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  What We Said When the World Changed 
     How we reacted to the car, the airplane, and the idea of the world changing forever. 

     By Morgan Housel, the Collaborative Fund  
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There is no market for secondhand newspapers. 

This morning’s paper is outdated. Yesterday’s is trash. Last month’s is long 
gone. 

Old news quickly loses its relevance in a world where information is instantly 
updated. 
	
Which is a shame. 

Newspapers offer more than the day’s news. They provide a snapshot in time 
of how people viewed the world. 

That snapshot, viewed in hindsight, can be more useful than the current 
news, because it lets you piece together how the world actually played out 
relative to how people viewed it at some point in the past. You can see where 
people went wrong, what they overlooked, and how they navigated the most 
important events of history. Or even just the boring ones. 

What the stock market did today doesn’t matter. But reading about how peo-
ple obsessed over what it did on any given day in, say, 1990, is telling. The 
stock market is almost 11 times higher today than it was in 1990. So reading 
a 1990 article about what a 0.5% decline meant for investors makes you want 
to yell, “None of this matters! Just take a long-term view!” That’s one of the 
most valuable lessons in investing. And you don’t get it reading today’s news-
paper. You get it -- clear as day -- from old newspapers. 

One place old newspapers find a vibrant life is the Library of Congress. It 
holds millions of newspapers, some dating back to the 1700s. 

I dug through its archive to analyze how we reacted to yesterday’s big break-
throughs. 

This report focuses on two of the biggest inventions of the 20th century: The 
car and the airplane. Telling their stories through old newspapers reveals two 
trends: 

•	 Big inventions follow a path of starting as jokes, then turning into toys, 
then as practical tools, and finally as cultural movements. 

•	 Even when it’s obvious that an invention is going to be a big success, we 
have no idea how it will eventually be used, or for what purpose. 

The story of how we responded to the car and the airplane holds insights into 
our ability to recognize and forecast innovations when they burst onto the 
scene. 

Inventions always change, but psychology is timeless, so their stories reveal 
how we’re likely to respond to big breakthroughs tomorrow. 
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Part 1: The Car

Department of Transportation
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Our first reaction to the car wasn’t excitement, but fear 
that the world was coming to an end. 

References to the “horseless carriage” in the late 1800s are usually alongside 
the name Mother Shipton. 

Mother Shipton was a 14th century English soothsayer. She gained fame cen-
turies after her death, which let authors retroactively attribute fake predic-
tions to her name to make her look prescient. 

At some point Mother Shipton was said to have predicted the world would 
come to an end in 1881 -- which, in the 1870s, made people nervous. 

This was also around the time that the idea of replacing the horse with a mo-
tor picked up in engineering circles, which made a line in Mother Shipton’s 
end-of-the-world prophecy stand out: 

      Carriages without horses shall go;
      Disaster fill the world with woe...
      In water iron then shall float,
      As easy as a wooden boat.

Carriages without horses shall go. 

This made-up line played a big role in convincing people in the late 1800s 
that the horseless carriage was not only right around the corner, but foretold 
doom. 

On December 23rd, 1894, a Kansas City doctor attached a crude electric mo-
tor to a buggy and rattled it around his neighborhood. 

The Associated Press reported: It was, of course, a sign of Mother Shipton:
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This was one of the first newspaper mentions of a “horseless carriage” operat-
ing in America. Others had been reported in Germany and France. But details 
were vague and credibility was low. 

On Christmas Eve 1894 -- the day after the Mother Shipton event in Kansas 
City -- the New York Times reported on a French breakthrough:

1895 is when references to the horseless carriage began taking off. Stories 
went from reporting on alleged inventions in other countries to towns report-
ing on cars roaming their own streets.  

Most cities celebrated the arrival of their first car as a major event. This, from 
the Los Angeles Times in 1899, is a common example:
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The idea of a car was so strange to most people that reporters had to explain 
what it was in intricate detail. The Boston Globe wrote in 1896 shortly before 
the arrival of its first car:

As more prototypes hit the streets and it became clear that the car was not just 
a toy, three social problems flooded people’s minds. 

The first was what would happen to the faithful horse. 

On August 23, 1897, the New York Times wrote about progress in automobiles. 
The thrust of the story was mourning the passing of the horse:
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Washington D.C. banned cars in 1897 on the grounds that they would put the 
horse -- whose market share had already declined due to the bicycle -- out of 
business, and frighten them in the meantime. As reported by The Washington 
Post:

The horse industry pushed back against the car. In 1899 William Quimby, 
chairman of a Boston horse association, told the Boston Daily Globe that 
transportation economics still favored the horse:
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Others saw replacing the horse as an extension of the Industrial Age, where 
man used his brain to become more powerful than any other form of animal 
power. The LA Times wrote a poem in 1900 wishing the poor horse well:

The second social issue was whether we could use the car for war. 

Early on, people didn’t think much about whether you could commute to work 
in a car, or take it to the store. The thought about whether you could strap a 
machine gun to it and transport troops. 

The U.S. Army purchased three automobiles in 1899. Shortly before the pur-
chase the LA Times wrote about the Army’s interest in cars, and what cars 
might be capable of:
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A year later -- before the car was widely used for delivering goods or transport-
ing families -- it was already outfitted for combat, called “the horseless gun 
carriage” by The San Francisco Chronicle: 

The third social issue the car highlighted: women’s rights. 

It was commonly believed in the 1800s that riding a horse or commanding a 
carriage was too difficult and physically exhausting for a woman to handle. The 
car, though, was something women could control as well as men.

The LA Times wrote in 1899:
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A Chicago newspaper wrote in 1898:

The same article described two groups of women the car would help the most:

In 1905, the LA Times wrote about the growing number of female drivers and 
auto mechanics. Both would have been unthinkable in virtually any other in-
dustry a decade prior, especially for large machinery. 

It concluded:
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Despite rapid growth -- by 1905 there were 54,590 cars in America -- the car 
still had skeptics. Woodrow Wilson said the car promoted “the arrogance of 
wealth.” This was a common reaction. Yes, the car was amazing. But it was 
just a rich person’s toy. 

In 1904, The Washington Post pushed back against these ideas. The car, it 
said, was democratizing transportation:

By 1907, the car was becoming more mainstream. 

As so often happens with innovations, the basic car set loose millions of tin-
kerers and experimenters who used the automobile as a platform to expand 
their personal lives. 

The Washington Post reported in 1909 on the first use of a hot-food delivery 
car, which restaurants used to deliver their food around town. (Image on fol-
lowing page.)
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Others used cars to perfect mail delivery, for doctors’ house calls, sales ap-
pointments, and joyrides. 

People who had never ventured more than a few miles beyond their homes 
were suddenly free to explore the country. The easier it was to meet with new 
people, the easier it was to share new ideas. And new ideas are where eco-
nomic growth comes from.

Los Angeles figured this out early, and invested heavily in paved roads to pro-
mote car travel. One 1914 headline in the LA Times summed it up:
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Around 1910 cars became viewed a major source of business -- both in what 
a car could do to make other industries more productive, and the actual 
manufacturing of cars themselves. 

In 1909, the Atlanta Constitution published a short biography of a semi-
known man named Henry Ford. Ford was starting to build some of the best 
cars in the world, and people were taking notice:

Ford’s success did three things: It reduced the cost of vehicles; It expanded 
access to cars to average Americans; And it created the first great American 
industrial employment system that went on to dominate the next 80 years 
of economic growth. 

The Detroit Free Press wrote in 1911:
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Two things were remarkable about Ford Motor: How many cars it could pro-
duce in a day, and how much it paid its employees. The two were connected. 
One of Ford’s big ideas was that higher pay would lead to lower labor turn-
over, which would lead to a more productive and skilled workforce. 

A June 1914 article in The New York Times summed it up:

The world’s most efficient labor force and insatiable demand for cars let Ford 
keep slashing prices, which created a cycle of more demand, more profits, 
more productivity, lower prices, and on and on. 

The Atlanta Constitution, July 1914 (image on next page): 
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Like most inventions the car started as a curiosity, became a toy, was gradual-
ly accepted, and then utterly took off. 

Ford’s productivity sparked the “take-off” stage from 1915 to 1920. 

A combination of manufacturing efficiency, social acceptance, and World War 
I sent car ownership through the roof.

The Washington Post noted what cars were doing to family life (image on 
following page): 
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World War I devastated the world, but was a gift to the car. 

European car factories were largely converted to build guns and shells, giving 
American producers a leg up in exporting cars overseas. And since necessity 
is the mother of invention, the war offered years of high-stakes tinkering and 
creativity that allowed people to uncover all kinds of practical uses for the car.

The New York Times, November 1918:
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As the 1920s came, the car’s popularity began posing problems. 

One was where to park them all. The Los Angeles Times wrote in 1921:

But the car continued to transform America. 

In 1914, there were 1.6 million cars in America. Ten years later, there were 
15.5 million -- a growth rate of 26% per year for a decade. 

In 1914, the idea of needing a car still seemed absurd to most families. By 
1924 families saw one car as not enough. The LA Times, 1923 (image on fol-
lowing page): 
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By January 1929 there were 23 million cars in America, up from 8,000 at the 
turn of the century. 

In 20 years the car had completely transformed American life. What would it 
do over the next 20?

The editors of the Atlanta Constitution looked ahead, forecasting the future of 
the car. 

One prediction: Automatic transmission would never become popular:
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Two, taller cars like SUVs and trucks were unlikely to become a thing:

One thing they nailed: The car would keep getting better, and cheaper:

From the time people thought Mother Shipton was foretelling the end of the 
world until the time cars lined every American city was less than 30 years. 
Most of that advancement took place in less than 15 years. No one could have 
foreseen how much the car would transform American life. It started slow, 
creeped ahead, and then took off, like compound interest. 

Just as people were marveling at the car, another transportation breakthrough 
was changing the world in an even larger way. 
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       Part 2: The Plane 
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By 1880, people had been dreaming of flight for centuries. They had been try-
ing it for decades. But it remained elusive.  

Some thought it was impossible. 

The Detroit Free Press, January 1889:

On June 7 1896, Washington Post reporters were told that man, for the first 
time in history, had indeed flown an airplane. 

Of those attempting to fly, Samuel Langley seemed the most promising, given 
his background and funding. 

When Langley announced that he had flown, news reporters wanted details. 
Which is the one thing Langley wouldn’t provide. 

The Post wrote (image on following page): 
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Many people claimed to fly, but few were willing to do it publicly, for spec-
tators and journalists, because early flying machines were so unimpressive. 
They were gliders, if not glorified parachutes. 

But the idea of flight was so incredible that tinkerers and inventors risked 
their lives for years trying to figure it out. 

The Los Angeles Times, February 1901:
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In August 1902 The San Francisco Chronicle claimed yet another human 
conquered flight:

We now know that Orville and Wilbur Wright first flew in December 1903.

In a fascinating twist, few people paid much attention, despite the excitement 
around the idea of flying. 

On April 6, 1904 -- five months after the Wright’s flight -- The Washington 
Post wrote a smart question about flight, based on the idea that no one had 
done it yet:

Only a handful of newspapers covered the Wright’s first flight. The New York 
Tribune was one of them. It wrote on December 20th 1903 (image on follow-
ing page): 
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There had been so many false claims of flight that the Wrights weren’t taken 
very seriously. One 1904 headline in the LA Times sums it up well -- it had to 
persuade readers that it actually worked:

Years went by. 

The Wrights returned to Dayton, Ohio, where they perfected flying. 

Five years after their first flight in Kitty Hawk, people started paying atten-
tion. 

The LA Times, May 29th 1908 (image on following page): 
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Just like the car, one of the first social questions people asked about the plane 
was: Can we strap a machine gun to it?

From an interview with the Wright brothers, LA Times, June 1908:

The Boston Daily Globe, January 1909 (image on following page): 
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Even early on in its existence, people saw what the plane was capable of in war 
-- and how it would change combat forever. The New York Times, July 1912:
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April 1909, The Washington Post wonders what the plane could be used for. 
It concluded: Beyond military, not much. Maybe carrying two or three peo-
ple, and never much cargo:

Others saw the plane’s potential, and smartly compared it to the automobile, 
which, by 1910, had gained traction. The comparisons were clear: A break-
through piece of machinery that had enormous potential, but for the time 
being was a rich person’s toy. 

The Christian Science Monitor, December 2, 1909:

Just like the car, World War I was transformational to the plane. 

It necessitated development and production that increased the quality of 
planes by a staggering amount in just a few years. 

The St. Louis Dispatch, December 1918 (image on followign page): 
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The years after the war were the first time it became obvious that planes could 
be used for practical, civil purposes. The New York Times, October 1918:

Manufacturing capacity built for the war was switched over to civilian use, 
creating a system capable of mass producing planes, leading to the first com-
mercial airlines. It can’t be stressed enough how important the war was to 
making the commercial plane a viable business. The New York Times, March 
1919 (image on following page): 
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As planes grew larger and more powerful, we began using them for some-
thing many doubted would ever occur:  hauling freight. The Baltimore Sun, 
May 1924:
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Chicago launched the first passenger airliner in 1922. The Chicago Tribune:

Charles Lindbergh crossed the Atlantic in 1927, shocking the world and 
showing what the plane was capable of. He predicted that soon many people 
would be flying across the Atlantic. The Chicago Daily Tribune, May 1927:
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The plane connected areas of the world that were previously nearly impos-
sible -- or highly impractical -- to travel to even by train, given geographical 
constraints. 

The Nation’s Business, November 1928:

As planes became more advanced, many wondered what they’d look like in 
the future. 

One prediction was pretty good, foreseeing what sounds like the B2 Bomber. 
The New York Tribune, June 1928:
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This “flying wing” idea was popular. The Washington Post, October 1929:

As passenger flight took off in the 1930s, commerical planes remained small, 
carrying between 10 to 20 people. Some imagined a day when a plane might 
carry as many as 50 people. Others thought 20 people was the max a commer-
cial plane would ever carry. The Washington Post, March 1932:
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As the cost of travel fell and people became more comfortable with the idea 
of flying, more common civil uses popped up. One was the idea of flying for a 
family vacation. The Washington Post, May 1930:

One popular vacation in the 1930s was “skytouring,” or a weeks-long jaunt 
from city to city, with time in the air being the highlight of the trip. Christian 
Science Monitor, May 1935:
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Even the Great Depression didn’t diminish air travel. This, from July 1933, 
sounds like something you’d read during the peak of a booming economy. The 
Washington Post:

In 1933 -- as the plane continued to smash records and change the world by 
the month -- the Sunday Review looked ahead, wondering what the plane of 
the future would look like. 

How right they were.
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Two things stick out to me from these two stories.  

1. Nothing is obvious from the beginning. 

It can take years to go from changing the world to convincing people that you 
changed the world, and decades before people truly understand how import-
ant an invention is. 

2. Inventions take incredible imagination. But not even the most 
imaginative minds can foresee where today’s breakthroughs will 
eventually lead. 

The most optimistic car enthusiast could never have guessed that millions 
of miles of roads would become one of the main features of American scen-
ery, or envisioned the six-lane highway, the Tesla, Uber, airbags, or the daily 
commute. The most optimistic flyer could never have envisioned the 747, 
the F-16, the atomic bomb, Southwest Airlines, or flight attendants. Charles 
Lindbergh was about as optimistic about the plane as they came. But his pre-
diction was, “I think someday we’ll have commercial flights between New 
York and London.” The idea of flying 300 people from San Francisco to Sin-
gapore with the luxuries of a modern mansion would have seemed like sci-
ence fiction to him. 

Let’s say AI, self-driving cars, and bitcoin are the next big breakthroughs. It’s 
almost certain that even the most optimistic visionary has no idea where each 
will take us, say, 30 or 50 years from now. 

But won’t it be fun to look back, 50 years from now, at what we were saying 
about these inventions in today’s newspapers?
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