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Thomas Edison was loved by the scientific 

community but that does not mean that his 

friends shared mutual camaraderie with each 

other.  This was true between the relationship of 

industrialist Henry Ford and inventor and book 

author Hudson Maxim. 

Thomas Edison had a very close relationship 

with Henry Ford.  Their friendship was so close 

that the Fords spent the winter of 1915 at the 

Edison’s vacation home in Fort Myers.  Henry. 

Ford purchased the house next door the 

following year and for 15 years, both families 

spent their winter vacations together.  

In September 1915 Thomas Edison was 

chairman to a newly formed Navy Advisory 

Board of Inventions.   A member of this team 

was Hudson Maxim.  Hudson Maxim was an 

explosive inventor but more importantly he 

published an influential book titled “Defenseless 

America”, where he warned about the threat of 

war with a well-armed Germany and advocated 

a strong navy as the best defense.   

Henry Ford felt the best protection was to 

negotiate for Peace instead of building up a 

defense system. He set sail with a boat of 

pacifists to Europe to negotiate an agreement 

that would end the Great War. His chartered 

Peace ship was the Oskar II.  It left port from 

Hoboken, New Jersey on December 4, 1915.  

The Ford Peace Ship reached Stockholm in 

January, 1916.  A conference was organized 

with representatives from Denmark, Holland, 

Norway, Sweden and the United States.  

However, Ford was unable to persuade 

participation and representation from the warring 

nations to this conference.  His peace plan failed 

to negotiate an Armistice.    

Unlike Ford’s Peace voyage, Hudson Maxim’s 

book on rearmament (“Defenseless America”) 

was a big success.  His best-seller went on to 

inspire a movie "The Battle Cry of Peace" 

released by Vitagraph Theater on September 9, 

1915.  Hudson. Maxim appeared in the movie 

where he quoted his warning message from his 

book.   Former President Theodore Roosevelt, 

expressed regrets that he could not be present 

for the film’s début.  The former President was 

also a fan of the book.   

Henry Ford was incensed by the success of the 

pro defense movement that this movie had 

inspired and the failure of his own peace 

mission.  On May 5, 1916, he paid to publish a 

caustic review of the movie in 250 US 

newspapers.  His critical piece was entitled 

“Humanity and Sanity."  These actions caused  

J. Stuart Blackton, vice-president of the 

Vitagraph Company of America to file suit in the 

New York Supreme Court for damages of 

$1,000,000.   

Thomas Edison developed a great friendship 

with Hudson Maxim.  Edison had a high regard 

for Maxim whom he called “the most versatile 

man in America.” 

How interesting the winters of 1915-1916 must 

have been for the Ford – Edison friendship 

spent together at Fort Myers.  There was Ford 

with his strong stance against a navy – military 

defense, while Edison was being tapped to be 

chairman of the Navy Advisory Board of 

Inventions.  I guess neither friend asked if they 

went to see the movie “The Battle Cry of Peace” 

or read the book “Defenseless America.” 

Visit The Thomas Edison Museum.  Open 

Wednesday through Sunday. Hours are 

9:00am - 5:00pm Fee is $7.00 - 211 Main 

Street West Orange, NJ  07052   Visit website 

for more details 

http://www.nps.gov/edis/index.htm 
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