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The Model T - What it Was Like to Own One 

@om the writings of Leon Mandel, Senior Editor of Car & Driver] 

The Model T Ford. ... has a tank for 
faher, a h o d  for mother, and a 
rattle for baby. 

On October 1, 1908, the 
world was introduced to the Model 
T. Soon wherever you looked 
there was a T. 

You probably purchased 
yours from a franchised dealer. 
You might have paid cash, or have 
participated in Ford's layaway 
plan, so much a month until you 
had the price of the car deposited 
with the dealer. With the car, you 
got a small tool kit containing a 
monkey wrench, pliers, and a 
hammer. 

The operation of the car 
was very different from the famil- 
iar pattern of today. The left pedal 
was clutch and gear operator. 
Pushing in the left pedal halfway 
put the car in neutral - all the way, 
was low. Letting it out full put the 
car in the higher of its 2 speeds 
(the middle or reverse pedal had 
only one speed - reached by 
pressing all the way to the floor.) 
Neutral was also attained by 
releasing the hand brake Halfway . 
The brake was the far right pedal. 
Braking was a thrill. The car had 
internal expanding rear-wheel 
brakes (front-wheel brakes were 
not offered), but the foot brake 
applied a kind of vice to the trans- 
mission band. On long down 
grades this meant you had to let up 
on the brakes frequently to allow a 
little oil to get back between the 
brake and the band so the lining 
wouldn't get dry. 

There were no standard 

instruments. The driver sat at the out a wire sticking out from the 
wheel beneath which was a f i ~ e d  front of the car, which activated the 
metal half-collar attached to the choke. These things done, you 
steering column. Two levers, one walked around and turned the 
right & the other left, traversed the ignition from magneto to coil and 
corresponding 90 degrees of the returned to give the crank a few 
collar. One lever advanced or upward jerks. If you were a small 
retarded the spark; the other was woman, this was not easy. If it 
the throttle. were cold and you were a large 

man, it was not easy to do either 
unless you first jacked up the rear 
wheel, since starting the car 
meant turning the engine and 
transmission. The oil in both was 
close to the consistency of jelly. 
The engine had to run awhile 
until the oil got warm. 

Whew ! No wonder some 
states had two licenses - one for 
Ts, the other for everything else. 

The car was lively. You 
could get from a stop to 20 mph 
in just over 8 seconds, to 30 mph 
in 7 seconds more, and to a 
reasonable cruising speed of 4@ 
mph in a total of 35 seconds. 
This assumes the road permitted. 
[For comparison, a medium sized 
1965 Ford with automatic trans- 
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e p f i d k  ~ C L ~ S  i 11 seconds.] I -. f Cy?pra C C ~  L a  PS - Driving in the rain was no 
fun at all. Wipers did not come 

Starting the car; with the with the car - hand wipers were an 
hand brake on halfway (neutral, option - and if the rain came with 
remember), you reached over to the dark clouds or at night, it was not 
right side of the steering column easy to see. By 1915, the T finally 
and retarded the spark. Then you came with headlamps, but they ran 
walked forward to find the crank in off the magneto, which meant the 
the 6 O'clock position. If it wasn't slower you drove - which would be 
there, you put it there; you jerked pretty slow in the dark and rain - 
toward you and up on the handle the dimmer they were. 
would come whirling back to break The car gave the occupants 
your arm You had already pulled a view of the road not equaled for 



half a century. W~th the top up, gear (every 5,000 miles). Every she was willing to get dirty. for it . .- - - - .  

however, rear vision was dreadful. 200 miles oil had to be applied to was a frequent adventure to have to 
The top was useful for keeping 
birds from strafing the occupants 
but otherwise not reassuring. The 
car had no roll up windows; the top 
was attached to the windshield 
pillars by bungee cord - a stretch 
rope with hooks at both ends. 

You couldn't lock yourself out of 
your T because it didn't have 
outside locks; it didn't even have 
outside door handles. 

In 1923, gas came in three 
grades: low, regular and the new 
ethyl, at about 16 cents a gallon for 
regular (add 2 cents for ethyl). Gas 
would come in a two-wheeled cart 
right to your car and pumped in by 
the gallon. Further maintenance at 
the service station included: replen- 
ishing ,orease in the rear axle every 
(500 miles); greasing the steering 

12 oilers and 6 grease cups had to 
be screwed down one turn. The 
front hubs needed regreasing at the 
same time that the rear end had to 
be checked, and the ignition had to 
be looked at as well. 

A Sunday drive out passed 
the macadam road of the city to the 
dirt or gravel roads of the country 
would require carrying a spare coil 
and at least 2 
spare tires. The 
children would 
be in back and 
your wife 
would ride 
shotgun. She 
might be nicely 
dressed, but 
would have 
chosen clothes 

get out and change a wheel. Dress- 
ing warmly was wise, since the T 
had no heater as well as no side 
windows. 

The trip would have been 
an adventure. In 1923, we were 
still very much in love with the 
auto - particularly that quintessen- 
tial American car, the Model T. 

Transportation Hisfoxy at the State Archives 

Steamboats first began plying the waterways of Kentucky in the early 1810's. At first they were re- 
stricted to the Ohio River and the lowest reaches of its tributaries, but soon the design and construction of 
shallow-draft vessels allowed steamboats to reach well into the state's interior. In periods of high water, and 
later with the introduction of a series of locks and dams, steamboats could navigate the Kentucky River up to 
the forks and beyond. The vessels were charged a fee by the state for using the river, and the four volumes of 
"Reports of Tolls Collected on the Kentucky River" records these transactions. These books were maintained 
by the Auditor's Office and cover the heyday of the era of steamboat W i c  (1847-1868). Entries include the 
names of the boats and masters and amount of tolls charged for passengers, livestock, farm produce and other 
materials. For example, on April 5,1850, the "Blue Wing," under the command of Captain Shockley, paid a 
total of $228.41 in tolls for a cargo that included tobacco, salt, utensils and livestock, as well as passengers. 

A much more personal mode of transportation made its appearance in Kentucky in the early 1900's. 
The automobile revolutionized the way Kentuckians could get from one place to another. The Secretary of 
State's Office maintained a series of "Automobile Registration Books," which are available for the years 1910- 
1920. These books generally include the name and town of residence of the owner of the vehicle, the registra- 
tion number and license fee, and the "name of the machine" and its horsepower. The 1910 volume contains 
entries for #horsepower "Overlands," 30-horsepower "Locomobiles" and "Packards," as well as 20-horse- 
power "Fords" and 10-horsepower "Maxwells" and "Stanley Steamers." Many other makes, some still in 
existence (Cadilac, Buick), and others long forgotten (Hupmobile, Waverly Electric), are also listed. Red 0 stra- 
tion fees were generally in the $5 - $10 range. 

Both the "Tolls Collected on the Kentucky River" and the "Automobile Registration Books" provide 
interesting and unique perspectives on the history of transportation in Kentucky. 
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