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[The biographical sketch of Thomas Ewing French in Dayton is drawn from a
chapter of Ohio: Home of the Wright Brothers, Birthplace of Aviation, second
edition ©2017 pgs.552-53, and expanded herein through further research by the
author]1 See Ohio Home of the Wright Brothers, Birthplace of Aviation HERE.
Thomas French, a highly successful engineering professor and text book author, was a member of
the Class of 1890 at Central High School in Dayton, Ohio. The connections between Orville Wright and
Paul Laurence Dunbar of the class of ’90, are well known to most who are familiar with accounts of the
lives of either of the two men. But little awareness exists of the connections among the three men Wright,
Dunbar, and French as classmates, at a time when their futures were just beginning to open up before them
in their high school years. It is always interesting to note the uniqueness of Orville Wright and Paul
Dunbar as classmates in the Central High School Class of 1890, but to find that Thomas French, a
nationally renowned author and academic in the field of Engineering Education, and an icon of Ohio State
University athletics, was also a member of the Central High Class of 1890, makes this triumvirate all the
more interesting.
Thomas Ewing French was born into a family of ministers on November 7, 1871 in Mansfield,
Ohio. His grandfather Reverend David French was a pastor for forty four years in Washington County,
Pennsylvania, where Thomas’ father Daniel was born. Daniel French completed college in 1857, went on
to the Theological Seminary in Xenia, Ohio, and then began his ministerial duties in Canonsburg,
Pennsylvania in 1861. In 1867 Daniel French became the pastor of the United Presbyterian Church in
Mansfield, Ohio, a position he held for twelve and a half years. The French family, in 1870, resided at
Fourth and Mulberry Streets in Mansfield. In 1879 Reverend French received a call to become the pastor
of the United Presbyterian Church in Dayton, Ohio, which he accepted. 2 At the time that Thomas
French’s family moved to Dayton he was likely in the second grade in the Mansfield Public Schools. By
January 1880 the family of Reverend Daniel French was in Dayton residing at East Third and Reingold
Streets (see map pg. 12).
When his family moved to Dayton from Mansfield, Ohio in
1880 Thomas French was eight years old and his younger brother
Edward was four.3 Reverend French’s church, the United Presbyterian
Church, was located at Fourth and Jefferson Streets in downtown
Dayton Their home in East Dayton was about a mile from downtown.
By 1882 the French family had moved a few blocks away to 51
Huffman Ave., just a block south of E. Third St., where they lived for
the next eleven years. 4 The elementary school that Thomas French
attended, the Ninth District School on Huffman Ave., was a half block
south of his 51 Huffman Ave. home. (see map on pg. 12). Four years
after Thomas French entered school his brother Edward began making
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the short walk down Huffman Ave. with him to the Ninth District School. The Huffman Ave. school still
stands today and has been converted to a retirement home.
In intermediate school (today known as middle school) Thomas French was in the same class with
the poet Paul Laurence Dunbar, who also grew up in East Dayton. Paul Dunbar lived on Howard St. just a
block east of the south east corner of Fifth St. and Wayne Ave., about ten blocks away from the French
family home (see map on pg.13). For Paul Dunbar in his early elementary school years, the Fourth
District School, was about four blocks west of his home, at the corner of Brown and Hess Streets, in what
is now the Oregon Historic District (see appendix pgs. 13-14). At about ten years of age Paul Dunbar’s
mother moved her family to an area just south of downtown. Paul Laurence Dunbar and Thomas Ewing
French then met in 1885 when they both attended the Intermediate School, which was next to the site of
the Fourth District School at the corner of Brown and Hess Streets.5 As an adult in 1933, Thomas French
reminisced to a student newspaper reporter for the Ohio State Lantern (see full article, pg. 19) about his
recollections of Paul Dunbar, when he sat in the desk behind Dunbar in their eighth grade class. French
noted that already then Dunbar’s intellectual quality, which he called genius, was apparent to his
classmates and teachers. 6
When Paul Laurence Dunbar, and Thomas Ewing French entered Central High School together in
September of 1886 they were joined by a young man from the West Side of town, Orville Wright. The
three of them would spend the next several years coming to know one another in and out of school. Over
their years at Central Orville Wright would apparently find Thomas French to be a like-minded soul and a
friendship developed. French and Wright were both mechanically minded and would have naturally
shared ideas of common interests. Considering that the enrollment of boys at Central High was only
about eight to ten in each class through the years of the 1880s, it’s easy to see how the two of them would
have gravitated toward one another in such a small group. 7 Orville Wright’s growing friendship with
Paul Dunbar has been well documented over the years, primarily due to Orville’s work printing the early
writing of Dunbar. One of their early encounters in high school was recounted in a Dunbar biography by
author Virginia Cunningham.
By 1886 when Paul Dunbar entered high school
his mother had moved them to an apartment at the corner
of Washington and Perry Streets near downtown, just a
few blocks from Central High School. Today the location
of that Dunbar home is on the athletic fields of
Chaminade-Julienne High School.9 Thomas French
continued to live at 51 Huffman Avenue, commuting to
school downtown.10 In her book Paul Laurence Dunbar
and His Song author Virginia Cunningham recounted an
incident where Paul Dunbar and Orville Wright were
discussing a tradeoff of talents in schoolwork, where
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Paul would help Orville with an essay and Orville would help Paul with algebra. Engrossed in a
discussion of their schoolwork while walking home after school one day, Orville realized he had walked
on past his turn to go over the Fifth Street Bridge to the West Side. He only became aware of it after they
crossed over the railroad tracks walking toward Paul Dunbar’s Washington Street home. 11 Orville
Wright left high school after his junior year to set up a printing business, and his experience as a printer
was helpful to Paul Dunbar in printing his early newspaper, The Tattler.12 Paul also wrote for Orville’s
West Side News. Paul Dunbar’s first book of poems, Oak and Ivy, would soon follow, published by the
United Brethren Publishing Co. of Dayton, Ohio,
As Thomas French and Orville Wright came to know one another, they found they had several
other things in common beyond their mechanical interests. They were both sons of ministers who were
religious leaders in the community, and both were considered by friends and family to be fastidious
dressers. In addition it is apparent that the two of them both had competitive natures that would continue
to serve them well into their adult years. While in high school Orville was known to have enjoyed the
growing game of baseball, mustering the gumption to be a pretty fair pitcher in amateur baseball games. 13
The baseball field that was used by the high school and other amateur teams was just a few blocks from
the Wright family home in what was know as Miami City on the West Side. The field was just north of
Third St. near Euclid. 14
Given his deep interest in sports, Thomas French was also likely involved in some of those
sandlot games in their high school years. There was an amateur team from his side of town in those years
called the “East Enders” that played against the high school team occasionally. There were also reports in
the High School Times of groups of twenty or more students heading out to the Pinnacles south of town
on Saturdays to choose up teams for pick-up games.15 Sport was an interest that Thomas would maintain
over his lifetime. After high school Orville transferred his robust competitiveness to the challenge of
bicycle racing, and in the years down the road Thomas French would take up athletics administration as
an avocation. Later in life his steadfastness would serve Orville well in in his dealings with patent
lawsuits, the Smithsonian Institute, and others who would try to lay claim to the Wright brothers legacy
of first to fly. And Thomas French would come to be renowned for his enthusiasm in pressing for the
growth of OSU athletics from his position as an athletics administrator.
In their junior year of high school Thomas French and Orville Wright both demonstrated their
precociousness by leaving school early to get underway with their life’s work. Thomas French did not
return to school in January of 1889 after Christmas vacation, and three months later in March of 1889
Orville Wright published the first edition of the West Side News while still attending classes. Orville left
Central High at the end of the school year in June of 1889. Leaving school early was not unusual in those
times, and was even celebrated. The Central High school newspaper regularly noted when significant job
opportunities developed for students. The January 1889 edition noted, “Ewing French has left school,
accepting a position in the drafting department of Smith and Vail.” (see appendix pg. 15). In the
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September 1889 High School Times the editor wrote, "Orville Wright '90 is editor and publisher of the
West Side News,” (see appendix pg. 16). “It is a great pleasure to add The West Side News to our
Exchanges. The editor, our school-mate, Orville Wright, is establishing a justly enviable reputation by the
manner in which he conducts his paper. No doubt some day he will occupy a prominent place among the
journalists of the country.” 16 Given that Orville Wright and Thomas French both left school in their
junior year it raises the question of whether they had an influence on one another in their thinking.
Paul Laurence Dunbar stayed on at Central High and in his senior year he became the editor of the
High School Times. His experience as the Times editor was a good foundation to the literary career he
would begin to carve out for himself after graduation. The October 1891 edition of the High School Times
noted, “Paul Laurence Dunbar is on the editorial staff of the Dayton Evening Herald.” Soon to follow
would be Dunbar’s first book of poetry Oak and Ivy published by the United Brethren Publishing Co.
While Orville Wright was at work developing the West Side News Thomas French was gaining
experience in the field of drafting. Both were laying the groundwork for future success. After a time
French became the chief draftsman at Smith and Vail (see appendix pg. 18), and by 1890 he was teaching
drafting at the Y.M.C.A. night school. After high school while he was working and teaching, Thomas
French also attended Miami Business College in Dayton (see appendix pg. 17). 17 French’s
industriousness set the stage for the further expansion of his education, and the evolution of a career.
In the fall of 1891, with a formidable resume as a student, teacher, experienced draftsman, and
with advanced course study at Miami Business College in his curriculum vitae, Thomas French entered
Ohio State University. French helped pay his way through school at OSU as a patent draftsman and as a
part-time assistant in the drawing department. A few years after he enrolled at Ohio State his family
would move from Dayton to the Columbus area where his brother Edward would also enter Ohio State.
In the years immediately after Thomas French and
Orville Wright left Central High School their younger
siblings followed them into school. While Katharine
Wright was honing her skills as a writer with the High
School Times in those years, Edward French was busy
making news in Times articles on the school’s athletic
teams. In an article in the December 1891 edition of the
High School Times, titled Rambles in Miami City,
Katharine gave students a tour of her West Side
neighborhood. A decade later Katharine, who earned a
degree from Oberlin College, would be teaching at Steele
High School, the city’s new high school in downtown
Dayton. At Steele she would encounter another future OSU
graduate, who would become a contemporary of Thomas
Steele High School, opened in 1893
French (see pg. 8). But in 1892 while Thomas French was
Inset: Katharine Wright
studying engineering at Ohio State, his brother Edward was honing his athletic skills on the gridiron at
Central High School, and Katharine Wright was writing for the High School Times.
High School Times, September 1889, “West Side News comments,” pgs. 10 and 15.
In the early 1900s Miami Business College, also known as Miami Commercial College, became Miami Jacobs Jr.
College.
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The sport of football had been evolving at Central High School since the early 1880s. In 1884
when Wilbur Wright played football at Central High they were just developing the team with practices
and intra-squad games, expanding to amateur competition where they could find it. 18 There were reports
of some of those 1880s games drawing 500 plus spectators to the Miami City Ballpark on the West Side.
In 1884 Wilbur Wright’s parents had their sights set on Wilbur attending Yale University. 19 At that time,
in the 1880s, the legendary football coach Walter Camp was in his heyday creating the American game of
football at Yale. A serious injury in a pick-up ice hockey game in the winter set aside those plans for
Wilbur Wright. A classmate of Wilbur’s, his next door neighbor John Feight, was a member of those
developing teams of the early 1880s (see appendix pg. 21). In a newspaper interview in 1928, the 25th
anniversary of the first flight, John Feight talked about Wilbur Wright’s football skills:
“One of our backfield players was Wilbur Wright, who later with his
brother Orville was the first man to fly in a heavier than air machine. Will was just
about the fastest man on the team. He was one of those quiet players. He would be
back in the field when, all of a sudden he would be given the ball. Then down the
field he would travel. How he would go.” 20

In the years after Wilbur Wright, the Central High teams continued to develop to the point where,
by the latter 1880s they were entertaining the Miami University football club from Oxford, Ohio. 21 They
played a return game the next year in which the High School Times reported anticipating that a large
following of fans would be accompanying the team to Oxford.22 However, by the time Edward French
joined the football team in the early 1890s the organization of the Central High School football club had
slipped off and as a result the Central High students were all playing for a YMCA club team. 23 Ed French
was an End on the 1992 team and reportedly was one of the best runners on the team. 24 The High School
Times continued to report on the YMCA team’s progress during that time (see appendix pg. 22). 25
Edward French cut his teeth on football at Central High
from the tight end position, and when his family moved to the
Columbus area in the mid-1890s, he would join his brother, by
then Professor Thomas French, as a student at Ohio State. He was
a member of the 1895 OSU football team and in 1896 he became
captain of the team (see appendix pgs. 23 and 24). This was
during the time when his brother Thomas was becoming involved
in organizing and developing OSU athletics.27 It may have been
Edward’s experience with the up and down development of
sports at Central High that helped motivate Thomas French to get
involved with athletics at Ohio State. Edward French would turn
his OSU education into a career as a chemical engineer.
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Before Edward French reached Ohio State, Thomas French, midway through his studies at OSU
in 1893, took a summer job at the World’s Fair in Chicago working as a draftsman in the anthropological
department. In his 1933 interview with the Ohio State Lantern he recounted how he would visit back and
forth with Paul Dunbar, who with his French language skills had found work in the Haitian pavilion at the
World’s Fair.28 Wilbur and Orville Wright spent an extended period of time at the World’s Fair in 1893,
but it is not known if they ever ran into either of their friends from Dayton while touring the fair. In the
coming years Paul Dunbar’s formidable literary career took off, carrying him to Washington D.C., New
York City, and Europe along the way. After marriage and the growth of his literary career Paul Dunbar
contracted tuberculosis, and he returned to Dayton in 1904. He traveled to Colorado for a short time to
convalesce, but in 1906 Paul Laurence Dunbar returned to Dayton where he passed away.
After the summer of 1893 working the World’s Fair in Chicago, Thomas French returned to Ohio
State, and upon graduation two years later in 1895 he was hired onto the OSU faculty. He began a career
in teaching, writing, and administration that remains today a legacy in Ohio State annals, and in
engineering education nationally. After settling into his position on the OSU faculty Mr. French married
Ida Richards in 1898 and they had a daughter, Janet, born in May of 1899. Life took an arresting turn for
Thomas French when in April of 1903 his wife Ida passed away. From that time on Thomas French
committed his life to raising his daughter and to his career as an educator and administrator at Ohio State.
After his father Daniel passed away his mother Janet Methven-French came to live with Thomas and his
daughter Janet.
As an educator Thomas French gained national and international renown. He wrote textbooks on
engineering drawing that sold in excess of a million and a half copies, and were used in over five hundred
universities in America and around the world. In June of 1942, nearly fifty years after his 1893 reunion
with Paul Laurence Dunbar, Thomas Ewing French returned to Chicago to receive the Lamme Medal for
achievement in engineering education from the Society for the Promotion of Engineering Education. The
biographical sketch created for the event program offers a comprehensive view of Dr. French’s textbook
writings:
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Title page of Thomas Ewing French’s most successful book
In addition to Dr. French’s legacy as an educator, as his brother Edward played football at Ohio
State, he became a leader in developing and administering OSU athletics. In his early years on the faculty
of Ohio State he began to involve himself in the promotion of athletics as a vital part of the development
of university society. He believed athletics was a valuable compliment in character development. Thomas
French took on the responsibilities of hiring coaches for team sports and expanding the scope of the
schools athletic programs. By 1906 he was involved in promoting the building old Ohio Field for football
games, with a seating capacity of 5,000. Along the way, in 1912, he promoted Ohio State’s entry into a
formidable athletic conference, the Western Conference, joining such schools as Indiana, Illinois,
Wisconsin, and Iowa. French was named Ohio State’s faculty representative to the conference. Also in
1912 OSU President William Oxley Thompson created the Ohio State Athletic Board and named Thomas
French its president, a post he would hold for over thirty years (see appendix pg. 25). He would oversee
the expansion of seating capacity of Ohio Field to 10,000 by 1916. When the Western Conference took
on a tenth member in 1917 it came to be known as the Big Ten
Conference.
It was in 1916 that the stage was set for Thomas French to
catapult Ohio State into national athletic prominence. In October of
that year Dr. French invited his former Central High School
classmate Orville Wright to a game at old Ohio Field. 30 Orville
Wright was very much on his own by that time. With his brother
Wilbur having passed away in 1912, Orville Wright sold their
30
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Thomas French and Orville Wright,
at Ohio Field, October 7, 1916

airplane manufacturing company in Dayton in 1915. From that time on he was involved in various
projects of interest, as well as being kept busy with social and consulting obligations nationally as an icon
of the aviation community. When Orville Wright got together with his high school classmate Thomas
French at Ohio Field in the fall of 1916, Ohio State was coming into its own as a formidable member of
the Western Conference. The October 7th game against Ohio Wesleyan that Orville Wright attended saw
the emergence of the career of Ohio State’s first All-American, Chic Harley. 31
A month later on November 4th the Wisconsin Badgers provided the opposition for the 1916
Homecoming Game. 12,500 spirited fans squeezed their way into 10,000 seat Ohio Field to see Chic
Harley score two touchdowns and kick two extra points as Ohio State defeated Wisconsin 14-13. Thomas
French saw the overflow crowd for that game as an opportunity and began immediately using it as a
springboard to further his vision for a new and much larger stadium at Ohio State. By seasons end the
Ohio State Buckeyes were the undefeated champions of the Western Conference and Thomas French’s
vision was beginning to take root.
From his position in the engineering department Dr. French was able to jump start
the design of a stadium. In early 1917, within months of the end of the 1916 football
season, he had a plan in front of the Board of Trustees for consideration. U.S. entry into
WWI in 1917 slowed progress on the stadium project, but by 1918 French had recruited
OSU graduate and architect Howard Dwight Smith to take on the complete design of a
stadium. Howard D. Smith, a native Daytonian, was a student at Steele High School from
1899 to 1903, when Katharine Wright was teaching there, and her brothers Wilbur and Howard D. Smith
Orville were preparing to make the world’s first manned heavier than air flight in December of 1903.
Through 1918 Howard D. Smith worked on the stadium design as enthusiasm for the project continued to
be promoted by Thomas French. Simultaneously, planning for fund raising was begun.
In the midst all that was going on with the push for the new stadium, the second edition of
Thomas French’s Engineering Drawing book was published in 1918. After their reunion in October of
1916 for the Ohio Wesleyan game and before French’s second edition was published he and Orville had
the opportunity to get together again. It is possible that Thomas French may have visited Orville at
Hawthorn Hill in the spring of 1917 as a payback for the invitation to the OSU game. Given their
formidable home, Orville and Katherine Wright were accustomed to putting up notable guests and friends
who came to visit from out of town. (After his trans-Atlantic flight in 1927 Charles Lindberg was an
overnight guest at Hawthorn Hill.) A copy of Thomas French’s 1918 second edition book from Orville
Wright’s library reflects their get together. It bears the inscription, “To Orv, with memories of two
delightful spring days – TEF.” 32
Into 1919 fund raising for the stadium became a major project. Although the Board of Regents,
with the encouragement of President William Oxley Thompson was in support of the project, no
education funds would go toward the cost of the stadium. A group of alumni and Columbus businessmen
began working together to create a fund raising drive, establishing chairman in each of the eighty-eight
Ohio counties to ferret out alumni and solicit support. As this process evolved so did the success of the
OSU football team.
The game date for Orville Wright’s attendance was established from an Ohio State University Archives photo
captioned with Thomas French, Orville Wright, and OSU President William Oxley Thompson together, along with the
date. (see photo opposite pg. 552 in Ohio: Home of the Wright Brothers, Birthplace of Aviation, 2nd. Edition 2017).
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In 1919 Chic Harley returned to school from the war, and not missing a beat he led Ohio State to
another undefeated season. The Western Conference championship game against Illinois drew an
overflow crowd of 17,000 to old Ohio Field, further raising the momentum for the new stadium. The
process still took several more years. There was an extraordinary amount of effort in fund raising and
bringing people on board for such a visionary project. Finally in 1921 with Howard D. Smith’s
architectural plans readied and approved, and funds in place, construction began on a new stadium.
Thomas French had first shared his vision for a new and much larger football stadium in the Ohio State
Alumni Magazine in 1909. After fourteen years of steadfast and focused effort, in the summer of 1922 a
new and modern stadium was being pushed to completion for the opening of the fall football season.
On October 21, 1922 Ohio Stadium was
dedicated before a crowd of 70,000 people. Ohio State
became a major player in inter-collegiate athletics, and
Dr. Thomas French’s vision earned him the affectionate
moniker “Daddy of Ohio Stadium” in Columbus and
around the State of Ohio.
Ohio Stadium has been
expanded several times over the years since 1922, to its
present capacity of 105,000, and “The Horseshoe on the
Olentangy” 33 has become one of the most recognizable
icons in American sports.34
Between his prominence in engineering
Modern Day Ohio Stadium
education, selling over 1,500,000 textbooks, and his part
in creating Ohio Stadium, Dr. Thomas French’s presence looms large on the campus of Ohio State
University and around the State of Ohio.35 French Fieldhouse on the Ohio State campus remains today as
a testament to his years of commitment to Ohio State University athletics. Thomas French invited his
high school classmate Orville Wright to an OSU football game at old Ohio Field in 1916 and Orville was
known to still be attending Ohio State football games at the new Ohio Stadium well into the 1930s when
he was over sixty years old.36
In the end the 1890 class of Central High School produced three men of national renown, Orville
Wright who with his brother Wilbur invented the airplane, Paul Laurence Dunbar the renowned
American poet, novelist, and playwright, and Thomas Ewing French, Ohio State University engineering
professor and the most successful textbook author in America for many, many years, as well as the
“Daddy of Ohio Stadium.”
Thanks to Michelle Drobik, and Kevlin Haire, of the Ohio State University Archives, for their assistance in
developing research sources, and for photo acquisitions for this piece. Also thanks to Dawne Dewey and the staff of the
Wright State University Archives & Special Collections for their extended assistance. And thanks to Eric Wirick of the
Dayton Metro Library for his timely assistance, and to Jayson Schlechty of the Mansfield/Richland County Public Library.
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1888-89 Dayton City Directory
Thomas Ewing French is listed as Ewing French, student in 1888-89 ( junior year of high school),
living in the home of his father, Reverend Daniel French, at 51 Huffman Ave. The Dayton
Directories list the French family at this address from 1881 to 1892.
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1887 Sanborn Insurance Map
Showing the 51 Huffman Avenue residence of the French family (middle arrow),
and Huffman School (lower arrow). Residence in first year at 3rd and Ringold (top arrow)
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Modern Map: from French Home to Intermediate School
Map shows the distance from the French famiily home at 51 Huffman Ave.,down East
Fifth Street to the Intermediate School (bottom right arrow), also the location of the
Dunbar home at 311 Howard St. from 1871 to 1882 (note name change toBainbridge).
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1885-1886 Dayton City Directory
The location of the Intermediate School at Brown and Hess Streets where
Thomas Ewing French and Paul Laurence Dunbar met in 1885.
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Central High School Student Newspaper
Notices in the school newspaper show that Thonas Ewing French returned to
school for his junior year in September of 1888, and after Christmas break in January
of 1889 he took a full time draftsman’s job at the Smith and Vail Company.
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Central High School Student Newspaper
Notices on Orville Wright
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1890-91 Dayton City Directory Listing for
Miami Commercial College
Thomas French took classes at Miami Commercial College while working as a draftsman at
Smith and Vail up to the fall of 1891 when he entered Ohio State University.

17

1891-1892 Dayton City Directory
Listing for Thomas French as the Chief Draftsman at Smith and Vail Company.
In the fall of 1891 Thomas French entered Ohio State University.
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The Ohio State Lantern April 3, 1933
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Extract from The History of Richland County
By A. A. Graham
(biographical sketch of Reverend Daniel French)
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High School Times, January 1885
High School Times account of the activities of the 1884 Central High Football Club.
Wilbur Wright was a member while taking additional college preparatory work.
The Wright’s had just returned to Dayton from Richmond, Ind. where Wilbur completed high school.
(Roster: Wilbur at lower arrow, neighbor John Feight at upper arrow)
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High School Times, November 1892
Edward French and Central High team playing for the YMCA Football Club
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1896 Ohio State Football Roster

Courtesy of the Ohio State University Archives
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Photo P

PhotoPhoto

Courtesy of the Ohio State University Archives

Edward French: Top row far left

1895 Ohio State University Football Team

Ohio State University Athletic Board 1913
Thomas French, president, first row right
Courtesy of the Ohio State University Archives
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