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And what’s
your tallest
traffic tale?

By Sharon Dargay
stat! writer

The 1978 VW Rabbit raltled violently, sputtering
its final gasp and succumbing to a steaming radiator
arrest In stop-and-go trafflc on Joho R and
Farnswarth in Detrolt.

Neighboring motorists cursed the stalled hunk of
steel for blocking thelr path.

Pollce officers tried to intimidate the car back to
life.

Swarms of pedestrians zig-zagged their way
through the maze of stopped autos,

The newspaper reporter in the dead Rabbit was
frazzled but managed a smile.

She knew she would get more mileage out of the
experience than the car,

She knew that tales of the road are lke driver’s
licenses — every motorist has one.

And she knew that when her story was exhausted,
new material was waiting just around the corner, . .

1T HAPPENED ON MIDDLEBELT

Wendy Relss, freelance actress, slid behind the
wheel of her Buick Skyhawk and headed home to
#aptrlcn a:d Middlebelt after a day on the job in

esuand.
It bad rained hard that day. So hard that in parts of
F. and West who

later talked about smooth salling on the roadways
meant they had traded thelr V-6 englnes for outboard
motors.

“Total gridlock” greeted Relss at the 12 Mile-
Middlebelt Intersection, sending her on a two-hour
search for an unobstructed three-mile route home.

“Every time I'd go up a road, traffle was stopped.,
T'd have to re-route. I was literally in a maze, I
thought I was outsmarting everyone, X thought I
knew every nook and cranny,” she recalled.

I got so frazzled. I was low on gas and had no
money. [ was trying to get {o the NBD on Middlebelt.
{l was ltke living In New York. No one would let me

n.

"I went way out of my way, down Farmlngion
Road, past Drake to Haggerty and then back up to 15
{Maple),” she sald.

Relss learned from her experience. She carries
some cash wlith her at all times. But, she admits, “I
don’t know if anyone can ever be prepared for
something like that.”

THE GOOD 'OL DAYS

Traffic jams were born before the first automobile
rolled off the assembly llne.

“Most of the city planners looked to the

asa [ getting rid of
You had people, horses, horses pulllng wagens, strect
raliways and automobiles. But the great
expectations turned sour,” sald Jim Wren, manoger
of the patent department for the Motor Vehlcle
l[\,dcnnu{nclurm Assoctation of the United States, in
trolt.

““They created confusion, They were nolsy, dirty

* and they smelled, Peaple put them on blocks in the

winter. They didn't drive In the spring because the
roads were 5o bad.”

Those who managed to zip around the tie-ups
risked colllsion with speed traps, created when police
stretched ropes across the road,

“There were several patents at that time for
selssors mounted on cars,” Wren mused,

Better roads and the disappearance of the horse-
drawn vehiele didn't alleviate congestion, because
auto trafflc increased.

“Even Grand River was a three-lane road untll the
1950s. They used the center lane for passing — both
ways — which was dangerous,

“Driving today i3 5o much easier, One (stranded)
vehicle can cause lots of problems. But think about
how many vehicles are on the roads, You don't
expect that many breakdowns. We've come a long

way.”
OMMY, WHY IS THERE GRIDLOCK?
Ask a group of kids, :

They know why traffic jams oceur,

“DON'T KISS WHILE YOU DRIVE, OR PUT ON
MAKEUP,” a group of youngsters at Nelghborhood
Chlldeare Center, Rochester, suggested In unlson.

""We had two people in front of us, and every 10
seconds the girl would kiss her boyfriend,” sald 9-
year-old Erte Reid.

Erlc dreams of inventing feis that would rocket his
famlly car over amorous alowpokes.

“We were at this light and the woman in front of us
was putting on nafl polish,” added Emily Gilroy, 9.
“She was putting on nail polish! Sha was still there
when the light turned green.”

A car horn brought the moblle mantcurist to life.

“I think she spilled her nail polish,” Emily giggled.

Emily's twin, Erin, sald a skrink gun would goa
long way toward reducing the number of big traffic
Jams and bad drivers. o

“T'd tell everyone, ‘Hey, get moving,' and then I'd
Just get a blaster to disintegrate thelr engines,”
schemed an inventive Rachel Lawton, 7,

WIT BEHIND TBE WHEEL

Jerry Elliott has built a carcer on the road.

“Tused to have a 1984 Ford Escort — the sporty L
model — with 140,000 miles. Ibavoa 15-minute .
routine I do In my act about it,” said Elliott, a stand-

detector in my car) They detained me for five hours
and fined me $350. .
“But West Virglnia’s worse. [ have a friend there
dolng five to 10 for possession of a cassette player.”
Elllott mixes reality and razxing In his
obser tyle routlnes, in clubs
from coast to coast. fo Lives in Columbus, Ohlo, and
s more likely to fly to major glgs in New York and -
Los Angeles, but atitl drives to some engagements.
He hit the road with his aet 10 years ago, turning
{rom porter

downa atalocal
car dealership.

“I'm on the road quite a bit. Tho worst traffic
situntlon 1s In Los Angeles, If you have a onc-hour
drive to tho shiow, you hava o leave three hours in
advance. I I were at the beach and lund to be ln
Hollywood, it's about a half hour drive. 'd bave to
leave 2%-hours ahead of time.” -

Ellfott turns up the air conditicnlng and pops his
favorito tape into the casselto player when his
Chrysler Lo Baron convertible Is stopped {n traffic,

] llke coming back to the Livenia arca,” ho said,
pointing out that trafflc is worsa ln Oakland County
than In his hometown.

“"Twelva Mlle and Sonthfield, that's & bad
interscction. But not as bad aa what I'va seen In other
paris of the country.” .

O&E Thursday, Soplombar 14, 1960

trapped in

- e v -

TRAEEIC

AlL KNOW oUR ROAD
WE;'(TEM Must BE UPLRADED
10 HANDLE. ‘THE INCREASE

OFﬁApﬁicllNgouR
COMMUNITIES .
oBviousLyY Ne oNE

¢ 10 HAVE HEAVY
‘YR\’X'%EK RoUTED “THROUGH
+HEIR BACKYARD, But ..,

|

AS REPRESENTATIVES oF }
YouR VARISUS COMMUNITES,
KING FoR YOUR .
IDEAS ON WHAT RoUTE
HHE NEW ROADWAY SHOULD
TAKE. HjRU EACH °F YoUR
COMMUNITIES S0 THAT
It Lf}olgA\l/l Lﬂ&ﬁ SERVE
L.

WILL REV/EW THSE

“‘I;’EEM WEVF THURSDAY 1 /-

1AM AS

NEXT THURSDAY. & ) o

R

By Blll Kole
staf writer

‘The road to rellef from Oakland County’s bumper-
to-bumper trafflc Is paved with problems, and the
completion of Interstate 696 may actually worsen
geldlock, offlclals say,

Tralfte experts are divided on the impact of the ex-
pected opening of what many conslder the “mlissing
1lnk” In the county’s road system,

Some predlet the freeway will draw traffic from
other east-west roads. Others fear it will generate
cven more traffle by revitallzing businesses along the
highway's corridor.

‘The Oakland County Road Commission, meanwhlle,
says 1t needs directlon from leaders and residents In
individual communities [n!its quest to decongest Oak-
land’s roads.

“We don’t'have a book with a binder on it that says
‘master plan,’ " commisslon spokesman John Joy said.
“What we do have is a strategic planning process.
We're golng to all 61 communities and finding out
what they want ina road.

“OAKLAND COUNTY i3 a city In itself — it's the
ncw American city, People may work in places like
Troy or Southficld and live in places like Rochester or
Farmington Hills. They go cast, west, north and south,
.burt! lheg don't leave Oakland County.”

o0y

are urging
Itles to atert them to prospective development and
shifts in population centers, Joy sald.
Bettering relations may be the enly path to progress

in a county so ensnarled In traffic that the brake
pedals on many vehicles are twice as worn as the ac-
celerators, sald Bruce Madsen, dlrector of the Bloom-
field T p-based Traffic Imp Associa-

tion,

I don't sec how they can do anything else,” he sald.
“They can't stay in their lvory lowers. They must get
out and start these conversations.”

The TIA, which advises agencles on trafile and road
safety lssues, takes a slmilar approach by asking com-
munlty and corporate leaders for ldeas on toples such
s carpoollng and mass transit, Madsen said.

“The basic philosophy is that there's not enough
money in the world to enable us to build our way out of
this problem,” he said. “We need to get the people
together who have a stake in all thls."

WHEN ROAD improvements are needed in Oakland
County, safety sets priorltles, Joy sald, “Our concern
isn't 56 much whether you arrlve there on time as
whether you get there alive,” he sald.

Long Lake and Big Beaver Roads in Bloomfield
Hllls and Troy are examples of planning tallored to
the desires of the communlties through which they
shuttle traffic, Joy satd.

“You've got one mindset that says, ‘I don't want
four-lane roads blowing through my community,” he
safd, “Meanwhile, you have more of a metropolls that
says, ‘We want blg boulevards.' ™

‘The linking {n Royal Qak of the eastern and western
segments of Interstate 698 s expected to be finlshed
by Oct. 31, according to the Michigan Department of

'hy no road master plan?

Transportatton,

But traffic cxperts are split on just how much rellef
motorists can expect from the completion of the free-
way — especially in northern Qakland County.

“T don't forsee It easing off any time soon,” sald
John Sherwin, a helleopter pitot who monitors rush.
hour traffic for WWJ-AM radlo, “There are only a few
north-south routes, and you have to take the big ones."”

“THE EXPERTS say lhere wil be a more equal

distribution of traffic,” sald TIA’s Madsen. “I don't
know. It could load up I-75 and create even mere ha-
voe.”
. Davld Hay, a demographer ln Oakland Countys
strategic planning divislon, predicted the openlng of
lhel Interstate will ease trafflc on major east-west ar-
terles.

“But my hunch Is that it won't have much of an
effect at all [n the Birminghams and Rochesters,” Hay
said.

The new link may actually worsen traffic by stimu-
lating buslness growth along 1-696, a report pubtished
by the county’s department of community and eco-
nomlc development suggests,

Retall sales in Soutbfleld, Troy and Farmlngton
Hills are expected to increase by more than 17 percent
by the cnd of 1890, according to Donald E. Wilsen, a
Mllford management consultant.

“On every frecway that's opened, there's been de-
velopment,” sald Carmen Palumbo, transportation
manager for the Southeast Michigan Councll of Gov-
ernments. “Whether that's good or bad is in the eyes of
the beholder,"

B
So who kilie
mass transit?

By Alice Colilns
staff writer

The 1874 dream plan called for a 254-mlle high-tech mass trans.
* it network lnking Oakland, Wayne and Macomb county commut-
ers with their jobs throughout metropolitan Detrolt by 1800.

Buses, railroad trains and underground, ground-level and over-
head light rail cars would whisk people from place to place, easing
the traffic burden on streets, roads and expressways.

It didn't bappen. [

During the 1980 GOP national convention in Detroit, the Budd
Co. took the opportunity to promote its new state-of-the-art com.
muter rail car the company hoped would be bought by the
Southeastern Michigan poration Authority for ita Grand
Trunk commuter run. iald Reagan’s son and daughter, Jolned
by the medla and regulzr customers, rodo from Detroit to Pontize,
making stops in Royal Oak, Blrmingham and Bloomfleld Hills
along the way, . 2 .

Tho publicity stunt wag good for the Reagans. But as for the
Budd Co. selllng railroad cirs to SEMTA, it didn’t bappen.

JUST THREE YEARS later, faced with a §18 million deflclt,
SEMTA climinated the uter train, ending a rail service that
had been carrying passengers between Detroit and Pontiac for 50
years. . .

Two years ago, Amlnk:'lbu federal railroad network, began
studz‘i'nx a possible revival of the commuter service. It hasn't hap-

pen

Striving for an cffectlv Hus system that would link residential
nelghbarhioods to the emplbyment, shopping and entertalnment
centers in the arca continges. There's a new, strong cffort belng

made.
But (erms like light rall |spbways and aerial transit have disap-
from the deslgn boards. Missing Is talk of rapid transit
linking Oakland County with Detroit.

‘Why has mass transit come to mest major metropolitan areas in
the country, but not to Detrojt?

The éxperts start off by ¢iting the cost of building and operating
such a system — and the lack of a commitment of local revenua to
keep It golng. 4

“It 1an't finnnclally viable, and this 1 true wherever it exists,”
sald, Michael Labadie, senlor assoclate with the traffle consulting

irm Barton-Aschman Assoclates Ine, of

Labadle, whose flrm has conducted many traffic studles in the
area, questions tha value of mass transit as far as its ability to
reduce trafflc jams. “Frdn‘ 80,000 to 100,000 drivers want to be on
the Telegraph corridor évery day,” ha sald, “How many of those
trips are you going to be able to get on a bus? We'd need 50 many
}n’:‘ucy: ar buses to xm.ko‘la_ dlfference you wouldn't be able to do
L h

THE PREFERENCE for, using personal cars [s 50 strong that
Labadie belleves only major “Incentlves or disincentives” could
changs minds. :

“Examples of incentives might be providing a fast lane for the
excluslve use of buses or cars with two or more occupants, provid-
Ing a shuttle service that takes you from the transit drop-off to and
from your office, or making tho service very inexpensive.”

Effective disincentives might include restricting the days of the
week on which a person could drive hls or her own vehicle, provid-
Ing no places to park or making it very expensive to do so.

“It might be they'd havé to say, ‘Mike, you can't drive your car
on Tuesdays or Wednesdays, ** Labadle continued. He admits that

" it would teke a great deal.to convince him to givo up driving his

Yes, Virginia, there once was mass transit. This interur-
ban, pictured at a stop on what is now Woodward in
Birmingham, wasa one of six lines radiating out from De-

troit to such y places as R
Orchard Lake and Pontiac.

own car to work, “The money and time it cosis me to drive back
and forth wouldn't convince me to glve it up. I just don’t want to st
by some big guy with a efgar or have klds sercaming In my ear.”

SMART — the new suburban translt agency and the successor to
SEMTA — has launched a plan to improve the bus systems within
Qakland and the other suburban countles. By combining $17 mil-
lons in federal and state grants with $2 gleaned from SMART
budget cuts, “we plan to add 60 new buscs and add many bus
routes,” sald Patrick Nowak, SMART board chalrman. “There’ll
be buses in places we've never had them before.”

SMART isn't yet talking about secking local revenues. Its flrst
£oal, accordlng to Nowak, 18 to gain the confidence of the public.
The new buses will be smaller and clean. Subways and light rail
systems between Detrolt and the suburbs aren’t In SMART's plans,
B‘“i it's possible the commauter tralns might one day be restored, he

 Far

said,

Rap!d transit systems in Chlcago, Boston, New York and Wash-
Ington D.C. are considered successful, but have not headed off
massive rush-hour traffic jams.

W. ON'S I Translt Authority rall system,
which links suburban Virginla and Maryland with the city, “works
pretty well for me,” sald Eugenia Martin, a resident of suburban
McLean, Va., who works in D.C, “If I couldn't ride the Metro, I'd
try harder to find a job out here.”

Paul Minor, a business executive who llves in Reston, Va., anoth.
¢r Washington suburb, doesn't commute nto the city. Hls work
takes him to high-tech centers In suburban Fairfax, Arlington and
Montgomery County. “The tralflc problem I'm faced with is o
cross-county one. You can’t go anywhere in the suburbs without a
tralfle jam. The same trlp can take you anywhere from 15 minutes
to 1% hours. It's unpredictable.”

While not all tranapertation experts would recommend a sleek
rapld transit system betwwen Oakland and Detrolt, even If the
moncy were available, at lenst two have regrets that the one they
recommended in 1974 [sn't In place today,

Oakiand County Clrcult Judge David Breck and Joscph P, Bian-
co both served as chairman of the SEMTA board in the 1970,
when the original plan was deslgned and proposed.

“WE'VE HAD SOME successes,” Blanco sald recently. “The De-
troit People Mover 13 one, But I'm disappolnted that for all the
elfort, tima and money, that todny we don't have a tully Integrated
system for southeast Michigan. I'm sorry the rallread commuter
we had for 50 years Is gone, I'm sorry the Woodward light rall
plans went nowhere, We missed somo significant opportunitles
over the years that wo'll never be able to recapture.”

Breck, a Birmingham public officlal when he served on thée
SEMTA board, said recently: “When we called that blg press con-
ferenco and announced we were golng (o bulld rapld transit cut
Woodward to Pontiac, studics showed It would have more use than
any other system in tho world, It's even more needed today.

“We had grand ptans,” added Breck. “We didn‘t have the mon-
ey

...reasons
given by
the experts

Here arc the major rensons ex-
perts famlllar with the local situa-
tion give for the lack of mass transit
in the metropolitan area:

® People here love thelr cars and
are willlng to spend the additlonal
time in trafflc and pay fer upkeep,
gasollne and parking for the conven-
icnce of driving themselves.
® Automobile manufacturers and
have quletly d
against It here In “automobile coun-
try." Auto exceutives either deny or
refuse to comment on the accusa-
tton. Chrysler Corp. news relations
manager James Kenyon sald his
company has always declined to
comment on such suggestions.

© Mass transit systems — bus,
van and rall — are cost Intensive
and cannot be fully financed through
fares and federal/state funding. In
Oakland County there has nover
been a dedlicated local source of rev-
einue — a must for mass transporta-
tion.

® Unlike other metropolitan
areas n the country, major work
centers and residentinl arcas In the
Detrolt area are spread out and con-
tnue to spread farther,

® Federal and state moncy used
to improve transportation In south-
cast Michigan {ell off during the re-
cesslon years and was never rein-
stated.

o Arca voters have never been
glven an opportunity to vote on 8
transportation tax.

® There bas been dlsagreement
between Oakland County and Datrolt
officials as to how mass transit mon-
cys should be used, Oakland prefers
buses and I currently concentrating
on cxpanding its system withln the
county. Oakland has objected to
spending great amounts of monoy
only to serve the people along the
Woodward corridor between Detrolt
and Pontlac, which was a key [n the
original plan.

® There is subtle and overt rac-
ism surrounding mass teansit plans
and a resultiog rcluctance to bulld
more convenient transportation
links between the Illllmfl‘lmn y
white suburbs and u:o;a ominant-
Iy black populatioss of Detrolt and
Pontlac.



