MERICA'S love affair with the automobile has be-

come a cliché, often a snide one. But in the early days,

thare was real passion. *You know, Henry, your car
lifted us out of the mud,” a farmer’s wife living near Rome,
Georgia, wrote to Henry Ford in 1918. "It brought joy into our
lives. We Joved every raule in its bonzs.”

Even American reformers and intzllectuals were favorably
inclined. In his 1916 book, The Romauce of the Auto Indusiry,
James Rood Doclittle expressad the belief that the car would
“iAcrease personal efficiency,..make happier the Jot of people
who have led isolated lives in the country and congested lives
in the cities; {and]...serve as an equalizer and & balance.”
Conservationists saw the automobile as a great advance—no
Jonger would vast quantities of ferile fanmland be lost feeding
horses. And, with mobility, rural youth might even stay on the
farm, rathar than rushing away to the big city.

But those early positions have long vanished. Today's intel-
lectuals and reformers have little respact for the 2utomobile—
or for zutomobile culture. The car’s very convenisnce seams
an indulgence, a waste of resources and money. “The Soviet

liaved pollution and improved safety. And many of the prob-
lzms associaiad with automobiles are the result of oo much,
not too litile, political control.

The reformers’ rejection of the zutomebile reflacts, in part,
their distaste for capitalism and its mzin beneficiaries. Intellec-
tuzls have particular contempt for the self-expressive gaucherie
of American car culture—sail fins, hot rods, drag racing, and,
worst of all, the Pink Cadillac, To a large degree, their hostility
to the automobile is simply a maaifestation of their largs

~ hosiility toward unfetierad American individualism.

The automobile offers not only personal mobility but per-
sonal space; ensconced within their cars, drivers may sing
zlong with the radio, avoid panhandiers, hang fuzzy dice on
their raarview mirors, put on mekeup, and otherwiss behave
25 if they were in their own homes, Early car proponents noted
that awtomobiles, as oppasad
to public transit, preserved
women's modasty. protecting
them from pawing of unsa-
vory gazes from sTangars. Of
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Union's greatest contribution to woild paace was the fact that
it did not puta carin every Sovietcitizen’s garags,” says Ralph
Nader.

Political activists such as Nader have no monopoly on
hostility to the automobile. Among the well-educated and
well-ta-do, nostalgia for train travel and paeans 10 subways are
as common as complaints about traffic congestion. Bur those
who prescribe subways for America’s cities rarely hold the
jam-packed trains of Tokyo up as a paragon; the Washington
Metro, whose modem cars often travel all but empty, is amore
appealing modzl. And those whosing the praises of mass transit
are the first 1o complain about crowded airplanes. One begins
to suspect that the problem with automobiles is that they're too
democratic: They let too many people on the road.

The specific charges levied agzinst the only truly
democratic form of transportation are many: the destruction of
traditional urban Anterica, condemning Americanstothe steril-
iy of suburbia; the slaughter of over 40,000 people annually:
the consumption of vast quantities of “nenrene wable re-
sources”; the fouling of our air and our climate; congestion that
has madz 2 mockery of the car’s promised mobility. Critics
2ssert that Americans must renounce this faithless machine and
accept the virtues of collectivist transporiation. Schemes rang-
ing from doubling the gasoline tax to odd/even rationing plans
to outright bans of zutomobile ownership are eagerly proposed.

But the charges lodged against the automobile are largely
incorrect, and the accompanying prescriptons are flawed. The
coming of the automobile not only brought mobility but re-

course, automabilss from the
beginning also providad con-
veniznt sites for lovemaking.

By giving individuals con-
trol over when and where they
go, automobiles render im-
passible the plannad world so
desired by the coercive utopi-
ans—those well-meanig
despots who seek to stfte
human nature and thereby
save humanity. As Brock Yates, former author of "The Dream
\achine™ column in the Washingion Post, has noted: “The
ownership (of cars] is discouraged in totalitanizn societies. A
mobile population is a population essentially out of contol of
centalized government.”

When The Grapes of Wrath, the powerful film deplicting (he
plight of the Depression-era rural poor, was shown in the Soviat
Union, audiences were squck less by the pitiable conditon of
the Joad family than by their mobility, “I will never forgetthe -
American film made from Steinbeck's Grapes of Wrath,” wrote
Lev Navrozov in his 1973 book, The Education of Lev Navro-
-ov. “The author and the film-makess wanted to show the life
of the poor in the thirties. The poor rode about in ucks. The
Russian audience stared. Even a small dingy car thisty years
old is a status symbol here perhaps 2s high as a2 yacht in the
United States. But the ownership of a truck is something as
would, in the Urnited States, be tha ownership of, say, 2 fleat of
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dirigibles. The audience perceived Steinbzck’s wrathful mes-
sage of poverry as a futuristic fantasy 2bout extraterrestrials
riding about in their fleets of dirigibles.”

ALTHOUGH the automebile was not inventad in Amar-
ica, it was here that mobility was first democratizad. In
the late 19th century, cars were the toys of the nch—beautiful
handcrafted items requiring vast effort to build and maintain.
The automobile, Woodrow Wilson feared, would siimulate

- socialism by “inciting the poor to envy the possessions of the

rich.” And in Europe, cars did remain unavailable to 2!l but the
wealthiest until after World War 11,

Butin America, Henry Ford's populist vision and capitalist
genius put the world on wheels. His pionzering assembly-linz
production methods could produce a car in 70 man-days; in
Europe, where carriage-trade practices still held sway, 53,000
man-days were required. When the Model T was discoatinued .
in 1927, over 13 million had bean sold.

European governments saw cars as luxury items and

adopted policies early on that kept them in that
class unti! after World War II. From the begin-
ning, very high horsepower and fuel taxes priced
automobiles out of the range of moderatz-income
Europeans. (In the British Parliament, Herbert
Asquith argued in 1907 that a tax on cars was
“almost an ideal tax because it is a luxury which is apt to
degenarate into a nuisance.”) No such rastrictions hampered
Amercanindustry, which resporded by producing inexpensive
autos that quickly increased in quality and performance.

American manufacturers also had the benafit of 2 more
promising customer base than Europeans, The flatterrain of the
Midwest was more suitable for early, poorly powered auiome-
biles than mountainous Europe, and the large and relatively
prosperous rural population was already familiar with steam-
and gasoline-powered farm machinery. In 1908, when Ford
introduced the Model T, half the U.S. populationlived on farms
or in towns of less than 2,500, Farmers eagerly adopied the
automobile, and it dramatically changad rural life. In 1909,
Collier's reported that in Towa 1 outof every 34 farmers owned
an automobile, versus 1 family out of 190 in New York City.

Entrepreneurs reinforced this demand by plonsering
rational consumar financing arrangements, General Motors
Acceptance Corporation was launched in 1919, Within o
years there were more than 100 car-financing companiesinthe
United States. Buyving on time made it possible for mast em-
ployed Amaricans fo gain zutomobility.

Consequandy. the growth in car ownershipin America was

explosive. In 1910, there was 1 car for every 44 houscholds; by
1930, it was | for every 1.3 households. England didn’t reach
that Jevel until 1966, In 1929, the U.S. companies manufac-
tred 3.3 million motorcars—10Q times the total of the combined
output of all the restof the nations of the world, Eight thousand
vehicles were registered in America by 1900; by 1940, the

rnumbsr had reached 32 million,
B EFORE the coming of the car, many Americans relied on
the sort of fixed-schedule mass transit preseribed by
today's auto critics—trains, subways, and trolleys. Trains, in
particular, were vital to rural life. But dzpending on a2 combi-
nasion of horsas and fixed transportation rendered the rural

population essentially immobile.
The gpead of the horse was only about 6 mph to 8 mph, and
a hors2 could only go about 23 miles without extensivea rest, To
travel the 25 miles from Qregon, Illineis, to the neighboring
town of Rockford, for example, took about four hours by horse.
Most people, however, took the train, confronting a fixed

=
i
SO0 T Dactar's Carl
e e L
Fupmsuiy deugned ko
Foyurzar

=

schedule that made one-day round
trips nearly impossible. (Norman T.
Moline's study of Oregon, Mobiliry
and the Small Town: 1800-1930,
provides a detailed look at the aute-
mobile’s effect on life in rural com-
munijtias.}

Before the automobile, Oregon residents
made understandably few trips to Rockford.
A diary kept by Oregon resident Hugh Ray
records three trips to Rockford from 1901 o
1903; 10 years later, the Ray family could
travel with auto-owning friends and made
eight trips from 1911 to 1913. After the Rays
bought their own car in 1916, they began 1o visit Rockford
every taree or four weeks.

Ths automobile, which traveled more slowly than 2 train bet
adhersd 1o its owner's personal schedule, knit Oregon, Rock-
ford, and surounding communities together. Although we as-
sociats the car with urban sprawl—cities spreading out from
their ceaters into the suburbs—italso created new mewopalitan
areas by bringing togethzr small towns.

For city dwellers, mobility began to improve prior to the
avromanila: Bosh the bicycle and street railroads creats
swi sans of travel about urban areas. The “safety bicycle”
was fist popularized in 1885 and Jaid the basis for the industrial
structurs that would soon be converted to automobiles.

By 1900, there were some 850 electric trolley systems
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operating over 10,000 miles of track. Today, anticar intellaciu-
als look back on the trolleys as Edenic carriages overthrown by
. the automobile serpent. Trolley's did provide clean, reasonably
priced service, but they were inflaxible and thare was no easy
way to bypass 2 disabled vehicle. The costs of building and
maintaining the rail infrastructure were very high.

Nor were trolleys immune 10 public criticism. By 1918, the
Los Angeles streefcar system’s five-cent fare could no fonger
cover itscosts, but public resentment made increasas politically
impossible. Riders complained biterly about being forced 10
stand in crowdad cars. “Is it not about time you (00K sieps 10
ascertain just why the Pacific Electrie {the famous Red Cars]
gels by with the putrid brand of transporiation they are dishing
out?" a Venice citizen complainzd to the local board of trustzes
in 1920, “Is there no redress for the hundreds of citizens in
this community who are forced to pay high fares—io be
handled like catle?”

Long before the freeways, Angelenos were escaping
public transit and buy-
ing private automobiles
at a far graater rate than

other Americans; in 19135, L.os Angeleshad
1 car for every 8 residents, comparzd 1o 2
national average of a car for evawy 43

zople. These cars caused downtown traf-
fic jams—less when they were moving

the 1fxed schedules
and routes of tralns,
sringlng new mobllily
to people In small

towns and rural 2reds. (han when they were parked.

Then, as now, many drivers expected to park at the curb for
frez, as they had in the days of horses. The city briefly tied to
ban curbside parking froma congested area of downtown, only
to face a political rebellion. Eventually, the city backed down,
the sirests remained crowdad, and paid parking lots began 10
appear. More importantly, stores moved out of downtown 10
Jess crowdad areas where they could provide private parking
lots far their customers. Conirary to the claims of automobilz
critics, such “free” parking does not constitute a subsidy, since
ttis included in the store’s cost of doing businzss and passad
along to customers in the prices they pay. The same cannot bz
said, however, for free curbside parking.

Los Angeles also pioneered & common Progressive-era
policy: squelching the privatz jitney cervices that sprang up 1o
offer commulters group ransportation via automobile. Some
jitneys were full-blown businesses, running regular routes or
ofering deor-to-door service. In other cases, COMMUILTS
simply stuck signs in their car windows announcing their

sstinations and chargad a nickel to any passenger going their
way, The jiinays cost (he same as streetcars but camied pas-
sengers at sp2eds 150 percent ©© 200 parcent faster.

Said Atlania jitney proponent and auto dezler Gaorge Haa-

son: "Jitneys mean convenience in transpoitation to the public
never drzamad of before by those who have ridden on badly
hezied and badly lighted streetcars which have dumped tham
off a1 streat comers, in the middle of the street, probebly ina
mud puddie. Not so with the ‘jitney.” The ladies will not have
1o gat their feet sozked with, rain and mud. The "jitnay™ will
drive you 1o the curbstone in front of your residence.” Natu-
rally, such service posed 2 grave threat to the financially
teoublad strestcar monopolies, and cities from Leos Angelesto
Ailznta quickly moved 10 outlaw or severely restrict jitney
sarvice—depriving urben dwellers of an inexpensive form of
“public” transpontation that offerad much of the zutomobile’s
comfort and flexibility.
Politics zlso intervened in
road building. As car owner-
, ship increased, people
pegan 1o demand batter
roads. The first American
limited-access highway
exclusively for automo-
biles was a 435.mile, pri-

Trolizys provided
cheap transgorta-
tien but were ng-
terlousty Inllexibis.
There was no easy
way to bypessa
disabied vehfcle,

T I e

IR :

vaiely built toll road link-
ing Great Neck, New
York, to Lake Ronkon- N

koma—rthe Long Island Motor Parkway. bagun in 1908. How-
ever, 10ll roads were opposed by the highway establishment,
2ad politicians rushed 1o preempt private solutions. .

One spokesman nowed that 2 10!l road would generate only
30 percent new rraffic, while a“free” road mignt gznarate twice
that amount. The concept that traffic volume, rather than
willingness to pay, was tig appropriate measure for derzrmin-
ing highway decisions introduced & major bias into highway
investment and operating decisions. Roads were justified on
th2 basis of proposed usage Jevels, not on the basis of the valez
of that usage. (The value of roads need not only have been
measured by tolls; traditionally, many roads had baen paid for
2nd meintainad by the adjacent property OWnais, who wanted
azcess to their homes, farms, or businessss.)

To finance roed construction, st governmeants elected to
focus on more-diffuss tax approaches rathar than tolls. The
early preference was for the gasoling ax. Oregon. New Mex-
0. and Colorado were the first states to impose this "user fae,”
beginning in 1919. By 1929, every stzie and the Distict of &
Columbia had imposad such 1axes. generally at about tres i
cants a galion.

Unlike Evropeans, Americans have tanded tore
linz taxes to road-relatad projects, But that principle has gradi-
ally erodad. as other political constirusncies—inciuding anded!
coups—have gainad powen In 1982. for the first fime. Congres
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In thelp truck, the
Jozds were akle to
;eek a better [He in
Catifarnla, Private
wtemotlles aliowed
housands to escape
the Dust Bowl,
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diverted one cent per gallon of the increased federal gasoline
tax to mass tansit Later, poliically preferred fuels {ethanol
and methanol) were exempted fromthe federal user-tax system.

The automobile s critics often note the irony of a technology
that promisas mobility ending in gridlock. But, of course, most
drivers make most trips without ending up stuck in traffic. And
congested highways are not inevitable: The
very concept of “congestion” is an antifact of
political control. Early on, we opted for 2
financing system that severed the relationship
between the price pzid for access and value o
the user. Drivers who use uncongestad roads
or who travel at less popular times of day pay
the same gas taxes as people who clog the
freeways at rush hours. And there is no incen-
tive, other than political
pressure, 10 2dd capacity 1o
overcrowded roads.

Can one imagine a pii-
varz provider viswing a sit-
uation in which too many

people wish to use his services at current
prices as a"problem’? Yzt in the absence of
a rational pricing policy, the only rationing
system available is based on the willingness
to sit still on the fraeway. Although it creates a vibrant market

for car phones and books on tape, (his is not the way a rea-
sonable systzm allocates rasources.,

CARS craate potlution. This most common indictment of
the autemobile is, of course, true. Butit’'s also que that

cars may well have dramatically dzcreassd overall pollution.

Pre-car America bore less resemblance to the spoiless
museumn world of Colonial Williamsburg than 1o a stockyard.
A horse produces epproximately 43 pounds of manure each
day. In high-density urban environments, massive tonnages
accumulated, raquiring constant callection and disposal. Flies,
dried dung dust, and the smell of urine filled the air, spreading
disease znd irritating the lungs. On rziny days, onz walked
through puddles of liquid wastes. Occupational diseases in
horse-relatad industriecs were common.

In this day of animal rights, it is hard to imagine a world of
dray horses dying in hamess; but that world is less than &
cenfury behind us. New York City in the 1880s removed 15,000
dead horses annually. Like the carcarcassas of today, they wers
not always dispesad of in a timely fashion. And 2n abazndoned
horse is a far more troublesome nuisance than i modem

equivalzant
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The Club of Rome did not pionzer predictions of doom that
ignore technological innovations. In 1885, A British writer
described the future of London: “It is a vast stagnant swamp,
which no man dare enter, since dzath would be his inevitable
fate. There exhales from this cozy mass so fatal a vapour that
no anima! can endure it. The black water bears a greenish-
brown floating scum, which forever bubbles up from the puwrid
mud of the bottom....It is dzad.” From this we were saved by
the automobile,

The zutomobile zlso encouraged developments thai reduced
2ir pollution. Before the zutomobile, most urban homes and
businesses were heated with coal, zn extremely dirty source of
energy that spewed sulfur diexide, particulates, and toxic ash
into the 2ir. As the demand for gasoline siimulated oil explora-
tion, hzating oil and natural gas became cheaper and more

readily available.

Of coursa, as other sources of air
pollution were reduced, the automobile
bacame a significant rasidual source of
various air pollutants, particularly car-
bon monoxide, h\ drocarbOns and nitro-
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gen oxides. Even
today, however,
these emissions
pose neither health
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nor visibility problems in most places. But  Amerlcan with 2 Job

under szlected climatic conditions, in dznse
urban a-2as, these pollutants can cause a level
of discamfort that the inhabitants find unac-
ceptable. This happens regularly in a very few citizs (notably
I.A. zrnd Houston) and a few times a year in some other cities.
Rural zreas are not troubled by poor air guality.

A ratfonal society seeking to ensure wis: management of
airsheds would devise institutional arrangements that har-
nessed polution-mitigation technologies to the incentives of
thase czusing the polluting—charging specific pollutzrs forthe
speciiic harms they do. Instead, we have instirutad a moral
crusade against the sin of emission (and against the automo-
bile). By failing to recognize that emissions can creaie more o1
Jess dzmage depending upon whether they occur in rural Mis-
souri or downtown Los Angeles on a summer day, we spen
most of our resources controlling emissions in areas where no

to purchase
an automoklla,

pollution occurs.
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N Rebel Vithowt ¢ Cguse, Junes Dean cempeies i1 a
J.smcudal drag race. The film fate of his challerger fore-
shadows Dean’s own death in the ¢ California desert at the whaz
of a Porsche Spyder bearing recing stmpes 2ad the legend
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“Lictle Bastard” on the tail. The autornobdile as animistic evil
force is later explored in Stephen King's Christine, which
features a blood-red 1957 Plymouth Fury as the automebile
equivalentof Dr. Frankenstein's monster

These are extreme expressions of a widely held view that
automobiles are inherently dangerous. The belief that the auto-
tnobile has made the world less safe is natural for a consarvative
people. A new technology introduces new risks, even when it
makes the world much safer. Safety can only be increassd by
prudent risk taking. Fire introduces the risks of bums and
asphyxiation; this is outweighed by the reduced risks of expo-
sure, starvation, and wild animal atzacks. But new risks are
always weighed more heavily than are older, more-accepted
risks, and the automobile is no exception.

" Indeed, early cars were by all accounts unsafz. A wm-of-
the-century postcard depicts a motorst leaning out of his car
1o 2sk 2 hunter in the field, "Killed anything yet?”; he receives
the reply, “No, have vou?"Early cars combinzd relatively high
power with an absence of reliable braking, stzer-
ing, suspension, and other

ballcon tires, and Jaml-
nated glast beforea Ralph
Nader was born,

The roads were
little more than cleared paths, and
the experimental vehicles of the
day were often shaken apart.

But even the early cars were seenas much safer than horses.
Rene Bache, writing in the Saturday Evening Post, reported
that some three-quarters of a million people were injured by
horses in 1900. In 1899, Harper's Weekly said, “‘a great many
folks to whom every horse is a wild beast feel much saferona

machine than behind a quadruped, who hasa mird of fiis own,’

and ermotions which may not always be forestalled or con-
trolled.” Women and the elderly, in particular, could not always
control 2 horse team. And the brakes and other congols of the
early cars were already superior to those of horsas.

The automotive industry beganto inoduce safery featres
almast immediately. Typically, a new fearure would be intro-
duced on 2 luxury brand and then over the pext four years would
become standard equipment on MOst Cars. Four-wheel hydrau-
lic brakes, balloon tires, and laminated glass windshields were
2l widely available by 1927, Unlike horses, cars could and did
rapidly increase in safety over time. In 1921, there were 25.3
highway fatalities per 100 million miles of travel; in 1941, there
were12.0, and in 1947, 8.8. The figura had drepped to 3.2 by
1966 and to 2.2 by 1989,

We should also recognize the risks of 2n immobile society,

* and the advantages of rapid and flexible transpontation. partic-

vlarly in emergencizs. After the wealthy, the first group 1o

purchase automobiles was physicians, Urbzn doctors initially
accountad for more vehicles than all commercial uses, and the
counay doctor was the first rural inhabitant to adopt the auto-
mobile. The Novembar 1905 edition of The Horseless Age, a
magazine promoting automobiles, printed §9 anicles written
by doctors deseribing theirexpeniances with ¢ars. Avtomobilzs
could travel more quickly than horse-drawn vehicles and often
withstood blizzards and heat waves berer than horses.

AUTO.\IOBILES have done much to improve the world:
They have increzsed mobility, reduced poliution, and
improved safery. Butihe success of the automobile, paralieling
the success of capitalism in general, has enraged rather than
appeased its enemies. That is why effonts
to make the system work mors effectvely
(privatization, tolling, targerad poliution-

soclety In which  conirol strategies, deregulating in-
slmast eyeryons can surance) are vehemently oppased by the
be & knlght, It [s zutormnobile haters.

“Once having tasted
the delights el a
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The unfeitered, unstructurad, privare nature of automobile
trzve] offends them. Their goal isnotto rationalize wanspona-
tion resources, but to force people out of their cass. But people
won't laave their cars easily. As Richard Smith, 2 Lexington,
Kantucky, residan, told researcher Priscilla Lee Deaby, "The
nommal person would not squawk as much, numerically speak-
ing, to have to give up freedom of the press, etc., 23 freedomto
travel. This freedom is his privacy. Ithink if you took individual
cars away, the psychological stress would be incredible.”

Economist Kenneth Boulding, quoied in The Green Life-

©snvls Handbook, dzscribes the autornobile 2s a “suit of armor

with two hundred horses inside, big enough to make fove in.”
He notes, “Once having tasted the deiights of a society in which
almosi everyone can be a knight, it s hard to go back to being
a peasant.”

But, the anticar groups realize, if America won't rush into
this masochistic policy, how can we ask the rest of the world
to forgo economic growth? This worn't bs easy. “Trouble is,”
notes auto critic Michael Walsh, writing for the World Watch
Instinuce, “we don't have the political mechanisms to impose
pzin ea citizens in a democratic socizty.” Not yat, anyway.
Individual autonomy irmitates thoss who lang mold society
1o their own tastes. It's not surprsing that this patemalistic
Dzddy wants to take the T-Bird away, for geod.

Fred L. Smiich is president of the Comperitive Enterprise Insti-
rure in Waskingion. D.C. Ka:hy Kusfiner, director of environ:
menial policy ar the instinate, assisted him with this eriicle.
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