Transportation in Rural America

For farmers and ranchers, transportation systems are matters of life and death. Roads are the only physical connection between far flung farms and the markets for their products or the services they depend on – including medical services in times of emergency. During the early part of the 20th century, farmers often built and maintained their own roads. So, it's no accident that the same manufacturers that built tractors soon adapted their machines for road construction. 
Railroads and later long-haul trucking lines were the connection from local markets to the consumers in the cities. In the 19th century, many of the farm protest movements began with the railroads arbitrarily raised their rates on shipping agricultural products. 

In the 1950s and 60s, the need for a truly national transportation system was promoted as a matter of life and death by President Dwight D. Eisenhower. For him, the Interstate was a matter of national security – 79 percent of the U.S. public believed that the Soviet Union intended to rule the world, and if nuclear war erupted, Ike said, the population would need good roads to evacuate from contaminated areas and to move military equipment. 

 
When Eisenhower was elected President of the United States in 1952, the Bureau of Public Roads admitted that 76 percent of their roads were inadequate. Even the best rural highways in the country were narrow two-lane roads that were being asked to carry more and larger traffic. Americans were on a car-buying binge acquiring 16,000 new, bigger and more powerful cars a day. 

Eisenhower pushed for a brand new highway system, rather than trying to rebuild existing highways. His new Interstate system would be built to high design standards imposed by the federal government. Ike proposed a system that would cost $50 billion. But he argued that the threat of an atomic war was real and survival depended on the ability of citizens to evacuate contaminated areas – something that the roads of the day would not accommodate. 

In 1956, Congress finally passed the "National System of Interstate and Defense Highways" Act. The plan called for 41,000 miles of new highway consuming over 1.6 million acres of land (40 acres per mile) most of that bought from farmers. Ninety percent of the costs would be paid for by the federal government out of taxes on gasoline, diesel, rubber tires, heavy trucks, buses and other items that went into a Highway Trust Fund. The government anticipated that the entire system would be built by 1972 – a target date that was wildly optimistic. The system was not actually fully complete until the 21st century. 

But most of the work was completed between 1956 and 1966 – a time that became known as the Interstate Decade. Missouri became the first state in the union to begin work on the Interstate in August 1956. They began converting a section of U.S. Route 40 into I-70. 

After he signed the Interstate law, Eisenhower said, "More than any single action by government … this one would change the face of America … Its impact on the American economy – the jobs it would produce in manufacturing and construction, the rural areas it would open up – was beyond calculation."  
As the Interstate system began to open large sections in the 60s, the economy began to change. Railroads were supplanted by trucks hauling both agricultural and manufactured goods. Today, 93 percent of the nation's freight is hauled over the highways, mostly on the Interstates. 
The Interstate system also produced profound social changes. It made the rural community more mobile, and you could reach an urban center more readily.  Many people began to have employment in an urban center but live in a rural area. And that wasn't really feasible without a good highway system.

