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Praise for Steven Watts's The People's Tycoon


“Watts' judicious exploration of the feats and foibles of Henry Ford provides a timely and compelling model of how to cut through the hype and tell the real story.”

—The Washington Post Book World




“An energetic and altogether fascinating look at an eccentric genius who helped make modern America, helped lead it to the forefront of nations and, in part, came to embody it.”

—Los Angeles Times




“Well worth reading. Not only does [The People's Tycoon] provide a lively portrait of America at a pivotal moment in history, it also offers the compelling human tale of a gifted man ultimately undone by his own success.”

—The Christian Science Monitor




“Admirable.… [A] smart, readable story in which the anecdotes and color are plentiful but never obscure the analytic through-line. …Virtually every aspect of Ford's life … gets treated seriously, fairly and concisely.”

—Newsday




“A convincing—and highly readable—case that the pioneering industrialist and the mean-spirited bully were two sides of the same twisted personality.”

—Fortune




“Fascinating and comprehensive. …[Watts] presents aspects of Ford's personality, damning and sympathetic, and lets us arrive at our own conclusions.”

—The Miami Herald




“Conveys with great immediacy the personality and temperament of this complex, high-minded but deeply flawed individualist.”

—The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)




“Lively as well as insightful. …Watts puts the detail into solid historical context.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch




“This epic treatment of the life of automobile industrialist Henry Ford uses the pointillist /pixel approach, causing us to step back to view Ford as the metaphor for a country.”

—The Boston Globe




“A dazzling social panorama highlighting both the triumphs of American ingenuity and the discontents of its consumer society.”

—The Baltimore Sun
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Prologue
The Legend of Henry Ford

In the early summer of 1919, the familiar, slender figure with the sun-browned face, sharp features, gray hair, and homespun manner took the witness stand at the courthouse in Mount Clemens, Michigan, a small town twenty miles northeast of Detroit. Henry Ford, industrialist and American legend, was pursuing his libel suit against the Chicago Tribune. A few years earlier, the newspaper had published an editorial describing him as “an ignorant idealist … [and] an anarchistic enemy of the nation” when he opposed President Wilson's use of the National Guard to patrol the border against raids from Pancho Villa's Mexican guerrillas. An outraged Ford had sued, and now the Tribune's lawyer bent to the task of disproving libel by trying to demonstrate the truth of the famous carmaker's ignorance. The task proved easier than anyone had ever imagined.

For several days, under relentless questioning from the chief defense attorney, Ford disclosed an astonishing lack of knowledge. He asserted that the American Revolution had occurred in 1812; he defined chili con carne as “a large mobile army”; he described Benedict Arnold as “a writer, I think”; he could not identify the basic principles of American government. As listeners cringed, Ford, like a negligent schoolboy, fumbled question after question, finally responding to one, “I admit I am ignorant about most things.” Even the defense attorney grew embarrassed and asked, mercifully, if Ford would consent to read aloud a brief book passage or whether he wished to leave the impression that he, in fact, might be illiterate. “Yes, you can leave it that way,” the witness replied calmly. “I am not a fast reader and I have the hayfever and would make a botch of it.”

The jury, facing abundant evidence of ignorance but none proving anarchism, found that Ford had been libeled. But it awarded him only six cents in damages. Newspapers and magazines around the nation, however, largely ignored the verdict and the legal issues and had a heyday with his incredible testimony, chortling about the crudeness and shallowness of this American hero. Yet, as the episode played out, two unexpected things became apparent.

First, Henry Ford seemed perfectly content to appear the provincial rube whose productive endeavors left little time for book learning. When pressed on his lack of knowledge about public affairs, he confessed that, regarding newspapers, “I rarely read anything else except the headlines.” He was even more frank in a private interview with a reporter, commenting, “I don't like to read books; they muss up my mind.”1 Second, common people, rather than being scandalized by Ford's predicament, seemed to appreciate it. They indulged his lack of learning and were amused by his response when he was asked what the United States had been originally (“Land, I guess”). They applauded him for a refreshing lack of pretension and sympathized with his frank admission that he was too focused on work to get much formal education. Ministers around the country offered prayers for Henry Ford's deliverance from his snobby oppressors. Small-town newspapers urged busy farmers, laborers, and merchants to send sympathetic letters of support to the carmaker, and tens of thousands did so. Thus, to the shock and consternation of highbrows everywhere, Ford emerged from a seemingly embarrassing debacle an even greater American folk hero than he had been before.2

This episode put on display one of the great stories, and mysteries, of modern American history. The trial revealed a love affair between a pioneering automaker from Detroit and common Americans that transcended all reason. The same Henry Ford who disgusted so many intellectuals, cosmopolitans, and opinion shapers, enjoyed for some four decades a special bond of affection with workaday citizens who drove his automobiles and hung on his utterances. But what explained his enormous popularity, prestige, and influence? Obviously, it was not based on intellectual achievement. Nor was it a product of mere wealth, since legions of rich industrialists in the United States failed to attain his public stature; in fact, many were denounced by the public as robber barons. Ford's exalted status did not result from technological achievement. Contemporaries realized that he did not invent the automobile, as many naïve observers later assumed, and they certainly knew that his celebrated Model T was not the best car on the market.

The mystery of the man and his influence only deepens when one searches more widely. Socialists such as Vladimir Lenin admired Ford as one of the major contributors to twentieth-century revolution, and it was not unusual to see portraits of Ford and Lenin hanging side by side in Soviet factories. Yet Adolf Hitler also revered Ford. He proclaimed, “I shall do my best to put his theories into practice in Germany,” and modeled the Volkswagen, the people's car, on the Model T. In the United States, powerful capitalists such as John D. Rockefeller acclaimed Ford and described his production facilities as “the industrial marvel of the age,” while at the same time Woodrow Wilson convinced the automaker to run for the Senate in Michigan as a progressive Democrat. Many artists on the left denounced Ford's impact on modern society. Charlie Chaplin hilariously satirized his system of mechanized labor in the film Modern Times; Aldous Huxley, in Brave New World, sarcastically dated the beginning of modern degeneration from “the year of our Ford.” Yet a 1940 Roper survey of American workers found that they ranked Henry Ford above Franklin Roosevelt and Walter Reuther as the modern American leader who was “most helpful to labor.”

Interpreters of Henry Ford's career, both during his lifetime and since, have done little to solve the enigma of his promiscuous appeal. For decades, journalists and historians have examined him in many guises. They have left a trail of contradictory assessments and unanswered questions in their wake. Was Ford an admirable titan who created an industrial empire, or a repressive tyrant who crushed everyone in his path? Was he a business innovator who pioneered pathbreaking productive processes, or a greedy capitalist who degraded work for millions? Was he a social revolutionary seeking to uplift American workers, or a cynical paternalist using subtle new methods of social control? Was he a public figure with the common touch, or an embodiment of the people's bad taste? Wildly divergent answers to these questions have never been reconciled, and Ford has been alternately denounced and deified since his emergence on the public stage in the early twentieth century. The genuine man remains elusive. The secret of his appeal and his significance continues to be largely unexplained.

This biography tries to capture Henry Ford in his complexity and uncover the sources of his public stature. It proceeds from the conviction that his unique relationship with America was shaped by the historical transformation of his age and a subsequent shift in cultural values. The period from 1890 to 1920, of course, framed the formation of the modern American order. These years witnessed the emergence of consumer capitalism, mass culture, bureaucracy, and the corporate state, all of which converged to create the century's most powerful nation. Ford, who leavened his enthusiasm for the future with a loyalty to the past, helped guide his fellow citizens through this wrenching period of historical change.

The scope of Ford's life was itself astonishing. Born just after the battle of Gettysburg, he lived to witness the dropping of atomic bombs at the end of World War II. But his significance went far beyond living through the vast changes separating the world of Abraham Lincoln from that of Harry Truman. Ford's life and career resonated most powerfully in three areas.

First, he moved front and center stage as a prophet of America's new consumer culture in the early twentieth century. He has gained a reputation, of course, as the American pioneer of industrial mass production, but a less appreciated role was, perhaps, even more critical. Coming to prominence amid the collapse of Victorian tradition with its values of self-discipline, thrift, and producerism, Ford popularized a new creed of consumer self-fulllment. He was perhaps the first American businessman to realize that large-scale production depended on large-scale consumption.

Second, he played a key role in shaping the mass culture that began to emerge in early-twentieth-century America. In a new atmosphere of consumer abundance, Ford became a principal architect of a cultural order stressing standardized experiences, collective self-consciousness, and widely dispersed leisure among a popular audience. He first found fame in automobile racing, popularized camping, proselytized for positive thinking, and skillfully used the new media mechanisms of print and radio to enhance his personality in the public perception. As the Model T became the prototype of America's mass prosperity, Ford became the prototype of the mass-culture celebrity.

Third, he rooted his innovations in the rich soil of populism. He glorified the common man and made the judgment, dignity, and values of ordinary citizens his benchmark of achievement and worth. Powerfully shaped by Midwestern rural life and the strictures of the Protestant ethic, Ford's veneration of “just plain folks” nurtured a suspicion of sophisticated, urban elites and urged reliance upon an American folk defined by industrious self-reliance, rugged egalitarianism, and plainspoken piety. He parlayed this into a reputation as a social reformer who delivered high wages to working people and denounced wealthy financiers. At the same time, this creed carried a suspicious streak of anti-intellectualism and a wary hostility toward Jews and Catholics.

In other words, Henry Ford achieved a towering stature by drawing upon consumerism, mass culture, and populism to articulate an American way of life just beginning to take shape at the dawn of the modern era. But he became beloved, as well as influential, for another reason. Ford's striking innovations, rather than unsettling a mass audience, managed to assuage fears of the unknown. At the very moment he was transforming the world, he made new ideas and practices palatable by maintaining a conspicuous reverence toward the past. Whether mass-producing Model T's while reassuring the public that hard work, frugality, and community still mattered, or constructing his gigantic, centralized River Rouge plant while taking camping trips in the woods and promoting folk dances, he managed to combine modern permutation with respect for tradition.

Thus, Henry Ford became an American folk hero because he appreciated both the aspirations and the apprehensions of the American people as they struggled to enter the modern age. He understood their hopes and fears and mediated them through his larger creed of populist, consumerist progress. With one foot firmly planted in the past and the other confidently stepping into the future, Ford successfully crossed a great divide in American history. This maker of modern America comforted millions of his fellow citizens as he eased them through the dislocations created by breathtaking historical change.

Ford's complex personality fed this process. A Midwesterner born and bred, he displayed many characteristics shaped by rural life in the American heartland. Sparsely schooled yet possessing great native wit, he proceeded according to instinctive hunches rather than systematic analysis. Skeptical of received wisdom, he had a restless curiosity about the workings of the social and natural worlds. Committed to the virtues of the village folk, he viewed most outsiders with suspicion. Distrustful of fancy theories, he valued common sense and dispensed wisdom as a kind of cracker-barrel philosopher. In the manner of Mark Twain, Abraham Lincoln, and Will Rogers, he liked to play the part of the naïve provincial whose rustic image and sly humor barely covered the shrewdness lying beneath. Deeply ambitious, Ford combined a generous and idealistic view of humanity in the abstract with, all too often, a mean-spirited, self-aggrandizing attitude toward those around him. Like many uneducated people who become fabulously successful, he was utterly confident in his view of the world and never appreciated what he did not know. This amalgam of self-confidence and ignorance, insight and narrow-mindedness was at once his greatest strength and greatest weakness.

Ford's long, fascinating life and rocky climb to pre-eminence make for a story full of natural drama. His back-and-forth struggle to produce an automobile succeeded, albeit spectacularly, only when he was well into middle age. A series of highly publicized legal and political clashes over patents, company dividends, war, corporate power, anti-Semitism, and unionization punctuated his career. An intriguing array of activities—automobile racing, social progressivism, development of the assembly line, peace crusades, diet reform, political office-seeking, agricultural experimentation, historical preservation, and many others—kept him constantly in the limelight. Along the way, a number of people played key roles in Ford's life: his wife and son, a production manager and a preacher, an advertiser and an engineer, a racecar driver and a business partner, a mistress and a publicist, and a trusted, streetwise tough who nearly ruined his company. Sketches of these dramatis personae enrich an understanding of his accomplishments and ascendancy.

But this story also focuses on what was made of Henry Ford, not just what he made; what was said about him, as well as what he said. By describing and analyzing the substantial body of commentary on him in American newspapers, magazines, political speeches, and radio shows for some four decades, I have tried to dig into the Ford legend. The debate over his achievements and shortcomings tells us much about an America changing shape in the early decades of the twentieth century. Exploring the cultural mythology surrounding Ford also helps us to see him as his contemporaries must have—a protean figure who defined, energized, and comforted Americans as they rose to great power and wealth in an age of transformation.

Fortunately, the sources for reconstructing Ford's life are abundant. A pack rat, he saved nearly everything that crossed his path, from the trivial to the indispensable. After his death, hundreds of boxes of this material were gathered into a large archive now housed in the Benson Ford Research Center, which is appended to the Henry Ford Museum and Greenfield Village in Dearborn. The archives hold thousands of files full of printed material, objects, photographs, and records. Moreover, Ford was one of the most discussed and written-about of modern American figures in his time, so the volume of published interviews and articles is daunting. Nonetheless, this record can be misleading, because there is surprisingly little from Ford's own hand. There are no diaries and virtually no letters, and few uncensored recollections. The books and numerous articles appearing under his name, though reflecting his views, were ghostwritten. This lacuna is filled, in part, by perhaps the most revealing items in the Ford archives: dozens of transcribed oral interviews with company employees, family members, and associates, many of which contain a wealth of firsthand observations of, and quotations from, Ford.

As the twentieth century drew to a close, various magazines, academic groups, and television networks tried to identify the most influential American of the previous hundred years. Not surprisingly, Henry Ford emerged consistently at or near the top of these lists. Fortune magazine, for instance, chose him as the “Businessman of the Century” over Alfred Sloan, Jr., of General Motors, Thomas Watson, Jr., of IBM, and Bill Gates of Microsoft. Similarly, a recent poll of academic experts rated Ford, by a significant margin, ahead of Gates, John D. Rockefeller, and Andrew Carnegie as the greatest entrepreneur in American history.3 The impact of Ford's career supports the wisdom of this choice. By presenting the automobile to the people as the symbol of a new consumer society, he changed modern life irrevocably. By defining American values in the mold of abundance and self-fulfillment, he strongly affected how we think about ourselves. By developing Fordism in the early twentieth century, with its formula of mass production and high wages, he offered a socioeconomic blueprint for the United States' climb to global prominence over the next half-century. Perhaps more than any other person, Henry Ford created the American Century.

But his story began many years earlier, and on a much quieter note, in a small town in the upper Midwest during the Civil War.





Part One

The Road to Fame




One
Farm Boy

By the early 1920s, Henry Ford may have been the most famous man in the world. His inexpensive, durable, and perky Model T had taken America by storm, and the pioneering industrialist had garnered enormous fame and wealth. The Ford visage seemed to appear everywhere, constantly. A torrent of interviews, newspaper stories, publicity handouts, advertisements, and popular biographies flooded into the public realm, carrying details of his life story and his comments on every imaginable topic. Often based on interviews with him, or legendary tales, these pieces told the story of Ford's life as he wanted it to be told.

They poured the events of Henry Ford's life into the mold of the American success story. This hoary genre dated back to Benjamin Franklin and his autobiography of the penniless, bright, and determined youth who had walked into colonial Philadelphia munching on bread rolls as the first step in his meteoric rise to distinction. Horatio Alger had updated it for the nineteenth century with popular novels such as Struggling Upward and Mark the Match Boy.

Now Ford sought to place himself squarely within this American mythology. His version of his life story could have been lifted from any one of Alger's cookie-cutter plots: the young man pursues his dream while others scoff, he undertakes a lonely journey from the country to the city in search of fulfillment, overcomes obstacles with a combination of pluck, determination, and talent, and finally rises to heights of achievement and prosperity. The Ford success story contained an additional element—the youthful hero had a stern father who was skeptical of the son's newfangled ambitions and sought to stymie his creativity.

The struggle against paternal authority, with its Oedipal overtones, became a key to Henry Ford's rendering of his own early life. His ghostwritten book, My Life and Work (1922), a runaway best-seller, particularly highlighted this theme. Designed by Ford to popularize his ideas and enhance his legend, the book related how his father, William, sought to discourage his interest in machines. “My father was not entirely in sympathy with my bent toward mechanics. He thought that I ought to be a farmer,” Ford told readers. When he finally decided to leave the farm, “I was all but given up for lost.” Ford added that his later experiments with the gasoline engine while he was an electrical engineer “were no more popular with the president of the company than my first mechanical leanings were with my father.”1

There was one problem, however, with this tale of triumph over overweening paternal domination: it was as much the product of Henry Ford's imagination as a picture of reality. The facts suggest a different story. Though tension between father and son certainly existed, its causes were more complex and its results much less melodramatic than the younger Ford related. In part, it resulted from clashing personalities and private needs. Henry Ford's oft-told tale of rebellion and triumph over his father reflected a fundamental trait in his personality: a deeply felt need to present himself as a self-reliant individual who fought to prevail against lesser opponents and skeptics.

But this embroidery also went beyond personal issues. It was rooted in far-reaching currents of historical change that were broadly social as well as narrowly personal. By the late nineteenth century, America's industrial revolution was expanding explosively and beginning to overwhelm the traditional rural republic. Ford's story of rebellion, flight, and triumph was told thousands of times over as hordes of young men fled the countryside and streamed into urban manufacturing centers. This tidal wave of change, of which young Ford was a part, produced the machine age. Its alien values and unfamiliar landscape exhilarated many younger men, but it unsettled, even frightened many older citizens.

The younger and elder Fords were caught up in this larger social dynamic of America in the late 1800s. As William Ford occasionally remarked, “Oh, Henry ain't much of a farmer. He is more of a tinkerer.” The son's tale of struggle with his father was destined to take shape in the stark, melodramatic terms of authority challenged, defied, and finally overturned. Even if it was as much imagined as real, Henry Ford's story not only revealed the young innovator's state of mind but resonated with the kinetic energy generated by the larger remaking of the United States in this era.2
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In late July 1863, much of the United States still was abuzz with reports of unimaginable fighting and bloodshed seeping out from the small Pennsylvania town of Gettysburg, where, a few weeks before, Robert E. Lee's invasion of the North had been thwarted by the Union Army of the Potomac. Far away, in the hinterland of the fractured American republic, in the early-morning hours of July 30, a healthy son was born to William and Mary Ford in Greenfield township, near Dearborn, Michigan. They had married two years earlier, and their first child had died at birth in 1862. So this pregnancy had caused much anxiety, and the safe arrival of the infant was the source of much relief. The parents decided to name the boy Henry.3

The child was born into a society barely emerged from the wilderness. Though Michigan had become a state in 1837, it remained predominantly a frontier area, sparsely settled with farmers who were beginning to hack their way through primeval forests of oak, elm, maple, ash, beech, basswood, and pine trees. By the 1840s and 1850s, the first signs of commercial endeavor had started to appear in the countryside. The Erie Canal had provided connections between the Great Lakes region and the Eastern port of New York City; later, the first primitive steamboats, turnpikes, and railroads moved into the interior of Michigan, carrying people and commercial goods. Detroit grew steadily, along with other trading towns such as Port Huron, Kalamazoo, Grand Rapids, Benton Harbor, and Ypsilanti. Agriculture remained the backbone of the state's economy, but by the 1850s timber harvesting, the fishing industry, and the mining of copper and iron ore were contributing significant wealth.

By the onset of the Civil War, Michigan stood as the embodiment of the nineteenth-century rural republic. With a population of roughly 750,000— immigration of large numbers of Irish and Germans had added to the stream of New Yorkers and New Englanders bringing settlers over its bor-ders—the state presented a proud rural culture populated by self-reliant landowners and fiercely independent citizens. In the 1850s, like most of the Old Northwest, Michigan was swept up in antislavery politics and became a bastion of the new Republican Party, with its ideology of “free soil, free labor, free men.” Staunchly Unionist during the Civil War, Michigan contributed ninety thousand troops to the federal armies; some fifteen thousand of them died from battlefield wounds or disease.4

Henry Ford's childhood, which began in the heart of this great civil conflagration, typified rural Midwestern life in the mid-nineteenth century. In the hundreds of towns, villages, and rural communities scattered throughout the area bounded by the Great Lakes in the north and the Ohio River to the south, and the Appalachians and Great Plains to the east and west, life was shaped by local influences. Several threads—extended family connections, seasonal farm labor, community gatherings, church—came together in a tightly woven web of social experience. Young Henry, like any toddler on a busy farm, stayed close to his mother, but he could not avoid being immersed in nature, the seasonal rhythms of agricultural production, and the workaday calendar of providing shelter and sustenance. His first childhood memory invoked this rural quality of life:


The first thing that I remember in my life is my father taking my brother John and myself to see a bird's nest under a large oak log twenty rods east of our home and my birthplace. John was so young that he could not walk. Father carried him, [while] I being two years older could run along with them. This must have been about the year 1866 in June. I remember the nest with 4 eggs and also the bird and hearing it sing. I have always remembered the song and in later years found that it was a song sparrow.5



As a boy, young Henry increasingly came into contact with the adult male world of farm work. William pursued the typical, varied activities of a self-sufficient farmer: growing wheat, corn, and hay; raising livestock and smoking meat; tending a fruit orchard; hunting and fishing; preserving vegetables in cellars over the winter; cutting firewood for domestic use and to sell in nearby Detroit for extra cash. Labor was long and hard, and, in the words of a Ford neighbor, farmers set off for their fields and “went to work from daylight to dark, and then went home and did their chores.” Tagging along with his father, Henry lent a hand with planting and harvesting, caring for livestock, and doing various chores. Inevitably, contact with hardbitten farmhands produced a comical initiation rite. At about age six, the youngster was resting with some of the laborers when one of them innocently offered him a plug of chewing tobacco. Ignorant of the proper procedure for leisurely mastication and spitting, he chewed up the potent concoction and then swallowed it. As the men laughed, the boy grew light-headed and dizzy as he began walking woozily back toward the house. Sitting down by the creek near his home, he recalled much later, “I had the feeling that the water was flowing uphill.” When he staggered in the door with his story, his mother burst into laughter but quickly reassured her son that he would be all right.6

In January 1871, at age seven, Ford trooped off to the one-room Scotch Settlement School, about two miles from his house. He had been well prepared by his mother, who already had conveyed the rudiments of reading by teaching him the alphabet and patiently leading him through simple texts. Among his early school instructors were Frank R. Ward, a sharp-witted neighbor; Emily Nardin, a young woman who roomed with the Ford family for a short time; and John Brainard Chapman, a large, stout man whose intimidating physical presence made up for his intellectual shortcomings. According to John Haggerty, one of Ford's schoolmates, Chapman “could have told Henry and me everything he knew in 10 minutes. But he weighed 275 pounds and it was the weight that really counted.”

Young Ford settled into the typical routine of provincial public schools. The children of all ages met regularly during the winter and rainy seasons, but adjourned for weeks during planting and harvesting periods. School days began, after the woodstove had been stoked, with the reading of a Bible verse and recitation of the Lord's Prayer. Teachers closely followed a basic curriculum of reading, writing, and arithmetic and drilled into the heads of their young charges standards of honor, hard work, and fair play. Sitting at a desk on a raised platform at the front of the room, the teacher called students forward to recite lessons orally or write them on blackboards. Teachers sought to enforce discipline and instill self-control as well as impart information. As Ford recalled, students who misbehaved were brought to the front of the room and “placed directly under the teacher's eye.”

Henry was an expert prankster. With typical ingenuity, he once bored two small holes in the bottom of another student's seat. In one hole he hid a needle with the point up, and then ran a connecting string down through the other hole and under the bench to his seat. During a dead space in the school day, he yanked on the string, and the resulting howls brought peals of laughter from his classmates. He also proved to be a bright, if unexceptional, student who particularly excelled at “oral” arithmetic, or working out number problems in his head. His greatest achievements, however, came from mechanical tinkering. Sitting at his desk while classmates recited at the front of the room, he would prop up his geography book as a cover; behind it, he took apart classmates' watches and put them back together. Once Henry and his schoolboy pals built a dam of stones and mud on a small creek near the school and installed a primitive water wheel that turned as water flowed over the dam. At the end of the school day, however, they forgot their construction project, left it in place overnight, and flooded the neighboring farmer's potato field. Another time, Henry led the group in building a crude turbine steam engine. Using an old ten-gallon can for a boiler, they attached to it a short length of pipe for carrying steam to revolving tin blades. A roaring fire built enough steam pressure to turn the turbine very fast, but eventually the contraption exploded. The spewing steam and flying tin slightly injured the boys, including Henry, who was left with a lifelong scar on his cheek. As Ford recalled ruefully, the explosion “set the [school] fence on fire and raised ned in general.”

Henry Ford commenced his lifelong friendship with Edsel Ruddiman, a neighbor boy, at the Scotch Settlement School. The two became nearly inseparable, and they spent much of their boyhood together. They played, walked, and talked nearly every day and carved their initials next to each other in the desk they shared. The two companions even went to church together on Sunday evenings—it was about a four-mile walk—even though neither was very religious. “It was more to be together,” Ruddiman admitted. In later years, Ruddiman became a prominent pharmacist and chemist at the Ford Motor Company. When Henry's only child was born in 1893, he named him Edsel.7

Away from the school, Henry Ford spent his boyhood in the comfortable atmosphere of a bourgeois home set in a typical Midwestern village. Henry, the eldest child, had been followed by a succession of five siblings who arrived like clockwork every other year: John in 1865, Margaret in 1867, Jane in 1869, William Jr. in 1871, and Robert in 1873. Domestic life for the Fords revolved around simple pleasures. After the workday was complete, parents and children read, played card games, sang traditional songs and simple hymns around the pump organ in the parlor, attended the Christ Episcopal Church in Dearborn on Sundays, and joined in neighborhood picnics and church socials. The Ford brothers jostled and engaged in harmless antics. When their father decreed that the easiest chores would go to the boy who first got out of the house in the morning, William Jr. once filled Henry's boots with applesauce to slow him down. As an adult, Henry jotted down impressions that still remained with him from boyhood: “Remember sleigh, wood hauling, cold winters, setting sun, sleighbell, long walks, cold weather, boys and girls.”8

Mary Ford, with her gentle but firm role in the household, provided the dominant influence in Henry's childhood. “Mother presided over it and ruled it but she made it a good place to be,” he told many people in later years. He elevated her to near-sainthood in later life. Henry seemed especially struck by her moral influence. “I have tried to live my life as my mother would have wished,” he told journalist Edgar Guest in 1923. “She taught me as a boy that service is the highest duty in the world.… I have tried to follow her teaching.”9

Mary Ford's lessons clearly reflected the cultural values pervasive among mainstream, middle-class Americans during most of the nineteenth century. Victorian culture (as historians have termed it) forged a creed combining Protestant moralism, market individualism, the work ethic, and genteel restraint. It found expression in a variety of venues: advice manuals for young men and women, educational tracts, magazine articles, and religious pronouncements. The Victorian ethos demanded a standard of emotional self-control in personal life. It shaped a model of “domesticity” in family life, where women were expected to nurture in their husbands and children gentility, sentimentalism, and virtue. It promoted frugality and a nose-to-the-grindstone ethic, whereby citizens were expected to labor hard to turn out useful goods as the basis for market buying and selling.10

Mary Ford stoutly upheld this traditional moral code. She instructed Henry as to his duty to confront and complete hard work with a cheerful attitude. She did not offer sympathy when he grumbled about chores. “‘Life will give you many unpleasant tasks to do; your duty will be hard and disagreeable and painful to you at times, but you must do it,’ ” he recalled her saying sternly. “My mother taught me to work.” Mary also urged her children to practice self-control. She sent them off to school with lunch boxes containing simple, hearty food, since indulging in sweets was morally dangerous. In her words, “Let your health, not your diet, be your guide. Never eat merely for the pleasure of eating.”11

In her child-rearing practices, Mary displayed a similar sensibility. She favored the Victorian device of shaming children, rather than physically punishing them, to shape upright character. Henry was once caught telling a lie, and his mother simply expressed her utter disgust. “I was humiliated. Shame cuts much more deeply than a whip,” he recalled. “For a day I was treated with contempt and I knew that I had done a despicable thing.” Mary also provided sustained moral instruction. Many evenings, she would read aloud from the Bible, Pilgrim's Progress, and Gems of Life, a collection of inspirational essays and speeches which presented “a stirring call to service and duty.”12

But two impulses in Mary Ford's nurturing struck her eldest son with special force.

First, she strove mightily to create harmony within her family, which Henry later described as “the art of being happy with each other.” “More than once I have heard her say that if we couldn't be happy here in this house, we'd never be happy anywhere else.” She gently insisted that work and play should occur in their proper proportions and that recreation was a reward for labor completed. “Fun we had and plenty of it,” Henry related of his childhood, “but she was forever reminding us that life cannot be all fun. ‘You must earn the right to play,’ she used to say to me.”13

Second, Mary made a lasting impression upon her oldest son as a paragon of efficiency. Hard work was fine and good, his mother would note, but results rather than motion were what really counted. According to Henry's sister Margaret, everyone admired “the systematic and orderly way in which her work was done.” Almost fifty years after her death, Henry recalled that “Mother believed in doing things and getting things done, not in talking about things and wishing they might be done. She was systematic and orderly and thorough, and she demanded that from us.”14

But the matron of the Ford family provided her children with more than moral instruction and exemplary work habits. She gave large doses of love. Mary Ford seems to have successfully balanced affection with a long-range view of her children's well-being, and she earned their respect in the process. Margaret noted fondly how her mother allowed her daughters to “play ladies” and dress up in her clothes and imitate “the pictures in Godey's Lady's Book.” Henry often told the story of how one day he was feeding hay into the “chopping box” when his finger got caught in the sharp blades. Frightened and bleeding badly from the mangled finger—apparently, the tip was hanging by only a thread of tissue—the boy ran into the house. His mother quickly took control, calmed him, stopped the bleeding, and bandaged the wound tightly. Determined that he would not lose the finger, she checked and cleaned the wound daily and nursed it along for some three weeks, finally sharing his joy when the healing proved successful.15

Still, Mary Ford's maternal labors received major moral reinforcement from another direction. As Henry frequently acknowledged in later years, his character was also powerfully influenced by a series of books he read as a boy. Like countless other children in nineteenth-century America, he fell under the sway of one schoolmaster and children's author from the neighboring state of Ohio. The lessons absorbed from this source would stay with him throughout his life.
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An observer of Henry Ford's career, with considerable truth, once asserted that the industrialist “found the McGuffey readers to be the greatest intellectual influence in his life.” Ford referred, of course, to Professor William Holmes McGuffey and his legendary nineteenth-century textbooks. Formally titled The McGuffey Eclectic Readers, these didactic little texts, full of pithy verses and striking pictures, had taught reading fundamentals and moral principles to several generations of American children since the 1830s. (By the early twentieth century, they had sold some 122 million copies.) The McGuffey lessons, which were memorized so thoroughly that most people could recall and recite them decades later in adulthood, made a special impact on Ford.16

Henry first encountered McGuffey at home, when Mary Ford taught him to read by patiently leading him through the first number of these manuals. Some sixty years later, he recalled how “sitting by her side during the long fall and winter evenings he was fascinated by the pictures in the McGuffey First Reader.” The images remained vibrantly clear in Ford's mind: an ax leaning against a log taught the letter “a,” a cat lapping milk from a pan stood for “c,” a running dog for “d,” a zebra with an arched neck and vivid stripes for “z,” and so on. When he went off to the local school, the lessons continued. As his sister Margaret explained, “The lessons in our McGuffey's Readers taught us honor, integrity, and fair play.”17

What was the nature of the books internalized by so many American children during much of the nineteenth century? McGuffey volumes aimed at the youngest students provided basic reading skills—learning the alphabet, sentence construction, and proper word usage. For older children, they offered pictures and exercises on enunciation, punctuation, and elocution. Final texts in the McGuffey series contained selections of literature, poetry, and philosophy for more advanced students. But all of the readers were lively, occasionally even dramatic, as they used anecdotes, stories, and vignettes to illustrate the points at hand. They also provided children, most of them far removed from centers of learning, a veneer of civilization by serving up literary dollops in the Anglo-American tradition—poetry excerpts from Scott, Byron, Gray, Shelley, Wordsworth, Longfellow, Tennyson; prose from Dickens, Irving, Cooper, and Hugo. Most important, however, the McGuffey Readers presented a clear moral sensibility. Their lessons dramatized the need for piety, humility, hard work, integrity, patience, kindness, and temperance. McGuffey demonstrated to children both the moral and the material bounty that would flow from proper behavior, and the disastrous consequences of thoughtless or sinful actions. As one scholar of the Readers has put it, they “emphasized the hard moral discipline of self-improvement.”18

The impact of McGuffey on Henry Ford's character and principles was profound. In the 1920s, he embarked upon an avid hobby of buying old Readers. While sitting at home one afternoon, he and his wife, Clara, heard a group of schoolchildren as they romped past dancing and talking. “‘Hear the children gaily shout, Half past four and school is out!’ quoted Mrs. Ford, and then wondered what the rest of the piece was. We both recalled it as a McGuffey exercise,” Ford noted. A search for the exact source of this common remembrance led him to dig around for old copies of McGuffey, and as schoolboy memories came flooding back his search became almost feverish. Within a few years, Ford had amassed probably the largest private collection of McGuffeys in the entire United States.19

Collecting old editions of this textbook, however, became much more than an antiquarian hobby for Henry Ford. His high regard for the content, lessons, and values of the McGuffey texts inspired him to a kind of revival. Aggressively seeking to rejuvenate their influence, beginning in 1926Ford paid for the reprinting and distribution all over the United States of many thousands of sets of the McGuffey Readers from 1857. He also served as an associate editor for the volume Old Favorites from the McGuffey Readers and helped choose the 150selections in it. He wrote an article in Colophon: A Quarterly for Bookmen, in which he argued for the relevance of the McGuffey Readers for the modern world. At a 1938 meeting of the Federation of McGuffey Societies, which he had sponsored and bankrolled, Ford made one of his typically brief and simple speeches: “I am glad to join with you today in giving honor to Dr. McGuffey. He was a great American. The McGuffey Readers taught industry and morality to the youth of America.” He even established a McGuffey School near the Henry Ford Museum in Dearborn and used the schoolbooks as the basis of the curriculum. Harvey C. Minnich, author of a biography entitled William Holmes McGuffey and His Readers, dedicated it to “Henry Ford, lifelong devotee and patron of his boyhood Alma Mater, the McGuffey Readers.”20

Ford helped bring McGuffey to perhaps his largest audience, however, in a radio broadcast of March 17,1935, on the Ford Sunday Evening Hour. William J. Cameron, a close colleague and spokesman for Ford, gave “talks” during the intermission of musical performances on this CBS radio show, which had developed a large audience of some ten million listeners. Cameron consulted closely with Ford, and on this evening he declaimed upon “The McGuffey Readers.” William Holmes McGuffey and his humble school readers had created a standard of character for over fifty years in the United States, he explained. In Cameron's lofty words, “The American people were made articulate, their moral ideals were elevated, their thought deepened and broadened through the influence of these tens of millions of unpretending little schoolbooks.” As for Ford, Cameron concluded, he “is probably prouder of his knowledge of the six McGuffey readers than of any other volumes in his extensive library.”21

Ford acclaimed the old-fashioned virtues of McGuffey at every opportunity. In an article in Good Housekeeping, he insisted, “The generations that grew up on McGuffey did better in common sense and common honesty. There is no escape from the need for moral precepts. The truths of life should be stated simply, clearly, and often to children.” In another publication, he declared flatly, “Truth, honesty, fair-dealing, initiative, invention, self-reliance—these were the fundamentals of the McGuffey Readers and they are as timeless and dateless now as they were when he assembled his texts.”22

But Ford's McGuffey mania was more than just an item for public consumption. Hamlin Garland, the best-selling Midwestern regionalist writer, became a friend of the industrialist in the 1920s, and they discovered a shared reverence for these old books from their youth. During one of Gar-land's visits, Ford


brought out four volumes of McGuffey's Readers which he had rescued from the dust and reprinted, using the old type and retaining all of the illustrations. As I ran over these pages, I found myself back in the small bare schoolhouse on the Iowa prairie. The love I once had for the stories and poems which these readers contained came back to me. That they possessed a similar magic for Ford was unmistakable.



Ford and Garland engaged in a game challenging each other's knowledge and memory of McGuffey. Sitting on opposite sides of a desk, one would recite an opening stanza from a section of one of the textbooks, and the other would reply with the second stanza. They would trade lines in this fashion until one of them was stumped.23

So young Henry Ford, with the lessons of Mary Ford ringing in one ear and those of William Holmes McGuffey in the other, made his way through childhood. In a fashion that he would not fully realize until adulthood, their insistence on labor, service, temperance, and duty formed the bedrock of his character and sensibility. Victorian moral instruction made its mark. At least in most ways.


Two
Machinist

Mary Ford and William Holmes McGuffey nudged Henry Ford down a straight and narrow path, but they could not make him work. There the boy slouched to the beat of his own drummer. It became something of a standing joke among Ford family and friends that Henry could be counted on to slide away from hard physical labor. Margaret remembered her brother skipping farm chores “to go watch a threshing machine work.” A neighbor, who occasionally worked as a hired hand on the Ford farm, laughingly noted that “that little devil was the laziest bugger on the face of the earth!…Henry would work along all right until about ten o'clock in the morning, and then he would want to go to the house for a drink of water. He would go and get the drink of water, but he would never come back!”1

But the youth's behavior was less a case of laziness or rebelliousness than a principled objection to wasting physical energy. As Margaret explained, Henry believed “that there was too much hard work connected with farming” and thus sought “easier methods” and “tried shortcuts to lighten the many chores.” Henry admitted, “I have followed many a weary mile behind a plough and I know all the drudgery of it,” and “When very young I suspected that much might somehow be done in a better way.” Thus his mother's preaching about cheerful work appears in a new light— an admonishment aimed at the evasions of her eldest child. So, too, does Henry's admiration for Mary's example of the efficient handling of tasks. As Ford confessed to a reporter many years later, “My uncle once said that I am just like her in that respect.” Ironically, the man who claimed work as the cornerstone of his philosophy had little fondness for physical labor.2

But this perception of the grind of farm labor dovetailed with a prominent part of young Henry Ford's personality: his growing mechanical bent. The inefficiency of farm methods, he once stated bluntly, “is what took me into mechanics.” But this attraction to machinery also stemmed in part from a predisposition. “My mother always said that I was born a mechanic,” Ford wrote later. Fascinated with the crude wind-up toys of his siblings, he habitually disassembled them to see how they worked and then successfully put them back together. Margaret noted that at Christmas the Ford children would surround their toys and cry out in unison, “Don't let Henry have them. He just takes them apart.”3

The boy's fascination with mechanics produced a hobby that became almost an obsession: repairing watches. Adolph Culling, a German farmhand employed by his father, first took the back off his silver watch and showed Henry how the various parts worked. At the Scotch Settlement School, the boy often whiled away the time by tinkering with classmates' watches. He made himself a set of tools by grinding a tiny screwdriver out of a shingle nail, fashioning a pair of tweezers from one of his mother's old corset stays, and gained himself a reputation as a skilled repairman. Neighbors brought him malfunctioning watches and clocks, and he set up a small workbench at home, where he delightedly spent hours adjusting and correcting their tiny mechanisms. Henry haunted local watch shops, such as that of Englebert Grimm in Dearborn, to buy and trade parts and eventually went farther, into Detroit. There he visited watch shops in search of treasures, but also ventured out to the railroad yards to observe locomotives and to “engine works” shops to examine steam engines.4

Ultimately, these threads of work-related influences—his admiration for production but disregard for hard manual labor, his mother's example of focused accomplishment, his growing appreciation of mechanical power— were interwoven to create a notable personality trait. Early on, as many observers noted, young Ford became obsessed with work efficiency. In the late nineteenth century, this determination to get maximum production out of effort expended would be codified by industrial experts such as Frederick Winslow Taylor. Their doctrine of “scientific management,” however, was second nature to this Michigan farm boy. His sister Margaret once described it clearly:


Henry wanted things done with the least loss of time and energy. If a job could be done more simply that was the way it should be done. The farm gates were heavy to open and close, so Henry made hinges for these gates and a device for opening them and closing them without getting off the wagon.



Ford also displayed at an early age another managerial trait: he always took the lead in devising projects, but then stepped aside as others implemented them. “He had the ability of getting his brothers and his companions to work for him,” Margaret noted. These basic traits would powerfully influence his career in later years.5

Many decades later, his close friend Thomas Edison would be amused at Ford's exuberant, youthful spirit. When they went on one of their camping vacations, the sixty-something automaker would cavort joyfully through the woods, running and jumping, climbing trees, and chopping logs. “At heart Ford is just a boy yet. He will never cease to be a boy,” Edison noted. But this behavior may have been a kind of emotional compensation for a painful trauma that marked the end of his childhood. His idyllic, sheltered boyhood existence was about to end abruptly. As he approached adolescence, the stable and warm atmosphere of this respectable farm family would be blown apart by a sudden emotional storm.6
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In the spring of 1876, the Ford family prepared to welcome another member into its midst. Mary had become pregnant midway through the previous year, and the birth of her seventh child promised to be a happy event. She was in good health, and her previous births had been uneventful. But something went terribly wrong, and both mother and newborn child died on March 29. Young Henry Ford's world was turned upside down, and the upheaval was especially terrible because of its unexpectedness. He was emotionally devastated. The passing of his beloved mother proved to be, perhaps, the most traumatic event of his life, and he carried the emotional scars for decades. Reacting with a combination of deep grief and adolescent self-absorption, he confessed much later that “I thought a great wrong had been done to me when my mother was taken.” The boy expressed his bewilderment and pain in a revealing metaphor: “The house was like a watch without a mainspring.”7

One profound development set in motion in Henry's young life by Mary's death was the beginning of a tense relationship with his father. At some deep personal level, Henry appears to have blamed him for the death. He had always been closer to Mary than to William. As a confidant wrote years later, “While Henry respected his father, it was to his mother that he turned for love and understanding.”8

Following Mary's untimely death, a quiet but lengthy family travail began to unfold. The oldest Ford child—bright, curious, mechanically minded, and standing on the cusp of adolescence with all its emotional and hormonal disruptions—entered young adulthood riding a wave of deep pain. He careened into his father, a dignified, stubborn, but kindly authority figure. The growing tension between Henry and William also presented a broader, historical dimension. The son's restlessness at the constraints of rural life clashed with the father's values and experiences, and this lent additional force to their arguments about career prospects and the future.

William Ford presented his own version of an American success story. Born on December 26, 1826, in rural Ireland, he had fled the poverty and desolation of famine at age twenty along with other members of his family. They joined another branch of the Ford clan, already settled in the frontier village of Dearborn. By the early 1850s, dozens of Fords lay scattered throughout the Dearborn area and stood as prominent fixtures in the community. A mid-century photograph of the male Fords—dressed in their best black suits with vests and gold pocket watches, and facing the world as solid citizens with expressions of gravity and self-assurance—suggested the fam-ily's local prominence.

Upon arrival, William found employment as a carpenter for the Michigan Central Railroad, and during the next few years saved enough money to purchase his own tract of land. Working hard as a farmer, and acquiring additional acreage whenever the opportunity arose, William climbed steadily over the next decade and a half. By 1864, the year he finally went through the formality of becoming a U.S. citizen, he owned 120 acres, and over the next decade would add an additional hundred to his holdings. He also served in a number of civic capacities: member of the local school board, road commissioner, and, by the 1870s, justice of the peace.

In the meantime, William had married Mary Litogot, the adopted daughter of a local farmer, on April 25, 1861. He was thirty-four years old, and she was twenty-one. The couple settled into a seven-room white clapboard frame house built by the industrious groom to shelter his new bride and his father- and mother-in-law.9

By the time of Henry's birth, William had prospered and become a man of substance. He had bought the first buggy to be seen in the Dearborn area. Of medium height and slender build, with a ruddy complexion, neatly trimmed mustache and beard, and large, expressive blue eyes, he presented a dignified and stern appearance. A “merry twinkle in his eye” revealed a mischievous sense of humor lying just under the surface. A strong Episcopalian, the elder Ford nurtured “a very strong moral fiber and high ideals,” qualities that flowered in his interactions with neighbors. Respected by local husbandmen and craftsmen, William had gained a reputation as a “good farmer” and someone who would help others in time of need. “Kindness and consideration of others was one of his characteristics,” one of his children later noted, and he “was well-liked among the neighbors.”10

Although reserved in temperament, William had a warm relationship with his children. He would take his sons to Detroit to deliver firewood or pick up farm supplies, and after the day's business was completed he showed them various sights around the city. When the circus came to town, he would pile his children into the wagon and head off to see the show. His delight was so obvious that observers wondered “who enjoyed it the most, father or children.” According to Margaret, her father was a kindly, fair parent who “believed that children should obey.” At home, he combined stern expectation of work and respect with easygoing tolerance of youthful high jinks. Unlike many stricter Protestant parents of his generation, he allowed the children to play cards around the table in the evening, stopping the games only when they became too rowdy or argumentative.11

William put much stock in being a well-informed citizen, and subscribed to several newspapers. He took great pride in his ownership of property and his involvement in the civic affairs of Dearborn, viewing local offices on the school board or the road commission as a responsibility to be shouldered willingly by responsible citizens. According to his daughter, William would often acclaim “the great miracle of America … [as] a place where a man could own the land upon which he lived and worked. Here there was personal independence.” This proud tradition of the individual yeoman farmer deploying his labor and talents, of course, had deep roots in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century notions of republicanism and liberalism.12

Henry, however, increasingly appeared cut from a different pattern. He seemed to care little for the dignity of land ownership or the virtues of republican citizenship, and the routine of farm life inspired little beyond a growing disregard. Henry's rebellion, curiously, found focus in an aversion to horses. In the 1920s, he recalled for Edgar A. Guest how his father had assigned him the special chore of caring for the farm's horses. “I didn't like that job then and I wouldn't like it now,” he declared, because “I was never fond of horses in the way that many are. I never really made friends with them.” His grumbling had caused his mother to preach to him the necessity of self-discipline and persistence, so the boy reluctantly bent to the task. But, perhaps as a reflection of his distaste, Henry proved prone to horse-related accidents. Around age fourteen, while out riding on the road, he was thrown by a colt, caught his foot in the stirrup, and was dragged home over a considerable distance. After suffering many bruises and walking around sore for a week, Henry noted that the incident confirmed that he didn't “care much for horses.” A few years later, the Detroit Free Press reported, “Henry Ford driving a manure wagon was seriously injured about 4p.m. on Sunday, November 18 by the animal running away and collapsing the wagon. The horse was stopped by a fence.” Ford's later involvement with the horseless carriage, it seems clear, may have resulted as much from equine aversion as from mechanical attraction. As he wrote triumphantly in one of his notebooks many decades later, “The horse is DONE.”13

Henry's mechanical interests were intensifying almost daily as he spent many hours in the farm workshop, handling the tools and familiarizing himself with the mechanical operation of a number of agricultural implements. Then, in midsummer 1876, a few months after Mary Ford's death, an incident occurred that revealed the tensions of the present and portended the activities of the future. William and Henry were traveling by wagon between Dearborn and Detroit when they happened upon a crude steam engine trudging along the road under its own power. The younger Ford was amazed at the sight of this steam-belching, mechanical behemoth. As he reported many years later:


I remember that engine as though I had seen it only yesterday, for it was the first vehicle other than the horse-drawn that I had ever seen. It was intended primarily for driving threshing machines and sawmills and was simply a portable engine and boiler mounted on wheels with a water tank and coal cart trailing behind…. [It] had a chain that made a connection between the engine and the rear wheels of the wagon-like frame…. I was off [our] wagon and talking to the engineer before my father, who was driving, knew what I was up to. The engineer was very glad to explain the whole affair.



This encounter became a turning point in Henry Ford's life, fostering a profound interest which would lead in new and fruitful directions. As he stated flatly many years later, “It was that engine which took me into automotive transportation.”14

This incident suggested the knot of tension that tightened between William and Henry as the years went on. Increasingly, the son chafed at the constraints of rural life and yearned to immerse himself in the mechanical innovations inundating late-nineteenth-century America. The father upheld a more traditional standard of working the land. The farmer, as William liked to point out, “was his own boss” and could be sure of several things: “a reasonably good living for his family, security, sunshine not offered to factory workers, and good clean, fresh, air.” This generational dispute, resonant with both personal and historical issues, gradually erected a barrier of misunderstanding between these two strong-willed individuals.15

Henry's version of this situation would become standard fare. In later interviews for articles and biographies, he habitually described his adolescence as a protracted struggle to overcome the backward-looking, even hostile opposition of his father. In the early 1920s, for instance, he spoke at length with writer Allan Benson, who wrote The New Henry Ford (1923). The boy's heart, Benson reported, “was always in his mechanical pursuits, which his father detested.” Henry's labors in the farm workshop were not appreciated, for the youngster “worked with his tools always against the wishes of his father.” In Henry's version, William's stubborn opposition to his mechanical endeavors had poisoned their relationship. The son reported that the father, displeased by his failure to charge for the work, had forbidden him to fix neighbors' watches. Thus Henry, unconcerned with money, was forced to “wait until I thought my father had gone to sleep” and then creep out of the house secretly to pick up malfunctioning timepieces from surrounding farms. “I did not get home until 3o'clock in the morning,” Ford noted. After his mother's death, Henry continued, the Fords' new housekeeper followed William's lead by banishing the boy's work from the downstairs parlor. He fled to his bedroom, where he set up a small workbench and worked late at night in the cold, huddled up to a small lamp for light and warmth. As Henry told Benson, his favorite book as a boy was a story of paternal rejection. Herbert Mattison: A Bound Boy told the tale of a youthful protagonist who was “bound out” by his father to work for a neighbor until he was twenty-one years old.16

According to Henry, William's intransigence later led him to a sour disapproval of the son's venture into automaking. He reported he had proudly returned to the Dearborn farm in the mid-1890s, wife and young son in tow, riding in his first “horseless carriage.” But when he showed off the automobile prototype to the Ford family, William “got mad about it. He didn't like it at all. He thought it was something that would scare all the horses off the road.” When Henry later quit a well-paying job to manufacture these machines, William dismissed his son as “an awful fool.” Then his father declared that “I should hurry and build my automobiles or everyone who wanted one would be supplied before I got started.” Ford could not resist a rather snide postscript: “We were building 100 cars a day in 1907 when father died.”17

Henry's portrayal of his father's opposition, however, was more than a bit self-serving. Though it nicely framed a picture of his own heroic climb to success, it seriously distorted the facts. As other observers make clear, William Ford was not the man his son made him out to be. Far from being a dour, hidebound old fogy who blindly opposed his son's mechanical activities, he was a progressive farmer with a sincere interest in the dawning machine age. William, to be sure, tried to steer his eldest son toward becoming a farmer and citizen in the Dearborn community, and expressed some skepticism about his career adventures. As he once commented to a neighbor about his sons, “John and William [Jr.] are all right but Henry worries me. He doesn't seem to settle down and I don't know what's going to become of him.” At the same time, however, the elder Ford clearly nurtured Henry's aptitude with tools and mechanisms and expressed pride in his skills.18

Margaret Ford Ruddiman provided a far different and more accurate rendering of the relationship between William Ford and his son. Henry's sister and the older daughter, she assumed an ever-larger role in running the household in the aftermath of her mother's death. She had abundant opportunity to observe sibling and father at close range, and her recollection of their relationship veered sharply from Henry's often repeated themes. Much of what the son related about the father at a later date, Margaret insisted, was simply a product of his imagination.

William Ford, according to his daughter, spent a great deal of time with his eldest child. From the time he could walk, the boy followed his father about, watching him work and “wanting to help as all little boys do.” William himself was quite handy with tools, and he was proud that his son seemed to have inherited his knack for fixing things. “Father was quick to recognize Henry's ability in making new things,” Margaret recalled. “He was very understanding of Henry's demands for new tools for the shop, and ours was one of the best equipped in the neighborhood.” Moreover, William “never told Henry he should charge for the work he did on the neighbors' watches and clocks.” As for Henry's tales about sneaking behind his father's back in the middle of the night to do repair work, Margaret described these as “fantastic stories” and recalled that throughout their childhood Henry's “workbench was at the east window in the dining-room just inside the door. This was his and we did not disturb the tools on it.”19

William's own mechanical interests were evident. He was known for being handy with tools, and his reputation as a carpenter, craftsman, and repairer of farm equipment had spread throughout the community. According to Margaret, “our workshop was better equipped than most,” and during the busy planting and harvesting seasons “many of the neighbors came to Father when an emergency repair job was needed.” As a farmer, William “was willing to learn new methods and to purchase new farm equipment if it was practical and did an efficient job.” In fact, over the years he purchased a McCormick reaper, a mowing machine, and a mechanical hay-loader to ease the burden of farm labor. As a member of the township committee set up to consider transportation linking Dearborn with Detroit, he played a key role in replacing horse-drawn cars with a system of electric cars based on a scheme already established in Cleveland.20

Perhaps most revealingly, the same summer when he and Henry stumbled across the self-powered steam engine on the trip to Detroit, William Ford journeyed by railroad to attend the Centennial Exposition. Held in 1876 in Philadelphia to celebrate the centenary of the Declaration of Independence, this large exhibition displayed every kind of American engine and mechanical innovation imaginable. Along with a nephew and two neighbors, William planned the trip to observe “scheduled tests of the steam plows and road engines.” Like most progressive farmers, he was interested in the possibilities of steam power for agricultural work, a trend widely discussed in newspapers and magazines in the 1870s. The elder Ford had a wonderful time on the trip—he marveled at the beautiful scenery of the western-Pennsylvania mountains and visited historical sights in Philadelphia, such as Independence Hall—and returned with a perception that because of machines “changes were being made in [farmers'] way of life.” For years, Margaret recalled, William and his friends talked about “the mechanical exhibits and the wonderful things that could be accomplished by steam power” they had witnessed in Philadelphia. Henry listened avidly to these speculations.21

Later on, William's attitude toward Henry's automobile ventures was more complex than the son ever acknowledged. William did refuse to ride in Henry's horseless carriage the first time he brought it to the farm, and Margaret admitted that the father may have resented his son's success in pushing his beloved horses from the road. But it was in equal part fright, she insisted: William “saw no reason why he should risk his life at that time for a brief thrill of being propelled over the road.” On subsequent visits, after Henry explained the machine and offered assurances, his father consented to climb aboard and rode many times. Once the ice was broken, “Father was very proud of Henry's achievement. He talked about it to us at home and he told his neighbors about it.” In fact, some years later, William even offered financial assistance to his son in developing the manufacture of his automobile. According to Margaret, Henry refused.22

In other words, this generational clash was much less melodramatic and oppressive than Henry Ford ever admitted. To be sure, William was disappointed in his son's desire to leave the farm and evinced more caution about the mechanical innovations of the age that so excited the young man. But he did not crush the boy's spirit, curtail his interests, or tyrannize him. Father and son had serious discussions about the future and harbored different perspectives about the wisest course for the future, but their disagreements never exploded in acrimony. Such low-key differences of opinion, such offering and rejection of advice, characterize relations between most fathers and sons in most times and places. As Margaret explained, William and Henry “understood and respected each other.” Edsel Ruddiman, Henry's best friend, confirmed that dissimilar ideas “didn't cause any hard feelings between father and son.”23

In 1879, Henry Ford made a key decision in his young life that he later defined as a revolt against paternal abuse. At age sixteen, he left the farm to find his future in Detroit. Without informing anyone of his plans, as he told Allan Benson, he walked the nine miles to Detroit, rented a sleeping room, and began to look for employment in a machine shop, a move that ended “the struggle …between the father's will and the son's determination.” Ford told other interviewers that he had fled to the city “against his father's commands.” According to My Life and Work (1922), through this brash act “I was all but given up for lost” by his father and family. Henry Ford's version of the flight to Detroit, as did earlier stories, stressed his lonely heroism and determination in the face of his father's punitive resistance.24

But, once again, he mythologized this important event in his early life. As evidence from other observers makes clear, Henry's move to Detroit came with the cooperation, not opposition, of his father. According to Margaret, everyone in the Ford family knew that at some point he would leave for the city to learn more about machinery and steam engines: “It was just a question of when.” Henry and William had discussed the matter, she claimed, and she pointed out that her brother did not walk Detroit streets looking for a room but stayed with “Aunt Rebecca Flaherty, father's sister.” And after working for only six days at the Michigan Car Company Works, which built streetcars, he quickly found employment at the Flower Brothers Machine Shop. This job, Margaret believed, was the result of “some kind of previous arrangement” with William Ford, since he and James Flower were old friends. Frederick Strauss, a young apprentice with Flower Brothers, corroborated Margaret's story. Upon arriving at work one morning and glancing into the shop office, Strauss recalled, “I saw Henry Ford's father and Henry was with him. I didn't know who they were but the next day Henry came to work.”25

Ford began work at Flower Brothers in December 1879 for $2.50 a week. Located at the corner of Woodbridge and Brush Streets, this shop made brass and iron castings on one floor and finished them on another. As an apprentice, Ford worked on a small milling machine shaping brass valves. The activities of this busy shop must have intoxicated the mechanics-mad youth. Frederick Strauss offered a description of Flower Brothers that captured the noisy, bustling atmosphere of this small-scale industrial enterprise:


It was a great old shop. There were three brothers in the Company, all in their sixties or more…. They were Scotch and believe me they could yell. They manufactured everything in the line of brass and iron—globe and gate valves, gongs, steam-whistles, fire hydrants, and valves for water pipes. There was a great variety of work. Some of the castings of the iron bodies of the large gate valves weighed a ton or more. They made so many different articles that they had to have all kinds of machines, large and small lathes and drill presses.



Strauss also related that when the heat became too oppressive in the low-ceilinged shop, he and Henry often slipped away to a cooler building across the street for half-hour breaks.26

After some nine months, however, Ford left Flower Brothers to broaden his mechanical experience. As he explained later, apprentices in Detroit had to serve four-year terms, and the masters “showed us how to do a few things very well. That's why I changed; so that I could learn more about different things.” Thus, in August 1880, he moved to the Detroit Dry Dock Company, the largest shipbuilding factory in the city, although he had to take a pay cut to $2.00a week. Sitting at the foot of Orleans Street on the Detroit River, this enterprise sprawled along the riverfront for seven hundred feet and encompassed two large docks, a machine shop, an engine works, a brass-and-iron foundry, and a boiler shop. The company manufactured a variety of iron ships—steamers, barks, barges, schooners, tug-boats—and built engines ranging from 600to 3,500horsepower to power them along. Ford was assigned to the engine works and came into contact with a wide variety of power plants.27

He always looked back fondly upon his days at the Detroit Dry Dock Company, viewing it as the place where he received his basic mechanical training. “I passed my apprenticeship without trouble—that is, I was qualified to be a machinist long before my three-year term had expired,” he related in My Life and Work. While at this factory, he also had a memorable encounter with its chief engineer, Frank E. Kirby. One day, as Ford related the story, he was struggling to push a heavy wheelbarrow up a gangplank into a ship when Kirby walked by, spotted him, and called out encouragingly, “Stick in your toenails, boy, and you'll make it!” Ford added impishly, “I've been sticking in my toenails ever since.” He greatly admired Kirby, and in 1918he hired the engineer to help construct Eagle Boats during World War I. When Ford built a huge engineering laboratory in Dearborn, he ordered that the names of over a dozen celebrated scientists and inventors be carved above the large entry portal. Alongside Galileo, Copernicus, Edison, Newton, and several others stands a name in letters equally tall: KIRBY.28

On weekends, after the long days spent laboring at the Detroit Dry Dock Company, Ford soaked up the sights and sounds of this booming industrial city. He would often accompany Frederick Strauss, who now was working at the Grand Trunk Railroad roundhouse, to his home for Sunday dinner, after which the two would stroll down to the river to watch the watercraft, especially the steamboats. They skipped rocks and engaged in boyish horseplay. According to Strauss, his companion was overflowing with plans for making things, although they were rarely fulfilled. Ford bought castings for a little steam engine that was never assembled; he secured a small galvanized boiler that was never put into operation; he got his hands on some lumber for building a boat, but the craft never made it into the water. “Henry always had another idea,” Strauss recalled many years later.29

Ford's industrious nature proved more fruitful in another area. During evenings, he worked a second job, with jeweler Robert Magill, who had a shop on Baker Street, cleaning clocks and watches. One evening when the owner was absent, the youth audaciously exceeded his authority.


I went to work on the watches waiting for repairs. Mr. Magill was alarmed when he first learned about it, but after he examined the watches he was pleased. So pleased that he gave me a steady job. But he was afraid his customers would not approve of a boy repairing their valuable watches, so I continued to work at the bench in the back room, out of sight.



After putting in a ten-hour day at the shipbuilding company, Ford spent six evenings a week laboring over watches for a wage of fifty cents per night. This was probably a necessity, since his lodging and food cost of $3.50 a week—by now he was staying at a boardinghouse—outstripped his modest salary of $2.00. Around this same time, according to Ford, he began to dream that “I could build a serviceable watch for around thirty cents and nearly started in the business.” He figured that a production of two thousand watches a day would allow him to meet this low cost, and he started planning and designing machinery. The prospect of selling over a half-million watches a year eventually scuttled the plan, but, as Ford observed, “Even then I wanted to build something in quantity.”30

Within a couple of years, Henry had settled into the life of a young Detroit machinist. When Magill sold his clock shop, the youth's Dry Dock Company salary had risen sufficiently for him to quit evening work altogether. He visited the Ford farm occasionally on weekends, and increasingly spent after-work hours pondering mechanical issues. He read back copies of publications such as Scientific American and studied closely Michael Fara-day's book, Treatise on the Steam Engine. In an English magazine, World of Science, he encountered a story about a new “silent gas engine” that had recently appeared. Called the Otto engine, it featured a single large cylinder and ran on illuminating gas. Ford followed the development of this innovation, particularly “the hints of the possible replacement of the illuminating gas fuel by a gas formed by the vaporization of gasoline.” He began tinkering with mechanical gadgets. He built a small turbine, powered it with water pressure by attaching it to a faucet in the shed behind his boardinghouse, and hooked up a small lathe to the turbine. He ran the lathe in his room most evenings, but politely refrained from doing so on Sunday to avoid offending the family who owned the boardinghouse, who were “Sabbatarians of the old-school, rigid type.”31

Happily ensconced in an urban world of manufacturing and machines, Ford seemed to have made a complete transition from farm boy to city mechanic. So why, given the relatively smooth course of this youthful vocational journey and its happy conclusion, did he continue to embellish the story of his father as obstructionist, even a tyrant? Several factors came into play. First, resentment of William over Mary's untimely death continued to fester. Second, Ford betrayed a fundamental personality trait that would reappear throughout his life: an unwillingness, or inability, to grant others any measure of credit for his achievements. This impulse forced him to demonize his father to emphasize his own heroic, mythical quest to discover the mechanical future. Finally, by mid-adolescence his mechanical bent had become so single-minded that any kind of opposition, no matter how measured or mild, seemed like a gigantic barrier. Thus William's caution and mild skepticism cast him as a villain in his son's dream of abandoning farm life altogether and making the pilgrimage toward the mechanical glow of the nearby city.

But Henry Ford's melodrama with his father, all the more potent for being largely imagined, still had one more act to play out. After some three years in Detroit, his life took another important turn.

[image: ]

In late summer or early fall 1882, Henry halfheartedly returned to the family farm. As he had done nearly every year since his move to the city, he took some time off from the Detroit Dry Dock Company to help his family with the harvest for several weeks. But this time he ended up staying much longer. Abandoning his job as a machinist, he began nearly a decade of ambivalence, in which he tried to straddle the worlds of Detroit and Dearborn, the city and the country, the future and the past.

A new mechanical opportunity, complete with an independent role, caused him to abandon his life as an urban mechanic. John Gleason, a neighboring farmer, had purchased a portable steam engine from Westinghouse with plans to use it on his place and then hire it out for threshing grain and sawing timber later. But his skills proved inadequate to operating this high-speed engine, and the local engineer he hired turned out to be inept. So Gleason called upon Ford for assistance. “I have an idea he was afraid of his machine,” Henry related much later. “To tell the truth I was frightened myself.” William Ford believed that the high-speed, quick-steaming engine might be too much for his son's limited experience, but he reluctantly approved. So Henry took up the task. In his own words, “It was not long before my doubts entirely disappeared, and getting a grip on the engine, so to speak, I got a grip on myself.” He seems to have discovered part of his life's calling by working and maintaining Westinghouse No. 345, with its steam boiler mounted on the rear of a small, sturdy, four-wheeled chassis:


At the end of that first day I was as weary as I had been nervous at its beginning, but I had run the engine steadily, inducing it to stand up nicely to its work, and I forgot my griminess and weariness in the consciousness I had actually accomplished what I had started out to do. There are few more comforting feelings.

I was paid three dollars a day and had eighty-three days of steady work. I traveled from farm to farm, and I threshed our own and the neighbor's clover, hauled loads, cut corn-stalks, ground feed, sawed wood. It was hard work…. I became immensely fond of that machine … and [its] complete and expert master. I have never been better satisfied with myself than I was when I guided it over the rough country roads of the time.32



Ford's mechanical work for Gleason opened other avenues. He started experimenting with building his own “farm locomotive,” or prototype tractor. Rescuing an old, discarded mowing machine from his father's farm, he mounted a homemade steam engine upon its large frame and connected a crude belt to its cast-iron wheels. When fired up, the contraption crawled along for forty feet but then broke down. It was a victim of what would be a long-standing problem: power insufficient for the weight of the vehicle. He thought about alternative sources of power, such as electricity or gasoline, and continued to experiment.

In addition, while working area farms with Gleason's portable steam engine, Ford met John Cheeney, a regional manager for Westinghouse. Impressed by the young man's knowledge and enthusiasm, Cheeney hired him as a demonstrator and repairman for the company's machines. Ford traveled from farm to farm throughout southern Michigan from 1883 to 1885 working as a company troubleshooter, setting up and fixing Westinghouse steam engines. He began to encounter other types of engines, made by the Mills and Daimler companies, and broadened his knowledge by familiarizing himself with their design and characteristics. He also expanded his training in another way. During the winter season, when outdoor work with farm machines was impossible, he entered a Detroit business school called Goldsmith, Bryant &#x0026; Stratton Business University—it was part of a national chain of institutions founded in the mid-nineteenth century—to study the rudiments of mechanical drawing, bookkeeping, and business practices.33

In 1886, in light of his son's successful work with farm machines, William Ford made a final effort to anchor him to the land permanently. He offered Henry eighty acres he had purchased in the 1860s, the Moir place, named after the previous owner, which included a small house and abundant forest growth. As Ford noted, William's offer was good only if “I gave up being a machinist.” But he decided to accept, not out of a newfound desire to be a farmer, but because it offered an opportunity to use his mechanical expertise. He set himself up in the lumber business. He purchased a large circular saw, rented a portable steam engine to run it, and started to harvest the timber on the tract. Within a short time, he had built up a flourishing business and was supplying lumber to neighbors and to shipyards, factories, and shops in Detroit.34

But Ford had another compelling reason for taking his father's offer. At a dance on New Year's Night, 1885, at the Martindale House in nearby Greenfield, he had been introduced to a pretty local girl named Clara Jane Bryant by one of his cousins. He was enthralled. They courted, and were engaged on April 19, 1886. Since Ford had so little money, a quick marriage was not possible. So, when William offered the Moir place, Henry saw an opportunity to amass a respectable sum of money. After two years of hard work and saving, he married Clara on April 11, 1888. Though they set up housekeeping in the small house he had been occupying as a bachelor, they began to design a new abode; over the next year, Ford constructed what became known as the Square House. This story-and-a-half cottage was built with lumber from his farm and featured a wraparound porch, dormer windows, and gingerbread columns and balustrades. The couple moved into their new home in June 1889.35

For the next few years, Henry Ford led a kind of mixed existence, with one foot planted in the agricultural past and the other stepping toward the industrial future. He operated his sawmill in the winter months, and in the summer labored for the Buckeye Harvester Company, where he had been hired to set up and service its Eclipse portable farm engines. But much of his interest and energy focused on a new project.

Increasingly, Ford was bringing up a topic in conversation with his family: building a “horseless carriage” that could transport people about with its own power. One evening, while talking with Clara, he excitedly drew a sketch of his idea for such a contraption on the back of an old piece of sheet music. The big problem, of course, was developing an engine that was lightweight yet powerful. In 1885, Ford had been called to repair one of the new Otto engines from England, about which he had read during his apprentice days in Detroit. “No one in town knew anything about them,” he related. “There was a rumor that I did and, although I had never been in contact with one, I undertook and carried through the job.” Drawn to the unique potential of gasoline engines as an alternative to heavy, unwieldy steam engines, he became obsessed. He spent spare time in the shop behind his house building his own version of the Otto model: a one-cylinder, four-cycle internal-combustion engine that ran on gasoline. “The little model worked well enough,” Ford observed; “it had a one-inch bore and three-inch stroke, operated with gasoline, and while it did not develop much power, it was slightly lighter in proportion than the engines being offered commercially.” This engine required a heavy flywheel, however, which made it impractical for any kind of transportation device. So Ford started a process of building, and discarding, a series of “experimental engines.”

Finally, he hit upon a new approach. “It was in 1890 that I began on a double-cylinder engine,” he recalled. “The plan of the two opposed cylinders was that, while one would be delivering power the other would be exhausting. This naturally would not require so heavy a fly-wheel to even the application of power.” Ford pondered the idea of mounting the engine on a bicycle with a direct connection to the crankshaft. Tinkering for hours in his farm workshop, he slowly built his engine and modified it by a process of trial and error. “A gas engine is a mysterious sort of thing—it will not always go the way it should,” he noted many years later. “You can imagine how those first engines acted!”36

After several years of such modest experimentation on his Dearborn farm, Henry Ford made a momentous decision. Restless with rural life and eager to develop his horseless carriage, he looked about among his connections in Detroit for a position. Having concluded that development of the vehicle demanded a greater knowledge of electricity, he was delighted when the Edison Illuminating Company offered him a job as engineer and machinist for the handsome salary of $45a month. After consulting with Clara, who was happy on the farm but supportive of her husband's endeavors, he decided to accept. “I took it because that was more money than the farm was bringing me and I had decided to get away from farm life anyway,” Ford explained later. “The timber had all been cut.” So, in September 1891, he and his wife packed up their belongings and departed for Detroit. Ford had finally severed all ties with the farming world of his father.37

[image: ]

Or had he? Many years later, in the 1930s, after spending several days with Henry Ford, a reporter for Fortune came to a curious conclusion about his seventy-year-old subject. “When you first meet him, you think he is a mechanic with a bent for farming,” he wrote; “later you decide that he is a farmer with a bent for mechanics.” This observer had shrewdly perceived that Ford's heart did not beat to the rhythm of his huge plant at River Rouge, where, amid the billowing smokestacks, bustle of unloading ships, and metallic clanging of an enormous assembly line, the aging industrialist oversaw, at its highest point, the labor of nearly one hundred thousand workers at a two-square-mile facility producing four thousand automobiles a day. In a wistful, revealing comment, Ford had admitted that the Rouge, the largest plant in the world, was “so big that it's not fun any more.”38

So where did Henry Ford's heart lie? As Fortune reported, he spent most of his time away from the industrial empire he had created, at folk dances, harvest re-enactments, experimental farms, and tractor development projects. When not immersed in these activities, he whiled away the days at Fair Lane, the rural estate he had built in Dearborn on some two thousand acres only two miles from the place of his birth, or at his seventy-five-thousand-acre plantation in Georgia, Richmond Hill. In other words, the architect of mass production in America, having amassed incredible wealth from building and distributing millions of automobiles to a grateful public, seemed happiest when he escaped the industrial city crowded with cars. He thrived in the countryside, immersed in the rhythms, smells, labor, and traditions of rural life.

This impulse flowered fully in Henry Ford's most cherished adult hobby. After achieving worldwide fame by the 1920s, he poured money and effort into rebuilding the world of his youth. In 1929, after years of preparation, Ford opened to the public a large tourist park and museum built on 252 acres in Dearborn. Visitors could inspect a display of Americana— antiques of every imaginable variety—painstakingly collected by Ford's agents. In the enclosed buildings of the Henry Ford Museum, visitors saw an array of everyday goods from eighteenth- and nineteenth-century America: farm implements, railroad engines, furniture, cookware, wagons, wood-stoves, and much, much more. Outside, in Greenfield Village, stood many architectural artifacts—a courthouse where Abraham Lincoln practiced law, Thomas Edison's laboratories, the homes of Stephen Foster and Noah Webster, a Southern plantation house, the Wright Brothers' bicycle shop, a gristmill, and a stagecoach tavern, to choose just a few examples—that had been purchased, carefully disassembled, and then rebuilt by Ford's carpenters and craftsmen.

William Holmes McGuffey's log-cabin birthplace occupied a conspicuous place in the village. Carefully moved from Washington County, Pennsylvania, the McGuffey cabin stood next to a log schoolhouse (now heated, lighted, and ventilated by modern methods) where children in the primary grades from the Greenfield Village school read and studied the old textbooks. Walking about the village with a New York Times reporter in 1936, Ford reaffirmed his reverence for this boyhood mentor. “This school house is an inspiration to us, for we are trying to produce a generation similar to that which learned its first principles under McGuffey and his type of school.”39

But there was another architectural icon at Greenfield Village, one that stood even closer to his heart than the McGuffey cabin—Henry Ford's own boyhood home, lovingly rebuilt to the blueprint of his memories, and accurate to the tiniest detail. In part, the house stood as a living monument to his mother, replicating exactly her wallpaper, room decorations, china patterns, books, woodstoves, and kitchen utensils. It also offered a rendering of Ford's youthful struggle to succeed, as in the conspicuous placement of his workbench upstairs in order to stress his lonely endeavors as a watch repairman. The house conveyed a portrait of Ford as Horatio Alger, the boy who emerged from the countryside nurtured by his mother before she was snatched away, leaving him to pursue a lonely destiny.

Greenfield Village, with its evocation of a vanished age and its displays of personal meaning, demonstrated clearly that Henry Ford maintained a deep emotional attachment to the old-fashioned, prefactory world of his youth. For all of the mechanical zealotry and frustration with farming life that had marked his life as a young man, his rural roots ran much deeper than he realized at the time.

But this place devoted to the world of Ford's youth carefully concealed an old, unhealed wound. As is often the case, that which is missing reveals as much as that which is present. William Ford could scarcely be found at Greenfield Village. There appeared just a trace of his father's existence—a mention of his name at the homestead—and nothing about his activities and influence. The son, it seems, never forgave William for holding tight to the traditional world that he himself would come to love in later years. Well into advanced age, in fact, Henry continued to inveigh against his father. He fed stories to reporters and biographers that disparaged the older man. Privately, when he showed the old Litogot house to relatives, he angrily described it as “my mother's house—my father just walked into that place!”

But, typically for this American legend, the story was more complicated than it seemed. Henry never rejected his father as completely as he wished others to believe. All of his agriculture-tinged projects—his devoted production of tractors, his endless experiments with soybeans, his attempts to manufacture synthetic milk—emerged from the world of William Ford. Moreover, although few people knew this, William lived with or near the family of his eldest son for many years after retiring from the Dearborn farm in the 1890s. Most significantly, Henry revealed a debt to his father in a hobby he passionately pursued throughout his adult life. Perhaps reflecting the ancient childhood memory of William taking him by the hand to see the bird's nest he had carefully left alone in the field, Henry created at Fair Lane an elaborate sanctuary filled with hundreds of birdhouses, dozens of birdbaths, and abundant species of birds. Watching these feathered creatures through binoculars from his veranda, or strolling about among them on long afternoon walks through the woods and pastures of his estate, provided perhaps his keenest private pleasure. Henry Ford certainly found fortune and fame in the crowded, smoky factories of Detroit. But emotionally, in many ways, he never left his father's farm.
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