
TEACHER RESOURCE

THE AUTOMOBILE AND ITS IMPACT ON DETROIT

LESSON PLAN

INTRODUCTION
This lesson was originally published in Telling 
Detroit’s Story: Historic Past, Proud People, Shining 
Future curriculum unit developed by the Detroit 300 
Commission in 2001. 

Students in grades three through five will be 
introduced to Detroit’s early automotive leaders 
through a brief dramatic reading. Then, using 
primary source articles from newspapers and 
photographs, students will look at Detroit as the 
birthplace of the automotive age.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS
Students will answer the questions:

• What was daily life like in Detroit between 1890 
and 1910?

• What were the concerns of the people?

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Students will:

• Understand what Detroit was like and the 
beginning incidents that launched the 

automobile era in Detroit. 

• Examine primary sources, including newspaper 
articles and photographs.

• Determine societal concerns, leisure activities, 
and other cultural habits.

• Learn the definitions of primary and secondary 
sources. 

BACKGROUND ESSAY
In 1890, the residents of Detroit were proud 

of their city. With its tree-lined boulevards, Detroit 
was described as the “Paris of the Midwest.” This 
was an exaggeration, but Detroit was a thriving and 
attractive city of 200,000 people. 

Detroit, however, was typical of a turn of the 
century American city. Optimism was justified, but 
the same could be said of dozens of American cities 
in 1890. The difference is that in the next generation, 
Detroit went on to achieve a distinction unmatched 
by any American city. That greatness was due to 
the automobile. It changed the world and Detroit 
became the hub of that change. 

Detroit contained an ethnically diverse 
population. European immigrants flocked to urban 
areas and Detroit was no exception. Detroit’s 
population was approximately thirty percent foreign 
born in 1890. Germans were the largest immigrant 
group. They were followed by Canadians, Polish, 
English, and Irish. Though jobs were few for women, 
they held certain positions, such as clerks, typists, 
and receptionists.

In the 1890s, Detroit mirrored the problems 
caused by the rapid pace of urbanization. Cities 
like Detroit were poorly prepared to deal with the 
problems associated with this growth. Necessary 
roads were needed, sewer lines needed to be dug, 
and water service needed to be provided. Electricity 

General Motors Assmebly Line, 1922
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MATERIALS USED
• Drama: Introducing the Automobile Giants

• Newspaper: 1890

• Photographs: Downtown Detroit

DEFINITIONS
• Primary Sources: First hand accounts that 

were documented, recorded, or created by 
people who were living during, participating in, 
and/or witnessing the events of time. Primary 
sources may be personal accounts such as 
photographs, newspapers, pictures, diaries and 
oral histories, artifacts such as clothing and 
tools, and public records like birth certificates, 
census papers, and church records. 

• Secondary Sources: Items that were produced 
by people who did not observe or take part 
in an event. They include history books, 
documentary films, encyclopedia, and web 
sites. 

LESSON SEQUENCE
The Day Before:

1. The day before you begin this lesson, give 
out nine copies of “Introducing Automobile 
Giants” so that your students will be prepared 
to present it to the class. Limited costumes and 
props are encouraged. Each character should 
have a sign with their name and their car.

Opening the Activity:

1. Suggest that the class write down what they 
learn about the characters who began the 
automobile era while they are watching the play. 

2. Have the prepared students read the drama for 
the class. 

3. Have students read the play together afterward. 
Have the students tell what they learned from 
the play about the beginning of the automobile 
era. Write their ideas on the overhead or board 
and have them copy them in their notebooks. 

Developing the Activity

1. Divide the class into six groups and give a copy 

and telephones were also becoming necessities. 

Social pressure was enormous. Cities were 
characterized by great wealth and grinding poverty. 
Rural-type support simply didn’t transfer to urban 
environments. Many people were in hopeless 
situations.

The influx of immigrants created tension 
among the various ethnic groups and native born 
Americans. Competition between labor and capital 
was so great that it frequently erupted into violence.

The state of affairs in Detroit during the 1890s 
was set to change dramatically in the next decade. 
The automobile and a handful of very dynamic 
individuals were the cause. By the early 1890s, these 
future automotive giants began to congregate in 
Detroit. 

Michigan Avenue from Livernois looking North, 1930
Courtesy of the Walter P. Reuther Library, Wayne State University



For more information about the 
Detroit Historical Society, 

or to schedule a field trip to the 
Detroit Historical Museum or 
Dossin Great Lakes Museum, 

visit detroithistorical.org

of the newspaper to each of the group. While 
they are looking the newspaper over, write the 
follwing questions on the overhead transparency 
or board and ask the students to write the 
questions on their papers. 

• What were some problems that existed 
then?

• What was daily life like?

• What prices were revealed? Compare them 
to today’s prices. 

• What recreation was available?

• From these articles, what do you think was 
important to these people?

• Is there any other information that we can 
get from this? Word usage?

2. Let them know that, from this newspaper, they 
will try to discover what Detroit was like in the 
1890s. Give the groups about five minutes to 
look for the answers to the questions. Students 
should write the questions and answers on their 
papers. You can assign different questions to 
each group, or let everyone find all the answers

3. Pass out six copies of the photos of Downtown 
Detroit and tell the students that they are going 
to “read” the photos. Ask the students to write 
the following questions on their paper. Again, 
either assign questions or allow the groups to 
answer all the questions. 

• What is the clothing like in this picture?

• What was the transportation like? Describe 
transportation.

• What kind of businesses are there in the 
picture? Decribe the kinds of businesses.

• What can you tell about how people made 
money back then? What was the economic 
situation?

• Explain why you would or would not like to 
live here.

• What time of day is it?

• If you were to live here, how might your life 
be different from how it is now?

4. Give the students 5-10 minutes to write their 
ideas. Then, have students share what they 
learned in their groups.

5. Pretend that you are entering one of these 
scenes. Go into one of the store or buildings. 
What do you see there? What do you hear? 
What do you smell? How different is it from 
today?

Concluding the Activity

1. For this activity, you have used primary sources. 
What do you think the term primary sources 
means if you apply it to the newspaper and the 
photos that we used? Today you were historians 
because you used primary sources to uncover 
some information about the past. How are 
primary sources helpful to us? There are many 
other primary sources that we will find helpful as 
we discover history. 

2. The experiences that we had during this lesson 
have taught us much about Detroit at the 
beginning of the automobile era. Your group 
should get together and prepare a skit showing 
something that you learned about life in the 
1890s. After about 7 minutes, the students 
should present the skit. 

ASSESSING THE LEARNING
• Have students make a brief oral presentation 

about what they learned about the automobile 
giants and Detroit life in the 1890s.
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DRAMA: INTRODUCING THE AUTOMOBILE GIANTS (PAGE 1)
CHARACTERS: Charles King, Henry Ford/Ford Motor Co., Ransom E. Olds/Oldsmobile, Henry M. Leland/
Packard, John Dodge/Dodge Motor Co., Horace Dodge/Dodge Motor Co., Walter P. Chrysler/Chrysler Corp., 
David D. Buick/Buick Motors, William Durant/General Motors

SET DIRECTION: The nine auto leaders enter with their names and their cars on a poster board. 

SKIT:
Charles King:   Hello, I am Charles King and I guess you could say that I started the car scene   
   here in Detroit. This is how: I moved here from California in 1893. I wanted to be a  
   mechanic in one of the railroad car shops. I saw something in Chicago that changed  
   my life. It was what we call a “horseless carriage.” At that moment, I decided to build  
   one and finally it was done. 

   I’ll never forget that cold evening on March 6, 1896. Because of a few flurries of snow,  
   I put on a short coat, a muffler around my throat and perched a hat on my head.   
   Everything was ready. A friend and I opened the barn-like doors and helped roll the  
   strange contraption into the street. I had used high lightweight carriage wheels and felt  
   very proud of the new machine.

   I climbed into the vehicle and grasped the steering tiller and my buddy spun the crank.  
   The engine chugged and popped. I’ll never forget the excitement of that moment as I  
   threw the clutch and started moving up St. Antoine toward Jefferson Avenue.

   When I arrived at my destination, the Russell House at Cadillac Square, the motor  
   died.

   Henry, you joined the scene soon after. 

Henry Ford:   Well, Charles, while you were putsying around, my wife, Clara, and I lived in Detroit  
   and I worked as the night shift engineer of the Edison Illuminating Company. My   
   steady job paid me $125.00 per month. Before that job, I worked as a farmer,   
   machinist, and watch repairman, but I wasn’t a big success at any of them. 

   My machine looked a lot like yours, Charles. It was July of 1896. Let’s see now...  
   You started yours in March and I was in July. You beat me by four months. Finally, I  
   finished the assembly. Unluckily, I didn’t have a building with the barn-like   
   doors like yours and I ended up knocking out part of the shed’s wall in order to start  
   my new vehicle’s first run. [To the audience] By the way, that machine is called the  
   Quadricycle and that very building can be found at Greenfield Village. 

   As I cranked it up, I was the one who was most surprised of all when it actually   
   started. “The darned thing ran!” I exclaimed. 

Ransom E. Olds:  Hello. I guess you fellows have heard of me, I’m Ransom E. Olds. While you were  
   playing around with your new toys, I was doing experiments in Lansing, working with  
   my buddy, Frank Clark. The two of us got together and used our fathers’ factories and  
   money and built the car that we called the Oldsmobile. Our dads thought that we were  
   wasting our time and money, but we didn’t give up. We organized the Olds Motor  
   Works in Lansing in 1897. I bought him out. 

   In 1901, a fire completely destroyed my Detroit plant, including plans and machinery.  
   All that was left was a small model with a curved dash. We moved our company back  
   to Lansing and began making a smaller car. My new car sold for $625.00 which made  
   me the first automobile millionaire. 
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Henry Ford:   I started my Detroit Automobile Company in 1898. Because I had so much trouble  
   getting along with my associates, I pulled out of the business in 1901 and started the  
   Henry Ford Automobile Company. It took $28,000, which was supplied by a coal  
   dealer, a banker, and an attorney. John and Horace Dodge were contracted to make  
   parts for my company. I wanted to produce a car that everyone could afford. We sold  
   1,708 cars during the first year. 

   In 1908, we produced the Model T – called the Tin Lizzie. A Model T roadster could be  
   bought for as little as $275 and there were no added costs.

   In 1913, I started the first automotive assembly plant in Highland Park, which helped  
   meet orders more quickly. Also, everyone was amazed when I offered $5.00 per day  
   for workers in 1914. People moved to Detroit from all over the United States and from  
   all over the world in search of this unheard of wage. 

Henry M. Leland:  Don’t forget me, I’m another Henry, Henry Leland. I bought out Henry Ford in 1901 and  
   started a new company named the Cadillac Motor Company. We called our first   
   car the Cadillac. It’s good to see you, John and Horace. [Put your arm around their  
   shoulders as if meeting old buddies.]

John Dodge:   Yes, I’m John Dodge and I’d like to introduce my brother, Horace. We were from Niles,  
   Michigan and came to Detroit in 1886 and found employment. 

Horace Dodge:  For a while, we were partners in a bicycle manufacturing company in Windsor, Ontario.  
   Yes, at that time, boats were the only way back and forth across the Detroit River.  
   Then, I worked for you, Henry Leland, until John and I opened a machine shop in  
   Detroit in 1900. 

John Dodge:   Yes, with that money, we established the Dodge Brothers Company, producing the  
   Dodge Car in our new Hamtramck plant. 

Walter Chrysler:  I’m Walter Chrysler. When the two of you died in 1920, the company had some   
   troubles, so in 1928, I bought your company, which became the Dodge division of the  
   Chrysler Corporation. 

David D. Buick:  I’m David D. Buick and I was watching all of you very closely. I was an engineer in  
   a plumbing supply business. I put porcelain on bathtubs, toilets, and wash basins.  
   The automobile bug bit me, and, in 1903, I built a car which I named for    
   myself. Unfortunately, I used up all my money and had to sell out to a fellow named  
   Durant. Durant thought that there were too many separate motor companies so his  
   idea was to offer a range of cars. 

   In 1908, Durant started the General Motors Company with Buick as the cornerstone.  
   General Motors Corporation was started in 1919. He offered to buy out Henry Ford  
   and almost succeeded, but at the last minute, the deal fell through. 

William Durant:  I’m William Durant and two years after that, I acquired Cadillac, then the parent of the  
   Pontiac Car called the Oakland. Next I bought the Chevrolet which was produced  
   in Detroit. I decided to move this factory to Pontiac. Chevrolet gave me a chance to  
   compete with the low priced Model T. 

Henry Ford:   There was much more that went on during this booming period of time, but that’s all  
   we have time for now. 



PHOTOGRAPH: WOODWARD AVE AT MICHIGAN AVE, 1890
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PHOTOGRAPH: DOWNTOWN DETROIT
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