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RUCKER:  It’s February 1, 2008.  I’m Chauncy Rucker.  I’m having a conversation today with Barry Romich, CEO of Prentke Romich Company.  He’s also the co-founder of the AAC Institute, that’s the Augmentative & Alternative Communication Institute.  We’re at the Assistive Technology Industry Association (ATIA) conference in Orlando, Florida.  This interview is quite a bit different than anything we’ve done before.  Barry will be telling you about the career of someone else.

ROMICH:  Thank you, Chauncy.  It is my pleasure to be able to create some legacy here for the life of Edwin Prentke.  Ed was the co-founder of Prentke Romich Company, but I’d like to start with information that goes back a bit earlier than that.

Ed Prentke was born in 1904 and that’s a while back.  He was born within three months of the Wright brothers’ flight.  He was born a full two years before Lee De Forest invented the vacuum tube, which ushered in the electronic age.  And he has had quite an experience overall.  I’m sorry to say that we lost him just this last year at age 103, in 2007.

So Ed started out life in Cleveland, Ohio.  By the way, I should mention that much of what I’m going to tell you is available in print form and with photos at the website of  Romich Foundation.  It’s http://romichfoundation.org
So Ed was soon pursuing his passion for cars.  There’s a little picture there of Ed sitting in a car, probably about two years old, a little one.  But he liked yellow cars and you probably heard about that you could buy the Model T in any color you wanted, as long as what you wanted was black.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

ROMICH:  Well, he wanted yellow and so he painted his car yellow with a paintbrush and paint.  And there’s a picture of that on the site.  

When he attended Case when it was Case.  It’s now Case Western Reserve University, but the portion of it that was Case was Case School of Applied Science and he attended in Electrical Engineering, graduating in 1926.  One of the experiences that Ed had was that all, at least all Engineering students had to attend a camp when they were students.  And this was out in the country.  They lived in tents for part of a summer.  They had to learn how to survey and identify trees and things like that.  Experiences quite different than the Engineering education experiences that students have today.  One of the things that’s available on the site is a little taste of some letters that he wrote to his parents when he was at Camp Case.

RUCKER:  (Chuckles.)

ROMICH:  In his later years, he continued his passion for yellow cars and even well-after he was able to drive himself, he owned a bright yellow Mustang convertible and he loved to go out in the country in his convertible.

When Ed graduated from college there were not very many jobs available in Electrical Engineering and electronics was in its infancy.  It was pretty much limited to the radio business then and one of the things that Ed did was to go door-to-door helping people with their radios.

RUCKER:  Umm.

ROMICH:  Radios then were quite different than radios today and there was a little bit of technical expertise that was required for installation and repair and things of that nature.  So Ed eventually started a store in which he was doing radio service and then it expanded out into some sales work and he ended up with a retail camera store and operated that for many years.  

Along the way, he had other businesses.  During World War II, he operated a machine shop to support the war effort and he also was teaching at Fenn College and at Case in Electronics.  Wrote some course work to support that.  When Ed and his wife Esther sold the camera store in early 60s it would have been, Ed thought he was going to retire and he soon figured out that that wasn’t a very good idea.  He just had too much vitality to be able to sit back and watch the world go by.

So through a contact that he had, he got a job at Highland View Hospital which was the Cuyahoga County, the Cleveland, Ohio area, County Rehabilitation Facility and his job was in the clinical or rehabilitation engineering function in a hand research area.  And the same people involved in that were also involved in a joint research project with a group at Case when it was Case Institute of Technology then.  And it was there were I was a student and ended up meeting Ed, working with the research project and we started to build some things for some of the individuals that were the subjects of the research but for whom the research task couldn’t be doing things that were really practical.  And these would be patients in the hospital with high-level spinal cord injury.  So they would be lying on their backs in their hospital rooms and they couldn’t even call the nurse.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

ROMICH:  They just didn’t have any way to do that.  So we started to build some things for those individuals, just very simple Assistive Technology to start with, eventually working to a little more complexity, being able to turn on and off devices and lights and things like that.

RUCKER:  What year was that…?

ROMICH:  This would have been, we formed our partnership in ’66 so we would have been working together in roughly ’64, ’65.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

ROMICH:  And I started school there in ’63, so it was soon after.

RUCKER:  And then he started at the hospital in ’64?

ROMICH:  He probably would have started ’63 or ’64, yes.  So we built things for people in the hospital.  We built things for people after they had been released from the hospital.  We built some things for other researchers from around the world because people were coming in and seeing what was happening there and they would like to see, would like to have their own equipment that was similar.  So that’s part of what got us going.  And it was very much evenings and weekends for nine years.

RUCKER:  (Chuckles.)

ROMICH:  During that time, Ed and I just did what we needed to do, mostly word-of-mouth.  We didn’t really have business aspirations, we just wanted to satisfy the needs that existed.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

ROMICH:  So Ed was a pretty interesting guy for me to be connected with.  He was an avid photographer and in 1929, the Cleveland Air Races hosted Charles Lindbergh after he had made his transatlantic flight.  We have a picture that Ed took of Charles Lindbergh there.  Ed has a picture that he took of Mount Rushmore, it was under construction.

ROMICH & RUCKER:  (Laugh.)

ROMICH:  Yeah, we all think of it as it was always there. Well, it wasn’t always there and Ed saw it when it wasn’t.

RUCKER:  (Chuckles.)

ROMICH:  So it’s an interesting story that Ed Prentke has behind him and he’s really been an inspiration for many people.  Just this morning, I was on e-mail early and had a message from a guy from Cleveland who had spent some time at the hospital there as a volunteer and he considers that Ed was his mentor as well.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

ROMICH:  And so I feel very much privileged to have had my life touched by his.

RUCKER:  Is there more in terms of his involvement, the things he invented or things that were developed or any of those kinds of things?

ROMICH:  I think most of his legacy goes back to his creativity on behalf of individuals.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

ROMICH:  He was once honored by Brandeis University when they had a national search for what they called a Renaissance Tinkerer.

RUCKER:  (Laughs.)

ROMICH:  And they looked around the world and found Ed and it was a pretty interesting thing.  This was 1982 and they presented him with a plaque that is inscribed “Your technological wizardry liberates the physically disabled and your abiding faith in their total humanity restores their dignity”.

RUCKER:  Wow!

ROMICH:  That just speaks well of who Ed was.  He was just a fairly quiet guy, but he was just highly respectable of people and was trying to do what he could to help people have a better life.

RUCKER:  And I can assume his impact in terms of you and your career must have been gigantic?

ROMICH:  I wouldn’t be here.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

ROMICH:  Yep, and Prentke Romich Company wouldn’t have come to have been and we’ve touched the lives of many tens of thousands of people worldwide now.

RUCKER:  The world would have suffered if it hadn’t happened.

ROMICH:  Yes.  Yep, yep.  He was quite a guy and I invite you all, any listeners here, to go to the website http://romichfoundation.org
 and read tributes and look at the pictures and just get a sense of who he was.  He was a remarkable man.

RUCKER:  Thank you so much.

ROMICH:  Thank you, Chauncy, for doing this.  This is an important part of our history.
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