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AACA history dates back to 

1935. It is fascinating to learn 
about the people who started our 
club and, well ... at the same time, 
the entire old-car hobby, and how 
it all came together. Our official 
logo was designed in 1939 by 
Herbert van Haagen of Upper 
Darby, Pennsylvania. In many 
ways it was not only to recognize 
Duryea as the first producer of 
automobiles in the United States, 
but also to recognize the role that 
the Duryea family played in the 
formation and operation of our 
club. He chose to use the Duryea 
that won the 1895 Chicago race 
as the centerpiece of the logo. 
Today, the image is used on 
everything related to AACA, 
from our merchandise to trophies, 
so a little background about the 
car is in order along with the fact that our atrium in the new building 
houses an amazing recreation of that very car! 

To start with, it would be in poor taste for me to debate the issue 
about the provenance of early Duryea automobiles, since the Duryea 
brothers themselves, Charles and Frank, disagreed over who actually 
was the creator. We have a lot of information, but it should be left to 
research historians to opine. What is indisputable is that the patent 
was granted to Charles, a framed copy of which now hangs in our 
new facility. To make things even murkier, it appears that Frank may 
have been the actual builder of their first car. It is not the only instance 
of arguments involving turn-of-the-century automobiles and their 
inventors. 

Fortunately, the goal in writing this is not to settle any history, but 
to make known a story about an exciting new addition to the club. 
First, however, a little context regarding the use of the 1895 Duryea as 
AACA’s logo and a little more about the car itself. 

The 1895 Duryea was not the brothers first attempt at building 
an automobile. Their first car is believed to have begun in 1892 and 
completed in 1893 (patent drawing above). It resembled a high-
wheeler, since it had large carriage wheels, tiller steering and the 
traditional carriage top of the times. It utilized a one-cylinder engine 
and a forward/reverse transmission. 
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The later 1895 car, according to Frank, was a much more drivable 
vehicle. Its wooden body was 30 inches wide, with a depth in the rear 
of 18 inches, and was mounted on transverse semi-elliptic springs. 
Wheels were 38 inches in diameter up front with the rears 46 inches, 
and the two-cylinder four-cycle engine with a 4” x 4.5” bore/stroke 
was cooled with water that was stored in a tank under the seat, with a 
pump operated off the engine shaft.. 

The 1895 car was the one entered in the Chicago Times-Herald race, 
America’s first automobile race. A total of $5,000 in prize money was 
offered to the contestants, but the chance to prove their inventions 
worthy for commercial success was most likely the biggest prize. The 
race was delayed until Thanksgiving Day, 26 days behind schedule 
because hardly any of the 79 entrants promised had a car that was 
ready. Even with an extra three weeks, only 11 agreed to show, but on 
the day of the race just six made it to the start/finish line: two electric 
cars and four gasoline-powered vehicles lined up for the starting gun in 
Jackson Park, in front of what was the Palace of Fine Arts at the 1893 
Columbian Exposition (now the Museum of Science and Industry. 

Frank Duryea’s #5 Duryea was well prepped and ready to travel to 
Evanston and back, completing the distance of 54.36 miles in 7 hours 
and 53 minutes with an average speed of about 7mph—according to 
Arthur W. White, the Canadian umpire who went along in the car . The 
Duryea took home the $2,000 first prize.

Duryea’s car patent was granted on June 11, 1895. By that time, their production version was considerably 
different, and featured a two-cylinder engine in place of the one-cylinder in the preproduction version.
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J. Frank Duryea of Springfield, Mass., driving the car that he designed, built, and drove 
in the 1895 Thanksgiving Day ChiCago Times-herald race, winning the first prize purse 
of $2,000 for the Duryea Motor Wagon Co. of which he was chief engineer. Seated on 
his left is Umpire Arthur W. White of Toronto, Canada. The image at right was snapped 
during the snowy race. It is fun to imagine whether the horse is catching up to the 
Duryea, or if the Duryea had just passed it. A horse trots at around 8mph; the average 
speed of the Duryea during the race was 7mph.

The two-cylinder Duryea is considered America’s first production car and the model 
that became the symbol for AACA merchandise, trophies and car badges.  

J. Frank Duryea reconditioning car No. 37, which he built in 1896. He then drove the 
car in the re-enactment of the first race in Chicago on November 22, 1945, as part 
of the celebration of the Golden Jubilee of Motoring. 
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There is much to read about the early years of the brothers Duryea 
and the race in Chicago. For those wishing to know more, the AACA 
Library & Research Center has quite a file that includes several 
pamphlets and historical books from Frank Duryea.

While AACA has owned several cars donated by members and 
put on display at its old W. Governor Road headquarters, a Duryea 
was not among them. The thought of owning the very car that raced 
on that blustery 1895 day in Chicago has never been possible. It was 
supposed to go to the Museum of Science and Industry in Chicago, 
but even that never happened, as it was improperly handled by its 
interim owner.

 As we thought about what cars to display in the big open atrium of 
our new building, we couldn’t help but feel how proper it would be to 
own a Duryea. There are several known, both privately and in museums. 
The Boyertown Museum in Boyertown, Pennsylvania, has as many as 
six, but these are the Pennsylvania-built cars, which were not the same 
as the ones the brothers built together in Hartford, Connecticut. Both 
the Tallahassee Auto Museum in Florida and the Smithsonian own early 
preproduction versions, but they are one-cylinder cars and have different 
body styling. Notwithstanding that the Smithsonian car would even be 
available for purchase, we’d really prefer a production 1895 model, one 
that inspired the AACA symbol. The idea of acquiring one was easier 
said than done. Does one even exist?

Enter William Eggers of Goshen, Connecticut, a longtime 
AACA member and a remarkable craftsman ... along with being a 
remarkable personality. Bill was a custom woodworking contractor 
in New York City until his retirement more than a decade ago. He has 
more than 60 years of experience in woodworking, metalworking, 
leather crafting, painting, sculpting and a host of other trades. He 
has turned all those talents into a business of making masterful 
recreations of amazing early American forms of transportation. This 
has led to his works being purchased by major museums and private 
collectors around the world. His replicas are faithful and can fool the 
uninitiated pretty easily. They are that good!

Bill’s process is somewhat unique as well. He relies on pictures and 
seeks out research in order to make his vehicles as faithful as possible. 
He is an avid user of our own library as well, as Matt Hocker of our 
staff can attest. Bill is currently building a Selden (something in which 
Selden—who owned the patent on automobiles—never did) and Matt 
has supplied extensive material.

We talked to Bill about doing a project for AACA and he 
immediately agreed. “No problem,” he said! I can tell you that I am 
not sure I have worked with an easier person in my lifetime, but Bill 
was more than accommodating. By using his massive talents, along 
with Amish craftsmen with whom he regularly works, he built the club 
its own version of the race-winning 1895 Duryea. 

Bill enjoys the challenge and most of his cars take about a year to 
complete. He finished AACA’s car even before our new building was 
completed. When the day finally came that we had the ability to move it 
inside our new home, we couldn’t have been more in awe. Until then, we 
had only seen pictures and were not completely prepared for the level of 
detail he puts into a car. Looking under the cover for the engine compart-
ment, you would almost swear there is a real engine in there. Bill’s tal-
ents with wood are quickly apparent! The car is now here for everyone to 
enjoy—along with other Duryea memorabilia—from the original patent 
to two original paintings of the early Duryea and the race-winning car.

We would be remiss in not thanking our benefactors on this car, 
AACA board member Jack Harris and his wife, Audrey, made this new 
addition to the club possible and we are deeply appreciative of their 
generosity and thoughtfulness.

Hopefully this stunning reproduction is the impetus that starts 
you on the road to learning more. We encourage you to visit us this 
summer and see for yourself. We look forward to hosting you!

The 1895 Duryea replica is moved into its final destination, the new AACA Headquarters and Library & Research Center. William Eggers of Goshen, 
Connecticut and AACA CEO Steve Moskowitz glad to finally have a full-sized Duryea to represent AACA’s identifying logo.
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