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FROM THE JMH BACKFILES

F.W. Taylor’s lecture
on management, June 4, 1907:

an introduction
Charles D. Wrege

Cornell University, Academy of Management, Ithaca, New York, USA

Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to introduce Frederick W. Taylor’s lecture on his “task”
system of management, given at his home in “Boxley” in 1907.

Design/methodology/approach – The paper summarizes the lecture’s contents, and details its
background.

Findings – The paper emphasizes the critical importance of primary sources to the work of
management scholars, not just management history.

Originality/value – The paper provides further evidence of the import that needs to be attached to
sound historical method as a basis for scholarship in management in general, and management
history, in particular.

Keywords Management history, Management styles, Scientific management, Taylorism

Paper type Research paper

On June 4, 1907, Frederick W. Taylor delivered a lecture on his system of management
at his home, “Boxly”, in Chestnut Hill, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. This lecture was
recorded by stenographers for Taylor’s friend, Morris L. Cooke, as part of Cooke’s plan
both to improve Taylor’s lecture and as the source of information for a book Cooke was
planning on the Taylor system of management. Cooke (1907-1909) did use this lecture
as the basis for Chapter 2 of a book he prepared in 1907-1909, called Industrial
Management. Cooke’s Chapter 2 eventually became Chapter 2 in Taylor’s (1911),
Principles of Scientific Management. Taylor’s 1907 lecture is reproduced here (pp. 4-7)
in its entirety for the first time.

On January 9, 1902, Joseph S. Clark, a close friend of Frederick W. Taylor,
purchased 22.5 acres of land on St Martin’s Lane near Gravers Lane, in the Chestnut
Hill section of Philadelphia. On November 20, 1903, Clark sold 11 acres of this land to
Taylor’s wife Louise. On this site, Taylor built a Georgian mansion with beautiful
gardens and a large living room, the windows of which overlooked the Wissahickon
Valley and Fairmount Park, Philadelphia. He named his estate “Boxly” after the
profusion of Boxwood on the grounds. A photograph of Boxly, in 1905, is shown in
Plate 1.

In Boxly’s living room, in 1907, Taylor began to deliver a standardized lecture on
the difference between his system of “task management” and existing systems of
management, a lecture (with refinements) which he continued to give until his death
in 1915.

The current issue and full text archive of this journal is available at

www.emeraldinsight.com/1751-1348.htm

This paper was first published in the Journal of Management History, Volume 1, Issue 1.
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Gilbreth (1925) attended many of these lectures and they had a great impact on her,
as seen from the following statements:

Taylor had started holding meetings at his house. These took the form not of conferences but
rather of lectures by Taylor himself, followed by questions [. . .] The company assembled in
the early morning, in the beautiful large living room at “Boxly” to be greeted by Taylor and
after by his two young sons. Pads of paper and pencils were distributed, as Taylor very much
objected to interruption. The lecture lasted from two hours on, then followed the time of
questions, then luncheon, usually downtown, and a visit to one of the plants where scientific
management in its perfected form had been installed, usually the Tabor Manufacturing
Company.

Practically the same lecture seemed to be given each time, and it was also the lecture that
Taylor gave when he spoke away from home, varying only in the illustrations chosen. This is
the material that was expanded into Principles of Scientific Management but, no matter how
often it was heard, it was always interesting and stimulating and showed a progressive
viewpoint.

Taylor’s lecture at Boxly was originally initiated because of his poor health, after his
doctor, in 1906, advised him to work only two-and-a-half hours a day (the length of the
lecture) and to avoid excessive travel. In 1906, Taylor also prepared plans for a
partnership with his cousin, Sidney Newbold, Maunsel White and Wifred Lewis to form
a company to manufacture detachable steel cutting saws of high speed for large milling
cutters (the partnership was formed in 1908). The cutting tools were based on a patent
granted to Taylor and Newbold for special cutting-tool holders. To ensure the viability
of this company, Taylor executed special agreements with the Bethlehem Steel
Company to use the Taylor-White Tool Treatment patent for high-speed steel (which he
and White had sold to Bethlehem in 1901) to manufacture these detachable cutters.

Charles Halcomb (a steel manufacturer who had also negotiated a special agreement
with Bethlehem to manufacture and sell high-speed steel) saw Taylor’s proposed

Plate 1.
Taylor’s home – “Boxly”
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company as a monopolistic threat. In a series of letters to his lawyer, Alfred Wilkinson,
in 1907-1908, Halcomb said that Taylor’s company would be a financial success since
his exclusive agreement with Bethlehem would enable him to control the manufacture
of both separable cutters and flat-twist drills (Charles Halcomb to Alfred Wilkinson,
1907-1908 (Bethlehem Steel Company v. Niles-Bennet-Pond Company, 1905-1908;
Charles Halcomb Testimony, 1908)).

With the project in mind and considering his poor health, Taylor spent a great deal
of time at Boxly. He decided to spend some of the time at home giving a lecture on his
system of management to businessmen and others, in the hope of gaining more income
for his detachable cutting tool venture from consulting work. He believed the opulence
of Boxly would provide the right atmosphere and that, after the lecture, dinner in
Philadelphia and a visit to the Tabor Manufacturing Company (operated under
Taylor’s methods) might be additional incentive for his listeners to adopt his methods.

Taylor’s lecture developed into a standardized format and, from the beginning in
1906 to his death in 1915, it was influenced by his friendship with Morris L. Cooke.
Taylor continually relied on Cooke to analyse and improve the lecture.

The friendship with Cooke began in 1903, when he began building Boxly. Cooke
lived in Germantown, Philadelphia, and had become acquainted with Taylor through a
publisher named R. R. Haydock, who lived in Chestnut Hill. In December 1905, Taylor
was elected as President of the American Society of Mechanical Engineers (ASME) on
the basis that he could reorganize the society to be more efficient. Taylor knew his
health would not permit him to do the work himself, so he personally hired Cooke to do
the work.

In May 1907, when his work for Taylor at the ASME came to a close, Cooke turned
his attention to improving Taylor’s lecture and possibly using it as the basis for papers
and even a book on management.

To improve Taylor’s lecture, Cooke decided that he needed a written version and, to
secure one, he decided to have court stenographers record Taylor’s talk. He wrote to
Taylor on May 27, 1907, asking him for a personal appointment “with you to deliver
your talk on the difference between ‘Task and Personal Initiative’ for the benefit of my
court stenographers during the week of June 3-8” (Cooke to Taylor, May 27, 1907). The
stenographic notes were taken on June 4, 1907, and they are published here, in their
entirety, for the first time (reprinted with the permission of the S.C. Williams Library,
Stevens Institute of Technology, Hoboken, NJ).

In reading the lecture which follows this introduction, the reader should be aware of
the contents summarized below (starting on the pages in brackets):

. introduction to the “task” idea (p. 9);

. pig-iron “experiments” at the Bethlehem Steel Company (p. 11);

. Taylor’s early “experiments” at Midvale Steel and the “law of heavy laboring”
(p. 18);

. Taylor on these experiments (p. 21);

. applying the shovel task idea when building Boxly (p. 24);

. Carl Barth’s experience at the Yale and Towne Lock Company (p. 25);

. slide rules and metal-cutting (p. 27); and

. questions from audience (pp. 14, 15, 20, 25, 31-32).
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After Cooke obtained a copy of the lecture, he informed Taylor he was planning to
write a book he called Industrial Management. Cooke spent July, August, and
September of 1907 working on the book’s manuscript, which was essentially a popular
exposition of the Taylor system.

In October 1907, Cooke wrote to Taylor to discuss his analysis of the stenographic
notes of Taylor’s lecture. Cooke informed Taylor that he believed it was erroneous to
insist “the introduction of the Taylor System meant all of it or none of it . . . ” (Cooke to
Taylor, October 7, 1907). Cooke believed that the more people saw the value of Taylor’s
ideas, the more they became convinced that they did not want them introduced into
their business in the dictatorial manner advocated by Taylor. In his letter, Cooke said
the origin of this problem was in the manner Taylor presented his lecture and
suggested that “absolutely nothing will be lost in softening the presentation to those
who are not ready for it and they will be made thereby much more efficient
missionaries” (Cooke to Taylor, October 7, 1907).

As part of his plan to “soften” Taylor’s lecture, Cooke prepared a second analysis of
it in November 1907. In an undated letter, Cooke remarked that Taylor’s talk was more
convincing, but that the end was the weak part because:

You take an hour and a half talking about handling pig iron and shoveling with which
everybody is familiar and then fifteen minutes on slide rules and the visitor can just “hear the
words” “variables”, “cuts”, “feeds”, “gears”, “logarithms”, “slide rules”, “formulas”, etc. until
he leaves you in a muddled frame of mind (Cooke to Taylor, November 1907).

Cooke reassured Taylor that in making this suggestion he believed Taylor’s
presentation would be less of an effort:

The whole idea is that I want you to finish under less tension. If you have 2 hours, take 1 3/4
for the argument and devote the last 15 minutes to conversation in which you give the man a
chance to say what is on his mind (Cooke to Taylor, November 1907).

Cooke and Taylor apparently did not exchange letters on the lecture during 1908, but
in 1909, the lecture reappeared in a letter by Cooke, which, although undated, can be
shown by internal evidence to have been written in October-November 1909, when
Cooke was rewriting his book on management.

In this letter, Cooke informed Taylor he had completed the manuscript of Industrial
Management and that Chapter 2 was based on Taylor’s lecture:

Chapter 2 as you will note is in very crude shape. I secure it by boiling down the notes of
the stenographer who reported your talk to Mr Winston and his friends. This is the chapter
that I hoped you would have written yourself by this time. I am still hopeful that you will
find time to do it, because you can do it so much better than anyone else, but if you do not get
to it, I can take this rough draft I have and write the chapter for your approval [. . .] I hope the
scheme of the book [. . .] will please you, and if so, that you will authorize me to have it put in
type at once, excepting Chapters 2 and 11, and that you will be able to take the Ms. of
Chapter 2 and rewrite it, so that it can be ready as a paper to read at the Spring meeting of the
ASME. If you cannot see time ahead in which to do this yourself, I hope you will authorize me
to rewrite Chapter 2 (Cooke to Taylor, October-November 1909).

We may recall that Lillian Gilbreth observed that the lecture material “was expanded
into Principles of Scientific Management” (Taylor, 1911). Her statement verifies the fact,
as discovered by careful analysis, that Taylor used Chapter 2 of Cooke’s manuscript to
write the bulk of The Principles of Scientific Management, as the author has shown in
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an earlier publication (Wrege and Stotka, 1978). Therefore, although Cooke’s book
on industrial management was never published, a portion lived on as part of
The Principles of Scientific Management.
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