
 
 

Captains of the tire industry 
 
While scientists continued to perfect the tire, ent repreneurs developed 
ways to mass produce and market it to the public.  These men transformed 
tire making into big business. 

 
The invention of the pneumatic tire in itself was revolutionary, but it never could 
have gained financial and developmental success without the aid of 
entrepreneurs -  men who turned the tire into big business. 
 
Industrialists were quick to recognize its money-making potential.  While 
scientists continued to perfect the tire, businessmen developed ways to mass 
produce and market it to the public. 
 
The following individuals are typical -  but by no means all -  of those who built an 
industry based on tire manufacturing: 
 
 
William Harvey Du Cros   
was the first to recognize the tire’s marketability.   
He was the driving force behind the founding in  
1889 of the Pneumatic Tyre and Booth’s Cycle  
Agency, Ltd., the first successful commercial  
enterprise involving the air-filled tire.  
 
 
 
Born in 1846, the Irish industrialist was an avid cyclist, which led to his interest in 
the pneumatic tire.  Du Cros learned that a Dublin cycle agent, William Bowden , 
verbally had obtained the 1888 pneumatic patent rights from the tire’s inventor, 
John Boyd Dunlop , who wasn’t interested in marketing the tire on his own. 
 
Du Cros, however, felt the pneumatic could be developed into a profitable 
business aimed at the bicycle market.  With Dunlop’s consent, Du Cros, Bowden 
and a Dublin newspaper manager, J.M. Gillies , started the firm, later known as 
Dunlop Rubber Co. 
 
Called the “Rubber King of America” and the  
“Father of Trusts,” Charles R. Flint  created  
the first rubber monopoly, United States  
Rubber Co. , by combining smaller companies  
in 1892. 
 



Born in 1850, Flint’s family owned the second-largest sailing fleet in the U.S., 
which provided his beginnings as an international merchant, financier and 
negotiator.  He dealt in ships and munitions, often selling outfitted ships -  
complete with crews -  to other countries. 
 
Not only was Flint able to consolidate the rubber industry, but he succeeded in 
forming monopolies in the wool, chewing gum, electric and other industries, too. 
 
He also formed Rubber Goods Manufacturing Co., a group of rubber mechanical 
goods manufacturers that he later absorbed into United States Rubber. 
 
Flint, however, was financially stung in 1901 by his third rubber monopoly -  
Crude Rubber Co. -  which went bankrupt, owing United States Rubber about $3 
million.  Following the dissolving of Crude Rubber, Flint had no further dealings 
with United States Rubber Co. 
 
 
Benjamin Franklin Goodrich , schooled in  
medicine, not business, was the first of the 
 “Big Four” tire manufacturing pioneers to  
settle in Akron. Goodrich received his college  
degree in medicine, and in 1863, served as an  
assistant surgeon during the Civil War. 
 
 
Following the war, he and a partner invested in the Ripley NY-based Hudson 
Rubber Co., which had a license from Charles Goodyear.  Strong competition 
and a desire to start his own company drove Goodrich in search of a better 
location, leading him to Akron in 1870 and the founding of what eventually 
became B.F. Goodrich Co. 
 
As the tire industry grew, B.F. Goodrich held the position of the oldest and 
smallest of the four major rubber companies in the United States.  At the same 
time, the company also was the most technologically advanced, being equipped 
with hydraulic tire presses instead of hand-operated ones.  
 
Unlike his major competitors, Goodrich didn’t do extensive promoting or 
distributing of his rubber products, but through chemical and industrial 
diversification, kept his company competitive. 
 
Giovanni Battista Pirelli -  founder of Pirelli Group of Italy in 1872 -  was one of 
the first Europeans to see business potential in rubber. 
 
Pirelli started his rubber company at the age of 24.  The modest factory produced 
rubber tubes, belts and other goods.  But Pirelli believed in diversification, so by 
1900, his firm was making a variety of goods, including pneumatic tires. 



 
Pirelli became a leader in developing tread designs and tires used on race cars 
and motorcycles. 
 
Being kicked out of college may have been 
fortunate for Goodyear Tire Co. founder  
Frank A. Seiberling.  Suspended from Heidelberg 
College in Tiffin OH for pulling a prank on another  
student, Seiberling went to work at his father’s  
business, Empire Mower Co.  The business went  
bankrupt, but by then Seiberling had developed into  
an outstanding businessman. 
 
He and a brother, Charles W. Seiberling , bought an abandoned plant in Akron 
in 1898, and within 18 years, turned Goodyear into the world’s largest tire 
company. 
 
Seiberling accomplished a number of “firsts,” including being first in the U.S. to 
establish Canadian and West Coast plants, to diversify into textiles, to start 
rubber and cotton plantations, and to start U.S. airship production. 
 
But with the post-WW I depression nearly bankrupting Goodyear in 1920, Frank 
and Charles turned the ailing company over to Dillon, Read & Co. and were 
forced out.  Frank then started Seiberling Rubber Co. in nearby Barberton OH. 
 
Harvey S. Firestone Sr. , founder of Firestone Tire & Rubber Co., is credited with 
putting farm equipment on rubber.  His auto tire business received an early boost 
from car maker Henry Ford.   
 
Firestone grew up on a farm in Ohio and developed sales skills at his uncle’s 
horse-drawn buggy agency.  He saw the advantages solid rubber tires could 
bring to carriages and began selling them in Chicago in 1896.  His firm was sold 
three years later, reportedly netting Firestone a $45,000 profit.  In 1900, he 
moved to Akron to start his own tire manufacturing company, capitalized at 
$40,000. 
 
In 1906, Firestone closed a deal to supply tires for the Model T which Ford Motor 
Co. introduced in that year.  The Ford business pushed Firestone’s annual sales 
over the $1 million mark for the first time and established the company as a 
supplier of original equipment tires to the then newly emerging auto 
manufacturing industry.  
 
 
 
 
 



Tire manufacturing already was well  
established in the United States when  
William F. “W.O.” O’Neil  launched General  
Tire in 1915, but he still was able to find a niche  
for his firm. 
 
 
O’Neil and a partner, Winfred E. Fouse, founded Western Tire & Rubber Co. in 
1909 to supply tires to another Akron-based tire manufacturer.  General Tire -  an 
outgrowth of Western -  was started on $200,000 cash which O’Neil had 
borrowed from his father, an Akron merchant.  
 
Part of O’Neil’s success is attributed to his decision to initially produce premium-
quality tires solely for the replacement market -  postponing the manufacture of 
original equipment tires until after the company had become established. 
 
 
 
 
Groupe Michelin founders Edouard and  
Andre Michelin  of France pioneered  
pneumatic tires for automobiles. 
 
 
 
 
 
The Michelins’ grandfather was the first of the family to enter the rubber industry 
by mass producing rubber balls, and later, tubing, belting and brake pads for 
horse-drawn carriages.  Andre took over his grandfather’s business and was later 
joined by Edouard, who gave up a promising career as an artist to help his 
brother.  
 
The Michelins tackled bicycle tires first.  While pneumatics were available for 
bikes, many cyclists shied away from them because of the tremendous amount 
of time needed to change a flat -  a regular occurrence in those days.  The 
brothers developed a quick-change bike tire in 1891 and tested it in a local cycle 
race.  Their rider placed first, coming in eight hours ahead of the other cyclists. 
 
The Michelins followed their success with bike tires by developing the first 
production process for manufacturing pneumatic auto tires in 1985.  
 
 
 
 
 



Shojiro Ishibashi’s goal when founding  
Bridgestone Tire Co. Ltd. in 1931 was to  
extend the company’s scope beyond his  
native Japan.  Today, the company is a  
worldwide competitor in tire manufacturing. 
 
 
 
 
 
Earlier, Ishibashi had entered the rubber business via his family’s clothing 
company, which he and his brother took over in 1906.  The brothers switched the 
firm’s emphasis from clothes to shoes, introducing the firm to rubber fabricating 
through production of shoe soles in 1923.  
 
In 1928, Ishibashi began experimenting with tire production.  Three years later, 
with tire production having been firmly established, the company’s name was 
changed from Nippon Tabi to Bridgestone. 
 
The name Bridgestone is the English translation of Ishibashi, which means 
“stone bridge.”  The founder reversed the translation to make it more 
internationally accepted. 
 
Ishibashi also was a collector of French Impressionist paintings.  He put together 
an internationally recognized collection -  now known as the Bridgestone 
Museum of Art in Tokyo -  which is open to the public. 
 
 


