
 

 

 

Dear Henry Ford, 

This is a letter from the future. Which may surprise you, but I know that 
you have a passion for innovation, so perhaps you will credit the humans of the 
twenty-first century with the scientific expertise to send letters to people in 1908. I 
have chosen this particular year because you are about to go into production with 
the Model T Ford. You are 45 years old, a man in his prime, with the vision and 
dynamism to create a product that will change the world forever. Great honours lie 
in store for you if you take this path. You will acquire huge wealth, your name will 
be established as part of the American Dream, and you will be memorialized in 
fiction. So I can’t deny that if you continue with your current business plan, you 
will be rewarded. (I am focusing on your work as an industrialist: I admire your 
pacifism and am opposed to your anti-Semitism, but I have only one side of A4 to 
work with, so I will not explore these subjects here.) 

 What I am asking is that you abandon your plan to manufacture the Model 
T Ford, the affordable car for ordinary Americans. You may blanch at the 
prospect, but here are a few points for you to consider. By 2022, there will be over 
290 million cars in the US, and just under 1.5 billion cars on planet Earth; by 2050, 
this is predicted to increase to 1.9 billion cars in the US and 3 billion on the planet. 
An average passenger car emits about 4.6 metric tons of carbon dioxide every year, 
and annually there are more than 20,000 deaths in your country caused by air 
pollution on roads and highways. Of course, there are many other sources of air 
pollution in this highly industrialised world, but 90 per cent of the air pollution in 
many fast-growing cities worldwide comes from cars.  

In 1908, city air is choked with soot and factory smoke, and many coal 
seams are already exhausted. But your planet is an unspoiled Eden compared to 
what we have now. In 2022, we are seeing changes that are hard to comprehend. 
Climate change is affecting the whole world, and there is a chance that it will 
become uninhabitable for humans within a century. This change is scientifically 
proven to be caused by our use of oil, gas and coal for homes, factories - and 
transport. The world is now about 1.2C warmer than it was in the nineteenth 
century - and  the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere has risen by 50 per 
cent.  We are trying to address this, but we are starting too late, with the norms of 
consumer capitalism already established. If inventors and industrialists like you 
could see into the future, perhaps you might develop different technologies, 



employing the sources of energy we are belatedly seeking to make better use of 
today: water, wind, sunlight.  

I write to you knowing that it isn’t in your power to stop progress, but to 
ask you to consider progress of another sort. Not only to look beyond the alluring 
technology of the internal combustion engine, but also to consider whether 
inventions which benefit social groups rather than individuals might help us 
develop as a cooperative species, rather than as a competitive one? The car is a 
convenience, but it has destroyed landscapes, urban and rural communities, it feeds 
a culture of aggression and impatience, and all this is destroying us. I ask you to use 
your ingenuity to go back to the drawing board and think again. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

  Sally O’Reilly, 2022 


