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Darlene and the Model T Girls captivate a nation

By Jim Nowlan
jim@countyenews.com

The girls are from left to right, Rosemary Moran (standing and pointing), Anne 
Holland, Darlene Doreen (behind the steering wheel), Regina Fennell (directly 
above Darlene), Winnie Swearingen and Margie Dorgan.  These are all their 
maiden names.  This was taken at the New York World’s Fair in 1939   

submitted photo

I fell in love with the re-
markable Darlene Dorgan 
and her Bradford Model 
T Girls as I relived their 
spunky adventures, travel-
ing every summer during 
the 1930s and early ’40s 
for 80,000 miles or more—
who was counting?—
across North America in a 
rattle-trap, 22-horse pow-
er 1926 Model T Ford—
painted silver in slapdash 
fashion.

Along the way, they 
charmed everyone they 
happened upon, from 
Henry Ford to movie mogul 
Darryl Zanuck and movie 
stars like Don Ameche and 
Peter Lorre to small town 
police chiefs, mayors and 
other worthies.

By the time their an-
nual trips were cut short 
by World War II, the “Gyp-
sy Coeds,” as they were 
sometimes called, had 
become minor celebrities 
in their own right, with 
townsfolk lining the main 
streets of cities and villag-
es from coast to coast to 
cheer them on, the fetch-
ing girls waving and smil-
ing, loving it all.

John Butte, son of one 
of the Model T Girls (most 
are now deceased), has 
crafted a loving, lyrical 
portrait of the adventures 
of the five or sometimes 
six girls who, in their teens 
and early 20s, squeezed 
each summer into the 
5-passenger, open Model 
T and took off for places 
unknown to them.

Darlene, a beautician 
who worked out of her 
folks’ basement, was the 
ringleader throughout. 
Denied by her father in 
tiny Bradford, IL (popula-
tion then 900; same today) 
the chance to go to col-
lege, Darlene (or “Dar”) re-
taliated by taking off each 
summer with her friends.

They over-loaded the 
side-webbing of the Model 
T (there was no trunk, nor 
bumpers for that matter) 
with peanut butter, cans 
of beans and fruit, swim-
suits, small suitcases and 
not much more.

The girls traveled the 
nation’s new, narrow two-
lane highways as well as 
gravel and dirt roads. Dar 
did most of the driving, as 
the “planetary transmis-
sion” required lots of fancy 
footwork on the clutch and 
foot-feed.

One summer they 
fixed 13 flat tires. The Fliv-
ver broke down regularly, 
and the girls became ad-
ept at changing tires and 
making minor repairs. 
Cute as buttons, the girls 
beguiled boys who came 
along to find their distress 
over a flat into making the 
changes, even though the 
girls could have done the 
job better.

The girls slept in police 
stations—the cops loved 
them!—and under the 

stars in parks and back-
yards of those who took 
them in. They did much of 
their driving in the cool of 
the late evenings.

Dar set the rules: no 
smoking, no drinking, and 
no single dates; all the girls 
went out together. They 
loved to dance, so they 
haunted dance halls wher-
ever they could find them, 
whether joining hands 
with lumberjacks at the 
Night Owl Club in Orillia, 
Canada, or at dives in New 
Orleans.

And they were pushy, 
without knowing it, which 
made them all the more 
endearing. 

In 1938, Dar decided 
they should wish THE Hen-
ry Ford happy birthday in 
Detroit. They pulled up to 
a gate at his headquarters. 
After a while along came 
one of the industrialist’s 
top lieutenants, whom 
they charmed—they could 
charm a snake out of a tree 
with their ready smiles and 
gee-whiz, can-do attitude. 

Ford’s assistant took 
them through the gate and 
right into Henry’s office. 
Henry fell for them imme-
diately, hosted them for 
lunch in his private din-
ing room, put them up at 
Greenfield Village, his cre-
ation of an early America. 
Most important, Henry 
saw to it they were treated 
like royalty on subsequent 
trips, at the world’s fair in 
New York and an expo-
sition in San Francisco 
(where Ford had pavilions) 
and at Ford repair shops 
all along the way.

With eyes wide open, 
the girls took in everything 
their tight budgets al-
lowed—this was the Great 
Depression after all. After 
seeing the Dionne Quin-
tuplets in Canada, they 
almost insisted on visit-
ing, which they did, with 
Dr. Dafoe, who himself be-
came famous for deliver-
ing the five healthy girls. 

Newspapers across 
the country photographed 
them in the Silver Streak, 
and wrote glowing fea-
tures, from the Los Ange-
les Times to the Toronto 
Star to papers in small 
cities throughout North 
America. As a result, peo-
ple came to know who the 
intrepid girls and their 
beat-up silver Model T 
were; people—even big 
crowds—gathered round 
them wherever they went. 

The book is filled with 
photos; the girls are always 
buoyant, radiant, waving, 
having the times of their 
lives.

Author Butte also 
gives readers an affection-
ate profile of Bradford, a 
typical bustling, if small, 
market town of the day. 
And he opens each of the 
book’s chapters with help-
ful news of the world for 
each year’s adventure.

War-time gas ration-
ing ended the trips after 
1942. The girls wondered if 
somehow they and the Sil-
ver Streak could contrib-
ute to the war effort, but 
nothing came of it. Their 
gallivanting was over.

Most of the 20 girls 
who were along on one or 
more trips married dur-
ing or shortly after the 
war ended, to boys who 
often came back to farm 
or to work at CAT. They 
had children, served their 
communities well, lived 
full yet simple, uneventful 
lives.

Oh, but what memo-
ries they had of a stardust-
filled time in their lives.

After the trips ended, 
Darlene Dorgan returned 
to California—not in the 
Silver Streak—to visit 
friends, met a handsome 
architect from LA, married 
and had a rewarding life. 
When times became tough 
in her husband’s construc-
tion business, Darlene, 
with typical pluck, opened 
two of the first Baskin-Rob-

bins franchises, a risky, yet 
successful venture for her.

The girls held a couple 
of reunions over the years, 
laughing uproariously at 
the remembrance of antics 
past—of madcap activi-
ties they probably couldn’t 
believe they ever had the 
nerve to do.

The 1930s were differ-
ent, simpler times. Amer-
ica was far from perfect; 
whites were still lynch-
ing blacks in the South, 
and the Great Depression 
found many near starva-
tion. 

Yet it was an especial-
ly rich time as well; thou-
sands of small towns pro-
vided loving anchors for 
folks, and communities 
knew and supported one 
another through tough 
times.

Darlene and the Brad-
ford Model T Girls threw 
caution to the wind and 
lived life to the brim dur-
ing their trips. The irre-
pressible girls were uplift-
ing, even inspirational, to 
those who saw and read 
about them during a bleak 
patch in America.

Darlene’s Silver Streak 

and the Bradford Model T 
Girls is available at Ama-
zon and Barnes & Noble 
websites and at the Brad-
ford Pharmacy and Cakes, 
Etc. in Toulon, for about 20 
bucks. 

The large format, 300-
page book will take the 
reader on a magic carpet 
ride with the girls as they 
saw and appreciated the 
country—and as their fans 
across that country smiled 
and waved back at them.

The Model T Girls on 
one or more trips: Darlene 
Dorgan, Margie Dorgan, 
Rosemary Moran, Verna 
Dorgan, Olive Bell, Eleanor 
Butte, Harriet Fisher, Ruth 
Gustafson, Clare Breen, 
Helen Fuertges, Ruby Mc-

Donald, Winnie Swearin-
gen, Regina Fennell, Anne 
Holland, Patricia Moffett, 
Muriel Cunningham, Mar-
garet Burnett, Zola Dailey, 
Jean Turnbull.

Darelne’s Silver Streak 
and The Bradford Model 
T Girls may be purchased 
locally at the Bradford 
Pharmacy in Bradford and 
Cakes Et Cetera in Toulon.


