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            PROLOGUE
      

         

         THE PHONE CALL
      

         One Dollar a Year
      

         The call came on the morning of 28 May 1940. On the fourteenth floor of the automobile industry giant General Motors’ headquarters in Detroit, Director William S. Knudsen had been at his desk for hours, studying the latest production figures. He had kept his hat on, as always, because he believed he could think more clearly with his hat on his head. But the telephone rang, interrupting his thoughts, so the director brushed aside the spreadsheets and picked up the receiver.

         ‘This is Knudsen’, he said.

         Forty years in the United States had taught him to pronounce his name ‘Nood-sen’ – rather than Knudsen with a K – for the benefit of his fellow Americans, who got their tongues in a twist whenever they tried to mimic the director’s thick Danish accent.

         ‘Mr Knudsen’, the telephone operator replied, ‘the president of the United States wants to speak with you. Here he is now’.

         Moments later, the director was connected to the Oval Office.

         ‘Knudsen?’

         ‘Yes, Mr President’.

         ‘I want to see you in Washington’.

          
      

         President Franklin D. Roosevelt was a busy man. Leading his country out of the Depression that followed in the aftermath of the Wall Street Crash in 1929, his measures had begun to produce some improvements since 1933. The American economy was starting to recover, but now, on the other side of the Atlantic, a crisis of an altogether different kind was brewing. It was almost impossible to turn a blind eye to the threat of war in Europe, which would have far-reaching consequences for America.

         Like other world leaders, Roosevelt had been watching Adolf Hitler with a wary eye since the dictator came to power in Germany in 1933. Hitler’s aggression jeopardised the fragile status quo in Europe after the First World War. New boundaries divided the map of Central Europe, where revolutions and civil wars, such as the one in Spain, battled over a new world order, while Germany struggled to reassert itself after its humiliating defeat in the war and the punitive measures imposed by the Treaty of Versailles. Starving and reduced to poverty, the German people were seduced by Hitler’s loudly proclaimed dream of Das Reich, a strong German empire that would rise from the ashes of war, providing Lebensraum – ‘room to live’ – for their nation towards the east. Throughout the 1930s, Hitler systematically rolled back the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, which curtailed Germany’s military power after its defeat in 1918 by re-introducing military conscription, expanding the German Navy and rebuilding the Air Force with a single goal in mind: the domination of Europe.

         Most people, including powerful statesmen, paid little heed to the chest-beating of a small, defeated nation. For a long time, the threat of another great war was dismissed as mere speculation. But on 1 September 1939, the German invasion of Poland signalled the start of the Second World War in Europe. On 9 April 1940, troops marched into Norway and Denmark, moving so swiftly they landed in the middle of Copenhagen long before Danish cannons on the coast could sound the alarm. The following month, Hitler’s army overran Holland and then Belgium, Luxembourg and France in quick succession. It was a blitzkrieg, a ‘lightning war’, a steady stream of tanks and airstrikes, which, for the first time, aimed for civilian targets such as the Dutch city of Rotterdam.

         Europe was on her knees. Cities were in flames, and a grim caravan of eight million refugees was fleeing along country roads into the provinces of Holland, Belgium and France. With fervent words of defiance, Winston Churchill succeeded Neville Chamberlain as the British prime minister on 10 May 1940. Four days later, Churchill despatched the first of several telegrams to President Roosevelt, pleading for American support:

         ‘As you are no doubt aware’, Churchill wrote, ‘the scene has darkened swiftly. If necessary, we shall continue the war alone and we are not afraid of that. But I trust you realize, Mr President, that the voice and the force of the United States may count for nothing if they are withheld too long. You may have a completely subjugated, Nazified Europe established with astonishing swiftness, and the weight may be more than we can bear’.

         Up to this time, the Americans had been reluctant to intervene in the war in Europe; they had refrained from producing war materiel, resisted pressure to get involved in combat. Roosevelt himself had been a leader of such measures of American unilateralism throughout the 1930s, and American companies were forbidden to sell munitions and military equipment to the countries warring in Europe because America was fighting its way out of its own crisis at home. But now, with Hitler imposing his Nazi agenda on European territory, Roosevelt could no longer delay measures to prepare America for war. Defence production had to be increased massively.

          
      

         On the same day that Roosevelt called William S. Knudsen, the English were embroiled in Operation Dynamo, one of the greatest liberation operations in world history. Around Dunkirk in France, more than 350,000 British, French, Dutch, Belgian and Polish soldiers were trapped in a corridor to the English Channel. From miles away, huge columns of smoke and flames could be seen over the city’s oil harbour. Chaos reigned on the beach, where hundreds of soldiers waited to be evacuated, desperately trying to take cover, while the infernal sound of the German Stuka dive bombers roared overhead. It was clear to America that Churchill and his allies needed help to prevent Europe from imploding like a house of cards. The defeat of Britain was imminent, and General George Marshall, the Chief of Staff of the American Army, feared that a German victory would embolden Hitler to cross the Atlantic and overrun the United States as well.

         ‘If five German divisions landed anywhere on the coast, they could go anywhere they wished’, Marshall warned the president. ‘If you don’t do something, and do it right away, I don’t know what’s going to happen to the country’.

         Roosevelt had spent the preceding days securing political support from Congress. Now he was on the phone to Detroit, asking one of America’s greatest production managers for help.

         ‘You will work on a number of challenges in production‘, he explained to Knudsen. ‘How soon can you be here?’

         ‘The day after tomorrow’, Knudsen replied.

         He agreed to come directly to The White House when he arrived in Washington, D.C., on Thursday, 30 May 1940.

          
      

         The phone call from Washington was not a surprise to Knudsen. A few days earlier, he received a call from Bernard Baruch, a wealthy Wall Street investor, who had been in charge of American armament leading up to and during the First World War and now served as an adviser to President Roosevelt. Baruch warned Knudsen that the president needed an experienced production man to prepare America for the new war.

         ‘The president invited me to The White House’, Baruch said. ‘He asked me to name the three best production men in the country, and I replied: Number one, Knudsen. Number two, Knudsen. And Number three, Knudsen’.

         The Dane was abashed by such high praise from the Wall Street financier.

         ‘Knudsen? Did you hear what I said?’

         ‘Yes’, the Dane replied.

         ‘I think you can expect a call from the president’, Baruch said.

         ‘All right. That’s a big compliment, Mr Baruch. Thank you’.

          
      

         On 9 April 1940, just seven weeks before the call from the Oval Office, the Germans occupied Denmark. Knudsen had firsthand accounts of the war from his family back home in Copenhagen. He was affectionately called ‘Sin’ by his family, and his younger sister Elna described the situation in a heartfelt letter from home:

         
            Dear Sin,
      

            The blackout in Denmark is complete. Not the slightest ray of light reaches our homes. It is a strange feeling, as if we have lost not only those most dear to us but everything we trusted and relied on. What are we to do now? Even though the sun is shining, and even though the birds try to drown out the noise of aeroplanes, we cannot be happy that spring has come, even if we have longed for it all winter. We know not whether to stay indoors or go out.
      

         

         The violation of civilian Danes’ freedom in particular infuriated Knudsen. He had always regarded the Scandinavian countries as exemplary democracies. Now they had to suffer occupation by Nazi soldiers who shouted totalitarian slogans in their streets. In recent times, he had made several speeches urging the American government to prepare itself, ‘as they did before against gangsters, so that if anyone tried to drag them into a war, they would know that their opponent could hit back’.

         For this reason, Knudsen welcomed President Roosevelt’s decision, at the end of May, to request a billion-dollar appropriation from Congress to prepare America for war. Two days before Roosevelt’s appeal to Congress, Knudsen was among the millions of Americans who had huddled by their radios and listened to President Roosevelt reach out to the nation in one of his famous ‘fireside chats’ that were broadcast from the Diplomatic Reception Room. This time, the president assured Americans that they – despite horrendous eye-witness reports from Europe – had nothing to fear at home because America was ready to help its European allies. America would begin their own armament programme without actively going to war.

         ‘For more than three centuries, we Americans have been building on this continent a free society, a society in which the promise of the human spirit may find fulfilment’, the president assured them. ‘Commingled here are the blood and genius of all the peoples of the world who have sought this promise. We have built well. We are continuing our efforts to bring the blessings of a free society, of a free and productive economic system, to every family in the land. This is the promise of America. It is this that we must continue to build and this that we must continue to defend’.

         ‘It is the task of our generation, yours and mine. But we build and defend not for our generation alone. We defend the foundations laid down by our fathers. We build a life for generations yet unborn. We defend and we build a way of life, not for America alone, but for all mankind. Ours is a high duty, a noble task. Day and night, I pray for the restoration of peace in this mad world of ours’, Roosevelt concluded half an hour later.

         And no more than two days later, Roosevelt called up the man who Baruch had recommended for the country’s massive production challenge: William S. Knudsen.

         The day after he received the call, Knudsen flew to New York to request a leave from Alfred P. Sloan, Jr., the president of General Motors. Sloan was reluctant to lose Knudsen now with another great war looming ahead as he knew that General Motors would, in all likelihood, be involved in the war production programme. But Knudsen remained firm.

         ‘My duty lies in what the president of the United States asks me to do’, he told Sloan. ‘I came to this country with nothing. It has been good to me. Rightly or wrongly, I feel I must go’.

         In the end, Sloan relented, and at 11.55 am on 30 May 1940, Knudsen was invited into the Oval Office. On the steps outside, he was met by a veritable mob of photographers and journalists eager to record William S. Knudsen’s arrival at The White House. By that time, the press had already announced that a Dane would be leading the American war production. The day before, 29 May 1940, the headline of the Detroit Free Press ran right across the cover page:

         
            Allies Fight Desperately To Save Trapped Army In North; Knudsen Is Named To Direct Mass Production Of Arms; Ford Says He Can Turn Out 1,000 Fighting Planes A Day
      

         

         As yet, Knudsen had not made any statements to the press. Even though the press had printed numerous detailed articles on the story, Knudsen would only be informed of the president’s plans for war production in the Oval Office. Three billion dollars had been appropriated for a new American defence programme, which had to produce at least 50,000 warplanes. Knudsen would be a member of the newly established National Defense Advisory Commission (NDAC), consisting of seven American industrialists who would help the administration in Washington to transform the civil production of automobiles and refrigerators into the war production of tanks, warplanes and other war materiel. Knudsen was tasked with the supervision of production, assembly lines, subcontractors and agreements with producers across America. In effect, it was his job to coordinate the production of the needs of the military. There was just one problem: In 1939, Knudsen was known as one of America’s highest-paid industrialists, earning a staggering salary of more than $300,000 a year plus a bonus, which amounts to about $4.2 million today. The production man was ranked the tenth-highest-paid person in the United States, outdone only by Hollywood megastars. American law prescribed that Knudsen had to take a leave from his civil job.

         Just before Knudsen was ushered into the Oval Office, Roosevelt’s closest adviser, Harry L. Hopkins, took Knudsen aside. Hopkins explained that even though the job in Washington was a full-time position, Knudsen could not receive a salary, except for a symbolic fee of $1 a year. This regulation was in place to circumvent accusations that the United States government was dictated to by industrial America.

         ‘I don’t expect any paycheck’, Knudsen replied to Hopkins without hesitation.

         From this moment on, Knudsen was known as the One Dollar Man.

         From Rags to Riches
      

         After President Roosevelt’s commission of the NDAC, Washington was abuzz with talk. How could America ever match the German war machine that had been under construction for several years? Was it true, as General Marshall believed, that there was little they could do if German troops landed on the east coast? And who was this William S. Knudsen anyway? Could he produce anything other than automobiles and assembly lines? And how on earth was he supposed to strike a workable balance between political ambitions, the massive requirements of the military and the industrialists’ war profiteering?

         While Knudsen set up his new office on the fifth floor of the Federal Reserve Building on Constitution Avenue in the heart of Washington, journalists grabbed pen and paper and began digging for the backstory of this automobile man from Detroit. Newspapers, magazines and radios broadcast headlines with catchy slogans like ‘Personality of the Day’, ‘Man of the Week’ or ‘Man of the Year’. Each article was building the public image of William S. Knudsen like a puzzle. The One Dollar Man’s ascent up the corporate ladder was described from that day he arrived at The White House and bowed to President Roosevelt – in old-fashioned European style, the press observed – before shaking his hand and accepting his role as adviser to the United States of America.

         Some reporters portrayed Knudsen in terms of archetypal American stories of the self-made man, who came from nothing and made his fortune; the phrase ‘rags to riches’ often appeared in print. With a handful of dollars in his pocket, William S. Knudsen came to America from Copenhagen in the spring of 1900, readers and listeners learned, just 21 years old and a mere cycle mechanic who taught himself to speak English by listening to children on the streets. Gradually, he had climbed the ladder to success.

         ‘He used his head and his hands and his honesty and his understanding of other men to climb up to a salary high in six figures; and now he is working harder than he ever worked in his life … for $1 a year, and for the America that has given him the opportunities that did not exist in the Old World’, one ecstatic journalist wrote.

         This was a classic Horatio Alger story. That’s who this man, William S. Knudsen, was. In the second half of the eighteenth century, Alger had written a series of coming-of-age novels about a hero who – by sheer grit and determination, the stuff that William S. Knudsen was made of – forged his way from a humble childhood to wealth and success.

          
      

         Knudsen was grateful to the nation. America had treated him well for four decades, and he had become an American patriot and a passionate advocate of ‘the American way of life’.

         ‘When I came to America, I had $20. Now I have all the money I need, a nice home and a fine family. What more can any man ask? This country has been very, very good to me, and when the president of this country asked me to come down to Washington because he thought maybe I could do the United States some good in speeding up armament, I came to Washington’, Knudsen explained in an interview with Motor Magazine that summer.

         A few weeks later, while appearing as a guest on NBC radio’s show ‘I’m An American’, Knudsen was asked if he imagined that his rise from immigrant boy to a man entrusted with the future of the American nation could have happened in a different country. ‘I don’t think so’, Knudsen replied and explained how the freedom of America drew him across the Atlantic. This freedom had allowed him to carve out his own luck ever since.

         ‘I don’t believe it could happen in any other country nowadays’, he remarked, pointing out that America is constantly reborn because people like him were open and allowed new ideas to take hold and grow.

         With the headline ‘Knudsen is the Dane who will make Hitler regret he took Denmark’, one newspaper wrote that you have to know the full story about Knudsen to understand who and what Roosevelt had brought to Washington.

         ‘To understand the production man Knudsen, you have to understand both the immigrant and the cycle mechanic Knudsen and the automobile magnate Knudsen, one journalist wrote by way of introduction to his portrait of Knudsen.

         Other newspapers followed suit, and the American press did their homework, delving into Knudsen’s background, a man whose talent for organising men and machines and managing complex production lines prompted Henry Ford to bring Knudsen to Detroit. When he worked for the Ford Motor Company, Knudsen supervised the assembly lines of 28 production plants throughout America, as well as three operations in Europe. On Knudsen’s watch, the Ford Motor Company produced one million cars a year. This was unprecedented in the history of the automobile industry. When Knudsen fell out with Ford and moved on to General Motors, he supervised the production line of the Chevrolet brand. By the end of the 1920s and the early 1930s, Knudsen had neutralised the competition, including Ford, and General Motors reigned supreme worldwide in the low-price automobile market, which earned Knudsen an office on the fourteenth floor of General Motors. He was a director at one of the greatest companies in the world, with more than 250,000 employees. It was clear to every reader that William S. Knudsen was a man of superlative success.

         Other journalists emphasised that Roosevelt had brought an effective and well-respected industrialist to town. It was true that the tall Dane with the build of a lumberjack was known for being a little rough around the edges. He cussed a great deal when he spoke, which offended the sensibilities of some, but most people liked doing business with him. He was a sought-after speaker for companies, organisations, university students and factory workers alike, who all appreciated a boss who was unafraid of getting his hands dirty on the factory floor whenever he began tinkering with a machine to find a solution by himself.

         ‘Bill Knudsen is big of body and big of soul. He is big of impulse and big in his conception of life. Because of his physical bulk and his somewhat deliberate fashion of speech, persons not well acquainted with him are apt at first to get the impression that he is slow also of thought. They soon learn their mistake. Beneath his tousled thatch of gray hair, behind his twinkling eyes, his winning smile, the Knudsen mind works with machine-gun rapidity. It is the direct and orderly mind of a true executive, the sort of mind that focuses on its goal regardless of distracting incidental problems’, one journalist wrote in a tribute to Knudsen.

         ‘Folks in the District of Columbia are going to get a surprise when he settles down to the job’, another newspaper added in its title article in the summer of 1940. ‘He’s so smooth and quiet there won’t be any excitement at all, even though the atmosphere is surcharged with electricity. Bill has some of the attributes of rare old wine: smooth and pleasant and so altogether agreeable that you are not aware of the kick there is to it until you have gone too far. He never raises his voice, never gets “mad”; nothing seems to happen, yet things get done’.

          
      

         These tributes were flattering to a simple man who, when he was fresh off the boat, had to learn to box so he could defend himself among his fellow-labourers at the docks of New York. In time, Knudsen also learned to curb his temperament. Instead of throwing punches, he learnt to play the piano. He loved to read and owned several rare first editions. He was a ‘working man’, who built his first car with his own hands. Now he drove a Cadillac V16 unless his regular chauffeur was at the steering wheel. He also loved sailing boats:

         ‘He is 61, and he looks like a great, healthy, red-faced country dweller if you happen to see him during working hours. But you suffer mild shock should you encounter him that same night at some formal function. In evening clothes he reminds you of some polished Viking ambassador to the Court of St. James. That’s one of the provocative things about him; his many-sidedness. In a blue shirt and a sack suit and lathe and talk nose to nose with a factory worker, and they will be speaking the same language. Or he can talk Sibelius and Brahms and Beethoven with a symphony director. Or books with a collector of first editions. And the way he handles a book, you know his love of books is not phoney. There, indeed, is the whole nub of his character. Nothing about Bill Knudsen is phoney’, one of the portraits of William S. Knudsen declared.

         But in order to succeed in his new job, Knudsen would have to work closely with Franklin D. Roosevelt. The president was not only a lawyer with an elite academic education but also a savvy Democratic politician whose ‘New Deal’ consisted of a host of regulations and interventions that had pulled in the reins of industrial America. Roosevelt firmly believed that the ‘New Deal’ could haul the country out of the depression.

         William S. Knudsen, in contrast, was a staunch Republican and anti-interventionist.

         The press predicted that the stage was set for a showdown between the ‘king of interventions’ and the industrial mogul with a single-minded passion to get things done quickly!

         Who is the Boss?
      

         The same evening of his first meeting with the president in the Oval Office, Knudsen tried to fathom the enormity of the task that lay before him.

         His room in the Mayflower Hotel would be his makeshift HQ until he could find more permanent lodgings in Washington. At his desk in the room, he began jotting down some notes to help him organise his thoughts.

         The challenge he and the other members of the NDAC had been given by the president was simple yet vast: make the American military the greatest in the world, preferably within a couple of years. That the American defence budget had been slashed significantly over recent decades did not help. At the beginning of the First World War, the United States had built the fourth-largest military in the world, but American unilateralism, the country’s focus on the revival of the economy at home after the Great Depression, had depleted its military powers. Poverty and unemployment had taken precedence over ambitions of political power, and America withdrew from the world stage to concentrate on domestic affairs. As a result, the country’s Army shrank. Now the once mighty American Army ranked eighteenth on the list, just one place ahead of Holland, a Lilliputian nation by comparison to the US. The American Air Force had only 1,700 fighters and bombers. In contrast, the Hitler regime was rumoured to have more than 8,000 bombers at their disposal. The NDAC had to close this gap, Knudsen realised.

         But this was not Knudsen’s main concern. He knew that, in the past, he had managed to achieve even the difficult goals that he had set for himself. Back in 1924, for example, when he had announced before a conference room of Chevrolet sellers that he wanted ‘I vant vun for vun’ in his unmistakably thick Danish accent. What Knudsen wanted was for General Motors to match Ford’s sales in the ratio of 1:1. He achieved this goal only three years later, despite everyone’s expectation that the Ford Motor Company’s domination of the market was inviolable.

         Knudsen’s main concern was that no one at the meeting in the Oval Office seemed willing to take responsibility for making the final decisions. As a director in a private company, he was accustomed to someone swinging the whip and delegating orders to others. He knew how to get things done by pushing until he reached his goal. But he soon realised that the rules of the game were different in Washington. Here, people were intent upon power plays and tactical positioning rather than concrete solutions. And the fact that they were dealing with public funds rather than private investment meant that money could not be spent according to the will of just one private individual.

         And so, when the new advisers were gathered in the Oval Office, Knudsen asked the question foremost in his mind outright: ‘Who is the boss?’

         Nervous laughter went round the room.

         Roosevelt joined in the laughter, and then the president said, ‘I guess I am’.

         Even though he had been hand-picked by President Roosevelt, Knudsen did not feel as if his position was a powerful one. In fact, the NDAC had no real decision-making power. This meant that neither the American Army nor its Navy were obliged to follow the recommendations they made. And, as yet, a chairman had not been appointed. On the whole, it seemed as if the NDAC had been assembled in haste and without thorough consideration of its purpose.

         ‘There was quite a lot of confusion’, Knudsen wrote in his notes at the Mayfair Hotel. ‘In true New Deal-style, we have no authority beyond what is delegated piecemeal by the president. Roosevelt outlined somewhat vaguely what I and my co-workers were to do. We were all introduced to the Cabinet members who evidently did not know what we were there for either’.

         This was exactly the kind of political theatrics in general and the actions of President Roosevelt in particular that Alfred P. Sloan, Jr., president of General Motors, had warned Knudsen about when he came to ask his boss for a leave of absence.

         ‘They’ll make a monkey out of you down there,’ Sloan had scoffed.

         Perhaps he was right. Charles F. Kettering, engineer and chief scientist of General Motors, was also concerned about Knudsen, who he had known for many years. In an attempt to take the sting out of the controversial appointment of Knudsen to the NDAC, Kettering declared to the press:

         ‘Bill won’t last. Not because he is not the most capable man for the job, but because nobody who does pioneer work on such a task can ever last. This is also true in private industry. When a big job is to be done which requires the reorganization of a whole structure, enemies are bound to be made. The trailblazer meets with the united opposition of all those who resent such changes’, Kettering said prophetically.

         ‘After he has done his job, no matter how magnificently it has been achieved, he must make way for a second man. The second man has to follow through where he leaves off. But he never stays either. He has to go his way, as another sacrifice, and then comes the third-man – or even a fourth. He is the one who has it easiest, because the groundwork has been done, the foundations have been laid. Bill will do his job and will get no thanks. But he isn’t the kind to want any’, he concluded.

         The day after the meeting at The White House, Knudsen left the hotel early to do what he did best: get an overview, systemise and then put his plans into operation. For starters, Roosevelt had asked for the production of 50,000 warplanes, so Knudsen attended to this task first. Over the next few weeks, Knudsen arranged meetings with generals, factory managers and aviation experts who supplied him with plans, analyses and drawings he could study in detail. When people came to his makeshift office, they occasionally found Knudsen on the floor – on all fours, his ‘thinking hat’ firmly in place on his head – as he tried to make heads or tails of some or other blueprint he had sent for. Once, Knudsen even ordered the motor of a plane to be brought up to his room, so mechanics could take it apart while he carefully observed every move, listening and learning.

          
      

         Knudsen’s co-workers in the Federal Reserve Bank Building soon realised that their new boss was a workaholic. Usually, they came into the office around 9.00 am, but now they took their cue from the One Dollar Man and arrived no later than 8.15 am sharp.

         Knudsen was often driven to the office by his chauffeur, always dressed in a suit and butterfly bow tie, his reading glasses dangling from his neck on a string when he arrived. Most days, the boss stayed in the office till 7:00 or 7:30. Then he would return to the Mayflower for a brief meal before his evening session of meetings in one of the conference rooms in the hotel. As a rule, these meetings were brief and without unnecessary chit-chat, as many people observed:

         ‘Knudsen likes to see things on paper. He doesn’t talk any more than he has to. Col. James H. Burns, executive officer to Assistant Secretary of War Louis Johnson, is liaison man between Knudsen and the Munitions board and is called into Knudsen’s office a dozen times a day. “I’ve never been with him more than four or five minutes at a time,” Col. Burns said in describing Knudsen in action. “He gets right to the point. This is what really happens: “He asks me a question. I give him an answer. He gives me hell – and I get out.” Col. Burns made it clear that the “hell” Knudsen distributed caused no hard feelings. Knudsen, he said, is soft-spoken. He establishes his position as boss through his ability, manifest in the speed with which he grasps one intricate problem after another, rather than by pose or high-pressure’, reported TheNew York Post.

         On a single working day, Knudsen could hold up to twenty meetings – and still find time to draft one of the many speeches that he always wrote by hand on a lined, yellow notepad and then asked his secretary to type it out for him.

         But Knudsen could also be an impatient boss at other times. For example, in one of his first meetings in Washington, someone presented him with a couple of steel-armoured plates that had been joined with multiple rivets.

         ‘That doesn’t make any sense!’ he scoffed.

         When he asked what they were trying to do, he refused to accept the explanation that riveting was the only way to go.

         ‘We spend massive amounts of money on new steel plating so our boys in tanks will be protected from new types of ammunition. But if the bullets hit one of the rivets, they will go straight through the steel and kill the boys anyway’.

         Again, Knudsen was met with objections and remonstrations.

         ‘Why don’t we just weld the plates together?’ he suggested. ‘Then they will be stronger’.

         The others shook their heads. They had tried that already, and it did not work.

         ‘Give me some of those plates,’ Knudsen said. ‘I’ll be sure to take a train to Detroit this afternoon’.

         True to his word, that afternoon Knudsen took a train to Detroit and went straight to a welding factory he knew. When he returned to Washington that evening, the steel plates had been welded together instead of joined by rivets. Coming down the corridor of the Reserve Bank Building, he was met by Edward Foley Jr., adviser to the Finance Ministry, coming the other way. Foley wanted to know what Knudsen was carrying under his arm.

         ‘I was told that welding is not as secure as old-fashioned rivets,’ Knudsen said. ‘So I went to Detroit to get it done. Now I’m going to find those ordnance people and show them’.

         Knudsen was right. When the Army tested the plates, it was apparent that modern machine-gun fire loosened the rivets, which flew in all directions inside like projectiles. The welded steel, on the other hand, held without a problem. As a result, Knudsen’s welding method was used for the production of M-4 Sherman tanks.

          
      

         Within the space of a few weeks, in fact less than a month, Knudsen had managed to broker the first war materiel deals with the American Army and the Navy in the amount of $350 million. But before the ink had dried on these initial contracts, Knudsen and his colleagues came under fire from certain political circles in Washington that argued that they were brought to town for the sole reason of increasing Roosevelt’s appeal to Republican voters in the upcoming presidential election.

         ‘Knudsen was hauled onboard to secure at least two million votes’, according to one anonymous New Deal insider who also revealed to the press that there was dissent in the Democratic Party’s ranks; some people doubted Roosevelt could win sufficient votes among industrialists in the private sector.

         Knudsen faced many critics. A handful of trade unionists accused Knudsen of acting in his own interests, that he was only interested in securing lucrative production contracts for General Motors and his industrialist pals. Some others whispered in the wings that there was a ‘whiff of motor oil’ about the car man. Still others scoffed that the new man in town had a coarse tone and crude language. Political pundits criticised Knudsen’s assertions that it was ‘business as usual’ on the factory floor, while it was clear as day that General Motors’ assembly lines were focussed on putting out war materiel.

         On the other end of the spectrum, people who worked with Knudsen regularly appreciated his direct approach, including his habit of always returning their calls personally with clear answers to their queries.

         While Knudsen battled with a large variety of politicians, officials, journalists, competitors, workers and military men, Hitler continued his march into Europe and overran France. The English just managed to evacuate 338,000 soldiers from the beach at Dunkirk. By mid-June, German troops had occupied Paris, and the French capitulated. Hitler ordered his troops to march east and initiated the Adlerangriff, the ‘eagle attack’ that bombarded England from the air, destroying their aircraft carriers and munitions on the ground. Meanwhile, Germany’s new allies, Italy and Japan, waged war in Asia and allied territory in the south; Europe was at the mercy of Hitler. In England, Winston Churchill was now prepared to go to battle with or without American support. Just a few days after Knudsen had moved into his makeshift office in the Mayflower Hotel in Washington, D.C., Churchill delivered his famous speech to the House of Commons on 4 June 1940:

         ‘We shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender…’.

         As the pressure on America to intervene and support the allies mounted, Roosevelt’s primary response was the production of war materiel at home and express permission to sell munitions to France and Britain. But Hitler was undaunted. He continued to raze Europe, believing it would take America at least two years to produce sufficient munitions and defence machinery to join the war and come to the Allies’ aid.

          
      

         It took Knudsen a long time to find his footing and learn how to negotiate the political games in Washington. He was subjected to criticism from all sides, and he was regularly called to appear before Congress to explain himself:

         ‘Before I came down here, I made up my mind I was going to get along with everybody, and I won’t lie to anyone. I just tell them the truth about what we must do and why and how long it will take. Sometimes we have to change our minds or make new decisions, but I tell the truth about that, too’, as he explained to Motor Magazine.

         In an in-depth interview in The New York Times Magazine, Knudsen shared his views on being in the spotlight of the entire nation. To some, he was seen as the only viable candidate to produce war materiel who could aid the Allies’ war in Europe. Others dismissed him as a nuisance, a hopeless dilettante who would only get in the way.

         ‘When the President asked me to come down here, he told me my job was to equip twelve hundred thousand men with what they need to wear, carry, sleep in, eat and ride in, and I had to get heavy equipment of all kinds for 800,000 more. That is all my job is. After I’ve done that, I’m finished, and what the men are ordered to do rests with those in command of the Army. That’s their business, not mine. I’m just trying to do the job I set out to do, for in a long lifetime I’ve found, that most of the trouble in the world is caused by people sticking their noses in other people’s affairs’, he explained.

         ‘It wasn’t the red tape that bothered me when I got down here. The first thing I had to do was to learn about the things that were to be ordered. What does a fellow who has been building automobiles almost all his life know about rangefinders or bombsights or the calibers of guns? I had to get blueprints and see what the confounded things were like. However, it wasn’t so hard. If anybody is stumped by a few new things after working for forty years, then I say that fellow has wasted his life’, he added.

         By the autumn of 1940, Knudsen even considered quitting his role as adviser and returning to General Motors because it was just too difficult to get anyone to listen to him in Washington – never mind get the production programme on track. Nor did it help that protracted political discussions and complications on the Hill merely delayed American war production further. On occasion, Knudsen felt as if he was wasting his time. But he stuck it out, and to people on the outside of the action, the Dane’s loyalty to Roosevelt and the task he had been entrusted with remained unshakable.

         ‘My boss is my boss no matter where I work, and I think what’s most important is what he thinks of me. America has done a lot of good things for me, and I have American grandchildren. I work for America and for them’, Knudsen said in a radio interview.

         When he travelled across the country, giving speeches to convince companies to back war production in America, he was doing so to support the production strategy he had agreed with Roosevelt. He had found a simple one-liner that he used regularly:

         ‘We must outbuild Hitler’.

         The goal was to surpass the German dictator on the factory floor. But if it was going to work, this strategy required a concerted effort from all Americans, ‘high and low’, Knudsen explained in his speech to the National Association of Manufacturers:

         ‘Down in Washington we are asked if we can do a lot of things. Some of them we can do and some we can’t, but I can assure you this: that the group I work with in the Defense Commission will do everything that is humanly possible to smooth out whatever little difficulties you might have in the execution of your defense orders’, he promised and added:

         ‘We are there to give assistance in every way we can, and all we ask is, give us speed and more speed. Full-time operations of all machines. Talk to your men, make them feel that it is their responsibility as well as yours. Ask them what they think of a civilization that drives women and children to live in cold and wet holes in the ground. We have gone back a thousand years in the last year. Why? Because a few individuals decide the actions of totalitarian nations and democracy is fighting for its life. It makes one shudder to think that brains can devise a situation like this, where we kill the harmless because we want to break the spirit of the people. Let us work and work harder so that the possibility of such barbarism spreading to our shores will be an impossibility forever’.

         Knudsen’s iron will impressed most people. As one reporter wrote that autumn in a portrait of the new man in town:

         ‘If England survives, if the Americans are spared from total war, history will call Denmark’s Knudsen: “The American who beat Hitler”’.

         Now the question was this: Did Knudsen have enough time to disentangle himself from the political games, on the one hand, and convince American business to jump on the wagon on the other?

         Knudsen was methodical. He had a large network and a masterful talent for production. But now the American president had entrusted him a task that would prove to be the greatest challenge of his career.

         Reality had surpassed the wildest fantasy of the young bicycle mechanic who had crossed the Atlantic with little more than a head full of dreams.
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      Shipyard Worker in New York
     

    

    
     While the steamer
     
      SS Norge
      entered The Narrows between Brooklyn and Staten Island, heading for Manhattan, William S. Knudsen was overwhelmed by his impressions: the small boats criss-crossing the strait, weaving between one another before they reached the quayside; the dockworkers busily loading and unloading huge ships; the Statue of Liberty rising above Ellis Island, where the young bicycle mechanic from Copenhagen would soon disembark and request permission to enter the United States; and, at the far end of his vision, there it was, the city he had heard so much about – New York.
    

    
     As a young man, Sin had imagined that New York was a city where anything could be possible, but there was an equal chance his entire fantasy could turn into a fiasco! Passengers milled about on the deck by the hundreds, craning their necks to get a glimpse of their futures. Some burst into song at their first sight of the city, while others clapped their hands and cheered or shed tears of joy.
    

    
     From the deck of the steamer, Knudsen was struck by the sheer size of the buildings that seemed to shoot straight up into the sky. Years later, when he made regular business trips to New York, he recalled the buildings that had greeted him as the
     
      SS Norge
     forged her way to the quayside: Park Row, 31 storeys high, the tallest building in the world at that time; Saint Paul, which was named after the city’s large chapel that stood right across the road from it, was 26 storeys tall; the World Building, with its golden dome; and the Home Life Insurance Building with its impressive roof tower. These were the buildings that dominated the skyline of New York in the next decades, while the population grew exponentially and ultimately surpassed London to become the largest and most densely populated city in the world.
    

    
     The bicycle mechanic stared at the skyline in awe, and before he knew it, the immigration ship had docked at Hoboken, New Jersey, on the other side of the Hudson River, which separated Ellis Island from the hectic city life on Manhattan. Dressed in a pin-striped suit, a grey hat, a woollen scarf and a thick overcoat, Knudsen joined the throng of immigrants headed for the gangway.
    

    
     ‘Hurry up, you square-headed Swede!’
    

    
     These were the first English words that anyone had ever said to him, Knudsen recalled many years later. ‘And I’ve been hurrying ever since’, he remarked drily, whenever talk turned to the challenges that lay ahead in America.
    

    
     On 10 March 1900, the young Dane stepped on American soil for the first time. Next stop was Immigration Control on Ellis Island. Together with his fellow passengers from Third Class, Knudsen was ferried to the island on a small barge.
    

    
     ‘Lignius Toul Wilh Knudsen’, 20-year-old from Copenhagen, Denmark, the registration officer recorded at Immigration Control. However, it was not unusual for American immigration officers to experience difficulty in understanding strange Scandinavian names. Usually, they just wrote down what they thought they had heard.
    

    
    

    
     ‘Tell the truth, don’t be afraid, fight for what you believe is right’.
    

    
     These were his father’s parting words of advice when Sin boarded the steamer at the quay of Larsens Plads at the foot of Amalienborg Castle in Copenhagen. He had bought a third-class ticket because it was the cheapest fare he could get on the DFDS Scandinavian-American Line to New York. Before crossing the Atlantic Ocean, the 
     
      SS Norge
      called at the Norwegian cities of Kristiania (now Oslo) and Kristiansand to collect more Norwegian immigrants. Meanwhile, Knudsen and his fellow immigrants – hundreds of men and women who shared the dream of starting a new life on the other side of the world – were packed like sardines in the narrow bunks on the third-class deck.
    

    
     The young bicycle mechanic from Copenhagen was among the approximately 350,000 Danes who emigrated to America between 1850 and 1920. As such, Knudsen was part of a massive European migration to the United States: 34 million Europeans left their homes and travelled to America, where they filled the massive labour shortage that the United States experienced at that time. ‘American fever’, as it was called on the streets of Copenhagen, ran high in Denmark at the end of the nineteenth century. Phrases such as ‘the promised land’, ‘God’s country’ and ‘El Dorado’ were on everyone’s lips. As one of the many emigration pamphlets proclaimed:
    

    
     ‘To working men who earn their living by honest toil, to landless men who dream of the proud independence that comes from owning a piece of God's free land, to all common men, and to all rich men who would like to live in a beautiful and prosperous country, we say: It is possible to exchange the tyranny and thankless toil of the old world for the freedom and independence of the new’.
    

    
     It sounded enticing. It deliberately pandered to the hopes and dreams of the poor who were eager to exchange the confines of Denmark for a new beginning – a new life – in America. Immigrant settlers who had indeed found their fortune in America often wrote home to their friends and family, praising their new homeland and the intoxicating freedom they had found there. In America, they said, folks do not ask who your family members are or where you came from. They ask what you
     
      know.
     They ask what you can
     
      do.
     If you are willing and able to work hard, there are plenty of jobs to be had over here.
    

    
     This was the kind of promise that attracted the twenty-year-old bicycle mechanic to America. Sin wanted to work as some kind of mechanic in his new homeland. He dreamed of sailing – perhaps with the US Navy, as a ship’s mechanic – and this was the reason he had bought a ticket for the steamer that would carry him across the Atlantic.
    

    
     Towards the end of the nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth century, emigration to America occurred in four waves. It began with the Mormons and the poor farmworkers who were subjected to great religious, political and social pressures in the 1850s and the decades thereafter. Although Denmark had created its first Constitution in 1849, which promised freedom and equality for all its citizens, in practice the Constitution only benefitted the top fourteen per cent of the population, i.e., the rich and the well-heeled. The poor classes of society did not own land, and therefore they had no means to make a living.
    

    
     Due to the continued agricultural crisis in Denmark at that time, the first relatively small swell of migrants was followed by two slightly larger waves from the agricultural sector. These immigrants were attracted by more affordable means of travel and, not the least, the promise of free land on the American prairie. Having neither land nor the right to vote, these people – usually young and able-bodied men and women with their children – felt obliged to leave because they saw no future for themselves in Denmark. In America, on the other hand, there was rumoured to be enough work for everyone.
    

    
     The fourth and final wave, which included Sin, followed at the turn of the century. This group was made up of predominantly young people from the cities who were attracted by the promise of job opportunities in America. In Denmark, meanwhile, the depopulation of the countryside and consequent migration to cities had resulted in wretched living standards and widespread unemployment among Copenhageners. To this extent, Sin was an atypical immigrant because he had both a job and favourable opportunities in Denmark. Nonetheless, his relatively good fortune in Denmark could not compete with the opportunities that America offered him.
    

    
    

    
     William S. Knudsen boarded the
     
      SS Norge
      with only a little luggage because third-class passengers were confined to no more than half a cubic metre of space on board. The tall Dane settled into his cramped bunk, which would be his home at sea for several weeks, as best as he could. There was little comfort to be had on the steamer; if you wanted comfort, you could bring your own straw to stuff the sheath of linen that served as bedding. Meals consisted of seemingly endless shoals of herring served on a piece of rye bread, Knudsen recalled later. A typical immigrant’s menu on the Scandinavia-America lines at the turn of the century looked like this:
    

    
     
      Breakfast: porridge, sugar, butter, baguette, rye bread, salted herring and coffee.
     

     
      Morning snack, 10.00 am: oat porridge with milk for the children and sick people.
     

     
      Lunch: varies from day to day, but always had two courses, e.g., plum pudding with raisins and klipfisk [dried and salted cod] with mustard and potatoes or rice porridge with beer, sugar and cinnamon, followed by salted meat with sauce and potatoes.
     

     
      Afternoon, 3.00 pm: oat soup and milk for the children and sick people.
     

     
      Evening: labskovs [Danish beef and potato stew] or cheese, butter, baguette, rye bread, tea and sugar.
     

    

    
     If the weather was fine, people gathered on the deck where they talked, played music and danced. The ship was like a universe of its own at sea, and once the third-class passengers had overcome their seasickness, there was usually an overriding sense of joyous expectation and cheer among them.
    

    
     However, those immigrants who had chosen to cross the Atlantic in February and March of 1900 were subjected to bitter cold. It was all they could do not to surrender to the wiles of Mother Nature. On the deck, they stared at the ocean in wonder when its mighty waves came rolling in and picked up the ship and tossed it about as if it were a twig. Or, in the calm after the storm, the water stretched to the horizon, tranquil as a large lake, and once again the passengers were struck with awe as a strangely healing power seemed to greet them along the way and sweep over the enormous body of water before them.
    

    
     For his part, Sin did not make any remarkable comments on his crossing other than mentioning the food he was offered on his journey from one side of the planet to the other. This may seem strange, but he was not alone in this regard. In the travelogues, diaries, letters and memoirs of other people emigrating from Denmark at that time, they wrote little about their experiences during the Atlantic crossing. It is almost as if they only dared to open their eyes and tell what they saw only after they were standing on American soil. This was like their old lives were deleted on the crossing. When they arrived in the New World, however, most immigrants began to tell their stories with great enthusiasm and in minute detail as if they wished to convince not only others but themselves that they had made the right choice: America was everything they had been promised and more. The narrative of Knudsen’s story follows this pattern as well. For the remainder of his days, Knudsen saved a crumpled postcard with a black-and-white photo of the 
     
      SS Norge
     on the front – Sin’s
     token of his first Atlantic crossing. Later, Knudsen recounted the story of endless meals of shoals of rye bread and herring. But apart from that ‘indulgence’ in the past, his gaze was focused on the road ahead on his journey into the future.
    

    
    

    
     Similar to most of the other immigrants, once he had arrived safely, Sin had to overcome a preliminary hurdle known as Ellis Island or ‘the Island of Tears’ as some called it. Here is where the ‘undesirables’ were rooted out. By the thousands, the hopeful dreamers queued in front of the immigration hall. On busy days, between 5,000 and 7,000 immigrants passed through the official registration system that controlled various factors. The immigrants were subjected to several checklists and examinations before entry to America was granted, and this procedure took approximately three to four hours.
    

    
     Firstly, all passengers coming off the boat had to deposit their luggage in the entrance hall on the ground floor. The hall was huge, as if deliberately designed to make new arrivals feel small and insignificant. Then everyone was herded into another large registration hall. Here, the first checkpoint was a brief medical examination intended to establish any obvious signs of physical or psychological illness. The first medical check was commonly known as the ‘six-second examination’. According to rumours, the experienced doctors who worked at the immigration hall of Ellis Island could diagnose even serious illnesses within this brief time. Often this examination involved little more than a doctor lifting someone’s eyelids with a crochet needle to check for trachoma, also called the ‘Egyptian eye sickness’, which was very infectious and could lead to blindness. The procedure with the crochet needle provoked intermittent yelps of pain from people in the queue, but fortunately it was over quickly.
    

    
     If an immigrant failed the health examination, then the doctor marked their clothing with a letter in white chalk to signify the preliminary diagnosis: either ‘X’ for ‘mentally impaired’ or ‘H’ for a ‘heart condition’. If someone was unlucky and given one or both of these diagnoses, they had to wait in a designated steel cage until they were sent to the second floor, where a more thorough examination would ensue. Most of these new arrivals ended up in the hospital on Ellis Island, where they might languish for weeks or months before being put on a ship and sent back to wherever they came from. If, however, they recovered at some point and declared fit, they might be granted permission to enter the country.
    

    
     Fortunately, the doctors found nothing wrong with Sin, and he swiftly passed on to the next station. This was the ‘legal check’ where immigrants were asked twenty-nine questions about their motivation for entering the United States. This took place at the far end of the registration hall with an unhindered view of the tall buildings in Manhattan. As for the questions, the officer fired them off in quick succession:
    

    
     ‘Are you married?’
    

    
     ‘What do you do?’
    

    
     ‘How much money do you have with you?’
    

    
     ‘Do you have a criminal record?’
    

    
     The interview lasted only a few minutes. Then the interviewee was either granted leave to enter the country or sent to the so-called ‘legal hearing’ for more detailed questioning. Knudsen later recalled the following exchange at this stage of the process:
    

    
     ‘Do you speak English?’ asked the officer.
    

    
     ‘Yes.’
    

    
     ‘Let me see your exit permit’.
    

    
     Knudsen produced his travel documents.
    

    
     ‘How much money have you got?’
    

    
     Knudsen displayed $30 in cash.
    

    
     ‘That’s not much. Do you have a job?’
    

    
     ‘No, sir.’
    

    
     ‘Expect to get one?’
    

    
     ‘Yes, sir’.
    

    
     ‘Where?’
    

    
     ‘I don’t know, sir’.
    

    
     ‘What can you do?’
    

    
     ‘In Denmark, I worked on bicycles’.
    

    
     ‘Like a mechanic?’
    

    
     ‘Yes, sir’.
    

    
     ‘All right, then. Move along’.
    

    
     In this way, Signius Wilhelm Poul Knudsen was officially granted permission to enter America.
    

    
    

    
     After the short sail from Ellis Island to Manhattan, Knudsen set foot on the southern tip of Manhattan for the first time. He realised that he would have to start from scratch. The presiding Republican president, William McKinley, had fought in the American Civil War, and Theodore Roosevelt, who would become McKinley’s successor, was a war hero and currently the governor of New York. At that time, the United States had a population of 70 million inhabitants, then a stupefying number of people living in one city. President McKinley had just signed the deal to construct the Panama Canal, and the first professional baseball league had just been established.
    

    
     Although almost all Danish immigrants landed in New York City first, they, unlike Knudsen, did not stay in the city. Instead, most of these immigrants continued their journey west, settling in the prairie states such as Wisconsin, Iowa, Nebraska and South Dakota, where they sought out the promise of farmland. Under the terms of the Homestead Act of 1862, immigrants could qualify for a plot of free land where they could stake out their own farm. Those immigrants who preferred to try their luck in the cities usually chose Chicago because this city already had a large population of Danes. Indeed, when Knudsen arrived in the country in 1900, approximately 15,000 Danes were already living in the Humboldt Park Quarter in West Chicago. This meant that in Humboldt Park, for instance, a Danish immigrant could live a regular Danish life among fellow Danes by shopping in Danish stores, eating in Danish restaurants, drinking beer in Danish pubs, going to Danish churches on Sundays, and sending their children to Danish schools. They could even end their days in a Danish retirement home.
    

    
     In contrast, New York City did not offer a Danish lifestyle of this kind, although the city did have a lively Scandinavian environment in the Bay Ridge Quarter in Brooklyn. However, before he left home, the young bicycle mechanic had decided he would try his luck in New York City among the Catholic and Jewish immigrant communities from Italy, Poland, Ireland, England and Germany, who also generally preferred to emigrate to New York City. He knew that immigrant life in the poor quarters could be tough because ethnic groups controlled or ‘owned’ specific streets or residential blocks. For example, the Irish gangs had a reputation for reacting with violence if other gangs encroached on their territory.
    

    
     Although Knudsen was born and raised in Copenhagen, a city with a population of nearly 470,000 people, this was the first time he had been to a huge city like New York with its 3,4 million people. Denmark’s total population of 2,4 million paled in comparison.
    

    
     People were everywhere, milling about the streets, and Knudsen felt the excitement, saw the progress and could smell the inspiration in the air! New Yorkers had just begun using electric busses, and, in a few weeks, they began digging the metro that would connect Manhattan and Brooklyn. In every sense, the new metropolis was the centre of American culture and commerce, with gigantic buildings like steel skeletons reaching for the sky as graphic symbols of the American growth and prosperity that New York City represented.
    

    
     This was the ‘New World’ thundering full speed ahead with innovations that the ‘Old World’ in continental Europe could not hope to match. Everyone looked to the West as the future and at Europe as stagnation, the ‘has been’, the outdated and the stuffy. In short, the past. The United States was making technological progress, such as Alexander Graham Bell patenting his telephone or ‘electric talking machine’ in 1876 and Thomas Edison inventing the lightbulb in 1879. Knudsen eventually met Edison. Before that meeting and just a few years after his arrival on American shores, Knudsen met the Wright brothers, who were bicycle mechanics with a workshop in Ohio. They set a world record by building a motor-operated plane that flew 36 metres in an early flight. Later on, they flew much longer distances.
    

    
     For his part, the young Danish immigrant kept to the southern tip of Manhattan, where there were many cheap lodgings for foreigners fresh off the boat. Upon the recommendation of a fellow passenger on the
     
      SS Norge
     , Knudsen sought out a room at the Lutheran Mission on South Street. The room only cost $1 a night, and he had a view of the construction of the Williamsburg Bridge, which would become the longest suspension bridge in the world. Apart from basic lodgings and hostels, there were also a great number of crowded tenements in the neighbourhood where immigrant families squatted together in filth, stench and noise. In fact, in the decades prior to Knudsen’s arrival in New York City, the Danish journalist Jacob Riis documented the poor living conditions of immigrants in his
     
      How the Other Half Lives
     
    

    
     Having secured lodgings, Knudsen began to explore the streets of his new neighbourhood. On Broadway, which cuts across the city from south to north, he discovered that if he bought a beer first, he could get a lunch ticket for a splendid buffet of roast beef, smoked fish, bread, onions and pickled cucumbers. This was an excellent deal for a man with only $30 to his name! According to his own calculations, Knudsen’s money would last for ten days at most, so he was keen to get a job right away.
    

    
     With his hunger pleasantly satisfied, Knudsen wandered around in the city with the crowds humming all around him like a beehive. On the streets, horse-drawn carriages raced by; on the buildings’ façades, massive posters advertised a multitude of exotic wares; and up above, elevated trains rattled over his head. Most of the roads were cobbled or covered in asphalt, but in other parts of the city, such as the large area that would become Times Square in 1904, the roads were earth and gravel, and walkers had to mind their steps, or they’d find themselves ankle-deep in mud as they waited for a gap to cross the street.
    

    
     At first, Knudsen couldn’t find any of the bicycle factories where he’d dreamed of working. But one day, he saw an ad in the newspaper for a job as the superintendent of a boarding house in north Manhattan. So Knudsen hopped on the elevated rail on the corner of 152
     
      nd
     Street and 8
     
      th
     Avenue. The boarding house was run by a Norwegian immigrant, Harry Hansen, who already had his hands full with his day job as a carpenter. He needed someone to empty the dustbins, sweep the pavements and ensure that the gas lamps on all six floors of the building were turned off at night. Knudsen got the job. The pay was $15 a month with room and board.
    

    
     But little more than a week later, Hansen took Knudsen aside after work. ‘I don’t think this is the right job for you, Wilhelm’.
    

    
     Knudsen was inclined to agree. Sweeping pavements were not much of a challenge for an ambitious young man who had just celebrated his twenty-first birthday.
    

    
     ‘But I heard earlier today that they’re looking for help at the Seabury shipyards’, Hansen told him.
    

    
     ‘Where’s that?’
    

    
     ‘Over in Morris Heights’.
    

    
     ‘I’ll go take a look first thing tomorrow’, Knudsen said.
    

    
     True to his word, early the next morning, he joined the queue of men waiting in front of the Seabury shipyard in the Bronx.
    

    
     It was his lucky day. ‘Hey, you! The big guy over there!’ yelled the shift master.
    

    
     Knudsen stepped forward.
    

    
     ‘You ever worked on a shipyard?’
    

    
     ‘No, sir’.
    

    
     ‘Know anything about tools?’
    

    
     ‘Yes, sir’.
    

    
     ‘Good. Go over there to Jack Sullivan. He’s the foreman for the fitting guys’.
    

    
     And so, Knudsen landed his first real job. This was also the occasion he earned his new, much more pronounceable, American name.
    

    
     ‘What’s your name?’ said the timekeeper, who had to register the Dane in the shift schedule.
    

    
     ‘Signius Wilhelm Poul Knudsen’.
    

    
     ‘What? Give me something I can actually write’, he muttered.
    

    
     ‘Wilhelm Knudsen’.
    

    
     ‘Wilhelm?’ The timekeeper shook his head and wrote 
     
      William
     
    

    
     ‘How do you spell your last name?’
    

    
     ‘K-n-u-d-s-e-n’.
    

    
     The timekeeper completed his register.
    

    
     ‘William Knudsen’, he said. ‘Okay, Bill, you’ve got a job’.
    

    
    

    
     It turned out that the job at the Seabury shipyards was reaming holes in steel plates for torpedo boats. It was hard physical work with a hammer. ‘The only thing I had in my favour were my biceps’, Knudsen quipped many years later in an interview with
     
      The
     
     
      New York Mirror
     
    

    
     Soon his daily wage as a shipyard worker turned into a fixed job. It paid seventeen and a half cents an hour, 10 hours a day, five-and-a-half days a week. This amounted to a weekly wage of less than $10, which was barely a living wage, so Knudsen arranged with his Norwegian landlord Hansen that he could board and lodge for $5 a week.
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