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Boom Times: Introduction to the Roaring Twenties

Business Booms:
The American economy boomed during WWI, as industries raced to produce weapons and supplies for the Allied armies. With more than 4 million men serving in the armed forces, there was a shortage of workers in American factories, and many people found jobs. When the war ended, however, conditions changed quickly, and the economy faced a difficult adjustment. However, as new industries developed the economy quickly turned around and began to improve rapidly. The 1920’s were years of rapid economic growth in the U.S. Between 1921 and 1929, U.S. manufacturing nearly doubled. As jobs and wages increased, so did people’s ability to buy new products.  Some of these products changed the way Americans lived. 
Today we think of cars as a major part of American life. In the early 1900s, though, cars were seen as luxury items that only the wealthy could afford. Henry Ford, an inventor and business leader from Detroit, helped to change this. Ford dreamed of building a car that most Americans could afford:

“I will build a motor car for the great multitude. It will be large enough for the family but small enough for the individual to run and care for. It will be so low in price that no man making a good salary will be unable to own one.”

Ford achieved his goal by building a sturdy and reliable car called the Model T, nicknamed the Tin Lizzie. In 1908 the Model T was sold for $850. By 1925 it cost just $290. Ford was able to make his car affordable by cutting costs of production. For example, every car looked the same. The Model T came only in black for many years. To decrease the time it took to make the cars, Ford also began using a moving assembly line. This system used conveyor belts to move parts and partly assembled cars from one group of workers to another. The workers stood in one place and did a specialized job. 

In 1914 Ford raised the wages for his factory workers to $5 a day. This was good pay; compared with the $2 offered by many other factories. Ford believed the wage increase would keep his employees from quitting. He also lowered the workday to eight hours and employed people that other factories would not hire, such as African Americans and people with disabilities. 

To help make his cars more affordable, Ford allowed customers to buy cars using an installment plan. Most people were used to saving up for years to buy items. Installment plans let people pay a small amount of the cost every month until the entire car was paid for.  The automobile changed the way Americans lived. They could now go on long drives or take jobs further away from where they lived. Cars gave people a sense of freedom and adventure. 

Growing Industries:

The rise of the automobile affected the entire American economy. Millions of Americans found work making steel for car bodies, rubber for tires, or glass for windows. To improve road safety, the government spent millions of dollars paving highways and building new bridges. People opened roadside businesses to serve travelers, such as gas stations, restaurants, and motels. The rising number of cars also created a demand for car repair shops and car insurance. 

By 1929 about 85% of all Americans living in towns or cities had electricity. Companies responded by building new electrical appliances designed to make household chores easier, such as washing machines, vacuum cleaners, and refrigerators.  As companies competed to sell these new goods, the advertising industry boomed. Companies advertised in magazines and on the radio to convince people that their lives would be improved if they owned a certain product. 

Boom Times Analysis
Directions: Using the information in the previous reading, please complete the analysis questions below. [image: image1.png]Total Model T Production
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1. Based on the charts above please answer the following:
a. About how many cars were produced in 1911? (use chart 1) _________________
b. About how many cars were produced in 1914? (use chart 1)  _________________ 

c. What year saw the most Model T’s produced? (use chart 2) __________________

d. Why do you think there was such a large reduction in sales in the late 1920’s? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Please explain how paying your workers more money can improve the economy? ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. Based on Ford’s quote in the reading, what was his ultimate goal? __________________________________________________________________________________

4. In 1908 the Model T cost ___________, but by 1925 it only cost ______________.
5. What are installment plans and how did it help the car industry? ______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
6. What other industries were booming as a result of the car industry? ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

7. Here is another quote by Henry Ford: “Repetitive labor is a terrifying prospect to a certain turn of mind. I could not possibly do the same thing day in and day out. The average worker, however, wants a job in which he does not have to think.” Based on this quote, describe Ford’s attitude towards his workers. __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

