The Rockford Files

by Scott P Richert

Manufacturing Our Future

Last month, I discussed what the fu-
ture of manufacturing in the United
States will have to be, if manufactur-
ing in the United States is to have a fu-
ture; this month, I can say with some
certainty that I have seen the future
of manufacturing, and it is here in
Rockford.

Before you laugh and turn the page,
let me hasten to assure you that the
caveats I noted last month apply. The
end of manufacturing cannot be pro-
duction for production’s sake, nor for
the sake of ever-greater profits. In a
global economy, in which the Unit-
ed States is competing with countries
with low wages and few or no regu-
lations, those are models for failure.
Efforts at increasing efficiency and
trimming marginal costs have their
limits—some natural, some imposed
by government and by the economic
expectations of American workers.

Cut marginal costs too much, and
your customers may find that, under
normal conditions, the heads snap off
one out of every ten screws, instead of
one out of every hundred. When that
happens, all the brand loyalty that you
built up over the years can vanish over-
night. Not only are customers no lon-
ger willing to pay a premium for your
screws, they may switch to a different,
non-Rockford (even non-American)
product altogether. Good Iuck getting
them back: It is a lot harder to intro-
duce a “screw classic,” made with the
former tougher (and more expensive)
alloy, than it is to return to the original
recipe for sugared water.

This is not an entirely hypothetical
discussion. Rockford was once known
as the Screw Capital of the World, but
today that title is most often used sar-
castically, if at all. Attempts to gain
market share and to compete against
lower-cost (and lower-quality) foreign
products sealed the fate of this sector
of Rockford manufacturing.

But there are different models that
manufacturers can pursue, as the his-

tory of Rockford’s rise as a manufac-
turing powerhouse in the late 19th
and early 20th centuries proves. What
was the secret to Rockford’s success?
Profits took a backseat to a love of tin-
kering and innovation. Howard Col-
man created Rockford’s first multina-
tional corporation (the Barber-Cohman
Company), but that was not what he set
out to do. Rather, like the much bet-
ter-known but hardly more impres-
sive Thomas Edison, he loved working
with his hands and creating things that
others had never dreamed of.

By the end of 1912, residents of
Rockford (founded in 1834, chartered
as a city in 1852) had been granted
over 600 patents by the U.S. Patent
Office, a remarkable figure consider-
ing that the citizens of the much older
Northeastern industrial states of New
York, Connecticut, and Massachusetts
had received only about a thousand
patents for each entire state. Colman
himselfracked up an amazing 149 pat-
ents and assisted others in obtaining
dozens more. The economic success
of the city followed innovation, not the
other way around.

Thatis not to say that Rockford man-
ufacturers did not care about making
aprofit. Of course they did. And hav-
ing made a profit, they wished to make
more. But there is truth in the old ad-
age, “Build abetter mousetrap, and the
world will beat a path to your door.”

Here’s the funny thing, though: If
you have a better mousetrap, you do
not need the world to beat a path to
your door to make a living—and a
good one at that. In any age, some
people are willing to pay more for
quality. Others, of course, will not,
even if they can afford it. The market
naturally divides into niche markets,
with relatively higher marginal profits,
and mass markets, where companies
make up for lower margins through
volume. Now more than ever, manu-
facturers need to decide which mar-
ket they wish to serve.

Most large companies today still pre-
fermarket share over higher profit mar-
gins. That is the Microsoft-Walmart-
McDonald’s model, and there is no
denying that all three companies have
made astounding profits over the years.
Yet Microsoft is hardly known forinno-
vation; its stock performance over the
pastseveral years has been subpar;and
within the next year, it may be passed in
market capitalization by Apple, a com-
pany whose market share, even after al-
most five straight years of growth, re-
mains dwarfed by Microsoft’s.

Apple’s award-winning chief de-
signer, Jonathan Ive, has often said
that the company does not consider
price or profit margins when design-
ing its products. Instead, Ive and his
team try to design something that Ap-
ple’s employees would want, and so
they focus on ease of use, durability,
and aesthetics. Then, once they have
done everything right, they decide if
they can price the product at a point
that will allow them to make a decent
profit and to finance the development
of other best-of-class products.

Designing the best-selling smart-
phone in the United States isn’t a
matter of pressing pork parts to make
a McRib or crippling an operating
system to make seven different ver-
sions of Windows Vista or determin-
ing whether dropping the final digits
of a product’s price to 88 from 99 will
increase sales. Ive’s efforts are closer
to the spirit of Howard Colman, who
wanted to know how things work and
how he could make them work bet-
ter—and, in so doing, made a living
for his family and for those who de-
pended on him.
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That is the spirit that needs to be re-
vived if manufacturing is to survive and
thrive in the United States. And the
attempt to instill that spiritin the next
generation of Rockfordians is what 1
witnessed in late July at the 2009 Tech-
works Manufacturing Camp.

Sponsored by Women of Today’s
Manufacturing, the PACCAR Foun-
dation, and the Rockford-based Fab-
ricators and Manufacturers Associ-
ation, the manufacturing camp for
eighth, ninth, and tenth graders has
been held each summer for the bet-
ter part of a decade. For the absurd
fee of ten dollars each (all materials,
lunch, and snacks included), ten stu-
dents spend 20 hours over the course
of aweek learning the basics of the in-
dustry that made their hometown (and
their country) prosper.

This is not a mini vocational-tech
program but an attempt to show teen-
agers that manufacturing is about
much more than assembly lines and
machining (though the students all
use machine tools during the course
of the week and take factory tours on
the final day). In every session, the in-
structors stressed the need for the stu-
dents to work hard at their studies—
not only in math and science, but in
the liberal arts as well. A spirit of in-
tellectual curiosity goes hand-in-hand
with mechanical innovation.

This year’s camp was held at the
EIGERIab, a research and develop-
ment center where local educational
institutions and private industry col-
laborate. That gave the students ac-
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cess to rapid-prototyping machines,
including 3-D printers and plastic fab-
rication units, which in as little as an
hour can turn a computer-aided de-
sign into a working sample. Such ad-
vances in technology can cut weeks or
even months off of the time that it took
Howard Colman to transform one of
his visions into reality.

‘What such machines cannot do,
however, is dream up those visions.
Curiosity, imagination, and ingenuity
will always be necessary. But in our
mass-manufactured world, those hu-
man qualities are in increasingly short
supply.

At the Techworks manufacturing
camp two years ago, former Cheers star
John Ratzenberger told the students
how;, as a child, he loved taking things
apart and putting them back together,
and creating new objects out of wood
and metal. Fed a steady diet of video
games and television, children today
miss out on this rite of passage, and
that dampens or even extinguishes the
flame of invention.

For five years, Ratzenberger host-
ed Made in America, a cable show that
profiled outstanding American man-
ufacturers, including several in the
Rockford area. Inspired in part by
what he saw at the Techworks Manu-
facturing Camp, he helped found the
Nuts, Bolts & Thingamajigs Founda-
tion, which, among other activities,
funds similar camps around the Unit-
ed States. (Nuts, Bolts & Thingamajigs
has now merged with the Fabricators
and Manufacturers Association and is

based here in Rockford.)

Each day of the manufacturing camp
ends with a lomchtime speakerwho ex-
plains to the students why he or she
chose manufacturing as a career. The
speaker on the final day was Brad Har-
rison of Harrison Harmonicas (Harri-
sonfarmonicas.com). While the United
States is the world’s largest market for
harmonicas, Harrison Harmonicas is
the only American manufacturer of the
instrument. Harrison achieved this
distinction the same way that Howard
Colman built the first multinational
corporation in Rockford: He began
tinkering. Dissatisfied with imported
harmonicas, he started customizing
them, and, as he told the Chicago Jour-
nal (April 12, 2009),

When you customize, you learn
all of the mistakes that the man-
ufacturers are making. It got
very frustrating thinking all I'm
doing is fixing these manufac-
turers’ mistakes. Why don’t 1
just start my own factory?

In this first year, Harrison expects to
produce about 10,000 harmonicas—
a drop in the bucket compared with
the seven million or so that are sold
every year in the United States. Yet,
since his customized harmonicas have
been prized by such musicians as John
Popper, Bono, and Bruce Willis, Harri-
son should have no trouble capturing
the niche market of high-end ($160 to
$180) instruments.

The students were impressed when
Harrison told them that the machines
he had used to prototype his designs
were the ones they had used earlierin
the week. They were more impressed,
however, by the story of how a profes-
sional musician who had toured for
a dozen years gave it all up to create
something that will last. In a world
filled with mass-produced plastic
junk that you can easily tear apart but
can never put back together, a finely
crafted instrument, or a piece of fur-
niture, or a tool that can be passed
from father to son to grandson may
still have the ability to inspire some
young people to attempt to make their
own dreams into reality. <



Letter From Augusta
by Brian Kirkpatrick

The Walk Up Cemetery Ridge

&

The private-school league’s middle-
school basketball playoffs were home
games for Prep. Prep is the town’s
most expensive private school, and
their gym is beautiful: spacious, air
conditioned, the wall by the entrance
made of plastic so the new, impres-
sive weight room is visible on the oth-
er side of a hall. We met them in the
girls’ finals. We're Westminster, the
evangelicals, where in fifth grade our
daughter had to memorize a Bible
verse every week, and for graduation
from day school, the fifth graders re-
cited 1 Corinthians 13 together from
memory.

Westminster is tiny —my high-
school graduating class was 20 per-
cent bigger than the 12 grades at
Westminster combined —but aca-
demically it’s as demanding as Prep.
At Awards Day, two or three of our
high-school graduating seniors had
perfect scores on the national Latin
exam, and it seemed that every oth-
er kid who had taken Latin was in
the top 100 in the country. We don’t
have as many doctors as Prep, or as
many kids whose parents are from
other countries. More of our parents
are bankers, businessmen, or pas-
tors, and many families have a rela-
tive on a Christian mission in anoth-
er country. At the playoffs, our side of
the big gym was nearly full, with par-
ents, aunts, friends, and a few recent
grads. Maybe if more of their relatives
had been there, the Prep cheerlead-
ers wouldn’t have chanted, at the end
of one of our girls’ cheers, “Is that all?
Is that all?”

After the cheerleaders’ halftime
show, the Westminster kids migrat-
ed to the far left end of the stands.
All three middle-school classes were
packed together into a single mass,

CORRESPONDENCE

shoulder to shoulder. After a while,
the whole group started a complex
cheer, clapping their hands, stomp-
ing their feet, and chanting in rhythm.
No one led them from the front of the
group; 1t started somewhere in the
middle. Why did all of them know it?
Why did they all decide to join in?

A couple of months later, at the end-
of-the-year swimming party, the rising
seventh graders got together at anoth-
er family’s house. When we went to
pick up our daughter, all of the kids
were in the pool, involved in a qui-
et, intense game. One kid was seated
on the diving board, the others all fo-
cused on him, talking among them-
selves and tossing guesses at him. Af-
ter a while he slipped into the water
and another took his place. No adult
had organized them; they had started
the game themselves.

The First Presbyterian pastor is the
chairman of Westminster’s board of di-
rectors. His three kids go to the school,
but most of the First Pres kids do. On
Sunday nights the Westminster kids
do the same thing they did at Prep,
what they do in pools, at school plays,
at every home basketball game: The
middle-school and high-school kids
sit packed together, front left in the
sanctuary, shoulder to shoulder.

Above the entry to the church there
are two markers—one from 1904, com-
memorating the first century of First
Pres; the second, from 2004. That
makes the church young by the stan-
dards of Europe or even New England,
but impressive for us in the South.
The grounds are covered by tall trees,
and catty-corner from the church is
the house where Woodrow Wilson
lived as a boy when his father was the
First Pres pastor. Wilson seems alien
to the church I know. His beliefin his
own righteousness contrasts with the
current pastors, who in their sermons
wryly acknowledge their own sinful
natures.

The church and school form a pow-
erful net, all of it interconnected and
holding the kids tight. Many of the
‘Westminster teachers go to First Pres,

and the church’s representatives show
up at odd times. I encountered one of
my daughter’s summer-camp coun-
selors—an assistant youth minister at
First Pres, fresh out of college—at a
dinner party at the lake just outside of
town. After we ate he razzed the three
teenaged boys at the table and gos-
siped with them about the other boys
who had gone to camp with them.
Referring to the perpetrator of a no-
torious camp escapade, he said, “I'm
all for adventure. But he thinks rules
don’t apply to him. That’s his pride
speaking. Ilove him, but he needs to
work on that pride.”

Like the rest of the system, he was
on message: We love you; now be-
have.

Sixweeks laterthe 13-year-old young-
er brother of the scofflaw discussed at
the dinner party ran and jumped in-
to the same assistant minister’s arms
as the latter walked into a party at our
house. [ didn’t know my daughter
had invited the minister to her birth-
day party. He fit right in, one of the
first to get tossed into the pool with
his clothes on.

Sometimes [ look at the First Pres/
Westminster parents and kids and
think, “The officer corps of the Con-
federacy.” At Gettysburg, products of
this same culture walked in the line
that Pickett sent up the slope and into
the cannon on Cemetery Ridge. Half
of them fell before the survivors re-
turned to the line of trees where they
had started. They took flanking artil-
lery fire from the right and left, walk-
g up that hill, and as their numbers
thinned they shortened their line,
drawing close together. Historians
say this bunching up was a natural
reaction to the cannon fire on both
sides. Maybe, but I think they were
used to being shoulder to shoulder,
and if they were likely to die, as they
knew they were, it was natural to move
in tight.

Some believe that the problem
with loving the people to whom you
belong is that you are too ready to go
1o war or to oppress others because
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