
The ford motors 

With a concept that would fundamentally change the trajectory of human civilization, 

Henry Ford established the Ford Motor Company in Detroit, Michigan, in 1903. The 

invention of the moving assembly line in 1913 and the Model T in 1908 not only 

produced automobiles but also industrialized the modern globe. Ford dominated more 

than half of the US vehicle market by the 1920s. However, an equally remarkable 

governance disaster was brewing behind the remarkable commercial success. Henry 

Ford, who was smart, creative, and completely unable to let go, was the quintessential 

domineering father. Before the family found its way, the company would be on the verge 

of collapse due to his refusal to plan for succession, modernize management, or share 

authority with anybody, including his own son. 

Henry's only son, Edsel Ford, was appointed company president in 1919, but the title 

was largely ceremonial. Henry publicly undermined Edsel at every turn overturning his 

choices, rejecting his suggestions for modernization, and giving his devoted enforcer 

Harry Bennett complete authority to manage the company's internal security. 

Throughout his whole tenure, Edsel—a man with true skill and considerably more 

forward-thinking business instincts than his father—fought for power that he was never 

really granted. The cost was catastrophic. Many historians believe that the ongoing 

stress of laboring under his father's shadow contributed to Edsel Ford's early death in 

1943 at the age of just 49. Henry, who was in severe mental deterioration at the age of 

79, took over as president. Ford Motor corporation's situation quickly deteriorated: the 

corporation reportedly lost $1 million per day; its finances were maintained in actual 

cash-filled safes rather than official accounting systems, and manufacturing became 

chaotic. 

An unlikely source provided the rescue. In 1945, Eleanor Clay Ford, Edsel's widow, and 

Clara Ford, Henry's wife, gave the patriarch a deadline: resign or they would sell their 

shares. In American business history, it was one of the most significant interventions. 

Henry gave in, and Edsel's oldest son, Henry Ford II, who was only 28 at the time and 

had just been released from the Navy, became president. He took over a business that 

was truly collapsing. His first action was to destroy the dysfunction his grandfather had 

created: he dismissed Harry Bennett, eliminated the loyalist network that had crippled 

the company, and assembled a group of ten bright young military veterans known as 

the "Whiz Kids" to completely revamp Ford's operations, management, and accounting. 

Robert McNamara, the future Secretary of Defense of the United States, was one of 

them. Henry Ford II had an innate understanding of what his grandfather had never 

acknowledged: institutional discipline, not individual dominance, was necessary to run a 

multinational enterprise. 



The firm was transformed into a contemporary industrial powerhouse under Henry Ford 

II's four decades of leadership, most famously with the introduction of the iconic 

Mustang in 1964. However, there were governance shortcomings during his term. One 

of the most damaging corporate ethical crises of the 20th century was the Ford Pinto 

affair of the 1970s, in which internal records showed the corporation had determined it 

was less expensive to pay injury cases than to rectify a known fuel tank fault. Lee 

Iacocca, Ford's incredibly popular and commercially successful president, was fired by 

Henry Ford II in 1978, allegedly out of personal rivalry. This decision was widely 

denounced as the triumph of ego over institutional sense, and it gave Chrysler one of its 

finest leaders to date. When Henry Ford II resigned as CEO in 1979, professional 

executive Philip Caldwell took over operational leadership, setting the precedent for 

future Ford governance: professional management in the executive seat, family control 

at the board level. 

The Fords created a dual class share structure to guarantee that, although owning a 

very tiny portion of overall stock, the family could never be supplanted by outside 

shareholders. Family members own unique Class B shares, which account for less than 

2% of total equity ownership but guarantee about 40% voting power. The dynasty's 

multigenerational survival was structurally supported by this financial infrastructure, 

which was based on a centralized family governance model and an unwritten but strictly 

enforced family constitution. The entire family's connection with the company is 

governed by the constitution. It establishes stringent guidelines for emotional 

boundaries, sharing eligibility, and conflict resolution. Most importantly, it totally 

separates the family tree from the company's payroll: family members looking for 

positions at Ford must get advanced degrees, have substantial professional experience 

outside the company, and progress solely based on merit. Ownership is the only thing 

that inheritance bestows. 

The next pivotal moment came in the early 2000s when William Clay Ford Jr., Bill Ford's 

great-grandson and the first family member to lead the business since Henry Ford II, 

was appointed CEO in 2001. Ford was losing market share to Japanese rivals, its 

product selection was overstretched, and the brand's safety reputation had been badly 

tarnished by the disastrous Ford-Firestone tire incident when he took over. Bill Ford 

made the choice that distinguishes exceptional family stewards from common heirs: he 

publicly admitted that the business required a leader who was more capable than him. 

After hiring Alan Mulally from Boeing as CEO in 2006, he resigned as Executive 

Chairman but kept board power. The corporation was most likely saved by this act of 

institutional maturity. One of the biggest business turnarounds in history, Mulally's 

restructuring, which included mortgaging almost all of Ford's assets to get funding prior 

to the 2008 financial crisis, made Ford the only significant American carmaker to survive 

without a government bailout. 



The fourth generation of the Ford family is still involved in politics, and Bill Ford is still 

the Executive Chairman. Over 120 years, five generations, and at least three near-total 

collapses are all part of the Ford saga. Its survival was never guaranteed; it was always 

earned through intervention by the government, family members' readiness to put 

institutional needs ahead of their own egos, and a constitutional framework that 

preserved wealth, established boundaries, and prioritized the long-term stewardship of 

the family over any individual's short-term goals. Where some dynasties construct clean 

governance from the outset, the Fords built theirs via catastrophe, correction, and the 

hard-won awareness that a legacy without discipline is nothing more than nostalgia.i 
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