


ENRY FORD had a great love for
farming, but he hated farmwork.
Ho wrote in his 1922 autobiogra-

phy: "I have followed many a weary mile
behind a plough, and I know all the
drudgery of it. What a waste it is for a
human being to spend hours and days
behind a slowly moving team of horses."

At age 12, Ford saw his first steam
traction engine chuffing down a country
road. Eight years later, in 1883, he'd built
himself a 'similar self-propelled steam
vehicle for plowing. But, like most of his
contemporaries, Ford found steam engines
too heavy, cumbersome, and expensive.

Then in the summer of 1907, four years
after launching the Ford Motor Co.,
Henry Ford directed the design of his first
gasoline-powerecl farm tractor. Joseph
Galamb, one of Ford's ablest early
engineers, recalls in his Reminiscences,
deposited in the Ford Archives, that Ford
came to him and said, "Joe, we have to
build a tractor in three days."

Ford's first tractor, considering the way
it was flungtogether, might have been built
in that length of time. It was made up
mostly of Ford car parts on a channel-iron
frame. A 1907 Ford Model K radiator, a
1905 Model B engine mounted trans-
versely, a K steering gear, and a makeshift
seat were placed behind a cylindrical gas
tank. Wheels came from a wagon (front)
and a grain binder (rear).

Even so, this mongrel pleased Ford, so
he built two more like it. He used them to
harvest hay on his farm. The automaker
never seriously considered putting these
tractors on the market, partly because they
lacked power, had bearing problems, and
were strictly for light duty. The first of
these machines still runs and is presently
on display at the Henry Ford Museum in
Dearborn.

Ford's second experimental tractor,
lightweight and steam-powered, ran at the
Michigan State Fair in 1909. It mostly
convinced Ford of the superiority of'gasoline 

over steam.
In 1910, Henry Ford applied for several

gasoline tractor patents and laid plans to
build farm vehicles along with ModelT's in
his new Highland Park plant. But these
ideas got shoved aside by hb precccupa-
tion with car production and a certain
reluctance on the part of his fellow
shareholders.

Ford decided by 1913, though, to design
and build tractors on the same principles as
the Model T; i.e. to concentrate .on a
simple, basic, lightweight, low-priced
machine. His "Model T" experimental
tractors of.l9l3-15 carried the Tin Lizzie's
engine, planetary transmission, front axle,
and steerin E Eear, but it used a worm-drive
rear axle. These 1600-pound tractors had
some good points: They hzindled easily,
worked at 2-5 mph, and proved nimble in
the field. Price was set at $200 "so that
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practically every farmer in the country can
buy one," and production was set for Dec.
1 9 1 5 .

Trouble was, though, ttrat the T tractors
weren't very durable. Engine bearings
rattled after each fortnight of work, the
steering needed frequent adjustment, the
cooling system needed constant refilling
(thermosyphon, of course), and the rear
wheels slipped even when pulling a lS-inch
plow set four inches deep. So this again
wasn't much of a tractor.

Yet when Henry Ford set his mind to
something, he'd by golly do it, and since
Ford Motor Co.'s minority stockholders
still opposed the manufacture of tractons at
Highland Park, Henry and his only son,
Edsel, organized a special tractor division
in l9l5 to build nothing but farm vehicles.

This division soon became an entirely
separate, independent company, incorpor-
ated in l9l7 as Henry Ford & Son, through
which Henry and Edsel bought all rights to
the tractor (dubbed "Fordson") and
reimbursed the Ford Motor Co. for its
research and development costs. It's
something not generally known-that the
Fordson troctor wa.e not initially a product
of the Ford Motor Co. Later, after Henry
Ford bought out all his minority stock-
holders, the Fordson operation was
brought back into the Ford Motor Co.

At any rate, Ford put Charles E. (Cist-
Iron Charlie) Sorensen in charge of Henry
Ford & Son, Inc., and built a modest plant
in then-rural Dearborn, on the site of a
former brickyard. The first experimental
Fordson tractor was tested on Ford's
nearby farms in early 1916. By that time,
Ford had already test-driven nearly every
make and type of farm tractor on the
market, and he'd judged them all too heavy
and underpowered. Most, too, had either
chain or other open drives that made them
vulnerable to grit and dirt. Ford decided
that the Fordson's final drive would be by
worm gears (like the TT truck, but much
heavier), totally encased.

Ford and his engineers, with Gene
Farkas as chief designer, next developed
what they called a "3-unit system." The
center unit was the engine, with flywheel
and multi-disc clutch. At the rear stood a
conventional 3-speed transmission and the
worm-drive axle. Up front, the third unit
became the radiator, gas-tank gupport,
and front axle, all combined. The idea was
to design these three units so they'd easily
come together on an assembly conveyor.

The Fordson tractor, unlike the Model
T automobile, was built principally with
chrome-carbon steel. Sorensen held that
chrome-carbon alloy was stronger than the
T's vanadium steel, that gears could be,oil-
hardened, thereby doing away with
carbonizing. Gears could thus be less
expensive.

Vanadium's champion, C. Harold Wills,
who'd been a leadingdesigner of the Model
T (see SIA #41, p. 30), warned Ford that
chrome-carbon meant trouble, but Soren-
sen won out and, in fact, the substitute steel
worked all right.

]\ rslcNrNc rHE FonoSoN tookg0days.
LJ The first experimental batch of 50
stood ready for testing in early 1916. Dur-

Above: Fred Heidrich demonstrates plow with
his restored 1923 Fordson. If the plow hit a
snag, it would tend to pull tactor over back-
wards. Later models had a gravity-weighted kill
switch which helped prevent tipping. Below: A
1925 Fordson (foreground) shou,s off its fend-
ers, also called "grousers," which touched
ground before tractor could rear over bockwards.
Bins in fenders provided storage for tools.

Above: Seat ottaches to spring-steel tongue.
Throttle hangs on steering column, with gear-
shift,lever at left. Choke stands bmeath tank.
Below: Fordson uses noframe, could be unbolt-
ed at midrffi but both ends had to be well
propped belore disassembly. Air washer stands
behind block, with vibrators in upper black
box. The battery has bem added below. This
model uses no water pump, but later ones did.
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The Fordson shifts with left hand in an un-

convenlional pattern. Unlike T, traclor used

foot-pedal, multi-disc clutch and 3-speed

transmission. Final drive was by worm gear.

Above: Hotspot on intake manifold allowed
Fordson to burn kerosene. It started on gas-

oline, then switched over gfter warming up.

Below: Heidrich, of )Yoodland, Calif.' owns a

Iarge collection of farm machinery plus sev'
eral cars, including this T roadster pickup-

During 1916, Fordsons were widelY
exhibited at fairs. Henry, Edsel, and
Sorensen sometimes attended. The elder
Ford occasionally brought along his
Hawaiian orchestra and a company
cameraman to take Pictures for his
nationally distributed newsreel. These
newsreels were seen by some seven million
theatergoers each week. This plus maga-
zine and newspaper publicity made the
Fordson the nation's best-known tractor
even though it was still onlY in the
experimental stage.

Those first non-production Fords and
an improved model completed in l9l7
showed a number of commendable points.
Compact and simple, they weighed about
2500 pounds ( I  I  I  to I  l2 their r ivals), stood
less than five feet high, had a 63-inch
wheelbase. and could turn in a 2l - foot

circle. The three forward ratios (by spur
gears, not planetary) gave speeds from2.25
to 6.25 mph. Electricity came off a low-
tension magneto bolted to the flywheel.
The wheels were relatively small-42-inch
in back and 28-inchers up front. The 4.
cylinder, 20-bhp engine started on gaso-
line. then could be switched to kerosene-
an economy feature that appealed to
farmers.

Another str iking feature of post-I917
experimental (and later production)
models was the absence of a frame. Farkas
and Sorensen designed huge castings
strong enough to support the entire
tractor. Henry Ford was skeptical at first,
figuring a tractor ought to have a
conventional frame, as in the T, but Farkas
and Sorensen won out. The engine thus
bolted directly to the transmission, which
in turn bolted to the rear axle. The
Fordson eventually went into production
that way.

Although generally satisfied with the
Fordson and delighted with its vast good
publicity, Henry Ford stilL refused to
market it. He wanted more time to perfect
it. But America's entry into WW-l on Apr.
6, 1917, forced his hand.

The.next day, Percival L. Perry, head of
Ford of England, asked Dearborn to send
Sorensen and others to help the British
build Fordsons to increase food produc-
tion. Sorensen and part of his staff
immediately sailed for England. But a
London air raid on July 23 prompted the
British government to shift its production
emphasis on aircraft and to abandon its
tractor plans. Instead, England put in an
urgent request for Dearborn to build
Fordsons here and to ship 6000 overseas
immediately. The fact that 6000 tractors
represented a sixth of l9l6 world produc-
tion daunted no o,ne. Ford could do
anything. 

!';

Henry was still reluctant to go into

FOfdSOn TfaCtOf pr.oguctio-n-the Fordson wasn't yet qu-ite
"right." But after Viscount Northcliffe,

continued head of a permanent British mission in the

- U.S., persona[y pleaded with Ford, the

ing the growing season, Ford had these manufacturer finally said yes. Henry Ford

trictors do all lhe power chores on his & Son quickly built a plant in Dearborn

farms and worked out their bugs. He was and, by the end of the year, finished 254

generally satisfied with them, bui he wasn't machines. Production rose rapidly after

Jntirely happy with their performance, so that- Ford filled the entire order (raised to

he refused io put them into production. He 7000) by Apr. 1918.

wanted to refine them further.
A Ncp FonP got into Producing his
f.r, tractor, he put himself behind it
wholehear_tedly. Tractors, he said, would
solve the world's food problems, because
one machine could produce 50 times its
weight in food each year. One s,hipcarrying
tractors to Europe equalled 50 ships
carrying food. Fifteen thousand men in his

factoriei, he said, could produce 1000

tractors a day, and these tractors, not

bookkeepers, would sow and harvest the
world's foods.

Fordson, according to the Denver Post,
planned to build a million tractors and sell
ihem for l0o a pound. "I  am goingto make
a Ford car, truck, and tractor and sell them
all for $600,- he boasted, *if I don't croak
first."

On Apr. 23,1918, Ford donated the f irst
Fordson manufactured for domestic use to
the famed horticulturist, Luther Burbank.
When the machine rambled into his yard in
Santa Rosa, Cali f . ,  Burbank exclaimed,
"Just like Ford: all motor and no frame!"
Ford's closest friend, Thomas A. Edison,
received Fordson #2.

Accepting orders from the tractor-
starved American market, Ford had sold
5067 by June l9l8 at the cost price of$750
and had 13,463 orders on hapd. By year's
end, he'd produced and srild no'fewer
than 34,167 units.

Ford thus leap-frogged past America's
previous #l tractor maker, International
Harvester, which itself had increased
production 367o. More than that, Fordson
had sold all its postwar machines without
spending a penny on advertising. Indeed,
Ford's attitude toward advertising was, in
Mar. 1920, ". . .why cult ivate a demand for
something we cannot supply? We could sell
25,000 tractors tomorrow if we had them."
Distr ibutors, similarly, yere told "not to
run wild on this subject of Tractor'advertising."

To show off the new tractors, though,
Ford dealers held plowing demonstrations
in many sections of the country. Several
thousand farmers saw a Fordson exhibi-
t ion near Oakland, Cali f . ,  in Oct. 1918,
after which one reporter wrote, "They

came, saw, and were convinced. The horse
is now the most extravagant motor
known."

Special training courses were held to
teach women how to drive tractors. One
farmerette said she began the training with
reservations, not knowing whether she
could stand driving a tractor six days a
week for three months. Yet, after the
harvest season, she expressed great satis-
faction with her job.

Ford's tractor production went to
57,290 in 1919, then to 70,885-35Vo of
America's output-in 1920. International
Harvester, for all its farm-implement
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