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INTRODUCTION

Working Americans 1880-2010 Volume XI: Inventors & Entrepreneurs is the eleventh 
volume in the Working Americans series. Like its predecessors, this work profiles the 
lives of Americans—how they lived, how they worked, how they thought—decade 
by decade. Earlier volumes focus on economic status or social issues. More recent 
volumes focus on a specific group of Americans—like immigrants in Volume VIII 
and athletes in Volume X. This volume highlights American ingenuity—men and 
women with a mission. They are the folks who struggled to reach for the American 
dream with new inventions, improved products, or perseverance, plain and simple. 

Praise for earlier volumes—
“this volume engages and informs, contributing significantly and meaningfully
to the historiography of  the working class in America…a compelling and well-

organized contribution for those interested in social history and the complexities 
of  working Americans.”

Library Journal

“… the Working Americans approach to social history is interesting 
and each volume is worth exploring ...”

“these interesting, unique compilations of  economic and social facts, figures,
and graphs…support multiple research needs [and] will engage and

enlighten patrons in high school, public, and academic library collections.”
Booklist

“[the author] adds to the genre of  social history known as 
‘history from the bottom up’ 

…Recommended for all colleges and university library collections.”
Choice

“the volume succeeds at presenting various cultural, regional, economic and 
age-related points of  view… [it is] visually appealing [and] certainly a 

worthwhile purchase…”
Feminist Collections

“… promises to enhance our understanding of  the growth and 
development of  the working 

class over more than a century.’ It capably fulfills this promise… recommended 
for all types of  libraries. ”

ARBA
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INTRODUCTION

All eleven volumes, regardless of economic status, time period, or specific focus, 
offer a unique, almost uncanny, look at those Americans whose talents, desires, 
motivations, struggles, and values shaped—and continue to shape—this nation. 
Without exception, the 365 individuals profiled in the eleven volumes of this Working 
Americans series are working toward their version of the American dream.  

Volume XI: Inventors & Entrepreneurs takes you:
To Hershey, PA, where Milton Hershey perfected his recipe for milk chocolate  
in 1907;
Onto the drawing table of Grace Wiederseim, creator, in 1917, of the still rec- 
ognizable Campbell Kids;
To NYC’s Wall Street in 1928, where Joseph Ridgeway experienced the highs  
and lows of a stock pool manager;
Behind the scenes of the U.S. Navy in Falmouth, MA, where Lt. Mary Sears  
overcame prejudices in 1945 that still exist 55 years later; 
Into a 1954 courtroom where FM radio inventor Edwin Armstrong was left so  
depressed over the legal battle in which RCA claimed ownership of his designs 
and patents, that he claimed his own life; 
To Los Angeles, CA, where, in 1967, Dr. Harry Coover discovered Super Glue  
by accident—a substance that literally stopped the bleeding;
Inside a bottle of Liquid Paper, invented in 1976 by Bette Graham, who grew  
tired of fixing her mistakes by retyping entire pages;
To Jackson, SC in 1986, where soybean farmer James Jarrett built rifles so accu- 
rate that customers waited up to 12 months to own one; 
To the shores of the Pacific Ocean in 2008, where young Ray Banatao and his  
brother launched a greener surfboard.

Arranged in 12 chapters, this newest Working Americans includes three Profiles 
per chapter for a total of 36. Each profile offers personal insight using Life at Home, 
Life at Work and Life in the Community categories. These personal topics are fol-
lowed by historical and economic data of the time. Historical Snapshots chronicle 
major milestones. Various Innovation charts list products and ideas born is a spe-
cific year. Timelines include Chocolate Making, Refrigeration, Business Machines 
and Fast Food Restaurants. A variety of News Features puts the subject’s life and 
work in context of the day. These common elements, as well as specialized data, 
such as Selected Prices, in currency of the time, punctuate each chapter and act as 
statistical comparisons between decades. The 36 men and women profiled in this 
volume represent all regions of the country, and a wide variety of age and ethnicity. 
The Table of Contents provides a detailed list. 

Like the other ten volumes in this series, Working Americans 1880-2010 Volume 
XI: Inventors & Entrepreneurs is a compilation of original research (personal 
diaries and family histories) plus printed material (government statistics, commer-
cial advertisements, and news features). The text, in easy-to-read bulleted format, 
is supported with hundreds of graphics, such as photos, advertisements, pages from 
printed material, letters, and documents.

All eleven Working Americans volumes are “point in time” books, designed 
to illustrate the reality of that particular time. Some Americans portrayed in this 
11th volume realized the American dream and some did not. Many of their stories 
continue.

Position 16 305115 GHP-txt-Working                                            10-10-25     04:42:08 



21

1886 Profile

Shoe manufacturing would never be the same after Jan Matzeliger, the son of a Dutch 
engineer, invented a machine that would attach the shoe’s upper to the sole, and revo-
lutionize the shoe-making industry.

Life at Home
Jan Ernst Matzeliger’s inventive mind did not create the modern shoe; he simply  
made it affordable.
Born in the Dutch colony of Dutch Guiana, or Surinam, in 1852,  
Jan was the son of a Dutch engineer who headed the government’s 
machine works in the capital city.
Because most of the colony was located at or below sea level, the  
Dutch, with the labor provided by some 300,000 West African 
slaves, had built numerous dikes and seawalls to reclaim the land 
from the sea.
Jan’s mother was a slave on one of the 800 sugar plantations  
stretched across the island.
Ethnically and culturally diverse families were common in Surinam,  
where slaves outnumbered the white Dutch settlers 14 to one.
But Jan never saw his mother after his earliest years and spent most  
of his youth with his father and paternal aunt in Paramaribo.
When he was 10 years old his father entered him in a machine  
apprentice program.
There he learned to cut and shape metal on a fast-moving lathe  
and how to manipulate other power-operated machines.
At age 19, Jan followed the lure of the sea, serving two years as a  
merchant seaman before coming ashore in Philadelphia.
There he found his options limited by his Dutch-African heritage,  
as well as his inability to speak more than a few words of English.
Unfortunately, the Panic of 1873, one of the worst depressions in  
United States history, was also underway. Jan Matzeliger’s invention revolutionized the 

shoe making industry.
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WORKING AMERICANS  1880–2010 VOLUME XI: INVENTORS & ENTREPRENEURS

The economic downturn was triggered by the overbuilding of railroads and  
speculation in the bonds that underwrote their construction.
Nearly 90 railroad companies disappeared; more than 18,000 other businesses  
dependent on the railroads went bankrupt.
Unemployment surged to 14 percent. 
Initially, Jan managed only to find a string of unfulfilling odd jobs, despite being  
a skilled machinist, before becoming an apprentice at a shoemaking shop.
The shoe factory was stocked with the revolutionary McKay stitching  
machines that helped bring automation to the shoe-making industry.
A McKay was capable of sewing the outer soles of shoes to the inner soles;  
previously, this time-consuming operation was done by hand. 
After attending a Philadelphia exhibition that showcased Lynn, Massachusetts,  
as the shoe-making center of America, Jan decided to move there to pursue 
his dream of being an inventor.

Life at Work
By the time Jan Matzeliger was 26, he left Philadelphia for Lynn, Massachusetts,  
the shoe-making capital the world.
Although he arrived in Lynn with few possessions, Jan had carefully charted  
the course he would take to realize his ambitions.
First, he found a job operating a McKay stitching machine for the M. H.  
Harney Company and rented a room at the West Lynn Mission on Charles 
Street in the area of town populated by African-Americans.
To get on the fast track to citizenship, Jan enrolled in night school to learn  
English.

Jan enrolled in night school to learn English.

McKay stitching machine.
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He also purchased a set of books called  Popular Educator and a five-volume 
series called Science for All to further improve himself.
Jan then used a second-hand set of drafting instruments to draw out his  
mechanical innovations every night after the grind of 10-hour work days in 
the shoe factory.
For pleasure, Jan painted landscapes on dishes, oils on canvas, watercolors on  
paper, and made toys for children.
Driven to excel, he spent the majority of his earnings on materials for his  
projects, often while neglecting basic creature comforts.
Sometimes he denied himself proper warmth during the New England winters,  
proper rest and nourishment; cornmeal mush was his standard meal.
Even with the labor-saving innovations like the McKay, the shoe industry was  
still far from being fully mechanized in the 1880s.
The process of fastening the shoe upper to the inner sole or “lasting”  
was an intricate process which defied the most exhaustive attempts at 
mechanization.
As a result, the men who did this work, known as lasters, were the most skill- 
ful and best paid workers in the shoe industry; their detail-oriented step in the 
making of shoes had to be done completely by hand.

Attaching the shoe upper to the inner sole was one of  the few steps not automated.

But because most of the steps that led up to this crucial phase were mecha- 
nized and “lasting” was not, hundreds of nearly completed shoes often piled 
up while waiting for the laster to do his work.
An experienced laster could process 50 or 60 pairs of shoes per day. 
Gordon McKay, who manufactured the stitching machine, had spent $120,000  
in a fruitless attempt to build a machine that could form, shape, tug, pleat, 
hold and tack like a human laster.
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McKay eventually invented a machine that was serviceable for heavy shoes and  
boots but useless for pointed shoes or thin leather customary in fine women’s 
shoes, the mainstay of the city’s shoe production. 
In the factory, Jan heard the repeated boasts of the lasters that “no machine  
can replace us unless it grows fingers.”
Jan was intrigued by the possibilities of the “impossible” invention. 
It was to be his path to recognition. 
Day after day he carefully watched the lasters’ step-by-step process as they  
executed the delicately complex manipulations of their trade, memorizing 
every phase. 
Then, every night after work, Jan sketched out the details; by 1880 he had  
built a model from wooden cigar boxes, elastic and wire for which he was 
offered $50.
Jan rejected this offer and proceeded with plans to fabricate a metal model,  
which he knew would be both ambitious and expensive.
His $9.00-a-week pay prevented him from moving as quickly as he would have  
liked, even when supplemented with part-time jobs such as driving coach-
loads of young people.

Realizing his need for more working space and access to machine tools, Jan  
parlayed his mechanical aptitude into a job with Beal Brothers Shoe Company, 
where he was given access to both space and tools.
He scoured junkyards and factory dumps for discarded levers, pulleys, gears  
and cams which he reworked to his specifications.
After two years of solitary work, he created a crude working prototype which  
he filed for a patent on January 24, 1882.
The resulting 15-page text and drawings was so complex, an inspector from the  
U.S. Patent Office personally visited Jan to have him explain the invention.
At this point, financing became a serious issue. 
In order to produce a model that would work under demanding factory condi- 
tions, Jan needed precision parts manufactured in a professional machine shop.
Obtaining the necessary capital meant giving up the rights to a portion of the  
future profits; this was simply the first step in the long process of getting a 
patent.
Thanks to his reputation as a skilled machinist, Jan obtained the financial  
backing he needed from Charles H. Delnow and Melville S. Nichols in return 
for two-thirds of all eventual profits—a substantial price to pay to see his 
dream fulfilled.
His lasting machine patent was issued on March 20, 1883, with Delnow and  
Nichols listed as assignees.

For his invention, Jan needed precision parts manufactured in a professional machine shop.
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Jan’s experimental machine took three years of hard work, soaring excitement,  
and deep despair to complete.
Some days he was unsure if he would ever be successful. 
Jan demonstrated his machine on May 29, 1885. 
The device flawlessly fashioned 75 pairs of shoes that day—indis- 
tinguishable from handmade shoes—and produced them five times 
faster than a human laster could.
A hand operation that previously required highly paid, skilled workers  
five to six minutes per shoe could now be done in one minute.
And Jan’s invention could handle all shoe styles, including women’s  
pointed-toe shoes made of various grades of leather.
The impossible had become a reality. 
Once a worker placed an insole and upper on Jan’s last machine, it  
drove a tack, turned the shoe, pleated the leather, drove another tack, 
then turned the shoe—until the process was completed.
In 1886 Jan sold the consolidated hand method lasting machine  
company all rights to his patents for more than $15,000 in stock.
As use of the lasting machine spread, the price of shoes fell rapidly— 
from an average $6.00 a pair to $3.00.
Advertisements sprouted in newspapers across the nation touting $3.00  
shoes; entire companies sprang up to meet the demand for less expen-
sive shoes.
With his newfound wealth, Jan bought a house, on the same street  
as his commercial backers, and rented the house to the couple with whom he 
had boarded for years.

Life in the Community: Paramaribo, Surinam, and Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania

Surinam, the Dutch colony where Jan Matzeliger was born, was settled by  
men and women from Holland’s most prominent families.

Jan’s new machine.

The Matzeliger family in Surinam.
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Built from bricks that had been carried as ballast in the hulls of sailing ships  
and topped by red tile roofs, the homes in Paramaribo resembled gingerbread 
houses.
In fact, if  not for the orange trees, royal palms, and tamarinds which lined the  
streets and walkways, the city looked like a piece of Amsterdam transported 
to the New World.
The river docks where Jan and the other boys of Paramaribo played were  
filled with merchant steamships from all over the world.
The Dutch were proud of their reputation as formidable seamen, and Jan was  
no different from the average young Dutchman in this respect.
In 1871 he sailed with the Dutch East India Company for two years before  
landing in Philadelphia.

In the 1870s Philadelphia was a black cultural  
center with a black-owned and operated hos-
pital, black newspapers, and was the home of 
the largest contingent of black entrepreneurs in 
the world.
Although Philadelphia was a leading manu- 
facturing city, Jan found his career path handi-
capped by his Dutch African heritage and his 
limited understanding of racial interaction in 
America. 
The black population of Philadelphia  
was 4 percent, the largest of any major north-
ern city, but Jan formed no close relation-
ships because of the cultural differences with 
African-Americans with whom he lived.
Also, the panic of 1873 and the five-year depres- 
sion that followed increased black unemploy-
ment in Philadelphia to 70 percent by 1876.

Between 1873 and 1876, 18,000 businesses failed and half a million workers  
lost their jobs in one of the worst financial disasters in American history.
Frederick Douglass, the most influential black man in America and a former  
resident of Lynn, Massachusetts, spoke at the 1876 Centennial exhibition 
held in Philadelphia, which showcased Lynn as the shoe capital of the world.
After he moved to Lynn, Jan was refused membership in three local churches,  
the Episcopal, Roman Catholic and Unitarian; he never forgot the slights.
He never attempted to join the only black church in town, the African  
Methodist Episcopal church which represented an African-American culture 
he did not understand or relate to.

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
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HISTORICAL SNAPSHOT

1886

A general strike that escalated into the Haymarket Riot built momentum toward  
the eight-hour workday in the U.S.
Emil Berliner began his work that resulted in the invention of the gramophone 
Pharmacist Dr. John Stith Pemberton invented a carbonated beverage that would  
be named Coca-Cola and began advertising his product in the Atlanta Journal
In the case of  Santa Clara County v. Southern Pacific Railroad, the U.S. Supreme 
Court ruled that corporations have the same rights as living persons
The Strange Case of  Dr Jekyll and Mr. Hyde  was first published
Karl Benz patented the first successful gasoline-driven  
automobile, the Benz Patent Motorwagen, which was 
built in 1885
The first trainload of oranges was shipped from Los  
Angeles to the East over the transcontinental railroad
President Grover Cleveland married Frances Folsom in  
the White House, becoming the only president to wed 
in the executive mansion

The American Federation of  
Labor (AFL) was formed by 
26 craft unions led by Samuel 
Gompers 
The first U.S.-based nurses’  
magazine, The Nightingale, 
was published in New York 
City 
Charles Hall filed a patent  
for his process of turning alu-
minum oxide into molten 
aluminum

After almost 30 years of conflict, Apache leader Geronimo surrendered with his  
last band of warriors to General Nelson Miles at Skeleton Canyon in Arizona
William Stanley, Jr. created the first practical alternating current transformer  
device, known as the induction coil
President Grover Cleveland dedicated the Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor 
Heinrich Hertz verified the existence of electromagnetic waves 
Scotch whisky distiller William Grant & Sons was founded 
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Selected Prices
Babies’ Shoes ........................................................................ $0.15
Baking Powder ...................................................................... $0.20
Buggy Carriage ..................................................................$135.00
Coffee, Pound ....................................................................... $0.25
Dental Fees, Gold Filling ....................................................... $1.00
Horse’s Hoof Ointment, Jar .................................................. $1.00
Men’s Lace Shoes .................................................................. $0.98
Violin ................................................................................... $5.00
Women’s Button Shoes .......................................................... $1.50
Women’s Lace Shoes.............................................................. $0.63
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1990-1999

1916
Nathan’s Famous Hot Dogs 

1921
White Castle Hamburgers 
A&W 

1925
Howard Johnson’s 
Orange Julius 
Maid-Rite 

1932
Krystal  

1934
Steak ’n Shake 

1936 
Carvel Ice Cream 
Papa Gino’s 
Big Boy 

1937 
Krispy Kream 

1939 
Country Kitchen 

1940 
Dairy Queen 

1945 
Baskin Robbins 

1947 
Shoney’s 
Bell’s Burger 

1948 
McDonalds 
In-N-Out-Burger 
CoCo’s 

1950
Whataburger 
Dunkin’ Donuts 

1951
Jack-in-the-Box 

1952 
Kentucky Fried Chicken 
Church’s Chicken 
Fatburger 

1953 
Denny’s 

1954 
Burger King 
Shakey’s 
El Tonto 
Taco Tia 

1958 
International House of Pancakes  
(IHOP)
Sizzler 
Pizza Hut 

1959 
Little Caesars 
Taco Time 
Pancake House 

1960 
Domino’s Pizza 
Hardee’s 

1962 
Taco Bell 

1964 
Arbys 
Blimpie 
Villa Pizza 

Fast Food and Chain Restaurant Timeline 

continued
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“Anheuser-Busch Introduces Wheat Beer Nationwide,” 
St. Louis Business Journal, October 5, 2009:

Anheuser-Busch rolled out Bud Light Golden Wheat nationwide Monday in an effort to 
tap into the surge in popularity of sweeter beers and wheat beers from craft brewers.

Bud Light Golden Wheat marks the third brand extension under the Bud Light 
name following launches of Bud Light Chelada and Bud Light Lime in 2008.

The marketing budget for Bud Light Golden Wheat is about $30 million a year, 
similar to the marketing budget for Bud Light Lime.

St. Louis-based Anheuser-Busch is owned by Belgium-based Anheuser-Busch 
InBev, the world’s largest brewer.

“Opinion: South Carolina’s Laws Too Hurtful on Breweries,” 
Jaime Tenney of Coast Brewing Company, 

The Digital Charleston, May 14, 2009:

So, we’ve been in the beer industry for over a decade now (and by we I mean David 
has been professional brewing for 12 years and we’ve have been operating COAST 
for over 2). We knew the laws when we started the brewery and ran Pop the Cap 
SC, which changed the law allowing beer over 6 percent to be made in SC. Fine and 
Dandy. Except, I am fed up with all the other laws that essentially annihilate small 
breweries to operate successfully. 

We are not allowed to sell direct, self-distribute, or even give a tasting at our 
own brewery. Down right Ridiculous. With the passage of the Microdistillery Bill, 
distilleries now join wineries in the fact that they can have tours, do tastings and sell 
directly to consumers at their place of business. But STILL not beer. What gives?

The SC Beer Wholesalers oppose any legislation that “infringes on the 3-Tier 
system,” that’s what gives. Seems to me that this is downright unconstitutional to have 
these basic rights for wineries and distilleries but not beer. I have never seen such dis-
crimination for a business sector in my entire life. Nor have I seen such absolute political 
power held by a special interest group (though I am sure it happens all the time).

continued
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