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Introduction

THIS BOOK IS ABOUT many things. It’s about World War II. It’s about the rise of airpower, an apocalyptic science when applied to military action. It’s about an American president confined to a wheelchair who sought to teach the world how to walk again during the Great Depression, only to find himself facing a losing war against unconscionable evil. It’s about Detroit—“the biggest wartime boomtown of all”—and its automobile industry, which in 1941 had a bigger economy than any foreign nation except Britain, France, Germany, and possibly the Soviet Union. Ultimately, this book is about a father and a son who more than any other figures in the first half of the twentieth century symbolized Americanism all over the world—their love, their empire, and the war that tore them apart.

In 1941 Henry Ford and his only child, Edsel, launched the most ambitious wartime industrial adventure ever up to that point in history.* They attempted to turn their motorcar business into an aviation powerhouse, to build four-engine bombers, the weapon the Allied leaders thirsted for above all others. The older Ford (Henry was seventy-six when the war began) was one of the nation’s richest and most controversial men, an ardent antiwar activist and accused Nazi sympathizer. His only child, Edsel, was a tragic Gatsby-esque character who was dying of a disease that all his riches couldn’t cure.



With the help of “Cast Iron” Charlie Sorensen, Detroit’s heralded Hercules of the assembly lines, and the aviator Charles Lindbergh, the Fords attempted to turn the US Air Corps’ biggest, fastest, most destructive heavy bomber into the most mass-produced American aircraft of all time. Their quest captured the imagination of a nation and came to illuminate all that could go wrong on the home front during the war—and all that could go right.

At the same time, the Fords were being quietly investigated by US Treasury agents, who believed the family’s ties to its French division—which was cooperating with the Nazi high command to help build Hitler’s arsenal—may have violated the Trading with the Enemy Act. An investigation kicked into high gear in 1943, the day a “strictly confidential” memo landed on Roosevelt’s desk in the White House detailing “amazing and shocking correspondence” between Edsel Ford and a key French operative. Did the family have a dark secret?

Honor, betrayal, sacrifice, death—all of it is woven into a father-son drama that, in the larger context of the war, has never fully been explored.

In the climactic scenes of this book, the reader will be transported into battle aboard bombers built by the Fords. “Here was the power,” Lindbergh said of these 60,000-pound machines (fully loaded), “the efficiency, the superhuman magic of which we had dreamed.” Henry Ford’s vision in the early part of the century, “Fordism,” had fueled the rise of cities, suburbs, and industries. Now—inside enemy territory—that same vision would tear it all down.

 

Today Detroit gets trotted out as a symbol of a superpower in decline. The city has lost more than half its population since the war, and it is the largest American city ever to declare bankruptcy. Its main artery, the Edsel Ford Expressway, runs right into it, though the man it is named for is all but forgotten. There was a time, however, when Detroit was a “city of destiny,” “a city forging thunderbolts.” This is a book about World War II and the Motor City—its heroes, its villains, and its legacy.


Prologue

ON THE NIGHT OF December 29, 1940, a few moments before 9:00 PM, Franklin Delano Roosevelt wheeled himself in his chair through the White House warrens and into the Diplomatic Reception Room on the first floor. He wore a gray wool suit and a face that, for an eternal optimist, appeared grim. An incongruous audience stood in the room. The President’s mother was there, as were some White House guests, actors Clark Gable and Carole Lombard. Roosevelt was preparing to deliver an address that generations hence would deem one of the most important pieces of political rhetoric in modern history. It was called “The Arsenal of Democracy.”

At that very moment, in London, bombs were raining from the night sky. Adolf Hitler’s air force was subjecting London to the worst pounding since the start of the Battle of Britain—a night of terror planned specifically to steer attention away from Roosevelt’s speech, which promised to solve a great mystery: what was the President prepared to do about the Nazis and their conquering armies? With most of Europe already subjugated, would Washington remain neutral? Or was Roosevelt prepared to support the effort to defeat Hitler with American-made tanks, guns, ships, and bomber aircraft?

All week long the White House had stirred with activity in anticipation of the President’s “fireside chat.” On the Sunday of the address, Roosevelt worked over every word in his office, complaining to his secretary, Grace Tully, who went heavy on the punctuation when she typed.

“Grace!” he yelled. “How many times do I have to tell you to stop wasting the taxpayers’ commas?”

When he was satisfied, he sent the speech to the State Department for comment. He had his throat sprayed to ease his sinuses. White House workers removed the gold-trimmed presidential china from the Diplomatic Reception Room, and as Roosevelt sipped cocktails and ate dinner, they tested the broadcasting equipment, the wires snaking across the floor onto a desk on which a cluster of microphones stood—the ears of the world.

At the stroke of nine, the largest radio audience ever gathered tuned in. Over five hundred stations were broadcasting the speech in the United States. This was the “Golden Age of Radio,” with popular shows like Jack Benny and Amos ’n’ Andy, and yet no broadcast had ever lured more attention than the President’s speech. The only one that had come close was the Joe Louis–Max Schmeling fight at Yankee Stadium two years earlier.

Amid the rubble of Britain’s cities, at 3:00 AM London time, thousands, including Prime Minister Winston Churchill, crowded around their radios. Roosevelt’s address would be broadcast in South America, China, the Soviet Union, and in six languages in Europe.

Roosevelt began. “My friends, this is not a fireside chat on war. It is a talk on national security; because the nub of the whole purpose of your President is to keep you now, and your children later, and your grandchildren much later, out of a last-ditch war for the preservation of American independence and all of the things that American independence means to you and to me and to ours,” the President said. And then, gravely: “Never before since Jamestown and Plymouth Rock has our American civilization been in such danger as now.”

 

The events leading up to that night had placed the President in an impossible situation.

For eleven years, the Great Depression had plagued the global economy. The United States was a nation paralyzed by its economy. In 1940 about 17 percent of Americans were unemployed, over 7 million able-bodied people. Only 48,000 taxpayers out of 132 million earned more than $2,500 a year (the rough equivalent of $40,000 today). Nearly one-third of American homes had no running water. Americans had no unemployment insurance or antibiotics.

Since he came to power in 1933 (five weeks after Hitler became chancellor of Germany), Roosevelt had fought tirelessly to meet the basic needs of the masses. Recoiling from the horror of World War I, Congress had passed numerous Neutrality Acts, based in the idea that the oceans protected American soil from foreign attack, like some giant moat. With no funding, the US military had grown anemic. The army ranked sixteenth in the world in size, with fewer than 200,000 men, compared to 7 million Nazi soldiers. No legitimate munitions industry existed. The Army Air Corps had fewer than 1,300 combat planes, and most of them were technologically obsolete.

In Europe, Hitler’s rise had caused consternation at first. An artist and an ex-convict, he had brilliantly harnessed the power and will of the German people using modern communications such as film and radio. He had been secretly building his military for years using American-style principles of mass production. It was a futuristic kind of fighting force, with unprecedented amounts of horsepower built on assembly lines in factories and mounted on wheels and wings.

As Britain’s spymaster William Stephenson (code name: Intrepid) confided in Roosevelt: “The Fuehrer is not just a lunatic. He’s an evil genius. The weapons in his armory are like nothing in history. His propaganda is sophisticated. His control of the people is technologically clever. He has torn up the military textbooks, and written his own.”

It was the Luftwaffe that the Americans and British feared most, the first-ever fully crafted air force, headed by Hitler’s most trusted confidant, Hermann Goering, a World War I ace pilot turned morphine addict who had spent time in a sanitarium locked in a straitjacket. By the late 1930s, German factories were birthing more warplanes than all other nations combined. The German Air Force, it seemed, could turn the Nazis into Nietzschean supermen. As the British statesman Sir Nevile Henderson put it, “If one makes a toy, the wish to play with it becomes irresistible. And the German Army and Air Force were super toys.”

When Hitler invaded Poland in 1939, he declared: “I am putting on the uniform, and I shall take it off only in death or victory.” On May 10, 1940, the Nazis invaded France, Holland, Luxembourg, and Belgium. The French—who had the finest army of the European Allies—surrendered within five weeks. According to French premier Paul Reynaud, his forces were like “walls of sand that a child puts up against waves on the seashore.”

Great Britain was next. The Luftwaffe’s dive-bombers tore into England’s cities. Centuries-old buildings crumbled. “The London that we knew was burning,” one local wrote. “The London which had taken thirty generations a thousand years to build . . . and the Nazis had done that in thirty seconds.” Reporting over CBS radio from London, Edward R. Murrow brought the terror into America’s living rooms. “There are no words to describe the thing that is happening,” he reported on September 18, 1940.

Suddenly Americans couldn’t help but imagine the destruction of New York, Washington, Los Angeles.

On October 22, 1940, the White House received a most chilling letter from a Jewish doctor from Baden, Germany, via a refugee activist with contacts inside Nazi-occupied territory. It told of being taken by the Nazis and delivered to a concentration camp, where thousands of Jews were herded “like criminals behind barbed wire.” Five hundred refugees had died already of starvation and pestilence, according to this shocking missive. “If the United States continues to work so slowly the number of dead here is going to increase in a most deplorable manner.”

In the White House, it began to sink in: the unparalleled depth of Hitler’s evil, and what it would take to defeat him.

 

The President crystallized his plan. Hitler was fighting an engineer’s war, and there would be no escaping the maelstrom. To win, Roosevelt would need to harness the complete capacity of American industry—all its resources—in a way never done before and as soon as possible. As one Washington insider, future War Production Board chief Donald Nelson, put it: “The whole industrial strength of the United States, should it be directed toward war-making, would constitute power never dreamed of before in the history of Armageddon. . . . It would be a struggle in which all our strength would be needed—and the penalty for being unable to use all our strength would be the loss of everything we had.”


During Christmas week of 1940, Roosevelt prepared for the fireside chat he hoped would ignite the nation’s industrial flame. His chief speechwriters, the playwright Robert Sherwood and adviser Samuel Rosenman, moved into the White House so that they could work around the clock on the address. On December 29, from the White House’s Diplomatic Reception Room, the President delivered it flawlessly, the microphones picking up the percussion of his lips and the turning of pages.

“The Nazi masters of Germany have made it clear that they intend not only to dominate all of life and thought in their own country,” Roosevelt said, using the word “Nazi” for the first time in a public address, “but also to enslave the whole of Europe, and then to use the resources of Europe to dominate the rest of the world.”

Roosevelt quoted Hitler: “I can beat any other power in the world.”

The President then called upon private industry, the heart of his defense plan:

 


  Guns, planes, ships, and many other things have to be built in the factories and the arsenals of America. They have to be produced by workers and managers and engineers with the aid of machines which in turn have to be built by hundreds of thousands of workers throughout the land. . . . As President of the United States, I call for that national effort. I call for it in the name of this nation which we love and honor and which we are privileged and proud to serve.



 

“We must be,” the President said, “the great arsenal of democracy.”

In London, as the bombs dropped, civilians could be heard roaring with confidence from basement shelters, empowered by Roosevelt’s words. “When I visited the still-burning ruins today,” Churchill told Roosevelt the next morning, “the spirit of the Londoners was as high as in the first days of the indiscriminate bombing in September, four months ago.”

In Berlin, Hitler’s propaganda chief Joseph Goebbels scoffed at the American president’s bravado. If the war was going to be a contest of industrial prowess, the Nazis believed they could not be beaten.


“What can the USA do faced with our arms capacity?” he wrote in his diary. “They can do us no harm. [Roosevelt] will never be able to produce as much as we, who have the entire economic capacity of Europe at our disposal. The USA stands poised between war and peace. Roosevelt wants war, the people want peace. . . . We must wait and see what he does next.”


PART I



The Motor City




1

Henry

With his Model T, Henry Ford affected the world more than any other man in fifteen hundred years.

—HISTORIAN NORMAN BEASLEY


 

THERE WAS NOTHING GLAMOROUS about the invention, nothing to suggest that it was destined to revolutionize human life. It stood awkwardly on its four wheels, a Frankenstein machine made out of bicycle pieces, a wooden box that looked like the bottom half of a pauper’s coffin, and an array of minutiae from the hardware store. It had a bench atop, under which sat its heart and soul, an engine that produced the power equivalent of four horses. Sometime after midnight on June 4, 1896, in a dingy brick shed that stank of gasoline behind a row house at 58 Bagley Avenue in Detroit, a gray-eyed inventor labored over its final touches with the tenderness of a father caring for a newborn.

Henry Ford was thirty-two years old, not young considering that the average life span in America at the time was forty-nine. He was a man of almost no formal education, and he had little in the bank but a dream. With his friend Jim Bishop standing by, he wheeled his invention—a horseless carriage, what he called a “Quadricycle”—out of the Bagley Avenue shed into the humid night, a light spring rain beading in his mustache.


At roughly 4:00 AM, he ran into his home and woke his wife Clara—or Callie, as he called her. It was time, he said. Everything was ready. She rushed from bed, grabbing a cloak, an umbrella, and their two-year-old son Edsel. Together the family moved to the backyard and into the rain. Clara held the cloak over baby Edsel with one hand and the umbrella over Henry with the other. As Henry would later tell the story:

“Mr. Bishop had his bicycle ready to ride ahead and warn drivers of horse-drawn vehicles—if indeed any were to be met with at such an hour. I set the choke and spun the flywheel. As the motor roared and sputtered to life, I climbed aboard.”

The Quadricycle had come to Henry as an epiphany six years earlier, in 1890. He was a newlywed living comfortably on a Dearborn farm about eight miles from downtown Detroit. It was a quiet life in those days. There were no cars driving by, no airplanes overhead, no air conditioners whirring, not even a tractor in the barn. The loudest sounds Henry would hear on a given day were an occasional thunder crack, the smack of an ax on a log, his wife’s fingers on the piano keys. Henry’s future was set. He would spend his years tilling this land in quiet obscurity, as his father had done before him.

But he felt the tug of ambition. He had an obsession with mechanical objects—with clocks in particular. What made them move? How could a mechanism function with such immaculate precision, with no interference from human hands? It seemed to have an intelligence all its own, one that surpassed human capability in a way. Even as a child, Henry couldn’t keep his curious fingers out of timepieces. As a neighbor put it: “Every clock in the Ford home shuddered when it saw him coming.”

He had likely learned of the internal combustion engine while reading about the pioneering work of Germany’s Karl Benz and Gottlieb Daimler, who built the first gasoline-powered horseless carriages in Europe in 1885 and 1886. Not long after Henry and Clara settled on the farm, he saw a gas engine in a soda bottling plant. One night, while Clara was playing the piano, he blurted out a prophecy.

“I’ve been on the wrong track,” he said. “What I would like to do is make an engine that will run by gasoline and have it do the work of a horse.” He grabbed a sheet of music and sketched the Quadricycle on the back. “But I can’t do it out here on the farm. I need money for tools and money to pay for other things.”

Henry and his wife moved from the farm to the teeming city in search of their dream. Their odyssey had begun.

Over the next five years, they struggled with finances while Henry worked day and night. They moved from one apartment to the next, smaller each time. Clara had to plead with the clerk at the hardware store to extend their $15 credit. Henry began to call his wife “The Believer.” He found a job at the Edison Illuminating Company for $40 a week—good money, but he needed every penny for parts and experiments.

Henry worked night shifts at Edison from 6:00 PM to 6:00 AM. He’d gotten the position under dubious circumstances. The man before him had been killed on the job. But here among the steam engines and Edison dynamos, Henry was in his element. The plant powered some 5,000 streetlamps in the city and brought electricity into the homes of over 1,000 Detroiters for the first time. To see an Edison bulb flicker on at sunset was proof that an idea could change the world.

When Clara got pregnant, the couple’s finances grew more complicated. On November 6, 1893, a doctor arrived at their apartment on a bicycle with a bag of equipment tied to the handlebars. Clara gave birth to a healthy boy. “Mrs. Ford didn’t give me any trouble at all,” the doctor told Henry. “She never complained one bit.” And the child? “He was born without circumstance.”

Henry entered the bedroom and saw Clara with the baby in her arms. Here was a son whose destiny would ride alongside his own. The child had his mother’s chocolate brown eyes and delicate mouth. Henry reached out one of his long, calloused fingers, and the baby curled a fist around it.

“You can see he’s smart, Callie, by the way he knows me,” Henry said. “He cost twice as much as Grandpa Holmes paid to get me safely into this world, but he’ll be worth it.”

Though the couple had little money, they named the child Edsel, which in Old English meant “rich.”

Soon after, the family moved yet again—to Bagley Avenue, which had a brick shed in the back where Henry could work on his machine. Things were looking up: he’d been named chief engineer at the main Edison plant, working the day shift. His new apartment was just three blocks from his work, and the apartment was wired for electricity supplied by Edison. After dinner each night the Fords moved to the shed out back, Clara keeping Henry company while Edsel crawled around, burning his little hands on occasion on hot valves.

Then came the night of June 4, 1896. At 4:00 AM, with Clara and two-year-old Edsel watching in the rain, Henry sat in his throbbing invention for the first time, not knowing what the engine of fate had in store, incapable of imagining that he would see millions upon millions of automobiles with his name on them spring to life in the coming decades.

Henry hit the gas and rolled down the cobblestone alley. He made his first historic drive through the streets of Detroit.

 

Locals grew accustomed to seeing “Crazy Henry” and his family motoring through the city. The Fords cruised over the bumpy cobbles at twenty miles per hour, past the gutters full of horse manure and the electric-powered streetcars that crisscrossed downtown Detroit. Henry wore a bow tie, the wind brushing back his side-parted brown hair and mustache. Clara sat beside him in a bonnet, veil, and flowing dress, cradling Edsel in her lap. Kids gave chase, pumping away on bicycles. Along the streets, saloons emptied and necks craned. Always a friend rode ahead on a bike to clear a path and warn carriage riders, whose horses would get spooked.

“Here comes that crazy Henry Ford,” Henry heard time and again over the engine’s song.

“Yes, crazy,” he muttered, smiling at his little boy Edsel. “Crazy like a fox.”

With the help of investors, Henry launched the city’s first automobile manufacturing outfit, the Detroit Automobile Company, on August 5, 1899. He quit his job at Edison, and that winter he introduced his first commercial car. It made the front page of the Detroit News-Tribune: “Thrilling Trip on the First Detroit-Made Automobile When the Mercury Hovered About Zero.”

The company ran out of money within the year. Now out of a job, Henry continued to look for investors. The Fords moved into cheaper quarters again, living with Henry’s seventy-six-year-old father William on West Grand Boulevard. William Ford urged his son to get a real job.

“You’ll never make a go of it,” he said of the horseless carriage business. “They’ll never sell.”

Henry pushed on. In 1903 he managed to gather eleven investors, who raised the phenomenal sum of $150,000. At 9:30 AM on June 16, 1903, at 68 Moffat Street in Detroit, the official forms were signed. Henry took 255 shares, each at $100, while most others signed on for 50 shares. Ford Motor Company was born. With a crew of about seventy-five men, Henry rented a wooden single-story space on Mack Avenue. He was forty years old. It had been twelve years since he moved to Detroit to chase his dream, and now everything was in place.

The first customer was a Chicago dentist, who paid $850 for his Ford automobile. In the next twelve months, 1,000 more automobiles rolled out of Mack Avenue. Customers were willing to pay for Henry’s cars because they were reliable, affordable, and easy to maintain, and Henry had an uncanny talent to produce one just like the one before. His genius lay not in the product he produced but in the production itself—an integrated factory system as precise as a timepiece. Every spring and cog and hook had sprung from the imagination of the factory’s creator and his team, and the factory functioned as if it possessed its own sentience. Thanks to its efficiency, the product could be created cheaply, and that savings was passed on to the customer.

In 1904, Henry moved into a bigger space on Piquette Avenue, a three-story brick building measuring 56 feet wide and 402 feet long. The day he stepped inside, he had visions of grandeur that would soon be eclipsed again.

“Let’s run it!” he shouted, his footsteps echoing down the cavernous space, his son Edsel racing alongside on his bicycle.

All over the world, thousands of dreamers and tinkerers were competing to be the first successful automaker. Henry read about their experiments in Horseless Age and Motor World magazines; their crude steam-, battery-, and gasoline-powered vehicles were almost all doomed to history’s junkyard. It was a race of ambition, ideas, and audacity—a race that Henry Ford won. Each car he produced in Detroit was a rolling ambassador of a new machine age, spreading the gospel through the streets of American cities and towns, and eventually overseas.

After four years in business, Henry’s salary dwarfed that of Detroit’s new baseball star Ty Cobb fifteen times over. That didn’t include dividends, which paid investors 100 percent of their original money down in the first year. Company profits went from $283,037 in 1904 to $1,124,675 in 1907. Henry knew he had hit it big the day his wife came to him with consternation on her face. She was doing laundry one day and had found a forgotten uncashed check for $75,000 in the pocket of his pants.

Reporters from the newspapers swarmed Henry’s factory, where they often found the gray-eyed man with his son Edsel by his side, the boy shyly looking up at his beaming father with wonder in his eyes. Despite all of Henry’s success and money, he told his friends and employees, it was his boy that mattered most. With his Ford car, he was becoming an icon. But with Edsel, he was a father. Edsel was destined to be his crowning achievement.


2

The Machine Is the New Messiah

There is in manufacturing a creative joy that only poets are supposed to know. Some day I’d like to show a poet how it feels to design and build a railroad locomotive.

—WALTER CHRYSLER


 

DETROIT WAS ON THE VERGE. No city had ever grown so pregnant with fortune as Detroit at the turn of the twentieth century. Not San Francisco during the Gold Rush, not New York in the Gilded Age. This was the city where the age of coal and steam was about to end.

The village of Detroit was founded in 1701 by a French explorer named Antoine Laumet de La Mothe sieur de Cadillac, on the banks of what is now called the Detroit River. By the nineteenth century, the city had gained a reputation for its metal workers. Over 250 metal shops had opened by the Civil War. Decades before a car ever appeared in the Motor City, urban planners prophetically designed Detroit’s downtown in the shape of a wheel, with a city center and grand boulevards fanning out like spokes, thoroughfares that carried horse-and-buggy traffic from downtown out into the sprawl.

By the time Henry Ford sold his first car, Detroit was home to 286,000 people. It was the thirteenth-largest metropolis in the country, spread out over seventeen square miles. Like most northern cities, it was vastly Caucasian and homogeneous, with dirt and macadam roads filled with horse traffic. A post–Civil War lumber boom in Michigan made Detroit a shipping and railroad hub. With iron mines to the north (Michigan’s mines produced 80 percent of the nation’s iron ore at the turn of the century) and coal just about everywhere, the city was a perfect place for a new industry to explode. All it needed was a spark.

Ransom Olds launched his auto company around the same time as Henry Ford’s. By 1904, 5,000 Curved Dash Oldsmobiles had rolled out of the Olds Motor Works at $650 apiece. John and Horace Dodge launched the Dodge Brothers Company in 1900 with the most sophisticated machine shop in town. Hard-drinking sons of a fish shop owner, and known for pulling pistols if they weren’t paid on time, the Dodges always got what they wanted. David Dunbar Buick, Louis Chevrolet, Walter Chrysler—they all found their way to Detroit, the Silicon Valley of the early twentieth century.

Nightly a new breed of auto men gathered at the bar of the Pontchartrain Hotel on Cadillac Square. As one local described the Pontchartrain: “Excitement was in the air. A new prosperity was in the making. Fortunes were being gambled. Men played hard, but they worked desperately. It was not an uncommon sight to see four or five men carry a heavy piece of machinery into the room, place it on the floor or table and set it in motion. There, men began to talk a strange new language.”

Meanwhile, Detroit’s bus and train stations unloaded daily thousands of laborers, who were lured by work in the factories. Detroit welcomed the first stretch of paved road and the first public parking garage.

“Detroit in those days was seething with intensity,” wrote one Motor City chronicler. “Millions were tossed into a pot, and lost; pennies were tossed into a different pot, and came out millions.” Though David Buick’s name graced innumerable automobiles in his lifetime, he died a pauper in Detroit. Louis Chevrolet’s life ended in hardship in the Motor City; after helping start the company that bore his name, he had dropped out of the venture because he thought it had no future.


On the other end, no auto man’s fortune skyrocketed like Henry Ford’s.

Early one morning in the winter of 1906–1907, Henry arrived at his Piquette Avenue plant hunting for a $3-a-day pattern worker and rising production man, Charles Sorensen. A twenty-five-year-old Danish immigrant with big fists and an even bigger temper, Sorensen was so handsome that people called him Adonis. Two fingertips were missing from his right hand, not rare for a man in his line of work.

Henry said to Sorensen, “Come with me, Charlie. I want to show you something.”

They climbed the stairs to the north end of the third floor.

“Charlie,” Henry said, “I’d like to have a room finished off right in this space. Put up a wall with a door big enough to run a car in and out. Get a good lock for the door. . . . We’re going to start a completely new job.”

Soon this secret room—only Henry, Sorensen, and a small handful of engineers were allowed inside—was electric with activity. A large blackboard dominated the space. Henry spent endless hours in his lucky rocking chair staring at it. On that blackboard, the Model T was born. Sorensen would always remember the glint he saw in Henry’s eye—a look of genius and determination, the knowledge that something great was about to happen.

Henry famously summed up the idea of this car: “I will build a motorcar for the great multitude. It will be so low in price that no man making a good salary will be unable to own one,” he explained, adding that every owner of this automobile would enjoy “the blessing of hours of pleasure in God’s greatest open spaces.” Model Ts would soon cover every major city on earth like ants on an anthill.

Mass production was still a new idea; it had been put into practice at Ford’s Detroit factory, the Singer sewing machine factory, and the Colt firearms works, among other examples. But Henry revolutionized the notion by imagining it on an exponentially larger canvas. The idea of fully integrated mass production came to him like the burst of light in an Edison bulb.* As he described it:




 


  The man who places a part does not fasten it. The man who puts in a bolt does not put on the nut; the man who puts on the nut does not tighten it. Every piece of work in the shop moves. It may move on hooks, on overhead chains. . . . It may travel on a moving platform or it may go by gravity.



 

Henry contacted Detroit’s finest architect, a German-born son of a rabbi named Albert Kahn, who had built Detroit’s Children’s Hospital and the Packard factory. Together they ventured to an old horse-racing track at the corner of Woodward and Manchester in a Detroit neighborhood called Highland Park.

“When Henry Ford took me to the old race course and told me what he wanted,” Kahn later recalled, “I thought he was crazy.”

Detroiters watched in awe as the building went up. Four stories tall, the factory covered twelve acres. Henry called it Highland Park, but the press dubbed it “Crystal Palace” because of its rows of windows that sparkled in the sunlight. When it was completed, Henry filled it with laborers from all over the world and breathed life into it. One writer who ventured into Highland Park in those early days captured its magnitude:

 


  Fancy a jungle of wheels and belts and weird iron forms—of men, machinery, and movement—add to it every kind of sound you can imagine: the sound of a million squirrels chirping, a million monkeys quarreling, a million lions roaring, a million pigs dying, a million elephants smashing through a forest of sheet iron . . . and you may acquire a vague conception of that place.



 

Highland Park produced 19,000 Model Ts its first year, 34,500 its second, and 78,440 its third. Its efficiency and vastness struck beholders as nothing short of a miracle, and the man whose name was on the building gained a reputation as a singular character who could achieve the impossible.

 

By the “Roaring Twenties,” Fordism—mass production and the Model T—had rewoven the fabric of a nation. Fordism had democratized mobility, created new industries, and powered an economic boom as if by engine and throttle, crystallizing the emergence of a new American middle class. It had changed the way people worked, dressed, shopped, farmed, worshiped, and vacationed. It had also reshaped cities and connected them to farms, enabling the rise of the suburb.

Fordism was the crowning invention of a new machine age. Americans living through the first two decades of the twentieth century saw an incredible array of new mechanisms that inspired their collective imagination and changed their quotidian lives: the telephone, electric passenger elevator, radio, phonograph, motion picture machine, electric railway, and flying machine. But it was the car that powered the United States to the forefront of the community of nations. It was mass production that defined Americans in their own minds as masters of the new machine age.

Meanwhile, the Model T spread the gospel of Fordism overseas. It was used as a taxi in Cuba, Japan, and all over Europe. In Russia it was called “the Universal Car.” As Ford offices and assembly plants were erected all over the world, populations celebrated the arrival of mobility and its economic power.

Henry was just beginning. Already an industrialist, he sought to become a social engineer, using his factory as a laboratory. Highland Park swelled with Poles, Russians, Romanians, Hungarians, Maltese, and Serbs—a total of forty-nine nations were represented. These men couldn’t communicate with each other, but they could communicate with the machine, working their piece of the assembly line. Highland Park moved faster and faster. By 1919 a substantial number of Henry’s 45,000 workers were handicapped in some way. One had no hands, four had no feet, four were blind, thirty-seven were deaf and dumb, sixty were epileptics—but all were doing jobs specifically designed to accommodate their circumstances, like cogs in the machine.

On January 5, 1914, Henry invited a handful of reporters to his offices. He knew that the sheer audacity of the announcement he was about to make would send it clear across the globe. Never comfortable with public speaking, he stood by a window while Ford’s chief finance man read a statement.

“The Ford Motor Company, the greatest and most successful automobile manufacturing company in the world, will, on January 12, inaugurate the greatest revolution in the matter of rewards for its workers ever known to the industrial world. At one stroke it will reduce the hours of labor from nine to eight, and add to every man’s pay a share of the profits of the house. The smallest to be received by a man 22 years old and upward will be $5 a day.”

In the space of a paragraph, Henry had just doubled the pay of tens of thousands of workers. Given the pay that prevailed in other industries (an average of $1.75 for a nine-hour day for steelworkers, for example), the “$5 Day” was a shock.

“He’s crazy, isn’t he?” New York Times publisher Adolph Ochs said when he heard of Henry’s $5 Day. “Don’t you think he’s crazy?” The Wall Street Journal called the $5 Day an “economic crime” and a misapplication of “Biblical principles.”

To understand the genius behind the idea one had to read between the lines. By doubling his workers’ pay, Henry knew the first thing each of those thousands of workers would do was buy a Model T.

Later that same year, Henry showed up at Highland Park with a black man named William Perry and instructed a foreman to “see to it that he’s comfortable.” In the United States, black people were prohibited from most jobs, from serving in the military to working in most schools and public offices. But they were not forbidden in Henry Ford’s factory. William Perry was the first skilled black worker in a Detroit plant. With his hiring, Henry triggered a historic exodus of poor African Americans from the South.

“Five dollars a day was what Mr. Ford said,” Amiri Baraka wrote in Blues People, “and Negroes came hundreds of miles to line up outside his employment offices.”

There were 5,000 African Americans in Detroit at the turn of the century. By 1920, there were 40,000, with a thousand more arriving every month, most headed to the gates of “Ford’s.”

By 1918 Henry had begun to conceive his ultimate mechanical masterpiece. It would not be a car, but a new factory—an industrial megalopolis so intimidatingly vast that it would seem otherworldly to anyone but Henry himself. “We are going to make it at the Rouge,” he confided to one of his top production men, speaking of the little river that wound through Dearborn, a river named by explorers a century earlier for the red wild flowers that grew from its banks.

“What are you going to do—have everything at the Rouge?” replied Henry’s employee.

“Eventually.”

“If we are going to move everything down there, someday you will have 100,000 people working there.”

“That’s what I suspect.”

Construction began in 1918. By dredging the little River Rouge, Henry enabled big ships to steer down its path, thus connecting this inland spot in Dearborn to the major ports of the world. From the riverbank, a factory rose, an industrial marvel straight out of an H. G. Wells novel. It would be called “The Rouge.”

Meanwhile, when Henry looked out his office window, he saw thousands of men at the gates asking for work. Black, white, deaf, blind, and dumb, they came from cities and small towns, from nations abroad, a sea of broad shoulders, men who would make his cars and earn enough doing so to buy one themselves. Henry was beatified, cast as the new industrial savior, “the Zeus of American mythology.” When a group of college students were asked to name the greatest figures of all time, they ranked Henry Ford third behind Napoleon and Jesus Christ.

But it wasn’t Henry Ford that had ushered in this new age of prosperity, Henry claimed. It wasn’t any man at all. It was the machine. The machine was the impetus for the new utopia. The machine would bring about the brave new world.

“The machine,” Henry said, “is the new Messiah.”

“Machinery is accomplishing in the world what man has failed to do by preaching, propaganda, or the written word,” said Henry. The machine “will soon bring the world to a complete understanding. Thus may be envisioned a United States of the World. Ultimately,” he naively preached, “it will surely come.”
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Edsel

There is not a scrap of artificiality about Mr. Edsel Ford’s smile. It just happens.

—A LOCAL DETROITER


 

EDSEL BRYANT FORD WAS too young to recall his first ride through the streets of Detroit in his father’s Quadricycle. “I don’t remember the first automobile that my father made,” he later said. “My father told me that I rode in it, but of course, I now recall nothing about it. But I do well remember that the Mayor of Detroit came to see . . . because I was standing at the window, watching for him to come in.” Edsel was old enough, however, to remember his father as a backyard tinkerer short on money. Through his childhood, he would watch his father grow from a broke dreamer into the most famous man in the world. In Edsel’s adult life, he would look back on the simplicity of his childhood with longing and, at times, desperation.

His earliest memories were of sledding in winter and playing checkers at home. With little money, life was simple. He had a small table for himself in the family kitchen where he studied his ABCs in a bowl of his mother’s alphabet soup. When he wanted to take violin lessons, his father could afford the lessons but not the violin, so the teacher let him have it on credit.


In an era when fathers were diffident—many worked six days a week, nine hours a day—Henry showered affection on his only child. Early family photographs show them embracing, playing in the snow, Henry turning cartwheels to make Edsel laugh. The family letters and diaries reveal an adoration for one another and an innocence that would soon vanish.

“Snowed all day,” Henry wrote in January 1901. “Edsel got soaking wet. He and Grandpa played checkers. Edsel cheated awful and beat every game. Went to bed so full of laughs he could not say his prayers.”

At Christmas that same year, young Edsel wrote a letter: “Dear Santa Claus, I haven’t had a Christmas tree in four years. And I have broken all my trimmings. And I want some more. I want a pair of rollar [sic] skates. And a book. I can’t think of anything more. I want you to think of something. Good by, Edsel.”

As Ford Motor Company grew, it became a kind of family religion. It was “all the family talked about,” Edsel recalled. He got his first Ford car at age ten and began driving himself to school, after which he joined his father at work. He was a fixture by Henry’s side in the afternoon, trotting along on his short legs to keep up.

Edsel liked to sit with his father’s rising star, the Dane Charlie Sorensen, who turned out wooden toys for the boy from the lathes. Everyone in the plant was terrified of temperamental Sorensen, a mechanical genius when his hands weren’t curled into fists. But he was like a proud uncle to young Edsel.

At the Detroit University School (a private high school—Henry could now easily afford the $70 per semester tuition), Edsel’s classmates called him “Brainy.” He joined the track team, but his real love was automobiles. He doodled them in class and kept thick scrapbooks of pictures he cut out of magazines, pasting them in at perfect right angles. These scrapbooks remained among his keepsakes for his entire life. Unlike his father, for whom the democratization of affordable mobility was an obsession, Edsel was mesmerized by the luxury chariots of Europe: Bugatti, Rolls-Royce, Hispano-Suiza. He was emblematic of the next generation of Americans, whose dreams and desires were loftier and more cosmopolitan than those of the one before.


Henry saw poetry in machines and mass production. Edsel saw it in the beautiful lines of a Mercedes-Benz.

Each afternoon Henry awaited the arrival of his son at the factory. “Have you seen Ed?” he would say. “Oh, yes, he’s here. I see his books!”

“I told Edsel that he ought to know everything that was going on in the place,” Henry later said. “I told him that he would do better to spend two or three years just wandering around seeing how everything was done and getting acquainted with the men, always keeping in mind that, someday, he would be called upon to administer it all.”

As Edsel later put it: “Father put me through the mill.”

When Edsel graduated from high school and his friends went off to Harvard and the University of Michigan, he went to work full-time for his father. Employees called him Mr. Edsel; his father and Sorensen called him by his first name. In his office, Edsel kept an old engine that Henry had built in the Bagley Avenue shed—a reminder of the innocence of his childhood and how far the Fords had come.

Once he became a fully grown man, Edsel stood in a glare of spotlight—the Motor City’s princeling son. Elegant in a suit tailored by Detroit’s most prominent haberdashery, Dunn & Company, and wearing handmade shoes from London, he had an eye for aesthetics. Upon meeting the Detroit artist Irving Bacon, Henry introduced his son as “the artist in the family.” (Bacon would remember Edsel being “extremely interested in his father’s affairs, the kind of son any father would be proud of.”) Lacking his father’s height (he was five-foot-four), Edsel made up for it with acuity and a smile that illuminated a room. He was “handsome enough to charm the dogs off a meat wagon,” one young woman said of him.

Unlike Henry, a teetotaler who was uncomfortable in social situations, Edsel enjoyed his nights as much as his days. When the family visited Europe in 1912, the eighteen-year-old wrote in his diary: “Bad headache—too much Paris.” While Henry wouldn’t be seen at the Pontchartrain bar, Edsel introduced Detroit to the rumba in this noisy watering hole. (His father called this kind of nightlife “sex dancing.”) Edsel was a regular at Detroit Tigers games, and he developed a taste for yacht racing. He smoked his cigarettes like he played his golf: left-handed and with panache.


On the occasion of his twenty-first birthday, Henry gave Edsel a gift. Together they went to the bank.

“Bill, I have a million dollars in gold here,” Henry said to the teller. “This is Edsel’s twenty-first birthday, and I want him to have it.”

Edsel was visibly shaken. Afterward, he returned to his desk, exemplifying the dutifulness that would define him in later years. An adored child of wealth and intelligence, Edsel was raised to be the man any young American would want to be, in an era that promised a bright future for most. But as was engraved on his cuff links, OMNIUM RERUM VICISSITUDO.

All things change.

 

On the evening of November 1, 1916, a who’s who of the new automotive aristocracy filed into a mansion on Boston Boulevard in Detroit to attend the wedding ceremony of Edsel Ford. Henry’s friends Thomas Edison, Harvey Firestone of the Firestone Tire Company, and the Dodge brothers took their places. Edsel appeared in a black tuxedo with his bride, Eleanor Lowthian Clay, the niece of the founder of Detroit’s most prominent department store chain, Hudson’s. Edsel was twenty-two years old, his bride just nineteen. The wedding was held at the bride’s family manse. Guests were surprised by the event’s lack of pomposity (“I don’t think I saw $1,000 worth of jewels among the crowd,” one man present remembered) and its sheer speed. The ceremony was over in minutes.

“I don’t envy you one bit but that boy of yours,” John Dodge told Henry Ford.

“Yes, I have a fine son to carry on,” Henry said. “If he keeps on as he is now, the company will be in good hands some day.”

The newlyweds honeymooned in Hawaii. (“You wouldn’t know us, we are so healthy,” Edsel wrote his parents. “I am getting very good on the surfboard.”) When he returned, Edsel had a surprise for his parents. Henry and Clara Ford had built a bucolic mansion called Fair Lane in Dearborn, which bordered the Detroit city line. Their new home was a shrine to their son. Edsel had a suite of rooms, a $30,000 pipe organ, his own bowling alley, and an indoor swimming pool lined with heated benches. The mansion was a young man’s paradise, designed to keep Edsel by his father’s side. But Edsel chose not to live at Fair Lane, or even on the property next door. He moved his bride into the city. Together they began to hatch a plan to build a home an hour’s drive away in Grosse Pointe—the fashionable center of a new wealthy social set on Lake St. Clair, the Motor City’s answer to Gatsby’s West Egg.

Edsel and Eleanor eventually built their new home on Gaukler Pointe, a sprawling piece of property along the rocky lake front. The home was designed to resemble a cottage in the Cotswolds, a rural section of southwestern England. Pieces of the structure were imported from Europe, some dating back centuries. Edsel built a dock for his yachts. On September 4, 1917, Edsel and Eleanor gave birth to a boy they christened Henry Ford II—the name of obvious symbolism.

In Detroit, gnarled hands sticking out of suit jacket sleeves signified honor and success, but Edsel fit more into the sophisticated world of New York and Washington, where Victorian standards of wealth and aristocracy were woven into the fabric of a new modernist sensibility. He befriended Jews, poured money into charities, and educated himself in the arts and literature. At secluded Gaukler Pointe, protected from harm by his security staff and the tall stone walls that surrounded the property, he had built a sanctuary.

When he read the headlines of the coming war in Europe—the Great War, what would soon be called World War I—the violence seemed a world away. Nevertheless, each new headline—the assassination of the Archduke Ferdinand in 1914, the sinking of the Lusitania with so many Americans aboard a year later—was difficult to grasp as reality. As the war came closer to home, Edsel, like all Americans, read these news stories with quivering hands.

He did not know it at the time, but World War I was about to kick his life into the long, tragic spiral that would define him to the end.

One November morning in 1915, Henry Ford sat in the swaying belly of a Pullman car with his publicity chief, Louis Lochner.* They were headed for Washington to meet President Woodrow Wilson. Throughout the train, passengers turned worried eyes on their newspapers. Germany was dropping bombs on England from zeppelins. The British were using poison gas against the Germans. (One young German soldier named Adolf Hitler was temporarily blinded by gas weaponized by the British, forcing a long hospital stay.) Henry hoped to talk the President into participating in a peace crusade, to keep America out of the war. As the locomotive steamed southward, he worked over some maxims he hoped would grab headlines.



“Men sitting around a table, not men dying in a trench, will finally settle differences,” he said over the sound of the railcar’s clattering. He turned to Lochner. “Make a note of that. We’ll give it to the boys in the papers when we get to New York.”

At the White House, his legs crossed in a chair, Henry found the President amiable—but unwilling to commit to any peace crusade. The political situation was far too complex. So Henry delivered an ultimatum.

“Tomorrow at ten in New York,” he told President Wilson, “representatives of every big newspaper will come to my apartment for a story. I have today chartered a steamship. I offer it to you to send delegates to Europe. If you feel you can’t act, I will.”

On December 4, 1915, at 2:00 PM, the Oskar II—Henry’s “Peace Ship”—set sail out of New Jersey across the Atlantic. Aboard Henry had gathered an eclectic assemblage of activists. Before leaving, he unleashed a litany of peace aphorisms.

 


  “War is murder.”



 


  “The word ‘murderer’ should be embroidered in red letters across the breast of every soldier.”



 


  “I will devote my life to fight this spirit of militarism.”



 

The most news-making personage in the world even wrote to the pope and made the missive available to the papers.

Henry’s Peace Ship proved an international embarrassment and failed to save a single life. After reaching Europe, he realized that his mission was misguided. He turned around and headed home. The press called him “God’s fool” and “a clown.” His Oskar II was “a loon ship.”

Henry didn’t bear the biggest brunt of the criticism, however. Edsel did.

When Woodrow Wilson asked Congress for a declaration of war on Germany on April 6, 1917, Edsel was twenty-three years old—draft age. Henry mobilized his lawyers to keep his son out of it. Edsel received his exemption on March 11, 1918, on the grounds that he was more valuable to the country at home building military equipment in Ford’s factories. In Europe, he would stop one bullet. At home, he could contribute more. Still, he became the target of every saber-rattler in the nation.

“Young Ford should take his medicine just like the rest of the boys,” declared Detroit Saturday Night. While young men stood “ready to pay with their lives for the honor and the interest of the American people,” said former president Theodore Roosevelt (whose four sons all served, one losing his life), “the son of wealthy Mr. Ford sits at home in ignoble safety.”

Edsel was stuck between his father’s will and his own integrity. For the first time, he understood the isolation and impotence that came with his position.

“I want no stay-at-home appointment,” he said. “I will accept none. I don’t want to don a uniform with the assurance that I will be expected to do nothing but sit in a swivel chair. There is one job in this war I do not want and will not take, and that is the job of a rich man’s son.”

Everywhere Edsel went, he saw judgment in people’s eyes. He could not escape the ignominy. Throughout the war, he helped build military boats, helmets, and Liberty aircraft engines. But the effort was not enough to erase the smear on his reputation. “All his life he will be singled out as a slacker and a coward,” one reporter said of him.

Was Edsel a coward? Henry Ford’s prodigal son? One of the most idolized young men in America suddenly had everything to prove.
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Learning to Fly

More than electric lights, more than steam engines, more than telephones, more than automobiles, more even than the printing press, the airplane separated past from future. It had freed mankind from the earth and opened the skies.

—STEPHEN E. AMBROSE, The Wild Blue


 

AT 11:00 AM PARIS time on the eleventh day of the eleventh month of 1918, World War I ended with the Allies victorious. A little more than one month later, on New Year’s Day in 1919, Detroit’s prince was crowned.

Henry announced his retirement and named Edsel the president of Ford Motor Company, a job he would hold until the end of his life. Edsel’s face appeared in newspapers all over the globe next to headlines quoting his salary at an amazing $150,000 a year. At twenty-five years old, he was the top man of the world’s most influential corporation. His first move on the job was to give 28,000 employees a 20 percent raise, from $5 to $6 a day. He was now so famous that couples named their baby boys after him. In the 1920s, Edsel Fords were born in Georgia, in Alabama, in Michigan.

Quietly, behind the scenes, Edsel negotiated to buy out all the stockholders. It cost him $105 million. When Henry got the news, he shrugged and said, “Well, if Edsel has bought it, I can’t help it.” In private, he danced a jig around a room. The Fords owned their family empire outright.* At his height with Standard Oil, John D. Rockefeller owned no more than 27 percent. The Ford stock was split 55 percent to Henry, 42 percent to Edsel, and 3 percent to Clara.


Then, one chilly May morning in 1920, a crowd gathered at the Fords’ new River Rouge factory. Years in construction, the almighty Rouge was complete, a city of brick buildings and thick stacks rising off the Rouge River’s bank. Entering at Gate 4 on Miller Road, reporters and dignitaries stared wide-eyed at their surroundings—the inner sanctums of the world’s largest factory. If Ford Motor Company was a family religion, this was its Vatican.

Once again, the Ford plant was envisioned to function with all the precision of a timepiece. Only it was part man, part machine. Picture a timepiece filled with laborers as well as self-propelled mechanical pieces. And then picture that timepiece as big as a metropolis, with 100 miles of interior railroad, 330 acres of windows, and an electric power plant big enough to power all the homes in Chicago. When it was fully operational, the River Rouge plant would churn out 4,000 Model Ts every day.

In a display of solidarity, the Ford clan appeared, and the crowds applauded them: Henry, his son Edsel, and Edsel’s son, two-and-a-half-year-old Henry Ford II, who wore a beaver fur cap atop his chubby toddler face. Henry clutched his grandson in his arms as Edsel watched. Young Henry II was given a match, and with some help, he lit the coke in Blast Furnace A—igniting not just this industrial mecca but a new era. The crowds cheered, the photographers clicking away as the little boy stood “clapping his hands and shouting gleefully,” as one person present remembered.

“The fun of playing with matches was almost too much for Henry II,” reported the Detroit News.

Standing by watching his son perform his first rite of passage as a member of the Ford clan, Edsel beamed, the proud father playing the role that his own father had once played. All this would one day belong to Henry II, whose destiny, like his father’s, would be the Rouge.


The factory’s sheer vastness struck fear in beholders. According to a Vanity Fair exposé, the Rouge

 


  could lay claim to being the most significant public monument in America, throwing its shadow across the land probably more widely and more intimately than the United States Senate, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the Statue of Liberty. In hyperbole and anathema, it has been compared, lyrically, reverently, vindictively, to the central ganglion of our nation, to an American altar of the God-Objective of Mass Production.



 

And the Ford family owned it all.

By 1927, Henry and Edsel’s fortune together was estimated in the New York Times at $1.2 billion, putting them on the top of the list of the world’s richest men. At Gaukler Pointe, Edsel’s garage filled with exotic, one-of-a-kind automobiles and the walls of his house grew crowded with works by the European masters. Rare objects dated back before the birth of Christ. Edsel and Eleanor Ford’s collection of art pieces, rare Chinese objects, rugs, and sculptures would soon become renowned, worth over $4 million (the equivalent of over $70 million today).

The Edsel Fords became the nucleus of a moneyed social set. Throughout Prohibition, they kept a well-stocked bar for their cocktail parties. Through friends, Edsel met Franklin Delano Roosevelt for the first time in the early 1920s. Roosevelt had recently come down with polio and lost the use of his legs. Unprompted, Edsel wrote a check for $25,000 for a polio charity. When the future New York governor and United States president saw the check, he said, “Well, I’m just flabbergasted!”

Henry bristled at the idea of his son as a society figure. He once declared that he would rather repair automobiles in a Detroit garage for sixty hours a week than socialize with the likes of Edsel’s friends. “A Ford can take you anywhere,” he famously said, “except into society.” The difference of opinion foreshadowed the rift that was about to tear father and son apart.


But at the time, the two men presented a unified front to the world. They spent hours together every day conducting business. At night, their dialogue continued over a private phone line that connected Henry’s Fair Lane home directly to Edsel’s study at Gaukler Pointe.

“My father is a great man,” Edsel told one reporter. To another, he said, “I have not worked out for myself anything in the nature of a business philosophy. I see no reason why I should for I cannot imagine a better one than my father has held.”

Privately, like his father, Edsel felt the tug of ambition and a need for public accomplishments that would push his World War I embarrassment permanently into the shadows. The legacy of Ford Motor Company—Fordism and the Model T—belonged to Henry. So, at the age of twenty-eight, Edsel went in search of a legacy of his own. It was the Roaring Twenties, a time when science was king and anything felt possible.

When it came to the Fords, not even the sky was the limit.

 

Years earlier, when Edsel was fourteen years old, he had set out to build Detroit’s first airplane, in a barn on Woodward Avenue. He was part of a small team that included a friend named Charles Van Auken, a sweeper who worked in his father’s Highland Park factory, and two other employees of his father’s. In the barn, Edsel and his friends unloaded their tools and parts and milled pieces of lumber. It was the adolescent’s answer to his father’s shed behind Bagley Avenue, where Henry built his first Quadricycle.

Like so many boys who had read of the Wright brothers’ adventures—including the first controlled human flight, over the dunes of Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, in 1903—Edsel dreamed the immortal dream: to harness power and take flight. But unlike so many boys who dreamed of airplanes, Edsel had the means to build one.

Barely a teenager, and just six years after the Wright brothers made their first flight, Edsel hurled himself into a wild adventure. At the time, only a few men had successfully accomplished controlled, machine-powered flight. The Brazilian inventor Alberto Santos-Dumont debuted a flying machine he called Oiseau de Proie (French for “bird of prey”). In the Parisian neighborhood of Bois de Boulogne, he flew 200 feet in 1906. Frenchman Louis Blériot, an inventor who wore a mustache like a set of wings, was active at the same time as the Wrights, pioneering a monoplane design. He made the first flight across the English Channel in the summer of 1909, moving the London Daily Express to declare that “Great Britain is no longer an island.”

That same year, in Dearborn, Edsel and Van Auken modeled their flying machine after Blériot’s. It had a single fabric wing, a wooden skeleton, and a tricycle landing gear, the parts machined at the Highland Park Ford factory. For power, they mounted a Model T engine, drilled full of holes to lighten the weight, in the plane’s nose.

On the day of the maiden flight, Edsel and Van Auken towed the airplane to a field behind a Ford car. Van Auken agreed to pilot the thing (Edsel was forbidden by his father). As Edsel stood by holding his breath, Van Auken motored along the grass and lifted off, sailing six feet over the earth as the Model T engine buzzed like a gnat. A gust of wind caught the aircraft sideways and sent it crashing into a tree. Van Auken got out dazed and slightly injured, having banged his head.

“The thing did leave the ground,” Edsel later recalled, “and probably it is just as well that it did not get too high, for it might have fallen and killed somebody.”

When a local Detroiter named William Stout launched the Stout Metal Airplane Company some years later, Edsel saw opportunity. By this time, he was president of Ford Motor Company, the boss of tens of thousands of men. Stout, meanwhile, was a wildly coiffed inventor and former Packard engineer who built the first all-metal airplane in the United States, Maiden Detroit (“Made in Detroit”). Edsel invested $2,000 in the fledgling company and tried to convince his father to partner with him and build an airfield that would lure aviators from across America. What Detroit had been for motorcars, Edsel argued, it could be in the future for airplanes.

Henry was against it. Edsel swayed him on one condition: he would not pilot a plane himself. He would leave the flying to men who had less responsibility than the president of Ford Motor Company. Still an infant science, aviation was simply too dangerous. One example: of the first forty pilots to fly for the US Air Mail Service during those years, thirty-one died in crashes.


Once Henry gave the venture his blessing, Edsel became a partner in the Stout Metal Airplane Company. A series
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