Grant C. ALEXANDER

My name is Grant C. Alexander, but most folks called me Marshal Alexander, for I served as Corona ’s Marshal for a year and a half.  Now, this was during the time of the 1913 road race that was held right here on Grand Boulevard .  We referred to it as ‘The Boulevard’ or ‘The Circle’, for obvious reasons.

I was born in 1862 in Kankakee, Illinois, a city located in East Central Illinois along the Indiana border just about 50 miles south of Chicago.  I grew up in Illinois , and this is where I met Miss Elizabeth Nelkirk, everyone always called her “Lizzie”.

Shortly after Lizzie and I were married, we moved to Nebraska , the Cornhusker State , where I was a rancher for a few years.  Now, we were living in the town of Chadron , Nebraska , which is found in Northwest Nebraska .  It was a farming community then, and even now the population is less than 6,000.  While in Chadron, I decided to throw my hat into the ring to become the Chief of Police.  By golly, I won the election and served in that position until Lizzie and I decided it was time to move to California .

The people of Chadron pleaded for me not to leave, for they quite liked me as their Chief of Police, but I figured there was a better life for Lizzie and me in California .  And then there was our son and daughter to worry about as well.

So we headed west and arrived in California in 1894.  We visited many towns throughout the state before we decided to settle in Corona .  The population of ‘The Circle City’ was right around 1,000 when we arrived.

For quite a few years I worked as a painter until they needed another policeman in 1912.   Corona had grown, and there were more than 3,500 folks living in this area at that time.

Yes, more and more people moved here and with that came an increase in what we called “lawlessness”. Drunken brawls took place on a regular basis and often ended with shots being fired at all hours of the night.

A certain businessman in town had enough of that kind of nonsense, so he went to the city council and demanded that something be done about public safety.  He was very serious about his demands and had also appealed to the county sheriff for help.  The sheriff promised to help if the city failed to respond to his demands.

Corona already had a town marshal and a night watchman, but that wasn’t enough.  It was that very night that I was appointed to be the night policeman.   I was mighty happy I’d had been the Chief of Police in Chadron and had the experience to clean up the lawbreakers in town.

Now, that was one heck of a City Council meeting!  Action was taken that very night to draw up an iron clad ordinance against the sale of liquor in town.   Public sentiment leaned toward making Corona a “dry town” where lawbreaking involving booze would no longer be tolerated.

In April of 1912, about a month after I became the night policeman, Marshal Raney resigned, and I was immediately appointed to replace him.

Lawbreakers were arrested for a variety of infractions.  We carried out raids on gambling joints where poker games took place.  One time, 20 were arrested and disarmed of their weapons. We confiscated “shooting irons” and hunting knives with blades as big as 14 inches.  One man even brought a sickle for protection. The men we arrested were guarded in a local store overnight because the two man jail simply wasn’t big enough.

City officials in 1912 were constantly looking for ways to call attention to the town.  Automobiles and airplanes were novelties at the time, and people were simply wild about speed.  Many in town believed if we turned Grand Boulevard into a raceway, it would not only make Corona famous, but many people would want to settle here.

It was decided that we needed a professional opinion on the possibility.  On January 13, 1913, a variety of invited experts, including the famous Barney Oldfield, came to test “The Boulevard” and assess its use as a raceway.  The world record was 85 miles per hour at the time.  After a test drive along “The Circle”, Oldfield claimed that a race car could reach 95 miles per hour on the course.

Excitement grew, and a meeting of city leaders met that very night to discuss the idea.  The Corona Automobile Club was formed to officially sponsor the event.  The decision was made to hold the first Corona Road Race on September 9th, Admissions Day.

On January 29, 1913, the board of the Corona Auto Club appointed committees and a permanent council. I was appointed to serve in two ways:

        1.  To be in charge of membership, and

        2.  To be in charge of law and ordinances.

The 1913 Corona Road Race, an event that offered $10,000 in prize money, attracted 100,000 spectators, and this put the little town of Corona on the map.

Meanwhile, I continued to pursue lawbreakers, enforce the liquor laws and discourage the selling of booze.  I also collected taxes and other revenues and was paid extra for arrests I made and for my collections.  Needless to say, this provided quite an added incentive for me to do my best job as the City Marshal.

My strict enforcement of the liquor laws made me very unpopular with certain hooligans in town.  

On December 22, 1913, Lizzie and I had attended a church meeting and had returned to our home at 512 Howard.  We had retired for the night when I was awakened by a considerable disturbance and gunshots.  It was after midnight when the ruckus started.  I, of course, went to investigate the noise in some shacks very close to my home.  I knocked on the door, but those inside refused to let me in.  I opened the door, walked in and was shot immediately.  I was ambushed and killed by scoundrels unhappy with my enforcement of Corona ’s liquor laws.

I was killed while performing my duty to protect those residents of our city.  After my death, the new City Marshal was given the power to appoint as many policemen as needed to provide protection at night.  The citizens of Corona were then able to sleep in peace at night knowing that they would be properly guarded.

A historic marker was built in 1996 to recognize my death, for I was the only Corona peace officer ever killed while in the line of duty.  It is located on Howard, near Sixth Street , in the parking lot of Business Bank.  I invite you to visit that site, and I thank you for allowing me the opportunity to share my story with you.
