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1960. I worked at a small wooden table in the society's imperfectly lit 
basement, usually alone and with little to remind me of my own era. 
Deprived as I was of other sensations, the job offered little to remind me 
of the world outside the old bank building. In return the negatives offered 
unfamiliar sensations. The smell of the decaying celluloid made the 
job something like working in a vinegar factory. My visual world was 
Wilmington, several decades earlier. It was a dim, brown version, with 
reversed shadows. The photographer's subjects were diverse. Those I 
remember best were the street views, when the photograph captured people 
going about their business. At 5 o'clock I would leave the basement and 
return to 1988. As I walked to the bus stop on King Street I would see the 
1988 versions of the same streets. The contrasts between the streets I saw 
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Streets are public property-not to be abused but to be used with convenience for 
the good of the greatest number.

-George H. Herrold, city planning engineer, St. Paul, Minnesota, 1927'

The obvious solution ... lies only in a radical revision of our conception of what a 
city street is for.

-Engineering NewsRecord, 19222

The Social Reconstruction of the City Street

How did the American city become an automotive city? Why was 
much of the city physically destroyed and rebuilt to accommodate automobiles? The case presented in this book is that before the city could be 
physically reconstructed for the sake of motorists, its streets had to be 
socially reconstructed as places where motorists unquestionably 
belonged.

This social reconstruction was only one of several ways in which people 
tried to solve a new problem. New automobiles were incompatible with 
old street uses. Until the 1920s, under prevailing conceptions of the street, 
cars were at best uninvited guests. To many they were unruly intruders. 
They obstructed and endangered street uses of longstanding legitimacy. 
As a Providence newspaper editor expressed the problem in 1921, "it is 
impossible for all classes of modern traffic to occupy the same right of way 
at the same time in safety."'

The Social Construction of Technology

The social reconstruction of the street, as documented in this book, confirms others' findings about the social construction of other artifacts. First, 
it shows the importance of examining alternative constructions of an artifact "symmetrically"-that is, without presupposing the correctness 
(or falsehood) of any one construction. Today we tend to regard streets as 
motor thoroughfares, and we tend to project this construction back to 
preautomotive streets. In retrospect, therefore, the use of streets for 
children's play (for example) can seem obviously wrong, and thus the 
departure of children from streets with the arrival of automobiles can 
seem an obvious and simple necessity. Only when we can see the 
prevailing social construction of the street from the perspective of its 
own time can we also see the car as the intruder. Until we do, not only 
will we fail to understand the violent revolution in street use circa 19151930, we will not even see it. This is why the full scale of the wave of 
blood, grief, and anger in American city streets in the 1920s has eluded 
notice.'



Success in such historical investigations requires not merely looking back 
from where we stand today at the actors of times past, but getting back to 
them, so we can stand next to them and adopt their perspective. The result 
can transform our view. Trevor Pinch and Wiebe Bijker, for example, discovered that the synthetic plastic Bakelite "was at first hardly recognized 
as the marvelous synthetic resin that it later proved to be.i5 Similarly, for 
years automobiles were not widely recognized as a good means of urban 
passenger transportation.

By adopting the perspectives of various social groups, we can recover 
more than one perspective. Borrowing their perspectives, constructivist 
historians of technology have discovered the "interpretive flexibility" of 
artifacts. One object can be different things to different people. To some 
young men of the 1880s, for example, a high-wheeled bicycle was a means 
of displaying physical prowess-a "macho bicycle"; to others the same 
device could be a dangerous machine-an "unsafe bicycle."' Constructivists have shown that this flexibility tends to be greatest when an artifact 
is new. But the present study confirms some researchers' findings that, 
under some conditions, flexibility can be reintroduced into a once-stable 
system. Prevailing social constructions of the street, for example, were 
stable in 1900. The automobile destabilized them. Social groups, such as 
pedestrians, parents, police, and downtown business associations, organized to preserve streets as they knew them. But their actions threatened 
to limit the automobile's urban horizons. In the 1920s, automotive interests (or motordom, as they were sometimes called) proposed that customary 
social constructions of the street were outdated and that only a revolutionary change in perceptions of the street could ease congestion and prevent 
accidents.



Relevant Social Groups

Before motordom could champion such a daring cause, it had to give up 
hope in peaceful change. It had to find common interests strong enough 
to overcome many particular differences of interest between the groups 
that composed it (especially auto clubs, dealers, and manufacturers). In the 
1920s the reactions of other social groups to the growing problems of 
accidents and congestion did just this.

Building their theory on historical case studies, Wiebe Bijker and Trevor 
Pinch have proposed that the social construction of artifacts evolves 
through interplay between "relevant social groups"-users and non-users 
with something at stake in the result.' In the case of city streets, these 
groups became distinct through their competing ways of fighting traffic 
accidents and congestion. Even before automobiles, diverse street users 
disagreed about what streets are for. Nevertheless, only with the arrival of 
automobiles in quantity were many street users forced under pressure to 
commit their loyalties. As the numbers of cars in city streets grew, the 
relevant social groups grew increasingly distinct. By the 1920s the groups 
were recognizable as pedestrians, safety reformers, police, street railways, 
downtown business associations, traffic engineers, and motordom. The 
categories were not tidy, however. In practice, streetcar patrons could be 
indistinct from pedestrians, since they normally had to enter streets on 
foot to reach streetcar stops. Street railways, however, sometimes sought 
stricter pedestrian control. Parents and educators concerned for the safety 
of children were often-but not always-in agreement with pedestrians 
about the dangers that automobiles posed. Small merchants often opposed 
the traffic platform of chambers of commerce dominated by bigger 
businesses.

But with time the relentless pressure of traffic tended to make social 
groups more cohesive. Groups more often acquired distinct names. More 
city people who wrote letters to the editor signed themselves "A Pedestrian." As improvised police traffic duties grew routine, some police became 
"traffic cops" or "cornermen." Chambers of commerce alarmed by congestion formed "traffic commissions." The municipal engineers they hired 
became "traffic engineers." And by the mid 1920s, organized automotive 
interest groups began calling themselves "motordom."

Traffic pressures also inspired rival groups to name each other. 
While older constructions of the streets prevailed, new motorists 
very easily became "joy riders," "road hogs," or "speed demons." Their 
machines were "juggernauts," "death cars," or "the modern Moloch." As 
motorists appropriated streets for new uses, respectable pedestrians became "jaywalkers" and streetcars became traffic obstructions. But not without 
a fight.



Technological Frames

Each group comprised diverse people with diverse views. Nevertheless, the 
groups grew recognizable to themselves and to each other for some shared 
interests, habits of mind, and perspectives. Members of a relevant social 
group thus shared an approach to traffic problems. Bijker called such a 
shared approach a "technological frame."' Angry pedestrians tended to 
retain inherited notions about what streets are and what they are for. 
Parents, worried for their children's safety, tended to look at traffic safety 
in moral terms. They looked for the guilty and the innocent, assuming the 
innocence of child pedestrians. In a word, their technological frame was 
justice. Police, with conservative habits conditioned by long experience 
with other problems, tended to protect old street customs and to perceive 
their fundamental enemy not as congestion or accidents, but as disorder. 
We can call their technological frame order. To street railways, chambers 
of commerce, and the engineers they hired, congestion was indeed a frightening enemy threatening financial ruin. Before the mid 1920s, automotive 
interests often joined these groups to fight accidents and congestion. Their 
rallying cry was efficiency. But thereafter, automotive interest groups (especially auto clubs, dealers, and manufacturers) developed their own technological frame, at first defining it in opposition to all the others. Soon, 
however, they developed a positive case for new ways to fight traffic 
accidents and congestion, coinciding with their new self-identification as 
"motordom." Often they presented their position clothed in a rhetoric of 
freedom.9

Motordom was ultimately the most successful combatant. Yet the details 
of its struggle for the street are messy and show the extent of the power 
all street users could wield. Motorists had the advantage of horsepower, 
and with it they drove many pedestrians unwillingly off the pavementseven at crossings. Pedestrians had advantages of their own, in numbers 
and agility. A bold (or foolish) pedestrian could even win a fight for street 
access by calling the bluff of an oncoming motorist. Motorists mindful of 
children's poor judgment were sometimes forced to drive slowly. And the 
grim stories of those who were hit became powerful newspaper stories with 
an antiautomobile moral. Where signal timings did not suit their needs, 
pedestrians defied them. Los Angeles learned from Chicago that if pedestrians were to be controlled then signals could not ignore pedestrians' needs. Recalcitrant pedestrians preserved informal access to streets 
wherever traffic allowed.



Nevertheless, the prevailing social construction of the street changed. By 
1930 most street users agreed that most streets were chiefly motor thoroughfares. Social constructivists call such declines in interpretive flexibility 
closure, which is followed by stabilization, when one interpretation prevails. 
Objections persist, but they typically do so within the frame imposed by 
the prevailing interpretation. For example, even most jaywalkers after 1930 
would agree that they were jaywalking (that is, using the street in an 
unconventional way), though in 1920 most would have objected to the 
term. After closure, problems (such as casualties and congestion) can 
remain (or even worsen), but solutions are sought within the prevailing 
framework. Closure can "obscure alternatives," Thomas Misa explains, 
"and hence appear to render the particular artifact, system, or network as 
necessary or logical.i10 Thus, in the motor age, the solutions to casualties 
were pedestrian control, school safety instruction, penalties against reckless drivers, and "foolproof highways," and the solution to congestion was 
ample motor highways. Since we still live in the motor age, the apparent 
inevitability of motor age ways conceals the alternatives that prevailed 
before it.

Closure Mechanisms

Constructivists have proposed various mechanisms by which closure is 
accomplished, particularly rhetorical closure and closure by redefinition of the 
problem." Both "closure mechanisms" were at work in city streets. In 
rhetorical closure, problems (such as congestion or accidents) persist, but 
promotional language is used to assert the success of the new way, much 
as advertising promotes a product. Such promotional rhetoric for motor 
age methods grew common in the 1920s. "Motor age" was itself a promotional term, for it carried a built-in justification for overturning established 
custom. It combined rhetorical closure and problem redefinition, just as 
similar phrases have been used in more recent years to justify workplace 
smoking bans, cleaner fuels, and tightened security at airports.

Street railways and safety reformers attempted alternative rhetorical 
efforts, but these were dimmed by the shadows of a mammoth campaign 
to sell the motor age city. By 1930 the American Automobile Association 
had overtaken safety councils for leadership in school safety. In 1939 
motordom's work culminated in one of the most monumental works of 
promotional showmanship in the history of technology: the Futurama model depicting the motorized city of 1960, displayed in General Motors' 
"Highways and Horizons" pavilion at the New York World's Fair. It was a 
motor age dream city, entirely dependent on automobiles but entirely free 
of accidents and congestion.



The closure of circa 1930 also followed a redefinition of the problem. 
When they were new, automobiles almost automatically strained the limits 
of street customs. The minor nuisances they caused were treated as violations of fairness. (Why should a motorist use his horn to drive a pedestrian 
out of his way?) More serious problems were injustices (perhaps legal, but 
certainly moral). Thus the prevailing problem definition was "What is 
just?" Justice, in turn, stemmed in part from custom, to which many 
appealed. Many safety reformers promoted their answers to the question 
through a rhetoric of innocence versus guilt, appeals to pity, and expressions of outrage. Police more often used a rhetoric of order.

Traffic engineers, influenced by experience in municipal engineering and 
by the needs of their clients (downtown business associations) for accessibility, defined the problem differently. They asked "What is efficient?" 
Some safety reformers joined engineers in this problem definition, decrying accidents as wasteful. A rhetoric of efficiency was ready to hand in the 
1920s. Applied to traffic problems, the loss of street capacity to curbparked 
cars became "the parking evil."

By the mid 1920s motordom had found that it could no longer work 
within existing problem definitions. It found an alternative stance in the 
problem "What is free?" By casting the problem in terms of political 
freedom and market freedom, motordom found that it could sidestep difficult questions of justice, order, and efficiency. Through this problem 
definition, it could characterize low speed limits as oppressive-an impediment to freedom. Overzealous do-gooders were "hog-tying the automobile," as an Ohio auto club put it." Engineers who discriminated between 
modes of transportation on the basis of their spatial efficiency were violating free-market principles. Why should experts favor one mode over 
another? Let the market decide! As an ally to this rhetoric of freedom, 
motordom turned to a rhetoric of modernity. It was used to thwart appeals 
to custom, which could become "outmoded." Macabre safety publicity 
could look old-fashioned next to "modern" advertising, with its relentless 
good cheer. A new era demanded new ways. Motordom declared that a 
new era was dawning and named it "the motor age."

In the streets, rhetorical closure and closure by redefinition of the 
problem were accompanied by a third, closely related mechanism. We can 
call it "closure by control of use and misuse." The constant struggles to define use and misuse are seldom noticed as such. When a park bench 
acquires a central arm rail, those who define sleeping on a bench as a 
misuse have seized the high ground. Similar struggles to define the use and 
misuse of streets were at their hottest in the 1910s and the 1920s. When 
automobiles were new, many city people regarded them as a misuse of 
streets. By obstructing and endangering other street users of unquestioned 
legitimacy, cars violated prevailing notions of what a street is for. As long 
as defenders of automobiles fought their cause without questioning these 
notions, they were fighting on their adversaries' terms. By the mid 1920s, 
however, motordom knew its enemy. From then on it expressly challenged 
old ideas about what streets are for. It proposed that street uses that 
impeded automobiles were misuses of the street. Even as accidents and 
congestion continued, restriction of cars was no longer the only way to 
fight them. After all, cars belonged in streets. At first this claim was a difficult 
one to make, but by 1930 motordom was on the road to success.



Whose Street?

Motorists arrived in American city streets as intruders, and had to fight to 
win a rightful place there. They and their allies fought their battles in 
legislatures, courtrooms, newspapers' editorial pages, engineering offices, 
school classrooms, and the streets themselves. Motorists who ventured into 
city streets in the first quarter of the twentieth century were expected to 
conform to the street as it was: a place chiefly for pedestrians, horsedrawn 
vehicles, and streetcars. But in the 1920s, motorists threw off such constraints and fought for a new kind of city street-a place chiefly for motor 
vehicles. With their success came a new kind of city-a city that conforms 
to the needs of motorists. Though most city families still did not own a 
car, manufacturers were confident they could make room for motor traffic 
in cities. The car had already cleaned up its once bloody reputation in 
cities, less by killing fewer people than by enlisting others to share the 
responsibility for the carnage. Engineers said they could rebuild cities to 
accommodate cars, and they were already breaking ground. In the following four decades, urban transportation problems were treated as tasks for 
highway engineers, and until the 1960s, among all urban transportation 
needs, state and federal policy recognized urban highway projects almost 
alone as a public responsibility.

The result was the automotive city-a city that made room for private 
automobiles. It was a city lacking good transportation choices. Those who 
argued for accommodating motorists often claimed that urban highways would let city people themselves choose the mode they preferred, since 
many would prefer automobiles. Yet transportation is a system of interdependent parts, and efforts to accommodate motorists degraded other 
modes. Since the middle of the twentieth century, people traveling in 
American cities have had few options. "The basic characteristic of the 
automobile-dominated city," observes a transportation economist, "is that, 
when one looks for an alternative to the private car, there is little or 
nothing there."13



In the 1960s and the 1970s, engineers and government began to encourage alternatives. Public funding began to benefit other urban transportation modes. In belated recognition of the interdependence of transportation 
modes, highway engineers renamed their profession transportation engineering. Since the 1970s, transportation engineers have striven to devise ways 
to lure motorists out of their cars and into other modes. They rejected 
the highway engineering orthodoxy of the middle four decades of the 
twentieth century.

Transportation engineers' recent aversion to automobiles in cities is not 
new. In the 1920s, traffic engineers also sought to limit the urban sphere 
of the car. Together, downtown business leaders and a popular safety 
movement strengthened the engineers' hand. The future of the automobile 
in city streets was the prize in a protracted and sometimes bitter contest. 
It was a clash not merely of methods but of first principles, as the conflicting views expressed in the epigraphs on page 1 attest.

These differences made the participants see the same problems in entirely 
different ways. All agreed that traffic jams were bad and that traffic accidents were intolerable. But was a traffic jam a symptom of wasted street 
space? Or was excessive urban concentration to blame? Or inadequate 
streets? If a motorist struck a child in the street, was the child responsible? 
Or was the newcomer to the street-the motorist-more to blame? The 
answers depended on who was asked, and the prevailing answers changed 
with time.

The Origins of the Automotive City in America

How did the automotive city begin? Did it evolve, or was it made? The rise 
of the automotive city was most obviously a transition of prevailing transportation modes, and much of the historical scholarship begins with this 
observation. Thus simplified, the problem of the origins of the automotive 
city is a question of vehicles: How did the automobile displace the streetcar 
as the principle mode of urban passenger transportation?



Mass Demand or Elite Imposition?

To some observers, the transition to automotive transportation was a kind 
of Darwinian evolution by technological selection: the fitter automobile 
drove the outmoded streetcar to extinction. Instead of Nature, city people 
selected (more or less rationally) the winning species in the struggle for 
survival. Others see a deliberate promotion of the automobile at the 
expense of the streetcar by corporate or professional elites, especially auto 
manufacturers and city planners.

Evolution by Technological Selection: The Consumer-Demand School In 
the 1920s American automobile manufacturers made and sold millions of 
cars each year. Americans bought cars because cars served their transportation needs well. The automobile also suited Americans' taste for independence and individualism. It freed city people from subservience to 
timetables and from crowded and uncomfortable streetcars, let them live 
in green suburbs remote from the railway lines, and gave them Sundays 
in the country. According to this evolutionary interpretation, city people 
therefore bought cars, and gradually cities adjusted to this mass preference. 
As city people drove more and rode streetcars less, street railways lost 
money and ultimately failed. Because of their "love affair" with the car, 
Americans rebuilt their cities to accommodate it.14

In his 1987 study of Los Angeles, Scott Bottles concluded that "the public 
decided several decades ago that it would facilitate automobile usage as an 
alternative to mass transportation."" Bottles gave motorists-and the automobile itself-an autonomous, leading, and almost heroic role. He showed 
clearly that perceived and real corruption, combined with poor service, 
earned Los Angeles street railways the traveling public's resentment. For 
the people of Los Angeles, therefore, the automobile was an attractive 
alternative. Yet Bottles also contended that people simply preferred to 
travel by automobile. According to this interpretation, urban transportation has evolved in response to consumer preferences, much like other 
consumer goods in a free-market economy. As Bottles argued, Americans 
preferred to drive, and, therefore, "in a society that celebrates individual 
choice and free-market economics," city transportation must be primarily 
automotive.16

The Automotive Elite versus City People Others have seen the problem 
differently. In crowded cities, mass demand for automobiles could not 
automatically transform transportation; cities would have to be rebuilt to 
accommodate cars. The promoters of such reconstruction were elites, they say, not a mass of transportation consumers. The elite promoters of the 
motor city pulled up streetcar rails and planned the deconcentration of 
urban populations. When there were no more streetcars to ride and when 
cities were replanned around motor transportation, city people rode buses 
or bought cars. Mass preferences were relatively unimportant. Some in this 
school have seen behind the automotive city not the free market but its 
deliberate subversion. Until the mid 1930s (the claim goes), street railways 
served city people well. To find new customers, however, automotive interest groups, led by General Motors, conspired to foil the free market by 
acquiring street railways, scrapping them, and substituting buses and, 
ultimately, urban highways. Automotive interests acted in concert, secretively and sometimes illegally."



Others have seen more benign elites at work. Mark Foster argued that 
professional city planners promoted the automobile as a means of deconcentrating overcrowded city centers. To many city planners, deconcentration was the answer to various urban ills, and the automobile was the best 
instrument for accomplishing this end. Foster found that "the majority of 
planners enthusiastically endorsed both automobility and the suburban 
movement out of conviction."" He saw planners' work as fairly successful 
in relieving cities of the evils of overcrowding. Foster believed that elites 
were important, but he found nothing sinister in their work.19

Clay McShane documented an early affinity of interest between automotive groups and city planners. Auto interests wanted to rebuild cities for 
cars; planners saw cars as the basis of the new and better city they would 
design.20 McShane dated the reconstruction of the American city for the 
sake of the automobile extremely early. Like Foster, he devoted much of 
his attention to the great masters of city planning. Daniel Burnham's 
famous 1909 Plan of Chicago was a blueprint for "providing roads for 
automobility," for example. Burnham and the other leading city planners 
were "fantasists" who "in effect declared traditional cities obsolete by 
calling for rebuilding downtown around the car." Though the fantasists 
were irrational and visionary "car-loving males," their designs were the 
foundation for the American automotive city.21

The Limits of the Existing Explanations of the Automotive City

So far, researchers have concentrated their attention on vehicles-or, less 
often, on urban design. Contemporaries, however, usually regarded urban 
transportation as a problem of existing streets. They debated the proper function of the street, who belonged in it and who did not, and how to 
make the best use of it.



What About Safety?

Traffic safety has not received the attention it deserves. In the 1920s the 
automobile's bloody reputation darkened its future in the city. Customarily, pedestrians were entitled to the whole street, and motorists and their 
cars were held responsible for injuring pedestrians almost as a matter of 
course. This condition seriously impeded motorists' use of the street. Before 
the automotive city could begin, pedestrians had to be regulated and they 
had to share responsibility for their own safety. This transformation was 
largely accomplished by 1930, and it is a foundation of the automotive 
city.22

The Limits of the Consumer-Demand School

Mass demand for automobiles cannot alone explain the automotive city. 
Even in the United States there is little evidence in cities in the 1920s of 
a "love affair" with the automobile. In 1920 the very small minority of 
motorists was remarkably effective in obstructing streets. The result was an 
expert consensus, backed by most downtown business leaders, that the 
automobile should be restricted for the sake of efficient urban traffic flow.23 
Few suggested any extensive program for accommodating automobiles 
with special facilities. In such a climate there was little reason to expect 
an automotive future for the American city. Motordom, far from leaving 
the future of city transportation to the natural consequences of mass 
demand for automobiles, fought a strenuous campaign to defend the 
motoring minority's legitimacy and to redefine traffic problems.

Nonexpert, popular opinion in cities was also generally unsympathetic 
to automobiles. With the sudden arrival of the automobile came a new 
kind of mass death. Most of the dead were city people. Most of the car's 
urban victims were pedestrians, and most of the pedestrian victims were 
children and youths. Early observers rarely blamed the pedestrians who 
strolled into the roadway wherever they chose, or the parents who let their 
children play in the street. Instead, most city people blamed the automobile. City newspaper headlines, editorials, letters, and cartoons depicted 
the automobile as a destructive juggernaut. Funereal parades and public 
ceremonies of grief in dozens of cities drew attention to the grim toll and 
spurred demands for mechanical limitation of cars' speed. These events 
did not promise a bright future for the car in the city. Such a future, at least, would not come unassisted. It would require a deliberate redefinition 
of the safety problem and a redistribution of responsibility for it.



Motordom did not trust the growing popularity of the car alone to lead 
to an automotive city. It saw in popular attitudes more reason for anxiety 
than for optimism. Early perceptions of the passenger automobile are 
reflected in a popular name for it: "pleasure car." When auto interests 
perceived the modifier `pleasure' as a limitation, they worked to remove 
it.24 Many city people also perceived the car as inherently dangerous and 
as a rural mode of transportation ill suited to city streets.

The consumer-demand school supposes that the automotive city was the 
result of a kind of economic majority rule. "America's present urban transportation system largely reflects choices made by the public itself," the 
claim goes.25 Once most people traveled by car in cities, cities followed the 
lead of the majority and converted to automotive transportation.

The truth is the other way round. In the 1920s, motordom defended 
motorists as a persecuted minority suffering under a majority tyranny. 
Automakers feared that most city people would never buy a car. The prevailing school of city traffic engineering sometimes defined engineers' task 
as corralling the intrusions of the minority of motorists for the sake of the 
non-motoring majority. Motordom therefore appealed to the rights of the 
motorist minority, which, they claimed, were violated by regulations that 
favored more spatially efficient modes and by the absence of expensive 
facilities for motor vehicles. By the time motorists were indeed the majority 
(which, in city streets, was not until about the late 1940s, depending on 
the city), they had long since won the earlier struggle for principles.

Though in cities motorists and their passengers were a small minority 
in the 1920s, many of the passengers standing in crowded streetcars surely 
thought of themselves as future motorists. Bottles, indeed, showed that 
many streetcar patrons bought an automobile as soon as they could 
afford one. Yet the fight for an automotive future in cities began amid a 
popular outcry against the dangers of cars to city people. The fight was 
motivated by the lack of demand for cars in cities. A sudden drop in sales 
led manufacturers and other auto interests to reformulate the problem of 
urban transportation. In 1923 and 1924 city people were not buying cars, 
and the auto industry suspected that existing urban transportation principles were poison to motor transportation in cities. In response, auto interests were among the first to conceive of and promote an automotive 
city.

Finally, the consumer-demand explanation equates demands for street 
uses with demands in a free market. It supposes that in streets, as in other markets, the sum of individual preferences is the preference of the whole. 
Most market commodities work this way, but streets do not. All could 
enter; none paid for each use. In these circumstances, the individual interest of each user was to get as much of his or her share of the free street 
capacity as was possible. Yet the interest of the whole was to allocate street 
capacity equitably and efficiently, and to restrict uses which impeded 
others' use of the street. The best use of the street therefore required regulation. When, for example, curb space was free, why would a motorist not 
take it for a whole day-or a week? After 1935 the parking meter changed 
parking behavior radically by making parking space a commodity in trade. 
But there was no practical way to charge other street users for each use of 
the street. For example, a motorist paid less for 100 square feet of street 
space than a streetcar patron paid for 10. By 1930, in the city street, motorists had all of the benefits of the free market (virtually unrestricted access 
to street capacity), but they had few of its costs (they did not pay a market 
price for the street capacity they used). Individuals took advantage of this 
as soon as they could, but the cost to the whole was paid in the resulting 
inefficiencies. The real question, then, is not what city people preferred, 
for in this environment the car was a rational choice. We must ask instead 
how this peculiar environment arose.26



The automotive city was not simply the product of mass demand for 
automobiles. In 1920 there was a free market for automobiles but not for 
the use of city streets. The street was understood not as a marketplace for 
transportation demands but as a public service, subject to official regulation (however imperfect) in the name of the public interest. In the 1920s, 
motordom proposed that street uses be treated like demands in a free 
market, then fought for this new model. The contest was fierce. It was a 
struggle for the future of the American city.

The Limits of the Elite-Imposition School

Consumer-demand interpretations do not give due weight to the divisions 
of interest at work and cannot explain why the automobile's promoters 
fought hard to win legitimacy for the car in the city. Historians who have 
ascribed the automotive city to deliberate efforts of elites have recognized 
these limitations, yet the existing models of elite control are inadequate.

In some explanations, the elites were a united, coherent, and durable 
foe of the masses (especially transit riders). Yet in the 1920s the most 
powerful local elites-police, chambers of commerce, and traffic engineers-often led efforts to restrict motor traffic. Local shopkeepers, whose 
claim to elite status was far weaker, usually opposed restriction of automobiles. Elite roles changed with time. In 1925 local auto clubs 
denounced the same traffic regulations that they had demanded in 1920. 
National transportation interest groups were also divided and changeable. 
Until the early 1920s, street railways were better represented by national 
interest groups than automotive industries were. There was no simple or 
lasting divide between the people and the interests.



Auto manufacturers' subversion of street railways did not create the 
automotive city. By the time the tracks were pulled up, the street railways 
had long been failing. The reasons are complex, but among them was a 
new tendency to treat the city street as a free market for transportation. 
Street railways suffered in this redefinition. In part this was because the 
redefinition was imperfectly applied. As intrusive restrictions on automobiles were eased, regulations still squeezed street railways from all sides. 
Their fares were limited by law, for example, and they remained closely 
regulated and heavily taxed. And free-market principles simply did not suit 
street railways well. By their very nature, street railways could not compete 
with each other (because they were natural monopolies), nor could they 
compete with automobiles (because in crowded city streets even a small 
minority of motorists obstructed them). Freedom for automobiles was in 
itself a restriction of streetcars.

Others assign the lead elite role to city planners. Foster found them 
enthusiastic promoters of cars in cities, and McShane followed Foster's 
lead. Both concentrated their attention on the most prestigious city planners, the more visionary of whom were McShane's "fantasists." In 
McShane's account, the fantasists began to convert cities to the motor age 
soon after 1900. McShane demonstrates that "fantasists manifestly affected 
city planning in the early twentieth century," but he is unable to show 
that city planners (fantasists or otherwise) shaped the cities themselves. 
Practical city planners did influence urban form, notably through planned 
civic centers and zoning ordinances, but fantasists achieved little. Referring 
to one such fantasist in 1926, a more practical-minded city planner wrote: 
"How idle the splendid plans recently prepared by Mr. Harvey Corbett and 
his committee of architects for New York!"27 Visionary planners built a few 
broad boulevards, but these were influenced by the example of Baron 
Haussmann's work in preautomotive Paris, and they were ill suited to 
motor traffic.28 Motor age plans that were actually implemented were not 
on drawing boards until the mid 1920s and bore little resemblance to 
earlier visionary design. When promoters of the motor age city needed 
designers to plan it, they ignored the fantasists in favor of a new generation of highway engineers.



The Struggle for the Street

In a study of the rise of the automobile in Chicago, Paul Barrett suggested 
another way to look at the problem. Barrett found that the prevailing definitions of transportation modes influenced the fate of transportation in 
American cities. Street railways were defined early as profit-seeking private 
enterprises, which should pay for themselves and return dividends to their 
investors. This idea took hold when street railways were profitable and 
investors were eager to lay tracks and get lines running. When profits 
disappeared, street railways soon followed.29

Roads and streets, however, were a public responsibility. Since street 
users could not be charged for each use, there was no practical way to make 
the street a private enterprise. Yet Barrett argued that urban transportation 
is properly understood as a "single, integrated phenomenon." By putting 
automobiles and streetcars in "artificially separate categories" public policy 
"did cripple mass transit and confuse public thinking on local transportation," because "facilities for the automobile were publicly subsidized while 
mass transit was regulated and taxed.""

Barrett found that the problem in Chicago before 1930 was not one of 
the superiority of one mode over another, or of popular preferences, but 
one of a disappearance of good choices. "A different local transit policy in 
Chicago would not have prevented the rise of the automobile," he concluded, but "it might ... have provided alternatives for the urban commuter." Without good choices, automobiles soon became "the rational, 
practical alternative for those who could afford it.i31

In a study of Hartford, Peter Baldwin found changing definitions of city 
streets. Early in the twentieth century, diverse reformers segregated street 
functions and "domesticated" streets.32 Some of these changes belong in 
any attempt to explain the origins of the motor age city.

Contested Definitions

Barrett and Baldwin have shown that cultural classifications and matters 
of economics and problem definition shaped city streets and their uses. 
Diverse city people and interest groups fought over these problems, and 
the future of the city was at stake.33 The findings of Barrett and Baldwin 
apply far beyond the geographical limits of their case studies. Society 
shapes technological systems. Different people see evolving technologies 
differently. They fight for their vision of the technology's future. And if 
one vision prevails, those who fought for it portray the technology's 
history as an evolution by technological selection-a survival of the fittest technology. Such Whiggish distortion can be corrected by returning to the 
sources and recovering the indeterminacy of technologies when they were 
new.34 Histories of streets and traffic in American cities, whether celebratory or critical, begin from the perspective of the triumphant automobile. 
But to travel to 1920 would be to travel to a time when such a future was 
unimaginable. What is a street for? The arrival of the automobile in quantity pried the question wide open. Anything seemed more probable than 
the motor age that was to come. Motorists in 1920 were more likely 
to defend their claim to the street as an oppressed minority than as 
champions of the technology of the future.



The struggle for the future of urban transportation was less a contest 
between vehicles than a competition for their urban medium: the street. 
There were far more participants in this contest than motorists, auto manufacturers, street railways, and city planners. The sudden arrival of large 
numbers of cars forced cities to face new questions about the street. The 
answers were of urgent interest to many, including professionals and business people, local and national interest groups, motorists, and pedestrians. 
Must cities find or make room in their streets for the private cars of all the 
motorists who choose to drive there? Can people walk in the streets 
wherever they choose? Will congestion deprive downtown merchants of 
their custom? Can a motorist claim curb space freely? Should children play 
in the streets? Must a few people in private vehicles impede the many in 
public vehicles? Must regulations deprive the motorist of the advantages 
of the car? Can traffic experts rightly decide who belongs in the street and 
who does not? These questions pitted street users against one another.

Centuries-old cultural and legal legacies led to answers unfavorable to 
automobiles in cities. In 1920 the city street was considered a public 
amenity for uses considered public, such as street railway service and 
walking. As a public good, the street was to be regulated by experts in the 
name of the public interest. Automobiles were individual, private property. 
Motorists were tolerated when they did not impede or endanger other 
users, but wherever congestion or accidents took their toll the automobile 
bore most of the legal responsibility and most of the popular blame. In 
the city street of 1920 the automobile was a nuisance, even an intruder. 
Automobiles were extravagant in their use of scarce space, they were 
dangerous (especially to non-motorists), they had to be parked, and they 
served only a small minority of city people. Cities, using police power 
delegated to them by the states, strictly regulated motorists on the grounds 
that automobiles were newcomers that moved few people at a heavy cost 
to street capacity.



The automotive city arose in part from an attack on the old customs of 
street use and an effort to let individual liberty and free markets rule there 
too. From American ideals of political and economic freedom, motordom 
fashioned the rhetorical lever it needed. In these terms, motorists, though 
a minority, had rights that protected their choice of mode from intrusive 
restrictions. Their driving also constituted a demand for street space, 
which, like other demands in a free market, was not a matter for expert 
scrutiny.

The struggle was difficult and sometimes fierce. In motordom's way were 
street railways, city people afraid for the safety of their children in the 
streets, and most of the established traffic engineering principles of the 
1920s. Motordom, however, had effective rhetorical weapons, growing 
national organization, a favorable political climate, substantial wealth, and 
the sympathy of a growing minority of city motorists. By 1930, with these 
assets, motordom had redefined the city street.

In the new model, some users of once unquestioned legitimacy (notably 
pedestrians) were restricted. Traffic engineers no longer burdened motorists 
with the responsibility for congestion; their goal now was to ease the flow 
of motor vehicles, either by restricting other users or by rebuilding city 
thoroughfares for cars. New urban roads were treated as consumer commodities bought and paid for by their users and to be supplied as demanded. 
On this basis, over the following four decades, the city was transformed to 
accommodate automobiles.

Overview

The book is divided into three parts, named for the perspectives or technological frames of leading social groups. Perspectives on safety and legitimate access to the streets are featured in part I. Part II turns to congestion. 
Part III is about safety and congestion in the new forms they assumed for 
the motor age. A strictly chronological approach would obscure the argument, which depends more on the temporally overlapping perspectives of 
relevant social groups than on the sequence of events. The frames are not 
to be understood as consecutive, except in the very loose sense in which 
(for example) the bronze and iron ages were consecutive.

Part I, titled Justice, examines street accidents and safety from the perspective of social groups that shared a perception that the arrival of automobiles threatened established customs of street use. It begins with a 
morally charged attack on the automobile's invasion (as many perceived 
it) of the city streets and the resulting bloodletting. Featured are pedestrians, especially parents and children, who often cast motorists as 
the perpetrators of injustice in a moral drama of good children and evil 
automobiles. Police and their attempt to make automobiles conform to 
older definitions of street order are then considered. Finally, the clash for 
street access between pedestrians and automobiles is examined as a struggle 
for legitimacy, culminating in a new effort by automotive interest groups 
to question pedestrians' customary rights to the streets.



Part II, titled Efficiency, turns from accidents to traffic congestion. In a 
new discipline called "traffic control," traffic engineers and the business 
associations that hired them constructed congestion as inefficiency and 
proposed to achieve traffic efficiency through regulation. This part ends 
with the emergence of an alternative construction of congestion by 
motordom.

Part III, titled Freedom, considers congestion and accidents from the 
point of view of automotive interest groups, which developed a new model 
of city traffic in response to dangers they perceived from those holding the 
perspectives of justice and efficiency. To legitimize the perspective of these 
interest groups beyond their own circle, motordom developed a case that 
appealed to American traditions of economic and political freedom.

Finally, a word about vocabulary. The word "automobile" is most often 
used here as it was used early in the twentieth century, as a generic term 
for motor vehicles, including passenger cars, trucks, and buses. While there 
are important distinctions between these vehicles, what they have in 
common is usually more important here. "The automobile industry" (or 
"the industry") is used broadly to encompass diverse groups financially 
interested in automotive transportation, including manufacturers, dealers, 
and auto clubs. These interests were sometimes collectively called motordom, especially to suggest their greater cohesion after 1923. Similarly, the 
word "motordom" is used here when a cohesive collection of diverse 
automotive interests is meant.
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It is impossible for all classes of modern traffic to occupy the same right of way at 
the same time in safety.

-"Jay Walker Problem," Providence Sunday Journal, June 26, 1921

Old street uses plus new automobiles equaled disaster. This fact 
transformed the city street between 1910 and 1930, but in ways few 
participants would have predicted. The three chapters that follow sketch 
reactions to this disaster from five social groups: parents, pedestrians, 
educators, various motoring interests (clubs, dealers and manufacturers), 
and police.

Distinctions between pedestrians, parents, and educators are difficult to 
draw, so their voices are often mixed in chapters 1 and 2. These chapters 
are instead distinguished by a sequence of action and reaction. In chapter 
1, pedestrians and parents attack motorists as destructive intruders in the 
street. In chapter 3, automotive interests develop a counterattack, consisting of an attempt to redirect responsibility back toward pedestrians, including children. They did this through the invention of jaywalking and a 
reinvention of child safety education. Caught between these groups were 
city police, the subject of chapter 2. Police tended to favor longstanding 
street uses over innovations but also attempted to mediate between other 
groups.

All groups agreed that some of the effects of new cars in old streets were 
disastrous. This early agreement fostered hopes that commonsense solutions could be found. If all groups did their bit, perhaps street problems 
would be solved. This hope found expression in the slogan Safety First, 
borrowed from the young industrial safety movement. The National Safety 
Council, enjoying a high reputation for its recent successes in industrial 
safety, soon took advantage of new opportunities in the realm of traffic 
safety. Admitting membership from all social groups, local affiliates of the NSC hoped to do for traffic safety what they had done for industrial 
safety.



In organizing local safety campaigns, however, local affiliates of the NSC 
soon found that there was no true commonsense solution, because no 
sense of the traffic problem was truly common to all social groups. Parents 
and pedestrians tended to blame motorists, especially for their speed. They 
usually regarded pedestrian casualties as innocent victims of irresponsible 
motorists. Parents also often saw safety campaigns as opportunities to recognize child traffic casualties as public losses, for example by honoring 
grieving parents officially. Educators tended to be more willing to give 
children responsibility for their own safety through traffic safety education. Automotive interests, faced with definitions of the safety problem 
that threatened their future in the city, organized as "motordom" to 
promote a new construction of the city street as a place chiefly for motorists, largely by discouraging free use of the streets by adult pedestrians and 
by children.

Between these groups lay the police, who regarded themselves as mediators. Police acted like peacekeepers, seeking to minimize conflicts between 
rival street users. Applying a perspective they had developed to manage 
other social problems, police sought above all order in the streets, even at 
the cost of efficiency. But as long as the various groups remained so much 
at odds, there was little the police could do.
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Under present conditions there is a deadly competition between pedestrian and 
motorist for the use of those strips of territory we call streets-a conflict deadly to 
the wayfarer, with the victory to the motorist.

-W. Bruce Cobb, magistrate, New York City Traffic Court, 1924'

On a Saturday afternoon in the spring of 1920, Leon Wartell was on a 
sidewalk, playing a ball game of some kind. The 9-year-old and his friends 
were in a residential Philadelphia neighborhood of row houses at FiftyThird and Spruce Streets. A swerving car jumped the curb and rolled on 
top of Leon. In the back of an ambulance, on the way to Misericordia 
Hospital, Leon died.'

In time, the grieving parents, Mr. and Mrs. Barnett Wartell, found some 
consolation in their dead son's older brother, Howard. Howard grew into 
"an exceptionally gifted lad": an athlete, a fine student, and a promising 
violinist. Two years after his brother's death, Howard graduated early from 
Philadelphia's Central High School. He aspired to music school; for the 
short term, he took a job installing telephones. After work, late on an 
autumn afternoon in 1924, the 18-year-old rode his bicycle home to his 
parents along a quiet side street. A light truck hit Howard, throwing him 
and his smashed bicycle into a gutter. The panicked young driver fled the 
scene, leaving Howard to bleed to death.'

In the 1920s, motor vehicle accidents in the United States killed more 
than 200,000 people.' The deaths of the Wartell boys were instances of the 
most typical variety of motor calamity The dead were city people, they 
were not in motor vehicles, and they were young. Although automobile 
ownership rates were lower within cities, the risk of automobile-caused 
death was much greater there than in the nation at large.' In cities with 
populations exceeding 25,000, pedestrians accounted for more than twothirds of the dead in 1925.6 In large cities the proportions were still higher. In the Wartells' home city of Philadelphia in 1928, three-fourths of those 
killed by automobiles were pedestrians. In that single year 8,246 pedestrians were struck by motor vehicles in Philadelphia, and about half were 
under age 16.' In 1925 in the United States, cars and trucks killed about 
7,000 children-about one-third of the total motor death toll.' Two months 
after Howard Wartell's death, The Outlook observed that "to the mother of 
young children" the "new problem created by the automobile" amounted 
to "the question, 'Will my child come home from school to-day alive and 
whole?' i9



[image: ]



[image: ]



The Wartells' losses were typical also for the way the boys' father understood them. Barnett Wartell characterized his sons' deaths as "murder." 
The motorists involved were "murderers," and the pedestrians killed (his 
sons and all others) were "innocent lives."" Wartell's is the view we would 
expect of a parent embittered by unbearable grief. Yet in the 1920s it was 
a typical position for city people, a view reflected in their newspapers and 
directly expressed in their letters to editors.

The fear and anger of many city people, their accusations against motorists and their cars, and their public displays of grief for the innocent victims 
constituted a threat to the future of the automobile in the American city. 
As long as the motor vehicle death toll consisted so largely of innocent 
children, and as long as motorists and their automobiles were saddled with 
sole responsibility for pedestrian casualties, the automobile's future in the 
American city was clouded.

The Changing Face of Safety

Even more than most social phenomena, the problem of safety looked 
different to various observers at various times. All agreed that a new 
menace lurked in America's cities. As cholera and typhoid fever succumbed 
to better sanitation and as bacteriologists were winning their fight with 
diphtheria, motor vehicle accidents threatened to erase the gains. Most 
agreed also that, as in other public health efforts, fighting the motor death 
toll would require not a cure for the stricken but prevention, including 
controversial regulations. But what was to be regulated?

The answer lay in a combination of how the accident problem was 
defined and where responsibility for it lay, and here there was plenty of 
room for disagreement. Deaths like those of the Wartell boys could be laid 
to various deficiencies. Fault could be found in the presence of powerful 
motor vehicles in crowded cities, or in the presence of pedestrians and 
cyclists in the roadway. The motorists were blameworthy for their speed and carelessness. Yet pedestrians and bicyclists could be careless too; the 
driver of the truck that killed Howard Wartell blamed the accident on 
the victim's reckless cycling." Suspicion could lead even to the design of 
the street: Leon Wartell met his death on a sidewalk that kept pedestrians 
close to motorists. While nearly all accidents could be explained by any of 
several faults, certain explanations were favored at the expense of others. 
The prevailing explanations changed-and continue to change-with 
time.12 Until the mid 1920s, the dominant perspective was shaped by those 
most alarmed by the new danger-people who would have agreed with 
Barnett Wartell.



Innocent Victims, Angry Pedestrians

After World War I, the scale of death and dismemberment on roads and 
streets in America grew fast. In the first four years after Armistice Day more 
Americans were killed in automobile accidents than had died in battle in 
France. This fact was widely publicized, and the news was greeted with 
shock.13 The carnage inspired a popular safety movement unlike any before, 
a movement that touched everyone, old and young, in cities large and 
small throughout America. In its original, popular form, the movement 
did not last long; by the mid 1920s it was already ebbing. Yet it pressured 
government and business leaders to establish the traffic safety institutions 
that, though much evolved, are still with us today. The principles of this 
second, institutional traffic safety movement were devised largely as an 
answer to, and a deliberate rejection of, the popular notions of traffic safety 
that prevailed in the earlier safety movement.14

In the prevailing construction of the traffic safety problem before the 
mid 1920s, cities were not at fault for failing to provide safe accommodation for motorists. To frightened parents and pedestrians the problem was 
far simpler: they blamed automobiles and their drivers, regardless of the 
circumstances. City people were angry. Their anger is shown in mob 
attacks on reckless motorists, and in newspapers that played up automobile 
accident stories when the victim was easy to represent as innocent (a child, 
a young woman, an old person), the victim of an unambiguous "villain" 
(the motorist who leaves the victim bleeding in the street, the "speed 
maniac," the fleeing criminal, the drunk).

Prevailing perceptions of the problem are also clear in popular fiction. 
Manslaughter, a sensational novel by Alice Duer Miller, portrayed the death 
of a dutiful police officer at the wheels of a spoiled, speed-crazed socialite; 
the book juxtaposed the virtuous victim's nobility and the dissolute motorist's depravity. The novel sold well and was made into a movie in 
1922.15 In 1928 one of the most important films of the silent era depicted 
child death in the form most distinctive of the 1920s. The Crowd, directed 
by King Vidor, included as its most poignant scene the death of a small 
New York City child struck down in the street under the wheels of a truck. 16 
Like the daily press stories too familiar to city newspaper readers, The Crowd 
depicted the wasting of a pure innocent by a motor vehicle running its 
mundane errand. The dead in these stories were virtuous (the police officer 
in Manslaughter was a veteran "with a heroic recordi17) or innocent (the 
little girl in The Crowd was perhaps two years old), and the motorists in 
both cases were speeding.18 To the newspapers the calamity in the streets 
was a sensational moral drama pitting "death drivers" against innocents; 
to many of their readers, however, it was also nonfiction of the most 
serious sort.19
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Figure 1.2

Cartoon by "Red," National Safety News 6 (August 1922), p. 26.



Enraged mobs attacked motorists who struck pedestrians. In 1920 the 
Philadelphia Public Ledger found that "any time an automobile collides 
with a post, a pedestrian, or other obstacle the crowd that gathers always 
displays prejudice against the driver ... tho the latter's very middle name 
may be Caution." The newspaper advised readers who wished to be "in 
the height of fashion" that if a pedestrian is "hurt or annoyed" in an 
encounter with a car, "don't ask whether the victim was wholly or in part 
to blame. Suggest that the driver of the motorcar be lynched.i20 In 1923 
car thieves speeding away in their stolen machine ran down and killed a woman waiting for a streetcar. The victim was just 20 years old and a 
popular church choir singer. A "menacing crowd," estimated by a reporter 
to number 2,000, surrounded the car's occupants and shouted threats to 
lynch the men. To rescue them, a policeman was forced to wave his gun 
at the throng and to call in reinforcements.21 In separate incidents on a 
single spring day in 1927, eight children were killed by motor vehicles in 
and near New York City. One truck driver involved was attacked by a mob; 
police struggled to extricate him.22



Others confined their revenge to pen and ink. Editorial cartoons 
portrayed the accident problem as a matter of innocent pedestrians 
(overwhelmingly children) and motorist villains. A motoring Grim Reaper 
rivaled Uncle Sam for dominance of cartooning's iconography. Many city 
people wrote letters to their newspapers complaining of the new motorized 
scourge, and particularly of its invasion of the rights of pedestrians. They 
overwhelmingly outnumbered letter writers who defended the automobile 
or who faulted the pedestrian.23 One pedestrian, nearly struck down at a 
streetcar stop, published a threat: "I am now ready for this brute, and if 
he ever makes a similar move where I am concerned it will be his last one, 
and there will be no court costs either."" Another letter writer's threats 
were more direct. After reading advice in the newspaper to look both ways 
when crossing streets, the writer sent a letter signed "Sic Semper Tyrranis": 
"When you get to the crossing, look to your left, pull out your automatic 
from the holster, step into the street and level the gun at the chauffeur 
coming. When in the middle of the street level it at the nearest chauffeur 
coming the other way."25

The Automotive Juggernaut

The particular evils to which city people compared automobiles reveal how 
they understood the problem of traffic casualties. The more intellectual 
critics often called the automobile a pagan idol demanding sacrifice. The 
car was, for example, a juggernaut: a wheeled object of idolatry which 
crushed lives out under its wheels. The metaphor reflected the perception 
that the car's threat was to those afoot, not those in vehicles.

The comparison also showed the car not as a useful instrument subject 
to abuse by the irresponsible but as a needless and inherently dangerous 
machine. Driver and vehicle were not clearly distinguished; neither were 
responsible and irresponsible drivers. In 1916 an authority on the automobile industry wrote: "In the view of some of the press, the automobile is 
to-day a juggernaut, a motoring speed-monster, intent on killing and 
maiming all who stand in its way.i26 In 1920 a Milwaukee educator described the car as "the juggernaut of modern civilization."" An 
insurance executive writing later that year described the automobile as a 
"juggernaut ... put in motion under the guise of economic necessity" that 
had left its record "in the blood of men, women and little children.""



In a similar vein, a cartoonist for the St. Louis Star portrayed the automobile as a machine age Moloch to which motorists sacrificed generous 
offerings of child victims.29 A Cincinnati newspaper made the same comparison.30 Papers carried a steady stream of editorial page cartoons showing 
the Grim Reaper behind the wheel of a speeding automobile harvesting a 
bumper crop of child victims with his scythe. The Washington Star commented in 1924 that newspapers often published "pen and word-pictures 
which reveal the motor car as a death-dealing monster."31
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Figure 1.3

Cartoon by "James," St. Louis Star, November 6, 1923, p. 14.





Many joined Barnett Wartell in classifying pedestrians killed by automobiles as the victims of murder. In 1923 the St. Louis PostDispatch editorialized that, even in the case of "a child darting into the street" in "the 
excitement of play," the "plea of unavoidable accident in such cases is the 
perjury of a murderer. 1112 The St. Louis Star called motorists involved in 
pedestrian fatalities "killers."33 The City Club of New York published and 
distributed large "municipal murder maps" showing where children had 
been killed in traffic accidents.34 A letter to a newspaper declared: "People 
are being murdered in the streets of our city every day.i35 Another letter 
writer, a motorist, was driven by the abundant accusations to plead "We 
are not a bunch of murderers and cutthroats."" The murderers, said 
others, should be punished as such. "Make them do time," one St. Louisan 
demanded.37 Send them to the penitentiary, another advised.38

Mothers and Children

In the safety publicity of the early 1920s the overwhelming majority of 
victims were children, and a large share of the rest were young women. 
Child death gave the traffic safety movement a feminine coloring. In safety 
publicity, young women victims often stood for pedestrians' innocence in 
general. Even more, mothers stood for the horror of child death and parental bereavement. When personified, the enemy was death (portrayed either 
as sexless or as male) or a reckless driver (nearly always male). Women 
sometimes represented safety or child protection. In a 1919 safety parade 
in Cleveland, a float carried a real woman representing the "Goddess of 
Safety"; she stood "with her arms extended over two children in an attitude 
of protection against the menacing figure of death."39

Women, especially mothers, were prominent among safety reformers in 
the early and mid 1920s. Thanks largely to the traffic safety problem, 
women joined local safety councils in quantity in the 1910s and the 1920s. 
They transformed these affiliates of the National Safety Council from 
business-dominated industrial safety bodies into something resembling an 
organized social movement. In 1918, when the National Safety Council 
began traffic safety work, it formed a Women's Section.40 In 1922 St. Louis 
women formed a "women's division" of their local safety council. Its 
members lobbied city leaders for traffic reforms and went from door to door, 
canvassing other women for safety council memberships and appealing 
particularly to mothers.41 For its symbol, the leader of the women's division 
took "the White Cross of Prevention." She claimed such work as "woman's 
chance to fulfill her ideals." "It is a woman's sphere," she said, "to carry the White Cross far and wide.i42 A month later, women in Washington 
organized a memorial service to children killed in accidents there.43



In Philadelphia in 1927, women formed their own parallel, cooperating 
safety council. The founding core consisted of about 200 women who had 
lost children to traffic accidents.44 As safety reformers, many women 
worked for more than accident prevention. For most of them, safety campaigns were expressions of public loss. Especially in the early 1920s, safety 
campaigns featured bereft mothers and crowds paid ceremonial respects to 
their children. Like fallen soldiers, children were publicly memorialized; 
their mothers, like the mothers of war dead, were honored as "white star 
mothers" or "gold star mothers."45

Speed, Danger, and Motor Tyranny

In the early 1920s most city people found the blame for pedestrian casualties very easy to deduce. According to prevailing opinions, when a motor 
vehicle was involved in the injury or death of a pedestrian, responsibility 
lay entirely with the motorist. Few found it necessary to state, as one 
columnist did, that "the delinquencies of drivers are responsible for nearly 
all accidents."" Fewer tried to prove this proposition; letters to the editors 
of city newspapers, for example, treated it as self-evident. After all, by 
custom pedestrians held unrestricted rights to the streets, and therefore 
questions about where a pedestrian crossed the street or how alert he or 
she was to traffic conditions were immaterial. Motorists, as the newcomers, 
were under the greater burden to take such precautions. Even a motorist 
admitted that "the burden of not hitting pedestrians" belongs "entirely on 
the drivers.""

Implicit in all these attacks, both popular and official, was the assumption that the automobile was not a necessity. As long as automobiles were 
"pleasure cars" there were few grounds for tolerating the injury and death 
they caused. Walking, however, was obviously necessary, and pedestrians 
were virtually incapable of causing accidental injury to others. Motor 
vehicles were fast and therefore inherently dangerous to pedestrians, and 
the motor vehicle was a necessary condition of the pedestrians' injury or 
death.

Speed and Inherent Danger

Angered by the terrible death toll on New York streets, an official from 
the city's medical examiner's office told the press "An automobile is a 
dangerous weapon."" Many city people shared his opinion.



Above all, the early critics of the automobile blamed its speed. Not until 
the mid 1920s was the inherent danger of speed widely questioned. In 
1925 The Outlook, a popular magazine of news commentary, reported of 
traffic accidents that "the chief danger, it is now generally conceded, is not 
speeding, but bad and careless driving by immature or reckless drivers.i49 
Today the distinction is not obvious. Speeding is "bad" or "careless" 
driving, indulged in by the "immature or reckless." Yet our definition of 
speeding has changed. Fifty or 60 miles per hour may be prudent driving, 
or even so slow as to disrupt the flow of traffic. We do not call this speeding; for us, speeding is unusual. Before the mid 1920s, however, speeding 
was what an automobile was made to do. When we speak today of a 
"speeding bullet," we mean a bullet merely doing what it was made to do. 
In the first quarter of the twentieth century, this sense of "speeding" 
applied to automobiles as well. The car distinguished itself from streetcars, 
horsedrawn vehicles, bicycles, and pedestrians by going faster-by "speeding." It was inherently a speeding machine.50 The car's capacity to speed 
was its chief advantage over other modes.

Until the mid 1920s, however, nearly all agreed that speed was indeed 
the "chief danger." "Safety and care in driving," complained an automotive 
engineer, "are almost entirely translated, in the public mind and in the 
law, into miles per hour.i51 There was sense to this presumption. When 
the overwhelming majority of traffic accident casualties were pedestrians, 
speed alone made the difference between life and death. To a pedestrian, 
a horsedrawn wagon and a Model T of equal weight were not equally 
dangerous, because the car was likely to be traveling three, four, or five 
times faster, even in the hands of a prudent motorist. To many, therefore, 
the automobile was, like the gun, inherently dangerous, especially in 
cities.

Letters to the St. Louis Star reflect typical sentiments: "Most accidents are 
due to fast, careless driving. 1112 "If accidents are to be reduced, speed must 
be reduced also; that is, unless speed is more essential than human life."53 
"The only way to prevent so many accidents" is to "force" motorists "by 
severe punishment to drive slow.i54 One writer proposed eliminating the 
trait that made cars dangerous: "This intolerable condition ... can be easily 
prevented by restricting automobiles ... to a speed not exceeding that of 
the horsedrawn carriage, before the day of the death-dealing speeding 
automobile."55

The popular press often agreed. The Star repeatedly blamed pedestrian 
fatalities on "speed maniacs" and "speed hogs" without so much as considering pedestrians' contribution to their own demise.56 Speed helped critics explain how motorists were so willing to jeopardize their own lives 
and the lives of others. The Baltimore Sun explained that "motorcar psychology" turned even normally prudent people into deadly menaces; 
others diagnosed "gasoline madness" or "gasoline rabies."" Illustrated 
World blamed "speed-mad automobile drivers" for their "assaults" on "old 
people and children.""



Saving Money by Saving Lives: From Industrial Safety to Traffic Safety

A Minnesota city manager concluded as early as 1919 that the remedy for 
traffic accidents "lay in education rather than in police regulation.i59 In 
safety matters, education in 1919 meant little more than publicity, 
especially in the form of brief public safety campaigns. Such campaigns for 
traffic safety were frequent from the late 1910s to the mid 1920s.

There was a precedent for such safety publicity, and the chambers of 
commerce drew from it. Losses in accidents had prodded insurance companies to nurture industrial safety from a frail shoot, stemming from heavy 
industry, into a mature, organized movement, complete with its own professionals ("safety engineers"). Beginning in 1911, state workmen's compensation laws raised both the success rate of insurance claims and their 
individual amounts.60 Accident-prone heavy industries found their insurance costs soaring. When Illinois imposed its workmen's compensation 
law, in 1911, one manufacturer's accident insurance premium increased 
eightfold.61 As insurers faced mounting claims and as industries faced rising 
premiums, both took a new interest in preventing accidents.

Their response quickly evolved into an industrial safety movement. 
While the movement's backers introduced safer machines, they kept much 
of the burden of accident prevention on the worker. Industry hoped to 
induce workers to take fewer chances by showing them the gravity of the 
risks they were running. If workers were shown safer methods, accident 
records would improve without expensive new capital investment. Industry used posters to show workers the bloody consequences of inattention 
and chance taking. Uniting such publicity was a new slogan for a new 
movement: Safety First.62

The First Cooperative Safety Congress, held in Milwaukee in 1912, soon 
evolved into the permanent National Safety Council (NSC).63 Spurred on 
by workmen's compensation laws, employers of labor and their insurers 
worked together in the National Safety Council to prevent industrial 
accidents.



But traffic and other public safety problems were different. Workmen's 
compensation laws did not apply to public accidents. Liability ruled there, 
and insurers generally found a better return for their money by fighting 
claims in court than through safety publicity.64 Thus there was at first no 
well-organized public safety movement of the scale of the NSC's industrial 
safety work. Yet institutions and methods devised for industrial safety were 
easily adapted to public safety campaigns, and in the late 1910s the 
transition began. Safety First spread beyond plant walls, becoming an 
admonition not only to industrial workers but also to motorists, streetcar 
patrons, and pedestrians.

The National Safety Council was decentralized. Local councils were 
affiliates of the national body, but autonomous and self-funded. They 
depended upon local sponsors. In time chambers of commerce joined 
industries and insurers as the patrons of locals. By 1915, four of the twenty 
locals were directly sponsored by the local chambers, and over the next 
five years such arrangements became common as the NSC courted local 
chambers for sponsorship." St. Louis illustrates the close collaboration 
between chambers and councils; there the chamber supplied the council 
with offices and a stenographer, and defrayed incidental expenses."

By 1924, 60 cities had local safety councils.67 The spectrum of interests 
backing the St. Louis Safety Council in 1922 was typical. It included 
"the Chamber of Commerce, the business interests, and the schools." 68 
Chicago's arrangement was also common; there the local safety council 
was both an affiliate of the national body and a department of the chamber 
of commerce.69 These sponsors supplied the funds, while the council lent 
the prestige of its good name and expertise born of experience.70 The sponsors' money and the councils' expertise together established and nurtured 
a new safety movement, distinct in function and character from the NSC's 
original industrial safety work. It was called "public safety."

Public Safety

In Syracuse, New York, in the fall of 1913, a woman stepped off a streetcar. 
Rebecca Latimer, the wife a local grocer, was 55 years old. She began to 
cross the street when a motorist trying to pass the streetcar struck and 
killed her. This fatal accident and others like it in Syracuse inspired the 
first of many efforts to adapt industrial safety practices to city public safety 
campaigns. The Chamber of Commerce, the auto club, the Rotary Club, 
Boy Scouts, police, schools, churches, and newspapers in Syracuse made December "Safety First Month."" For a dozen years thereafter, and especially from 1918 to 1924, such public safety campaigns were undertaken 
in cities large and small from coast to coast. Nearly all of them were one 
week long, and from the beginning the industrial safety movement served 
the public safety reformers as a model.72 The NSC urged its locals to sponsor 
a safety week once a year, and by 1923 more than fifty cities had organized 
such campaigns.73



Safety weeks were, above all, publicity efforts. "Safety is essentially an 
advertising and selling proposition," explained a representative of the 
safety council of Niagara Falls, New York, in 1919; "1 think publicity is the 
word every time.i74 At first, cities attacked public accidents of all kinds. In 
time, however, traffic safety grew to be the major and often the exclusive 
field of local safety campaigns. In 1914 the chamber of commerce in Rome, 
New York, sponsored a Safety First campaign. Like Syracuse, Rome 
borrowed the slogan direct from the industrial safety movement.75

Charles Price and the Public Safety Opportunity

The transition from industrial to public safety is personified in the career 
of Charles Price. Price was an Iowa shoe salesman who went to work for 
International Harvester in Chicago. When the company saw workmen's 
compensation laws coming, it put Price to work to find ways to prevent 
accidents. By 1912 his success won him a reputation, and on it he built a 
new career as a safety expert. Price organized Wisconsin factories to comply 
with new state standards. A few years later, a reporter called him "the 
country's foremost life-saver.""

In 1916 Price brought his talents to the National Safety Council. The 
NSC recruited Price to act as a field secretary, to organize local councils. 
Over the next seven years he visited many cities, especially in the Northeast and the upper Midwest. To promote the new local councils, Price 
orchestrated conspicuous safety weeks. He was extending the industrial 
safety model, hoping that those with a financial stake in public accident 
prevention would join the movement. Price began with a 1916 visit to 
Rochester, New York, where he organized a public safety campaign directed 
at fire prevention.77 In 1918 Rochester's local safety council launched a 
much broader six-month public safety campaign.78

Influenced by the 1918 Rochester campaign, and probably also by the 
earlier, independent public safety campaigns in Syracuse and Rome, Price 
soon saw greater opportunities for the local safety council movement in 
traffic accident prevention. Teaming up with St. Louis's Chamber of Commerce, he planned a big "Safety Week" in St. Louis that September to coincide with the National Safety Council's annual convention there. The 
organizer of Rochester's recent safety campaign traveled to St. Louis to 
present his city's methods. This time, Price's mission was to promote public 
safety in all areas, including traffic safety.79



Price's efforts won him election as general manager of the National 
Safety Council in 1919. By then, through his intimate connection with 
many locals, Price was noticing a dramatic increase in local interest in 
public safety. He saw opportunity for the NSC, and hoped to build an 
alliance of business interests (such as auto clubs and chambers of commerce) interested in practical dollars-and-cents accident prevention and 
city people angered by the automobile's depredations. He commented in 
1919 that "very rapid development of public safety" was "bound to come 
in the next two or three years, because of the large increase of street accidents." Price admitted that safety "is a bigger job than we had thought 
when we had considered this only as a possible service to these industrial 
concerns."" He continued to travel, organizing local safety councils and 
promoting safety weeks. Within a year, ten cities, with help from the 
National Safety Council, had put paid executives in charge of public safety 
committees, and more were on the way.81 In 1920 one of Price's colleagues 
in the NSC agreed that "the automobile problem is rapidly forcing the 
growth of the council."82

Price steered the NSC into the favorable winds. In September 1921, he 
announced the arrival of a "new and giant hazard," calling motor accidents 
"a problem more alarming and more far-reaching than any other in the 
history of the safety movement."" Then, at the NSC's conference in Boston, 
Price told delegates that "rapidly spreading alarm over the increase of 
deaths from motor vehicles" was fostering a "demand on the part of the 
people for some organized effort to control this hazard." The implications 
for the council were profound. "The effort to cope with this problem," 
Price explained, "will furnish a great stimulus to the organization of new 
local councils."84

Price appealed to angry pedestrians. "Each year," he explained, "it 
becomes more and more dangerous for a person to walk the streets." Like 
most of his contemporaries Price put the responsibility on the automobile 
and its driver, and credited their deadliness to their speed. "The obvious 
remedy," therefore, was "to improve constantly the traffic regulations." 
Price urged cities to "make their traffic regulations more and more rigid 
till they can point to low death rates from automobile accidents."" The 
first goal was to protect pedestrians. Price recommended more pedestrian 
crossings (not just at corners but also "in the middle of blocks") and "safety islands" for pedestrians in wide streets. He attacked "the tendency of some 
writers to exonerate automobile drivers and to place the blame of accidents 
upon pedestrians," which to Price revealed "lack of a full comprehension 
of the problems involved. 1116



The Transformation of Local Safety Councils

The National Safety Council and its local affiliates were the leading force 
in traffic accident prevention from World War Ito the mid 1920s. In turn, 
their growing role in public safety changed the councils.

As industrial safety bodies, the councils had been small and inconspicuous consultants for manufacturers. Workers-some of them under pressure 
from their foremen-could join the safety council (typically for $1), but 
the real impetus came from higher up.87 A safety engineer for a meat 
packing house summarized the industrial safety problem: "Accidents are 
costly misfortunes, both in human suffering and cold cash.i88 Business had 
promoted industrial safety for the practical purpose of preventing compensation claims-that is, for the cash.

Public safety campaigns were different. Cash was on the line. Operators 
of truck, taxi, and bus companies could not afford accidents. Auto clubs 
wanted safer streets without undue restriction of motorists. For other businesses, however, the financial stakes in street traffic were lower. There was 
no equivalent of workmen's compensation laws to free up big money for 
public safety.

Nevertheless, there was a mass constituency for traffic safety. Those 
alarmed by traffic casualties in cities, especially parents and schools, joined 
local councils' public safety campaigns. Their finances were limited, but 
their numbers were great. Thus, if memberships were cheap enough, mass 
membership promised to compensate for the limited funds of each member. 
With $1 individual memberships, the St. Louis Safety Council was already 
25,000 strong in 1922. That October it launched a two-week drive to enroll 
another 25,000.89 The public safety movement transformed local safety 
councils in many other cities too, especially those north and east of St. 
Louis. When the council in Erie, Pennsylvania, began public safety work 
in 1921, city people quickly transformed the small, little-known organization into a citywide movement.90

Unlike the business-minded promoters of industrial safety, however, 
rank-and-file members of public safety campaigns drew their inspiration 
from human suffering. As members of local safety councils, they strengthened the councils' tendency to portray frankly the grim consequences of accidents, both as a practical warning to others and as public, emotional 
expressions of the toll of human suffering in accidents.



Influenced by such lay participation, local safety councils tended to 
reflect lay assumptions about the causes of accidents. They often blamed 
motorists exclusively and linked danger directly to speed. At the NSC's 
1920 "Safety Congress," for example, "the automobile as a death dealing 
instrument was unanimously decided upon as the greatest present day 
menace to public safety.i91 As the Milwaukee chamber was organizing a 
local safety council, it bought a full-page newspaper advertisement blaming 
accidents simply on a "never-ending call for speed."92

The citizen members of local safety councils profoundly influenced the 
character of public safety campaigns. From them, councils solicited posters, 
plays, and pageants that reflected parents' and pedestrians' grief, fear, and 
anger. These lay participants in the public safety movement gave safety 
campaigns a less purely utilitarian role, a role that was entirely new for 
safety councils. Industrial safety campaigns were cool, practical efforts to 
cut losses from accident claims. To public safety campaigns, however, city 
people added a moral dimension. With public participation, safety drives 
became heated expressions of grief and anger, such as one would expect 
at the burial of the victims of a massacre. After all, to many city people, 
dead pedestrians, and especially dead children, were the innocent victims 
of murder.

Safety Weeks: Practical Accident Prevention and Public Mourning

Public safety campaigns bore a strong family resemblance to their forebears 
in industrial safety. Manufacturers fostered competition within or between 
plants to keep mishaps down, and often these efforts evolved into periods 
in which workers tried to avoid accidents altogether. Local safety councils 
grafted such "No Accident Weeks" or "Safety Weeks" onto city streets. It 
was a deliberate effort to duplicate the success of the industrial safety 
movement. The chairman of the city of Washington's 1922 safety week 
committee hoped to apply "the same safety first principles which captains 
of industry have inaugurated ... to the every-day life of the general 
population.i93

Applied to city streets, the councils' safety methods combined the lingering influence of their industrial origins and the new elements of grief and 
anger in public safety. To work, public safety campaigns had to be visible; 
their audience was the whole public, not just workers inside plant walls. And since traffic accidents evoked intense emotions, city people were not 
going to be a passive audience. They joined in shaping the public safety 
movement.



The difference is clear in the iconography of safety campaigns on shop 
floors and in city streets. Industrial safety publicity made extensive use of 
simplified representations and personifications of more complex phenomena. For example, posters in factories caricatured the inattentive or careless 
worker as a foolish bumbler. Workers seeing such a fool would presumably 
avoid resembling him and thus become more cautious.

From Otto Nobetter to Auto Demons

One oafish character became a mainstay of industrial safety posters. Otto 
Nobetter stumbled over tools, smoked near explosives, and generally 
flaunted his ignorance of elementary safety precautions. He invariably paid 
dearly for his mistakes.94 Compensation laws gave industry responsibility 
for workplace accidents, but Otto Nobetter gave it back to the workers.

The public safety cousins of Otto Nobetter appeared in the safety weeks 
organized in cities in the 1920s. Like Otto Nobetter, they warned those 
who saw them. They fell largely into two classes, one the creation of the 
business-minded elements in the safety councils. This class included 
various personifications of the "jaywalker," who ridiculed careless pedestrians much as Otto Nobetter ridiculed careless workers. Angry parents and 
pedestrians and editorial cartoonists developed a much more sinister class 
of caricatures. For example, in a parade for Milwaukee's safety week in the 
fall of 1920, a streetcar pulled a flatbed trailer through the city. The trailer 
displayed a wrecked automobile driven by a likeness of Satan.95

In the public safety movement, Satan or the Grim Reaper joined bumblers as personifications of the accident problem. The demonic images 
clearly originated outside the original constituency of the safety councils, 
for the councils had used nothing like them in their industrial safety work. 
They thrived in realms beyond the reach of safety experts, especially in 
city newspapers. Otto Nobetter had put the burden of responsibility for 
accidents on the group that suffered from them-in this case, workers. 
Caricatures of jaywalkers did the same for pedestrians. The demonic images 
of traffic safety campaigns, however, exonerated the leading victims (pedestrians, including children) by putting the caricature in the driver's seat of 
an automobile, and often by making the vehicle itself the demon. The 
victims were portrayed not as pedestrians in general, but specifically as 
children or other innocents who could not be held responsible for their 
own demise. The inventive minds behind sinister displays such as Milwaukee's float were not only urging safer driving; they were accusing 
motorists-and even automobiles-of moral failure. The intent was only 
partly to advance a practical remedy. Such publicity was an expression of 
grief and anger.



In Milwaukee as elsewhere, posters for the safety week were drawn by 
ordinary citizens without charge, not by commercial artists in agencies 
contracted by the safety council. The winning posters were grim. 
Milwaukee's first-prize winner shows a grief-crazed mother holding the 
corpse of her small son. Her hand covers his bloody face, as if to stop the 
bleeding. There is blood all over the little boy's summer playsuit and on 
his bare legs. Just behind them is the wheel of an outsized truck.96 Second 
place went to a poster showing a woman sobbing into a handkerchief. Her 
little daughter clutches her mother's hand. She asks "Was Daddy hurt 
much?i97 Another winner shows Death represented as a skeleton in a 
shroud. He stands atop a mountain of skulls, clutching the corpse of a 
woman. Vultures circle above. Amid the skulls lies a wrecked automobile.98 
Another winning poster personifies the temptation to take risks as the 
Devil in disguise.99

Participation in safety weeks was open; the safety councils did not try 
to control it. Thus, for safety week, the Milwaukee Journal sponsored a safety 
poster contest of its own, this one for grade school children. The newspaper 
awarded first prize to a poster drawn by an 11-year-old boy showing an 
automobile and a locomotive speeding into the vacant eye sockets of a 
human skull. Beneath this image, stretcher bearers carry casualties.1 ' Many 
local safety councils favored images of grieving parents clutching their 
children's corpses. "The pity of it!" exclaims the caption of a Memphis 
Safety Council poster, as a man (a father or a remorseful motorist) supports 
the tiny, limp body of a struck-down little girl.101 Such posters were directed 
not to pedestrians but to motorists, and their messages were often blunt. 
In 1922 the Safety Commission of Oak Park, Illinois, posted fifty large signs 
throughout the city warning motorists "DON'T KILL A CHILD. 11112

Grief

For several years after the Armistice of 1918, Americans in cities large and 
small dedicated memorials to those who never returned from France. In 
these years, Americans also publicly grieved the children killed in street 
traffic. Early city traffic safety campaigns were in large part memorials to 
the dead. Funereal ceremonies and monuments were these campaigns' 
most conspicuous features, setting them profoundly apart from the tidier 
safety publicity that would prevail in later years.
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Figure 1.4

Poster by George Starkey, reproduced in "Winning Safety Poster," Milwaukee Journal, 
September 25, 1920.



The Detroit Safety Council's Safety First campaign of 1919 drew special 
attention to street fatalities with the tolling of bells. At City Hall, at a 
church, at a fire station, and at every school in the city, twice a day bells 
slowly tolled eight times on any day in which a life was lost to a traffic 
accident. Teachers or police officers announced the names of the dead and 
the manner of their deaths to the school children.lo3

Detroit thus paid its respects, as at a funeral, to all the dead in traffic 
accidents. In most cities, however, safety campaigns concentrated their 
attention on child deaths, and in so doing these campaigns put the burden 
of responsibility squarely on the shoulders of motorists and their cars. The 
guiltless children were pedestrians, and their injuries and deaths came nearly always from motorists, and the implication of the drivers' guilt was 
almost automatic. Adults on foot benefitted by their association with 
children in the larger class of pedestrians; motorists therefore could not 
share the burden of guilt with other adults.
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Figure 1.5

Poster by Harry De Bauffer, reproduced in "Poster Wins Second Prize," Milwaukee 
Journal, September 28, 1920.



During its safety week in June 1922, Baltimore introduced a new feature: 
a monument of war memorial proportions. The 25-foot wood and plaster 
obelisk was carefully built to resemble a permanent stone memorial. It was 
conspicuously located and dedicated publicly by the mayor himself. The 
marker memorialized the 130 children killed in all accidents in Baltimore 
in 1921, but its inscriptions singled out traffic accidents. Several hundred 
school children, Girl Scouts and Boy Scouts, and a delegation from the 
Women's Civic League attended. A church choir sang, and a minister led 
the assemblage in prayer. 104
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Figure 1.6

Baltimore's memorial to child accident victims during its 1922 dedication by Mayor 
William Broening. Source: "Baltimore Puts Over Successful No-Accident Week," 
National Safety News 6 (August 1922), p. 38.



With help from the National Safety Council, Baltimore's safety week was 
influential. In New York's safety week in 1922 a procession of 10,000 children was "the most spectacular feature of the week." Among the marchers 
was a "Memorial Division" of 1,054 children, each representing one of the 
1,054 children killed in accidents (most them in traffic) in the city in 1921. 
The cortege was led by Boy Scouts carrying crepe bunting and a papier-mache tombstone for the child victims. The young marchers passed a 
reviewing stand, where, among other dignitaries, there were about fifty 
"white star mothers"-mothers of those killed. In front of a crowd of thousands, at least 200 "white star mothers" attended the dedication of 
the stage prop tombstone. Flowers lay at the monument's base as speakers 
eulogized the dead; one speaker prayed: "May the memory of these children cause us to devise methods to save their companions and others who 
will bless us in the days to come.i105 Three days later, in the safety week's 
main event, a procession of open cars carried children maimed and disabled in accidents.106



"What Baltimore can do, Pittsburgh can do," pledged Pittsburgh's mayor, 
William Magee, a week after New York's safety campaign. Magee was speaking at the dedication of Pittsburgh's own memorial to children killed in 
accidents. Children brought flowers to the dedication ceremony, one for 
each of the 286 children killed in Pittsburgh in 1921. More than 5,000 
people attended the ceremony, including families who had lost children 
to traffic accidents. The city's safety parade repeated features innovated 
elsewhere: a local auto club carried injured children in open cars and a red 
devil represented danger. One float displayed "a little girl, crushed between 
two colliding automobiles.""'
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Figure 1.7

Children dedicated Pittsburgh's monument to child accident victims by holding up 
a flower for each child killed in the city in 1921. Source: "Deaths Drop 60 Percent 
During Pittsburgh's Safety Week," National Safety News 6 (December 1922), p. 16.





Six weeks later, the people of Washington mourned their dead children. 
More than a thousand people attended a solemn dedication of a temporary 
monument to the 97 children killed in accidents in Washington in 1921. 
The Marine Band played Chopin's funeral march as children stepped into 
formation around the memorial. A clergyman delivered a mass eulogy, 
then the gathering sang "Rock of Ages." Church choirs sang hymns. 
Ninety-seven children dressed in white-one for each of the dead-dropped 
97 flowers at the monument's base. A Boy Scout played "Taps." Children 
then left wreaths at the monument.108

Washington's safety week closed six days later with a procession of 2,000 
marchers and 80 floats along Pennsylvania Avenue. Employees of federal 
departments marched in the parade, and their home-made signs and floats 
reflected popular constructions of the public safety problem, including 
easy references to death and a predilection to blame speed. Treasury Department marchers carried signs discouraging haste: "Get Up Sooner!-You 
Won't Have to Hurry!-You Won't Get Hurt!," read one banner. Another 
read: "What's Your Hurry?-Take Your Time!-Don't Get Hurt!" The 
Agriculture Department's float included mock tombstones inscribed with 
snappy references to the common causes of accidental death. The War 
Department paraded four floats which together told a story: a wrecked car, 
doctors' hopeless efforts in surgery, a last trip in a hearse, and a tombstone. 
An unidentified group marched as corpses in shrouds.'09

In June 1923, club women dedicated a similar public monument to the 
dead in Louisville. A platoon of little children dressed in white attended, 
each representing a child accident victim of 1922. They left white chrysanthemums at the monument's base as a band played "Nearer My God 
To Thee.""' Days later, Louisville's Safety Week parade was a spectacle of 
"coffins and skeletons, with wrecked automobiles and hospitals, ... and 
small children.""'

In the autumn of 1923, St. Louis staged perhaps the last of the grander 
safety weeks in this popular public safety movement. On the eve of the 
safety week-Sunday, November 18-clergymen preached sermons on 
safety. The next day, in the heart of the city, the St. Louis Safety Council 
unveiled an impressive monument, a broken column atop a "huge" pedestal inscribed "In Memory of Child Life Sacrificed on the Altar of Haste 
and Recklessness." Hundreds gathered around the memorial for its solemn 
dedication to the 32 children who had already been killed that year on the 
city's streets. The innocence of the child victims was represented by four 
carved cherubs seated at the base of the broken column. During the dedication ceremony, a local band played a dirge as seven children covered the base of the monument with flowers. The crew of an airship dropped more 
flowers around the monument. The mayor told the crowd that "drivers of 
automobiles must be taught to adhere to the doctrines of the St. Louis 
Safety Council." The president of the council addressed the crowd himself, 
but as befitted a funeral service, clergymen spoke too. Among them were 
the archbishop of St. Louis and the president of the protestant church 
federation. One of the two rabbis who also spoke asked the audience to 
help protect the right of the city's children to live until adulthood."'
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Figure 1.8

St. Louis's monument to child accident victims, erected in 1923. Source: "Monument to Child Auto Victims and Speedometer to Show Deaths," St. Louis GlobeDemocrat, November 20, 1923, p. 8. Courtesy St. Louis GlobeDemocrat Archives of 
St. Louis Mercantile Library at University of Missouri-St. Louis.



In another expression of public grief, in 1925 the Memphis Safety 
Council began displaying a black flag of mourning at sites in the city where 
children had been killed. The council also posted signs reading "A Child 
Was Killed Here-WHY?" The chamber urged the people of Memphis to "support this movement by your full cooperation as well as with your 
purse!""' The Toledo Safety Council later also flew a "mourning flag" from 
its office window in any month in which a child was killed."'



The blood, grief, and anger in America cities were not due entirely to high 
casualties. They showed the persistence, well into the twentieth century, 
of a traditional perception of the city street. To safety reformers, to pedestrians angry at motorists, and to grieving parents, the street was their 
space-a place to alight from a streetcar, a place to walk, a place to play. 
In this traditional construction of the city street, motorists could never 
escape suspicion as dangerous intruders. While this perception prevailed, 
the motor age could not come to the American city.
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Ex Chao Ordo [order from chaos]

-motto of the Eno Foundation for Highway Traffic Regulation, 1921

A sane application of common sense will point the way to a solution of traffic 
problems.... The immediate problem of every municipality is to do all that can be 
done to fit traffic to present streets.

-Guy Kelcey, traffic device manufacturer, 19261

The blood of street traffic casualties was the most shocking effect of the 
new motor traffic in cities, but it was not the most common. Day in and 
day out, the new abundance of cars in cities meant traffic chaos. In the 
automobile's first decade or two in the city, police struggled to restore 
order.

By "chaos" most police meant something related to but distinct from 
congestion. Traffic engineers would later make term "traffic congestion" 
common, to refer to a kind of inefficiency characterized by high traffic 
density and poor traffic flow, with low average speeds. Police seldom spoke 
of congestion or its synonyms because few conceived of it as their enemy. 
What later generations would consider low speeds had always before been 
normal speeds, to police and everyone else. Police instead saw their problem 
as a new kind of disorder caused by a new kind of vehicle-the automobile. 
Their conception of the solution followed from their conception of the 
problem. If the motorcar, thanks to its new capacities, disrupted the old 
street order, the answer was to make automobiles conform to the old street 
order. Police traffic regulation was thus fundamentally conservative.

Looking back at the first quarter of the twentieth century, a government 
expert concluded that "the change in traffic demands and the loads 
on our highways have amounted to a revolution."2 Until about 1910, 
American cities did little to cope with the sudden and dramatic increase in motor traffic. Soon, however, cities had to devise new means of managing the new kind of traffic. Until this crisis, street traffic had been a 
problem managed informally, by custom. In the thick of the motor traffic 
crisis, cities formalized the regulation of street traffic. To bring order to the 
streets, police departments codified custom and supplemented it with 
commonsense regulations. To police, the benchmark of "common sense" 
was an orderly preautomotive street.



Before 1903 no city had a traffic code worthy of the name. Cities managed 
heavy vehicular traffic much as hospitals, shopping malls, and other large 
institutions manage heavy pedestrian traffic today. Order depended on the 
customary practice (followed with varying degrees of conscientiousness) of 
keeping to the right. Signs did not regulate; they only indicated the location of popular destinations. The occasional official directed the lost, and 
traffic conflicts were resolved informally. Remembering her school days 
near the beginning of the twentieth century in an Indiana county seat, 
one woman recalled that at intersections "it was every man for himself."' 
A New Yorker remembered that before 1900 "the only rule, if such it might 
be called, then in existence, was that if you met another vehicle, you were 
supposed to keep to the right."'

The Automobile and Traffic Disorder

Few blamed street design, heedless pedestrians, or slow streetcars for the 
traffic problems of the first two decades of the twentieth century. More 
blamed tall buildings. By far the most commonly accused suspect, however, 
was the automobile. "Everyone blames the automobile," the architect 
Harvey Corbett observed.' One engineer argued that the car's arrival in the 
city constituted an "emergency."' Another held that the auto caused traffic 
conditions to undergo a "complete change" after about 1912.' In 1915 city 
planners in Newark, New Jersey, pressed the mayor and the city council 
to take steps to respond to the "most remarkable change in the character 
of vehicular traffic."$

The prudence of Newark's city planners stemmed from sobering facts. 
Between 1912 and 1915 the number of automobiles in the city more than 
doubled; motor trucks more than trebled. Planners expected the quantity 
of motor vehicles to increase by "at least" 20 percent a year "for some time 
to come.i9 Milwaukee enumerators counted 39 motor vehicles crossing a 
checkpoint over a two-day period in 1911. Three years later they counted 
1,373 crossing the same point in a single day.10 Motor vehicle registrations 
in Chicago increased tenfold between 1911 and 1921, despite the World War." In St. Louis there were 16,000 registered motor vehicles in 1916; by 
1923 there were more than 100,000.12



"Traffic" and "traffic congestion" were not even distinct categories of 
thought in city administration until about 1915, when motor vehicles 
made them so. In its first five years, from 1909 to 1913, The American 
City-soon to be the leading national journal for city administrators-did 
not devote one major article to street traffic. Other professional and trade 
journals gave the problem similarly scant consideration, as did the proceedings of professional bodies such as the American Society of Civil 
Engineers. "Traffic" was simply not yet a topic of city administration. 
Articles about "traffic congestion" before 1915 were more likely to be about 
crowding on streetcars or inadequate harbor facilities than about the 
crowding of streets with vehicles and pedestrians.13 Around 1915, however, 
the term "traffic congestion" was transformed. Thenceforward it nearly 
always meant the crowding of streets with motor vehicles. With, for 
example, the number of Chicagoans per automobile falling from 106 in 
1913 to 52 in 1916, city officials simply could no longer treat the problem 
in the customary way.14

The character of traffic was changing too. The decline of the horse 
in favor of the gasoline engine increased the need for formal 
traffic regulation, because automobiles were faster (and therefore 
more dangerous) than horsedrawn vehicles, and because motor vehicles 
lacked the horse's ability to resist the usual consequences of reckless 
driving. Although the human population of eight major cities grew a 
combined 19.9 percent between 1910 and 1920, the number of horses 
fell 57.4 percent.15 New York's Health Department found that 30 
percent of the horses stabled in the city in 1917 were gone just two years 
later.16 By the mid 1920s, large cities reported that only 3-6 percent of the 
vehicles in their streets were drawn by horses.17 Traffic was changing 
fast.

Police Traffic Regulation: The Search for Order

In most large American cities, police traffic regulation had appeared by 
about 1910; it came earlier in New York and later in smaller cities. In 1909 
few would have disagreed with the reporter Ira Judson, who remarked that 
the automobile had "not yet been adjusted to its proper place."" The pioneers who implemented these traffic measures seldom articulated the principles on which these measures were based, or their goals. They practiced 
largely as individuals or as isolated teams, and they followed the unwritten code of common sense, shaped by a preautomotive conception of the 
street.



To Robert Wiebe, the late nineteenth century and the early 
twentieth century in America were characterized by a "search for order," 
and although he did not examine city police departments, their case 
supports Wiebe's view.19 Erik Monkkonen illustrated the construction of 
one dimension of urban order in his study of American police. He demonstrated that late in the nineteenth century police departments grew 
detached from the political networks that had formerly constrained 
them. By 1900 police departments' customary social welfare functions 
were ebbing. The change gave them more freedom to defend urban order 
from the "dangerous class."" Although he did not examine traffic police, 
their techniques corroborate Monkkonen's interpretation. The motor 
revolution prodded police to go beyond their longstanding role as the 
arbiters of individual traffic conflicts. They became also the formulators 
and enforcers of codified traffic rules for the management of crowded 
streets. Police worked to bring order out of chaos.

Between Custom and System

In 1903 New York instituted the first traffic code of the coming motor age. 
While many cities used New York's "Rules" as a model, many more devised 
their own codes. By World War I, however, cities had begun to institute 
more innovative measures to attack traffic problems at particular points, 
with, for example, signals at intersections and signs indicating traffic 
rules.

Police traffic regulation filled an interval between custom and system 
in city traffic management. Beginning in 1903 with New York's "Rules 
for Driving" and culminating in the early 1920s with the great diversity 
of local traffic measures and devices, police department tinkerers tried 
anything to fix the traffic problem. Tinkerers offered what custom by its 
very nature could not-innovation. Lacking tested theory or empirical 
research, their laboratory was the street itself, their method was trial and 
error.

Eno

One of these tinkerers was a New York aristocrat turned gentleman traffic 
reformer. William Phelps Eno became an example to police traffic regulators throughout the nation. He did not admire unguided police methods 
and thus was not a typical exponent of police traffic regulation. He valued vehicular speed more than the police did, and was less attached to the 
preautomotive street order. He recollected that city streets before 1900 
never failed to make him "astonished at the stupidity of drivers, pedestrians and police."21 But any consideration of police traffic regulation in this 
period must begin with Eno, because his energy prodded cities into action. 
He was not a police official himself, but he worked through New York's 
police department to make his vision real. Neither Eno nor the police 
officials with whom he worked had formal training in traffic regulation. 
Their recommendations for remedial steps had little theory and less 
research behind them. They were tinkerers; they applied common sense 
to traffic problems.22 Eno inherited his father's fortune in 1899, and at the 
age of 41 he left his family's real estate business to begin a career in traffic 
regulation.23



Eno was an eccentric who worked at the periphery of the public sector. 
At age 80 he recalled that his father's office in New York "must have been 
somewhere below the City Hall and near P. T. Barnum's Museum."" The 
description places his own career as accurately as his father's address. Eno 
was a genteel monomaniac who saw the police as the natural implementers 
of the reforms he advocated. He shared with police officials in cities 
throughout the country a faith that order could be restored in city streets, 
and that sound police regulations could achieve it.

Eno was also a minor prophet, warning nineteenth-century people of 
twentieth-century problems. Declaring "It is time something should be 
done," he issued his first manifesto of traffic reform in January 1900, when 
automobiles were still of no significance in the street traffic of any city in 
the world. "Properly understood and regulated," Eno claimed, "several 
times the present traffic in our streets could go on with less delay, more 
safety and more comfort than what there is now."25

To fight traffic, Eno and other reformers declared, cities would have to 
bring order where there had been chaos. Indeed, Eno made "Ex Chao 
Ordo" the motto of his traffic foundation. He described his work as an 
effort "to substitute order where chaos now reigns almost supreme."" His 
mission was a search for order in city streets; to pursue it, Eno sought first 
to make traffic regulation "scientific." Although a journalist termed Eno's 
work "The Science of Street Traffic,"" Eno was no scientist. His academic 
record was little better than embarrassing. Though he could cite reasons 
of health to explain his early departure from Yale, it is likely he had other 
compelling grounds for dropping out.28 He did not base his traffic recommendations on empirical research; he offered common sense dressed up 
as science.



Eno formulated his "Rules for Driving" for New York in 1903. The rules 
were a modest beginning; most of them were no more than a codification 
of custom. Drivers were directed to keep their vehicles to the right, to pass 
on the left, to use hand signals, to yield to emergency vehicles, and to 
travel at a "safe and proper" speed. The only noteworthy innovation was 
the "wide" or "outside" left turn: drivers were to keep the center point of 
the intersection to their left as they turned left. Yet police traffic regulation 
began here, in written codifications of custom, with gradual accretions of 
untested commonsense ideas.29 Later Eno added higher speed limits and 
circular traffic flow at intersections to his proposals.3o

With the adoption of the "Rules," New York was well ahead of other 
American cities. Ten years later police traffic regulation was still inconspicuous everywhere else. New York needed police regulation first because 
it was biggest, but it was also favored by chance. It had an eccentric millionaire obsessed with traffic reform. Eno was a true reformer; he sought 
no personal gain from his crusade. He paid the entire bill for the 100,000 
copies of "Rules for Driving," merely on the condition that the city adopt 
the rules and distribute the four-page guide.31 He accepted no paid work 
as a traffic expert until 1913.32

For a dozen years after New York adopted "Rules for Driving," most cities 
took few or no steps to manage traffic with anything more systematic than 
custom. By 1915, however, custom was clearly unequal to new conditions. 
Nationwide in 1910 there was still only one auto per 200 persons, but by 
the end of 1915 the rate exceeded one per 40, with the number of autos 
increasing at the rate of 40 percent a year.33 American cities large and small 
soon enlisted police rules and devices in the new traffic fight.

Eno's rules were influential, though most cities rejected elements of his 
system. Eno saw himself as a progressive, welcoming a fundamental change 
in traffic. In contrast, most police were conservative in outlook. Automobiles, as the dangerous newcomers, would have to conform. Some cities 
gave horsedrawn vehicles the right of way over motor vehicles.34 "Motor 
vehicles in the business quarter," Municipal Journal and Engineer held, 
"should have no precedence over others, as it leads to confusion and on 
occasion causes accidents."" Above all, few police shared Eno's high 
opinion of speed. Police departments borrowed what they wished from 
Eno and introduced some ideas of their own. The outside left turn rule was 
adopted almost everywhere.36 Without Eno's help, police began the practice of painting lines on streets cities to guide traffic about 1915.37 They 
also introduced one-way traffic.38 Few shared Eno's enthusiasm for traffic 
circles. Eno had proposed them as a means of keeping traffic moving, but many police departments betrayed a commonsense conviction that speed 
was part of the problem, not part of the answer.



Unlike Eno, police tended to see speed and safety as mutually exclusive 
ends, and to reduce accidents they frequently restricted traffic flow. Police 
usually saw traffic congestion not as an enemy but as a helpful ally in their 
effort to slow vehicles. In traffic management as in law enforcement, police 
applied an "adversary model" of regulation in which speed was inconsistent with safety.39 In a survey, only 3 percent of police chiefs chose congestion as the most important factor in accidents. Though the questionnaire 
did not prompt them to do so, 24 percent of the chiefs volunteered their 
opinion that incompetent drivers were another major factor, and 39 
percent added an objection to speed.40 In selecting Safety First as its motto, 
the International Traffic Officers Association (whose members were 
confined largely to the United States and Canada) indicated its relative 
disinterest in the expeditiousness of street traffic.41 Sharing his police 
department's views, a Philadelphia judge made it his mission to fight 
speed. Abandoning judicial circumspection, he declared: "This mad desire 
for speed must be checked and I am going to do everything in my power 
to stop it.i42 To an Atlanta judge, the most urgent goal in traffic safety was 
"the slowing-down of men who by their speed are slaughtering these men, 
women and little children."43

Police-imposed speed limits were always low, sometimes extremely so. 
The median state-designated speed limit in cities in 1906 was 10 miles per 
hour, and local authorities usually could (and often did) set still lower 
limits.44 States were slow to raise limits; Indiana's limit in cities, 8 miles 
per hour in 1906, had been raised only to 10 miles per hour by 1919.45 
Police usually enjoyed the support of city newspapers for their low speed 
limits.46 The limits were impossible to enforce; indeed some were so low 
that motorists risked stalling if they observed them.47 But police worked 
around this problem through other regulations that incidentally slowed 
traffic.

Police officials also tended to defend the customary rights of those on 
foot, and to expect automobiles to defer to them. Since most traffic casualties were pedestrians struck by motor vehicles, the safety problem, in this 
view, was not to make the streets safe for motorists (relatively few of whom 
were getting injured), but to make them safe from motorists.48 Police 
authorities and ordinary "cornermen" (traffic police) tended to blame the 
motor vehicle and its driver for street casualties. In a survey of 480 city 
police chiefs, 72 percent chose "carelessness of the driver" as the leading 
cause of street casualties. Only 16 percent blamed pedestrians.49 To police, speed was the factor that made automotive traffic deadly. To protect pedestrians and to make motorists conform to longstanding street customs, 
police departments tried to limit automobiles to preautomotive speeds.



Silent Policemen: Affordable Order

Street intersections were the epicenter of the traffic crisis, where danger 
and disorder were concentrated. The National Safety Council estimated in 
1923 that 70 percent of auto accidents occurred at street crossings, and a 
study in St. Paul in 1924 and 1925 found that 86 percent of downtown 
auto accidents occurred at intersections.50 State laws and city ordinances 
therefore often designated lower speed limits at city intersections. Although 
motorists in South Bend, Indiana, were limited to 10 miles per hour in 
1919, police ordered them to slow down still more at intersections.51

Eno's most enduring legacy was the outside left turn. From the beginning Eno had identified intersections as the crux of the traffic problem. He 
was attached to "rotary traffic control" (traffic circles), but where this was 
impracticable, he favored the wide left turn.52 The rule required a turn at 
something close to a right angle. The rule could be enforced by a policeman with a shrill whistle, but there were less expensive (and quieter) 
alternatives. In 1904 New York City, at Eno's suggestion, installed posts at 
the centers of some intersections to help drivers "understand the necessity 
of passing around the central point."" As a consequence of the mobilization for World War I, a road transportation committee of the Council of 
National Defense drafted recommendations for traffic rules for adoption 
by cities nationwide. Eno served on the advisory panel of the transportation committee, and seems to have had no difficulty in having the rule 
included among the resulting recommendations.54 By then the most visible 
reminder of traffic regulation in American cities of all sizes was the intersection center-point marker, usually marked "keep to the right," so that 
motorists turning left would go around it. These markers went by numerous names, but the most common was "silent policeman." This humble 
traffic device marked the victory of commonsense traffic reform where 
custom alone had proved inadequate. For the first time, many cities 
installed similar physical objects to control traffic between the curbs. No 
longer was the entire burden left to the motorist's knowledge of the traffic 
code. The device reveals the prevailing traffic regulation principles of police 
departments. Police sought to bring order to chaotic streets. Intersections 
were in the middle of the search for order from chaos that characterized 
the approach of Eno and city police officials nationwide. To police officials of the 1910s, order was the foundation all other traffic progress would be 
built upon. Guy Kelcey, a promoter of silent policemen, recommended 
that the "ultimate solution" for traffic problems at intersections lay in "the 
elimination of disorderly movements."" The silent policeman stood for 
this ideal.



The "disorderly movements" silent policemen controlled were those of 
"corner cutters," motorists who endangered pedestrians by approaching 
them at speed from behind. One pedestrian complained about the effects 
to his city newspaper: "If you obey the 'go' signal, a vehicle speeding up 
from behind and around the corner" will threaten you.56 By compelling 
motorists to take outside left turns, silent policemen and the traffic police 
they replaced slowed automobiles down and gave them more predictable 
paths. In effect, the left-turn rule made automobiles conform to preautomotive street customs. It slowed them to preautomotive speeds and gave 
them a path of travel as confining as a streetcar's tracks. It reduced automobiles' opportunities for collisions with pedestrians while increasing 
their points of conflict with other cars. Since they now crossed pedestrians' 
paths at right angles, left turners were less likely to surprise them.57 The 
rule and the device that enforced it thus indicated a value for pedestrian safety and street order, without regard for speed. To police, the element of 
danger was entirely the product of automobiles' speed, and congestion, as 
a suppressor of speed, was to many an ally in the struggle against accidents. 
Eno intended the silent policeman to expedite traffic, but it did not-and 
to many police departments, this was its chief virtue. Guy Kelcey, a supplier of silent policemen, guessed that low traffic speeds made the congested business district safer.58 Kelcey held that the outside left turn, by 
slowing traffic down, prevented accidents. "The object of traffic control," 
he maintained, "is to check speed so that a vehicle is under easy control, 
and to compel right-angle intersections."" Manufacturers before 1920 
almost never promoted a device as a facilitator of traffic flow; indeed, they 
more often promoted their products' beauty than their efficacy at speeding 
up traffic.
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Figure 2.1

A depiction of corner cutting. Source: George Kelcey, "Traffic and Parking Regulations as They Affect Public Safety and the Business Man," City Manager Magazine 8 
(September 1926), p. 22. Courtesy International CityCounty Management Association, Washington, D.C.
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Figure 2.2

Intersection center posts, often called "silent policemen," discouraged corner cutting 
(illustrated in the left diagram). Source: G. G. Kelcey, "Traffic Study in Relation to 
Accident Prevention," National Safety News 8 (Oct. 1923), p. 26. Courtesy National 
Safety Council.



The silent policeman also reflected a need for economy. Eno faulted the 
numerous fanciful proposals for elaborate traffic facilities as "tremendously 
expensive," proposing instead simple, regulatory measures.60 All police 
departments sought to limit their dependence on costly, overburdened and 
exposed traffic police ("cornermen"). Traffic regulation innovators worked 
to find ways to limit the need for traffic police. To one engineer, the 
expense of the cornerman was "perhaps the most important consideration" behind the search for alternatives.61



To provide an intersection with a cornerman for 8 hours a day typically 
cost cities almost $2,000 a year. The expense was onerous. For example, the 
Michigan city of Grand Rapids found itself spending more than 36 percent 
of its police budget on traffic regulation at intersections. 62 Cities simply 
could not afford to hire enough cornermen to keep up with the growing 
crowds of automobiles. Chicago, for example, kept the size of its Traffic 
Division practically flat from 1916. Indeed, the force was four officers 
smaller in 1925 than it had been nine years earlier; meanwhile, the number 
of motor vehicles had tripled.63 The silent policeman was a simple, inexpensive substitute for the traffic policeman. Advertisements for such devices 
proclaim their affordability prominently. In one, an illustration shows one 
of its standards casting a shadow shaped like a cornerman directing traffic, 
likening the lifeless post to "a policeman on perpetual duty."64
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Figure 2.3

Advertisement by George Cutter Company, American City 20 (January 1919), inside 
back cover.





The left-turn rule also slowed and congested motor traffic by increasing 
the points of conflict in the intersection. In La Grande, Oregon, silent 
policemen were deliberately made solid enough to damage the cars of 
hot-headed motorists. City Manager George Garrett reported "complete 
satisfaction" with the concrete markers, adding enthusiastically that "a 
number of machines have collided with them," causing sufficient injury 
to the vehicles so that "no machine has yet hit a standard a second time.i65 
A manufacturer of silent policemen urged cities to put its devices in the 
center of their intersections, "near to or in the path of travel," since the 
sturdy post could withstand the collisions with "wild and careless 
drivers."66

In their diversity, silent policemen reflect the improvisational inventiveness of police traffic regulation. While the outside-left-turn rule was perhaps 
as close to universal as any police traffic regulation method, among motorists who frequented more than one city the physical variety of devices and 
rules was notorious. Cities, lacking a body of traffic professionals, were left 
to their own resources for most of their traffic management techniques. 
"If we were to collect specimens of traffic control devices from those cities 
where traffic regulation is active," a committee of investigators remarked 
in 1923, "we could fill a museum with signs and signals, no two of which 
would be alike in color, shape, size, or marking."" Cities often fashioned 
their own silent policemen.68 Others turned to manufacturers of the 
devices, who promoted their products directly to city officials, without 
expert intermediaries. Professional traffic engineers were scarce, so representatives of such companies combined the roles of marketer and expert, 
supplying "recommendations as to signal location, type of signal to be 
used," and "plan of operation.i69 Guy Kelcey of American Gas Accumulator 
saw his articles on traffic regulation, which endorsed his company's silent 
policemen, published in prestigious national journals consulted by city 
officials.70

Finally, silent policemen exemplify police traffic regulators' informal 
approach to problem solving. In 1917 Eno claimed that traffic regulation 
had "grown to be an almost exact science," but neither he nor any other 
practitioner of traffic regulation had yet gone beyond the careful application of common sense.71 The outside-left-turn rule was based on no preliminary traffic surveys or articulated theoretical models. It seems to have 
begun with Eno's 1899 hunch that the rule would bring order to chaotic 
intersections. 72 Kelcey developed a commonsense case that the "short left 
turn" (turning before the center of the intersection) increased the opportunity for an accident, especially to pedestrians.73 The rule must have seemed a self-evident improvement over the disorder of unregulated 
intersections.



Street Corner Experimentation

In their pursuit of affordable order, traffic regulation entrepreneurs devised 
many other money-saving devices.74 Most supplemented or replaced the 
cornerman. The earliest and simplest innovations for intersection traffic 
regulation merely improved the visibility or the clarity of the cornerman's 
signals. Before World War I, at many intersections a policeman rotated a 
sign resembling a weathervane to show "go" to two points of the compass 
and "stop" to the other two. With other devices a single policeman could 
operate signals at several intersections simultaneously. Manufacturers marketed traffic devices directly to cities, without extensive field trials. Officials 
installed devices without preliminary surveys of traffic volume or accidents. 
Each of the numerous manufacturers produced products of its own (often 
patented) design; almost none specialized exclusively in traffic devices.75

The ultimate extreme of local trial-and-error methods is found in the 
workshops of city police and street departments. These turned out makeshift devices for trial in local streets. Detroit's street department improvised 
a machine to paint lines on pavement from a tennis court line maker, and 
other cities imitated the device.76 Six years later a Yonkers entrepreneur 
was marketing it as the Line-O-Graph.77 A later innovation in Detroit was 
an intersection center post with a light on top to attract attention. A small 
windmill was attached to a rotating shield that covered the light on one 
side so that "whenever the wind blows, which is nearly all the time, the 
light is made to flash.""

Many early traffic regulation devices were adaptations of railroad signals. 
City officials widely accepted The American City's view: "What signaling 
has done for railroads it can do also for towns and cities."" At least one 
railroad signal company, Crouse-Hinds, developed a line of street traffic 
signals.80 Those known as "traffic semaphores" closely resembled their 
counterparts along the rails, except that nearly all required human 
operators.81

Because of its greater clarity and visibility, the traffic light was a considerable improvement on the semaphore. In principle, however, it was not 
much different. In Cleveland on August 5, 1914, a local traffic device firm 
installed the first practical traffic lights at a busy intersection. A policeman 
in a booth at the corner operated the signals manually, but the city no 
longer had to post more officers there at rush hours.82 Traffic lights, however, remained unusual and were found only on major streets in the 
largest cities before the mid 1920s.



The traffic tower (Eno insisted the correct term was "crow's nest") was 
another way to supplement the cornerman's efforts at major intersections. 
Eno characterized towers as a development on the silent policeman.83 He 
reported that the first appeared in Detroit in 1917,84 and by the early 1920s 
towers could be found in many cities.

City officials liked traffic towers because they gave cornermen sufficient 
visibility to coordinate their signals with those other intersections. The 
opportunities for impressive orderliness in traffic regulation could justify 
elaborate arrangements. Beginning about 1918, cornermen in Detroit's 
traffic towers matched their signals to those of a master tower; cornermen 
on the ground were to follow their lead.85 Other cities imitated the plan. 
New York's police department installed coordinated signals between towers 
on Fifth Avenue in 1920. The main tower was visible from Washington 
Square to Thirty-Fourth Street, and between them cornermen on the 
ground matched their signals accordingly. Twenty-six blocks were thus 
under simultaneous control.86 In Philadelphia, city officials took the idea 
to an extreme. They put a "master light" in the tower of City Hall, the 
tallest building in the city. The many cornermen who could see the light 
were to synchronize their intersections to signals from the master light. At 
other intersections, Philadelphia, like other cities, used timers and relays 
to synchronize signals.87

The commonsense assumption behind this plan was that simultaneous 
signaling is orderly signaling. Deputy Police Commissioner John Harriss 
described the resulting "unison" in New York's traffic as "virtually clocklike-and certainly efficient," and the traffic authority Miller McClintock 
agreed that simultaneous signaling made an "impression of great neatness 
and system."" Traffic towers, however, soon fell into disfavor. They began 
vanishing in the mid 1920s. While police administrators like Commissioner Harriss of New York sometimes defended towers as "successful 
beyond a doubt," others more interested in efficient traffic flow than street 
order considered them a failure. These critics explained to city officials 
that simultaneous signaling actually rewarded speeding while reducing 
vehicular capacity. The simultaneous starting of scores or hundreds of 
streetcars also elevated expensive peaks in power demand.89

The Milwaukee Mushroom: Entrepreneurs as Experts

Even silent policemen earned widespread hostility. As City Manager Garrett 
of La Grande, Oregon, had discovered, motorists struck the posts, damaging their vehicles. What was worse (at least to Garrett), vehicles often 
destroyed the post. One Pittsburgh motorist was noticed at night "making 
a terrific racket," dragging an elaborate silent policeman he had struck but 
never seen.90 In 18 months, at a single intersection in Milwaukee, the city 
suffered $1,658 in losses through the repeated destruction of silent policemen.91 Besides replacement costs, such incidents raised the specter of legal 
liability, a danger that materialized in 1923 when an Indiana judge 
ruled that a silent policeman could constitute a street hazard.92 By then 
Milwaukee had abandoned silent policemen altogether after city officials 
calculated that they were losing them at the rate of 400 a year.93



For a solution, cities turned not to experts but to entrepreneurs. In 
a 1923 magazine advertisement, an enterprising paint manufacturer 
instructed city officials in the proper marking of an intersection. The 
company, in effect, sold not just a particular product, but a traffic regulation policy.94 Between device manufacturer and purchaser lay no intermediary with technical expertise, theoretical training, survey results, or the 
resources of a professional society. Instead, manufacturers promoted new 
traffic contrivances directly to city officials, who in turn kept the companies abreast of their demands. Manufacturers urged cities to consult them 
directly, asking officials to "let us submit designs and quotations on your 
needs,i95 or to "bring your traffic problems to us."96 At commercial fairs, 
such as Chicago's Good Roads Show of January 1922, city officials could 
evaluate examples of the numerous traffic regulation devices by commonsense standards, consulting manufacturers directly for advice. Beginning 
in 1918, annual conventions of the International Traffic Officers Association gave manufacturers the chance to get specifications from the police 
officials and to win recognition for their products through its awards.

The Chicago company that introduced the Milwaukee mushroom 
received the Association's "Award of Merit" in 1921.97 A product of nonexpert, entrepreneurial policy advice, it was sold as a superior variation 
on the silent policeman. To police officials a mushroom was a cast iron 
object the size and shape of a salad bowl, turned upside down and attached 
to the pavement. If struck in traffic it would jolt the driver without damaging device or vehicle.

In 1915 a New York transit expert reported the use of a "mushroomshaped base of iron" on the streets of Detroit, where it served to keep 
motorists out of "safety zones" (streetcar landings).98 Four years later a 
device manufacturer suggested replacing the bulky silent policeman with 
the low-profile mushroom in the center of intersections, and illuminating 
it for visibility.99 In August 1920 Milwaukee's street lighting department 
introduced the "Milwaukee mushroom type," which was hollow and perforated like a colander, but with larger holes. Inside was an electric light, 
visible through the holes to motorists. In the early and mid 1920s this new 
design proved immensely popular, and within two years several manufacturers were supplying the device to cities throughout the country.loo
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Figure 2.4

Advertisement by Essco Manufacturing Company, American City 27 (July 1922), 
advertising page 68.



The traffic mushroom's clear advantages over the silent policeman made 
it easy to sell. Like the silent policeman, it could substitute for a living 
cornerman. A manufacturer of a variation on the traffic mushroom appealed 
to city officials facing "the expense of detailing traffic officers," which had 
become "very serious."101 Unlike the silent policeman, however, mushrooms were "indestructible" and "accident-proof.""' A mushroom manufacturer reminded city officials that "the ordinary upright street intersection 
or safety zone sign is often the cause of serious accidents by collision with 
the sign itself."103 Another company advertised a variation on the device 
that would "never ... involve your city in law suits." Its mushroom 
was mounted on a spring and would retract into the pavement when 
struck.104



Through trial and error cities abandoned one device for another, while 
the principle upon which both were based-the outside-left-turn ruleremained entirely unexamined. Thus the two devices had much in 
common. Like the silent policeman, the lighted mushroom was intended 
to bring order to left turns. The original manufacturer promoted it as a 
way to "control the most habitual 'corner cutter.' "105 Until 1924 no traffic 
mushroom advertisement claimed that such markers ease congestion or 
expedite traffic flow.106 Some traffic mushroom manufacturers sold their 
product as a safety device.107 But manufacturers most often sold mushrooms as a means of imposing order and as an economical substitute for 
cornermen. Soon, however, the reason for being of both devices would 
itself be challenged. Both presupposed the value of the outside-left-turn 
rule and the apparent order it conferred, and both protected pedestrians 
crossing streets. Other social groups in the city came to doubt that these 
benefits were worth the cost to traffic efficiency.

The Limits of Common Sense

Cities treated the arrival of the automobile as they might any other 
emergency. Through existing agencies, they drafted rules for managing the 
problem. The public, however, knew little of the proceedings, and police 
lacked the means to inform them. Police tended to rely on voluntary 
compliance to codes too complex to remember. A traffic professional 
would later advise city officials that "all of the provisions" of a traffic code 
"cannot be carried in mind by the users of the streets.""' Throughout the 
country, cities followed New York's lead by drafting "Rules for Driving," 
relying on motorists' knowledge of and adherence to these rules for most 
of the traffic regulation burden. Public street signs indicating anything 
besides directions and distances were almost unheard of. In 1921 motorists 
were still complaining that traffic rules varied from intersection to intersection, and that "there is in no case a sign informing the driver on these 
points." Instead, the motorist's "first intimation that he is not playing the 
game according to the rules usually consists in a raucous bawling out 
from the nearest officer."109 Unsympathetic traffic court judges referred 
unwitting violators to codes "published in pamphlet form," which were 
"available for your inspection and study."110

Well-intended police traffic methods could cause accidents and worsen 
congestion. Commonsense expedients such as silent policemen and traffic 
towers were untested experiments, despite their promoters' claims of scientific rigor. Motorists learned to doubt the value of such innovations. In 1927 the engineer Burton Marsh reported that "a considerable proportion 
of traffic signals are now generally regarded with disfavor.""' A more systematic method was needed. By 1927, the Detroit Police Department's own 
director of traffic was lamenting "ill-considered or unstudied minor experiments in widely scattered localities. 11112 In such circumstances, the 1926 
protest of one engineer that traffic regulation is "an engineering problem, 
which regular police officers have neither the time nor the technical training to handle with the greatest efficiency" found ready assent.113



Police efforts showed a bias in favor of conditions in the streets before 
the arrival of the automobile. The message of their methods was clear: 
automobiles would have to conform to cities as they were; cities would 
not conform to the needs of automobiles. "The immediate problem of 
every municipality," wrote Guy Kelcey, "is to do all that can be done to 
fit traffic to present streets.""' If the speed of motor vehicles was their 
greatest threat, then they must be confined to speeds typical of horses and 
streetcars. Police departments guarded pedestrians' traditional rights to the 
street from motorists' demands for more street space. City officials defended 
both the outside-left-turn rule and low speed limits largely in the name of 
pedestrian safety. In these years they generally ascribed pedestrian casualties to impatient motorists, not to insouciant pedestrians. Police relegated 
the auto, like the slaughterhouse, to the status of a tolerated nuisance.

Police traffic regulation was not popular with motorists. Police found 
themselves unable to force drivers to conform to their exacting regulations. 
Kelcey admitted that nearly two out of three failed to execute the outside 
left turn properly when they encountered silent policemen."' Police complained that the complexity of traffic codes made them "difficult to enforce" 
and they bemoaned motorists' "extremely defiant attitude .11116

Though police administrators generally agreed with the Safety First movement, safety crusaders betrayed their lack of faith in the police by working 
outside of the departments. Some found the police methods unscientific 
in theory and arbitrary in application. To others, police traffic regulation's 
most conspicuous failure was that it did not keep traffic moving. "It sometimes seems as if the first object of the policeman were to hold things up," 
New York City's police commissioner admitted in 1916.117 In the 1920s, 
groups seeking to prevent accidents or to fight congestion looked elsewhere 
for answers.
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Are streets for commercial and pleasure traffic alone?

-Bessie Buckley, Milwaukee, 1920'

If safety is not realized, there will come a time when the public will demand 
drastic action-no matter how hard it may hit the pocketbooks of automobile 
manufacturers, dealers and owners.

-Milwaukee Leader, September 25, 19202

This dreadful slaughter must be stopped. If necessary, regulations severe and searching enough to do it must be adopted and enforced.... If reasonable safety of life 
and limb can only be had by impairing the motor car's efficiency the motor car will 
have to pay that price.

-St. Louis PostDispatch, November 19, 19233

Beneath the grief and anger of many safety reformers lay an old assumption: city streets, like city parks, were public spaces. Anyone could use them 
provided they did not unduly annoy or endanger others. Under this construction of the city street, even children at play could be legitimate street 
users, and even careful motorists were under suspicion. In the 1920s, 
however, the pressure of traffic casualties divided old allies. Some renewed 
their resolve to compel motorists to conform to the customs of the street 
as it had been, especially by limiting their speed. Others, more pragmatic, 
wanted to save lives by giving pedestrians more responsibility for their own 
safety. Finally, some newcomers proposed a more radical social reconstruction of the street as a motor thoroughfare, confining pedestrians to 
crossings and sidewalks.

With these perspectives went diverging answers to the question "who 
belongs in the street"? To protect pedestrians, some proposed restricting 
their use of street space. Pedestrians angry at the automobile's intrusion 
resented such ideas, and demanded restriction of the car instead. As these disputes grew hotter, automotive interests began to appreciate their own 
stake in the result. They lost confidence that safety councils could prevent 
accidents without curtailing the car's urban future. By late 1923, therefore, 
motordom joined the safety fight as an independent player. It struggled to 
stop definitions of the safety problem that threatened the automobile's 
place in the city. This chapter traces this parting of ways, following it up 
to the full mobilization of those promoting a new social construction of 
the street for the motor age.



Pedestrians' Rights

Today it is a commonplace that the automobile represents freedom. But 
to many city people in the 1920s, the car and its driver were tyrants that 
deprived others of their freedom. Before other auto promoters, Charles 
Hayes saw that industry leaders had to reshape the traffic safety debate. As 
president of the Chicago Motor Club, Hayes warned his friends that bad 
publicity over traffic casualties could soon lead to "legislation that will 
hedge the operation of automobiles with almost unbearable restrictions." 
The solution was to persuade city people that "the streets are made for 
vehicles to run upon."'

Pedestrians would have to assume more responsibility for their own 
safety. But how? Where they had been tried, legal regulations alone had 
been ineffective. From 1915 (and especially after 1920), cities tried marking 
crosswalks with painted lines, but most pedestrians ignored them.' A 
Kansas City safety expert reported that when police tried to keep them out 
of the roadway, "pedestrians, many of them women" would "demand that 
police stand aside." In one case, he reported, "women used their parasols 
on the policemen." Police relaxed enforcement.'

City people saw the car not just as a menace to life and limb, but also 
as an aggressor upon their time-honored rights to city streets. "The pedestrian," explained a Brooklyn man, "as an American citizen, naturally 
resents any intrusion upon his prior constitutional rights."' Custom and 
the Anglo-American legal tradition confirmed pedestrians' inalienable 
right to the street.' In Chicago in 1926, as in most cities, "nothing" in the 
law "prohibits a pedestrian from using any part of the roadway of any 
street or highway, at any time or at any place as he may desire."9 The most 
restrictive interpretation of pedestrians' rights was that "All travelers have 
equal rights on the highway.""

Conversely, the motorist's claim to rights in the street at the expense of 
pedestrians was very hard to make. By law and by custom, all had a right to the street, and none could use it to the detriment of others' rights. In 
1913 the New York Court of Appeals observed that it was "common knowledge" that the "great size and weight" of automobiles could make them 
"a most serious danger," and so the responsibility for preserving the safety 
of the streets lay overwhelmingly with motorists.11 In New York City's 
traffic court in 1923, a judge explained that "Nobody has any inherent 
right to run an automobile at all." Rather, "the courts have held that 
the right to operate a motor vehicle is a privilege given by the state, not a 
right, and that privilege may be hedged about with whatever limitations 
the state feels to be necessary, or it may be withdrawn entirely."12 The law 
would not deprive pedestrians of their customary rights so that motorists 
could roam at will in cities.
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Figure 3.1

Woodward Avenue at Monroe Avenue, Detriot, 1917. Source: Detroit News photo 
archive.



By custom the street had always been free to all; the law had intervened 
only in the names of safety and equity. Equity could demand, for example, 
that no one obstruct the roadway with standing vehicles." Yet fast and 
dangerous automobiles imperiled pedestrians' traditional right. It did not 
make sense to most city people to protect the pedestrian majority by curtailing this right and turning the pavement over to motorists. A Philadelphia newspaper editor reproached motorists for usurping "pedestrians' 
rights" by passing standing streetcars and preventing pedestrians from 
crossing streets.14
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Figure 3.2

Eleventh and F Streets NW, Washington, ca. 1915. Source: Prints and Photographs 
Division, Library of Congress.



Readers' letters to the St. Louis Star express pedestrians' indignation at 
motorists' intrusion upon their rights. One letter, signed "Pedestrian," complained that "the pedestrian is forced to submit to the tyranny of the automobilist."" Other letter writers urged pedestrians to organize to defend 
their claim to the streets. "It might be necessary to organize an antiautomobile league," wrote one.16 "The time is ripe for the common people 
and the pedestrian to organize," wrote another.17 "We must all pull together," 
wrote a third, and "insist on our rights to use the streets" until the 
"auto-hogs ... wake up to the fact that they cannot do as they please and 
monopolize the streets.""

Local police tended to blame motorists for pedestrian traffic casualties. 
With their traditional mission of defending custom and seeking equity, police were unwilling to abridge pedestrians' rights to the free use of city 
streets. New York police magistrate Bruce Cobb in 1919 defended the "legal 
right to the highway" of the "foot passenger," arguing that "if pedestrians 
were at their peril confined to street corners or certain designated crossings, 
it might tend to give selfish drivers too great a sense of proprietorship 
in the highway." He assigned the responsibility for the safety of the 
pedestrian-even one who "darts obliquely across a crowded thorofare"- 
to drivers.19 Most American police would have agreed with the Ontario 
authorities who regarded pedestrians as victims of "an unfortunate attitude 
of mind which belongs to some drivers and which assumes that the pedestrian should get out of the way of the vehicle."20



Police and judicial authorities recognized pedestrians' traditional rights 
to the streets. "The streets of Chicago belong to the city," one judge 
explained, "not to the automobilists."Z' Some even defended children's 
right to the roadway. Instead of urging parents to keep their children out 
of the streets, a Philadelphia judge attacked motorists for usurping children's rights to them. He lectured drivers in his courtroom. "It won't be 
long before children won't have any rights at all in the streets," he complained. As the usurper, the motorist, not the child, should be restricted: 
"Something drastic must be done to end this menace to pedestrians and 
to children in particular.""

As might be expected, judges tended to defend customs of street access. 
A Philadelphia newspaper declared that as a general rule, "indignant judges 
tell the average driver who is called before them that 'they and their contraptions should be driven from the streets.' "23 In 1921 an Illinois judge 
struck down Joliet's requirement that pedestrians cross streets at right 
angles or on crosswalks, and that pedestrians follow other traffic rules . 21 
In 1926 a Detroit judge admitted that in accident cases "his sympathies 
were always with the pedestrian, and that a driver of a motor vehicle which 
had caused injury to a pedestrian, coming before him in his court could 
expect as severe treatment as the law would permit him to hand out."25 
Another magistrate lectured an errant motorist for threatening to make 
America a "race of cripples." Upon convicting a truck driver of manslaughter he declared: "Such persons as you are a disgrace to humanity."26 Even 
the ordinary traffic police won a reputation for hostility to the motorist. 
The director of police in Philadelphia was forced to remind his officers 
publicly that well-intentioned drivers who overlooked one of the city's 
many motoring rules "should not be treated as speed maniacs or 
criminals. "27

Juries tended to favor pedestrians as well. "Juries in accident cases involving a motorist and a pedestrian almost invariably give the pedestrian the benefit of the doubt," a safety expert explained in 1923; "the policy of the 
average juryman is to make the automobile owner pay, irrespective of 
responsibility for the particular accident."28



More often than not, the press took much the same view. The leading 
city paper in Syracuse, New York, argued that the burden of safety lay 
properly with motorists. "The public, for the most part, is not so greatly 
in need of constant warnings against the dangers of the streets."" The New 
York Times claimed in 1920 that pedestrians' rights to the streets were so 
extensive that "as a matter of both law and morals they are under no 
obligation" to exercise "all possible care." The greater share of responsibility (moral and legal) lay with the motorist: "drivers justly are held to a 
greater care than pedestrians," the paper contended. Pedestrians "have 
rights in the streets, even tho they choose to cross elsewhere than at the 
appointed places."" The Outlook agreed that a higher order of justice was 
at work than the merely legal. Motorists have a "moral responsibility" on 
the road, a responsibility too few were fulfilling."

Before the American city could become a largely automotive city, the 
automobile had to win a superior right to most of the street's surface. 
Unless it succeeded in this claim, in crowded towns those motorists who 
were unwilling to run down pedestrians would be forced to a virtual standstill. Yet before 1920 American pedestrians crossed streets wherever they 
wished, walked in them, and let their children play in them. The extent 
of these practices was such that in one of the first organized street safety 
campaigns in 1914, the Chamber of Commerce, in Rome, New York, 
had to ask pedestrians not to "visit in the street" and not to "manicure 
your nails on the street car tracks"-with limited success.32 Under these 
circumstances, an automotive city seemed a dim prospect.

Safety Weeks: Internal Tensions

The National Safety Council was a diffuse organization with porous boundaries. Especially in its public safety work, it never stood for any distinct, 
coherent principle. Council members working in public safety included 
insurance executives, lawyers, police, auto club secretaries, street railway 
people, truck operators, teachers, and individual members, and NSC membership therefore could stand for little more than a general interest in 
accident prevention. A 1924 safety week in New York's Westchester County 
was backed by a typical spectrum of local organizations, constituting "a 
group of the most influential and most respected citizens of the county," 
including representatives of the Chamber of Commerce, local government, schools, women's clubs and other civic organizations, and churches.33 Auto 
clubs often backed safety council campaigns as well, at least until 1923. 
Because local safety councils financed themselves, the national headquarters in Chicago could not impose a party line on them. Local safety reformers could be dues-paying members of local NSC affiliates without joining 
the NSC. They often held views quite distinct from those of local council 
leaders and at the Chicago national headquarters.



Safety First was based on the hope that the accident problem could be 
solved if all did their part. "The safety first doctrine," the Chicago Tribune 
explained, "asks each person to guard himself."" It was a commonsense 
doctrine, but time soon demonstrated that there was no sense of the accident problem common to all categories of street user. The interests backing 
city safety campaigns shared no common motive. At one extreme were 
practical-minded motor fleet operators with insurance premiums to pay 
and auto clubs with publicity problems. At the other were committed 
reformers, including parents and teachers. Some were pragmatic people 
who saw pedestrian control and child responsibility as unfortunate necessities. Others-"crusaders," as one newspaper editor called them-were less 
willing to compromise.35 They regarded motor vehicles in city streets much 
as St. George regarded the dragon.

Appeals to caution were ubiquitous, but the disparate participants urged 
different kinds of caution. Local safety councils unified safety weeks only 
superficially; the threads that tied their constituent groups together would 
hold only in fair weather. Auto clubs urged their members to drive carefully. Schools taught children not to play in streets. Boy Scouts asked 
pedestrians to cross streets at corners. For a time these various recommendations all seemed quite harmonious. But securing safety meant placing 
responsibility, intruding upon rights (real or perceived), and sacrificing 
convenience. Under the pressure of worsening street casualties and offended 
senses of right, disagreements among the diverse promoters of safety grew 
divisive. In 1923 an officer of the Brooklyn Safety Council reported to the 
NSC "This subject is loaded to the muzzle."36

The Discovery and Reinvention of Jaywalking

One explosive ingredient in the gunpowder was rhetorical. Words betrayed 
their users' prejudices, and sometimes partisans redefined old terms or 
devised new ones to fight traffic.37

The interjections that pass between pedestrians and motorists can gauge 
street users' status. Who, for example, is entitled to shout "You don't belong in the street!"? Such an exchange is preserved in fiction. In 
1910 the pulp publisher Edward Stratemeyer introduced his Tom 
Swift series of stories for boys with Tom Swift and His Motor-Cycle. At the 
outset of his first adventure, young Swift is bicycling along a road. His 
archrival, the spoiled Andy Foger, comes speeding along in an automobile. 
A quarrel over road rights ensues. Foger makes the first move. By maintaining speed and sounding his horn, he makes a claim by right of conquest. 
But Swift cannot evade him, so the bluff is exposed. Foger swerves, landing 
the car in a ditch. The exchange continues in words. Foger blames the 
accident on Swift. Swift replies by painting motorists as usurpers and 
tyrants. "You automobilists take too much for granted!" he declares. "I 
guess I've got some rights on the road!" Foger questions the relevance of 
old ways in a new age: "Aw, go on!" he says. "Bicycles are a back number, 
anyhow.""



Real variations of this fictional battle were fought and fought again for 
the next two decades. Pedestrians (and bicyclists) claimed prior rights, but 
motorists' advantage in power tended to make pedestrians relinquish 
them. But motorists had rhetorical weapons too, and they found more over 
the years. Like Andy Foger, they claimed that old ways no longer suited 
the new motor age.

When motorists first intruded upon city streets, annoyed pedestrians found epithets for the more aggressive ones. Some called them 
"joy riders," others "speed maniacs.i39 Both terms connoted irresponsibility and a reckless disregard for the rights and safety of other street 
users. In 1909, for example, joy riders were motorists who abused their 
"power of life and death" over rightful but weaker occupants of streets: 
"pedestrians, ... the aged and infirm, ... children playing in the streets"; 
in 1912 they were "automobilists" whose "aggressions" intruded upon the 
rights of pedestrians "to the very great danger of children and aged 
people."" Both views reflected the unspoken assumptions of their time: 
that people on foot, including children at play, had a rightful claim to 
street space.

Motorists replied with epithets of their own. They hit upon the most 
effective one early: "jaywalker." A "jay" was a hayseed, out of place in the 
city; a jaywalker was someone who did not know how to walk in a city. 
Originally the term applied as much or more to pedestrians who obstructed 
the path of other pedestrians-by failing, for example, to keep to the right 
on the sidewalk.41 As autos grew common on city streets, jaywalkers were 
more often pedestrians oblivious to the danger of city motor traffic. According one early, more general definition (1913), jaywalkers were "men so accustomed to cutting across fields and village lots that they zigzag across 
city streets, scorning to keep to the crossings, ignoring their own safety" 
and "impeding traffic.""
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Figure 3.3

This cartoon, from a newspaper article titled "In Simple, Child-Like New York" 
(Kansas City Star, April 30, 1911), is the first known illustration of "jay walkers."



Overworked police "cornermen" soon applied the term to pedestrians 
who ignored their directions. By 1916 "jaywalker" was a feature of "police 
parlance."" Police use modified the word's meaning and sparked controversy. "Jaywalker" carried the sting of ridicule, and many objected to 
branding independent-minded pedestrians with the term. In 1915 New 
York's police commissioner, Arthur Woods, attempted to use it to describe 
anyone who crossed the street at mid-block. The New York Times objected, 
calling the word "highly opprobrious" and "a truly shocking name." Any 
attempt to arrest pedestrians would be "silly and intolerable."" The word's 
meaning had become an objective in the emerging traffic fight. In 
December 1916, "Don't Jay Walk" banners appeared in small public safety 
campaign in Washington, D.C.45 According to a 1917 Boston definition, a 
jaywalker was "a pedestrian who crosses the streets in disregard of 
traffic signals .1116 In a 1918 public safety campaign in St. Louis, leaflets informed pedestrians that a "jay walker" was someone who "refuses to use 
the crossings and cuts the corners.""



Soon after war ended in France, however, a fight over "jaywalking" began 
at home. In the city safety week campaigns of those years, new allies joined 
police to promote the word and extend its application. To them it was a 
defensive weapon in the fight against traffic casualties. Others, however, 
saw it as calculated aggression against innocent pedestrians. On this fight 
hinged the future of the city street. In the coalitions behind the safety 
weeks, many agreed that pedestrian safety would cost pedestrians some of 
their rights to the street. Police, practical-minded safety reformers in local 
safety councils, and some school administrators and teachers joined auto 
industry people to urge pedestrian control. They resorted to the explosive 
epithet because pedestrians often resisted and resented pedestrian control. 
Few rules were made and fewer enforced. In 1921, Charles Price, easily the 
top public safety expert in the United States, was asked "What towns have 
ordinances against jay walking?" "I don't know of one," Price answered.48 
Los Angeles had attempted pedestrian control in 1919, with little discernible effect on pedestrians' behavior.49 Police in Washington also dabbled 
in pedestrian control in the 1910s, getting nowhere. In 1921 an officer of 
the American Automobile Association invited a guest to observe rush-hour 
traffic from the top of the Riggs building there. "The streets there," he 
recalled, "were absolutely black with people. They made no attempt to 
come anywhere near the crosswalks. An automobilist went through the 
crowd at his own risk. A great many of those people were not particularly 
careful of how they crossed the streets, they just bowled across.""

In 1921 a National Safety Council member from Baltimore confessed to 
his colleagues that, at least in pedestrian control, "We haven't got public 
opinion with us today," because "You are affecting personal liberty when 
you keep people from crossing the streets at certain places."" Even within 
the leadership of the NSC some questioned the value of pedestrian control. 
At the 1921 NSC safety congress a delegate from Newark, New Jersey, 
warned of "a possibility of slopping over on this thing, of going a little bit 
too far in giving the automobile driver the idea that he is not obliged to 
look out for pedestrians at any other point than at the crosswalks. If we 
as an organization devoted to safety get that thought across even in the 
abstract, we will do wrong. Let's be very careful about that. ,52

Critics of jaywalking put little hope in outlawing the practice. Their 
problem was more a matter of custom than of law. They knew many would 
resent fines or arrests for a nearly universal practice, and that without 
pedestrian cooperation bans would be unenforceable. Change, said one safety reformer, would require "education instead of prosecution or persecution."" "We want to educate the people rather than arrest them," said 
a deputy police chief.54 In city safety weeks, the leading feature of safety 
education for adults on foot was intense sloganeering against "jaywalking," 
directed at "reckless pedestrians."" Advocates of pedestrian control fought 
to classify as jaywalker any person who walked anywhere in the roadway, 
except in intersections at right angles to traffic. To one promoter of pedestrian control, anything else was "crossing the street in the rube 
fashion."56



To work, the epithet "jaywalker" had to be introduced to the millions. 
In 1921 a collector of dialect found the term "not common."" That would 
have to change. In city safety campaigns, safety reformers found their 
opportunity. In Syracuse's pioneering safety campaign of December 1913, 
a man in a Santa Claus suit used a megaphone to denounce careless pedestrians as "jay walkers." According to one safety reformer, those singled out 
for this treatment "never forgot it.i58 In St. Louis in 1918, at the first big 
public safety week organized by the National Safety Council, leaflets introduced pedestrians to the word. They defined a "jay walker" as "the man 
who refuses to use the crossings and cuts the corners.i59 Other cities went 
further. In a 1920 safety campaign, San Francisco pedestrians who thought 
they were minding their own business found themselves pulled into 
mocked-up outdoor courtrooms. In front of crowds of onlookers they were 
lectured on the perils jaywalking. The idea was to "kid the people into 
taking care of themselves"-but surely many defendants didn't appreciate 
the joke.60 A year later, Boy Scouts in Providence, Rhode Island, summoned 
jaywalkers to a "school for careless pedestrians" for reeducation.61

In many cities, police or Boy Scouts distributed antijaywalking cards to 
pedestrians who crossed streets in disapproved ways.62 The technique was 
quick and easy, and relatively unintrusive. It also introduced tens of thousands to the newer, official definitions of "jaywalking." During a 1921 
safety week in Grand Rapids, Michigan, the safety council posted Boy 
Scouts to hand out cards to jaywalkers, informing them of the risk they 
were taking, and teaching them that they were "jaywalking." The cards 
made the case that the practice "was permissible when traffic was horsedrawn," but "today, it is dangerous-conditions have changed!"" Thus, in 
Grand Rapids, a new label for an old practice was introduced. Through the 
campaign, "thousands of people who never knew what jaywalking meant 
have learned the meaning of the word."64

In some cities' safety campaigns, actors were recruited to attract ridicule 
as conspicuous "jaywalkers." In a 1919 Cleveland parade "crowds of 'jay walkers' " (recruited for the purpose) demonstrated for spectators what 
jaywalking was.65 In a New York City safety parade, a boorishly dressed 
character allowed himself to be rear-ended repeatedly by a slow-moving 
Model T.66 In a Philadelphia safety campaign, a pair of "Country Cousins" 
dressed "as rubes" distributed "Cautious Crossing Crosser" buttons to 
pedestrians.67
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Figure 3.4

In 1923, the Automobile Club of Southern California paid for signs notifying Los 
Angeles pedestrians that jaywalking was prohibited by order of the police department. Source: Robbins B. Stoeckel, "Our Rights on the Highway," National Safety 
News, December 1923, 19. Courtesy National Safety Council.
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Figure 3.5

Boy Scouts handed out cards like this one to pedestrians in Hartford in 1921. Source: 
"Boy Scouts and Kiwanis Club of Hartford Put On Anti Jay Walking Campaign," 
National Safety News 3 (February 7, 1921), p. 4.





The cleverest antijaywalking publicity effort was in Detroit in 1922, 
where the Packard Motor Car Company exploited the new fashion for 
monuments to traffic fatalities. Packard built an oversized imitation tombstone that closely resembled the monument to the innocent child victims 
of accidents in Baltimore. But Packard's tombstone redirected blame to 
the victims. It was marked "Erected to the Memory of Mr. J. Walker: He 
Stepped from the Curb Without Looking." Packard entered the monument 
on a float in Detroit's safety week parade. The Detroit Automobile Club 
voted Packard's float the best in the parade, and awarded the company a 
silver cup."

In Washington, the fight over jaywalking turned traffic chiefs against 
each other. Congressionally appointed district commissioners chose an 
American Automobile Club executive to serve as Washington's traffic director, despite controversy over the "the danger of filling the new post with 
a person who might see only the automobile driver's side of the question."" The new traffic chief, M. O. Eldridge, soon showed himself an 
aggressive opponent of stubborn pedestrians. His office elevated "jaywalker" from slang to a word dignified by edict. The new, official definition 
was broad. A jaywalker was "any pedestrian who undertakes to cross the 
stream of vehicular traffic on his own responsibility when there is a signal 
or a policeman at the corner to start and stop automobiles, or one who 
crosses in the middle of a block under any circumstances not involving an 
emergency."" Eldridge wanted police to move jaywalkers back to the curbs, 
hoping that "the ridicule of passing motorists and bystanders" would 
reform them.71 But when Eldridge left Washington for a two-week 
vacation, his deputy, I. C. Moller, changed course. "I think it is an unfortunate mistake to call pedestrians 'jay walkers,' " Moller said. "Neither 
motorists, policemen, nor anyone else should ridicule pedestrians. Our job 
is to protect persons using the streets, not humiliate them. Traffic can be 
regulated without demeaning citizens." Moller did not consider the motorist's claim to the street superior to the pedestrian's. He feared that Eldridge's 
antijaywalking campaign would give pedestrians "the idea that we are 
trying to slow them down in order to speed up motor vehicle traffic at 
their expense."72 When Eldridge returned from his vacation, he and his deputy compromised. Eldridge dropped official use of the term "jaywalker," 
but ordered arrests of jaywalkers. "I hope they land in jail," he told reporters.73 Police soon arrested 83 people, of whom only 45 appeared in court. 
The judge found all of them guilty but did not jail them, on condition 
that they become charter members of a "Careful Walkers' Club" he formed 
on the spot. All 45 took a solemn oath of membership, promising to obey 
pedestrian regulations. The judge then released them.74



Many pedestrians resented and resisted antijaywalking campaigns. In 
Grand Rapids the local safety council chief admitted that "some of the 
people were very indignant over it, as they naturally are when their personal liberty is interfered with.i75 A young couple there took resistance 
almost to the point of a civil disobedience campaign, crossing streets 
repeatedly "in every place but the crosswalks," collecting "about 15 blue 
warning cards" from Boy Scout enforcers.76 In Detroit a judge campaigned 
for reelection by appealing to such dissenters. He attacked the notion that 
pedestrians walking in the street could be "reckless." "The pedestrians have 
a right in the street, however much reckless drivers insist to the contrary," 
he said.77

Jay Walkers versus Jay Drivers

A St. Louisan, defending pedestrians' traditional rights to the street, tried 
to turn the "jaywalking" label against those who promoted it. "We hear 
the shameful complaint of jay walkers, to console jay drivers," he wrote. "It 
is the self-conceited individual who thinks people are cattle and run upon 
them tooting a horn." "Make every machine stop and wait," he demanded, 
"until the road is clear, and give precedent to people who are walking. The 
streets belong to the people and not to any one class, and we have an equal 
right, in fact, more right than the automobile."" Nine months later the 
Washington Post argued that "the jay driver is even a greater menace to the 
public than the jay walker," and in 1925 Washington's deputy traffic director I. C. Moller endorsed the term.79 Meanwhile, in Chicago, a stage sketch 
called "The Jay Driver" amused audiences at variety houses.80

But promoters of the epithet "jay driver" failed.81 Critics of motorists 
could call them cold-hearted, tyrannical, or selfish, but a motorcar's power, 
modernity, and worldly sophistication made its owner anything but a jay. 
But what of pedestrians who risked their lives to cross busy streets, without 
the protection of a police cornerman or a signal? Some such risks could 
indeed be foolish, and the element of reckless exposure to danger became 
part of the first dictionary definitions of "jaywalker."82 Thus motorists' most persuasive claim to first place among street users lay in the physical 
threat they represented to other users.



Challenged by an automobile, most people on foot conceded the roadway 
(including crosswalks) as a matter of practical necessity, leaving aside finer 
matters of custom, right, or equity. This change in habits lent support to 
those who claimed that pedestrians did not belong in the streets. "The 
custom which made the common law is likely sooner or later to change 
it," one journalist observed.83

In 1920, when the wave of public safety campaigns was just beginning, 
"jaywalker" was a rare and controversial term. Safety weeks, more than 
anything else, introduced the word to the millions. Frequent use wore 
down its sharp edge, and it passed into acceptable usage as a term for 
lawless pedestrians who would not concede their old rights to the street, 
even in the dawning motor age. In 1924, soon after the intense publicity 
of safety weeks, "jaywalker" first appeared in a standard American dictionary. The entry officially gave the word its new, motor age definition: "One 
who crosses a street without observing the traffic regulations for pedestrians.i84 Many pedestrians continued to cross streets wherever and however 
they pleased, but by 1930 most agreed that such persons, when they 
obstructed vehicles, were jaywalkers. Except at crosswalks, busy streets in 
1930 were for vehicles only.85

The Safety Salesmen versus the Grundys

Promotion of the word "jaywalker" was only one arm of a much larger 
publicity effort intended to limit pedestrians' customary rights of street 
access. In 1928, Stanley Resor, president of the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency, contended that traffic accidents could be "advertised out of 
existence."" By then, the National Safety Council's leaders agreed. 
The NSC had long compared its task in public safety publicity to that of 
an advertising agency. "Public safety is a product which has to be sold 
to the public," explained an early NSC leader in public safety.87 Success 
would require the best salesmanship techniques of twentieth-century 
marketing.

Lay safety reformers' amateur publicity did not fit this bill. Reformers in 
local councils annoyed NSC leaders. Their safety publicity was macabre, 
and some NSC members turned against it. At the NSC's 1921 convention 
in Boston, Laura Roadifer urged her colleagues to resist those who disseminated grim publicity. Roadifer was a council delegate from Philadelphia's 
Rapid Transit Company, where she was known as "Miss Safety First." She called such safety reformers "Grundys" who gave their audience "a mental 
picture of themselves maimed, or blind, or even dead." Roadifer's perspective, true to the original motives of the safety council movement, was 
practical. Advertisers had already found that grim publicity does not work. 
"Haven't you noticed," she asked her fellow council members, "how 
modern advertising, which is the greatest medium of salesmanship, features the happy, prosperous and joyful side of life"? She compared this 
approach favorably against old insurance publicity depicting the "sorrowstricken home with grim death hovering near." Why can't "the `constructive' method," she asked, "be just as successfully employed in selling 
safety?"88 Miss Safety First concluded: "Let us eject the Grundys and adopt 
the constructive, happy method of teaching or selling safety.""



Some local councils followed the national organization's advice. In 1927, 
for example, Toledo put away its black mourning flag and substituted a 
white banner reading "No Fatal Child Accident This Month," displaying it 
as long as the month's record went unblemished.90 Yet the autonomy of 
local councils and their dependence upon local support left the National 
Council with little influence over local methods. Nevertheless, in the drafting of the traffic safety message, new groups would soon overshadow the 
councils. They were more interested in ridding the traffic safety message 
of Grundyism and more capable of doing so.

Protecting the Children: Safety Education and Pedestrian Responsibility

The National Safety Council's industrial safety publicity counteracted compensation laws by giving workers much of the responsibility for their own 
safety. But in traffic safety, local safety councils tended to ascribe street 
casualties almost exclusively to motorists and their machines; pedestrians 
were considered innocent. The law could not restrict pedestrians much. 
They had recognized rights to the street and enforcement was a practical 
impossibility. Yet as a practical matter many council members reasoned 
that they had to persuade pedestrians to stay out of the path of moving 
vehicles. By the early 1920s, councils everywhere were attempting to do 
just this. Safety councils cooperated in this effort with other local institutions and used their usual technique: publicity. They directed most of this 
effort at school children, who clearly needed the protection and who were 
less likely to object to infringements on their rights as pedestrians. In effect 
they gave pedestrians, especially children, a share of responsibility for their 
own safety. By the mid 1920s, through such efforts, pedestrians' unconditional innocence was lost. In recognizing the practical necessity of training pedestrians to avoid accidents, safety councils helped to foster the principle 
of pedestrian responsibility.



Schools were among the councils' most important patrons in public 
safety, and together schools and the councils pioneered safety education. 
They picked up where purely local efforts left off. From about 1906, with 
help from insurance companies, some schools began requiring lessons in 
fire prevention.91 In 1915, New York's schools began inviting police 
sergeants to the classrooms to instruct children in "safety-first principles," 
including traffic safety.92 A year later, a Cleveland principal, Annie Salter, 
introduced daily safety instruction in her elementary school.93 Then, in 
fall 1917, Cleveland lost twelve school children in two weeks to street 
accidents, prompting the Board of Education there to introduce traffic 
safety into schools citywide.94

In St. Louis, E. George Payne introduced broader and more formal safety 
instruction in city schools in 1918. He devised a program of safety instruction adopted in numerous city school systems.95 Detroit's Board of Education introduced safety education in 1919, organizing committees of 
teachers under a part-time supervisor. In the same year, the NSC formally 
adopted Payne's safety education plan and launched a program to supply 
schools nationwide with materials for safety education.96 By 1920 Detroit 
had hired a full-time supervisor, Harriet Beard. Payne and Beard were 
perhaps the first two professional safety educators. Beard had to improvise; 
there were no textbooks and no authorities to which to turn. Teachers 
devised safety games. Beard invited Detroit police into the schools to 
instruct the children in safety. Police records showed that accidental deaths 
among children there were halved between 1918 and 1920.97

Most safety educators were torn between a conviction that automobiles 
were to blame for child traffic casualties and the practical necessities of 
accident prevention. J. Wesley Brown, a patrolman who worked with 
Harriet Beard, explained the position of the police and city schools. When 
city coroners ascribed responsibility for twothirds of accidental child 
deaths to the children themselves, Brown and his fellow safety reformers 
found the claim repugnant. "We could hardly concede that," said Brown; 
"the children were not the ones to blame." Brown credited the coroners' 
statement with spurring the police to join the schools in their safety work. 
Yet, Brown admitted, "it was not the driver's fault always."" To safety 
reformers like Brown, children were innocent, but drivers were not always 
guilty. Many safety reformers in schools therefore gave up placing responsibility to turn to the purely practical matter of accident prevention. As 
schools elsewhere in the country introduced safety education, Detroit's experience was widely repeated. Educators who in principle held motorists 
responsible and who considered children unconditionally innocent found, 
like Beard and Brown, that to save children's lives they had to give children 
some responsibility for their own safety. Schools taught children to stay 
out of streets except to cross them, and to cross them only at designated 
places.



On their own initiative, teachers and school administrators devised 
games to inculcate safety habits. In 1919 a Cleveland schoolgirl described 
one: "Every morning at school ... half of us pretend we are automobiles 
and half pretend we are people crossing the street. Those crossing the street 
must look first to the left and then to the right. The automobiles must go 
slow at crossings and sound their horns. Whoever doesn't do this, whether 
he or she is an automobile or a person is told not to go about without a 
nurse. X99

Like safety weeks, school safety education efforts exposed a tension 
between local safety reformers and the professionals in the NSC. Local 
reformers tended to add the expression of grief and anger to the practical 
goal of accident prevention, and their warnings often included vivid or 
macabre depictions of the bloody consequences of accidents. Images of 
death or severe injury were sometimes practical warnings and sometimes 
evocations of woe, but in either case they were most often non-professional 
creations of the local laity of safety reform. Safety council leaders preferred 
to keep the practical goal of accident prevention unencumbered by emotional appeals, and they preferred that safety publicity keep away from 
blood and corpses. Later in the decade, safety publicity most often depicted 
settings of positive good cheer, of the kind found on the faces adorning 
cereal boxes.

An early, non-professional attempt to extend Safety First from industrial 
safety to child safety education was Lillian Waldo's book Safety First for 
Little Folks (1918). Waldo evidently emulated L. Frank Baum's fabulously 
successful series of Oz books. Instead of Munchkinland and the Emerald 
City, however, Waldo's fanciful places included "Careless Town" and 
"Danger Land." Their inhabitants included a "crippled army" of maimed 
children (among them double amputees).100 A teacher in Newark, New 
Jersey, teamed up with a principal to write Safety First Stories, which brought 
home to elementary school children the dangers of street play. As a local, 
non-professional effort, the book was susceptible to the charge of 
Grundyism. A posed photograph shows two boys in a street in the aftermath of risky play. One boy lies face down by the wheels of a truck. The 
photograph's caption reads "THE LOSER."101 A school in Allentown, Pennsylvania, worked safety messages into its arithmetic word problems. 
Among these, for example, pupils read of a motorist who stopped to get 
gasoline at night. "Thoughtlessly the driver struck a match to see how 
near the tank was filled. An explosion followed...." Students calculated 
the driver's costs for a destroyed vehicle and three weeks of burn 
treatments.102



Concurrently, however, the NSC was beginning to introduce classroom 
traffic safety materials free of such grim imagery. In the winter of 1923-24 
the council issued traffic safety posters in which-pointedly-"actual accidents are not depicted." It launched a poster contest for school children 
to "stimulate the expression of safety ideas in positive terms." All submissions had to reflect "a positive and not a negative conception of 
safety."103

Playgrounds and Fences

Streets were the playgrounds for most city children, but in the 1920s street 
games were becoming a high-stakes gamble. Nearly half of the children 
struck down in city streets were on their home block, a fact indicating that 
unsupervised street play was probably a much bigger risk factor than journeys to school or stores.104 Leon Wartell was among the first of at least 
10,000 children to meet their end in street play during the 1920s. One 
contribution to a newspaper's safety slogan contest was "Kids in the Street 
Make Sausage Meat."105

Many parents sent their children to the streets, and did not welcome 
police efforts to curb street play. For a time, New York City police arrested 
"small boys who have recklessly defied the perils of crowded thoroughfares," but they soon desisted because "It frightened and shamed the child 
and angered his parents and guardians.""' "Children must play," a St. 
Louisan wrote in 1918, "and even in the more exclusive residence sections 
it is difficult to always keep a child out of the street. In other and more 
crowded sections, it is practically impossible.""' Despite the dreadful toll 
of death and injury, some safety reformers defended children's right to 
play there. They objected to efforts to bar children from using the streets 
except to cross them at designated points. Since most people held motorists responsible for accidents involving pedestrians, and since pedestrians 
had extensive rights to the streets, forcing children off the streets 
could seem like making the innocent pay for the crimes of the guilty. 
A Milwaukee educator defended street play, even at the expense of inconveniencing motorists, as consistent with "the widest enjoyment of our 
streets for the greatest number." "Are streets for commercial and pleasure [automobile] traffic alone?" she asked. Street play was an exercise of the 
child's "inherent rights." She recommended barring automobiles from 
some streets and turning them over to children, so as to allow "precious 
childhood to enjoy its legitimate and God-given desire, play.""'
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Figure 3.6

Poster by Massachusetts Safety Council, reproduced in Lewis E. MacBrayne, "Saving 
the Massachusetts Child," National Safety News, July 1923, p. 36. Courtesy National 
Safety Council.



To other safety reformers, such high-minded principles no longer made 
sense. Though reformers of both kinds wanted to save children's lives, their 
perspectives were entirely different. Without shared definitions, they 
lacked a common language. The principled and the practical-minded could 
not always understand each other. For example, in 1922 a principled 
Detroit mother asked a deputy police commissioner "What are you going 
to do to make the streets safer?" The practical-minded commissioner 
replied "You can help make streets safer for your children by seeing that 
the children always use the crosswalks."109

Pragmatic safety reformers also worked to keep children from playing in 
the streets. "We cannot expect to limit accidents," explained Harriet Beard of Detroit, "unless we provide playgrounds for the children.""' Early Progressive reformers had begun a playground movement for the moral and 
physical development of children even before automobiles came to cities, 
but the surge in accident casualties lent it a new, more practical justification."" By 1918, city planners were warning cities that "one of the chief 
causes of loss of life on public streets is due to the fact that many city 
children have no other place on which to play," and already local organizations were building such places off the street.1'



About 1922 a sharp rise in child traffic casualties inspired a new playground movement still greater than its Progressive Era forebear. The Playground and Recreation Association of America organized local efforts; 
some chambers of commerce and rotary clubs funded them.113 Detroit's 
1922 safety parade featured a float with a real playground, with children 
playing on swings and slides."' Safety reformers taught children new traffic 
safety games on many of the new playgrounds. The Memphis Safety 
Council devised a game for its playgrounds, called "Traffic," which introduced children to the new idea that motorists were not usurpers of pedestrians' rights. Instead, the game assumed "the equal rights of motor vehicles 
and pedestrians in the highways," and taught children "to observe and 
obey traffic signals." Teams represented pedestrians and motorists; children 
competed to have the fewest "casualties.""'

Suppliers of playground equipment encouraged the trend. "Have your 
empty lots made into playgrounds where the kiddies can have a safe place 
to exercise and play away from dangerous traffic," one equipment distributor suggested."' The Everwear company, a playground equipment manufacturer, distributed a free pamphlet to show civic groups how they could 
start local playground movements, and company advertisements sold 
equipment as a way to keep children out of traffic."' Fence manufacturers 
joined them by selling their product as a way to keep children out of the 
streets."' Auto clubs also recognized the need. When Youngstown's Playground Association arranged for the closing of some streets for the exclusive use of children, the local auto club backed the plan and alerted its 
members to the closings."' The new playgrounds facilitated children's 
withdrawal from the streets, slackening the child traffic casualty rate, and 
limiting the claim of a class of pedestrians to street access.

Safety Patrols

Even if children could be coaxed into playing elsewhere, they still had to 
cross streets. By 1920 schools had begun to assume particular responsibility 
for the safe journey of children to and from school, either by taking on 
the job directly or by working through safety councils. Police could not protect children at every crossing near schools.120 As Detroit schools organized for traffic safety in 1919, a first grade teacher arranged for parents to 
serve as crossing guards. Teachers devised some of the playground games 
that taught safe street-crossing practices.12'



Schools introduced another new method of child protection. It saved 
lives by giving children more responsibility for their own safety. Its origins 
are detectable as early as 1913, when Brooklyn's schools and the local 
electric railway organized the Children's Safety Crusade. As part of the 
campaign, schools organized "safety patrols" to protect children on their 
journeys to and from school.122 At about the same time, a spate of child 
traffic casualties in Rochester, New York, prompted similar steps there. 
Rochester schools had "boy's clubs" in the fifth and higher grades, and 
one of them formed a safety committee that stationed boys near the 
schools, like Brooklyn's safety patrols. In 1915 the local safety council (a 
committee of the local Chamber of Commerce, affiliated with the National 
Safety Council) extended the safety committees to boy's clubs throughout 
the city. These separate committees were then united into a citywide 
"Junior Safety Council," based in the Chamber of Commerce's offices.123

After World War I, the safety patrol idea spread rapidly to cities of all 
sizes.124 At first Boy Scout troops often cooperated with safety councils to 
supply schools with patrols. In the early 1920s, however, most patrols were 
pupils organized in junior safety councils affiliated with local safety councils, and these displaced the Scout patrols.12' The junior safety councils 
usually had a formal affiliation with the local Chamber of Commerce. 
Some of their patrols acted on the prevailing view that pedestrian safety 
was a matter of controlling motorists. In Omaha, for example, where 
schools and the Chamber of Commerce organized boys into patrols, the 
boys reported offending drivers to the Chamber, which then sent letters 
to drivers notifying them of their offense. Upon a fourth infraction, a 
motorist was subject to arrest.126 Some boy patrols were empowered to 
regulate motor traffic in the interest of child safety.12' In Flint, Michigan, 
schoolboys were organized in "junior traffic squads" under police department direction. The boys could direct traffic in the street and report motorists to the police. Flint's police department promised to handle "any 
violation of traffic regulations" by motorists, and any failure to heed the 
boys' directions, "in the same manner as in the case of a regular traffic 
officer. "12' Elsewhere, however, patrol organizers emphasized children's 
responsibility for their own safety.129 The boys and girls in Cincinnati's 
young "Safety Guards," for example, pledged to work for their own safety 
and for the safety of their schoolmates.13'



Classroom safety education, playgrounds, fences, and safety patrols, 
together with safety weeks, helped prevent accidents to children. Already 
in the mid 1920s there was measurable progress, even as adult casualty 
numbers grew.131 The trend was an indispensable foundation of the automotive city, for the number of child deaths had been too great (and the 
consequent controversy too intense) for the automobile win a secure place 
in city streets. As adults began to constitute a larger proportion of the dead 
and injured, the innocence of the automobile's victims grew less obvious. 
It grew harder to make the moral drama of a villain and its victim convincing. These trends did not erase the threat to cars in cities, or widespread 
resentment at their intrusion. Most safety publicity remained macabre. 
Funds for school safety education were scarce. Calls to restrict cars for the 
sake of safety remained common.

Councils and Clubs: From Collegiality to Estrangement

Beginning with the first citywide public safety campaign (Syracuse's, in 
1913), local automobile clubs backed public safety campaigns.132 In the late 
1910s, auto clubs joined the coalitions backing local safety councils. As 
vilifiers of the automobile joined safety councils, auto clubs competed with 
them to shape the character of city safety campaigns. They worked to 
promote the idea that at the bottom of the accident problem lay the bad 
habits of a small minority of motorists-and of some pedestrians. By 
keeping these culprits off the streets, and with better pedestrian control, 
the clubs hoped to make streets safer, and remove a blot on their 
reputation.

In the 1910s and the early 1920s, auto clubs, safety councils, and chambers of commerce joined together to plug the gap between overtaxed police 
and the sudden influx of automobiles by forming their own supplementary 
enforcement bands. In the manner of other unpaid citizen police forces, 
the groups were often called "traffic vigilantes." Evidence of a proposal for 
such a group of supplementary traffic law enforcers goes back to 1913.133 
In 1916, to make Berkeley, California, a "safe city for women and children," the mayor deputized volunteer "Citizen Police" into a force 75 
strong. They were empowered to track down "the reckless and ignorant 
automobile driver" and the "speed maniac" and do to them "what the 
Vigilantes did to the lawless gunman and thug in the early days of San 
Francisco." Though summary executions were strictly out, the Citizen 
Police could make arrests. Most of them were business or professional men, 
and most owned automobiles.134 About the same time, the Chamber of Commerce in Minneapolis gathered informal reports of traffic violations 
from citizens, and notified violators of their infractions. In 1919 the Minneapolis chamber stepped up this enforcement effort by joining with the 
police department to deputize unpaid "special traffic officers." In their first 
fourteen months the "specials" had more than 25,000 violators brought 
before the police, 3,365 of whom were convicted and subjected to penalties 
ranging from $1 fines to 90-day sentences in the workhouse. By 1920 the 
specials had cut traffic violations by half.135 That year, the police chief of 
Newark, New Jersey, organized a "Citizens' Traffic Squad," which was 
much the same kind of organization as those in Berkeley and Minneapolis; 
similar volunteer traffic enforcers appeared in other cities.136



Chambers of commerce typically organized vigilantes through local 
safety councils.13' This trend lent some national uniformity to the numerous local traffic vigilante organizations. By 1923 there were "vigilante 
traffic squads composed of business men organized under police direction" 
in "many cities.""' Together, for safer streets, local chambers and the 
local safety councils narrowed the wide gap between traffic law and 
enforcement.

Until 1923, auto clubs often backed such vigilante work. Clubs were 
reluctant to leave enforcement to police alone. To the clubs, the police 
were at best biased against motorists, and clubs accused police of harassing 
motorists simply to raise money from fines. "Some of our cities live off the 
motorist," one auto club executive complained. "The fine is what they are 
interested in."139 Police were, furthermore, attached to a notion that was 
very unpopular in the clubs: that to be safe in cities, automobiles must be 
confined to preautomotive speed limits. The clubs saw their opportunity 
in the traffic vigilantes. If auto clubs backed traffic vigilantes where they 
existed and organized them where they did not, they could weed out reckless drivers, and thus improve the standing of the law-abiding majority.

Auto clubs and safety councils worked together to organize vigilantes. 
In Minneapolis the auto club was an important part of a coalition of 
support for the local vigilantes in 1919.140 In Milwaukee the vigilantes 
enjoyed the "hearty endorsement" of the auto club.141 In 1920, Robert Lee 
of the St. Louis Automobile Manufacturers and Dealers Association began 
a major vigilante effort in his city, designating himself "Chief Vigilante." 
Lee worked through the local safety council to organize about 325 vigilantes who patrolled city streets in their cars, incognito. They reported about 
600 motorists a week for various offenses, concentrating their efforts on 
reckless drivers. Lee preferred to recruit businessmen to his vigilance committee, explaining that "the bigger a man is in the business world the more anxious he is to help make his city the safest to live in.i142 There was similar 
cooperation in Cincinnati, where auto dealers, through the safety council, 
furnished plainclothes police with automobiles. The resulting crowd of 
motorists summoned to police court won the safety council "a lot of 
favorable publicity. ,143



Until 1923, auto clubs also joined with safety councils and chambers of 
commerce to back safety weeks. In 1920, Milwaukee's auto club backed a 
chamber-council safety week, even though safety stickers used in the campaign alleged that motorists were "largely responsible" for deaths of children in the streets.144 In New York City's 1922 safety week an auto club 
sponsored the motorized parade of maimed children.145 A few auto clubs 
helped organize school safety patrols, but most patrols were organized 
under local safety councils as "junior safety councils." The National Automobile Chamber of Commerce, the voice of all major manufacturers except 
Ford, had no safety committee and very little to say on the subject. Change 
came suddenly, however; by the middle of the decade, motordom withdrew from its alliance with safety councils and rivaled them as one the 
two strongest voices in traffic safety.

1923-24: Bad Sales and Bad Publicity

Disastrous traffic casualty numbers were behind the change. In 1922-23, 
deaths rose 20 percent. Since 1918 no year has ever had a sharper increase 
in the traffic fatality rate.146 At the same time, automotive interests were 
organizing rapidly, and thus their capacity for taking a coherent position 
on traffic safety was growing. Motordom was losing its enthusiasm for the 
existing traffic safety movement, both in its popular manifestations (for 
example, in the newspapers and in legislatures), and in its leadership (the 
NSC). It was also looking for an explanation for a sales slump in 
1923-24.147

The auto industry blamed the slump on several factors, including growing 
sales of used cars and market saturation. But they also blamed the car's 
growing reputation as a ruthless killer. In 1922 a St. Louis auto dealer 
warned that "every automobile accident, whether serious or minor, causes 
a sales resistance. 11141 Others agreed. Detroit's former police commissioner 
was well acquainted with the situation in the streets, and he saw what it 
portended. In the spring of 1923 he warned a convention of auto club 
representatives that "the loss of life and injury to persons and property is 
causing prejudice against the car owner that can only be mitigated by a 
reduction in the number of accidents."149 In June the trade journal Automotive Industries worried that "to some extent traffic conditions and the numerous accidents are retarding sales.""' Yet summer always promised 
bigger volume, and the industry took little action.



In December the industry heard the warning again. This time the audience was much larger, and the source was the most prominent public safety 
expert in the country. Sales had already soured, so the warning was heeded. 
Charles Price had left the National Safety Council and was working as a 
public safety consultant in New York. He had grown disenchanted with 
the local safety weeks he had systemized in 1918. By accepting safety 
reformers' lurid and emotional attacks on the motorist and the automobile, 
safety councils had failed to preserve the industrial safety movement's 
standards of dispassionate professionalism. Price objected to safety reformers' habit of demonizing the automobile, contending that "the machine 
itself is safe enough." Ahead of the auto industry, Price saw that traffic 
accidents were sullying popular perceptions of the automobile, and he saw 
an opportunity in the need to clean up its image.15' One cause of the 
unexpected drought in the showroom, Price said, was the car's bloody 
reputation. "As a result of the accident situation a reaction against the 
purchase, use and toleration of motor vehicles has already set in." "There 
is a great danger," he added, "of large numbers of people beginning to 
look on the automobile as more of a menace than a blessing." The public 
was "cynical"-in part because safety week publicity reinforced antiautomobile prejudice, and people were therefore forcing "restrictive and 
'half-baked' legislation and regulation" on the motorist. "Family menand to a greater extent, women-are refraining from buying cars because 
of the fear of accidents," Price claimed. "The actual accident experiences 
of 365,000 persons a year" were creating formidable "sales and advertising 
resistance." Price even knew of a large trucking firm that was "displacing 
motor vehicles with horse teams for this same reason.""' The persistence 
of the sales slump into 1924 seemed to confirm the truth of Price's warning 
that traffic accidents-and the consequent bad publicity-were keeping 
customers away. As if to confirm the claim, in April 1924 an Ohio 
Chevrolet dealer wrote to President Calvin Coolidge about the sales 
slump, letting him know that "this condition came about by unjust 
propaganda."153

Price offered a way out. The industry should lead the safety movement, 
he said, and redefine it so that automobiles and motorists themselves 
would no longer have to shoulder all the responsibility for the bloodshed. 
They must find a way to reduce accidents without regulating the 
automobile into uselessness. "The whole problem of the accident situation 
is still in the formative stage," he explained, "awaiting the leadership of some group of interests." For any who missed his drift, he then named the 
interests: "the automotive industries." They could give people "the right 
attitude toward the motor vehicle." If the industry could reverse "this 
unfavorable attitude" among the public, "an even greater number of cars, 
tires, parts and equipment could be sold each year.""'



In short, Price was telling automotive interest groups to reconstruct the 
traffic safety problem. They listened. An automotive engineer accepted 
Price's case, warning "drivers and makers of automobiles" that they "must 
solve" the accident problem "or face increasing public opposition.""' An 
industry journalist warned that "many persons who could afford to own 
a motor car ... will decide that it is better to spend Sunday afternoon on 
the front porch rather than risk life and limb on the road-or run over a 
pedestrian.""'

Auto clubs took the lead in attacking the popular moral drama in which 
cars and drivers were the villains. Zack Elkins of the Chicago Motor Club 
expressed a common complaint among his auto club colleagues. "Every 
time there is a fatal automobile accident newspapers play it up with scare 
headlines and frequently paint the motorist as a bloodthirsty maniac bent 
on destruction," he said. "Motorists are being listed as vampires who annually snuff out the lives of some twenty thousand citizens." The "good will" 
of the public "is being injured by this mass attack of the newspapers.""' 
An Ohio auto club executive, Charles Janes, explained the cost of this 
public relations fiasco: "The average city council and city official will ride 
with the tide of popular sentiment as reflected in the newspapers." As a 
result, "popular hysteria" about the bloodshed was leading to stifling 
"ordinances and rules.i158

"The Safety Fight"

Meanwhile, auto clubs were growing disenchanted with the safety councils 
and their toleration of the auto vilifiers. In 1925, Charles Janes took his 
objections to a national convention of local and state club leaders hosted 
by the American Automobile Association, where he found a very sympathetic audience. "Like the clubs in many other cities," Janes told the 
gathering, "the Cleveland Club has found the traffic situation hopelessly 
muddled, due largely to the activities of the local safety council." "For 
years," Janes continued, "the Safety Council had been spreading its propaganda, taking always the attitude that nearly all accidents were caused by 
automobile drivers; that the majority of drivers were reckless, or drove too 
fast, or were careless, or incompetent. The pedestrian, of course, was held 
up as the innocent victim."is9



During a 1923 safety week in Louisville, the local auto club also 
grew disgusted with the safety council. The club president accused 
safety reformers of attacking motorists "as the exclusive cause of our 
motor death rate." Following the example of Baltimore, Pittsburgh, and 
Washington, Louisville erected a monument to its child accident victims. 
The local safety council, the Louisville and Nashville Railroad, and city 
club women collaborated on the project. The monument's inscription 
honored the 25 child victims of all accidents in 1922, but the auto club 
president accused the monument's builders of permitting "the impression 
to prevail that the monument" was "dedicated to the city's death toll from 
automobiles" alone. When a newspaper headline called the memorial a 
"Monument to Auto's Youthful Toll," the auto club president's suspicions 
were confirmed.16o Later, at the monument's dedication, a clergyman 
intoned in prayer against "the deadly automobile speeding up and down 
the streets.""'

Some auto clubs resorted to organizing safety campaigns of their own, 
outside of safety council auspices. The councils did not welcome the help. 
Three auto clubs around Davenport, Iowa, united in such a campaign in 
1921, when club-council relations were still generally excellent. The clubs' 
move, however, led a Davenport safety council member to complain "we 
don't want the system that we have devised jimmed up now by outsiders 
who assume they know as much as we know.i162

A more immediate threat from safety councils also angered leaders 
of auto clubs. In the first half of the 1920s an inconsistent maze of 
local, regional, state, and national automobile clubs organized themselves into an orderly national hierarchy under the leadership of the 
American Automobile Association. By 1924 the AAA was calling the new 
movement "organized motordom," embodying "one national association, 
one national policy and one national service.""' Yet even then, groups 
outside the AAA occasionally organized motorists. The AAA watched vigilantly for these renegade groups, and attacked them repeatedly as "gyp 
clubs."164 Most of them were local bodies that competed with the AAA to 
serve and represent motorists. Gradually, however, one rival loomed above 
all the rest-a kind of national "gyp club" called the National Safety 
Council.

To influence motorists and to gather intelligence from them, safety 
councils in the early and mid 1920s went directly to them. This offended 
and threatened the AAA and its member clubs, since they considered 
themselves motorists' sole representatives. Fact gathering, for example 
through surveys of workers, was an elementary technique in all durable industrial safety campaigns. It showed safety councils where the dangers 
lay, and it gave them workers' own suggestions for remedies. In public 
safety campaigns, safety councils soon applied similar techniques, but in 
doing so the councils exposed fissures in the safety campaigns' backing.



During its 1923 safety week, the St. Louis Safety Council sent about 
100,000 questionnaires to motorists in and near the city. Local government 
offices supplied street addresses, and the mayor signed the questionnaire's 
cover letter. To the auto clubs of St. Louis and Missouri, however, the St. 
Louis Safety Council was intruding on the clubs' territory. In assembling 
the list the council was taking the first steps toward organizing motorists, 
and thus directly competing with the clubs. The council's action was also 
a threat to the auto clubs' prestige. In bypassing the clubs, councils implied 
that auto clubs fix flats, but do not represent motorists' views or solve the 
larger social problems of the automobile. The council's organizing effort, 
moreover, carried the official sanction of local governments, giving them 
an advantage over the private clubs. Roy Britton, president of both the 
state and the city clubs, denounced the council's "interrogation" of motorists on "unrelated phases of traffic regulation" in the press, calling it 
"untimely and ill-advised.""'

Still more alarming were local councils' efforts to recruit motorists as 
dues-paying members of "safe drivers' clubs." The threat caught auto clubs 
unawares. During Milwaukee's safety week in 1920 the safety council there 
(operating as a division of the Chamber of Commerce) organized 12,000 
motorists in the city into such a club, with $1 memberships.166 Some of 
the money went to a driving school and the traffic vigilantes.167 The local 
auto club, far from objecting to another group organizing motorists, backed 
the move. The auto club's chief served as one of the new Safe Drivers' 
Club's organizers. The Milwaukee Automobile Dealers' Association even 
signed up all of its members, and a local motorist predicted "the hearty cooperation of all auto owners who have any regard for the lives of their 
neighbors.""' St. Louis emulated Milwaukee's example. By 1921 the Safe 
Drivers' Club there had 5,000 members. It put some of its money into a 
"safe drivers' school" for commercial drivers.169

But traffic casualties, the bloody accident publicity of the safety councils' 
safety weeks, and the sales slump put an end to such teamwork. Meanwhile, local safety councils organized many more safe drivers' clubs. Regular 
auto clubs began to suspect the safety councils' motives. An officer of the 
NSC admitted that safe drivers' clubs "furnish a not inconsiderable addition to the local council's income.i170 The St. Louis Safety Council's Safe 
Drivers' Club gave members very little to show for their money. The council privately admitted that in its first year its club had "not been able 
to keep up a personal contact" with members, who therefore knew nothing 
about its work "except what they read in the press."171 When the St. Louis 
Safety Council nevertheless persisted in soliciting memberships in succeeding years, auto club leader Roy Britton wrote a letter of protest to the 
council, releasing a copy to the press. Britton publicly accused the safety 
council of forming the "so-called 'Safe Drivers' Club,' " with its $1 memberships, as a way "to raise funds for the Safety Council." Britton objected 
especially to "the solicitation of the members of the Automobile Club of Missouri," because "one of the functions of the [auto] club is to promote 
safety.""'
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Figure 3.7

In 1922 this young woman recruited motorists to join the local safety council's Safe 
Drivers' Club in Milwaukee. Source: C. M. Anderson, "How Organization Brought 
Us 15,000 Safe Drivers," National Safety News 6, no. 2 (August 1922), p. 12.





Safety councils were also early leaders in driver education. Here, however, 
they tended to concentrate their efforts in training commercial drivers 
(especially truck drivers), causing less offense to the auto clubs.13 Nevertheless, as auto clubs grew disenchanted with the safety councils over other 
matters, they began to compete with the councils to lead in driver education. Finally, in the 1930s, the American Automobile Association coordinated a national driver education program, supplying schools with books 
and materials.ll4

The battle over safe drivers' clubs, in St. Louis and elsewhere, eroded a 
once cohesive traffic safety movement, in which auto clubs had cooperated 
in a council-led coalition. At Milwaukee in 1920 the local auto club played 
on the council's team. As early as 1923, however, the auto club in St. Louis 
was refusing to follow the local council's lead, and was starting to act like 
a free agent. Elsewhere, turf wars between councils and clubs worsened the 
tensions. In Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, the auto club's leader, Norman 
Johnstone, complained: "The National Safety Council is simply duplicating the work of the automobile clubs, and in some cases they are becoming 
a nuisance in regard to posting highways which are already being posted 
for safety by the motor clubs." Johnstone urged his colleagues at the AAA 
to pass a motion condemning the council. AAA executives squelched the 
idea. Instead they told member clubs to "win the safety fight" at the local 
level with effective safety campaigns of their own.15

Thus a growing rivalry between safety councils and auto clubs prodded 
motordom to take a more independent role in shaping the traffic safety 
debate. A greater threat, however, drove it to organize to reconstruct the 
safety problem, as Price had urged. It came not from the safety councils 
but from lay safety crusaders.

The Speed Governor War

"If safety is not realized," a Milwaukee newspaper editorialized in 1920, 
"there will come a time when the public will demand drastic action-no 
matter how hard it may hit the pocketbooks of automobile manufacturers, 
dealers and owners.""' If the great chorus of critics of the automobile was 
right-if, indeed, the pedestrian had unlimited rights to the street and the 
automobile was inherently dangerous, then dire restrictions of automobiles 
in cities were needed.



That speed made automobiles deadly was the prevailing popular view, 
and many in the safety councils accepted it. The industrial safety movement had formulated the precept that "speed must always give way to 
safety.""' When Charles Price first guided the National Safety Council into 
national leadership in traffic safety, he declared that "automobile traffic 
must be slowed down and controlled until it becomes safe." At a time when 
official downtown speed limits averaged ten miles per hour, Price called 
for "reduction of the speed limit, especially at crossings.""' In a full-page 
newspaper advertisement, the incipient Milwaukee Safety Council (then 
only a committee of the Chamber of Commerce) blamed accidents on a 
"never-ending call for speed.""'

In the early 1920s, few remedies besides restriction of automobiles were 
even considered. In solidarity with Milwaukee's 1920 safety week, the local 
Yellow Cab company ordered its drivers not to exceed 20 miles per hour.18° 
The editors of the St. Louis PostDispatch in 1923 were blunt in calling for 
regulations of this kind. "This dreadful slaughter must be stopped," the 
newspaper argued. "If necessary, regulations severe and searching enough 
to do it must be adopted and enforced." There was no sympathy for motorists. "If reasonable safety of life and limb can only be had by impairing 
the motor car's efficiency the motor car will have to pay that price.i181

More specifically, the PostDispatch warned that "the automobile seems 
to be hurrying along to mechanical restrictions that will reduce its speed."182 
Many city people in this period demanded that motorists be required by 
law to equip their cars with speed governors. One letter writer to the St. 
Louis Star suggested "gear them down to fifteen or twenty miles per hour 
and quit joking about speed limit laws"; another suggested "equipping" 
cars with "some sort of governor" to limit them to "fifteen miles per 
hour."183 Police departments were sympathetic to such proposals. In a 
survey, two of every three city police chiefs agreed that their cities should 
require governors on automobiles. 184

Cincinnati had an unusually bad safety record. Like city people elsewhere, most Cincinnatians blamed motorists, and many were prepared to 
force them to limit their cars' speed mechanically. In 1923, 42,000 peoplemore than 10 percent of the city's total population-signed petitions for 
a city ordinance requiring local motorists to equip their cars with governors that would shut their engines off at 25 miles per hour.185 But they ran 
into fierce resistance.

Though local, the Cincinnati speed governor war of 1923 brought home 
to motordom its danger more powerfully than any ink-and-paper warning 
could. It frightened an industry. It convinced it to give up hope in the prevailing definition of traffic safety, and to do battle against those who 
advanced it. Motordom mobilized to fight the threat, and in so doing it 
formed new, well-funded safety institutions that reconstructed the safety 
problem.
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Figure 3.8

Advertisement in Cincinnati Post, November 1, 1923. Courtesy Cincinnati Post.



The enemies of speed faced many practical difficulties. A speed governor 
would be easy to tamper with or to disconnect. Out-of-town motorists 
would have to be exempted. Cincinnati was hilly; to keep under the 
mechanically enforced speed limit, motorists coasting downhill could be 
forced to brake all the way. City motorists traveling outside Cincinnati 
would still be confined by their sealed governors, even on straight, rural, 
hard-surfaced roads. Police would have to find time and staff to inspect 
governors and punish offenders. Nevertheless the measure won enough 
backers to appear on the ballot.

Opponents of speed governors organized. Cincinnati's daily newspapers 
fiercely opposed the plan. The leading daily, the Enquirer, may have objected 
to the idea on its merits, or it may have been keeping the sponsors of its 
lavish Sunday Automobile Section content; in either case, editors repeatedly urged Cincinnatians to fight the initiative. The Automobile Section 
was the voice of Cincinnati motordom, and its columns show them evolving from isolated bands into a unified front as election day approached. 
Opponents ignored the local safety council; the Automobile Section 
proclaimed that "the automobile clubs" and "motor car dealers" were the 
"traffic experts of this city," then revealed to readers that these experts 
unanimously opposed a governor ordinance. According to the Automobile 
Section's transportation experts, the problem was that "every once in a 
while some whang-doodle of a charlatan jigs open his wide bazoo and crys 
aloud the damnation of the automobile."186

The Cincinnati Automobile Dealers Association organized a "General 
Citizens' Committee" of local auto interests, raising $10,000 for it. The 
Citizens' Committee was an early example of a trend in which groups organized by motordom gave themselves names that concealed their parentage.'"' The committee sent a letter to every motorist in the city denouncing the plan as "the most vicious Ordinance any community has ever been 
asked to vote upon." Besides urging readers to vote No, the letter asked 
them to send money to the Citizens' Committee.'"" The secretary of the 
Cincinnati Automobile Club, A. E. Mittendorf, mobilized precinct workers 
for the Citizens' Committee. He stationed 400 people (including "every 
girl employed by the Cincinnati Automobile Club") at the polls on election 
day to buttonhole voters and press them to vote No.'"' On November 6, 1923, the proposition was crushed by more than six to one. Although 
42,000 had signed petitions to put it on the ballot, the plan won only 
14,000 votes.19o
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Figure 3.9

Advertisement by Citizens' Committee, Cincinnati Post, November 5, 1923. Courtesy 
Cincinnati Post.





Well before election day, the speed governor proposition was creating a 
stir in offices of motordom far from Cincinnati. Motor Age, a national organ 
for the automobile trade, treated the fight as a warning. Local auto interests 
throughout the United States had to unite and set forth their own plan for 
better traffic: "Do not wait until you are put on the defensive with 42,000 
ignorant and angry people in a league against you."191 Three weeks before 
election day, Alfred Reeves, general manager of the National Automobile 
Chamber of Commerce, visited the city to rally local auto interests. 
Reeves urged them to use their influence not only to fight the speed 
governor proposition, but to lead the traffic safety movement in a new 
direction .112

The Battle for Leadership in Traffic Safety

Motordom mobilized to fight the speed governor war. After it won, it never 
returned to a peacetime footing. Institutions and cooperative arrangements 
formed during the fight persisted and grew. One day after the speed governor vote, the National Automobile Chamber of Commerce formed a 
Safety Committee.193 Its chairman was George Graham, vice president of 
the Chandler Motor Car Company of Cleveland. Graham said the committee would seek "ways and means of making it easier for vehicles to 
operate on city streets and to make the streets safer for pedestrians." 194 In 
time, with growing funds, it evolved into the leading national institution 
of traffic safety.

The Cincinnati speed governor initiative showed motordom how easily 
people equated speed and danger. The formula was a threat. It kept the 
burden of responsibility for accidents on motorists, and it inspired campaigns to restrict automobiles' speed, depriving them of their chief advantage over other modes. A city judge, sympathetic to motorists laboring 
under a ten-mile-per-hour limit, put the industry's problem clearly. Such 
a low speed limit "stripped the automobile of all its efficiency. You might 
better return to the horsedrawn vehicle days and do away with all the 
hazard and all the danger than to try and drive automobiles or have automobile trucks driven for you at no greater rate of speed than 10 miles an 
hour.i195 An auto industry executive later explained that "the motor car 
was invented so that man could go faster" and that "the major inherent 
quality of the automobile is speed."196



Together, the safety councils' safe drivers' clubs and the Cincinnati speed 
governor initiative drove motordom to abandon the councils' traffic safety 
coalition and strike out on its own. During the speed governor war, many 
AAA leaders for the first time privately agreed that auto clubs would have 
to wrest leadership in traffic safety from the safety councils. In September 
1923 the chief of Pennsylvania's auto club complained that "an organization of business houses" (such as a Chamber of Commerce, with its NSC 
affiliation) "cannot decide on how motor accidents are caused and what 
remedy can be used to reduce them." Instead, "It is the function of an 
automobile organization to work for safety matters.i197 Yet to challenge 
the safety councils' leadership openly was risky. AAA leaders, fearing an 
open break, worked to keep the ill feeling out of view.

In 1925 the AAA's general manager, Ernest Smith, still counseled caution 
to the impatient leaders of member clubs.198 Yet those who looked could 
see the tension. The AAA members' magazine, American Motorist, published 
a thinly veiled hostile reference to "a certain civic organization" in Cleveland that was given to "diatribes against the motorist, with his 'juggernaut 
of death.' "199 A year later, Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover warned 
Smith to keep the animosity under control, noting that "these jealousies 
amongst safety organizations are highly destructive. 11211

In 1927, Ernest Smith broke ranks with the NSC openly. Although the 
councils had been ahead of the clubs in traffic safety, Smith said the councils instigated the turf war. "They are invading our field," he complained. 
"We have told them frankly that they are treading in our field and that 
we propose to continue to expand our safety work, and that if they go into 
a town where our motor clubs are operating they may expect strenuous 
opposition." He urged club leaders to fight for leadership in traffic safety. 
"It is an obligation upon the motor clubs of the country to get into safety 
work in greater measure, particularly in view of the fact that the National 
Safety Council are treading upon our heels in their endeavor to take over 
that field of work." There was no time to spare, Smith said. "If our motor 
clubs which have not already adopted safety work do not do it very 
quickly, the National Safety Council will have their organization in there, 
and they do a very high grade work and are composed of fine men.""'

Frightened into action by safety council rivalry and popular constructions 
of the safety problem, the National Automobile Chamber of Commerce, 
the American Automobile Association, and others in motordom mobilized 
to join the safety fight and to advance alternative models of traffic safety. 
The effort required coordination, money, and organization. None were forthcoming before 1923. Bloody safety publicity, poor sales, and the speed 
governor war changed everything. Within a year motordom had organized 
and its members were negotiating common principles. They fought to 
overcome the rhetoric of justice deployed against them, using rhetorical 
counterattacks that would put safety crusaders on the defensive. Motordom found ready allies in some of the more pragmatic safety reformers, 
who agreed to measures of pedestrian control and child safety education. 
But motordom soon developed new traffic safety principles as well.



Motordom's new self-confidence was also clear in its response to another 
kind of traffic problem. As it perceived threats in prevailing constructions 
of the accident problem, motordom discovered that engineers' construction of traffic congestion also limited the car's urban future. The origins 
of traffic engineering, the application of engineers' efficiency principles to 
city traffic, and motordom's growing alarm at the implications of the 
efficiency model are the subjects of part II.
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Scientific organization of traffic ... could cut traffic congestion at once by half.

-J. Rowland Bibbins, "Traffic-Transportation Planning and Metropolitan Development," Annals (American Academy of Political and Social Science) 116 (November 
1924), 205-214 (212)

Tourists gazing at Niagara Falls from the safety of the railing do not all see 
the same thing. Some watch the American falls, others the more curvilinear 
Canadian. Some look on as the dark gray-green water heads horizontally 
for the precipice, and only hear the thunder of its descent; others see the 
vertical falls through white spray. Yet these tourists all share a common 
experience as observers of the falls at a safe distance. Their perspectives 
have more in common with each other than with the point of view of 
tourists aboard the Maid of the Mist.

Like the tourists at the railing, pedestrians, parents, and police shared a 
common general perspective, even though they did not all see the traffic 
problem the same way. Most were, in a sense, conservatives: they compared 
street conditions as they found them against their experience of the street 
before automobiles crowded the pavement, and saw their mission as restoring preautomotive order. Cars were like a herd of unruly children intruding 
upon a grownups' dinner party. The adult guests will regard the children as 
raucous interlopers and do what they can to restore decorum.

But there were other, quite different perspectives. Some in the city welcomed change as "progress," and called cities that failed to adapt to it 
"backward." "Progressive" cities sought no return to the nineteenth 
century; for twentieth-century problems they wanted twentieth-century 
solutions. In cities this perspective belonged, above all, to business associations that wanted a vibrant commercial future downtown. The rise and 
the decline of their construction of city traffic problems are the subjects 
of chapters 4-6.



Downtown business associations-which usually styled themselves 
"chambers of commerce"-came somewhat later to city traffic problems 
than pedestrians, parents, and police, in part because for a time they hoped 
police would rise to the challenge. In time, however, chambers of commerce discovered that police did not see the problem the way business did. 
Chambers were not attached to "order" for its own sake. To protect their 
investments downtown, they wanted traffic to keep moving. In their quest 
for order, police did little to speed traffic and often expressly sought to 
slow it down.

In response, business associations gradually articulated a different construction of the traffic problem. Either as allies or as members, diverse 
transportation interest groups, including street railways and auto clubs and 
dealers, generally backed the business associations' cause. Their common 
enemy was not so much accidents and disorder as congestion. Traffic jams 
threatened to strangle downtown commerce. Business wanted a way to 
keep traffic volume high while keeping vehicles moving. What they 
wanted, in short, was traffic efficiency.

Efficiency experts were ready to hand. Most called themselves engineers. 
By 1920, when business was turning to them to keep traffic moving, engineers already had a long and impressive record achieving efficiency in 
diverse modern city services, and business was confident they could do the 
same for street traffic. Pooling their resources, downtown businesses turned 
to engineers for answers and funded their solutions. In the process, they 
together invented a new professional discipline: traffic engineering. The 
new traffic engineers called their traffic efficiency technique "traffic 
control." Chapter 4 traces the traditions traffic engineers drew upon to 
form their own, new approach to city traffic problems. Chapter 5 looks 
more closely at traffic control in practice, with particular attention to traffic 
signals and curb parking.

Just as the police quest for order gradually prodded business groups to 
join in the effort to shape the city traffic problem, engineers' quest for 
efficiency soon frightened other groups into joining in. Automotive interest groups, like downtown business associations, were unhappy with police 
regulation and wanted to fight traffic congestion. Thus they joined with 
business associations to back traffic control. But under the traffic engineers' 
efficiency model, automobiles were a poor match with cities. Traffic control 
measures could thus seem hostile to motorists. Confronted with traffic 
control, therefore, those who wanted a brighter future for cars in cities 
organized to propose another new construction of the city traffic problem. 
The origins of their model and its early competition with the dominant 
traffic control model are the subjects of chapter 6.
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We are trying to accommodate human nature to new physical facts.

-Engineering NewsRecord, 1924'

As they began their work in the 1910s and the 1920s, traffic engineers did 
not question the prevailing social construction of city streets as public 
space. Nevertheless, they attacked traffic problems from a new angle. 
Backed by downtown business associations, they first redefined their 
problem as a technical matter for experts. This was new; there was as yet 
no discipline or body of accepted knowledge on modern urban street 
traffic. Though they conceived of streets as public spaces, their model was 
less the busy city park than the overburdened city service or public utility. 
Drawing from their experience in other technical problems of municipal 
service, engineers seldom saw their enemy as injustice or disorder. Instead, 
they attacked inefficiency, and saw in the pursuit of efficiency the answer 
to other, less fundamental problems. They used the term "efficiency" much 
as a public utility regulator would use "the public interest": as the fundamental principle justifying their work, and as a pursuit for trained experts. 
In short, to engineers, streets were public utilities to be regulated in 
efficiency's name. When downtown business interests turned to engineers 
to solve traffic problems in the 1920s, engineers' classification of city streets 
as public utilities became the prevailing construction of city streets. Almost 
as soon as they began, however, other social groups interested in city 
streets challenged the public utility model. This chapter introduces the 
cultural setting that gave engineers their opportunity to treat streets as 
public utilities. In chapter 5, the application of this approach in city streets 
will be examined in detail.

The new traffic crisis resembled older problems in the supply of city 
services. For decades, municipal engineers had been devising ways to 
manage heavy loads on city service networks of limited capacity. In 1920 the traffic crisis looked to them like an old problem in a new form. City 
streets were, to them, like water supply, sewers, or gas lines: a public service 
to be regulated by experts in the public interest.2



By the 1910s, expert boards had long been supplementing or displacing 
elected politicians as the regulators of modern public services. Analogously, 
the rise of the traffic engineers reflected disenchantment with police traffic 
regulation. Police attacks on disorder did little to ease traffic congestion, 
and often worsened it. As city business leaders came to see their problem 
in terms of congestion, they lost faith in the police approach. They turned 
to engineers. Police would remain important as foot soldiers, but engineers 
replaced them as the generals in the fight against traffic congestion.

There was little chance to build facilities to accommodate the traffic, but 
nevertheless the engineers were confident. They had already achieved an 
impressive record in problem solving in other city services, and by the time 
automobile traffic began clog the streets, many people had learned to turn 
to engineers for the answers not just to technical problems, but to complex 
new social problems as well. Through their actions, if not in their words, 
a new generation of engineers defined and set before themselves a new 
class of sociotechnical problems. In these years, engineers increasingly 
applied their expertise to the control of problems that, in modern times, 
no longer could be trusted to solve themselves. Sanitation, public utility 
regulation and scientific management were three such new fields for the 
application of engineering expertise. A fourth, and a relatively late arrival, 
was city traffic. To fight traffic, however, engineers needed the same 
resources they had won in their efforts to control disease, high utility rates, 
and shop floor inefficiency. They needed a chance to experiment and a 
wide scope of action.

The Progressive Era gave engineers their chance. Progressive innovations in law and economics gave engineers room to adapt old remedies 
and to devise new solutions to treat new problems. To the new problem 
of dense motor traffic in cities, engineers proposed professional traffic 
control.

In their earlier work in public health and scientific management, engineers showed what measurement and empirical study could accomplish in 
social fields once the province of law and custom. The example of public 
utility regulation was still more specifically suited to street problems. The 
problem of supplying safe and efficient safe street service was much like 
problems in the provision of other city services, such as water and gas. 
Professional traffic control was the application of the principles of public 
utility regulation to city streets.



Social Organization

In their efforts to get hold of the slippery subject of Progressivism, a 
number of historians have found a handle in the Progressives' quest for 
social control. In Social Control (1901), Edward Ross expressed the growing 
doubt that the good of the whole was safe in the unguided hands of the 
many.' In the face of the countless technological and social disruptions 
accompanying mature industrialism, Progressives substituted expert control 
for imperiled traditional or natural restraints .4

The experts who formulated the elements of social control were often 
engineers. In the Progressive Era, the language of engineering was extended 
to include the ordering of society; no longer was it confined to the design 
of masonry abutments, iron drive shafts, or electrical windings.' Engineers 
developed their own forms of social control to manage the problems of 
modernity. "We are trying to accommodate human nature to new physical 
facts," Engineering NewsRecord editorialized in 1924.6 Traffic control was 
one such effort.

Progressive engineers were indeed practitioners of a kind of social control. 
Traffic engineers soon identified their incipient profession as "traffic 
control" because they thought of their mission as an effort to impose 
technical control on a social problem. Later, as the progressive foundations 
of traffic control declined in favor of a new model, the term "traffic 
control" declined with it.

Even more than they were social controllers, however, engineers were 
social organizers. "Social control" can suggest intrusive control, for example 
in matters of public morality. But with "social organization" many engineers 
hoped to get efficiency without such strictures.' Though they did not always 
succeed, the difference remains crucial. Scientific management experts, for 
example, did not merely want control workers' motions, they sought to 
organize the work environment so that the most efficient motions would 
follow of their own course, without the constant intrusion of the supervisor. 
Engineers sought to organize public utility regulation so that optimum 
service at minimum cost followed naturally. With such organization, there 
would be no need for intrusive policing. For example, the engineering innovation of the water meter freed water customers from the inspectors who had 
formerly tracked down water waste. In an ideally organized social arrangement, the supervisor would function like the governor on a steam engine: 
always present as an agent of efficiency, but never clumsily intrusive.

The engineer's brand of social control was not that of the temperance 
crusader. The prohibitionists' real analogues in city traffic were the police departments; both exerted social control intrusively and inefficiently. The 
engineers' method-the method that set them apart from most other progressive reformers-was social organization. Among the social organizers 
were the traffic engineers. "Scientific organization of traffic," wrote one of 
them, "could cut traffic congestion at once by half."'



Professional traffic engineers were not social planners. Nearly all of them 
preferred to leave the city's destiny in the hands of the myriad participants 
in the urban marketplace. Instead, traffic engineers sought to maximize 
the opportunities for exchanges in this marketplace. Yet in the name of 
efficiency, engineers often restricted the demands of some street users for 
the benefit of others.

When city business leaders turned to engineers, engineers' most useful 
tool was not their building skill but their expertise at regulation. To some, 
the engineers' reliance on regulatory measures to the exclusion of expensive reconstruction was settling for less than the best way to fight traffic. 
Many civil engineers doubted that regulation could be an adequate substitute for the building art.9 Yet to most engineers, regulation opened new 
frontiers for the application of expertise to social problems, including city 
traffic. A New York engineer of national repute, with a confidence characteristic of his colleagues, claimed in 1923 that with regulatory measures 
alone "there is no case of congestion that cannot be bettered from fifty to 
one hundred per cent."10 Engineers found regulatory means for a wider 
scope of social ends, and with their record in scientific management and 
public utilities they convinced others this modern way would work in new 
fields.

Chambers of Commerce

Cities could afford to do little about the traffic crisis. "Everywhere the 
people are demanding more service and better service," the New York 
Bureau of Municipal Research reported in 1917, "and in response to that 
demand cities are performing an increasing number of functions."" With 
war in 1917 came shortages of materials and labor, and inflation; after the 
war unemployment further burdened city budgets. And just in time, Prohibition eliminated "one of the most productive sources of revenue": 
liquor taxes.12 A shortage of fuel from 1914 to 1922 exacerbated the cities' 
financial problems.13

Merchants and businessmen stood to suffer most from traffic congestion, 
and they stepped in where city governments could not. In so doing, they 
changed the prevailing construction of the traffic problem. Once chiefly perceived as a threat to order, it was redefined as a threat to commerce. 
In each city, new business associations united their efforts. Such associations were known by various names, including "Board of Trade" and, 
most often, "Chamber of Commerce." Rare outside the very largest cities 
before 1900, new chambers of commerce grew from "booster clubs" or 
exclusive fraternities into more open and businesslike organizations in the 
new century's first decade, while old chambers modernized. In nearly all 
matters of municipal administration the chambers grew in importance, 
sometimes serving as the initiators, financers, and executors of city 
functions.14



The American City Bureau coordinated local efforts. Its consultants 
advised member chambers, especially those too small to keep experts in 
salaried positions. The Bureau promised to help the client chamber turn 
its city into "an efficient industrial machine."" It reorganized chambers 
nationwide in the early decades of the century, rationalizing chains of 
authority and increasing revenues and enrollment. In 1913, Lucius Wilson, 
the energetic manager of the Bureau's campaign department and former 
head of Detroit's chamber, stepped up the movement's pace. In a typical 
case, Wilson and the Bureau boosted membership in the Syracuse Chamber 
of Commerce to record levels while increasing dues from $10 to $25.16

Other new institutions, especially the Bureau of Municipal Research and 
state municipal leagues, helped organize commercial interests in cities 
early in the century. Their "willingness to abandon independent and 
wasteful individual efforts" would promote "the better plan of bringing 
together common experience ... for the study and solution of common 
problems."" In 1912 the founding of the Chamber of Commerce of the 
United States gave chambers of commerce a distinct national voice. Yet 
chambers remained primarily local organizations, and they mattered most 
in local affairs-including street traffic problems.

When new social groups join an existing attack on a problem, they tend 
to begin by accepting the prevailing framework. The chambers were no 
exception. They began by lending support to police departments. In both 
great metropolises and small towns, local commercial associations helped 
overburdened police by taking over some traffic functions themselves. 
They funded some of the ad hoc mechanization of traffic regulation to 
which police resorted in the 1910s. New York's elegant traffic towers, 
erected in 1921 by the Fifth Avenue merchants' association, were perhaps 
the most striking example,18 but chambers paid for similar improvements 
in numerous cities. In many cities local chambers of commerce erected 
traffic signs of their own design, after police departments had failed to do so.19 Other chambers put up street lights themselves; the chamber in 
Wichita Falls, Texas, reported in 1921 that it "promoted the idea of a new 
lighting system, collected the money from property owners ... and put 
over the entire project as a property owners' movement." The chamber 
then turned the completed system over to the city.20 Elsewhere, local 
business leaders recruited volunteers to supplement the police efforts as 
"traffic vigilantes."



Yet during the 1920s many business leaders lost faith in police methods. 
What was missing, according to such critics, was expertise. Neither the 
police nor the chambers had it. In its absence, police departments and local 
business leaders could not agree on the best way to handle traffic. "In 
matters of traffic," a manufacturer of traffic control devices observed, "each 
man has a different opinion.""

The chambers wanted experts. By the time of the traffic crisis, chambers 
had experience finding experts who could promote efficiency by targeting 
waste. "Efficiency" meant different things to different reformers, as Samuel 
Haber has shown.22 To chambers of commerce, efficiency meant, above all, 
securing "the maximum of service at the minimum of cost.1123 The chambers therefore avoided elaborate, expensive plans that stood little chance 
of implementation. They were pragmatic, not visionary. "We make it a 
rule never to go after anything unless we expect to get it," remarked the 
head of an Iowa chamber in 1914. Their credo was "If you want your 
reform movement to succeed, get the business men back of it.1124 "There 
has been a real effort to introduce efficiency and economy in the conduct 
of municipal affairs," reported the New York Bureau of Municipal Research 
in 1917, and chambers of commerce were at the forefront of this drive.25

Efficient City Government

In the quest for efficiency, local chambers of commerce were often ahead 
of their own city governments. The chambers tended to share the progressives' distrust of city governments. Yet they were unsympathetic to reforms 
of the Lincoln Steffens variety, for more democratic government was 
certainly not the sure road to more efficient government. As Samuel Hays 
argued, lasting reform in city government originated in "the leading business groups in each city and professional men closely allied with them."26 
Leonard White, a contemporary authority on city government, affirmed 
that "the opposition to bad government usually comes to a head in the 
local chamber of commerce."27

To the chambers, the problem was waste and inefficiency, the solution 
was more businesslike government, and the way to get there was expert government-and the experts were often engineers. In practice this meant 
making city organizational charts more like those in business, and putting 
engineers in the new administrative posts. These were the motives behind 
the rapid spread of city manager government, begun at Staunton, Virginia, 
in 1908, but established as a feasible plan for large cities with the Dayton 
charter of 1913. For the same reasons government by city commission 
spread quickly as well.



Advocates of businesslike government saw city manager government as 
a way to get it. They argued that "the stockholders of a city are its citizens." 
A Philadelphia mayor compared a city to a corporation of "citizen share-holders."28 Leonard White ascribed business leaders' support for city 
manager government to its "resemblance ... to their corporate form of 
business organization,"" while the secretary of the National Municipal 
League described the plan as "similar to that followed by successful business corporations."" In 1922, the president of the Chamber of Commerce 
in Norfolk, Virginia, praised the city's new form of government as "a business management consisting of five businessmen" (five at-large city councilors) "with a general manager" (the city manager).31 Unlike businesses, 
however, city manager cities often were run by engineers. In 1919, fully 
48 percent of city managers were engineers .12

Enter the Engineers

The chambers concluded that their best hope lay with engineers, the efficiency experts of the Progressive Era. Henry Gantt and other champions 
of efficiency agreed that "the man who knows what to do and how to do 
it is preeminently the engineer."" Engineers promised to replace police 
trial-and-error methods with systematic analysis. According to one of 
them, with the advent of engineering methods in the public sector "the 
`rule of thumb' or the 'hit or miss' method gradually gave way to more 
scientific planning and methods" in government.34

Yet many still regarded engineers as skilled mechanics, not trained to 
handle larger social problems. Arthur Blanchard, a civil engineer, addressed 
an assembly of chamber heads in 1915. "The people," Blanchard told the 
gathering, "... must be shown that engineers are broad-minded, welleducated men, capable of holding with credit the highest administrative 
office, and do not constitute a tribe of human beings capable only of 
running a transit, turning a lathe or wiring a house.""

By the time of the traffic crisis, engineers were proving they had these 
talents, as city engineers, city managers, and regulators of public utilities. 
They were proving that they could solve problems with adding machines and file cabinets as well as with transits and lathes. A contemporary political scientist held that the modern city had several "administrative functions" that required an engineer's skills, including "streets, sewers, water 
supply and all public utilities."" Well before 1900, cities began hiring "city 
engineers" or "municipal engineers" whose responsibilities united these 
problems. Smaller towns turned to consulting engineers, who often 
traveled from town to town.



Engineers showed cities how they could both improve services and 
reduce costs, and in this promise lay the fundamental difference between 
police and engineering methods. Police had tended to make traffic rules 
according to an "adversary model of regulation," to use David Nord's apt 
term.37 Engineers proposed instead that efficiency could benefit all. Experts 
(many of them engineers) in sanitation, public utilities, conservation, and 
scientific management showed people that with the right regulation they 
could alleviate many problems-especially city problems-to the benefit 
of all interested parties. In the new model of regulation, individual persons 
or businesses would sometimes pay dearly. But as groups, landlords and 
tenants, service suppliers and service users, loggers and hunters, managers 
and workers could at least in theory benefit together.38

Today we expect economists to be the experts of choice in regulatory 
matters that involve financial questions. The economists William Hausman 
and John Neufeld have found, however, that in the pricing of electricity 
"the dominant rate structures that have long been used by the industry 
were the products of the minds of engineers, especially those working 
during the first five decades of the of the industry's existence, roughly from 
the 1880s to the 1920s." Only since the 1970s, they argue, have economists 
succeeded in altering these structures.39 Thomas McCraw found that not 
until the 1970s did regulatory practice "come to be dominated by an 
entirely new set of dramatis personae: professional economists."" The 
growth of public utilities gave the engineers this opportunity, and in all 
such city services, including sewers, water service, and electricity, they were 
the experts city governments and state public service commissions turned 
to. Engineers, for the most part, determined the regulations and franchise 
agreements that would deliver efficiency.41

Scientific Management: A Model of Social Organization

In scientific management, engineers attempted to solve human problems 
through social organization. Frederick Taylor's methods, and gleanings 
from them, found wide application in business, where they promised industrial peace through a restoration of the union of interests between 
capital and labor. Engineers found the technique useful elsewhere too.



Scientific management was a technosocial technique serving technosocial ends. Its practitioners called for the substitution of "system" for "ruleof-thumb methods."" Business led the way in the systematization of social 
processes, and it was business that Taylor particularly addressed. Yet many 
reformers-Taylor among them-recognized the wider applicability of 
scientific management. The technique, Taylor maintained, "can be applied 
with equal force to all social activities," and indeed reformers sought to 
replace expediency with system throughout much of public life.43

For most of its first century, America's legal and political tradition had 
largely treated each owner and each worker as independent agents. 
Throughout the nineteenth century, however, the perception of capitalists 
and workers as classes with distinct interests grew. In 1886 the Supreme 
Court famously ruled that corporations were in some respects the legal 
equivalent of persons.44 As Carnegie and Rockefeller began to extol the 
social value of entrepreneurs as a class, Powderly and Gompers likewise 
spoke for the grievances of workers as a class. In both law and politics, 
mature industrialism seemed to bring with it the superseding of the 
individual by the class.

Taylorism proposed that both earlier models-the precedence of the 
individual and of the class-obscured the true unity of interest of all. Many 
engineers agreed that the achievement, through regulation, of optimum 
motions and speeds, would benefit both workers and capitalists and thus 
bring industrial harmony.45 Efficiency was in the interest of all parties. In 
this faith lay a reversal of the motivation of much of earlier regulation in 
the "adversary model," which was an effort to stamp out the sort of abuses 
that the muckrakers attacked.

Scientific management evolved in the private sector, where employers 
enjoyed broad authority over their workers' actions. Any who wished to 
apply scientific management in the public sector had to confront the limitations of American state power. The emerging administrative state, despite 
its dramatically increased capacities, never overcame them.

To bring efficiency to public life, engineers tried to overcome these 
obstacles. In their frequent demand for more "businesslike" government, 
engineers sought a state unimpeded by the machinery that made it representative or by a strict construction of individual natural rights. They 
sought a state that could, like the Ford Motor Company, apply the advice 
of efficiency experts. Ends in the polity would remain in the hands of the 
voter, just as customers held the final say in the fate of Ford. An engineer working for the state of North Carolina in 1921 expressed some envy of 
"the success of the great modern corporations," and ascribed it to their 
"excellent engineering organizations."" Engineers wanted city and state 
governments that could put their expert advice to work, and a number of 
reforms, from commission-manager government to expert accountancy, 
began in this conviction.47



Though they worked in the public sphere, traffic engineers found useful 
parallels in the Taylorites' principles. The traffic engineer A. G. Straetz 
found "analogous ideas and methods" in the two systems.48 The Taylorites 
were irrepressible quantifiers, universally caricatured as stopwatch-wielding measurement fanatics.49 In traffic surveys, engineers applied their own 
versions of time and motion studies to the problem of city traffic, with a 
meticulousness entirely unknown to their predecessors in city police 
departments.50 To engineers, scientific management was proof that they 
could achieve the reputable results of the scientific laboratory even in the 
clinically imperfect conditions in which social problems are found. As 
emulators of science, traffic engineers-unlike police-measured first and 
recommended afterward. Taylorism contributed to an expanding concept 
of a common interest to be achieved by positive means with the techniques 
that industrial development provided.

Yet traffic engineers needed a justification for control that scientific 
management alone could not provide.51 City engineers found it in public 
utilities regulation. The public utility model gave engineers a path to regulatory control that the courts had already cleared. Cases that defended state 
regulations in areas "affected with a public interesti52 opened the possibility of extensive traffic control in the name of efficiency. A separate body 
of case law-that culminating in the judicial approval of zoning codesstrengthened the legal foundation traffic engineers needed.53 Yet of these 
two regulatory models, public utility regulation was most applicable to city 
streets.

Making Room for Positive Regulation

By the end of the nineteenth century, the American polity was making 
room for social organization.54 Increased state capacities and a changing 
political culture gave organizers of social arrangements much wider latitude. The waves of reform known as the Progressive Era were only the most 
apparent manifestation of this trend. There was no room for social planning, but in the first quarter of the twentieth century the opportunity for 
social organization was greater than ever.



In law, in economics, and in public opinion, engineers were finding a 
newly hospitable atmosphere for their proposals. Principles not found in 
John Locke or Adam Smith were uncovered in Greek, German, and biblical 
sources. Trends in law and economics reflected a new doubt that the public 
interest was safe in a state that acted only (in Locke's metaphor) as an 
"umpire."" Most of the nation's founders had perceived state action as a 
threat to the people's prosperity and liberty, but now many experts in law 
and economics said it was necessary to secure either.

As umpire, the state was largely limited to negative regulation: it stopped 
intrusions by some on the rights of others. The state as umpire acted intermittently. Like a coachman with a whip, the Lockean state would seldom 
have to intrude; when it did, it was as a punisher of violations. Social 
organizers preferred to use the reins. They hoped that constant minor 
checks would guide the state along the right path. Social organizers would 
still punish violations, but they hoped to use their expertise to prevent 
them.

The methods of police traffic regulation were largely confined to negative 
regulation. As social organizers, traffic engineers depended upon positive 
regulation.56 Nevertheless, in both of these regulatory styles, the destination was for the passengers to decide. Few engineers were social 
planners.

The Law and the Engineers: The Legal Means of Positive Regulation

Over about 40 years, American judges gave engineers the legal tools of 
positive regulation. The new kind of regulation allowed under the law by 
1920 convinced chambers of commerce and traffic engineers that strictly 
regulatory measures could accomplish at little expense what visionary 
planners could deliver only for millions. For some city business leaders the 
goal was a city of stable land values with elegant shopping districts and 
neighborhoods, which regulation could secure in the form of zoning.57 
Others wanted to relieve the growing traffic crisis. Both saw opportunity 
in the new regulatory tools.

To exploit their opportunity, progressives revived an old phrase: "the 
public interest."" Chief Justice Morrison Waite had brought the phrase 
"the public interest" back into notice in Munn v. Illinois in 1877, but after 
1900 the law resorted to it far more readily.59 Waite had used this principle 
to justify positive government action. The principle was readily applicable 
both inside and outside of matters of law. Others have shown how, in the 
Progressive Era, the law increasingly recognized "community rights .1160 Jurists more often invoked the public interest to the detriment of individual interests. The public interest principle was the foundation on which 
Progressives hoped to build their version of the good society.



American cities functioned under authority state legislatures delegated 
to them by charter, and such delegated authority included police powers. 
With them, cities had wide latitude to secure the public health, safety, 
morals, and welfare.61 The police power had been the legal basis for negative regulation, but progressives adapted it to the purposes of positive regulation. Progressive historians have described jurisprudence circa 1900 as 
hostile to the broad application of the police power, but Melvin Urofsky 
has found that from the 1890s to about 1920 state judges-far from 
restraining the police power-tended to expand the acceptable limits of its 
application .12

A concurrent trend expanded the realm of the "public interest," thus 
extending the reach of the police power that protected it. Beginning in 
1877 with the U.S. Supreme Court's ruling in Munn v. Illinois, the courts 
gradually and erratically opened new areas of public life to state regulation. 
To the champions of laissez-faire, the Fourteenth Amendment had come 
just in time to buttress commonlaw traditions and defend of a newly vigorous "freedom of contract." Inspired by Munn, others dusted off commonlaw precepts justifying public regulation of common carriers and applied 
them to new areas of commerce "affected with a public interest."" In Munn 
the "common carriers" in question were grain elevators, but the case 
opened legislative doors to other new "public utilities." "The business is 
one of recent origin," Waite wrote in his majority opinion, and he upheld 
the legislature's power to extend the law to accommodate "this new development of commercial progress."" Such new developments proliferated. 
The law admitted many of them into the special category of enterprises 
"affected with a public interest" and therefore regulable. Thus the law gave 
cities and states the flexibility they needed to manage the burgeoning new 
city services of the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning 
of the twentieth: water, gas, "light" (electric power), street railways, and 
telephones.

Engineers and chambers of commerce found in such positive regulation 
an affordable means of accomplishing the reforms they sought. Of these, 
zoning and traffic control are perhaps the leading examples. Charles Ball 
of the Chicago City Club heralded the spread of zoning as a means of social 
organization that "substitutes method for chance, symmetry for confusion, 
progression for patchwork, and order for chaos in city development."" Traffic control promised the same blessings in another area of city life. A 
number engineers linked traffic control and zoning as related elements of 
a larger reform. Ernest Goodrich, an engineer and a traffic consultant to 
the New York Regional Plan Committee, observing that existing streets 
could not be "easily widened," recommended instead that zoning be used 
"to preclude the creation of traffic congestion."" Above all, however, engineers saw in the positive regulation common to zoning and traffic control 
a way to make city functions efficient.



The new model of positive regulation, based on the "public interest" and 
the "rights of the community," was also useful to engineers who found 
that the short road to efficiency went by way of serving aggregate goods, 
even at the cost of individual goods. Engineers subordinated those individual demands for street space that in their judgment were at odds with 
the good of the whole. In 1926 the editor of The American City surveyed 
leading national traffic experts and found them in agreement that "streets 
are primarily provided for general public use" and that therefore "the rights 
of the different classes of traffic to unlimited use of the streets" were 
"subject to the public and civic welfare."67

The New American Economics

Beyond the courts, developments in economics contributed to this widening field of action, and engineers found justification for their work in the 
economists' writings.68 The invisible hand seemed unable to restrain railroads and other "center" firms, and their excesses gave the progressives' 
new political and legal views a receptive audience. The discoveries that 
monopolies corrupt free enterprise, and that they can be a normal consequence of a largely unregulated advanced economy, contributed to the 
popularity of progressivism at least as much as "the discovery that business 
corrupts politics."69

These trends were shadowed by a decline in the influence of British 
classical economics in America, as institutional and marginalist economic 
ideas spread. American economic practice had never quite lined up uniformly with Adam Smith and David Ricardo. Trade protectionism was a 
mainstay of nineteenth-century American economic policy, and much of 
the little that Americans published on economic subjects was devoted to 
the defense of protective tariffs.70 Still, before the emergence of the profession in America in the 1880s, the leading authorities in economics in 
America were the British classical economists, notably Smith, Ricardo, and John Stuart Mill." But beginning with Mill himself, changes in and challenges to the classical orthodoxy later gave traffic engineers a theoretical 
backdrop for their methods.



Mill introduced two important amendments to classical economics in 
Principles of Political Economy (1848). One of these was the first clear conceptualization in English of the principle of natural monopoly.72 Through 
its application to the regulation of public utilities, this idea would shape 
positive regulation-and ultimately traffic engineering-early in the twentieth century. Second, Mill held that certain public interests could not be 
secured except by government intervention in the economy-especially 
the protection of dependent persons, of working conditions, and of the 
poor.73 Mill's formula for determining these interests-utilitarianism-was 
itself a fundamental principle of twentieth-century positive regulation, 
including traffic engineering.74

New schools of economics further diluted classical economics in America. 
In the 1880s the most important influence came from Germany, not least 
because Americans wishing a doctoral degree in economics had to go there 
to get one. One of them, Richard Ely, was the apostle of the German economics to the Americans. A founder of the American Economic Association 
(1885) and a writer who could reach a general educated audience as well 
as his academic colleagues, Ely best represents the new economic thinking 
in America from the 1880s to the early years of the twentieth century. 
With German "historical" economics, Ely loosened American economics 
from its British moorings. Renamed "institutional" economics and colored 
by the American social gospel, the German school influenced a generation 
of intellectuals who maintained that the state must intervene to mitigate 
the worst consequences of advanced industrialism, and that a collective 
good exists distinct from the sum of individual goods.75 In their 1885 
"Statement of Principles," the founding members of the American Economic Association declared: "We regard the state as an agency whose positive assistance is one of the indispensable conditions of human progress."" 
John Dewey, one of their number, concluded typically that "social and 
humane ideals" were insecure in the American polity and "demand the 
utilization of government as the genuine instrumentality of an inclusive 
and fraternally associated public.""

The institutional school of economics was controversial. By 1900, 
however, even its leading critics no longer wanted to limit the state to the 
umpire's job. Latter-day American classical economists accepted a fundamental revision of the tenets of Smith and Ricardo.78 They replaced the 
classicists' labor theory of value with their own theory of marginal utility. Neoclassical economists continued to take their cue from Britain, but by 
the turn of the century their new master was not Mill but Alfred Marshall, 
described as "perhaps the most eminent and widely influential economist" 
of his time in "the English-speaking world."" To save classical economics, 
Marshall and his American followers accepted considerable amendments 
to its principles, sacrificing its neatness to preserve its applicability to an 
advanced industrial economy.80 They agreed with the institutional economists that the pure competition upon which Smith's analysis depended 
could not exist, and that in many exchanges the unassisted invisible hand 
did not fashion the optimum result. Even the neoclassical economists 
allowed room for positive regulation.81



Natural Monopolies

Mill's modification of classical economics came on the eve of a great surge 
in the category of enterprises that did not behave according to the price 
law Smith had expounded. These exceptions lay in the realm Mill designated "natural monopolies," which included most of the services lawyers 
and regulators came to term "public utilities."" Nineteenth-century cities 
grew to depend upon natural monopolies for the amenities by which civilization measured itself. Bridges and canals were old examples, but soon 
they were joined by steam railroads, street railways, grain elevators, water 
and gas service, telegraphs and telephones, and finally electric power. Once 
a small corner of economic life, by 1900 natural monopolies composed 
much of its vital structure. The origins of the efficiency model that traffic 
engineers applied to city streets in the 1920s lay in these earlier problems 
in the regulation of public utilities.83

Beginning with Mill, nineteenth-century economists showed that certain 
enterprises tended to become monopolies. If more than one firm entered 
one of these fields, in time only one firm would survive. Mill called these 
"natural monopolies," by which he meant "those which are created by 
circumstances, and not by law. 1181 Others developed a theory from Mill's 
hypothesis.85 In America, the idea of natural monopoly found fertile soil. 
The rapid spread of powerful corporations, especially the railroads, stimulated the search for a theory of monopoly. Before the late nineteenth 
century, however, economists treated monopoly largely as a problem stemming from exclusive government charters. New economic conditions 
required new examinations of monopoly, including a fuller development 
of the idea of the natural monopoly.

Most nineteenth-century Americans believed in the necessity of 
competition to the well-being of consumers.86 Yet railroading repeatedly proved to be an environment in which direct competition seldom lasted. 
The evidence of this problem was in well before there was a satisfactory 
explanation, and critics of the railroads supplied this lack by accusing the 
rail barons of treachery. Yet when Charles Francis Adams took charge of 
Massachusetts' railroad commission in 1869, he had already developed a 
thesis that in railroading competition cannot succeed, and ought not to be 
attempted, since on the rails "competition and the cheapest possible 
transportation are wholly incompatible. n87



Popular intellectuals in America, including Henry Demarest Lloyd, Henry 
George, and Edward Bellamy, offered explanations of and prescriptions for 
the spread of monopolies. But these widely influential amateurs could not 
shape opinion in professional circles. Though Lloyd and others criticized 
public utilities, popular writers failed to confront the problem of the 
natural monopoly. Yet at least two writers, Thorstein Veblen and Richard 
Ely, united professional authority and popular influence in economics, and 
of these it was Ely who brought the idea of natural monopoly to the notice 
of the American public. Ely's Problems of To-day, first published in 1888, 
soon became a standard textbook in economics."

Ely was less a developer of the natural monopoly theory than a publicist 
for it, both to professional economists and to a more general educated 
audience. Already in 1887, the American economist Henry Carter Adams 
limned the essential attributes of the natural monopoly.89 Ely enthusiastically brought Adams's findings to the pages of Harpers, and "natural 
monopoly" entered the American lexicon.90 In 1900 an economist concluded that Ely "had perhaps done more than any other single writer" to 
disseminate the natural monopoly idea.91

In Monopolies and Trusts (1900), Ely extended the work of Henry Carter 
Adams and others92 to arrive at a complete formulation of theory of natural 
monopoly. Ely concluded that three conditions contributed to the making 
of a natural monopoly, of which two are of special importance here. First, 
in a natural monopoly, the commodity or service "is furnished in connection with the plant itself-railway service, for example, cannot be shipped," 
for the service in demand is shipment itself.93 In practice this meant that 
competition was unfeasible in services depending on fixed conduits of 
finite capacity under conditions of high demand, such as in telephone 
service or urban transportation. Since duplication of expensive and spacious conduits was impractical, economists and engineers found that they 
had to regulate such services. Second, the profits in a natural monopoly 
follow the "law of increasing returns," or, as later economists would say, 
great economies of scale lead to diminishing marginal costs.94 That is, additional service can be provided at smaller cost, usually because the new 
demand can often be met on existing facilities. Providing the second thousand travelers with streetcar service costs far less than serving the first 
thousand. In the words of a modern economist, the result is that "one 
company can supply a market at less cost than can two or more firms," 
and competition fails.95 Engineers found that both of these laws applied 
to city streets, and once given the chance, they soon treated streets as they 
had other public utilities.



According to the economist William Sharkey, Henry Carter Adams and 
Richard Ely "managed to establish the most important characteristics of 
natural monopoly industries."" Even seven decades later, the economist 
and regulator Alfred Kahn did not alter theory as Adams and Ely had left 
it.97 Theory of natural monopoly was well established before engineers 
turned their attention to city streets, and served them as a model for traffic 
regulation.

Ely was an active propagandist for the regulation of natural monopolies. 
The historian Benjamin Rader found among Ely's papers reams of letters 
to "almost every major American city and hundreds of smaller ones." Ely, 
writes Rader, "converted an inestimable number of municipal reformers to 
the idea that `gas and water socialism,' or at least limited franchises, should 
be a cardinal tenet of city reforms."" Ely called for government ownership 
of public utilities, and indeed most cities owned their water works by 1900. 
While most other utilities remained in private hands then as now, states 
and cities began to regulate their municipal services. After 1907, state 
public service commissions proliferated rapidly.

From Legal and Economic Theory to Engineering Practice

What is a public utility? Lawyers and economists proposed various fixed 
definitions. In practice, however, the category was like a political office: 
socially determined and hotly contested. Traffic engineering began with 
the claim that busy city streets are public utilities.

To the law, a public utility was simply an enterprise "affected with a 
public interest"; jurists could agree on little more.99 Economists offered a 
neater definition: a public utility was not just an enterprise "of real public 
importance," but also one in which competition was unfeasible."'

In practice, engineers often judged which enterprises were public utilities 
and which were not. In the infancy of professional economics, engineers 
supplied most of the applied economic expertise. "Of necessity," Hausman 
and Neufeld concluded, engineers "became applied economists. "'0' For example, when in 1914 Houston found that its electric company was 
netting 20 percent per annum with no competition, its mayor called in 
a New York consulting engineer. The engineer worked out a franchise 
agreement holding the company to an 8 percent return.102



To most engineers, regulation was not a substitute for the free market, 
but a means of restoring its benefits where competition would not last. 
Public utilities grew to accept regulation of rates and service as an acceptable price for exclusive franchises-that is, for state-enforced monopolies. 
A lighting executive maintained that public utilities are "most efficiently 
and economically conducted as monopolies," but he admitted that they 
"are properly subject to regulation by the state and by the municipality."103 
The hope was that the state, through regulation, would protect private 
investment in risky but vital city enterprises. Like the flanges on the wheels 
of a locomotive, ideal regulation would keep an enterprise on its tracks 
without impeding its progress.

Streets as Public Utilities

Municipal engineers insisted on a definition of "public utility" broad 
enough to include streets. With the frequent advent of new utilities, engineers needed conceptual flexibility. The engineer George Roux contended 
in 1916 that prejudices among non-engineers "erroneously" confined the 
category of public utility to "[railroad] transportation, water, gas, telephone, telegraph, or electric light and power," and urged instead a broader 
and more adaptable definition.104 Referring to major urban streets, one 
engineer declared that "a highway is a publicly owned utility" for which 
users should pay rates that discouraged inefficiency. 105 Engineers' views 
were seconded by some other experts. Lent Upson, a prominent expert in 
city government, classified streets as utilities that were not "revenue producing.i106 The economists Eliot Jones and Truman Bigham held that the 
"limited amount of space available in the city streets" justified the regulation of street uses.107

Economists' definitions of natural monopolies served engineers who 
wanted to claim treat streets as natural monopolies. Like other natural 
monopolies, streets were subject to extreme economies of scale, they had 
limited capacity, they were impractical to duplicate, and they offered a 
service inseparable from street capacity itself. The problems of street traffic 
were like those of other public utilities. There were severe demand peaks 
at some times and excess capacity at others, the physical plant was vast 
and the extremely expensive to expand, and it was difficult to charge users. Engineers attacked these problems in street traffic as they had attacked 
them in other public utilities.



Like public utility regulators, engineers invoked "the public interest" to 
justify traffic control. Components of this justification included social 
utility, equity, and especially efficiency. These principles occasionally 
appear explicitly in engineers' reports; they are nearly constant in the 
unstated assumptions behind their methods and recommendations. In 
invoking them, engineers claimed to put the interest of the whole over the 
interest of each. Traffic engineers were sympathetic to a street railway 
executive's complaint that "most people approach the problem with the 
idea of 'How can I get from where I am to where I want to go,' instead of 
'Where can the greatest number of people get in the shortest space of 
time?' "108

Engineer regulators, including traffic engineers, were utilitarians. They 
sometimes expressly defended their actions as serving "the greatest good 
for the greatest number." In 1911 the superintendent of Cleveland's water 
department justified the extensive water service regulations by claiming 
that they were for "the best good of all the people."log The city engineer 
George Herrold saw his goal in managing traffic as achieving the "good of 
the greatest number," even at the expense of the few.10 The equity principle was closely related. Engineers were not afraid to weigh the importance 
of various demands for street capacity, and to restrict those uses they considered an undue burden on other street users."' Finally, traffic engineers, 
like Taylorites, pursued efficiency. They did not equate the sum of individual street users' travel choices with the optimum city transportation 
system. They were willing to go to some lengths to shape demands-just 
as the scientific management reformers had not trusted workers or foremen, 
but insisted on prescribing and enforcing "the one best way."

The Lessons of Water Supply

Engineers who wanted to treat American streets like public utilities faced 
technical and social obstacles similar to those that confronted earlier regulators. Municipal water supply is a useful example. In the nineteenth 
century, clean water was difficult to secure, especially in cities. Individualistic, private methods could be dangerously unreliable. Rooftop cisterns 
ran out; shallow wells went dry or were contaminated. Largescale, collective water service would correct these problems, but entrepreneurs who 
would supply it faced daunting barriers. Water mains had to cross private 
property. Demand had to be reliably high to pay expenses; thus there could be no competing water mains on the same street, and few non-subscribers. 
Users had to be charged according to their consumption. Water service in 
cities, in other words, required "collective organization" and an absence 
of real competition, in direct opposition to "democratic postulates, 
competitive ideals, and liberal individualistic traditions.""'



There was no reconciling the contradiction. The consequence, as Maureen 
Ogle has shown, was delay in the provision of water service in American 
cities.13 Joel Tarr found in the case of city sewer systems that inefficient 
ad hoc rule-of-thumb methods ruled until the 1890s, when a "rational 
engineering model, based upon empirical considerations of urban need" 
finally succeeded.14 Until then, cities that could not ban private, individual water supply (for all its deficiencies) could not attract private, largescale water supply systems, because even a minority of non-subscribers was 
sufficient to make a largescale system uneconomical. According to Ogle, 
too many "clung to their cisterns ... even in the face of both superior 
alternatives and an urban crisis.i115 Yet together the necessity of reliable 
water supply, better water supply technology, and a better understanding 
of the propagation of waterborne disease led cities to use their police power 
to protect water supply entrepreneurs or to build systems themselves. Few 
objected to the substantial collective, regulatory and anti-competitive measures by which city people have been supplied with water ever since.

Street traffic was closely analogous to water supply. Before the automobile, individualistic means of street travel were inefficient. Walking was 
slow; a horse was expensive. Omnibuses divided the expense of a horse 
among several passengers, much as the expense of a well could be shared 
by several neighbors. Horsedrawn streetcars, like water mains, were far 
more expensive, but their speed and capacity could repay investors-if they 
could be assured of enough passengers. Such assurances came in the form 
of franchises, which protected investors from competition. With the electrification of street railways in the 1890s, franchises extended city wide. In 
street transportation and in water supply, relatively reliable and inexpensive service came through anti-competitive regulation.

Engineers compared city traffic problems with problems in water supply 
and sanitation. To make his case for one-way traffic, St. Paul's city planning 
engineer, George Herrold, compared streets to two public utilities, observing that "we do not attempt to pass water in two directions in a water 
main, nor to carry off sewerage in two directions through the same pipe.i116 
In most cities for most of the 1920s, engineers fought traffic by restricting 
the private automobile, much as they had restricted private water supplies. 
They treated the private car less as an intruder upon the rights of street railways than as an abuse of the street as a public service. In so doing, 
engineers were attempting to repeat the successes they had won by similar 
methods in other city services.



Similarly, shortly before the traffic crisis, engineers had shown cities that 
with the application of engineering expertise they could reduce water 
consumption, reduce rates, and increase water pressure, thus satisfying the 
utility, the customer, and the city government. New engineering techniques for metering water and cleaning mains exemplified this approach. 
Metering was rare before 1900. Flat rates for water service were common; 
customers were typically charged by the tap. The method rewarded waste. 
Suppliers' returns were low, users' rates were high, and water was chronically scarce. Suppliers' only remedy was to police users with inspectors.117 
The method was analogous to police traffic regulation: it was intermittent, 
heavy-handed, inefficient, and adversarial.

Water meters changed all this. By 1914 the Neptune Meter Company, a 
New York manufacturer with national distribution, could boast that metering was "becoming the universal method.""' Neptune endorsed engineering methods in the manner of Taylor's condemnation of the rule of thumb. 
"Some things should naturally lie outside the realm of guesswork," the 
company argued, and "selling water" was such a thing.119 One expert 
assured cities that "with universal metering and other methods of waste 
prevention, nearly all the cities in which the cry of 'water famine' was 
prevalent in the past year would have had an ample supply of water," even 
"without enormous expenditures for extensions of plant.i12° Most water 
customers found their bills reduced.121 Water supply engineers devised 
other solutions as well. Burt Hodgman, an engineer, found cities ascribing 
their water problems to "increased demand," which would have required 
costly capital investment to supply, when "the fact is that the main will 
not deliver enough water" because deposits had "decreased the efficiency."122 Meters, especially, showed municipal engineering at its best. 
They worked constantly but unintrusively. They were inexpensive, and 
they united the interests of apparent adversaries. Traffic engineers hoped 
to repeat this success in the busy streets of America's cities.

Water, Sewers, and Streets

To fight traffic, city engineers drew on their experience in water supply 
and in other city services. The story was repeated in the careers of thousands of city engineers.123 Oscar Claussen, St. Paul's chief city engineer, 
apprenticed in railroads, water supply, sewers, and electric power. His colleague in St. Paul, George Herrold, had worked in railroads and municipal engineering; by the early 1920s his chief responsibility was street traffic. 
The engineer W. B. Bates began his career in Virginia railroads, telegraph, 
and telephone lines; he brought this experience to his later work as city 
engineer in Roanoke, where he was responsible for streets, sewers, 
sidewalks, and garbage. Later Bates was city manager of Portsmouth, 
Virginia.124



Consulting engineers did similar work for smaller towns. Vincent Clarke, 
for example, served several Connecticut towns as a civil engineer and as 
an expert advisor on electric railways, water, and other services. In Cheyenne, Wyoming, the city engineer was expert in public utilities valuation; 
other Wyoming cities consulted him on diverse city service problems in 
water supply, sewers, and electric power. Consulting city engineer William 
Bryant Bennett worked with cities of all sizes and with state commissions 
on street railways, electric power, gas, and water.125 C. C. Williams, a civil 
engineer, applied his expertise in city water supply to street traffic problems. He classified streets as a public utility, and he argued that street users 
should pay rates proportional to the street capacity they used.126

Some engineers who worked in public utilities before the traffic crisis 
went on to important careers in traffic control. Morris Knowles, a member 
of the American Society of Civil Engineers, advertised his skills in 1914 as 
including "efficient and economical operation of water works, valuation 
and rate studies; drainage and disposal investigations and reports to commercial and civic organizations."127 By the early 1920s, however, he was 
chairman of Pittsburgh's City Planning Commission, and in this capacity 
was concerned largely with traffic control.128 Traffic control engineers with 
no personal background in utilities regulation worked in a profession 
shaped by this framework.

Engineers borrowed their chief tool for street traffic work from a public 
utility. The traffic survey was introduced as a survey of street railway 
service. In early surveys of city rail traffic, engineers introduced most of 
the techniques they later used in the more complex surveys of street 
traffic.129 Engineers used the results of these surveys to regulate streets in 
much the same way as they had regulated public utilities. Their response 
to increasing demand for street space was much like their response to 
increasing demands for other services-and entirely unlike the usual 
response in the free market. Engineers recommended increasing the supply 
of the service only as a last resort; efficiency achieved through regulation 
was their first and great commandment. The American City editorialized 
in 1915 that "the most hopeful line of approach for reducing traffic congestion appears to lie in more scientific methods of traffic regulation.i130 Before he abandoned the public utility model, the traffic expert 
Miller McClintock expressed the traffic control creed in a typical way: 
"Major changes and the construction of new thoroughfares are costly and 
should never be undertaken until full use has been made of existing 
streets."131 "Instead of widening streets at an expense of millions," the 
engineer Ernest Goodrich told a panel at the 1923 National Conference on 
City Planning, "street capacity can be increased effectively by regulating 
traffic."132



Engineers and the Traffic Crisis

The chambers turned to the engineers because the latter promised to maximize traffic capacity downtown, thereby securing business investments. 
Rejecting the "adversary model," engineers assured cities they could get 
better results for everyone, and they had a record to prove it. Police had 
sacrificed speed for the sake of safety, and both for the sake of order. But 
engineers claimed they could deliver speed and safety. Though he would 
abandon the public utility model in the late 1920s, Miller McClintock was 
until then probably the leading traffic control professional. He advised 
cities that "rapidity of movement, properly regulated, is not incompatible 
with a large degree of safety."133 "It is not enough," one traffic engineer 
argued, "to stand behind the slogan 'order and safety.' We must have both 
safety and speed."134

Beginning in the late 1910s, the engineering field gradually adopted 
traffic control from the police departments. In 1923, Engineering NewsRecord, the leading civil engineering journal, claimed there was "no more 
pressing or interesting subject" in engineering than traffic control.135 In 
1926, the trade journal Roads and Streets could maintain that "traffic control 
engineering is perhaps the latest specialty in civil engineering"136 By the 
end of the decade, Roads and Streets announced, "cities all over the country" 
were "recognizing that traffic is primarily an engineering problem" and 
that there was "less dabbling and more sound engineering progress in 
traffic control."137

True to Blanchard's claim that his colleagues were "capable of more than 
running a transit," engineers applied their building talents to the traffic 
problem only sparingly. Instead they used their administrative skills. Most 
engineers in the 1920s did not take seriously proposals to reconstruct the 
city for the sake of the automobile. City governments and chambers of 
commerce seeking efficiency did not engage engineers to reconstruct-or even to alter substantially-the physical city. Cities could not afford such 
projects. In 1915 The American City, the leading journal for city officials 
and chambers of commerce, expressed a widespread doubt about the usefulness of "proposed plans for overhead crossings of streets, for doubledeck streets, and the like," in part because of their "excessive cost."13s 
Although some engineers were more sanguine about the feasibility of 
major projects, few among them worked for city governments or chambers 
of commerce.139



The years of social experimentalism called the Progressive Era gave engineers the opportunity to define streets as public utilities, and seek efficiency through positive regulation. Traffic engineers missed the vanguard 
of progressivism, for street traffic did not constitute a problem worthy of 
their best efforts before the late 1910s. Still, the traffic engineers were progressives by training and disposition. Progressivism welcomed the talents 
engineers had to offer, and it trained them in the kind of problem solving 
they could later apply to city streets. Progressivism taught engineers that 
the public interest (as they saw it) required positive state action; in return, 
engineers taught progressives the limitations of the adversary model of 
regulation. Both scientific management and public utility regulation stood 
for the universal benefits of efficiency, and engineers sought to bring these 
benefits to street traffic in the 1920s.
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Sooner or later the cities are all coming to realize that traffic control is not a policeman's job.

-Engineering NewsRecord, 1925'

The so-called "traffic problem," formerly everybody's business, is now graduated to 
a higher plane of engineering analysis and transportation practice, where it always 
belonged.

J. Rowland Bibbins, consulting engineer, 19262

When city people talked about the new traffic problem, they did not all 
mean the same thing. Pedestrians complained of the automobile's trespass 
upon their rights. Parents dreaded the new threat to their children's safety. 
Police struggled to restore disrupted order. Despite their diverse perspectives, however, these groups shared a kind of conservatism that attached 
them to longstanding constructions of the city street. In the automobile 
they saw a threat to established customs. Upholding time-honored ways, 
these groups tended to perceive the automobile's intrusions as threats to 
justice.

Downtown business leaders also saw threats in the new traffic problems, 
but they seldom characterized them in terms of justice and injustice. Traffic 
to them meant business, and traffic jams were a threat to the bottom line. 
"Congestion," department store executive F. C. Fox complained to traffic 
experts in 1926, "is now undoubtedly seriously interfering with our business." But business leaders remained optimistic. "We know," Fox said, that 
traffic congestion "can be solved[,] and I think it must be solved by men 
who are expert in traffic matters."' To Fox and other city leaders, the 
experts were engineers.

Engineers' success with public utilities spoke well for their skill at managing modern city service problems. For a time, therefore, business leaders let engineers define traffic problems as technical matters for trained experts. 
Chambers of commerce in the 1920s turned to the experts for answers, 
paid for their studies, accepted their recommendations, and got their cities 
to implement them.



The engineers' proposals were practical and inexpensive. True, their 
regulations would burden some street users more than others, but they 
claimed conditions would improve for all. Experts in traffic control therefore won wide support for their work from disparate interests. In recent 
decades, historians have normally portrayed street railways and automotive interests as natural and inevitable antagonists.' By the late 1920s, 
the two were indeed often at odds. Yet until then the engineers won 
support from disparate groups, all of them interested in easing traffic congestion. The secretary of the Cleveland Automobile Club, for example, far 
from calling for ambitious projects to accommodate automobiles, echoed 
the traffic control professionals: "they shouldn't be grandiose remedies 
that we seek. They should be practical. They should be within our pocket 
books' limits."' The street railways complained of autos clogging city 
streets, but they agreed with the automotive interests that the answer was 
expert regulation. According to the president of the American Electric 
Railway Association, "There is no conflict of opinion between electric railways and the automotive industry as to the seriousness of the traffic 
situation."'

Traffic engineers considered themselves voices of reason and moderation, and their professional pretensions reinforced this tendency.' Engineers stood for the logic that efficiency worked to the benefit of all, that 
efficient arrangements must be worked out by disinterested experts, and 
that as such experts, engineers were the rightful authority in traffic problems. Unlike police, engineers could claim to command the power of 
science in problem solving. In 1923, a Los Angeles police official declared 
that, because traffic regulation had "reached the point of a scientific 
problem," the field "should be divorced from police duty and given to 
engineers."'

But engineers were not independent. Their patrons influenced engineers' 
definitions of the traffic problem. The traffic engineer Maxwell Halsey 
tacitly acknowledged the engineers' dependence on their merchant patrons. 
Engineers, he said, must avoid the temptation to approach traffic problems 
simply "from the engineering angle"; instead, they should use "diplomacy" 
with merchants. Engineers should "solicit the support of the merchants," 
and "work with them from the beginning. i9 Merchants' chief concern was 
to ease traffic congestion. Engineers, therefore, paid relatively little atten tion to the needs of pedestrians or to traffic safety. Nevertheless, many 
considered themselves, as the engineer John Beeler did, defenders of "the 
welfare of the community" from "selfish and individual motives."" As long 
as they enjoyed the backing of a wide array of business interests-including 
street railways, auto clubs, and chambers of commerce-engineers succeeded in defining traffic as a technical matter for experts. In the 1920s, 
engineers pursued traffic efficiency in the name of the public interest. They 
called this mission "traffic control."



Traffic Congestion and Urban Concentration

Traffic congestion was due in part to the density of city populations, and 
the concentration of business in small central districts. Tall buildings 
downtown and the urban railways that brought commuters to them made 
the American city of the early twentieth century denser and more centralized than ever before. In the 1920s, one-fourth of Chicago's 3 million 
people entered its central business district each weekday.11 Most of Robert 
Kelker's fellow traffic engineers would have agreed with him that "the 
prime factor in the present street congestion is the traffic that flows to and 
from our high buildings. 1112 Thus, in order to attack traffic congestion, 
traffic engineers might have joined city planners in calling for measures 
to deconcentrate cities. But they did not.

To traffic engineers' chief patrons-chambers of commerce-deconcentration was exactly the danger they were seeking to avoid. Some traffic 
engineers had past or continuing affiliations with street railways, which 
also had a stake in the preeminence of central business districts.13 To city 
chambers of commerce, deconcentration threatened downtown commerce 
and property values. Merchants in Portland, Oregon, feared a "shifting of 
the retail center, with consequent depreciation and loss.i14 Businesses on 
New York's Fifth Avenue worried that deconcentration would lead to a 
"crumbling" of Manhattan's most elegant retail district.15 The guiding 
principles of traffic control treated deconcentration accordingly. Most 
traffic engineers saw their goal as easing congestion without reducing 
density. Two factors reinforced this position.

First, traffic engineers and their sponsors wanted practical, affordable 
remedies for the traffic problem, the benefits of which could be realized in 
short order. The failure of police departments' short-term remedies taught 
chambers of commerce patience, but they could not wait for the city to 
be rebuilt, and they could not afford to rebuild it. Academic planners, 
particularly those influenced by the garden city movement, proposed numerous plans of urban deconcentration. The American City Planning 
Institute traced a catalogue of urban ills to excessive urban density, and so 
recommended planned deconcentration. Yet for all of their proposals, city 
planners contributed little to the deconcentration of cities.16 In the first 
half of the twentieth century they did not have the means to achieve 
planned deconcentration. Zoning was their best new instrument. With it, 
downtown business interests and professional city planners pursued their 
ambition to limit central business district densities.17 In 1922, the Chicago 
City Club Bulletin reported with satisfaction that "zoning will flatten out 
the human pyramid, which congestion has created."" Yet zoning was of 
slight practical effect in the first decades following its implementation, 
especially as a means of urban deconcentration.19



Second, traffic engineers' ideal of efficiency led them to doubt the value 
of deconcentration. Some engineering traditions exalted grandeur. Traffic 
engineers, however, were heirs of the municipal engineering tradition, 
where efficiency was the ruling principle. Apart from the practical obstacles 
in the way of deliberate deconcentration, traffic engineers sometimes identified concentration as a positive good. Optimum use of limited space 
demanded concentration. From this point of view, the problem was not 
really to solve the nuisance of congestion, but rather to manage it. Most 
traffic engineers would have agreed with a consulting engineer for the city 
of Portland, Oregon, that "there seems to be no permanent solution."' 
"We have not attempted to solve the problem," St. Paul's city engineer 
admitted.21 To most traffic engineers and chambers of commerce, urban 
deconcentration was not a desirable way to ease traffic congestion, but a 
dire symptom of inadequate traffic control. It was, one engineer claimed, 
a "disintegration" stemming from the "strangulation" of the central business district by extreme traffic congestion.22

The leading expert on street traffic, Miller McClintock, called deconcentration the "chief threat" of traffic congestion. McClintock warned the 
Chicago Association of Commerce of its danger to "established retail business values in the central district."23 He cited the "economies resulting 
from business solidarity" downtown. He held that the "economic advantages accruing from large scale merchandising" and from "the grouping of 
similar establishments" necessitated dense concentration. Conversely, 
deconcentration would "result in smaller and more scattered retail units 
and multiplied overheads."24

To traffic engineers, deconcentration was not a way to fight traffic. It 
was unconditional surrender. Left alone, congestion would dictate urban 
form, deconcentrating cities even with no help from city planners. Traffic 
engineers proposed instead to fight for the efficiencies of concentration without the burdens of congestion. They invoked the public interest 
to justify the fight. Their weapon was the power of positive regulation, 
buttressed by recent trends in law and economics. Engineers intended to 
use positive regulation to achieve traffic efficiency. In this way they hoped 
to keep vital traffic moving while preserving the supremacy of city 
centers.



Taking Social Organization to the Streets

To fight traffic congestion, traffic engineers proposed to bring social 
organization to the streets.25 In Miller McClintock's words, to make traffic 
efficient, cities would have to make "full use" of "existing streets."26 
Engineers' first task, therefore, was to identify inefficiencies. Many arose, 
engineers believed, from street users' separate pursuit of individual transportation interests. Individual street users could not see the whole transportation picture. Street railways and motor fleets could plan routes and 
schedules but had no control over the behavior of other street users. Some 
engineers, however, hoped to coordinate all vehicular transportation.27 A 
Detroit traffic engineer with experience in Connecticut's Public Utilities 
Commission saw his task as curbing street users' "personal whims or convenience" through engineering.28 Engineers reasoned that if they could 
curtail the most inefficient practices they could make traffic better for 
everyone.

Identifying the Problem: The Traffic Survey

Traffic engineers substituted a formal approach for the commonsense methods of their non-professional predecessors. To avoid "costly 
experiments," engineers measured first and recommended remedies later.29 
This innovation took the form of the traffic survey, a younger cousin of 
public utility surveys and time-and-motion studies. Faulting the earlier ad 
hoc approach to traffic tangles, John Nolen, a renowned city planner, said 
"you do not solve a problem by putting a traffic policeman at the point 
of congestion." Instead, "you find the reason why that congestion 
occurs." 30

Even in small cities, but especially in the great ones, traffic engineers 
counted traffic in all its dimensions. Having begun in the 1910s with 
simple vehicle counts, surveyors soon recorded speed, turns, pedestrian 
movements, curb parking, and traffic accidents. They examined travelers' 
origins and destinations, and they distinguished local from through traffic. 
Engineers claimed that with survey results "deductions" could "be made 
in a scientific manner.""



Engineers' "deductions" reveal how they constructed the traffic problem. 
They saw their mission as optimizing traffic capacity. To this end, for 
example, engineers recommended clearing sidewalks of obstacles to pedestrian traffic flow, both for the sake of foot traffic itself and to prevent 
pedestrians from resorting to the pavement to avoid impassible sidewalk 
obstructions. In Baltimore, traffic engineers found that "cellar openings, 
light wells, doorsteps, waste paper boxes and kiosks" interfered with pedestrian traffic and therefore recommended that the city "remove all obstructions from the sidewalk and utilize the full width from building line to 
curb for pedestrian traffic."" Judges generally approved.33 One legacy of 
this success was that sidewalks in 1925 or 1930 were recognized as more 
nearly exclusive channels of pedestrian travel-and thus roadways, by 
default, were more exclusive channels for vehicles. This sidewalk reform 
was therefore a small step toward the automotive city.34

The traffic survey was also a political tool, giving those who wielded its 
results an advantage over others. One engineer urged cities to refrain from 
issuing traffic regulations "unless the traffic authority is prepared, and has 
the facilities to make an adequate study before and after to prove beyond 
a doubt the effect of the change." Otherwise, he warned, "the man with 
the loudest voice or the one who can get the greater number of persons 
to the 'hearing' will win his case regardless of the merits of it.i35 An official 
of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce told department store executives in 
1928 that surveys could change minds about such things as curb parking: 
"My general observation would be that unless the retail merchants have 
had the benefit of a thorough survey of this question of parking, they are 
very apt to be completely hostile to any parking restrictions."" Backing 
from local chambers of commerce gave engineers the means to conduct 
careful, thorough traffic surveys. But engineers were resourceful, and they 
found ways to get the information at modest expense. In many cities, 
engineers and commercial associations turned to local Boy Scouts for traffic 
survey duty.37 Engineers also used Boy Scouts for safety education and 
parking enforcement, and in at least one city (Newark) they used Girl 
Scouts for such work.38

Engineering Efficiency: Coordination of Traffic Lights

To fight congestion, engineers abandoned police departments' "adversary 
model" of traffic regulation, working instead to reconcile speed and safety. 
A leading traffic expert noted that increasing the speed of traffic on a street 
increased the street's capacity.39 Engineers believed that expeditious traffic was safe traffic.40 They modified police techniques of imposing order on 
traffic, reinventing them as tools of congestion relief. Police, manufacturers 
of traffic signals, and downtown businesses devised the first traffic light 
systems, not engineers. Police often controlled such signals manually; 
when they were coordinated, they changed simultaneously. To anyone 
with a bird's-eye view of several city blocks, simultaneous signal changes 
yielded breathtaking order. To an engineer, however, the system was cloddish and inefficient. It achieved order by worsening congestion. It did not 
take a traffic expert to see the failure of simultaneous signal changes-but 
it took an engineer to coordinate signals optimally. "More efficient signal 
control must be worked out," said one engineer in 1926-"and by engineers rather than by policemen."41



The problem was technically complex. Engineers needed to know the 
volume of traffic on each block of every street involved. From these data 
they had to derive optimum signal timings, determining intervals that 
delayed traffic least. And then they would have to find a way to implement 
the plan.

Nowhere in the world was motor traffic more congested than in Chicago's Loop district. The city's Yellow Cab Company, alarmed by pedestrian 
casualties that had begun to "break down public good will," implemented 
the city's first extensive system of lights in 1923. While the lights apparently did protect pedestrians, they also slowed motor traffic enough to 
annoy motorists.42 The Chicago Association of Commerce turned to the 
engineers in 1925. To find a better way, it organized a Street Traffic Committee composed of association members representing a broad coalition of 
transportation interests.43 The committee put engineers of the Chicago 
Surface Lines to work on the problem. They linked signals at 49 intersections to nearby timers, allowing local control. They also wired the signals 
to a central electromechanical brain in the basement of City Hall. There, 
clocks, motors and relays gave operators central control of the whole 
system. At 8 A.M. on Sunday, February 7, 1926, Mayor William Dever 
threw a knife switch, starting the system.44

To many Chicagoans, the coordinated signals were a magnificent 
fulfillment of engineering's promise. According to one report, "approbation is heard everywhere." Newspapers were "unanimous in their 
approval of the system," as were "police officials in the traffic department, taxicab drivers, individual car operators, motormen and others."" 
A city traffic expert reportedly was "amazed." Police Chief Morgan 
Collins said that the lights were "working out far beyond our expectation." 
All vehicular traffic benefitted. Streetcars could maintain schedules and carry more total riders. Taxis and private automobiles went much faster 
too.46



On the system's first Monday, reporters toured the Loop by car. 
"From the motorist's standpoint," they concluded, the system was "an 
instant and unqualified success." When they found that they could drive 
through four successive intersections without stopping, they compared 
the experience to a "fairy tale." At midday a cornerman at State and 
Madison told them that motorists "slip through here like oil. You don't 
hear the horn tooting and fuss we usually get at noon. Look at the drivers. 
They've all got smiles on their faces. I found myself smiling a little while 
ago."47

By delivering efficiency, engineers had once again united apparently 
disparate interests.48 Other cities followed Chicago's lead, and engineers at 
General Electric's National Lamp Works (maker of bulbs for traffic signals) 
simplified the task of calculating optimum signal timings for coordinated 
systems by producing a special slide rule for the task.49

But what was "optimum" signal timing? To most traffic engineers, welltimed signals maximized a street's vehicular capacity. Pedestrians were left 
out of their equations. Many city people faulted coordinated signals for making it more difficult than ever to cross streets. Cars sped along faster, 
giving pedestrians fewer safe opportunities to cross at mid block or at red 
lights. In the Chicago system's first week, the Tribune reported that "the 
walker found life one succession of heart thrills, dodges, and jumps." 
Signals were timed for vehicular traffic, so sometimes green and amber 
intervals were too short for those on foot. "At almost any moment in the 
afternoon or evening," reported the Tribune, "a score or more persons could 
be seen stranded in the middle of these intersections between two steady 
lines of vehicles."" Before, when the cornerman's attention had been 
absorbed by vehicular traffic, pedestrians had enjoyed relative freedom. 
Now police were "busy regulating pedestrians."" Chicago traffic officials 
found pedestrians would not conform to the system.52 Because signal 
timings in coordinated systems were based on vehicle speeds, they helped 
to redefine streets as motor thoroughfares where pedestrians did not 
belong.
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Figure 5.1

With slide rules like this one (used in Cleveland in 1927), engineers could coordinate 
signals to keep traffic moving at a given speed (in this case, 20 miles per hour). 
Source: "Slide Rule Chart Determines the Timing of Traffic Signals," Engineering 
NewsRecord 98, no. 6 (February 10, 1927), p. 231.
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Figure 5.2

A Chicago street in 1929, before coordinated signals and no-parking. Courtesy 
Schenectady Museum and SuitsBueche Planetarium.
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Figure 5.3

Another 1929 photo, showing the same Chicago street as in the preceding photo 
after coordinated signals and no-parking. Courtesy Schenectady Museum and SuitsBueche Planetarium.





Around 1920, with the backing of local chambers of commerce, traffic 
engineers began to pursue such social organization of city streets. Engineers formalized customary rules (vehicles should keep to the right of the 
center of the street; pedestrians should not congregate in the middle of 
streets), urged better enforcement, and developed new rules. Engineers 
segregated traffic into lanes and imposed one-way streets, loading zones, 
through-traffic streets, and pedestrian sidewalks. They narrowed the functions of both the sidewalks and the roadway. This formalization of traffic 
forever changed the character of city streets. Within a decade, streets and 
sidewalks-venues of myriad public activities as late as 1920-had largely 
been redefined as exclusive transportation ways, subject to regulation in 
the name of efficiency. Cincinnati's city manager-a trained engineer-put 
the new principle this way: "as traffic demands grow more acute the use 
of streets for other purposes must be more and more restricted.""

Traffic Engineers and Automobiles

By correcting inefficient vehicle movements, optimally coordinated signals 
eased traffic for all vehicles. Yet many engineers identified another source 
of inefficiency-this one inherent in certain vehicles themselves. As the 
engineer Robert Kelker recommended, when a traveler's actions "delay the 
movements of hundreds or thousands of people he then should be compelled" to forgo individual preferences for the sake of the "public welfare."54 
On these grounds, many engineers found that the worst contributors to 
congestion were motorists.



Engineers ranked the automobile and urban concentration as the two 
leading causes of the problem. In traffic congestion, Miller McClintock 
contended, "the skyscraper and the motor car play the principle roles."55 
Engineers sometimes cited the automobile as the sole necessitator of professional traffic control.56 Like his fellow engineers, Clarence Sherrill perceived a "necessity of giving precedence to vehicles in the streets in the 
order of their capacity for moving the greatest number of riders in the least 
possible time and using the least possible space in doing so." Sherrill, 
Cincinnati's city manager, put "private motor cars" at the bottom of his 
ranking of vehicle efficiency.57 Passenger cars, engineers said, were less 
efficient than other modes, and some added that the errands they served 
were less important. One engineer argued that "the commercial vehicle is 
of far more value to the economic life of the community than the pleasure 
car." 58

Engineers seldom looked at traffic from the auto driver's point of view. 
For example, most engineers were indifferent to the driver's need to park. 
One journalist found that New York traffic "experts" were "concentrating 
on the problem of how [curb] parking can be reduced to a minimum, or 
banned completely."59

Above all, engineers faulted automobiles for their prodigal use of space. 
They "occupy, either while in motion or while parked, space altogether 
out of proportion to their transportation efficiency," one engineer wrote." 
A St. Paul engineer found that an occupant of an automobile required 10.7 
times as much street space as a streetcar rider. Other engineering estimates 
were even less flattering to motorists.61 Automobiles crowded streets everywhere in the 1920s, but engineers found that they were carrying only a 
small fraction of city travelers.62 As defenders of urban concentration, 
traffic engineers could not forgive motorists for taking up so much 
room.

The Parking Evil

To the engineer Clarence Sherrill and to many of his colleagues, the "crux" 
of the traffic problem was "the parking evil.i63 They sought strict control 
of curb parking, or outright bans (generally called "no-parking"). St. Paul's 
traffic engineer, for example, called for "the most drastic regulations on 
parking."" A journalist concluded that parking restrictions were the engineers' first and favorite resort.65

To hear that curb parking was an "evil" must have come as something 
of a shock to most non-engineers. Custom decreed that the centers of streets were to be kept clear for travelers, but the verges were places for 
almost any kind of public use. Though the curb seemed to mark a distinct 
boundary between sidewalk and roadway,66 in practice the border between 
them was far less distinct. Boys hawked newspapers, shined shoes, or 
played marbles. Merchants stored crates, acquaintances chatted, horses 
drank, pushcart vendors sold fruit, and builders stacked bricks. Few of them 
had any formal grant of privilege. And towns often put telephone poles, 
fire hydrants, and watering troughs in the roadway near the curb.67



Laypersons defended curb parking as every citizen's prerogative. Observing engineers' pursuit of "absolute prohibition of parking in the congested 
center of the city," some were reminded of the Eighteenth Amendment.68 
A letter to the editor of a Detroit newspaper compared those who abused 
"parking privileges" to "bootleggers." Even engineers made the comparison.69 Defenders of the automobile resisted the new prohibition. Auto club 
managers, such as Cleveland's F. H. Caley, were not alone in describing curb parking as "a fundamental right."" Where cities restricted 
curb parking, motorists "promptly rushed into print with charges of 
discrimination."71

The clash reflected fundamental disagreements about what a street is. 
Most city people, including motorists and pedestrians, clung to custom. 
To them, the verges of streets were for diverse uses. Efficiency-minded 
engineers reconceived the street, from curb to curb, as public infrastructure 
for transportation. The entire roadway, they said, was intended exclusively 
for moving vehicles. Engineers repeatedly claimed that they were merely 
returning the street "to the purpose for which it was intended."72 They 
faulted towns for allowing "misplaced traffic lights and numerous other 
obstacles that reduce actual roadway capacity to a small fraction of what 
it [sic] was intended."" If, as McClintock argued, streets were for "public 
travel," then "any use, including parking[,] which interferes with this 
primary use must be considered ... an abatable nuisance."" Engineers 
maintained that "parking is not a 'right,' it is a privilege," subject to the 
discretion of the experts.75 Judges usually agreed.76

Drawing on the public utility model, engineers based their attack on 
curb parking on their definition of the public interest, citing three principles: social utility, equity, and efficiency. Curb parking, they said, violated 
all three.

First, engineers claimed, curb parking served no public purpose-indeed 
it was an appropriation of public space for private use. Traffic engineers 
therefore reminded their clients that "streets are public property."" St. 
Louis's Director of Streets and Sewers described curb parking as "the use of public property dedicated to transportation needs, for storing [private] 
property," and traffic engineers expressed countless variations of this 
view in the 1920s.78 Engineers defined public use as transportation and 
deemed other uses private. Engineers working on Baltimore's traffic 
problems in 1925 and 1926 complained of "push carts and temporary 
huckster and vendor stands" interfering with transportation.79 The first 
step in securing the public interest in city streets, engineers held, was to 
discriminate between public and private uses and to subordinate and 
restrict the latter for the sake of the former. The parked car, McClintock 
argued, "must follow the peanut wagon, and the sidewalk showcase into 
oblivion.""



Second, curb parking was inequitable: it served the convenience of a 
small minority at considerable cost to all. In congested districts, engineers 
said, curb parking led to "the interests of thousands" being "sacrificed" to 
"the convenience, real or imaginary, of the comparatively few.i81 They 
found that curb parkers represented a tiny fraction of street users; toleration of curb parking therefore amounted to "preferential treatment." "It 
seems unreasonable," a Chicago engineer complained, "that a comparatively few people can utilize the most valuable street space in our cities, 
practically at will, for their own pleasure and convenience and to the 
serious inconvenience of thousands of their fellow citizens."82

Few motorists could find space at the curb. Rochester, for example, had 
downtown space for 3 percent of its autos.83 Parking meters did not appear 
until 1935. Even time limits were scarce, so motorists everywhere filled up 
curb spaces early in the morning. The lucky few often left their cars parked 
all day. With dozens of autos for each available space, only a small and 
shrewd minority could benefit from the free space. Engineers condemned 
the result as "unfair" and branded the few who found spaces "a privileged 
class."84

Through surveys, engineers got numbers with which to fight such abuses. 
In Detroit in 1929 they found that the 22 percent of curb parkers who 
parked for more than an hour hoarded 60 percent of the daily capacity of 
the curbs.85 In Chicago, six autos entered the central business district for 
each curb space, and in more motorized St. Louis 22 autos went downtown 
for each space there.86 Thus, even among motorists, engineers said, curb 
parkers were "a specially privileged class to be allowed to occupy so large 
a percentage of the street area with such a very small percentage of the 
motor cars.i87 According to McClintock, engineers could right such inequities by regulating street curbs "in such manner that all who desire to use 
them may be given an equal opportunity."88



Finally, curb parking was inefficient. The space occupied by the curbparking minority could be put to better use. Washington (second only to 
Los Angeles as the most motorized large city in the United States) calculated in 1928 that 29 percent of the surface area of its streets was occupied 
by parked motor vehicles.89 Engineers found such allocation "a highly 
wasteful use of expensive streets.i9' Clarence Sherrill estimated that in the 
downtowns of large cities the 100 square feet of space that a curbparked 
auto used was typically worth about $3,000.91 That motorists used such 
valuable space gratis was all the more galling to engineers when they found 
that three-fourths of drivers reported they would be unwilling to pay any 
money to park.92 Another engineer estimated that the cost per vehicle of 
providing street space for parked cars was about 14 times the cost per 
vehicle of providing space for moving cars.93 "The joke here," an engineer 
concluded, "is surely on the taxpayers who foot the bill, not on the `wise 
guy' who gets there first.i94

Curb parking, engineers said, aggravated the problem they sought most 
to relieve: congestion. A single car at the curb made a whole lane almost 
useless.95 Unrestricted curb parking attracted autos downtown and encouraged motorists to cruise the streets looking for spaces. Washington motorists arriving downtown on weekday afternoons added nearly a mile to their 
trips searching for free spaces.96

"The streets are for moving traffic," said George Herrold of St. Paul. Other 
uses were subject, he claimed, to strict curtailment in the interest of this 
essential purpose.97 A Detroit traffic engineer called for "the return of the 
streets to the purpose for which they were originally intended-that of 
moving vehicles instead of using them for storage purposes."" In this effort 
to redefine streets, engineers' directed their first attack against curb 
parking.

Regulating Curb Parking

As engineers inherited traffic regulation from police, they transformed 
police techniques to fit their own technological frame. Before the introduction of the parking meter in 1935, curb spaces were free. To ration the 
scarce spaces, police quickly introduced time limits. Detroit was already 
restricting parking in this way in 1915.99 By 1920, Boston had a citywide 
20-minute limit and was "tagging" (ticketing) violators.10° Where local 
police could enforce limits well, time limits could triple a city's curbside 
parking capacity.'o'

Most cities did not give their police departments what they needed to 
enforce parking time limits. South Bend, Indiana, a city of 71,000 people, 
assigned only two policemen to parking enforcement in the early 1920s.102 Though manpower was scarce, enforcement was laborious. To simplify the 
task, police early hit upon the idea of marking tires with chalk. Before the 
development of special legal procedures for traffic violations, however, 
police had to issue a court summons in person to each violator.103 Boston's 
police commissioner admitted that it was "difficult for the policeman to 
locate the person actually responsible."104 Compounding these problems, 
ticket fixing was rife. A Kansas City reformer claimed that his city was 
"fixing tickets at the rate of 25,000 or 30,000 a year" and that the accumulated unpaid tickets numbered 43,000.105



Time limits for curb parking were often "absolutely unworkable.""' "In 
no city," McClintock concluded in 1925, "has it been found possible 
strictly to enforce limited parking.i107 In 1929, New York traffic surveyors 
discovered that "most of the machines" parked in two-hour zones stayed 
"three hours or more.i108 Three-fifths of the cars at Rochester curbs in 1928 
were illegally parked, and 38 percent of the cars parked in 10-minute zones 
remained there more than an hour.109

Traffic engineers put little effort into improving the enforcement of 
parking time limits. They did even less to compel motorists to pay for curb 
space. They wanted to clear the curbs entirely. "There has been much 
energy wasted on the question of 'parking time' by police, civic and commerce associations, city councils and merchants," George Herrold complained. Even with limits, a curbside lane with parked cars "can not be 
used for moving vehicles."110 A Chicago engineer warned that "limiting 
the time of parking to a half hour or to an hour does not do away with 
the nuisance ."111 A New York businessman agreed, arguing that a time limit 
"does absolutely nothing toward clearing parked cars from the streets; it 
merely shuffles them around" in a "chalk mark game."112

Traffic engineers saw proposals to widen important thoroughfares 
as wasteful. Since "in most cities the building of new streets is not economically possible," engineers argued, it was "necessary, when the traffic 
flow becomes too heavy, to take back the privilege of parking and utilize 
that space for travel."113 Engineers shared a special distaste for reconstruction to accommodate curb parkers. Leon Brown condemned it as 
extravagant.114 Another engineer, Hawley Simpson, complained of 
"instances without number" in which cities spent enormous sums to widen 
streets for "needed traffic relief" by "buying private property and condemning valuable buildings, only to have the added space pre-empted by 
a line of parked cars."115 One consulting engineer recommended that "as 
soon as a street becomes so congested that either the street must be 
widened or parking on the street eliminated, the latter course should be 
pursued.""'



Engineers therefore recommended that curb parking be banned in congested districts. "The ultimate and only satisfactory solution of this parking 
problem," one engineer contended in 1922, was to "prohibit all parking 
on streets in business sections" and hope that lots and garages would take 
up the slack."' Engineers admitted that they would be quite pleased if 
"no-parking" discouraged one mode of transportation to the benefit of 
others. Miller McClintock was unconcerned about motorists barred from 
parking at the curb, since they could "resort to some other means of transportation." Because of "the adequacy of rail and bus transportation in most 
cities," motorists unable to find curbside spaces merited little sympathy. 
Curb parkers, McClintock reasoned, put little value themselves on a practice for which they paid nothing; banning parking might therefore ease 
congestion "by weeding out those vehicles which have no real business in 
the area."118

Merchants and Parking

Traffic engineers' hostility to curb parking reflected the interests of their 
clients. The chambers of commerce for which most traffic engineers worked 
represented big downtown businesses, especially department stores. Downtown department stores risked losing business to merchants in less congested districts. Even without the help of engineers, some stores saw an 
answer in parking bans. When a large Brooklyn department store found 
that fewer than 1 percent of its customers arrived by automobile, it joined 
the cause."' Large department stores found their curbs lined with automobiles belonging to customers of nearby small specialty shops. "Everything 
that does not move must go," the New York merchant W. W. Arnheim, 
chairman of the traffic committee of an association of Manhattan retailers, 
demanded. (Arnheim explained this paradoxical demand by compounding 
the paradox: "The parked car must go."")

But the parking question divided merchants. Big merchants' fear of 
deconcentration led them to back parking bans. "Unless something is 
done," F. C. Fox worried, "the downtown shopping district will soon be a 
thing of the past." "We have made a huge investment in real estate and 
in building up good will," he added. With deconcentration, "the money 
we have spent for the good will and invested in our plant, would be seriously jeopardized. '112' But many small merchants fought "no-parking." 
They thought of crowded curbs as a sign of thriving retail sales. "No 
parking means no business," said one city business leader.122 Colonel A. B. 
Barber of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce told department store executives 
in 1928 that merchants resisted parking restrictions because they were "apt to think that all parked cars are cars of their customers.""' Low-volume, 
specialty, and upscale merchants dreaded parking bans. Their critics blamed 
"the opposition of some newspapers to sensible parking regulations" on 
"merchants, usually small storekeepers.""' Others blamed the "considerable protest" against Chicago's 1928 ban on "a few small merchants and 
several owners of second-class office buildings" and other "very minor 
interests. 11121



Upscale merchants with small shops had reasons to fear "no parking." 
They saw the "carriage trade," now getting around in automobiles, as their 
best customers. Engineers offered these shopkeepers supporting evidence. 
Surveys showed that in Washington curbparked motorists paid 52 percent 
more per purchase than shoppers who had not arrived by automobile.126 
Shopkeepers generally supported time limits on parking but fiercely 
opposed "no parking. ,127

Shopkeepers disagreed with traffic engineers' construction of traffic problems, especially parking. They agreed that congestion was choking downtown commerce, but they explained congestion differently. In 1925 and 
1926, the Commerce Department's Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce surveyed 1,500 merchants around the country. The merchants complained of business losses from traffic congestion ranging from 1 percent 
to 20 percent. Yet merchants did not blame automobiles for these problems. To them, the greatest contributors to congestion were "faulty traffic 
regulations." They also blamed not parkers but the lack of parking space, 
and not traffic lanes relegated to auto storage but narrow streets. They 
declared streetcars worse traffic cloggers than automobiles.121

"No Parking" in Practice

Yet engineers' numbers persuaded the leading downtown businesses, 
which dominated the chambers of commerce. In the early years of traffic 
control, engineers held together enough support from business associations to get some parking bans implemented.

In banning parking, Chicago's congested Loop district was again an 
example to the nation's cities. While Chicago Surface Lines engineers were 
working on their plan to coordinate the Loop's traffic signals, the Association of Commerce called in Miller McClintock to work on parking and 
other traffic problems. In January 1926, McClintock's staff began a comprehensive traffic survey for the city.129 Until 1926, Loop district motorists 
could even park perpendicular to the curb, but police required parallel 
parking soon after the coordinated signal system went into operation. 
Many motorists ignored the 30-minute parking limit, even after the Tribune began publishing violators' names. Police stepped up enforcement but 
could not clear the curbs.13o



With the resources of the Association of Commerce behind him, 
McClintock directed what was then the most extensive traffic survey in 
history.131 McClintock's team spent a year and $50,000 gathering information and assembling a 300-page report. The Association of Commerce, not 
the city, paid the entire cost.132

Armed with the survey results, McClintock returned to the Association 
of Commerce with his advice: Ban daytime curb parking. Surveyers observed 
how 96,000 Chicago shoppers arrived downtown and found that only 
1.57 percent of them reached stores from curbparked autos. Although 
McClintock's case persuaded the Association of Commerce, many Chicago 
merchants attacked the proposed ban. They feared losing the carriage 
trade. Amid controversy, the city decided to try McClintock's plan for 90 
days. On January 10, 1928, the city banned daytime parking in the Loop 
district, eliminating 1,743 curb spaces. The results convinced many skeptics, and the city made the ban permanent.133

McClintock found that "the success of the 'no parking' rule in the 
Chicago `Loop' district has led to a more open-minded attitude in regard 
to prohibited parking by business men and motorists alike."134 Similar 
efforts elsewhere often succeeded, especially when engineers began with 
surveys. Results from a Pittsburgh parking survey, for example, "aided 
materially" in overcoming merchants' resistance.135 Improved traffic flow 
and sales receipts in towns with restricted parking persuaded other towns 
to give parking restriction a try. In small cities, too, many business owners 
found that parking restriction improved their trade.136

Traffic engineers found rush-hour parking bans far more effective in 
fighting congestion than time limits. Such limited bans grew common in 
the mid 1920s. In 1926, after New York's police found the enforcement of 
parking regulations "impossible," the city banned rush-hour parking on 
major north-south avenues below Fifty-Ninth Street.137 "No parking" simplified enforcement and cleared lanes for moving traffic.138 Even merchants 
who prized their curbparking patrons were often pleased. They found that 
morning rush-hour bans prevented some all-day parking by commuters, 
leaving the curbs free for their customers.139

A Fragile Consensus

For most of the 1920s, traffic engineers found their recommendations 
respected and adopted, if not always admired. Engineers earned the approval of most of the business associations that hired them, and sometimes they united streets railways and auto clubs behind traffic control.140 
Traffic engineers were confident. Engineers had solved the water waste 
problem. They had stopped typhoid fever.141 The ultimate success of the 
engineering model was "not to be doubted."142 Their patrons often agreed. 
F. C. Fox, a Brooklyn department store executive, was sure that congestion 
could be solved by "men who are expert in traffic matters, and not by 
political committees."143



Yet this traffic control consensus was fragile. In isolated places, and in a 
disorganized way, many merchants dissented from the local chambers of 
commerce that had accepted restrictive measures, especially "no parking." 
Traffic congestion and measures taken to relieve it divided merchants. As 
street railways organized to call for stricter control of traffic, auto clubs 
courted motorists who found traffic control a nuisance. Others in motordom worried that restrictive measures in cities would cap the demand for 
automobiles among the fast-growing urban population.

The "political committees" that F. C. Fox criticized were never far removed 
from the deliberations over the traffic problem. Engineers claimed special 
authority as disinterested experts, but they depended entirely on their 
patrons in business. When members of these coalitions found elements of 
traffic control threatening, they withdrew to form new bodies claiming 
expert authority. As chapters 6 and 7 will show, the role of such "political 
committees" in traffic questions grew in the 1920s, and often their members 
were less coy than engineers about representing interested parties.

In the mid 1920s, some of the critics of traffic control proposed another 
new construction of the problem of city traffic. Forgoing the "public interest" language of the engineers, they drew from the lexicon of natural 
rights, especially in the form of classical political and economic liberalism. 
The new rhetoric helped them to challenge the engineers' claim to special 
authority in traffic matters, legitimized the voice of other interested parties 
and laypersons in traffic questions, offered a new diagnosis of congestion, 
and promoted a new tolerance for the traffic demands engineers had tried 
to restrict. The dissenters' culturally potent rhetoric challenged the engineers' public utility model of street traffic.
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We ... want the operation of all motor transportation more thoughtfully and rigidly 
regulated and controlled.

-B. C. Cobb, American Electric Railway Association, 1926'

When the cities and their traffic commissions begin to find that the traffic problem 
cannot be solved by putting drivers in jail, they will turn their attention to the 
streets.

-Alvan Macauley, president, Packard Motor Car Company, 1925

Through the 1920s, professional traffic control measures joined and partly 
displaced police traffic regulation. Wherever congestion squeezed commerce, surveys, "no parking," coordinated signals, and other professional 
measures soon followed. Traffic lights replaced cornermen at big-city intersections and even spread to small-town crossroads. The standard, professionally timed traffic light slowly displaced silent policemen in all their 
variety. By 1938, the sociologist Louis Wirth could name "the clock and 
the traffic signal" as the two symbols "of the basis of our social order in 
the urban world."' As tokens of urban progressivism, traffic lights so enamored small-city boosters that engineers had to warn local authorities to use 
them only at intersections that actually needed them.'

Traffic control principles appeared to have prevailed. Even today, in the 
dense centers of cities, away from the limited-access urban highways, the 
traffic signal remains the icon it was for Wirth in 1938. Yet even before 
Wirth made his choice of symbols, signals and the other regulatory methods 
of traffic control were sometimes identified not as emblems of transportation progress and urban progressivism but as relics of backward or even 
un-American thinking.

Even before professional traffic control's day, some academic city planners and public intellectuals had suggested more glamorous alternatives to bland, regulatory traffic management techniques. Yet nearly all such proposals were strictly visionary.' In the mid to late 1920s, however, a new 
model of city traffic management emerged. It lacked the impressive drawings of the visionaries, but its radically new perspective on urban roads 
and streets inspired enthusiasm from social and business groups-local, 
regional, and national-that saw in traffic control a threat to their future. 
Their conceptual reconstruction of traffic congestion as a shortage of street 
capacity would lead to a physical reconstruction of American cities for the 
motor age.



Diverging Interests: Regulated and Unregulated Transportation

Fast growth in the demand for scarce street space continued apace in the 
1920s. Under the pressure of ever-increasing motor traffic, the engineers 
could not repeat their stunning accomplishment in water supply, when 
they had met the needs of all interested parties.' Despite their best efforts, 
city traffic remained too congested to keep all concerned satisfied.

But engineers' greatest obstacle was growing resistance to traffic control 
in principle. Such resistance stemmed not from engineers' failure to ease 
congestion and to satisfy travelers' demands efficiently, but from the very 
kind of success it promised. When engineers urged the restriction of inefficient street users, above all they meant motorists. Those with a stake in 
automotive transportation, therefore, soon withdrew the trust they had 
placed in engineers. Such resistance prevented the full implementation of 
traffic control.

Under these two stresses the loosely woven traffic control consensus of 
the mid 1920s unraveled. Automotive interests and street railways had 
joined with business associations to take the traffic problem away from 
police and give it to engineers. By the mid 1920s, however, motordom was 
faulting the engineers' methods. As street railways continued to back traffic 
control, contention between automotive interests and railways grew 
bitter.

It was not a simple case of modal rivalry-a "struggle between road and 
rail."' The distinction between the modes was not so clear. Street railways 
enthusiastically adopted buses when reliable models were available, and 
considered them useful supplements, not competitors, to streetcars. Buses 
improved street railway service by feeding commuters at the urban fringes 
to streetcar stops in the city. Bus manufacturers considered electric railways 
their chief customers, and assured them that the bus was an adjunct to 
streetcars.7 Street railways operated most city buses; their industry associa tion estimated that "practically all major city bus operations in the country" 
were run by the railways and their subsidiaries.' Railroads bought trucks 
from manufacturers who marketed them as specialized supplements to 
freight trains. "Bulk and distance haulage is exclusively a steam railroad 
function," said a truck manufacturer in 1924. "We would much rather have 
the railroad for a customer than a competitor."'



The front line of battle was not between road and rail; rather, it divided 
regulated and unregulated modes. The most regulated vehicle in cities was 
the streetcar; for a time its greatest rival was the unregulated jitney.10 Their 
fight was an early sign of growing rivalry between those modes of transportation regulated as public utilities (whether on rails or not) and those 
not so regulated. Under the stress of increasing traffic congestion, regulated 
modes tried to expand the sphere of such regulation to other modes, while 
other modes fought against the application of public utility principles in 
urban transportation.

Beneath this clash of interests lay a wide divergence of perspectives on 
streets and their legitimate use. Few articulated either perspective explicitly, but both sides' positions on more particular matters nevertheless 
reveal them, just as a mosaic of photographs reveals the position of a stationary photographer. Street railways saw urban transportation as a city 
service, like other services (such as water and gas). From this perspective 
any use of the street network, as a publicly owned component of all urban 
transportation systems, was fundamentally subject to regulation. In time 
operators of unregulated vehicles developed a sharply different perspective. 
To them, streets were a marketplace, a setting in which the fittest modes 
would survive provided political influence, in the form of regulations, did 
not protect the unfit. These perspectives grew clearer as stubborn congestion raised the stakes for both sides.

This is to say that street railways had no fundamental objection to regulation. This claim may come as a surprise to those acquainted with explanations of the decline of American railroads, including street railways. 
Historians have shown that burdensome and sometimes inequitable regulation discouraged investment and drove many companies into bankruptcy." Street railways objected to many particular regulations. They 
denounced obligations to maintain pavements between rails, to clear snow 
along their routes, and to carry city officials free of charge.12 Railroads 
complained about regulations-but they believed in regulation. Like other 
natural monopolies, railways depended upon the public utility principleand the regulation that went with it-to protect their enormous investment in infrastructure and to attract new investors. To the railways, the danger was not regulation, but "the toleration of unregulated competition 
in utility service."13



Street railways constructed traffic congestion as a problem caused by 
inefficient and inequitable modes operating in the absence of proper regulation. Buses operated by small, independent companies were generally 
unregulated, and often targeted the most profitable portions of the street 
railways' routes at the most profitable times, setting fares without the meddling of state utility commissions. The street railways, meanwhile, were 
forced to charge the same fare at peak hours and at lulls, and to run 
unprofitable, low-demand routes. Accepting such regulations, the American Electric Railway Association attacked unregulated competitors.14 
Instead of demanding simply a reduction in their own obligations, in the 
1920s street railways called for the regulation on public utility principles 
of other vehicles.

Bus and trucking companies, as common carriers, were obvious targets 
for such efforts. A railroad executive told manufacturers of auto parts that 
"trucks and buses which hold themselves out to be common carriers for 
hire should be treated as other common carriers," such as railroads, "and 
placed under the jurisdiction of public regulatory bodies."" A civil engineer with public utilities experience condemned as "iniquitous" bus and 
truck companies' "free use of public highways in competition with [regulated] railroads and street railways."16

Like the traffic control engineers of the early and mid 1920s, however, 
street railways believed the public utility principle should reach further. 
They sought to extend such regulation to the streets themselves, and thus 
to all vehicles on them. George Baker Anderson of the Los Angeles Railway 
suggested that "the scientific use of the streets secured by modern schedules on the electric railways might be extended to free-wheel vehicles."17 
B. C. Cobb of the American Electric Railway Association said street railways 
wanted "the operation of all motor transportation more thoughtfully and 
rigidly regulated and controlled."18 The Chicago Surface Lines called for 
the extension of regulation to "other traffic groups" on the city's streets, 
in efficiency's name.19 C. A. Copper of the Los Angeles Railway argued that 
because of the limited capacity of city streets, the expense of widening 
them, and the consequent public interest in the efficiency of the traffic 
they carried, "there should be extended to all urban traffic the principles 
of control and restriction that apply to public utilities generally."" As such 
calls grew from a murmur to a chorus, unregulated modes replied by 
staking out a new position of their own.



Saturation: The "Floor Space" Problem

In 1920 automotive interest groups were still diffuse and their position on 
city traffic problems indistinct. Local auto clubs and dealers backed traffic 
control as an improvement upon police regulation. Soon, however, many 
of them began to see in the traffic control principle a Trojan horse. Traffic 
control threatened to lure the unwary among them with its promise of 
congestion relief, while within it hid the forces that would destroy them.

The change reflected a new uncertainty in the industry's future. In 1916 
there were more than 30 Americans for each passenger automobile. Industrial mobilization for war, materials shortages and a postwar recession 
interfered with consumer demand for the next few years. By 1922, however, 
with these problems behind them, manufacturers set new sales records. 
Americans bought more 3.6 million automobiles in 1923, most of them in 
the first half of the year. There were then only 7.4 Americans for each car.21 
Industry leaders were optimistic. When some spoke of a day when Americans' thirst for cars would be slaked, and the market "saturated," manufacturers publicly scoffed.22 Yet before the end of the year, despite a robust 
and growing economy, sales flagged. In 1924 dealers sold 12 percent fewer 
vehicles, unsold cars crowded lots, and dozens of overextended manufacturers failed or took buyouts. Survivors in the industry anxiously looked 
for an explanation. A growing market for used cars was part of the 
problem-but it could not explain everything. Had manufacturers begun 
to saturate the market? Would Americans soon own all the cars they 
wanted? Coinciding with the sudden sales slump, trade journals in the 
automobile industry raised the bogey of market "saturation." Lest they 
undermine confidence, the writers denied the threat-but the frequency 
of their denials confirmed the industry's fear .21

Until the crisis, manufacturers had little to say about city traffic. Saturation fears ended their silence. Quite suddenly, beginning in 1923, the 
industry sought a new and direct say in traffic matters, and its role grew 
swiftly through the rest of the decade. It began to listen when engineers 
predicted that "saturation" was coming. The St. Paul engineer George 
Herrold estimated that year that the ratio of persons to vehicles would 
probably not fall below five, and others concurred.24 Auto industry people, 
a trade journal now admitted, "feared the time when the power of the 
public to buy motor cars" would become "almost infinitesimal."25

Some in the industry blamed the messengers. A trade journalist faulted 
the misleading forecasts of the "would-be prophets.i26 Some engineers deepened the rift by welcoming saturation with unconcealed eagerness. 
Saturation, they said, would keep traffic congestion from getting worse, 
and it would bring with it the day when traffic accident deaths per capita 
would "cease to increase and possibly decline."27



Engineers usually understood the saturation point as a simple function 
of the satiation of market demand for a consumer durable. At least in 
public, manufacturers were unwilling to concede that such an inflexible, 
natural barrier to their market existed, and such forecasts annoyed them. 
In a manner typical of his colleagues in the industry, Fred Fisher, president 
of the Fisher Body Company, attacked the saturation point idea. "There 
ain't none," Fisher said, because Americans "won't walk.i28 The manufacturer Edward Jordan agreed. "There is absolutely no end" to the demand 
for automobiles, he claimed; "they will keep on building automobiles until 
everybody has a good one and none ever wears out." He advised his colleagues: "When you hear anybody talking about next year's volume falling 
way off ... just remember that every single man and woman [and] every 
family that possibly can dig, scrape, borrow, beg or steal enough money is 
going to have an automobile."" Others in the industry joined the attack 
on the "fallacy of buying-power saturation.""

But how to explain the flattening sales? To the auto industry, the first 
clue was the urban character of the sales slump. The growth rate in auto 
registrations was markedly lower in cities than in the country as a whole. 
For example, between 1915 and 1925, while Baltimore's population growth 
rate was about twice that of the nation as a whole, its motor vehicle registrations grew at only about half the national rate.31 Clearly much of the 
difference must be credited to the greater utility of motor vehicles in rural 
areas, and to a large population of recent immigrants in Baltimore. But the 
size of the difference suggested, at least to manufacturers, that more was 
at work. And even those residents of Baltimore who owned automobiles 
began to avoid driving them into the central business district. Of vehicles 
registered in the city, engineers found a smaller proportion going downtown each year from 1922 to 1925.32

To explain exceptionally slow sales in cities, motordom reconstructed 
"saturation." There was no "buying-power saturation," it said. The real 
bridle on the demand for automobiles was not the consumer's wallet, 
but street capacity. Traffic congestion deterred the would-be urban car 
buyer, and congestion was saturation of streets. In the spring of 1923 an 
industry journalist, still expecting motor vehicle sales to "double," nevertheless warned that this doubling "will not take place in the city districts!"" A year later, Automotive Industries warned industry leaders that traffic congestion "tends to choke off the sales of automotive vehicles 
today."34 Motor Age warned of the "danger" in "a condition of highway 
saturation, especially in and near the great cities."" Paul Hoffman, a Studebaker executive, later named this proposition the "'physics, rather than 
economics' theory," explaining that "the so-called saturation point of 
automobile ownership in any large city is controlled" by street capacity, 
not wallet size.36



Another auto executive described saturation as a matter of "floor space," 
a metaphor others in the industry soon grew fond of. "The problem," wrote 
Edward Jordan, president of the Jordan Motor Car Company, "is not one 
of temporarily policing, arrangements of streets, and traffic signals and 
everything of that sort, but the fundamental problem is one of floor 
space."" The manufacturers' trade association, the National Automobile 
Chamber of Commerce, soon took up the cause. In the summer of 1923, 
the group's general manager, Alfred Reeves, urged his industry to act to 
protect its market. "This city congestion is proving a great obstacle to the 
use of cars," he said; "nothing could be more helpful to the industry than 
to see the situation cleared up.i38

Under traffic control principles, saturation of street space would justify 
further restriction of auto traffic, and even limited bans. An alarmed auto 
industry asked itself "Will passenger cars be barred from city streets?" Its 
answer was that as long as traffic engineers were in charge, auto bans were 
"not improbable" on "many streets" of major cities.39 This was no exaggeration. For "extreme instances" of congestion, a Philadelphia engineer 
recommended "the prohibition of all privately driven vehicles from the 
central area during business hours."" For such positions, engineers had 
the support of the street railways. The president of the American Electric 
Railway Association called for a "reduction of the volume of unnecessary 
traffic"-automobiles-in city streets.41 This threat spurred the industry to 
find a new model of traffic, one which would allow more, not fewer, automobiles on streets. The new model was based on a new construction of 
city traffic and the streets it ran upon. Alvan Macauley, president of 
Packard, was one its promulgators.

Macauley was through with the traffic engineers' regulatory habits. 
"Apparently the prevailing theory is that as traffic congestion increases, all 
that is needed is simply more rules, more one-way streets and more signal 
towers-and bigger traffic courts." The "obvious lesson from the burdensome tangle" of traffic regulations was that, so long as the traffic control 
model prevailed, "regulation and restriction increase" in response to congestion. Such regulation might help departments stores get more customers to their doors, but this was not Macauley's affair. He wanted to sell cars to 
city people. And under the traffic control model, "As automobile use is 
handicapped, so inevitably must automobile selling and automobile production be handicapped."42 Macauley attacked the "engineers of some 
cities" who "feel that this fundamental difficulty" of traffic congestion "is 
due to the automobile." Their attitude was one of "hopeless pessimism." 
The problem was quite the opposite, he wrote; "the difficulty is due to the 
street." Traffic control "is only a temporary palliative, not a cure."" By 
redirecting responsibility for congestion from automobiles to the streets 
they ran upon, Macauley was proposing a radical reconstruction of the city 
traffic problem.



The saturation crisis coincided with a worsening public relations problem 
for the industry, as the number of dead in motor vehicle accidents first 
exceeded 20,000 in 1924.44 The problem was worst in the cities, compounding the threat from the "floor space" problem. Thus, in 1923 and 
1924 the industry faced two new threats that quickly raised city traffic to 
one of its leading problems. In the summer of 1923, the general manager 
of the National Automobile Chamber of Commerce spoke to industry colleagues of the slackening pace of sales that had already begun. He put 
safety and congestion at the top of his list of the challenges that manufacturers would have to overcome to improve sales.45

The industry discussed plans to fight for its future. In doing so it acquired 
a new, more cohesive agenda. It hoped that cheaper cars could reach those 
who had been unable to afford them. It sought to increase exports in a 
world where, outside of the United States, autos were still scarce. The 
industry hoped to encourage two-car homes, it introduced annual model 
changes, and it worked to overcome the "used car evil" by restricting sales 
of such cars.46 Such efforts, industry leaders reasoned, could overcome the 
danger of saturated buying power. And it fought to take control of the 
safety issue.47

Yet none of these measures could ease the "floor space" shortage. Solving 
it would require a new paradigm of urban transportation planning, one 
that would fight congestion by increasing the supply of "floor space" in 
response to (and even in anticipation of) demand for it. Macauley called 
for wider streets and for "wholesale replanning and rebuilding."" Engineers warned that the construction of new traffic facilities would not in 
itself end congestion, since new capacity would invite new demand. 
But automakers saw no threat in this. Referring to a New York City 
engineer's warning that new roadways "would be filled immediately by 
traffic which is now repressed because of congestion," Automotive Industries calmly observed that this was "an interesting thought from a sales 
standpoint.""



Mobilizing to Fight Traffic

Fighting traffic control and its efficiency model would not be easy. Traffic 
engineers had powerful backing from downtown business associations and 
street railways. And supplying more "floor space" would take money cities 
did not have.

Street Railways

As a source of support, chambers of commerce were unsteady. Engineers 
could not win chambers' consent for their more drastic proposals, such as 
auto bans, even in the most crowded streets. They were more successful in 
keeping some curbs free of parked cars, at least during rush hours. Where 
they existed, however, parking bans and restrictions were often poorly 
enforced.50 Street railways were usually represented in the business associations that sponsored traffic control, and they were its most reliable source 
of support. When business associations wavered in their support of traffic 
control, street railways sometimes took matters into their own hands, 
taking up the cause of traffic control themselves. They did so by building 
a more reliable base of engineers committed to traffic control, and by 
selling the traffic control model directly to city people.

Some railways used their own engineers and the prestige of their national 
organization to position themselves as legitimate traffic experts with a 
direct role to play in fighting traffic. Frank Coates, president of the American Electric Railway Association, urged street railway executives "to regard 
themselves as transportation experts rather than as strictly electric railway 
experts."" "Our industry," wrote George Baker Anderson of the Los Angeles 
Railway, "has the most extensive traffic experience of all users of crowded 
highways and its codified wisdom should be the guide in working out the 
problems."" The street railways had at their disposal thousands of trained 
engineers, and on this basis the American Electric Railway Association 
made a claim for authority in city traffic problems. In the 1920s this claim 
was far easier for railway engineers than for others, since before 1930 
"transportation engineer" was a term synonymous with "railway engineer." Meanwhile, electric railways, like the auto industry, learned to 
speak with one voice in transportation matters. By 1926, the president of 
Baltimore's electric railways could declare: "We are now articulate as an 
industry, and daily becoming more so.""



While the auto industry confronted the saturation crisis, street railways 
faced serious threats of their own. First, automobiles interfered with streetcar movement, slowing travel and disrupting schedules. Railways nationwide tried and failed to secure laws forbidding motorists from driving on 
streetcar tracks. They doubted that engineers could achieve such relief in 
law, and about 1923 they began to resort to direct public relations campaigns. In such publicity efforts, street railways sought to give engineers' 
construction of traffic congestion as an efficiency problem a wide basis of 
popular support. For two weeks in December 1923, the Los Angeles Railway 
displayed large posters on the exteriors of its streetcars, addressed to motorists. One read: "Mr. Autoist: Give the StreetCar Riders Fair Play. Please 
Don't Block Traffic. Thank You." The railway assigned a "young lady 
trained in traffic" to ride its streetcars and chide any motorist who ignored 
the poster and blocked a streetcar's progress, or who was "in any way 
interfering with a streetcar rider's rights." The woman "called the driver's 
attention to the appeal" on the poster and "gave him a few hints on respect 
for the time and property of others."54

The Twin City Lines of Minneapolis-St. Paul launched a similar publicity 
campaign in 1925. Its slogan was "Give the street cars the right of way." 
Through newspaper advertisements directed at those who "cannot be effectively reached in more dignified copy," it introduced "Motorman Bill," an 
avuncular, pipe-smoking character who hid his irritation at motorists 
behind a broad smile. In his homespun way, Bill told Minnesotans what 
traffic engineers had known for years: Streetcars use "mighty little street 
space per person," and straphangers "deserve some consideration in the 
use of that part of the street where the track is." Other company advertisements asked readers to "give the street cars elbow room.""

Through public relations, street railways also had to fight a growing 
popular perception that streetcars were an old and, at best, quaint technology, outclassed by modern automobiles. Reflecting this perception, a daily 
cartoon syndicated in 250 newspapers depicted the "Toonerville Trolley" 
as a rickety electric wagon piloted by an aged curmudgeon. The pair also 
had a career in vaudeville and in film, and as popular toy.56 Railways complained of "all the talk one hears about the passing of the trolley.""

In response, the street railways converted traffic engineers' dry survey 
data into vivid, intelligible, and occasionally misleading images, and took 
them to the public. Most depicted the superior spatial efficiency of streetcars. The Kansas City Railways used pictures to show newspaper readers 
that "one street car has the carrying capacity of many automobiles and 
occupies very little of the pavement space" and urged them to "remedy" congestion by riding street cars and buses." At cinemas in Birmingham, 
Alabama, audiences saw a short movie distributed by the local street 
railway, "Mrs. Birmingham Goes Shopping." By making fun of the frustration of motorists fighting traffic and looking for a place to park, it cast the 
streetcar as the smart transportation mode for modern shoppers.s9



Like the railways, streetcar manufacturers began to spread the traffic 
control word beyond the Chamber of Commerce, conference rooms and 
city engineering offices. Westinghouse bought full-page advertisements in 
national magazines, including the Saturday Evening Post, Forbes, and Nation's 
Business. "Street cars relieve street congestion," announced one, adding 
that "the larger the proportion of people using street cars, the faster the 
traffic moves." The ad cited traffic engineers' findings, giving them a wider 
audience. General Electric conducted similar campaigns to "reach the 
individual" with the traffic control message.60 By the mid 1920s, streetcar 
interests were getting the word out.

Motordom

In the face of the saturation and safety crises, the auto industry organized. 
The sales slump hastened a flood of mergers, acquisitions, and bankruptcies, increasing the possibilities for cooperation within the industry.61 Surviving manufacturers exchanged information, looking to the benefit of the 
industry as a whole. Alvan Macauley, president of Packard, noted in 1926 
"an unusual freedom in the exchange of ideas among the automobile 
companies." It was "not uncommon for one company to solve a manufacturing problem in the factory or laboratory of another company." Because 
of a new spirit of cooperation, "Factory doors are open and the old-time 
manufacturing secrets, with the automobile industry at least, are things of 
the past. '16' Auto clubs, manufacturers, and dealers wanted motorists to be 
able to get downtown. When they saw such access constrained, they began 
to publicize their own positions on the congestion problem, challenging 
the traffic engineers.

Los Angeles set the trend. By 1920 the automobile already had a mass 
constituency there. Before 1923 there was already one automobile for every 
three Angelenos-more than twice the national rate.63 The Automobile 
Club of Southern California sponsored traffic studies in 1920, taking a role 
that elsewhere belonged to chambers of commerce.64 The club was influential not just because of the high rate of automobile ownership, but also 
because the city's electric railways undermined their own position. The 
railways, organized in the Board of Public Utilities and influential in the 
city council, helped pass an ill-planned daytime parking ban in 1920. In a city of motorists, the ban touched off angry resistance. Traffic engineers 
would probably have recommended only a rush-hour parking ban, but the 
railways wanted more. The ban was in effect just one week when the city 
council backed down and allowed 45-minute parking.6s
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Figure 6.1

Four advertisements for street railways. Sources, clockwise from upper left: Chicago 
Tribune, May 12, 1924; Chicago Tribune, November 12, 1925; AERA 16 (August 1926), 
p. 26; Chicago Tribune, October 27, 1925.
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Figure 6.2

A Westinghouse ad promoting street railways as relieving street congestion. Source: 
Nation's Business 14 (July 1926), p. 75. Courtesy George Westinghouse Museum.



In the wake of the botched parking ban, the auto club, like chambers of 
commerce elsewhere, hired consulting engineers to conduct traffic studies, 
and even organized its own engineering department." From 1920 to 1922, 
the club conducted perhaps the most impressive traffic study of the early 
1920s. It submitted the results to the city in a report titled The Los Angeles 
Traffic Problem. Concurrently, the auto club, the electric railways, and other organizations interested in traffic organized and funded a new Los 
Angeles Traffic Commission. The commission endorsed the auto club's 
traffic plan as "one of the greatest civic contributions ever made to the 
City of Los Angeles" and supplemented it with a second study of its own.67 
When neither plan prompted city action, the Traffic Commission resorted 
to "the employment of nationally prominent experts" in city planning to 
survey the city's streets and propose a plan that could not be ignored. The 
city planners would be responsible to a "Major Highways Committee" of 
the Traffic Commission, and would confine their attention to "the city's 
main thoroughfare needs, rather than matters of particular detail." Drafted 
under the direction of Frederick Law Olmsted Jr., Harland Bartholomew, 
and Charles Cheney, the new plan incorporated the two earlier studies, 
adding more recommendations for extensive street widening and major 
new thoroughfares. It was submitted to the city as the Major Traffic Street 
Plan in 1924 and, endorsed by voters in a referendum, the plan was 
adopted by the city.68



The Major Traffic Street Plan was a departure from the conventions 
of traffic control. Drafted at the height of the traffic control consensus, 
after the animosity of the 1920 parking ban had subsided, the plan was 
not a promotional tract for highways. The street railways were represented 
on the Traffic Commission, while the commission's president, the owner 
of an auto dealership, endorsed traffic control methods downtown. In 
the manner of traffic control, the planners called first for securing 
"maximum use of existing street space" through "traffic regulations." Yet 
they broke with the traffic controllers in identifying the city's "greatest 
immediate need in solving its street congestion problem" as street widening and the opening of new thoroughfares. Only after a major building 
program, the planners argued, should the city consider applying the traffic 
control principle of discriminating between the efficiency and value of 
particular modes and restricting the inefficient street users. This important 
revision of traffic control meant that efforts to accommodate automobiles 
would precede efforts to favor streetcars, despite the planners' admission 
that streetcars offered "economy of space and low cost of operation per 
passenger." The city planners accepted the Los Angeles Railway's findings 
that at rush hour streetcars averaged 77.7 passengers each while autos 
carried 1.67, but would endorse discrimination of modes only after the 
construction of more and wider streets.69 The plan would subordinate 
traffic control to a new effort to make room for automobiles in the city's 
streets.



Studebaker and McClintock

With the help of the leading figure in traffic control, Los Angeles's distinct 
approach to traffic influenced the nation. In 1923, the year the national 
auto industry's saturation scare began, the Los Angeles Traffic Commission 
chose a local Studebaker dealer as its new president. Paul Hoffman, just 32 
years old, had been selling Studebakers in Los Angeles since he was 19. He 
was extraordinarily successful. Hoffman admitted that he was alert to 
opportunities for "making some quick and easy money."" At 27 he had 
opened his own dealership, and in six years he had multiplied the assets 
of his business 25 times.71 Hoffman took a deep interest in his city's traffic 
problem, seeing in it a threat to the future of his business. He wanted to 
secure the place of the automobile in the city, but he feared that his proposals lacked stature and credibility. He needed a spokesman outside the 
auto industry with credentials who could lend some prestige to the 
cause.

In the first summer of his presidency of the Traffic Commission, Hoffman 
met a Harvard graduate student who had come to the city to study its 
traffic. Miller McClintock, age 29, was working on a doctoral thesis in 
municipal government. His subject was city traffic, and his dissertation was 
becoming a traffic control treatise. Its first principles were equity and efficiency. McClintock had come to Los Angeles as part of a research tour and 
had won an invitation to speak before the Traffic Commission. There 
Hoffman and McClintock met.72

The two young men were quite different. Hoffman, three years older and 
many times richer, was a salesman by temperament, outgoing and forthright. McClintock, a former Chaucer scholar, was serious, studious, and 
reserved. McClintock's early work on traffic was thoroughly in the traffic 
control vein, and indeed he would publish his dissertation as a book titled 
Street Traffic Control in 1925.73 Though McClintock was not an engineer, 
his book was in its time the leading textbook in traffic engineering, and 
based solidly on an efficiency model. Hoffman agreed that traffic control 
could buy cities urgently needed time by letting them make better use of 
their streets, and saw in McClintock someone who could help the Traffic 
Commission do this for Los Angeles. But Hoffman was developing bigger 
ideas for the city of the future, a new city for the motor age. In time, 
McClintock would join Hoffman's cause.

McClintock completed his doctorate in June 1924,74 and in July the 
Traffic Commission hired him as a consultant. To complement its new Major Traffic Street Plan, the commission wanted a new traffic code for 
the city, based on extensive research in the streets and applying the traffic 
control principles McClintock had expounded in his dissertation. The 
commission at first tried working through the City Council, offering 
McClintock's free services. Some councilmen were suspicious of the offer, 
however, and it was refused.75 The commission proceeded on its own. 
McClintock's job was to work out efficient traffic flow downtown by regulatory means, since the planned new thoroughfares the commission proposed would not reach the central business district. As he promoted large 
road projects throughout Los Angeles County, Hoffman endorsed 
McClintock's mission downtown of "securing maximum use of existing 
street space through better regulation of traffic. 1116



With the commission's ample funding, McClintock was able to conduct 
a thorough survey of downtown traffic. To ease congestion without new 
construction, he scraped away the accumulated layers of police measures 
and replaced them with professional regulations based on careful surveys. 
McClintock, for example, replaced what Hoffman called "the thoroughly 
ineffective and annoying school stop ordinance" by confining children 
within new painted crosswalks, thus freeing motorists to keep moving 
elsewhere. McClintock similarly regulated pedestrians in town, and 
restricted the manner in which motorists could pass streetcars. McClintock's 
code went into effect in January 1925."

McClintock's task gave him a chance to implement traffic control's 
more modest tenets. The new code introduced an evening rush-hour 
parking ban downtown, regularized turns at intersections, and required the 
city to post signs informing street users of rules. Yet McClintock was 
also willing to accommodate the preferences of his employers. He did not 
include any of the more stringent measures he was contemplating in his 
dissertation. The finished code included no provisions for modal discrimination, and recommended no general parking bans. It did more to 
restrict other street users. It confined pedestrians downtown to new crosswalks and required them to obey traffic signals, and it excluded horsedrawn vehicles from the central business district during the evening rush 
hour.

McClintock said that a new age justified new ways. "The old common 
law rule that every person, whether on foot or driving, has equal rights in 
all parts of the roadway must give way before the requirements of modern 
transportation," he told the press.78 His ordinance included strict pedestrian control measures, with fines for jaywalkers. In downtown streets pedestrians would have to keep within crosswalks. Where there 
were no signals, they would have to raise a hand to halt oncoming 
motorists."



The code won backing from the street railways and from local motordom, and the city quickly adopted it.80 To both parties, willful pedestrians 
were obstructions and thus a threat to the efficiency of their mode. Traffic 
fatalities soon declined, and both automobiles and streetcars traveled more 
quickly through the central business district.81 The rules thereby helped 
redefine downtown streets as vehicular thoroughfares. They became the 
basis of a model code McClintock prepared for ten Southern California 
cities.82 By easing traffic congestion in America's most motorized city, 
McClintock was earning a name as a traffic expert.

Hoffman was going places too. He was Studebaker's most successful 
salesman, and in April of 1925 the corporation chose him for its new vice 
president of sales. Hoffman moved to corporate headquarters in South 
Bend, Indiana. He took to his new post a keen conviction that the auto 
industry's future was at stake in the city traffic problem, and that 
McClintock, as an expert one step removed from the industry and thus 
ostensibly impartial, might help him make his case. Hoffman soon summoned McClintock to South Bend.83

McClintock later recalled that at Studebaker headquarters Hoffman told 
him that he had "demonstrated that your principles can bring relief" to 
city traffic. "The solution," he added, "is the ultimate question of the future 
of the automobile. Tell me just what I can do to help you." McClintock, 
with characteristic faith in expertise and investigation, answered that an 
organization for conducting research and training engineers in urban 
transportation would be the best beginning to fighting city traffic nationally. Hoffman took McClintock's answer to Studebaker's president, Albert 
Russel Erskine, and by the summer of 1925 he had won a corporate commitment to establish a new traffic foundation, the Albert Russel Erskine 
Bureau for Street Traffic Research .94

Studebaker financed the Erskine Bureau, at first with two annual engineering fellowships of $1,000 each, but soon with annual grants of $10,000. 
In the meantime McClintock had taken a teaching job at the University 
of California's Southern Branch (later UCLA), and for his convenience 
Studebaker made this the Erskine Bureau's first home. In 1926, however, 
Studebaker moved the Bureau and its director to Harvard University. 
There it presented itself as a Harvard University research institute, seldom 
volunteering that its financial lifeline stretched to South Bend. McClintock's traffic control principles soon evolved; his definition of efficiency changed 
and he began to attack the "floor space" problem. Each year, Bureau 
graduates went to work in cities throughout the country, presenting themselves as experts unaffiliated with industry. In time McClintock's institution was recognized as "the No. 1 U.S. authority on traffic control," a 
vanguard in the auto industry's fight for more room in cities for its 
product.85



McClintock's transition from traffic control principles to the "floor 
space" school was not instantaneous, but by 1927 it was complete. Financially insecure, he certainly needed the job Hoffman gave him. The young 
traffic expert had just finished graduate school, and in six years he had 
been through a string of jobs. His master's thesis was a rarefied analysis of 
Chaucer's Troilus and Cressida.86 He had been a newspaper reporter and an 
instructor in English and "Financial Publicity" at four universities. With 
his new doctorate, McClintock taught municipal government at the future 
UCLA. With such flux in his early career, and with a new baby besides, it 
seems likely that McClintock was eager to accept the opportunity for security that soon came his way.87 Within two years, the traffic control expert 
was openly fighting for the future of the car in the city.

The New McClintock

McClintock's conversion was part of a larger trend. McClintock, Macauley, 
and others who led it gradually developed a more sophisticated model in 
which Jordan's crude "floor space" metaphor was only a component. They 
proposed that traffic congestion was a problem of supply and demand. 
They argued that experts should not manage supply problems by trying to 
control demand. Instead, the supply of traffic facilities should expand with 
rising demand, like the supplies of other commodities in a free market.

While motordom remained divided throughout the period on numerous 
particular matters, this new conception of traffic problems brought its 
members closer together. Sporadic attacks on traffic control in 1923 and 
1924 soon evolved into a positive case for the rights of cars in cities. 
Motordom began to promote its cause in the terms of classical political 
and economic liberalism. Its rhetoric opposed freedom to regulation, individual rights to collective goods, and abundance to efficiency. While the 
engineers held the rhetorical advantage of claiming to stand for science 
and progressivism, they were up against a culturally potent rhetoric of free 
enterprise and individual liberty applied to twentieth-century social 
problems.



The change in traffic engineering was not the simple result of motordom's rise. Local auto interests either ignored or backed the traffic control 
engineers until 1923, and the industry's growth alone cannot account for 
their change of position. When in 1919 Baltimore banned rush-hour 
parking downtown, for example, the auto club and the street railway both 
backed the plan.88 Five years later auto interests feared such restrictive 
measures. This transformation in the industry's conception of the city 
traffic problem, and of city streets themselves, stemmed from its fear that 
traffic control alone would limit the automobile's usefulness in cities.

The change is embodied in McClintock. After he accepted Studebaker's 
offer, traffic control remained a necessity in congested downtowns, and 
chambers of commerce remained important sources of funds. The largest 
project of McClintock's early career in traffic engineering, the $50,000 
Chicago traffic survey of 1926, was paid for entirely by the Chicago Association of Commerce. The association showed the predilection of other 
chambers of commerce for the efficient, modest, and inexpensive methods 
of traffic control. McClintock's work in this survey shows no departure 
from the principles he set forth in Street Traffic Control. His mission in 
Chicago, he explained, was to find "the manner in which existing street 
facilities can be used to their fullest extent."" In a 1927 traffic survey for 
San Francisco, McClintock again sought "to gain more efficient use of 
existing street facilities."90

Yet in the Chicago survey's introduction, removed from the particular 
recommendations he addressed to the Association of Commerce, 
McClintock expressed views quite different from those in his textbook on 
traffic control. He accepted the "floor space" idea. "The most basic solution 
for street and highway congestion," he contended, "lies in the provision 
of greater street area.i91 He repeated this claim in his work for San Francisco.92 But in practice he retained traffic control principles. In the spring 
of 1927, however, he gave up the balancing act, and a new McClintock 
went public. For the first time he began to seek publicity and tried to appeal 
to a wider audience-especially motorists. "We must drop our prejudices 
and be willing to readjust ourselves to conditions," he told a Kansas City 
audience in April.93 Two years earlier, in Street Traffic Control, the old 
McClintock had maintained that widening streets would merely attract 
more vehicles to them, leaving traffic as congested as before. The automobile, he wrote, was a waster of space compared to the streetcar, noting that 
"the greater economy of the latter is marked." "It seems desirable," 
McClintock wrote, "to give trolley cars the right of way under general 
conditions, and to place restriction on motor vehicles in their relations with street cars." He described the automobile as a "menace to human life" 
and "the greatest public destroyer of human life.i94



Two years later, all had changed. McClintock wrote of "the inevitable 
necessity to provide more room" in the streets. He called for "new streets" 
and "wider streets."" In 1925 he referred to grade separation of street 
intersections as an "ultimate" answer which was, except in a few cases, too 
expensive for consideration in the short run.96 In 1927, McClintock declared 
that "grade separations at important highway intersections can and should 
be put into practice immediately. 1197 In 1925 McClintock virtually ruled 
out elevated streets as expensive and impractical; two years later he urged 
that they be considered.98

As director of the Erskine Bureau, McClintock began to see his task as 
helping cities to "adjust their physical layout ... to the requirements of an 
automobile age." He began to address motorists directly: "When these 
adjustments take place the motor car owner will profit greatly in increased 
safety and convenience."" He adopted what was for him an entirely new 
use of the term "efficiency" when he noted the "growing demand that 
changes be made to make it possible for the automobile to be used to its 
greatest efficiency."100

The new McClintock also found new words to promote this automobile 
age city. The automobile was not merely a mode of transportation; it 
was an expression of American ideals. "This Country," he told Society 
of Automotive Engineers in 1928, "was founded on the principle of 
freedom.... Now the automobile has brought something which is an 
integral part of the American spirit-freedom of movement." He ridiculed 
traffic control engineers for resisting the new truths of the motor age. Some 
of them "still act as though they were living with whip-sockets and dashboards and hitching-posts."

A final striking change in McClintock's rhetoric is found in a new conviction that the traffic problem could be not just managed, but solved. 
Street Traffic Control is a judicious weighing of costs and benefits, and in it 
McClintock acknowledged the benefits of costly measures but saved his 
recommendations for inexpensive adjustments. Two years later, he argued 
that "the millions of dollars which have gone into planning projects have 
never failed to come back in the form of improved property values." With 
such measures, McClintock now promised, traffic problems "will be solved 
to the satisfaction of the public within the next quarter of a century."101

In Miller McClintock, the auto industry had, by 1927, an articulate and 
credible spokesman, the first traffic expert with a doctorate in his field. He 
was insulated from any obvious affiliation with industry by a Harvard byline. And at the industry's expense, he was turning out more such 
experts each year.



New Experts

Studebaker did not act alone. In the face of the saturation crisis, the auto 
industry instilled new life in its old organizations, and formed new ones. 
The National Automobile Chamber of Commerce, the trade association of 
auto manufacturers, formed a Safety and Traffic Department late in 1923.102 
Unlike the Erskine Bureau, the new body consisted entirely of industry 
executives, who unapologetically publicized their positions on traffic questions with no pretense of impartiality. Soon the automobile manufacturer 
Edward Jordan was using his post in this group to promote grade separations at urban intersections as a superior alternative to traffic lights.10s

The National Automobile Chamber of Commerce soon sponsored its 
own investigations of the traffic problem. In April 1927 it hosted a traffic 
conference of its own in Chicago, bringing engineers and manufacturers 
together. Miller McClintock addressed the conference.lo4 The industry 
journal Motor Age reported with satisfaction that "there was a noticeable 
departure from the suggestions of restrictive control of motor vehicles such 
as used to feature any gathering of this kind." Participants deemed "many 
of the regulations of today experimental and temporary." Instead, the 
"able minds" there turned to "the matter of facilitating the movement of 
passenger cars and trucks for the greater convenience and safety of the 
public.""' The day after the Chicago conference adjourned, a new automotive interest group, the National Highway Traffic Association, held a similar 
meeting in New York."'

In its attack on the problem of "floor space," motordom helped to foster 
a more prominent role for city planning. Through zoning, the city planners' greatest accomplishment in the first quarter of the twentieth century, 
planners constructed traffic congestion as the consequence of uncontrolled 
building densities. Since it largely confined its effects to new construction, 
however, zoning influenced city form only at a glacial pace, and left city 
planners little positive role in the shaping of cities. Beginning in Los 
Angeles, local motordom began to lend new support to city planners. Los 
Angeles's Major Traffic Street Plan confined its attention to thoroughfares, 
but it gave prominent academic city planners a chance to see some of their 
plans get past the drawing boards. Such opportunities had been rare since 
the vogue for new civic centers and fairgrounds had waned a decade 
earlier.



The American City Planning Institute, however, refused admission to 
non-professionals, and shunned promotional "propaganda and education 
work." Such professional exclusiveness left no room for interested amateurs, such as auto industry people.10' When in 1928 the Russell Sage 
Foundation funded a less exclusive alternative, the Planning Foundation 
of America, such men saw it as an opportunity to get city planning credentials. The foundation straddled the border between a professional association and a congress of interest groups. Although funded by Sage, it had 
to raise matching funds from corporate donors. Prominent professional 
city planners served on the foundation's advisory council, including two 
of the three drafters of Los Angeles's Major Traffic Street Plan. Among their 
amateur colleagues on the council were J. C. Nichols, a pioneer of the 
automotive suburb, and Studebaker's vice president for sales, Paul 
Hoffman.108 Unlike the City Planning Institute, the Planning Foundation 
embraced "propaganda and education work." Eighty percent of its budget 
went toward promotion, publicity, and education. The foundation called 
for the reconstruction of cities. It urged "New Cities for the New Age." It 
characterized the traffic control regulations as "only emergency measures." 
"Local regulation will not solve the traffic problem," the foundation 
announced; it called instead for incorporating city streets into great 
highway systems.109

Automobile clubs joined in. The jumble of local, state, and national clubs 
in 1920 quickly evolved into an orderly federation under the American 
Automobile Association. In 1924 the AAA became the sole national organization of motorists and, under its dynamic president, Thomas Henry, 
was on the way to fulfilling its mission of securing "one national association, one national policy and one national service.""' In 1933 the AAA 
hired a prominent traffic expert and the founding president of the Institute 
of Traffic Engineers, Burton Marsh, to serve as director of the Association's 
Traffic Engineering and Safety Department. Marsh brought prestige in 
traffic matters to the association. He was by most accounts the first 
full-time traffic control engineer, having gone to work on Pittsburgh's 
traffic problems in 1924. Marsh retained his position as the institute's 
president while beginning his 30-year career with the AAA, which noted 
with pride the prestige the president of the Institute of Traffic Engineers 
brought it."'

Increasing traffic congestion drove street railways to demand more regulation, and motordom to reconstruct congestion as a shortage of street 
capacity. Under the resulting strain the traffic control consensus collapsed. For the rest of the decade, engineers continued to work for chambers of 
commerce to ease traffic congestion through a quest for efficiency. Beginning about 1924, however, motordom and street railways dispensed with 
expert mediation in an effort to influence the city traffic problem directly. 
Both groups formed organizations of their own. These soon began to supplant the traffic engineers, whose authority, prestige and autonomy ebbed. 
As will be shown in chapter 7, transportation interests' scope of action 
quickly grew further as a new approach to government invited trade associations to pursue their various interests in new national forums.
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Americans are a race of independent people, even though they submit at times to 
good deal of regulation and officialdom. Their ancestors came to this country for 
the sake of freedom and adventure. The automobile satisfies these instincts.

-Roy Chapin, "The Motor's Part in Transportation," Annals 116 (November 1924), 
1-8 (4-5)

We shall no doubt see automobile traffic ... more and more collected in great arterial ways, from which the pedestrian will be excluded, being overpassed or underpassed, and being kept from playing or wandering in the roadway.

-William Cox, paper presented at conference of American Society of Civil 
Engineers, New York, May 1927; reprinted as "Population Density as a Factor in 
TrafficAccident Rates," American City 37 (August 1927), 207-209 (209)

In the typical quest story of folklore, the hero begins as a naive youth, 
ignorant of his destiny and sometimes even of his own name. Often 
through a threat or a disaster, he learns of his higher purpose. With this 
painful discovery he first sees his true mission, finds his courage, and sets 
out to do battle.

Automotive interest groups discovered their destiny in the 1920s. Lacking 
self-awareness in 1920, they joined with chambers of commerce and local 
safety councils to fight accidents and congestion on the terms of Safety 
First and efficiency. In 1923 and 1924, looming threats to the automobile's 
future in the city shocked them into self-discovery. Finding their identity, they named themselves "motordom." For the first time they saw 
their enemy: prevailing constructions of the problems of safety and 
congestion.

In the mid and late 1920s, motordom began its quest to reconstruct city 
traffic problems for the motor age. After a period of defensive and piecemeal criticism of safety reformers and traffic engineers, motordom found 
more positive programs. Traffic control's efficiency model of congestion could never serve motordom well, because automobiles could not hope to 
compete with other modes on spatial efficiency. Neither could motordom 
secure its future in the city as long as the terms of the safety problem were 
those of the local safety councils.



Instead, motordom found its own perspective. Chapters 7 and 8 trace 
the development of this new model. The Los Angeles case, introduced in 
chapter 6, is continued-from the angles of congestion (chapter 7) and 
safety (chapter 8). As chapter 7 shows, motordom learned to construct 
congestion not as an excess of cars but as a scarcity of street space, to be 
remedied by a supply-and-demand model of street capacity. The new 
model required civil engineers to supplement traffic engineers.

In the traffic safety institutions that motordom founded, new experts 
promoted new ways to fight accidents. Chapter 8 recounts how motordom 
worked to reconstruct street casualties so they would no longer be the sole 
responsibility of motorists. Instead, accidents could be a failure of pedestrians to adapt to a new age, or a failure of the streets to adapt to technological progress. Motordom organized to spread the responsibility for safety 
so that pedestrians, including children, would no longer be presumed 
innocent. Beginning in Los Angeles, local auto interests worked to redefine 
streets as places where pedestrians did not belong. Through safety education it found ways to prevent child casualties without impeding motor 
traffic. To exonerate the average motorist, it redirected hostility to a newly 
identified minority of reckless drivers. With new sources of public funds, 
it worked to accommodate cities to automobiles, and it used persistent 
traffic casualties to argue for more such accommodation. Chapter 9 follows 
the application of the new motor age model of city traffic into the 1930s 
and beyond.

To unite its perspectives on congestion and accidents, motordom constructed a new application of a culturally resonant rhetoric of freedom. 
And to justify fundamental departures from time-honored customs of 
street use, motordom characterized the 1920s as the dawn of a new era to 
which old ways had to adapt. It was the dawn of the motor age in the 
American city.
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In the final analysis street traffic congestion is a problem of unbalanced supply and 
demand.

-Miller McClintock, 1930'

In 1925 the leading textbook in professional traffic control advised 
engineers to favor efficient and restrict inefficient modes and to consider expensive transportation facilities only as a last resort. In 1941 the 
advice in the leading traffic engineering textbook was different: "If 
people prefer to drive downtown and can afford it, then facilities must 
be built for them up to their ability to pay. The choice of mode of 
travel is their own; they cannot be forced to change on the strength 
of arguments of efficiency or economy."' The position set forth in the 
second book was already old news; it had prevailed throughout the 
1930s. The rapid reversal of traffic management principles in the mid 
and late 1920s marked the introduction of new ways to fight traffic. 
Regulatory traffic control was giving way to traffic engineering for the 
motor age.

The traffic control consensus dissolved, traffic engineers found new 
patrons, and the regulatory model was relegated to a subordinate role. By 
1930 the most prominent traffic engineers no longer treated city streets as 
conduits of practically fixed dimensions. They showed a new reluctance to 
single out inefficient users for restriction. Traffic engineers had treated 
streets as public property under state control, but just a few years later 
streets were more often treated as a half-public, half-private territory where 
the pursuit of efficiency could not justify state intrusion. In 1930 engineers 
no longer presented themselves as the shapers of traffic demands, encouraging some and restricting others; instead they their job became to supply 
street capacity as demanded. Engineers, furthermore, redefined "demand." 
In the early 1920s, they counted persons and weighed the importance of their trips; a few years later they counted vehicles and considered the fees 
street users incurred.



In short the engineers of 1930 no longer conceived of the street as a 
public utility, regulated by the state in the name of street users collectively. 
By then streets and roads had been redefined as commodities bought privately by users to be supplied not according to the judgments of engineers, 
but in automatic response to demand.

The Decline of the Public Utility Model

When the "floor space" problem was prodding the automobile industry to 
join in the debates over city traffic, circumstances were making its entry 
easier. The prestige of the public utility model they challenged was declining. Regulators, including traffic control engineers, had presented themselves as disinterested, apolitical experts. They depended, of course, on 
interests prepared to pay for their surveys and recommendations, but their 
prestige and hence their influence also required a credible claim of scientific impartiality. Expert, ostensibly apolitical regulation of public utilities 
"in the public interest" was the Progressive Era's answer to the problem of 
the natural monopoly. The popular reaction then to dissatisfaction with 
utilities was the resort to regulation. Before World War I, the prevailing 
popular view was that state power could (as Mayor Carter Harrison of 
Chicago said in 1914) "relegate the utilities to their proper position of servants instead of masters of the people."' Those suspicious of the street 
railways' power could still hope in 1913 that regulators could be "consulting civic statesmen."' And public utilities usually went along. For example, 
in the virtual absence of inflation from the beginnings of electrification 
until 1915, electric railways could live easily with fixed fares (almost always 
five cents).

In the 1920s, however, room opened for a kind of representative expertise, which openly argued its sponsors' case. Business spokesmen with no 
plausible claim to impartiality could, without embarrassment, argue the 
case of the interest they represented. The trade association movement of 
the mid 1920s gave interest groups new opportunities to participate directly 
in the management of public problems, including city traffic.

Confidence in expert regulation fell in the late 1910s and the early 1920s. 
Before this transitional period, regulation was often accepted as the cure 
for flaws in public utility service. Afterward, regulation was more often 
blamed as the cause of poor service. Regulation protected companies from the competition that would spur them to offer good service at a good 
price.



In 1917 and 1918, preparedness and war brought with them labor 
shortages and higher costs for power. Railways requested fare increases, 
which often came only long after increases in operating costs. Older regulatory failures persisted-for example, railways had to charge the same for 
long and short hauls and for peak and off-peak service. But with the new 
pressures, the railways could no longer afford such inefficiencies. Bankruptcies crested in 1919, when 51 street railways were turned over to 
receivers.'

These stresses cast a shadow of popular suspicion over regulation itself. 
Street railways took refuge in their franchise protections, bandied them at 
upstarts such as jitney operators and independent bus companies, and 
demanded fare increases, while the quality of service declined. State public 
service commissions generally granted fare increases. Riders smelled a rat. 
Defenders of state regulation complained of a "public attitude toward 
utility commissions" that "has been critical rather than constructive, 
reflecting a feeling of uneasiness and distrust." They noticed with frustration that the wartime fare increases "were looked upon with suspicion, 
even though the cost of other commodities and services was rising." There 
was "a widespread assumption that the commissions were, after all, too 
friendly to the utilities," leading to "a general reaction ... of complaint 
against the commissions." They despaired of the "widespread discontent" 
with the public service commissions.' "That which was the protection of 
the public a few years ago, a utilities lawyer observed in 1921, "is now 
considered by the public to be its menace.'

The public utility model suffered an even greater loss of prestige 
than other forms of state regulation. The street railways exemplify this 
change. Street railways were a regular source of irritation to riders, investors, and regulators. Yet criticism of street railways changed fundamentally 
in the years immediately after World War I. They were generally doing 
well before the war-too well, said many, since they were legally protected 
monopolies. The Progressive Era response was a call for more regulation 
to limit profits and to improve service. But the economic stresses of 
1917-1920 forced city railways to seek fare increases to survive.' Government added to the burden with wartime controls, which persisted long 
after the armistice.9 By 1920 the reputations of the railways and of the state 
public service commissions that regulated and protected them had hit 
bottom. This time, however, critics ascribed the railways' problems not to a lack of regulation, but to regulation itself. The public utility model was 
falling into disrepute.



Beginning in the mid 1920s, new participants in urban problem solving 
tended to avoid the tarnished model of regulation by ostensibly independent experts. They tended not to look to engineers to choose social ports 
of call or to chart paths to them (as engineers had done for chambers of 
commerce); for them, engineers were navigators who kept their vessels true 
to courses charted by others. Public Works editorialized in 1924 that engineers' task was to identify demands and then "provide these wants to the 
fullest extent possible." It was not the place of engineers to shape demands, 
favoring some and discouraging others.10 Though such a role was more 
modest, the chances for prestige were in some ways greater. Engineers 
affiliated with major corporations had less freedom of maneuver, but they 
could join in more ambitious national projects.

Hoover: "A New Conception of Government"

Herbert Hoover, U.S. Secretary of Commerce for all but the decade's 
margins, exemplified the new, limited role for engineers. Hoover was, as 
the engineer Morris Cooke described him, "the engineering method personified."" A trained engineer, Hoover treated his Commerce post as 
an engineering assignment, relentlessly tinkering with commercial problems to work out more efficient arrangements. At the same time, he 
shunned direct governmental intrusion in the private sector. He hoped to 
foster direct cooperation within industrial sectors, and thus to obviate 
government intervention. Hoover's conception of the engineer-administrator, as Edwin Layton has shown, was limited: he "imagined the engineer 
functioning as a sort of social catalyst, producing action by others," and 
he "did not view the engineer as an independent force in national 
affairs."12

The late progressive ideal of expert direction-an ideal exemplified by 
city manager government, by reforms in public budgeting, and by in the 
regulation of public utilities-was in decline. In its place a newly confident 
interest group pluralism arose. Its advocates made no apologies for the 
interestedness of those participating in it.13 With the fault of interest came 
the virtue of action. When interest groups agreed to a plan, they could see 
it through to completion.

Defenders of a direct role in social problem solving for interest groups 
argued that they, like legislators, were representatives, and that gatherings 
of interest groups were their representative bodies. Progressive engineers had depended upon interest group support too-for example, from chambers of commerce. But to them there was a professional obligation to keep 
above the fray. "Selfish and individual motives must not be allowed to 
interfere with the best interests of the community," one of them declared.14 
By the mid 1920s many disagreed. They argued that interested parties were 
best able to secure larger community interests.



One advocate described this new approach as "the method of the 'miniature industrial legislature.' X15 Paul Hoffman of Studebaker celebrated the 
Los Angeles Traffic Commission as "representative of all groups vitally 
affected by traffic." "Every effort is made," Hoffman declared, to keep the 
commission "so representative in character that a true cross section of 
opinion can be obtained." The "deep interest of its members" would ensure 
both the legitimacy and the viability of the commission's plans.16 Alvan 
Macauley of Packard recommended similar organizations of interested 
groups, noting that "such plans should produce results. n17

Thus the repulsion from public utility model of social organization was 
accompanied by an attraction to a new model, known to historians as 
"associationism.i18 By mobilizing private interests, associationism would 
help government meet the enormous demands of the twentieth-century 
administrative state while remaining merely "an umpire and not a player 
in the economic game.i19 This model gave private interest groups-notably 
trade associations-a direct role in solving social problems, sometimes to 
the exclusion of expert mediation. At other times it gave the expert only 
the task of hired advocate, like a lawyer trying a case for a client.

The sources of this model were several. In 1925 the Supreme Court signaled a new toleration of exchanges of information between competing 
enterprises. Shortly thereafter, the new chief of the Department of Justice's 
Antitrust Division announced a "decided change in the attitude" of the 
department "towards trade associations and their activities"-a change 
from suspicion to outright support. The Federal Trade Commission, with 
new Coolidge appointees, joined the trend. In just a few months in 1924 
and 1925, interest groups were granted far more freedom to work together 
on problems of mutual interest. Robert Himmelberg has described the mid 
and late 1920s as a time of "radical cooperative plans" that "constituted a 
more thoroughgoing relaxation of antitrust than associationists had dared 
to hope or ask for earlier in the decade.""

In the new representative democracy of organized interests, automotive 
groups were more followers than leaders. The real initiative lay in two 
national organizations in Washington: the Chamber of Commerce of the 
United States and Hoover's Commerce Department. The National Chamber (as it was then often called) was formed in 1912 as a national organization 
of local chambers of commerce. In 1920 both it and the Commerce Department offered diverse services to local and national organizations, but they 
soon became potent agencies in their own rights, taking the lead in areas 
where earlier they had followed their clients.21



The National Chamber and the Commerce Department worked together 
closely to promote a new approach to the problem of big business in a 
democratic society. Although they often spoke for "individualism" and 
against "collectivism," they rejected both nineteenth-century laissez-faire 
and extensive state regulation and offered instead a middle way, which 
Hoover called "associational." Both organizations pursued these principles 
by bringing trade associations, business representatives, and other interest 
groups together in large national gatherings to work out agreements. To 
Hoover the great advantage of such arrangements was that business itself 
would enforce what its representatives had agreed among themselves; state 
power would not be needed. Hoover therefore spent much of his Commerce Department career arranging "an enormous number of tiresome 
conferences with the officers of hundreds of business associations and 
groups."22

Just blocks away from Hoover's Commerce Department, the National 
Chamber promoted "home rule" and "self government" for business. The 
National Chamber understood that "if business doesn't keep its affairs in 
order, Government will step in and arbitrarily regulate business." If business, the Chamber argued, could regulate itself, without government interference, the interests, both of business itself and of the public generally, 
would be served.23

Hoover needed the National Chamber's help to plan his national conferences. In 1924, Hoover and the Chamber cooperated to arrange a National 
Conference on Street and Highway Safety. The conference received considerable publicity and became known, despite the great number of other 
conferences Hoover arranged, as "the Hoover Conference."" Its full name 
is misleading. It was more a lasting organization than a conference. Its 
participants were called "members," and its three meetings (in 1924, 1926, 
and 1930) were only high points in more than six years of activity.' 
Neither was safety its exclusive or even its primary subject. Participants 
paid about equal attention to traffic congestion and considered other 
related problems as well. Opening the second meeting in 1926, Hoover 
admitted: "We started out to solve the problem of traffic accidents." But, 
he added, "We have passed through the door of the problem of urban 
transportation. "26



The National Chamber and the Commerce Department worked 
together on the conference from the start. One conference member, an 
auto executive, described the division of labor: The conference "originated 
with Secretary Hoover," and "under his direction" it depended upon "the 
machinery of the United States Chamber of Commerce."" The Commerce 
Department issued some of its press releases expressly for the National 
Chamber's journal, Nation's Business, and the meetings were held at the 
National Chamber's Washington headquarters. The conference was officially a Commerce Department affair, with the secretary himself serving 
as chairman. Hoover, however, asked the Chamber's top transportation 
authority, Colonel Alvin Barber, to serve as director of the conference; 
Hoover's own role as chairman was largely ceremonial. The 1924 conference had eight traffic committees, and National Chamber men served as 
secretaries on four of them. The Chamber's president, Elliot Goodwin, 
chaired an additional committee that was responsible for the conference's 
finances.

The conference reflected Hoover's associational tenets and the National 
Chamber's related principle of business self-government. On December 15, 
1924, Hoover opened the first conference by telling delegates that he 
hoped the membership included "representatives ... from every interested 
element" and that success depended on "the American spirit of cooperation."28 The next day, as the conference closed, Hoover cited it as an 
example of "a new conception of government": a government that 
would refrain from the exercise of "central authority" and would instead 
accomplish its end through the "intelligent cooperation of the entire 
community. "29

The Hoover traffic conference was not a forum for independent experts, 
or even for experts affiliated with interest groups. Engineers were notably 
absent. At most, 7 percent of the participants were engineers, and many 
of these were affiliated with state highway commissions, which were, as 
Hoover acknowledged, responsible for "our rural traffic."" Only one of the 
607 participants was a city "traffic engineer"; about twenty more were 
professional engineers.31

New Expertise, New Authority

The Hoover Conference's very existence was predicated on a new construction of expertise, one not based on technical training or specialized 
knowledge. Hoover argued that spokesmen for modern industry did not 
need mediation through engineers or other recognized experts, because they were experts themselves, members of "a new profession, business 
administration," who bore the essential trait of other professionals, "a 
responsibility to the community and insistence upon a high sense of 
service."32 Conference members proposed that they were transportation 
experts not because of special training or professional affiliations but 
because of their experience and rank within a transportation business. The 
rhetoric of the conference equated "experience" with expertise. For 
example, President Coolidge, addressing members at its opening, described 
the conference as an effort "to mobilize the best experience in each part 
of the country."" The secretary of the Cleveland Automobile Club proposed that "men of traffic experience" were better able to address traffic 
problems than experts.34 Evidently because conference members were 
indeed persons of experience, even if not of special training or professional 
independence, Commerce Department press releases repeatedly described 
them as "experts."" The press obligingly referred to the gathering-however 
implausibly-as a conference of "technical experts" seeking "technical 
findings."" Operators of street railways considered themselves "transportation authorities"; the "railway company," they argued, was "as competent 
as any one to judge the suitableness of a proposed measure."" The American Automobile Association described the traffic conference as a "great 
body of traffic experts."38



The new experts did not depend on traffic surveys or other investigations 
of street conditions. A Statistics Committee offered other conference committees an empirical foundation for their work. Overwhelmingly, however, 
the committees drafted traffic recommendations from a consensus of their 
members' opinions. Engineers could apply their expertise later, to execute 
schemes the new class of experts devised themselves. Members took these 
positions as representatives of the interests of their sponsoring organization. No engineer served as an expert mediator. Conference members had 
learned to distrust allegedly apolitical experts. The members were representatives of the businesses that sent them and that covered conference 
expenses. Hoover achieved his goal of "not representing any special group 
or interest" not through seeking an ideally apolitical body of experts but 
by opening the doors to "the representatives of all of the industries that 
bear upon this problem.""

Interest Group Democracy

Interest groups claimed authority as representatives not merely of trade 
associations but also of mass constituencies, and for authority they appealed not only to business experience but also to democratic principles. Most 
people in cities traveled on streetcars, so beginning in the mid 1920s the 
street railways tirelessly claimed authority as the representatives of the 
majority. "We must regard ourselves as representing the interests of 
the masses of the people," the president of the American Electric Railway 
Association told the National Chamber in May 1926.4° In December, a New 
York rail executive claimed priority for streetcar patrons by arguing that 
"the rights and well-being of the greatest number of people affected by 
traffic strangulation ought to receive first consideration."" A Chicago 
Surface Lines engineer reasoned that street railway management had "an 
unmistakable obligation to represent successfully the interests of the people 
whom it serves" and that these people constituted "the major portion of 
the citizens" in cities. Therefore, "each railway management" should 
"assume leadership in working out the traffic problem of the city in which 
it operates."42 Railways publicly promoted this claim of majority representation. For example, the Philadelphia Rapid Transit Company campaigned 
for congestion relief under the slogan "Give the 80 per cent a Square 
Deal.""



Motordom generally did not challenge the street railways' claim to represent the majority. Like the railways, however, it did claim to represent 
motorists and others interested in automotive transportation, and it argued 
that motorists deserved special consideration in traffic matters. It based 
this case in part on motorists' financial contribution to roads and streets 
through registration fees, taxes on gasoline, and automotive excise taxes. 
Just as important, however, motordom claimed to stand for the protection 
of the rights of a minority threatened by legislative tyranny.

Auto clubs claimed to represent these motorists. Club spokesmen did 
make occasional (and unconvincing) claims to represent a majority of 
travelers. The secretary of Cincinnati's auto club prematurely claimed in 
1926 that "the automobile club really represents the public, for most of 
the public own motor cars."44 An auto dealer in Washington made a similar 
claim: " 'What is good for the automobile owner is good for the public,' 
because, practically speaking, the opinion of the automobile owner can be 
said to represent public opinion on matters relating to motoring generally."" Yet such claims were rare.

Far more often, auto clubs claimed only to be fighting for the rights of 
the motoring minority. They countered the street railways' majority-rule 
rhetoric by appealing to minority rights. As early as 1915 auto clubs were 
instructing motorists in "their 'inalienable rights' of owning and driving 
their cars without the harassing complications" of regulation.46 They championed motorists as a law-abiding population whose rights were 
constantly imperiled by two forms of tyranny. One was the tyranny of the 
unaccountable expert-the professional traffic engineer. The secretary of 
Cleveland's auto club complained of such "busybodies and half-baked selfstyled experts," arguing instead for the authority of "men of traffic experience, and preferably for those who are deeply concerned from the viewpoint 
of their business pocketbooks" and who were thus accountable for their 
decisions.47 Auto clubs also characterized their fight as a resistance to 
majority tyranny. Beginning in 1923, clubs claimed motorists were a persecuted minority, suffering under restrictions that deprived them of the 
advantages of car ownership. Clubs complained of a "tendency to freak 
legislation" and of "the fifty-seven different varieties of fool traffic regulations that are being put into effect over night in some communities."" 
Clubs attacked new traffic control measures as "traffic reform waves" that 
"seem to sweep over our larger cities every time a man with a wild idea 
and a John the Baptist manner come to lead us out of this wilderness," 
and ascribed them to "popular hysteria.i49 The clubs represented themselves as twentieth-century Minutemen, ready to fight for their members' 
rights.
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Figure 7.1

Especially after the Cincinnati speed governor war, motordom characterized restrictions on automobiles as tyrannical. This cartoon appeared in Ohio Motorist 16 
(October 1924), p. 8. Courtesy Ohio Conference of AAA Clubs.



The Fewer Laws Club

Associationism, like the Committees of Correspondence of the early 
1770s, helped dissatisfied auto club officials organize to fight for motorists' rights. Herbert Hoover's traffic conference, like the first Continental Congress, served them and others as a convenient national forum. The conference shows the truth of Edwin Layton's observation that, in applying his 
administrative principles, Hoover "abandoned the dream of a society led, 
if not dominated, by engineers."" Hoover saw engineers like himself as 
facilitators and coordinators of private cooperation, not as philosopher 
kings whose expertise made them fit to rule.



Hoover's belief in a dynamic but limited role for engineers suited a 
growing mood at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce in favor of business selfregulation and against regulation imposed-even at the behest of business-by experts. Hoover and the National Chamber shared a distrust of 
state regulation, suggesting that "natural law" worked best unencumbered 
by needless legislation. Hoover liked to declare that "it is not possible for 
you to catch an economic force with a policeman.""

The National Chamber showed its antiregulatory mood by forming an 
informal Fewer Laws Club," arguing, like Hoover, that "natural law" is "as 
wholly outside of legislative control as are the seasons and the weather."52 
It is nothing new to hear of the 1920s as a decade of business and a time 
of retrenchment from the state intervention of the Progressive Era.53 Yet 
engineer-regulators continued to pursue an expert-determined public interest through state regulation into the middle of the decade. It was only then 
that the saturation and safety crises led the auto industry-the nation's 
largest-to doubt the expediency of leaving traffic matters in the hands of 
engineers who were only too willing to use the state to restrict motor 
vehicles.

Uniformity

Motordom positioned regulatory approaches such as traffic control as violations of basic American principles. "There are already too many laws," 
complained H. W. Slauson of the Kelly-Springfield Tire Company in 1923. 
Slauson warned of the danger of "legislation which will prevent the efficient and effective use" of automobiles in cities. "The automobile is too 
effective a tool to have its efficiency curtailed in the slightest by half-baked 
ideas such as have already been proposed, and which have as their object 
a reduction in the number of cars which shall use the streets and a restriction of the areas in which they may be kept.i54 Alvan Macauley described 
traffic control as a "burdensome tangle of restrictive legislation" that "surrounds" motorists.55 Traffic control's critics developed a broad antiregulatory critique, directed loosely at "legislation"-that is, public 
regulation in general. Though Congress was the most obvious target, state and local rule makers were yet more irritating because their regulations 
varied from jurisdiction to jurisdiction.



The critics demanded uniform rules. As World War I ended, the Council 
of National Defense was working to promote uniform traffic regulations. 
In 1920, a congress of interests consisting of representatives of National 
Automobile Chamber of Commerce, the American Automobile Association, the Highway Industries Association, and the American Association of 
State Highway Officials proposed a uniform vehicle code for adoption by 
the states.56 Traffic control engineers and street railways agreed with motordom that the inconsistent regulations were a needless encumbrance on 
traffic. Under the police, traffic regulations had often been contradictory, 
even within cities. Traffic engineers had done much to correct this problem. 
Street railways also showed early interest in uniformity.57

Yet the broad consensus in favor of uniformity concealed important 
matters of contention. Which rules would become the uniform rules? 
Which would prevail everywhere? Among engineers, discussions of uniformity took the form familiar to them: the establishment of standards. 
Engineers tended to approach the problem as a straightforward and tedious 
search for the most efficient arrangements. At national conferences, engineers debated national standards on practical details ranging from the 
colors of signal lenses to the rules for left turns, and they reported their 
decisions to traffic signal manufacturers and state legislatures.

Motordom, however, made its fight for uniformity an attack on the 
quantity of traffic regulations as well as their multiplicity. The secretary of 
the Chicago Motor Club complained that there was "no uniformity" and 
that traffic laws were "contradictory and conflicting." Yet he also complained of states drafting "many new laws" and of "every city, village, town 
and hamlet enacting laws regulating the motorist." For the motorist, the 
auto club should be "the Moses to lead him out of this confusion of 
trouble.""

This interpretation of the uniformity issue was at first confined to the 
meetings and journals of auto clubs and trade associations. Yet the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce soon recognized a mutual interest. In 1924 and 
1925, as the legal barriers to cooperation by trade associations fell, the 
Chamber launched a national publicity campaign against state regulation. 
In advertisements run simultaneously in several major newspapers, it 
attacked those who were in the habit of saying "There ought to be a law" 
whenever they identified a public problem.59 In this campaign the Chamber 
often took a special interest in traffic regulation. The editor of its journal, 
Nation's Business, lamented that the spread of the automobile was followed by "a cry of 'More Laws! More Laws!'"" In a cartoon, the journal 
depicted Uncle Sam tied like Gulliver by bonds labeled "ordinances," 
"regulations," "statutes," and "laws" while a lilliputian legislator approached 
with another restraint labeled "more laws." A traffic policeman admonished the immobilized captive by pointing to a sign marked "No Parking."" 
The journal complained of the "muddle of our motor legislation," and the 
danger that legislatures would soon "pile up" more regulations on the 
"harassed traveler by car."62 The Chamber's campaign was widely echoed 
elsewhere; one Rochester editorial cartoon compared lawmakers to stray 
cats in their proclivity to quantity production of (legal) offspring. Another 
cartoon of 1925 depicted a shackled citizen and the tablet of the Ten Commandments, both dwarfed by a lofty mountain of legislation; it won a 
Pulitzer Prize.63



The cause of uniform rules justified a rewriting of principles. As a wellrepresented host of the Hoover traffic conference, the National Chamber 
was influential in its deliberations. The Chamber ensured that uniformity 
achieved practical preeminence among conference objectives. At the 
opening of the second meeting, in 1926, Herbert Hoover told members 
that the "outstanding feature" in the conference reports for the previous 
two years was "the lack of uniformity in our traffic law and regulations."64 
The quest for uniform regulation ended in the demise of positive regulation in city streets.65

Rewriting the Principles of Traffic Control

The Hoover traffic conference overturned the prevailing principles of traffic 
control. In the name of uniformity, the conference submitted these principles to the scrutiny of committees of transportation interests. But the 
committees pressed on beyond uniformity, devising new traffic principles 
of their own.

Representatives of motordom held most of the leading positions on the 
committees that worked out the new principles. Yet street railways and 
other interests were represented too, and at first these committees worked 
largely within the broad bounds of traffic control. By 1927, however, conference members had drafted a new model of city traffic management, 
published by the Government Printing Office and represented to states and 
cities as the Commerce Department's official plan for uniformity in traffic 
rules.

The director of Hoover's transportation conference, Colonel Alvin Barber, 
was also the head of the Transportation Department of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. After the first meeting of the traffic conference adjourned 
in December 1924, Hoover, Barber and other conference organizers assembled a Committee on Uniformity of Laws and Regulations. It was chaired 
by a lawyer, who was assisted by a representative of the American Automobile Association. They agreed to draft a model state vehicle code (including a model driver-licensing act) to replace the disparate existing laws, and 
to develop guidelines for uniform municipal traffic ordinances. They would 
then submit the model state code to states and cities for enactment, with 
the official endorsement of the U.S. Commerce Department.



To draft the proposed model state code, the committee turned to a staff 
lawyer of the Automobile Club of Southern California. Committee members 
presented their "Uniform Vehicle Code" to the second meeting of the 
Hoover traffic conference in March 1926. Local and state auto clubs organized to get the code through their state legislatures.66

Winning Back the Trust of Motordom

Though the model vehicle code promised uniformity in state vehicle laws, 
it did not inspire motordom. The committee that drafted the code was 
diverse. Of 33 members, only five represented auto interests and only two 
were from street railways. The committee draft permitted motorists the 
unusual right to pass streetcars unloading passengers where there was no 
safety zone for them, but this provision did not get into the final draft.67 
The final version won the railways' support.68

Many in motordom were disappointed. They had seen a chance to get 
real change with the model state code, and the final compromise document had not delivered. Many states had already devised their own statewide uniform codes, and auto clubs had sometimes drafted these codes 
themselves. They were reluctant to discard them entirely for the code 
developed by the Hoover traffic conference.69 Within a few months, conference director Barber found that "automobile dealers and automobile club 
secretaries in a number of states have taken a rather unfriendly attitude 
toward the Code." Such discontent jeopardized its chances "in a number 
of states," Barber told Hoover.70

But the dissatisfaction was far worse than a threat to the code. It imperiled the associative tenets the conference was founded upon. Hoover's 
great hope was that associationism could preclude positive regulation. If 
interest groups cooperated, the state could remain an umpire only, even 
in a twentieth-century economy. Hoover staked his career on a bet that 
associationism could reconcile individual liberty and modern integration, 
preserving both. If interest groups walked out of his conferences, he could hope for real results only with more intrusive state action. The traffic conference would succeed only, as Hoover later told members, by finding 
"courses of action upon which all can agree.""



To make the conference succeed, Barber had to keep motordom at the 
table. The uncertain future of the code taught Barber a lesson about the 
power of "organized motordom," as automobile clubs described their 
members collectively." By the mid 1920s, automotive interests were far 
better organized than they had been just a few years earlier, and they could 
take a stand and fight for it. "Every automobile owner," a trade journalist 
reported in 1925, "whether he rides in a Ford or a Rolls Royce, is a brother 
under the skin when questions affecting his welfare or pleasure are brought 
forth." Dealers too were vigilant: "Legislatures have learned to their cost 
that automobile owner and dealer associations are a potent factor when 
it comes to defeating proposed legislation inimical to good of the 
industry.""

Auto clubs could get the attention of state and local officials, in part 
because of the organized mass constituency behind them and in part 
because of the valuable information the clubs could deliver. The secretary 
of the Cincinnati Automobile Club pointed out that "many automobile 
clubs, by the collection of statistics and valuable data, make themselves so 
valuable that they are looked to and consulted by public officials." Another 
auto club official claimed that the legal staff of the Cleveland Automobile 
Club made the group "recognized as the natural leader in the working out 
of traffic problems."" With such information at the clubs' disposal, legislators paid attention. A Pennsylvania club secretary could credibly claim in 
1925 that "every Road Bill, with the exception of one, which was recently 
passed by the Legislature of Pennsylvania, was drawn up in the office of 
our Club.i75 "The American Automobile Association alone is in a position 
to bring about the desired uniformity," the AAA claimed in 1927.76

For their part, the street railways claimed to represent the great majority 
of city travelers. Yet the railways had no organized mass constituency. 
Owners of automobiles often identified themselves as motorists, but the 
streetcar passengers who vastly outnumbered them in large cities made no 
equivalent identification. A Vancouver street railway official warned his 
American colleagues that "the car rider is unorganized and inarticulate and 
the street railway company must supply the want.i77 A Brooklyn City 
Railroad executive was likewise frustrated at streetcar passengers' disinterest in the fate of their railways, concluding that "only until they are awakened to the situation can we expect its real solution."" A Chicago street 
railway engineer also could not understand this indifference. "I have never been able to understand why the street car patrons do not support prohibitive parking measures," he mused.79 The railways were afraid to face the 
answer: streetcar patrons did not identify themselves with their mode. 
Many surely thought of themselves as future motorists.80



Barber lost no time applying the lessons he learned from the reaction to 
the Uniform Vehicle Code. If the conference could develop a supplementary code and put motordom in charge of it, he believed, he would be able 
to retrieve the lost loyalties of irritated groups and win their support for 
the Uniform Vehicle Code. In the spring of 1927, Barber met with leaders 
of the auto manufacturers' trade association, the National Automobile 
Chamber of Commerce. They assured him that the right new committee 
would not only win their support but would also be "an important means 
of for strengthening the support for the Uniform Vehicle Code." Since the 
code was threatened, the promise was attractive. Hoover was away in California, leaving Barber in charge of the planning. Barber began at once to 
plan a committee to draft a Model Municipal Traffic Ordinance.

State traffic conferences had already pursued model traffic ordinances 
for cities. The Los Angeles Traffic Code of 1925 (the origins of which were 
described in the previous chapter) became the basis of a model ordinance 
for the cities of Southern California. Championed by the Automobile Club 
of Southern California and the California State Automobile Association, 
the ordinance had been adopted in 40 cities by the end of 1927. By then 
a model ordinance drafted by the Detroit Automobile Club had been 
adopted by more than 200 Michigan cities and towns.81 None of the proposals for a national model for cities had gone far, however. Barber thought 
he could beat the odds by putting a powerful coalition behind a new model 
ordinance for all states.

In May, Barber wrote to Herbert Hoover. To secure motordom's backing, 
Barber said, the new Model Municipal Traffic Ordinance committee could 
not be headed by a lawyer, as the Uniform Vehicle Code committee had 
been. Instead he advised Hoover to put William Metzger in charge. Metzger 
was the director of the Detroit Automobile Club and served on both the 
executive committee and the board of directors of the American Automobile Association. He was one of the most recognized champions of the 
automobile in America. He was credited with opening the first auto dealership in the world (he had sold Cadillacs in Detroit since 1898) and was a 
wizard at selling cars. He launched the annual Detroit auto show. He was 
also on the Board of Directors of the National Automobile Chamber of 
Commerce, and later he became chairman of the executive committee of 
the Hoover traffic conference.82



Barber saw immediate practical benefits in letting motordom dominate 
the membership of Metzger's committee. Interest groups represented on 
the committee were unwilling to pay for Commerce Department personnel, but the National Automobile Chamber of Commerce, seeing possibilities in Barber's friendly overtures, offered the services of its own staff. 
Motordom, in return, would be well represented. Besides Metzger, Barber 
recommended representatives of two automobile clubs and one man from 
the Mack truck company. He also recommended Miller McClintock of the 
new Erskine Bureau and Harland Bartholomew, a city planning engineer 
who had helped draft the Major Traffic Street Plan for Los Angeles. Barber 
needed other interests on the committee to give it a representative character, so he found two officials of street railways to serve on it. Barber sent 
the proposed committee list to Hoover for approval; Hoover wired back to 
Barber to go ahead.83

The list of committee members continued to grow, however. The final 
composition of the new Committee on Municipal Traffic Ordinances and 
Regulations included Alvan Macauley, Packard's zealous fighter of traffic 
control and champion of urban reconstruction for automobiles. Ten representatives of street railways also participated, and so Barber could declare 
that the committee included "all interests affected." They were outnumbered by 24 representatives of motordom, including nine delegates from 
auto clubs and eight from manufacturers. Auto parts, tire, and rubber 
companies, the National Automobile Chamber of Commerce, the American Automobile Association, the Automobile Club of Southern California, 
and the National Automobile Dealers Association all had a say in the drafting of the ordinance .14

The committee considered new ways to fight traffic. In a draft of the 
model ordinance, they recommended that highway engineers-not traffic 
control engineers-attack city traffic problems. Cities, for example, should 
prevent conflicting traffic flow by building "overpasses whereby a main 
highway will travel above or underneath an existing road," as a step 
"toward solving the problem of city congestion."" Yet such proposals were 
the purview of a different conference committee. Metzger's committee was 
to draft a list of traffic rules for cities. Larger matters of principle were 
therefore dropped from the final draft. The result was "modeled largely 
along the lines of the California Municipal Ordinance," adopted in many 
cities in the Far West and "containing basic principles as outlined in the 
Los Angeles Traffic ordinance" of 1925.86

The ordinance codified pedestrians' confinement to sidewalks and crossings, leaving to individual cities the choice of how far to go. At a minimum, cities adopting the ordinance would require pedestrians to yield the pavement to motorists everywhere except in a crosswalk. At their discretion, 
cities could require pedestrians to cross only at crosswalks, even in the 
absence of motor traffic. Either way, the rules overturned pedestrians' 
ancient legal supremacy in the street, at least in principle.87 The Model 
Ordinance signaled an abandonment of the more stringent traffic control 
principles. The committee expressly rejected positive regulation, in the 
name of efficiency, equity, or anything else.



An early draft of the committee report reveals its members' opinions. 
They decried not just "an astounding lack of uniformity" in traffic rules, 
but a "super-abundance of regulations." Street users faced "restriction upon 
restriction," and "restrictive regulation has in many instances impeded the 
free movement of traffic." Traffic congestion was no longer to be understood as an efficiency problem. Instead the "floor space" principle, devised 
by auto manufacturers in the wake of the 1923-24 sales slump, became 
the basis of the Commerce Department's official position on the way to 
fight traffic. According to one committee member, "modern mass movement of vehicular traffic demands the utmost in street area, which is altogether too inadequate in many municipalities.""

The minority of street railway representatives on the committee tried 
and failed to preserve traffic control principles. E. J. Mcllraith, an engineer 
for the Chicago Surface Lines, was one of them. Though a street railway 
man, Mcllraith had recently won the admiration of motordom for his 
pioneering coordinated traffic signal system in Chicago's congested Loop 
district. With it, Mcllraith had united diverse street users (such as street 
railways and taxi companies) in a common cause. Sixteen months later, 
Mcllraith wanted the model ordinance to cement the alliance. He asked 
that the text accompanying the ordinance advise cities to seek "the greatest 
good for the greatest number" in their traffic regulations.89 In its various 
forms this utilitarian justification for regulation was a favorite of the street 
railways; they carried far more people in city centers than automobiles. It 
was their old appeal for majority rule united to traffic engineers' faith in 
efficiency.

But the model ordinance committee rejected Mcllraith's proposal. Fellow 
committee members said that "greatest good for the greatest number" 
principles would be used to justify regulations that favored some modes 
over others. In motordom's appeal to minority rights, such discrimination 
violated motorists' rights to the street. One committee member, Massachusetts' commissioner of motor vehicles, objected to all attempts to distinguish modes in any way that tended to give precedence to one mode over another. He argued that "there is no reason why a street car should have 
any more rights than a motor vehicle."" Committee member Charles 
Hayes, president of the Chicago Motor Club, likewise objected to a proposed provision for police emergency regulatory powers on the grounds 
that police might use them "to discriminate between citizens conducting 
themselves in an orderly fashion."" Though the completed report allowed 
some emergency rule-making power for police, it made no distinctions 
between modes.



The model ordinance recommended no power for city traffic authorities 
to favor or restrict modes on the basis of their traffic efficiency. Traffic 
engineers had often called for such discriminations in the early and mid 
1920s, but by the time the Committee on Municipal Traffic Ordinances 
submitted its work to the Hoover traffic conference in 1928 such calls had 
vanished from traffic engineer's reports, not to return for 40 years. In one 
place, however, the committee did call for "seeking the greatest benefit 
to the largest number": committee members wanted curbs to accommodate the greatest number of automobiles. The committee advised 
cities that "regulations be as simple and few in number as possible," and 
warned them that "unreasonably or unduly restrictive measures arouse 
resentment. 1192

The Commerce Department issued the completed model city ordinance 
in 1928, and it was widely circulated.93 The National Automobile Chamber 
of Commerce promoted it nationally, calling the rules "a forward step in 
motor transportation .1194 By the end of 1928, more than 100 cities had 
adopted the ordinance.95 By 1930, state legislatures in New Jersey and 
Wisconsin adopted most of it for all their cities. Motordom had promised 
Barber it would support the Uniform Vehicle Code in return, and it was 
true to its word. By 1930, 23 states had adopted all or part of it.96 In the 
name of uniformity, a congress of interests had overturned prevailing 
principles of professional traffic control. The engineers, with their easy 
resort to rule making, gave way to the members of the Fewer Laws Club.

The Commodification of a Public Utility

The guiding spirits of the 1924 Hoover traffic conference were the 
National Chamber and the Commerce Department. They worked together 
closely and they shared some first principles. Among these were the conviction that business prosperity in the twentieth century could not come 
through competition alone. It required the elimination of waste through 
the exchange of information, the reduction of duplication, and the establishment of standards. Hoover described such business collegiality as 
"associational activities." Efficiency would follow from such cooperation, 
and allow market expansion in a post-frontier age when natural resources 
no longer seemed infinite. Together Hoover, the National Chamber, and 
other trade associations worked to establish the cooperation needed to 
pursue these ends.



Hoover: Ether Roads and City Streets

Hoover took particular interest in applying his associational principles of 
business self-government to two new problems of twentieth-century life: 
radio and street traffic. In the early and mid 1920s, signals in the "ether" 
(the atmosphere) were a tangled mess-much like the crowded streets of 
America's cities. At about the same time, both in the ether and in city 
streets, a sudden surge in traffic within a limited space led to stultifying 
interference between users. In each case, the congested medium had been 
a largely unregulated space open to first comers indiscriminately. In each 
case, expanding the limited space was a technically difficult or expensive 
prospect. Both fields were conducive to the rise natural monopolies among 
users. They depended on publicly owned media of limited capacity. They 
were difficult to expand, and it was difficult to charge those who used 
them. Unregulated competition therefore led to interference and, with 
time, tended to give way to monopoly. A comparison of his approach to 
radio traffic and street traffic will shed light on the origins of the new 
model of street traffic.

In his first year as Secretary of Commerce, Hoover organized a radio 
conference to avert hopeless interference in the ether; by the end of 1925 
he had hosted four more. In radio Hoover acted as a progressive engineer, 
working actively to secure his conception of the public interest, because 
left alone the ether was chaotic. In this field his principles were utilitarian. 
He would countenance strict regulation if was needed to secure efficiency 
and equity. Hoover saw a positive role for the state, which through "legislation and regulation" would make radio "of the greatest possible good to 
the greatest possible number of Americans.i97 "Even if we use all the ingenuity possible," Hoover told broadcasters at the first conference, "I do not 
believe there are enough permutations to allow unlimited numbers of 
sending stations.i98 To protect a limited spectrum, Hoover resisted broadcasters' claims to a property right in the frequencies they used, arguing 
that ownership of one of the limited number of usable frequencies would 
constitute a "monopoly."99



Hoover agreed with most engineers that "public utilities," including 
"communications," could operate effectively only as state-regulated 
monopolies.100 He compared private ownership of a radio frequency to 
"private ownership of a water navigation channel," suggesting that the 
ether was no place to apply free-market competitive principles. Hoover also 
recognized that such principles were all the more difficult to apply because 
of the difficulty of charging listeners-a problem he called "the weak link 
in the whole radio development.""' He claimed instead that "the ether is 
a public medium," and therefore "its use must be for the public benefit." 
On these grounds Hoover won jurisdiction of the ether for the Commerce 
Department, holding that "the celestial systemat least the ether part of 
it-comes within the province of the policeman." The business-minded 
Republican therefore freely passed judgment on the "ether hogs" who were 
abusing public property. Radio broadcasting was, in sum, "a problem of 
regulation."102

Hoover proposed stringent regulation. He assigned to radio "one definite 
field": the broadcasting of "pre-determined material of public interest," 
which "must be limited to news, to education, to entertainment, and the 
communication of such commercial matters as are of importance to large 
groups of the community at the same time." The state must see that 
such worthy programming was not "drowned in a sea of advertising 
chatter.""'

Many constructed the problem in city streets in much the same terms. 
George Baker Anderson of the Los Angeles Railway had argued that in city 
streets "some uses are more important than others," and regulation was 
needed to sort them out.104 Hoover might have used the very same words 
of radio. He never made the comparison directly, but his rhetoric shows 
that he appreciated the similarity. He described the congested radio frequencies as "ether roads." The solution in radio, Hoover said, was "traffic 
control."105

Despite the similarities between radio and street traffic, however, Hoover 
approached the two problems entirely differently. Hoover perceived radio 
as an extraordinary new realm of economic and social life, a realm which 
defied normal market mechanisms and which therefore required innovative approaches. He compared the ether to a public monopoly (like a 
"navigation channel") the use of which must be subject to strict public 
control. Finally, Hoover perceived regulation as the unanimous demand 
of both of the main interested parties, broadcasters and listeners. "This 
is one of the few instances where the country is unanimous in its desire for more regulation," Hoover observed.106 Hoover therefore pursued public 
ownership of the ether and strict public control of broadcasters. Though 
he failed to keep the airwaves free of "advertising chatter," the 1927 Radio 
Act and the 1934 Communication Act recognized ultimate public control 
of the ether and the necessity of its regulation "in the public interest."107



Reluctant to choose sides in more controversial matters, Hoover regarded 
streets differently. In his statements on street traffic he recognized the 
appalling toll of traffic accidents. He appreciated the economic waste of 
congested streets. He criticized the confusion that accompanied the diversity and complexity of traffic regulations. But Hoover never joined the 
traffic engineers in classifying streets as public property regulable in the 
public interest. He was quite confident that the interested parties would 
work out practical solutions, and would do so better than the state could. 
He put special trust in the automobile industry. Later, as president of the 
United States, when he needed a new secretary of commerce, Hoover chose 
Roy Chapin, president of the Hudson Motor Car Company and a member 
of the National Automobile Chamber of Commerce's traffic department. 
Hoover did not compare the streets, as traffic engineers did, to a natural 
monopoly or a public utility. He did not share the indignation of some of 
them at the inefficient individual street users who cost the mass of users 
so dearly. Though Hoover himself compared city streets and "ether roads," 
he did not press the point.

Hoover held back because the interested parties in street traffic did not 
agree on the necessity of more traffic regulation. Both broadcasters and 
listeners wanted ether regulation, but by the mid 1920s street users were 
squaring off to compete for entirely different ways of fighting traffic. By 
December 1924, when members of the Hoover traffic conference first convened in Washington, the saturation crisis and the maturing of national 
automotive interest groups were leading to growing criticism of professional traffic control. Other interests-especially the electric railwaysblamed the automobile as the real clogger of city streets and called for 
more regulation. In his traffic conference Hoover scrupulously avoided 
taking sides in controversial questions. Because he would "never deliberately inject" himself "into a row," Hoover sought "courses of action upon 
which all can agree.""'

Timing may also have contributed to Hoover's greater reluctance to 
intrude in city traffic than in radio. Hoover had been at the Commerce 
Department less than a year when he convened the first radio conference. 
He depended on government regulation in his early years at Commerce 
because then the possibilities of associationism still seemed slight. The dra matic developments of 1924 and 1925 that allowed ambitious associational 
programs were still years away. When the first traffic conference opened, at 
the end of 1924, the possibilities of associationism looked dramatically 
brighter, and they improved still more in the conference's succeeding years. 
Hoover declared that the traffic conference marked "a new conception of 
government," a departure even from his own early work at Commerce.lo9



The Gasoline Tax

For practical reasons, streets have been a public responsibility. Users could 
not be charged for each use, and the street was the original home of the 
free-rider problem. Although merchants' associations sometimes improved 
and even built streets, the main builders were public agencies funded 
through property assessments, often supplemented by bond issues.

In the 1920s a new kind of charge gave some a reason to hope that users 
might pay in proportion to their use. Outside city limits, beginning in 
1919, gasoline excise taxes allowed roads to function more like other consumer commodities.11° The tax, in theory, reduced the state's role to that 
of a broker between road purchasers (motorists) and road builders. In fact 
road location and building remained notoriously political. Nevertheless 
the gasoline tax promised to subject road supply to economic laws. Politicians would not have to decide how much to spend on roads; users themselves would decide, as an automatic function of their own demand. The 
more people drove, the more revenue would accrue, and the more roads 
would be built. At last the market would rule.

Much of the new gasoline tax revenue was spent on county and state 
highways. These routes were almost exclusively rural in 1920, but as the 
new highway funds poured in, counties and states began to extend them 
into and through cities. Beginning in the late 1920s and at an accelerating 
pace thereafter, counties and states turned to highway engineers to solve 
city traffic problems. Highway engineers brought highways into the cities, 
reducing the role of city traffic control engineers in the congestion problem. 
The new urban thoroughfares were largely bought and paid for by motorists with gasoline tax money.

State and local governments were quick to recognize revenue possibilities 
in the growing number of motorists. License and registration fees were 
universal by 1913.11 Motorists and their auto clubs resisted. Through the 
early 1920s, most auto interests fought for low fees, for the use of general 
revenues supplemented by federal aid in state highway projects, and for 
the use of bond issues and special assessments of property holders to pay 
for city streets and county roads. Auto interests rallied to defeat proposals for a federal gasoline tax in 1914 and 1915.112 They accepted the generally 
held view that roads and streets were public property, available to all, and 
on this ground they held that that the burden should be shared by taxpayers in general.



From this perspective, gasoline taxes were merely another way to soak 
motorists. The tax was proposed first by the backers of good rural roads in 
the West, including auto clubs representing rural motorists, who saw in it 
a way to get them. In 1919 Oregon, Colorado, and New Mexico introduced 
the first state gasoline taxes, and in 1921 the Supreme Court upheld their 
constitutionality. But except in rural areas automotive interests fought the 
trend. In 1920 Alfred Reeves, general manager of the National Automobile 
Chamber of Commerce, told a friendly audience: "As to the tax on gasoline, gentlemen, there isn't a man in this room, not even the able representative of the oil industry, who is present, but will admit that the present 
price of motor fuel is high enough now without adding anything more.i113 
When the state of Indiana imposed a two-cent gasoline tax in 1923, Studebaker protested and filed its share of the tax with a public declaration that 
it did so "involuntarily, under protest and by compulsion of law and to 
prevent exaction of the penalties threatened.""' Motorists, auto interests 
maintained, did not bear a special responsibility for the financing of roads 
and streets. Until 1923 gasoline taxes were rare, small, and little noticed. 
At the beginning of that year, most states still imposed none at all. In the 
next three years, however, everything changed.

Motordom was beginning to attack traffic control as an intrusion upon 
the free market. It wanted to recast the problem of traffic into the terms 
of supply and demand, and for this it spotted an advantage in a gasoline 
tax. Soon motordom was backing gasoline taxes as way of "buying" roads 
and streets. With the new support, they spread fast. By 1925 all but four 
states were taxing gasoline, and a year later almost half of state revenues 
from motor vehicles were collected as gasoline taxes."'

A historian once found "no serious opposition" to gasoline taxes in the 
1920s.116 In fact the petroleum industry angrily denounced them throughout the decade, but it soon lost its allies in motordom. Oilmen wanted to 
form a broad front of opposition with other auto interests, but were 
shocked by the mid 1920s to find them happily supporting the tax. Frustrated, National Petroleum News resorted to attacking them as "the dumbest 
flock of geese in the world" because they would "goose step" for the tax 
collector."'

Auto clubs' agreement to back gasoline taxes came gradually and with 
conditions. Clubs helped get the first gasoline taxes passed in rural western states in the name of good rural roads.118 In more densely settled states, 
however, auto clubs remained ambivalent for some years, fearing that most 
of the money would not end up as pavement. "We favor the gas tax" 
declared a spokesman for Washington's state auto club, yet he hesitated 
to "step pretty hard on some of you Eastern States" with this endorsement.119 When Pennsylvania considered a gasoline tax in 1921, auto clubs 
opposed it. Yet there, as in the West, legislators learned to link gasoline 
tax measures to road bills, and thus overcome the resistance of organized 
motorists. Although the secretary of the Pennsylvania Motor Federation 
described this coupling of road and tax measures as a ploy of "wily 
tax-gathering experts," he grudgingly admitted that "we do have 
the consolation of getting fine roads. 1112' By 1923 the president of the 
Pennsylvania Motor Federation backed gasoline taxes linked to road building as the "fairest method" of taxing motor vehicles."' A similar temptation persuaded local auto interests to accept municipal gasoline taxes. St. 
Louis imposed a tax in 1919. The city's street engineer reported that at first 
"the various automobile interests and the gasoline companies were inclined 
to test the constitutionality of this ordinance," but "after considerable 
discussion" they "agreed to pay the tax with the proviso that the money 
so derived should be set aside and used for the repairs of important traffic 
ways." The city cemented local motordom's cooperation by agreeing to 
spend the revenues "under the general supervision of an informal committee composed of city officials and representatives of the various automobile and gasoline interests."122



The American Automobile Association attacked automotive excises in 
general as a "scramble for the money of the motorist," but with its member 
clubs either ambivalent or entirely favorable in their opinions, it never 
condemned gasoline taxes specifically.123 In 1927 the AAA resolved to 
"most strenuously oppose any use of the funds from taxation upon gasoline for other than road construction and maintenance."124

Except for the petroleum industry, automotive interests by the mid 
1920s had grown to accept state and local gasoline taxes, and even endorse 
them, in return for the commitment of revenues to street and road spending.125 Alfred Reeves of the National Automobile Chamber of Commerce 
was among the first converts. In 1923 he told his colleagues: "Sometimes 
we look upon taxes expended for highways as a burden. The fact is that 
they are an investment comparable to any expenditure for capital purposes."126 The new funding mechanism also distanced road expenditures 
from political deliberations. In 1920, when all road bonds were funded 
by general revenues, the amounts appropriated were public matters for legislative deliberation. Ten years later, most funds were raised through 
"user fees" in the form of gasoline taxes, and spending levels were more 
automatic and less subject to public debate.127 By 1929, all 48 states and 
the District of Columbia were taxing gasoline.121



Gasoline taxes advanced a new understanding of roads. For the first time 
some road users were paying for roads in proportion to their use. Because 
they paid for the roads, they could reasonably claim some rights of ownership in them. Roads were no longer simply public property to be regulated 
in the interest of the general public. The change was not of practical 
importance to rural roads, because by the mid 1920s, when gasoline taxes 
funded about half of state roads, motor traffic already accounted for the 
great majority of traffic on them. And gasoline taxes contributed little to 
the funding of ordinary city streets. But by the mid 1920s some major city 
streets joined sate and county routes, and some new state and county 
routes entered cities. The trend was promoted as a way to ease traffic congestion. Gasoline taxes funded this new way to fight traffic, and motordom 
began to use this fact to defend motorists' place in the city and to attack 
the traffic control model.

The traffic engineers of the early and mid 1920s saw in congested streets 
inefficient and inequitable uses of a public utility. They ascribed these 
problems to street users who pursued their individual demands "without 
regard to the rights of others or stopping to view the whole situation."129 
To engineers, uncoordinated individual uses threatened the collective 
public interest in the streets, and as a publicly owned utility, streets could 
be regulated in the name of that interest.

In backing the gasoline tax, auto clubs and other automotive interest 
groups advanced a new proposition: Roads were a commodity purchased 
by individual users, and therefore road capacity was not a question for 
public debate but a matter of supplying a commodity to those who paid 
for it. Road supply, they said, was a problem neither for legislators nor for 
experts. Nor would city planners deliver the motor age city.13o Instead, road 
capacity should be an automatic result of consumer demand. In principle 
the formula left little room for engineers, except as the executors of plans 
drafted by the transportation marketplace itself."' Gasoline taxes, in effect, 
gave road capacity a resemblance to commodities supplied in a free 
market.

Parking Meters

Parking meters later did the same for curb parking space. Free curb parking 
caused shortages, and shortages justified rationing (time limits) and out right bans. In 1935 Oklahoma City introduced parking meters. The idea 
originated in the city's Chamber of Commerce, which wanted to make the 
best use of limited space.132 Other cities followed this lead. Auto clubs 
feared that motorists' nickels, like gasoline taxes, might end up in general 
revenues.133 Most state and local auto clubs therefore resisted meters, and 
by 1936 the American Automobile Association coordinated this defensive 
"war."134 Meters spread slowly."'



But some auto clubs favored meters from the start. The Texas State Automobile Association regretted "another form of taxation on the motorist," 
but accepted meters because they "make the `street hog' put his car in the 
garage.""' If meter revenues could be committed to street and parking 
expenses, they promised to make curb space an undisputed zone for motorists, just as gasoline taxes-once they were committed to streets and highways-helped give drivers proprietors' rights in the travel lanes. Meters 
increased parking supply by making time limits easier to enforce, by discouraging motorists who did not value the space they parked in, and by 
rewarding cities that returned no-parking curbs to parkers. By 1940 parking 
meters were becoming an accepted feature of city streets, and after World 
War II they proliferated.13'

As soon as motorists were paying a substantial share of the bill for 
roads and curb space, automotive interest groups began to make a proprietary claim to them. Already in 1924 Public Works, a trade journal addressed 
to road builders (among others), argued that "automobilists and other users 
of the highways are the ones to be satisfied," since they "largely provide 
the funds whereby the highways are constructed and maintained." 
The traffic expert had no business determining and securing the public 
interest in transportation, rather "it is the duty of the engineer to determine what these and the other taxpayers want and to provide these wants 
to the fullest extent possible." The journal asked readers to consider "how 
large a percentage of the taxes are paid by automobile owners and, therefore, to what a very high degree the wishes of such owners should be consulted in the expenditure of taxes for constructing, reconstructing and 
maintaining streets and highways.""' Traffic engineers such as Detroit's 
Harold Gould considered motorists' unregulated pursuit of their "personal 
whims or convenience" as the source of traffic problem, and proposed 
instead that "economics"-that is, expert-determined standards of efficiency-"should govern.i139 Motordom fully agreed that "economics" 
should guide urban traffic management--yet they understood economics 
to include the individual demands (or "personal whims") that traffic engineers deplored.



The Free-Market Model of City Traffic

After the late 1920s, the terms "traffic control" and "traffic engineering" 
grew scarcer more limited in application. After 1930 traffic engineering was 
a minor urban adjunct of the growing field of highway engineering. 
"Control" of traffic remained an important element of traffic engineering, 
but by 1930 it was no longer its first principle. Engineers retreated to the 
role of technicians, working out the details of plans drafted in congresses 
of interests. Some were driven out of traffic control by necessity, others 
were led out by the new opportunities in city traffic management or 
highway planning.140 They relinquished positive regulation, the basic tool 
of professional traffic control, and learned to treat traffic demands not as 
raw material to be shaped, but as orders for finished products to be supplied. The rise of associationism and the motordom's mobilization with 
the saturation crisis gave this new conception of traffic a chance to 
emerge. It was a radical reconstruction of the problem of urban traffic 
congestion.

Highway Engineers Come to the City

"The county highways can do much to relieve city streets," Macauley 
argued in 1929.141 Why not, Miller McClintock asked in 1930, "out of 
public funds made available by the generous contributions of street users 
themselves, provide adequate, safe, efficient, and modern traffic facilities 
so that automobile users will provide their own transportation of a high 
character at their own operating costs?"142

Macauley and others in motordom agreed that congresses of interests 
should work out traffic engineering policy, leaving only its execution to 
engineers. But they did not want this to be done by engineers of the sort 
that had predominated in traffic control, most of whom had earned their 
experience in public utilities. Macauley divided traffic engineers into two 
groups: those who ascribed congestion "to the automobile," and those who 
held that it is "due to the street." The first group included municipal engineers, those who regulated to achieve efficiency. In the second were civil 
engineers, the builders.143 If, as Macauley maintained, relieving congestion 
meant "adapting the City to the Automobile" through "wholesale replanning and rebuilding," cities needed civil engineers.144

Civil engineers would soon be ready to help. Editors of their leading 
journal, Engineering NewsRecord, had long argued for a civil engineering 
solution to the city traffic problem. Already in 1922 they called for "motor 
boulevards, second-story streets, under or over crossings for pedestrians" in "the near future." The next year it advocated "structural improvements 
to relieve traffic congestion," calling them "obvious necessities"; traffic 
control could supply only "temporary alleviation." In 1924 it called for a 
"new view of traffic control," one that would remove the problem from 
chambers of commerce and, instead of regulating traffic, "change the 
physical factor. 11141



Engineering NewsRecord was ahead of the profession it represented. At a 
1925 meeting of the American Society of Civil Engineers, Harvey Corbett 
presented an ambitious building program intended to allow New York City 
to accommodate 20 times more traffic. He found the audience skeptical. 
"Everybody blames the automobile," he complained.146 Without business 
backing, Corbett's project never got past the drawing board.

Within civil engineering, however, a new specialization was growing 
quickly, and it was ready to build to accommodate automobiles. Highway 
engineers had normally planned, built, and maintained only rural roads 
for counties and states, leaving city streets to city engineers. But in the mid 
and late 1920s, highway engineers began to make their influence felt 
within cities. In 1923 an engineer for Idaho's Bureau of Highways suggested city work to highway engineers as a source of income in the slow 
winter months.147 A daring early project in Chicago inspired hope for 
bigger things. In 1924 work began on Wacker Drive, a two-level downtown 
motor highway.148 When it opened in 1926, H. P. Gillette, editor of the 
trade journal Roads and Streets, called for urban traffic to become "a new 
branch of highway engineering.i149 In the ensuing years, civil engineers 
answered Gillette's appeal. By the 1930s the American Automobile Association could report with satisfaction that, with gasoline tax revenues, "states 
are taking more responsibility for secondary highways, and are assisting 
municipalities in paying for construction and improvement costs of bypasses and main arteries" through cities."'

Through the 1920s, the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Bureau of 
Public Roads nurtured the highway engineering profession. Federal highway 
spending in the 1920s never exceeded $100 million in any year. Yet 
Thomas MacDonald, the tireless Chief of the Bureau of Public Roads, made 
the most of limited resources by winning the support of interest groups. 
He participated in congresses of interests, including the Hoover traffic 
conference. MacDonald had been a highway engineer for the state of Iowa, 
and at the Bureau of Public Roads he enjoyed unmatched prestige in his 
field. He was committed to road building, to the accommodation of automobiles, and to the extension of highway engineers' purview into city 
limits. In 1926 MacDonald declared that "the greatest necessity is to take care of traffic congestion in and around the congested centers of 
population.""'



In October 1930, prominent traffic engineers gathered in Pittsburgh to 
form their first national professional association. Highway engineers 
trained in civil engineering were well represented in the new Institute of 
Traffic Engineers. The group named the civil engineer Ernest Goodrich its 
first president and Miller McClintock of Harvard's Erskine Bureau its vice 
president.152 Goodrich was a member of the American Society of Civil 
Engineers and of the American Institute of Construction Engineers. As 
early as 1924, Goodrich had called for the removal of streetcars from the 
streets New York City, despite overwhelming support for them among 
traffic control engineers.15s

The founding of the Institute of Traffic Engineers marked the completion 
of a transformation in city traffic management. The change had been 
under way since 1924 or 1925, when the first National Conference on 
Street and Highway Safety gave interest groups a direct role in city traffic 
and when Studebaker had founded the first national traffic planning organization. No sudden transformation of cities ensued, but a cluster of projects in the late 1920s and the early 1930s gave motorists the first urban 
thoroughfares designed to meet their needs. Motorists bought and paid for 
these roads through gasoline taxes, and most were reserved for their exclusive use.

In greater New York City a major motor highway system was begun in 
1928, and so from this year American City dated the beginning of a period 
of "extraordinary development" of "modern express highways."154 New 
Jersey began to clear a highway connecting the Holland Tunnel to Trenton 
the next year, and by 1930 it was weaving a "fabric of superhighways" 
west of the Hudson.155 By then, much of Detroit's extensive network of 
"superhighways" was already in service.15' Miller McClintock consulted 
with Chicago on a major new system of regional urban motor highways 
beginning in 1929.157 A 1933 report described these new "express highways" as an application of "new principles of highway planning" in cities, 
especially the elimination of intersections at grade. Such highways, though 
"still a novelty in 1928," soon "passed the experimental stage" with projects such as New York's.158 No longer were engineers to single out automobiles for restriction because of their spatial inefficiency. The new roads were 
"limited ways" for the exclusive use of motor traffic.159

Motor Age Freedom

The new projects marked an end to traffic control engineers' efforts to use 
positive regulation to secure efficiency and equity in city traffic. Despite the general trend in the twentieth century of a growth in state power, by 
1930 exercises of state power in city streets, such as the discrimination of 
modes on the basis of their spatial efficiency, had lost their bid for legitimacy. In 1926 George Baker Anderson of the Los Angeles Railway could 
still claim that those traveling in crowded streets in "vehicles used for the 
convenience or pleasure of private individuals, or minor special interests" 
were committing an "abuse of the privilege of the streets." Anderson and 
others tried to maintain that "the greatest good for the greatest number" 
was an "American doctrine," but in the competition for the rhetoric of 
Americanism the railways were at a distinct disadvantage. 160



Expert control and strict regulation were contrary to more obviously 
American traditions, especially freedom. A traffic engineer noted the 
tension in 1930: "As one horn of the dilemma we have so-called human 
rights, at the other modern efficiency."161 The intrusive regulations of 
traffic control were opposed by a new application of natural rights rhetoric. 
By the 1930s, Miller McClintock, once the apostle of regulatory traffic 
control, was speaking against restrictions that would interfere with the 
"freedom ... of automotive transportation."162 No organized participant in 
the traffic debates of the 1920s lived up to such rhetoric. Automotive 
groups joined Herbert Hoover's associative movement eagerly. They took 
advantage of the new toleration of business cooperation to reduce "wasteful" competition and to advance mutual interests. Yet in championing 
American traditions of individualism and freedom, motordom had advantages. The car was the most individual of vehicles, and gave its occupants 
more freedom than other modes.

Evangelism for motor age freedom was born in the 1923-24 saturation 
crisis, and the National Automobile Chamber of Commerce codified and 
led the cause. According to Roy Chapin, president of the Hudson Motor 
Car Company and a vice president of the National Automobile Chamber 
of Commerce, "American instincts" were at stake in the transportation 
question. Chapin argued that the kind of regulation that traffic control 
depended upon had no place in America. Although Americans "submit at 
times to a good deal of regulation and officialdom," they "are a race of 
independent people," whose "ancestors came to this country for the sake 
of freedom and adventure," and "the automobile satisfies these instincts." 
Regulation was more than just bad policy, it was contrary to American 
principles. "The automobile supplies a feeling of escape from this suppression of the individual," Chapin wrote. "That is why the American 
public has seized upon motor travel so rapidly and with such intensity." 
With the "American craving for freedom of the individual," the automobile was Americans' natural choice of mode.163 By the time Chapin joined President Hoover's cabinet as Secretary of Commerce, he had carried his 
point.



In repeated addresses, Alfred Reeves, general manager of the National 
Automobile Chamber of Commerce, also tied the freedom of automobile 
transportation to broader American ideals. He made the connection as 
early as 1923, when the saturation crisis was beginning to keep Detroit 
executives up nights. "America is converted to rubber-tire transportation," 
he explained, because "the flexible independent transportation afforded 
by the motor vehicle appeals inherently to an independent people.""' In 
Americanist rhetoric, to shrink from the expense of accommodating the 
automobile now would be unpatriotic. "No physical feat need seem staggering," Reeves assured the timid, "to a nation that can build the Panama 
Canal, can blast Hell Gate and can construct the Croton Reservoir."165

Helped by a new rhetorical appeal to American ideals, motordom and the 
associative state reconstructed city thoroughfares as commodities in a free 
market, to be supplied as demanded and paid for by street users. Gasoline 
taxes helped motordom make this case. Paul Hoffman of Studebaker 
claimed that business recognized that there was "a considerable area of our 
economy" in which natural monopolies prevailed, and he conceded that 
"these natural monopolies must be under governmental regulation." 166 But 
by 1930 traffic engineers' effort to include city streets in this category had 
failed. Under the new free-market model of city traffic, traffic regulation 
was to be minimal and was to serve only as an expedient until highway 
engineers could bring supply up to the level of demand. Traffic engineers 
were not to manipulate demands in the name of the public interest, as 
engineers in other public utilities did. Their job was to identify demands 
and supply them.
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Pedestrians must be educated to know that automobiles have rights.

-George Graham, auto manufacturer and chairman of the safety committee, 
National Automobile Chamber of Commerce, 1924'

We are living in a motor age, and we must have not only motor age education, but 
a motor age sense of responsibility.

-John Hertz, president, Yellow Cab Company, Chicago, 1926'

The day of the emotional sob sister campaign has passed.

-Charles Hayes, president, Chicago Motor Club, 19263

If an automobile injured or killed a pedestrian, the motorist was responsible. This was the presumptive conclusion under traditional perceptions of 
the city street as a public space. This perspective was shared to varying 
degrees by the essentially conservative social groups of pedestrians, parents, 
police, and judges. It was also a hindrance to the full development of the 
automobile as an urban transportation mode. By 1920, with commonsense appeals to "safety first," pedestrians were given some responsibility 
for their own safety as a practical matter. But because the allocation of 
responsibility in principle was little changed, some found Safety First doctrines unjust. Motorists still shouldered most of the blame, and many 
looked for long-term solutions that would let pedestrians retain easy access 
to the street.

Proposals to require speed governors in automobiles were the ultimate 
expression of this construction of the safety problem. There was no need 
to ban cars outright if governors could make cars no more dangerous than 
other vehicles. A governor would end the automobile's unique dangers by 
depriving it of its unique speed. From motorists' point of view, however, 
governors would also deprive cars of their chief advantage over other 
vehicles.



The Cincinnati speed governor petition drive of 1923 taught motordom that its problem lay not in details but more fundamentally in 
how the safety problem was constructed. As long as motorists bore 
presumptive guilt, there was no escape from the threat of restrictions 
so dire that the advantages of car ownership would be lost. Motordom 
would have to reconstruct the safety problem so that pedestriansincluding children-would bear substantial responsibility for their own 
safety. To do this, it promoted a new construction of the city street 
itself, as a place where pedestrians do not normally belong. Justifying such a radical reconstruction of the city street, overturning longstanding customs of street use, would not be easy. To do it, motordom 
claimed that a new age had dawned, making old customs obsolete. 
Motordom called for a new construction of traffic safety for the new 
motor age.

Toward a New Model of Traffic Safety

After its victory in the Cincinnati speed governor war, motordom was 
determined to prevent similar threats to the car's urban future. It set out 
to rewrite the terms of the traffic safety problem. The day after the referendum, the National Automobile Chamber of Commerce organized a 
Safety Committee to seek "ways and means of making it easier for vehicles 
to operate on city streets and to make the streets safer for pedestrians."' 
The auto manufacturer George Graham served as chairman. The committee intended to take control of traffic safety.

Transforming Newspaper Coverage

In December 1923, the safety expert Charles Price laid a challenge before 
motordom: "The whole problem of the accident situation is still in the 
formative stage, awaiting the leadership of some group of interests-such 
as the automotive industries."' Graham accepted. In the short term, the 
National Automobile Chamber of Commerce could not hope to reduce 
total casualties while auto registrations were rising, but Graham's committee did believe it could reallocate responsibility for accidents. The NACC 
could then clean up the automobile's bloody reputation and legitimize 
motorists' claim to city streets. Somehow, Graham told his colleagues, 
"pedestrians must be educated to know that automobiles have rights."' He 
began with the newspapers.

Graham observed that newspapers sometimes reported accident fatalities 
as "'Automobile Deaths'.. . whether the driver be responsible or not." It was time to challenge such practices. "To my mind," Graham said, "it is a 
fair question if the driver is actually responsible for more than half the 
cases." He objected to the depiction of pedestrians as innocent victims, 
claiming that "in many cases the driver is a much-to-be-pitied victim."7 In 
1924 the determination of fault depended on many variables, most of 
which were in flux. Was a pedestrian crossing at mid block to blame-or 
the speeding motorist? By default, newspapers were the most influential 
judges of such questions, and their judgment was shaped by old customs 
of street use that favored pedestrians. Graham saw such newspaper coverage as a threat. In newspaper stories, pedestrians were usually motorists' 
innocent victims. But what could the NACC do about it?



In some cities, local motordom had long known how to get newspapers 
to change their coverage. Roy Chapin, a founder and chairman of the 
Hudson Motor Car Company, remembered that around 1910 "the Chicago 
Tribune would not mention the name of any motor car in its columns." 
"The dealers in Chicago," he continued, "simultaneously withdrew their 
advertising from the Chicago Tribune. In a mighty short space of time that 
paper woke up and promised to do almost anything if they could get the 
advertising, and since that time they have been very decent in their attitude."' Other papers with big Sunday automobile sections became newsprint cheerleaders for their sponsors.9 The Washington Star was on very 
friendly terms with the American Automobile Association, which often 
used the paper as a publicity agent. The Star frequently reprinted AAA press 
releases as news articles, without comment, under the names of Star 
reporters.lo

The Chicago Motor Club had recently tried a plan more closely suited 
to the NACC's needs. The club was alarmed by a crusading city coroner 
given to recurring "wars on speed," blaming "vampire drivers" for every 
pedestrian casualty." But the same interpretive flexibility that gave the 
coroner this power could be used to redirect blame. In most accidents, 
blame depended on countless factors that varied according to the perspective of the investigator. The club's president, Charles Hayes, saw this as an 
opportunity to counter the coroner's crusader rhetoric with a scientific 
posture. He appreciated the mysterious power of statistics. Hayes reasoned 
that the club could use the flexibility of accident explanations to support 
definitive-looking statistical claims exonerating motorists and condemning pedestrians. Other voices in motordom were also trying out more or 
less random, undocumentable statistical claims. During the speed governor 
war in Cincinnati, the executive secretary of Pennsylvania's Keystone 
Automobile Club, asserted that "by statistics, we find that the majority of accidents occur through the carelessness of the pedestrian."12 That same 
week the Chicago Motor Club began buying space in the Chicago Tribune 
for periodic "Traffic Talks," where it publicized findings purporting to show 
that the "reckless pedestrian" caused "almost 90%" of the collisions 
between automobiles and people. The solution? "Don't jaywalk."" It soon 
organized its own "accident prevention department" to collect and interpret accident statistics for itself. In newspapers and on the radio the club 
used its findings for "berating the careless pedestrian."14



To reshape coverage from coast to coast, Graham proposed a variation 
on this technique. Instead of purchasing space in dozens or hundreds of 
newspapers, the NACC launched a central accident news service. To "make 
sure that the reporter gets and records the essential facts," newspapers 
reported accidents on blank forms supplied by the NACC.15 The NACC 
assembled the completed forms, drawing its own conclusions about blame. 
It then reported statistics back to the papers, together with proposals for 
accident prevention.

Graham explained that the NACC would thus "make the newspaper a 
clearing house" for the industry's "safety suggestions." The NACC hoped 
that participating newspapers would "be influenced ... to give greater publicity to the real causes of traffic accidents."" If it worked, the plan would 
put the NACC ahead of the National Safety Council as the most influential 
national authority on traffic accidents. Even before the first filled-out accident forms came back to the NACC, Graham knew what they would prove: 
"in a majority of automobile accidents the fault is with the pedestrian 
rather than with the automobile driver."17

Those who carefully followed newspaper coverage of accident statistics 
perceived a change in tone within months. "It is now the fashion to ascribe 
from 70 to 90 per cent of all accidents to jaywalking," wrote Bruce Cobb, 
magistrate of New York City's Traffic Court, in November 1924. Cobb suspected that the auto industry's influence was behind the trend. "I am not 
sure," he wrote, "but that much of the blame heaped upon so-called 'jaywalkers' is but a smoke screen, to hide motordom's own shortcomings as 
well as to abridge the now existing legal rights of the foot travelers on our 
streets." Cobb was not easily misled-accident figures, he knew, were "a 
matter of the viewpoint of the statistician"-but to others statistics bore 
almost scriptural authority.18

The NACC's "clearing house" was soon joined by another new national 
authority on accident statistics. The Commerce Department's National 
Conference on Street and Highway Safety had a Committee on Statistics. 
Its members were representatives of motordom, and it carried the authority and prestige of the Commerce Department. It frequently reported its findings and recommendations to the press." The new committee's relationship with Graham's NACC committee is not clear; the new group may have 
eclipsed the old one, or they may have collaborated closely. In any case, 
the Hoover Conference gave Graham new ways to shape safety problem. 
Hoover appointed him chairman of the conference's Committee on Public 
Relations.20



Silencing the Sob Sisters

Behind the efforts to restrict cars lay deep and widespread fear, grief, 
and anger about the bloody toll of traffic accidents. Such emotions were 
potent, but they were also susceptible to the charge of irrationality. By 
1926 the American Automobile Association was ready to make this accusation. The AAA's magazine for members, American Motorist, attacked such 
"popular superstition." More bluntly, the president of the Chicago Motor 
Club announced "the day of the emotional sob sister campaign has 
passed."21

Auto clubs defined themselves by their service to the motorist, and, as 
Zack Elkins of the Chicago Motor Club told his colleagues in 1925, "certainly a part of this service should be to protect him from being classed 
with the thugs and criminals of the community." Auto clubs, Elkins 
explained, had long fought the strict regulations proposed in safety's name, 
but now the clubs should take more positive steps to redefine the safety 
problem and lead the way to its solution. "You are paying good money to 
defeat ... freak legislation" such as speed governors, Elkins told club 
leaders, "when you should have warded it off by active accident prevention 
work in advance." The safety councils were rivals: "You can rest assured 
that some organization in your territory is going to take the lead in accident prevention work," but rightfully traffic safety "belongs to the motor 
clubs and to no one else. You should be the leader.... it is motor club 
work and it should not be left to any other organization."22

By 1926 it was official AAA policy that traffic safety work was "one of 
the chief duties and functions of automobile clubs of the United States. '123 
They and other members of motordom were crafting a new kind of traffic 
safety effort, one that the councils and reformers of the early 1920s would 
not have recognized. It was a safety campaign without the fanfare of safety 
weeks. It claimed that pedestrians were just as responsible as motorists for 
injuries and accidents. It ignored claims defending the historic rights of 
pedestrians to the streets-in the new motor age, historic precedents were 
obsolete. "We are living in a motor age," explained John Hertz of Chicago's Yellow Cab Company. "And we must have not only motor age education, 
but a motor age sense of responsibility."24



In the motor age model of traffic safety, motorists had an inalienable 
right to the street. The new model rejected notions of the inherent danger 
of automobiles, and sought to rid streets of reckless motorists so that the 
allegedly harmless majority could prove the truth of this claim. And to 
undermine the premise of the inherent danger of automobiles, motordom 
attacked the view that speed and safety are mutually exclusive. By the end 
of the decade, the new model of traffic safety joined motordom's reconstruction of the traffic congestion problem. Motordom used both to buttress its call to rebuild the city for the motor age.

In their struggle to redefine traffic safety, auto clubs were only the most 
prominent representatives of motordom. The tire manufacturer Harvey 
Firestone introduced a university scholarship in 1920, awarding it to high 
school students for essays on assigned "good roads" topics, including "The 
Influence of Highway Transport upon the Religious Life of My Community."25 But in 1924, after a record year of traffic death and the Cincinnati 
speed governor war, the assigned topics were in traffic safety. By then 
diverse motor interests had united to form the Highway Education Board, 
which administered the Firestone essay contest. Like the Firestone scholarships, the board had originated as a promoter of good roads, but by 1924 
much of its work was in traffic safety. It added an essay contest for elementary school students, offering them many cash prizes (there were 485 
winners in 1924). The National Automobile Chamber of Commerce funded 
the contest. As before, however, the topics were assigned. In 1928 children 
explained "Why We Have and Practice Traffic Rules. 112' By 1927, as the idea 
that road design was the best way to make traffic safe gained currency, 
even the American Road Builders Association was prepared to begin a 
national traffic safety campaign.27

Before motordom could redefine safety, it had to agree to a new definition. This required a level of cohesion its lacked before 1924. Auto interests, 
diffuse until then, quickly learned to collaborate and compromise among 
themselves, and to present a fairly united public front. The sales slump of 
1923-24 and its attribution to congested city streets and restrictive traffic 
control helped push auto interests into the field of traffic engineering.28 
The catastrophic traffic casualty toll of 1923, and the restrictive measures 
safety reformers consequently proposed, similarly pressed motordom into 
the traffic safety debate. Both of these new roles for auto interests were 
built upon the foundation laid by Commerce Secretary Herbert Hoover at 
his first National Conference for Street and Highway Safety.



By bringing together all interest groups with a stake in city traffic in 
1924, Hoover helped coalitions of them form and negotiate united public 
positions. This was particularly advantageous for the relatively poorly 
organized auto industry, which was well represented at the conference.29 
When the first meeting of the conference adjourned on December 16, 
1924, motordom was, for the first time, capable of presenting a clear 
program. By 1925 it could refer confidently to "the political power of the 
automobile.""

Speed Can Be Safe

In 1920 strict enforcement of low speed limits seemed the obvious road to 
safety. Auto clubs, to the extent that they took a stand on safety at all, 
tended to go along with this view. The Chicago Motor Club fought accidents by posting signs and tying pennants to cars reading "What's Your 
Hurry?" The club also solicited pledges from 17,000 members to refrain 
from speeding. The Chicago club's safety slogan was adopted in Detroit 
and Denver.31 Yet Cincinnati's speed governor proposition was the ultimate logical consequence of the proposition that speed is the wellspring 
of danger, and in its fight against governors, motordom first distinctly 
questioned it. The idea was soon subjected to a fierce combined attack.

Even before the Cincinnati speed governor war, governors found occasional advocates in the press. By the spring of 1922, motordom took notice. 
In Motor magazine, the industry journalist Harold Blanchard attacked 
advocates of governors for linking accidents to speed. Speed governors 
were vulnerable on practical grounds, but Blanchard preferred to attack 
the premise. Lacking accident records, Blanchard nevertheless claimed 
governors could not prevent many accidents because "most motor disasters 
occur at moderate speeds, and relatively few are the result directly or 
indirectly of what is usually called fast driving." Limiting cars to preautomotive speeds-"twenty or twenty-five miles per hour under all 
circumstances"-would "rob the automobile of much of its utility." Cars, 
in other words, would no longer be worth buying.32

In 1922 Blanchard was almost alone, but the Cincinnati speed governor 
war made his position a strategic salient in motordom's campaign to redefine traffic safety. Accident records remained incapable of supplying evidence for settling the speed question one way or the other. This was no 
obstacle to either side. The speed governor's critics agreed with the Cincinnati Enquirer that "very few of these accidents are due to speed," and 
even that "speed often is essential to safety." The Enquirer claimed (with extraordinary but undocumentable precision) that "99 per cent of the 
accidents now occur when automobiles are going at less speed than the 
limit in the proposed ordinance"-25 miles per hour.33



True to its new principle, motordom campaigned to replace low city 
speed limits with laws requiring only that the motorist drive at a "reasonable and proper" speed. Such a determination would always be open to 
dispute in court. A day after the defeat of Cincinnati's speed governor 
proposition, Roy Britton, president of the auto clubs of Missouri and St. 
Louis, began such an effort in St. Louis, where the official speed limit was 
still 10 miles per hour.34

Motordom had an important advantage in this campaign. Traffic control 
engineers' goal was to secure efficient traffic flow. To them, therefore, speed 
was a positive good, and vehicles should be allowed to travel as fast as 
safety allowed. Traffic control stood for "the greatest facility of movement 
consistent with public safety," and therefore engineers opposed arbitrarily 
low speed limits.35 The relative success of traffic control in the mid 1920s 
encouraged an upward trend in speed limits in the mid 1920s.

Yet the prevailing principles of traffic control were also an obstacle to 
motordom's ambitions. In the mid 1920s, traffic engineers condemned the 
spatial inefficiency of automobiles and questioned the sense of spending 
large sums to give them room. The engineers' predilection for low-cost 
regulatory remedies was not a promising foundation for motordom's campaign to redefine traffic safety. It preferred to redefine the safety problem 
for itself.

Recklessness

To exonerate speed, motordom had to propose an alternative culprit. The 
choice was easy. From the beginning, newspapers and safety reformers 
loosely linked the words "recklessness" and "carelessness" to the causes of 
accidents, using them almost as often as "speed" and its cognates, and with 
little care for distinctions. The St. Louis memorial to child traffic fatalities 
blamed the deaths on "haste and recklessness," and in the early 1920s these 
two words were usually treated as synonyms. If motordom could subtract 
"haste" from "recklessness," it could fight accidents without jeopardizing 
the automobile's chief virtue: its speed.

There was a price to pay. Motordom would have to agree that some 
motorists were reckless, and back police efforts to rid the streets of this 
class. Some balked at this. But there would be rich rewards. By going after 
some of their own, motordom would demonstrate its commitment to safety. And the plan stood a good chance of working. If it removed reckless 
motorists from the streets, accidents would surely fall, and the responsible 
majority of motorists would be vindicated. "The entire army of careful 
motor car drivers suffer," the Cincinnati Enquirer claimed, from the misdeeds of "the lawless element" of reckless drivers.36 The American Automobile Association agreed: "Law-abiding motorists, who are fortunately in 
the vast majority, must combine to drive off the streets and highways the 
small minority of motorists who flagrantly disregard the rules of safety. In 
doing so they are warding off the stigma and blame which is being placed 
against motorists generally."37



Even before the Cincinnati speed governor war, the AAA sought to redirect stigma and blame to "the driver who terrorizes pedestrians and careful 
drivers alike."" In 1922 the association offered $25-in gold-to the person 
who submitted an epithet for such motorists equivalent in its sting to 
"jaywalker." Existing derisive names (such as "joy-rider" and "speed 
maniac") implicitly linked speed and danger; the AAA needed a word that 
left open the possibilities of safe speed and slow carelessness. The winning 
suggestion was "flivverboob.i39 Yet publicity for this word was nowhere 
near as extensive as that for "jaywalker," and it never caught on.

If recklessness and speed were distinct, then the slow could be reckless. 
For the first time, pedestrians could be included among the reckless and 
careless, their innocence would no longer be automatic, and some of the 
burden of responsibility for street casualties would be lifted from the shoulders of motorists. In the mid and late 1920s, motordom identified and 
pursued these objectives.

In their fight to defeat the speed governor initiative, Cincinnati auto 
interests were among the first to propose elements of this new safety 
model. They agreed that recklessness was the real safety problem, and they 
distinguished it from speed. Acquitting speed, the Cincinnati Enquirer contended that "the great majority" of traffic accidents were "due to carelessness."" "The causes of accidents ... are [reckless] men and not [fast] 
machines."" The day before the referendum, the Enquirer addressed voters: 
"Mechanical devices have not yet been invented that will curb recklessness; 
and, after all, it is recklessness that causes the greatest proportion of automobile accidents. 1112 This position soon became orthodoxy in motordom. 
When the imbroglio in Cincinnati led Alfred Reeves, general manager of 
the National Automobile Chamber of Commerce, to travel there to speak 
to the city's auto dealers, he urged them to back "stern measures against 
the reckless driver, who is the main cause of accidents."" Through Reeves, 
the Cincinnati auto interests' position went national.



Most in the auto industry accepted the implication of their new safety 
position. Reckless motorists should be given no quarter. Before 1923 auto 
clubs rarely recognized reckless motorists' threat to the urban future of the 
car.44 With reckless drivers, however, came demands that state and local 
governments stringently restrict all motorists, or even the automobile 
itself. The Enquirer recognized this danger, and to deflect support from the 
governor proposal it called for "stiff punishment meted out to those who 
violate existing laws and ordinances. There should be no compromise on 
this point."" Laws aimed at "eradicating the vicious, the careless and the 
witless novice," after all, would "not touch the man who drives as he 
should, except to free him from the constant dread of the reckless minority 
that has hurt the good name of the more than 12,000,000 American motor 
car drivers."46

Auto interests elsewhere rallied to this position, backing punishment of 
reckless motorists. In 1925, Ohio Motorist, the house organ of the Ohio 
State Automobile Association, demanded punishment of the minority of 
"careless, reckless and incompetent operators" of motor vehicles.47 The 
National Automobile Chamber of Commerce and its member manufacturers agreed. Already in 1924 an executive could announce that "the industry 
favors severest punishment for the unskilled, reckless, speed-mad or 
drunken who cause accidents.48 In 1926, Alvan Macauley, president of the 
Packard Motor Car Company, calculated that if the industry could help 
"rid the streets" of "a minority of unskilled motorcar operators" then 
"present arbitrary speed laws can be removed."49

The Pamphlet Blunder

Some auto clubs were afraid to take campaigns against the reckless too far. 
In August 1923, the National Automobile Chamber of Commerce began 
issuing rather modest safety instructions to motorists in the form of a tag 
attached to new cars.50 The combined effect of a stunningly bloody traffic 
accident toll in 1923, a downturn in sales, and the anxiety bred by the 
struggle in Cincinnati led the NACC to go much further the following year. 
To the NACC, it seemed that a few reckless drivers threatened the entire 
industry.

In 1924, to fight the auto's growing reputation as a scourge of the innocent, the NACC entered the safety lists in a big way. George Graham, 
chairman of the NACC's Safety Committee, warned reckless drivers that 
"the fear of God should be put into every murdering criminal." To do this, 
the committee promised to back judges who sentenced reckless drivers to jail, "no matter how severe may be the penalty."" The committee drafted 
and distributed well over a million copies of a pamphlet for motorists titled 
Getting the Most from Your Car and sent out a copy with each new 1925 
model made by member companies. To protect the reputation of the 
careful majority of the motoring public, the pamphlet included a bold 
recommendation: "Let every careless motorist, convicted by due process 
of law, be deprived of his car for a period to be determined by the court."52 
The NACC's lawyers drafted a model state law with this provision and the 
organization promoted its adoption in every state.53 Automotive Industries 
announced that the pamphlet marked "the most definite and specific effort 
yet taken officially by the industry to combat the traffic accident evil."54 
Its proposals went far to winning the auto industry recognition as a promoter of safety, beginning in the newspapers it influenced. The Washington 
Star reported that the NACC's pamphlet "must be construed as complete 
proof that the American car manufacturers ... are not actuated by selfish 
motives."" To write the pamphlet's foreword the NACC secured the services of President Coolidge, who duly commended the organization's 
record as putting it "among the leaders in efforts for safety on the 
highways."56



But to many auto clubs the NACC had gone too far. The clubs feared 
that drastic measures against the reckless few would set a precedent that 
could culminate in regulators "hog-tying the automobile." Ohio's state 
auto club called the NACC's proposal "the crowning insult." The plan 
threatened not just the reckless but even "Mr. Average Citizen," whose 
automobile was already the "victim of perhaps more harassment than any 
other useful and inanimate object."" A more telling criticism came from 
the National Automobile Dealers Association. Its general manager, C. A. 
Vane, protested that "the last people in the world to advocate a motor 
vehicle impounding law should be the National Automobile Chamber of 
Commerce." To Vane the great danger in the battle over traffic safety was 
that the automobile itself might be defined as the culprit. As inherently 
dangerous devices, automobiles would then have to be restricted. They 
would be automatically suspect in any accident, regardless of the driver's 
competence or the pedestrian's negligence. Vane concluded that the NACC 
was "willing," through recommending this law, "to admit the most damnable indictment that even the most radical fanatics among our critics 
have been careful to avoid, namely that a motor vehicle is an 'inherently 
dangerous instrumentality.' " This notion "transfers the guilt from the 
driver to the machine. The legal significance of such a classification is 
appalling to contemplate.""



The NACC backed down. After distributing its 1924 printing of Getting 
the Most from Your Car, it abandoned this angle of attack. From this nasty 
dispute within its ranks, motordom learned two valuable lessons. The first 
was the necessity of unity. Beginning in 1924, auto interests quickly closed 
ranks. The convening of Secretary Hoover's National Conference on Street 
and Highway Safety in December 1924 was a crucial step. Auto interests 
learned to confer on policy positions before they acted publicly. By the 
late 1920s there were just two clear formulators of the national automotive 
position on safety and on other traffic problems: the NACC and the AAA. 
The trend culminated in the industry's establishment of the Automotive 
Safety Foundation in 1937, by which time motordom had long been speaking quite distinctly in one voice.

There was a second lesson. In taking the lead in traffic safety, motordom 
must never allow suspicion to fall on the automobile itself. The burden of 
the safety problem had to be concentrated on individual reckless motorists, 
pedestrians, and roads. The NACC surely never intended to make the 
automobile itself the issue in its impoundment proposal; seizure was meant 
to keep reckless motorists off the road. Yet auto clubs and dealers showed 
the NACC that impoundment gave at least the appearance that the danger 
lay in the car itself. To clear up any doubt, Charles Kettering, head of the 
General Motors Research Corporation, declared the automobile "inherently safe.i59 For the next four decades, manufacturers and clubs did their 
best to keep the automobile itself out of safety debates."

Motordom needed a way to punish reckless motorists without punishing 
their vehicles. It found the answer in driver licensing. Revocation of licenses 
(instead of the impoundment of cars) would keep bad drivers off the roads 
without casting suspicion on the vehicle itself. From 1924 on, motordom 
almost unanimously backed proposals to license drivers who passed driving 
tests, and to revoke licenses for recklessness. At first, bureaucratic inertia 
and state legislatures impeded the spread of these measures. States were 
much quicker to issue licenses (and collect fees for them) than to see that 
drivers were screened for competence. By 1926 only eighteen states and 
the District of Columbia licensed all drivers, and only ten (including the 
District of Columbia) required tests. All but one of the states that issued 
licenses provided for revocation.61 Yet in August 1926 the National Conference on Street and Highway issued a model Uniform Vehicle Code, with 
licensing provisions.62 State legislators knew that it had the backing of a 
wide spectrum of transportation interest groups, and that it had the Commerce Department's imprimatur. By 1930, 23 states had adopted the code 
in whole or in part. Driver licensing spread rapidly thereafter.63



If recklessness could be distinguished from speed, very slow street users 
could be reckless. The Cincinnati Enquirer promoted this distinction: "The 
man who drives faster than six or eight miles an hour into a street in which 
a crowd of children are playing is taking tremendous chances."" Yet the 
redefinition had far more important implications for non-motorists. The 
pedestrian's innocence was so widely assumed in 1923 that a frustrated 
motorist was driven to ask the newspaper "Why always pick on the driver? 
Are there no reckless pedestrians?"" By the late 1920s, however, pedestrians and even children could, for the first time, be classified among the 
reckless.

This change in the sense of the word "reckless" was made far easier by 
innovations in school safety education, most of them pioneered with the 
help of safety councils. As a practical way to save lives, reformers, educators, safety councils, and traffic engineers trained children to stay off the 
streets and gave pedestrians some responsibility for their own safety. 
Once they had this responsibility, pedestrians, including children, could 
be reckless.

The shift in responsibility implied a fundamental change in pedestrians' 
ancient rights. In 1923 the St. Louis PostDispatch had claimed that even 
in the case of "a child darting into the street" in "the excitement of play" 
the "plea of unavoidable accident is the perjury of a murderer."" In 1926, 
however, the AAA's magazine American Motorist claimed that motorists 
who struck children anywhere in the street outside the pedestrian crossings 
could not be classed among the "careless": "The children who were killed 
in the middle of the block as well as the children who were playing in the 
streets were not the victims of careless driving; the drivers never had a 
chance to stop." Using this premise, the article's author consulted 1924 
Chicago accident records and concluded that 62 percent of motorists 
implicated in child traffic deaths there were innocent.67 "The pedestrian 
can not selfishly claim that he alone has all the rights and the motorist 
none," declared Dodge's chairman of the board in 1926.68 By then, he and 
others in the industry had already gone a long way toward reversing this 
imbalance.

Pedestrian Responsibility

If pedestrians were to accept some responsibility for their own safety, they 
would sometimes have to yield to motorists. This infringement of pedestrians' traditional street rights would have to be justified. Motordom had 
to show that the automobile had rights to the street too. To make this claim, motordom first had to show that the automobile, far from being a 
needless imposition upon more important street uses, was in fact a necessity. Passenger automobiles were no longer "pleasure cars.i69 "Since automobile traffic is as necessary as foot traffic," one auto advocate asked, 
"should it not have the same rights as foot traffic?"" If pedestrians would 
have to submit to some degree of regulation so automobiles could travel 
the streets without killing them, the automobile's importance justified the 
sacrifice. Therefore, in the 1920s motordom organized to reconstruct the 
passenger car as a necessity.



In 1921 the National Automobile Chamber of Commerce incorporated 
in its stationery a quotation from the new president, Warren Harding. 
Every letter leaving the NACC's offices informed readers that "The Motor 
Car Has Become an Indispensable Instrument in our Political, Social and 
Industrial Life."71 In 1922 a Washington auto dealer recognized that the 
"pleasure car" idea "has somewhat impeded the progress of the automotive 
industry." "The automobile," he maintained, "has become an essential 
rather than a luxury."" By then, mass ownership of $400 Fords lent 
support to the claim, as did the transition from open-air to closed models. 
Already in 1922, well before he planned the National Conference on Street 
and Highway Safety, Commerce Secretary Hoover agreed that "one cannot 
condemn the automobile ... as a perquisite of the rich.i73 In 1923 the 
NACC surveyed car owners and publicized its finding that only 30 of more 
than 10,000 "state that their cars are used exclusively for recreation." Cincinnati auto interests used the new survey results during their speed governor war.74

But pedestrian control was hard to sell. Safety weeks accomplished very 
little, and traffic control engineers not much more. Traffic engineers did 
get pedestrian control on paper, however, in the form of ordinances. These 
helped motordom assign some of the responsibility for traffic casualties to 
pedestrians.

Organized Ridicule

In Los Angeles, Miller McClintock's 1925 city traffic code offered motordom a basis for reconstructing traffic safety. E. B. Lefferts of the Automobile 
Club of Southern California supplied a technique that turned regulatory 
principles into pedestrian practice. With help from motordom and from 
the Commerce Department, its way of pedestrian control spread across the 
continent.



Admitting that "it is not particularly difficult to sell" pedestrian control 
to "a population which is 'motor-minded,' " Lefferts nonetheless orchestrated a meticulous sales campaign for the new rules. The auto club persuaded the city to delay enforcement, using the interval to "educate" 
Angelenos to regard streets as motor thoroughfares.75 The club distributed 
printed publicity itself, and more through local oil companies and the 
police. In the week before enforcement began, every radio station in the 
city broadcast nightly "informative talks" on pedestrian control, so that 
"the radio audience had no escape." 76

Lefferts found that to ensure compliance "the ridicule of their fellow 
citizens is far more effective than any other means which might be 
adopted."" Rather than fine jaywalkers, police blew their whistles at them, 
"pointing the finger of scorn" and attracting unwanted attention from 
passersby.78 Some reacted with "resentment" or "insisted on retaining their 
'personal liberty.' "" At least two pedestrians fought back physically and 
were promptly arrested. But at the sound of a whistle and "an admonition 
to return to the sidewalk," most "violators grinned sheepishly and scuttled 
back to the curb."" There, Lefferts said, the wrongdoer found himself 
"facing a large gallery of amused people" and "shamefacedly" returned to 
the curb.81 One confessed jaywalker admitted the "shrill blast" of the 
whistle "pierces my whole system," leaving her "cowering."82

In the first two weeks of pedestrian control, police arrested only twelve 
jaywalkers.83 Rather than arrest an obstinate jaywalker, one cornerman 
carried her bodily back to the curb.84 By refraining from arrests, police 
avoided antagonizing pedestrians and sidestepped the risk that judges 
might use commonlaw precedents to cast the legality of pedestrian control 
into doubt.85 Above all, however, the technique turned enforcement into 
another form of "pedestrian education," not just for the violator but also 
for those witnessing the violation. After weeks of warnings, police stepped 
up enforcement. In April, in a campaign the Los Angeles Times endorsed as 
"guerilla warfare," the police department assigned plainclothesmen to antijaywalking duty.86 By winter 1925-26 a reporter found that pedestrians had 
"learned to obey the stop and go signals the same as vehicles," and that 
"jaywalkers are arrested. 1117

Los Angeles pedestrians were not entirely subdued. The 1925 ordinance 
allowed vehicles turning right to block pedestrians' access to the crosswalks. Cornermen found the rule a "source of a great deal of confusion 
and dissatisfaction." According to the Times, when pedestrians and motorists both get the "go" signal and the pedestrians begin to cross, "along comes an automobile making a right-hand turn across the pedestrians' 
path. Another automobile follows right behind, and another, and another, 
until the signal changes again." Pedestrians trying to catch a streetcar 
missed their chance, and "the man on foot becomes provoked at what he 
considers an unfair stunt and the minute his path is cleared of the offending automobiles he ducks across the street in high indignation and defies 
the ordinance."88



The Automobile Club initiated a bond issue proposal to finance pedestrian tunnels that would protect children walking to school. When voters 
approved it, the club surveyed school neighborhoods and selected the first 
40 tunnel sites. The passageways protected children and, according to 
Lefferts, "expedited vehicular movement" on streets, promoting a new 
proposition: that pedestrians do not belong in streets.89

Later, to boost pedestrians' compliance with signals, McClintock and 
Lefferts learned from Chicago's experience in signal timing. In Chicago, 
the timings took no account of pedestrians' needs, leading pedestrians to 
ignore them and fend for themselves. In Los Angeles, signals were timed 
to give pedestrians a chance.90

Lefferts promoted the Los Angeles way to national audiences. To explain 
his city's relative success, he noted the importance of the social element 
in technical problems. To a Chicago convention of the National Safety 
Council he explained: "We have recognized that in controlling traffic we 
must take into consideration the study of human psychology, rather than 
approach it solely as an engineering problem." In pedestrian control this 
meant extending "ridicule" to pedestrian practices incompatible with the 
motor age street.91 Through Lefferts's promotion, the backing of national 
automotive interest groups, and the incorporation of much of it into the 
Model Municipal Traffic Ordinance, the Los Angeles Traffic Code of 1925 
became-as McClintock had hoped-a standard copied by cities across the 
country.92

Horsepower versus Agility

Besides the legal power behind traffic codes and the social power behind 
organized ridicule, another less adaptable form of power was at work. In 
terms of horsepower, the clash between automobiles and pedestrians was 
no contest. Challenged by an automobile, most people on foot conceded 
the roadway (including crosswalks) to motorists as a matter of practical 
necessity, leaving aside finer matters of custom, right or equity. This change 
in habits lent support to those who claimed that pedestrians did not belong in the streets. "The custom which made the common law," one journalist 
observed, "is likely sooner or later to change it.i93



With their superior horsepower, automobiles could negate pedestrians' 
rights even at designated crossings. The problem worsened as signals 
replaced police cornermen. "Policemen are the pedestrian's best friends," 
said a Chicago waiter, but with the spread of automatic signals these 
friends grew scarce.94 At intersections controlled by signals, turning cars 
often deprived pedestrians of their chance to cross on the green. Sometimes pedestrians found that signals timed for motor vehicles did not give 
them sufficient time to cross. Signals were "regulated solely to speed up 
street traffic," a Chicagoan complained. "The pedestrian is given no consideration." Even the pedestrian crossing on the green was "cut off by cars 
turning corners," then "coming up unnoticed behind him.i95 Others 
objected to waiting for a green light when traffic was light.96 Especially 
along wide, busy thoroughfares, pedestrians who wished to cross in the 
officially preferred manner found themselves stranded. Under such conditions, jaywalking might be the only recourse. Pedestrians complained of 
standing "five or ten minutes waiting for a chance to cross" where "streams 
of motorists" sped past, "utterly regardless of other people's rights."" To 
highlight the injustice of such conditions, another pedestrian characterized such drivers as "men who hog [the road] and refuse to let women and 
little children cross.i98

Automobiles' superior horsepower won them dominion over the streets. 
To many pedestrians, this depredation justified resort to their own advantage in agility. They would cross where and when they could. "Pedestrians 
would be more inclined to cross at street intersections if autoists would 
respect their rights at the crossings," wrote one pedestrian.99 Thus, even in 
the dawning motor age, many pedestrians remained unsubdued. In 
Baltimore in 1926, 30 percent of pedestrians were crossing away from the 
designated crossings-and many of the rest used them by chance rather 
than compulsion.100 Even in 1930, observers could justifiably complain 
that there had been "no progress whatever in pedestrian control."101

Pedestrians yielded access to the street less out of obedience than for 
self-preservation. Enforcers of pedestrians' rights were helpless. Bruce Cobb 
complained that pedestrians of 1924, facing "superior force in the shape 
of the omnipresent motor car," had "been compelled to forgo asserting 
[their] legal rights of substantial equality on the highway, as they have 
existed almost from time immemorial." "As it now stands," the traffic court 
magistrate continued, "the motorist has won his contest for the use of the 
streets over the foot passengers, despite the best efforts of police, courts and motor vehicle authorities to regulate him and his kind. The motorist 
has inspired fear and the sort of respect that brute force inspires." Horsepower overwhelmed all other considerations. "Though he may hug these 
rights to his breast," said Cobb, "Mr. Average Citizen, his wife and children, 
cross the city streets or walk the country roads with much the same assurance that a luckless rabbit feels when chased by a pack of hounds." He 
continued: "Under present conditions there is a deadly competition 
between pedestrian and motorist for the use of those strips of territory we 
call streets-a conflict deadly to the wayfarer, with the victory to the 
motorist.""' A New York pedestrian concurred: "The automobilist has 
absorbed the pedestrian's ancient right to cross the street at the intersection. I have yet to meet an automobile driver who will allow me to cross 
the street prior to his whizzing by in the car, although I have the ancient 
right of way."103
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Figure 8.1

Cartoon by Winsor McCay, New York Herald Tribune, 1925; reprinted in The Outlook 
140 (July 29, 1925), p. 445.





Safety Education for the Motor Age

In the mid 1920s, motordom began to question the presumed innocence 
of children in streets. An industry journalist wrote of "children ... killed 
and injured, due to their own carelessness. "'0' Traffic engineers' pedestrian 
control ordinances made this plausible. So did classroom safety education 
and the redefinition of recklessness. In 1925, with these trends well established, the Cleveland Automobile Club could claim that "disregard of the 
new traffic regulations by pedestrians" was "the major cause of traffic 
accidents."ios The burden of responsibility was spreading beyond the driver's seat. If pedestrians, including children, were often responsible for their 
own injuries, then motorists could not be asked to bear the whole burden 
of accident prevention.

In the mid 1920s motordom began to go further, organizing a vigorous 
and lasting campaign to keep school children out of the streets except to 
cross them, and to train them to cross streets carefully. The Automobile 
Club of Southern California had undertaken such work in 1921, but now 
the effort was national.1 ' Motordom picked up where the safety councils 
left off. Safety councils were the pioneers of organized school safety efforts. 
Through "junior safety councils" they organized school children and 
trained them in traffic safety. In the early and mid 1920s auto clubs sometimes supplemented junior safety councils without replacing them. But 
late in the decade, the auto clubs' well-funded, centrally controlled school 
safety campaign eclipsed junior safety councils and other local efforts. The 
AAA became the leading national supplier of safety education material. 
With the formation of the association's Safety Division in March 1928, the 
AAA began a major, semi-centralized national drive for safety education. 
Teachers could receive entire safety curricula drafted at the AAA's Washington headquarters. By the end of the 1928-29 school year the AAA was 
supplying 50,000 teachers with monthly instructional materials, thereby 
reaching 2 million school children.107

Through its safety education efforts, the AAA labored to revise the moral 
drama of traffic safety that was so widely publicized in newspaper cartoons 
and safety council posters. The old safety imagery put the automobile 
in the most unflattering light. Still worse (to auto clubs), it released 
pedestrians from any moral responsibility for the burden of reducing 
accidents. Auto clubs answered safety reformers' macabre publicity with 
posters of their own. In the 1928-29 school year, the AAA began issuing 
posters to schools nationwide. That year, the association distributed 250,000 
safety posters to American schools, racing past the safety councils (local and 
national) as the leading supplier of traffic safety posters to schools."'
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Figure 8.2

This poster by Frank Young, published in Los Angeles Times of July 6, 1922, was a 
product of a classroom program sponsored by the Automobile Club of Southern 
California.



No AAA school safety poster appealed to pity; none showed an accident. 
There was no blood, and there were no dead children. All AAA posters 
promoted a new idea (the responsibility of children for their own safety) 
with a new method (smiles and good cheer). There was no equivalent 
poster series for motorists. In the posters, smiling, dutiful child pedestrians 
replaced limp little corpses.109 The posters' message was obedience. Children were to obey safety patrols: "School boy patrols are for your protection-obey them." "Keep mother happy-obey the schoolboy patrol." 
They were to obey traffic police: "The policeman is your friend-always 
obey him." They were to obey signals: "Wait for the signal-for safe crossings." In one poster, a boy at a corner addressed his dog: "Come on, Sport, 
let's cross on the green." Posters also taught children that the street is the 
province of the automobile: "The curb is the limit." "Teach your pets to 
keep off the street.""' The AAA slogans were a deliberate reform of earlier 
child-safety publicity, when children had been advised, for example, 
"better belated than mutilated.""'

The AAA saw still greater value in school safety patrols. By the early 
1920s local safety councils, in cooperation with school authorities, already operated school safety patrols in many cities. The patrols were usually the 
largest component of the junior safety councils. Yet to compete with the 
councils in the struggle to define the traffic safety problem, auto clubs 
began to sponsor safety patrols themselves in the mid 1920s. Some local 
clubs had gotten an early start. The Detroit Automobile Club organized a 
school patrol in 1919; the Chicago Motor Club and the Automobile Club 
of Southern California soon followed.112 These efforts, however, were few 
and isolated compared to the numerous safety council patrols.
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Figure 8.3

Cover of sheet music for Charles P. Hughes's 1924 song "Beware Little Children," 
published in 1925 by F. J. Kroulik. Source: National Museum of American History, 
Archives Center, DeVincent Collection. Courtesy Sam DeVincent Collection of 
Illustrated American Sheet Music, Transportation, Archives Center, National Museum 
of American History, Smithsonian Institution.
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Figure 8.4

A Chicago Motor Club safety poster. Source: Harry W. Gentles and George H. Betts, 
Habits for Safety: A TextBook for Schools (Bobbs-Merrill, 1932), p. 84. Courtesy 
Chicago Motor Club.



In 1926, however, the AAA began a coordinated national effort to get its 
local clubs to sponsor "schoolboy patrols" in cities across the America. 
Local AAA clubs supplied their schoolboy patrols generously, and the AAA 
coordinated local efforts from its Washington headquarters. The campaign 
was remarkably successful. For example, in Cincinnati in the early 1920s 
the young "Safety Guards" had been affiliated with the local safety council. By 1929 they were sponsored by the auto club.13 Club-sponsored patrols 
soon outnumbered junior safety councils, and in 1929 the number of cities 
with AAA-organized patrols passed 500.14 Eventually the AAA claimed that 
it "took the lead in forming school safety patrols early in this century.""' 
The claim was inaccurate, but memories of the earlier safety council school 
patrols had faded.
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Figure 8.5

An American Automobile Association safety poster. Source: American City 41 (September 1929), p. 185. Courtesy American Automobile Association.



A feature of the new safety education of these years was orchestrated 
peer pressure. In Detroit, 1,300 school children gathered in 1925 to witness 
the public trial of a 12-year-old accused of "jay walking"; the student jury 
convicted the defendant, sentencing him to wash school blackboards for 
a week.16 In 1930 a Texas junior high school pupil convicted of jaywalking 
by his young peers was ordered to write an essay titled "Why I Should Not 
Jay Walk.""'

When all the blame lay with the automobile, pedestrians struck by cars 
were innocent victims. This was clearest in the case of child deaths. Their 
characterization as public losses to be grieved publicly depended in part 
on the unquestioned innocence of the children and their parents. By the 
mid 1920s, however, attributions of responsibility were getting more 
complex, thanks in part to the new kinds of safety education. The 
new tone in newspaper coverage beginning in 1924 also promoted this redistribution of responsibility. As parents and children themselves were 
assigned more responsibility for children's safety, young victims of traffic 
accidents became more like the fatalities in other private disasters. They 
were mourned behind closed doors, where the "sob sisters" were less 
audible.
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Figure 8.6

An American Automobile Association poster (1927?). Source: AAA Headquarters 
Library, Heathrow, Florida. Courtesy American Automobile Association.



The Legacy of the National Conference on Street and Highway Safety

Through the first two meetings of the National Conference on Street and 
Highway Safety, in 1924 and 1926, motordom established its positions on 
safety questions as the most authoritative in the nation.

Herbert Hoover understood that the very future of the automobile in the 
city was at stake. Inviting interest groups to send representatives, Hoover 
warned that the accident toll, and some of the local regulatory remedies it inspired, "if permitted to go unchecked," could "threaten the prosperity 
of a great industry."118 But as he planned the conference in the spring and 
summer of 1924, Hoover remained ignorant of motordom's new model of 
traffic safety. To work, the conference needed auto interests' participation 
and support. They used this leverage to introduce Hoover to their new 
safety position and to persuade him to accept it. Months before the conference first formally convened in December, motordom was shaping it. 
Hoover began drafting a public statement on the conference in March. His 
early drafts reflect a fervor to fight the traffic accident horror, and his ideas 
about how best to do this reflected old assumptions about streets and who 
belongs in them. Hoover did not yet know motordom's new position on 
traffic safety. But he would soon learn it.



In early drafts of his statement, Hoover betrayed his ignorance of the 
industry's new position that a small minority of reckless motorists caused 
most traffic casualties. "It is not to be assumed," Hoover wrote, "that the 
reported 17,000 persons killed and some 50,000 injured in accidents 
involving automobiles were deliberately or even recklessly killed and 
injured." Only "a very small percentage might be charged to reckless 
'taking of chances.' " Hoover all but stated that speed was the true menace, 
and that the automobile was inherently dangerous. "The automobile going 
at speed is ... a tremendous and deadly instrument of power," Hoover 
wrote, with "a capacity for destruction, equal to any deadly weapon." He 
tied street hazards to "streets and roads where automobiles are permitted 
to be driven at high speed.i119

Hoover sent a draft of this address to Percy Owen for comment. Owen 
was chief of the Automotive Division in the Commerce Department's 
Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce, a liaison office with industry. 
Owen and his staff read Hoover's proposed statement with dismay. "In our 
opinion the article needs to be toned down somewhat," Owen tactfully 
replied. "The automobile may be considered an element of construction 
much more than an element of destruction." Owen recommended that 
Hoover cut passages that disparaged the role of recklessness, that named 
speed the chief culprit, and that compared the car to "a deadly weapon." 
Hoover revised the document accordingly, eliminating all objectionable 
references. Motordom's position on traffic safety was beginning to work 
its way into the official position of the most important traffic safety body 
in the United States.120

Hoover's opening address to the conference evolved too. An early draft 
shows that Hoover planned to say "I approach the subject largely in terms 
of these pedestrians."121 Hoover later cut this line. Instead, after noting that pedestrians bore the largest share of the casualties, Hoover added: 
"The next largest group who suffer are the motorists themselves." As 
to the source of the accident problem, Hoover had learned motordom's 
position well. He dropped all mention of the danger of speed, and he took 
a new view of recklessness. Most motorists involved in accidents, he told 
the conference, "are the victims of reckless driving upon the part of a small 
minority of vicious or ignorant" motorists. "Incompetence, carelessness, 
and recklessness are the largest of the contributors" to the "ghastly death 
toll." No longer did Hoover characterize the vehicle itself as "deadly." 
Indeed, in the final version of the speech, he added: "The automobile is 
no longer a luxury-it is a complete necessity.""' This last statement was 
a great achievement for motordom. It was official recognition that the 
automobile was no longer a "pleasure car," and thus cities would have 
to accommodate it, even at considerable inconvenience to other street 
users.



Motordom won control of crucial committees at the conference. One of 
Hoover's personal secretaries, Harold Stokes, described the conference's 
traffic control committee as "the heart of the whole business,"123 and 
motordom virtually owned it. Among the committee members, its representatives outnumbered other street transportation interests by a substantial majority. Roy Britton, the energetic president of the auto clubs of 
Missouri and St. Louis, served as chairman.124

True to Britton's construction of the safety problem, the committee 
abandoned the usual association of speed and danger, and instead saw its 
mission as devising "the best methods for keeping reckless and incompetent drivers off our streets.""' The committee attacked low speed limits as 
safety measures, recommending that states forbid their cities from establishing limits under 15 miles per hour. Committee members recommended 
no maximum speed, except to say that in rural areas motorists exceeding 
35 miles per hour should have the burden of proving such speed reasonable. The committee announced its recommendations to the press.12' In 
1926 its positions were incorporated in the widely adopted model Uniform 
Vehicle Code.12'

Harold Stokes (Hoover's secretary) noticed the departure from earlier 
conceptions of traffic safety. Taken aback by the traffic control committee's 
speed recommendation, he wrote Hoover the day the committee made its 
report public. The report, Stokes noted, "bears every evidence of being 
written from the point of view of the motorist." "Excessive speed is a major 
factor in excessive fatalities," yet a recommendation of a minimum speed 
limit was "about the only mention of speed limits." Stokes objected also to the conditional allowance of speeds over 35 miles per hour: "Personally 
I do not believe that the law should condone a speed in excess of 35 miles 
an hour under any circumstances."128



Most of all Stokes feared the public reception of such recommendations. 
Since the traffic control committee was "at the heart of the whole business," the success of the entire conference was at stake. "The main point," 
Stokes told Hoover, was that "speed is identified in the public mind-at 
least in the pedestrian public mind-with accidents, and for a report of 
this kind to recommend minimum speed limits as a safety measure I am 
afraid will bring its sponsors a great deal of ridicule." Stokes urged Hoover 
to send the committee back to the drawing board. "I think the conference 
will have to deal with the whole subject a great deal more vigorously than 
this report deals with it if the conference is going to command the respect 
of the man who walks as well as the man who rides."129

Hoover's reply to Stokes was probably a spoken one, and in any case is 
apparently not preserved. It seems likely, however, that it was along the 
lines of a comment Hoover made in a letter some two years later: "I never 
deliberately inject myself into a row.""' To do so would have gone against 
Hoover's characteristic shyness, but more to the point it would have been 
inconsistent with his conception of "industrial self-government." Government simply had no place dictating methods to business, and if pedestrians 
had thus far failed to organize a national trade association this was not 
grounds for government to step into the breach.

The conference adopted motordom's position on recklessness as its own, 
including the new idea that some pedestrians are reckless. The conference's 
Committee on the Causes of Accidents included in its ranks the editor of 
an auto industry trade journal (Motor) who later would publish a book 
advocating fast driving. In it he argued that even high speeds could be 
safe, and he coached motorists to drive 80 miles per hour on two-way 
public roads.131 The committee made the existence of the reckless pedestrian official. It found that "more than 90% of the accidents" in one state 
in 1924 "were directly traced to recklessness, carelessness or incompetence 
of pedestrians or drivers involved."132 The 1924 conference buttressed 
motordom's claims that pedestrians' carelessness was at fault in many or 
most pedestrian traffic deaths. "Pedestrians are often as flagrant offenders 
against traffic regulations as motorists," reported a conference press 
release.133 The 1926 conference advised cities and states that "pedestrians 
as well as motor vehicle operators should be required to obey the traffic 
rules and regulations and should be punished by adequate fines for failure 
to do So."134



The significance of the 1924 conference was best captured by a journalist 
shortly after it adjourned. He commented that after the conference the 
automobile could no longer justly be attacked as a "juggernaut"-a needless and indiscriminate destroyer of life. "One moral" of the conference, 
he wrote, "seems to have been that this idea must be discarded, and the 
burden of the problem put somewhere else."135

A Safety Expert for the Motor Age

Hoover's traffic conference put the prestige of the federal government 
behind the motordom's new conception of traffic safety. It also promoted 
the cohesiveness of auto interests, which conferred frequently through 
conference committees in the years between meetings.

Between the first meeting of the conference (1924) and the second 
(1926), the Studebaker Corporation established and fully funded an institution of traffic expertise at Harvard, the Albert Russel Erskine Bureau for 
Street Traffic Research, putting it under the direction of a recognized 
authority in traffic control, Miller McClintock. McClintock's views on 
traffic changed markedly after the appointment, and he took up the cause 
of traffic safety as motordom had redefined it. With Studebaker funds, 
McClintock and the Erskine Bureau produced the first generation of traffic 
engineers trained as such from the start. In the 1930s, as Studebaker 
struggled to survive, the Automobile Manufacturers Association took 
responsibility for funding the Bureau and paid its students' stipends to 
cover their expenses.

In McClintock motordom had a recognized expert it could cite for 
authority when it questioned the linking of speed to traffic accidents and 
when it spread the burden of responsibility for accidents to pedestrians. 
Motordom played up its expert ally. Paul Hoffman, Studebaker's vice president for sales and McClintock's closest friend in the industry, once prefaced his case for more toleration of speed with the phrase "No less an 
authority than Dr. Miller McClintock," not mentioning that the Erskine 
Bureau and McClintock's position in it were Studebaker's creation.136

McClintock was a convert to the new model of traffic safety. When still 
a disciple of traffic control, McClintock had linked speed and safety closely. 
Though speed should not be restricted below the limit safety required, it 
nevertheless was the crucial factor. "Fundamentally," he wrote in 1925, 
"all traffic accidents can be reduced to one cause, that is, too great speed 
under a given set of conditions.""' McClintock argued for definite, posted limits. "In some instances," he admitted, "it has been urged that the proposed limitations of speed will be a hardship for drivers of discretion." Yet 
with a sound speed ordinance "drivers of discretion are not exceeding the 
limitations prescribed." McClintock condemned "reasonable and proper" 
speed ordinances, arguing the "impossibility of trusting individuals to use 
proper discretion." Even motorists obeying posted speed limits ought still 
to be subject to arrest for speeding when conditions made their speed 
unsafe.13s



But as director of the Erskine Bureau, McClintock reversed his position. 
He heartily endorsed the new speed recommendations promulgated at the 
1930 meeting the National Conference on Street and Highway Safety. 
Under this proposal, "speed per se is not made an offense"; motorists had 
only to be in control of their vehicles. McClintock thus faulted both fixed 
speed limits and newer "prima facie" speed limits (exceeding them was 
prima facie evidence of guilt-evidence the motorist could challenge). A 
newspaper cartoon accompanying McClintock's article suggested that the 
complexity of prima facie rules overtaxed the brainpower of police officers 
and motorists alike. Instead, McClintock and the Hoover traffic conference 
proposed that speed limits be abolished altogether.139 The idea dated back 
at least to Roy Britton of the Missouri and St. Louis auto clubs, who proposed it for St. Louis in 1923.140 Motorists who kept control of their cars 
would be safe from the traffic police. The rule (or non-rule) would revive 
the element of discretion McClintock had once objected to. "It is quite 
impossible," he later argued, "to set fixed rates of speed which can be 
equitably and safely applied."141 Much later, McClintock ridiculed the 
critics of speed as nonexperts in the grip of a superstition: those who made 
speed the issue were trembling before a bogeyman, "Dat Ole Debbil 
Speed. 11112

Ultimately, highway engineers devised a solution to speed even better 
than those recommended at the 1930 highway conference. Instead of 
allowing motorists to exceed low city speed limits if they could show that 
their speed was "reasonable and proper" under the traffic conditions, 
highway engineers designed city thoroughfares that allowed (and even 
required) far higher speeds under normal circumstances. Practical law 
enforcement required fixed speed limits, but with these now set at or above 
50 or 60 miles per hour the critics of fixed speed limits got more than they 
had hoped for. By 1939, General Motors was promoting to millions of 
Americans a future of safe urban highways with segregated speed lanes of 
50, 75, and 100 miles per hour.143



Highway Safety: Traffic Safety for the Motor Age

Traffic casualties rose relentlessly through the 1920s. By the end of the 
decade, growth in annual traffic fatalities even exceeded growth in vehicle 
registrations. Thus the safety problem still cast a shadow on the automobile's future in cities, enough even to keep speed governors a constant 
threat.144

Motordom's disenchantment with traffic control engineers, and its 
increasing anxiety about cities' lack of "floor space" for automobiles, led 
it to back a civil engineering solution. State highway projects, financed 
through state gasoline taxes, would extend into cities, supplying cars with 
thoroughfares bought and paid for by motorists and reserved for their 
exclusive use. By 1930 such projects were under way. Highway engineering 
thus began to supplement traffic control, and to in places to supplant it. 
Where it remained, traffic control looked more and more like a makeshift 
awaiting the expertise of the highway engineer.

Urban highway engineering was introduced primarily as a means of 
fighting traffic congestion. Yet its proponents soon found in it an answer 
to the accident problem. Highway engineers in the 1930s fought traffic 
accidents with highway projects, contending that "the same method for 
overcoming causes of congestion "-highway engineering-would "also 
overcome the opportunity for accident. ,145

In the mid 1920s, few thought of road design as an important safety 
factor. A 1926 report on the accident problem in Connecticut ascribed 
only one accident in 150 to road design, adding that "defective highways 
cause fewer accidents each year. 11116 But in 1925 Cleveland's auto club 
speculated that the way to prevent accidents might be to "provide streets 
on which vehicles can travel at a good rate of speed with the maximum 
element of safety for other drivers and for pedestrians.""' Two years later, 
industry leaders serving on the NACC's Traffic Planning and Safety Committee argued that separating intersecting roadway grades would accomplish this end.148 At a 1927 meeting of the American Society of Civil 
Engineers, the engineer William Cox prophesied that soon "we shall no 
doubt see automobile traffic ... more and more collected in great arterial 
ways, from which the pedestrian will be excluded, being overpassed or 
underpassed, and being kept from playing or wandering in the 
roadway.i149

Motordom boldly challenged the majority who blamed motorists alone 
for the accident toll, and won. It proposed that all street users must share 
responsibility for safety, and that rooting out the reckless minority would go far to making streets safe. Yet the advantages of this new approach were 
limited. For one thing, real pedestrian control seemed unachievable. Reckless drivers could be deprived of their licenses, but only after they had 
already imperiled the safety of others. Licensing and harsh penalties could 
never eliminate inattention and poor judgment. Though motordom might 
get rid of 10-and 15-mile-per-hour speed limits, there seemed little prospect that city drivers would be able to exploit the engine power of the new 
cars. These facts led motordom to adapt its new way to fight traffic accidents to its new way to fight traffic congestion. Urban highways, properly 
designed for the motor age, could solve both problems. This was a new 
method of traffic safety. Its proponents, recognizing the change of emphasis, called it "highway safety."



The Limits of Education and Enforcement

Before highway engineers came to the rescue, motordom's safety program 
depended upon education and enforcement. In practice, however, both of 
these necessities were very hard to secure. "Education is not the final 
answer," Automotive Industries announced in 1924.150 It depended upon the 
intelligence of the great mass of people. "The general intellectual level is 
very low," Charles Kettering of General Motors explained; "thinking is 
something which the majority of people refuse to do.i151 Pedestrians were 
the hardest to reach. A 1936 traffic safety textbook issued by the NACC's 
successor, the Automobile Manufacturers Association, cautioned motorists 
about "foolish people" crossing the street.152 "The man on foot is sometimes accused of traffic reactions that show anything from negligence to 
stupidity," the AAA warned student drivers. "No wonder! He may actually 
be stupid!"153

While motordom backed strong measures to keep reckless motorists off 
the road, in the mid 1920s it began to cast doubt on the possibilities of 
enforcement, even in combination with strong educational efforts. Motordom feared that an enforcement campaign powerful enough to eliminate 
most reckless drivers would inevitably hobble the mass of motorists with 
burdensome regulations. This method would leave the traffic safety 
problem-and motorists' fate-in the hands of unpredictable legislatures. 
"Legislation, as a means of bettering the traffic situation, probably has 
been more abused than any other single method," Automotive Industries 
explained late in 1924.154 In 1928 the director of the American Road 
Builders Association concurred: "No enforceable legislation will strike at 
the root of highway accidents."155 They were more confident that civil 
engineers could help them.



Foolproof Highways

Properly designed highways could prevent accidents where education and 
enforcement could not. As early as 1921 a journalist forecast a motor age 
future of "broad boulevards, with no danger from sudden inswerves of 
traffic, no pedestrians, no children, no dogs, no slow horse vehicles and 
no possibility of skidding."156 Such roads promised to relieve motorists of 
much of the safety burden. By the mid 1920s motordom was fighting to 
get them. Civil engineers, its leaders said, could make roads and streets safe 
even for those endowed with only the most modest measures of caution, 
agility, or intelligence (on foot or behind the wheel), and even for Detroit's 
most powerful new vehicles. With concrete and steel, they promised, engineers could ensure the safety of pedestrians and motorists. "The driver," 
Miller McClintock later explained, "must be externally restrained from 
killing himself.""' Well-engineered motor highways would do just this. By 
excluding pedestrians, they could save their lives too. With such physical 
restraints, safety publicity featuring images of mangled corpses would no 
longer be needed. A New Jersey state highway engineer explained in 1933: 
"To cope with the weaknesses of the human mind and body and to bring 
about safety upon the highways, roadway facilities should be designed and 
used which are inherently safe; that is, they should be so constructed that 
it will be difficult for highway users to perform improper practices.""' By 
then, in New Jersey and elsewhere, engineers were already putting this idea 
to work.159 Such highways, built expressly for motorists, promised finally 
to allow the automobile to go full throttle in and near cities. In the 1920s 
motordom had feared that accidents and low speed limits had put a bridle 
on its urban market, but here was a way to remove it. In 1929, Alvan 
Macauley of Packard argued that with "proper street design and adequate 
width" speed limits could be "removed so that the public can use motors 
to travel rapidly but safely."16° Paul Hoffman of Studebaker agreed. Hoffman 
spoke of the need for "fine highways" to "make fast travel safe for modern 
cars," because "the motoring public is ... demanding speed and more 
speed."161

The reconstruction Hoffman proposed was to be as much for pedestrians 
as for motorists. The new highways would divert some motor traffic from 
the main streets frequented by pedestrians.162 The absence of pedestrians 
from motor highways would rule out pedestrian casualties, regardless of 
the competence of drivers or the carelessness of walkers. Hoffman admired 
Mussolini's new autostrade, not least because along them "pedestrians are 
barred by strong fences."163 A Chicago highway engineer explained that 
"the provision of separate routes for high speed traffic will eliminate all causes of accidents to pedestrians and children because pedestrians will 
not be permitted on the superhighways. ,164



Overpasses and underpasses exclusively for pedestrians were planned. 
In the late 1920s Los Angeles invested $350,000 in pedestrian underpasses, most of them intended especially for children.165 In Radburn, 
New Jersey, a residential city expressly designed "for the motor age," 
pedestrian underpasses were part of a network of safe footpaths for 
children.166

In practice, however, most projects for pedestrians remained sketches on 
drawing boards. In October 1929, as Wall Street brokers were busy devising 
new euphemisms for financial catastrophe, the members of the American 
Society for Municipal Improvements (a relic of the Progressive Era) were 
convening in Philadelphia. They complained that in the new highways 
growing around America's cities there was "a nearly universal absence of 
sidewalk provision. i167 As motor highways proliferated, the gap grew worse. 
"We must give the pedestrian the benefits of modern traffic engineering," 
one traffic engineer urged. 168 Motordom was prominent in such demands. 
Paul Hoffman, for example, also urged "adequate facilities for pedestrian 
use." 169 But Radburn's ample pedestrian facilities remained exceptional, 
and extensive projects to keep pedestrians out of traffic were seldom undertaken. While it appealed for pedestrian projects, motordom fought to keep 
gasoline tax revenues dedicated exclusively to motor highways, hoping 
that general revenues would take care of the pedestrians.

To those anticipating the coming of the motor age, the appearance of a 
new kind of traffic intersection was an auspicious sign. Intersections were 
the weakest link in the traffic chain. Congestion and accidents were concentrated there. Traffic circles were an early but cumbersome way to 
promote steady and safe traffic flow through intersections, but professional 
traffic engineers found that at most intersections welltimed traffic signals 
did the job better. Beginning in the mid 1920s, however, some cities began 
to build a few intersections that passed one street over the other, separating 
conflicting traffic. Such grade-separated interchanges promised safety and 
speed. Westchester County in New York State was an early leader. Its Bronx 
River Parkway, built in partnership with New York City, opened in 1925 
with grade separations at all major intersections.170 Soon other cities and 
suburbs followed Westchester's example.171

In 1929, New Jersey broke ground on a new highway project funded by 
gasoline tax revenues. When it was finished, in 1932, the 54-mile four-lane 
route joined Trenton to the Holland Tunnel. It became the first link in U.S. 
Highway 1. After inspecting it, a journalist announced: "Here, surely, is one road in the world where the motorist has rights.""' The safety methods 
incorporated in this highway lay quite beyond the imagination of any of 
the safety reformers of a decade earlier. Where safety reformers had called 
for restricting autos so that pedestrians could enjoy their old rights, on 
Highway 1 engineers prevented pedestrian casualties by barring pedestrians. Speed was no longer the enemy; the road's very purpose was to permit 
high speeds with relative safety. The state police permitted an astonishing 
45 miles per hour. For the safe navigation of intersections the highway 
engineers did not depend upon the uncertain judgment of motorists. 
Instead, intersections were grade separated. Even an inattentive driver 
could (it was hoped) get through them safely. The highway was designed 
to make speed safer without demanding expert driving.173



Yet the result was, at first, deadly. Highway engineers were still learning. 
The road attracted speeders. Surely exaggerating, the New York Times 
reported that "nine speedometers in ten read sixty" on the highway.174 The 
opposing traffic lanes were adjacent, with no divider, and head-on collisions were terribly frequent. The highway threatened to prove the truth of 
the popular belief that speed is danger. But highway engineers learned 
from their mistake. Where the slabs of concrete pavement joined at the 
center, workers laboriously drove them 12 feet apart. The newly divided 
highway was safer.175 Thereafter, highway engineers designed their roads 
that way from the start. With Studebaker's patronage, Miller McClintock 
won leadership of the new highway safety movement. His goal, he said, 
was to find the "foolproof highway," the motor thoroughfare "built in 
such a way that accidents will be impossible.""' In Chicago, in the early 
1930s, McClintock designed roads he hoped would fulfill this high ambition, calling them "limited ways.i177 In designing the 160-mile system 
McClintock applied New Jersey's hard-won lessons. Paul Hoffman defined 
a "limited way" as "a city street planned and built exclusively for automobiles in a motor age."178 "There are no pedestrians on limited ways," 
McClintock explained, so "no pedestrians can be killed on such a structure.i179 Through this work, McClintock refined the doctrine of high-speed 
safety. He argued that, with grade-separated intersections, divided opposing traffic streams, distinct lanes for fast and slow traffic, and broad shoulders, highways could be fast and safe, even allowing for much human error. 
"If we could apply all we know," McClintock guessed, "we could eliminate 
98 percent of all accidents."18°

McClintock's vision of the foolproof highway was urban. "A limited way 
maybe constructed right to the heart of any city," McClintock promised.181 
He intended limited ways for even the "densest parts of urban areas," where he believed they could "provide safer and higher speed operation" 
than existing rural highways.182 Such roads would bring the motor age to 
America's cities, "an entirely new era in automobile transportation in 
metropolitan centers.""' With new help from Washington, McClintock's 
hopes for urban limited ways began to be fulfilled in the early 1930s.



In 1931 the federal government endorsed the use of motor highways to 
fight traffic accidents. As Secretary of Commerce, Herbert Hoover had 
confined his role in traffic safety to bringing interest groups and state and 
local government officials together to work out arrangements. Later, 
spurred in part by catastrophic unemployment, President Hoover brought 
the national government in. It is not clear whether Hoover, in endorsing 
highway safety through highway engineering, was thinking first of employment or of safety. It is hard to imagine him committing substantial federal 
resources to highways without the prod of the Depression. Yet to the 
Hoover administration, unemployment relief alone did not suffice to 
justify federal intervention.184 The official justification was safety. Until 
1931, the Bureau of Public Roads largely confined itself to administering 
federal highway expenditures in rural areas, especially on projects of value 
in interstate commerce. The strictly local value of most urban highway 
projects deterred federal action. Yet to the Bureau of Public Roads the 
promise of highway safety through highway engineering justified federal 
commitments to urban highway projects.

According to Paul Hoffman, Thomas MacDonald, chief of the Bureau of 
Public Roads, soon insisted that "no city can be said to be equipped for 
the motor age unless all of its express highways are some type of limitedway facility." "We must dream," said MacDonald, "of gashing our way 
rather ruthlessly through built-up sections of overcrowded cities in order 
to create traffic ways capable of carrying the traffic with safety, facility, 
reasonable speed."185 The federal role grew quickly thereafter, and under 
President Roosevelt the Bureau of Public Roads lost all its former embarrassment about bringing federal money to local projects in cities.

To establish its way of fighting traffic accidents, motordom had been 
driven to rewrite the plot of the safety fable and add a new concluding 
moral. Before motordom began its work, accidents were blamed overwhelmingly on motorists. The automobile itself was condemned for its 
chief advantage: its speed. Attempts to limit cars to preautomotive speeds 
threatened to deprive the auto industry of its urban market. The blood of 
innocents smeared the automobile's public image, especially in cities. Such 
publicity was so common in the early 1920s that it threatened to outweigh the effect of all Detroit's advertising. Though the plot of evil automobiles 
and innocent pedestrians never vanished entirely, by 1930 the prevailing 
story was more complex and included drivers and pedestrians among both 
the careless and the cautious. As antagonists, innocence and viciousness 
receded. The leading roles passed to responsibility and carelessness.



By corralling these threats, motordom secured the future of the automobile in the American city. Higher rates of automobile ownership helped, 
but success, industry leaders believed, depended also on a more deliberate 
effort to reconstruct the accident problem. By its actions, motordom 
showed that it did not believe that Americans' "love affair" with automobiles would suffice.

Gothic newspaper tales of evil drivers and innocent pedestrians, moral 
dramas of mob justice, and mass funerals faded away. Lurid traffic safety 
publicity from popular sources continued, but it rarely challenged the 
legitimacy of the automobile itself. It targeted the careless, teenage, or 
drunk driver. The popular reaction to traffic casualties in the 1920s threatened to limit the automobile's urban sphere and to make the automobile 
something quite different from what it has indeed become. Automotive 
interests took this rhetoric seriously-it drove them to bridge their divisions and develop new ways to fight traffic accidents. Motordom's success 
at reconstructing the accident problem is epitomized in the transformation 
of "Better belated than mutilated" to "Come on, Sport, let's cross on the 
green.""'
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New cities will spring up around the edges of the old and these new sections will 
rapidly rise in value, to the profit of those who own that realty and to the enormous 
loss of those with great investments in the now valuable sections of the older 
communities.

-Alvan Macauley, president, Packard Motor Car Company, 1929'

The city of tomorrow will be an automotive city.

-Miller McClintock, 1937'

In 1930, across a channel called Arthur Kill from Staten Island, New Jersey's 
state highway engineers finished the "Clover Leaf," the first complete 
highway interchange of its kind.' It was a new kind of traffic structure, and 
it heralded the dawn of a new way to fight traffic.

The new highway engineers defied the most cherished principles of the 
traffic control engineers of the 1920s. Facilities like this interchange were 
expensive, and they served the mode traffic engineers had singled out as 
the least efficient and the least equitable. Yet by the time New Jersey began 
to build it, traffic engineering and the city street itself had been radically 
redefined. Engineers no longer manipulated traffic demands in the name 
of efficiency, as their predecessors had sought to do. Their job was to 
identify demands and supply them.

By 1930 the American city was preparing for the coming motor age. 
Accidents and congestion were as bad as ever, but highway engineers 
promised to alleviate both problems. Casualties were no longer the inevitable price of fast vehicles in cities; by then the leading experts said they 
were either human failures, correctable through education and law enforcement, or design errors, correctable through highway engineering. 
Safety weeks, with their macabre images and their public displays of mass 
grief, were gone. Examples of grim publicity persisted, but new, cheerful exhortations to caution outnumbered them. The automobile had won a 
future in the city. The traffic fights of the 1920s shaped this future. In its 
war on accidents and congestion, motordom in the 1920s began with an 
attack on safety reformers and traffic control engineers. Long after its 
victory, motordom fought to keep control of traffic problems. Its highway 
engineers defined a good thoroughfare as a road with a high capacity for 
motor vehicles; they did not count the number of persons moved. The 
industry also fought to control the terms of the safety problem, chiefly by 
arguing for limited-access divided highways. And it fought to defend its 
construction of street capacity as a consumer commodity, purchased by 
motorists and to be supplied to them as demanded. Even today, the American city is substantially a product of this strategy.
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Figure 9.1

An early diagram of a cloverleaf. Source: Alvan Macauley, "OverPasses Overcome 
Traffic Congestion in Cities," Motor Age 52 (September 29, 1927), p. 39. Courtesy 
Motor Age.
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Figure 9.2

The "Clover Leaf" at Woodbridge, New Jersey, opened in 1929, is considered the 
first complete example of its type. Source: Norman Bel Geddes, Magic Motorways 
(Random House, 1940), p. 96. Courtesy New Jersey Department of Transportation.





"-And Sudden Death"

By 1930, highway engineers were the leading city traffic experts. Their 
most ambitious work was still confined to drawing boards and conference 
papers, but in the following decade many of their plans took shape in 
poured concrete. As a way of fighting traffic congestion, the new method 
excited little controversy. Big urban highway projects were still unusual 
and had obvious employment benefits. Opposition was local and specific. 
Widespread resistance came decades later, when abundant state and federal 
gasoline tax revenues funded enormous projects.'

Safety was different. City editors gave automobile fatalities front-page 
headlines from the start, and the frequency and duration of such stories 
show that they sold papers. The traffic safety problem attracted popular 
participation. When, after a decline early in the Depression, traffic deaths 
rose 22 percent in just two years (1932-1934), non-professionals with their 
updated versions of Danger Land's crippled army came back to haunt 
highway safety leaders. This frightening apparition taught motordom that 
though it had won the fight for leadership in traffic safety, it had not won 
the hearts and minds of many members of the traveling public. In 1935 
evidence of motordom's apparent success came in the form of a popular 
press book, If You're Going to Drive Fast, which told motorists they could 
safely exceed 80 miles per hour on existing undivided two-lane roads.' Yet 
that same year motordom faced a sudden, popular safety rebellion. Its 
Common Sense was a little article in Reader's Digest; its pamphleteer was, 
like Paine in 1776, a young unknown. J. C. Furnas's article "-And Sudden 
Death" carried an editor's warning that "the realistic details of this article 
will nauseate some readers" with "sickening facts." Without the help of a single picture, Furnas illustrated in words the daily mangling of human 
beings in crashing automobiles. In the interests of traffic safety, Reader's 
Digest issued reprints for civic organizations at "1.50 per hundred," and 
Furnas's piece was probably the most widely read and hotly debated 
popular press article of the decade.' Four months later, Reader's Digest 
described the article's effect as a "sensation" and published a second, even 
more grisly account of accident casualties-this one by a surgeon who, to 
prepare fresh corpses for burial, reconstructed their mangled heads.'



Readers of "-And Sudden Death" saw the automobile in its ugliest possible light. Motordom had never entirely suppressed gruesome depictions 
of accident gore, but now they were back in more lurid and less sentimental 
colors. Worse, Furnas all but declared high speed and safety incompatible. 
One result was straight out of motordom's worst nightmare. Speed governors were back in style. Five months after "-And Sudden Death" appeared, 
pollsters found that two out of three Americans favored requiring governors confining automobiles' speed (but this time only to 50 miles per hour, 
double the limit proposed in Cincinnati in 1923). A year later pollsters 
found that the public had little faith in highway engineers' chances of 
reducing traffic casualties. Only 1 percent rated "poor roads" the "biggest 
cause of automobile accidents."'

To motordom this rebellion looked like the Cincinnati speed governor 
war all over again, and it threatened all they had worked for in the dozen 
years since. Noting the popular mood, Thomas Henry, president of American Automobile Association, warned auto clubs: "We may expect in the 
months immediately ahead of us a great amount of crackpot proposals" in 
the name of safety. "Let us not permit either self-seeking special interests, 
or well-intentioned long-haired enthusiasts, to hamstring the march of 
motor transport progress, much less drive us back to the horse and 
buggy days."'

Paradoxically, however, "-And Sudden Death" also confirmed motordom's success in reconstructing the problem of traffic safety. The Reader's 
Digest published the article to "help curb reckless driving."" Here was an 
end that motordom could endorse, even if it did not like the means. The 
article warned readers of the consequences of "bad motoring judgment," 
implying that the automobile's dangers were not inherent.11 There were 
no suggestions to restrict cars or to promote other modes of transport. 
Although pedestrians still accounted for about half of traffic fatalities, they 
were absent from Furnas's article. Furnas also drew attention to dangerous 
failures in road design-failures which highway engineers, with enough 
money, could fix.



Nevertheless, motordom took "-And Sudden Death" and the publicity 
it inspired as a warning. Thereafter it never relaxed its battle for hearts and 
minds. Outside of classrooms they did not grasp this need sufficiently until 
Reader's Digest forced them to. Just months after "-And Sudden Death" 
appeared, Paul Hoffman of Studebaker said "The public furor caused by 
that article frightened us into action."12 Quite suddenly, beginning in the 
fall of 1935, highway safety articles penned by representatives of motordom multiplied in the popular press. General Motors bought a full-page 
advertisement in one Sunday's New York Times. In the ad, GM's chairman, 
Alfred P. Sloan, reassured readers of the safety of the corporation's vehicles, 
adding that "much progress has been made in advancing the safety of the 
highway" itself.13 In the same issue of the Times, an assistant director at 
the Erskine Bureau questioned the "'shock advertising' " in pieces like 
Furnas's.14 Fortune summarized the orthodox positions of the leading 
highway safety experts (especially McClintock), proposing that the automobile has a "right to speed" and that the real problem is that 
"the road ... is too slow for the car."15

Selling Highway Safety

The real charm offensive, however, began on January 21, 1936, when the 
Automobile Manufacturers Association announced "the most comprehensive cooperative educational program for greater safety on streets and 
highways" ever. The AMA did not intend to investigate means of preventing accidents. Instead it set out to convince the public that the automobile 
was already safe, and that safer road designs and better driver education 
and law enforcement would make it still safer. The AMA announced the 
pointlessness of "attacks emphasizing the morbidity and horror aspects." 
It published a driver safety textbook for national distribution. It noted that 
"most of the people killed by motorcars are pedestrians, and the majority 
of these fatal accidents have been caused by the pedestrian himself. '116 AMA 
members showed their resolve to fight for their version of traffic safety 
with a special grant of $54,000 to the Erskine Bureau.17

The AMA soon made this new publicity drive permanent and formed a 
new subsidiary to run it. On June 2, 1937, at a dinner in Detroit, AMA 
members formed the Automotive Safety Foundation. They named Paul 
Hoffman as president. The name of the new body dissociated it from 
the industry group that founded and funded it. Yet the ASF was a lineal 
descendent of the NACC's Safety and Traffic Planning Department, formed 
by manufacturers and other auto interests in 1923 (in part to fight the speed governor proposition in Cincinnati). The ASF operated within the 
AMA, which launched it with an annual budget of half a million 
dollars."



The Automotive Safety Foundation was above all a publicity agency for 
the highway safety model. It owed its existence to motordom's new conviction that it would have to get its approach to safety "aggressively supported by an informed public opinion." According to Hoffman, the ASF's 
programs were "designed to place the utmost public support behind those 
public officials whose duties and responsibilities include the construction 
and maintenance of streets and highways." All the ASF's efforts, Hoffman 
wrote, "aim ultimately at enthusiastic public support of intelligent official 
action," so that "public opinion is aroused to vitalize official activity."19 
Hoffman promoted this mission by writing for and speaking to mass audiences as the ASF's president.20 Meanwhile, Thomas Henry of the American 
Automobile Association, who had just tried out Germany's new autobahns 
for himself, supplemented the ASF's campaign by promoting a new "Bill 
of Rights for Motorists." Its first amendment included a right to "arterial 
routes through cities," in part as a safety measure.21

Revelations of the Motor Millennium

Like any successful public relations campaign, motordom's new battle 
against bad safety publicity could not merely attack others' positions. It 
had to offer a positive vision of its own. In the mid 1930s, motordom 
conceived just such a vision. Like a twentieth-century Saint Augustine, it 
contrasted a grim city of the present against a vision of a perfect city of 
the future. Visionary city plans were not new, but now, for the first time, 
they came from a source powerful enough to present them in spectacular 
Hollywood-style mock-ups, promote them to mass audiences, lobby for 
them, and begin building them. Motordom sought to channel popular 
anxiety about safety into support for bold, new, foolproof highways. The 
new plans prophesied an automotive millennium without accidents, congestion, or delays. They were visions of the coming motor age.

Road builders promised that they could physically reconstruct the city 
for the automobile and tie motor age cities together with a web of cement 
motor highways. Styling himself a "prophet," Frank Sheets of the Portland 
Cement Association estimated the project would cost $57 billion over 25 
years. Admitting this was a "stupendous" sum, Sheets nevertheless claimed 
that his was a practical vision. With gasoline taxes dedicated solely to 
roads, plus some highway tolls, the job could be done. "It will be interest ing," Sheets mused, "to compare this paper's predictions with the realization of thirty years hence."22



Using Sheets's cost accounting, Miller McClintock promised to deliver 
cities from congestion with motor highways. He was the impresario of a 
new kind of highway road show. In the spring of 1937, the Shell Oil 
Company combined McClintock's traffic expertise with the talents of the 
stage designer Norman Bel Geddes to build a scale model of "the automotive city of tomorrow."23 It was "built to be photographed," and millions 
would see it.24 McClintock presented the model city in slide shows in New 
York, in Detroit, and elsewhere. When he and Bel Geddes showed their 
slides to New York City traffic officials, the New York Times described their 
vision of motor highways and elevated sidewalks as a "Pedestrian Heaven," 
a "city of the future where the pedestrian can walk without fear of sudden 
death and the motorist can always find a parking space."25

Shell promoted the model in magazine advertisements, calling it "the 
City of Tomorrow." They presented it as Norman Bel Geddes's prophecy, 
the work of an "authority on future trends." In the motor age, Bel Geddes 
promised, "you'll breeze right over cross-town traffic." "By 1960, express 
traffic will speed along at 50 miles an hour over high-speed boulevards, 
reached by ramps every ten blocks. No stop lights ... no intersections. 1116

Bel Geddes's model became motordom's manifesto. Those working to 
hasten the dawn of the motor age rallied behind it. McClintock presented 
slide shows of the model for another year, at some point dubbing it 
"Matronia" and holding it up as the ultimate answer to the safety problem.27 
He was still heading up the Bureau of Street Traffic Research, though 
"Albert Russel Erskine" was dropped from its name after the Studebaker 
president committed suicide in 1933, and as other auto manufacturers 
contributed to its funding. "American cities," he predicted, "will be rebuilt 
in the next twenty-five to fifty years." To a country recovering slowly from 
depression, McClintock claimed that with rebuilt cities Americans "could 
buy 5,000,000 to 10,000,000 more automobiles. 112' He held up Germany's 
new motor highways as an example for emulation, not mentioning that 
they did not enter cities. "We have much to learn from what Germany has 
done with her magnificent Autobahnen." "The Reich," he added, was 
building "without compromise on the essential principles," and "only such 
an approach will bring about a permanent solution of the problem of 
accidents and congestion."29

Others interested in the rebuilding the city for the motor age adopted 
Shell's technique. At the 1939 Golden Gate International Exposition, United 
States Steel displayed its vision of San Francisco in 1999, with wider streets, cloverleaf intersections, and an elevated highway.30 But the crown jewel of 
this new kind of publicity campaign was General Motors' spectacular 
exhibit at the New York World's Fair of 1939-40. GM commissioned 
Norman Bel Geddes to expand his model to gigantic proportions, renaming 
it "Futurama," for display in its "Highways and Horizons" pavilion. In the 
first summer of the fair, 5 million people viewed the model from the 
comfort of cushioned chairs traveling on a track three-tenths of a mile long. 
As they traveled, the exhibit's "Voice" described the "wonderland" of 
1960.31 As if from an airplane window, visitors saw the vast urban highways 
of 1960, with safety built into them. Thanks to highway engineers, the 
motorists of 1960 "still blunder, of course, but when they do, they are harmless"-even at 75 or 100 miles an hour.32 Raised walkways kept pedestrians 
safely above motor traffic. The pavilion included a full-scale mock-up of 
such an intersection; fairgoers looked down from elevated sidewalks to a 
street intersection crowded with stationary GM cars and trucks.33
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Figure 9.3

In 1937, as part of an advertising campaign for the Shell Oil Company, the stage 
designer Norman Bel Geddes built a model of the city of the new motor age. Bel 
Geddes's technical consultant was Miller McClintock. This advertisement appeared 
in the September 18 issue of the Saturday Evening Post.
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Figure 9.4

Norman Bel Geddes's model for Shell included traffic intersections designed for high 
vehicular capacity with safety. Source: Norman Bel Geddes, "City 1960," Architectural Foruin 67 (July 1937), p. 60.



After Futurama

For 30 years the Automotive Safety Foundation was the leading national 
institution with authority in traffic safety and the only one with pretensions to disinterested, professional expertise. The American Automobile 
Association and insurance companies funded separate traffic safety organizations, but these, unlike the ASF, made their interest group sponsorship 
obvious in their very names.34 By 1939, Paul Hoffman-now president of 
Studebaker-was passing himself off in the popular press as an impartial 
safety expert by styling himself "President, The Automotive Safety Foundation.i35 By then no other coherent or organized safety approach rivaled the 
ASF's highway safety model. There were a few dissenters. Insurers retained 
a taste for vivid descriptions of accident casualties, and popular press attacks 
on speed in general persisted. But there were no important, recognized, 
ostensibly disinterested traffic safety experts outside of the ASF.
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Figure 9.5

At the 1939-40 World's Fair in New York, General Motors presented Americans with 
"Futurama," a vision of the city of 1960. Norman Bel Geddes designed this enormous model, using his model for Shell as a starting point. It was a city rebuilt for 
the motor age. Source: Norman Bel Geddes, Magic Motorways (Random House, 1940), 
p. 240.



The highway safety model's pinnacle of success was surely reached on 
February 22, 1955. On that day the use of highway engineering to fight 
accidents, which President Hoover had inconspicuously raised to official 
doctrine in 1931, received the highest possible recognition in the most 
public of all arenas. In his message to Congress that day, President Eisenhower called for a new national highway program. As his first justification 
for spending the enormous sums required, the president cited the need to 
save lives.36 After Congress passed the act creating the National System of 
Interstate and Defense Highways in 1956, Eisenhower promoted it by 
repeatedly citing a claim made by the Automotive Safety Foundation. The system, Eisenhower said, would "save four thousand American lives a 
year.i37



The 1956 act bore a family resemblance to the Hoover traffic conferences 
of a generation before. Like them it was the product of interest group politics. In 1927, A. B. Barber had advised Commerce Secretary Hoover to get 
"automobile dealers and automobile club secretaries" behind him if he 
wanted results.38 In a 1955 memorandum, presidential advisor Noorbar 
Danielian counseled Eisenhower in similar terms: "The primary objective 
of a new program of highways" should be "to hold together the natural 
friends of an expanded Federal highway program." The president must not 
overstep "the tolerance of the friends of the highway system," instead 
offering them "concessions" to "increase and consolidate the strength of 
the pro-highway forces.i39 Eisenhower probably didn't need the advice. By 
then he had already given the job of planning the new interstate highway 
program to a formidable coalition of "friends of the highway system" 
under the direction of a personal friend, General Lucius Clay. The Clay 
Committee's report was the basis for the well-funded interstate highway 
program, which did not shrink (as European highways did) from venturing 
into the hearts of cities."

Applying the Automotive Safety Foundation's highway safety doctrines, 
highway engineers succeeded in making speed relatively safe. In 1938, Paul 
Hoffman expected that, with highway engineering, "within thirty years 
we can cut the highway fatality rate from 15.9 deaths per 100,000,000 
vehicle miles to five or less.i41 Thirty years later, just as the National Traffic 
and Motor Vehicle Safety Act of 1966 was going into effect, the death rate 
was indeed down to 5.4.42 This accomplishment was overwhelmingly the 
work of automotive and insurance interests. They achieved it through their 
promotion of school safety education, driver education and licensing, 
enforcement of reckless driving laws, and highway engineering. Modest 
improvements in safe vehicle design, however, were more than offset by 
prodigious gains in horsepower and average speed.

But the conversion of surface passenger transportation to motor vehicles 
was so nearly complete that even though each mile of travel carried only 
one-third the risk, total death tolls kept rising. The conversion of surface 
transportation to the most dangerous mode robbed American transportation of the fruits of making that mode safer. The last years in which the 
Automotive Safety Foundation's methods alone ruled in traffic safety were 
therefore also the worst. The annual death tolls of the late 1960s, at more 
than 55,000, were high enough to force Detroit to share authority with 
the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, a division of the new federal Department of Transportation. The ASF was also forced to retract 
one of the most basic of its old safety doctrines: the inherent safety of its 
product. By the late 1960s, the ASF had failed to stop the spreading conviction that Detroit's motor vehicles were indeed inherently dangerous, if not 
for their speed, then for their inability to protect their occupants in a 
crash.43 One major tenet of the 40-year-old highway safety orthodoxy was 
overturned, but another survived. After 1930, for 50 years, traffic deaths 
remained private losses, borne behind closed doors. In 1980, however, two 
grieving mothers of children killed in accidents united to make mothers' 
grief visible again. Candace Lightner and Cindi Lamb founded Mothers 
Against Drunk Drivers, believing that action could come only if they made 
the national loss conspicuous. MADD mobilized the grief and anger of 
parents nationwide to raise drinking ages, reform drunk driving laws, and 
step up enforcement. Since then, many parents have erected roadside 
memorials to accident victims. Their work was a late revival of the grander 
but forgotten public memorials of the 1920s.44



As a symbol of the transformation of the American city for the sake of the 
automobile, the 1956 highway act was far more prominent than any report 
of the Hoover traffic conferences 30 years before. But perhaps it was less 
important. The Model Municipal Traffic Ordinance of 1927 codified a new 
social construction of the city street. Once a public space for mixed uses, 
and ruled by informal customs, the street was then becoming a motor 
thoroughfare for the nearly exclusive use of fast vehicles-especially automobiles. The Hoover conferences, and especially the model traffic ordinance, recognized, legitimized, and promoted a revolution in the perception 
of the city street. Though old perceptions persisted, thenceforward most 
streets were chiefly motor thoroughfares. As such, streets were suddenly 
woefully inadequate in a new way. They were too narrow and too poorly 
paved, with too many points of access, conflicting paths, and grade intersections-and too many non-automotive street users. Under this new 
social construction of the city street, the physical construction of a new 
kind of urban thoroughfare that addressed all these problems was striking, 
but not revolutionary.
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The formulation of a problem already contains half its solution.

-Ludwik Fleck, 19351

Motordom socially reconstructed city streets as motor thoroughfaresplaces where cars preeminently belong. Their success was never total, for 
society eludes those who would master it. Nevertheless, motordom's struggle and relative success reveal much about how social groups succeed or 
fail at remaking the world to suit their needs.

I hope this book demonstrates the benefits of combining theoretical and 
empirical work to scholarship of both kinds. In 1996 Trevor Pinch observed 
that "the combination of detailed empirical research with growing theoretical sophistication about science and technology offers genuine new 
insights into technical change."2 Yet empirical historians still fault theoreticians for their limited research and heavy theoretical apparatus, while 
theoreticians often accuse historians of superficiality.' Theoretical investigators of technology and society have tended to draw on the work of historians and other empirical researchers for much of the evidence their 
theories need. This was the proper way to begin. The burdens of developing 
a new theory should not be compounded by the burdens of new empirical 
research. Now that theoretical work in technology and society is well 
developed, however, the advantages of combining theoretical and empirical approaches have grown. Acclimated to theoretical perspectives in technology and society, historians will be less likely (for example) to miss 
evidence from social groups that lost the struggle to shape a technological 
system. In turn, the resulting historical scholarship will be more useful to 
theorists. The value of historians and social theorists to each other will 
then be clearer, and mutual misunderstanding less frequent.



Shared Technologies

Most historical studies in the social construction of technology examine 
distinct artifacts that can be produced in quantity and that need not be 
shared. Streets are different. A mother cannot conceive of a street as a 
playground for her children while a motorist thinks of it as a path for 
driving at speed-at least not for long. The incompatibility of different 
constructions of a shared technology raises the stakes for relevant social 
groups. In a shared system, when a new construction becomes dominant, 
one group cannot easily secede from the prevailing denomination into a 
dissenter group where the minority construction is preserved. Thus, as the 
preceding chapters have documented, social groups will use whatever 
power they have to fight for their construction. These problems are further 
complicated wherever (as in the United States) a high cultural value of 
individualism can make the logic of shared systems harder to admit or 
easier to deny. Such problems have been investigated, particularly in the 
case of other urban networks. Thomas Hughes's work on electrification 
showed how such systems tend to develop a "momentum" that is hard to 
divert.' In the fight for the American city street, such momentum is clear. 
Pedestrians clung to old street uses despite growing threats. Auto clubs and 
dealers worked within safety councils, giving up only when their disagreements grew rancorous. And in recent decades, policymakers seeking to 
promote alternatives to driving alone find that decades of physical and 
social infrastructure make their task almost hopeless. As we have seen, 
however, the longstanding construction of the street as a public space was 
diverted, despite tremendous momentum. The case of American city streets 
can therefore help us see how substantial momentum can be overcome so 
that interpretive flexibility is reintroduced.

The social groups that had the most to lose from the old construction 
of the street were quite slow to attempt a program to change old constructions. Although automobiles were abundant on American city streets by 
1910 or 1915, there was then little sign of any effort to challenge the prevailing construction. Even in 1920, when casualties were causing alarm, 
automotive interests joined with safety reformers to seek "safety first" solutions. They still did not clearly perceive that there was no solution to their 
problem that both preserved old constructions of the street and gave automobiles a bright future in cities. How did this change?

A crisis-especially a visible, bloody, public crisis-can create enough 
social energy to compel a questioning of old assumptions about technologies-even shared ones with substantial momentum. Old, small 
water distribution networks consisting of wells and public pumps gave way 
to larger networks of treatment plants, water mains, and sewers when this 
appeared to be the only alternative to mass death. Edison appears to have 
grasped the fear of death as a factor in urban network selection in the 
1890s, when he attempted to paint AC electric power as deadly to protect 
his DC network. Faced with a threat from distributors of natural gas in the 
1920s, coal merchants tried to give the same reputation to gas.' The bloody 
dawn of the motor age confirms the lesson of these cases. Fear of catastrophe can drive social groups to challenge the prodigious momentum of 
shared systems. How they will do so remains an open question. In the 
streets, strict regulation of automobiles and the use of mechanical speed 
governors might have diminished the death toll. Instead, streets were 
eventually turned over to automobiles, leaving pedestrians with very 
limited access. Why?



Water mains and sewers, AC power, and gas replaced wells and pumps, 
DC power, and coal in large part because of the substantial practical advantages of the former over the latter. Questions, of course remain. Just how 
and when, and under what circumstances, would the new system replace 
the old?6 To many, however, the relative advantages of the old and new 
constructions of the city street were harder to sort out. Though pumps, 
DC, and coal were entrenched by substantial investments, they lacked the 
mass loyalty that underlay the old construction of city streets. Once water 
systems, AC, and gas had prevailed, few called bitterly for a return to the 
old systems. Yet long after the motor age construction of the street prevailed, bitter attacks on it (for example, in letters to newspaper editors) 
persisted in abundance. The old construction of the city street retained a 
constituency even after the motor age street eclipsed it. Thus the relative 
practical advantages of the shared technologies cannot be determined 
apart from the particular perspectives of the relevant social groups, and 
cannot settle which construction of a shared system will prevail.

Organization

Another lesson of the dawn of the motor age is that it is not enough that 
a social group perceive its interests. If its fight is a hard one, it must organize. Faced with a shared system that had a threatening and obdurate 
construction, social groups backing the automobile coordinated their 
efforts. Prevailing constructions of traffic accidents and traffic congestion (both as the fault of cars) threatened cars' future in cities. Promoters of cars 
were slow to recognize the threat, but when they did they organized to 
reconceive the safety and congestion problems, and ultimately to reconceive the street itself.



Indeed, auto clubs, dealers, and manufacturers were hardly one social 
group before 1924, when, at the Hoover traffic conference, they met, 
organized, and developed a common strategy. They themselves recognized 
this development as a turning point by christening themselves "motordom." Organizational success required a coherent rhetorical stance, 
which motordom developed in the mid 1920s. It took money, and 
motordom found it. The National Automobile Chamber of Commerce 
organized and funded a new traffic and safety committee. Studebaker spent 
money on a new, motor age institution of traffic expertise, the Erskine 
Bureau. The American Automobile Association invested in a national 
school safety campaign. And motorists themselves paid for it through 
gasoline taxes, once motordom saw the advantages of tapping this stream 
of wealth.

Defenders of the old street organized too, especially in local safety councils. But they neither found comparable funds nor developed comparable 
institutions. To make their voices heard, safety reformers joined local safety 
councils. But there they competed with a diverse array of safety promoters, 
including insurance companies and operators of motor fleets, who were 
not committed to the same construction of the street. Electric railways 
were more alarmed by the trend toward the motor age, and they did organize to stop it. But their slide into bankruptcy in the 1920s left them too 
weak to compete with motordom. While motorists made financial contributions to the motor age every time they bought taxed gasoline, streetcar 
riders were resisting efforts to raise fares, even to the point of covering the 
costs they incurred by riding. Thus, when Hoover in 1927 wanted his traffic 
conference to produce a model municipal traffic ordinance that could earn 
backing energetic enough to win adoption in cities nationwide, he agreed 
to turn the job of drafting it over to motordom.

Motordom's organizational successes left other social groups closed out 
of the most influential bodies of expertise and policy formulation and 
promotion. The Erskine Bureau's growing reputation as the only national 
body of traffic expertise not only boosted the reputation of the engineers 
who graduated from it, it left other engineers looking small by comparison. 
The diminished professional horizons of the efficiency-minded engineers 
(such as George Herrold of St. Paul) cast their alternative solutions to urban 
transportation problems into obscurity. As the American Automobile Asso ciation took over school safety education, safety councils retreated, taking 
with them their unflattering portrayals of cars and drivers. And as motordom promoted "highway safety" and "highway engineering," rebuilding 
cities for the motor age became the chief way to fight traffic accidents and 
congestion. To change a well-entrenched, shared technological system, 
and to preserve the change, social groups must organize. Motordom never 
forgot this lesson.



Power and Rhetoric

The dawn of the motor age has something to tell us about power. Like 
money, power is a medium of exchange between social groups.' Because 
it comes in many currencies, it is hard to measure by any one standard. 
Motordom had substantial and growing financial wealth. By the mid 1920s 
it was organized enough to dispense this wealth to promote a social reconstruction of the street, through a well-funded rhetorical campaign and 
through gasoline taxes linked to road construction (including construction 
of county and state roads in cities). By then it was also exercising direct 
political power, especially through its influence in the Commerce Department. But drivers themselves exercised power every time they traveled at 
speed in streets, resorting to the horn instead of the brake to proceed. This 
exercise of power drove pedestrians from streets and sometimes barred 
them from access to streets, even at designated crossings. Horsepower gave 
motorists a literal, physical form of momentum that collided with the 
social momentum of old constructions of the street, changing their 
trajectories.

Yet pedestrians exercised power too. Because of their numbers and 
agility, pedestrians could not be forced to submit to control. When 
Chicago's coordinated signals did not sufficiently accommodate pedestrians' needs, many pedestrians ignored them with impunity. Los Angeles 
learned from Chicago that pedestrians' compliance had to be bought. The 
asking price included signals timed to meet pedestrians' needs. Even then, 
pedestrians were never subdued. Some turned motorists' unwillingness to 
hit pedestrians into negotiable currency they were willing to spend. Pedestrians still call motorists' bluffs. Children still sometimes play in side 
streets, and motorists still assume some of the responsibility for their 
safety.

But adversaries not only exercise power, they clothe it in a rhetorical 
dress that legitimizes it and sometimes conceals its uglier aspects. The dress 
may fit well. In such cases, those who use it conceive of their motives and their rhetoric as indistinguishable. Sometimes the rhetorical stance is 
more like a sales pitch. In these cases, a group sees its goals first and 
later finds a respectable rhetorical robe to wrap it in. In competing 
social groups' struggle for the street we can plainly see the constant 
companionship of power and rhetoric. In the contest for streets, the rhetorical stances varied-justice, order, efficiency, freedom, modernity-but 
together they support a common conclusion: that social groups compete 
not merely through the raw exercise of power, but also through diverse 
rhetorical plays. These methods can win recruits to a social group from 
bystanders, and can strengthen the commitment of those already within 
them.



Use and Misuse

Social constructivists have shown that users are "agents of technological 
change," and in recent years they have examined how users change (and 
are changed by) the artifacts they use.' The preceding chapters confirm a 
fact already implicit in these earlier studies of technologies and users: that 
misuse shapes artifacts as much as use, and that struggles between rival 
social groups to fix the meaning of an artifact in ways they prefer often 
take the form of struggles to define use and misuse. It is time to consider 
the problem of use versus misuse explicitly.'

Ronald Kline and Trevor Pinch showed that rural owners of early automobiles found many uses for them not intended by manufacturers or 
dealers.10 Some of these uses were accepted by all relevant social groups as 
proper, but others were disapproved by some as misuses. Adaptive uses can 
physically modify artifacts, sometimes by adding or subtracting components. In the 1970s, such adaptations led to a complete redesign of an 
existing artifact when California youths adapted conventional bicycles for 
use in mountain races, thereby creating the mountain bike.11 In so doing, 
they transformed a misuse (from outsiders' point of view) of conventional 
bicycles into the most proper use of a new artifact.

Street users also struggled to define use and misuse, transforming 
streets-and themselves. Prevailing constructions of automobiles clashed 
with prevailing constructions of the street. Most manufacturers, dealers, 
and drivers of automobiles conceived of them as vehicles capable of higher 
sustained speeds than horses and more versatile than crowded and trackbound streetcars. These attributes were not incidental to cars. They made 
cars what they were; they made cars worth buying. But under prevailing constructions of the street, all of these attributes of cars made them misusers of streets. Custom-bound police responded by requiring motorists to 
conform. Speed limits and right-angle turning rules were attempts to make 
cars essentially not cars. Traffic engineers tried to deny cars another essential necessity: access to parking space. Thus the car's future in the city 
depended upon a reconfiguration of use and misuse. Motordom understood this fact by 1924 and worked actively to achieve it.



Even earlier, however, safety reformers and pedestrians struggled to 
set the line between street use and misuse by pedestrians and children. 
Reformers who proposed what they thought of as simple, practical, 
commonsense rules (such as "Look to the left when you begin crossing, 
then look to the right") quickly discovered that these offended pedestrians 
who clung to older street customs. Thus, just as motorists ignored speed 
limits intended to make them conform to preautomotive conditions, 
pedestrians ignored street crossing rules intended to conform them to new 
street conditions.

In this failure of rules to change practices lies another lesson of the dawn 
of the motor age for the history of technology. Social groups will try to 
use rules and low-intensity publicity to change the users' practices. But if 
these practices are entrenched by users' construction of their systems, more 
will be required. In struggles over use and misuse, all sides are likely to 
resort to moral sanctions through shame and ridicule. When cars would 
not conform to low speed limits (and similar rules), their critics turned to 
moral attacks that demonized cars and their drivers. For similar reasons, 
"jaywalker," once an indefinite and obscure Midwestern term of derision, 
became a universally known word specifically intended to ridicule unreconstructed pedestrians. The pattern is not unusual. Where rules failed, 
moral outrage and ridicule have been used-for example, in attempts to 
transform liquor from a catalyst of sociability into an agent of personal 
and family destruction. Dale Rose and Stuart Blume similarly found that, 
to discourage resistance to vaccination, governments censured resistors as 
"bad citizens."12

Thus, the city of the motor age was a new kind of city: a city redefined 
as hospitable to cars. It was heralded by a rhetorical festival celebrating 
freedom. Yet the automotive city took back much of the freedom it promised. Through technological innovation, a society that prizes individual 
liberty can unintentionally curtail it. For example, when street users are 
free to use cars, the freedom of all street users (including motorists) to use 
anything else is diminished. A city rebuilt (socially and physically) to accommodate cars cannot give street users the good choices a truly free 
market can provide. In 1920, when Bessie Buckley asked whether streets 
were "for commercial and pleasure traffic alone," the question was rhetorical." Of course they were not only for motor vehicles. Revolutions, 
however, turn worlds upside down. In the motor age, Buckley's question 
became absurd and its answer (a more or less emphatic Yes) obvious to 
any child. The street is a motor thoroughfare.
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