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PREFACE 

The primary purpose of this thesis is to present as clearly and as 

comprehensively as possible a study of the federal-aid road program from 

the date it was established to the beginning of the depression ;n 1930. 

The events and elements that led to the establislunent of the program ha.ve 

been briefly and chronologically presented. 

The federal-a.id roa,d progra.m ha.s been somewhat neglected by the pen of 

the historian. To my knowledge there ha.s not been published as yet a com

plete, comprehensive study of the progra..m. I do not propose to present 

such a study in this thesis but I do hope to make a contribution to the 

literature on the subject. 

I wish to thank Dr. 0. A. Hilton, who directed this thesis, for his 

assistance c1nd guidance, a.nd Dr. O. E. Hooley a,nd Professor M. D. Wall for 

their suggestions as to style and form. Thanks are also due to the li

brarians of Oklahoma A. and M. College for their assistance in locating 

materials used in this thesis. 
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CHAPTm I 

FEDERAL AID FOR Pu.BL IC ROADS 

The federal-aid road program ca.me as a result of years of agitation 

for government aid in road building. This agitation, which began during 

the last half of the nineteenth century, was carried on by well organized 

groups by the turn of the century. Among the most important of these 

groups were the farmers• organizations, chambers of commerce, state high7 

way officials, and the automobilist. 

There were two major factors that helped to bring on this popular wave 

of agitation. One was the method of financing the road program and the 

other was the introduction of a cheaper and more economical model of auto

mobile. In most of the states road building was largely a local matter 

supplemented occasionally by state aid. The revenue for financing road 

work ca.me from the general property tax, the poll tax, and bond issues. 

In some cases revenue for the construction of roads was raised by a special 

assessment of the property contiguous to the roads. In other cases it was 

raised by charging a toll for the use of a road or a bridge. The burden 

this method of financing the road program placed upon some groups, espe

cially in the rural areas, gave impetus to the ag~tation for state and 

federal aid. 

!he automobile was probably the greatest single factor behind this 

agitation for good roads. In 1895 there were only 300 registered auto

mobiles in the United States. :By 1900, just five years later, the number 

had increased to 14,000. Fifteen years later the number had grown to 

2,500,000. The automobile increased the radius of travel, thereby creat

ing a demand for a series of connecting roads. It also created a rapid1y 

expanding body of motor vehicle owners who demanded smooth firm road 
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surfaces the year around. The automobile provided a source of rev~nue but 

at the same time increased the expense of road maintenance because of its 

destructive effects on the standard road surfaces.l 

The states began in a smaJ.l way, as early as 1890, to aid the locaJ. 

communities solve their highway problems. The policy followed by most 

states was the advancement of aid to the local colllilIUllities or counties, 

usually in the form of financial aid, but in some cases in the form of con-

vict labor. In most of the states this aid was administered through a 

state highway department, but the actual construction was left to the local 

units. As soon as the state aid policy became assured, agitation for fed

eral aid in road building began. 2 

Bills providing federal aid for roads were accordingly introduced in 

Congress as early as 1907, although it was not until 1912 the interest be

came acute. In that year no less than 62 bills providing some form of 

federal. aid for roads were introduced. 

There were two opposing groups in this campaign. for federal aid. One 

was comprised of those who wanted a system of connecting highways, inter-

state in character. The supporters of this system were chiefly the repre-

sentatives of the automobile interests and the advocates of a system of 

military roads. The other consisted of those who wanted a system of roads 

leading from the rural. areas to a market or a transportation center. The 

supporters of this system were chiefly the representatives of the farming 

interests. 

1 James E. Pennybacker, "Public Roads in the United States," Pro
ceedings of ~ Second Pan-American Scientific Congress, (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1917), VI, 20. 

2 11 Report of the Secretary of .Agriculture," Yearbook of the Depart
ment .2f Agriculture 1918, 129. 
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Opinion was also divided on the question as to how the federal aid 

shouJ.d be administered. Those who favored a system of interstate highways 

wanted the federal. government to construct and maintain the roads itself. 

Others, particuJ.arly the representatives of the farmers' interest, wanted 

the government to appropriate money or lend credit to the states or local 

units, leaving the construction and maintenance of the roads· to them.3 

The Democra,tic Party allied itself with the "good road11 agitation as 

early as 1908. In that year and again in 1912 the Party included a plank 

in its platform advocating federal aid to the states for the construction 

and maintenance of post roads.4 By using the term post roads the Party 

couJ.d point to Article I, Section 8, of the Constitution for legislative 

authority. This clause gives Congress authority to establish post offices 

and post roads. 

In 1912 some twenty of the Representatives who had introduced fed-

eral aid bills agreed to support one introduced in Congress by Representa

tive D. W. Shakleford of Missouri.5 The bill provided that all roads upon 

which rural mail was carried shouJ.d be divided into three classes accord-

ing to the type of construction. Where the United States used 0JlY such 

roads for the delivery of rural. mail it was to pay the state or the local 

subdivision whose roads were used $25 a year for each mile of Class A 

roads so used, $20 a year for each mile of Class Broads, and $15 a year 

for each mile of Class O roads.6 

3 Paul H • Douglas, t1 The Development of a System of Federal Grants
in -Aids, tt Political Science Quarterly, XXXV, 262. 

4 LeRoy D. Brandon, comp., Platforms .2.f the~ Great Political. 
Parties from 1856 ~ 1928, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1936), 
152. This work was published under the direction of South Tremble, Clerk 
of the House of Representatives. 

5 Douglas, loc. cit. 

6 Congressional Record, 62 Cong., 1 Sess., 5357-8. 



The House added the bill to the Post Office Appropriation Bill by a 

vote of 240 to 89, but it was struck from the measure in the Senate. The 

4 

representatives of the Senate in the Conference Committee remained firm in 

their opposition and the road bill was thus killed in the Conference Com-

mittee. The Conference Committee, however, presented two recommendations 

to Congress which were adopted by both Houses of Congress. The recom-

menda.tions were that a. joint committee be appointed to investigate the 

whole problem of federal .<1.id to post roads and tha.t an experimeI).tal ap

propriation of $500,000 be ma.de for post roa.ds.7 

The appropriation was to be expended by the Secretary of Agriculture 

in coopera.tion with the Postmaster General 11 in improving the condition of 

post roads •11 The measure carried a, provision tha,t for every dollar thus 

expended on the roads the state or local subdivision, on whose roa,ds the 

money was expended, wa,s to expend two dollars . The a.ppropria ti on was to 

be ma.de available until expended. 8 

The joint committee was appointed with Sena.tor Jonathan Bourne, Jr. 

of Oregon selected a.s its first cha.irman. It conducted a. more or less 

extended investigation and submitted a report to Congress in 1915 fa.voring 

federal aid. An excerpt from the report follows: 

All arguments that have been here presented showing the value of 
the construction and maintena.nce of good roads a.re of equal weight 
in the support of the plea for Federal Aid in this good cause. 
Experience has demonstrated that pa.st methods are inadeaua.te to 
accomplish desired results.9 

7 Congressional Record, 62 Cong., 2 sess., 11554. 

g Ibid. 

9 "Report of the Joint Committee on Federal Aid in the Construction 
of Post Roads, 11 House Document 1510, 63 Cong., 3 sess. 
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When Congress assembled in 1914 Representative Sha.kleford introduced 

a revised copy of his bill • The measure, after slight amendment , passed 

the House by a vote of 284 to 42. It provided for an approprie.tion of 

$25,000,000 to be distributed among the states, after a minimum of $65,000 

had been granted to each state, one-half in the ratio that the population 

of each state bore to the total population of the country, and one-half in 

the ratio that the mileage of rural post roads in each state bore to the 

total mileage of rural post roads in the country as a whole. The allot-' 

ment to each state could be expended for either or both of the following 

purposes: for the construction a.nd maintenance of post roads under the ap-

proval of the Secretary of Agriculture, providing that at least an equal 

amount was expended by the states or the local units on the roads selected; 

for road rentals. The same three classes of roads were retained for the 

rental program but the differential rental between the classes was in

creased. The annual payment per mile for Class A roads was to be $60, for 

Class B $30, and for Class C $15. The states or the localities were re

quired to appropriate an equal amount to be expended on these roads, 10 

The bill was rejected by the Senate Committee on Post Offices and Post 

Roads, and an entirely different one was substituted, based upon a plan of 

ex-Senator Bourne of Oregon fl This plan provided for federal and state 

cooperation in road construction. The plan called for an appropriation 

of $3,000,000,000 for a period of fifty yea.rs. The distribution of the 

funds to the states was to be based upon area, population, assessed valu.a-

tion, and road mileage. The states were required to deposit in the United 

10 "Construction and Maintenance of Rural Post Roads, 11 House Report 
168, 63 Cong., 2 sess. 

ll New York Times, June 22, 1913. 
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States Treasury fifty year, four per cent bonds for the amount due them. 

The government would then lend the states par value of the bonds for road 

construction. By crediting each state every year with the excess one per 

cent interest paid on states bonds and allowing three per cent interest on 

the amount compounded annually, a sinking fund was to be established to pay 

off the bonds and relieve the states of paying the principal. The result 

of these conflicting views was that no federal aid was granted during that 

Congress. 

Representative Shakleford further revised his bill and introduced it 

in Congress again on January 6, 1916. The bill provided that "the Sacre-

tary of Agriculture, on behalf of the United States, shall in certain cases 

aid the states in the construction and maintenance of rural post roads.ttl2 

An appropriation of $25,000,000 annually for five years was to be provided 

to carry out the provisions of the bill. The Secretary of .Agriculture was 

to apportion the funds to the states, after a minimum of $65,000 bad been 

granted to each state, one-half in the ratio which the population of each 

sta,te bore to the tots.l population of all the states, as shown by the 

latest available census, and one-half in the ratio which the mileage of 

rural free delivery routes in the state bore to the total mileage of rural 

free delivery routes in all the states, as shown by the latest report of 

the Postmaster General.13 

The debates in the Rouse centered around the method of distributing 

the funds to the states, the amount of the appropriation, and the ques-

tion as to who should administer the program. Those who opposed the 

12 Congressional Record, 64 Cong., 1 sess., 1269 ff. 

13 "Report of the House Cammi ttee on Good Roads on H.R. 7617," House 
Report _g§, 64 Cong., l sess. 



measure contended that the condition of the Feders1 Treasury did not war

rant such an appropris.tion for new purposes. They complained that under 

the method of apportionment some states would have to help pay for the 

roads in other states. Some opposed it because it provided for state and 

federal. cooperation. They preferred a bill that would provide for a na

tional program of highway construction financed entirely by the federal 

government.14 
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The proponents of the bill pointed out that it would aid the delivery 

of the United States mail, that the method of distribution was to be made 

on a democratic plan. They contended that if the federal government was 

going to use the public roads it was only fair for it to help pay for 

them.15 

When the measure reached the Senate Committee on Post Offices and Post 

Roads it met with considerable opposition. The committee agreed to sub

stitute in its place a bill that had been introduced by Senator Bankhead 

a few days before the House bill reached the committee. This bill had been 

prepared by.the National Association of Highway Engineers and sent to 

Senator Bankhead with a request for him to introduce it in Congress. Sena

tor Bankhead had made some changes in the bill before introducing it in 

Congress.16 !he bill, as reported from ttle Committee~ gave the Secretary 

of Agriculture authority to approve or disapprove all proposed state road 

projects requiring federal aid. It required the sts.tes to establish a 

highway department and to maintain the roads after they had been constructed. 

~4 Congressional Record, 64 Cong., l sess., 1269 ff. 

15 Congressional Record, 64 Cong., 1 sess., 1269 ff. 

16 Ibid. , 6428. 
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All funds appropriated to carry out the provisions of the bill were to be 

distributed to the states on the basis of population, area,, and milea.ge of 

post roads. The Secretary of Agriculture wa,s authorized to deduct not 

more than 5 per cent of each year's a,ppropriation for the administration 

of the program. The bill carried an appropriation of $75,000,000 for a 

five-year program. Five million dollars was to be made available for the 

first year and the a,mount was to increa.se $5,000,000 annually until ex-

pended,17 

The opponents of the measure in the Senate accused it of being un-

constitutional, "pork barrel, 11 and an encroachment on the rights of the 

states. Some questioned the merit of ple,cing the administration of the 

proposed program under the Secretary of Agriculture. They pointed out that 

it would be possible for the Secretary of Agriculture to withhold funds 

from a ste,te because of some friction between him and the state highway 

officials.lg 

The House refused to concur in the Senate amendment and agreed to a 

conference of the two Housea.19 The conferees a~reed to accept the ap-

propriation and method of apportionment as provided in the Senate a.mend-

ment but limited the amount deductable for the expense of administra,tion 

to three per cent of the appropriation. They aJ.so added a provision giving 

the sta,tes that were prohibited from raising revenue for road work the 

17 "Report of the Senate Committee on Post Offices and Post Roads 
on H .R. 7617, 11 Senate Report 250, 64 Cong., l sess. 

18 There existed in the Department of Agriculture the Office of Road 
I~quiry, later changed to the Office of Public Roads and Rural Engineer
ing, that had been carrying on research in road building since its estab
lishment in 1896, This explains why the administration of the program 
was vested in the Secretary of Agriculture. 

19 Congressional Record, 64 Cong., 1 sess., Senate Debate on H.R. 7617, 
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right to participate in the program when the counties or loca.l uni ts had 

raised sufficient funds to meet the provisions of the act. The conferees 

also agreed to establish a road program in the M.tional forest and author-

ized an appropriation of $1,000,000 annually for ten yea.rs to ca.rry out 

the progra.m.20 

Both Houses accepted the conference report a.nd on July 11,· 1916, the 

measure was signed by President Vlilson. 21 That President VTilson considered 

this an important measure is shown by the following excerpt from a letter 

addressed to Representative A. F. Lever of South Carolina: 

This measure will conduce to the establishment of more effective 
highway machinery in each state, strongly influence the develop
ment of good road building along right lines, stimula.te la.rger 
productions and better marketing, promote a fuller and more at
tractive rural life, add greatly to the convenience and. economic 
welfare of the people, and strengthen the national foundations.22 

The Federal Aid Road Act of 1916 added another program to the system 

of federal gnmt-in-aid. The measure had more than a quarter of a century 

of organized agi ta.tion behind it. This agitation had begun as an agrarian 

demand for a.id in road building but was greatly stimulated by the rapid 

increase in the number of automobiles after 1900. After two near success-

ful attempts to pass a road rental law and one attempt to establish a. road 

program financed by a federal loan to the sta.tes, Congress passed the Fed-

era.l Aid Road Act which established a road program based upon state and 

federal cooperation. 

20 The House number was retained and. the measure was considered as a 
House bill with a Sena.te amendment. 

21 "Conference Report on the Good Road 1 s Bill, 11 Senate Document 474, 
64 Cong., 1 sess. 

22 Henry S. Comrnanger, (ed.), Documents of American History, Doc. 411, 
(New York: F. S. Croft and Company, 1946.) 



CH.APTER II 

DEVELOPING A POLICY 

10 

The Federal Aid Roa.d Act of 1916 authorized the Secretary of .Agri

culture to cooperate with the states, through their respective highway de

partments, in the construction of rural post roads. A sum of $75,000,000 

was appropriated to carry out the provisions of the act. Five million dol

lars was to be made available for the fiscal year ending June 30, 1917, and 

the amount availa~le for each succeeding fiscal year was to increase at the 

rate of $5,000,000 until the appropriation was expended. The amount ap

portioned to any state in any fiscal year was to remain available until 

the end of the succeeding fiscal yea~ except in states not having a highway 

department it was to remain available until the end of the third succeed-

ing fiscal year following the one in which it was made. Any sum not expended 

or obligated during the time it was available was to be reapportioned to 

the states as if it were being apportioned for the first time.1 

The administration of the program was to be under the direction of 

the Secretary of Agriculture. He was to provide for the proper examina

tions and inspections of the federal aid roads, to prescribe reports from 

the highway departments, and to file an annual statement with the Secretary 

of Treasury and the highway department of each state of the amount deducted 

for administrative expenses and the amoimt due to each state. He was to 

ascertain when the states bad met the provisions of the act and if neces

sary to prescribe rules and regulations for carrying out the provisions 

of the act. To him was given the authority to approve or disapprove all 

projects requiring federal aid. He was authorized to deduct a part, not 

1 39 Stat • , 355 • 
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to exceed three per cent, of the appropriation for the expense of the De

pa.rtment of Agriculture in administering the act.2 

The disbursement of the funds to the states was to be made in the fol-

lowing manner: one-third in the ratio which the area of each state bore 

to the total area of all the states; one-third in the ratio which the popu-

lation of each state bore to the total population of all the states; and 

one-third in the ratio which the mileage of rural post roads in each state 

bore to the total mileage on rural post roads in all the states. The fig-

-
ures to be used in determining these ratios were to be taken from the lat-

est available federal census and a certificate from the Postmasger General .3 

A rural post road was defined as "any public road over which the 

United States mails now or may hereafter be transported, excluding every 

street or road in a pla.ce having a population, as shown by the latest 

available federal census, of two thousand five hundred or more, except 

that portion of any such street or road along which the houses average 

more than two hundred feet apart."4 

The states were to keep the federal a.id roads in the proper cona_i tion 

of repair. If a state failed to keep its federal aid roads in repa.ir the 

Secretary of Agriculture was to give notice to the state highway depart-

ment of such fact; if within four months the road or roads had not been 

put in the proper condition of maintenance the Secretary of Agriculture 

was to refuse to approve any more projects until the road had been put 

in the proper condition of maintenance.5 

2 39 ~-, 355. 

3 Ibid. 

4 Ibid. 

5 39 ~-. 355. 
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The share of the Federal Government on a;ny pro,ject was not to exceed 

fifty per cent of the cost. The federal share was further limited to 

$10,000 per mile of road constructed, exclusive of bridges of more than 

twenty feet clea.r space. Bridges of less than twenty feet clear space 

were considered as pa,rt of the construction. 6 

The Office of Public Road and Rural Engineering was entrusted with 

the administration of the federal roa.d program. The Office was divided. 

in to two branches, management and engineering. The United S ta.tes was di-

vided into ten districts with an engineer from the department in charge. 

The district engineer was the field representative of the Office and was 

to examine and inspect all proposed projects in his district and make recom

mendations to the central office at Washington.7 

The Office of Public Roads and Rural Engineering prepared a draft copy 

of rules and regulations governing the administration of the road program 

and called a conference of the highway officials of the states to discuss 

them. This conference met in Washington, D. C. on August 16, 1916. The 

recommenda.tions of the conference were used in preparing the final draft 

which was issued by the Secretary of Agriculture on September 1, 1916. g 

The procedure for receiving federal aid under the rules and regula-

tions was as follows: The state highway department of each state was to 

submit a project statement to the Office of Public Roads and Rural Engineer-

ing through the district engineer. This statement was to contain informa-

tion concerning the availability of state funds, the purpose of the project 

6 Ibid. 

7 11 Report of the Secretary of Agriculture, 11 Annual Report of the 
Department Ef .Agriculture , .!fil , 37 • 

g "Report of the Office of Public Roads and Rural Engineering, 11 

Annual Report of the Department !!!. .Agriculture, 1917, 360. 
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and its rela.tion to the road program of the state, and the amount of fade-

ral aid required for the project. A map of the project was to accompa.ny 

the project statement. If the project statement was approved the sta.tes 

were then to submit, through the same channels, project plans, specifica-

tions, surveys, and estimates. These were to be made a part of the con-

tract the state made with the construction company that built the roads. 

The district engineer was to send his recommendations concerning the proj-

ect along with the plans. If these were approved, the Secretary of Agri

culture would issue a certificate of approval for the project. After the 

project approval the next step was the execution of a project agreement 

between the state a.nd the Secretary of Agriculture. The sta.te was to sub-

mit definite proof that adequate means were employed to insure economical 

and practical expenditure of the federal fund. It was required to send 

copies of its advertisements for bids to the Office of Public Boads, and 

when bids were made a copy of the tabulated bid prices was to be sent 

promptly to the Office. These were required because the federa.l govern-

ment was to pay only its pro rata. share of the lowest responsible bid. 

When payments were due the state made application for payment on special 

vouchers furnished by the Department of Agriculture, and payments were made 

through a previously designated depository. 

The states were to bea.r the expenses of surveys and property dama,ges 

incurred in connection with right-of-ways. They were to keep sepa.ra.te 

records on each project and these records were to be open at any time for 

inspection by the Secretary of Agriculture or his representative.9 

9 "Rules and Regulations of the Secretary of AgricuJ. ture for carrying 
out the Federal Aid Road Act of 1916, 11 Senate Document 548, 64 Cong., l 
sess., (1916) . 
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At the time of the passage of the Federa.l Aid Road Act only a few 

states had the necessary ma.chinery to participate in the federal aid prog-

ram. Most of the states had to reorganize their highwa.y departments while 

Indiana, South Carolina, Georgia, Mississippi, Texas, a.nd Kansas had to 

create one. Three states were prohibited by their constitution from par-

ticipa.ting in internal improvement programs. By the end of the fisce.l year, 

however, every state in the Union was able to negotiate for federa.l aid.10 

Soon after the pa.ssage of the a.ct questions began to arise as to the 

meaning of the term "rural post roads." The act had defined it as one over 

which mail was carried or might be carried. The three popular interpreta-

tions of the term were: that it was one on which mail was actUB.lly ca.rried; 

that it was one on which it was physically possible to carry mail over; and 

one over which mail was carried or there were prospects tha.t it soon would 

be. A list of the classes of roads that had been submitted by the states 

wa.s referred by the Office of Public Roads to the Attorney Genera.l for ad-

vice as to their eligibility, and the following classes were declared eli-

gible: where ma.il Wl'l.s actually carried; where there existed a rea.sona.ble 

prospect that ma.il would be carried within a reasonable length of time 

after completion; where the proposed road was an entirely new location, 

but there existed a reasonable prospect tha.t mail would. be carried over it 

within a reasonable time after completion; where part of a project had no 

prospects of ever being used as a post road but the part constituted an 

1lll.substantial portion of the whole and it would be 1lll.economical to con-

struct part of the roaa.11 

10 "Report of the Secretary of Agriculture," Annual Report of the 
Department of Agriculture, lfil, 38. 

11 Logan VI. Page, "One Year Experience with the Federal Aid La.w, 11 

American City (Town & County ed.), XVIII, 360. The author was director 
of the Office of Public Roads and Rural Engineering. 
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The relative terms used in describing the classes of roads that w~re 

declared eligible only added to the difficulties in interpreting the defi-

nit ion. Those concerned wanted to know what cons ti tu ted a II rea.sonable 

prospect," a "reasonable time, 11 or 11 an unsubstantial portion of the whole." 

In order to clarify the matter to the district engineer, the Office of Pub-

lie Roads issued the following detailed instructions to be used in choosing 

projects to recommend for approval: 

1. Where the unused portion of a project was compriseu in a number 
of short sections concerning which no prospects of their use by_ 
mail routes existed, the project might be worthy of approva.l if 
these short sections did not aggregate more than approximately 30 
per cent of the project. 2. When the entire project was incon
siderable as to mileage, the part not used and concerning which 
no prospects could be shown, the unused part might aggrega,te a,s 
much as 30 per cent of the mileage of the project. 3. Where the 
unused portion consisted of one or two parts not on the end of 
the project, they might aggregate as much as 20 per cent of the 
entire project. 4. Where the unused portion consisted of one 
part at ee,ch end of the project and connected with a sma,11 city 
or town, an improved road, or another post road, such portion 
might comprise approximately 20 per cent of the entire project. 
5. Where the unused portion concerning which existed no pros
pects for its use by mail routes comprised a stretch at one end 
and connected with a large city, the unused portion might com
prise 20 per cent of the project.12 

The above instructions not only show the policy of the Department of 

Agriculture in re5a,rd to the classes of roads it would consider eligible 

for federal aid but also show how a bureau can expand a law it has been 

given to administer. Here we have the expansion of the term "rural post 

road" to include a road as such when as much as 30 per cent of it had no 

prospects of ever being used for the delivery of mail. 

Du:ring the time the administrative machinery of the road progra.m was 

being put into operation, many of the local road officials received the 

impression that the Department of Agriculture would favor certain types 

12 Page, £12. cit., 360. 
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of surfaces, or would more readily a.pprove the more costly types of roa.ds. 

By February, 1917, these impressions were so widespread that Secreti=i.ry 

Houston made the following public sta.tement concerning the policy of the 

Department in regs.rd to the various types of roads: 

This Depa.rtment, which is charged with the administra.tion of the 
Federal Aid Boad Act, has placed absolutely no restrictions, either 
direct or implied, upon the kind of highways to be constructed. 
States may submit for approval any kind of roa.d, even an earth 
road, and approval will be given if the construction is substa.n
tial in cha.racter, suitable for traffic needs, ana. meets the terms 
of the Federal Act. To give State legislators a.na highwl'l.y offi
cials the impression that this Depa.rtment favors only costly tYP,es 
of roads or discriminates in favor of a;ny particula.r ma.terial re
sults, not only in sprea.ding misinformation, but in pla.cing bar
riers in the way of States which wish to avail themselves of 
Federal aid in road. construction.13 

That this was actually the policy is borne out by the fa.ct tha.t of 

the projects a.pproved during 1917, 2.62 per cent called for brick surfo.ces, 

2.92 per cent for waterbound macadam, 5.63 per cent for bituminous ma.cad.am, 

8.9 per cent for cement, 15.6 per cent for sand and clay, 32.1 per cent 

for earth, and 32.1 per cent for gra.vei.14 

Very 11 ttle was accomplished on the federa.l road progra.m the first 

yea.r beyond the establish.men t of the neces('la.ry machinery l'lnd organized 

procedures for carrying out the progra.m. There were only twenty-three 

project statements approved by the Secretary of Agriculture. Of these 

only six had rea.ched the point of project agreement. One federal aid 

project, located in California., was completed by June 30, 1917, at an 

estimated cost of $53,939 of which $24,245 was feder.•:1.l a.id.15 

13 James E. Pennybacker, "Federal Aid to Highways," Agriculture 'fear
book, 1917, 133. The author was Chief of Management of the Office of 
Public Roads and Rural Engineering. 

14 Ibid. 

15 Report of the Chief of the Bureau of Public Roads, 1921, 7-8. 
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The pre-war policy of the federal aid road program was one of state 

and federal cooperation. The states selected the pro,jects, made the sur

veys end estimates, prepared the plans and specifications, and supervised 

the construction. The Federal Government retained the right to a.pprove all 

federal aid projects and to interpret the terms of the federal act. The 

Secretary of Agriculture had been given authority to prescribe rules and 

regulations to carry out the program but he had consulted the state highway 

officials in formulation of them. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE ROAD POLICY OF THE WAR PERIOD 

The entrance of the United States in World War 1 brought a demand for 

changes in the road programs of the country. There were some who regarded 

the construction of roads as a luxury and advocated the suspension of con-

struction until the end of the war. Others considered the construction of 

roads a necessity for national defense, some going so far as to advocate 

the construction of a highway along the Atlantic coast as a defensiv~ 

measure.l Most of the government officials, however, took a more liberal 

view and advocated limited_ constructfon during the war period. Among those 

who advocated limited construction were William G. McAdoo, Secretary of the 

Treasury; Newton F. Baker, Secretary of War; and Herbert Hoover, Director 

of the Food Administration. 2 

By the spring of 1918 it became necessary for the Department of Agri-

culture to formulate a definite road policy for the war period. Early in 

the year the American Association of State Highway Officials in their an-

nu.al national meeting had passed a resolution requesting the federal 

government to formulate a definite road policy for the period.3 Within 

the next few months almost every organization interested in road building 

had passed similar resolutions.4 

The Office of Public Roads and Rura1 Engineering requested each state 

to submit a program of road construction requiring federal aid which 

l Arthur H. Blanchard, "Construction and Maintenance of Highwfl¥s 
Under War Conditions, 11 American City (Town & Co1m.ty ed.), XVIII, 193. 

2 "Government Officials Favor Road Construction, 11 American City 
(Town & County ed.), XVIII, 300. 

3 American City (Town & County ed.), XVIII, 97. 
4 ~-, passim. 
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involved only those projects necessa.ry for the transportation facilities 

of the country. The states were also expected to limit road construction 

regardless of whether federal a.id was used or not. The road construction, 

however, was affected by the work of so many bureaus and departments tha.t 

it was necessary to coordinate the activities of them in order to formulate 

a definite road policy for the nation. To achieve this coordination Secre-

tary Houston requested the departments and ad.ministrations interested to 

name a rep re sen ta ti ve to serve on a council to dea.1 with highways a.uring 

the war. The result was the formation of the United States Highway Council 

consisting of a representative from the Department of Agriculture, the War 

Department, the Railroad Ad.ministration, the Vlar Industries Board, and the 

Fuel Administration.5 The Council held its first meeting in June and se-

lected Logan W. Page, Director of the Bureau of Public Roads, a.s president 

of the Council.6 

Beginning September 10, 1918, the Council required all road projects 

that involved the issuance of bonds, the use of rail or water tra.nsporta-

tion, the use of coal or oil a.s fuel, anrl the use of bricks, cement, as-

phalt, oil, tar, crushed stone, or steel as highway material to have its 

approval. No business concern was to sell highway materia.1 for a project 

until the project had been approved by the Council. The Council announced 

tha.t it would consider only projects involving the most essential construe-

tion. Of the four classes it considered worthy of approval, those of mili-

tary value would be considered first, those of economic value second, those 

involving unfinished contracts third, and those of extreme loca.1 importa.nce 

last.7 

5 "Report of the Secretary of Agriculture," Agriculture Yearbook, 1918. 

6 Public Roads, June, 1918, 2. 

7 Ibid., August, 1918, 1. 
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The Council, however, had no legal authority to carry out its require-

ments but the departments and administrations represented in the Council 

did ha.ve authority to regulate the use of the materials that were used in 

construction, the transportation of such materials, and the authority to 

approve or disapprove projects requiring federal aid. It was therefore 

evident that if the Council did not approve such projects the administra-

tions represented would not. 

The policy of the Council in regard to the construction of bridges 

was based upon the following principles: keep existing structures in serv-

ice by all available means; provide detours around weak bridges; change 

plans only when it was absolutely necessary; and a,pply for federa.l aid only 

in cases of extreme necessity. In approving projects of bridge construe-

tion the Council considered only projects of military va.lue, projects re-

placing unsafe bridges as a last resort, and those replacing bridges tha,t 

had been destroyed but were essentia,l to the war effort.8 

The Council considered the use of bituminous ma.terials for dust lay-

ing as its lea.st important use. It did not issue any rules or regula.tions 

regarding its use because the availability of such ma.terials varied with 

the locaJ.i ty. All a.pplications for its use, except those pro.jects under 

the direction of the War Department, were required to first ha.ve the ap-

proval of the state highway department. Those under the direction of the 

Viar Department, however, were to h2.ve the approval of the United States 

Highway Council.9 

g "Federal Policy Regarding Street and Highway Bridges, 11 American 
City, (Town & County ed.), XIX, 300, 

9 npolicy Defined on the Use of Bituminous Materials, 11 Engineering 
News-Record, LXXXI, 468. 
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The policy of the Council was, briefly, the conservation of money, 

materials, transportation, and labor by restricting highway and street work 

to the most essential needs. New construction was considered justifiable 

only where the highways or streets were vi ta.lly important towa.rd the win-

ning of the war or for the movement of essential commodities. All projects 

requiring federal aid had to meet the requirements of the federal ·act, the 

rules and regulations of the Secretary of Agriculture, and the requirements 

of the Council. 

The policy of approving only essential pro,jects greatly limited roa.d 

construction under the federai program during the war. Of the $30,000,000 

a.vo.ilable for federal a.id in roa.d construction only a. little over half of 

it had been allotted to the states. Of the amount a.llotted only a very 

small sum had actually been expended. During 1918 only a little over four 

hundred thousand dollars was actually expended.10 

In the fall of 1918, with the end of the war in sight, most of the 

states began to make preparations for an extensive progra,m of roa,d build-

ing. Many of the states held elections on bond issues for roa.d building. 

The boosters of these bond issues stressed the fact that the road. work 

would provide jobs during the period of readjustment following the war. 

For example, a poster reprinted in the American City, boosting the Illinois 

bond issue, contained this statement: "President Wilson has directed the 

Council of National Defense to make plans for the readjustment of industry, 

including the EMPLOYMENT OF LABOR After We Win The War. You can help by 

voting 'YES' on the $60,000,000 State Hard Road Bond Issue. 11 11 

io "Report of the Secretary of Agriculture, 1918, 11 House Document 
~. 66 Cong., 2 sess. 

11 "The People Demand Permanent Roads, 11 American City (Town & County 
ed.), XIX, 349. 
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Most of the federal officials looked with favor upon this expansion of 

road construction in the sta.tes, not only because of the need for good 

roads, but also because it would furnish projects of public work in the 

post war period of readjustment. In December, 1918, Secretary Houston made 

the following public statement regarding the expansion of the road program: 

We should take a further step--take this step not only becRuse- of 
the importance of good roads, but aJ.so because of the desirability 
of furnishing worthy projects on which unemployed labor during the 
period of readjustment may be employed,12 

President Wilson was also among those who favored the expansion-of the 

road programs following the end of the war. In a letter dated December 19, 

1918, and addressed to Secretary Houston, he made the following sta,tement 

in regard to the expansion of the road programs: 

I heartily agree with you that it would be in the public interest 
to resume full measure the highway construction under the Federa.1-
a.id road act, and to do so as speedily as possible. . . I believe 
that it would be highly desirable to ha.ve an additional a.ppropria,
tion made available to the Department of Agriculture, to be used 
in conjunction, if possible, with any surplus state or community 
funds, in order that these operations may be extended. It is im
portant not only to develop good highways throughout the country 
as quickly as possible, but it is also at this time a.dvisable to 
resume a.nd extend all such essential public works, with the view 
to furnishing employment for laborers who may be seeking new 
tasks during the period of adjustment.13 

In February, 1919, Congress pa.seed the annual post office appropria

tion bill which contained a section amending the Federal .A.id Foad Act.14 

This measure provided for an additional appropriation of $200,000,000 to 

be made available for road construction under the federal aid road. program 

during the next three years. Fifty million dollars was to be made available 

12 "Secretary Houston Wishes to Push Road Work, 11 American City (Town 
& County ed.), XIX, 349. 

13 "The President Favors Early Resumption of Highway Construction, 11 

Engineering News-Record, LXXXI, 1151, 

14 42 Stat. 660. 

I 
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immediately after the passage of the act and $75,000,000 was to be made· 

available· for each of the next two fiscal years, This approprie,tion was in 

addition to the sums available under the Federal Aid Road Act of 1916. 

Thus $65,000,000 wa.s available for the fiscal year ending June 30, 1919, 

$95,000,000 for the fiscal year ending June 30, 1920, and $100,000,000 for 

the year ending June 30, 1921.15 

The amendment re-defined the term "rural post road" so as to include 

"any public road a major portion of which is now used, or can be used, or 

forms a connecting length not to exceed ten miles length of any road or 

roads now or hereafter used for the transportation of the United States 

mail •11 This act excluded every street or road in a ple.ce having a popula-

tion, as shown by the latest federal census, of 2,500 or more, except that 

portion of any street along which the houses averaged more than 200 feet 

apart. The limitation of the federal participation of $10,000 per mile was 

ra.ised to $20,000 ,16 

The measure also made it possible for the states to share in the sur-

plus road equipment of the War Depa.rtment. The Secretary of War was di-

rected to transfer to the Secretary of Agriculture all material, equipment, 

and supplies not needed for the purpose of the War Department but suitable 

for use in improving highways. The distribution of the.se to the states was 

to be made in the same manner that the federal aid funds were made under 

the federal program.17 

The next three years saw a road building program such as had never 

before been witnessed in this country. It was comparable to the railroad 

15 42 Stat. 660. -
l6 Ibid. -
17 ng. 
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building boom of an earlier day. There was more money expended for roads 

during this period than was expend.ad in building the Panama Canal. More 

than $500,000,000 was expended under the federa,l a.id program besides the 

enormous sums expended by the states and local comnronities which involved 

no federal aid funds. The number of road projects approved by the Secre-

tary of .Agriculture under the federal aid program grew from six at the end 

of the fisca.l year 1917 to 4,305 by June 30, 1921. The number of miles of 

roads completed under the progra.m grew from less than 100 in 1918 to almost 

25,000 by June 30, 1921.18 

18 Report !2f.. the Bureau Et_ Public Roads for~ Fiscal ~ ending 
June l.Q, 1921. 

I 
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CHAPTER IV 

CHANGING THE FEDERAL ROAD PROGRAM 

In the election of 1920, both the major poli tica.1 parties advocated 

federe1 aid to the states in road building. At their national convention, 

which met in Chicago from June 8 to 12, 1920, the Republican Party a.dopted 

the following road plank in their pla.tform: 

Vie favor liberal appropriations in cooperation with the st;:i.tes for 
the construction of highways, which shall bring about a reduction 
in transportation cost, better marketing of fa.rm products, and the 
improvement in the postal delivery, as well as meet the needs of· 
military defense. In determining the proportion of Federal a.id 
for road construction among the States, the sums lost in taxation 
to the respective States by setting apart large portions of their 
area as forest reservations should be considered as a controlling 
factor.l 

The road plank of the Democratic Party read as follows: 

Vie favor a continuance of the present Federal a.id plan under the 
existing Federal and State .Agencies, amended so·as to include as 
one of the elements in determining the ratio in which the severa.l 
States shall be entitled to share in the fund, the area of any 
public lands therein.2 

The advocacy of an amendment making the public lands a fa.ctor in de-

termining the proportion of federal aid for road construction among the 

states by both parties was not only to catch the votes of the public land 

states but was also the recognition of a just demand of those states. In 

their annual convention in December 1919, the American Association of State 

Highway Officials had adopted a resolution advocating that an amendment to 

the Federal Aid Road Act be adopted whereby the federal government might 

contribute more than 50 per cent of the cost of federal-aid projects in 

1. New York Times, June 11, 1920. 

2 Leroy D. Brandon (comp.), Platforms of the Two Great Political 
Parties, 1856-1928, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1936). 



the public land state.3 Following this convention Govern.or Olcott of 

Oregon asked the western public land states to send delega.tes to Washington 

to urge the adoption of legislation along the line of the resolution of the 

American Association of Sta,te Highway Officials. Thirty delegates were 

sent from the states and were in session in Washington on Februa,ry 10, 11, 

and 12, 1920. The delegation appeared before the Sena.te Committee·on Post 

Offices and Post Boads on February 14, 1920, and urged Congress to adopt 

the public land amendment and to appropriate $300,000,000 for the road 

program.4 

There was another popular question that had been brought before Con-

gress during the last two years but it was not indorsed by either party. 

This wa.s the so-called "National Highway Pla.n" or "Townsend :Sill" spon-

sored by Senator Charles E. Townsend, chairman of the Senate Committee on 

Post Offices and Post Roads. This bill called for the creation of a fede-

ral highway commission and the establishment of a national system of high-

ways constructed and maintained by the federal government. The bill was 

before the Senate Committee on Post Offices and Post Roads e,t the time the 

parties were holding their national conventions.5 Although the bill was 

popular in many circles of the country, Senator Townsend had been unable 

to muster enough support for the measure to report it out of the Senate 

Committee.6 

3 Public Roads, December 1919, 5. 

4 CongressionaJ. Record, 66 Cong., 2 sess., 8946. 

5 _Ibid., 65 Cong., 3 sess., 3635. 

6 Ibid., 66 Cong., 2 sess., 807. The bill was before Congress for 
the thirdtime. Senator Townsend had introduced his bill first on February 
18, 1919, and then again on June 2, 1919. He had introduced it the third 
time in the second session of the 66th Congress. 

I 
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When the short session of Congress convened in December that year mem-

bers of Congress were faced with the problem of provid.ing an approprfa.tion 

for the road program if it was to continue uninterrupted during the next 

year because all authorizations under the program expired on June 30, 1921.7 

On December 22 the Republican leaders of the House announced, after a.n 

executive meeting of the House Roa.a. Committee, that they had agreed on an 

appropriation of $100,000,000 for the road program for the.fiscal year end-

ing June 30, 1922. There was a bill before the House Road Committee a.t the 

time the announcement was made which provided for an appropriation of 

$400,000,000 for the next four years, but the Republican stearing commit-

tee decided tha.t in the interest of economy the appropriation should be 

limited to $100,000,000 a.nd should not cover more than two years. The com-

mittee also announced that a sub-committee of the Roads Committee, headed 

by Representative Sam R. Sells, would hold hearings on the road question 

after the holidays.8 

As a result of the hearings Representative Sells introduced a bill on 

January 24 providing for an appropriation of $100,000,000 for the road 

progr8Jl1 for the fiscal year 1922, for the extension of time of availability 

from one to two years after allotment, and the adoption of the public land 

amendment.9 Five days after it bad been referred to the Road Committee 

it was reported back to the House, and on February 7, the House passed 

the measure by a vote of 278 yeas to 58 nays.10 

7 40 Stat. 1200. 

g Engineering News-Record, LXXXVI, 44. 

9 Congressional Record, 66 Cong., 3 sess., 1990, 2741. 

10 6 Ibid., 2284, 274. 
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When the Sells Bill reached. the Senate Committee on Post Offices anq. 

Post Roads. it was strongly opposed by Senator Townsend, chairman of the 

Committee. Even though his measure had ca.l:led for an approprie.tion of 

$425,000,000 for a five-year period he ca.lled the Sells Bill a "pork bar-

rel . 11 Needless to say, the bill was never reported out of the Committee 

on Post Offices and Post Roads.11 

A few days later when the annual post office appropriation bill was 

before the Senate, Sena.tor Cle.ude Swanson of Virginia. proposed to add the 

Sells Bill to it as an amendment. Swanson asked the Senate to suspend the 

rules and add the amendment to the post office appropriation mes.sure. The 

question was debated and a vote ta.ken. Although the question received a 

majority of 42 votes for to 33 against the amendment, it failed because of 

the two-third majority required to suspend the rules.12 

Another attempt was ma.de to add the Sells Bill as a rider to an ap-

propriation in the Sena.te. A proposal was made to add it to the approprfa.-

tion bill for the Department of Agriculture but Senator Charles Thomas, who 

had led the opposition to the attempt to add it to the post office a.pprop-

riation measure, opposed the suspension of rules. The objection was sus-

tained and the appropriation for the road program was carried over to the 

next Congress.13 Senator Thomas, in concluding his oppo·sition to the Sells 

Bill, made the following statement: 

I think the country will get along and road building will continue 
under existing appropriations if the measure goes over to the next 
Congress, where a Republican Senate and a Republican House may pass 
it, and not only get all the prestige out of it, if there be any, 
but may also refer to the fact that it would have passed the Senate 
but for the opposition of a Democrat.14 

11 New York Times, February 18, 1921. 

12 Congressional Record, 66 Cong., 3 sess., 3304. 

13 Ibid., 3688. 

14 Ibid. -
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There was one other road bill favorably reported during that session 

of Congress. On January 22, Senator Lawerance C. Phipps of Colorado in-

traduced a bill in the Senate amending the Federal Aid Roa.d Act along the 

lines suggested by both parties .15 This bill provided II tha.t in case sta.tes 

contained unappropria.ted public lands exceeding five per cent of the total 

area. of all the lands in the state the Federal Government would pay- 50 per 

cent of the cost plus an amount equal to one-haif of the percenta~e the un

appropriated land area bore to the total land area of the state. 11 It also 

provided for the extension of the time that the allotment to the states was 

to be available from one to two years.16 The Senate Committee had reported 

the me a.sure to the Senate on January 29 , but it was never brought to a vote 

during tha.t session, l 7 Thus the 66th Congress ended without having passed 

a single federal-aid road measure. It had not ma.de any provisi_ons for the 

continuance of the program beyond the end of the fiscai year ending June 30, 

1921, but ha.d left it for the next Congress. 

President Harding devoted considerable space to highways in his mes-

sa,ge to Congress on April 12, 1921. Al though he had conferred. with Sena.tor 

Townsend earlier it was difficult to tell from his message just what his 

position was on a Federal-aid versus a "national highway11 plan. After a.d-

vising Congress against "wasted effort and unjustifiable expenditures" in 

the road program he went on to say: 

The Federal Government can place no inhibitions on the ex
penditures of the severa.l States; but, since Congress has embarked 
upon a policy of assisting the States in highway improvement, 
wisely, I believe, it can exert a wholly becoming influence in 
shaping policy. 

15 Ibid., 1856. 

16 "Report on Rural Post Roads," Senate Report 726, 66 Cong., 3 sess. 

17 Ibid. 



With the principle of Federal participation acceptably 
established, probably never to be abandoned, it is import~nt to 
exert Federal influence in developing comprehensive plans look
ing to the promotion of commerce, a.nd apply our expenditures in 
the surest way to guarantee a public return for money expend.ed. 

Large Federal outlays demand a Federal voice in the program 
of expenditures. Congress cannot justify a. mere gift from the 
Federal purse to the several States, to be prorated among the 
counties for road betterment. Such a course will invite a.buses 
which it were better to guard a.ga.inst in the beginning. 

The laws governing Federa.l aid should be amended and 
strengthened. The Federal Agency of administration should be 
elevated to the importance and vested with the authority com
parable to the work before it. And Congress ought to prescribe 
conditions to Federal appropriations which will necessitate a 
consistent program of uniformity which will justify the Federal 
outlay. 

I know of nothing more shocking than the millions of pub
lic funds wasted in improved highways, wasted. because there is 
no policy of maintenance. The neglect is not universal, but it 
is very near it. There is nothing the Congress can do more ef
fectively to end this shocking waste than condition all Federal 
aid on provisions for maintenance. Highways, no matter how gen
erous the outlay for construction, can not be maintained without 
patrol and constant repair. Such conditions insisted upon in 
the gra.nt of Federa.l a.icl will safeguard the public which pays, 
and gua.rd the Federal Government a.gains t poli tica.l abuses, which 
tend to defeat the very purpose for which we authorize Federa.l 
expenditures.18 

Senator Phipps introduced his bill in Congress a.gain on April 21, 

30 

1921. This bill was the public land amendment and the same bill tha.t the 

preceding Senate Committee on Post Offices and Post F.oa.d.s had reported 

favorable to the Senate. The bill was a.gain favorably reported from the 

committee and on May 16 passed the Senate without opposition.19 

Eight days after Senator Phipps ha.d introduced his measure in Congress 

Senator Townsend introduced. a revised copy of his measure in Congress .20 

The Committee on Post Offices and Post Roads a.greed to hold hearings 

18 Foreign Relations ~ Messages of the Presidents, 1921, .! 
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1936). 

19 Congressional Record, 67 Cong., 1 sess., 372, 1309, 1470, 

20 Ibid., 782. 



31 

on the bill. These hearings began on May 13 and continued until June 2. 

Thirty-seven witnesses appeared before the Committee and among this number 

were representatives of the National Granges, American Farm ::Sureau Federa-

tion, The Chamber of Commerce of the United States, American Association 

of State Highway Officials, Federal. :Bureau of Public Roa.de, National Forest 

Service, Nation.al Park Service, National Automobile Chamber of Commerce, 

and the American Automobile Association.21 The bill was indorsed by the 

National Granges, the Chamber of Commerce of the United States, the Auto

mobile Cha.mber of Commerce, and ~he American Automobile Association.22 

The best witness for the Townsend :Sill was George M. Graham, repre-

sentative of the Na.tionaJ. Automobile Chamber of Commerce. He maintained 

that a commission wa.s more efficient than a bureau and that it could also 

secure better qualified men because it could pay a higher wage. The most 

critical witness to appear was Gray Silver, Washington representative of the 

American Farm :Bureau. He was definitely opposed to such a system, 23 

A majority of the members of the Committee on Post Offices a.nd Post 

Roads finally .reached an agreement a.n.d, with a minority report, reported 

the measure back to the Senate. When the bill was finally brought before 

the Sen.ate for action Congress had aJ.rea~ passed a road measure and at the 

request of Senator Townsend it was indefinitely postponed.24 

When the Phipps :Sill was referred to the House Committee on Roads 

that Committee was then acting on a measure that had been drafted by the 

21 ~-

22 Pyke Johnson (Secretary of the American Automobile Chamber of 
Commerce) , "Na tionaJ. Highway :Sill, 11 Outlook, CXX:IV, 567. 

23 Engineering News-Record, LXXXVI, 873, 912. 

24 Congressional Record, 67 Cong., 1 sass., 2742, 7563. 
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executive committee of the American Association of Sta.te Highway Officials 

and introduced by Cassius Dowell, Representative from Iowa. The Dowell 

:Bill, as this measure was called, was somewhat of a compromise mea.sure. It 

provided that the states designate a system of roads not to exceed seven 

per cent of the total road mileage a.nd to classify this system into two 

groups, primary or interstate, a.nd secondary or inter-county. All federal-

aid road funds were to be expended on this system with 60 per cent being 

expended on the primary roads. The administration was to be under the 

direction of the Secreta.ry of Agriculture who was given additional author-

i ty to withhold federal funds from a state to repa.ir a federal-aid roa.d in 

the state, after due notice, if the state had failed to maintain such 

roads .25 

The House Road Committee, seeing a, chance for some legislative strategy, 

combined the Dowell :Bill and the Phipps :Bill, making the Phipps :Bill a 

section of the DQI.Well :Bill but retaining the Senate number, and reported 

it as a Senate bill with an amendment. The measure was reported to the 

House on June 10, and on June 27, after a short debate, passed the House by 

a vote of 266 to 77.26 

Most of the opposition to the measure in the House came from the rep-

resentatives from New York and Texas. The representatives of New York 

opposed it, as in the past, on the grounds that she would have to help pay 

for the roads in other states. The representatives from Texas opposed it 

25 Congressional Record, 67 Cong., 1 sess., 1000, 3086. The provis
ions of the bill as originally introduced may be found in the Engineering 
News-Re<;:ord, LXXXVI, 738. 

26 "Report of the Committee on Roads on S .1072, 11 House Report 162, 
67 Cong., l sess. Also Congressional Record, 67 Cong., l sess, 3081, 
3094. 
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because the. measure would make it necessary for Texas to amend her consti

tution in order to participate in the program. The mes.sure provided that 

the states raise the revenue to meet the federal appropriation and to place 

these at the disposal of the state highway department. The Texas consti

tution prohibited the state from raising revenue for internal improve

ments.27 

When the combined Phipps a,nd Dowell :Sill reached the Senate, instead 

of following the usu.al procedure, it was a.gain referred, at the request of 

Senator Townsend, to the Cammi ttee on Post Offices a.nd Post Roa.ds. The 

Cammi ttee amended the House amendment to provide for the crea.tion of a 

federal highway commission to administer the program and to provide for an 

appropriation of $100,000,000 for the road program for the fiscal year end

ing June 30, 1922. The Senate a.greed to amend the Bill to provide for en 

appropriation of $75,000,000 for the current fiscal year but voted down the 

attempt to establish a federal highway commission. The Senate insisted. 

upon retaining its amendment to the House amendment and called for a con

ference of the two Houses.28 

The conferees agreed to accept the appropriation of the Senate and a 

few days later the conference report was accepted by both Houses of Con

gress. On November 15, 1921 the measure was approved by President 

Harding.29 

27 Congressional Record, 67 Cong., 1 sess., 3088, 3089. 

28 Congressional Record, 67 Cong., l sess., 5270. 

29 'Ibid., 7692. 



CHAPTER V 

THE FEDERAL HIGHWAY PROGRAM 

The Federai Highway Act of 1921 provided that the federal aid road 

funds were to be expended on a system of interstate highways selected or 

designa,ted by the states through their highway departments and approved by 

the Secretary of Agriculture. The system in each state was not to exceed 

seven per cent of the total highway mileage in the state, and was to be 

divided in to two groups, primary and secondary, The primary or inters.ta te 

highways of each state were to consist of not more than three-sevenths of 

the total mileage of the system and were to receive no more than sixty per 

cent of the allotment to the state, except by the approval of the highway 

department of the state. The secondary or intercounty highways were to 

connect or correlate the primary highways and were to consist of the re

maining mileage of the system and receive the rest of the federal a1lotment 

to the state,l 

In states containing unappropriated public lands exceeding five per 

cent of the total area of the state the share of the Federai Government 

was not to exceed fifty per cent of the cost of any project plus a per

centage of the estimated cost equal to one-half of the percentage which the 

area of the unappropriated public lands in the state bore to the total area 

of the state. The limitation of the share of the Federal Government to 

$20,000 per mile was also increased in these states in the same propor

tion.2 

Each state was required to make provisions each yea,r for its share 

l 42 Stat. 212. 

2 Ibid. 
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of the cost of construction and maintenance of the federal highways, and to 

place these-funds under the direct control of the highway department of the 

state. The Secretary of .Agriculture was given authority, however, to ap

prove projects for three years in those states that had met all the other 

provisions of the act but were prohibited by their existing constitution or 

laws from raising revenue for road work.3 

The states were required to maintain the roads after they h.a.d been 

constructed. If any sta.te failed to maintain its federal-aid roads the 

Secretary of Agriculture was to serve notice of the fact upon the highway 

department of that state. The state was then given ninety days to put them 

in the proper condition of maintenance. If they were not in repair by that 

time the Secretary of .Agriculture was to proceed immediately to make the 

necessary repairs and to charge the cost against the federal funds allotted 

to the State. He was also to refuse to approve any more projects in the 

state until the amount expended by him on the maintenance of such roads had 

been repaid.4 

The Secretary of .Agriculture was required to establish in his depart

ment an accounting division to keep accounts for the program. He was to 

prepare, publish, and distribute a map, within two years after the passage 

of the act, showing the highway system that had been sele·cted, and at least 

a.n.nua1ly thereafter he was to publish supplementary maps showing the prog

ress on the program. He was aJ.so to submit a detailed report of the prog

ress on the program to Congress on or before the first Monday in December 

of each year.5 

3 42 ~. 212. 

4 Ibid. 

5 Ibid. 



The act carried an appropriation of $75,000,000 for the fiscal year 

ending June. 30, 1922. Twenty-five million dollars was to be made available 

immediately upon the passage of the act and the remainder on January l, 

1922. The method of apportionment was amended so that no state would re-

ceive less than one-half of one per cent of the appropriation due to the 

states each year. The a.mount deductible for the expense of ~dministration 

was reduced from three per cent to two and one-half per cent of the ap

propriation each year.6 

This law was more specific as to the types of roads to be constructed. 

Only durable material was to be used in the construction of roads. The 

type of surfacing to be used was to be such as would. meet the tra,ffic needs 

of the loceJ.i ty, The roads were to have a wea,ring surfa.ce of at least 

eighteen feet unless rendered impractical by physical conditions, exces

sive costs, probable traffic requirements, or legal obstacles.7 

The Bureau of Public Roads in ca,rrying out the provision for the es-

tablishment of a system of highways issued a request in December, 1921, 

for the submission of maps showing the tentative systems proposed in each 

state.8 Among the instructions for preparing these maps were the follow-

ing: the primary system shall be shown by two black parallel lines one-

eighth inch a.part; the secondary system shall be shown by two parallel dash 

lines one-eighth inch apart; on a table on the maps give the mileage of 

each of the systems, the total of both systems, and the total highwa,y 

mileage of the state; the whole system end each of the primary and secondary 

6 42 Stat • 212 . -
7 Ibid.. 

g "Report of the Bureau of Public Roads, 11 Annual Report of the De
partment E.f Agriculture for the fiscal~ ending~ lQ, 1922~6If." 
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divisions shall be respectively continuous and correlating; and large scale 

supplementary maps should accompany the federa1-aid system maps showing 

termina1s in cities.9 

The Bureau of Public Roads insisted that in selecting the federal-aid 

system the states include the most important routes in the system. This 

was to prevent the designation of less important roads as federa.1-ai.d high

ways in those states where the road construction was already well advanced.lo 

"There can be no doubt," said Thomas H. MacDonald, Director of the Bureau, 

11 as to the clear intent of the law to provide for a, system of roa,ds which 

sha.11 include those which are now and which after improvement a,re to become 

major trai'fic lanes.nll 

The limi ta,tion of the interstate highway mileage to three-sevenths of 

the whole system in some states of large area and limited tota.1 mileage 

precluded a sufficient length of intersta,te highways to make connections 

with the systems of adjoining states. Acting under the authority given to 

the Secretary or' Agriculture to 11 give preference to such projects as will 

expedite the completion of an adequate and connected system of highways 

interstate in character," the Bureau requested tha.t a portion of the sec

ondary mileage be used to complete the primary system.12 

As soon as a sufficient number of the tentative plans had been sub-

mitted, the Bureau arranged for conferences between the highway officials 

9 Engineering News-Record, LXXXVIII, 35. 

10 "Report of the Chief of the Bureau of Public Roads," Annual Report 
of the Department of Agriculture, 1922, 462. 

11 Engineering News-Record, LXXXVIII, 156. 

12 "Report of the Chief of the Bureau of Public Roads, 11 Annual Report 
of ~ Department 2.f .Agriculture , 1922, 46 3 . 



of adjacent states in order to correlate the systems of these sta.tes. These 

conferences ·were followed by general conferences in each of the federa.1-aid 

districts in order to bring the entire system into harmony with the require

ments of the law .13 

The work of selecting the systems continued on into the second yea.r 

after the passage of the act. By June 30, 1923, tentative systems had been 

submitted by the sta.te highway departments or proposed by the Bureau of 

Public roads for all the states.14 The entire system was selected by No

vember l, 1923, and a map of the entire system had been published by the 

Department of Agriculture. Many of the states had been able to establish 

a system without including all the mileage a.llowed by the law and were there-

fore able to establish a reserve mileage to be added later on. The total 

length of the system as approved by the Secretary of Agriculture was 168,881. 

miles. This was some 31,289 miles less than the amount permissible for the 

system.15 

The approved system connected almost every city in the United Sta.tes 

with a popule.ti'on of 5,000 or more, end was not more thBn ten miles distant 

from 90 per cent of the population of the United Sta.tee. A road of the ap-

proved system also crossed the westem mountains at pra.ctically every im-

porta.nt pass. The Rockies were crossed at Berthoud, Lookout, Gibson, 

Targhee, Pleasant Valley, and Reynolds Passes in Montana and Idaho; La Veta, 

Wolf Creek, and Red Mountain Passes in Colorado and Raton Pass on the 

Colorado-New Mexico line. The Cascade Range was crossed at Stephens and 

13 Ibid. -
14 "Report of the Chief of the Bureau of Public Roads, 11 Annual Report 

of ~ Department .2f. .Agriculture , ~, 465 • 

15 Report of~ Secretarz .2f .Agriculture, 1924, 56. 
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Snoqualmie Passes in Washington and Grants Pe,ss in Oregon, and the Sierra 

Neve.das were crossed at Truckee and Walker Passes in Ce.lifornia.16 

Another matter that required, or rather was given, a considerable 

amount of attention by the Department of Agriculture we.s the question as to 

which states had laws which enabled them to meet the provisions of the Fede-

reJ. Highway Act. The duty of examining the laws of the states was entrusted 

to the Solici ters of the Department. By the end of the fiscal year 1922, 

the Secretary of Agriculture had certified to the Secretary of Treasury that 

the laws of all the states, except Nebraska and Wisconsin, met the provis-

ions of the act or were exempted under section 24 of the Federal Highway 

Act. The status of the laws of the other two were under considere.tion at 

that time and were certified shortly after the beginning of the new yee,r.17 

In order that the road program would not be interrupted during the 

time the systems were being selected and coordinated, the Secretary of Agri-

culture approved projects submitted by the states that he thought had a 

ree,sonable chance of being part of the selected system. This procedure was 

authorized by law, and the Bureau of Public Roads carried it out with such 

efficiency that every project approved under this provision became a part 

of the approved system.18 

The requirement of the 18 feet surfacing was construed by the Bureau 

of Public Roads to mean that it was fixed as a minimum of the two-way roads. 

"This requirement, 11 said Director MacDonald, "will not preclude the build-

ing of narrower pavement in those districts where traffic does not yet 

16 "Report of the Chief of the Bureau of Public Roads, 11 .2l2. ~. 

17 "Report of the Secretary of Agriculture to Congress, 1923, 11 Senate 
Document 286, 67 Cong., 4 sess. 

lS "Report of the Bureau of Public Roads, 1923, 11 .212· cit., 465. 



40 

justify the two-way width. I am yet to be convinced that we ma.y not prop~ 

erly build now in many sparsely populated districts one-half of the fina1 

width of pavement in order to complete the mileage between points, if all 

the other work is done to provide for full width construction later.nl9 

The Bureau later adopted the policy of approving what wa.s termed 

"stage construction." This meant that they would first do the grading and 

other fundamental work such as the building of culverts and bridges, and 

put on the surface a covering of gra~els or sand-cl0¥ covering to be used 

until funds became available and the traffic had reached a point where ·such 

a surface could no longer be economica1ly maintained. This plan, of course, 

was used very little east of the Mississippi but extensively in the western 

states where the traffic was not so dense.20 

Director MacDonald expressed the hope that the Bureau would never have 

to invoke the provision of the maintenance clause of the act. He indicated, 

though, that the Bureau would carry out the law to the letter. He sug-

gested that the states establish an organized patrol to carry on the main-

tenance. The Bureau did not consider that the states were living up to the 

requirements until they had established such a system.21 

The Secretary of Agriculture did not issue any new rules or regula,-

tions during the first year of the new program but carried on the work 

under the procedures of those previously issued. The states submitted pro-

ject statements followed by plans and specifications then approved. If the 

19 Engineering News-Record, LXXXVIII, 156. 

20 ·"Letter from Thomas H. MacDonaJ.d, Chief of the Bureau of Public 
Roads, 11 Congressional. Record, 6g Cong, 2 sess., 3121. 

2l Engineering News-Record, LXXXVIII, 156 
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plans and specifications were accepted a project agreement was executed. 22 

When Congress assembled in December, 1921, it was again faced with the 

problem of providing additionai funds to carry on the road program, Sev-

era,l bills were introduced providing for authorizations for a,ppropria.tions 

for the road program, but the House Committee on Roads decid.ed to use one 

introduced by Representative Woodruff of Michiga.n as a basis of study for 

legislation. This bill authorized an a.ppropriation of $100,000,000 an-

nua.lly for a five-year period. Later, members of the Committee called at 

the executive offices to discuss road legislation authorizing appropria.-

tions with the President. President Harding expressed a wish at this con-

ference that the appropriation be limited to $75,000,000 annually and in.di-

cated that he would not be displeased if it were found that an a.ppropria

tion of $50,000,000 would be adequate.23 

On April. 3, 1922, Representative Dunn of New York, Chairman of the 

Committee on Roads, introduced a bill in Congress authorizing appropria.-

tions of $65,000,000 for the year ending June 30, 1923, and $75,000,000 for 

the fiscal 1924. 24 In addition to the a.uthoriza,tion the bill proposed to 

amend the road laws so as to include underpasses in the federal-aid program, 

to allow the states to recover federal funds that had been a1loted to a 

project that was later abandoned, and to reduce the limi ta.tion of $20,000 

per mile to $12,500, The bill also carried a penalty clause for the falsi-

fication of statements or facts in connection with the fed.eral-aid road 

program.25 Without serious opposition the bill passed the House on May 1, 

22 "Report of the Secretary of .Agriculture to Congress, 1922, 11 Senate 
Document.286, 67 Cong., 2 sess. 

23 Engineering News-Record, LXXXVIII, 207, 298, 

24 Congressional Record, 67 Cong., 2 sess., 4954. 

25 House Report 878, 67 Cong., 2 sess. 
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and was sent to the Senate. 

Meanwhile the Senate had agreed to amend the Post Office Appropris.tion 

Bill so as to include an appropriation of $50,000,000 for the road program 

for the fiscal year ending June 30, 1923. The amendment also authorized 

appropriations of $65,000,000 for the fiscal year 1924 and $75,000,000 for 

the fiscal 1925. The House had refused to concur in the Senate amendments 

and had agreed to a conference of both Houses. This conference was in 

session when the Dunn Bill was sent to the Senate.26 

The conferees were unable to reach an a.greement on several of the ·sen-

ate amendments to the Post Office Appropriation Bill, of which the road 

amendment was one. Accordingly, on May 8 they presented a report of the 

conference to each of the Houses. The Senate agreed to the Conference re-

port but refused to recede from its a.mend.men ts that were still in disa.gree-

ment and a.sked for a new conference. The House agreed to substitute the 

Dunn Bill for the Senate road amendment and agreed to a, new conference .27 

The road amendment as :reported from the conference committee this time 

a.uthorized appropriations of $50,000,900 for the fiscal year ena.ing June 30, 

1923, $65,000,000 for fiscal year 1924, and $75,000,000 for fiscal year 

1925. The limitation of pa,rticipation was lowered to $16,500 per mile for 

the fiscal year 1923 and to $15,000 per mile thereafter. Underpasses as 

well as overpasses were to be included in the federal-aid road program, and 

a penalty for falsification of statements was also included.28 The Senate 

had agreed to the authorization for an appropriation rather than a direct 

26 Congressional Record, 67 Cong., 2 sess., 4138, 6902, et passim. 

27 Congressional Record, 67 Cong., 2 sess., 6914, 6922. 

28 "Conference Report on Post Office Appropriation Bill, 11 House Report 
~. 67 Cong., 2 sess. 



appropriation and the House had in tum agreed to increase the limit of the 

cost per mile. The conference committee included another significant pro

vision in the amendment by authorizing the Secretary of Agriculture to 

create a deficit by obligating the Federal Government to meet payments on 

road contracts when the money became available. Under this arrangement the 

$50,000,000 authorized for the fisca1 year beginning July 1, 1922 would not 

have· to be appropriated until near the end of that year. 29 

Immediately after the passage of the road amendment in 1922, the Sec

retary of Agriculture issued rules and regulations governing the administra

tion of the road program. These had been withheld until the passage of the 

road act in order to include in it anything made necessa.ry by its passage. 

Under the rules and regulations the state highway departments, on re

quest, were to furnish information regarding state legislation, organiza

tion a.nd equipment of the highway department, funds available and provis

ions for maintenance before any agreement was reached regarding road con

struction. Each state was required to file with the Secretary of .Agricul

ture a statement showing the proposed federal-a.id system, and indicating 

the primary and secondary routes. The Secreta.ry was to inform the sta.te 

highway department of the acceptability of the system and when an agree

ment was reached on the whole or a part of the sys tern, th,e state wa.s to 

make formal request for approval. Pending formal. approval only such proj

ects were to be approved as were on the proposed federal-aid systems. 

After the federal-aid system had been selected or designated and approved 

no project statements were to be submitted for any route, nor a part of 

any route, not embraced in the system. No project was placed under con-

29 42 Stat. 660. 
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tract until plans, specifications, and estimates had been approved.30 

Grade crossings were classified for priority by agreement between the 

state highway departments a.nd the Bureau of Public Roads •. No part of the 

expense for surveys, plans, specifications, or estimates prior to the be-

ginning of construction work were to be included in the estima.te or paid by 

the federal government .. No federal money was to be paid 11 until it has been 

shown to the satisfaction of the Secretary of Agriculture that adequate 

methods, either of advertising or other devices appropriate for the purpose, 

were employed, prior to the beginning of construction, to insure economy 

and efficiency in the expenditure of such money . 11 If the contract wa,s 

awarded to any other tha,n the lowest responsible bidder, the fed.era1 govern-

ment would pay no more than its pro re.ta. share of the lowest responsible 

bid, unless it was shown that it was advantageous to the work to accept the 

higher bid .31 

No part of the money appropriated under the act was to be used directly 

or indirectly to pay or reimburse a sta.te, CO'lm.ty, or local subdivision for 

the p8¥Jllent of any premium, royalty, or patented or propprietary materia1, 

specification, process, or type of construction, unless obtained or pur~ 

chased on open actuaJ. competitive bidding at the same or less cost than the 

unpatented article or methods, if any, equal.ly suitable for the same pur

pose .32 

The Secretary of Agriculture, in response to a recommendation of the 

American Association of State Highway Officials, appointed a joint board 

30 "Rules and Regulations of the Secretary of Agriculture for carrying 
out the Federal Highway Act, 11 United States Department of Agriculture, Of
fice of the Secretary, Circular !2. 161, (July 31,. 1922) . 

31 Rul.es and Regulations, 11 ,£E • .£!!. 

32 Ibid. 



on interstate highways in February, 1925, selecting as members 24 repre

sentatives of the BUlreau of Public Roads and state highwa.y officials. The 

purpose of this board was to designate or select a number of transcontinen-

tal routes and to decide on a uniform marking system. The board held its 

first meeting on April 20, 1925 and a series of cautiona.ry, directional, 

and informational signs were tentatively decided upon. These were then sub-

mitted to regional meetings of the state highwa.y officials for recommenda-

tions. At these meetings members of the board also received. recommenda.tions 

with regard to the selection of the transcontinental routes. The board. held 

its second meeting on August 3, 1925, and selected the transcontinental 

routes and standard signs for use by all the sta.tes on designa.ted systems 

where adopted.33 

Four routes were selected for tra.nscontinenta.l systems. One was from 

Washington through St. Louis, Texarkana, El Paso, to San Diego. Another 

was from Atlanta City to Astoria. The third one was from Norfork through 

Chicago to Los Angeles, and the fourth from Boston to Seattle by way of the 

northern tier of states .34 

In February 1925, Congress passed a bill authorizing appropriations of 

$75,000,000 for the fiscal year ending June 30, 1926, and $75,000,000 for 

the fiscal year ending June 30, 1927. This measure amended. the road laws 

to give the Secretary of Agriculture authority to apportion to the states, 

not later than January 1 of each year, the amount authorized for the sue-

ceeding fiscal year. This act also a.mended the Federal Highway Act of 1921 

to include in the unappropriated public lands the "non-taxable Indian lands, 

individual and tribal . 11 The Secretary wa.s given authority to continue to 

33 Report of the Chief of the Bureau .£!. Public Road.s, 1925, 26. 

34 Report 2!_ the Chief of ~ Burea.u .2.f Public Roads, 1926, 3. 
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approve projects in those states where the existing constitution or laws 

did not permit the state to provide revenue for the construction, recon-

struction, or maintenance of highways, provided they met the other require

ments of the act ,35 

The next yea.r Congress authorized appropriations for the fisca1 years 

1928 a.nd 1929. The authorization for each of the fiscal years wa.s $75 ,000,-

000. The Secreta.ry of Agriculture was given a.uthority to continue to ap-

prove projects in those states not able to raise revenue through the fiscal 

year 1929 .36 All the sta.tes had by this time amended their constitutions 

when necessary so they could raise revenue for road build.ing but some of 

the states ha.d not yet passed the necessary legislation to carry into effect 

the a.mendments. The time was extended for the benefit of those sta,tes .37 

In 1928, Congress passed two more measures that were· fa.vora.ble to the 

roa.d programs in the public land states. One of these mea.sures· amended the 

federal highwa.y act to include the following provision: 

Tha.t in the case of any State containing unappropriated public 
lands and nontaxable Indian lands, ind.ividuaJ. or tribal, exceed
ing 5 per centum of the total area of all the lands in the State 
in which the population, as shown by the latest Federal census, 
does not exceed ten per square mile, the Secretary of Agriculture, 
upon request from the State highway department of ~uch State, may 
increase the share payable by the United States to any percentage 
up to and including the whole cost on projects on the pr:i,mary 
system of Federal-aid highways and on projects on the, seconda,ry 
when the latter is a. continuation of a route on the primary sys
tem or directly connects with a route on the primary system of 
an adjoining State, but such State shall allocate and expend 
during the same fiscal year upon other project or projects on 
the Federal-aid system, under the direction of the Secretary of 
Agriculture, the amount it would have been :required to expend 
upon such project.38 

35 43 Stat. 899 • 
. -

36 44 Stat. 683 • 

37 Congressional Record, 69 Cong., l sass., 10766. 

3g 45 Stat.683. 
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This act also authorized the expenditures of the federal fund in co

operation with the states on the planting a,nd maintaining of sha.de trees 

a..long the federal-a.id roads. It a.lso extended the act to include the con

struction of roads, excluding bridges, through cities ha,ving a popula.tion 

exceeding 2,500 where the houses average more than 200 feet apa.rt.39 

This mea.sure, like most of the mea,sures since 1922, passed Congress 

with scarcely any opposition and wa,s approved by the President on May 21, 

1928. :Sy July 1, 1929, however, no state had made application for increa.sed 

payments provided under this amendment.40 

The other measure had the distinction of being the first federal-aid 

road measure passed by Congress to be vetoed by the President, The mea.sure 

authorized appropria.tions of $3,500,000 for ea,ch of the fiscal yea,rs 1929, 

1930, and 1931. These appropriations were to be e:x:pendea. for the cons truc

tion and maintenance of main roads through "unappropriated or unreserved 

public lands, nonta,xa,ble Indian lands, or other Federal reservations: by 

the :Bureau of Public Roads if on Federal Reservations and by the respective 

sta.te highway departments, under agreement with the Secretary of Agricul

ture, if on any other part of Federal-a.id highway sys tern or on the United 

States numbered system of highways . 11 These a,ppropriations were to be in 

addition to any other sums appropriated or authorized for roads and were to 

be allotted to the states having more than five per cent of their area in 

such lands, No contribution we,s to be required from the states for this 

program~l The bill wa.s reported to the Senate without amendment and on 

39 Ibid. 

40 Report ~ the Chief of ~ :Bureau ~ Public Roads, 1929, 12. 

41 Congressional Record, 70 Cong., l sess., 7072. 
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April 24 passed the Senate without opposition.42 

The House substituted a bill almost identical to the Senate measure 

and considered it as the Senate bill with an amendment. The House measure 

limited the expenditure of the appropriation to the construction of main 

roads through such la.nds. The roads were to be built by the Bureau of Pub

lic Roads in all such cases.43 The measure passed the House without op-

position May 5 and a few days later the Senate accepted the House amend

ment.44 

President Coolidge sent the bill back to Congress on May 18 with the 

following veto message: 

The bill would provide for the entire construction from Fed
eral funds of main road.a through unappropriated or unreserved public 
lands and non taxable Indian lands . Such expenditures could not be 
justified on the basis of protection or development of Federal re
sources and would constitute a radical departure from the established 
policy of Federal aid on a cooperative basis in road construction. 

Having in mind the increasing ability of the States to finance 
road construction due to the general adoption of the gasoline tax 
and the increase in revenue from this source which would accrue to 
the States from roads constructed through public and Indian lands 
therein, I see no reason why the ste.tes should. be relieved from 
their contribution toward the construction of these roads as re
quired by existing laws. 4r am constra.ined therefore to return this 
bill without my approval. 5 

The Senate passed the bill over the President's veto by a vote of 54 

to 22, but the House sustained the veto by a vote of 161 reas to 182 na.ys.46 

Congress passed during that same session a bill authorizing approp-

42 Ibid. 

43 Ibid. , 7926. 

44 ~., 7960. 

45 "The Veto Message of President Coolidge on S 3674, 11 Senate Document 
,!1!, 70 Cong., 1 sess. 

46 6 Congressional Record, 70 Cong., 1 sess., 9 73, 9992. 
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ria,tions of $75,000,000 for each of the fiscal years 1930 and 1931 to ca.r~ 

out the federal-aid highway program during those years. 47 This measure was 

the last federa1-aid roa.d bill passed by Congress until after the beginning 

of the depression. 

The federal highway program from the passa.ge of the Federal Highway 

Act of 1921 to Ja.nuary 1, 1930, was one of state nnd federa.l cooperation 

in the construction of a system of highways. The system in each state wa.s 

selected by the highway department of tha.t state and divided into two clR.s-

ses, interstate and intercounty. The roads in the state system were ma.de 

to connect or correlate with the system of adjoining states so as to form 

a, continuous system of interstate highways. Projects for construction were 

selected by the sta.te subject to the approval of the Secretary of Agricul

ture. The share of the federal government on any project was limitea to 50 

per cent of the cost except in states conta.ining unappropriated public or 

Indian lands the share could. be increased accordingly to a sum equa1 to one-

half of the percentage that such lands bore to the total area of the state. 

In 1925, four east-west transcontinental routes were selected from the pri

mary or interstate highways. 

47 45 Stat. 750. 
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CHAPTER VI 

TEE ROAD PROGRAM IN THE NATION.AL FORESTS 

The Federal Aid Road Act of 1916 established a road program in the na

tional forests. It provided for an appropriation of $10,000,000 to be ex

pended under the supervision of the Secretary of Agriculture, upon request 

from the proper state or territory a.uthorities, for the "survey, construc

tion, and maintenance of roads or trails within or only partly within the 

national forest when necessary for the use and development of resources .:upon 

which communities within and adjacent to the national forest are dependent . 11 

The appropriation was to be made available at the rate of $1,000,000 annually 

beginning with the fi seal year ending June 30, 1917 and was to remain avail

able until expended. The state, territory, or county was to enter into an 

agreement with the Secretary of Agriculture for such construction or main

tenance upon a "basis equitable to both the State, Territory, or county and 

the United States." The aggregate expenditures in a:n.y state or territory 

was not to exceed ten per cent of the value of the timber a.nd forage re

sources which were available for income upon the forest lands within the 

respective county or counties wherein the roads or trails were constructed.1 

As soon as an agreement was executed the Secretary of .Agriculture was 

to notify the Secretary of Treasury of the amount to be expended by the 

United States. Each year the Secretary of Treasury was to apply from any 

and all revenues from such forest ten per cent thereof to reimburse the 

United States for the expenditures made under such agreement until the 

whole amount advanced by the federal government had been reimbursed. 2 

1 39 Stat . 355 . 

2 39 Stat • 355 . 
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Under the rules and regula.tions of the Secretary of Agriculture for 

carrying out the program the Office of Public Roads and Rura.l Engineering 

wa,s authorized to withhold 10 per cent of the appropriation each year in 

order tha.t it might ha.ve a reserve to be used in case of necessity to in-

crease the a~portionment to a state and for the expense of the Office. The 

rema.inder of the fund was to be a.pportioned. to the states having na.tioneJ. 

forest lands one-half in the ratio that the natione,l forest lands of the 

state bore to the total a.rea. of the state a.nd. one-half in the ra.tio that 

the va.lue of the timber and forage resources of the national forest of each 

state bore to the resources of the national forest of all the states) 

The proper officials of the states or territories were to make appli-

cation for aid through the district office of the Forest Service. The ap-

plication was to contain a statement showing the location, cost, length, 

and a proposal for cooperation in detail. The Forest Service was to pre-

pare the plans for projects with a map showing a proposed system it con-

sidered. necessary in the forest area,. Following the plans came the execu

tion of the cooperative a.greement.4 

The Post Office Appropriation Act of 1919 provided for an appropria.tion 

of $3,000,000 for each of the fiscal years 1919, 1920, and 1921, for the 

national forest road program. It also amended the road progra.m in the na-

tional forests so that the Secretary of Agriculture could construct such 

roads and trails necessary for the a.dministration, protection, and improve

ment of such forests, without the cooperation of the respective states.5 

3 11 Rules and Regulations of the Secretary of Agriculture for Carrying 
Section $ of the Federal Aid Road Act of 1916, 11 Senate Document 548, 65 
Cong. , 3 sass. 

4 Ibid. 

5 40 Stat. 1200. 



52 

The Federal Highway Act of 1921 again amended the road progra.m in the 

national forests. It provided tha.t the appropria.tions for the forest road 

program be divided into two funds. Fifty per cent but not to exceed $3,000,-

000 for any one fiscal year, was to be expended, under the direct supervis-

ion of the Secretary of ~riculture, in the "survey, construction, recon-

struction, and maintenance of roads and trails of primary importance for the 

protection, administration, and utilization of the national forest., or when 

necessary, for the use and development of the resources upon which the com-

munities within or adje.cent to the na.tional forests a.re dependent." The 

balance of the appropria.tion was to be expended for the survey, construe-

tion, reconstruction, and maintenance of forest roaa.s of primary importance 

to the stD.tes or comnruni ties within or adjacent to the na.tional forests. 

The first sum was to be apportioned to the states, Alaska., and Porto Rico 

according to the needs of the various nationa,l forests and the second ac-

cording to the area and value of the la.nd owned by the Government. The 

coopera.tion of the states or territories was not required by this act. 6 

Projects ta be constructed from the second fund were selected so as to 

coincide or correlate with the federal-a.id highway system. The policy fol-

lowed by the Bureau of Public Roads was to use this fund to complete and 

make continuous the important routes of the states through the forest 

areas.7 

Under the rules and regulations issued to ca.rry out the program the 

state highway depa.rtments were to submit, through the proper district en-

gineer, a map of the sta,te showing the forest area.s within the state, the 

6 42 Stat. 212. 

7 "Report of the Chief of the Bureau of Public Roads, 11 Annual. Reports 
of the Department of .Agriculture, 1922, 485. 
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federal-aid highwa.y system, and the highways recommended by the highwe.y de-: 

partment for. construction and nationa.l forest highways. The district en-

gineer was to a.ttach his recommendations to a. copy of the ma.p a.nd forward 

it to the district forester. The district forester was to then prepa.re 

another map showing the existing roe.ds in and adjacent to the forest ~treas, 

indicating the roads proposed for improvement and indica.ting which of. them, 

in his judgment, should be improved as pa.rts of the forest highwe.y system 

and forest-development system. This was for the purpose of sepa.ra.ting the 

pro.jects for the two funds provided by the federe.l a.ct. 8 

Upon the basis of the three recommenda.tions a ,joint recommendation was 

prepared by a conference between the represen ta.ti ves of the state highway 

department, the district engineer of the Bureau of Public Roads, and. the 

district forester. The joint recommendation, which was in the form of e. 

map, was submitted to the Secretary of Agriculture for a.pprova.l by the Chief 

of the Bureau of Public Roads. Projects agreements, in cases of coopera

tion, were to be executed by the same procedure as previously used.9 

The preparation of these systems extended over a period of several 

yea.rs with the last one being a.pproved. in 1925. During that period the pro-

gram was ce.rried on by agreements between the Chief Forester and the Chief 

of the Bureau of Public Roads. All projects selected under this arrimge-

ment were expected to be a part of the general combined system of fed.ere.1-

· a. h" h 10 ai ig ways. 

The systems finally selected for the national forests were divided into 

three classes. The roads that were sections or extensions of the federal-

g II Report of the Chief of the Bureau of Public Roads, 11 ~. ~. , 485. 

9 Ibid. -
lO Report of ~ Chief of ~ Bureau of Public Roads, 1925, 27. 
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aid systems wholly within the natio~l forest were designated as class 1. 

Roads that were extensions of the federal system partly within or adjacent 

to and serving the national forest were the second class. The roads of 

primary importance to the communities within the national forest made up 

the third class.11 

The Federal Highway Act of 1921 had provided for an appropriation of 

$5,000,000 for the fiscal year ending June 30, 1922 and $10,000,000 for the 

year ending June 30, 1923. The Post Office Appropriation Act of 1922 auth

orized appropriations of $6,500,000 for each of the fiscal years 1924 a.nd 

1925. By subsequent authorizations the amount available for each of the 

succeeding years up to and including the fiscal year ending June 30, 1930 

$ 12 was 7,500,000. 

11 Report E:f the Chief 2.f the Bureau of Public Boads, 1925, 27. 

12 42 St2.t. 212, 42 ~. 660, 43 Stat. 889, 44 Stat. 760, and 
45 Stat. 6~ 
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The ma.jar portion of the material used inprepa.ring this thesis was 

obtained from sources published by the national government. The sources 

used for the history of the federal-a.id road legislation were the Congres

sional Record and the reports of the committees of Congress, House Reports, 

Senate Reports, House Documents, and. Senate Documents. The New York Times, 

the American City, a.nd the Engineering News-Record, however, were valuab_le 

as guides in selecting the most popular bill. They also carried the pro

visions of a few of the most popular measures introduced in Congress. 

The Reports 2.!.. ~ Sec.retary 2.!.. Agriculture and the Reports .2f the 

Chief .2f ~ Bureau ,21 Public Roads were the sources most frequently used 

in showing the policy of the Department of Agriculture in administering the 

federal.-aid road program. These include the Reports .2f ~ Secretary ,21 

Agriculture~ Congress and the "Reports of the Secretary" in the Yearbook 

of the Department of Af;ricul tu.re as well as the Annual Reports of the ,lli!- . 

partment .2f Agricul tu.re. Valuable information regarding the policy was 

also found in the Rules~ Regulations .2f ~ Secretary .2f Agriculture 

and the specifications issued by the Department of Agriculture. The Amer

ican City and the Engineering News-Record were also helpful in preparing 

the chapter on the road policy of the war period. 

Since much of the policy was written into the laws that established 

and amended the program I have made considerable use of the Statutes ~ 

Large 2.!.. ~ United States. 
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follows: 
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