Cannon Ball Baker was an Indianapolis institution. In that
automotive city he had been making a living for thirty-five years
by setting automotive records, and at fifty he was still doing it.
He held more auto records than any five other men combined.
The Baker home was full of silver cups and medals and testi-
monials. He had driven forty thousand miles on the Indianapolis
Specdway in test work, though he drove in the big race only
twice. Fe had driven five thousand miles just up and down Pikes
Peak. He had crossed the continent a hundred eighteen times,
and had driven hundreds of miles in the western sandy deserts on
railroad tracks, before there were any roads. He had ridden
acrass the Isthmus of Panama before the Canal was Anished,
fullowing railroad tracks and foot trails. He had ridden a motor-
cycle the entire length of Cuba, around the island of Oahu, all
over Australia, and across Tasmania,

There was a time when speed records were being set right and
left, but like the hoop skirt and the hair on my head, those things
were gone for ever now. Autos had become so perfect that all of
them could go too fast, So Cannon Ball Baker's records nowadays
were of a different stripe. They were records of mileage per gal-
lon. He had proof that he had motored at the rate of 55.8 miles
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ta the gallon of gasoline—that was with the wind. But when he
drove right back again against the wind and averaged up the two,
he came up with gg.2 miles to the gallon. He did it with a mani-
fold-and-carburetor development of his own. He'd been working
on it for years. He said it was perfect now, and he expected it to
make him a million dollars. He had it installed in his own
Graham sedan, and he said that car would go farther and faster
on one gallon of gas than any other car in the world.

And he had another thing, a perfection of the old rotary-valve
engine, which he had worked out in a one-cylinder motoreycle.
With that motorcycle he had got 154 miles on a gallon of gas.
Furthermore, the thing was so smooth that he could ride uphill
and down at five miles an hour without a buck or a tremble. This
thing would make him another million. That makes two.

Cannon Ball Baker was a hearty fellow. He had a big hooked
nose, and loved to talk and laugh and show you around. I went
out to the house to see him (used a pint and five-eighths of gas
getting there) and spent the afternoon with himand Mrs, Baker.
His real name was Erwin George Baker, He started motorcycle
Tacing in 1go6, then began setting transcontinental records on
his motorcycle. As his records grew, he acquired such names as
Demon, Warhorse, Daredevil, and The Fox. But it was when he
rode into New York in 1914, at the end of a new transcontinental,
that he got the name Cannon Ball; a reporter on the Tribune,
George Sherman, gave it to him. He was in the Indianapolis
phione book as Cannon Ball Baker, but Mrs. Baker called him
Erwin, and friends called him Bake.

As late as 1934, he was racing across the continent on the public
highways at speeds as high as a hundred miles an hour. But not
any more. His top limit now was the same as mine—fifty miles an
hour. He liked to sct records at that speed. Once he shook hands
with the engineer of the Lark just as it was leaving Los Angeles,
and then beat the train into San TFrancisco by forty minutes,
though he never drove over fifty miles an hour. He said it wasn't
so much the speed as the gawking around that got you into
trouble. You had to sit there one-minded and staring, as though
you were shooting a gun—which you really are, only you're riding
on the bullet. He said one of the first requisites of safe driving
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was to get your stomach right up against the wheel, so you'd have
agood purchase on it, and then keep your eyes peeled.

It was fun to listen to Bake. He [requently said “motored”
where you and I would say “drove.” His grammar, incidentally,
would take the booby prize in any university, but I found out
long ago that grammar and achievement don't necessarily go to-
gether. He was a tremendous eater. He weighed 225 pounds, and
he thought that if God had one special picce of work it was a big
thick steak. He was the steak-eatingest man I ever heard of. Some-
times ate four a day, And, boy, I mean big ones—the kind that
would ordinarily do a whole family. On these devastating coast-
to-coast Tuns, where he drove on and on with no sleep or rest,
he existed solely on steaks, hash-brown potatoes, and black coffee.
On one fast trip he wired ahead to a restaurant friend in Santa Fe,
New Mexico, to have the biggest steak in town ready for him.
It was ready, and a yard long. Baker downed her with relish, and
then his restaurant friend told him it was horse meat. Baker
hadn't known the difference,

On his first transcontinental trip by auto, in 1914, he had only
four miles of paved road in the whole distance. And that same
four miles was still in existence today, he said, on U.S. 40 between
Marshall and Waverly, Illinois.
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