Defying Death in the
Silodrome

A Technical and Historical Examination of Alfred L. Morrell's
Career




The Thrill Economy of the Jazz
Age

The American traveling carnival circuit of the 1920s represented a unique intersection

of burgeoning industrial technology and high-stakes spectacle. In an era fascinated by
speed and machinery, the Motordrome emerged as the ultimate expression of the thrill
economy, transforming engineering physics into popular entertainment.

The vertical "silo" or "gigantic wash tub" successfully marketed the perception of
defying gravity, capitalizing on the public's post-World War | appetite for mechanized
danger and adrenaline. The sheer audacity of driving a motorcycle on a vertical wall
ensured its status as a premium draw at any agricultural or state fair.



Defying Death In Silo
Drome

The provocative tagline that drew crowds across America



The Challenge of Historical Documentation

Scarce Records Research Necessity

Easily accessible information regarding specific 1920s American rider Expert-level archival investigation into local and trade press records is
schedules, technical modifications, or detailed biographies is remarkably essential to properly contextualize the careers of performers like Morrell
scarce. This absence reinforces the requirement for rigorous archival and understand the full scope of the Motordrome phenomenon.

investigation.



Alfred L. Morrell: "Cannon Ball Mack”




The Power of a Stage Name

The professional identity "Cannon Ball Mack" provides critical insight into Morrell's stage persona and marketing strategy. The nickname is evocative,
immediately suggesting extreme velocity, projectile motion, and uncontrolled, spectacular force.

In an industry where branding was paramount to drawing crowds, this moniker likely served to reinforce Morrell's role as a key "thriller" attraction. Such
a high-impact name suggests his specific act within the Silodrome focused heavily on achieving maximum speed and pushing the limits of the vertical
climb, positioning him as a principal, and likely higher-paid, performer in the Metro Bros. lineup.



The Metro Bros. Exposition Shows

Corporate Leadership and Structure (1920-1930)

The Metro Bros. Exposition Shows were helmed by Thomas Metro and
Charles Metro, who governed the organization's footprint across the
traveling fair landscape.

Thomas Metro was explicitly identified as the manager of the Silodrome
attraction in August 1925, confirming direct executive oversight of this
core, high-value profit center.




The Demanding 1925 Fall Fair Circuit

The Metro Bros. Shows capitalized on the lucrative late summer and early fall agricultural fair season, providing large, localized captive audiences but necessitating

rapid, weekly tear-downs and setups.

August 31-September 5 1

Stafford Springs, Connecticut

2 September 7-12

Worcester, Massachusetts

September 14-19 3

Woodstock, Connecticut

4 September 19

Sturbridge Fair, Massachusetts - Fatal Accident

September 21-26 5

Torrington, Connecticut - Show Continues



The Show Must Go On

Following Morrell's fatality at Sturbridge on September 19, the Metro Bros. Exposition Shows continued their circuit, with the next scheduled date in

Torrington, Connecticut, just two days later on September 21-26.

This immediate continuation underscores the unforgiving financial and logistical reality that the show, despite the loss of a principal performer, must
go on. This level of operational resilience suggests the company either had immediate replacement riders available—likely due to the high turnover rate
inherent in such a dangerous profession—or that Morrell's co-riders quickly absorbed his performance load.

This transactional view of the performer-employer relationship highlights the expendability of even a featured rider in the pursuit of profit.



The Silodrome Act and
Morrell's Role

Visual Marketing

The Silodrome was
marketed as a "straight-
walled silo" and featured
as a premium attraction.
Morrell was publicly
positioned as the star
performer.

Collaborative
Performance

Morrell worked alongside
Dare-Devil Lowrey of
Pensacola, Florida. The
act required a
specialized crew
including safety spotters,
mechanics, and
assistants.

Community of
Riders

Part of a larger network
including Mile-a-Minute
Grace, Daredevil Dot, and
Gunboat Jack—a
community of highly
specialized, replaceable
talent.




The Physics of Vertical Riding

Understanding Centripetal Force

The core principle governing vertical riding is Centripetal Force, the force required to keep an object moving in a circular path. To ride vertically without
falling, the horizontal Centripetal Force exerted by the wall must equal or exceed the gravitational force acting downward on the combined mass of
motorcycle and rider.

Here, v represents the critical velocity required, and r is the radius of the drome structure. Velocity is the key variable; to counteract gravity, speed must
be high and aggressively sustained.



The Critical Role of Friction

The friction between the tire and the vertical wall prevents the bike from sliding down.
This friction is generated by the outward Centripetal Force, placing immense and non-
standard lateral strain on the motorcycle's components, particularly wheel bearings,
spokes, and frame junctions.

Smaller dromes demand disproportionately higher speeds to generate the required
force, which drastically reduces the margin for error and exponentially increases
mechanical strain.




Principles of Motordrome Physics

Parameter

Centripetal Force

Critical Velocity

Radius

Engine Type

Formula/Description

F. = (mv?)/r

V 97’/,“5

Defined by structure

High torque, heavy flywheel

Relevance to Stability

Determines minimum speed to
remain vertical

Minimum velocity to prevent
slippage

Directly impacts critical velocity

Rapid acceleration and speed
maintenance

Mechanical Stress

Constant lateral strain on
bearings, spokes, frame

Requires robust, high-torque
engines

Smaller radii increase steering
stress

Heavy-duty clutches required;
heat buildup



The Motorcycles of Choice

Riders in the 1920s generally favored heavy-duty American machines, primarily the
Indian Scout and certain Harley-Davidson models. These bikes were preferred due to
their superior torque and robust construction, necessary characteristics for enduring the
constant stress cycles of drome work.

The machines required significant modifications to survive the unique demands of
vertical wall riding, transforming standard motorcycles into specialized performance
equipment.




Critical Modifications for Drome Performance

Suspension Elimination

Forks filled with heavy oil or replaced with
solid struts to achieve maximum rigidity.
Any "give" in suspension could cause tire
to lose wall contact, resulting in
catastrophic failure.

Low Final Drive Gearing

Crucial for achieving rapid acceleration
and maintaining sustained low-speed
power delivery required to keep the bike
stable on the vertical wall.

Structural Reinforcement

Frame junctions and wheel components
strengthened to withstand constant lateral
forces far exceeding normal road use
specifications.



The Fatal Flaw: Front Fork Failure

The documentation surrounding Morrell's death presents a conflict: was he killed by a "breakdown of the front fork" (mechanical failure) or did he lose
control "at a high rate of speed" (rider error)?

A technical assessment suggests these causes are not mutually exclusive but rather sequential. The leaf-spring or primitive springer fork designs
common to early 1920s Indian and Harley models were designed primarily to absorb vertical shock on uneven roads.

() When used constantly in the drome environment, forks were subjected to prolonged, intense, non-standard lateral torsion and shearing stress
from outward centripetal force and wall friction. This cyclical stress inevitably leads to metal fatigue.



The Cascade Failure Hypothesis

Structural Fatigue Modified Instability

Fork sustained damage from repeated drome use and prior minor Drome-modified bike inherently unstable on conventional dirt track at
impacts high speed

Loss of Control Catastrophic Impact

Aggressive riding on unprepared track led to loss of control in curve Collision with fence caused fatigued fork to break, resulting in fatal

injuries



The 'Drome Rats’: A Unique
Culture

The performers who risked their lives weekly, often called "Drome Rats," operated within
a unigue and demanding socio-cultural environment defined by transience, high risk,
and a tight-knit professional community.

The mandatory weekly movement between fairs demanded an unstable, nomadic
existence. Riders lived in close quarters, often sharing accommodation in boarding
houses or dedicated rail cars, which fostered a tight professional fraternity.




The Nomadic Lifestyle




The Economics of Risk

Compensation Structure Professional Volatility

Morrell's status as a three-year feature rider suggests he was among the High pay was counterbalanced by high volatility. Rain, mechanical
better-compensated members of the show, earning higher income failure, or injury could immediately cease income flow, providing strong
through a combination of daily wage and percentage of the Silodrome's financial motivation for performing despite risk.

gross receipts.



The Greatest Danger
Wasnt in the Performance

It was in the routine operational duties



—
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Operational Hazards: The
Hidden Risk

While performances within the Silodrome were highly dangerous, Morrell's death

highlights a category of risk that was often less visible to the public: operational
hazards.

The fatal incident did not occur inside the enclosed arena of the "Defying Death”
spectacle, but during routine logistical duties. The documentation states he was killed
while "testing or moving a Silodrome motorcycle on the race track preparatory to
leaving the fairgrounds.’



The Dual Role: Daredevil and Mechanic

A featured, high-level performer like "Cannon Ball Mack" was not simply an actor but was personally responsible for handling, maintaining, and
moving his highly specialized and fragile equipment.

This dual role dramatically increased the total time spent in high-risk scenarios compared only to the short, advertised performance windows. The
highest danger arose not from the planned defiance of gravity, but from the essential, mundane duties of the traveling show.



Organizational Response to Tragedy

Commercial Continuity Moral Obligation
The show's schedule continued uninterrupted, with the next engagement Reynold Uppgard, a member of the show, accompanied Morrell's body
in Torrington proceeding as planned just two days after Morrell's death. back to his residence in Norwich, suggesting a complex mix of

commercial ruthlessness and personal connection.



September 19, 1925: The Final
Day

Sturbridge Fairgrounds, Massachusetts

The accident occurred during the tear-down phase of the fair circuit, after
performances had concluded, as Morrell was preparing the bike for transport. This
context confirms the event was related to the logistical challenges inherent in moving
large, specialized attractions across the Northeast circuit.



Conflicting Accounts of the Crash

The ambiguity in reporting is common in high-risk fatalities involving skilled performers. Management would likely have preferred the narrative of rider

error to insulate the company from liability and preserve the public image of their equipment's safety.



Forensic Reconstruction: The Sequence of Events

0] 02 03

Unstable Configuration Aggressive Operation Impact Event

The modified structure of the drome motorcycle  Riding the bike at high speed during logistics Inevitable collision with fence delivered massive
made it intrinsically unstable on a conventional caused loss of control in a curve force to the front end

dirt track

04 05

Structural Failure Fatal Injuries

Structurally fatigued fork broke catastrophically under impact stress Morrell was thrown, sustaining fractured skull and internal injuries



The Nature of the Injuries

The severity of Morrell's injuries—fractured skull and internal injuries—is consistent with a high-momentum impact against a stationary obstacle. The
incident was not initially witnessed by the public; eyewitnesses only saw Morrell swerve on the track before the impact.

The distinction between the enclosed nature of the drome (where no one could witness the internal act) and the accessibility of the racetrack
reinforces that this was an operational hazard, distinct from the staged performance risk.

[ Morrell was found unconscious and transported to a Worcester hospital, where he succumbed to his injuries later that night.



The Intersection of Technology and Tragedy

Morrell's death illuminates the fundamental tension in the Motordrome industry: the same modifications that enabled the spectacular vertical performance created lethal vulnerabilities in routine
operations.

Performance

Setup/Teardown

Maintenance

Transport

Estimated percentage of time spent in various high-risk activities



Legacy of Alfred L. Morrell

Morrell's legacy is defined by the technical limitations of his era. He and his colleagues
rode highly stressed, minimally sprung machinery that required constant maintenance
and precise sKill.

The incident that claimed his life—the intersection of structurally fatigued equipment
and the operational necessity of moving fast—highlights the fundamental sacrifice
made by these professionals who literally rode on the edge of structural failure to
entertain the masses.




The Broader Context: Mortality in the Thrill Industry

Morrell's death was not an isolated incident but part of a broader pattern of casualties in the early Motordrome industry. The combination of primitive
safety standards, mechanically stressed equipment, and financial pressure to perform created an environment where fatalities were an accepted, if

tragic, cost of doing business.

The immediate continuation of the Metro Bros. tour following his death exemplifies the industry's pragmatic approach to risk management:
acknowledge the loss, fulfill minimal obligations, and continue operations.



The Featured Performers of Metro Bros.

@ Cannon Ball Mack @ Dare-Devil Lowrey
Alfred L. Morrell - Featured rider known for extreme speed and Pensacola, Florida - Morrell's primary collaborator in the
vertical climbs Silodrome act

<+ . : .
* Mile-a-Minute Grace @ Daredevil Dot

Female performer in the Metro Bros. roster of specialized riders Part of the tight-knit community of professional Motordrome
performers
O Gunboat Jack Reynold Uppgard
Member of the specialized talent pool in the traveling show Show member who accompanied Morrell's body back to Norwich

circuit



The Economics of the Silodrome

Revenue Model Cost Structure

The Silodrome was a core profit center for the High operational costs included performer
Metro Bros. Exposition Shows, commanding salaries, equipment maintenance,
premium admission prices and drawing large transportation, and insurance, balanced
crowds at every fair stop. against the attraction's proven ability to

generate substantial gate receipts.

Risk Calculation

The financial model accepted performer
casualties as a known cost, with replacement
riders readily available from the pool of
aspiring daredevils.



The Technical Specifications of a 1920s Motordrome

30-40 20-25 45-60 2-3

Diameter (feet) Height (feet) Speed (mph) G-Forces

Typical silo structure size Vertical wall dimension Minimum velocity required Lateral force on rider



The Performance Cycle

Audience Gathering

Pre-Show Preparation Barkers draw crowds with promises of death-

Equipment inspection and mechanical defying stunts

adjustments

The Performmance

Multiple riders execute vertical wall riding
for 15-20 minutes

Teardown & Transport

Disassembly and movement to next fair Revenue Collection

location Gate receipts divided among performers and

management




The Social Hierarchy of the Carnival

Owners/Management

Metro Brothers - Corporate leadership and financial control

Featured Performers
Cannon Ball Mack, Dare-Devil Lowrey - Top billing and higher pay

Supporting Riders

Secondary performers and understudies

Technical Crew

Mechanics, spotters, and equipment handlers

Support Staff

Ticket takers, barkers, and general laborers




The Geography of Risk: 1925
Northeast Circuit

The Metro Bros. Exposition Shows operated across a concentrated geographic region
in the Northeast, capitalizing on the dense population and established agricultural fair
tradition. This circuit required constant movement but minimized long-distance
transportation costs.

The proximity of fair locations—often just 30-50 miles apart—created intense logistical
pressure. Equipment had to be dismantled, transported, and reassembled within 24-48
hours, contributing to the operational hazards that claimed Morrell's life.



The Spectacle of Danger: Marketing the Motordrome

"See Death-Defying Riders Conquer Gravity Itselfl The Most "Cannon Ball Mack and Dare-Devil Lowrey Risk Their Lives for Your
Thrilling Spectacle Ever Witnessed!" Entertainment!”
79 o b

Marketing materials emphasized the genuine danger, understanding that audiences were drawn not just by skill but by the authentic possibility of
witnessing catastrophe. This created a moral paradox: the more dangerous the act appeared, the more successful it became commercially.



The Technical Evolution: From Banked Track to
Vertical Wall

The Vertical Silo
Steeper Angles

Ultimate evolution: 90-degree vertical walls
Competition drove innovation toward 60-75 in cylindrical structure

Early Banked Tracks

Initial designs used moderate banking degree walls
angles of 30-45 degrees



Material Culture: The
Motorcycle as Artifact

The motorcycles used in Motordrome performances represent a unique category of
material culture—production vehicles transformed through modification into
specialized performance equipment. These machines existed in a liminal space
between consumer product and industrial tool.

The wear patterns, modifications, and eventual failure modes of these bikes tell stories
of extreme use that far exceeded manufacturer specifications. Each machine bore the
physical evidence of its service: stressed metal, worn bearings, and improvised

reinforcements.



The Sensory Experience of the Silodrome




The Psychological Dimension: Performing Under
Pressure

The mental demands of Motordrome riding extended beyond physical skill. Performers had to maintain absolute concentration while managing fear,
fatigue, and the constant awareness of catastrophic consequences for any error.

The psychological toll of repeatedly confronting mortality, combined with the nomadic lifestyle and financial instability, created unique stresses that
likely contributed to shortened careers and personal struggles.

Morrell's three-year tenure suggests he possessed not just physical skill but exceptional mental resilience—a quality that made his death during a
routine operational task all the more tragic.



Gender and the Motordrome;
Female Performers

The presence of female performers like "Mile-a-Minute Grace" and "Daredevil Dot" in the
Metro Bros. roster challenges assumptions about gender roles in 1920s America.

These women competed on equal terms with male riders, facing identical risks and

performing the same death-defying stunts.

Their participation reflects the broader cultural shifts of the Jazz Age, where women
increasingly claimed spaces in previously male-dominated domains. However, their
presence also served a marketing function, as female daredevils drew additional
crowds through the novelty of their gender.




The Archival Challenge: Reconstructing Lost Lives

The scarcity of documentation regarding performers like Morrell reflects broader patterns in historical preservation. Working-class entertainers,
particularly those in transient industries, left minimal paper trails. Their lives must be reconstructed from fragmentary sources: brief newspaper
mentions, trade publication advertisements, and occasional accident reports.

] 2 3
Trade Publications Local Newspapers Descendant Interviews
Billboard and The New York Clipper Norwich, Connecticut obituaries and Genealogical search for relatives of Lowrey,
archives (1920-1926) for route lists and Worcester/Sturbridge accident reports Uppgard, and other performers

advertisements



Outstanding Research Questions

What was Morrell's life before the carnival? How did the Metro Bros. company originate?
His background, family, education, and path into professional The founding date, initial capital, and early operations require
motorcycle riding remain unknown documentation

What happened to Morrell's colleagues? How common were Motordrome fatalities?
The subsequent careers and fates of Lowrey, Grace, Dot, and Comprehensive mortality statistics for the industry would

others remain untraced contextualize Morrell's death



The Broader Cultural Significance

The Motordrome phenomenon represents more than entertainment history—it illuminates fundamental aspects of American culture in the 1920s. The
willingness of performers to risk death and audiences to pay to witness that risk reveals complex attitudes toward mortality, technology, and spectacle.

Technological Optimism Economic Desperation Spectacle Culture

Belief that human skill could master any Limited opportunities drove talented Public appetite for increasingly extreme forms
machine, no matter how dangerous individuals into high-risk professions of entertainment



Lessons from the Silodrome

Morrell's story offers insights that transcend its historical moment. The tension between operational safety and performance demands, the
expendability of skilled workers in profit-driven industries, and the hidden costs of spectacular entertainment remain relevant today.

Modern extreme sports, stunt performance, and even aspects of the gig economy echo the structural dynamics that defined Morrell's career: high skill
requirements, substantial personal risk, minimal safety nets, and the expectation that "the show must go on."



Remembering "Cannon Ball
Mack’

Alfred L. Morrell
1898-19256

A skilled professional who mastered one of the most demanding and dangerous
performance arts of his era. His three-year career demonstrated exceptional talent,
courage, and resilience. His death illuminated the hidden costs of the entertainment
industry and the sacrifices made by those who performed on the edge of possibility.




The Enduring Legacy of the Motordrome

While the golden age of the Silodrome ended with the Great Depression, its influence persists. Modern "Wall of Death" performances continue the
tradition, though with improved safety standards and equipment. The physics remain unchanged—riders still defy gravity through velocity and skill.

Years of Tradition Vertical Challenge Performers

From 1920s to present day The ultimate test of skill Who risked everything

The Motordrome stands as a testament to human audacity, the allure of danger, and the price of entertainment. Performers like Alfred L. Morrell literally
rode the edge between physics and catastrophe, creating moments of wonder that came at the highest possible cost.



Conclusion: The Intersection of Technology, Risk, and
Memory

Alfred L. Morrell's career and death encapsulate the complex dynamics of early 20th-century American entertainment. His story reveals how
technological innovation, economic pressure, and cultural appetite for spectacle combined to create an industry where extraordinary skill coexisted

with extraordinary danger.
The Metro Bros. Exposition Shows, the Silodrome itself, and the community of "Drome Rats" represent a unigue moment in American cultural history—

when the boundaries of human capability were tested nightly before crowds who understood they might witness triumph or tragedy.

Morrell's legacy reminds us that behind every spectacular performance lies not just skill and courage, but also vulnerability, sacrifice, and the
fundamental human desire to transcend limitations, even at the ultimate cost.

Further archival research will continue to illuminate the lives of these remarkable performers, ensuring that their contributions to American
entertainment history are properly recognized and their sacrifices remembered.



