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In Ford’s Factory

Joseph Opatoshu
translated by Nadav Pais-Greenapple

Introduction: When the Ford Motor Company’s River Rouge factory complex was
completed in 1928, it was the most advanced manufacturing facility in the world,
employing thousands of workers in 93 buildings on 2,000 acres of land at the mouth of
the eponymous Rouge River, and producing thousands of cars each day. Its
monumental scale and capacity further enshrined Detroit as America’s model industrial
city and Henry Ford as the world’s ultimate industrialist." Reporters the world over
flocked to Detroit to inform their readers about the factory, with Vanity Fair lauding
Ford himself as an “organizing and merchandising genius,” and praising the complex as
“the central ganglion of our nation . . . an American altar of the God-Objective of Mass
Production.”™

The Yiddish press, too, turned their pens to the question of whether Fordism’s promises
of social transformation and universal economic prosperity held true. Writers from
across the ideological spectrum of American Yiddish letters, including Moshe Nadir,
Melekh Epshteyn, and Joseph Opatoshu, made pilgrimages to Detroit and to the River
Rouge complex in the late 1920s to see for themselves. Their reports, whether in the
pages of Der Tog, Morgn Frayhayt, or the Forverts, interrogated, on one hand, the
prospects of prosperity and progress enabled by Fordism and, on the other, the
exploitation inherent to industrial capitalism and the newly crystallized Fordist political
economy. Unsurprisingly, Yiddish writers tended to condemn Ford quite harshly for his

' “Ford Rouge Complex,” Encyclopedia of Detroit, Detroit Historical Society. Accessed September 30,

2024. hitps://detroithistorical.org/learn/encyclopedia-of-detroit/ford-rouge-complex.
2 “By Their Works Ye Shall Know Them,” Vanity Fair, Vol. 29, No. 6. (February 1928), p. 62. Accessed
September 30, 2024.

https://archive.org/details/sim_vanity-fair_1928-02_29 6/page/62/mode/2up?view=theater.


https://archive.org/details/sim_vanity-fair_1928-02_29_6/page/62/mode/2up?view=theater
https://detroithistorical.org/learn/encyclopedia-of-detroit/ford-rouge-complex
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open antisemitism and his exploitation and abuse of workers — all while grappling with
the undeniably mesmerizing spectacle of the mechanized assembly line.?

Opatoshu made his own peregrination to Detroit in the spring of 1929 and
penned “In Ford’s Factory” (Bay Fordn in fabrik) which appeared in Der Tog and, with
minor changes, in Warsaw’s Naye folkstsaytung, on May 17, 1929.* Immune to the
“vast mechanical apparatus of enchantment” that was Fordist manufacturing,
Opatoshu’s account of his guided tour at the River Rouge complex — an experience Ford
still offers to visitors today — presented a human-centered alternative to the alienated,
hyper-mechanical images of the factory which prevailed in popular reporting.> Where
the mainstream Anglophone press tended to portray the plant as “bereft of almost any
human beings,” as “temple machinery innocent of toil, impregnable by injustice, [and]
unsullied by lust for power or profit,” Opatoshu did nearly the opposite, making the
reader constantly aware of the human presence — and human suffering — of the workers.
¢ Approaching his assignment with his characteristic empathy and eye for injustice, his
focus on the human backbone of Fordist production — and on Henry Ford’s personal
greed as its motivating force — is the moral throughline of the story, even as he relates
how he is overwhelmed and dazzled by the scale, power, and ferocity of the machinery
by which he is surrounded.

Opatoshu’s rendering of technical language presented challenges in the process of
translation. One term which appears throughout the original Yiddish text is “vp>713™p
vy RN / krikhndike varshtat,” literally “crawling workshop” or “workbench.” This
appears to be an invented term by Opatoshu, used to render the English “assembly line.”
Yet by choosing to use “krikhndike,” instead of a more literal rendering, Opatoshu
imbued the machinery with a vivid sense of living motion. After wrestling with the
question of whether to retain Opatoshu’s original phrasing or to prioritize usage of the
already-familiar English term, the editors and I ultimately settled on using “crawling
assembly lines” for the first appearance of the term in order to convey Opatoshu’s sense
of movement, then simply “assembly lines” in each subsequent instance, with a couple
of exceptions where context allowed.

Additionally, the wide variety of unfamiliar manufacturing processes that
Opatoshu depicted were sometimes a challenge to parse. One such instance was his

® Ford and Fordism were hot topics in the Yiddish press of the late 1920s, particularly during and after the
Sapiro libel trial of 1927. See: Louis Miller, “Sheloy osani Ford!” Der Tog, February 5, 1927, p.8; B. Ts.
Goldberg, “Kindershe hent shafn shvere milyonen far Henri Ford,” Der Tog, April 16, 1927, p.7; Meylekh
Epshteyn, “Ba Henri Ford,” Morgn-Frayhayt, March 4, 1928, p.7; Moshe Nadir, “Ford-verts,” Morgn
frayhayt, December 22, 1928, p.7; and “Di shtot Detroyt,” Morgn frayhayt, December 23, 1928, p.5.

* The exact date of its publication is difficult to ascertain due to a lack of digitized issues of Der Tog from
1929, but the article also appeared with minor changes in Warsaw’s Naye folkstsaytung on May 17, 1929.
See Joseph Opatoshu, “Bay Fordn in fabrik,” Naye folkstsaytung, May 17, 1929, p.6.

® Eugene McCarraher, The Enchantments of Mammon: How Capitalism Became the Religion of
Modernity (Harvard University Press, 2019), 364.

® Eugene McCarraher, The Enchantments of Mammon: How Capitalism Became the Religion of
Modernity (Harvard University Press, 2019), 362.


https://www.thehenryford.org/visit/ford-rouge-factory-tour/?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Partnerships-FRFT-WFX&utm_content=&utm_term=river%20rouge%20tour&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=12244991001&gclid=CjwKCAjwpMTCBhA-EiwA_-MsmUrM4-xgCLyrm33SDvS_68d6AwiCMjOAN6YbdAjprLRMgnPCvdCWKRoCkYgQAvD_BwE
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description of workers who “rode alongside” the assembly line “on low, padded carts.”
Another appeared near the end of the piece: a vaguely phrased scene in which “di reder
zenen aroyf af di shines.” In each of these cases, understanding the mechanical
processes involved was an essential step in rendering the translation properly. Such an
understanding would have been difficult if not for a 1928 documentary produced by
Ford, showing the whole Model A assembly line. I encourage readers to watch it after
reading (or re-reading) Opatoshu’s piece in order to gain a visual sense of the factory
environment and the processes which he described.

Throughout, Opatoshu compares the factory and the industrial processes around
and within it to living things: locomotives pant, cranes “stoop like camels,” and the
factory itself moans, trembles, and shivers. Juxtaposed with this ensouled machinery
are men: mechanized humans, workers who inhabit the machinery and are yet dwarfed
by it, living soot-smeared half-lives at constant risk of injury or death. Particularly
poignant is Opatoshu’s depiction of a worker, “a withered man without hands,” who has
himself been incorporated into the machinery of the factory, “[holding] a whistle in his
mouth” and blowing signals for shift changes — maimed by the machinery, then made a
part of it.

Opatoshu’s depiction of the factory as a place where man and machine blur
together is of a kind with Diego Rivera’s famous 1932 “Detroit Industry” frescoes. These
monumental works, commissioned by the Ford Motor Company to adorn the walls of
the Detroit Institute of Arts, portray the River Rouge factory as a living stage for the
elemental interplay of animal and mechanical forces, where workers inhabit and
resemble machinery, but ultimately exert mastery over it. Though Rivera’s work was
commissioned by Ford, he used the frescoes as an opportunity to criticize the
dehumanizing nature of industrial labor, its role in the promotion of war and the
destruction of nature, and to suggest the liberatory possibilities of leftism. The frescoes
drew criticism from Detroit’s industrialist class and were nearly destroyed.” Drawing on
a tradition of Yiddish writing such as Morris Rosenfeld’s Sweatshop, Opatoshu’s work,
like Rivera’s, assimilates the aesthetic vocabulary of Fordism — the ensouled machine,
the supremacy of the mechanical, the factory as a site of primeval, divine creation — and
turns it on its head. The reader is left with a sense of unease and concern for the
“blunted and dulled” workers who suffer and toil in the shadow of great machines,
risking their lives and their humanity “in Ford’s factory.”

" “Detroit Industry Murals, Detroit Institute of Arts,” National Park Service, accessed August 5, 2025.
https://www.nps.gov/places/detroit-industry-murals-detroit-institute-of-arts.htm



https://youtu.be/clYNiITQ-PA?si=338g228M8_xKpRnL&t=1482
https://www.nps.gov/places/detroit-industry-murals-detroit-institute-of-arts.htm
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In Ford’s Factory

One hundred and thirty thousand workers. — Every fifty seconds an automobile is
produced. Four hundred accidents a day. — Every three to four minutes a wounded
worker is taken to the hospital. — The accidents in Ford’s factories are not reported in
the Detroit press. (Information)®

Outside Detroit in a brightly lit building — wider than it is tall, more like a museum than
an office — people gather from around the whole world. They come to visit Ford’s
factory. It seems that nobody comes to Detroit without making a stop here. The only
exception, I've found, are some native Detroiters who haven’t yet seen the factory and
aren’t even eager to take a look. Ford isn’t well-loved in his own city. He’s considered a
stranger, a miser, and, what’s more, he doesn’t get involved with the community or give
generously.

Every visitor to the Ford factory must sign a paper saying that whatever should
happen - if something falls on his head; if a machine takes off a foot, a hand; if molten
scrap burns out an eye, a chunk of flesh; if a furnace or boiler explodes; whatever
disaster or calamity that occurs— then he won’t take the firm to court.

Thus undersigned, we — men, women and children — got into a bus that waited in
front of the office. As the bus pulled away, the brat in the driver’s seat began reciting the
same old story he tells on the hour for every new party of visitors. “This many thousands
of acres of land, this many thousands of tons of coal...”

The bus rocked down a concrete road, and the brat's remark rang in my ears — “A
million millions, millions of millions.”

Taller and taller buildings rose up all around us, crammed with soot-blackened
windowpanes, with glass eaves and roofs. The buildings evoked the old train stations of
Paris and Berlin.

Locomotives panted, moving gruffly, switching from one set of rails to another,
throwing off plumes of smoke which, rather than flying off every which way, stood still
in the humid air instead and caught in one’s throat, in one’s nose.

Wherever you turned: the overgrown chimneys of glassworks and iron foundries,
cranes stooped like camels, mountains of coal, heaps of sand, rusted skeletons of ships
laid one atop the other, one over the other. °

The bus cut across the rails, drove along a small path, and turned onto a bridge
suspended over running water. A whole fleet of cargo ships and boats, vessels with
haughty noses and taut flags, rode at anchor while workers, like a swarm of locusts,

¥ This epigraph of sorts is an artifact of this piece having originally run in a newspaper, serving as a kind of
“teaser” for the article and providing additional context for readers.This and the following footnotes are
those of the translator.

¥ Ships past their prime were broken up on the factory grounds for scrap iron, as seen in this photograph.


https://www.thehenryford.org/collections-and-research/digital-collections/artifact/422674

In geveb: A Journal of Yiddish Studies (October 2025)

moved along from all sides loading and unloading goods. Red letters fluttered over the
land, over the water, telling of the Legendary Ford, of the Kingdom of Ford."

Our guide threw open a double door and a sour wave of air, tasting of nitric acid
and rust, slapped me across the face and made it difficult to breathe.

All the clamor, the whistling, the drilling, and the rattling temporarily clouded my
vision. Little by little, wheels began to resolve themselves, and then spiral conveyors,
crawling assembly lines," steel and copper boilers and, with each turn of the head:
pipes, pipes, pipes... Wide leather belts looped around everywhere, coiling around
motors, around wheels, moaning in the walls. The windowpanes, the exposed entrails of
the machinery, even the stone floor itself — everything shivered and trembled.

Suddenly I grabbed at my leg and shoulder, feeling a burning sensation. I looked
about. We stood before the open portholes of the blast furnaces, where thousands of
tons of coal melted, poured, and flashed into fire, announcing their role as the soul of all
factories. Gazing into the flames through a blue piece of glass, I thought of the mystical
“nehar dinur” (river of fire)"* and it became clear to me why the ancients had worshiped
fire since time immemorial: it is that which cleanses all filth and yet remains, itself,
unblemished.

Then, at last, I saw the people. Greasy and gloomy, the workers stood around the
workbenches, around the boilers and furnaces, appearing tiny and insignificant. Each
man held a different tool, standing ready, waiting for the crawling workbench to draw
close. The workbench was full of raw engine parts. One worker would lower a drilling
machine, the second would adjust a bolt, and before you could blink—the engine part
was already moving further along. One piece would get riveted, bolted to the second,
and in an instant you had a whole engine.

The workers stood, one next to the other, lying in wait to pounce on the raw auto
parts, careful to stay back from the open maws of the cutting-machines, the sparkling
drills, the winding belts, terrified that all these demons might suddenly take off a hand
or a chunk of their head.

Workers, busying themselves underneath the car skeletons, rode alongside on
low, padded carts strapped to their backsides, sliding after the assembly line like
cripples.

' The Ford logo was indeed ubiquitous in the River Rouge turning basin and unloading inlet, the area
Opatoshu describes. Cargo vessels of the Ford fleet deposited raw materials there for the consumption of
the factory. The Ford fleet did not adopt a flag until the 1940s, and photos from the late 1920s and early
1930s show no flags in this area. That the logo “fluttered” is likely Opatoshu taking a bit of creative liberty.
One can, however, see the Ford logo on train cars and on the smokestacks of ships in photographs from
the time.

" “Krikhndike varshtatn” — ‘Crawling workbenches.”

'2 A “river of fire,” portrayed in Daniel 7:10 as flowing from beneath God’s throne in heaven. In the Zohar it
is described as a place where “the souls of the righteous bathe and cleanse themselves” and “the souls of
the wicked are sentenced in it and consumed by it like straw by fire.” (Zohar Vayikra 40:278, trans.
Michael Berg)


https://www.zohar.com/zohar/Vayikra/chapters/40
https://www.thehenryford.org/collections-and-research/digital-collections/artifact/517777#slide=gs-558250
https://www.thehenryford.org/collections-and-research/digital-collections/artifact/103123#slide=gs-444032
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It was lunchtime. Every fifteen minutes a long whistle blew. Workers traded
places. Those who had already eaten budded up around the assembly line and the
hungry ones dispersed, some lining up by the bathrooms, others around the tin pots of
steaming food. They bought bowls of soup, bottles of milk, sandwiches, and “you call
that a beer?”*

A whistle pierced the air, screaming over the clamor. On one side stood a
withered man without hands. Both were torn off just above the elbow. He held a whistle
in his mouth and gave signals.

An acquaintance of mine who had worked seven years at Ford’s factory pointed at
the signaler:

“If you lose a hand, a foot, or even both hands at Ford’s, he gives you a job for
life.”

An overseer came around and recognized my acquaintance. My acquaintance
introduced us. He stuck out a stump of a hand—just two fingers—for me to shake, and
added:

“A drill machine tore ’em off.”

“Did you at least get a good payoff?”

“Ford has his price,” the overseer smiled. “Two hundred dollars per finger.”
“That cheap?”

“Ford claims he really owes you nothing — but that he gives out of kindness.”
“He said this to you?”

“Who talks with him? Who sees him? I've worked here fifteen years already, and
I've only seen Ford three times. The first time he came with an English prince, the
second time with Chaplin, and the third with some sort of Russian prince.”*

'® Prepackaged sandwiches, hot soup, milk, and other small treats were available for purchase by
workers at the River Rouge plant during their 15-minute lunch break each shift. In 1929 Ford’s contracted
food vendors fed 100,000 workers each day at the Rouge plant. “You call that a beer/Oykh mir bir’ likely
refers to root or ginger beer, or some other carbonated beverage, available for purchase. It may also be a
facetious nod at the lengths to which Henry Ford went in order to discourage his workers from drinking
alcohol. Ford employees who wanted to qualify for his famous “$5 a day” wage were required to
cooperate with the company’s Sociological Department. The department conducted random inspections
of their families, homes, and activities to ensure that they lived in “desirable” conditions and did not
engage in “undesirable” behaviors such as drinking, speaking languages other than English at home, or
hosting lodgers.

4 Charlie Chaplin visited Ford’s Highland Park plant in 1923. Prince Edward, later King Edward VIII,
visited the same plant in 1924. A worker such as this who had worked “fifteen years already” for Ford
would have worked at Highland Park before the completion of the River Rouge plant in 1928. “Some sort
of Russian prince” may in fact be a winking reference to visits by Soviet dignitaries. The USSR signed a
deal with Ford Motor Company in 1929 to open two auto plants in Russia modeled after the River Rouge
complex. See B. Smolyar, “Ford, Sovetn-Rusland, un tsvey Yidn,” Der Tog, July 17, 1929, p.4.

6


https://www.thehenryford.org/collections-and-research/digital-collections/artifact/29248
https://time.com/archive/6652560/foreign-news-the-visit/
https://www.thehenryford.org/explore/blog/lunch-at-ford-motor-company
https://www.thehenryford.org/collections-and-research/digital-resources/popular-topics/sociological-department
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The overseer realized he’d been idle too long and left us to stand there.

We arrived at the exit. What we saw now on the assembly line was a finished
automobile, lacquered and shining. The wheels got onto the rails.” Gasoline was poured
in, the engine was cranked, and the “golem” came to life and started panting. And then,
with the blow of the whistle, the automobile drove out of the factory, to circle an empty
lot.

I was overcome by pity for the man who drills holes and screws bolts for
twenty-four hours a day, who grows blunted and dulled after five, six, years of work, all
so that Ford might fulfill his mad goal of producing an automobile in less than a minute.

It was then I recalled that Ford reads the Bible before bed. Surely he knew the
story of Adoyni-Bezek, who cut the thumbs off of seventy kings.* It could occur to Ford
to do something crazy himself: he could cut a finger each from
one-hundred-and-thirty-thousand workers so that, for twenty-six-million dollars, he
could have the pleasure of seeing his madness through to the very end.

1929.

'® Opatoshu describes the finished car rolling off the end of the assembly line, where its wheels were
guided into a set of rails to keep the automobile still while workers made final adjustments. This process
can be seen in this film.

'8 Judges 1:7 (JPS, 1985) — “And Adoni-bezek said, “Seventy kings, with thumbs and big toes cut off,
used to pick up scraps under my table; as | have done, so God has requited me.” Adoni-Bezek is given
the same treatment when he is captured by the Israelites — an act of poetic justice that Opatoshu would
have known when making this reference.


https://youtu.be/clYNiITQ-PA?si=338g228M8_xKpRnL&t=1482
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