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An automobile is a self-propelled (auto) vehicle (mobile). The modern automobile design dates back 120 years to when 
gasoline-fueled engines were installed in carriages formerly pulled by horses. Soon, other components were added to make 
the ride smoother, faster, and more enjoyable for passengers. Within 25 years, more than 1 million cars and trucks were on 
the roads and the horse was nearly unemployed.

Automobile History 101

Cars are seemingly complex, and becoming more so every day. However, they operate based on prin-
ciples that everyone can understand.

How Cars 
Work
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ENGINE
The engine in a car contains cylinders in which thousands of con-
trolled explosions occur every minute the engine is running. The 
explosions occur when a mixture of gasoline and air is com-
pressed and then ignited by an electric spark. The resulting explo-
sions push the movable bottom wall of the cylinder down, which 
turns a shaft.

Primary Automobile Components
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TRANSMISSION
A transmission transmits or moves the engine’s rotation power to the wheels in stages using gears. Transmission gears func-
tion similarly to the gears on a ten-speed bicycle. A manual transmission requires the driver to manually select gears, while 
an automatic transmission selects gears automatically as designed.
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