Ship-By-Truck movement - Akron’s second claim to fa me

It hasn't generated debate anywhere else, but the question of where long haul
trucking got its start can be an emotional issue in the “Rubber Capital” where the
“ship by truck” movement was born nearly 70 years ago.

For years, Akron advertised itself as the birthplace and hub of U.S. interstate
trucking. But that was when 37 trucking companies maintained general offices in
the area. Today, partly due to the loss of tire production over the years, only two
major interstate carriers - Roadway Express and Bender & Loudon Motor Freight
- remain headquartered in the city.

True, more than 100 trucking firms still serve the area, and Roadway Express -
biggest of America’s 18,000 trucking companies - still calls the city home. But
Akron-based firms no longer wield the clout they once did in trucking circles.

This has been a blow to the pride of Akron-based truckers, who become
indignant when other cities try to usurp the city’s long-held claim to primacy in the
trucking industry.

“We realize that trucking didn’t start just in Akron,” said Robert C. Bender,
president of Bender & Loudon Motor Freight, and the son of one of Akron’s early
truckers.

“The motor truck was one of mankind’s most needed inventions. Everybody was
interested in it from the time the truck came on the scene in the late 1800s until it
reached the state of development that permitted full commercial utilization in the
late 1920s. Thus it's only logical to assume trucking history was made all over
the country,” Bender continued.



“But when you look at what was done in Akron by the rubber companies and by
truckers who established routes to virtually every part of the country, you have to
admit that this city deserves to be called the birthplace of the trucking industry,”
he said.

Bender contends interstate trucking came into existence when Akron’s rubber
companies entrusted their tire shipments to the fledgling trucking operations,
which, in turn, became tire customers.

What's more, Akron tire makers were involved with the motor truck even earlier
than this.

The city’s first rubber company, B.F. Goodrich, was a maker of fire hose and
bicycle tires when Alexander Winton asked the firm to make pneumatic tires for
his horseless carriage in 1896. This put Goodrich in line to furnish tires for the
eight five-horsepower delivery wagons made by Winton two years later.

These Winton “motor wagons” were the first gasoline-powered work vehicles
made in the U.S. on a commercial scale and the beginning of the truck as we
know it.

In 1910, Goodrich gave another boost to truck-making technology by producing a
wheel for heavy trucks with a solid rubber tire vulcanized to the metal base. This
made the heavy truck possible before the pneumatic truck tire was perfected.

Although solid rubber truck tires gave a hard, jarring ride and had poor traction
on any road surface, they would not puncture or blow out as the pneumatics of
that day did with agonizing frequency. For this reason, solids were used on
military trucks during World War | and, with alterations and improvements,
remained the principal heavy truck tire until the mid 1920s when replaced by the
pneumatic truck tire for general use.

About the time solids for heavy trucks appeared, Diamond Rubber Co., also of
Akron, began making a more durable pneumatic tire called the Silvertown Cord
Tire, after the city in England where it was invented.

Because the cord tire had no perpendicular fabric members to restrict flexing, it
rolled more easily, generated less heat and gave a softer ride than conventional
tires of that day which were reinforced with square woven canvas.

While the Silvertown tire itself was never used on heavy trucks, it introduced the
concept of cord construction which later enabled all manufacturers to make
pneumatic tires suitable for over-the-road trucks.

It wasn’t until after the introduction of solid rubber tires for heavy trucks and
pneumatics for light trucks that the use of such vehicles actually got underway.



Only 12,000 trucks were built between 1903 and 1910, but by 1912 truck
registration was nearly three times that number.

Truck production in the U.S. more than doubled in 1912 to 22,000 units from
10,681 in 1911. In 1915, truck production increased nearly 192% - the largest
year-to-year gain in history.

With this mushrooming growth came a shortage of crude rubber and escalation
of tire prices that threatened to throttle growth of the whole automotive industry.
One disadvantage of the solid rubber truck tire was the large amount of rubber
and compounding chemicals it required.

In the years 1910-1912, the high cost of tires was regarded as a major obstacle
to the use of trucks:
Pneumatic tires for a light truck would cost as much as $100 a piece, plus
$20 for the tube and were good for only about 4,000 miles.
Solid tires for heavy trucks cost up to $225 and were good for up to 8,000
miles if not abused.
At that time, the average hourly wage was under 25¢ and a loaf of bread
cost 10¢.

In an effort to bring tire cost in line with economic reality, tire manufacturers
strove to raise tire mileage and lower manufacturing costs.

Among these efforts to reduce tire cost was the drive to perfect the air-inflated
truck tire.

In 1916, Goodyear announced that it would produce pneumatic truck tires and
operate a truck line out of its Akron headquarters to demonstrate their feasibility.

Goodyear officials planned to truck rubber products to Boston and have the
trucks return to Akron with cargoes of tire fabric. With two-man crews and bunks
aboard to permit sleeping in relays, they believed the trucks could make the
1,540 mile trip in seven days.

Ironically, the first round trip took 28 days and 28 tires, but it was called a
success because of the information gathered about actual trucking conditions.

Despite the problems of the first run, Goodyear quickly established its
experimental trucking operations, completing the third trip in seven days, with
cargoes, as originally planned. Later, in 1910, Goodyear sent two truckloads of
aircraft tires from Boston to San Francisco and back to Boston, a distance of
7,673 miles. In Wyoming alone, these trucks broke through 36 of 56 wooden
bridges en route.



Besides helping truck users with their tire problems, Akron-based tire
manufacturers were at the forefront in advertising the use of trucks and
promoting the building of better roads and bridges.

In 1918, for example,
Firestone inaugurated the
“Ship by Truck” movement
and later the “Good
Roads” movement, using
full-page ads in national
publications, pamphlets
and even parades and
rallies to awaken interest
in trucks and highways.

To dramatize the utility of trucks, Firestone dispatched a pneumatic-tired fleet on
a demonstration journey through major cities of the United States. General Tire
and Goodrich, meanwhile, entrusted many of their tire shipments to pioneer
truckers and advertised the convenience and economy of shipping by truck.

By 1930, with some help from the beginning of the depression, the price of the
average truck tire was down nearly 60% from 1920 - a major assist to the fast
growing long-haul trucking companies of that time.

The bigger, faster trucks of the late 1920s began making greater demands on
tires than cotton cord could meet. Cotton lacked heat resistance and was prone
to blowouts and separations under severe operating conditions. This led to the
development of tires made with rayon cord in 1938. By 1940, rayon was the
accepted cord material for truck tires. Rayon permitted higher truck speeds while
reducing tire-caused downtime.

During World War Il, when tire conservation was a national necessity, Akron tire
makers operated truck tire care and maintenance departments to help trucking
companies obtain maximum mileage and service from their tires.

Tire company field engineers worked under contract with trucking firms to
supervise and control tire use and maintenance. Guidelines and procedures
established by these experts have since become standard operating procedures
for most large trucking companies.

The next big improvement in truck tires was the use of nylon cord material. This
came after World War Il when nylon became available for civilian tire use. The
greater strength of nylon enabled tire makers to build stronger tires without
increasing cord body thickness, thus reducing heat generation within the carcass.



The use of nylon resulted in improved load and speed capacities and a longer
tire life. However, it was not until the late 1960s that nearly all truck tires were
made with nylon.

Even before most truckers had switched to nylon-reinforced tires, manufacturers
began introducing radial truck tires.

Radials seemed the answer to truckers’ prayers: They provided up to 50% better
tread wear than bias-ply tires, better fuel economy, a smoother ride at super
highway speeds, and less internal heat generation, which meant less overall tire
care and maintenance.

But early domestic radials were often imperfect and truckers were sometimes left
frustrated. For truckers, the biggest drawbacks of radials were their higher cost
and the fact that they couldn’t be mixed on the same axle with the bias-ply tires
already used by the fleets.

As with tubeless tires, over-the-road truckers have been slow to convert
completely to radial tires. Today, after nearly two decades on the U.S. market,
radials account for about two-thirds of the replacement truck tires and three-
fourths of OE tires shipped in medium and heavy truck sizes.

Today, all major tire companies are experimenting with new cord materials, new
rubber and plastics compounds, and variations in cord body geometry as they
search for ways to improve truck tires.



