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A short walk away from Baltimore’s 
famous aquarium along the city’s inner 
harbor, there can be found a less well 
known yet more unusual attraction 
advertising itself as the “surpris-
ingly interesting” Baltimore Public 
Works Museum. The museum lives 
up to its billing. Housed in a hand-
some brick structure built in 1912 as a 
sewage pumping station, the museum 
contains numerous exhibits illumi-
nating the historical development and 
contemporary technological func-
tioning of some of the public works 
systems still serving Baltimore and its 
environs today. As shall be seen below, 
a surprisingly broad–and interesting–
range of variation can also be found 
in historical and contemporary roles 
played by private firms and govern-
ment agencies in delivering public 
services and furnishing public works 
systems in American communities.*

In different communities at different 
times, for example, solid waste collec-
tion and disposal has been performed 
by local governments themselves, 
by private firms under contract with 

local governments, and by private 
firms under contract with individual 
households and businesses. Similarly, 
numerous historical and contemporary 
examples can be found of government 
agencies and private firms owning and 
operating water supply and distribu-
tion systems, electric utility systems, 
and other public works and public 
utility systems. The history, however, 
is not just one of random variation. 
Patterns and trends can be discerned 
in the character of governmental and 
private arrangements employed for 
furnishing different goods and services 
and in how the arrangements have 
fared over time in different settings.

In the case of solid waste collection 
and disposal, forms of private provi-
sion initially predominated. In many 
communities during the late nine-
teenth century, local governments 
arranged for the provision of solid 
waste collection and disposal services 
by entering into short-term contracts 
with private firms, with contracts 
sometimes awarded on the basis of 
competitive bids. Relying on private 
firms for service provision in this 
manner was broadly consistent with 
free enterprise ideology and held the 
promise of obtaining publicly impor-
tant waste collection and disposal 
services economically without the 
expenditures of funds and expansion 
of the governmental bureaucracy and 
workforce, which might otherwise 
have been required. At the same time, 
utilization of short-term rather than 
long-term contracts appeared to offer a 
means for local governments to avoid 
becoming overly dependent on any 
single firm and to keep alive at least 
the possibility of future competition.

Without the security of a long-term 
contract or franchise, however, 
privately owned service providers 
were generally reluctant to invest 
in expensive but potentially useful 
capital facilities such as incinerators. 
Late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century municipal reformers and 
sanitary advocates also complained 
of other problems with the prevailing 
contracting arrangements, including 
the boosting of profits by contrac-
tors at the expense of service quality, 
corruption in contract awards, and 
undue contractor influence over 
municipal politics. Rather than relying 
on profit-seeking private enterprises 
to furnish important solid waste 
collection and disposal services, some 
contended, the public interest would 
better be served by democratically 
elected municipal governments doing 
the work themselves.

In this context, an increasingly large 
proportion of municipal governments 
during the first and second decades of 
the twentieth century chose to furnish 
solid waste collection and disposal 
services themselves rather than to rely 
on private contractors. Organizational 
changes within municipal governments 
accompanied this shift, with many 
communities transferring responsibility 
for sanitation services from physician-
dominated public health commissions 
to public works departments overseen 
by professional engineers and managers.

In recent years, responsibility for solid 
waste collection and disposal has 
largely continued to remain in govern-
mental hands in larger jurisdictions 
with more entrenched and profes-
sional public works organizations. 
Particularly in smaller communities, 
however, the years since 1970 have 
seen something of a resurgence in 
the contracting out of the service to 
private enterprises. Factors driving this 
trend include the increased promi-
nence of anti-government ideology, 
desires on the part of local govern-
ments to cut labor costs and to avoid 
having to bargain with unionized 
work forces, and greater difficulty and 
expense in siting and building land-
fills and other disposal facilities due 
to local opposition and new environ-
mental regulations.  (continued on page 2)
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“Privatization”
(continued from page 1) Also important 
has been the rise of large, profes-
sionally managed, integrated solid 
waste collection and disposal firms, 
which are better positioned to invest 
in recycling systems and expensive 
and distant disposal facilities than are 
many smaller and more geographically 
constrained communities.

In the case of water supply and 
distribution, the history has been 
quite similar in some ways but very 
different in others. As with solid waste 
collection and disposal, municipal 
governments in the United States 
during the nineteenth century typi-
cally first turned to private firms to 
construct water supply and distribu-
tion systems. But whereas short-term 
contracting prevailed in solid waste 
collection and disposal, private firms 
generally would not invest in the 
expensive fixed facilities constituting 
water supply and distribution systems 
without the security of a long-term 
contract or franchise.

In some cases, the initial contracts 
or franchises agreed between local 
governments and water companies 
specified location(s) from which water 
was to be drawn, quantities to be 
supplied, provisions to be made for 
serving public fire protection needs, 
and other such matters in considerable 
detail. In communities experiencing 
little population growth or changes in 
demand for water, such arrangements 
sometimes sufficed to structure rela-
tionships between local governments 
and private waterworks firms for long 
periods of time. In the rapidly growing 
major American cities, however, 
increases in demand for water and for 
facility expansion during the nine-
teenth century quickly rendered initial 
contract or franchise arrangements 
obsolete, and municipal governments 
and waterworks firms often found 
themselves at loggerheads.

As a consequence of such conflicts and 
accompanying problems in service 
delivery, municipal governments in 
most major American cities had built 
or acquired their own waterworks 
systems by the end of the nineteenth 

century. Although privately owned 
water works did not disappear from 
the American scene, they served a 
relatively small proportion of the 
urban population and were mostly to 
be found in smaller and less rapidly 
growing communities. This broad 
pattern has largely remained to the 
present day, with government-owned 
waterworks predominating in larger 
urban centers in the United States and 
privately owned systems tending to 
be more modest in scale and serving 
smaller communities. Interestingly, 
the relatively few, large privately 
owned, water supply and distribu-
tion systems in the United States are 
mostly to be found in heavily popu-
lated areas such as northern New 
Jersey, which is comprised of many 
small political jurisdictions for which 
individual water works systems would 
be impracticable.

Like their waterworks counterparts, 
electric utility systems consist of fixed 
and expensive facilities serving both 
private consumer demands and public 
needs. As in waterworks, private firms 
owned the great majority of early elec-
tric utility systems in
American communities during the 
1880s and 1890s. At the same time, 
in electric utilities as in waterworks, 
requirements for long-term invest-
ments in expensive fixed facilities 
meant that bidding contests between 
private firms for short-term contracts 
or franchises could not be relied upon 
to protect public interests in the provi-
sion of services. As a result, private 
firms and government agencies during 
the first decades of electric utility devel-
opment typically found themselves 
enmeshed in long-term relationships.

At least in most urbanized areas of the 
United States, however, arranging for 
delivery of high quality services from 
private firms did not prove problemat-
ical to nearly the same extent in electric 
utilities as in waterworks. Because the 
output and quality of street lighting 
could be easily measured and moni-
tored by the naked eye, municipal 
governments and private electric utility 
firms, even in rapidly growing cities, 
could arrange for provision of service 
under relatively simple contractual 

arrangements in a manner impos-
sible with water for fire protection. To 
a greater extent than in waterworks, 
market forces also created incentives 
for electric utility firms to furnish 
high quality service and to exercise 
restraint in pricing. Until well into the 
first decade of the twentieth century 
in many American communities, for 
example, electric utility firms faced 
aggressive competition from gas compa-
nies for both private lighting business 
and public street lighting contracts.

In this context, private ownership of 
electric utilities survived in most Amer-
ican communities even though the 
firms came under intense criticism at 
times for overcharging consumers or for 
exercising undue and corrupting influ-
ence on municipal politics. This pattern 
has largely remained to the present 
day, with residents of most larger urban 
regions in the United States continuing 
to be served by private electric utility 
firms. However, there are important 
exceptions. During the early twen-
tieth century, for example, municipal 
governments in both Seattle and Los 
Angeles developed their own electric 
utility systems as means of bringing 
cheap hydro-electric power to their 
communities and to achieve indus-
trial development goals. During the 
1930s, the federal government formed 
the Tennessee Valley Authority and 
underwrote the formation of rural 
electric cooperatives as means to fulfill 
regional development goals and bring 
the benefits of electric utility services 
to rural areas. And far more recently, 
during the late 1990s, a state agency 
took over the privately owned electric 
utility on Long Island as a means to cut 
costs to consumers and resolve prob-
lems resulting from expenditures by the 
private firm on an ultimately aban-
doned nuclear plant project.

As can be seen in the brief historical 
accounts above, private firms have 
long been involved in a variety of 
ways in delivering public services and 
furnishing public works systems in 
American communities. Factors shaping 
performance include the capabilities 
of the firms themselves, market forces 
and the presence or absence of compe-
tition, utilization of expensive fixed 
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facilities in order to furnish service, 
ease or difficulty in measuring output 
and monitoring quality, and ease or 
difficulty in devising workable, straight-
forward, and enforceable contractual 
arrangements for service delivery.

For decision makers today, the history 
suggests that profit-motivated private 
firms can play valuable roles in the 
provision of public services, but the 
factors enumerated above need to be 
taken into account in order to ensure 

that the profit motive is harnessed in 
ways consistent with broader public 
interests Given that the future will give 
rise to circumstances that cannot be 
anticipated in the present, caution is 
particularly indicated in entering into 
long-term arrangements involving 
expensive fixed facilities such as water 
supply and distribution systems or 
toll roads. After all, it is unlikely that 
anyone in Baltimore in 1912 could 
have imagined that a sewage pumping 
station along the city’s waterfront 

might someday be used as a museum. 
But the fact that the structure remains 
in public hands, and that it was built 
soundly, beautifully, and with an eye 
to the long-term is what has made the 
transformation possible.

*  Since the writing of this essay, the Baltimore 
Public Works Museum has closed (hopefully 
temporarily) due to municipal budget 
constraints. In the meantime, the structure 
in which the museum is housed continues to 
function loyally as a sewage pumping station.

Penna, Anthony N. and Conrad Edick Wright, 
eds., Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 
2009.

By Stephanie Fuglaar
Doctoral Candidate
University of Houston
Cities are complex fusions of infra-
structure, geography, people, events, 
and economy. Remaking Boston 
explains how these elements came 
together to make and remake the 
physical form of Boston and its hinter-
land. As one of America’s oldest cities, 
Boston holds an important place in 
urban history. This collection builds on 
the established narrative by examining 
the relationship between Bostonians 
and their environment. This edited 
volume is also part of a growing field 
of literature that seeks to understand 
the history of urban environments. 
Case studies on this topic already exist 
for Houston, New Orleans, Pittsburgh, 
Phoenix, San Antonio, St. Louis, and 
Los Angeles, mostly published by the 
University of Pittsburgh Press History 
of the Urban Environment series. The 
study of Boston is a wonderful addi-
tion to this body of literature. 

The content for Remaking Boston 
originated from a conference held by 
the Massachusetts Historical Society 
that was based on their Boston Envi-
ronmental History Series. Anthony N. 
Penna is an environmental historian 
with Northeastern University whose 
other publications include The Human 
Footprint and Nature’s Bounty. Conrad 
Edick Wright is the Worthington C. 

Ford Editor and Director of Research 
for the Massachusetts Historical 
Society, and some of his well-known 
publications are Revolutionary 
Generation and The Education of 
Henry Adams. The editors incorpo-
rate a multidisciplinary perspective 
by including chapters written by 
historians, urban planners, earth 
scientists, and geographers. The 
focus is on water, the urban hinter-
land, and weather in sections titled 
“The Harbour,” “Town and Coun-
tryside,” and “Climate Change.” 
Traditional urban environmental 
topics, such as the urban-hinterland 
connection, pollution recovery, 
agriculture, and reforestation, are all 
present, but the diverse backgrounds 
of the contributors are evident 
throughout the book. 

The first section, “The Harbor,” 
explains the change in how Bostonians 
viewed, used, and altered the harbor 
over time. Although some visitors to 
early Boston felt the city was built on 
a precarious location, the environ-
ment provided citizens with the land, 
air, water, and food to build a city and 
connected them to Atlantic trade. 
Because of Boston’s placement on a 
peninsula, land-making became an 
important aspect of Boston’s growth. 
The belief that land-making destroyed 
the paths large ships used to navigate 
the harbor encouraged taxation of 
land-making projects to pay for main-
tenance of the harbor. Unfortunately, 

the land-making tax concept did not 
carry over into waste disposal, and in 
the twentieth century Bostonians had 
to invest in intensive restoration of the 
harbor due to pollution. 

Urban hinterland connections are the 
topic of the second section, “The Town 
and the Countryside.” Early in its exis-
tence, Boston and its surrounding rural 
areas were somewhat disconnected. 
Urbanites oriented their social lives 
and economies toward the Atlantic, 
and yeoman farmers remained in their 
own spaces. Over time, the country-
side increasingly became enmeshed 
with Boston through the growth of 
regional markets.  
 (continued on page 4)

Book Review: Remaking Boston: An Environmental 
History of the City and Its Surroundings
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Peter B. King
APWA Executive Director
March 26. 2010

It is official. Bi-partisanship does not 
exist in the House of representatives 
in Washington. If you thought the 
two parties could come together on 
anything, it would be to pass a resolu-
tion supporting National Public Works 
Week (NPWW), particularly in our 
50th anniversary year. But, not this 
year given the rather intense partisan 
climate.

A short story about how Washington 
works, or does not work:
We have been working with House 
Transportation & Infrastructure (T&I) 
Committee staff to move our annual, 
non-controversial NPWW resolu-
tion through the House. Committee 
staff took the language we submitted, 
which was based on the resolution 
approved last year by the full House, 
and added clauses referring to ARRA, 
stimulus, and job creation, along with 
other clauses, based on data presented 
to the Committee. (H. Res 1225 can 
be found at http://www.apwa.net//
Documents/H.%20Res%201125%20

NPWW%20Resolution.pdf) 
The Committee then passed 
the resolution unanimously 
and sent it on its way for floor 
action.

The resolution was on the 
calendar for floor action 
this week when a roll call vote was 
requested, an unusual move for a tradi-
tionally non-controversial resolution. 
Also, due to suspension of the rules, 
it takes a two-thirds vote to approve 
the resolution, rather than majority 
vote. When it became clear to us the 
resolution was being viewed through 
partisan glasses, we communicated 
with House Republican leadership 
and all minority members of the 
Committee Wednesday and Thursday, 
urging them to focus on the substance 
of the resolution–recognizing and 
honoring public works–and pass the 
resolution.
The vote yesterday was essentially a 
party line vote of 249-172 in favor of 
passage–a clear majority but not two 
thirds, so the resolution failed to pass.

Friday, March 26, the House T&I 
Committee issued a press release 
entitled “House Republicans Oppose 
Honoring Public Works Profes-
sionals” along with comments by 
Chairman Oberstar. See http://trans-
portation.house.gov/News/PRArticle.
aspx?NewsID=1150.

We have also been working with the 
Senate to pass our original resolution 
and will continue to do so, and we 
have requested the White House to 
acknowledge the goals and ideals of 
National Public Works Week. Unless 
it cools off around here, who knows 
what will happen.

With cherry blossoms set to bloom and 
recess to begin next week, perhaps the 
partisan attitude will soften, but unfor-
tunately, I don’t see that happening.

“Remaking Boston”
(continued from page 3)  The chapter on 
reforestation illustrates this connec-
tion by explaining that there were 
unanticipated changes in forest 
coverage as farmers switched from 
grass feeding to grain feeding of cattle 
and as economic demands changed 
in the region. Another author exam-
ines the connections between physical 
space and social status, arguing that 
those of higher status sought space 
at ground level, and lower classes 
were forced to live at higher eleva-
tions. Urban parks and parkways 
were also important in the develop-
ment of Boston. City administrators 
sought to bring nature into the city, 
but they designed a system around 
roadways ultimately limiting access to 
the parks by pedestrians and wildlife. 
The section concludes with the story 
of the fragmentation of the Charles 
River as a “natural pathway” because 
of overbuilding and how the Metro-

politan District Commission sought to 
decrease the obstructions in the river.
The final section, “The Climate and 
the Weather,” describes Bostonians’ 
reactions to weather phenomenon and 
shows how weather patterns in Boston 
have changed over time. One author 
explains that snow could make trans-
portation easier in the pre-automobile 
era because it reduced surface friction 
which made it easier for animals to 
carry heavy loads. Another contributor 
focuses on extreme phenomena, such 
as drought, comets, and earthquakes 
and analyzes how Bostonians under-
stood and rationalized these events. 
The final chapter combines the study 
of plant biology with the examination 
of the written record to prove how 
much Boston’s climate has changed 
over the past few centuries. 

The environmental history of a city 
is a large complex story that must 
address economic, political, and social 

factors and how they interact with 
the environment. Remaking Boston 
includes common topics in urban 
environmental history and reflects 
Boston’s unique geography in the 
sections on the harbor and climate. 
It adds new topics to urban environ-
mental history as well. As Michael 
Rawson argues, historians often over-
look the physical harbor in their focus 
on the activities at the shoreline. The 
editors of this volume include less 
about transportation, utilities, public 
works, and urban growth than other 
urban environmental case studies of 
cities, but this is probably because 
they felt there had been substantial 
analysis on these aspects of the city’s 
history already. Penna and Wright 
have prepared a book that is a useful 
addition to the study of the history 
of urban environments and Boston’s 
history. It is enjoyable to read and 
should be of interest to a wide variety 
of readers.

Politics Sinks NPWW Resolution in the House

http://www.apwa.net//Documents/H.%20Res%201125%20NPWW%20Resolution.pdf
http://www.apwa.net//Documents/H.%20Res%201125%20NPWW%20Resolution.pdf
http://www.apwa.net//Documents/H.%20Res%201125%20NPWW%20Resolution.pdf
http://transportation.house.gov/News/PRArticle.aspx?NewsID=1150
http://transportation.house.gov/News/PRArticle.aspx?NewsID=1150
http://transportation.house.gov/News/PRArticle.aspx?NewsID=1150
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The Public Works Historical Society 
has developed a special series of 
educational opportunities for the 2010 
Congress in Boston designed to engage 
engineers, academicians, professors, 
historians, librarians, administrators 
and anyone else interested in historical 
and contemporary transportation proj-
ects in Boston. An old city with a rich 
and dense urban fabric, Boston has 
also been reshaped over the centuries 
by a series of ambitious and trans-
formative public works projects. The 
PWHS program series will focus on the 
history of great public works projects 
in Boston and elsewhere that have 
provided access and circulation for the 
city. Planned events include a panel 
discussion on Saturday afternoon on 
the historical and contemporary trans-
portation projects in Boston–focusing 
on the Big Dig, Central Artery, Storrow 
Drive, the Southwest Corridor Park 
and Boston’s anti-highway movement. 

Registrants for this ticketed event may 
also participate in an exclusive walking 
tour of Boston transportation proj-
ects. (Separate fee and pre-registration 
required)

Sunday afternoon’s program will 
feature APWA Past-President Robert 
Albee as he discusses the execution 
of, politics, planning, lessons learned 
and historical perspective of one of the 
nation’s largest public works projects – 
the Big Dig. 

The Circulation in the Living City 
series concludes with the PWHS 
Luncheon on Monday. Previous 
PWHS Abel Wolman Award Recipient 
Michael Rawson provides a historical 
perspective on the most important 
part of nineteenth-century Boston’s 
transportation system–the harbor. 
He will discuss well-intentioned but 
sometimes misguided efforts that hold 

important lessons for both historians 
and practitioners of public works 
today. (Ticketed event–separate fee and 
pre-registration required)

Additional history related events at 
Congress:

• Chapter Historians Meeting – 
Sunday afternoon

• PWHS Board of Trustees meeting 
– Monday following the PWHS 
luncheon

• Congress attendees are also 
encouraged to visit the PWHS 
booth on the exhibit floor, next to 
APWA Central.

For more information, see the 
Congress 2010 pages online or contact 
Teresa Hon at thon@apwa.net, or call 
800-848-2792 x 5224.

Martin V. Melosi, Ph.D.
University of Houston

 “The car has reshaped the nation’s 
landscape,” an observer noted, 
“making it virtually unrecogniz-
able from the unpaved version of the 
previous century.” The transforma-
tion of American cities by motorized 
vehicles was a twentieth-century 
phenomenon, building upon the 
impact of transportation technology 
before it, but leaving its own unique 
physical imprint. 

Some regarded this phenomenon as 
positive: the emergence of a private 
mass-transit technology permit-
ting settlement over a wide area and 
offering car owners the flexibility to 
“work, shop, and enjoy recreation” 
almost anywhere. To others, the swath 
cut through cities by cars undermined 
urban physical integrity, generated 
unending sprawl, and sabotaged the 
sense of community.

Cars did not merely replace rail service 
and pedestrianism, but strongly influ-
enced growth in areas lacking any kind 
of transportation service and pushed 
the suburban boundaries outward 
“beyond the reach of the trolleys.” The 
automobile initially functioned on 
a street system, according to John B. 
Rae, “that had never been designed for 
it and were about as poorly adapted to 
it as it was possible to be.” Motor vehi-
cles initially had to share the streets 
and traffic patterns with trolleys, 
streetcars, carriages, wagons, bicycles, 
horses, and pedestrians, which were 
various sizes, moved at varying speeds, 
and served different needs. 

The “automobile system” ultimately 
established its own rules and patterns. 
Possibly more than other forms of 
transportation, the automobile helped 
turn the landscape into real estate. 

The “Footprint” of the Automobile
About one-half of a modern Amer-
ican city’s land area is dedicated to 
streets and roads, parking lots, service 

stations, driveways, signals and traffic 
signs, automobile-oriented businesses, 
car dealerships, and more. Space 
allocated for other forms of transporta-
tion ultimately shrank or disappeared, 
including many sidewalks. A parking 
study stated that about fifty-nine 
percent of the ground area in Los 
Angeles’ central business district (CBD) 
in 1960 was devoted to streets and 
parking. 

Accommodating to the automobile 
required adapting cores to the needs 
of the car. However, adaptation did 
not mean remaking. In most cases, an 
automobile infrastructure was superim-
posed over cities that had undergone a 
variety of changes through time. 

From “Walking Cities” to “Automobile 
Cities”
Historians have mapped out a three- or 
four-stage transportation chronology 
for the American city, most typically: 
walking city (pre-1880), streetcar city 
(1880-1920), and automobile city 
(post-1920).  (continued on page 6)

PWHS, Boston and Congress 2010: Circulation in the Living City

The Automobile Shapes the City: With Some Examples from Boston

mailto:thon@apwa.net
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“Automobile Shapes the City”
(continued from page 5)  The most 
recent stage—“the automobile (and 
truck) city”—eroded the patterns of 
the streetcar city through dispersal 
of population into the suburbs, 
weakening the core as a magnet for 
business, social, and cultural life.

Motorized vehicles alone did not 
produce new urban patterns. Long 
distance communication, the exten-
sion of city services, and real estate 
development also contributed.

Yet the emergence of the automobile 
produced a less clearly defined and 
less rigidly geometric pattern of urban 
growth. 

Modifying the City Core
Building hard-surface streets began in 
the late-nineteenth century to serve 
the needs of bicycle-, wagon-, and 
carriage-transportation, and into the 
twentieth primarily for faster and 
heavier motorized vehicles. Automo-
biles not only affected road building 
technology. The use of the streets 
as social and recreational gathering 
places was threatened and supplanted 
by requirements of increasingly rapid 
and mounting vehicular traffic. In 
newer communities, pedestrian street 
activity was restricted to pedestrian 
precincts/paths and to shopping 
plazas and malls. After World War II, 
the traditional city street was replaced 
by a number of specialized roads, 
including collectors, distributors, 
arterials, by-passes, relief roads, ring 
roads, highways, expressways, and 
motorways. 

The first highway to be designed 
exclusively for the use of cars—the 
Bronx River Parkway—was completed 
in 1906, but it was not fully opened 
for traffic until 1924. The addition 
of new roadways was often limited 
to big cities until quite recently and 
initially made up a small percentage 
of the total surface transportation 
network. Over time, highways capable 
of accommodating greater volumes of 
traffic required an expanded network, 
including expansion of highways into 
four, six, eight or more lanes.

Some have blamed automobiles not 
only for the transformation, but for 
the destruction of core cities. But 
even the best known critic of the 
demise of American city cores, Jane 
Jacobs, noted, “Automobiles are often 
conveniently tagged as the villains 
responsible for the ills of cities and the 
disappointments and futilities of city 
planning. But the destructive effects 
of automobiles are much less a cause 
than a symptom of our incompetence 
at city building.” 

Urban renewal of the 1950s and 1960s, 
for example, incorporated highway 
building into its plans for urban rede-
velopment and slum clearance, but 
the needs to improve mobility did not 
initiate urban renewal nor justify it. 
But the automobile did not have an 
insignificant role in urban decay and 
the suburban explosion: Constructing 
a highway or freeway through an 
existing neighborhood, by its very act 
disrupted, degraded, and in some cases 
destroyed a community. 

Federal highway construction after 
World War II not only led to a 
sweeping interstate highway network, 
but left a major imprint on cities. With 
the passage of the Interstate Highway 
Act of 1956, there already were 376 
miles of freeways in the twenty-five 
largest cities and at least 100 more 
miles under construction. Its impact 
on cities was much greater than that. 
Within about a decade, $15 billion 
of the $27 billion spent on highway 
construction went to urban roadways. 
Rather than relieving congestion, the 
new highways increased traffic going 
downtown. 

Beltways surrounding major cities 
drew development to them and away 
from city cores. The impact of the 
urban interstates and beltways—such 
as the Capital Beltway around Wash-
ington, D.C.—was to clear low-income 
properties, but in so doing also divided 
viable neighborhoods, weakened the 
residential function of city centers, 
reduced the housing stock, and made 
the situation worse for the poor and 
the disadvantaged.

Traffic and Congestion
Traffic congestion is the most striking 
physical impact of rising motor vehicle 
use in the twentieth century. Auto-
mobiles did not invent traffic jams, 
but they intensified them. The broad-
ened roads encouraged more traffic, 
pedestrians were less safe, and new 
construction created more barriers in 
neighborhoods. Prior to World War I, 
New York was experiencing traffic jams 
twice each day during an early form 
of “rush hour,” forcing some people to 
reconsider returning to the subways. 
In some cases, motorists were quick 
to blame foreign-born teamsters and 
other drivers of commercial vehicles 
for the traffic problems in this period. 
Beginning in 1921, the Detroit police 
forced truck drivers to take a special 
test to prove their driving skills.

In the 1920s-1930s in Boston, the 
city’s transportation infrastructure 
was deteriorating. But the increase in 
automobile traffic was creating terrible 
congestion in the narrow streets on the 
downtown area. As a result, businesses 
avoided relocating there. One planner 
in the late 1920s noted: “There is prob-
ably no city in the United States where 
traffic conditions on the streets of the 
downtown business section are so near 
the saturation point as they are here in 
Boston.” Ultimately, plans were made 
(part of Governor Bradford’s master 
plan of 1948) for the six-lane Central 
Artery to relieve streets of through 
traffic. It was projected to relieve 40% 
of the traffic from the downtown area 
and in the name of “slum clearance.” 
The depression, battles over right-of-
way, opposition of residents of the 
North End and Chinatown delayed 
its implementation. However, it was 
built in the late 1950s, essentially 
remaking the neighborhood structure 
downtown.

The Big Dig project—the Central 
Artery/Tunnel project—conceived in 
the 1980s sought to undo the original 
Central Artery plan that was consid-
ered as a panacea to congestion years 
ago, but also had cut a swath through 
neighborhoods once occupied by 
Italian and Asian immigrants. The 
old elevated highway—the Central 
Artery—was moved underground, 
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opening up as much as 30 acres of 
open spaces, extending the interstate 
to the airport via a new harbor tunnel, 
and building a ten-lane cable-stayed 
bridge. The project, deemed one of 
the greatest infrastructure projects 
ever and quickly emerging as a tourist 
attraction, also was mired in contro-
versy since its inception. Complaints 
about its cost and execution led oppo-
nents to denounce it as the “Black 
Hole of Boston,” the “Big Lie” and 
on and on. The project demonstrates, 
at the very least, how central trans-
portation issues are to the lives of 
urbanites—so basic, so critical.

Traffic volume rose primarily near 
cities, reaching a peak in downtown 
areas six times the volume of traffic 
in suburbs. The typical urban grid 
system of streets only worsened the 

traffic pressure, as did the tendency for 
the street and road systems to bring 
traffic to the center of town. Traffic 
congestion emerged as the foremost 
justification for large-scale highway 
construction in American urban areas 
after World War II. Planners some-
times seemed oblivious to the fact that 
building urban expressways to reduce 
congestion and increase traffic speeds 
could encourage additional automobile 
usage, increased pollution, increased 
gasoline and oil use, and create poten-
tial safety problems. 

Getting automobiles into the “flow” 
of traffic is a long-standing problem 
exacerbated by the fact that motor-
ized vehicles tended to occupy greater 
street area per person than common 
carriers. A Boston report in the early 
1920s estimated that one person in 

a filled five-passenger car was using 
17 times as much street space as one 
person in a streetcar at capacity.

In recent times, congestion problems 
worsened. Motor-vehicle use in the 
United States doubled each year from 
one to two trillion miles between 1970 
and 1990. Between 1960 and 1990, 
traffic increased by a factor of five 
in the Seattle area. In Washington, 
D.C., traffic almost tripled from 1973 
to 1994. In California, vehicle use 
doubled between 1970 and 1990, 
growing more than four times faster 
than population. A 1990 study stated 
that the average California driver 
spent 84 hours a year stuck in traffic 
congestion.

Parking
Even cars at rest—in parking mode if 
you will—created problems for cities 
that few other forms of transporta-
tion faced. The average auto is parked 
and unused for about 90 percent of 
its lifetime and that even when it is 
used, it is nearly empty. In addition, 
cities with high automobile owner-
ship rates as opposed to cities simply 
with high commuter rates will require 
a greater number of parking spaces. 
Inner-city traffic also raised problems 
over parking. In the early part of the 
twentieth century, parking reduced 
downtown street area by one-third to 
one-half. 

In Boston, throughout its history, the 
city suffered from a land shortage. 
More than most cities, Boston has 
had unusually high real estate values 
throughout the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries. As stated earlier, traffic 
congestion was a serious problem as 
was parking. Boston Commons was 
once considered as a possible parking 
lot to handle the increase in the 
number of cars in the downtown. By 
1961, however, the Boston Common 
underground garage was completed—
an idea that had been rejected years 
earlier. Other efforts (as early as the 
1920s and 1930s) to stem traffic and 
parking woes in the Beacon Hill area 
included several new parking garages 
and the creation of several one-way 
streets to reduce traffic and accidents.
 (continued on page 8)
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“Automobile Shapes the City”
(continued from page 7)  
Like cities such as Portland, Ottawa, 
Hamburg, and London, Boston 
restricted the supply of parking spaces 
in the core and increased parking 
costs in order to limit car use. Efforts 
have been made to ban or limit curb 
parking and to increase off-street 
parking. As early as 1922, New York 
and Philadelphia banned parking on 
their major streets, with other cities 
following. Also in the 1920s, “No 
Parking” areas were designated by 
distinctive painted lines and curbs. 

More effective was the introduction of 
the parking meter in Oklahoma City 
in 1935, with almost 3,000 towns and 
cities utilizing them by 1950. 

In recent years, central city parking 
has been generally more available than 
in their counterparts in Europe and 
Asia, but the problem has not disap-
peared. In some cases, parking is a 
kind of “hidden cost” of automobile 
use paid by government, businesses 
and individuals. Local building codes 
and zoning ordinances in most 
modern cities required developers to 
provide off-street spaces, and these 
costs are inevitably passed along to the 
consumer. 

Traffic Control
Concerns over congestion turned to 
massive highway construction, but 
also to developing some type of traffic 
control. Traffic signs and lights became 
an indelible part of the automobile 
infrastructure of cities—along with 
traffic police—and were reminders of 
effectively separating pedestrians from 
vehicles (and vehicles from vehicles). 
Even with various systems of traffic 
control in the early twentieth century, 
street and highway safety was chroni-
cally threatened. In 1924, there were 
23,600 deaths due to auto accidents, 
700,000 injuries, and more than $1 
billion in garage property damage. In 
1989, motor-vehicle accidents ranked 
fifth among all causes of death in the 
United States. While automobile safety 
improved with seat belts, airbags, 
speed bumps, as well as reduced 
speeds, the National Safety Council 
estimated that by the mid-1990s traffic 

fatalities cost $176.5 billion annually 
to the nation, with the cost of dealing 
with damages and injuries in nonfatal 
accidents raising the sum even higher. 

At the turn of the twentieth century 
there were few rules for driving in 
American cities. The first law regu-
lating the speed of automobiles was 
passed in Connecticut in 1901—12 
miles per hour overall and 8 miles per 
hour in cities. Traffic controls began to 
appear after the introduction of Ford’s 
mass-produced Model T. As historian 
Clay McShane noted, traffic lights, 
signs, and painted pavements not only 
commanded a new physical pres-
ence in cities, but “they are systems 
that attempt to impose a strong social 
control over the most fundamental of 
human behaviors, whether to move or 
to be still.”

Most immediately, traffic controls 
focused on the behaviors of motor-
ists, pedestrians, and the police. 

The first permanent installation of 
a red and green traffic control light 
occurred in Cleveland in 1914; in 
1917 traffic lights in Detroit added 
a yellow caution light. The first red 
stop sign—or “boulevard stop”—was 
used in Detroit in 1914 and worked 
better than right-of-way ordinances 
passed by some cities. Adapting to the 
new signs proved difficult for drivers 
used to having their own way on the 
road, and met with resistance, and on 
several occasions, disobedience. From 
these beginnings came a wide range 
of technologies—such as electronic 
coordinated signal networks for whole 
cities—that helped to influence driving 
behavior, the utilization of the streets, 
traffic patterns, and the form of the 
surface transportation system itself.

Filling Stations and Other Services
Like horses that needed hay and 
stables; trains that needed water, 
coal, and terminals; cars needed gas 
and oil, replacement parts, tires and 
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batteries, and garages. Most impor-
tant, they needed filling stations and 
service stations. In the early days of 
the automobile, travel required careful 
planning. Initially, gasoline had to 
be obtained at “bulk depots” located 
outside of the cities. Ultimately, 
wholesalers transported gasoline in 
horse drawn tank trucks to commercial 
customers in towns for sale to motor-
ists. In 1905 the Automobile Gasoline 
Company in St. Louis employed a 
gravity-fed tank for fueling cars and 
opened the first “gas station.” In 1914 
Standard Oil of California opened a 
chain of 34 homogeneous stations 
along the West Coast. 

The early service stations along the 
roadside might be converted barns, 
stables, or poorly constructed shacks 
and shanties. Downtown garages, 
curbside gas stations, and automobile 
showrooms often conformed to the 
“Main Street” building style. Curbside 
pumping—although convenient, often 
blocked trolley tracks and created 
traffic snarls—made way for ‘drive-in’ 
facilities leaving property frontage left 
open. Super service stations were elab-
orations of the original filling stations. 
Introduced in Los Angeles prior to 
World War I, super service stations 
combined operations that had been 
handled separately. 

Automobiles and Sprawl
While suburbanization began before 
cars were invented, urban sprawl is 
clearly a phenomenon of the auto-
mobile era. The motor vehicle, as one 
critic stated, “has a voracious appe-
tite for land.” Urban sprawl did not 
follow a clear, consistent pattern of 
outward development, but a kind of 
“leapfrog nature of urban growth” 
which scattered people, businesses, 
and industry over a broad landscape. 
This process was underway well before 
anyone recognized urban sprawl and 
put a name on it. In 1922, approxi-
mately 135,000 homes in sixty cities 
had become dependent on automobile 
transportation. By 1940, 13 million 
homes did not have access to public 
transportation. In 1920, the average 
density of urbanized areas in the U. S. 
was 6,160 people per square mile; in 
1990 only 2,589.

Expressways, Freeways, and 
Superhighways
During the height of the freeway 
construction era, critical decisions 
were made about central cities. Phila-
delphia, Houston, and Boston, for 
example, designed freeway rings or 
beltways as part of a freeway network 
for the metropolitan era in the belief 
that all travel in the future would 
be by private cars supplemented by 
some mass transit. Until very recently, 
Houston was less enamored of an 
effective mass transit option than 
Philadelphia and Boston. In the 1970s 
many projections for “rings” were 
eliminated from plans in Boston, Phil-
adelphia, San Francisco, and New York.

Expressways accelerated movement to 
the urban periphery, especially with 
superhigh ways and the construction 
of the interstate system. The promo-
tion of superhighways and elevated 
roads predates the 1956 act by several 
decades. Arguments made about intro-
ducing urban highways and regional 
highways initially stressed how such 
arteries were conducive to economic 
development and social reorganiza-
tion. To Lewis Mumford, one of the 
most noted critics of the automobile, 
the building of a highway “has about 
the same result upon vegetation and 
human structures as the passage of 
a tornado or the blast of an atom 
bomb.” 

Road building faces challenges of land-
slides, drainage problems, unstable 
soils and alluvial material, rough 
terrain, sinkholes, and hostile weather 
conditions, but contribute to erosion, 
sediment deposition, water runoff, 
non point pollution, habitat fragmen-
tation, and habitat barriers. The new 
roadbeds, by changing how rainfall is 
dispersed, for example, can also create 
a ribbon of plant life along the edge 
of the pavement different from plants 
several feet away. 

On another issue, deteriorating roads 
also create a variety of problems. The 
Boston region, for example, is regarded 
as among the worst in the nation 
when it comes to deteriorating condi-
tions of its roads. In a report by the 
Road Information Program (funded 

by asphalt manufacturers and road-
building contractors) 54% of Boston’s 
roads are in poor condition. As a 
result, Boston drivers pay an average of 
$547 per year in vehicle maintenance 
compared with a national average 
of $400. (Los Angeles tops the list 
however with 66% of its roads in poor 
condition.)

The design of the Boston Southwest 
Corridor, in the 1970s and 1980s, was 
an alternative to the development 
of typical outer-city transportation 
systems in that it was intended to 
mitigate damage done to neighbor-
hoods in the vicinity in preparation 
for proposed highway construction. 
The scope was broad: 4.7 miles of 
transit tracks, a landscaped linear park, 
new train stations, and a recreation 
system abutting neighborhoods. Some 
have argued that it began as a highway 
project and ended as a community 
design project.

Roadside Businesses
With freeways came new roadside busi-
nesses. Cabins and shacks attempting 
to attract motorists eventually led 
to tourist courts, and ultimately the 
“motel.” Eventual uniformity of style 
and service advised motorists of what 
to expect from motels, and how much 
they were likely to pay. The road-
side restaurant also came into being 
alongside the tourist court or motel. 
Well before chain restaurants like 
MacDonald’s, hundreds of “Mom and 
Pop” eateries served quick meals and 
possibly full-course dinners.

Outdoor advertising, especially bill-
boards, followed the roads into the 
countryside and promoted many prod-
ucts and services. The great numbers 
and garishness of billboards inspired 
efforts at roadside beautification. Bill-
boards were an overt form of product 
advertising along the roadways. But 
possibly less obvious was how “the 
new vehicles prompted a marriage of 
architecture and advertising, a blend of 
building and sign, far beyond any sales 
campaign ever envisioned downtown” 
in order to promote business.  
 
 (continued on page 10)
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“Automobile Shapes the City”
(continued from page 9)  The automo-
bile culture changed the landscape, 
but also the visual representation of 
commodities identified with it. One 
interesting recent effort to control 
commercial development along scenic 
roads is an effort by preservation activ-
ists to place 13 controlled parkways 
in the Boston area on the National 
Registry of Historic Places.

Suburban Communities
By 1970 more than half of the metro-
politan residents lived in suburban 
communities. In 1980, the suburban 
portion of the 15 largest metropolitan 
areas ranged from 83.7 percent in 
Boston to 45.1 percent in Houston. 
Newer suburban communities were 
increasingly designed for automo-
biles with drive-in markets, drive-in 
movies, drive-in churches. To the 
growing number of roadside businesses 
servicing the motorist was added the 
migration of retailers, office buildings, 
and industry away from the core to the 
periphery. 

By the end of the 1990s, two-thirds 
of all office space in the United States 
was located along the suburban fringe. 
The relocation of industry followed 
different patterns than retail business, 
and migration could be motivated by 
forces in addition to shifting demo-
graphic patterns or changes at the 
core. In some instances, businesses 
were able to purchase enough land 
to produce “landscrapers” instead of 
“skyscrapers.” 

The appearance of shopping malls 
with ample parking represented a clear 
commitment to motorized traffic by 
providing a concentration of shops on 
a scale only accessible by vehicles—
especially in areas where there was an 
absence of a commercial main street. 
The earliest shopping centers outside 
the central business districts were built 
in the 1920s, such as the pioneering 
suburban shopping district built in 
the Kansas City area. By 1970 the 
number had risen to an astonishing 
4,000. The idea of shopping malls grew 
up in the 1950s as a way to provide 
pedestrian shopping areas protected 
from the elements. In 1953 a shop-

ping mall utilizing climate-control 
technology opened in Omaha City, 
Nebraska. In their turn, malls would 
go out of fashion and were replaced in 
some areas with mega-shopping areas 
incorporating several “superstores” or 
“big box” stores. Those retail estab-
lishments represented more than 80 
percent of all new stores built in 1994. 

The automobile was still king even 
with the newer arrangements. The 
physical impact of these gigantic shop-
ping areas was felt not only when they 
were thriving, but when they were 
abandoned as well. Even suburban 
houses showed the presence of the 
automobile as early as the turn of the 
century. The driveway “became the 
entrance and exit ramp to domestic 
life” replacing the front porch of a 
bygone age. In suburban houses, the 
garage became an essential feature 
like the kitchen or living room. One 
observer called it an extension of the 
street or “a buffer zone” that insu-
lated the suburban dweller from the 
outside world, not simply a place to 
store a vehicle. This notion highlights 
the idea held by several scholars that 
suburban living epitomized—or over-
emphasized some would argue—the 
privatization of life.

Initially, cars might be stored in or 
adjacent to sheds, stables, and barns 
to keep them from the elements. Also, 
the garage often included workspace 
since the early cars were maintained by 
their owners. In the 1920s, the garage 
often was attached. In the post-World 
War II era, open carports were added to 
some houses, especially where climate 
was not such a key factor.

Conclusion
From the intimacy of the suburban 
home to the expansiveness of the 
freeway system, the automobile is an 
integral part of the modern American 
landscape. The symbiosis between 
the car and the city became so seam-
less in the twentieth century that, in 
many cases, people are unaware of the 
powerful historic forces that helped to 
blend car and environment. 
When we think about the relation-
ship between the automobile and our 
surroundings, it is probably easiest 
to conjure up images of traffic and 
congestion or grave apprehension over 
ubiquitous smog. It is easy to forget, 
on the other hand, how motorized 
vehicles have contributed to the very 
shape, tone, and texture of our society.
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Carla Curtis, M.A.
University of Houston

The Central Artery Project, commonly 
known as the Big Dig, continues 
to be the largest and most expen-
sive public works project completed 
in the United States. Construction 
continued through many decades, 
thus causing traffic nightmares to its 
citizens. Due to the continuous cost 
overruns and the criminal indictments 
against certain contractors, the Transit 
Authority continuously monitors these 
tunnels for leaks and safety issues. 
The cost is prohibitive. As this project 
is open and currently in use by the 
majority of Bostonians and their 
neighbors for everyday commute, I 
pondered how those utilizing this 
system feel this project to be worth 
all they endured–the money, the 
hassle, the leaks, the accidents, the 
continuous problems, the safety, 
the criminal indictments and, of 
course, all the publicity. Although 
many articles have been written 
about the environmental impact, 
the construction itself, along with 
the cost, I asked three people who 
live in the Boston area to give me 
their opinion of this huge tunnel 
system known as the Big Dig, and 
how it affects their lives. 

The first question asked: “Were 
you living in the Boston area 
prior to the construction of the 
Big Dig? If so, how would you 
compare the flow of traffic before 
and after the opening of these 
tunnels? If not, was the construc-
tion a major problem in moving 
about the city?

Mrs. Honnet responded:
“We moved back from Japan in 1999, 
so construction was already underway. 
The largest impact was to and from 
the airport–we had to drive through 
two small tunnels, Sumner and 
Callahan, and traffic had to funnel 
into two lanes. There was always back 
up, thus it took much longer to get to 
the airport. Coming back out of East 
Boston was also complex as one had 
to pass right through the edge of a 
neighborhood, go under the underpass 

where the big highway was in order 
to drive on the road home; it was a 
nightmare. To me the traffic flow has 
improved dramatically.”

Mr. Formanek stated:
“I lived in Somerville, later in 
Arlington. Rush hour traffic is 
wretched anywhere in America. The 
elevated artery was usually slow, but it 
was under the sky, with a view of the 
buildings. The tunnels did help on I-93 
through the center of the city, but did 
not make much difference north or 
south, morning and evening. Storrow 
Drive and its feeders are still a mess.

Mr. Meybaum advised:
“I was living in Boston prior to the 
Big Dig; traffic moves a lot fast now…
it used to bottle up at the main 
artery…construction did not hinder 
moving around the city as it was well 
organized.”

The second question posed: “Do you 
utilize the tunnel system on a daily 
basis? If so, do you have any worries 
relating to the accidents, including 
the one fatality, and/or leakage asso-
ciated with this project?

Mrs. Honnet advises:
“I go to the airport using the tunnel at 
least once a week, often more, as my 
husband or I travel frequently. It is a 
breeze from my house, as we live close 
to the Cambridge entrance onto the 
Mass Pike, which heads straight to the 
new tunnels. I have no worries about 
the tunnel. I think the problem has 
been corrected.”

Mr. Formanek states:
“When I first heard of this project, I 
had grave doubts about it but, except 
for the monstrous cost, it does seem to 
be working. We use the tunnels about 
once a week, down to the South Coast 
and back, always with trepidation. 

Having trained in architecture and 
geology, I knock on safety glass (no 
wood in the car) and pray. No place 
on earth is safe from an earthquake. 
Two severe ones struck this region 
over 250 years ago, which means 
one could occur at any time. One 
Sunday I thought I’d show off the 
great endeavor to a young guest 
from Paris. “With luck there will be 
no earthquake today,” I said. That 
night, the ceiling panel killed that 
poor woman from Jamaica Plain. 
Leakage, in the absence of news 
reports about it, seems to have 
been brought under control, but 
I am skeptical about building the 
roadway right up against the dirt 
instead of within a surrounding 
structure. An architect I worked for 
told me that all great buildings leak 
when new, especially those of Frank 
Lloyd Wright. I am more concerned 
about seismic threat.”

Mr. Meybaum says:
“I use the tunnel daily and feel all the 
problems have been taken care of and 
it is safe, otherwise I would not use it.”

Third question was: “In your 
opinion, has this Central Artery 
System helped in making neighbor-
hoods more cohesive and increased 
transportation efficiency in this city?

Mrs. Honnet:
“Yes. The downtown where the artery 
has been taken down is still in need 
of some pizzazz, but the open space 
is such an improvement and more 

Bostonians Discuss the Big Dig
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people are walking around down there. 
I think it has made the whole Fort 
Point area and the pier area feel much 
more a part of the city. As to efficiency, 
I believe traffic flows better. It has 
taken a bit of time to figure out the 
new entrances and exists off the new 
tunnel system, as sometimes you don’t 
know exactly where you are going to 
end up; however, as this is learned it is 
great.”

Mr. Formanek:
Having walked a number of times from 
Charlestown to North Station and 
South Station, I am inclined to think 
that the big plazas are beautiful and 
provide elegant vistas, but that is truer 
in the summer. For half the year, wind 
and weather sweep across the frozen 
territory, punishing pedestrians, who 
have no prospect but a single distant 
7-11 for relief. It is not ugly, but still 
a victim of automobile culture mis-
design. There should have been streets 
full of shops with people living above 
them. 
 

Mr. Meybaum:
The neighborhoods melt together now 
and are easier to get around. It has 
increased the transportation efficiency 
in the city.

Fourth question asked: “Considering 
the huge sum paid for this project, 
do you believe the amount is worth 
the end result?

Mrs. Honnet:
“Personally, it has been marvelous. I 
don’t have enough of a comparison to 
know if something equally easy and 
well organized could have been built 
with less money. It almost feels selfish 
to have such an easy commute to the 
airport; if it is not rush hour it only 
takes minutes.”

Mr. Formanek:
“Lower Manhattan functions well, 
if not better, with the surface lanes 
that replaced the crumbling West Side 
Highway. Architect Philip Johnson, 
who will burn in Hell for International 
Place, nevertheless was correct when he 
said that cities thrive when they have 
streets with cars that people get in and 
out of to shop and, if I recollect the rest 
of his argument, see pretty girls.”

Mr. Meybaum:
“Yes, I believe every penny spent on 
the Big Dig was well worth it because it 
has opened up the city.”

The last question posed to this 
group: “In your opinion, has the Big 
Dig been developed in an environ-
mentally sound manner? Do you, or 
your family, enjoy the added green 
space that has resulted in this new 
transportation system? 

Mrs. Honnet advises:
“My impression is that it is environ-
mentally sound; however, it is a lot of 
concrete and tile. The real problem is 
that East Boston is across water. I do 
enjoy the new green space and have 
spent more time downtown walking 
longer distances than before above 
ground.”

Mr. Formanek:
“I enjoy the added green space, 
yes, and I love the added acreage of 

gorgeous, swirly, New Hampshire 
granite paving, which predominates. 
I don’t think that as a society we are 
really ready to use it. It seems to be a 
place for street festivals and pageants 
and there are few occasions for those. 

Environmentally sound? The so-called 
Boston Bypass proposal of bridges 
around the outer harbor would be 
sounder. The city could have expanded 
into the area instead of withdrawing 
into an essentially useless park. A car 
hitched to electrically powered cables 
to pull autos through the tunnels 
without creating fumes would be 
sounder, though visionary. 

What would have been environmen-
tally sound? The North-South Rail 
Link. I spoke at an early hearing of 
the Army Corps of Engineers about 
including it. I suggested that building 
the car tunnel without the rail link 
would be “a Maginot Line against the 
future.” It seems to have made no 
impression on the historically chal-
lenged Engineers. 

Boston has two disconnected railroad 
terminals because the burghers of 
1830 wanted travelers along the New 
England corridor to patronize their 
businesses instead of riding past in 
coaches. The purpose of the Big Dig 
was expressly the opposite, to shoot 
them across town without stopping, 
making no contribution to the local 
economy.”

Mr. Meybaum:
“I believe the Big Dig was built in an 
environmentally safe manner and I 
very much enjoy the green.”

Although only three people were 
asked, I believe that many Bostonians 
feel the difference in their daily lives. 
The Big Dig appears to be enjoyed 
by many, making traveling easier, 
increasing environmental areas to 
the city and bringing neighborhoods 
together. This project, the largest 
public works project completed in 
the United States, will continue to be 
studied, commented on, and possibly 
become a model for future endeavors 
in other large cities.
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Announcements
• The HCEA is planning on setting 

up a display at the Massachu-
setts Highway Show, the New 
Hampshire Good Roads Show, 
and the CT Association of Street 
and Highway Officials (CASHO) 
this summer and fall of 2010. For 
further information please go to 
nerockbusters.weebly.com. The 
25th Annual Historical Construc-
tion Equipment Association’s 
International Convention will be 
held in Richmond, Rhode Island 
on September 10-12, 2010. (See 
below.)

• Construction History Society Of 
America 
As construction history is 
expanding in the United States an 
American Branch has been incor-
porated. This organizing effort is 
supported by the College of Archi-
tecture at the Georgia Institute of 
Technology. Philadelphia hosted 
the second meeting in May 2010. 
Please visit the website http://www.
constructionhistorysociety.org for 
further information or visit http://
coa.gatech.edu. 

• Dates and location for the 125th 
American Historical Associa-
tion Annual Meeting have been 
announced. The AHA and affiliate 
events will be held in Boston, 
Massachusetts, January 6-9, 2011. 
Site for the events will be the 
Hynes Convention Center, Boston 
Marriott Copley Place (co-head-
quarters), Sheraton Boston 
(co-headquarters), Westin Copley 
Place Boston, and Boston Park 
Plaza–all located in Boston’s Back 
Bay area, directly across the street 
from Amtrak’s Back Bay Station. 
The Hynes, the Marriott, the 
Sheraton, and the Westin are all 
connected by climate-controlled 
walkways, with the Park Plaza 
nearby the Westin. Check the web 
site in the future for more infor-
mation and details, http://www.
historians.org/annual/.

• 

Public Works Historical 
Society Mission 
The mission of the PWHS is to enhance 
the planning and management of 
public works programs, and to promote 
public understanding and apprecia-
tion of the role of public works in the 
growth and development of civiliza-
tion. The Society accomplishes this 
mission through the collection, pres-
ervation, and dissemination of public 
works history. Specifically, the goals of 
the Society are to: 
• Foster scholarly research and 

publication; 
• Support collaboration among 

public works practitioners, histo-
rians, and educators; 

• Encourage the preservation of 
historically significant public 
works; 

• Promote historical awareness and 
activities throughout APWA; and 

• Collect and preserve records of 
individuals and groups engaged in 
important public works activities. 

http://www.constructionhistorysociety.org
http://www.constructionhistorysociety.org
http://coa.gatech.edu
http://coa.gatech.edu
http://www.historians.org/annual/
http://www.historians.org/annual/


An Entity of the American Public Works Association14

As part of our continuing efforts 

to be more sustainable, the 

Public Works Historical Society 

and the American Public Works 

Association are no longer 

producing this newsletter in 

print format.  

 

We encourage you to share 

this electronic newsletter with 

your colleagues and to promote 

membership in the Society. 

Membership information can be 

found at www.pwhs.net.
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