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Abstract

The Congestion Evil: Perceptions of Traffic Congestion in Boston in the 1890s and 1920s

by

Asha Elizabeth Weinstein

Doctor of Philosophy in City and Regiond Planning

Universty of Cdifornia, Berkley

Professor Elizabeth Deskin, Chair

This dissertation examines how people understood the phenomenon of traffic
congestion in Boston in the 1890s and 1920s, tracking the evolution of their idess
between the two periods. Then, as today, public discussions of policiesto relieve
congestion were based upon ideas about such issues as what causes congestion and why it
matters. To understand how congestion was percelved in these eras, | used a case study
approach, looking at discussions of it during two sets of planning debates. Thefirst case
is adebate from 1891 to 1894 that led to the building of a subway in downtown Baoston.
The second case is adebate in the mid-1920s over plans for the so-caled “loop
highway,” aboulevard running through the downtown.

| posed three research questions to limit and define the meaning of the term
“perceptions’ for thisanadysis: why did Bogtonians think traffic congestion was a

problem, what did they think caused congestion, and what policies did they think might



reduceit? To answer these questions, | analyzed the words of the people involved in the
debates, usng materias such as newspapers, government publications, and magazines.
Three themes stand out among the conclusions | drew about perceptions of
congestion during the two periods. First, the factors people perceived as causing
congestion were closaly linked to the policies they favored. Second, most people didn’t
actudly talk much about how they perceived congestion, even though they believed it
was aproblem. Thisrdative slence reflects the fact that ideas about congestion were not
particularly controversd. Third, many perceptions that Bostonians held about
congestion were not only accepted as conventiona wisdom within each time period, but
they changed very little across the two periods—people understood congestion in the
1890sin many of the same ways thet they did in the 1920s, even though traffic conditions
had changed radicdly in the intervening years. For example, the favored policies were
magjor capita projects; while regulatory approaches were proposed, opposition from
interest groups or the public blocked the implementation of al but the most limited new

rules.
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PART |

| NTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH APPROACH



CHAPTER 1

CONGESTION HERE, THERE, AND EVERYWHERE

1.1 Introduction

Traffic congestion is one of the most prominently discussed urban issuestoday. In
thriving cities and regions, newspapers write frequently about traffic congestion, many
even dedicating ongoing columnsto the topic. In some regions, residents cons stently
name congestion as their top policy concern. For example, in 1999 respondentsto an
annud pall about life in the San Francisco Bay Areaidentified transportation as their
leading concern.® Around the country, a dinner parties and around office water coolers,
people share sories about the day’ s congestion. This daily, casua concern with traffic
congestion is poignantly reflected in a brief essay by fiction author Jonathan Franzen
about the destruction of the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001. Franzen spoke
of his“deep grief for theloss of daily lifein prosperous, forgetful times” and among the
examples he used to illustrate the preoccupations of that pre-catastrophe daily life were
not only “your date for drinks downtown on Wednesday” and “the six-three homers of
Barry Bonds,” but dso “traffic jammed by delivery trucks.”

This concern with traffic congestion among the public is reflected in the work of city

planners and trangportation engineers, for whom traffic congestion it is one of the main

! Bay Area Council, Transportation: The issues [web page], July 27, 2001 [cited June 3, 2002], available at
http://www.bayareacouncil .org/ppi/tpt/tpt_mid.html.

2 Jonathan Franzen, “The one recurring nightmare,” The New Yorker, September 24, 2002, p. 29.



subjects of planning and research. And in addition to talk and planning, the public sector
spends a substantia portion of itslarge trangportation budget on congestion relief
measures. In many metropolitan areas there are mgor, ongoing projects to expand
existing streets and highways or build new ones. One of the best-funded areas of
trangportation research isin new technologies designated “ Intelligent Trangportation
Systems,” many of which are projects designed to use technology to move vehicles more
quickly on existing roads. Planners aso promote low-tech programs to squeeze more and
faster-moving cars onto the roadway's, such as facilitating carpools, a group of

approaches collectively termed “ Transportation Demand Management.”

1.2 Congestion throughout history

One ggnificant (if little-noticed) feature of today’ s debates about traffic congestion
isthat they are firmly lodged in the context of a modern, automobile-oriented
transportation system. Most people, including many professonas and dected officids
specidizing in the field of transportation, tend to think of congestion asa*“new” problem
of the twentieth century. However, nothing could be farther from the truth. Traffic
congestion has been a concern aslong as large groups of people have clustered into cities.
Within the western world, public officials were trying to control traffic congestion as

early asin ancient Rome, when Julius Caesar limited carriage travel in the city to ded



with congestion.® And this example is only one in along line over the centuries between
now and then.

London, for centuries one of the largest cities in the world, provides many examples
of complaints about pre-automohile traffic congestion. For example, in 1660 traffic
congestion proved enough of a concern to Londoners that the government passed
regulaionsto control it. King Charles|l issued a proclamation that began with a
statement about the trouble caused by the coaches:

Whereas the excessive number of hackney coaches, and coach horses, in and about the Cities of
London and Westminster, and the suburbs thereof, are found to be acommon nuisance to the
publique dammage of our people, by reason of their rude and disorderly standing, and passing to
and fro, in and about Our said Cities and Suburbs, the streets and highways being thereby
pestred and made unpassabl e, the pavements broken up, and the common passages obstructed
and become dangerous, Our peace violated, and sundry other mischiefs and evils occasioned . . .

The king therefore commanded that coaches were not to stand in the streets when waiting
for passengers, but must wait in stables or yards.* Two centuries later, traffic congestion
was no less a problem in Victorian London. By the 1830s, Londoners were adready
counting traffic volumes and vehicle typesin an effort to learn why traffic blockages
occurred, and the 1830s and 1840s saw a number of Parliamentary committees concerned
with congestion.®> In 1863 London opened its Metropalitan line subway—the first

subway in the world—which was planned as a sirategy to rdieve traffic congestion. A
few yearslater, the famous French book illustrator Gustav Doré made a sexies of

drawingsillugtrating the life of London’s poor, one of which portrayed a street in chaotic

3 Jerome Carcopino, Daily lifein ancient Rome; The people and the city at the height of the empire translated by E.O.
Lorimer, edited by H. T. Rowell, New Haven, Y ale University Press, 1940, p. 50.

4 Ki ng of England Charles 1, By the King; A proclamation to restrain the abuses of hackney coaches in the cities of
London and Westminster and the suburbs thereof, London, John Bill and Christopher Barker, 1660.

® James Winter, London's teemi ng streets 1830 - 1914, L ondon, Routledge, 1993.



confusion (see Figure 1.1). Though the picture exaggerates actud street conditions, it
expresses the artist’ s view of congestion as an overwheming, chaotic condition.

The fact that congestion seemsto be dmost eternd, an inherent aspect of large,
vibrant cities, makes higtoricad study of the phenomenon a useful foil againgt which to
look at present day traffic congestion. A clearer understanding of congestion as an
inherent urban phenomenon, independent of the trangportation technologiesin use, can
encourage today’ s policy makers and researchers to think more realigtically about policy
gods. In addition, providing policy makers with a better understanding of the roots of
current transportation policies helpsto inform their current policies by highlighting

concepts and techniques that may be hold-overs from earlier times.

Figure 1.1: Gustav Dor € sview of London congestion, 1872.

history of London's public transport, 1829-2000,” (visited December
12, 2001), available at
http://www.Itmuseum.co.uk/omnibus/pg/1851a.htm.



1.3 Congestion in Boston —the 1890s and 1920s

My research into the history of congestion takes a case-study approach, presenting an
in-depth look et traffic congestion in Boston in two pointsin history—the 1890s and
1920s. Thetwo cases each cover adebate of several years over how to reduce downtown
congestion in Boston.  1n the 1890s Bostonians discussed whether or not to build a
subway, and in the 1920s they debated the vaue of building amagor new sreet.

The subway debate began in earnest in 1891, when the state legidature established a
commission to study transportation problems in the region. Proposed strategies ranged
from widening sreets to prohibiting horse-drawn carts from standing in the road, but the
one concrete action that emerged from severa years of debate over numerous policy
proposas was a decison to build a short subway through the downtown in order to
remove trolley cars from one of the most crowded downtown streets, Tremont. Under the
subway plan, street-levd trolley cars would descend into the subway to cross the most
congested portion of the central business didtrict. 1n 1897, just three years after
approving the project, Boston opened the United States' first subway,® with five miles of
tracks serving aroute just under two miles long.

The second case study looks at the proposa for a*“loop highway,” a six-lane road
circling just around the central business digtrict. The thoroughfare was first proposed in

late 1923. It was designed to move motor vehicle traffic efficiently through the streets of

® There were afew underground tunnels carrying trains in the United States before the Boston subway, such asa
tunnel in Brooklyn built in the 1840s by the Long Island Rail Road. These tunnels, however, did not carry street
raillway or urban rapid transit lines, and thus are not considered “ subways.”



the downtown, and aso to connect the northern and southern railroad stationsin Boston.
The plan was regjected by the state legidature in 1926, adthough in 1930 it regppeared in a
new form: a proposa for Boston's now infamous “ Centra Artery.” The Centrd Artery is
an evated highway built in the 1950s that is currently being moved underground at greet
expense.

Both the subway and loop highway debates were motivated by a desire to ease traffic
congestion, which the Bostonians who participated in the public policy debates perceived
to be athreat to their persond well-being, aswdl asto that of the community & large.
Records from the time show an overwheming consensus that traffic congestion was a
problem. The perception that congestion was a problem was even wide-spread enough
that people parodied the matter. In 1893, the Boston Post published aletter from an
exasperated streetcar rider who suggested that the mile or so route downtown would be
much more bearable for ridersif it included dining and deeping cars.” Further, the
forceful language often used to describe congestion reved s that Bostonians perceived it
to be a severe problem. Speakers didn’t mention the subject casudly, but chose vigorous
words. 1n 1893 the city’s surveying department spoke of the “ stupendous’ congestion
problem,® while the writer of an anonymous letter to a newspaper spoke of the “Gordian
knot” of traffic congestion.® Asfor the 1920s, the Boston City Planning Board in 1922

said that congestion was “strangling” the city,*® while anewspaper editorid from 1925

" Boston Pogt, “Letter to the editor: Vestibule electrics wanted,” February 22, 1893, p. 4.

8 Boston Department of Survey, 1892 annual report, 1893.

% Boston Transcript, "Letter to the editor: Why not try it now," March 28, 1894, p. 5.

10 Boston Ci ty Planning Board, Eighth annual report of the City Planning Board for the year ending January 31, 1922,
1922, p. 59.



described street conditions as “ gpproximating the impossible”** The Chamber of
Commerce routingly used darmist language in its magazine Current Affairs, speaking of
traffic in such terms as “ unbearabl€’? and printing a cartoon that portrayed the city asa

child made “sick” by congestion (see Figure 1.2).

Figure 1.2: A cartoon from the Boston Chamber of Commerce.

the sooner you take

this the quicker your
congestion #is relieved

Source: Current Affairs, - City planning and street traffic notes,” December 14, 1925, p. 9.

1.4 *“Perceptions” of congestion: Congestion as a social

construction

While Part 11 of this dissertation presents a generd description of what traffic
conditions were like in 1890s and 1920s in Boston and narrates the series of events that
took place during the two debates, my readl aim wasto look at what the debates about
traffic reveded about how Bostonians per ceived congestion. Higtorians have

documented many times the existence of traffic congestion in American aitiesin the

11 Boston Herald, "Editorial: The street program,” February 14, 1925, p. 10.
12 Current Affairs, " What shall we do with amillion autosin 1930," June 22, 1925, p. 11.



nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and andlyzed the policies used to reduce it,** but
what has not been well studied are peopl€ s attitudes towards congestion. Thus, | have
focused specificaly on this aspect of traffic congestion: perceptions.

Most people today think of congestion asa*“new” problem, while another common
belief held isthat traffic congestion is a problem that needsto befixed. Theattitudeis
prevalent among the public, trangportation professionas, and eected paliticians.
However, despite broad acceptance that the United States has a* congestion problem,” it
is possible to step back and consder congestion as a socidly determined concept rather
than an objective fact. While the numbers of vehicles traveling in a particular corridor,
their speeds, and the difference between those speeds and the design speed of the road
and vehicles are objective facts that can be observed, how one thinks about these
conditionsis purely subjective. For example, the belief that vehicles traveling a thirty
miles per hour on a highway isa*problem” needing “fixing” isamétter of opinion—
even if it may be an opinion today shared by most people in the United States. After dl,
one hundred years ago, people traveling at thirty miles per hour would have considered
this unbdievably convenient and speedy transportation.

Even within a single time period, people experiencing the exact same traffic
conditions can percelve the Studtion very differently. For example, in the 1850s many
New Y orkers complained about traffic congestion, especialy on Broadway.

Nevertheless, the shop owners and omnibus companies on Broadway who opposed a

13 Seg, for example: Paul Barrett, The automobile and urban transit: The formation of public policy in Chicago, 1900-
1930, Philadelphia, Temple University Press, 1983; Mark S. Foster, From streetcar to superhighway: American city
planners and urban transportation, 1900-1940, Philadel phia, Temple University Press, 1981; Clay McShane, Down the
asphalt path: The automobile and the American city, New Y ork, Columbia University Press, 1994.



proposed railroad line down the avenue issued the following statement, which took a

rather different perspective:

The more noise, the more confusion, the greater the crowd [on Broadway], the better the
lookers-on and the crowders seem to like it, and the world, from the match-boy to the gentleman
of leisure, resort there to see the confusion, the uproar and the sights, while al enjoy it alike.
This din, this driving, this omnibus thunder, this squeezing, this jamming, crowding and at times
smashing, is the exhilarating music which charms the multitude and draws its thousandswithin
thewhirl. Thisis Broadway—this makes Broadway. Take from it these elements, the charmis
gone, and it is no longer Broadway.** (ltalicsin original.)

This statement clearly depicts traffic congestion as a beneficid condition, one providing
people with excitement and giving Broadway a unique and vauable identity.

To give another example closer to home, the words “traffic congestion” describe
very different conditions when used today by citizensin atown of 20,000 people to
describe the extra cyde of atraffic light they must wait through at rush hour, and when
used by New Y orkers driving at the speed of ablock every ten minutes. New Y orkers
may laugh at resdents of the smdl town for describing their Stuation astraffic
congestion—but who isto say which group isright? What is traffic congestion?
Researchers from the Texas Transportation Ingtitute have devel oped a system of
egtimating how much congestion thereisin mgor American cities; in a 1997 paper they
clamed that congestion is*“an increasein travel time or delay beyond that acceptable to
travelers”*® Their focus on travelers own perceptions of delay underscores that

congestion isamatter of opinion, not fact.

14 New York Times, September 8, 1852. Quoted in: Robert C. Brooks, History of the street and rapid transit railways
of New York City, PhD thesis, Cornell, 1903, p. 33.

15 Herbert S. Levinson, Timothy J. Lomax, and Shawn Turner, "Traffic congestion: Past, present, future," in Traffic
congestion and traffic safety in the 21st century: Challenges, innovations, and opportunities, New Y ork, American
Society of Civil Engineers, 1997, p. 3.
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In 1967 Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann published an influential book called
The Social Construction of Reality,*® which argued that societies develop cartain
conceptions of the world that their members understand to be “true,” even though thereis
no objective basis for their perceptions. Simple statements about traffic congestion often
reved multiple unstated perceptions, as well as those directly explained by the speaker.
The following quotation provides asmple example. It comes from an article entitled
“Clogged traffic worsened in 2000 in the San Jose Mercury News, in which the author

sys

If you thought traffic [in 2000] was a nightmare on Bay Areafreeways, you wereright. . . .
Traffic delays rose 38 percent over 1999. . .Traffic experts and motorists. . . agree that the
commute hasimproved [in 2001] since the dot-com implosion. But officials warn that thisis
merely alull and horrific traffic will almost certainly return as soon as the economy revs up.t’

Behind this quote lie severd different perceptions about traffic congestion: thet it isa
problem, that it is a growing problem, that it is a condition that can be quantitatively
measured, and that it is a condition linked to economic activity.

My research sarts from the premise that the concept of traffic congestion is“socialy
constructed,” as Berger and Luckmann use the term, and | set out to learn how
Bostonians congtructed their perceptions about congestion.  Looking at every type of
perception Bostonians had about a phenomenon as complex and widely discussed as
congestion would have been impossible, however. To narrow the investigation, | posed
three questions that limit and define the meaning of the term “ perceptions’ as used for

thisresearch. These questions were:

16 peter L. Berger, and Thomas Luckmann, The social construction of reality: A treatise in the sociology of knowledge,
New Y ork, Doubleday, 1967.
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Did Bogtonians think traffic congestion was a problem? If so, why?
Wheat did they think caused traffic congestion?
What gpproaches did they think might be used to reduce traffic congestion?
These three aspects of perceptions about traffic congestion are important because
they reved specific aspects of people s understanding of congestion that are especidly
relevant to public planning and policy ddiberations. The findings from the examination
of the Boston cases in turn provide ingghts into the way perceptions are shaped by the

times and circumstances that offer lessons for today’ s planners.

1.5 Dissertation outline

The rest of this dissertation is organized as follows. Chapter 2 describes the methods
| used to answer my three research questions for the two case studies. | pieced together
the series of eventsthat took place (meetings, officid reports, public referenda, etc.) by
finding newspaper articles or other published materids on the subject, and andyzing the
language used in those documents. Part 11 (Chapters 3 through 5) presents background
information that provides a context for understanding the andys's of perceptions
presented in Part 111. Chapter 3 presents quantitative information about the traffic
patterns in Boston for the two time periods, and describes both geographic factors that
affected traffic in the downtown, aswell as the systems of traffic regulaionsin place.
Chapter 4 describes the palitics and the planning events of the subway case study,

identifying the actors involved, their positions, and the series of events that led to the

1 Gary Richards, “Clogged traffic worsened in 2000,” San Jose Mercury News, July 1, 2001.
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decison to the build the subway. Chapter 5 describes the palitics and planning behind
the loop highway debate.

Part 111 (Chapters 6 through 9) presents the core anaysis of the research. The four
chapters present and analyze the perceptions that Bostonians held about traffic
congestion—its problematic nature, its causes, and potentia cures. Chapter 6 looks at
why Bostonians thought traffic congestion was a problem, and Chapter 7 examines the
factors they perceived as causing congestion. Chapters 8 and 9 examine the solutions
that Bostonians consdered. Chapter 8 is an examination of proposed solutions that
involved mgor construction projects designed, in essence, to increase street capacity. In
the 1890s these included not only the subway and proposed e evated railroads (which
were perceived as “widening” the street by removing trangt vehicles from the surface
and putting them underground or in the air), but also proposals for a series of coordinated
Sreet improvements. In the 1920s the loop highway was the only mgor capita project
under consideration. Such capita projects designed to increase street space were not the
only proposals under consideration, however. Chapter 9 discusses proposed solutions
that focused instead on the vehicles in the streets. In the 1890s there were proposals to
limit the numbers of trolleysin the streets, and d o to regulate the behavior of horse-
drawn carts, especidly those carrying freight. In the 1920s, some people advocated
regulating parked cars as away to reduce traffic congestion, aswell asrelying on other
forms of traffic regulations such astraffic Sgnds. Also, in both time periods asmall
number of people advocated reducing the level of economic activity downtown as away

to solve the congestion problem.
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Chapter 10, the conclusion, reviews the different perceptions from a comprehensive
perspective, presenting several broad themes that characterize the way Bostonians
thought about congestion in both periods. 1t ends with an argument that many of the
perceptions Bostonians held a century ago are il with us today, afact that suggests

severd policy implications discussed briefly in the chapter.
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CHAPTER 2

METHODOLOGY

2.1 Introduction

Chapter 2 discusses the methodology used for this research project. | first discuss
how cultura and intdllectud history provide useful approaches, and follow with an
explanation of what | mean by “perceptions’ and why looking at them isuseful. Findly,
the third section explains how the two cases were selected, and the fourth describes the

sources used.
2.2 Research approach: Cultural and intellectual history

This research project combines narrative history with an analysis of language to
build a portrait of how congestion was perceived in Boston at the time of the two case
dudies. The narrative portion of the dissertation, presented in Chapters 4 and 5, details
the sequence of eventsthat led to the decision to build the subway in the 1890s and the
unsuccessful proposd to build aloop highway in the 1920s. The “events’ described
include the introduction of petitions to the legidature, officid government hearings,
letters written to newspapers, and debates held at local clubs. In addition, Chapters 4 and
5 identify the key people and indtitutions involved, and describe what traffic conditions
were like for the two periods. The two chapters thus provide the context in which to

understand the investigation in Part 111 of how Bostonians perceived congestion.
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Theidea of andyzing language from written materidsto gain indght into a past
society’ s views on a particular topic lies along the boundary that separatesthe field of
“culturd higory” from “intdlectud history” and the “higtory of ideas.” All of these
fields aim to uncover the way a particular group or society understands the world around
it. Historiographers debate &t length the differences among these fidlds, but for the
purposes of this dissertation a generdized explanaion will suffice.

Intellectud history and the history of ideas (for smplification, | will usetheterm
“intellectud history” to cover both) are the study of human thought. The origins of the
fidd liewith the higtory of philasophy, but intellectud history expanded that subject of
study to include any of the formd, abstract ideas of interest to the academy or a society’s
“high” culture. Theideas sudied are usudly documented in the writings of academics,
artigts, and other sdf-consciousintelectuds. For example, an intdllectud historian might
sudy the literary conception of the “novel,” aparticular palitica philosophy, or an “ism”
of some sort (romanticism, environmentaism, etc.).!

Culturd history isardatively new offshoot from the field of intellectud history.
Crudely speaking, one can digtinguish intellectud history from contemporary cultura
history by saying that the former studies the theoretical concepts of interest to socid and
intellectud dlites, while the latter looks at the way ordinary people understand thelr
everyday lives. In addition, while intdlectuad history generadly addresses sdlf- conscious
idess (i.e, “nationadlism”), cultura history tends to focus on what one author described as

“unspoken or unconscious assumptions, or perception, on the workings of ‘ everyday

! Hajo Holborn, “The history of ideas,” American Historical Review, February 1968, pp. 683-695; Donald R. Kelley,
“What is happening to the history of ideas,” Journal of the History of Ideas, January 1990, pp. 3-25, and “JHI 2000,”
Journal of the History of Ideas, January 2000, pp. 153-156.
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thought’ or ‘practical reason.’”> Methodologicaly and with respect to content, the
culturd higtory of the last few decades borrows heavily from the fidld of anthropology.
Like an anthropologist, the culturd historian treats the society under study as unfamiliar
or foreign. By treating the people and Situation as unfamiliar, the cultura hitorian isless
likely to mistakenly assume that words or concepts familiar to her and her readers
necessarily had the same meanings or connotation for the people being studied.?

This dissertation borrows from the traditions of both culturd and intellectud history.
The fact that it focuses on a rather specific concept, traffic congestion, puts it nearer to
the ream of intellectua history. (Cultura history often takes on broader subject matter,
such as how a society understood the meaning of deeth, or the role of folktalesin
trangmitting traditiona knowledge.) On the other hand, in the periods sudied, “traffic
congestion” was certainly not a subject that had been formaly intdllectudized.* It was
samply a condition that people percelved during the course of the day, even if one which
some of them had decided should be the focus of government policy. In addition, the
fields of planning and traffic engineering had not yet developed to the point where there
was a specific “professonad” gpproach to understanding the phenomenon. Because of
this“everyday” qudity, traffic congestion is thus more akin to culturd higtory asa
subject of study.

| dso borrowed the “anthropologica” approach from culturd history. Eventhough |

gudied adice of my own society, | looked at traffic congestion as an unfamiliar

2 peter Burke, Varieties of cultural history, Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 1997, p. 162.

3 Robert Darnton, The great cat massacre and other episodesin French cultural history, New Y ork, Vintage Books,
1984, pp. 3-6, and The kiss of Lamourette: Reflectionsin cultural history, New Y ork, Norton, 1990; Patrick Hutton,
"The history of mentalities: The new map of cultural history," History and Theory, October 1981, pp. 237-259.

“ Even today it is debatable whether traffic congestion can be seen as an academic concept. On the one hand, thereisa
professional planning and engineering literature that treats it as an object of study. On the other hand, traffic
congestion is also a concept in good currency with the general public and used by people to describe their daily
experiences.
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phenomenon. As much as possible, | cleared my mind of the way thet 1, a Cdifornia
graduate student of trangportation planning in the year 2002, understand the idea of
congestion. The anthropologicd literature is full of debates about how best to
gpproximate the impossible condition of the scholar who gpproaches another culture
without preconceived notions about what he is seeing and its meanings®  Like any
researcher | doubtless failed to creste acomplete tabularasain my mind, but | did my
best to approach the texts with as few preconceived notions as possible. To achieve this,
| used only the very broadest questions to guide my initid anaysis of the materid. In
reading and rereading my data | posed only three questions to guide my exploration of
the materid:

1. Did Bogtoniansthink traffic congestion was a problem? If so, why?

2. What did they think caused traffic congestion?

3. What agpproaches did they think might be used to reduce traffic congestion?
| did not, of course, find asingle “answer” to any of these broad questions. However, for
each of them | was able to develop a classfication of the different ways people thought
about that agpect of traffic congestion.

Up to thispoint | have referred to this research as an examination of how the
“Bogtonians’ from my two time periods perceived of traffic congestion. But just who,
exactly, are these Bostonians to whom | refer? Today in the socia sciences anew
awareness cregping into genera acceptance—if not yet soundly established—is that
much past research has mistakenly assumed that the perceptions or life experiences of the

socid dlite represented those of the whole society. This mistake is easy to make, if only

® One of the first and best-known anthropol ogists to write extensively on this dilemmais Clifford Geertz. See, for
example: Clifford Geertz, The interpretation of cultures, New Y ork, Basic Books, 1973.

18



because most written records were produced by the literate, ardatively smal segment of
the population who tended to be wedlthy and male. In addition, collections of persona
papers, journas, and other written sources were usualy prepared and preserved only if
the author was wedlthy or socidly prestigious. (And libraries have tended to focus their
collections on “important” personages, as well, further limiting what is available to the
researcher.)

For this dissertation | relied primarily on government documents and articles from
the mgjor Boston newspapers of the times, sources that present the views of a certain
diversty of the population, though by no means everyone. | have not sysematicaly
broken down perceptions by the socid class of the speaker, as many of the perceptions
seemed to be held across different groups. In addition, for any one particlar aspect of
perceptions about congestion | did not aways have enough evidence for dl the groupsto
make such distinctions meaningful. Nevertheless, when possble | explain whose words |
have relied on.

The views best represented in the materials | used are those of the prominent
businessmen and community leaders who advocated for the subway and loop highway.
They were the ones who served on commissions studying and reporting on the plans, and
they tended to gppear frequently at public hearings. Also, when they did spesk at such
hearings, their remarks were often the longest and the most likely to be reprinted in full
by the papers.

However, their voices were not the only ones recorded. Asdiscussed inthe
following sections, the newspapers | chose had different targeted readerships, including

both the richer, Republican segment of the population and the more working-class
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oriented Democratic Party. Also, avariety of people spoke at the many public meetings
about which | have reports. The mgority of speakers were prosperous businessmen and
prominent community leaders who led the push for both the subway and loop highway.
Small business men were less frequent contributors, but they did at times appear to pesk,
their language and apparent lack of familiarity with the projects indicating thet they were
neither particularly educated nor part of the ruling eite. In addition, afew of the letters
published by the newspapers were written in a style that suggests the writers were not
epecidly well educated or familiar with theissues. It would have been useful to find out
more detail about the views of smal businessmen, but they are a least margindly present
in the debates.

The city councilmen and State legidators who participated in the subway and loop
highway debates came from avariety of backgrounds. City councilmen in the late
nineteenth century were usually neighborhood retailers, barkeepers, or other smdll
bus nessmen, though on occasion they came from socidly prominent families. Mayors
tended to come from the respected upper classes, Nathan Matthews, the mayor who
shepherded the subway project to approvd, was agood example. State legidators
usudly came from somewhat more respected families than city councilmen, but were il
not upper cass. They were often young men trying to build their reputations, and usudly
not very politicaly savvy, making them easy targets for the many lobbyigtsinvolved in
Massachusetts state politics.®

The “professional classes’ were aso represented. There were many presentations at

public hearings by professona engineers who testified about the merits o—or problems

6 Jon Teaford, The unheralded triumph: City government in America, 1870-1900, Baltimore, Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1986, pp. 15, 49, 83, 98-102.
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with—the projects. In the case of the subway debate, the notion of a professiond city
planner did not yet exi<t, but that had changed by the time of the loop highway proposd.
The Boston City Planning Board had been in existence a number of years by then. The
board members themselves were not professiond planners, but the board did hire
professona planning consultants and had a full-time saff.

One group whaose views of traffic congestion aren’t well represented but would have
been interesting were those working class Bostonians whaose incomes were high enough
to permit them to ride the Street railways. (The very poorest wouldn't have been able to
afford trangit rides.”) These working dlass Bostonians who did ride public transit, like
their more prosperous fellow riders, were doubtless eager for any improvementsin
service—or at least those that wouldn't raise fares. However, working class people
amost never gppeared at public hearings to present their own perceptions about traffic
congestion. The views of working class Bostonians were sometimes brought up by
others who did spesk at hearings, but usualy not with regard to congestion directly.
Instead, the working classes were mentioned in conjunction with two other (related)
issues—the Boston Common and the need for jobs.  Second, in the subway case, from
time to time someone would argue that the subway should be built because it would
provide jobs for the unemployed. Unemployment was of particular concern then, asthe
country was diding into a serious depression that lasted from 1893 to 1897. In both the
subway and loop highway debates various proposals were made to put streets or trangt
lines across the Boston Common, a public park right in the heart of the business digtrict.

These proposas generated outrage from many quarters, and one of the reasons given was

" Eric H. Monkkonen, America becomes urban: The devel opment of U.S cities and towns, 1780-1980, Berkeley,
University of California Press, 1988, p. 160.
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that this was the only open space available to the poor who lived and worked downtown
and couldn’t afford to travel to the more peripheral parks.

This dissertation thus provides a variety of views, representing different kinds of
businessmen, politicians, and engineering and planning professionas. It coversthe range
of different sorts of people who participated actively in public life, which is particularly
useful because these were d o the people who most influenced the public policy
decisions about what to do (or not do) about traffic congestion. It is reveding to see how

the policies adopted actudly meshed with the perceptions of those influencing them.

2.3 The importance of perceptions

As discussed in Chapter 1, traffic congestion has been written about beforein a
hitorical context. In addition, transportation is one of the most-extensively developed
subjects of urban history. Scholars such as Mark Foster,® Clay McShane,® Cliff Ellis™
and Paul Barrett™ have documented that crowded traffic conditions existed at various
times and were of concern, and have described the public policies generated to cope with
traffic congestion. Their analyses have emphasi zed such topics as the palitics of
transportation planning, the development of professond ideologies, and the rdative roles
of technologica development and public policy in shaping urban transportation systems.

A congiderable number of other works also exist that focusing on the development of

8 Mark S. Foster, From streetcar to superhighway: American city planners and urban transportation, 1900-1940,
Philadelphia, Temple University Press, 1981.
o Clay McShane, Down the asphalt path: The automobile and the American city, New Y ork, Columbia University
Press, 1994, and "The origins and globalization of traffic control signals,” Journal of Urban History, March, 1999, pp.
379-404.
10 lifford Donald Ellis, Visions of urban freeways, 1930-1970, PhD dissertation, University of California at Berkeley,
1990.
1 paul Barrett, The automobile and urban transit: The formation of public policy in Chicago, 1900-1930, Philadelphia,
Temple University Press, 1983.
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mass trangit systems (such as those by Charles Cheape'? and Brian J. Cudahy*®) and the
link between transportation systems and the decentrdization of the city (e.g., Sam Bass
Warner, J.** and Jod A. Tarr™).

What researchers have done less thoroughly isto examine traffic congestion from the
angle of peopl€ s perceptions. Many people have written about the role of thecar in
popular culture,*® but this only touches tangentialy on perceptions of congestion.

The one piece of scholarship that perhaps most closely duplicates my own work on
perceptions is a book by Robert Fogel son entitled Downtown: Itsrise and fall, 1880-
1950. Fogdson takes asimilar methodologica approach to mine, examining the concept
of the centrd city “downtown” as a uniquely American idea about urban morphology.
Fogelson states that he islooking at how Americans tried to shape downtowns rather than
how they “felt” aout them, but much of his book is devoted to describing perceptions.
He dso touches on some of the same subject matter asthis dissertation, snce
transportation issues have been a centrd planning issue in downtowns. He describes
various efforts to build rapid trangt systems and subways, and how people envisoned
those proposas as working (or not working), and he also discusses the concept of traffic
congestion in the 1920s. However, his gpproach is more genera than mine, oriented

towards summarizing nationd trends on many different issues (though he aso discusses

12 CharlesW. Cheape, Moving the masses: Urban public transit in New York, Boston, and Philadelphia, 1880-1912,
Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1980.
13 Brian J. Cudahy, Cash, tokens, and transfers: A history of urban mass transit in North America, New Y ork, Fordham
University Press, 1990.
1 sam Bass Warner, Jr., Streetcar suburbs: The process of growth in Boston (1870-1900), 2nd ed., Cambridge,
Harvard University Press, 1978.
15 Joel A. Tarr, Transportation innovation and changing spatial patternsin Pittsburgh, 1850-1934, Chicago, Public
Works Historical Society, 1978.
16 Wolfgang Sachs, For love of the automobile: Looking back into the history of our desires, translated by Don Reneau,
Berkeley, University of California Press, 1992.
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many specific policy debates as part of this effort). Thus, his work complements but does
not directly overlap with my highly detailed case-study approach.*’

My research setsitsdf gpart from the excdlent existing histories by looking more
exclusvey a discussions of traffic congestion than other researchers have to uncover the
unspoken as well as spoken ways the public understood the phenomenon. For example, it
focuses specifically on why people thought congestion matters, an issue that has been
little addressed. Also, | have focused on two very specific cases, which alows meto
andyze the materid in great detail. | have pieced together the ideas about traffic
congestion present within the Boston community, taking care to identify even subtle
differences between speakers. Because alarge number of peopl€e' s views are recorded
and reported in the sources used, the data reved the variety of perceptions that existed, as
well as showing which were widdly held as opposed to specific to asmal number of
individuals. Looking with greet care at traffic congestion as a socidly congtructed
concept provides amuch more nuanced view than other researchers have presented of
how one group of people thought about congestion.

One advantage of looking at perceptions with care isto uncover the unstated beliefs
that shape policy. The specid importance of looking a underlying assumptionsis
emphasized by trangportation historians Paul Barrett and David Jones. Barrett discusses
“policy definitions’ in abook on municipa transportation policy in Chicago & the
beginning of the twentieth century. For Barrett, a*“policy definition” isan assumption
about the nature of a problem which underlies and shgpes dl palicies, even though the

assumption may be unstated—assumptions so fundamenta that they were not even

17 Robert M. Fogelson, Downtown: Itsrise and fall, 1880-1950, New Haven, Y ae University Press, 2001.
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addressed as such.”*® Asfor David Jones, he writes about the importance of “imbedded”
policies, which he defines as the “routines, traditions and working agreements of an
industry.” These traditions guide explicit policy, even though they are never formaly
written down as policies. For example, in the case of the trangit industry Jones studied,
an imbedded policy might be assumptions about the types of riders trangt systems ought

to sarve.’®

2.4 Case study selection

This research could have ussfully been carried out in a number of American cities,
since congestion was of concernin dl of the larger cities during the periods studied.
However, Boston has a couple of characteristics that make it a particularly good subject.
There have been complaints about its streets amost from the beginning. In the 1640s, for
example, the town councilmen passed regulations to reduce the number of building
materids that were left in the roadways, “ crowding the stregtes.” In 1665 a Royal
Commission spoke disparagingly of the town’'s streets, and in the 1670s the State
legidature spoke of the “Inconvenience of ye straightness of ye streets,” and the need to
make them “wider and more accommodable to the publicke”® Boston’s congestion
problem was made especidly acute because the business didtrict lay on a spit of land
mostly surrounded by water. In 1896, an article about the subway in the nationd

megazine City Government noted that:

18 Barrett, The automobile and urban transit, 1983, p. 6.

19 David W. Jones, Urban transit policy: An economic and political history, Englewood Cliffs, N.J., Prentice-Hall,
1985.

20 carl Bridenbaugh, Cities in the wilderness; Urban life in America 1625-1742, New Y ork, Capricorn Books, 1964 (c.
1938), pp. 15-16.
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The problem of street car travel in Boston is peculiar, like the city itself. The topography of the
city is such that the entire volume of travel is contracted into two narrow streetsin the very heart
of thecity. . . . Boston has gained avery ill name among strangers for the “Boston blocks,”
which occur often and result in piling up cars for several miles along the two crowded
thoroughfares and delaying passengers sometimes for several hours*

Boston aso makes for a ussful object of sudy because of the unusudly rich
historical resources available. Boston isfortunate to have libraries that contain old city
council and state legidative records, as well as rich collections of reports and advocacy
statements published by civic organizations. In addition, numerous local newspapers
covered Bogton at the time of my case studies, which alowed me to test whether different
interest groups (as represented by different papers) had differing viewpoints.  For
example, | was ableto look at reports both in the Boston Transcript, a paper serving the
conservative upper-class Y ankee Brahmins, and in the Democratic, working-class
oriented Boston Globe.

A find reason for choosing Boston was that the city’ s transportation and traffic has
been less extensvely studied than some other mgjor United States cities. For example,
Clay McShane s book on the introduction of the automaobile in the U.S. covers both the
1890s and 1920s, but he relies primarily on materias about New York City. Paul Barrett
has written extensvely on Chicago’ s trangportation policies from 1900-1930, while Scott
Bottles and Ashleigh Brilliant have discussed Los Angdlesin the teens and twentiesin
some detail.?? The one author who doeslook in detail at Boston transportation policy is
Charles Chegpe, who wrote a business history of nineteenth century streetcar companies

in Boston, New Y ork, and Philadephia. However, Chegpe does not look at policy in the

2 City Government, " The great Boston subway," October 1896, pp. 72-74.

22 5eott L. Bottles, Los Angeles and the automobile: The making of the modern city, Berkeley, University of California
Press, 1987; Ashleigh Brilliant, The great car craze: How Southern California collided with the automobile in the
1920's, 1st ed., Santa Barbara, Woodbridge Press, 1989.
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1920s, and his work focuses on the development of corporations rather than on traffic
congestion itsdlf.?®

The subway debate in the 1890s and the loop highway debate in the 1920s were
chosen as cases both because they offer useful paralels and contrasts, and aso because
they are two important events in trangportation history which have not been documented
in much detail. The cases are Smilar in that both proposed very large, expensive capita
projects to improve traffic congestion in the downtown business digtrict. In addition, the
two cases were concerned specificdly with traffic moving in the north-south direction
within the centrd business didtrict. Both projects were dso debated for aperiod of
severd years.

The most important contrast between the cases is that they occurred in different eras.
Because the two plans were proposed thirty years gpart, they were debated in very
different contexts. Boston, like dl American cities, changed substantidly between the
1890s and 1920s. For example, the subway debate occurred just prior to theintroduction
of automobiles, when traffic congestion consisted of huge numbers of electric Stregtcars,
pedestrians, and horse-drawn vehicles. The debate on the loop highway, by contrast,
occurred when motorized automobiles and trucks were well established as part of the
vehiclemix in cities. By 1920 cars were no longer experimentd toys of therich, but had
become mainstream commodities®* In addition, the case studies move from the early

stages of the development of city planning and transportation engineering, when these

2 Barrett, The automobile and urban transit, 1983; Bottles, Los Angeles and the automobile, 1987; Cheape, Moving the
masses, 1980; McShane, Down the asphalt path, 1994. A brief but good description of the city’ s decision to build a
subway isin Burton G. Brown, Jr., " The Boston subway: 1897," The Bulletin: National Railway Historical Society,
Vol. 38, No. 3, 1973, pp. 18-27, 43-46.

24 Ashley Brilliant sets the beginning of mass ownership of automobiles at 1919. Brilliant, The great car craze, 1989,
p. 59.
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didn't yet exist as organized professions, to atime when those professions were well into
the process of establishing themsalves as legitimate fields of sudy and practice. A find
contrast between these case studiesis that in one the proposed project was actudly built,
while the other wasn't.

The subway and loop highway debates were also chosen as historicaly significant
eventsthat haven't recelved a great ded of scholarly attention. The Boston subway was
thefirg in the nation and only the fourth to open in the world. In addition, at the time the
Boston subway was debated, alegidative committee produced amgjor trangportation
study that was one of thefirgt, if not the very firgt, regiond, multi-moda transportation
study ever produced in the United States. The 1892 Report of the Rapid Transit
Commission to the Massachusetts Legislature was a 296- page volume of sweeping scope.
The commission made recommendations not just about new subways and elevated trains,
but also about rearranging surface stregtcar lines, changing the location of the steam
rallroad terminas, widening streets, and revising the city’ s traffic regulaions.

The story of the Boston subway has been written about alittle. Bradley Clarke has
published a series of books on the history of Boston's subways and rapid trangit system.
These provide rdatively little description of the events leading up the cregtion of the
subway, however, focusing instead on documenting the types of cars and routes, and on
the later expansion of the system. In addition, the books are aimed at a popular rather
than scholarly audience, and so when Clarke does discuss political and planning events,

he does 50 briefly and without providing much documentation.® As such, these books

25 Bradley Clarke, Transit Boston, 1850-1970, Cambridge, Boston Street Railway Association, Inc., 1970, and Rapid
transit Boston, Cambridge, Boston Street Railway Association, 1971, and The Boston rapid transit album, Cambridge,
Boston Street Railway Association, 1981; Bradley H. Clarke and O.R. Cummings, Tremont Street subway: A century of
public service, Boston, Boston Street Railway Association, 1997.
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are of only modest use for someone interested in learning more about the events that took
place. The subway story aso appears briefly in histories of mass trangit or of Boston.
Among these, the only truly detailed and well-documented description of events leading
to the decision to build the subway isin Charles W. Cheape s Moving the Masses.?

It is not surprising that the loop highway has't attracted much scholarly attention,
given that the proposa was never implemented. However, the highway’ s story is
noteworthy as an example of an early American attempt to build amgor road through an
existing downtown. In addition, the loop highway proposd is the antecedent of a
highway project that is currently attracting a great ded of attention: Boston’s so-cdled
“Central Artery.” In 1930 the Boston City Planning Board published an extensive report
prepared by consultant Robert Whitten, which proposed a complete thoroughfare plan for
the city. The report stated that, “ The most serious defect in the street system of Central
Boston isthe lack of an adequate north-south traffic route,” the very same problem the
loop highway had tried to address. The 1930 plan, however, caled for an elevated
highway through the downtown, and named the project the Centrd Artery. The Central
Artery was eventudly built inthe 1950s. Whileit did provide new traffic capacity, the
Centrd Artery also generated grest criticism for having displaced homes and businesses
and because, as an elevated highway, it created a swatch of un-used land that separated
the neighborhoods on either side. In the early 1980s Massachusetts planners began to
plan for putting the Central Artery underground, and eventualy Congress agreed to help

fund the project.?” Though the find results will be highly beneficid for the city, the

26 Cheape, Moving the masses, 1980.

2" The project includes the construction of an eight to ten lane underground highway to replace the elevated highway,
improvements to two interstate highways into the city, and a new tunnel connecting South and East Boston.
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Centra Artery has generated substantiad criticiam as a hugdly expensive project running

behind schedule and over budget.

2.5 Sources

Sincethisis a dissertation about idess, the “datal’ used conssts of words—the words
of people talking about traffic congestion. The sourcesthat | used consst primarily of
newspapers, supplemented with other periodicas;, government reports; transcripts of
mestings of the city council, the legidature, and legidative committees, and asmdl
number of persond |etters and memoirs.?®

The events that form the two cases examined in this dissertation had not previoudy
been described in much detail. For this reason, much of my research time was spent
piecing together an understanding of the sequence of public hearings, reports issued, city
council and legidative actions, and public referenda. Once | was aware of a date on
which some event occurred, | would check that date (as well the next few days) in the
newspapers to find out what coverage it had generated, as well aslooking for editorids
and letters to the editor. While | fed confident that | found the most important events
that occurred, it islikely that there are some less important ones that | missed.

Finding written materid about the cases proved a substantia chalenge, not because
such materia didn't exist, but rather because it was mostly in sources that were not
referenced in library catalogues and periodica indexes. Boston had an enormous number
of newspapers and loca periodicasthat covered locd planning issuesin more or less

depth. However, virtudly none have any sort of index covering multiple issues, or even

28 Note that in the guotations presented throughout the dissertation, | have occasionally made small changes to
standardize spelling and punctuation according to modern conventions.
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tables of contents for individud issues for the period of study. Finding materia was thus
atime-consuming process of scanning page by page, issue by issue.

The time-consuming nature of the research process had two results. First, | had to
restrict the number of serids| chose to examine. For example, | used only the most
widdly circulated periodicas. Second, for any specific newspaper or magazine it wasin
most cases impossible to look through dl issues that came out during the periods of my
cae dudies. | do not, therefore, claim to have found all relevant discussions of traffic
congestion for the periodicas | chose?® The large number of sources and items | found
give me confidence that | have enough materia to make conclusions about the generd
tenor of perceptions during my time periods. In addition, | have enough materia that |
can reasonably note which ideas came up more or less frequently, or to digtinguish
between different speakers. On the other hand, | do not have the materia that would be
necessary to perform the more quantitative analyses sometimes used in textua anays's,
such as counting the number of times different issues were mentioned in one newspaper

as compared to another.

2.5.1 Public records

One source of materia was the Boston City Council. The council wasinvolved in
the debate over the subway and, to aminor extent, in the loop highway discussions.

Transcripts of the regular sessons of the council were recorded and published in an

29 \When it comes to major events, like public referenda, | knew the important dates to check and this limitation isless
relevant. However, when it came to more minor issues, such as city meetings to discuss changes to traffic regulations, |
came nowhere near finding all references to these topics.
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ongoing series entitled Reports of Proceedings of the City Council of Boston.*® (These
proceedings indude lengthy but, unfortunately, incomplete indices®!) Much of the
council’s ddliberation took place in meetings of regular “committees,” and these were
rarely recorded.

| dso used reports about the activity of the sate legidature and its committees,
which were heavily involved in both case studies. Not only did the legidature create
gpeciad committees to report on the subway and loop highway plans, but these
committees held numerous public hearings a which many people presented their views.
Additionally, the proposals were debated and voted upon by both houses of the
legidature. Unfortunately, in most cases there are no officid transcripts of either
legidative sessons or committee hearings,* though one series of hearings regarding the
subway was officidly recorded.** The only records of these events, therefore, are the
reportsin the newspapers. The Transcript, Globe, Herald, and Post, however, usudly
reported on the legidative debates and committee hearings, often providing extensive
coverage that included verbatim coverage of partsor al of the statements presented. In

some cases the newspapers even reported on the questions posed by the committee and

the speakers responses.

30 During the 1890s, the Transcript also published the complete transcription of each meeting in the following day’s
paper.
3 For example, | was unable to locate al instances in which the council debated changes to traffic regulations, even
with athorough search of different termsin the index.
32 James Anthony Merino, A great city and its suburbs: Attempts to integrate metropolitan Boston, 1865-1920, PhD
dissertation, University of Texas, Austin, 1969, p. 145. In the case of the legislative Rapid Transit Commission,
member Nathan Matthews, Jr. explained that the commission had decided it couldn’t afford to prepare verbatim
reports, but that a report of each meeting would be made, and the public could purchase copies at the price of
reproduction. Boston Post, “Now for rapid transit,” June 16, 1891, p. 6.
33 Thisisa 15-volume set of transcri pts from hearings on the subway proposal held in the spring of 1894.
Massachusetts General Court, Joint Special Committee on Transit, Hearings on subways in Boston, 15 vols., [Boston],
[The Genera Court], 1894.
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2.5.2 Newspapers

By far the most important sources were newspapers. Not only did the newspapers
often provide the only recorded information about city and state hearings and legidative
debates, but they aso provided evidence of contemporary perceptionsin the language of
their own reporters, in editorids, and in letters to the editor. Both the subway and the
loop highway were topics that the papers usualy chose to cover in depth, making the
news reports excellent sources of data.

One of the advantages of Boston as a subject of historical study isthat it hasarich
tradition of journdism. 1n 1891, for example, Boston had nine daily papers, four semi-
weekly ones, six Sunday papers, and five fortnightly papers® | relied primarily on four
newspapers, the Boston Transcript, Boston Herald, Boston Globe, and Boston Post, in
which | found over 900 items relevant to my case studies. These four papers al provided
extensve coverage of loca issues,® and they also represented a spectrum of readerships.
In addition, to broaden my coverage, for the subway | looked a over 100 articles from
the Boston Daily Advertiser, and | found about 50 articles relevant to the loop highway
caein the Christian Science Monitor.

| located the articles | used in a number of ways. Some were referenced in secondary
sources, and | aso looked through scrapbooks of articles put together by two of the
mayors who governed Boston during my periods of study, Macolm Nichols and Nathan
Matthews, Jr. These scrapbooks were especidly useful because they brought to my

attention some events that | would otherwise not have known about. | found the bulk of

34 Herbert A. Kenny, Newspaper row: Journalismin the pretelevision era, Chester, Conn., Globe Pequot Press, 1987,
p. 6.
35 All the papers provided much more extensive coverage of local issues in the 1890s than in the 1920s.
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the articles, however, by scanning newspapers on and near the dates when specific events
occurred, such as public hearings or the issuance of reports.

My scanning technique was designed to catch as many opinion pieces as possible
(editorids and letters), aswdl as al mgor articles that a paper saw fit to publish on the
events of the case studies, o in al cases | scanned the headlines and the editoriad pages.
In some cases | checked the whole paper aswell. The closer examination was extremey
time-consuming, but it also generated such useful items as notices about civic
associations debating transportation issues. | did not aways look at the whole paper,
however, because | wanted to prioritize covering as many dates and papers as possble
rather than cresting a definitive collection of every rdevant article from a smaller number
of sources. It isimportant to note that this dissertation does not make claims about any
paper’ stotal coverage of the issues unless specificaly noted. For example, the fact that |
have used more articles from the Transcript than the Globe does not necessarily mean
that the former wrote more about the issues under consideration, but smply that | found
more from that paper.

For every important event | checked not only the editoridsin al the papers, but dso
the news coverage in at least two different newspapers. This system of double-checking
minimized the risk that | might rely solely on areport that was incomplete or srongly
biased. Through this cross-checking | found that while the papers had somewhat
different editorid postions, in generd the news reports presented very smilar materid,
with the biggest didtinction being the leve of detail. This amilarity of coverage resulted

in part, at least, because the authors tended to stick to strict description of events and



quotations of what speskers said, with relatively little independent analysis of the events
covered.

More openly opinionated materia came from letters to the editor and editorids.
L etters to the editor were, of course, helpful in that they provided a perspective beyond
that of the papers own staff and editors. In the two periods from 1890 through1894, and
1922 through 1926, | found over 80 letters to the editor that mentioned traffic issues
printed in the Daily Advertiser, Post, Globe, Herald, and Transcript, with well over haf
of these coming from the Transcript and Post. The great mgority were written in the
1890s. Asfor editorids, | found dmost 50 in the Transcript, with two-thirds coming
from the subway period. Inthe Globe | found 9 on the subway case, but none on the loop
highway. The Herald had over 30 from the subway period, and 4 from the loop highway.
The Post produced over 60 from the 1890s, and 12 during the loop highway debates.

When using newspapers to represent the ideas of ther times, it is dways important to
consider what a paper’ s particular biases may be. Not only is there the question of how a
paper covers atopic, thereisaso the crucia question of what it chooses to cover &t dl.
Newspapers can only cover afraction of the events that occur every day, and they tend to
ignore certain types of issues while emphasizing others, based on the interests of the
paper’ s editors and managers. The biases of the papers | used were partially based on
their own editoria policies and orientation to their readers, but so on genera pressures
facing al newspapers of the times.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, mgjor advertisers held
considerable sway over the papers. Because cities like Boston had many daily papers,

advertisers could threaten to withdraw their accountsif not given favorable treatment. In
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1911, muckraking journdist Will Irwin published a series of articlesin the magazine
Colliers on the date of journdism at thetime. In one of these he wrote extensvely about
therole of advertisers, and singled out Boston as an example of a city where newspapers
were particularly susceptible to pressure from them. Irwin estimated that advertisements
covered as much as 80% of the cost of production for American newspapers. He claimed
that papers would do favors that ranged from omitting news that would embarrass an
advertiser, to printing as“news’ text that had been submitted by the advertiser.
Department stores were usualy the biggest advertisers and thus held the most sway.*
Advertisers weren't the only organizations involved in buying favorable press
coverage. Just before the subway debate began in Massachusetts, the State legidature
was rocked by the public discovery in 1890 that the West End Street Railway Company
had used ingppropriate tactics to secure legidative permisson to build an devated
ralroad. Among other tactics, the company’s owner had paid various newspapers to
print favorable articles®” In 1893, the Post claimed that four of the other local papers had
accepted money from the West End to print a speech by President Whitney describing a
plan for putting a subway under the Common and elevated lines into the suburbs.®
During the find days of an 1894 legidative debate over ahill to grant one particular
investor named Joe Meigs a franchise to build an elevated railroad, an opponent of the
plan dleged that Megs was paying the Advertiser to print columns favoring the plan.*®

During the 1920s, the owners of the city’ s biggest department stores strongly supported

36 will Irwin, The American newspaper, Ames, lowa State University Press, 1969.

87 Cheape, Moving the masses, 1980, p. 123.

38 The Post also claimed that other papers agreed to Whitney’ s request that the article be held until the following
Sunday for printing. Boston Post, “The West End’s new plan,” February 18, 1893, pp. 1 & 4, and “Editoria: The West
End muzzle,” February 20, 1893, p. 4.

39 Boston Daily Advertiser, "The Meigs bill; Still discussed, but not voted upon,” June 23, 1894, p. 5.
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the loop highway, a Situation that may have influenced the papersto cover the story in a
more favorable light than they would have otherwise.

Asde from the generd advertisng pressures facing newspapers, each individua
paper had its own idiosyncrases. The Boston Evening Transcript, whichran from 1830
through 1941, was legendary as the paper that catered to the Boston “Brahmins” the
mostly Republican Y ankee dite who lived both in Boston and the surrounding suburbs.*
Various writers have described the paper as“gented,”** “asymbol of traditiond, said
Boston,”*? and “a house organ for the gentry of greater Boston.”** According to one
writer in 1947, well-bred Bostonians were dedicated to the paper—they were highly
influenced by its editorias, and would only sgn letters published in the Transcript, usng
pseudonyms if they cared to write to other papers.** An enthusiastic Transcript
employee, who wrote an account of the paper in honor of its hundredth anniversary in
1930, claimed that in the 1880s and 1890siits editors made a point of advocating for
“reformatory causes’ such as the exclusion of streetcar tracks from part of Tremont
Street. The author argued that such editorials were often the main cause of loca policy
changes® It is questionable whether they were quite thisinfluentid, though T.S. Eliot

did write a poem entitled “ The Boston Evening Transcript,” with the line, “The readers of

40|t also has the distinction of bei ng widely used by historians interested in nineteenth and early twentieth century
history, quite likely because it is one of the most widely available in libraries across the country.

4 Geoffrey Blodgett, The gentle reformers: Massachusetts Democrats in the Cleveland era, Cambridge, Harvard
University Press, 1966.

“2 Donald Paneth, The encyclopedia of American journalism, New Y ork, Facts on File, 1983, p. 44.

a3 Kenny, Newspaper row, 1987, p. 176.

44 Cleveland Amory, The proper Bostonians, New Y ork, E.P. Dutton, 1947, pp. 332-333, 326.

45 Joseph Edgar Chamberlin, The Boston Transcript: A history of itsfirst hundred years, Boston, Houghton Mifflin
Company, 1930, p. 166.
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the Boston Evening Transcript/ Sway in the wind like afied of ripe corn,” which one
critic suggestsis areference to how the paper’ s readers uniformly followed its opinions.*®

Given its specidized orientation, it isn't surprising thet the Transcript had, for most
of itslife, asmal readership. Inthe 1890sit issued about 20,000 copies a day, and
throughout its lifetime circulation never grew above about 40,000. Nevertheless, it
retained subgtantia influence in the community because of the status of its readers. Also,
despite its limited audience, it was respected in the wider community. The Transcript
was known for its accuracy in reporting, for example, even when the facts didn't conform
to itsown viewpoints. An 1899 publication describing the Boston press from the point of
view of advertisers noted that the Transcript was universdly admired.*’

The Transcript covered city and state government closdly, with both reporting and
editorias. In the 1890s, this coverage even included complete transcripts of dl city
council meetings. Articles on public hearings tended to include lengthy or even complete
transcripts of what was said by prominent speskers. The paper provided arich collection
of materid relevant to this study, with over two hundred items from the subway period
and fifty from the loop highway period.

Also Republican was the Boston Herald, whichwas founded in 1846. Although the
paper underwent various changes in title, and acquisitions and mergers with other papers,
there has ever since been a paper with Herald in itstitle serving Boston reeders*® In the
periods covered by this research, the Herald was the premier Republican paper, at least in

terms of readership. In the mid- nineteenth century it had the largest circulation of any

46 Amory, The proper Bostonians, 1947, 332-333; T.S. Eliot, Prufrock and Other Observations, London, Egoist, 1917.
47 ouis Martin Lyons, Newspaper story: One hundred years of the Boston Globe, Cambridge, Belknap Press, 1971,
pp. 136-137, 273.

“8 Boston Herald, The history of today’'s Boston Herald [web page], cited January 9, 2002, available at
http://www.bostonherald.com/bostonherald/Boston_Herald_history.htm.
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Boston paper, until the Democratic Globe findly surpassed it in 1888. During the 1890s
advertisers dill ranked the Herald in importance dong with the larger Globe—the two
papers were usudly referred to together as “the leading papers.” Circuation at the
Herald was then in the range of 150,000. During the last decade of the nineteenth
century, the Herald professed political independence, despite its Republican leanings, but
in the next decades it became much more solidly partisan. By the 1920sit was well
known as “the businessman’s paper.” A point about the paper that is noteworthy for the
subway portion of this dissertation isthat one of its editors, Osborn Howes, J., was a
member of the Rapid Transit Commission which studied trangportation and traffic issues
in 1891 and 1892.%°

The Daily Advertiser was a Republican paper | used for the 1890s only. It was
established in 1813 and served awedthy Republican audience. By the late 1890siits
circulation was smaller than even the Transcript’s, but it had a good reputation among
the most financialy conservative segments of the population. It also had the reputation of
being the most staunchly partisan of the papers | used.™

In terms of Demoacratic papers, the Boston Globe and Boston Post were the two most
important. The Globe was formed in 1872 by a group of businessmen, who were led by
Eben Jordan, the founder of Boston's Jordan Marsh department store. The paper
continues to be published to thisday.>* During the periods | studied, the Globe came out

twice aday Monday through Saturday, with asingle Sunday edition. Today the paper is

49 Lyons, Newspaper story, 1971, pp. 3, 71, 135-136, 268.
*0 |bid, pp. 4, 136.

1 The paper is now owned by the New York Times. Boston Globe, The Boston Globe - History: 125 years of service
[web page], cited January 9, 2002, available at http://www.boston.com/extranet/globeco/.
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the primary local paper for the Boston region, though it now prints only one edition a
day.>

Althoughin its earliest days the Globe had the reputation as a high-brow literary
paper,> that changed dmost immediately after itsinception, when it was taken over by
CharlesH. Taylor, who ran it for most fifty years, until hisdesth in 1921. Within afew
years Taylor turned the paper into a highly popular ore by cutting the price, shifting the
paper’s orientation to the Democratic Party, and adding an evening edition.>* Other
hallmarks of Taylor’slong editorship were the considerable space devoted to loca news,
including local events such as meetings, dinners, and reunions. By the late 1880s, the
Globe had become the dominant paper in the region. The Post in the mid-1890s overtook
the Globe in circulation, but the Globe retained its status in the region as one of the two
or three most widely read Boston papers.>

Taylor hed digtinctive notions of what his paper should publish, and he established
traditions that were followed by the paper even after his death. While the Globe was
Democrétic, it was not overly partisan. Neverthdess, in the 1880s it became the firgt
paper to write about matters interesting the Irish community and to cover labor issues.
Beginning in the 1890s, Taylor moderated the paper’ s tone to attract wider readership.
A gaement of his generd philasophy, which was published many times, including on the
anniversary of his deeth for many years, was as follows:

My aim has been to make the Globe a cheerful, attractive and useful newspaper that would enter
the home as akindly, helpful friend of the family. My temperament has led me to dwell on the

52 Kenny, Newspaper row, 1987, p. 162; Blodgett, The gentle reformers, 1966, p. 109.

53 Chamberlin, The Boston Transcript, 1930, p. 159.

54 Paneth, The encyclopedia of American journalism, 1983.

55 Albert P. Langtry, ed., Metropolitan Boston: A modern history, 5 vols., New Y ork, Lewis Historical Publishing

Company, 1929, Vol. 2, p. 579; Frank Luther Mott, American journalism: A history of newspapersin the United Sates
through 260 years: 1690 to 1950, New Y ork, Macmillan, 1950; Lyons, Newspaper story, 1971, p. 31.
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virtues of men and institutions rather than upon their faults and limitations. My disposition has
been always to build up rather than to join in tearing down. My ideal for the Globe has been that
it should help men, women and children to get some of the sunshine of life, to be perhaps alittle
better and happier because of the Globe.

In keegping with this position, Taylor tried to keep his editorials upbeat and preferred to
ignore an issue until it was possble to take a congtructive tone, rather than take a
negative position. (One of his critics gpoke of the Globe as an “ exceedingly good-
natured paper with a colorless editorid page.”)>®

By the 1920s, the Globe' s editorid policy had changed in terms of quantity, of not
qudity: it was publishing only afew editoridsaday. While in the 1890s the paper might
have run pieces on six or eight issues aday, by the 1920s it covered only two or three.
Thislimited editorid role a least partidly explainswhy it printed no editorids et al on
the loop highway proposal.

The Boston Post began as a morning paper in 1831, and continued until 1956, when
it closed. In the 1870s, when the Globe appeared, the Post was the only Democratic
daly. The Post had lacklugter circulation and success until the 1890s, when it was
reenergized by anew owner, Edwin A. Grozier. Injust five years Grozier succeeded in
building the Post’ s daily circulation to 125,000, afeat he accomplished by targeting
working class readers, including the city’ s large Irish- Catholic population. He cut the
paper’ s price, took a more aggressively partisan stance than the Globe, and introduced a
sensationdist tone to news coverage. The paper’s popularity continued to grow into the
new century. In 1918 itsdaily circulation reached around 540,000, supposedly the largest
in the country; over the next decade that number fell to more like 375,000, though the

Post 4ill out-sold the Globe. By the period of the loop highway case study, the Post had

%8 | yons, Newspaper story, 1971, pp. 47-8, 111-112, 137.
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become even more steadfastly Democratic, and involved itsdf in promoting various locd
issues”®’

The Christian Science Monitor was founded in 1908 to provide the American public
with nonpartisan, non-sensationalist coverage of locd, nationa, and internationa news.
Known for excellent foreign news overage, it was oriented towards a nationd rather than
local audience, though its local edition covered mgor Boston stories. | did not find any
editorias about the loop highway for the dates | searched, but thisis unsurprising, as
there were virtudly no editorials on any loca topics. 1n the 1920s the paper’ s circulation
in the Boston region was less than haf the Transcript’s, reflecting its orientation towards

anationd audience.®®

2.5.3 Other periodicals

With one exception, weekly and monthly magazines provided only a smal amount
of information. | did, however, find afew articles about the Boston subway and loop
highway in netional magazines¥ either popular ones such as New England Magazine or
Harper’s Magazine, or professona ones, such as Street Railway Journal or American
Architect.

A number of local periodicaswere more useful. Some business associations and
clubs published annua reports that included sporadic information on the subway and loop
highway, either reports on the organizations' officia positions or transcripts of speeches

given on those topics. The most useful loca publication was Current Affairs, aweekly

57 |bid, pp. 4, 98, 268; Kenny, Newspaper row, 1987, pp. 24, 30, 53-55
8 Lyons, Newspaper story, Cambridge, 1971, p. 272; Irwin D. Canham, Commitment to freedom; The story of the
Christian Science monitor, Boston, Houghton Mifflin, 1958.
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publication of the Boston Chamber of Commerce that covered the period when the loop
highway was debated. For this case study, Current Affairs was one of the best sources of
information, providing not only evidence of the chamber’s own viewpoints, but

identifying activity by the city and Sate governments.
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PART ||

THE CASES:
TWO ERAS OF DEBATE OVER CONGESTION



CHAPTER 3

DOWNTOWN GEOGRAPHY AND TRAFFIC
CONDITIONS

3.1 Introduction

The three chapters of Part Il present background information that provides a context
for understanding how 1890s and 1920s Bostonians perceived traffic. While Chapters 4
and 5 narrate the events in the 1890s and 1920s during which Bostonians discussed
congestion, this chapter first describes the type of traffic in the downtown, and key
factors affecting it. The chapter begins by describing the regiona geography and
population trends. The following section discusses what kinds of traffic were on the
Boston streets and presents some quantitative data about the numbers of vehicles on the
dreets. Finaly, the chapter explains what traffic regulations the city hed in place that

would have affected vehicles on the streets.
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3.2 Boston and its metropolitan region

Flgure3 1: “The Town of Boston in New England” (1722)
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Note: The strip of land on the left connected the peninsula to the mainland.
Source: Map by John Bonner, reproduced in Alex Krieger and David Cobb, eds., Mapping Boston, Boson, MIT Press, 1999.

The city of Boston was origindly settled in the 1600s on a smdll, bulbous peninsula
connected to the mainland by avery thin neck of land (see Figure 3.1). Over the next
centuries, the city grew in population and economic activity, and alarge metropolitan
region developed around it. The outlying villages and towns were tightly bound to
Boston, which was the regiona center for trade, aswell as being the state capitd. With
the introduction of steam railroads linking the city with its outlying territory, the
suburban region developed rapidly. Boston's steam railroad linesadmost dl led directly
into the city’ s downtown, making the railroads a much more convenient commuting

option than was the case in other mgor U.S. cities. Asaresult, the functiona region
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around Boston was larger in both population and area than that surrounding many other
large cities. Taking the metropolitan region as those cities and towns lying within aten
mile radius of the sate house (a definition commonly used in the 1890s), the population

of the whole region rose from 171,030 in 1840 to 848,740 in 1890, an increase of amost
400%, the result of the combined effects of industridization, decline of farming due to
competition from the Midwest, and immigration. The city itsdf during that period grew

at asomewhat dower but gtill rapid rate, from 120,256 to 448,477 people, or about
270%.*

During the first part of the twentieth century, the population of Boston and its
suburbs continued to expand rapidly, increasing the number of people and the business
activity crowding the business digtrict each day. By 1925 the metropolitan district of 39
towns and cities had a population of about 1.8 million (which was just under hdf the
population of the entire state). Boston itself had a population of amaost 800,000.
Between 1910 and 1925 the city had grown 13.6%, while the region had grown twice as
fadt, at arate of 26.6%. The metropolitan region covered 400 square miles, the farthest

points lying within 15 miles of the State House in downtown Boston (see Figure 3.2).2

! Massachusetts Rapid Transit Commission, Report of the Rapid Transit Commission to the Massachusetts Legidlature,

[Boston], [The Commission], 1892, p. 231.

2 Division of Metropolitan Planning (M assachusetts) Metropolitan District Commission, Report on improved
trangportation facilitiesin the Boston metropolitan district, 1927, pp. 3 & 11.

a7



Figure 3.2: Metropolitan Boston, showing suburbswithin 5, 10, 15, and 20 miles
of the State House, in downtown Boston.

~ SCALE IN MILES =

CIVIC BUREAU
BOSTON CHAMBER OF COMMERCE

Source: Boston Chamber of Commerce, Civic Department, “Metropolitan Boston: A collection of threepublicationsonthe
history and present characteristics of the region,” Boston, The Chamber, 1947.
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Despite the rapid growth in population of both the city and the region, the centra
business district remained confined to its origina location. Although by 1890 landfill
had increased the size of the peninsula somewhat, it was till asmall and cramped
location for dl the people and activitiesit housed. Even though most manufacturing
activity had moved out by 1890, the downtown till housed warehouses, the port and
raillroad stations, professond offices, hotels, culturd facilities, the premier retall
establishments, and city and state administrative buildings® Fgure 3.3, aschemdtic
drawing of the downtown in 1890, shows the location of the different downtown
activities. Theretail district was focused around Washington Street, which housed the
large department stores, and Tremont, which had a number of speciaized stores. To the
eadt lay the wholesde didtrict, which was roughly divided into neighborhoods
gpecidizing in clothing, leether, wool, dry goods, provisions, fresh produce, and meat and
fish. The adminidrative district lay just northwest of the retall district. Financid services
were located just to the west of the wholesae didtrict, roughly between it and the retail
area. In addition to these economic functions, Beacon Hill was a high-classresidentia
digtrict, while the North and West Ends housed large numbers of immigrants and their
familiesin cronded tenements. This generd layout of downtown activity remained
subgtantidly the samein the 1920s.

All the downtown activity generated agreat deal of movement. People came
downtown to work, shop, attend entertainment events, and attend civic or government

functions. In addition, the mgor railroad terminals and the port, factories, wholesders,

3 Robert M. Fogelson, Downtown: Itsrise and fall, 1880-1950, New Haven, Yae University Press, 2001, p. 14.

49



and retall businesses generated a huge number of team (later truck) trips, moving goods

among the port, railroad terminals, markets, and retail stores.

Figure 3.3: Map of economic activity in downtown Boston in 1890, showing
expansion since 1875.
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50



Within the downtown peninsula, congestion was particularly troublesomein the
retail digtrict centered around Tremont and Washington, and in the market district. The
map in Figure 3.4 shows that portion of the downtown commonly referred to as “the
congested didtrict” shaded in gray. This congested digtrict was barely one and a quarter
miles long, from 700 to 1500 feet wide, and about athird of a square milein area*

Figure 3.4: Downtown Boston, showing the congested district
and theroute of the subway.

Subway stations &
The subway roUie ——

Tremont Street (above) and Washingtion Street (Below)  m e ==
The congested district, as defined by the Rapid Transit Commission
Railroad stations [

Source: By Michael Larice, adapted from a map by the Rapid Transt Commission, as reprinted in Charles Cheape, Moung
the masses: Urban public transit in New York, Boston, and Philadelphia, 1880-1912, Cambridge, Harvard University
Press, 1980, p. 111.

4 Nathan M atthews, Jr., Argument of Mayor Matthews before the committee on transit of the Massachusetts legisature,
April 4, 1894, Boston, Rockwell and Churchill, 1894, pp. 7-8.
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The drets in the downtown digtrict were, for the most part, narrow, though they
varied from ten to Sixty feet wide. Many were crooked, and discontinuous. Sidewaksin
the area averaged eight feet in width. For the most part, the Street layout had changed
little from the origind pattern laid out by Boston’s early European settlers—or, as legend
had it, aslaid out by the cows belonging to those settlers. (The settlers supposedly used
the paths favored by wandering cows as the template for their streets.)) Since those
earliest days some streets had been widened or straightened and afew new ones added,
but these projects had been done piecemed over the decades and had amounted to only a
modest increase in street capacity.®

The combination of regiona geography and the street pattern combined to send an
enormous amount of traffic onto just two streets, Tremont and Washington. Only afew
dtreets and bridges connected the downtown to the rest of the city and the grester region,
and these funnedled most traffic into the downtown &t ether the northern or southern end
(see Hgure 3.3 and Figure 3.4). There was thus a huge demand for north-south travel
through the downtown. However, the only two direct routes leading through the center of
the digtrict were Tremont and Washington. The Boston Common and Public Garden,
parkland over which neither streets nor rail lines were permitted, blocked travel to the
west of these streets. The many large railroad yards created other barriers to street travel.
In addition, just north of the Common lay Beacon Hill, which had too steep a grade to
permit most trangt or freight vehiclesto pass over it. (Also, the hill’s wedthy residents

ressted any effortsto carry more traffic past their dwellings.) To the east of Tremont and

® Between 1822 and 1890, Boston spent about $40 million on street widenings, extensions and changes of grade. Inthe
seven years after 1867, it spent out about $18 million net in street improvements. Nathan Matthews, Jr., "Document
166: Message of the Mayor in relation to widening of Water Street,” in Documents of the City of Boston for 1892,

1892, p. 6.
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Washington, the streets were crooked and discontinuous, making them inconvenient for
travel through the district, dthough they were used that way when Tremont and
Washington become too congested.

Asareault of this downtown geography, amost dl the nineteenth century streetcar
lines from the suburbs converged onto Tremont and Washington.® The streets were also
popular with freight drivers because of their directness. The author of aletter to the
Boston Herald described the resulting traffic asfollows. “. . .a person crossing Tremont
Street from the Common has to crossfirst aline of carriages, then two horse car tracks
crowded with cars, and then two other vehicle paths, five lines of moving vehiclesin dl.”
Despite their heavy traffic burdens, however, neither Tremont nor Washington was
especidly wide. Tremont, for example, in the heart of the congested digtrict was at points
as narrow as 33 feet, though in other placesit expanded to 62 feet wide.’

The sze and layout of the digtrict did not change sgnificantly between the 1890s and
1920s, even though the number of people and vehiclesin the central business didtrict
incressed dramétically. The geographica features bounding the business areain the
1890s—water, Beacon Hill, the Boston Common, and the railroad yards—till proved
solid borders that hemmed in the downtown business didrict. The one significant
exception to the continued concentration was that some businesses had begun to locate
around the Common and westwards out towards Copley Square, in the newly reclaimed

Back Bay neighborhood.?

6 Massachusetts Rapid Transit Commission, Report of the Rapid Transit Commission, 1892, p. 262.
" Boston Herald, "Letter to the editor: Question of rapid transit," February 13, 1893, p. 5.

8 Boston City Planning Board, Third annual report of the City Planning Board for the year ending January 31, 1917,
1917, p. 16.
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The downtown street pattern had aso not changed substantialy, athough the city
had spent money on various widenings and extensons. The roads leading from the
suburbs to the downtown were more or less adequate (though there were continua cals
to improve them), but streets became serioudy congested once drivers arrived in the
downtown. The Boston City Planning Board in @ 1917 annual report described this
problem:

A large number of streetswest and south of the Common, directly extending into more than one
fourth of the suburban districts, have practically no inward extension. From them all travel
concentrates at the corner of Tremont and Boylston Streets, where congestion is serious and
increasing.’

In addition, the streets running north and south were till limited and narrow.
According to alegidative commisson studying the loop highway, there were only four
north-south routes through the downtown. These were Tremont Street; Washington
Street; aroute conssting of Federal, Congress and Exchange Streets, as well as lower
Washington Street; and Atlantic Avenue® Washington Strest, the primary through

street, was till only fifty feet across at its widest point.*

3.3 Traffic

Themain god of this dissertation is to describe how Bostonians per ceived the treffic
intheir sreets. Whether or not the traffic at those times would today be described as bad
“congestion” isirrelevant to the andyss of perceptions—I am not trying to argue about
whether or not the perceptions expressed were “correct.” However, it is useful to

understand just what kind of traffic conditions people in the two case studies were

° Boston City Planning Board, Third annual report, p. 16.

10 current Affairs, " Final Report of Special Commission on Laying Out and Constructing New Thoroughfare and the
Extension and Widening of Certain Streetsin Connection Therewith" December 21, 1925, supplement - p. 8.

11 Boston City Planning Board, Report on a thoroughfare plan for Boston, Boston, 1930.
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reacting to, S0 this section describes the typica types of vehicles and numbers of
pedestrians moving through the downtown. Reaively little data exigts, but thereis

enough to give agenerd sense of the Situation.

3.3.1 Downtown traffic in the 1890s

Traffic in the downtown was composed of three mgjor categories. streetcars, horse-
drawn vehicles (mostly for freight), and pedestrians. Streetcars brought in people from
the city’ s outskirts, as wdl as the inner suburbs of the metropolis. The cars themsdalves
took up agreat ded of spacein the streets, and their riders of course became pedestrians
oncethey dighted. Steam railroads aso brought in many regiond commuters, aswell as
longer-distance passengers. Engineer Thomas Curtis Clarke, who wrote a two-part
aticle on rgpid trangit published in Scribner’s Magazine in 1892, reported that every day
atotal of 461,000 people cameinto the city, 327,000 by streetcar and 134,000 by steam
raillway.*? In addition to the crowds of pedestrians and streetcars, the streets were filled
with horse-drawn vehicles moving freight between the port, railroads, warehouses, and
retalers. These“teams” as they were often called, were amgor source of traffic
congestion. Findly, there were in addition a smal number of horse-drawn carriages
transporting people—either private carriages, or else for-hire vehicles functioning much
like today’ staxis. The latter were caled hackney carriages (hacks, for short) or herdics.

Very few counts of traffic were made, but one engineer used a couple of days worth

of counts to estimate that in a 24-hour period in April of 1892, atotal of 200,000 people

12 Thomas Curtis Clarke, " Rapid transit in cities: |: The problem," Scribner's Magazine, May 1892, p. 576.
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passed through Washington Street on foot, in streetcars, or in carriages, and that about

160,000 people passed through Tremont Street.*

3.3.1.1 Passenger transportation and pedestrians

The mgority of the people who crowded into the downtown each day arrived either
by seam railroad or streetcar. In 1890 there were eight different steam railroad lines
serving centrd Boston.  Unlike most other mgjor cities in the United States or western
Europe, Boston' s railroad stations were located very close to the downtown—within a
haf mile of the state house, which was generdly consdered the downtown’s centrd
point (Fgure 3.3 shows most of the downtown gtations). Thus, commuting to the
downtown by railroad was very convenient. Passenger traffic on the railroads grew
rapidly in the decades leading up to the 1890s. In 1871 therailroads carried 17 million
passengersin and out of Boston, in 1881 that number rose to 25 million, and by 1891 it
was 51 million. The number of annua passengers rose il further in the next few years,
peaking at about 57 million, before it began to drop off.*

Boston' s rates of railroad ridership were dramatically higher than those of the other
mgor citiesinthe U.S. Table 3.1 compares the numbers of people and trainstraveling
into and out of Boston with data from the five other largest citiesin the country. Despite
having a population less than one third the Sze of New Y ork’s, for example, Boston had
amog three-quarters as many daily trains. Boston dso had far more dally trains than the

other four citiesin thetable. Looking & trains coming from within a twenty-mile radius

13 Boston Transcript, "The subway: Expert testimony inits favor,"” March 19, 1894, pp. 1 & 3.

14 Massachusetts Rapid Transit Commission, Report of the Rapid Transit Commission, p. 7; Edward Sagendorph
Mason, The street railway in Massachusetts: The rise and decline of an industry, Cambridge, Harvard University Press,
1932, p. 9.
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of the city, Boston had far more passengers than any other city. This held true from three

different pergpectives: the number of “commuters’ in the region, the annual number of

passenger trips, and the annual number of passengers per 100 people living in the region.

Table 3.1: Numbers of steam trains serving the six largest U.S. citiesin 1890.

Suburban travel within aradiusof 20 miles
Daily number -
City Population | of trainsto Daily n.umber Annual Annual Annual
of trainsto number of number of number of
and from the
city and fromthe | passengers | commuters | passengers
city per 100
peoplein the
region
New York City || 1,515,301 1,588 1,135 32,090,623 8,643,428 2117.77
Philadelphia 1,046,964 733 448 19,664,911 16,902,663 1,787.96
Chicago 1,099,850 790 636 15,152,999 10,713,858 1,447.33
Brooklyn 806,343 516 474 3,297,801 641,806 408.98
Saint Louis 451,770 291 179 2,855,683 2,163,829 632.11
Boston 448 477 1,152 854 39,107,897 | 24,587,218 8,720.16
Source: United States Census Office, Report on the Social Statistics of Cities in the United States at the Eleventh Census: 1890,
[Washington, D.C., Government Printing Office, 1895, p. 50.

In addition to the steam railroads bringing large numbers of people into Boston's

downtown, beginning in the 1850s a system of street raillway lines was devel oped to

bring in passengers from the outskirts of the city, as wdl asthe inner-most suburbs. By

the 1890s, the West End Street Railway Company owned dl the lines within Boston, as

well as mogt of those in the surrounding suburbs. Figure 3.5 shows the company’s

routes, which converged on downtown Baoston.
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Figure 3.5: Linesof the West End Street Railway Company.
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Source: Street Railway Journal, “ The street railway system of Boston,” April 1895, p. 209.
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Like the steam railroads, the street railways saw enormous growth in the decades
preceding 1891. In 1871 the dtreet railways within ten miles of downtown Boston carried
34 million people, in 1881 they carried 68 million people, and in 1891 they carried 136
million.® Table 3.2 shows the number of passengers carried between 1880 and 1894 by
the West End Street Railway Company and the companies it incorporated, a figure which

increased 132% over those 15 years.

Table 3.2: Number of passengerscarried annually by the West End Street Railway
Company and the companiesit incor por ated, 1880-1894.

Number of Per cent increase
Year passengers since 1880
carried*

1830 59,000,000 -

1881 63,000,000 6.8%

1882 69,000,000 16.9%

1883 71,000,000 20.3%

1834 76,000,000 28.8%

1885 80,000,000 35.6%

1886 86,000,000 45.8%

1887 91,000,000 54.2%

1833 97,000,000 64.4%

1839 104,000,000 76.3%

1890 114,000,000 93.2%

1891 119,000,000 101.7%

1892 126,000,000 113.6%

1893 134,000,000 127.1%

184 137,000,000 132.2%
Sources: “Rapid transit plans in Boston,” Street Railway Journal, Januery
1892, page 9; “The street railway system of Boston,” Sreet Railway
Journal, April 1895, page 224.

Various sources report different gatistics on how many trips a year Bostonians took.
However, the different sources all have one factor in common: the rate of per capitatrips
rose dramatically from 1880 to 1900. Looking at streetcar traffic in terms of average

passengers per inhabitant of the region, one report claimed that in 1871 people made an

15 Massachusetts Rapid Transit Commission, Report of the Rapid Transit Commission, 1892, p. 7.
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average of 99 streetcar trips, in 1881 they made 140 trips, and in 1891 they made 220
trips.® Another source claimed thet the strestcar system in the Boston region averaged
118 trips per capitain 1880, 175 trips per capitain 1890, and 226 trips per capitain
1900.*" Looking just a the population of Boston, in 1892 Thomas Clarke claimed thet its
residents made an average of 263 Streetcar trips per year, a higher rate than either New
York (248 trips per year) or Chicago (234 trips per year).'

In the 1890s the downtown area had 16 miles of single track laid out on 43 different
streets, with between one and three tracks on any one street. Boston mayor Nathan
Matthews estimated that at least 200,000 people a day used the cars within the
downtown. Even though there were tracks on many different streets, dmost dl the
dreetcar lines funnded into Washington and Tremont Streets, creeting an incredible
density of cars on these two streets. Matthews reported that on Tremont Street, as many
as 332 streetcars passed in one hour, which trandated to a passing car every 11 seconds.*®
A former manager of the West End Street Railway Company estimated that, on weekday
mornings, if dl the cars entering the downtown from the southern end during one hour
were placed end to end, they would form a continuous column 5,640 feet in length.?°

George S. Rice, the head engineer for astudy of Boston's transportation systems,
tetified that on aFriday in April 1893, 49,000 people were counted passing in Streetcars

at one intersection on Tremont Street between 7 am. and 6 p.m., while on the following

16 Committee on Local Transportation, Chicago City Council, Report on the transportation subway systems of Boston,
New York, Philadelphia, Paris, London, 1909, p. 7.

Y The population data is based on the cities and towns served by the Boston Elevated railroad in 1900. CharlesW.
Cheape, Moving the masses: Urban public transit in New York, Boston, and Philadel phia, 1880-1912, Cambridge,
Harvard University Press, 1980, p. 214.

18 Clarke, ™ Rapid transit in cities," 1892, p. 577.
19 Nathan Matthews, Jr., Argument of Mayor Matthews, 1894, pp. 42-43.
20 Bogton Herald, "Another thoroughfare; Avenue between Washington and Tremont streets," March 9, 1893, p. 7.
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day, Saturday, 43,000 passed.?* A few years later, acount of passengers was taken on the
Saturday before Christmas in 1894, an especidly busy day. On one sretch of
Washington, between 6 am. and midnight atota of 63,350 passengers dighted from
sregtcars, with amaximum of 3,450 people arriving during any single hour.?2

In addition to passengers brought into downtown by the streetcars and steam
railroads, and some people who arrived by ferry, there were aso a number of downtown
residents—about 160,000 in 1890.2 The result was throngs of people walking through
the downtown, especialy on centrd streets such as Washington and Tremont. Regular
counts of pedestrians were not recorded, but in the early 1890s the Police Commissioners
arranged a 24-hour count of pedestrians at some of the city’s most congested locations.
Looking at three different locations, they found alow of 180,000 people in one place and
ahigh of 225,000 people at another.** Also, Rice' s survey of traffic in April of 1892
included pedestrians. Eleven-hour counts at three busy locations ranged from alow of

65,800 to a high of 100,000.%°

3.3.1.2 Freight

At an 1893 |egidative hearing about street improvements, ateaming industry
representative described the annuad quantity and type of merchandise handled by teamsin

Boson asfollows

21 Boston Transcript, "The subway: Expert testimony in its favor," March 19, 1894, pp. 1 & 3.
22 Boston Transit Commission, The Boston subway, Boston, Press of Rockwell and Churchill, 1895, p. 10.

23 Nathan Matthews, Jr., The city government of Boston; Valedictory address of Hon. Nathan Matthews, Jr., Mayor of
Boston, to the members of the City Council, January 5, 1895, Boston, Rockwell and Churchill, 1895, p. 192.

24 Boston City Council, " Report on the orders concerning the widening of Tremont and Beacon Streets,”" Reports of
Proceedings of the City Council of Boston, 1895, pp. 526-532.

% Bogton Transcript, "The subway: Expert testimony initsfavor," March 19, 1894, pp. 1 & 3.
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... 1,841,897 baskets of grapes; 602,692 barrels of apples; 238,057 baskets of peaches; 676,991
boxes of oranges; 1,775,859 bunches of bananas; 37,888,352 pounds of butter; 3617 car loads of
potatoes; 17,030 car loads of hay; 5,148,664 sides of leather; 632,368 bales of domestic and
195,488 of foreign wool; 185,000 packages of teaand 213,000 packages of coffee; over
1,000,000 barrels of refined sugar; 28,065 car loads of lumber; 264,594 boxes of glass; 215,000
bales of hemp and flax-seed and 30,544 tons of salt?®

Despite the greet detal in this one description of freight movement, only sketchy data
exigts as to the amount of travel through the downtown streets by horse-drawn wagons
carrying freight (these horse-drawn freight vehicles were commonly referred to as
“teams’). The following section pieces together what little direct data on teams was
presented, as well as employment data on the teaming industry.

The one gtatistic commonly cited in the 1890s was that over 100,000 tons were
carried through Boston streets daily, but no precise source was ever give for that
estimate?” At an 1893 hearing, the president of the Master Teamsters' Association was
asked how many horses and men were engaged in the teaming businessin Boston. He
answered that he did not know at the moment, but that two years ago the figures were
about 8,000 horses and 9,000 men.

In 1897, just after the subway was opened, a book about the economy and business
of Boston claimed that the city had atota of 17,000 teams, broken down into the
following categories.

5,000 teams in the city licensed for public hauling, employing about 8000 men
and 9000 horses,

500 market teams,
1500 cod, lumber and ice teams,

26 Boston Transcript, "Broad avenues: First step toward rapid transit,” January 26, 1893, p. 3.

27 Accordi ng to Mayor Matthews, this figure came from the Master Teamsters' Association. (Nathan Matthews, Jr.,
Argument of Mayor Matthews, 1894, p. 8) According to coal merchant Lamont G. Burnham, who testified before the
state’ s Rapid Transit Commission, the 100,000-ton figure came from a “study” done by an association belonging to the
Associated Board of Trade. (Massachusetts General Court, Joint Special Committee on Transit, Hearings on subways
in Boston, 15 vols., [Boston], [The General Court], 1894, Vol. 6, p. 72) The number aso appeared in 1897 in a book
on Boston in which the author said that the number came from the “ Rapid Transit Commissioner of the city.” George
W. Engelhardt, Boston, Massachusetts, Boston, [Boston Chamber of Commerce], 1897, p. 294.
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1000 contractors' teams,

4000 teams belonging to bakers, grocers etc.,

2000 express teams, and

3000 licensed carriages.®®

One clue to the amount of traffic by teams and other horse drawn vehicles comes

from census data on employment, or “occupations,” asit wasthen cdled. A category
cdled “ Draymen, hackmen, and teamsters’ included many of the persons whose job
consisted of driving vehides® Between 1880 and 1900 the number of people occupied
in this category rose 128%. Between 1880 and 1890, directly before the period covered
in this case study, the number of people employed rose 76% (see Table 3.3). The

increasing number of drivers suggests thet there were probably correspondingly more

vehicles on the Strests.

Table 3.3: Draymen, hackmen, and teamster sworking in Boston, 1880-1900.

Year Draymen, etc., Draymen,
I[\Iggbﬁ;f asa percent of etc., asa
ymen, thetotal percent of the
hackmen, .
teamsters, etc." pied total
T population population
1880 4,963 3.3% 1.37%
1890 8,724 4.3% 1.95%
1900 11,337 4.5% 2.02%
Notes: Draymen and teamsters were people who drove vehicles transporting freight.
Hackmen drove hackney carriages, which were carriages available for hire, like
today’staxis. Source: U.S. Census.

Boston dso had ardatively high proportion of *draymen, etc.” in its workforce as
compared to the other largest cities in the United States for the period from 1880-1900.

This held true both when this employment category was considered as a proportion of al

28 |bid, p. 294.

29 This census data should be taken as approximate, not definitive. Aside from general limitations of census data, such
asthe difficulty of finding and counting the entire population, data on occupations is especialy unreliable.
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occupied persons, and dso as a percentage of the total population. Table 3.4 compares
data from Boston plus the five other cities that, dong with Boston, were the largest six
citiesin the country. The total number of occupied persons classified by the census as
“draymen, hackmen, teamsters, etc.” for each city is expressed in two ways. as a percent
of thetotal “occupied” population in the city, and as a percentage of the total population
inthe city. In every sngle case, the figure for Boston is higher than for any other city. If
the numbers from the “% of totd population” category in Table 3.4 are used to caculate
the difference in percentages between Boston and other cities, then Boston had more
draymen in dl cases, ranging from alow of 22% more compared to Saint Louisin 1890,
to ahigh of 77% more compared to Brooklyn in 1890. Using the same procedure with
the data of draymen as a percent of the total occupied population gives adightly smaler
differentia between Boston and other cities, ranging from a negligible difference

compared to Saint Louisin 1880, to a 57% difference in 1890 between Boston and

Brooklyn.

Table 3.4: Draymen, hackmen, and teamster s, etc., asa per cent of the total occupied
population and total population, for the six largest U.S. cities, 1880-1900.

Boston NYC Philadelphia || Chicago Brooklyn [ Saint Louis
% 0, % 0, % 0, % 0, 0, 0, % 0,
Date % % % % [|% total| % %
Loésl total Loésl total tgéi' total t:é?' total | occ. | total tooégj total
oop. | PP [ oop. | PP | pop. | PP || pop. | PP | PP | POR | o | POP

1880 333 | 137|294 | 1.25| 243 | 100 || 254 | 097 229 | 084 329 | 1.31
1800 425|195 337 | 151 | 317 | 141 || 316 [ 1.32( 270 | 1.10| 3.88 [ 1.60
1900 451 | 202 | 348 | 149 | 337 | 148 || 331 | 1.37 * * 368 | 1.57
* Data not available because New Y ork City incorporated Brooklyn in 1898. Source: U.S. Census.




3.3.2 Downtown traffic in the 1920s

Figure 3.6: Corner of Washington and Bromfield Streets, 1932.

e

Source: Photo by Leslie Jo

nes, Courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Print Department.

By the 1920s, the population of the city had reached 800,000, while the region had
about 1,800,000 people. The bulk of business activity in the region sill took placein
central Boston, which generated huge flows of people and goods in and out of the city
center. The trangportation system was able to accommodate this vast increase in travel
because the streetcar system itself had changed. In the centrd city, the streetcars had
virtudly al been moved underground, while devated lines had been built out into the
suburbs. By moving above or below ground, transit could avoid street-level congestion,
thus dlowing people to live much father out, while sill preserving Smilar commute
times.

There were few descriptions in the 1920s about just how much traffic congestion

dowed traveers. Unlike the subway debates, |oop highway proponents did claim to have
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compared the time it took them to travel certain routes in congested versus uncongested
conditions. One of the only clues to what conditions might have been like comesfrom an
aticdlein the Post that reported on “the worgt traffic jam in the higtory of Boston.”
Apparently the police had not been directing traffic as usud that day, and the paper
described some blocks as being “jammed for more than 15 minutes as scores of cars
suffered minor damage.” The worst problems occurred in the Back Bay, though
downtown’s congestion was “amost as bad.”*

While Bostonians in the 1920s seemed just as concerned about traffic congestion as
their predecessors had in the 1890s, the composition of congestion had changed over
those decades in two fundamenta ways. Pedestrians till thronged the streetsin the
1920s,* but the makeup of the vehicular traffic had changed radicaly. Fird, the surface
dreetcars, which had so plagued the city at the end of the nineteenth century, had
virtudly disgppeared from the downtown streets. By the mid-1920s, the only transit
vehicles on the downtown streets were a very minor number of streetcars and buses®
However, anew source of traffic had devel oped that quickly absorbed whatever free road
space the departing trangt vehicles had left behind: the passenger automobile. The
regiond road network was supplied with radia thoroughfares that funnded treffic into
the downtown (see Figure 3.7). Mogt regiond traffic moving between one suburb and

another was therefore funneled through the downtown, increasing the traffic there.

30 Bogton Post, “ Terri ble tieup on streets,” April [207] 1926.

3Pt anni ng consultant Thomas Adams wrote that he had “ never seen pedestrian congestion on the street so great as[in
the vicinity of Washington and Winter Streets] on a Saturday afternoon . . ..” Boston City Planning Board, Tenth
annual report of the City Planning Board for the year ending January 31, 1924, 1924, pp. 48-49.

32 Division of Metropolitan Planning (Massachusetts) Metropolitan District Commission, Report on improved
trangportation facilities, 1927, pp. 3-4.
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Figure 3.7: The Metropolitan Improvement Commission’s 1909 map of
regional thoroughfaresleading into downtown Boston.

Source: Reprinted in Nelson P. Lewis, The planning of the
modern city, 2" edition (revised), New Y ork, John Wiley and
Sons, 1922, p. 105.

A survey of street traffic, carried out in the summer of 1924 by the Boston Chamber
of Commerce and alegidative specid commission studying the loop highway, provides a
source of data about the traffic in Boston sireets at that time. About 140,000 private
vehicles entered and left downtown Boston between 8 am. and 6 p.m. on the day of the
survey (the surveyors did not count trangit vehicles). Passenger cars made up 61% of the
count, and 39% were freight vehicles. The latter were broken down into motorized trucks
and horse-drawn teams, with trucks making up 29% of the total vehicles moving through
downtown Boston and teams accounting for 10%. The legidative commisson estimated
thet if vehicletripsinternd to the downtown digtrict were included, the total number of

trips would have been between 200,000 and 250,000 per day.*

33 Boston Transcri pt, "Chamber opposes drastic parking rule suggested,” June 4, 1925, pp. 1 & 7.

Current Affairs, " Final Report of Special Commission on Laying Out and Constructing New Thoroughfare and the
Extension and Widening of Certain Streetsin Connection Therewith" December 21, 1925, supplement - pp. 1-2.
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Two years later the Boston City Planning Board and Chamber of Commerce
repested these counts. The total number of vehicles counted rose to dmost 170,000, a
21% increase. The number of passenger cars increased by dmaost one third and trucks by
about afifth, dthough the number of horse drawn vehiclesfell by about afifth. The
overal composition of traffic was now 64.5% passenger vehicles, 29% trucks, and 6.5%
horse-drawn vehicles

As part of the 1926 survey, estimates were dso made of the total number of persons
entering the downtown, including those who came by automobile, Streetcar, railroad, and
ferry or seamboat. A totd of just over one million people were estimated to come into
the city, more double the number estimated by engineer Clarke to have entered the city in
the 1890s. While amost two-thirds of these people came by streetcar, the second most
important mode was the auto, which brought amost 20% of the people (see Figure 3.8).%

Figure 3.8: Percent of peopleentering downtown Boston by
major trangportation mode, on July 1, 1926.

Ferries/steam-
boats, 2%

Railways
16%

Automobile
19%

Street railways
63%

Note: 1,034,588 people, total

Source: Data from Boston Post, “Railroads carry less than autos,” August
[4 7], 1926.

34 Current Affairsin New England, " Traffic increase heavy; Number of vehiclesin down-town district increases
twenty-one percent in two years," July 12, 1926, pp. 3-5.

35 Boston Post, "Railroads carry less than autos," August [47], 1926.
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3.3.2.1 Growth in autos

Asthe surveys showed, while the rapid trangt system handled the grest mgority of
people commuting in and out of centra Boston, increasing numbers of people were
traveling in their own automohiles. The development of mass-produced passenger cars
meant that, for the firgt timein history, urban dwelers other than the very rich could
trangport themsdlvesin private vehicles. And this change meant the addition of
thousands of new vehiclesto the city Streets.

The first two decades of the century saw a veritable explosion in motor vehicle use
in the United States. In 1900 there were about 8,000 automobiles registered in the United
States, and these were mostly fashionable toys for the wedlthy. Twenty years later, the
number of automobiles in the country had risen to 8 million, or about 1 automobile for
every 13 people®* Between just 1920 and 1926, the number of passenger automobiles
increased 230% and the number of trucks increased by 275%.%" By the 1920s
automobiles were in common use both in cities and on farms, and the automobile
manufacturing industry had become a key sector of the national economy. Figure 3.9 and
Figure 3.10, both illugtrations from the Nationd Automobile Chamber of Commerce's
annuad Facts and Figures of the Automobile Industry, illustrate the growth of the
automobile industry, as well asthe industry’ s optimistic view of its importance to the

nation.

36 30hn B. Rae, The road and the car in American life, Cambridge, Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press, 1971,
p. 50.

37 National Automobile Chamber of Commerce, Facts and figures of the automobile industry, New Y ork, The
Chamber, 1927, p. 4.
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Figure 3.9: Estimates of wholesale valuation of car and truck salesin 1920, exclusive
of parts, tires, and accessories (comparison in the chart isby cubic measure).

2Y, Billion Dollar Sales in 1920

sarloot B0 gusaosTars  $1214,488449 $2,232,927,678

Source: National Automobile Chamber of Commerce, Facts and figures of the automobile
industry, New Y ork, The Chamber, 192, p. 2.
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Figure 3.10: Growth in the automobileindustry.

of Automobile Industry

L. Total production, 1895~1924.
23910,547

2.Wholesale value, 1895-1924
$16,230100,000

3 Registration
17,591,981

4.Exports,carsand Trucks,1900-1924
1,332,045

* 5.Employment in all branches

3,119,563

6.Rank. amon%qll mfg. industries
irst

automobile industry, New Y ork: The Chamber, 1925, p. 2.

While Boston wasn't one of the quickest cities to adopt motor vehicles, it
nevertheless shared in the boom sweeping the country. The data available on vehicles
within the city of Boston itsdlf is somewhat sketchy. However, according to estimates
the city’ s Chamber of Commerce furnished to the Nationa Automobile Chamber of
Commerce, the number of residents per vehicle had fallen to about 9 by 1925, and there

were 110,000 vehicles registered to the city’ sinhabitants in that year (see Figure 3.11).%8

38 The Special Commission estimated that Boston had or would soon have 150,000 registered motor vehicles. (Current
Affairs, " Final Report of Special Commission,” 1925, supplement.) For information on the rapid growth rate in
automobilesin other U.S. cities, see: Clay McShane, “The origins and globalization of traffic control signals,” Journal
of Urban History, March 1999, pp. 379-404.
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According to information about the region published by the Boston Globe in 1925,

Boston had about 43 automobiles for every 100 families®

Figure 3.11: Statistics on motor vehiclesin Boston, 1922-1926.

Year Registered Registered Total motor People
motor cars motor trucks vehicles per
registered car

1922 41,037 10,963 52,000 -
1923 56,795 13,361 70,156 -
1924 - - - -
1925 89,878 18,590 110,268 9
1926 98,028 11,490 109,518 8.03
Sources: National Automobile Chamber of Commerce, Facts and figures of the
automobile industry, New Y ork, The Chamber, 1923-1927.

The numbers of vehicleswithin the city itsdf are only part of the story, however,
snce so many people drove into the city from the surrounding suburbs. 1n 1925, the
Boston Globe reported that in the metropolitan region surrounding Boston there were
about 112,000 passenger cars, or 54 passenger cars per 100 families*® Asfor the whole
state, Figure 3.12 presents some key Satistics on motor vehiclesin Massachusetts. In
1920 there were dmost 275,000 vehiclesin the state, or one for about every 14 people.
By 1925 the total number of vehicles had risen to amost 650,000, while the ratio of

people to vehicles had fallen to just over 7to 1.

39 Boston Gl obe, Facts about the Boston sales market: The Boston globe as a newspaper and as an advertising
medium: Detailed distribution of circulation as of January 9, 1925, daily, and January 11, 1925, Sunday, by cities and
towns, 1925, p. 3.

40 Note: Author’s cal culation, subtracting Boston data from data for the metropolitan region. Boston Globe, Facts
about the Boston sales market, 1925, p. 3.
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Figure 3.12: Statistics on motor vehiclesin M assachusetts, 1915-1927.

] M otor Motor Truck | Passenger Car Per sons per
L Vehlclg Registrations | Registrations | Motor Vehicle
Registrations

1914 77,246 - - -

1915 102,633 10,848* - -

1916 136,809 16,374* - -

1917 174,274 24,268* - -

1918 193,497 29,710* - -

1919 247,182 39,437+ - -

1920 274,498 51,386 223112 1385

1921 360,732 55,261 305471 10.70

1922 385,231 59,924 325,307 10.00

1923 481,150 73,505 407,645 8.00

1924 570,578 83,626 486,952 -

1925 646,153 91,340 554,813 7.07

1926 690,190 96,956 593,234 -
Sources: Figures marked with an asterisk are the author’ s adjustments using data from records of thel
Massachusetts Registrar of Motor Vehicles, as reported in: Day Baker, “ Freight transportation by
motor vehicles,” Current Affairs, March 10, 1924, pp. 20+. All other datais from the National
Automobile Chamber of Commerce, Facts and figures of the automobile industry, New York, The
Chamber, 1919 & 1921-27.

3.3.2.2 Freight movement

Although passenger cars comprised the mgjority of the vehicles on downtown
gtreets, trucks and a few horse-drawn wagons transporting freight still accounted for over
athird of vehicles. Asinthe case of the 1890s, little information exists about just how
much freight was moved on adaily or annua basis, but there are of few hints. 1n 1909
the Metropolitan Improvement Commission published a report that discussed freight
movement, among other topics. The report estimated that in 1907, patrons handling at
least 500 tons per year traveled over 6 million milesin the city, hauling alittle lessthan 6

million tons of freight.**

4 Metropolitan Improvements Commission, Public Improvements for the Metropolitan District, Boston, Wright and
Potter, 1909, pp. 70-71.
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In 1926 the Metropoalitan Digtrict Commission’s Divison of Metropolitan Planning
discussed freight movement in downtown Baoston as part of a pecid report “reaive to
the future development of the railroad and steamship termind facilities and piers of the
metropolitan digtrict and the port of Boston.” The Metropolitan Digtrict Commission
(MDC) explained that the particulars of the freight railroad system in Boston generated
large quantities of freight that had to be moved by truck or team. The railroads were
organized such that much of the freight had to be transferred from one railroad yard to
another over surface dtreets, instead of by rail. In addition, individua merchants
regularly ddivered and picked up merchandise themselves, since one merchant often did
not have enough merchandise to fill atruck, many of the freight vehicles moving through
the streets were only partidly loaded. To make matters yet worse, the railroads usualy
required that freight bound for different destinations be deposited at different locations,
even if amerchant was shipping to different destinations served by the same railroad.

The MDC did not provide any estimate of the total amount of trucking generated by
the railroads, but did look at one particular source of truck trips. The report explained
that the railroad freight houses received approximately 1,900,000 tons of “lessthan
carload freight,” freight in quantities too smdl to fill an entirerailroad car. Almog dl of
this freight was trucked through the city streets, and the MDC estimated that it generated
about 12,000 individua truck trips in the city each day.*?

Another cause of increased freight movement may have been the introduction of the

motorized truck. In 1908, the year Henry Ford introduced the Mode T, trucks were ill

“2 Division of Metropolitan Planning, (M assachusetts) Metropolitan District Commission, Special report of the
Division of Metropolitan Planning relative to the future development of the railroad and steamship terminal facilities
and piers of the metropalitan district and port of Boston, Boston, Wright and Potter, 1926, pp. 15-16.
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primitive and rarely used. However, that Situation changed quickly. Between 1915 and
1930, the number of American trucks rose from158,000 to 3.5 million.** Massachusetts
was no exception to this nationa pattern. By 1920 the state had about a quarter as many
trucks (50,000) as cars.* In 1923, the Boston City Record made reference to “the
congtant increasein . . . both number and size of automobile trucks.”** By 1925 Boston
and Massachusetts had over 18,000 and 91,000 trucks, respectively (see Figure 3.11 and
Figure 3.12).

It isunclear exactly what impact the introduction of motorized trucks had on traffic
congestion in Bogton in the mid-1920s. At the time, trucks were believed to generate less
traffic congestion than the horse-drawn vehicles they replaced. On the other hand,
scholars looking back on the period have argued that motorized trucks also may have
simulated changes in business activity that incressed the totd amount of freight moving
through the streets.

In the teens and twenties, popular belief held that trucks would greetly reduce traffic
congestion. A truck could maneuver much more easlly than ahorse-drawn cart. Also,
trucks quite literally took up less road space—a horse and cart was amuch longer affair
than atruck and therefore occupied more space on the street.*® In addition, amotorized
truck could often haul more merchandise that a horse-drawn vehicle. In 1927, the

Nationa Automobile Chamber of Commerce published an illudration of thisargument in

3 Kenneth T. Jackson, Crabgrass frontier: The suburbanization of the United States, New Y ork, Oxford University
Press, 1985, p. 184.

44 K. H. Schaeffer and Elliott Sclar, Access for all: Transportation and urban growth, Harmondsworth, Penguin Books,
1975, p. 86.

45 Bogton City Record, " New two-mile thoroughfare through downtown section proposed to aid traffic,” December 22,
1923, pp. 1741 & 1745.

8 For an example of early opinions of how trucks would reduce traffic congestion, see: American City, " Unchoking our
congested streets," October 1920, pp. 351-354.
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Facts and Figures of the Automobile Industry. The chamber noted that the American
Railway Express Company had replaced 1,688 horse-drawn wagons with 84 electric
trucks, and illustrated how much less street space was consumed by the trucks (see Figure
3.13). Asfor theissue of maneuverability, authors K.H. Schaeffer and Elliot Sclar

remind us, “Just compare the ease with which even alarge trailer truck can be backed

into aloading dock to the shouting, cussing and shoving that is associated with getting a

cumbersome team of horses to back up afoot or two.™’

Figure 3.13: Illugtration showing that truckstake up less street space than
hor se-drawn wagons to transport merchandise.

PI RELIEVED STREET CONGESTION MEANS INCREASED SPEED

DISTANCE OCCUMED BY THE HEW B4 ELECTRIC TRUCKS WHICH REPLACED 188
HORSE-DRAWN WRGONS IN THE SERVICE OF THE AMERICAN RAILWEY EXPRESS O

-
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84 ELECTRICS - 78 CITY BLOCKS
168 HORSE-DRAWN WAGONS ~ |6} CITY BLoCKs
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It would be practically impossible (o supply the modern cily sithowt the rapid (ran-
stl amd shorl wheelbase of he truck, horse-drasen hicles laking hwice as much sfare

44" STEEET

Sources: National Automobile Chamber of Commerce, Facts and figures of the automobile industry, New
Y ork, the Chamber, 1927, p. 71.

47 Schaeffer and Sclar, Access for all, 1975, p. 37.
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Nevertheless, even though trucks may have been more efficient than horse-drawn
vehicles a moving freight, more recent research suggests the introduction of motorized
trucks may have generated a great ded of new freight movement. Scholars writing about
the impact of trucks on urban development patterns have noted that once motorized
trucks made freight transportation relatively inexpensive, factories had greater freedomin
where they located. Businesses no longer needed to locate as close to arailroad termind
as possible in order to minimize the high cost of transportation by horse and cart. With
the introduction of the motor truck, freight transportation became cheap enough that
locating on inexpensgve suburban land far from arallroad termind was a cost-€effective
option. This change in land-use decisons increased trucking activity substantialy.

One piece of evidence supporting the argument that motorized trucks increased the
amount of freight transported comes from Schaeffer and Sclar, who looked at the growth
of manufacturing jobs in the Boston region between 1909 and 1919. They found that the
number of jobsin communities within two to sSx miles of the city’s center grew much
fagter than employment elsewhere in the region. The growth in jobsin this part of the
region probably came both from businesses leaving centrd Boston, and aso in some
cases from factories that had previoudy located far outside Boston near rail sations, but
moved into the inner suburbs once they could use trucks to transport freight from the

centrd city railroad stations to suburban factories.*®

“8 |bid,, p. 84. Similar results were found in a study of business relocationsin Chicago between 1908 and 1922. Leon
Moses and Harold F. Williamson, “ The location of economic activity,” American Economic Review, May 1967, pp.
214-215.
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Schaeffer and Sclar’ s argument about the increasing use of truck transportation is
supported by a statement from the MDC' s report, which commented on the shift of

freight fromrail to trucks

With the growth of the motor, freight is more and more being handled from our railroad and
steamship terminalsto its destination within 40 or 50 miles of the city by truck, and more than
half of the freight received over the wharves of the city is now sent to its final destination by
truck rather than by train.*®

3.4 Traffic regulations

The way vehicles moved around the streets, and thus their impact on congestion, was
influenced by the regulations—or lack thereof—that the city imposed. In the 1890s,
traffic was primarily regulated by the city council, though the state dso had afew traffic
regulationsaswedll. By 1850 the Massachusetts legidature had alaw ordering that when
vehicles traveling in opposite directions met, they were to stay to the right hand side of
theroad. That basic rule was augmented by 1876 with another statute ordering that a
vehicle overtaking adower one passto the left. Further statutes gave cities the power to
makes rules and regulations in relation to street traffic.>

The regulations were enforced by the Boston police, who were not under the city’s
control but rather governed by a board appointed by the governor. Comments made by
irritated participants in the debates of the 1890s indicate that the police did not enforce

the regulations very carefully.

“9 Division of Metropolitan Planning, (Massachusetts) Metropolitan District Commission, Special report of the
Division, 1926, pp. 18-19.

%0 Boston City Council, Ordinances and rules and orders of the city of Boston, together with a digest of the general and
specific statutes of the Massachusetts Legidature relating to the city, Boston, Rockwell and Churchill, 1876; Peleg W.
Chandler, The charter and ordinances of the city of Boston, together with the acts of the legidature relating to the city,
Boston, John H. Eastburn, 1850, pp. 149-50.
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By 1850 the city of Boston had dso established basic rules designed to minimize
traffic obstructions. These were to change remarkably little between that year and 1894.>*
Many of these laws actudly had nothing to do with vehicles or even pedestrians. An
elaborate set of rules regulated such activities as digging up streets for utility work,
moving buildings or herds of animas through the streets, and ingtdling sgns or other
items that might obstruct streets or sdewalks. Drivers were aso subject to various
regulations, however. Some of these were pecific to drivers of any “truck, cart, wagon,
ded, or dray”’—i.e., those transporting freight. Loaded wagons were limited to 24 Y feet
in length, 10 feet in width, and 3 tonsin weight. Wagon drivers had to limit their horses
to awalking pace.

A separate set of regulations gpplied to dl drivers, including both freight vehicles
and carriages. Drivers were forbidden to drive faster than seven miles an hour. Theterm
“parking,” was not yet in use, but there were severd regulations that covered the issue of
“stopped” vehicles. Drivers were not to stop their vehicles at or near intersections or
pedestrian crossings. No vehicle was dlowed to stop more than five minutes in the street
without someone atending to it, and only up to a maximum of twenty minutes even when
attended. (An exception to the twenty-minute rule was made for doctors atending to
patients) When vehicles did stop in the street, they were to be pardle to the sdewalk,
and as close as possible to the curb. If the street was less than thirty feet wide, vehicles
could stand in asingle row dong one side. On wider Streets vehicles were permitted to
park in one row on both sides of the street. (Given that vehicles could be up to 10 feet

wide, on a 31-foot street thiswould have left at most 11 feet in the center for moving

51 Chandler, The charter and ordinances of the ci ty of Boston, 1850.
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traffic.) Driverswere dso directed to stop their vehicles such that they would not prevent
other vehiclesfrom passing. The only exception to this rule was that wagons unloading

or loading heavy articles were alowed to block traffic “for areasonable time, not
exceeding SX minutes.”

There were only afew differences between the 1850 city regulations and those
issued in 1876.°> Asof 1876, omnibus drivers were directed to stick to their assigned
routes and not to stop longer than necessary to take on or let off passengers. Teamswere
added to those vehicles dlowed to travel up to seven miles per hour. Two new
exceptions were added to the rule about not stopping for more than twenty minutes: city
carriages stopped at city buildings, and certain wagons selling produce were alowed to
exceed the limit. Also, anew ordinance directed drivers not to alow their vehicle to get
closer than ten feet from the vehicle ahead when crossing Streets or pedestrian paths. A
find change was the addition of arule dlowing cod and firewood to be placed in the
street up to two hours, or up to thirty minutes after sunset, aslong asit didn’t obstruct
traffic.

Another addition was a set of rulesfor sreetcars, which were now common on the
streets. The horse-drawn cars were to keep at least thirty feet apart and to travel no more
than five miles per hour in most of the city. They were forbidden to stop aoreast of
another car traveling in the opposite direction, or to stop longer than necessary to let
passengers on or off when in the centrd city.

By 1890, the wording of some of the regulations had changed considerably, but their

content was virtudly identica. One of the only changes to the rules mentioned above

52 Boston City Council, Ordinances and rules and orders of the city of Boston, together with a digest of the general and
specific statutes of the Massachusetts Legidature relating to the city, Boston, Rockwell and Churchill, 1876.
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was that by 1890, the regulation on pedestrians blocking the sidewak had been changed
such that it was now illegd to obstruct foot-travelers for any amount of time. Also, the
prohibition on hackney carriages stopping abreast of each other had been extended to all
vehicles, and city carriages stopped at public buildings could no longer remain past the
generd twenty minute limit>®* Over the next few years, during the course of the
congestion debates described in Chapters 4 and 5, many people proposed changing the
regulaions. Nevertheless, by 1894 they il looked virtudly the same as they had in
1890.>

The police were responsible for enforcing the regulations. There was very little
discusson of how effective their enforcement was, though it was likely very spotty at
best. Traffic regulations were not considered a priority for police in most cities at that
time. One cartoon from the Boston Post suggests that most drivers did not pay them

much attention (see Figure 3.14).

53 Boston Ci ty Council, The Revised Ordinances of 1890 of the City of Boston and the Revised Regulations of 1890 of
the Board of Aldermen of the City of Boston, being the tenth revision, Boston, Rockwell and Churchill, 1890.

4 Boston City Council, The revised ordinances of 1892 of the City of Boston and the revised regulations of 1892 of the
Board of Aldermen of the City of Boston: Being the eleventh revision, second edition, containing all ordinances passed
between March 3, 1892, and January 30, 1894, and all regulations of the Board of Aldermen passed between July 22,
1892, and January 30, 1894, Boston, Rockwell and Churchill, 1894.
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Figure 3.14: Post cartoon about lack of enforcement
of traffic regulations.

7 !'h.H {"|||||||':h

;Citgr Ordinances Held in Contermpt by Horse
| Dealers of the Friend 5t. Neighborhood. -

Note: The heading at the top reads, “Who are the people?’ The
sign to the left of the figure reads, “ City ordinencebehanged,” and
thesignto theright “The police arewith us.” The front two papers
on the ground read, “ City ordinance against fast driving,” and
“City ordinance against obstructing streets and walks.” Source:
Boston Post, April 24, 1894, p. 1.

By the 1920s, the city’ s traffic regulations had become much more complex. Just
around the turn of the century many urban reformers and traffic experts began to push

cities to use regulations more effectively to minimize congestion on the streets and
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improve safety. Between 1900 and 1920 cities around the country adopted increasingly
elaborate regulaions®

By 1920, the state had moved control over traffic regulations in Boston from the city
council to the Board of Street Commissioners. The commissioners adjusted the rules
regularly, athough the code was only republished as awhole from every year or so.
During the years of the loop highway the rules were adjusted in minor ways many times,
but there were no mgjor changes>® The following paragraphs describe the Street Traffic
Regulations and Rules for Driving from 1919.>

The 1919 Regulations were published as a sixteen-page pamphlet covering thirteen
articles. Copies of the pamphlet were available at the offices of the Board of Street
Commissionersor at any police gation. The articles set down awide variety of rules,
covering topics ranging from ingtructions on driving and parking, to a prohibition on
mistreating horses, to the maximum permitted length and width of vehicles. Asthe
Regulations explained in a paragraph buried towards the end, the rules were both
“gpecific and generd.” The generd rules covered the whole city, while the specific ones
designated certain streets where the rules were modified specificaly to help reduce traffic
congestion in the business didrict:

These rules are both specific and general. The specific rules are intended to apply to the
congested part of the city, and areto govern in the streets and places referred to, so asto aid the
progress of business and to facilitate traffic, while the general rules are intended to apply to all
sections of the city. Drivers of vehicles should familiarize themselves with these rules, so asto

5 William Phel ps Eno, The story of highway traffic control, 1899-1939, The Eno Foundation for Highway Traffic
Control, 1939; Clay McShane, " The origins and globalization of traffic control signals,” 1999, pp. 379-404.

%8 There were some minor changes, such as banning parking on additional blocks, and changing twenty-minute time

limtis to one-hour limits.
57 Boston Board of Street Commissioners, Street traffic regulations and rules for driving, 1919.
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distinguish between the two classes, and they should also familiarize themsel ves with the district
which is considered congested . . . and govern themselves accordingly >® (Italics added.)

Many of the generd rules regulated driving behavior. For example, the city had one-
way gStreets by the 1920s, and one article designated along list of streets that were one-
way between 7 am. and 6 pm, Sundays and legal holidays excepted. Therewasdso a
prohibition againgt driving any vehicle “designed or loaded so as likely to cause delay or
accident.” Drivers were directed to stay to the right unless passing dow-moving
vehicles, to stay away from intersections and not to block them, not to reverse direction
in adreet only if this could be accomplished without backing up the vehicle, and to keep
vehicles off sdewaks.

With the exception of one-way Street designations, the specific rules al aimed to
prevent vehicles from standing in the street in congested places. Indeed, dmogt hdlf the
pamphlet congsted of three articles that limited vehicles from stopping in ways that
might obgiruct treffic. These were “Article 5 - Stopping, Standing and Turning,” “Article
6 - Recalving and Ddlivering Passengers and Merchandise” and “Article 9 - Regtricted
Streets” The regulations amed to control both vehicles |eft unattended at the curb
(parked) and also attended vehicles stopped at the curb to load or unload goods.

In the early and mid-1920s, the only available parking lots were just outside the
downtown, so most drivers parked on the street. The primary rule about parking in the
central business digtrict was that no vehicle should be parked for more than twenty
minutes, though police officers could, at their discretion, permit vehiclesto stand for
longer periods of time when thiswouldn’t interfere with vehicle or pededtrian treffic.

Thisbadic rule was augmented with long lists of blocks where specid rules gpplied,

%8 |bid, p. 15.



however. On certain streets the board permitted longer parking between the hours of 6
p.m. and 6 am. Elsawhere the pamphlet designated streets where no vehicle could stand
for more than five minutes between 9 am. and 5 p.m., Streets where vehicles could stop
only to drop off or pick up passengers, and streets where there was no standing at al from
7 am. to 6 p.m. Another section of the Regulations identified streets where vehicles
were permitted to stop and wait for passengers for up to ether thirty or sixty minutes,
depending on the loceation.

Other regulations targeted vehicles loading and unloading merchandise. Ona
number of designated “redtricted Streets,” delivery or collection of heavy items or
backing of vehicles to the curb was prohibited from 9 am. to 5 p.m. When transferring
merchandise across Sdewalks, skids were permitted, but only when they didn’'t cause
“unreasonable’ obgruction and only for amaximum of five minutes a atime.
Merchandise was not to be transferred from one vehicle to another in the street, except in
asmdl number of streets listed as exceptions.

Startlingly, perhaps, to today’ s reader, is the fact that two sections of the Regulations
specificaly permitted stopped freight vehicles to block streetcars and other vehicles. One
of these sections permitted vehicles, during business hours, to back up to the curb to load
or unload for amaximum of ten minutes. Between 6 p.m. and 6 am. longer sops were
permitted for loading or unloading bulky merchandise, even if this congested treffic,
though “in no event shall such teams or vehicles block surface cars™ for alonger period
than ten minutes a any onetime.” The other section prohibited drivers from parking

vehicles such that they would obsiruct other vehicles for longer than five minutes

%9 The term “surface cars’ referred to streetcars.
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(thereby implying that it was acceptable to obstruct other vehicles for up to five minute).
In the 1925 book Street Traffic Control, traffic expert Miller McClintock criticized the
fira of these provisonsin a section discussing “Regulations of the Standing Vehicdle”
McClintock pointed out that many cities alowed vehicles to stand perpendicular to the
curb, athough only if they didn’t block traffic, but he recommended againgt permitting
thisin congested areas. He ds0 said that Boston was unusud in not only permitting this,
but even alowing it when doing so blocked other vehicles:

In Boston one finds the surprising permission to drivers of loading vehicles to back to the
curbing between the hours of 6 o’ clock p.m. and 6 o’ clock a.m. and to block surface cars for a
period not to exceed 10 minutes at onetime. In many other cities one finds explicit permission
for vehiclesto back to the curb to discharge or load goods, though usually with the general
qualification that the position of the vehicle shall not unduly obstruct traffic.%® (Italicsin
original.)

In addition to regulating vehicles, the regulations had a short section covering
pedestrian behavior. Article 11 was entitled “ The rights and duties of pedestrians.” It
noted that roads were “ primarily intended for vehicles,” but that pedestrians had the right
to crossthem in safety. Their only direct responsibility was never to cross without first
looking for vehicles. In addition, Article 11 requested, though did not require, that

pedestrians cross at intersections:

By crossing as nearly as possible at right angles, preferably at regular crossings, persons will
greatly add to their own safety, facilitate traffic and make it much less difficult for the horses,
which often have to be reined in suddenly and painfully to avoid careless and unthinking
pedestrians®*

The regulations aso suggested that pedestrians could increase walking speeds by keeping
to the right on sdewalk, and not stopping in such away to block other pedestrians.
In theory the police enforced the traffic regulations, and drivers caught bresking

them were fined up to $20 for each offense. The Boston police first formed a dedicated

0 Miller McClintock, Street traffic control, 1st ed., New Y ork, McGraw-Hill, 1925, pp. 154-155.
61 Boston Board of Street Commissioners, Sreet traffic regulations, 1919, p. 15.
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traffic squad in 1919, and by 1925 it had 180 men.®? This traffic squad was responsible
for both directing traffic and enforcing traffic regulaions. Bostonians frequently
complained about the lack of enforcement, however, especialy with regard to parking
regrictions. For example, in 1926 amember of the Chamber of Commerce wrote a letter
to the police commissioner requesting the crestion of a specia group of officers charged
soldy with the task of enforcing parking regulations. In the letter he complained that:

The parking situation in down-town Boston is becoming increasingly acute. Due doubtlessto
the shortage of officers, the “one-hour” and “no-parking” regulations are not being enforced as
the public would wish them to be.%®

The police themsalves aso complained of the difficulty enforcing parking restrictions,
claming that they did not have nearly enough officersto do thejob. The chamber
reported that a police captain brought the problem up during a speech he gave & the
chamber:

When asked what business men can do, [the] Captain says that they can pay more attention to
parking. “That isafactor of the traffic problem which is giving us as much, if not more, trouble
than anything else.”®*

Inthefdl of 1926 the police finally designated a portion of their newly enlarged
squad to the parking problem. The chamber informed Current Affairs readersthat, “A
parking squad of abouit thirty-five men with roving assgnments will be formed so thet its
efficency will beonahighlevd. Thear duty will beto root out the illegal parker, and

paticulaly the ‘dl-day parker.’"®

82 Current Affairs, " Divisions 20 and 21, B.P.D.," September 28, 1925, pp. 5+.

83 Current Affairs, " New police officersin training" July 12, 1926, pp. 4 & 16. For other complaints about lack of
enforcement, see also: Boston Transcript, "More freedom in general parking under new rule," December 2, 1925, p. 1.

84 Current Affairs, " Divisions 20 and 21, B.P.D.," September 28, 1925, pp. 5+.  See also statement from Police Chief
Wilson in: Boston Transcript, *Chamber opposes drastic parking rule suggested,” June 4, 1925, pp. 1 & 7.

85 Current Affairs, " Editorial: Literaly 'no parking' henceforth," August 30, 1926, pp. 6 & 17.
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One problem with enforcement was that tickets had to be prosecuted through the
regular courts. This made enforcement extremely time-consuming, Snce the officer who
issued a citation had to show up for acourt trid. (Throughout the years covered by this
case study, there were repeated calls to change state law o that traffic violations could be
collected as smple fines instead of being prosecuted through the regular court system)
Boston police dso most likely faced the problems historian Paul Barrett described in
Chicago, where enforcing traffic regul ations was nearly impossible, especidly with
regard to passenger automobiles. Barrett explained that enforcement was difficult
because judges often threw out the charges, the public lacked respect for the ordinances
(adtuation heightened by motorists' belief that enforcement was often corrupt), and

autos were quick enough that drivers could often speed away from the police and

escape.®®

66 payl Barrett, The automobile and urban transit: The formation of public policy in Chicago, 1900-1930, Philadelphia,

Temple University Press, 1983, Chapters2 & 5.
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CHAPTER4

CURING CONGESTION IN THE 1890s:
THE SUBWAY STORY

4.1 Introduction

In 1890 the West End Street Railway Company petitioned the state legidature for a
charter to build an elevated road. One supporter described the Situation the road was

meant to improve asfollows:

Imagine for amoment—it isafact: | will not ask you to imagineit, but to face it—that al this
travel seeks an entrance into the heart of Boston through this little narrow neck between these
two expanding stretches of suburb at the narrowest parts of Washington and Tremont Streets, the
width of Tremont Street opposite my office, on the corner of Tremont and Pemberton square,
being 31 feet. What istheresult? Theresult isthat in these two jugular veins, through which
the whole blood of these connected bodies must pass, there is continually a congestion of travel,
for these who ride and those who walk. Y our teams, your carriages, your drays, your horse cars,
al gather there in inextricable confusion.

The speaker’ s sentiments were shared by many of the city’ s resdents, who were indeed
fed up with the traffic described by the petitioner. However, the private sector was not to
be the source of action on the problem. Late in 1890, the city and state government
findly took anew interest in the matter. Instead of relying on the private sector to bring
about improvements, they set to work to try to craft a solution themsdves. Over the next
few years, a series of public commissions produced and studied plans for new streets,

subways, elevated roads, and, to alesser extent, traffic regulations. The solution that in

1 John Davis Long, Argument of Hon. John D. Long on behalf of the petition of the West End Street Railway, for
authority to construct elevated roads, April 8, Boston, Daniel Gunn & Company, 1890, pp. 7-8.

89



18%4 finally received the necessary city, state, and popular gpprova was for a city-built
subway.?

The subway opened in 1897. It ran about two miles through the congested
downtown, and connected to existing surface dreetcar lines. Theinitid five Sations
were |located at Boylston Street, Park Street, Scollay Square, Adams Square, and
Haymarket Square (see Figure 3.4). Its opening was amgjor event in transportation
higtory, asit was only the fourth subway in the world at that time, and thefirst in the
United States.

This chapter traces the planning and politica processesthat led to the find decision
to build the subway, as wdl as providing contextud information relevant to
understanding the events that occurred.  After discussing the mgjor trends in planning
activity of thetimes, it describes the chief indtitutions and individuas involved in the
trangportation planning debates. The last section details the events of the subway story

itsdlf.

4.2 Planning in the 1890s

City planning in the 1890s was till a concept gathering force rather than an
established professon. Most people who performed work we would today call city
planning didn’t use that term. Nevertheless, a growing number of people were studying
cities and trying to affect their development using concepts and techniques that would
soon codesce into a recognized professon. None of them were full-time “city planners”

al having other jobs. Some worked as designers and builders, having backgroundsin

2 A charter was also granted at the same time for a private corporation to build an elevated road, but the subway was
the heart of the congestion relief plans.
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architecture, landscape architecture, and engineering, while others came from such
assorted professons as law, medicine, and the clergy.

Most historians of the city planning profession in its modern form assumeit to have
begun in the mid-nineteenth century, when indudtridization and an influx of immigrants
drawn to manufacturing jobs radically changed the form of cities. The draméticdly
increasing numbers of people and economic activity crowded the streets, leading to calls
for better infrastructure in order to dedl with the traffic congestion.® In addition, the
exploding population led to the creation of large didtricts of tenement housing, where
resdents crammed into tiny, expensive, uncomfortable living arrangements. Tenement
housing and what was cdled the “ congestion of population” came to be seen as some of
the greatest socid problems of the day.* Tenements were believed to breed disease, and
to corrupt resdents minds aswell astheir bodies. These housing conditions were of
concern to middle and upper class city dwellers for more than dtruistic reesons. They
feared epidemics of contagious diseases that put al city resdents at risk, too, and worried
about socid uprisngs from disstisfied |aborers and the unemployed. Also, they
percaived tenements dwellers as physcdly unfit, and therefore less productive factory
workers or, should the need arise, soldiers.

A sacond set of traditions informing the planning movement in the 1890s was the
newly developing good government movement. Starting in the late 1880s, but redly
taking hold in the 1890s, many middle-class citizens began to advocate mgor changesin

the political arrangements of municipa government. These reformers were reacting to

3 Seg, for example: Engineering News, " The growth of city traffic," October 15, 1897, p. 273-275; Sientific American,
" Bridge over our downtown side streets," February 8, 1890, p. 82.
4 See, for example: The Forum, " The congestion of cities," January 1888, pp. 527-535; The Forum, " The tenement-
house problem," April 1888, pp. 207-215.
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what they described as “machine governments,” a system that developed after the Civil
War where tightly organized urban political organizations offered jobs, money, and other
persond favorsin exchange for votes. Immigrant communities usudly ran these
machines, which was doubtless one reason they attracted the ire of the mostly Anglo
reformers. The good government movement aimed to replace machine government with
more professona urban governance oriented towards the “public interet” rather than
individua interests. Reforms favored by the good government advocates were mostily
technica changes to the structure of locad government, such as the introduction of civil
service exams for municipal employees, and the replacement of didtrict dections for city
councilors with a-large eections. While these procedurd reforms were at the heart of
the good government movement in the late nineteenth century, they did o take an
interest in improvements to the physica city, such parks, utilities, and transportation
systems?®

The middle class citizens who st out to improve urban living conditions took
different approaches. Some, working from a public hedlth perspective, tried to force
tenement owners to provide residents with more light and air, since these were believed
to keep disease at bay. Also, they encouraged cities and tenement ownersto develop
better water and sanitation facilities for low-income citizens®

Another group of reformers advocated the creation of publicly ble green

gpace, fird in the form of cemeteries, and later as public parks and playgrounds. These

5 Mel Scott, American city planning since 1890: A history commemor ating the fiftieth anniversary of the American
Institute of Planners, Berkeley, University of California Press, 1971, pp. 40-42; Robert H. Wiebe, The search for order,
1877-1920, New Y ork, Hill and Wang, 1967. For aclassic statement of reform ideology written around the turn of the
century, see: Lincoln Steffens, The shame of the cities, New Y ork, Hill and Wang, 1957 [orig. 1904].

6 Jon A. Peterson, "The impact of sanitary reform upon American urban planning, 1840-1890," in Introduction to
planning history in the United States, edited by D. A. Krueckeberg, New Brunswick, N.J., Center for Urban Policy
Reearch, 1983, pp. 13-39.
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open spaces were intended to provide recreational opportunities, aswell asto have a
sociaizing effect on the poor, who were seen to lack middle-class values. The most
famous practitioner of the parks movement was Frederick Law Olmsted, one of the
designers of New York City’s Central Park. He later developed park and parkway plans
for many other dities, including Boston.

A related reform vison was that the land around cities should be opened up for the
development of inexpensive homes. Once cheap and rapid transportation linked these
neighborhoods to downtown jobs, then working families could afford to live in the
suburbs, where the influences of home ownership and “country” landscapes were
assumed to benefit resdents morals and hedth.” Theided of suburban living asan
anecdote to the percelved ills of the city was one of the strongest beliefs mativeting city
planning a thetime.

Somewhat |ater in the century, a new interest in monumenta public architecture
developed, known as the “ City Beautiful” movement. Architects such as Danidl
Burnham drew up plans for paatia public buildings arranged around plazas and
magnificent boulevards. These magnificent and imposing civic gpaces, designed in the
style of the grand European capitas, were meant not only to express to the world acity’s
wedth and prestige, but aso to have an uplifting effect on resdents, inspiring them to be
good citizens.

Findly, atheme running through many of these urban reform movements was the
need to improve transportation systems, both the congested and dirty downtown streets,

and dso public transportation systems that brought commuters into downtown jobs.

" David Schuyler, The new urban landscape: The redefinition of city formin nineteenth-century America, Baltimore,
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986.
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Urban improvers looked at the narrow and twisting streets that marked most downtowns
and dreamed of replacing them with grids, perhaps punctuated with sweeping diagona
boulevards® Very few mgor street improvements to ease congestion were built in
downtowns, but there were many plans for them. Street design was also akey concern
when laying out new residentiad neighborhoods, with designers hoping to avoid the
“mistakes’ made by older communities.

Ancther important trangportation issue was improving transit out to the suburbs,
snce only with good, inexpensive trangt could families with modest incomes afford to
livethere. New York City built the country’sfirst elevated railroad in the late 1870s, and
throughout the rest of the century, leedersin other citiestried to build these systems.
Elevated railroads traveled much faster than surface streetcars and thus held the potentia
of speeding commutes and opening up to development more remote land. However, by
1890 Chicago was the only other city to have built e evated roads; effortsin other cities
were symied by financia problems, competition among different would- be elevated
rallroad developers, and public opposition to the noise, dirt, and other environmental
problems associated with elevated trains.

Boston was rdatively advanced in many of these urban improvement movements.
The city had an unusudly large number of suburban housing units, and an extengve
system of streetcars and commuter railroads linking these residents to the downtown.
Also, in the 1880s and mid-1890s, reformers succeeded in creating regiona water,

sawerage, and park commissions. The good government movement was a so established

8 See, for example: American Architect and Building News, " Thoroughfaresin great cities," July 27, 1878, pp. 27-28;
Architectural Record, " The street plan of acity's business district," March 1903, pp. 234-247; Engineering News,
" Diagonal avenuesin cities," October 10, 1891, pp. 334-335.
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in Bogston, with the so-called “ Citizens Association” of consarvative busnessmen

advoceting for reform of the municipal adminigration.

4.3 Key players

This section describes the individuds, government indtitutions, and civic
organizations that were dominated the debates over transportation and traffic congestion.
During the period of this case sudy, Boston mayor Nathan Matthews, Jr. wasthe single
most prominent advocate for improvements to the city’ s transportation system, and dso
of the subway plan in particular. The Sate legidature dso played akey rolein the
events. A series of proposals for mgor capita projects to reduce congestion were
debated from 1891 to 1894, with most of the mgjor public hearings and studies happening
a the satelevel. The Sate legidature, which was known as the “ Generd Court,”
appointed a series of legidative committees to Sudy the city’ s trangportation needs, and,
voted on severa proposas that the committees recommended. The officid role of the
city council was limited to gpproving some of the acts passed by the legidature, though
the council aso requested the legidative committees to take certain pogitions. In addition
to officid government actors, the citizens of Boston were caled upon to gpprove or
disspprove legidétive acts in three different referenda. Also, various interest groups
lobbied for and againgt particular proposals. Of these, the most active were the Master
Teamsters Association, representing owners of teaming businesses, the Citizens
Association, agood government group of mostly Republican busnessmen; and the

Associated Board of Trade, which represented many industry associations.
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4.3.1 The city government

In the 1890s, amayor and abicamerd city council governed the city of Boston. The
Board of Aldermen had 12 members dected by didtrict, while the Common Council hed
75 members representing 25 wards. The mayor and city council members were dl
elected to one-year terms. Thanksto amgor revison of the city charter in 1885, the
mayor had wide-ranging powers that included the right to appoint employeesin the
executive departments, as well as aline-item veto over appropriations by the Board of
Aldermen.

Severd different departments were responsible for street and traffic issues. There
was an eected Board of Street Commissoners. This board had the authority to make
traffic regulations (which previowdy the city council had done.) At the mayor’s request,
it also prepared various street widening plans and estimated the cost of other proposals.
In 1891, Mayor Matthews aso created a Board of Survey to supervise the laying out of
new streets and widening of existing ones. Because it dedt mogtly with sregtsin
undeveloped land, the Board of Survey was only tangentidly uninvolved in the
deliberations about downtown congestion relief.

Traditiondly the city government had been controlled by dite, Protestant, *Y ankeg”
families known as the “Boston Brahmins” In the last three decades of the nineteenth
century, however, the working-class Irish immigrant community became a powerful
political force and helped move the city from Republican to Democratic control. Thereis

no good data on the exact percent of the population that was first or second generation
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Irish, but one 1899 writer estimated they were about half of the city’sresidents.” Thefirst
Irish councilman was eected in 1857, thefirgt Irish dderman in 1870, and the firgt Irish
mayor in 1885.° The Boston Brahmins did not withdraw from locd dective politicsin
the face of the new immigrant power, as hgppened in some other American cities.
Instead, a coalition developed between the Irish community and a number of younger, so-
cdled “Yankee Democrats,” enabling the party to control the mayoralty for twenty of the
years between 1870 and 1900. In 1885 Boston elected itsfirst Irish mayor, but for most
of these years the codlition backed candidates from patrician Y ankee families. The three
mayors who served the longest (they included Matthews) were dl graduates of Harvard
who came from prominent families™

The Irish Democratic political organization in Boston was not a gtrict machine
system, as was found in some immigrant-controlled cities like New York. From the mid-
1870s through the early 1890s, Patrick Maguire was as close to asingle leader asthe
Demoacratic Irish had, but he was “first among equas,” as one author put it, rather than a
boss who controlled the whole city. Instead of a centrdized machine, the Boston Irish
had various persondities who controlled blocks of votes*?

Nathan Matthews, Jr., who served as mayor from 1891 to 1894, was commonly
referred to as the father of the subway, and indeed hisis the one name prominently linked
to the plan, from beginning to end. This reputation lasted beyond the years of his

mayoraty— amost al his biographers mention the subway as one of his mgor

° Publications of the American Statistical Association, " The growth of the population of Boston," June 1899, p. 240.
10 political Science Quarterly, " Ethnic political transition in Boston, 1884-1933: Some lessons for contemporary
cities," Summer 1978, p. 222.
= Geoffrey Blodgett, "Y ankee leadership in adivided city, 1860-1910," in Boston 1700-1980: The evolution of urban
politics, edited by R. P. Formisano and C. K. Burns, Westport, Conn., Greenwood Press, 1984.
12 Steven P. Erie, Rainbow's end: Irish-Americans and the dilemmas of urban machine politics, 1840-1985, Berkeley,
University of California Press, 1988, pp. 9, 28, 42.
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achievements. Hisintense involvement with trangportation issues began in 1891, when

he served as amember on alegidative Rapid Transt Commission studying the region’s
rgpid trangit needs, and he advocated for and againgt various transportation improvements
over the next few years, culminating his efforts with a successful push to win gpprova

for the subway.

Matthews was born in 1854 into a Y ankee family. His education included two years
studying law and political economicsin Germany, aswell as bachelor’s and law degrees
from Harvard. Over the course of hislife Matthews became a prominent red estate
lawyer and trustee for anumber of the city’slarge red estate trusts.** Matthews' éection
fit the pattern of Boston locdl palitics during the last quarter of the nineteenth century,
when the Irish community dlied with Y ankee Democrats to keep the city out of
Republican hands. In the late 1880s, he became involved in the newly formed Y oung
Men's Democratic Club of Massachusetts, an dliance of Y ankee and Irish Democrats.™

Although not known for his persona appeal, Matthews was highly respected.

During his campaign in the 1890s, the New York Times described him as “a brilliant
orator, and a fearless champion of clean politics and decent methods in administration.”*
Matthews adminigtration was widdy praised for efficiency and financid prudence. He
consolidated or eiminated severa departments in the city government, and reduced both
the city’ s debt and notorioudy high tax rate'® He appointed Republicansto afew
positions such as City Auditor in order to protect himsdlf from Republican opposition.

(The Republican Herald praised him as a“bright and clever man,” when speaking of his

13 New York Times, "Nathan Matthews, Jr., nominated by the Democrats,” November 11, 1890, p. 1.

14 Richard Harmond, Tradition and changein the gilded age: A political history of Massachusetts, 1878-1893, Ph.D.
dissertation, Columbia, New York City, 1967, p. 311.

15 New York Times, "Boston'slocal election: A young reformer likely to be elected mayor," December 8, 1890, p. 5.

16 New York Times, "Boston's municipal contest: An effort to overthrow good government,” November 27, 1893, p. 3.
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“drength and importance’ as an advocate before the sate legidature.r’) While Matthews
fisca conservancy won him friends among good government reform advocates such as
the Citizens Association, he ultimately aienated the working classes after the country
sank into depression in the spring of 1893, because he refused to put the city into debt in
order to fund relief payments to the unemployed, or create new city jobsfor them. The
one exception to his refusd to expand employment was his support for the subway.*® The
fact that Matthews refused to support most programs suggested as methods to provide
income to the unemployed suggests that his support for the subway was based on a
conviction that it was good transportation policy, rather than a desire to provide
employment.

Along with the subway, Matthews was a strong promoter of better municipa
adminigration and planning. Under hisrule the city began an investigetion of its
inadequate water supply that led to the creation of a metropolitan water board in 1895.
He created the Board of Survey to study the need for laying out new streets, had the
municipality begin watering streets, paved and repaved needy street surfaces, and

improved the city’s parks.*®

4.3.2 The state government

The state legidature in Massachusetts was known as the General Court. It had two

bodies, a Senate of 40 members and a House of Representatives with 240 members.

7 Boston Herald, "The mayor and Mr. Whitney; Shining stars in the firmament of legislative committee," March 19,
1893, p. 22.
8 New England Quarterly, " Nathan Matthews: Politics of reform in Boston, 1890-1910," 1977, pp. 626-643; Geoffrey
Blodgett, Massachusetts Democrats in the Cleveland era, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1966; Blodgett,
"Y ankee leadership in adivided city", 1983.
19 Boston Transcript, "Mayor Matthews accepts," December 1, 1893, p. 3; Blodgett, Massachusetts Democrats in the
Cleveland era, 1966.
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Members were dected annudly, and received only avery smal sdary. They tended to
come from well-respected families, but were rarely members of upper class. Many were
young men, not very politically savvy, who were trying to build a reputation before going
on to more prestigious dected office. Few of them remained for very long in their seats?°

At the end of the nineteenth century the city of Boston, which was largdy
Democretic, often found itsdf &t odds with the Generadl Court, which had been
Republican-controlled since the end of the Civil War.?*  In 1895, the high point for
Republican control, there were 36 Republicans and 4 Democrats in the senate, while the
house had 191 Republicans, 48 Democrats, and 1 Socidist.?? The Boston members, as
Democrats, were usualy among the least prestigious in the house®

The legidature was wdl-known for its antipathy to the city of Boston. City-state
conflict has been portrayed by some scholars as anativist reaction to the rise of
immigrant Irish politica power in the city. However, the city and state had been feuding
for far longer than the Irish had any gppreciable power—at least back to the 1850s, when
the Genera Court legidated that only authorized government agents could sdl dcohol in
Bogton. The city was uninterested in enforcing these laws, while the surrounding suburbs
tried to force Boston police to do so. Among other consequences, the conflict over

alcohol led the Genera Court to create a Sate-appointed board to manage the police,

20 30n Teaford, The unheralded triumph: City government in America, 1870-1900, Baltimore, Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1986, pp. 98-102.

2! Jack Tager and John W. Ifkovic, eds, Massachusetts in the Gilded Age: Selected essays, Amhearst, University of
Massachusetts Press, 1985, pp. 31-32.

22 Michael Edmund Hennessy, Four decades of Massachusetts politics, 1890-1935, Freeport, N.Y ., Books for Libraries
Press, 1971 [c. 1935], p. 37.

23 Blodgett, Massachusetts Democrats in the Cleveland era, 1966, p. 108.
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which infuriated the city. Other city-state struggles took place over issues like
educationd policy.?

The Generd Court held effective veto power over dl mgor city improvements
through laws limiting city tax rates and the amount of debt that could be issued. Thus,
any expendve transportation project such as a city-funded subway or mgjor street
improvements had to be approved by the General Court. These financid controls dated
from the end of the Civil War, when throughout the country, cities aswell asthe higher
levels of government were in precarious financia postions, and Sates decided to reignin
local spending. In addition, as the nineteenth century neared the end, the Republican
legidature in Massachusetts wanted to limit spending by the Democrétic city for partisan
reasons.?®

L obbyigts heavily influenced the date legidature. They were available to anyone
with the money to hire them (no single interested dominated the legidature). The most
notorious case of lobbying in the late nineteenth century involved the West End Street
Railway Company. Eager to win acharter for an eevated train, the company spent tens
of thousands of dollars hiring lobbyigts, plying legidators with food and entertainment,
and paying newspapersto print favorable articles. The whole affair was revesled to greet
public outrage, but little effective reform was achieved.?®

The governor had rdatively little influence over state legidation beyond his veto

power over dtate legidation. He was responsible for gppointing membersto the

24 James Anthony Merino, A great city and its suburbs: Attempts to integrate metropolitan Boston, 1865-1920, PhD
dissertation, University of Texas, Austin, 1969, Chapter 4.

25 |pid, pp. 47-50.

26 Blodgett, Massachusetts Democrats in the Cleveland era, 1966, pp. 109-113.
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independent state boards and commissions that carried out the bulk of the state's
executive affairs, but didn't hold significant influence over his gppointees?’

The Generd Court had a system of standing committees, composed of legidators,
which reviewed most legidation. 1n 1893 and 1894 it directed such committees to study
transportation plans that had been put forward.?® In addition to its own committees, the
legidature had atradition of assgning controversid billsto specid study commissions,
with at least some of the members of these bodies usualy appointed by the governor.® In
1891 the Genera Court established a gpecid Rapid Transit Commission to study
Boston'’ s trangportation needs. Between the legidative standing and specia committees,
over ahundred public hearings were held, and it is at these that the citizens and

asociations made their views known.

4.3.3 The Rapid Transit Commission

In 1891 the sate legidature authorized the creation of a“Rapid Trangt Commisson”
to study passenger and freight trangportation between the city and its suburbs. The
commisson’s charge included gathering public input, and putting together a detalled
plan. Its efforts resulted in ahighly detailed presentation of data on transportation issues
in the region, as well as comprehengve suggestions for making improvements to dmost
al modes of trangportation. Although its recommendations were never directly
implemented, the Rapid Transt Commission played a very important role in the events of

the 1890s. It involved the citizenry in trangportation issues by holding fifty-one public

%" bid, pp. 102-103.

28 Bogton Globe, "Will be ajoint committee," January 8 (p.m.), 1894, p. 1.

29 Massachusetts L egislative Research Bureau, Index of Special Reports Authorized by the General Court 1900-1988,
6th ed., Boston, the Bureau, 1989.
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hearings, created a body of information and proposas for public consideration, and set
the stage for specific projects that were considered in the following years.

This commission conssted of three members gppointed by the governor, and three
members gppointed by the mayor of Boston with approva from the city council. In
addition, the mayor and city engineer of Boston served as ex officio members. The city
council appropriated $20,000 for the board' s expenses, but the members themselves
received no compensation.

The governor at the time was, unusudly, a Democrat, but he nominated three
Republicans to the board—John Quincy Adams, Chester W. Kingdey, and Osborne
Howes, J. Their party affiliation was intended to give the board wide credibility, Snce
Mayor Matthews gppointed three Democrats, Henry L. Higginson, James B. Richardson,
and John. E. Fitzgerdd. The nominations were well received on both sides of the
politica spectrum; the Republican Transcript and Democratic Globe and Post dl
published editorias supporting the nominees*

None of the men had direct professond involvement with rapid trangt or railroad
matters. Matthews had origindly wanted acommission of engineers and other men with
professond expertise in the subject, but found significant opposition to theidea. Some
people objected that the issues involved were not solely engineering ones, and others
pointed out that it would be hard to find professonad experts without any persond
interests a stake. Anticipating the thrust of the budding good government movements,

some citizens argued that the commissioners should be public-spirited citizens and

30 Boston Globe, "Editorid: The rapid transit commission,” June 11, 1891, p. 10; Boston Transcript, "Editorial: The
Rapid Transit Commission," June 11, 1891, p. 4; Bosont Post, “Editorial: The Rapid Transit Commission,” June 11,

1891, 4.
103



businessmen, and that they could hire professona consultants when specia expertise
was needed.*!

John Quincy Adams, the great-grandson of President John Adams and grandson of
President John Quincy Adams, was alawyer educated at Harvard. He had a successful
law practice and was prominently involved in Massachusetts politics. Chester W.
Kingdey was a busnessman who had moved up in the world from obscure origins. He
began his professiond life as a bank messenger and teller, and eventudly become the
president of abank in Brighton. He was dso involved in cod business. His public
service included time spent in the state Senate and on the Cambridge Water Board.
Osborne Howes, Jr., worked as the secretary to Boston' s Board of Fire Underwriters, and
aso held apostion as an editoridist at the Herald. His paliticd activity induded time
spent serving on the city’s Common Council.*> Unlike Kingdey and Adams, Howes
continued to publicly involve himself in the city’ s trangportation debates after the
commission was dissolvevd.®

Mayor Matthews selected Colonel Henry Lee Higginson to represent the city’s
“financid” interests®** Higginson, a Civil War hero, worked for his family’s stock
brokerage firm, Lee, Higginson and Company. (Firm members dso played an activerole

in the debate over the loop highway thirty yearslater). Higginson devoted much timeto

31 Boston Transcript, "Work for the new commission," June 12, 1891, p. 7; Boston Transcript, "Rapid transit: First
hearing given by the new commission,” June 25, 1891, p. 4; Charles W. Cheape, Moving the masses: Urban public
transit in New York, Boston, and Philadel phia, 1880-1912, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1980, p. 129.
32 Boston Transcript, "To give us rapid transit,” June 11, 1891, p. 10; Boston Globe, "Transit board: Mayor to send in
names this afternoon," June 10 (p.m.), 1891, p. 1.
33 Boston Herald, "The invasion of the Common,” February 22, 1894, p. 4, "Letter to the editor: A deep tunnel plan;
Would solve the rapid transit problem," April 10, 1894, pp. 1 & 8, and "L etter to the editor: The deep tunnel project,”
April 16, 1894, p. 4; Boston Globe, "Against subway; Merchants league is solidly arrayed,” April 30 (am.), 1894, p. 7,
and "L etter to the editor: 'Distorted' referendum,” July 22 (Sunday), 1894, p. 20.
34 Nathan Matthews, Jr., Letter to Robert Bacon (June 12, 1891), in Nathan M atthews, Jr., Political papers, Vol. 3.,
Littauer Library, Littauer Center, Harvard University.
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philanthropic activities—he founded the Boston Symphony and gave extensively to
various schools and colleges®** Commissioner John. E. Fitzgerdd was an Irish-born
immigrant who came to Boston in 1866. He served in both branches of Boston' s city
council aswell asin the General Court, and was known for his ftirring oratory. Other
public service gppointments included time on the city’ s school and fire commissons, and
he was the collector of interna revenue for the Massachusetts didtrict.®®  Asfor James B.
Richardson, the New York Times described him as the * ablest lawyer on the board.”
Richardson was a0 the only commissioner who had any experience with the railroad
industry, having formerly worked as generd counsdl for the New-Y ork and New-England
Railroad. His public serviceincluded two years on the Boston Common Council, an
gppointment as the city’ s corporation counsel under Mayor Hart, and a gint in the state

legidature®’

4.3.4 Business and civic associations

While business and civic groups were better known for their influence in municipa
government in the twentieth century, they were important playersin late nineteenth
century urban affarsaswedl. Historian Jon Teaford, who studied American urban
government from 1870 to 1900, concluded that business associations and civic groups of
middle-class professond citizens were powerful actors. The business groups were

usudly long-standing associations devoted to promoting a good commercid climate for

35 Albert Nelson Marquis, ed. Who's who in New England, 2nd ed., Chicago, A.N. Marquis & Company, 1916; 1st
Dragoon's Civil War Site, "Index to Henry Lee Higginson's Pages," [web page]. 2001, cited February 26, 2002],
available at http://www.geocities.com/1stdragoon/hlh.html.

36 Boston Globe, "Transit board: Mayor to send in names this afternoon,” June 10 (p.m.), 1891, p. 1; Boston Transcript,
"To give usrapid transit," June 11, 1891, p. 10.

37 New York Times, "Boston rapid transit," April 6, 1892, p. 10; Boston Transcript, "To give us rapid transit," June 11,
1891, p. 10; Boston Globe, "Transit board: Mayor to send in names this afternoon,” June 10 (p.m.), 1891, p. 1.
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their members. Earlier in the period of Teaford' s sudy, they focused mainly on resolving
private business matters, but as the century progressed, they became more and more
involved in using city government to improve the business dlimate. While they didn’t
usualy promote specific candidates, they were deeply involved in promoting legidation

or projects designed to improve loca infrastructure and services. By the 1890s, they
were often highly involved in city affairs. The “civic” associations often pursued smilar
agendas as the business groups, but were more directly political, and usualy organized
themselves under the banner of the good government movement, which aimed to reduce
corruption and increase efficiency in municipa service ddivery. Their members

included businessmen, aswell as doctors, lawyers, and other professonals. Both kinds of
organizations set up committees to study topics of interest, issued reports and
recommendations on proposas before city and date legidative bodies, and even at times
introduced legidation.®® Boston's transportation debates in the 1890s fit Teaford’s model
perfectly, with both trade and civic organizations playing active roles.

The Boston Associated Board of Trade was actively involved with the city’ s debates
over rapid trangt and congestion relief. 1ts membership was made up of delegates from
other industry associations. In 1893, there were twenty-two member organizations,
including the Boston Chamber of Commerce, Boston Board of Fire Underwriters, Boston
Fruit and Produce Exchange, Boston Merchants Association, Boston Paper Trade
Asociation, Boston Wholesdle Grocers Association, Clothing Manufacturers
Asociation, Cod Club of Boston and Vicinity, Master Teamsters' Association, New

England Metal Association, New England Shoe and Lesther Association, Redl Estate

38 Teaford, The unhearelded triumph, 1986, pp. 179-190.
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Exchange, and Master Builders Association. The Board of Trade' s stated purpose was
publicize its opinions on matters of interest to the business community. Issuesthat it
congdered important were assgned to standing committees. In 1893, for example, it had
committees on transportation, mail service, taxation, customs, lien law, and roads and
highways.* The board was active in the city’ s transportation debates in the 1890s,
debating rapid trangit issues a its meetings, assgning its trangportation committee to
investigate the various proposals in more detail, and sending representatives to public
hearings.

A more speciadized interest group that involved itsdf heavily in transportation issues
was the Master Teamsters Association.  Established in 1891, it represented about 150
team owners.*® 1t was a member of the Chamber of Commerce, and in 1893 was admitted
to the Boston Associated Board of Trade. Its main objectivesin the 1890s were to
promote street improvements and oppose the impaosition of tighter traffic regulations. It
aso supported the subway and a petition to limit the number of streetcar tracksin
downtown Boston, but was less visbly interested in these projects.

The Citizens Association was a group of about 400 businessmen, a membership the
Herald' s editors described as including some of the city’s “largest taxpayers and most
eminent citizens™* Citizens who wished to promote reform within the city government
had established the association in 1887. 1ts members were mostly Republican
businessmen, dthough the association was formally nonpartisan and didn’t support

candidates on a party basis. It did, however, did publish information about candidates

39 Boston Associated Board of Trade, Officers and committees, constituent bodies, and delegates, [Boston], [The
Board], 1893.

40 George W. Engelhardt, Boston, Massachusetts, Boston, [Boston Chamber of Commerce], 1897; Boston Associated
Board of Trade, Officers and committees, constituent bodies, and del egates, [Boston, the Board)], 1893.
41 Boston Herald, "Editorial: Plan of the Citizens Association,” February 25, 1893, p. 4.
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and opposed those whom it deemed unfit for office. True to its nonpartisan claims, the
association supported Matthews in his later campaigns for mayor.*? It was aso deeply
interested in the transportation debates, publishing extengve commentary on them in its

annua reports and making recommendeation to the different legidative committees*

4.4 The subway story

Although a subway was not formaly studied as an independent solution until 1893,
theideawas not anew one. The state legidative first authorized the congruction of a
subway intended to dedl with congestion as early as 1887. Thefina decisonin 1894 to
build one grew out of Boston's long struggle to reduce the traffic congestion on its streets
and to provide better streetcar service out to the suburbs. This narrative account of the
city’s subway debates begins in the mid-1880s, looking briefly at attempts to reduce
congestion by modifying the downtown streetcar service. The Situation temporarily
improved around 1887 as aresult of the consolidation of competing streetcar companies,
but complaints about congestion resurfaced just a couple of years later.

In 1891 the ate legidature created the Rapid Transt Commission to study the
problem, setting in motion severd years of vigorous public discusson over how to reduce
congestion in the downtown. (These congestion relief proposals were often intertwined
with proposals for “rapid trandt,” or providing faster streetcar transportation to the

suburbs.) Dozens of solutions were proposed, but the most prominent fell into three

“2 Clinton Rogers Woodruff, ed., "Citizens Association of Boston," in Proceedings of the ... Conference for Good City
Government and the ... annual meeting of the National Municipal League, 1894, Philadel phia, National Municipal
League, pp. 310-311; Peter K. Eisinger," Ethnic political transition in Boston, 1884-1933: Some lessons for
contemporary cities," Political Science Quarterly, Summer 1978, p. 225.

“3 Citizens' Association of Boston, Fourth annual report of the Executive Committee, 1892, and Fifth annual report of
the Executive Committee, 1893.
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categories: building a subway in the downtown, building an €evated road thet ran
through the downtown and out into the city’ s outer areas, or widening streets. These
years from 1891 to 1894 are the focus of the narrative here. Alongside the prominent
debates over mgjor capital projects were afew other proposass, such as regulating the
teaming industry and reducing the dengity of activity in the downtown. These non-capital
projects are discussed in later chapters, as they were only tangentia to most of the
debates about street widenings, elevated trains, and subways.

Between 1892 and 1894 three congestion-rdlief plans received the mogt atention. In
1892 the Rapid Trangt Commission called for awide-ranging and comprehensive set of
improvements that included building a subway and devated railroad, rearranging the
stream railroad terminds, widening streets, and adjugting traffic regulations. The report
was, gpparently, too ambitious for politica redlities of thetime. Various dements of the
report were debated individudly, but the plan was never evauated as awhole.

A year |ater, the citizens of Boston were asked to vote upon an “aley route” plan for
an devated railroad that would pass through the downtown in a narrow, new street cut
between Tremont and Washington Streets. The city’ s voters rgjected this plan, and o
attention turned to a subway proposa that had been considered but set aside. The subway
proposd went through various iterations, and in July of 1894 the citizens of Boston were
again caled to the polls, thistime to vote upon a plan that combined a city-built subway

with an devated system to be built by a private corporation.
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4.4.1 1880s: Consolidation, electrification, and a subway proposal

It is useful to consider the debates over trangportation policy that occurred in the
1890s with those of the preceeding decade. In the 1880s there were on-going proposas
from private firms to build subways and eevated roads, but the city government focused
on the idea of reducing the number of streetcars downtown as away to reduce
congestion. In the mid-1880s, Bostonians complained about traffic congestion problems
aong Tremont and Washington, and they defined the problem as one of too many
Sreetcar companies running competing services dong the city’ sfew main streets. At that
time, seven companies al ran horse-drawn sreetcars within the city and its suburbs.  Not
only did the competition lead to an unnecessary number of carsin the downtown (with
many cars only lightly patronized), but the stregtcar drivers behaved in ways that made
the stuation worse. Drivers would race each other, to be the first to a stop to pick up
passengers, or travel extremely dowly towards a stop, waiting for a new group of patrons
to appear.

In 1885 Mayor Hugh O’ Brien devoted part of hisinaugura addressto the city
council to discussing the congestion downtown:

... the numerous cars, many of them almost empty, that block up Washington Street from
Cornhill to Boylston Market, have become a public nuisance, interfere with public travel, and
should be abated. . . . These blockades not only interfere with public travel, but are expensive to
the city, as an extraforce of policeisrequired.

O'Brien cdled for the Boston Committee on Railroads to look into the matter.** In
response, the committee prepared a series of reports proposing an elaborate regulatory

system to limit the number of cars on Tremont and Washington by diverting some cars

a4 Hugh O'Brien, "Document 1: Inaugural address of the Mayor before the City Council," in Documents of the City of
Boston, 1885, Vol. 1, pp. 61-62.
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onto new tracksto be laid on nearby dreets. The committee aso proposed limiting the
number of cars each streetcar company could run per day or per hour on the crowded
portions of Tremont and Washington.*®

The plans didn’t lead to much action, however, and the Stuation did not improve.
Thefollowing year Mayor O’ Brien returned to the problem in hisinaugura address,
remarking that the Board of Aldermen had studied the problem but failed to achieve
results. “Blockades il continue, and horse-cars, partidly filled, block our principa
dreets, to the annoyance of common carriers and citizens generaly.” O’ Brien suggested
removing control of the matter from the city council and putting it into the hands of a
commissioner, gppointed by the mayor, who would have the power to regulate the
companies. Alternatively, he advocated consolidating the competing companies under a
sngle management.*® Theseradical proposasfell on deaf ears. The city’s Committee
on Railroads and the Board of Aldermen sent more recommendations and requests for
study back and forth, with the end result that the aldermen decided not to regulate the
exact number of cars each company could run, but did pass new regulations requiring that
cars should not wait for passengers on the busy parts of Tremont and Washington, and
that the drivers should trot their horses whenever possible” These modest changes were

not especidly effective.

45 Bogton Committee on Railroads, "Document 125: Report of the Committee on the subject of horse-car blockades,” in
Documents of the City of Boston, 1885. See also Documents 142 and 152 from the same year.
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The following year new hope for the city’s crowded Streets appeared in the form of
Henry M. Whitney and his West End Street Railway Company. The company was
originally developed to provide trangportation to alarge tract of vacant land that a
syndicate of Whitney and his friends planned to develop. However, Whitney's plans for
anew greet rallway line connecting his property to the downtown were stymied by some
of the other railway companies, which had no desire for yet another competitor.
Whitney’ s response was to buy stock in the other mgor lines serving the downtown and
then persuade the Generd Court to give him permisson to merge the different linesinto a
single company. The West End Street Railway Company thus became the largest single
rallway company in the nation, with about 3,700 employees and 8,400 horses, aswell as
200 miles of track. Whitney immediately began to coordinate the routes and schedules
within his new company, and aso to convert some of the lines from horse-drawn cars to
electric powered ones. Within a short time, the system improved greetly, and congestion
decreased at |east somewhat.®

As part of Whitney's early plans for improving strestcar servicein Boston he dso
proposed asubway. In a petition presented to the General Court in March of 1887
Whitney sated:

That the streets of Boston are and have for along time been overcrowded with cars and vehicles,
and that to remove or diminish the difficulties arising therefrom, and to furnish such further
accommodation as the public requires, it has become necessary to construct tunnels under
Boston Common and under Beacon Hill, so-called, in said City of Boston, running to some
central point near Tremont and Park Streets, and diverging in various directions to different
portions of said City.*°

48 Cheape, Moving the masses, 1980, pp. 107-125.
49 Boston Elevated Railway Company, Fifty years of unified transportation in metropolitan Boston, Boston, the
Company, 1938, pp. 32-33.
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The legidature granted permission for the company to build a subway, but in 1889, the
West End withdrew its plans®

The issue of traffic congestion in the downtown streets of Boston was often conflated
with the related issue of providing “rapid transit” and proposas for elevated railroads.
Rapid trangt, in the terms of the day, was usually taken to mean eevated roads providing
fast connections between the centra city, where most business activity occurred, and the
city’srapidly growing residentia suburbs. As early as 1879 there were proposals to build
elevated railroads in Boston, with advocates pointing to the success of these roads in New
York (thefirst elevated railroad opened therein 1870).>* In 1884 the legidature granted a
franchiseto Joe V. Meigsto build an devated railroad, but the plan failed for lack of
capital. 1n 1890 the West End Street Railway Company was authorized to build an
elevated railroad, but it, too, never did s0.°* Elevated proposas continued to appear
regularly until 1894, when the city findly passed a combined subway-€eevated hill,
providing for the city to congtruct a subway in the downtown and giving a franchise to
the private Boston Elevated Railway Company to build a system of eevated roads.
Unlike previous experience with devated railway charters, this piece of legidation findly
produced resuits.

Rapid trandt to the suburbs became an issue in the 1880s because the population
living outsde the centrd city was increasing rgpidly, largely as the result of improved
Streetcar service. From 1873 to 1887, the horse-drawn streetcars reached about four

miles out from downtown. At the end of the 1880s and beginning of the 1890s, when

S0 Bradley H. Clarke and O.R. Cummings, Tremont Street subway: A century of public service, Boston, Boston Street
Railway Association, 1997, p. 12.
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Whitney began to dectrify the streetcar system, speedsin the outer areas increased, and
by 1900 it was possbleto travel asfar out as Sx miles from the downtown in a
reasonable amount of time, thus opening up extensve new lands for resdentid
development. The annua number of passengers carried by the West End rose more than
twenty-five percent just between 1887, when the company was formed, and 1891.>
Though at first glance the elevated railroad proposas would seem to be divorced
from the problem of traffic congestion in the downtown, this was not always the case.
For example, accounts of transportation debates in the late nineteenth century sometimes
mix together references to eevated railroads as a means to provide rapid trangit to the
suburbs, and as a srategy to relieve congestion in the downtown by lifting the existing
sreetcars off the surface of the streets. In addition, some people felt that downtown
traffic congestion was the only red barrier to swift transportation into the suburbs, so that
reducing this problem would achieve adequately “rapid”’ transportation to the outskirts,
thus diminating the need to build an devated railway.
At the end of the 1880s there was aflurry of activity by various companies asking
for permission to build rapid trangit systems. In 1889 there was a contest between the
West End and a group known as the Ames- Shepard people, each vying for a charter to
build a combined subway and elevated railway. In 1890 the West End defeated the Ames
Shepard proposal. However, the West End then abandoned the subway charter it had and
asked the Generd Court for an eevated railway franchise, which the company aso got.

The West End then abandoned that charter, saying it would be too expensive to build>* It

53 Cheape, Moving the masses, 1980; Sam Bass Warner, Jr., Sreetcar Suburbs: The Process of Growth in Boston, 1870
- 1900, 2nd ed., Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1978, pp. 21-29.

>4 Nathan Matthews, Jr., Argument of Mayor Matthews before the committee on transit of the Massachusetts
legidature, April 4, 1894, Boston, Rockwell and Churchill, 1894, pp. 31-32.
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appears that the West End probably never intended to build arapid transt system, but
instead petitioned for the franchises as away to prevent any other companies from getting

one, thus protecting its own monopoly over trangt into the downtown.>®

4.4.2 The Rapid Transit Commission

By 1890 Bostonians were thoroughly fed up not only with the state of their
passenger transportation facilities and crowded streets, but also with the apparent
unwillingness of the West End and other private investors to make any improvements.
Suburbanites were dtill caling for better service into the downtown, and downtown
congestion was once again a constant source of complaint. Although the West End had
temporarily improved conditions after its consolidation of the streetcars downtown, that
improved service had generated new ridership. The metropolitan population now
numbered about a million people, over haf of whom lived outsde the city of Boston. As
mentioned in Chapter 3, the number of Streetcar passengers had jumped dramaticaly
since the mid-1880s, with the West End carrying over 350,000 passengers a day, of
whom 150,000 were estimated to travel on lines that passed through Tremont Street.>®
The result was arush hour with long lines of streetcars crawling dong Tremont and
Washington Streets. Asde from making movement through the downtown streets dow
for everyone, this Stuation also meant that there was no way to expand Streetcar service
in the suburbs without increasing the downtown congestion.

In December of 1890 two events occurred that set Boston on amore promising

course towards improving its trangportation system. Firgt, the citizens of Boston €l ected

5 Harmond, Tradition and change in the gilded age, 1967, pp. 195-196.
%8 Matthews, Argument of Mayor, 1894, pp. 42-43.

115



Nathan Matthews, Jr. as mayor, and he proved an energetic and persstent leader over the
next four yearsin the city’ s quest to reduce congestion and improve connectionsto its
suburbs. Second, severd leading citizens and businessmen petitioned the Genera Court
to creste acommission to study and report on a system of eevated railways or subways
to provide better trangt into and within the city. The petitioners argued that the question
was too important to leave to ether the government of any one city, or to a private
corporation, and therefore the state should take on the issue itself. Though the petition
didn’'t mention traffic congestion per se, the Transcript published an editorid on the
petition that did:

Thiswill bring the whole question into the Legislature again. The necessity of tunneling Boston
in order to get the required space to transport its constantly increasing thousands to and from
their places of businessis once more coming into prominence. New avenues under the surface
will relieve the congested parts of Boston beyond a peradventure. It would be a source of
satisfaction for those who advocated or supported the Beacon Hill tunnel system proposed some
three years ago and beaten then, if that should be the upshot after all.>’

When Matthews took office in January, he pursued the proposal for a commission,
but argued that the city, not the state, should appoint the members. Intheend a
compromise was reached whereby the governor and mayor each gppointed members to
the commission, and the city authorized the commission to spend $20,000 on its work.>®
By June 18 the dtate legidature and governor had approved legidation creeting the
commission, and al the members had been appointed. On June 20, 1891, the
commission convened for thefirst time. It chose Matthews as its chairman, and decided

to hold itsfirst public hearing afew days later.*

57 Bogton Transcript, "Editorial: Rapid transit,” December 16, 1890, p. 4.
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The first public hearing, held on June 25, attracted a crowd of entrepreneurs
interested in building devated railroads, including Henry M. Whitney and Joe V. Meigs.
Matthews gave a speech in which he explained the commisson’s origins and its gods.
He pointed out that there had been a number of failed charters for rgpid trangt, that the
public was demanding better transit service, and that there was alack of good
information on the topic. The only information on the city’ s trangt needs came from
interested parties, said Matthews, and so one of the commission’s goas was to conduct
an investigation centered around the public interest. He explained that the commission
would begin by holding as many public hearings as necessary to gather the community’s
input.®

Between June and August the commission held atotd of 51 public hearings, at
which awide variety of proposds were presented.®* These ranged from a scheme for an
improved railroad engine, to consolidating the steam railroad stations, to building
elevated roads and subways (one of the latter proposals called for a glass-covered tunnel
under the sdewaks).?? Another set of hearings was held in September and October to
gather comments from municipditiesin the region about the ease of trangportation to and
from Boston. The commission adso sent members to study rapid transit e sewherein the
United States and in Europe.

In April of 1892 the commission released its report. For itstime, the plan was an
extremely complex, sophisticated document, being well over a hundred pages and

supplemented with extensive gppendices and foldout maps. The commissioners defined
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their area of study as the region within aten-mile radius of the state capitol, and further
defined a subsection of the downtown as the “congested didtrict.” They explained that
they wanted to plan to accommodate the next fifty years of growth, and predicted that
raillroad and streetcar travel would roughly double every decade. They defined the three
“chief factors of the problem” as the steam railroads, the Street railways, and the Streets,
and made lengthy and detailed recommendations under each of these topics.

In the introductory chapter the commissoners explained that they had begun by
serioudy consdering plansfor “tunnels’ on the modd of the early London system, which
had underground trangit lines located fifty or sixty feet underground. However, based on
the reports of the two commissioners who visited Europe, the commission had rejected
the “tunnd” system used in London as too expensive, inconvenient because of the time
needed to descend and ascend such a distance, and unhedlthful. However, the
commissioners distinguished these tunnds from “subways,” or underground streetcar
lines built just under the street surface. Subways, they felt, avoided the problems of the
tunnel system and could be used.

The introductory chapter also argued that much of the downtown congestion arose
from the lack of adequate street control regulations, and that before embarking on costly
sreet improvements, “avigorous effort should be made to render those we now have as
effective aspossble” The commisson compared Boston to London, saying that
excellent police supervison of grict regulations alowed London streets to handle with

“very littlefriction” many more vehicles than those accommodated on streets of
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comparable width in Boston. The report recommended that Boston adopt severd of the
street regulaions common in Europe to make the best use of the existing street capacity.®

In terms of the steam railroads, the commission recommended consolidating the
downtown railroad stations used by the eight companies, building a new termind just
across the water from the downtown to handle freight coming in on the northern lines,
adding lines into the suburbs, and reducing grade crossings. As part of agenerd
recommendation to separate freight and passenger traffic, the commission aso included
in this chapter arecommendation for anew greet to be used chiefly for teamstraveling in
the northern end of the congested didtrict.

Thefollowing chapter treated street improvements. The commissioners declared that
the streets were “inadequate” and that increasing their capacity wasthe “only effectud”
remedy. In addition, the commissioners believed a study of street widenings was
necessay as part of any investigation into building eevated rapid trangt lines, asthe
exiging streets were too narrow to accommodate elevated lines. They aso emphasized
the importance of making any street expansions part of a comprehensive system of
improvements (as opposed to the “sporadic” widenings of the past), and stressed the
vaue of concentrating on just afew mgor improvements rather than many smdler,
scattered ones. They proposed a series of improvements that included the new freight
route recommended above and the creation of an “ample’ north-south route running the
length of the whole congested didtrict. This route would include Tremont Street, which
was to be widened by taking a strip of the Common and could be used for elevated tracks

and/or asubway. In order to finance the proposed widenings, the commission urged the

53 Massachusetts Rapid Transit Commission, Report of the Rapid Transit Commission, 1892, pp. 11-12.
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Genera Court to passalaw dlowing Boston to collect more revenue through betterment
assessments raised from property owners.®

The next two chapters dealt with the Streetcar syslem. The commissioners believed
that athough in the long run Bostonians might decide to remove the streetcarsin crowded
digtricts throughout the suburbs, it was necessary to do so immediately within the
congested downtown. The commission recommended building a double line of tracks
around the edge of the congested digtrict, which were to be connected at either end and
would connect amogt al the downtown raillway terminas (see Figure 4.1). Service thus
could be run as a circuit line, two independent routes, or a combination of both. The
tracks would be elevated, except for passing through a subway under Tremont Street and
the Common. Thiscircuit system of tracks would be preferable to asingle, centrd
elevated line through the downtown, the commission argued, because it would draw
traffic away from the over-crowded center of the digtrict and into the less busy portions
of the business digtrict where increased traffic would actudly be abenefit. The
commission aso recommended reducing and adjusting the routes of the remaining
downtown surface cars, and extending two eevated lines into outlying digtricts of the city

and adjacent suburbs.®®

** Ibid, pp. 46-63.
% bid, pp. 64-94.
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Figure 4.1: Map showing the Rapid Transit Commission’s proposed elevated and
subway system for downtown Boston.
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Source: Street Railway Journal, “Rapid transit in Boston,” Febrliary 1892, p. 75.

In conclusion, the commissioners acknowledged that their plan was expensive, but
sad that such a comprehensive gpproach was the only feasible way to secure acomplete
solution to the region’s problems:

Such, gentlemen of the General Court, isthe kind and amount of relief which we are ready to
recommend to your honorable bodies. If some object that it is uncalled-for and excessive, we
can only reply that we rather dread that it may proveinsufficient almost before it is completed.
We have sought a cure which, if radical, is yet permanent and thorough and complete. . . . If the
magnitude of the plan seemsinordinate, let any man who is ready to condemn it off-hand on that
account first give alittle study to the history of similar public worksin this country. He will find
along line of precedents to show that almost all of our great State and municipal undertakings of
this character have failed in foresight and in adequate allowance for the future. . . . [S]urely there
is no lesson which ought to have been more thoroughly learned by this community . . . than that,
of all senseless extravagances, none is so absolutely foolish asto fritter away the public fundsin
fragmentary and disconnected attacks upon large and complicated evils®®

%8 1bid, pp. 105-106.
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Appended to the main report was a“ Dissenting report” prepared by Commissioner
James B. Richardson. He agreed with dmost al of the commission’s proposals, but
strongly objected a couple, especidly its plan to construct a circuit line of €levated roads
(or elevated roads and tunnels) circumscribing the congested didtrict. He fdlt that the
proposed routes were too far from the areas where people wanted to be, and that riders
would refuse to walk the extra distance to their destinations and ingst on using the
exiging surface linesinstead. As aresault, the double-line routes would bring no
congestion relief to the downtown. Richardson urged the city instead to build an devated
road running north-south as near to Washington Street as possible.®’

The report made front-page headlinesin dl the newspapers™ and garnered editorid
comment. The Globe, Herald, and Transcript editorids dl had a least something
positive to say about the report, though their sentiments ranged from high enthusiasm to
strong disapproval. The papers did not treat the report as a partisan issue—for example,
the Democratic Post and conservative Herald were both highly complementary. The
Herald was full of praise, describing the report as* perhaps the most important document,
s0 far astheinterests of Boston are concerned, that has ever been presented to the
Legidature of thisstate” The editors declined to comment on the proposals for the steam
rallroads and street railways without time for more thorough reflection, but they did
commend the street widening plans, particularly the one for a street dedicated for use by
teams. Thisideathey found “desarving of ungtinted commendation.”®® The editors at the

Post said that the report was “ one of the ablest and most important papers ever presented

57 bid, pp. 107-115.
%8 Boston Transcript, "Rapid transit: Report of the Commissioners out at last,” April 5, 1892, pp. 1 & 3; Boston Globe,
"New hub: Boston to be made over for speed,” April 5, 1892, p. 1; Boston Herald, "Rapid transit; Report of the Specia
Commission," April 6, 1892, p. 1.
59 Boston Herald, "Editorial: The rapid transit report,” April 6, 1892, p. 6.
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to the Legidature” They went on to say that it was a“masterpiece’” worthy of
consderation, even if its plans were were not the only ones worth reflection.” The
Globe' s editors complimented the commission on the thoroughness of its work and spoke
of the “permanent” value of the report as a reference to data on the subject. Asfor the
report’ s proposdals, the editors gave neither praise nor criticism beyond describing them as
“a onceradica and practicd,” and saying that given the complexity of the problem, the
proposals would likely face alengthy debate”™ The Transcript’s editors were the most
critical, arguing that the plan would desecrate the Common and that the commission had
failed to provide details about exactly what organization would be able to build the circuit
streetcar route proposed. Nevertheless, the editors thought the report was “interesting”
and provided useful suggestions that might be followed up in the future. A separate
editorid praised the minority report as“lucidly stated,” though didn’t take a clear

position on the proposasinit.”

Despite the immediate flurry of atention that the report attracted, its direct impact
was short-lived. In the conclusion to their report, the Rapid Transit Commissioners had
urged the legidature to appoint a“Metropolitan Transt Commission” to carry forward
further study and implementation of the report’s proposas. The commissioners had

warned that if this were not done, further progress was unlikely:

We have of necessity arrayed powerful individual and corporate interests in opposition to our
plan. Tosimply deliver it to the Legislature, with the request that it make such use of it asit sees
fit, isalmost equivalent to an acceptance of its defeat. Our term of life ends with this report; but
some other body must be immediately formed, with power to execute what we have planned; for
itisonly by such organized, progressive action on the part of the representatives of the people

0 Boston Post, “ Editorial: The rapid transit report,” April 6, 1892, p. 4.
1 Boston Globe, "Editarial: The rapid transit report,” April 6, 1892, p. 10.
2 Boston Transcript, "Editoria: The rapid transit report,” April 5, 1892, p. 4.
3 Boston Transcript, "Editorial: Mr. Richardson's minority report .. .," April 6, 1892, p. 4.
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that the forcesin opposition can be held in check, and that these plans of improvement can be
carried through to a successful completion.™

Their words were prophetic. In June the Generd Court formaly dissolved the body” and
the question of how to follow up on its work was put over to the next year’ s legidative

2SS 0N

4.4.3 Hearings of the Rapid Transit Committee

In January of 1893 the new legidature appointed a specid Committee on Rapid
Trangt headed by Senator Kittredge to consider the Rapid Transit Commission’'s
recommendations. From late January through March, the committee proceeded to hold
another series of public hearings.”® At these hearings, awhole variety of new proposas
were presented, every one of which ignored the comprehensive gpproach that the Rapid
Trangt Commisson had taken. Even the commisson’s specific proposas were mostly
ignored, as each petitioner presented his or her own proposal for new dtreets, elevated
rallways, tunnels, or rearrangement of the surface streetcar tracks. Only avery few
speakers, such asthe West End’s Whitney and representatives from the Boston
Associated Board of Trade, bothered to respond directly to any of the commisson’s
proposals.”” (In February, Mayor Matthews announced that he had yet to find anyone
who had read the report.™)

Some proposals came from individua citizens or firms. For example, Arthur

Wedlington, a civil engineer who was the editor of the publication Engineering News,

4 Massachusetts Rapid Transit Commission, Report of the Rapid Transit Commission, 1892, p. 98.

7S Massachusetts General Court, An act to dissolve the rapid transit commission, 1892.

78 Citizens' Association of Boston, Fifth annual report of the Executive Committee, 1893. , pp. 6-7.

" Boston Daily Advertiser, "Mr. Whitney's plan for rapid transit in Boston streets," February 20, 1893, p. 2 & 8; Bodon
Herald, "New plan of rapid transit; It is discussed and approved by the Board of Trade," February 21, 1893, p. 8.

8 Boston Globe, "Timeto act,” February 10, 1893.
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proposed changing the downtown streetcar routes to reduce congestion in the short run,
and building asubway under Tremont in the future.”® Dr. IraL. Moore, who spoke as the
representative of ared estate trust holding over $100,000,000 worth of property aong
Washington Street, opposed any elevated road and favored a subway under the Common,
aplan he said hefirst suggested twelve or thirteen years ago.?® Charles Carleton Coffin,
who had been a noted Civil War newspaper correspondent for the Boston Journal,
proposed a broad new north-south street running between Tremont and Washington
Streets, with an devated railroad running dong it.#* The American Express Company
sent a representative who proposed opening streets across the Common.®?  Joe V. Meigs
came to advocate once more for his elevated railroad proposal, and one H.K. Hanna
proposed devating the sdewaks and giving over the whole street surface to teams and
streetcars.®®* The West End aso joined the fray, proposing a plan that indluded immediate
sreet widenings, a subway under the Common with openings every thirty feet, and an
elevated railroad to follow at some undetermined later date®* At the very end of the
series of hearings, a group of Boston citizens proposed removing many of the streetcar
tracks from the congested digtrict.®

Only two business associations proposed plans, dthough the Merchants Association
did debate the issue at one of its regular meetings®® The Magster Teamsters' Association

presented a plan to build a new thoroughfare to serve freight vehicles traveling among the

’° Boston Globe, "Wet and dark and notoriously bad, said Wellington, describing a tunnel under Common," March 7
(p-m.), 1893, p. 1; Boston Herald, "Ways that are dark; Tunnels and subways for rapid transit,” March 8, 1893, p. 7.
80 Boston Herald, "In favor of thetunnel; Dr. IraL. Moore saysit will securerapid transit,” February 22, 1893, p. 4.
81 Boston Globe, "Call for anew street,” March 8 (p.m.), 1893, p. 3; Boston Herald, "Another thoroughfare; Avenue
between Washington and Tremont Streets," March 9, 1893, p. 7.
82 Boston Transcript, "Broad avenues:. First step toward rapid transit,” January 26, 1893, p. 3.
83 Boston Daily Advertiser, "The legislature," February 16, 1893, p. 8.
84 Boston Daily Advertiser, "Mr. Whitney's plan for rapid transit in Boston streets," February 20, 1893, pp. 2 & 8.
8 Boston Globe, "Too many cars: Back Bay view of downtown travel," March 31 (p.m.), 1893, p. 1.
86 Boston Globe, "Timeto act,” February 10, 1893.
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steam railroad gtations®” The Associated Board of Trade based its proposals on areview
of the Rapid Trangt Commission’s report, sending a representative to testify before the
legidative committee on various dements of the 1892 plan, most of which it supported.®®

The Boston Street Commission and Mayor Matthews presented a new scheme of
Street widenings for the downtown and suburbs that included widening Tremont Street by
taking part of the Common, and building a thoroughfare for teams carrying freight
between the different railroad stations (the route differed from the one proposed by the
Master Teamsters Association).

While there was a certain amount of debate over some of the proposds, the main
source of controversy was the generd question of using the Common for transportation
purposes, whether for street widenings or surface, subway, or eevated railway tracks.
Those who supported using the Common were mostly individuas. They included some
residents from Boston' s suburbs who wanted more direct trangt from downtown their
neighborhoods,®® ex-mayors of Boston Hart and O’ Brien,*® ex-state senator and railroad
executive Moody Merill,** some of Boston's city council members,®? and Massachusetts
Ingtitute of Technology president and noted economist and statistician Francis A.
Walker.”®* The Daily Advertiser’s editors didn’t quite go so far as to outright advocate

use of the Common, but they strongly suggested as much in a couple of editorias that

87 Boston Transcript, "Broad avenues: First step toward rapid transit,” January 26, 1893, p. 3; Boston Daily Advertiser,
"Rapid transit: The order of the day on Beacon Hill," January 27, 1893, p. 5.

88 Boston Herald, "New plan of rapid transit; It is discussed and approved by the Board of Trade," February 21, 1893,
p. 8; Boston Daily Advertiser, "Not in the Common," February 21, 1893, p. 2.

89 Boston Daily Advertiser, "The old Common; At the mercy of utilitarians,”" February 2, 1893, p. 2.

% Boston Transcript, "Views on street widening: Several Ex-Mayors of Boston give their opinions on the subject,”
January 26, 1893, p. 5.

91 Boston Globe, "Once for all; Mayor wants transit problem so settled,” February 9 (am.), 1893, pp. 1 & 5.

92 Boston City Council," Encroachments on Common - protest,” Reports of proceedings of the City Council of Boston,
1893, pp. 124-130.

93 Boston Transcript, "To save the Common," February 10, 1893, p. 5.
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stressed the need to solve the congestion problem quickly and for the disputing parties to
come to acompromise.®

Opposition to using the Common for transportation purposes adso came from awide
variety of sources, but they aso included representatives from many organizations.
Asde from individuals who spoke before the legidative committee or wrote |etters to the
newspapers, there were protests from the Associated Board of Trade, the American
Socidist Labor party, the New England Women’'s Commiittee, the Appaachian Club, the
Firgt Nationdist Club, the Digtrict Assembly 3 Knights of Labor, and a group of resdents
from the town of Dorchester. There were petitions, too—one signed by 93 doctors,
another by the “master builders’ of Boston, and a third by the “Women of Boston,”
which claimed to over 2500 signatures. The Boston Common Council also passed a
resolution opposing use of the Common. The Transcript, however, was perhaps the
most ardent defender of the Common, using its editoria page between late January and
mid-March to print no fewer than nine items opposing any proposa to touch the
Common.®

In mid-March anew focus arose out of the chaotic hearings. Whileindividuds ill
continued to propose awide variety of solutions, the committee' s attention focused on the
idea of building an devated line running north-south, either through Tremont Street or

through a new street to be cut between Washington and Tremont. Two plansfor anew

9 Boston Daily Advertiser, "Editorial: To take the common?," February 3, 1893, p. 4; Boston Daily Advertiser,
"Editorial: Rapid transit," February 22, 1893, p. 4.

% Boston Transcript, "Editorial: Rapid transit,” January 26, 1893, p. 4, "[Editorial: The legis ative committee on rapid
transit . . .]," January 30, 1893, p. 4, "A common spoil (from the Boston Pilot)," February 8, 1890, p. 4, "Editorial: The
vote in the Common Council," February 10, 1893, p. 4, "Editorial: Aswe suggested . . .," February 11, 1893, p. 12,
"Editorial: Everybody whose business. . .," February 11, 1893, p. 12, "Editorial: The mayor and the common,"
February 13, 1893, p. 4, and "The genesis of the Common,” February 13, 1893, p. 4; Boston Herald, "New plan of
rapid transit; It is discussed and approved by the Board of Trade," February 21, 1893, p. 8, and "Save the common,"
February 10, 1893, p. [1]; Boston City Council, " Encroachments on Common - protest," 1893, pp. 124-130; Boston
Herald, "Save the common,” February 10, 1893, p. [17].
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street had been proposed by Charles Carleton Coffin and Parker C. Chandler.®® The
legidative committee responded by asking Mayor Matthews to prepare a plan for such a
scheme, dong with acogt estimate®” Matthews and the city street commissioners went to
work and returned afew days later with a plan for an eevated road running down a
Tremont Street widened by extending into the Common, plus some other related street
widenings. Matthews explained that Tremont was a better route than the proposed new
street between it and Washington because his preferred route would cregate less
congestion. He said that because Tremont was dightly to the west of the most congested
area (along Washington Street), an elevated railroad dong it wouldn't land dll its
passengersright in the area of densest traffic. An elevated road aong the new Stre<t,
however, would deposit its passengers into the heart of Washington Street.*®

On the second of May, the legidative committee made public the draft of an
ambitious bill; the next day a dightly amended bill was reported to the legidature.
Senator Kittredge was acknowledged to be the primary author of the bill, which was
entitled “An Act to Provide for Rapid Trangt in Boston and Vicinity.” The bill was not
as ambitious as the Rapid Trangt Commission’s plan, but gtill quite comprehensive. It
would have created a " metropolitan transit commission,” gppointed by the governor and
confirmed by the city council, with wide ranging powers. The commission was to oversee
the congtruction of an elevated railroad running down a specified route through Boston,
including anew street cut between Washington and Tremont Streets.  The elevated line

was to replace the cars running along severd of the exigting surface routes. If a subway

96 Boston Globe, "Call for anew street,” March 8 (p.m.), 1893, p. 3.
97 Boston Herald, "Our betterment laws; Mayor Matthews thinks they ought to be changed,” March 10, 1893, p. 7.
%8 Boston Globe, "Proposed rapid transit avenue would cost $12,000,000," March 14 (p.m.), 1893, p. 2, and "Hub's
spine: Matthews would raise Boston's back bone," March 16 (p.m.), 1893, pp. 1 & 2; Boston Herald, "Editoria: Mayor
Matthews' plan,” March 17, 1893, p. 4; Boston Daily Advertiser, "The Mayor's plan,” March 18, 1893, p. 3.
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seemed desirable for some portion of the route, the commission could choose to include
it. The new commission was to work with the Board of Street Commissioners, who
would be responsible for laying out and constructing the new street. The state was to
help finance the project by issuing $15 million in bonds, which the city would repay. The
new commission was responsible for designing the eevated system, and then choosing a
private corporation to build and operate the line. If additiond evated linesinto the
suburbs seemed desirable, the commission was to study them and report its findings to
the next sesson of the Generd Court. The commission would aso be given the power
(normally reserved for the Board of Aldermen) to determine the location of dl surface
dreet railway tracks in the downtown, with the exception that the new street must remain
free of dl tracks. Findly, the bill dso dedlt with sreet regulations. Therulethat al
vehicles keep to the right was to be made a city ordinance, and the commission was to be
given the power to make additiond regulations as it saw fit.*°

The committee aso reported a second bill, which caled only for the establishment of
aboard of subway commissioners, on gpprova by the city council, to oversee the
congtruction of a short subway under Tremont Street that would be used by the surface
rallway cars. The bill was reported to the Generd Court, on behaf of the legidative
rgpid trangt committee, by committee member Representative John Quinn. Quinn was
one of three committee members who had dissented from the committee s main proposd,
his objections being that it gave too much power to an un-elected commission, and that
teamsters and other vehicle drivers would object to giving the proposed metropolitan

trangt commission power to limit their use of the streets. According to Quinn, he

99 Boston Globe, "'L" hill: Rapid transit at last in sight," May 2 (am.), 1893, p. 1 & 7, and "Over or under: Elevated
road and subway bills reported,” May 3 (p.m.), 1893, p. 7.
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submitted the competing bill “in case the rgpid trangt bill should be knocked out.” The
legidature passed this bill on June 10, just before it dissolved for the year, but the press
paid no attention.**°

Instead, public attention focused on the so-cdled “rapid trangit bill.” The Boston
city council reacted with outrage to the fact that the bill took away from the city control
over most of the proposds, including the issuance of debt to be repaid by the city, the
location of surface car tracks, and traffic regulations*®* The editors of the Herald,
however, praised the bill as “perhaps the most important measure that has been brought
or will be brought before the year’s Legidature” The editors objected to the choice of
route through a new sireet on the grounds that it would incresse congestion in the long
run, but supported the generd lines of the report. They saved their highest praise,
“unqualified approvad,” for the proposed powers of traffic regulation that the bill gave to
the new commisson.’®?> The Transcripts' editors aso praised the bill for giving the new
commission power to regulate street traffic, but had arather different take on the
proposed capital projects. They supported the plans for the new elevated and its route,
but objected strenuoudy to some of the street widening provisonsin the draft version,
especidly aplan to widen Park Street by taking a part of the Common (this was removed
inthefind versgon). Theeditorid concluded with the warning that the legidature should

not waste any more time in deliberation over Boston's transportation plans, for “To put

100 Boston Globe, "Over or under: Elevated road and subway bills reported,” May 3 (p.m.), 1893, p. 7; Boston

Transcript, "The subway act; Summary of what Chapter 478 of the Acts of 1893 provide," December 21, 1893, p. 3.
101 Boston Globe, "L oud protest: Common Council against the new "L" hill," May 5 (am.), 1893, p. 8; Boston
Transcript, "City government; Common Council meeting last night," May 5, 1893, p. 6.

102 gusion Herald, "Editorial: The rapid transit bill," May 5, 1893, p. 6.
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this subject over to the next General Court would be construed as an acknowledgement of
the legidative inability to cope with it."1%

The Genera Court turned the rgpid trangt bill, which involved the gtate in financiad
issues, over to its Committee on Finance, which held yet more hearings. In late May and
early June, asthe legidative sesson drew to its annud close, activity on the rapid trangt
proposals heated up. There were long debates in both the House and Senate, and dozens
of amendments were proposed. In the last hours of the year’s sesson, abill wasfindly
passed that cdled for avery watered down version of the legidative committee’ s origina
proposa. Gone were the provisons for sate financing assstance and for anew
commission with powers to regul ate street traffic and the location of surface raillway
tracks. Instead, the hill authorized the citizens of Boston to vote in areferendum on a
plan for building an eevated road to run north-south through the city and passing through
anew 25-foot street cut between Washington and Tremont. In addition, the bill
authorized the city to improve or replace the bridge crossing from the downtown into
Charlestown. The city was alowed to issue up to $9 million in bonds beyond its normd
debt limitsto finance the project. In reference to the narrow new street to be built, the
bill was referred to asthe “dley plan.”

In October the city began to see active campaigning around the dley plan—adl of it
in opposition. The Master Teamsters Association, ' Citizens' Association,*®

Associated Board of Trade,'*® Boston Merchants Association,™®” Mayor Matthews,'%

103
104

Boston Transcript, "Editorial: The rapid transit bill," May 2, 1893, p. 4.
Boston Herald, "Appeal to teamsters," November 5, 1893, p. 6.
105 Bogton Transcript, "Objections to the bill; Rapid-transit scheme should be rejected," October 28, 1893, p. 5.
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Herald,*® Transcript,*° Globe,'* and Post'*? al opposed the measure. When the rapid
trangt bill wasfindly voted upon at the November 7 dection, it logt, athough not by
much—it lost by only about 3,000 votes, out of over 51,000 votes cast. The editors of the
Transcript and Herald expressed surprise a this turn of events, given the overwhelming
publicity againg the bill. The explanation suggested by the Herald editors was that the
voters were so desperate for better trangportation, that they were willing to adopt even

such a bad scheme as the one up for vote:

The obvious conclusion drawn from this showing isthat avery large number of people of
Boston are so desirous of obtaining rapid transit that, rather than submit to the further delay of
the needed improvement, they would be willing to impose atremendous debt burden upon the
city for the purpose of obtaining it. In fact, we doubt whether a more significant illustration has
ever been given in Boston of the popular demand, for some improvement of thiskind, and,
judging by the results of this appeal to the people, we are inclined to believe that if, the plan of
the rapid transit commission of ayear and ahalf ago had been submitted to popular vote, or
could now be submitted to popular vote, it would be approved by an immense majority.**®

The Transcript reported that Maithews gave asmilar explanation for why the bill
garnered SO many votes'* The editors of the Transcript suggested that the voters were
afraid that if this plan failed, no dternative would be forthcoming. The paper singled out
Matthews opposition as the cause of the bill’ s defeat and said that this obliged him to
propose something better.**

Matthews wasted no time doing so, immediately turning to the idea of a subway,
which had been the dternative bill proposed by the legidative rgpid trangt committee.

The subway act had been passed by the General Court in June, but then languished as

109 Busion Herald, "Editorial: Mayor Matthews and rapid transit," October 27, 1893, p. 4, and "Editoria: Vote 'no' on
the rapid transit bill," November 7, 1893, p. 4.
10 Boston Transcript, "Editorial: The citizens of Boston will be. . .]" October 27, 1893, p. 4, and "Editorial: The
peculiar election of next week," November 1, 1893, p. 4.
111 Boston Globe, "Editorial: Much too costly a scheme," October 28 (am.), 1893, p. 4.
112 Boston Post, “ Editoria: The rapid transit scheme,” November 5, 1893, p. 4.
113 Boston Herald, "Editorial: The rapid transit vote," November 9, 1893, p. 4.
114 Boston Transcript, "The old bay state," November 8, 1893, p. 1.
115 Boston Transcript, "Editorial: The municipal issues,” November 8, 1893, p. 4.
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attention focused on the dley plan. The subway act cdled only for the establishment of a
board of subway commissioners, gppointed by the mayor, to oversee the congtruction of a
short subway under Tremont Street. The subway commission would have the authority
to compel the West End Street Railway Company to run its cars through the subway and
to charge the company afee. To finance the project, the city was alowed to issue up to
$2 millionin bonds. The act was to take effect upon its acceptance by the Boston City
Council.

Just afew days after the rapid trangt bill had been defeated, the Advertiser reported
that Matthews had raised the possibility of a subway project providing jobs. This
comment came up during a discussion about how the city could provide employment to
the many people suffering from the depression sweeping the country.*'® A few days |ater,
Matthews sent a letter to the city council praising the subway proposa and informing
them that the city engineer was at work preparing a more detailed cost estimate.**’
Matthews had gpparently been thinking about the subway possibility for severd months
before the dley plan falled, asin early August he wrote to city engineer William Jackson,
asking him to sketch out various rgpid trangt plans, one of which was for afour-track
subway under Tremont Street.™®

At noon on December 18, over ahundred of the city’ s businessmen converged on
city hal to urge Matthews to support the subway bill. The Transcript clamed thet the
meeting had not been advertised, being rather a* gpontaneous movement on the part of

those present.” The “spontaneity” was likdly influenced by the fact that the Board of

116 Boston Daily Advertiser, "More public works,” November [127], 1893,

17 Boston Herald, "On the breakers of debate; Whitney and heavy seas in the Board of Aldermen,” November 14,
1893, p. 10.

118 Nathan Matthews, Jr., Letter to William Jackson, Esqg. (August 5, 1893), in Nathan Matthews, Jr., Political Papers,
Littauer Library, Littauer Center, Harvard University.
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Alderman was to meet that afternoon. After the noontime meeting ended, Matthews
promptly sent aletter to the adermen, asking them to pass an order adopting the subway
bill.**°* He explained that the order was amatter of some urgency. The state authorizing
legidation might need modifications, which the Generd Court would have to gpprove,
and the new subway commissioners had only until early February to introducing new
itemsto that year's Generd Court. If the council didn’t adopt the subway act
immediately, Matthews warned, the subway commissioners might not have timeto
recommend a new hill to the Generd Court that year.

The ddermen’s meeting turned into a heated debate, though the disagreement had
little to do with the transportation-related merits of the plan. Severa adermen attacked it
as aplot to increase the profits of the West End Street Railway Company, whose cars
would usethe tunnel. However, despite the long and animated debate, the order passed
eleven to one.**°

Three days later the subway act was presented to the other branch of the Boston City
Council, the Common Council. Two topics raised severad times during the debate were
the protection of the Common and the likelihood of providing jobs for the unemployed.
One councilman presented two different petitions supporting the subway act. One of
these was Sgned by about a hundred individuds, many of them prominent in city affairs,
and a number having spoken out in the past couple of years over rapid trangit issues.
Signatories included Henry Lee, one of the leaders of a petition to remove surface tracks

from Tremont and Washington Streets; Charles U. Cotting, amgjor real estate owner;
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Amos Towle, a prominent member of the Master Teamsters' Association; Massachusetts
Indtitute of Technology President Francis A. Walker; Henry H. Sprague, aformer
president of the state senate; George B. Upham, alawyer and one of the most ardent
defenders of the Common; and Charles H. Daton, a prominent businessman and red
estate owner who had served as a city parks commissioner. The other petition was
presented by Thomas J. Gargan and Arthur Lyman, lawyers who had earlier petitioned
the council to reduce the number of Streetcar tracks on Washington and Tremont. This
petition was sgned by a hundred companies and individuals who owned or rented
property on Tremont Street, and were among the 8,000 signatories on the original petition
about streetcar tracks that Gargan and Lyman had presented to the council. Inthe end,
the subway act passed by sixty-two to two, with eleven members either absent or
abstaining, and the mayor signed the act that night.*#*

The editors at the local papers were lukewarm in their support of the subway. The
Post’ s editors were perhgps the most positive. They were enthusiastic about its potentia
for reducing congestion downtown, but stressed that it would not bring the region redl
rapid trangit.**? The editors of Transcript, during the week when the subway act was
under consderation, declined to give the subway a straightforward endorsement.
Highway, they wrote two editorials that supported the subway act indirectly, saying that
the plan was a good one because the city’ s businessmen wanted the project, public
sentiment called for it, and the matter had been thoroughly studied. Following their usua

pattern of defending the Common at every opportunity, the editors dso mentioned

121 Bogton Ci ty Council, Reports of Proceedings of the City Council of Boston, Boston, the Council, 1893, pp. 781-791.

122 Boston Post, “ Editorial: The rapid transit scheme,” November 5, 1893, p. 4, and “Editoria: A beginning of rapid
transit,” December 19, 1893, p. 4.
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approvingly in both editorids that the act would spare the Common.**® The Herald's
editors were incongstent in their support of the subway. In an editorid after the Board of
Aldermen (but not yet the Common Council) had passed the act, they argued that even
though the subway wouldn’t solve the whole matter of rgpid trangt, it should be passed
on congestion relief grounds—it would provide a* speedy means for passing through the
congested didtrict, . . . a passage whose tediousness congtitutes one of the greatest
annoyances to which the people of Boston are now subject.” However, after the
Common Council had adopted the act, another editoria appeared entitled “Improved but
not rgpid trangt.” Thistime the Herald' s editors changed their focus, stressing that while
subway would improve conditions for teams and pedestrians on Tremont Street, it would

most definitely not meet the more important need of more rapid transit to the suburbs.*>*

4.4.4 The Board of Subway Commissioners and the Joint Special

Committee on Transit

Matthews, meanwhile, lost no timein hustling aong the subway plan. On January 1
he announced his choice of subway commissioners—Thomas Gargan, George Swain, and
Charles H. Ddton—and they were confirmed by the Board of Aldermen aweek later.
Gargan was a prominent Irish- American lawyer who actively supported the politica
codition between the Irish and Y ankee Democrats. He had served briefly in the Generd
Court, and had sat on a number of city boards and commissions. In his professona work

he represented a number of the property owners dong Tremont Street, and was the leader

123 Boston Transcript, "Editorial: The order accepting . . .," December 19, 1893, p. 4, and "Editorial: The subway
adopted," December 22, 1893, p. 4.

124 Boston Herald, "Editorial: The Tremont street subway," December 21, 1893, p. 6, and "Editorial: Improved but not
rapid transit," December 27, 1893, p. 4.
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of the recent effort to convince the Board of Aldermen to prohibit most or dl streetcar
tracks within the congested didtrict. The single engineer on the board was Swain, who
was the head of the Department of Civil and Environmentd Engineering a the
Massachusetts Indtitute of Technology. In addition to hiswork as a faculty member, he
provided expert consulting on engineering matters for the state’' s railroad commisson.
Dalton was a businessman and red estate deder who came from a prominent New
England family, and had served the city as amember of the parks commisson. Hewas
selected to chair the subway commission, and appeared frequently to represent it at
legidative hearings. The Transcript, Herald, Advertiser, Globe and Post al spoke of the
appointees in complimentary terms, both in editorids and news reports.**®

The subway commissioners held their first meeting on January 11, and began work
immediately to see what amendments to their authorizing legidation might be needed.
They dso gppointed as secretary George B. Upham, ayoung lawyer who had been very
involved in the city’ s trangportation debates. He had helped to organize the ongoing
protests againgt taking any part of the Common, supported the proposal to remove most
of the Streetcar tracks in the congested district, and supported the subway proposa as
well.*%

Despite the city council’s dmost unanimous support for the subway and the

promptness with which the Board of Subway Commissioners was formed, the subway
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plan was subject to a continuing stream of criticism. In addition to the late December
Herald editorid criticizing the subway plan for failing to provide rapid trangt, a January
1 Advertiser editorid made the same point, gving the subway only lukewarm praise:
“The Tremont . subway is, of course, only atemporary rdief in the direction of rapid
trangit, but it is presumably an advance upon existing conditions.”*?” A couple of days
later the new Republican governor, Frederic Thomas Greenhalge, gave an address that
mentioned rapid trangt, but gave no indication of support for the subway. He said that
rgpid trangt was of great importance to the state’' s people and businesses, but merely
mentioned the subway as one among the many plans that had been suggested.*?®*  The
newspapers o printed various |etters or articles reporting on aternative proposas.'*
One of the ate representatives from Boston even submitted legidation cdling for the
reped of the subway hill.**°

In something of an about-face, Matthews aso began to express reservations. At the
end of January he was invited to discuss Boston' s future a the Beacon Society, where he
said, “Asto the proposed subway, | don’'t advocate it particularly, and | am not opposed
toit. 1 believe we shdl never have red rapid trangt until we have an dlevated road.” He
continued on to say that the subway would remove the streetcars from the surface of the

dreets, but that the savingsin time for passengers would “not be much—perhaps from

127 Boston Daily Advertiser, "Editorial: A preview," January 1, 1894, p. 4.
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five to 10 minutes in the trip through the heart of the city.” This advantage, he fdlt, did
not judtify building the subway.***

On February 12 the subway commission introduced a hill to the legidaure proposing
amendments to its authorizing legidation. Among the changes requested were
permission to spend up to $5 million (insteed of $2 million), to put a station under the
Common, and to extend the proposed route.*** The General Court turned over the
proposed amendments to a Joint Speciad Committee on Trangt, which was given the task
of studying the subway proposal aswel as any other related matters. Over the next
months the joint committee gave fifteen public hearings*** a which about sixty people
spoke,*** before turning the matter over the legidature s Committee on Finance, which
held an additiond thirteen hearings.**

At the hearings both opponents and supporters continued to presstheir points. Most
of these were arguments that had been heard before—objections to usng the Common,
preference for an elevated road or a broad highway running through downtown, etc—and
came from individuals and groups that had spoken previoudy. However, during late
March a new source of opposition arose, captured by the Globe in thetitle of one of its
artides on a committee hearing: “ Subway scare; Merchants fear injury to their trade.”

Up to this point objections to the subway plan had mostly come from individuals. Now,
however, some of the merchants along Tremont Street appeared before the committee

and wrote letters to it expressing their opposition on the grounds that the construction
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process would ruin their businesses*** One of these, a merchant named John W. Wilson
who employed about a hundred people, protested to the committee that its hearings were
unbalanced, because the merchants doing business on Tremont hadn’t been heard from.
When a committee member remarked that the hearings had al been advertised in the
newspapers, Wilson responded that the merchants weren't people who had experience
giving such testimony.™*” The merchants went on in the next weeksto form a
“Merchant’s Anti- Subway League,” which continued to protest the subway. The league
put together a petition caling on the Genera Court to rgect the subway and instead
provide an elevated railroad, apostion that they claimed was supported by about 12,000
residents of Boston and its suburbs.**®

At the same time that the public was commenting on the subway, Matthews was
advocating the incorporation of an eevated railroad into the plan. A couple of weeks
after the subway commission’s bill was submitted, Mayor Matthews gave along
presentation to the committee in which he emphasized that the subway would be a grest
help to building an elevated road, because it wasimpractica to build devated tracksin
the congested didtrict. At the hearing were displayed plans drawn up by the city engineer
showing a combined elevated railroad and subway.™*° A few weeks later Matthews

appeared again, thistime to present his forma proposd for an devated railroad.**® Then,
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a one of the committeg’ slast hearings, Chairman Kittredge of the legidative committee
asked Mathews to draft a new bill incorporating the elevated proposd.*** On April 11
Matthews presented his new hill, which caled for the subway commission not only to
build a subway, but aso to lay out and secure the land for an eevated route, which would
then be leased to a private corporation to build and operate the elevated railway.**
Matthews new support for an elevated road may have been a ploy to gain palitica
support. The Globe clamed in late March that transit committee chair Senator Kittredge
was “s0 wedded to the eevated road ideathat he would never consent to the subway plan
if the scheme of an elevated road . . . were not tacked on to the bill.”**

On April 30, the committee on trangit finally voted on what to recommend to the
Genera Court. To most peopl€’ s surprise, the committee voted againgt recommending
Matthews combined subway and devated bill, and instead voted to have a subcommittee
look further into abill for an elevated railroad that had been introduced by entrepreneur
Joe V. Meigs.*** Thehill now reported by the transit committee would have given his
charter the right to build elevated roads through 36 miles of streetsin Boston and its
suburbs, including dong Tremont Street in the downtown.

A few days later the committee reported the Meigs hill to the Generd Court. The
subway advocates, led by Senator Kittredge, tried to enter aminority report in favor of
Matthews' plan, but were prevented from doing s0.*> The Meigs hill was assigned to the

finance committee, which proceeded to hold a series of hearings.
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Thereviva of the Megs bill st in motion a new whirlwind of accusations.
Matthews immediately condemned it, and the Transcript began a series of dmogt daily
editorids denouncing it. The Herald' s editors condemned the plan as well, despite their
generd interest in an evated railroad.**®  The criticisms of the Megs hill varied, but the
basi ¢ objections were to putting an elevated road through the downtown, to provisons for
date financing, and to the lack of any provision for paying damages to the owners of
property abutting the system. In addition, the bill was perceived as a corrupt effort for
the members of Meigs corporation to make money at the public expense.by

The Meigs hill was eventualy sent to the House, where on June 15 it passed by 122
to 36." It was then debated in the Senate for severa days. Among other objections was
the argument that the downtown property owners (and the newspapers in which they
advertised) objected to the Meigs hill because they benefited from the traffic congestion,
which raised their rents. Melgs supporters clamed that the bill’ s opponents were mgjor
advertisersin the newspapers, which caused the newspapersto reject the bill. On July 28,
at atime when most of the Melgs supporters were out of the room, the Senate passed an
amendment to the bill that required the voters of Boston to vote upon the bill. But that
was not the end of the day’ s surprises. A recess was caled, and as the Herald described
the scene, “When [the house] reassembled, anew programme was disclosed, to the
amost comical bewilderment of the senators who had not taken part in aranging it. The
Meigs bill dropped down the trap, and then bobbed up again with a big subway
attachment.” The new, radicaly different bill was a compromise between the two Sdes.

it eliminated the referendum requirement, but tacked on to the Meigs bill averson of
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Matthews' recent subway plan for Tremont Street and a clause forbidding any eevated
railroads on Washington and Tremont Street in the congested didtrict.*® Despite outrage
of the part of the Meigs supporters, the Senate passed the bill and sent it to the House for
concurrence.**® House supporters of the origind Meigs bill were none too pleased with
the new subway dement of the bill, but the House findly passed the bill, with the
amendment that the referendum requirement be reingtated. A conference committee
between the House and Senate was set up to resolve the matter, and at 1:40 in the
morning on July 2, the last day of the legidative year, the two branches findly passed a
bill, which was sent to the governor and signed |ater that day.™*°

Mayor Matthews announced his support for the compromise bill and set the
referendum for a specid eection to be held on July 24. As the dection gpproached,
Matthews was asked to make a public declaration of hisviews. He prepared a satement
of hisapprova in which he stressed its benefit as a measure to relieve downtown
congestion:

| shall vote for the bill and shall advise others to do the same, because | believe that on the whole
it furnishes areasonable and practicable means of securing rapid transit and relief for congestion
in this city, and, furthermore, because | fear the adoption of desperate and extravagant remedies
if the whole matter is allowed to remain unsettled for another year. . . .

A part of the subway could be used for elevated railroad purposes, but the chief merit of the
subwaysisthat by means of them alarge part of the streetsin the business section of the city can
be freed from the encumbrance of surface cars and tracks, and thus be restored to their legitimate
purpose as highways for foot passengers and teams, while the subways themsel ves will

148 Boston Globe, "To the people; Referendum accepted on Meigs bill," June 28, 1894, pp. 1 & 5; Boston Daily
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accommodate several times the number of cars that can now pass through the city, and at about
double the rate of speed.***

There was some opposition to the bill, but none of it focused on direct criticism of
the subway or congestion issues. Indeed, the subway was barely mentioned at al, except
by the Advertiser, which supported the Meigs plan but not a subway. The Post wasthe
only mgjor paper to oppose the hill, but its editors were vigorous opponents on many
grounds. Among other reasons, they objected that the bill’ s provisons had not been
carefully enough studied because the process by which the legidature had approved the
bill was one of trading political favors rather than careful planning, thet the bill was
unlikely ever to lead to the creation of an eevated train, and that it was too complicated
for people to have formed a good judgement in the few weeks between the legidature' s
approval and the referendum.™> They ran severd cartoon urging votersto reject the bill.
One of these portrayed Boston as a young woman who should regect her two “ suiters,”
Matthews representing the subway and Meigs representing his elevated railway scheme
(see Figure 4.2). The Citizens Association was another prominent opponent, stating that
it supported the subway provision but could not support the current bill because of the
problems with the Megs devated railway provision.*>* Osborne Howes, Jr., argued that
it wasridiculous to ask voters to pass judgment on abill that paired such different plans
as the subway and Meigs devated system.*>* Twao days before the referendum, a meeting

of members of the Building Trades Council unanimoudy voted againg the bill. Though
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the members who spoke had widely differing reasons for their opposition, these dl

centered on the devated railway provision rather than the subway.**

|
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Ien't"It Pretty Hot Weather for These Gentlemen—Mr. Euhw'ij Matthews |
and Mr, Speculator Meigs—to Be Pestering Miss Bu:_ugtuu With-Their Attentiona? .|
And, Curiously Enough, She Can't Accept One Without theOther, and That Would
Be Decidedly Awkward  Then You Better Declime’ Them Both, Miss Boston
oo Tuesday Next. ; ] [
Note: Man to the left iselevated railway proponent Meigs, and the man to theright is Mayor
Matthews, representing the subway. Source: Boston Post, July 22 (a.m.), 1894, p. 1.

In the end, the bill passed by a margin of 1,278 out of just under 30,000 votes cast.**
The Globe printed the cartoon shown in Figure 4.3 and ran editorids urging the city to
get to work at once on implementing the voters' decision. The editors stressed that the

fact that the vote passed, even given such a convoluted plan, demonstrated the residents
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intense desire for improved rapid transit.'>” The Advertiser stuck to its gunsin opposing
the subway, running an editoria saying that the vote in favor would have been much

higher had the Megs hill not suffered the “ heavy handicap” of the subway plan.**®

Figure4.3: Illugtration from the Boston Globe.

RAPID TRANSIT IN 'BOSTON,

'ﬁ@‘-fa‘f ELEVATED Sysyenm
m‘lmmvgvﬂ. %

mmﬂi_mrnnmmh-mm ME
Source: Boston Globe, July 25 (a.m.), 1894, p. 1.

Within afew days anew Boston Transgt Commission was formed to oversee the
subway project, being composed of the members of the subway commission plustwo
gubernatoria appointees.®™*® The commission got speedily to work. The authorizing

legidation did not require the commission to build the subway, but rather thet it should
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build the project only if further study demonstrated that the project would be beneficidl.
The commission decided that the subway should be built, and continued to move the
project forward. During itsfirg year it had to fight off an unsuccessful attempt to reped
itsauthorizing legdation. Asthe subway finaly neared completion, the commission aso
arranged an exclusive twenty-year lease of the subway to the West End, which agreed to
run al its Tremont Streetcars through the subway. In September of 1897 thefirt leg of
the subway opened to great fanfare and festivities, and within ayear the entire project

was completed. The subway even came in under its $5 million budget.**°

160 Cheape, Moving the masses, 1980, pp. 143-145.
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CHAPTERS

CURING CONGESTION IN THE 1920s:
THE LoOPHIGHWAY STORY

Figure5.1: Map of the loop highway as proposed by the Special Commission.
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[Boston, the Commission], 1925, p. 3.
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5.1 Introduction

Three decades after the decison to build the subway, traffic congestion remained a
prominent issue in Bogton. Of specific concern was congestion in the very same location
that had prompted the city to build the subway: the downtown business didtrict. Also
unchanged from the 1890s was concern over the lack of adequate facilities for traveling
north and south through the digtrict. In the 1920s, however, the proposed solution that
attracted the most favorable and sustained attention was not an underground facility, but a
new, at-grade boulevard known dternately as the “Intermediate Thoroughfare” and the
“loop highway.” It was concelved of asaquick way for vehicles to access the various
downtown districts, and it lso was to serve traffic passing directly through the downtown
without stopping, since it connected two magjor entry points onto the peninsula.*

Theloop highway was aso known as the “Intermediate Thoroughfare” because it
was designed to be the central of three mgjor thoroughfares leading north and south
through the downtown. The inner and outer roads were dready largdly complete. The
“inner” tho