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Transport yourself, if you will, to Victoria, many decades ago to the mid 1950s, a time when women wore white gloves and poodle skirts; a time when gasoline powered cars were at their dominance with big fins and even bigger chrome bumpers. Picture yourself at the Empress hotel at tea time on a sunny summer day when you notice a distinguished elderly woman, named Florence French, driving an antique car. Like many others of that time you might have mistaken the car for a model T or some such car from the early days of automobiles. But like the people of that time you would have been mistaken about one key point. The car was antique, yes, but it was not one of the sputtering, backfiring, and smoking models of that vintage. The car is a 1912 Detroit Electric vehicle built by the Anderson Car Company. It was silent, reliable, and simple in its operation when new, and remained so while in the service of Mrs. French. Dr. Cecil French purchased the car in Montreal in 1912 for $2,000 and brought it with them when they moved to Victoria in 1913. They car had remained in Florence’s possession and use ever since. Florence spent many of her remaining years at the Empress and the car was a common sight there. In the mid 1950s the Detroit was sold to Florence’s garage man and it became a less common sight on Victoria streets and eventually disappeared from view.
Fast forward now to 3 decades later and you will find the Detroit on exhibit at Expo 86, after which the car was retired to the BC Transportation Museum in Cloverdale. The bankruptcy of the BC Transportation museum necessitated the auction of many vehicles, and the Detroit, somewhat worse for the wear and tear over the years, was obtained by the Vancouver Electric Vehicle Association (VEVA) in 1989. Short on financial resources but long on effort, the old girl is slowly coming back to her former glory, due in large part to the efforts of VEVA members. 
The original nickel iron Edison batteries that still worked, except for the fact that the casings had a nasty habit of leaking electrolyte solution, were replaced with lead acid batteries at the BC Hydro facility in Surrey in 1997.  
Around that time new artillery wheels, i.e. wooden wheels with wooden spokes, were installed. After all, you would expect wooden wheels on a vehicle that was manufactured by a company that had a reputation of previously building horse drawn carriages. Around that time VEVA members set to work building new aluminium fenders. The old leather upholstery which was beyond repair was replaced.
Five years later in 2002 a second set of batteries and new battery charging equipment were installed. Unfortunately, we have not been able to find the original motor-generator set that was used as a charger. We come to present day and a renewed effort to restore the old girl is underway, beginning with machining of the differential gears to return her to original silent operation. The original electric motor still works fine. The list of restoration work seems almost endless though. Won’t you join us in this endeavour to restore this elder ambassador of an idea whose time has come, again? Come to one of our meetings held every third Wednesday of the month, September through June. Check the VEVA website, www.veva.ca, for meeting time and location. Or, please make a donation. Better still, do both. 
