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Praise for Tractor Wars


“The mechanization of agriculture revolutionized American farm production in the late 1800s and early 1900s. Neil Dahlstrom’s Tractor Wars examines an important facet of this historical watershed—the development of the farm tractor. Exploring the complex relationships among industrialist Henry Ford, Alexander Legge of International Harvester, and William Butterworth of John Deere—the three key players in bringing the tractor to thousands of farmers—this book tells a fascinating story of innovation and intrigue, competition and contention, alliances and animosities that produced this essential agricultural machine. Dahlstrom has dug deeply into archival sources and writes with clarity and insight, and his Tractor Wars provides a valuable book for the historian and a compelling one for the general reader interested in American rural life.” 


—Steven Watts, author of The People’s Tycoon: Henry Ford and the American Century


“Neil Dahlstrom’s Tractor Wars engagingly tells the story of one of the great business battles of the twentieth century. Facing the power of Henry Ford, who had long wanted to build a better tractor, and the International Harvester Company, a giant combine formed through J.P. Morgan, the smaller John Deere Company found a way to compete in the emerging tractor business. Anyone interested in business, agriculture, or tractor history will enjoy this great tale, well-told.” 


—Gary Hoover, Executive Director, American Business History Center


“For all the attention given to moments in technological innovation brought about by events like the race to the moon, it’s easy to overlook a period that was arguably as transformational a hundred years ago—one that happened ‘down on the farm.’ In Tractor Wars, author and industry expert Neil Dahlstrom brings his own deep understanding of business and history to harvest a deeply compelling story about the colorful characters behind a two-decade battle that would affect everything—from the food we put on the table—to the growth of our cities and, ultimately, an American landscape fundamentally transformed. Tractor Wars breaks new ground in the American narrative of the twentieth century. Better still for readers, Dahlstrom’s journey by tractor is a genuinely delightful ride.” 


—David Brown, host of the Business Wars podcast and author of The Art of Business Wars
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To Karen and Grant, for giving me early mornings, late nights, and long weekends, and for entertaining endless tractor stories.
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PROLOGUE


Working from sunup to sundown in the mild cold, the harsh wind, the driving rain, or whatever weather surprises Old Farmer’s Almanack tried its best to predict, Irish immigrant William Ford and his family worked to finish the harvest on their modest acreage in Dearborn, Michigan, outside of Detroit. The scene was repeated by millions of families each year across the country.


The farm offered an honest living to those willing to work for it. The consequences of each day were on exhibit at each meal, often taken in the field. Success was marked daily by a well-nourished, or angrily empty, stomach.


Henry Ford, William’s son, was twelve years old when a new sound captured his imagination. In 1875, the young man and his father crossed paths with a curious contraption on four wheels, sitting lifeless on the long-worn dirt road it had been traveling just outside of Detroit. Writing nearly fifty years later, Ford remembered “that engine as though I had seen it only yesterday, for it was the first vehicle other than horse-drawn that I had ever seen.”


The steam engine, which he learned was made by Nichols, Shepard & Company of Battle Creek, Michigan, had a chain drive between the engine and its two rear wheels. “It was intended to drive threshing machines and power sawmills and was simply a portable engine and a boiler mounted on wheels,” Ford later described, reminiscing about his long, inquisitive conversation with the engineer.


Henry Ford, a young man with demonstrated mechanical aptitude, limitless imagination, and ambition, left the farm at the age of sixteen for the city of Detroit. But in reality, he never really left. Nor could he escape the memories, sounds, and cycles of the farm, or what confounded him the most, the too easily accepted traditions of inefficiency and “drudgery,” as he called it, that kept American farmers from realizing their potential.


In time, as Americans developed an appetite for the automobile, Henry Ford directed his talents toward its advancement. The Model T debuted in October 1908, irreversibly accelerating American mobility and culture.


Less than a month later, Ford submitted a short note to the editors of the Farm Implement News, a leading farm journal published in Chicago. Attached was a photo of himself at the wheel of an experimental vehicle assembled from discarded automobile and farm implement parts. While Americans raced to the nearest Ford dealer to buy the people’s car, its creator retreated to the farm to finish the work he had been dreaming about since that fateful encounter at the age of twelve.


He was not alone.


From barns, sheds, machine shops, and factories in Illinois, Minnesota, Michigan, and California, to the endless Canadian prairies and rolling farm fields of North Dakota, the race to revolutionize American agriculture had already begun. The machine was called a tractor.
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THE FORD TRACTOR


Henry Ford’s Model T was, in his mind, perfection. In the decades after its debut, few Americans disagreed. Still, the Model T was only part of Ford’s vision for the new American century. Well before he began to think about transportation, the man who by 1913 was building half of the automobiles sold in the United States “had the idea of making some kind of a light steam car that would take the place of horses—more especially, however, as a tractor to attend to the excessively hard labour of ploughing.”1


Ford’s relentless pursuit of the farm tractor was driven by his mechanical abilities, a growing nostalgia for his family’s homestead, and a mixed empathy and contempt for farmers, who he thought were unprepared for the technological revolution before them. “From the beginning, I never could work up much interest in the labour of farming,” he wrote. But solving the centuries-old struggle to make the farm efficient was certainly worthy of his attention.


Soon after his first encounter with a steam engine, Ford was crawling across railroad yards to watch the steam-belching locomotives up close, seeking to understand the complex relationship between size and power. As his understanding of mechanical power grew, so too did his disdain for human inefficiency and wasted labor. His sister, Margaret, said he “wanted things done with the least loss of time and energy. If a job could be done more simply that was the way it should be done.”2


Ford continued to fine-tune his mechanical abilities under the daily direction of his father, William, and benefited from the well-equipped workshop on the family farm. William had a taste for technology as well. In 1876, he was one of the nearly ten million people drawn to the Centennial Exposition, the first World’s Fair held in the United States, on the grounds of Fairmont Park in Philadelphia. There, “never before in the history of mankind have the civilized nations contributed such a display of their peculiar treasures,” offered a souvenir publication. William enthusiastically watched “scheduled tests of the steam plows and road engines,” the portable steam engines of the Ames Iron Works, Oswego, New York, or a Bigelow Stationary Engine of the type installed in growing numbers in factories across the country. Margaret remembered her father and his friends talking about “the mechanical exhibits and the wonderful things that could be accomplished by steam power.”3


Not long after, Henry found employment as an apprentice at a small machine shop in Detroit, then began working on steam engines at the Detroit Dry Dock Company, steamship builders located at Atwater and Orleans Street. One of its owners would later become one of Ford’s earliest investors. In the fall, Henry returned home to help bring in the harvest.4


The Fords were a common, self-sustaining farm family. Henry and his siblings fed and cared for the animals, fetched water, helped with the cooking and cleaning, and joined in the monotonous manual labor that defined each day. He grew increasingly impatient with its operation over time. He vividly remembered his father buying a harvester, a horse-drawn implement that cut grain, in 1881 and, years later, as an adult, was bewildered that so little advancement had been made on the basic machine form. Everything was still done by hand, he later wrote, and should be replaced by machinery. “Power-farming is simply taking the burden from flesh and blood and putting it on steel,” he rationalized.


“The farmer makes too complex an affair out of his daily work,” he penned in My Life and Work, an autobiographical manifesto of his methods and motivations written after the world had crowned him the “flivver king,” a reference to his cheap automobile. “Power is utilized to the least possible degree. Not only is everything done by hand, but seldom is a thought given to logical arrangement. A farmer doing his chores will walk up and down a rickety ladder a dozen times. He will carry water for years instead of putting in a few lengths of pipe. His whole idea, when there is extra work to do, is to hire extra men. He thinks of putting money into improvements as an expense.” To Ford, the waste of farm inefficiency led to wasted effort, high prices, and low profits.5


“Nothing could be more inexcusable than the average farmer, his wife, and their children drudging from early morning until late at night,” he wrote from years of experience.6
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Henry, lanky with a short neck and dark, short, curly hair, married Clara Bryant, the oldest of twelve children raised on a farm in nearby Greenfield, in 1888. She was smart and progressive, and Henry’s biggest supporter and advocate. In September 1891, they rented half of a two-story house at 618 John R Street in Detroit for ten dollars a month. Ford secured a position with the Edison Illuminating Company, which had begun the work of lighting the streets and homes of America. Ford spent the next eight years there, first working the overnight shift from 6 PM to 6 AM, supervising the generators at the Willis and Woodward substation, which supplied electricity for the houses in the neighborhood. Within three years his ability to troubleshoot issues was well-known across the company.7


Ford devoured the pages of popular magazines and journals, and at home, now in his thirties, he spent nights designing and building an internal combustion engine of his own design, an evolution from previous efforts in Dearborn to design a steam-powered tractor. This work convinced him that a gasoline engine could power a horseless carriage. In 1893, he attended the Columbian World Exposition in Chicago and was first captivated by a two-cylinder Daimler engine mounted on a cart. Gottlieb Daimler, a fifty-nine-year-old engineer from Germany, received awards for both of his exhibits, an automobile and a boat propelled with combustion engines. Inspired by all he had seen in Chicago, Ford returned home and set to work mounting his own engine to a bicycle.


It was a life-changing year. Clara gave birth to their first child, Edsel, on November 6, and Henry was promoted to Edison’s chief engineer in Detroit. Ironically, a promotion and a raise facilitated more free time. His work varied so much that he found time to tinker, to visit machine shops, even to teach a nighttime metalworking class at the YMCA.8


Ford the automaker began to emerge. At their latest residence, a brick double house at 58 Bagley Avenue (the neighbor was number 56), he worked through ideas in the small coal shed out back. Using salvaged parts and tools from work, he constructed a four-cycle engine from a design featured in the pages of a trade magazine, bringing it inside and setting it on the kitchen sink. It was Christmas Eve 1893. With one-month old Edsel in another room, Ford connected a wire to a kitchen light bulb to create ignition, and while Clara fed the engine drips of fuel, Henry turned the small flywheel. “I didn’t stop to play with it,” he wrote. “I wanted to build a two-cylinder engine … and started work on it right away.”
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Over the next several years Ford and a growing group of mechanics, engineers, and other associates worked nights and weekends on what eventually became the Quadricycle. The four-cycle, two-cylinder motor, generating three to four horsepower, a calculation of pulling power, was mounted on four twenty-eight-inch bicycle wheels with rubber tires, running at a low speed of ten miles per hour and a high speed of twenty-four miles per hour. It was his first automobile.


On June 4, 1896, Ford set out to test his Quadricycle for the public after literally running into a brick wall. The team had built the vehicle larger than the width of the garage door. Anxiously, Ford grabbed an axe and began knocking out bricks until they could push the vehicle outside. After a minor mechanical setback, Ford turned on the current from the battery, adjusted the fuel, choked the engine, and cranked the flywheel. The automobile started down Grand River Avenue, stalled, and after a quick repair to a spring, was off again.


Ford’s development came during a euphoric time in the early history of the automobile. Powered by gasoline, kerosene, or in many cases, electric batteries, automobiles were being built and tested on the streets of Philadelphia, New York, Detroit, Chicago, and smaller towns like Waterloo, Iowa, and Moline, Illinois. But unlike others who failed to improve their designs or rushed to production and sales, Ford immediately sold his creation and put the $200 in proceeds toward his next iteration. “I had built the first car not to sell but only to experiment with. I wanted to start another car.”


He soon received much needed encouragement from his hero, Thomas Edison. In August 1896, Ford was invited to a convention of the Edison organization in New York City at the opulent Oriental Hotel. At one point, he found himself sharing dinner with some of the greatest minds of the electrical industry, including Edison himself. Alexander Dow, the brilliant manager of the Edison Illuminating Company, added to a conversation about storage batteries for electric cars, pointing out Ford’s own work on a gasoline automobile. Edison, who himself had been developing an electrically powered vehicle, was enthusiastic about Ford’s work. Soon, the two were talking and sketching ideas on the back of a menu card.


Ford left the convention with everything he needed to continue his work—encouragement from Edison himself. “Young man, that’s the thing; you have it,” Edison responded, banging his fist on the table as Ford sketched. “Keep at it! Electric cars must keep near to power stations. The storage battery is too heavy. Steam cars won’t do it either, for they have to carry a boiler and fire. Your car is self-contained—it carries its own power plant—no fire, no boiler, no smoke, no steam. You have the thing. Keep at it.”


“That bang on the table was worth worlds to me,” Ford wrote. “No man up to then had given me any encouragement.”


Ford’s second car was finished in late 1897, with modifications continuing into 1898. He raised $500 each from four investors, Mayor William Maybury, Ellery I. Garfield of the Fort Wayne Electrical Corporation, Everett A. Leonard of the Standard Life and Accident Insurance Company, and local physician Dr. Benjamin Hoyt Rush. The next prototype drew attention from the media, leading to additional investors with deeper pockets and important business connections.9
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From his first partnership, Ford found that his vision conflicted with the expectations of the financial backers, who looked only for a financial return. After several false business starts, he formed a partnership with Alexander Malcomson, a self-made Detroit businessman whose financial resources were derived from a massive coal delivery network. They incorporated the Ford Motor Company in June 1903, soon adding additional investors. That summer, assembly of what they called the Model A began in a rented building on the corner of Mack Avenue in Detroit. Over the next year, sales slowly grew, and in April 1904, a larger, three-story factory was purchased on Piquette Avenue. Operations were completely relocated by early 1905, now with a sizable workforce of three hundred people.10


Ford still preferred to work in his own shed not far away from the Piquette Avenue factory as their lineup expanded and profits fueled dissension among the board. The company was selling four models, the Model A, and the newly introduced Model C and Model F, which were inexpensive, two-cylinder touring vehicles. A fourth model, the four-cylinder Model B, showed modest sales comparatively.


Two more models were developed for 1905–1906, the four-cylinder Model N and the six-cylinder Model K, which represented a growing rift between Ford, who fought for lighter, inexpensive models, and Malcolmson, whose emphasis on heavier, more expensive vehicles aligned with existing national sales trends—and greater profit margins. Eventually, the disagreement proved irreparable, and the two split. Ford elevated the Model N, for the time being, into the workhorse of the Ford Motor Company.


Ford told the Detroit Journal that the $500 Model N had “solved the problem of cheap as well as simple automobile construction … within the reach of many.” At the time, he considered the car “the crowning achievement of my life.”11


In the fall of 1906, Ford hired one of his suppliers, Walter E. Flanders, to redesign the production processes for the Model N. Flanders reorganized the factory, assigning workers specific tasks and employing runners to keep the material moving. He established monthly production schedules, reorganized reporting structures, and through his efforts realized even greater profits through production efficiencies, but not a higher retail price. At a time when automobiles were assembled by hand, the Ford Motor Company sold nearly 8,500 cars, five times more than its best previous performance over any twelve months.12


A successful entrepreneur in his own right, Flanders left in 1908 to start his own company. The constant flow of talent was one of the costs of doing business in the early days of the automobile industry. With hundreds of automobile manufacturers suddenly competing for attention in the United States, many in the Detroit area, employees moved freely from one to the next in search of a small raise and better working conditions.
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Ford was forty-five years old when he introduced the Model T in the fall of 1908, available in the early years in gray, blue, green, and red. Its impact on the American economy, culture, and infrastructure over the next fifteen years could not be overstated. The vehicle, and through it, Ford himself, emerged as a new industrial archetype of the twentieth century, standing up for those who lacked the means to stand up for themselves, those the Gilded Age had left behind.


Ford’s obsession with affordability endeared him to the American people. Heralded for its mechanical features, the Model T Ford was an automobile for “poor people,” a symbol of a new type of freedom, absent of pretentious luxuries and affordable by all. “There are a lot more poor people than wealthy people,” he told reporters. “We’ll just build one car for the poor people.”13


Within days of its debut, thousands of orders rolled in, prompting relocation to a new factory in 1910, at Highland Park, Michigan. In three short years, the operation evolved into the fabled assembly line, the philosophical and operational foundation of the Ford empire for decades to come.


The automobile had come a long way in only a decade since Ford’s Quadricycle puttered down the streets of Detroit. More reliable gasoline engines were replacing steam in factories, powering lathes, grinding and gear-cutting machines, and turning mills. Jobs were becoming repeatable, consistent, and scalable.


Innovative materials, engineering, and factory design combined to produce the Model T. The vehicle was built of light and durable vanadium steel; featured an in-line, four-cylinder engine that could achieve speeds of forty-five miles per hour; and could run on gasoline, kerosene, or ethanol. A rear-wheel drive, planetary transmission offered plenty of power on America’s patchwork of dirt and gravel roads. Paved streets were still a rarity. A Model T Roundabout, the base model, was not cheap. It cost $825 in 1909, two-thirds the annual salary of an average factory worker. But it was less than most competitors charged and put the automobile in reach.14


The Ford Motor Company sold nearly 11,000 automobiles over the next year. Orders rolled in so fast the company stopped accepting them.15
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Ford eventually used some of his profits to purchase the Ford family homestead outside of Detroit. It became a source of inspiration, a quiet and familiar retreat from the relentless pounding, drilling, and hammering of the automobile factory in constant motion. The family farm also reminded him of the inefficiencies and “drudgery” that drove him away.


In the United States, the average turn-of-the-century farm was smaller than fifty acres, much too small for the impressive steam traction engines more familiar to farmers on the expansive prairies of the American West. Steam was more efficient, but dangerous. Boilers took hours to heat, building pressure that had to be regulated at all times to prevent violent and sometimes catastrophic explosions. Fireboxes were fed highly combustible material, typically wood or straw, on wide-open, wind-blown prairies.


Gasoline was less efficient and harder to obtain, but much more predictable than alternatives. Smaller, portable engines fueled by gasoline or less expensive kerosene were becoming a more common power source for tasks on the farm, and a few manufacturers were offering gasoline traction engines, or tractors, to replace steam traction engines on large western farms.
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Early twentieth-century threshing scene in North Dakota. Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-40414.


Tractors were used for belt work or drawbar work. A pulley, connected to the flywheel, could be connected by a leather belt to another machine, transferring power from one to the other. The drawbar was a simple horizontal bar at the rear for attaching an implement, most commonly a plow. Tractors were hard to turn, required fuel that cost more than animal feed, and were built with hundreds of custom parts, which were themselves scarce. Parts, and the mechanics to install or repair them, took a long time to secure. And the most reliable, economical form of farm power was still in active service. No farm tractor yet could match the versatility or reliability of the horse.16


Ford, surrounded by small farms, had another idea. In 1906, two years before the debut of the Model T, he directed one of his engineers, Joseph Galamb, to assemble a rudimentary tractor built mostly from leftover automobile parts. It had four spoked wheels, was powered by a Model B automobile engine, and had a large, cylindrical water tank mounted on the frame, ahead of the steering wheel and between the two front wheels. A 1907 experiment took the form of what Ford called an “automobile plow,” built with a 24-horsepower, four-cylinder engine and planetary transmission taken from a Ford Model B. The rear wheels came from a grain binder, with the front wheels, axle, steering, and radiator from the Model K.


Ford’s concept was reinforced at a series of farm equipment demonstrations. To increase lagging attendance at a local fair in Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada, in 1908, organizers decided to hold a tractor contest. It was met with an unexpectedly positive response. Over the next few years, trials evolved from a loosely organized demonstration into a must-attend event for top agricultural equipment manufacturers. For the first time, farmers could see both steam engines and gasoline tractors in action, the likes of which they had only read about. And they could talk to their designers and learn about potential applications on the farm. It was not the event’s intent, but the demonstrations made it increasingly clear that the steam engine era was coming to a close.
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Henry Ford sent the Farm Implement News this photo of an early experimental tractor built from automobile and farm equipment parts, 1908.


The annual demonstrations in Winnipeg further convinced Ford of the value of a small, gasoline tractor as a means to rid the farm of the drudgery and inefficiency that plagued him as a youth on the family farm. In Winnipeg, he saw huge, steam-belching engines mired in the mud, while their smaller, nimbler counterparts demonstrated easy maneuverability and greater efficiency.17


In October 1908, as the Model T began to emerge from the Ford factory, Henry Ford, a still relatively unknown local automobile manufacturer, submitted an article and photo to the Farm Implement News, a leading farm journal printed in Chicago. It was published on November 15.


FORD’S FARM TRACTOR.




One of the automobile concerns which is experimenting in the line of farm tractors is Ford Motor Company, of Detroit, Mich., whose president, Henry Ford, is said to be quite enthusiastic over the subject. The accompanying illustration is a reproduction of a photograph recently taken of Mr. Ford’s farm. It shows one of the company’s experimental farm motors drawing a disk harrow. The driver of the tractor is Mr. Ford.18





For now, the only thing keeping Henry Ford from his farm tractor was the resounding success of the Model T.
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JOHN DEERE: “THE NEWCOMER”


Eighteen-year-old Cyrus McCormick, Jr., left Princeton College in 1877 to join a team from his father’s company, the McCormick Harvesting Machine Company, that took the company’s latest product to Europe for field trials. An attachment called a wire binder had been developed for the harvester, a horse-drawn farm implement that cut, gathered, and ejected neatly collected bundles of wheat, oats, straw, or corn. The new binder device automatically tied the stalks, eliminating the work of two men who before would follow the harvester, gathering and manually tying the freshly cut crop into bundles, also called shocks or stooks.


Twine soon replaced binder wire, and the younger McCormick was given the opportunity by his seventy-three-year-old father to lead the transition—and protect it against competitors. His temporary leave from Princeton became permanent, and he returned to Chicago to work as his father’s assistant until his father’s death in 1884. Just twenty-five years old, Cyrus McCormick, Jr., was named president of the country’s largest farm equipment manufacturer.


The young executive was a ruthless protector of profit, immediately pitting himself against his factory employees, lowering wages before his first year as president had even passed, despite strong sales. In a matter of months, all 1,400 employees were on strike. Union organizers were purged, and eventually McCormick was counseled by Chicago’s meatpacking king, Phillip Armour, to settle the strike. The capitulation brought only a short reprieve. A new wave of strikes took place beginning in February 1886, culminating in the Haymarket riot, what many newspapers called the “McCormick riot,” in early May.


The crowd of fewer than three thousand people had mostly dispersed when nearly two hundred officers arrived with their Winchester rifles. Rain had started to fall, causing some of the speakers to leave early. Then a bomb exploded in the crowd. Rifles were discharged in the smoke and confusion, killing at least six policemen and four workmen, the latter there to lobby for the eight-hour workday. Another thirty people were injured. Later that day, Mayor Carter Harrison called for Chicago residents to remain in their homes, with much of the nation going on lock-down the following day in anticipation of widespread riots that never came.1


Five organizers were eventually tried and hanged. Another killed himself or was murdered in his jail cell; the circumstances were never determined. Several others were eventually pardoned by the governor.2


Cyrus McCormick, Jr., was merely emboldened and now looked to eliminate competition in the harvesting business. Merger talks between McCormick and William Deering, his father’s long-time competitor, and at least sixteen other harvester manufacturers fell apart in 1890 when the combined companies could not secure funding for the deal. Seven years later Deering, at seventy-one years of age, looked to retire, while his two sons, James and Charles, looked for a way out of the business. “With the great strides which [the Deerings] and ourselves have been making during the last two or three years,” McCormick confided in his mother, “it is a fact that this concern and ours practically have two-thirds of the entire trade now, and large economies in operations could be made by working in harmony instead of by fighting each other as we are now doing.”3


Talks ended three months later.


Over the next four years, after significant product expansions, plant investments, and an expensive marketing battle, the two embarked on a third round of talks, now with a clear path. Between 1898 and 1902, 212 consolidations had occurred in the United States, led by the formation of the $1 billion U.S. Steel Corporation. With a plan laid out, the companies called on Judge Elbert Gary, chairman of U.S. Steel, to represent the Deering interests, and George Perkins, partner of ruthless financier J.P. Morgan, to broker the deal.4


The result was the formation of the International Harvester Company in 1902, a merger of the McCormick Harvesting Machine Co., the Deering Harvester Co., and three smaller firms, the Plano Manufacturing Company, the Milwaukee Harvester Co., and Warder, Bushnell & Glessner. The new company consolidated 85 percent of the harvesting equipment market, easily the most profitable piece of equipment for both farmer and manufacturer.


The International Harvester Company was the fourth-largest corporation in America.


“The benefits that will undoubtedly result to farmers … have probably not been considered by a large portion of the farming community,” an Illinois editor wrote, highlighting that only a combination would keep harvesting machinery affordable. “To maintain the present prices of these machines means to continue and increase the development of the agriculture of the world.”5


The consolidated International Harvester reported net profits of $5.6 million in 1903 (legally they were two companies, the International Harvester Corporation and the International Harvester Company of New Jersey, split between domestic and foreign sales organizations), paying its owners dividends of $3.6 million. Sales grew to nearly $100 million by 1907, with products ranging from harvesters to manure spreaders, hay rakes and mowers, cultivators, pump jacks, stationary engines, and corn pickers. They were vertically integrated—owning and operating steel works, ore mines, and timber tracts, and manufacturing millions of dollars’ worth of binder twine each year. Soon, the company was operating factories in the United States, Canada, Russia, Germany, France, and Sweden, and employing nearly 40,000 people worldwide.6


[image: ]


A few manufacturers dominated the agricultural equipment business, which for nearly a century was divided between makers of harvesting equipment and of plows. That was about to change.


In the days leading up to Christmas 1909, bitter cold temperatures in Omaha, Kansas City, and Des Moines plummeted further. In some places, the thermometer read as low as 13 degrees below zero, with no end in sight. The city of Chicago was prepared for a mild December but instead faced bitter cold, a deep layer of snow arriving mid-month. Gas lines froze, plunging homes throughout the city into darkness. Influenza was rampant in both adults and children. Overheated stoves and furnaces created an unmanageable flow of calls to fire departments throughout the city.


International Harvester had just recently moved into its newly constructed, fifteen-story, neoclassical-style headquarters at 600 South Michigan Avenue, one part of a city-wide construction boom. The Harvester Building, neighbor to the freshly completed Blackstone Hotel, rented ground floor retail space at $1,000 per frontage foot. The rest of the building, of which Harvester operations took up only a part, was being “easily filled with a substantial and attractive list of tenants.”


The exterior of the Harvester Building featured heavy stone ornamentation but was otherwise modest and unremarkable. Conversely, the interior offered modern technology and design, featuring highly polished surfaces, natural light, and high-speed elevators, all supported by a steel skeleton, literally the backbone that allowed Chicago’s cityscape to reach to the sky. Its façade, plain and modest, was a proper representation of the company’s rural clientele. The interior spoke to the efficiencies of the modern corporation, an emerging metaphor for the transformation of the twentieth-century farm.7


Less than two hundred miles west of Chicago, Moline, Illinois, which was “not as far from civilization as you may have thought it to be,” a pleasantly surprised employee recruited to John Deere from Chicago wrote, was nestled on the banks of the Mississippi River, a unique spot where the mighty river ran east to west. For nearly seventy years it had been home to the world’s largest manufacturer of steel plows, John Deere.8
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Cyrus McCormick, Jr. (middle) and sons Gordon (left) and Cyrus (right), 1915. Wisconsin Historical Society, WHS-77376.


From his office in Chicago, Cyrus McCormick, Jr., picked up the cylindrical telephone receiver and pressed it near his thickly mustached upper lip, then turned the hand crank. His office was surprisingly plain: a roll-top desk pushed against the wall, an oak desk chair on wheels atop a small oriental rug, a small table, and a few tall ladder-back chairs for colleagues. He had just returned from Europe, visiting new farm equipment factories in Croix, France, and Neuss, Germany, and scouting locations for a new plant in Russia to build mowers and harvesters.9


A woman’s voice came on the line and asked where to direct the call. “William Butterworth,” he responded, a member of the Chicago Club, at the corner of Michigan Avenue and Van Buren Street. The stretch between the two buildings would soon to be transformed by the newly proposed “Plan of Chicago” that would, in time, turn Michigan Avenue into one of the most important commercial districts in the world.


William Butterworth, a man of “broad, penetrating vision,” was a frequent visitor to the city. Unlike the long-tenured McCormick, Butterworth was only two years into his time as the president of Deere & Company, the long-time plow manufacturer better known by its trade name, the proper name of its founder, John Deere.10


Both companies had just reported record years. International Harvester’s $15 million in profits tripled Deere’s total sales of $5.2 million. In fact, Harvester paid out nearly as much in stock dividends as Deere had earned in total sales.11


Outsiders had been underwhelmed by Butterworth’s ascension to the head position at John Deere after the death of his universally respected father-in-law, Charles Deere. “It appears that the organization is somewhat unfortunate in that the present president of Deere & Company, William Butterworth, is new to the business,” wrote a representative from the United States Bureau of Corporations, the organizational predecessor to the Federal Trade Commission, noting that “competent outside authority considers that the Deere organization is much weakened by Mr. Butterworth’s lack of experience.12


Those around him knew otherwise. William Butterworth was raised on a farm in Maineville, Ohio, northeast of Cincinnati, but spent considerable time in Washington, DC. His father, Benjamin, whose ancestors came to Pennsylvania with William Penn, rose from Assistant United States District Attorney to state senator of Ohio, then to United States congressman. Benjamin twice served as the United States Commissioner of Patents, from 1883 to 1885, then again from 1897 to 1898.


While attending school, William worked as secretary for the U.S. Commissioner of Patents, W.E. Simonds. Upon passing the bar exam, he married Katherine Deere, the older sister of his best friend’s wife, in 1892. Her parents built them a house across the street from their own in Moline and offered Butterworth a job.


Charles Deere, a “man of pluck and purpose,” trained his son-in-law for the next fifteen years, teaching him to balance personal and sometimes conflicting business interests. As a result, Butterworth was financially cautious with the family money that still financed the company, pushing for long-term gains in a cyclical, low-margin, weather-dependent business. Personally, he was exceptional at everything he ever tried. At Lehigh University he excelled in sports and the fine arts, playing middle linebacker on the football team, pitching for the baseball team, and performing with both the Glee Club and the Dramatic Club. Parties at the Butterworth home were filled with music, dancing, and laughter.


A company engineer recognized the pressures of a family business, noting that Butterworth “understood [Deere] well and constantly, [and] whenever possible, Charlie Deere pumped information into him of various kinds and in particular as to how the business of Deere & Company should be managed, … And Will Butterworth usually suppressed his own notions and preferred to listen to the ideas of his associates, always comparing them with the Charlie Deere motives, to which Mr. Butterworth was always loyal.”


Outsiders mistook Butterworth’s preference for steady forward progress as indecision, failing also to understand the cyclical and unpredictable nature of the agricultural equipment business. Manufacturers relied on favorable weather and strong commodity prices as a counter to the volatile prices of steel, wood, and other raw materials, the purchase of which was done a year in advance, based solely on next-year sales forecasts. Each year was its own series of complex, calculated risks, each dependent on the other.


Unforeseen by most, Butterworth was up to the challenge.
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Farm tractors were not on the agenda for Cyrus McCormick and William Butterworth as the two discussed competing lines. Harvester had only started tractor development, and Deere, which had formed selling arrangements with a few manufacturers, had not considered production. There were only nine registered tractor manufacturers in the entire United States, with total production of only two thousand machines.


Instead, McCormick’s call to Butterworth was a call to action by Alexander Legge, Harvester’s “kindly,” yet “brusque” assistant general manager. His friends called him the “iron man” for his ability to work endless hours whether in the bitter cold or extreme heat. Legge had learned that Butterworth had recruited a Harvester employee, which the Deere president acknowledged and then defended as a consequence of the natural state of business. Legge, through McCormick, considered it a competitive escalation. Deere, Legge confirmed through his own sources, was implementing plans to enter the harvesting business and for the first time planned to compete directly with International Harvester.13


Legge’s information was accurate. Butterworth and the team from Deere were fresh from failed merger negotiations with the J.I. Case Threshing Machine Company, one of International Harvester’s remaining competitors, and then “terminated unfavorably” a potential acquisition of the Frost & Wood Co. of Smith Falls, Ontario, Canada.”14


McCormick attempted to assuage Butterworth not “as the President of our Company but as an acquaintance,” hoping to ensure that the two did not “get their wires crossed …”15


Through a plan formulated by Legge, Harvester would distribute John Deere plows in Canada in exchange for Deere’s commitment to stay out of the Canadian binder business. “For some years our traveling men and our agents had been pressing us very strongly to go into the plow business,” McCormick told Butterworth, “but we had up to the present time strongly declined such a policy.” Instead, Harvester took on lines where they did not “have to invade the territory of our friends and allies in the implement business.”16


The two companies had avoided direct competition for more than seventy years, but “of course if the plow people went into the harvester business, we might find ourselves drawn into the plow business,” McCormick warned.


The phone meeting ended without resolution, and the two met for lunch soon after, neither fully revealing his future plans, nor all that had been accomplished privately up to that point. Harvester leadership discussed buying Deere out, perhaps forming a new subsidiary and building plows on their own. They could form a partnership, or even make an “agreement as to each keeping out of the other’s business (make a truce for three or five years),” relayed an internal memorandum. In anticipation of Deere balking, Harvester had already negotiated exclusive distribution rights for plows built by Canton, Illinois, manufacturer Parlin & Orendorff, a long-time Deere competitor.


Butterworth already knew about the arrangement prior to their phone call.17


Privately, Butterworth actually agreed with McCormick on most points. “It would be the height of unwisdom to attack the International Harvester Company,” he told his own team. “A serious fight with them will mean a serious depletion of our profits, maybe their absolute curtailment, thus endangering our dividends, the passing of one of which would very seriously affect its market price and do great damage to our credit.”18


Yet, the meetings with McCormick only bolstered Butterworth’s resolve. On his return to Moline, Deere’s board of directors was urged to take “the matter up vigorously.” To protect Deere’s Canadian trade, they would expand into “binders, mowers, and kindred lines of goods …”19


Aggressive and sweeping reorganization plans at John Deere were consummated in less than a month. A year later the work was nearly accomplished. Willard Velie, John Deere’s grandson, long-time board member, and president of the Moline-based Velie Motor Corporation, brought the board a number of successful negotiations ready for approval. Their work started with the Moline Wagon Company, makers of wood and steel frame wagons, which had “indicated a willingness to dispose of their entire property.”
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Willard Velie (left), Dr. Warren E. Taylor (middle), and William Butterworth (right). Courtesy John Deere.


Considerations for acquiring other long-time partners were accelerated, as was the renewal of contracts with independent implement dealers throughout the country and a further “amalgamation of all the interests allied with this Company …” Deere & Company had interests in branch houses, independent feed stores, and implement companies, and even in competing product lines. The time had at last come to rebuild John Deere based on the prevalent organizational models of Standard Oil, U.S. Steel, and proven attainable by the International Harvester Company. John Deere would make and sell everything needed on the farm. The industry called it a “full line.”


On January 6, 1910, the board of directors appointed five men to follow through on a resolution passed earlier that meeting. “Whereas, the directors and stockholders of Deere & Company view with much concern the aggressions of competitors and feel that for the conservation of their investments and interests a unification of their allied factories and distributing houses should be perfected.”20


The plan was straightforward. First, consolidate existing sales branches and co-partnerships, then acquire complementary product lines, and last, add additional lines. The work was now to be formally led by a group internally known as the Committee of Five. Their first order of business was to fully acquire the Deere & Mansur Company, a forty-year-old co-partnership that built corn planters and haying equipment in Moline. Consolidation of existing sales branches followed. Three days of meetings in the final week of April 1910 finalized the next phase, a more ambitious plan. That summer, Butterworth told the board that the acquisition of the Kemp & Burpee Manufacturing Company of Syracuse, New York, and execution of a plan to build a factory in Welland to manufacture grain binders for the Canadian market were “as incidents of necessary expansion.” He nominated George Mixter for the new position of vice president in charge of general operations, with responsibility for the “allied factories” of Deere & Company: Union Malleable Iron Company, Marseilles Manufacturing Company, Kemp & Burpee Manufacturing Company, and the projected Canadian binder factory.21


Young and ambitious, Mixter began the work of integrating new acquisitions, rationalizing production, and building new, modern factories. “The problem of bringing these plants into harmonious relation with Deere & Company was not easy,” he later wrote, “and practically not entirely accomplished by the time I ceased my relations with Deere & Company in 1917.”22


The most complicated issue remained the grain binder, and through it, an unwinnable battle with International Harvester. Fortunately, an existing ally, the Dain Manufacturing Company of Ottumwa, Iowa, offered a solution. Its operations included an existing manufacturing facility in Welland, Ontario, Canada, a point of entry for Deere’s plans.


Joseph Dain was a well-dressed, handsome entrepreneur, “naturally of an inventive nature” and of “pleasing personality,” whose mechanical mind and equal ease in the board room put him always on the precipice of the next big thing. He was also highly regarded by his employees. He was born near London, Ontario, Canada, moving to northern Missouri as a child. Eventually, he entered the furniture business in Meadville, but after years of watching area farmers struggle with what he considered to be slow, outdated methods of managing their hay crops, he set out to change the process.


Dain’s first invention was an automatic hay stacker, followed by a new type of sweep rake. Reminiscent of McCormick’s earliest demonstrations of the reaper, farmers initially ignored the new tools. Dain bet on himself, selling his furniture business and starting production in a small shop in Springfield, Missouri. In 1882 he received his first patent, and in 1887 established the Dain Mower Company in Carrolton, Missouri. Three years later he incorporated the Dain Manufacturing Company for $40,000. By 1900, capitalization had been increased to $600,000, and the Dain line included hay stackers, sweep rakes, and mowers, soon after distributed by John Deere on a non-exclusive basis.23


When Deere’s Re-Organization Committee met on November 28, 1910, they read a first draft of the proposed acquisition and consolidation of six companies, many of which had already been executed, with a few more lines, manure spreaders, and wagons, to add. Another, the Syracuse Chilled Plow Company in New York, approached Deere about acquisition. Its owners were asked to wait, which they did, and Deere eventually purchased them as well.24
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The Farm Implement News publicly broke the news of Deere’s ambitions. The illustrated cover of the August 4, 1910, edition featured a lean, athletic deer, antlers forward, in mid-leap through an open gate. To its left stood an enormous elephant, the letters I.H.C. on its side. To both right and left, gazing at the deer, were two horses and two steers with the names of smaller harvesting companies, Acme, Johnston, Wood, and A.P. Small print underneath the illustration announced “The Newcomer in the Harvest Field.”


Despite the wave of acquisitions and consolidations, Butterworth was not fully committed to an inevitable, all-out competitive war with International Harvester, which had seven dollars to every one of Deere’s in working capital. A more aggressive entry into the harvesting business required capital Deere did not have in the surplus. That meant borrowing, which possibly meant outsiders on the board. Protecting the interests of the family-controlled business, Butterworth thought it nonsensical to act on the “theory that because the Harvester Company may go into the plow business, we should go into the harvester business and so start a fight with them.” But the landscape continued to evolve rapidly.


Deere executives were contacted by government agents in a pending investigation of monopolistic activities by the International Harvester Company. Before the year ended, both the Standard Oil Co. and the American Tobacco Company, two of the nation’s largest companies, would be forcibly broken into smaller pieces under the recently passed Sherman Anti-Trust Act, which sought to protect competition in American industry. After much internal debate, Deere responded to the inquiries from the Department of Justice, offering that International Harvester’s “practices are unfair in a number of instances, but extremely fair in others.”


Internally, the potential dissolution of the International Harvester Company put Deere’s plans into a new context. Despite Butterworth’s initial reservations about American binder production and sales, direct competition with Harvester now looked like the necessary capstone of a larger plan to reorganize and modernize Deere & Company.


Willard Velie, among others, was confident that International Harvester’s breakup would come to pass. “There is no such thing as equilibrium in business,” he wrote, and they had to choose to be “progressive or retrogressive.”25


Velie won the day. The profit of the consolidated Deere companies came to nearly $4 million at the end of 1911, followed by a modest increase the next year. A $10 million preferred stock offering infused more capital into the business. With a motion to invest some of the proceeds, and finding that their experimental binder design had been “carefully weighed and found not wanting,” material for the assembly of 4,000 binders was approved—in a new factory in the United States.


Deere hired A.C. Funk, general superintendent of International Harvester’s Champion Works, in Springfield, Ohio, and Harry Podlesak, a designer at Harvester’s McCormick Works in Chicago. Funk left shortly after for health reasons, and Deere lured Willard Morgan, a former sales manager at International Harvester with nearly thirty years’ field experience, to join them.


Harvester’s McCormick Works and Deering Works, both in Chicago, had combined capacity for 675,000 binders, reapers, mowers, rakes, and drills. At Deere, assembly of a newly designed grain binder got underway in the neighboring town of East Moline in rented buildings of the recently, and perhaps ominously, bankrupt Acme Harvesting Company. While the buildings were readied, assembly began outside under the cover of rented canvas circus tents. Five hundred machines were ready for the fall harvest.26


Though much work was to yet to be done, Deere finally had the makings of what it considered to be a full line of agricultural equipment. Ground was broken on a new factory for the production of harvesting equipment for corn and grain in East Moline, just a few miles upriver from the John Deere Plow Works in Moline. Within two years, production exceeded four thousand units.


At last, two companies at the leading edge of the nineteenth century’s agricultural revolution, increasing yields through technology and constant product improvement, were in direct competition in nearly all product categories. But at Deere, one piece was still missing. There was also little indication they planned to do anything about it.


The Harvester World, International Harvester’s monthly company news magazine, featured a comic on page six of the July 1910 edition.




Charitable Person—“I thought you were blind.”


Beggar—“Well, Cap, times is so hard just now and competition is so keen that even a blind man has to keep his eyes open nowadays if he wants to do anything at all.”27





Both William Butterworth and Cyrus McCormick, Jr., knew that harvesting equipment was only the beginning. In fact, the “full line,” the phrase used to reference a company’s ability to manufacture every piece of equipment used on the farm, was about to be redefined. Once again, with modest investments into tractor development underway, International Harvester had a head start.


A month before breaking ground on the John Deere Harvester Works in March 1912, John Deere’s board of directors passed a resolution, committing themselves to the development of a new machine. They called it a “tractor plow.”
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