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*Eli Lilly: 1885-1977. By James H. Madison. (Indianapolis: In-
diana Historical Society, 1989. Pp. xiii, 342. Illustrations,
notes, index. $29.95.)

James H. Madison has produced an excellent biography of Eli
Lilly, a major business leader, philanthropist, and citizen of Indi-
anapolis and Indiana. It has been said that wealth and poverty are
the two most dangerous circumstances in which to grow up. Both
in their own way can distort one’s sense of values and attitudes
toward other people. Lilly, one might say, met the challenge bril-
liantly, making the most of the money and position he inherited to
transform Eli Lilly and Company into a major pharmaceutical
manufacturer, to turn the Lilly Endowment into an exemplary
philanthropic organization, to school himself in middle age in a
demanding scholarly discipline, and to take the lead in supporting
important community organizations in Indianapolis.

The key to understanding Eli Lilly’s life is the good fortune he
had in warm and supportive family relationships, especially with
his father and an aunt, Margaret Ridgely, who lived with the fam-
ily. He was unusually close to his father, Josiah K. Lilly, Sr., who
throughout Eli’s life encouraged and supported him. His unmar-
ried aunt showered him with attention and affection. Equally im-
portant was Lilly’s clear identification with place: Indianapolis
and the family’s summer retreat on Lake Wawasee about 125
miles north of the state capital in Kosciusko County.

Lilly was also endowed with a keen mind and a great intellec-
tual curiosity, and he developed—at least by young adulthood—a
generous spirit. Generosity and intellect, time and again, led this
self-described conservative businessman to prove himself an inno-
vator in his company’s business and later in his philanthropy.

Eli Lilly’s grandfather—Colonel Eli Lilly—had founded the
family firm in 1876. By the time Eli was born in 1885, the firm
was a solid and respected manufacturer of the raw materials used
in pharmaceuticals. Both his grandfather (who died in 1898) and
his father assumed that young Eli would some day join the com-

* The reviewer for this book was selected by two members of the Editorial Advisory
Committee of the Indiana Magazine of History.



280 Indiana Magazine of History

Ei1 LILLY IN THE LIBRARY OF His HOME ON SUNSET LANE,
INDIANAPOLIS, 1957

Courtesy Eli Lilly and Company Archives, Indianapolis.

pany. He did in 1907, after a three-year course of study at the Phil-
adelphia College of Pharmacy.

His father assigned him the task of making the company more
efficient. Exhibiting a quality that marked many of his later activ-
ities, Lilly reached beyond established company practices. He
applied the teachings of several proponents of “scientific manage-
ment” to improve operations. The young Lilly succeeded in improv-
ing output, although he apparently took himself too seriously at
the time and alienated some employees.

In the 1920s Lilly again exhibited an innovative spirit. He
forged ties with university scientists whose research he thought
could be applied to pharmaceutical manufacturing. He cultivated
the Canadian scientists who developed insulin, eventually gaining
the rights to manufacture the revolutionary product. Profits and
prestige followed the successful use of the new drug in treating
diabetes. In the early 1930s Lilly expanded the company’s own re-
search effort with the opening of perhaps the most advanced indus-
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trial laboratory for pharmaceutical research in the United States.
The commitment in the 1920s to sustained research was an impor-
tant departure, which allowed the company to respond well to
changing markets and advances in science. In short, Lilly oversaw
the transformation of what he called the “pill factory” into a mod-
ern pharmaceutical operation.

Triumphs in business were, alas, not matched by a happy per-
sonal life. In 1907 Lilly married Evelyn Fortune, a high school
sweetheart. Before 1920 they had buried two infant sons. Such
tragedies can either pull a couple closer together or further apart.
The latter was the case for the Lillys, and they divorced in 1926.
His only surviving child, a daughter Evie, went to live with her
mother who had moved to Massachusetts. While Eli did his best
over the years to exert a positive influence on Evie, she became an
unhappy adult. Her troubled life proved a source of great sadness
for Eli. These disappointments were bearable, however, because of
his marriage in 1927 to Ruth Allison. The union proved a long one
(she died in 1973), marked by great affection and closeness.

By 1930 the forty-five-year-old Lilly began a serious reexami-
nation of his life. After a period of introspection he determined to
enlarge his activities outside the business. In future years he de-
veloped a passionate commitment to archaeology, an interest first
stimulated by reading about the Indians who had once inhabited
the area around Lake Wawasee. His initial curiosity led to a full-
scale, serious study of the prehistory of Indiana. He made the ac-
quaintance of professional scholars in the field, helped finance ar-
chaeological research, and even published serious papers on the
subject.

Most people in middle age slow down. Lilly became more en-
ergetic and active. He continued to discharge his duties at the com-
pany, but he also took a lead in organizing the Lilly Endowment
in 1937. He devoted himself to detailed reviews of potential pro-
jects. Similarly, he took an active role in the life of his city and
state, in Christ Church, the Indiana Historical Society, Indiana
University, Indianapolis Museum of Art, and Indianapolis Sym-
pony.

By the 1960s Lilly increasingly worried about the permissive
direction of American life, especially the breakdown of community
and family. He supported Barry Goldwater in 1964, and by the
1970s Lilly and, especially, his wife came to support causes that
were criticized as being extremely right wing. Even so, Lilly never
bought into a hard-hearted conservatism that blamed the poor for
their plight, thus allowing the well-off to ignore social problems.
He continued to encourage the Lilly Endowment’s research into
education and children’s health issues. On balance, Lilly was a pro-
gressive, a conservative one to be sure, but a man who believed in
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the importance of family and community and in doing what he
could to support both.

Madison has written an exemplary biography. This is a study
of real insight and depth, a fitting book for a remarkable man of
achievement and character.

WiLLiaM H. BECKER is professor of history and chairman of the department, The
George Washington University, Washington, D.C. A business historian, he has pub-
lished on the history of business-government relations and serves as the general
editor of the Encyclopedia of American Business History and Biography. He is cur-
rently at work on a history of American management in the twentieth century.

Indianapolis. Photographs by Darryl Jones; text by Howard Cald-
well. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990. Pp. xii,
[114]. INlustrations. $34.95.)

City and state pictorials, shaped for the coffee table and mar-
keted as holiday gifts, have enjoyed substantial success in recent
years. Darryl Jones’s work in this colorful example of the genre
will further establish him as a key visual interpreter of contempo-
rary Indianapolis.

FOUNTAIN SQUARE, A NEAR SOUTHSIDE BUSINESS AREA, NAMED
FOR THE FOUNTAIN (STILL THERE BELOW THE STREETLIGHT) THAT
WAS PLACED IN THE CENTER OF THE MAIN INTERSECTION TO SERVE
AS A WATER TROUGH FOR HORSES
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