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A Car for the “Great Multitude” 
Henry Ford didn’t invent the automobile or the assembly line, but he 
changed the shape of the manufacturing business… and in doing so, 
he changed the world. 

The Ford Motor Company was incorporated in 1903, when cars were 
luxury items for the wealthy.  When the famous Model T was 
introduced in 1908 only 11 cars were built during the first full 
month, but by 1914 operations had been so streamlined that it took 
only 93 minutes to assemble a car and they came off the line at 
three-minute intervals. This case study examines what Henry Ford 
had to put in place in order to make that happen. 

Rapid Innovation 
Attending a race in Florida, Ford studied the wreckage of a French 
car and found that many of its parts were made from a metal that 
was lighter but stronger than anything he had seen. The foreign 
vehicle used a vanadium steel alloy, and Ford incorporated the 
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“I will build a car for the 
great multitude. It will be 
large enough for the 
family, but small enough 
for the individual to run 
and care for. It will be 
constructed of the best 
materials, by the best 
men to be hired, after 
the simplest designs 
that modern engineering 
can devise. But it will be 
so low in price that no 
man making a good 
salary will be unable to 
own one…” 
                   – Henry Ford

The Supply Chain in the Early 
Years of the Ford Motor Company
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technology in his own vehicles. (Although the material was 
largely unknown in the USA this was a relatively simple change 
to bring about because the Ford Motor Company made their 
own steel.) This willingness to incorporate the best 
technologies that could be found gave Ford an early lead, and 
his cars acquired a reputation for durability. 

Standardised Parts 
In the early days, cars were constructed using a ‘project’ 
layout: the way we still build large things such as ships. A team 
of people work on the build, and all the parts are brought to 
the place where the vehicle is being constructed. 

When a piece didn’t fit, workers would make it fit, filing and 
bending as necessary – rather the same way that a kit car is 
assembled today: each one is treated as a one-of-a-kind 
project. This demands a highly skilled, flexible assembly 
worker, and it slows production. 

Standardisation of parts was highly desirable, since it would 
make the assembly task much simpler – and also make 
aftermarket services a lot simpler to provide. As with the 
assembly line, standardisation was nothing new: American 
inventor Eli Whitney (1765 – 1825) pursued standardisation 
when awarded a contract to manufacture muskets for the US 
Government in 1798. Standardisation is a cornerstone of mass 
production, and continues to be reflected in the quality 
requirements seen in present-day approaches such as the 
Toyota Production System. 

The $5 Working Day 
Ford’s assembly line depended upon the ability of workers to 
learn how to do one job very well. Tasks were broken down 
into the simplest possible subdivisions, so that cars could flow 
quickly through the factory, but this made working for Ford as 
an assembly worker very boring. Many people would quit after 
just a month or two, which left Ford with the cost of training 
up new staff, and reduced productivity until they became 
proficient. In 1913, employee turnover stood at 370%. 

Ford’s solution was unveiled in January 1914, when the 
company announced that some 25,000 workers would have 
their working day cut from nine hours to eight, while pay 
would be increased from $2.34 a day to $5 a day. Shareholders 
thought that Ford had gone crazy, but staff turnover and 
absenteeism virtually disappeared, and the resulting increase 
in productivity quickly resulted in increased profitability. 
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Introduction of the 
Assembly Line

In 1913, Henry Ford went 
to Chicago where he saw 
meat packers removing 
cuts of beef from a 
carcass as it passed down 
a line of workers on a 
trolley. Thus, the 
inspiration for the 
assembly line was in fact a 
‘disassembly line’. Some 
scholars would note that 
war galleys were produced 
by similar means in Venice 
in the 12th century, and 
economist Adam Smith’s 
work on the division of 
labour also predated the 
innovations that Henry 
Ford brought to the 
automotive industry. 
Furthermore, some 
sources report that a rival 
Oldsmobile model from 
1901 made use of an 
assembly line… but 
nobody pursued the 
perfection of the assembly 
line with as much 
enthusiasm as Henry Ford.
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The $5 rate was actually more complex than is commonly 
reported. Approximately half of that $5 was in the form of a 
bonus, awarded by the ‘Socialization Organization’: a 
committee that would visit employees’ homes to ensure that 
they were doing things the “American Way.” Workers could 
lose the bonus if they were found to be problem gamblers or 
heavy drinkers, and recent immigrants had to learn English 
and attend classes to become “Americanized.” Women were 
not eligible for the bonus unless they were single and 
supporting the family, and men were not eligible if their wives 
worked outside the home. 

Vertical Integration 
Ford appears to have disliked the idea that others should profit 
from the automotive manufacturing industry, and he moved to 
acquire the sources of the raw materials upon which he 
depended. 

By the 1920s, Ford had purchased coal mines in Kentucky, 
iron ore mines in Michigan and Minnesota, and 400,000 acres 
of timberland in Michigan – the wood being processed in 
Ford-owned sawmills. He also had a fleet of ships, and a 
railway: the Detroit, Toledo and Irontown Railroad. When he 
decided to manufacture his own windscreens, his 
manufacturing empire quickly became the second largest 
producer of glass in the world. 

This approach goes against modern management principles 
which demand that a business should concentrate on its core 
competencies, and anti-trust legislation would probably 
prevent many of Ford’s acquisitions nowadays. Nonetheless, 
these investments allowed the company to profit from a wider 
range of processes involved in producing automobiles, and in a 
world still recovering from the First World War it meant that 
the Ford Motor Company had preferential treatment from its 
subsidiaries when commodities were in short supply. Other 
businesses didn’t always share Ford’s vision of rapid 
expansion, so vertical integration provided a means of 
promoting growth. 

Fordlândia 
The Ford Motor Company was the single largest user of rubber 
on Earth. Ford sought to end the British monopoly on rubber 
(mostly produced in Malaya and Sumatra) by establishing a 
new, large-scale rubber plantation in Brazil. The South 
American jungle was the natural habitat of the Hevea 
brasiliensis, the rubber tree, but by 1898 a plantation in 
Malaya had proved to be effective. 
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Henry Ford visited 
England in 1928, aiming to 
establish an operation that 
would serve the British 
and European markets. 

The approach employed 
saw manufacturing 
located in Dagenham, 
England, with a Ford 
affiliate incorporated in 
European target nations 
including Holland, France, 
Denmark, Sweden and 
Germany. Stock in these 
companies was held 
jointly, and the affiliate in 
each nation had its own 
directors and managers. 
They could strive to 
increase parts purchases 
and employment within 
their own country. Thus 
each European Ford 
company took on its own 
national character… but 
there was no thought of 
offering products that 
matched any particular 
market: the Model A (and 
the smaller-engined Model 
AF) were all that was 
available. 

Ford Abroad
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For $125,000, Ford bought 2.5 million acres of rainforest from 
the Brazilian government, who also granted him generous tax 
breaks: Ford planned to construct a model American 
community in the rainforest, complete with schools, hospitals, 
a cinema, a golf course, homes and an airstrip. The project 
commenced in 1926, with materials and equipment being 
brought in by river. 

Ford didn’t allow things that he disapproved of within 
Fordlândia, going so far as to outlaw tobacco and even football. 
Fordlândia enforced prohibition, despite this not being law in 
Brazil. Brothels, drinking establishments and other places of ill 
repute were soon operating nearby, and more than one of the 
American managers is said to have turned to the bottle. 

Ford had hoped to impose order on the Brazilian rainforest, in 
the same way that he had standardised components and 
processes, but the jungle proved intractable – as did the local 
workers. When Ford attempted to impose an American-style 
diet on them, it seems this was the last straw: they rioted, and 
chased their managers into the forest. They had much to 
complain about, including imported American-style houses 
that were plagued by jungle pests, a shift pattern that sent 
them out in the midday heat, and the same intrusive 
management of workers’ lifestyles, without the benefit of the 
$5 rate. Ordinary workers in Fordlândia received $0.35 per 
day. 

Rubber trees in the wild grew isolated, and this inhibited the 
spread of disease: when grown together in high-density 
plantations, they fell prey to native insect pests that never 
menaced the plantations in Asia. Ford's managers lacked any 
knowledge of tropical agriculture, and struggled to keep rubber 
trees alive. Meanwhile workers and managers alike were 
troubled by malaria, yellow fever, hookworm, botfly, etc. 
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Fordlândia today

Rival manufacturer 
General Motors had a 
range of brands and 
models, whereas Ford 
offered only limited variety. 
Ford finally stopped 
production of the Model T 
after a run of more than 15 
million, on May 26th 1927. 
Ford had nothing with 
which to replace their 
ailing cash cow. 

The ‘Model A’ was 
developed during the 
shutdown, with the first 
car being completed on 
October 20th 1927, 
although none would be 
sold until December 2nd. 
Many feared that the long 
shutdown would be the 
end of Ford, and it did 
considerable harm to the 
network of dealerships 
that were left with nothing 
to sell. 

The Model A was fairly 
successful, with more than 
4.8 million sold before it 
was discontinued in 1932, 
but 1927 was the year that 
General Motors overtook 
Ford.

New Product Woes
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Eventually, with a regime of constant fumigation and the use of teams of workers to pick 
caterpillars off the rubber trees by hand, a plantation was established. The high cost of production 
meant it was never profitable, and soon after this came the Great Depression, sharply reducing 
the demand for cars and therefore rubber. By the time demand had recovered, synthetic rubber 
materials were well established. Poorly conceived and executed, Fordlândia was abandoned. 

Study Questions, Discussion Points and Activities 
Henry Ford’s intrusion into the home life of his workers isn’t entirely unique. Look up the term 
“model village”, as used to describe a largely self-contained community for workers serving one 
particular business. Are such communities still being constructed? 

Ford claimed his vehicles would be built “by the best men to be hired” – but what role did women 
play in Henry Ford’s manufacturing empire? In June 1968 a group of women who sewed seat 
covers in the Ford car plant in Dagenham took a stand for equal pay, resulting in a strike that 
stopped production for three weeks. Why did Ford operate a lower “women’s rate” of pay? 

If it’s true that Oldsmobile’s 1901 ‘runabout’ first made use of standardised parts and an assembly 
line, why did Ford achieve the most notable success, and not Oldsmobile? 

What effect did the $5 working day scheme have, both inside and outside of the Ford Motor 
Company? 

What Henry Ford wanted to do with a car “so low in price that no man making a good salary will 
be unable to own one” has something in common with the democratisation of air travel made 
possible by low-cost carriers such as Southwest Airlines, Easyjet, or Air Asia. Compare and 
contrast the low-cost model in the automotive and air travel industries. 

Have a look at this film clip, which includes a very upbeat documentary about Fordlandia made 
during 1944… https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m8zOIBLxb0Q You may want to speculate 
about the motivation of the Walt Disney Company in producing this. 

Henry Ford famously distrusted financiers and the banking system. What effect did this have on 
the evolution of the Ford Motor Company? 

Henry Ford was very forward-thinking with regard 
to materials, and he was particularly fascinated by 
industrial applications of agriculture, such as new 
uses for soybeans. In 1941 he had his staff develop 
the ‘Soybean Car’, the first plastic-bodied car in the 
world. What might his motivation have been, and 
why aren’t more cars made with plastic body panels 
today?
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m8zOIBLxb0Q

