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Introduction

Andrew Carnegie was born to William Carnegie and Margaret Morrison Carnegie in the sleepy Scottish village of Dunfermline on November 25, 1835. To say that the home that he was born into was a modest one would be a great understatement. Known as a “weaver’s cottage,” it was equipped with only one room that was made up of half the ground floor, which was shared with the neighboring weaver’s family.

In these meager and modest surroundings, the child named Andrew Carnegie would dream of his future. He imagined himself to someday be important and play a great role in society. Even at a young age, he began to think of how he could help lift his family out of the dire straits that they had found themselves in. His mother was always a shining light on his course of self-sacrifice, and just as she herself always put others before her, she expected Andrew to learn to do the same.

Andrew Carnegie would indeed eventually help to carry the weight of his burdened family over the next few decades. The family would stay ensconced within the humble confines of their weaver’s cottage until the year 1836 when they moved to a bigger house on Edgar Street just across from the famous Reid’s Park in Scotland. It was here that Andrew’s uncle George Lauder, an up-and-coming political agitator in the British Empire, began to take young Andrew under his wing and teach him the ropes of his political intrigue.

Despite their poverty, many members of Andrew’s family were politically active. His maternal grandfather Thomas Morrison, for example, was a known Chartist—those who believed Scotland should be given a “people’s charter” or basic bill of rights—in the region. But beyond the periodic delvings and dabblings into the political scene of the day, life went on rather uneventfully in the Carnegie family until Andrew was about the age of 12 and his father’s business as a handloom weaver began to hit the rocks.

But it wasn’t just his father’s business that was in peril, at this point in time all of Scotland was in a bit of a crisis, and the whole country was being threatened with starvation on a massive scale. During these hard times, the only way that the family survived was through the efforts of Andrew’s mother, who began to run a small grocery store out of their home. She also began to work as a cobbler making shoes—a skill that she had learned as a child from her father who practiced the same trade. It was through all of these efforts that Mrs. Carnegie became the primary breadwinner of the family.

And while this certainly provided much-needed relief to the struggling Carnegies, it was a hard blow to the esteem of Andrew’s father who saw himself as the family provider. But nevertheless, it was through Margaret’s savings that they managed to scrape together enough money to buy a ticket out of their misery. Soon they would be on board a ship headed to a land that promised greater opportunity than the stagnant confines of their homeland. The Carnegies were headed to America.


Chapter One

The Life of a Scottish Bobbin Boy

“The average person puts only 25% of his energy and ability into his work. The world takes off its hat to those who put in more than 50% of their capacity, and stands on its head for those few and far between souls who devote 100%.”

—Andrew Carnegie

By 1848, the Carnegie family were so fed up with the fate that Dunfermline, Scotland offered them that they began to pack their bags to board the next ship to the United States of America. Margaret’s two sisters, who had already made the move to America, encouraged the family’s decision. But not all of their relatives in Scotland were happy about such talk, however, and some considered their plans to drop everything and run to the U.S. as being reckless. Tom Morrison, Margaret’s brother, would go even further, calling the family’s actions nothing short of treacherous and idiotic.

Morrison, of course, was an unrelenting Chartist ideologue and wished his family to stay in Scotland to fight for Chartist rights rather than jumping ship and abandoning the cause. And the Chartist fervor was indeed heating up, as evidenced in April of 1848 when a Chartist Convention organized a mass meeting with the aim of presenting a petition to Parliament. The demonstration was peaceful, not anything like the 1842 petition that ended in outright strikes and riots. In August of 1842, a huge crowd of disgruntled workers—men, women, and children—all took to the streets with brooms, sticks, and whatever other blunt object they could muster with the intention of wreaking havoc upon the very factories, storehouses, and shops that they worked for.

And for once, it was actually the firebrand Tom Morrison that urged the enraged throng to cease their attack. He threw himself headlong into the thick of the chaos, imploring the rampaging protestors to stop destroying property and instead organize a peaceful general strike. His efforts were noble, but they were apparently in vain, and the fact that he was trying to take control of the situation only earned him recognition as a ringleader. That perception motivated the police to knock on the door of the Carnegie home to have a talk with Tom Morrison—a speaking engagement that resulted in Morrison being placed in jail.

As this back and forth struggle between the authorities and the Chartists continued to play out, by 1847 unemployment in the region hit rock bottom, eventually leading to food riots in the Scottish cities of Glasgow and Edinburgh. In these dire conditions, the Carnegies finally made up their mind to leave Scotland for good. They raised money by selling all of their belongings, and with little else with them but their hopes and dreams, they set sail from a port in Glasgow for the long-awaited promise of the United States in 1848. The trip wasn’t easy and would take them across 4,000 some miles of treacherous ocean current, and not all passengers would survive.

Indeed, as shocking as it may seem today, more than a few passengers succumbed to sickness and disease during the voyage before they ever arrived at their intended destination. Out of simple necessity, with nowhere to bury or store the dead, the ship captain ordered the grieving families to push their dead overboard and bury them at sea. This was the harsh reality of Carnegies’ world in which one often had to make great sacrifices for the sake of survival.

Shortly after arriving in America, the Carnegie family made their way over to the town of Allegheny, Pennsylvania. Allegheny at that time was a center of major industry which produced many products involving cotton cloth and wool. Allegheny made so many products that it became common for articles of clothing to have the label “Made in Allegheny.”

But as much as they were in the heart of heavy industry, Andrew’s father William did not see any immediate improvement in his employment as a weaver. He found it hard to find companies willing to sell his wares (often tablecloths), and he was not having any luck selling them on an individual level either. Upon their arrival, the family’s financial sustenance had been once again placed upon the shoulders of Andrew’s mother.

While her husband still struggled to find a steady job, Margaret had managed to gain work for a cobbler, binding shoes together. She earned four dollars a week for her labors, which was a substantial amount for the struggling—near destitute—family. This was a godsend, but it certainly wasn’t easy for Andrew’s father to sit on the sidelines. His fortunes would soon look up, however, as both he and his son Andrew found work for a Scotsman, Mr. Blackstock, at the Anchor Cotton Mills.

The labor at this mill was hard, but it was a boost to the family’s confidence all the same. Little Andrew was given the job of a bobbin boy, tasked with changing spools of cotton thread. He typically did this no less than twelve hours a day and for six days out of any given week. His pay for his labors amounted to just $1.20 a week, which is about $35 by today’s standards. It was a fairly meager income even back in 1848. Such a task couldn’t have been easy for a 13-year-old, and in later years child labor of this sort would ultimately be banned, but as it were, Andrew Carnegie persevered and did his best under the circumstances that he had been given.

Many immigrants who arrived in America during the 1840s would settle for less than what their native-born competitors made just to have a good solid job, and this was the case with the Carnegie family as well. Although his father would soon quit his position at the cotton mill, Andrew would stay on for some time to come. Diligent and dutiful, young Carnegie continued to plug away and give it all he had, disregarding the fact that his position was a lowly one, “I was now a helper to the family, a breadwinner, and no longer a total charge on my parents.” His efforts soon earned him recognition from a big-name manufacturer named John Hay. Hay was impressed with Andrew’s hard work and offered him a job and a raise in the






Conclusion

Andrew Carnegie passed out of this world on August 11, 1919, just a few months shy of his 84th birthday. He spent his last day on Earth at his personal estate in Lenox, Massachusetts. The official verdict as to the reason for his demise was listed as a bad case of bronchial pneumonia. Immediately after his passing, his family was inundated with a swarm of letters and telegrams of consolation.

The world had lost a great man who had given much of his money and time trying to make it a better place. Carnegie had already given away more than $350 million (about $77 billion today), and immediately after his passing, a prearranged installment of an additional $30 million was sent off to his charities and philanthropic trusts. After his funeral, Carnegie’s last place of rest was chosen to be at Sleepy Hollow Cemetery in Sleepy Hollow, New York. Andrew Carnegie was gone, but he most certainly was not forgotten.

His name lives on in the countless libraries, art museums, schools, charities, and all-around good causes that he promoted both during his life and after it came to an end. They say that Andrew Carnegie is the father of the philanthropist—the modern-day concept of the wealthy giver. Always ascribing to his “Gospel of Wealth” which urged those who had a surplus to spread their wealth to the masses, Andrew Carnegie would certainly be pleased to know that his name and legacy continues to stir that very same sentiment of benevolence and good will for others, just as he intended.

