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UNIT
ONE

Reading

. Jaeoeea’; on cAutobiography (F)

condensed from the book by
Lee Iacocca with William Novak

I began life as the son of immigrants, and I worked my way up to the presidency of the
Ford Motor Company?. When I finally got there, I was on top of the world®. But then fate
said to me:“Wait. We’re not finished with you. Now you’re going to find out what it feels
like to get kicked off Mount Qomolangma!”

On July 13, 1978, I was fired. I had been president of Ford for eight years and a Ford
employee for 32. 1 had never worked anywhere else. And now, suddenly, I was out of a
job. It was gut-wrenching®.

On October 15, my final day at the office, my driver took me to Ford World
Headquarters® in Dearborn, Mich., for the last time. Before I left the house, I kissed my
wife, Mary, and my two daughters, Kathi and Lia. My family had suffered tremendously
during my final, turbulent months at Ford, and that filled me with rage. Perhaps I was
responsible for my own fate. But what about Mary and the girls? Even today, their pain is
what stays with me. ‘

Under the terms of my “resignation”, I was given the use of an office until I found a
new job. It turned out to be in an obscure warehouse — little more than a cubicle with a
small desk and a telephone. My secretary, Dorothy Carr, was already there, with tears in
her eyes. Without saying a word, she pointed to the cracked linoleum floor and the two
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. Unit One: Reading

plastic coffee cups on the desk. For me, this was Siberia®.

Only yesterday, she and I had been working in the lap of luxury. The office of the
president was the size of a grand hotel suite. I had my own bathroom. I even had my own
living quarters. I was served by white-coated waiters who were on call all day.

As you go through life, there are thousands of little forks in the road, and there are a
few really big forks — moments of reckoning, moments of truth. This was mine. Should I
pack it all in and retire? I was 54 years old. I had already accomplished a great deal. I was
financially secure. I could play golf for the rest of my life, but that just didn’t feel right. I
knew I had to pick up the pieces and carry on.

The private pain 1 could have endured. But the deliberate public humiliation was too
much for me. I was full of anger, and I had a simple choice: I could turn that anger against
myself, with disastrous results. Or I could take some of that energy and try to do
something productive.

That morning at the warehouse pushed me to take on the presidency of Chrysler’ only
a couple of weeks later. As it turned out, I went from the frying pan into the fire. But
today I'm a hero. With determination, with luck, and with help from lots of good people,
I was able to rise from the ashes®.

Now let me tell you my story.

“The Sun’s Gonna’ Out”

Nicola Iacocca, my father, arrived in America in 1902 at the age of 12 — poor, alone
and scared. He used to say the only thing he was sure of when he got here was that the
world was round. And that was only because of another Italian boy named Christopher
Columbus who had preceded him by 410 years. As the boat sailed into New York Harbor,
he looked out and saw the Statue of Liberty, that great symbol of hope for millions of
immigrants. For Nicola, America was the land of freedom — the freedom to become
anything you wanted to be, if you wanted it bad" enough and were willing to work for it.

This was the single lesson my father gave to his family. I hope I have done as well with
my own.

When 1 was growing up in Allentown, Pa.", our family was so close it sometimes felt
as if we were one person with four parts. My parents always made my sister, Delma, and
me feel important and special. My father might have been busy with a dozen other things,
but he always had time for us. My mother, Antoinette, went out of her way to cook the
foods we loved.

Like many native Italians, my parents were open with their feelings and their love —
not only at home, but also in public. Most of my friends would never hug their fathers. I
guess they were afraid of not appearing strong and independent. But I hugged and kissed
my dad at every opportunity — nothing could have felt more natural.
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lacocca : An Autobiography (1)

My father is probably responsible for my instinct for marketing. At one time he owned
a couple of movie houses. Old-timers in Allentown have told me my father was such a great
promoter that the kids who came down to the Saturday matinées used to get more excited
over his special offers than over the movies. People still talk about the day he announced
that the ten kids with the dirtiest faces would be admitted free.

Economically, our family had its ups and downs. Like many Americans, we did well
during the 1920s. For a few years we were actually wealthy. But then came the
Depression'?. No one who lived through it can ever forget. My father lost all his money,
and we almost lost our house. I remember asking my sister, who was a couple of years
older whether we’d have to move out and how we’d find somewhere else to live. 1 was only
six or seven at the time, but the anxiety I felt about the future is still vivid in my mind.

During those difficult years, my mother was very resourceful. She was a real
immigrant mother, the backbone of the family. A nickel soup bone" went a long way in
our house, and we always had enough to eat. As the Depression grew worse, she went to
work in a silk mill, sewing shirts. Whatever it took to keep going, she did it gladly.

Our strong belief in God sustained us. I had to go to mass™ every Sunday and take
Holy Communion'® every week or two.

My father’s favorite theme was that life has its ups and downs and that each person has
to come to terms with his own share of misery. “You’ve got to accept a little sorrow in
life,” he’d tell me when I was upset about some disappointment. “You’ll never really know
what happiness is unless you have something to compare it to.” At the same time, he hated
to see us unhappy. “Just wait,” he’d tell me whenever things looked bleak. “The sun’s
gonna come out. It always does.”

He was really a bird'® about performing up to your potential — no matter what you
did. If we went out to a restaurant and the waitress was rude, he’d call her over at the end
of the meal and give her his standard little speech: “I’m going to give you a real tip"”,” he’d
say. “Why are you so unhappy in this job? Is anyone forcing you to be a waitress? When
you act surly, you're telling everybody that you don’t like what you’re doing. We're out for
a nice time and you’re wrecking it. If you really want to be a waitress, then you should
work at being the best damn waitress in the world. Otherwise find yourself another line of
work.”

I was 11 before I learned we were Italian. Until then, I knew we came from a real
country but I didn’t know what it was called — or even where it was. I remember actually
looking on a map of Europe for places named Dago and Wop*®.

In those days, especially if you lived in a small town, being Italian was something you
tried to hide. Allentown was mostly Pennsylvania Dutch®, and as a kid I took a lot of
abuse for being different.

I wasn’t the only victim of bigotry in my class. There were also two Jewish kids; I was
friendly with both of them. Dorothy Warsaw was always first in the class and I was usually
second. The other Jewish kid, Benamis Sussman, was the son of an Orthodox® Jew who
wore a black hat and a beard. In Allentown, the Sussmans were treated like outcasts.
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Unit One : Reading

Being exposed to bigotry as a kid left its mark. Unfortunately I witnessed a lot of
prejudice even after I left Allentown. This time it came not from schoolchildren but from
men in positions of great power and prestige in the auto industry. In 1981, when I named
Gerald Greenwald vice-chairman of Chrysler, I learned that his appointment was
unprecedented. Until then, no Jew had ever reached the top ranks of the Big Three
automakers. I find it a little hard to believe that none of them was qualified.

In every other respect, however, school was a very happy place for me. The most
important thing I learned there was how to communicate. Miss Raber, our ninth-grade
teacher, had us turn in a theme® of 500 words every Monday morning. In class she would
quiz us on the Word Power game from Reader’s Digest. Without any advance warning she’d
rip it out of the magazine and make us take the vocabulary test. It became a powerful habit
with me — to this day 1 still look for the list of words in every issue of The Digest.

On the Way Up

In August 1946, after taking engineering degrees at Lehigh and Princeton?, I began
working at Ford as a student engineer®. Our program was known as a loop training
course® because the trainees made a complete circuit of every stage of manufacturing a car.
I even spent four weeks on the final assembly line. My mother and father came to visit one
day, and when my dad saw me in overalls, he smiled and said, “Seventeen years you went
to school. See what happens to dummies who don’t finish first in their class?”

I was nine months into the program when I decided that engineering no longer
interested me. I was eager to be where the action was — marketing or sales. I liked
working with people more than with machines. So I left the program and took a job in
sales® in Chester, Pa. I was bashful and awkward in those days, and I used to get the
jitters®® every time I picked up the phone.

Some people think that good salesmen are born and not made. But I had no natural
talent. Most of my colleagues were a lot more relaxed and outgoing than I was. For the
first year or two I was theoretical and stilted. Learning the skills of salesmanship takes
time and effort. Not all young people understand that. They look at a successful
businessman and they don’t stop to think about all the mistakes he might have made when
he was younger. Mistakes are a part of life; you can’t avoid them. All you can hope is that
they won’t be too expensive and that you don’t make the same mistake twice.

Working in Chester, 1 came under the influence of a remarkable man, who would
have more impact on my life than any person other than my father. Charlie Beacham, a
warm and brilliant Southerner, was Ford’s regional manager for the entire East Coast.
Like me, he was trained as an engineer but later switched into sales and marketing. He was
the closest thing I ever had to a mentor” .

He accepted mistakes, provided you took responsibility for them. “ Always
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lacocca : An Autobiography (1)

remember,” he would say, “that everybody makes mistakes. The trouble is that most
people won’t own up to them. When a guy screws up?®, he will never admit it was his
fault. He will try to blame it on his wife, his mistress, his kids, his dog, the weather —
but never himself. So if you screw up, don’t give me any excuses — go look at yourself in
the mirror. Then come see me.”

As part of my job, I had to make a lot of long-distance calls. In those days, there was
no direct dialing”, so that you always had to go through operators. They’d ask for my
name, and I'd say “Jacocca.” Of course, they had no idea how to spell it, so that was
always a struggle to get that right. Then they’d ask for my first name and when I said
“Lido,” they’d break out laughing. Finally I said to myself:“Who needs it?” and I started
calling myself Lee.

Once, before my first trip to the South, Charlie called me into his office, “Lee,” he
said, “you’re going down to my part of the country, and I want to give you a couple of
tips. First, you talk much too fast for these guys — so slow it down. Second, they won’t
like your name. So here’s what I want you to do. Tell them you have a funny first name —
Iacocca +— and that your family name is Lee. They ought to like that in the South.”

I started every meeting with that line, and they’d go wild. They’d forget that [ was an
Italian Yankee. Suddenly I was accepted as a good ole* boy.

By 1953 I had worked my way up to assistant manager of the Philadelphia district.
Then in 1956 Ford decided to promote auto safety rather than performance and
horsepower™ .

The safety campaign was a bust. Sales were poor, and our district was the weakest in
the entire country. I decided that any customer who bought a new 1956 Ford should be able
to do so for a modest down payment of 20 percent, followed by three years of monthly
payments of $56. This was payment schedule that almost anyone could afford, and I hoped
that it would stimulate sales in our district. I called my idea “56 for *56*”.

At that time, financing for new cars was just coming into its own. “56 for ’56” took
off like a rocket. Within a period of only three months, my district moved from last place
in the country all the way to first. In Dearborn, Robert S. McNamara, vice-president in
charge of the Ford Division®®— he would become Secretary of Defense in the Kennedy
Administration — admired the plan so much that he made it part of the company’s national
marketing strategy. He later estimated it was responsible for selling 75,000 extra cars.

And so, after ten years of preparation, I became an overnight success. Suddenly I was
known and even talked about in national headquarters. As a reward, I was promoted to
district manager of Washington, D. C.

I also got married. Mary McCleary had been a receptionist in the Ford assembly plant
in Chester. We had first met eight years earlier, and dated on and off for several years.
But I was constantly traveling, which made for an extended courtship. Finally, on
September 29, 1956, we were married in Chester at St. Robert’s Catholic Church.

Mary and I spent several months looking for a house in Washington, but no sooner had
we bought one than Charlie Beacham called me in and said, “You're getting moved.” He
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had been promoted to head of car and truck sales for the Ford Division, and he brought me
to Dearborn as his national truck marketing manager. Within a year I was head of car
marketing, and in March 1960 I took over both functions.

Robert McNamara, my new boss, was a good businessman, but he had the mentality
of a consumerist*®. He believed strongly in the idea of a utilitarian car, which would meet
people’s basic needs. He looked upon most luxury models and options as frivolous and
accepted them only because of the higher profit margins they commanded. But McNamara
was so skillful a manager and so valuable to the company that he continued to rise in the
system despite his ideological independence.

Although he had his eye on the presidency of Ford, he never expected to reach it. “I
won’t get there,” he once told me, “becausc Henry and I don’t see eye to eye on
anything.” He was wrong in his prediction, but I don’t think he would have been wrong in
the long run. Bob was a strong man who fought hard for what he believed in. Henry Ford
[[*, as I would learn firsthand, had a nasty habit of getting rid of strong leaders.
McNamara became president on November 9, 1960, and I was promoted the same day to
fill his old position of vice president and general manager of the Ford Division.

In 1959 McNamara had brought out his own car. The Falcon® was the first American
compact”, and it was inexpensive. It was also extremely successful, selling a fabulous
417,000 units during the first year alone. This achievement was unprecedented in
automobile history.

But despite its enormous popularity, the Falcon did not bring in as much money as we
had hoped. As an economical small car, its profit margin was limited. Nor did it offer
many options, which would have greatly increased our revenues. After my promotion, I
began to develop my own ideas about doing a car that would be. popular and make us a ton
of money.

“lacocca Did That One”

My years as general manager of the Ford Division were the happiest period of my life.
For my colleagues and me, this.was fire-in-the-belly time*.

In 1961 the whole country was optimistic with Kennedy in the White House. A fresh
breeze was blowing across the land. It could be summed up in a single word — youth.

I brought together a group of bright and creative young guys, and we started getting
together once a week for dinner and conversation at the Fairlane Inn in Dearborn, a few
miles from where we worked. We met at the hotel because a lot of people at the office
were just waiting for us to fall on our faces. I was a Young Turk”, a new vice-president
who had no credentials as a product man. There was no car that people could point at and
say:“lacocca did that one.”

Our market research showed that the youthful image® of the new decade had a firm
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lacocca: An Autobiography (1)

basis in demographic reality. Millions of teenagers, born in the postwar baby boom* , were
about to surge into the national marketplace. Here was a market in search of a car.

Any car that would appeal to these young customers had to have three main features:
great styling, strong performance” and a low price. Developing a model with all three
would not be easy. But if it could be done, we had a shot at major success.

During the first seven months of 1962, our styling people produced no less than 18
different clay models. Several of these models were exciting, but none of them seemed
exactly right.

With time running out, I decided to stage a competition. The clear winner was
designed by Dave Ash, the assistant to Ford studio head Joe Oros. When it was about half
done, Joe invited me down to have a look. As soon as I saw it, one thing hit me instantly.
although it was just sitting there on the studio floor, this brown clay model looked like it
was moving. Because they saw their car as feline in nature, Joe and Dave had started
calling it the Cougar®.

Later, as we were building the prototype, Henry Ford came by one day to have a
look. He climbed into the car and announced, “It’s a little tight in the back seat. Add
another inch for leg room.”

Unfortunately, adding even an inch to the interior of a car can be a very expensive
proposition. An extra inch also had implications for styling, and all of us were against the
change. But we also knew that Henry’s decisions were not open to debate.

The name is often the toughest part of the car to get right! John Conley, who worked
for J. Walter Thompson, our ad agency®, was a name specialist. In the past he had
researched bird names for the Thunderbird®* and the Falcon. This time we sent him to the
Detroit Public Library to look up the names of animals — from aardvark to zebra. John
came up with thousands of suggestions, which we narrowed down to six. Bronco, Puma,
Cheetah, Colt, Mustang® and Cougar.

Mustang had been the name of one of the car’s prototypes. Curiously, it was not
named for the horse but for the legendary World War [I fighter plane. No matter. We all
liked Mustang, and as the ad agency said, it “had the excitement of wide-open spaces and
was American as all hell”.

On March 9, 1964, 571 days after the Oros-Ash model had been selected, the first
Mustang rolled off the assembly line. We had arranged to produce a minimum of 8,160
cars before introduction day*” — April 17 — so that every Ford dealer in the country would
have at least one in his showroom.

On April 17, Ford dealerships were mobbed. In Chicago, one dealer had to lock his
showroom doors because the crowd outside was so large. In Garland, Texas, a dealer had
15 potential customers bidding on a single Mustang in his display window. He sold it to the
highest bidder — a man who insisted on spending the night in the car so that nobody else
would buy it while his check was clearing. At a dealership in Seattle, the driver of a
passing cement truck became so fascinated by the Mustang on display that he lost control of
his vehicle and crashed through the showroom window.
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I had a sales target in mind for the first year — overtaking the Falcon. Late in the
evening of April 16, 1965, a young Californian bought a sporty red Mustang convertible.
He had just purchased the 418, 812th Mustang — and we finished our first year with a new
record.

I knew we had it made when somebody spotted a sign in a bakery window that read:
“Our hotcakes are selling like Mustangs. ”

Days of Wine and Roses

By 1968 I was the odds-on favorite® to become the next president of the Ford Motor
Company. But just as it seemed that nothing could stop me, fate intervened.

In those days, General Motors® had a highly regarded executive vice-president named
Semon Knudsen, known to the world as “Bunkie”. Despite Bunkie’s strong reputation as a
product man, GM chose Ed Cole as its next president. Bunkie soon understood that he had
reached the end of his career.

As Avis watches Hertz® , as Macy’s watches Gimbels™ , we at Ford always kept a close
ecye on General Motors. Henry in particular was a great GM watcher and admirer. For
him, the sudden availability of Bunkie Knudsen was a gift from heaven.

As Henry saw it, Bunkie would be bringing in a wealth of information about the GM
system. I was 12 years younger than Knudsen, he reminded me, asking me to be patient. I
was not so sure. In those days I was in a mad rush to the top. Despite Henry’s
reassurances, Bunkie’s arrival was a big blow to me. I wanted the presidency badly, and I
didn’t agree I had much left to learn. For a few weeks I seriously considered resigning. But
in the end, I decided to stay at Ford. I loved the car business and I loved the Ford Motor
Company. I really couldn’t imagine being anywhere else.

As soon as Knudsen arrived at Ford, he began adding weight to the Mustang and
making it bigger. He also took it upon himself to redesign our Thunderbird so that it would
look like a Pontiac®, which was a complete disaster.

I wish I could say that Bunkie got fired because he ruined the Mustang or because his
ideas were all wrong. But the actual reason was nothing like that. Bunkie Knudsen was
fired because he used to walk into Henry’s office without knocking. That’s right — without
knocking!

Ed O’Leary, one of Henry’s aides, used to say, “That drives Henry nuts®®! The door
opens, and there’s Bunkie just standing there.”

Henry was a king who could tolerate no equals, a point Bunkie never seemed to grasp.
He tried to get palsy-walsy*® with Henry, and that was a big mistake. The one thing you
could never do at Ford was to get too close to the throne. “Give Henry a wide berth®,”
Beacham had advised me years earlier. “Remember, he has blue blood. Yours is only
red.”
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The following year, on December 10, 1970, I finally got what I was waiting for — the
presidency of Ford. As soon as I learned, I called Mary, my wife. Then I called my father
in Allentown to tell him the good news. During his long and active life my father had a lot
of happy moments, but I’'m sure my phone call that day ranks near the top.

If Henry Ford was king, I was the crown prince. There was no question the king liked
me. Once he and his wife came to our house for dinner. My parents were there, and Henry
spent half the night telling them how great I was and that without me there wouldn’t be a
Ford Motor Company. On another occasion, he took me to meet his good friend Lyndon
Johnson. Henry really thought of me as his protégé€, and he treated me that way.

Those were the days of wine and roses. All of us who constituted top management in
the Glass House, as Ford Headquarters was called, lived the good life. We were part of
something beyond first class — royal class, perhaps — where we had the best of
everything. Though we could order food throughout the day, we all ate lunch together in
the executive dining room.

Now, this was no ordinary cafeteria. It was closer to being one of the country’s finest
restaurants. Dover sole® was flown over from England daily. We enjoyed the finest fruits,
no matter what the season. Fancy chocolates, exotic flowers — you name it, we had it.

At first we all paid $2 each for those lunches. When Ariay Miller was vice-president
in charge of finance, he complained about the cost. “We really shouldn’t have to pay for
these lunches,” he said one day. “Feeding employees is deductible for the company. A lot
of companies feed their people without charging them. But if we pay for it ourselves, it’s
after-tax money.”

At that point a few of us got into a discussion of how much those lunches really did
cost the company. In typical Ford style, we ran a study to determine the real expense of
serving lunch in the executive dining room. It came out to be $104 a head — and this was
20 years ago!

Trouble in Paradise

Until I became president, Henry Ford had always been a pretty remote figure. But
now my office was right next to his in the Glass House, and the better I got to know Henry
Ford, the more I worried about the company’s future — and my own.

Henry reigned supreme. Whenever he entered the building, the word would go out:
The king has arrived . Executives would linger in the halls, hoping to run into him. If they
were lucky, Mr. Ford might notice them and say hello.

Each time Henry walked into a meeting, the atmosphere changed abruptly. He held
the power of life and death over all of us. He could suddenly say “off with his head” — and
he often did without a fair hearing” . One more promising career at Ford would bite the dust®.

It was the superficial things that counted for Henry. He was sucker® for appearances.
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