Route 66 Corridor Preservation Program
National Trails System Office - Intermountain Region
National Park Service
Santa Fe, New Mexico

ROUTE 66 CORRIDOR

NATIONAL HISTORIC CONTEXT

STUDY

Michael Cassity, Ph.D.
Historical research and Photography
304 West Albuquerque
Broken Arrow, Oklahoma 74011
Phone: 918 / 451-8378 + FAX: 918 / 451-8379
Mcassity@valornet.com

December 15, 2004



Executive Summary

U.S. Highway 66—often referred to simply as Route 66—has a special hold on
the American imagination and its name commonly evokes images of the romance of
simpler times, progress in the development of the nation’s economic and technological
infrastructure, the visible despair of migrants on the road, the glory days of small
businesses, and in myriad other ways the icons of a mobile nation, a nation on the road.
Those images are easily recalled by the traveler on Highway 66 who sees the artifacts of
that busy highway still standing, motels, gas stations, cafés, bridges, parks, and other
structures and buildings. Often just ghosts of their former lives, these historic resources
serve both as reminders of a past that has slipped away and as objects of investigation
into the origins of current society, culture, economy, and political forces in the United
States.

This study is undertaken to provide a statement of historic context to facilitate the
evaluation and listing of historic resources along Route 66 on the National Register of
Historic Places. Since an essential part of the nomination of any property to the National
Register is the evaluation of the property’s historic (or prehistoric) significance, the
following narrative is designed to assist researchers as they nominate resources. Often
the immediate and direct history of a resource can be documented—when it was
constructed, by whom, and how the property changed over time in use and in structure,
and when the property was perhaps taken out of commercial or other active use—but

determining the significance, understanding the meaning, of that history, requires placing



it into context with other historic resources locally and nationally. This, in turn, involves
conducting research that goes beyond the immediate site to identify patterns of historical
continuity and change. This is not an effort to identify and document every resource
along Route 66, but instead is an effort to provide an understanding of the circumstances
in which those many resources originated and evolved.

Although Route 66 had its beginnings officially in 1926 when the Bureau of
Public Roads launched a numbered highway system in the United States, and Highway
66 was one of those, this highway had already been used, in its component parts, as parts
of local, state, and national road networks. Extending from Chicago to Los Angeles, the
new highway went through eight states and was not completely paved until more than a
decade after its designation. Many of the merchants in the small and large towns through
which the highway passed looked to the road for salvation by bringing much needed
outside revenues into their often isolated communities, and so the highway was actively
promoted in its early years, especially because it offered a more weather-friendly
alternative to other east-west roadways. As the highway became busier with the nation’s
traffic, the roadbed was markedly improved and the infrastructure of support businesses
lining its right of way expanded dramatically, and those developments stimulated a
dynamic spiral in which better roads and accommodating businesses (especially
providing fuel, lodging, and food) made travel more attractive, and conversely, as more
people traveled the road, the more it stimulated such public and private growth.

As the Depression worked its baleful effects on the nation, it also produced an
ironic consequence along Route 66; the vast migration of destitute people fleeing from

the privation of their former homes actually produced an increased volume of business
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along the highway, thus providing commercial opportunities for a multitude of low-
capital, mom and pop businesses. The buildings that were constructed for these
businesses reflected the independence of the operations, a general absence of
standardization, and a decentralized economic structure. At the same time, however, it
became clear that life along Highway 66 presented opportunities not available to the
nearby towns and businesses that lost traffic to the important highway and who suffered
accordingly. At a very early point it was evident that a major nearby highway could both
bring business and take it away, could bring success or spell failure.

World War II generated both a decline in civilian traffic, especially tourism, and
stimulated local economies along the highway where military and defense production
installations cropped up, a circumstance enhanced by their location to this important
transportation corridor. The war also brought diminished highway maintenance and hard
times for the businesses that had depended on the large volume of traffic passing by their
front doors. These circumstances, in turn, meant that when the war ended, the surge in
traffic was all the more dramatic; and that traffic increase skyrocketed in the new era of
prosperity in which people who had never taken a vacation in their life now had the
opportunity to travel west, not in pursuit of a job to ease their desperation, but for the
sheer enjoyment of it. As the traffic increased, once again the small businesses along the
highway also boomed and the icon of Route 66 of the migration of Okies in the 1930s
transformed to an icon of freedom and kicks; the bleak image of Steinbeck's Grapes of
Wrath faded and the upbeat sounds of Bobby Troup’s and Nat “King” Cole’s “get your
kicks on Route 66” took over.

The history of Route 66 is filled with ironies—from start to finish. Just as hard
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times in the nation actually had produced a modest level of prosperity for many of the
operators of gas stations and tourist courts along 66 in the Depression, the enormous
traffic on the highway in the decade after World War II sent the whole Route 66
experience into free fall. The crowding of the nation’s highways, with Route 66 an
exemplary case, meant not the improvement of the highway, but its replacement with the
interstate highway system written into law in 1956. After that, and with the construction
of each mile of limited-access, four-lane, divided highway that paralleled Route 66, a
development which converged with powerful forces of consolidation in the economy as
seen in the growth of chains of branded gasoline stations, motels, and restaurants, the
pressures on the institutions that had been indelibly associated with the famous highway
ratcheted up. By 1985, when the last section of Route 66 was bypassed by interstate
highway, many of the businesses were forced to move to a location where the flow of
traffic could find access. Yet again, however, the ironies of Route 66 emerged. In the
decommissioning of this important roadway, in the official repudiation of a highway that
two or three generations of Americans had looked to for their future, the highway gained
yet more appeal, and each year, once again, large numbers of not only Americans but
people around the world who identify this highway with America’s identity and past,
continue to follow the 2400 miles of roadway in an effort to remember, to experience, to
savor, and to understand.

It is in this context of social, economic, and political transformation that the
properties of Route 66 are associated and can be evaluated. Because the National
Register of Historic Places also requires the identification of property types in the

submission of multiple property nominations, this statement, in addition to discussing the
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evolution of the roadway and integral features and the private and public roadside
features important to Route 66, also defines the relevant property types and the
registration requirements for each. These property types include: (1) Roadbeds, (2) Road
Bridges, (3) Gasoline / Service Stations, (4) Garages / Dealerships, (5) Restaurants /
Diners, (6) Motels / Tourist Courts, (7) Recreation / Travel Stops / Destinations, and (8)
Roadside Parks / Picnic Areas / Markers. The period of significance—the time period in
which properties eligible for the National Register must be demonstrated to have been
associated with Route 66—for these features is 1926-1970. Properties eligible will in
most instances meet the requirements of Criterion A (association with “events that have
made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of our history”) or of Criterion C
(architectural or engineering design significance) or of both Criterion A and C. It is
important to note, however, that some properties which have deteriorated significantly so
that only ruins are left or which were in their origins ephemeral in nature with a light
footprint on the terrain, may be eligible under Criterion D as archeological properties. As
with any large grouping of properties, there may also be individual properties that are
also eligible because of their association with significant individuals, in which case they

would qualify under Criterion B.

Executive Summary vii



Acknowledgments

I have accumulated many debts in the preparation of this project, some of them
direct and immediate in the research and writing of the National Historic Context Study,
and some reaching back especially into my earlier work on Route 66 in Oklahoma. First
of all, I have benefited much from the good counsel, productive discussions, and careful
readings by Michael Taylor, Dr. Arthur Gémez, and Kaisa Barthuli of the National Park
Service. They have been unfailingly generous and cooperative in sharing their
knowledge, official files, photographs, and perspectives, and Michael Taylor kindly
introduced me to important New Mexico segments of the highway and their resources.
They have each raised important questions and made valuable suggestions and [ am
pleased to have been able to work with them.

Before launching this national study, I was fortunate in being able to focus my
energies on Route 66 in Oklahoma, surveying sites in that state and nominating some to
the National Register of Historic Places. In that process I learned much about both the
highway and the National Register, and I am grateful to Melvena Heisch and the
Oklahoma State Historic Preservation Office. Jim Gabbert, architectural historian in the
Oklahoma SHPO, in particular guided me in the intricacies and requirements of the
National Register and he deserves special thanks for his advice and patience.

Many others have also contributed to the present study, including the historians
and others who have prepared studies of Route 66 in the various states, the capable staffs
of museums and libraries, scholars and writers who have pursued their own interests in

this fascinating highway, activists in preservation organizations, and the owners of



highway properties who have shared their stories with me. At the last minute, the staff of
the New Mexico SHPO offered valuable suggestions for some critical formulations in
this study and thereby improved the work. I also want to acknowledge a long standing
debt to the Wyoming SHPO where my continuing service as a member of the state
review board has been a source of knowledge and perspective, both from my colleagues
on the board and my many friends and associates in the SHPO staff. I am happy to
acknowledge the contributions of these diverse professionals.

I have made many new friends in my efforts, and older friends have been not only
understanding and tolerant, but also supportive, of what sometimes must appear to be an
odd fixation on derelict gas stations, motels, and diners. David Kathka, has spent much
time discussing with me the highway and its resources, as well as the contours of
twentieth-century American history, much of it while traveling Route 66 just as we have
also followed parts of the Oregon Trail and Lincoln Highway. Once again Lee Ann
Swanekamp cheerfully and patiently helped me explore a multitude of issues, in the
process providing me much needed encouragement and inspiration. And I have been able
to count on my family, Constance, Rebecca, and Jessica, for their assistance and even
enthusiasm at many points.

For the help of all of these people, I am grateful. The errors and flaws in the

study, of course, remain my responsibility alone.

Acknowledgements X



Contents

Executive Summary

................................................. il
Acknowledgments ... ... ... X
Chapter I: Purpose and Scope of the Historical Context Study . ................. 1

i. Highway 66 and History . ............ .. ... .. i, 2
ii. Route 66 and the National Register of Historic Places . ............... 6
Chapter II: Crossing the Continent: Roads and Trails before Route 66 . .. ........ 11
i. The Visionary Road to National Unity . ........................... 11
1. Acrossthe Continent. . ........ ... ... ... . ... 15
iii. TheRoad Builders .. ....... ... .. . i, 24
iv. The State and Federal Governments as Road Builder................ 41
Chapter III: U.S. Highway 66 Takes Shape: 1926-1932 ...................... 61
i. Across the Country, 1927-1932 . ... ... ... .. . . i 62
ii. The Promise of the Future . .. ...... ... ... ... .. .. ... .. ..... 85
Chapter IV: Highway 66 and the Depression . . ........... .. ..., 107
1. “A Stream of Distressed Humanity” ............ ... ... ... ... ...... 108
1i. New Roads, New Tourists, New Trucks . . . ....... .. ... .. .. ..... 136
iii. The Store besidethe Road .. .......... .. ... .. .. .. ... .. ..... 158
Chapter V: Highway 66 in Wartime and in Postwar America.................. 181
i. The Highway in Wartime . . .. .......... ..., 182
ii. The Icon Transformed ......... .. ... ... .. . .. . i, 193

iii. Business along the Road in Boom



iv. Snakes on the Road: Luring the Tourist . . ........................ 216

v. Alberta’s Hotel . . . ... o 229
Chapter VI: The ReplacementofRoute 66 ............................... 235
1. Cracksinthe Pavement .......... .. ... .. ... ... ... . ... .. .. .. 235
1. The New System AITIVES . ... ..ot e e 242
iii. “Look at Route 66 quickly, for tomorrow it will be gone .. .” .. ... ... 248
iv. AHighwaytothePast........ ... ... ... ... .. ... ... ... .. ...... 254
Chapter VII: Route 66 in Retrospect ........... ... ..., 261
Chapter VIII: Associated Property Types ...........cciiiiiiinnnon.. 277
1. Historic Highways . ..... ... .. .. . . i, 277
i1. Associated Property Types . . ... .o 284
Roadbeds . . . ... ... . . . . . . e 285
Road Bridges . ...... .. ... . . . 290
Gasoline / Service Stations ............ ..., 294
Garages /Dealerships . . .......... .. . i 300
Restaurants / DIners . . ......... ... e 304
Motels / Tourist COUFES . . ... ..ot e e et eas 311
Recreation / Travel Stops / Destinations . . .. ..............cccuuuenuo.. 317
Roadside Parks / Picnic Areas /Markers . ... ........................ 322
Select Bibliography . ....... ... . 327
Index ... 341

xii Table of Contents



Chapter 1

Purpose and Scope of the Historical Context
Study

Few artifacts of the twentieth century are capable of expressing the cultural
changes of life in modern America so deeply as the roadway, the businesses, the
buildings, and the images associated with Route 66. At the same time, too often our
understanding of the history of that great highway has been reduced to caricature and
generalizations, and stereotypes have been applied without being tested against the actual
history of the route. One of the most recognizable and most popular historic routes in the
nation, and one with significant associations in the development of modern America,
Route 66 is more often invoked as a symbol rather than as a subject of close historical
study. Perhaps most frequently, Highway 66 has been frozen in time, with neither
substantive origin nor social consequence—a historical artifact without a history.

While the full history of Route 66 is yet to be written, this study hopes to indicate
the general contours and historical issues that need to be addressed in such a study and
does so by focusing on two specific objectives. One is to contribute to a fuller
understanding of the history and meaning of U.S. Highway 66 by addressing the broad
patterns of change and continuity of which it was a part; another is to articulate within the
framework of the National Register of Historic Places the way in which the highway and
cultural resources associated with it can be identified and evaluated for historic
significance. While these objectives offer different perspectives on the highway, there is

a vital convergence and interaction between the two that holds the potential of integrating



them into a coherent historical narrative.

i. Highway 66 and History

Route 66 holds a complex and rich history that goes well beyond any chronicle of
pavement and account of the road itself. As an artery of transportation, as an agent of
social transformation, and as a remnant of America’s past that stretches across two-thirds
of the continent, from Grant Park in Chicago next to Lake Michigan to a point near the
piers of the Pacific at Santa Monica, Route 66, and the buildings associated with it, slices
across the continent and through the history of the nation, and, like a road-cut or drilling
core sample for the geologist, reveals the process of historical change that transformed
the lives of people and communities—and the nation—from the time that the highway
was first officially designated in 1926 until the highway was replaced, at its last point in
Arizona, in 1984. Along its route, including its multiple alignments and realignments
over the years, the road connected not only the East and the West, but the past and the
present. While all roads, by their nature, link different points to each other to facilitate
movement between them, the nature of the connections made by U.S. Highway 66, and
the dynamics stimulated by those connections, hold a significance that is critical to an
understanding of the shaping of modern America. In this regard it would be possible to
compare the highway to other transportation routes, like the Oregon — California Trail,
the Lincoln Highway, or even the railroads that crossed the nation in the late nineteenth
century, and this study proposes to offer some comparisons at least implicitly in those

cases. But more valuable is the consideration of the highway for what it reveals about
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how those transportation systems operated to unleash powerful forces of change and what
the consequences of those changes have been—and still are. Part of the context for
understanding Route 66 is placing it in the framework of transportation history itself in
the nation. Part of the context, however, is placing it in the history of the American
people more broadly.

Over the years Route 66 became a legend in American popular culture not only as
a focus of great nostalgia and romance but also as a source of inspiration for television
entertainment, for movies, for literature, and for graphic art. As a metaphor and as a
cultural icon it has few parallels in twentieth century representations of evolving social
organization. Considered within the larger framework of technology, an arena that
includes also television, nuclear energy, and space travel, the one obvious dominant
image throughout the twentieth century that goes to the core of modern life would be the
automobile, a factor to which Route 66 is intimately related and to the significance of
which the road contributed enormously.

Route 66 as it crossed the nation—in time and on the ground—shows how one
highway could both be a product of cultural and social change and also generate
additional changes wherever it touched, and still more changes when it faded from the
scene. In this way the national economic, social, and political forces that shaped the
history of the road, and the patterns of history into which the highway fits, can be
explored. Those patterns are generally associated with specific themes and topics, such
as transportation, migration, ethnicity, gender-differentials, depression-era work-relief,
World War II, tourism, economic growth, the evolution of automobile travel and

trucking, construction technology, and the vast area of popular / commercial culture.
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This study endeavors to inquire into these areas and issues which each hold important
implications for the understanding of American history.

It also, however, seeks to connect these issues together into a coherent framework
that captures the broad pattern of change along Route 66, a framework generally
associated with the concept of modernization. Modernization is a model of historical
change that is more commonly drawn upon than articulated, more commonly assumed
than explored. Many of the features associated with modernization in fact are so obvious
that they are taken as given, as if they somehow were inevitable and pre-ordained. Those
features include the varied but related innovations familiar to modern society such as the
impersonalization of relationships, the erosion of traditional or parochial loyalties and
identities, the rise of more cosmopolitan identities, the specialization and synchronization
of economic activities, and overall the growth of a national social structure that embodies
a transfer of social, political, and economic authority from local to central levels which
can coordinate massive activities in a presumably rational manner. Not that
modernization explains, or even adequately describes, the pattern of change, for it clearly
does not since many individuals, businesses, and communities actively resisted the
process of change underway. In fact, much of the story of Route 66 is the story of life at
the local level being overtaken, overwhelmed, and overrun by the engines of economic
and social change at the nation level and then how people dealt with those consequences.'

Even a cursory glance at businesses and communities alongside U.S. 66 reveals

! See a similar discussion of the process of modernization, and the resistance to it, in the
context of railroad growth and the proliferation of institutions associated with that growth
in a small town in the 1880s in Michael Cassity, “Modernization and Social Crisis: The
Knights of Labor and a Midwest Community 1885-1886,” Journal of American History,
66 (June 1979), 41-61.
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this process in the demise of mom-and-pop businesses, the rise of chains, the loss of
individuality in business structure and appearance, the increasing emphasis on integrating
the local into a national framework instead of enriching the lives of local people with
national opportunities. The irony, of course, is that originally Route 66 held forth the
promise of liberation from isolation, emancipation from social and economic barriers to
fulfillment, and release from the limited choices people along the route sometimes found
in their lives. By the end of the period, when Route 66 was being replaced by the new
interstate highway system, the restraints were heavier, the choices were perhaps more
limited, and the culture of sameness pervaded the landscape. As Christopher Hitchens
reflected, after driving Route 66 from Chicago to Los Angeles in 2002: “You hear a lot
about the standardization of America, the sameness and the drabness of the brand names
and the roadside clutter, but you have to be exposed to thousands of miles of it to see how
obliterating the process really is.””> The history of Route 66 is in important ways a
window onto the past and how the fundamentals of modern social organization emerged.
In this aspect of the study, it is possible to use local developments to illuminate
the national and national patterns to illuminate local events. By using the events and
institutions related to Highway 66 as microcosms, as particular elements that shed light
on the whole, as ways of focusing large questions by looking at particular instances, the
connection can be made and the context that gives meaning to what might otherwise be
viewed as insignificant or isolated events may be articulated. The alternative is to apply a

national framework to a local, a practice commonly exercised, but which does an

? Christopher Hitchens, “The Ballad of Route 66,” Vanity Fair (November 2002), 182.

Chapter I: Purpose and Scope 5



injustice to both the local and the national experiences. When Richard Strout, writing as
T.R.B. in The New Republic in 1956, declared that “The most American thing in America
is US Route 66, he articulated one of the central tenets of this inquiry and raised the

fundamental question to be explored.

ii. Route 66 and the National Register of Historic Places

The second objective of this study, which optimally overlaps with the first, is to
develop a statement of historical understanding that can be used to help future
investigators evaluate the resources left remaining along Highway 66 in America within
the terms of the National Register of Historic Places program. The resources that still
line the roadside of Route 66 are comprehensible as both monuments to particular aspects
of our past and as opportunities for exploring more deeply an important part of the
nation’s heritage; they are thereby sometimes eligible for listing on the National Register.
One part of the evaluation process is to determine the significance of the resource and
that significance can be established through one of four criteria made explicit on the
National Register of Historic Places Registration Form:

A. Property is associated with events that have made a significant contribution to
the broad patterns of our history.

B. Property is associated with the lives of persons significant in our past.

C. Property embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method
of construction or represents the work of a master, or possesses high artistic
values, or represents a significant and distinguishable entity whose components
lack individual distinction.

’ T.R.B., “Washington Wire,” The New Republic, 135 (August 6, 1956), 2.
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D. Property has yielded, or is likely to yield information important in prehistory

or history.

Although the other criteria are just as important and could be drawn upon equally
well, the primary application of this statement of historic context will utilize Criterion
A—historic significance— and Criterion C—architectural, engineering, or design
significance—and the main effort has been to identify and illuminate “the broad patterns
of our history” associated with Route 66.

This statement of historic context for the future nomination of resources
associated with Route 66 to the National Register of Historic Places draws upon previous
historic context statements developed by the State Historic Preservation Offices along
Highway 66 but also endeavors to go beyond the parameters of some of those contexts so
as to broaden both the period of significance to include the years spanning the highway’s
existence and use until generally it was decommissioned (although the official
termination of the period of significance is 1970) and also to expand the conceptual
coverage to include broader changes in community, in migration, in transportation
networks, in recreation, and in other areas related to the patterns of history associated
with Route 66 that sometimes have not been addressed. It follows that the identification
and discussion of eligible property types will hopefully include more types, and more
actual structures, than some of the state contexts presented, although others were
sufficiently expansive that they have informed the current study in many ways.

One of the premises of the current study is that the patterns associated with
Highway 66 are often of substantially greater breadth than local or state contexts might

otherwise suggest because of the more limited geographic areas covered. At the same
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time that it is important to be aware of the distinctiveness of state and regional—and
local—contexts, the patterns often take on a larger dimension when viewed as part of a
national process. The straightening and streamlining of a road, for example, may mean
life or death for local business or community and that is of enormous importance in
understanding the impact of the highway and its changes. It also, however, may be taken
to reveal an even larger shift in priorities and philosophies about the purpose and
application of transportation systems in the nation when considered as part of a national
pattern; this approach thus does not minimize the local impact of change but even makes
it part of a larger process of social transformation. The rise of war-related economic
activities with the location of an army base or munitions depot near a town, to take
another example, reveals a crucial feature in local economic trends, but the identification
of a string of such bases and depots along Highway 66 suggests the role that the highway
played in the larger economic picture. And the bypassing of communities and businesses
along the highway in its final years, from a local and state perspective, may have created
ghost towns and left shells of buildings that led to the closing of schools and decline of
tax bases, but on a larger scope it indicated the location of political and economic power
in the nation, and the purposes to which that power would be put.

One particular element, often included in state historic contexts, needs to be made
explicit. A critical element of understanding the historic significance of U.S. Highway 66
and its associated historic properties is the notion that the highway, and the area that it
served, changed over time. This may seem to be obvious, yet a quick review of much of
the published literature examining the highway reveals an abundance of studies that

reduce Route 66 and its denizens to a caricature, frozen in time with neon lights and
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tailfins, a nostalgic moment seemingly capable of perpetual regeneration. History meets
many needs in society, but those needs must quite legitimately transcend the nostalgic
and the evocative. The history of the highway is above all an evolutionary history and
the significance of a gas station or road segment in 1929, if fully explored, must
necessarily be vastly different from a station or road piece in 1939, 1949 or 1959. Itis
hoped that this study will assist in identifying those changing elements of significance.

In fact, the notion of historical context deserves comment. The technical mandate
for a National Register of Historic Places statement of historic context is to provide “a
standardized means of describing and explaining the significance of a wide variety of
properties.” To take this further, however, one way to view the notion of “historical
context” is that of identifying the larger set of circumstances and forces that illuminate
specific events by suggesting broader patterns of which those events may be a part or to
which they may even be exceptions. Historical context thus is identified by determining
what else is happening at the same time and also what happened before and after—there
and elsewhere.

There is very, very little that is cut and dried in history. There is very, very little
that can just be looked up in some kind of reference. It is the close analysis of each
aspect of the past and then the comparison of those findings with what other historians
have found in similar inquiries that produces historical debates; this also produces growth
in our knowledge. Without that thoughtful and creative historical analysis of the past, we
will be locked into the views of others, hoping, with our eyes closed, that they were right
and will continue to be right no matter their human limits and no matter what new

evidence suggests. While this statement of historic context for Highway 66 suggests
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ways of understanding individual resources, it is not intended to be a final, simple
framework into which a building, road, bridge, sign, or park can be summarily
categorized to automatically determine its significance. This context will certainly assist
in that effort and thereby prevent redundancy in nominations. But each place has a story,
its own unique story, and while context helps us understand that story, the cultural
resources of the nation deserve closer historical examination than simply applying a
schematic overlay to determine into which pigeonhole a property should be inserted.
Rather, with careful examination of enough of those resources the expectation is, as with
any other form of historical interpretation and presentation, that the formulation of their

meaning and significance will itself be revised over time.
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Chapter 11

Crossing the Continent:
Roads and Trails before Route 66

i. The Visionary Road to National Unity

In 1808 Thomas Jefferson’s Secretary of the Treasury, Albert Gallatin made a
grand proposal for the U.S government to build a road that would extend from
Cumberland, Maryland to Wheeling, Virginia. This was not a new proposal and Gallatin
had been pressing for it for years. In fact, an earlier version of his plan was approved by
a U.S. Senate committee in 1802 that said that such a road would

... . make the crooked ways straight, and the rough ways smooth, .

... will, in effect, remove the intervening mountains; and, by facilitating

the intercourse of our western brethren with those on the Atlantic,

substantially unite them in interest . . . .

The road, highway chronicler Timothy Crumrin quotes the originators as saying,
would be the “cement of the union.” This was a bold vision for a country that was just
crossing the Appalachian mountains and the vision propelling the construction of the
Cumberland Road, or, as it became better known, the National Road, was a vision of
unity and connectedness, of weaving together remote communities into a single fabric of

communication, commerce, and social concord. The key project in a program of what

was called “internal improvements,” the National Road met delays caused by budget

* Timothy Crumrin, “Road through the Wilderness: The Making of the National Road,”
http://www.connerprairie.org/historyonline/ntlroad.html.



shortfalls, political opposition from sections (like New England which already had
enough roads) left out of the benefits of its traffic, and the slow construction methods of
the technology of the day. Although President James Madison endorsed a plan for
construction of this and other roads, he vetoed appropriations for it in 1817 on
constitutional grounds, and James Monroe likewise vetoed a measure to place toll gates
on the Cumberland Road, because of his own opposition to federal funding of internal
improvements.” Yet, the obstacles to its expansion notwithstanding, the National Road
was completed to Wheeling, Virginia (later, West Virginia) and then extended beyond
that point into the interior of the continent. By 1839 it was macadamized as far as
Columbus, Ohio, but the “pavement” after that was intermittent.® The road was more
than a strip of paving materials, though, and its accompanying structures proved integral
to traffic and sometimes remain as important historic features:
The bridges came in a wide variety of styles and types and were

made of stone, wood, iron, and later, steel. They were the wonder of their

day and bridgebuilding did much to advance engineering knowledge in

America before the Civil War.”

In some respects the turnpikes of the ante-bellum years have been adjudged
failures. Their financing wound up being largely private and they seldom made a

profitable return to their investors. And because they charged a toll, the main users were

the traveling public rather than freight operators who shied away from paying the tolls,

> George Rogers Taylor, The Transportation Revolution, 1815-1860 (New York: Harper
& Row, Publishers, 1951), 19.

b

% Crumrin, “Road through the Wilderness.’

b

” Crumrin, “Road through the Wilderness.’
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either by taking alternative free roads or devising surreptitious ways around the
tollbooths. But some of the roads, like the National Road, left a clear mark on the
physical and cultural landscape of the nation. After the road reached Wheeling and then
Columbus, Ohio, it continued west, across Indiana and finally at mid-century it reached
Vandalia, Illinois. For a variety of reasons, at that point, as George Rogers Taylor
explains,
Then for more than half a century it suffered neglect until, with the

coming of the automobile, it became a part of National Highway No. 40.

Its sturdily constructed stone bridges, though built for oxcarts and

stagecoaches, safely supported the motor-driven traffic of the gasoline

age. And its remaining taverns, which had in the dull days of the latter

nineteenth century become commercial hotels, country stores, or private

residences, came to life again as taverns, inns, and “tourist homes.”®

The significance of the National Road—its historical importance—Ilay much
deeper than the physical remains that it bequeathed to future generations, a paved surface
connecting points A and B, even if A and B were progressively farther apart. In addition
to enhancing commerce at both ends of the road, it brought business to the intermediate
points as well. Soon a variety of commercial institutions arose alongside the road that
offered a multitude of services to the traveling public; inns and taverns increased in
number, providing also commercial opportunities for people perhaps a generation
removed from the agricultural pursuits of their neighbors. Moreover the technology
involved was significant; macadamized roads had not been conceived at the time of the

beginning of construction, but soon the macadam standard was written into the

construction requirements. (Because the concept and materials evolved over the

® Taylor, Transportation Revolution, 22.
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nineteenth century, and even into the twentieth century, Macadam can suggest a variety
of paving techniques, but it generally refers to the use of three separate layers of rock,
progressively finer as the layers rise, and often included a crowning of the pavement to
facilitate water run-off; later, the roads would still be “macadamized” when they included
a tar—tarmac—or asphalt sealant.) Wooden plank roads were also utilized as a less
expensive alternative to the macadam pavement. And bridge construction similarly
evolved, although the stone pier and wood superstructure dominated before the rise of the
railroad required different materials and technologies. And ironically, while connecting
point A with point B, it separated socially both of those points from locales closer to
them that lacked the convenient transportation system that they now had. Finally, in yet
one more of the ironies that would ever be associated with transportation development,
the traffic along the National Road stimulated the construction of other roads, both as
feeder routes and as alternate arteries, and more broadly stimulated the demands of
commerce for improved systems that ultimately would supplant the road itself. In this
case, the alternate forms of transportation, not so much in direct competition with the
National Road, and even in some ways abetting it and placing additional pressure on it
for carrying greater traffic, were the burgeoning canals and railroads.

It should also be noted that for all the talk of binding together a nation, bringing
its disparate parts into a single fabric, and drawing communities closer to each with the
lifeblood of transportation, the transportation system probably drove them further apart as
it created a process that divided those who benefited from the roads from those who did
not. Before the Civil War brought this division to a crisis, some elements of the basic

pattern of road building in the nation had already been set.
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ii. Across the Continent

Perhaps the greatest challenge of nineteenth-century transportation had to do with
the question of connecting the beckoning lands of the Southwest and the West Coast with
the states and territories of the East. Aside from the questions of foreign relations this
raised, and aside from the fact that there were peoples already settled on the west coast
and in the vast hinterland in between whose heritages dated back for centuries, the
pressures for expansion of the nation’s borders and political and economic infrastructures
increased with the result that significant new trails, or in reality, roads, began to reach
beyond the civilized parts of the nation. In both cases, the roads stretching in advance of
territorial boundaries served as devices for the exercise of economic, cultural, and
political suzerainty and collided with the territorial claims of Spain, Mexico, and Great
Britain, on the one hand, and the occupancy and traditions of Native Americans, few of
whom were enthusiastic about the American commercial and cultural emissaries they
met, on the other. Several significant points become evident at this early stage of
expansion of the road network of the United States, and the leading lesson may be that
commerce could have not just a liberating effect on local economies and cultures, but
even a transformative one, and even at that be perceived as a highly volatile, warlike
action.

Although Americans had ventured into the Spanish province of New Mexico as
trappers and traders, they did so against the weight of provincial authorities and

sometimes suffered the loss of their freedom or their goods as a consequence, and it was
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only in 1821 after Mexico proclaimed its independence from Spain that trade opened
between Santa Fe and the United States. Immediately afterwards a regular and thriving
commerce ensued between Missouri merchants who loaded caravans of wagons with
manufactured goods to ply the market of Santa Fe. They hauled their merchandise over
what became known as the Santa Fe Trail, which in reality was a substantial road and one
that was subject to revision in its routes and alignments. The initial path traversed
Kansas and across the corner of what is now Colorado before crossing Raton Pass and
moving on to Santa Fe, but subsequent efforts to create a better road routed it more
directly, and avoiding the steep terrain of the mountains, across the Cimarron Desert
separating the Arkansas River and the Cimarron River in Kansas. After that, the travelers
could make a choice in the path to follow, each with its own advantages and
disadvantages. And the U.S. government in the late 1820s helped the effort. Although
the road itself often amounted to little more than ruts of previous wagons in swales across
the prairie, the government helped mark the trail with mounds of earth, located the best
fords, and leveled the banks of rivers at the crossings. For a while it provided military
protection for the caravans. An enormously successful trade at first, the commerce did
remove the isolation that had hung over northern New Mexico, 1700 miles removed from
the Mexican capital, and it provided employment locally. When more traders entered the
Santa Fe market with more caravans from outside, the additional competition on the trail
and in the market sometimes reduced individual profits. This would be a continuing
legacy of transportation there.

But the road to Santa Fe, which continued well beyond the peace following the

Mexican War when the territory was absorbed into the United States, was much more
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than just a road between Missouri and Santa Fe. As Susan Calafate Boyle demonstrates
in her study of the Hispanos and the Santa Fe trade, the rise in commerce brought by the
Santa Fe trail effectively introduced Santa Fe to the world wide market. The Santa Fe
merchants, by virtue of this road, were now better connected to the markets of Europe as
well as the United States. And local merchants, especially the ricos, by the end of the
1830s became integrated into the national market, venturing, as Dr. Boyle chronicles, to
New York, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Pittsburgh for business “became part of a
widespread commercial network.” Moreover, the American traders quickly tapped into
a new market as they proceeded south using long-established roads, like the Camino Real
de Tierra Adendro which had already served as a primary artery for two centuries
connecting the interior with the northern entrepots. And yearly caravans also started
heading west toward the prized California trade following the Old Spanish Trail that went
in a roundabout way north into central Utah area before heading southwest across the
future states of Nevada and Arizona and then across the Mojave Desert en route to Los
Angeles. After the Mexican War, this route was supplanted by other routes to the south
that were more direct.

If the Santa Fe Trail created, directly and indirectly, a southern route to
California, then the Oregon Trail, more accurately known as the Oregon-California Trail,
offered a northern alternative as part of the expanding transportation network of the

United States. As with its southern counterpart, this road also followed trails that had

? Susan Calafate Boyle, Commerciantes, Arrieros, y Peones: The Hispanos and the Santa
Fe Trade (n.p.: Southwest Cultural Resources Center, 1994), 65. A more accessible
version of this study is also available as Los Capitalistas: Hispano Merchants on the
Santa Fe Trade (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1997), 57.
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been used by Native Americans but which were marked and used more by trappers and
traders. Where the Santa Fe Trail had an official starting point that moved progressively
westward at the Missouri communities of Franklin, Boonville, Arrow Rock,
Independence, and Westport, respectively, and then, by various accounts, even into
Kansas, the eastern terminus of the Oregon Trail usually was considered either
Independence, Missouri or Council Bluffs, lowa, depending on the point of personal
origin. In either case the road followed the Platte River until the junction of the North
and South Platte Rivers and then followed the North Platte into modern Wyoming as far
as modern Casper. Topography clearly dictated the path of this road as it followed the
rivers, picking up the Sweetwater River after the North Platte and then crossing the
continental divide at South Pass. On the west slope of the Rocky Mountains, however,
the road began to divide, or even splinter, into a variety of routes that could take the
traveler, again with still more choices known as cutoffs, to California, Utah, Washington,
or Oregon. As the trail, or road, splayed out like the fingers of a hand, it etched the
contours of a new artery of communication that linked the East and West.

Yet, like the Santa Fe Trail, what is so important about the Oregon Trail is much
less where it went than what its consequences were. For the Oregon Trail was more than
aroad to Oregon. It was also a road to California and a road to Utah. And it was more
even than that. It was a road that carried families to dreams of farming independence and
abundance in the fertile valleys of the Willamette River. It was a road that carried miners
and business people to their hopes of striking it rich in California. For Mormons it was a
road of flight from persecution on their way to their new Zion in Utah. Except for its
earliest years, the Oregon Trail was barely related to the popular image of lonely, isolated

settlers seeking day-by-day the path through the wilderness. In the two decades of the
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1840s and 1850s more than a quarter of a million emigrants traveled to California and
Oregon. The number of people who traveled this road on their way to Utah in the same
period brings the total to more than a third of a million emigrants, and some
knowledgeable estimates suggest as many as a half-million people, with multiples of that
in livestock. Plus, the traffic was two-way with some people traveling from west to east.

This volume of traffic becomes important when one realizes that the thread of
burgeoning traffic created a corridor of business establishments. As John D. Unruh
points out in his important study of this road, “by 1850 the river-crossing, postal, and
repair services available from the trailside entrepreneurs were so commonplace that they
were no longer viewed as traveling luxuries; like food, outfitting supplies, draft animals,
and information they had come to be regarded as necessities.”'’ By the end of that
decade, in fact, Unruh says, “rarely did the emigrant travel more than twenty-five or
thirty miles without encountering at least one habitation. Usually there were more.”"!
The growth of businesses along the road makes clear that, far from being a simple set of
ruts, the Oregon Trail actually became a highway with the support institutions that can
easily be associated with modern travel. Commercially operated ferries and bridges,
trading posts and blacksmith shops, livery sales, and other related businesses began to
pepper the path of the trail. There were even trading establishments that could be
confused with tourist spots because of their conscious efforts to attract travelers with the
appeal of the exotic and the weird. At Independence Rock in Wyoming, one entrepreneur
advertised his operation by appealing to the curious, with his grizzly bear there for the
viewing and so did others. And these trading posts, blacksmith shops, and other

businesses had to be supplied with goods, and the freight traffic necessary for that supply

19 John D. Unruh, The Plains Across: The Overland Emigrants and the Trans-Mississippi
West, 1840-60 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1979), 267.

"' Unruh, The Plains Across, 298.
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increased the volume and size of traffic on the road. Very quickly it becomes obvious

that this was not a trail; it was a road, a highway, even a superhighway for its time.'?

In addition, this steady stream of traffic, moving in vast numbers at about the
same time of the year, meant a significant challenge to the economies, cultures and
domains of the native inhabitants of the region. The massive intrusion into their
territories disrupted traditional food sources. Plus, there were always the countless
opportunities for misunderstanding and tension that derived from different cultures and
different perspectives on day-to-day life. In some years a group of people the size (and
more) of any city that has ever existed in Wyoming passed through land that these tribes
had occupied; this tended to bolster the confidence of the whites who invaded this land
and to increase the apprehensions of those indigenous peoples who considered it their
home. Within that set of circumstances the relations between whites and Indians moved
in a very short period from cooperation and mutual assistance to distrust, tension, and
conflict. The legacy of the Oregon Trail in the matter of contact between natives and
whites is immense and is filled with tragedy and far reaching consequences. Put another
way, once this major thoroughfare passed through, life would never afterwards be the
same as it had been before.

In all this, the United States government, as historian John D. Unruh made clear,
was an active agent, surveying the road, protecting traffic, licensing trade with Indians,
and generally promoting and encouraging commerce and the development of
“civilization” in the area along the trail. Confirming the road to Oregon as a powerful
and purposeful institution of social and economic change, this was also the path that the

mail system followed, carrying the postal packets on a stage coach and then that the Pony

12 Unruh, The Plains Across, 299.
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Express followed in its eighteen month career (1860-1861), only to be replaced in 1861
by a telegraph system that operated by a thin wire strung on poles alongside the trail. The
expansion of the transportation system facilitated a revolution in technology in
communications.

The Oregon Trail may be evidence confirming the observation by Lewis
Mumford that road development is ironic in that it produces an effect opposite of what is
often intended. Instead of alleviating traffic, Mumford suggested, roads do not actually
solve transportation problems but create them, that new roads attract more traffic, and
create new demands that the new roads themselves cannot satisfy, thus pushing further
the cycle of change."

Certainly this was the case of the Oregon Trail and would be true of later
transportation arteries as well. As additional roads left the main road to Oregon or
California, going both north and south from the main trunk connecting to the gold fields
in Montana and Colorado, for example, yet more roads began to be constructed that
would replace the Oregon Trail. One of the most successful of these roads was the one
that became known as the Overland Trail—in another bit of irony taking the name that
had originally defined the Oregon Trail and distinguished it from the route by sea. This
road, though, was named after the Central Overland California and Pike’s Peak Express
Co., the private company that secured the mail contract and then shifted the stage route so
that it would leave the Oregon Trail and go to Denver and then traverse the southern part

of what is now Wyoming on the way to Salt Lake. The U.S. government also preferred

13 See Lewis Mumford, The Highway and the City (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World,
Inc., 1964).
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that route. While there was no official designation of highways, the government
preference was decisive: the telegraph line was moved south to the Overland route in
1862 and soon afterwards dismantled some of the forts that had been built along the
Oregon Trail. The increased traffic on the Oregon Trail had undermined the trail itself
and a replacement was created and by 1867 the Oregon Trail was largely abandoned in its
central sections.

The cycle was quickly repeated when the railroad survey followed the Overland
Trail and the construction of the Union Pacific and Central Pacific Railroads, linking into
a single transcontinental transportation route in 1869 and replaced the roads that had
spawned the forces that led to its construction. And this too was but a beginning. The
staggering growth in the number of miles of rails placed on the ground between the Civil
War and 1890—a rate of about ten percent a year for more than thirty years—and the
volume of freight carried by rail in that period actually conceals some of the larger
significance of railroad construction. In those years more railroads extended their steel
tendrils across the plains and mountains connecting the West Coast and the states of the
East and in the process they connected not only the terminal points but the interior as
well. They brought transportation—and commerce—to areas that without a railroad
could have had very little or no commercial existence. Old cities became large and new
cities boomed; unlike earlier forms of transportation that connected existing points, the
railroad took vitality with it and new towns emerged along its path in a way that seemed
to defy the conventions of settlement as they had been understood for ages. Where the
railroad went, life went. By the same token, the railroad, contrary to the mythmakers of

history, often appeared as a death force to the communities where the railroad did not
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pass, the communities without a siding, the communities who did not pay for the bonds
that the railroad asked for, the luckless communities separated from the railroad by
another town. The commerce in those communities followed a new logic and gravitated
toward the railroad, in one way or another, and the communities near enough to feel the
effect of the railroad, but not close enough to benefit from it, withered in a pattern that
would become common in the transportation history of the nation.

The railroad also represented not just the technology of the future but the social
force of the future in ways that went beyond its impact on local economies. Business was
now not only greater in terms of investment and volume of trade, but it was also national
in scope and businesses that literally reached across the country provided a key ingredient
for a complex, sophisticated system of economic organization and marketing capacity.
The isolation, whether beloved or cursed, was fading, even in the interior of the sparsely
settled West.

Across the northern plains from Omaha to San Francisco, following the route of
the Oregon — California Trail, and then of the Overland Trail, and their variations, the
Union Pacific and Central Pacific etched a path and brought new towns to life with
names like Cheyenne and Laramie and Rock Springs. The Southern Pacific did the same
reaching eastward with towns in the Mojave Desert like Amboy, Barstow, and Goffs, and
the Colorado River crossing near Needles. The Atlantic and Pacific Railroad in the
1880s reached across northern Arizona connecting towns like Hackberry and Peach
Springs and Williams and Flagstaff and New Mexico communities like Gallup, Laguna,
Los Lunas, and Albuquerque. When the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad in the

1870s extended its lines westward from the Missouri River across Kansas to Pueblo,
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Colorado, the rails generally followed the Santa Fe Trail and moved directly to the town
of La Junta, Colorado. When the Santa Fe Railroad purchased the A&P in 1880 it
acquired a line that went from St. Louis on a diagonal to the town of Vinita in Indian
Territory on one end and across Arizona and New Mexico on the other. In 1883 the
expansion of the line in the west reached Needles, California, at which point it connected
with the Southern Pacific. By 1885, after purchasing the A&P and negotiating an
arrangement with the Southern Pacific, the Santa Fe Railroad could boast a continuous
connection between St. Louis and the Pacific Ocean.

Once again, it is important to note, the change was not just a matter of building a
faster means of transportation to the West Coast, nor of just connecting the communities
at either end and along the line to the opportunities associated with the world of
communication and commerce, for this process held far reaching implications as it forced
people into a society defined by and governed by the priorities of market capitalism, an
adjustment unpalatable to many and even repugnant or hostile to a good number.
Increasingly class divisions replaced sectional divisions as the fulcrum of tension within
American society, but even so, the West, and especially the Southwest, appeared, with
special and distinct glances to the South, as the section of the nation left behind, or at

least left beside the road to the future.

iii. The Road Builders

As dramatic as the expansion of the railroads was, one further consequence was

concealed in the process: although the railroads tended to replace the wagon roads whose
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paths they followed, they placed additional pressure on the other roads that would
connect distant places to the railroads. Plus, the United States was becoming increasingly
an urban nation although it would only be 1920 when a majority of the population lived
in towns of more than 2500. That meant that roads were also being used as a form of
recreation for the new city dwelling middle class, and by the end of the century the
pressure for better roads came not from the farmers but from an often forgotten group of
promoters of change, the bicycle riders of the nation. Hardly conspicuous as far as the
world of interest group politics is usually concerned, these people became well-organized
and articulate advocates of improving the roads of the United States so that they would be
able to ride their bicycles pleasantly and safely. The obstacle was both political and
economic, not to mention traditional. The prevailing system of road maintenance called
upon the inhabitants to devote a certain number of days in labor to scrape the road, fill the
holes, and clear the path of obstacles, and any alternative to this system would necessarily
involve a tax to pay for materials and labor. To that tax, the agricultural community was
almost solidly opposed in state after state. As one commentator on a publication by the
League of American Wheelmen directed at the farmers noted,

The farming community, as a body, is conservative to the verge of
bigotry, and may be reckoned on to oppose, tooth and nail, any attempt to
improve its condition that might be associated in the bucolic mind with a
higher tax rate. This has been the universal experience in the past, and in
our opinion will continue to be the experience of the future. With few
isolated exceptions, the only advances in the condition of the highways
throughout the States have proceeded from the large cities and towns as
centers, where the settlement of the suburban country for ten or twenty
miles about, by an intelligent and progressive population from the cities,
has taken place, and from whom the spirit of improvement has emanated.

The American farmer, if left to his own devices, would, a century hence,

be found contentedly working out his road tax, to save a few dollars in
cash, by shoveling a few feet of dirt on the roadway, as his fathers have
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done before him.'*

While that reviewer’s urbane judgment of the rural population may have been
severe, it was also common. And while it often mistook an opposition to a larger process
of social change in which life was becoming less personal and more standardized and
regimented, and authority further removed from individuals for a simplistic opposition to
higher taxes, it also accurately identified the chasm in American society separating those
who wanted improved roads, who happened to live in the city, and those who resisted,
who happened to live in the countryside where the roads would go. At the beginning of
the twentieth century, however, business interests aligned with commercial agricultural
operations (as distinct from the large mass of small and subsistence farmers) and formed
private organizations which pressed forward their agenda of road construction and
improvement. In virtually each state (and territory) these organizations lobbied from the
courthouse to the state house for the better roads in what has become known as the “Good
Roads” movement."” Of course, the key feature that added speed and power to the
movement was doing the same on the roads of the nation as the automobile made the
improved road that much more of an imperative.

The achievements of the Good Roads movement were many, and public funds at

the state and county level began to pour—or, more frequently, trickle—into road building

4 Review of The Gospel of Good Roads in The Manufacturer and Builder, October 1891,
p. 238.

15 See, for example, William P. Corbett, “Men, Mud and Mules: The Good Roads
Movement in Oklahoma, 1900-1910,” Chronicles of Oklahoma, 58 (Summer 1980), 133-
149 and Paul S. Sutter, “Paved with Good Intentions: Good Roads, the Automobile, and
the Rhetoric of Rural Improvement in the Kansas Farmer, 1890-1914,” Kansas History:
A Journal of the Central Plains, 18 (Winter 1995-1996), 284-299.
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programs. But there was a structural change too as states began to create special
departments to oversee that construction and manage the maintenance of the roads in
their jurisdictions. Even though very few of these roads were hard surfaced to
accommodate the growing number of automobiles, the attention that roads were receiving
increased virtually everywhere in the nation. And one of the byproducts of the Good
Roads Movement was an encouragement for more private road promotional
organizations, and these organizations, or clubs, often regional, began to multiply in the
1910s as each one promoted a specific route dear to the hearts and plans of its organizers.
Characteristically, these groups would solicit community support for their roads and
lobby the state and county governments to improve the designated routes. The
associations proved remarkably successful, at least in their own organizational
aspirations; their abilities to secure support for their favorite routes, however, varied
widely. Highway historian Richard Weingroff estimates that by the mid-1920s these
organizations had named more than two-hundred fifty such routes, although sometimes
these routes overlapped and sometimes shifted their course as rivalries with other groups
caused competition.'® Sometimes these organizations promoted single routes from one
population center to another. Sometimes they created veritable webs of roads in a region.
Occasionally they aspired to connect one coast to the other. In some instances they were
able to give the impression that their road was indeed an official transportation artery,
even though they were private and the U.S. did not have such a system of official roads.

The theory of operation actually made sense, even though it was subject to less

' Richard Weingroff, “From Names to Numbers: The Origins of the U.S. Numbered
Highway System,” AASHTO Quarterly (Spring 1997), published on the World Wide
Web as http://www.fthwa.dot.gov/ infrastructure/numbers.htm.
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than honorable application and even if its results were uneven in the extreme. The
private association would raise funds and sometimes secure volunteer assistance in
improving a stretch of road that local citizens, usually businesses, saw as valuable in their
own commercial success. They would improve the road and make it an attractive route to
travel, complete with the colorful markers on posts and barns and rock, with their own
distinct logos and emblems. They would then advertise the presence of the fine road to
outsiders and locals alike in hopes that greater traffic would encourage yet additional
resources for improving the road. And so the cycle would go, with each advance in
improvement bringing increased traffic, and each surge in traffic bringing additional
improvement. In a not-very-subtle way, this was a reliance on the free market to provide
for a highway system for the nation.

Several of these roads and supporting associations are especially significant. One

of the oldest of these
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New Mexico on its way to Santa Fe. From there it followed the path of the Santa Fe
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Railroad west—or as at least one description termed it, “the old Padres Trail, followed by
the San Franciscan Fathers bent on carrying the gospel to the Pueblo Indians and Navajos
of New Mexico and Arizona.”'” The road was not new, and in parts it was ancient. Its
modern fathers and mothers included several organizations that emerged as its sponsors.

The National Old Trails Road Ocean-to-Ocean Highway Association, created in 1911,

Map showing part of National Old Trails Road, 1924. Source: J. M. Lowe, The National Old Trails
Road: The Great Historic Highway of America (Kansas City, Mo.: National Old Trails Road

Association, 1924).

appears to have been a product of the efforts of the Missouri Old Trails Association and
the Santa Fe Old Trails Association which sought to promote the road through the center
of that state that had been followed by western bound emigrants and traders in the

nineteenth century, and since those trails connected to the southwest, the road would be

7 A. L. Westgard, “Motor Routes to the California Expositions,” Motor Magazine,
March 1915; published on the World Wide Web at
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national, rather than the jurisdiction of a single state. Moreover, the organization in some
of its earliest statements endorsed the plan of the Daughters of the American Revolution
who wanted to identify the road with red, white, and blue markers on its side, but
originally they planned multiple branches that would follow various pioneer trails,
including the Oregon Trail, although the organization subsequently focused on the Santa
Fe Trail and related trails.'® The
National Old Trails Association ‘l ‘ :
determined the final route of the road Q . PA“ KER

" TOPOCKe g
that would reach into the southwest. - DAT MAN ¥ gg

—_—
- !!TIUNAL EIL! TRAILS EDAD
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Red, white and blue highway sign ”for National
to mark the road, even well beyond its 0ld Trails Road posted by Auto Club of
Southern California. Source: Needles Museum,

home territory to help out members Needles, California.

and also to facilitate travelers to the San Francisco Pan-American Exposition of 1915.
The National Old Trails Road, from St. Louis to Los Angeles, was often a meager
path, but it had institutional support and increasing visibility in the national press.
Drawing upon its own efforts and successful in mobilizing public funding in the various
states through which it passed, by 1914 around two million dollars had been spent on its
improvement. In 1915, A. L. Westgard, the vice president of the National Highways
Association, pronounced that the Old Trails Road, “takes first place” among the possible

routes across the nation available for motorists to go to the San Francisco Panama Pacific

http://www.thwa.dot.gov/infrastructure/westgard.htm.

Chapter II: Crossing the Continent 30



International Exposition. The connection to the past was visible, and Westgard pointed
out that “many old parallel wagons ruts [are] still to be plainly seen, . . . Along the Santa
Fe trail may be seen at frequent intervals stone monuments erected by the Daughters of
the American Revolution.” But the road on many occasions left much to be desired.
There were the spectacular moments, as Westgard cautioned prospective travelers, such
as the one on the steep descent from Santa Fe to Albuquerque known as La Bajada,
which had formed part of the Camino Real de Tierra Adendro; on La Bajada, the traveler
would stop suddenly and
spend ““a half-hour in
admiring contemplation
from the rim of La Bajada
Hill.” There, the motorist
would encounter “three or

four turns [that] are so

sharp that with a long La Bajada. Photo: Michael Cassity, 2004.

wheelbase he will be

compelled to back up to make it. Though the road is good, one had better go slow and
use extreme caution, with the hand on the brake, because a couple of the sharpest turns,
where he may probably have to back up, simply lead into nothing more substantial than

atmosphere, and mighty thin atmosphere at that, should the car refuse to stop at the exact

'8 Richard F. Weingroff, “The National Old Trails Road,” published on the Federal
Highway Administration Infrastructure website:
http://www.thwa.dot.gov/infrastructure/trailstoc.htm.
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1% More generally,

spot on an inch ruler where it is necessary to manipulate for the turn.
Westgard commented, “there is no paved road on the route west of Kansas City before
reaching within a day’s ride of the Pacific Coast, except short stretches near the larger
towns, the improvements being confined to grading the natural soil and building bridges
and culverts.” And the bridges? When crossing the Colorado River at Topock, Arizona,
“one pays the railroad three dollars and a half toll to cross the planked ties of its bridge.”
Traveling the National Old Trails Road, the best in the land, would be at the least an
adventure. There was one saving grace to the road for the less adventure-inclined. The
Harvey system of hotels along the railroad provided reliable accommodations in New
Mexico at Las Vegas, Albuquerque, and Gallup, and in Arizona at Holbrook, Winslow,
Grand Canyon, Williams, Ash Fork, Seligman, and Kingman, and at Needles and
Barstow, California.

Another road association, one with great ambitions, but on a regional scale, was
the Ozark Trails Association which stretched its network from southern Missouri and
northern Arkansas through Oklahoma and Texas into New Mexico. And this
organization reflects the local enthusiasm for road building, or at least the enthusiasm in
some parts for the vision it promised. Founded by W. H. “Coin” Harvey, in years past a
novelist of some fame and an economist of somewhat less repute and now a promoter of
good roads, the Ozark Trails Association’s roads were designed in some form to make it

possible for travelers in the region to have easier access to Harvey’s resort in Monte Ne,

Arkansas; the people in the communities to be served by that road, however, had their own

¥ A. L. Westgard, “Motor Routes to the California Expositions,” Motor Magazine
(March 1915). This article is reproduced on the world wide web at:
http://www.thwa.dot.gov/infrastructure/westgard.htm.
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aspirations and Harvey pitched the road to them. At one meeting in Chandler, Oklahoma in
1915, for example, the local enthusiasts hoped to connect their county to Oklahoma City to
the southwest and Tulsa and Sapulpa to the northeast. The local promoters held forth a
vision of the future that included good roads at the center, and Coin Harvey called them
“the primary principles of civilization, the symbol of abundance, the spirit of progress.”
The local newspaper interpreted this vision so:

The plan of the Ozark Association is to promote a system of good

roads connecting the four states of Oklahoma, Kansas, Arkansas, and

Missouri. Imagine, if you can, what it will mean to be connected with

such towns as Oklahoma City, Sapulpa, Tulsa, Springfield, Wichita,

Kansas City, Emporia, St. Louis, and the summer resorts of Missouri and

Arkansas by even a good dirt road. Much of this road in Missouri and

Arkansas is the finest road possible to build, and if we can have the road

through our towns along the Frisco from Sapulpa to Oklahoma City

designated as the trail, it will be but the beginning of a permanent road to

last perhaps as long as the Appian Way. ... Farms all along the route will

rapidly increase in value, tributary roads will be built to the main line, and

everybody will be happy to walk or drive along such a road.*

Cities and towns competed to have the road go through their own communities, but
even then they discovered that “Coin” Harvey was sanctioning multiple routes so that the
system was more of a web or network than it was a single line of traffic; in this way he was
able to disappoint not only those who did not get the road but also those who did, but
gradually a road system began to emerge with citizens literally “building culverts, some

driving teams, some plowing, some blowing stumps, and removing rock, some grading and

some shoveling,” and pressing their counties to provide bridges both in hopes of securing

20 “The Ozark Trail Meeting,” Stroud Democrat, April 30, 1915.
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Ozark Trails designation and to improve the road afterwards.”’ The association then
provided signs, in this case often even obelisks such as the one in Stroud, Oklahoma that
was described thus:

The new trail now being built from Drumright, south to Stroud, on
west to the R. R. Green corner, thence south to Prague will be of great
benefit to the traveling public. The pyramid [marking the road] is twenty-
one feet high and the foundation is five feet below
the surface and is set on solid rock. It will be
painted three coats of white, and equipped with
five electric lights. Then the painter for the Ozark
Trails Association will come through and paint the
whole structure of white enamel with green
trimmings and place the proper inscription on it. .
.. The lights will be kept burning all night.**

Nan Marie Lawler, who has studied the Ozark Trails and

their markers, has noted the location of these obelisks . = Wl
’ ’ = N

One of three Ozark Trails
association markers in
surviving trail guides sometimes picture them. Miami, Oklahoma. Source:
Ozark Trails Association,
The Ozark Trails Route
Book 1919 (Monte Ne,

) L Arkansas: The Association,
should take and what to expect on their way. Again, in 1919),18.

called pyramids by the organization that erected them, and

Those guides also identify the routes that travelers

Oklahoma, one such description would indicate the

pattern: While some of the landmarks have changed, the road segments following the

2l «Citizens Worked Roads Tuesday,” Stroud [Oklahoma] Democrat, May 14, 1915.

%2 Stroud Messenger, May 1, 1920, typescript located in Notebook in Stroud City Library.
Additional information about the standard appearance of the obelisk can be found in Nan
Marie Lawler, “The Ozark Trails Association,” M.A. Thesis, University of Arkansas,
1991, 47: “The OTA used a white background with a green ‘OT’ in the middle and a
green stripe at top and bottom.” See also specification for such an obelisk printed in the
Sulphur [Oklahoma] Democrat, September 29, 1921. The top light was red and the other
four lights were positioned to light the markings on each side; the lights were a new
feature on the markers in 1919 or 1920. Lawler, “The Ozark Trails Association,” 53-54.
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section lines can still be traced. It would use a base mileage figure with which travelers
would calculate not just how far they went, but where to turn the corner, usually at an

intersection with a section line road.

60.0 Four corners, red gin on left, turn left across R.R.

60.4 Four corners, turn right with phone line.

61.3 Four corners, turn left away from R.R.

61.8 Four corners, turn left.

63.8 Three corners, turn left [eastern terminus of this road section]
65.2 Cross bridge and R.R. [western terminus of this road section]
65.8 Cross roads, straight ahead, school on right”’

. - Je
P oo _m;gm SR OZARK TRAILS

ML N IEY

MJLang .
Bt DESIGNATED ROADS I

y MO
i ]

AW 2 PROPOSED ROUTES
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Map of Ozark Trails. Source: Ozark Trails Association, The Ozark Trails: A 1200 Mile Link in a Transcontinental Road
from Ocean to Ocean (Amarillo: Russell & Cockrell, 1918).

==

2 Ozark Trails Association, The Ozark Trails: A 1200 Mile Link in a Transcontinental
Road from Ocean to Ocean (Amarillo: Russell & Cockrell, 1918), 46.
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By the late 1910s the Ozark Trails network provided the dominant pattern of roads
in southwestern Missouri and northeastern Oklahoma, although it continued beyond
Oklahoma City in the western part of the state too, and in the Texas panhandle and eastern
New Mexico it established an important network of roads that would become the basis of
the transportation system for decades to come.

Probably the best known of all the road organizations was the Lincoln Highway
Association. Not the first road organization to be formed, it was one of the most
ambitious. In this case, there was an organization and there was even money behind it
before the route was decided upon. The Lincoln Highway Association was not born in
the small towns of America seeking a road to connect their businesses to the Atlantic and
Pacific. The Lincoln Highway was born physically in Indianapolis and spiritually in
Detroit, cities neither of which the famed road ever came close to. The conceptual and
organizing talent behind this proposal for a cross country highway that would be named
after Abraham Lincoln was Carl Fisher of Indianapolis and creator of the Indianapolis
500. Fisher’s company manufactured carbide headlamps for automobiles (the Prest-O-
Lite Company) and Fisher turned to the automobile manufacturers of Detroit and their
suppliers and parts-makers, hoping that they would see the benefits to their own industry
in his plan. Within a half-hour of making his first pitch for the road, his first contribution
came, in 1912, from Frank A. Seiberling of Goodyear who pledged $300,000.>* Within a
month he had over a million dollars. The first officers of the association included Henry

Joy (Packard Motor Car Company), Roy Chapin (Hudson Motor Car Company), Emory

** Drake Hokanson, The Lincoln Highway: Main Street across America (Iowa City:
University of lowa Press, revised edition, 1999), 6.
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Clark (First National Bank of Detroit), and their friends and lawyers.” This was clearly a
different league from the world of the local road promoter. The obvious person missing
was Henry Ford, who declined to contribute to the effort because he believed the
association should not be building a road with private money, but should be educating the
public about why public funds should be used for the roads—a tactic the association soon
adopted.

At this time, the association had not even selected a route for its proposed
highway. Even so, and perhaps because of that, the Lincoln Highway Association soon
found support not just in the communities it would touch, but more broadly across the
country. As historian Drake Hokanson notes, by the end of 1913 the organization had
members in forty-five states and even in other countries: “These donations,” Hokanson
says, “actually amounted to little real capital, but the association milked them for all

possible publicity value.”

When the organization finally selected a route, from New
York to San Francisco, crossing through New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Ohio,
Indiana, Illinois, lowa, Nebraska, Wyoming, Utah, Nevada, and California, it
encountered financial problems in building the road, and it thereupon switched strategies,
drawing upon the back-handed suggestion of Henry Ford. As Hokanson describes:
... Joy proposed to publicly abandon the goal of building a gravel
road at association expense and completing in time for the fair, and instead
to concentrate on assisting the country in building its own road. The

Lincoln Highway Association would continue to seek donations for
construction but would leave the burden of major funding to the states,

% Hokanson, Lincoln Highway, 11.
2 Hokanson, Lincoln Highway, 15. Hokanson also notes that the five-dollar member

certificates, “hardly paid the costs of distributing them.” Hokanson, Lincoln Highway,
17.
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counties, and communities along the way. It further proposed that this be
a model road, a road as permanent and enduring as any could be—from
coast to coast, it would be built of poured concrete. It would take much
longer than the original Fisher plan of using gravel, but it would be a truly
lasting monument to Lincoln.*’

Although the idea of using concrete for roads was relatively new, and not

altogether proven, and although it was more expensive than

gravel, the association proposed building samples of concrete

LINCOLN roadway in each state, intentionally far out in the country and
away from the cities—’seedling miles”—as an

encouragement for states and communities to fill in between

HIGHWAY

them. Plus, just as the automobile and related industries saw

the benefit of sponsoring the Lincoln Highway, the Lehigh
Portland Cement Company also joined the effort. Two
decades later the association made clear the critical nugget of its vision of the future and

what much of its contribution was based upon:

The automobile is worthless without the improved road and the
road is of limited value without the automobile. Together, they have
lengthened the span of average life appreciably. They have reduced the
amount of time we must spend in travel. They have emancipated man
from provincialism. They have given him quick and easy means of direct
contact with distant communities. They have opened up to him, for
business or enjoyment, thousands of square miles of country, educated
him to the healthfulness of outdoor travel and recreation, enabled him to
live amid more healthful surroundings at no sacrifice of convenience.

They have knit the many detached groups of the American people
into a compact and homogenous nation. They have unified interests,
brought rural communities into contact with governmental and educational
centers, helped the farmer get more for his products and given the

2" Hokanson, Lincoln Highway, 18.

Chapter II: Crossing the Continent 38



manufacturer a wider market. They have both reduced and increased

congestion in the cities.”®

Ultimately the membership of the Lincoln Highway Association included Will
Durant, president of General Motors, Edsel Ford of Ford Motors, Frank Seiberling of
Goodyear Tire and Rubber as well as others like the president of the U.S. Tire Company,
the owner of the Wyllis-Overland company, B.F. Goodrich, the Portland Cement
Company, and others. These people and companies had a common interest: the
promotion of automobile sales. As the association admitted, the highway and the motor
vehicle “really are a unit,” dependent upon each other for success.

With celebrated, highly visible trips across the continent, members and publicists
would ceremoniously dip their wheels in the Atlantic Ocean before heading west and
then wet them with the waters of the Pacific upon the conclusion of the journey. Along
the way they would host meetings to proclaim the benefits of increased commerce to the
communities along the path of the road and demonstrate the practicality of their vision.
They also, however, lobbied Congress for federal support for extending and upgrading
the roads that would make up the Lincoln Highway. That effort reached partial success
when Congress passed the Federal Aid Road Act of 1916, and with this measure the
organization would occasionally provide money to states which could then use their
existing resources, like engineers, instead of cash, to secure federal support—an
ingenious way to leverage each dollar invested by the companies.

Traffic increased dramatically on the Lincoln Highway. Those travelers,

however, did not always find what they anticipated. In Wyoming, one of the more

*8 Lincoln Highway Association, The Lincoln Highway: The Story of a Crusade that
Made Transportation History (New York: Dodd, Mead, & Company, 1935), vii.

Chapter II: Crossing the Continent 39



challenging stretches, the road went generally along the path of the old Overland Trail
and Union Pacific across the southern part of the state. Much was unpaved.
Accommodations were limited. The study by Drake Hokanson reflects that after
Cheyenne, “for the first time the early Lincoln Highway travelers would be away from
civilization.” It was, at any rate, not easy going. Sometimes travelers would mistake the
trails and wind up far from where they planned. Sometimes they would cut cross-
country, going overland “following the terrain through arroyos and irrigation ditches,
opening and closing gates and following a trail as best they could.” Along the road, just
as travelers sixty and eighty years before them had done, they crossed the continental
divide at places that did not seem like the backbone of the continent and when they
crossed streams and rivers they often had to cut away the banks and drive on. Unlike
their earlier counterparts, sometimes they could cross, perilously, an existing railroad
bridge.

Such was the status of highways in the nation at the time of the much anticipated
and heralded San Francisco exposition that would bring thousands of motorists flocking
across the country that the country’s foremost advocate of taking that trip, A. L.
Westgard of the National Highways Association wrote in Motor Magazine that the
prospective motorists should “remove from his heart all fear of danger, insurmountable
obstacles or serious discomforts.” But Westgard quickly acknowledged that the roads
were not like “park boulevards” and that there remains “a chance to rough it to some
extent, but it is my belief that a month’s [!] living out of doors, the ever changing
scenery, besides acquiring a knowledge of our vast country, obtainable no other way, will

add sufficient zest to the trip to forget and forgive any minor discomforts encountered.”*’

Two points are clear in the consideration of the role of the privately sponsored
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and named highways of the 1910s. One is that the identification and naming of a route to
some degree reflected the general quality of the road, both in terms of condition and in
regard to routing. The second point, though, is that such designation actually generated
more pressure and resource allocation for improvement of the route than it already
possessed. More than an indication of the progress that had been made in developing the
nation’s highways, these efforts are best viewed as statements—by different parts of

society—of how much attention the roads of the nation needed.

iv. The State and Federal Governments as Road Builder

During the decade following the halcyon year of 1915, which was probably more
anticlimactic than it was demonstrative of a dramatic revolution in transportation, the
improvements in the nation’s highway system followed two paths, one involving material
improvement to those roads and the other moving in a political direction. Generally the
politics preceded the improvement.

While the local organizations, like the Ozark Trails chapters, tended to focus their
efforts on county and state roads in their areas, and did so with sometimes impressive
results, the organizations showed their lobbying prowess effectively at the national level.
In both efforts another organization added professional, and official, weight to their
efforts. The creation of the American Association of State Highway Officials in

December 1914 brought the new state highway departments into the discussion. The

¥ Westgard, “Motor Routes to the California Expositions.”

Chapter II: Crossing the Continent 41



AASHO, the Lincoln Highway, the National Old Trails Highway Association, and other
groups had different goals, constituencies, and priorities, but they shared at least one
common interest: the desirability of federally financed highway construction. There was
some sentiment in Congress for such assistance and some gestures in that direction had
been made, as, for example, with the establishment of Rural Free Delivery in the Post
Office at the turn of the century which required passable roads and vested the federal
government with a specific interest in seeing that the roads were improved. With the
growth of the Good Roads movement the discussion increased and the pressure of
organizations like the road associations and the AASHO facilitated passage of a measure
in 1916 that became law.

It is important to note that some quarters were opposed to federal aid to highway
development. In Albany, New York, for example, the Knickerbocker Press labeled the
proposal pork barrel politics that would punish the states that had taken it upon
themselves to build roads and reward those who did not. Moreover, the paper charged,
“we may expect within a few years a Federal highway bill which will carry hundreds of
millions out of the efficient and independent communities into the backward regions.”"
The New York Evening Post argued that the states would have to learn how to build good
roads and pointed to the fact that “fifteen states in 1914 did not spend a cent on roads.”"
The advocates for the measure, however, painted a rosy picture of the future for the areas

some had dismissed as backward. The Washington D.C. Herald, for example, predicted

that the government would now “become a powerful agent in lifting the countryside,

3% Albany Knickerbocker Press quoted in Literary Digest, July 29, 1916, 236.
31 New York Evening Post, quoted in quoted in Literary Digest, July 29, 1916, 236.
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from Cape Henry to the Golden Gate, out of the mud and dust, giving the farmers access
to markets, the children better roads to school, and the farmers’ wives a measure of social
life with neighbors from whom bad roads now isolate them in a life of drab monotony.”*
The elimination of isolation on the farm and in the small town became a familiar
leitmotiv in the campaign for federally financed highways.

The Federal Aid Road Act of 1916 was a compromise, and also an indication that
not everyone favored federal assistance to road construction. Populous states with
substantial highways (and short distances) remained skeptical of such a program. The
South, which had almost always been left out of transportation development programs,
also was critical. And, as Richard Weingroff points out, the other states, those who
would benefit from such assistance, thought the aid too paltry to them and too generous
to those states which did not need it.”> The compromise measure, signed into law in July
1916, did provide for the first time a systematic program of assistance to the states for the
construction of roads, required that states organize a highway agency to receive funding,
required them to submit plans to the Bureau of Public Roads in the Department of
Agriculture for approval, and forbade the states from charging tolls or fees for the use of

the federally funded roads.** The federal government would pay up to fifty percent of

construction costs, up to a limit of ten thousand dollars per mile. Modest though it was,

32 Washington Herald, quoted in quoted in Literary Digest, July 29, 1916, 236.

33 Weingroff, “Federal Aid Road Act of 1916: Building the Foundation,”
http://www.thwa.dot.gov/ Infrastructure/rw96a.htm.

** The provision requiring states to create a highway department likely revolutionized
road building in the country since, according to one magazine, “As recently as 1916 a
score of important States did not have State highway departments.” Newton Fuessle,
“Pulling Main Street out of the Mud,” The Outlook, 131 (August 16, 1922), 641.
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clearly a corner had been turned.
The initial appropriation under the 1916 law was but five million dollars (out of a

projected seventy-five million over a five year period), but more ominous was the timing

since the United States was on the verge of entering World War I. While road

construction thereby failed to take off, there were notable exceptions, as with the

construction of the important bridge crossing the Colorado River at Topock, Arizona.

This splendid arch bridge with a suspended deck was actually built by Office of Indian

Affairs, with help from both Arizona and California, and enabled traffic on the National

Old Trails Road to
cross at that point near
Needles, California.
On the other hand,
traffic on the various
roads increased because
of the wartime
mobilization and the
amount of freight
haulage especially
increased, a
combination which

placed greater pressure

et e i
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This postcard produced by the Albertype Company shows the
“Topock Bridge on National Old Trails Highway between
Kingman, Ariz. And Needles, Cal.” It was mailed in July 1927
shortly after becoming part of new U.S. Highway 66, and the
message noted that the sender was, because of the heat, “travelling
mostly at night.” Built in 1916, the bridge over the Colorado River
at Topock, Arizona, actually preceded the Federal Aid Program
enacted that year. “An extraordinarily graceful span, the Topock
Bridge was at the time of its completion in 1916, the lightest and
longest three-hinged steel arch in America.” National Register of
Historic Places Multiple Property Nomination, “Vehicular Bridges
in Arizona,” Section E, p. 10.

on government at all levels to provide better roads. This was an important development

for two reasons. One was that the war demonstrated that the railroads were insufficient
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by themselves to carry the nation’s freight, and the other was that freight required better
roads than motorists did. The roads had to be able to withstand substantially greater
weight loads, plus, where A. L. Westgard had in 1915 cautioned travelers on the National
Old Trails Road to travel only in “June, July, August, September, and October,” limiting
travel to one third of the year would not suffice for commercial traffic. The potential of
the transportation system, and the limits of the system, were both coming into focus at the
same moment.

This circumstance led to an important inquiry into the actual state of the roads,
and of one road in particular. In 1919 Lieutenant Colonel Dwight D. Eisenhower led two
truck companies, a medical unit, a repair unit, and an engineer unit on an expedition over
the Lincoln Highway. Sometimes heralded as a victory of the significance of the Lincoln
Highway, with some merit, as the Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company band and a host
of Lincoln Highway and other officials accompanied the group, the report that
Eisenhower submitted after the several-month long journey had implications that reached
well beyond that one road. If the Lincoln Highway were the most improved route, which
it probably was, Eisenhower’s conclusion that “Extended trips by trucks through the
middle western part of the United States are impracticable until roads are improved, and
then only a light truck should be used on long hauls,” was even more damning of the rest
at least once the vehicles got outside the sections of the East where roads were developed
and the parts of California that had paved roads.” It needs to be remembered, however,

that Eisenhower and the Army applied a standard to the roads that exceeded the purpose

3% LTC Dwight Eisenhower to Chief of Motor Transport Corps, “Report on Trans-
Continental Trip” November 3, 1919, published online at http://www.thwa.dot.
gov/infrastructure/convoy.htm.
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for which they were built; they were not intended to haul heavy trucks, so this was a
ratcheting up not only of the politics of road construction but of the standards, costs, and
implications of the system too. With this report, the pressure for additional construction
and improvement of the nation’s highways system (informal and unofficial though it was)
not only gained strength but took a different twist that tied the roads less to tourism than
to truck traffic, even though the tourists would be quicker to take advantage of such
improvements.

The 1921 Federal Aid Act revised the 1916 system and changed the formula so
that the basic requirement now was that only seven per cent of a state’s roads would
qualify for federal assistance (thus hopefully assuring state financing of other roads) and
requiring that three sevenths of these Federal Aid Roads (as they were known) be
“interstate in character.” This was an important new dimension and one that went to the
heart of the efforts of the larger road associations like the Lincoln Highway Association
and the National Old Trails Road Association. To these groups it was critical that
resources used for roads be directed especially to those routes that connected with roads
in other states, so that the funds would go toward a network of roads rather than just to
building more roads in a disconnected array, however sensible that might appear from a
farm-to-market or urban/suburban transit scheme, or even given political and economic
considerations within a state. The priority should go to those roads that together formed a
grid, a system of roads for the nation. The organization of that network, however,
remained outside the halls of government and in the hands of the states and the private
associations that were promoting their own roads. Although the Bureau of Public Roads

designated between 1921 and 1923 the roads included in the federal aid system, this still
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was not a coherent pattern of highways purposely planned—for better or worse. The act,
moreover, stimulated enormous growth in highway construction and highway historian
Richard Weingroff calls the 1920s a golden age for road construction, noting that in one
year, 1922, three times as much roadway had been improved than had been achieved in
the years since the 1916 law was passed.*

Legislation in 1921 underscored and deepened the pattern that would shape the
future as the federal money went beyond fifty percent and the requirement of interstate
coordination was made more compelling by the necessity of designating up to seven per
cent of its state non-urban road mileage as primary roads, thus requiring a prioritization
of roads to receive aid.”’

By the 1920s, there was a new impetus to highway expansion in the United States.
One obscure change, in fact, that revealed the broader process at work, was the
expanding role of the petroleum industry in the nation, and that industry became an
effective partner of the automobile manufacturer and the road builders in urging the
construction of roads. Historians of the gasoline station in America John Jakle and Keith
Sculle observed in their history of gasoline stations that “gasoline consumption soared
from 25% of the petroleum market in 1909 to 85 percent only ten years later,” and this
statistic reflected social organization as much as it did commerce.” The new market for

petroleum products was less that of the family lighting a lamp at dusk than it was the

3% Richard F. Weingroff, “From 1916 to 1939: The Federal-State Partnership at Work,”
published on the World Wide Web at http://www.tthrc.gov/pubrds/summer96/p96su7
htm.

37 John B. Rae, The American Automobile: A Brief History (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1965), 89.
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traveler in the automobile. One implication of that statistic, moreover, was that the

isolation of the family in the countryside who used coal oil for illumination would soon

erode as the small villages came into closer relationship to what was known in the

interior as the “electric light
towns.”

The new
construction moved in
several directions at once.
One aspect of the Federal
Aid system was that the
Bureau of Public Roads was
working with the state
highway departments to
determine which roads to be
built. That meant that,
ironically, the private
organizations had been dealt
a blow with the success of
the new funding. The

associations were no longer

Rock Creek Bridge near Sapulpa, Oklahoma, with its brick deck, was
one of the multitude of Federal Aid Projects undertaken prior to the
designation of U.S. 66. Photo: Michael Cassity

in a position to chart the routes to be improved, not to mention to receive and disburse the

funds for such road building. One other signal development was that the increase in

38 Jakle and Sculle, The Gas Station in America, 50.
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public roads, far from meeting the demand placed on them by increased motor travel,
actually stimulated further demand. Plus, even as early as 1922 it was clear that the
Bureau of Public Roads was working on a master plan of what the new highway system
would look like, some kind of a grid of roads, connected in a network, that would replace
the individually promoted roads. These factors were both clear to most people, although
in the last instance, there remained the tendency of the road associations to believe that a
new system would integrate their own outstanding, exceptional, road into it and that it
would be the other lesser highways that would be replaced.

Two other factors, however, were hotly denied by the proponents of road
building. One was that the new roads for automobiles and trucks presented a challenge to
the railroads. This, in fact, was a claim that opponents had used for a good while to resist
public funding of a road system. Thomas MacDonald, the U.S. Commissioner of Public
Roads who was moving with vigor and vision in this road construction initiative, tried to
put that charge to rest and told one magazine that the roads would augment the railroads,
not compete with them. “The railways as freight movers,” the magazine dutifully
reported, “are essentially long-haul carriers of such commodities as grain, live stock, and
coal, while motor trucks cannot hope to figure in the long-haul movement of these
products, but are primarily useful in the local gathering and distribution of dairy products,
merchandise, and the relief of rail congestion at the terminals.” Similarly with the heavy
impact of the trucks on the roads themselves, MacDonald countered that “if trucks are
properly built, loaded, and operated they do not menace the roads” and that the roads

would be not be damaged by truck traffic so long as the roads themselves are properly
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maintained.”

The expansion of the nation’s highway system through the mid-1920s was still
dominated by the private associations even though more roads were being added each
year and construction was overwhelmingly publicly financed. One result of this
expansion was that the possibility of transcontinental motor travel was coming nearer to
reality for the average automobile owner (who was still far more affluent than the average
citizen). Arthur Cobb, Jr., the manager of the Blue Book Touring Club encouraged more
people to undertake such a journey, noting only the limitation that “you have sufficient

1 2540

leisure at your disposa With an average of 150 to 200 miles a day, leisure time was

indeed a requirement. There was another limitation, too, that Cobb reported in passing:

Unfortunately a great deal of confusion and in some cases
deliberate misrepresentation exists. In many cases even nationally known
highways coincide for a distance, tending to confuse the tourist who
attempts to follow the markers; and in other cases, owing to sectional
disputes or road construction, the exact routing is uncertain, the officials
of the highways themselves not being able to give a straight answer to
questions about the routing. The highway officials are in many cases not
answerehl?le, as these conditions sometimes arise from causes beyond their
control.

In other words, the condition of the road surface aside, from the perspective of the long-
distance traveler, the road system was a mess in its organization. This seems to have
been the standard assessment. In 1925, John F. Mixer, the secretary of the Automobile
Touring Club of America, reported in Motor Life that some of the roads, especially in the

Middle West,

% Fuessle, “Pulling Main Street out of the Mud,” 643.
* “Four Great Highways from Sea to Sea,” The Literary Digest, May 26, 1923, 61.

*1 “Four Great Highways from Sea to Sea,” The Literary Digest, May 26, 1923, 61-2.
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are not well enough marked to be easily followed without some
guide other than the markers. Some of the different States that have
adopted a system of marking their own highways are prohibiting the
marking of organized highways through the State. The State authorities
find that some of these highways associations do not use the best and
easiest routes across the State and misdirect those who follow the highway
markers without first ascertaining which is the best road to use.

We have numerous instances of motorists calling at our office for
information, who state they started on their long journey without first
making extended inquires they merely purchased a map of the United
States with the main routes shown, picked out a trip that looked the
shortest, and followed a marked highway. They encountered so many
detours and so much trouble that they decided to secure some reliable
information before proceeding farther on their cross-country trip.*

The private associations were in trouble from several directions. The federal

government was not only involved in the planning of the roads, but also in the financing

of the roads, a situation which increasingly left out the road associations. The results of

the private organizations’ efforts, further, became more and more evident as an

uncoordinated tangle of roadways in the nation. Plus, the associations themselves were

falling into bad repute. Engineers led the charge on this front. Consider the remarks of

the Engineering News-Record, clearly an advocate of road construction, in 1922:

Legitimate highway-improvement financing is making such heavy
demands upon the public’s pocketbook that a diversion of private funds
into other channels than construction and maintenance of routes
economically justified constitutes a menace to the good-roads movement.
The public has made such a ready response to calls for money that the
good-roads slogan has been seized upon by scores of road-boosting
organizations as a means of supplying “easy money” to the promoters who
head these bodies. At the present time there are somewhat more than 200
of these organizations which select highway routes for their boosting
operations, give them a fine-sounding name, like the “Yankee-Doodle
Highway,” and then proceed to go out for money. Some of the funds may
be used for legitimate purposes of highway promotion, but the chances are

2 Mixer quoted in The Literary Digest, April 25, 1925, 65-66.
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that a large portion does no other good than to fatten the pockets of the
professional road-boosters. The danger in the situation is that the public,
once victimized by one of these booster organizations, will withhold funds
from legitimate highway-development projects.*’

Moreover, while there were four main roads that crossed the continent—the

Lincoln Highway (New York to San Francisco), the Yellowstone Trail (Boston to Seattle,
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“The Spreading Network of Transcontinental Highways.” Source: Literary Digest, May 26, 1923, page
60.

or sometimes described as Portland, Maine to Portland, Oregon), the National Old Trails
Road (Washington to Los Angeles), and the Old Spanish Trail (Jacksonville, Florida to
San Diego)—there still was not a good way to go. Two of them even could not be

traveled reliably during most of the year. The prevailing advice was to travel the Lincoln

3 «pro- and Anti-Road Campaigns,” The Literary Digest, April 8, 1922, 27-28.
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Highway from June 1 to the middle of October, but even so, “its reputation is suffering
severely from conditions in Nevada and western Utah.” The Yellowstone Trail was
similarly limited to the summer and early autumn. Thus, for the traveler who planned to
cross the continent Cobb advised that only the National Old Trails Road and the Old
Spanish Trail were usually open year-round, and “of these two the National Road is by
far the better.” The National Old Trails Road, moreover, held a scenic potential that the
others did not because it went through the Petrified Forest and provided access to the
Grand Canyon. Apparently, the Lincoln Highway, much touted though it was and
labeled by some “the longest road in the world,” was in decline and the National Old
Trails Road was in ascendancy.

The greatest challenge to the private road associations, however, was but the
fulfillment of the general goal they had espoused, a system of national roads for better
travel, but at the hands of the federal government. In 1924 the AASHO called upon the
federal government to select and identify “transcontinental and interstate routes” in the
nation and called for an end to naming roads by associations which had even become a
peril: “Resolved: That we hereby warn the citizens of this nation to investigate carefully
the responsibility of trails organizers and demand convincing evidence insuring proper

44
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expenditure of funds before contributing to or otherwise supporting such agencies.
1925 Secretary of Agriculture Howard M. Gore appointed a “Joint Board on Interstate

Highways,” chaired by Thomas MacDonald and made up of nineteen representatives

from state highway commissions.

* Richard F. Weingroff, “From Names to Numbers: The Origins of the U.S. Numbered
Highway System,” published on the World Wide Web at http://www.thwa.dot.gov
/infrastructure/numbers.htm.
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The board began meeting in April 1925 and early on decided to reject not only the
names given to highways, preferring num