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Introduction

Of all of the industrialists who made life miraculously easier at the turn of the twentieth century, Henry Ford is no doubt one of the most famous. Just about everyone has heard of him and might recall that he was the one to introduce the assembly line into production, thereby making it possible to mass-produce practically everything.

There was nothing fancy about the names Ford used for his brand new inventions; but the Model T is instantly recognized as the car best known, even over a century after its creation. His Ford Motor Company would revolutionize the way business is conducted. Finally, not just cars, but many staples of everyday life, were being made affordable for the average person.

Not only were his factories innovative, but Ford introduced a living wage, something much touted in the news these days. His $5 a day wage was equivalent to $120 today. Everyone wanted to work for Henry Ford, and that too was part of his magic.

For it was a magical time in America and all across the Western world. New inventions, some re-worked from medieval times were suddenly being used far and wide. In addition to men being able to find viable jobs, women and minorities were also given consideration by Henry Ford.

But for all of his goodness, there was an anti-Semitic streak which would haunt him all of his days. It may have come from beliefs emanating from his childhood, and always resided in the background.

To his credit, Henry Ford is one of America's most celebrated industrialists. There is much to know about Henry Ford. So, grab a coffee and a seat and let's have at it.


Chapter One

The Rise of Industrial America

“Don't be afraid to give up the good to go for the great.”

—John D. Rockefeller

The last quarter of the nineteenth century, those years from 1877-1900 are what is known as the rise of industrial America. One could say it all began in 1869 when the first transcontinental railroad was joined together at Promontory Summit, Utah on May 10. For the first time ever, America was now joined coast to coast.

Then by January 1870, John D. Rockefeller created his Standard Oil Company in Ohio. During that decade, over 2.8 million immigrants landed in the United States, most of them from Europe.

In October 1871, a massive fire destroyed the city of Chicago over the period of two days. Whether the inferno was started by Mrs. O'Leary's cow knocking over a lantern, was never determined. In any case, over 17,000 buildings were destroyed, leaving over 100,000 people homeless. Once Chicago started rebuilding, it would transform itself into a major industrial and economic center.

In 1872, portions of Montana and Wyoming territories were declared the Yellowstone National Park. This meant that people from all over could enjoy the splendors of the land.

That same year, it was learned that members of Congress had been involved in corruption. The Union Pacific Railroad company had been hired to build part of the transcontinental railroad. Instead of hiring outside contractors, Thomas Durant, the VP of Union Pacific, along with many stockholders created their own construction company, Credit Mobilier. By awarding the building contract to themselves, they reaped in massive profits.

Durant gave Union Pacific stock to many members of Congress who had been instrumental in helping with railroad legislation. Eventually, Union Pacific stock was declared worthless, and eleven members of Congress were accused of accepting it, thereby contributing to the railway industry corruption.

In St. Louis, Missouri a ring of distillers and federal officials were found to have been involved in tax evasion. Many of those indicted for the scandal were appointees of President Grant.

By 1876, Alexander Graham Bell patented the telephone. The Battle of Little Bighorn took place in June of that year, where General George Custer and his 7th Cavalry were massacred by Sioux and Cheyenne warriors. As settlers pushed west, there were increasing hostilities between them and the Native Americans. The Nez Perce Indians were pursued by the U.S. Army until they were finally relocated from Montana to Kansas and Oklahoma.

In 1877 railroad workers in West Virginia, went on strike to protest low wages and living conditions. The strike lasted more than a month, and there was violence which was halted by federal troops. People were beginning to rise up in protest.

By 1879, Henry George's Progress and Poverty was published. It dealt with the changing cycles of the industrial economy. Then all through the 1880s, drought and bad winters had devastated cattle herds in the West.

In July 1881, President Garfield was shot by an assailant, and he died two months later, in September. He was succeeded by Chester A. Arthur.

The following year, the Chinese Exclusion Act was the nation's first law to ban immigration by race or nationality. This prohibition would stay in place until 1943, and it prevented the Chinese from becoming Americans.

Also in 1882, John D. Rockefeller created Standard Oil Trust. The trust was formed to allow Rockefeller and his stockholders to get around state laws prohibiting one company from owning stock in another.

In 1883, the Pendleton Act was passed. This was an attempt to curb corruption and patronage. It introduced federal exams and merit requirements for the hiring of civil servants. In September, the Northern Pacific Railroad was at last completed. There was a “golden spike” ceremony at Gold Creek, Montana.

In 1884, Grover Cleveland was elected president. Long before modern-day presidents with their sometimes seemly baggage, Cleveland, a Democrat, was supported by many Republicans. He had been a staunch promoter of anti-corruption and had opposed Tammany Hall while being governor of New York. They were the Democratic Party political machine which controlled politics in New York City and throughout the state.

Cleveland was thought to be a shoe-in until it was discovered that he had fathered a child out of wedlock, had placed that child in an orphanage and the mother in an insane asylum. Yet most people didn't seem to care and voted for him to be president, anyway.

In 1886, anarchists gathered in Chicago's Haymarket Square to protest the police killing of labor strikers. Someone threw a bomb into the crowd, and when it was all over, eight policemen and several protesters had been killed. By December the American Federation of Labor was formed to organize skilled workers.

In 1887 Nikolai Tesla perfected alternating current which made it possible for electricity to be everywhere. Congress also passed the Interstate Commerce Act after receiving considerable pressure from small businesses and farmers.

By 1890 Benjamin Riis' book, How the Other Half Lives, documented living conditions among immigrants to New York City. The census of that year showed that immigrants now made up 14.7% of the population. Congress also passed the Sherman Anti-Trust Act, to prohibit trusts and prevent monopolies.

Just like today, the problem of tariffs was on everyone's minds back in 1890. Democrats said tariffs raised prices and enriched only the wealthy. Republicans argued that tariffs helped small businesses, raised workers’ wages, and helped them combat low-wage competition.

By this time, America had the most factories and raw materials, sophisticated marketing and a very efficient distribution system that European markets couldn't compete with. In October, the McKinley Tariff was passed. It increased tariff rates, and it provided for reciprocal trade agreements. The tariff would prove to be very unpopular with American consumers and labor.

In December, U.S. troops slaughtered Sioux women and children at Wounded Knee Creek South Dakota. It would be the last battle to be fought for Native Americans. In 1891, Hawaii was annexed to the United States. Hawaii would not become a state until August 1959.

In January 1892, Ellis Island was opened. For the next sixty years until 1954 over 12 million immigrants to the United States would be welcomed here. In June, because of falling steel prices, the general manager of Andrew Carnegie's steel plant in Homestead, PA, cut workers’ wages and attempted to put down the union.

Frick promptly closed the mills and wouldn't negotiate with the union. Workers declared a strike and sought to contact Carnegie, but he made himself unavailable. Frick hired a private army to break up the strikers. The Pennsylvania State Militia was called in to stop the violence. The strike leaders were blacklisted, and Carnegie had now successfully broken unions in Homestead and all throughout steel country.

In 1892, Grover Cleveland was once again elected president, thanks to a third-party movement called the Populists. By the mid-1890s an economic depression would settle over the country and his second term would be a disaster. Cleveland sought to keep the country on the gold standard and tried to enact an income tax, which would be deemed unconstitutional by the Supreme Court.

In 1893, the Great Northern Railway was completed. The stock market crashed leading to the bankrupting of the United States Treasury. At the same time, unemployment increased. By 1894, workers for the Pullman train cars went on strike. This caused a stoppage all throughout Chicago rail lines and with railroads all across the country. The violence and prolonged strike marked the end of the American Railway Union.

In May 1896, the Supreme Court ruled on Plessy v. Ferguson, which held that Louisiana train cars could be segregated based on the constitutional doctrine of “separate, but equal.” There were separate facilities for hotel rooms, drinking fountains, schools, going to the movies, riding a bus and buying a home. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 would end all that.

William McKinley became president in 1896 and two years later, and America would enter the war in 1898. Once they defeated Spain, America acquired Cuba along with Puerto Rico, the Philippines, and Guam. With Teddy Roosevelt as his running mate, McKinley was re-elected in 1900. In 1901, J.P. Morgan would merge several of his companies with Andrew Carnegie's to form U.S. Steel.

Later in 1901, President McKinley was assassinated and died eight days later. He was succeeded by Theodore Roosevelt.

Between steel, railroads, shipping and modern inventions such as the telegraph, the telephone, and electricity, America was poised to reap the greatest rewards yet; that of the automobile and how it would transform the country and the world.

These years would be instrumental in getting Henry Ford's dreams off the ground.


Conclusion

Mention the Model T, and most people will come to think of Henry Ford. His was the first automobile to be mass-produced, and it was done on the assembly line he invented. His low-cost, reliable cars were what put most ordinary Americans in the driver's seat at the turn of the twentieth century.

But Henry Ford's legacy rides on more than just mere wheels. His company, the Ford Motor Company, is still with us today, over a hundred years after it was established. It survived two world wars and some dark moments when Henry Ford was trying to connect his ideas to the world's, but it has lasted as a monument to the man who started it.

Henry Ford is probably the man, above any other of the twentieth century, who turned the working class into the middle class. Most Americans enjoy an unprecedented middle-class existence, owning most amenities they can imagine. That is due to the manufacturing industry which had its start with Henry Ford. From cars to engines to roads to shopping centers to war equipment, it has all been mass-produced.

Today, if you love NFL football, you can catch a game by the Detroit Lions at Ford Field. In Dearborn, there is the Ford Community and Performing Arts Center, Henry Ford Retirement Village and the Ford Homes District. You can get there on Interstate 94 from Detroit. It's called the Ford Freeway, and that is no coincidence.

