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As you read...

A STATE HIGHWAY SYSTEM

Beforethe 1920s,North CarolinaOmadswerebuilt and maintainedby individual counties. Theresultwasa
haphazardsystemof dirt and gravelroadsthat wereeasilyerodedand turned to mud by rain and snow. The
stateOsoadswerebad enoughfor travel by horseand wagon,but as automobilesbecamemore popular, the
lack of good roads became a serious problem.

The North Carolina Good Roads Association was founded in 1902 to improve the stateOs
transportation. Similar associationswere formed in other states, and a national Good RoadsAssociation
had begun work in the 1890s. After World War |, the North Carolina association lobbied the state
governmentto build and maintain a systemof roads, paid for by taxes,and to createa department (the
forerunner of the current Department of Transportation) to oversee road construction. The federal
governmenthad setasidefunds to build hard-toppedroadsacrossthe United States,but to qualifyfor these
funds, states had to raise their own money as well. The associationwarned that unless North Carolina
acted, it would miss out on federal funds and fall behind other states.

The association grew quickly N from less than 300 membersin 1919to 5,500in 1921N and its
argumentswon votes. In 1921 the GeneralAssemblycreateda state highwaysystem,funded by a tax on
gasolineand auto licensing fees and managedby a State Highway Commission. With additional funding
from the federal government, North Carolina build 7,680 miles of hard-topped roads by 1925.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

The first document on this page s a letter written by the president of the North Carolina Good Roads
Association, W. A. McGritt, to the stateOgjovernor, Thomas Bickett. The second is from a pamphlet
published by the association, encouraging citizens to support a tax for the construction of roads.

1. Why did the Good Roads Association believe that North Carolina should have improved roads?

2. How did the organization propose to pay for these roads?

3. Whathelp did the Good RoadsAssociationseekfrom the Governor?Why did McGritt believethat he
would be sympathetic to their cause?

4. How do you suppose roads could Obuild up and improve the morals of our citizensO?

Why would state highways bring Oequal rights to all, special privileges to noneO?

6. Comparethe arguments of the Good Roads Associationto Archibald MurpheyOsall for improved
transportation a century earlier. How are they similar? How are they different? What had changedor
not changed in a hundred years?
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Figure 1. Dirt roads turned to mud and made travel difficult for horses and
wagons -- but impossible for early automobiles. This automobile was stuck in
the mud of Johnston County, 1909.

Wilmington, N.C Dec. 31st, 1918
Hon. Thos. W. Bickett, Governor
Raleigh, North Carolina.

My Dear Governor,

I enclosehere-with copyof aresolution which wasadoptedat the North Carolina Good

Roads convention held at Wrightsville Beach, August 1918.
Figure 3. According to the The resolution setsforth in detail the vital needfor some systemof taxationby which
photographer, this automobile o 1, ijing of a State System of roads in this State will be assured.
was parked in a tree as a A i i
warning to drivers. Knowing that you are in sympathy with all that tends to advancethe progressand
developmentof the State,and feeling assuredthat you fully appreciatethe fact that North
Carolina, if she would keep step with other progressivestates,must wake up to the vital
necessityof creatinga better state-widesystemof public highways,| am appealingto youto
give the movement referred to in the resolution enclosed, our undivided support and
hearty co-operation.

Is it not a fact that loose and haphazardmethods of providing for the building and
maintenance of our highways, have proven a miserable failure? It seemsto me that the
deplorable condition of many of our public highways fully answersthe question in the
affirmative.

If that be true, then are we doing our part aspatriotic citizens of North Carolina, if we
fail to provide some better and surer way of increasing the efficiency of the public road
system of the State?

We must also consider the fact that Congresswill undoubtedly make large Federal
appropriations very soon for the building of National highways. The apportionment of
these funds will be based on a cooperativearrangement, of dollar for dollar. It will,
therefore, be necessaryfor the General Assemblyto make availablea sufficient statefund,
if the State is to be in a position to take advantage of these federal funds.
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There is an urgent need of a Statesystemof roads, so that the people of eachcounty
can gain easyaccesdo theseNational highways,to adjoining countiesand markets, and to
other sections of the State and Nation.

At the coming sessionof the Legislature,a bill will be presentedproviding for this
need. This will be one of the greatestopportunities the peopleof North Carolina haveever
had to put the State along with other progressive states.

| trust that you will give this bill your support and will useyour influence to insure its
passage.

With best wishes for the New Year, | am

Faithfully yours.
W. A. McGirt, President

Ten Reasons Why North Carolina Should Have
State Highways

1. because:The presentinadequatesystemof public raodsin North Carolina constitutes
our greatest economic drain. Good roads are an asset, bad roads are a liability.

2. because:The successof the agricultural industrial, economic, and social life of our
State depends largely upon transportation, Kailroads and state highways .

3. because:The introduction of the automobile and motor truck hasrapidly changedthe
character of travel. State highways are absolutely necessary to meet these changes.

4. because:StateHighways will mean improved schoolfacilities, more churches,better
farms, quicker communication, reduction in cost of transportation and generally
improved conditions, moral, social and economical.

5. because:A complete systemof StateHighways will carrylight into dark places,build
up and improve the morals of our citizens, and induce good peopleto settlein our
midst.

6. because: We must look beyond the County line, state construction and
maintenance make for broad vision and high ideals. The Westshould be linked with
the East, the North with the South, N we should know each other better.

7. because:Highways constructedand maintained by the Statemean Oequatights to all,
special privileges to none.O

8. because: Prosperity is headedour way and it is absolutely necessarythat the State
provide a fund for road construction to be able to take advantageof the GovernmentOs
offer of federal aid. Other statesare making preparation,N North Carolinamust do
likewise.

9. because:More and betterroadscanbe built and properly maintained by the Statethan
through hundreds of local units. County and Townshipswill neverprovide a complete
system, N it is up to the State.

10. because: Every individual in the State of North Carolina will benefit directly or
indirectly from a system of public roads and, therefore, should contribute towards
their construction.

provide the fund N levy the tax N build the roads.
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Figure 2. This 1922 highway

map shows how much progress

the state made in only a few
years.

On the web

Hattie Morehead Berry
http://www.ncmuseumofhistory.org/workshops/womenshistory/berry.html

One of the leadersof North Carolina's Good RoadsMovementwas Hattie MoreheadBerry, who

servedas the secretaryof the Associationfrom 1918into the 1920s. Supporters called her the

"Mother of Good Roads"and credited her with the passageof the 1921good roads bill because
she had done so much to build public support. You can read more about her in this biography
from the North Carolina Museum of History.

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.orgto learn more about topics related to this article,
including Good RoadsMovement, North Carolina, automobile, government history, roads and
transportation.
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