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Introduction

Every day, millions of Americans set out on a journey that is both routine and
revealing. The distance between home and opportunity—school, work, groceries, a
doctor’s office, a park—tells a story about how our cities were built and whom they
were built for. Commutes are not simply about getting from point A to point B; they
are the lived expression of policy choices, engineering traditions, and cultural values
layered over generations. This book explores those choices and their consequences,
showing how transportation systems shape urban life, household budgets, public
health, and the prospects of entire regions.

The United States is often described as a nation of drivers, yet it is also home to some
of the world’s most complex transit networks and walkable neighborhoods. The
coexistence of rail-rich, pedestrian-friendly districts with vast, car-dependent suburbs
reflects a century of shifting priorities—from streetcars to highways, from compact
urban grids to dispersed cul-de-sacs, from union stations to airport terminals.
Understanding this evolution matters because mobility is a foundation of opportunity:
it determines whether a student can reach a community college on time, whether a
caregiver can afford to cross town for a shift, and whether an entrepreneur can hire
from a wider talent pool.

This book takes a close look at how design, policy, and culture interact to form the
mobility landscapes we inhabit. It examines the geometry of streets and the trade-offs
behind signal timing; the hidden influence of parking mandates; the power of
frequency and reliability in persuading riders; and the ethical imperative to make
mobility equitable for people of all ages and abilities. Along the way, it highlights the
many actors—from city planners and transit operators to employers and neighborhood
groups—whose decisions, large and small, set the terms of daily travel.

Readers will also find practical strategies. Commuting is a personal experience as
much as a public system, so we discuss how to choose routes, weigh time versus cost,
combine modes, and advocate for safer streets on your block. The book translates
technical concepts—headways, induced demand, last-mile connectivity—into tools
that individuals and communities can use to improve commutes today while pushing
for better systems tomorrow. Mobility is not destiny; it is design, investment, and
collective action.

Because mobility is local, we compare a spectrum of American cities. Some have
invested in high-frequency transit and walkable neighborhoods and are reaping the
benefits in productivity, health, and climate progress. Others remain locked into
patterns that make a car the only practical choice, burdening households with costs
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and cities with congestion and emissions. Through case studies, we focus on what
works, what doesn’t, and why outcomes differ—even under similar economic and
political pressures.

The stakes are high. Transportation accounts for major climate emissions, shapes land
values and housing costs, and determines whether public space serves as a conduit or
a barrier. Safety on our streets is a measure of civic care; accessibility is a measure of
justice. In a period of rapid technological change—electrification, real-time trip
planning, autonomy, and new forms of micromobility—the question is not whether
cities will change, but how to ensure change advances equity and quality of life.

City Commutes invites you to see your daily journey as part of a broader system—and
to see that system as something we can design differently. By tracing the past,
mapping the present, and imagining plausible futures, the chapters ahead aim to
equip you with a clear understanding of American mobility and a practical sense of
how to improve it. Whether you ride a bus, pedal a bike, walk a block, or merge onto a
freeway, the road to more livable, opportunity-rich cities begins with how we move.
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CHAPTER ONE: The American Commute: A Brief
History

The American commute did not begin with the Interstate Highway System, or even
with the Ford Model T. It began with the rhythm of the foot and the width of the farm
lane. For most of the nation’s early history, daily travel was short, slow, and intimate.
People lived within walking distance of a church, a general store, a gristmill, or the
dock. The geography of work and home was shaped by the limits of human legs, horse
hooves, and gravity. Rivers, tidal creeks, and the steepness of a hill determined the
layout of streets as surely as any surveyor’s chain. Distance was an adversary, to be
managed with careful planning and sturdy shoes.

Market towns and port cities had slightly larger orbits. A farmer might drive a wagon
five or ten miles to sell produce, a trip that consumed half a day and depended on
roads that were often little more than rutted dirt. Travel by stagecoach between major
cities was an adventure, not a commute, and the stagecoaches were notorious for
their swaying, dust, and breakdowns. The timetable of commerce was tied to sunrise,
tide, and the arrival of boats. Time itself felt local; a town in one valley could be a few
minutes off from a neighboring settlement because clocks were set by the sun’s
position and the convenience of the stationmaster. The constraint was not a lack of
will; it was the physics of motion on soft earth.

Water offered the first significant leap. Coastal traders and riverboat captains moved
goods and passengers with a speed and reliability that stunned early observers. In
places like New York and Boston, wharves and warehouses defined the city’s edge,
and neighborhoods clustered around the waterfront. Along the rivers, towns grew
where it was easy to cross or to load flour, cotton, or coal. Steam power later
magnified these advantages. By the 1820s and 1830s, steamboats cut travel times
dramatically on inland waterways, turning weeks of arduous journey into days. The
Erie Canal, completed in 1825, stitched the Great Lakes to the Atlantic and
transformed New York City into the nation’s preeminent port. The canal was an early
reminder that transportation infrastructure could reorganize entire regional
economies.

The railroad was the second great leap, and it recast the American landscape with the
force of a geological event. Tracks were steel threads that stitched distant markets
and made distance negotiable. Railroads introduced the notion of a national timetable:
trains ran by the clock, not by the sun. They enabled factories to draw raw materials
from hundreds of miles away and ship finished goods to distant ports. As rail lines
spread, towns sprang up at stations; real estate speculators laid out grids on paper
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before the first rail was spiked. The railroad depot became the public square, a
magnet for commerce and gossip. A new culture of punctuality emerged, tied to
whistles and signal flags, reshaping the expectations of work and leisure.

Urban growth exploded along the rails. In northern cities, factories clustered near
tracks and rivers, while workers’ housing filled the blocks within walking distance.
Commuting in the early industrial city was mostly on foot. Men and women walked to
mills, foundries, and shops, and the shape of streets reflected that reality: narrow,
winding lanes in older neighborhoods; wider, gridded streets in newer industrial
districts designed for foot traffic and the occasional horse-drawn cart. The concept of a
“commute” as a sustained, time-consuming daily journey had not yet taken hold. Most
people lived close to where they earned their living, and the idea of traveling five
miles to work would have seemed like a hardship reserved for the very rich or the very
foolish.

Streetcars changed that. In the 1850s and 1860s, horse-drawn omnibuses and
horsecars began running on fixed tracks, first in New York and then in other major
cities. They were slow and the horses required constant care, but they introduced an
essential idea: a reliable right-of-way with scheduled service. By the late nineteenth
century, electric streetcars—powered by overhead wires and later by underground
conduits—opened an era of radial urban growth. They were faster than horsecars and
cleaner than steam trains. The streetcar allowed workers to live a few miles from the
factory or downtown office and still arrive on time. A new phrase entered common
usage: “streetcar suburb.”

The streetcar suburb was a specific urban form. Developers bought farmland at the
edge of the city, graded streets, built wooden houses, and then negotiated with
streetcar companies to run tracks along the new boulevard. The companies needed
riders; the developers needed access. Together, they produced leafy neighborhoods
with tree-lined avenues, modest single-family homes, and apartments near the stops.
The rhythm of daily life orbited the timetable of the line. A five-minute walk to the
stop, a ten-minute ride, and a short walk to work. As cities like Boston, Chicago,
Philadelphia, and San Francisco expanded their networks, the streetcar became an
instrument of land creation, not merely a means of transport.

The streetcar era also embedded patterns of segregation and inequality. Restrictive
covenants and redlining maps, drawn by banks and real estate interests, used
transportation corridors as boundaries. Streetcar lines often functioned as lines of
access to opportunity; the neighborhoods that got frequent, direct service prospered,
while those left out were starved of investment. In the South, Jim Crow laws enforced
segregated seating on streetcars and buses, making transit a site of daily humiliation
and a target of civil rights activism. The Freedom Rides of 1961, organized by CORE
and SNCC to challenge segregation in interstate bus travel, built on a long history of
struggle over who could sit where and who could ride at all. Transit was never neutral,
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it reflected and reinforced the power structures of the time.

Electrification and the telephone accelerated change. Electric streetcars ran more
frequently and with less smoke than steam trains, and they allowed a wider separation
between home and work. Telephone service enabled coordination that reduced the
need for physical trips, at least among businesses that could afford it. But for most
people, the telephone complemented travel rather than replaced it.
Interurbans—electric trains that ran between cities—linked regions in the Midwest and
California, carrying freight and passengers on schedules that blended the speed of rail
with the convenience of local streetcar networks. In cities with hills, cable cars
appeared—San Francisco’s most famous example—offering a practical way to climb
steep grades without animal power.

By the 1910s and 1920s, another force emerged: the automobile. Early cars were
expensive, noisy, and unreliable, playthings for the adventurous rich. But Henry Ford
changed the equation. The Model T, introduced in 1908, was designed to be simple,
durable, and affordable. Through manufacturing innovations, its price fell dramatically
over the next decade. Between 1910 and 1920, the number of registered cars in the
United States surged from a few hundred thousand to more than eight million. The
open road became a metaphor for freedom and possibility. The car offered privacy,
flexibility, and the thrill of uncoupling daily life from fixed schedules and fixed rails.

As cars multiplied, the street’s balance of power tilted. Pedestrians, once the
unquestioned sovereigns of the roadway, were pushed to narrow sidewalks. Horsecars
and streetcars found themselves stuck behind automobiles that darted into and out of
lanes. Cities experimented with police-directed traffic flows, then with stop signs and
traffic lights. The first electric traffic signal appeared in Cleveland in 1914; by the
1920s, signals were common. The profession of traffic engineering emerged, focused
on moving vehicles efficiently. Streets that had been public spaces for commerce,
play, and parade were redefined as conduits for motion. The “jaywalker,” a term
popularized in the 1920s, recast pedestrians as interlopers in their own streets.

The auto industry and allied interests pursued policies that favored cars. Automakers
purchased and shut down streetcar lines in several cities, though the scale of this
“National City Lines” conspiracy has been debated by historians. More decisive were
land use rules and building standards that assumed car ownership as normal. Gas
taxes began to fund roads, shifting the burden of mobility onto general drivers and
away from property owners. Zoning codes in the 1920s separated uses—homes from
shops from factories—creating distances that made walking impractical. Height limits
and parking minimums spread, encouraging low-density development. The stage was
set for a suburban boom built around the automobile.

The Great Depression slowed both private car sales and transit expansion, but the
federal government began to invest directly in transportation. The New Deal funded

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

roads and bridges, including the Holland Tunnel in New York, and seeded the idea that
national policy could shape local mobility. At the same time, the private streetcar
companies faced rising costs, competition from buses, and aging infrastructure. Buses
were cheaper to operate and could flex their routes as demand shifted. Many cities
replaced streetcars with buses midcentury, a transition that often came with
controversy and nostalgia, but made financial sense for operators and municipalities.
The bus became the workhorse of American transit, even as the private car stole the
public imagination.

After World War I, the car-centric vision became federal policy. The 1956 Federal-Aid
Highway Act initiated the Interstate Highway System, financed largely by a new
federal gas tax. The program’s rationale emphasized defense, but its effects on cities
were profound. Highways bulldozed through neighborhoods—often communities of
color—displacing residents, splitting districts, and depressing property values next to
roaring overpasses. In cities like St. Louis, Boston, and New Orleans, the human cost
was severe. For suburban residents, highways made car commuting faster and more
predictable. Developers raced to build Levittown-style subdivisions beyond the reach
of legacy transit lines. Shopping malls and drive-ins appeared, with vast surface
parking lots that signaled the primacy of the car.

The postwar era also embedded parking deeply into urban code. After a brief period of
“parking panic” in the 1920s, cities began mandating minimum parking spaces for
new developments. These requirements increased the cost of housing and commercial
space, forced buildings farther back from the street, and created seas of asphalt.
Downtowns that once had dense, walkable blocks became ringed by garages and lots.
The parking code, written and revised in the background of planning manuals, had a
foreground effect on city form. The car was no longer an accessory to the city; it
became the organizing principle around which zoning, design, and financing revolved.

Transit did not vanish. It adapted, often under strain. Public agencies took over failing
private operators, and unions negotiated wages and working conditions that made
transit a middle-class job for many. But the political economy shifted. Federal funding
for highways dwarfed support for transit. Bus routes were often designed as collectors
for rail or for job centers, rather than as high-frequency grids. In many Sunbelt cities,
transit remained minimal. In the Northeast and Midwest, systems aged. The decline of
manufacturing and “white flight” to the suburbs reduced the tax base in central cities,
making it harder to maintain infrastructure. Meanwhile, the cultural script of adulthood
shifted: learning to drive and buying a car became markers of independence.

The 1970s offered a brief renaissance. The oil shocks of 1973 and 1979 reminded
Americans of the nation’s petroleum vulnerability. Congress passed the National Mass
Transportation Assistance Act of 1974, creating “Section 5307” formula grants that
became a lifeline for urban transit. Cities like San Francisco, Washington, and Atlanta
invested in heavy rail; Portland and San Diego planned light rail. Even Los
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Angeles—long the symbol of car culture—approved a rail measure in 1980. But
highway construction also continued, and the country’s general trajectory remained
car-dependent. The federal gas tax, first levied in the 1930s, was raised in 1956 and
then again in 1993; it has not been indexed to inflation since, leaving a growing
shortfall as vehicles became more fuel-efficient.

By the end of the twentieth century, the American commute looked like a patchwork.
In New York, more than half of residents took transit to work. In Atlanta, less than a
tenth did. Some downtowns had revived through gentrification and historic
preservation, but affordable housing often moved farther out, lengthening commutes.
Suburban job centers—office parks and “edge cities”—complicated the radial model of
downtowns and streetcar lines. People drove to park-and-ride lots, or carpooled to
beat congestion, or endured buses that ran every half hour and stopped running
before the second shift ended. The commute became a time tax, disproportionately
paid by those with the fewest resources.

Early digital tools began to shape behavior. In the 1990s, travel planning websites
offered static maps and schedules; by the 2000s, smartphones delivered real-time
arrival data. ATMs, online banking, and e-commerce chipped away at some trips, while
the rise of big-box stores and warehouses added new ones. The average American still
traveled roughly the same daily distance, but the pattern of trips grew more complex.
Multi-stop errands that once clustered downtown dispersed across the region. The
daily rhythm was less a straight line and more a spiderweb, with detours to daycare
centers, drive-throughs, and suburban office parks. The commute became less
predictable, even as navigation tools made it easier to find the way.

This book will explore the systems that create those patterns, the policy decisions that
steer them, and the daily strategies that make them livable. Chapter 2 takes up the
“rails to highways” turn—how the nation shifted its investments and what that meant
for city form. Chapter 3 delves into zoning and the geometry of sprawl. Chapter 4
explains the flow of money, from federal gas taxes to local bonds. Chapters 5 and 6
examine the anatomy of transit service and the power of frequency and reliability.
Chapters 7 and 8 cover walking and biking, and the design choices that make them
safe and appealing. Chapter 9 tackles parking, the hidden shaper of cities. Later
chapters explore safety, equity, climate, technology, and changing work patterns,
followed by case studies that show how different places are wrestling with these
legacies.

The story of the American commute is a story of trade-offs. For a century, the nation
prioritized speed for cars, and it gained the ability to cover long distances quickly. It
also gained congestion, emissions, and patterns of land use that make daily errands
difficult without a vehicle. The past is not a simple morality tale; it is a sequence of
choices made under specific economic and political constraints. Those choices built
today’s world. They can also be revised. Tracing the history helps explain why a trip
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across town can be easy in one place and all but impossible in another, and why the
cost of mobility is measured not just in dollars, but in time, health, and opportunity.
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