
prepared l or Conference on Hignway Planning and Highway Design at 
the Univ. of Tenn., Knoxvi l le , May 11 , 1939 but was not used as i t 
operned to Mr. Fairbank more des irable , on goine; to Tennessee, t o 
take the talk along different l ine s . 

Tfhy Highway Planning Survey* - Horrt 

By H. S. pBdrbank, Chief, Di via ion of Info mat ion 
V* S* Bureau of Public Roada 

Twenty-eight years ago I paid my f i rs t v io i t 

to Knoxville. I eans then, aa one o f a group of J| 

young nan that formed tha staff of the Southern m m m 

Bailway's Good Roads Train* Our purpose was to sow f V ^ a ^ 

the seeds of a desire for lap roved roads axaong the l^J^ 

people of this State* As I look about ma here 

tonight I see some indication that we sowed a rood i f 

c r o P . u rn 

In a l l Tennessee, at that time, there were \J 

few roads that anyone would hare called good* Down ^v*** 

In Hadison County the late ff. S. Keller was building f**T**̂  

a eounty system of mac a dan roads that later led to 

his appointment as Alabam's f i r s t State highway 

engineer, and won for him a firm place aaong the early 

leaders of the highway profession* 

But here in East Tennessee, I think I aa not 

Mistaken in saying, there was as yet no similar 

progress] and there were s t i l l large areas in which 
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a, prlmit iTo isolat ion had not yet been penetrated by 

any road suitable for wheeled vehicles . To i l lustrate 

tha handicap of bad roads there was a story that we 

told our yood Roads Train audiences, that had i ts 

setting in one of those very roadless fastnesses of 

this section of the State. 

It was the story of an earlier good roads 

emissary who, when he had pushed his way on horse

back into a mountain hollow, was surprised to find 

i t abounding in a remarkable crop of corn. For so 

large a crop there »uat, he thought, be sone use 

beyond the obviously small subsistence requirements 

of the snail mountain comuaulty. Yet, thinking of 

the d i f f icul t ies of his own entrance into the valley, 

he could not imagine how i t would be possible to £et 

«uch a crop oat to a larger aarket. pointing back 

orer the way he had cone he said to the owner of one 

of the no re luxuriant f i e lds , "Surely, you can't je t 

•11 this corn out over that road." wHo, Stranger,* 
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tha native answered* "they ain't no ohanct to git hit 

eut that way. But, when we git i t nade into likker, 

hit 's plumb, downright easy to fight i t out." 

At that time, of ny f irst v i s i t to Kaoxvllle, 

this country stood upon the threshold of the pioneer 

period of road liapro resant* Four years later, in 

1915 » the Tennessee State Highway Cotwdssion was 

ereatedi and in one nore year the Federal Aid Road 

Aet was passed* 

We west here toni^it at what is virtually the 

end of that pioneer period and the beginning of a new 

aad secondary stage of road iaproveoent, in which 

•any ef the conceptions, and policies, and practices 

that have become faniliar to us oust be re-exaninod 

end adapted to new conditions* It is such a re-exazal-

nation and review that ws have undertaken in the 

Stata—wide highway planning; surveys. 

We soiartiaMS are asked the questions "Hhy 

WSJB* these surveys now, when the job of road building 

ie so nearly done?" I t is a question that reflects 



a conception of road improvement ac a process of 

lasting creation* Tou build a road and there i t i s -

there to stayj then you build another, and another; 

and sonstine you get then a l l finished] then you are 

dons with road building, and you can use the tax 

Bttttsy for something e l se . ftell, you and I know that 

road building i sn ' t l ike that* It i s a never-ending 

process. As long as wheels revolve over our highways 

there must go on a oonstant process of repair* and 

renewal, and revision or the highway faci l i ty* And, 

far from being nearly done with road building at this 

tiiss, we hare actually only just begun* We hare 

reached the end of a period of hurried and provisional 

construction to get usable roadways under a rapidly 

growing traff ic that has been constantly outstripping 

our best efforts* With the most urgent wants of the 

traffie now supplied, and the rate of traff ic growth 

sottllng down to a more gradual climb and a store 

predictable goal, w» are now entering a period when 

planning of the future forn and extent of the highway 

•ystea as a whole has cone within the range of 

feas ib i l i ty . 
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When I f i r s t same to Knoxvllle there were only 

700,000 Motor vehicles in the whole united States1 

but every two years their number was doubling* Ho 

one could fona the slightest idea o f their eventual 

numbers* Perhaps, even, l ike the bicycle they would 

aooa cease to increase, and the no tor oar again l ike 

the b icyc le , would prove to be just another passing 

fad* ttiere were wiseacres who said so* 

But year followed year, and instead of falling 

o f f , the rate of increase In sot or vehicle registra

t ion increased, and In the good old ASMrican way we 

were soon saying, "Excuse our dust] but watch us 

growl There a in ' t no stoppin' us." Bvery year's 

new/ aodels were classier and downright better than 

T&e las t . And, I f a skeptic hinted of 'saturation 

point," the wiseacres - the same that once talked 

tawwiagly o f fads - perished the thought and pooh-

peohed the idea* And, sneaking another look at the 

heaven-pointed curve o f registration increase, the 

•keptice generally decided to le t the BATTER drop* 
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The point la that aa long aa tha registration 

curve headed upward without sign of bending no nan 

eould even guess how far I t a ig i t go* And, road* 

builder*, seeing ara re to do than they eould possibly 

get done with the money In ai^it, contented themselves 

with doing the obvious things - whioh generally con

sisted of getting some kind of cover over the said on 

as sany sdles as possible - and letting the future 

take care of i t se l f . 

If anyone says that was short - s i f t ed , I am 

going to disagree - ejaphatioelly* It was what 

practical men (nay we not also say wise men) always 

do when they are confronted with a similar situation, 

they feel their way. They do f irst things first* 

they Moot imperative needs partiallyi and so partially 

s»#t sure needs* 

In 1921 the designation of a Federal-aid high

way systest and the establishment of a policy to 

•fond on that system only until i t should bo sat is-

faotorily laproved was the wisest of planning* It 

doing f irst things first* And so also was the 
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slnl lar creation of State highway eysterna and th* 

slnl lar restriction o f State expenditure te those 

system. The roads that were included in the state 

aad Federal-aid systeas were In practically a l l 

eases clearly the aest important of -the country's 

roads* So mistake in sticking to thaa - so reasoned 

the planners of 1921I and their reasoning was good 

reasoning* They were wise planners* 

When the sum that planned the State eystens 

aad the Federal-aid system began lap roving -those 

syatene they followed what they called a stage-eon-

struotion policy* They built by stages* Remembering 

that neither they aor even the wisest o f their oon-

teajwreries eould so auoh as ha sard a guess of the 

ultlaate future of the motor vehicle, the adoption of 

that policy aust stand also as a wise decision* That 

wea planning, too* It was provisional planning which 

Is the only kind of planning that eoaports with a 

period of rapid and unpredictable growth* Build so 

far as possible to aeet the present needj but so build 

M to supply a foundation for future better building* 
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That m i the essence o f the stage construction pol icy -

and for the tine of i t s adoption i t was the only 

fitting policy - the only practicable po l i cy . It 

was vise planning* 

But the wisest of p o l i c i e s , continued in 

force when the conditions to which they were f i t ted 

hare passed, beecoao, l ike twisted signposts, pointers 

of misdirection. And the road building conditions 

of the teens and twenties and the early thirt ies -

the conditions to which these pol ic ies o f which we 

hare spoken were f i t ted - hare now definitely changed* 

The soaring eurre of Motor registration has 

turned toward the level* There are now i n Tennessee 

alone nore cars and trucks than there were in the 

whole country when ttio Southern Railway's Oood Roads 

Train of 1911 whistled i t s way Into the Knoxville 

yards. 

In the United States there are now 50 ,000,000 

•©tor vehicles where then there were 700,000. But 

the numbers of these Kiotor vehicles are no longer 
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doubling ovary two years. In fact i t ia quit© easy 

te see and quite safe to predict that by 19&0 -

twoulj 'One years hence - there will be no acre than 

1*0,000,000, perhaps not nore than 38,000,000. 

It m y be somewhat aore ventureeon* to assert 

that toe fom and performance of the future vehicle 

wil l change as l i t t l e as I ts numbers} but i f so , i t 

is a venture that experts of the motor industry are 

willing to r isk, when, in the soberness of the 

conference room, they talk to us. 

Be longer* as in the teens end early twenties, 

are aany of our noet ljsportant roads wholly uniaproved* 

laetead, there is scarcely any part of our country 

that cannot be reached froa any other part by travel 

over surfaced hitfiways, which for the stoat part are 

»eth Budless and dustless. undeniable defects there 

are in these highways, but they are not the utter 

deficiencies of the days of our road building 

W i n n i n g s . 
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go longer Is the pattern of the noverasnt over 

these highways en evanescence, changing radically 

with yearly changes in -the performance abi l i ty of 

the aotor vehicle, and with tha steady enlargement 

of the circle of Its possessors to Include larger 

aad larger mashers of those less and lass wealthy* 

Instead, we approach a condition of stabi l i ty In 

vehicle ownership and use* 

Under these changed conditions road building 

po l i c i e s that fomerly were proper and wise becoias 

isadequate and insufficient half weesures. Cautious 

res tr i c t ion of iuproveiBent effort to highways clearly 

important say now give way to a distribution of 

batternent effort according to a aeasured ascertain-

•sot of the relative use values of a l l hl&ways. 

She singling out of certain roads for special 

attention beoones less neceasary and a balanced 

attent ion to the whole highway system, to assure a 

consistent iBzpiorquent of a l l Its parts, beooae* 

• s r e adrisable. 
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When we thus turn our gas* frost concentration 

upon the selected systems of our pest good policy, 

to a wider view of the whole road and street system, 

we see that there are parts of the whole system that 

femerly we excluded from our plans for good and 

sufficient reasons, that now, for reasons equally 

food, hare eosao to Merit our closer and Tory particular 

attention* 

Tor instance, we deliberately excluded city 

streets from our State and Federal-aid systsns in 

tha twenties - because city streets wore than so far 

superior to the Main rural highways as to seen beyond 

tho need of attention* Today, as we l i f t our eyes 

frost a close inspection of the naln rural hi^iways, 

we f i n d that -the fitness of nany of those hl^iways 

to perform their duty la a balanoed sohans of higji-

way transportation exceeds that of nany of t h e already 

overburdened c i t y streets to which they d o l l T e r their 

**ded weigit of traff ie . 
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And while, as State end Federal o f f ic ia l s , 

we hare been concentrating upon the aaln rural high* 

ways, we find that beyond those hlg&ways an Improvement 

of 1he lesser roads has been going on under local 

government administration, that has largely Increased 

the Improved mileage of such roads* As the effort 

that has brought about that improvement has been 

less definitely coordinated, so we now find i t to be 

less consistent, when aeasured either by the absolute 

standard of i t s own need, or the relative standards 

of comparison with other parts of the whole system* 

we know that improvement has been extended to 

aany sash roads the traffic use of which drops elose 

to the minimum of sero* But we see that there are 

other a l loc , of whloh a greater use i s made, that 

are not yet adequately improved* We realise that 

i t is la these lesser branches of our highway system 

ttmt there lurks the greatest possibil ity of wasted 

effort, effort wasted because i t has no real purpose, 

either for the eoonomie or social benefit of the 



- 13 -

country or I ts people* And we eenee that we should 

ascertain as quickly as possible not only the 

desirable l in i t s to which such improvements should 

be carried, but also the real goals of eeonomio and 

social development to which a l l further looal road 

improvement should oonsciously be made to contribute* 

Concretely, we speak of these economic and social 

goals in terms of desirable land uses* 

In the pioneer period through which we have 

passed, the emphasis of our road building science 

has been placed upon questions of physical road 

design* It was necessarily so* We had to learn a 

aew art of road building to cope with the new and 

latenser forces applied by the new vehicle* The 

physical researches of the last two decade* have 

•ad* possible the design of modern pavements and 

read surfaces, of sub grades and a l l the other elements 

*f the road structure that are well adapted to the 

Mods* Physical problems remain far study today, but 

the emphasis, as we pass from the pioneer to the 
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secondary phase of road Improvement will ba placed 

more and aora upon economic studios, which previously 

i t has boon cither unprofitable or impossible to 

pursue* 

Unprofitable? would It ever hare been 

unprofitable to undertake such studies as we are now 

beginning? Tee, actually unprofitable* Xt Is 

unprofitable always to study any movement, while i t 

is s t i l l so foralesc as to rereal no definite trends* 

And that, orer much of the past period, has been -the 

character of hl^xway traff ie by the motor vehicle* 

Largely unprofitable also would have bean such 

studies as those by which we now soak to establish 

the probable l i f e expectancy of various parts of 

the hlgzway structure, simply because our hi^iways 

were not yet old enough to have revealed the tendency 

and probable duration of their llwts* 

With most of the major trends definitely established 

I t mow becomes profitable to study them* At the same 

*i*m we reach a point In the progress of highway 

twftnismsut at which i t becomes desirable to relinquish 
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provis ional p o l i c i e s and seek to def ine , however 

t e n t a t i v e l y , ult imate goals* TFe approach a point of 

dirdni shing returns in our further developrsmt work 

that should not be passed* I t becomes l e s s and l e s s 

important to push development further , and more and 

more desirable that what has already been done sha l l 

be brought t o a s ta te of greater consistency within 

i t s e l f * Ultimate re lat ions between the highway 

transportat ion, that i s our special concern, and 

other forma of transportation need to be s e t upon a 

proper plane of coordination* Within the frame of 

highway transportation i t s e l f there i s need f o r a 

be t t er adjustment o f the road to the vsh ie le and 

v ice versa* And, h ighly Important, I s the need to 

develop a more s tab le and defensible system of 

h l g m a y finance* 

I t i s suoh reasons as these which I have 

aantloned that explain the nature and content of 

What we c a l l the State-wide highway planning surveys* 

and i t i s for reasons suoh as I have described that 

these surveys have not previously been undertaken and 

ywt are Imperatively needed now* 
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We have sa.de a beginning in Tennessee end in 

Iff other States - a beginning only. Tto eannot see 

the end of what we have started, because there is no 

end. 2n their init ial form the studies are designed 

to gather much basic data, whioh the future studies 

wi l l only need to revise and, by less elaborate or 

rather more routine processes, keep current* But 

the planning surveys are not to be thou git of as 

a short sally after facts from the walls of ignorance, 

but lather as the sustained march of a groat public 

business toward a goal of more rational admlnlstra-

tlom, founded upon a determined and constantly 

rovarlfiad need for i ts services. 

with tills conception of the character and 

purpose of the surveys, we are trying to think less 

of the customarily expected •Reports" of our studies, 

0*4 more of the ingestion of the facts and relation-

•alas discovered into the inward organism of tho 

*^e*way departments, and their eventual digestion 

M *ovised policies and practices, consistent with 

•hanging needs* 

http://sa.de
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Reports, as such, arc desirable mainly because 

i t is neecasary that the public be informed of what 

the departments are learning, that the people may 

be given aa opportunity to revise thoir conceptions 

la aooord with those of tho off ic ial agencies* And 

reports are beginning to issue that wi l l aeooaplish 

exactly this purpose* 

A few days ago tho President forwarded to 

Congress with his endorsement a report by the Bureau 

on tho feasibi l i ty of a suggested system of trans

continental to l l higiaay** We found the proposal 

to bo "not feasible," and we proposed instead a 

rather broadly conceived alternate that we wore 

caring enouf to call a anater Plan for the Highways 

of the Satlon* 

Printed copies of our report wil l shortly 

Va available, aad I hope you wil l a l l study i t with 

patience and a certain sympathy* Whether our pro

posals are as sound as we think them, wi l l bo 

ootermined by the verdict of the jury of whioh such 

troupe as yours are the most capable of informed 

fragment* 
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Bat what I want to way hare of the report ia 

that It could not possibly hare been nado had we not 

hswl a t our disposal the partial , yet very convincing 

aad consistent results of the planning surveys in many 

States* We nade some rather novel suggestions, and 

we point to what we believe are some errors of the 

past that are crying aloud for correction* X am not 

going to mention the suggestions or hint at the 

errors* X want to arouse your ourloslty* Tou may 

s a t i s f y i t by reading the report* 

Xf* then, you agree with us, and i f your 

Hfeasjssrt i s shared by other groups and especially 

Wf the Coagreei of the united States and the 

leg is laturee and governments of the States, a new 

***a wil l be given to accustomed highway poHoles, 

• * « you may credit that, i f i t happens, as the f i rs t 

whjer triumph of the highway planning surreys* 


