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Introduction
 This is a history of the Dixie Highway, a hugely ambitious route built between 1915 and 1926 that proved the promise of the automobile age and helped inspire a federal highway program. Made up of hundreds of short, rough, local roads stitched together into a continuous route, the Dixie Highway looped nearly 6,000 miles from Lake Michigan all the way to Miami Beach and back again. It was originally conceived as a single tourist road to steer wealthy motorists from cities such as Chicago and Indianapolis through the South on their way to fancy vacation resorts in south Florida. Yet within a few short years, the Dixie Highway became a full-fledged interstate highway system—the first in the country’s history—and served tourists, businessmen, farmers, and everyday travelers alike. By eroding distinctions between old farm-to-market roads and new automobile tourist highways, the Dixie Highway galvanized broad public support for modern state and federally funded roads and highways in the twentieth century. 
 The life span of the Dixie Highway was brief but exceptional. It began as an experiment by auto industry pioneers and their allies in the Progressive Era Good Roads Movement, a loose confederation of individuals and organizations committed to improving the nation’s roadways. When the route was first proposed in 1914, the only good roads in the nation were in the urban Northeast, where denser populations, shorter distances, and market necessities had produced fine city streets and passable intercity routes in the nineteenth century. Elsewhere over the vast continent, atrocious roads administered by county officials and inadequately maintained by convicts or statute labor stifled the economy and isolated Americans from one another. The southern United States, increasingly populated and nurturing nascent industry, found itself imprisoned by often impassible roads that linked farms to only the nearest railroad depot. By bridging North and South, the Dixie Highway promised to both end the region’s isolation and serve as a model for modern long-distance automobile routes. In many ways, it was successful. By the mid-1920s, it was the backbone of thousands of miles of new and integrated state and federal highway systems. Although it soon faded from memory, the Dixie Highway left an indelible mark on the modern highway system. 
 The Dixie Highway served as a model not only for highway reform but for political reform as well. Building public thoroughfares, even ones planned and administered by private organizations like the Dixie Highway Association, required financial and administrative resources beyond the means of most local road commissioners. In the Dixie Highway’s brief lifetime, road construction and maintenance passed from the sole jurisdiction of local officials into the hands of state and federal highway experts. And what began as a project to build an interregional tourist route exploded into a national dialogue over the politics of state power, the role of business in government, and the influence of ordinary citizens. 
 In the South, where both roads and politics served to isolate the region from the rest of the nation, these transformations were the most pronounced and consequential. This book argues that road building was a crucial linchpin in the transition to the modern South, a transition that shaped the region’s political institutions as much as its infrastructure. As the nation began to shed its nineteenth-century past—and with it, a unilateral dependence on railroads for long-distance transportation—road building propelled the country, and especially the South, into the modern age. As the first major interstate route to bridge North and South during a time when most roads were built by local governments for local use, the Dixie Highway was far more than just a road. It symbolized the possibilities and limitations of the American can-do spirit in an increasingly complex world. Its very existence both inspired and reflected the sweeping changes under way in the South and the nation. 
 This book also challenges the prevailing assumption that southerners, who were historically suspicious of federal government intervention and loathe to pay for public works projects (which often disproportionately depended upon farmers’ property taxes), automatically eschewed “big government.” During the Progressive Era, they recruited it, shaped it, and enjoyed its fruits. Nowhere was federal intervention more conspicuous, or southern interest in it greater, than in road building. This book explores that process by showing how southerners linked hands with midwestern automobile men in the Good Roads Movement and lobbied government bureaucrats to build the modern roads and highways that county governments could not build. 
 Road building played a decisive role in the transition to the modern South, but that transition occurred with a series of twists and turns. As the power required to build long-distance highways became concentrated in the hands of state and federal officials, the decision-making power of local people was diminished and a populist backlash arose. This response to federalization, coupled with the onset of the Great Depression and then World War II, stalled significant progress in road building in the South for the next three decades. Ultimately, it took a soldier who had witnessed the Dixie Highway experiment while stationed in Georgia during World War I to revive the highway program in the 1950s. Dwight D. Eisenhower never forgot the lessons that the wartime highway crusade taught him. The interstate highway system is his legacy, but in a way it is the Dixie Highway’s legacy as well. 
 *** 
 Despite its importance, the Dixie Highway has been largely forgotten in popular memory and all but ignored by historians, except as an anecdote related to early auto tourism and the origins of roadside architecture.1 Indeed, very little at all has been written about roads in the first quarter of the twentieth century. A few writers have examined the New York–to–San Francisco Lincoln Highway, initiated just a year before the Dixie Highway, but none have engaged the larger political or social complexities of road building in that era.2 In contrast to the scarcity of historical studies of early road building stands a wealth of fine scholarship on southern Progressivism and the emergence of the modern South. Yet, despite their significant impact on the political and economic developments of that period, roads are not addressed in any depth in these works.3

 Although the stakes were higher for the Good Roads Movement than for other policy changes or reform movements that required fewer resources and less political reorganization, it too has received remarkably little scholarly attention. A few studies have explored the supposed tensions between the urban bicyclists who founded the Good Roads Movement and the farmers who later joined it. A handful of good articles focus on local road-improvement efforts in rural areas of the South and West. These works comprise a small but fine body of scholarship, but none link the history of road building during that era to the larger significance of the Progressive reform agenda.4

 Howard Preston’s excellent Dirt Roads to Dixie: Accessibility and Modernization in the South, 1885–1935 is a notable exception, but it diverges from Dixie Highway in important ways. Preston argues that good roads “lost their significance as a reform issue” after the Good Roads Movement was taken over by New South boosters such as John Asa Rountree, “wolves in sheep’s clothing” who promoted tourist highways at the expense of farm-to-market routes. Dixie Highway argues against this traditional, divisive view of road building and shows that farmers and businessmen, northerners and southerners were for many years united in their support of the Good Roads Movement. This is key to understanding not only how such an ambitious interregional project like the Dixie Highway was completed but also why bold, expensive new state and federal highway legislation proliferated during the Progressive Era. And while Preston explores the ways numerous new roads facilitated modernization and replaced “the region’s cultural identity with a wholesale, predictable sameness,” Dixie Highway eschews an emphasis on sweeping cultural changes in favor of a close look at the political and social consequences of modern highway construction, using the story of the Dixie Highway—which Preston addresses only briefly—to explore the complicated interactions of local, state, and federal highway agencies and ordinary citizens.5

 The overwhelming majority of historians who have written about the highway revolution have focused on the Eisenhower interstate system of the 1950s. Many others have written about the early automobiles that fueled the Good Roads Movement but have ignored the dirt roads on which those cars ran—or tried to run. While both of these topics are important to the history of American transportation and southern modernization, the heavy focus on them has obscured the central role that roads played in some of the most important political debates and reform movements of the early twentieth century.6


Dixie Highway therefore fills a significant void in the historiographies of southern Progressivism, modernization, and transportation. By using one of the most successful Good Roads Movement projects as a narrative device, this book illuminates the debates that shaped Progressive Era politics in the South as well as the development of the modern highway system. It seeks to restore the Dixie Highway and the politics of road building to the history of the Progressive Era and the history of the modern South. These linkages are fundamental to our understanding of the modern South, for roads both shaped and reflected the development of the modern South during a period of tremendous growth and change. 
 Roads were catalysts for a chain reaction of economic developments, but they depended heavily upon new modes of transportation. Automobiles—arguably the most visible symbol of twentieth-century modernization—were especially popular in the South and intensified the demand for better roads. Cars and trucks, in turn, facilitated not only individual travel but economic growth and diversification as well. Southern manufacturing in the 1910s and 1920s expanded as new and better roads supplemented and in rare cases replaced railroads. For example, the southern textile industry, which was first introduced in the region in the 1880s and by the 1920s had become the world leader in cloth and yarn production, depended upon local roads. Historians rightly acknowledge the important role railroads played in establishing the textile industry in the South after the Civil War and linking it to markets nationwide, but new and existing roads provided essential links between fields and factories.7 Most local road systems resembled spokes on a wheel, with roads branching out into the countryside from the town railroad depot.8 These crude networks of dirt roads delivered countless bales of cotton to boxcars bound for the burgeoning textile-mill cities in piedmont North Carolina, upcountry South Carolina, and north Georgia.9

 Modern routes like the Dixie Highway challenged both the old spokes-on-a-wheel model of road building as well as the railroad monopoly on long-distance travel and trade. However, while most southern industries remained dependent upon railroads for many more years to come, farmers did not. Agricultural diversification, the cornerstone of the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s extension work by the 1910s, depended upon easy access to more-distant markets. As farmers shifted from cash-crop production to new crops such as peanuts, soybeans, and corn, most rural railroad depots still linked farmers only to markets for cotton and tobacco. Farmers and county extension agents viewed the good-roads campaign as the preeminent partner of the diversification program. In fact, the Bureau of Public Roads, which coordinated the earliest roadwork by the federal government, was a subagency of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), and early federal highway policy focused exclusively on rural roads. Local roads and long-distance highways also facilitated the industrialization of agriculture by enabling long-haul trucking, a more flexible and affordable alternative to railroads.10

 Roads transformed the South by introducing new goods and services to the region as well. The introduction of Rural Free Delivery in the 1890s quickly made the mail-order catalog business a staple of rural households.11 Automobile tourism transformed cities and rural hamlets alike by generating new business opportunities. Gas stations, motels, and restaurants soon lined the streets of cities and towns, while roadside stands and auto camps dotted rural landscapes along new routes like the Dixie Highway.12 In the north Georgia town of Dalton, enterprising women selling hand-tufted chenille bedspreads to Dixie Highway travelers spawned a whole new industry. Historian Douglas Flamming argues that Dalton’s bedspread trade was the most significant economic development in north Georgia during the interwar years and continued to play a major role in the local economy for decades thereafter.13

 Roads and highways also influenced political and social institutions. Indeed, much of the Progressive Era reform agenda in the South was inextricably linked to roads. Alongside white-supremacist reforms such as African American disfranchisement, county chain gangs supposedly rehabilitated prisoners once exploited by the brutal convict lease system and improved public roads more efficiently and economically than the older systems of volunteer or statute labor. Advocates of rural school consolidation and compulsory attendance, two cornerstones of Progressive reform in the South, recognized the connections between good roads and modern, more accessible schools.14 Even Prohibition—both enforcing it and violating it—depended on good roads as much as fast cars. The Dixie Highway earned the nicknames “Avenue de Booze” and “Rummers’ Runway” because it was often used to transport alcohol from Canada—just across the narrow St. Marys River from the highway’s northern terminus of Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan—to distribution points throughout the Midwest and the South. Federal agents prowled the route as well, often coming to the aid of local authorities overwhelmed by the “Great Booze Rush” on the Dixie Highway.15

 The Dixie Highway offers the best case study of the links between Progressive reform and road building because it was so exceptional. It was at once a local, state, and interstate route and an interstate system, with parallel north-south routes connected by short east-west roads. Unlike most other named routes (or “marked trails,” as they were commonly called), the Dixie Highway was actually completed. The Lincoln Highway, the Dixie’s most famous contemporary, was not as complex a route as the Dixie, and parts of it remained unfinished by the time dozens of numbered state and federal highways absorbed it in the mid-1920s. The Dixie Highway was the only major thoroughfare to crisscross the South, and it inspired countless feeder roads to link isolated citizens to distant cities and markets. And because its origins and construction overlapped with significant developments in state and federal highway legislation during the 1910s and 1920s, the Dixie Highway offers an ideal lens for examining the associations between modernization and Progressive policy making in the South. 
 The Dixie Highway may have owed its success to the enthusiasm of southern good-roads devotees, but it was actually the brainchild of Carl Graham Fisher, an opportunistic auto-industry magnate and real-estate developer from Indianapolis. As they became more popular in the 1910s, automobiles created new challenges for primitive local roads that entrepreneurs like Fisher were eager to exploit. They found eager partners in the already-thriving Good Roads Movement. Frustrated with the slow pace of local road construction, both ordinary citizens and auto industrialists like Fisher lobbied for greater government investment in highways. They called for levels of state and federal aid akin to that of the massive railroad projects of the nineteenth century, which they hoped modern highways would soon surpass as the major arteries of commerce and travel. The Dixie Highway was a blueprint for the kinds of modern roads they envisioned. 
 But many never quite imagined the ultimate outcome of their project: a government bureaucracy that managed roads in a way that marginalized citizen input and supplanted the coalition forged by the Good Roads Movement. Thanks to the efforts of the Dixie Highway’s tireless supporters, the several new state highway systems along its path and, finally, the first numbered system of U.S. highways absorbed the Dixie’s route. A multitude of numbered highway signs replaced the familiar red and white “DH” markers that had guided motorists along the bumpy roads for more than a decade, erasing any traces of the Dixie’s original path. By 1926 it had disappeared from the map, a victim of its own success. Its amateur organizers, more skilled in boosterism than in planning and engineering, found themselves replaced by trained professionals, a familiar story in the Progressive Era. Citizens who supported the Dixie found their influence weakened, as well, as highway bureaucrats outranked local elected officials in designating and funding roads. 
 In the South, the backlash against the modern highway bureaucracy embodied the very essence of southern Progressivism by highlighting the limits of social and political reform. Southerners embraced state and federal aid, but only when they could mold it to fit their needs. As long as the consolidation of control over road building did not threaten cherished southern institutions—most notably racial control, as evidenced by the widespread support for predominantly black prison chain gangs—white southern voters embraced state and federal intervention. But when bureaucracy threatened those institutions and shut out local input, southerners retreated from supporting strong state and federal highway programs. Their response forecasted resistance to federalization during the New Deal and helps to explain why it took thirty years before southerners again embraced the modern highway bureaucracy. 
 *** 
 Although it is difficult to imagine today, when easy access to multilane interstate highways and elaborate grids of city streets are taken for granted, in the 1910s and 1920s, a crisis of scarce roads dominated political debates, business schemes, and a major social reform movement. The Progressive Era Good Roads Movement was one of the nation’s most visible campaigns for social, economic, and political integration, and the Dixie Highway was its most profound accomplishment. 
 This book addresses questions central to understanding the reform impulse of the Progressive Era. How did a modernizing project like a highway fit into reform agendas? And what were the limits of reform? By 1910 the United States was the world’s leading industrial power, a global symbol of wealth and progress. Rapid technological changes, an influx of immigrants, and unprecedented urbanization exposed social problems that a wide array of reformers attempted to address. The Good Roads Movement, which began among urban bicycling enthusiasts in the 1880s and spread to rural areas as the popularity of automobiles grew, exemplified Progressive efforts to solve problems exacerbated by technological advances and population increases. As many historians have argued, another important dimension of Progressive reform was the emphasis on social order. In the South, African American disfranchisement, prison labor, and new ideas about state and federal intervention characterized Progressive reform.16

 Along with other major infrastructure projects of the time, including the Panama Canal and the Golden Gate Bridge, the Dixie Highway resonated with both of these facets of Progressivism.17 Certainly it tackled the nation’s transportation problems using both engineering techniques and a new bureaucratic government apparatus, but in the South, it also conformed to efforts to control black labor and preserve local political control. Opportunistic auto industrialists embraced these institutions in order to get what they wanted as well. The Progressive Era Good Roads Movement gave both automakers and farmers a place to formulate and express their own limited, self-serving visions of reform. 
 Capitalists and citizens, northerners and southerners, and city dwellers and farmers all lived and worked along the Dixie Highway and joined together in a united effort to complete the nation’s first interstate highway system by securing state and federal funding. Guided by the businessmen who formed the Dixie Highway Association, they used the Good Roads Movement to keep transportation issues at the forefront of local, state, and federal politics. Their campaign opened up new markets for the auto industry in the South at the same time it provided unprecedented business and marketing opportunities for road-deprived rural southerners. The Dixie Highway experiment revealed striking differences between the ways that northerners and southerners envisioned road building, as southerners proved committed to the use of chain-gang labor even as northern states committed themselves to more aggressive forms of funding to pay for engineers, wage laborers, and modern machinery. Yet for all their differences, businessmen and farmers faced a common need—transportation—and forged a coalition to satisfy it. 
 What no one in the Good Roads Movement envisioned were the kinds of struggles that embroiled the Dixie Highway in political contests over the role and place of government investment in local affairs. The creation and enlargement of state and federal bureaucracies threatened local control, especially in the Deep South, where the tension between the desire for big roads and the limits of big government were most pronounced. Coupled with resistance to federalization during the New Deal, this tension crippled the Good Roads Movement and compromised roadwork for years to come. 
 *** 

This book examines the Dixie Highway in several states, but it focuses on Georgia, where the juxtaposition of a weak, conservative central government and an extensive transportation network threw the links between road building and state building into sharp relief. One of the largest states on the entire Dixie Highway route and the largest in the South, Georgia also had more Dixie Highway mileage than most other states on the route and also was the gateway to Florida, the destination for the wealthiest of the Dixie Highway’s motorists. Georgia’s roads were of utmost importance to the businessmen and boosters behind the project and thus figure prominently in reports of the Dixie’s progress. The parallel struggles of those men and ordinary rural Georgians to expand and improve roads shed light on the conflict that eventually fractured the Good Roads Movement. 
 The populist backlash against the expanding highway bureaucracy stalled the highway revolution for another two generations. Not until after the Second World War, when the nation was stronger and wealthier than ever before, would the United States finally be ready to face the scale of federal investment that modern interconnected highways required. But when Americans did turn their attention to building highways, their vision for this massive undertaking would not emerge out of thin air. The template for a government-funded interstate highway system had roots in the Dixie Highway. In the 1910s and 1920s, the Dixie Highway carved inroads—both literally and figuratively—into the nation’s ideological and geographic landscapes. While contemporary observers became embroiled in the political conflict of roads, the Dixie Highway opened up new possibilities that would ultimately become reality a few generations later. 
 Nowhere is this connection clearer than in the figure of Dwight Eisenhower, whose name will forever be closely associated with the modern interstate highway system. Eisenhower not only witnessed early auto experiments along the Dixie Highway during World War I, but he also participated in similar exercises after the war. The experiments that Eisenhower witnessed as a young man would have an enormous impact on his future policies. Eisenhower saw the seeds of possibility as a young soldier watching convoys make their way along bumpy, rutted roads. He took to heart the struggles surrounding the origins of systematic highway management and the nation’s inexperience with it in the early twentieth century. As the country sought to understand the full implications of the new era, Americans grappled with everything that a road represented—expanding government, modern technology, car culture, and the demise of the imagined social order enshrined in an idealized past. 
 But to a young observer like Eisenhower, a road represented much more. It represented a vision of modern routes that knit the nation together through a fully conceived, federally funded interstate highway system. The Dixie Highway sparked debates about national roads, and it left an ideological and political legacy that would later be realized on a grand scale. 
 This book explains the origins of that legacy. Chapter 1 contextualizes the rough state of transportation that existed before 1915, when muddy local roads ensnared travelers, isolated entire communities, and frustrated early proponents of the Good Roads Movement. It describes the rise of the auto industry alongside the struggles of southern farmers and explains how the road crisis forced both to acknowledge the need for a larger state and federal role in highway work. Placing farmers and automakers squarely within the context of Progressive Era road building and state building repositions them as the central reformers in the Good Roads Movement and the architects of named highways and marked trails like the Dixie Highway. 
 Chapters 2 and 3 follow the Dixie Highway Association and its supporters as they launched a successful national campaign to simultaneously build an interstate highway and lobby for state and federal aid with which to complete it. The routing competition for the Dixie Highway in the winter and spring of 1915 described in chapter 2 demonstrates how the Dixie Highway Association forged a broad-based coalition of automakers, civic boosters, local road officials, and ordinary citizens to shape the contours of the highway. The outcome of the fevered contest to determine the exact route inspired Dixie Highway officials to augment their plans for a single route and build an interconnected interstate highway system instead. But the routing contest also exposed significant regional divisions between the road-building capabilities of local governments, while the outcome of the contest multiplied the already considerable challenges of completing the highway. This, in turn, intensified the efforts of Dixie Highway supporters to secure state and federal funding for their ambitious experiment. Chapter 3 tracks their efforts up close by following the Dixie Highway Association’s World War I campaign to secure government support for roads. By recasting through routes like the Dixie as military necessities, they persuaded elected officials to rethink the limits of state and federal intervention in public works. 
 Chapter 4 traces the limits of the Dixie Highway Association’s successful road- and state-building campaigns in the South. The rise of the chain-gang road-labor system produced mixed results for the highway lobby’s crusade to secure more state and federal highway revenues. As the Dixie Highway moved forward, striking differences emerged between the way northerners and southerners continued their construction operations. At the heart of these differences was the South’s unwillingness to surrender local control over convict labor and, ultimately, white supremacy, in spite of the costs to the modern highway-building campaign. 
 The final chapter follows the final years of the Dixie Highway experiment, when fears over corruption and too much state power derailed the Good Roads Movement. Starting with the contentious routing contest that erupted after the announcement of the first numbered U.S. highway system in 1924, southerners began to sour on the demands of modern road building. As state and federal highway agencies began to replace named highways with the kinds of integrated state and federal routes that good-roads advocates had always wanted, southerners grew wary of the magnitude of the task and the faceless bureaucracy it required. Such wariness came to fruition in the contentious Georgia gubernatorial race of 1926, which pitted a state highway bureaucrat against an opportunistic politician eager to exploit populist anxieties about government power. As road building emerged at the center of political debate in 1926, it embodied the tensions between local desire for modern highways and discontent with the price, both financial and political, of building them. Those tensions are still with us today. 



Chapter 1 
 Building a Good Roads Movement, 1900–1913
 At the turn of the twentieth century, a host of humorous songs, poems, and anecdotes poked fun at the nation’s abysmal roads. A poem called “Bad Roads Did It” played with the common theme of farmers getting stuck in the mud: 
 A farmer old, so we’ve been told, 
 With a team of horses strong 
 Drove down the road with a heavy load, 
 While singing his merry song. 
 But his mirth in song was not so long 
 For his horse gave a leap 
 As he ran amuck in the mud he stuck, 
 Clear up to his axles deep. 
 Bad roads did it!1

 Another example relayed the tale of two farmers who could only communicate with one another across the muddy, impassable road that separated their two farms. While talking one day, they noticed a hat lying atop a mud puddle in the middle of the road. It was a very fine-looking hat, so one of the men made up his mind to retrieve it using a fishing rod. He cast his line into the mud and managed to hook the hat. As he began to reel it in, however, a man’s head suddenly emerged from the mud beneath the hat. “Why you poor fellow,” the fisherman exclaimed, “you are in an awful fix!” “Well, I don’t mind it very much,” the man calmly replied, “but it is pretty hard on the horse.”2

 Comical stories like these mocked bad roads, but they constituted part of a very serious national dialogue about the limits of transportation options. In the early twentieth century, roads governed everyday life. They determined where people could and could not travel, as well as whether or not other people, goods, services, and even ideas could reach them. Roads dominated conversations around the ballot box and the dinner table, but good roads eluded most Americans and virtually all southerners. In their place was a jumble of muddy sand-clay routes covering the region like a bed of briars, sometimes radiating from a railroad depot but often simply from each other, full of dead ends and treacherous mud puddles like the one that snared the apocryphal traveler and his horse.3

 The bureaucracies that managed roads were equally underdeveloped. Farmers and other citizens who depended on these routes had no one to turn to for help besides the local officials who were already failing to maintain them. Local government control over road building divided scarce resources and limited opportunities for travel and trade. There were few links between towns, and even fewer between states and regions, because no central agency coordinated roadwork across local or state boundaries. Only seven state highway departments existed in 1900—none in the South—and no federal agency was empowered to fund road improvements.4 No one saw much need for long-distance roads, anyway. Horses and wagons were not long-distance modes of transportation for the average traveler, so aside from a handful of old stagecoach routes and Native American trading paths, roads linked farms to the nearest towns and to little else.5 Roads were entirely local in scope and in management, and they circumscribed people’s lives accordingly. 
 Railroads crisscrossed the South by 1900, but they were no substitute for a good system of roads. While railroad lines reached deep into rural communities, most had monopolies over local trade and travel. These monopolies resulted in high freight rates and limited passenger schedules that severely limited ordinary people’s ability to get around.6 Railroads did not ease the isolation or the financial pressures of farmers who needed to travel where railroad lines did not go. When bad weather or general neglect made roads leading to and from the depots impassable, railroads were of little use. With the average farm ten miles from a depot, rural families at the turn of the century were at the mercy of a woefully deficient system of local dirt roads.7

 The invention of automobiles around the turn of the century challenged the limitations of local roads. While initially they aggravated tensions between wealthy urban motorists and the farmers whose roads they carved up on weekend drives, cars became more common in rural areas of the South after 1910.8 The range and flexibility of automobiles required bigger, better roads, which neither urban motorists nor rural farmers alone could afford to build and whose construction would have to depend on the coordination of dozens of county and city governments. People had to rethink not only the way roads looked but also how they were built and maintained. Over the next few years, cars eroded geographic, socioeconomic, and political divides. Farmers and motorists alike came to view roads not as farm-to-market routes or automobile thoroughfares but as parts of a modern state and federally built highway system that served a range of different interests. 
 By recognizing their common interests, rural farmers, city drivers, and automobile industrialists forged an uneasy alliance in the Good Roads Movement in the 1910s and 1920s. Such wide-ranging support was not altogether unusual for a Progressive reform campaign. For example, Prohibition supporters included women seeking political leverage for a future suffrage amendment, religious leaders concerned about lax morals, and “wet-dry” politicians who drank openly but jumped on the dry bandwagon when it was politically expedient. Those who backed electoral reforms included advocates of everything from secret ballots to African American disfranchisement.9 Still, the alliance between urban northerners and rural southerners, and between industrialists and farmers, was exceptional. Divided by political and economic priorities, not to mention sectional divisions reinforced by anemic lines of communication and transportation, this motley mix of people came together to challenge the status quo in road building. 
 The automobile served as the catalyst for farmers’ and auto industrialists’ joint efforts to redefine both good roads and good government. It was out of this coalition that the Dixie Highway was born. By 1915, these road advocates envisioned long-distance automobile highways like the Dixie Highway as the backbones of new, modern highway systems that connected isolated farms with distant metropolises. The campaign pushed the limits of automotive technology, challenged the hegemony of the powerful railroads, and forced both automakers and their fastest-growing group of consumers to compromise on some of their most sacred beliefs about the federal government’s proper size and reach. In the new century, big roads, big business, and big government remade the Good Roads Movement and the South alike. 
The Origins of Good Roads
 In the early 1900s, local governments had neither the resources nor the expertise to manage roadwork. Building just one mile of paved road cost an average of $5,000 in 1909, and fancier paving materials were twice that much. A mile of “improved” dirt road—meaning graded and surfaced with a sand-clay mixture that was supposed to hold up better than topsoil but rarely did—was a fraction of that cost at $723 per mile, but even small counties had hundreds of miles of rough roads linking farms to towns and could scarcely afford to improve them all. Northern, urban states had the nation’s best roads, but even there, the figures were grim. In New York, barely 16 percent of the state’s roads had been improved by 1909, and New Jersey, a much smaller state, had improved less than a quarter of its roads (and most of those were concentrated in cities). Massachusetts and tiny Rhode Island boasted nearly 50 percent improved roads. Roads in the rapidly urbanizing Midwest were good, too. Ohio had improved over 27 percent of its roads by 1909, down from over 30 percent a few years before, most likely because of population increases and greater wear and tear. Nearly 40 percent of Indiana’s roads were improved. The percentage in Illinois was much lower, but urban counties averaged between 50 and 80 percent. Moving South, where states were larger and tax revenues smaller, the numbers dropped considerably. Kentucky had improved only 18 percent of its roads by 1909, and Tennessee had improved scarcely 11.5 percent. Georgia, the largest state in the South, had improved just over 7 percent of its roads. Only the larger but more sparsely populated states of the West fared worse.10

 Rural southern counties struggled to keep up with the costs of maintaining the roads they already had. Due to higher tax values and larger local road bonds, the average expenditure for roads per resident in the Northeast in 1910 was $1.53. In the South, it was $0.86. Denser populations along northern roads further increased the funds available to improve each mile of road. In the South, where population densities were half that of New England and 80 percent that of the Midwest, counties had to find alternative ways to finance roadwork.11 Before local and state laws were passed to put convicts to work on public roads, many southern counties relied upon statute labor laws, which compelled able-bodied male citizens to donate their time—and their tools—to work on local roads a certain number of days each year. Enforcing these unpopular laws proved impossible in many counties, while in others, men often paid a minimal tax in order to get out of working.12 In Chattooga County, Georgia, county road supervisors reported that as many as half the eligible men in some of the county’s ten districts paid from one to two dollars in order to get out of working the roads. The money presumably went back to the county road fund, though Chattooga officials did not spend it to hire additional labor. Even when men did “work out” the tax instead of paying it, they accomplished little: in Chattooga County districts, the average work crew consisted of approximately ten men working a specific stretch of road with shovels and a paid “overseer.”13 Since most crews in Georgia were required to work only about five days out of the year, it is no wonder why rural roads saw little improvement under the statute labor system.14

 Farmers wanted better roads but felt overburdened by the higher taxes needed to pay for them.15 But the “mud tax,” as farmers called it, burdened farmers as well by multiplying the cost of transporting crops to market. A heavy wagon carrying a load of goods could easily overturn on a bumpy dirt road, spill its contents, and even severely injure the farmer driving it, or it could become mired in the deep ruts left by previous wagon wheels, which turned into mud holes every time it rained. Around 1910, good-roads disciples estimated losses from such accidents to be as high as $500–600 million per year, costs borne primarily by farmers but also by urban consumers of farm products.16 Yet neither farmers nor urbanites were convinced they could offset the mud tax by paying higher property taxes. 
 The commitment to local political control compounded problems. Throughout the South, white Democratic hegemony depended upon an array of mechanisms designed to guard local control and limit state and especially federal interference in local affairs. Consequently, while many northeastern and midwestern states had developed at least minimal forms of state highway aid as early as 1911, southern states had not. They relied on property taxes, forced labor, and occasional local bond issues to finance all roadwork. And while local road expenditures in many southern states exceeded the sums issued by northern and midwestern state highway commissions, they were scattered among so many different local road projects that they had little benefit.17 Counties and municipalities controlled only their own domains and rarely cooperated with neighboring communities on road projects. This complicated efforts to build uniform, high-quality roads that spanned multiple counties, much less entire regions. Instead, local roads often ended abruptly at farmhouses, county lines, or, more often, railroad depots, leaving farmers dependent upon avaricious railroads to get their crops to distant markets. These “spokes-on-a-wheel” systems fractured rural landscapes into a series of adjacent yet isolated communities.18

 In Georgia, a unique electoral process known as the county unit system further protected rural control even as the state became more urban and industrial. Instituted in 1898, the county unit system mitigated the popular vote in primary elections by dividing counties into three types according to population and then apportioning unit votes for each type of county. The state’s eight urban counties each received six unit votes; thirty counties with middling-sized towns each received four unit votes; and the state’s 121 rural counties each received two unit votes. The candidate who received a plurality of votes in a county received that county’s unit allotment. Rural votes weighed more under this system; three rural counties with a combined population far less than that of a single urban county received the same number of unit votes.19 Residents of large cities like Atlanta, where urban issues demanded attention, resented the tyranny of their rural neighbors, but to no avail. The state’s conservative leaders depended on the county unit system for their political survival and defended it vigorously. As future Georgia governor Hugh M. Dorsey proclaimed in 1914, the county unit system “is at the base of our government . . . [and] it means everything politically and governmentally to the smaller counties in Georgia. . . . [It] runs through the whole structure of our governmental scheme.”20 Thus the specter of rural political domination hung over the state throughout the years when good-roads advocates nationwide struggled to unite town and country and region and nation. 
 At the federal level, the idea of investing in roads was not unheard of and in fact had deep historical roots. A century earlier, Federalists and Democratic-Republicans had clashed over the limits of federal power to fund internal improvements. But as the nation expanded westward in the first half of the nineteenth century, even those most committed to small government began to tolerate greater federal responsibility for road construction, especially for post roads and military routes. Thomas Jefferson had once complained that the Federalist proposal to fund post roads “would open a bottomless abyss for public money,” but after the Louisiana Purchase of 1803 doubled the size of the United States, his administration proposed a coordinated system of federal roads and canals to link the new territory to the East.21 Fellow Democratic-Republicans, such as Henry Clay of Kentucky, supported interstate routes to connect their landlocked states to lucrative waterways and ports, while John C. Calhoun of South Carolina and other outspoken critics of federal power argued that poorer southern states deserved federal aid for internal improvements.22 Although Congress declined to act on most road-building requests, by 1811, 37,000 miles of federally funded post roads—including the famous Cumberland Road near the nation’s capital and the Federal Road between Athens, Georgia, and New Orleans—connected the East with sparsely settled areas of the South and West.23

 Nearing midcentury, however, that progress came to a standstill when railroad fever eclipsed road building. Convinced that railroads were the routes of the future and buoyed by the consensus that indirect federal aid to railroad companies did not violate even the strictest interpretation of its constitutional powers, Congress withdrew funding for post roads and began issuing huge land grants to companies building lines westward, thereby shifting control over the nation’s most important internal improvements from the federal government to privately owned railroad companies. After short-lived attempts by toll companies to maintain existing routes and build new ones, responsibility for roadwork fell entirely to local governments. Meanwhile, federal land grants to railroads enabled railroad mileage to soar from 9,021 miles in 1850 to 193,346 miles in 1900.24 Channeling federal aid through land grants allowed the government to remain, in the words of historian Brian Balogh, “out of sight,” thereby preserving the popular notion of small, fiscally conservative government while subsidizing the construction of a massive, privately owned transportation system to the tune of $500 million.25

 Congress’s love affair with railroads lasted longer than the public’s. Ordinary citizens grew increasingly angry over the railroad’s stranglehold on overland transportation. By 1880, railroad mileage had already exceeded that of surfaced, travelable roads.26 Everyone suffered from the disparity, but no one more than the farmer. Major railroads had monopolies in rural areas, so they could charge steep rates for short hauls to neighboring market towns while charging lower rates on long hauls for customers in more-competitive urban markets. Because most main roads linked farms to a central railroad depot rather than to other nearby market towns, farmers had no alternatives for marketing their crops. Railroads did everything they could to preserve this system, even giving direct aid to counties to upgrade these feeder routes.27

 The hostility that brewed between farmers and the federally backed railroads sowed deep reserves of resentment and suspicion that would haunt infrastructure projects for decades to come. In the late nineteenth century, angry farmers mobilized into powerful groups like the Farmers’ Alliance and later the Populist Party to fight the railroads, but farmers were no match for the railroads’ wealth or political influence. The federal government had little incentive to crack down on an industry that saved it hundreds of millions of dollars in free or reduced freight rates for military and mail shipments, a deal that had been written into federal land grants years earlier. By the 1880s, railroad industry “robber barons” like Andrew Carnegie and Jay Gould had become poster children for the excesses and abuses of power made possible by the relationship between big business and “small” government. Occasionally, Congress bent to public pressure and restrained some of the most abusive railroad practices, but the government stopped short of meaningful reform. For instance, the Interstate Commerce Commission, established in 1887 ostensibly to correct varying degrees of regulation by state railroad commissions, had few regulatory powers of its own and succeeded only in protecting the railroads from further state intervention.28

 By the turn of the twentieth century, railroads had become almost as divisive as they once had been unifying. Cities profited from railroad traffic and some smaller towns grew into bustling market centers, while farmers watched local roads deteriorate further. Rural populations declined as a result of late nineteenth-century industrialization, so farm communities had an increasingly difficult time attracting either the quality or the variety of railroad services that helped larger towns and cities thrive. In the rural South, where there was less industry and sparser populations, few railroads and even fewer good roads multiplied the distance between farm families and their urban neighbors.29

 From this transportation crisis emerged the Good Roads Movement. It began among urban bicyclists in New England who formed the League of American Wheelmen (LAW) in 1880, but it flourished in the countryside, where the demand for roads was most pronounced and where nearly three-quarters of the nation’s population still lived. “Wheelmen” recognized the opportunity to expand their campaign and made the most of it. By 1890, LAW promoted good roads for all travelers through publications such as Good Roads magazine, which reached a circulation of 1 million within three years. Theirs became a sacred campaign that promised a panacea for all that plagued the farmer. A popular pamphlet, The Gospel of Good Roads: A Letter to the American Farmer, extolled the benefits of rural road building, promising farmers “the enrichment of your slender purse and the betterment of your condition” and urging them to lobby their state and federal legislators for roads. Soon, LAW members joined forces with other good-roads advocates to form the National League for Good Roads (NLGR). Under the NLGR’s leadership, the Good Roads Movement grew further into a broad-based reform movement backed by a loose collection of local, state, and regional organizations that promoted better road construction and maintenance and raised public awareness through regular meetings, automobile contests, and political lobbying.30 The good-roads message resonated among people in the rural South, as groups like the Georgia Good Roads Association, the Chattahoochee Valley Good Roads Association, and the Appalachian Good Roads Association proliferated around the turn of the twentieth century.31

 In stark contrast to the public response, the federal government remained cautious toward the good-roads campaign. In 1892, after months of lobbying by the NLGR for a federal highway commission, Congress established the Office of Road Inquiry (ORI) within the U.S. Department of Agriculture and appointed Roy Stone—a civil engineer, former Wheelman, and author of the NLGR’s highway commission bill—to run the new agency. A far cry from the road-building commission proposed by the NLGR, the ORI had no real authority. As historian Bruce Seely has argued, it merely served as a clearinghouse for gathering and disseminating information about building and improving roads. Furthermore, Secretary of Agriculture J. Sterling Morton ordered Roy Stone to steer clear of politics, telling him that it was “not the province of this Department to seek to control or influence” that which local governments already controlled. Even congressmen who supported the new agency wanted to curb its power. As one argued, it was “the only practical way that the federal government can take part in this great movement.” Stone’s $10,000 budget, which Congress reduced to $8,000 in 1896, scarcely covered salaries and basic office expenses.32


Weakened by a lack of federal support, the ORI was easily manipulated by the powerful railroad interests, who still viewed rural roads as feeder routes for depots rather than as potential competitors for long-distance transportation. Roy Stone cooperated with the railroads by facilitating relationships between local road officials and railroad companies, which offered discounted shipping rates on road-building materials. If endorsing spokes-on-a-wheel road building bothered Stone, he did not show it. As the good-roads activist explained to Secretary Morton, having railroads deliver materials from afar worked well because “the roads to be built will generally radiate from Railway Stations, and can carry their own material” outward from the depots. Even if road-building materials were available locally, he continued, “an independent system of good roads would be required [to transport them to the building sites], which would generally serve no other purpose.”33 Stone’s successor, Martin Dodge, also nurtured the agency’s relationship with railroads. During Dodge’s tenure as head of the ORI, renamed the Office of Public Road Inquiry (OPRI) in 1899, railroad companies sponsored Good Roads Trains that toured the country holding conventions and building short “object-lesson” road sections, all in the service of maintaining a system of roads that served railroads. At the turn of the century, railroads were the largest corporate backers of the Good Roads Movement in the country.34

 Good-roads advocates devised another way to solicit federal road aid through the growing demand for rural mail delivery, but this too failed to get very far. The U.S. Postal Service had provided free mail delivery to city residents since 1861, but it left farmers to fetch their own mail from the closest post office if and when the roads allowed. But in the early 1890s, Rural Free Delivery (RFD) emerged as one of the centerpieces of the Populist Party’s campaign to address farmers’ geographical and economic isolation. Populist Party leader and Georgia congressman Thomas E. Watson introduced a bill to fund rural mail service, and it was signed into law in 1896. Almost immediately, however, support for the new law evaporated as the economic implications of building thousands of miles of new post roads became clear. The RFD bill also pitted congressmen against some 77,000 angry small-town postmasters whose federal patronage jobs would be imperiled by home mail delivery. Opposition from the postmaster general, President Grover Cleveland, fiscally conservative congressmen, and countless small-town merchants and private express companies obstructed new post-road construction for years after the RFD bill passed, thereby restricting the new service to the few areas where travelable roads already existed. In 1900 approximately 4,000 RFD routes served 3.5 million rural Americans.35 This was less than 5 percent of the total population and only about 7 percent of the nation’s rural population.36

 While federal support for the Good Roads Movement stagnated at the turn of the twentieth century, powerful business interests began to shift the tide. RFD generated tremendous public interest from newspapers, magazines, and mail-order catalog companies eager to extend their business into country homes. It proved even more popular among rural people themselves, who saw in this new service viable connections to the outside world and to the growing corporate-consumer economy that railroads had kept largely beyond their reach. After 1900, under pressure from Progressive reformers as well as powerful lobbying groups backed by major mail-order companies such as Sears, Roebuck and Co. and Montgomery Ward, congressional support for RFD and post-road construction began to expand again.37 The popularity of RFD helped to persuade many farmers to join good-roads clubs, especially in the South. As membership expanded, so did the number of local and regional clubs. In 1902 only a dozen good-roads groups existed in the South. Within a decade, there were 274, constituting approximately 60 percent of good-roads clubs nationwide. Georgia alone had fifty-four clubs, more than any other southern state except North Carolina.38

 By 1910 good-roads crusaders formed a powerful voting bloc, yet they still struggled to influence far-reaching improvements in roadwork. While they had discovered that alliances between rural reformers and business interests could prove enormously fruitful when trying to gain support for the Good Roads Movement, they never fully solidified relationships among member organizations. No single leader or central organization coordinated their efforts, and no government agencies above the local level had the authority to help. Despite widespread support, the Good Roads Movement was too scattered and too weak to revolutionize the country’s transportation system one county road at a time. It took the invention and popularization of the automobile to change that. After 1910, cars jump-started the modern Good Roads Movement by giving new urgency and new direction to the campaign to build roads. 
Making Good Cars and Good Roads
 In 1903 bicycle manufacturer-turned-automaker Colonel Albert Pope declared that “the American who buys an automobile finds himself with this great difficulty: he has nowhere to use it.” Indeed, many people thought the scarcity of good roads would limit the automobile’s appeal, but sales still soared.39 First manufactured by German engineer Gottlieb Daimler in 1885, automobiles powered by steam, by electricity, and, most successfully, by gasoline were introduced in the United States in the early 1890s. The first American-made car was sold in 1896, and by 1905 U.S. automakers had surpassed Europeans in both quantity and quality of their machines. Around the same time, the center of the fledgling U.S. automobile industry moved from the Northeast to the Midwest, where gasoline engines were already being manufactured for farm use due to the lack of electricity in rural areas and nonunion labor and abundant raw materials lowered production costs. This shift, along with the superiority of internal combustion engines for navigating the Midwest’s bad roads, virtually guaranteed the dominance of gasoline-powered cars over steam or electric alternatives. In 1907, 44,000 automobiles were manufactured and sold in the United States. Domestic sales skyrocketed to 65,000 when Henry Ford’s affordable Model T was introduced the following year. Some 10,607 Model T cars were sold in 1909–10, and sales more than tripled to 34,528 by 1911. In 1910, 187,000 cars were made in the United States alone. Total registrations of both American- and foreign-made cars in the United States numbered 458,500 by 1910, more than any other country in the world.40

 When cars first appeared, they threatened to fracture the Good Roads Movement along existing class and regional fault lines. Reliable cars cost at least $700–800 and often twice that much, far beyond the means of average wage earners or farmers.41 Early automobiles were playthings for wealthy metropolitans who liked to flee the confines of the city for weekend drives. Farmers, however, detested the loud, dangerous “devil wagons” that zipped through the countryside tearing up dirt roads and frightening—and sometimes striking—livestock. Some resisted by refusing to move their horses and wagons to the side of the road in order to allow cars to pass. Others found more aggressive ways to thwart motorists, including scattering tacks and glass in the roads to puncture tires or stringing rope or barbed wire across the road. In South Carolina, one frustrated farmer even fired his pistol at a car that was attempting to pass his horse-drawn wagon.42

 Such resentment compounded the difficulties of improving local roads by creating new tensions over which kinds of roads should get the lion’s share of limited local road revenues. Farmers bitterly opposed the prospect of using their property taxes to build long-distance automobile routes, which they nicknamed “peacock alleys” after the corridors in fancy hotels where wealthy guests strutted about in their expensive clothes and jewels.43 City residents who had already taxed themselves to build and maintain their own streets, on the other hand, wanted better country touring roads but were reluctant to finance routes that would primarily serve farmers hauling their crops to market. Both sides exaggerated the differences between the two types of roads, but only because they conceived of roads as strictly local responsibilities. A stalemate developed out of these tensions, threatening not only local efforts to improve existing roads but also the cohesiveness of the Good Roads Movement’s campaign to build new roads.44

 While automobiles magnified the negative consequences of federal nonintervention in road building, the auto industry benefited tremendously from a lack of government scrutiny. The automobile business grew unfettered by state or federal regulation during the early years of the Progressive Era, even as new regulatory legislation crippled the giants of nineteenth-century industrialization. The first successful application of the Sherman Antitrust Act in 1904 broke up the Northern Securities Company, which, left untouched, would have created an unprecedented railroad monopoly. The Pure Food and Drug Act and the Meat Inspection Act, both passed by Congress on June 30, 1906, in the wake of the publication of Upton Sinclair’s meatpacking exposé, The Jungle, established new food-safety guidelines and forbade the sale of many patent medicines, including a cocaine-infused concoction called Coca-Cola. Child-labor laws and compulsory education laws were passed first by states and then by the federal government with the Keating-Owens Act of 1916. Existing regulatory legislation was also strengthened. The Clayton Antitrust Act of 1914 replaced the weak Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890, and the Interstate Commerce Commission, which had been established in 1887 to regulate railroad shipping rates, finally gained adequate enforcement powers. Progressives also lowered the high protective tariffs passed under the Republican administrations of the 1890s, angering many manufacturers but pleasing farmers and consumers. American automakers dodged significant tariff decreases and watched their sales grow exponentially.45

 Automobile executives worried, however, about unbridled competition. The number of auto manufacturers soared between 1900 and 1908, with some 485 new companies formed during that period alone. Barely half survived through 1908, but the frequency of entrances and exits in automaking highlighted the drawbacks of having neither internal industry standards nor external, government-mandated safety regulations. Greed motivated many inexperienced entrepreneurs to try auto manufacturing, and collectively they turned out a high volume of poor-quality, unsafe machines. Even among reputable automakers, the absence of safety standards made early model cars unreliable and limited in range.46

 Against this backdrop of entrepreneurial chaos, the early auto industry relied on the leadership of a handful of innovative inventors and businessmen to improve the quality of its products. Michigan-born Henry Ford, the son of an Irish immigrant farmer, developed a talent for mechanical work as a young boy. In his thirties, after years of tinkering with internal combustion engines, Ford built one of the first gasoline-powered, self-propelled vehicles in the United States. With the help of investors, he became a pioneer automaker, the first to employ assembly-line mass-production techniques to build more-affordable cars. He began with the Model N in 1906, which sold for $600. Two years later, the more technologically advanced Model T changed the industry standard from heavy, elaborate touring cars to smaller and more practical machines.47

 The Model T bridged the gap between the interests of urban and rural consumers. Because of its unique design and relatively low price, it was one of the first cars that farmers could use. The Model T sat high off the road, allowing it to clear rough terrain, and it used improved springs, making it both more durable and more comfortable over bumpy roads. As Ford refined his plant’s production techniques, he lowered the price of the Model T from a starting price of $825 in 1908 to $680 in 1910, and then to just $345 by 1916. Thanks to Ford’s ingenuity, cars became practical and affordable for city and country folk alike, and the company began marketing it nationwide as “the universal car.” By 1918, half of the vehicles sold in the United States were Model Ts.48


 Ford Model T advertisement from the Athens Herald, November 25, 1916. 
 Ford was not the only entrepreneur responsible for the car craze. Dozens of parts manufacturers reaped rewards by inventing vital new components and refining others to make cars safer and easier to drive. By 1901 more-comfortable steering wheels had replaced the tillers that were used on very early models, foot brakes worked better, and redesigned gearshifts made shifting smoother and more effortless. Open cars worked for touring elites who wanted to see and be seen, but dusty roads (and rainstorms) made them impractical for everyday use. In 1903 automakers began experimenting with closed cars, and removable canopy tops first appeared in 1904. Shortly thereafter, shock absorbers and bumpers became standard on many models. For added comfort, automakers lengthened wheelbases, installed better suspension, and moved seats slightly forward, and in 1907 they began using vanadium steel to make frames both lighter and stronger. The difficult and dangerous hand cranks used to start cars began to disappear after the first pneumatic self-starter appeared in 1907, and by 1912 modern electric self-starters replaced hand cranks on some cars. A number of improvements in the internal combustion engine also increased horsepower and fuel efficiency. And in the wake of the Model T, standard interchangeable parts helped other automakers compete with more reliable and affordable vehicles.49


While these advancements helped, tires still posed the biggest problem for rural driving. They were narrow and made of wood or hard solid rubber, designs that carved up dirt roads and were easily damaged. Wider pneumatic tires were first used in the early 1900s. Though expensive and not quite durable enough to withstand rough roadways, pneumatic tires provided drivers with a more cushioned ride and helped prevent further damage to the roads.50 In 1905 Frank A. Seiberling, the owner of a carriage tire company in Akron, Ohio, introduced the first high-quality, easy-maintenance, straight-side pneumatic tire with a universal rim. His Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company, named after vulcanized rubber inventor Charles Goodyear, flourished when Henry Ford ordered 1,200 sets of Goodyear tires for the first series of Model T cars; by 1916 Goodyear was the leading tire manufacturer in the world.51

 *** 
 The spirit of innovation that fueled advances in automobile design would soon spill over into road-building technology and design. No individual embodied that trend more than Carl Graham Fisher. Fisher’s humble origins did not portend his success as an automobile magnate and highway promoter, but his mechanical prowess and savvy salesmanship did. Raised in Indianapolis by a single mother, Fisher quit school in the sixth grade and worked a string of odd jobs to help support his mother and two brothers. By his teens, he had become infatuated with the bicycle craze and learned to ride the difficult, high-wheeled “ordinaries.” The introduction of cheaper, mass-produced, low-wheeled “safeties” in the early 1890s made the sport more accessible to more people, so the enterprising Fisher opened a small repair shop when he was just sixteen. He wanted to expand into sales three years later but could not come up with the funds, so Fisher took a train to Toledo, Ohio, and talked top bicycle manufacturer Colonel Albert Pope into advancing him enough stock to open a store in Indianapolis. Pope, who would become one of Fisher’s allies in the Good Roads Movement, reportedly told Fisher he had “more nerve than a government mule”—an assessment Fisher promptly corroborated by giving away fifty of Pope’s bicycles in the first of many publicity stunts that made him famous in his hometown.52


 Carl Graham Fisher, ca. 1915. (Courtesy of HistoryMiami, Miami, Florida) 
 As the bicycle fad gave way to the automobile craze at the turn of the century, Fisher transitioned along with it. For a few years, he made a good living racing cars in the Midwest, but after several deadly races and mounting concerns about his deteriorating eyesight, he stopped racing cars and began selling them. Eager to outstrip his competition, Fisher staged outrageous publicity stunts, such as pushing a Stoddard-Dayton off the roof of a building to demonstrate its solid construction and sturdy suspension. The throng of onlookers either did not know or did not care that Fisher had ordered a one-of-a-kind reinforced car that could land in one piece, and he had let most of the air out of the car’s tires to keep it from bouncing and sustaining damage. In his most famous stunt of all, Fisher attached an engineless car to a hot-air balloon, got behind the wheel, and floated over a cheering crowd in downtown Indianapolis. Among them was a pretty young teenager who was instantly smitten. Years later, Jane Fisher still remembered how invaluable the publicity had been, as well as the words her future husband had used to sell his product. “The Stoddard-Dayton was the first car to fly over Indianapolis,” Fisher’s ads read. “It should be your first car.”53

 Carl Fisher worked hard to persuade consumers that automobiles were safe and reliable, not just by orchestrating publicity events but also by manufacturing parts that transformed them into more-practical long-distance vehicles. Early-model automobiles did not have headlights, so all travel had to be completed during daylight hours. A driver who became lost or whose car broke down miles from home was stuck in the dark, and evening trips for work or leisure were impossible. Some motorists had tried hanging kerosene lanterns over the radiator, but they provided little illumination and, assuming the flames stayed lit, were dangerous as well. When a local inventor presented Fisher with an initial design for bright, reliable, compressed carbide gas-fueled headlights, he bought the rights to the patent and poured all of his time and money into fine-tuning them. With his business partner James Allison, Fisher’s Prest-O-Lite company sold headlights as fast as his Indianapolis plant could make them and soon opened new plants on the East and West Coasts. The flammability of carbide gas caused many accidents and deadly explosions at the plants and resulted in numerous lawsuits against Fisher and Allison, but even the bad publicity could not hamper sales. In 1913, after less than a decade in business, Fisher and Allison sold the company and became millionaires several times over. Carl Fisher was not yet forty years old.54

 Fisher invested much of his fortune in what became his most famous contribution to the auto industry: the Indianapolis Motor Speedway. Although the quality of automobiles had improved, American automakers still relied on their consumers to test the machines over time and distance. After years as both a participant and a spectator of automobile racing in the United States and abroad, Fisher had seen European automobiles outrun and outlast American cars time and again. Italian, German, and French cars, he complained, could “go uphill faster than the American cars can come down.” On a trip to Europe in 1905, Fisher observed that European automakers tested their cars at high speeds over long distances on closed racetracks. American racetracks, by contrast, were far too short to permit cars to maintain high speeds for long periods of time, so American automakers did not have the same opportunity as European automakers to diagnose and fix mechanical problems. “I made up my mind then,” Fisher recalled, “to build a speedway where cars could be run 1,000 miles in a test, if necessary.” Four years later, he and three partners began construction on the Indianapolis Motor Speedway on a farm five miles outside of town. Automakers and drivers alike set up shop outside of Indianapolis in order to use the track as soon as it opened in 1909. Eddie Rickenbacker, the track’s subsequent owner, later claimed that the speedway was responsible for most of the mechanical improvements to early cars.55 Though probably an exaggeration, this was nonetheless a clear indication of how instrumental Carl Fisher was to the auto industry’s efforts to build better and safer machines. 
 *** 

Fisher’s interests shifted from building raceways to building roadways at precisely the moment that both auto sales and public support for the Good Roads Movement surged, prompting him and others to begin rethinking old ideas about roads. He had been familiar with the Good Roads Movement since his bicycling days, but in 1912, while running for county commissioner in Marion County, Indiana, on the Progressive Party ticket, Fisher presented himself as a modern good-roads candidate. While campaigning among ordinary voters, he solicited support from auto-industry friends like Packard’s Henry Joy for a transcontinental automobile highway. His political opponents criticized the highway proposal, claiming that it would benefit only wealthy automobile owners, but Fisher insisted that automobile highways and farm-to-market roads were one and the same. He implored voters to spend more money for modern surfaced roads that would last longer. “I can not understand the folly of men,” he complained, “who will throw thousands and hundreds of thousands of dollars annually into the gulf of oblivion, which the poor road really is.” He asserted that “just a little money wisely expended goes farther and brings richer results than all the thousands that are thrown into the mudholes in the shape of loose gravel.” Fisher promised to do his part by returning his $2,500 salary as commissioner and matching it with a personal contribution as long as the money went to the county road fund.56

 Fisher lost the race, and the experience convinced him of the incompatibility of good roads and local politics. Even during his campaign he had advocated “tak[ing] the road problem . . . out of politics” by centralizing control over roads at the state level, much like the administration of most school systems—an unusual argument, perhaps, from a candidate running for local office. Writing to a friend shortly after the election, Fisher complained again, this time tongue-in-cheek, that “the highways of America are built chiefly of politics, whereas the proper material is crushed rock or concrete.” The 1912 race would be his last foray into politics, but not his last effort to transform the politics of local roadwork. For the next few years, Fisher used his reputation and his fortune to promote the construction of long-distance automobile highways and to urge state and federal control over roads.57

 By the time Fisher began to imagine the Dixie Highway, auto sales had exploded among northerners and southerners and urban and rural consumers alike. Auto registrations nationwide increased by nearly 600 percent between 1905 and 1910.58 Registrations in the South, which had lagged behind the rest of the country before the Model T, caught up by 1910 and continued to rise thereafter. In Georgia, automobile ownership rose more than 60 percent in a single year, increasing from 12,919 in 1913 to nearly 21,000 in 1914, and in North Carolina, ownership more than doubled that same year.59 Masters of ingenuity, farmers put their new automobiles to work hauling crops to market and pulling plows, and they used the cars’ engines to power cotton gins, corn shellers, and even generators to electrify their homes and barns. Cars also reduced rural isolation, even where poor roads limited the range of travel. By 1916 automobiles had become so indispensable to farmers that an agricultural official in Georgia declared that they had become “requisite[s] on the farm.” Observers marveled at how quickly farmers had gone from criticizing cars to embracing them. “Once upon a time,” the Atlanta Constitution opined, “the farmer and the automobile were . . . as incompatible as oil and water. But today farmers are among the foremost owners of cars.”60

 The automobile facilitated the uneasy alliance between farmers and auto men, but as both groups looked to the future, they knew that automobility would grow only as fast as highway mileage grew. As demand for cars expanded into rural areas and beyond, the scarcity of modern automobile-ready roads and highways replaced cost and quality as the auto industry’s new challenge. But an even greater challenge would be figuring out how to build a seamless, integrated system of modern roads that served the needs of such a disparate set of consumers. On the eve of building the Dixie Highway, Carl Fisher’s dream of bridging North and South, urban and rural, seemed as impossible as it was visionary. 
Farmers, Auto Men, and the Highway Lobby
 Visions of modern highways became clouded when politics entered the mix. Joining old local roads into a network of paved highways meant balancing not only the practical transportation needs but also the political interests of auto manufacturers, local governments, and rural citizens. Each of these groups had its own set of expectations, and each harbored its own unique understanding of the role the government would play in the process. Auto men wanted federal money but not federal regulation of their business practices. State and local officials welcomed federal assistance yet cautiously guarded their own control over regional affairs. And although farmers eagerly embraced federal funding for new roads, they perhaps more than anyone understood what a great—and expensive—challenge it would be to link their isolated communities with modern automobile highways. 
 At the most basic level, all of these groups agreed that modern roads required federal funding, particularly the auto industry. Speaking before the first meeting of the American Road Congress in late 1911, Chalmers Motor Company president Hugh Chalmers declared: “What the automobile industry most wants to see is the federal government actively enlisted in the work of improving our roads.” He opined that “there is no one single thing that a State or nation can do” that has “such a sure and impartial benefit to all the people as to build good roads.” Chalmers argued that the monumental job stood outside the capability of even wealthy and powerful automakers. “The most that the automobile industry can do in the way of furthering good roads is . . . carry on missionary work—try to mold public sentiment so that it will take action.” It would take “big scale” federal support to build modern highways. Chalmers called for uniform national laws governing everything from licensing automobiles to speed limits and even advocated specific new tax legislation to help pay for modern long-distance, automobile-ready roads and highways. And he believed that “when the people . . . realize that the benefits are not for one class of people alone, but for all the people alike, that they will rise up some day and demand of the national congress . . . and the State assemblies . . . that they cooperate” to build better roads.61

 After 1910, auto-industry pioneers capitalized on the opportunity to shape federal intervention in the nation’s fastest-growing industry through participation in the Good Roads Movement. After a decade of working to make automobiles into long-distance vehicles, the automobile industry emerged as a vocal and visible leader in the good-roads campaign. They wrested control of the conversation away from the federal Office of Public Road Inquiry, renamed the Office of Public Roads (OPR) in 1905, and its railroad sponsors and increasingly blurred the distinction between city streets and country roads as urban traffic bled into the countryside and farmers ventured into towns and cities. Their message was that automobiles promised both urban tourists and farmers the freedom to move over longer distances more cheaply and efficiently than railroads ever did. They promoted the construction of long-distance, or “trunk line,” roads that supplanted, rather than supplemented, railroads.62

 Still deeply committed to the railroads, the federal government was slower to embrace this new vision of road-based transportation. Congress steadily increased the OPR’s funding, from $50,000 in 1905 to $279,000 in 1914, yet it did not grant the agency any road-building powers.63 During that same period, congressmen warmed to the idea of federal highway aid, but they made no coordinated effort to determine which roads to fund, how much aid to give, or where the money would come from. Instead, they proposed a mishmash of highway bills, each one with a different plan and a different price tag. Southerners proposed many of these bills, including the popular Brownlow-Latimer Bill, a $24 million proposal to funnel federal aid through the states. Although the bill had wide-ranging support, it never made it to a vote.64 Mississippi representative Ezekiel S. Candler introduced two bills, including a massive $100 million proposal to build and improve rural postal routes, but he skimped on the details, arguing that they could be worked out later.65 In 1912 the authors of several of these bills cooperated on what became known as the Shackleford Bill, a complicated $25 million proposal that would grant federal aid for rural post roads but preserve local and state control over them. The bill passed the House two years later with near-unanimous southern support (and much northern urban opposition), but it fizzled out in the Senate.66 No fewer than sixty road bills of all different varieties stalled in Congress in the seven-month period between December 1911 and July 1912 alone. Except for a modest $500,000 increase in the Post Office Appropriation Bill of 1913 for post roads, Congress did not commit any funding to road construction.67 As such, most representatives lagged far behind popular interest and support for federal funding for new roads and highways. The Good Roads Movement’s campaign for more roads and highways intensified as the automobile steadily upped the ante in the campaign for more and better roads. Good-roads organizations nationwide numbered more than 450 by 1912, forming a powerful private-sector lobby.68

 *** 
 At the local level, enthusiasm for better roads—and the government aid they required—had been building for years, particularly in the South. A major turning point was the advent of short-demonstration, or “object-lesson,” roads. Since ORI chief Martin Dodge first proposed them in 1900, object-lesson road projects brought federal engineers in to teach county officials newer and more-scientific road-building techniques. When engineer Logan Waller Page took over the OPR in 1905, he took advantage of the agency’s increased budget as well as the momentum of the Good Roads Movement to revive object-lesson roads.69

 Because counties had to pay the actual construction costs of object-lesson roads, responses to the OPR’s offer varied according to local resources. In 1902 Fulton County, Georgia, home to the state’s largest city, Atlanta, was already building its own model roads with the help of good-roads organizations and railroad companies. Describing a recent good-roads convention that included an object lesson, a Fulton commissioner boasted to federal officials that the county had been building its own “most excellent roads . . . both before and since” it began building instructional roads. But he added that “this is far from true in the rural Counties, where the population is less dense” and whose road officials benefited from seeing the object lessons in their larger sister county.70 When the OPR offered the county a federal object lesson three years later, the chairman of the county’s Public Works Committee rebuffed it. In a curt reply, he declared that “the roads in this County are built under strictly scientific principles, and there is little need of availing ourselves of this offer at this time.”71 Whether the county viewed the OPR’s offer as an infringement on local control or just as an unnecessary expense, the response indicated that urban officials did not see any critical need for federal aid for local roads. 
 Object-lesson roads proved more appealing to rural southerners, who were deeply dissatisfied with the limitations of local roads and local control, but they were in no position to pay for them. Wayne County, Georgia, had no improved roads, so county commissioners were eager to take advantage of the OPR’s offer. However, they also had no road machinery and only the most primitive tools and materials to work with. After seeing an advertisement about object-lesson roads in Southern Agriculturalist, commissioner J. F. Surrency asked the OPR for details about the labor, materials, and number of teams needed because he could not assume the county would be able to provide the basic materials required by the OPR’s expert engineers.72 A city official in the tiny town of Fitzgerald also contacted the secretary of agriculture for help after seeing the same advertisement. “It is a question,” he declared, “if any place in the United States is in greater need of roads than south Georgia.” But he, too, wondered about the cost.73 E. L. Bardwell of Talbot County might have argued that middle Georgia was no better off. He contacted the OPR to ask for general advice about building and maintaining roads “in a sparsely settled, agricultural county . . . [with] no town of more than 12 or 1,500 population . . . [and whose] bad roads are sometimes rendered nearly impassable by the winter rains.” Bardwell’s detailed list of questions about the cost of roads and the personnel needed to build them implied that there was no regular system of road construction or maintenance in the county.74 Dozens of other rural officials and ordinary citizens wrote to the OPR asking for help, only to discover that they could not afford to actually apply for an object-lesson road. To the great frustration of OPR officials, most people failed to follow up after an initial inquiry about federal assistance. For example, a Dougherty County commissioner in the south Georgia town of Albany wrote to the OPR in December 1908 requesting expert assistance in building expensive macadam roads “at earliest moment.” The OPR sent the commissioner an application, but five months later, he still had not returned it. In May the office sent another letter urging him to apply “at once” if he hoped to have an engineer sent down before the end of the year, but he never did.75 However popular an idea it was, Page’s revival of the object-lesson road program generated very few actual road improvements. By 1912 the OPR had supervised the construction of only 616 miles of object-lesson roads nationwide, and 500 of them were made of dirt.76

 Still, the object-lesson road program was a critical stepping-stone in the Good Roads Movement because it highlighted for Congress the OPR’s impotence as a partner in the campaign for federal highway aid. Citizens often appealed directly to senators and congressmen to ask about rumors of federal help for local roads. These inquiries gave the OPR greater leverage in its ongoing struggle with Congress by forcing legislators to take some responsibility for their refusal to fund federal roadwork. When U.S. representative Thomas Bell wrote to the OPR on behalf of his constituents in Ellijay, Georgia, asking that the agency provide not only an engineer but also a rock crusher and a roller to build a hard-surfaced road, an OPR official seized the opportunity to remind Bell of the agency’s limitations. “Congress does not authorize us to purchase or rent road building machinery,” he pointedly reminded the congressman, “and, in consequence, we have none to furnish to assist in the work at Ellijay, and therefore cannot grant the assistance which is desired.”77

 This arrangement also underscored the influence of local citizens, who understood all too well just how political road building was. They may not have been able to get the help they needed from the OPR, but they could exert pressure on their representatives in Washington. Joel Deese of tiny Cochran, Georgia, wrote to Congressman Dudley M. Hughes complaining about local road officials. The year before, Deese said, he and some of his neighbors had campaigned against “expensive and inefficient conduct [of] road construction” by county officials, and they succeeded in replacing local road officials with men committed to newer, better methods of construction. But the new commission was not up to their standards, either. Deese asked Hughes to publish letters in the local newspapers telling readers about the availability of federal aid through the USDA and the OPR, a direct appeal to county residents that Deese hoped would “spur our officials to take notice of an active public demand” for more-aggressive roadwork. He implored Hughes to intervene further by sending a federal engineer to investigate their work, and he gently reminded the congressman that his reelection prospects depended on his response. Hughes’s predecessor, Deese said, had refused, “fearing, doubtless, that it would queer his campaign; which it undoubtedly did, though not in the way he feared.” In a long and testy reply, Hughes defended his record as a good-roads candidate. He complained that he had implored all of the counties in his district to take advantage of the OPR’s offer, but only one did. Declaring that he had done all he could do, Hughes patently refused to intervene in local affairs. “This should be a question that the county alone should adjust,” he instructed Deese. “I think outside interference would be justly criticized.”78

 Like so many other congressmen, Hughes did not understand the crux of the disagreement between local residents and their road commissioners. It was precisely because local officials could not afford the minimal aid offered by the OPR that voters like Deese felt obliged to go over their heads. By writing to their congressmen rather than to the OPR, rural road advocates forced them to become intermediaries in the relationship between local and federal road officials. Though detached from the debates between OPR officials and Congress, ordinary citizens fully comprehended the association between OPR assistance and the elected officials who funded it. It may not have induced federal representatives to intervene in road construction, but it showed clearly that local people wanted them to. And even if they did not grant the OPR more authority and sufficient funding, congressmen learned more about the accomplishments and the limitations of the subagency through this correspondence. Moreover, bringing elected federal officials into OPR business politicized the office in ways that Congress and the Department of Agriculture had explicitly forbidden. This tested the boundaries of the OPR’s authority and politicized the road issue at the federal level, something the very creation of the office had been engineered to avoid. 
 Harnessing public enthusiasm for more-aggressive federal intervention, manufacturers, auto enthusiasts, and road experts began to form more-powerful lobbying groups. Auto-industry insiders established a number of organizations dedicated to direct lobbying for federal funding for highway construction. The industry’s first trade association, the National Association of Automobile Manufacturers (NAAM), was formed in 1900 with the specific intent of organizing and coordinating the industry’s attempts to influence favorable legislation. So, too, were the American Motor Car Manufacturing Association (AMCMA) and the Association of Licensed Automobile Manufacturers (ALAM). The most influential of these organizations was the American Automobile Association (AAA), which forged strong ties with the southern Good Roads Movement.79

 Expert road builders and frustrated local road officials formed their own groups as well. Among them were the American Road Makers (ARM), later called the American Road Builders Association, whose diverse membership included contractors, engineers, manufacturers of and dealers in road machinery, county commissioners, and a handful of state highway officials.80 Even OPR chief Logan Page, whose efforts to remain impartial and apolitical were short-lived, presided over the American Association for Highway Improvement (AAHI), an umbrella organization for the Good Roads Movement that lobbied for state and federal highway aid. Along with other major organizations such as the AAA, the AAHI sponsored annual meetings of the American Road Congress, where road officials and auto industrialists met to debate the merits of proposed state and federal legislation. Page even escorted AAHI members to congressional hearings so they could lobby congressmen face-to-face for favorable road legislation.81

 With new lobbying power and a Congress in favor of some form of federal aid, highway supporters turned to the media to help proselytize the gospel of good roads to the masses. Auto industrialists sponsored long-distance tours called “reliability runs” to publicly promote a new model of highway-based transportation for farmers and automobile tourists alike. With the help of wealthy benefactors such as Boston telephone pioneer Charles J. Glidden, they staged city-to-city tours designed to simultaneously demonstrate the practicality of interstate routes and market the automobile as a dependable means of long-distance transportation. The Glidden Tours, which ran from 1905 until 1913 and were organized by the AAA, were front-page news in local and national newspapers, covered by dozens of reporters who tagged along on the arduous journeys and recorded every detail. Their accounts described encounters with people who had never seen a car before, welcoming committees in the countless small towns they passed through, and endless frustration with vehicles that frequently broke down along rough terrain or became mired in thick, glue-like mud up to their axles.82

 The AAA organized the first Glidden Tour through the South in 1911, and it proved just how adept the industry had become at simultaneously marketing automobiles and lobbying politicians. Eighty-six cars left New York City on October 14 bound for Jacksonville, Florida, and led by Georgia governor Hoke Smith, the first governor ever to participate in the Glidden Tours. Smith’s participation was a clear indication that his views on road building were not incompatible with those of the AAA.83 The drivers had few major problems until they reached Virginia, where, chirped one reporter, “Glidden tourists . . . gave good-bye to good roads.” Teams of mules had to wrench numerous cars from the mud. Hoke Smith’s car skidded off a bad road in the rain and hit a telegraph pole.84 Reporters were merciless in their descriptions of poor road conditions in the South, with one declaring: “[N]othing has approached in vileness the condition of the roads in Virginia.” Still, that same reporter concluded that the tour was a showcase for the durability of modern automobiles. “Two years ago all except a comparatively few cars would have refused to even attempt” the treacherous trip over southern roads, he said. “It was astonishing,” he continued, “to see small motor vehicles plowing through mud three feet deep on a steep up-grade, and touring cars with full complements of passengers [doing] all this and more.”85 Following the tour, at an AAA dinner attended by several governors and legislators, an AAA official optimistically predicted that the South would soon “outstrip” the rest of the country building roads.86

 Numerous other tours were sponsored by newspapers and businessmen eager to capitalize on the popularity of the Glidden Tours. In 1909 the editors of the New York Herald and the Atlanta Journal sponsored a trailblazing tour to select a route for the Broadway-Whitehall National Highway between their two cities. Reporters accompanied the caravan and telegraphed back every detail, from the gleaming modern streets of New York City to the pitted, often impassable rural roads below the Mason-Dixon Line. Their accounts of “auto tourists in peril” were as exciting as any dime-store novel. Famous participants added to the appeal. The first car to reach Roanoke on the tour carried baseball star Ty Cobb, who drew a huge crowd.87 Readers could not get enough. Atlanta Journal editor Major John S. Cohen declared the proposed highway an opportunity for “the elimination of the final barrier” between North and South. The tour generated good publicity and sold a lot of papers, but when it was finished, so was Cohen. “Now it remains for the counties themselves to finish the work,” he concluded, “to build up the highway, to make it what it has just begun to be.”88

 The newspaper stunt did not generate a modern highway, but it did attract the interest of other enterprising capitalists. Upon hearing that the newspapers would be sponsoring an automobile tour, a North Carolina millionaire named Leonard Tufts waged a spirited campaign to persuade the editors to select a route through Washington, D.C., through the state capitals of Virginia and the Carolinas, and on to Atlanta. Conveniently for Tufts, his “Capital Highway” passed through the village of Pinehurst, North Carolina, where he owned a tourist resort that his wealthy northern customers could reach only by railroad. Tufts did not get his highway, but his proposal generated invaluable publicity for both his business and his region’s highway needs.89 The following year, Georgia businessmen sponsored a “Round the State Tour.” Like earlier tours, this one did not generate new roads or new funding, but it did strengthen support for new long-distance highways in the South.90

 Yet the widespread interest in auto highways put some southerners on guard. Wary that roads would privilege the leisure interests of the wealthy over the practical demands of rural farmers, southern politicians began to articulate concerns over the direction of the highway enterprise. Perhaps no one articulated such reservations better than Hoke Smith. Like Henry Grady, Atlanta’s most prominent New South evangelist, Smith was a newspaper editor and an ardent supporter of southern economic development. However, Smith built his political career on helping farmers, not industrialists. As both an attorney and an elected official, Smith was famous for fighting the railroads. He owed the rest of his political career to the promotion of rural white political interests as well. Smith won the race for governor of Georgia in 1906 by promising to disfranchise African Americans, a popular “electoral reform” in much of the Progressive Era South. As a senator, he sponsored the Smith-Lever Act of 1914, which established the Agricultural Extension Service, and cosponsored with Georgia representative Dudley M. Hughes the Smith-Hughes Act, which funded vocational programs and was an important source of federal aid for rural secondary schools.91 Although he had tipped his hat to the AAA’s goals for the Good Roads Movement by participating in the 1911 Glidden Tour, Smith remained circumspect about the priorities of the good-roads campaign. 
 At a 1914 meeting of the American Road Congress, Smith made it clear that there remained a yawning gap between the interests of northern and southern good-roads progressives. Smith supported federal aid for roads, but he persisted in differentiating between rural market roads and automobile highways. In his address, he expressed his fear that “charming advocates of national highways” might make supporters of the Good Roads Movement forget the importance of also building roads for farmers. Smith declared his preference for funding rural market roads over major tourist highways. “Nobody enjoys a great national highway or a Glidden tour more than I do,” he said, “but their chief value is that they may stimulate better roads away from the great highways.”92

 Quick to point out the limitations of this thinking, AAA president George Diehl argued that like so many others who still made distinctions between farm roads and “peacock alleys,” Senator Smith had erred in assuming that the AAA promoted impractical routes for only auto tourists. Instead, Diehl argued that the federal government should fund the construction of “important” highways first. He hoped, not unlike Smith, that these “great national roads and State highways will form the backbone from which will radiate the county roads and the township roads and the whole will be combined into one properly connected and well developed system of highways, which together with the use of motor vehicles, will make for the greatest development this country has ever known.” Although he denied that the association had any specific interest in “ocean to ocean” or “Great Lakes to the Gulf” highways, Diehl had outlined a vision of modern highways that rested on long-distance highways that anchored the nation’s transportation system and served as both automobile routes and major market highways.93

 But the divisions were there and would remain a source of friction for some time. Although both Smith and Diehl fundamentally believed in the importance of roads, regional politics and deep-seated ideological differences about the role of government in the lives of citizens began to sow the seeds of conflict. Neither would have argued that modern highways should be built. But dogged questions—Who would these roads benefit? Who were they for? Who would control their construction? What purpose would they serve? Where would they be built? And who would reap the political benefits when all was said and done?—began to muddy the clarity and unity of their purpose. As enthusiasm for large-scale modern highway projects began to take shape, so too did the roots of political discord. 
 Nevertheless, by 1914 the unlikely alliances that underpinned the Good Roads Movement had forever changed the way people thought about roads. After years of disappointing efforts to build roads at the local level, ordinary citizens, auto businessmen, and public officials had banded together to rethink the scope and purpose of individual transportation. With automobiles here to stay, good-roads advocates forged ahead with plans that would leave an indelible mark on the nation’s highway system and its system of government. 



Chapter 2 
 The Road to Dixie, 1914–1916
 In November 1914 Carl Fisher’s proposal to build the first modern automobile highway linking the North and the South provoked a jubilant response. Southern newspapers rushed to endorse the so-called Cotton Belt Route, declaring it “a splendid investment” that would encourage the construction of more roads. Northerners rejoiced at the news as well. Northern tourists, said one Indianapolis man, “have longings in their hearts to tour the great south . . . to motor into its lands of tradition and history.”1 The new highway would be “of great and mutual benefit to the people north and south,” according to Governor Samuel Ralston of Indiana, “and an ever strengthening bond of unity between the people of these states.” The New York Times dubbed it “The Dixie Peaceway” and declared the route “a memorial . . . symbolical of the accord between brethren which shall never again be broken.”2 The highway itself seemed poised to remedy the conflicts of the past and transport the nation into a new era of sectional harmony. 
 Soon renamed in honor of the region it promised to transform, the Dixie Highway became the most successful and consequential of the so-called marked trails of the 1910s and 1920s. These privately planned routes used signage to link existing local roads into the first long-distance highways in the nation. The meandering, unpaved routes were difficult to navigate, but in an age when railroads still dominated interstate travel, these primitive freeways captured the nation’s imagination. They became symbols of modern-day progress that would heal the lingering wounds of the Civil War. Yet some marked trails evoked that past even as they heralded the future. The transcontinental Lincoln Highway between New York and San Francisco honored the fallen president who had preserved the Union, while several regional highways in the South, such as the Jefferson Davis Highway in Mississippi and the Robert E. Lee Highway in Virginia, paid tribute to the old Confederacy.3 The north-south Dixie Highway, however, merged the two in a quintessentially modern monument to national unity. Most marked trails were either untenable from the start or, in some cases, deceitful schemes to extract donations from gullible citizens along the route. Few were ever finished. But Fisher’s visionary route, far longer and more complicated than any other highway of its time, was completed within a decade. 
 The Dixie Highway galvanized support unlike any other marked trail in part because it embodied the spirit of cooperation and unity that the nation so badly craved in the new century. Supporters believed that the Dixie Highway would bring people together because it benefited everyone. Northerners and southerners, city people and farmers, and governors and county commissioners all rallied behind the campaign to build the highway. But as they would soon discover, working together was not always easy. Merging the priorities of so many different groups proved so challenging that it nearly derailed the Dixie Highway. Intense competition over routing decisions divided local communities even as it generated publicity and funding for the highway. Self-interested businessmen tried to use their powerful political connections to influence the route, while governors of the Dixie Highway states were powerless to stop them. County road authorities promised to devote resources they did not have to begin building a highway that they hoped state and federal governments would someday finish. Supporters established a formal organization to guide the project through the routing difficulties, but the officers of the Dixie Highway Association (DHA) struggled to reconcile competing interests after the final route was selected. Working together in the spirit of cooperation proved more divisive than anyone could have imagined. 
 Within a year of the Dixie Highway proposal, it became clear that envisioning a modern interstate highway was simple, but building it one county at a time was nearly impossible. Enthusiasm for the highway never waned, but no single, clear agenda emerged from the motley mix of Dixie Highway communities. The paeans to sectional reconciliation that had marked the announcement in 1914 soon gave way to pitched battles that exposed the very real political and economic differences that still divided North and South and rural and urban. In response to these problems, the DHA took up the Good Roads Movement’s crusade for federal highway aid. They believed that the regional, economic, and political interests of so many different parties could only be unified with the financial and bureaucratic intervention of the federal government. As they worked to help counties complete their portions of the Dixie Highway, DHA officers launched a parallel campaign to win federal funding for vital interstate routes like theirs. Thus even while local tensions over routing, regional differences in funding, and clashes between the business and the politics of road building shaped the Dixie Highway, the Dixie Highway shaped the future of modern highway construction. 
Uniting North and South
 Early marked trails like the Broadway-Whitehall Highway between New York City and Atlanta were simple unpaved routes linking two major cities, difficult to travel even in good weather and rarely connected to other long-distance roads.4 Few motorists used them, and those who did regretted it. As automobile sales spread beyond urban areas and tourists ventured deeper into the countryside, these primitive thruways proved increasingly unsuitable. In September 1913 the South’s leading business weekly, the Manufacturers Record, proposed a bold alternative to the marked trails. In place of scattered and disconnected dirt roads, the paper suggested a “comprehensive” system of interconnected routes linking all of the regions in the country. “The highway demanded by the times,” the paper declared, “is one unbroken line from the North and the West through the South, built so solidly that it cannot be affected by weather.”5

 This visionary suggestion for an integrated system of modern roads has been called the inspiration for the Dixie Highway, but more accurately it was a prescient blend of two very different highways first proposed by Carl Fisher. The only one already under way in 1913 was the Lincoln Highway, a transcontinental route from New York to San Francisco named in honor of Fisher’s childhood hero.6 Fisher and several other auto industrialists believed they could build the highway quicker and more efficiently by using private donations. But private capital could not forestall the influence of local politics. During a month-long pathfinding tour of the West in 1913, nicknamed the “Hoosier Tour” by the press, Fisher and other members of the Lincoln Highway Association (LHA) quarreled over routing options. Their disagreements fueled rumors and public speculation about where the highway would go. Ever the salesman, Fisher exploited these rumors in hopes of raising more donations from people along rival routes. His plan backfired when the LHA made the official routing announcement on August 26, 1913, and thousands of supporters and donors learned that the Lincoln Highway would bypass their communities altogether. Some badgered the LHA to add their towns to the route, while others simply refused to support the highway any longer. Controversy and disappointment would hamstring the LHA’s efforts to complete the highway for years to come.7

 Harnessing private capital to build public highways turned out to be impractical. Despite great enthusiasm for the Lincoln Highway, donations fell far short of the $10 million Fisher had solicited. Months after the official route was selected, the LHA had pledges for barely half that amount and even less in hand, and most of the rough dirt roads that formed the Lincoln Highway west of the Mississippi River remained untouched. When a small-town newspaper editor from Nevada wrote to the LHA and demanded to know what the organization had done with the donation money, he voiced the doubts and frustrations of thousands of disappointed westerners. Perhaps if the man had known that the LHA had raised only $265 in all of Nevada he would have understood why improvements along the highway had stalled. Jokes about the Lincoln Highway soon replaced the early praise. Some called it a line on a map connecting the nation’s worst mud holes. In 1915 writer Emily Post famously reported that when she asked what was the best road to California, a friend replied without hesitation, “the Union Pacific.” The Lincoln Highway, her friend declared, was just “an imaginary line like the Equator!” Even Carl Fisher gave up on the highway. After 1915 he did not play an active role in the LHA.8

 The Lincoln Highway was, in a sense, a trial run for the Dixie Highway. Despite the project’s shortcomings, the sheer ambition of the Lincoln Highway inspired both capitalists and ordinary citizens to think differently about the future of transportation after 1913. The Baltimore-based Manufacturers Record saw the flurry of publicity surrounding the Lincoln Highway as an opportunity to prod readers into demanding a similar highway through the South. A north-south highway, the paper insisted, was “equally as important—indeed, we believe far more important” but required “the energetic co-operation of the business interests of the North and West in connection with those in the South.” The paper urged “the great capitalists of the South” to follow the lead of the auto men in the Lincoln Highway Association and mount a southern highway campaign. The readers who flooded the Record’s office with letters of support could not have known that Carl Fisher would soon take on that responsibility by bringing together automobile businessmen and regular citizens in a campaign to build the Dixie Highway, drawing on the hard lessons he learned from the Lincoln Highway experiment.9

 Carl Fisher’s real estate ventures in south Florida prompted his interest in building a north-south highway. He had first visited Miami during his honeymoon in 1909 and was so taken with the sleepy beach town that he purchased a vacation home there a few months later, sight unseen. From her new home, Jane Fisher could see a mosquito-ridden “strip of jungle” just across Biscayne Bay, accessible only by boat. Carl, however, envisioned a city there. He bought up hundreds of acres of land and promptly invested $50,000 to build a two-and-a-half mile wooden bridge from the mainland. But building a city proved more difficult. “Crazy Carl Fisher,” people said as the work dragged on and expenses soared year after year, was “sinking his millions in mud.” Undaunted, Fisher cheerfully gambled both his personal fortune and his reputation to finish what he had started. Over the next several years, teams of mules, men with machetes, and fleets of dredging ships transformed a dense mangrove swamp into a sparkling resort city that Fisher named Miami Beach.10

 By 1914, a full decade before the Florida land boom transformed the rest of the state, Fisher was ready to market his beachfront properties to wealthy tourists. He courted some of the giants in the auto industry, including Billy Durant of General Motors, Edsel Ford, and executives at Packard, Willys-Overland, and Firestone.11 In his typical extravagant fashion, Fisher reasoned that there was no better way to sell Miami Beach to tourists than to build a tourist highway right to Miami Beach. Other proposals for a north-south route, including that of the Manufacturers Record a year earlier, had stalled, but Fisher had enough clout with wealthy and influential auto industrialists to launch a high-profile campaign. He floated the idea to several friends in the Midwest, who agreed that the automaking region was the ideal starting point for an automobile route. However, his experience with the Lincoln Highway had taught Fisher the limits of the auto industry’s leadership, so he also called on his friend Governor Ralston of Indiana, to lend his name to the new highway proposal. Further aware that his personal stake in a highway between the Midwest and Miami Beach might be injurious to the project, Fisher shrewdly stepped aside and tapped an unknown disciple of the Good Roads Movement to be the spokesman for his latest business venture.12

 No one had heard of Fisher’s pick—Indianapolis seed manufacturer William S. Gilbreath—when he arrived in Atlanta for the fourth annual meeting of the American Road Congress in early November 1914, but his name would be forever linked to the Dixie Highway. As secretary of the Hoosier Motor Club and an ardent disciple of the Good Roads Movement, Gilbreath knew the meeting would be an ideal backdrop for his announcement about the new highway project, particularly since it was being held for the first time in the Deep South, where good roads were most scarce. Through the Atlanta newspapers, Gilbreath introduced plans for the “Cotton Belt Route,” which would link major cities between Chicago and Miami, sending hundreds of thousands of northern tourists through the South and generating much-needed revenue for the region. A letter of introduction from Governor Ralston helped Gilbreath secure a meeting with Georgia governor John M. Slaton, who pledged his cooperation, and Gilbreath vowed to get endorsements from the other governors whose states the highway would traverse.13 The announcement received little attention outside of the South, but then Carl Fisher had learned his lesson about promoting highways. While the Lincoln Highway still dominated national headlines, Fisher and Gilbreath crafted a careful, methodical, and very different plan for the Dixie Highway.14

 The Dixie Highway diverged from other marked trails in several important ways. The Lincoln Highway had faltered under the unilateral control of auto men, but the Dixie Highway incorporated state leaders from the very start. A month after the highway announcement, Governor Ralston of Indiana invited the governors of the other Dixie Highway states to meet halfway in Chattanooga the following April in order to establish a highway association to oversee the project. Fisher, Gilbreath, and the Hoosier Motor Club boosters who coordinated initial plans for the Dixie Highway did not solicit donations, speculate about the route, or even formally adopt the name “Dixie Highway.” Instead, they left all major decisions up to the governors.15 They nevertheless moved quickly to organize the project. Whereas plans for the Lincoln Highway lingered for years and other marked trails never made it past the proposal stage, the Dixie Highway evolved into a viable route within a few short months. 
 One reason for this was the expectation of government aid for the highway. By 1915 arguments against federal intervention in road building were scarce, even in the most rural sections of the South. A Dixie Highway supporter in the south Georgia town of Fitzgerald believed that it was only a matter of time before the federal government exercised its “constitutional right, placed there by the founders of this Government, of constructing a system of permanent highways.” Pretty soon, he predicted, millions in federal appropriations “will . . . be diverted to the inter-state roads of the country,” and “these highways will become the main arteries of travel.”16 Fisher cultivated this impression as carefully as he orchestrated Gilbreath’s role in the announcement. All of Gilbreath’s early public statements implied that Indiana governor Ralston helped conceive the idea of a north-south highway, and that he, Governor Slaton, and the other governors would see it through. Timing the announcement to coincide with the American Road Congress also permitted Fisher and Gilbreath to capitalize on discussions about state and federal highway aid that were taking place during the conference. Many of the road experts who spoke at the meeting in Atlanta promoted federal aid as well as the expansion of state aid to states that did not yet have it. The entire afternoon session on November 9 was devoted to federal aid, with U.S. congressmen, state officials, representatives of the American Automobile Association, and officers of regional good-roads associations outlining their reasons for supporting national highway legislation. Dr. Joseph Hyde Pratt, state geologist from North Carolina, confidently predicted that it was “simply a question of a short time” before Congress would pass a federal aid bill.17 Gilbreath’s Atlanta audience must have shared Pratt’s optimism when they read the next day’s paper, which featured Gilbreath’s front-page announcement for the Dixie Highway alongside a headline declaring: “[Road] Congress to Ask Government Aid for Good Roads.” Over the next several weeks, publicity for the highway reinforced these associations over and over again.18 By casting the Dixie Highway as a government road just when support for state and federal funding was cresting, Fisher and Gilbreath guaranteed it a degree of legitimacy missing in most other marked trails. 
 Another reason the Dixie Highway proposal gained momentum so quickly was its economic appeal. Marked trails naturally attracted automakers and the tourist industry, but the Dixie Highway drew interest from a far broader group of regional and local business interests. Unlike the Lincoln Highway, which traversed hundreds of miles of sparsely populated areas in the West, the Dixie Highway linked heavily populated areas of the Midwest and South. Even before the exact route became clear, anyone could see that it would link several major cities with dozens of sizable market towns. The highway would generate immediate business for a wide range of people, from restaurant and hotel owners in larger towns and cities to merchants and filling station owners in small towns and farmers operating roadside produce stands in the countryside or hauling crops to market. Local business clubs and chambers of commerce wasted no time lobbying the governors for spots on the new route. Scarcely a month after the Dixie Highway was announced, a representative of the Charleston, South Carolina, chamber of commerce urged the governor of Georgia to consider supporting a detour through the Low-country.19 The president of the Monteagle Board of Trade petitioned Tennessee governor Tom C. Rye, arguing that a highway through Monteagle would “add thousands per cent to the already wonderful popularity of this section as a summer resort” as well as promote the farming interests of the nearby Cumberland Plateau.20 More-prominent businessmen, like Charles E. “Charlie” James, a Chattanooga real estate developer and the owner of the Signal Mountain Inn, were also among the earliest and most active boosters of the Dixie Highway.21 Even small-town businessmen recognized the highway’s potential. A. A. Womack of the Manchester Commercial Club wrote to Governor Rye to promote a route through his town, which he said offered “the finest scenery between Nashville and Chattanooga, the best farming lands in Middle Tennessee,” and “excellent accommodations for tourists.”22

 Yet the campaign to promote the highway grew so large so quickly that it obscured some significant flaws in the original proposal. Carl Fisher’s carefully staged announcement had not only concealed the true origins of the highway idea, but it also had exaggerated the likelihood of immediate state or federal funding for it. Despite ongoing efforts to pass comprehensive federal highway legislation, the American Automobile Association, highway engineering experts, and politicians could not find common ground on a single bill. Led by the AAA, the highway lobby continued to press for a national highway system, but bold and expensive proposals such as Washington congressman Stanton Warburton’s bill to link all of the nation’s state capitals, large cities, and seaports with a system of paved interstate highways went nowhere. Neither did more-conservative proposals that would have had little or no practical effect on roads. In 1914 no fewer than forty-nine bills were introduced in Congress, many of them, according to one critic, “intended rather for political effect than as measures intended for enactment into law.”23 There was little reason to think the federal Office of Public Roads would give even token support to the Dixie Highway, either, because OPR officials were suspicious of marked trails. In 1912, for instance, they had denounced the Battlefield Route between Chattanooga and Atlanta as a “scheme,” though it would later become one of the most promising potential routes for the Dixie Highway.24 Despite the roles that governors played in the project, state aid was also no guarantee. At the time of the Road Congress, only two states between Illinois and Florida had state highway commissions: Illinois and Kentucky. There were none south of Kentucky, and even Kentucky’s highway commission served only in an advisory capacity. Gubernatorial endorsements from states that had neither highway commissions nor laws permitting state expenditures for roads were nominal at best.25 And allowing the governors to select a route for the Dixie Highway did not change the fact that the highway was really a string of local roads. Privately, even the governors themselves remained equivocal in their support for the highway. Both Governor Rye of Tennessee and Governor Slaton of Georgia doubted they would attend the governors conference at all.26

 Most people supported Fisher’s proposal for a north-south highway because they wanted to believe in it, not because they were duped into thinking it would be easy to build. No one had a blueprint for modern highway construction. During the Road Congress in Atlanta, speakers from the Dixie Highway states expressed support for long-distance highways but contradicted one another over how best to build them. In his welcoming address, delivered just hours after he endorsed the Dixie Highway, Governor Slaton praised the potential of modern highways to “annihilate” distances and unify people but admitted his own power-lessness to build them. Instead, he told the assembled road experts to direct their expert advice to the county commissioners still in charge of the state’s roads.27 Mrs. Slaton, speaking the following day during a session for women, disparaged local control by suggesting that the nation’s 140,000 local road officials constituted a waste of millions of dollars that would be better spent on expert officials and state-level administration.28 Georgia senator Hoke Smith expressed support for both long-distance highways and recent federal legislation for farmers but stopped short of fusing the two in support of highway legislation.29 Carl Fisher’s friend Clarence Kenyon, president of the Indiana Good Roads Association, spoke in favor of federal highway aid but warned audience members that it would require tireless lobbying on their part. State and federal aid could only be obtained, he warned, “by getting next to the legislators, and going after them.”30

 Even Slaton’s prominent role in both the meeting and the Dixie Highway announcement reflected a far-reaching optimism about what the highway could do for his state. With less than 6 percent of Georgia’s 82,000 miles of dirt roads surfaced or even graded, Slaton had good reason to support an interstate highway proposal. But he also had good reason to try to divert attention away from Georgia’s recent bad press. Over the past year, the national news media had descended on Georgia to cover the controversial trial of Leo Frank, a Jewish factory superintendent convicted of the murder of thirteen-year-old employee Mary Phagan in 1913. The scant evidence of Frank’s guilt made headlines, exposing the inequalities of the state’s justice system for all the country to see. No doubt Governor Slaton, whose own legacy was threatened by the Frank case, saw a modern highway initiative as an opportunity to redeem both the state’s reputation and his own.31 The Road Congress turned out to be the ideal backdrop for Fisher’s highway proposal after all, though not only for the reasons he had predicted. 
 Carl Fisher was not the first to dream up a north-south highway, but he wielded enough influence to turn the idea into a crusade. His carefully orchestrated announcement took full advantage of the momentum of the Good Roads Movement in the South and the popularity of early marked trails. Fisher exploited the growing demand for state and federal highway aid even as he quietly promoted elite business interests like his own. Those interests would continue to guide the project even as governors and citizens took their places as constituents of this ambitious new interstate highway. 
Dividing North and South
 The proposal for the Dixie Highway came at a key moment not only in the history of the Good Roads Movement but in southern history, as Progressive legislation took up Populist themes aimed at helping farmers by expanding the reach of state and federal agencies. Although many southerners were still haunted by memories of federal occupation during Reconstruction, the dire state of agriculture in the South had long since begun to shift attitudes about government intervention. The Smith-Lever Act of 1914, sponsored by Georgia senator Hoke Smith and South Carolina congressman Asbury F. Lever, placed federally funded, state-supervised agriculture experts in almost every county in the United States to offer advice to farmers and promote more-scientific farming techniques such as crop diversification. Through home-demonstration agents, the Smith-Lever Act also reached into rural homes to promote better nutrition, teach new cooking and canning techniques, and even set up markets through which farm women could earn money by sewing, baking, and selling fresh produce and eggs. The Underwood Tariff of 1913 significantly lowered duties on many consumer goods that farm families needed or wanted, while increases in funding for post roads that same year eased the isolation of rural life.32

 Yet rural southerners differentiated between useful and intrusive federal programs. As historian William Link has shown, farm families spurned moralistic and paternalistic reforms that challenged the social—and racial—status quo. Public-health campaigns such as hookworm eradication were popular, but implementation was difficult because southerners resisted the outside intervention and the higher taxes that such programs required. Rural parents were similarly wary of education activists who tried to impose compulsory education laws because farm families relied on the labor of every member of the household. Textile workers in nearby mill towns, many of them not far removed from the farm themselves, resented efforts to pass child-labor laws for the same reason. Unlike agricultural extension agents, who were often educated rural men and women and blended into the communities they served, labor organizers and education activists were outsiders who challenged the social and economic order in the rural South.33 Thus while southerners became more comfortable with the role of state and federal government in their everyday lives, they refused to surrender to it altogether. 
 This understanding of the responsibilities and boundaries of state and federal intervention shaped local responses to the Dixie Highway proposal in the South. Following William Gilbreath’s announcement in November 1914, a fierce contest over the highway’s route developed in the southern states. Citizens along potential parts of the Dixie approved of state involvement but refused to allow the governors to dictate routes. Instead, they tried to assert their own influence on decisions about where the highway would go. 

The initial proposal for the Dixie Highway did not specify precise plans for its course, but geography dictated the broad outlines of the route. Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky, Tennessee, Georgia, and Florida were on the most direct and obvious path from Chicago to Miami Beach. Major cities such as Indianapolis, Louisville, Nashville, Chattanooga, Atlanta, Macon, and Jacksonville made logical anchor points for a tourist highway and market route, as Gilbreath’s original proposal had made clear.34 But the exact course the highway would take between these cities was up for grabs. During the weeks leading up to the governors conference, dozens of routing contests developed among neighboring cities and towns in the Dixie Highway states. These contests were less intense in the North, where better roads and shorter distances made routing decisions more clear. But in the South, the stakes were much higher. The proposed routes in the South, far longer and more rugged, were composed of piecemeal roads that did not always join up. These remnants of spokes-on-a-wheel road systems presented problems that intensified the rivalries among small towns and rural counties. Moreover, in the South, the Dixie Highway would link many of these isolated communities to cities—and to one another—for the very first time. The ensuing debates over where to route it underscored not only vast differences between the economic and political resources in the North and South but also disparities within individual states, where rural and urban divisions often superseded regional ones. 
 While most roads in Illinois and Indiana were no better than those in the South, both states committed large sums of money to improving the main thoroughfares. The highway commission in Illinois was nearly a decade old in 1915, and state laws empowered it to finance one of the earliest systems of state-aid highways in the country. State funds assisted counties in the construction of many miles of standardized, paved highways under the supervision of trained engineers. Once completed, maintenance of these highways became the sole responsibility of the state.35 Indiana did not have a highway commission, but it outpaced every other state in the nation in the value of local road bonds and had more surfaced roads than any other state. By 1915 Indianans enjoyed a travelable if limited network of main roads.36

 When the Dixie Highway routing contest began in early 1915, Illinois and Indiana had the bare outlines of an interstate system already in place. Good roads in both states linked Chicago and Indianapolis, the two northernmost cities on the Dixie Highway, along a few different routes, but one of the best was an L-shaped path from Chicago 136 miles south to Danville, Illinois, and then due east toward Indianapolis. The first half of this route was the fine Vincennes Road, a former trading route through Indian Territory that became the first state highway—Illinois Route 1—in 1835, when the general assembly needed a road linking Chicago to the river town and military outpost of Vincennes, Indiana. By 1915 much of this route was paved. The other half of the route was an existing interstate road that linked the industrial city of Danville with Indianapolis. Citizens along a more-direct diagonal path between Chicago and Indianapolis vied for the highway as well, but their route passed through smaller towns and rural areas located almost exclusively in Indiana. Perhaps because they already had access to both cities, as well as nearby market towns, via existing roads, they did not put up a big fight when their neighbors in Illinois pushed for a longer route there.37

 State aid influenced the routing competition south of Indianapolis as well, where several possible routes emerged but only two dominated debates. Most observers assumed the more-direct path through Louisville would win out over the alternative, which proposed an easterly detour through Cincinnati before turning south toward Lexington. Yet the latter route, while longer, had the advantage of adding a seventh state to the Dixie Highway, and one with a very active state highway commission. Ohio ranked a close second to Indiana in the value of local road bonds and the mileage of surfaced roads, and it led the nation in total mileage of paved roads. In fact, nearly half of the nation’s paved roads were in Ohio. Kentucky’s highway commission served only in an advisory capacity, but millions in county-road bonds had facilitated the completion of surfaced roads linking the state’s two largest cities, Louisville and Lexington, north to Indianapolis and Cincinnati and to points farther south.38 Nevertheless, the prospect of including Ohio on the Dixie Highway provoked the first real battle of the routing campaign, pitting Louisville to the east against Lexington to the west. The Cincinnati Chamber of Commerce launched a fierce campaign to route the highway due south through the bluegrass region because it bolstered Ohio’s chances of being on the Dixie Highway. By early April, an observer described the contest between the Cincinnati-Lexington faction and its rival in Louisville alternately as a “hot fight” and “warm competition.”39 Despite the rivalry, however, residents along most potential routes from Illinois to Kentucky were assured either direct or indirect access to the Dixie Highway thanks to existing local and interstate networks. Accustomed to intercounty and even occasional interstate cooperation in road building, they found common cause, not just conflict, in the Dixie Highway. 
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Along with the availability of state aid, widespread assumptions about the primary purpose of the Dixie Highway also affected the intensity of the routing campaign as it moved south. The highway’s midwestern organizers conceived Chicago as a starting point for a tourist route to Miami Beach and not simply as the northern terminus of a modern interstate highway between the two cities. Gilbreath’s original highway proposal in November read like a complaint on behalf of northern tourists about the “lack of a thoroughly connected highway leading to the south,” and subsequent press releases reinforced the understanding that the Dixie Highway was a route “leading down into the south.”40 While traffic would flow in both directions, routing decisions, like tourists, progressed from North to South. 
 This limited the potential for conflict in the North but multiplied it in the South, where routing decisions would be contingent upon the outcome of contests farther north. Just as the contest in Kentucky grew out of the campaign to add Ohio to the route, that rivalry in turn helped to shape pitched battles in Tennessee. The routing competition in Tennessee generated a web of possible routes, but three main options existed. One through the state capital of Nashville lined up with the proposed route through Louisville, while a route farther east through Knoxville aligned with the proposed route through Lexington. A third route in between those two passed through the rural communities due north of Chattanooga and would have linked up with either Louisville or Lexington. Thus Tennesseans along all three proposed routes took sides in the Kentucky contest and vice versa. This complicated the routing competition in both states but especially in Tennessee, where local governments controlled all of the state’s roadwork. Although millions in county bonds had funded thousands of miles of surfaced roads, these roads were concentrated in the more heavily populated areas of middle Tennessee, near Nashville, while many roads in the mountainous eastern region near Knoxville were impassable.41 The routing contest magnified these differences. Influential citizens along the Nashville route had the resources to establish a temporary organization—complete with printed stationary—to lobby the governor for the middle Tennessee route, which they said would serve “a great deal more people.” According to the group’s spokesman, Nashville and the surrounding counties also had enough money in the bank to complete the route.42 The third route straight to Chattanooga appealed to supporters on both sides of the Kentucky rivalry, but it passed through sparsely populated counties that were largely inaccessible by road. While a fifty-mile detour through Nashville added time and expense to the Dixie Highway, both of the easterly routes would require more new construction.43 With the outcome of the Kentucky contest still unclear and a great deal at stake along all three options, the routing competition in Tennessee grew more intense as the April governors conference drew near. 
 The cumulative effect of routing debates moving south along the Dixie Highway came to a head in Georgia, where competition gave way to more than a half dozen complex and spirited battles. Resolving these contests would be especially critical to the success of the highway. The gateway to Florida’s vacation paradise, Georgia was the second largest of all the Dixie Highway states and would comprise a significant portion of the highway’s total mileage. It was also the most heavily populated southern state, with over 2.5 million people clustered around some of the main cities and towns vying for the route. Atlanta, the state capital and symbolic capital of the New South, served as the region’s undisputed commercial center. Along with Macon, eighty-five miles to the south, the Atlanta area was already a significant transportation hub for the region’s main railroads.44

 Part of the reason that the routing competition in Georgia became so intense was that the roads there were among the worst on the Dixie Highway, and it would be expensive to transform them into modern routes that could withstand heavy automobile traffic. A jumble of short, unimproved roads controlled entirely by 147 county governments comprised the state’s primitive system of roadways. Road experts estimated the bare minimum cost of “improving” a road, which meant grading and surfacing a worn path into something resembling a proper roadway, to be $1,000 to $2,000 per mile, though it was often much more than that, while hard-surfacing cost several times that amount. Yet the average Georgia county in 1914 had 600 miles of meandering, disconnected roads and enough tax revenue to spend only $300 to $600 per mile.45 Federal post-road funding supplemented some of the most important mileage in each county, but in 1914 Georgia received enough to give each county only $2.25 per mile. With such a dearth of funds, counties could afford to surface only a few roads with the cheapest and most abundant material available: a fragile mixture of sand and clay. Counties typically improved between twenty and sixty miles a year and struggled with the high costs of maintaining dirt roads.46

 While most counties in Georgia faced the same financial challenges when it came to roads, regional differences within the state distinguished the various routing competitions. Atlanta and Macon anchored a three-part contest. To the north, the small cities of Rome and Dalton competed for the Dixie Highway between Chattanooga and Atlanta.47 Along the short stretch between Atlanta and Macon near the center of the state, a contest developed between two parallel routes just a few miles apart. And in south Georgia, in the large, sparsely populated agricultural region known as the Black Belt (so named for its historic attachment to plantation agriculture), numerous routing options created one of the most complicated contests of all. Unlike in the North, no exemplary options existed in Georgia. Instead, a number of possibilities surfaced, each one having as many drawbacks as advantages and each becoming the focus of a fevered campaign through which local Georgians expressed both excitement and deep-seated anxiety about plans for the Dixie Highway. 
 The first major rivalry emerged in the northern part of the state between Rome and Dalton. Both cities were situated in a wide valley of fertile farmland between two ranges of the southern Appalachian Mountains, a critical passageway exploited for centuries by everyone from preindustrial travelers to local and long-distance railroad companies. Although they remained the two largest railroad communities in north Georgia in 1915, Rome and Dalton were still small towns by even regional standards. Rome had double the population of her sister city just thirty miles to the east, but Dalton straddled a newly improved, federally funded post road between Chattanooga and Atlanta. Named the Johnston-Sherman Highway in 1911 to honor the Civil War generals who fought along the same path in 1864, the road bolstered Dalton’s claim to the Dixie Highway. Rome was a river city that remained dependent on steamboats and railroads, but it was still a vital transportation hub for farmers in the tristate area of Alabama, Georgia, and Tennessee. It was nevertheless isolated from nearer towns and cities by the condition of local roads. Once cars and highways surpassed railroads and waterways as vital arteries, cities like Rome were done for.48
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 Supporters of the Dalton route drew on years of experience in their campaign for the Dixie Highway. Since 1903 north Georgians had been campaigning for a highway between Chattanooga and Atlanta. In 1911 five neighboring counties between Dalton and Atlanta had organized the Battle Field Route Association to lobby their congressmen for a federal post road appropriation in order to build it.49 By 1915 the Johnston-Sherman post road linked several famous battle sites between the Chickamauga National Military Park near Chattanooga, one of several Civil War battlefield parks established by Congress in the 1890s, and Atlanta. During the Dixie Highway routing campaign, citizens along the route often eschewed the formal “Johnston-Sherman” name in favor of the more-familiar “Battlefield Route” in order to commemorate popular Civil War battle sites along the route, such as Chickamauga and Ringgold Gap. Surviving Confederate veterans and the United Daughters of the Confederacy also joined the campaign for the Battlefield Route, which was to them a fitting memorial to the Lost Cause.50


Many Atlantans supported the Battlefield Route over the highway through Rome as well. Four years earlier, Fulton County (Atlanta) and heavily populated Cobb County just to the north had joined the Battle Field Route Association in order to petition for post-road funding. By 1915 their excellent city streets and intercounty post roads linked a large urban population to Dalton.51 But Atlanta-area businessmen also wanted to exploit Civil War tourism, and the highway from Dalton linked historic battle sites in north Georgia to several nearer Atlanta, including Kennesaw Mountain. One of the most influential men in the Atlanta business community had a personal interest in the Battlefield Route as well. Ivan E. Allen was the founder of the Rotary Club and president of both the Atlanta Convention Bureau and the chamber of commerce, but he was also a Dalton native and son of one of the founding members of that city’s chapter of the United Daughters of the Confederacy.52 He used all of the considerable resources at his disposal to promote the Battlefield Route. On behalf of the Convention Bureau, he made a detailed log of the Battlefield Route and designed maps recasting the route as a 148-mile tour of historic Civil War sites all the way from Lookout Mountain in Chattanooga, the site of a critical Confederate defeat, to Stone Mountain just south of Atlanta, which would soon become the state’s most famous memorial to the Lost Cause. The Atlanta Constitution all but endorsed the popular Battlefield Route early in the competition as well.53


 Map of the Battlefield Route based on a hand-drawn map from the Atlanta Constitution, March 28, 1915, 5F. 
 The route through Rome was short on tourist attractions and support from powerful urban businessmen, so supporters highlighted the city’s modern appeal as a growing market hub. Although their route was longer than the Battlefield Route, it served more full-time residents. No fewer than 69,000 people in the three northwest Georgia counties would straddle the highway through Rome, among them farmers taking crops to market, rural mail carriers delivering packages, and country merchants receiving shipments and customers. By the spring of 1915, the counties had invested hundreds of thousands of dollars to get the route into shape, and county representatives claimed that the entire stretch of the Dixie Highway between Chattanooga and Atlanta via Rome could be ready for dedication within one year. To compensate for the shortcomings of their indirect and unfinished route, they pointed out that Rome provided a “logical noonday stop” for tourists traveling from Chattanooga to Atlanta. Halfway between the two cities, if a little out of the way, Rome had plenty of fine restaurants, hotels, and garages to service travelers and their automobiles.54 Romans were also investing hundreds of thousands of dollars in private capital and city bonds to build new tourist facilities and municipal buildings. The Battlefield Route may have given Dalton a more obvious advantage as a tourist highway, but residents near Rome believed that local resources and enthusiasm for the Dixie Highway more than made up for the shortcomings of their route.55


Although supporters of the Dalton and Rome routes emphasized their differences, citizens and local officials in both towns faced similar challenges when it came to completing their routes. The best sections of the Battlefield Route were contained within Whitfield County. And while Whitfield and Dalton officials boasted of having tens of thousands of dollars in the bank to continue improving local roads, smaller and poorer counties along the route struggled to do their share of the work. The sparsely populated Catoosa County to the north still had not completed its short eight-mile section of the route, and Gordon County to the south was in danger of never completing its section. Four years earlier, when neighboring counties were seeking the post-road appropriation to complete the Battlefield Route, Gordon County had been unable to raise matching funds in order to complete its portion of the road. In 1915 it remained the weakest link on the highway. Like many Georgia counties, Gordon County was still divided into colonial-era militia districts, but local tax laws forbade spending revenue raised in one militia district in another. This limited the road funds available to the county as a whole, making it difficult to concentrate funds on a single road through multiple districts, much less to coordinate roadwork across county lines. There was little Dalton city officials could do about what they called their neighbor’s “embarrassing” predicament except wait until Gordon County officials changed local laws.56 The roads in Rome and Floyd County were similarly unrepresentative of those in the two other counties along that route. While Rome-Floyd officials could afford to hire contract labor to work on their portions of the Dixie Highway, their neighbors struggled even to maintain their roads.57 In January 1915 Chattooga County officials just north of Rome reported local roads to be in the worst condition in years, yet local voters, wary of taking on that much debt, defeated a $150,000 road bond referendum to improve them. Instead, the county sponsored a “Good Roads Day” in order to persuade local men to donate an extra day of work to the county’s roads, even though the statute-labor system had long since proven to be unpopular and ineffective.58

 Challenges along the Rome and Dalton routes helped to explain what made the competition so fevered. Neither had as obvious an advantage over the other as they claimed. While counties along both routes pledged to build modern bridges, hard-surface local roads, and complete their portions of the route in record time, their goals were wildly disproportionate to the condition of existing roads and local resources. Yet these promises were in direct proportion to what was at stake for the tens of thousands of ordinary citizens in the rural villages and small towns along both routes. Sandwiched between two mountain ranges and isolated from the rest of the country except by railroad, north Georgians staked their futures on the Dixie Highway. 
 Moving south along the highway from Atlanta to Macon, a second competition emerged between the small towns of Jonesboro and McDonough. The two towns anchored short parallel routes scarcely twenty miles apart. On the map, this competition resembled the Dalton-Rome contest, but in practice it reflected very different local concerns. While the competing routes in north Georgia spanned just three counties each, both middle Georgia routes paralleled heavily trafficked railroad lines between Atlanta and Macon. Each was only ninety miles long but cluttered with depot towns. On the Jonesboro route to the west, five small counties and ten depot towns along the Central Railroad line launched a determined campaign for the route. One observer described the route as so “thickly populated” with “so many small towns” that there was “not a stretch of the road two hundred yards long upon which there is not one or more houses.” Along the McDonough route to the east, an almost equal number of depot towns served the Southern Railroad. Each route claimed to be the more direct and heavily populated one and to have the best sites and scenery for tourists, but all such comparisons ended in a draw.59 The routes were nearly identical in every way. 
 The competition between such similar adjacent routes underscored the pervasiveness and the limitations of spokes-on-a-wheel road building in middle Georgia. Major railroads linked all of the towns along both routes to two of the largest cities in the state and points beyond, but good roads did not. Like the railroads it would parallel, the Dixie Highway would connect towns otherwise isolated by short feeder roads. Towns ten or twenty miles away from the route would remain dependent upon railroads, while their neighbors closer to the highway enjoyed automobile access to points farther north and south. With few roads that led beyond the nearest depot, routing the Dixie Highway through the heart of Georgia’s railroad network accentuated the problems facing small railroad towns in an era of growing rural automobility. 
 As routing projections moved into the southernmost part of the state, the conflict exploded into the third and most complicated contest of them all. All of the difficulties of planning the Dixie Highway farther north accumulated in south Georgia’s expansive Black Belt, one of the least developed regions on the entire route, the heart of the state’s agricultural economy, and a major player in regional cotton production. Citizens proposed several different routes for the section of the Dixie Highway between Macon and Jacksonville, Florida, any one of which would reach only a minority of the state’s farmers or local businesses. Early in the contest, three emerged as the main contenders, each with unique strengths but different objectives. The “Old Capital Route” was conceived as a tourist highway through historic former state capitals and the old port city of Savannah. The two others passed through the southwestern and southeastern regions of south Georgia, the former winding through farming communities and the latter a direct path through the vast Okefenokee Swamp. The southwestern route was easier to complete but out of the way, while the southeastern option required expensive bridges and upgrades to existing roads but was the most direct. The Old Capital Route was neither the longest nor the most expensive option, but it did bypass most of interior south Georgia. These three options for the Dixie Highway in south Georgia revived debates over building tourist highways at the expense of market roads and vice versa, but the stark differences among them also made it clear that no single route could meet south Georgia’s needs, much less those of the state, region, or nation.60


 Map of the Central and Southern Railroad lines between Atlanta and Macon, Georgia. 

Tension between the old and the new characterized the contest to place the port city of Savannah on the Dixie Highway. Once a bustling Old South commercial center and the state’s first capital, Savannah suffered after interior railroad cities such as Atlanta surpassed it in the second half of the nineteenth century.61 By 1910 Atlanta already had more than twice the population of Savannah. Even smaller railroad towns like Macon promised to outgrow the old port city in another generation or two.62 Two other former state capitals on the route, Milledgeville and Louisville, struggled even more as the political and commercial centers of the state gradually moved inland. The river town of Louisville, 100 miles west of Savannah, had been selected to take over as the state capital in the late eighteenth century because it sat at the junction of three market roads to the major ports of Savannah, Augusta, and Georgetown. But within a decade, malarial outbreaks and westward migration prompted state leaders to move the capital even farther inland to Milledgeville.63 Near the geographic center of the state, Milledgeville remained the capital long enough to grow from a frontier outpost to a sizable market center, but it could not keep pace with the railroad boomtown of Atlanta. Just three years after the end of the Civil War, the capital moved west once again to Atlanta, along with much of the business that had kept Milledgeville afloat.64 As populations in and around the old capitals declined, so did local tax revenues. The advent of railroads only further compromised the area’s roads. By 1915 roads in the region had suffered from decades of neglect.65 Survival would depend on access to modern transportation routes, a lesson all three former capital cities had learned the hard way during the railroad boom. 
 Supporters of the Old Capital Route envisioned it as a tourist highway that would revive these fading jewels of colonial and antebellum settlement. While some proposed routing the Dixie Highway to Savannah via Macon, many preferred a link from Atlanta to Savannah that bypassed the upstart railroad hub altogether. This latter route followed the main path of Sherman’s March to the Sea. Residents who wanted to cash in on Civil War tourism promoted the route as a natural extension of the Battlefield Route from Dalton through Atlanta.66 It was a strategic alliance that could only help their chances of being selected, even if all they had to offer tourists was a crumbling antebellum mansion that supposedly had been spared because Sherman thought it too beautiful to destroy.67 Eager to bridge their region’s past glory with the promise of the New South, Savannah officials helped fund road improvements in other poorer counties along the route in hopes of making theirs the path of the Dixie Highway through south Georgia.68

 The two other routes through the rural Black Belt could not have been more different from the Old Capital Route or from one another.69 The southwestern route passed through some of the newest and most sparsely populated rural counties in the state. This region of the state was one of the last to be settled by Georgians migrating into former Creek Indian territory, but by the mid-nineteenth century, it was one of the wealthiest agricultural regions in the South. Cotton acreage in Georgia more than doubled between 1880 and 1914, while yields increased exponentially. In southwest and south-central Georgia, cotton production increased by as much as 1,000 percent in some counties during the boom years between the end of the Civil War and the turn of the twentieth century. Parallel increases in the worldwide market caused cotton prices to drop to all-time lows by the 1890s before shooting upward again during the First World War. Between 1900 and 1916, Georgia cotton-crop values tripled. After the war, the price of cotton plummeted again, from thirty-five cents a pound in 1919 to just seventeen cents a pound a year later.70 The untimely arrival of the destructive boll weevil finally drove many Georgia cotton farmers into foreclosure by the early 1920s.71

 The cotton monoculture not only left southwest Georgia farmers vulnerable to price fluctuations and natural disasters, but it also reinforced a railroad-based marketing system that isolated the region and forestalled both road construction and agricultural diversification.72 Tiny depot towns along the Southwestern Railroad and the Muscogee Railroad served the primary purpose of linking cotton farms to major cotton markets. And local roads served the same system by feeding millions of bales of cotton into a saturated market.73 One of the main reasons that the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s crop-diversification crusade did not succeed for decades was the failure to understand that farmers in places like southwest Georgia needed better markets and market access—distribution networks—before they could diversify on a large scale. As Dan Hughes, a Georgia farmer and assistant commissioner of agriculture, argued in 1914, farmers could not diversify until businessmen did. “Give the farmer an outlet for diversified products,” Hughes implored them, “and he will grow more . . . of them every year.”74 Good roads were a critical missing piece in this puzzle, as successful truck farmers in the Northeast, with its large urban centers and good roads, had already discovered.75

 The proposed Dixie Highway route through southwest Georgia filled an important void in the region’s agricultural marketing system, and at just the right time. Although cotton farming showed no signs of giving way altogether, by 1915, thanks to northern investors, new crops were poised to challenge cotton for a small share of the regional economy, none more so than peaches and pecans. Peach and pecan orchards had expanded rapidly since 1900. That year, the value of all fruit and nut crops in Georgia totaled just $672,000, while cotton generated over $57 million in profits. But by 1915 the state department of agriculture estimated that peaches alone brought in $3.5 to $5 million. Most pecan orchards had not yet matured, but farmers had already invested between $10 million and $15 million in orchards that were yielding as much as $1,000 to $1,500 per acre.76

 Emerging market towns for these new crops anchored the proposed Dixie Highway route moving south from Macon. The first of these towns was Fort Valley, the center of the state’s peach industry. Peach production had taken off there in the 1890s and was booming by 1915, but even the advent of refrigerated railroad cars—and a state law requiring railroads to furnish them for peach and melon shipments—and more flexible freight schedules did not make railroads an ideal means of shipping fragile and perishable fruit crops.77 South of the peach farms, good soil, railroads, and a prime location along the Flint River had made Sumter County one of the wealthiest counties in the cotton-producing Black Belt. By 1900 it was also home to several sawmills and turpentine distilleries, and the county seat of Americus was one of the largest and most important market towns in southwest Georgia.78 Forty miles south of Americus, the town of Albany was the center of the new pecan industry in Dougherty County. The first pecan orchards had been planted there years earlier, and by 1915 the trees were plentiful and mature enough to support a thriving industry. That same year, the Georgia-Florida Pecan Growers Association and the National Pecan Growers Association pooled their resources in order to establish a marketing cooperative in Albany. Along with the Fruit Growers Exchange in Atlanta, they helped diversified growers market their crops as efficiently as possible and, in the case of fruit growers, often intervened when railroads damaged the fragile crops.79


 Two men driving a Buick along the Dixie Highway near Albany, Georgia, 1915. (Courtesy of the Georgia Department of Archives and History, Vanishing Georgia Collection, Image DGH-62) 
 While market access was of utmost concern to peach and pecan growers, they also recognized the potential for automobile tourism. Boosters of the route argued that acres and acres of peach orchards and pecan groves offered tourists “an unusual diversification of scenery and crops” that they would not find elsewhere along the Dixie Highway. “Just at this time of year,” said one observer in the spring of 1915, “when the return traffic from Florida would be moving, there is no sight in the country more charming than the blossoming peach orchards all the way from Americus to Macon. Traversed by such a touring route, peach blossom time in Georgia would soon be as celebrated as cherry blossom season in Japan.”80 Near Americus, the Andersonville National Cemetery drew tourists who were interested in the Civil War. The president of the Albany District Pecan Exchange argued that the “tremendous” and “magnificent” pecan industry would be of particular interest to midwestern tourists because many of them were investors in local pecan groves.81 And near the southernmost end of the route, along the Georgia-Florida line, the city of Thomasville was already a winter resort for wealthy northern tourists seeking warmer weather and the solitude of the longleaf pine forests.82

 Northern investors and growers joined together with ordinary citizens and farmers to campaign for new agricultural and commercial opportunities for southwest Georgia along the Dixie Highway. Not only would it assist the region’s largest market towns by facilitating crop diversification; it also would provide vital highway access to an entire region of the state isolated by bad roads. This combined support for the Dixie Highway was especially important because the route through southwest Georgia was neither heavily populated nor the most direct path to Miami Beach. Enthusiastic citizens prevailed upon local officials to make improvements to local roads in time for the route selection. Sumter County officials redoubled their efforts in order to complete their thirty-five-mile section of the route by early April.83 But neighboring communities eager to attach themselves to the Dixie Highway also lent a hand. In Columbus, a fast-growing textile-mill town on the Chattahoochee River sixty miles west of the proposed route, local officials announced plans to complete a road to Americus. They even agreed to help a smaller adjacent county complete its portion of the road.84 Ordinary citizens also came together to demonstrate their support for the highway. In the tiny town of Camilla, at least 500 people from surrounding counties turned out for a Dixie Highway meeting, and two days later, a meeting in Americus drew 650.85 A week later, people from all the counties on the route held yet another “splendidly enthusiastic” meeting to endorse their collective effort to give southwest Georgia a market route and modern interstate highway.86

 Agricultural diversification also figured into the rival routing campaign through southeastern Georgia, but only because the economic advantages of diversification were waning by 1915. The extension of railroad lines into the region after the Civil War had helped cotton farmers seeking new markets for their cotton, but above all else, it had allowed the timber industry to prosper. Between 1875 and 1900, timber and turpentine generated fortunes and doubled the population of some wiregrass counties in the span of a generation, but by 1915 the boom was nearly over. Most of the longleaf pines in the area had been logged, glutting the lumber market, driving down prices, and eliminating jobs and fortunes. Landowners began planting a new fast-growing variety of pine trees to replace the longleafs, but it would take years for them to mature. In the meantime, farmers weathered the ups and downs of the cotton market, while thousands of others left the region for jobs in nearby cities like Jacksonville, Florida.87

 Fortunately for southeast Georgians, geography gave their flat, piney-woods landscape a significant advantage over the proposed route through southwest Georgia’s peach and pecan orchards. The Short Line Route was a direct path that was seventy-five miles shorter than any other proposed route between Macon and Jacksonville, but it was longer within Georgia by over 200 miles, spanning nearly two-thirds of the length of the state. The route also passed through half a dozen counties and numerous small towns. By the spring of 1915, these communities had pooled their resources in a determined effort to link local roads into a highway of uniform size and quality.88

 Citizens along the Short Line Route understood that the rivers and the Okefenokee Swamp—a vast 438,000-acre wetland straddling the Georgia-Florida border—were attractive to tourists and hunters, and they were eager to invest in a modern highway that would repay them in tourism dollars. That meant building hard-surfaced roads, a rarity in southeast Georgia but practical and necessary for a heavily trafficked route through flat, sandy land. Critics of dirt roads in Ware County complained that the county wasted tens of thousands of dollars a year on roads “that do not last longer than the first hard rain that falls.” Nearly all local roadwork was repair work. “We throw up a little sand and dirt—do a little grading,” one critic said, “and then go to some other part of the county and do the same thing.” After every rain, the cycle started all over again.89 Residents of even small towns along the Short Route agreed that modern paved roads should replace dirt roads, and they tried to persuade others that they could raise the money to build them. The mayor of Ocilla, population 2,017, promised to build “a magnificent all-year-round road . . . whether or not we are on the route of the Dixie highway.”90 They did not control the state’s agricultural wealth like their neighbors to the west, but local people were no less determined to prove themselves worthy of—and able to build—a long-distance highway. They showed up by the hundreds at meetings to boost the route. Early in the routing contest, they even established an official Short Route Association, much like the one along the Battlefield Route in north Georgia, to coordinate the work of the several county governments responsible for a share of the route.91


Small signs of progress appeared during the routing contest, as local officials cooperated across county boundaries to stitch rugged roads into something resembling a travelable highway. County road commissioners concentrated all of their resources along the main roads that would make up their sections of the Dixie Highway.92 Officials in Ware County, one of the most populous counties on the route, supplemented the labor of chain gangs with modern road-building machinery to smooth and grade all of their “important” roads.93 In less-populous Wilcox County, commissioners said they were “sparing neither time nor expense” to make their piece of the Dixie Highway “as good as the best of it” by widening and packing the dirt roads and installing steel bridges and culverts.94 Along with these carefully coordinated efforts to improve and link up main roads, the Short Route’s geographical advantage gave citizens in southeast Georgia good reason to believe they would win the routing contest. 
 Geography, however, also proved to be the Short Route’s greatest disadvantage. The proposed road passed right through the eastern edge of the Okefenokee Swamp. Railroads and logging companies had built lines to the edges of the swamp in order to harvest the cypress trees there, but even the mighty railroads had not attempted to cross the swamp.95 The Short Route also crossed several rivers that flowed into the swamp, and the low-lying, sandy roads in the region flooded badly when it rained.96 The cost of building new bridges combined with the high maintenance costs neutralized the Short Route’s main advantage over longer rival routes. With such great challenges and limited resources, wiregrass communities struggled to maintain their existing roads, much less build new ones. 
 Shorter distances and big promises were no match for the challenges of building a modern highway through a sparsely populated region dominated by sandy soil and wetlands. With local populations in decline, tax revenues struggled to keep pace with the demands of modern highway construction. Wilcox County, for instance, had promised to build a fine road but near the end of the routing competition had only completed half of the necessary work.97 Months after singing the praises of permanent roads, Ware County officials were still pouring money into repairing dirt roads after the rainy winter season, and construction on a critical bridge over the St. Marys River had not even been started.98 Without the bridge, the Short Line Route was impassable. In order to convince scouts for the Dixie Highway that they had a viable route, locals considered temporarily rerouting the southern half of the Short Line farther west in order to circumvent the Okefenokee Swamp and the St. Marys River. The additional mileage eroded the Short Line’s main advantage over rival routes, but citizens desperate to be on the Dixie Highway preferred a short-term detour to a permanent bypass in favor of another route.99

 The same problems plagued many communities along proposed routes for the Dixie Highway in the South. Still, some beleaguered participants in the routing contest saw a silver lining in the intense competition. Rivalries, said one observer, guaranteed “hundreds of miles of good roads, the construction of which would have been delayed many years” without the momentum of the Dixie Highway campaign.100 Efforts to build feeder roads and alternate routes even before the designation of the official route vindicated the Dixie Highway’s challenge to the old spokes-on-a-wheel model of road building and created communal identities across county lines. By cooperating with neighboring counties, local governments surrendered total control over their own roads. Preoccupation with local needs gave way to a common effort that served both local needs and the collective demand for better roads. Noticing the extent of road improvement, one observer remarked: “[N]ot a section of south Georgia from the coast to the Alabama line . . . is not either petitioning the commissioners to send the highway through their respective sections, or over such a course as will allow them to build roads connecting with the highway.” Another observer predicted that the competition would generate an elaborate system of modern highways, regardless of which routes were selected for the Dixie Highway.101

 *** 
 But boosterish rhetoric could not conceal the long-term challenges that the routing contest unearthed. While organizers of the Dixie Highway had predicted that it would unify North and South, during the winter and spring of 1914–15, the routing competition only magnified existing regional divisions. The contest revealed vast differences in the local resources of the hundreds of communities along rival routes between Chicago and Miami. Regional divisions between the North and the South were most pronounced, but the heated contest in Georgia exposed the challenges of building a modern highway that suited the needs of diverse groups of citizens, especially those in regions with few good roads of any kind. Southerners may have been united in their transportation crisis, but they were divided over where and how to build roads. Local control over roads only multiplied the challenges of creating a modern transportation system that linked North to South, farms to cities, and local to national. 
 The routing contest was divisive, but it also revealed that farmers, urban businessmen, and everyone in between shared a commitment to, and a faith in, new transportation networks. The stakes were high for everyone in the routing contest, but southerners had to go to greater lengths to prove that their own roads were good enough to form the foundation of a modern interstate highway. The routing contest proved one main thing: getting a diverse public behind the Dixie Highway was easy, but pleasing them all would be impossible. 
The Second Battle of Chattanooga
 In April 1915 some 5,000 citizens traveled to the governors conference in Chattanooga from all over the Midwest and South in hopes of influencing routing decisions for the Dixie Highway.102 Months of propaganda from Carl Fisher and William Gilbreath had given everyone the impression that the governors would select the official route, but only after hearing from delegates from each county along the proposed routes. Excited and anxious to learn whether or not their campaigns would pay off, farmers, businessmen, and county officials poured into Chattanooga to plead their cases one last time.103

 Yet despite the intensity of the routing contest and the anticipation surrounding the governors conference, no one knew how or when routing decisions would be resolved. The governors had no authority to designate state, much less interstate, routes, and privately they expressed uncertainty about their roles in the selection process. Governor Slaton of Georgia responded hesitantly to inquiries about his intentions for Georgia, and on at least one occasion, he suggested that the decision should be made by engineers rather than politicians.104 The role the states would ultimately play in helping to complete the highway also remained unclear. They could pledge only their support and cooperation, nothing more tangible. Even the state highway commissions in Indiana, Ohio, and Kentucky had limited powers within state lines and none beyond them. Local governments had the authority to build roads, but the routing contest had proven that they could not agree on an interstate route, much less build one, without help. So even as citizens had looked to their local officials to get local roads into shape for the routing decision, local officials looked to a higher power to coordinate work on the Dixie Highway. They found it only nominally in the Dixie Highway Association, established on the eve of the conference by Carl Fisher and a group of wealthy businessmen from the Dixie Highway states who signed the organization’s charter and donated $1,000 apiece to become its “founders.” Precisely how the fledgling organization would function remained to be seen, but the founders did not plan to replicate the role of the Lincoln Highway Association’s leaders. They would provide funding for surveys, maps, and promotional materials, but public authorities alone would have to build the road.105 All of the uncertainty only added to the nervous enthusiasm in Chattanooga. By the time the conference began on April 3, everyone wanted to be involved in planning the Dixie Highway, but no one knew how to do it. 
 The routing competition had been fierce, but the governors conference in Chattanooga proved to be the ultimate battleground, not only for rival routes but also for competing ideas about how to build a public interstate highway. It was the first time Dixie Highway organizers, founders, state leaders, and citizens met face-to-face to discuss the business of building the highway, and it did not go well. The afternoon session on April 3, described as “stormy” by one reporter, revealed mutual distrust among the governors, citizens, and DHA founders. Not surprisingly, the greatest friction centered on the routing decision. First, the governors tried to choose the route themselves, but the founders threatened to withdraw their financial support of the DHA unless they had a vote. The governors relented and agreed to cooperate with the founders, only to be forced to change their plans when the audience objected—loudly—to the fact that the names of all the founders had not yet been made public. When conference organizers revealed the identities of the founders, they read the names so quickly that the convention’s stenographer complained he had been unable to “catch them all.” Subsequent efforts to give them a voice in the route selection drew even more protests, this time led by Governor Ralston of Indiana and Governor McCreary of Kentucky.106 William Gilbreath was unable to deliver the address he had prepared and stood by helplessly as the conference deteriorated into a fight. “The good roads movement is not local nor is it sectional,” he had planned to say.107 The scene before him seemed to contradict that and everything else the Dixie Highway was supposed to represent. 
 The blow-by-blow accounts of the raucous debates that filled the pages of the next day’s local, regional, and even national newspapers conveyed deep suspicions about the motives of the wealthy founders.108 These men were not mere do-gooders or philanthropists but savvy businessmen with significant political influence, as useful to the DHA as the DHA was to their businesses. John A. Patten owned the Chattanooga Medicine Company. Skirting the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906, Patten’s company still sold patent medicines such as Black Drought laxative and the fabled Wine of Cardui, whose 19 percent alcohol content probably did relieve “female troubles,” and most other ailments, at least temporarily. A highway through his hometown could only boost business. The same was true for fellow Chattanoogans Charles E. “Charlie” James, a real estate developer; Claude H. Huston, a banker; and Richard Hardy, whose Dixie Portland Cement paved many miles of roads in the days before asphalt.109 Kentucky-born chemical magnate Coleman DuPont, a longtime supporter of the Good Roads Movement, shared Carl Fisher’s interest in Florida as well. He and his family invested heavily in Florida real estate in the 1910s, and DuPont often cavorted with Fisher at the exclusive Cocolobo Club in Miami Beach, where capitalists and politicians rubbed shoulders with celebrities such as Will Rogers and prizefighter Jack Dempsey. Like his friend Fisher, DuPont had every reason to believe that his small investment in the Dixie Highway in 1915 would pay off in a big way.110

 Suspicion about the founders inflamed tensions, but the governors conference erupted because the stakes were high for everyone involved. The DHA’s founders viewed the Dixie Highway as a political project that would benefit them personally and financially. Governors and county officials were under pressure from their constituents to support the highway. And citizens who could afford to travel to Chattanooga for the governors conference were not representative of the southern rural majority, but their apprehension about who would control critical decisions about the Dixie Highway typified a region desperate for better roads but wary of outside interference. Enthusiastic southerners joined automobile men and their powerful business allies to promote the Dixie Highway, but they distrusted them to make decisions that could make or break local communities. 
 Just one month earlier, a Georgian anticipating the governors conference had predicted it would be “the biggest real-in-earnest-do-something good roads meeting ever held in the South,” but before it was over it had become known as the “Second Battle of Chattanooga.”111 The uproar over the founders threw the meeting into chaos and forestalled any further attempts to resolve the routing dispute. Unable to reconcile their differences, the conference-goers reached a compromise whereby neither the governors nor the founders would be in charge of the route selection. Instead, a commission consisting of two “impartial representatives” appointed by the governors of each state would be responsible for reviewing all of the competing routing proposals and selecting the official route in May. The board of directors was not an entirely new idea: for weeks leading up to the conference, rumors swirled that the governors might delegate all or part of the routing selection process to some kind of impartial committee, but the fight in Chattanooga made it a necessity.112 Such an anticlimactic end to an animated meeting reflected the great difficulties of planning an interstate, interregional route through the road-poor South. 
 *** 
 The DHA’s board of directors was supposed to serve as a hedge against both the unilateral decision making that had hurt the Lincoln Highway Association and the pecuniary and political prejudices that had threatened to undermine the Dixie Highway during the governors conference. But despite the DHA’s emphasis on impartiality, the directors appointed by governors of the Dixie Highway states included businessmen who would benefit directly from the highway’s completion. Kentucky director Harry B. Hanger was a contractor from Richmond who built major infrastructure projects up and down the East Coast. Indiana director Thomas Taggart was a former Indianapolis mayor and close associate of both Governor Ralston and Carl Fisher. By 1915 he was also the owner of a resort hotel at French Lick Springs, just a few miles from one of the proposed routes between Indianapolis and Louisville. Even more conspicuous was Governor Ralston’s selection of Fisher himself as Indiana’s second director. Tennessee governor Tom Rye denied requests to appoint DHA founder Charlie James, diplomatically citing his obligation to select men with “no interest in any particular road.” But both of his choices, Judge Michael M. Allison of Chattanooga and Colonel A. M. Shook of Nashville, were prominent citizens on two rival routes. The newspaper editors who served the DHA represented major cities and towns that would almost certainly be included on the Dixie Highway route, including Richard J.Finnegan of the Chicago Times and Georgians William T. Anderson of the Macon Telegraph and Clark Howell of the Atlanta Constitution.113 At the very least, appointing men from rival routes assured some balance in the decision-making process. In addition, a resolution adopted at the governors conference explicitly stated that the work of the DHA’s board of directors could not conflict with the work of “duly constituted” county or state road officials. It was a reminder of the limits of the DHA’s powers.114

 Those limits were tested just days after the governors conference, when a power struggle erupted over control of the organization. On April 8 founder Charlie James usurped the authority of the board of directors by announcing on the front page of the Chattanooga Times that the DHA would route a portion of the highway through Signal Mountain near Chattanooga. By making the announcement so soon after the governors conference, James took full advantage of the DHA’s vulnerability as a new organization. The DHA had not yet elected any officers, but James claimed to be its “president” and spoke on its behalf. Arguing that the abrupt routing decision was just the kind of “heroic treatment” the Dixie Highway’s supporters wanted, James accused the governors of making appointments to the board of directors in exchange for political favors. The newspaper took James’s side, portraying the DHA as a bulwark against the “petty politics and selfish politicians” that were manipulating the highway for political gain. Neither James nor the newspaper acknowledged that James owned an inn, a streetcar company, and 4,000 acres of undeveloped land on Signal Mountain.115

 James tried to exploit the fledgling organization, but his brazen and transparent coup only strengthened the resolve of the DHA’s supporters to adhere to the resolutions adopted during the governors conference. They were the only things holding together this fractious, fragile coalition of Dixie Highway supporters. Embarrassed by the controversy, the directors moved swiftly to rebut James and to remind everyone that they would be responsible for selecting a route that served the public good and not individual interests. In a letter circulated to all of the governors of the Dixie Highway states, director Michael Allison apologized for James’s behavior and implored the governors not to allow the embarrassing episode to “lessen the enthusiasm for . . . this great national project.” Citizens along rival routes also complained to the governors that James’s “high-handed methods” constituted “a direct insult—a slap in the face—to every Governor who attended the Conference.”116 To his correspondents, Governor Slaton of Georgia expressed his regret “that any friction should arise which would imperil the success of an undertaking so full of promised benefit to our respective States,” but he deferred the authority of the board of directors in dealing with James. “The matter lies in your hands,” he told director Clark Howell.117

 Although powerful private interests continued to influence the process of building the Dixie Highway, the James controversy demonstrated that the DHA was up to the challenge. Under the direction of a state-sanctioned board of directors, the DHA developed the capacity to function as a viable quasi-public, pioneering highway-building agency. It took both civil and political influence to do so at a time when there was no federal agency empowered to build highways and no private organization that had succeeded. In a way, the DHA served as a stand-in for the federal highway agency that its supporters, and good roads advocates more broadly, had been demanding. 
 *** 
 The governors conference and the James debacle profoundly changed the future of the Dixie Highway, but it had little impact on the intensity of the routing competition, which waged on for several more weeks. After the conference, however, the DHA gave greater focus and direction to the ongoing rivalries along the proposed routes. Three weeks after the conference, after the chaos surrounding it and the James controversy had died down, the DHA directors met to establish some basic guidelines for choosing the official route. They agreed to make their selection based on practical criteria such as mileage, condition of existing roads and bridges, local resources available for building or improving sections of the route, plans for maintaining those sections, the population each segment of the route would serve, and the number and quality of feeder roads. Aware of how difficult it would be for local governments, particularly those in the southern states, to do their share of the work, the directors wanted to identify the shortest route over the best existing roads in order to eliminate as many major upgrades and as much new construction as possible. They asked counties along the prospective routes to submit the required information to their state directors by May 10, which gave them little more than two weeks. The directors then would have only ten days to review the proposals before the scheduled May 20 routing meeting in Chattanooga.118 Such demanding requirements narrowed the range of possible routes but did little to temper the rivalries. Supporters anticipated “a friendly contest, yet [one] fought determinedly” over the coming weeks and predicted a “lively scrap” at the meeting itself. One supporter expected yet “another battle of Chattanooga.”119

 It started out looking like these predictions would come true. On May 20, 1915, thousands of citizens poured into Chattanooga just as they had for the governors conference six weeks earlier, still intent on influencing the routing decision. The city of Rome sent 1,000 supporters up in a special eight-car train on the Central of Georgia Railroad, along with dozens of automobiles to prove that the route between Rome and Chattanooga was in drivable condition. Not to be outdone, Dalton sent a train and a caravan of fifty cars, and city officials pronounced May 20 a city holiday. Little did they know that the directors arrived in Chattanooga still uncertain about which routes to select in Georgia or anywhere else. Over the previous few weeks, they had toured many of the proposed routes and seen how fruitful the routing competition had been. County governments and local citizens had shown tremendous flexibility and adaptability in their efforts to secure spots on the highway. Their roads, though far from complete, had undergone major improvements, and county officials had demonstrated their understanding of what it would take to build intercounty roads and interstate highways.120 Yet among major competitors like Dalton and Rome, no single option appeared significantly better than the other. Selecting a route was no easier for the DHA directors than it had been for the governors six weeks earlier. 
 The May meeting, however, proved to be nothing like the governors conference. No fights broke out, and no one suggested postponing the route selection. Instead, after two days of careful consideration of the merits of all of the possible routes, the DHA directors reached an extraordinary solution. The competition among rival routes in the South inspired Carl Fisher to suggest a “ring route” that circled the Midwest and the South all the way from the Great Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico, guaranteeing spots on the highway for all the major contenders. Georgia director William T. Anderson presented the official motion to designate parallel eastern and western divisions of the Dixie Highway “where it appears advantageous to do so” rather than to resolve any particular rivalry. The directors also voted to extend the Dixie north to the Canadian border at Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan; to allow official feeder roads; and to prohibit toll charges on the highway. The directors failed to designate just two portions of the 6,000-mile highway system—the western division in Florida and the eastern division through southeast Georgia—but agreed to select those routes within ninety days.121


 Dalton citizens who traveled to Chattanooga for the routing decision in 1915. On the bumper, left to right, are Frank S. Pruden, B. A. Tyler, and a Mr. Bishop of Adairsville. At far left, Tom Boaz of Calhoun has his right foot on the ground. In the back are J. G. McLellan; Dr. J. L. Jarvis (bow tie); Louis Crawford; Col. J. J. Copeland; and Paul B. Fite, who is holding a trophy they were given for having more cars in their caravan than Rome-route supporters. (Courtesy of the Whitfield-Murray Historical Society) 
 The bitterest contests in the South evaporated with the approval of Anderson’s motion. Tourists could lunch in Rome on their way south and take in the charms of Dalton on their way back, or they could travel parts of both the eastern and western routes by using any one of the several east-west roads that linked the two divisions of the highway near major cities. Farmers also benefited through more options for marketing their crops. Some of the tensions between businessmen who wanted a tourist highway connecting major cities and farmers who needed a more-practical system of local and long-distance roads now seemed solvable. 
 In the spirit of cooperation that marked the routing meeting—and perhaps in an effort to smooth over tensions from several weeks earlier—the DHA elected Charlie James as its first president, and his chief critic and fellow Chattanoogan, director Michael M. Allison, became vice president. The new bylaws of the DHA stated that its purpose was to promote not only the construction of “a continuous improved highway” between the North and the South but also the building of other highways adjacent to the Dixie. They also established three levels of membership, both to encourage interest in the Dixie Highway and to ensure that operating expenses would be covered. New “founders” could join for a one-time fee of $1,000; councilors could secure their own lifetime membership for $100; and ordinary members could join for a $5 annual fee.122 For the time being, it would remain for local governments to fund construction and maintenance of those highways, but they would have steadfast partners in one another and in the wealthy businessmen who financed and led the Dixie Highway Association. 
 *** 
 The idea that the route could accommodate multiple pathways at once transformed the Dixie Highway from a single long-distance road into an interstate highway network, the first of its kind in the United States and the most significant transportation development in the South since the region’s first railroads. Gone was any notion that this was merely a north-south tourist artery or market road. In its place emerged a plan for a standardized network of public roads and a toll-free interstate highway system. 
 Yet including multiple pathways also created new challenges. On June 1, just days after the Chattanooga meeting, Charlie James resigned as president of the Dixie Highway Association. James had never gotten over the decision to delegate to the directors what he thought could have been settled more efficiently during the governors conference back in April. Claiming to have spent days trying to make sense of all the routes designated at the May 20 meeting, James declared that the directors had made the highway “as complicated as it was possible to make it” and accused them of “cater[ing] to the interests” of too many supporters. It especially frustrated James that the directors had made the “arbitrary” decision to select eastern and western routes around the more-direct “short line” route through Kentucky and Tennessee. Though James never admitted it publicly, everyone knew the decision had cost him a fortune by bypassing his property on Signal Mountain.123

 For the second time in as many months, James forced the DHA to reaffirm its commitment to the public interest. Georgia director Clark Howell used his own newspaper, the Atlanta Constitution, to publicly rebuke James and defend the route. The route through Signal Mountain would have required miles of new construction through undeveloped lands that were devoid even of railroad facilities. “[T]he committee acted upon the principle that the best existing roadways should be adopted for development,” Howell explained, and he chided James for his poorly disguised effort at self-promotion. James was selected to be president, Howell said, “in the confidence that his general interest in the [Dixie Highway] movement would not be dampened by his loss of the central route, along which he has large property interests. It seems that we misjudged him.”124 Without hesitation, the DHA accepted James’s resignation and appointed Michael M. Allison as his replacement.125

 James was selfish, but he was right: the “ring route” had eliminated the routing contests but multiplied the difficulty of completing the highway, especially in the South, where the Dixie Highway now traversed more mileage than anywhere else. Construction of both eastern and western branches of the Dixie Highway, not to mention numerous official feeder roads, would require the cooperation of hundreds more county governments between Michigan and Miami Beach. The new longer route promised to serve millions of people traveling along the highway, but it also would affect the lives of hundreds of thousands more citizens living along its path. Adding to the challenge was the fact that the DHA gave each county just twelve months to complete its portion of the route.126 If the prospect of a single North-to-South highway had inspired a fierce routing competition, building a far-more-extensive interstate highway system within a year would come with its own share of new trials. 
Lobbying for Federal Aid
 From the moment they announced the plan to build the Dixie Highway, Carl Fisher and William Gilbreath embraced the Good Roads Movement’s campaign for federal highway aid. They envisioned the Dixie as a government highway—a “National project,” as the founders described it—that would serve at once as a practical route for tourists and farmers and a testimonial for federal funding.127 Citizens and local officials who participated in the routing competition also believed federal highway legislation would be forthcoming, an assumption that helps to explain their willingness to take on a project they could scarcely afford. If local officials started the Dixie Highway, they thought, the federal government surely would finish it.128 The DHA nurtured these assumptions right up to the governors conference, where they passed a resolution promising to ask Congress to fund the Dixie Highway.129

 The chaos surrounding the Dixie Highway routing competition and the route selection had temporarily eclipsed the broader campaign for federal highway aid, but challenges to the highway throughout the rest of 1915 and early 1916 brought it back into view. These challenges were more pronounced in rural areas of the South than elsewhere along the highway. DHA officials reported that by the summer of 1915, the 133 counties along the route had raised some $9,726,400 through taxes and county bonds. But nearly 90 percent of the total had come from urban counties in just three states: Illinois, Tennessee, and Florida. With just 123 miles of the Dixie Highway within its borders, Illinois had less mileage than any other state but raised more than a third of the total through large bond issues in just two counties. Georgia ranked third in total mileage but first in the number of counties the Dixie Highway traversed, yet the state reported raising just $159,000. Only Carl Fisher’s home state of Indiana raised less.130

 Despite the flurry of plans and promises that had immediately followed the routing announcement, most of the highway was far from complete at the end of the DHA’s twelve-month deadline. It took nearly five months for Florida’s directors to even designate the western division there.131 Clark Howell and William Anderson took even longer to select a route through southeast Georgia because they could not agree on one. Anderson supported the Short Route through Waycross, while Howell backed the Old Capital Route through Milledgeville and Savannah. On March 25, 1916, the entire board of directors finally decided to adopt both routes, increasing Georgia’s mileage but also its financial burden for the highway.132 Slow progress in Tennessee and Georgia prompted the DHA to consider rerouting several portions of the highway. These were hardly idle threats: in July the directors stripped the eastern division of the highway between Atlanta and Macon via McDonough of its official designation after determining that “nothing has been done by a majority of the . . . counties to fulfill the pledges previously made to the association or meet the requirements of the Dixie Highway Association in providing a well surfaced and drained all year round road.”133

 The DHA’s uncompromising standards only reaffirmed the need for federal highway legislation. Fashioning a thoroughly modern highway out of hundreds of meandering dirt roads required money and expertise; no amount of enthusiasm would make it easy for county governments in the South to build the Dixie Highway on their own. So even while they pressured county officials to speed up the pace of work all along the highway, DHA officials barnstormed the country in support of federal aid. Just days after the May 1915 routing meeting, founder Richard Hardy told a crowd in Atlanta that it was the federal government’s responsibility to build and improve the nation’s roads.134 William Gilbreath, now the DHA field secretary, told thousands gathered to celebrate the Americus route in July 1915: “We are going to look to the United States government for aid, for Uncle Sam has been studying the problem.”135 A few months later, in October 1915, the DHA established a three-person committee to oversee progress on federal aid legislation.136

 As the Dixie Highway took shape, so did a new vision for federal highway aid. Between 1914 and 1916, Congress considered dozens of pieces of highway legislation. As they had for years, these bills varied greatly, from costly proposals for a federal highway system to bills providing modest federal subsidies for county roads. No single bill offered a solution that both Congress and good-roads lobbyists would accept. Conservative congressmen rejected outright the possibility of direct federal aid for interstate highways, but experts and businessmen in the highway lobby had the power to kill overly conservative bills that would have little practical effect on roads.137

 In 1916 mutual frustration and growing public demand forced Congress to carve a compromise out of two bills, one from each end of the spectrum of proposals that had flooded legislators over the past few years. The first was a more-streamlined version of the bill first proposed four years earlier by Missouri representative Dorsey Shackleford, chairman of the House Committee on Roads. Shackleford’s idea for modest federal aid to help counties fund rural post roads was popular among southern congressmen but not the AAA, which was still pushing for a federal highway system, or northern and midwestern congressmen, whose urban districts would receive little or no money under the plan. Their combined opposition had stalled the bill in the Senate after it had passed in the House in 1914.138 The second bill, proposed by Alabama senator and longtime good-roads booster John Hollis Bankhead in 1915, was crafted primarily by members of the highway lobby and called for a federal highway system. By late 1915, supporters had fused the two very different bills into a kind of bargain whereby millions of dollars in federal aid for rural post roads would be administered by the states. As chairman of the Senate Committee on Post Offices and Post Roads, Bankhead helped to write the final version of the bill and also took charge of shepherding it through Congress.139

 The Bankhead-Shackleford Bill, as it became known, reflected the sectional divisions that still plagued the Good Roads Movement. On January 25, 1916, the House version of the bill passed with an overwhelming majority of 283 to 81, a margin very similar to that of the first Shackleford vote almost exactly two years earlier. Only northern urban congressmen voted against it. From the Dixie Highway states, the bill faced stiff opposition from several congressmen in Indiana, Illinois, and Ohio, but every single congressman from the other Dixie Highway states voted in favor of the bill. So did every congressman from the neighboring Deep South states.140 In the Senate, where the rural majority was neutralized, Bankhead had to fight lingering suspicions that federal aid would empower the federal government to make decisions that many people still felt belonged to state and local authorities. During debates over the bill in the spring of 1916, Bankhead repeatedly reassured senators that the bill would not grant any significant new powers to the federal government. “The committee in the framing of this bill,” he promised a skeptical senator from Ohio, “kept as far away as possible from Federal supervision, believing . . . it was better to leave the question of construction . . . and location to the State authorities.” Yet he admitted that federal oversight was a necessary corollary to federal aid. “[I]f the Federal Government is called upon to put up half the money,” he said, “it ought to have something to say about the character of the roads that are to be built.” Senators who opposed the bill also argued that any bill that did not provide for the construction of permanent roads was a waste of money. But southern supporters of the bill refused to compromise, knowing full well that their constituents would not be able to match federal funds for expensive paved roads. Senator Hoke Smith of Georgia mocked a proposed amendment by Ohio senator Atlee Pomerene as a stalling technique, saying that by Pomerene’s definition of “permanent” roads, “there could be no roads built except those built of Belgian blocks and brick.” Growing impatient with the continued debates, Smith interjected: “[I]f any roads proposed to be constructed under this bill will last as long as the debate on it seems destined to last there will be no use splitting hairs as to what the word ‘permanent’ means.” Over weeks of debates in the Senate, it became clear that the overarching concern of most of the bill’s opponents was a sectional one. Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts summed up these complaints by arguing that the nation’s eight most urban northeastern and midwestern states paid nearly 60 percent of federal tax revenues and should not be called upon to fund roads “in distant parts of the country, under a bill from which we get no real benefit.” It was an “extreme injustice,” he said, to expect otherwise.141

 Bankhead’s repeated assurances that the bill would serve all good-roads advocates persuaded even his most vocal challengers. After weeks of contentious debate, Bankhead’s version of the bill passed unanimously on May 8. Over the next several weeks, a conference committee ironed out the remaining differences between the two versions of the bill, taking care to address lingering concerns over state power and apportionment of federal funds among states so divided in terms of population and geography. President Woodrow Wilson signed the bill into law on July 11, 1916, as the first Federal Aid Road Act.142 The Good Roads Movement finally had its federal-aid legislation, but it was hard fought, hard won, and born of compromise. 
 *** 
 Along with the Dixie Highway campaign, strong southern support for good roads shaped the bill that finally made it to Congress in 1916. While so many southern advocates of the Good Roads Movement had long feared that prioritizing long-distance highways would come at the expense of local farm-to-market routes, the bill that was signed into law in 1916 guaranteed the opposite. It was a mixed blessing for Dixie Highway supporters. The bill provided $75 million in federal money over five years, but it left control over construction, improvement, and maintenance of roads and highways to state governments rather than to thousands of county governments. Every state that did not already have a state highway department would have to establish one in order to receive federal funds. In order to assuage the various rural and urban, northern and southern proponents of the bill, appropriations would be based on population, mileage, and land area. And the law specifically limited federal aid to rural post roads. Cross-country automobile highways like the Dixie would benefit only when and where sections of the highway through individual states could be used as local postal routes as well. Most significantly, however, the law did not require federal-aid roads to be linked to one another, further limiting the bill’s impact on interstate projects like the Dixie Highway.143

 The Federal Aid Road Act was an unprecedented demonstration of federal support for road building. It signaled the U.S. government’s recognition of the Good Roads Movement and, despite some serious limitations, projects like the Dixie Highway, whose supporters included a number of the same automakers, lobbyists, state highway officials, and ordinary citizens who backed the new highway bill. But the new legislation also embodied the reservations that many people still had about federal intervention. By funding only post roads, the bill preserved local governments’ responsibility for the vast majority of the nation’s roads. And by not requiring federal-aid roads to be interconnected, it made the work of groups like the Dixie Highway Association all the more difficult. The full vision of a federally funded interstate highway system was, in 1916, too radical and too foreign a project to garner congressional support. 
 All of this would change when the outbreak of World War I and the demands of wartime preparedness made the prospect of greater state and federal control over interstate highways appear more practical—a matter of national interest rather than simply the will of a group of citizens in the Good Roads Movement. The DHA pounced on the opportunity opened up by the wartime emergency. World War I created a platform from which the DHA could launch a new and invigorated campaign for federally funded interstate highway construction. 



Chapter 3 
 Roads at War, 1917–1919
 On October 30, 1917, nearly seven months after the United States entered the war against Germany, the Dixie Highway Association staged a test run of military supplies along its eastern and western divisions between Fort McPherson, outside of Atlanta, and Fort Oglethorpe, near Chattanooga, where three camps of U.S. Army recruits learned trench-warfare tactics under a young officer named Dwight D. Eisenhower. The dirt roads they utilized bore little resemblance to the interstate highways that Eisenhower, as president, would oversee some forty years later, but after two years of repairs and improvements by local road authorities, they were substantially better than the wagon trails they once had been. With clear, dry weather to their advantage, the military supply trucks arrived in record time. The DHA estimated that the five two-ton trucks carrying materials saved $1.62 per ton and twelve to thirty-six hours over the same trip by railroad. The truck carrying the soldiers and their gear saved at least three hours and $2.89 per man.1 In the midst of the nation’s largest and costliest war to date, time and money were resources that the U.S. government could scarcely afford to waste. 
 Although the DHA reveled in the results of the army truck tests, it also used them to raise the stakes of the Good Roads Movement by calling for the construction of permanent long-distance highways to ensure that the nation could meet wartime demands in any weather. “If we are going to have our country in a true state of preparedness and efficiency,” one DHA representative wrote, “we must not be so situated that we have to hold our breath lest our roads be temporarily incapacitated every time it rains.” The truck tests were part of a larger strategy by which the DHA launched a comprehensive wartime campaign to demonstrate that modern interstate highways were cheaper and more reliable than railroads for transporting both people and goods.2

 The First World War provided a valuable opportunity for the DHA and road advocates to carve out a more-profitable relationship between the Good Roads Movement and the federal government. By the time the United States entered the war on April 6, 1917, every state had established a state highway department in accordance with the guidelines of the Federal Aid Road Act of 1916.3 But in the South, these fledgling agencies remained weak and underfunded for years to come. More than a year after Congress passed federal funding for roads, county governments still controlled virtually all of the work in the South, including work on the Dixie Highway. They were eligible for federal aid for portions of the highway only when they overlapped with rural post roads. If they could not afford to pay their half of the construction costs, they received nothing. Even when they did qualify for federal aid, their mostly dirt roads could not stand up to the demands of heavy traffic, and they were prohibited from spending federal money on maintenance.4 Travelers found themselves at the mercy of local roads and the weather, just as they always had been. 
 Throughout the war, in hopes of securing federal aid, the DHA recast interstate highways as military necessities and not just tourist arteries or farm-to-market routes. By defining highways as federal investments, the DHA suggested that interstate highways were vital to both the national economy and national defense. Their strategy had mixed results. Congress did not significantly alter federal aid for highways during the war, but the war forever changed how politicians and citizens thought about highways. In 1919, just after the war ended, the U.S. Army sponsored its own military truck test. This test, a transcontinental convoy of eighty-one trucks and 300 soldiers, only crossed over the Dixie Highway, but it nevertheless validated the DHA’s test of two years before. One of the participants was Dwight D. Eisenhower, who later said the arduous trip had convinced him of the need for long-distance highways. Indeed, the convoy was the federal government’s way of showing its commitment to the Good Roads Movement and, more specifically, to the benefits of trucks and highways to move men and equipment.5 It could not have been a more fitting conclusion to the DHA’s wartime campaign promoting those very same things. The war forced everyone, including the federal government, to rethink the scope and purpose of federal aid as it became more and more clear that the 1916 bill was far too limited to meet the demands of either the wartime mobilization or the increasing commercial traffic. When the war ended, the nation was poised to begin building an interstate highway system, with the Dixie Highway as its backbone. 
A Wartime Window of Opportunity
 In 1915 a New York Times writer expressed the hopes of many when he wrote that the Dixie Highway “will serve as a new bond of sympathy between the States and a new means of industrial development . . . [and] should be built to endure, like the old Roman roads still traveled in Central Europe, and symbolic of the united strength of a great nation.”6 The DHA followed suit by circulating a poem about the famous network of stone roads that played a critical role in building and sustaining the mighty Roman Empire for centuries: 
 When Caesar took a westward ride 
 And grabbed the Gauls for Rome, 
 What was the first thing that he did 
 To make them feel at home? 
 Did he increase the people’s loads, 
 And liberty forbid? 
 No; he dug in and built good roads— 
 That’s what old Caesar did [ . . . ] 
 He built good roads from hill to hill, 
 good roads from vale to vale; 
 He ran a good roads movement 
 Till Rome got all the kale; 
 He told the folks to buy at home, 
 Build roads their ruts to rid, 
 Until all roads led up to Rome— 
 That’s what old Caesar did. 
 If any town would make itself 
 The center of the map, 
 Where folks will come and settle down 
 And live in plenty’s lap; 

If any town its own abodes 
 Of poverty would rid, 
 Let it go out and build good roads— 
 Just like old Caesar did.7

 Notwithstanding the eventual fate of the Roman Empire, the poet was right about the historical relationship between military might, economic strength, and good transportation routes. Mindful of the war in Europe even before U.S. involvement, Dixie Highway boosters invoked these historical linkages to promote federal aid for modern military highways. 
 For many reasons, the moment seemed ripe for new attention to highway development. Perhaps the most significant reason was the growing concern over the inability of existing rail lines to handle the demands of wartime mobility. Despite the growing popularity of automobiles and marked trails in the prewar years, powerful railroad companies still dominated interstate trade and travel. Rail-line mileage grew apace with expanding populations and westward-moving markets, peaking at 254,037 miles in 1916. But the numbers obscured the railroads’ financial difficulties in the years leading up to the war. The Hepburn Act of 1906, a Progressive-backed bill intended to reign in railroad abuses, effectively prevented railroad rate increases, keeping revenues static during a period when prices for steel, fuel, and labor rose steadily. When war broke out in Europe in the summer of 1914, the railroads proved ill equipped to handle the sudden spike in shipments, despite significant mileage increases. European demand for U.S. food and munitions created a 43 percent surge in railroad freight. Both the Interstate Commerce Commission and the railroads attempted to address the new wartime challenges with advisory boards and internal regulations, but to no avail. Too few railcars, aging terminals, and uncoordinated schedules among the nation’s many railroad lines created massive cargo bottlenecks for both commercial and military traffic.8

 Things reached a crisis point when Germany resumed unrestricted submarine warfare in February 1917, targeting American vessels and all but stopping transatlantic shipments. Railcars packed with supplies backed up around eastern ports. After the United States entered the war, the army had a difficult time getting its own troops and supplies to the East Coast for deployment. By the fall of 1917, 180,000 freight cars sat waiting to be shipped overseas, creating a shortage of some 158,000 railcars nationwide. With early and severe winter weather beginning to slow shipments even further, everyone realized that extreme measures were necessary to prevent a complete shutdown of the nation’s only supply lines.9

 The railroad crisis led to dramatic and highly controversial transformations in the relationship between the federal government and transportation networks. On December 28, 1917, President Woodrow Wilson ordered that the nation’s railroads pass under federal control for the first time in history. The railroads were not nationalized, but a temporary wartime Railroad Administration under the guidance of Treasury Secretary William G. McAdoo invested in 100,000 new freight cars and nearly 2,000 locomotives and centralized control over the routing and distribution of railcars. Eventually, the government also suspended all unnecessary civilian traffic by limiting passenger service, a wildly unpopular move. The government justified this drastic wartime measure because there were no alternatives to long-distance overland shipping. During the war, privately owned railroads became vital in the service of public interests.10

 Leaders of the Good Roads Movement viewed the wartime railroad crisis and the subsequent government takeover of rail as their chance to argue for greater federal investment in transportation alternatives. However temporary such emergency measures may have been, they realized, the wartime transportation crisis could permanently alter the extent of federal involvement in highway construction. For Dixie Highway counties still struggling to meet the demands of modern traffic under the limitations of the 1916 Federal Aid Act, the wartime emergency provided an unparalleled opportunity to publicize the structural limitations of a railroad monopoly over long-distance transportation. It was in this national conversation that the DHA found new opportunities to lobby for the advantages of investment in highways and automobiles as necessary and potentially superior alternatives to rail. 
 But DHA officials had their work cut out for them. For all the shortcomings of rail, roads—not to mention the resources of local road commissions—were in worse shape. Despite progress along the Dixie Highway, the roads that comprised it and dozens of branches and feeder roads remained far from complete when the United States entered the war in 1917. The summer before, the DHA’s board of directors stripped one route in middle Georgia of its official designation after the majority of counties along the route failed to do the work they had promised. The directors rerouted the highway through neighboring counties, and they threatened to similarly punish another county if it did not complete critical repair work within ninety days.11 These failures reflected the shortcomings of local funding for infrastructure projects, as well as the 1916 Federal Aid Road Act. 
 Faced with a national crisis, the DHA began to transform its approach to lobbying for federal highway aid. By presenting roads as wartime necessities, the DHA hoped to secure significantly more federal support for long-distance highways. Although such an approach challenged deep-rooted, ongoing opposition to federal control over roads, northerners and southerners alike recognized that the nation’s local road systems could not meet military demands. The DHA launched a massive propaganda campaign to reinvent the Dixie Highway as the foundation of a future system of national military highways. 
The Propaganda War
 The Dixie Highway Association began to reshape its strategy as early as the summer of 1916, when the directors turned their occasional eponymous publication, Dixie Highway, into a glossy, colorful monthly magazine. Overnight, the DHA stopped promoting the Dixie as merely a tourist route and market road and began celebrating it as an investment in national defense. In April 1917, the same month President Wilson asked Congress for a declaration of war against Germany, Dixie Highway’s lead article proclaimed: “Good Roads a War Time Necessity.” Raising the possibility of a German invasion along the East Coast, the author, Colonel J. P. Fyffe, argued that the United States would need to have reserve soldiers stationed inland, near good north-south roads. A map in the center of the article labeled the Dixie Highway “The Road behind the Firing Line,” a route ideally situated to “serve a section manufacturing and producing all necessary munitions and army supplies” and also nestled safely behind the Appalachian Mountain range, shielded from coastal attack. Dixie Highway crossroads such as Atlanta and Chattanooga were ideal locations to station soldiers and supplies, Fyffe concluded, because they were far enough from the front line to be safe but close enough to get men and supplies there quickly.12

 This opening salvo in the DHA propaganda campaign exposed and exploited the railroads’ shortcomings in order to assert the fundamental superiority of long-distance highways. Although railroad lines were already in place to serve in case of an East Coast attack, Fyffe cautioned that the current “heavy guard” stationed at the country’s railroad bridges was “but a reminder that the railroads might easily be destroyed as a means of transportation, in which event the army would be compelled to rely upon motor trucks, which in turn depend upon the condition of the roads.” He directed his message squarely at southerners, whose roads were least prepared for such an emergency. “If the people of this section are anxious to contribute something to the preparedness for the nation’s defense,” Fyffe chided, “they can do it in no better way than by furnishing a highway which will put this natural strategic point in communication with the factories of the North and the graineries [sic] of the West.”13

 Crucial to the DHA’s message was the warning that public faith in rail provided a false sense of security. In July, just three months after the United States entered the war and while the federal government struggled to manage the railroad logjam, the DHA’s business manager, V. D. L. Robinson, jumped at the opportunity to point out the deficiencies of rail travel. “With a nation so accustomed to look upon the railroad as the most important of all means of transportation,” he said, “the average citizen is inclined to feel that the President, and the national defense committees, by taking drastic steps to eliminate delays in railway traffic has the solution of the problem well in hand and that everything possible is being done.” But Robinson reminded readers that such a view was shortsighted and careless. He estimated that “the highways of the Nation represent eighty-five percent of the transportation facilities while the railways represent fifteen percent,” and the former were in even worse shape than the latter. A person needed “only to step out of his front gate to be face to face with the big end of the most important problem connected with the war.”14 This same sense of urgency pervaded the wartime issues of the DHA’s magazine. Cover art declared the Dixie Highway “A National Necessity,” while feature stories issued warnings that rang out like alarm bells. “The need for action, and immediate action,” one writer cautioned, “has never been greater.”15

 The magazine often argued that railroads could barely handle existing commercial traffic, much less simultaneously manage regular shipments and military needs at the same time. As one writer pointed out, in 1917 only four lines served the entire Upper South. Were any of these lines to become disabled, military camps throughout the rest of the South would be cut off to supplies from outside the region. In September 1917, just five months after the nation entered the war, the magazine reported that some of the southern railroads were forced to stop commercial shipments altogether in order to help the army move a mere 5 percent of new draftees to camps. “With the actual transportation of the main body of troops,” an editorial warned, “the situation will become most acute.” Northern shippers who needed to get materials to the South tried to “dodge” the congestion by using old-fashioned express companies, which were ill equipped to keep up with long-distance commercial-shipping demands. “With this knowledge of traffic conditions,” the writer concluded, “one can readily see that the most patriotic and valuable service which good roads enthusiasts can render is the properly directed effort to build and maintain the main highways.”16

 Properly directed roadwork required significantly more federal aid than the Federal Aid Road Act of 1916 provided. Dixie Highway boosters hoped their wartime propaganda would give interstate highways the same kind of significance at the federal level as the railroads. A full-page cartoon in the October 1917 issue of Dixie Highway made clear that the DHA wanted the federal government to recognize the urgency of federal aid for long-distance highways. In the foreground of the cartoon, a cargo truck carrying military supplies drove along a smooth Dixie Highway, while in the background, motionless railroad cars overflowed with “war freight congestion.” Looking over the scene, Uncle Sam declared: “The ‘Dixie’ is my right hand man.”17

 The DHA believed that securing federal aid for interstate highways would be easier if they could sell the federal government on the idea that the Dixie Highway was first and foremost a military route, even if it also served other purposes. The DHA thus sometimes downplayed fragile road conditions and instead portrayed the highway as an already-integral part of the military’s transportation system. “If an aeroplane squadron should be ordered to take observations on the territory between Chicago, Illinois, and Jacksonville, Florida,” they bragged, “they could make an amazing report on the cars, motor trucks, motorcycles, etc. that are speeding daily between the eight great cantonment sites situated on the Dixie Highway as they journey about the big business of getting Uncle Sam ready to go to war.” The DHA declared that those eight camps made it certain that the Dixie Highway “is destined to become the military route of the East Coast.”18

 Many other groups joined the DHA in using the war to promote better funding for national highways. On the eve of the war, supporters of the Dixie Highway, the Lincoln Highway, and several other marked trails (such as the planned Jefferson Highway between New Orleans and Winnipeg, Manitoba) banded together to form the National Highways Association (NHA). Members declared that there could be “no real preparedness for war, for defense, or for peace without national highways and good roads everywhere.”19 More-established organizations supported the DHA’s efforts to lobby for wartime highway spending as well. Two months after the United States entered the war, the American Automobile Association called for the construction of a “marginal” military border road that encircled the entire country. Since the 1916 Federal Aid Road Act did not provide funding for such a highway, the AAA “urge[d] upon Congress the need of legislation to provide for a system of military marginal roads to be constructed and maintained at national expense.”20 The AAA even suggested that the war had soothed lingering tensions highlighted by the Dixie Highway routing contest and the fight over the 1916 federal aid bill. AAA president George C. Diehl argued near the end of the war that “war conditions have emphasized national transportation needs to the extent of obliterating State lines and sectional boundaries.” Therefore it was “logical,” he said, that the 1916 federal aid law be amended to give federal officials more control over roadwork. “The great possibilities of main artery highways,” he believed, “are becoming apparent to every citizen who wants to see the war brought to its earliest conclusion.”21


 Cartoon, Dixie Highway, October 1917. 

While interstate routes transcended regional boundaries, the South’s distinct advantages as a center for wartime mobilization made it particularly good as a focus for the wartime highway campaign. Climate was a major benefit in the DHA’s arguments for federal funding along the Dixie Highway. Dixie Highway called the South “the great army field for the winter” because the region’s moderate weather allowed for year-round training of new recruits. Six of the eight army camps along the Dixie were in Louisville, Nashville, Chattanooga, Atlanta, Macon, and Jacksonville. As mobilization increased, the army built even more camps in the South. By October 1917, there were five camps in Georgia alone; all were along the Dixie Highway, including Fort Screven in Savannah, which held essential coastal artillery. These camps were “hustling, busy, energetic little cities” that increased the state’s population as well as the demand for food, clothing, shelter, and consumer goods.22 Transportation demands in Georgia rose to an all-time high during the war, making traffic along the Dixie’s dirt roads heavier than ever and showcasing the shortcomings of a highway that was so important to the war effort but still far from complete. 
 The military itself could scarcely ignore the importance of maintaining the country’s most critical routes. Whenever possible, the DHA incorporated statements of support from military personnel to bolster its good-roads propaganda. Major General Henry T. Allen proclaimed the Dixie Highway to be “a military asset,” but he implied that it needed work before the army could tap its full potential. “With its numerous manufacturing cities and its vast supply centers,” Allen predicted, “the Dixie Highway would offer most advantageous sites for supply bases and would constitute a highly important base line, sufficiently far from the coast to be reasonably safe from air crafts, yet sufficiently close for many war requirements.” Dixie Highway featured Allen’s remarks alongside a cover image showing military trucks on the highway whizzing past factory smokestacks.23 Military personnel frequently expressed support for better roads and highways in the national media as well. Major General Leonard Wood told one good-roads booster writing for the New York Times that a “systematic, well-planned network of roads” was not only a good investment for commercial purposes but also “of tremendous value to our military forces.” He added that “through routes connecting centres of production of population aid in the prosecution of the war” by making it easier to move men and supplies, and he urged the government to consider building modern paved highways along the Eastern Seaboard.24 Though rare, the military sometimes even put its money where its mouth was. In September 1917 the War Department sent railroad cars and other equipment to workers building a critical eleven-mile stretch of the Dixie Highway through Boone County, Kentucky. The strategic road linked Fort Thomas and a new army camp in Louisville a hundred miles to the southwest.25

 Interstate highway proponents had little trouble explaining their shift in focus from tourist highways to military routes. While the DHA admitted that the main impetus for initiating the Dixie Highway had been tourism, they argued that this had been “augmented” by the nation’s wartime needs for the Dixie as “an auxiliary, and if need be, a substitute for the railroads” in the mobilization of goods for the war effort. And although the directors were well aware of the difficulties of doing more roadwork without more federal aid, the DHA declared that the counties along the highway had a “solemn obligation” to speed up their work “as an act of patriotic preparedness.”26 Outside the South, Lincoln Highway boosters followed suit and emphasized military preparedness over tourism. “War conditions,” one observer said, made people more aware of “the value of the Lincoln Highway as an auxiliary to the railroads” and not just a tourist highway. Supporters of both highways exaggerated their own preparedness for heavy military traffic, but they did not overestimate the value of patriotic fervor to the Good Roads Movement.27

 A year into the real war in Europe, the DHA’s propaganda war culminated in a unanimous resolution urging Congress and the president to create a “centralized Federal Authority” to develop and direct a new highway policy that better met wartime demands and to coordinate transportation along the nation’s highways, railroads, and waterways.28 While it echoed the highway lobby’s decade-old plan for a federal highway commission, the DHA proposal went even further by acknowledging that highways were but one part of a massive transportation network that could not be managed piecemeal. The resolution carried little weight coming from an unofficial—and obviously self-interested—organization like the DHA, but it nevertheless evoked widespread concerns about how wartime traffic had utterly overwhelmed the nation’s transportation capabilities. 
 The proposal also reflected worries closer to home. Despite the sincere desire to promote interstate highway construction nationwide, the DHA’s propaganda campaign was motivated primarily by the desire to complete the Dixie Highway. The war had made that all the more difficult, as counties and the new state highway departments grappled with greater traffic demands and stagnant local budgets. Even as they promised to ask Congress for a federal highway board, the DHA was pleading with William McAdoo of the Railroad Administration for permission to use railcars to carry construction materials to dozens of counties along the Dixie Highway. Without the railroads, work on the highway was at a standstill. The DHA had little choice but to give up on some communities altogether. In May 1918 the directors revoked another designation along the highway through Kentucky and eastern Tennessee when several counties there failed to keep up with their share of the work.29

 As the DHA struggled to transform local roads into something befitting a national military highway, it collected new partners in the crusade for federal highway funding. Their joint mission was familiar to longtime supporters of the Good Roads Movement. But in the context of war, it took on new meaning and also afforded new opportunities to pursue the longstanding goals of good-roads supporters for an integrated system of federally funded, federally managed interstate highways. 
The Highway Business
 In September 1917, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce held a “War Convention” in Atlantic City, New Jersey. Despite pledging “vigorous support of the war at any cost,” the chamber was transparent about its economic concerns. “War disrupts business,” one merchant group said, and this made necessary “continual adjustments” in business practices in order to survive the wartime emergency.30 Businessmen accepted government intervention in the economy during the war, even to the point of fixing prices and raising taxes. To them, these measures were necessary to ensure continued profits during the economic upheaval created by the war. But they also wanted the government to give them something in return. Delegates to the convention devoted hours to discussing the role that transportation played in the national wartime economy, and they concluded that improving the nation’s roadways was “important and essential as a war measure and should be urged in every possible way.”31

 For the business community, the wartime campaign to improve roads was as much about the national economy as it was about national security. Federal investment in long-distance highways would not only help a nation at war; it also would help businesses to profit during the war by providing soldiers and citizens with the goods they needed. Farmers and small-town businessmen alike had complained about the high cost of the “mud tax” for years, but the war gave new life to the economic argument for roads. Just weeks after the United States entered the war, DHA business manager V. D. L. Robinson estimated that poor roads cost the nation’s businesses “the appalling sum of more than three hundred millions of dollars a year.” He asserted that “the reduction of waste is more important than ever before with the nation at war.” Robinson did not advocate immediate improvement of all roads but rather the concentration of attention on main highways “serving the largest percentage of traffic and leading from one center of population and production to another.” The Dixie Highway, he continued, “extending from the Great Lakes to the Gulf and connecting the leading centers of population and production of the Central States as well as the majority of training camps, is one of the most important highways from the standpoint of military necessity in the United States.”32

 The business community, long aware of the structural inadequacy of roads and the financial limitations of rail, capitalized on the wartime campaign to advance their own interests. Some manufacturers began experimenting with trucks on freight routes between nearby cities as alternatives to railroads, and, where it was possible, farmers of perishable food crops began using trucks for shipments of milk and produce. In Louisville, Henry C. Kelting expanded his small intercity trucking business during the war in order to haul foodstuffs to three nearby army bases, most likely using the Dixie Highway.33 Businesses in the West also turned to trucking companies both to alleviate freight congestion and to replace railroads in small western communities where there was limited rail service. The Tonopah Trucking Company in Reno, Nevada, noted: “The business of our clients would cease to be if they had to rely solely on railroads.” A midwestern produce salesman also reported using trucks successfully in small towns that were not on railroad lines. Despite such promise, most shippers complained about the limits of existing roads. Even in the Northeast, home to some of the nation’s best roads, shippers lamented the inefficiency of freight transport along rough highways. The Oriental Silk Printing Company in New York City, for example, used trucks to haul silk to and from nearby Paterson, New Jersey. “Bad roads [are] interfering,” a company official admitted, but they could not rely “solely on railroads” to do business.34

 Companies using trucks to replace or supplement railroads were only too aware of the constraints of local roads. Alexander Morton, who hauled lumber for wartime industries in Virginia, reported in December 1917 that within the month, “the roads will be so bad in that locality that I will have to abandon the use of trucks until spring, and rely on teams to do my hauling.” Even in Chicago, a cement company official complained that poor highways restricted the company’s use of trucks to local deliveries. Even where trucks proved useful early on, it quickly became clear that heavy trucks could not drive repeatedly over most roads. An official for the United Gas Company in Philadelphia hauled supplies to New York on roads that deteriorated under the increased wartime traffic.35 An engineer for the Office of Public Roads complained that within just a few weeks, hundreds of miles of vital roadways “failed under the heavy motor traffic.” He described how “almost overnight, an excellent surface might become impassable” under the stress of wartime traffic.36 Yet there was little his agency could do about it. In July 1918 a Dixie Highway cover cartoon bluntly assessed the predicament faced by shippers and sympathetic public officials alike with a rhetorical question: “We have the trucks, have we the roads?”37

 Within the business community, automobile men were among the first to take advantage of these critiques. State highway departments in the South were newer and thus even more ill equipped to handle the stress of wartime traffic than their northern and midwestern counterparts. Seeing an opportunity to help them and also draw attention to the lack of funding, auto manufacturers began to fill this critical gap in state support for roadwork by planning, surveying, and helping to fund important sections of the Dixie Highway. And like the DHA, these men explicitly linked their work to the war effort. In January 1918 the wealthy members of the Chattanooga Automobile Club put their considerable resources to work “to speed up the opening of highway communication between the North and the South” by helping to complete the western division of the Dixie Highway between Nashville and Chattanooga. The club raised money for this link in the highway through a membership campaign, which doubled its numbers to 1,000. To mark the occasion, members voted unanimously to give another $1,000 to the Dixie Highway Association.38

 The Chattanooga Auto Club’s private investment in public highways did not end with its membership fundraising campaign. When DHA president Michael Allison told club members where roadwork along the Nashville-Chattanooga link lagged, one member offered to donate $750 if the club could match it. It did, and members began to draw maps, organize data, and plan scouting trips to find out precisely what it would take to make the western division between the two cities passable. Aware that they could not singlehandedly master such a large-scale project, members announced their intention to take all the information they gathered to the next meeting of the Tennessee State Highway Department in Nashville. They succeeded, and later that month, the highway department agreed to appropriate $300,000 of the state’s share of federal aid for this stretch and another on the eastern division route.39 Instances like these were rare but remarkable examples of how the DHA and its powerful supporters could harness state and federal resources when they needed to. 
 The DHA may have shifted its focus to military preparedness, but tourism remained an important incentive in the campaign for federal highway aid. Although the Nashville-Chattanooga road linked military bases in the Midwest to vast numbers of army camps in the South, it was equally important as a tourist and trade route from the West and Midwest to the Deep South. Every issue of Dixie Highway included a section of “Touring Queries” in which primarily nonsouthern tourists sought advice about the condition of various roads in the Dixie network. Magazine writers went out of their way to advertise certain cities as ideal tourist destinations. Milledgeville, Georgia, the quaint former state capital, was a popular stopping point for tourists along the Old Capital Route to Savannah. Thomasville, Georgia, where old plantation homes had been converted into hotels many years earlier, remained a popular resort for northern tourists. On the Waycross route through southeast Georgia, the small town of Fitzgerald was billed as the “Yankee Town of the South” thanks to an industrious northern developer who years earlier had established a retirement community for Union veterans of the Civil War.40 Auto club members like those in Chattanooga were more interested in tourism than most because many of them ran auto industry–related companies, and most were involved one way or another in local Chattanooga businesses. Their backgrounds, every bit as much as Dixie Highway write-ups with titles such as “The Motor Tourist and the Dollar Sign,” left little doubt about what motivated many good-roads advocates both before and during World War I.41

 Eager to appear patriotic rather than self-seeking, members of the Chattanooga Automobile Club denied having any financial interest in improving the Nashville-Chattanooga link, and the DHA backed them up. “A striking feature” of the club’s meetings, the DHA boasted, was that members gave “little consideration” to the material benefits of tourism along the Dixie Highway. Instead, it was “sufficient for them to know that this road is needed to help the Nation in winning the war.” With their scouting tour coming up, club members declared magnanimously that “if the soldiers could work in the trenches during the winter weather,” they themselves “should be willing at least to endure the few days of discomfort necessary to make a personal inspection” of rough road conditions in order to “more effectively carry on the [wartime] campaign.” However insincere their claims may have been, the active roles that both the DHA and private business organizations like the Chattanooga Automobile Club played in promoting tourism during the war was valuable to the wartime campaign, in addition to being a testament to the shortcomings of local, state, and federal highway agencies in a time of national emergency.42

 Other longtime members of the highway lobby also hoped to profit from the wartime emergency, and the DHA backed them up. The cement industry was one of the largest and most vocal. Since the routing campaign two years earlier, Dixie Highway advocates had been urging investments in hard-surfaced roads, but increased traffic from tourists and the military made it all the more necessary. The closest material to modern-day asphalt was a combination of broken stone and tar named after John McAdam, the Scottish engineer who had invented it a century earlier. However, experts were divided over whether or not macadam roads, as they became known, were durable and smooth enough for heavy automobile traffic. The only viable alternative was cement, which before 1917 had been used only sparingly in and around cities due to the cost.43 In April 1917 the “steady flow” of inquiries about the best routes between midwestern cities and Florida suggested to the DHA that rural traffic was increasing rapidly, as well, and that “durable roads” were becoming “a necessity from the standpoint of economy.” The DHA argued that cement roads were the highways of the future and predicted that millions in maintenance would be “utterly wasted” if Americans continued to invest in “roads that wear out as fast as they are built.” With passengers traveling nearly 10 million more miles a year by car than by railroad by the time the United States entered the war in 1917, the need for modern roads was more pressing than ever before.44

 Wartime propaganda was aimed at voters as well as consumers. Dixie Highway frequently carried advertisements from cement companies urging the public to support the construction of “permanent roads.” Often the ads placed the companies squarely in the midst of the debate over local versus state and federal funding. Knowing that cement roads cost much more to build than did dirt or gravel roads, the Universal Portland Cement Company, based in Chicago, ran an ad praising the way one Indiana county raised the money to hard-surface its roads. “Vermillion County Invests $19 Per Capita in Permanent Roads,” the ad title read. “Bond Issue Makes New Highways Immediately Available.”45 Though hard-surfacing was less common in the South, southern companies also encouraged cement-highway construction financed through bonds. The Dixie Portland Cement Company, headquartered in Chattanooga and owned by DHA founder Richard Hardy, published advertisements encouraging citizens to use the ballot box to demand better roads. “Voters Should See to It Now,” one ad read, that their roads be built “properly” using funds provided by bonds. “If there is a good roads bond issue up in your County or State,” the company begged, “vote for it; if there is not, ask your legislators and road authorities to submit a bond issue to the people.”46

 If established companies hoped to benefit from the construction of a modern, surfaced interstate highway, smaller and newer businesses depended upon the success of the DHA’s wartime campaign for their very survival. Auto tourism was still in its infancy in the late 1910s, but already the increase in traffic had led to the construction of new filling stations, auto garages, roadside stands, and small mom-and-pop stores. Simple, no-frills campsites called auto camps (or sometimes “gypsy camps”) sprang up almost overnight on major tourist routes like the Dixie Highway. These spots were popular with tourists short on money and also among those who wanted to experience the freedom of stopping anywhere they pleased for the night. But mostly they were a necessity: bad roads and still-unreliable cars made it difficult for tourists to count on making it to the next city by dark. To satisfy wealthier motorists with more-refined tastes, hotels and motels, initially rare except in railroad towns where travelers changing trains might need an overnight stay, popped up at more-frequent intervals along the road.47 One of these fine hotels was the Hotel Patten in Chattanooga. Built by Chattanooga Medicine Company owner and DHA founder James A. Patten in 1908, the hotel served as the headquarters of the DHA. Frequent advertisements for the Patten and other luxury Dixie Highway hotels filled the back pages of Dixie Highway.48 In a region where agriculture was becoming less and less profitable, the tourist business even kept some farm families afloat. They took in boarders and sold produce at roadside stands to supplement the family income.49 Sometimes, tourist traffic gave rise to lucrative new trades. In the textile-mill town of Dalton, Georgia, a cottage industry for hand-tufted chenille bedspreads arose around the turn of the century, but it took off after the Dixie Highway came through. Women began selling the colorful spreads at roadside stands that lined the highway for miles. By the 1930s, the homegrown industry had attracted northern capital and evolved into a thriving textile business employing some 7,000 local workers.50


 Advertisement, Dixie Highway, April 1917. 

Along with the automobile, the war helped to shape a new and sophisticated domestic tourism industry. The “See America First” campaign had begun during the Gilded Age and prospered with increased federal funding for national parks under President Theodore Roosevelt, and the advent of marked trails in the 1910s energized it. The war, however, made it a national pastime, especially among wealthy and middle-class Americans. The war interrupted travel abroad starting in 1914, so tourists treated traveling and spending money at home almost as a “patriotic duty,” as one historian has argued, and “a ritual of American citizenship.”51

 While national parks out west drew thousands of tourists during the war, the South became a very popular destination as well. The Dixie Highway Association estimated that 27,000 motorists in nearly 7,000 cars spent $2,760,000 along the Dixie Highway during the winter season of 1916–17 alone, though most were bound for Florida.52 In order to market the South to even more northern tourists, Dixie Highway boosters and businesses had to present the region as an attractive destination in and of itself, not just an obstacle separating Chicago snowbirds from the warm Florida sunshine. The very name they had chosen made the highway sound like a road to the past as much as a road to a particular place, and businesses along the Dixie Highway made the most of it by selling tourists on the image of the South as an exciting and exotic locale, a romantic ideal to be explored and exploited. In Illinois and Indiana, “Dixie” gas stations, restaurants, and hotels conjured up images of an unfamiliar but pleasant destination.53 Many of the appeals to tourists that had fueled the routing contest two years earlier were beginning to bear fruit by 1917 as well. The DHA encouraged northern motorists to tour south Georgia’s peach and pecan orchards and rhapsodized about driving country roads lined with the region’s “fragrant pines.”54 Civil War tourism also drew many northern tourists. While the industry was most profitable in cities like Richmond, the Dixie Highway lured tourists to sites in Georgia as well.55 In time, composers even began to write songs about the Dixie Highway, while picture postcards depicted pleasant drives through beautiful scenery.56


 Hotel Patten advertisement, Dixie Highway, April 1918, 12; Hotel Savannah and Hotel Seminole advertisements, Dixie Highway, March 1917, 12. 

 Cover of sheet music for “Dixie Highway,” published in 1922. (Courtesy of Chattanooga History Center) 

 Postcard, ca. 1920s. (Author’s personal collection) 
 The DHA published regular updates on road conditions in the monthly magazine, but many tourists relied on published guides to get them where they wanted to go. Before the war, auto-related businesses sponsored some of the earliest road maps and automobile guides to point tourists in the direction of the nearest hotels, garages, restaurants, and interesting landmarks, as well as to guide them along the mostly unmarked roads and marked trails. The most popular of these was the Official Automobile Blue Book, published annually from 1901 to 1929. These small booklets featured hand-drawn maps, mileage estimates, and lengthy descriptions of roads and landmarks to guide tourists as they hopscotched from town to town along bumpy dirt roads. Although they offered simple, perfunctory instructions, auto guides also warned motorists about steep grades, misleading signs, and other obstacles. But early guides were often expensive and inaccurate, so tourists were at the mercy of the publishers.57

 As one historian has argued, the significance of World War I as a stimulus to the creation of modern, reliable road maps is difficult to overemphasize.58 The escalation of both tourist traffic and military traffic during the war increased demand for more-accurate maps and guides, so mapmakers and auto industrialists began publishing a new kind of automobile road map. Groups like the Lincoln Highway Association and the Dixie Highway Association commissioned maps of their own routes, but more comprehensive maps of interlinking marked trails were more common and more popular.59 The very first Rand McNally map of marked trails was published in 1917. In place of the lengthy descriptions that characterized auto road guides, these maps used standardized symbols to indicate the locations of hotels, garages, and different types of roads and highways. Instead of close-up views of local sections of roads, these maps showed regional or even national networks of roads, rough and incomplete as they were. Road signs were rare, but as wartime traffic picked up, Rand McNally and other companies also began to assist in marking the many marked trails and named highways. Map keys instructed motorists on which symbols signified which highways so they could see at a glance if they were going the right way.60 During the war, the DHA began making plans to mark the Dixie Highway route by painting the letters “DH” on red-and-white bands across telegraph and telephone poles.61 Before the war ended, the familiar DH markers lined the route from Lake Michigan to Miami Beach. 
 Modern road maps helped to guide military and commercial vehicles during the war and stimulated the tourist industry, but they also served as testaments to the limitations of long-distance automobile routes. Most early auto maps showed only main roads, not the tens of thousands of miles of local roads that fed traffic to routes like the Dixie Highway. Moreover, unlike the old auto guides, modern road maps did not say anything about the condition of the roads they featured. The network of solid lines that appeared on a crisp, colorful Rand McNally Auto Trail map looked nothing like what motorists saw when they drove those routes, especially in the South. To make matters worse, without any oversight of interstate marked-trail routes, it was difficult for mapmakers, automobile businessmen, and highway associations to regulate highway markings. The DHA warned even citizens living along designated routes not to mark the highway without its permission, and they could not stop other groups from claiming portions of the route as their own.62 By the end of the war, marked trails overlapped one another to such an extent that more than a dozen different markings might appear on a single utility pole.63 Thus the expansion of the tourism industry, like the war itself, generated new challenges that good-roads boosters proved increasingly incapable of handling on their own. 
 The rise of the modern tourist industry during the war went hand in hand with the wartime campaign for greater federal funding and oversight for interstate highways.64 While patriotism justified the Good Roads Movement’s wartime push for federal highway aid, profits sustained it. Established businesses and new ones, both national and local, combined to create a formidable advocacy group even more powerful than the original highway lobby. They may have supported the war effort in earnest, but they also understood that the long-term benefits of federal highway funding would outlast the war. Yet in order to convey that message, they could not focus on tourism alone. As they had for years, good-roads advocates needed to make direct political appeals, not only to Congress but also to the local and state officials grappling with the new burden of escalating tourist and military traffic. 
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 Red-and-white Dixie Highway markers were usually painted onto telegraph and telephone poles to guide motorists along the route. (Image from Wikipedia Commons, author Parsa) 
Embracing Federal Investment
 While good-roads boosters in the United States waited for better roads, American servicemen abroad learned firsthand the value of Europe’s much older but higher quality roads. William Weir, a highway engineer who served as an ambulance driver in France during the war, reported that “the original lay out of the French system of highways was fortunately most comprehensive.” The old roads, he said, had met “the present exaggerated demands in a most admirable way” and had “undoubtedly been a tremendous factor in the defense against the German invasion.” Weir described how French traffic was divided among several different types of roads, including main roads and secondary or side roads; how both maintenance and new construction were performed regularly; and how most roads in the country were already hard-surfaced.65 In short, French roads embodied everything that the DHA and the highway lobby wanted for American highways, and their service under the most trying of wartime circumstances only further validated the wartime good-roads campaign. The DHA was so impressed with Weir’s observations that they summarized his lengthy article, originally written for an engineering journal, in the September 1917 issue of Dixie Highway.66

 Interconnected, hard-surfaced roads like the ones Weir described served not only local traffic and the French military but also American soldiers whose lives depended on good transportation routes. Weir estimated that during the grueling year-long Battle of Verdun in 1916, just prior to U.S. entry into the war, some 5,000 motor trucks had carried troops and supplies night and day along the fifty-mile Bar-le-Duc-to-Verdun Road. Though the French victory came at a high cost, Weir argued that it would not have come at all if not for the influx of new troops and supplies.67 The DHA predicted that America’s fate would also depend on good roads. “Good Roads Saved France,” a Dixie Highway writer proclaimed just weeks after the U.S. entered the war. “What of America”?68 Henry Joy, president of Packard Motors and Carl Fisher’s old partner in the Lincoln Highway Association, proposed a grim answer by contrasting America’s road-building methods with France’s long tradition of government-funded roadwork. He praised Napoleon for building “truly efficient roads” with his “absolute power and unlimited resources.” French roads, he said, were “the first tentacles of the advance of civilization” and had been since Caesar’s day. For more than a century, successive generations had honored Napoleon’s commitment to good roads by continuing to devote resources to them, just as Napoleon had honored that of Caesar. In Joy’s estimation, if prewar France was at 100 percent efficiency in terms of roads, then the United States was at zero.69

 Henry Joy was a pioneer in privately planned highway projects, but he had also been a vocal supporter of federal funding for roads and highways for many years. Even before the United States entered the war, he proposed a military border highway that would connect with inland routes like the Lincoln and the Dixie.70 A few months into the war, Congress considered a similar plan under the Chamberlain-Dent highway bill. The bill, which had the backing of the American Automobile Association and other highway-related businesses, proposed granting the War Department the authority to plan a system of improved highways throughout the nation to facilitate the movement of troops and supplies in times of war.71

 The Dixie Highway Association supported the bill, not least because it favored the South, with its plethora of military camps. Quoting Will Irvin, a war correspondent on the western front, a Dixie Highway supporter argued that the Chamberlain-Dent Bill was not far-fetched: “ ‘The mechanical transport of automobile trucks on the Western Front . . . has served to counteract for the French, the German strategic railroads. Along with the valor of the men at the front it saved Verdun.’”72 Good-roads clubs also expressed their support for a federally financed military border highway. In October 1917 the Southern Appalachian Good Roads Association, composed of smaller state and local clubs from throughout the South, voted to endorse the Chamberlain-Dent Bill at their annual conference in Nashville.73 But backers of the bill failed to generate sufficient support in Congress. 

The argument for roads as a military necessity convinced the government to take on more responsibility for funding roads and highways, just not necessarily at home. Even while the Chamberlain-Dent Bill floundered, and finally died, in Congress, the army recruited engineers, contractors, road-machine operators, and surveyors and draftsmen to help build roads and bridges on the western front, where the action was. “Road Builders! The National Army Needs You—Now!” one advertisement blazoned. The army hoped to build a highway regiment of more than 10,000 skilled volunteers, not mere “pick and shovel men,” to plan and oversee the repair of old roads and the construction of new ones in the most heavily trafficked areas of the war zone. The war showcased skills seldom celebrated at home. Military officials boasted that American techniques were new to European engineers and that the war therefore offered “a great opportunity . . . to demonstrate what skilled Americans can do with modern equipment.”74

 Around the same time, the wartime highway campaign began to have some traction at home as well. In November 1917 Congress acknowledged the severity of the transportation crisis by establishing the Highway Transport Committee (HTC) within the Council of National Defense, an advisory panel President Wilson had set up in 1916 to coordinate the various military and executive departments involved in the mobilization effort. The HTC’s job was to figure out how to incorporate waterways, streetcars, and motor trucks into the military transportation network in order to make “the utmost possible use of every facility for transportation” of military personnel and supplies. The federal government even ordered thousands of trucks to be put to use moving military supplies from manufacturers in the interior to ports along the Atlantic coast.75

 In a stroke of good fortune for the highway lobby and the DHA, the government appointed Roy D. Chapin, president of Hudson Motors, vice president of the Lincoln Highway Association, and close associate of Carl Fisher, as chairman of the HTC and Logan Page of the Office of Public Roads as vice president. Already very familiar with the private experiments with truck services already under way, Chapin set out to replicate these tests on a larger and more-public scale. In late 1917 Chapin arranged for some thirty trucks to drive military supplies from factories in the Midwest to ports on the Atlantic coast. Even the heavy December snows did not prevent the three-ton loads of war materials from reaching the East Coast in good time, despite rough roads. Twenty-nine of the thirty trucks in the convoy made it to Baltimore. Forecasting future possibilities for wartime truck transport, one observer declared: “This convoy is the forerunner of many others.”76

 Under Chapin, the HTC established the Return Loads Bureau to help relieve freight congestion by ensuring that trucks returned from shipping destinations carrying another load of goods. Organized at the local level and often housed in chambers of commerce or local War Bureau offices, the Return Loads Bureau coordinated cooperative shipping arrangements by putting truck operators in touch with businesses in cities on a specified route. Drivers visited the bureau’s office in each city to see if anyone needed materials shipped and to streamline hauls to eliminate repeat trips. By centralizing organization under the bureau’s services, drivers and shippers could expand their options beyond their earlier practices of simply contracting individuals to deliver goods along discrete routes. This new partnership between motor-truck operators and shippers was supposed to reduce the cost per ton by moving goods in both directions, to create more-efficient shipping schedules, and, most of all, to free up thousands of railroad cars for essential wartime needs. According to the HTC, it was “a patriotic duty and a war time necessity for all shippers using motor trucks, and motor-truck companies, to cooperate fully with the return load bureaus.”77

 Return Loads Bureaus functioned more efficiently in the North, where better roads and shorter distances made the experiment more practical. Federal experiments in the South were more limited but nonetheless innovative. Several months into the war, the U.S. Postal Service selected portions of the Dixie Highway in Georgia for an Atlanta-based experiment using 182 trucks for parcel-post service among southeastern cities such as Chattanooga and Jacksonville. The experiment was designed to relieve freight congestion around major urban areas, but the DHA interpreted it to mean much more. The DHA called it “an innovation which has all the ear marks of a business deal.” By focusing federal attention on the Dixie Highway rather than the thousands of miles of other nameless rural postal routes covered under the 1916 Federal Aid Road Act, the DHA also hoped the experiment would help to “abolish . . . the ‘red tape’ connected with the use of Federal and State funds for the highways.”78

 While federal experiments were promising, they were all limited to urban areas. Rural counties in the South were in no position to prove anything, either to the federal government or to the DHA, which pressured them to do more work during the war. They struggled to keep up with the demands of wartime traffic. Any additional tax revenues generated by high cotton prices during the war were eaten up in rising maintenance costs. Initially, some counties took on debt to support road improvements. In April 1917, for example, the same month that the United States declared war on Germany, residents along the Dixie Highway in Rome, Georgia, took on $240,000 in debt to pay for five new concrete highway bridges, new culverts to drain rainwater, and road-grading work along the highway. The county road fund contained less than $140,000 in tax receipts and local automobile registration fees, so the bond issue nearly tripled the amount they usually spent on roads.79 But the county could not take on enough debt to surface the entire length of its portion of the Dixie Highway, a reality that longtime road advocate and superior court judge Moses Wright could not accept. “While neighboring counties are building the Dixie Highway,” he warned, “Floyd County has stopped its work, though it is likely that the federal government will soon want the road for military purposes and this county will have nothing to offer the government.”80 The DHA also used Dixie Highway to lobby Thomas County in south Georgia to issue bonds for $800,000 in order to resurface the county’s dirt roads. For a county that had no bonded debt and had spent only $500,000 on roads over the previous ten years, the DHA’s suggestion was unrealistic. Most counties simply could not take on the amount of debt required to upgrade their portions of the Dixie Highway.81

 Even while urging counties to go into debt in order to build permanent roads, the DHA tried time and again to secure federal funding to complete the Dixie Highway. The propaganda campaign that the DHA waged in the pages of Dixie Highway was only part of the effort. Directors sometimes intervened to convince fledgling state highway departments to apply for their allotments of federal aid under the 1916 highway act and apply it to the Dixie Highway. In May 1917 DHA president Michael Allison wrote to Kentucky governor Augustus O. Stanley and state highway commissioner Rodman Wiley and implored both men to use Kentucky’s share to fix sections of the highway in that state. Allison rebuked Stanley and Wiley for the state’s impassable roads, which were “holding back the greatest good roads project in the south.” A gap in Kentucky’s portion of the eastern division of the route, he complained, divided North from South and held up “thousands of tourists [who] are waiting to get through” at great financial cost to the state. In case the argument for tourism was less persuasive just days after the United States had declared war, Allison added, the eastern division through Kentucky was part of a “strategic through highway” that needed to be completed “as a patriotic measure.”82 Allison did not stop there. That same month, director Clark Howell reported that the Dixie Highway between Atlanta and Macon, which he argued was “unquestionably” the most important section of the entire route, was to become the state’s very first federal-aid road. However, there had been a delay in procuring the funding and starting work on the section, so Howell suggested that President Allison intervene by telegraphing the chairman of Georgia’s new state highway department to request definitive information on the status of the project. Allison did so right then and there, and before the meeting adjourned, the chairman telegraphed back, assuring Allison that the state would begin work as soon as the Office of Public Roads approved the state’s application for federal aid.83 Several months later, the DHA intervened yet again to help get one of the worst roads along the Dixie Highway, the route over Cumberland Mountain in Tennessee, designated as a federal-aid project.84

 Federal-aid designations meant little without the funding to see them through, so the DHA helped several poor counties raise money to match federal aid. In the South, where highway departments were too new and underfunded to provide the matching funds themselves, the counties had no choice. Laurel and Rockcastle Counties in Kentucky, for example, could not raise the revenue to pay for a five-mile stretch of new construction to complete the eastern division through Kentucky. The DHA convinced the state highway department to earmark $50,000 of the state’s federal aid allotment for this stretch of road by promising that the DHA would raise the matching funds. When counties had the funds but lacked the influence with state officials to get federal aid designations, the DHA also stepped in to help. In Nassau County, Florida, where sandy soil made road construction more difficult, the DHA intervened with state officials and procured $25,000 of the state’s share of federal aid for the county.85 Sometimes the DHA raised matching funds through wartime membership campaigns, such as the one it advertised in March 1918. For $5.00 apiece, the subscription ads announced, citizens who joined the DHA could “Aid in the Solution of the North-to-South War Transportation Problem.” The ad boasted of the DHA’s recent contributions in Kentucky and implied that member subscriptions would also be spent directly on roadwork. Through private subscriptions and supervision of local roadwork, the DHA helped both county officials and the federal government to do their part for the Dixie Highway and the war effort.86


 DHA membership blank, Dixie Highway, March 1918, 13. 

The DHA may have begun its ambitious highway project with only the help of county governments, but as the war dragged on, the organization stepped up its solicitations for state and federal aid. A cartoon used in several issues of Dixie Highway in 1918 prominently featured an armored tank called “Federal and State Aid” forging a good road where mountainous terrain and bad roads once had impeded travel. Running alongside the tank in cheerful cooperation was a man representing the Dixie Highway Association. Situated around this picture were scenes depicting the important roles that the war, tourism, and individual efforts played in completing the Dixie Highway. And at the top, a hand called “Dixie Highway” shook the hand of the “U.S.,” which proclaimed: “My hand, Sir. You have carried on preparedness long before the war, and have saved the day now.”87

 Nationally, the idea of federal support for major highways and not just post roads gained an increasingly wider circle of advocates thanks to the war. The American Automobile Association, perhaps the highway lobby’s oldest and most vocal supporter of federal aid for automobile highways, shared the DHA’s belief that the federal government could better serve the development of large infrastructure projects than local or private interests alone. Convinced that restrictions limiting federal funding under the Federal Aid Road Act of 1916 to rural post roads kept even federally funded road projects too local in scope, the AAA proposed to Congress and President Wilson that the act be amended to allow funding for military and commerce routes. In his appeal to the federal government, AAA president George C. Diehl carefully downplayed the commercial aspect of national highways while playing up the military value of projects like the Dixie Highway. “[T]he great possibilities of main artery highways,” he said, “are becoming apparent to every citizen who wants to see the war brought to its earliest conclusion through employing every source of co-operation in our great country.” George P. Coleman, executive chairman of the American Association of State Highway Officials, agreed. “That the effective conduct of the war demands immediate attention [to] proper construction and maintenance of the highways of the country,” Coleman said, “is a plain statement of fact.”88

 *** 
   

 Cartoon, Dixie Highway, March–May 1918. 

Toward the end of the war, congressmen continued to submit proposals for federal highway funding and a federal highway commission. In 1919 Senator Charles Townsend of Michigan introduced a bill for a 50,000-mile federally constructed national highway system. The Office of Public Roads, the AAA, automobile manufacturers, tire manufacturers, cement companies, the National Grange, more than 700 civic organizations, and at least thirty-eight state highway associations were among the large and diverse groups backing the Townsend Bill, but it went nowhere. Perhaps because the Townsend Bill proposed a comprehensive rethinking of the federal role in road building rather than a mere extension of the 1916 bill, even congressmen who supported it felt they should not act before 1921, when the 1916 bill was set to expire. More-pressing issues like the debates over the Versailles Treaty, controversy over the proposed League of Nations, and the first postwar presidential election in 1920 pushed the Townsend Bill off the congressional agenda for the time being. War may have accelerated state and federal interest in centralized highway construction, but the messy business of ending a war stalled decisive federal action.89

 Still, the cultural landscape of the United States had shifted during the war in ways that created new opportunities for road advocates and auto businessmen alike. During the war, U.S. automobile ownership more than doubled from 3.3 million to 8.1 million. The failure of the railroads, moreover, had created a new market for trucking as well. Some 227,250 trucks were manufactured in 1918 alone, and production would more than double by the mid-1920s. This increase in both the volume and the weight of vehicles on the nation’s roads only added to the pressure for federal intervention that the DHA had so masterfully exploited during the war.90

 The DHA’s wartime campaign did not result in the federal highway commission or the interstate military highways that the good-roads supporters wanted, but the DHA did successfully reframe the debate over federal funding for roads. Recasting tourist highways, market roads, and even postal routes as integral pieces of a national system of military highways forced everyone to rethink the scope and purpose of interstate routes. Dozens of state highway departments, new or even nonexistent when the United States entered the war in 1917, emerged to help organizations like the DHA to centralize control over modern roadwork. By the end of the war, every state had fulfilled the requirements of the 1916 Federal Aid Road Act by establishing a state highway department.91 Although they were limited in their powers for a few more years to come, state highway departments were the only agencies that could initiate federal-aid projects and therefore were critical links between the Dixie Highway and the federal government. 
 Yet there were also reminders that the wartime campaign had been self-serving on the part of automobile businessmen and those in the tourism industry. By 1919 the Dixie Highway Association itself seemed to have all but forgotten its campaign publicizing the benefits of improved highways to the nation’s war effort. Instead, Dixie Highway covers celebrated the sunny beaches of south Florida and other opportunities for tourists in the South.92

 *** 
 But the army had not forgotten. On a hot day in early July, a War Department convoy of eighty-one trucks and 300 soldiers and officers lined up near the White House to begin the long journey to San Francisco over the Lincoln Highway. The start in Washington was a concession to President Woodrow Wilson, a southerner who wanted the South to be incorporated into the tour, partly to forestall regional jealousies but also to acknowledge the South’s wartime contributions. One of the young officers in the convoy was Lieutenant Colonel Dwight D. Eisenhower, who had spent the past two years training troops stateside and, as he later recalled, was “mad, disappointed, and resented the fact that the war had passed me by.” Looking for “a genuine adventure,” Eisenhower volunteered for the assignment. To the War Department, however, the transcontinental trip was more pragmatic. In addition to being a test run for the new trucks and tractors the military had acquired during the First World War, the army also hoped to fatten its thinning ranks by using the tour to advertise the new Motor Transport Corps, a division of the Quartermaster Corps with the responsibility of acquiring, operating, and maintaining military vehicles. The tour was also the federal government’s way of showing its commitment to the Good Roads Movement and, more specifically, to the benefits of trucks and highways to move men and equipment. The army’s tour generated as much excitement as popular automobile tours had in the earliest days of the automobile, with crowds and elaborate receptions greeting the convoy at almost every stop. But it also suffered its share of mechanical breakdowns and impassable roads. When the dusty convoy finally rolled into San Francisco, however, all agreed that the roads, not the trucks, needed the most work.93


 Cover page, Dixie Highway, December 1921. 

That was the lesson the Dixie Highway Association had been teaching for two years and apparently had not forgotten, after all. The war was not far from the minds of Dixie Highway writers two years later, either, when the magazine ran a cover featuring images of a $50 million battleship, a muddy road, and a modern automobile highway. “The cost of this one battleship applied to the unfinished gaps of the Dixie Highway,” the caption proclaimed, “would leave no part of it like this”—showing a car imbedded in the mud—“but would leave it in its entirety like this”—showing a farm truck rushing produce to a market. “As a permanent investment it would pay annual and daily dividends,” the caption continued. “Can you beat it?”94

 The Dixie Highway and the Good Roads Movement had benefited enormously from the wartime mobilization, even though the wartime good-roads campaign did not inspire a comprehensive system of federal highways. The end of World War I abroad in late 1918 signaled a new beginning for Dixie Highway boosters and the Good Roads Movement at home. Still, the DHA’s use of a battleship cartoon in 1921 was telling. More than three years after the end of World War I, they were still using wartime imagery to argue for federal highway aid. The war provided a watershed of opportunity for road builders, and the DHA had made the most of patriotic rhetoric to mobilize federal dollars. After the war, however, the DHA struggled to identify a peacetime message. Without a national emergency to galvanize support for national highways, the DHA faced the challenge of shifting their message to sustain local and state sources of support for roads. 



Chapter 4 
 Modern Highways and Chain Gang Labor, 1919–1924
 After World War I, Lillian Smith found herself worrying about money for the first time in her life. Her father had lost his profitable turpentine mills during the wartime economic upheaval and moved his family from their large, comfortable house in north Florida to the family’s small vacation cottage in the north Georgia mountain town of Clayton, where they ran a camp for girls. There, Smith and her nine brothers and sisters learned what it was like to scrape by on homegrown eggs, milk, butter, meat, apples, and the few provisions their father bartered for at the local store. Like so many other southerners, they did not benefit from the postwar economic boom. “We were not alone in being poor,” Smith recalled forty years later. “Our region was deep in a depression long before the rest of the country felt it.”1

 The children anticipated a gloomy first Christmas in Clayton and wanted to skip it altogether, but their father had other plans. “In that year of austerity,” Lillian remembered, “he invited the chain gang to have dinner with us.” Smith’s father had begun visiting the prisoners in town, where the county housed them in two “shabby” railroad cars when they were not working on the local roads. When he told the chain gang foreman that he would like to host the men for Christmas dinner, the astounded man could only stammer back, “All of them?” Just before noon on Christmas Day, Lillian and her family watched four dozen inmates, some in chains and all in stripes, marching under armed guard toward their tiny house. The children had helped their mother prepare two caramel cakes, twelve sweet potato pies, backbone-and-rice, Brunswick stew, hot rolls, and a washtub of apples—a spread that made her father proud but left him looking pale, “probably wondering what we would eat in January.” Still, he greeted the men warmly, making jokes and inquiring about their families while the children alternately helped their mother in the kitchen and eavesdropped on the curious guests assembled outside on the lawn. When it was time to eat, Smith’s father unnerved the prison guards by asking a convicted rapist and a bank robber to go inside and help his wife carry the heavy pots and pans full of food to a serving table set up on the front porch. “Afterwards,” Smith recalled fondly, “the rapist and two bank robbers and the arsonist said they’d be real pleased to wash up the dishes.”2

 Later that evening, after their grateful guests had returned to captivity, the children gathered around the fire and listened to their father explain his decision to share what little they had with the county’s convicts. “We’ve been through some pretty hard times lately,” he began. “I want my children to accept it all—the good and the bad, for that is what life is. Those men, today—they’ve made mistakes. Sure. But I have too, Bigger ones, maybe. And you will. Don’t forget that.” Pausing, he added: “But the one [mistake] I hope you won’t make is to cling to my generation’s sins. Don’t be afraid to change things if you can think of something better.”3

 Lillian Smith’s father did not elaborate on his generation’s sins, but certainly one close to mind that Christmas Day was the failure to “think of something better” than the harsh penal system that punished misdemeanors and felonies alike with backbreaking labor on the South’s dusty roads. Making prisoners work off their debts to society was an age-old practice, but it became a key feature of the southern justice system after the Civil War damaged or destroyed many of the region’s prisons and overturned the social and racial order that slavery had long preserved. Along with new segregationist Jim Crow laws and extralegal racialized violence, convict leasing and chain gangs were used to simultaneously restore white supremacy and rebuild southern industry and infrastructure. 
 As historian Alex Lichtenstein has argued, the transition from the inhumane and exploitative convict lease system that enriched industrialists to county-run chain gangs working the public roads epitomized the South’s unique brand of Progressivism. While chain gangs certainly “embodied the brutality of southern race relations, the repressive aspect of southern labor relations, and the moral and economic backwardness of the region in general,” they, according to Lichtenstein, were conceived as a “quintessential southern Progressive reform and as an example of penal humanitarian-ism, state-sponsored economic modernization and efficiency, and racial moderation.” An old folk saying held that “bad men make good roads,” but reformers believed that county chain gangs could rehabilitate bad men and bad roads alike.4

 But the transition to chain gangs also allowed southerners to embrace modern reform movements such as the Good Roads Movement without sacrificing the racial control—and the local control—that was still central to the region’s social, political, and economic institutions. Reformers may have genuinely believed in the capacity of chain gangs to rehabilitate “bad men,” but ordinary southern whites cared little for humanitarianism or reform impulses. Chain gangs replaced the hated statute labor system, which exploited white taxpayers’ labor with little benefit, with a system that allowed county governments to control and exploit black labor. With the overwhelming support of southern voters, chain gangs did the majority of work on the South’s roads between their inception in the early 1900s and their decline in the 1930s.5

 *** 
 Chain gangs became the most visible symbols of the Good Roads Movement in the South, but they also impeded the work of the movement. Although critical to the construction and maintenance of the local roads that comprised the Dixie Highway, chain gangs recommitted southern states to unskilled labor and uncoordinated, decentralized control over roadwork at the very same time that the highway lobby was working to modernize and centralize it in the hands of state and federal agencies. The racial and political motives that perpetuated chain gangs drove a wedge between proponents of the prison-labor system and Progressives in the Dixie Highway Association, who decried the shoddy roadwork that characterized southern portions of the highway. In place of chain gangs, the DHA promoted expert engineering, paid labor, and modern machinery. To pay for these things, they and their allies backed new sources of funding, such as state gasoline taxes and state highway bonds. Meanwhile, they redoubled their efforts to promote state and federal control, especially after 1921, when a new Federal Aid Highway Act strengthened the state-federal highway partnership. Although their efforts were somewhat successful, southerners’ steadfast commitment to the racialized, locally controlled convict-labor system preserved chain gangs as a major resource for southern roads, slowing the work of the highway lobby for years to come and reopening old divisions within the Good Roads Movement at a critical juncture in its history. 
 Traditional racial politics collided with the modernizing impulses of the Good Roads Movement along the Dixie Highway. As the goals of local whites and highway boosters diverged in the postwar years, they plunged into contentious debates over new technology, state power, and white supremacy. The problems created by a deep commitment to a racialized labor force ultimately undermined the achievements of the highway lobby, the Dixie Highway Association, and white southerners themselves. 
Racial Control and Local Control
 The practice of rehabilitating prisoners by making them work did not originate with chain gangs. By seeing to it that criminals were “constantly employed,” early nineteenth-century state prison reformers in Mississippi, for instance, hoped both to make better citizens out of petty criminals and to distinguish themselves from the vigilante purveyors of the lash and the hangman’s noose.6 State prisons turned into self-sufficient farms and factories that produced everything from food crops to textiles. Because slave masters served as both judge and jury for black men and women accused of crimes, most prisoners in this system were white. After the Civil War, however, new laws targeting everything from drunkenness to vagrancy ensured that black inmates outnumbered whites in county jails and state prison farms in the South. The influx of black prisoners strained the capacity of southern prisons, many of which did not survive the war intact, creating a new problem for southern whites determined to control black men and their labor in the New South.7

 Southern states found an answer to their problems in the practice of convict leasing, which had been used only sparingly in the antebellum years.8 Arrangements under the convict lease system were eerily familiar to newly emancipated black southerners, who were singled out for the worst treatment. Under Mississippi’s first convict lease in 1868, for instance, planter Edmund Richardson left white convicts behind in the state penitentiary in Jackson and transported only black convicts to his farm in the Yazoo delta, where they toiled without pay.9 That same year, Georgia issued the state’s first convict lease to a contractor on the Georgia and Alabama Railroad who paid $2,500 in exchange for “one hundred able bodied and healthy Negro convicts” to work on the railroad for one year. A few months later, the same contractor leased another hundred convicts to work on the Selma, Rome and Dalton Railroad in north Georgia for just $1,000. Between May and December of 1868, sixteen convicts died on this line, prompting a state prison official to protest the lack of “humane” conditions. Contractors, he reported, often worked the convicts to the point of sickness or exhaustion, then returned them to the penitentiary and demanded a fresh new supply. His complaints fell on deaf ears. Georgia continued to lease convicts, sometimes for free. By the 1870s, the state was issuing leases for up to twenty years, a clear indication of its intention to commit to convict leasing for the long term.10 As historian David Oshinsky has argued, what began as a “stop-gap measure” to address overburdened prisons lasted long enough to devastate an entire generation of black prisoners.11

 The value of convict labor and its place in the postwar southern social and economic systems are critical to understanding why southern Progressives later co-opted racialized prison labor during the Good Roads Movement. Controlling black labor was an essential feature of the convict lease system, but southern states also viewed it as an economical way to not only rebuild but also significantly expand the region’s industrial infrastructure after the war. Railroads were the first to benefit from systematized convict leasing, as they were necessary for any further economic redevelopment. Georgia was home to some of the region’s major railroad hubs, but the state could not offer direct aid to railroad companies as they had in the past. Convict leases proved vital to the early stages of railroad construction because they allowed the companies to build the minimum five to ten miles of track required for receiving state bond endorsements, which in turn helped the companies attract enough private capital to complete the lines. The arrangement mercilessly exploited prisoners, but it enabled southern states to rapidly rebuild their railroads. In Georgia alone, railroad mileage increased 59 percent during the decade following the Civil War and doubled between 1875 and 1890, increasing the state’s industrial revenues at little or no cost to the state. Coal mines, sawmills, and ironworks also benefited from convict labor, allowing the region to expand its industrial labor force without drawing on the free labor pool needed for cash-crop production.12 As David Oshinsky has observed, convict leasing became an “apprenticeship system” for miners in Alabama, half of whom “learned their trade in chains.” Their labor allowed Alabama to become the nation’s sixth-largest coal producer by 1910.13

 The convict lease system played such a pronounced role in rebuilding New South industry that early good-roads advocates favored using prisoners to build and maintain roads as well. Experts such as University of Georgia civil engineering professor O. H. Sheffield believed chain gangs were superior alternatives to the statute-labor system, which he derided as “a relic of feudalism and the dark ages.” Sheffield argued in 1894 that putting convicts to work on the public roads was “a rational solution of the road question” and solved the state’s mutual and “vital” problems of bad roads and bad men.14 North Carolina’s state geologist Joseph A. Holmes called convict labor an “essential feature” of any system of public road improvement.15 Even Roy Stone, the first chairman of the Office of Road Inquiry, bragged to the secretary of agriculture about the successful utilization of convict road gangs in several states in the South and the West.16 In Georgia, county governments determined the punishment for misdemeanor convicts, so as convict roadwork became more popular, so did the number of arrests for such trivial offenses as loitering, vagrancy, or, in at least one case, simply looking “suspect.” As Lichtenstein has shown, the counties with the first convict road gangs in Georgia were those with the largest black populations. By 1901 the twenty-five Black Belt counties of middle Georgia had 90 percent of the state’s surfaced roads and three quarters of the state’s graded roads. Overall, nearly 20 percent of roads in those counties were improved, while in the 112 other counties that still depended on statute labor, only 1.4 percent of roads were improved. A county commissioner in one of those counties declared: “I am satisfied that we can never have good roads until they are worked by direct taxation, and the use of the Chain gang.”17

 Convict leasing and county chain gangs shared the prison labor pool for years, but the growing popularity of the Good Roads Movement along with broader Progressive reform impulses put the two on a collision course. Although the two systems exploited prison labor in very similar ways, chain gangs merely relieved counties of the burden of paying wages for road labor, while convict leasing had the added advantage of generating additional revenue for the state. States had few incentives to give up lucrative leases with private companies in order to supplement county road gangs, so county commissioners essentially competed with contractors for convicts. When labor shortages raised the cost of wage labor, more and more contractors turned to the justice system for help.18 Even counties could not resist the temptation to profit from the labor of their prisoners. They sometimes negotiated profitable leases with local businesses rather than put their convicts to work on local roads. Such contracts were illegal in Georgia, but the practice was rarely punished. In an effort to resolve the problem without abandoning convict leasing, the Georgia state legislature in 1903 offered counties the option of supplementing their misdemeanor road gangs by offering them access to state felons with sentences of less than five years.19

 By then, the convict lease system was facing a full-on assault. Those who objected to it on humanitarian grounds called leasing “a relic of barbarism” and argued that the punishment of convicts “ought not to be at the hands of a private party who may be tempted by the exigencies of business . . . to make punishment either more or less.”20 Labor reformers called convict leasing “a curse to the laboring millions” and pointed out that competition with prison labor drove down wages.21 State prison officials—fed up with the illegal county leases that undermined the entire system, not to mention the inability of either the state legislature or the courts to stop them—demanded that the governor do something. By 1908 even the companies leasing convicts had begun to sour on the system. Competition for leases had begun to make leasing less profitable, while several well-publicized mutinies by convicts fed up with their treatment made many lessees skittish.22

 Under mounting pressure, Georgia’s self-styled Progressive governor Hoke Smith called an extra session of the legislature in August 1908 to vote on abolishing the convict lease system. Smith had already kept two of his campaign promises, prohibition of alcohol and African American disfranchisement, but his reform measures were incomplete without a timely solution to the dilemma of the convict lease system. Months earlier, Smith had told legislators that the state’s penal system was “unsound in that it too nearly stamps all criminals alike and provides no plan for their reformation.” By the summer, he was steadfast in his refusal to even consider any bills to extend the state’s current leases, which were set to expire in April 1909. In September state legislators gave in to pressure from Smith and from the public in the face of reports of widespread abuse and abolished the lease system. Following Smith’s suggestion that the convicts be put to work “to complete and perfect public highways and other internal improvements,” the legislature passed a law putting state convicts under the supervision of counties, where they were to work on local roads.23 Other southern states also gave up convict leasing, but most continued to use chain gangs for years to come.24

 Chain gang road labor was employed widely in the Progressive Era United States, but nowhere as extensively as in the South, where, along with disfranchisement amendments and new state primary laws, it comprised a reform agenda based on racial control.25 Chain gangs exemplified the rationalization of race relations so important to southern Progressives, who wanted to dissociate themselves from the perceived barbarity of both the slave system and convict leasing without sacrificing white control over black labor.26 They cloaked their defense of white supremacy in distinctly Progressive language. As North Carolina state geologist and good-roads spokesman Joseph Hyde Pratt put it, working convicts on chain gangs “improved their general character and prepared them for better citizenship.” Most important of all to Pratt, convict road labor freed the community of “the tramp nuisance,” the very people targeted by vagrancy laws.27 During the governors conference in Chattanooga in 1915, Georgia governor John Slaton used similar language to endorse the use of chain gangs on the Dixie Highway. “When negro convicts are put upon the public roads in the free, pure air,” he declared, “I do not know of a more humane way of handling these unfortunate men who must be held in confinement.”28

 There was little confusion among southern reformers that the humiliation of public chain gang labor would be reserved primarily for black convicts, whose “moral standard[s] . . . are not lowered by this form of publicity.”29 Despite their altruistic rhetoric, good-roads reformers were less interested in reforming “bad men” than in making highway work affordable without sacrificing control over black labor. The latter goal was made easier by a number of other powerful forces at work during the 1910s and 1920s, including disfranchisement, the expansion of Jim Crow laws, and exploitative sharecropping and tenancy arrangements that tied rural African Americans to farmwork. The efficacy of these laws, not to mention their role in fueling the mass out-migration of black southerners that began during World War I, is evident in the declining ratio of black to white prisoners in the 1910s and 1920s. Between 1879, when the Georgia state prison began keeping detailed records on convicts, and 1910, black prisoners outnumbered whites by more than nine to one. By 1920 black prisoners outnumbered whites by nearly five to one, and eight years later, the ratio was almost three to one. Over that same time period, the total number of black prisoners more than doubled, but the number of whites in the state prison system increased by nearly eight times.30 With the public clamoring for good roads at the lowest possible cost, county authorities assembled chain gangs with at least as much concern for availability as for racial makeup. County road authorities complained that they could not do their jobs without a sufficient workforce. “Your force is on the decline,” one Georgia chain gang superintendent groused to his bosses on the board of county commissioners in 1906, “and no prisoners coming in from any quarters.”31 To solve the problem, criminal courts were often used “as feeders for the chain gang,” as a contemporary observer said, in order to maintain chain gangs “sufficient in number to justify the overhead charges for equipment and supervision.”32 Although maintaining convict gangs cost money, many counties did not have the cash to pay for free labor and remained committed to convict labor even as segregation and out-migration limited the number of black men available for exploitation. 

 Convict gang working on a road in Monticello, Georgia, early 1900s. (Courtesy of Gary Doster) 
 Even if chain gangs did not control black labor singlehandedly, conspicuous black majorities on chain gangs bolstered white-supremacist logic about the brutal punishment meted out to prisoners. As prominent southern labor reformer Alexander J. McKelway observed during the hearings over abolition of convict leasing in 1908, witnesses so closely associated convicts with black men that they often referred to them as a “nigger[s],” even if they were white.33 Indeed, the black majorities of most chain gangs contributed greatly to the widespread lack of concern over the conditions under which chain gangs worked and lived. “Since the public demands that the convict road work be operated at the lowest possible cost,” one contemporary observed, the employment of “competent” guards and staff for the convict camps was out of the question. “The average county official in charge of such prisoners thinks far more of exploiting their labor in the interest of good roads,” he said, “than of any corrective or reformatory value” that forced labor might provide.34 In an effort to keep costs down and satisfy white voters—the only taxpayers whose opinions mattered to elected county commissioners—chain gangs labored in the meanest of conditions. 
 The most famous Georgia chain gang prisoner was Robert Burns, whose 1932 memoir, I Am a Fugitive from a Georgia Chain Gang!, and the subsequent film version exposed the brutality of chain gangs in vivid detail. Although Burns was a white New Yorker, his experience paralleled those of thousands of black southerners who wound up on the wrong side of the law. Talked into participating in an Atlanta robbery that earned Burns and his two partners just $5.81, Burns was arrested, convicted, and sentenced to six to ten years of hard labor. After the first of two escapes in 1922 (along the Dixie Highway, no less), Burns was sent to the Troupe County chain gang, which had a reputation as the toughest one in the state. Like most, it was also segregated, a feature that to Burns only exaggerated the injustice of the southern penal system. As he was locked into the white bullpen, he watched a guard re-tally the numbers of prisoners on a small blackboard. “I made the thirty-third white convict,” he remembered, in a camp of 102.35

 Burns’s description of Georgia chain gangs was so disturbing that it eventually led to the abolition of chain gangs in the state. But in the 1920s, that was a long way off, and the savagery of life in a chain gang was all too real. Convicts were housed in crude buildings with bars on the windows and no protection against heat or cold save the roof and walls of rough wooden boards. Open toilets in the center of the building served as the lavatory. In poorer counties, there were no residential buildings. Instead, prisoners were crowded into “pie wagons,” which often were discarded railroad cars like the ones Lillian Smith recalled. Men slept chained together at night and had to ask permission to move. When they did move, the clanking noise of their chains accompanied them everywhere they went. Burns was fixated on his chains. Prisoners, he said, “worked in them, slept in them, were a part of them. The chains could not be taken off unless they were cut off with a hammer and a cold chisel.” The chains and shackles weighed twenty pounds and often rubbed painful blisters onto their ankles, an affliction the prisoners called “shackle poison.”36

 Even mealtimes did not provide much comfort. Breakfast was served just after the day began at 3:30 a.m. and consisted of “very bad coffee,” a piece of fried dough, sorghum, and a few slivers of fried pork sides. Eight hours later, prisoners ate a lunch of cornpone and a plate of boiled cowpeas, which were often full of sand and worms. Dinner was nearly identical to the dismal breakfast. The menu never changed, except on holidays, when special meals were served, and on Sundays, when the men did not get dinner at all.37

 With little rest, inadequate food, and no regular showers to clean off the grime from the day before, prisoners worked long days in the hot Georgia sun. Men regularly “got the leather” if gang bosses determined that they had not worked hard enough. Burns recalled one prisoner called Cowboy who had a difficult time “keeping the lick,” or keeping pace with the other workers. One day when Cowboy collapsed in exhaustion, Burns watched in horror as a guard kicked him in the face and the stomach, shouting: “There’s no rest for Niggers on this chain gang!” Often specific prisoners were singled out for punishment. Burns recalled that on his very first night on the chain gang, six men were selected for beatings. As one lay face down on a bench, the guards brought out “Black Betty,” a leather strap “six feet long, three feet wide, [and] one-quarter inch thick.” “And with a terrific crash,” Burns remembered, “the heavy strap came down on bare flesh with all the strength of the wielder behind it . . . And so it went—one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. Ten licks and the convict, half fainting or perhaps unconscious, was stood up on his feet—blood running down his legs, and one of the guards carried or led him back into the sleeping quarters.” There, the convict’s dirty, sweat-stained stripes stuck to his wounds and inflamed them, a reminder that the punishment on a chain gang never ended.38

 *** 

The use of chain gang labor thus accomplished multiple objectives. Clearly, it sustained the structural foundations of racial inequality. It also created the illusion of a democratized labor system by allowing all white southerners to benefit from public work gangs rather than granting exclusive privileges to promote the private business interests of a few. 
 But equally important, chain gang labor allowed for southerners to maintain intensely local control over roads during a time when state and federal power were rapidly expanding. Chain gangs remained under the tight control of elected officials, granting local whites nearly complete authority over the labor and resources required to build roads through individual communities. Like disfranchisement measures such as literacy tests and poll taxes, which were locally administered and thus guaranteed local whites not only control over African American citizenship but also significant influence in state politics, county-run chain gangs guaranteed local officials leverage in dealings with the state. Indeed, by institutionalizing chain gangs in 1908, Georgia officials had enhanced county control by significantly increasing the sizes of local chain gangs. In Rome, Georgia, the influx of state prisoners more than doubled the county chain gang between 1906 and 1915 from an average of forty-three convicts in one camp to 109 in two camps. The county even had to hire an assistant to help supervise the work.39

 Yet as Georgia transitioned from convict leasing to chain gangs, tensions developed between state and local officials. The state prison commission resented sharing authority over state convicts with county officials, whom they did not trust to care for the prisoners. For years, prison officials filed numerous complaints against county officials for mistreating prisoners on misdemeanor county chain gangs, but state law prohibited them from intervening. In 1908, just weeks after the state legislature abolished convict leasing and replaced it with chain gangs, prison-commission officials implored Hoke Smith to grant them the power to appoint the wardens and guards who would oversee prisoners in the various counties, but Smith refused. Smith argued that the new law placed county-run chain gangs under the direct supervision of the prison commission but did “not increase the power of the Prison Commission over the convicts held by the counties further than to provide that the Commission shall make rules and regulations” governing the care of the prisoners. While prison officials could fire employees who did not adhere to those rules and regulations, they could not tell counties who to hire. Smith believed it “wise” to leave such decisions to the counties, who were “better prepared to select in their counties those who will handle the convicts than the Prison Commission.”40

 Local officials guarded their power over chain gangs and grew increasingly resentful of state intervention into county-level decision making after chain gangs replaced convict leasing. These officials believed that they could do whatever they wished with their chain gangs and rejected the meddling of state bureaucrats. One example of conflict between local and state authorities occurred in Floyd County, Georgia, where the chain gang labored on the Rome portion of the Dixie Highway. In 1917 the Floyd County Board of Roads and Revenues accused the prison warden, J. C. Penn, of insubordination for interfering with the county road engineer’s plan for working local roads. The board wanted to fire Penn, but the state prison commission objected on the grounds that the county did not have the authority to fire a state employee. In retaliation, Floyd County officials voted to eliminate the county chain gang entirely, leaving the state without a complaint and Penn without a job to do. As soon as Penn formally resigned his post, the county held a special meeting in order to reinstate the chain gang. They also voted to recommend a local road contractor, W. B. Lloyd, to replace Penn as warden. Perhaps to ensure that the state prison commission accepted the recommendation, the commissioners threatened to again abolish their chain gang “on short notice” should there be “any further friction” between the state and the county over prison wardens.41

 The power struggle in Floyd County illustrates the profound importance of maintaining local control over chain gang labor. By controlling the day-to-day work of road construction and road maintenance, local whites determined when, where, and how roads and highways were completed. Insisting on control over state employees who worked in the county was a clear rejection of state interference in the still overwhelmingly local business of building and maintaining roads. County chain gangs exemplified the commitment of southern whites to a reform agenda while protecting local control. They provided a cheap and steady supply of laborers who would modernize transportation throughout the South at the same time that they preserved the integrity of old political and racial hierarchies. 
 But the scuffle between Floyd County officials and the state prison commission over control of the chain gang also exposed many of the system’s shortcomings. Even as they fought to preserve local control, some county officials admitted that chain gang labor was inefficient. Between 1908 and 1917, the county had been spending nearly its entire annual budget maintaining local roads. A significant portion of what they spent on roads went to maintain the ever-expanding chain gang. In February 1917, as the drama over Warden Penn played out, county commissioners reported that during the previous year, the county had spent over $91,000, or more than 65 percent of its total annual budget, on local infrastructure. Almost $22,000, or nearly a quarter of the total spent on roads, went to maintaining the county chain gang.42 A significant portion of that money paid the salaries of state employees over whom the county had little control: wardens, guards, and engineers. The county’s own engineer was one of the chain gang’s chief critics. “[G]o down on the Bluff road,” he complained after seeing the county’s expenses in 1914, “and see if you can find over $18,000 in work.”43 During the controversy over firing Penn, the chairman of the board of county commissioners, Scott Davis, argued that chain gangs cost Floyd County as much as 25 percent more than free labor would. Not only did the county have to feed, clothe, and house the prisoners, but the work of the prisoners was inefficient. Davis complained that a few weeks earlier, the cost of crushing and spreading rock along the Dixie Highway had cost the county double what it should have. Having to maintain the chain gangs during the rainy winter months, when they did little work, was an additional burden. “I am certain,” Davis concluded, “if the people will try contract work they will never be willing to re-establish the chaingang.”44

 Davis’s chief motive may have been to undermine the embattled warden, but county records bear out his claims about the inefficiency of local road gangs. Scarcely a decade into the era of the chain gang, it was becoming clear that chain gangs were not the saving grace of the Good Roads Movement in the South. But Davis was clearly in the minority in Floyd County and in the South at large. Their faith in racial control and local control recommitted white southerners to a brutal system of road labor at the same time that they envisioned a new era of modern interstate highways. As they would soon discover, forcing old patterns onto new horizons created a host of unforeseen problems. Debates over funding, technology, taxes, and state power increasingly pointed to the severe limitations of chain gang labor. Ultimately, the Good Roads Movement was forced to reconcile its true intentions and decide whether it would help build modern highways or simply preserve local control and the institutionalization of Jim Crow. 
Divisions within the Good Roads Movement
 State and federal officials were complicit in perpetuating local control over road construction and chain gang labor. In its first report to the governor in 1919, Georgia’s new State Highway Board defended local treatment of prisoners as “humane” and praised the work of the chain gangs as “reliable and satisfactory.”45 In truth, state officials had few other options than to rely on county-run chain gangs because they had little money of their own. The Federal Highway Act of 1916 left counties responsible for the maintenance of all existing roads, including those that comprised most of the Dixie Highway, so the southern states were indebted to county chain gangs for all work done on those roads. Without local, state, or federal sources of funding to pay for experienced labor or modern machinery, chain gangs remained the cheapest road-building resources available not only to county governments but also to proponents of the Good Roads Movement at large. 
 Early figures on the efficiency of chain gangs seemed to validate them. By 1910, 107 of the state’s 146 counties had chain gangs utilizing a total of 4,579 state convicts. A year later, 135 counties used chain gangs. Within five years, the state’s total mileage of surfaced roads had more than doubled, and by 1915 the state had more surfaced roads than any other southern state and ranked fifth nationwide. But these statistics overemphasize the efficiency of chain gangs compared to statute labor, which had accomplished very little in the preceding decades. Within a year of ending the convict lease system, Georgians had spent just $2.5 million, or just about a dollar per person and less than thirty dollars per mile, on the state’s 82,182 miles of public roads.46

 Throughout the 1910s and 1920s, the practical limits of chain gang labor showed in the slow pace and poor quality of road construction. Although “improved” mileage had increased since the implementation of chain gangs, the quality of most southern roads had changed little. After more than five years of employing chain gangs, virtually all of the Dixie Highway within Georgia was still made of dirt—difficult enough in good weather but impassable when rain turned the dusty sand-clay mixture into thick mud. In September 1921, DHA director Clark Howell complained that both the eastern and western routes between Chattanooga and Atlanta were “extremely bad in rainy weather.” The heavily traveled southeastern section of the Dixie into Florida was also in poor condition.47 Three years later, Howell’s codirector, William T. Anderson, observed that little had changed. Citing figures provided by the state highway engineer, Anderson reported that short stretches of the highway in north Georgia had finally been paved, but the vast majority of the route remained a string of dirt roads. In contrast to considerable improvements in the northern Dixie Highway states, only half of the Dixie Highway in Georgia had been improved at all. Of that mileage, just over 10 percent had been hard-surfaced.48


 Convict gang helping to build the Dixie Highway, Fitzgerald, Georgia, ca. 1910s. (Courtesy of Georgia Department of Archives and History, Vanishing Georgia Collection, Image Ben-263.) 
 Why, despite such a comprehensive and concerted effort to get road-building projects off the ground, could the Dixie Highway Association see so little progress? The answer to this question is twofold. First, state bureaucracies at the time were too weak to take full advantage of federal resources. The DHA had redoubled its efforts to coordinate county roadwork after 1916, when the first Federal Aid Road Act made funds available for the construction of rural post roads in every state. For years, DHA officials had used their influence to try to persuade state highway officials to designate significant portions of the highway as federal-aid projects.49 But without sufficient funding and supervision from states, they relied on county tax revenues, automobile licensing fees, and small bond issues to make up the state’s contribution to federal-aid projects, an arrangement that greatly complicated the DHA’s efforts, not to mention those of the states, to take full advantage of federal aid.50

 The second problem contributing to the slow pace of road construction had to do with chain gangs. Whereas wage labor would enable counties, and therefore the state, to maintain multiple ongoing, interconnected projects and complete them much faster, chain gangs could not be easily restricted and expanded to accommodate new projects. This slowed the pace of roadwork and impeded the state’s ability to take full advantage of federal matching funds available through the 1916 Federal Aid Road Act. Furthermore, tired, ill-treated convict road gangs in the custody of guards and wardens could not compete with healthy workers under the supervision of skilled engineers.51 And as long as counties used chain gangs to perform the backbreaking manual labor involved in traditional road building, they had little incentive—or money—to invest in expensive but far-more-efficient modern equipment. Road-building technology had advanced far beyond the systems being employed along the Dixie Highway, but the commitment to chain gang labor ensured that the pace of construction would be slow and that the quality of new work would be compromised. 
 Such issues were deeply frustrating to Georgia’s first state highway engineer, Warren R. Neel, who did not believe that the meager resources available to most Georgia counties were sufficient to both maintain existing local roads and perform the carefully coordinated upgrades required by new federal-aid projects. A Georgia native and graduate of the Georgia Institute of Technology in Atlanta, Neel began his professional career in Mexico. Between 1901 and 1916, he honed his engineering skills on a number of state and private projects, including the Pan American Railroad. He returned to his home state in 1916 and became the chief engineer of Georgia’s brand new highway department when it was established the following year. One of his first tasks was completing the Atlanta-to-Macon stretch of the Dixie Highway, the state’s very first federal-aid project. That job and subsequent ones challenged both his engineering talents and his capacity as a supervisor, but Neel proved adept at managing both.52


 Georgia state highway system in 1920. The system was composed of some of the earliest federal-aid road projects in the state. (Courtesy of Georgia Department of Archives and History, Historic Map File) 

In his first annual report to the governor in 1919, Neel complained that the demands of federal-aid roads stretched the capabilities of county chain gangs because counties did not have enough labor or financial resources to work more than one project at a time. Neel estimated that of the nearly $2.7 million in federal aid available to Georgia between 1917 and 1919, the state had only been able to use $38,710.75.53 Stretching county resources also recommitted the state to the construction of dirt roads, which were cheap to build but expensive to maintain under increasing automobile traffic. Between 1919 and 1920, counties completed 730 miles of federal-aid roads, nearly 70 percent of which were simple topsoil or sand-clay roads.54

 The frustrations Neel expressed in his report to the governor represented much larger tensions being played out along the Dixie Highway as the South struggled to reconcile tradition with modernity. In his capacity as state engineer, Neel repeatedly found himself caught in the middle of debates over financing and labor, state power and local control, and bureaucracy and community. Time and time again, the need to finance modern infrastructure projects came into conflict with growing anxieties over state power. Although the Dixie Highway Association had lobbied to mobilize federal resources for road construction during the war years, at the local level, southerners began to express concerns about the growing power of state and federal bureaucracies. Simmering beneath the surface of those concerns were deep anxieties over whether or not such distant bureaucrats had the potential to upset the chain gang labor system. 
 The looming expiration of the first Federal Highway Act of 1916 revived old debates over the scope and purpose of federal aid. Progressives in the Good Roads Movement were dissatisfied with the limitations of the 1916 law and demanded more-centralized state and federal control over highway construction, but conservatives in Congress blocked their efforts to pass sweeping new legislation. Instead, existing state and federal agencies tried to address the concerns by overhauling their procedures for allocating funding. In response to numerous complaints about the federal-aid application process, the newly renamed Bureau of Public Roads streamlined and expedited the federal-aid approval process and also sped up payments of federal matching funds.55 A reorganization of the Georgia Highway Department in 1920 further eased the transfer of federal aid to county road authorities. These adaptations, as historian Bruce Seely has pointed out, actually forestalled serious consideration of new highway legislation because a functional federal-aid system undermined demands for sweeping changes. The DHA and the highway lobby continued to push for federal interstate highways, but lawmakers upheld the status quo.56

 But the shortcomings of roadwork in the South left plenty of room for debate over state and federal intervention. State bureaucrats like Warren Neel were tireless critics of decentralized local roadwork. Neel routinely condemned the disparities between poor rural counties and wealthier urban areas that could afford to hire contract wage laborers to supplement convict labor. Of the seventy-five federal-aid projects under way in Georgia by 1919, twenty-two of them, or nearly one-third, were being done with contract labor alone. Another dozen projects requiring skilled labor for paving and bridges were being done by a combination of contract labor and convict road gangs, bringing the total proportion of federal-aid projects worked at least partly by contract labor to 45 percent.57 The following year, the state proposed a total of eighty federal-aid projects. Sixty-six of these were let to private contractors, twelve were rejected, two were approved but received no bids from private contractors, and just one (simple “Clearing and Grubbing” work) was completed by a county chain gang.58 Federal aid was not evenly distributed throughout the state’s 160 counties. Half of the state’s total allotment of federal aid by 1922 had gone to just thirty-eight of the wealthiest counties, or less than a quarter of the total number of counties. Neel did not expect the situation to improve anytime soon. “[T]he amount which will be expended in the smaller and poorer counties in future,” he predicted, “will decrease on account of the fact that these counties have already matched as much Federal Aid as they possibly can.”59 Although it was crafted to aid rural counties at the expense of wealthier urban ones, the 1916 federal-aid bill actually had the opposite effect. 
 Combined with inequitable distribution of federal funds under the 1916 bill, chain gangs only compounded the limitations of roadwork in poorer rural counties. Together, these problems slowed the DHA’s ongoing efforts to complete the Dixie Highway and jeopardized the prospect of building a national network of modern automobile highways. Deeply concerned about the impasse that the Good Roads Movement seemed to have reached, the DHA directors and other highway progressives mobilized support for new forms of funding intended to strengthen and centralize road construction. As each of these ideas met with varying levels approval and ire, they highlighted the core challenges facing road advocates as the expiration of the first federal-aid bill drew near. 
 Among the first proposals on their agenda were state highway bonds. The DHA vigorously promoted what had become known as the “Illinois Plan” for raising state revenues in hopes of securing enough state funding to supplement work on southern portions of the Dixie Highway. In 1919 the DHA praised the efforts of the Tennessee state legislature to pass a $50 million bond, proclaiming that the state’s name should “be enrolled at the top of the list of the progressive states of the Union in adopting . . . the Illinois plan which is sweeping the states of the Union like wild fire.”60 DHA officials declared that a comparable bond issue under consideration in Georgia that year had “unanimous” support from voters.61 The state highway department endorsed tens of millions in bonds, as well, arguing that the infusion of funds would enable more long-term planning, permit the state to make better use of federal aid, and, most significantly, allow the state to hire more contract workers instead of relying on county chain gangs.62 But expecting voters to take on that much debt and hand the money over to a new state agency was wildly optimistic. In order to even consider state bonds, many states, including Georgia, would have had to amend their constitutions. The proposals went nowhere. By the spring of 1920, all of the Dixie Highway states had either planned state highways or were preparing to do so, but none in the South had bond revenues or other sufficient sources of income with which to build them. DHA chief Michael Allison was furious over the bond failure in Tennessee and blamed conservative politicians for “double cross[ing]” bond supporters at the last minute by withdrawing their support. In a letter to Carl Fisher, Allison claimed to have “broke[n] into the Governor’s private sanctuary and called him all kinds of names I could lay my tongue to.”63 Publicly, Allison and the DHA were more judicious. In a magazine editorial, they pointedly warned of the consequences of decentralized funding: “As long as we have county participation in State highway construction, we can never expect a State highway system.”64

 Facing limited success with the bond issue, highway progressives tried to remedy funding issues by convincing the state legislatures to institute or increase auto licensing fees. The fees taxed automobile owners to pay for state roadwork, but unlike bonds, they did not require citizens to take on any debt. This conservative pay-as-you-go approach appealed to state lawmakers in Georgia, who passed a new motor-vehicle tax law in 1919 to replace an older tax that most counties had refused to pay.65 But the law did not generate enough revenues to permit the state to collect its full share of federal aid. In 1920 the state had collected a total of $1.7 million in auto licensing fees, but it fell far short of the $4.7 million in federal aid matching funds between 1917 and 1920.66

 When state matching funds ran out, counties that wanted to pursue federal-aid roadwork submitted requests to the state highway department, which then submitted them to the Bureau of Public Roads (BPR). After BPR officials estimated costs and approved the plans, the counties involved had to give the state highway department half of the money so the state could formally apply to the BPR for federal matching funds. Defending the arrangement in 1921, new state highway chairman C. M. Strahan told the governor: “Unless there be some inhibition of law in Georgia unknown to the board, which would forbid the county from thus using the state highway department (a practice which has been going on for two years) such plans should be entirely acceptable to the Federal Government” because “the county is not known to the Federal Government in [this type of] transaction.”67

 The state’s dependence upon counties for help with federal-aid projects was both a boon and a burden to local whites in Georgia. While a few wealthier counties initiated most of the state’s federal-aid projects, poorer counties continued to control the pace and direction of most of the state’s roadwork by relying almost entirely on local tax revenues and convict labor. Even counties that did drink from the federal trough usually counted chain gangs toward their share of the cost. Labor, after all, was an expensive resource. But with only a faint shot at matching federal funds, poorer rural counties held fast to their control over convict labor. What they lacked in real dollars they made up for with the racial capital of white supremacy. 
 Conflicts between those who supported the use of chain gang labor and those who advocated more aggressive funding for wage labor and machinery divided good-roads supporters. At the state level, it pitted engineering experts and state bureaucrats like Warren Neel head-to-head against other members of the state highway departments, who were often political cronies with divided loyalties. Most of Georgia’s state highway commissioners, for example, also sat on the state prison commission. Publicly, at least, they remained committed to the continuation of chain gangs. Writing to the governor in 1919, highway chairman and state prison official T. E. Patterson declared chain gangs “a success.” Directly contradicting Neel’s evaluation of the superior advantages of wage labor, Patterson concluded that convict labor had “proven more reliable and satisfactory than that of hired day labor.” Patterson and his fellow board members even took credit for the work done by state prisoners on county chain gangs, saying that they looked “upon the convict law as a direct state aid to county road building,” not the other way around. Although both sides of the debate would claim improved highways as their main objective, the politics of road construction divided those who had once been allies.68 The state legislature reorganized the highway department later that year and replaced de facto prison commission appointments with gubernatorial nominees, but the divisions remained. Sometimes the state highway department borrowed county chain gangs to work on state-funded highway projects, including sections of the Dixie Highway.69

 *** 
 The divisions within the Good Roads Movement over chain gangs grew ever more apparent by 1921, when the 1916 Federal Aid Road Act expired. As congressmen debated the future of federal investment in roads, their debates forecast newly emerging ideological differences about the roles of state and federal power. But while concerns over the limits of federal authority had impeded highway legislation in the nineteenth century, these debates over federal power reflected modern misgivings about the growth of new state and federal highway bureaucracies. 
 During debates in the U.S. House, Kentucky representative John M. Robsion, chair of the House Committee on Roads, invoked time-honored rhetoric to lambast “propaganda” by the highway lobby in support of proposals such as the Townsend Bill, introduced by Michigan senator Charles E. Townsend, which provided for interstate highways and the creation of a federal highway commission. “They want to take care of the joy riders of America,” Robsion complained, but “nowhere seem concerned about the farmers getting their products to market or the millions of consumers in these cities having the benefit of these products.” Robsion’s committee proposed a bill to extend the current federal-aid program. This, he argued, was more in line with “the viewpoint of the road builders . . . and the farm organizations . . . [who] see the great necessity of connecting these rural communities and the producers with the cities of the country,” a perspective that protected the states against too much federal oversight. Georgia congressman William W. Larsen, who served on the committee with Robsion, argued that proposals such as the Townsend Bill would “deprive the States of self-government” by giving federal highway commissioners the right to select the roads on which federal aid could be used. “These men,” he said, “with little or no knowledge of local conditions, and perhaps caring less, are to be empowered to say what roads shall or shall not be constructed in Georgia and other States. Why should the Government be given the supreme authority?” Larsen also looked out for the interests of his rural constituents by making sure the House committee’s bill would allow counties to continue to share with states the responsibilities of selecting and funding federal-aid projects. With overwhelming support from southern congressmen, both the Senate and the House passed bills to extend the existing federal-aid legislation, and it was signed into law in November 1921.70

 The new Federal Aid Highway Act of 1921 was a bill born of politics and political compromise. The bill was deeply informed by the debates of the preceding years—debates that had revealed emerging political tensions between centralized power and local control. As in 1916, Progressives failed to gain enough congressional support for a centralized federal highway program and had to settle for a more modest bill that exemplified Congress’s evolving yet still cautious response to the Good Roads Movement. Like the 1916 bill, it channeled federal matching funds through state highway departments, and the $75 million price tag on the 1921 Federal Aid Highway Act remained unchanged from 1916. But the new law did contain important changes—most notably, a small but significant alteration of the word “road” to “highway” as the destination for federal matching funds. Whereas the 1916 bill designated fund to rural post “roads,” the 1921 bill provided funds for limited interconnected state “highway” systems comprising up to 7 percent of the total mileage of roads in each state. The seemingly small change indicated a significant shift in thinking about federal responsibility toward investment in infrastructure. It authorized federal dollars for the construction of state highway systems and effectively granted new administrative powers to state highway agencies as well as the federal Bureau of Public Roads. Yet it did so within strict limits set by the original federal-aid bill in 1916, which mitigated federal authority.71 By 1921 the politics of highway construction proved to be about far more than just roads; they encapsulated the political growing pains of a nation conflicted over the role of government in a modernizing world. 
State Highway Revenue and Convict Labor
 The 1921 bill was a mixed victory for state highway advocates like Warren Neel, who had lobbied for greater state influence in the administration of highway construction. By overturning the 1916 law’s emphasis on rural post roads, Congress acknowledged the demand for long-distance highways. And by validating the partnership between state and federal highway agencies, the new bill tacitly endorsed the bureaucratization of highway construction, a move very much at odds with the commitment to local control in the South. But the new bill also underscored persistent problems because it did not solve the fundamental problem of paying for long-distance highways. 
 Moreover, by authorizing the creation of state highway systems, Congress inadvertently magnified the limitations of chain gang labor. After the passage of the 1921 bill, the state highway department of Georgia, for example, approved plans for 5,500 miles of state highways. The roads that comprised the new state highway system included portions of the Dixie Highway, which the state inherited from dozens of county governments. In an early survey, Neel and his team of engineers discovered that 1,000 miles of roads in the new system had been improperly constructed, making nearly 20 percent of the new state highway system more costly to repair. And the funds in hand to maintain the new state highways were already “entirely inadequate,” Neel complained, at just $200 per mile. Moreover, all of the roads chosen to become state highways were within a few miles of 80 percent of the state’s population, so traffic was heavy and regular maintenance essential. Over 5,000 miles of the 5,500-mile state highway system were still dirt roads, the hardest and most expensive to maintain. Even with matching funds from the federal government, Georgia could only afford to start building 1,185 miles, or just one-quarter, of the new state highway system.72

 Financial limitations limited the scope of state highway work, leaving the state nearly as dependent upon the labor of chain gangs as it had been before 1921. In 1922 the state collected just $1,764,794.67 in automobile licensing fees, its only source of income. Counties, supplemented by federal aid, spent nearly $1 million more that year, and they had three times as much set aside for 1923.73 The state, however, had far fewer miles to build and maintain. The 5,500-mile highway system constituted less than 7 percent of the state’s roads per the guidelines of the 1921 law. County road authorities, with two or three times the funding but some fourteen times the mileage of the state, had no choice but to continue working most of the state’s roads with cheap convict labor. 
 The compromise at the heart of the 1921 federal-aid act failed to fix many of the fundamental problems inherent in road construction throughout the South. It created a more powerful and streamlined state bureaucracy but left local control over chain gang labor intact. The extension of federal aid to state highway systems was hardly a challenge to the authority of county governments, who maintained firm control over state prisoners and the vast majority of roads within the state. Georgia’s proposed state highway system was nearly as large as the entire Dixie Highway network, yet it comprised a tiny fraction of the public roads in the state. With little direct state aid for highways, chain gang labor remained a vital part of Georgia’s road program. Following the institution of the state highway system, the sizes of county chain gangs remained stable.74

 *** 
 After 1921, state and local figures continued to experiment with new solutions to timeworn problems. Georgia’s highway department had for years been trapped between county governments, who struggled with the awesome responsibilities of roadwork, and state laws, which limited the department’s ability to take control of its own highway system. Neel pleaded with the governor and the state legislature to pursue new sources of state revenue for state highway construction as soon as possible “in order that the various counties . . . might be relieved of any further expenditure of funds on the State system.”75 The absence of a sufficient state fund with which to match federal aid, he repeated two years later, was a “handicap” that stretched the limits of county resources and compromised the quality of roadwork.76 By April 1922, Georgia had only 1,100 miles of federal-aid highways either completed or actively under construction. These were the best roads in the state, yet three-quarters of them were still dirt roads. Even the cheapest hard-surfaced roads cost three to five times more to build, and counties were already struggling to cover the cost of surfacing roads with the ubiquitous sand-clay mixture that typified nearly all “improved” southern roads. In addition to hiring more wage laborers who could speed up improvement of these routes, Neel argued that state funds could be used to purchase modern road-building machinery such as rock crushers and rollers to help surface heavily traveled state highways. These machines could do the backbreaking labor usually reserved for chain gangs faster, more accurately, and with more uniform results. Over time, road machines were more economical as well.77

 Like Neel, the Dixie Highway Association characterized centralized state aid as a benefit to counties rather than a challenge to their authority. The DHA expressed hope that the 1921 law would encourage new forms of direct state aid for “interstate and intercounty highways” in the South instead of the decentralized and “haphazard selection of roads” of the past.78 They supported investment in the advanced technologies that Neel advocated, and they had seen the advantages that modern, hard surfaces had over dirt roads in other states. In 1924, thanks to state highway bonds, the entire highway through Indiana, and much of it through Illinois, was surfaced with concrete, macadam, stone, or gravel. In Ohio, a 200-mile stretch from Cincinnati to Toledo was also hard-surfaced. Farther south, fewer miles were paved, but states were making an effort. In North Carolina, which had been added to the Dixie Highway along with South Carolina in 1918, about 40 percent of the state’s seventy miles of the Dixie was either already surfaced with asphalt or concrete or under construction. In Georgia, although most of the Dixie Highway was surfaced with dirt, much of the hard-surfaced or gravel portion of the state highway system was part of the Dixie Highway. The DHA led the way in the quest for modern roads well before highway departments had been established, and they continued to lobby for hard-surfaced roadways through state avenues.79

 The DHA’s allies in the South wanted to follow the example of the northern states on the highway, but state bond issues remained unpopular in the South. Although southern counties regularly supported local bond issues to fund local projects, they summarily rejected the idea of going into debt to the state. Southern voters—in particular, rural white voters, who held a disproportionate amount of power in the franchise thanks to the county unit system—would fund projects to support their communities but would not permit the state to use money for project beyond their control.80 Increasingly after 1921, Neel found allies among his colleagues in the state highway department, but bureaucrats were no match for voters and lawmakers. In 1923 Neel and the highway department backed an unprecedented proposal for $70 million in state highway bonds, but the legislature refused to touch it.81

 Hostility to state bonds again forced advocates for state highway departments to search for alternative sources of funding that would mollify the deeply suspicious political tendencies of southern voters. The best solution they found was to raise revenue through gas taxes. Like auto licensing fees, gas taxes funded a conservative, pay-as-you-go system. Georgia passed the state’s first one-cent gas tax in 1921 with little controversy, becoming one of just thirteen states to do so, most of them in the South and West.82 In 1923 Neel and his colleagues in the state highway department officially proposed to the state an additional two-cent tax on gasoline and motor oil, a 300 percent increase in the state’s gas-tax revenues. Half of the proceeds raised would supplement the state’s highway fund, and the other half would reimburse counties for the money they had already spent building and improving the routes absorbed into the state highway system.83

 Tripling the state gasoline tax was an easier sell to Georgia’s white rural voting majority than other options had been. Voters had rejected unpopular measures like state bonds because they perceived them as little more than debts incurred by taxpayers. But by proposing gasoline taxes, the state highway board expressed an understanding that Georgia’s roads were not used exclusively by Georgians.84 As Highway Chairman John Holder explained to the Macon Kiwanis Club in March, tourists “do considerable damage to our roads” and should help pay for maintaining them. Holder insisted that the new three-cent tax would not be an unfair burden on rural taxpayers, either, because the heaviest in-state burden would fall on wealthier urban counties, where more people owned cars and whose citizens “would not object, but . . . feel amply repaid by the better roads all over the state.” Holder argued that “people love to be taxed when it is a paying investment.”85 For some rural Georgians, however, the appeal of gas taxes evoked lingering sectional tensions. Although rural counties hoped to benefit from increased business traffic through better road construction, they were still loath to spend money roads for the leisure class. Gas taxes, voters believed, ensured that northern tourists would help to pay for road maintenance. Representative Culpepper of Fayette County went so far as to try to divert some of the gas-tax funds to past-due Confederate pensions in order to “let the Yankee tourists and joy-riders pay our debts to the gallant old soldiers.” Although the legislature defeated Culpepper’s scheme, his sentiments about the distribution of the tax burden were widely shared. In August 1923 the Georgia state legislature approved the three-cent gas tax by the wide margin of 120 to 62.86

 The new tax was the first serious indication that state lawmakers were willing to aid good-roads advocates, county commissioners, and the state highway department in their slow and steady efforts to centralize control over the construction and maintenance of roads. As the gas-tax bill’s sponsor, B. F. Mann declared, it was the “most forward step the state has yet taken” to build better roads.87 Within a year, the tax raised over $1.2 million for highway work in Georgia, a third of the highway department’s total budget. By 1925 proceeds from the gasoline tax had doubled to over $2.3 million and constituted 40 percent of the state’s road fund.88 Gasoline taxes quickly became a popular means of financing state highways nationwide. By 1924 thirty-six of the nation’s forty-eight states had passed gasoline taxes, including every state in the South.89

 But the gasoline tax did not generate immediate or substantive improvements in either the state highway system or the tens of thousands of miles of roads still under direct control of county governments. Neel admitted as much in a candid assessment of the department’s efforts to monitor maintenance of state highways in 1924. An increase in motor-vehicle tag receipts over the previous year “made it possible to increase the number of patrol sections and purchase considerable new equipment,” but patrol sections remained “entirely too long” and the condition of much of the state highway system too poor for the department to keep many roads in “travelable condition” in bad weather.90 To make matters worse, in 1923 and 1924 Congress temporarily reduced the amount of federal aid available to the states, appropriating just $50 million in 1923 and $65 million in 1924.91

 This did not bode well for the Dixie Highway. By 1924 the state was maintaining virtually the entire length of the Dixie in Georgia. Neel estimated that the state would end up spending over $6.7 million for the 1,168 miles of the highway in Georgia. Much of the route was part of the state highway system, and the rest was composed of federal-aid projects that the state was required to maintain. However promising the dollar amounts, though, the state’s progress on the highway was slow. Most of the mileage that had either already been completed or was under construction consisted of dirt roads. The state had not begun work on half of the highway, and just $600,000 worth of work was actually under way. Yet Neel claimed the state would spend two or three times that amount on the Dixie Highway in the coming year.92

 DHA director William Anderson openly challenged such an optimistic assessment of the state’s ability to improve and maintain the Dixie Highway, much less the majority of unsurfaced state roads, with existing revenues. The gasoline tax and motor-vehicle licensing fees brought in $6.5 million a year, but Anderson estimated that “only one million dollars of that was devoted to highway construction.” The state highway department still spent most of its money maintaining dirt roads. Anderson estimated that it cost the state $300 per mile annually to maintain dirt roads, while paved roads would cost closer to $70 a mile. Not only were dirt roads more expensive to maintain, he argued, but all the money spent on them had to be spent again the next year. Every penny of the tag money, he concluded, “is swept into the gutters by every rain annually.” Nearly all of the state’s gas-tax revenues went to expenses other than road construction or hard-surfacing. Anderson complained that the highway department paid one-third of the gasoline tax proceeds “to oil inspection and to the oil companies and [to] the general treasury” and an equal amount to the general treasury for the baffling “payment of some rental hypothecations of the state road.” The rest of it went directly to county governments, but according to Anderson, “lots of these counties spend it on local roads and don’t put it on the State Highway system.” Because federal aid could be used only for new construction and state aid for either the state highway system or maintenance of federal-aid roads, counties had good reason to divert this modest state supplement to help maintain some of the tens of thousands of miles of dirt roads for which they and their chain gangs were still solely responsible.93

 Although by 1924 local, state, and federal authorities shared the financial burden of building roads, limited funding from all three, coupled with restrictions on the use of state and federal aid, slowed road improvement to a snail’s pace. But for the first time in the history of the nation’s roadwork, there was no question that the responsibility for the nation’s roadways lay with not only county commissioners but also newer state highway organizations and the federal government. Relations among authorities in each of the three levels of government had improved, as well, with Warren Neel boasting in 1924 that “relations between the Bureau of Public Roads and the State Highway Department have improved steadily until the point has been reached when I can say that the two departments are working in complete accord.” In just five years, Georgia’s state highway department had established itself as a key part of the road-building process.94

 But the limits of that collaborative relationship in the South ensured that the Dixie Highway Association remained a vocal part of the road-building business. In November 1924 William Anderson told the DHA that, although the DHA had no official relationship with the state legislature, he had visited fifty or sixty counties and informed people there of “the actual status of their road money” and “urge[d] them to impress on their representatives their desire to have a different road program so Georgia may have some roads.” His idea, he said, was “to issue bonds or double the automobile tax charges” and “to create a sentiment through the Dixie Highway Association, and through every avenue, to get the people to thinking of the enormous loss they are suffering by the lack of roads.” Anderson practiced what he preached during a trip to Savannah for a DHA meeting, when he noticed that neighboring Screven County had a thirty-mile stretch of sand road that needed surfacing. When county commissioners objected to the cost, Anderson took his case to the public and even sent an engineer to help the county figure plans for surfacing the road. Anderson was perhaps overly optimistic that Screven officials would follow through, but his real goal was simply to stoke public support for more-durable, and more-expensive, main highways. “We are not satisfied,” he said, “and are not going to be until Georgia has her system paved.”95

 The state’s regard for the DHA’s leadership over the previous decade was evident in Governor Clifford M. Walker’s decision to appoint Anderson to the state highway board in 1923.96 This gave Anderson direct access to both the other members of the highway board and Governor Walker, to whom he appealed for substantial changes in the state’s highway laws. In early 1925, Anderson and Stanley Bennet, his colleague on the highway board, wrote to Governor Walker pleading for more money for better roads. “We think there should be a bond issue,” the men wrote, “of sufficient amount to enable the department to take up a paving program on our most-used roads.” Traffic on these dirt roads, they reported, was too heavy to make maintenance economically feasible. Noting that New York State spent $600 per mile on its dirt roads while Georgia spent about $250 per mile, Anderson and Bennet warned that maintaining dirt roads would only become more expensive as traffic increased.97

 But the modernizing designs of progressive road advocates did not have the political support of the people they needed most. Neither Governor Walker nor state legislators were willing to go as far as Anderson, Neel, or the DHA wanted. Hard-surfacing required not only more labor but also more machinery, both of which were costly up front, even if they saved money in the long run. The three-cent gasoline tax had been helpful, but it hardly signaled the intension of lawmakers to green-light the paving of the entire state highway system. It had given the state highway department just enough money to become a legitimate bureaucratic institution but not enough to do the work it needed to do. The reality of the postwar years revealed that state highway men were empowered to play politics but not to build roads. 
 Throughout the 1920s, the politics of race continued to shape the terms of debate. Southern politicians’ commitment to racialized labor haunted road-building policy, even as public sentiment began to sway. In 1922 Neel had reported that he was “receiving letters . . . asking why we do not start [road]work and give relief to so many unemployed people who are actually suffering throughout the state.”98 But once chain gangs had been firmly established in the South, most southern good-roads advocates never considered abolishing them. Instead, they celebrated statistics that ignored the sweeping inferiority of southern roads and highways. By 1923 Georgia led eight southern states in federal-aid mileage, with more than 1,200 miles of federal-aid projects completed. Nationwide, the state ranked first in the value of federal-aid bridges and second in the mileage of federal-aid roads completed.99 But all of these figures obscured the fact that Georgia’s roads, including those within the state highway system, were built piecemeal and county by county as local funds allowed. Northern states, meanwhile, had managed to build continuous hard-surfaced highways. The entire length of the Dixie Highway through Illinois, and much of it in Ohio, was paved by 1924.100 That year, more than 5,000 convicts worked Georgia’s patchwork dirt roads.101 Georgia held onto most of its deceptive records throughout the 1920s, proving to some at least that the state could be a leader in roadwork even while doing it all “economically” with county funds and convict labor.102

 Eventually, politicians realized that the best way to resolve the debate between local control and state power was to embrace the very issue creating the rift. If racial control sat at the heart of counties’ anxieties about state power, then chain gangs offered the solution to political wrangling. In August 1924 the Georgia legislature approved a bill authorizing the state highway department to begin using its own chain gangs and also to hire guards, wardens, and physicians to supervise and care for the prisoners. For white voters and politicians, it was a perfect compromise. The state had no intention of challenging county roadwork by siphoning off large numbers of state prisoners for its own convict-labor force. In a clear recognition of local authority, the state gave counties the option of loaning the state their own chain gangs, and it empowered the highway board to hire additional guards and purchase extra equipment to support the borrowed convicts at the state’s expense.103 Thus the legislature authorized the state highway board to spend vast amounts of money to expand and sustain the use of convict labor, even while allowing counties to retain control over chain gangs working both local roads and state highways. 
 Armed with dubious rankings and partial statistics, politicians argued that chain gangs were not only acceptable substitutes for wage labor and modern machinery but also vital components of both local and state road-building programs. Of course, none of the official figures from state or federal highway authorities reflected the blood and sweat of thousands of convicts who had labored on roads for the previous fifteen years. Though they loomed large in the history of modern roadwork, their very existence belied the progress that both public and private good-roads advocates claimed. By securing a stable workforce for federal-aid projects, state highways, and county roads, southern whites prioritized racial supremacy and deployed black labor in the name of southern progress. This may not have been evident in their own statistics, but it was front and center in those of the Dixie Highway Association, who in 1925 reported that of an estimated $1 billion spent on the nation’s roads that year, 60 percent still came from county governments. In the rural South, the proportion was probably even higher.104 The price of progress in the chain gang South was measured not in reliable statistics, as it turned out, but one slow dirt mile at a time. 



Chapter 5 
 Paved with Politics
 Business and Bureaucracy in Georgia, 1924–1927 
 When Carl Fisher complained in 1912 that highways were “built chiefly of politics,” he was referring to the problems that dictated the slow pace of roadwork under decades of county control. Nearly fifteen years later, Fisher’s tongue-in-cheek protest could have described the new challenges facing state and federal highway agencies in the modern automobile era. Good-roads advocates had achieved many of their goals in the intervening years, including the passage of federal highway legislation in 1916 and 1921, the implementation of new taxes to raise highway revenue, and continued progress along the Dixie Highway. But as debates over both chain gang labor and the extension of federal highway aid in 1921 had already shown, white southerners viewed the creation and expansion of a new highway bureaucracy with a mixture of enthusiasm and caution. In the 1920s, politics and roadwork were snug companions despite, or perhaps because of, the Good Roads Movement’s success.1

 Nowhere was this more evident than during election season in the South, when roads dominated political debates. As one historian has observed, roads were “a great political football, patronage source, power lever, and an issue that was safe and sure.” Politicians exploited the region’s bad road situation in order to win favor with voters, “seiz[ing] upon” it “with a religious fervor, as though it would be the salvation of their people.”2 Yet it was not enough for a candidate to convince voters that he was a good-roads disciple. Those aspiring to political office also had to demonstrate their fluency in Progressive Era southern politics. Good politics in the good-roads South required skillful maneuvering in order to guarantee constituents the roads they needed without upsetting the political status quo. 
 In the gubernatorial campaign of 1926, Georgians confronted the limits of this arrangement. The bitter Democratic primary race pitted state highway chairman John Holder against wealthy physician, planter, and textile-mill owner Lamartine G. Hardman. Both were vocal supporters of the Good Roads Movement, but the similarities ended there. Hardman was an archetypal southern candidate, a wealthy elite with deep ties to the state Democratic establishment. On the issue of funding for good roads, Hardman was a strict proponent of the pay-as-you-go plan, opposed to bonded indebtedness, and cautious about additional taxation for major new construction.3 As highway chairman, Holder had supported multimillion-dollar state bonds, as well as new taxes, to finance a more-aggressive, centralized state highway agenda. Although he was a former state legislator, Holder was better known as an antiestablishment bureaucrat who skillfully wielded his patronage powers as state highway chairman over legislators desperate for better roads within their districts. As the race for the governor’s mansion turned into a referendum on roads, voters had to take sides in a contest that determined not only the state’s political future but also the future of road building in the state. By pitting modernizing reforms against traditional social and economic policies, the campaign between Lamartine Hardman and John Holder exemplified the ideological divide that confronted the Good Roads Movement in the 1920s.4

 While chain gang labor had already compromised road building in the South, the growing power of state and federal highway agencies caused many southerners to reexamine their commitment to the Good Roads Movement. Southern voters began to equate that consolidation of power with the erosion of local control. The highway lobby’s successful campaign to convince Congress to fund the first U.S. highway system from 1924 to 1926 further heightened fears of too much centralized state and federal power. In the context of the so-called Roaring Twenties, when business was booming but most rural southerners were hurting, those fears were potent. At the very same time that good-roads advocates received the long-distance highways they had wanted for years, the modernizing project represented by the Dixie Highway derailed. 
Farmers and the Origins of the U.S. Highway System
 Nearing its tenth anniversary in 1924, the Dixie Highway Association looked back over a decade of remarkable achievements. Congress had passed two comprehensive federal highway bills, state highway departments were building their own highways, and much of the nearly 6,000-mile network of roads that made up the Dixie Highway had been improved to DHA standards and marked with signage. Although most roads in the South, including the Dixie, were still crude dirt roads, tourists and residents could navigate the region more easily than ever before. Between 1915 and 1920, car registrations in the South had increased nearly sixfold to over 146,000. Automakers noticed these developments as well. In the early 1920s, they began heavily marketing cars in the South for the first time. The first dealerships appeared in cities like Greenville, South Carolina, and Chattanooga, Tennessee.5

 Changes in highway administration went hand in hand with advances in highway work. As World War I was ending in 1918, the Office of Public Roads underwent a transformation. Congress granted the new Bureau of Public Roads (BPR) both more money and more authority, a testament to the significant progress in road building in the quarter century since the agency was first created. Under the direction of former Iowa state highway engineer Thomas MacDonald, who took over in 1919 following the death of Logan Page, the BPR grew into a formidable federal agency. The BPR coordinated the efforts of all forty-eight states to designate state highway systems following the 1921 federal-aid act, and by November 1923 MacDonald had approved every state system and published a map of the entire federal-aid highway system. Although they accounted for less than 6 percent of the nation’s roads, even less than the 1921 act had approved, federal-aid roads were within ten miles of 90 percent of the nation’s population.6

 Despite significant progress in integrative road building, the rural South remained on the fringes of the national economy in the Roaring Twenties. The federal-aid system that had been conceived in 1916 to integrate rural Americans ended up serving primarily the people who had opposed it. Farmers still found themselves cut off from new markets and marketing options by poor local roads. Ninety-four percent of city dwellers lived directly on the system, while miles of rough, impassable roads lay between most farmers and the nearest federal-aid road. And because much of the federal-aid system was not interconnected, even farmers who could reach federal roads might not be able to travel very far. Even state highways, local roads linked to form intrastate networks, resembled a patchwork of uneven-quality roads that varied from county to county. Few were connected across state lines.7

 While urban Americans prospered in the interwar decade, isolated, cotton-dependent farmers in the South waged war with the land. Although farmers had been eager to be on the Dixie Highway in order to expand their marketing opportunities, diversification had not saved the rural South. Even in places where generations of overuse had not depleted the soil, crop yields varied from year to year depending on production costs and kept prices in a constant state of flux. Farmers trying to stabilize their own finances by growing more cotton, whether to take advantage of a spike in prices or to make up for low prices with larger yields, succeeded only in destabilizing the agricultural economy. The vast majority of southern farmers—small landowners, tenants, and sharecroppers—remained trapped in a vicious cycle of debt.8

 The federal government’s response to the agricultural crisis revealed that federal lawmakers did not comprehend the relationship between the rural South’s poor roads and its poor economy. Ignoring decades of failed efforts from agricultural reformers to persuade farmers to diversify their crops in order to better weather price fluctuations, the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Cooperative Extension Service continued to tout crop diversification as a remedy for the farmer’s ills. The Smith-Lever Act of 1914 enabled the USDA to place expert agents in every state and almost every county to run demonstration farms and educate farmers about new crops. Because contracts with landowners almost always required tenant farmers and sharecroppers to grow cotton, extension agents concentrated their diversification campaign on landowners. But marketing limitations hamstrung most landowners as well. Not only were market facilities for crops other than King Cotton few and far between, but those that did exist often were inaccessible. Even the smallest of towns had cotton warehouses, but most had no facilities for marketing grain, hay, corn, peas, or other crops.9

 Officials in the Cooperative Extension Service could have looked first to their sister agency within the USDA, the Bureau of Public Roads, for solutions to the diversification dilemma, but instead they urged farmers to participate in cumbersome, railroad-based cooperative marketing programs. In South Carolina, where monthly field reports from county agents provide a rare glimpse into the relationships between local farmers and federal policy, railroad car-lot shipments were the centerpieces of the crop-diversification campaign in the 1920s. Cotton marketing served as their model. Cotton merchants bought individual bales from local farmers and combined them for sale to larger buyers or manufacturers. Without local merchants for other crops, agents tried to substitute for the middleman altogether by coordinating large-scale railroad shipments themselves. County agents would mail circulars and rely on word of mouth to announce when and where the cars would be stopping, what kinds of goods they would be shipping, and how much farmers could expect to be paid for those goods. But car-lot shipments failed to facilitate diversification in South Carolina. Only farmers who could walk or drive the distance to a railroad depot to meet the train on the specified shipping day could participate at all. County agents told stories of poor farmers walking for miles to reach railroad depots to sell one chicken on a car-lot shipment, the only way they could get to town when rain washed out the roads.10 For more-distant markets, it would have been impossible for farmers to sell even what they could carry on foot, much less transport wagonloads of crops, especially if they did not own cars or if muddy trails swallowed their teams and wagons. 
 Like the farmers they struggled to serve, county agents often complained about the “mud tax” that not only impeded efficient transportation of crops to market but also interfered with extension work. When Claude Rothell became the new agent for Saluda County, South Carolina, in January 1924, he had a difficult time familiarizing himself with the farms and the people there. The rainy winter weather had reduced the local roads to impassable stretches of mud, so Rothell spent more time digging out his old Tin Lizzie than actually talking to farmers.11 Farmers faced the same problems when they tried to call on the county agent or attend extension meetings. Often agents would cancel meetings and demonstrations altogether after bad weather because they knew that most farmers would be virtually imprisoned by the muddy roads.12

 *** 
 The needs of farmers helped persuade the USDA to consider plans for a more-comprehensive system of federal highway aid. While the Cooperative Extension Service supported railroad-based marketing programs for southern farmers, the USDA backed another of its subagencies, the BPR, in an unprecedented plan to expand highway accessibility. With the Federal Aid Highway Act of 1921 still in place, they could neither increase federal funding nor amend federal authority to build roads directly. But they could work within the bounds of the 1921 law to give state highway agencies the flexibility to build interconnected federal highways.13

 In late 1924, the American Association of State Highway Officials (AASHO) asked BPR chief Thomas MacDonald and Secretary of Agriculture Howard M. Gore to appoint a joint board of federal and state highway officials to designate a system of federal highways. Gore, a West Virginian, and MacDonald, a rural westerner, understood all too well the limits of existing roads. Unlike federal-aid highways, these routes would be part of an interconnected system planned, financed, and maintained jointly by federal and state governments under existing federal highway legislation. It was not an entirely new plan: the auto industry’s highway lobby had proposed versions of the same thing for many years. But this proposal did not provide for a federal highway commission or increases in existing federal funding, and it did not require an act of Congress. All of these reasons likely explain why it was the first proposal to have wide-ranging support from rural and urban factions alike. These routes, the AASHO vowed, would have “a conspicuous place among the highways of the country as roads of interstate and national significance.”14

 Although the Dixie Highway Association did not have a voice in the AASHO proposal, the Dixie Highway and other marked trails and memorial highways had impressed both the USDA and the BPR. Whereas in years past the agency had been suspicious of all marked trails, Secretary Gore acknowledged that the public response to “unofficial designations” clearly conveyed “a desire among a very large number of citizens in every part of our country for such a systematic designation of highways.” “Numerous highway associations,” he said, “have attempted with some degree of success to select and mark certain highways as interstate routes, and practically all of the State Highway Departments have recognized the need of indicating for the benefit of the traveling public main market roads and other roads of primary importance within their respective States.” It was finally time, Gore said, “to correlate the various efforts that have heretofore been made by so many different agencies” in order to create an interconnected interstate system that was less confusing to travelers and better maintained by centralized state and federal agencies.15

 In February 1925 BPR chief Thomas MacDonald approved the plan and signed off on a joint board composed of twenty-one state highway engineers, including Georgia’s Warren Neel, and three BPR engineers. Hoping to avoid a lengthy, acrimonious debate among state highway officials over which routes should be included, the joint board purposely kept the routing selection a secret until October 1925, when it announced a preliminary “skeleton system” of just 50,137 miles. They charged state highway officials with reviewing the maps, suggesting any changes, and reconvening at a later date to make the final official designations.16 Congress did not appropriate any new funds for the new system, so states had to work within the existing limitations of the federal-aid program. Along with the joint board’s plan to allow state officials to approve the designations, this prevented any significant challenges to the new highway system on the grounds that it overstretched federal authority and cleared the way for state highway departments to expand their authority over the nation’s highways. 
 As anyone who remembered the fevered Dixie Highway routing contest a decade earlier could have predicted, the joint board’s plan to keep federal highway designations as harmonious and efficient as possible unraveled as soon as the routes were announced. Citizens bombarded the board with requests to be part of the new federal highway system. Some who had been left off the preliminary routes, like rural south Georgians along State Highway 35, pleaded to be added to the federal highway system. Others, aware that the announcement had stirred up controversy among residents left out of the system, wrote in to preempt efforts by their neighbors to get the highways rerouted. Georgia state senator H. J. Carswell expressed gratitude on behalf of Waycross, Georgia, residents for the joint board’s decision to route U.S. Highway 1 along the Dixie Highway route into Jacksonville. But he pleaded with the board to “hold it as such, and not consent for it to go over the Coastal Highway,” as residents farther east were demanding.17

 Still others relied on old-fashioned booster rhetoric in order to convince the joint board to add them to the federal highway system. Members of the Carroll Club of Carrollton, along State Highway 8, sent the board a seven-point manifesto outlining their case. Besides being “one of the most important cities in western Georgia . . . [and] a county seat of one of the most progressive counties in the state,” Carrollton was a major agricultural center already connected to towns to the east and the west by a state highway. Also known as the Bankhead Highway, named after Alabama senator and sponsor of the 1916 Federal Aid Act, John Hollis Bankhead, the highway made Carrollton a natural choice over a rival route twenty miles north through Tallapoosa, which was not yet completed. For good measure, the club added that their route would probably be paved in the “near future.”18

 As both a state highway official and a member of the joint board, Warren Neel exercised tremendous influence in the designation of U.S. highways in Georgia. While highway chairman John Holder was busy launching his campaign for governor, Neel addressed the routing bids that poured into the highway department’s offices in the months following the joint board’s announcement. Although he kept his political preferences to himself, Neel had defended Holder in the past and shared his desire for a strong and well-funded state highway program.19

 Neel’s handling of his responsibilities during the simultaneous campaigns to select official U.S. Highways and select a new governor in Georgia confirmed his reputation as a progressive road builder and an ally of the farmer. In late 1925 Neel asked the joint board to consider designating an important east-west route through the heart of Georgia’s agricultural Black Belt. The proposed route—which entered the state via the Alabama state line and passed east through Donalsonville, Thomasville, and Valdosta and on to the port city of Brunswick—linked valuable, if struggling, farming districts. Making a case for the highway, Neel told the joint board that this was “the wealthiest part of the state” and that, if approved, the route would be “the only [U.S. highway] on the map south of Macon.”20 A few weeks later, commissioners in Colquitt County asked the state highway commission for help in getting a second south Georgia route, a string of county roads known as the Florida Short Route, designated as a U.S. highway. Having another “higher-class” highway maintained by the federal government, the commissioners argued, would be of immense value not only to Colquitt County but to all of south Georgia. State highway officials agreed to help with this route as well.21 Neel also intervened in the increasingly testy Carrollton-Tallapoosa contest, recommending that the joint board consider adopting both highways as alternate U.S. highway routes and thereby giving more residents in the same part of the state access to major interstate routes.22


Although Neel tried to help farmers turn their county roads into U.S. highways, he also helped his own agency by selecting state projects in need of additional funding. Neel had backed successful efforts to impose auto licensing fees and gasoline taxes to fund state roadwork a few years earlier, but he had long complained that these sources of revenue fell short. A longtime critic of the pay-as-you-go plan, Neel reiterated his opposition going into the gubernatorial election year during a speech to the Atlanta City Club in March 1926.23 Despite his best efforts, however, he had not persuaded state leaders to reconsider their opposition to state bond issues. To help complete state highways, Neel recommended a number of them for federal highway designation. Some, like Highway 8 through Carrollton and Highway 35 through Waycross, were on the joint board’s initial maps, which Neel helped devise. But in February 1926 the state highway department requested that two more state routes between Chattanooga and Cartersville, just north of Atlanta, be added to the U.S. highway system. One was State Highway 1 through Rome, and the other was Highway 3 through Dalton, the eastern and western divisions of the Dixie Highway in north Georgia.24

 Like Georgia farmers, Neel understood the importance of prioritizing interconnected, continuous routes such as state highways and the Dixie Highway. Along with well-maintained local roads, these long-distance highways formed a sophisticated national highway system that served all citizens, not just those in urban areas. He tried to help farmers by ensuring that the new U.S. highway system linked rural south Georgians to not only the rest of the federal system but also to state highways and existing interstate routes like the Dixie. But even if Neel’s work pleased some farmers, it was bound to disappoint those who were excluded from the new highway system. To farmers, even interstate highways were local issues. As the routing contest played out alongside the increasingly rancorous gubernatorial race, local politics and highway bureaucrats like Neel clashed over control of the nation’s first federal interstate highways. 
From Names to Numbers
 Even as it grew nationwide and made significant inroads in the South, the auto industry fretted about the slow and difficult work of transforming rough local roads and disconnected state highways into interstate highway systems. In August 1925 the president and general manager of the American Automobile Association commenced a cross-country drive from Washington, D.C., to San Francisco. Driving a powerful Cadillac touring car, they hoped to restore public faith in motor travel by proving that modern cars could handle long distances and rough roads with ease. Halfway into the trip, however, the two men got lost. Numerous marked trails led west, one of them recalled in his journal, “and each road was worse than the other.” Not sure which route to take, the motorists selected one and spent the next two hours bouncing over an almost impassable road, “dropping into chuckholes and raising clouds of dust.” Their quest to prove the reliability of new cars had, like similar adventures had so many times before, only proven the inadequacy of old roads. However, this cross-country trip also exposed the shortcomings of years of uncoordinated road building. These AAA officials would be among the last tourists to travel the country’s marked trails.25

 By 1926 the systemic limitations of privately organized, locally built roads began to give way to the expansive possibilities of federal highways. In October 1925, the same month the joint board unveiled the preliminary U.S. highway map, the Dixie Highway Association’s board of directors disclosed that the group was facing “a more or less serious financial situation.”26 The following summer, the DHA’s executive committee met to discuss not only the organization’s financial affairs but also its future. They decided against disbanding the organization, but with advertising revenues down, DHA officers voted unanimously to suspend publication of Dixie Highway.27 With its most effective mouthpiece silenced, the DHA struggled to be heard in the crusade to replace unofficial named highways with numbered federal highways. 
 The DHA’s troubles reflected the changes that had taken place in highway work over the past decade. The rate at which Americans were purchasing automobiles nearly doubled between 1921 and 1925, adding to the pressure on state and federal highway officials to prioritize the most heavily traveled routes.28 Many of these were named highways. Like the Lincoln Highway and others, significant portions of the Dixie Highway had already been designated as federal-aid roads and/or state highways. For instance, by 1921 the Dixie Highway through Rome was also known as Federal Aid Project 14. Just south of Rome in Paulding County, the Dixie overlapped with both Federal Aid Project 28 and State Highway Project 9, later State Highway 6. The southeastern division of the Dixie Highway through Waycross was also State Highway Project 9 and two separate federal-aid projects. In all, no fewer than forty-four sections of the Dixie Highway in Georgia became federal-aid highways. Nearly half of the total state highway and federal-aid mileage in the state were part of, or connected to, the Dixie Highway.29 By the mid-1920s, marked trails, federal-aid roads, state highways, and local market roads overlapped in a modest and often disjointed but vital network of high-traffic roadways. 
 The joint board had chosen many of these same routes to become U.S. highways, and these federal designations would further marginalize marked-trail associations. For years, the DHA had looked to state and federal agencies as their allies in the Good Roads Movement, but public highway officials still viewed some marked-trail associations with suspicion. Soon after approving the AASHO’s plans to designate a federal highway system, USDA chief Gore remarked that he had done so in direct response to the proliferation of unofficial highway associations. While some groups were legitimate, many of them, he said, “have no particular significance of any character” and go around “making collections under the guise of membership fees from people along the way.” It had grown so bad that the AASHO was compelled to take over the main highways and prohibit “trail associations” from any further work along these routes.30 Always a risky scheme, the Dixie’s business model had become, in many other places, an outright fraud. 
 The BPR and the AASHO shared Gore’s suspicion of private highway associations. Shortly after the war, the BPR expressed alarm that some marked trails had “conduct[ed] a propaganda [campaign] . . . referring to their projects as national roads of importance” and in the process intimated that the federal government was about to take them over and make them national defense highways. Although the BPR did not single out the DHA, the charge must have stung a bit. AASHO officers warned against some marked-trail associations trying “to capitalize [on] the popular demand for interstate or cross-country routes by organizing trails, collecting large sums of money from our citizens and giving practically no service in return.” Although the DHA never committed subscription fraud, the directors might have recognized some of their own methods, and their failings, in that description. The AASHO even passed a resolution warning citizens to investigate the claims of such groups before giving them money.31

 Most important, the BPR and the AASHO believed that the uncoordinated plans of numerous unofficial groups complicated the already-difficult task of designating a system of federal highways. With more than 250 named routes by the mid-1920s, BPR chief Thomas MacDonald declared it “impossible” to give “official recognition” to all of them. MacDonald complained that many of the routes “over-lap to a considerable extent” and thus had to be “disregarded” in the process of marking the new U.S. highways.32 In place of names, the joint board decided to use a strict, uniform numbering system. All east-west highways were to receive even numbers, while north-south routes would receive odd numbers.33

 To federal and state officials, this system of designating interstate routes was orderly, but to proponents of named routes, it created a dilemma. Many named highways were not single-lane roads but combinations of north-south and east-west roads. The AASHO’s distinction between north-south and east-west highways would break these named routes into multiple interstate highways. The Dixie Highway, with its complicated network of north-south and east-west roads, did not fit neatly into the joint board’s plans. In the South, the Dixie was the longest of no fewer than a dozen marked trails that crisscrossed the region in every direction, some of them connected and some not.34 In 1926 the DHA asserted its preference for “the preservation of Highway names such as the Dixie, Lincoln, Old Spanish Trails, etc., so that same may not be lost in the numbering system as now being carried out by the Government Highway Board,” but by then the process of numbering the highways was already under way.35

 The transformation of marked trails into numbered U.S. highways symbolized a significant transfer of power from local governments to a new centralized highway administration run by unelected state and federal bureaucrats. Unofficial highway associations like the DHA had labored for more than a decade to coordinate the work of local road commissioners to build interstate routes. The joint board’s decision to number the new U.S. highway system without any regard for existing marked trails, however, threatened to erase those routes altogether. After working so hard to lay a foundation for interstate highways, marked-trail advocates would not give up without a fight. 
 While citizens clamored for spots on the U.S. highway system, marked-trail associations demanded special consideration for their routes. DHA officials tried first to simply retain Dixie Highway signage as an acknowledgment of their significant accomplishment. The joint board tried to distinguish between fraudulent marked-trail associations and more “reputable” groups that had “rendered distinct public service by stimulating highway improvement, maintenance, and marking.” Those, the board said, would be permitted to keep their highway signs up “during their period of usefulness.”36 The DHA assumed its own “period of usefulness” to be indefinite, so directors fumed when they learned that the BPR actually would soon forbid the use of any signs other than U.S. highway numbers. Director William T. Anderson confronted Thomas MacDonald over the apparent change of plans. “It was my understanding,” Anderson told MacDonald, that federal markers would merely “connect up certain routes into interstate systems and not interfere in any way with the markings” already in use. Anderson reminded MacDonald that, unlike the joint board, the DHA “has been functioning since about 1915, and was one of the pioneers in the development of road sentiment.”37 But MacDonald reminded Anderson that “a very large number of so-called trails organizations” were currently “working independently and without correlation of any kind whatever.” The numerous routes had already created great confusion, MacDonald said, “to such an extent that the State highway departments had received complaints regarding the diverse markers erected on the public roads.” In response, some states had already chosen to ban unauthorized markers. While MacDonald claimed that groups like the DHA were free to continue their work, they could not continue to mark the routes. He also admitted that neither the BPR nor the joint board had substituted “a uniform number” for any named route over its entire length.38 Without either fixed numbers or the familiar red-and-white “DH” markers, the Dixie Highway would vanish from the map. 
 When they learned of the decision to ban unofficial highway signs, advocates of marked trails began to pursue continuous numbers for their highways instead. This was an easier task for routes such as the Coastal Highway, a single north-south highway along the Eastern Seaboard that fit neatly into the joint board’s numbering system. The joint board designated most of the highway between Maine and Miami as U.S. Highway 1 but routed the 600-mile section between Richmond, Virginia, and Jacksonville, Florida, farther inland through larger towns and state capitols such as Raleigh, North Carolina, and Columbia, South Carolina. In Georgia, U.S. 1 overlapped the southeastern division of the Dixie Highway between Waycross and Jacksonville.39

 Despite the practical reasons for the decision, residents along the southern Atlantic coastline protested the “gross discrimination” and “utter unfairness” of routing U.S. 1 inland “when this number is freely given the balance of the [Coastal] Highway between Calais, Me., and Miami, Fla.”40 Barred by new federal and state policies from maintaining even their unofficial status as Coastal Highway towns, not to mention the economic benefits of being on a marked interstate route, angry residents cried foul. S. W. Brown of Florence, South Carolina, complained to Senator Coleman L. “Coley” Blease that the new U.S. highway map “was gotten up and approved by . . . [State] Engineers, with the sole purpose in mind of Capital to Capital Highways.” Brown assumed that Blease, a former governor and outspoken populist, would appreciate his misgivings about the new highway bureaucracy. The “Columbia influence dictated the Roads in this State,” Brown charged, and he begged the senator to “see your way clear to see Mr. MacDonald of the Federal Highway department” to get U.S. 1 rerouted along the original route of the Coastal Highway.41 Coastal Highway residents in other states also appealed to their congressmen and senators for help, despite knowing that state highway departments were handling all appeals of the joint board’s initial routing decision. One North Carolinian urged his neighbors to deliberately bypass state highway officials and write directly to their congressmen, whom he believed could intervene on their behalf.42

 The distance between citizens and federal and state highway officials, a by-product of the professionalization of highway planning, bewildered those used to dealing with elected officials. In a letter to Warren Neel in early 1926, Fred Warde, an officer in the South Atlantic Coastal Highway Association, claimed to have embarrassing evidence proving that “certain personal interests . . . [and] personal gains” were behind the joint board’s selection of the route for U.S. 1. Warde claimed to have a letter “from one of the highest officials in Washington” explaining the real reason the highway had been diverted inland from the coast. This “real interesting reading matter” would not be made public, Warde promised, if the South Atlantic Coastal Highway received “justice” from the joint board. His vague threats sounded empty, but Warde’s disillusionment with the new highway bureaucracy appeared genuine. He described himself and his neighbors as exemplary good-roads citizens who had worked hard with local and state officials to improve their local roads in order to serve Coastal Highway travelers. They had even supported a recent $900,000 bond issue for state highway work. Thus Warde could see no “reasonable excuse” for excluding the Southeastern Coastal Highway, so he vowed “to make a concerted protest against naming the present route Federal Highway Number One.” But Neel deflected Warde’s threats with a conciliatory but firm refusal to intervene, arguing that making such major changes would only invite further protest.43

 Neel proved more accommodating to requests that he viewed as uncontroversial. The joint board’s numbering system preempted the DHA’s request for a uniform number for the entire Dixie Highway, but Neel supported a proposal to designate the entire eastern division as U.S. Highway 25. The plan simply called for the state highway department to remark, not reroute, an existing U.S. highway, so it gave Neel and his colleagues the opportunity to placate the DHA without upsetting anyone else. Other state leaders supported the change as well. Calling the Dixie Highway “the most important North and South Highway in the United States,” the governor of Kentucky claimed that both the AASHO and the BPR already endorsed the routing change. The plan would please tourists, as well, who appreciated “the convenience of traveling on a continuous number.”44 Yet Neel’s endorsement evidently did not persuade his friends at the AASHO, who selected a different route.45 Attempts to obtain a continuous number for other marked trails also failed. Neel even intervened on behalf of the Bankhead Highway Association, only to back down when the AASHO retorted that giving the highway a continuous number would “provoke” other marked-trail associations to expect the same.46 By mid-1926 it was clear that the U.S. highway system would absorb marked trails piecemeal. 
 Neel tried to steer the agency clear of controversy, but this became more difficult as the 1926 gubernatorial race got under way. With Chairman John Holder in the race, the state highway department came under intense scrutiny from both the press and his opponent, Lamartine Hardman. In this atmosphere, a local rivalry over the routing of a federal highway became front page news. In February 1926 Neel had tried to settle a bitter fight over the routing of U.S. 78 in north Georgia by persuading his state highway colleagues to propose that the AASHO mark both the Carrollton and Tallapoosa roads as alternate routes of the same highway.47 But some citizens interpreted this effort at mediation as a strategy to win extra votes for John Holder. In a letter to the AASHO, J. J. Mangham, the mayor of a small town on the Tallapoosa route and chairman of the local good-roads club, accused the highway department of playing politics with the federal highway system. Although he defended Warren Neel as an impartial professional who “tried conscientiously to do his duty,” Mangham denounced John Holder and blamed him, rather than Neel, for the decision to build an alternate U.S. 78 route through Carrollton. Calling the compromise “one of the pet political maneuvers of Mr. Holder,” Mangham charged: “But for politics Carrollton would never have been heard from on this subject.”48 In a separate letter to Thomas MacDonald of the BPR, Mangham warned of the financial costs of designating alternate routes before the primary routes were even built, just to satisfy electioneering politicians like Holder. “Scattering shots,” he reminded MacDonald, “rarely ever gets the game.49

 If Mangham interpreted the alternate routing plan as an expensive and unfair electioneering scheme, both the BPR and the AASHO, who had the final say, considered it a reasonable compromise. The practice of designating alternate routes had numerous precedents in both state and federal highway work, as well as that of marked-trail associations. The Dixie Highway Association had done it on a grand scale in 1915 in order to settle numerous rivalries, and in the process it transformed a north-south highway into a vast system of interstate highways. BPR officials defended alternate routes for U.S. 78 as well. The plan not only would please residents along the Carrollton route, but it would also keep the BPR and the AASHO on good terms with their state highway department counterparts in both Georgia and Alabama, as both routes crossed the state line before merging again in eastern Alabama.50 Even Mangham’s congressman, Gordon Lee, could not convince either the BPR or the AASHO to reconsider. As a BPR official told Lee, both the Georgia and Alabama state highway departments had requested the dual routes for U.S. 78, so the decision would stand.51 A national highway system simply mandated standardization, and local rivalries, so important in fostering citizen involvement in the Good Roads Movement a decade earlier, simply could not be taken into consideration. The endorsement of alternate federal highway routes by state and federal highway officials in the face of sustained opposition from citizens and elected officials demonstrated the power of the new highway bureaucracy. 
 *** 
 The newfound authority of the highway bureaucracy frustrated and befuddled power brokers on the local level like Mayor Mangham and the numerous other petitioners who challenged the joint board’s preliminary routing decision. Even private groups like the Dixie Highway Association balked at the AASHO’s unilateral decision to disregard their wishes in the designation and marking of the new numbered routes. Although these good-roads advocates were finally getting the state and federal highway aid they had long wanted, they bristled at the consequences of empowering a group of powerful experts to administer it. In Georgia, Mangham and his supporters proved willing to eliminate one of the valuable federal highways in the state if it meant undercutting John Holder’s bureaucratic politics. His grievance against the state highway department, like so many others, underscored the growing public concern about the local politics of state and federal road building. 
Politics and the Rhetoric of Road Building
 When the governor’s race heated up in the early summer of 1926, roads were on every voter’s mind. No fewer than five candidates had entered the state’s Democratic primary race by June, and rumors abounded that state highway chairman John Holder would soon make it six. Two of the candidates, B. F. Mann and W. Cecil Neill, both state legislators, immediately came out as strong supporters of state highway bonds, and they, along with J. O. Wood and George H. Carswell, were outspoken critics of Holder. Dr. Lamartine G. Hardman, also a state legislator, condemned state bonds in favor of the current pay-as-you-go system, in which the state relied on gasoline taxes and auto licensing fees to generate highway revenues. This limited the state’s capacity to take on ambitious highway projects but kept the state out of debt. Despite his strong feelings about highway funding, Hardman pledged early in the race to steer clear of “personal and political” issues.52 By the time Chairman Holder entered the race later that month, however, Hardman had become his fiercest critic. 

 Lamartine G. Hardman, 1917. (Fred J. Bell, photographer; Lamartine Griffin Hardman Papers; courtesy of Richard B. Russell Library for Political Research and Studies, University of Georgia) 
 It did not take long for the campaign to turn into a two-way race between Hardman and Holder focusing almost entirely on roads. Both candidates attacked one another feverishly, but Hardman had more ammunition. He portrayed his opponent as a man who had become too powerful as head of the state highway bureaucracy, a potent allegation during the state’s controversial involvement in the routing of the new U.S. highway system. Hardman capitalized on the public’s fears throughout his campaign, raising sensational charges of financial corruption within the state highway commission. He also accused Holder of conspiring with state agricultural commissioner J. J. Brown to defraud the public. Like Holder, Brown was the head of an increasingly large state bureaucracy, and his huge payroll had left him vulnerable to charges of corruption and extravagant spending.53 For Hardman, Holder was a political opponent’s dream come true. 
 *** 
 John Holder was a powerful public figure in Georgia long before the 1926 campaign. The longtime owner and editor of the Jackson Herald, Holder had already served two terms as speaker of the state house of representatives when he was appointed chairman of the state highway department by Governor Thomas Hardwick in 1921. Holder’s predecessor, engineering professor Charles Strahan, had been a prototypical progressive bureaucrat, but running a modern highway department required the skills of an experienced politician.54 Holder guided the agency through a period of tremendous growth. During his tenure, he helped to transform the highway department from a small board of prison officials who acted as go-betweens to secure labor for local and federal road officials to a large team of expert engineers and civil servants who planned and built state highways. The state highway department had a negligible operating budget when Holder arrived, but by 1925 revenues from auto licensing fees and gasoline taxes had boosted it to over $6.5 million. Although county governments still funded most roadwork in the state, applications for federal aid had to pass through the state highway department. The state highway department also selected and approved additions to the state highway system, which between 1921 and 1926 had increased by nearly 50 percent to over 7,000 miles. As head of the highway department, Holder had considerable patronage powers. By all accounts, he was adept at using them.55


 John N. Holder. (Courtesy of Main Street News/Jackson Herald, Jefferson, Georgia) 
 Rumors of misconduct peaked in early 1925, when a state auditor discovered numerous accounting irregularities in the highway department’s budget. Among other things, Holder had received several salary advances, which were prohibited. Holder survived Governor Clifford Walker’s attempt to remove him from office, but he could not escape the mounting speculation. That summer, the state legislature opened its own investigation into charges that Holder had altered the minutes of highway board meetings, hired journalists to write favorable stories about the department’s work, used department funds to pay personal expenses and looked the other way when other officials also misused departmental funds, and squandered departmental money on an expensive new car for his own use. Some witnesses also accused Holder of bribing members of the state legislature to pass the so-called midnight bill of 1922, which enhanced Holder’s authority. Holder denied all the charges, but sworn testimony from colleagues William Anderson and Warren Neel suggested that there was merit to many of them. Anderson’s accusations in particular prompted a rash of bitter counteraccusations from Holder. Within days, the legislature’s hearings dissolved into a war of words. When it became clear that the legislature would not charge Holder with any wrongdoing, Anderson declared publicly that the legislators’ probe was a “farce and [a] whitewash” designed to clear their friend Holder of all serious charges despite ample evidence against him.56

 Holder weathered the scandal, but it tainted the reputation of the highway department. In addition to the fallout from the hearings, state highway officials faced criticism from a public dissatisfied with the pace of highway work in the state. The highway department had grown under Holder’s control, but roadwork still lagged far behind. The department had added hundreds of miles to the state highway system under Holder’s administration, but only a fraction of it had been completed by 1926 and hardly any of the routes had been paved.57 Critics claimed that Georgia’s roads “disgusted” tourists because they were so “indescribably bad.” Holder’s detractors blamed the state for the “patchwork . . . crazy-quilt” surfacing that left the highways with short stretches of good roads and very long stretches of bad roads.58 The state’s auto licensing fees and gas taxes were not enough to build continuous highways, so it still relied on counties to provide matching funds. By contrast, North Carolina had a splendid system of coordinated roads and highways thanks to $85 million in state highway bonds. In North Carolina, the state, not the counties, served as the primary “highway unit” and was responsible for coordinating and funding all state highway work. Holder’s reassurances that the highway department could build a system of interconnected highways county by county fell flat. “We need more economy not more promises,” one critic said, “more good roads and less loud promises.”59

 Some of Georgia’s most prominent good-roads advocates argued that the only way to build better roads was to follow North Carolina’s example. Holder’s predecessor, Charles Strahan, believed that gas taxes were no substitute for state highway bonds. By the 1920s even Hoke Smith, the father of the state’s county chain gang system and a former critic of automobile highways, was an outspoken proponent of state bonds and denounced state lawmakers who “bicker[ed] and play[ed] politics” with an issue as important as funding good roads. Speaking before a legislative commission considering a state bond issue in March 1926, Smith asked: “Are the members of the legislature willing to make the people of Georgia pay the toll of ignorance, unpaved and unkept highways by voting to defeat the amendments to the constitution that would authorize an election for the issuance of bonds for these purposes?” Smith had retired from politics by 1926, but his advocacy of state highway bonds caused a number of highway progressives to beg him to run for governor on a bond platform. Dixie Highway Association director Clark Howell also commended Smith for speaking out for state bonds, and so did a number of other Georgians.60

 Critics like Hoke Smith were right about the problems with the state’s roads, but they misjudged public support for such a radical overhaul of the state highway department’s powers. North Carolina’s highway department had more in common with those in the North than its neighbors in the South. Despite dissatisfaction with progress along state highways, state highway bonds were a volatile issue in southern politics. The Rome Tribune-Herald printed an editorial criticizing Smith for “getting on a band wagon” for state highway bonds. “Senator Smith will have to get down to facts and show the people that he is right,” the paper chided, “before he can convince them that it is necessary to borrow money with which to do something for which they already have a means of paying cash.” Another local Georgia newspaper called Smith a “parasite.” And while Clark Howell had praised Smith’s position on state bonds, DHA director and former state highway commissioner William T. Anderson did not. “Hoke Smith came out of the departed period of Georgia politics,” he said, and his appearance before the state legislature to lobby for highway bonds amounted to little more than “political advantage seeking.”61 Indeed, the gubernatorial campaign suggested that highway progressivism in Georgia was all but dead. The two candidates who launched their campaigns calling for state highway bonds in May 1926 were unheard from by late June. The two others, Carswell and Wood, devoted more time to attacking Holder’s record than clarifying their own platforms.62 Soon after Holder entered the gubernatorial contest, he and Hardman, the only two pay-as-you-go candidates, rose to the top of the primary pool. 
 Holder and Hardman understood the political paradox that dominated highway politics in 1926. The rural white voters who determined the outcome of the state’s elections wanted state and federal highways, but they would not surrender local control in order to get them. While Holder’s critics in the press and along the campaign trail denounced his past, he carefully transformed himself from an embattled bureaucrat into a viable political candidate. Although he had publicly supported state highway bonds as chairman of the highway department, Holder realized that he could not afford to do so as a candidate for political office in a state where conservative rural white voters controlled the outcome of state elections. Early in the campaign, he backtracked on bonds and declared his support for a cash-only program of road building.63 In the face of great opposition from good-roads critics who claimed that highway bonds were the only way to build modern interconnected highways, Holder publicly vowed to give the public the roads they wanted without asking them to sacrifice control over road building to get them. “I am firmly convinced,” Holder said, that by using only cash income from the gasoline taxes, Georgia “within the next seven years . . . will have . . . a most magnificent system of trunk lines and county seat to county seat roads.” A few months later, candidate Holder went even further by promising voters that the entire state highway system would be paved within ten years.64

 Holder’s transition from progressive highway bureaucrat to viable political candidate was never more apparent than when he explicitly reassured voters that he did not believe in an all-powerful state highway bureaucracy. At the annual meeting of the County Commissioners Association of Georgia in Savannah in June, he cast himself as the real good-roads candidate for wanting to preserve local control. His critics who favored state highway bonds, he said, believed the state’s highway administration “should be one great unit with the state highway board in full control of state highways and that no consideration should be given to the county authorities.” Holder contrasted this with his own belief that “it matters not whether a road is a county, state aid or federal-aid road, it belongs to the county in which it is located.” Although he believed that counties should have “jurisdiction over all roads,” he did not think they should bear the burden of building them all. Holder promised once more that the state would help complete, and even pave, the state highway system, and he “confidently expected” they could do so with only a slight increase in gasoline taxes. Finally, sounding even more like a political candidate than a state official, Holder pledged that his public life had been devoted to “serv[ing] Georgia and mak[ing] her greater and better.” That, he said, was his “earnest and sole desire” and would be his goal “until that solemn hour when my eyes no longer behold the light of beautiful sky, but close in eternal sleep.”65


Lamartine Hardman was less poetic in his evaluation of Holder’s accomplishments. He blasted his rival for making fantastic promises to road-deprived Georgians that he knew he could not keep. He condemned Holder for promising to build more roads for counties at the state’s expense once he was in office, an act beyond the authority of a state executive though perhaps not that of the highway chairman. “How can John Holder give you something that he does not possess?” Hardman challenged.66 He reminded an audience in the small town of Lexington, Georgia, of some of Holder’s earlier, similar promises. At Holder’s urging, he said, some counties had in recent years passed bonds in anticipation of receiving state aid but were still waiting for the highway department to follow through on Holder’s promises. “I predict,” Hardman concluded, “that they will wait several years longer.”67 Hardman began to refer to his opponent as John “Detour” Holder because as highway chairman, Holder had given Georgians more promises and more detour signs than improved highways.68

 Despite having promised early in the race to avoid making his campaign too “personal and political,” Hardman made good use of smear tactics in order to exploit the public’s fear of corrupt and powerful government bureaucracy. Hardman attacked the “waste, extravagance and graft in the construction of our highways” and promised that if elected he, unlike the Holder-run highway department, would “make every dollar count.”69 In a speech to voters in Carrollton, where controversy still swirled around the routing of U.S. Highway 78, Hardman declared that the only real issue in the gubernatorial campaign was “whether the voters will permit the Brown-Holder machine to continue in office and waste the money of the state through employment of incompetent men.” He continued: “I reiterate the charge that the state highway department is overburdened with expenses that should be eliminated. . . . No business man in Georgia would for a moment tolerate in his own affairs conditions that now exist in the state highway [department].”70 Blaming Holder personally for much of the waste, he charged in another speech: “While the taxpayers are striving to meet their taxes and other obligations, Mr. Holder rides around in a four thousand dollar car at their expense.” Going even further, Hardman accused his opponent of “paying salaries to several hundred men employed in the highway department to solicit support of voters for Mr. Holder.” “If this isn’t machine politics,” Hardman asked, “tell me what is?”71 Just weeks before the election, Hardman abandoned any constraint he had left when he and his supporters issued a statement to the press accusing Holder of being a member of the Ku Klux Klan, which by 1926 had been largely discredited by most mainstream southern politicians.72

 Hardman reserved his most effective rhetoric to criticize John Holder’s greatest political liability: his flip-flop on state highway bonds. He reminded voters that as chairman of the highway department in 1924, Holder had supported a $70 million state bond issue over the pay-as-you-go plan.73 Along with William Anderson, then a member of the highway board as well as the Dixie Highway Association, Holder and the rest of the highway commission asked Governor Clifford Walker and the state legislature to support the bond and proposed using the gasoline tax to pay off the bond over thirty years. The bond money “could be handled practically and economically by the present minimum organization of the department,” Holder and the board promised, and it would be used to pave the state highway system within seven years. The following year, in the midst of Holder’s legal troubles, the highway department again asked the governor and the state legislature for a state bond issue.74

 Under mounting pressure to clarify his position on state highway bonds, Holder went on the offensive against Hardman’s allegations. Just days before the election, he told an Atlanta audience that he was “unequivocally opposed” to a state road bond issue because it was unconstitutional. Turning all of Hardman’s main criticisms against him, Holder claimed that it was Hardman who was a master of “machine politics” and who changed his mind repeatedly about state highway bonds. Holder attacked his rival as part of the “Walker machine . . . the most pernicious political machine ever built in Georgia.” Without mentioning his own past battles with Walker, Holder accused the outgoing governor of misusing his office to solicit votes for Hardman. As for Hardman, Holder claimed he had repeatedly changed his position on state bonds to suit his audiences. In one town, Hardman advocated a $15 million bond issue, Holder charged, in another he proposed just a “reasonable” one, and in a third he claimed he did not know where he stood on the question of state bonds. Finally, Holder accused Hardman of having close ties to the embattled commissioner of agriculture J. J. Brown and insinuated that Hardman had tried to buy Brown’s support in the gubernatorial race with a $250 calf from Hardman’s farm.75

 As the election grew near, it became clear that Holder was struggling to remain afloat. He never denied that he had supported highway bonds in the past. And aside from accusing Hardman of the very misconduct he himself had been charged with before, Holder never addressed his controversial past. Although he was savvy enough to realize, unlike some of his opponents early in the gubernatorial race, that rural white voters would not tolerate state highway bonds or any other measures that increased the power of the state highway bureaucracy, his hypocrisy on the issue and the strong evidence of his misdoings as chairman of the highway commission sank his campaign. William Anderson, one of Holder’s former colleagues on the highway commission, was so angry at having been implicated in some of the highway department scandals that he publicly condemned Holder and endorsed Hardman. To vote for Hardman, Anderson concluded, “was to vote for cleanliness in government,” while “to vote for Holder was to vote for slap-stick, loose-jointed management.”76

 By October 1926 the race was officially between only Hardman and Holder. The other two candidates had split the anti-Holder vote in the original primary election on September 8. Carswell had done particularly well in south Georgia, his home region, weakening Hardman’s lead and forcing a runoff between him and Holder. Everyone, including Hardman himself, realized the September election portended Hardman’s victory in the runoff. In the statewide primary, Agricultural Commissioner J. J. Brown, whom Hardman and the other candidates had repeatedly linked to Holder, was badly defeated in his bid for reelection. “The Brown-Holder machine has been definitely smashed,” Hardman confidently reported as the returns came in. The primary results demonstrated “the revolt of the people of Georgia against machine politics and in favor of a business administration in the capital,” Hardman declared. “Nothing can prevent my election to the governorship.” Former rivals J. O. Wood and George Carswell endorsed Hardman in the runoff, virtually guaranteeing him the rural Georgia votes that had cost him a more-decisive victory over Holder in September.77

 On October 6, Lamartine G. Hardman won the governor’s office in a landslide. He received 282 county unit votes to Holder’s 132, a margin of more than two to one. Yet according to the popular vote, Hardman won by a closer margin of less than 15 percent, suggesting that Holder had more support among the state’s urban voters than rural voters. Roads not only took center stage in the governor’s race, then, but Holder’s past record as an opponent of the conservative pay-as-you-go plan clearly resonated with Georgia’s dominant rural voters.78 So, too, did the prospect of mitigating the power of the highway bureaucracy. As the Atlanta Constitution exclaimed in a postelection editorial, Hardman’s victory “reflected the determination of the people to apply business to government” and declared an end to the “petty politics” of the past.79 In a final insult to Holder, Hardman declined to reappoint him as highway chairman in 1927. In his place, Hardman appointed Holder’s predecessor, Charles Strahan, a move that embodied the determination to turn back the clock on the state’s highway work.80

 Meanwhile, the pressure on state highway departments only increased. A month after the Georgia election, the AASHO met to vote on the numerous route changes and additions proposed by state highway commissions. Led by Warren Neel, Georgia highway officials arrived with only four requests, having either settled or refused the numerous other requests they received. The other states requested additions as well, and together those that were approved increased the total mileage of the new U.S. highway system to 96,626 miles, nearly double the mileage proposed by the joint board just a year earlier. The states voted to approve the additions on November 11, 1926.81

 It was no accident that the demise of the Dixie Highway Association dovetailed with the designation of the federal highway system. By April 1926, most states had ratified the proposed system of numbered federal highways, and by the following spring, most of the changes and additions requested by the states had been approved.82 On April 22, 1927, the executive committee of the DHA met one last time to vote on a resolution to end the active operation of the group. Agreeing that “the purpose for which the Dixie Highway Association was organized has been accomplished” and that the DHA no longer had the funding to pay its basic expenses, five officers voted unanimously to end the association’s activities and maintain it in name only “for any future needs.”83

 *** 
 After politicians moved on to new debates, Warren Neel, the highway expert who had always been more comfortable building roads than playing politics, insisted on the recognition of the unique merits of the Dixie Highway. Through some misunderstanding, the AASHO had failed to designate the Dixie Highway route between Rome and Cartersville as part of the U.S. highway system. In his detailed appeal to the BPR on behalf of supporters of the route, Neel summed up more than a decade of work on the Dixie Highway. Not only did twenty or thirty miles of the Rome route pass through Chickamauga Park, “which, as you know, is of great historical value,” it also “is already heavily traveled and the best route at this time from Chattanooga to Atlanta and is rapidly being paved.” He declared that “practically all of the travel coming in to Georgia from the Middle West comes in thru Chattanooga and follows this route,” while traffic from the East entered Georgia on the Dalton branch of the Dixie. Comparing the Dixie Highway to other marked trails, Neel insisted that both routes between Chattanooga and Atlanta “have considerably more travel than have the two branches of the Bankhead Highway . . . [which] were approved for alternate marking.” Lest his request again get lost in a sea of others, Neel begged “that this request . . . take precedence over others.”84

 Broken into countless pieces, many sections of the Dixie Highway from Lake Michigan to Miami Beach became U.S. highways. In the South, these portions of the federal highway system represented the culmination of years of work. Though bittersweet for DHA officials who had hoped to keep Dixie Highway markers along the original route, it was a triumph for progressive good-roads advocates like Neel, who recognized that the Dixie Highway had succeeded where so many others had failed. 
 But as the debates over chain gangs, state funding, and the power of the highway bureaucracy foretold, the full measure of that success would take another thirty years to realize. At the federal level, concerns over extending federal highway aid in the mid-1920s echoed those in the South. In his 1925 budget proposal, the parsimonious President Calvin Coolidge asked Congress to limit federal highway aid, arguing that it was a drain on the U.S. Treasury and “detrimental” to federal and state governments alike. Coolidge believed that sharing the costs of the federal-aid program “unduly enlarged” the federal government and “impaired” the efficiency of state governments by ceding to federal authorities responsibilities that belonged to the states. It was, he concluded, an “insidious practice which sugar-coats the dose of Federal intrusion.” Many congressmen agreed with him.85 Congress temporarily reduced federal aid appropriations in 1923 from the original $75 million to $50 million before restoring it two years later. Congress did not increase appropriations again until the 1930s, when federal relief projects required it, but by 1936 it had settled at $125 million, where it remained until World War II. In the meantime, the federal-aid system expanded slowly, despite the designation of the new U.S. highway system, and states and local governments continued to pay for the lion’s share of roadwork.86


 U.S. highway system, designated November 1926. 

In the 1930s and 1940s, the highway bureaucracy continued to grow, albeit unevenly. Even after Congress implemented new federal gas taxes in 1932, federal highway aid languished. There was little demand for additional revenues when states could not afford to match them. The onset of the Great Depression caused state and local revenues to plummet, especially in the South, where they were never sufficient to begin with. During the Depression, many states diverted their own gas-tax revenues to nonhighway expenses, but good-roads advocates in the southern states were slower than most others in stopping the practice. Not until the late 1940s and 1950s did some southern states finally pass “linkage” laws earmarking gas-tax revenues for highway construction only.87

 In Georgia, as in the rest of the South, the backlash against the expansion of the highway bureaucracy that culminated in the tumultuous gubernatorial election of 1926 had a lasting effect. Federal aid expenditures in Georgia declined starting in the 1920s, and both local road and state highway construction in the state stagnated for a quarter of a century thereafter.88 In many ways, the race between Hardman and Holder placed the massive success of the Dixie Highway campaign up for a popular vote, and it lost. 



Conclusion
 The Georgia scenario would soon play out across the South. Despite the desperate need for better roads and a consensus in favor of building them, voters recoiled at the power and the cost of the state and federal institutions necessary to implement actual road construction. By the final years of the 1920s, southern politicians created careers out of stoking populist outrage against taxes and government. In this new turn of the political tide, state highway departments became favored targets for angry screeds against bloated government and state corruption. 
 Such popular outrage flared up throughout the rural South, but nowhere was it more apparent than in Georgia. In the Georgia elections of 1926, Agriculture Commissioner J. J. Brown, with whom John Holder’s name had been so often linked in scandal, lost his bid for a sixth term in office. Brown’s successor as commissioner of agriculture was a newcomer named Eugene Talmadge. Soon to become one of Georgia’s most famous demagogues, Talmadge cultivated rural white support with the same grassroots populism that doomed Brown and Holder. Commissioner, and later Governor, Talmadge rose to power by harnessing the grassroots voting power of Georgia’s struggling rural farmers. He spun a political message that was a powerful mix of antitax, small-government philosophy; white supremacy; and cult of personality. “The poor dirt farmer,” he was fond of saying, “ain’t got but three friends on this earth: God Almighty, Sears Roebuck, and Gene Talmadge.”1

 The state highway department remained Talmadge’s bête noire throughout his career. Although the state highway department had emerged from the Good Roads Movement, a largely agrarian, grassroots social movement, Talmadge rhetorically transformed it into what one of his biographers has called a “a monstrous, uncontrollable appendage of state government, and . . . another populistic enemy [for Talmadge] to battle.” Talmadge’s message seemed particularly salient during the economic crisis of the 1930s. By the onset of the Depression, farmers who had become dependent on their cars and trucks found themselves increasingly hard-pressed to pay the tag fees that supported road maintenance. Talmadge played upon popular discontent with auto fees to fuel his campaign against the state highway department.2

 During Talmadge’s first gubernatorial run in 1932, he met a man who had borrowed his neighbor’s tag to haul a load of firewood into town to sell. With tag fees ranging from $8.00 to $25.00, the man said he simply could not afford to buy his own. “Gene,” the man complained, “I gotta git a three-dollar tag for this truck that cost me five dollars. . . . If they would lower the cost of tags we could buy more gas to offset the loss [in highway revenue].” Struck by the prospect of relying more on gasoline taxes, which everyone who passed through the state paid, instead of higher tag fees, which strained only his constituents, Talmadge found a way to use the Great Depression to further fuel his crusade against big government and the highway department. Throughout his successful campaign, Talmadge seized upon the idea to limit the state’s auto licensing fee to a flat rate of $3.00 as a way of relieving farmers of “the heavy burden of taxation” that compounded their problems during the economic crisis. Fiddlin’ John Carson wrote a campaign song for Talmadge that skewered high automobile tag fees: 
 I’ve gotta Eugene dog, I gotta Eugene cat, 
 I’m a Talmadge man from ma shoes to ma hat. 
 Farmer in the cawnfield hollerin’ whoa gee haw, 
 Kain’t put no thirty-dollar tag on a three-dollar car.3

 Talmadge attributed his overwhelming victory in 1932 to the popularity of his three-dollar tag fee position, and his win threatened to eviscerate the state highway department. The highway department made nearly $9 million from state tag fees in 1931 alone, a figure that would dissolve after the implementation of Talmadge’s three-dollar tag proposal. State legislators hesitated to slash the budget of such a crucial agency, but the populist sentiment spoke powerfully enough for Talmadge to ram the measure through. Talmadge also refused to sign off on new sales taxes to generate much-needed state revenues, and he tried to seize control of several powerful state agencies, including the highway department. Though the state legislature restrained some of his most egregious abuses of executive power, Talmadge remained wildly popular among the state’s rural voters. His victory had opened up a powerful vein of popular discontent, one suspicious of state agencies and the taxes that sustained them. When the three-dollar flat fee initiative passed, voters greeted the news with cheers, and Fiddlin’ John Carson marked the occasion with a new song: “Got chickens in the coop, eggs in the bag/Eugene’s got us our three-dollar tag”4

 Talmadge’s war against the state highway department continued after the tag battle, and his message spread to other southern states along the Dixie Highway. In 1936 South Carolina governor Olin Johnston attempted to take over the state highway department through executive reorganization. When the federal Bureau of Public Roads rebuked Johnston for his actions, the power struggle merely served to embitter rural constituencies even further.5 The BPR also intervened in Georgia in 1935, temporarily cutting off federal aid funding over concerns about Talmadge’s meddling with highway commission appointments. And only intervention by progressive state and federal officials in the 1930s and 1940s curbed the practice of diverting gasoline taxes from state highway department budgets.6 Manipulated by skilled demagogues like Talmadge and Johnston, these battles suggested to rural southerners that their troubles arose in distant bureaucracies, not in reactionary politics closer to home. Poor, struggling farmers increasingly placed their faith in their popular governors and focused their contempt on unelected functionaries and their powerful state and federal agencies. 
 That these conflicts emerged during the height of New Deal–era federalization was no coincidence. Although many rural southerners benefited from federal relief programs, their allegiance to President Franklin Roosevelt and New Deal programs was shaky at best. Some were drawn to critics of New Dealism, such as Louisiana firebrand Huey Long, whose populist appeal as governor of and then U.S. senator from Louisiana rivaled only perhaps that of Eugene Talmadge. While detractors said that Long’s famed “Share Our Wealth” program smacked of socialism, it amounted to little more than a popular but untenable critique of Roosevelt’s failing New Deal policies in the South.7 As historian Shane Hamilton has shown, many rural Americans spurned New Deal liberalism and bureaucratic federal regulations in favor of free-market philosophies that shaped the future of commercial agriculture and the rise of postwar conservatism alike.8 In the context of such critiques of federal power, the backlash against the highway bureaucracy in southern states makes all the more sense. 
 *** 
 Political struggles over highways, the reach and limit of state power, and the high cost of roads flared up repeatedly from the 1930s through the 1950s. The collective impact of such struggles effectively derailed—and ultimately eclipsed—the pioneering developments in road building and highway policy making of the 1910s and 1920s. The project that began along the Dixie Highway required more money and centralized management than any previous domestic public-works project. Throughout the Dixie’s short life, citizens, lawmakers, and expert professionals grappled with the best way to imagine and execute a road-building project on an unheard-of scale. In the end, the project became mired in a political dilemma as pressing to the good-roads campaign as it is today: how can a government sustain a massive internal-development project when there are limits to the public’s willingness to pay for it? 
 It would be two decades before the nation would be ready to embrace the idea of a new federal interstate highway system. How could an idea that was rejected in the 1920s and 1930s emerge again on such an enormous and triumphant scale as the Eisenhower Interstate System did in the 1950s? It happened in part because the Dixie Highway never actually disappeared. Carl Fisher’s ideas, hatched in 1914, opened doors that could not be shut, even though politicians vigorously tried to do so. Although the country remained loath to embrace all that interstate highways entailed in the 1920s, the project set in motion new ways of conceiving of roads that fundamentally altered the national discourse about transportation and investment. 
 The politics of national highways, interstate travel, state power, and federal investment shaped debate, albeit in new forms, throughout the 1930s and 1940s. During the 1930s, economic stimulus replaced public demand as the primary motivation for federal highway aid, obscuring some of the ongoing political infighting. Stricter highway standards from the Bureau of Public Roads and the increasing demands of automobile traffic put an enormous strain on the capacities of Depression-era state and local governments. The 1934 federal aid bill threatened to penalize states that diverted gas-tax revenues to their general funds, but the shortfalls continued, creating an enormous void for President Roosevelt and the New Deal to fill.9 Over a third of federal work-relief jobs were on road projects, many of which were not even under the control of the federal Bureau of Public Roads. Many, moreover, were in urban areas. These projects had more to do with relieving the unemployment crisis than with road building, so they concealed the bureau behind New Deal policy making, undermined the established program of federal aid, and limited the reach of federal and state highway agencies.10

 Although work-relief jobs did not necessarily ensure much new mileage, the New Deal enabled the BPR to improve existing roads and build strategically placed new ones that remain today among the most popular tourist routes in the nation. During the 1930s, the BPR built over 1,500 miles of good roads in and around the nation’s national parks and monuments, including impressive paved highways such as the Skyline Drive in Virginia and the Blue Ridge Parkway along the crest of the Appalachian Mountains in North Carolina. Moreover, the Civilian Conservation Corps put many southerners to work improving roads and bridges in some of the most isolated parts of the region, while other work-relief employees improved city routes to serve the growing urban population. In spite of vast increases in federal spending, basic highway policy remained unaltered in the 1930s. The cooperative model of road building established during the previous two decades actually flourished under the direction of the BPR.11

 Although Roosevelt’s New Deal programs channeled unprecedented federal funds to highway work—$2.8 billion between 1934 and 1937, for example—Roosevelt resisted pressure to permanently and systematically expand federal highway funding. As historian Mark Rose has argued, Roosevelt was uncertain about the economic impact of highway work, and he preferred to keep federal spending within pre-Depression limits and channel more money into other programs that he felt created more permanent jobs. Resolving the long-term economic crisis, Roosevelt believed, was more about jobs than roads.12

 In the late 1930s and 1940s, as traffic congestion grew worse, the state continued to dance around the same debates over the size of government and the structure and use of taxes. Roosevelt’s high-profile highway-parkway projects made for good New Deal publicity, but they did not address either the need for more high-traffic routes or the political divisions that preempted their construction. Some states and private companies began building toll roads to meet the popular demand for highways. The BPR, the AASHO, and the automobile industry joined forces to protest the expansion of toll roads, proposing instead that the federal government build public-access highways linking the centers of the nation’s major cities.13

 In the wake of World War II, motorists, commercial truck operators, and state highway engineers joined them. Together they formed a new highway lobbying campaign that resembled the Progressive Era Good Roads Movement. In this new context, they repeated the same debates that had emerged during the First World War. Commercial and military needs, more linked after World War II than ever before, demanded renewed attention to the nation’s most heavily traveled routes. Only toll-free express highways, they argued, could meet the country’s postwar needs.14

 By the end of the Second World War, the new highway lobby, with presidential leadership, finally convinced Congress to increase funding for federal highways. In 1956 President Eisenhower signed the Federal-Aid Highway Act, the largest and most comprehensive federal highway plan in the nation’s history. The bill provided $25 billion for over 40,000 miles of federal interstate highways—a “quantum leap,” in the words of one historian—in federal highway funding. The move signaled that the federal government had finally taken primary responsibility for meeting the demands of an automobile-dependent public.15

 Three decades after the Dixie Highway experiment ended, federal support for highways began to transform domestic transportation. In Georgia, the federal government’s assumption of responsibility for most main highways freed state and local officials to focus exclusively on their own roads for the first time. In 1958 a local newspaper praised the state’s Rural Roads Program, a $100 million initiative to improve at least three country roads in each of the state’s 159 counties. By 1965 Georgia had over 96,000 miles of roads, a third of which had been paved, which was the same as the national ratio. Today, the state has some 118,000 miles of roads, including over 1,200 miles of federal interstate highways, 18,000 miles of state highways, 84,000 miles of county roads, and 14,000 miles of city streets.16

 Yet considering the vast changes in the administration of roads and highways, these numbers have changed very little since the 1920s. The most significant increases are not in total mileage but in the proportion of state and federal highways to county roads. Counties still maintain the vast majority of the state’s roads, but the state and federal governments maintain thousands of miles of the most heavily traveled routes. These do not include the old path of the Dixie Highway in Georgia, which has been replaced by Interstate 75. Indeed, very little of the original roadbed survives, even as local roads. Except for a short stretch south of Atlanta and another a few miles south of Macon, the old Dixie Highway is long gone. 
 The process of road building has been as fraught with problems in recent years as it was in the first half of the twentieth century. Today, over 300 million Americans own 250 million automobiles. Georgians own over 8 million automobiles, putting the state’s per capita ratio at one car for every 1.25 people, exactly the same as the national ratio. Americans travel about 3 trillion miles a year on the nation’s nearly 5 million miles of roads, including nearly a million miles of federal-aid highways that are not included in the federal interstate highway system. In contrast to the late 1910s and early 1920s, counties are responsible for less than half of federal-aid routes, while states maintain about 60 percent of them. As mileage has increased, then, so has automobile traffic, so the demand for roads has kept a steady pace with the progress of road building. The only difference is that federal and, especially, state highway departments now shoulder the enormous burden once borne by county governments.17

 Overwhelmed by their responsibilities to a car-centered American public, some states have recently begun turning back to the private sector for help. These new initiatives depend upon profit, not cooperation. Unlike the public-private approach to building the Lincoln Highway or the Dixie Highway, this new partnership bypasses the administrative structure created through those old highway initiatives. In 2005 in deficit-ridden California, for instance, Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger approved a plan allowing private investors to build and maintain toll roads. “Californians can’t get from place to place on little fairy wings,” he said. “We are a car-centered state. We need roads.” In other states, existing toll roads are being privatized. In 2005 the Spanish Cintra-Macquarie consortium paid nearly $2 billion for a ninety-nine-year lease on Chicago’s eight-mile Skyway and twice that much to operate the Indiana Toll Road for seventy-five years. Harris County, Texas, is also considering selling or leasing its county toll system.18 Elsewhere in Texas, corporations are building the largest private highway system in the nation. The Trans-Texas Corridor, a $185 billion project, will incorporate thousands of miles of roads built with tax dollars. Nearly two dozen other states have also announced plans to privatize public roads within their borders. Georgia does not seem to be far behind this trend. Although the state relies more heavily on federal aid and bonds than most other states, the legislature is wary of raising the gasoline tax to pay for the roads that Georgians need.19

 Debates over highway initiatives today mirror those of nearly a century ago. Voters in states across the country regularly reject proposals for pricey new transportation projects ranging from interstate highway bypasses to public transportation initiatives, even as they complain about the crisis over the nation’s crumbling, increasingly insufficient highway infrastructure. Once again, these debates break down along regional lines that underscore the intensely local nature of transportation politics. Voters in cities do not want to pay for highways that serve suburban commuters and rural people, while those voters in turn refuse to finance public transportation alternatives that they will likely never use themselves.20 Even in Congress, debates over continuing federal highway funding break down in ways that reflect sectional and political divisions and often lead to compromise legislation that pleases no one.21 Taken collectively, these examples serve as a reminder that the ongoing struggle to manage our transportation infrastructure is an expensive and controversial national crisis, and it always has been. 
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comer in Jacksonville, across street
from the U. S. Post Ofice, and near
first-classgarages, retail stores, office
buildings and banks.

Rooms Without Bath
$1.50, $2.00 and $2.50
Rooms With Bath
$2.50 1o $5.00
Liberal Reduction for second occupant
Popular priced cafe and dairy lunch
1. B. POUND, Presiden.

CHAS. G. DAY, Manager
J/ RUSSELL PETERS, Asit. Mer.
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THE NEW FORD

Griffeth Implement Company

BROAD STREET. ATHENS, GEORGIA
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Good Roads Will Relieve a Food Crisis

‘We Must Do More Than Raise Big Crops
—We Must Get Them to Market

A systom of roads strong enough fo bear a big volume of traffic is positive
insurance against extreme food shortage.
However short the crop food of some kind could then be prompily moved. without dsnger
of being blocked or spoiled i tramit:and when it arived in town, could be immeditely de-
livered. There i food enaugh i the country i can b freely maved from ditant as wll s
nearby farm. A large tonnage goes o waste or is marooncd by bad. roads. The farmer
Toss b market and the consumer pays an exorbitant pric

Short Haul Trucking on Good Roads

will supplesment long havl ralroad trafc. Mot trucks are chesper, auicker and more effcient
forshort distance wark. They travel under their awn poveer, independent of schedules,tracks
yards or locomives. But they sequire tonds as durable as concrete. Nothing less rigd vl
“tand the pounding, thrusting and shearing cffects of power-driven truck wheels. Scattered
sretches of good roads are insuficient

y " That sy f ighwass b property id vt
Voters Should See to It NOW Iy w5

That money

“Thet woin o doraie han conre b adopted o sl otor

bty whh ke i 40 verly Usd et enginering works.

I Dhene 13 ko roads bord s ap i your Connty o Ste o fo 6 hee s, ack yout e
o and et o S Ll Bl T e o B el
e S SIS 1 S0 er e o Farm i it 55 0§ pes v o sl Tor a priod
B Sears, atis which the dot £ wipod ot 2n he e contin 6 aTord £00d it

‘Write Us For Copy of “CONCRETE HIGHWAY"

DIXIE PORTLAND CEMENT COMPANY

JAMES BUILDING CHATTANOOGA, TENNESSEE
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te DIXIE BIGHVAY

December, 1921 —

o 1

& :?fx

250 a Cony

ot t of this Spekpth batlesh vg
of e Dixie Hihnony
o part o i ke fhis —

BUT would leave it in its
eniirety like tis —

AS A PERMANENT INVESTIENT
1T WOULD PAY ANNUAL AND DAILY

owienps - CAN YOU BEAT 1T ?

Makes Good; Savannah-Jacksonville Road; Asheville-Chattancoga
wanee-Monteagle Link Open; Port Huron Dedicates New Road.
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THE NATION’S BUSINESS
—Is to Win the War!

ed, We are rapidly buiding up the best army the world bhas ever
seon, BT A N WSO e

TRANPORTATION?

Railways — Waterways — Highways

The Bulk of the Burden of Relieving Rail Congestion
MUST REST ON THE HIGHWAYS

Dixie Highway Association
ik, CIAFIANOOGA, 15

Your membership will Aid in the Solution of the North-to-South War Transportation Problem.

DIXIE HIGHWAY ASSOCIATION

——National Headquarters
CHATTANOOGA, TENNESSEE

W. R Lang,
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