-plated headlamps and the presidential seal inlaid in the door.

The nation’s youngest tycoon was now in his fifties. Long hours and total responsibility for the operation of his company had added twenty years to his appearance, disappointing those visitors who expected, on the evidence of The Coach King, to meet a man in whom some semblance of youth still resided. His pale hair, fine as spun sugar and cropped close to his pink scalp, was so little removed from total baldness that it might as well have fallen out years ago. The long upper lip, which in the tender years had contributed to his boyishness, gave him in age the face of a mummified monkey. His glittering black browless eyes did nothing to detract from this impression. In recent years he had formed the habit of sitting motionless and unspeaking behind his plain desk, staring with his bright simian eyes at speakers, then dismissing them with nothing more than a reference to the time. These speakers repaired directly to the bars of the Pontchartrain and Metropole, as much in search of human contact as refreshment. Abner II was not a warm man. It was said his first wife had committed suicide because of loneliness.

In fact she had simply died, albeit of neglect and a related condition; scarlet fever, however, was announced as the cause. He had married again in 1876, scandalizing Edith Hampton’s eastern aristocratic family with the notion of a grease boy entering its halls. Edith gave birth to six children, four of whom survived infancy. The daughter, Katherine, eloped at fourteen with an adventurer bound for the Oklahoma territory and vanished from the family history. Abner III, the oldest of the three boys, became president of the Detroit office of Crownover Coaches in 1898, and was reassigned to an executive position with fewer responsibilities and a more impressive-sounding title when it became clear that pressure did not bring out the best in him; he was, in truth, incapable of making a decision and holding to it. For his replacement, Abner II passed over Harlan, his second son, and promoted young Edward from the upholstery shop. He would assume control of the company upon his father’s retirement.

Harlan was the family disappointment. His reluctance from an early age to take part in discussions related to the business was interpreted as evidence of a slow brain, an affliction common among the Hamptons, who spent their days lawn bowling and adding new wings to the ancestral mansion in Rhode Island. The foremanship of the loading dock in Detroit went to Harlan.

On this day early in the new century, Abner II directed Winthrop, his secretary, to place a telephone call to the Cincinnati office. Cincinnati bought most of the materials consumed in the manufacture of Crownover vehicles. Abner had suspected for some time that the director culled the quality items from each shipment for use in Cincinnati, sending inferior grades to Boston and Detroit. Despite all his best efforts to persuade his branch managers to subordinate the interests of their fiefdoms to the good of the company as a whole, some stubborn pockets of feudalism remained from the dark days of his father’s tenure. If this morning’s conversation did not go well, he was determined to dismiss the man. He hoped it would go well. Roosevelt’s trustbusters were making it difficult to find executive replacements who had not been disgraced in the Republican press.

While he was waiting for the call to go through, he instructed Winthrop to admit his son Edward, who had been lingering in the outer office for twenty minutes.

“Good morning, Father.”

“It is. I saw a robin.” Abner seldom failed to treat conventional greetings literally. “Sit down. How is your wife?” He never remembered his daughter-in-law’s name. He could; he did not. In so far as he subscribed to scientific theories, he believed that the human memory was finite, and that if one were not selective, the time would come when for every new fact one admitted, an old one would have to be evicted. Beyond that, he approved of his son’s choice. The woman was practically invisible.

“She’s well, sir. I’ll tell her you asked.” Edward hesitated. He resembled his father, except for his eyes, which were large, soft, and bovine. His wire-rimmed spectacles were largely unnecessary and served merely to create severity. His old-fashioned muttonchops, long and thick and combed straight out from the corners of his jaw, fulfilled a similar purpose. Unlike Abner he was inclined to be fleshy, and such adornments gave his portliness an air of nineteenth-century gravity, more stable than self-indulgent. In ten years he would be morbidly obese. “I wish you would have a talk with Harlan. He’s neglecting his duties at the dock.”

“In what way?”

“Well, to begin with, he asked for an hour off yesterday. He was fifteen minutes late returning.”

“You timed him yourself?”

“Of course not. I was informed of the fact by Mr. Daily.”

“Did Harlan give Ted Daily a reason for his tardiness?”

“No. He did apologize,” he added, in a sudden show of sibling support.

“Did he say why he wanted the time off?”

“Mr. Daily says no.” He seemed about to go on. He did not.

“I assume Daily subtracted the fifteen minutes from his card.”

“Of course.”

“That being the case, I cannot see why you felt compelled to bring this to me. Particularly when it involved waiting twenty minutes to report fifteen minutes of delinquency. Given that, which of you is more guilty of neglecting his duties?”

Goaded into defending himself, Edward abandoned his show of discretion. “During that hour he was seen going into Jim Dolan’s house.”

“By whom?”

“I can’t reveal the source.”

“I see. I hope you are paying the security men you assign to follow your brothers around out of your salary. They are employed to protect the plant.”

“If Harlan is cooking something up with the Irish Pope, the entire company is in jeopardy.”

“Dolan is a politico. I pay this company’s taxes and be damned with him.”

“The Democratic Party lends money to those who serve its interests. Dolan controls the party. I think Harlan went to his house to borrow money to invest in his damn go-devils.”

“Surely he’s outgrown that whim.”

Edward spread his soft meaty hands. “Why else would he meet with Diamond Jim?”

“I made it clear how I felt about automobiles when he approached me with the idea of joining hands with that man Ford. The machines are too expensive and complicated ever to catch on with the general public. Rich men grow bored with their kickshaws. They move on to other things.”

“Logic is wasted on Harlan. He’s weak in the head.”

The telephone jangled.

“I’ll have a talk with him.” Abner unpegged the listening cup. When Edward remained seated, he placed his hand over the mouthpiece. “Cincinnati.”

“Ah.” His son shoved himself to his feet and trundled out.

Abner hung up on his branch manager’s obsequious farewell, donned his trilby and light topcoat, and told Winthrop he would return in thirty minutes. He rode the caged elevator to the ground floor. Hector, the operator, had been a cabinetmaker in the firm’s employ until his right hand was mangled by a drill press. That was the hand, clothed in a mitten, with which he operated the lever. The work was less demanding than his old job, and so his salary had been cut from five dollars per week to three. He was a dark-skinned Greek with pewter-colored hair who in nine years had not exchanged more than a greeting with his employer.

The clangor of coach making was a shock to Abner’s system after the quilted silence of the office, but he welcomed it, along with the smells of turpentine and sawn wood and fresh lacquer, the scorched-metal stench from the boilers that powered the steam machinery, the clatter of tools dropped to the broad oaken planks of the floor. The sight of coaches, buggies, depot hacks, and carriages in various stages of construction, seen through a golden haze of sawdust, never failed to carry him back to his youth. His rheumatic hands felt the metal bail of the heavy grease bucket cutting into the folds of the fingers, he tasted his own sweat trickling into his mouth from his streaming forehead, heard the wheelwrights cursing him when he was slow to slather the hubs with handfuls of the thick viscous brown stuff in the bucket. He knew every bevel and join in every vehicle that rolled out of every plant in the Crownover empire; at one time or another he had planed and fitted them all. None of his competitors had managed to improve upon the suspension system he had patented. To achieve parity they were forced to pay him for its use in their own product. If he never made another vehicle, his invention would continue to pay him millions.

He paused to watch a young carpenter tapping a peg into place where a side panel met the back of a Victoria coach. The young man’s shoulders tensed, aware that he was being scrutinized by the owner of the company. After the first tentative raps, Abner begged the fellow’s pardon, relieved him of his mallet and, gripping it near the end of the handle, drove the peg home with one sharp blow.

“Leverage.” He handed back the mallet. “I dined with a university professor who told me he spent an entire semester teaching the principle to an auditorium full of student engineers. I learned it from an illiterate Negro my first day on the job.”

“Thank you, sir.” The carpenter fumbled in his wooden toolbox for another peg.

Abner went out through the great open bay doors to the loading dock, a platform erected three feet above the ground so that material and equipment could be transferred smoothly from the boxes of delivery wagons into the building. The concept was another of his own improvements, borrowed from a flour mill he had seen on a visit to a Michigan farming village; although he did not get the credit for it that he received from his suspension, he calculated that the addition saved the firm two hours each day, enough time to complete the chassis of an extra coach or carriage. That meant two more per week, and eight more at the end of each month. Genius, he was fond of repeating, is the art of making things simple.

It was a warm day for early spring and he could smell the sun reflecting off the surface of the river. The brick factory buildings of Windsor carved square chunks out of the sky on the opposing bank. A native Detroiter, he felt pride at the thought that a worker on the Canadian side might even now be gazing across the water at the mighty height of the ten-story Hammond Building and, nearby, the fourteen floors of the Majestic. Businesses like Crownover Coaches and the Michigan Stove Company made such things possible. He was a major investor in the stove manufacturer, whose president had entered into an exclusive contract with Crownover to provide the wagons that delivered the heavy cast-iron conveniences to stores and private customers who ordered them direct from the factory. He had only to turn his head a few degrees to see that factory and its great display piece, the Biggest Stove in the World, standing in front of it. The construction, as big as a house, had been moved there from the Chicago Columbian Exposition of 1893, where in demonstration of the greatness of the project the wooden replica had sheltered an entire family on salary to the stove maker.

There were those who told Abner he should erect a monstrous coach for the same purpose. He demurred, explaining that Crownover had not gotten where it was by imitating the actions of others. In private he considered the big stove a vulgar blot on the Detroit skyline. He had the self-made man’s horror of public exhibitions of gaucherie. For this reason he had filled his closet with suits made to his order by the Prince of Wales’s tailor during his visits to London and had hired, in strict secrecy, a valet formerly employed in the Benjamin Harrison White House to teach him which fork to use and where to place his napkin during a formal dinner. He was aware that some of his earthier competitors muttered among themselves that Abner Crownover took too seriously the honorary title of Coach King, but he wasn’t troubled by it. He had had an audience with Pope Leo XIII, and he could not think of another thirty-third-degree Freemason who could claim that.

As it happened, the episode of the Church of Rome had threatened to expel him from the Detroit order. From this controversy he also remained aloof, trusting that the High Priest would not forget who provided the funds that forestalled an investigation by the membership into cost overruns incurred in the construction of the Masonic Temple. He did not forget, and in time the muttering ceased. The example of his father had taught Abner II that honorable causes and charitable deeds were best embraced when they bore favorably upon one’s livelihood. He had joined the Freemasons because many of the men with whom he did business were members. He had met with the Pope because most of the politicians who voted for and against taxes on private enterprises and established commercial zoning ordinances were Irish and Catholic. (He had spent the time with His Holiness attempting to interest him in a new papal vehicle.) In 1896 he had publicly contributed to the presidential war chest of William Jennings Bryan because Detroit was a Democratic enclave, while quietly pledging three times the amount to the McKinley campaign, Republicans having demonstrated support for American business. After the assassination and Roosevelt’s rise, Abner had sent the new chief executive a beautiful silver-chased Winchester rifle with a carved stock, custom-made at the factory in New Haven. He had no fear that the Rough Rider’s vow to smash the eastern trusts would include Crownover, but at a modest seven hundred dollars the gift seemed a sound security investment.

Harlan was busy supervising the unloading of packing cases from the back of a dray. The stenciling on the cases identified them as the erstwhile property of a plant in Erie, Pennsylvania, that made brass coach lamps. The lamps, which arrived packed in straw, were made from copper mined in the Upper Peninsula; an arrangement resulting in a triangulated course across two Great Lakes and eight hundred unnecessary miles, but one that had to be made in order to obtain the cooperation of a Pennsylvania senator in a matter involving a federal harbor tax. The senator’s jurisdiction acquired a new industry, and Crownover gained an exemption. As a bonus, Abner had realized a profit when he sold the equipment from his own lantern plant to the Pennsylvania firm, which was owned by the senator’s brother-in-law. So far the new century was starting out where the old one had left off.

His satisfaction at this reminder of an old windfall was marred by his son’s appearance. Harlan insisted on dressing as the men beneath him dressed, in dungarees worn soft and corduroy shirts with the ribs rubbed shiny where his elbows brushed his sides. It was clear that he helped with the physical labor. Like most men who had worked their way up from the ground, Abner made it a point of honor to spare his sons similar indignity; not because he wished them less hardship, but because the sight of young Crownovers heaving and sweating along with the men in their employ would please his enemies. He regretted deeply that he could not trust his second-born to make even a show of competence at a desk, as Abner III had managed to do once he’d been removed from the directorship of the Detroit operation. The duties of a glorified file clerk had suited his eldest son as the pressures of decision making had not. Young Harlan’s silences during family discussions had convinced his father that the boy was incapable of understanding simple business. The fact that he was his mother’s favorite confirmed his weakness. Edith was the kind of woman who rescued fallen birds and selected the runt of the litter, attempting to foil the Darwinian principles that Abner had applied to business, with brilliant success. If she liked a person, a creature, or a thing, it followed that the object of her affection was damaged in some fundamental way. He treated his wife at all times with cordial reverence and held her in contempt.

As always, he made a mental note to upbraid Harlan for his misplaced democracy when they were alone, and busied himself inspecting boards from a stack of lumber laid at the edge of the dock. They were mahogany, shipped at great expense from Central America and reserved exclusively for use in custom vehicles. Company policy was to protect the wood with a tarpaulin at all times when it was outside and to move it inside as quickly as possible. He had slid a fourth board out from under the cover and was sighting down its length as if it were a billiard cue when his son approached him, mopping his hands with a stained rag.

“This is a surprise, Father. You never come down to the dock.”

“Obviously a mistake. These boards are warped.”

“The entire shipment is defective. It’s been left out in the weather. They’re dumping it on us.”

“Have you made arrangements to return it?”

“I’d planned to talk with Edward about it this afternoon.”

“There’s nothing to talk about. Return it.”

“If we return it, it will be two months before it’s replaced, if Nicaragua agrees to replace it. We’ve had trouble with them before. They’ll insist upon inspecting it before authorizing a second shipment. If we simply put in another order, we’ll have it in four weeks.”

“And eat the cost of Nicaragua’s incompetence?”

“This isn’t the first time we’ve been dissatisfied with that firm. We’ll of course place our order with a competitor. Meanwhile we can make up part of the cost by selling this shipment to Wilson.”

“Who the devil is Wilson?”

“C. R. Wilson Body Company,” said Harlan, using a tone in which he might have said “King Edward of England.”

“They make bodies for Olds, the automobile manufacturer. I know Fred Fisher there. Automobile customers are less picky about such details. What they can’t use in the bodies they can burn for charcoal.”

“Meanwhile we’re still operating at a loss.”

“We’ll make up for it by remaining liquid. We paid for the mahogany in advance. A refund would take as long as replacement, by which time it may be worth less than what we get from Wilson now. The economy is on the upswing. Prices are rising.”

“Where did you read that, in the Hearst press?” Withstanding a lecture in economics from his backward son soured Abner’s stomach. Of late he had been forced to give up coffee in favor of warm milk.

“Hearst is saying the opposite, actually. He’s running again.”

Abner dropped the board he’d been inspecting on top of the stack. The sharp clank turned heads among the workers unloading the brass lamps. He kept his voice level. “Crownover isn’t in business to help your friends in the automobile world. Return the shipment.”

The expression on Harlan’s round face was unreadable. His father thought it blank. “They won’t go away because you ignore them,” Harlan said.

“Is that the reason you went to see Jim Dolan behind my back?”

“It wasn’t behind your back.” The young man didn’t seem surprised that he knew of the visit.

“You took time off from your work here to go see him.”

“It was personal time.”

“Someone had to do your work while you were gone. Someone had to do his work, and so on. It left us a man short.”

“The company was still solvent when I returned. Meanwhile seventy-five minutes were deducted from my card.”

“Then you admit you went to Dolan for money after I refused you?”

“I went to see him. I have nothing to admit.”

“He’s a politician!”

“Some men are. You needn’t make the word sound like an oath.”

Pain began to gnaw at Abner’s stomach. It never did when he spoke to Edward. Abner III was always too busy considering what to order for lunch to unsettle his father’s digestion. He adjusted his tack. “And did your populist friend oblige you with a loan?”

“He declined the offer I made him.”

“Of course he did. The man is not a fool, despite his transparent attempts to appear as simple as his constituents. Now will you abandon your scheme?”

“Did you abandon your spring suspension when your superiors told you it wouldn’t work?”

“It isn’t the same thing.”

“That’s the idea, Father.”

Needles jabbed at his abdomen. “From now on you will not leave your job except in case of emergency. A doctor’s signature will be required before you are allowed back on these premises.”

It is no small thing for a man to see his own eyes glaring back at him. For a moment he thought his son would quit, and for a rarity he was not sure whether he dreaded the gesture or hoped for it. He did recognize the instant when Harlan acquiesced. It was less an indication of surrender than it was an indirect kind of defiance. In his youth, Abner had worn the same expression often enough to know it when it was shown him. “All right,” said his son.

As victories went, it was as sour as his stomach. He pressed for more. “I didn’t ask if you approved. Say you understand.”

“I understand.”

“Arrange to have those boards sent back to Nicaragua today.”

“Yes, sir.”

Abner left. On his way to the elevator he smelled not the smells nor heard the sounds nor saw the sights of the factory he had built. He thought only of warm milk in a glass and fifteen minutes alone in the cloistered silence of his office. It was as much of a retirement as he would ever feel secure enough to take.
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