Tom Gage’s Captain
Jones: An Appreciation

by Philip Scranton

OM GAGE HAS crafted a fascinating
account both of Capt. William Jones” indus-
trial saga and of his own early life, family lore,
and efforts to rediscover his great-grandfather.
From my perspective as a historian of work
and technology, he presents a distinctively
American story: an immigrant family’s son
making his mark amid the tumult surrounding the Civil War, or a
rarely appreciated tragectory from respectability to riches and,
across three generations, to poverty and respectability again, and
of a descendant’s quest for a meaningful past long obscured. It is a
moving tale, related with energy and passion. In offering a
comment on this essay, I aim not so much to critique Gage’s
arguments as to locate Capt. Jones” experiences and their after-
math within the larger context of America’s post-Civil War
industrialization. As an inventor, a steelmaster, and an individual,
the captain was unique, yet his actions also call to mind broader
patterns in a rapidly changing nation.

Capt. William Jones was an outstanding example of those
industrialists whom contemporaries called “practical manufactur-
ers,” men (this was a gendered term) who rose from the shops to
management positions or proprietorship through mastery of
technologies, work relations, and production processes. They led
by example, commanding the respect of their workers and their
colleagues by plunging in to help solve shop floor problems and
by accepting the grimy or hazardous consequences. Reciprocally,
from direct experience, they offered respect to skilled workers and
laborers alike. Those who study how Capt. Jones managed the
workforce in the mills may not agree on the intent of his labor
policies, but as J.T. Langdon, a woodworking plant owner, put it:
“A great many think they can manage a business in kid gloves and
highly polished boots, and once in a while go around among their
men and machines with a hop, skip, and a jump. But business isn’t
handled that way very successfully. You want to be in and around
and through it, and if necessary, draw on a pair of overalls and
frock, and take hammer, cold chisel, and wrench, and lead the
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way. Men do and dare with a prompt, wide-awake leader, when
they could not be driven into it with a pair of kid gloves....”?
Sounds a lot like Capt. Jones at work, doesn’t it? Of course, Jones’
doing and daring ultimately got him killed, but it was surely the
hundreds of unrecorded occasions on which he toiled “in and
around and through it” that built powerful relationships with
Carnegie’s steelworkers, bonds of solidarity which he defended
against abuse by other managers and by Carnegie himself.

Yet, though Capt. Jones was eminently a practical manufac-
turer, unlike Langdon and thousands of others, he did not become
a proprietor. Part of the problem certainly was that by the 1870s
and ’80s, it had become increasingly difficult to start from small
beginnings in the steel trades. Jones, even with his ample salary,
was in no position to lay out several hundred thousand dollars to
build or buy an up-to-date mill. Instead, he operated as a works
manager within a complex organization. His inventiveness and
capacity for augmenting productivity (a matter certainly linked to
his workplace fraternalism) carved out a sphere in which Jones
could exercise considerable “independence,” which Gage stresses
as one of his core values and which historian Kenneth Warren
notes was a source of friction with Frick, the aggressive, new
company chairman in 1889.> However, it is precisely this devotion
to independence which set the stage for the patent debacle after
his death, for, as Gage explains, Jones “frequently turned down
Carnegie’s offers of partnership to preserve his independence.”
This, frankly, is puzzling, for even a 1 percent share in Carnegie’s
enterprises would have assured Jones’ (and his heirs’) financial
independence indefinitely. (In the 1890 Carnegie Steel consolida-
tion, a 1 percent partnership was worth $250,000 and would have
ensured another $45,000, on average, in annual profits.’) More
than likely, it was Jones’ reluctance to be drawn into the firm’s
perennial partnership bouquets from the big boss. As a practical
manufacturer, Jones was a steelmaker, not an apprentice tycoon,
like Frick or Schwab. Delighted at getting “a hell of a big salary,”*
he was a transitional, if compelling, figure who unwittingly
imperiled his invalid wife and family by failing to take out the best
insurance for a man in his dangerous trade — a partnership which
could be inherited, as a salary could not.” He simply, it appears,
wanted to be left alone to run his beloved Edgar Thomson
Works.

168 Pittsburgh History, Winter 1997/98



Hands On, All-Over: Captian Bill Jones






