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Chapter 24 – Section 4
Cultural and Intellectual Trends

Narrator: America now set the pace in engineering and production. European managers and workers knew that what was happening in American factories pointed the way of the future, and in 1908 one man had a vision that would change manufacturing and create a new market. Henry Ford set out to make the simplest car ever, a car for rural America a 20th century equivalent of the covered wagon.
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To produce the Model T as cheaply as he wanted Ford knew, he had to change the way cars were built. That meant changing the way his workers worked. As he reorganized his factory to turnout Model T’s he was influenced by the efficiency expert Fredrick Taylor. Taylor had complained that hardly a workman can be found who doesn’t devote his time to studying just how slowly he can work and then he devoted his life to speeding them up. When Taylor was brought in he first timed the workers with stopwatches and noted every movement they made. In a famous experiment at an iron works he reorganized a worker called Schmidt. Previously Schmidt had hand carried 12 tons of pig iron a day up from a wagon. After Taylor rearranged things the forbearing Schmidt found himself carrying 47 tons and production had been raised 300 percent. At Ford’s factory, Taylorism meant dividing car production into simple repetitive steps. There was to be no need for skilled craftsman with years of apprenticeship, men could learn to do any job quickly. A trained wheel right no longer made each wheel in its entirety. Wheel making was broken down into almost a hundred stages done by different men at different machines. It was much faster, but workers could still complete only 200 cars a day. So in 1913, Ford introduced his most revolutionary change yet.

Male Speaker #1: In those days each car was built from a frame up on stationary wooden horses.
Narrator: Later the company filmed a reconstruction of how Ford tried out his new idea.

Male Speaker #1: Henry Ford watched it for a while and he had an inspiration, instead of moving the men past the cars why not move the cars past the men. So on one hot August morning they tried it that way, a husky young fellow put a rope over his shoulder, Henry Ford called “let’s go,” and at that very movement as the workman began to fasten the parts on to the slowly moving car the assembly line was born.

Narrator: To deliver the parts to the exact point on the line engineers put in a network of clanking conveyors.

Male Speaker #2: They’re running with the length of the building like, you know, like carrying the parts and say you are carrying it by hands while the conveyors would carry it on the lines and it was really marvelous the way things moved. Not one brain was doing that there was lot of brains working together.

Narrator: The workers became an integrated part of the great machine and the management set the speed it ran at without discussion or negotiations for unions were forbidden. The men faced new pressure as the final assembly line beat out the rhythm for the whole factory. There was no way they could stop or slow it down. Fused to the pace and din for long, men tired it for a few weeks and then quit, but Ford had an answer, the company was making record profits. The time taken to build each car had dropped to one and a half hours so he could afford to raise pay. When he announced he was doubling wages to the unheard of level of $5 a day, the factor was besieged by applicants.
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