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“T-Times” is the publication of the Three Rivers
Model T Ford Club and is published monthly solely
for its members and exchange with other antique
automobile groups. Editorial copy and advertisements
should be sent to: Editor, 218 NE A Street, College
Place, WA 99324 by the 25th of the month for
inclusion in the next month’s issue. Email:
dpeters0258@gmail.com
The Three Rivers Model T Ford Club is a chapter of
the Model T Ford Club of America. Membership is
recommended and encouraged. Make membership
requests to: MTFCA, P.O. Box 126, Centerville, IN
47330. Annual local club dues are $20. Monthly
meetings are held the third Thursday of the month,
places to be announced in the newsletter prior.
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The Problem of Ignition
By Dale Peterson
Today, we take it for granted that cars use spark
plugs for ignition. The first known electric
sparking devise was invented in 1939 by Edmond
Berger. It was in 1860 that Etienne Lenoir
employed an electric spark to ignite the charge in
the first successful internal combustion piston
engine. For this he is considered to be the
inventor of the spark plug. Several patents
followed but it was not until the work of an
engineer working for Robert that a commercially
viable spark and magneto ignition system was
available in 1902.
In the early years of the development
automobile, other ignition systems were being
experimented with. These were primarily the
flame igniter, hot tube ignition, the make and
break ignition and sliding make and break
ignition.
The flame igniter required a constant flame
which was transferred to the combustion chamber.
This was usually accomplished by some type of
sliding plate system. Not only did this require a
complicated mechanical linkage, but the flame
was susceptible to being easily snuffed out. An
open flame in the vicinity of gasoline also does
not seem like such a good idea.
Hot tube ignition involves a metal tube that is
closed at one end and connected to the combustion
chamber at the other. The tube is heated to red
hot, again by an open flame. As the fuel rich air is
compressed in the cylinder, it also is pushed into
the tube until it reaches the heated area of the tube
and ignites. The only way to affect the timing
with this system was to vary the length of the tube
and the location of the flame on the tube. Another
disadvantage was the 6-12 inch length of tube that
was required. In addition, if the tube was
excessively heated, it could be easily damaged and
could burst explosively.
The make and break spark ignition worked
similar to the points in a distributer ignition. The
difference is that the points were located inside the
combustion chamber. The points are normally in
contact, then at the appropriate time a shaft
connected to one of the points is rotated, opening

a gap between the points, generating a spark. The
electricity was supplied by an on board battery.
The sliding contact ignition was used mostly on
stationary engines. The tip of a moving rod slides
on a contact, generating a spark as is pulls away
from the contact. The mechanism for this
becomes complex when multiple cylinders are
involved so was not practical for the automobile.
In the early 1900’s France dominated the spark
plug manufacture. These were expensive and of
substandard quality. A bicycle and motorcycle
racer, Albert Champion found it difficult to find
parts while in the United States. In order to cover
his racing expenses, he started making spark plugs
and selling them to his friends. After returning to
France, he began to manufacture spark plugs and
magnetos. Upon returning to the U.S., he founded
the Champion Ignition Company in 1904 to
manufacture spark plugs here.
In a familiar sounding story, Albert Champion
soon found himself at odds with his investors and
without a job. In 1908 he formed a new company
with the backing of the Buick Motor Company.
His new venture, interestingly, was called the AC
Spark Plug Company! So, soon after came the
connection of AC with General Motors. And as
Cadillac and Ford continue in existence today, so
do Champion and AC spark plugs.
With this introduction, we are ready to look at
some interesting points in the history of Ford.
In 1901, Henry Ford was attempting to start over
after being pushed out of his Detroit Motor
Company. The way to get the attention of new
investors seemed to be to make a good showing in
the racing scene. He put together two racers, 999
and Arrow. On October 25, 1901 he entered a
race with 999 in which Alexander Winton was
expected to win. Winton had even influenced the
selection of trophies, a crystal punch bowel set he
expected to take home.
The race soon became a race between Winton
and Ford. In the last lap, it was the ignition
systems that made the difference. Ford’s spark
plug ignition proved the reliability, not as much
for Ford over Winton, but for spark ignition over
the temperamental hot tube ignition. Both men
had a good product mechanically, but it was
Henry that was able to come away with the
victory and a boost ahead with a new auto venture.
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