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Summary

Henry Ford’s innovations revolutionised personal transport and manufacturing
processes in the early twentieth century. Following his accomplishments in the United
States, Ford, the son of an immigrant Irishman, conscious of Ireland’s backwardness, was
keen to assist with the industrial development of the land of his ancestors. This thesis
examines the outcome of that aspiration, the origins and history of Ford production
operations in Cork from Henry Ford’s visit in 1912 to the plant’s closure in 1984.

Ford’s Cork factory, though originally designed to manufacture tractors in support
of Britain’s war-time food needs, did not commence production until mid-1919, by which
time the required tractors had been supplied from the United States. Subsequently, Ford
of Cork produced tractors for Britain and Europe until 1922 when market downturns
forced the company to convert the plant into a supplier of Model T parts for Ford’s
Manchester car factory. In 1929, tractor production was reinstated and Cork became the
company’s sole tractor facility, supplying its global requirements. With the final removal
of tractor production in 1932, tariffs forced Ford to assemble motor cars for the lIrish
market. The relative stability provided by this protection ensured that for the following
half century Ford remained a major employer in Cork city and of significant importance
to the economy of the city and its hinterland.

This thesis investigates the decision-making that led to Ford’s choice of Cork, as
well as his continued support for the operation of the plant despite the considerable
difficulties and significant financial losses incurred. It examines internal company
operations, the effectiveness of local management in controlling production costs and

quality against the background of a changing Irish political and economic scene.



STARTING IRELAND ON THE ROAD TO INDUSTRY::

HENRY FORD IN CORK

Introduction

The development of the first motor cars at the end of the nineteenth century led to
an explosion of motor manufacturing enterprises in Europe and America. Of the hundreds
of companies that started, comparatively few survived. For example, in the United States,
of 502 motor manufacturing companies formed between 1900 and 1908 more than three
hundred dropped out in the same period.* The early development of motoring in Britain
and Ireland lagged behind the rest of Europe until 1896 when the so-called ‘emancipation
act’ was passed allowing speed limits to be raised to 14 miles per hour and progress to
commence. Within a few years, wealthy Irish individuals were importing a variety of
models and services began to emerge to support these pioneering motorists. A handful of
small Irish carmakers also appeared, some were originally coach makers, while others
came from an engineering background. Of the handful of attempts at producing an Irish
car, only one was even modestly successful. For a decade before World War I, Chambers
& Company manufactured motor cars in their Belfast motor works. They produced and
sold a variety of models, proudly advertising their vehicles as the ‘All Irish Car’.? The
company went into decline after World War | and disappeared a decade later.

In contrast, the company that Henry Ford founded in 1903 was so successful that
in the years following the 1908 introduction of the Model T in the United States, Ford’s
innovative engineering, production systems, and social ideas, revolutionised personal

transport and manufacturing methods there. This led to reduced car prices, improved

1 Robert Lacey, Ford:The men and the machine (London, 1986), p. 62.
2 John S. Moore, Chambers Motors, 1904-1929 (Garristown, 2000), p. 7.



reliability and simplified design, transforming the motor car from a rich man’s toy, into
an accessible and affordable transportation for the masses. Ford, the son of an immigrant
Irishman from County Cork, following his remarkable success, and with his company
already exporting cars into Britain and Ireland, visited Europe in 1912 to investigate the
state of the motor business there. During the trip, conscious of his Irish ancestry, he made
a brief tour of Ireland. Having seen the backward plight of the region, he determined to
kick-start its industrial development and subsequently went on to introduce what was to
become the country’s most substantial motor manufacturing facility.

Following the purchase of the Marina site in Cork, Henry Ford & Son, Ltd. was
formed and work began in 1917 on a large-scale manufacturing plant from which, by
19109, tractors were being exported to many parts of Europe. During the subsequent six
and half decades, the firm’s focus changed a number of times. Recession in the wake of
World War | led to a decline in tractor sales which forced Ford to convert the plant to
Model T parts production for their British motor car factory in Manchester. Tariff barriers
introduced between Britain and Ireland following Irish independence undermined the
competitiveness of this parts business and threatened the Irish company’s survival. Henry
Ford’s restoration of tractor manufacturing in 1929, expanded to meet the company’s
global requirements, seemed to offer salvation, but within two years this project also had
failed. The depression of the early 1930s decimated demand for the Fordson tractor,
forcing Ford, in 1932, to make the decision to discontinue manufacturing in Cork and
turn the Marina into a distribution centre. Before the decision could be implemented the
recently formed Fianna Fail government introduced tariffs which forced Ford not to

terminate manufacturing operations completely, but instead to assemble cars for the Irish



market. This smaller, protected car assembly industry proved a more stable and enduring
business and provided the city of Cork with substantial employment while supplying the
Irish market with home-assembled motor cars up to the time of its final closure in 1984.
Thus, the history of Ford in Ireland is the chronicle of Henry Ford’s attempt to bring
engineering industry to the country. It is an account of two separate failed attempts, about
a decade apart, to produce tractors for export to international markets. In both cases, the
attempts were frustrated by international factors and economic depressions. Despite these
failures, Ford’s assembly plant was the largest employer in Cork and of significant
importance to the economy of the city and its hinterland.

Henry Ford and his enterprise, the Ford Motor Company, both hold a fascination
for writers and much has been written about them, mainly in the United States. Henry
Ford & Son Ltd., Cork represents a tiny part of the operations of the company and as
such has received little attention. For example, even Charles E. Sorensen, who directed
Irish operations for over twenty years and was in constant communication with the local
management and made regular visits to the plant, never mentioned Cork in his memoirs.?
The three-volume history of Henry Ford and his company written by Allan Nevins and
Frank Hill is arguably the most respected history of the company, while the subsequent
work of Mira Wilkins and Frank Hill on the development of Ford as a multinational
enterprise, is also highly regarded.® Nevins and Wilkins relied principally on the

documents available in the Ford archives, at the Benson Ford Research Center (BFRC) in

3 C. E. Sorensen (with Samuel T. Williamson), Forty years with Ford (London, 1957).

4 Allan Nevins (with F. E. Hill), vol. I, Ford:The times, the man, the company (New York, 1954); vol. Il, Expansion and challenge
1915-33 (New York, 1957) and vol. 111, Ford: Decline and rebirth 1933-62 (New York, 1963), (henceforth abbreviated as NH, vol. I;
NH, vol. Il and NH, vol. 111) and Mira Wilkins and F. E. Hill, American business abroad: Ford on six continents (Detroit, 1964),
(Henceforth abbreviated as WH).



Dearborn, Michigan, as primary source materials. Both, particularly Wilkins, devote
some of their investigation to the Cork operation. Inevitably, given the breadth of their
work, their coverage is far from comprehensive. Most other works available pay scant
attention to the Irish operation. Typical are two recent works: firstly, a broad-ranging
history of Ford in Europe entitled: Ford, 1903-2003: The European history.” It consists
of twenty-nine papers delivered at a conference in Bordeaux to commemorate the
centenary of the Ford Motor Company and includes papers by Steven Tolliday which
deal with the development of Ford in Britain.® Tolliday’s work touches briefly on some
aspects of the Cork plant, mainly where it impinges on the British operation. A second
book produced for the Ford centenary, Wheels for the world, is a comprehensive retelling
of the story of Henry Ford and his company but contains little on the Irish plant.”

In Ireland, Henry Ford’s contribution to industrial Ireland has been largely
overlooked by general works of history, while only a handful of documents have
appeared devoted to events at Ford’s Marina plant. Bob Montgomery, curator of the
Royal Irish Automobile Club archive, has produced a series of monographs on aspects of
motoring history, including one on the history of Ford.® This document in turn draws
much of its content from Ford in Ireland: the first sixty years, published by the Ford’s
public relations department.® The Ford document offers a succinct but uncritical overview
of the company up to 1977. Both are short documents, hardly more than pamphlets. Two

other works have been identified which attempt, in different ways, to record the history

5 Hubert Bonin, Yannick Lung, and Steven Tolliday (eds) Ford, 1903-2003:The European history (2 vols, Paris, 2003).

6 Steven Tolliday, ‘The rise of Ford in Britain: From sales agency to market leader, 1904-1980” in Bonin, Lung and Tolliday (eds),
Ford, 1903-2003, ii, 7-72. (http://beagle.u-bordeaux4.fr/ifrede/Ford/Content.htm ) ( 22 Mar. 2007).

7 Douglas Brinkley, Wheels for the world: Henry Ford, his company, and a century of progress,1903-2003 (New York, 2003).

8 Bob Montgomery, Ford manufacture & assembly at Cork 1919-1984 (Garristown, 2000).

9 Henry Ford & Son, Ford in Ireland: the first sixty years,1917-1977 (Cork, 1977).


http://beagle.u-bordeaux4.fr/ifrede/Ford/Content.htm

and development of the motor industry in Ireland and which deal with Ford to a greater or
lesser degree. Published in the early 1980s they are John O’Donovan’s book Wheels and
deals, which was written at the request of the Society of the Irish Motor Industry, and
John Moore’s book Motor makers in Ireland which originated as an M.A. thesis.'
O’Donovan’s book, which is subtitled ‘People and places in Irish motoring’, concentrates
mainly on events in the Republic of Ireland and deals with the personalities involved in
the motor trade. O’Donovan also looked at the evolution and early history of motor
organisations and motor racing as well as trade issues and the emergence of trade
representative bodies. His brief section on Henry Ford appears to rely on Ford in Ireland:
the first sixty years and draws little from primary source material. Moore, on the other
hand, concentrates on the motor industry located in Northern Ireland, particularly around
Belfast, so, while Chambers, Fergus and more recently, De Lorean are well covered,
there is little about Henry Ford & Son of Cork. Moore’s book is written largely from an
engineering perspective and includes a wealth of technical information on the cars
discussed, going so far as to provide detailed technical drawings of parts and functions.

In an unpublished thesis completed in 1981, David S. Jacobson investigated the
motoring industry, particularly Ford’s manufacturing operations and the effects of
protectionism and tariffs, from an economist’s point of view.** He covered the origins of
the Irish motor industry as well as issues relating to coach building and the evolution of
protectionism. His section on Ford dealt with the company’s early moves towards
internationalism, the decision to build at Cork and the financial issues relating to that

decision. Issues which may have played a part in attracting Ford to Cork, such as

10 John O’Donovan, Wheels and deals (Dublin, 1983y and John Moore, Motor makers in Ireland (Belfast, 1982).
11 David S. Jacobson, ‘A political economy of the motor industry in Ireland’ (Ph.D thesis, University of Dublin, 1981).



comparative wage rates between Cork and Britain, were also examined. Jacobson
analysed the use of tariffs and the reaction of Henry Ford & Son to them. He considered
the financial issues which underpinned Fords attempts at producing tractors. Finally he
examined the changes in trading regulations affecting motor assembly and considered the
company’s future in the light of free trade. Written shortly before Ford closed Cork in
1984, in fact, Jacobson’s thesis is the most significant work on Henry Ford & Son up to
that time. His thesis concentrated on the economic aspects, but is limited insofar as he did
not examine documents in the BFRC, relying on Wilkins and Nevins as his main source
of information on Ford. As the foregoing literature review shows, the history of the motor
industry in Ireland, while not totally neglected, has had scant scholarly treatment and no
comprehensive historical analysis. When Moore and O’Donovan’s books, were reviewed
by Jacobson he expressed his disappointment that ‘both books...leave much ground to be
covered’.'? Writing of the motor industry in 1985, Jacobson stated that ‘there has been no
full-length publication on any aspect of its history, development or structure’.*®

More recently, Miriam Nyhan has produced an M. Phil. thesis on Henry Ford &
Son, Ltd., Cork which has been published under the title Are you still below? The Ford
Marina plant, Cork, 1917-1984.* Nyhan’s thesis sets out to examine Ford’s role in
changing the economic landscape of Cork and bringing prosperity to its citizens. While
part of the work documents operational and political issues, the main thrust of Nyhan’s
thesis draws on oral testimony based on the recollections of Ford workers. The thesis

paints a picture of life in the plant in the latter years of its existence, covering the

12 David Jacobson, ‘The motor industry in Ireland” in Irish Economic and Social History, xii (1985), pp 109/15.

13 Ibid., p. 109.

14 Miriam Nyhan, ‘Henry Ford & Son Limited: A history of the Cork plant, 1917-1984" (M.Phil. Thesis, University College Cork,
2004) and Miriam Nyhan, Are you still below? The Ford Marina plant,Cork, 1917-1984 (Cork, 2007).



migration of Cork workers to Dagenham as well as their recollections of conditions in the
Cork plant. The opening chapter, under the title ‘Why Cork?’ deals with Ford’s decision
to locate in Cork and examines the state of the city at that time as well as speculating on
Ford’s motivation for his action. Entitled ‘From a green field to a great factory’, the
second chapter examines events in the early years of Ford’s presence in Cork as the
company became established. It briefly outlines events from the end of World War | to
the 1930s. Nyhan describes the conditions imposed on Ford in the purchase documents
and the subsequent conflict with Cork Corporation over the Marina lease. She examines
aspects of the development of the factory against the background of the War of
Independence and the Civil War. The death of Tomas MacCurtain, the walkout of Ford
employees to attend masses for the dying hunger striker, Terence MacSwiney, and the
burning of Cork by the Black and Tans are included. On a lighter note the success of the
Fordson football team is covered.

The following two chapters use oral interviews with Ford workers to provide an
insight into the workings of Henry Ford & Son as seen by a section of their employees.
Chapter three, entitled ‘The nearest place that was not Cork’ depicts the migratory
patterns of Ford workers between Cork and Ford’s British operations.”> Employees’
memories of their working lives, work and the operations of the company are described
in chapter four, ‘Are you still below’.*® The last chapter, under the title ‘The final epoch’,

recounts the economic circumstances which lead to the closure of the assembly plant in

15 In Nyhan’s work, Are you still below?, this chapter is entitled ‘The Dagenham Yanks’, p. 65.
16 In Nyhan’s Are you still below?, it is entitled < Memories of the Marina’, p. 76.



1984, as well as the emotional impact on the people of Cork at the loss of such a long
standing and crucial industry.

In my thesis | intend to explore the decision-making and management actions of
Ford, one of the earliest multinational enterprises to locate in Ireland, as they dealt with
politics and economics on both sides of the Irish Sea, while being directed and controlled,
often irrationally, from its headquarters in Detroit. Within a chronological framework |
propose to record and to re-examine the traditionally fulsome view of Henry Ford and his
Cork subsidiary from the time of his visit in 1912, up to the plant’s closure in 1984.
Where appropriate, issues will be dealt with thematically. I will utilise mainly research
materials examined personally in the BFRC in Dearborn. As the main repository of
Ford’s archive material, the BFRC holds a substantial number of records covering all
aspects of Ford’s business. While, according to BFRC archivist Peter Kalinski, some
British and Irish records were lost during shipment from Britain to Dearborn, nonetheless
the records available in BFRC offer a wealth of material providing many new insights
into Ford manufacturing operations in Ireland. In addition to written documents the
archive holds reminiscences of persons involved in the company business. These records
form part of a Ford oral history project as well as records of interviews by both Allan
Nevins and Mira Wilkins. The interviews were carried out in the period from the mid-
1950s to the early 1960s, many years after the actual events, and consequently must be
treated carefully as they often contain inaccuracies as well as telescoping of events. For
example, B. R. Brown in his reminiscences reported being first sent from the United

States to England in October 1916, but later states that: ‘I was in Ireland during the Easter



Rebellion.”*” Whereas access to all BFRC records in Dearborn was generously permitted,
Henry Ford & Son Cork, who retain a small number of production records, were reluctant
to permit access to these. Other sources consulted include government papers in the
National Archives, records in the Cork City and County Archive and the National
Archives of the United Kingdom in Kew as well as local and national newspapers.
* * *

Even as the first tractor emerged from Ford’s partially completed plant, in July
1919, the War of Independence was already underway. Ford management found
themselves at the centre of conflicts on a number of occasions. This thesis will document
and analyse the company’s internal operations, politics and issues against the background
of changing lIrish political and economic circumstances. The role played by Percival
Perry and his Dearborn superior, Charlie Sorensen, as well as local managers Edward
Grace and E. L. Clarke, all key figures in the development and management of the
Marina plant, will be documented. Ford’s production activities during the period will be
examined and this work will address more fully some of the issues discussed by Nyhan in
chapters one, two and five of her thesis. It will expand on her account of issues such as
Ford’s dealings with local organisations in the purchase of the Marina site, the
disagreements which occurred when Ford prevented its workers from attending a mass
for the hunger striker, Terence McSwiney, and the later confrontation between the
company and Cork Corporation when they threatened to eject Ford because of the
company’s failure to comply with the labour stipulations laid down in the lease. It will

examine the roots of the decision to locate the business in Cork as well as Henry Ford’s

17 Reminiscences of B. R. Brown Snr., July 1955 (B.F.R.C. Acc. 65, Box 9), pp 15 and 18.



continued support of the operation, despite the considerable difficulties and significant
financial losses incurred, and will examine whether this was an altruistic gesture or a
shrewd business move on Henry Ford’s part. While these issues have been considered by
both Nyhan and Jacobson, | will introduce new information gleaned from BFRC. For
example, in her first chapter Nyhan reiterates the question ‘why Cork?’ originally posed
by David Jacobson in his thesis. Both acknowledge Ford’s sentiment for the land of his
forebears, suggesting that the difficulties of war hastened the decision to locate in Cork
and asserting that the decision was based primarily on economic factors, such as the
relatively cheap land, lower wages, less contentious labour relations than in Manchester
and the absence of tariffs due to Ireland’s location within the British Empire. Documents
consulted in BFRC, particularly a survey and report in 1913 by Ford’s English manager
Percival Perry, cast additional light on Ford’s attitude and his decision to locate in Cork.
Thus, while he was not unaffected by the economic factors and quite prepared to
conclude his Irish experiment when economics dictated, this thesis will argue that Ford’s
sentimental, desire to bring industry to Cork largely outweighed the economic factors.

In addition to expanding on existing works, | will address a range of other issues
not discussed elsewhere, for example, Cork’s relationship with the Manchester plant.
Throughout its existence, the Cork plant’s fate was intertwined with, and affected by
events in the Ford Motor Company of England. Cork’s role as a parts supplier to
Manchester and the effectiveness of its local management in controlling production
efficiency, costs and product quality were significant factors in that relationship. The
introduction of import tariffs by Britain soon after Irish independence, increased costs on

parts shipped by Cork to Manchester, threatened the viability of the Cork plant, and

10



created unforeseen and insoluble difficulties for the Cumann na nGaedheal government.
At all stages, Ford’s managers fought to get the best deal possible from the British and
Irish governments, but were wary of getting involved in politics and particularly careful
not to make long-term commitments or promises. These issues, as well as relations with
the Cumann na nGaedheal government and the attempts to woo Henry Ford, will be
explored, as will the production and quality problems created by the thousands of
untrained, ‘green’ workers employed in the late 1920s. This thesis will also examine both
Ford’s decision to abandon production in Cork in 1932 and the Fianna Fail government’s
introduction of an aggressive tariff regime which caused Ford to pull back from
converting the site into a distribution centre and instead led to the plant being adapted to
motor car assembly.

Other issues which will be looked at include the threats from the Irregulars during
the Civil War and Grace’s use of a firearm to protect himself from striking dockers; the
involvement by Ford’s local management in housing projects and their attempts to find
replacement work in times of slackness. Grace, and later Clarke’s, struggles to cope with
the myriad of challenges encountered will be analysed as will the events which
culminated in their being forced out of the company. | will examine the restrictions
caused by World War II on Ford’s operations and their assembly operations from then
until the factory closed in 1984.

Finally, an extensive range of appendices has been included. These form an
important part of the thesis providing a statistical context to the main work, illustrating
the scale and rapid expansion of the Ford company both in the United States and overseas

during the pre-World War 1l period. Other appendices record production output, exports

11



of tractors and parts, employment figures and wage rates. Appendix 8, for example,
records the number of workers employed by Ford at its peak and shows the company’s
significance as an employer in Cork during 1929/1930, while appendices of early wage
rates also reveal the range of skills employed in the Cork plant from the outset. Data
derived from Irish government statistics has been extracted and collated to document the

scale of Ford’s export business and the effect of government tariffs and quotas.
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CHAPTER ONE

Development of the Fordson tractors:
Ford as an international firm up to World War 1 (1903-1916)

Within a short number of years after the appearance of the first motor car, the
motor industry changed from being a backyard business to a mass production system. In
April 1901, the Royal Dublin Society invited all of the motorists of Ireland to take part in
a parade of motor cars to be held as part of their annual cattle show. Twenty seven cars
took part in the display. This turnout represented the majority of the cars in the country at
that time. Anti-motoring legislation had retarded the development of motor
manufacturing in Britain, which left France as the major car-producing nation up to 1906,
when the United States of America overtook them. In France, the number of private
vehicles in use had risen from 1438 in 1899 to 17,358 by 1906." In the same year, an
estimated 20,000 vehicles were manufactured in the United States. Much of this increase
was down to the genius of one man, Henry Ford, who in 1906 produced 8,729 cars.?

From childhood, Ford had been interested in engineering and inventing. He had
built his first car in 1895 and started a second in 1896. By August 1899, he was ready to
quit his job with the Edison Company to go into the business of building motor cars full-
time. Since he had no capital, he was obliged to turn to speculators to finance him, but
after three years he resigned, determined, as he said, ‘never again to put myself under
orders’.® His financiers had proved to be interested only in extracting the most money

possible from each car sold, but not in Ford’s idea of making better cars for the public at

1 Encyclopaedia Britannica (11th ed., 29 vols, London, 1911), xviii, p. 920.
2 WH, p. 436.
3 Henry Ford (in collaboration with Samuel Crowther), My life and work (London, 1922), p. 36.
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large. The company, originally named the Henry Ford Company, after his departure, was
renamed the Cadillac Automobile Company and continued in business, later becoming
part of the General Motors Corporation.*

Before long, Ford was talking to Alex Y. Malcomson, an enterprising coal
merchant he had met during his days in Edisons, and on 20 August 1902 they signed a
partnership agreement under the name Ford & Malcomson Ltd., with the aim of
producing a passenger car.” Ford needed publicity and was swayed into entering a
specially built car in a race at Grosse Point, near Detroit, in 1903, despite his reservations
about motor racing, ‘the manufacturers had the notion that winning a race on a track told
the public something about the merits of an automobile-although I can hardly imagine
any test that would tell less’.® The car won the race by a half mile and according to Ford
‘advertised the fact that | could build a fast motor. A week after the race | formed the
Ford Motor Company’.” Ford went ahead to design his new car and put his innovative
ideas into operation. According to himself, Henry Ford’s scheme was to produce ‘a small,
strong, simple automobile, to make it cheaply and pay high wages in its making’.2 The
car, called the Model A, went into production in mid-1903. The first example was sold to
a Chicago dentist, Dr Ernst Pfenning, on 15 July 1903. Within months the demand for
the car was outstripping Ford’s capacity to build it and even an extension to the factory

proved inadequate. Early the following year, plans were drawn up to build a new factory

4 Lacey, Ford, p. 61.

5 Ibid., p. 68.

6 Ford, My life and work, p. 50.

7 Ibid., p. 51.

8 Henry Ford (in collaboration with Samuel Crowther),Today and tomorrow (London, 1926), p. 1.
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at Piquette Avenue. By the beginning of 1905 it was producing 25 cars a day.? Thus, the
concept of simplicity and reliability proved to be a successful formula for Ford.

Even while the business was still in its infancy, Ford was prepared to expand
manufacturing outside the United States. The first step in the internationalisation of the
company, logically, was into Canada. In 1903, Gordon McGregor, the director of a
declining Ontario coach-building firm, founded the Ford Motor Company of Canada.
Fifty one per cent owned by Ford-U.S., McGregor gained the exclusive rights to
manufacture and sell Ford cars in Canada and other British dominions. By February 1905
the first Ford had emerged from his factory on the Canadian side of the Detroit River.
About the same time, Percival L. D. Perry, who was to become the pivotal figure in the
development of the Ford business in Britain and Ireland, made his first visit to Henry
Ford, seeking Ford’s support for his nascent Ford dealership.’® Until 1911, when the
British assembly plant in Manchester came into operation assembling Fords, cars were
imported from the United States.

In the years that followed, the Ford empire expanded inexorably, with production
or assembly facilities located close to their markets in order to avoid trade tariffs and to
minimise transportation costs. By 1920, Ford vehicles were being manufactured in nine
countries, including Ireland. By 1930 there were manufacturing operations in twenty
countries.™

When Ford launched the Model T, his car for the masses, in 1908, it introduced

motoring to a totally new market and on a scale unforeseen up till then. The sales figures

9 Lacey, Ford, p. 74. Note: In 1927 Ford also used the title ‘Model A’ on its new car.

10 NH, vol. |, pp 357/8.

11 David S. Jacobson, ‘The political economy of industrial location: the Ford motor company in Cork 1912-26°, in Irish Economic
and Social History, iv, pp 36-55 (1977), p. 38, see Appendix 7.
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were staggering. To quote Ford himself: on ‘1 October 1908 we made the first of our
present type small cars. On 4 June 1924 we made our ten millionth. Now in 1926, we are
in our thirteen millionth>.*> From its launch, Ford was inundated with orders for the new
car. To meet the demand a huge new factory was built at Highland Park. It opened in
early 1910. Yearly production output doubled from 32,054 in 1910 to 69,762 cars the
following year and then to 170,068 in 1912.® The ever-increasing sales demand
necessitated speeding up of output, increased efficiency and above all manufacturing
innovation. By 1913, the motor car was no longer an experimental novelty. While in the
area of brakes, tyres and other ancillaries there were considerable improvements to be
made, and also refinements to the motor car itself, yet the main features of the motor car
were well developed and accepted.** Now the focus of innovation switched to production.
The public’s seemingly insatiable demand for personal transport and Ford’s response to it
was about to transform the motor industry.

As well as building a larger factory, a totally new system of production was
required to meet sales demand. On 1 April 1913, Ford began his first tentative steps at a
mass production assembly line. According to Ford: ‘the idea came in a general way from
the overhead trolley that the Chicago packers used in dressing beef’, he took this idea and
applied it to building flywheel magnetos.'®> Once that line established the efficiency of the
method it was applied to the rest of the operations. ‘The assembling of the motor,

formerly done by one man, is now divided into eighty—four operations-those men do the

12 Ford, Today and tomorrow, p. 1., the car continued until 26 May 1927, when, after driving the fifteen millionth example off the
Highland Park assembly line, Edsel and Henry Ford announced that manufacture of the Model T would soon be ceasing (Lacey, p.
297).

13 See Appendix 1.

14 T. R. Nicholson, Passenger cars 1913-23 (London, 1972), p. 4.

15 Ford, My life and work, p. 81.
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work that three times their number formerly did.”*® Allied to this was the process of
analysing operations to improve costs and efficiency by identifying and removing waste
labour and materials. Ford’s other weapon in the drive for efficiency was the concept of
standardisation of parts and components, so that interchangeablity and setting out of work
to sub-contractors was facilitated. These processes succeeded in improving productivity
to hitherto unrealisable levels. As the efficiencies cut costs, Ford reduced the price of his
Model T, thus ensuring that the greatest number of people could benefit from his vision
of cheap personal transportation.

The new method of manufacturing made it possible to cope with the huge
increases in demand by dividing the process of making cars into its most elementary
steps, and as each task was in itself quite simple, new recruits could be introduced
directly into the assembly system and begin work immediately and efficiently with
minimal training. Ford said later that: ‘As the necessity for production increased it
became apparent not only that enough machinists were not to be had, but also that skilled
men were not necessary in production.”*’ In effect, skilled mechanics were employed to
develop the machines and the systems, simplifying tasks and making it possible for
ordinary unskilled operators to carry out the work. With the majority of the physical
effort removed from the process, Ford hired men regardless of their physical size or
background, as there were jobs for all types and talents, or none at all, in his words: ‘The
rank and file came to us unskilled; they learn their jobs within a few hours or a few days.

If they do not learn within that time they will never be of any use to us.”*® Ford’s success

16 Ford, My life and work, p. 81.
17 lbid., p. 79.
18 Ibid., p. 77.
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in supplying the demands of the marketplace eliminated the need for skilled craftsmen in
the making of the car and replaced them with automatons performing the same
monotonous tasks endlessly.

Ford had the foresight, not alone to develop and design a successful motor car,
one which satisfied the man in the street in terms of simplicity of use and ease of repair,
but also to create the manufacturing system necessary to reduce costs to a point which
could make it possible for him to buy it. The revolutionary idea that the workers could
afford a car that came from their plant was at the heart of Ford’s thinking. The
significance of the Ford Motor Company in defining modern manufacturing systems is
immense; Ford played a decisive role in shaping the organisational systems which
underpin much of modern mass production. Ford’s revolutionary process gave rise to the
term ‘Fordism’ defined as the ‘the progressive development of specialised machinery
operated by closely supervised, deskilled labour to mass produce a standardised product,
to stable homogenous mass markets’.® Ford was responsible for introducing an
environment where continual cost cutting ruled and the conveyor belt was tantamount to
a deity. Initially the Ford system was a source of awe and wonder, but inevitably, as the
plight of the masses of workers became clear, Ford’s methods drew criticism from many
quarters. Instead of the formerly skilled jobs, where men had some degree of control over
their actions and could take professional pride in their work, they were replaced by
harassed operators, endlessly performing anonymous, monotonous tasks. The workers
truly were cogs in the huge machine. According to Winfried Wolf:

With Ford’s car plant, capitalism had reached that reversal of the relationship between the

worker and the machine already analysed by Marx. In previous social formations, as in

19 Ken Starkey and Alan McKinlay, Strategy and human resources (Oxford, 1993), p. 15.
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the early capitalist period, the machine was ‘an extension of the human hand’; now the
worker became an extension of the machine. The maximum exploitation of labour was
now possible.20

While the new mass production system allowed the Ford Motor Company to cope with
the increasing demand for motor cars, it could also be adapted to the manufacture of any
complex product, improving efficiency and facilitating the transfer of the process to a
new location. It changed the nature of manufacturing industry generally. In Europe,
motor car manufacture did not benefit from this new system until the 1920s and motor
cars continued to be produced by skilled craftsman, with all the limitations that that
implied. Chief amongst these was the shortage of skills to perform the work, variability
of quality and of course, higher cost, which kept the car as a toy for the rich. The
outbreak of World War 1 interrupted the development of cars in Europe, while in the
United States, Ford continued to increase his outputs and refine his systems with few
interruptions. By war’s end, America’s motor industry was thriving and well placed to
dominate world markets.

The Ford Motor Company expanded its distribution systems very rapidly in its
first decade. To minimise transport costs, assembly plants were opened at strategic points
throughout the United States followed by Canada, then across the Atlantic to Britain.
Ford’s Model N appeared in Ireland at the Irish Motor Show in 1907, and though Ford
was the biggest car manufacturer in the United States, in Ireland sales were slow. R. J.
Mecredy, the editor of the Motor News, was an enthusiast from the start, impressed by the

quality of engineering and design which belied the Ford’s apparent simplicity.21 At the

20 Winfried Wolf, Car mania: A critical history of transport (London, 1996), p. 72.
21 Mecredy had founded the Motor News magazine in January 1900.
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same time, Ford’s Model N, was the subject of ridicule from the agents of the more
sophisticated European marques, who were ‘misled by the simplicity and
unconventionality of the car’s design, condemned it as “spidery”, “sprawny”, “too light
for Irish roads” adding as a scathing afterthought “it won’t fit the ruts on byroads™.?
This last point was a significant issue in an era of poor roads, dominated by horse-drawn
carts and it was to exercise R. W. Archer, who signed up as a Ford dealer at the motor

show. Archer said that:

This last fallacy proved one of the hardest of the lot to scotch. It was absolutely untrue,

but nine out of ten enquirers persisted in this idea in spite of denial and offers to prove by

demonstration that the car did fit the ruts made by country carts. They were too fixed in

their prejudices.23

Even when the car demonstrated its capability at a number of Irish Automobile
Club Reliability Trials and other events, sales were still sluggish. All this changed
dramatically with the arrival of the Model T in 1909. When Archer was introduced to the
car, newly imported from America, and invited to take a run in it, he stated that: ‘I
quickly realised that my prophecies were fulfilled to the uttermost and that the good time
had come’.** As in the United States, the Model T was an immediate success and quickly
became market leader in both Britain and Ireland, doubling and redoubling sales so that
in 1913, some 600 were sold throughout Ireland.”®

The success of the Model T in Europe was due not alone to its engineering

innovations and competitive price, but also to the enthusiasm and drive of Ford’s English

22 Ford & Son, Ford in Ireland, p. 6.
23 Ibid.

24 1bid., p. 7.

25 Ibid.
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manager, Percival Perry. Perry followed Ford’s American practice of curtailing transport
costs by establishing local plants to assemble cars from Detroit-produced engine and
chassis kits. He found a suitable site for his English assembly operation at Trafford Park,
to the south of Manchester. The site, a disused tramcar factory, had direct access to the
sea by the Manchester Ship Canal and rail access to the rest of Britain. Local manufacture
also had the advantage of avoiding or minimising tariffs, as according to Tolliday, ‘tariffs
were in the air, even though Britain remained a free trade country at this time’.?® The
Ford Motor Company (England) Ltd. was established on 29 March 1911. Six months
later, on Monday, 23 October in Trafford Park, Manchester, the first of many British-
built Fords was assembled. According to Burgess-Wise:

Chassis were built up on trestles until the wheels were fitted, then pushed into the final

assembly shop for the coachwork to be added. Manchester started building its own

bodies—more suited to British taste-in 1912, when a local coachbuilder was taken over by

the compamy.27

Combining business with pleasure and accompanied by his wife Clara, his only
son Edsel, and Clara’s brother Marvin Bryant, Henry Ford paid an extended visit to
Europe in 1912. The party was met at Plymouth on 20 July by Percival Perry, who took
them on a tour of England in a Rolls Royce. As well as visiting the new Ford assembly
plant in Manchester, they visited Clara’s mother’s home in Warwick. Henry and Edsel

inspected Ford dealers and a number of car factories in the English Midlands, including

26 Tolliday, ‘Ford in Britain’, p.10.
27 David Burgess-Wise, Ford at Dagenham:The rise and fall of Detroit in Europe (Derby, 2001), p. 14.
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Rolls Royce and Ford’s main competitor at the time, Wolseley.”® Later, they made a brief
trip to Ireland, ostensibly to visit Ford’s ancestral home in Cork.?® Ford’s forebears on
both sides of his family came from Ireland. His paternal grandfather, John Ford, had left
Cork in 1847 during the Great Famine, travelling with his family to join his brothers who
had already emigrated in 1832 and had settled in Dearborn, near Detroit, Michigan.
John’s eldest son, William, born in 1826, worked for a period on the Michigan Central
Railway before he found employment on a farm owned by another Cork immigrant,
Patrick Ahern.*® The youngest of Ahern’s family was a young adoptee named Mary
Litogot. Soon after William and Mary met they were married and moved onto a farm of
their own in Dearborn. Henry Ford, the eldest of their children was born to them on 30
July 1863.%

By the time of Henry Ford visited Ireland he was already wealthy and well-known
in the United States, but less so in Europe, consequently his visit to Ireland provoked
little attention and he made his Irish tour practically unnoticed. His reputation in the
United States was enhanced by matters other than motor car production. For instance, his
campaign against the notorious Selden patent which had forced motor manufacturers to
pay a royalty of 1.25 per cent on all cars produced was publicised as a David and Goliath
struggle with Ford in the role of the underdog. Ford had obstinately resisted this payment
and fought a long court battle to have it overthrown. When, on 9 January 1911, the courts

ruled in his favour the victory inspired an avalanche of public acclaim not just amongst

28 WH, p. 48.

29 Benson Ford Research Centre (BFRC), Dearborn, Michigan; the Archive is the location for the bulk of Ford papers,archives are
organised into Accessions, containing a variable number of boxes. References will quote the Accession and Box numbers. European
trip, Edsel B. Ford diary, 1912 (BFRC, Acc. No. 1, Box 106-2).

30 Nevins uses the spelling ‘O’Hern’, see NH, vol. I, p. 22.

31 Ford R. Bryan, Clara: Mrs Henry Ford (Dearborn, 2001), p. 20.
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the ordinary public, but also amongst the other manufacturers who were happy to be
relieved of the financial burden. The positive effects of the victory lasted for years. Even
as late as 1935 W. J. Cameron Ford’s spokesman at the time was to say that Ford had
liberated the entire industry to the benefit of the American people. The victory raised his
profile and status and combined with the increasing success of his Model T elevated him
to the status of folk hero.*® Ford’s later announcement of the “five dollar day’ in January
1914 would astonish the American public and add further to his reputation.®®

Though Ford attracted huge publicity and attention he was a shy man not keen on
public speaking. With two or three people he spoke freely, but with more than this he fell
silent. He disliked large gatherings and, for example, when asked to say a few words at
the dinner to celebrate the millionth Model T he reluctantly stood up and said:
‘Gentlemen, a million of anything is a great many’ and immediately sat down leaving his
audience bewildered.** Despite limited formal education he possessed great vision in
mechanical engineering design and development, but according to Sorensen, who worked
with him for almost forty years, Ford was incapable of making a sketch or reading a
blueprint and his ability to read and write were poor. Sorensen claimed never to have
seen him write or dictate a letter.*> Ford himself said ‘I don’t like to read books...they
muss up my mind’.*® His lack of general education was publicly revealed when he sued
the Chicago Tribune who had labelled him an ‘anarchist’ and an ‘ignorant idealist’.*” The

libel trial began on 12 May 1919, and while he won his case, his lack of knowledge on

32 Steven Watts, The people's tycoon: Henry Ford and the American century (New York, 2005), pp 162/6.

33 Ibid., p. 178.

34 lbid., p. 174.

35 Sorensen, Forty years with Ford , p. 13.

36 William Greenleaf, From these beginnings The early philanthropies of Henry and Edsel Ford,1911-1936 (Detroit, 1964) p. 27.
37 D. L. Lewis, The public image of Henry Ford (Detroit, 1976), p.104.
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issues such as history and semantics was exposed during cross examination when he was
forced to admit that it was difficult for him to read.® His secretary, Ernest G. Liebold
looked after his mail and prepared replies which Ford rarely read and only infrequently
signed.* Apart from occasional interviews with reporters, often when displeased or angry
with events, Henry Ford’s ideas and instructions and were usually articulated by Liebold

or Sorensen.

Arriving in Cork from Fishguard aboard the Inniscarra on 9 August 1912, Henry
Ford paid a brief visit to the city as well as to his old family home in Ballinascarty.*
Edsel recorded in his diary: ‘“We arrived in Cork at 9.30, had breakfast at Metropole
Hotel. Walked about town. Father walked off alone. Waited for him till 11 then drove out
to Blarney Castle.”* Edsel may have been uninterested in his surroundings, but Henry
was keen to find information about his ancestors. It seems that during this walk, he met
and spoke with ‘Reverend O’Connor of St Mary’s Cathedral and left a gift for the Sisters
of the Assumption’.*? He asked Rev. O’Connor to search for information on his foster-
grandfather Patrick Ahern. In a follow-up letter on his return to the United States Ford
explained:

My grandfather Patrick Ahern, lived here in Dearborn Mich. in 1841, but sometime prior

to that resided at Fair Lane, and it would appear to me if your clerk would institute a

search among the Ahern families who resided there during earlier years, some trace of

38 D. L. Lewis, The public image of Henry Ford, p. 107.

39 Sorensen, Forty years with Ford, p.13.

40 The Inniscarra was later sunk in May 1918 by a German torpedo while en route from Fishguard to Cork with a loss of 28 lives. See
Mary Leland, A history of the Cork Harbour Commissioners (Cork, 2001), p.137.

41 European trip, Edsel B. Ford diary, 9 Aug. 1912 (BFRC, Acc. No. 1, Box 106-2).

42 Bryan, Clara, p. 133.
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them might be found.*®
O’Connor replied: ‘I shall certainly endeavour to do all I can to trace any members of the
Ahern family that may be still living in or about Cork. Fair Lane is quite near the
cathedral so there will be no difficulty’.** Subsequently, an advertisement was placed in
the Cork papers which produced a flood of replies, but which when screened added little
information.®

Following his interview with Rev. O’Connor, Ford would have made a tour of the
area; no doubt, he visited Fair Lane (since renamed Wolfe Tone Street) and the adjoining
streets. His grandfather, John and family, were believed to have lodged in the home of his
in-laws who lived there, prior to sailing for America.”® In his brief excursion, Ford no
doubt saw the poverty, squalor and deprivation which existed in the area and may have
been moved to do something about it. He was also influenced by the street name, Fair
Lane, as he later named his own residence after it, while in 1955, the name Fairlane

appeared on a glamorous new car model.*’

Over the next couple of days Ford’s party
toured the south, visiting Blarney, Clonakilty, Bantry and Killarney. Just outside
Clonakilty, they stopped in Ballinascarty. According to Edsel they ‘found Aunt Ann’s
house’ and took some pictures.*® Henry wanted to buy the family homestead and ship it

back to America and rebuild it near his home, but apparently the asking price was too

high. ‘Eventually Mr Ford bought the hearthstones, which were incorporated in his

43 Bryan, Clara, p. 133.

44 lbid.

45 Ibid., p. 134. One lady, Mrs Anne Barry, wrote purporting to be the oldest living inhabitant in Fair Lane. Ford sent her £5 at Rev.
O’Connor’s suggestion.

46 ‘Henry Ford’s roots’ (http://archiver.rootsweb.com/th/read/IrelandGenWeb/2003-05/1052811602 ) (1 Sept. 2006).

47 NH, vol. 111, p. 381, Fairlane became one word.

48 European trip, Edsel B. Ford diary, 9 Aug. 1912 (BFRC, Acc. No. 1, Box 106-2).
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house, Fair Lane, at Dearborn.”* Following their overnight stay in Killarney, they set out
on the morning of 11 August to drive to Dublin where they stayed overnight in the
Shelbourne. The Ford party sailed for Holyhead at midday on the following day.

Despite the fleeting nature of the visit, the origins of his later actions are rooted in
this, his only trip to Ireland. Ford seems to have come to a decision to assist the people of
Cork. It is arguable whether he envisaged a viable business opportunity or whether his
reasons were purely his oft stated nostalgic reasons, but for Ford the idea of building a
factory in Cork became a significant objective. On his return to America, Ford instructed
Perry to carry out an investigation into conditions for setting up a motor car factory in
Ireland. Perry, who preferred to locate in Southampton, did not reject the suggestion
outright but sought to steer Ford towards his choice.® Perry was not convinced that Cork
was a viable option, due to its remoteness from the British market, its lack of skilled
labour and relatively poor infrastructural facilities. Perry was an ambitious, dynamic man
who had seen the growth of the motor car, particularly in the United States and was clear
that this growth would soon be replicated in Europe. He dismissed the Manchester site as
a temporary location, limited in its scope for expansion, remote from the European
market and saddled with militant trades unions and related industrial relations difficulties.
His ambition was that the company should be based on a large site, with a suitably
imposing plant, capable of manufacturing for all of Europe. While Henry Ford agreed
with his opinion of Manchester, they differed on the preferred alternative location, with

Ford keen on Cork, while Perry clung to his choice of Southampton.>*

49 Ford & Son, Ford in Ireland, p. 10.
50 P. Perry to Henry Ford, 25 Feb. 1913 (BFRC, Acc. 62, Box 59).
51 WH, p.58.
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Percival Perry was a car enthusiast, involved in the British motor industry from its
beginnings. For almost half a century he was to play an important role in Ford of Britain,
as well as in Ford’s business in Ireland. Born in 1878, he joined Harry J. Lawson’s firm
at eighteen years of age. Lawson was a notorious promoter who operated the Great
Horseless Carriage Company and had aspirations to control the British motor industry by
acquiring all available ‘master patents’. With some useful experience gained, ‘Perry left
the already crumbling Lawson empire in 1898 to set up as a motor accessory dealer’.>?
Within a year of the foundation of the Ford Motor Company in Detroit, Ford’s cars were
exhibited at the Cordingley Automobile Show in London, in March 1904. They were
seen there by Aubrey Blakiston, who promptly ordered a dozen Model A’s and set up as
the British sales agent for Ford cars, based at Long Acre, London, already a centre for the
motor trade. Blakiston attracted a number of wealthy associates into the business and
expanded it under a new name, the Central Motor Car Company. Perry, as a result of his
earlier motor experience acquired with Lawson, was regarded as something of an expert
and was invited by Blakiston and his colleagues to make a technical report on the
American Ford, which had not been selling well. Perry went on to join them in the new
dealership and when Blakiston resigned from the firm in the summer of 1906 Perry
became managing director.”®

Demonstrating initiative and a pro-active approach, Perry, soon after his

appointment, travelled with his wife to Detroit. His aim was to meet Henry Ford and seek

52 Burgess-Wise, Ford at Dagenham, p. 11; see also H. C. G. Mathews and Brian Harrison (eds), Oxford Dictionary of National
Biography (60 vols, Oxford, 2004) (http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/48100) (6 Mar. 2009).
53 Tolliday, ‘ Ford in Britain’, p. 9.
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his assistance for the dealership. While Ford was not prepared to help financially, Perry
gained something which, in the long run, would prove just as valuable. He and his wife
were invited to stay as guests at the Ford family home in Harper Avenue for the
remainder of their trip.>* Ford was impressed with Perry and the two struck up a rapport
and became good friends. With the exception of a period from 1919 to 1928, Perry was to
maintain a personal relationship with Henry Ford, such that Ford’s wife, Clara
commented in her diary on arrival at Plymouth, on having being met by ‘Mr Perry, our
friend from Manchester’.>®> According to Sorensen, Perry was one of only two Ford staff
members who ever spent a night with the Fords, Sorensen himself being the other.®® This
intimacy was to benefit the conduct of business over the coming years. On occasions,
Percy addressed important letters to Mrs Clara Ford, thus ensuring that they got Henry’s
attention. Despite this relationship, Ford dismissed Perry in 1919 and again in 1943.%"
The other significant achievement of the visit was that Gordon McGregor, head of Ford
of Canada, who held the exclusive rights to make and market Ford motor cars within the
British Dominion and Colonies relinquished his claim to the United Kingdom market.”®
Over the next few years, difficulties and disagreements continued at the British
Ford dealership. In early 1907, the company was restructured, with two new backers,
forming a new company, Perry, Thornton and Schreiber. In October 1908, the new Ford

Model T went into production in Detroit and eight of the first batch were shipped to

54 Percival Perry married Catherine Meals of Hull in 1902; he was appointed CBE in 1917, promoted to KBE in 1918 and raised to
the peerage in 1938. He died on 17th June 1956 and as there were no children, the peerage became extinct.
(http://iwww.perryfoundation.co.uk/lord.html) (4 Apr. 2007).

55 European trip, Clara M. Ford diary, 20 July 1912 (BFRC, Acc. No. 1, Box 106-1).

56 Sorensen, Forty years with Ford, p. 12.

57 For details of the dismissal in 1919 see chapter eight; for 1943 see Sorensen, Forty years with Ford, p. 247.

58 WH, p. 39.
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Britain to be displayed at Perry, Thornton and Schreiber’s stand at the London Olympic
Motor Exhibition. Further disagreements eventually led to Perry’s departure in early
1909. Again Perry travelled to Detroit.”® By now, the Model T was selling in ever
increasing numbers in the United States and its potential in Britain was obvious to both
Ford and Perry. Perry had corresponded with Henry Ford, continuing to promote himself
as the man to sell Ford motor cars in Britain.®® Ford, impressed by Perry’s enthusiasm
and lacking confidence in the existing agency, despatched James Couzens, Ford company
secretary, to examine the situation in Britain and to develop marketing there. Arising
from Couzen’s findings, the Ford agency was removed from Thornton and Schreiber and
in October 1909 Perry was asked to head up a new British branch of the Ford Motor
Company with offices at 55-59 Shaftesbury Avenue. Perry had his wish, control of the
new branch with solid support from Henry Ford and clear title to operate in the British
and Irish markets, without interference from Ford of Canada. While the salary of $3,000
per annum agreed in his contract was relatively small, it was augmented by a bonus
structure which ensured that for annual sales of over $175,000 value he was paid a bonus
of two and half per cent. A stipulation of the contract was that he ‘devote his entire time
and attention to the interests of the company’.61

The English Ford company was so successful that by the time Henry Ford visited
in 1912, Perry was struggling to keep up supplies and was critical of the parts supply
from Detroit. He sought a contact in Detroit to assist with Manchester’s difficulties.

Subsequently, Charles Sorensen was appointed by Henry Ford to oversee operations. For

59 WH, p. 39.
60 P. Perry to Henry Ford, 15 Apr. 1909 (BFRC, Acc. 2, Box 30).
61 Branch manager’s contract, 1 Oct. 1909 (BFRC, Acc. 140, Box 1), for further details see Appendix 16.
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the next thirty years Ford production operations in Britain and Ireland were to be
controlled directly by Sorensen. His role as overseer and mediator would be crucial for
the British operation and also for Henry Ford & Son Ltd. of Cork. Sorensen’s first
challenge came in early 1913 when labour problems became an issue. With output at full
speed, Perry started to encounter resistance from the unionised workforce. The
Manchester area was largely organised into trades unions and Ford’s methods and
pressure led to a series of strikes, which cut production. Perry was particularly upset by
these actions and wrote to Detroit for assistance:
Ever since September last we have at the present works been subjected to a series of
small strikes and have been in continuous labour troubles...at the present moment we
have our sheet metal workers on strike and the sheet metal workers on the body works are
also on strike....I personally hate the place and would be glad to get out of it and recent
labour disputes have almost broken my heart.®?
This plea led to Charlie Sorensen’s first visit to Britain in July 1913.%° A former trade
unionist himself, he lived up to his name as ‘Cast-Iron Charlie’ when he ended the
dispute and broke the power of the unions in the plant ‘by assuring strategically placed
workers of both job security and high wages’.** He bought out the offending body-plant
and on his next visit in April 1914 boasted that it had developed into ‘the best building
plant that I have seen yet’.®> Labour problems too had disappeared and he claimed that

‘we are the only company in the vicinity who are absolutely free and independent’.66

62 P. Perry to Henry Ford, 26 Feb. 1913 (BFRC, Acc. 62, Box 59 ).
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Standards of quality and output had also improved significantly.®” Ford had no time for
trades unions and, as in America, resisted pressure to unionise his plants. He believed that
by paying top wages and implementing good working conditions, he could prevent
unionisation. However, the pressured environment and the monotonous repetitive work,
together with rigid supervisory discipline led to increasing dissatisfaction on the part of
workers. Ford was eventually forced to concede union recognition in Britain during
World War 11.%®

Percival Perry worked tirelessly to promote and develop the Ford Motor
Company in Britain. In order to achieve sales a well organised and motivated dealer
network was crucial. As A. P. Sloane acknowledged: ‘Dealer salesmen and service
representatives are normally the only “public face” of a car company and, as such, carry a
large share of responsibility for the image and reputation of the manufacturer and his
product’.®® Perry, explaining how he built up the Ford agency stated: ‘There was a time
when | knew everybody in the country who had a motor car. Being enthusiastic, | tried to
keep in touch with all the people who were interested’.”® He identified that motor dealers
came from two groups of tradesmen, namely, coach builders and cycle dealers. Knowing
his geography he would pick out the best situated coach builder or cycle trader in any
town and offer him the Ford dealership. He ensured that Ford motorists were provided
with the best possible service for the time, as well as a ready availability of spare parts.
To this end, he encouraged dealers to carry a comprehensive range of spare parts

which we divided into three different categories. That would be like a cylinder casting

67 Ibid.
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which you rarely wanted, and a radiator which was more often wanted, and a piston ring,

valve or bearing, which you would be likely to want more frequently.71
He encouraged dealers to carry ample stock at all times, in the knowledge that they were
not carrying any financial risk, as they had an undertaking from Ford that the parts could
be returned at any time.”* After-sales service was virtually unknown before World War |
and Perry claimed to have introduced the concept to help build up Ford sales, however
the word ‘service’ apparently got him into trouble, as the understanding of the word
related only to ‘use of the male animal with the female animal to carry on the species’.
Nobody thought of service in any other context, but Perry persisted with ‘Ford service’
until it became a household word.”

Ford’s British output soon overshadowed all other manufacturers. By 1913
Manchester, producing 6,138 cars, was the largest car-producing factory in Europe while
Peugeot and Renault, producing about five thousand cars apiece, were the largest on the
continent. The nearest British competitor was Wolseley producing some three thousand
cars per annum.”* The following year Ford dominated the British market to the extent
that annual production was 8,300 cars and the Model T outsold the next five biggest
British marques combined.”

Like Ford’s American branch plants, Manchester received complete engine and
chassis kits from Detroit while the bodies were built locally. Other parts too, were
sourced locally if the quality and cost conformed to Ford’s standard. To cope with the

demand, Manchester installed the powered chassis assembly line shortly after the
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installation of the assembly line in Detroit, giving it an advantage over Ford’s other
plants, which were designed for static assembly and thus limited in output.” In 1914, the
moving assembly line improved the efficiency of operations in Manchester increasing
both output and profits. Later, in 1915, local manufacture would become even more
attractive, avoiding the tariffs imposed under the McKenna duties.”” As a result of Ford’s
escalating sales demand the Manchester plant, with a capacity of about 15,000 cars per
annum, was becoming increasingly inadequate, particularly when compared to the
American plants where the Canadian plant’s capacity was 25,000 cars a year, and
Detroit’s was about a quarter of a million.”® Manchester’s lack of development potential
meant that it would soon be unable to satisfy the expanding British market, not to
mention continental Europe and perhaps part of the British Empire. This impending
capacity problem would have been clear to Ford when he visited it in its first year of
operation. Perry’s solution, a site in Southampton, geographically central to both Britain
and the continent, was a promising answer, but did not satisfy Ford’s wish to bring
industry to Cork."

On Ford’s return to Dearborn after his 1912 European trip, according to Sorensen,
he was singing Percival Perry’s praises.”® Perry had used his position as the American
party’s tour guide to impress Ford with his ideas. Later, when Ford, in reaction to the
squalid living conditions he encountered in Cork, felt moved to help the city acquire a

manufacturing business, he delegated the investigation to Perry. Although there is no
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written record of what Ford encountered on his stroll, the census figures for 1911 showed
that there were 4,653 houses of 2 rooms or less in the city, while 1,511 families,
comprising 3,646 persons, occupied one room tenements.®* The poor condition of the
housing stock and the level of overcrowding indicated a degree of poverty and squalor
which would have been very evident to Ford.

Ford instructed Perry to investigate conditions for the erection of a motor car
factory along the lines of the Canadian plant, under the headings of labour, location and
water power. To compile the report Perry travelled extensively and consulted with the
officials of ‘certain Irish Industrial Development Associations, with large employers and
others’.? One of the most active of these associations was the Cork Industrial
Development Association (CIDA), which had been established in 1903 and had later
been copied by associations in Limerick, Dublin and Belfast.®® Implicit in Perry’s report
was the view that the proposed factory would replace Manchester as the primary
producer of motor cars for Britain and Ireland.

Though Perry was at pains to summarise the information, his final report to Ford
was quite extensive. In its content and approach it resembles a modern evaluation by a
multinational company and suggests that while Henry Ford was keen to assist Ireland, the
project was to be carried out in a business-like manner. Perry devoted considerable time
and attention to investigating labour conditions in Ireland. He discussed the issue with a
range of people including Mr Cleaver of Robinson and Cleaver who employed six

thousand people producing Irish linen; John Redmond leader of the Irish Parliamentary
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Party and George Crosbie, proprietor of the Cork Examiner. There was unanimous
agreement amongst the people he spoke to that Irish labour compared favourably with
British, but as there were no large industrial developments outside Ulster, comparisons
were difficult. However, the Guinness brewery which he described as ‘probably the most
financially successful in the United Kingdom’, employed four to five thousand workers
and Guinness management declared their labour to be ‘eminently satisfactory’.®* Perry
discovered that skilled labour was very scarce, which meant it would be necessary to
import trained men from England and while wages were about the same as in
Manchester, the trade union influence was not as strong. Unskilled labour, on the other
hand, was plentiful, but with lower wages and a lower standard of living than in England,
he suggested that it would be necessary to improve their standard of living to get the best
out of workers. He was concerned that if the Irish workers were paid well they would be
wasteful due to their lack of inexperience in handling money. He suggested that workers
should be paid only the rate they had been used to, while the company should ‘devote the
difference between such wages and adequate wages to providing facilities for raising the
standards of living’.85

It is not clear what he had in mind with this comment, but around that time John
R. Lee was examining the causes of worker dissatisfaction in Ford’s Dearborn factory, in
an attempt to reduce the company’s problem with labour turnover.® Amongst the more
obvious causes of discontent, such as low wages and long hours, he identified ‘bad

housing conditions, wrong home influences, domestic trouble, etc.” as sources of
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workers® inefficiency.?” These ideas were later incorporated into the ‘five dollar day’
scheme which came into operation in January 1914.% During the Ford party’s stopover in
Fishguard en route to Ireland, Perry had exchanged views with Henry Ford on their
respective attitudes to workers’ remuneration.®® Presumably therefore, Perry was aware
of the American thinking and Lee’s work, and his wages proposal reflected this.

In this investigation of Irish labour, Perry also considered the conventional view
which charged Irish labourers with drunkenness, laziness, lack of application or
discipline and subservience to the Roman Catholic clergy. He was informed that Irish
labour was maligned by these accusations, that:

It is probably true that low-grade Irish labourers drink more than they should. The cause
of this, however, is attributed to lack of regular employment, with its accompanying evils
of loss of ambition, enterprise and industry. | found it generally conceded that when an
Irish working man has regular work, a decent home and something of an object in life, he
is sober and temperate as the average man.*°
This observation mirrored Henry Ford’s own views. Vehemently against alcohol, he
believed that steady work would allow workers to improve their habits and behaviour.*
Remarking on worker’s attitude and behaviour, Perry said: ‘from superficial observation
and casual acquaintance there would seem to be no doubt that Irish labourers generally
92

are more than ordinarily lazy and lacking in power of concentration and application’.

He attributed some of the blame for this situation to the social, political and educational
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history of Ireland over the previous century. He accepted the explanation given to him
that self-government, home rule, would completely change the situation ‘by increasing
the self-respect and independence of the people and by removing many undoubted
hardships’.*® He accepted that irregular or casual work undermined men’s discipline as
well as their powers of application and concentration. Whereas, when men were in
regular work employers had no such complaints, however, he had some misgivings and
wondered if Irish employers accepted lower standards from their employees since their
factories, on superficial inspection, compared unfavourably with American or even
British standards. Dismissing another shibboleth that the ‘damp, heavy humid climate
induces laziness’ he instead attributed the cause to a ‘change of social environment rather
than climatic conditions’ and concluded that there was ‘no reason why in factory
employing some thousands of workers, if the standard of efficiency is set high, it could
not be maintained’.*

His most serious concern with Irish labour was the charge that since most of the
population was Roman Catholic they were ‘subservient to the influence’ of the clergy.
He dismissed this view as being ‘greatly exaggerated’ and suggested that the influence of
the priests was the same the world over and that Ford himself must have encountered the
issue in Detroit and formed an opinion on the extent of the problem. Without specifying
the problem, Perry said he had been informed that priests do not interfere or exert
influence in the ‘temporal domain’ between employers and employees and that the source

of such views was ‘the frequent and notorious labour riots and troubles in north
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Ireland’.* In dealing with the issue of religion Perry was being very guarded, in effect
referring the issue back to Henry Ford whose views on formal religion were open-minded
and unbiased. Dean Marquis stated that Ford was ‘not an orthodox believer according to
the standards of any church | happen to know. His religious ideas as he states them are
somewhat vague’.*® So Perry was being careful to highlight the issue but not keen to offer
a clear opinion. However, later in his life he was more forthright when he claimed that
‘the difficulty there in the Southern Ireland was that they were Roman Catholics and very
much priest-ridden. They were inclined to ask the priests whether they should come to
work’.%’

In his evaluation of Irish labour conditions Perry’s greatest concern was for the
calibre, competence and diligence of the available workers while wage rates were clearly
of less concern. He noted that existing unskilled wage rates might be lower than
Manchester, but there is a clear suggestion that Ford would be paying higher rates, in
some form. Overall, the issue of wages as a cost factor was not emphasised by Perry and
he made no comment on either additional costs or benefits which would accrue to the
company, which suggests that labour costs were not a significant factor in either his or
Ford’s thinking.

Aside from labour issues, the decision as to where any potential plant should be
located was central to the decision-making process. In appraising sites for a car factory
Perry had obtained estimates from shipping companies which suggested that sea

transportation would cost $15 for every car, so in order to confine freight expense to
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‘bare ocean transportation’ Perry had completely ignored any site that could not ship the
materials and cars from ‘the very factory itself”. He summed up his conclusions:

I am of [the] opinion from present information that the most desirable location for a big

automobile factory having a sales output as we have, is in the city of immediate

neighbourhood, on the River Lee, of Cork. The reason why | have come to this

conclusion is that the facilities for transportation of goods both inwards and outwards

must be the governing factor in the choice of a location for a factory in Ireland.®®

Later Perry got Sorensen’s approval for his choice of site. According to
Sorensen’s recollection he and Perry travelled through the west of Ireland, along the
Shannon and down to Killarney, finally arriving in Cork. Sorensen claimed to be sold on
the Cork location as soon as he saw the site recommended by Perry. He also deemed it
the ideal location due to its excellent deep water channel and shipping facilities.”® In this
they were at one with Henry Ford who insisted that his factories be located close to deep
water.'®

Perry’s report claimed that in arriving at his decision he had investigated factory
sites, locations and transport facilities in Dublin, he said, ‘without troubling you with
these details ask you to accept my statement that in my opinion Cork has got Dublin
beaten from almost every standpoint’.*®* To dismiss Dublin, the country’s main port, SO
perfunctorily despite its excellent port facilities and relative proximity to Britain seems
implausible, but even stranger was that he also overlooked Belfast, which in that period

had one of the largest shipyards in the world, employing tens of thousands of men and
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had recently produced some of the largest vessels in the world, namely, the RMS
Olympic, launched on 20 October 1910, and its sister ship, the ill-fated RMS Titanic,
which began its maiden voyage on 10 April 1912.1%

In contrast, Perry claimed that Cork offered plenty of potential factory sites along
the River Lee. Dismissing rural areas he preferred the city as it provided ‘electric light,
gas, drains, water and housing facilities’.’®® He proceeded to promote the benefits of the
Cork City Park site and particularly an area of about one hundred acres which ‘is let on
short lease to a syndicate which is running [it] as a race course’.® Highlighting the site’s
easy access to ship and rail as well as its established steamship lines to British ports, he
estimated that rent for the site, which would have to be negotiated, would nonetheless be
a lot cheaper than Trafford Park.'® The existence of efficient transportation facilities was
crucial since ninety per cent of Ford sales were in Britain and because there were few
local suppliers of either raw materials or finished products, these too would have to be
shipped in. Another potential advantage of the Cork port was its established link with the
continent of Europe, with existing services to Antwerp and Rotterdam, and the possibility
of opening up services to Treport (France) and Hamburg.*®

In order to obtain the information that he required Perry had taken officials of the

city of Cork and the CIDA into his confidence, however, he made it clear to them that he

was ‘conducting merely an abstract investigation’ and since it was unlikely anything
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would come of it he requested that everything he said be treated in strict confidence.®’
When he discovered that the corporation was about to agree a thirty five year lease with
the race course syndicate, he pressured the city solicitor and Sir Edward Fitzgerald, a
member of the corporation, to have the land let subject to a ‘short termination notice’.'%®
By preventing a long-term leasing of the site he ensured that it would be available to the
Ford Motor Company at a reasonable cost. No doubt this action also alerted members of
the authority to the seriousness of his enquiries, despite his earlier comments.

While Perry conducted his labour investigations meticulously, his evaluation of
potential locations in Dublin or Belfast seems scant and inadequate. No doubt the Cork
City Park was an excellent site, but it seems unlikely that no other site in the country
could match it. Perry claimed to have investigated a large number of locations, but
provided no information on them, because he said: ‘it would be a very lengthy matter to
intelligently report the pros and cons of each situation’.’?® He seemed very confident of
his choice and went on to say that ‘this particular location is so outstanding...that I
cannot imagine any other location which would be more suitable’.*® His confident
assertion suggests that he was confirming Cork as a choice rather than proposing it as an
option. Undoubtedly, Perry was aware of Ford’s wishes from their earlier conversations,
so the preference for Cork was more than likely a foregone conclusion, particularly since
Perry would hardly have made so many commitments in Cork if he did not have at least

Ford’s tacit agreement.

Perry’s investigation of sources of water power which was required for generating
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electrical current for the factory led him to the conclusion that there was no water power
available worth considering for his purposes. Strangely, he claimed that the only water
source capable of producing about 2,500 horsepower, was to be found adjacent to
Killarney, but this was out of the question as it was dependant on rainfall and also was
too far from any port.™' Perry envisaged that any factory would have to be self-
supporting, probably for years to come, as no reliance could be placed on the stagnant
Irish commercial sector and its poor labour conditions.*** For example, the unavailability
of local supplies posed problems which required that the company carry adequate
emergency stocks of any materials which it was likely to require, while coal, a key
material, would have to be imported, though he thought that the cost could be held to
Manchester prices."™> Communications infrastructure, such as telephone and telegrams,
presented problems. Since ninety per cent of Ford’s combined British and Irish car sales
went to Britain, an adequate long-distance telephone service was indispensable.
Unfortunately the existing service was expensive and so poor as to be practically
unserviceable, with the result he claimed, that no one used the system. Even as he
reported this, Perry had already written to the British government demanding they
improve the service. The telegraphic service, on the other hand, he said was good, but
slow, taking two or three hours longer to transmit a message from Cork to London than
from London to Manchester."**

Since the object of the report was to investigate the setting up of a factory to

manufacture at least 15,000 motor cars per annum, Perry took for granted that service
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operations would also be located in Cork.**®> This increased the distance between Ford
servicemen and the vast majority of Ford owner’s, consequently the company’s renowned
service was likely to suffer. Postal delays as well as slower parts delivery would
downgrade the traditional service, while the practice of sending an expert to carry out
repairs and overhauls at car owner’s residences would be almost unworkable.
Summarising his findings, Perry listed the serious points of difficulty which

would arise if manufacturing operations were transferred from Manchester to Cork. He
had mentioned in the report that wages costs and land purchase costs were likely to be
cheaper in Cork than Trafford Park, but in his summary he makes no comment on any
benefits which might arise. Nor is there any comment about the issue of tariffs,
suggesting that while Perry was aware of the possibility of home rule he did not
anticipate tariffs as potential risks to the business. The following are the problems and
costs which he foresaw:

1. Additional freight costs of $20 per car would be incurred.*®

2. The company would lose $85,000 on its investment in Manchester.

3. Expenses and delays would be involved in moving, while there was a probability that
Manchester trained staff might refuse to move to Cork.

4. There were possible difficulties in recruiting sufficient local labour and of such
labour ‘being inefficient or unstable’.

5. There was a likelihood that the company would have to assume a social role, thus
incurring responsibility for housing and improved living conditions.

6. It would be difficult to maintain Ford’s high standard of service.
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7. The large investment in a big factory in Cork might ‘never be realised upon or
disposed of”.*’

Perry reminded Ford, that in moving car manufacture and distribution to a remote
location such as Cork ‘it must be recognised that the motive is primarily a philanthropic
one and the object is to achieve true philanthropy, viz. to help others to help
themselves’.'® He declared that future profits were likely to be less, while the risks and
difficulties in all departments would be greater. Despite the catalogue of difficulties
which he had identified, he nevertheless encouraged Ford to go ahead with the project
and closed: ‘I sincerely hope that, having counted the cost, you will decide to erect a
factory in Ireland.”**®

While Perry’s report had all the appearances of an independent evaluation it was
also written with its intended reader very much in mind. He demonstrated great
astuteness in dealing with his boss, incorporating Ford’s preferred theories and ensuring
that his conclusions satisfied Ford’s opinions. Since Ford had sent Perry to carry out the
survey, clearly, he was keen on helping Ireland, most particularly Cork and no doubt they
had discussed this extensively during their travels in Ireland. Perry’s evaluations of
potential sites and his conclusion emphasised the superiority of Cork over all other sites
confirming Ford’s own sentimental attitude. Perry dismissed Dublin and ignored Belfast,
both likely alternative locations, without offering any explanation. In his extensive
evaluation of labour, he broadly supported the Irish workers despite the contemporary

stereotypically negative views of them. Where they had faults he reported that regular,
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well-paid work would improve their behaviour. This is a theme of Ford’s which Perry fed
back to him. Ford wished to help his fellow-man and believed firmly that the way to do
this was ‘to provide opportunity for them to help themselves.” In the United States he
followed this policy, hiring disabled people and devising work for them and even
accepting drunkards and ex-criminals to work in his plants.'®® In his letter, Perry’s use of
the word ‘philanthropy’ is modified by a definition, ‘to help others to help themselves’,
which he knew would appeal to Ford. Ford believed that the best way to spread wealth
was to create well-paid jobs and produce useful goods; he said that: ‘industry organised
for service removes the need for philanthropy’.*?*

Having endorsed Cork as a site and confirmed that Irish labour was generally
acceptable, he proceeded to list all the potential costs and risks which would be
encountered by moving there. The strategy of supporting Henry Ford’s schemes and
policies, while at the same time highlighting the range of risks and financial costs meant
that Ford, who despised wasteful business practices and unnecessary costs, would be
unlikely to proceed with the Cork project. In effect, Perry’s inventory of the project’s
difficulties made an overwhelming financial case against Cork as a manufacturing site for
the Britain Isles, despite his apparent support for the scheme.

The day after sending the foregoing report, Perry sent another, apparently
unsolicited report, which opened: ‘I think that probably in considering the matter you
would desire to have certain information concerning possible suitable locations for a

factory in England’.*?* The latter report dealt with sites in England, distinguishing
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between sites with sea access, such as Manchester, Hull, Bristol and Southampton, and
other, inland, sites. Although he considered Manchester to be the most central location
for distributing throughout Britain, he disliked it because of the high cost of land and
because it was, in his opinion, ‘the very worst, being the hot-bed of trade unionism and
agitation’.'?® His suggested location was Southampton, which enjoyed good access to the
United States and Europe with lower land prices and fewer labour problems. He
commented on inland sites: ‘First and foremost I would place Letchworth, the garden
city, particulars of which were furnished to you by an acquaintance of yours in America
and also concerning which I have obtained particulars and left them with Mr Liebold’.***
Before Ford had departed for Europe in 1912, E. A. Rumely had sent him a copy of
Garden cities of tomorrow by the revolutionary British urban planner, Ebenezer Howard,
as well as a list of suggested philanthropic ventures for him to consider.*?® However, Ford
was not interested in the kind of philanthropy practised by the likes of Rockefeller and
Carnegie but ‘regarded charity with positive hostility’.*?® On the other hand, he may have
been interested in the concept of garden cities espoused by Howard and while he
apparently discussed these ideas with Perry during their travels nothing came of it.
Perry’s second report contrasts possible British sites with the existing Manchester site
and suggests profitable alternatives to the Cork option. Although the Cork site fulfilled

Ford’s sentimental need, its remoteness and costs were unacceptable for producing motor

cars. Perry’s supplementary report would have redirected Ford to more cost-effective
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solutions and while Ford may have retained his goal of building in Cork, Perry became
somewhat obsessive in his aim of building a plant at Southampton, suggesting that
perhaps there was some self-interest involved.

Despite Ford’s dissatisfaction with the Manchester site and his respect and
admiration for Perry, for the time being he made no decision on the location of the new
factory. Clearly, any cost benefits gained by lower wages or land price were more than
outweighed by the negatives articulated by Perry. Most particularly, the fact that only ten
per cent of Ford’s British cars sales were in Ireland, meant that the vast majority would
have to be transported by sea and over long distances incurring an additional penalty of
$20 per car, making the idea unsustainable.”” Perry’s report had undermined Henry
Ford’s initial enthusiasm to locate his car plant in Cork, thus depriving the city of an
immediate industrial development. Ford did not permanently dismiss Cork as a potential
plant location, but for the time being the decision was postponed.

* x ok

Charlie Sorensen sailed from New York aboard the S. S. Mauretania and arrived
in Liverpool on Easter Monday, 13 April 1914. His assignment was to carry out a
thorough inspection of the Manchester plant and to ensure that the changes introduced six
months earlier were being carried out efficiently. In addition, he had to assist Perry with
implementing the new profit-sharing plan, the English equivalent of the ‘five dollar day’
scheme which had been introduced in Dearborn in January and to ensure that it operated

on the same basis as at the home plant.'?® Before leaving Detroit, he had discussed the
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question of purchasing a site in England with Henry Ford. Sorensen was concerned about
the amount of money being spent on improvements to the rented Manchester plant which
would never become permanent assets of the company. Perry introduced him to a site in
Southampton which was available at a nominal price of $25,000. Covering about 27 acres
and with 800 feet of water frontage in what was described by Sorensen as the ‘best
harbour in England’, Perry considered the site ideal for the new Ford factory and
consequently had secured a short-term option on it.*?® Sorensen, concurring with his
view, suggested that it was not only a suitable location from which to supply England,
but also a potential supplier of axles and engines to future European plants. He sought
instructions from Ford so that Perry might ‘know how to proceed within the next sixty
days’."® Sorensen was keen that construction of the plant start as soon as possible.’*! He
returned to Detroit in mid-May, but when Perry received no instructions from Detroit, on
21 July 1914 he extended the option.*** Two weeks later, on 4 August 1914, Britain went
to war.

In late September Perry reminded Henry Ford that the latest option on the
Southampton site expired at Christmas. By that time the production situation in
Manchester had become acute as further investment was needed there to meet increasing
demand.™* Finally, Perry’s persistence paid off and in February 1915 he got authorisation

to buy the Ridgeway Estate in Southampton for £5,000.*** During the last quarter of 1916
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design plans were prepared for the Southampton plant*® B. R. Brown, Ford’s
construction manager, accompanied Perry from New York in early October 1916 with
plans for a $2.5 million plant to turn out 50,000 cars annually.** Sent by Henry Ford to
oversee the building of the new plant, when Brown inspected the site he discovered ‘that
because of faulty surveys, the plans didn’t fit the site very well’ and he recommended to
Perry that they should not go ahead.'® Unfazed, Perry found an alternative site, named
the Millbrook Estate, which he got approval to purchase for £20,000 in late 1916.'%
However, the decision to build in England was postponed due to wartime difficulties and
was not taken for another decade. Eventually, when the Ford Motor Company finally did
arrive at a decision, Perry was no longer with the company, so his ambition for a plant at
Southampton was superseded by the choice of Dagenham.*
* % *

Charles E. Sorensen’s role was central in British and Irish operations from 1913
when Henry Ford had nominated him to oversee British operations. A firm friend of
Perry’s he controlled the Irish operation from its inception up to World War 1l. Sorensen
was a Dane who had arrived in the United States in 1885, aged 4 years. He first met
Henry Ford in 1902 and joined the company as a patternmaker under P. E. Martin in
1905. Later, with his ability to interpret Ford’s ideas and his willingness to carry out,
without question, his bosses’ instructions, he became Ford’s right-hand man and played a

key role in the development and management of the vast River Rouge plant. He was also
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responsible for the work on tractor production. Despite his considerable power and
responsibilities, his titles were ambiguous, in line with Ford’s whimsical approach to
management. In April 1908, soon after the public announcement of the plans for the new
Ford Model T, Henry Ford instructed Martin and Sorensen to ‘go out and run the plant
and don’t worry about titles’.**® Martin became plant superintendent while Sorensen
acted as assistant plant superintendent in charge of production development. In this role,
he demonstrated his creativity and inventiveness and was primarily responsible for the
detailed development of the assembly line. ‘For many years I had acted in official
capacities though without title,” he said, and in the absence of Henry and Edsel he
claimed that he exercised ‘absolute freedom of action over Ford Motor Company’s
production’.**!

Sorensen was part of the team which had secretly developed the Model T, where
his knowledge and enthusiasm for cast metals, instead of forgings, earned him the

nickname of ‘Cast-Iron Charlie’ from Henry Ford.*?

While his nickname might refer to
his preference in metals, it could also be applied to his domineering, hard-driving and
explosive personality.*® In a company where able and loyal managers were routinely
dismissed with little or no notice, that Sorensen survived for almost forty years was a
testament to his skill in handling both Henry Ford and the Ford company politics.

* *x *

In the early 1880s, even before he began producing motor cars, Henry Ford

experimented with developing a rudimentary ‘farm locomotive’ on his father’s farm.

140 Sorensen, Forty years with Ford, p.116, see also P. Collier and D. Horowitz, The Fords (London, 1988), pp 62/3.
141 Ibid., p. 317.

142 Ibid., p. 4.

143 NH, vol. |, p. 267.
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From his youth he had disliked the drudgery involved in farming and was determined to
eliminate it.*** While this initial attempt was unsuccessful, in 1905, Ford again applied
his efforts to the design and development of an agricultural tractor. In a rented barn
nearby the Piquette Street plant, he put together a team under Joe Galamb, a young
Hungarian engineer, to design and build such a machine. In order to minimise costs he
used parts from the 1905 Model B car. Dubbed the ‘automobile plow’, the prototype
tractor was developed and improved over the next two years.**> According to Sorensen,
three of the vehicles were built and trialled extensively on Ford’s farm, however, as
Model T design and production took priority in the following years, substantial
development on tractors was dropped.*® It was not until World War | when Britain’s
food shortage problems arose that Fords long-developing tractor finally became a reality.

When the Ford Motor Company moved to its new factory in Highland Park in
1910, Henry Ford apparently tried to introduce tractor production, but failed to sell his
ideas to the other directors.**’ Instead Ford set up a plant to manufacture tractors in
Dearborn not far from Henry’s new home, Fair Lane. It was his intention that tractors be
produced separately from motor cars. With Sorensen and a team of engineers he again set
about designing a workable tractor. Building on the previous tractor development
experiments, Ford applied the same concept to the tractor as he had to his cars. The new
tractor had to be inexpensive enough to be accessible to all farmers while at the same
time being light, strong and simple enough that they could operate and repair it

themselves; parts had to be strong and as few as possible and the machine had to be

144 Brinkley, Wheels for the World, p.13.

145 Stuart Gibbard, The Ford tractor story. Part one: Dearborn to Dagenham 1917-1964 (Ipswich, 1999), p. 15.
146 Sorensen, Forty years with Ford, p. 233.

147 Ibid.
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capable of benefiting from mass production techniques. The trials with Model T engines
had convinced him that the tractor required a radically different engine design.'*®
According to Sorensen, a good, workable design was produced in about ninety days and
he then gave instructions to the machine shop to set up and produce fifty prototypes.
Early in 1916 the first experimental tractor was produced.'* Known at the time as the X-
series, the production model would become the Fordson, which would later be built in
Cork. Throughout 1916 these prototypes were rigorously tested by being kept in
continuous operation on Ford’s farm. Practical improvements were made while the
engineers worked to iron out the teething problems which emerged.’® As the testing
proceeded, the work being carried on received a lot of attention from the press, as well as
visitors from all over the world. Among those who took a keen interest was Lord
Northcliffe, the British newspaper publisher who was later to become head of the British
War Mission to the United States. Northcliffe was impressed with the machine and spent
some time driving and inspecting it.">* Perry too, was aware of the work being done to
develop the new tractor. During two visits in late 1916 he found Ford preoccupied with
the new machine. Alert to a business opportunity and fully aware of the problems of the
war, Perry, who was later appointed to the Agricultural Machinery Branch of Britain’s
Food Production Department, saw the machine as a solution to Britain’s food problem.
Cheap and easy to operate, it could increase food output by cultivating unused land.* As

1916 ended, the group had made considerable progress in the development of the Ford

148 Ford, My life and work, p. 122.

149 Sorensen, Forty years with Ford, p. 236.

150 Ibid., pp. 233/6.

151 Ibid., p. 236.

152 WH, p.70. Sorensen states that Northcliffe informed Perry, p. 236.
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tractor, but Henry Ford was still not satisfied that it was ready for production. However,
events in Britain were about to force his hand.**

Ford was very much against the European war, which he saw as a conspiracy of
moneylenders and munitions dealers for their own sinister ends. He spoke out in the press
about the evils of war. As his international business grew he was conscious of his
international influence, relishing the adulation that this larger stage gave him. In June
1915, he had called a press conference to publicise his progress, after years of
experiments, at devising a practicable tractor which he could sell to farmers. He believed
that it would improve farmer’s productivity and keep small farmers working their land.
‘If we keep people working,” he said, ‘America will never be dragged into the war’.***
While America remained uninvolved in the War, Ford continued to promote his pacifist
ideas. In late 1915 he got drawn into a scheme to hire a ship to take him and other
pacifists to visit the capitals of Europe and to convince heads of government to desist
from entering the war. ‘Henry Ford’s Peace Ship’ achieved little and instead of assisting
the cause of peace subjected him to widespread ridicule. After the peace ship debacle in
December 1915, according to Collier and Horowitz, he continued to ‘excoriate Wall
Street and arms dealers for profiteering off the mass deaths in the trenches. But his anti-
war passion cooled as the United States government got closer to involvement’. He later
5 155

contracted to produce military boats and armoured Model Ts’.

In Britain Ford’s pacifist pronouncements and activities had provoked a negative

153 Gibbard, The tractor story, p. 20.
154 Lacey, Ford, pp 133/4.
155 Collier and Horowitz, The Fords, p. 77.
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reaction, including a boycott against Ford products by leading newspapers.®® For
example, the Pall Mall Gazette wrote to Perry seeking information on the Ford Motor
Company’s position, as they said they could not publish advertisements promoting any
firm which displayed ‘anti-British tendencies’. Perry attempted to minimise the damage
to Ford in Britain without incurring Henry’s wrath. In his reply Perry confirmed that the
company and all its branches were controlled by the Ministry of Munitions and suggested
that the statements attributed to Ford were taken out of context and had created an
‘erroneous impression’ and that it was a ‘malicious slander’ to describe Henry Ford as
pro-German. Instead, Perry pointed to the company’s role in Britain as a taxpaying
corporation employing 2,000 workmen who owed their livelihoods to Ford and who
would now be threatened, while no damage would be caused to Henry Ford, who had
‘wealth beyond the dreams of avarice’.*’

Perry’s strategy was to use his political contacts and the government positions
which he held, to promote Ford’s business. Perry’s contacts and influence proved
invaluable. Later, when the United States entered the war, Henry Ford relented in his
attitude. The company produced Model T’s modified for use as ambulances as well as for
military purposes. Despite the initial anti-Ford attitudes, the company’s role as a
government supplier proved very profitable, particularly during the latter years of the
war. Perry succeeded in converting Ford of England into a good patriotic citizen while at

the same time making the company prosper.**® Looking back, Percival Perry concluded,

156 Tolliday, ‘Ford in Britain’, p. 11.
157 Pall Mall Gazette, 2 December 1915 (BFRC, Acc. 572, Box 18).
158 Tolliday, ‘Ford in Britain’, pp 11/12.
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‘I have been more successful than could have been expected or hoped’.*

While the war kept the Manchester plant busy, procuring parts was an ongoing
challenge. Before the war, local manufacturers had been encouraged to become suppliers
to Ford if they could match Detroit’s quality and price. Now with the problem of German
attacks on British shipping, the process was accelerated. The Ford strategy of maximising
local manufacture was vindicated, when in 1915, the British government abandoned its
former free trade policy and introduced import tariffs. Instigated by the Chancellor of the
Exchequer, Reginald McKenna, the duties were intended to bring in revenue while
limiting the shipment of luxury and bulky goods, as well as protecting British industry.*®
Meanwhile, in the United States, in July 1915, Ford had purchased 2,000 acres of
swampy land beside the River Rouge in Dearborn, Michigan to build a new
manufacturing complex. Allegedly for the production of tractors, on 2 February 1916,
Henry Ford had the board of directors of the Ford Motor Company pass a resolution,
relinquishing all rights to the tractor business, for the sum of $46,810.76. This amount
was based on a valuation of the costs of the experimental work done on the tractor up to
that point. Under the agreement, while the Ford Motor Company retained the right to
enter the tractor business and to use the name ‘Ford’ if it wished, the contract stipulated
that Henry Ford’s ‘newly acquired’ tractor business, could only use the name ‘Ford’ in
conjunction with his first name ‘Henry’.*®* Hence, Ford’s tractor business became Henry

Ford & Son Incorporated.

159 Tolliday, ‘Ford in Britain’, p. 12.
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The tractor that Henry Ford and his team had designed and which would later be
named the Fordson Model F, was unique amongst its competitors. Contemporary wisdom
held that tractors needed to be heavy to achieve grip on damp ground; Ford held the view
that power, as with the car, was a better solution. Based on this premise, he built the four-
wheeled Fordson to be light and compact, in contrast with the heavy-weight, three-
wheeled monsters of the day. It was designed with a stressed cast-iron frame which
contained all of the moving parts in dustproof and oil-tight units, thus eliminating many
of the weaknesses of other makes.'®® Despite the improvements introduced by Ford and
his team the Fordson was not without flaws. In operation, it was difficult to start,
particularly in cold weather, when hand-cranking required considerable effort, often with
a number of men taking turns. The solution adopted by many farmers was to light a fire
under the crankcase and gearbox to thin out the oil and make starting easier. Once
running and until the engine warmed up fully, gear-changing and clutch operation
remained difficult. The absence of a separate frame meant that the whole tractor acted as
a single large piece of metal, which when running for some time caused the heat from the
motor to be conducted to all parts, making the footrests and the iron seat extremely

uncomfortable for the driver.'®*

As well as being difficult to start and uncomfortable to
drive and unlike the Model T, the Fordson proved unreliable from its introduction,
requiring regular repairs. Collier and Horowitz claimed that:

It was also dangerous because of a tendency to rear up and flip over backwards if a
sudden resistance created extra torque in the transmission. Pipps Weekly, in a story with

the headline ‘Fordsons are the Huns of the Field’, claimed the tractor had been

163 J. Carroll and P. Davies, The illustrated encyclopaedia of tractors and trucks (London, 2005), p. 148.
164 ‘Fordson tractor’ (http://www.answers.com/topic/fordson-tractor) (21 July 2006).
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responsible for 136 deaths by August 1922.%°

Despite the reports of the dangers, the Ford Motor Company was slow to
introduce modifications to prevent accidents or to minimise injuries.'®® While the tractors
might be cumbersome, unreliable and unsafe, the Fordson, proved popular with the
public and was bought in large numbers by the farmers of America. Detroit turned out the
first of the Fordson tractors in 1917, by the year end 254 had been produced. In June of
that year, the first sod was turned on Ford’s new tractor factory in Cork. In the three years
that followed 158,483 tractors were produced in the United States, the Fordson proving,

in its own way, to be almost as popular as the Model T.**’

165 Collier and Horowitz, The Fords, p. 447 (footnotes). The figures may be an exaggeration, Edwin G. Pipp had been editor-in-chief
of the Detroit News before joining the Dearborn Independent under Ford (Lacey, Ford , p. 195). He left in disgust at Ford’s anti-
Semitic articles and went on to set up his own newspaper, Pipps Weekly, largely dedicated to refuting Ford’s outpourings (See Lacey,
Ford , p. 209).

166 ‘Fordson tractors’ (http://www.answers.com/topic/fordson-tractor) ( 21 July 2006).

167 See Appendix 2.
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CHAPTER TWO

The decision to choose Cork
Ford and Ireland as a location for tractor production (1916-1918)

At the outbreak of World War 1, the idea that the city of Cork would become a
major motor manufacturing centre seemed extremely unlikely. With the exception of
Chambers in Belfast, there was little sign of any indigenous motor manufacturer
emerging in Ireland. The absence of an engineering infrastructure, the small size of the
market, the lack of entrepreneurial inspiration, and perhaps the shortage of capital, all
worked against the emergence of a local industry. There were few motor companies in
the world at that time with the resources or technological expertise to establish such a
large-scale industry. Henry Ford alone was capable and more importantly was motivated
to do just that. In 1926 he had declared that:

My ancestors came from near Cork, and that city, with its wonderful harbour, has an

abundance of fine industrial sites. We chose Ireland for a plant because we wanted to

start Ireland along the road to industry. There was, it is true, some personal sentiment in
it.!
Having seen the conditions in Cork during his visit in 1912, Ford undoubtedly wanted to
help the city and liked the idea of a great factory rising in the land of his ancestors acting
as permanent monument to his achievements.? While he may have decided in principle to
build there, Perry’s report, however, clearly highlighted the irrationality of locating a

large car manufacturing plant in Cork, away from major industrial centres, distant from

markets and without adequate skilled engineering labour. Perry apparently succeeded in

1 Ford, Today and tomorrow, p. 257.
2 WH, p.70.
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converting Ford to the logic of locating in Southampton and Ford, by authorising the
purchase of the site, was accepting Perry’s rationale that Cork was the wrong place for
his car plant, but he retained his ambition to bring industry to Cork. In the short-term,
Perry got his way, retaining car production in Britain, but the changing circumstances of
war generated a need for agricultural tractors and created an opportunity for them to be
produced in Cork.

Notwithstanding Cork’s relatively remote location, the city did have advantages
too. Never a major industrial centre, the city of Cork had enjoyed some industrial
development in the early part of the nineteenth century, but this industrial base
diminished and most industries declined in the years from 1840 to 1900.% Shipbuilding,
which had prospered up to the 1860s, declined with the reduction of trans-Atlantic trade
and Cork’s iron and engineering industry stagnated.* High unemployment suggested a
large pool of available workers, probably willing to work at low wage rates and less
militant than their counterparts in the large industrialised British cities. The experience in
Manchester may have led Ford to believe that an acquiescent, unindustrialised, non-
unionised workforce in Cork would be grateful for the work and be more amenable to the
Ford way of working, more open to being moulded to the Ford manufacturing system.

Jacobson and Nyhan have argued that cost factors such as wage rates and land
prices may have favourably influenced Ford’s choice of Cork as a suitable industrial
location. Jacobson states that wages were less than British rates, though not significantly
so. For example, he calculates that skilled wages in coach-building in Ireland were

around ninety per cent of British rates, though labourers were less at only about eighty

3 Andy Bielenberg, Cork’s industrial revolution 1780-1880: Development or decline? (Cork, 1991), pp 116 and 126.
4 lbid., pp 113 and 115.
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percent. Ultimately, most of those employed in Ford’s factory were former agricultural
labourers, where rates were even less.> Perry’s report broadly concurs with this view,
however, as we have seen Perry was more concerned with the quality and availability of
workers rather than the wage levels.® Given Ford’s anti-trade union views and
willingness to pay high rates to retain management freedom and flexibility, it seems
unlikely that wages were a major factor.”

Likewise, Jacobson points out that land at Cork was relatively inexpensive.? Perry
echoes this saying that, on the whole, while land price varied by location it was cheaper
than in Great Britain or United States. However, he suggested that it is extremely difficult
to purchase land freehold and that the legal complications and proceedings lead to long
delays, instead he suggests a very long lease such as 999 years, as being the best option.
While he was satisfied that the Cork site would be considerably cheaper than Manchester
his endorsement of the site was based more on the quality of its harbour and its
accessibility for seagoing vessels as well as its rail and shipping connections rather than
land price considerations.

Central to any decision, of course, was Ireland’s place in the British tariff union.
Ford probably wished to establish a manufacturing presence in Britain to avoid any
potential additional tariffs. The McKenna duties which were introduced in 1915
reinforced the union, treating Britain and Ireland as a single entity. The Home Rule Act
of 1914 which had promised a degree of self-government, but was suspended for the

period of the war, did not provide for fiscal autonomy. Instead it envisaged that

5 Jacobson, ‘Motor industry in Ireland’, p. 142,

6 P. Perry to Henry Ford, 25 Feb. 1913 (BFRC, Acc. 62, Box 59), p. 5.
7 Brinkley, Wheels for the world, p. 281.

8 Jacobson, ‘Motor industry in Ireland’, p. 143.
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Westminster would retain control of Irish financial affairs including taxation, customs
and excise and monetary policy, and it explicitly precluded the imposition of protective
duties on goods traded between Britain and Ireland.” Jacobson argues that Ford’s
decision to invest in the city of Cork was influenced by this arrangement and assumed it
would remain unchanged permitting free and flexible movement to exist between the two
plants.’® Sorensen was broadly aware of the home rule debate and presumably reported
on it to Henry Ford who may or may not have considered the possibility of tariffs being
introduced.™ Perry in his 1913 report did not mention tariffs amongst his list of potential
threats, nor is there any reference to tariffs in any of the correspondence for the period,
suggesting that it was not an issue or at least not actively considered. While Nyhan
contends that tariffs represented the most significant factor in the decision to locate in
Cork, Jacobson suggested, more plausibly, that Cork was chosen on the assumption that
no tariffs barrier would be introduced.*?

Finally, Cork’s public representatives proved helpful and diligent in their desire to
improve the industrial base of the city. The enthusiastic assistance and wholehearted
support given by local bodies such as Cork Corporation, the Harbour Commissioners and
the CIDA, helped Perry with his initial investigations as well as with the purchase and
development of the site, by smoothing a pathway through the legal, administrative and
practical issues.

In answering the question ‘Why did Ford choose Cork?’ 1 suggest that Ford’s

overriding motivation was philanthropic and a desire to assist Cork and its citizens. This

9 Jacobson, ‘Motor industry in Ireland’, pp 144/5

10 Ibid.

11 Reminiscences of C. E. Sorensen (BFRC, Acc. 65, Box 68), p. 17.

12 Nyhan, Are you still below? p. 26 and Jacobson, ‘Motor industry in Ireland’, p. 144.
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was attested to by a number of his key people. For example, John O’Neill who became
managing director of the Cork plant 1932, said ‘no other organisation in the world could
have undertaken that project with the generosity and determination of Mr. Ford’, while
Ernest Liebold, his secretary, believed that ‘it was more or less a matter of sentiment that
prompted him to have our tractor plant built in Cork, he thought that by bringing industry
into Cork he would give the people an opportunity to show what they could do’.* Perry
writing to Sorensen, said that ‘the principal reason why Mr. Ford started the institution at
Cork was social and political rather than commercial and economic’.** However, Ford
was not prepared simply to ignore commercial and economic factors completely. In his
desire to help he was prepared to disregard some of the problems highlighted by Perry
and take a limited commercial risk on the assumption that no major cost impediment
existed. As we have seen, a potential additional transport cost of $20 per vehicle was
sufficient disincentive to discourage him from locating in Cork before the war. Equally,
in 1916, any hint of expensive tariffs would undoubtedly have deterred him from locating
there, but despite the talk of home rule there was no inkling of the tariff issues which
would emerge later.

When Perry visited Detroit in August 1916 Henry Ford was enthusiastically
demonstrating his newly-developed tractor. Having seen the machine in operation Perry,
no doubt, spotted its potential to assist in feeding wartime Britain.™®> However, no
decisions seem to have been taken at this point. H. Bambrook noted that the design work

for the proposed Southampton plant commenced shortly after, in October 1916, so

13 M. Wilkins, interview with John O’Neill, Sept. 1960 (BFRC, Acc. 880, Box 7), p. 3 and reminiscences of Ernest G. Liebold
(BFRC, Acc. 65), Vol. 16, pp 1434/5.

14 P. Perry to C. E. Sorensen, 9 Dec. 1918 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 42).

15 WH, p.70.
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presumably the emphasis at this meeting was on the plans for the new Southampton
factory.® As we have seen, B. R. Brown was then instructed to travel to England to
oversee construction of the plant. Brown later claimed to have identified a problem with
lack of space on the site and to have recommended that the project not go ahead. In the
1950s Brown recalled without any explanation: ‘With this situation, it was decided that
we would build in Ireland instead’.’

Brown’s account differs from the British war cabinet records; at a cabinet meeting
on 14 February 1917 it was stated that the Minister of Munitions had earlier informed
Ford ‘that though his proposal to start a motor car industry at Southampton could not be
approved, there was no objection to one being created in Ireland.’'® No date or
explanation was given for this decision, though it probably occurred sometime in mid-
November 1916. The purpose of the plant was described as being to supply continental
assembly depots with parts for ‘motor cars and motor traction generally’.19 The
government were keen to retain the proposed plant within the United Kingdom, as the
cabinet minutes record their concern that if Ford was refused permission he would build
his factory on the continent ‘to the detriment of Irish industry and of the employment of
Irish labour’.?

Henry Ford’s earlier aim of locating a car plant in Cork had been shelved in 1913,

but now the British government’s rejection of the Southampton plan reopened the issue.

While Perry may have been disappointed at the loss of his Southampton plant, the change

16 Report on American Bridge Company contract, H. Bambrook to W. B. Mayo, undated circa 1918 (BFRC, Acc. 572, Box 18).
17 Reminiscences of B. R. Brown Snr., July 1955 (BFRC, Acc. 65, Box 9), p. 15.

18 War cabinet and cabinet minutes: records of cabinet office, 14 Feb. 1917 (National Archives, UK, CAB 23, paper 65).

19 Ibid.

20 Ibid.
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also presented opportunities. For example, if the proposed Cork plant was to supply the
continental assembly plants with parts, then another plant would still be required to
supply the British market, so Perry might yet see his Southampton project become a
reality.

Perry acted promptly, and, no doubt, with Henry Ford’s enthusiastic approval, he
travelled to Cork to conclude a deal with the corporation. By the time of Perry’s next visit
to America in late November, he could report that he had been to Cork and, on 22
November 1916, had obtained the corporation’s permission to purchase the Marina site
for industrial purposes.?* Around the time of Perry’s visit to Cork the decision seems to
have been taken to switch production to agricultural machinery; the Examiner announced
that the function of the plant was to produce ‘motor traction and agricultural
machinery’.? Thus, the scheme to produce motor parts for continental assembly plants
seems to have disappeared at this point. The newspaper also suggested that the project
had government backing since Richard Woodhead, Perry’s negotiator, had remarked to
the Harbour Board that he could get the necessary parliamentary permission to authorise
the transfer of rights, even without their consent.?®

The view that Ford wished to locate a car factory in Cork is repeated in Lloyd
George’s memoirs where he stated that Ford ‘was anxious to establish a motor factory in
Ireland, and offered, if granted permission for this to use the factory during the war for
the purpose of making agricultural tractors.”** There is no direct evidence as to who

suggested the change from car production to tractors. While it is possible that the

21 WH, p.70.

22 CE, 23 Nov. 1916.

23 CE, 23 Nov. 1916.

24 David Lloyd George, War memoirs, (2 vols, London, 1938), i, 774.

64



decision came from Ford, since he was very keen on locating in Ireland and was also
preoccupied with his tractor development, according to Ford’s managers, it was the
British prime minister who suggested the idea. Brown states that Lloyd George, a
personal friend of Perry’s, ‘got Sir Percival to contact Mr Ford and see if it would be
possible to build a plant in Ireland instead of England’.? Perry, also attributed the idea to
Lloyd George, he said: ‘When Mr Lloyd George had the brain wave he could make
tractors in Ireland, he thought “they were not munitions of war”. We certainly got Mr
Ford 100 per cent helping us. What he would not have done of course was build a factory
for war materials.”®® America was still not in the war and Ford was very anti-war and
unwilling to support the war directly. Ireland, with limited engineering facilities, was not
expected to provide major industrial support, and the rise of Sinn Fein suggested that
there were risks in locating there.?” Perry said later that munitions could not have been
produced in Ireland ‘because they were afraid it might be [that] the Sinn Fein movement
would succeed, and they would be making guns to shoot against us’.”® However, Perry’s
information appears to be mistaken as munitions were already being produced in Ireland,;
according to F. G. Kellaway, parliamentary secretary to the Ministry of Munitions
speaking in the house of commons in April 1917, approximately 35,000 persons were
engaged in government and controlled establishments in Ireland.? Sorensen’s view was

that the decision was promoted by Lloyd George as a political gesture to the Irish and that

25 Ibid. pp 15/ 16. Reminiscences of B. R. Brown Snr., July 1955 (BFRC, Acc. 65, Box 9), p. 15.

26 Nevins and Hill, interview with Lord Perry, 28 Mar. 1952 (BFRC, Acc. 834, Box 16), p. 12.

27 In loyalist Belfast, Chamber’s Motors was engaged in producing munitions, however, war work was probably instrumental in their
decline.

28 Nevins and Hill, interview with Lord Perry, 28 Mar. 1952 (BFRC, Acc. 834, Box 16), p. 12. However, Riordan, Modern Irish
trade and industry, quotes output by National Munitions factories in Ireland at £631,296 up to 7 Mar. 1919, see p. 210.

29 Hansard, House of Commons, fifth series, vol. XCII, 26 April 1917, c. 2605/6.
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he ‘was continually trying to help along the Irish’. He claimed that Lloyd George’s
suggestion was ‘to help Ireland to help Perry with some of the war production
requirements’ which he noted ‘was gratefully accepted by the Irish’.*° These recollections
came many years after the events and are therefore liable to error, however, the fact that
all three of the main participants are in agreement suggests that the idea did come from
Lloyd George.

Lloyd George’s desire to have tractors made in Ireland probably arose from his
concern over Britain’s diminishing food supplies. A poor harvest in 1916, exacerbated by
shipping losses and poor prospects for the 1917 harvest, heightened Lloyd George’s fears
that food shortages represented a serious threat.** In his memoirs he suggested that the
food issue was so significant that it ‘ultimately decided the war’.** Believing that a
fundamental mistake had been made in not treating food as munitions of war and farms
as munitions factories, his suggestion was to increase the food yield from the land by
implementing a food production programme incorporating scientific fertilisation and
mechanical equipment, with a food controller to supervise distribution.® Late in
November 1916, in an effort to address the shortage of agricultural implements, Lloyd
George and others had lobbied to raise £350,000 from the Treasury for the purchase of
1,000 International Harvester tractors.** Funding was not forthcoming until the end of
December 1916, after Lloyd George had become prime minister, however, at this stage,

there is no suggestion of purchasing tractors from Ford, nor is there any mention of

30 Reminiscences of C. E. Sorensen (BFRC, Acc. 65, Box 68), p. 32.

31 Lloyd George, War memoirs, vol. 1, p. 761.

32 Ibid, p. 755.

33 Lloyd George, War memoirs, vol. 1, p.757.

34 War cabinet minutes, 24 Nov. 1916 (National Archives, UK, CAB 42/25/8)
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Ford’s land purchase in Cork, which had occurred two days earlier.®

Soon after Lloyd George had formed his new government, the war cabinet met in
special session, on 13 December 1916, to consider the food question.®® The cabinet
appointed a food controller, who, in conjunction with the president of the Board of
Agriculture and Fisheries was given the job of defining policies and restructuring the
relevant departments.®” On 1 January 1917 the government instituted the Food Production
Department (FPD) and gave it direct responsibility for increasing agricultural output.*®
The following day S. F. Edge was appointed a director of the Agriculture Machinery
Branch (AMB), a subsidiary of the FPD, with the task of placing purchasing contracts on
its behalf.*® Perry, demonstrating his connections in British political circles, sometime in
January, was also appointed to the AMB.*® No doubt his position in the AMB brought
valuable expertise to the government war effort, but this position also meant that he was
well placed to look after Ford’s interests and to identify business opportunities for the
Ford Motor Company.

Once agreement had been reached with Cork Corporation Ford commenced
factory and site planning in December 1916.* Rumours of Ford’s Irish project together
with suggestions of government involvement were aired from the end of November 1916,
but it was not until the cabinet meeting of 14 February 1917 that formal government

permission was given. Without commenting on any of the earlier negotiations which may

35 Lord Crawford memo on Agricultural machinery, undated but c.23/24 Dec. 1916 (National Archives, UK, MAF 42/11)

36 Lloyd George, War memoirs, vol. 1, p. 761.

37 Ibid.

38 Ibid., p. 762.

39 Draft history of MOM, vol. xii, part vi, 3 Nov. 1919 (National Archives, UK, Mun 5/340/160/R2) p.1.

40 Typwritten early draft of history of MOM, undated (National Archives, UK, Mun 5/340/160/R2) p.57 .

41 Report on American Bridge Company contract, H. Bambrook to W. B. Mayo, undated circa 1918 (BFRC, Acc. 572, Box 18).
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have taken place, Lloyd George stated that it was at this stage that Henry Ford ‘came to
our aid’.* According to the cabinet minutes, the war cabinet approved Ford’s offer to
erect a factory in Cork with the stipulation that Ford be limited to the production of
agricultural machinery for the duration of the war. It was also decided that if any British
company wished to produce similar agricultural machinery that they would be facilitated
by the government.*?

The decision to locate Ford’s tractor production in Ireland offered benefits to all
of those involved: Additional tractors could increase Britain’s food output while
satisfying Henry Ford’s industrial ambitions for Ireland. It also allowed Ford to assist the
war effort indirectly, without compromising his peace principles, and permitted Perry to
retain his ambition of constructing a major motor car manufacturing complex in
Southampton.** The suggestion that Lloyd George was behind the idea to locate tractor in
Cork is not evident from the government records, however Lloyd George’s concerns with
food shortages and his conviction that modern mechanical equipment was part of the
solution, suggests that in this context, for him to have come up with the idea of producing
tractors in Cork is plausible. Lloyd George’s own motivations in relation to Ireland may,
as Sorensen said, be an attempt to appease Irish public opinion in the aftermath of the
1916 Rising, while simultaneously harnessing Irish labour into the war effort.*®

Despite Henry Ford’s promise that Irish production could be expected to

commence towards the end of 1917 it was to be mid-1919 before the first tractor was

42 Lloyd George, War memoirs vol. 1, p.774.

43 War cabinet and cabinet minutes: records of cabinet office, 14 Feb. 1917 (National Archives UK, CAB 23, paper 65).
44 WH, p. 70.

45 War cabinet and cabinet minutes: records of cabinet office, 14 Feb. 1917 (National Archives UK, CAB 23, paper 65).
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produced at the Marina.*® Meanwhile, in the United States, Ford was in full scale
production by late 1917 and was able to supply tractors to Britain for the 1918 ploughing
season. Even though Ford was free to switch to car production immediately after the war,
the Marina factory continued as a tractor producer. Tractor production differed from
motor car production in that no single market outside the United States was likely to have
the sales demand to support a large scale production operation and therefore a tractor
factory was likely to supply a number of markets. This suggested that, once the war was
over, the majority of the plant’s output would be exported and shipped over long
distances, making the issue of location less crucial, in which case, Cork would be an ideal
site for this particular product. However, market conditions in the post-war period
proved difficult and tractor production in Cork came to a halt in 1922,
* K

As mentioned above Perry travelled to Cork and obtained an option for the
purchase or lease of a 136 acre parcel of land on the south bank of the River Lee. This
beautiful riverside site, extending 1,642 feet along the Lee was an urban park as well as
the location of the Cork Park Racecourse, whose loss represented a major loss of amenity
to the citizens of Cork.*’ The lands purchased were to be used ‘for the purpose of
erecting commercial, shipping and manufacturing premises and offices, and generally in
connection with industry or the housing of industrial workers’.*® The decision to allow
Ford to convert a major amenity into an industrial site had a negative effect on the open

space provision for the city. A civic survey carried out in 1922 by the Cork Town

46 War cabinet and cabinet minutes: records of cabinet office, 14 Feb. 1917 (National Archives UK, CAB 23, paper 65).
47 WH, p.70.
48 Memo from E. J. Matz, 28 Mar. 1933 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 16).
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Planning Association analysed the level of open space provision in twenty-four cities and
reported that while Dublin had 5.7 acres per thousand persons, in contrast, following the
loss of the racecourse, Cork was reduced to 0.54 acres per thousand inhabitants.*®

The agreement with Ford required the support of the Cork city authorities, the
Cork Park Race Committee and the Harbour Commissioners. The deal had several
conditions, which were to have a bearing later on.>® Perry later described his visit to Cork
in mid-November 1916:

I had an interview with the War Cabinet on Monday. | left the island on Monday night

and got to Cork on Tuesday morning. Before the end of the week | made an arrangement

by which I‘d been appointed a Cork Harbour Commissioner...I had acquired also the

river race course....>t

This abbreviated and undated version of events is somewhat less than accurate, as, for
example, the register of the Cork Harbour Commissioners, records his membership from
June 1917.%% On his previous visit to Cork in 1913, when he had first identified the site,
Perry had dealt with a number of key officials including the city solicitor, ‘certain
officials of the CIDA’, Sir Edward Fitzgerald of the city council, as well as Thomas
Butterfield, who was lord mayor of Cork from 1916 to 1918.>® At that time Perry had

emphasised that he was conducting ‘merely an abstract investigation’, but now these

49 Michael Bannon, Planning: The Irish experience 1920-1988 (Dublin, 1989), pp 26/8.

50 Memo from E. J. Matz, 28 Mar. 1933 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 16).

51 Nevins and Hill, interview with Lord Perry, 28 Mar. 1952 (BFRC, Acc. 834, Box 16), p. 13.

52 The register of members cited in Mary Leland’s, A history of the Cork Harbour Commissioners, records his membership from
June 1917 to his resignation in November 1919, p. 257.

53 Presumably G. Croshie, B.L., owner of the Cork Examiner, president of CIDA and J. L. Fawsitt, secretary of CIDA, see Cork
Examiner (CE) 23 Nov. 1916; Fitzgerald, see P. Perry to Henry Ford, 25 Feb. 1913 (BFRC, Acc. 62, Box 59), p. 5 and for mayors see
Antoin O’Callaghan,The Lord Mayors of Cork (Cork, 2000 ), p. 40.
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contacts stood him in good stead.® In negotiating the deal he sought to do so as
anonymously as possible in order to avoid paying an inflated price or stirring up political
animosity in Britain or Ireland.>® Accompanying Perry in the negotiations was Richard
Woodhead of 91 Low Street, Southport who had been signed up by Perry as a Ford agent
in 1909 and who now acted as front-man to disguise Ford’s involvement in the land
purchase.®® In the initial deal Woodhead obtained an option to purchase or lease the site
from Cork Corporation.>’ Later, at a board of directors meeting on 24 August 1918 Henry
Ford & Son took over Woodhead’s obligations and resolved that he be given ‘an
indemnity regarding all liabilities for entering into agreements with the Cork Corporation
and Cork Harbour Commissioners at the request of the company’.”® Despite his efforts on
Ford’s behalf, Woodhead’s dealership contract was cancelled in August 1921, on the
grounds that he had refused to operate as a Ford-only dealership and was not prepared to
handle Fordson tractors.>®

Shortly after his arrival in Cork on 15 November, Perry met with George Crosbie,
J. L. Fawsitt, Thomas Butterfield and the corporation solicitor, Barry Galvin.®® Broad
agreement was reached by 17 November and special meetings of the Harbour Board and
Cork Corporation were convened for the following week.®* The Cork Constitution

writing about the forthcoming corporation meeting seemed to be well informed on the

54 P. Perry to Henry Ford, 25 Feb. 1913 (BFRC, Acc. 62, Box 59).

55 So that land prices did not become inflated when Henry Ford was purchasing the 2,000 acre Rouge site in 1915 ‘Fred Gregory, the
Dearborn realtor who handled Henry’s land purchases was instructed to assemble a team of agents who could descend on the local
farmers all in one day.” (Lacey, Ford, p. 171).
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58 Board of directors meeting, 24 Aug. 1918 (BFRC, Acc. 328, Box 1).
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61 Minutes of council meetings, 22 Nov. 1916 (Cork City and County Archives).

71



issues. Under a headline ‘The “Ford” project’ it reported the rumour that the Ford Motor
Company were acquiring a large area of land ‘on either side of the Lee’ to set up a motor
factory. While they acknowledged that Henry Ford’s name was not mentioned, it was
generally assumed that Woodhead’s undisclosed principals was none other than the
famous motor manufacturer.? Clearly, little heed had been paid to Perry’s request for
secrecy. Later, reports of the Harbour Board’s meeting, held on Monday 20 November
stated that ‘these two gentlemen (Mr Parry [sic] and Mr Woodhead)’ said they were not
free to reveal the name of the company they represented, but wished to purchase land to
build a works for the manufacture of ‘motor traction and agricultural machinery’.®® The
proposed project directly benefitted the Harbour Board as it involved importing raw
material and exporting manufactured goods which would result in fees payable on the
additional traffic, consequently, the members of the board were happy to approve the
project.®

On Wednesday 22 November, prior to the corporation meeting, the Examiner
revealed the ‘official details’ of the negotiations for the ‘Great motor factory’ which had
been negotiated over the previous days. It was claimed that the Trafford Engineering
Company Limited (TECL) of Trafford Park, Manchester were to set up a factory to
produce ‘30 cwt. worm-driven Trafford electric motor trucks’ as their Manchester factory
was already overcapacity and a large extension was necessary. The deal involved the

purchase of the freehold of the racecourse, a building site on the Marina and part of the

62 Cork Constitution, (CC) 21 Nov. 1916.

63 CC, 23 Nov. 1916, reporting the same meeting, the CE mentions the name ‘Parry’ also and describes the pair as ‘one an American
and the other an Englishman.’ Its not clear whether this misspelling of Perry’s name was an error or part of the deception to conceal
Ford’s role in the purchase. H. A. Parry, manager of the local branch of the Hibernian bank who was later involved with Henry Ford
& Son obviously would have been known to all.
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public road way on Victoria Quay for a price of £10,000. The company committed to
employ 2,000 adult males and to expend £200,000 on buildings over three years, while a
fair wage clause of one shilling per hour was to be inserted in all building contracts.®®
Despite Perry’s ruse of using the TECL pseudonym, its links with Manchester and the
Ford factory there seem to have been transparent locally, but its use may have been to
conceal the company’s identity from the British media and public. However if this was
the plan, it was a failure, because even in the United States the New York World reported
on 23 November that Ford were interested in building in Cork and had an agent on the
ground investigating potential sites for the operation.®

The Examiner’s leading article of 22 November 1916 described the project as the
biggest the corporation ever had to consider, while they believed that the investment of
£200,000 would create ‘permanent employment for a colony of workers on a scale
hitherto unknown in the south of Ireland’. The projected development was expected to
revolutionise the city of Cork, turning it into one of the most prosperous and progressive
centres in Ireland. With wages calculated to amount to £4,800 per week the factory was
expected to introduce an era of prosperity and put an end to poverty and slum-living.
Though the trades and shopkeepers were best placed to benefit, it was expected that all
classes would have their standard of living improved. The article also suggested that there
had been competition from other city municipalities who had been willing to provide
suitable sites to Mr Woodhead’s principals and who were willing to agree not to impose

rates on the factory when built.*” Other members of the community reacted promptly and
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positively to the news of the potential development. A public meeting of the Cork branch
of the Irish Transport & Workers Union (ITGWU) had taken place and had passed a
resolution calling ‘on the corporation, Harbour Board and the public generally to do
everything possible to facilitate and encourage this worthy project which would be bound
to give much needed employment...".*® More warily, S. L. Maguire, honorary secretary
of the U.C.C. Engineering Society, reminded the corporation that similar proposals had,
on two previous occasions, been rejected by them for trivial reasons and the firms had
subsequently gone to the north of Ireland, where they had been greeted with open arms.
He continued that despite being keen to work in their native Cork, ninety per cent of
engineering students were forced to leave the city to find employment and consequently
they were following the corporation’s actions with great interest.®

As might be expected with so much at stake and plenty of publicity, the
corporation meeting held on 22 November 1916 was well attended. Forty five of the
aldermen and councillors, as well as a large number of the public including
representatives of the CIDA, commercial interests and trade societies were present.”® A
number of speakers spoke welcoming the scheme and praising the efforts of those who
had been instrumental in securing the agreement. Sir Henry O’Shea, director of the race
course also spoke welcoming the scheme, however he pointed out that they ‘expected to
be treated fairly as they had invested a very large amount in improving the park’.”* The
motion was passed unanimously. In its leading article next day the Examiner said:

The unanimity of the corporation in agreeing to the draft scheme may be regarded as a
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happy augury for the future success of the undertaking....But there were some who were
incredulous and seemed to imagine that such a vista of prosperity was too good to be

true.”?

On the other hand, the Cork Constitution, though apparently well-informed,
despite not having the advantages of the Examiner, whose owner George Crosbie, had
been involved in negotiations from the beginning, criticised the ‘cloud of mystery and
secrecy in which it has been wrapped for more than a week’.”® Apparently, the project
was being discussed openly in the city, but as the full facts were not being published,
rumours were rife. These ranged from rumours that the government was behind a project
for the manufacture of munitions to others which included ‘the cloven foot of the
American Clan-na-Gael...”.”* The Cork Constitution pointed out that while the lord
mayor denied that they were negotiating with Henry Ford, it was clear that this was false,
as Ford’s agent had examined the site even before the war began and the TECL managed
Ford’s English branch. Despite their suspicions the Constitution accepted that the most
important thing was that the scheme was now on the way to being implemented.” Later,
they reported erroneously that as well as the industrial buildings, a ‘model village for the
workers in the park® was being planned.”® Meanwhile, the corporation agreed to sell an
additional plot of ground extending 500 feet in an easterly direction which was sought by
Woodhead and for which £1,000 was paid. A condition of this purchase was that if the

Shandon Boat Club and G.A.A had to be removed as a consequence, that the transfer
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should be carried out at the expense of the TECL."”

While many of Cork’s citizens and authorities might expect to benefit from the
building of the new factory, the Cork Park Racecourse committee stood to lose their very
desirable amenity. Despite this, in a show of civic unselfishness, on the last day of 1916,
they unanimously passed a motion to hand over the racecourse.”® A week later they met
with the TECL who agreed terms which their solicitor, P. W. Bass, presented at the
corporation meeting on 12 January 1917.”° The directors agreed to surrender possession
of the racecourse for the sum of £500, in lieu of the two years notice to which they were
entitled under their lease of 30 April 1913. Waiving their claim to the buildings on the
course, they requested that the corporation ask the Irish Turf Club not to grant any
application to hold a race meeting in Cork city or county without giving them an
opportunity to obtain a licence.®® Three months later, on 10 April 1917, the last race
meeting was held at the Cork venue.®® Thus, the city said farewell to its racecourse
hoping to replace it with an industry which would bring employment and even wealth to
the city. Writing soon after the closure D. L. Kelleher probably evoked the mixed
emotions of locals when he wrote:

But farewell steeds, all farewell! For behold, the wealth of Ind is upon us and the
mechanic magic of Detroit U.S.A. Pass for ever then horses, and men who come to see!
All of us trampled down ourselves now in the hooves of steel, cheers, laughter and the

rest of our human holiday drowned in the roar of the blast furnace by the riverside.®
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With the closure of the city race course, horse racing disappeared from the area, but was
revived in 1924 at Mallow by a Lieutenant Colonel F. F. MacCabe.®

The plot of land being purchased at the Marina was part of two hundred acres of
slob-lands reclaimed and enclosed by an embankment in the 1840s. Work had originally
begun on the embankment in 1763 after the Irish Parliament had granted £4,000 towards
its construction.®* Since the land was public property, transfer of ownership required the
permission of parliament. Notices were placed in the local papers by Barry Galvin on
behalf of the corporation informing the public of their intention to apply to parliament for
a bill ‘to repeal, alter or amend the Cork Improvement Act 1868, the Municipal
Corporations (Ireland) Act 1840, and the Cork Harbours Act 1820-1903” in order to
permit the Cork Corporation and Harbour Commissioners ‘to sell, lease or otherwise
dispose of the land’.®> The corporation met on 26 January 1917 and passed the necessary
resolution.®

Notwithstanding Woodhouse’s optimism about obtaining permission, the
authorities in Cork were taking no chances and even as the corporation was meeting, a
deputation from Cork was already in London lobbying to have a bill introduced in the
next session of parliament.®” The delegation, including Barry Galvin, Maurice Healy MP
and T. P. O’Connor MP, acting on behalf of John Redmond who was unavailable due to

illness, met a number of key figures in Westminster and was granted leave to introduce a
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private member’s bill.*® On 1 March, Captain Donelan, MP reported that the bill had
passed through Standing Orders Committee’ and three weeks later it had its first reading
in the House of Commons.®® By May, Perry was able to inform Edsel Ford that the Cork
Improvement Act, 1917 had been passed by parliament and on 10 July 1917 it received
the royal assent.” Finally, a lease was entered into between Cork Corporation and Henry
Ford & Son Limited on 27 February 1918 “for a term of 999 years from 9 June 1917 in
consideration of a sum of £11,500 and a rent of one penny a year’.”*

Once the negotiations were successfully concluded plaudits were extended to
those involved. Thomas Butterfield, was later complimented as having done more ‘than a
man’s part in bringing Ford to Cork’, while the Harbour Board’s chairman, D. J. Lucy,
was presented with a memorial watch and an illuminated address in recognition of his

services in promoting the passage of the bill.?

The Ford Company expressed their
appreciation of CIDA’s efforts in furthering the interests of Henry Ford & Son by making
a contribution of £250 to the association’s funds.® If the project was greeted warmly in
Cork, it did not find favour with the British motor industry. As rumours of the Cork
factory circulated, newspaper articles began to appear protesting the incursion of foreign

firms while British industry was occupied with the war effort; they demanded an

opportunity to recuperate and rebuild their business after the war had ended. One such
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report emanated from The Motor and its demand that a halt be called to such projects was
interpreted by the Cork Constitution as another ‘injustice to Ireland’. Claiming,
incorrectly, that the TECL had a factory near Manchester and was in the process of
‘establishing another branch of their business in Southampton’, but that it was not until it
came to establish a presence in Ireland that protests were heard.** “The protest was, the
newspaper continued, ‘an exhibition of trade jealousy which should not seriously perturb
anyone connected with the Cork project’.® The British motor manufacturer’s complaint
was that a foreign company was being set up and being permitted to manufacture
products which they were prevented from doing, rather than the fact that the factory
being set up in Ireland. Irish nationalist sensitivity saw the comments as designed to
undermine their desire to see Ireland industrialised. So far, Ford had not been identified
as being behind the project, though some newspapers had hinted at the connection, while
others, such as the London Evening Mail emphasised that there was no connection
between the proposed scheme and the Ford company. They could not see how Ford
would require another large factory in Cork, in fact, their journalist, Mr Gerald Biss, was
confident that it was ‘a British corporation, managed by British directors and owned
entirely by British shareholders’. He pointed out Ford’s plans for Southampton as well as
another plant, apparently being built at Brook Green, and came to the conclusion that it
was the name ‘Trafford’ together with the enormous size of the project which ‘lent
6

colour to the idea that it was an offshoot of the multi-millionaire American firm’.°

The public speculation ended in March 1917 when F. G. Kellaway, the
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parliamentary secretary to the Ministry of Munitions, confirmed in the House of
Commons that, in view of the United Kingdom’s urgent need for additional tractors, Ford
had been issued with a licence to build a tractor factory in Cork, on the conditions laid
down by the cabinet. To offset any disadvantage to British industry the government
invited motor manufacturers to organise an enterprise equivalent to the Ford project.”’

A subsequent edition of The Motor bemoaned the short notice given to the British
motor industry. ‘Is it to be anticipated that British manufacturers can at the eleventh hour
get together for the purpose of co-operating with a view to competing in this field of
industry?”’ it asked. Suggesting that this last-minute approach gave the advantage to Ford
who, they believed, had a head-start, having already spent some considerable time
developing his tractor. Clearly fearful, not alone of the competitive challenge of Ford’s
tractor factory in their midst, but also of Ford’s future developments, they asked: ‘who
can tell in what other direction beyond?’98

While the government’s invitation to set up a British tractor factory was perhaps a
distraction, it did little to assuage tempers. The president of the Association of British
Motor and Allied Manufacturers, E. Manville, wrote to The Times protesting against Ford
being granted a licence. Since the planned factory was unlikely to come on stream before
war’s end, he suggested that a better solution would be to purchase finished tractors from
overseas. He condemned the government for supporting foreign firms, particularly Ford,
during the war, when these companies were likely to monopolise markets ‘employing

mainly foreign labour’, to the disadvantage of returning soldiers of their demobilised
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army.”

Henry Ford might have aroused fear and suspicion amongst the British motor
manufacturers, but in Ireland he had taken on iconic status. Described by the Cork
Constitution as a native of West Cork and a ‘man of high patriotism’ who was prepared
to alleviate Britain’s food shortage by producing 50,000 tractors per annum in the new
Cork factory.100 While Thomas O’Donnell an Irish nationalist MP, defended the
government’s decision saying that:

Mr Ford is an Irishman, who, by the most scientific methods of business and by the most

humane treatment of his employees, has established in America one of the most successful

and certainly the most ideal business concerns in that great country. He is now coming to
his native land to give much-needed employment there.

He continued somewhat sinisterly: ‘The Motor Association will find, if they persist in
their opposition that they will have to meet forces not alone in Ireland, but even in
England, whose existence they never dreamed of.'** He concluded that the licence for the
factory was being opposed by British manufacturers due to it being located in Ireland and
to the fear that Ford’s wages and conditions would force them to compete.'® The
following day, the Industries Committee of the Irish Parliamentary Party, also wrote to
The Times challenging the details of Manville’s assertions. They too, claimed that the
factory was being opposed because it was to be built in Ireland, pointing out that there
had been no opposition to the Ford factory in Manchester.'%®

While the nationalist response to Manville’s letter was along predicable anti-
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British capitalist lines, with Ford as the white knight, Manville’s use of the word
‘foreigners’ appears to reveal an anti—Irish mindset. His fears of losing jobs rightfully due
to the returning soldiers, contrasts with the ‘foreigners’ who presumably did not take up
arms for their country. These expressed attitudes, no doubt raised the ire of the above
mentioned writers to The Times. However, Manville’s main arguments were not against
the Ford factory being located in Cork, but against permission being granted to build a
competing factory. Since the prohibition on Ford producing motor cars ended with the
war, Manville estimated that Ford would be ready by then to begin mass production of
cars, before British manufacturers had time to reorganise their production and change
from war work, leaving them at an unfair disadvantage.’® Manville’s criticism of the
government’s arrangement suggests that though he may have had a jaundiced view of
foreign labour, to quote Jacobson: ‘it was not Ireland, but Ford that was being
opposed.’105

Clearly, building a new factory in Britain would give Ford an advantage in
manufacturing either tractors or cars within the British zone protected by the McKenna
tariffs. For the British motor manufacturers the proposed factory meant additional
competition from a very efficient American producer free of the import tariffs which
would apply to imported vehicles. In addition, there were suspicions that the licence had
been granted due to Ford’s influence with the government, without regard for the national
interest or the urgent need for tractors. Jacobson argues that implicit in Manville’s letter

is a guarded condemnation of government policy.'®® However, if Manville was being
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circumspect about his allegations, Country Life was more explicit, they stated:
British manufacturers are not altogether happy about the selection of the representative of
a well known American motor manufacturer to handle this scheme as an official of the
Board of Agriculture. Any remarks we make are not intended to be in any way personal:
the gentleman in question is undoubtedly a good business man and organiser. Criticism is
levelled at him not as an individual, but at the fact that he happens to be the British
representative of the Ford Motor Company.107

Henry Ford’s earlier outspoken pacifist comments and activities had made him persona
non grata in Britain, views which Percival Perry had worked hard to correct. To restore
Ford’s prestige and that of his company, Perry had established relations with senior
members of the government, but Perry’s efforts in defending and promoting Henry Ford
and his products left him open to criticism by those who felt that he was able to exert
undue influence on the government’s decision making.’® As we have seen, Perry in his
role as a director of the AMB, was ideally placed to ensure that Ford benefited from the
needs of the British government.’® Following the exchanges of March 1917 and against a
background of industrial unrest and engineering strikes in May 1917 the government
went ahead and ordered tractors from Ford.™° Little criticism of Ford was aired in the
period, but in July remarks about Perry’s activities were again raised in parliament. Sir J.
H. Danziel, questioning the government’s actions in refusing to consider alternative

tractors, asked if their action was ‘dominated by consideration for the Ford interest?’!
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He went on to express farmer’s dissatisfaction that these decisions should be in the hands
of the representative of the Ford Motor Company.'*? His remarks were supported by
James Rowland who asked more specifically: ‘Is it a fact that he was an adviser to the
Board of Agriculture at the time the question was brought before the board some months
ago?’™ No satisfactory answers were provided to these questions, but the government’s
choice remained unchanged. Thus, while Perry was successful in achieving Ford’s aims,
clearly suspicions of his scheming and influence were still widespread.

Meanwhile the Cork Examiner continued to eulogize about the benefits of the
project. In an editorial they anticipated ‘the true industrial development of Cork city and
port, and indeed of the whole south of Ireland generally.” In an accompanying article
headed ‘Magnitude of Ford Organisation’ the writer got carried away with his own
eloquence and enthusiasm: ‘When you study the Ford Company you have before you a
great state, perfect in every particular—the nearest that anything on the face of this earth
has got to Utopia.” Acting almost as a recruiting agent for Ford the writer stated that the
Ford worker ‘is carefree, his work interests him, and should he possess any ability his
avocation, and the happy conditions of his employment allow him to develop his talents

to their full extent, for he knows that the company pays a high price for brains’.**

* * *
On 27 January 1917, at Perry’s request, Ford had shipped two of his X-series
Fordson prototype tractors to Britain. They arrived at the Trafford Park factory, with

Henry Ford’s slogan ‘Peace, Industry, Prosperity’ painted on the fuel tank, to be

112 Hansard, H.C. debate, 24 July 1917, vol. 96, col. 1079.
113 Ibid., Rowland was Liberal MP for Kent.
114 CE, 19 Mar. 1917 (BFRC, Acc. 572, Box 24).
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evaluated by the Ministry of Munitions."*> Shortly after, on 1 February Germany
announced that ‘she would wage unrestricted submarine warfare’.**® This led to increased
shipping losses in the Atlantic; up from 51,000 tons a month in 1914 to 310,868 tons in
March 1917 and reaching 526,447 tons in April 1917. Since Britain had depended on
imports for a significant proportion of her food, the deteriorating shipping situation put
increasing demands on home production. Earlier steps taken to remedy the situation, such
as releasing three million acres of grass over to tillage, were hampered by the shortage of
men and horses and mechanisation was required urgently to carry out the work. Despite
their earlier protests British motor manufacturers were unable to provide sufficient
tractors, forcing the government to act.'*’

While preliminary drawings and site plans were being made for the Cork plant, it
was clear that with no sod yet turned and with the difficulty of getting materials, that
Cork would not be ready to produce tractors in time for the spring of 1918, less than a
year away.™® The alternative was to have Ford produce the tractors in an existing facility
such as the Trafford Park plant in Manchester. On 6 April 1917, the United States
declared war on Germany. Perry immediately cabled Edsel Ford with the British

government’s request for Ford’s assistance, stressing the urgent need for increased food

production in England and asking that a large quantity of tractors be made available to

115 Gibbard, The tractor story, p. 22, who says one tractor, but Wilkins and Hill, American business abroad, say two. The tractor was
addressed to Ministry of Munitions Agricultural tractor factory, Trafford Park, Manchester, England.

116 WH, p. 69.

117 Ibid.

118 P. Perry to Edsel Ford, 7 Apr. 1917 (BFRC, Acc. 6, Box 5); ‘drawings and site plans’ in H. Bambrook to W. B. Mayo, Report on
American Bridge Company contract for steel for export, undated circa 1918 (BFRC, Acc. 572, Box 18).
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break up existing grassland and plough for autumn wheat.'** He appealed for a team
headed by Sorensen to be sent with the necessary blueprints, so that parts could be
manufactured locally and assembled in a British government factory under Sorensen’s

supervision.'?

Henry Ford’s anti—war stance had mellowed and with America now in the
war he agreed to Perry’s request, cabling him enthusiastically ‘in full accord with
principle, will work night and day’.*?* Sorensen assembled his team and all the necessary
information and arrived in England on the 15 May ready and eager to produce Fordson
tractors, known in government parlance as Ministry of Munitions (MOM) tractors.*?

Perry arranged for the Royal Agricultural Society to carry out trials to
demonstrate the capability of the prototype Fordson tractors. On March 23, his colleague
H. A. Bate, reported to Sorensen that the machines were working round the clock on the
government’s ploughing scheme, generating great interest."*® Henry Ford himself, in My
life and work, also recorded that the society had reported a satisfactory performance for
the two Ford tractors and recommended that construction of the tractors should begin
immediately.'*

A more comprehensive series of tractor trials were conducted by the Ministry of
Munitions early in May. Supervised by Selwyn Edge who reported to Sir Laming
Worthington-Evans, Secretary of State for War, the Ford trial took place on 3-4 May on

an eight acre hillside farm site near Birmingham. It was attended by representatives from

the Ministry of Munitions as well as the Austin, Ford, and Wolseley motor companies.

119 P. Perry to Edsel Ford, 7 Apr. 1917 (BFRC, Acc. 6, Box 5).
120 WH, p. 71.

121 lbid.

122 Ibid.

123 Ibid.

124 Ford, My life and work, pp 196/7.
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The report detailed operating time, area covered and listed the problems encountered, but
did not suggest any conclusion. It noted some problems with control of steering on greasy
parts and also raised questions about the Fordson’s fuel consumption, suggesting that
‘owing to the disappearance of a quantity of petrol and the number of cans on the ground
there is some suspicion that petrol had been inserted in the full tank’.**> When a check
was carried out on the gravity of petrol drawn from the tractor tank, it was found to be
similar to that of the supply barrel. It is not clear if this result confirms their suspicions or
not, but another suspicion was raised regarding the start-up. Ford employees were on site
and had the tractor running before the observers arrived and before the agreed start-up
time.'® In the light of difficulties encountered later with starting the Fordson tractor, it
would seem possible that Ford employees were resorting to questionable tactics to ensure
that the Fordson tractor was seen in the best possible light. However, the editor of The
Times, writing to his chief, Lord Northcliffe, suggested that Edge, had been biased and
had staged unfair tests in an attempt to undermine the Ford machines.'?’ Later the
Fordson tractor was stripped and found not to conform to the drawings supplied.**® No
doubt this was due to Henry Ford’s habit of continually changing and improving details.
The purpose of the trials is not clear from the documents, as by this time the
decision to manufacture Fordson tractors in Britain was already agreed and the American
technicians were preparing to depart from the United States, the various trials, therefore,

seem more like a public relations exercise to reinforce that decision and advertise Ford’s

125 Demonstration of Ford tractor, 3/4 May 1917 (National Archives, UK, Mun 5/212/1950/7).

126 Ibid.

127 J. L. Thompson, Northcliffe: Press baron in politics, 1865-1922 (London, 2000), p. 430; Northcliffe was owner and publisher of
the Daily Mail, The Times and the Daily Mirror newspapers and was a supporter of Ford.

128 S. F. Edge to Sir L. Worthington-Evans, 24 May 1917 (National Archives, UK, Mun 5/212/1950/3).

87



latest product.

Shortly before Sorensen’s arrival from the United States, whether in response to
the criticism or to his anticipated workload, Perry wrote to Edsel Ford saying he had
resigned his government position to devote his time to overseeing the manufacture of
government tractors.®® In his letter to Ford, Perry enclosed a brochure which he had
produced and circulated amongst the members of parliament.**® The tone and content of
document was very supportive of Ford’s works and ideas and suggests that Perry was
offended by the recent comments made against him and that his resignation was
encouraged by these remarks. The document praised the Model T as the ‘as the car of the
people’. He suggested that British manufacturers were more concerned with supplying
the upper and middle classes and had left it to Ford to produce for the remainder of the
market. He believed that British manufacturers were not prepared to produce tractors,
instead, they acted like ‘dogs in the manger’, making no attempt to compete or to
organise themselves efficiently, ‘a splendid example of the impotence and inefficiency of
the British manufacturer. You can be sorry for him; but in the national interest you cannot
defend him”.**!

Sorensen and five Dearborn tractor experts arrived in England with an express car
containing tractor parts, patterns and farming implements. Perry introduced Sorensen to
heads of government departments and to senior representatives of the motor
manufacturing industry in preparation for the local manufacture of tractor parts. Despite

the previous suspicions of the motor industry, Sorensen felt that the meetings went well

129 P. Perry to Edsel Ford, 8 May 1917 (BFRC, Acc. 572, Box 24, re: Acc. 44, Box 14, W. J. Cameron records).

130 Title of Perry’s brochure: ‘Some Notes on the Attitudes of Certain British Manufacturers Towards the new Ford Factory to be
erected by Mr. Henry Ford, at Cork.” (BFRC, Acc. 572, Box 24, re: Acc. 44, Box 14, W. J. Cameron records)

131 P. Perry to Edsel Ford, 8 May 1917 (BFRC, Acc. 572, Box 24, re: Acc. 44, Box 14, W. J. Cameron records), p. 2.
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and that the manufacturers seemed well-disposed towards the project.** Sorensen also
met members of the Irish Party, including John Redmond, and was invited to the House
of Commons on 21 May 1917."® There he heard Lloyd George introduce the Irish
Convention which was to be set up to consider the enactment of a system of self-
government in Ireland. Sorensen was impressed with the speeches and his interpretation
of events was that Lloyd George proposed ‘that Ireland now take her own problem in
hand and work out her own plan of government’.’** Meanwhile, Sorensen was also
preparing to set up tractor manufacturing in Cork. He spent the following day with B. R.
Brown discussing plans for the Cork foundry operation which he was keen should be
built as quickly as possible.’®* Subsequently, when Sorensen met Lloyd George he told
him that he was going to investigate the Cork situation thoroughly. Assuring him of
Henry Ford’s full support for the programme, as he too wanted to do something for
Ireland, Sorensen showed him his plan and got his approval for it.**® At this point
Sorensen’s aim seemed to have been to set up the Cork foundry to produce the larger
castings while smaller tractor parts were to be produced by British manufacturers.

Having had positive support from the government officials and potential British
tractor part manufacturers, Sorensen and his team set out with their blueprints and
specifications to talk to suppliers and to arrange contracts. By mid-June he was back in
London with, in his words, ‘things lined up for early production of parts’.137 However,

Gibbard suggests that the best price he could get for building the tractor in Britain was a

132 P. Perry to Edsel Ford, 8 May 1917 (BFRC, Acc. 572, Box 24, re: Acc. 44, Box 14, W. J. Cameron records), p.16.
133 Ibid., pp 17/18.

134 Ibid., p. 17.

135 Ibid., p. 18.

136 Ibid., pp 32/33.

137 Sorensen, Forty years with Ford, pp 237/8.
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very expensive $1,500 per unit."*®® At the same time, according to Wilkins and Hill,
arrangements to find part suppliers had not been proceeding as well as Sorensen had
suggested. At a minimum, technical problems arose with the specification of parts.
Sorensen had cabled to Dearborn for ‘nuts, bolts, and screws, because “the English
concerns were not fitted up with taps ands dies for handling our threads™.*** During his
stay in London, on 13 June 1917, Sorensen witnessed the first large scale daylight
bombing raid by German aeroplanes.'*® The unanticipated attack caused 162 fatalities as
well as injuring 432 and marked a departure from previous night-time raids by
dirigibles.*** It forced the government to change its air policy putting greater emphasis on
the development and production of aeroplanes. At a cabinet meeting on the day after the
raid it was decided to have Lord Northcliffe, who was in New York, investigate
transferring the manufacture of standardised machinery, such as tractors and motor cars,
to the United States allowing British firms to specialise in building aeroplane engines.'*?
In this context, Ford was asked to switch plans and instead of producing the tractors in
Britain to fabricate them in Dearborn.*** C. A. Addison, Minister of Munitions, wrote to
Perry on 28 June asking him to arrange with Henry Ford to supply 6,000 tractors and
spares to be ready for the 1918 food production programme. He apologised that the
original plan had fallen through and claimed that while British manufacturers were

willing to cooperate with manufacturing parts, all of their capacity was absorbed by aero

138 Gibbard, The tractor story, p. 23.

139 WH, pp 71/2.

140 Sorensen, Forty years with Ford, p. 238.

141 Arnold Harvey, Collision of Empires: Britain in three world wars,1793-1945 (London, 1992) p. 396.
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engine work."* Sir Arthur Lee, Director General of the Food Production Department,
was a little more forthcoming when he declared that if Ford had ‘received loyal support’
from British manufacturers the tractors could have been delivered, instead they were
forced to again call upon ‘the patience and generosity of Mr. Ford and look to him to save
the situation’.**®

From Lee’s remarks it appears that despite the British government’s urgent need
for extra tractors to prevent a potential famine in 1918, local manufacturers were not
cooperating with Ford’s efforts to set up production. Their reluctance presumably lay in
their previously stated opposition to the building of a Ford factory which would compete
with them after the war. They were unwilling or incapable of providing an alternative
tractor. Importation of complete tractors was the best solution for them. However, the
requirement to produce extra aeroplane engines added to the production burden and
created additional problems for British industry which justified transferring the tractor
work to the United States and probably provided a convenient cover for the
manufacturer’s refusal to cooperate with Ford. Meanwhile on the banks of the River Lee
in Cork, site excavations for the new foundry site was already underway.'*®

Once the decision was made to produce the tractors in the United States,
Sorensen, with Ford’s approval, was able to agree a deal with the British government to

supply the 6,000 tractors at cost price plus $50 per unit.**" With firm British orders on

hand, Henry Ford & Son Inc. was set up in July 1917 to manufacture the tractors in the

144 C. A. Addison to P. Perry, 28 June 1917 (BFRC, Acc. 328, Box 1).

145 A. Lee to P. Perry, 29 June 1917 (BFRC, Acc. 328 Box 1).

146 Montgomery, Ford manufacture, p. 9.

147 Sorensen, Forty years with Ford, p. 239. He mentions 5,000 tractors but the actual order, reference number: PM/MT/2900 was
for 6,000, 28 June 1917 (National Archives, UK, Mun 5/212/1950/4).
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United States.**® In Cork, the Irish affiliate, Henry Ford & Son Limited, was already in
existence from April of that year.**® Both companies were personal ventures of Henry
Ford and wholly owned by the Ford family.™®® The tractors were to be designated
Fordsons to differentiate them from Ford motor cars. A contract was signed immediately
and Henry Ford & Son, Ltd., (Cork) undertook to supply to the Minister of Munitions all
the necessary component parts to complete six thousand ‘MOM Agricultural tractors’.
The tractors would be manufactured in Dearborn and then shipped part-assembled to
Manchester. Later, some would be shipped in knocked-down condition. The government
agreed to hand over to Ford a factory adjoining their plant in Trafford Park in which to
complete the assembly of the tractors shipped from United States, while Ford were also
responsible for supplying spare parts.***

Perry and Sorensen sailed to the United States with the order for 6,000 units. By
11 July Sorensen was back in Dearborn. Apart from the fifty prototypes produced in 1915
no significant tractor production had taken place up to that time. Sorensen prepared a
factory in Dearborn for tractor production; he lined up suppliers and borrowed tools and

equipment from the Highland Park factory.®* Despite his earlier optimism, production

was slow in getting started as design changes added to the manufacturing problems. The

148 Minutes of inaugural board of directors meeting of Henry Ford & Son, Inc. held on 30 July 1917 with Henry Ford as chairman,
Edsel Ford as secretary and Clara Ford as the other director. The express purpose of the company was to manufacture and sell farm
tractors and all associated articles (BFRC, Acc. 329, Box 1).

149 Certificate of incorporation dated 17 April 1917 reproduced in Nyhan, Are you still below?, p.32.

150 P. Perry and R. J. White appointed directors 20 Apr. 1917. Minutes of directors meeting held 20 Sept. 1917 allocated share
ownership as follows: Henry Ford 33,333 shares of £1 each, Mrs Clara Ford 33,334 shares, Edsel Ford 33,331 shares. Percival Perry
and R.J. White were also appointed directors each with one share and E. L. Clarke was appointed secretary of the company (BFRC,
Acc. 328, Box 1).

151 Order reference no: PM/MT/2900, 28 June 1917 (National Archives, UK, Mun 5/212/1950/4) also Henry Ford & Son, 28 June
1917 (BFRC, Acc. 328 Box 1). A further contract dated 8 Oct. 1917 undertook to supply and deliver 3,750 Oliver Ploughs.

152 Sorensen, Forty years with Ford, p. 239; the factory was located at EIm Street and Michigan Avenue: Bryan, Beyond the Model
T, p. 61. See also Appendix 17.
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British government sent Lord Northcliffe to speed up the process, but typically, Henry

153

Ford was still trying to improve the design.”™ When Ford demonstrated his machine,

Northcliffe was impressed, but protested: ‘we can’t wait for the perfect tractor.’**
However J. Lee Thompson, in his biography of Northcliffe, suggests a different scenario,
that Henry Ford felt insulted by the British handling of his offer to supply 6,000 tractors
and that Northcliffe was asked to appease the angry motor-maker. Northcliffe told
Winston Churchill, who became Minister for Munitions in July, that Ford had twice put
him off, but that he would gladly go to Detroit and ‘ecat humble pie’. In October a
meeting was arranged through Ford’s friend Thomas Edison at which the
misunderstanding was put to rest.'*® Finally, production began on 8 October and 254
units were produced by the year’s end.*®® Following the slow start in 1917 Dearborn
produced 34,167 tractors in 1918.%’

In Britain, the protests continued at the decision to give the order to the Ford
company. R. E. Prothero, an influential agricultural reformer who had been appointed to
head the Board of Agriculture, wrote to Winston Churchill, demanding a change in the
policy regarding tractor purchase, insisting that they should be ‘home produced, at low
cost and of simple construction. They should be made in England not imported from the
United States’.*® While Henry Sturmey, writing in The Motor, questioned the suitability
of the Fordson, suggesting that while it was a good machine for operating on small

private farms, it was neither sturdy enough nor large enough to comply with government

153 Gibbard, The tractor story, p. 15.

154 WH, p. 72.

155 Thompson, Northcliffe, p. 286.

156 Gibbard, The tractor story, p. 23.

157 See Appendix 2.

158 R. E. Prothero to Winston Churchill, undated but likely soon after July 1917 (National Archives, UK, Mun 5/212/1950/6)
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requirements, as it was only capable of ploughing two furrows in comparison with larger
tractors which could plough four.*®

In late February 1918, with Fordson production beginning to take off and tractors
being shipped to Britain on a regular basis, Henry Ford had cause to write to Northcliffe,
complaining that the British bureaucracy was holding up the shipment of tractors after
Ford had gone to such lengths to produce them. Demanding that his tractors have
precedence over food supplies due to their capability to produce additional food, Ford
threatened that if they were not moved promptly they would be sold to farmers in Canada
and United States who were begging for them.*® Northcliffe cabled Ford to assure him
that the matter would be put right.*®*

None of the American tractors carried badges or names and were known only as
Ministry of Munitions or MOM. tractors. Originally they were leased out to British

farmers, though later some were sold instead."®?

April 1918 saw the completion of the
order, with 3,000 built up and 3,000 knocked-down vehicles shipped.'®® Despite all of the
political controversy surrounding the production of Ford’s tractors, they had minimal
effect on food production. They came into effect in the last year of the war when other
solutions to increase production were already being implemented. According to Wilkins
and Hill, steam-driven tractors ploughed 1,200,000 acres in 1918, while, from October

1917 to the end of the war the new petrol driven tractors ploughed only 480,000.'*

Michael Williams suggests that before 1914 there had been fewer than 500 tractors

159 The Motor, 13 Nov. 1917 (BFRC, Acc. 572, Box 24).

160 Henry Ford to Lord Northcliffe, 28 Feb. 1918 (BFRC, Acc. 62, Box 14).

161 Lord Northcliffe to Henry Ford, 1 Mar. 1918 (BFRC, Acc. 62, Box 14), p. 73.
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operating on British farms, hence, the war-time importation of 6,000 tractors into the
British market would have satisfied, if not saturated, the market for a some time and since
Britain was expected to be Cork’s main market for tractors, the impact of these imports
no doubt reduced sales demand in the post-war years and deprived the new Cork plant of
badly needed business.'®®

Henry Ford’s first priority had been to supply Britain’s food needs, but the home
market in the United States was also waiting for his tractor. Such was the American
farmers’ confidence in Ford’s products that they were clamouring for the Fordson,
impatiently waiting until the British contract was filled. A typical example was C. G.
Phillips, a farmer in Cortland, Ohio who sent a cheque for $500 to Henry Ford as part-
payment for a Fordson tractor. He received the response that ‘we are working on a
contract to furnish several thousand tractors for the English Government...I cannot
advise you just at what time we can furnish you with a tractor’.**® Shortly after, when the
Fordson tractor was finally released to the American farmers, it proved extremely popular
and Dearborn production rose steadily from the 34,167 achieved in 1918 to 101,898 units
in 1923, accounting for the vast majority of all United States tractor sales.'®’ Later
competition became fierce, so that by 1928 Ford production had declined to only 8,001
units and International Harvester had the lead in sales with 47 per cent of the market
total.*®

By the time the British order had been completed, building work was well under

way on the new Marina factory. With the various bureaucratic requirements completed,

165 Michael Williams, Ford and Fordson tractors (London, 2007), p. 34.
166 G. R. Brubaker to C.G. Phillips, 15 Feb. 1918 (BFRC, Acc. 62, Box 14).
167 See Appendix 2.

168 Carroll and Davies, Tractors and trucks, p. 151.
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Henry Ford and the citizens of Cork might look forward to the substantial benefits that
this industrial complex could bring to all. Percival Perry could expect to add another
production unit to his empire while he continued to promote his ideas for the
development of a motor car plant in Southampton. However, in 1918, long before the
Cork factory was ready, as we have seen, Dearborn was turning out thousands of tractors
per month, suggesting that Cork was probably superfluous from the beginning. Like
many of Ford’s decisions, the selection of Cork was not based on firm market
intelligence, but was decided upon hastily following the British government’s rejection of
Southampton. No coherent analysis was applied to the British and European tractor
markets. Instead the tractor factory came about as a result of Ford’s sentimental desire to
locate an industrial plant in Ireland, supported by Lloyd George’s wish to mechanise
Britain’s food production. The building at Cork was originally planned to produce
tractors for the 1918 food planting season in the United Kingdom, but the time required
to build the factory was too long and though Perry had worked hard at procuring the site,
by the time construction work started in June 1917, it was already too late. The only
factory with the resources capable of building the number of machines required was
Dearborn and even they, despite using existing facilities, were hard pressed to meet the
deadline. In effect, the decision to build the Cork plant, taken in late 1916, was meant to
solve a short-term agricultural need in Britain, but instead, circumstances forced Ford to
solve it by building the 6,000 tractors in Dearborn. Ford’s large investment in the Marina
factory and foundry created a facility whose capacity was far in excess of its potential
sales. Like European car sales which were a small fraction of American sales, tractors

sales were also likely to be small. The excess production capacity would create
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operational problems and instability in the plant for the following decade.
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CHAPTER THREE

Production start up:
Struggles with construction, sales and prices (1917-1920)

Henry Ford & Son began construction of their new Irish tractor factory in June
1917. The plant was to be the first custom-built Ford manufacturing plant outside of
Dearborn and was designed to supply tractors, identical to the Fordsons manufactured in
the United States, to Britain, Ireland, Europe and parts of the Middle East. It took two
years before the first Fordson tractor came off the line and even longer to finish the
factory. The factory was a huge state-of-the-art building covering a floor area of 330,000
square feet (slightly over 7.5 acres) with all the facilities required to manufacture and
ship tractors. Facilities included a machine shop, a power house, an assembly unit,
wharves to ship the vehicles, and most significantly an iron foundry to pour and cast
parts.! The plant, though only partially completed, turned out the first tractor on 3 July
1919, production continued until the end of 1922, by which time 7,605 units had been
produced.? Even as the first tractor was coming off the line, the excitement of getting the
plant running dimmed as the political landscape changed and the company found itself in
the middle of the War of Independence. The tractor market faltered almost immediately
after the plant opened, and as management and workers struggled to commission and
develop the factory, costs were high and uncompetitive in comparison with Detroit
tractors. Though the military activities of the British forces as well as the IRA, and later
the Civil War protagonists had remarkably little effect on operations, the developing

business’s problems were many, including the difficulty of achieving sales, problems

1 WH, p. 102.
2 See Appendix 2.
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with raw material and finished product quality, availability of supplies and interruptions
to transport and power.

In a country where manufacturing was backward and largely undeveloped, the
Ford factory was extremely modern. John O’Neill, who joined Ford in 1919 and was
appointed manager director of Cork in 1932, later declared: ‘From the point of view of
layout and equipment, it was ahead of anything else in Europe’.® As one of the largest
engineering employers in the southern part of the country, employing almost 2,000
workers, it was unmatched for scale and size by anything other than the Belfast
shipyards. While Ford had a number of assembly plants in the United States and
elsewhere, Cork was not just an assembly plant, but a genuine manufacturing operation,
making parts from raw materials. The foundry and machine shop were the heart of the
operation, moulding, casting and machining all the major components of the tractor.

Ford’s new factory building at the Marina was typical of the plants designed by
the noted architect Albert Kahn, who was responsible for most of Ford’s buildings,
beginning with the Highland Park plant in 1908.* Later he designed the massive River
Rouge plant, as well as assembly plants in the United States and abroad. According to
Lacey, Kahn’s ‘factory buildings were strictly functional, employing pre-stressed
concrete and glass to create stark and unashamedly utilitarian structures which won him
deserved international renown’.> Albert and his brother Julius Kahn had pioneered the
use of reinforced concrete industrial buildings which was more flexible than conventional

building systems. The designs were space-efficient, fireproof, and incorporated increased

3 Mira Wilkins, interview with John O’Neill, Sept. 1960 (BFRC, Acc. 880, Box 7).
4 Reminiscences of B. R. Brown, July 1955 (BFRC, Acc. 65, Box 9) p. 12.
5 Lacey, Ford, p. 327.
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window space which enhanced the day-lighting of the buildings.®

In charge of the project was Ford’s manager of construction, B. R. Brown, who
like many of Ford’s senior managers of the time had little formal education, having
gained his knowledge of the building business by practical experience. Nonetheless,
during his 21 years with Ford, he was responsible for the construction of thirteen million
square feet of building space. The method used to design Ford factories was, first to
decide the layout of the machinery, as the assembly process had priority over all other
considerations. Kahn, another who had risen in his profession without much formal
education, then designed the building to enclose the layout. Setting aside contemporary
aesthetic conventions he allowed the functional requirements of the plant to determine the
overall form and shape.” Brown’s responsibility, as he put it, was to construct: ‘the
buildings around their layouts rather [than] building the buildings and then putting the
equipment in’.2 While Ford had plenty of construction experience in the United States,
building in Europe during wartime was to pose a challenge.

Following Ford’s decision to change location preliminary drawings and site plans
for the Cork location were drawn up during December and January and passed to ABC
about 1 February 1917.° Site excavations commenced there in June 1917.% B. R. Brown

spent most of 1917 and 1918 in Cork organising materials and manpower, but shortage of

6 Fredric L. Quivik, The Ford Motor Company’s Richmond Assembly plant, (St. Paul, Minn., 2003) p. 23,
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materials, particularly steel, led to design changes which hindered progress.**

The proposed Cork factory buildings comprised of a four storey unit, described in
his report by Bambrook as: ‘417 feet wide by 464 feet long with two high craneways and
one low craneway, a forge building, heat-treat building, tumbler building and foundry’.*
By August 1917 the detailed design drawings for all buildings had been completed and
the necessary materials ordered, but no sooner was this work finished than word came
from Henry Ford & Son for a change in the design. Brown returned to Dearborn in late-
October to discover that, with wartime restrictions, shipping space could not be found for
the large amount of steel needed for the planned building.™® So, no doubt in consultation
with Henry Ford, the four storey design was abandoned. On 21 November 1917 materials
already on order were cancelled and the building redesigned as a single storey steel-
framed building requiring considerably less steel in its construction. The new building
retained the original external dimensions but had three one-storey craneways. Other
changes included extending the craneway girders to the wharf with a one storey
reinforced concrete machine shop adjoining on each side.**

Meanwhile, on the Marina site, levelling work and pile-driving had been carried
out and by mid-August 1917 the structural steel skeleton of the foundry, based on the
preliminary drawings, was rising on the Cork skyline.’> Despite the numerous and

substantial design changes, by June 1918, the form of the new single storey factory, with

11 P. Perry, 12 Oct. 1917 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 46).

12 Ibid.

13 P. Perry to ‘whom it may concern’, 12 Oct. 1917 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 46). Brown returned to Cork mid-December 1917, Edsel
Ford to Secretary of State, 6 December 1917 (BFRC, Acc. 541, Box 10).

14 H. Bambrook to W. B. Mayo, Report on American Bridge Company contract for steel for export, undated circa 1918 (BFRC, Acc.
572, Box 18).

15 From Ford photo, labelled and dated, reproduced in Montgomery, Ford manufacture, p. 9.
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its reinforced concrete encased in wooden shuttering, was evident alongside the foundry.
By late October 1918 the shuttering had been removed revealing the free-standing
reinforced concrete framework.

Even after the design of the factory was settled, further changes to the steel work
were authorised. The extended wharf craneway was abandoned and about 1 February
1918 work on the foundry craneway was also cancelled. Subsequently, in another volte-
face, the ABC was ordered to complete the craneway steel and a final design of 12 April
1918 was fabricated and stored at Elmira, New York.} Presumably this equipment was
shipped to Ireland sometime in 1919 when shipping difficulties eased. The report by
Bambrook, which quantifies the costs of the many design changes, as well as the
expenditure for fabricating steel to meet these changes, clearly shows that the company
did purchase steel in the United States for use in Cork. It is not clear how much, if any,
was able to avoid the wartime shipping constraints. In his reminiscences Brown claimed
they could not get building materials, that Henry Ford had insisted that nothing would be
supplied from the United States as he ‘was against the war and didn’t want to be party to
sending anything over there which might further the war or help the shortages’.*® The
number of changes and the costs incurred suggest that Henry Ford himself was involved.
Brown’s recollections colourfully relate, probably inaccurately, how he dealt with the
shortage of materials and how the difficulties encountered were managed:

The plans for the Cork plant were more or less makeshift. | hired a local engineer. |

could get no structural steel or any thing of that kind on the regular market. While

16 From Ford photo, labelled and dated, reproduced in Nyhan, Are you still below? pp 36/37.

17 H. Bambrook to W. B. Mayo, Report on American Bridge Company contract for steel for export, undated circa 1918 (BFRC, Acc.
572, Box 18).

18 Reminiscences of B. R. Brown, July 1955 (BFRC, Acc. 65, Box 9) p. 17.
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passing through on a train one day, | saw an old steel structure sticking up in the air. |
ascertained the town it was near and sent a man down there to see if it could be bought.
That was all the structural steel we used in the building. The rest was all concrete. |

secured reinforcing steel from Belgium and used the old race track grandstand for form

19
lumber....

Despite the design changes and the shortage of materials, work on the Marina
factory went ahead, but the construction proved to be more expensive than the original
estimate, mainly due to the necessity for extensive levelling and pile-driving. The wharf
was built first, to facilitate shipping-in of materials and equipment, followed by the
foundry and machine shop.?’ Altogether the building of the Cork factory took more than
two years to complete, which, even allowing for the difficulties of wartime, seems
excessive. At a board meeting held in Dearborn on 22 October 1918 and attended by
Henry and Edsel Ford, as well as Perry and Sorensen, Brown presented plans and
photographs showing the progress of the project.?! Following his presentation, he was
ordered to return to Ireland to oversee completion of the building work and to hand over
management of the site to John Crawford, who had recently been appointed manager.?

On this, Brown’s final trip back to Europe, he was nominated to act as a
messenger for Perry, who was still connected to the Ministry of Munitions as a director of
the Mechanical Warfare department. Perry apparently had some secret papers which he

wanted hand-delivered to Lloyd George and Brown was appointed as a special officer

19 Ibid, also cited in Nyhan, ‘A history of the Cork plant’, p. 28

20 Ford & Son, Ford in Ireland, p. 12.

21 B. R. Brown had arrived on 11 Sept. 1918, B. R. Brown to Mrs Brown, 11 Sept.1918 (BFRC, Acc. 541 Box 10), and returned c.
28 Oct. 1918, P. Perry to B. R. Brown, 22 Oct. (BFRC, Acc.541 Box 10).

22 Minutes of directors’ meetings, 22 Oct. 1918 (BFRC, Acc. 328, Box 1). At this meeting B. R. Brown was given a special bonus
of $2,000 for his work, while John Crawford was appointed manager at a salary of £756.
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attached to the British war mission in Washington for this purpose.”® In a covering letter
Perry wrote: ‘He is the bearer of important papers and is carrying with him certain
munitions of war’.?* During his trip to Britain, Brown as a ‘special officer’, had a
sustenance allowance ‘at the usual scale rate’ and could claim any other out-of-pocket
expenses from the British war mission on his return to Washington.”> Brown himself said
that he ‘sailed as a British subject so I could pass through customs without any
inspection, because | was also taking over seven trunks filled with bacons, hams, etc from
Mr Ford to England’.?® While Perry’s contacts were essential in securing passage for
Ford employees travelling to and from the United States in wartime, despite the
restrictions which applied, however, it seems he was also capable of using the system for
his own personal advantage.

Brown finally left Ireland on 21 December 1918 with his work largely completed
and the building ready for occupation.?” John Crawford took over the task of managing
the installation of equipment and the setting up of tractor production. In June 1919,
Sorensen, who was in charge of tractor production at Dearborn, selected a team of
technicians from his plant and despatched them to Cork to assist with the commissioning
phase, to train the factory workers and to get the plant running efficiently.?® All of those
selected had considerable experience of manufacturing. The team included works

manager, Peter MacGregor; shop superintendent, Ben Mulligan; C. Waldron, foreman

23 P. Perry to B. R. Brown, 22 Oct. 1918 (BFRC, Acc. 541, Box 10). The notepaper used is headed British War Mission,
(Mechanical Warfare Department), Washington, D.C.

24 P. Perry to ‘whom it concerns’, 22 Oct. 1918 (BFRC, Acc. 541, Box 10).

25 P. Perry to B. R. Brown, 22 Oct. 1918 (BFRC, Acc. 541, Box 10).

26 Reminiscences of B. R. Brown, July 1955 (BFRC, Acc. 65, Box 9) p. 20.

27 Ibid., p. 21.

28 Reminiscences of Peter MacGregor, Mar. 1957 (BFRC, Acc. 65, draft 43-1) p.7.
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responsible for tool design and shop layout; and the man who would later manage the

Irish business, Edward Grace.?

Even before building work had commenced the administrative side of the
business had been dealt with. Henry Ford & Son Limited was officially incorporated as a
limited company in April 1917.% Three days later P. L. D. Perry and R. J. White were
appointed directors.®® On 20 September the full board of directors was elected, it
comprised, Henry Ford and his wife, Clara, and their son Edsel with Perry as managing
director, Eugene L. Clarke, 5 Friar’s Walk, company secretary and R. J. White as
company solicitor. With the recent commencement of work on the factory, the directors
changed the registered address to ‘The Marina, Cork, Ireland’.** At a subsequent meeting
Mr Alfred Dugdale was appointed to act as temporary secretary of the company and
given the responsibility for setting up a sales network, specifically ‘for the purpose of
witnessing the execution of certain agreements with dealers, retail sub-dealers and traders
for the supply of tractors’.®® In order to maintain continuity, following the supply of the
6,000 MOM tractors, Perry, was instructed to make the necessary commercial
arrangements for Henry Ford & Son, Cork to act a supplier of tractors, importing them
from Dearborn ‘until such time as Cork is in a position to manufacture’. Demonstrating

the high regard in which Perry was still held by Henry Ford, in addition to his role as

29 WH, p. 102.

30 Ibid. p. 70, see photo reproduced in Nyhan, Are you still below? p. 32.

31 Minutes of directors’ meetings, 20 Apr. 1917 (BFRC, Acc. 328, Box 1).

32 Minutes of directors’ meetings, 20 Sept. 1917 (BFRC, Acc. 328, Box 1). Shares were allocated as follows: Clara Ford 33,334 £1
shares, Henry Ford 33,333 and Edsel Ford 33,331 shares. Edsel transferred one share each to Perry and R. J. White.

33 Minutes of directors” meeting, 30 Apr. 1918 (BFRC, Acc. 328, Box 1). Dugdale appears to have been appointed for 6 months, no

explanations given.
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managing director of Cork, he remained ‘Henry Ford’s personal representative in Europe,
managing director of Ford Motor Company (England) Ltd and Director of the Firestone
Tyre and Rubber Company’.**

Under the terms of the lease with Cork Corporation, Perry had agreed a minimum
rate of one shilling per hour for building work, but as the building work eased off the and
the company began to hire factory workers a suitable wage structure needed to be
formalised. Earlier, in August 1912 when Ford and Perry had been delayed in Fishguard
en route to Cork, they had exchanged views on worker’s wage payment systems.*
Perry’s attitude was that a good weekly wage was better than piece rates, as the men
knew what they were getting at the end of each week and had adequate wages to cover
‘the cost of living at a modest scale’. He claimed Ford was impressed with his ideas and
seemed to be inferring that his ideas had a bearing on the decision to implement the five-
dollar-day, which was introduced some 16 months later.*

In the United States, to meet the rising demand for his Model T, between 1910
and 1914, Ford had developed the mass production system and created a huge industrial
complex. Yet despite the company’s remarkable technological capability, what Ford
managers characterized as the ‘human element of production’ continued to create
problems. High levels of labour turnover, absenteeism, poor punctuality as well as

malingering, all constrained output. In 1913 John R. Lee was assigned by Ford to find

remedies to these problems, but when his reforms failed to solve the problems, the

34 Minutes of United States board meeting, 22 Oct. 1918 (BFRC, Acc. 328, Box 1).
35 Nevins and Hill, interview with Lord Perry, 28 Mar. 1952 (BFRC, Acc. 834, Box 16). p. 19.
36 Ibid., p.20.
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company conceived the five-dollar-day.*” Introduced to an astonished public on 5 January
1914, it effectively doubled the previous wage rate. However, the scheme was devised
not as a wage increase, but as a profit sharing scheme with the extra payment contingent
on the continued profitability of the company, as well as the behaviour of individual
workers, both at work and at home. The new rate was meant to change the attitudes of the
workers, motivating them to improve their behaviour and performance thus increasing the
overall efficiency of Ford’s business.*® A new sociological department was created to
evaluate and control the worker’s industrial and domestic conduct and to persuade them
to convert to Ford’s preconceived idea of the American way of life.*

The plan received huge worldwide publicity and so great was its impact that it
confounded even the hard-nosed Sorensen.*® Ford’s apparently enlightened decision to
share his profits was perceived as a charitable gift by supporters and critics alike.** His
actions transformed him into man of mythical proportions, and moved his status to the
level of folk hero. The ‘rags to riches’ story followed by his emergence as a humanitarian
philanthropist, led to a deluge of ‘begging letters’, appeals for hand-outs from people
with all types of causes, schemes and problems who believed Ford would relieve their
burdens with his generosity. Some came from lIreland, including one in June 1920 from
Oliver St. John Gogarty, who requested that Ford purchase and develop the Arigna coal
mines. To support his scheme Gogarty sent samples of coal from the mines together with

an analysis of its quality carried out by the University of Birmingham. Apart from a

37 Meyer, The five dollar day, p. 5/6.

38 Ibid., pp 110/111.

39 Ibid., p. 6

40 Sorensen, Forty years with Ford, p. 140.

41 Greenleaf, From these beginnings, p. 7.
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polite acknowledgment no action was taken by Ford.*? In 1915 Ford was receiving two
hundred requests a day forcing his personal secretary, Liebold, to hire three secretaries to
deal with the avalanche. By 1924 the figure had reached half a million a year. Up to 1925
all the letters were acknowledged, but few were rewarded and most were never seen by
Henry Ford, since the decision as to what got to him was in Liebold’s hands.** Ford, who
detested charity, said ‘endowment is an opiate to imagination, a drug to initiative’.** He
did not consider himself a philanthropist, but espoused what William Greenleaf called the
‘gospel of work’, his idea being ‘to aid men to help themselves’.*

Ford’s idealism as expressed by the five-dollar-day was followed, in 1915, by the
impractical episode of the Peace Ship, which instead of gaining general support led to
Ford being ridiculed by the newspapers for his pacifism and naiveté. Afterwards he
cooled towards social reform and reformers, and the humanitarian idealism he had shown
declined so that by 1922 he was openly deriding reformers for their ‘sentimental
idealism’.* According to Greenleaf, ‘while his deep sympathy for mankind had not been
entirely eroded, it was mixed by contempt for most people “because of their general
incapacity””.*” Ford’s industrial experiment was short-lived. In the recession of 1920-21
the profit sharing plan was ended and the sociological department closed down. In order
to correct the company’s debt problems the Highland Park plant was closed for the month

of January 1921, but when the plant reopened only about two thirds of the workers were

rehired. Those who returned faced what became known as the ‘the six dollar speed-up’,

42 Oliver St. John Gogarty to Henry Ford, 16 June 1920 (BFRC, Acc. 62 , Box 95).
43 Greenleaf, From these beginnings, p. 9.

44 1bid., p. 5.

45 Ibid., p. 6.

46 Ibid., pp 22/23.

47 Ibid., p. 23.
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they were subjected to ruthless discipline and pressure so that by year end, despite the
smaller numbers, production output had doubled.*® The departure, on 25 January 1921, of
Dean Marquis, the man who had been hired to run the sociology department and to
improve the moral and social conditions of the workers, marked the end of Ford’s
humanitarian experiment and left control of the plant to the hard-nosed production man,
‘Cast-iron Charlie’ Sorensen.*

Soon after the American announcement of the five-dollar-day in January 1914 an
equivalent system was introduced in Manchester. Since Sorensen was familiar with the
Dearborn operation, part of his assignment in April 1914 was to oversee the setting up of
the new British profit-sharing plan. He brought Harry Scott, who had worked under John
Lee in Dearborn’s sociological department, to carry out the task of duplicating the
American system. Everyone connected with the scheme, including department heads,
were briefed and a five person committee was set up to meet daily and to monitor
progress and settle any questions which arose. By the time he left for Europe, Sorensen
was satisfied that the scheme was on a sound footing and the implementation was not
being rushed. He reported that only a small number of men had been put onto the scheme
as the care being taken ‘required necessarily more than one visit with the man and his
family’. Only those who met the company’s requirements were allowed to participate in
the profit sharing.”® In Detroit, the sociological department’s role had been to keep check
on employees and to ensure that they were prudent and sensible with their new found

wealth, not squandering the money on alcohol or gambling; Henry Ford was a lifelong

48 Ford had introduced the ‘six dollar day’ in Jan. 1919, see Meyer, The five dollar day, p. 197.
49 Marquis, Henry Ford, p. xv. and Meyer, The five dollar day, p. 197.
50 C. E. Sorensen to Henry Ford, 3 June 1914 (BFRC, Acc. 62 , Box 59).
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non-smoking, teetotaller and abhorred both activities. Inspectors called to the employees’
homes and interviewed wives and neighbours to verify home conditions. As well as
industrial restructuring, Ford was attempting to carry out ‘human restructuring’. He
declared: “We want to make men in this factory as well as automobiles’.”* Ford’s higher
wages in both the United States and Britain came with a requirement for workers to act as
exemplary workers and citizens and to accept flexibility and discipline.

As the building of the Marina plant and the installation of machinery proceeded,
Perry wrote to Sorensen seeking directions on factory workers’ wage rates and the
introduction of a welfare department along the lines of that in place in the Highland Park
factory. Keen to reflect what was being done in Dearborn he continued:

There are, however, many social and economic differences, and | would ask you to bear

in mind that the principal reason why Mr. Ford started the institution at Cork was social

and political rather than commercial and economic, and | therefore feel that whatever you

do in Dearborn it is possible that Mr Ford may desire that we shall pay careful regard to

social and welfare matters.>
Perry was fully aware of the company’s policies on ‘social and welfare matters’, but
since Cork was a pet project of Henry’s, he was keen to satisfy Ford’s every requirement
in relation to it. He continued:

It is true that the best way to make an industrious man is to give him work to do, and

watch over him in the factory and see that he does it. At the same time the man’s home

conditions reflect considerably on his work, and | feel that we should have a policy here

which will take cognizance of the home conditions of our workers.>®

51 Lacey, Ford, p. 122.
52 P. Perry to C. E. Sorensen, 9 Dec. 1918 (BFRC, Acc.38, Box 42).
53 Ibid.
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Tentatively, Perry was suggesting that Ford’s policy in Cork should be to follow the
Dearborn example, where John Lee and the sociological department had endeavoured to
alter worker’s behaviour, teaching those in receipt of the five-dollar-day wage to spend it
sensibly, as Perry put it: ‘instead of going to the saloon or buying a piano he couldn’t
play and keeping clothes in the bathtub’.>* At this time living conditions in Cork were
very bad, unemployment and poverty widespread, and no doubt many families suffered
problems with alcoholism and gambling. Perry needed to know from Henry Ford what
level of control should apply to the Cork employees.

Whatever philosophical exchanges followed, eventually, working conditions,
including rates of pay and hours of work for both factory and office staff were laid down
by a board of directors meeting on 8 July 1919.> Conditions were generally favourable,
though not dramatically so. All employees worked a five and half-day, forty-four hour
week, from 8.00 a.m. to 4.30 p.m. with 30 minutes for lunch for factory workers and 8.30
to 5.30 p.m. with an hour for lunch for office workers. In the original lease the company
had committed to pay a minimum rate of one shilling per hour [E£2. 4s. Od.per week] but
these rates had been improved. Factory men over 18 years started at 1s.8d. per hour
[£3.13s.4d. per week], while women over 18 started at 1s.3d. per hour [£2.15s.0d.].%°
Office workers were paid a minimum of £288 per annum for men and £250 for women.
Amongst the American experts, Peter MacGregor was paid £80 per month, while
Mulligan and Waldron were each paid £50 per month.>” Since the factory was already in

production by this time, the board meeting was confirming the rates already being paid.

54 Nevins and Hill, interview with Lord Perry, 28 Mar. 1952 (BFRC, Acc. 834, Box 16). pp 19/20.

55 Minutes of United States board meeting, 8 July 1919 (BFRC, Acc. 328, Box 1).

56 See Appendices 3/5 for a full list of trades and positions with wage rates applying at the end of 1919.
57 Minutes of United States board meeting, 8 July 1919 (BFRC, Acc. 328 , Box 1).
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Earlier The Times had published details of Ford’s conditions, pointing out that a share of
the profits, amounting to 3d. per hour [11s.0d. per week], was paid to adult workers with
at least six months service. This payment was considered a gratuity which was
conditional on the employees’ good conduct and could be withdrawn at any time at the
company’s discretion.® No comment was made about setting up an American style
sociological or welfare department which suggests that the idea was dropped.

The wages and working conditions offered by Henry Ford & Son were very
desirable in an area of high unemployment and poor wages and conditions. For example,
in 1917 there had been calls on the government to introduce a weekly minimum wage of
£1.55.0d. for agricultural labourers.® While a survey of 1,010 Cork working class
families found that thirty five per cent survived on less than 19s. per week, while the
income of another fourteen per cent did not exceed 21s.%° Inevitably, these families lived
on the edge of starvation with little cash available for food and clothing. Ford starting
wage, even for an 18 year old employee, offered comparative luxury. A major outgoing
for all families was the cost of rent, in a city where housing was scarce, frequently
squalid and relatively expensive.

With the introduction of an enterprise expected to employ 2,000 workers the issue
of housing, in an already overcrowded city, was critical. As we have seen, the 1911
census revealed large numbers of substandard houses and extensive overcrowding.
Shortly after the original agreement with Woodhead in November 1916, the issue of Ford

housing was first mentioned in a local newspaper. The Cork Constitution ventured that as

58 The Times, 2 July 1919.

59 CE, 26 Jan. 1917, cited in Colman O’Mahony, In the shadows, (Cork, 1977), p. 309. Shortly after, LIoyd George had secured a
wage of 25s. per week for agricultural labourers as part of a policy of guaranteed agricultural prices.

60 Rev. A. M. MacSweeney, Poverty in Cork,(Cork, 1917), pp 3/4, cited in O’Mahony, In the shadows, p.309.
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well as the as the industrial buildings, a ‘model village for the workers in the Park’ was
being planned.®* This impression was later refuted, but early in 1917 the subject of
housing was raised more formally by J. L. Fawsitt, secretary of CIDA, who submitted a
report on the issue. He noted that ‘the housing problem in Cork which is at present fairly
acute will become greatly aggravated when the industries are set afoot’.%? He identified
two problems, firstly, the immediate requirement for additional temporary
accommodation for the large numbers involved in the building. Secondly, the need for
suitable housing for the thousands of permanent employees expected. Reporting on a
meeting between George Crosbie, president of the CIDA and the promoters of the Cork
park project, Fawsitt stated that it was not the promoter’s intention to build houses.
Consequently, there was a need for immediate action either by the state, the municipality
or preferably by private effort. Pointing out the potential he said: ‘Capitalists would do
well to bear in mind that under the promised minimum wage of one shilling per hour for
adult males...[workers would] be in a position to pay larger rentals for more suitable
habitation than had been the rule in Cork up to now’. In addition, there would be a
demand for a better class of house for heads of departments and better-paid staff. He
called on the corporation to raise the issue publicly ‘in the hope that local efforts will be
forthcoming in the immediate future to provide the additional housing accommodation
that will be urgently required after buildings have begun’.63

Coincidentally, in the same issue of the Cork Constitution, details were published

of a plan for a proposed new town. It reported the purchase by the promoter of Trafford

61 CC, 28 Nov. 1916.
62 CC, 8 Feb. 1917.
63 Ibid.
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Engineering Company of Manchester ‘of an immense tract at the east end of Blackrock
known as Lakelands...[to be] used as a site of a small town of some thousands of
dwellings...”® Three weeks later this news was repeated. ‘Representatives of Mr Ford
have acquired large tracts of land at Blackrock, which will make suitable and very
healthy sites for a model village.” While they made it clear that:
the Ford Company are not at present to build these villages themselves...and it is now up
to the municipality, either in its own corporate capacity or to the citizens generally, to
provide the capital for the erection of the houses upon the sites acquired by the
promoters, upon exceptionally generous terms as to the matter of ground rent.%®
Though Ford’s representatives are not named, it seems that the purchasers may have
involved Perry, as the senior executive, perhaps, working through Woodhead. Comments
made by Sorensen in 1922, during the confrontation with Cork Corporation over Ford’s
failure to reach the employment numbers stipulated in their lease, suggested that the
venture was a private speculation on the part of the ‘Ford representatives’.66 Sorensen
appeared to point the finger at Perry, who by that time was no longer with the company,
when he declared that:

Our representative, who originally put this matter before the city council, was able to
shape this up to his own personal benefit and to the benefit of others who were
corroborating [sic] with him, and who had the same idea in mind. These people made big
purchases of land around the city limits, as well as business blocks within the city and
options were secured on as much property as they could get their hands on, as they felt

that since Mr Ford had secured this property, Cork would naturally boom and they would,

64 CC, 8 Feb. 1917.
65 CC, 1 Mar.1917.
66 See Chapter five.
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therefore, benefit in this very selfish manner. However, in these ventures they were
unfortunate, much to the benefit of Cork in general, because if they had been successful,

they would have taken a good deal of money from the Cork people.67

Where Sorensen got this information is not evident, nor whether there was any
truth in the allegations. Also, unclear is what prevented the group from going ahead with
its housing construction scheme. Sorensen’s suggestion that Percival Perry had made
arrangements to purchase property for his own and some locals’ benefit, could explain
why the deal purchasing the racecourse was concluded so quickly and easily and why
cooperation was so readily forthcoming. The guarantee of 2,000 new jobs, many of which
would be filled by workers attracted from outside the city, would give a tremendous
boost to businesses in the city, but also offered ample opportunities for property
speculators to benefit from increased property prices and rents.

Perry’s original contract with Ford stipulated that he devote his time and effort to
the interests of the Ford company ‘to the exclusion of all other business’, yet, despite this,
he was often involved in schemes outside his job.%® Whether he was purchasing sites in
Southampton, or involving his cronies in deals, or using his contacts in the government,
he was constantly wheeling and dealing. For example, William Knudsen’s report in 1919
stated that ‘an enormous amount of business radiates directly from the office on
Shaftsbury Avenue where business, politics, personal matters and policies are being
worked at with feverish haste and in a hopeless tangle’.69 This type of activity would
seem to have been part of business as it operated in Britain at the time. The Americans,

on the other hand, did not like employees to have outside interests or businesses. For

67 C. E. Sorensen to Edward Grace, 1 Mar. 1922 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 45).
68 Branch manager’s contract, 1 Oct. 1909 (BFRC, Acc. 140, Box 1), see Appendix 16.
69 W. S. Knudsen to F. L. Klingensmith, 4 and 15 Mar. 1919 (BFRC, Acc. 334, Box 1), cited in Tolliday, Ford in Britain, p. 13.
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instance, when Grace became involved in another scheme to purchase property in 1921,
Sorensen was adamant that he sever his connection with the scheme (see below). Perry’s
external business activities may have contributed to his disagreement with the company
in 1919 and may account for later comments by local politicians.”

On the other hand, it might have been just an excuse concocted by Sorensen, to
get over the lease issue. Perry was no longer around to defend himself from these
allegations and would have made a convenient scapegoat for anything that happened in
the early years. Sorensen wanted Perry’s part in setting up these agreements exposed,
writing to Grace, he stated that ‘we want this point of view made public and the case put
squarely before everyone’.”* Either way, it’s a measure of Sorensen’s ruthlessness that he
was prepared to publicly damage Perry’s character over the housing issue, despite
keeping in contact and apparently remaining friendly with him during his nine year
absence from the company.

In the early 1920s Edward Grace became involved in another speculative property
venture which had the potential for scandal and displeased the Dearborn management. In
America, during the later years of what Nevins and Hill described as ‘the brief golden
age’ of the company when the Ford company went through ‘an era of social conscience’
and was imbued with a progressive social spirit, Ford had built 250 houses for its
employees.”? Originally conceived as a method of mass producing cheap concrete houses
for the workers, the Dearborn Realty and Construction Company (DRCC) was

incorporated to build houses on land purchased by Ford in January 1919 and was headed

70 Kevin Sheils commented in a memorandum that they ‘dismissed a big name of his for carrying on with English motor interests
against Fords’, 24 Mar. 1923 (NAIL Department of Taoiseach, S 5782).

71 C. E. Sorensen to Edward Grace, 1 Mar. 1922 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 45).

72 NH, vol. 11, p. 345.
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and promoted by Ford’s secretary, Ernest G. Liebold.”® When Ford’s tractor operations
were transferred from Dearborn to the Rouge plant five miles away in late 1921 the
houses became difficult to sell, and with the 1921 general recession the project was
abandoned.™ Across the Atlantic in Cork, in early 1920, a group of promoters became
aware of a site for sale and set up the Cork Building Sites and Construction Company
Limited (CBSCC) to take advantage of the situation.” The aim seems to have been to
provide houses for Ford workers based on the Dearborn model, but while the Ford
operation was eighty per cent owned by Clara and Edsel Ford the Cork project was in the
hands of outside promoters.’® It is not clear who all of the promoters were, but the group
included Grace, H. A. Pelly, A. J. Magennis and J. C. Dowdall.”’

Before the new company had been registered, Henry Ford & Son’s solicitor, J. J.
Horgan, apparently acting for Grace privately, wrote to Pelly, manager of the Hibernian
Bank which looked after Ford’s financial affairs in Cork, stating that the deal was to be
done in Grace’s name: ‘we are preparing an assignment in the name of Mr Grace and
adding a declaration of trust on behalf of the new company’.”® The property concerned

was owned by a Mr John Reese and a week later Grace wrote: ‘I have purchased Mr

73 Bryan, Beyond the Model T, p. 75.

74 Ibid., p. 82.

75 Edward Grace to H. A. Pelly, 6 Apr. 1920 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 45). The name of the company bears a remarkable similarity to
the Detroit company, suggesting a linkage.

76 Liebold held 15 per cent of shares and C.R. McLaughton, secretary-treasurer of DRCC, held 5 per cent, Bryan, Beyond the Model
T, p. 82.

77 J.J. Horgan to C. E. Sorensen, 6 Dec. 1921 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 45). A.J. Magennis,was an accountant and auditor in Cork, see
Magennis to Edward Grace, re: proposed increase of capital, 3 Feb. 1920 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 42).

78 J. J. Horgan to H. A. Pelly, 30 Mar. 1920 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 45). John J. Horgan was the son M. J. Horgan who had
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continues to represent them today. See firm’s website: (http://www.mjh.ie/about_us.html) (29 Jul.2008).
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Reese’s house, premises and lands at Ballincurrig, County Cork as trustee and on behalf
of Cork Building Sites and Construction Company which is being formed by the
promoters’.”® The address given on this letter is Clanloughlin, Grace’s home address,
suggesting that he was acting in a private capacity.

When Barry Galvin, the solicitor representing Reese, wrote to Horgan agreeing
this arrangement, he suggested an additional building option. He said that ‘we should be
glad if your clients would consider seriously the question of acquiring the Beaumont
estate in connection with their scheme. It is the ideal housing site in the vicinity of the
city and must be considerably more healthy locality than the lands of Ballincurrig’.®® The
following day, Horgan informed Pelly that Galvin was sending details of the title and
price being sought for the Beaumont property.®: The CBSCC took up the idea of
purchasing the property in due course and when Grace wrote to Sorensen in August 1920
he said:

In connection with the housing scheme which | instigated here some months ago, we are
now going to erect 50 small cottages of wood construction to meet the terrible demand
for this type of dwelling. It is practically impossible to get a small five or six room house
that it would be possible to rent for £5 or £6 a month. After these are completed we will
see what can be done to go further in building either more of the small type or whatever
is required.82

The problem of poor housing in the city of Cork was one which had been

recognised by Perry in his original survey in 1913. He identified the ‘necessity...of

79 Edward Grace to H. A. Pelly, 6 Apr. 1920 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 45).

80 Barry Galvin to J. J. Horgan, 29 Mar. 1920 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 45).
81 J. J. Horgan to H. A. .Pelly, 30 Mar. 1920 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 45).

82 Edward Grace to C. E. Sorensen, 19 Aug. 1920 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 43).
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careful organisation and assumption of responsibilities in respect of housing and
improving conditions of living of employees’.®® Later, Sorensen also appears to have
been conscious of the housing need when on a visit to Cork in December 1919, soon after
factory start-up, he cabled Henry Ford to say that ‘housing is one of the big problems
here and am endeavouring to stimulate interest locally. [It is] possible that we will have
to give them a lift on this...”.** Sorensen cabled H. H. Fisher the following day to ‘send
Grace [a] good group of Dearborn realty pictures’.®® Construction had begun on the
American houses in May 1919 and presumably the photographs were to show Grace the
new houses being built in Dearborn, perhaps as an example of what needed to be done in
Cork.®

Within months, as we have seen, Grace had acted on Sorensen’s suggestion and
through the CBSCC was in the process of acquiring a number of suitable sites to build
houses. The start of Grace’s involvement with these purchases, in March 1920, coincides
with Dearborn’s era of enthusiasm for such social projects. Grace clearly states that he
believed he was carrying out Sorensen’s wishes in the best interests of the employees.
There is also evidence of an attempt to justify and communicate the project to
headquarters. In the Benson Ford Research Center (BFRC) an album of photographs
exists which highlights the housing issue in Cork, comparing the Dearborn model houses
with the decrepit slum cottages in Cork. The caption under one photograph of a typical
slum dwelling reads: ‘The house which consists of the doorway and window on the left is

occupied by one of our employees who is earning a minimum of £4.11s.0d. per week.

83 P. Perry to Henry Ford, 25 Feb. 1913 (BFRC, Acc. 62, Box 95).

84 C. E. Sorensen to Henry Ford, 1 Dec. 1919 (BFRC, Acc. 62, Box 95).
85 C. E. Sorensen to H. H. Fisher, 1 Dec. 1919 (BFRC, Acc. 62, Box 95).
86 Bryan, Beyond the Model T, p. 82.
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This man has a wife, 2 children and a mother to share the house’.®” The album is undated,
but based on dates quoted in its introduction, was produced in early or mid-1920. While
its specific purpose is unstated, the introduction to the photographs is entitled ‘Housing in
Cork’ and opens: ‘For years past the housing problem in Cork has been attracting the
attention of social reformers; but in spite of the cumulative effect of statistics,

8 The album contains extracts

propaganda, lecture and appeal, the problem remains’.®
from ‘a Report of Medical Officer of Health’ and from ‘a Report of Local Government
Board’s Architect’, the latter dated October 2, 1919. It states that:

4,000 houses are required at once. The photos in this album are a representative
collection of the commonest type of dwelling in the city. Examples of extreme
dilapidation have not been included. The case for housing in Cork needs no special
pleading. The average of squalor speaks for itself.®

Contrasted with the slum cottages of Cork, are three photographs of the housing built by
the DRCC in Dearborn with Ford Model T’s parked outside, while the caption reads,
“This picture and the two following need no comment.” The final two photographs are
captioned ‘ldeal housing sites,” representing two sites overlooking the city of Cork with
the commentary that: ‘The slums of Cork, and Cork is mostly slums, are a blot on the
face of a beautiful county. This picture and the following one show two beautiful sites
which could be used for housing the working people’. This album links the issue of Cork

housing to the project under way in Dearborn and clearly suggests the need for a similar

scheme to alleviate the housing problems of the city as well as for Ford employees.®

87 Photograph album, unlabelled and undated, early to mid-1920 (BFRC, Acc. 1660, Box 130).
88 Ibid.
89 Ibid.
90 Ibid.
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In November 1920 the CBSCC, registered at 55 South Mall, announced in the
Fordson Worker that they had:
purchased the Beaumont estate and hope to have thirty to forty houses erected there and
ready for occupation before the end of the present year. Purchase of those houses, with
the conditions under which applicants may purchase them outright or become tenants of
the above company will be duly posted in the works. !
While Edward Grace was confidently promising to provide housing for Cork, in America,
by December 1920 the Ford Motor Company was in severe financial difficulty and
arguably, on the brink of bankruptcy.” The ensuing corrective action included plant
closures, cut-backs and lay-offs as well as the abandonment of the 1914 social welfare
programme and the departure of the head of the sociology department. Sorensen was now
in the ascendancy and since his main aim was production, he was no longer sympathetic
to welfare programmes in America or in Cork.*® Sometime in June he questioned E. L.
Clarke about ‘Pelly’s housing scheme’. Clarke replied cautiously:
...I will write you soon with reference to Pelly’s housing scheme, but there are a few
enquiries | wish to make first, so that | can put the whole matter clearly as | see and find
it. But without dealing with the scheme as it stands today, | am sure that if those men who
are in it tackled the job in an energetic fashion, it would be a complete success. They
have suitable property, and plenty of tenants eagerly awaiting transfer from the slums.%*

Sorensen followed up with a letter to Grace: ‘Now against my advice you got mixed up in

some real estate matter, which has caused a lot of embarrassment over here and will, no

91 Fordson Worker, no. 1, 15 November 1920 (BFRC, Acc.38 , Box 43).
92 Brinkley, Wheels for the world, pp 267/8.

93 Greenleaf, From these beginnings, pp. 23/24.

94 E. L. Clarke to C. E. Sorensen, 1 July 1921 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 45).
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doubt, continue to be a source of embarrassment to you’.95 Later, Grace pleaded with
Sorensen to reconsider taking over the Ballincurrig property, Grace said: ‘The property is
the most valuable in the vicinity of Cork for building purposes and can be subdivided into
lots and sold at a considerable profit’. It also offered advantages to Henry Ford & Son as
the land had a limestone quarry which could be used as a source of revenue for the
company ‘because of the large quantities of limestone used both in our building
extensions, making of roads, and in our cupola as flux’. Grace continued that the
company was ‘purchasing about eight tons of moulding sand per day from a pit in the
property’.*® Despite the excellent prospects outlined by Grace, Sorensen refused to permit
Ford to be involved. Grace eventually conceded that the scheme might have been a
mistake, but said that it:
was worked out from what was thought to be your wish and with the desire for the
furtherance of the best interests of our employees; and if we had peace here instead of all
the trouble since its organization the scheme would have been a successful one, and now
we have a prospect of it undoubtedly will be successful. If you could see your way to
allow us to take over the responsibility of the property without being hampered by
outside directors, who do not understand modern building schemes, | am sure it will be a
success.”’
Meanwhile Pelly had travelled to Detroit to explain his case to Sorensen, but had
apparently been rejected by him.*® Now, despite being fully aware of Sorensen’s

viewpoint, Grace was appealing to Sorensen again to take over the project. He was also

pleading a humanitarian case for Pelly, who was at risk of losing his position in the

95 C. E. Sorensen to E. L. Clarke, 22 Aug. 1921 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 46).
96 Edward Grace to C. E. Sorensen, 4 Oct. 1921 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 45).
97 Ibid. ltalics by author.

98 C. E. Sorensen to H. A. Pelly, 29 Apr. 1921 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 133).
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Hibernian bank, with no prospect of getting into another bank.” But Sorensen was not
interested. Later Pelly threatened legal proceedings against Ford arising out of their
failure to go ahead with the project. He subsequently changed his position and claimed
that his threat was not against Henry Ford & Son, but against Grace.'® Horgan, acting for
Ford, met the directors of the Hibernian Bank who agreed that ‘the whole matter arose
through Pelly taking upon himself to do things without any authority from Henry Ford &
Son Ltd., and stated that they desired to let the whole may matter drop’. They hoped that
Ford would do the same. Horgan assured them that Ford ‘had no desire for anything but
friendly relations with the Bank, but that owing to Pelly’s conduct and language...had to
get the matter cleared up’.*®* Writing to Sorensen, Horgan stated that he was certain that
the bank did ‘not intend to proceed against Mr Grace or the other guarantors either, as
having regard to Pelly’s misrepresentation, they would have no case’.’% On receipt of
Horgan’s letter and just as the problem with the corporation lease was emerging,
Sorensen wrote to Grace demanding ‘an advise’ from him ‘that the affair has been
entirely cleaned up, and that you are not connected any further with this building
corporation’.103 Grace promptly replied that he had ‘severed any connection’ he had with
them.1%*

From the evidence it appears that Grace interpreted Dearborn’s short-lived
enthusiasm for providing housing as a direction to do something similar. He presented his

case graphically, using the aforementioned photographs, he investigated available sites

99 Edward Grace to C. E. Sorensen, 4 Oct. 1921 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 45).
100 J. J. Horgan to C. E. Sorensen, 9 Dec. 1921 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 45).
101 lbid.

102 Ibid. A Mr Magennis is mentioned as one of the guarantors.

103 C. E. Sorensen to Edward Grace, 17 Dec. 1921 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 45).
104 Edward Grace to C. E. Sorensen , 23 Dec. 1921 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 45).
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and set about purchasing suitable land. But Dearborn’s enthusiasm had waned and
financial constraints undermined such liberal schemes before they reached a conclusion.
Never one for unnecessary social work, Sorensen no doubt disowned the project, leaving
Grace, and particularly Pelly, in the lurch. When Pelly discovered his position and
threatened Ford with proceedings, Horgan was delegated to get the bank to drop the
issue. Pelly was left as the scapegoat for presumably making the purchase at Grace’s
behest but without any authority from Henry Ford & Son. Grace was also off the hook as
the bank were not about to proceed against him or the other guarantors. However, the
whole incident had the potential for embarrassment to Henry Ford & Son, with the issue
of the employment numbers being discussed in the media and Sorensen inferring land
speculation by Perry, he did not need allegations of speculation against Grace or Henry
Ford & Son.

In the event the problem of slum housing fell back on local authorities to deal
with. The Cork Town Planning Association, founded in 1922, carried out an exhaustive
civic survey to identify the magnitude of the problem. Published in 1926, the survey
reported that poor housing was a major consideration with 16,000, or one fifth of the
city’s population, living in unhealthy conditions. The need for a long-term housing
programme was recognised by the survey and it recommended that the slum areas be
cleared and residents re-housed on the outskirts of the city.’®® Despite a shortage of
money the problem of slum houses was made a priority and the corporation carried out a

number of schemes during the late 1920s and 1930s.'%

* * *

105 Patrick O’Flanagan, Cornelius Buttimer,(eds), Cork: history and society (Dublin, 1993) p. 958.
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By the summer of 1919 much of the work on the wharves, foundry and machine
shop had been completed, but the factory as a whole was far from ready. Despite the
building limitations the first tractor, assembled from Dearborn parts, came off the line on
3 July and by the end of the year 303 Fordson Model F tractors had been produced.
Throughout 1920, production continued to increase, manufacturing as well as assembly
commenced, and hopes for the future ran high as Dearborn invested the funds necessary
to build a business which could create a farming revolution in Europe.’®” Within a short
period almost 1,800 workers were employed and they produced a total of 3,626 tractors
in 1920. During that year a number of changes took place at Ford. On 21 April, the Ford
family transferred the shares in Henry Ford & Son of Cork to the Ford Motor Company
in Detroit, and in the hope of improving sales, responsibility for selling Fordson tractors
was shifted from the specialised tractor dealers to the ordinary car and truck dealers.'*®

When works manager, Peter MacGregor, wrote to Sorensen announcing the
assembly of the first tractor at Cork in July 1919, he had parts on hand for a further
twelve tractors and he ordered ‘everything for two hundred’.*® The jubilant report of this
first milestone was accompanied by a list of quality problems affecting the tractor parts
sent from Detroit, the long sea journey having taken its toll. He said:

On account of so much handling, parts are in a very bad condition, such as fuel tanks
dented, transmission housings broken, pistons very rusty, magnets will all have to be re-

charged, about 75 per cent of coil units are no good and most of assemblies will have to

107 WH, p.102.

108 Ibid., p. 103. 1919 was the year of the trial with the Dodge Brothers concerning ownership of Ford Motor Company, by 1920
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109 P. MacGregor to C. E. Sorensen, 7 July 1919 (BFRC, Acc.38, Box 46).
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be re-built.**°

The problems with parts caused by excessive handling and exposure to sea air would
plague Cork as long as supplies were sourced in Dearborn. More generally, MacGregor
spoke positively of the general workforce though, not unexpectedly he complained that
‘mechanics are hard to find’. Having so far failed to find a home for himself, he described
housing in the city as ‘deplorable’.*"*

With building work still in progress, the conditions under which they were
working were both difficult and discouraging. MacGregor describes ‘rain coming through
building everywhere, yards covered with thousand of tons of concrete, reinforcing iron,
and other building material (over supply) and no tools to work with. It takes from two to
three weeks to get anything from England’. However, he was expecting to turn out ‘two
or more tractors a day from now on’. Commenting again on the productivity of the
workers he said they ‘take a roundabout way of doing things, but we are introducing such

things as using a 3” paint brush, where one (inch) had been the custom’.*?

—_—

Working conditions in the ‘state of the art’ factory were typical ‘Fordist’. The
repetitive, monotonous work was to some extent compensated by high pay rates. The
assembly line might have been a wonder to outsiders who saw it in operation, but for
workers who had to keep up with its pace, it could be soul destroying. In the past, teams
working together might be paid at piece rates and be free to determine their own pace;
now the conveyor belt dictated the pace and this was controlled by Ford. Moreover, in the

older regime, work had a degree of interest and variability. The key to achieving

110 P. MacGregor to C. E. Sorensen, 7 July 1919 (BFRC, Acc.38, Box 46).
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maximum output with conveyor belt systems is that the conveyor dictates the pace,
thereby putting continuous pressure on the workers to perform the routine, simple tasks
within the time allotted. Workers were also kept under close supervision to ensure no
stoppages. Henry Ford was being less than honest when he claimed in 1926, ‘We have
never had a complaint about the repetitive work. The only complaints we ever had were
during the first few months, when the men found it hard to do without smoking while at
work>. '3

Due to the nature of the product and its smaller volume, the factory in Cork
produced at a lower speed and with less rigid discipline than the high-speed systems in
Dearborn. Yet the patterns of monotony on the assembly line were similar. In other
departments, such as the foundry, conditions were reminiscent of the ‘satanic mills’.
Despite the Marina facility being the most modern of its type, deafening noise, intense
heat and heavy work were the norm, a horrific environment described in a local ballad as
‘only one step from hell’.*** Layoffs were common, most notably at times of model
change-over when the majority of staff would be let go. Occasionally work would be
provided in Manchester or later Dagenham giving rise to the term ‘Dagenham Yanks’.
Trade union representation was not permitted until after World War 11, but from the
earliest days local factory negotiations and problems were dealt with through an elected
worker’s representative committee. ™

Henry Ford later painted an almost idyllic picture of the effects of his industry on

the workers of Cork. ‘We have no labour turnover whatever, and always have a long

113 Ford, Today and tomorrow, p. 258.
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waiting list.” He went on: ‘the men no longer spend their evenings hanging around grog
shops in old clothes and kerchiefs...you will see them in the evening strolling out to see
the pictures with their wives, and they are wearing collars and swinging canes’.**® While
undoubtedly the relative stability that regular, well-paying jobs brings to a community
would be obvious in Cork, Ford’s sentimental view ignores the mental and physical strain
endured by employees working in his plant.

As with many of his other ideas, Ford had a progressive attitude to the running of
factories and he attempted to improve the working conditions and environment as far as
was possible. Ford in Ireland operated much as they did in United States where Kahn’s
reinforced concrete buildings, while cheaper and more flexible than traditional buildings,
created wide open factory areas with bright airy spaces, lit from vast expanses of window
panes, which according to Lacey ‘turned every other factory into a prison workshop by
comparison’.**” Ford was obsessive about cleanliness and order and his factories reflected
his views. In Cork the local view was: ‘we had Dunlop and Ford where you could eat
your dinner off the floor’.**® There was also a strong emphasis on safety. The company
safety programme was based on a few common sense principles which were implemented
conscientiously. First, keep the workplace place clean; second, ensure that the worker is
comfortable and third, engineer each machine to be as accident-proof as possible.**® Ford
employed the latest equipment and techniques to ensure that factory and safety conditions
were to the highest contemporary standard. Safety equipment was installed and

maintained, while dedicated crews worked to keep the factory clean and fresh by a rigid

116 Ford, Today and tomorrow, p. 259.
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schedule of cleaning and painting. As a reminder to all management and staff, his
department communication notepaper had the statement ‘Make Ford plants safe’
prominently displayed.'?

As the Marina factory was being commissioned, MacGregor, in his report on
building and manufacturing details, stated that a ‘first aid man and medicine cabinet [had
been] installed for minor injuries, and an understanding with the South Infirmary for
more serious cases, had been arranged’.**! Further evidence of the company’s attitude to
safety is apparent from Grace’s requisition for a modern sand blast outfit when he
comments: ‘I know that formerly the attitude of the Company towards sand blasting was
that it was unhealthy to the man. However, since the new type of sand blasts has been
brought out | understand that your attitude has changed’.'? Later, a safety department
was in operation and safety education was used, together with factory posters
highlighting potential accident risks and promoting safe working practices.'??

Ford’s revolutionary attitude of paying good wages and providing a good, clean
and safe working environment all contributed to the efficient running of the plant. Ford
was concerned about the welfare of the men and safety was treated seriously. But he was
also concerned with production, he said ‘production without safety is inefficient’.***
Accidents interrupted the running of the conveyor. Just as each work station was

designed to minimise the physical efforts of the employee, thus maximising the output,

for the same reason, they were designed to minimise the risk of accidents.
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In contrast to the physical environment, the atmosphere amongst the employees
was tense and pressured. They were expected to concentrate on keeping the conveyor
going smoothly, without interruption. Anything which distracted the employee from his
task was frowned upon. Working in Ford in Detroit was a serious business with no
concessions given to frivolity. Henry Ford kept top management pressured and off
balance and the pressure fed all the way down to the workers.*?®> In Cork, demand to
produce was also strong. Sorensen exerted continuous pressure on Grace and later on
Clarke. The stress felt by the workers was lessened by the smaller scale, less stringent
discipline imposed and the naturally gregarious nature of the employees.

To the thousands of workmen seeking jobs in the new plant rising on the Lee,
these considerations would no doubt be secondary to the good wages and conditions on
offer. With jobs scarce and well-paid jobs impossible to find, Ford offered an attractive
proposition to workers in Cork city and hinterland. Later when the company settled into
the motor car assembly business, leaving behind the fluctuations of the tractor era, and
workers began to enjoy some degree of security, their dissatisfactions would find
expression in collective bargaining and unionisation.

Just as Ford management in Detroit tried to educate the workers to be prudent
with their wages, so Edward Grace introduced parallel schemes to assist Marina
employees to develop good financial habits. Amongst a number of Ford schemes, Grace
introduced a life assurance scheme for employees. The scheme meant that ‘a man can
insure his life for two hundred pounds for £2.4s.0d. per annum’. Grace had discovered

that the workers had not been in the habit of providing for themselves with life insurance.

125 Lacey, Ford, p. 350.
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About seventy percent had no insurance at all while most were insured for only small
amounts with as few as 11 employees carrying £200 or more.'?®

The company also introduced a saving scheme. Based on the Dearborn
Investment Certificates scheme it was universal in Ford plants and was so popular with
workers that about eighty percent of employees participated, enjoying a high rate of
interest similar to that paid by Ford’s in Detroit. Investment was limited to one third of an
employee’s wages and the savings represented a buffer against the all too frequent
layoffs.'?” After about a year in operation, Clarke reported ‘that since the payment of the
interest on the Investment Certificates the scheme has appealed very much more to the
men....The amount standing towards the purchase of certificates amounts to
£2,799.10s.10d. making a grand total of £7,599.10s.10d. Of this amount, £7,500 stands in
a deposit account with the Hibernian Bank, earning a maximum interest but, of course,
available for use in the course of our business, when required’.*”® Thus, the saving
scheme benefited the employees, but also served the needs of Henry Ford & Son.

Grace was keen to help in practical ways as the company had done for workers in
United States. Firstly, in August 1920 he opened a small lunch room where food was sold
at cost, two shillings for a good meal, which he hoped later to reduce to 1s.6d. Alongside
the restaurant, Grace started a small scale cooperative store where shoes and socks were
sold in an effort to eliminate foot injuries caused by sharp objects piercing of the men’s
poor quality shoes. Bulk purchase from the local boot factory permitted the company to

sell shoes at 10s. to 12s. per pair, cheaper than the retail price, with the result that in the
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first week they sold about 60 pairs of shoes. Grace’s ambition was to assist the workers
by starting ‘a real store like that at the Ford Motor Company’ as well as ‘a nice clean
meat market and grocery store with, perhaps, a general counter. The cost of food is
extremely high here as well as all other commodities’. He believed that the retail dealers
in Cork were taking advantage of those who worked for Ford and were charging them
inflated prices."®® In Dearborn during 1919 Ford had seen his workers’ salaries eroded by
post-war inflation and had responded by selling fish and later meat to his employees.
Soon the range of goods had been expanded providing a range of high quality
merchandise at cost price.’® As well as advertised brand products, Ford sold many
products under their own ‘Ford’ name.™*! Operating on very modern, almost supermarket
lines, by 1926, Liebold claimed that the Ford store was the largest of its kind in the
United States, with total sales of twelve million dollars annually and a profit of just over
three per cent. Originally the stores were open only to Ford employees who had to show
their company badges, but by 1926, they were frequented by the general public.*?
However, trouble was brewing as retailing organisations began to object, accusing Ford
of selling below cost. The National Association of Retail Meat Dealers wrote to Henry
Ford claiming that he was selling ‘merchandise to the public at ridiculously low
prices...your prices to the general public are unfair to yourself as well as to the Detroit
meat dealers in general’."®® Liebold robustly defended Ford’s position, suggesting that

they had applied their modern manufacturing methods to the retail business, turning over
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large sales volumes and thus reducing the price to the customers.™** In effect, the Ford
stores, by applying the mass production manufacturing systems, were creating the
supermarkets systems which would evolve later. Predictably, local merchants fought back
and on 4 April 1927 a thousand members of the Detroit Retail Merchants Association
gathered to demonstrate their objection to Ford’s practices, forcing the company to
restrict access to their stores to Ford employees, on the pretence that the business had
grown too big for the Ford company to handle.'*®

In Cork, the store was expanded and later in 1922 when Ford was in conflict with
Cork Corporation one of the workers wrote anonymously to the Cork Examiner, praising
the employee benefits which the company provided:

The workers in the Ford firm are provided with a cooperative store for the sale of food,

clothing, etc. Everything is sold at cost price, thereby eliminating middlemen’s profit.

Every worker can become a partner in the firm by investing his spare cash, and the

interest allowed on these investments so far has been excelled only by Munster and

Leinster bank.**®

These perquisites were part of the standardised systems which Ford operated in all its
plants, domestic and foreign. The same generalised letters of instructions were sent to
each of them ensuring standardised accounting, sales, and production and purchasing
procedures. ‘Each company had binders into which these missives went, their rules and
policies to be followed implicitly. These came to be known among employees abroad as

the “Ford Bible”.”**” While the schemes introduced by Fords were beneficial to the
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employees, training them to act prudently and providing for times of difficulty, these
schemes never went as far as the interference practised by the sociological department in

Detroit.

By late August 1919 MacGregor had the capacity to assemble 10 tractors a day.
Each department was still operating with great difficulty, several were partly fitted out
with machinery erected and benches in place, but still awaiting conveyors, while building
work was still in progress. Training of manpower continued, mainly in the assembly area.
MacGregor reported his efforts at ‘organising and breaking-in men on all sub-assemblies,
including radiators, gear shifters, clutches, front axles and dashes. Parts are poorly
machined and need a lot of reworking before assembly can be done’.™*® As the
management and workers struggled to deal with the problems, some newspapers
expressed doubts about the viability of the operation. The Detroit News reported from the
Cork factory on the state of play, quoting the British view of Irish workers that ‘the Celt
is racially and temperamentally unsuited’ for factory work. Naturally, the Irish view was
the direct opposite saying that ‘Ireland is as well-suited to manufacturing as England’.**°
An Egyptian writer who visited the works in November, described:

a fine modern factory...where agricultural motor tractors were made on a large scale. The
foundry and machine shops were not in full swing as the as the place was still unfinished
but everything was being arranged in the usual American businesslike manner. Almost

all the workers and mechanics were Irish while the few heads were from across the

to E. G. Liebhold, 8 Dec. 1920, with the information that it had been sent to all foreign companies except Henry Ford & Son Ltd. in
Ireland; Liebhold sent a comparable one to Cork, Acc. 285, Box 11.”

138 P. MacGregor to C. E. Sorensen, 20 Aug. 1919 (BFRC, Acc.38, Box 46).

139 Detroit News, 5 Oct. 1919 (BFRC, Acc. 44, Box 14).
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Atlantic.**
With production operations at the Marina plant steadily improving, the man responsible
for much of the original organisation of the company departed the scene. On 30
September 1919, Percival Perry resigned his post as managing director of Henry Ford &
Son and on 29 November 1919 Edward Grace was appointed to replace him.**! The
circumstances of Perry’s resignation from the Ford Motor Company will be dealt with in
chapter eight.

Following Perry’s departure, Ford of England enjoyed a very successful year in
1920, after which it settled into a period of steady decline under a succession of imported
American managers.*** Percival Perry was rehired by Henry Ford in 1928, but in the
interval, the plants at Cork and Manchester were managed separately, the two continually
pulling against each other with little support from the British management for either the
Cork plant or the tractor business. The absence of Perry was a significant loss to Ford’s
business in Europe, but especially to Ford of Cork. His business skill, drive and contacts
and particularly his relationship with dealers, could have generated sales, creating more
demand for Cork’s tractors. In addition, his overarching control of the business in Britain
and Ireland might have yielded better results by coordinating sales and improving
relationships between the two plants, while ensuring that rational inter-company pricing
structures applied. His personal relationship and contacts with both Henry Ford and
Charlie Sorensen were assets which he could have used to the advantage of both

businesses. In a key period when local and international problems were legion, the single

140 Ibrahim Rashad, An Egyptian in Ireland (Bristol, 1919), p. 63. (24 Nov. 1919 ).
(http://timea.rice.edu/texts/RasEgyp/RasEgyp.html#RasEgyp.xml-div1-d0e1651) (5 Sept. 2006).

141 WH, p. 102.

142 Production of cars and trucks for 1920 was 46,362, by 1928 output had declined to 6,685 units, see Appendix 1.
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strong man who might have brought success was gone.

Perry’s departure triggered a number of changes at board level. Sorensen, Grace,
Clarke, Warren Anderson as well as Henry Ford’s secretary Ernest Liebold were
appointed directors. Grace was appointed to succeed Perry as managing director of Henry
Fords & Son on 29 November 1919 and together with Clarke and Anderson, formed a
committee for the general management of Ford’s of Cork, while Sorensen, Liebhold and
Edsel Ford were to deal with matters of ‘organisation and policy and to control as they
see fit the before mentioned committee of Messrs Anderson, Grace and Clark’.**® Thus,
in Perry’s place, a triumvirate was appointed which, almost from the beginning,
demonstrated divergent attitudes to the British and Irish businesses.

Warren G. Anderson, appointed to take charge of Ford in Britain, had previously
been head of Ford’s assembly branch in Saint-Louis, Missouri. Anderson’s attitude,
according to Tolliday, was that ‘anything Perry had done was wrong and to undo
anything that Perry had done was right’.*** He implemented Ford’s American standards
to the point of absurdity. For example, ‘the right-hand drive version of the Model T that
Perry had introduced before the war was withdrawn and Manchester had to produce only
left-hand drive cars (which then had to be converted by their buyers)’.** His insistence
on exclusive dealerships, prohibiting dealers from selling other makes of cars, resulted in
the defection of some 800 dealers. Discussing these issues much later, Perry said: ‘It is no
use burying one’s head in the sand and going ahead applying policies over here, no

matter how successful they may have been in America, because conditions here are

143 Minute book, secretary’s office, 4 Dec. 1919 (BFRC, Acc. 880, Box 7). Anderson, Grace, Liebold and Clarke each were
allocated ten shares in Henry Ford & Son. See Minute book, secretary’s office, 5 Dec. 1919 (BFRC, Acc. 880, Box 7).

144 Tolliday, ‘Ford in Britain’, p. 13.

145 Ibid.
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different’. 1

Grace, as managing director of Henry Ford & Son’s Cork factory appeared
enthusiastic and hard-working from the start. No doubt he was keen to use his overseas
experience to achieve recognition and enhance his promotion prospects on his return to
Detroit. Described by the Detroit News in 1919 as ‘a very youthful appearing product of
Detroit industry’ he had previously been employed as a superintendent at the Dearborn
Fordson tractor factory. He was a Ford man through and through, his training and
experience had all been gained with the company. Born sometime in the 1880s in the
neighbourhood of the Ford plant on Lafayette Boulevard, Grace went to Ford directly
from school. Together with MacGregor, Mulligan and Waldron, all former
superintendents from the Dearborn plant, he provided the management skills to run the

new plant.**’

Other key managers included company secretary, Eugene L. Clarke, and the
uniquely named Port Stewart who was responsible for purchasing.

Clarke, who was born in Easkey, County Sligo in January 1891, emigrated to
London where he attended evening classes studying commerce and accountancy.
Homesick, he returned to Ireland and taught in Dublin until Easter 1916 when, while
visiting his girlfriend in Bantry, he was stranded in Cork city due to the rail disruption
which followed the 1916 Rising. Offered a temporary teaching job, Clarke stayed in
Cork. Later he worked as an accountant, but upon hearing rumours of Ford’s purchase of
the race course site, he applied for work with the company and was accepted. Working

out of a room in the Imperial Hotel and reporting to Ford’s construction manager B. R.

Brown, in the early months of 1917 Grace set up Henry Ford & Son’s accounting and

146 Tolliday, Ford in Britain’, pp 13/14.
147 Detroit News, 5 Oct. 1919 (BFRC, Acc. 44, Box 14).
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purchasing system. As building work progressed, Clarke organised the payroll for some
300 building workers.**® On 10 September 1917 he was appointed company secretary.'*°

Asked, in 1919, for his impressions of his employees Edward Grace replied: ‘The
raw labour we get here is highly superior to that which we are now getting in Detroit, and
there is an unlimited number of men to choose from.... The men have to be taught the
American way of working, but learn well’. He claimed, somewhat optimistically, that
they had to teach the men that they didn’t need to make the work last, to stretch it out, as
there would always be more. ‘We go on the theory that, if we can wear a machine out in
one month, so much the better. We get our money out of it just that much more quickly
and make way for a more modern machine which may do the work faster and better’.**°
His optimistic view of an ever-increasing market demand, calling for constantly
increasing output was based on his experience in Dearborn, where sales and production
of the Model T had burgeoned year after year. Even the Fordson tractor, which had
recently been introduced in the United States, followed the pattern, with 1919 production
rising by almost seventy per cent over the previous year’s output, but Europe was a
smaller, more conservative market and post-war economic circumstances were unlikely
to support American sales levels.™" His optimistic view would be severely tested in the
years ahead.

After a token start in 1919, the building work, installation and commissioning of
plant and equipment and of course training workers continued through 1920. The Cork

management group were grappling with the range of problems associated with any large

148 Interview with E. L. Clarke, | remember Henry Ford, 22 November 1982 (RTE Libraries and Archives).
149 Minutes of director’s meetings, 20 Sept. 1917 (BFRC, Acc. 328, Box 1).

150 Detroit News, 5 Oct. 1919 (BFRC, Acc. 44, Box 14).

151 See Appendix 2.
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scale industrial start-up, as well as others more specifically related to the untrained
workforce and the need to provide training for an ever-expanding group. In Dearborn
expansions, the original workforce acted as a core group who could assist with training
new workers, but in Cork no such core group existed, so that the degree of responsibility
and pressure on the management team was greater. Additionally, the post-war situation
exacerbated the difficulties of obtaining supplies, while Sorensen’s constant demands for
action and information added to the problem. Inevitably these pressures lead to strain and
errors. Outside the factory, in Cork and its surrounding area, the country was in turmoil, a
guerrilla war was being waged by the IRA. Daily shootings and ambushes meant that life
was very disturbed and about to deteriorate. On 20 March 1920 Toméas MacCurtain, Lord
Mayor of Cork was shot in his home. A few days later, the British government introduced
its response to the raids and ambushes being carried out by the IRA: on 25 March 1920
the Black and Tans, arrived in Ireland.

Undoubtedly the Ford management team were too preoccupied with their
problems to focus for long on the political issues of the country. The building and
production difficulties were being addressed and gradually eliminated, so that output
increased and a steady flow of tractors started to emerge from the factory. On the
administrative side, systems, such as costing systems, stores accounts and accounts
classifications were being brought into line with those in operation in Dearborn.*®* Even
as the factory began commissioning, evidence of sales difficulties were apparent. In
March 1920, J. N. Byrne, the commercial manager, wrote to Sorensen signalling the
problems that lay ahead. He reported that

owing to the unsettled state of our sales organisation in the British Isles at present, due to

152 E. L. Clarke to C. E. Sorensen, 7 Jan. 1920 (BFRC, Acc. 572, Box 17).
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the change in our sales policy and to the fact that the ploughing season here is over and

consequently the demand for tractors has dropped considerably we are faced with the

situation where our production is in danger of overtaking British demands.*>

Sorensen wrote to Grace a week later to tell him that W. A. Ryan, head of sales and
advertising in Dearborn, was in Europe and that he should consult him about his sales
problems.”* The archives give no details of any subsequent meeting and there is no
evidence of any beneficial change. Instead, the company made an organisational change
which adversely affected tractor sales. The plan, mentioned earlier, to transfer sales of
Fordson tractors to Ford car and truck dealers came about when Edsel Ford proposed, in
September 1919, that since the Ford Motor Company had a more extensive sales and
distribution organisation for cars, that this organisation should be utilised to improve the
distribution of Fordson tractors.™> In April 1920, once Detroit had acquired the shares of
Henry Ford & Son Ltd from the Ford family, Edsel’s suggestion was implemented.
Unfortunately, while the motor agents were familiar with cars and trucks they were
neither familiar with, nor interested in tractors. In Britain, following Anderson’s changes,
dealer’s morale was low and there was little enthusiasm to promote agricultural
equipment.’®® Grace sought to have the sales policy reversed to permit him to deal with
British sales agents directly. He claimed that it would give the tractor business a better
service, while eliminating the additional Manchester overhead costs.**’

The problem with the dealers, together with the deteriorating economic conditions

in Britain and on the continent of Europe did not bode well for sales. Sluggish sales

153 J. Byrne to C. E. Sorensen, 25 Mar. 1920 (BFRC, Acc. 880, Box 7, Wilkins Papers, re: Acc. 38, Box 42).
154 C. E. Sorensen to Edward Grace, 2 Apr. 1920 (BFRC, Acc. 880, Box 7, Wilkins Papers, re: Acc. 38, Box 42).
155 Board of directors’ minutes, 22 Sept. 1919 (BFRC, Acc. 329, Box 1).

156 WH, p. 103.

157 E. L. Clarke to C. E. Sorensen, 2 Apr. 1920 (BFRC, Acc.38, Box 42 ).
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revealed other dilemmas and questions. One such was the sales price. Grace wished to
raise the price to get a greater contribution towards his costs, but Ford’s motor business
had been built on reducing prices and Henry Ford’s response to any sales problem was to
lower prices and thereby increase sales.*® Going against Ford policy, Grace sought to
increase the retail price of his tractors from £280 to £300. His total costs per tractor
amounted to £224.1s.1d., while the wholesale price to distributors was £225. This
arrangement left him with almost no contribution to his overheads.™ Sometime
afterwards and without the assent of head office, Grace notified Manchester and the other
Ford motor branches of a price increase. This action elicited an abrupt cable from Edsel
Ford, warning him not to change prices unless advised by Dearborn and to recall the
revised price notices issued. Edsel pointed out that ‘Anderson is the authority on [the]
commercial end of tractor business in Europe’.®® Sorensen’s reply was equally blunt:
‘we must not raise the price’, however, he promised that Bate would bring figures with
him to try and arrive at a lower price. He warned Grace: ‘It is imperative that you work
with him’.**

Throughout this period Sorensen directed Irish operations from his office in the
Rouge. Wilkins described him as: ‘Like a general at staff headquarters in touch with his
divisions in the fields, Sorensen despatched queries and directives to and received reports
from, three men on the ground at Cork’.*®® His anger and impatience is very evident in

the exchanges with the managers in Ireland, however, he always seemed willing to

158 See Appendix 15 for prices of Ford cars in United States 1903-1916.

159 E. L. Clarke to C. E. Sorensen, 2 Apr. 1920 (BFRC, Acc.38, Box 42 ) and reply, C. E. Sorensen to E. L. Clarke, 25 June 1920
(BFRC, Acc.38 , Box 42).

160 Edsel Ford to Edward Grace, 23 June 1920 (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 46).

161 C. E. Sorensen reply to Edward Grace, 25 June 1920 (BFRC, Acc.38 , Box 42).

162 Mira Wilkins notes (BFRC, Acc. 38, Box 43), p. 1.
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develop and defend the Cork plant, but had no patience with bureaucracy or delay. His
desire to be kept informed of all details, including local news stories of the day, was
almost insatiable. He sent an endless stream of letters to Grace and later to E. L. Clarke.
In these letters, he directed and demanded, threatened and ranted. He delivered
contradictory comments and demands; he berated Grace for leaving the plant while at
other times he demanded that he get out into the field and sell tractors. He interfered and
made suggestions which when people acted upon, often led to problems which were in
turn rejected. On his visits, he made unworkable agreements and left Grace to unravel the
mess.*®® Sorensen kept Henry and Edsel Ford fully informed of events in the Cork factory
while implementing Henry’s wishes to the letter. It is safe to assume that all significant
decisions taken by Sorensen in relation to the factory had Henry Ford’s approval.

In mid-June 1920, tractors were still being assembled with parts shipped from
Detroit, but with Cork’s machine shop and foundry both practically complete, Grace
wrote on 12 June, promising to cast the first cylinder in the coming week. While Ford had
many assembly plants at that time, what distinguished Cork from other assembly plants
was the existence of the foundry and machine shop, key facilities for making castings and
machining parts to be used in the finished product. The foundry process consisted of
pouring molten metal from the furnace into pre-formed moulds and then allowing the
metal to cool and harden. Following cooling, the rough-cast part was extracted from the
mould and delivered to the machine shop where the part was finely and accurately
machined, leaving it ready for use in assembly.

Sorensen waited impatiently for Cork’s foundry to be commissioned, finally, on

163 See later chapters. Examples include agreements made at his meeting with the lord mayor of Cork concerning the lease; his

apparent suggestion to buy property; his instructions to Port Stewart concerning purchase of steel.
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26 June 1920, Grace reported: ‘Made first good cylinder casting today’.'** Meanwhile,
assembly operations too were beginning to show promise. On 3 July, exactly one year
after the first tractor had been assembled, Grace reported his best week so far, with a total

output of 173 tractors.'®

In the weeks that followed the output declined again to 80 and
then to 21. This was a disappointing outcome as Grace had earlier informed Sorensen that
the planned output for July was 200 tractors per week. During the month of July, 538
tractors were shipped from Cork.*®

Sales of the Fordson tractors were not reaching expected levels, while costs,
exacerbated by the start-up problems and delays, were very high, resulting in a high cost
per unit. In an early and ominou