Transportation planning in Los Angeles has been consistently
marked by two features: systematic adaptation to the avtomobile
and continuing inability to execute significant public fransitim-
provements. The neglect of public transportation was not for lack
of vision. From 1906 on, a series of proposals for mass rapid
transit have been put forward, most of them based on an electri-
fied rail system, Attempts to act on these plans, however, were
plagued by numerous obstacles, many of which highway and
freeway development could circumvent, The following is a brief
fook at two particularly critical periods, both marked by rail rapid
transit proposals that had a good chance of being realized, and at
the reasons for the failure to implement them.

The 19205

Although Los Angeles’ first real city plan—the Major Traffic
Street Plan, presented in 1924 —was restricted explicitly to im-
provements in streets, it acknowledged the importance of coor-
dinating the traffic system with street railways, rapid transit, and
railroads (not to mention flood protection and drainage syslems,
schools, playgrounds, and parks), Since the streetcar was as-
sumed to be necessary and desirable, "'its freedom of movement
must be provided for.”! But the plan gave few details as to how
the electric railway would fit into a comprehensive plan for im-
proving regional transportation. This information was provided
the following year, in a work prepared for the ity and regional
planning commissions by Kelker, De Leuw, and Company of
Chicago. Their Report and Recommendations on a Comprehen-
sive Rapid Transit Plan for the City and County of Los Angeles
addressed itself to the same basic problems as had the Street
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Plan: tralfic congestion and the role of transporiation in the de-
velopment of the metropolis. In the concern expressed in the
letter of transmitial, the 1925 plan harmonizes with its
automotive-ariented predecessar in stressing that “‘a clear cut re-
cognition of the iundamental relationship of transporiation to the
growth of a city is essential to the determination of a sound de-
velopmental policy.” This study, however, turned toward im-
provement of the electric railway system as the key to the city’s
future. it opens with the following argurnent:

Los Angeles has become a large metropolitan center and it is of
vital tmportance, at this time, that transporlation facilities be
planned upon a scale commensurate with the present and pro-
spective development of the City and County. The phenomenal
growth in population and industiial activity, together with the
fremendous increase in street traffic, makes the construction of
rapid transit lines not only necessary, but imperative if an ade-
quate, quick, and convenient means of public transportation is to
be provided and traffic conditions are to be improved.?

The report, in effect, recognized the transformation of Los An-
geles from a rural to a metropolitan region. As Nelson and Clark
have more recently observed, ““there was something not quite
urban aboul a city that had no subways or elevated trains, but
instead depended on the street car or interurban for mass
transit.””3 The Kelker, De Leuw plan was an attempt to rectily the
contradiction by constructing those very subways and elevateds
which would have allowed interurban lines to efficiently ac-
commodate intraurban patterns of movement.
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Rapid Transit Plan, 1925

These three plates appear in the Kelker, De Leuw and Co. report
stubmitted to the City and Regional Planning commissions. The
complete plan was the most ambitious public transit proposal
ever suggested in southern California. The existing rapid transit
visible on the Los Angeles map was the 0.8-mile Hollvwood
subway and a few grade separations, all in the downtown area,
Comparison with eastern cities reveals some of the problems fac-
ing such a system in Los Angeles. New York, which began con-
structing elevateds in the 1880s, had in 1925 an overall popula-
tion density of 31 persons per acre; Chicago, which began its el-
cvateds in the 1890s, had 22 persons per acre. Los Angeles had
an overall population density of 4.2 persons per acre, with 10.2
per acre in urbanized areas. In 1925 the average Angeleno rode
transit half as ofter as the average Chicagoan and less than a
third as often as a New Yorker.
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What the report offered was a remarkably extensive rapid
transit plan. If the proposals had been completely carried out, the
system would serve virtually every developed corner of the
county. Comparison of the plan with the systems in four other
United States cities showed that it would have provided the most
extensive rapid transit system then, or now, in existence.

The heart of the plan was a two-stage construction of subways
and elevateds. Four basic radial passenger lines were scheduled
for completion within ten years. Eventually this core system
would be elaborated by extensions connecting with communi-
ties on the county’s perimeter. The total system would have in-
cluded about 26 miles of subways and 85 miles of elevated lines,
as well as extensive private surface rights-of-way.* The proposal
embodied three supportive elements: improvement of Pacific
Electric freight facilities, an increase in crosstown streelcar serv-
ice, and development of crosstown bus service. The latter two
improvements showed a recognition of the fact that people were
focusing tess on the downtown area than on outlying districts, a
movement that had afready become significant owing to the
motor car, But the map outlining the system clearly illustrates an
emphasis on the central district, and so0 only a few hypass routes
were detailed.

The Kelker, De Leuw proposals were predicated on increased
public interest in rapid transit. The authors explicitly recognized
that even expanded patronage would not form a self-sustaining
basis for construction and operation. The improvements were to
be funded primarily theough city and county bonds and as-
sessments, except for freight improvements, which were to be the
responsibility of the Pacific Electric Railway alone. The plan
would have required administrative as well as financial assist-
ance from public authority so as to implement a suggested coor-
dination of transit operations. It is nat unlikely that the authors
would have preferred complete municipalization of all public
transportation, yet the nature of the necessary agreemenls or
consolidation was left undecided in recognition of the complex
political maneuvering required.

The report also briefly summarized the street traffic problem
per se, at the same time commending the Major Traffic Street
Plan. The rapid-transit pian was ohviously conceived as a com-
plement to the street plan, and it did, in fact, provide the missing
element suggested by the earlier report. But even massive street
improvements could do only so much, or 50 Kelker and De Leuw
argued. Increasingly, people would bave to resort to public
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transportation to cope with the inevitable saturation of the cen-
tral business district.”

Like every proposal for publicly sponsored rail rapid transit in
Los Angeles history, the Kelker, De Leuw report never got be-
yond the planning stage. Though the transit proposals may very
well have been a step toward a better Los Angeles, they were not
so for the reasons advanced, Kelker and De Leuw were working
with a set of assumptions that were no longer quite accurate for
describing the sort of city Los Angeles was becoming. Public
rapid transit, though perhaps desirable, would no longer be a ne-
cessity for a major metropolitan center. And more unprece-
dented, neither would a vital downtown district.

Inherent in the report was a contradiction with the earlier street
plan and with the trend of events in general which would prevent
its actualization: any fixed-rail rapid transit system, especially the
radially aligned plan presented, would work to preserve, if not to
intensify, patterns of concentration. Kelker and De Leuw were
not unaware of Los Angeles” unigueness. They cited the low-
density population and the large number of single-family homes
as among the region’s more alluring charms. Nevertheless, their
argument that efficient and reasonably priced rapid transit would
only aid in continuing the orderly spread of population® was ap-
parently unconvincing. It was on this issue —the preferred vision
for future development of the metropolis—that debate centered.

The most impaortant challenge to the proposal came from the
City Club of Los Angeles, an influential organization af profes-
sionals which concerned itself with civic issues.” A seven-
member committee was formed ta consider the Kelker, De Leuw
report. Several particulars of the plan, such as “circumstantial
lines”” and even limited subway or elevated lines, were endorsed.
Yet all but one committee member agreed that implementation
of a comprehensive fixed-rail rapid transit system would prove
contrary to the area’s best interests.

The committee members’ argument was simple. The mast im-
portant issue in transportation planning, they said, was reliet of
congestion. Subways and elevated railways would work toward
the contrary; they would concentrate, and therefore congest,
population. With the automobile and the telephone, such solu-
tions were no longer necessary; nor, according to the majority
report, were they desirable. Los Angeles was pioneering a new
urban form, for ““the great city of the future will be a harmoni-
ously developed community of local centers and garden cities, a
district in which the need for transportation over long distances
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at a rapid rate will be reduced to the minimum.”® Swayed by ar-
guments such as these, both city and county governments
shelved the Kelker, De Leuw proposal.

The City Club report, issued late in January 1926, cast a dark
shadow over prospects for implementation of the rapid transit
plan. A second major blow came three months later.

Early in the same month the Pacific Electric had joined the
Southern Pacific, Santa Fe, and Union Pacific railroads in putting
forward a plan that suggested a parlial sharing of facilitics, A
major proposal in the plan was to build four miles of elevated
trolley lines in the downtown area which would eliminate
18,000 individual street crossings each day. Two new passenger
terminals were also suggested: one at Fourth and Central streets,
to be shared by Southern Pacific, Union Pacific, and Pacific
Electric, and the second to be a separate Santa Fe terminal farther
east. This package was opposed by the Los Angeles Times, which
preferred a single union station located near the traditional Plaza.
The Times-sponsored plan would have eliminated the Pacific
Electric fiom participation, including the elevated railways, De-
bate over the two proposals focused on the elevated lines, and a
referendum was set to decide the issue.?

Proponents of the plan sponsored by the rail companies in-
cluded the Los Angeles and other regional chambers of com-
merce, the traffic commission, numerous civic groups, and all
the major local papers except the Times. They argued that a
union terminal was unnecessary (as Los Angeles was not a mid-
way stop on rail trips, & single transfer site was useless) and that it
was essential to aid the Pacific Electric, which carried three times
as many passengers as all the railroads combined. “The fatal
weakness of the Plaza Terminal Plan,” said the Los Angeles Ex-
aminer, “’is that it leaves the Pacific Electric entirely out of the
picture.””10

But Harry Chandler and the Times mounted a formidable op-
position. Launching a journalistic barrage against the proposal
for elevated lines, the newspaper urged voters to ““Keep the L out
of Los Angeles.” [t argued the merits of a palatial union station,
held up the specier of railroad monopolies trampling on “the
people’s” will, and mounted sharp attacks against elevated rail-
ways. The paper ran up to five “articles’” a day {**editorials”
would be a more precise description), blasting elevated lines and
frequently running photographs of disasters on such lines in the
East. The Times used the occasion o attack not only the modest
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Defeated Elevated Railway Proposal

This sketch shows the railroad companies’ plan for two new raif
stations, which was defeated by the voters in 1926. Four miles of
elevated railway were to be built in the mostly industrial eastern
section of downtown, carrying passengers heading for points
north, east, and south. Although the plan was supported by
downtown business interests and most of the daily newspapets, it
was bitterly opposed by the Los Angeles Times, A single union
station excluding Pacific Electric was selected instead for the
Plaza area. (Source: Union Pacific System, et al., The Solution of
Los Angeles Station Problem, 1925.)




railroad plan but the entire concept of the elevated railway, spe-
cifically including the Kelker, De Leuw proposal. Often ignoring
the fact that at issue were only four miles of overhead construc-
tion on private rights-of-way, the newspaper tied the station issue
to the eventual construction of 61 miles of elevateds in the cen-
tral area, many along public streets. The choice, as the Times saw
it, was to have “a union depot or elevateds,” to have a beautiful
new terminal the city could be proud of, or ’hideous, cluttering,
dusty, dangerous, street darkening trestles in our downtown
area.”11 (Interestingly, the paper occasionally championed the
subway as a wonderful alternative, though it never offered spe-
cific proposals. And though it condemned elevateds as “expen-
sive,”” it never mentioned that even the most elaborate ones
would cost a fourth as much as the simplest subways )12 Despite
the inconsistency of its campaign, however, the Times did in all
likelihood reflect the prevailing popular sentiment. [n any event,
the straw vote saw the Plaza site narrowly approved and the “El”
soundly defeated.

The inability of local rapid transit proponents to get their pro-
posals off the planning boards and out of political chambers re-
flects more than a simple rejection of “eastern” devices. A 1906
subway proposal was killed by a business recession. Expenses
chopped the Hollywood subway, opened in 1925, down to a
tunnel less than a mile long from its envisioned four-mile
course.13 Finances were, as always, the insurmountable obsta-
cle. The privately held Pacific Electric corporation could finance
only the most madest capital improvements. {The four miles of
elevated tracks included in the PE-backed terminal plan would
have been affordable, at $2 million, only because construction
costs would have been shared by the more capital-rich railroads,)
A comprehensive system of any sort would have required public
backing. Kelker and De Leuw were asking for $120 million for
the first stage of their plan alone.1 Yet it was a difficult time to
secure such backing, as rapid transit had to compete with all
other municipal improvements, such as schools, water supply,
flood control, and an expanding array of public services, includ-
ing highway improvements. The Kelker, De Leuw proposal was
submitted after the Major Traffic Street Plan had already been
approved and partly funded.'5 Since the proposal followed al-
most immediately upon the ideological and financial commit-
ment to automotive transportation, it is questionable whether
area voters would have approved the bonds necessary lor the sys-

tem’s construction, had they been given the choice. One can
only imagine the strength of the Times opposition 1o a bond issue
for elevated lines. And il certainly did not help that the most ar-
ticulate municipal policymakers were members of the profes-
sional middie classes, and in Los Angeles that meant they were
automobile commuters. If elevateds would help to ease traffic
cangestion, the proposal was certainly worthy of consideration,
but the prime concern was to make life easier for the automobile.

The situation was further complicated by the inclusion in the
public debate of indirectly related issues, such as the argument
over the merits of a union station, Three years earlier, in 1923, a
subway station proposal was defeated in large pant because of a
furor over trees, Hoping to fit the Hollywood subway into a more
comprehensive system, transit supparters had won substantial
political backing for a connecting station under centrally focated
Pershing Square. Opponents objected that the high ceiling re-
quired for the construction would destroy most of the irees in the
square, A ity council ordinance requiring a ceiling below the
ten-foot-deep root system of the trees terminated the project.'® (A
city, of course, can change its collective mind, In 1951 Pershing
Square was excavated and 200,000 cubic yards of soil were re-
moved to make way for a three-level, 2,000-car underground ga-
rage. New trees were planted in the square. The garage was
campleted the same vear as the downtown freeway interchange,
and its supporters associated the two projects as a combined at-
tack on traffic congestion )7

The improbability of private financing of rapid transit pro-
posals becomes obvious when one discovers that the railways
could hardly earn their own operating expenses, The compact
and heavily traveled downtown streetcar system operated by the
Los Angeles Railway stayed in the black through most of the pre-
depression years, but as a paying investment the Pacific Electric
was a disaster. From its incorporation in 1911 until 1941 (the
beginning of an anomalous good period, owing to World War 11}
it turned a profit only three times, in 1912, 1913, and 1923.'8t
could survive only as part of the huge Southerm Pacific con-
glomerate. It is obvious with hindsight that the only way a vital
system of rail public transit could survive would have been with
runicipal support.

Such an observation was made as early as 1911, though it was
suggested more as a forecast than as an immediate proposal .’
Fourteen years later the city attempted to purchase the Los An-
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geles Railway from its owner, Henry Huntington, but the negoti-
ations were halted when Huntington died. 2%

For the Pacific Electric interurban lines, full municipalization
was never seriously considered. The closest approximation to
that ideal was recommendations of municipal support for rapid
transitimprovements. A major block to further public participa-
tion was the management of Pacific Electric. Mark Foster de-
scribes the official attitude toward municipal ownership as one of
contempt. In 1928, in its official journal, the company pro-
claimed that ““when the facts are known, then there will be no
fear that the radical and half-baked notion [of public ownership)
will triumph.”’21 This statement, together with analogous state-
ments by private citizens, planners, and utility commission
members, underscores a naive apprehension of the future course
of the area’s history. No one really recognized the severe threat
the automohbile was presenting to all electric raitways. The al-
ready difficult financial situation was perceived, even in the
1930s, as a temporary setback.2? As electric railways werce an as-
sumed necessity for any city, their survival was simply assumed.
One can only speculate that, had public and corporate officials
known better, they would have responded differently.

At the time, each separate defeat for a transit proposal was
perceived more as a delay than as a rejection of the whole idea of
rapid transit. The cumulative effecl of such defeats, however, was
disastrous. Even many of the planners originally behind the
Kelker, De Leuw proposal became wary, For example, by 1927
Cordon Whitnall, the Regional Planning Commission head who
originally backed the proposal, had begun to change his mind,
hecoming increasingly convinced that the automobile provided
the more reasonable alternative. The area was undergoing rapid
transformation, and planners feared the inflexibility of fixed-rail
transportation facilities. In 1928 the commission cited a New
York study which found that subways were proving unable to
keep pace with demand and that new construction was creating
new centers of congestion. With every passing year of debate the
Kelkezr‘i De Leuw proposal was becoming more and mare unten-
able.

In Los Angeles, a tendency to decentralization had long been
at work, and ane might seriously question whether any (ixed-rail
system could have successfully competed with the area’s grow-
ing obsession with the car. Raii rapid transit would have required
the compromise of a walking city while automotive transit ide-
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ally served the preferred pattern. Both Los Angeles planners and
voters were ultimately unwilling to make such a compromise.

By failing to replace streetcars with a rapid transit system, Los
Angeles effectively cast its lot, The Kelker, De Leuw proposal, of-
fered at a time when passenger revenues (if not profits) of electric
rail companies were growing, was a crossroads in the course of
the city’s self-definition. The reiection of rapid transit improve-
ments stemmed largely from a rejection of the image of the in-
dustrial city in favor of the image of a pastoral garden city. With
its failure to construct a transportation system appropriate to “a
Creat American City,” Los Angeles firmly committed itself to a
redefinition of the nature of an urban metropolis.

The Freeway Era

Later critics of the freeway system would indict it as the
archnemesis of public transit, and, to be sure, the freeway is a
haven for individual mobility. But freeways were intended to
serve an entire community, and throughout the years of thei: de-
velopment they were envisionad as a vital supplement to public
transportation,

Since A Transit Program for the Los Angeles Metropolitan Area
appeared in 1939, the freeway has been considered in relation-
ship to public transit. This first report, true to its title, examined
the total transportation situation in the metropolis. At the time
there were both a million automobiles and a million daily reve-
nue passengers on public transportation in the area,24 and a large
portion of the study was devoted to the issue of mass transit.
Based on expected figures for (uture growth, there is a repeated
acceptance of rail rapid fransit as the “ultimate solution” for the
area’s transportation problems. The report offers several possible
improvements, including electric railways operating on cestain
freeways, and perhaps the first suggestion of a Wilshire Boule-
vard subway and its eventual connection with the San Fernando
Valtey.

Any attempis {o revitalize that mode of transit within the im-
mediate future, however, were dismissed as impractical during
the “intermediate stage,” owing to prohibitive costs. Transit
needs foi this period of rapid growth combined with continuing
low densities would be best served by running express buses on
the rapid transit facilities provided through freeway construction.
The operation of this system should remain private, the report ar-
gued, though there should be increased public coordination.,
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Freeway Transit, 1939

The mast influential report in the early planning of the freeway
system, prepared by the Transportation Engineering Board of the
City of Los Angeles, recommended wide center strips in key por-
tions of the freeway system to be used later for a heavy rail sys-
tem. Drafters of the plan argued that ““the broken lines in the cen-
ters of certain double fined parkway routes represent a most in-
tensive and effective use of the investment by providing simulfta-
neously in the same right-of-way for automobile traffic of rela-
tively light passenger capacity and for rail rapid transit trains of
radically greater passenger capacity.”



Most emphatically, the city was urged not to get into the business
of bailing out failing transit operations. In addition, any extra
costs accruing from alterations designed to fit highways for bus
use would be met from transportation company revenues.?5 Ac-
cordingly, the 1939 report lay the groundwork for future action
in both freeway and public transit developments.

The freeway system in Los Angeles fulilled al} the basic re-
quirements for providing mass rapid transit: smooth surface, rea-
sonable grades, freedom from interference by other traffic, easy
accessibility to business centers, and the capacity to handie large
passenger vehicles.28 Adjusting freeway design to further ac-
commodate buses was repeatedly endorsed throughout the for-
ties and the fifties,?” but the issue of financing consistently hin-
dered action. Because of restrictions on the use of the Highway
Trust Fund (along with Highway Commission and legislative ob-
stinacy), the state refused to contribute ditectly to the construc-
tion of such facilities. Local government was ultimately respon-
sible for bus turnouts and other bus-related improvements, an
expense passed on to the bus companies—and thereby to bus
patrons—through increased franchise taxes. Only the city of Los
Angeles was able to afford such expenditures. Six bus turnouts
were constructed between 1949 and 1955, three each on the
Hollywood and Harbor freeways, and a few improvements were
made on surface level.28 Needless to say, plans for building even
more elaborate facilities for express buses on freeways were
never implemented.2? Thus the opportunity to adjust freeway
design to immediate public transpoitation use was usually
passed up.

Express buses have long used the freeways, but their service
during peak hours was always a problem. Caught in heavy auto-
mobile traffic, they produced all the inconveniences of public
transit without affording any of its benefits. Not until the 1870s
was any major innovation introduced to fit the freeway system to
public transportation. In 1974 an 11-mile express busway was
opened along the San Bernardino freeway from downtown to £l
Monie, comiplete with on-line stations. This single experiment
suggests the importance of dramatically visible changes in affect-
ing the popular notion of a freeway’s function.3¢

Another persistent proposal was 10 use the center divider of the
freeway to carry fixed-rail systems. This option was argued fre-
quently during the late forties and early fifties. Its most vocal pro-
ponent was the Rapid Transit Action Group, an organization that
included top officials of the State Division of Highways, the Pub-
lic Utilities Commission, the County Regional Planning Com-
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freeway Trolleys

Pacific Electric trolley cars used the center divider of the original
1.8-mile Cahuenga Pass segment of the Hollywood freeway. The
Division of Highways joined the city of Los Angeles in financing
the improvements in order to make use of the rail company’s
right-of-way. An additional 1.1 miles of track were placed in the
freeway’s right-of-way with the 1949 extension to Lankersheim.
Operation was halted in 1952 when the entire Van Nuys—
Cahuenga Pass line was discontinued, The abandoned 48-foot
median strip was purchased by the Division of Highways to be
used for additional freeway lanes to reduce mounting conges-
tion, These photos were taken from the Pilgrimage Bridge. (Top
photo courtesy of Henry E. Huntington Library; bottom photo
courtesy of CALTRANS.)

mission, and all concerned city departments (such as City Engi-
neer Lloyd Aldrich, Board of Public Utilities head Charles Bean,
and Mayor Fletcher Bowron), as well as the executives of both
local rail companies and prominent private citizens.

The essential argument in the group’s report, Rail Rapid Transit
(1948),31 was that the time had come for construction of a rapid
rail system, and its combination with the freeway system offered
an unprecedented economic opportunity, The report recom-
mended rail operation for afl or part of seven freeways, as well as
several routes on private rights-of-way. Financing was to be se-
cured through bonds offered by a metropolitan rapid transit dis-
trict. No highway money would—or could —be used.

Other voices spoke for similar programs. The Assembly Fact
Finding Commitiee on Highways, Streets, and Bridges, after pas-
sage of the Collier-Burns Highway Act, began to deliberate on
such proposals, Particular attention was paid to running rails
down the Hollywood freeway extension toward dawntown .32
Plans were also offered for overhead suspended systems, such as
monorails, down the center divider, At any given time some plan
or other, suggesting the use of freeways for fixed-guideway
rights-of-way, was being considered,

One of the most thorough investigations of the whole rapid
transit question during this period was conducted by the Assem-
hly Interim Committee on Public Utilities and Corporations. lts
Preliminary Report on Rapid Transit for the Los Angeles Area
{1950) resulted from a series of hearings, as well as a public sur-
vey, aimed at determining the best public transportation policy
for the area. The committee considered all four of the basic mea-
sures then being debated: a monorail system running on free-
ways, on private rights-of-way, on surface streets, and through
downtown subways; an electric train system with the same basic
qualities; an extensive electric subway serving downtown only,
with surface rail or bus connections; and express buses on free-
ways.33 The last proposal was the one endorsed by the commit-
tee,

The committee’s conclusions offer an important reminder as to
why no action was taken on a fixed-rail measure at a time when
extensive freeway construction would have made it as economi-
cal as it could ever be, The same problems surfaced then as had
faced the Kelker, De Leuw proposal twenty-five years earlier and
would face those dealing with similar proposals twenty-five years
later,

Although some form of public transportation was widely re-
garded as a necessity, there was sharp disagreement as to which
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form was best, and this division hampered particularly the rail
proponents. The study accompanying the 1950 report showed
that while 40 peicent of the population preferred some form of
fixed-rail transit, this support was divided among the three alter-
natives. Freeways with buses, receiving a 47 percent favorable
response, were far and away the most popular choice. When re-
spondents were asked whether they would favor buses on free-
ways, if they could he convinced that this afternative would cost
less to construct and operate, be more flexible, give more exten-
sive and quicker overall setvice, be available sooner, and require
no additional taxes, the support jumped to almost 80 percent.34
Except for the issue of travel time, all the above propositions
were conceded to be fairly accurate.

The issue of financing has always been a major barrier to rapid
rail systems. The genius of the Collier-Burns Highway Act was to
allocate highway user taxes for freeway construction, making
freeways, in a real sense, self-supporting. Rail operations, on the
other hand, had been unprofitable for years, in other major cities
as well as in Los Angeles. Though many argued that an improved
systerm would pay for itself, many others disagreed, feeling that
buses alone could be operated at a profit. And in either case,
construction would probably have required some additional 1ax
burden. Only 18 percent of those polled, however, would sup-
port a bond issue secured simply by property taxes, which was
the most likely measure 1o be employed and one that would re-
quire approval by two-thirds of the voters.33 Obviously the times
were not ripe for the notion of publicly subsidized transit. (itis
important to remember that as late as 1976 Los Angeles County
residents rejected a locally financed transit system, one quite
similar to those under discussion in the late 1940s. It has taken
80 percent federal funding to keep the notion of fixed-rail transit
alive in Los Angeles, and even the process of obtaining necessary
matching funds from the state will require tricky legisiative ma-
neuvering.)

The ultimate impasse in the question of mass transit was that
maost people simply did not want to use it. It was conceived as the
choice of necessity. The pilot study accompanying the interim
committee’s 1950 report showed that 74 percent of those using
public transit did so because they had to, not because they
wanted to. Only 23 percent of those polled used it even for the
regular daily trips to work. Those using automobiles cited a
number of reasons to avoid public transit and, with the exception
of speed, those reasons could not be eliminated. Uncomfortably
crowded vehicles, the bother of using transfers, the difficulty of
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carrying tools or packages, and other inconveniences would
plague even the most modern system. And apropos of speed,
new freeway construction would continue to make the private
automobile a superior choice. The report concluded that

At least insofar as public transportation is cancerned the big ma-
jority of people use it as little as possible, The indications are that
the trend is away fiom the use of public transportation instead of
toward it. The hope that the percentage of the people wilt in-
crease who will use a new and improved system of public trans-
portation appears to be rather dim. This significant situation is
one that inust be given serious consideration in planning a new
public transportation program, 36

By the 1950s public transit had become less a viable transporta-
tion alternative and more a form of transportation welfare. Transit
was a bad investment; in 1958 both of Los Angeles’ private op-
erators gladly sold their holdings to the Metropolitan Transit Au-
tharity. Public transportation, however, was a social necessity,
serving those unfortunates who could not afford to own auto-
mobiles: the poor, the old, the young, and frequently the
housewife.?” Nevertheless, the overwhelming majority preferred
the private car; it was eccentric to choose transit freely. Sup-
porters of public transportation lacked the strong political base,
the political clout, available to freeway proponents, for a major-
ity of southern Californians used the private automobile.

All these factors contributed to the overwhelming support for
private transportation and the pitifully small support for mass
transportation. But even if the most extensive plans for public
transit had been developed, there is disagreement among expetts
as to whether they would have been successful. Critics of such
systems were probably correct in claiming that the urban form of
Los Angeles was not particularly conducive to successful fixed-
rail transit. Transportation economist George Hilton notes the
lack of gecgraphical barriers to sprawl, an economy based on
nonclustering industries such as petroleum, aerospace, motion
pictures, and agriculture, as apposed, for example, to Manhat-
tan’s finance, garment, and entertainment districts, and the cul-
tural ingredients encouraging homeownership and private
transpartation —all have worked against a fixed-rail sysiem and
will continue to do 50.38 At issue in contemporary debates is
whether these patterns have changed, or whether such transit
systems could accelerate changes in what was once the preferred
pattern, and, perhaps most important, whether such changes
would be desirable.
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