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AT HOME AT THE WHEEL? THE WOMAN AND HER
AUTOMOBILE IN THE 1950s
Between October 1950 and June 1956, Charlotte Nichols Montgomery wrote
a series of articles for the popular middle-of-the-market women’s magazine,
Good Housekeeping, entitled ‘The Woman and her Car’. In these short pieces
she offered advice to her readers on automobile issues, ranging from how
to start a car in the cold weather, through the advantages and mores of
carpooling, to buying a vehicle. In the introduction to her 1955 book, which
was a compilation of her articles with slight variations, Mrs Montgomery
claimed to be an average woman in respect to driving cars. She had learned to
drive at the age of sixteen, at which point she drove herself to school, picked
up her father from the train station and ran family errands. Forbidden by
college rules to take her vehicle there, she then only drove during the vacations.
After graduating when she and some friends went to Europe, she rented a car.
She worked in the city before marrying, when she moved to the suburbs. Here
she chauffeured her children and taught her husband and later her children to
drive. Then, when she became automobile editor for Good Housekeeping, she
learned about the mechanics of vehicles and their ownership issues.1
Charlotte Montgomery was not a typical American woman of the early
1950s, although she may have wished to portray herself as such a person when
communicating with the hundreds of thousands of women whom she hoped
would become competent drivers.2 Directing her attention particularly at the
30+ year-old suburban mothers who increasingly needed to drive their children
to school and to extra-curricula activities, she coaxed them into believing that it
was part of modern motherhood to be a chauffeuse.3 She was correct. As many
more home-making tasks became dependent on automobility, the vehicle soon
became a ‘home-on-wheels’. Indeed, according to William H. Chafe, one
humorist is reputed to have said that a suburban housewife’s life was
“‘motherhood on wheels’ [delivering children] obstetrically once and by car
forever after.”4
Though Charlotte Montgomery sought her prime audience among the everenlarging numbers of suburban housewives who were becoming the average
American woman in the economic boom years of the 1950s, they was not the
only women who used cars or for whom the automobile was becoming an
essential vehicle. There was no universal female American car occupier. More
women did not hold driving licences than did so, and many women waited for
their partners to return home to take them shopping or on family errands.5 As
passengers they liked automobility, its convenience, and its liberating potential,

1775 At Home at The Wheel Eccles Plenary Lecture

18/4/07

08:07

Page 2

2 AT HOME AT THE WHEEL? THE WOMAN AND HER AUTOMOBILE IN THE 1950s

but they did not yet feel the necessity to drive themselves. They also knew
that they were important in the consumption of motorisation because they
had to budget for and run the household which was on the way to becoming
auto-attached, if not auto-dependent. But whether they fully understood how
automobile manufacturers used them as fashion accessories denoting status,
style and standards in advertising their vehicles is a moot point. In the 1950s,
women were increasingly in or by the ‘home-on-wheels’, even if they were
not at home at the wheel.

Figures and Facts on American Women and Automobiles in the 1950s
Before discussing the gendering of American automobility in the 1950s, some
facts, figures and myths about wheels and women are essential. Historian Mark
S. Foster in his recent short volume, A Nation on Wheels: The Automobile
Culture Since 1945, claims that it would be difficult to identify a segment of
American culture that was not affected by the unprecedented spread of the
automobile in the 1950s and 1960s. Perhaps, more pointedly, sociologist
David Gartman in his social history of American automobile design, tellingly
entitled Auto-Opium, notes that in the 1950s ‘the explosion of suburbanised
consumption that contained the larger ambitions of working Americans
depended on expanded automobility not only for physical transportation to
suburbia, but also for cultural insulation and gratification within it’.6 What they
and the statistics generated by the federal government are talking about is the
increase in the number of car registrations from 25.8 million vehicles in 1945,
to 40.3 million in 1950, then to 61.7 million in 1960 and 89.3 million in 1970.
Such figures confer a ratio of one car per 3.76 persons in 1950 and one car
per 2.93 persons in 1960, by far the highest in the world. Indeed, in 1960
the United States accounted for 62.7 percent of the world’s automobile
registrations. By 1960, 77 percent of American families owned cars.7 The
automobile, already perceived as a desirable object in the early years of the
century, was becoming everyone’s mobile friend as commuting became a
way of life and there was a car parked outside every suburban house.
Many historians and social commentators have looked at the 1920s, when
the number of car registrations almost tripled, as the decade when the United
States became ‘autopia’. Certainly the car became popular, even more popular
than indoor plumbing for some families, for as a farmwoman told a US
Department of Agriculture inspector ‘you can’t go to town in a bathtub’.8 But
what historians who have used such evidence forget is that fewer Americans
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had access to a car than did not, for the ratio of automobiles per capita in
1928, before the stock market crash of the following year, was 5.65. Perhaps
more appropriate in transferring attention away from the 1920s to the post-war
years is, as one of America’s foremost automobile historians, John B. Rae
remarked, the fact that the United States had the worst road system in the
industrialised world. The 1920s was not the decisive decade for the
establishment of autopia. Nor were the later years of the 1970s and 1980s,
even though Americans then considered that cars, like the right to freedom,
were a god-given or natural right of all citizens and 87.2 percent of households
had at least one motor vehicle available, while 33.8 percent had at least two.
The 1950s was the decade when the nation became hooked on wheels to the
extent that most Americans could not imagine how they could cope if they
could not drive or be driven in a car of their choice.9
Where does the American woman fit into this emerging car culture of the
1950s?10 She became an essential component who viewed the individualistic
capacity of the automobile as the ideal way in which she could fulfil her multitasks as modern mother, wife and worker. Whether as a housewife, a gainfully
employed worker, a family member engaged in social activities ranging from
going to church, going out for the evening, or visiting friends and relatives, or
through seeking peer approval as a teenager cruising in a souped-up jalopy,
she became auto-bound. She covered short distances on many daily errands
and for pleasure, and she increasingly undertook longer journeys as roads and
the highway infrastructure improved. Her consuming importance as manager
of the household budget had been recognised as early as the 1920s when
manufacturers became aware of the importance of marketing the attractions
and advantages of enclosed vehicles that were more weatherproof and had
windscreen wipers, self-starters, headlights, metal disc wheels, and four-wheel
brakes and came in colours other than black.11 But most women still remained
car passengers. It was after the war that Mrs America became much more than
a passive consumer of improved vehicles; she increasingly sat behind the wheel
as driver and also insisted that the car was a family vehicle. Though systematic
official statistics on female driving licences are not available for the 1950s,
qualitative and quantitative evidence suggests that several million more women
learned to drive in the 1950s, such that by the end of the decade 30.8 million
women over the age of 14 could drive and nearly two fifths of all drivers were
female. As more daughters realised that they would need to pass their driving
test to be regarded as a modern woman, the average female driver became
younger. And those mothers who did not yet have a driving licence felt
increasing pressure to belong more fully to ‘an auto-ising society’.12
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Mrs Montgomery’s Readers: Housewives
Female drivers in the early 1950s were growing in numbers as more Americans
moved to the suburbs and more metropolitan areas planned their highways
with a view to increasing automobility. Mrs Montgomery appreciated that
post-war housing was changing into similar, purpose-built, single-unit dwellings
designed for families and for car-owners. She aimed her car articles at the
occupiers of this housing, those mainly white middle-class upwardly-aspiring
suburbanites who were in their thirties. She reckoned that they had two or
three children who needed chauffeuring. Their prime destination was school
and here ‘Mrs Goffer’ might share the school run with her neighbours through
carpooling. Or she might be among the fortunate 15 percent of families who
by 1960 owned more than one car, thus gaining sole right to this second
vehicle.13
If carpooling, then she was likely to negotiate both with her husband and
with the mothers of her children’s friends. Her husband might agree to be
driven to and from the nearest railway station for his commute to work
downtown, or he might carpool into work on one or two days a week, leaving
his wife with the family car. If the suburban housewife had sole access to a car
then she could be much more flexible, even if she offered rides to the children
of other car-less female suburbanites. Certainly she knew that she needed to
drive, for it was not only the chauffeuring of children to and from school that
was becoming important; it was their travel to and from after-school activities.
These could range from dance and piano lessons to gymnastics and school
sport teams, and from cubs and scouts to birthday parties or ‘sleepovers’, let
alone visits to the doctor or the dentist.14 William Chafe astutely points out
that in the 1950s, filiality was replacing patriarchy and matriarchy, and that the
suburban family was run by or perhaps around children who wanted mobility.
More pointedly sociologist David Gartman, commenting on the rising white
working-class, who also moved to the suburbs in this decade, notes that
women there wanted to ensure that their children went to social engagements
because they were starting to identify this activity with participation in
mainstream America.15
Shopping for the household was also becoming more difficult unless one had
a car. Many commentators on urbanisation and planning have pointed out that
the shopping centre became an essential part of suburban living in the 1950s.
The physical set-up of American commercial life had to be rearranged to match
the new single-unit domestic residences. Initially, there were inadequate retail
outlets within easy walking distance of suburban homes, and planners had not
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developed new transit routes either to local shops or to downtown central
business districts. Merchants, anxious to tap into the new landscape of mass
consumption that was developing in these economic boom years, looked to
a new form of marketplace, the shopping centre, and to expanding the scope
and size of supermarkets. Though their progress was not as rapid as that of
residential housing, they were firmly embedded by the end of the decade and
as John Rae pointed out as early as 1971, this was ‘automobileborne business’.16
Indeed, the supermarket came of age in the post-war affluence. In 1950,
it accounted for 35 percent of American food sales; a decade later this
percentage had doubled because it fitted the new way of life of the middle
class. Motorised suburban women increasingly wanted to take a weekly foodshop home in one journey and store it in their recently acquired refrigerator
and kitchen cupboards. Supermarkets responded to their growing popularity
by becoming bigger and better. They stocked their shelves with new branded
products and more sizes of pre-packaged foods. The choice of items increased
from some 3,000 in 1946 to nearly 6,000 by 1960. Recognising that impulse
buying was as important as the shopping list in food purchasing, managers
enticed customers to buy more by attractive displays, special offers, use of
colour and heavy advertising. They also tempted consumers with the
convenience of non-food items like household wares, stationery, magazines,
drugs and soft goods. Though price had been the initial attraction of the
supermarket in the pre-war years, the ability to offer a greater variety of items
along with a convenient shopping environment kept housewives coming in
their cars.17
Parking facilitated this upsurge in economic activity and indeed was central
to the planning of purpose-built shopping centres. It was of no avail to build
a compact shopping centre if consumers could not gain easy access. Designed
to facilitate automobility and to offer a variety of services in a one-stop journey,
malls increased from 8 in 1945 to 3,840 by 1960. Often anchored by
department stores, which seized the opportunity to abandon building branches
in the suburbs, these centres accommodated a number of different shops and
services thereby attracting consumers from a wide area. As women were
estimated to do between 67 and 92 percent of family shopping, and spent
many hours on this undertaking, they increasingly felt the desire, if not the
need, to drive themselves rather than to be driven by their partners either on
Saturdays or during the late-night shopping hours. Indeed, as early shopping
centres were designed specifically with women in mind, they had parking
spaces that were wider than usual because male architects and shop owners
recognised that many women were new drivers.18
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Driving to Work
All American women worked in the home as housewives and approximately
a third of these were also in gainful employment in these years prior to the
modern feminist movement. During the 1950s, the decade when the ideal of
the cult of domesticity was re-asserted, the numbers and the percentages of
both females of working age and in the total labour force grew noticeably. Even
in 1950 with 18.4 million workers, 30.2 percent more women were employed
than in 1940, the year before the United States entered the Second World War.
Setting aside the remarkable upsurge of female workers during the crisis years
of the war and the downward dip as the labour force readjusted to the return
of military personnel and to civilian production, more women soon decided
to go to work than in previous peacetime years. By 1953, female workers had
exceeded their peak wartime numbers. The upward trend continued
throughout the 1950s. By 1960, 23.3 million were working, comprising 37.8
percent of the American work force, and 32.3 percent of women over the age
of 14 were counted as being gainfully employed.19
This shift in the female labour force took place primarily among married
women. Before the war those who worked were usually young and single, and
if they continued to work after marriage it was before the arrival of children.
Less than 20 percent of all married women were gainfully employed in 1940.
But the statistics for the 1950s point to a distinctive break with what might
be called this traditional pattern. By 1950, marriage and a family did not
necessarily prevent a return to the labour force. Even in that year, higher
proportions of married women of all age groups with husbands present were
gainfully employed. Subsequently, married women in their thirties, and more
particularly in the age group 45 and above, demonstrated their determination
to work. In the 1950s, for every age group over 35 there was a notable
increase in female labour participation rates. In the two key age brackets, 35-44
and 45-54, the increase was 21.7 percent and 41.6 percent respectively. Instead
of remaining at home, mothers with school-age children increasingly returned
to work.20
These were among the groups of women whom Charlotte Montgomery
was encouraging to drive. Her attention was focused mostly on the white
middle-class female readers of magazines like Good Housekeeping. If these
women worked, they were more likely to fill the rising number of vacancies
in the pink-collar service sector occupations, whether in offices, in retail or
hospitality, or in some white-collar feminised professions like teaching and
nursing. As housewives and as workers, these women found that it was easier
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to combine these occupations if they could drive or be driven to their paid
employment, rather than using public transit, which often entailed noteworthy
waiting times and delays. Carpooling with their partners or with another worker
in the same employment meant that they could accomplish their domestic tasks
with fewer adjustments. Driving oneself was even more convenient because it
facilitated early versions of ‘trip chaining’, or stopping off to do domestic
errands on the way to and from work, that would become such a female
phenomenon in the later years of the century. Access to an automobile to
commute to work was more likely to be the prerogative of the middle-class
suburbanite, but those aspiring working class women who were also moving
out from the central city knew that they too would eventually have to gain
automobility. For them too it was becoming more difficult to walk or take the
bus to work unless one remained in the city centre. And already there were
some signs of a shift of feminised work to the suburbs.21

The Male Perception of the Woman and her Car
If more women were driving and were becoming a central feature of
automobile culture, how did male car manufacturers and their advertising
agents perceive the female auto-presence? These men had known since the
1920s that women were important consumers and that they were influential in
household expenditure. Manufacturers had then assumed that as passengers,
women wanted comfort, beauty and style, supposedly feminine traits, in
contrast to the masculine preference for such dull requirements as practicality,
durability and power. In the 1950s they continued to pay lip service to this
traditional image, by promoting the fashion and beauty of their vehicles with
such noteworthy features as yards of extra chrome, tail fins, vivid tutone colour
schemes, curved windscreens, automatic transmission, push button controls, air
conditioning and radios and by adorning their cars with beautiful well-dressed
women.
Whether they really believed that women’s interests in changing fashions
meant that automobiles ought to have frequent style changes, or that women’s
reputed need to have cars that were easier and more comfortable to drive was
the decisive element in car purchases is a moot point. Perhaps they knew that
men too liked stylish, restful, secure and convenient vehicles, but that in a
conventional society man needed to be perceived as being more robust and
vigorous. So men took to consuming trendy features by attributing their
necessity or worth to the shortcomings of their wives’ driving.22 Regardless of

1775 At Home at The Wheel Eccles Plenary Lecture

18/4/07

08:07

Page 8

8 AT HOME AT THE WHEEL? THE WOMAN AND HER AUTOMOBILE IN THE 1950s

either the overt or subtle reasoning behind the advertising of stylish vehicles,
manufacturers continued to perceive elegant women as assets to the sales
of their vehicles. Indeed, women were deemed to be accessories rather than
agents and at times could buy their coats and handbags to suit their cars.23
The interpretation of advertising copy has always been double, if not
multiple-edged, and the advent of critical and cultural theory has given many
more observers the scope to offer individualistic verbal interpretations of
pictorial images.24 With fifty years’ perspective on the consumer culture of the
1950s, knowledge of a century of trends in automobile production and sales,
and the ability to view the past through women’s as well as men’s eyes,
automobile advertisements featuring women can be primarily understood as
overtly portraying them in passive roles. Such passivity was lauded at the time
because both sexes focused on domesticity and being a good wife and mother.
Whether college educated or a high-school teenage bride, most women
wanted a husband, a family and a suburban house with its modern
conveniences.25 So it is not surprising that advertisements strengthened rather
than challenged this way of life. They celebrated the traditional and decorative
woman, picturing her as object rather than subject. Most of these images of
women in the 1950s remained remarkably similar to those thirty years earlier,
even though the number and proportion of women who held driving licences
had increased noticeably.
Yet this traditional view of women also evolved in that it recognised that
there were modern wives and mothers whose role involved them being able to
chauffeur. Though women were still more often in the passenger seat than in
the driving seat, manufacturers knew that the rapidly emerging suburban way
of life meant motorisation. In this situation, women became that contradiction
in terms that William Chafe so aptly captured in the title of his 1972 history of
women in the twentieth century, The Paradox of Change.26 It was very difficult,
if not impossible, to live the comfortable life that consumers were increasingly
demanding without having an automobile parked on the drive, and these
higher living standards invariably meant that women should drive. How
otherwise would the children get to school, the household shopping be done or
other domestic tasks be fulfilled? So the ‘big three’, Ford, General Motors and
Chrysler, along with smaller car producers, like Hudson, Nash, Kaiser, Packard,
Studemaker and Willys also targeted women as the motorised person.27
According to contemporary culture it was possible to typecast an American
by the make and model of their car.28 As most women were ranked as
housewives they were supposed to drive Nash cars. But even before 1955,
when the big three sold 95 percent of America’s new cars, they could not
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afford to allow a smaller manufacturer to corner what could be a major
market.29 So they also demonstrated that women were at home in the driving
seat. As early as 1950 the Chrysler Corporation took great pride in establishing
that women could drive and that they could have advanced technological
assistance with their automatic transmission if they drove a Dodge. Ford and
General Motors would not be outdone, either plying the one-upmanship game
of owning two cars or of aping the Jones’s social climbing, as well as picturing
how easy it was for women to drive their vehicles. There is no doubt that the
American woman was becoming more central to the manufacturers’ market
vision as an active consumer as well as a decorous icon. High-heeled shoes,
gloves, children, buggies, toys, sports equipment and the family pets
notwithstanding, she drove a car and knew that it had to be practical as well
as stylish. Though she might not be as mechanical-minded as the average
male and might need more assistance in such routine vehicle maintenance
as under-the-bonnet inspections, washing windscreens, and checking tyre
pressures, she was increasingly becoming a more decisive participant in car
sales and servicing.30

Cars and the Teenage Girl
While the American woman was looking to have better if not more equal
access to the driver’s seat, her teenage children were more concerned to act out
traditional gender roles.31 As society became ever more auto-focused, teenagers
wanted to be more than passengers. They wanted the freedom that the
motorcar could give them to ‘do their own thing’. Having wheels meant
escaping from prying eyes, gaining street cred(ibility) among high school or
college peers, and the ability to enjoy local automobile culture. Gaining a
driving licence and the freedom to press an accelerator to the floor was, as
Kenneth Jackson suggests, the most important rite of passage in the male highschool experience.32 While by far the majority of teenagers who inherited and
customised hand-me-down jalopies were young males, young females were by
no means debarred from teenage automobility. They might not drive, nor want
to tinker mechanically with engines, brakes or exhausts, nor wish to take part in
doing a ‘paint job’ on the vehicle, but they did wish to be seen, preferably as
passengers, thereby enhancing their status with their female peers. Cruising,
often to the tune of the new rock and roll music, frequenting the drive-in
restaurants, the heart of teenage culture, or visiting the local drive-in theatre
where teenagers could explore their burgeoning sexuality in relative seclusion,
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preserved the cultural mores of dominant male and submissive female. This
new teenage ‘auto culture’ looked backwards rather than forwards in terms
of gender equality.33
Indeed, the popular music of the age was full of car songs. Automobileinspired music had been a regular phenomenon in the early part of the
twentieth century, but in the years after the Second World War, when improved
technology transformed both cars and music, the interlocking of the two was
embedded in the hybrid strains of rock and roll. This music first appeared
outside the rhythm and blues market in the mid-1950s and starred both
the new generation of automobiles, where styling was paramount, and the
customised ‘hand-me-downs’. Rock performers, whether celebrities or locals,
not only raved about cars in their music, but many lived out their fantasies
through luxurious automobiles, which became symbols of their lifestyles.
And as the decade progressed more and more teenagers played the rebellious
records to the dismay of their parents wherever they could, including in the cars
they drove. Their parents’ nightmare of loud music and fast cars was turning
into both the disc jockeys and music industry’s dream and the automobile
manufacturers’ free advertising.34
The rapid growth in the popular music industry took place in the late
1950s.35 Yet many musicologists take pride in locating tracks that can be called
rock and roll in the early years of the decade and in these years the macho
automotive experience was visible. In March 1951, Jackie Brenston and his
Delta Cats (featuring a young Ike Turner), recorded Rocket 88 which became a
number one hit on the rhythm and blues charts. Targeting women, it invited
them to go ‘sporting’ around the town in a new Oldsmobile model. Indeed the
then disc jockey Bill Haley liked it so much that he covered it with his country
band, the Saddlemen. The success of Rocket 88 spawned numerous imitations,
including Rosco Gordon’s T-Model Boogie (December 1951), Howlin’ Wolf’s
Cadillac Daddy (January 1952), Johnny London’s Driving Slow (March 1952),
and Joe Hill Lewis’ Automatic Woman (September 1953), which compared his
girl-friend satisfactorily to the automatic transmissions then being produced by
General Motors.36
But whatever the use and symbolism of gender and automobiles in the
popular music of the early 1950s, the second part of the decade, as with car
production itself, moved into high gear. Musicologists differ as to whether in
the pop star list Chuck Berry or Elvis Presley had more automotive proclivities
to offer teenagers. Chuck Berry’s 1955 recording of Maybelline, which depicts
a car chase/romance in which the guy in his beat-up V8 Ford challenges and
catches the girl Maybelline in her Cadillac Coupe de Ville, is frequently cited as
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the classic conflation of car/female. In his autobiography, Berry claimed that the
song originated in his efforts at high school to get girls to ride in his 1934 Ford.
He followed this with other car songs such as, No Money Down (1955), which
was modelled on the salesman’s pitch that Berry encountered when buying his
first few cars. No matter what consumers wanted, the salesman had or could
get it. Presumably this applied also to desirable sexual experiences.37 But Chuck
Berry had a rival. Elvis Presley, usually recognised as the ‘King of Rock and Roll’,
had auto-phobia. Very few of his records were car-driven, other than Baby
Let’s Play House (1955), his first national hit in which he adapted the words
to include the pink Cadillac. But his fame was almost synonymous with this
vehicle. Elvis was fascinated with cars and driving, especially flashy cars, and
the blatant sexuality of his songs and the way in which they were delivered
interlinked his power over both Cadillacs and young females.38
Other rock performers followed in the wake of Chuck Berry and Elvis Presley.
Indeed, some commentators have suggested that the deluge of car songs came
in the period 1954-1964, which Thomas Hine has described as Populuxe.39
Automobiles, whether of the chrome and tailfin variety that Detroit was massproducing, the hotrods, or the Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flake Streamline
Babies,40 were popular musical subjects and objects. A list of such songs does
little justice to their status. Of the more famous, The Everly Brothers, who
concentrated their attention on 14-16 year old teenagers, caught the mood
with their 1957 hit, Wake Up Little Susie, about an adolescent couple who
fall asleep at the drive-in movies until 4.00 a.m., with the ensuing problems of
explaining this situation to sceptical parents. Again in 1957, Buddy Holly’s love
was ‘bigger than a Cadillac’ in Not Fade Away. Little Richard, the most mega
personality in the rock field, mimicked car advertisements with Long Tall Sally,
who was built for speed and had everything that Uncle John needed. While
rock’s first guitar hero, Bo Didley, designed a rocket shaped guitar with two
fins which he called the ‘Cadillac Tail’ that imitated contemporary car styles.
But it was in the early 1960s that the car-song motif came into its own as
the Beach Boys sang Little Deuce Coupe, Fun, Fun Fun, This Car of Mine,
Drive-In or Little Honda, to mention a few, and the surf/hot-rodders Jan and
Dean crooned Dead Man’s Curve, I Gotta Drive, Move Over Little Mustang
and Surfing Hearse. As E. L. Widmer remarks, ‘it became difficult to imagine
how the state of California had ever existed before Henry Ford came along’.
Furthermore, the automobiles themselves starred as names for groups, ranging
from The Cars, The Corvettes, Flash Cadillac and the Continental Kids, to the
Imperials and The Sting Rays. Being a teenager and being female frequently
meant listening to popular music which involved both automobiles and women
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as objects of desire, or women competing with cars for attention.41 Industrial
designer Raymond Loewy may have got it right when he commented in 1955
that teenagers loved cars and that cars were jukeboxes on wheels.42

Conclusion
The 1950s were a decade of paradox for the woman and her car. Contradictions
and inconsistencies were everywhere. Cultural mores recommended, if not
dictated, that females were passive, submissive, domesticated and decorous,
in a modern version of the Victorian cult of domesticity. As such, women were
desirable and often beautiful. So too were the cars of the decade, which shifted
from their more functional style of the immediate post-war years in which
vehicles were in short supply to the high-chrome sleek vehicles that were made
for flair as well as practicality. Yet automobiles were agents of mobility and
freedom, and women were attracted to the driving seat as well as the passenger
seat for these reasons. The increased presence of American families in the suburbs
placed many women in a location where they needed to drive if they were
to succeed as wives and mothers, let alone enjoy a modern and comfortable
lifestyle. Women were torn between being culturally dependent and practically
independent, and as more women entered the labour force, whether as part-time
or full-time workers, they aimed to have their own automobiles or to gain equal
access to the family vehicle. The widespread consumer boom in the 1950s only
speeded up this process. So Mrs Montgomery, who later advised petrol dealers
and tyre salesmen to ‘dress up’ the process of looking after female customers,
may sum up the ambivalence of female automobility. Women were driving and
should be driving, but they should be treated differently and be given the more
courteous treatment due to ladies.43
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She examined the fresh summer dresses of â€œThe Automobile Girls,â€ and a look of envy came into her eyes as she cast them down
on her cotton skirt full of tatters from the briars and faded from red into a soft old pink shade. But she was very pretty, even in her ragged
dress, which was turned in at the collar showing her full, rounded throat and shapely neck. She was lithe and graceful, and as she
thrummed on the guitar with her slender, brown fingers her ragged dress and rough shoes faded into insignificance.Â Her reflections
were interrupted by a general movement toward the automobiles. Zerlina was evidently pleased at the praises she had received, for her
cheeks were flushed with pride. â€œWonâ€™t you let us see your dagger, Zerlina?â€ asked Bab. â€œOh, yes, do!â€ begged Mollie.
Women at the Wheel book. Read 2 reviews from the world's largest community for readers. Ever since the Ford Model T became a
vehicle for the masses, the ...Â It offers alternative perspectives on things such as the way the automobile allowed men and women to
go off anonymously on jaunts. I'm still not sure she's captured it, a function not of the work but, as I said, the difficulty of coming to terms
with gender and the automobile. ...more.

