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suggested that “the much discussed proposition™ of federal aid to states in roadbuilding could reduce counties’
matching share in the state road program. Ohio highway commissioner Sam Houston, statement of 1905, quoted in
Ohio Department of Highways, Report, 1917-1928, 36-37. In 1915, a federal official noted that “only the states of
Florida, Indiana, Mississippi, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Texas have no provision for any sort of participation
in road work” by the state. J. E. Pennybacker, “State Management of Public Roads: Its Development and Trend,”
211-226 in Agriculture Department, Yearbook, 1914 (Washington, 1915), 215. Virginia, for example, granted aid
to counties beginning in 1908, to be matched equally by the county, “and the joint fund was to be expended under
the supervision of the state highway commissioner. Within two years all but ten counties had secured some of this
money,” according to Allen W. Moger. Virginia’s state aid was an incentive to construction; by the end of World
War [ “about 4,500 miles had been built with state aid. and the counties had issued $8,641,700 in road bonds.”
Moger, 261, 263. In Georgia as in some other states, though, by 1923 state funds had been insufficient to aid
counties in matching federal funds. Large amounts in federal aid had been matched and spent by Georgia's
wealthier counties in 1920-22. Yet, state highway officials said, “What is needed to help the counties that have not
the financial strength to build roads is a state aid fund for construction. If state funds in sufficient amount are raised
to match federal funds then roads can be built in these weak counties.” Georgia State Highway Board to Gov.
Thomas W. Hardwick, May 1, 1923, 2-3 in Georgia State Highway Department, Fifth Annyal Report. Janyary 1.
1923 (Atlanta, 1923), 2-3.

""MacDonald cited as “the five acts which have carried federal grants to the states” the Smith-Lever Act
(1914) for agricultural extension, Post Road acts (1916 and 1919), the Smith-Hughes Act (1917) for vocational
education, and the Chamberlain-Kahn Act (1918) for prevention of venereal disease. Thomas H. MacDonald, “In
Re Federal Highway Legislation.” Typewritten manuscript, U.S. Congress. Federal Aid in the Construction of
Roads, Data presented at hearings before House and Senate committees in connection with the Federal Highway
Act and the Post Office Appropriation Bill, 1923, Progress Report on the Federal Highway Program, Office Files
and Correspondence Conceming Particular Bureau Activities, Records of the Bureau of Public Roads, Record
Group 30, National Archives, Washington, 6, 3, 8. MacDonald stressed a validity of local interests in the commu-
nity matters that federal programs might “assist”” in changing. “The efforts of the federal government to assist in
developing matters primarily of local interest, but which in the aggregate have a tremendous influence upon the
national life and the advancement of the national standards have taken the form of federal grants or federal aid. It is
not a new principle, but the principle of the formation of a partnership between the state and the federal govern-
ment distinguishes the legislation and administration. The form of the legislation has recognized the necessity of
reconciling the conflicting claims of the advocates of state rights and of those in favor of centralization in matters
which affect, first of all, the locality or the community.” Ibid., 5. [n the sentence above, MacDonald indicates the
altemative to states’ rights is community rights that are subsumed in federal citizenship. to be served by “central-
ization,” apparently using an accepted definition of federal authority. The notion is a basis for forming programs of
the central government to deal with citizens separately from programs of states. Yet interpreted as meaning a cen-
tralized form for an agency, the term is consistent with some federal efforts of wartime more than with those in the
countryside in peacetime. For MacDonald, having the federal office not deal directly with localities permitted a
“lack of centralized bureaucracy,” enforced economy in spending, and encouraged states to farm policy to account
for localities’ differences. “The state or locality that is required to match every federal dollar with one of its own
will not waste federal money,” MacDonald said. And “the fact that the national government does not deal directly
with local units tends to prevent undue variation.” Ibid., 9. Testimony at the Senate hearings is published in Senate,
Subcommmec of the Committee on Post Ot'f ices and Post Roads, 67th Cong 2nd sess., Feb. 23, March 2, 1922,
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cenuahzed agency (a nauonal mghway comm:ssxon) was debated after the wat In 1919 Congress rejected it,
retaining the federal-state form, whose supporters included the American Association of State [-hghway Officials
(AASHO) and MacDonald, a member of its executive committee. Changes proposed in the 1916 law to broaden
definitions of eligible roads, appropriate more funds, and increase the federal share to half of projects’ costs
“should eliminate every criticism” from a survey of 35 states’ highway officials by MacDonald, be told a
December 1918 meeting of the association. Thomas H. MacDonald, “The Federal Aid Road Law and Changes
Suggested by its Practical Operation,” Pyblic Roads 1 (January 1919): 5-6. Bruce E. Seely notes that the federal-
aid method, in proposals that Logan Page, director of the federal Office of Public Roads, was forming for road-
building before 1916, “drew on precedents in several other Agriculture Deparument programs. Agricultural experi-
ment stations, created in 1887 and expanded in 1906, relied on a similar sharing of funding and responsibility with
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the states, as would the Agricultural Extension Service and the Forest Fire Protection Service, both created in the
1910s.” Seely, Building the American Highway System, 39. A more-centralized, national plan for building roads
had been favored in a bill proposed by the newly formed AASHO, Seely argues, until midwestern highway
engineers opposed it at the group’s meeting in September 1915. “A group led by Thomas MacDonald of lowa used
this occasion to transform the bill into a federal-aid plan congruent with Page’s ideas.” Page’s Progressive notions
of a cooperative federal effort with states and of improving rural roads for farmers and for mail delivery, “rather
than a highway system to serve the automobile,” became in 1916 “the first federal highway policy,” Seely notes.
“But like most people in 1916, Page failed to anticipate a transportation system based on cars and roads’™” and
planned as if railroads would continue to handle all long-haul shipping and travel. Ibid., 42, 37, 39, 43. By 1921,
the federal program of agricultural extension had spread to most eligible counties. Working in the program were
2,425 people “in county agent work in approximately 2,000 of the 2,650 counties having enough agricuiture to em-
ploy an agent. The total number of the counties in the United States is about 3,000.” In other extension efforts, 950
people were working in home demonstration programs in 725 counties, and 305 people were working with boys’
and girls’ clubs. Wallace, Report of the Secretary of Agricylture, 1921, 34. Postwar advocates of continuing the
state-federal form for the roadbuilding program also stated the likelibood that the existing form could expand road
work more quickly than some other form to be established. With proposals for a national highway commission
being discussed in late 1918, MacDonald told the state officials association that that “there seems to be a
disposition in some quarters to overlook existing agencies and to pass the responsibility for undertaking the super-
program of road improvement demanded along to the Federal government,” unaided by states. MacDonald, “The
Federal Aid Road Law,” 3-6. Earlier, weeks after the 1918 general election, President Woodrow Wilson had
endorsed an increase in funds for the program, and said that because federal and state agencies had developed
plans for roads in the program, “I have no doubt that all activities in this field can be vigorously conducted through
these two sets of existing agencies.” Wilson also supported then using roadbuilding to provide jobs as the economy
adjusted to peacetime. Besides the need to “develop good highways throughout the country as quickly as possi-
ble,” Wilson told Agriculture Secretary David F. Houston, “it is also at this time especially advisable to resume
and extend all essential public works, with a view to furnishing employment for laborers who may be seeking new
tasks during the period of readjustment.” Woodrow Wilson to David F. Houston, Nov. 22, 1918, Woodrow Wilson
Papers, series 3, vol. 56, letter 31, Library of Congress, reprinted in “President Favors Pushing Construction of

Highways,” Agriculture Department, Weekly News Letter 6 (Dec. 18, 1918), 1.

2The 1920-22 road program showed how various agencies and communities could deal with a problem basic
to federal activity in depressions—how to work with local authorities. The problem was still important in the mid-
1930s, when middle class leaders at national and local levels dealt often with each other, Wiebe argues. Such
community elites wanted national economic aid yet also “they insisted on maintaining control over local life.”
Thus, “in a simple yet fundamental arrangement” among themselves, “the compromise of the 1930s,” national and
local leaders “traded support and reaffirmed realms of authority. National government would increase its economic
assistance for local America; local politicians would remain loyal to the existing national parties. Members of the
national class would set broad economic policy; members of the local middle class would set the rules in their own
localities, including many of the decisions about how federal monies would be allocated.” The agreement that
communities would receive national aid under local contro), affecting such programs as Works Progress Admin-
istration and Tennessee Valley Authority, was one “of the major political compromises in American history.” In
the 1930s, it affected urban political machines as well as agriculturat programs. Robert H. Wiebe, Self-Ruyle: A
Cultural History of American Democracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 211. Popular participation
in government was not aided in the 1920s as “in very broad terms, the national bureaucracy acquired its modern
form,” Wiebe argues. Agencies negotiated with private interests by economic area, leaving to higher administrative
levels the settlement of policy. “Ordinary citizens, one by one, had no access to these offices, no legitimate busi-
ness with their government.” Already, though, in the Progressive era, organizations had influenced government
increasingly in national and local politics, so that “the unorganized fell to the bottom of these hierarchies: no
group, no voice.” Ibid., 206, 204.

Public works were related not only to depressions but also to electoral support, according to Gerald
Friedman. In the late 1800s, residents of many big American cities supported political-machine government as a
compromise: property owners and laborers preferred the machine as a way to keep control of the city from each
other, and public works by such governments offered benefits to both groups. “Public works spending can be the
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ideal cement for a cross-class political coalition. Such spending provides working-class jobs, which in turn enhan-
ces property values and rents of landowners, and it creates educational, recreational, transportation and health fac-
ilities for middle-class use.” Friedman, “Dividing Labor: Urban Politics and Big-City Construction in Late-
Nineteenth-Century America,” 447-64 in Claudia Goldin and Hugh Rockoff, eds., Strategic Factors in Nineteenth
Centyry American Economic History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 460. In the South, sentiment
for improving roads increased with spreading use of the auto, the “irrepressible machine,” Cecil Kenneth Brown
argues in describing pre-1930 events in North Carolina. Cecil Kenneth Brown, 53-54. Vehicle users paid more of
road revenues in 1920-22. Revenues from vehicle users--motor-vehicle registration and license fees and gasoline
taxes--were 5.1% of total revenue for roads in 1914, 10.6% in 1921, and 19.5% in 1923. Gasoline taxes, first adop-
ted in 1919, were used in 35 states in 1924. T. Warren Allen and others, “Highways and Highway Transportation,”
155. In Jate 1921, construction was expected to continue for years in the federal-aid road program. Thomas H.
MacDonald, the federal program’s chief, told a meeting of highway officials of the 48 states that the $350 million
already appropriated for the program “is not all you are going to get for this kind of work.” Speaking soon after
discussions of public works at the fall 1921 President’s Conference on Unemployment, MacDonald told the state
highway officials that “I want you members to go back to your states and tell the people that this is a permanent
scheme of construction. There may be times when only the minimum amount of work will be done, but there will
always be road improvement.” MacDonald said it was the Agriculture Department’s intention “to use this scheme
of work to furnish employment during financial depressions,” besides building roads when the economy was
functioning as usual. MacDonald spoke at Omaha to the American Association of State Highway Officials’
seventh annual meeting. Omaha World-Herald, Dec. 8, 1921.

14Barron, Mixed Harvest, 41-42. “The automobile both symbolized and contributed to the disintegration of
rural society,” according to David B. Danbom. By 1920, “30.7 percent of farmers owned automobiles, and despite
economic depression the number of cars on farms nearly doubled between 1920 and 1930. More than any other
material convenience of the industrial age, the automobile caught the countryman’s imagination. In 1930, the
farmer was nearly twice as likely to own a car as a phone, four times as likely to have one as to have water in his
house, and five times as likely to have a car as to have electric light.” Danbom, 126. Autos were easier to adopt in
rural areas. Farm residents could use an auto without needing to obtain connection to any new community system,
unlike adopting the telephone, electricity, or water in the house (if pumped by electricity service). Rural people
could benefit from autos over wagons even using the community’s old system of roads, at least in many places, if
weather was dry, and if few outsiders’ autos increased road wear.

1*Seely, Building the American Highway System, 88-89. The 1919 support of roadbuilding for employment
included that in a statement of Otto T. Mallery, executive director of the War Labor Policies Board. “Highway

construction is particularly useful in providing employment for unskilied labor, upon whom the greatest burden of
suffering falls in hard times,” according to Mallery. *“The geographical distribution of highway work is another ele-
ment of advantage for our purpose, because it will diminish unemployment in many districts at the same time.”
Mallery’s statement was quoted by Maine’s highway engineer at American Road Builders’ Association’s conven-
tion February 1919, after new funds for the federal road program had been appropriated. Paul Sargent. chnet‘ engi-
neer of Maine nghway Com:mssnn, addtess Feb 26 1919, in

) Road Byilde; 919, 3 N.Y. (New York: The Assoclanon, 1919),
98 Warken contends the Pubhc Works Admxmsuauon in 1933 was able to speed the start of road projects using
plans the Bureau of Public Roads had ready. Philip W. Warken, A History of the National Resources Planning
Board, 1933-1943 (New York: Garland, 1979), 43-44. The roads bureau. said PWA administrator Harold L. Ickes,
“had already developed a long-range program for roads, and so was able to apportion and start the expenditure of
the $400 million dollars with a minimum of delay.” Harold L. Ickes, Back to Work: The Story of the PWA (New
York: Macmillan, 1935), 82-83. Construction had continued throughout the 1920s in the federal-aid program,
based on administrative processes in which states’ highway agencies identified and planned projects for approval
by federal officials. By 1930, the program had built many miles of roads, which had improved travel and raised the
value of many boldings of rural land. Theda Skocpol and Kenneth Finegold argue that experience, procedures, and
planning had developed particularly in the Agricultusre Department by 1933, making the department “an island of
state strength in an ocean of weakness™ in the federal government generally in capacity to form policies for govern-
ment activities amid the 1930s Depression. Theda Skocpol and Kenneth Finegold, “State Capacity and Economic
Intervention in the Early New Deal,” Political Science Quarterly 97 (1982): 271.




376

'“Rose, 92. The experience of wartime mobilization changed notions about federal activity in the economy,
according to William E. Leuchtenburg. World War I “occasioned the abandonment of laissez faire precepts and
raised the federal government to director, even dictator, of the economy.” The mobilization provided a basis for
responses by the Hoover administration and the New Deal to the depression of the 1930s, for “very little in the
Populist and Progressive periods offered a precedent for massive federal intervention in the economy.” Before
World War [, “reformers thought the state and the city were more important arenas than the national capital.”
William E. Leuchtenburg, “The New Deal and the Analogue of War,” 81-143 in John Braeman, Robert H.
Bremner, and Everett Walters, eds.. Change and Contingity in Twentjeth-Century America (Columbus: Ohio State
University Press, 1964), 82-85. Many routes for the interstate system approved in 1956 resembled those discussed
as an interregional system in the 1940s. The interregional highway system as recommended in 1944 was for cons-
truction of roads “in every State and in 1,056 of the 3,076 counties of the country.” The recommended system also
was to reach “directly 587 of the 1,077 cities of 10,000 population or more.” Other counties and cities would be
served indirectly by being near the recommended system. National Interregional Highway Commiittee, 131. The
1944 act changed the federal highway program’s emphasis, according to Charles L. Dearing and Wilfred Owen.
“In addition to making available the unusually large sum of 1.5 billion dollars over a three-year period, the 1944
act supplemented the basic 1921 act by providing funds for exclusive use of the federal-aid system within
municipalities and urban places of over 5,000 population.” The 1944 act provided for using federal funds for right-
of-way costs and “provides for designating an interstate system of the most important routes.” Dearing and Owen,
110.

"The quick expansion of public works in the federal-aid program was greatest in a few states (discussed
further on page 121). Many such states were in the Midwest, which provided 32 percent of the nation’s total
estimated jobs in the program. The four other regions each provided between 15 and 20 percent of the national
total. Even in the West, where road work was reduced in many areas by aridity and low population, projects
employed 15 percent of the program’s estimated 262,085 jobs in the nation. Ranking after the Midwest in creating
jobs in the federal-aid program were the South (20 percent of the national total), the North Atlantic (18 percent),
the Plains (15 percent), and the West. Apart from comparison of regions, the top third of the forty-eight states in
spending provided 67 percent of the estimated national total. The five states with largest spending provided 34
percent of the jobs estimated in the national total. The top five are Illinois, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Georgia, and
Texas. Others in the top one-third of states are Minnesota, Oregon, Wisconsin, Washington, Iowa. Idaho, North
Carolina, Montana, Maryland, Kansas, and South Carolina. Jobs are estimated from federal funds paid to states for
projects completed by mid-1922. Agriculture Department, Report 1922, 473-83.

!*Federal spending for construction of highways was 6% of that of non-federal governments in 1920, 11.6%
in 1921, 9.7% in 1922, and 10.6% in 1923. For 1920-22, federal spending for roadbuilding totaled $198 million,
and that of non-federal governments totaled $2.13 billion. National Interregional Highway Committee, 179-80.
State and local governments generally increased their road spending throughout the 1920s, continuing methods
similar to those that expanded in use in 1920-22. The decade’s only declines in the road spending total for those
governments were small ones for 1923 and 1929. Even at the depressed prices of 1921, their spending for roads to-
taled more than twice the level of 1915; for 1928 it was four times that of 1915. The growing total for most of the
1920s likely represents rising prices, increasing roadbuilding using cash. and further declining use of statute labor.
bid.
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