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"Like I always say, pull those ears down and let her go!" – Red Runkle, 1983 President Model T Ford Club of America
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​JusT Another Day
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It was a sunny and beautiful August day when the Curse of Pine Bluffs snuck up on me. The top on my 1919 Model T Touring was down, warm wind in my face and my right arm was outstretched across the front seat. I was hosting this tour and being the lead vehicle was making it a banner day. I glanced in my rearview mirror and saw the convoy - an assortment of nine other Model Ts following behind me. I was less than one mile from the city limits, almost there! As I approached an unsignaled railroad crossing at 35 miles per hour, I glanced quickly to my left and right to make sure no trains were coming and proceeded to cross. My car popped over the railroad tracks as I immediately heard the unnerving and atypical sound of steel and asphalt grinding against each other in an angry fashion. I immediately attempted to pull over and was bewildered that my steering was gone. I stepped on the brakes and discovered that those, too, were not stopping me. In a panic, I pulled firmly on the handbrake to my left. Much to my relief, I began to slow down and veer to the side of the road. What felt like minutes, was in reality seconds. I was 200 feet from the railroad crossing. Wondering what happened, I sat up and looked behind me. I was flabbergasted! The Curse of Pine Bluffs struck again! This time the curse may have ended my journeys once and for all...
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I hate travelling. That’s funny to say coming from someone who owns and drives a 1919 Ford Model T on a somewhat regular basis. It’s not the destinations I dislike so much as it is the hustle and bustle of modern travel. I live in Wyoming. Travel options to many places are limited. The easiest option, while being the most logistically complicated option, is flying. In order to make the day more efficient, my flights are always at the crack of dawn, meaning I have to be up and ready to go not long after the midnight oil has run out. I hustle my bags into my modern car, drive at breakneck speeds on modern roads, fueled by caffeine (God willing) and sheer adrenaline, just to arrive at a parking lot many miles from the airport. After unloading my bags, I rush to get on a shuttle that drives me to the terminal where I have to deal with a crowd of people, sleepy airline staff and the ever so joyful folks at the TSA. Sure, many of them are polite and friendly, but it seems to me that just as many are not. More often than not, something about my person sets off an alarm and off to secondary screening I go. I remember one time the body scanner showed some “anomaly” directly over my crotch. I was not carrying anything other than modest body anatomy, but it resulted in a secondary screening bordering on an assault; something that would certainly get me fired if I were to do the same to someone at my place of work. Then it’s off to the terminal, where I wait...and wait...oops the flight was delayed...wait some more. On and on until finally I get the privilege of being crammed into a tin can, a flying brick, where I will likely catch some cold while eating a small snack included with my many hundreds of dollars plane ticket. Then the plane lands and it’s time to figure out where my bags are and find some ground transportation to my destination. Exhausting!! 

The only other viable option for someone living where I do, in Wyoming, is to drive. Modern cars are much more comfortable to ride in than cars such as my Model T. Sound proofing and insulation, adjustable heat and air conditioning, and a radio all make driving a car a peaceful and disconnected endeavor. One problem I suffer from, according to my wife, is carcolepsy. For whatever reason I have never figured out, even if I am driving, after a number of minutes of highway speeds I start to get drowsy. It has gotten worse as I have gotten older. I find my best option is to chew some gum, or eat something to keep from getting too drowsy, but sometimes that does not work. Sometimes, nothing helps; not singing along to the radio, not windows down at 75 miles per hour, nothing! I try to encourage my wife to drive when we have someplace to go that’s not immediately in town so as to not have to deal with this issue. When I am on my own, I find myself stopping at rest areas just to walk around the car once or twice or pulling off to shut my eyes for a few minutes. 

The Union Pacific Railroad passes right through Cheyenne and has a full-sized maintenance yard. I would personally love to take a train but sadly, the UP line only handles freight. There is no passenger service. If I lived closer to Denver, I could get on an Amtrak train and get around to some of the farther off places I need to go. Traffic into Denver from Cheyenne is terrible plus I’d have to stay awake for the 2.5-hour drive south from Cheyenne.

This is where the Ford Model T comes in. Driving one of these contraptions is not a disconnected or passive experience by any means. You have control over the speed and engine timing. Your muscles have control over a powerless steering system. You travel between 30 - 40 miles per hour with brakes that are controlled by engine-assisted braking, by stock. Driving a Model T puts you in control of the driving experience as much as a car can. Maybe that’s partly why I don’t suffer from ‘carcolepsy’ when I am driving my Model T. Perhaps it’s also the smells and sounds connecting me from my modern-day drive, all the way back in time to whomever first owned my car in 1919. That’s a lot of history to be driving around in. That’s 106 years of history at the time of this writing! I don’t know how someone can sleep when physically manipulating the controls of something that has seen so many revolutions around the sun. After a while, you find a direct connection to that much history changes you. 
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​Infected with a different kind of ‘T-Cell’
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I had never known about the Model T until I launched my career. In 2012, I graduated from the University of Wyoming with a master’s degree in Anthropology. My focus was archaeology. Figuring out human history through humanity’s trash was my chosen career path. The problem with that career path is always finding gainful employment that doesn’t require living out of a hotel or competing for a tenure-track position at a university. After some struggling and getting laid off from a job I was hoping would pan-out long term, I got hired by the Wyoming Department of Transportation (WYDOT). In November 2013, I became their Senior Cultural Resources Specialist. I was hired to help WYDOT stay in compliance with Federal historic preservation laws. It was a huge career break for me. At the time, I did not realize how much transportation would end up being such a big part of my life. The impacts were not only professionally meaningful, but the historical associations resulted in deep impacts to my personal life as well.

Wyoming has something in the neighborhood of 28,326 miles of official roads. Three interstate highways cross Wyoming, totaling 914 miles. There are around 2,796 public vehicular bridges statewide. That’s a lot of driving! While the Interstate Highway is now historically significant, there are other historic major roads in Wyoming (I say major because there are many smaller, local roads that allowed for the development of different pockets of Wyoming). These roads include the Old Yellowstone Highway, National Park to Park Highway, Rocky Mountain Highway, Black and Yellow Trail, and others I am sure I am forgetting. Despite all of the historic roads I became familiar with while working at WYDOT, it was the first transcontinental road, which happened to pass right through Wyoming, that captured my attention personally and professionally and the one that ultimately infected me with T-Cells of a different kind. The Lincoln Highway.

The Lincoln Highway was the successful result of the Good Roads Movement. Ironically, the Good Roads Movement was started in the 1890s by bicyclists who wanted something better on which to ride. Prior to modern roads, there were no good ways to get around. Paths existed to get around on ranches, and dirty interconnected mud wallows pockmarked the way through towns. There was really nothing to get from town to town and all of these paths that existed were of extremely poor quality. The League of American Wheelmen were resourceful in their approach. The arguments they made were focused largely to farmers emphasizing the importance good roads would have in getting their crops to market. Slow and steady, like a Model T, this movement began picking up momentum. Eventually, the movement got the attention of the early automobile pioneers. Carl Fisher, an entrepreneur from Indiana, had a dream of a road that crossed the entire country. He succeeded in motivating some of his friends to help finance his transcontinental dream, and after naming the road after Fisher’s hero, Abraham Lincoln, the Lincoln Highway Association was founded to get the road built.

The Lincoln Highway starts at Times Square, New York (the Eastern Terminus) and crosses 14 states, ending in Lincoln Park, San Francisco (the Western Terminus). The road started out as a connection of the many local town roads and the repurpose of abandoned railroad grades. Over its existence the Lincoln Highway was continually improved, and the alignment of the road was refined to make the path more efficient and eliminate as many sharp curves and turns as possible for safety. 

In Wyoming, the Lincoln Highway follows the general path of what is now Interstate 80, U.S. Highway 30 and State Highway 374 extending from Pine Bluffs and exiting outside of Evanston. While these modern and maintained public roads have obliterated much of the Lincoln Highway, there are still many stretches of original road that exist. 

As part of my job at the time, I became very familiar with the Lincoln Highway. My first real interaction with this historic road was shortly after I started at WYDOT. In 2014, Wyoming PBS released a special called “100 Years on the Lincoln Highway”. Prior to the wide release of the documentary, Wyoming PBS and the producers of the film hosted a limited evening preview to special guests at a local hotel. I attended with several other historians and local enthusiasts where we were greeted with candy bars that were in the shape of a Model T. We were treated with the sneak preview and a panel Q&A
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