
 

Today in Columbus History: 

On Saturday, February 24, 1855, an advertisement appeared in the Times & Sentinel Triweekly for “H. S. 
Saroni, Professor of Music.” This small unassuming ad was placed by Herrman S. Saroni, one of the most 
talented people to call Columbus home. He only lived here from late 1854 to early 1856 but managed to 
make a lasting impression. More amazing is the variety of activities in which Saroni excelled and variety of 
places where he performed them. 

Saroni is best known locally for his music.  The Columbus Symphony Orchestra recognizes him as the 
founder of Philharmonic Society in 1855, which they say led to the current orchestra. His name figures on 
their historic marker in front of the RiverCenter for the Performing Arts. 

Saroni was a German immigrant who arrived in New York in 1844 as a professor of music at the age of 
twenty-one. He began publishing his musical compositions shortly after he landed. He also authored 
magazine articles until he purchased his own magazine, renaming it Saroni’s Musical Times in 1849. He 
traveled the country reporting on and critiquing music and art. After publishing his own musical handbook 
in 1852, he traveled South teaching music privately in Nashville, Tennessee (possibly starting their 
Philharmonic Society). He then taught music, drawing and painting at the Masonic Female College in 
Lumpkin, Georgia in 1854. 

Later that year, Saroni came to Columbus to teach music. He published at least two musical pieces while 
here; a waltz, La Belle Georgienne, and a galop, The Lover’s Leap. He also organized the Philharmonic 
Society and gave their first concert on April 12, 1855. Within a year, Saroni had moved on from Columbus. 

He went next to Huntsville where he wrote The Twin Sisters, the first American operetta. During the Civil 
War he moved to Louisville, Kentucky. He then came to Augusta, Georgia to experiment with a waste 
product from petroleum refining known as petroleum vapor. We know it now as gasoline. One of several 
businesses he started was the Georgia Petroleum Stove and Gaslight Co. He pursued business 
opportunities all over the country. He appeared in the city directories of Baltimore, Philadelphia and 
Boston living in hotels and had patents registered in Chicago, Cincinnati, St. Paul and other cities.   

In 1867, he converted a steamboat from coal to gasoline and demonstrated it on the Ohio River between 
Louisville and Cincinnati. In St. Paul, Minnesota he taught music and won a contract to light the town with 
gasoline streetlamps. He built the first automobile in Minnesota and ran it through the streets of St. Paul 
in 1879, seventeen years before Henry Ford drove his quadricycle on the streets of Detroit. 

Saroni never patented his automobile but it appears that he used it as the basis for his traction engine that 
he patented in 1882. He finally settled in Marietta, Ohio around 1885 where he continued to write articles, 
compose music, patent inventions, and teach piano from his home until his death in 1900.  

His obituary said that “he had made and lost several large fortunes.” However, for all his accomplishments 
around the country, Saroni is almost completely forgotten.  As Dr. David F. Urrows of Hong Kong Baptist 
University noted, Columbus is “one of the few places where the name Herrman Saroni lives on.”  

Compiled by Daniel A. Bellware, Muscogee Genealogical Society 

Clipping from Georgia Historic Newspapers (GALILEO). 



Our weekly snippets of Columbus history are usually based on a few days-worth of searching 
through the most popular sources for Muscogee County history. Meant to inspire readers to 
explore more about Columbus history, they are not exhaustive dissertations on the topic and 
may contain mistakes. If you have corrections or additional information, feel free to share them 
with the group.  

 

 

Advertisement of H.S. Saroni from the Times & Sentinel Triweekly, February 24, 1855, 
https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 

 

 

 

Historical marker for the CSO on Broadway, outside of the RiverCenter for the Performing Arts (Photo by 
Daniel A. Bellware). You can read more about Saroni in the Fall 2018 issue of Muscogiana, 
https://csuepress.columbusstate.edu/muscogiana/ 



 

Ad from the Times and Sentinel Triweekly April 11, 1855, https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 

 

 

 

Ad from the Times & Sentinel Triweekly, January 1, 1855, https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 

 

  



 

The first American operetta, The Twin Sisters, by Herrman S. Saroni, courtesy of the Columbus Museum, 
Columbus Museum : Online Collections (pastperfectonline.com). 

 

  

Ad from Augusta Tri-weekly Constitutionalist, June 1, 1866, https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 



 

Story in Augusta Tri-weekly Constitutionalist, April 27, 1866, https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 

 

 

Patent #267464 Nov. 14, 1882 H.S. Saroni’s Traction Engine. A traction engine is similar to a steam 
locomotive that runs without tracks. You can drive it to a location and use it to power a sawmill or other 
equipment on a remote site like a farm or woods. https://pdfpiw.uspto.gov/. 

 

 

 


