The Biography of Henry Ford
Teaser:

Henry Ford’s name is associated with many things both good and bad. He was protective of and generous to his workers, almost like a mother hen. But he was also guilty of making racist statements about Jewish people and dictating the design of the cars that rolled out of his giant River Rouge plant in Michigan. But without Ford, many people believe that a powerful middle class might never have developed in America.
Article Body:
As a boy in Dearborn, Michigan in the 1870s and 80s, Henry Ford was known as a “tinkerer.” He loved taking things – especially simple machines – apart and putting them back together. He could turn any little found bits of metal into a pretend or real machine. And he started out his career by repairing watches when he was only a boy.

If one single event can be said to have turned young Henry Ford from a watch repairer to the father of the modern automobile, it would probably be an outing with his father a few months after the tragic death of Henry’s mother and baby sister in childbirth. 

Henry and his father were out in a horse-drawn wagon when they came upon a man in a steam powered mechanical vehicle crawling along the road. The noise was deafening, but Henry didn’t mind. He took a good look at the machine and discovered that a chain linking the engine to the rear wheels was the key to making the vehicle move. It was very similar to the operation of watch gears. From then on, Henry was determined to build his own self-powered machine.

As a married adult with a young son named Edsel, Henry Ford, who was chief engineer for the Edison Illuminating Company’s main power plant serving the city of Detroit, spent his evenings trying to build a horseless carriage in his home workshop. With the fervent support of his wife Clara, Ford built a “quadricycle” with a gas powered engine mounted behind the seat. 
Though the first self-propelled car Ford ever saw was steam powered, he was more interested in gasoline engines, which were smaller and less complicated. Inside the two cylinders of the gas engine in the quadricycle, gas and air mixed, created a small, controlled explosion, and made the motor come to life. Because the firing process occurred inside the cylinder, this type of engine came to be known as the internal combustion engine.

When Thomas Edison, for whom Ford worked, found out about Ford’s idea for a gas powered car, he strongly encouraged him. Edison’s support sustained Ford through many frustrating years of perfecting the design of his car.

Henry Ford was in his 40s when he founded the Ford Motor Company in 1908. At that time, there were some 50 other manufacturers trying to capitalize on this new technology so they could sell cars to rich people. The other carmakers dismissed Ford’s idea of creating cars for people who weren’t wealthy, but Ford and his designers were determined.

Perhaps even more revolutionary than his idea of creating an affordable car was his decision to pay his workers a living wage – more than twice what they earned elsewhere – in hopes that they would eventually be able to buy the cars they were building. The enormous wage of $5 per day made outsiders skeptical, but it led to an efficient production line making as many as 8,000 Model Ts a day. With his workers making a living wage, mass production soon led to mass consumption and the emergence in the 20th century of an American middle class.
Ford was in some ways a very flawed and closed-minded man. For many years he ran a newspaper called The Dearborn Independent that blamed Jews for starting World War I and controlling America’s financial system, among other things. Though Ford did admit later that he was “mortified” upon learning that a document he based many of his anti-Semitic beliefs on was a total fabrication, it was his grandson, Henry Ford II who apologized to the Jewish community and worked to put Henry senior’s misguided beliefs behind them.

Ford’s stubbornness led him to produce the Model T for well over a decade. By the time he was convinced he needed to produce a new model design, other car manufacturers were catching up with Ford in sales. But convinced he was, and Ford managed to deliver the first new automobile model after the end of World War II. Ford again roared ahead of the competition. 
Henry Ford died in 1947, one of the last successful American corporate dictators. He was far from perfect, and many of his ideas turned out to be wrong, but by causing the industrial revolution to take a quantum leap with his car assembly lines and his generous paychecks, he definitely deserves a share of the credit for creating an American middle class.
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