
 

 

I. The Colonization of South America  

At the turn of the early twentieth century, South America was still struggling with 

the effects of colonization.  Once the colonizing country—in this case Portugal—departed 

from the nation, the colonized nation—Brazil—struggled to find independent stability 

economically and politically.  Many of their remaining structures mirrored what the 

previous leaders had instituted, leaving many of the nations with little to no knowledge of 

what they could do to lead the country towards a new future.  They became accustomed to 

being codependent on the interference of outside parties in most of their affairs, thus 

explaining why many of the nation’s still see higher exports than imports in many of their 

trade relationships (U.S. Census 2016).  Capitalism and colonialism are interrelated, 

especially in the case of relations between nations such as Brazil and America. 

Defined by Investopedia, Capitalism is “a system of economics based on the private 

ownership of capital and production inputs, and on the production of goods and services 

for profit” (Investopedia 2015).  Capitalism is also defined by Merriam-Webster (2015) as 

“a way of organizing an economy so that the things that are used to make and transport 

products (such as land, oil, factories, ships, etc.) are owned by individual people and 

companies rather than by the government”.   

The market is controlled by supply and demand of a good or service rather than 

planning the product or service production in the market.  Without demand, supply will not 

be produced and the market would not fluctuate nor would it exist.  Capitalism is driven by 

the relationship between consumer and the company with a familiar cycle of purchasing 

and selling of a product or service.  Overall, the degree of production and regulation 

depends on the capitalistic structure, but generally capitalism has an emphasis on 



 

 

competition between companies and investors, thus fueling the economic growth 

(Investopedia and Merriam-Webster 2015).   

In particular, Acemoglu and Robinson discuss the rise of the capitalistic structure in 

their book Why Nations Fail, as well as inclusive versus extractive policies—economically 

and politically.  Real estate in Brazil was very cheap and outside investors were desired in 

order to stabilize the economy.  The Brazilian cruzeiro real was weaker compared to the 

dollar in the 1920s, meaning it was more of an advantage for the U.S. to invest in their 

country’s vast resources (UN Stats 2015).  It was in America’s best interest to take 

advantage of the exchange rate at the time, especially in the case of the rubber industry and 

the declining rates of Brazilian rubber industry.  Rubber was one of the more important 

exports out of the nation, thus when it came to Henry Ford looking for a viable scenario for 

his rubber empire, Brazil was the perfect fit with the majority of the rubber activity 

relocating.  It was perfect timing for Henry Ford to attempt to make his own rubber empire 

in South America. 

It is ironic but expected in the case of Fordlandia and the nature of the United States, 

that many of the economic policies and structure of the rubber plantations were extractive.  

America is a capitalist society and Ford managed to imprint American society, standards, 

and policies on the Brazilian people at his plantations.   

Brazil’s economy was widely agricultural and still industrializing at the time of these 

plantations from 1920-1945.  The plantation workers never really benefitted as much as 

Henry Ford or his company; they merely saw it as another factory position to support 

themselves.  As it will be mentioned later on, the effects of extractive policies were rapid 

growth at the beginning, but a lack of technological innovation for the society and a quick 



 

 

decline economically following the height of these policies.  For Fordlandia, it was all too 

realistic in just how unstable and difficult this pattern is in Brazil (Acemoglu and Robinson 

2012). 

Countries such as Brazil struggled to find economic stability, especially in the wake 

of events such as the Great Depression.  Many different industries changed the location of 

their headquarters to other countries around the world (United Nations 2015).  Although 

the country had been independent of Portugal formally since 1825, there were periods of 

instability when it came to policies (Lambert 2014, NY Times 2016).  In the case of the 

rubber industry, when the location switched from Brazil to East Asia, Brazil suffered a 

decrease in economic activity and exchange rates, especially when it came to real estate 

(NY Times 2016).  For Ford, this only meant opportunity to grow and expand his vast 

motor company to a new continent.   

II. 1920s U.S. Economic Policies  

During the 1920s, America experienced three different political leaders and a surge 

in economic activity—leading up till the Great Depression of 1929 and onward.  The 

macroeconomic policy of the 1920s was focused on intervention with monetary policy and 

less interaction with fiscal policy at the time (Keller 2013).  The interventions with 

monetary policy came in waves during 1923-1924 and 1926-1927 by the Federal Reserve 

parallel to the mild recessions and indebted member banks in larger cities in the states 

(Keller 2013).  From the 1910s to the 1920s, increased borrowing and taxation led to more 

spending by the government and even more debt.  

By 1919, expenditures had increased from $746 million to $18.5 billion and the 

national debt had surpassed $25.5 billion within a five-year period (Keller 2013).  The 



 

 

heavy taxation and national spending can be attributed to World War I and the pursuit of 

arms control by the United States (Keller 2013).  Despite the rapid increase in both debt 

and spending, during the 1920s the United States decreased their debt and created a 

surplus of $734 million for the nation as opposed to a deficit (Keller 2013).  Soon the 

Republican conservative economic policies turned more laissez-faire, which explains the 

change in economic activity and national accounts.   

One of the presidents of this time period, Herbert Hoover, created and defined what 

was known as the associative state.  It was about finding a balance between laissez-faire 

and state planning; there were several components to this idea.  The government was able 

to gather statistics about business and macroeconomic tendencies, encourage businesses 

and associations or societies to cooperate, and by compiling a pattern for public and 

private spending on different capital goods (Keller 2013).  In accordance with new 

technology, Hoover also passed two regulatory policies including Air Commerce Act of 

1926 and Federal Radio Commission of 1927 to progress with the rest of society (Keller 

2013).  The 1920s was a period of further stability and transition from conservative 

policies to laissez-faire, letting the businesses interact without heightened interventions 

from federal institutions.  The shift to less intervention allowed businesses to become more 

competitive, thus producing a true capitalistic environment for American businesses to 

thrive and succeed.   

The automobile industry when Ford was rising as a businessman was competitive 

when it came to finding resources, variation in products, and benefits for employees.  The 

majority of the car industry was centered in Detroit, very close to where Henry Ford grew 



 

 

up.  When it comes to success in a capitalistic economy, Henry Ford took advantage of his 

resources and was able to do so fairly well at home and across borders. 

III. Henry Ford and the Beginning of Ford Motor Company 

 
Highland Park Plant in Dearborn, Michigan circa 19081 

Henry Ford’s family had come to America in 1832, settling near Detroit in the small 

town of Dearborn.  Henry’s family emigrated from Ireland prior to the potato famine.  The 

remainder of his family joined Henry’s immediate family in the Detroit area when Ireland’s 

economy further struggled and it was clear they had to move to America for a better life.  

Henry’s family was not wealthy, but they also were not poor.  They were prosperous 

farmers who worked hard and knew the value of the dollar and all the hours spent at work.  

Born in the midst of the Civil War, Henry was the first of his siblings and he did not settle 

for the simple farmer’s life.  He aspired to have more, be more, and dream more for his life 

than farming in Dearborn.  His view of nature, especially when it came to his latter 

settlement in the Amazon, centered around the idea that resources were to be conquered 

and used whenever necessary (Curcio 1-20).   

 
1 Photo retrieved from: 
http://cmsimg.detnews.com/apps/pbcsi.dll/bilde?Site=C3&Date=20090521&Category=AUTO05&ArtNo=905210450&Ref=H3 



 

 

From a young age, Henry longed to tinker and invent.  His mother, Mary Ford, 

supported his efforts and gave him tools to expand his creativity and his dream of 

achieving more than a farmer’s life.  After the death of his mother when he was a teenager, 

Henry isolated himself, but his fascination with a self-propelling machine grew more and 

more.  Henry would take apart various mechanisms, put them back together, and move 

onto the next project he wanted to undertake.  When he turned sixteen, with the approval 

of his father, Henry Ford went to work in Detroit in hopes of tinkering more with 

machinery.  He worked several jobs before completing an apprenticeship and returning 

home to Dearborn, only to work for whatever engineering jobs he could and to take 

business courses (Curcio 1-20).  Henry Ford would then found Ford Motor Company at the 

age of forty (Curcio 10-20).  With the help of Henry’s father, William, and the continued 

inspiration Henry found in tinkering with machinery, Henry Ford would eventually create 

Ford Motors, which would become the powerhouse company that it is today.   

Ford Motors, started by Henry Ford in 1903, began as a small company that only 

produced vehicles such as the Model T and the Model A, but slowly grew into the 

multinational company that it is today.  The Model T was released in 1908 and it was the 

first car to have a removable cylinder head.  The second car he produced in the very 

beginning, the Model A, was the first vehicle to have safety glass with a windshield.  By 

1932, Ford was the first car company to produce a low priced V8 engine powered car.  Ford 

also has produced trucks since 1908 including the Model TT, AA, and BB.  To appeal to 

other customers, Ford has also produced tractors and buses.  Currently, the list of different 

car or truck models is more diverse than Henry Ford imagined for his company from the 

start in the early twentieth century.   



 

 

 
Ford’s Model T circa 19102 

 
Henry Ford successfully ran the first assembly line by 1913, which led to the term 

“Fordism” to describe what is now known today as his technique for the production of cars, 

trucks, and automobiles.  Fordism is defined by Merriam-Webster as “a technological 

system that seeks to increase production efficiency primarily through carefully engineered 

breakdown and interlocking of production operations and that depends for its success on 

mass production by assembly-line methods” (Merriam-Webster 2015).  G. Frederick 

Thompson (2015) writes about Fordism in his article “Fordism, Post-Fordism, and the 

Flexible System of Production”.  Henry Ford was able to introduce what is known as the 

“flexible system of production”, characterized by “lower overhead costs for the company, 

Total Quality Management (TQM), just-in-time inventory control, and leaderless work 

groups”.  Consumers in a Fordist economic state experienced “globalization, faster product 

life cycles, and far greater product market segmentation and differentiation” (Thompson 

 
2 Photo retrieved from: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/7/74/1910Ford-T.jpg 
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2015).  Henry Ford revolutionized production and the way consumers engage in the 

market, as well as the way consumers think when it comes to purchasing products.   

Many companies, not just Ford alone, would go on to attempt the same strategies 

engineered by Ford.  Some of these companies still attempt these methods today, but 

adjusted for the modern needs of their firms and today’s technology.  Many goods in 

today’s economy, despite the efficiency of Ford and his organizational design, are 

manufactured in smaller increments around the world for the sake of saving capital for 

further production efforts.  After the parts for the product are produced, they are 

assembled together in major plants before being put into a showroom or in a store for sale 

to consumers.  Henry Ford’s assembly line production method has only grown in size as 

opposed to being abandoned as a practice completely.   

In an effort to find cheaper sources for products commonly used when producing 

the standard products Ford offers their consumers, Henry Ford turned his efforts to South 

America, specifically to Brazil.  Motivated by his hatred for British imperialism and their 

absolute control over Southeast Asia’s rubber industry, Henry Ford searched for viable 

rubber plantation land and wanted to be the first to take advantage of the poor economic 

state Brazil was currently in.  To him, taking control of South America’s rubber industry 

was the way to become a direct competitor with Britain’s rubber industry halfway across 

the world.   

IV. Fordlandia   



 

 

 
Fordlandia circa 19403 

 
The interest with finding a viable source of rubber was of high importance to many 

participants in the automobile industry.  Ford was not alone in his search and by 1925, it 

was apparent that Ford had to find another source of rubber.  He considered the 

Everglades, but the project never extended farther than tests on the land for growing 

rubber trees (Grandin 23-24).  Ford enlisted Ernest Liebold to find the best location for 

their rubber plantation needs, even if it meant traveling the globe and researching every 

continent (Grandin 26).  Firestone had been granted sole access to land that would provide 

them with the proper basis for a monopoly within the U.S.  With no viable land left for Ford 

to turn to in the United States, he had to look elsewhere.  His determination to find the best 

arable land and most profitable business venture contributed to his goal of producing his 

own rubber monopoly.  This would set him apart from other automobile companies 

because he would produce his own rubber for tires.  Previous entrepreneurs such as Henry 

Wickwam brought seeds from Belém, Brazil all the way to Singapore, giving way to the fact 

that Singapore was the leading exporter of rubber (Grandin 31-32).   

 
3 Photo Retrieved from: 
http://www.slate.com/content/dam/slate/blogs/atlas_obscura/2013/08/12/fordl_ndia_henry_ford_s_failed_ru
bber_town_in_the_amazon_jungle/rsz_fordlandia.jpg.CROP.article920-large.jpg 
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 Brazil, with their economy depressed following the shift of the majority of rubber 

trade globally, was the perfect scene for Ford’s dream of a rubber plantation.  This would 

serve as Ford’s first major overseas expansion following the domestic plants and factories 

Ford continually was opening for his ever-growing population of labor and influx of 

products (Grandin 78).  Production for Ford cars and trucks could be found in São Paolo, 

Buenos Aires, and soon to be many other cities within that region.  By the year 1925, Ford 

practically had a monopoly over General Motors when it came to production and trade with 

South America (Grandin 78-79).  Ford was also able to adapt portions of his products for 

uses by local machinery, such as cotton gins, public buses, and sugar mills (Grandin 79).   

 When the time came and Ford had settled on Brazil, specifically the Amazon jungle, 

being his choice location for what would be known as Fordlandia, Jorge Dumont Villares 

pitched the idea to Ford in Dearborn.  In an effort to win their approval and investment, 

Villares was set on not having European or Asian investors take control of the prime 

location.  The possible location for the plantation was adjacent to where seedlings were 

already planted that would soon grow to be viable rubber trees for Ford to harvest 

(Grandin 80-82).  Villares knew that Ford would rise to the challenge and that many of the 

locals, especially Brazilian businessmen, trusted Ford would take good care of the land and 

the people who would eventually work under his command.  The only challenge, however, 

would be that what Ford wanted—to bring a piece of America into Brazil with the 

investment and production of the plantation—would also bring rise to a shift for Brazil’s 

landscape and business cultural.  Industrialism would be introduced and Brazil had never 

before seen something as extensive as what was known as Fordism (Grandin 78-82).   



 

 

 Some years passed and Ford sent two lawyers to Brazil in the summer of 1927 to 

finally finalize the deal that would launch what would be known as Fordlandia.  The 

location that was officially selected was, at the time, a six-day boat ride from Belém.  Ford’s 

Fordlandia equated to about 2.5 million acres, which was to be paid for with around 

$125,000, but half of the land came for free because it was considered public land in Brazil 

(Grandin 106-107).  In the later part of the 1920s, two steamboats named Ormoc and Farge 

made round trip shipments back and forth from Detroit to Brazil to bring equipment and 

supplies to build their amass of a plantation for their new rubber source (Grandin 145).  

The work force at the plantation was easily over a thousand men and women.  The increase 

on labor was growing each year parallel to their growth when it came to supplies, storage, 

and manufacturing equipment (Grandin 149).   

V. Trouble in Paradise At Fordlandia 

 It didn’t take very long for Ford to run into issues with his plantation.  Very early on, 

he experienced labor related troubles with turnover rates, how to pay his workers, where 

the workers came from, and the environment.  Disease and plant disease caused tension at 

the plantation, as production and health were suddenly stalled or injured severely.  Due to 

a combination of these issues, riots ensued and Henry Ford found himself in over his head.  

Luckily, Ford was able to tackle some of these issues, but some of them lead to his downfall 

in the end.   

 Struggles with labor began to plague Ford and his manager down in Brazil, Einar 

Oxholm.  Turnover rates were horrendous and there were little incentives to keep 

Brazilians from leaving once they had made enough money to return to their families.  The 

easy decision was made to recruit more, but when efforts yielded no results, there was 



 

 

little Ford could do but decide to offer nearly twenty-five to thirty-five percent more in 

wages than other local businesses (Grandin 150-155).  The ability to pay in credit and 

accommodate to the norm in Brazil would be Ford’s best chance at retention of employees 

(Grandin 155).   

 Labor issues ranged from inflexibility to unfair wages in Fordlandia.  Some of the 

first managers of the plantation produced sufficient resentment when it came to the local 

workers.  Many of them, because of the way of the “Old Republic” at the time, stood out 

against issues they saw as laborers in riots (Dean 82).  Some of the prejudice that was met 

with hiring included issues such as malaria and parasites.  Many of the managers and 

recruiters misdiagnosed the symptoms of these diseases to be laziness in workers, which 

led to the issues that happened on the plantation (Dean 81).  To combat some of the 

resistance that the workers put up to working at Fordlandia, a highly remote plantation 

with little to no health support, wages were set at a high price.  Wages for the typical 

laborer at Fordlandia were at $1.50 to $1.65 a day, which added up to $44 a month and 

then increased to $55 after two months (Dean 83).  Even when wages were reduced to that 

comparable to other jobs open at different urban areas, Ford offered a better offer when it 

came to free housing, schooling, electricity, water, and medical care.  It was unmatched by 

any other company in the country at the time.   

Other issues regarding work force included diseased members of the labor, which 

accounted for nearly eighty-five percent of the migrant and rubber plantation workers 

(Grandin 160).  Treatment and ample medical support for their workers, especially being 

so far away from large urban areas, was a necessity Oxholm sought out. Adversely, they 

turned away women’s health issues in an effort to avoid the burden of living costs if women 



 

 

started families on the plantation (Grandin 160-161).  Ford was not equipped with the 

space, technology, or the medical support for pregnancies, native diseases, or other health 

issues that women and men alike experienced.  This contradicted the fact that Ford 

promised “free medical care, free housing, good water, free school, free hospital, and a 

steady job” (Grandin 156).  Originally, with the promise of these amenities to migrant 

families, three children and parents were allowed medical attention, but Ford was not 

equipped with the mechanisms to handle what he was trying to promise in a country that 

did not have the same institutions and standards America did at the time (Grandin 160).    

Alas, with worries of not having individuals who were equipped for the job, he 

recruited at home for sources of labor.  By 1930, Fordlandia had finally found a routine that 

it could follow (Grandin 188).  Given the economic instability of the United Stated, many 

Americans—specifically lower-middle and working class—were willing to follow Ford to 

the Amazon to work at the Ford plantation.  Their inability to speak Portuguese made many 

of them feel particularly useless and the natives to the country had the upper hand with the 

language barrier (Grandin 194).  Many of the Americans complained of the humidity, the 

unfamiliar surroundings, and the other challenges they faced with the new scenery 

(Grandin 197).  Most of the Americans claimed to feel like prisoners (Grandin 199).  The 

Americans, who settled at Fordlandia and raised families, grew up speaking Portuguese 

and the children themselves ended up working for Ford.   

The clashing of ideologies at Fordlandia led to civil unrest at the plantations.  The 

Brazilians were accustomed to following the natural rhythms of sunrise and sunset to 

determine a workday, whereas Ford implemented a regimented time based structure that 

determined the majority of their activities throughout the day.  Ford forced the managers 



 

 

to oversee the employees punching into work, punching out of work, taking their daily 

quinine pill, and eating meals in the mess hall.  Many of the managers had to ensure that the 

workers ended up taking their quinine pill because of the range of side effects including 

nausea, vomiting, stomach pain, skin rashes, and nightmares.  Due to the way that the 

workers were treated, the indigenous rubber tappers knew the Americans looked down 

upon them due to their differences in healthcare (Grandin 225). 

Whistles were imported from the States that would sound during key times 

throughout the day: wake up, breakfast, start of work, lunch, end of work, and dinner.  The 

workers were mandated to undergo vaccinations for smallpox, yellow fever, typhoid, and 

diphtheria, in an effort to avoid disease throughout the plantations.  Ford’s managers also 

attempted to dissuade them from overpopulation.  Westernization of both Belterra and 

Fordlandia fit more of Ford’s ideals than the population, which caused a clash at work 

between the indigenous population and management.  Despite the plantation’s newfound 

efficiency with all of these adjustments and more, the workers were not adapting to the 

changes (Grandin 225).   

There were two major riots that occurred because of several issues on the 

plantation: 1928 and 1930.  Soldiers who were stationed at Fordlandia were no longer of 

use since the riot in 1928 and the end of the year report for 1930 showed the workers 

showed little resistance to the authority that was present at work (Grandin 229).  The more 

important and damaging of these two riots happens to be the riot of 1930 at Fordlandia.   

The riot of 1930 occurred on December 20th in the mess hall, where hundreds of 

workers smashed and destroyed anything in sight out of rage (Grandin 230).  Multiple 

different apparatuses were destroyed: windows, pressure gauges, company records, trucks, 



 

 

tractors, cars, gas tanks, and tires.  Numerous others stormed the commissary and dumped 

food supplies into the river.  A group of drunken rioters were chanting “Brazil for 

Brazilians.  Kill all the Americans” (Grandin 231).  Once the riot had quieted down, a 

military detachment was dispatched to the plantation to see the damage that had been 

done.  Weeks after the riot after hearing out the complaints of the workers, newspapers 

began to relay the news with criticisms of the way Fordlandia is managed in regards to 

disregarding employees’ needs (Grandin 233).  The total damage equated to twenty-five 

thousand dollars and the troops stormed the plantation on Christmas Eve to confiscate any 

other weapons or potential hazards from the remaining workers (Grandin 235).   

There were still issues to be settled that would enable Fordlandia to succeed.  

Enlisting the help of Einar Oxholm was at first a splendid idea when it came to ensuring all 

went well in Fordlandia, but the problems added up more so than the positives to this 

investment of land and labor.  The real question, with all of these factors to play in Brazil 

for Henry Ford, is how Ford’s dream rubber plantation profited him in the long run.  Ford 

had spent around one and a half million dollars by 1929 with little to nothing to show for it 

out of return.  There was no return with his reputation as rumors of his plantation fueled 

media sources to create their own ideas of what was happening internationally.  Ford 

turned to outside help when it came to overcoming Brazil’s government’s policies of import 

duties and embargoed building material, all of which had halted any potential success Ford 

could have when it came to Fordlandia (Grandin 163-166).  By 1933, with the help of 

William Cowling, Brazil had granted Ford and his investment the import and export duty 

exemptions, which would only further the long term success from the land and labor 

coming from the Brazilians at Fordlandia (Grandin 179).     



 

 

 Despite Ford’s big dream of his own international rubber plantation, his hopes in 

the project were deceased by 1934 (Dean 77).  The budget had been cut substantially from 

$2 million to $400 thousand dollars, with no rubber to show for the total of a $7 million 

investment (Dean 77).  The issues with supplying proper health support for their workers, 

political strains, and uncontrollable environmental factors made Fordlandia an investment 

that Ford soon lost faith in.  Most of the struggle that left Ford less enamored by his big 

colonization plan of the Amazon had to do with diseases and environmental related 

situations the plantation encountered.   

The struggles felt by Weir and other employees tasked to work on the 

environmental side of the plantation at Fordlandia were taxing.  Many of these concerns 

were over weather, particularly the drier seasons in the Amazon and diseases, which 

prevented rubber yields from being high enough to produce enough return on their 

investment.  To add to the economic strains of the project, Ford was struggling with South 

American Leaf Blight that affected his crops.  To combat the spread of the plant disease, the 

trees were planted further apart, but the budwood nurseries ended up being attacked, 

meaning that none of the trees Ford and his men had planted were immune to the disease.  

Lacking the spray equipment only meant that Ford would not be seeing any viable return 

on his investment in the near future.  It was a high cost to pay for a big American dream 

(Dean 82). 

 Ford employed James D. Weir to research and attempt to maneuver through the 

diseases that plagued the plantation.  Much of his work went unsuccessful, even with his 

research on grafting and breeding different types of rubber trees from different parts of the 

world.  Weir was able to obtain different specimens from all over the world, many of them 



 

 

that he planted and bred for higher yields (Dean 79).  Some of these trees came from as far 

as the Dutch Giana and the British Giana.  When Weir left in 1938, he proceeded to attempt 

other plans on rubber plantations in Brazil and even tried to visit Fordlandia years later, 

but many of those requests went unanswered.  After Weir left Ford, the efforts of other 

employees to find ways to combat the plant diseases and lack of biodiversity continued, but 

much of the same issues remained (Dean 80).     

VI. What Became of Fordlandia 

 
Fordlandia circa 20054 

 
What started out as one man’s impossible dream in the jungle turned out to be an 

economic failure.  Grandin (2009) argues that Henry Ford’s blueprint for American society 

in the jungle maybe would have worked if it were at home in Dearborn, Michigan (299).  

Ford never visited the plantation but managed to create a little society out of acres of land 

in the middle of the Amazon, and seize complete control over the towns’ hourly operations.  

 
4 Photo retrieved from: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/5f/Fordlandia_2.JPG 
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Grandin offers a sufficient description on Fordlandia: Ford dreamt up a society influenced 

solely by his vision, but did merely everything he could have to destroy the moral 

foundation of the host culture of his plantation workers (Grandin 2009).   On top of that sad 

fact, the ending to Fordlandia was excruciatingly predictable in nature. 

Ford’s decision to continue with funding Fordlandia would not be based upon desire 

for rubber but rather for his desire to Americanize the region and bring a “work of 

civilization” to the Amazon plantation (Grandin 267).  It was obvious that his dreams of a 

rubber plantation would have to be molded to fit the population under his control at the 

time, rather than his business ventures.  The project of turning Fordlandia into a “real” 

town took multiple figureheads including some of the original managers at the plantation.  

Many different stores were opened: a bakery, barber shop, shoe store, tailor, grocery 

stores, vegetable and fish market, and a butcher.  The original dining hall was made to be a 

restaurant named the “Ford Restaurant” (Grandin 271).  The housing crisis was another 

issue to tackle and Ford enlisted help to create a building of four hundred two-room houses 

that cost $1,500 each (Grandin 271).  Other small tasks were completed to clean up the 

surrounding area and make Fordlandia look like a true American town with pavement, 

sidewalks, and other various stores for the habitants to purchase from (Grandin 272). 

Ford’s Fordlandia soon became a mix of native and American culture complete with 

garden clubs, dance halls, movie nights, and other extravagant features.  The movies, 

unsurprisingly, were heroism films featuring Ford’s cars and his company, a form of 

propaganda, but ultimately gave way to an age of tourism by promoting vehicle leisure 

travel to the workers at Fordlandia (Grandin 290).  Many of the residents “were unhappy 

about being forced to attend square dances” (Daily Mail 2012).  Ford’s managers still 



 

 

sought to expand and work through weather issues throughout the years, even though 

several people kept directing Ford managers to other regions of the world, saying 

Fordlandia “would never be profitable” (Grandin 310).      

Fordlandia flourished at least culturally for quite some time, despite the occasional 

weather struggle or plant diseases that sprung up in the Amazon.  Another plantation, 

Belterra, was founded in 1934 to be a second rubber plantation for Ford in the Amazon 

(Grandin 332).  The populations of Fordlandia and Belterra felt more connected than ever 

before, but the managers struggled to find a balance between economic success and 

cultural harmony (Grandin 324).  The final years of Fordlandia and Belterra (from the late 

1930s till 1945) were symbiotic with Ford’s final struggles before passing.   

Getúlio Vargas, president of Brazil, made regular inspections to both plantations 

after complaints came from the unions of the plantation workers (Grandin 335).  Despite 

some strains between Ford and Vargas, the president was one of the more important 

people to praise Ford’s efforts, saying that “Mr. Ford was the first industrialist in the work 

to revolutionize the relationship between worker and employer” and gave them “a life of 

comfort and equality” (Grandin 338).  In regards to the rubber industry, Vargas stated that 

Ford could aid in “the re-birth of the Amazon Valley” and the reviving of the “fallen Empire 

of Rubber” (Grandin 338).   

The wake of World War II stimulated more U.S. governmental control over 

Fordlandia and Belterra, as well as the development of more technologies Ford produced 

and created at the plantations (Grandin 350).  But on September 21st, 1945, Henry’s 

grandson took over Ford Motor Company as president (Grandin 350).  Radical changes 

occurred, including the eventual turning over of Fordlandia and Belterra to the Brazilian 



 

 

government for only $244,200 when it was valued at nearly $8 million with $20 million 

over the years invested in the plantations.  The Ford Motor Company took a loss of $20 

million when it came to the plantations (Grandin 350).  In terms of the value of the dollar 

today, the equivalent of the loss Ford Motor Company felt due to selling the Brazilian 

plantations is valued at $200 million.   

While it is not explicitly stated exactly why Ford’s grandson decided to sell out the 

plantation in Brazil, there are a few possible reasons.  His grandson might have felt it in his 

conscience to turn the culture back around from the Americanized state it was currently in, 

or possibly he felt that it was turning out to be a media nightmare due to the riots and his 

grandfather’s history of avoiding the press.  Henry Ford’s controversial opinions on 

anything from the British to World War II might have sparked a public relations issue, but 

these are all merely speculations as to why his grandson got rid of the economic 

investment in Brazil.  The only truth we can find in his decision is the shift in producing 

rubber from harvesting to synthesizing.   

Because of the massive demand for rubber, a synthetic form of rubber had been 

produced by 1945 and the demand for natural rubber, despite all of Henry Ford’s efforts to 

create an endless supply of natural rubber, had significantly shrunk (Grandin 351).  By 

November 1945, Ford Motor Company abandoned all of its holdings in Brazil and the ships 

boarded for Michigan, leaving everything behind for the Brazilians (Grandin 353).   

The future for Belterra and Fordlandia from the time of the Brazilian government 

taking over was rocky: a second evacuation in the 1950s followed by a small revival in the 

1960s in Manaus, a city relatively close by to the original locations of the plantations.  

Today, Manaus is still considered a third-world city plagued by various issues seen around 



 

 

the world: poverty, crime, child prostitution, traffic, pollution, and trouble with health care.  

Despite the city’s position compared to other cities around the world, foreign companies 

are still able to take advantage of the region and the economic state of Brazil and Manaus.  

New industries took over when it became a free trade zone decreed by the government, 

including companies such as Honda, Yamaha, Sony, Nokia, and numerous others.  Many of 

these companies now inhabit Manaus’ industrial parks.  Harley-Davidson opened their first 

plant in Brazil in 1999, Gillette has their largest South American location in the region, and 

several other firms have placed themselves in the area to produce parts for their products.  

When it comes to Brazilians purchasing various electronics and auto parts, there is a highly 

likely chance they were put together in the Amazon forest, right where Ford originally had 

his rubber plantations.  What Ford left behind, many other companies took advantage of 

(Grandin 357).   

Ford’s dream of providing a social mission while bridging the gap of production to 

consumption has been broken by the expansion globally of the assembly line.  For instance, 

Harley-Davidson does not have the capacity to produce and complete their motorcycles, 

but mainly sells completed parts within the foreign markets (Grandin 358).  Fordism was 

successful in the short run and resulted in holism where prosperous economies and 

thriving middle classes did exist, especially in Fordlandia and Belterra (Grandin 358).  

Several photographs, previous written employee accounts, and sales records from the 

company have shown Fordlandia and Belterra in their once short-lived vibrant state.  

Ford’s company rose to be the company they are during this time, in part to his exclusive 

rights to the rubber in the Amazon.  As for the thriving middle class in his Americanized 

Brazil town, these families lasted as long as the plantation did, due to the extractive nature 



 

 

of his plantation.  Once the work left, so did the majority of the people (Grandin 359).  The 

balanced complete world that Ford envisioned in the long run, however, was not as 

plausible.   

In today’s world, wages Ford gave to his workers are incrementally less than today’s 

typical employee wage and the relationship from wages to the products being produced is 

nonexistent.  In countries such as Mexico, wages are cut to as low as $1.50 per hour for 

assembly line workers to keep competitive with other companies and the selling prices of 

their parts (Grandin 359).  Poverty has become an inevitable consequence of this fast 

paced, balanced world Ford saw in the future, one that many companies have now achieved 

through the broken ideologies of the global assembly line (Grandin 359).   

In spite of Ford’s opinion that cows were not equitable sources of profit, much of the 

region is home to cattle ranching and is the world’s largest cow exporter, which has 

contributed to mass deforestation (Grandin 360).  Not only has the cattle industry in Brazil 

contributed to loss of jungle in the Amazon, but so too has Ford’s push for roads being 

created throughout the region (Grandin 364).  Road building has contributed to what is 

known as a “feedback cycle,” where land value rises and migrants move in.  Given the 

practice of over farming, these traditions lead to soil failing the current industry and the 

workers moving further into untouched jungle regions in the Amazon looking for more 

fertile land (Grandin 365).  There are still regions of the Amazon, although not controlled 

by Ford that provides raw materials for major car companies around the world, including 

Ford Motors (Grandin 363).   

Currently, Belterra is a major region of soy production and both Fordlandia and 

Belterra still have residents, but now they work with a new industry (Grandin 372).  Henry 



 

 

Ford, even with all of his promises, never did visit the plantations he blueprinted and 

created.  He never saw the outcome of his dreams, nor did he ever get to witness firsthand 

the Americanized Brazilian towns he brought, literally, from the ground up.  Ford’s story is 

surprising, especially in the trials and tribulations he faced, but more so in the sheer fact 

that there were many issues that superficially were ignored on the plantation.  Many facts 

about Henry Ford and his Brazilian utopia contradict the unrealistic visions of the 

American dream and the “rags to riches” story many middle class Americans aspire and 

struggle to achieve even today.  

VII.  Present Day Ford Motors 
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 Ford Motors, despite the international failure evident in the abandoned plantations 

of Fordlandia and Belterra, is a thriving company today.  Ironically, Ford is ranked 69th in the 

 
5 Photo retrieved from : 
http://www.ford.com/resources/ford/general/newvehicles/Trucks_Landing_Page/superduty-
389x260.jpg?v=1408106216000 



 

 

list of 2015 Best Large Employers in America. Ford Motor Company is also ranked 41st in the 

list of the World’s Most Valuable Brands.  The headquarters are still in Dearborn, Michigan 

and the company’s list of accolades goes on and on (Forbes 2016).  Aside from their financial 

success, they have become a symbol for all of America, especially in the public’s desire to buy 

American first.   
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Ford’s company logo is recognizable around the globe but the logo itself and their 

products stand for something else: America.  Symbiotic with the typical traits of America—

country music, Fourth of July parties, strong passion for sports, and so many others—

Ford’s trucks stand as a symbol of American culture.  Ford has featured country music 

 
6 Photo retrieved from: http://www.stangbangers.com/04_FCTK-FordCongratulatesTobyKeith_Ad.jpg 



 

 

stars, like Toby Keith, in ads specifically for their trucks.  In multiple country songs, trucks 

make an appearance through the lyrics and music videos.  The song “Big Ol’ Truck” released 

in 1995 by Toby Keith is about falling for a girl with a pick-up truck.  In the ad with Toby 

Keith for the 2004 Country Music Awards, there is not even the presence of a Ford truck in 

the ad, but consumers connect Toby Keith with Ford trucks.  Ford trucks today are a major 

symbol in American media culture through ads and music.  
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 Throughout the years, images such as the bicentennial truck ad have appeared and 

strongly showed the connection between America and Ford.  Henry Ford has his own idea 

of the America dream and despite his failure to create the perfect American town in Brazil, 

he still imprinted on American society.  The real question still stands as to why his 

ideological vision ended up so misconstrued and corrupted.  The end result in present day 

America is astounding and inspiring, but in the midst of his South American conquest, his 

ego got in the way of his pursuits.  Or is it entirely possible that through Ford and The Great 

Gatsby, the entire American dream has become too corrupted and unattainable?  Henry 

Ford is not the only individual to challenge the façade of the American dream, as F. Scott 

Fitzgerald paints a picture in The Great Gatsby that sheds light on the dream as inherently 

corruption.  

 
7 Photo retrieved from: http://cimg9.ibsrv.net/gimg/www.ford-trucks.com-vbulletin/594x768/80-
user423443_pic31704_1270714818_76_594bcb6afca77e31a683fbd83100568e082ace5c.jpg 
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