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THE STORY OF THE AMERICAN HIGHWAY
Once there were herds of wild
buffalo roaming this country by the
thousands, as well as the Native
American Indian who, dependent
on the flesh and hide of the majestic beasts for their own survival,
memorized their movements and
used their paths to navigate the
great plains themselves - oblivious
to the fact that they were laying the
blueprints of what would become
North America's continental highway system.
It makes perfect sense if you
think about it. Within nature lies
the unspoken logic of all things,
and over millions of years, the path
of least resistance had become evident - not unlike melting snow and
rainfall finding its way to the nearest streams and tributaries, to the
mighty rivers of the New World,
and onward to the sea. Although
the advent of the railroad and its
construction would later mean literally sculpting her pristine landscapes with new-fangled technology like trinitrotoluene (or TNT) to
accommodate the lumbering behemoths of industry, the majority of
trails that existed were created by
native creatures and the Indians that
hunted them.
In the centuries that followed,
the settlers of this new country
would rely on the pioneering spirit
that brought them across the sea to
venture westward; their dangerous
and often perilous journeys of discovery would lead them to use
these same routes. Over time,
whether by foot, horseback, or

Most early autos were open cars and after traveling the unpaved roads of the
Mid-West the occupants were covered with dust in dry weather, and the
quagmires after any rain left them covered in mud.

wagon wheel, these trails (the two
most travelled being the Oregon
Trail in the north and the Santa Fe
Trail to the south) became more
and more prominent. Settlements
were popping up over the vast
landscape, and trade routes were
established from the Missions of
Old Mexico to the snowcapped
peaks of the Canadian Rockies. It
took hard men with iron constitutions to brave the elements, the
animals, and the natives to forge
their new lives; protecting their
belongings, their families, and
their livestock, and living to tell

the tale proved indeed that only the
strong survived.
The earliest residents knew from
hunting buffalo that hilltops offered
the best means of transportation; dry
in the summer and free of snowfall
during the winter due to high winds.
The advantages of ascending ridges
were the broadest possible outlooks
- and Indians took full advantage,
using them to keep a watchful eye
on both prey as well as other marauding tribes intent on attack. They
would later use them to terrifying
advantage to track and destroy
pioneers with surprise attacks from
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above. These 'ridge roads,' as they
were known then, would eventually
aid the pioneer in his travels, allowing him to easily scan the valleys
below for any impending danger
that might later befall him. These
were the original 'highways'.
If it was the path of least re-

sistance that at one time provided
the benefit of communication and
transportation, it was eventually the
surveyor that would be responsible
for discovering and creating new
ways to achieve such necessities. At
the insistence of constituents to
their congressmen as early as 1792,
ease of transportation was becoming paramount. In 1796, Congress
passed a bill ordering the survey of
roads at the expense of the government, although improvement and
expansion of roads wasn't taken seriously until the appearance of the
automobile. It was said however,
that the majority of the problems
with early land transportation rested
solely on the shoulders of the surveyors, and their fondness for what
was known as the ‘bee-line’ principle in route determination. One man
was quoted as saying "Many of the
roads they laid out led in straight
lines between the two points to be
connected without regard to such

obstacles as quagmires or steep
hillsides."(1)
Progress, however, would
continue undaunted. Turnpikes
and toll roads were becoming the
norm. Gravel and macadam were
widely used and embraced by
bicyclists and horse-drawn vehicles alike until the automobile
came to be - announcing its arrival and asserting its dominance
in a very short time. Prior to the
introduction of the automobile,
among the first roads built by the
still youthful Federal Government was the Natchez Trace under the direction of then President Thomas Jefferson. The goal
was to secure communications
with the Mississippi Territory
following the Louisiana Purchase. The economic and political reasoning for transcontinental transportation and communication had been evident to both
Presidents Washington and
Hamilton, as they were essential
in a democracy, as were the mail
and newspapers. There are still
remnants of the Trace today;
among them the PhiladelphiaLancaster Pike, and the Old Post
Road between Philadelphia and
Boston (now known as U.S. 1) still marked with the famous
"Franklin Stones" named for the
man who ordered them posted
along the route, Benjamin Franklin. The Choctaw and Chickasaw
used the Trace as a war and
hunting trail, and were further
used by settlers known as
"Kaintucks," those who chose to
settle the west territories west of
the Appalachian mountain range
- among them, the state of Kentucky.
The Natchez Trace was one
of many Indian thoroughfares
that would be converted to roads
by new settlers after the seventeenth century; the majority of
which at that time were con-

trolled by the massive Iroquois
Confederacy. All of these Native
American trails were of great
length, but were found to be the
easiest through the rugged terrain
after being discovered and exploited by settlers. Most notable perhaps, was the often travelled Wilderness Road, opened up by none
other than Daniel Boone, who
braved very hostile Indian tribes to
ultimately found Boonsboro. (3)
The Road to Boonsboro was the
first in the U.S. to be paved with
macadam.
The man who was ultimately
responsible for making the Jefferson administration's vision a reality
was Secretary of the Treasury Albert Gallatin. Gallatin had penned
"Report on Roads and Canals" in
1808; in it laid the plans to not only
improve the federal system of
transport, but also to help prevent
the centralization of the country on
the cities of the east. The Whiskey
Rebellion in 1794 had enlightened
Gallatin - a native of Pennsylvania to the importance of ease of transportation. After all, it was bad roads
that were said to have been the
cause of the rebellion, leading to
the taxation of whiskey and the
subsequent revolt of western corn
farmers who had become accustomed to transporting a lighter, non
-perishable product (also known as
“moonshine”) to the marketplaces
of the east. The National Road was
part of this plan, running from the
Potomac in Maryland to the Ohio
River, and eventually to Indiana. It
was intended to open the Northwest
Territories to trade; it is now known
as US 40 (2). The west became
wide open, and covered wagons or
‘prairie schooners’ (mostly made
by the Studebaker Company) often
accompanied by pack mules and
herds of cattle on the way out to the
Promised Land, further widening
and leveling the once narrow trails.
Where the old roads in Europe
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were primarily constructed of cobblestone, the spirit of innovation
(and the promise of entrepreneurial
profits) prompted settlers in the
New World to search for improvements in road construction. In 1858,
Boston superintendent Samuel Nicholson patented the wood plank
road, offering the foothold of cobblestone to the hooves of horses
with the convenience of uniform
manufacturing and smooth surfacing that also muffled the racket of
iron horseshoes on stone streets – a
sound that some believed to damage
the nervous system. It was argued
that wood blocks were not durable,
but Nicholson claimed to have
solved that problem by treating the
wood with creosote oil, a process
that he stated would prevent rot and
deterioration for fifteen years.
Many cities bought into
“Nicholson Blocks,” but they soon
proved disastrous in 1871 during
the great Chicago Fire, where the
wooden blocks soaked with the
highly flammable creosote oil was
said to have contributed to the fires
quickly spreading out of control.
City Engineers would eventually
start paving roads with concrete,
and covering them with asphalt to
protect the concrete from shattering
under the continued battery of
horseshoes. After 1885, most city
paving manuals recommended their
construction. (4)
But the introduction of the
horseless carriage would bring a
host of other problems to civil engineers trying desperately to stay
ahead of progress: design, architecture, political corruption, bureaucracy, traffic, parking, and automobilerelated fatalities. Designers and engineers were convinced that traditional city design was obsolete, and
new cities should be designed
around the automobile – including
ideas such as repaving, widening
streets, and the construction of
bridges. The fire of these utopian

fantasies were further fueled by
writers such as Edward Bellamy, who dreamt of rebuilding
with better health and social
control as the main focuses.
Subscribers to his theories were
labeled “utopians,” and his influence on such visionaries as
Henry George, Sylvester Baxter,
Henry Demarest Lloyd, William
Eno, Frederick Law Olmsted,
and most notably architect Daniel Burnham all but insured that
his visions of future cities would
become a reality. (4)
As cities and suburban areas
were beginning to emerge as
thriving metropolises, the push
to connect them all across the
nation became the newest focus.
Some areas of the country had
not even seen an automobile
yet, let alone began the process
of designing cities around them.
Wrote Clancy Strock, contributing editor for Reminisce Magazine in 1998’s book “Motorin’
Along”: “My dad vividly recalled his first encounter with an
auto. It was probably around
1904, when he was eight years
old. One afternoon, he and his
younger brother heard a noise
like nothing they’d ever experienced before. Someone had unleashed the Hounds of Hell!
They sprinted across a field to
hide in the bushes beside a dirt
road at the north end of the family farm. The noise grew closer
and closer. And there it was…
an automobile! The driver –
hopefully human – was covered
in a “duster” coat that reached
to his ankles. Enormous goggles
shielded his eyes and a cap was
pulled down to the tops of his
ears. (Today he’d probably be
hailed as a space alien.”)
A year earlier, in 1903, at a
time when there were less than
200 miles of paved road in the
entire United States, a Vermont

Doctor named Horatio Nelson Jackson took a $50 dollar bet that he
could drive his newly acquired
1903 Winton he named “Vermont”
from San Francisco to New York. It
would prove to be the first trip of its
kind, and the inspiration for generations of family vacationers (as well
as antique automobile clubs and
organizations) that would follow.
(7) Nelson’s journey proved that it
could be done without roads. Ironically, Manifest Destiny had originated on the eastern shores of the
continental U.S., and began working its way westward. Jackson,
however, made history backwards –
against the grain, against conventional thinking, and against the
odds.
The first coast-to-coast highway
was the brain child of Carl Fisher,
the man responsible for creating the
Indianapolis 500 Motor Speedway,
as well as the resort town of Miami
Beach, Florida. His idea, the Coast
to Coast Rock Highway, was a project he wanted completed in time
for the 1915 Panama-Pacific Exposition in 1915. Funding, however,
was a problem from the start. Henry
Ford himself was asked to help
fund the new highway but wisely
declined, arguing that the precedent
set by industry to fund highway
projects would prevent the public
from learning to do it in the future.
Not one to give up on his vision,
Fisher tapped Goodyear president
Frank Seiberling, and Packard president Henry Joy, who came up with
the brilliant plan of naming the
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highway as a memorial to Abraham
Lincoln to gain congressional traction. Petitioning congress that a memorial highway was a better tribute
to Lincoln than the national monument being planned for Washington
D.C., the Lincoln Highway Association was formed.
The possible routes would be
mapped out by Fisher himself, who
had set out on what was known as
the “Hoosier Tour,” a trip to the
west coast. It was finally agreed that
the highway would begin in Times
Square in New York City and end in
Lincoln Park in San Francisco. The
decision to bypass certain states led
to political squabbling and rerouting. When the Federal Highway Act
was passed in 1921, there was even
competition by a competing highway plan – the Victory Highway –
which contained routes that were
previously part of the Lincoln plan
but later bypassed. The kinks were

From Horseless Age, September 1, 1915

eventually worked out, but between
1915 and 1925, the ‘named highway’ idea had gotten popular, leaving a confusing labyrinth of highway systems that shared the same
routes and markings – usually multi
-colored striping on telephone poles.
It was this reason that the American

Association of State Highway
Officials was formed in 1925 to
plan a federal highway system –
which would eliminate the
‘named highways.’ The Lincoln
Highway was a casualty of this
new system, eventually being
broken up into what is now
known as U.S. 1, U.S. 30, U.S.
530, U.S. 40, and U.S. 50.(5)
The newest system would
consist of major east-west routes
being numbered in increments of
ten, and north-south routes ending in 1 or 5. They would all be
marked by a uniform set of highway signs, eliminating the named
highways of old (with the exception of those who were adopted
by preservation and historical
societies, who still use their own
markers to designate the routes
of the past.)
The seeds of this new idea of
connecting rural America with
thriving cities were sewn within
the Progressive Movement in the
late 1800’s. The Introduction of
Rural Free Delivery (of RFD),
which was the demand of local
governments to improve thousands of miles of rural roads, allowed businesses like Sears Roebuck and Montgomery Ward to
deliver goods throughout the
country. This inspired the federal
government to begin state highway building. Not intending to
wait for funding from the government, farmers began to improve the roads themselves. One
of these farmers, a man named D.
Ward King, came up with his
own method. He would split a
log in half, join the two halves
together with scrap boards, and
edge the front with a piece of
metal for scraping. He attached
this contraption to a team of
mules and dragged it behind
them. The “King Drag” as it was
known, was adopted by the Bu-

reau of Public Roads. In 1916, between RFD and improved postal
service, the Wilson administration
had justification it needed to seek
federal aid for state highway construction. By 1932, President Herbert Hoover stated “The automobile
had erased boundaries which formally separated urban from rural
territory and has introduced a type
of local community without precedent in history.” The majority of the
construction of these roads, parkways, and freeways was done during the Great Depression as a way
to create jobs; the idea was to bring
the automobile to the nation’s national parks and forests. (2)

At the 1939 World’s Fair, the
world was introduced to the metropolis of the future – compliments
of the General Motors Company
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and designer Norman Bel Geddes.
The exhibit - called “Futurama: The
World of 1960,” captivated fairgoers with its sweeping superhighways and simulated airplane flight
over them. The cost: six million
dollars. The duration of the ride
was fifteen minutes. It was visited
by ten million people, and undeniably cast the die of future highway
construction (and the promise of
their prosperity) into the minds of
everyone who was fortunate enough
to have gazed upon it. Streamlining
the open road was the future, and
superhighways were the answer.
Bel Geddes design embraced Edward Bellamy’s utopian ideals by
showing that society itself could be
Some states, however, erected road
reshaped by reshaping the land- liths, and souvenir stands selling
signs designating the “Historic
scape. He dubbed his vision “Social everything from fireworks to NaRoute 66” in a tribute of sorts to
Design.” Along with Hans Lorenz tive American sculpture and jewthe cultural icon - once home to
elry.
It
was
(and
in
some
places
and Fritz Heller, the designers of
drifters in the Dust Bowl days of
the Autobahns in Europe, the col- still is) a solely American experithe thirties, hitchhiking to a better
lective vision of form and function ence.
life in California; the vacationing
Stretching through eight
quickly became what we know now
nuclear families of the fifties and
states,
Route
66
not
only
inspired
as the American freeway.
sixties, with grotesque amounts of
The romance of travelling the individuals to explore their own
luggage precariously tied to the top
rural landscape wasn’t to be over- country as opposed to travelling
of a station wagon and heading for
taken entirely by steel and glass. abroad, it would continue to inDisneyland, or even the newlywed
spire
songs,
movies,
and
televiWood and stone would still be a
G.I. and his young wife heading
prominent and welcome part of the sion shows even after it was reout west on their honeymoon with
American aesthetic, especially in placed in its entirety by the Interthe top down on their ragtop Thunthe southwestern United States, state Highway System in 1985.
derbird and the wind in
where famous stretches of
their hair - their cares
asphalt took on personalities
quickly disappearing in
of their own. The infamous
the rear view mirror.
Route 66, which connected
Route 66 will fondly be
the west coast to the midremembered as a surreal
west, embodied the freedom
though scenic escape from
of the American motorist, as
whatever situation somewell as the promise of a
one wanted to run - and
more prosperous society in
offering any number of
the post-Depression era. Enplaces to run to - to start
tire families packed like sarlife over from scratch; setdines into their cars would
tling anywhere that they
spend their summers stopfit along the highway like
ping at a seemingly endless
a leftover puzzle piece. It
array of roadside attractions
is a sentiment that rings
designed for the sightseer –
An aerial view of Disneyland in 1956. The entire route
true
as uniquely American
‘last stop’ gas stations, of the Disneyland Railroad is clearly visible as it encirat
its
core.
greasy spoons, odd mono- cles the park. Public Domain image
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The energy crisis of the 1970’s
found the country focusing more on
economy than flash, and Americans
were staying close to home. The
dreamscape of the superhighway
had lost its appeal to the masses for
the first time. The freeway had become almost completely utilitarian;
the promise of freedom on the open
road almost seemed like a fallacy.
But alas, better times were not far
away, as the 1980’s loomed on the
horizon, and with the new decade
came a renewed sense of adventure
to the motorist of a new generation.
Perhaps with prosperity came nostalgia, and the children of the fifties
and sixties wanted their children to
experience the joy that the open
road had brought them on family
trips way back when. The country
began to rediscover freeways again
not just as a means to get to a menial
job, but again to experience the freedom of the road infinite. It was affordable to travel by auto again, and
the words ‘road trip’ once again became prevalent in the American lexicon.
Of course, none of the aforementioned expeditions were without
navigation of some sort. In the beginning, it was the familiarity of
someone’s own community by
memory or landmark being passed
from one traveler to another when
passing through unfamiliar territory
– usually searching for someplace to
fuel their jalopy, have a picnic, or
find lodging for the evening. Some
experienced and entrepreneurial
travelers began recording these
routes and landmarks for future reference, and were affectionately referred to as “pathfinders.” Over
time, these individuals would form
clubs or organizations, pool their
research, and began publishing their
findings as a guide to others to use.
This practice began as early as 1900,
with several publications competing
for supremacy. The earliest and arguably best known of these was the

Maps for the HCFI archive.

Official Automobile Blue Book,
heralded as the precursor to the
American road map because it not
only catered to the automobilist
and tourist, but also because it was
navigational and provided directional information. The first Blue
Book appeared in 1901 and lasted
until 1929, and mostly served the
motorist searching for a service
station.(6)
Decades later, the service station itself would provide detailed
road maps to the weary traveler,
and they were almost exclusively
state specific. Provided by such
companies as Rand-McNally,
Blazed Trails, as well as many oil
companies (particularly in the postWWII era), these ‘sheet maps’
would be the bane of the automobilist’s co-pilot for decades to
come - often to the point of comedic cliché – due to their difficulty
to fold.
These days, the cross-country
automobilist can rely on any num-

ber of technological navigation innovations – either before they leave
home (with such tools as Map
Quest© and Google Maps©) or
gleaning turn-by-turn directions with
global positioning software (or GPS)
on dedicated equipment or even on
their mobile phones. The primary
difficulty nowadays it seems is finding reputable software that doesn’t
rely on information gathered from
maps created decades before, leading
to travel nightmares for those who
opt for frugality over substance (as
well as those lazy individuals who
just neglect to update their existing
software).
The truly adventurous American
motorist however, would argue that
the best way to travel across this
country is without a map at all, relying solely on the spirit of the pioneers of old and venturing into the
unknown…exploring a country we
claim to be our own, but as of late
have become strangers within it,
having collectively lost the desire to
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embrace the explorer within each of
us. Wrote Charles Black in
“Motorists’ Reference and Year
Book for 1928”: “Motoring in
America has reached the stage
where it is regarded by the mass of
the public in that country purely as
an essential means of transport. The
average American of today has little
time or interest for the mechanical
detail and what we know as refinement of performance; he takes the
minimum possible interest in
maintenance and the act of driving.
He insists upon a car that can ‘get
him there’ without making any demand upon his intelligence, time, or
skill.” (8)The fact that was written
85 years ago, but can just as easily
be applied to motorists today speaks volumes.
The American Spirit is one of
adventure and discovery. The
American highway is still as iconic
as the people who use it every day –
for whatever purpose. It was designed as a means of travel and
communication – as they are essential in a democracy. We owe it to
ourselves - so fill your tank, grab a
bag of clothes and a credit card and,
at twilight – when the sun, moon,
and stars share a bruised horizon,
head into the unknown - and rediscover the freedom these tributaries
of steel afford each of us - the freedom to find ourselves. – Kevin J
Parker
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From: Automobile Trade Journal, July 1,1917

Production this Year: 3,624,717
passenger cars, 409,295 trucks and
buses. (The first “Four Million
Year”.)
Dodge offered all-steel closed
bodies.
Zeder, Skelton, Breer Engineering Company joined Walter Chrysler, board chairman of MaxwellChalmers Corp., to develop car to
carry Chrysler name.
Alfred P. Sloan, Jr., became
president of General Motors.
Tom Milton, driving an H.C.S.,
averaged 90.95 m.p.h. in wining
the Indianapolis 500-Mile Sweepstakes.
Four-wheel brakes and poweroperated windshield wipers were
adopted be several manufactures as
standard equipment.
Ford production exceeded two
million.
Walter E. Flanders and William
D. Packard died.
With gear locked in high, E. G.
“Cannon Ball” Baker drove an
Oldsmobile from New York to Los
Angeles in 12 1/2 days.
The millionth Buick was produced.
From: A Chronicle OF THE
Automotive Industry IN AMERICA,
Published 1949.
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