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For my grandparents Ordie and Mary Dellinger

They gave up a house in Cleveland for Interstate 71.
He worked thirty years for General Motors.
She never learned to drive.
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You road I enter upon and look around, I believe you are not all
that is here,

I believe that much unseen is also here.

Walt Whitman, from “Song of the Open Road”
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A Line on the Map




Overture


You have to hand it to Haynesville: The town keeps its chin up. The busted little oil boomtown in the northwest corner of Louisiana has been in decline for thirty years. Its population, which peaked at 20,000, is now around 2,500, and its onetime great wealth is all but gone. Most of Main Street is closed down and boarded up; even the barber gave up and went back to driving a forklift. But Haynesville looks a little different from the desolate American small town you may be imagining. A few years ago Keith Killgore, an art teacher and pharmacist who operates one of the few surviving businesses in town, decided the place could use a little sprucing up. Onto the plywood veneer covering one row of Main Street buildings, Killgore and a handful of his students painted a row of false storefronts: a charming little café with a round French table and chairs, a stylish ladies’ boutique offering dresses and shoes and hats for whatever make-believe special occasions might be happening around town, a cartoon flower shop, a pretend toy store.

The renderings aren’t intended to fool anyone. They’re not lifelike enough to make you reach for a door handle or try to stand under one of the two-dimensional awnings in the rain. They’re just a patch, meant to show that the idea of a complete town survives even if the fact of one doesn’t. We know what’s supposed to be here, they say, and we’re saving its place for when it comes back.

Killgore’s imagination is at work elsewhere in the town as well. When the old Planter’s Bank building burned down at the corner of Main and First streets several years ago, Killgore got a few people together, cleaned up the lot, and fashioned it into a rudimentary park with a grassy patch of yard bisected by a paved walkway leading to a white-columned “porch” with American flags adorning the corners and rose trellises on either side. This too is a faux facade, a mask worn by the charred brick wall of the adjacent building. You can sit in a wooden rocking chair here, but you can’t step inside for a glass of lemonade.

From this prosthetic porch there is an excellent view of the “Welcome to Haynesville” mural on the opposite alley wall, made visible by the collapse of the bank. Killgore painted this montage with slogans and icons that represent points of local pride: GATEWAY TO NORTH LOUISIANA, it says (true, if you’re driving in from Arkansas on the two-lane Highway 79), and HOME OF THE BUTTERFLY FESTIVAL (the area is not particularly rich in butterfly specimens, but the town needed something to replace the now-defunct Oil Patch Festival), and HOME OF THE GOLDEN TORNADO (the Haynesville High School football team, fourteen-time state champions). On the left we see a set of railroad tracks and two young men bass fishing (the boy in the front of the boat’s got one on the line!). On the right we see an oil pump-jack and, between a truck hauling logs and an eight-point buck leaping past a pair of pheasants, a fat stripe of black paint with yellow dashes and an Interstate 69 highway shield that’s moving so fast it has a motion-blur tail.

This mural, mind you, is a good forty-five-minute drive from the nearest interstate—which is Interstate 20, not 69. But a town can dream. While the railroad tracks in this representation of Haynesville are a nod to the past and the present—freight trains still come through town, but they don’t stop anymore—the highway totem is a tribute to an anticipated future. I-69 in this mural is like the figure of Jesus in a fresco of the second coming: the long-awaited savior that shall come one day from above to reward all who believe.

“Above” in this case is north. I-69, as it now exists, starts up at the Canadian border in Port Huron, Michigan, makes a wide curve along the outer orbit of Detroit through Flint and Lansing, plunges south into Indiana, through Fort Wayne, Muncie, and some of the wealthiest and fastest-sprawling suburbs of Indianapolis, and then halts abruptly on the north side of the city’s squared loop, I-465, where a flashing yellow sign reads FREEWAY ENDS. This relatively short 360-mile piece of interstate is really no big deal. It’s a stretch of dotted, divided asphalt that gets a little wider and more congested near the big towns, a little boring in between. Along it, people drive, listen to the radio, sit in traffic, talk on cell phones, get into sometimes fatal accidents. Hotels and restaurants cluster at the interchanges. Trucks stop for gas. Factories close and move overseas. And in the outskirts of the larger urban areas, bunches of houses with green lawns sprout up from the fields.

But I-69 is remarkable—for where it doesn’t yet go but where it one day might: another fourteen hundred miles south to Mexico, through Evansville, Indiana; Paducah, Kentucky; Memphis, Tennessee; Clarksdale, Mississippi; El Dorado, Arkansas; Shreveport (and, yes, Haynesville), Louisiana; Houston, Texas; and on down to the border towns of Brownsville and Laredo. This corridor, in the vast gaps between the major cities that prop it up like tent poles, is made up of the kind of America that Americans think of least. It’s not the familiar Interstate America, nor the wild, beautiful America of adventure magazines. It’s not even the quirky roadside America portrayed in kitschy travel shows. If you were to drive this unbeaten path as best one can on the state roads and U.S. highways that I-69 is meant to replace, you would have a chance to appreciate the subtle variety of our nation’s seemingly mundane body of grain elevators, water towers, and county courthouse squares. You would go for many hours without seeing a building taller than two stories. You would begin to suspect that some of the smaller towns in this country are nothing more than elaborate speed traps.

You would pass tractors and combines—not just in the fields around you, but on the road in front of you. If your window was down, you would catch the aromas of turkey sheds and sawmills and coal-fired power plants and vast acres of wet crops. The roads you traveled would be “uncontrolled access,” as the engineers say, and “at grade”: There would be driveways and stoplights, and you would be at the mercy of whatever surrounded you. Over hills, the road would rise and dip and twist. Where the landscape is flat and agricultural, the road would be barren and straight. And to towns of any size you would have to slow down and succumb, if only for a quarter mile.

When I drove this route, I decided that these old main drags look best at dusk. The cracked paint on the aging buildings smooths out in dim light. Power lines recede against the darkened sky, and the crappy old signs look rich and warm—bulbs, at least, don’t rust. When the lights come on in modern, newly developed America, fast-food places and retail strips can look cheap and alien, their vast parking lots lit up like airport runways. But along the smaller routes the mix of chain stores and mom-and-pops that remain looks more human and handmade. They nestle right up against the roadway, glowing like a string of Christmas lights. Somewhere on the interstate billboards blare and logos hover high like UFOs. But when the off-interstate motorist starts to think about stopping for supper or sleep, the minor highway village slips into something more comfortable, puts on earrings, and hums a slow, sweet tune.

Yes, living away from interstates has its privileges. It also has its pains. These same charming highways, which were the backbone of automobile transportation just fifty years ago, are now considered secondary routes, obsolete and inefficient. The interstates have guided a half century of industrial, residential, and commercial development in America, and very little of it has touched these towns, the populations of which, on the whole, are dwindling while the average age of their citizens is rising. The rural I-69 corridor is an America where things are manufactured, but not as many things as once were. It’s an America where great quantities of food are produced, but that task now employs far fewer people than it once did. Those who remain in small towns don’t necessarily do so as an aesthetic choice. They might not describe it quite the way I do. They might feel ready for something bigger.

Sometimes new infrastructure projects are mocked as “bridges to nowhere” or “roads to nowhere.” But a truth gets lost in that rhetoric: Once you build a bridge—or a highway, or a transit line—the “nowhere” at the other end becomes a somewhere. This is often the very point. It’s the reason people want bridges. It’s the reason people wanted canals and railroads, and it’s the reason that for the better part of two decades, the Mid-Continent Highway Coalition, a group of politicians, businessmen, and community leaders from seven states, has been lobbying to “finish” I-69.

If built, Interstate 69 would be by far the most significant new highway construction since the original interstate system. The road, as supporters envision it, would connect the busiest trade crossings on the Canadian border to the busiest trade crossings on the Mexican border. The plan was hatched in the early, relatively innocent days of the North American Free Trade Agreement, when the highest hopes about it seemed as plausible as the fears. The coalition, thinking grandly, dubbed the project “the NAFTA highway” and promised the forlorn regions in its path all the perks of international trade and economic development—trucks, tourists, and Toyota plants. Most of the communities along the proposed route are, like Haynesville, eager for its construction. They’ve waited for federal funding like farmers praying for rain.

While there’s no knowing what I-69 will bring, there is plenty of speculating. In Memphis and Houston, it is said it will support booming suburban growth, decrease congestion, and improve air quality. In the notoriously poverty-stricken Mississippi and Arkansas Delta, it is supposed to lure new industrial jobs and droves of tourists. In the piney woods of northwest Louisiana and east Texas, it could bring baby-boomer retirees looking for a pleasant place to settle down. On the Texas Gulf Coast, it is expected to provide more efficient connectivity to the ports. Up and down the proposed corridor, eager towns have fought one another for inclusion. Local papers publish frequent editorials extolling its coming and breathlessly cover each small step toward construction.

But it takes an awful lot of time and money to build a highway these days. Tonight there will be licensed teenagers out driving (doing God knows what) who weren’t even born when this last great highway was first imagined. More than $2.5 billion in federal and state money has been devoted to the project, much of it for pre-construction planning, but the full cost is estimated to be $27 billion, a figure that may rise as plans become reality. Federal laws and policies such as the National Environmental Policy Act have, since the 1960s, placed hurdles in the way of new highways: To win funding, states must enumerate the potential benefits, catalog consequences, and consider alternatives. The requisite studies for I-69 have been costly, tedious, and time-consuming, and the intervening years have given people time to think. Local conversations about where to put the road have morphed into larger questions about whether it’s worth the expense, whether it’s needed or even wanted, and whether it might actually harm the middles of nowhere it’s projected to pass through.

In southern Indiana, organized opposition to I-69 is as old as the plans for building it. In the forested hills and small farms around the college town of Bloomington, stopping I-69 has become the cause célèbre, the stuff of bumper stickers and yard signs, heated public meetings, pointed folk songs, and federal lawsuits. The road’s proponents have tried to dismiss the growing chorus of rabble-rousers as knee-jerk environmentalists and selfish NIMBYs. But their grievances extend beyond the lines of property and cut across ideologies. Democrats and Republicans, young and old, hippies and hicks alike have come together to insist that the area’s lack of interstate is more of a lucky break than a curse. We like things the way they are, they say, so take your progress someplace else.

In the last decade, the I-69 project has also found itself tangled in a wider debate over how roads should be funded. For more than fifty years, gasoline taxes have paid for the major portion of highway construction. But the federal fuel tax has remained a flat 18.4 cents per gallon since 1993, and revenue can no longer keep up with the price of maintenance and the hunger for new capacity. Many state governments have turned to privatization as a way to fill the gap. Banks and toll-road operators, many of them foreign-owned, have eagerly obliged, paying multibillion-dollar up-front sums for the privilege of operating American roadways—and tolling them for profit. In Indiana, a Spanish and Australian consortium paid $3.8 billion for a seventy-five-year lease of the state’s toll road, and Governor Mitch Daniels earmarked a portion of the proceeds for construction of Interstate 69. In Texas, I-69 became a component of the Trans-Texas Corridor plan, an ambitious vision for a new four-thousand-mile web of privately financed toll highways, railroads, and utility lines. The banking crisis and ensuing recession cooled this rush toward privatization, but only temporarily: Stimulus money wasn’t enough to clear a backlog of maintenance work, the gas-tax-financed Federal Highway Trust Fund required congressional intervention to avoid insolvency in 2009, and there are reportedly billions of dollars still stockpiled in private funds, ready for investment.

There are those who take for granted that roads should remain under public control, who reject the notion of an international corporation making money on American drivers, and many of these same people believe that the United States has been hurt by globalization. The pairing of these issues has turned I-69’s NAFTA branding into a serious liability. Citizens have alleged that the road is part of a corporate and governmental scheme to bring Canada, Mexico, and the United States together into a North American Union, opening our borders and forfeiting our sovereignty while lining the pockets of global profiteers. Rural ranchers in Texas and young vegan anarchists in Indiana share these fears (if not much else), and with the arrival of these disparate demographics, the grassroots resistance to I-69 grew stronger and spread wider. Activists in Indiana occupied trees along the planned right-of-way and chained themselves to trucks at an asphalt yard. At rallies in Austin, farmers drove tractors down Congress Avenue with flags bearing the taunt of Texas independence: COME AND TAKE IT!

On ultraconservative talk-radio programs and liberal independent-media websites, commentators have told their audiences that I-69 is not just a road but an important symbol—even an instrument—of geopolitical oppression. These strong feelings have occasionally spilled onto the national scene. The Republican congressman Ron Paul made thwarting the “NAFTA superhighway” a keystone of his failed presidential bid. The long-dormant John Birch Society found new purpose in these perceived threats to freedom and warned of the coming North American Union and its telltale roadways. And Lou Dobbs took regular umbrage at these highway plans, which he called a secret plot by the “super elite.” “It is absolutely a transformational moment,” he said ominously, and vaguely, after one report on his CNN show. “People of this country . . . are going to have to decide what is going to happen with this nation.”

The people of this country made one big decision in 2008, and the election of Barack Obama took the transportation conversation in new directions. President Obama has championed high-speed rail and mass transit over new highways. “The days where we’re just building sprawl forever, those days are over,” he told a Florida audience in 2009. With the interstate system now built and its effects clear, a growing alliance of transportation progressives is hungry to chart a new future largely by bringing back the neglected modes of the past. We have plenty of roads, these people argue, and unbuilt “zombie highways” like I-69 should be put out of their misery. They say it’s time to reconsider the way we design our communities, to rethink how America moves.

Not that these weighty issues seem very relevant to a hungry town like Haynesville. But over time, the magnitude of the project has made Interstate 69 a fault line for many of the key questions confronting Americans: not just matters of transportation policy, macroeconomics, and land-use planning, but also the tug-of-war between urban and rural, and the blurry distinction between standard of living and quality of life. This is what struck me in piecing together this complex story—how the face of America is shaped in places struggling with preservation and progress, how the character of this country is decided a little more every time a factory closes, a farmer sells his fields, a town opens its first Walmart, a city allows its first casino, or a daughter moves to the big city. In all of this, our transportation system plays a significant role, helping to determine where we work and live, how well, and with whom. Developers and speculators have always known the power of transportation, and people living happily or unhappily in quiet, forgotten places learn it quickly when the surveyors show up.

So who makes these decisions on which so much depends? The future is hammered out every week in boardrooms, state capitals, public hearings, kitchens, and courtrooms, where business leaders, elected officials, and everyday citizens haggle over issues of eminent domain, urban planning, and development. Along an imaginary line down the center of the country, these struggles have a name—I-69.

The highway has spread optimism and dread. It has inspired extravagant plans and incited rebellion. Advocates and opponents alike say they’re fighting on behalf of future generations; both sides warn that communities will suffer if the other side gets its way; and everyone accuses everyone else of living in the past. In its absence, this hypothetical highway has become a powerful presence, a conductor of grand hopes and fears: It will come one day to save or destroy the places in its path. It will bring jobs and culture. It will be the end of beauty and peace. It is a bridge to the future. It is a relic of the past. It will keep the young people from leaving. It will carry them away faster. It will save small towns. It will plow them under.

I-69 is the best of highways. It is the worst of highways. It could be the last great interstate built in America. Or it might never be finished at all.



A Big Breakfast


There is some disagreement about who makes the best omelets in Daviess County, Indiana, but the consensus seems to be that the honor belongs to David Graham. There’s a chance that this is only a case of prudent flattery, for David Graham is a wealthy and important man in these parts: His family has been preeminent in this rural pocket of southwestern Indiana for more than a century. Through farming, banking, industry, and real estate, generation after generation has left its mark. Graham’s paternal forebears were pillars of their communities, each one an exemplar of his respective era, and each left the town of Washington better off than he found it.

David’s great-great-grandfather James Graham came to the wilderness of Daviess County from Paris, Kentucky, in 1826, just ten years after Indiana became a state, and bought 121 acres to farm. His son Thomas became a saddler and merchant and owned a shop in the growing frontier town. Ziba Graham, Thomas’s son and David’s grandfather, was born in 1853, about the time that a rich vein of bituminous coal was discovered under the region. Ziba would shepherd the family—and the town—into the industrial age.

At thirty-one, when his father died, Ziba became head of the family businesses, including the Graham farm, which by then had grown to over a thousand acres. That same year, the Ohio and Mississippi Railway, which had a stop in Washington, was making plans to build a roundhouse for servicing steam engines somewhere on its line between Cincinnati and East Saint Louis. The competition among neighboring towns was intense. Ziba led a local effort to bring the business to Washington, a successful courtship that involved incentives totaling sixty acres of public land and seventy-five thousand dollars of private money, much of it Graham’s. It was worth it: The railroad became part of the venerable B&O line, and the Shops, as the yard came to be known, put Washington on the map, creating several hundred jobs and guaranteeing years of prosperity for the town. Soon after the Shops opened, Ziba, convinced of the power and appeal of transportation, acquired the horse-drawn streetcar operation downtown. The saddler’s son also bought the local coal-fired power plant, then dismissed the draft horses and mules and installed a two-and-a-half-mile electrified streetcar line featuring state-of-the-art winter and summer cars complete with headlights and leather seats.

By the turn of the century, Washington, Indiana, was a modern, bustling small town, and Ziba’s three sons, Joseph, Robert, and Ray, all came home after college. With a little help from their father, who acted as venture capitalist, the three Graham brothers went into business together, achieving success in the glass-bottle business, and then, more famously, manufacturing automobiles. A factory they ran in Evansville, on the Ohio River sixty miles south of Washington, produced the first trucks for Dodge Brothers, and in the early twenties the brothers established factories in Detroit and California. In 1927 they bought the Paige-Detroit Motor Car Company and started making passenger vehicles. The first line of Graham-Paige cars was an instant triumph, and the Graham Brothers, who remained partners their entire adult lives, saw their fortunes grow. Their cars became known around the world, and they became heroes at home. A new Graham-Paige plant in Evansville, Indiana, made the Grahams the city’s largest employer, and to mark its opening, the city declared November 20, 1928, Graham Brothers Day. A parade wound through the streets downtown, a hundred floats long. Kids were let out of school. Stores closed at noon. A local paper estimated that more than a hundred thousand people came out to celebrate these automobile princes of southern Indiana—the largest civic celebration in Evansville’s history.

It was into these fine circumstances that David Graham, Robert’s youngest son, was born, in February 1927. Graham was a well-traveled child. He spent his early years shuttling—by car—between his father’s winter home in Florida, his house in Detroit, a Graham family compound on the northern tip of the lower peninsula of Michigan, and the family farm in Washington. By then, Graham Farms totaled more than five thousand acres. The Depression-era Federal Writers’ Project Guide to Indiana swooned about its rows of corn a-mile-and-a-half long and the ton-and-a-half of cheese its dairy produced daily. David, like his father and uncles, got his education out of state, first at Georgetown Preparatory School and then at Georgetown University. Then he, too, came home.

Graham’s career was every bit as eclectic as the family businesses into which he was born. In his early twenties he worked alongside his father selling real estate near Miami, Florida, but after a few years he came back up to Washington and took charge of the Graham Farms turkey operation. He became chairman of a local bank, and for a time he led the city planning commission. Graham never ran for office, but he became involved in local Republican party politics as a fund-raiser and organizer. His wife, a woman he’d met at Georgetown named Stuart Hill Smith, was a descendant of one of the founding families of Maryland and suffered a bit of culture shock when the couple moved to Indiana from Florida. But she eventually took well to the landlocked flatlands of Daviess County, teaching at the local public high school. She and David had eight children, five girls and three boys, whom they watched grow up and leave Washington, Indiana, one by one, for good.

You can’t really blame the Graham kids. The second half of the twentieth century was not as kind to Daviess County as the preceding hundred years had been. By the late 1980s, when David Graham retired at the age of sixty, as all Grahams in the family business are compelled to do, he was contemplating pulling up stakes and leaving town himself. But Stuart enjoyed her job teaching social studies, and they decided to stay. Graham, perhaps wanting to continue the family legacy, endeavored to spend his retirement years helping his community become the kind of place where young people might be less inclined to leave. A number of economic-development schemes were floating around in those days, but one concept in particular was tailor-made for a Graham: an effort by the Southwestern Indiana Regional Highway Coalition, or SWIRHC, to get an interstate highway built between Indianapolis and Evansville.

A hundred years before, with his grandfather Ziba’s financial encouragement, the railroad had shone its light on Washington, bringing jobs and immigrants and vitality to the town. Forty years later, the growing demand for trucks and cars had brought his father and two uncles wealth and influence. But the all-important interstate highway system, which defined and directed American mobility after the automotive revolution, had turned a cold shoulder on southwestern Indiana. The government planners who laid out the web of divided highways saw no need to connect Indiana’s capital to its third-largest city, so Evansville, already geographically isolated in the dangling southern tip of the state, was left secluded, served by only a single east-west interstate, I-64, that tied it to Louisville and Saint Louis. The shortest path to Indianapolis remained a folksy two-lane meander, and Washington, the small town the Graham family had helped make great, found itself stuck in a tangle of back roads, forty miles from the nearest on-ramp.

Since then, southwestern Indiana has suffered from a slow deterioration of its agricultural and manufacturing economy, and many have decided that a lack of good highways is to blame. As David’s eight children were born, raised, and bid farewell, a string of highway proposals were raised and rejected—a divided freeway north to Terre Haute, a toll expressway to Lafayette through Terre Haute, a freeway northwest to Indianapolis through Bloomington, and a toll road to Indianapolis through Bloomington. None of these, upon examination, was judged worthy of construction. By the time David Graham joined the crusade to remedy Evansville’s isolation problem, the highway effort had been creeping along unsuccessfully for four decades.

“Endless meetings” is how Graham remembers the activities of SWIRHC, an offshoot of the Metropolitan Evansville Chamber of Commerce. “It was so discouraging. We had these big meetings down in Evansville. The same old half dozen people would show up, but we never really accomplished anything.” In the late eighties, the group was able to convince Congressman Frank McCloskey, a former Democratic mayor of Bloomington whose district also included Washington and Evansville, to earmark half a million dollars for a study of possible new highway routes through southern Indiana. But inconveniently, the consultants that were hired with those funds, Donohue & Associates, came to the conclusion that no highway should be built at all. It wouldn’t be worth the money, according to their analysis, which was published in a report in February 1990. Only one of the three routes studied was seen to have a potentially positive cost-benefit ratio, that was only under the most optimistic economic models, and the positive ratio was still below the commonly accepted threshold for green-lighting projects. To move forward, the report said, “would assume that the highway is the highest priority for each of the counties along the route and that each county government is willing to devote significant revenue resources to the project for about thirty years. There is no such precedent of this type in the area.” The Federal Highway Administration forwarded the bad news to Congress, calling the proposed road “at best marginal from a cost-effectiveness standpoint.” A federal earmark would be all but impossible to obtain, the FHWA made clear, but Indiana was free to proceed with the Evansville-to-Indianapolis highway if the state wanted to waste its own good money. The Indiana Department of Transportation initiated a preliminary study, but the matter seemed increasingly hopeless.

That spring of 1990, after the Donohue study came out, an economist named David Reed was working as a senior research fellow at the Hudson Institute, the conservative think tank known for future-oriented research on, among other things, economic development. Hudson was headquartered in Indianapolis back then, and at the behest of Democratic congressman Lee Hamilton, the Eli Lilly Foundation funded a study by Hudson on the future of southern rural Indiana, its economic troubles and opportunities for improvement. As the lead researcher, Reed canvassed the countryside, interviewing civic leaders, business owners, farmers, and people who had lost their jobs. Because one symptom of the economic woe that brought him to those parts was a dearth of decent hotels, when he came to Washington, Reed stayed with Graham, who had known the CEO of the Hudson Institute, Mitch Daniels, since 1976, when Daniels managed Richard Lugar’s first senatorial campaign and Graham was its chairman for Daviess County.

One morning for breakfast Graham invited two people whom he wanted Reed to meet: his friend David Cox, who ran the Daviess County Growth Council, and a woman named Jo Arthur, who worked for the Southern Indiana Development Corporation. Graham cooked omelets and made mournful conversation with his houseguests about the “brain drain” that had carried his children and so many other well-educated Hoosiers off to bigger cities and healthier job markets. Inevitably, talk around the table turned to the campaign for a new interstate highway through the area. Graham cleared the table, laid out some maps, and showed Reed where an extension of I-69 might go from Indianapolis to Evansville. Reed was cynical—extending the highway to Evansville struck him as fundamentally unsound policy. But he stared a little longer at the map.

“You’ll never get to first base unless you can get other people interested in this highway,” he said, “other states interested. Because nobody gives a damn about Indiana.” If you’re going to spend a couple billion, Reed asked his breakfast companions, why not be in for a penny, in for a pound? Why not build something that made sense in a broader context, that would have benefits outside southern Indiana? Running his finger over the map, Reed pointed out that the existing I-69 connected to Canada. What if they could extend I-69 all the way south to Mexico? Such a route would tie together the three countries and pass through a trio of manufacturing and distribution centers—Indianapolis, Memphis, Houston—that hadn’t been so directly connected before. Reed knew how feasibility studies worked, and he was sure that the inclusion of those major cities would make the numbers jump. And if the road went through multiple states, he reasoned, it would undoubtedly garner broader support in Congress.

Were the plans for the southwest Indiana highway not too big but too small? Graham, Cox, and Arthur immediately recognized Reed’s early-morning epiphany as a breakthrough. It rendered obsolete the decades of naysaying studies and elevated their regional highway proposal to one of national importance. With their encouragement, Reed, in his report for the Hudson Institute, “The Future of Southern Rural Indiana: Paradigms and Prospects for Rural Development,” made the first public case for a multistate Interstate 69. The facilitation of international trade and the potential for rural economic growth were enough to trump the costs, Reed maintained, regardless of what any consultants may say. “Major public investments are almost always made in the absence of complete and totally reliable analytical information,” he wrote. “Often, as with the initial commitment to the interstate highway system in the 1950s, they are made more on the basis of faith.”

The report’s treatment of I-69 was limited to a four-and-a-half-page addendum that focused almost exclusively on the need for the highway through southern Indiana. In his original draft, Reed told me, the recommendations “were much stronger and focused on the entire route, the NAFTA highway concept.” But his language was toned down for print, he says, over his objections, by Mitch Daniels. In 1987 “Hudson began to take on a more predictable conservative orientation with the advent of Daniels as president,” Reed explained. “When we came back with the southern Indiana study talking about highways, that landed with a dull thud. It just wasn’t sexy.”

And what was sexy in 1991? The Hudson report’s last full chapter, to which the brief annex about I-69 was attached, heralded advanced digital telecommunications infrastructure, specifically a system then under development that “could carry telephone, television, computer, facsimile, and other signals into every home, office, or plant in the nation and do so on a single thread of glass extending into each.” Reed implored policy makers to ensure that such a system be brought into smaller towns and rural communities, because this information network had “even greater potential to affect the course of rural economic development and social change than did the current telephone system.”

But enough about the information superhighway. There was infrastructure of a more well-established nature that Reed sought to emphasize. “One concept that is being explored involves the completion of the I-69 route, not just in Indiana but as a link between the central Great Lakes region and the central Gulf states,” his addendum reported. “If a congressional coalition of the affected states could be assembled, then the task of obtaining federal support for the Indiana segment of the project would not fall solely to the state’s delegation.”

The Hudson Institute had a fine reputation, but a four-and-a-half-page essay, particularly one neutered by revision and appearing as an afterthought to a hundred-page paper about a forgotten region of a Midwestern state, was unlikely to launch any multibillion-dollar, thousand-plus-mile interstate project. David Reed’s study granted the national I-69 concept a certain amount of credibility, but his offhand brainstorm over omelets had already done much more: It had excited the mind of the eager and industrious David Graham. Not everyone would have seen the merit in taking a highway proposal that a federal study had deemed too large and expensive and multiplying its size and cost by a factor of ten. But the dream of an international highway was so well suited to Graham’s interests and biography that he internalized it immediately. It was Graham who would take the idea and run with it—or drive with it, as the case turned out to be.



The Long Drive


The house in Washington, Indiana, where David Reed woke up for breakfast that morning in 1990 is a historically registered prairie-style mansion known locally as Mimi’s Place. It sits on a leafy, block-and-a-half-size lot in a neighborhood of much more modest homes near the middle of town. The house had belonged to David Graham’s parents, Robert and Bertha (friends called her Mimi), and it was still full of his father’s personal effects. Maybe a little of his spirit, too. Robert Graham would have been very proud of the highway conceived in his kitchen.

“My father represented the automobile industry in the original Pan-American highway committee,” Graham said, explaining his quick embrace of Reed’s expanded vision of I-69. “He used to tell me about it when I was a boy, and I got interested in it because he was interested in it.” Robert Graham was the director of the National Automobile Chamber of Commerce and had good reasons for wanting to encourage the construction of international roads. “The automobile manufacturers wanted to sell more cars. And you gotta have a place to go,” Graham said bluntly. “That was one of the things that the automobile people developed, like air brakes. They had to have good roads.” When the first Pan-American Congress for Highways convened in Buenos Aires in 1925, the Graham Brothers truck company sent a delegate to the meeting, where he joined a few dozen other Americans, including representatives from the American Hoist and Derrick Company, the Western Wheeled Scraper Company, Armco Steel, and the Barber Asphalt Company—industry men who wanted to see the great road unite the nations of the hemisphere, and who were no less excited by the prospect of being hired to build it.

As head of the Automobile Chamber of Commerce, Robert Graham wanted people to have more places to drive. As head of sales for Graham Brothers, he understood that international roads also meant new markets for trucks. And because truck advertising then was a lot like truck advertising now, those rugged far-off markets also made for an effective selling point back home. “In Every Business—in Every Part of the World,” a full-page magazine advertisement for Graham Brothers bragged in 1925. “Road conditions in foreign lands are generally worse than in America. To operate successfully over there, a truck must have exceptional power and endurance.”

This ad, which shows a few smiling men in international dress, hangs framed on the wall of the den in David Graham’s current home, which is not a prairie-school mansion surrounded by grand old trees. Mimi’s Place was full of wonderful memories, but it was also full of dust and mold that had begun to bother Graham’s breathing. Several years ago, with their kids all grown and gone away, David and Stuart made the hard decision to move to a smaller house with a master bedroom on the ground floor so they wouldn’t have to climb too many stairs. They sold Robert and Bertha’s old home and relocated a few miles east of Washington on Highway 50. A painted sign in the front yard of the new place said QUAIL’S ROOST, a name borrowed from an old hunting lodge his father had kept a few miles from there. Graham’s new house was surrounded on three sides by cornfields; on the fourth side is a church cemetery. “The neighbors are pretty quiet,” Graham joked.

When I first met David Graham, in May 2004, he was seventy-seven years old. His hair, like that of many I-69 boosters I would meet, was white, and he walked carefully but with a practiced poise. His barrel chest and strong jaw gave him—or reflected—an abiding assertiveness, which he could reinforce or mitigate by the expression of his pale blue eyes. Those, he kept locked on the person to whom he was speaking. He was hesitant to talk to a journalist, he told me, having long ago decided that “the less I could have my name in the papers, the more of a success my activities would be. My philosophy is that things never get completely finished if you have to worry about who gets the credit.” The fact that I lived in New York City was of particular concern to him. He didn’t think that the East Coast press treated the Midwest fairly. But when I explained that I was originally from Indianapolis and that I had attended nearby DePauw University, he softened a little and said, “Well, can I show you around the house?”

We went through a small wet bar and into the den, where the curtains were closed and two plush blue electric recliners sat facing a small television, which was switched on and tuned to the Turner Classic Movies station, flickering in black and white. On the walls hung clippings, photographs, and other mementos pertaining, in oddly equal measure, to Graham’s life and that of his father. Just inside the door to the room hung a near-life-scale drawing of a knight in armor wearing a sword and holding a spear and shield. “That was the Spirit of Graham-Paige,” he explained. “The three men on the shield are Dad and his two brothers. That was the symbol that they had. You see how strong and tough.

“Now that’s a car that my dad and his brothers gave the pope,” he said, moving on to a nearby picture of what turned out to be a custom Graham-Paige. “It was open in front and closed in the back. He used that car more than any other.” There were old Graham Brothers hubcaps on the wall, and a collection of framed clippings chronicling his father’s and uncles’ local celebrity. One Evansville newspaper article from Graham Brothers Day in 1928 read, “Like kings going to coronation, the three important figures in the motor world will find an entire city massed to show them its gratitude,” and a Saturday Evening Post article reported “a public outpouring probably without parallel in the history of American life.”

“Down in Florida, my father developed a property called Bal Harbour. It’s right there,” Graham said, pointing to a large aerial photograph of a sandy peninsula covered with trees and houses. “There was nothing there when he bought it. He pumped it in.” When Graham was born, in February 1927, his parents were staying at their winter home in Miami Beach. A major hurricane had hit south Florida the previous September, causing a dip in what had been a skyrocketing real estate market. It must have seemed like a good time to buy. While Graham was still an infant, his father—out of boredom, Graham says—bought 254 acres of swampland just up the coast and formed the Miami Beach Heights Corporation with his fellow automobile industrialists C. T. Fisher and Walter Briggs. Two years later the Great Depression hit, and for the next decade development advanced at a cautious crawl. They filled in the swamp with sand and hired Harland Bartholomew and Associates, the most prestigious American planning firm at the time, to design the new community. Things were still a blank slate in 1941 when the United States entered World War II, so Robert Graham offered the land (at $1 a year) to the U.S. Army Air Corps, which promptly built a prisoner-of-war camp, a training ground, and a rifle range on the sandy Bal Harbour site.

Graham, who was in high school at Georgetown Prep in Washington, D.C., during the war, remembers walking the beach during his summers and seeing black oil sludge in the sand from the freighters that German submarines had sunk off the Florida coast. His senior year, Graham signed up for the U.S. Army Air Corps, but by the time he finished high school the war was coming to a close. After graduation, he said, “I was in Florida, goofing around the bath club down there, and Dad didn’t like me spending that much time doing nothing.” So Robert Graham called on a friend, an Air Corps general, and David soon had orders to report to South America, where he spent a summer before returning to D.C. for college.

“That’s a great picture,” Graham said, pointing to a black-and-white photograph of R. E. Olds of Oldsmobile fame; Charles Nash, who ran General Motors; Henry Ford; and Robert Graham. The men were sitting in a circle, wearing suits, leaning forward and grinning at each other. “They’re at the Detroit Athletic Club talking about things. And Mr. Ford asked Dad, ‘How many kids do you have?’ And Dad said, ‘I have four. Four boys.’ And Ford said, ‘What are they gonna do?’ And Dad said, ‘Well, I hope they’ll join me in my activities.’ And Ford said—I don’t know exactly what he said. But he never would let his son Edsel get ahead.”

Robert Graham’s sons did join his activities. By the time David graduated from Georgetown University, his brother Bob was the president of the family companies, his brother Ziba was the financial man, and his brother Tom was managing Graham Farms. David went to work running the family’s feed mill. “I was home for a couple years. And it’s pretty boring for a young kid,” he said. (I told him I could relate.) “Well, Dad called up one day from Bal Harbour and said, ‘I’ve got too much business down here and I need one of you boys to come down.’” David was eager to go. From the time his father turned over the first ceremonial shovel of earth in 1946, construction had been constant. There were luxury hotels along the oceanfront, apartment houses along Collins Avenue, and a cluster of exclusive homes. By this time, most of Bal Harbour had been sold—to all the right people—and it was becoming a fashionable place. “Harry Sinclair came down and put in a filling station,” Graham remembered. Howard Johnson, a “good friend of Dad’s,” operated a restaurant at the Beach Club.

Not long after he moved to Florida, Graham passed his brokerage exam and had a job lined up at the prestigious Miami real estate office of Oscar Dooly. “But I thought about it and I decided to come back to Indiana,” Graham said. “I would have been a very wealthy person if I’d stayed down there. No matter what you bought, the value exploded.” He paused for a moment. He hadn’t thought about these things in years, he said. “Stuart never tried to influence me on where we were going, but coming back here was kind of a cultural shock for her.”

That’s not to say that David and Stuart were destined to live a prosaic life in Indiana. Across one stretch of wall in his den, Graham kept a selection of souvenirs from his turkey days that hints at a life of world travel and, for a poultry farmer, relative fame. “There I am getting a special award from a Czechoslovakian turkey grower,” he said, pointing to another black-and-white photograph. “And over here, I gave a speech in London about growing turkey farms. I was president of the National Turkey Federation for about one year. Here’s a picture of Stuart and me in Vogue.” It was taken on the White House lawn during the annual Thanksgiving pardoning ceremony in 1969. “We’re presenting President Nixon with a turkey. A turkey to the turkey.”

Seeing these photos of a younger David Graham and looking again at the Detroit Athletic Club photo of Robert Graham, I noted how much the two looked alike. It struck me, suddenly, how the arrangement of artifacts in the room seemed to blend the achievements of father and son, as if the one’s life was a seamless continuation of the other. Robert had fathered four sons, but it was David who went down to work in the real estate office when his father beckoned from Florida, David who would make his home at Mimi’s Place, David who would keep and display so faithfully his father’s memorabilia. And it was David who would seize the chance to continue Robert Graham’s pursuit of new highways.

After the omelet breakfast with Reed, Graham took the new jumbo-size I-69 idea back to the Southwestern Indiana Regional Highway Coalition. The committee embraced the new plan, with some slight caution. At a meeting in August 1990, Rolland Eckels, a public-affairs man from the Bristol-Myers Squibb Company, warned that the coalition should be prepared to answer challenges regarding the need for such a vast highway. An answer came from Keith Lochmueller, the cofounder of an Evansville transportation planning firm called Bernardin, Lochmueller & Associates, who suggested that their response “should be safety and economics.” This turned out to be more than idle chitchat—Bernardin Lochmueller was eventually hired to conduct Indiana’s formal I-69 study, which measured potential benefits in terms of safety and economics.

The committee tried to convince Lieutenant Governor Frank O’Bannon, a Democrat, and Senator Richard Lugar, a Republican, that Indiana should host a meeting of key people from the various states along the newly imagined I-69 corridor. Several statewide officeholders voiced nominal support—Fred Glass, the chief of staff to then-governor Evan Bayh, wrote a letter to the group promising that the state would try to have the link designated a corridor “of national significance” in an upcoming federal transportation bill—but no one was ready to accept the responsibility of organizing a multistate campaign for the project.

But perhaps momentum could be created from the bottom up? Or rather, from nearer to the bottom? The movers and shakers in Evansville were not the phone-tree, petition-circulating kind, but they were accomplished networkers. And at least one of them had some time on his hands. The newly retired David Graham kept a home in Cuernavaca, south of Mexico City, to which he and Stuart traveled every summer on Stuart’s break from teaching. “I love the trip down. The triple-A book would say things like, ‘Don’t travel on this highway in Mexico after four o’clock,’” Graham said with a chuckle. “So we wouldn’t. They had policemen out there that might stop you. In fact, we got stopped by a policeman in Mexico City. It cost five hundred bucks to pay them off. Maybe it was seven hundred. Seven cops came up and each one of them wanted payment. But, you know, the men don’t make enough money—they have to buy their own bullets,” he added magnanimously. “You go to a poor country, you tip heavily. Not to be a big shot, but because you know it might put something on the table for their kids, or buy a new coat or dress.”

In the summer of 1991, on the way home with Stuart, Graham did a little soliciting himself. Driving his big blue diesel Chevy Suburban, he stopped off in a few cities along what he reckoned would be the route of I-69. He had laid no groundwork before his visits—the trip was the groundwork. Rather, like a traveling salesman, Graham called cold on the chambers of commerce or economic-development corporations in Laredo, Corpus Christi, Houston, Shreveport, and Memphis, presenting the I-69 concept to whoever was available to listen while Stuart waited in the car. While he was at it, he also paid visits to Mexico City and Fort Worth to speak with newspaper reporters who he thought might be supportive of the idea of a brand-new free-trade highway. One of them, Dane Schiller, was a writer for The News, an English-language daily in Mexico City. He now covers border issues for the Houston Chronicle, and he recalls being somewhat perplexed by Graham’s visit. The idea of I-69, Schiller wrote in an e-mail, seemed like “pie in the sky” back then, at best “many years away if, in a wild dream, it could even happen.” He thought Graham was “gutsy to come down and roam around Mexico,” but “there was no need to believe such a corridor could ever happen.” His overall impression? “That dude must be seriously eccentric.”

Fortunately for Graham, the economic-development people he met, attuned as they were to the potential benefits of new infrastructure, found his pitch much more convincing. For a few, like John D. Caruthers in Shreveport, agreeing to take a meeting with Graham that summer led to a commitment of a decade or more. In the same way that Graham had adopted David Reed’s expanded-highway idea the moment he heard it, these men became disciples on the spot—not of Graham, but of I-69. “It just so happened that it captured everyone’s imagination,” Graham recalled, “because by accident of geography, it goes through some of the poorest places in the United States. Western Kentucky, western Tennessee, and then on down through Arkansas and Louisiana. All those people needed help. They needed a road.”

Graham’s traveling medicine show was, among other things, another homage to his father, the sales guru of the three Graham brothers. Robert’s pitchman philosophies made a lasting impression on Graham, just as his work on the Pan American highway had. In his book The Graham Legacy, Michael Keller, a funeral director and amateur Graham-Paige historian, quotes David as saying that his father believed people “had basic needs which should be made known to them.” “Dad’s chief stock in trade,” Graham told Keller, “was his ability to sell you on an idea, make you think it was yours, and then subtly encourage you to develop it as fast as possible.”



A Plane Ride


Some years back, John D. Caruthers sent a warm and rambling reminiscence to the Shreveport Times that recalled his childhood in the 1930s and ’40s, his early-morning paper route, stickball games in vacant lots, and summer nights before air-conditioning. “In the morning,” he wrote, “we sat barefooted on the cool curb and ate ice from the Dairyland horse-drawn milk wagon or from the ice truck that supplied those that had iceboxes rather than new refrigerators.” After the young Caruthers graduated from high school, he attended undergrad at Louisiana Tech and then law school at Louisiana State. In the 1950s, he joined the army as a JAG lawyer and was sent to Germany, but four years later he came back home to Shreveport and has never left.

Caruthers started working in the oil and gas business in the early sixties, just after the federal power commission put a cap on natural-gas prices, a move that eventually prompted the major oil companies to abandon the smaller northern Louisiana fields for the oil-rich Gulf of Mexico and to leave Shreveport for Houston and Dallas. “Shreveport lost three thousand white-collar jobs,” Caruthers told me. “This was around the same time that the two-car family was producing the mall concept of shopping. And so that double-barrel deal just blew the hell out of downtown.” But Caruthers didn’t go to Houston or Dallas. He hired a geologist and started an independent company, Caruthers Producing, that specialized in small local leases, and he ran it from an office tower in the cleared-out center of Shreveport.

When David Graham wandered into the Shreveport Chamber of Commerce with a map in his hands, talking about a new highway, they sent him across the street to Caruthers, who was sixty-two, a former chamber president, and known for having a firm grasp of transportation matters, a résumé full of successful economic-development projects, and friends with political power. “They sent him to me to get rid of him,” is how Caruthers put it, with a chuckle. “I was a lame-duck past president and had nothing to do. And the reason I got involved in 1991—I was concerned, having just seen the demise of fourteen local banks in the savings-and-loan crisis, that this town didn’t have a guaranteed future.”

When I first went to speak with Caruthers in 2004, he was seventy-five years old and had recently sold Caruthers Producing to his son Witt and his lead engineer, Art Walker (whose own son Todd, Caruthers made a point of telling me, played second base for the Chicago Cubs and the Boston Red Sox). Caruthers seemed younger than seventy-five—he was tall and gregarious with a decent amount of white hair, combed back, and windshield glasses. He had a voice like George Bush the elder, at once soft and sharp, and a generous manner that bespoke a Southern upbringing and perhaps a certain degree of wealth. He had kept his office, a large corner room ten stories above Shreveport, where he still spent many days working on I-69 Mid-Continent Highway Coalition business and other odds and ends. “I come in at ten o’clock usually and leave at about three for racquetball. At my age, I have to do something to stay alive,” he said. I assumed that he meant racquetball, not highway promoting, but I didn’t ask him to clarify. “I’m also writing a novel. I’ve been working on that for about twelve months.”

I asked him what the book was about. “It’s about this area, this city,” he said. “It’s a story of prejudice. It’s really an interesting town in that we had a lot of people migrate in here from different areas.” He told me about the influx of African Americans who moved from the farms into the industrialized city after World War II. “It was as if you had a hundred plantation slave quarters set up in the Red River bottoms over here. Shotgun houses, eave to eave.” Earlier, before the Civil War, a wave of mostly Scotch-Irish settlers, including Caruthers’s kin, had come through northern Louisiana in the great western migration of the 1830s and ’40s.

It was a partly sunny afternoon in March, and before long Caruthers and I were standing at the northeast-facing windows of his office, looking out at Shreveport. As I was driving in, the city had reminded me of a model-railroad town. There are just enough tall buildings to give Shreveport a skyline, but you can see the entirety of downtown in a glance, even from up close. The office towers, medium-size and architecturally humble, are clustered together several streets up from the waterfront, as if keeping their distance from a string of gaudy casino hotels that popped up along the river in the mid-1990s. In between, I noticed, many of the blocks had been turned into parking lots or had reverted to weedy dirt. Caruthers read the panorama like an old map, pointing to the Texas Street truss bridge that carries U.S. 79 and U.S. 80 over the Red River to Shreveport’s smaller sister city of Bossier. “Back in the nineteenth century, the Texas trail started right there at the river. This was where the wagon trains were made up, right where that bridge is, to the right of El Dorado Casino,” he said. “All the ironworkers were there on the riverfront, building wagons.”

Until the 1830s, a hundred-mile-long logjam clogged the Red River. “You could walk across it,” he said. “Every tree in Oklahoma and Texas had floated down here. There was green grass growing on parts of it.” This snag was known as the Great Raft, and in 1832 the U.S. secretary of war, Lewis Cass, ordered it cleared so that the Red River, which connected via the Mississippi to the Gulf of Mexico, might be free for navigation. This hefty job was given to Captain Henry Miller Shreve, the U.S. Superintendent of Western River Improvements, a trader and an engineer who had designed a special steam-powered snagboat, the Heliopolis, capable of clearing dead wood from the water. By 1834, Shreve had opened up the river to as far north as where the casinos now stood, and the next year the U.S. government, wanting to make the most of the river’s new navigability, invested in some local real estate. The white man offered a treaty to the Caddo Indians, who vacated their lands in northwest Louisiana for the sum of eighty thousand dollars.

In negotiating the agreement, the Caddo set aside an unspecified 640-acre piece of land for an interpreter, Larkin Edwards, who was friendly with the tribe and who had married one of the Caddo chief’s daughters. Edwards picked out a nice square-mile tract of land along the newly opened river, which was already becoming a major trade route, and then he turned around and sold that 640 acres, in 1837, to a group of developers led by none other than Captain Shreve, who apparently wasn’t satisfied with merely professional or altruistic rewards. The Shreve Town Company paid five thousand dollars for what is now downtown Shreveport. “If you look at the way they laid it out,” Caruthers said, pointing out the window at the grid below us, “since the Alamo had occurred in 1836, the main street was Texas Street. And Travis is this street here—Colonel Travis headed up the Alamo. Fannin was another Texas colonel, if you remember, and that street there is named for him.” There is a Crockett Street, too, for Davy Crockett.

Modern-day developers often reach back into local history—or into a pile of generically pleasing motifs, like trees—to find a theme on which to base the names of subdivisions and their streets. Caruthers, for instance, is an investor in the Highland Ranch community west of town, which consists of subdivisions called Cherry Hill and Summerwood. His son Witt is involved with a development called Provenance, a neighborhood south of town that has streets named Silver Maple Lane and Winterberry Lane. For the Shreve Town Company the branding would have been obvious: The relevant themes were “Shreve” and “Texas.” The city was viable, after all, thanks to the Red River being unlocked for trade, and the great mass of people heading west through town were bound for the newly independent Texas. Many of them found Shreveport a worthy place to settle down, and the Shreve Town Company sold lots with ease. Before long, antebellum cotton growers had made Shreveport a major hub.

“When cotton was king—and I’m talking about before the railroads,” Caruthers told me, “there was a place over there where the boats picked up bales and took them to New Orleans.” The Red, which forms the squiggly northern border of Texas before flowing through Shreveport, continues southeast through Alexandria, and when cotton was king, it entered the Mississippi River right at the place where the foot of Louisiana’s geographical boot kicks under the southwestern butt of Mississippi and relieves that state of its eponymous river. The Atchafalaya River, the watery main street of Cajun country, originated out of the Mississippi near that very same spot. This was all too much for the various riverbanks to handle, and in the 1940s—around the time when Caruthers was working his paper route—the Atchafalaya captured the Red’s discharge.

If left alone, the Mississippi’s prime flow eventually would have become the Atchafalaya’s, and the great river would have changed channels, a phenomenon not out of line geologically speaking, but one that nevertheless would have been deeply troubling to any person or place that had a stake in the lower Miss remaining mighty. This included, most notably, the cities of New Orleans and Baton Rouge, whose existence historically relied on the Mississippi River the way Shreveport’s relied on the Red. Thanks to the Army Corps of Engineers, however, America didn’t have to stand there and take such insubordination. As John McPhee writes in “The Control of Nature,” his authoritative account of this natural event and the heroic unnatural efforts that followed, in 1950 “the United States Congress, in its deliberations, decided that ‘the distribution of flow and sediment in the Mississippi and Atchafalaya Rivers is now in desirable proportions and should be so maintained.’ The Corps was thereby ordered to preserve 1950.”

By then, the Red River was tangled up in a different kind of trouble farther upstream. It, too, had been usurped—not by the Atchafalaya or any other river, but by the railroads, which after the Civil War had become the primary mode of transporting goods and people through the country. The Red, which Shreve had gone to such pains to clear, had fallen into a state of neglect: It would periodically flood farms and towns, whose residents liked to dump garbage into it. The wild Red may have been fine for the keelboats and rafts of old, but it was inhospitable to the kind of barge traffic that had become the mainstay of modern inland agricultural and petrochemical shipping. By the time John D. Caruthers became involved with the Shreveport Chamber of Commerce in the late 1960s, restoring and modernizing Red River navigation had become one of the local business community’s top priorities.

“I was vice president of economic development in 1971 when we printed a bunch of bumper stickers that said BIG RED BY ’80,” Caruthers told me. “Everyone thought the stickers meant Big Red Oklahoma, the football team.” In fact, the River and Harbor Act of 1968 had authorized a Red River improvement project, again by the Army Corps of Engineers, that would eventually include the installation of five locks and dams and a series of shortcuts along a 236-mile stretch of river from Shreveport to the Mississippi. The Corps would dredge the river’s channel to a minimum of nine feet deep and two hundred feet wide, and reinforce its banks—in essence taming the Red River into a barge-worthy water highway. “Bank stabilization was a big thing,” Caruthers said, “because it kept going back and forth, it was such a young river.” The Red River Navigation Project took decades. Despite the chamber’s sticker campaign, 1980 came and went without a new Red River, in part because of strong opposition to the two-billion-dollar project. “We had a newspaper here that was opposed to navigation on the Red River,” Caruthers said. “They called it a boondoggle.”

They weren’t the only ones. Over the years, most administrations and members of Congress not from the state of Louisiana received the undertaking lukewarmly. In addition to the costs involved, there was also a broader philosophical concern: that the business-oriented push for navigation projects was at odds, financially and physically, with the prerogatives of flood control, which many believed should have been the Corps’ main mission. But the river had a formidable champion in the Democratic Louisiana senator J. Bennett Johnston Jr., a Shreveport native whose older sister, incidentally, went to high school with John D. Caruthers. Johnston and Caruthers are old friends and they maintain a great mutual respect. “He actually built the damn thing,” Caruthers said of Johnston and the river project. “Bennett funded it, over the objections of Bush, Carter, and Reagan.”

The money came mostly in dribs, but sometimes in buckets—in August 1990, Johnston, who chaired the relevant subcommittee of Senate Appropriations, added an earmark to a far-reaching energy and water funding bill. It gave the Red River Waterway $92.6 million, “to remain available until expended.” It was the largest single expenditure in the bill, and its passage sped the project toward completion. The locks and dams were finally opened a few short years later, in 1994, and on April 19, 2000, after he had retired from the Senate, Johnston spoke at a renaming ceremony for the Red River Waterway. “This river route connects us to every part of the world,” he told a crowd of several hundred. “It gives us the ability to attract industries from everywhere.” On that day, the Red River Waterway became the J. Bennett Johnston Waterway. What Shreve had done for the Red with steam power, Johnston had done again with political power. And Caruthers had watched it all unfold.

“When this guy from Indiana told me the concept of I-69,” Caruthers said, “a light came on.” His meeting with Graham, which took place there in the offices of Caruthers Producing, didn’t last long, he recalled. Possibly as little as twenty minutes. But Graham’s presentation grabbed him. “I said, ‘Let’s see where this thing would go if we just made it straight as an arrow and picked up Memphis and Houston.’” The two men took a map that Graham had brought along and they drew a line, freehand, connecting the dots from Detroit to Indianapolis to Evansville to Memphis to Shreveport to Houston to Laredo.

I remember a time, not so long ago, when I saw the map of the United States as something more or less finished. I assumed that the rivers and the roads were where they were supposed to be, that the cities had evolved by logic or luck. Previous generations had toiled, I knew, to build towns and to connect them. But wasn’t that work finished? Wasn’t construction these days just a matter of fleshing out those bones? Well, you can’t spend much time looking out a window at Shreveport with John D. Caruthers without realizing that there are men (they seem to most often be men) who still view the map as a work in progress. Caruthers knew that the America I took for granted had been the arbitrary work of individuals and small groups. And it could be remade by more individuals and small groups. In short, there were still Shreves among us, and I was talking to one. “So you two drew that line in this office?” I asked Caruthers. “It all happened right here?”

“It all happened on an airplane. I took the map that David Graham and I drew and showed it to Bennett Johnston,” he said. “I happened to be flying back from Louisiana Tech with Bennett. It was a private plane. And I said, ‘Senator, here is something we’ve just drawn. Look what it can mean to Shreveport. Is this a doable deal? I don’t want to get involved in something that’s not doable.’ And he said, ‘It’s doable—let’s do it!’” Caruthers chuckled. “And I figured we’d do it next week! That’s how he made it sound. Of course he didn’t tell me he was going to resign from the Senate.”

Never mind that the Red River had taken twenty-six years to complete—fourteen years longer than the chamber’s stickers had hoped. On that plane ride in 1991, Caruthers heard all the encouragement he needed from a senator friend who had just conjured ninety million dollars for a project few others wanted. Caruthers was convinced, and by February 1992 Senator Johnston was talking up I-69 to the Shreveport Times. “Can you imagine Shreveport having north-south and east-and-west interstates and Red River navigation and a diagonal highway?” he said, referring to the existing I-20, the ongoing construction of I-49 from New Orleans through Shreveport to Kansas City, and, of course, I-69. “It would make the city one of the major distribution centers in the country.

“We need to organize all the states in the route,” Johnston told the paper. “It will [require] a lot of work from everyone, but it will work.” By this time the task of organizing the Mid-Continent Highway Coalition was in full swing. That month, David Graham made a second pass through Houston, Memphis, and Shreveport to shore up support among the people he’d met on his first trip. Caruthers took to the road, too, sometimes traveling with Lindy Broderick from the Shreveport Chamber. He traveled to Nacogdoches, Texas; Magnolia and El Dorado, Arkansas; Cleveland, Greenville, and Clarksdale, Mississippi; and Memphis and Dyersburg, Tennessee. Caruthers’s tactics were somewhat more methodical than Graham’s improvisational barnstorming: He often targeted people he knew and relied on their advice about whom else to call. He set up his appointments in advance, gave public talks to chambers of commerce, and spoke to a string of small-town mayors. “My first trip was to Lufkin, Texas,” he recalled. “I rode down in Lindy’s Volkswagen bug with my knees on the dashboard. I remember it vividly.”

In Memphis, Caruthers visited the office of Mayor W. W. Herenton, whom he describes as “a distinguished black man, tall, slender. He looks like an African prince, actually.” Herenton found the idea of I-69 thrilling—Memphis was already the kind of major distribution center Shreveport hoped one day to become, and the more highways the merrier. The mayor offered to host the coalition’s first meeting, and a date was set for November 1992. At that meeting Caruthers would become president of the Mid-Continent Highway Coalition and I-69 would become the focus of his working life.

It so happens that a highway dominates his domestic life, too, as he explained while we were standing at his office window. We had stepped over to the northwest-facing view, away from the city. In the middle distance, past the downtown grid, we could see Cross Lake—which provides Shreveport with both tap water and leisure—and Interstate 220 cutting across the eastern quarter of it. “I live on that lake and I hear every eighteen-wheeler that goes up that grade,” he said. Caruthers had helped campaign for the I-220 bypass years ago, and he has a certain affection for the long stretch over the lake. “Just to the left of that section of the bridge there’s a bunch of pine trees. I live in those pine trees over there, facing the bridge,” Caruthers told me. “If you go under the bridge you look for two straight miles at nothing but arches. Like a church. So whenever I take my friends out there in a boat, I always put it in neutral under the bridge.” He smiled. “Then I start singing ‘Ave Maria.’”



The Hotel Lobby


Mayor Herenton made good on his offer to host the first meeting of the Mid-Continent Highway Coalition, and he hosted it in style. Memphis is a major cargo hub and always has been. The coalition might have found a boardroom at the FedEx headquarters east of town, or at the massive Port of Memphis on the Mississippi River. But if you’re going to make big plans in Memphis, you might as well do it at the Peabody Hotel, an establishment that has played host to celebrity visitors, society weddings, grand balls, and deal-making lunches since 1869. The hotel moved to its current location, a majestic Italian renaissance–style building on Union Avenue, in the 1920s and quickly became a home base for blues talent scouts. It was in a room at the Peabody in 1929 that the great Furry Lewis recorded his version of “John Henry,” a folk song about a superhumanly efficient railroad builder. The Peabody is a cathedral of Southern culture but also a local symbol of renewal—the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. at the Lorraine Motel in 1968 is widely cited as the event that began urban Memphis’s steep decline, and the reopening of the Peabody after extensive renovations, in 1981, is generally considered the beginning of the downtown’s renaissance. Today it is perhaps most celebrated for its resident ducks, which take an elevator to the ground floor from their rooftop dormitory every morning and march through an adoring crowd. They spend the day in the lobby fountain, then march back to the elevator at cocktail time.

“The Mississippi Delta begins in the lobby of the Peabody Hotel,” David Cohn, from Greenville, Mississippi, wrote in 1935. “If you stand near its fountain in the middle of the lobby, where ducks waddle and turtles drowse, ultimately you will see everybody who is anybody in the Delta.” If there were people watchers there on November 10, 1992, they were likely underwhelmed when the members of the Mid-Continent Highway Coalition made their way through to their appointed conference room. Those assembled were pillars of their local communities but not well known outside of their respective home counties. There was David Graham and his breakfast companion David Cox. There was John D. Caruthers. There were the mayors of Evansville, Indiana; El Dorado, Arkansas; Lufkin, Texas; and Dyersburg, Tennessee. Heads probably did not turn at the sight of the man from the Pine Bluff, Arkansas, Port Authority or the woman from the Pike County, Indiana, Economic Development Corporation, but the consequences of their anonymous work that day, they hoped, would be far from obscure.

All told, between forty and fifty like-minded highway lovers traveled to Memphis from the seven I-69 states that morning. Mayor Herenton welcomed the group and then gave the floor over to Caruthers, who made introductions and presented an overview of the project. The group tackled organizational business, namely hashing out a structure for the nonprofit corporation they would form. It was decided that each state delegation would elect a vice president and four directors to represent it on the coalition’s board, and each state vice president would be responsible for raising twenty thousand dollars per year to cover operating expenses. Caruthers was elected president and chairman of the corporation. David Graham would be the vice president for Indiana, and the coalition’s executive director would be James Newland, a longtime friend of Graham’s who also grew up in Daviess County.

Newland, who was already seventy-three years old in 1992, was steeped in the world of transportation. He had worked for decades as a publicist and lobbyist—first for a railroad consortium on the East Coast and then for an association of highway contractors in the Midwest. He served as a transportation aide to Governor Evan Bayh before semiretiring to a volunteer position as the secretary of the Southwestern Indiana Regional Highway Coalition. Newland went from being the lone staffer at the SWIRHC office to being the lone staffer (paid, this time) at the Mid-Continent Highway Coalition headquarters. The transition for Newland was easy: The office stayed the same—it was a suite on Monument Circle, in the very center of Indianapolis—and, for a while, so did the stationery.

The new I-69 coalition members were eager and, perhaps to their advantage, a little naïve. Advancing the construction of a new national highway would be a huge and unwieldy mission under any circumstances. But the Mid-Continent Highway Coalition happened to form at the very time when national transportation policy was being revamped for a post-interstate future. Many of those who had gathered in Memphis, including Graham and Newland and Caruthers, were of a generation whose adult lives had coincided with the interstate age: The planning for the system we know today took off in 1941, with President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s appointment of a National Interregional Highway Committee. That group—seven men—was smaller than the one assembled at the Peabody, but their recommendations, which Roosevelt sent to Congress in January 1944, would change the face of the country. Their report, Interregional Highways, offered maps of ideal routes, traffic and population analysis, design principles, and, most important, a compelling vision of a highly connected and more mobile America. Congress obliged by promptly authorizing a national system of interstate highways “to connect by routes, direct as practical, the principal metropolitan areas, cities, and industrial centers, to serve the National Defense, and to connect at suitable points, routes of continental importance in the Dominion of Canada and the Republic of Mexico.” But they balked on paying for it. Their mandate went more or less unfunded until twelve years later, when President Dwight D. Eisenhower signed the Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956.

Eisenhower had established his own committee, led by General Lucius Clay, a friend and colleague from his West Point days. The Clay Committee proposed financing the interstate construction through bonds, an idea supported by Connecticut senator Prescott Bush, a Wall Street banker and father and grandfather to future presidents. But the bonding solution would have cost taxpayers some eleven billion dollars in interest over thirty years—an unnecessary handout to the financial industry, many complained. In the end, Congress negotiated the creation of a tax-based, pay-as-you-go funding system, and Albert Gore Sr., the junior senator from Tennessee and father of the future vice president, sponsored his chamber’s legislation. The relevant House bills, later combined with Gore’s, were by Representative George Fallon of Maryland, who introduced the construction-oriented language, and Louisiana’s Hale Boggs, who contributed the funding solution. Boggs’s language created a new highway trust fund, a dedicated stream of money that would pool federal gas-tax dollars and related fees and redistribute them as the federal government’s share of interstate construction costs.

By 1991, the interstate system, as planned, was nearly complete, but because of the way the program had been structured, it would never be finished. The Eisenhower bill guaranteed that the federal government, through the highway trust fund, would pay 90 percent of the “cost to complete” the interstates. But this meant that every time a new design standard or innovation was introduced—better guardrails, say—the Interstate Construction Program was obliged to update all of the highways that had already been built to the old standards. “Completion” was a moving target, so the federal funding liability, in theory, was infinite. This seemed like a bad way of doing things, and many in Washington understood that the Interstate Construction Program needed to end.
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INTERSTATE 69 IS AN ENLIGHTENING
JOURNEY THROUGH THE HEART OF
AMERICA. With this epic tale of one vast and
controversial road project, Matt Dellinger brings
to life the country’s complex political, social, and
economic landscape.

The 1,400-mile extension of 1-69 south from
Indianapolis, if completed, will connect Canada
to Mexico through Michigan, Indiana, Kentucky,
Tennessee, Mississippi, Arkansas, Louisiana,
and Texas. This so-called NAFTA highway has
been in development for two decades, and while
segments are under construction today, others may
never be built. Eagerly anticipated by many as an
ceconomic godsend, 1-69 has also been opposed by
environmentalists, farmers, ranchers, anarchists, and
others who question both the wisdom of building
more highways and the merits of globalization.

Part history, part travelogue, Interstate 69
reveals the surprising story of how this extraordinary
undertaking began, introduces us to the array of
individuals who have worked tirelessly for years to
build the road—or to stop it—and guides us through
the many places the highway would transform
forever: from sprawling cities like Indianapolis,
Houston, and Memphis to the small rural towns of
the Midwestern rust belt, the Mississippi Delta, and
south Texas.

This book vividly illustrates that the story of
America is indeed the story of transportation—
and that story continues. In an era when bridges
fall, levees fail, and states lease their toll roads
to foreign-owned corporations, Americans are
realizing the central importance of infrastructure,
how it affects our standard of living and quality
of life and how it determines which places prosper

and which places fade.

(continued on back flap)
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