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ABOUT THE BOOK

Lacking even the most basic mechanical knowhow, Tim Moore sets out to cross Trumpland USA in an original Model T Ford. Armed only with a fan belt made of cotton, wooden wheels and a trunkload of ‘wise-ass Limey liberal gumption’, his route takes him exclusively through Donald-voting counties, meeting the everyday folks who voted red along the way.

He meets a people defined by extraordinary generosity, willing to shift heaven and earth to keep him on the road. And yet, this is clearly a nation in conflict with itself: citizens ‘tooling up’ in reaction to ever-increasing security fears; a healthcare system creaking to support sugar-loaded soda lovers; a disintegrating rust belt all but forgotten by the warring media and political classes.

With his trademark blend of slapstick humour, affable insight and butt-clenching peril, Tim Moore invites us on an unforgettable road trip through Trump’s America. Buckle up!
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CHAPTER 1
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‘No blasphemy. Say piss and tits all you like, but no Jesus Christ or God Almighty. I’m serious.’

Ross Lilleker’s pan-flat Derbyshire tones hung portentously in the bright blue Virginia morning. ‘Oh, and don’t use the C word. They’re not big fans of that one over here.’

It was the first Sunday in July, and we were outside a big white house in the manicured woodlands of Charlottesville’s deepest suburbia. Behind us, on a driveway delicately strewn with pine needles, stood a tall, thin, black motor car of startling antiquity. It had been a while, though much too short a while, since Ross reversed this frail relic out of the 30-foot trailer he now walked back past, en route to the huge, squat pick-up that towed it.

‘Drink plenty of water, you get really dried out driving them old things.’ Ross paused by the pick-up’s door. Sixteen years in Texas had done nothing to blunt that Chesterfield accent. He climbed in and lowered the window. ‘Right, reckon you’re all good. I’ll be off, then.’ Then he winked with his good eye, the one that hadn’t been taken out some years back by a rivet gun, fired up a brutish diesel engine and eased the colossal rig away.

I watched it disappear over a tree-topped brow, then listened as the roar faded, leaving me alone with birdsong and the distant drone of a lawnmower. That pick-up was the manliest vehicle I had ever been in, its crew-cab rear seat cluttered with greasy wrenches and boxes of rattling ironmongery, one of which I’d gamely attempted to employ as a pillow on our non-stop drive through the night. Fifteen hours earlier, Ross had picked me up outside an airport motel in Newark, New Jersey. By then he’d already driven almost 2,000 miles from Texas, having collected that tall, thin, black motor car from its previous keeper, just south of Houston. Bob Kirk was ninety-three years old, and so was the car he had owned for the last fifty-one of them. A 1924 Ford Model T Touring, now gazing warily at its new custodian through wide-set, chrome-lidded eyes. ‘It looks like it’s about to start talking,’ my wife had said when I’d shown her a photo Ross had emailed over some weeks before. Perhaps it might start right now: ‘Hey, Charlottesville! Thought I’d just let you all know how much I’m looking forward to this candy-ass Limey clownshoe trying to drive me six thousand miles across the whole damn country. Piss and tits, my friends, piss and tits.’

Our journey was to begin here by bureaucratic misadventure. Some states allow foreigners to register cars, some to insure them, but none permit both. In desperation I’d contacted Miles, who lived in the big white house behind me. The partner of my American cousin Patricia, Miles had made two critical mistakes. His first was to mention an interest in classic motoring during our first and only encounter, in London the previous summer. His second was to live in Virginia, extremely close to the east coast, which was my intended starting point. In any event, Miles’s consequent feats of trusting generosity had sent him to the brink of reckless blind faith. I’d bought the Model T (for $14,000), but in the eyes of the law and the GEICO insurance company, it was his. Learning to drive a T in confident safety was a process that by general consensus demanded a full year or a thousand miles, whichever came first. Any mishap during my protracted apprenticeship would have profound negative consequences for Miles’s future insurance prospects. Even for his future liberty, in the worst-case scenarios that now luridly suggested themselves: a steaming tangle of old black metal wrapped around a bus stop, with a dozen elderly legs twitching beneath it; a tall, thin hole in a schoolhouse wall.

Anyway, Miles and Patricia were on holiday in the Bahamas. I’d been let into their house by a teenage nephew, and walked out of it with an insurance certificate and a set of licence plates: 286GQ in an angular vintage font, with ‘ANTIQUE VEHICLE VA’ alongside in smaller letters. With dry lips and a fluttering stomach I now bent down and screwed them on over Bob Kirk’s battered tin plates. ‘24FORD TX’ on the rear, just beneath the spare wheel bolted to the car’s upright back end. On the front, behind the starting crank that drooped from the radiator like a thermometer from a patient’s mouth, his poignant novelty plate: ‘Too old to work, too young to die, so here we sit, just Mom and I.’

The dewy grass sparkled, more unseen mowers joined the symphony and a pair of ponytailed women in lilac vests and shorts jogged smoothly past. This Pleasant Valley Sunday was the calm before the storm, and I spun it out with a detailed appraisal of my aged charge. Old man Kirk was clearly a bit of a showman. The spindly wire wheels had been painted dark purple, girdled in flashy whitewall tyres that lent the little car an unlikely touch of the Ant Hill Mobs. Curlicued red coach lines embellished the doors and those leaping front fenders. The black paintwork had been buffed to a gaudy shine, and the outboard chrome headlamps winked in the morning sun. So too did the scripted Ford logo, making a jaunty tombstone of the radiator.
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My personal effects were packed in two holdalls. I heaved one on to the rear seat, and wedged the other into the iron storage trellis that sat on one of the running-boards, its latticed sides recalling the concertina gate of an antique elevator. Then I walked slowly around the car, struggling to recall key points – any points – from the brisk tutorial Ross had delivered before he left. As a global authority on Model Ts, and the veteran of several mammoth tours in them, Ross was the best-qualified tutor I could have wished for. But the forces of exhaustion and jabbering panic had been fighting it out in my head as he spoke, and very little had been retained. Something under there had to be oiled daily, something over here greased weekly. I pulled aloft the left-hand half of the hinged bonnet and frowned intently at the cast-iron, red-rubber innards. There wasn’t a lot in there at least. The most conspicuous component, a big metal carafe bolted on top of the engine, was the horn. This let forth a tremendous ahooga, an evocative nostalgia-klaxon that I already knew would bring me succour in difficult times. Disconnected snatches of Ross’s lecture spooled uselessly through my mind, like some lost verse from ‘I Am the Walrus’. Carb’s off a lawnmower, get into the hogshead, bolting on a Bendix.

There is no driver’s door on a Model T, owing to the obstructive presence of a lofty floor lever, whose many functions I soon hoped to explore. On a Touring model, as this was and most were, there are also no sides. Mine was a three-door convertible without too much to convert: by way of demonstration, Ross had hauled back the iron-framed black canvas top, in the process releasing a dusty pair of clip-on sunglasses and an earring from some ancient fold in the fabric. ‘Don’t look like Bob had it down much. Can’t blame him, at this time of year you’ll be burned alive in a couple of hours.’ We hauled it back aloft and I thereafter left it up.

So now, with a girding clap of the hands and a puffing out of cheeks, I unlatched the little metal flap that served as the passenger door, stepped up on the running-board and clambered across that tramp’s Chesterfield of a front seat. A soon familiar chorus played out as I took my station behind the upright, split-paned windshield, dimpling my back and buttocks on Bob Kirk’s minicab-style beaded seat cover. The stately creak of leather and leaf springs; the gentle slosh of petrol from the 10-gallon tank directly beneath me. Canvas brushed my scalp and the wooden steering wheel grazed the tops of my thighs. The Model T stood seven feet tall with its roof up, but half of that lay under my feet, ground clearance for the rutted rural tracks the car had been designed to tackle. The wheel was hard up to my chest, and holding it demanded splayed, bent elbows. Down on the floorboards, my shoes struggled to negotiate a thicket of pedals and levers. I sat there a while, knees to chin, back hunched, a stance I had last adopted on an infant’s chair at a primary-school parents’ evening. It didn’t seem like the optimal driving position for a transcontinental journey.

A final stocktake of my Model T’s information systems did not detain me for long. Pooh-poohing the traditional emphasis on speed and covered distance, the dashboard was home to a single, tremulous gauge that revealed if the battery was being charged or not. To its left, the ignition keyhole and headlamp switch. To its right, one of Bob Kirk’s after-market additions: a jaunty little thermometer, featuring a cactus, a rattlesnake rampant and the word TEXAS, alongside a thin column of red alcohol which told me the cabin temperature was already 85 degrees Fahrenheit. Further accessories of variable period authenticity were strewn about. A single round rear-view mirror clamped to the outside upper edge of the windshield. An indicator set-up removed from an old truck, comprising a little chrome stick clamped to the steering column through a box that emitted a strident buzz in operation. A (cough) USB charging socket under the dash, fitted by Ross on his own initiative, into which I now inserted my telephone’s power lead. Stuck to a bracket on the inside of the windscreen, this would display navigational advice and current speed, at the cost of universal derision. Ross had flipped down the final two dashboard add-ons with a flourish: ‘And here’s yer cupholders.’ Actually, there was just one more, a silver bell-push down by my left knee. How grateful I was that by 1924, most Model Ts came fitted with an electric starter, demoting the hand crank to emergency use. I turned the little brass key, adjusted all the controls to the best of my ability, and eased a moist, unsteady index finger towards the silver button.

My journey didn’t really start in Charlottesville. It had begun the previous November, with a wintry dawn fringing the curtains, when my wife and I were awoken by a commotion down in the street. Our son, who had invited a couple of friends over for a presidential-election all-nighter, was outside. We recognised him by his iron-throated baritone, an instrument that was now treating us and our neighbours to a deafening rendition of ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’. Its tone of deranged sarcasm made us instantly and horribly aware that the unexpected, the unthinkable, had unfolded. ‘Bollocking shit-gibbons,’ I muttered, and we lay there in the half-light, hands clasped under the duvet.

Only five months had passed since that previous long, dark dawn of the soul, when 48 per cent of us woke up in Brexit Britain and stared in harrowed disbelief at our bedroom ceilings. Those 52 per cent – who were they? What had they been thinking of? And why are they right now brusquely slamming this volume back on the bookshop shelf?

At least, and at last, an upside to Brexit now presented itself: the incredulous dismay my household had endured since the referendum offered a useful inoculation against the full-blown horror of President Donald Trump. But Brexit was just our own private calamity, an idiotic shot in the foot. Electing Trump felt like shooting Earth in the face. Shit just got global. As a citizen of the free world, I dearly wished to understand why its self-styled electorate had just installed this needy, groping narcissist, this infantile bullshitter, this ridiculous, orange phony as my leader.

Brexit reminded me how close I’d grown to Europe; Trump’s shocking election proved just how far I’d drifted from America. Forget that special relationship and our shared language. In terms of values, culture, lifestyle and outlook – let’s call it the entire human experience – I seemed to have so much more in common with our continental cousins. Even the Finns. Even the French. Yanks were the strangers now. Most of them, anyway. Or not quite most of them, because despite Donald’s ongoing bleats, he’d lost the popular vote by three million. Nearly every American I’d ever met lived near one coast or other, and I’d got on splendidly with nearly all of them. But as the election maps that scrolled up the screens next morning plainly emphasised, they hadn’t voted Trump. America lay cleaved in three, two slivers of Democrat blue astride a yawning swathe of Republican red that spanned the nation’s entire central bulk. The largely rural ‘flyover states’ had thrown a brick through the window of the coast-dwelling urbanites, those disdainful liberals who knew them only as a greeny-brown nothingness viewed through an aeroplane window.

With a start I remembered reading a New York Times editor’s account of his 3,000-mile motorcycle road trip across America’s provincial north, a few months before the election. As most of the states he passed through traditionally leaned Republican, he didn’t at first pay much attention to the Trump yard signs along the roadside. But there really were an awful lot of them – he started counting, but gave up after a hundred – and many were monumental labours of love: 10-foot hand-painted billboards, bed-sheet flags. A man with a 20-foot Trump banner flying from the extended ladder of an old fire-truck outside his boom-repair shop proudly revealed it had cost him $500. In Thorntown, Indiana, after 2,500 miles on the road, he finally encountered his first Hillary Clinton poster, a standard one-foot-by-two-foot campaign job stuck in a front lawn. ‘And I had to drive 60 miles to pick that up,’ grumbled the elderly Democrat who answered the door.

The small towns, the plains and prairies, the over-looked, over-flown US heartlands: here was where Trump won, and won bigly. If I wanted to know why – and I really, really did – this was the America I needed to visit.

Nobody, not even the Donald himself, had seen it coming; nobody, him least of all, knew what it meant. As the dumbfounding reality sank painfully in, commentators tried to take stock. The advent of Trump, by almost unanimous agreement, marked the end of an era. In 1941, Time magazine heralded ‘The American Century’, in an editorial beseeching its nation to enter the Second World War in the defence of democracy. Time heralded the United States as a forward-looking, outward-looking, initiative-seizing force for global good, the dynamic leader of world trade, an international Samaritan that would set an example to all nations on how to behave. Those rousing words may not have always translated into matching deeds in the decades that followed, but the thought was there. It wasn’t now, though. Trump was vowing to pull up America’s drawbridge, and turn the nation’s gaze from the future to the past. ‘Most important of all,’ Time had declaimed with a stirring flourish, ‘we have that indefinable, unmistakable sign of leadership: prestige.’ Well, that was that, then. The American Century had finished, twenty-five years short.

There was a more poignant, and more poetic, casualty in the headlines that tolled out around the Fox-free world.

‘Is choosing Trump the end of the American Dream?’

‘With Trump in the White House, the American Dream is Dead.’

I began to wonder precisely what these melodramatic obituaries were mourning. Many defined the American Dream as a simple economic progression: the expectation that you would live better than your parents had. Generational American betterment – a dependable reality for a hundred years or more – had faltered. Ninety-four per cent of Americans born in 1940 out-earned their parents; of those born in 1980, just 50 per cent were managing to. At lower income levels, the bottom tenth of earners, the decline was more profound still: from 88 per cent for the class of 1940 to 33 per cent amongst the 1980 cohort. Average household income in the US peaked back in 1999. But much as I’d love to, you could hardly pin any of that on Trump: he wasn’t its cause, but its consequence.

No, the Trumpdunnit trail led back to the American Dream’s core principle, the proud egalitarianism spliced deep into the land of opportunity’s DNA. ‘That dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for everyone,’ wrote James Truslow Adams in The Epic of America, the 1931 treatise that spawned this emblematic coinage, ‘with opportunity for each according to ability or achievement … This is the American Dream that has lured tens of millions of all nations to our shores.’ At the divided, divisive, wall-building dawn of Donald you couldn’t read all that without a hollow laugh, though I plumped for a demented yodel. Trump had even called it himself, at the end of the infamous speech that dismissed Mexican immigrants as drug-dealers and rapists: ‘Sadly, the American Dream is dead.’

In truth, as I now learned, Adams was himself harking back to happier times. He put pen to paper in the depths of the Depression, and his words were a retrospective paean to the American Dream’s preludial golden slumbers. ‘As we compare America to-day with the America of 1912 it seems as though we have slipped a long way backwards,’ he wrote, referencing the year that the last two mainland states joined the union, and thus providing a handy date of birth for the dream that had just died.

I read on, as Adams gamely fleshed out his shiny new catchphrase, defining what the American Dream meant by emphasising what it didn’t. ‘It has not been a dream of material plenty … nor physical comfort, and cheap amusements … It is not a dream of motor cars.’ Woah, Jimbo. I’ll have to stop you there. Keep the cheap amusements if you must, but let’s not be silly: take cars out of the American Dream, and you throw a bucket of iced water right in its peaceful, sleeping face. Ask anyone to envisage the Dream and they’ll describe a green-lawned, blue-skied consumerist wonderland, whose every cornerstone – suburbia, shopping mall, high school, the family vacation – is connected by road. Four-wheeled desire was the bedrock of the culture that underpinned the Dream, and of the work ethic that made it come true. If you wanted a car and worked for it, you got one. In 1964, when Lyndon B. Johnson announced his War on Poverty, even the most desperate regions were full of cars. In Appalachia, 40 per cent of the poorest residents owned one, and a third of those had been bought new. Car ownership was like some unwritten constitutional right.

When the Chinese wanted to kickstart their own economic miracle in the early 1990s, they simply removed restrictions on private vehicle ownership. The ‘car carrot’, as I’ve just feebly dubbed it, sufficed to lure millions of young people from rural areas into cities. Upheaval, cramped loneliness and years of soulless toil seemed a small price to pay for your own set of wheels. In 1985, only sixty people in Beijing owned private cars. By 2000, over a million did. Even in 2008, with over three million cars on the city’s streets, first-time buyers could barely contain themselves. ‘I can feel it when they come into the showroom,’ one Beijing dealer told the Washington Post that year. ‘The whole family chooses the car together. I can read the eagerness in their faces. They pay attention to every detail of the car. After they take it home, they get up several times every night to see if their cars are OK.’

Today there are six million cars in Beijing, and 163 million in China as a whole. The American Dream has gone on a world tour, by car. And it has done so because universal vehicle ownership is the American Dream’s most tangible expression: go-anywhere individual freedom and conspicuous consumption, in one handy package. One brief but glorious summer, my first as an ex-teenager, I lived that dream.

It was 1984, and my father had secured a three-month contract in New York. Being a one-man concern, his microfilm publishing company drafted in a team of hardened mercenaries: me, my sister, her boyfriend and my girlfriend, all veterans of Mindata Micropublications’ pound-an-hour repetitive-task game. By day we sat in a dark room somewhere in upper Manhattan and depressed the shutter buttons of our Bell & Howell Filemasters several thousand times. Then we rode the subway back to our home-swap apartment in Greenwich Village, and tried to understand baseball as a platoon of questing cockroaches set out from beneath the TV cabinet. We took turns to cook, with my debut effort combining frozen onion rings and a full bottle of white Zinfandel in a casserole I have never been allowed to forget. We were being rudely awoken from our American Dream before we’d even nodded off. Then flung into a waking nightmare when some of the larger cockroaches were granted the gift of lumbering, wayward flight.

After a week of this, my father and I began scouring the classifieds, and presently caught a commuter train out to Hicksville, halfway down Long Island. We returned, after dark and in a throbbing cloud of exhaust, on the yawning bench seat of a 1970 Oldsmobile Delta 88 convertible. Mindata’s new company car felt about 20 feet wide and 80 feet long, with an outermost layer of sky-blue paint largely applied by brush. It had three hubcaps and an eight-track tape player with The Concert Sound of Henry Mancini wedged in the slot. The passenger door was secured, after a fashion, by means of a bathroom latch bolted to its exterior. For an outlay of $350 this vehicle presented a novel twist on conspicuous consumption, though it was nothing if not conspicuous, and my word it consumed. Over the next ten weeks I think we saw about 9mpg out of it.

Our après-Filemaster routine was instantly and gloriously transformed. After dark we cruised through Chinatown and Alphabet City with the grubby white top down, Mancini’s weapons-grade muzak quavering out above that throaty rumble. We would pull up outside some hip, fairylight-swagged street eatery, cut ‘Moon River’ off in its orchestral prime and make a showy exit, often including a bench vault straight out on to the sidewalk. An hour later we’d come out to find the car gone. ‘Tow truck just came right up and took it away, man, whaddya want me to say?’ We never learned. The car-pound fees cost us more than the car did.

Every weekend was a pocket road trip, barrelling up and down the eastern seaboard, in and out of New England, all the way across to Virginia. We stopped at every yard sale we passed, filling the Oldsmobile’s giant, corpse-ready trunk with ironic daywear and cast-off Americana – old diner signs, a baseball mitt, the extraordinary tail lights off a 1950s Mercury, like scale models of the Sydney Opera House fashioned from chrome and red glass. The sun always shone and Henry’s swelling strings always filled the warm breeze. Summertime, and the listening was easy. The driving sometimes wasn’t, though. Hubcaps would routinely detach themselves and skitter gaily off into the dappled verge. The passenger door swung open on the sharper left-handers, and one day the brakes completely failed as we dived into the Lincoln Tunnel. My father somehow got us back using heavy applications of emergency brake and clenched-teeth profanity.

He was the only insured driver, which obliged me to live out my hands-on American Dream on private roads. I am still regularly reminded that when the rest of our party went off to improve themselves at Thomas Jefferson’s home and many of Frank Lloyd Wright’s more notable architectural creations, I was burbling around a car park the size of Hampshire with my left elbow on the top of a hot blue door. I still don’t regret it. Even at walking pace there was a heady, epic quality to the experience, a sense of initiation: look at me, driving this huge car in this huge country. My formative behind-the-wheel experiences had done nothing to prepare me: this absolutely was not a Morris Minor van, and nor was it Ealing. The car was the undisputed star of that trip. When I ruminatively consult my memory’s USA 1984 photo album, the Oldsmobile crops up on every page. Though, regrettably, the cover shot is that guy with the huge afro who once roller-skated past us down Fifth Avenue, wearing nothing but a yellow backpack.

One Saturday we drove out to Rhode Island and overdid the yard sales; when darkness crept upon us, my father felt too tired to drive home, and too prudent to finance three motel rooms. We bumped off the road, down a lane, and parked up in the corner of a forgotten field. But huge as the Oldsmobile was, it was not a bedroom for five adults. After an hour or two of communal fidgety huffing, my sister’s boyfriend issued a frustrated imprecation, climbed noisily outside and spreadeagled himself on the bonnet. Incredibly, I soon heard him snoring.

In the frailest light of a new day, blearily unrested and blistered with insect bites, I stumbled off through the crispy weeds for a pee. I was stumbling back when a pair of headlights bounced slowly up the lane behind me. An engine died, a window buzzed down and a flashlight clicked on.

‘Sir?’

I did my best to explain our situation to the very straight-faced state trooper who now stepped out of his patrol car, but it was never going to be easy. My future brother-in-law still lay out cold on the bonnet, limbs splayed to their widest extremity, with a black Lee Van Cleef hat over his face. It had been a bumper day at those suburban trestle tables, and as the trooper walked up to the Oldsmobile and peered in, I followed his flashlight beam over a sleeping riot of edgy kitsch and gaping mouths. I remember a lot of lurex and fur. Even my dad, chin on chest behind the wheel, had a tangerine-trimmed yachting cap on. Only now did I think to remove the Davy Crockett hat and over-sized John Lennon shades I had donned in a desperate small-hours bid to keep the mosquitoes at bay.

I’ve still got the hat, and the Mercury tail lights. And a fading Polaroid, which I chanced upon in a bedside drawer just a few days after Trump’s election. It’s me, in an appalling Hawaiian shirt and those wonky Lennon shades, standing on a Manhattan sidewalk with my arm around a cardboard cut-out of Ronald Reagan. We’re both beaming: that’s as happy as I’ll ever look beside a Republican, especially one I’ve just paid five dollars to embrace. In 1983, a street entrepreneur could have profitably unfolded Ronnie on any sidewalk in the land. But a flat-pack Trump would be radioactive Marmite. Especially in Manhattan, his home turf, where more than 90 per cent of voters put their cross elsewhere.

And as I gazed at the Gipper and me, smiling side by side, I thought back to the summer of ’84, and those halcyon top-down days on the open road, mourning my lost youth and America’s lost fellowship. I thought back further, to 1912, when the American Dream was born. A mission began to take fuzzy shape: there I was, driving through the small-town, big-country states that everyone now flew over, those suddenly alien outposts of Trumpland. The route had already laid itself out, in the form of a compelling election map I’d come across in the Washington Post. This split the nation into its 3,142 counties, and coloured each of them Trump red or Hillary blue, with the depth and darkness of these hues reflecting the strength of the candidate’s majority. I downloaded it and printed it out, noting the crimson bruise that blotted the Appalachians and the Midwest, and the spine of rich mahogany that spread north from Texas right up to the Canadian border. Peering closer, I found it was possible to drive all the way across the nation in Trump-voting territory, with a lot of weaving and a willingness to more than double the beeline distance to a touch over 6,000 miles. That was it, then. A road trip through the American Dream, from coast to coast, and cradle to grave. In the car that had launched it, over a hundred summers before.


CHAPTER 2
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Learning to drive a Model T Ford is a fiendish, vexatious and often terrifying process, entirely at odds with the car’s jolly and biddable demeanour. When you first sit behind the wheel of a T, take a while to savour the familiar feel of that circular rim before you, and its reassuringly traditional relationship with your desired direction of travel. I make this recommendation because everything else you have ever learned about driving a motor vehicle – absolutely everything – is about to be torn to shreds, stamped on and burned before your wild and weeping eyes.

Look down at your feet. There are three pedals, which appears encouragingly standard, but deceitfully so. The right-hand one, doubtless familiar to you as the accelerator, is the brake. The left-hand one is the clutch, but don’t get too excited. Press it halfway down and the car is in neutral. Mashing it to the floor selects low gear; take your foot off and you put the car in high. There are no other forward gears, and no gearstick. Welcome to Henry Ford’s planetary transmission: ‘the automatic gearbox you drive with your feet’. By now you may not be too surprised to learn that the central pedal, the one you will have learned to love as the brake, engages reverse.
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Now, with unease already puckering those inner buttocks, let us direct our attention to the big steam-engine lever that sticks high up out of the floor, and is now chafing intimately against your left thigh. Surely that’s a handbrake. Why, yes – yes it is! A bit. Though it’s also a kind of auxiliary clutch, which functions as a quirky parody of its foot-operated counterpart. All the way forward engages the planetary transmission in high gear. Halfway sets it in neutral, though in this position the car may proceed in low gear or reverse. Pulling it all the way back maintains neutral, applies the brakes and drives two sharpened bolts through the rim of the steering wheel and deep into your palms. I mean it might as well. Oh yeah, and that other floor lever, the one you snagged your knackers on when you climbed in? Well, that operates the Ruckstell two-speed rear axle. Look, I dunno. Says here it’s an ‘underdrive’.

Right – let’s go for a petrifyingly chaotic drive! Slow down, sailor. You don’t even know where the accelerator is yet. You won’t find it either. See those two stubby iron stalks sticking out either side of the steering column, just behind the wheel? The one on the right is the gas. I’m serious: you pull it down to go faster. And the one on the left? Come on, silly, that adjusts or retards the ignition spark as appropriate. Anyone who understands how cars work will know exactly what that means. It would be great if one of them came over and told me.

‘Spark up, gas down!’

My first lesson in starting a Model T was delivered by James Dean. East of Eden, adapted from John Steinbeck’s novel, was set in the early T era and thoughtfully featured an entire scene dedicated to the exercise, during which Dean and a bevy of assembled cast-mates chant the above phrase with manic enthusiasm. As fifteen million Ts rolled off the lines during Hollywood’s dawn, it was no surprise to find them popping up in umpteen period productions, though my related pre-departure viewing procured little further practical advice. In sorry truth, a Model T only ever seemed to be wheeled on to the silver screen for derisive comic effect. In It Happened One Night, a young Clark Gable borrows a Model T – a 1924 Touring exactly like mine – for an urgent romantic mission, only to find this hopeless old jalopy steadily overtaken by every other car on the road. Sad trombones all round. That scene in East of Eden was built around the rib-tickling palaver required to get a Model T running: after pushing the spark lever up and pulling the accelerator lever down, there remain no fewer than seven further stages for Jimmy and friends to enact and bellow aloud. Even Steinbeck, a writer who typically dealt with grandparents starving to death in lay-bys and the mercy killings of gentle giants with learning difficulties, couldn’t resist having a giggle at the Model T’s expense. There was something about the T – its ubiquity, its sloth, the curious marriage of spartan virtues and maddening operational complexity – that made the car an irresistible figure of fun. Inevitably, the Model T found itself a staple prop in the slapstick works of Fatty Arbuckle, Buster Keaton and, most regularly, Laurel and Hardy. I watched a lot of those before I left. If nothing else, they offered a handy primer on what facial expression to adopt should my T find itself compressed between two streetcars, bisected in a sawmill or driven into a bottomless, slurry-filled pothole.

But as helpful as the Chant of Jimmy Dean most surely was – I would intone it silently before my first few hundred starting rituals – it needed padding out. I was preparing for a drive that would occupy several months, in a car I’d been warned might take a year to master. So a few weeks before leaving home, I’d plugged myself into the UK’s Model T network, whose throbbing nodes of helpful activity swiftly put me in contact with Ross Lilleker, and coordinated two test drives.

The first took me around a damp Buckinghamshire farmyard in the company of Neil Tuckett, a straight-talking old T hand with curly grey hair, red cheeks and a boiler suit. The second, through the sunset-dappled lanes of deepest Kent, was undertaken with Deke Martin and his wife Rachel, who met me in full period costume: flapper hat and floral dress for her, waistcoat and Peaky Blinders cap for him. Aside from their common generosity, Deke and Neil were very different people, with very different cars. Neil’s Model T, or the one he selected for me from his extensive fleet, was an early model with big brass coach-lamps and wooden cartwheels: two parts Chitty, two parts Bang. Deke’s was one of the last Ts, a wire-wheeled, more compact dark-red 1926 Touring model.

Together these drives had totalled perhaps four miles. But despite their brevity and umpteen contrasts, the two experiences had left many consistent impressions. The clattering explosion of start-up, all hisses, clanks and lateral shudders. The painful threshes and howls as the planetary transmission bit into its fabric bands and I groaned off the mark, at once replaced by the sensation of wobbly runaway speed. Neck-snapping kangaroo hops, then the death lurch of a stall. And the inescapable, creeping dread that something was just about to go mechanically awry, mainly because in both cases it had. Neil spent his time in the passenger seat continually rapping his oily knuckles against a wooden box bolted to the firewall, an activity that sometimes roused its resident ignition coils to full attention, but twice left us coasting to a silent halt. Deke kept his ear cocked doubtfully throughout my micro stint at the wheel, and when I bumped to a stop in his orchard he leapt out, yanked up the bonnet and began muttering about band slip. That seemed like a lot of issues to face in four miles, particularly when considered on the start line of a journey 1,500 times longer.

And so, three weeks on and an ocean away, I said a silent prayer, jabbed that silver button and shattered Virginia’s Sunday calm with roaring, spluttery judders. Some experimental twiddling with the gas and spark levers amplified this crackpot-inventor’s cacophony into a thunderous biplane flypast, then, via a startling volley of shotgun backfires, muted it to an irregular tugboat burble. I heaved the brake lever forward and planted my left foot heavily on to the clutch, filling the air with protesting moans as the T trundled down Miles’s drive. How could this ancient machine possibly tolerate such a wild and injurious procedure? And how would I ever tame it? I swung the wheel right and weaved off into the morning on the wrong side of the road.

As a tale of desperation, upheaval and spectacular triumph over tragic adversity, the story of Henry Ford is the story of fledgling America. Huddled-mass refugee voyage – tick. Serial bereavement – tick. Back-breaking toil, surfeit of children, gung-ho foolhardiness in dogged pursuit of opportunity – tick, tick, tick. Ford’s humble ancestry and hard-won glory might qualify him as the most representative American in history. In fact, I’ve just decided it does.

Henry’s Irish father, William, emigrated from Cork at the age of twenty-one, in the year that came to be known as ‘Black ’47’, the grim nadir of the potato famine that killed a million and drove almost twice as many out of the country. William’s mother would perish on the voyage, leaving him and his father responsible for six younger siblings. They settled in Dearborn, near Detroit, built a log cabin, and found employment as navvies on the extension of the Michigan Central Railroad. Eighty acres of local woodland were in due course bought from an old Irish acquaintance, then arduously cleared and cultivated. In 1861, three years after purchasing half the family farm from his father, William married Mary Litogot, adopted daughter of another Irish neighbour. Mary was the daughter of Belgian immigrants who had both died in Dearborn before she turned three; her mother in childbirth, and her father while leading a team of oxen across the inadequately frozen Rouge River.

Henry was William and Mary’s eldest, born in 1863, three weeks after the Civil War tide turned against the Confederacy at Gettysburg. By then, the farming Fords were beginning to prosper. Its proximity to the Great Lakes and Canada’s vast natural resources had already established Detroit as a transport hub and industrial power-in-waiting, a city whose burgeoning population – 80,000 in 1870, almost half of them foreign born – represented an ever hungrier market for the Ford family’s wheat, meat and orchard fruit. The farm doubled in size, more children arrived, and William – by now a justice of the peace and church deacon – extended the family home into a ten-roomed bungalow, imposing by the standards of the time.

Young Henry, in common with every farm-child of the age, worked long hours in barn and field before and after school. Sunday began with an eight-mile walk to church and back. As fond as he would always be of the rural lifestyle, this routine fostered a profound resentment for manual and pedestrian chores, and a fixation with their mechanical fulfilment. His determined curiosity in this arena soon earned him a reputation as a reckless tinkerer, with an especially wayward fascination for the harnessing of power. One summer afternoon he dammed and diverted a creek to propel a small water wheel, inadvertently flooding a neighbour’s potato field. To explore the potential of steam he filled a clay pot with water, bound the lid tightly shut and surreptitiously placed it in the family’s dining-room fireplace. The resultant explosion smashed a mirror, a window and left a lifelong scar on his forehead. A later and more ambitious study involved a 10-gallon drum, a home-made tin turbine and a parallel catastrophe which burned down the schoolyard fence and bequeathed Henry another blemish, on his left cheek, that he would be wryly explaining for the rest of his days. He took apart his neighbours’ pocket watches, using his indulgent mother’s corset stays and knitting needles for tools, and sometimes successfully reassembled them. He almost lost a finger examining his father’s hay cutter. And all the while, he honed a deep loathing for agricultural inefficiency in all its forms. He nursed a particular aversion for the horse: sickly, expensive, unreliable, and each one a living reminder of the humiliation he’d once suffered when a colt dragged him all the way home on his arse, a boot stuck in the stirrups.

‘Horses and mules eat their fool heads off six months out of the year,’ the young Henry ranted in a notebook, his way of explaining that a quarter of all the farmland in the US was given over to feeding the nation’s twenty-five million horses. ‘And you can’t fix a dead horse with a monkey wrench,’ he added bluntly. (Many years later, after selling a million Model Ts, Henry got out his ever-ready notebook and scrawled: ‘The horse is DONE!’)

But that homely, hapless, horse-hating heaven was turned upside down in 1876. Twelve days after delivering a stillborn baby that would have been her seventh child, Mary died. ‘I never had any particular affection for the farm itself,’ Henry would recall. ‘It was the mother on the farm I loved.’ But a month later, the thirteen-year-old Henry experienced an epiphany that provided a durable distraction from his grief, and would in due course change the world. Riding alongside his father in the family cart, Henry detected a clattering, huffing commotion from up the lane and jumped out to investigate. The source of this tumult was a Nichols and Shepard steam-powered traction engine, the first horseless vehicle he had ever beheld. (At the time over 75,000 steam engines were plying their trade across America’s Corn Belt, threshing and reaping.) Henry looked up at the machine in awe, then bombarded the operator with technical enquiries. ‘This encounter showed me I was by instinct an engineer,’ he rather blandly recollected three decades later. But as he stood there amongst the din and sooty vapour, his teenage mind was blown by the overwhelming possibilities of a self-contained, self-propelled conveyance. Henry Ford was, thenceforth, a young man obsessed. For the rest of his life he kept a photograph of a traction engine on prominent display, ‘somewhere I could see it every day’.
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At this point we had better apply a finger to the fast-forward button, and hold it there, watching blurry sepia figures dart to and fro before our eyes with entertaining haste. Zoom, there goes the sixteen-year-old Henry, scooting away to Detroit to work in a streetcar factory. Then at a dry dock. Then as an apprentice machinist. Three years pass and he’s speeding back home, operating and fixing traction engines for neighbouring farmers. Look, he’s getting married to Clara Bryant, and they’re living on a farm his dad gave them. What’s he up to? Doesn’t look like farming. Nope, he’s using a steam engine to log wood. For two years. And now – whee! – he’s off again, whisking Clara to Detroit where he’s bagged an engineering job at the Edison Illuminating Company. Pop! Their only child, Edsel, is born at the new family home in November 1893. Bang! A month later, on Christmas Eve, our man rigs up a little petrol engine in his kitchen sink, with Clara dripping the fuel in while Henry – seriously, mate? – holds a wire from the ceiling light socket to the spark plug. Three years on, and Henry is still clocking in at Edison, but whizzing in and out of his woodshed late into the night. He’s only gone and built a car! But – what are you like, Hezza? – it’s too big to get out through the shed door, so there he is demolishing half the front wall at 4 a.m. to take his petrol-powered Quadricycle for its debut run through the Detroit dawn. Hmm, looks a bit rubbish, like a big pram steered by a narrow-boat tiller. Still, it soon gets attention and look, there he is scuttling about in a smart new coat and a big moustache, getting well in with Thomas Edison, the mayor of Detroit and plenty of bigwig moneymen and industrialists. It’s 1899 and Henry has left the electric company to head up the new Detroit Automobile Company. But his backers have no interest beyond a quick buck, and if we slow the action we can see them losing patience with Henry’s vision of a perfectly engineered car pitched at a mass market that doesn’t yet exist. Within two years the firm folds. Henry is pushing forty and has to date built twenty-three cars. Let’s hit pause, just as he’s shaving his ’tache off.

At the hectic dawn of the automobile age, Ford found himself up against 2,500 rival US start-ups, with Detroit home to more backstreet car makers than any other city. Had the cards fallen differently, we might all now be driving about in Kerosene Surreys, or American Beauties, or Juveniles, Gaylords and Cuckmobiles. Like some pioneering but less punchable Richard Branson, Henry decided that a grand gesture was needed to set himself and his cars apart from the crowd, a daredevil publicity stunt. And so, summoning the youthful bravado that had scarred him for life and laid waste to half of Dearborn, in the autumn of 1901 he entered the first motor race Michigan had ever hosted.

Ford was by then entering middle age, and the only vehicle he’d driven with any regularity was that wobbly 20mph Quadricycle. His sole competitor for the $1,000 prize would be Alexander Winton, millionaire owner of the largest petrol-engined car manufacturer in the US, and the nation’s most famous racing driver. It was a dramatic statement of Henry Ford’s relentless, unbounded ambition, and from Clara’s viewpoint a pigheadedly irresponsible one.

The event, held at Detroit’s Grosse Pointe race track on 10 October, incited great excitement in the nascent Motor City. Shops closed for the day. Courts were adjourned. Eight thousand spectators travelled to the track, in packed streetcars that ran from the city centre every thirty seconds. Yet when the two rivals puttered up to the start line, the crowd were dismayed by an embarrassing mismatch. Winton’s mighty 70hp Bullet dwarfed Ford’s Sweepstakes, a frail-looking, stripped-down machine with a 26hp engine that Henry had built with his young associate Ed Huff. Huff, a self-taught electrical engineer who had worked with Ford since the age of sixteen, had fitted Sweepstakes with a revolutionary fuel-injection system incorporating porcelain insulators – in effect the first modern spark plug – fashioned to order from denture ceramic by a local dentist. However, he was now making a rather more conspicuous contribution: in order to facilitate on-the-move adjustments to his ignition set-up, Huff would spend the entire race clinging to the car’s running-board. The plucky and dextrous adhesion he displayed that afternoon earned him a lifelong nickname: Spider.

When the flag fell, nobody was surprised to see Bullet roar away to an impressive lead. Unburdened by relevant experience, Ford struggled to control his car at 60mph through the corners, requiring Huff to supplement his alfresco tinkering with dramatic redistributions of body weight. But the lighter car began to close the gap after five laps, and when Bullet overheated on lap 8, sputtering and misfiring, Sweepstakes sped past. As the precarious combo took the flag, the crowd erupted into something approaching mass hysteria. ‘The people went wild,’ wrote a relieved but alarmed Clara to her brother. ‘One man threw his hat up and when it came down he stamped on it. Another man had to hit his wife on the head to keep her from going off the handle.’

To the victor, the spoils. Alexander Winton, the first man to put a steering wheel on a car, builder of the first V8 engine and the first presidential motor carriage, is no more than a footnote in motoring history. But Henry’s memorable triumph, in his first and last motor race, made his name and that of the cars that would bear it. Speed sold cars to the rich few; the hare-and-tortoise reliability that had won the day for Sweepstakes was a far greater draw to the mid-market masses. (Though just for the hell of it, at the age of forty-one Henry upset Clara one last time by setting a world land speed record of 91.37mph on the frozen waters of Detroit’s Lake St Clair.) ‘It is not uninteresting,’ noted a rather dry press advertisement, ‘that the builder and driver of this car is also the designer and builder of the regular Ford Runabout.’ The public would keep the faith for seven years, one further failed company and nine models of gently ratcheting appeal, before Henry Ford and his team – Spider Huff prominent amongst them – launched their self-styled Universal Car, the world-changing Model T.


CHAPTER 3
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My determination to complete a full coast-to-coast journey meant I first had to drive 160 miles back to the Atlantic shore, heading south-east against the American road trip’s magnetic westward lure. I can’t say this detour troubled me when there was so much else on my metaphorical plate, much of it already spilling into my metaphorical lap. Indeed, I’d already blithely bolted on another detour, factoring in a side trip to Detroit – a city which had roundly rejected Trump, but one that in the circumstances seemed to demand a pilgrimage.

After a nerve-settling preamble on empty side roads, during which I reoriented the car rightwards in compliance with native traffic regulations, I turned on to a thoroughfare which quite quickly swelled into Charlottesville’s many-laned bypass. I grasped the wheel as tight as my slickened palms allowed and tucked into the slow lane, nodding rigidly to acknowledge the supportive waves and toots of passing motorists. Green light, green light, green light. Neil Tuckett’s headline mantra spooled through my head: If you can stop a T, you can drive a T. Green light, green light, red li—PISS AND FREAKING TITS. High up on an overhead gantry with a giant sun for company, the first stop signal took me by spleen-shrivelling surprise. With the front wheels almost up to the white junction line I stamped both feet on the pedals, any pedals, and flipped the hand levers aloft. If it hadn’t been a Sunday, these would have been my final actions on earth. The T squirrelled about the tarmac, the motor popped and died and I came to rest, at a rakish angle, about two feet past the six-lane intersection’s deserted geometrical centre.

Humming reedily, I punched the starter. Ker-dug-a-dug-a-dug-a-dug-a-dug-a-dug-a-wheeeck. Then silence. I tried again, and again. The motor just wouldn’t catch. Again. Again. Again, and by now the battery was audibly tiring. At this point an extremely large blue object entered my right-side peripheral vision at great speed, while an extremely loud air horn tore through every hole in my head.

‘Hail pew?’

My eyes were clamped shut, braced for terminal impact or death by embarrassment. I opened them and saw a very round and very red face, underpinned by a moist smile accessorised with a small number of beige teeth. I realised these words were an offer of assistance when two meaty hands grasped the frame of the windshield and began pushing the car backwards to safety. As we inched out of the junction and on to the verge-side gravel a many-wheeled blue truck, hissing and rumbling, weaved slowly past in front of us.

I thanked my saviour, who appeared to have deserted his vending duties at a fruit-stacked roadside trestle table some way behind us. ‘Your car is a old car,’ he said, with great deliberation, and I sensed his utility might have peaked. I clanked open a bonnet flap and was met by an almost visible wave of heat. The Model
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