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Talk given at meeting of The Town Hal l , 123 West 43rd S t . , JT.Y.C. Feb. 21, 1931. 

Roads to Prosperity 

By H. S. Fairbank, Chief, Div is ion of Information, 
U. S. Bureau of Public Roads 

Twenty years ago th i s year I was a member of a small party, 

commissioned to spread the word about road improvement, over the 

section traversed by the l ines of the Southern Hallway System. 

We trave l l ed on a "Good Roads Train", which the ra i l road 

company operated at i t s own expense in the expectation that the 

economic stimulus that would fo l low an improvement of the public 

roads in i t s t e r r i t o r y would redound to i t s benefit in increase 

of f re ights and passengers. 

Every few miles we would stop at a town and hold a "Good 

Roads" meeting, a f t e r we had gathered together as much of the 

populace as we could crowd into our "lecture car"; and moving, 

in th i s way, from town to town and State to State we came to 

North Carolina. 

Fow, at that t ime, , in the Dominion of Tarheel ia there were 

large parts that were v i r t u a l l y roadless t r a c t s . For years and 

years , under the ministrations of the loca l road supervisors and 

the ir gangs of poll—tax laborers , the wagon tracks that passed 

for roads had become a l l but impassable, and there were whole 

counties in the western, mountainous section that were, in conse­

quence, so inaccess ible from the rest of the State that they were 

general ly termed the Lost Provinces. 
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Here, then, was what we conceived to he practically virgin 

territory - a territory in which whatever reasonable effort we 

could inspire was certain to yie ld substantial benefit; so we set 

about our task of education with missionary zeal. But, to our 

surprise, we were raet in raany places, not with incredulity only, 

but with active host i l i ty and a good bi t of heckling; and after 

a number of such occurrences we experienced a sense of defeat such 

as must have been fe l t by the bright young theologian who, by way 

of acquiring experience in Ms art, was sent to preach to a small 

rural congregation to which he was a stranger. 

In his f i rs t sermon he dilated upon the manifold blessings 

vouchsafed to those who walk in the way of the Lord, and to sub­

stantiate his promises he turned, when the sermon was over, to the 

Amen corner, for a testimony of experience that would add the last 

convincing appeal that might be needed to win over the hesitant 

sinners. 

Selecting a l i t t l e man of mild appearance seated in one of 

the front rows he singled him out and said, "And, now, my good man, 

won't you rise and t e l l us what the Lord has done for you?11 The 

choice was a bit unfortunate. It had fallen upon Mr,- Simpson who 

was the afflicted possessor of a club foot , a hunchback, and a hare 

l i p . And when, after some uncertainty, he was at length persuaded 

that i t was really he that was called, he rose and said, "Well, 

i f i t s aie your askin' , I should think you could see He's pretty 

durn near ruined me/" 
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H e a r l y everywhere we s t o p p e d i n Kor th C a r o l i n a , on t h a t 

Good Roads T r a i n o f twenty y e a r s a g o our appea l was met w i t h j u s t 

aboxrt tha t same r e s p o n s e . A f t e r expounding the b e n e f i t s tha t 

would f o l l o w the r a t h e r l i m i t e d measure o f r o a d be t t e rmen t we p r o ­

p o s e d , some T a r h e e l was c e r t a i n t o s tand up and put the f a t a l 

q u e s t i o n , " J t s t haow much i s a l l t h i s y e r e a g o i n ' t e r c o s t ? " 

To wh ich we would l i g h t l y and somewhat c o n s e r v a t i v e l y r e p l y , "Oh, 

abou t a thousand d o l l a r s a m i l e ; " and then b r a c e o u r s e l v e s f o r the 

i n v a r i a b l e and f i n a l answer. "Waal, we c a i n t do h i t ; h i t ' o u l d 

r u i n u s . Reckon t h e s e y e r e roads we g o t i s g o o d enough f e r u s ; 

and what y o u want t e r g i t u s t e r d o i s f i x 'em up f e r t h e s e y e r e , 

a u t y m o b i l e s . Waal , we ha in t a g o i n ' t e r do h i t . " 

I n v a i n we would e x p o s t u l a t e , and e x p l a i n tha t they were 

a l r e a d y , as Mr. Simpson remarked, " p r e t t y durn near r u i n e d , " and 

tha t what we p r o p o s e d would h e l p them; that t hey c o u l d e a s i l y a f ­

f o r d the smal l be t t e rment we a d v o c a t e d , and a c t u a l l y c o u l d no t 

a f f o r d l o n g e r t o do wi thou t i t . We were b e a t e n and we knew i t , 

and i f the smoke f rom our e n g i n e wasn ' t t r a i l i n g t he t r a c k s as 

we emerged f rom the S t a t e i t was c o n s i d e r a b l y l i g h t e r than our 

s p i r i t s a 

That was twenty y e a r s a g o . At tha t t ime the d e s c r i p t i o n 

o f Worth C a r o l i n a , i n r e l a t i o n t o he r n e i g h b o r s , V i r g i n i a and 

South C a r o l i n a , as "a v a l l e y o f h u m i l i t y be tween two mountains o f 

c o n c e i t , " was s t i l l a p p o s i t e i n the economic sense a t l e a s t . But 
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3>Torth C a r o l i n a has found h e r s e l f s i n c e t hen . Her p e o p l e , t o o , 

have "become p r o u d , and w i t h r e a s o n . Her i n d u s t r i e s have b o u r ­

geoned and p r o d u c e d abundan t ly . Her i n s t i t u t i o n s have taken on 

new l i f e . U n t i l , l i k e her f o r t y - s e v e n s i s t e r S t a t e s , she was 

numbed a b i t b y the d e p r e s s i o n , she was h i g h l y p r o s p e r o u s . And 

we have i t - not f rom e n t h u s i a s t s , not from p r o p a g a n d i s t s , but 

f rom sobe r s t u d e n t s o f e c o n o m i c s and s o c i o l o g y - t ha t o f a l l t he 

f a c t o r s tha t have c o n t r i b u t e d t o the g rea t change i n her c o n d i t i o n 

the most i n f l u e n t i a l o f a l l a r e the s p l e n d i d r o a d s she has b u i l t ; 

b u i l t a t a c o s t many t imes g r e a t e r than the modicum h e r c i t i z e n s 

f e a r e d t o i n v e s t twenty y e a r s a g o ; and at a c o s t wh ich has b e e n 

p a i d i n i t s e n t i r e t y from the s p e c i a l r evenues c o n t r i b u t e d by h e r 

motor v e h i c l e owners . 

Roads t o p r o s p e r i t y ? A p e o p l e at work i s o r d i n a r i l y a 

p r o s p e r o u s p e o p l e . By t h i s s imp le and d i r e c t t e s t we know tha t 

the b u i l d i n g o f r o a d s and the v e h i c l e s tha t u se them, the p r o d u c ­

t i o n o f t he f u e l they consume, and the t r a n s p o r t a t i o n o f a l l the 

c o m m o d i t i e s i n v o l v e d make i n t he a g g r e g a t e an enormous' c o n t r i b u t i o n 

t o the p r o s p e r i t y o f the Un i t ed S t a t e s . 

In the y e a r 1 9 2 9 , the l a t e s t f o r which the f i g u r e s a re a v a i l ­

a b l e , and the y e a r j u s t p r e c e d i n g the onse t o f the d e p r e s s i o n , i t 

i s e s t i m a t e d tha t the c o n s t r u c t i o n and maintenance o f r u r a l r o a d s 

a l o n e gave employment d i r e c t l y or i n d i r e c t l y t o 1 , 5 0 0 , 0 0 0 men. In 

t he same y e a r the manufacture .of motor v e h i c l e s , p a r t s , and t i r e s 



employed d i r e c t l y and i n d i r e c t l y 4 , 5 0 0 , 0 0 0 men; and the p r o d u c t i o n 

and d i s t r i b u t i o n o f t he 1 4 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 g a l l o n s o f g a s o l i n e consumed 

b y highway v e h i c l e s i n the same y e a r gave d i r e c t o r i n d i r e c t em­

ployment t o c e r t a i n l y a m i l l i o n more w o r k e r s . S*ully 7 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 o f 

the n a t i o n ' s workers employed d i r e c t l y o r i n d i r e c t l y , i n the l a s t 

y e a r b e f o r e the d e p r e s s i o n , i n t he c r e a t i o n o f r u r a l r o a d s and 

motor v e h i c l e s and the p r o d u c t i o n and d i s t r i b u t i o n o f motor f u e l -

7 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 o f a t o t a l work ing p o p u l a t i o n o f 4 8 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 , one i n seven, 1 

I b e l i e v e tha t f a c t w i l l a s t o n i s h y o u . Yet i t i s a c o n s e r v a t i v e 

measure o f the enormous c o n t r i b u t i o n which highway t r a n s p o r t a t i o n 

and the e l emen t s t ha t e n t e r i n t o i t a r e making t o the p r o s p e r i t y o f 

the Uni ted S t a t e s . 

E a i l r o a d f r e i g h t c a r l o a d i n g s a re i n d i c a t i v e o f i n d u s t r y and 

p r o s p e r i t y . Measured b y t h i s s tandard what i s the c o n t r i b u t i o n o f 

t he highway t r a n s p o r t a t i o n i n d u s t r y ? Aga in r e f e r r i n g t o the y e a r 

1929 t h i s b u s i n e s s - i t s e l f a b u s i n e s s o f t r a n s p o r t a t i o n - c a l l e d 

upon the r a i l r o a d s f o r the t r a n s p o r t a t i o n o f more than t h r e e and a 

h a l f m i l l i o n c a r l o a d s o f commodi t i e s - i n c l u d i n g the m a t e r i a l s o f 

r o a d c o n s t r u c t i o n , a l l the e l emen t s e n t e r i n g i n t o the manufacture 

o f v e h i c l e s , the v e h i c l e s t h e m s e l v e s , and the g a s o l i n e consumed by 

v e h i c l e s i n u s e . The revenue a c c r u i n g t o the r a i l r o a d s f rom t h i s 

movement mis i n e s c e s s o f $ 5 5 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 , which was more than o n e -

n i n t h o f the t o t a l f r e i g h t revenue o f Class 1 r a i l r o a d s . 
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A l l t hese f i g u r e s I have g i v e n y o u are f o r the y e a r 1929 . 

They r e f l e c t the c o n d i t i o n o f the highway i n d u s t r y i n t he y e a r 

j u s t p r e c e d i n g the d e p r e s s i o n . What happened t o i t du r ing the l a s t 

d i s a s t r o u s y e a r ? As everyone knows, the motor v e h i c l e i n d u s t r y 

slumped about as much as o the r manufac tur ing i n d u s t r i e s . Road c o n ­

s t r u c t i o n c o n t i n u e d , no t o n l y unaba ted , but at an augmented r a t e . 

A l t h o u g h the f i n a l f i g u r e s a r e not y e t a v a i l a b l e , we know tha t the 

y e a r 1930 was the l a r g e s t r o a d b u i l d i n g yea r i n our h i s t o r y . Gaso­

l i n e consumpt ion b y motor v e h i c l e s c o n t i n u e d wi thou t abatement , 

i n d i c a t i n g a u s e o f the roads a t l e a s t equa l t o the usage o f the 

p e a k y e a r o f 1929 . In f a c t , the consumpt ion o f g a s o l i n e i n the 

f i r s t six months o f 1930 - ove r 6 , 8 0 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 g a l l o n s - v/as g r e a t e r 

b y more than 3 0 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 g a l l o n s than the consumption, i n t he c o r ­

r e s p o n d i n g p e r i o d o f 1929; and a l t hough the l a s t r e p o r t s f o r the 

y e a r a re no t a v a i l a b l e , i t i s c e r t a i n that the y e a r ' s t o t a l c o n ­

sumpt ion w i l l not f a l l b e l o w that o f 1929 and w i l l p r o b a b l y show 

a s l i g h t i n c r e a s e . 

But 1930 , w i t h a l l i t s t r o u b l e s , has p a s s e d . V!& now l o o k 

ahead t o 1 9 3 1 . What a re the p r o s p e c t s f o r the coming y e a r ? 

I can speak f o r road b u i l d i n g o n l y . ¥e c o n f i d e n t l y e x p e c t 

a b i g g e r y e a r than the l a s t ; a t o t a l expend i tu r e on r u r a l r oads 

a l o n e - not i n c l u d i n g the e x p e n d i t u r e f o r c i t y s t r e e t s - o f n e a r l y 

two b i l l i o n d o l l a r s ; employment d i r e c t and i n d i r e c t f o r c l o s e t o 

two m i l l i o n men. 
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Thanks t o the emergency a p p r o p r i a t i o n o f $ 8 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 made 

b y Congress i n December , t o be advanced t o the S t a t e s and u s e d b y 

them t o match the r e g u l a r F e d e r a l - a i d r o a d a p p r o p r i a t i o n s , we a r e 

g e t t i n g an e a r l y s t a r t . S t a t e s , which o t h e r w i s e would have had 

t o wai t the a p p r o p r i a t i o n o f funds b y . t h e i r l e g i s l a t u r e s have b e e n 

a b l e w i t h the funds advanced by the Fede ra l Government t o s t a r t 

t h e i r r o a d c o n s t r u c t i o n work e a r l i e r than e v e r b e f o r e . 

The new F e d e r a l - a i d road p r o j e c t s approved a t the end o f 

January , on wh ich c o n s t r u c t i o n i s now b e g i n n i n g , i n v o l v e d more 

than 3 , 7 0 0 m i l e s - 1 ,900 m i l e s g r e a t e r than a t the same t ime a 

y e a r ago, or an i n c r e a s e o f more than 100 p e r c e n t . 

This week o u r reports show; that $ 3 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 o f the $80 ,000 ,000 

emergency a p p r o p r i a t i o n has b e e n a l l o t t e d t o s p e c i f i c p r o j e c t s on 

which work i s b e g i n n i n g a t o n c e , and t h i s i m p l i e s an a d d i t i o n a l 

e x p e n d i t u r e o f a l i t t l e more than $ 3 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 o f r e g u l a r F e d e r a l 

A i d t o match the $20,000,000 o f emergency funds - a t o t a l - o f mors 

than $ 6 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 . 

Dur ing the cu r ren t y e a r we e r p e c t t o spend, under the F e d e r a l -

a i d p l a n , and under the j o i n t s u p e r v i s i o n o f the Bureau o f P u b l i c 

Roads and the 48 S ta te highway depar tments , $ 3 0 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 , o f wh ich 

$ 2 1 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 w i l l b e c o n t r i b u t e d b y the Fede ra l Government and the 

b a l a n c e b y the S t a t e s . We a n t i c i p a t e tha t t h i s p o r t i o n o f the y e a r ' s 

t o t a l highway program w i l l g i v e employment, d i r e c t l y and i n d i r e c t l y 

t o about 3 0 0 , 0 0 0 men; and a l t h o u g h t h i s work r e p r e s e n t s o n l y about 
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a sixth, of the probable to ta l rural road expenditure for the 

year , i t w i l l be espec ia l ly benef ic ia l in contributing to the 

r e l i e f of unemployment because i t i s gett ing under way early . 

In the State of Arkansas, f o r example - worst h i t of a l l 

our commonwealths by the combined e f f e c t s of drought and depres­

sion - there w i l l be actual ly under contract by March f i r s t , as 

a resul t of the Federal advance, $5 ,000 ,000 worth of new work -

work that w i l l employ a l l to ld at l e a s t 5 ,000 men and support at 

l ea s t 20 ,000 people , nearly a l l of them in Arkansas i t s e l f , be­

cause p r a c t i c a l l y a l l the materials f o r these roads w i l l be 

produced within the State. 

So, in the f i e l d of road construction, we not only look 

forward to the most active year in our h i s tory , but we also know 

that the work w i l l get under way th i s year at an e a r l i e r date than 

in any previous year and w i l l soon afford a very substantial oppor­

tunity f o r the employment of labor . 

A l l of which - to the extent that a very ambitious road 

program can provide i t - means prosper i ty of the sort that i s 

t yp i f i ed by the f u l l dinner p a i l . In the midst of depression that 

i s perhaps a heartening thought. But this depression i s a pass ing 

phase of our l i f e as a nation; and there i s much more to this 

great road bui lding e f for t upon which as a nation, we are so 

bus i ly engaged than the f i l l i n g of today's dinner p a i l s . This. 
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road b u i l d i n g l o o k s t o the f u t u r e . I t i s p r e p a r i n g the new means 

o f t r a n s p o r t a t i o n wi thou t wh ich oxir f u t u r e e c o n o m i c development 

w o u l d he h i n d e r e d . I t i s b u i l d i n g a. c l o s e r ne twork o f s t r e e t s 

i n a c o u n t r y tha t has r eached the p o i n t where i t must have such a 

ne twork o r a c c e p t a lower ing ' o f i t s pace o f p r o g r e s s . 

We a r e w i t n e s s i n g t o d a y an augmentat ion o f our t r a n s p o r t a ­

t i o n system comparable t o t ha t which began a hundred y e a r s ago i n 

the b u i l d i n g o f the r a i l r o a d s , w i t h t h i s d i f f e r e n c e : Tha t , whereas 

a hundred y e a r s ago i t was the l o n g d i s t a n c e s t ha t we se t about t o 

span, t o d a y i t i s t he myr iad sho r t d i s t a n c e s t o which we a re tu rn ­

i n g an improving hand. A hundred y e a r s ago we had b e f o r e us the 

s e t t l e m e n t o f d o m i n i o n s ; t o d a y we are c o n c e r n e d w i t h the i n t e n s i v e 

development o f a c r e s . 

We b u i l t the r a i l r o a d s and they p r o s p e r e d us g r e a t l y because 

we needed r a i l r o a d s . Today we s t i l l need the r a i l r o a d s as much a s 

we e v e r d i d ; but we need a l s o a supplementary s e r v i c e which t hey 

can no t a f f o r d and which the motor v e h i c l e , o p e r a t i n g on improved 

h ighways , i s showing i t s e l f t o be i d e a l l y f i t t e d f o r . 

Imagine tha t i n t h i s C i t y o f STew York w i t h a l l i t s p r e s e n t 

p o p u l a t i o n and i n d u s t r y y o u had f o r y o u r t r a n s p o r t a t i o n system the 

subways and a m i l e - w i d e mesh o f paved s t r e e t s w i t h a l l the i n t e r ­

med ia t e s t r e e t s unde r - improved , and y o u w i l l have a somewhat exag­

g e r a t e d p i c t u r e o f what the c o n d i t i o n o f the Un i t ed S t a t e s o f t he 

f u t u r e wou ld he w i t h o u t a d e v e l o p e d r u r a l road sys tem. 
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I t I s s i g n i f i c a n t t ha t i n r e c e n t y e a r s t he cu rve o f our 

n a t i o n a l p r o d u c t i o n has c o n t i n u e d s t e a d i l y upward, but the cu rve 

o f r a i l r o a d f r e i g h t tonnage has tu rned toward the h o r i z o n t a l . 

Have the r a i l r o a d s b e e n d e p r i v e d o f tonnage tha t s h o u l d have b e e n 

t h e i r s ? I d o n o t b e l i e v e i t . Far more l i k e l y , I t h i n k i t , tha t 

t he se l a t e > inc remen t s o f p r o d u c t i o n would have been added wi th 

g r e a t d i f f i c u l t y i f a t a l l had t h e r e not b e e n the new f a c i l i t i e s 

o f t r a n s p o r t a t i o n p r o v i d e d by the motor t r u c k and the improved r o a d s . 

T h i s week we have b e e n in fo rmed by t he Bureau o f Rai lway 

Economics t ha t t he r a i l p a s s e n g e r income i n 1930 dropped t o the 

1906 l e v e l . I n p a r t the r e s u l t o f the d e p r e s s i o n , tha t f a l l i n g o f f 

i n p a s s e n g e r income i s perhaps main ly the r e s u l t o f the p e o p l e ' s 

p r e f e r e n c e f o r t r a v e l i n i t s own p r i v a t e a u t o m o b i l e s . Unques t ion ­

a b l y , the new f a c i l i t i e s b r i n g w i t h them p r o b l e m s o f adjustment t o 

the o l d e r a g e n c i e s ; p rob lems tha t must be met w i t h i n t e l l i g e n c e , 

w i t h f a i r n e s s , vfith sound d e c i s i o n f r e e o f b i a s , and wi th the d e t e r ­

m i n a t i o n t o u t i l i z e each w i t h i n i t s p r o p e r f i e l d t o the u t m o s t . 

We must f i n d the way t o keep our e f f i c i e n t r a i l r o a d s , t he 

w h i l e we c o n t i n u e t o b u i l d up the supplementary s e r v i c e o f our h i g h ­

ways , f o r i n the y e a r s ahead we s h a l l need them b o t h as our Roads 

t o P r o s p e r i t y . 

S)i * Sjt * * 


