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Our Mission
The Ford Piquette Avenue Plant is a nonprofit organization 
dedicated to the preservation of the birthplace of the Model T 
and the interpretation and celebration of Detroit’s automotive 
heritage and spirit of innovation.

New facade lighting installed by volunteers in 2024 enhances evening events.

2024 ANNUAL REPORT
The Ford Piquette Avenue Plant, one of the most significant automotive heritage 

sites in the world, turned 120 years old in 2024. It was an exciting year of change and 
evolution for the museum. This iconic Detroit landmark topped more than 250,000 
visitors since it began tracking attendance 14 years ago, welcoming visitors from 77 
countries and counting.

	 Success was made possible by the Board of Trustees, generous donors and many 
volunteers who provided countless hours of service in support of preserving and 
sharing this U.S. National Historic Landmark with the public.

	 The year was not without challenges, including those posed by the now completed 
construction of the adjacent Piquette Flats apartments. The entire neighborhood is now 
vastly improved by the revitalization of this historic Studebaker building for modern 
use.  

	 Although the museum was awarded a $500,000 Infrastructure Challenge Grant in 
2024 from the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) that was subsequently 
rescinded (along with all NEH grants nationwide), the organization is well-positioned 
for continued growth in 2025 due to strong fiscal management.

	 Highlights in 2024 encompassed many significant accomplishments and 
improvements to the former factory as detailed in this report.
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• �Ford Piquette Avenue Plant named “Best Visitor 
Experience” in the Detroit Metro Times Best of Detroit 
Readers Poll Awards

• �New electrical system design work 
completed by Albert Kahn Associates, 
Inc. and project contractors engaged with 
support from a $500,000 “Save America’s 
Treasures” grant from the National Park 
Service

• �New exhibit featuring beautifully restored Model T 
speedometers, as well as a 1916 Detroit Electric and a 
1908 Cadillac on display

• �Upgraded security measures including new interior and 
exterior cameras and door sensors

• �New LED lighting and fencing installed around the 
museum’s parking area

• �Demolition of a dilapidated Studebaker-era garage 
attached to the rear of the plant to make room for 
electrical and future HVAC infrastructure  

• �“Excellence Award” for first-floor event space 
renovation received from MotorCities National Heritage 
Area 

• �New shipping & receiving entrance constructed opening 
to Beaubien Street. Exterior door panel features a photo 
mural of 1906 workers in that exact spot

POINTS OF PROGRESS

Photo mural of workers in 1906.

• �New wi-fi network switch and firewall 
installed, bandwidth increased for visitor use

• �Steel structural supports for retaining wall at 
rear of property installed  

• �Historic windows and masonry kept in 
excellent working condition for the enjoyment 
of all 

• �Piquette Ts provide Model T rides for 
international media to celebrate reopening of 
Michigan Central Train Station

• �Ford Piquette Avenue Plant wins 
Tripadvisor’s “Travelers’ Choice Award in 
2024. Reviews from millions of Tripadvisor 
travelers place the museum in the top 10% of 
worldwide attractions
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Ford Piquette Avenue Plant 
docents from left: Jerry Porter,  
Mike Skinner, Jerry Elmy,   
Tom Genova, Greg Dabkowski

Tripadvisor
Travelers’ Choice Awards

Winner 2024

The Ford Piquette Avenue Plant

⬤⬤⬤⬤⬤
Reviews from millions of Tripadvisor travelers

place this winner in the top 10% worldwide.



2024
By the Numbers

FO
RD

  P
IQUE T T E   AV ENUE  PLANT

©2009

Est. 
1904

26,210
Total visitors

79 
Private tours for 1,645 guests 

80
Number of schools  
served over 50 days

3,698
Students from K-12 through 

higher education

696 
Donors 

591
Museum members

7,257
Items sold in the Museum Store

52
Events at the museum  

including weddings, meetings  
and community events

10,842 
Total volunteer hours 

(We couldn’t exist without 
our volunteers!)

$150,000
Multi-year grants awarded by:  

7  Visiting car clubs: 
Western Michigan Corvettes
Central Michigan T’s
Fiat Club of America, Detroit Chapter
SE MI Porsche Club of America
Gr�eat Lakes Classic AMC  

(Michigan American Motors Owners)
Bronco Nation
Lambda Car Club International, Detroit Chapter

1Grant awarded and rescinded:
$500,000 Infrastructure & Capital Challege

Young Womens 
Home Association
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Photo by Bill Cook
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Henry Ford’s “Hot Rod” Model N  
A “T Talk” on Zoom — MARCH 24

Museum Trustee, Steve Shotwell, President of 
the Piquette Ts, a Model T club based out of the 
Ford Piquette Avenue Plant Museum, hosted an 
online discussion about a one-of-a-kind, 6-cylinder 
Model N built by Henry Ford in 1908. A marvel of 
early 20th Century mechanics, this privately-owned 
vehicle was on temporary display in 2024.

 
Motor City Origins Tour — APRIL 5

This special, after-hours tour of the Ford Piquette 
Avenue Plant explores the history of Detroit’s 
Milwaukee Junction neighborhood, where The Motor 
City got its start. 

 
“A Celebration of Horsepower” 
60th Anniversary of The Mustang — 
April 14 

Arthur Hyde, Associate Professor of Practice & 
Automotive Engineering Program Director at the 
University of Michigan spoke about his 40-year 
career at Ford Motor Company including Mustang 
development from 1977 to 1997, earning him the 
nickname “Mr. Mustang.” 

 
The Great Race 
A “T Talk” on Zoom — May 26

Scott Thams, an avid car collector and museum 
Trustee, talked with members about his participation 
in The Great Race, a 9-day, 2,400-mile road race 
against other antique vehicles. Thams and his 
brother, Kirk Thams, raced a 1929 Model A from 
Owensboro, Kentucky to Gardiner, Maine, on single 
lane roads.  

 
“Sweet 116” Party for the Model T —  
September 29

The 116th birthday of the Model T was celebrated 
with free rides, food and family fun. The event 
featured a special guest from Ypsilanti Fire House 
Museum, a 1924 Model T fire truck and water 
pumping display. The Piquette Ts and volunteers 
provided the rides for the public. The day’s an event 
was sponsored by Absopure Water Company. 

  

Tom Daldin, host of “Under the Radar 
Michigan” (UTR) featured the museum on his 
show in 2024. Pictured above with docent 
Tom Genova. 

UTR is broadcast on every PBS TV station 
throughout Michigan, as well as in millions of 
households across Canada, Ohio, Wisconsin, 
Indiana, Illinois, Minnesota, Tennessee and 
Florida. Last season the program delivered 
over 30 million media impressions and aired 
well over 2,500 times across the country.

Events in 2024
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REVENUE
Event Rentals & UBI Income................. $346,688
Admissions & Programs.........................$275,281
Donations & Grants................................$198,488
Museum Store.........................................$103,284
Memberships............................................ $26,784
Investments.............................................. $64,565

Total Operating Revenue:................. $1,015,090

EXPENSES
Administration & Program.....................$390,855
Cost of Events........................................ $254,968
Building Operations & Maintenance....... $38,007
Utilities..................................................... $18,846
Insurance Taxes & Fees............................$31,250
Professional Fees...................................... $40,736
Other...........................................................$7,190

Total Operating Expenses:.................. $781,852

2024 Operating Financials*

*Pending completion of the accounting audit
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THE CAR
THAT MOVED

AMERICA
FORWARD
The Model T helped shape Detroit

and got our nation in gear

USA TODAY NETWORK SUBSCRIBER-EXCLUSIVE SPECIAL SECTION | SUNDAY, MARCH 10,2024
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GAS GENERATOR

TAIL LAMP

TWO-MAN TOP

IGNITION KEYS

CRANKHEADLAMP

ON THE INSIDEWINDSHIELD

MODEL T

RADIATOR FIREWALL/DASHBOARD

WHEELS

FUEL TANK

COIL BOX CAR HORN AND HAND BRAKE 

4-CYLINDER ENGINESTEERING COLUMN3 PEDAL CONTROL

SIDE LAMP

INTERIOR DETAILS

MODEL T FACTS

Made of cherry wood and 
trimmed in brass.

Lower section slopes 
forward while the 
top section can fold 
backward toward 
the driver.

The upholstery is 
made of leather 
with imitation 
leather on the door 
panels and trim.

It takes two people to raise 
and lower the roof on the 
car in a matter of minutes. 
The outside of the roof is 
made of leather.

They were the same 
pattern, making the 

Model T an easy target 
for theft.

Mounted on the rear 
of the car. Made of 
steel and fueled by 
kerosene.

The upper compartment is 
filled with water while the 
lower is filled with calcium 
carbide. The mixture forms 
acetylene gas, which is used 
to light the headlamps.

30-by-3-inch tires in front; 
30-by-3.5-inch tires in the rear. 
Spokes were made of wood.

These lamps were fueled by 
kerosene and gave drivers 
lighting similar to current day 
parking lights on a car.

Drivers push in the handle to engage the 
crank. Turn the handle to the 7 o’clock 
position to start the cranking motion and 
then turn the handle to the 12 o’clock 
position. It normally takes three cranks in 
cold weather for the engine to start.

Fueled by acetylene gas 
produced by the gas 
generator. 1914 model made 
of steel, the rims and top are 
made of brass.

Sources: The Henry Ford, www.mtfca.com, www. modelt.org, Ford Motor Company and “Ford Model T: The Car 
That Put the World on Wheels,” by Lindsay Brooke

Photos by former Free Press photographer Mary Schroeder

Brass outer casing with 
a spun brass filler neck. 
Notice the Ford name 
embossed on the 
casting.

The Model T is primarily controlled by the 
clutch, left, reverse and brake. The clutch 
controls two gears of the Model T. When the 
clutch is pushed to the floor, it's the low gear; 
when the pedal is released to its top position, 
the car is in high gear. The middle position is 
neutral.

The steering wheel is made of wood while the 
4-spoke spider connector is made of iron. The 
lever on the left is the spark advance, which is 
used in cranking the Model T and controlled the 
timing of the spark and pistons. On the right is 
the throttle lever.

The 10-gallon fuel tank is under the front seat. The Model T uses a 20-horsepower flathead 
engine that allows the car to reach a top speed 
of 45 mph.

The four ignition coils are here. The coils, one 
for each cylinder, are used to raise the voltage 
to provide the spark needed to ignite the fuel.

The bulb horn works like a bike horn. The 
casting is made of steel with brass trim. On the 
left is the hand brake, which works like a 
parking brake.

• The first tires 
were an off-white 
color with no 
tread.

• The brakes for 
the early Model T 
were located 
inside the 
transmission.

• Gas was only 
16 cents a gallon 
and it took $1.60 
to fill up the 
10-gallon tank.

• Model T chassis were 
converted into tractors, 
rail cars and mobile 
homes. One minister even 
converted his Model T into 
a chapel on wheels. 

This 1914 Model T is one of the vintage models that was 
used for touring Greenfield Village in Dearborn. The 
model was painted all black; other colors like red, blue 
and green were phased out by the 1913 model. The 
1914 model only has three working doors, with the 
driver's side door being a false door because of the 
placement of the hand brake lever. This specific trim is 
the Touring trim; the Runabout and Town Car trims also 
were available. Prices ranged from $500 to $700.

MODEL FOR THE AGES
Henry Ford began producing his “car for the common man” in September 1908. 
Even though the Model T was not the first car produced by Ford, it was the model 
that helped revolutionize the auto industry.

The story of the Model T is central to how Detroit became the
Motor City. Here are some fast facts about Ford Motor Co.’s early
days, the Model T and early factories.

Key Model T dates

1903: Henry Ford creates Ford Motor Co. 
1904: Ford builds the Piquette Avenue Plant in the Detroit

neighborhood of Milwaukee Junction, just east of Woodward Ave-
nue. The plant was made of brick and timber and designed by
Field, Hinchman & Smith of Detroit, according to the Piquette Ave-
nue Plant Museum. It opened in 1906 and Ford produced 8,729
cars there that year.

1904: Ford’s “first international plant” is built in Walkerville
(now Ontario), Canada, according to the automaker’s corporate
website, “right across the Detroit River from existing facilities.” It
was “a separate organization with its own set of shareholders” and
was created to sell vehicles in Canada and “across the then-
current British Empire.” 

Oct. 1, 1908: The first Model T is produced at the Piquette Ave-
nue Plant. A team of engineers, designers and machinists created
the vehicle with Henry Ford, and the team also planned at this site
what would become the moving assembly line.

1910: Model T production is moved to the new and much larger
Highland Park Plant, designed by Detroit architect Albert Kahn
and nicknamed the “Crystal Palace” because of the number of
glass windows used in its roofs and walls. The new plant is four

miles north of the Model T’s home, which, according to the
Piquette Avenue Plant Museum, is later sold to Studebaker.

1914: The moving assembly line at Highland Park produces
34,858 Model Ts — an 82% increase from Piquette’s output. 

1917: Ford introduces a truck, the Model TT, based on the Model
T.

1927: The last Model T is manufactured. It is replaced by a new
version of the Model A, which went into production in 1928 at the
new River Rouge Assembly plant in Dearborn, which still produc-
es vehicles today.

Detroit Free Press auto critic Mark Phelan and staff writer Cha-
nel Stitt contributed to this report.

Henry and Edsel Ford with Quadricycle and the 15th millionth
Ford Model T in 1927. PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR COMPANY ARCHIVES
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FACTS

How Ford, Model T shaped
Detroit into the Motor City
Detroit Free Press

USA TODAY NETWORK

USA TODAY NETWORK | SUNDAY, MARCH 10, 2024 | 5PE

“Don’t scare the horses.” 
With that singular instruction, I was fully im-

mersed in the Model T experience, engaging unfamil-
iar switches and levers, my feet dancing across pedals
with exotic purposes as the 1916 Model T — black, of
course — roared to life.

But first, the horses.
I waited as a gleaming black Morgan walked plac-

idly by, just like a courteous Model T owner would
have done more than 115 years ago, when the Model T
was new, skittish horses were common and nobody
except Henry Ford suspected his contraption would
change the world.

But before that, the Model T changed how people
drove.

The controls and pedals looked familiar when I be-
gan my driving lesson at Greenfield Village, the idyllic
recreation of an early 20th century town that’s part of
the Henry Ford museum in Dearborn, Michigan.

My confidence soared.
Rookie mistake. 

What could go wrong?

Sure, there’s three pedals, but they don’t do any-
thing remotely like the ones in a contemporary vehi-
cle.

Not to mention, Model Ts didn’t have a door on the
driver’s side until the 1925 model year. Henry Ford
didn’t want drivers stepping out into traffic. You may
have heard: Henry had control issues.

I opened the passenger door, slid across the seat
and waited while Hans Czeranna, my instructor and
the most patient man in Michigan, sat shotgun.

Three pedals, check. Stalks on either side of the
steering column, check. Parking brake lever on the
driver’s left — odd location, but a hand brake’s a hand
brake: Easy peasy.

I was brimming with that confidence. Then Hans
spoke:

“The left pedal is the clutch, but it also shifts gears.
“The center pedal is for reverse.
“The right pedal is the brake, but the Model T

doesn’t really have brakes.”
Come again?
I’ve driven my share of early 20th century cars. I’ve

needed the starter pointed out to me, and countless
chokes to adjust fuel flow. I never took footwork les-
sons before the Model T.

After watching Hans deftly start the T and drive a
couple of laps around the Village, I felt ready to try, in
the same sense that I felt ready to tap dance after
watching Gene Kelly in “An American in Paris.”

It works!

First, I released the long lever on the driver’s left.
When vertical, it was a parking brake, but shoving it
forward nearly to the firewall engaged the transmis-
sion. Then I moved the stalk on the left of the steering
column down — spark-advance to start.

Next I rested my left foot on the left pedal, depress-
ing it slightly. That shifted the transmission into neu-
tral. Flip a switch for the electric starter — available as
an option starting in 1915, thank heaven. The
22-horsepower four-cylinder engine rattled to life. A
2.9L — huge for a four-cylinder by modern standards

— it was deeper and more quiet than the lawn-mower
rattle I’d expected.

This was no time to admire the engine note,
though. I moved the spark advance lever back up —
from 8 to 10 o’clock on the steering wheel — while
moving the lever on the steering column’s right from 1
to 3 o’clock. That was the throttle.

The engine revved slightly. My left foot pushed the
pedal to the floor, engaging first gear.

Don’t crash into the history

We were moving, at a hair-raising 6-7 mph. I
pushed the throttle down slightly with my index and
middle fingers, keeping the thumb of my right hand
hooked around the steering wheel.

The engine steadied. I lifted my left foot off the
pedal. It rose, shifting us into second gear — the gear,
Hans told me, that a Model T used for everything ex-
cept starting and reverse.

From there, the T rolled smoothly past the historic
buildings Henry Ford had painstakingly relocated to
Greenfield Village.

If I could avoid running into Thomas Edison’s lab —
reconstructed at Greenfield Village to match the in-
ventor’s Menlo Park, New Jersey, lab — I just might
get out of this without humiliation.

Hans encouraged me. I pushed the throttle down
slightly and Hans said were approaching the Village
limit of 15 mph. The T had no speedometer, no fuel
gauge, no instruments at all. The 10-gallon gas tank is
under the front seat cushion. You checked it by re-
moving the cushion and using a dip stick for fuel level,
but Hans said he can usually tell visually.

The Model T’s top speed was around 45 mph.
Based on the sense of speed from the cool morning air
flowing through the open cabin at 15 mph, 45 probably
felt like standing in a hurricane.

How America learned to drive

The ride was surprisingly smooth. Paved roads
barely existed when the T was new in 1908. It’s practi-
cally an agricultural machine, designed to pull
through mud and bounce off rocks unscathed.

Approaching a curve, I was instructed by Hans to
slide the throttle up slightly; we slowed and I steered
around a small cul-de-sac. The steering was incred-
ibly heavy, I leaned my full weight into turning the
wheel, and the T negotiated the 180-degree turn.

The T’s controls felt natural surprisingly quickly.
My lesson done, I depressed the left pedal to its mid-
point for neutral, then pushed the right pedal. Not a
brake in the modern sense of a device that slows the
wheels, it applied pressure to the transmission’s out-
put gear, literally slowing our roll.

That was how America — the world, really —
learned to drive. Ford made the radical switch to con-
ventional pedals and controls when it dropped the T
for the Model A in 1927, but by that time, 15 million Ts
were on the road. At the Model T’s peak, more than
half the cars in the world were Ts.

Visitors to the Henry Ford can get a 10-minute drive
around Greenfield Village in a Model T with commen-
tary from their driver. The ride costs $12. The museum
and village are open year-round except Christmas
and Thanksgiving days.

The Gilmore Car Museum in Hickory Corners,
Michigan — near Kalamazoo, about midway from De-
troit to Chicago on I-94 and well worth the drive from
either — offers lessons in driving a Model T for $125.

The 1916 Ford Model T columnist Mark Phelan learned to drive at Greenfield Village, part of the Henry Ford
museum in Dearborn. MARK PHELAN/DETROIT FREE PRESS

Learning to operate a Model T is
unlike anything else — and fun
Mark Phelan
Detroit Free Press

USA TODAY NETWORK

A Ford Model T’s controls may look familiar, but
they don’t do what you expect.
MARK PHELAN/DETROIT FREE PRESS

The pedals — the clutch, reverse and brake — on
this 1914 Model T. MARY SCHROEDER/DETROIT FREE PRESS

The coil box ignition system with a firing pattern of
1-2-4-3 and with an electric starter.
MARY SCHROEDER/DETROIT FREE PRESS

With the top down, the view from the backseat of
this 1914 Model T Family Touring car at Greenfield
Village. MARY SCHROEDER/DETROIT FREE PRESS

The lever on the left is the spark advance and on
the right is the throttle.
MARY SCHROEDER/DETROIT FREE PRESS
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DRIVE

25
The number of
auto parts plants
in the same
neighborhood at
the same time.
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parts, they often had to take on hard physical jobs, such as working in the
foundry, where it was typically over 100 degrees Fahrenheit, or where
they’d come off a shift after being covered in soot and grime all day, said
Anderson.

“These were hardworking folks; they were good people, and they
came up here for safety, for jobs and for education,” said Dr. Richard
Smith, a retired vice president of physician outreach at Henry Ford Hos-
pital and a longtime OB-GYN physician and historian.

Workers were not just coming from the southern U.S.
In the book “Black Detroit in the Age of Henry Ford,” Beth Tompkins

Bates writes that there were over 50 different nationalities of employees
working at the Highland Park Plant by 1914. Ford founded the English
School where employees could take classes to learn the language. 

The Henry Ford museum has archived letters from wives of some of
the early Ford workers. In the letters, the wives talk about how their hus-
bands were “shell shocked” and “zoned out” when they came home from
work because their nerves were frayed from the job, Anderson said. He
also said that when production increased in 1913 and 1914, many workers
called in sick from either exhaustion or to take a recovery day.

“The early assembly line, it really was a work in progress and the kind
of thing that was never finished,” Anderson said. “There was always
some way to make it a little more efficient, a little better, a little smooth-
er.”

Working in the plant was a noisy experience. It could be dangerous,
too, when it came to the machinery and overhead cranes, and the pace
was constant, said Anderson. Auto plants today are quieter than in the
20th century, with more technical work in a cleaner environment, he
added. 

Making a home in Michigan

Ford led other companies when it came to hiring Black workers in 1919,
according to the museum. Most Black Detroiters migrated from states
like Alabama, Georgia and Tennessee, Anderson said.

“It was dangerous to live in the South if you were a young African
American at that time,” said Smith, referring to lynchings specifically
that “occurred quite frequently down there.”

So Black people traveled north wherever the trains would take them,
to such cities as Chicago, Detroit and Cleveland, said Smith. 

When they arrived in Detroit, they moved to areas like Hastings and
St. Antoine streets in the Black Bottom neighborhood, said Smith. But as
Black Southerners moved in, white immigrants moved out of Black Bot-
tom, the museum’s website says. Smith said a second generation of mi-
grants moved to the city’s West Side, which was an area south of 8 Mile,
east of Redford, west of Highland Park and Woodward Avenue, and
north of Michigan Avenue and Dearborn. And although many of them
worked for Ford, some also established their own businesses, like doc-
tors’ and law offices, grocery stores and salons.

Houses were built from scratch in the neighborhood and about four
churches were built in the 1920s, Smith said. He added that many of the
children in the area went to Northwestern and Northern high schools
during that decade. 

Ford built houses in Dearborn that would accommodate white-collar
workers and managers. And even though Black people were not formally
excluded in Dearborn housing, redlining kept Black residents out of the
area, Anderson said.

Many Black workers moved to Inkster, west of Dearborn. Inkster’s Af-
rican American residents built homes on about 140 acres of what was
once rural land, and the city later — during the Great Depression when
jobs were lost and people were struggling — formed a complicated rela-
tionship with Henry Ford who had stepped in with aid that seemed good
at the time but gave him influence over community decisions, according
to the museum. 

But earlier, “I think that the housing never quite caught up with the
demand, certainly not in those years,” Anderson said. “There were al-
ways more people coming in than they could build housing fast enough
(for). So people would rent out rooms or stay in longer-stay hotels and
things until they could get settled somewhere. And you had a lot of folks
coming in ... single men and maybe they had families back home, wher-
ever home was, that they eventually wanted to bring back, but they
didn’t need single family houses.”

Ford created an employee welfare department in 1914 for managing “a
diverse workforce,” according to the museum, and workers from that de-
partment would inspect the homes of Ford employees, Anderson said.
Ford wanted to make sure that his employees were keeping their kitch-
ens clean, that their kids were in school and that the homeowners were
not renting out space. 

“He didn’t want you doing that because he thought it was not neces-
sarily immoral, but it wasn’t the right family unit way to do things,” An-
derson said. “And that just feeds on the problem because they were prob-
ably folks who could have used the extra income from renting out rooms
and certainly there were employees who could have used the space but
Ford is preventing that.”

He added: “If you didn’t pass those inspections, you didn’t qualify for
that $5 wage, so it wasn’t just automatic that if you work for Ford, you
were going to get the $5 a day. You had to meet all of those conditions,”
Anderson said. “Those are things that obviously we wouldn’t stand for
today, incredibly invasive, but at the time, people were willing to put up
with it.”

From street cars to parking lots

When it came to workers getting to and from work, many of them took
public transit to their factories. Anderson said people used Detroit’s
streetcar system, which was extended based on where the demand was. 

By the 1920s, more workers were driving to work, so Ford had to build
larger parking lots. The Ford River Rouge Plant opened in 1920. Model T
production ended in May 1927, and by then, 15 million vehicles had been
manufactured, the museum said on its website. 

“Ford did care about the community,” said Smith. “He built places for
people to work. He created salaries for people to work. He created an
industry for people to work. He created a hospital for people to get health
care (Henry Ford Hospital). The family would create a foundation, which
is the largest foundation in the world here, as well, just for finding new
ideas to create opportunities for people — the Ford Foundation, which is
separate from the company now, but it arose out of a company.”

Contact staff writer Chanel Stitt on Instagram at @bychanelstitt.

Continued from previous page

A 1913 photograph of the first automotive component assembly line.
Employees at the Ford Highland Park Plant assemble Model T
flywheel magnetos by adding parts and then pushing the component
down the line to the next person for additional work. PROVIDED BY THE

FORD MOTOR CO.

This photo shows one of the earliest automotive assembly lines
developed by Henry Ford and Ford Motor Co. engineers. At the
Highland Park Plant, Ford employees install an engine in a Model T in
November 1913. The chassis was pushed from assembly point to
assembly point by hand. The wheels on the car’s left side rolled
against guides and the right rear wheel was on a dolly. PROVIDED BY THE

FORD MOTOR CO.

Ford Model N chassis are shown at the Piquette Avenue Plant in this
1906 photo from the Collections of Henry Ford Museum & Greenfield
Village. The factory, once threatened with demolition that would
have replaced it with a modern warehouse, is now owned by Model T
Automotive Heritage Complex Inc. The group of preservationists is
renting out the first floor to pay the mortgage, and is restoring the
top two floors. PROVIDED BY THE HENRY FORD MUSEUM & GREENFIELD VILLAGE

In 1913 this was the final assembly line at the Ford Motor Co.’s
Highland Park Plant. Dec. 10, 1915, saw the millionth Ford car built.
PROVIDED BY THE FORD MOTOR CO.

2,090,338
The peak number of
Model Ts produced,
in 1923, at the High-
land Park Plant.
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Ford Motor Co. did more than sell cars to drivers who needed to get from point A to point B. It also saw a market for creating

vehicles for businesses and other uses. Here are some examples of how the Model T could be fashioned for almost any pur-

pose, including maintaining street lights.

A 1923 Ford Model T used as a 1-ton stake bed truck for transporting freight. PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR CO.

How the early Model T could
be used for almost anything

Detroit Free Press | USA TODAY NETWORK
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Ford Model T
Street Light

Maintenance
Truck: Model Ts

were used in
different trades

and were adapted
for many special
uses. Truck sales

were a large
contributor to the

Model T’s
success.

PROVIDED BY THE

HENRY FORD AND

FORD MOTOR CO.

Model Ts were easily converted to handle many tasks, but one of the
most unique was the snowmobile conversion kit. Lumber companies in
particular appreciated the added traction in the snow. FORD, PROVIDED BY

THE HENRY FORD AND FORD MOTOR CO.

A 1925 Ford Model T used as a police transport wagon. PROVIDED BY FORD

MOTOR CO.

A 1917 Ford Model T used as an Army ambulance. PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR

CO.

$5 a day
What Henry Ford
raised workers’ pay
to at the Highland
Park plant in 1914,
mainly to stop other
factories from steal-
ing its best workers.
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When Ford Motor Co. was created in 1903, it was the latest in a
string of companies Henry Ford had been associated with in an at-
tempt to build and sell moving vehicles. 

The company we know today was incorporated on June 16 that
year and opened at an office on Mack Avenue and Bellevue in De-
troit with “12 investors and 1,000 shares” of stock, a Ford company
timeline says. The list of investors (many of whom made millions
when they sold their shares back to the Ford family in 1919) contains
names that are still well-known today.

The same is true of the engineering and design team Ford put
together to create the Model T. It was a team of mostly young men
with specialized skills who likely had no idea what they were put-
ting into motion.

Ford Motor Co.’s first shareholders

Henry Ford, founder and first vice president and general man-
ager of the company, was a farm-born tinkerer with a sixth-grade
education who earlier in life worked at machine shops as well as
taking a job at Edison Illuminating Co. in Detroit. He would be influ-
enced for life by that company’s founder, Thomas Edison. Ford held
255 original shares.

Alexander Y. Malcomson, a well-off Detroit coal dealer who
watched Ford race in the early motoring days, helped organize the
company, including getting relatives and friends to invest. He held
255 original shares.

James Couzens, a clerk for Malcomson and the first treasurer of
the new company, was instrumental in the new company’s success,
organizing the office, hiring and firing, and conceiving an early
dealership network. This was before he was mayor of Detroit and a
U.S. senator. He held 25 original shares.

John S. Gray, a candymaker turned wealthy
president of the German-American Bank in Detroit
who was first president of the company. He also was
Malcomson’s uncle. He held 105 original shares.

Horace E. Dodge and John F. Dodge, brothers
and Detroit machine shop operators who later
founded their own auto company (a precursor of the
Chrysler Corp.), built engines for Ford until 1913. Each
held 50 original shares.

John W. Anderson, was a Detroit lawyer who
worked for Malcomson, according to the nonprofit
Henry Ford Heritage Association. He held 50 original
shares.

Charles H. Bennett, was president of the Ply-
mouth Iron Windmill Co., which manufactured Daisy
air rifles and windmills, according to the Model T

Ford Club of America. He held 50 original shares.
Horace H. Rackham, was a Detroit lawyer, who the HFHA said

“sometimes worked for Malcomson.” His name is familiar to Uni-
versity of Michigan students as it adorns a graduate school on the
campus in Ann Arbor today. He held 50 original shares. 

Albert Strelow, was a local building contractor who is credited
with building the first building on Mack. He held 50 original shares
but missed out on millions by selling his shares early.

Vernon C. Fry, was a cousin of Malcomson’s, according to the
MTFCA. He held 50 original shares.

Charles J. Woodall, was a bookkeeper for Malcomson, accord-
ing to the MTFCA. He held 10 original shares.

Henry Ford’s Model T design team

Charles “Cast iron Charlie” Sorensen, 26, was
known as the foundry wizard for the Model T’s
unique engine block.

C.J. “Smitty” Smith, early 20s, was a machinist
and driver.

Edward “Spider” Huff, 28, was a self-taught elec-
trical engineer and inventor of the breakthrough fly-
wheel magneto. He also is credited with the idea of

encasing spark plugs in porcelain.
Joe Galamb, 26, was a draftsman who came to the U.S. from

Hungary in 1903, started work at Ford in 1905 and retired from Ford
in 1944, according to The Henry Ford museum.

C.H. Wills, 29, was a metallurgist and design engineer who in
addition to helping build a race car for Malcomson and Ford, is cred-
ited with designing the Ford logo in 1907 “using his grandfather’s
stencil set,” and “in the style of writing taught in schools” when
Henry Ford and Wills were students. The logo would not appear on
a car until 1927, according to Ford’s corporate timeline.

Free Press auto critic Mark Phelan and former Free Press reporter
Sheryl James contributed to this report.

U.S. Sen. James Couzens and Henry Ford, who built their fortunes out of early association in the vast Ford enterprises, are reunited in Detroit on March 3, 1933. AP

Here’s who helped create Ford Motor
and the minds behind the Model T
Detroit Free Press
USA TODAY NETWORK
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Anderson

Bennett

Sorensen

Horace Dodge, left rear, and John Dodge, right rear. The
brothers, who eventually formed their own car company, built
engines for Ford until 1913. PROVIDED BY DODGE

1.5M
Detroit’s population in 1930,
compared with 500,000 in
1910 before Model T produc-
tion ramped up and brought
workers from around the
globe to Detroit.
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Ford Motor Co. set out to put the world on wheels with the Model T. Here’s how the

company attempted to brand itself through advertising and how it pitched its prod-

uct to early everyday drivers, including women.

A 1915 Model T advertisement. Touting higher quality and low prices, advertisements were geared toward pointing out what you get for your money and the value
associated with those features. IMAGES PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR CO.

Ads show how Ford attempted
to connect with its buyers

Detroit Free Press | USA TODAY NETWORK
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A 1908-09 Model T advertisement. Early
advertising for the Model T pointed out
the appealing appearance and
customization of the car, which offered a
variety of functionality for buyers.

A 1912 Model T advertisement. Touting
higher quality and low prices,
advertisements were geared toward
pointing out what you get for your money
and the value associated with those
features.

A 1924 Model T advertisement. Early on Ford recognized that women were an important potential
market, and designed advertisements that appealed directly to them. This ad also uses the
automobile as a symbol of freedom, a theme that still resonates with auto buyers today.

Nearly 70,000
Peak number of employees
working at the Highland
Park Plant after Ford in-
stituted the $5 day wage
increase in 1914.
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The vehicle Henry Ford brought to world at a price more folks
could afford continues to resonate with generations of fans — some
famous, some not so famous, and Ford family members. 

Ford sold almost 15 million Model Ts between 1908 and 1927 as it
literally put the world on wheels, as the saying goes, for the first time. 

“The two inventions that have had the biggest impact on people’s
lives are the Model T and the computer,” said entertainer Jay Leno, a
die-hard auto collector with 250 cars, including a 1927 Model T. 

Bill Ford, great grandson of the founder, who serves as executive
chairman of the Dearborn, Michigan-based company, said: “The im-
pact of the Model T is hard to overstate. I love this company and I love
our history. The Model T cemented Ford’s role as a disruptor, and a
company that leads through innovation and adding to our customers’
and employees’ lives.”

He added: “Today, that spirit lives on within the company. We are
the company that has had the best-selling truck in America for 46
consecutive years.”

You can also count Henry Ford III — great-great grandson and
namesake of the patriarch of the automaking family that brought the
Model T to life at Ford’s Piquette Avenue Plant more than 115 years
ago — among the millions of devotees to the vehicle. 

We talked about its impact as he and I walked through the three-
level facility where it all came together, known today as the Ford Pi-
quette Avenue Plant Museum in Detroit. It’s open to the public and
looks pretty much as it did when Henry Ford changed the mode of
transportation and manufacturing with his affordable Model T. 

“I still get goosebumps every time I walk in the door,” Ford III said
of the Piquette Avenue Plant.

Ford III is part of the next generation of family members involved
with the company. He’s the son of Cynthia and Edsel Ford II (who is
the son of Henry Ford II). Edsel retired from the company’s board of
directors in 2021 and Ford III replaced him. Bill Ford, who also is Edsel
Ford II’s cousin, is executive chair of Ford and his daughter, Alexan-
dra Ford English, is on the board. Other family members who work
for the company include Elena Ford, who recently was named chief
dealer engagement officer working with 10,000 dealers globally. She
is a granddaughter of Henry Ford II. 

Celebrating the Model T has become part of the family business
and why not as it is THE vehicle that put Ford on the map. 

Every time the Model T has celebrated a big anniversary of its de-
but — at 50 years, 100 years and now 115 years in 2023 — events are
held to commemorate the “Tin Lizzie” as the Model T was known. We
talked about its longevity and popularity as we looked at the secret
room on Piquette’s third level where Henry Ford and his tight knit
team toiled to bring the Model T to life. 

The room is small — about the size of a two-car garage. Henry Ford
had a rocking chair in one corner where he spent hours watching, and
weighing in as prototype after prototype was made by hand, evaluat-
ed and made again. A replica of his mother’s favorite rocking chair
now sits in the room. 

“He spent over three years on it,” Ford III told me of the Model T.
“He knew he wanted to make a car for the middle class — something
that was unheard of back then as cars were only made for the
wealthy.” 

Ford told me his great-great grandfather didn’t let failure get in his
way. He started two auto companies before launching Ford Motor Co.
in 1903. 

We stopped on the second level of Piquette where scores of Model
Ts are lined up, in different colors taking the wind out of the saying
long attributed to Henry Ford that “you can have any color car you

want, as long as it’s black.”
“The first 13,000 Model Ts produced at the Piquette Plant were

either Carmine Red or Brewster Green, plus a small percentage were
made in a light gray,” said Jill Woodward, president of the Ford Pi-
quette Plant Museum. “It wasn’t until 1914 at the Highland Park Plant
when Ford scaled up for mass production that one color, black, was
chosen for speed and cost efficiency.” 

The Model T’s reign as one of the most popular vehicles ever en-
dures. Dave Pericak, director of Ford’s Electric Truck Programs, has
also served as global director for Ford Raptor, Mustang and the Bron-
co family, engineering director on the electric Mustang Mach-E and
Mach-E GT programs, and was instrumental in the establishment of
Ford Performance where he had responsibility for vehicles including
development of the GT road and race car, which returned Ford to vic-
tory at Le Mans in 2016. 

He’s a voracious auto enthusiast and while his daily ride is an
electric F-150 Lightning, he owns a 1968 Mustang, a 2000 Mustang
GT convertible, 2012 Mustang Boss 302 Laguna Seca and a 2015
Mustang Limited Edition. 

But he’s most enthused about this latest edition. 
“A 1927 Model T ... in green!” he told me.
“I came from a blue-collar background and had no connection to

the auto industry. I got a job with Ford and never looked back. Every-
thing I have is thanks to Ford and I wanted to pay homage to that and
I couldn’t think of a better vehicle to buy than a Model T,” he added. 

The engineer had one dilemma he hadn’t contemplated when he
bought the Model T. Model T owner Leno, whom Pericak had be-
friended, gave him the heads up about it. 

“While I was visiting his garage, Jay asked me if I knew how to
drive it,” Pericak said. “I wasn’t expecting to need driving instruc-
tions. Jay told me the throttle is on a stalk instead of a pedal for a
start.” 

Pericak keeps his Model T in his garage in metro Detroit and said,
“Every time I drive it, people stop and stare, and ask me about it.” 

It’s history repeating itself as that’s the reaction people had to the
Model T when it burst onto the scene and changed America forever. 

Carol Cain is a columnist for Detroit Free Press and senior editor/
host of CBS Detroit’s “Michigan Matters.” 

Ford Motor Co. Executive Chairman Bill Ford, the great-grandson of company founder Henry Ford, reviews family memorabilia for the centennial
celebration of the Model T at the historic Piquette Plant. He is joined by his cousin, Edsel B. Ford II, his cousin Elena Ford, who at the time led the
global marketing efforts for Ford Credit, and Henry Ford III, the great-great-grandson of Henry Ford who at the time was a purchasing analyst
for North American Vehicle Programs at Ford. FORD MOTOR CO.

Plant where Model T was made still 
gives Ford descendant ‘goosebumps’
Carol Cain
Detroit Free Press Business Columnist

Henry Ford III is pictured in a sit-in car in the Dealership Exhibit
at the museum. Left of Ford is Phillip Sarofim, founder and chief
executive officer of Trousdale Ventures, LLC. Far right is Freeman
Thomas, CEO of Meyers Manx, which makes EV dune buggies.
Next to Thomas is Hinrich Woebcken, senior executive adviser,
CesiumAstro. PROVIDED BY TOM GENOVA
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15M
The number
of Model Ts
sold between
1908 and
1927.
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90 minutes
The time it took to build a
Model T using the moving
assembly line. That time
was down from a whop-
ping 12 1⁄2 hours in pre-
assembly line days.

The Model T disrupted personal transportation when Ford Motor Co.
introduced it in Detroit in 1908. 

It also disrupted the concept of work — who did it and how — when
the company introduced a moving assembly line and raised worker pay
to $5 a day, resulting in a huge migration of workers to Michigan, many
from the South, to help “put the world on wheels.”

While Ford was one of the few employers that hired Black workers at
the time — and paid them the same as white workers — the work was
not equitable, historians say, and one employee welfare program that
included medical care also included inspections of worker homes, a
practice that would not be tolerated today.

Here’s how production evolved and what life was like for some of the
workers who came to work for Ford.

Scaling up production

Henry Ford created Ford Motor Co. in June 1903 as a small operation
on Mack Avenue in Detroit.

Within 18 months, while employees were working on the Model N,
the company outgrew the Mack Avenue facility and moved to a new
plant on Piquette Avenue, said Matt Anderson, curator of transporta-
tion at The Henry Ford museum.

At the Piquette Avenue Plant, which opened 120 years ago in 1904,
Ford and his employees planned and built the first versions of the Model
T. Because the vehicles were made by hand, workers only produced 11
cars in the first month, according to the Detroit Historical Society.

The first Model T was delivered to a customer on Oct. 1, 1908, accord-
ing to Ford. 

Henry Ford and his team also were experimenting with a moving as-
sembly line at Piquette to make production more efficient. To put it into
practice, the company needed more space so Ford opened the Highland
Park Assembly Plant in 1910, and Model T production continued there,
according to the museum.

At the time, some of the popular industries needing workers in De-
troit were stovemaking to heat homes, wagon- and carriagemaking,
railroad car building, farming, cigar production and brewing, said An-
derson. What Detroit had to offer in the way of jobs changed quickly as
automotive production increased. 

Jobs paid well but there was a caveat

The $5 work day started in 1914, and so did World War I, which meant
workers were needed as demand increased for military and consumer
goods, the museum’s website said. 

The Henry Ford museum, on its website, has an image of 25,000
workers posing at the Highland Park Plant in 1912. By 1920, Ford em-
ployed 5,000 African Americans. By 1926, that number doubled to
10,000.

While Black workers received the same pay as their white counter-

An undated picture of Ford Model Ts lined up outside the Highland Park factory. It is one of many large pictures hung up on the walls at the Ford archives building on
Dec. 12, 2013. The building where hundreds of thousands of the Ford Motor Co. archives are stored was open to members of the media. Located in a small
nondescript office complex in Dearborn, the building has everything from old pictures to negatives, film reels and copies of various Ford advertising campaigns
going back more than 70 years. PROVIDED BY THE FORD MOTOR CO.

Black people left the South to work at Ford.
The pay was equal, but the treatment was not 

Chanel Stitt
Detroit Free Press

USA TODAY NETWORK

A busy Hastings Avenue in Paradise Valley, near Black Bottom in 1942.
Hastings was once filled with Black-owned businesses until Interstate
375 was built in the late 1950s and 1960s. PROVIDED BY THE MICHIGAN

DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION

This is an aerial view of Ford Motor Co.’s River Rouge factory in
Dearborn, Mich., shown on Dec. 28, 1922. AP FILE

“These were hardworking folks; they were good

people, and they came up here for safety, for jobs

and for education.”
Dr. Richard Smith, retired vice president of physician outreach at Henry Ford Hospital
and a longtime OB-GYN physician and historian
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12PE | SUNDAY, MARCH 10, 2024 | USA TODAY NETWORK

“Henry Ford did what can only 
be done once. He turned the
automobile from a plaything
for the rich into everyday
transportation for the masses.”
Matt Anderson
Transportation curator of the
Henry Ford museum in Dearborn

The 10 millionth
Model T was
produced on June
4, 1924. Famed
Ford racing driver
Frank Kulick drove
it from New York to
San Francisco on
the Lincoln
Highway, the only
coast-to- coast
highway at the
time. PROVIDED BY
THE HENRY FORD
MUSEUM & GREENFIELD
VILLAGE
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$850 
Price of the first Model T in 1908.
The car’s base price fell from $525
in 1913 to $440 in 1914, $390 in
1915 and $345 in 1916, thanks to
the moving assembly line and
other improvements in efficiency.

In a high-security room on the third floor of a
factory in Detroit’s bustling Milwaukee Junction
industrial neighborhood in 1907, six men and a
14-year-old boy changed the world.

In less than a year — Oct. 1, 1908 — the first
Ford Model T would roll out of the plant on
Piquette Avenue. The factory turns 120 years old
in 2024.

The Model T wasn’t just a new vehicle. It was
the fulfillment of Henry Ford’s lifelong quest to
produce affordable, reliable vehicles, thus trans-
forming the automobile from a rich man’s toy —
and cars were nearly exclusively for men in 1908,
despite Henry’s wife Clara Ford’s penchant for
driving her personal electric car around Detroit
— to transportation for the masses.

Ford’s creation “put automobile ownership
within reach of people of average means and as a
result accelerated America’s transition from a
rural to an urban society,” the late Tony Swan, a
longtime automotive journalist, wrote in Car and
Driver magazine in 2017. There were more than
1,000 automakers in the U.S. when the Model T
debuted to acclaim for its advanced technology
and $850 price, which Ford would work to re-
duce.

A car for everyone

Within a decade, Ford would be the U.S. sales
leader and more than half the cars in the world
would be Model Ts. 

“Henry Ford’s vision all along was a car for the
masses. All Ford’s competitors built cars for rich
people. Henry’s early years in (the) industry
were evolutionary steps to make a car that was
better, stronger and more affordable,” said Steve
Shotwell, a trustee of the Piquette Avenue Plant
Museum, which has restored the factory from
near ruin, re-creating everything from Henry’s
office to the “secret experimental room” where
the Model T was developed. 

“Henry Ford did what can only be done once,”
said Matt Anderson, transportation curator of
the Henry Ford museum in Dearborn. “He turned
the automobile from a plaything for the rich into
everyday transportation for the masses.”

The Motor City’s origin story

It is hard to imagine Detroit before it became
the Motor City. 

The city, now synonymous worldwide with
cars and the auto industry, was a hotbed of in-
dustry and invention. 

Proximity to raw materials — iron and copper
mining in northern Michigan; steelmaking;
seemingly endless hardwood forests throughout
a state that’s only significant white settlements
in the early 1800s were in Detroit and Mackinac
City — and major transportation routes — initia-
lly the Great Lakes and Erie Canal, later, rail lines
knitting the whole country together — made De-

troit the center of manufacturing. 
The city was a hub for American stove mak-

ing, horse-drawn wagons, ships, bicycles and
rail cars in the 19th century, said William Pringle
IV, Detroit Historical Museum curator. It is hard
to estimate numbers of units built before the de-
partments of Commerce and Labor were created,
but manufacturing grew gradually over the
course of a the 19th century, culminating in the
explosion of auto industry jobs in first half of the
20th century.

The 3.5 square miles of Milwaukee Junction
contained 14 auto assembly plants — including
brands like Cadillac, Hupmobile, Detroit Electric
and Dodge Bros. — and 25 auto parts plants. A
“beltline railway” existed to carry parts from one
factory to another. 

By the dawn of the 20th century, Detroit was a
magnet for tinkerers and entrepreneurs.

“People here were thinking about the process
of how to do work more efficiently,” Pringle said.
“It’s a mindset. You go from being a blacksmith
to a machinist. It’s the industrial thought proc-
ess of the collective.

“They were working to make more devices,
faster and better. It was a hive of invention”

Henry Ford’s A Team 
and their secret room

Henry Ford, born to an Irish immigrant and
his wife in 1863 in Michigan’s Wayne County (the
same county that is home to Ford headquarters
in Dearborn), and five young minds developed
the Model T in the 700-square-foot “secret ex-
perimental room” in a corner of the Piquette Ave-
nue Plant:

h Charles “Cast iron Charlie” Sorensen, 26,
known as the foundry wizard for the Model T’s
unique engine block.

h C.J. “Smitty” Smith, early 20s, machinist
and driver.

h Edward “Spider” Huff, 28, self-taught elec-
trical engineer, inventor of the flywheel magne-
to. As steam-punk as that component sounds, it
was a breakthrough in vehicle reliability.

h Joe Galamb, 26, draftsman.
h C.H. Wills, 29, metallurgist and design engi-

neer.
They built every part of the vehicle by hand,

pioneering new technologies that made the T
more durable, reliable and affordable than any-
thing before it.

Security was almost literally air tight: The
room’s wood walls were fitted together in
tongue-and-groove construction to ensure there
were no gaps for prying eyes to see the engineer-
ing revolution taking shape within.

According to Shotwell, the trustee of the Pi-
quette Avenue Plant Museum, only seven people
were allowed into the room and there were only
two ways to get in: “A large, double garage door
and another regular entry door” that went into
the smaller drafting area.

“Henry defined that the double door needed 

Henry Ford is pictured with a Model T in Buffalo, New York, in 1921. About one million Model Ts
were produced in 1921. The Model T was introduced on Oct. 1, 1908. PROVIDED BY THE HENRY FORD

MUSEUM & GREENFIELD VILLAGE

The Model T changed the world
and wrote Detroit’s origin story

Mark Phelan
Detroit Free Press

USA TODAY NETWORK

1908 Ford Model T Touring.
PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR CO. ARCHIVES

1911 Model T Runabout driving up steps
of YMCA Columbus, Nebraska: The Model
T’s fame is is often associated with
durability, strength and endurance.
PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR CO. ARCHIVES

Continued on next page

1914 body upholstery line at Model T
plant, Highland Park, Michigan.
PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR CO. ARCHIVES

Henry Ford in his Piquette Plant office.
PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR CO. ARCHIVES

12- or 13-year-old Edsel Ford driving a
Ford Model N, towing friends on sleds,
1906. PROVIDED BY THE HENRY FORD MUSEUM &

GREENFIELD VILLAGE

Ford introduced its first light-duty pickup
as an optional body for the 1925 Model T
Runabout. PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR CO.
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to be wide and tall enough for a car (a
Model N at that time) to go through,”
Shotwell said in an email. “He also stat-
ed to put a large lock on the door.”

Fellow trustee Mike Skinner said the
number of people allowed into the se-
cret room was “very limited.”

“I do not use the number seven since
there is some evidence that James Cou-
zens (an early investor and future mayor
and congressman) visited the room,”
Skinner said in an email.

“With 11% of the company stock he
certainly would have been allowed to
enter and see the progress on the ‘uni-
versal’ car. I am sure that Paul Gray,
board member and owner of 10.5% of
the shares through his late father, John
Simpson Gray (first company president
who died on July 6, 1906) would be an-
other person who would have been al-
lowed to enter the room.”

Charles Hyde, a retired Wayne State
professor, said in an email about the
room that he was “very deeply involved
in the planning efforts to ‘reproduce’” it
at the Piquette Avenue Plant Museum.

“Because everything about what
happened there was considered ‘top se-
cret,’ we don’t know a great deal about
how the secret room operated,” Hyde
said. “I know that other than Henry
Ford, only a handful of Henry’s closest
associates ... had access, along with a
couple of draftsmen and a few machin-
ists to make prototype parts within the
room. The room was definitely locked
and I suspect Henry Ford had the only
key and he was always there when any
work was being done.”

One for sure entrant was Henry’s
14-year-old son, Edsel, who joined the
adults after school, learning the family
trade and gaining insights that would
serve him years later, when Henry grew
erratic and Edsel stepped in as presi-
dent of the company from 1919-1943 to
help modernize Ford and make the com-
pany a cornerstone of what then-
President Franklin D. Roosevelt would
call “the Arsenal of Democracy” during
World War II.

Built in 1904, the Piquette Avenue
plant produced 8,729 cars in 1906. Hen-
ry used a letter for every model he
thought up and though most did not get
built, several different models were pro-
duced leading up to the Model T, pro-
duction of which would lead to the de-
velopment of a sprawling complex that
became a model for modern manufac-
turing. 

The Piquette Avenue plant is now a
museum, home to 65 cars and detailed
recreations of Henry’s office and the se-
cret experimental room A conjoined
building, which housed a Studebaker
plant for decades, is now being remod-
eled into luxury residences as the neigh-
borhood undergoes a reinvigoration

with fresh investment.

What made the Model T a hit?

The Model T bristled with features
that made it superior to other vehicles
being built at the time:

h Lightweight: At just 1,200 pounds,
it weighed hundreds of pounds less
than the competition, allowing it to
navigate ruts and deep mud before
paved roads became common. The
weight also enabled the T’s efficient
manufacturing process.

h Vanadium steel: The advanced al-
loy made key parts lighter, stronger and
more durable.

h One-piece engine block: This de-
sign breakthrough, still in use today,
made engines more durable. Its remov-
able cylinder head also made cars easier
to service.

h Flexible frame: Reduced breakage
by insulating the engine’s moving parts
from the impact of rocks, and rough un-
paved roads.

h Magneto flywheel: That elegant
design that generated electricity (to four
engine coils, one for each cylinder) more
reliably and consistently. 

h Planetary transmission: It made
the car easier to drive and got its name
from the fact that it had two small gears
inside a larger gear that drove the
wheels. 

In addition, Ford moved the steering
wheel from the vehicle’s right to left
with the Model T, a recognition of the
fact that Americans drove on the right
side of the road, at a time when most
cars were developed in Europe, where
driving on the left side was still com-
mon. 

The relocated wheel moved passen-
ger entry and exit away from traffic and
to the sidewalk.

Henry was so confident of that fea-
ture that early Model Ts didn’t have a
door on the driver side: The driver slid
across to the steering wheel and other
controls.

Ford built right-hand-drive Model Ts
for countries that required them, mak-
ing it the first ambidextrous car.

A Model T for every purpose

The Model T’s driving controls were
unique, different from anything before
or after. That was neither a positive nor
negative at the time, since almost no-
body knew how to drive. Learning adds
a level of challenge and fun to driving a
Model T today, however. 

Early Model Ts had a canvas roof, but
the lineup quickly expanded to include
America’s first pickup, snowmobile
modifications for the Post Office, deliv-
ery vans and more. The Model T was
ubiquitous in popular culture, regularly
featured with — and comically de-
stroyed by — favorites from the Key-
stone Cops to Laurel and Hardy.

Creative owners used Model Ts to
power everything from logging equip-
ment to sheep-shearing machines, con-
necting the cars’ wheels to belts that
powered their tools. 

Contrary to legend, Model Ts came in
colors other than black. Ford initially
built them in red, green and blue. Black
joined the palette a couple of years into
production. It became the only color
available from 1914 until 1926 or ’27, late
in the Model T’s run when demand was
waning.

The original ‘Gigafactory’

The Model T’s success required a
new factory, and a new kind of manu-
facturing.

Henry didn’t want to pay Detroit tax-
es, so he bought farmland four miles
north of the Piquette Avenue plant, in
Highland Park, a rustic enclave of De-
troit.

“Henry couldn’t have built the High-
land Park Plant in Milwaukee Junction
if he wanted to,” said Detroit History
Museum automotive and industrial cu-
rator Dave Marchioni. “The whole
neighborhood wasn’t big enough.” They
needed more space to build more cars.

The bigger factory opened in 1910,
producing 34,858 Model Ts that year —
an 82% increase from Piquette’s output.
The car’s base price fell from $525 in 1913
to $440 in 1914, $390 in 1915 and $345 in
1916, thanks to the moving assembly line
and other improvements in efficiency.

More cars, better pay

Henry believed he’d perfected the
car, but the production process was ripe
for improvement. He and his young
guns turned their attention to creating
the moving assembly line, which revo-
lutionized factory work by carrying the
vehicle past work stations, and each
station had a carefully defined task.
Parts came by conveyor belts overhead.

“Beginning in August 1913, Ford pro-
duction managers experimented with
various methods for moving vehicles
along the assembly line,” Anderson

said. “They tried pulling chassis along
with a rope, they tried pushing them on
the car’s own wheels, and they tried a
chain-driven system. These experi-
ments overlapped, so different systems
might be in use on different lines. Ford
settled on the chain-driven system in
early 1914.”

The time to build a Model T dropped
from 12 1⁄2 hours to 90 minutes. Produc-
tion leapt 50% to 328,933 cars when the
moving assembly line was installed in
1914. Highland Park’s output peaked at
2,090,338 in 1923.

Ford raised pay to an unprecedented
$5 a day in 1914. The company did it to
stop other factories from stealing its
best workers, but the move was a step
toward creating workers who could af-
ford to own the products they built. De-
spite those innovations, Henry Ford
fought to keep unions out of his fac-
tories for years. He didn’t accept the
United Auto Workers until June 1941,
when — under legal pressure and at the
then-grown Edsel’s urging — he made
peace, beginning a relationship evi-
denced in a new contract negotiated last
fall.

Better pay sparked a massive migra-
tion from rural areas of the country to
Detroit’s vaunted factory jobs in the
1920s. A boom in residential hotels fol-
lowed, with workers sometimes renting
bed in shifts timed to complement their
factory schedules.

It was a boomtown atmosphere that
saw Detroit’s population triple from un-
der 500,000 in 1910 to 1.5 million in 1930. 

Henry’s blunder

The Model T made Henry Ford one of
the wealthiest people in the world,
though it is hard to get actual estimates
of his wealth. But his conviction that it
was the ultimate car nearly destroyed
Ford Motor. While other automakers
learned from Ford and created new
technologies of their own, Henry kept
the T in production through 1927, adding
features like an electric starter only re-
luctantly.

Continuing to make the same vehicle
was an inconceivable miscalculation by
modern standards. Imagine if Steve
Jobs had walked off the stage after un-
veiling the iPhone 1 in 2007.

After 19 years and 15 million sales,
Ford replaced the Model T with a new
car from a new factory, the River Rouge
plant in Dearborn. It began building the
Model A in 1928, incorporating nearly 20
years of advances in engineering.

The Highland Park Plant produced
tractors for decades, with a break for
military materiel, including tanks, in
World War II. The complex is in private
hands today.

Ford’s River Rouge plant still produc-
es vehicles and the automaker employs
173,000 worldwide. 

Continued from previous page

A wooden rocking chair that was used
by Henry Ford in the secret room of
the Ford Piquette Avenue Plant in
Detroit, shown on Oct. 28, 2020. RYAN

GARZA/ DETROIT FREE PRESS

The volunteer group that saved the
historic Ford Piquette Avenue Plant
from demolition and turned it into a
public museum has launched a capital
campaign to protect and preserve the
building and its historic contents.

The nonprofit acquired the building
in 1999 and has been restoring it ever
since. Donations are tax deductible. The
museum is not part of Ford.

“We have major infrastructure needs
to ensure the preservation of this U.S.
National Historic Landmark,” Piquette
Plant President and COO Jill Woodward
said. “Our one and only elevator is 97
years old. We have no heat or AC in most
of the building.”

The museum holds more than 65 ve-
hicles, including No. 220 out of the 15
million-plus Model Ts sold worldwide. 

Opening 120 years ago, in 1904, the
plant built eight of Henry Ford’s “letter
cars” — B, C, F, K, N, R, S and SR — as he
developed technologies and processes
that culminated in the Model T. The mu-

seum’s vehicle collection includes all
those, plus other historic and influential
vehicles. Model T production in the
plant began in 1908. 

“We need about $8 million to finish
all the projects on our list,” Woodward
said. “Think about installing a brand
new HVAC system in your house, then

consider we have 67,000 square feet.
Then we have to design one that doesn’t
interfere with the historic structure, and
with appropriate museum climate con-
trols. That’s one project at about $1.5
million.”

The museum recently received a
$500,000 challenge match grant from
the National Endowment for Human-
ities to increase accessibility, including
a passenger elevator to supplement the
old freight elevator. Other improve-
ments include restrooms on every floor.
The museum must raise $1.5 million
from other donors to receive the grant. 

The museum has almost completed
fundraising to replace the building’s
early 1900s electrical system.

Albert Kahn Associates, the Detroit
architecture firm behind many of the re-
gion’s most historic buildings, including
the Fisher Building and the Packard
plant, is “on board, if we can raise the
money,” Woodward said.

The museum, at 461 Piquette Ave., is
open 10 a.m.-4 p.m. Wednesday-Sun-
day, except Jan. 1, Easter, July 4,
Thanksgiving and Dec. 24, 25 and 31. It
also is available for private events.

Piquette plant museum raising millions to renovate 
Mark Phelan
Detroit Free Press

USA TODAY NETWORK

The Ford Piquette Avenue Plant Museum in Detroit. MANDI WRIGHT/DETROIT FREE PRESS

14 
The number of auto assembly plants
in 1908 in the 3.5-square-mile Mil-
waukee Junction neighborhood of
Detroit, where the Model T was just
going into production. Other brands
operating at the time included Cadil-
lac, Hupmobile, Detroit Electric and
Dodge Bros.
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BY THE NUMBERS$850 
Price of the first Model T in 1908.

The car’s base price fell from $525

in 1913 to $440 in 1914, $390 in

1915 and $345 in 1916, thanks to

the moving assembly line and

other improvements in efficiency.

In a high-security room on the third floor of a

factory in Detroit’s bustling Milwaukee Junction

industrial neighborhood in 1907, six men and a

14-year-old boy changed the world.

In less than a year — Oct. 1, 1908 — the first

Ford Model T would roll out of the plant on

Piquette Avenue. The factory turns 120 years old

in 2024.
The Model T wasn’t just a new vehicle. It was

the fulfillment of Henry Ford’s lifelong quest to

produce affordable, reliable vehicles, thus trans-

forming the automobile from a rich man’s toy —

and cars were nearly exclusively for men in 1908,

despite Henry’s wife Clara Ford’s penchant for

driving her personal electric car around Detroit

— to transportation for the masses.

Ford’s creation “put automobile ownership

within reach of people of average means and as a

result accelerated America’s transition from a

rural to an urban society,” the late Tony Swan, a

longtime automotive journalist, wrote in Car and

Driver magazine in 2017. There were more than

1,000 automakers in the U.S. when the Model T

debuted to acclaim for its advanced technology

and $850 price, which Ford would work to re-

duce.

A car for everyoneWithin a decade, Ford would be the U.S. sales

leader and more than half the cars in the world

would be Model Ts. 
“Henry Ford’s vision all along was a car for the

masses. All Ford’s competitors built cars for rich

people. Henry’s early years in (the) industry

were evolutionary steps to make a car that was

better, stronger and more affordable,” said Steve

Shotwell, a trustee of the Piquette Avenue Plant

Museum, which has restored the factory from

near ruin, re-creating everything from Henry’s

office to the “secret experimental room” where

the Model T was developed. 

“Henry Ford did what can only be done once,”

said Matt Anderson, transportation curator of

the Henry Ford museum in Dearborn. “He turned

the automobile from a plaything for the rich into

everyday transportation for the masses.”

The Motor City’s origin story
It is hard to imagine Detroit before it became

the Motor City. The city, now synonymous worldwide with

cars and the auto industry, was a hotbed of in-

dustry and invention. 
Proximity to raw materials — iron and copper

mining in northern Michigan; steelmaking;

seemingly endless hardwood forests throughout

a state that’s only significant white settlements

in the early 1800s were in Detroit and Mackinac

City — and major transportation routes — initia-

lly the Great Lakes and Erie Canal, later, rail lines

knitting the whole country together — made De-

troit the center of manufacturing. 

The city was a hub for American stove mak-

ing, horse-drawn wagons, ships, bicycles and

rail cars in the 19th century, said William Pringle

IV, Detroit Historical Museum curator. It is hard

to estimate numbers of units built before the de-

partments of Commerce and Labor were created,

but manufacturing grew gradually over the

course of a the 19th century, culminating in the

explosion of auto industry jobs in first half of the

20th century.The 3.5 square miles of Milwaukee Junction

contained 14 auto assembly plants — including

brands like Cadillac, Hupmobile, Detroit Electric

and Dodge Bros. — and 25 auto parts plants. A

“beltline railway” existed to carry parts from one

factory to another. By the dawn of the 20th century, Detroit was a

magnet for tinkerers and entrepreneurs.

“People here were thinking about the process

of how to do work more efficiently,” Pringle said.

“It’s a mindset. You go from being a blacksmith

to a machinist. It’s the industrial thought proc-

ess of the collective.
“They were working to make more devices,

faster and better. It was a hive of invention”

Henry Ford’s A Team 
and their secret roomHenry Ford, born to an Irish immigrant and

his wife in 1863 in Michigan’s Wayne County (the

same county that is home to Ford headquarters

in Dearborn), and five young minds developed

the Model T in the 700-square-foot “secret ex-

perimental room” in a corner of the Piquette Ave-

nue Plant:h Charles “Cast iron Charlie” Sorensen, 26,

known as the foundry wizard for the Model T’s

unique engine block.
h C.J. “Smitty” Smith, early 20s, machinist

and driver.h Edward “Spider” Huff, 28, self-taught elec-

trical engineer, inventor of the flywheel magne-

to. As steam-punk as that component sounds, it

was a breakthrough in vehicle reliability.

h Joe Galamb, 26, draftsman.

h C.H. Wills, 29, metallurgist and design engi-

neer.
They built every part of the vehicle by hand,

pioneering new technologies that made the T

more durable, reliable and affordable than any-

thing before it.Security was almost literally air tight: The

room’s wood walls were fitted together in

tongue-and-groove construction to ensure there

were no gaps for prying eyes to see the engineer-

ing revolution taking shape within.

According to Shotwell, the trustee of the Pi-

quette Avenue Plant Museum, only seven people

were allowed into the room and there were only

two ways to get in: “A large, double garage door

and another regular entry door” that went into

the smaller drafting area.
“Henry defined that the double door needed 

Henry Ford is pictured with a Model T in Buffalo, New York, in 1921. About one million Model Ts

were produced in 1921. The Model T was introduced on Oct. 1, 1908. PROVIDED BY THE HENRY FORD

MUSEUM & GREENFIELD VILLAGE

The Model T changed the world

and wrote Detroit’s origin story
Mark PhelanDetroit Free PressUSA TODAY NETWORK

1908 Ford Model T Touring.

PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR CO. ARCHIVES

1911 Model T Runabout driving up steps

of YMCA Columbus, Nebraska: The Model

T’s fame is is often associated with

durability, strength and endurance.

PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR CO. ARCHIVES

Continued on next page

1914 body upholstery line at Model T

plant, Highland Park, Michigan.

PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR CO. ARCHIVES

Henry Ford in his Piquette Plant office.

PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR CO. ARCHIVES

12- or 13-year-old Edsel Ford driving a

Ford Model N, towing friends on sleds,

1906. PROVIDED BY THE HENRY FORD MUSEUM &

GREENFIELD VILLAGE

Ford introduced its first light-duty pickup

as an optional body for the 1925 Model T

Runabout. PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR CO.
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Ford Motor Co. did more than sell cars to drivers who needed to get from point A to point B. It also saw a market for creating

vehicles for businesses and other uses. Here are some examples of how the Model T could be fashioned for almost any pur-

pose, including maintaining street lights.

A 1923 Ford Model T used as a 1-ton stake bed truck for transporting freight. PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR CO.How the early Model T couldbe used for almost anythingDetroit Free Press | USA TODAY NETWORK
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Ford Model T
Street LightMaintenanceTruck: Model Tswere used indifferent tradesand were adaptedfor many specialuses. Truck sales

were a largecontributor to the
Model T’s

success.
PROVIDED BY THE
HENRY FORD AND
FORD MOTOR CO.

Model Ts were easily converted to handle many tasks, but one of the

most unique was the snowmobile conversion kit. Lumber companies in

particular appreciated the added traction in the snow. FORD, PROVIDED BY

THE HENRY FORD AND FORD MOTOR CO.

A 1925 Ford Model T used as a police transport wagon. PROVIDED BY FORD

MOTOR CO.

A 1917 Ford Model T used as an Army ambulance. PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR

CO.

$5 a day
What Henry Fordraised workers’ payto at the HighlandPark plant in 1914,mainly to stop otherfactories from steal-ing its best workers.
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MODEL T FACTS

Made of cherry wood and 

trimmed in brass.

Lower section slopes 

forward while the 

top section can fold 

backward toward 

the driver.

The upholstery is 

made of leather 

with imitation 

leather on the door 

panels and trim.

It takes two people to raise 

and lower the roof on the 

car in a matter of minutes. 

The outside of the roof is 

made of leather.

They were the same 

pattern, making the 

Model T an easy target 

for theft.

Mounted on the rear 

of the car. Made of 

steel and fueled by 

kerosene.

The upper compartment is 

filled with water while the 

lower is filled with calcium 

carbide. The mixture forms 

acetylene gas, which is used 

to light the headlamps.

30-by-3-inch tires in front; 

30-by-3.5-inch tires in the rear. 

Spokes were made of wood.

These lamps were fueled by 

kerosene and gave drivers 

lighting similar to current day 

parking lights on a car.

Drivers push in the handle to engage the 

crank. Turn the handle to the 7 o’clock 

position to start the cranking motion and 

then turn the handle to the 12 o’clock 

position. It normally takes three cranks in 

cold weather for the engine to start.

Fueled by acetylene gas 

produced by the gas 

generator. 1914 model made 

of steel, the rims and top are 

made of brass.

Sources: The Henry Ford, www.mtfca.com, www. modelt.org, Ford Motor Company and “Ford Model T: The Car 

That Put the World on Wheels,” by Lindsay Brooke

Photos by former Free Press photographer Mary Schroeder

Brass outer casing with 

a spun brass filler neck. 

Notice the Ford name 

embossed on the 

casting.

The Model T is primarily controlled by the 

clutch, left, reverse and brake. The clutch 

controls two gears of the Model T. When the 

clutch is pushed to the floor, it's the low gear; 

when the pedal is released to its top position, 

the car is in high gear. The middle position is 

neutral.

The steering wheel is made of wood while the 

4-spoke spider connector is made of iron. The 

lever on the left is the spark advance, which is 

used in cranking the Model T and controlled the 

timing of the spark and pistons. On the right is 

the throttle lever.

The 10-gallon fuel tank is under the front seat. The Model T uses a 20-horsepower flathead 

engine that allows the car to reach a top speed 

of 45 mph.

The four ignition coils are here. The coils, one 

for each cylinder, are used to raise the voltage 

to provide the spark needed to ignite the fuel.

The bulb horn works like a bike horn. The 

casting is made of steel with brass trim. On the 

left is the hand brake, which works like a 

parking brake.

• The first tires 

were an off-white 

color with no 

tread.

• The brakes for 

the early Model T 

were located 

inside the 

transmission.

• Gas was only 

16 cents a gallon 

and it took $1.60 

to fill up the 

10-gallon tank.

• Model T chassis were 

converted into tractors, 

rail cars and mobile 

homes. One minister even 

converted his Model T into 

a chapel on wheels. 

This 1914 Model T is one of the vintage models that was 

used for touring Greenfield Village in Dearborn. The 

model was painted all black; other colors like red, blue 

and green were phased out by the 1913 model. The 

1914 model only has three working doors, with the 

driver's side door being a false door because of the 

placement of the hand brake lever. This specific trim is 

the Touring trim; the Runabout and Town Car trims also 

were available. Prices ranged from $500 to $700.

MODEL FOR THE AGES
Henry Ford began producing his “car for the common man” in September 1908. 

Even though the Model T was not the first car produced by Ford, it was the model 

that helped revolutionize the auto industry.

The story of the Model T is central to how Detroit became the

Motor City. Here are some fast facts about Ford Motor Co.’s early

days, the Model T and early factories.

Key Model T dates

1903: Henry Ford creates Ford Motor Co. 

1904: Ford builds the Piquette Avenue Plant in the Detroit

neighborhood of Milwaukee Junction, just east of Woodward Ave-

nue. The plant was made of brick and timber and designed by

Field, Hinchman & Smith of Detroit, according to the Piquette Ave-

nue Plant Museum. It opened in 1906 and Ford produced 8,729

cars there that year.

1904: Ford’s “first international plant” is built in Walkerville

(now Ontario), Canada, according to the automaker’s corporate

website, “right across the Detroit River from existing facilities.” It

was “a separate organization with its own set of shareholders” and

was created to sell vehicles in Canada and “across the then-

current British Empire.” 

Oct. 1, 1908: The first Model T is produced at the Piquette Ave-

nue Plant. A team of engineers, designers and machinists created

the vehicle with Henry Ford, and the team also planned at this site

what would become the moving assembly line.

1910: Model T production is moved to the new and much larger

Highland Park Plant, designed by Detroit architect Albert Kahn

and nicknamed the “Crystal Palace” because of the number of

glass windows used in its roofs and walls. The new plant is four

miles north of the Model T’s home, which, according to the

Piquette Avenue Plant Museum, is later sold to Studebaker.

1914: The moving assembly line at Highland Park produces

34,858 Model Ts — an 82% increase from Piquette’s output. 

1917: Ford introduces a truck, the Model TT, based on the Model

T.
1927: The last Model T is manufactured. It is replaced by a new

version of the Model A, which went into production in 1928 at the

new River Rouge Assembly plant in Dearborn, which still produc-

es vehicles today.

Detroit Free Press auto critic Mark Phelan and staff writer Cha-

nel Stitt contributed to this report.

Henry and Edsel Ford with Quadricycle and the 15th millionth

Ford Model T in 1927. PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR COMPANY ARCHIVES
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How Ford, Model T shaped

Detroit into the Motor City
Detroit Free Press
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“Don’t scare the horses.” 

With that singular instruction, I was fully im-

mersed in the Model T experience, engaging unfamil-

iar switches and levers, my feet dancing across pedals

with exotic purposes as the 1916 Model T — black, of

course — roared to life.

But first, the horses.

I waited as a gleaming black Morgan walked plac-

idly by, just like a courteous Model T owner would

have done more than 115 years ago, when the Model T

was new, skittish horses were common and nobody

except Henry Ford suspected his contraption would

change the world.

But before that, the Model T changed how people

drove.
The controls and pedals looked familiar when I be-

gan my driving lesson at Greenfield Village, the idyllic

recreation of an early 20th century town that’s part of

the Henry Ford museum in Dearborn, Michigan.

My confidence soared.

Rookie mistake. 

What could go wrong?

Sure, there’s three pedals, but they don’t do any-

thing remotely like the ones in a contemporary vehi-

cle.
Not to mention, Model Ts didn’t have a door on the

driver’s side until the 1925 model year. Henry Ford

didn’t want drivers stepping out into traffic. You may

have heard: Henry had control issues.

I opened the passenger door, slid across the seat

and waited while Hans Czeranna, my instructor and

the most patient man in Michigan, sat shotgun.

Three pedals, check. Stalks on either side of the

steering column, check. Parking brake lever on the

driver’s left — odd location, but a hand brake’s a hand

brake: Easy peasy.

I was brimming with that confidence. Then Hans

spoke:
“The left pedal is the clutch, but it also shifts gears.

“The center pedal is for reverse.

“The right pedal is the brake, but the Model T

doesn’t really have brakes.”

Come again?

I’ve driven my share of early 20th century cars. I’ve

needed the starter pointed out to me, and countless

chokes to adjust fuel flow. I never took footwork les-

sons before the Model T.

After watching Hans deftly start the T and drive a

couple of laps around the Village, I felt ready to try, in

the same sense that I felt ready to tap dance after

watching Gene Kelly in “An American in Paris.”

It works!

First, I released the long lever on the driver’s left.

When vertical, it was a parking brake, but shoving it

forward nearly to the firewall engaged the transmis-

sion. Then I moved the stalk on the left of the steering

column down — spark-advance to start.

Next I rested my left foot on the left pedal, depress-

ing it slightly. That shifted the transmission into neu-

tral. Flip a switch for the electric starter — available as

an option starting in 1915, thank heaven. The

22-horsepower four-cylinder engine rattled to life. A

2.9L — huge for a four-cylinder by modern standards

— it was deeper and more quiet than the lawn-mower

rattle I’d expected.

This was no time to admire the engine note,

though. I moved the spark advance lever back up —

from 8 to 10 o’clock on the steering wheel — while

moving the lever on the steering column’s right from 1

to 3 o’clock. That was the throttle.

The engine revved slightly. My left foot pushed the

pedal to the floor, engaging first gear.

Don’t crash into the history

We were moving, at a hair-raising 6-7 mph. I

pushed the throttle down slightly with my index and

middle fingers, keeping the thumb of my right hand

hooked around the steering wheel.

The engine steadied. I lifted my left foot off the

pedal. It rose, shifting us into second gear — the gear,

Hans told me, that a Model T used for everything ex-

cept starting and reverse.

From there, the T rolled smoothly past the historic

buildings Henry Ford had painstakingly relocated to

Greenfield Village.

If I could avoid running into Thomas Edison’s lab —

reconstructed at Greenfield Village to match the in-

ventor’s Menlo Park, New Jersey, lab — I just might

get out of this without humiliation.

Hans encouraged me. I pushed the throttle down

slightly and Hans said were approaching the Village

limit of 15 mph. The T had no speedometer, no fuel

gauge, no instruments at all. The 10-gallon gas tank is

under the front seat cushion. You checked it by re-

moving the cushion and using a dip stick for fuel level,

but Hans said he can usually tell visually.

The Model T’s top speed was around 45 mph.

Based on the sense of speed from the cool morning air

flowing through the open cabin at 15 mph, 45 probably

felt like standing in a hurricane.

How America learned to drive

The ride was surprisingly smooth. Paved roads

barely existed when the T was new in 1908. It’s practi-

cally an agricultural machine, designed to pull

through mud and bounce off rocks unscathed.

Approaching a curve, I was instructed by Hans to

slide the throttle up slightly; we slowed and I steered

around a small cul-de-sac. The steering was incred-

ibly heavy, I leaned my full weight into turning the

wheel, and the T negotiated the 180-degree turn.

The T’s controls felt natural surprisingly quickly.

My lesson done, I depressed the left pedal to its mid-

point for neutral, then pushed the right pedal. Not a

brake in the modern sense of a device that slows the

wheels, it applied pressure to the transmission’s out-

put gear, literally slowing our roll.

That was how America — the world, really —

learned to drive. Ford made the radical switch to con-

ventional pedals and controls when it dropped the T

for the Model A in 1927, but by that time, 15 million Ts

were on the road. At the Model T’s peak, more than

half the cars in the world were Ts.

Visitors to the Henry Ford can get a 10-minute drive

around Greenfield Village in a Model T with commen-

tary from their driver. The ride costs $12. The museum

and village are open year-round except Christmas

and Thanksgiving days.

The Gilmore Car Museum in Hickory Corners,

Michigan — near Kalamazoo, about midway from De-

troit to Chicago on I-94 and well worth the drive from

either — offers lessons in driving a Model T for $125.

The 1916 Ford Model T columnist Mark Phelan learned to drive at Greenfield Village, part of the Henry Ford

museum in Dearborn. MARK PHELAN/DETROIT FREE PRESS

Learning to operate a Model T is

unlike anything else — and fun

Mark Phelan

Detroit Free Press

USA TODAY NETWORK

A Ford Model T’s controls may look familiar, but

they don’t do what you expect.

MARK PHELAN/DETROIT FREE PRESS

The pedals — the clutch, reverse and brake — on

this 1914 Model T. MARY SCHROEDER/DETROIT FREE PRESS

The coil box ignition system with a firing pattern of

1-2-4-3 and with an electric starter.

MARY SCHROEDER/DETROIT FREE PRESS

With the top down, the view from the backseat of

this 1914 Model T Family Touring car at Greenfield

Village. MARY SCHROEDER/DETROIT FREE PRESS

The lever on the left is the spark advance and on

the right is the throttle.

MARY SCHROEDER/DETROIT FREE PRESS
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to be wide and tall enough for a car (a
Model N at that time) to go through,”
Shotwell said in an email. “He also stat-
ed to put a large lock on the door.”

Fellow trustee Mike Skinner said the
number of people allowed into the se-
cret room was “very limited.”“I do not use the number seven since

there is some evidence that James Cou-
zens (an early investor and future mayor
and congressman) visited the room,”
Skinner said in an email.“With 11% of the company stock he

certainly would have been allowed to
enter and see the progress on the ‘uni-
versal’ car. I am sure that Paul Gray,
board member and owner of 10.5% of
the shares through his late father, John
Simpson Gray (first company president
who died on July 6, 1906) would be an-
other person who would have been al-
lowed to enter the room.”Charles Hyde, a retired Wayne State

professor, said in an email about the
room that he was “very deeply involved
in the planning efforts to ‘reproduce’” it
at the Piquette Avenue Plant Museum.

“Because everything about what
happened there was considered ‘top se-
cret,’ we don’t know a great deal about
how the secret room operated,” Hyde
said. “I know that other than Henry
Ford, only a handful of Henry’s closest
associates ... had access, along with a
couple of draftsmen and a few machin-
ists to make prototype parts within the
room. The room was definitely locked
and I suspect Henry Ford had the only
key and he was always there when any
work was being done.”One for sure entrant was Henry’s

14-year-old son, Edsel, who joined the
adults after school, learning the family
trade and gaining insights that would
serve him years later, when Henry grew
erratic and Edsel stepped in as presi-
dent of the company from 1919-1943 to
help modernize Ford and make the com-
pany a cornerstone of what then-
President Franklin D. Roosevelt would
call “the Arsenal of Democracy” during
World War II.

Built in 1904, the Piquette Avenue
plant produced 8,729 cars in 1906. Hen-
ry used a letter for every model he
thought up and though most did not get
built, several different models were pro-
duced leading up to the Model T, pro-
duction of which would lead to the de-
velopment of a sprawling complex that
became a model for modern manufac-
turing. 

The Piquette Avenue plant is now a
museum, home to 65 cars and detailed
recreations of Henry’s office and the se-
cret experimental room A conjoined
building, which housed a Studebaker
plant for decades, is now being remod-
eled into luxury residences as the neigh-
borhood undergoes a reinvigoration

with fresh investment.
What made the Model T a hit?

The Model T bristled with features
that made it superior to other vehicles
being built at the time:h Lightweight: At just 1,200 pounds,

it weighed hundreds of pounds less
than the competition, allowing it to
navigate ruts and deep mud before
paved roads became common. The
weight also enabled the T’s efficient
manufacturing process.h Vanadium steel: The advanced al-

loy made key parts lighter, stronger and
more durable.h One-piece engine block: This de-

sign breakthrough, still in use today,
made engines more durable. Its remov-
able cylinder head also made cars easier
to service.

h Flexible frame: Reduced breakage
by insulating the engine’s moving parts
from the impact of rocks, and rough un-
paved roads.h Magneto flywheel: That elegant

design that generated electricity (to four
engine coils, one for each cylinder) more
reliably and consistently. h Planetary transmission: It made

the car easier to drive and got its name
from the fact that it had two small gears
inside a larger gear that drove the
wheels. 

In addition, Ford moved the steering
wheel from the vehicle’s right to left
with the Model T, a recognition of the
fact that Americans drove on the right
side of the road, at a time when most
cars were developed in Europe, where
driving on the left side was still com-
mon. 

The relocated wheel moved passen-
ger entry and exit away from traffic and
to the sidewalk.Henry was so confident of that fea-

ture that early Model Ts didn’t have a
door on the driver side: The driver slid
across to the steering wheel and other
controls.

Ford built right-hand-drive Model Ts
for countries that required them, mak-
ing it the first ambidextrous car.

A Model T for every purpose
The Model T’s driving controls were

unique, different from anything before
or after. That was neither a positive nor
negative at the time, since almost no-
body knew how to drive. Learning adds
a level of challenge and fun to driving a
Model T today, however. Early Model Ts had a canvas roof, but

the lineup quickly expanded to include
America’s first pickup, snowmobile
modifications for the Post Office, deliv-
ery vans and more. The Model T was
ubiquitous in popular culture, regularly
featured with — and comically de-
stroyed by — favorites from the Key-
stone Cops to Laurel and Hardy.Creative owners used Model Ts to

power everything from logging equip-
ment to sheep-shearing machines, con-
necting the cars’ wheels to belts that
powered their tools. Contrary to legend, Model Ts came in

colors other than black. Ford initially
built them in red, green and blue. Black
joined the palette a couple of years into
production. It became the only color
available from 1914 until 1926 or ’27, late
in the Model T’s run when demand was
waning.

The original ‘Gigafactory’
The Model T’s success required a

new factory, and a new kind of manu-
facturing.

Henry didn’t want to pay Detroit tax-
es, so he bought farmland four miles
north of the Piquette Avenue plant, in
Highland Park, a rustic enclave of De-
troit.

“Henry couldn’t have built the High-
land Park Plant in Milwaukee Junction
if he wanted to,” said Detroit History
Museum automotive and industrial cu-
rator Dave Marchioni. “The whole
neighborhood wasn’t big enough.” They
needed more space to build more cars.

The bigger factory opened in 1910,
producing 34,858 Model Ts that year —
an 82% increase from Piquette’s output.
The car’s base price fell from $525 in 1913
to $440 in 1914, $390 in 1915 and $345 in
1916, thanks to the moving assembly line
and other improvements in efficiency.More cars, better pay

Henry believed he’d perfected the
car, but the production process was ripe
for improvement. He and his young
guns turned their attention to creating
the moving assembly line, which revo-
lutionized factory work by carrying the
vehicle past work stations, and each
station had a carefully defined task.
Parts came by conveyor belts overhead.

“Beginning in August 1913, Ford pro-
duction managers experimented with
various methods for moving vehicles
along the assembly line,” Anderson

said. “They tried pulling chassis along
with a rope, they tried pushing them on
the car’s own wheels, and they tried a
chain-driven system. These experi-
ments overlapped, so different systems
might be in use on different lines. Ford
settled on the chain-driven system in
early 1914.”

The time to build a Model T dropped
from 12 1⁄2 hours to 90 minutes. Produc-
tion leapt 50% to 328,933 cars when the
moving assembly line was installed in
1914. Highland Park’s output peaked at
2,090,338 in 1923.Ford raised pay to an unprecedented

$5 a day in 1914. The company did it to
stop other factories from stealing its
best workers, but the move was a step
toward creating workers who could af-
ford to own the products they built. De-
spite those innovations, Henry Ford
fought to keep unions out of his fac-
tories for years. He didn’t accept the
United Auto Workers until June 1941,
when — under legal pressure and at the
then-grown Edsel’s urging — he made
peace, beginning a relationship evi-
denced in a new contract negotiated last
fall.

Better pay sparked a massive migra-
tion from rural areas of the country to
Detroit’s vaunted factory jobs in the
1920s. A boom in residential hotels fol-
lowed, with workers sometimes renting
bed in shifts timed to complement their
factory schedules.It was a boomtown atmosphere that

saw Detroit’s population triple from un-
der 500,000 in 1910 to 1.5 million in 1930. Henry’s blunder

The Model T made Henry Ford one of
the wealthiest people in the world,
though it is hard to get actual estimates
of his wealth. But his conviction that it
was the ultimate car nearly destroyed
Ford Motor. While other automakers
learned from Ford and created new
technologies of their own, Henry kept
the T in production through 1927, adding
features like an electric starter only re-
luctantly.

Continuing to make the same vehicle
was an inconceivable miscalculation by
modern standards. Imagine if Steve
Jobs had walked off the stage after un-
veiling the iPhone 1 in 2007.After 19 years and 15 million sales,

Ford replaced the Model T with a new
car from a new factory, the River Rouge
plant in Dearborn. It began building the
Model A in 1928, incorporating nearly 20
years of advances in engineering.The Highland Park Plant produced

tractors for decades, with a break for
military materiel, including tanks, in
World War II. The complex is in private
hands today.

Ford’s River Rouge plant still produc-
es vehicles and the automaker employs
173,000 worldwide. 

Continued from previous page

A wooden rocking chair that was used
by Henry Ford in the secret room of
the Ford Piquette Avenue Plant in
Detroit, shown on Oct. 28, 2020. RYAN
GARZA/ DETROIT FREE PRESS

The volunteer group that saved the
historic Ford Piquette Avenue Plant
from demolition and turned it into a
public museum has launched a capital
campaign to protect and preserve the
building and its historic contents.

The nonprofit acquired the building
in 1999 and has been restoring it ever
since. Donations are tax deductible. The
museum is not part of Ford.“We have major infrastructure needs

to ensure the preservation of this U.S.
National Historic Landmark,” Piquette
Plant President and COO Jill Woodward
said. “Our one and only elevator is 97
years old. We have no heat or AC in most
of the building.”The museum holds more than 65 ve-

hicles, including No. 220 out of the 15
million-plus Model Ts sold worldwide. 

Opening 120 years ago, in 1904, the
plant built eight of Henry Ford’s “letter
cars” — B, C, F, K, N, R, S and SR — as he
developed technologies and processes
that culminated in the Model T. The mu-

seum’s vehicle collection includes all
those, plus other historic and influential
vehicles. Model T production in the
plant began in 1908. 

“We need about $8 million to finish
all the projects on our list,” Woodward
said. “Think about installing a brand
new HVAC system in your house, then

consider we have 67,000 square feet.
Then we have to design one that doesn’t
interfere with the historic structure, and
with appropriate museum climate con-
trols. That’s one project at about $1.5
million.”

The museum recently received a
$500,000 challenge match grant from
the National Endowment for Human-
ities to increase accessibility, including
a passenger elevator to supplement the
old freight elevator. Other improve-
ments include restrooms on every floor.
The museum must raise $1.5 million
from other donors to receive the grant. 

The museum has almost completed
fundraising to replace the building’s
early 1900s electrical system.Albert Kahn Associates, the Detroit

architecture firm behind many of the re-
gion’s most historic buildings, including
the Fisher Building and the Packard
plant, is “on board, if we can raise the
money,” Woodward said.The museum, at 461 Piquette Ave., is

open 10 a.m.-4 p.m. Wednesday-Sun-
day, except Jan. 1, Easter, July 4,
Thanksgiving and Dec. 24, 25 and 31. It
also is available for private events.

Piquette plant museum raising millions to renovate 

Mark Phelan
Detroit Free Press
USA TODAY NETWORK

The Ford Piquette Avenue Plant Museum in Detroit. MANDI WRIGHT/DETROIT FREE PRESS
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The number of auto assembly plants
in 1908 in the 3.5-square-mile Mil-
waukee Junction neighborhood of
Detroit, where the Model T was just
going into production. Other brands
operating at the time included Cadil-
lac, Hupmobile, Detroit Electric and
Dodge Bros.

7Annual Report 2024  •  Ford Piquette Avenue Plant Museum

In the 
News

On Sunday, March 10, 2024, the 
Detroit Free Press and the USA 
Today national newspaper network 
published a 12-page special section 
on the significance of the Model T. 



Legacy & Lifelong Learning 
The Ford Piquette Avenue Plant provides educational opportunities for students throughout the 
year, as well as enrichment activities for all ages. These programs and unique experiences are 
made possible by broad support from the community.

Ford Piquette Avenue Plant
461 Piquette, Detroit, MI 48202
www.fordpiquetteplant.org
Call (313) 872-8759

Three sisters and perhaps, future engineers?

Two tots race cars on the gravity track.

Docent Greg Dabkowski (Ford jacket) led many 
field trips and hands-on activities in 2024.

Detroit Public Schools students enjoy Design & Build 
activities as part of field trips.

Volunteer driver John Ambrosio creates a special memory 
for a family at the 2024 Model T Birthday Party.
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