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The Motor Vehicle Law, enacted by the legislature in 1905, 
required Nebraskans to register all motor vehicles in the office 
of the Secretary of State. The filing fee was $1.00, and license 
numbers were assigned by the Secretary of State according to 
the order of registration, beginning with number one. 
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Motor vehicle license, issued April 18, 1911 to Peter Wat
ters of Belgrade, Nebraska for his Buick touring car, 22 H. P. 
The leather license plate, hand-made by the owner, was de
signed to conform with the Motor Vehicle Law of 1905 which 
specified that the license number be in "Arabian" numerals, 
each not less than three inches in height and each stroke to 
be of a width not less than one-half inch. 

(Photo of 1911 Buick courtesy the Buick Motor Division, General 
Motors Corporation) 



THE ACCEPTANCE OF THE AUTOMOBILE 
IN NEBRASKA 

BY CLINTON WARNE 

TRANSPORTATION has been a significant factor in the 
transformation of Nebraska from an area of unde
veloped raw prairie, characterized by early explorers 

as the "Great American Desert," to one of the most pro
ductive agricultural sections in the United States. To credit 
Nebraska's productivity solely to the influence of transpor
tation would be to exaggerate the importance of that single 
element. Nevertheless, the factor of available transporta
tion has been so significant that the four major periods in 
the settlement of Nebraska may be delineated by their use 
of differing types of transportation facilities. In each pe
riod the tempo of existence, the customs of the community, 
the allocation of resources were intimately linked-indeed 
largely determined-by the mode of transportation avail
able. 

These four eras in the white man's settlement of Ne
braska may be roughly designated as: A) The River Pe-
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riod, in which explorers and trappers, moving largely along 
water routes, were probing the area; B) The Covered 
Wagon Period, in which the early settler moved into the 
territory, frequently on his way to a more promising re
gion; C) The Railroad Period, characterized by the growth 
of market crops, the acceleration of permanent settlement, 
and the rise of communities along the tracks; D) The Auto
mobile Period, extending to the present time. The last 
period is marked by more extensive settling of regions pre
viously too distant from the market for economic produc
tion, by the redistribution of merchandising areas, and by 
the development of sensitivity to the world market on the 
part of agricultural producers. 

At the turn of the century there was little evidence 
that Nebraska was on the threshold of a new period in its 
development-an era to be dominated by the production 
and distribution of flexible transportation. Like many in
novations, the inauspicious beginnings of the automobile 
afforded little hint of its future impact upon the economy. 
The high-priced, imperfect vehicles marketed at the turn 
of the century were a novelty scarcely designed for unsur
faced wagon trails and great unsettled distances. Yet the 
first two decades of the twentieth century witnessed the 
adoption of the automobile in Nebraska as an inexpensive 
and common mode of transportation, and more recent dec
ades have consummated its triumph. Thus Nebraska joined 
early in this transportation revolution, one that has re
sulted in the characterization of the United States as a 
nation on wheels. 

This transportation revolution was two-sided in char
acter. One important aspect was the acceptance of the fam
ily car which was to relieve rural isolation, alter shopping 
habits, change urban land values, create vast new indus
tries, and undermine long-established occupations, while 
recasting the whole pattern of recreation, family life, and 
social intercourse. A second aspect lay in the application of 
the internal combustion engine to goods' haulage and to 
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farm power. The combination of these two factors eased 
the problems of access to market, altered production costs, 
made available new land acreages, and greatly lessened the 
farm demand for labor. While both aspects were to have 
a widespread and reciprocal influence upon Nebraska's de
velopment during the first half of the twentieth century, 
we shall deal here especially with the influence of the pas
senger automobile. It would be interesting to explore the 
concomitant developments which emanated from the adop
tion of the truck and the tractor, but limitations of space 
prevent their inclusion at this time. 

With the beginning of official figures in 1905, when 
571 motor vehicles were registered, 1 Nebraska records 
of motor vehicles reveal a phenomenal increase in the hold
ings of such an expensive piece of personal property. By 
1910 the state recorded more than 11,000 vehicles; the num
ber exceeded 100,000 in 1916, and this number was doubled 
by 1920 in spite of governmental restrictions on various 
luxury purchases, including that of motor vehicles during 
World War I. 

The early acceptance of the automobile was by no 
means uniform throughout the state. Fortunately for pur
poses of analysis, in 1913 the practice of compiling detailed 
breakdowns by counties was adopted. In that year there 
were, in toto, 25,617 motor vehicles registered in the state. 
This meant one vehicle for every forty-nine inhabitants.2 

1 The figures on registrations are from the official records of 
the Motor Vehicle Division, Department of Roads and Irrigation, 
State of Nebraska. Complete figures are given in Appendix I. The 
Motor Vehicle Law, enacted in 1905, authorized the Secretary of 
State to maintain a record of motor vehicle registration. In 1919 
this responsibility was transferred from the Department of State to 
the Department of Public Works which in 1933 became the Depart
ment of Roads and Irrigation. 

2 Population figures are available from U. S. Census reports 
only every ten years. Therefore, it was necessary to establish a 
straight line trend for county population during the in-between years 
of the decade. These population figures were then compared with 
motor vehicle registration figures compiled by the Motor Vehicle 
Division in order to determine the ratio of inhabitants per vehicle. 
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At this time these vehicles tended to be concentrated in the 
eastern and Platte Valley counties. For most of the eastern 
counties the representative ratio was one vehicle for every 
thirty to forty persons. However, Douglas County had a 
ratio of one vehicle for every 98.8 persons; this ratio was 
exceeded only by the Indian reservation counties of Thurs
ton and Valley. For the western counties no consistent 
pattern of early automobile acceptance emerges. In the 
sparsely settled Sandhills region, it is abundantly clear 
that the horse continued supreme. With few people pres
ent, no suitable roads, and a technical need for the horse, 
the sight of a motor vehicle must have been an oddity. Yet 
in a few western counties, the advantages of the motor 
vehicle were beginning to be seen. The ratios in Banner, 
Box Butte, Deuel, Perkins, Lincoln, Furnas, Dawson, and 
Custer counties are not out of line with the average for 
the eastern counties of the state. 

In the seven years between 1913 and 1920, the automo
bile became the generally accepted means of local convey
ance. In fact, between 1913 and 1916 the number of motor 
vehicles registered increased from 25,617 to 100,534. In 
1916 alone over 41,000 vehicles were added. The next year 
47,567 new registrations occurred. By 1920 the total reg
istration figure was 205,000 or a ratio for the state of one 
vehicle for every 6.3 persons. This means that something 
like two out of three families in the state had come to 
possess a motor vehicle during this short period. There 
was, however, no marked shift in the regional concentra
tion of registrations. The eastern and Platte Valley coun
ties continued to hold their lead, though the range of varia
tion within the state was smaller. Cherry County, followed 
by Thomas County, both in the heart of the cattle country 
where the horse continued to be a necessity for everyday 
living, had the largest number of persons per vehicle reg
istered. Douglas County, an urban region where the effects 
of trolley competition made the ownership of a motor ve
hicle a luxury, also continued to have a large ratio. 

In retrospect, it is not difficult to analyze some of the 
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reasons for the eager acceptance of this new mode of trans
port, particularly in a dominantly rural state. The auto
mobile was a flexible, multipurpose vehicle. In comparison 
with the railroad, it represented individually-owned rolling 
stock, which could be utilized upon a public roadbed. It was 
not constrained, as was the railroad, by a fixed right of 
way or by a standardized flow of traffic. Its movement did 
not need to be preplanned by time schedules. Being indi
vidualized, it cast aside the collectivist techniques of the 
railway, with its paraphernalia of specialized agents, tick
ets, and fares. In addition, the individual had greater free
dom in the choice of living location and was no longer 
bound to remain in the proximity of a railroad. 

An advantage of the automobile in contrast to that of 
a horse-drawn vehicle was the fact that its speed and en
durance were greater. Further, the chores associated with 
its care were fewer and less time consuming. 

To the farmer, the automobile represented a welcome 
accessory to his central business. It was a timesaver and 
in addition a pleasurable means of relieving isolation and 
monotony. It could be purchased relatively inexpensively. 
Its initial cost was deceitfully low, and calculation of de
preciation and upkeep costs were frequently neglected in 
the enthusiasm over the prospect of ownership. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the farmer 
was also peculiarly equipped to cope with the eccentricities 
of these early car models. He had had long experience with 
various types of mechanical equipment and machinery. 
Through isolation he was of necessity an embryonic me
chanic. When something was beyond his capacity, he might 
rely on the trusty rural blacksmith, whose shop was readily 
convertible into a garage. 

Further impetus for acceptance of the automobile oc
curred during the World War I period when many families 
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had patriotically taken advantage of the need of the mili
tary for riding horses and had sold the family riding stock 
to the Army. Also, many veterans of the war gained ex
perience in the operation of the vehicles and desired them 
when they were discharged. 

By 1920 the automobile had come to serve ends which 
were only hinted at by previous systems of transportation. 
The motor vehicle quickly had become a cherished posses
sion, a symbol of status, a triumph of the technological age 
enjoyed by young and old alike. It could serve utilitarian 
purposes and yet allow recreation to be blended with busi
ness. It could quickly transport the individual out of his 
restricted community into new regions and within a gen
eration created an unprecedented social mobility. "The 
hick from the sticks" with an automobile might show the 
·city folks a thing or two, thus allowing an expansion of 
ego. The automobile helped a boyhood dream come true. 
As one writer expressed it, "It has given us a personal 
mastery over great forces . . . a feeling of power."3 Ac
cording to advertised claims, this power was attentive, 
obedient, awaiting but the merest hint from the driver to 
spring to life. 

In spite of variations in farm income during the 
1920's/ the number of automobiles registered in the state 
continued to increase. The rise in registrations was not 
as great in volume as it had been during the boom period 
immediately preceding the war; nevertheless it was a sub
stantial growth. With the slight increase in agricultural 
income in 1923, new registrations rose by 25,724. This con-

a Edgar B. Schieldrop, The Highway (London, 1939), p. 14. 
4 Agriculture's cash income in Nebraska for 1916-1930 by 100,-

000's of dollars: 
1916-$361 
1917- 527 
1918- 553 
1919- 558 
1920-- 397 

Compiled from A. E. 
(Lincoln, 1916-1930). 

1921-$385 
1922- 289 
1923- 334 
1924-- 421 
1925-- 445 

Anderson, Nebraska 

1926-$434 
1927-$418 
1928-- 484 
1929- 489 
1930- 408 

Agricultural Statistics 



THE AUTOMOBILE IN NEBRASKA 227 

tinuing rise in registrations was climaxed in 1926 by the 
addition of 36,273 vehicles, the high point of the decade. 
In 1927 the total increased but slightly-4,368 being added. 
The small size of the increase may have been caused in 
part by the stoppage of Ford sales during that year for a 
model changeover. Ford sales up to this point had ac
counted for a large portion of the number of registered 
vehicles. In Arthur County, for example, the registered 
vehicles by makes were: 

VEHICLES REGISTERED IN 1930 IN 
ARTHUR COUNTY5 

Make Model Year 

Percent of 
1928- 1925~ 1920- 1915~ Total Aggregate 
1930 1927 1924 1920 Market 

----
Ford 60 86 35 6 187 50 
Chevrolet 61 27 1 0 0 88 23 
Dodge 11 15 6 4 36 10 
Whippet 17 5 0 0 0 0 22 6 
Buick 8 3 3 0 0 14 4 
Star 0 0 4 2 0 0 6 1 
Chrysler 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 1 
Studebaker 3 0 0 1 0 0 4 1 
Others* 7 6 0 0 0 0 13 4 

375 100 

*Others consisted of 3 Nashes, 2 each of Willys Overland, Pon
tiac, and Graham Paige, and 1 each of Plymouth, Oldsmobile, Oak
land, and Durant. 

As the Arthur County figures indicate, the early Ford 
had been the farmer's choice. From the beginning, this 
high-clearance, standardized, powerful, cheap, easy to pro-

5 Compiled from the automotive registration receipt records kept 
by the County Clerk of Arthur County, Arthur County Court House, 
Arthur, Nebraska. 
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duce and maintain vehicle had appealed to people. The 
early Ford was decidedly not a display vehicle. By 1927 
the automobile had become a comparatively reliable mech
anism, no matter what the make. Competitive makes of 
vehicles offered an improved high-compression motor, four
wheel brakes, balloon tires, enclosed bodies, and display 
features not found in the Ford. These advantages of style 
and comfort found in other makes had begun to attract 
customers, and the percentage of Ford sales was declining. 

With the appearance of the "Model A" Ford in 1928, 
total registrations again increased. In that year, 17,998 
additional vehicles were registered. In 1929 the peak of 
total registrations in the period between the wars was 
reached, with 375,725 vehicles licensed in the state. 

Then the Depression hit. In 1930 the total number of 
registered vehicles in the state declined for the first time. 
To some extent this decrease reflected a technical change 
in the methods of computation ;6 to a far greater extent, 
this fall in total registration demonstrated that the ratio 
of vehicles to persons residing in the state had become too 
great to be maintained through a low income year. 7 In ad
dition, as an economy measure, many persons did not reg
ister antiquated automobiles, although from the gasoline 
tax records it appears probable that some of these vehicles 
may have continued to operate. 8 

a The registration law was so changed as to eliminate a small 
number of trucks (of less than 3,000 pounds) which had previously 
been classified as automobiles. (G. K. Leonard, Nebraska Highways 
[Lincoln, 1932], p. 10). 

1 In 1930, there were 3.75 persons residing in Nebraska for every 
vehicle registered. (See Footnote 2.) However, nationally the ratio 
was only 5.3 persons for each automobile registered. (Automotive 
News, 1956 Almanac, reports 22,972,745 automobiles registered in 
1930, and the 1930 U. S. Census figure was 122,775,046). 

s Between 1929 and 1935, at a constant four cents per gallon of 
gasoline tax, receipts in gasoline tax per registered car were: $24.50 
in 1930, $25.79 in 1931, $24.25 in 1932, $22.65 in 1933 and $24.27 in 
1934. This steadiness of return, in the face of depleted incomes and 
lowered registrations, suggests that some unregistered cars were 
actually in operation. Computed by the author from figures given 
by C. E. Reiche, Nebraska's Highway Needs (Lincoln, 1948), ap
pendix. 



Physicians were among the first Nebraskans to adopt the 
new mode of travel. Dr. H. Winnett Orr of Lincoln in his Pope 
W overly Electric, licensed in 1906. 
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In. 1931 and 1932, the total number of registrations in 
the state continued to fall, the largest decrease being re
corded in1932 when nearly 10 percent of the vehicles regis
tered the previous year failed to be renewed. With the 
slight improvement in farm income in 1933 and a greater 
improvement the following year, the number of registered 
vehicles increased. Thus, in spite of the continuing com
bination of a national depression and minimum incomes 
for Nebraska farmers, registrations in the state increased 
by over 27,000 vehicles during these two years of drought 
and dispair. From 1934 until the end of the decade, motor 
vehicle registration was more or less stabilized at around 
350,000 vehicles in the state. 

When the United States entered World War II in 1941, 
the automobile industry was closing one of its more suc
cessful years. There were, in toto, 354,474 motor vehicles 
registered in Nebraska, or close to one vehicle for every 
3.8 persons. However, during the war, restrictions on the 
use of motor vehicles reduced the number of vehicles reg
istered. By 1944 there were only 326,602. The most effec
tive action in reducing the registration figures was the ra
tioning of gasoline. In a state possessed of great mileage, 
the small, legally-allowed ration was inadequate. The re
sult was that many persons decided that it would be better 
not to own a vehicle than to continue to pay the costs for 
one which depreciated without substantial use. A few ve
hicles which had exceeded their useful lives were retired; 
others simply ceased to be licensed as road vehicles and 
became farm vehicles eligible for farm rations. Another 
explanation for this change in registrations was the fact 
that many individuals called to service followed the recom
mended practice of placing their vehicles on blocks, where 
they rested for the war period without effective license. 

On the other hand, the essentiality of many automo
biles had been recognized by the government during this 
war. This was distinctively different from World War I, 
when all civilian automobiles were automatically consid-
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ered luxuries. Nebraska citizens, living in a farm area 
serving as a source of food supply to the Allies, found that 
applications for vehicles to replace worn-out ones usually 
received acceptance. The number of additional vehicles 
registered during the entire World War II period was 
9,79V This means that for the four-year period of the 
war, the citizens of the state were able to register about 
the same number of additional vehicles as had been added 
to the total registration during the two years prior to the 
beginning of the war. 

When the war had been won and automobile produc
tion was resumed, a large demand for vehicles existed in 
Nebraska as it did in most areas of the country. In addi
tion to the demand incidental to normal deterioration, there 
was that of previous users who had sold their vehicles. 
There also developed an effective demand on the part of 
many persons whose income had grown during the war to 
a point where they could afford an automobile. A com
bination of all of these forces may be seen in the decided 
increase in registration for the immediate postwar years. 

Paralleling this marked enlargement in the size of the 
automobile market was the approximately equal distribu
tion throughout the state in the per capita ratio of owner
ship. All sections of the economy enjoyed relative pros
perity. The result was an acceleration of demand for auto
mobiles at a time when they were in short supply. The in
crease in registrations during this period was indeed lim
ited by the supply of vehicles shipped into the state. Vig
orous bidding for scarce automobiles became character
istic in all sections of the state. In 1950 the percentage of 
the total registration in Nebraska controlled by each of 
the various makes was as follows: 

9 Calculated by the author from Automotive News, 1951 Almanac. 
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PERCENT OF TOTAL REGISTERED VEHICLES IN 
1950 AND PERCENT OF NEW VEHICLES SOLD IN 

1941 AND 1950 IN NEBRASKA10 

Percent Percent of Total Number 
of Total New Vehicles Sold 

Make Registered 
1950 1941 1950 

Chevrolet 29 30 24 
Ford 28 24 20 
Plymouth 10 10 9 
Buick 5 7 9 
Pontiac 5 6 7 
Dodge 4 4 4 
Oldsmobile 3 4 5 
Studebaker 3 3 4 
Mercury 2 3 5 
Chrysler 2 3 3 
Nash 1 1 2 
Others* 8 5 8 

100 100 100 

*DeSoto, Cadillac, Lincoln, Hudson, Kaiser, Frazer, Packard, Willys, 
each having approximately 1 per cent of the total registration. 

As these figures show, Chevrolet controlled the market 
both for new vehicles and in total number registered in the 
state. Ford was in second place. Its rank was in part, how
ever, the result of the continued registration of old vehicles. 
The fluid situation within the market for makes other than 
these two may be seen, with only Plymouth having a siz
able edge in total registrations. This again resulted from 
the fact that older vehicles continued to be registered. 

The above table shows that a decided change had oc
curred in the total market. This was in the type of vehicle 
being purchased. The 1941 market had been dominated by 
the sale of inexpensive vehicles. In 1950, on the other hand, 
motorists indicated a preference for heavier and speedier 

1o Compiled by the author from Automotive News, 1951 Almanac. 
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vehicles. Particularly, the percentage of Buick and Mer
cury sales increased, and the beginning of the movement to 
Oldsmobile's high-powered "rocket" model was evident. At 
the same time the percentage of total sales for Chevrolet 
and Ford was falling off. 

Another notable feature of the 1950 Nebraska market 
situation was the concentration of purchasing power for 
the products of General Motors, Ford, and Chrysler. , The 
percent of control by General Motors had been growing 
throughout the 1940's. By 1950 this one organization sold 
45 percent of the new vehicles registered in the state, and 
its makes represented 42 percent of all the registered ve
hicles in the state. Ford had slipped to 27 percent of the 
new market, and in 1950 retained only 30 percent of the 
total number of registered vehicles in Nebraska. Chrysler 
remained steady with 16 percent of the new sales and the 
same percentage of the total registration. Of the inde
pendents in 1950, Studebaker was highest with 4 percent 
of the new registrations in the state, and was slowly adding 
to the 3 percent of the Nebraska market that it had pre
viously achieved. Nash had moved up to 2 percent of new 
car sales. 

The market concentration that was visible in 1950 
continued into the 1955 market. General Motors, Ford, and 
Chrysler in that order have maintained their dominance of 
automobile sales in the state as they have in the country 
as a whole. 

In 1950 the purchase of 67,964 vehicles in Nebraska 
represented 1.07 percent11 of the national market which 
totaled 6,326,438. This was the high point in automobile 
sales in the state. Since then Nebraska citizens have de
creased the number of their purchases, thereby running 
counter to national trends. The 59,626 new vehicles reg
istered in 1955 represented only .89 percent12 of the na
tional market, which amounted to 7,169,908. 

nAutomotive News, 1956 Almanac, p. 61. 
12 Ibid. 
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The breakdown of the 1955 registration figures pro
vides some interesting contrasts to those of 1950 and 1941. 
The percentage of total registrations by each of the com
petitive brands and the percentage of new sales for 1955 
is shown in the following table. 

PERCENT OF THE TOTAL REGISTERED VEHICLES 
AND THE PERCENT OF NEW VEHICLES SOLD IN 

1955 IN NEBRASKA13 

Percent of Total Percent of New 
Number of Motor Motor Vehicles 

Make Vehicles Registered Sold in the 
in State State in 1955 

Chevrolet 27.1 23.3 
Ford 23.6 25.3 
Plymouth 10.2 8.3 
Buick 6.7 10.5 
Pontiac 5.7 6.6 
Dodge 4.3 3.9 
Mercury 4.2 5.5 
Oldsmobile 4.2 7.2 
Studebaker 3.0 1.4 
Chrysler 2.6 2.0 
Nash 1.7 .9 
DeSoto 1.3 1.4 
Hudson 1.2 .4 
Packard .9 .7 
Cadillac .8 1.7 
Others 2.5 .9 

100.0% 100.0% 

The figures for 1955 indicate the effort that Ford is 
making to regain first place in the market. Actually, in 
Nebraska the company has succeeded. Chevrolet retains 
first place only on the basis of older vehicles still being 
registered. Chevrolet has lost about 7 percent of its 1941 

1a Calculated from Automotive News) 1956 Almanac. 
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market percentage of new car sales but has retained its 
1950 position. Ford, however, has pushed up to its 1941 
percentage and has gained 5 percent on its 1950 position. 
The trend toward larger and more powerful vehicles which 
was beginning to be noticeable in 1950 is even more appar
ent in 1955. Plymouth continues its downward trend, while 
Buick strides upward rapidly in popular demand. By 1955 
Buick was clearly the third most popular vehicle. Oldsmo
bile was moving into a prominent position in new vehicle 
sales even though its market penetration on the whole was 
still small. The trend of Oldsmobile was duplicated by 
Mercury on a somewhat smaller scale. The sales percentage 
for Pontiac has remained fairly constant throughout the 
fourteen-year period as it has for Chrysler and De Soto. 
However, Dodge and the independents, Studebaker, Nash, 
and Hudson, are losing ground rapidly. Among luxury class 
vehicles, the remarkable rise in popular esteem of Cadillac, 
which has surpassed Packard since 1950, is clearly evident 
in the figures. 

During fifty years of motor vehicle registration in N e
braska state registrations have grown from a mere 571 
vehicles in 1905 to over 474,000 motor vehicles registered in 
1955. This also means that from 1910 when there was one 
motor vehicle registered for every 120 persons living in 
the state,14 the number of vehicles has grown to a point 
where it now amounts to one vehicle for every 2.8 persons 
residing in the state.15 Nebraska has thus become a state 
with one of the highest per capita vehicle ownership ratios 
in the nation. 

14 Calculated by the author. 
1s Automobile Facts and Figures (Detroit, 1955), p. 23. 
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APPENDIX I 

NEBRASKA AUTOMOBILE REGISTRATION 

1905 571 1931 356,068 
1906 1,087 1932 322,196 
1907 1,910 1933 336,437 
1908 4,239 1934 350,284 
1909 7,148 1935 347,311 
1910 11,339 1936 352,735 
1911 18,405 1937 351,184 
1912 23,939 1938 342,646 
1913 25,617 1939 344,278 
1914 40,929 1940 347,515 
1915 59,140 1941 354,474 
1916 100,534 1942 346,734 
1917 148,101 1943 334,494 
1918 175,409 1944 326,602 
1919 198,000 1945 330,614 
1920 205,000 1946 350,451 
1921 219,781 1947 369,846 
1922 233,658 1948 394,652 
1923 259,382 1949 420,311 
1924 277,449 1950 409,126 
1925 301,716 1951 432,364 
1926 337,989 1952 434,317 
1927 342,357 1953 447,148 
1928 360,355 1954 484,295 
1929 375,725 1955 474,663 
1930 367,410 
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