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Andrew Carnegie and Henry Ford are often said to be examples of a Horatio Alger success story—two men who managed to rise through adversity from the bottom of the economic ladder to the very peak.  Both Heilbroner and Nash suggest that these men represent the core of the “American Dream,” Carnegie during the late 19th century Gilded Age and Ford during the 1920s.  Their business empires were not the only examples during this time, but two of the best to study as an examination of the industrial economy.


Both Carnegie and Ford began their careers with humble beginnings.  Andrew’s family immigrated to America when their weaving business was forced out by the industrial revolution in Britain, and he and his father had to find work in a cotton mill (Heilbroner 61).  Henry was from an agrarian family in the west and although he left the farm “the farm never left Henry,” particularly in regard to his moral values (Nash 169).  Through self-affirmation, determination, and a bit of luck, both men managed to build their way toward success.  Andrew made his way from bobbin boy to oil vat worker in the factory, then worked as a telegraph operator for the Pennsylvania Railroad.  His resourcefulness and initiative—well demonstrated in resolving a train wreck situation—earned the respect of Thomas Scott, the superintendent (Heilbroner 61-2).  Carnegie’s first big break occurred when he invested in Adams Express, and later in the Woodruff Palace Car Company; he learned that he could make money off capital rather than through labor (Heilbroner 62).  Ford worked at the Edison Company while developing a small internal combustion engine, and then formed his own company to manufacture automobiles powered by these engines (Nash 169).  Henry’s real genius of industry, and the development for which he is best remembered, is that of the assembly line.  He took the concept he witnessed in slaughter-houses and adopted it into automobile plants that could make cars very rapidly.  Instead of taking 12 hours to build a Model T could be assembled in 93 minutes; by 1925 this quickened to 10 seconds (Nash 169).


As similar as Carnegie and Ford were in their financial profit, they had different means of acquiring wealth.  Carnegie was an opportunist, taking advantage of his executive position with the railroad to form business ties with equipment suppliers and overseas bankers.  He was out to make the most money from his investments, even if it meant merging with another company as he did with George Pullman and his sleeper cars (Heilbroner 63).  His abilities as a salesman and knack for selecting talented individuals to help run the company was critical for success (Heilbroner 64).  On one hand Andrew was a radical that preached the “death to privilege” (Heilbroner 60) but, quite hypocritically, he aggressively strove for 33 years to attain as much as he could.  Ford, on the other hand, had more noble intentions for his automobile empire.  Armed with his farming roots and McGuffey reader lessons, he wanted to help bring urban Americans back into the country with a car everyone could afford (Nash 171).  Ford condemned cities and the new changes they brought—tobacco, liquor, and jazz were the worst (Nash 173).


This is not to say that Ford was entirely virtuous and Carnegie a tycoon.  The new Model Ts were used as “bedrooms on wheels,” getaway vehicles for gangsters, but also made recreation a much more significant part of people’s lives (Nash 168).  Henry’s “new Messiah” brought changes for better and for worse, but overall the automobile was crucial to the country’s expansion.  Ford also focused on mechanizing tractors to make life easier for farmers, but still preached the nostalgic traditions (Nash 168).  His sincere love for nature contrasted sharply with his disgust for immigrant Americans, particularly Jews, on which he placed the blame of everything from drunkenness to provocative music (Nash 173).  Carnegie had his own moral shortcomings, engaging in unfair business practices and fraud to expand his company.  However, he did undeniably help progress American industry by pioneering the development of steel, which was used not only on the railroads but for ships, buildings, and machinery (Heilbroner 64).  His immense philanthropic contributions, totaling 90% of his wealth, established a pension fund, 3,000 libraries, the Carnegie Corporation, two Carnegie institutes, Carnegie Hall, and several peace endowments (Heilbroner 68).  As he claimed earlier in his life, “the man who dies rich dies disgraced” (Heilbroner 60), and Andrew does return to his original idealism after selling Carnegie Steel to J.P. Morgan for $492 million (Heilbroner 66).


Contemporary business enterprise inherits some of the fundamental visions of Carnegie and Ford.  Andrew Carnegie was a big proponent of merger and acquisition (Heilbroner 64), which is still important today as competitors join forces to increase efficiency and reduce operating costs.  As mentioned earlier, Henry Ford’s invention and perfection of the assembly line had reverberating consequences throughout industrial America.  Today most forms of manufacturing use a derived version of the assembly line to speed up production and increase specialization.  Both men felt that their businesses had a duty to help democracy and capitalism, and Ford was a particularly good example of nationalism during the 1920s (Nash 169).  Some of their visions did not succeed in the long term, however.  Carnegie was staunchly anti-union and the working conditions in his steel foundries led to the Homestead strike of 1892 and subsequently the fall of Andrew’s public opinion (Heilbroner 67).


Even today we have examples of Horatio Alger heroes, men—and now women—who have risen from the common working class to the pinnacle of economic success.   Bill Gates, Sam Walton, Meg Whitman, and others share the same aggressiveness and pioneering spirit of Carnegie and Ford, and they will most likely go down in the history books as the representations of American entrepreneurialism in the early 21st century.
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