
lesson 7 Transportat ion
AUTOMOBILES IN THE SACRAMENTO VALLEY

OVERVIEW
This  lesson provides  an overview of  the development  of  roads and the introduct ion
of  automobiles ,  f rom the la te  nineteenth century through 1929.  You can view or  pr int
most  s ingle  images direct ly  as  a  JPEG f i le .  However,  some documents  are  in  Adobe
Acrobat  PDF format  and must  be viewed or  pr inted with Acrobat  Reader.  
In  Lesson 7,  s tudents  use the Sacramento History Online database at
ht tp: / /www.sacramentohis tory.org.

STUDENT OBJECTIVES
1.  Compare and contrast  dr iving condi t ions (roads and automobiles)  in  the ear ly  
20th century.
2.  Use the SHO database to  f ind specif ic  his tor ical  information.

CALIFORNIA HISTORY STANDARDS
4.4.4,  4 .4 .6  California’s  r ise  as  an agricultural  and industrial  power

BACKGROUND ARTICLE 7 
Automobiles  in the Sacramento Valley  (page 7-5)

STUDENT ACTIVITY SHEET 7 AND KEY
Automobiles   (pages 7-7 and 7-8)

DOCUMENTS TO DISCUSS
The documents  below provide examples  re la ted to  automobiles .  
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2.  Scrapbook on
Sacramento
bicycl ing and
motorcycl ing
[1911-1924]   
Includes photographs,
ephemera,  and related
publ ished mater ia l
documenting the
act ivi t ies  of  the Capi tol
City Wheelmen and
other  organizat ions.
Also contains  mater ia l
on bicycle  and
motorcycle  racing in
Sacramento.  For more
images from the
scrapbook,  use the SHO
database.

1.  Photographic
print  of  two cars on
a muddy dirt  road
[ca .  1910]     
View of  two cars
t ravel ing down a rut ted
and muddy dir t  road in
the country.

http://www.sacramentohistory.org


INSTRUCTIONS
1.  Pr int  any of  the images and PDF f i les  shown above that  you wil l  use in  your
discussion,  as  wel l  as  Student Activity Sheet  and Key 7 .  (Label  the images above
by their  number to  ident i fy  them in the instruct ions) .

2 .  Read Background Article  7 .  Read i t  to  your  s tudents  or  pr int  i t  and have them
read i t  themselves .  Discuss  any quest ions that  they may have.

3.  Show and discuss Document 1,  Photographic print  of  two cars on a muddy dirt
road .  Ask s tudents  to  descr ibe the photo.  How old do they think the image is?  
(ca.  1910)  Ask the s tudents  to  compare the road in  the picture  to  modern roads.
Why do they think roads were so bad at  that  t ime?

4.  The role  of  the Wheelmen is  descr ibed in  Background Article  7 .  There are  many
items in  the database related to  Document 2,  Scrapbook on Sacramento bicycl ing
and motorcycl ing .  These i tems include a  var ie ty  of  ephemera such as  posters  and
t ickets  for  automobile  and motorcycle  races  sponsored by the Wheelmen and s imilar
groups.  Choose several  documents  to  show and discuss .   

5 .  In  the ear ly  days of  automobile  t ravel ,  there  was much interest  in  racing and in
set t ing cross-country dr iving records.  In  1909,  Alice Ramsey became the f i rs t
woman to  complete  a  coast- to-coast  dr iving t r ip .  Document 3,  Cross-Country Road
Trip shows Amanda Preuss ,  a  Sacramento woman who t raveled cross-country on the
Lincoln Highway from San Francisco to  New York.  An ar t ic le  in  the Sacramento Bee
(Aug 3,  1916)  notes ,  This  young woman wil l  have as  her  companions two inanimate
fr iends,  a  .38 cal iber  revolver  and a .22 cal iber  r i f le .  She is  an expert  shot  and an
expert  driver,  and is  out  for  a  record,  which wil l  s tand for  some t ime in  a  cross-
cont inent  tr ip . Successful  in  her  goal ,  she made the t r ip  in  11 days and 5 hours ,
beat ing the previous women’s  record by 18 hours .   
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4.  Automobile  ads
Your Protect ion
magazine [1919]
Art ic les  and
advert isements ,
including several  about
the S.S.  Albright
automobile  company.

3.  Cross-Country
Road Trip 
[1916]  
Amanda Preuss  removes
a bol t  f rom the r im of
her  Oldsmobile  t i re .
Par t  of  a  cross-country
road t r ip  a long the
Lincoln Highway.

6.  Causeway over
Yolo Basin between
Sacramento and
Davis ,  California 
[ca .  1920]     
View of  the Yolo
Causeway with two cars
and wagon.

5.  Wil lows Union
School  Bus
[ca .  1923]
Side view of  school  bus
parked in  f ront  of  palm
trees ,  s ta te  capi tol
bui lding in  dis tance;
designed and bui l t  by
S.S.  Albright  Co.



To train for  the task,  Preuss  drove from 50 to  100 miles  a  day,  so as  to  be in  physical
tr im .  Upon her  re turn,  the Bee reported This  was her  vacat ion.  She did i t  for  the fun
of  the thing and to  demonstrate  that  a  gir l  could go i t  a lone across  the United States
in perfect  safety,  make good t ime with ease and certainty .  (Aug 21,  1916)  Discuss
how making such a  t r ip  in  1916 would be different  f rom doing so today.   

6 .  Document 4,  Automobile  ads.  Your Protect ion magazine .  This  magazine has  a
var ie ty  of  ar t ic les  and images related to  the automobile  business  of  S.S.  Albright ,
including a  descr ipt ion of  his  company’s  factory and manufactur ing process .  I t  a lso
notes  that  a  customer could help design customized features  for  his  or  her  car,  which
used a  Ford body as  a  base.  Download the PDF f i le  and dupl icate  pages as  desired.
You may want  to  have small  groups each report  on what  they learn from an
individual  page.  Also see the col lect ion of  Albright  images in  the SHO database by
using the keyword Albright .  Why do s tudents  think that  this  company did not  las t?

7.  Document 5,  Wil lows Union School  Bus .  One of  the Albright  vehicles  featured is
this  school  bus.  Ask s tudents  to  compare and contrast  i t  to  buses  that  they see today
and to  the wagon carrying chi ldren,  included in  Lesson 4.

8.  Document 6,  Causeway over Yolo Basin between Sacramento and Davis ,
California .  Ask i f  any s tudents  have crossed over  this  causeway near  Sacramento.    
Ask why the causeway needed to  be elevated.  To see the engineer ing feat  involved,
look in  the SHO database for  addi t ional  images of  the Yolo Causeway construct ion,
using the keywords Yolo Causeway .

9 .  Search the Sacramento History Online database
(http: / /www.sacramentohis tory.org) together  using the keyword and advanced
searches,  or  le t  s tudents  explore  the database independent ly.  What  different  types of
cars  and t rucks can they discover? How many of  the companies  represented s t i l l
exis t  today? (Ford,  Dodge,  Oldsmobile ,  possibly  others)

10.  Give s tudents  Activity Sheet  7:   Automobiles  (page 7-7) .  After  they have
completed the act ivi ty,  discuss  their  answers  as  a  group.

FOLLOW-UP
1.  Learn more about Amanda Preuss or Alice Ramsey and wri te  a  report  about  her
t r ip .  Read a  book or  account  f rom someone who t raveled the route .  See the
References and Resources and Related Links below.

2.  Find a map that  shows the route of  the Lincoln Highway .  Did i t  pass  through or
near  your  hometown?  Read more about  how i t  s tar ted.

3.  Find the Yolo Causeway on a map .  What  issues  have to  be considered today in
bui lding a  new highway?
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REFERENCES AND RESOURCES
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1997.  ( juveni le)
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Amanda Preuss [begins  cross-country t r ip] .  Sacramento Bee .  Aug 3,  1916.   p .  13.
Amanda Preuss [completes  cross-country t r ip] .  Sacramento Bee .  Aug 21,  1916.   p .  3 .
Rusch Hyat t ,  P.   Coast  to  coast  wi th  Al ice .   Carolrhoda Books,  1997.   ( juveni le)
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Chil ton Book Company,  1969.
Hokanson,  D.   The Lincoln Highway:  Main s treet  across  America .   Iowa City:

Universi ty  of  Iowa Press ,  1988.
Hunt ,  R.D.  and Arent ,  W.S.   Oxcart  to  airplane .   Los Angeles ,  CA: Powell

Publ ishing Co. ,  1929.
Mason,  P.   A history of  American roads .   Chicago:  Rand McNally and Company,

1967.
McConnel l ,  C.   A rel iable  car,  and a woman who knows i t . McFarland Publ ishers ,

Inc. ,  2000.

RELATED LINKS
Henry Ford Museum
(www.hfmgv.org/col lect ions/Collect ions/ t ransportat ion.asp)

The Lincoln Highway Associat ion
(ht tp: / /www.l incolnhighwayassoc.org/)

Lincoln Highway Adventures:   Links
(ht tp: / /about . l incolnhwy.net)

Transitpeople
(ht tp: / /www.transi tpeople .org/ lesson/ t rancovr.shtml)
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background 7     AUTOMOBILES IN THE SACRAMENTO VALLEY

For the f i rs t  50 years  that  Cal i fornia  was a  s ta te ,  most  people
traveled by foot ,  horse ,  wagon,  boat ,  or  t ra in .  Around the turn of
the 20th century,  the automobile  became increasingly important .
In  1904,  there  were 27 automobiles  regis tered in  Sacramento.  The
use of  the automobile  spread quickly,  causing rapid changes in
the s ta te’s  economy and landscape.  

Automobile  t ravel  was not  easy in  i ts  ear ly  years .  An automobile  r ide was of ten
noisy,  rough,  and dir ty.  I t  was very common to have a  f la t  t i re  or  to  get  s tuck in  the
mud.   The few roads that  exis ted were poorly maintained.  Most  had been designed
for  wagon use and were of ten too narrow and s teep for  cars .   Even in  the ci t ies ,
t raff ic  moved s lowly.  Streets  and intersect ions had not  been planned for
automobiles ,  and horses  and wagons did not  a lways mix wel l  with car  t raff ic .
Traff ic  regulat ions developed s lowly,  and accidents  were frequent .

In  the la te  1800s,  the American road system was local ly  managed,  and l i t t le  publ ic ,
federal ,  or  s ta te  a id  was provided to  support  highways.  For  many years ,  s ta tute  labor
was used,  which meant  that  taxpayers  (usual ly  men)  had to  work two days a  year
bui lding roads.  Many people  a lso bel ieved that  bui lding roads did not  require  any
special  t ra ining or  ski l l .  Because many ci t izens were not  happy with the condi t ion of
roads at  the end of  the 1800s,  a  reform movement  grew,  made up of  var ious groups
such as  carr iage makers .  

The f i rs t  bicycles ,  developed in  the 1870s,  had very high front  wheels .  After  the
introduct ion of  the safety  bicycle ,  bicycl ing became a  popular  past ime.  The League
of  American Wheelmen was a  group of  bicycle  r iders ,  es tabl ished in  1880 on the east
coast .  They were interested in  the r ights  of  cycl is ts  and also began to  hold bicycle
races  and tours .  

I t  was the Wheelmen that  may have had the biggest  impact  on road improvement
between 1885 and 1905.  Members  of  the League establ ished a  Nat ional  Commit tee
for  the Improvement  of  Highways,  promoting the need for  good roads through
art ic les ,  meet ings,  and convent ions.  Their  work was the s tar t  of  what  was known as
the Good Roads movement .  Through such effor ts ,  the  government  began to  pay
at tent ion to  road construct ion.  Eventual ly,  s ta tes  used taxes  instead of  s ta tute  labor
to support  highway construct ion,  and,  in  1916,  Congress  enacted the Federal
Highway Act  to  provide more money for  roads.   

Members  of  the League establ ished a  Nat ional  Commit tee  for  the Improvement  of
Highways,  promoting the need for  good roads through ar t ic les ,  meet ings,  and
convent ions.  Their  work was the s tar t  of  what  was known as  the Good Roads
movement .  Through such effor ts ,  the  government  began to  pay at tent ion to  road
construct ion.  Eventual ly,  s ta tes  used taxes  instead of  s ta tute  labor  to  support
highway construct ion,  and,  in  1916,  Congress  enacted the Federal  Highway Act  to
provide more money for  roads.  
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Like the horse-drawn vehicles  before  them, the f i rs t  automobiles  were hand-bui l t .
The process  was improved when auto makers  began to  use interchangeable  par ts  and
the moving assembly l ine,  where workers  did the same task,  and the automobiles
were moved to  their  work locat ion.  

Advert isements  in  Sacramento in  the ear ly  years  l is t  several  automobile
manufacturers  and dealers .  One such manufacturer  was S.S.  Albright ,  who began his
career  as  a  wagon maker  in  1909.  By 1916,  he had moved to  a  new factory,  where he
produced a  var ie ty  of  automobiles  for  several  years .  

Early in  the 20th century,  some people  dreamed of  a  cross-country highway for
automobile  t ravel .  In  1912,  Carl  Fisher  proposed bui lding such a  road,  which would
become known as  the Lincoln Highway.  He dreamed of  complet ing the highway so
that  t ravelers  could dr ive from New York to  San Francisco on a  paved road,  to  a t tend
the Panama-Pacif ic  Internat ional  Exposi t ion in  San Francisco in  1915.  Although the
highway wasn ' t  ready in  t ime for  the Exposi t ion and was s t i l l  not  completely paved
even af ter  10 years ,  the Lincoln Highway Associat ion cont inued to  col lect  donat ions
to support  road improvements  unt i l  1928.

In the ear ly  days of  Sacramento,  people  t raveled to  San Francisco pr imari ly  by
riverboat  and la ter  by t ra in .  The Sacramento River  Del ta  region was marshy,
swampy,  and hard to  t raverse  by wagon.  In  1916,  the Yolo Causeway was bui l t  to
connect  Sacramento and Davis  with a  good highway.  I t  was a  sect ion of  the or iginal
Lincoln Highway route .  Today,  this  causeway is  now part  of  Highway 80,  the major
automobile  l ink between San Francisco and Sacramento.  

********
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act iv i ty  sheet  7                                             ht tp : / /www.sacramentohis tory.org
AUTOMOBILES

I .  Match the Automobi les
Find the image using the keyword search.  Put the correct  letter by the name
of each car.  Write  the date of  the image in the space after its  name.

image automobi le date

1.    Baker Electric  car

2.    First  Ford in Sacramento

3.  Albright  roadster

4.  Albright  convertible        

I I .  Choose Your Favori te  Albr ight  Auto
Use the keyword Albright to  look at  other Albright  autos onl ine.  Pretend that  
you are going to buy an Albright  automobile .  Which model  do you l ike best? 
Print  i ts  type ( included in the entry t i t le)  and i ts  date below:

Auto Type Date 

Why do you l ike i t  best?

How is  i t  different  from a modern car? 

How is  i t  the same?  

BONUS:  Make an ad for the automobile  you l ike best  on the back of  this  paper
or on a separate sheet .  Include a picture of  i t  and why someone should buy i t .
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act iv i ty  sheet  7    
AUTOMOBILES

I .  Match the Automobi les
Find the image using the keyword search.  Put the correct  letter by the name
of each car.  Write  the date of  the image in the space after its  name.

image automobi le date

     c    1.    Baker Electric  car                  1914                           

     a    2.    First  Ford in Sacramento                 ca.  1903                       

     b    3.  Albright  convertible                        ca.  1923                       

     d    4.  Albright  roadster                ca.  1919                       

I I .  Choose Your Favori te  Albr ight  Auto
Use the keyword Albright to  look at  other Albright  autos onl ine.  Pretend that  
you are going to buy an Albright  automobile .  Which model  do you l ike best? 
Print  i ts  type ( included in the entry t i t le)  and i ts  date below:

Auto Type answers wil l  vary Date 

Why do you l ike i t  best?

How is  i t  different  from a modern car? 

How is  i t  the same?  

BONUS:  Make an ad for the automobile  you l ike best  on the back of  this  paper
or on a separate sheet .  Include a picture of  i t  and why someone should buy i t .
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