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d they knew you, where you could make a stand against the Swm}?ﬁ,]:::;-
zcl)lme tic)l’es of the sea of life, only the very old, too poor to movi, t; il 1é
almost barricaded in their freezing apartments. As for the rest o peop

who had lived there, they were gone.

oy

st

39. The H, ighwayman

ON JuLy 3, 1945, with the end of the war obviously near, flashbulbs
popped as a gray two-door sedan, the first civilian passenger car to be
produced in the United States since February 1942, was driven off the as-
sembly line at the Ford Motor Company’s River Rouge plant to signal

- the resumption of automobile production. Within the month, River Rouge
and a dozen other giant assembly lines were debouching 25,000 cars
per day onto the nation’s highways. And on the very first weekend after
V-J Day, gasoline rationing ended and America took to the road, with
editorial writers cheering “the seemingly endless Pprocession of automobiles”
as a welcome return to normalcy,

, - It took just two weeks for the cheers to turn to groans. Streets and

- highways, so empty for forty-four months, filled up with astonishing speed;

- mounting day by day, by the end of those two weeks traffic was back

practically to its December 1941 levels. Nowhere did it mount faster than
in New York, and New Yorkers who may have forgotten that in December

1941 traffic jams had ceased to be a joke had their memories harshl]

jogged. The city’s consternation was echoed by its press, which detailed the
jams in the type of Ppage-one scare headlines that for forty-four months had
been reserved for war bulletins (AVENUE TRAFFIC IS TIED UP BY CROSS-

STREET CONGESTION, read one Times headline. “North-South Arteries

lammed 3 Times in 2 Hours as Lines of East-West Vehicles Extend Across
the Interséctions”). By August 23, the Herald Tribune was demanding to
know why the city had not, during the long breathing space afforded by
the war, come up with congestion “remedies.”

" Moses’ response—a letter, four times longer than the editorial, sped to
the Tribune by limousined secretary—accused the newspaper of “ignoring

d playing down what in other less busy and sophisticated communities
would be hailed as great achievements.”
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What has New York done about street congestion? Bless your little
journalistic hearts—a hell of a lot. And why sit we idly by without further plans
or the big jam singing “Who Threw the Whiskey in the Well?” while up in the
Roaring Forties editors are cutting up tires into rubber heels? Tush, tush! The blue-

orners of the emancipated globe, examining our work and asking for copies of our
$iplans. Why are they here if there is nothing to see?
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Let’s see. We have built and are building wide parkways and expressways,
bridges and tunnels, without crossings and lights, with service roads for local use
and parking, belt and crosstown systems which take through traffic off ordinary
streets and enormously cut down congestion. . . . Then we have great new parking
spaces in parks, at beaches and along parkways. . . . We have eliminated rail-
road grade crossings which blocked traffic for miles on Atlantic Avenue and
Rockaway, and substituted boulevards for tracks. Trolley tracks are being ripped
up all over town to promote the flow of traffic. . . .

Stick around, Mr. Editor, and continue to give us your support. Traffic
will run pretty smoothly here within three years, the time needed to carry out
our plans.

Soon Moses was documenting the extent of those plans. Blueprints
were ready, he said, for widening the city’s old boulevards—Horace
Harding, Queens, Conduit, Northern, Eastern—and his old parkways—
the Belt, the Gowanus, the Cross Island, the Laurelton—and for building
close to a hundred miles of new, broader roads, “expressways” to carry
not only automobiles but trucks and buses. Soon New York’s newspapers
began to be filled with names like “Bruckner,” “Van Wyck,” “Major
Deegan,”* “Cross-Bronx,” “Brooklyn-Queens,” “Harlem River,” “New
England,” “Richmond,” “Willowbrook,” “Clove Lakes.” Also on the agenda,
he disclosed, were three monumental “crossings” of Manhattan Island:

“Lower Manhattan,” “Mid-Manhattan” and “Upper Manhattan” elevated
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any public work or coordinated system of publi ilt i
city, and, perhaps, in any ancientycity as wlc)alll.)llc orks bulltfn say modem
The program Robert Moses was announcing now—during the 1940’
—would, if completed, dwarf those earlier programs. And, he said, there
was no reason why it shouldn’t be completed; it was, he said n(; mere
visionary dream; not only blueprints but money—mostly state a’nd federal
money, reserved during the war years through his efforts in Albany and
Washllgngttontr—wer;: lat;lgely in hand; “the postwar highway era is here.”
ut, strangely, the troops did not is ringi
call aé theybhad toyhis trumpeli calls of thf:e;g:tr.l @ to this rioghg trumpet
ven before the war, of course, some urban plann
see—largely because of the effects of Moses’ creatiogs—t}el;st lljzgld]i): gu:ﬁo;o
traffic facilities would not in itself cure traffic congestion. 8o
. These planners had said—the Regional Plan Association had been
saying it since 1929 and, after the opening of Moses® creations during the
1930, with increasing urgency—that the movement of people and goods
In a great metropolitan region required a balanced transportation system
one in which the construction of mass rapid transit facilities kept pace witl;
the construction of roads. During the last two or three years before the
war, a few planners had even begun to understand that, without a balanced
system, roads not only would not alleviate transportation congestion but

would aggravate it. Watching Moses open the Triborough Bridge to ease
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;ox.lgestlon on the Queensborough Bridge, open the Bronx-Whitestone
Bridge to ease congestion on the Triborough Bridge and then watching
traffic coupts-on all three bridges mount until all three were as congested
a one had bet?n before, planners could hardly avoid the conclusiox% that
“traffic generation” was no longer a theory but a proven fact: the more
Ehlghways were built to alleviate congestion, the more automobiles would
pour onto the.m and congest them and thus force the building of more
ghways—.whlcp would generate more traffic and become congested in
Ir turn in an inexorably widening spiral that contained the most awesome
plications for the future of New York and of all urban areas. Th
ly remedy that could check that vicious spiral was the coordinati.on o;
\w-’hlghway.s with new mass transit facilities—and not only was New
ork’s Coordmatf)r not planning any such facilities himself; his monopoliza-
on :of construction funds and his hold over the city’s éovernmenf were
aking it impossible for anyone else to plan them either. He was, in fact
cstroying some o.f the old facilities, not only the trolley tracks whic’h he wa;
sting al.)ou.t “ripping up all over town” but the Third Avenue elevated
s tran§1t line, which he was moving to have torn down. Viewed in thi
t, tearing tracks up and elevateds down was not an achievement but :,
ster. Apd tearing them down was only one method of destroying m
sportation .facilities. Moses—whether by design or out of i %I;gnc aS;
effect of his policies—was employing other methods with egn ual e;ecot
/ays competec.i with parallel mass transit lines, luring awa);1 their cus.
s. Pour public investment into the improvement of highways whil;

expressways. And that was just within the city. On Long Island, the old park-
ways whose names were Synonymous with his—the Southern State, the
Northern State, the Wantagh, the Ocean—were to be widened and extended,
the Northern State deep into Suffolk County, and new parkways—the
Meadowbrook, the Captree—were to be built. In Westchester, the Cross
County and Sprain Brook parkways were to be built, the Taconic, Bronx
River and Saw Mill widened. The blueprints may, indeed, have been spilling
over the floors. What Robert Moses was proposing was the widening or
construction from scratch of no less than two hundred miles of roads. And
the agenda did not include merely roads. There were also the facilities to
carry traffic under and over the waters that divided the city. While completing
Ole Singstad’s huge Brooklyn-Battery Tunnel, he had begun preliminary
planning for two huge bridges, a “Throgs Neck” span two miles east of the
Bronxz-Whitestone, and a “Narrows Crossing” to Staten Island.

During the 1920’s, Robert Moses had announced a program—his.
statewide state park and parkway program—that had dwarfed any plan
for the recreation of vast urban masses conceived anywhere in the world
in recorded history.

During the 1930’s, Robert Moses had announced a program—of New
York City bridge and arterial highway construction and park reconstruction
—which, taken as a whole, as the single, coordinated system it was, dwarfed

* Major William F. Deegan was City Tenement House Commissioner and a former:
state commander of the American Legion. He died in 1932.
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doing nothing to improve mass transit lines, and there could be only one
outcome: those lines would lose more and more passengers; those losses
would make it more and more difficult for their owners to sustain service
and maintenance; service and maintenance would decline; the decline would
cost the lines more passengers; the loss in passengers would further accelerate
the rate of decline; the rate of passenger loss would correspondingly accelerate
—and the passengers lost would do their traveling instead by private car,
further increasing highway congestion. No crystal ball was needed to fore-
tell such a result; it had already been proven, most dramatically perhaps
in New Jersey, where the Susquehanna Railroad had lost over two-thirds
of its passengers in the ten years following the opening of the George
Washington Bridge, but also in New York, where the New York Central
had been hit hard by the Triborough Bridge, and the Long Island Rail Road
had watched more passengers drift away each time a new Moses parkway
opened. No crystal baill was needed, therefore, to foretell the end result of
Moses’ immense new highway construction proposal, coupled as it was
with lack of any provision whatsoever for mass transit: it could not pos-
sibly accomplish its aim, the alleviation of congestion. It could only make
congestion, already intolerable, progressively worse. His program was self-
defeating. It was doomed to failure before it began. It just didn’t make sense.

It made less sense still, these planners felt, because of certain implica-
tions peculiar to the Moses style of highway building.

Roads opened new areas to development. (Moses’ prewar parkways A

had caused a vast upsurge in population on Long Island before the war, both
in Brooklyn and Queens, and in the suburban counties of Nassau and Suf-
folk.) Subways opened arcas to development, too, but development in a
different pattern. Because people arrived home from the subway on foot
and didn’t want to walk too far after they reached their stop, subway-inspired
development was development close to subway stations: high-density, pre-
dominantly apartment-house development. There were suburban-type, single-
family-home communities in New York City served by the subway—Sunset
Park was one—but the single-family homes in these communities had been
placed on small plots by developers who knew that to make these homes
attractive to prospective purchasers, they would have to keep the radii of
the communities, and the required walking distance within them, reasonable.
People arriving home on parkways arrived home in automobiles. It was
relatively easy for them to travel far longer distances from their “stops,” the
parkway exits. Realizing this, developers were able to take advantage of
people’s growing desire for open space to build on larger plots of land, to

spread out the communities in which people lived. Even in Queens and

southern Brooklyn, communities created by the opening of Moses’ Cross

Island and Belt parkways were characterized by larger lot sizes and lower.
population densities than those created by the opening of subways. Develop-
ment beyond the city line, freed from the inhibition against large lots inherent
in the city’s rigid gridiron block pattern, spread more loosely—and widely
—still, and as the open spaces of Nassau began to fill up and developers
looked for fresh stretches of land to subdivide, they found themselves looking
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—.and building new communities—much farther away from the center of the
city than would have been the case if the impetus to such development had
bce.n not roads but railroads. Once, growth in the New York metropolitan
region 1.1ad been, to a great extent, upwards—people being piled on top of
people in apartment houses. Now the growth was outwards. Not only was
the populah9n of the region growing rapidly (9,000,000 in 1920, it was
11,000,000 in 1930, and, despite the braking effects of the Depression
12,000,000 in 1940), but it was spreading away from the traditional cente;
of the region even more rapidly.

. Had jobs followed the people out into the suburbs, the implications of
this sp,read might not have been so serious. Given the advantages of “open
?:Sce,l' 316}; migh;1 in fact have been desirable. And normally, because land

relatively so cheap on Lon i i i
s relad the);) oo OSL ong Island, businesses and industries would have
But Moses’ policies made it impossible for them to do so. Most roads
foster commercial as well as residential development, but his parkways were
‘ _bar.rt.ad. to commercial traffic. His behind-the-scenes persuasion of Long Island
politicians to zone residential almost all the adjacent land may have kept the
parkways' pristine and beautiful, but it also kept the land most desirable for
cqmmermal development on Long Island closed to such development. Indus-
‘tries a.I'ld businesses which could have imported raw materials and shi ped
~-out finished products by rail instead of truck shied away from Long Is[;and
'v‘because' the Long Island Rail Road, whose lines should have formed the
hub of md_ustrial development, was a rickety “Toonerville Trolley” line, and
, because without a rail connection to New Jersey the rail lines which brc;ught
"3t]'_l,1e goclxi’s actild c?m;nerce of the nation into New Jersey could transport it to
‘Long Island on expensive li i i i
o kgin land Yo)rfk g':ity.p lightering. So industry and business stayed
In the decade after Moses opened the Southern State Parkway in
Nassau County, 200,000 new residents—about 50,000 families—moved into
the county, but only 12,000 new jobs were created in the county. This
meant that about 38,000 family breadwinners plus tens of thousands of others
om the parkway-opened areas of Brooklyn and Queens had to come back
into the city to win that bread. Hardly had the war ended when the surge to
the suburbs resumed its prewar pace, leaped beyond it and soared to hitherto
ungi'real.ned-of proportions, spilling beyond Nassau into rural Suffolk. Every
rojection made by planners showed that hundreds of thousands of families
ould be n'moving to Long Island within the next few years. The vast majority
f the family breadwinners were going to have to travel into the center city
very day to work. To the drivers who had already crammed to capacity
agg l?eyond gapacity all Moses’ roads would be added tens of thousands of
. (;t:fenaﬂll eclirrll;/ers. How could you possibly build enough roads to accom-
And what about city streets? Once these tens of thousands of additional
cars reached the center city, how were they supposed to move around in it?
bove the streets? The blighting effect of elevated structures had long sincc;
een documented; “We did not tear down the . . . elevated [mass transit]
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lines to have them replaced with a maze of overhead motor highways which
would rob the city of light and air,” said Manhattan Borough President
Edgar J. Nathan, Jr., a reformer. Below the streets? The maze of underground
subways and utility lines made underground construction prohibitively ex-
pensive. On the streets? The streets were already crammed with all the
vehicles they could possibly hold.

And where were these cars supposed to park? To Moses’ highway
trumpet call Nathan quickly added a low-key but penetrating counterpoint:
“Mr. Moses explains everything beautifully but not where the motorists are
going to put their cars.” Planners and reformers picked up the theme. Curbs
in the city’s central business district were already crammed bumper to
bumper—and so were off-street private parking garages. Long Island, of

_ course, was not going to be the only source of additional cars. What about
the cars that would be attracted into the city by the new roads Moses wanted
built in Westchester County—and by the new roads being built in New Jersey,
roads leading to the Lincoln Tunnel, to which the Port Authority was plan-
ning to add a third tube, and the George Washington Bridge, to which it was
planning to add a second deck? Moses’ answer was municipal construction of
off-street, multistory parking garages; the answer caught the fancy of head-
line writers, but planners, costing them out, saw at a glance that no expendi-
ture the city—or even a new public parking authority—could possibly afford
could build enough garages to accommodate more than a small fraction of
the load Moses was planning to dump.on them.

Planners and reformers were raising other questions about Moses’
policies.

The Coordinator’s proposed highways and garages were designed to

help automobile-owning famﬂies. But in 1945 two out of three residents
of New York City belonged to families that did not own automobiles.

Many of these families did not own them because they could not afford to.

The Coordinator’s subway-fare-increase proposals being advanced at that

very moment in Albany would force poor New Yorkers to devote more—
in many cases, more than they could afford—of their slender resources
to getting around the city. The Coordinator’s grabbing of the lion’s share of
public funds for highways and garages meant that public resources would
be poured with a lavish hand into improving the transportation system used
by people who could afford cars. Only a dribble of public resources would
go into the transportation system used by people who could not—and who
therefore rode subways and buses. While the city and state were providing
car users with the most modern highways, they would be condemning subway
users to continue to travel on an antiquated system utterly inadequate to the
city’s needs. While highways were being extended into “suburban” areas of
the city in which highways were needed—and, in fact, into areas of the city in
which highways were not needed, in which the need for highways would be
created by the highways—subways would not be extended into areas of the
city in which subways were needed. There were subway plans, too, just as
there were highway plans; some, such as the proposals for a Second Avenue

subway (for Manhattan’s far east side and the Bronx) and the Hillside .
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Avenue subway extension (for northeastern Quee
50 that construction could have been begun ?m:ngtsii);tg;r?fagxizc?e:: e
vided. Bl{t th.e COOI“dinatOl"S monopolization of public funds made sublv)::
;(;nstruf:txon. impossible. By building transportation facilities for the suburbsy
Th:vrzol:.l:uring that no transportation facilities would be built for the ghettos.,
helped by, tg :?llszr(s)fsa\:l,) 111: the transportation field, the portion of the public
that coovd bl mosf, resources would not be the portion of the public
For the well-to-do residents of the “suburban” are.
Queens, not having a subway nearby meant having to takisaof)ur;o;;hﬁ\iri
car to the end of the line in closer to Manhattan or having to drive all the
;vay into Manhgttan and back every working day. This was a hardship. But
or the impoverished residents of the southeastern Bronx, not having a subwa
nearby ,am.1 not owning a car meant taking a bus to the subway and tha);
Eeant paying a.double fare each way—twice a day, five days a \?Jeek—and
7, aﬁ?t (llneant paying money that many of these residents simply could not
afford, Anq that meant that often these residents walked to the subway,
‘-‘w,alkec'l a mile or more, in the morning and home in the evening when thﬁy ’
were tlred.- And it meant that on weekends, families that would have Iikec};
v,;ol take their children on trips—to a museum or a movie downtown or Corie
] ni ?}g v:);'rs;)lme ,?the.rgll:grokh(pa;irticularly to a park, since Moses had built fev{

) ~class™ nei; rhoods) or to visit a friend who li i
m.nelghborhot_)d—stayed home instead. The Coordinator’s ;oli::‘;:: vl:er:n g(t)]i];r
.more than simply not helping these people. They were hurting them. *

" .alThcy were even hmlting. their freedom to choose a place to live. His
~deni of'funds for the extension of mass transit lines into outlying section

f the city and into tl}e suburbs meant that the new homes and a;gmrtment:
etre ﬁv;voulq be occupied only by car-owning families. Whether by design or
‘not, the ul'tm,late effect of Moses’ transportation policies would be to help -

;:lclap the city’s poor trapped in their slums. They were in effect policies n£
nly of transportation but of ghettoization, policies with immense social
Plxcatlons-. “We knew we had to do something to halt this trend,” ref
gh Denniston said in a letter-to-the-editor. 2 how best

o it " “And we were asking how best

heé answer to all the questions raised about Moses’ transportation polici
as, of course, mass transportation. The problems involved in movil;0 tcel;:
! atil(})}\;s:;des of commuters into and out of the center city in a coulg)le of
peak ot very weekd‘ay—problems so unmanageable in terms of highway
whose peak capacity was 1,500 cars per hour—were reduced to man-
gfaable size by rapid transit lines, a single track of which could carry between
0,000 and_ 50,000 persons per hour, and could bring them ingl the cit
thout their cars, so that they wouldn’t require parking spaces v
o Mass trfmsportation was, moreover, the only answer. New.hi hways had
vital function to fulfill: the transportation of people and oogs cht f
hatever reason, had no choice but to use highways, at a reagonable ra;e z;
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speed. If you had a viable mass transit system in the region—fast, clean,
reasonably inexpensive, modern subways and suburban commuter railroads
—you would attract to it a substantial share of the traffic that did have a
choice, and by removing it from the highways, you would free the highways
so that they would be able to fulfill this function. If residents of the region,
particularly commuters, did not have a choice, if they were forced by the
inefficiencies, inadequacies of service and high fares of mass transit to use
highways whether they wanted to use them or not, the highways would
never be able to fulfill their function. Build railroads at the same time that
you were building roads, and solving the metropolitan transportation problem
would be greatly simplified. Pour all available funds into roads without build-
ing railroads, and that problem would never be solved.

Public exposure to this point of view was limited. Editorials such as the
one in the Herald Tribune that so aroused Moses’ ire were rare—nonexistent
in the two newspapers most decisive in shaping public opinion in New York,
the Times and Daily News; the News cheered Big Bob the Builder’s “greatest
highway plan.” Watching traffic pile up in the city, New York’s press was
screaming for action—and Moses’ plan promised plenty of what it considered
action. '

The public, conditioned by prewar decades of acclaim for road building,
accustomed to equating the value of a public work with its size, unaccustomed
to critical analysis of public works programs, desperate for action, showed
no greater understanding, no comprehension that there might be drawbacks
to the biggest road-building plan ever. Writing in PM in May 1946, Lewis
Mumford tried to explain some of the social implications of building without
planning. “A large part of the money we are spending on highways right

- now is wasted because we don’t know whether we want people where the

highways are going,” he¢ said. But Mumford confessed to despair that the
public would understand. “Highways are an impressive, flashy thing to build.
No one is against highways.”

One did not have to be a Mumford, however, to grasp the fact that
Moses’ policies might be self-defeating. All one had to do was think about
those policies for a while. And, sitting in their cars day after day in ever-
lengthening traffic jams, New Yorkers were finding themselves forced to
indulge occasionally in that activity. While Moses’ plans enjoyed public sup-
port through the 1940’s, there were signs that it was not as unanimous after
the war as it had been before. Denniston’s letter was only one of many in
which people were trying to articulate new, disturbing thoughts. Within two
months after the war’s end, editorial pages—not the editorial columns but
the letters-to-the-editor columns, in a number which strongly suggests that
on this issue the public was ahead of the press—began to contain suggestions
like that published on October 22, 1945, in the Times: “Why not bar all
private cars from Manhattan?” By 1946, such letters were common. _

The more informed sections of the public—businessmen exposed at
their weekly Rotary or Kiwanis or Chamber of Commerce luncheons to
guest speakers familiar with the problem, for example—were even better

The Highwayman 903

exposed to analyses of Moses’ policies. It was no longer unusual to find in
the back pages of the Times or Tribune articles like the one reporting that
on J@uary 23, 1947, Leslie Williams, of the American Transit Associition
had, ‘1‘11 an address to the New York City Safety Council, expressed the viev:r
that "1t would be a whole lot cheaper for a community to subsidize public
transit than to spend enormous sums for downtown expressways with no
assurance even then that these expressways will relieve congestion.”

Rebuffed by O’Dwyer, who summarily referred their inquiries and suggestions
to Moses, and forced to admit to themselves that they could suggest no im-
;nedlate method of financing new mass transit lines, these planners pleaded
or the City to take at least one simple, inexpensive step that would make
construction of new lines possible in the future
Building transit lines underground was wildl i ildi
‘ y expensive. Building them
at gro:lnd level was cheap, so far as construction costs were concengled. It
walie only when tl.le ground was filled with people that the cost of acquiring
it | e<":dame financially and politically prohibitive. And, planners said, there
::rlsir ai:ttrtha]: very ﬁoment an opportunity for obtaining the right-of-way
ac . .
hostity $ quickly, cheaply and with an absolute minimum of public
The city was about to begin acquiri i
quiring close to a hundred miles of stri
of land between 150 and 250 feet wide, the right-of-way for the Coordinatoxljz

. new highways. Some of these highways were to run through areas either empty

or c.oytainfng only single-family homes, in which land was relatively inexpen-
sxt;'le, 101945, 21 percent of the city was still undeveloped. Simply obtain an-
other fifty feet of right-of-way, add it to the center malls of Moses’ highways

. and there would be enough room on those malls for a double-track surface

mass transit line, a subway running at ground level. Build the six-lane high-
ways just as you had been planning to do, they urged Moses, but make the
center mall wide enough to accommodate those tracks, ThCI’l when, some-
time in the futu;e, the city was ready to build the subway lines theré would
Pe no El'.oblem In acquiring the right-of-way. It would be alree;d available
just SIStetmg the}rle waiting for the tracks to be laid atop it. ’ ,
. izing t is opportunity would slash at a stroke the Gordi
dlﬁcﬁ:ﬁ mtthefwa(ti)f of providing mass transportation in New lXa(?)rfmt o
) Sidents of adjacent buildings naturally opposed i
noisy, dlrt.y.rapid transit lines, ofter% in numbeﬁs gﬁlc‘i)cicntu:ce) :I;):ks;rgg:lus)t?ugf
tion a political impossibility. Build rapid transit lines in the middle of high-
ways, and thefe wouldn’t be any adjacent buildings. The nearest buildin s
would be cushioned from the trains’ impact by a good hundred feet of spafe
—and in the case of expressways depressed in open cuts, by their location

. below ground level as well. Highways ca i i jecti
100, of o o ghways caused noise and dirt and objections,

highways were going to be built anyway; trai i
, trains on
center malls would add to such inconveniences only miil"”mz.lly. As lontgh‘:.:

the city must be provided with new mass transportation facilities, and as long
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as these facilities could not be built underground, building them on highway
center malls was surely not only the cheapest way to build them but the easiest
way to minimize political and aesthetic fallout.

If there was any long-range prediction that could be made with any cer-
tainty about a city as volatile as New York, these planners felt, it was that
such an opportunity would never come again. Expressways spawned inten-

sive development—apartment houses, factories, office buildings—where there -

had been before only open fields or private homes. The city could afford to
acquire open fields or private homes, even the long miles of fields and homes
required for Moses’ highways. It would probably never be able to afford to
acquire long miles of apartment houses, factories and office buildings. And
even if it were in some future decade to find the cash to do so, would it be
able to find the will? Would not the protests of thousands of voters make the
acquisition politically unfeasible? Acquisition of rapid transit right-of-way, so
easy in conjunction with the current expressway program, would never be
easy again. It might, in fact, be impossible. Fail to grasp the present oppor-
tunity and the city might never be able to build sufficient mass transit to
significantly improve transportation.

There were no logical reasons not to grasp this opportunity. No federal
approval was necessary; the cost of land acquisition was split by state and
city. The state was leaving absolute discretion over the design of Robert Moses
highways to Robert Moses. The city’s share would be so small that even im-
poverished New York would be able to afford it. The suggestion was not even
revolutionary: plans were already under way for the placing of a mass transit
route down the center mall of the proposed Congress Street Expressway in
Chicago. The suggestion was so logical that it did not even require much
imagination to grasp it. All that was required was common sense.

F. (for Francis) Dodd McHugh asked Moses to grasp it in planning the Van
Wyck Expressway. :

McHugh, a little, bright-eyed Scotsman, had, as chief of the Office of
Master Planning of the City Planning Commission, previously aroused Moses’
hostility by objecting to his refusal to make provision for schools, libraries
and transportation facilities for the residents of his huge housing projects. Call
ing McHugh a “smart aleck,” and his objections “stupid, long-winded, con-
tentious and impractical,” Moses told his boss, Edwin Ashley Salmon, “We
had better get rid of staff work of this kind.” But McHugh had declined to
take this subtle hint. Assigned to draw up a pro forma “Master Plan of New
York City Airports,” he ventured beyond the assignment and asked himself
how people were going to get to these airports—and came up with some

- rather striking figures.

By the most conservative estimates, when the immense new airport under
construction on the marshes at Idlewild Point in southeastern Queens was in
full operation, 40,000 persons would be employed there, and 30,000 passen-
gers would pass through it every day—most of them during morning and
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evening ‘_‘peak Jperiod” rush hours. If traffic patterns conformed to those at
other major airports, during peak periods 10,000 persons would be trying to
get to Idlewild every hour, some of them in multi-passenger buses but
enoug.hfof them in taxis and private automobiles so that they would be
t.ravelmg In 3,220 separate vehicles. And heading for Idlewild at the same
time would be hundreds of trucks carrying air mail, express and freight.

Most of these vehicles would undoubtedly be using the Van Wyck Ex-
pressway; Moses’ stated purpose in proposing it was to provide a direct route
to Fhe airport from mid-Manhattan. But the Van Wyck Expressway was
designed to carry—under “optimum” conditions (good weather, no accidents

" or other delays)—2,630 vehicles per hour. Even if the only traffic using the

Van Wyck was Idlewild traffic ’ i
suﬂicien)t’ X s e , the expressway’s capacity would not be
And Ifllewild traffic was going to be only a fraction—a small fraction—
of traffic using the Van Wyck. The new expressway would be the most direct
route not only to the airport but to all southeastern Queens and to the South-
ern State Parkway leading to fast-growing Long Island. During highway rush
hours—which coincided with airport rush hours—the Van Wyck was going to
be flooded with thousands of cars heading for these destinations. The new
road Moses was building could not—even under optimum conditions—possibly
come anywhere near fulfilling the purpose for which Moses was building it.
And McHugh, who estimated all this traffic conservatively, could not help
k{lowm.g that his conservatism was not realistic. The air age was just begin-
ning: air traffic was obviously going to boom to immense dimensions. If the
Van Wyck Expressway could not come anywhere near handling Idlewild’s
traffic, when that traffic was 10,000 persons per hour, what was going to
happen when that traffic increased to 15,000 persons per hour? To 20,0007
Moses’ answer was that he was going to widen two other routes to south-
eastern Queens, the Belt Parkway and Conduit Boulevard, But parkway and
boulevard were already jammed far beyond capacity; widen the two roads
and they would still be jammed—even without Idiewild traffic. Widening

- roads could not possibly solve the Idlewild access problem. You’d have to

pave over most of southeastern Queens to do that. Building the Van Wyck
Expr.essway was going to cost $30,000,000. The principal result of the ex-
pe.ndlture .of that staggering sum would be the condemnation of most of the
flnvers using the Van Wyck—of generation after generation of drivers using
it—to the frustration of being trapped, some of them twice a day for eve
working day of their lives, in staggering traffic jams. i
. Building the Van Wyck would raise other questions. Once the cars using
the expressway got to the airport, how were they supposed to get around in it?
An internal road network of enormous cost and size would be required—and
even then congestion inside Idlewild might be even worse than the congestion
outside. Where were they supposed to park? Parking lots covering hundreds
of acres, thousands of acres, expanses of concrete stretching endlessly over the
fnarshland, would be required. Since the marshland would have to be filled
in before it could be paved, the construction of such lots would be enormously
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expensive. If the lots stretched for miles, parts of them would be miles from
the airline terminals. How were the drivers—and their luggage—supposed
to get to the terminals after tli€y parked? )

Only by building the Van Wyck with rapid transit could all these ques-
tions be answered. Three lanes of this particular expressway (not engineered
up to later design standards) could, under optimum conditions, carry each
hour 2,630 vehicles, most of them bearing a single passenger. One lane of
rapid transit could, under optimum conditions, carry 40,000 persons per
hour. And with rapid transit, conditions would be optimum far more often

 than on a highway, whose capacity was reduced far more severely by rain

or snow or fog or by blockage by an accident or breakdown. Build the Van
Wyck with rapid transit, and you would be insuring that, for generations,
persons traveling to Idlewild would be able to get there with speed—an
express trip from Pennsylvania Station in mid-Manhattan to the airport
would take exactly sixteen minutes—and comfort. And, since the long lines
of cars would melt off the expressway, those drivers who still wanted to get
to Idlewild by car would also be able to get there with speed.

Building the Van Wyck with rapid transit would, moreover, be easy. The
north-south expressway was going to cross Queens Boulevard in Kew Gar-
dens. A subway—the IND east-west line running out from mid-Manhattan
cight miles away—crossed that very intersection. When it reached the inter-
section, moreover, it slanted south—by coincidence, toward Idlewild—for
about a mile before heading east again. During that mile, its tracks lay almost
precisely beneath the right-of-way that Moses was even then acquiring for
the Van Wyck. For a mile of its four-mile length, therefore, the expressway
would be running almost right on top of the subway. All that was needed
to complete a rapid transit link between mid-Manhattan and Idlewild was

© to bring that subway up to the expressway’s center mall and extend it for

another three miles. Nine miles—nine expensive miles—of rapid transit link
between mid-Manhattan and Idlewild were already completed. All that was
needed to complete the link were three miles—three inexpensive miles—
more. Moreover, another subway—the IND’s Fulton Avenue line, coming
out from lower Manhattan through downtown Brooklyn—ran close to Idle-
wild’s western edge. Build a branch of that line into the airport, a simple,
inexpensive job, and travelers from lower Manhattan—including the Wall
Street business district from which would come so large a proportion of the
airport’s users—would also be able to reach it by train.

Within the airport, McHugh noticed, the two subways.would be running
within a few hundred feet of each other—in fact, might even intersect. This,
he saw, would enable the city to solve a problem which had plagued it for
generations: providing a subway link between downtown Brooklyn and
central and northern Queens, two areas connected only by automobile. Link
up the two subways within the airport, and the connection between the two
areas, so long sought but so long despaired of because of the large expense,
would be accomplished at small expense. Rapid transit on the Van Wyck Ex-
pressway would solve not only the Idlewild access problem but a host of
other transportation problems.
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g:;li dlt would.;e S0 easy to make provision for that rapid transit.
Ing rapid transit on the Van i
only t'g Nevf YoP;k City but for all Lonzv I};;::l(n:.oum provide advaatages net
€ expressway ran right underneath the Jamai i

Islz?nd Rail. Road; it was thzglt terminal that Moses w:: ;m;l tgfhttl)lledl;;):fgt
while he slid the highway beneath it. Put rapid transit on the Van Wyck and
iong Island resiflents would be able to get to Idlewild simply by taking the
ﬁ;:%e{(s)l;.?d Rail Road to Jamaica and transferring to the mpid transit

Perhaps the city could not afford at the present tim i
small cost-of the construction of three miles ofP surface ra;igvterl;ntsl;f ﬁ:ﬁ;dy
doubted that this was true: the cost would be no more than $9 o;)o 000'gil:
made no sense to say that a city that was planning a $280,000 ooo,expl,'essv;a
program—of its own money, not counting federal and state’contributions,—y
could not afford $9,000,000 for an improvement that would make the ex-
i};rf}:swiys ;13 much more pleasant to use. But even if it was true, he said, even
o t% ::r yfutmr;o‘t;:l?:;utr;ci:; ;l,le rapid transit lines now, at least make provision

The cost of providing the additional fifty feet of ri -
less than two million dollars—about $1,875):ooo, 'Mc}%}:l;;lo fe::ziavt:im%z:
Vaq Wyck Expressway, whose function was to provide reasonably fast. con-
venient access to Idlewild Airport, was going to cost $30,000,000 an; a
For that amount, that road would probably never be able to fuli’ill it; fuli,c“t,ioyr;
propesrly. (I;cg'l less than two million dollars more, it would.

Pen’ e two million now, McHu saw, and the right-of-
b.e available whenever the city wanted to %ﬂe it. Don’t spenrc;gi?tngirw:gdv;fo:li:
city should want to acquire the necessary right-of-way for rapid’ transit in
the futl'xre, after the expressway opened, the land would be many times more
expensive than it was now. Nor would the cost be limited to the price of
the lanq needed for the right-of-way. Because the land the city would have
to acquire would no longer be within the expressway, it would abut three
miles of buildings. Their owners would be entitled to substantial damages
to compensate them for the noise and dirt of the trains. And land would hfve
to be acquired not only for the tracks but for stations. If provision was not
mgde_now for right-of-way along the expressway center mall, the cost of
that right-of-way would be not two, but tens of millions of doll’ars——so hi
that' even if the city were to resolve to bear the enmity of thousands of ril-l
testing voters and build a rapid transit line, it might be financally uufeasli,ble
for it to do so. Reserve those three miles of right-of-way now, and it would
be poss‘lble in future years for the city to solve the enormOl’ls problem of
;::Ef:;gn on th]fl Vaq W{ck Expressway—and a host of other transportation

uickly, simply and ch .+Fai i

Problcms;?ght nzver b«l: syolved. eaply.,jfall ek

®

‘McHugh was planr}ing to include his suggestion in the airport “Master Plan,”
but he made the mistake of mentioning it first to his boss, Planning Commi;-
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sion chief of staff Colonel William J. Shea, from whom Moses always received
ration, .
close ‘?IOSVI;Z called into [Shea’s] office, and Spargo was there raising hc?ll, that
I was impeding progress, that this thing hzfd to go through and stophtlils c‘rfzgi
that I was going to cost the city millions in federal money. The w] ole
was, ‘Why don’t you.shut up?’ I was asked not to write any memo. ' canid
Declining to accept that recommendation, McH.ugh wrote thz] dr]z:p

transit access should be provided for Idlewild and predicted what wo | hap-
pen if it wasn’t. But his statements had been dcfleted v’v,hen the commission
approved the “Master Plan of New York City Airports.” The only f;lturii:g
which his memo had any effect was his own. -Althqu.gh he was under ,
service protection, there was a salary range to his position, and he had beettl 'z:s
its upper limit. When the next city budget was'adopted, he found he wal: ati s
lower limit: his salary—previously, he says, “just al?out enough to g.eth y on
—had been reduced. He had, moreover, been fighting Mose§ for eight ye?;s
now, and he was well aware he wasn’t getting anywherc..Hls report on de
rapid transit reservation might as well have not been written. He resigned.

mfords and other farseeing planners, Moses treated their predic-
t‘?:nfsorotfhiili\sd:ster with the disdain hegfelt they d?served. 'Opponents “{ho
charged that he was unaware of the social implications of h1§ transplortanor:
policies——that the ghettoization they caused and the cc;mmercml deve (:lpme;_
they prevented on Long Island, for example, ‘was madvertent—m;1 leres
mated him. He knew precisely what he was domg.. He had formedd- is own
vision of Long Island long ago, and all he was domg.now was holding tru;
to it—and that vision did not include poor people or jobs. In a 1945 speec]
before the Nassau Bar Association, which included most of the county’s
political leaders, he said:

There seems to have been a good deal of sentiment in Nassau in favor of .

attracting more industry and business into the county. Let me ‘warn you Ie:Igamst
too much enthusiasm for commercializing what nature has given )tou.b assan
should always be largely residential and recreational. Your land l;es. etweir:
the Bay and the Ocean. [These] are ym}r greatest natural assets.thFlglllre :an
what sort of people you want to attract into Nassau County. By a:r y Te "
people of what standards, what income levels and what capacity to contribuf

the source of government.

He did not give the slightest indication of understanding that his trans-
portation policies were doomed to failure.

His thinking had been shaped in an era in which a highway was an un- -

ic, i i i biles, sources

ualified boon to the public, in which roads were, like automol es, sour
gf relaxation and pleasure. Changing realities could have changed l{ls thmklng:
but he was utterly insulated from reality by the sycophancy of his yes men;

i v ich, i i ial or public opinion—
by his power, which, independent as it was .of official or p .
oz, in fzct, any opinion but his own—made it unnecessary for him fo take
any opinion but his own into account; by, most of a.ll, his .personaht)‘r, the
personality that made it not only unnecessary but impossible for him to
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b conceive that he might have been wrong; the personality that needed ap-
8 plause, thereby reinforcing the tendency to repeat the simplistic formula that
had won him applause before; the personality that made it possible for him
to relate to the class of people that owned automobiles and that was repelled
by the class of people that did not own automobiles; the personality whose
vast creative energies were fired by the vision of cleanliness, order openness
Sweep—such as the clean, open sweep of a highway—and were repelled by
dirt and noise, such as the dirt and noise he associated with trains; the per-
sonality that made him not only want but need monuments and that saw in
highways—and their adjunct, suspension bridges (“the most permanent
structures built by man”)—the structures that would have a clean, clear in-
eradicable mark on history; the personality that, driven now by the lust for
power, made him anxious to build more revenye- (and power-) producing
‘bridges and parking lots (and highways to encourage their use) and that
made him either indifferent or antagonistic to subways and railroads which
would compete with his toll facilities not only for users but for city construc-
 tion funds. He was insulated from experience. Most of the millions who used
his roads were now using them primarily not for weekend pleasure trips but
back and forth to work twice a day, five days a week, and driving was there-
fore no longer a pleasure but a chore; but for Moses, comfortable in the
- richly upholstered, air-conditioned, soundproofed rear seat of his big limou-

transportation policies would work. “Traffic will run pretty smoothly within
three years;” he had said in 1945. During those three years—and afterward—
he repedted that prediction often, repeated it without hedging or qualification,
- spread it on the public record with the assurance of a man sure that he was
right. He was confident that his roads would earn him applause now as they
had always earned him applause before. Writing on “traffic relief” in a New
York Times Magazine article, he said, “If we give this to our people, we shall
deserve their gratitude.” Applause not just of the age but of the ages; he was
- confident that his roads would bring him immortality. He had read Statius.
“He knew that, “in gratitude for the benefits bestowed upon them by” the
~-construction of the Domitian Way, the Senate and the people of Rome had
‘Taised a triumphal arch to Domitian. He knew that the Via Appia had brought
_ immortality. to its builder, the blind Censor Appius Claudius, who, when
blic funds to build the road ran out, had advanced the difference from his

e Wantagh Causeway was still named the Wantagh Causeway, despite the
act that its builder had also advanced funds from his private fortune, or at
st from his mother’s. But he was confident history would remedy such
tsights. In 1949, Times Sunday Editor Lester Markel commissioned him
o forecast the city in the year 1999. “The great arteries . . . will stand out,”
wrote.* On another occasion, he wrote: “Those who aim ‘and plug away

The 1949 article was brief—1,140 words—but it provided ample evidence of the
tent to which Moses identified his own works with the City as a whole. To the
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at limited, near-by objectives and reach them, may in fact bu.ild better than
they know. Their works may even last longer than those fashioned by‘ more
ambitious geniuses for immortality.” If he was capable any longe.r of rethink-
ing his policies, he gave no evidence of it. And becalfse of his power, of
course, there was nothing that could force him to rethink.

Within weeks of the opening of the Van Wyck Expressway—at whic.h Moses
proudly boasted that “no network of major url?an vehlc.ular arteries com-
parable to the one on which we are busily working here-m‘ Nev’v, York City
.. . will be found anywhere else on this or any other continent”—the road
was as jammed as F. Dodd McHugh had predicted. At rush hours, .when—
as McHugh had predicted—10,000 travelers trying to get to Idlewild were
forced to share the road space with tens of thousands of commuters trying
to get home, the four miles of roadway which Moses had hacked across
Queens looked like a four-mile-long parking lot, so closely were the vehicles
on it packed together and so slowly were they moving.. “Traffic will flow
freely,” Moses had promised. Inappropriate adverb. Drivers were chame:d
to the Van Wyck; men who, commuting daily to jobs at the.z airport or in
New York, had taken twenty minutes to cover the four miles .pfuallehng
the Van Wyck, had looked forward to the opening of the publlcflzed new
road; now, clocking their first trips on it, they could hardly l?eheve their
watches; where it had taken twenty minutes to cover the fql{r miles on local
streets, it took thirty minutes on the expressway—if conditions were good.
And, so often, they were bad. The new road had not freed them from the
trap of daily travel; it had closed the trap on then.l more firmly than ever,
for new traffic, generated by the new road, was also jamming the local streets.

With every passing year, congestion on the expressway worsened. Mc-

question “What Will New York City Look Like in the Y«'aar 19997” he repll'ed mainly
by listing his own works, writing: “Nature, not man, wnll still be pre_dommant, and
the air photographer in his blimp or helicopter will still see the rolling ocean, tl;e
relatively unspoiled ocean beaches, Jamaica Bay, the Long I.sland Sound, the lordly
Hudson, and their tributaries, and Liberty guarding the magnificent 'harb.or. The grcs}t
arteries of travel will stand out. The hills of Revolutionary fame will still boast their

monuments and citadels; the parks, large and small, will f;till be conserved for all the -
people. The great Palisades reservation will still be five times as large as all of Man-

hattan Island; Jamaica Bay and its shores, reclaimed and dedicateﬂ to recre:ation aifd
air travel,"will constitute one-third of Brooklyn; a fourth of the .Bronx will remain
field, forest and stream. Queens will still be suburban, and State‘n Island largely rural
-« . In ten years, one person out of ten will be living in public or other subs1dlze(:
housing. In fifty years, it may be one out of six or seven—not an altogether p{ea.slan
prospect for those who must pay not only their own way but that of their ess
fortunate or hard-working brothers. Traffic will flow freely in 95 per cent of the city
bs....”
e s“%‘;z article also provided ample proof that M(?ses was failing \.1t.terly to compre-
hend that his policies might not be working for the city. “As to“the spirit, the enterpnsef,
the magnetism which made the metropolis great,” he wrote, there is not a shred o
evidence that their force will lessen. There is no sign of decrepitude, decay or

resignation.”
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Hugh had calculated that during “peak periods” 10,000 persons would be
trying to reach Idlewild every hour. As air traffic burgeoned, that figure be-
came 15,000, and then 20,000. New parking fields were built within the
airport at a frantic rate: 500 acres of marshland were paved over, then 1,000,
then 2,000, then 4,000, then 8,000. And still there was never enough room
to park. At peak periods, the paved space within Idlewild—parking fields and
internal roadways—was often so jammed that the torrent of vehicles oozing
down the Van Wyck could enter the airport only at a trickle; sometimes, the
airport had to be closed to new traffic—it was not infrequent for vehicles wait-
ing to get into Idlewild to be backed up on the expressway for a solid mile.

Inside the airport, of course, the scene was chaos, Drivers searching for
parking spaces milled around and around on the roadways, mingling with
drivers trying to get- to the airline terminals, By one estimate, at a normal
weekday rush hour, a traveler arriving at Idlewild by private car had to allow
a full thirty minutes for travel after arriving at the airport.

Other roads were jammed, and created by their opening more traffic than
had existed before. The Brooklyn-Battery Tunnel opened on May 25, 1950,
with blessings from Cardinal Spellman (“one of man’s greatest achieve-
ments!”), what may have been the longest cavalcade of official limousines
ever assembled outside Washington (338 long black Cadillacs), the highest

“toll ever charged on a Moses project (thirty-five cents)—and a traffic count

almost twice as high as Madigan-Hyland had predicted. Moses’ engineers had
forecast that the tunnel would carry 8,400,000 cars during its first year of
operation. By the end of a month, it was carrying traffic at a 13,000,000-
vehicle-per-year rate, 64 percent above their predictions. George Spargo ex-
plained that the count had been swelled by an influx of tourists who had
come from all over the eastern seaboard to see this new wonder of the world,
and that the influx was over now. By the end of three months, the tunnel was

_ carrying traffic at a 14,000,000-vehicle-per-year rate. At the end of six months,

it was carrying traffic at a 1 5,000,000-vehicle-per-year rate, and not only the
increase but the rate of increase was increasing every month. “Another pleas-
ant surprise,” Spargo said. But the tunnel was engineered for a capacity,
rush hour, load of 2,000 vehicles; by 1952, it was being asked during rush'
hours to handle 5,000, even 6,000 vehicles per hour. Traffic backed up for
blocks at its entrances. Moses had expected it to draw off traffic from the
parallel Queens-Midtown Tunnel and three free East River bridges. But

traffic on the bridges remained “normal,” which meant jammed. And traffic
- through the Queens-Midtown Tunnel, fed now by the widened Queens-Mid-
- tewn Expressway, increased instead of decreasing. In 1951, while the Brook-

yn-Battery Tunnel was carrying cars at a rate of 79.3 percent above estimates,
traffic through the Queens-Midtown Tunnel was 26.3 percent higher than
ver before. Previously, 10,967,000 cars per year had been trying to use one

*tunnel. Now there were two tunnels—and 28,445,668 cars were trying to
-use them. The situation at the southern portion of the East River was duap-
- Ticated at the northern. In Triborough’s annual report for 1951, Spargo wrote
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happily, “The Triborough Bridge had its fifteenth birthday on July I1th.
There were no birthday cakes, presents or ceremonies, just more automobiles.”
In 1946, the first postwar year, the bridge had carried 13,000,000 vehicles.
In 1947, it had carried 16,000,000 vehicles; in 1948, 19,000,000 in 1949,
23,000,000; in 1950, 27,000,000, The count in 1951 had been 32,000,000.
And the trend was more striking than the figures. The increase had been two
million in 1946, three million in 1947 and 1948, four million in 1949 and
1950, five million in 195I. And this situation was being duplicated on the
Bronx-Whitestone Bridge, which Moses had built to drain off traffic from
the Triborough. While traffic was increasing 138 percent on the Triborough
between 1946 and 1951, it was increasing 129 percent on the Bronx-White-
stone. And traffic volume on the free Queensborough Bridge was also
increasing. In the last prewar year, cars had been crossing the East River into
Manhattan at the colossal rate of 122,500 per day; in 1951, they were pouring
across the river into Manhattan at the rate of 135,000 per day. And what of
the roads leading to and from these facilities? Four lanes of Belt Parkway
had been jammed before the war. Now six lanes of Belt Parkway were
. jammed. Prewar congestion on old Atlantic Avenue had been intolerable. Post-
war congestion on a new—widened, modernized—Adtlantic Avenue was more
intolerable. And it wasn’t only bridges and highways that were jammed. As
seen from the air, at rush hours, every street in neighborhoods near the
approaches to the East River crossings was a crawling mass of cars. (On
the other side of Manhattan, where, since 1930, the Port Authority’s George
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Washington Bridge and Holland and Lincoln tunnels had been opened to
vehicular traffic while New Jersey railroads had been allowed to deteriorate,
this situation was being duplicated. Since 1930, railroad commutation from
Jersey had declined slightly; commutation by motor vehicle had quadrupled. -
In the evenings, when 80,000 daily commuters were heading home to Jersey,
all of Manhattan between 175th and 181st streets was solid with cars, trucks
and buses moving toward the George Washington Bridge. Downtown, the
typical line of cars waiting to enter the Holland Tunnel plaza was, at 5 P.M.,
eight blocks long. The Times, clocking travel time to the Lincoln Tunnel,
found on one evening that it took a truck twenty-seven minutes to make a
one-block-square circuit to the entrance plaza.) Within the city, it seemed.
that there was not a crevice into which cars did not cram,; traffic was piling
up everywhere; on the crosstown side streets in midtown Manhattan, the
Times found, motorists frequently spent forty minutes traversing the two
and a half miles from one side of the island to the other. .

The clockings themselves were of less significance than the fact that the
Times was making them. “We learn to tolerate intolerable conditions™: press
and public reaction to motor-traffic congestion in New York City documents
the truth of Barbara Ward’s statement, It was during the early 1920’s that
such traffic first overwhelmed New York; in 1924 and 1925 and 1926, the
public reacted with indignation and protest against the jams in which—
seated in the vehicles that had promised them new freedom—they found -
themselves imprisoned instead. Traffic was news, big news; clockings were & :
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highways again, the numbness had worn off. When the pain returned, it
seemed sharper than ever. Even in late 1945 and early 1946, when it was
no worse than it had been in 1941, people were complaining, and editorial
writers calling for “action,” far louder than they had in 1941.

After a short while, they had, in fact, more to complain about. The
pain didn’t only seem worse; it was worse. Postwar traffic congestion was
congestion escalated to an entirely new level. The problem was so immense
now that it was difficult even to comprehend its dimensions. How come to
grips in one’s imagination with a situation in which a mighty expressway, a
gigantic superhighway of dimensions literally almost unknown to history,
could be opened one month—and be filled to absolute capacity the next, in
which expressways opened in 1952 were by 1955 cairying the traffic load
that had been forecast for 1985, in which, in this city and metropolitan
area already congested to the breaking point, every indicator of traffic—
auto registrations, commuting trips per day—was increasing in more than
arithmetical, in almost geometrical, progression? The press did not in
general come to grips with it, at least not in its deeper implications, but it
did report thoroughly on its more superficial—and more dramatic—mani-
festations. Traffic was news again. The Times, which had once sent its re-
porters over the West Side Highway so that it could tell its readers how
incredibly. fast it made travel, now sent its reporters onto it to report that “at
a peak period of evening travel, northbound vehicles took thirty-four minutes
to cover four-and-a-half miles.” Editorials argued in the Times and Tribune
and screamed in the News and Mirror for “Action!”—now! As for the in-
dividuals caught in this colossal traffic trap twice a day, any psychologist
knows that if he turns up the voltage of the electric shock enough, the rats
will be shocked out of their apathy and begin frantically scurrying back
and forth through the ‘maze again, searching desperately for a way out;
newspaper stories of this period document an almost frantic search by
drivers for a way out of their trap; grim U-turns in the face of oncoming
traffic to avoid huge jams seen ahead (reporting on one at the Third Avenue
Bridge on a hot summer Sunday, in which “hundreds of cars were backed
up over a two-mile radius,” the Times reported that “the snarls were inten-
sified as motorists tried to make U-turns to get out of the jam”); frantic
lane switching that drove up accident rates on all major routes; attempts to
find new ways through the maze (reported The New Yorker, never one of
Moses’ favorite publications, anyway:

We’ve become increasingly aware that the best way to avoid highway congestion
is to. duck the proud metwork of parkways in Westchester and Long Island
and take to the traffic-lighted, non-cloverleaf-intersected roads of our youth. . . .
What have man and Moses wrought? Answer? A boomerang).

With the numbness not yet having had a chance to set in again and the
pain, still fresh, more intense than ever, there was an upsurge in the question
of how best to alleviate it. Awareness was escalating, too. Now there was

general awareness among urban planners and some segments of the public

that something else might be just as important as roads—might, in fact, be
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g;:reT ;:f:rtt;nt:[]%y 1952, there was in at least three New York newspapers
o Jime t,o he Tribune and the Post, at least the beginning of emphasis on

mprove and add mass transit facilities as well as roads. There

was ev inni izati

as n:,;lg;t 2:&13{1)1:)1:5};? th.e real;z?tlon that the construction of highways
anging,” ing i ; izati

it sl g1ng, - deleating its own ends, a realization Lewis

later to summarize in a 1 i i
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‘}"t;)lzklel:,' The Roaring Traﬂif:’s Boom”: “The prevalent con(:epﬁon” fslfhe::
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possible benefits from the use of automobile
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‘ now so frequently ignored—is a m '
Like any other tool, it must b nan purposs e
, e used for some human purpose bevond
_ nd
za;:i)zme?t ;)f the tool itself. - - .” He said that.“befoga 1"5: cut a¥1y m(t)I;:
hjghwayoglo(:, eg:;f pzrDI;s 1!;) make room for more automobiles or let another
[ old, we should look at the tr i
, @ken place during the last thirty years in Manhattan iﬂSformaUOD et s

Ever si . . ' '
o :giilzc;lit:;ymflrlz;clen-twenne(sj the municipal and state authorities have been
. one grandiose traffic scheme to another, wi i
) : T, with
in::'y s;nkmg understandmg' of the problems they were trying to’ solveout shqwmg
a.nd te:l)iro a whole generation, New York has become steadily moré .f;'listratin
us to move.around in, more expensive to do business in, more ung
n, and more difficult to escape from for a holiday

rides grow longer and the commuti i
d uting trains ¢
dxstan.t sul_)urbs, until as much time is spen:n"u}ll
?s; as 1; gained by diminishing the work week
the d ¢ ew York describe ever wid .
s ' C ) ider arcs.) By 1
Sl l)j:stn;gc;sts;ls)l:l::a;;nil; e_no_lllj%h highways to accommodate th); vgz,eskend
X 5 possible to provide i i
to handle Manhattan’s present congestion.p. .. erovgh internal rafic areris

B } . .
ut your one-eyed specialists continue to conduct grandiose plans for

‘ hlghway develo P
Pment, as if motor tr ansportation existed in a social vacuum
S 1 "

1 passageway or terminal fo i i

3 ( s g r vehicles, wi
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haotic communities, from which more roads will be ¢ more o more

_in the country, (The subway
their passengers from more
transporting the human carc
the distant dormitory areas o

t t
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d in its proper place and to it
n S proper extent.
Mr. Robert Moses . . . uses the word “regional plannir[:g” as a swearword

indicate his abiding hatred of . . . comprehensive and forward-looking
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licies, just as he invokes the term “long—haire?d planner” to desfignate ang::se
Iv?vcl,lo tu;ns up with a proposal that does not fit into his own set o mumghink;
most of them by now manifestly inadequate and badly out of date. . . . L

A handful of thinkers like Mumford were even beginm;]ngu1 t(c; ;:nl:ﬁeg
i inion: i d highways—sho !
lutionary opinion: that automobiles—an
§re:1(:11::e:ta§yceliral areas of the city, that some congested avenues an;i stgaett(s)
should, instead of having their roadways widenfad for cars, be close 0
cars aI,ld turned into “pedestrian malls.” Some, in fact, were bf:glmttll::lc)gugh
y - .- » . - tena
lutionary opinion still: that major arte
D g had o placo i interior of a city at all, that a city could not
highways had no place in the interior of a ity at all, uld n
eilg;ureyas a goodpplace to live if they were built in any number within its
borde’;;is awareness was by no means pervasive. If the Times, the T?Zﬁ:;
and the Post were beginning to emphasize the mg);ré:nf ofl li];a:;e rcity,s
is hi i hasis cou oun
vis-a-vis highways, little of the same emp! C o ety
i f these, in fact, a frequent p
other daily newspapers. For several of these, . ne ] o
i 1t was to ask Moses
the need for a transportation analysis was fe . °
:Vv?ii: it, his articles appearing in the News and Iou;ntﬁl-fli—lmeniag;afigr ::gniln
, i t of the Hears ,
. (The Journal-American was, of course, part ‘ ¢ "
11319352( Hearst newspapers were conducting a nationwide campaign for “new
tter roads.”) )
d blgut the awareness was spreading. Afte-r July. 1951, when thethzgl;;lna:
Plan Association published the results of “investigations New t; ore crmine
the amount, extent and trends of commuting . . . to central e:lv E negloct
and figures were available to document the effect of two dgfa e:slic‘;r eglect
i lities i i A few months earlier, )
ing mass transit facilities in favor of highways, Jmo Mos
;Islsguing a lavish four-coler brochure, had boasted ttfat in “our ;ﬁg;r:i ﬁelt?]ﬂin:
f progress . . . issued on important occasions . . . :
lsltf: fli;pell)ledgwhich is worth telling about,” “we reliy 31111]1 ﬂlutstt'iz;ttli?;lr?:ﬁ(eﬁ
i ions” which “are bound to be , statist
than technical explanations” which “are o 2l lanel
ing.” ’s « i ber 77,” black-and-white, was
boring.” The RPA’s “Bulletin Num : ) fise
amm i in why New York’s congestion was y
cr ed—but to anyone interested in why ( realy
i i idly, i ing but startling. The common assump
creasing so rapidly, it was not boring con
tllflon—pregviousl)lr) held not only by Moses but by'prt?ss, pohhcxanshand m‘;allz
urban planners—was that congestion was mcream:llg beca:use tdethizgfore
i ‘ i ing at a tremendous rate, an
tion around New York was increasing a 1 > e
ing i be increasing at a tremendous rate.
commuting into New York must X - Bt
d from 500,000 to 1,500,
tes of the number of commuters had ranged fro ¢
n';l?e fact—a fact documented for the first time in Bulletin 77——wta§st tvlvl::
although the population was increasing just as ffist as people thogg'h :eased
(the number of families in the counties surrounding Ne.w York },1ta Tl}l::re sed
by 50 percent between 1930 and 1950), th.e commuting Wa-SI.l . ad
been 301,000 commuters coming into the city daﬂ'r);] 1ndIi§3o, u; {3;0,11 there
’ i f only 19 percent. The differenc i
were 357,000—an increase of only ot In
ing i f New York every day, bu
ber of people coming into and out o i
g:wm:hlgyefﬂerepzoxp;ling. The number of rail commuters had actually de

-that numbness had not yet caught up to it—w

_American people . .
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clined, from 263,000 in 1930 to 239,00
commuted by automobile in 1930, 118
mobile in 1950. While the number of commuters was up 19 percent, the
number of automobile commuters was up 321 percent. And, the RPA
statistics showed, the trend was continuing—and accelerating. The gap be-
tween use of rail and road was widening month by month. The failure to
maintain existing railroad lines in a condition that would persuade even their
present riders to keep using them, much less to attract new ones, the failure
to construct new lines into newly developed areas, while building new
highways into those areas, was driving more and more commuters off the

railroad and onto the highway. The effect on the city of the widening gap
could only be disastrous.

0 in 1950; 38,050 persons had
»400 persons commuted by auto-

The automobiles required to transport the equivalent of one trainload of

commuters use about four acres of parking space in Manhattan, eight times the
area of the Grand Central main concourse,

Every trainload of commuters shifting to automobiles requires automobile
parking space about equal to the effective parking capacity of one side of Fifth
Avenue from Washington Square to Sixtyfeighth Street [3 miles).

The lesson to be gleaned from the statistics was clear even though they did
not include statistics on the Intracity shift in subway to automobile use,
statistics that would have made the lesson even more dramatic. The trend
must be reversed. Emphasis must be shifted from road building to railroad
building. The lesson was scanted by most of the press—the RPA report
received one-day play in most of New York’s papers—but in 1954 it was
repeated in more popular form by a Times series, and thereafter there was

stories in the New York press. And, as in the previous decade, it sometimes
seemed—from the sharp tone of letters-to-the-editor compared to editorials
—that awareness was growing faster among the public than in the media
supposed to educate the public or among the politicians supposed to lead
the public: almost as if the people of New York and its suburbs—forced to
spend hours daily being exposed to the harsh lessons of urban transportation,
trapped daily in a classroom on the realities of urban transportation, a class-
room in which the reality of what was being taught was worsening so fast
ere learning the lessons for
themselves. Mumford was not the only person pleading with public officials
to Think! Many men and women who had never opened a planning text-
book in their lives were, by the early 1950’s, Iepeating in their own words
the great planner’s plea. People were learning for themselves. By 1940,
most urban planners had come to understand that roads were not good -

. per se, that a highway was not an unqualified boon for mankind. By the early

1950’s, much of the general public appeared to understand this, too, even
if the press did not. There was general awareness of the need for a dramatic

. thange in the region’s transportation policies. Mumford, unsatisfied though

he was at the rate of mobilization of public opinion (“The majority of the
- remain strangely quiet and passive about the matters
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that should concern them most”), saw hope now that Moses’ “irrational”
plans could be changed. Pointing out that “the things that spoil life in New
York and its environs were all made by men, and can be changed by men
as soon as they are willing to change their minds,” he now saw hope that
men would do so.

But for New York, only one mind mattered, and that mind would not
change.

As Moses’ first postwar mileage had been opening, he had been as
confident of the wisdom of his policies as he had been when he announced
them in 1945. “Today we are well underway to a solution of the traffic
problem,” he had boasted in 1948. Now, in 1954, with considerable new
mileage open, the problems were worse than ever, but the confidence
was diminished not a whit. All that was necessary, he said—and believed
—was more of the same.

The roads he had been building had all been conceived by him in
1930. Now, for the first time, he expanded his highway plan. New arterials
should be built paralleling old arterials already built, he announced—a
Sheridan paralleling the Major Deegan and Bronx River and Harlem River
and Hutchinson River and Henry Hudson that already ran down through
the Bronx, a Nassau paralleling the Van Wyck southeast through Queens.
Arterials should be built into sections of the city into which no arterials
now ran, a Prospect and Cross-Brooklyn Expressway into the teeming heart
of that borough, for example. And arterials should reach out from the city
into its suburbs, a Long Island Expressway all the way out deep into still-
rural Suffolk, for example. And, of course, the “series of east and west
crossings in Manhattan” which he had so long advocated should be begun;
it was during this period that he was forcing the Port Authority to start
the Lincoln Tunnel link that would give him a wedge on the Mid-Manhattan
Crossing along Thirtieth Street. As to what to do with the cars when
they got to the city, he had no doubt that his proposed multistory, “off-
street” parking garages—"“two, three, four stories or whatever height they
have to be”—would solve that problem; the “success” of the first “publicly
financed” off-street garage in the city’s history, Triborough’s seven-story
Battery Park Garage—it was filled to capacity almost from the day it opened
—proved that. “When we get the expressways . . . you will see how they will
take care of most of this through or cross-town traffic,” he said in a lengthy

1952 question-and-answer session with U. S. News & World Report, which
identified him as the “recognized authority” on the future of America’s cities.
(“Q. But in city streets . . . are off-street garages the answer? A. Yes . ..”)

As for the use of city money for mass transit construction, he fought such

proposals to their death, and when, in 1952, some state legisiators sug-
gested that Triborough take over the city’s subways and use its surplus to
improve them, Moses rushed back from a Virgin Islands vacation to declare
that there was no surplus because “all our future revenues are pledged to
our bondholders”—who, he said, would never permit the Authority to be-

encumbered property of the people of New York

them down the road to completion.
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CG(;];I:r ;lnglved‘ in deﬁcit-producing operations. (In that same year, the
“costed ictnc. ComP*}nY announced that its Urban Traffic Division, had
; out” rapid transit on auto—highway center malls and that if isi

or tracks was made in the origin Pprovision

1 hi i i
tonth of providing s 1 al highway design their cost would be one-

. ' Moses’ reply? “The cost of iri i
tional width and building for rapid i chibitive mud heen,
of Fomlisg o P diSIgocat r I,),l) transit would be prohibitive and hundreds

Not all planners fully understood yet that if Moses’ proposals were

:;:::(;1 (:);t:t) }I,\Iz: ;1;(1);1; wdc;uk: become a place not for people but for cars

feds of acres on monstrous parking field iled

Up seven stories high or more—to “whatev. hei : iy

cars that would bring their roar and o thel “Tou] o
¢ the fumes of their “foul exhausts” i

:ltrs1 ;:;y a;gi;ner. But they did understand fully—by 1952 there wa:1 lf gsenz':])

g among urban planners, an informed conse
! 3 nsus—that Moses’
plans made no sense unless they were supplemented by mass transporta(t)isoe;

3
press for Moses’ proposals—these were

ought to giv.e every citizen of New York a bit of a thril] Busines
;(;l{m'z‘:a]iﬁ:; is everywhere ex.ceeding the experts’ predicﬁo;ls.
s oy "119,56 3up,walil thteil bridge bonds will be retired by 1957 and all tunnel -
b 23 . en that 1_1appens, every bridge and tunnel so successfull
operated by the Triborough Authority will become the free and un}-,'
City. . . . Good work, gentlemen.

:)atllllgfs tl;: i?;tn %a‘}i more than scant attention to the problems of the thou
s being evicted for Moses’ highways. Whil .
Wwas by no means as enthusiastic as it would cg;gce %Ilave be:n P;is; é?iﬁ?i?li

more and more frequently ex

re pressed doubt about the city’ i
policies, they never linked those policies with the m Pty Sy
There was no direct attack on Moses

s is booming,
- . . If the present

And in 1954 he took a further step—one that sealed the city’s future




