
Tin Lizzie
Driving Lessons
The following is from the November

2006 issue o/Skinned Knuckles.

ByNeilMaken

Henry Ford changed the way we
live. Like the man or not, admire
his convictions or not. Ford's

Model T motorcar altered the speed and
direction of our country and the world-

This is not going to be an analysis of
Ford himself, or of his Model T. Volumes
have already been written on both sub-
jects- And this article is not intended for
those of you who regularly drive Model
T's. This is for those of us who have that
opportunity only once in awhile, or who
have never driven a Model T.

I've driven several, but not profi-
ciently and not regularly. And each time
I get into a "T,' I have to run a mental
(and sometimes physical) review of how
to drive it. Because the engineering and

control layout of the ~T differs so much
from ialer automobiles, it is a challenge
to get into one and immediately change
your mind set from the traditional (left
to right} clutch, brake, throttle configu-
ration.

It's tough to learn about riding a
bicycle just by reading about it. and if
you've only ridden once or twice, it still
takes getting used to each time you get
onto the saddle. But by identifying the
pedals, controls, levers and pulls, you
can do that mental review before you get
into a'T' next time.

A couple of warnings based on per-
sonal experience: Before you try to
drive a 'T' for the first time, let an ex-
perienced driver show you how and talk
you through it. Let him/her take you for
a drive while you watch both hands arid
feet and their coordination. And when
you get behind the wheel, practice where
there isn't traffic, where vou have a clear
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path behind you and where you can drive
for half a mile or so without having tc
make a number of forced stops. (Once
behind the wheel, remember what Ol
Henry was credited for saying: "We can
guarantee every nut in the car except the
one behind the steering wheel."} And
most importantly (again, personal ex-
perience), if you have to make a panic
stop, your foot will automatically and
unconsciously go to that middle pedal.
That's wrong! Avoid areas and situations
that could warrant a panic stop until the
Model T becomes second nature to you.

After 1919 (optional) and then on
all Ford Model T's after 1920, the car
came equipped with an electric starter.
1918 and earlier model T's were crank-
start. Electric starters were optional until
1927 on passenger cars and even then,
the electric starter was stili optional on
the truck.

You should be aware of how to start
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the car, even if it's running when you try to drive it, because
chances are really good that you'll stall it. Like most older cars,
each has a personality — sometimes that personality is ornery
— and each car is just a little bit different in how it's started.
Regardless of what we write here, a number of T' owners are
going to respond with, "that's not how I do it," or "not on my
car." So with that in mind, use this as a general outline of how
to start it. Ask a T' owner how he starts his car. and what
special tricks, shortcuts or prayers he uses to get his "Lizzie"
going.

The controls
There are three pedals on the floor. The pedal on the far

Jeft is the "neutral 'low/high" pedal. The pedal in the center is
"reverse" and the pedal on the far right is the brake. Wait, it
gets even more confusing.

To the left of the driver is a lever at hand level. This is the
emergency brake, neutral and high gear selector. On the left
side of the steering column (just below the steering wheel) is
the spark advance/retard lever. On the right side of the steering
column is the throttle lever.

On the instrument panel is the ignition switch. It may be
just a knob or it may be a key. It may be a two-position switch
or a three-position switch (more about that in a moment). There
may also be a choke knob and a carburetor mixture adjustment
knob. On a later Model T equipped with an electric starter,
there will be a starter button on the floor board. At the front
of the car are a starting crank and a choke knob. It's sure more
complicated than your Ford Taurus, isn't it?

Starting
Assuming that the car is about a 1916-or-earlier model, the
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car does not have a battery, just a magneto. The slightly latei
cars have both. After 1919-'20, they may also have an electric
starter. Let's assume that the car that you are going to drive is
a mid-191 Os model with a magneto and a battery, but without
electric start. Here's the drill:

Pull the emergency brake/neutral/high gear lever all the
way back. This will not only put the engine in neutral (you can
watch the left pedal move to the halfway or neutral position),
but it will also set the emergency brake. Be sure that the spark
retard lever (left side of steering column) is all the way up (re-
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• Quick service

• Competent technical advice.
• Largest inventory of parts in the western US

If you are not pleased with any part purchased, please return
same within 30 days with a copy of your original invoice for a

full refund or exchange.

SEE IT ALL ONLINE AT
www.chaffinsgarage.com

Or Call Chaff in's Garage Inc. at
951-735-4791
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tarded). This is very important; if it's not
retarded, the engine might backfire and
kick back at the crank can cause injury.
Move the throttle lever down about half
way. Prime or crank one or two times
with the ignition off to eliminate any
chance of unanticipated firing. Turn the
switch/key to "battery," then go to the
front of the car and pull out the choke
ring (through the bottom of
the radiator). Then position
yourself properly and give
it a good turn. The engine
should start right up.

As soon as it does, move
around to the driver's seat,
move the spark advance
down to the "sweet spot" —
that point where the engine
smooths out — and adjust
the throttle to an even idle,
and then move the switch
rapidly from "battery" to
"magneto." You're ready to
go!

depress the middle pedal "reverse." Use
the throttle lever to increase speed. Re-
lease the center pedal and depress the
right pedal to stop.

OK, let's look at a couple of alter-
natives. This variation of the procedure
above will allow you to go into high gear
and get up to "cruising speed." Press the
far left pedal down just a bit to the "neu-

I

Moving out
Before you start moving

levers and pressing on ped-
als, sit back and review. The pedal on the
far left is the "neutral/low/high" pedal.
The pedal in the center is "reverse" and
the pedal on the far right is the brake.
You can drive using low and reverse
only, if you are not going too fast or too
far. Move the emergency brake lever
into thc'center "neutral" position. (With
the lever in the half-way position, it will
keep the transmission from shifting into
high gear.) Depress the far left pedal to
the floor while increasing the RPM with
the throttle lever. You will move forward
in low gear. Release the far left pedal
and move the throttle up while stepping
on the far right brake pedal to stop.

To reverse, leave the emergency
brake lever in the neutral position and

This young woman seems to have a good handle on the op-
eration of her 1919 Model T coupe. Hint: the throttle lever is
on the right!

rral" position, then move the emergency
brake lever all of the way forward to the
"high" position. Depress the far left ped-
al all the way to the floor to the "low"
position while slowly moving the throttle
lever down to increase the RPM. You're
rolling! Don't lose your concentration;
you'll need it. Once you have decent
momentum, move the throttle lever up
(to lower the RPM) and release the left
pedal completely. That will shift it into
"high." Use the throttle lever to increase
the RPM and the speed. Assuming that
you have a long, open road ahead of you,
have fun. CAUTION: Make sure that
you have plenty of room in front of you
at all times. If you have to make an panic
or emergency stop, your right foot will

automatically go to the middle pedal and
the left foot is going to go to the left ped-
al — it's intuitive, but by depressing the
left pedal, you are merely shifting into
"low," not disengaging the clutch.

To slow the car, use the throttle lever
and gently depress the right pedal, the
"brake." To stop the car, use the throttle
lever to reduce the RPM, depress the

far left pedal just slightly
into the "neutral" position,
and piess down on toe right
brake pedal.

To reverse, come to a
complete stop. Depress the
far left pedal into the "neu-
tral" position, and press
down on the center pedal,
"reverse." Use the throttle
lever to control speed. Not
too fast. Release the center
"reverse" pedal and press
the right "brake" pedal to
stop.

There are variations to
these procedures, and as
you become more profi-
cient, you'll learn how to
make a "panic stop" and

how to stall the engine. The only thing
that will make you a better Model T
driver is practice and more practice. And
concentration on what you are doing.

The machine
Model T's had all kinds of accesso-

ries and improvements made for them.
A Ruckstell rear end, for example, or
Rocky Mountain brakes. It isn't re-
ally important to know all that. Model
T owners will also be quick to tell you
other methods of driving, shortcuts and
all about the myriad add-ons available
for the car.

Before you run outside and try to
drive your neighbor's 'T,' let's briefly
discuss how the car works and why pro-
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cedures are different from later cars.
The transmission in a Model T Ford

is similar to a modem automatic trans-
mission, except you do the shifting with
your feet; there is no separate clutch to
operate when shifting. It uses bands that
tighten and loosen onto the transmis-
sion drums to engage and disengage the
transmission and allow it to go into the
two forward gears, the reverse gear and
even the brake. The brake is not a tradi-
tional rear-wheel unit. It stops by tight-
ening the band onto the transmission.
That's what stops the forward movement
of the car. The emergency brake does
use linkage to apply shoes against the
rear drums ro (rheoreticaJly) stop the car
in an emergency. They are small drums
with very little surface area in which to
grab. Count on the rear shoes to keep the
car from rolling as a parking brake rather
than to stop in an emergency.

Don't criticize the Model T system
for being different; it was a different time
and a different set of driving conditions.
And if it was all that you learned and
knew, it was a very manageable system.
It worked for the 20 or so years of Model
T production and it still works today for
thousands of Model T enthusiasts. Driv-
ing a Model T is fun! You can feel the
road and have a sense of speed not ex-
perienced in a newer car. While you are
driving the 'T,' put your mind back 80
years or so. Think of the type of roads,
the traffic conditions and the freedom
of being able to hop into your "Flivver"
and extend the range of your life from
the farm to the city.

Sixteen million Model T's were built,
and that durable machine survived in
relatively great numbers. They are sim-
ple cars to work on and fairly easy to
restore. Parts, both original and repro-
duction, are plentiful. The Model T Ford
Club of America is one of the largest car
clubs today with approximately 8,500
members. In addition, there are 140 af-
filiated local clubs, so there is sure to be
one near to you.

Skinned Knuckles magazine is dedi-
cated to the authentic restoration of cars
and trucks and to the preservation of
vehicles from the brass era through the
early 1970s. It is available by subscrip-
tion. SK may be reached at 714-963-
1558, sk.publishing@yahoo.com and
www.skinnedknuckles.net. Its mailing
address is P.O. Box 6983, Huntington
Beach, CA 92615.
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