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One industry has had more impact on life in America than any other before or since. Here is

the story of two men and one company at the start of it all. You couldn’t find two more different

men. Billy Durant was the consummate salesman, a brilliant wheeler-dealer with grand plans,

unflappable energy, and a fondness for the high life. Alfred Sloan was the intellectual, an expert

in business strategy and management, master of all things organizational. Together, this odd

couple built perhaps the most successful enterprise in U.S. history, General Motors, and with it

an industry that has come to define modern life throughout the world. Their story is full of

timeless lessons, cautionary tales, and inspiration for business leaders and history buffs alike.

Billy, Alfred, and General Motors is the tale not just of the two extraordinary men of its title but

also of the formative decades of twentieth-century America, through two world wars and sea

changes in business, industry, politics, and culture. The book includes vivid, warts-and-all

portraits of the legends of the golden age of the automobile, from “Crazy” Henry Ford, Ransom

Olds, and Charles Nash to the brilliant but uncredited David Dunbar Buick and Cadillac founder

Henry Leland. The impact of Durant and Sloan on their contemporaries and their industry is

matched only by the powerful legacy of their improbable and incredible partnership.

Characters, events, and context -- all are brought skillfully and passionately to life in this

meticulously researched and supremely readable book.
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(Billy) Durant, the high school dropout, was the flamboyant dreamer and gambler, focused on

personal relationships and risk. Alfred P. Sloan, Jr., the MIT engineer, was the stern organizer

and manager, focused on data and logic (not to mention profit). Billy managed to create

General Motors in bold defiance of the industrial and financial powers of his day. Alfred went on

to transform it into the largest and most successful enterprise the world had ever seen. Today,

for better or worse, executives and employees all over the globe, in all kinds of businesses, are

dealing with the effects of precedents set in motion by what these two men wrought in the first

half of the twentieth century.Their business legacies, like their lives, are studies in contrast. Billy

was done in by his own wizardry in expanding his empire through financial manipulation and

speculation. Alfred mastered both the art of corporate vision and the science of nuts-and-bolts

management; yet his tragic failure to understand the changing nature of the relationships

between employee, company, and government left a legacy of resentment and mistrust that

remains unresolved today.The contrasting character, struggles, and triumphs of the two men

show clearly, hauntingly, in their last official oil portraits. Billy Durant, GM’s founder, is seated,

wearing a wrinkled black suit that looks too big for him. He is gazing slightly off to the side with

a squint rather than directly at the artist. His thin, tense smile is that of a man who knows the

meaning of adversity firsthand; a man who still has pride but is no longer quite sure how far to

trust those looking upon him. Alfred Sloan, the successor, is standing ramrod straight, wearing

a bluish-gray suit that is perfectly tailored and buttoned. He is neither smiling nor frowning but

looking directly (slightly down) at the artist, unashamed to be in command and at ease with

himself and the world, holding a memo in his left hand.In the year 1904, when Billy Durant

ventured into the automobile business at the urging of friends, the average life expectancy in

the United States was forty-seven years; only 14 percent of households had bathtubs; the

average wage was twenty-two cents an hour; and there were only 8,000 motor vehicles in the

country, with a total of just 144 miles of paved road to drive them on. New York City’s streets

were polluted with the manure of more than a hundred thousand horse-drawn hacks. Some fifty

years later, when Alfred Sloan was putting together a team to write his story, wages had risen

by a factor of close to thirty; most working Americans looked forward to retirement with a

pension after the age of sixty-five; a nationwide interstate highway system was about to bring

new meaning to mobility; and the juggernaut called General Motors was dominating every

market it entered, influencing American manufacturing and marketing like no other company

ever had or would again. Billy and Alfred had wrought not only the largest but one of the most

misunderstood enterprises in the annals of business.Billy died quietly in New York City on

March 18, 1947, five years after suffering a stroke in a hotel room in Flint, Michigan, the town

he had put on the map. Eighty-five years old, he had been reduced to living off the secret

charity of Alfred and three other former business associates (all of whom had been brought

onto the General’s board of directors by Durant) in a Gramercy Park apartment. Apart from

creating General Motors and losing control of it not once but twice, he had amassed and lost

several personal fortunes. When he finally declared bankruptcy, after losing all in the stock

market crash of 1929 and the Great Depression, he listed his total assets at $250, the value of

the clothes on his back.Billy’s obituaries, not surprisingly, focused on his spectacular fall rather

than what he had contributed to the auto industry and the art of management. The New York

Times mentioned only that he had been responsible for “the building up of General Motors.” In

fact, he had created the company single-handedly. Also unmentioned was Billy’s role in

revitalizing and transforming Flint, Michigan, a former lumber center and modest agricultural

community, into one of the nation’s key industrial cities. One of the local Flint jokes the year he

died was:Q. How many states does the United States have now?A. Forty-seven. Tennessee



has moved to Flint.In contrast, Alfred Sloan’s name remained synonymous with success and

big business for more than four decades. By the 1950s, with Alfred still serving as chairman of

the General Motors board of directors, television host Dinah Shore was striking a chord in

every American household when she sang, “See the USA in your Chevrolet.” Thanks to the

Sloan team’s mastery of the annual model change, retail finance, and mass marketing,

everyone yearned to buy next year’s model and was embarrassed to drive last year’s; and the

world would never be the same.When Alfred died in 1966, at the age of ninety, all of the

obituaries focused on how he had led General Motors to such heights. Under his leadership,

the company’s share of the U.S. automobile market had risen from 12 percent to 52 percent. Its

organizational structure and product strategy were emulated by corporations around the world.

Its annual revenues surpassed the annual gross national product of half the world’s

countries.Unlike Alfred, who had amassed a wealth of corporate documents, press clippings,

and official correspondence for his private twenty-person research team to draw upon in

compiling his own version of his contributions to management in the bestselling (ghostwritten)

My Years with General Motors, Billy left only scattered and sketchy reminiscences of all his

successes and disappointments. Most of his recollections are in an often-incoherent,

incomplete, forty-five-page typed monograph entitled “The True Story of General Motors.” It

was clearly intended to defend his legacy from the charges and assumptions of his legions of

critics and enemies, including Alfred Sloan, but was never finished or published. Durant’s other

papers are randomly collected letters, memoranda, and news clippings.In December 1941,

when Billy Durant was eighty years old, he sent part of the manuscript to his daughter Margery

for review. In his cover letter, he told her, “Most of the stories now for public consumption lean

to the sensational and do not favor the factual. While I cannot be accused of being a brilliant

writer, the True Story will be based entirely on facts. I still am unable to thank you for what you

have done for me.” 1His emphasis on the “factual” was, ironically, right in line with Alfred

Sloan’s own public philosophy. Sloan’s most constant criticism of Durant was that he acted on

instinct and whim rather than facts. Yet the achievements and decisions of Durant the dreamer

were what made Sloan the manager’s spectacular career possible.This book is neither an

expose nor a company-sanctioned “official” history. Rather, it is an attempt to provide a fresh

look at the possibilities and the obstacles the two men dealt with: how they viewed events

through very different lenses, and how their conflicting yet groundbreaking definitions of what a

corporation should be have influenced the way all large companies today deal with employees,

investors, and governments. It was researched primarily from three sources: papers left by

Durant and now stored at Kettering University’s Scharchburg Archives in Flint, Michigan; policy

edicts, speeches, and pamphlets left by Alfred Sloan and now stored in General Motors’

corporate archives in Detroit; and dozens of little-known and long out-of-print articles, memoirs,

and biographies of the two men and their contemporaries (including Henry Ford) published in

the 1920s and 1930s.Today, the corporate world is typified more than ever by acquisitions,

integration, and constant consolidation, a process that Billy Durant mastered with the creation

of General Motors in 1908. At the same time, business theorists, executives, and investors

alike are questioning whether the structures and policies established by Alfred Sloan have

become barriers rather than enablers of speed and innovation in the twenty-first century.

Leaders in all kinds and sizes of companies are attempting to redefine their enterprises in a

world far more complex, interdependent, and uncertain than either Billy or Alfred could have

envisioned. They are also still struggling to resolve (or at least balance) many of the same core

issues Billy and Alfred faced. As the drama continues, and as those leaders and companies

look for new insight about what works and what doesn’t, the story of the ascendance of Billy,



Alfred, and their General is more relevant (and more filled with lessons) than ever.How had it

all come about, and how could their individual fates have been so different even as their

beloved General Motors soared?The answers remain as complex as they are worth pondering.

As Sloan himself observed, “The perpetuation of an unusual success or the maintenance of an

unusually high standard of leadership in any industry is sometimes more difficult than the

attainment of that success or leadership in the first place. That is the greatest challenge to be

met by the leader in any industry.” 2CHAPTER ONE1920: The Fateful YearIt was the year of

decision for Alfred Pritchard Sloan, Jr., the gangly, introverted executive with a Brooklyn accent

who was on his way to becoming one of the greatest business legends of all time. Within the

next three years, Alfred would be credited with the salvation and turnaround of General Motors.

From there, he would go on to be hailed as the father of the modern corporation, the master of

consumer mass marketing, and the most effective chief executive officer ever.All of that lay far

ahead in the unknown future that fateful summer of 1920, when Sloan had had enough of his

former mentor Billy Durant and was contemplating quitting the company that was to become

the definition of his own life.On the surface, things could not have been going better for Alfred

that summer. Wealthy beyond his own dreams, he was a General Motors vice president and a

member of its board of directors. General Motors itself was the company everyone was

watching on Wall Street. Sloan was also universally regarded as one of the most astute and

capable up-and-coming executives in the entire automobile industry, which had become a

crucial force in America’s economy and seemed poised for even more unprecedented

growth.The General Motors annual report to stockholders for 1920 included a succinct but

bullish assessment of the automobile’s growth and its importance:Records show that the first

garage for the storage and repair of motor cars was opened in Boston, Massachusetts, in the

spring of 1899. In that year the investment in the industry was $5,768,000, with a production of

3,700 cars, while in 1919 the investment was estimated at $1,800,000,000 and car production

at 1,974,300, a three hundred fold growth in capital during the twenty years and a five hundred

fold increase in cars manufactured.The report went on to note that employment in the industry

had grown from a little over 13,000 people in 1904 (the year General Motors’ founder Billy

Durant turned his full attention to the automobile) to more than 651,000 in 1919. That was a

5,000 percent increase. During the same period, annual wages in the industry had grown from

less than $8.5 million to more than $2 billion. Automotive production ranked number one

among the nation’s top-ten industries. Men’s and women’s clothing was a distant second,

followed by coal, hay (yes, hay!), construction, mining for metals, wheat, cotton, pig iron, and

petroleum.In short, the automobile had become the place to be, and Sloan was close to the

driver’s seat.Yet Alfred Sloan was more uncertain about his future than he had ever been.

Despite his own success and the sunny horizons that appeared to be ahead, he saw growing

problems where others seemingly failed to see anything beyond a constant flow of black ink

and revenue growth. While he felt a moral obligation to stick with and help the enterprise that

had given him his greatest opportunity, he also believed the enterprise was threatened by the

leadership failings of its visionary founder, who also happened to be the man who had hired

him.In Sloan’s mind, high-flying Billy Durant had fallen victim to the news media’s glowing

headlines and his own boundless dreams (as would dozens of other founders of even higher-

flying start-ups many years later). Sloan was convinced that too much of General Motors’

growth had been financed through the issuance of stock and Billy’s personal charm, rather

than through cash and hard assets. He was also convinced that the dozens of separate

business units within the company were out of control. He saw duplication and lack of

accountability in all product lines, staffs, and plants; and he blamed it on the lack of clear and



firm policies from the central office.Although Sloan was aware that fellow executives and

employees viewed Billy as a genius, he was certain that none of them really knew just how

each business unit within General Motors fit with the others, let alone how much each was

spending and borrowing or how much total debt was on the books. Each of the company’s five

largest automobile divisions (Buick, Oldsmobile, Cadillac, Chevrolet, and Oakland) would have

been a fully integrated manufacturer and marketer in its own right if split off from General

Motors. Yet, rather than leverage each unit’s strengths to create distinctive brands and enhance

the marketing and manufacturing efficiency and effectiveness of the entire enterprise, Durant

was letting each division run largely on its own, with internal competition ignored if not

encouraged.What was Alfred to do? Voice his concerns to the founder and risk losing his

influence and ability to affect change from within the company? Quit? Or bide his time and

hope that if the crisis did come, the company would be able to survive long enough for a new

management to right the course?His answer would make him a legend and forever change the

structure and direction of American business, for better or worse.AMERICA AND THE

GENERAL ON A ROLLWhile Alfred gnashed his teeth, Billy Durant and the rest of America

remained confident in what that year’s Republican Party presidential candidate, Warren G.

Harding, called the return to “normalcy,” the word he invented accidentally when stumbling over

normality. In his famous campaign stump speech, Harding nailed the mood of the country,

proclaiming, “America’s need is not heroics but healing, not nostrums but normalcy, not

revolution but restoration . . . not surgery but serenity.”There was little outcry when the Ku Klux

Klan launched an unprecedented (and successful) nationwide recruitment drive the year

Harding was elected. Nor was there much concern that the mercurial Henry Ford, universally

regarded as the most innovative and savvy industrialist of the day, was using his own wholly

owned weekly newspaper, the Dearborn Independent, to spread his belief that all the nation’s

ills were caused by Jews.Progressivism on all fronts—political, social, and economic—was a

far more resonant theme with most Americans than were the Klan and Ford’s hatred and

paranoia. For the first time ever, more people in the United States were living in cities than on

farms. Despite the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution the previous

year, banning the sale and drinking of alcohol, women’s skirts were getting shorter and bootleg

liquor was ubiquitous. A new term, “the Jazz Age,” was in vogue to describe the hedonistic

tastes of a generation determined to put memories of war and doing-without behind it. Women

had just been given the right to vote, and the sky had failed to fall as a result.The faults that

Alfred Sloan saw in Billy Durant’s loose management style and his lack of consistent policies

and controls were both unseen and irrelevant to the country in general and General Motors’

investors in particular. Thanks to the unprecedented mobilization required by America’s entry

into World War I, the country’s annual investment in new manufacturing plants and equipment

had soared from $600 million in 1915 to $2.5 billion in 1918. At war’s end, both business and

consumers were eager to refocus production on consumer goods.The automobile industry,

which had diverted only a fraction of its production to the war effort, was especially eager to

meet Americans’ apparently insatiable demand for the machine that gave mobility to their daily

lives and their dreams. Detroit, Michigan, where General Motors was building a new

headquarters that was to be the largest office building in the world, was the fastest-growing city

in the nation. Its population had more than doubled in ten years, from under 467,000 people in

1910 to nearly 994,000 people in 1920. More significant for the future (but little noted at the

time), the percentage of Detroit’s African-American population nearly quadrupled during that

period, growing from 1.2 percent in 1910 to 4 percent in 1920. 1There seemed to be even

more reason for confidence and optimism in General Motors’ own performance. Durant proudly



referred to the company as “my baby,” and its numbers seemed to justify the pride. The

General’s fixed assets in plants and equipment had grown from $19 million in 1912 to $179

million in 1919. Total car and truck sales for 1919 were nearly double the previous year’s. More

impressive, profits for that same twelve-month period were up more than 500 percent. And

things were looking even better for the current year, with car and truck sales up 45 percent over

the first quarter of 1919. 2Although General Motors was still a distant second to Ford Motor

Company, which had a market share of 42 percent compared to the General’s 11 percent,

Durant was widely seen as the only competitor with even a chance of catching Henry Ford. On

Wall Street even more than in Detroit, Billy and his General Motors were the names to watch in

the automotive race. During the years 1914–1920, the market value of the General’s stock had

more than quadrupled.Most remarkable of all was an increase in employment from 49,118

people at the end of 1918 to 85,980 at the end of 1919. The vast majority of these new

employees were migrating from the rural South of the United States or Europe to the General’s

key plants in Michigan. Billy explained in his letter to stockholders that the company had

initiated an unprecedented program of building new housing to help the affected local

communities as well as the employees and their families. A grand total of $2.5 million was

allocated for new employee housing in 1919, making it the company’s fifth-largest capital

expenditure. Arthur Pound, son-in-law of an early General Motors executive, described the

motive in the company’s first and only officially sanctioned history, The Turning Wheel, a book

completely sympathetic to the company’s view on all events and issues, published at the height

of the Great Depression:A new spirit of brotherhood was abroad in the land, and General

Motors was one of the first to respond to it. Owing to the uncertainties attendant upon the

change from war activities to peacetime pursuits, the Corporation considered it necessary to

have the basic needs and living standards of its employees studied, to the end that wage rates

would be fair and living conditions acceptable to thousands of families likely to move into cities

where General Motors was rapidly expanding its operations. Accordingly, the Executive

Committee, consisting of Messrs Durant, Haskell, and Chrysler [Walter P. Chrysler, a General

Motors vice president at the time], was directed to investigate industrial conditions affecting the

plants of the Corporation. 3That same year, 1919, saw the birth of a company-matched

employee investment plan covering all units of General Motors: a precursor of today’s 401(k)

plans, with employees investing up to 20 percent of their wages or salary and the company

matching every penny invested by the employee.To cap it all off, General Motors had also

made several key acquisitions in 1919, guided by Billy’s vision of even more uninterrupted

growth and consolidation in the industry. These purchases included controlling interest in a

company called Fisher Body, which would become crucial to the corporation’s future production

volume and efficiency, and complete ownership of Dayton, Ohio–based Frigidaire, which had

originally been called Guardian Frigerator. Intrigued with the latter company’s attempt to

develop an electric refrigerator, Billy had purchased it with $100,000 of his own money,

renamed it Frigidaire, and sold it to General Motors, his baby, for the same amount. Under the

General’s umbrella, Frigidaire dominated the growing refrigerator business within a year of the

purchase and would soon also dominate the air-conditioning business.Billy’s baby had also

established a new business unit in 1919 called General Motors Acceptance Corporation

(GMAC), whose initial purpose was to “assist dealers in financing their purchase of General

Motors’ products, and also to finance, to some extent, retail sales.” GMAC would soon

revolutionize the way Americans bought and paid for all big-ticket purchases with what came to

be known as installment buying, the precursor of revolving credit and today’s credit card.Billy

concluded his letter to stockholders with a typically succinct and optimistic assessment of the



future, noting that the first quarter of 1920 had also been a good one:There is no diminution in

the demand for your product, the number of passenger cars, trucks, and tractors sold for the

first quarter of 1920 to March 31 being 119,779, as compared with 82,456 for the

corresponding period of the previous year, an increase of 45.2 percent. The net profits for this

period, before deducting federal taxes, are estimated upwards of $26,500,000.00. Your

directors take pleasure in acknowledging their appreciation of the loyalty and efficiency of your

officers and employees.Why, then, should Alfred Sloan worry?LOSING A MAN NAMED

CHRYSLERSloan’s doubts about Durant’s leadership had begun surfacing in the spring of

1919, when General Motors was gaining momentum on what appeared to be an unstoppable

roll. The catalyst was the abrupt resignation of one of Durant’s most able lieutenants and

Sloan’s best friend, Walter P. Chrysler.Chrysler had been brought to General Motors in 1911 by

then-president Charles Nash, who had been hired by Durant as a blacksmith in his carriage

factory in 1890, long before anyone had foreseen a General Motors. By 1916, Chrysler was in

charge of all General Motors’ manufacturing and was the highest-paid man in the entire auto

industry, with annual salary and bonus exceeding $600,000. By 1919, Chrysler and Sloan were

widely viewed as the two most capable of all the “new” generation of automobile executives

born after the Civil War.In Chrysler’s autobiography, Life of an American Workman, published

in 1937 and cowritten with Boyden Sparkes (the same ghostwriter Sloan was to use for his first

memoir four years later), there is great warmth and respect for Durant as a person:I cannot

hope to find words to express the charm of the man. He has the most winning personality of

anyone I’ve ever known. He could coax a bird right down out of a tree, I think. I remember the

first time my wife and I entered his home. The walls were hung with magnificent tapestries. I

had never experienced luxury to compare with Billy Durant’s house. In five minutes he had me

feeling as if I owned the place. 4Yet there is also disdain for Billy’s leadership style. More than

once, Chrysler had been summoned by “the Man” only to be kept cooling his heels and then to

discover that the urgent matter that needed to be discussed was nothing that couldn’t have

been resolved quickly at the plant level rather than wasting top management’s time and

brainpower. Chrysler’s description of one meeting in particular summarized both his admiration

and his frustration:Once I had gone to New York in obedience to a call from him [Durant]; he

wished to see me about some matter. For several days in succession I waited at his office, but

he was so busy he could not take the time to talk with me. It seemed to me he was trying to

keep in communication with half the continent; eight or ten telephones were lined up on his

desk. He was inhuman in his capacity for work. He had tremendous courage too. He might be

risking everything he had, but he never faltered in his course. He was striving to make

completely real his vision of a great corporation. Men, big men, came and went at his

command. “Durant is buying” was a potent phrase in Wall Street then. . . . I waited four days

before I went back to Flint; and to this day I do not know why Billy had required my presence in

New York. Compared with what I had to worry me in Flint, I know that he had vastly greater

worries. 5When Chrysler finally threw in the towel in a burst of anger and frustration in 1919,

Alfred Sloan was one of two people other than Durant himself who tried to get him to change

his mind. After Chrysler had already submitted his resignation, he was asked by the vice

president in charge of personnel and administration, J. A. Haskell, to accompany Sloan on a

fact-finding trip to Europe at General Motors’ expense. The official purpose of the trip was to

analyze the facilities and management of the French automaker Citroen, which Billy was eager

to acquire for General Motors, but it was also timed as an opportunity to lure Walter Chrysler

back into the fold. Chrysler agreed to go as an unofficial adviser after Haskell agreed that

General Motors would foot the bill for Chrysler’s wife Della and Sloan’s wife Irene to



accompany the delegation.In the end, Sloan and Chrysler both concurred that acquiring

Citroen would be a disaster. Not only did General Motors lack the depth of management talent

to run the operation, but the Citroen plant complex was old and antiquated, and updating it

would cost more than the construction of an entirely new facility. A disappointed Billy went

along with the recommendation not to make a run at Citroen, but the greater failure of the trip

was Sloan’s inability to woo back Chrysler.In fact, Alfred Sloan returned home with his own

doubts about Billy reinforced. Alfred and Walter Chrysler remained lifelong friends, even when

Chrysler went on to create a rival car company under his own name. Describing Chrysler’s

actual resignation more than twenty years later, Sloan placed all the blame at the feet of Billy

Durant and his caprice:Often when he [Durant] called an executive meeting in Detroit, the ten

or fifteen of us who gathered there would wait all day for the Chief. I would have traveled there

from New York or elsewhere. Others would come from their posts in different towns. Walter

Chrysler would have driven sixty-five miles from Flint. Often he arose before six to snatch a few

precious minutes at his office desk. Sometimes he came without breakfast, because Mr. Durant

always planned an early beginning. But whenever Mr. Durant appeared in Detroit, old friends

could not easily be denied, and so we had to wait. One caller after another would delay him.

There would be urgent telephone calls. We scarcely felt like doing anything else until he rang

the bell, so tempers soured.“Shall we go to lunch?”“No, no! Mr. Durant regrets the delay. He’ll

return to you gentlemen in just a minute.”Sometimes it was four o’clock before we got started.

Frequently, when he did get an earlier start, Mr. Durant kept the conference going without

regard to appetites. Walter Chrysler used to chafe as he waited. . . . However, the day came

when Walter Chrysler quit. Twice in our meetings the two had exchanged words with a flaring

of tempers. Actually they were devoted friends, but on an empty stomach, and worried about

his huge stake in General Motors, Walter Chrysler resigned.There was never a minute after

Chrysler’s decision when we would have been less than happily grateful if he had changed his

mind. We wanted him for his own sake; for his strength, his wisdom, his fine understanding of

men. 6THE EVE OF SHOWDOWNIn August 1919, after Walter Chrysler’s departure, Sloan

wrote a remarkably candid personal letter to General Motors’ founder that has been preserved

among Durant’s papers. The immediate issue was the impact of the new employee savings

plan on field operations and central office administration. Alfred viewed the plan itself as an

ingenious way to retain employees at a time when turnover was high. What he vehemently

objected to was Billy’s decision to administer the plan through the treasurer’s office rather than

at the local operating level.In his letter, Alfred voiced what later became a concern of all kinds

of field and plant managers in all kinds of companies: namely, the fear that two separate

fiefdoms would develop, neither of which would trust the other. The operations side would end

up viewing itself as a stepchild to the financial side and the chief executive officer would be

helpless to bridge the gap. Sloan’s letter was three pages, single-spaced, and often rambling

(uncharacteristic of the scores of letters and memos later reprised in his 1963 classic

management tome, My Years with General Motors), but the issues raised in the section on plan

administration remain relevant to all large organizations today:In view of the fact that all

financial, accounting, and cost work is primarily in the Treasurer’s department and directed by

the Finance Committee as compared with purely operating matters, there is necessarily going

to be a feeling on the part of our operating people that they are not responsible for anything

pertaining to that division of the work. No matter what their disposition may be, there is bound

to be a feeling of that kind. In other words, there will result in the organization, as prescribed,

two divisions of the Corporation’s activities—one operating and one financial.The Savings and

Investment Fund, we all believe, is going to be a big factor in stabilizing our labor and reducing



our turnover. The hardest problem before our operating staff at the present time is satisfying

and increasing the effectiveness of our labor. Therefore, it seems to me that putting the thing

across, that is, selling the Savings and Investment Plan to our operating force, is more an

operating matter than it is a treasury matter, and being transferred to the treasury division

under the Finance Committee, our operating side is bound to lose, and I know will lose, in

many instances under my supervision, the interest in the development of the matter which now

exists.I feel that the development of the Savings and Investment Fund, in not only increasing

the percentage but maintaining it, requires [a] considerable sales effort, and I feel that that is a

matter which, although [it] might be handled by the treasury staff, could be better handled by

the operating staff. 7Sloan concluded his letter with a guarded criticism of Billy

Durant:Understand, Mr. Durant, in calling your attention to the above I am not in any way

finding fault with the organization as it stands. I am absolutely supporting same as it reads, but

I do not think that it is the right thing to do nor in the interest of the situation as a whole. I may

say that this letter is written very hurriedly—just as I am leaving, and simply roughly presents

to you my ideas on the subject. 8It is not known whether the two men ever discussed the letter,

but the fact that Billy held onto it for the rest of his life is itself testimony to how personally he

took such criticism. In his letter to stockholders in the 1919 annual report, Durant offered no

more than a concise nuts-and-bolts summary of the employee savings plan:During the year the

Corporation established an Employee Savings Plan under which employees have the privilege

of paying into an interest-bearing Savings Fund a limited portion of their wage or salary. The

amount so paid in by employees is duplicated by the Corporation paying a like amount into an

Employees Investment Fund [that] is invested in securities selected by the Board of

Directors. . . . Out of 62,297 employees eligible to participate in this plan, 33,641 have already

taken advantage of its provisions.Also in 1919, Alfred drafted a lengthy personal analysis of

what he saw as the failures of General Motors’ lack of clear organizational structure. He

included an organizational chart and laid out a plan that drew little notice at the time but was

eventually copied by all corporations and even governmental and nonprofit organizations. The

concept was “decentralized operations with coordinated control,” and it forever changed the

way large enterprises and institutions were administered. Alfred submitted the plan to Billy, who

never took action. Both men filed it away as the drama of 1920 played out.With the company

progressing and with Durant clearly not in a mood to accept suggestions, Sloan continued to

keep his doubts largely to himself, at least inside the company. He put up the front of a team

player throughout the spring of 1920. His August 1919 letter and his organizational plan remain

the only recorded instances where he expressed doubt directly to the founder.Outside of

General Motors, however, Alfred Sloan was letting his dissatisfaction be known to trusted

potential new employers. The investment bank Lee, Higginson and Company, which had played

a key role in propping up General Motors’ finances and temporarily ousting Durant ten years

earlier (and whose leaders all still mistrusted Durant), made Sloan a firm offer of a

partnership.With the course of action appearing clearer and almost inevitable, Alfred decided

to take an unprecedented vacation to escape the pressures and weigh the options. He and his

wife Irene took another excursion to Europe, this time alone. He even ordered a Rolls Royce®,

to be delivered to him in England, where he and Irene would begin a driving tour of the

continent.Sloan recalled his dilemma and Durant’s response to the request for the time off in a

little-known and often sentimental memoir entitled Adventures of a White Collar Man. The book

was published in 1941, when Sloan was at the peak of his career and when industrialists as a

group were still on the defensive in the wake of the Great Depression of the thirties. Although

cowritten with Boyden Sparkes, the same writer who wrote Walter Chrysler’s biography, it is far



more revealing of Sloan the man than the later My Years with General Motors. The latter book

was also ghostwritten (by one lead writer and a team of twenty researchers and collaborators

hired by Sloan himself) and reveals little of Alfred’s life and character, yet it became an instant

bestseller when published in 1963. In Adventures of a White Collar Man, Sloan described the

1920 predicament as follows:Everything, if we kept on our course, added up to just one way:

ruin. I could not protect myself and sell my stock without being disloyal to Durant. That was

impossible. I wanted to think this matter out.“I’d like a month’s leave of absence, Mr. Durant.”He

was telephoning. Sometimes I used to feel as if he were always holding a telephone in his

hand. I think there were twenty telephones in his private office, and a switchboard. He had

private wires to brokers’ offices across the continent. In the same minute he would buy in San

Francisco, sell in Boston.My fingers were drumming on his desk. It did not seem to me that the

operating head of a corporation had any right to devote himself to the market, even if the stock

of the corporation was involved. He looked up.“What is it?” There was a fleeting smile. He was

never too tired to be kind.“I wish to go away. Not feeling well.” This was no

exaggeration.“Certainly,” he said. “That will be perfectly all right with me. Get some rest.”I went

to Europe. In London I made up my mind. I’d return to New York and resign. . . . But on the day I 

got back and walked into the New York office I sensed something unusual.“Where’s W.

C.?”“Gone away. A month’s vacation.”Queer indeed. He’d never done anything of the sort

before. I decided to postpone my resignation. I was a manufacturer, and this could be made the

grandest manufacturing enterprise the world had ever seen. I did not want to leave. So I said to

myself, “I’ll ride along awhile and see what happens.” 9And so the stage was set for a final

showdown when the postwar boom in demand for all types of consumer goods abruptly stalled

in the late summer of 1920. General Motors’ growth strategy ran head-on into a vehicle market

that was suddenly shriveling rather than expanding.The ambitious expansion program of 1919

had doubled General Motors’ production capacity, but it had all been predicated on the

assumption of continued steady sales growth: an assumption that has since been the downfall

of hundreds of high-flying start-ups and conglomerates in all kinds of industries. Total cost of

the program was estimated at the time at $52.8 million, and the bulk of it was to come from the

issuance of new stock. By the end of 1919, after all the different issues of debentures and

different classes of stock were tallied, General Motors had become the second company in

U.S. history to be capitalized at $1 billion (U.S. Steel being the first).Billy and most of the

members of his board of directors saw little risk in this approach of financing growth through

the sale of new shares of stock and dilution of existing shares: The auto industry had had to

weather only one brief disruption since its birth (the so-called Panic of 1907), and General

Motors’ common stock price had steadily outpaced the market. Alfred, however, saw dark

clouds of overexpansion, overproduction, unsustainable debt, and a lack of accountability and

control looming on the horizon.The crisis faced by Alfred Sloan, Billy Durant, and General

Motors in 1920 set the stage for one of the most dramatic and unprecedented boardroom

coups in the annals of business. It was the defining moment for not only Billy and Alfred, but for

their company as well. It also brought into public play all the issues of corporate governance

and leadership accountability that dominate the business headlines to this day. The way most

companies and executives perceive those issues is still in many ways a reflection of how these

two men perceived them and dealt with them.The crisis at General Motors in 1920 was also a

watershed event in the way American corporations were organized and held accountable for

results. The way in which General Motors dealt with the issues of organizational structure,

production control and forecasting, brand management, finance, leadership development, and

communications became the paradigm for all large companies during the following fifty years,



until a handful of Japanese manufacturers established a new manufacturing and marketing

paradigm and forced the General to again deal with the same problems that had almost sunk it

in 1920.How had the problems and the crisis developed, and why did the ensuing responses

have so much success and so much impact on the rest of the world?The answers and the

lessons have their roots in the contrasting backgrounds and values of the two men at the

center of General Motors, and in the long and twisting way the auto industry itself evolved in

the first three decades of the twentieth century. The two men’s lives and characters are in fact a

looking glass into what works and what doesn’t in building and preserving a business empire.

And the lessons remain as relevant today as they were when Billy Durant and Alfred Sloan

were testing and living them.With Sloan watching closely, Durant was about to face a reckoning

throughout the fall of 1920 that would have ended the careers of most business people, then

and now. Yet Billy faced this crisis, as he did all others, with resolute and incorrigible optimism.

That optimism had already taken him on one of the most incredible journeys of anyone of his

generation.Where did the optimism come from? What was it in Billy’s genes and character that

had led the high school dropout from rural Michigan to even dream of building an empire that

would change the world? What made him so different from Sloan? What led them to take such

opposite approaches to leadership and management? Or, in the end, were they actually more

alike than either would ever imagine, let alone admit?Both the questions and the answers go

back to before the automobile itself was ever heard of in America, to a rural town called Flint,

sixty-five miles due north of Detroit.CHAPTER TWOA Precocious Dropout Forges His First

EmpireIn the end, William Crapo Durant was perhaps not only the most forgotten but the most

enigmatic of the twentieth century’s great entrepreneurs and innovators. He was: The son of

an alcoholic father who abandoned his family Raised by a socialite divorcee in an era when

single mothers were shunned A high school dropout A devoted son but distant father The

romantic suitor of a teenage girl younger than his own daughter A teetotaler who passionately

supported the Eighteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution and its prohibition of the sale

and consumption of alcoholic beverages, right up until its repeal in 1933 A constant dreamer,

never content to hold one job or stay focused on just one enterprise or endeavor The creator

of what was to become the world’s largest and most effective enterprise, only to lose control of

it not once but twice The Warren Buffett of his day, at one time leading an investment

syndicate with more than $4 billion in paper assetsWhen Billy Durant died in New York City on

March 18, 1947, five years after suffering a stroke, The New York Times summarized his

career and legacy as follows:At one time, Mr. Durant’s wealth was placed at $120,000,000.

When he filed a petition in bankruptcy in 1936, he listed his assets at $250 in clothing. At the

height of his activity on Wall Street, his broker’s annual commission was $6,000,000. Someone

with a flair for figures once estimated that in the year of his most turbulent speculations he

traded in securities at the rate of 5,000 shares every hour the Exchange was open. A genius at

manipulation, perpetrator of one of the historic bluffs of financial history, Mr. Durant was also

responsible for the building up of General Motors, one of America’s dominant

industries.General Motors was almost a footnote. Yet what the Times referred to as a bluff had

actually been the largest stock buyback ever recorded up to that time, and Billy had pulled it off

with hardly anyone noticing. Not only had he been responsible for “the building up of General

Motors,” as the Times put it, he also happened to have created the company single-handedly

and in bold defiance of both the auto barons and the bankers of the day.People who claimed to

know him well (even his enemies) always put integrity at the top of the list of his character

traits. In Flint, Michigan, where he was best known, there were never any negatives to describe

him, although many people knew the dark side was there. There are no remaining anecdotes



to show close boyhood or adolescent friendships. Nor are there any details of how he met his

first wife. If there ever were such stories and memories, they have all disappeared. By his early

twenties, however, Durant was known and recognized by all as a young man whose drive and

potential matched his charm.As a child, he was called Willie; as a boy and man, Billy, never the

formal, standoffish William. Standing five-feet-eight inches tall and never weighing more than

135 pounds, with brown eyes and a constant smile, he was said to win people over instantly

with his energy and his modest voice.His daughter Margery, who was to battle personal

demons far worse than her father’s during her own tragic life, wrote a little-noticed biography in

his defense in the late 1920s, when he was trying to make a comeback in the automobile

business and on Wall Street after his humiliation and downfall during the crisis of 1920.

Published in 1929, My Father was ghostwritten by Commander Fitzhugh Green, who also

wrote Charles Lindbergh’s bestselling autobiography. Margery’s husband at the time (her third)

died before the book was finished. Shortly afterward, Margery went on to marry Fitzhugh

Green and attempt to live the life of a globe-trotting socialite, at least on the surface.Margery

recalled a friend once asking her father, “Do you ever worry?”“Never,” Billy answered, with his

usual smile. “In the daytime I’m too busy. At night I’m too sleepy.” 1A HANDS-ON

EDUCATIONIn high school, Billy played baseball and the cornet. He was also an excellent

student but was eager to apply his talents in the real world rather than the classroom. Like

most Americans of his generation, he saw little advantage in formal education. Hard work and

ambition, not education and intellect, were the popular keys to success in the America of Billy’s

youth. Confidence and optimism were sweeping America in the wake of the Civil War, driven by

restless inventors and dreamers rather than students or sages. Despite the drudgeries of the

day (with indoor plumbing and running water still the exception in homes and public buildings

alike; with furnaces not yet replacing fireplaces or wood stoves as the primary heating source;

and with commercially feasible electric power still years away), the western frontier was being

pushed back daily and new inventions abounded. There seemed to be no excuse for any

young man with spirit and ambition not to have a better life than his parents had. And the keys

to that better life were hard work and inventiveness, not school. Young college graduates

entering the business world would often actually hide their degrees, lest they be teased as

spoiled and not knowing what it meant to do “real” work.Thus it came as no great surprise or

shock to proud Rebecca Durant, whose New England roots included a pilgrim descendant of

the Mayflower and who herself served as a vice regent of the Daughters of the American

Revolution, when her sixteen-year-old son Billy announced in the winter of 1877 that he had

had enough of the classroom and was ready to take on the world. Daughter Margery described

the scene in her book:. . . [H]e came home from school one afternoon, threw his books on the

library table, and announced:“Mother, I’m not going back to school any more.”His reasons

weren’t very good. They aren’t when a boy is sixteen and the world is still a mystery. He didn’t

respect his Principal. In short, the same impatience at fettering routine and roundabout

convention so needful for the mediocre, which was to goad him all his life, was beginning to

emerge.“But what are you going to do?” she asked, well knowing the answer.“Work, mother.”

2At the time, Billy was just six months away from his scheduled graduation from high school. A

few days later, he appeared at the Crapo Lumberyard, which had been founded by his

grandfather, expecting to be put to work in the front office. Instead, he got a rude awakening.

As Billy recalled it to Margery:Being the grandson of the [lumberyard’s] President I felt I had

obligations a little beyond the average applicant. I rose early; I had laid out my best suit the

night before. After I had put it on, carefully brushed my hair, and shined my shoes I got a new

pair of brown gloves out of my bureau drawer. . . .I suppose I figured they would give me some



sort of desk work, befitting the dignity of my blood-relationship to the company’s owner. But I

was painfully mistaken.Without delay I was sent out into the yard to report to the foreman. He

was a big burly Irishman with heavy shoulders and a heavier voice.“What’s your name?” he

shouted at me, though I was only a few feet from him.“Durant.”I seem to remember that he

hesitated a second before he went on. But his Irish wit promptly came to his rescue. I might be

grandson of the Boss, but so far as he was concerned I was just a young man going to work.I

could see he was sizing me up. His eyes lit on my hands. They gave him his cue. “Take off

them gloves!” he yelled. “What do you think you came here for, anyway?” I obeyed while he

stood over me. “Now take off your coat and pile up that lumber there in the corner!” 3Billy

accepted the manual labor without argument, but immediately set out to supplement his daily

wage of seventy-five cents with other work more suited to what he saw as his talents: namely,

sales.First came a job as night clerk at the neighborhood drugstore. Then he persuaded the

store owner to let him try his hand at selling patent medicines door-to-door on his own time.

From there, he talked his way into cigar sales, working on commission for the largest distributor

in the western half of the state. Before his twenty-first birthday, he had sold more cigars in a

single day than the owner’s other three agents combined: The owner let the three go and gave

Billy their territories.During these traveling salesman days, Billy developed his two most famous

passions: cigar smoking and playing checkers. Later, in his industrial mogul period, he would

chastise and even fire men who smoked cigarettes rather than cigars, and he would delay a

business meeting if need be to finish a game of checkers with the doorman or elevator

operator. The cigar smoking would end in his fifties, but the checkers and other games would

continue throughout his life.As his success as a salesman grew in Flint, so did his reputation as

a young man who was unafraid of difficult challenges that more experienced businessmen

would decline. Each new job brought more money and, more important, more self-confidence

and more respect throughout the community. When a delegation of local citizens approached

him with an offer to help turn around the city’s privately held waterworks, he couldn’t

refuse.The waterworks was losing money and receiving regular complaints: Many customers

had simply stopped paying their bills. Less than eight months after Billy accepted the job, the

operation was not only making a profit, it was receiving compliments rather than complaints

and adding new customers rather than losing them. Billy was now in charge.In her book,

daughter Margery attributed his success in turning the waterworks around to the same formula

that countless chief executive officers have since learned the hard way: taking the time to listen

to what the disgruntled customers had to say and then, most difficult, getting the organization

focused on what needed fixing rather than following their former routines. As Margery summed

it up:Young Willie hadn’t been a cigar and insurance salesman for nothing. Like every born

salesman, he had quickly learned that salesmanship is the key to all successful business

operations. He had discovered that one had to sell many more things than manufactured

articles in order to get along. Instinctively he had learned to sell himself; to sell ideas; to sell

quality of operation and supply, as well as quality of goods.Almost the first thing he did, after a

good look at the water pumps, was to make a round of the customers. He went from house to

house talking to the wives as well as the husbands. He got the other fellow’s point of view. He

matched complaint against availability, demand against supply, citizen against government,

justice against politics. He sold both sides to each other. And he won concessions from both.In

eight months the Flint City Waterworks was on its feet, the users were happy and the bankers

satisfied. 4While managing the waterworks, Billy also established a local insurance agency

with a friend. It, too, was soon growing and adding to Billy’s own reputation. At the age of

twenty-two, he purchased his own house, near his mother’s.Prosperous beyond any level his



father had ever approached, Durant was high on the list of Flint’s most eligible bachelors. He

married Clara Pitt, daughter of the Flint and Pere Marquette Railroad’s local ticket master, on

June 17, 1885, in a ceremony conducted at his new house. Although no known photos of the

bride and groom together remain, Clara was by all accounts one of the town’s most attractive

girls, and there were no intimations even among Flint’s elite that Billy Durant, the young man

on the rise, might be marrying beneath his station.Billy’s mother and older sister were in

attendance at the wedding, but his father’s name was not mentioned. Nor would his daughter

mention her paternal grandfather a single time in her book. Billy had put that part of his past

behind him—or so he thought.SINS OF THE FATHERSWhat had driven young Billy so far, so

hard, so fast?Everyone chose to see in him the best qualities of his maternal grandfather

rather than the worst of his father, who was described as a ne’er-do-well when people were

kind and far worse when they were frank. Yet both the values of the grandfather and the

demons of the father would characterize Billy’s often contradictory optimism and restlessness

throughout his life.Billy’s father, William Clark Durant, was born in 1827 in rural New

Hampshire, son of an innkeeper who died penniless when the boy was five years old. Raised

by his mother and various relatives, he was to become a schemer and a dreamer rather than a

hard worker or good provider. He met the prosperous Crapo family and began courting third

daughter Rebecca when he was twenty-six, while working as a collection clerk at the National

Webster Bank of Boston, the only steady job he ever held. After a short romance while

Rebecca’s father was away in Michigan on business, he married her on November 29, 1855, a

week after Thanksgiving. He left the bank soon afterward, but the couple stayed in Boston.

Unemployed, he was soon known far and near as a drunk more bent on avoiding work than

anything else. Fascinated and obsessed with the stock market, he was never shy to approach

anyone for a loan or to decline any offer of a job.At the opposite end of the value scale, Billy’s

maternal grandfather, Henry Howland Crapo, was living testimony to Puritan ethics and

success. Born on a farm near Dartmouth, Massachusetts, on May 24, 1804, he spent his

boyhood working the fields by day and writing his own dictionary by candlelight when finished

with his chores. At the age of twenty-one, he married Dartmouth native Mary Ann Slocum,

whose family tree went back to the Mayflower and beyond. Moving to nearby New Bedford and

proceeding to father ten children, the self-educated Henry was employed as a schoolteacher,

land surveyor, and auctioneer—all at the same time. Elected town clerk, treasurer, and tax

collector, he filled out his free time as a renowned horticulturist, cultivating 150 varieties of

pears and 120 varieties of roses and contributing regularly to the New England Horticultural

Journal, all while in his thirties.Less than three years after daughter Rebecca’s marriage,

Henry Howland Crapo uprooted the rest of the family and moved to the booming frontier of a

former fur-trading post called Flint, Michigan. On the banks of the Flint River, just sixty-five

miles due north of Detroit, Flint was perfectly located to become the focal transportation and

milling point for Michigan’s coming lumber boom, and Henry was following it closely. By the

time Michigan became a state in 1837, a thousand people were landing at the port of Detroit

every day. Many ventured north to Flint, where they quickly broadened the local economy to

agriculture (wheat and potatoes, in particular) as well as timber. By 1847, the Genesee

Ironworks was producing mowing machines and other agricultural machinery in Flint. In 1848,

the town’s first steam-generated power plants appeared. Soon, steam-powered saw mills were

making Flint the focal point of a booming logging industry for the entire lower peninsula of

Michigan.Studying this growth from afar, Henry Howland Crapo began purchasing land near

Flint in 1850. In 1854, he made his largest purchase: 14,000 acres of prime timber land for

$150,000. Soon, he was buying and upgrading sawmills in Flint to process not only his own



timber but that of others.Henry’s rise in Flint was no less spectacular than his career in New

Bedford. At the time he uprooted his brood in 1858, he was fifty-four years old. He again

immediately immersed himself in local politics and soon expanded his timber and lumber

interests to railroads, building the Flint and Holly line in 1863 to connect Flint to cities to the

south, including Detroit. In 1860, just two years after the move, he was elected mayor of Flint.

One of the largest timber barons and wealthiest citizens in Michigan, he was elected to the

State Senate in 1862 on the Republican ticket and then elected governor in 1864 and

1866.Rebecca watched her father and the rest of her family flourish from afar as her husband

William Clark Durant dabbled unsuccessfully in a series of land and stock speculation

schemes. Soon, she was making frequent trips from their home in Boston to Flint, to be in the

comfort of her sisters and parents. On November 24, 1857, with her husband now struggling to

build his own stock brokerage firm, she gave birth to a daughter, Rebecca, who would be

“Rosy” to all who knew her. Four years later, on December 8, 1861, son William Crapo Durant

was born, also in Boston.During those more-and-more frequent trips to Flint, grandfather

Henry would dote on Willie, to Rosy’s chagrin. Rosy would always feel (perhaps rightly) that

she received less attention than her baby brother. When the boy was three years old, right after

the bloodiest phase of the Civil War, Governor Crapo had a local printer and uniform maker

create an elaborate certificate and elegant military uniform to commission grandson William

Crapo Durant as a major in the Fifty-seventh Regiment of the Michigan Cavalry Volunteers (a

fictitious unit).Grandfather Henry revealed his own unfailing New England values, as well as his

concern for Willie’s future, in correspondence to son William Wallace Crapo (Willie’s uncle)

back in Massachusetts. On August 13, 1863, after one of those tense visits from Rebecca and

her husband, he wrote:When Durant was here I thought he was too much imbued with a mania

for stock speculation and my advice to him was to go back into the bank and hold on to his

place there and be careful about committing himself solely and entirely to the troubled and

uncertain sea of stock speculation, which I regard like every other system of gambling whether

personal or professional. I hope he has done so, [for] it is well enough to make something out

of stocks if one keeps within their means and has a legitimate business to rely on. 5Alas, the

governor’s advice went unheeded. In 1868, with Willie just seven years old, push finally came

to shove during another visit to the Crapo home in Flint. After a drunken outburst by his son-in-

law, Henry gave Rebecca a hundred dollars so that she could return home with the children but

without her husband. On the day they left, July 30, 1868, Henry again wrote to his son:Since

Rebecca and the children were here Durant has been “drifting about”—up to Lake Superior,

down to Detroit, and anywhere else that he could find a pretext to drift. I have seen enough to

satisfy me that he must change his course at once, or a short time will land him in the gutter.

There is nothing of him. He has a peculiar kind of smartness, but it is without judgment,

principle, or even common sense, at least in his present state of mind. . . .He has been so

intoxicated here as to have regular drunken jabs with Rebecca at the table before us all, so

that we felt the best course to leave the table one by one to avoid a scene. Poor Rebecca! Her

visit was not half out, and has been spoiled by him, and she has gone home almost broken-

hearted.His mind now seems to run to going into some saloon, where he thinks that he can

make piles of money. 6Shortly after that, Henry changed his will to make sure that his daughter

Rebecca and her children would be provided for and that her husband would get nothing.

Almost exactly a year later, on July 23, 1869, the recently retired governor died at his home in

Flint, attended by his son-in-law Dr. James Willson, after a severe attack of gallstones. The

Detroit Tribune wrote in his obituary:He was not a man of brilliant or show qualities, but he

possessed sharp and remarkably well-developed business talents, a clear and practical



understanding, sound judgment, and unfailing integrity. In all the walks of life there was not a

purer man in the state. So faithful, so laborious, so conscientious a man in office is a blessing

beyond computation in the healthful influence which he exerted in the midst of the too

prevalent corruptions that so lamentably abound in the public service. We have often thought

that in his broad and sterling good sense, Governor Crapo closely resembled a lamented

Lincoln.Within months, Rebecca finally left her husband and moved to Flint with the children.

They lived with her sister Rhoda and her husband until her mother died in 1875, when she

claimed her inheritance and bought her own home across the street.During these formative

years, Billy watched and felt his mother enduring all the stigmas of a single mother in a society

where divorce and infidelity were rare and never discussed openly. The home Rebecca bought

was within walking distance of her father’s former residence. Just two years after moving to the

new house, Billy made his fateful announcement that school was not for him.Despite his

constant precociousness and optimism, the effects of his father’s restlessness, failure, and

alcoholism would stick with Billy throughout his own journey. He would be an outspoken

proponent of Prohibition and the Eighteenth Amendment banning the sale and consumption of

alcoholic beverages. He would remain absolutely devoted to his mother but aloof from first wife

Clara.While Billy was building his first business empire, he and Clara had two children:

Margery, born in 1887, and Cliff, born in 1890. Billy would be distant from his son yet far closer

to his daughter than he had ever been to her mother. He would later express regret that the

challenges and responsibilities of business kept him on the road and away from his children

during their crucial childhood years: a regret no doubt made all the more painful by memories

of Billy’s own absent father.Like so many self-made successes, Billy never mentioned his father

and never discussed his own family life. Yet he never lost touch with his mother, who actually

wrote him every day until her death in 1925. As daughter Margery recalled:On her seventieth

birthday father gave her a wonderful dinner at the Waldorf Astoria, a “surprise dinner.” Because

she had “always been a great soldier,” as my father put it in a little speech before the guests, he

gave her on that occasion a big hand-made silk American flag. This flag he had draped on her

casket when she died.“My Willie” she called him; and she was always waiting at the door for

him with a smile on her lips and a kiss of devotion. To witness the love of that mother and son

has been one of the most beautiful things in my life. 7He had few close friends but hundreds of

business associates, all of whom claimed to know him well but few of whom had an inkling of

the demons behind his drive. On the surface, he was a role model of success and the same

virtues his grandfather, the governor, had lived by and his father had failed to grasp. Like his

father, however, Billy would eventually become obsessed with speculation in the stock market,

thrilled by its risks and ignoring its dangers. Yet all of that still lay ahead when young Billy

Durant took a ride in a newfangled, flimsy-looking horse-drawn cart: a ride that was to change

his outlook on the world and its possibilities.JUST A SHORT RIDE ACROSS TOWNBilly took

his ride on a dare and a whim on a September day in 1886. By the time he set foot back on

terra firma, he already had a vision of a new business empire.In 1854, just before Henry

Howland Crapo had entered the local picture, Flint had been home to only five hand-assembly

carriage shops, none of them producing in volume or on a full-time basis. By the turn of the

century, when Billy’s name had become familiar far beyond Flint, there were more than thirty

carriage manufacturers in Flint, which was by now known as “the Vehicle City,” its main

thoroughfare graced with a cast-iron arch bearing those words. (The restored arch is still there

today.) One of these operations, the William A. Paterson Company, founded in 1869, was, at its

height, building thirty different varieties of carriages.Although the details of the story have been

embellished or downplayed according to the memory and bias of whoever has told it or written



it down, all agree that Billy was walking across town, on his way to a board of directors meeting

at the Flint City Waterworks, and worried that he would be late. He paused to say hello to his

good friend Dallas Dort, ten months older than Billy and part owner of the local hardware store.

As they were talking, another friend, John Alger, approached in a bizarre horse-drawn cart

whose two wheels were four feet in diameter and whose seat and axle looked too frail to take a

bump or a sharp turn without tipping over.Alger offered Billy a ride, but Billy doubted they could

both fit on the seat or that the cart could make it across town. Half-teasing, Alger proceeded to

defend the vehicle, bragging about a new and unique set of springs located under the seat and

also integrated with the base of the seat in one piece, to minimize the bouncing caused by the

horse’s movement. More worried than ever that he would be late, Billy climbed in.A smooth ride

despite a fast horse and a rough road made Billy an immediate believer in the new cart. Billy

saw that the odd-looking contraption was perfect for a market niche that no one else had

focused on—short trips involving little cargo and needing less power than the traditional wagon

or carriage, but requiring more than just a horse and saddle; in essence, the first commuter

vehicle. He asked Alger where he could buy one. Alger said he had ordered it through the local

agent for the cart’s builders, who were located in Coldwater, Michigan, 120 miles southwest of

Flint.The very next day, Billy was on a train headed to Coldwater, where he met the following

morning with Thomas O’Brien and William Schmedlen, owners of the Coldwater Cart

Company. It was probably no surprise to Billy that the operation was smaller than a typical

blacksmith shop and was strewn randomly with unfinished wood, axles, wheels, and

dies.Opening the conversation with the story of his ride and how wonderful the Schmedlen-

O’Brien cart was, Billy soon asked the partners, casually, if they might be interested in selling a

partial interest in the business. To his amazement, they immediately offered to sell the entire

inventory and all rights to the product for $1,500. The only thing they didn’t want to part with

was their tools. Billy then asked if that price included the patent on the cart’s suspension, its

most marketable feature and the one that made it stand out from all other carts he had seen.At

first, the partners said they deserved royalties on the suspension. Soon, however, they gave in.

In his unpublished papers, Billy recalled the following deal-closing conversation with the

partners:As I said before, I have very little money, nowhere near enough to make the purchase.

But if you will go down to the office of your attorney with me and execute a bill of sale and

assign the patent and deposit all the papers in your bank, I will go to Flint this afternoon and

see if I can obtain the money, which must be in your hands within five days or no deal.

8SELLING BILLY DURANT, THEN SELLING THE PRODUCTReturning to Flint, Billy decided

to seek the money from a bank, but not one that was in any way beholden or affiliated with the

Crapo family’s business interests. He also concluded that he would need $2,000 rather than

$1,500, to cover the cost of moving the parts and inventory from Coldwater to Flint.Where and

how he would begin manufacturing in Flint were another matter. With Billy, the deal always

came first, the details later.He decided to approach a man and an institution with whom he had

never done business: Robert Whaley, president of Citizens National Bank. Within minutes of

sitting down in Whaley’s office, Billy had his $2,000. In notes he intended for his autobiography,

Billy described the scene in the third person:A few doors north on Saginaw Street, the old

reliable Citizens Bank—not as pretentious as the others, but sound as a rock—the president, a

Scotchman by the name of Robert J. Whaley, son-in-law of Alexander McFarlan, one of the

wealthy lumbermen in that part of the country. The young man did not know him very well,

never had a business transaction with him of any kind, and was making the approach with

some misgivings. A narrow pair of stairs leading to his office over the bank—not unlike many of

the old-fashioned offices of early days. No elegant furniture—no fine rugs, plenty of dust and



other things—a veritable curiosity shop.The gentleman seated at the well-worn desk at the

front end of the office—to the young man’s surprise—recognized him. He told his story in great

detail—enthusiastically of course—and when he finished he was asked the question: “Do you

think it is all right?” To which the young man replied, “I would not be here, Mr. Whaley, if I did

not think so.”Then the surprise: “Come with me,” taking the young man down to the office of Mr.

Henry Van Dusen, cashier of the bank, and telling him to make out a 90-day note for $2,000

and place the avails to the young man’s credit.But, said the new customer, “I won’t be able to

pay the note in 90 days,” where upon Mr. Whaley, telling Henry Van Dusen to take care of it,

turned on his heel and went upstairs. The credit established, the business was

assured.Possibly the reader may have mistrusted that the young man is the author of this

sketch, but don’t forget that Robert J. Whaley, by reason of his courage and confidence, is

entitled to all the credit for having made possible the creation of a nation-wide institution which

resulted later in the establishment of 12 industrial institutions in Flint, besides being the

birthplace of the largest creation of its kind in the world, the General Motors Corporation.My

hat is off to, and God bless, Robert J. Whaley. 9Breaking the news to his friend Dallas Dort,

Billy also soon had additional working capital thrown at him. Dort explained that he was bored

with the hardware business and asked Durant if he could use a partner. Billy did not hesitate to

say yes. Nor did he quibble when Dort offered $1,000 (half of it raised from selling his share in

the hardware and the rest from his mother) for a half interest in the business. As Billy recalled

it:I went to my office, I was in the insurance business also, and had not been there but a few

minutes when my old partner, J. Dallas Dort (one of the best men that ever lived) who played

the game with me for 36 years, came over to see me. He was clerking in a hardware store

across the street owned by a man by the name of James Bussey.“Hello, Billy, I’ve missed you—

where have you been?”“Over in Coldwater,” I replied, “and by the way I’m in the manufacturing

business.”“What are you going to manufacture?” he asked.“Road carts,” I said.To which came

the question, “Do you mean to say that you have bought the concern that makes the cart like

the one owned by Johnny Alger who works in our store?”“I do,” I said, “and the concern will be

moved over to Flint at once, for I have just made a deal with Mr. Whaley of the Citizens Bank

who loaned me the money to buy it.”“Do you own it all?” he asked.“I do,” I said, “lock, stock, and

barrel with the patent as well.”“Will you sell me a half interest?” asked Dort.Then my story. It

cost $1,500 cash, to which must be added freight, cartage, miscellaneous expenses, and a

place where we can start manufacturing in a small way. I figured that $2,000 will be required

and borrowed that amount from the bank upon Mr. Whaley’s approval.“I would be delighted to

have you for a partner and will sell you a half interest for $1,000.”“It’s a deal,” said Dort, “if I can

get the money.”He left the office and returned all smiles in about half an hour and this was his

story. “I had a partnership agreement with Mr. Bussey which did not expire until December 31—

a salary and a percentage of the profits. The business has not been especially good this year

and I did not expect my share of the profits would amount to much. I told him of your purchase

and offer and asked him if he would release me from my contract which has three and one-

third months to run. He congratulated me on the opportunity; thought it was a wonderful deal

for me and not only gave me a release but $500 in cash besides. I think Jim Bussey is a peach.

You do not find many men like him in this neck of the woods.” 10The partners immediately

changed the name of their new business to the Flint Road Cart Company but still didn’t know

exactly where it would lead them. On paper, Dallas Dort was president of the company.

Everyone in Flint knew, however, that Billy Durant was calling the shots. He would later quip

that titles never concerned him. What did concern him was being at the center of the action, in

charge—and that he was.From his career as a traveling salesman, Billy knew that the best



products always spoke for themselves. He also knew that the best sales tool beyond a physical

demonstration was word-of-mouth testimony. He was absolutely convinced that once his

market understood his cart’s advantages, word would spread like wildfire and the cart would

sell itself.The immediate challenge was to get maximum exposure, and fast.Billy’s answer was

to stage a public demonstration of the cart, similar to the way it had been demonstrated to him.

The natural venue would be a county fair or similar agricultural exposition. All such events had

already concluded for the year in Michigan, but the largest annual fair in the state of Wisconsin,

called the Tri-State Fair (even though attendees were strictly Wisconsinites), was scheduled to

open in Madison less than a week after Billy’s return to Flint from Coldwater. He telegraphed

the fair’s president and arranged to enter his cart in a best-in-show competition with all

varieties of carts and carriages.With the fair and the vehicle-judging scheduled to open on

Monday, Billy arranged to ship the best-looking of the total of two complete carts that had come

with O’Brien and Schmedlen’s inventory by rail car and then took a separate train himself.

Arriving Sunday morning, he met with the fair’s president to give a private pitch for his cart.

Once again, Billy’s charm proved to be as invaluable as it was irresistible: The cart failed to

arrive as scheduled, but the president agreed to a plea from Billy to delay the judging.
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J. head, “A Good Book about GM is a Good Book about America. Very impressive journalistic

skills on the part of the author, well researched. The result of scouring memoires, minutes of

meetings, company archives, and where records did not exist actually contacting board

members still alive from that era. The author compares the dawning of the automobile era to

the late dotcom era, and the similarities are striking. A time when new commercial ventures

bring out maverick geniuses, creating and managing by intuition. Some were destined to win

big, and the book shows how over time an enterprise matures and settles for leadership from

financial and managerial professionals. This book provides a Who's Who of movers and

shakers in the beginning of the 20th century, the Morgan's and the DuPont's seeking financial

security and investment returns versus a host of entrepreneurs. This book tells the beginnings

of what would later be common names across the U.S. Names such as Cadillac, Pontiac,

Oldsmobile, Delco, and includes short biographies of Walter Chrysler, the Dodge Brothers and

of course the famous ringleader, Billy Durant. Billy Durant was the man who conceived
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General Motors, later ousted by GM's Board of Directors during an economic downturn.

Undaunted Billy Durant started Chevrolet and leveraged that corporation to win back control of

GM only to lose it again to professional management teams. The book covers the time period

when the different divisions of GM had different corporate cultures, and the philosophy of

forming a vertical corporation was paramount.Many readers that work for large corporations

will see practices and management initially formed by GM management has affected and

been adopted by most every large corporation in the world. This book should be read by every

Business major for the lessons it provides.”

Mark Sutter, “Vivid depiction of the early auto industry. I really enjoyed this book. The title is a

little misleading because it suggests the book is only about Billy Durant and Alfred Sloan.

Thankfully, this book goes into quite a bit of detail about most of the early automotive pioneers

-- Buick, Olds, Ford, and Chrysler just to name a few. By discussing all of these characters the

author is more able to reveal all of the risks and rewards of the early auto industry. Regarding

the title characters, the book spends much more time on Durant than it does on Sloan but

that's OK too since Durant is the one who really put G.M. together. Overall, the book was a

very rewarding read.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “A great read.. The book covers the heady days of the early automotive

business in america. The author captures many of the colorful personalities involved and the

entrepreneurial spirit at that time . He gives great weight to an under celebrated hero of

American automotive history; Billy durant. Though the book is extensively researched, it reads

almost like a fictional story partly because the author is able to capture the excitement and

characters of the day.”

motojc, “A master piece about cars, history and business management. As a designer, a

student and teacher of transportation design history, I find this book a master piece and

indispensable documentation of the early and formative years of the industry.As a designer, my

knowledge and interest of the industry starts after 1926 when Mr.Earl entered the stage.

Everything happened before that were rather sporadical to me (with the exception of Ford’s

model T and mass production). This book connected all the dots for me and added the

perspective I badly needed for the early days of the industry.The book is also well organized,

authentic and very engaging to read. Just well done Mr. Pelfrey! Thank you!”

Ross Safford, “It's Hard to Believe. I didn't realize how today's automobile market was created

by just a few men, and how closely they were related, especially in the second and third

decades of the twentieth century. This book deals with more than "Billy, Alfred, and General

Motors." It is quite informative about the development of the auto industry in the United States.

I found this book very enjoyable and rewarding, partly because I grew up in Michigan, and my

father taught in the Flint public school system for over thirty years. The subject matter of this

book represents a significant part of American history. I recommend it.”

Justin McInerny, “easy reading non academic business history. I was looking for a biography of

Alfred Sloan which does not seem to be available on Kindle, so I bought this instead. I am very

pleased to have stumbled upon this easy reading gem. It is a fascinating story which

necessarily covers much more than Sloan and Durant. The subject matter is gigantic and could

never be exhaustively presented in such a relatively short, well edited, well researched book.

Basically it whetted my appetite to learn more details of not only Sloan and Durant but also



Ford, the duPont family, Chrysler, the Dodge brothers and others. I am distressed to see how

far cities such as Detroit and Flint have fallen. I am amazed that Durant died almost

anonymously and practically broke. I recommend this book to business students and people

who are interested in American history in general but who do not want to wade through a

dense academic tome. I will note that to some readers, the author might appear to be

unsympathetic to labor. However, I feel that the author was simply presenting management's

anti union positions.”

C. Ledford, “Couldn't put it down.. As a car buff growing up in the 1950's I was aware of the

long shadow cast by Alfred Sloan on GM but I'd never heard of Billy Durant before. Was I in for

a surprise to learn about the founder of GM and how he created and brought all the individual

automobile brands together which formed the nucleus of this great car company. This was a

page turner so to speak because I read it on my Kindle. I loved the book so much and it was

such an easy ready that I read it twice and still learned new things. I highly recommend this

book to anyone interested in pioneers of large business and especially car buffs.”

Bobby33x, “The Men, the machines, and the wealth. This is an eye-opening read about the

history of GM and the two men who were instrumental in making GM the once and future king

of auto production. It's also a revealing history of the earliest days of auto manufacturing in and

around Detroit. I highly recommend this book to the lay reader and especially anyone interest

in cars and the history of this lynchpin industry.”

Malcolm Mcgrath, “well written, facinating story. Tells the story of the early days of the

American auto industry.”

Minor, “Learn about GM's founders. Well written, very informative”

Jon, “well written. loved it.excellent book”
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