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Author’s note

Someday It Will Be a Hundred Years Ago.

 That’s what my grandfather, Poppy, called the book he wrote in 

1970. He was looking back sixty years to his childhood in the first de-

cades of the twentieth century. At the same time, he was projecting 

ahead forty years into the twenty-first century, when he imagined his 

grown grandchildren would read his memoir and learn about his life a 

century before. Past and future all rolled up together.

 In 2010, sixteen years after my grandfather’s death, I read this book 

with the curious title, just as he had hoped I might. I discovered right 

away that Poppy was a good writer. He made me feel as I read his stories. 

I tensed up as he was dragged across his neighbors’ field by their horse, 

Chelis. I felt his sadness when he had to go to the shed and butcher Hen-

rietta, his favorite chicken. I laughed when he and his brother sold lem-

onade to Italian road-workers, only to see them spit it out as too sour. I 

was surprised when Poppy was reprimanded (in Morse code) by a ship’s 

captain for using the navy’s frequency on his homemade crystal radio 

set. I had expected a hundred years ago to be quaint and old-fashioned, 

but it seemed like an exciting time to be alive in Poppy’s telling.

 Of all his stories, the one about his family’s first automobile trip 

might have sparked my imagination the most. After purchasing a used 

Model T Ford, his family all piled in, eager to drive to their annual sum-

mer vacation in Maine. All, that is, except Poppy’s father, who worked 

for the railroad and wouldn’t be caught dead in a motorcar. 

 The roads from Reading, Massachusetts, to Kennebunkport, Maine, 

were rough and indirect. “Often you drove twenty miles to advance 

only ten,” my grandfather wrote. On this ill-fated trip the Ford went 
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through five flat tires. The trip of a hundred miles took eleven hours. 

Poppy’s father, who had left later by train, was waiting for the rest of 

the family at Uncle Charlie’s when they finally arrived.

 It must have been an exhausting trip, but it was exciting to read 

about. It sounded adventurous to me.

 And so I developed a fascination for the early automobile. And in 

my research, I encountered a certain race-car driver by the name of 

Rickenbacker, who was described by a rival as “the most daring and 

withal [yet] the most cautious driver in America today.”1 Only later did 

I become interested in Eddie Rickenbacker the World War I fighter 

pilot (during my research I learned he was, again, both bold and 

careful).

 When I discovered the Biographies for Young Readers series, I 

thought immediately of that auto racer and combat pilot from Colum-

bus, who came of age when my grandfather was a boy. I thought about 

how he led the country in adopting both the automobile and the air-

plane. And I knew young readers would thrill to read about the adven-

tures of this famous Ohioan, Eddie Rickenbacker. 

 So, here I am asking you, my reader, to do what my grandfather 

once asked of me: imagine the world of a hundred years ago in all its 

old-fashioned wonder. Consider how, for all the modern conveniences 

he lacked, Eddie was able to do things that you and I will never do. 

Fashion a new bearing at a blacksmith’s shop in order to keep a lieu-

tenant colonel’s car running? Eddie did that. Fly a one-seater plane 

with the wind blowing in his goggled face? He did that, too. As you read, 

notice how, for all the hardship of his upbringing, he created opportu-

nities for himself and built a life with more thrills, possibly, than a 

modern-day rollercoaster (and with almost as many twists and turns).

 It was an exciting world a hundred years ago. Especially if you were 

a kid with grit and gumption . . . like Eddie Rickenbacker.




