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  Foreword


  There are books that are to be read, and then there are books that are to be experienced—absorbed, obsessed over, consumed, embraced, and never kept too far away. Greetings from the Lincoln Highway easily falls into the second category for me, in a league with Blue Highways and Travels with Charley among several other cherished odes to the road.


  As time marches on and historic trails like the Lincoln Highway fade and erode, a book like this becomes even more important because it lovingly pulls together all of the memories, artifacts, and touchstones that placed this road in our consciousness in the first place. Brian Butko’s skillful, passionate, and intuitive feel for this highway is obvious on every page. The research is deep and telling and intertwines beautifully with the romance and appreciation of not just why this highway matters, but why it is still a relevant subject today.


  I have done my own wandering across many American roads, both famous and forgotten, and I understand the allure that keeps one searching and dreaming. The details, the memories, the souvenirs, the maps and the nostalgic ephemera all play a part in the creation of a wonderful piece of work such as this. Butko’s talents as a writer and documentarian have always impressed me and many others. Personally, I have also considered him a true kindred spirit; someone that I know loses sleep over his subjects, always excited and always searching.


  Whether or not you ever decide to take a trip like this almost doesn’t matter, because Butko takes it for you. He has done the homework and set course; if you do decide to hit the road in search of the many iconic ghosts that still line this passageway, this book is the perfect companion. But if you simply want to imagine what it feels like to experience the Lincoln Highway, this book will fill in all of the blanks and set your imagination reeling.


  If certain roads have souls, as I believe they do, then those souls are meant to be captured, examined and celebrated. Greetings from the Lincoln Highway does that and more. Enjoy the journey you are about to embark upon with a truly exceptional traveling companion. Prepare to experience the sacred hallmarks of any good road trip, from the wonder in your heart, to the wind in your hair, to the sweet, soft vanilla custard at a roadside stand on a scorching summer day. This road is now yours. Enjoy it, as I know you will.


  Chris Epting

  author/journalist


  Foreword to the First Edition


  

  In my family is a 1926 Model T coupe, black enamel, upright windshield, and hand-crank start. Its care has been given over to me, a joyous task. Since it sits most of the time, getting it started sometimes takes priming, fiddling, some swearing, and considerable cranking. Once it starts, and I’ve played with the spark and throttle enough to know it will stay running, there comes a moment of magic.


  The little car stands at attention, vibrating, rocking with kinetic potential. In that few seconds before I release the brake and step on the low-gear pedal, I briefly relive the start of every road journey I’ve ever taken, the beginning of every great automobile trip there ever was. I marvel at the machine, its marriage to the road, and co-joined, their nuptial promise of adventure “—somewhere west of Laramie,” of keen experiences that would put Walt Whitman to writing a dozen new verses to “Song of the Open Road.”


  Every auto journey should start with excitement like this, and those that Brian Butko writes about in this volume all did. The first thirty years of the twentieth century were a singular era in American history, a time when automobiles first allowed millions to find a little relief from the isolation of farm, factory, or high-society life, and discover a bit of their own country through mud-spattered windshields on highways that had lyric names but few improvements or markings. For a short while, before giant interchanges and coast-to-coast fast food, the adventure quotient ran high, and anybody who was able took an auto trip to see the country firsthand.


  Of course, it couldn’t last. In a country so bent on improving itself, the road and the automobile soon evolved into the sprawling and usually efficient system we take for granted today. As Butko points out, the Lincoln Highway aficionados who attend the annual convention usually get there by four-lane interstate highways, if they drive at all. And I, for one, would not give up my fuel-efficient, stereo-enhanced sedan and the wide four-lanes I drive to work.


  In the 1980s, when I was on the road for long weeks photographing and digging deep in research libraries for my own book on the Lincoln Highway, I found myself constantly thinking about the early “autoists” and their experiences while crossing the nation on this road. Certainly things like bridges, route markings, concrete, federal legislation, and early Lincoln Highway Association correspondence were vital to the book, but I found myself returning to the stories of those who went early and wrote about what they found.


  Through my own often mud-splattered windshield, I looked out on the likes of the Ship Hotel in the mountains of Pennsylvania and the tiny oasis of Fish Springs in the Utah desert and thought, What did they think of this place? What tiny but memorable part of their lives did they live here? When my book was finished, I knew there was a lot more to be discovered and to be written about in the tales of the travelers and where they camped, turned the wrong way, got stuck, broke down, ate, bought gas—and where they sailed along with a sense of liberation that few have felt before or since.


  Effie Gladding, who crossed on the Lincoln Highway in 1914, understood it. She dedicated her book to the adventurous auto travelers of her time. Now Brian Butko has written the book for modern adventurers— take it with you in the minivan or the Honda and become one of Gladding’s “lovers of the open road and the flying wheel.”


  Drake Hokanson


  The Good, The Bad, and the Muddy


  An Introduction to the Lincoln Highway

  
  In May 1911, Henry Joy, president of Pack-ard Motor Car Company, drove west from Detroit in a new automobile. He was wealthy enough that he need never have left the office, but Joy was a hands-on guy. He and his chief engineer figured a cross-country drive would be a good test of the company’s new model. At Omaha—not even halfway across the country—Joy asked a Packard dealer for directions to continue west.

  
  Many a time I have slept in a mud puddle and fried my bacon on a sagebrush fire rather than take advantage of the accommodations offered in some of the Middle West and Western towns on our main routes of travel, and I am not particularly squeamish.


  —Henry B. Joy,
The Outlook magazine,
April 25, 1917

  


  “Follow me and I’ll show you,” came the reply.


  The dealer got in a car and led the men to a wire ranch fence.


  “Just take down the fence and drive on and when you come to the next fence, take that down and go on again.”


  “A little farther,” said Joy, “and there were no fences, no fields, nothing but two ruts across the prairie.”


  At the start of the 20th century, there was no road across the United States. There were wagon trails in the West and decaying turn-pikes in the East. A few people had envisioned and even named cross-country routes. One, the Transcontinental Road, traced a line much like the Lincoln Highway would adopt in 1913. But it wasn’t a real road, just someone’s conception of trails that could be hooked together between the coasts.


  That was essentially the Lincoln Highway at first, too. Famed pathfinder A. L. Westgard told potential tourists that they’d find the road enjoyable, if they were “fond of changing tires and digging a car out of sand pits and mud holes.” Henry Ostermann, who would become the Lincoln Highway Association (LHA) field secretary, estimated in 1908 that a cross-country trip would take sixty days— ninety if difficulties were encountered. But it could be done. It had been done, starting with the first cross-country drive in 1903. What made the Lincoln different than other vaguely routed paths is that it was the first and most concerted effort to improve, mark, and promote a road across the United States. It succeeded because it gave disparate groups— motor ists, manufacturers, farmers, and politicians—a common rallying point.


  It became a crusade for the men involved in its founding. They were determined to get America out of the mud as well as build the greatest monument possible to the martyred president, Abraham Lincoln. No mere statue or building would do. The proclamation of the route, released September 14, 1913, hammered home that the establishment and im-provement of the highway was the patriotic burden of every person. Their later writings and speeches were infused with a desire to make this road a perpetual memorial. In 1914, two years after he conceived of the highway, Carl Fisher declared: “The Lincoln Highway is to be something more than a road. It will be a road with personality, a distinctive work of which the Americans of future generations can point with pride—an economic but also artistic triumph.” It didn’t hurt that the road could help sell more of the cars and accessories that these men made their everyday business.


  In the nine decades following the Lincoln Highway’s establishment, it went from a red line on a map to the best-known highway ever; the term “America’s Main Street” was used to describe the Lincoln as early as the 1918 LHA guide. It then slipped into obscurity, being overshadowed by Route 66, though it predated that highway by more than a decade.

  [image: Lincoln Highway]

  Road improvements that once were cutting-edge have been dug up, paved over, or simply left to wither. A 1928 photo taken east of Schellsburg, Pennsylvania, shows the original Lincoln and an adjacent improved version with guardrails and a modern culvert. You might even think about finding and driving them. But a third generation—straighter and hard-surfaced—bypassed both roads long ago, and in 1940, the Pennsylvania Turnpike became the ultimate bypass. The original two roads have become faint traces in the woods, their secrets fading into the bramble.


  Such stories, however, are able to surface because the Lincoln Highway did not die after all. Just as the last of the old-time boosters were passing on, it was rediscovered. Drake Hokan-son’s engaging 1988 book inspired a new generation to hit the roads and archives in search of the road and its story. A new Lincoln Highway Association began spreading the word with a quarterly magazine and yearly conference.


  For fifteen years, I considered writing a book about what’s along the road, but I didn’t want to just cobble together photos of neon signs and quaint cabin courts. There’s much more fascinating history and geography to be learned from the road. A number of books have covered some aspect—painstakingly detailed state guides, notably a series by Gregory Franzwa; adventures such as Bill Roe’s bicycle journey; Pete Davies’s absorbing tales of the First Transcontinental Army Truck Convoy—but no general guides to the route.


  I’m also intrigued by what traveling the road might have been like, and nothing captures the tribulations of early motoring better than the words of those who lived it. A number of memoirs published between 1910 and 1930 recount trips that followed at least part of the Lincoln Highway. Postcard messages likewise captured the immediacy of traveling. On a postcard showing the highway at Point of Rocks, Wyoming, Len wrote to Sweeps, “There plenty of nothing out here for sure, this is the way it looks for sure. Everything is okay.” The landscape was the main feature to Len, moving him to say no more.


  That’s not to say that early motorists were above brief flirtations with nostalgia. In Excuse My Dust, Bellamy Partridge wrote: “There was a gaity to motoring in those days, a vacation spirit, a camaraderie of the highway that is almost unbelievable today. Nobody could have believed that so simple a pleasure would, in a single generation, grow into a monster called Traffic.” And he was writing in 1943! I’ll bet the 1903 transcontinentalists would have traded a few miles of concrete for some traffic.


  [image: You can learn a lot about]

  
 You can learn a lot about travel habits and road conditions from old postcards.
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  And so I wrote this book to help me figure out what’s where, and I hope it helps you too. It includes a mix of geography and history, with no particular goal of retelling every town’s history or every gas station’s lineage. It supplies directions to explain the route, but you’ll need more detailed guides for navigating. I was lucky to find so many vintage photos, and friends generously loaned their rare postcards. The book also incorporates many quotes that describe life on the road. But take them for what they’re worth; as James Montgomery Flagg wrote in Boulevards All the Way—Maybe, “Most Americans can tell the truth about something. Motoring is the one topic about which they all lie.”


  The Memoirs


  One of the earliest auto trip narratives is Two Thousand Miles on an Automobile, penned anonymously by “Chauffeur” in 1902. The author didn’t give the make of his car, but it was an American-made, one-cylinder vehicle rated at eight and a half horsepower. He captured a world that was quite different from our own:


  A man with a white elephant could probably travel from New York to San Francisco without disbursing a penny for the keeping of his animal. . . . It is a good deal also with an automobile; it is still sufficiently a curiosity to command respect and attention. The farmer is glad to have it stop in front of his door or put up in his shed; he will supply it with oil and water. The blacksmith would rather have it stop at his shop for repair than at his rival’s—it gives him a little notoriety, something to talk about. So it is with the liveryman at night; he is, as a rule, only too glad to have the novelty under his roof, and takes pride in showing it to the visiting townsfolk. They do not know what to charge, and therefore charge nothing.



  But not all were so happy to encounter his car: “Why the hoodlums who stand about the street corners should be animated by a seemingly irresistible desire to hurl stones and brickbats—as well as epithets—at passing automobiles is a mystery.”


  The ride was jarring, too: “Going at twenty or twenty-five miles an hour in a machine with thirty-two-inch wheels and short wheel-base gives about the same exercise one gets on a horse; one is lifted from the seat and thrown from side to side. . . . It is trying on the nerves and the temper.”


  Horns were not yet a staple of the road: “In the country the horn is not so good for attracting attention as a loud gong. The horn is mistaken for dinner-horns and distant sounds of farmyard life.” Gongs were more familiar, as they were used by policemen, firemen, and trolley lines.


  A decade later, autos were familiar to most people, and writers concentrated more on the road and landscape. By the end of the 1920s, 90 percent of all cars were enclosed, the inverse of a decade earlier. Frederic Van de Water was an exception, as he noted in 1927:


  We are one of the few remaining families in this hemisphere who consider a top a nuisance and an obstruction unless it is actually raining. . . . But all our highway mates traveled beneath a low roof . . . which, to our abnormal minds, ranks a little lower in pleasure than riding in a railroad coach.



  

  Though many memoirists were elite, one exception was Theodore Dreiser, who published A Hoosier Holiday in 1916. His account of returning to his childhood haunts in Indiana covers little of the Lincoln Highway, but it stands out as beautiful writing and one of the few narratives that embrace the working class. Dreiser also left a tantalizing mystery for Lincoln Highway researchers. His friend’s chauffeur, and the driver for this trip, was called “Speed.” The book never reveals his real name but describes him as “a blond, lithe, gangling youth with an eerie farmer-like look and smile. . . . He seemed half-mechanic, half street-car conductor, half mentor, guide and friend.” He was said to be “one of the chauffeurs who led the procession of cars from New York over the Alleghenies and Rockies to the coast, laying out the Lincoln Highway,” and Dreiser wrote that he saw testimonials and autographed plates proving it. Which trip was that? Who was Speed?


  The writings of the other memoir writers you’ll meet in these pages vary widely in style and focus. Many noted specifics about flowers, aromas, and the clarity of the air; they were driving open cars at low speeds and really absorbing the landscape. Today one can cross three states in the time it took them to go between two towns.


  On June 9, 1909, twenty-two-year-old Alice Ramsey left New York City in a dark green Maxwell 30 touring car with friend Hermine Jans and sisters-in-law Nettie Powell and Margaret Atwood. In Veil, Duster, and Tire Iron, she recalled how they left their homes and husbands (except bachelorette Hermine) in Hack-ensack, New Jersey, and arrived in San Francisco fifty-nine days later, making Alice the first woman to drive across the United States. She had been challenged by a sales manager for the Maxwell-Briscoe Company, which sponsored and publicized the trip to convince the American public that cars were here to stay.


  Ramsey did not reach the future Lincoln Highway until Ligonier, Indiana, but from there she almost always stuck to the soon-tobe transcontinental route. In fact, she wrote, “I almost feel as if I were the ‘Mother’ of it! And believe me, the labor pangs prior to its birth were terrific. It is still a lusty and worthy offspring—even if its name is now obscured and desecrated by its unromantic designation as Route 30!” Ramsey would cross the country more than thirty times in the next seventy years. For the centennial, numerous women retraced her trip in antique autos, including a 1909 Maxwell assembled from scratch.


  In her 1911 memoir, A Woman’s World Tour in a Motor, Harriet White Fisher told of her ten-thousand-mile journey around the globe in a forty-horsepower Locomobile roadster. She had been widowed in 1903 and, in a rare turn for the times, personally took control of her late husband’s Eagle Anvil Company in Trenton. On the trip, the forty-two-year-old took along a servant for cooking and secretarial duties and a maid; her nephew Harold did the driving. It was an amazing feat, just one year after the famous New York–to–Paris race that had left many cars far short of the goal. She and her entourage were abroad almost a year, arriving in San Francisco on June 17, 1910. They reached New York City two months later.


  In Fill’er Up!, Bellamy Partridge described his trip across the country in August 1912. His recollection, four decades later, was that news of the Lincoln Highway had inspired the trip, so perhaps he was thinking of 1913. Much of Partridge’s book was a chronicle of the American Automobile Association (he was invited to join by Robert Bruce, who would later write a book about the Lincoln Highway in Pennsylvania). Partridge recalled that the first resolution passed after AAA’s formation in 1902 “was in favor of a transcontinental highway from New York to San Francisco, and yet so lacking was the public interest in roads that after some ten years of effort not even the route had been decided upon.”

  
     [image: Alice Ramsey repairs]

 Alice Ramsey repairs a flat near Rochelle, Illinois. Note the cover on the rear oil lamp next to the luggage. In 2009, for the centennial of Alice’s drive, Emily Anderson retraced the trip in a 1909 Maxwell her dad had rebuilt.

     
  Effie Gladding had just returned from three years touring the world when she departed from San Francisco on April 21, 1914. She and her husband, Thomas, first drove the El Camino Real six hundred miles south before turning and meeting the Lincoln at Stockton. In a 262-page book titled Across the Continent by the Lincoln Highway, she doesn’t reach the focus of her title until page 108, then detours off it for another 47 pages near the end, skipping most of Ohio and Pennsylvania. Still, it was the first full-size hardback to discuss transcontinental travel, as well as the first to mention the Lincoln Highway:
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  Some of the many books that describe early automobile touring.


  
  We were now to traverse the Lincoln Highway and were to be guided by the red, white, and blue marks; sometimes painted on telephone poles, sometimes put up by way of advertisement over garage doors or swinging on hotel signboards; sometimes painted on little stakes, like croquet goals, scattered along over the great spaces of the desert. We learned to love the red, white, and blue, and the familiar big L which told us that we were on the right road.

  

  After her return, Gladding wrote the fore-word to the LHA’s first road guide, directing it to women motorists.


  Thornton Round recalled his family’s 1914 trip from Cleveland to the Pacific in The Good of It All. His parents, brother, and sisters made the trip in a Winton Six and a Ford Model T Runabout to carry the baggage. Though Round was writing from memory more than forty years later, he had clear recollections, plus he uncovered reports his dad had sent back and published in the local AAA magazine. The family used a Blue Book to navigate, but found its directions ended at Salt Lake City. After that, the book advised using a compass to head west.


  Emily Post was divorced and was writing for money (including romantic serials of high society), when Collier’s magazine commissioned her to cross the United States and write about it. Her son Edwin drove, and an unnamed family member joined them. Her story was published in 1916 as a book, By Motor to the Golden Gate. Her fame came later in 1922, with the publication of an etiquette book. In 1961, her son wrote her biography, with one part recounting the transcontinental drive.


  In the 1920 book A Frenchwoman’s Impressions of America, Comtesse Madeleine de Bryas wrote of a trip across the country in 1918 with her sister. They traveled for six months, giving more than two hundred lectures to solicit aid for French war relief. She noted Americans’ love of their cars: “‘The house was a luxury, but the car a necessity.’ And truly they live in them, sleep in them, and finally go camping with their dearly beloved motor-cars.”


  Beatrice Massey wrote in It Might Have Been Worse, that she had been inspired by Emily Post’s book: “After talking and planning for three years, we actually decided to go in ten minutes.” Massey, her husband, and another couple departed from New York on July 19, 1919. They came back well satisfied with their twin-six Packard touring car.


  In A Long Way from Boston, Beth O’Shea and her friend Kit crossed the country in the early 1920s on a more modest budget. They drove a black 1918 Model T roadster that looked “like what those early cars really were— a carriage that had mislaid its horse.”


  Frederic Van de Water’s 1927 book, The Family Flivvers to Frisco, is one of the most consistently funny accounts, and it is in-sightful too. He set off with his wife, whom he referred to only as the Commodore, and young son whom he called the Supercargo. He began by describing the reaction of their friends to the idea of a cross-country journey:


  
  Fences


  Fences may seem an unlikely part of the Lincoln Highway story, but early motorists would disagree. Western stretches of the road typically crossed ranches that were fenced in; motorists had to go through or around.


  Thornton Round recalled in The Good of It All that when his family drove west in 1914, they ran into fences, literally. They were hurrying toward Denver on the Colorado Loop at dusk when Thornton’s car hit a barbed-wire fence stretched across the road, pulling the post from the ground. “When it hit it took the headlights and radiator clean off the car,” he wrote. They plugged the radiator holes to the engine with sagebrush roots and steamed onward.


  Gates and fences even showed up in guides such as the Cheyenne to Reno Auto Log ; at thirty miles west of Medicine Bow, travelers were instructed to “open gate into ranch,” drive around sheds, and go “thru gate out of ranch yd.” Two miles east of Lyman, it informed motorists that they would go through two fences and a gate. In Packard’s 1913 Lincoln Highway Route Road Conditions and Directions, the road from Laramie and Rawlins, Wyoming, had eighteen gates at which motorists had to stop, open, pass through, stop again, and close.


  In A Woman’s World Tour in a Motor, however, Harriet White Fisher wrote that as they approached Ely, Nevada, from the southwest, they were “obliged to travel four or five miles around over rough stubble and sagebrush. . . . These fenced-in places generally contained a notice that any one caught trespassing would be shot without further notice.”


  While driving cross-country, Lester Whitman found that fences were even more dangerous at night, as recorded by Curt McConnell in Coast to Coast by Automobile :


  All through Nebraska and Wyoming barb wire fences and barb wire gates will be encountered across the trail. If running at night the greatest precautions will be necessary, for no matter how powerful the searchlight it fails to pick up a wire fence until too late to apply the brakes, and somebody gets badly cut by the flying wires as the auto crashes through.



  Also reported in Coast to Coast by Automobile, Jacob Murdock found during his family’s 1908 trip that some fences did not even have gates: “In many places, where the roads had originally been good, they were unavailable on account of the erection of fences around new ranches. This necessitated detours and the making of new trails through the sage brush and over the washouts.”


  Alice Ramsey and her party had to deal with gates as they encountered cattle and sheep ranches: “Our highway ran directly through some of this privately-owned property. To keep the cattle in, there were gates we had to open and close behind us as we passed through. No matter how inconvenient it was, no one would think of neglecting this little chore in return for the right to pass.”

  

  
  These held that if adults wished to pen-etrate the sinister and savage wilderness which every New Yorker knows lies beyond Pittsburgh, that was their own affair. But to take a poor little innocent six-and-a-half-year-old boy along! . . . it was evident that they felt the case should be referred to the S.P.C.C. [Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children].

  

  They traveled forty-five hundred miles across the continent in thirty-seven days. Their expenses amounted to $247.83.


  In his 1928 book, The Better Country, Dallas Lore Sharp and his wife, Daphne, were in their fifties with four boys in college. Sharp told of how they took a trip to find out if “a better country” existed out there. After a harrowing incident in Iowa gumbo, he dreamed of the day when concrete roads would cover the land, although he could not completely quash his sense of adventure: “But let us pray that the detour may occur even then occasionally, if not to stall us, at least to slow us down.” Sharp also wrote a number of nature books, but this may have been his last; he passed away in 1929.


 
   [image: This sign west of Walcott]

  This sign west of Walcott, Wyoming, shows that fences were still a concern in 1915.


  
  You may be familiar with the movie called The Long, Long Trailer, starring Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz, but the book it’s based on, by Clinton Twiss, is even funnier. In the book, it’s Clinton who is mesmerized by the aluminum gleam. Before he and his wife had even left, he’d spent $11,001.95 for the trailer, car, furnishings, and other gadgets, wrecking their budget of $2,000. Desi Arnaz tried to acquire the rights, but MGM outbid him. A friend at the studio nonetheless asked the couple to star in the movie. The rest of MGM meanwhile wondered who would pay to see actors they could watch for free on TV. The movie was filmed in June and July 1953. Lucy and Desi, television’s most popular performers, earned $250,000, combined.


  Although the highway was named for Lincoln, the Great Emancipator, a number of memoir writers wrote with words that now are decidedly unacceptable. Beatrice Massey, James Montgomery Flagg, and Bellamy Partridge belittled blacks and Native Americans. Racism is the dark side of roadside nostalgia that rarely lifts its head. After encountering postcards that claim “exclusive clientele,” it becomes obvious why minorities hold a much less romantic view of the mid-twentieth century roadside. Such treatment led to a series of travelers’ guides called the Negro Motorist Green Book. Beginning in 1936, the guide listed businesses that accepted African American travelers. “Carry your Green Book with you,” warned the covers. “You may need it.” A Travel Guide of Negro Hotels, published in 1942, and Bronze American National Travel Guide, 1961–62, likewise listed places that accommodated blacks.


  In his 1965 book, This Is My Country Too, John A. Williams wrote, “I do not believe white travelers have any idea of how much nerve and courage it requires for a Negro to drive coast to coast in America.” He did it by carrying a “rifle and shotgun, a road atlas and Travelguide, a listing of places in America where Negroes can stay without being embarrassed, insulted, or worse.”


  A Rural Landscape


  The Good Roads movement began with agitation from bicyclists. Col. Albert A. Pope, a bicycle manufacturer in Connecticut, led the charge. (The “Father of Good Roads” later advocated for Memorial Miles to honor fallen soldiers.) Bicycling reached the level of a national craze between 1890 and 1910, mainly because of the introduction of the low-wheeler with rubber tires—less expensive— and much easier for amateurs than the high-wheeler. Young people especially yearned to hit the road to reach new amusements, such as trolley parks and picnic groves. New Jersey led the way with an appropriation of $75,000 in 1891 for road building. The state was also home to one of the inevitable anti-bicycle groups, aghast at the speeds and the way that female cyclists dressed. The bicycle business was centered in Michigan and Ohio; as the industry peaked and then declined, some makers survived by turning to automobiles.


  In 1903, as Horatio Nelson Jackson and Sewall Crocker headed east to settle a $50 bet that a car could not cross the country, two other teams were hot on their wheels. The other teams were sponsored by automakers— Packard and Oldsmobile—which would be the norm for the next few years, as car companies tempted potential customers by sponsoring long-distance treks, then publishing ads, pamphlets, and books that pointed out the superiority of their product over others. Many of these early drives crossed the country from west to east. They wanted to put the hard part behind them first, the wind was with them, and some even believed the slopes were easier heading east, or maybe they were just thinking of the publicity bonanza as they arrived triumphantly in New York City. Either way, by 1905, the first transcontinental round-trip was completed—it took ten months.


  As early as 1906, a juvenile novel series called “The Motor Boys” was being published. Imitators followed, such as “The Motor Maids” series, which included The Motor Maids Across the Continent in 1911; and “The Automobile Girls,” by Laura Dent Crane, a set of six beginning in 1910. Even “The Outdoor Girls” series, by Laura Lee Hope, offered The Outdoor Girls In a Motor Car in 1913.


  In The Longest Auto Race, George Schuster recalled the 1908 New York–to–Paris race. He was the mechanic for the sole American entry, a 1907 Thomas auto, and later became the driver. Much of the route the six cars followed across the United States later became the Lincoln Highway (two never even made it to San Francisco). A photo shows the Thomas in a blizzard crossing a trestle between Goshen and South Bend, Indiana.


  In the morning we went on [from Goshen] toward Elkhart. The Indiana Railway, an interurban trolley line, ran from there to South Bend, Indiana, and we got permission to drive over its right of way. We were on our way over the ties in the morning, thankful that their snowplows had kept this road open.


  Beyond South Bend we bargained with farmers, and, with the help of six or some-times eight horses which wallowed in the drifts and exhausted themselves trying to keep on their feet, we finally reached New Carlisle. Eighty dollars had been this day’s expense for team hire, and we had covered a distance from South Bend of scarcely 15 miles.



  At Cheyenne, they gave a ride to a thirteen-year-old who had come from Berthoud, Colorado, to see the racers. Floyd Clymer, who went on to fame as a publisher of automobile books, had already been selling cars for two years and thereupon became a dealer for Thomas too.


  The race was parodied six decades later in The Great Race, starring Tony Curtis as the hero, Jack Lemmon as his nemesis, and Natalie Wood as a suffragette reporter. The original race was honored in 1968 with the Transcontinental Reliability Tour, in which thirty-six pre-1914 cars went from Times Square to San Francisco. The 1907 Thomas Flyer was trailered and displayed each night, then returned to its home at William Harrah’s Automobile Collection in Reno. Schuster, ninety-five, was finally awarded the $1,000 winning prize, sixty years late.


  As a few people began crossing the country on their own, a surprising number were women, perhaps testing the waters of their increasing independence. Regardless of whether they were men or women, most of the transcontinental adventurers were white, upper-class professionals who had sufficient salaries and vacation time. They celebrated the diversity they found on the road, but really, they were just meeting different versions of their own type.


  Emily Post squarely fit the definition of high society. Her friends were aghast that she and her party would attempt to cross the country without a chauffeur or mechanic or servants. She had already motored “across Europe again and again” and “gone from the Baltic to the Adriatic in one of the few first motor-cars ever sold to a private individual.” As she herself admitted, “The majority looked upon our undertaking with typical New York apathy. Why do anything so dreary?”


  A cross-country trip would have been quite a task, if not dreary. Every part of a trip that we take for granted today could be perilous then, or at least time-consuming. Starting a car meant cranking, which was backbreaking and risky, or waiting for the steam boiler to heat. Gasoline was ladled from barrels at hardware stores and blacksmith shops. In Fill ’er Up! Bellamy Partridge even recalled buying gasoline at a popcorn stand. Automobiles ran rough and had primitive steering and brakes. Open cars were completely exposed to the elements; goggles and leather were required to go any farther than across town. Even after people began ordering cars with tops, rain and snow could penetrate a horizontally split windshield or side curtains.


  Tires were a contant hassle. Many were entirely smooth, providing no traction on slippery roads. As John B. Rae observed in The American Automobile, “In those days, a familiar sight on the highways of America was sweating motorists laboriously and profanely removing tires, patching them, pumping them manually to their sixty pounds pressure, and wrestling them on the wheels again.” Bellamy Partridge listed the many possible troubles: “leaky valves, nail punctures, rim cuts, tube pinches, and innumerable sand blisters.” When his party left Ogden, Utah, in 1912, they had four new tires and tubes, but, he wrote, “they were pretty well worn out when we reached San Francisco.” Thornton Round wrote in The Good of It All that he had to fix flats caused by square horseshoe nails and upholsterer’s tacks.

   [image: Stuck in the Fallon Sink between]

    Stuck in the Fallon Sink between Fallon and Frenchman’s Station, Nevada.


  Likewise, the infrastructure we take for granted did not yet exist: no roads, parking lots, gas stations, maps, standardized parts, mechanics, directional signs, traffic signals, or smooth, hard pavement. Bellamy Partridge wrote that when he drove from New York to San Francisco in 1912, he saw only one outdoor filling station: “It was in a suburb of Chicago, and was so great a novelty and curiosity that, although our tanks were well supplied, we drove in to be ‘serviced’—a new and rather comical word regarded by the professors as about as barbarous as being ‘burglarized.’ Indeed the two terms had quite a little in common.”


  Tourist facilities were few, and even when free camps developed in the teens, these were usually just open fields that perhaps had running water. Some road guides were available, and the Automobile Club of Southern California was an early advocate of road mapping and sign posting, but it wasn’t until the 1920s that gas stations widely circulated free maps, and not until 1924 that Rand McNally issued its first national road atlas.


  Many a time we found our correct route by following poles which carried the greater number of wires. Most of the time we were right, yet there were occasions when we chose the wrong direction and were obliged to retrace our way to the intersection and try again.


  —Alice Ramsey, writing of 1909, Veil, Duster, and
Tire Iron (1961)



  Roads existed, but they were wagon trails connecting farms to markets. The few that had been improved as turnpike were eclipsed by railroads in the mid-nineteenth century and left to decline. Competition between rail lines kept rates so low that the coming of cars and trucks did nothing to inspire a need for passenger or freight transport by road. In fact, roads were worse by 1900 than they’d been in 1850.


  Farmers could not yet see the value of cars, and worse, the few rich drivers who came through their towns seemed ostentatious or at least uncaring, running over chickens and other farm animals at an alarming rate. In The Automobile Girls in Chicago, a 1912 young adult novel by Laura Dent Crane, one girl, Ruth, runs down a cow, then nonchalantly comments that it was probably just a glancing blow, “for I barely felt the jar.” As if the farmer said, “I told you so,” it wasn’t too many pages later that the five “Automobile Girls” were lying senseless in shattered glass and twisted metal.


  Farmers had many methods of getting back at motorists, from scattering tacks to repainting their houses, rendering Blue Books useless with their “turn right at yellow house” directions.


  Cowboys also disliked the auto and were known to threaten speeding motorists with guns. In his History of Wyoming, T. A. Larson recalled a 1909 state bill that, had it passed, “would have required [motorists] to stop their machines on public roads in the presence of frightened horses and to give their names and addresses to anyone on demand.” But autos slowly gained acceptance, and as Larson recalled, members of Good Roads clubs “carried sacks of gravel on their running boards, prepared to stop and dump the gravel into the first mudhole.” The ranchers came to understand the benefits of having roads connect them to the outside world.


  Not all rural folks were against the car; in The Good of It All, Thornton Round recalled that many farm families showed kindness, letting them camp for free, giving them milk, even feeding them, and would not accept payment. When he and his family bogged down in mud ten miles west of Kearney, Nebraska, a rancher pulled them out at no charge, as he felt it was his fault for flooding the road while working on a drain outlet. In return, the Rounds delivered a message for him on their return drive eastward, telling a hatchery in Kearney that he really needed his order of turkeys. Bellamy Partridge similarly noted that farmers repeatedly rescued them from midwestern mud: “The farmers were always willing to help, almost too willing, and they refused curtly my offers to pay.”


  In 1908, Ford produced its first Model T and General Motors was formed, but numerous automobiles had been available before, including some popularly priced makes such as the Curved Dash Olds. Even the Ford Model A (the original, not the 1929 version) had become the farmer’s best friend and was adopted for everything from hauling animals to sawing wood. The Model T was introduced on October 1, 1908, as a 1909 model. More than fifteen million were produced over the next nineteen years. Henry Ford had finally found what he’d been aiming for: a vehicle that was low-priced, easy to operate and repair, and durable. Rural people who had found the auto a bother now sensed a source of income as they hitched their teams to drag cars from local quagmires. Or they could buy their own car and for a few hundred dollars, convert it to plow their fields, and then drive it to town. Owners also adapted them to other tasks, such as pulling stumps, transporting hay, or filling silos.


  One of the Model T’s interesting quirks was having the gas tank beneath the front seat so that gravity could draw fuel to the carburetor. On steep hills, the carb became higher than the tank, forcing the driver to turn around and climb in reverse. The gear ratio also was lower for reverse than for low gear, adding power.


  The Dawn of Highways


  The Yellowstone Trail has been called “America’s Oldest Organized Highway,” and it’s true that its origins can be traced back before the existence of the Lincoln Highway, but claims of its being the first transcontinental highway are unfounded. Still, it was one of the few major named routes with an organizational structure that promoted the road’s improvement.


  The Twin Cities–Aberdeen–Yellowstone Park Trail Association was founded on October 9, 1912, at Lemmon, South Dakota, and incorporated on February 17, 1913. Even at this later meeting, according to the recent concise history of the road by Alice and John Ridge, the group’s aim still was to “establish and map a route from Minneapolis/St. Paul to Yellowstone Park,” as well as to “promote a vision of a nation webbed with roads.” Not until 1914 did the group seriously begin considering a coast-to-coast route. The group’s name was shortened to Yellowstone Trail Association (YTA) in 1915, but it still only connected Chicago to Seattle. In February 1916, the road was extended from Chicago to Plymouth Rock. That September, according to the Ridges, the YTA challenged the Lincoln Highway Association to an ocean-to-ocean race. The challenge was not accepted, but the YTA still made its 3,673-mile run in just over 121 hours using sixty-four relay cars.


  The YTA’s slogan “A Good Road from Plymouth Rock to Puget Sound” debuted in 1916, but it was not until January 14, 1917, that the group announced that it had reached that goal. It preceded the Lincoln Highway but paled in funding and improvements, making the Lincoln perhaps the first practical cross-country route.


  On their 1919 trip, Beatrice Massey and her party, by then three, took the Yellowstone Trail from Chicago to St. Paul, Minnesota. They had no trouble following it: “At every turn, right or left, the yellow disk is in plain sight,” she wrote. But she was less enthusiastic about the road’s “Good Road” tag line: “The trusting soul who wrote that alluring statement has never been over the entire trail, or I am greatly mistaken.”


  The National Old Trails Road Association was also formed in 1912 to create a cross-country highway from New York City to Los Angeles. The group connected the National Road from Maryland through Illinois to Boon slick Road in Missouri, then followed the Santa Fe Trail to New Mexico or the Oregon Trail to the Pacific Ocean. Like the Lincoln, it was marked with red, white, and blue stripes.


  That same year, AAA published a map titled “Three Transcontinental Routes to Be Surveyed, Mapped and Standardized by A. L. Westgard during 1912 for the American Automobile Association.” Its “Northwest Trail” resembled the future Yellowstone Trail, going through Chicago to Seattle. Its “Midland Trail” roughly followed the National Road and the future U.S. Route 40 until Utah, then headed to Ely and Los Angeles. The third, a middle route, labeled “Overland Trail,” closely followed the future Lincoln Highway, with two exceptions: It chose Buffalo and Cleveland over Pennsylvania, and it went north of the Great Salt Lake (but still dipped south to Ely). It even included its own Colorado Loop.


  This middle route was sometimes called the Transcontinental Road. It’s mentioned in Estella M. Copeland’s Overland by Auto in 1913. The introduction tells us that “Guy Copeland, an Indiana farmer returning home after a disillusioning year attempting to settle in California, packed up his mother, his wife, and their young family—two little boys, aged eleven and eight—into a 1910 Mitchell, purchased secondhand the previous fall.” Early in 1913, Copeland’s brother-in-law relayed advice from a Mr. Dunlap of Lawton, Oklahoma, said to be familiar with the nation’s roads. He enclosed a U.S. map with a central and southern path marked:


  If you come the central which he says is much the best road and best scenery out take the Transcontinental road , which leads from San Francisco to Eley [ sic ], Salt Lake City, Cheyenne, Denver, Colorado Springs, Pueblo. . . . [At] Salt Lake City he says you will find numerous ranch houses where you can put up at night and will always find good accommodations, can get gasolene [ sic ] or any thing you need. The longest stretch between ranch houses now is 52 miles, that is just west of Salt Lake in the Alkali desert, he says don’t tackle that unless it is dry. . . . Mr. Dunlap says if you will mention his name that most of those ranchers know him.



  Carl Fisher was involved in numerous auto-related ventures. He had formed a partnership to manufacture an automobile, the Empire, in 1909. But three of the four Indianapolis businessmen also decided to build a racetrack. What would become the Indianapolis Motor Speedway took most of their time, leaving the car to languish. After a disaster at the opening of the new track, Fisher decided to pave it in brick. In December 1909, after the last ceremonial brick was placed, the first car to ride the new racetrack was an Empire, the first one off the line. As the Standard Catalog of America Cars noted, “This was probably the most attention its builders ever paid the car,” and they sold the company in 1911.

  
  
  In many places there had been fresh oil used on the roads, which spattered over everything, and this oil also eats the tires, and, when dry, must make a very disagreeable dust for the traveller to inhale.


  —Harriet White Fisher,
A Woman’s World Tour in a Motor (1911)

  

  Fisher had also struck gold with his Prest-O-Lite Company, maker of practical headlights. Previously, drivers had to light kerosene lamps or use carbide gas. Now, compressed gas did the job, and refueling required only an exchange of cylinders. Fisher, meanwhile, reached an agreement to sell Prest-O-Lite to Union Carbide. Electric lamps were making his product obsolete, but the buyer wanted Prest-O-Lite for its cylinders, which could be used in the growing fields of welding and medicine. That made the plants and distribution system equally attractive. Fisher got more than half of the $9 million selling price.

   [image: Carl Fisher takes a break from hard driving during]


  Carl Fisher takes a break from hard driving during a 1915 trip, most likely in Elkhart, Indiana.


  It was in this milieu that Carl Fisher gathered like-minded industrialists on September 10, 1912, in Indianapolis at Das Deutsche Haus (The German House, renamed the Ath-enaeum in response to anti-German sentiment during World War I). These were wealthy men who had seen Europe, who had taken steamship vacations. The next great adventure lay right at their doorstep—America. The Great Plains, Indians, cowboys, desert lands, the Pacific coast, all called out to their sense of adventure. As drivers themselves, they knew how poor the roads were, especially outside of cities; Fisher wooed them with visions of good roads linking East and West.


  Fisher called his plan the Coast-to-Coast Rock Highway, with the plea, “Let’s build it before we’re too old to enjoy it.” He proposed that each auto man ufacturer, dealer, and maker of accessories pledge one-third of 1 percent of their company’s gross receipts for three years, or one-fifth for five years. Fisher thought at least $10 million could be raised, which would be used to buy materials and to contract with states and counties to construct the road. No route was chosen; that would be left to a committee to determine later. He hoped that all the pledges would be signed by January 1, 1913, and the work completed by May 1, 1915, in time for the opening of the Panama-Pacific International Exposition in San Francisco. Individual memberships were also available at the $5 or $100 level. Good-year’s Frank Seiberling pledged $300,000 of his company’s money that very night. Within
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