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Introduction 

Uniquely situated between the continent’s two largest inland waterways—the Great Lakes and 
the Mississippi River—and near the geographic heart of the nation, Illinois’ historic importance 
to national transportation began centuries before there was a dedicated transportation 
government agency. Railroads that helped usher in the industrial age in the 1800s pulsed out 
from Chicago, the heart that pumped the lifeblood of the nation through its steel arteries. As 
automobiles took over as the leading mode of transportation in America, Illinois became the 
only state home to both the Father Road and the Mother Road (the Lincoln Highway and U.S. 
Route 66). In many ways, the history of transportation in Illinois is the history of America itself. 

The roots of the Illinois Department of Transportation (IDOT) can be traced to the turn of the 
20th century. For as long as there have been cars, highways, and air traffic, there has been an 
Illinois transportation agency. Over the past century, these agencies have been central to 
Illinois’ public services and responsible for the state’s highways, rails, airports, and waterways. 

From massive bridges spanning the Mississippi River to two-lane roads tracing through rural 
corn fields, from dirt and grass landing strips to the steel and concrete jungle of O’Hare 
International Airport, and on every mile of interstate and rail road that made Illinois what it is 
today, the mark of the state’s transportation agencies can be seen and felt. 

The IDOT of today is a multi-modal transportation agency with various levels of responsibility 
for highways and bridges, public transit, aeronautics, rail freight and passenger transportation, 
and traffic safety. The cornerstone of the state’s transportation network—comprising more 
than half of IDOT’s efforts—is its highway system. More than 16,000 miles of state-
administered highways navigate the diverse Illinois landscape, including 2,182 miles of 
interstate, the third most in the nation. 

The department also oversees the second largest air transportation system in the nation with 
480 private and 110 public airports, including one of the world's busiest airports, O’Hare 
International in Chicago. Nearly 7,300 miles of railroad track, once the hallmark of Illinois 
transportation, make Illinois’ rail system the nation’s second largest. Two of the country’s 
busiest rail freight terminals are in Chicago and the East St. Louis region. IDOT is also 
responsible for providing technical and financial support to public transportation throughout the 
state. Illinois’ 66 local transit providers, carrying over 709 million passengers a year, make the 
state’s public transportation system the second largest in North America. 

This book is not a comprehensive collection of IDOT’s history, nor does it cover all aspects of 
Illinois transportation. The developments and impacts of IDOT, its predecessors, and their 
employees are too numerous to fully catalog here. With this brief history, however, the Illinois 
Department of Transportation hopes to provide its employees and Illinoisans everywhere with 
a deeper appreciation of the agency’s important role in the state’s history. 
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  State Highway Commission & Department 

1903-1917 

In a Primitive State 

Transportation in Illinois at the turn of the twentieth century revolved around a single word: 
railroads. 

The Illinois Central Railroad, chartered in 1851, was the first land-grant railroad in the United 
States. Completed in 1856, it was the longest railroad in the world and helped usher in the 
industrial era to Illinois and the nation. Between 1850 and 1860, as railroad mileage increased 
from 100 miles to 2,790 miles, Illinois' population doubled and the total amount of improved 
farm land increased by 162 percent. By 1900, the Illinois Central operated over 5,000 miles of 
track, employed 32,000 workers, and carried roughly 20 million passengers per year. 

With its eyes fixed on the steel giants that powered the nation, Illinois ignored its roads. The 
earthen highways of 1900 were scarcely better than those of 1818—the year of Illinois 
statehood—and wholly incapable of handling automobile traffic. While still unaffordable to the 
vast majority of Illinoisans (only 1 in 10,000 Chicagoans owned an automobile in 1900), these 
“horseless conveyances” and “gas buggies” began to emerge on Illinois’ roadways. Most early 
motorists, however, were forced to put their cars in storage from fall until spring, unable to 
traverse through the mud of the rainy seasons and the snow of winter. Despite the season, 
ruts and uneven surfaces made driving a hazardous and expensive endeavor. 

Driving the search for better roads was concern over the movement of Illinois’ vital agricultural 
system. The majority of the state’s roads branched out like the spokes of a wagon wheel from 
county seats to the surrounding farms. In 1900, however, it cost as much for a farmer to carry 
a bushel of corn to a railroad ten miles from his home as it cost to carry the same bushel a 
thousand miles by rail. Many people were convinced that improved roads would not only 
increase farming outputs but bring people from the cities back into the countryside, integrate 
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A typical earthen road at the turn of the century 
Sangamon County – ca. 1910 

and connect townships, and stimulate rural 
economies. 

While acknowledging a need for improved 
roadways, local governments remained reluctant 
to absorb the cost of converting Illinois' 
thousands of miles of rural dirt roads. Most road 
improvement costs were paid for by taxes levied 
on personal property, and road construction 
meant requiring local residents to provide the 
labor. Resistance also came from some farmers’ 
leagues who understood that the state was well 
supplied with arable soil—land which would need 
to be removed or paved over—and short on 
supply of road surfacing materials.  

As awareness of the poor condition of Illinois’ 
roads grew, several groups and institutions 
attempted to confront the problem. In 1901, the 
nation’s first and only steel wheelway—similar in 
design to a railroad track—was laid in Chicago 
ffi  by the Office of Road Inquiry of the U.S. Department of Agriculture. The wheelway proved to 

be unstable, however, and collapsed under high traffic. Two years later, the University of 
Illinois established a road materials testing laboratory through the Department of Civil 
Engineering, attempting to find the most durable and cost effective road surface. The 
university’s program helped contribute to the advancement of reinforced concrete and 
bituminous asphalt techniques and technology. 

Remaining reluctant to act, Illinois’ legislature had not addressed the topic of its highway 
system since a short-lived and underfunded road improvement program in 1871. Growing 
public sentiment acknowledging the need to “pull Illinois out of the mud” finally shook the state 
out of its inaction. 

 

Good Roads Commission 

In 1903, Illinois became one of the first states to establish a commission to address its roads. 
On May 15, the Forty-third General Assembly granted the governor authority to appoint a 
three-man Good Roads Commission. For the commission, Governor Richard Yates, Jr. 
appointed DeWitt W. Smith, local highway commissioner of Springfield; H.U. Wallace, chief 
engineer of the Illinois Central Railroad; and E.A. Mitchell, a businessman from Chillicothe. 
The non-salaried commissioners were appropriated $5,000 toward investigating “the various 
problems of road building in Illinois, such as the best and most economical native materials,” 
and the best method of paying for a statewide highway system. 

The commission's report was presented to the General Assembly in 1905, and shed light on 
the dismal state of Illinois’ roads. The economic effects of the rough winter of 1903-1904 
greatly influenced their report. The long season made roads impassable to the point of 
affecting business and merchants throughout the state, and the lack of good roads steeply 
drove up the cost of living. 
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Estimating the total mileage of Illinois’ wagon roads at over 100,000 miles, the commission 
found that between 1880 and 1900, less than 30 miles of surfaced roads (cobblestone, wood 
or granite block, or brick) had been constructed. “Road building in Illinois is as yet in a 
primitive state, as compared with the older countries of the world,” their report stated, “and, 
take it all in all, we have made but little progress since pioneer days.” To address these 
concerns, the report recommended the creation of a permanent state highway commission 
and a state highway engineer to encourage road and highway improvement. 

 

State Highway Commission 

Surprised and alarmed by the report’s findings, the Forty-fourth General Assembly established 
the State Highway Commission on May 18, 1905.  Governor Charles S. Deneen appointed 
University of Illinois President Edmund J. James, Jersey County Board Chairman Joseph R. 
Fulkerson, Chicago Union Stockyard co-founder LaFayette Funk, and former U.S. Department 
of Agriculture engineer A.N. Johnson as the commission’s founding personnel. 

Although the commission remained impermanent and unsalaried, its creation was an 
important moment in Illinois’ transportation history. The commission marked the state’s first 
step away from local authority over the roads—a policy that dated to the birth of the state—
and toward centralized planning, financing, and constructing of a statewide highway system. 

To understand the commission’s impact, it is worth looking at Illinois’ previous system of 
highway supervision. From 1819 until 1905, each county elected Road Commissioners who 
were responsible for appointing land-holding road supervisors in each township. These road 
supervisors—most of whom were local farmers—were then responsible for all road 
construction and upkeep within his precinct or district, paid for by local funds and built by local 
hands. This highly decentralized system had kept townships and counties free from state 
oversight, but also contributed to the snail’s pace at which Illinois’ roads were improving. 

 Although it was widely seen as a necessary step toward 
modernization, the creation of the commission stirred a 
backlash among county and township road commissioners and 
supervisors. Not only did they hope to retain their relative 
autonomy over local highways, but in the age-old Illinois 
political struggle, downstate authorities did not want to see 
their tax dollars spent repairing Chicago’s roads. 

The State Highway Commissioners understood the im-
plications of the commission’s creation and issued an open 
letter to the people of Illinois in 1906. In it, the commission 
pledged that it was neither their duty nor desire to dictate road 
policy to local officials. Instead, their commitment was toward 
drawing up standard specifications, testing road-building 
materials, and working with local authorities if and when they 
so desired. 

 “Open Letter to the People of Illinois” 
State Highway Commission – 1906 
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Hoping to better inform the public about the role of the 
commission and the need for good roads, the Highway 
Commission conducted a series of public meetings. The 
topic of these meetings ranged from road and bridge 
construction methods, to township road management, to 
macadam and gravel road construction, and more. 
Between 1906 and 1912, the commission held 783 public 
meetings, including at least one in each of the state’s 102 
counties. 

To gain a better grasp on the condition of Illinois’ roads, 
the commission conducted surveys and questionnaires 
among local road officials. Expanding upon the Good 
Roads Commission’s description of Illinois’ roads, the 
Highway Commission found that out of the state’s 94,000 
miles of rural roads, only 7,860 miles, or roughly eight 
percent, were surfaced. (In comparison, thirty-eight per-
cent of rural roads in Indiana and over fifty percent of rural 
roads in Massachusetts were surfaced by 1905.) The vast 
majority of these roads, independently built by townships 
and counties, were not uniform and often did not meet the 
roads of adjacent areas. 

Their investigation also showed that road improvement 
was not occurring equally across the state, as northern 
counties with higher supplies of stone, gravel, and (more 
importantly) tax revenues outpaced counties downstate. 
While population distribution made it impossible for the 
commission to allocate more funding to downstate 
counties, they were able to obtain more road-building 
materials for districts statewide. 

Shortly after the commission’s creation, it was granted the 
authority to employ convict labor in the Joliet and Menard 
state penitentiaries to produce broken stone, drain tiles, 
and road machinery. The now-cartoonish image of 
convicts in black and white striped outfits hammering 
away at endless piles of stone was a reality in Illinois 
penitentiaries in the early 1900s, and it was through their 
efforts that Illinois was able to begin modernizing its road 
system. 

 

Illinois’ First Speed Limit and Motor 
Vehicle Law  

In 1907, following recommendations within the First 
Annual Report of the Illinois Highway Commission, the 
Forty-fifth General Assembly approved Illinois’ first motor 
vehicle 

Above: State Highway Commission public meeting 
Springfield – 1906 

 
Below: Joliet Prison Quarry – ca. 1914 

“State Rock Crusher – Free Macadam for 
Public Roads” 
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 vehicle law. As a comprehensive approach to motor vehicle regulation, the law addressed a 
wide array of issues. Some of these issues remained relevant for many years, while some 
highlighted the awkward phase that Illinois’ transportation system was going through in the 
early 20th century. 

The act, one of the earliest of its kind, defined motor vehicles for the first time and required all 
drivers to register their vehicles through the Secretary of State (as it remains today). For a 
cost of two dollars per vehicle, drivers were issued “dash disks” that displayed the vehicle’s 
registration year and number. The act also required vehicles to have two headlights and one 
rear light to remain on from dusk to dawn; a horn, bell, or other signal device; and “good and 
sufficient” brakes. 

The state's first speed limit was set by the new law. Rather than in the familiar miles per hour, 
limits were set at the rate of mile per minutes. For example, vehicles were limited to a speed 
of one mile in ten minutes when cornering, one mile in six minutes within town or city limits, 
and one mile in three minutes on the open highway. A final provision required motorists to 
stop and shut off their vehicle upon frightening horses and other beasts of burden until the 
animals passed. The hefty fine for non-compliance of this last provision was $200.  

 

Centralizing the State’s Authority 

From the recommendations of the Highway Commission came Illinois’ first motor vehicle law, 
along with a push to centralize state control over its roads and highways. In the years after 
1906, the commission’s reports increasingly criticized road administration throughout the state 
as inefficient, inadequate, and wasteful. They found that, on average, county supervisors or 
commissioners of the 1,600 road districts throughout the state had jurisdiction over less than 
twenty miles of road or highway. In a reversal of their original stated position, the state 
commission in 1910 asked for, and was granted the power to directly appoint county 
superintendents of highways. 

As road supervision became more centralized, so too did road financing. Registration after the 
Motor Vehicle Act of 1907 reached 22,000 vehicles within a year. Inspired by the influx of 
registration funds, legislators amended the law in 1909 to include motorcycles and made 
vehicle registration annual. In 1910, the Road and Bridge Fund was created using receipts 
from vehicle registration fees. As the idea for centralized highway construction and 
improvement financing gained traction, vehicle registration fees were increased from $2.00 to 
between $4.00 and $10.00, depending on the vehicle’s horsepower. 

The state took another step toward centralization in early 1913, when the General Assembly 
approved allotments of the Road and Bridge Fund to counties. Based upon the ratio of the 
county’s road taxes to the total state road tax amount, the State Treasurer annually disbursed 
approximately $750,000 in road improvement allotments throughout the state. The burden for 
financing roads and highways no longer fell solely on the shoulders of local officials. 

While these numerous attempts between 1905 and 1913 successfully increased state highway 
control, Illinois remained without a centrally planned and financed statewide road system. It 
took the push of concerned civilian and business groups—members of the so-called Good 
Roads Movement—to convince the state to create a permanent and effective highway 
department. 
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EARLY AERONAUTICS IN ILLINOIS 

Automobiles were not the only new technology at the turn of the twentieth century 
changing the face of Illinois’ transportation. The Wright Brothers’ flight at Kitty Hawk in 
1903 ushered in the age of the airplane. Between the World’s Columbian Exposition of 
1893 in Chicago and the 1904 World’s Fair in St. Louis, interest in airplanes grew 
exponentially. As an easily accessible and open land between these two important cities, 
Illinois was thrust into the forefront of this exciting new mode of travel. 

On October 16, 1909, Glenn Curtiss recorded the first airplane flight in Illinois. High 
winds had postponed the flight a day, but Curtiss was eventually able fly his plane, 
Golden Flyer, over the Hawthorn Race Course in suburban Cicero at an altitude of 60 feet 
for 40 seconds. 

On July 14, 1910, Charles F. Willard, a flight student of Curtiss, recorded the first 
downstate flight at Decatur's Downing Race Track (today's Hess Park), flying at an 
altitude of 600 feet for six miles. In October 1910, Walter Brookins made the state’s first 
cross-country flight from Chicago to Springfield, stopping briefly at Gilman and Mt. 
Pulaski, in just over seven hours. 

Although airplanes would not come into prominence until well into the 1920s, these 
early attempts at mastering the sky put Illinois on the aeronautics map. 

Glenn Curtiss with his plane, Golden Flyer 
Cicero, Illinois – October 16, 1909 

Illinois Transportation & National History 
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The Good Roads Movement 

The Good Roads Movement started in the late 1800s with a boom in bicyclist organizations 
and riding clubs throughout America. In the years before the automobile, bicycle riding in the 
U.S. was in vogue as a quick and practical method for travelling short distances. The ghastly 
road conditions that would plague early automobilists in the first decades of the 20th century 
were first encountered by the bicyclists of the last decades of the 19th century. Frustrated 
bicycling enthusiasts and manufacturers organized a national bicycling organization and in 
1892 began publishing Good Roads Magazine. 

In the first years of the Good Roads Movement, local communities banded together to “adopt” 
local roads. These organizations often helped drag and grade local roads using privately 
donated labor and materials. After adopting a road, local groups officially registered it using 
locally-given names and route marks. Roads such as the Corn Belt Route between Watseka 
and Peoria, the Grant Highway between Freeport and Chicago, and the Egyptian Trail 
between Cairo and Salem were just a few of the 51 such routes throughout the state by 1910. 

 

Various local roads across Illinois, ca. 1920. 
 

Clockwise from upper left: Clinton County; 
Effingham County; Coles County 



10 
 

 

  

Illinois Highway Improvement Association – 1912 

With the advent of the automobile, motorists took over for 
bicyclists in the push for better road conditions. One of 
the earliest and largest motor clubs in the nation, the 
Chicago Motor Club, formed in 1906. In addition to their 
enthusiasm for automobile racing and leisure, the club 
spearheaded a statewide mission to improve Illinois’ 
roads. 

In early 1912, the Chicago Motor Club invited various 
good roads clubs throughout the state to Chicago to meet 
and discuss possible reforms to the road laws. Among 
the groups in attendance were the Illinois Bankers 
Association, the Illinois Commercial Federation, the 
Illinois Farmers Institute, the Cook County Truck 
Gardeners and Farmers Association, and various 
township industrial clubs. Together, the group delegates 
voted to form the Illinois Highway Improvement 
Association. They quickly produced an Illinois Highway 
Improvement Bluebook, which declared their primary goal 
as “the improvement of the public wagon roads of Illinois, 
to the end that an adequate and efficient system of road 
construction, administration and maintenance will be 
adopted." 

The Illinois Highway Improvement Association held its 
first statewide convention in Peoria on September 27, 
1912. Frustrated by the slow progress made by the State 
Highway Commission, over 150 delegates signed a 
resolution demanding a bill in the next session of the 
General Assembly to again address the road issue in 
Illinois. Their pressure upon the state legislature led 
directly to the passage of the Tice Road Law of 1913, and 
the creation of the Illinois State Highway Department. 

 

Above: Unimproved road near Galva (Henry 
County) – 1906 

 
Below: Dragged road, maintained by Galva 
Good Roads Association – taken same day 
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Above: 1924 map of Lincoln Highway across Illinois 
(Courtesy: Lincoln Highway Association) 

 

Left: First “seedling mile” at Malta, Illinois – ca. 1914 
(Courtesy: Lincoln Highway Digital Image Collection, University of Michigan)  

 

THE LINCOLN HIGHWAY IN ILLINOIS 

In 1912, Carl G. Fisher of Indiana had a vision of a motor vehicle route stretching from 
sea to shining sea. Founder of the Indianapolis Motor Speedway and Indianapolis 500, 
owner of the nation’s first automobile dealership, and holder of several automobile 
world records, Fisher wanted to build a highway from Times Square, New York City, 
across the continent to Lincoln Park, San Francisco. This coast-to-coast highway would 
be known as the Lincoln Highway. 

At 3,389 miles long, it was the first highway to span the United States. Although the first 
cross-country automobile trip was successfully completed in 1903, it had taken over two 
months and meandered across six thousand miles. Upon the Lincoln Highway’s 
completion in 1916, the same trip took only six days. 

The highway ran roughly 170 miles through northern Illinois, with construction 
beginning in 1914. The route was deliberately chosen to avoid Chicago and instead 
provide "feeder" routes into the city. The Lincoln Highway has since been incorporated 
(from east to west) into U.S. Route 30 between Chicago Heights and Aurora, Illinois 
Route 31 between Aurora and Geneva, Illinois Route 38 between Geneva and Dixon, 
Illinois Route 2 between Dixon and Sterling, and U.S. Route 30 from Sterling to East 
Clinton. 

Paid for by private donations through the Lincoln Highway Association, the Lincoln 
Highway’s main purpose was to serve as a model for the good roads movement. As part 
of the highway’s educational program, the Association constructed a series of “seedling 
miles,” or cement paved roads. The first “seedling mile,” spanning one mile and only ten 
feet in width, was built west of DeKalb in October 1914. 

Illinois Transportation & National History 
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State Highway Department 

The Illinois Highway Improvement Association’s resolution grabbed the attention of Illinois 
lawmakers. Newly-elected Governor Edward F. Dunne, the former mayor of Chicago, was well 
acquainted with the Chicago Motor Club and Illinois Highway Improvement Association. 
Dunne met with representatives from both groups several times throughout late 1912 and 
early 1913. To show his support for good roads, Dunne incorporated much of the Illinois 
Highway Improvement Association’s platform on road improvement in his inaugural speech. 

In May 1913, the Illinois Highway Improvement Association descended on Springfield. Their 
conference was attended by representatives of over ninety organizations and addressed by 
Governor Dunne himself. Its sole purpose was to put direct pressure on state legislators to 
enact sweeping highway administration reform. On June 27, the General Assembly finally 
responded. 

The Tice Road Law of 1913—named after the legislation’s sponsor, Greenview representative 
Homer J. Tice, a farmer and good roads enthusiast—established the State Highway 
Department and solidified the state’s role in financing public highways. Chief highway 
engineer A.N. Johnson served as the executive officer, and the highway commissioners were 
made permanent, salaried commissioners of the Highway Department. The department 
comprised five Bureaus (Bridges, Roads, Maintenance, Tests, and Audits) and its initial 
budget for FY 1914 was $100,000.  

The state was divided into seven districts, each with its own division engineer. The department 
retained its right to appoint county superintendents of highways, adding a stipulation that 
required county supervisors to pass a civil service examination. The Highway Department also 
became responsible for creating and enforcing highway standardized specifications and hiring 
a corps of engineers to carry out inspections. 

 To finance road improvement, the new law authorized 
state aid to county superintendents up to half of the 
construction cost. Counties were now able to request 
bond issues to speed up construction, although this 
stipulation was initially ignored by most county officials 
(only nine counties had taken advantage of the bonds by 
1915). 

On April 15, 1914—the newly proclaimed Good Roads 
Day—ground-breaking ceremonies around the state 
ushered in the new law. In an important symbol of the 
rapid centralization of Illinois’ highway system, Governor 
Dunne turned the first shovel of dirt on the Aurora-Elgin 
Highway to celebrate the first Illinois highway built with 
state aid. 

 
Governor Edward F. Dunne 

First Good Roads Day 
Aurora, Illinois – April 15, 1914  
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 The Federal Government Gets Involved 

Federal intervention in highway improvement was stalled in the early 1900s by questions of 
constitutionality regarding interstate commerce and the natural lethargy of Congress. A 
Supreme Court decision upholding the federal government’s right to authorize interstate road 
construction, fueled by the progressive political spirit of the day, opened the path for the first 
federal highway aid. The groundswell of support for good roads throughout Illinois and the rest 
of the United States finally reached Capitol Hill. 

On July 11, 1916, President Woodrow Wilson—an avid motorist and member of the Lincoln 
Highway Association—signed the Federal Aid Road Act into law. The dual purpose of the act 
was to help states improve rural “post roads” for mail delivery and, with the world in the grip of 
the First World War, secure highways for military purposes. The act appropriated over $75 
million to the states over a span of five years. 

Working with the Bureau of Public Roads (within the Department of Agriculture), states were 
required to submit surveys, estimates, and specifications for any proposed federal road aid. 
As long as the post roads remained free for public use, the federal government financed fifty 
percent of the cost (later amended to a limit cost of $10,000 per mile). Although the act 
prohibited the use of money for any town with a population greater than 2,500 people, the 
majority of Illinois’ public highways qualified for federal aid. 

With the promise of millions of dollars in federal road aid—estimated at three million dollars 
over the five-year period—Illinois faced the critical decision of how to spend it all. The final 
struggle to pull Illinois out of the mud was about to begin, with Illinois emerging in just a few 
short years as the envy of highway and transportation systems nationwide. But first, a 
dramatic overhaul of the state’s governmental organization would end the short life of the 
Highway Department, incorporating it into one of the largest and most influential agencies in 
the state’s history. 
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Department of Public Works and Buildings 
1917-1971 

The Consolidation Bill 

As Illinois approached its centennial anniversary, the state government found itself fractured 
into over one hundred officers, boards, agencies, commissions, institutions, and departments. 
The system reflected the haphazard and piecemeal development of the government during 
the previous sixty years of rapid growth. Even traditionally centralized agencies such as labor, 
welfare, education, and agriculture were split among numerous boards and commissions. In 
his inaugural address, Governor Dunne called the system “chaotic, illogical and confused” and 
recommended the immediate creation of a bi-partisan committee to address the issue. 

In 1913, the Forty-eighth General Assembly appointed a committee to suggest a 
reorganization of state agencies. The Committee on Efficiency and Economy, as it was 
known, was charged with the daunting task of “securing a more perfect system” for Illinois’ 
agencies and promoting “greater efficiency and greater economy in [the state’s] various 
branches of government.” 

Out of this committee came "The Civil Administrative Code of Illinois," popularly known as The 
Consolidation Bill, passed by the Fiftieth General Assembly on March 1, 1917. Governor 
Frank O. Lowden signed the bill into law a few days later. Among the bill’s provisions was the 
consolidation of the state’s numerous agencies into nine Departments: Finance, Agriculture, 
Labor, Mines and Minerals, Public Welfare, Public Health, Registration and Education, Trade 
and Commerce, and Public Works and Buildings. 

The new Department of Public Works and Buildings assumed the responsibilities of a diverse 
collection of boards, commissions, and departments. Among these were the State Highway 
Department, State Highway Commission, Canal Commission, Rivers & Lakes Commission, 
Illinois Waterway Commission, Illinois Park Commission, Fort Massac Trustees, Lincoln 
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Governor Frank O. Lowden  

Homestead Trustees, Board of Commissioners of and for the Lincoln Monument Grounds, 
Superintendent of Printing, State Art Commission, and the State Inspector of Masonry. 

Chief among the department’s responsibilities was the construction, maintenance, and funding 
of the state’s highway system. The newly-created Division of Highways immediately became 
the largest unit within the department. The structure of the division strongly resembled that of 
the State Highway Department. The division kept its same seven bureaus and maintained the 
Chief Highway Engineer as its director. 

The Division of Highways assumed responsibility for what was called the “primary highway 
system,” consisting of state and federal aid roads and belt lines around municipalities. 
Although the primary highway system in 1917 remained largely undefined, the vision and 
funding for such a highway system became one of the hottest political topics the following 
year. 

 

The Bond Issue of 1918 

The release of affordable vehicles, such as Henry Ford’s Model T in 1908, made automobile 
ownership within the grasp of more Americans than ever before. Motor vehicle registration in 
Illinois jumped from 94,650 vehicles in 1913, to 389,620 by 1918. Clearly, the issue of 
addressing Illinois’ roads had arrived at a key moment. The Good Roads Movement was not 
willing to let it slip through its grasp. 

The first Illinois governor to ride to his inauguration in an automobile, Governor Lowden used 
his inaugural speech to call for a comprehensive system of improved roads throughout the 
state. Understanding that what stood in the way of this goal was not focus but finance, he 
called for a statewide referendum to approve a massive bond issue of $60 million. 

 

 

 

 

Never had such an amount been requested by a state 
government strictly for its roads. Although the boom in vehicle 
registration had swollen the Road and Bridge Fund, a pay-as-
you-go program would have taken several decades to achieve 
what the bond issue promised to do in five years. Accompanying 
the bond issue was a detailed plan for 4,800 miles of hard roads 
throughout the state. With the looming prospect of the more than 
350,000 Illinois soldiers returning home from Europe—most of 
whom had learned how to operate trucks, automobiles, and 
motorcycles in the service—the hope was that large-scale road 
construction would help provide jobs. 

“The insane asylums and feeble-minded institutions ought to be 
extended,” Governor Lowden said to a crowd in Evanston, “to 
accommodate those who do not see the need in Illinois for these 
projected changes and improvements.” His forceful words were 
matched by a forceful campaign by the Illinois Highway 
Improvement Association. Casting themselves as “a united front 
against mud,” the group bombarded the state with six million 
advertisements, posters, and pamphlets, published a book, and 
even produced a short movie (“Thru Illinois: Over Unchanged 
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State Highway Map – 1917 
Illinois’ first official highway map 
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Above: Pamphlet covers from the Illinois 
Highway Improvement Association’s 

1918 campaign 
 

Below: Advertisement promoting bond issue 
Urbana Daily Courier – November 1918 

Roads in a World of Change”) in favor of the bond issue. 

The people of Illinois were thoroughly convinced. In 
November 1918, voters passed the referendum by a 
margin of five to one, carrying all but two counties. 

 

The Roaring Twenties and Illinois Roads 

A few months after American troops landed in Europe 
during World War I, an armistice brought the bloody 
conflict to a close. War efforts in the homeland had been 
in full swing for several years as Americans helped 
provide food, guns, and steel for their allies. In the years 
leading up to the war’s end in late 1918, road 
construction was not a priority for the country as a whole. 
As concrete prices spiked and labor fell into short supply, 
road construction mileage in Illinois dipped between 
1917 and 1918 by 33 percent. 

Things would soon change. After 1918, the United States 
entered into a decade of unprecedented progress and 
prosperity. By the end of the Roaring Twenties, the 
nation comprised only 6 percent of the world’s population 
but owned 27 percent of the world’s wealth and 85 
percent of the world’s motor vehicles. It was during this 
time of rapid growth that Illinois emerged as the envy of 
highway systems throughout the country. 

Between 1919 and 1929, Illinois’ population increased by 
17.7 percent—with 25 percent of that growth in Cook 
County alone—catapulting the state to the rank of third 
most populous in the nation. The population boom 
helped drive industrial growth throughout the state and 
set the state’s plan for 4,800 miles of new roads in 
motion. In addition to the $60 million bond issue, Illinois 
received a windfall of $19 million from the Federal Aid 
Highway Act of 1921. 

In 1918, Illinois paved only 100 miles of new roads. In 
1922, the number had increased to 741 miles; the next 
year, it was 1,085 miles. In 1924, the same year that 
Illinois surpassed a million registered vehicles, 12,000 
state workers managed to pave 1,230 miles of new roads 
with Portland concrete at a cost of roughly $30,000 per 
mile. At mid-decade, Illinois led all states in the nation 
with 5,315 miles of concrete paved roads. 

By 1924, nearly all of the $60 million from the 1918 bond 
issue 
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BATES EXPERIMENTAL ROAD 

With the success of the 1918 referendum, the state was given an unprecedented 
opportunity to build a cutting-edge highway system. An intensive research project, 
headed by the Division of Highways, attempted to answer the questions of what design 
and what materials to pave the new primary highway system. 

In June 1920, under the supervision of Chief Highway Engineer Clifford Older, the 
Division of Highways built two miles of test road near Bates, roughly fifteen miles west of 
Springfield. The Bates Experimental Road, as it came to be known, was divided into 64 
sections of all types of pavement, from brick with macadam base, to steel-embedded 
concrete, to bituminous asphalt. 

Over the course of the next three years, Division of Highways engineers, working with 
civil engineers from all over the U.S. and around the world, studied how the road 
performed. Using old World War I trucks, engineers tested different pavement materials 
under different weights and in different weather conditions. 

Their findings influenced some of the road building practices that are common today, 
including making pavement thicker on the edges, using reinforced concrete instead of 
brick, and establishing maximum weight limits. The results of the Division of Highways 
engineers were widely published in science and engineering magazines of the time, and 
the Bates Road remains a well-known and referenced engineering experiment. 

Illinois Transportation & National History 

Bates Experimental Road, ca. 1921 
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1924 Division of Highways map outlining 
proposed road system for $100 million 

bond issue 

issue had been expended. Hoping to capitalize on the moment, Governor Len Small called for 
a referendum on a $100 million bond issue to pave 5,100 new miles of road. Unlike the 1918 
bond issue, however, few industrial and citizens groups backed the new proposal. Critics 
accused Governor Small of mixing politics with cement to force the bond issue onto voters, or 
“county roads for county votes.” Illinoisans, it seemed, cared more for paved roads than any 
political implications, and the referendum carried in all but seven counties. 

Critics of Governor Small proved correct, and counties that opposed the bond issue paid a 
price. DeWitt County received less than six miles of hard roads over the next several years, 
while LaSalle County (home to Small’s opponent in the 1924 gubernatorial race) saw less 
than a mile of paved road between 1924 and 1930. Regardless, road progress surged ahead 
throughout the state. By 1930, Illinois was the first state with a fully modern highway system 
with roughly 8,300 miles of concrete paved primary highways and 4,400 miles of paved 
secondary roads. 

 During this era, railroad track mileage in Illinois reached its 
peak at approximately 12,500 miles. In the late 1920s, 
thirty-eight railroads entering the Chicago area moved 
30,000 freight cars and 1,400 passenger trains each day. 
However, rising automobile ownership, evolving public 
transit, and surging urban growth signaled the slow 
decline of railroads as a preferred method for passenger 
transportation. As the influence of the railroads began to 
slip, the power and responsibility of the Department of 
Public Works and Buildings continued to grow. 
 

State Police, Sign Regulation, and Fuel 
Taxes 

With the dramatic rise in automobile registration and an 
expanding highway system, Illinois legislators in 1921 
tackled the problem of how to control speeds, ensure 
vehicular safety, and enforce vehicle regulations. 
Incorporated into an amendment for the motor vehicle 
laws of 1919, the Fifty-second General Assembly 
authorized the Department of Public Works and Buildings 
to create and employ a state highway police "to enforce 
provisions of the Motor Vehicle Law... [and] make arrests 
for violations of the provisions of this Act." 

The Illinois State Highway Maintenance Police, renamed 
the Illinois State Police in 1922, initially served as highway 
and traffic inspectors. State highway officers were 
equipped with standardized testing devices for weighing 
motor vehicles. Officers were granted the authority to stop 
and weigh any motor vehicle which appeared over the 
load limit, set at 16,000 pounds per axle. Drivers of 
overloaded vehicles were required to remove the 
necessary amount of cargo to meet the load limit for a first 
offense 
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Right: Before and after road construction on 
SBI Route 33, near Robinson (1921 and 1928)  

 
Below: Statewide highway construction 

comparison between 1921 and 1928 
(hard roads indicated in black) 

Miles of Hard Roads Constructed in Illinois 
1914–1930 
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offense, and arrested and fined for subsequent offenses. 

The highway speed limit in the early 1920s was twenty-five miles per hour, but without the 
convenience of modern radar guns, police officers simply judged speeds according to whether 
they felt a vehicle was endangering lives. In 1927, the police force swelled ranks to over 100 
officers and was made fully motorized. While sergeants were given cars, the majority of the 
force patrolled the state’s highways on a fleet of motorcycles. The State Police would remain a 
division within the Department of Public Works and Buildings until 1941. 

With the State Police patrolling the highways, the Department of Public Works and Buildings 
considered ways to further regulate and standardize its roads. In 1923, following the 
recommendations of the recently-formed American Association of State Highway Officials 
(today, American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials, or AASHTO), the 
Division of Highways set about reclassifying the state’s highways with a standardized 
numbering system. Gone were the days of quaint, locally-named roads like the White Star 
Trail and the Logan Lee Bee Line, forever replaced with ruthlessly efficient labels like IL Route 
147 and State Highway 36. 

In order to maintain a state highway patrol, the standardization of thousands of road signs, the 
department’s recent obligation to plow snow from public highways, and myriad other 
endeavors, the state was forced to readdress its highway revenue system. The motor 
registration laws of the 1910s had been sufficient at the time, but licensing fees alone failed to 
secure proper funding to maintain the state’s growing highway system. On June 29, 1927, the 
Fifty-fifth General Assembly passed the Illinois Motor Fuel License Tax Act, one of the last 
states in the country to enact such a tax. 

The tax was opposed, perhaps unsurprisingly, by urban motorists and motor clubs. They 
argued against an exemption in the tax for agricultural vehicles and a provision that allowed 
county boards to use tax revenues to pay down the interest on their road bonds. After the 
Illinois Supreme Court struck down the tax as unconstitutional, Illinois legislators were forced 
to rewrite the law. The new motor fuel tax was passed on March 29, 1929. 

Motor fuel distributors became responsible for reporting fuel sales to the Department of 
Finance and paying a license tax of three cents per gallon. All money received from the new 
fuel tax went to an exclusive state road fund, with the condition that the Department of Public 
Works and Buildings would expend two-thirds of the fund on public highways while county 
road authorities would receive the remaining third. 

By the end of the 1920s, Illinois’ highway system was one of, if not the most advanced in the 
world. Lagging not far behind was its burgeoning field of aviation. In the two decades after 
Glenn Curtiss’ inaugural Illinois flight of 1909, aeronautics in the state progressed at a 
remarkable rate. Mirroring the meteoric rise of its highway system, aviation in Illinois would 
quickly come of age in the 1920s and 1930s. 

 

Illinois Aviation Takes Off 

Flying was still in its infancy when World War I ended in November 1918. The federal Post 
Office Department implemented an experimental air mail system in the same year which, like 
the Good Roads Movement had for improved roads, helped expose Americans to the benefits 
of air traffic. Illinois quickly emerged as the center of air traffic in America for many of the 
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same reasons that made it the hub of the nation’s railroad system. Early pilots, many of whom 
were war veterans flying surplus war planes, traversed the important air mail route from New 
York to Chicago to San Francisco. One of those daring pilots was Charles Lindbergh, whose 
mail route took him from Chicago to St. Louis with stops in Peoria and Springfield. 

The Post Office privatized air mail delivery in 1927, the same year as Lindbergh’s world-
famous transcontinental flight. By 1930, eight major aviation companies operated out of 
Illinois, including United Air, American Airways, and Trans World Airlines. Between 1920 and 
1930, an estimated 298 billion pieces of mail were delivered throughout the U.S. by air, nearly 
all of it passing through Illinois at one point on its journey. 

As air mail business boomed, so too did aviation overall. In 1919, Illinois had only four 
“airports” (landing strips with accompanying hangars and/or service stations) and 129 landing 
fields (no more than open fields or vacant lots, with some doubling as golf courses). By 1926, 
Illinois had 27 airports and 197 landing fields, placing it third in the nation. 

Chicago Municipal Airport – 1929 

the Wright Brothers took off from Kitty Hawk in 1903, but questions of constitutionality and 
homeland defense kept a bill off the table. Finally, on May 20, 1926, President Calvin Coolidge 
signed into law the first federal aeronautics regulation, the Federal Air Commerce Act. An 
Aeronautics Branch was created under the Department of Commerce, and the federal 
government was granted the right to establish and maintain federal airways, create and 
enforce prescribed flying rules, license pilots, and regulate aircraft. 

Inspired by the Federal Air Commerce Act, Illinois’ Fifty-sixth General Assembly passed the 
Illinois Aeronautics Act in 1929 to regulate air traffic and commerce in the state. The act was 
dead on arrival, however, having no attached appropriations or provisions for enforcement. 
Out of this failure came the Aerial Navigation Commission, charged with the task of drawing 
up the necessary funding and scope of power for a proper aviation regulatory body in Illinois. 

In 1931, following the recommendations of the Aerial Navigation Commission, the Fifty-
Seventh General Assembly created the Illinois Aeronautics Commission. Governor Louis L. 
Emmerson was granted the authority to appoint five commissioners for the body, two of whom 
were stipulated by law to have at least 200 hours of solo flight time. Of the commission’s 
founding personnel, four were veterans of the First World War but only one possessed a 

 

 

In 1923, the Chicago Air Park was created to handle 
overflow traffic to the area. On December 12, 1927, 
under the direction of the Chicago Bureau of Parks, 
Playgrounds, and Bathing Beaches, the city rededicated 
the airport as the Chicago Municipal Airport.  “Munie,” as 
it was called by pilots and locals, originally consisted of a 
single runway on a quarter of mile square tract. Within 
eighteen months, however, the airport grew to handle 
42,000 passengers and 14,500 flights a year. By 1929, 
the Chicago Municipal Airport—renamed the Chicago 
Midway International Airport in 1949—was the busiest 
airport in the world. 

With air traffic growing at an exponential rate, many 
petitioned for federal regulation of air space, airplanes, 
and licensing. Such suggestions had been around since 
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federally-issued pilot’s license. 

With a biennial appropriation of only $40,000 and offices in Springfield and Chicago, the 
commission was responsible for investigating aircraft accidents and requiring all pilots and 
aircraft in Illinois to be federally registered. For a fee of $25, the commission granted state 
licenses for regional airports and flight schools. In the commission’s first year, it recorded 506 
registered planes, 988 licensed pilots, and 52 airports in the state. 

While air travel in the 1920s and early 1930s remained a novelty, a much older and storied 
mode of transportation continued to serve the state. Having come a long way since the paddle 
and steam boats of the state’s romantic past, water transportation nonetheless remained vital 
to Illinois and a major responsibility of the Department of Public Works and Buildings. With 
over 1,100 miles of inland waterways to supervise, including navigable water lanes on Lake 
Michigan and the Illinois, Mississippi, and Ohio rivers, the Division of Waterways was second 
only to the Division of Highways in size and importance. 

 

Division of Waterways 

As part of the massive government consolidation that created the Department of Public Works 
and Buildings, the Division of Waterways became the direct successor to the Canal 
Commissioners, River and Lakes Commission, and the Illinois Waterway Commission. 
Tracing its roots to the creation of the Illinois and Michigan Canal Commissioners by the Third 
General Assembly in 1823, the division was technically the oldest non-constitutional 
governmental agency in the state. The Rivers, Lakes, and Stream Act of 1911—amended in 
the years since but still at the heart of modern water policy in Illinois—laid much of the 
foundation for the Waterways Division. 

Lake freighter navigating through the 
Chicago River – ca. 1950 

By the 1920s, traffic on the famous Illinois and 
Michigan Canal—the grandfather of Illinois’ 
waterways that had made a continuous water 
passage from the Great Lakes to the Gulf Coast 
possible—had slowed to a trickle, and in 1933 it 
was abandoned as a canal. That same year, the 
Illinois Waterway system began operations. The 
Division of Waterways became responsible for 
maintaining and operating twenty-four fixed 
bridges, fifteen movable bridges, eight locks and 
dams, and two ferries along the 340 miles of the 
waterway. 

In 1925, the Division of Waterways was 
temporarily transferred to the short-lived 
Department of Purchases and Construction 
before returning to the Department of Public 
Works and Buildings in 1933. Throughout the 
1920s and 1930s, the division coordinated with 
the Federal Corps of Engineers to build levees in 
Cass, Morgan, Pulaski, Scott, Union, and Will 
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counties. Other responsibilities at the time included surveying the boundaries of Lake 
Michigan, compiling information of river and stream flows, approving plans for sewage 
discharge into open waters, supervising the sale of water and electric power in Chicago, and 
cooperating with the federal government to design harbors along Lake Michigan. 

In the years following World War I, automobiles zoomed across thousands of miles of Illinois’ 
paved roads, ships coasted along its gentle waters, and airplanes now soared over its golden 
prairies and through its azure skies. Unfortunately, the peace, progress, and prosperity that 
Illinois enjoyed during the 1920s would soon come to a screeching halt. After the spectacular 
stock market crash of October 1929, the nation spiraled into the depths of the Great 
Depression, ushering in a dozen years of economic hardship. 

 

Building the State, Building Hope 

A flagging agricultural economy, vast income inequality, and an overextension of American 
credit abroad swelled like a giant wave. In October 1929, the wave broke. For the next several 
years, the world market went into freefall. Stock market investments lost 90 percent of their 
value, industrial production halved, banks and corporations around the nation collapsed, and 
unemployment rates grew exponentially. Agricultural production in Illinois tumbled from $6.3 
billion on the eve of the crash to $2.5 billion in 1933, a 60 percent decrease. In the depths of 
the depression, 1.5 million Illinoisans were unemployed (half in Cook County), creating a 
staggering unemployment rate of over 20 percent. Those who remained employed saw their 
salaries cut by forty percent and wages cut by sixty percent. Between 1929 and 1940, roughly 
half of all Illinois residents required government relief. 

Elected in 1932, President Franklin Roosevelt promised Americans a “new deal” to bring it out 
of the crippling depression. Central to his recovery program were several public works 
programs, all designed to relieve unemployment rates by putting Americans to work. The 
National Industrial Recovery Act of June 16, 1933, pledged $3.3 billion toward helping the 
nation dig itself out of the depression, including $400 million toward the construction of 
highways, roads, bridges, railroad crossings, and other transportation needs. As a vital 
transportation hub for the country, Illinois was in a unique position to capitalize on these new 
public works programs. 

Federal aid arrived as full grants issued to state agencies, not required to be matched by state 
funds. Working with the Illinois divisions of the Public Works Administration and the National 
Recovery Administration, as well as the Illinois Emergency Relief Commission, the 
Department of Public Works and Buildings played a central role in the distribution of federal 
recovery funds. As per the federal act, the department was required to focus on major and 
permanent projects, reject all items or projects already appearing on annual appropriations 
bills, and use manpower over machines whenever possible.  

Predictably, the majority of the aid was designed for highway and road use. Illinois’ proposed 
allotment for its highway system alone was $18,950,435, behind only New York, Penn-
sylvania, and Texas. Like the bond issues of 1918 and 1924, officials throughout the state had 
a golden opportunity to build new roads or improve old ones. As the funds were issued on a 
“first come, first serve” basis, local and county administrators scrambled to design public 
works projects and submit proposals. Municipal authorities submitted projects to county 
boards, who then met with district engineers from the Division of Highways, who then issued 
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final proposals to the office of the Chief Highway 
Engineer. By 1935, highway construction and 
improvement programs had been established in all 
but three counties. 

In 1935, a second round of New Deal programs 
continued to build the nation. The largest was the 
Works Progress Administration (WPA), created in 
April 1935. The WPA helped employ roughly 
200,000 Illinoisans at any given time between 1935 
and 1943. Over this time, WPA workers in Illinois 
constructed 1,133 miles of new streets, re-surfaced 
or re-graded 11,846 miles of rural (or secondary) 
roads, erected 1,895 new bridges, and laid 562,987 
square yards of new runways at Chicago Municipal 
Airport. 

The Department of Public Works and Buildings also 
helped coordinate non-transportation related 
programs. One of the largest such programs was 
the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), starting in 
1933. Between 1933 and 1942, the CCC employed 
165,300 men, ages 17-28. Earning $30 a month, 
they went to work building and renovating many of 
Illinois’ iconic state parks (under the jurisdiction of 
the Department of Public Works and Buildings until 
1951), including the Black Hawk Historical Site, 
Lincoln Log Cabin Historical Site, Camp Grant, 
Starved Rock State Park, and White Pines State 
Park. The CCC in Illinois planted 60 million trees, 
constructed 400 bridges, cleared 1,192 miles of 
trails, and increased state park acreage from 2,800 
in 1930, to 16,500 in 1940. 

Federal assistance arrived just in time for the state 
and the department. As the depression took its toll 
on Illinois families throughout the 1930s, the state’s 
highway funds suffered as well. In 1933, the Fifty-
eighth General Assembly temporarily diverted one-
third of the motor fuel tax—by far the highest 
revenue generator for state roads—to  a common 
state fund for unemployment relief. Highway funds 
further declined as Illinoisans were unable to afford 
driving and registering their automobiles. Between 
1930 and 1936, vehicle registration in Illinois 
actually decreased. The total number of registered 
motor vehicles between 1930 and 1940 (277,493) 
was less than the number of vehicles registered 
between 1921 and 1923 (306,054). 

 

Top: WPA workers in Danville (1938) and Southside 
Chicago (1940) 

 
Bottom: Illinois Civilian Conservation Corps 

recruitment poster 
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The relationship between political affiliation and public funding is an unfortunate but inevitable 
reality. For Illinois in the throes of the Great Depression, political favor smiled upon the state. 
President Roosevelt’s Secretary of the Interior and Director of the WPA was Harold Ickes, a 
longtime Chicago resident and supporter of Illinois Governor Henry Horner. Between 1935 and 
1943, Illinois received $735,428,537 in construction project funding through the WPA, the third 
highest total among the states. 

But political favor alone was not enough to drag Illinois out of the Great Depression. As Europe 
languished in the stranglehold of fascism, Japan’s surprise attack on Pearl Harbor in 
December 1941 drove the U.S. to war. Virtually overnight, the nation was engaged in a two-
front, total war effort. During this perilous and unforgettable era, the actions of the Department 
of Public Works and Buildings were vital in keeping the state’s waterways open, its roads 
operable, and the great wheels of war turning. 

 

The Road to Victory 
As the American war effort went into full swing, labor shortages became widespread with 
servicemen abroad and factories at home at peak production capacity. The demands of the 
war created strict rationing of copper, gasoline, lead, oil, rubber, and steel on the homefront, 
effectively crippling infrastructure spending by the state. Despite this, the war effort had to 
press on. Illinois’ strategic location, human and material resources, and infrastructure thrust it 
to the forefront of homeland transportation. In the estimate of the Director of the Department of 
Public Works and Buildings, Walter A. Rosenfield, 90 percent of departmental activities 
between 1942 and 1945 were related to war or defense efforts. 

The Division of Highways was in the preliminary stages of updating its primary highway system 
at the outbreak of the war. With all public works projects suspended by the Federal War 
Department, the division’s highway maintenance and construction work was limited to strategic 

 

 

USS Peto passing through Illinois Waterway system at Lockport (Will County) – 1943 
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routes. Likewise, the halt of state infrastructure 
spending meant that wartime work was largely paid 
for by the federal government. Strategic roads 
designated by the War Department were placed 
under the supervision of the Public Roads 
Administration, who then contracted the state 
Division of Highways for work. The division would 
contract and supervise the road work locally, then 
submit a reimbursement claim to the Public Roads 
Administration upon completion. 

All bridge construction not along these strategic 
routes was deferred until the end of the war. Where 
grade separation bridges were authorized, timber 
was often used in place of rationed building 
materials. Within the Division of Highways, the 
Bureau of Highway Research halted all in-state work 
to receive requests directly from the War Depart-
ment. Other responsibilities for the division included 
coordinating statewide “share-the-ride” programs 
and designing efficient routes for the military and 
defense traffic. 

The Division of Waterways was also pressed into 
service for the war effort. As German and Japanese 
warships plagued the nation’s coasts, inland water 
routes and shipyards became increasingly 
important. Throughout the war, millions of tons of 
war personnel and materiel made their way through 
Illinois’ waterway system each month. The division 
was responsible for maintaining the bridge and lock 
system along the waterway system, as well as 
coordinating bridge black outs. 

The department’s contribution to the war effort went 
beyond highways and waterways. Throughout the 
war, Illinois sent over one million of her sons to fight 
in World War II, with 22,000 of them never to return 
h  

Above: Major Henry Harrison, Illinois Division of 
Highways Engineer, receiving the Legion of Merit for 

designing rear supply lines in Italy – 1945 
 

Below: Division of Highways, Bureau of Audits – 
Springfield, 1944 

 

home. Over 600 employees of the Department of Public Works and Buildings served during 
the war, including future Secretary of the Illinois Department of Transportation Harry R. 
Hanley. Before the war ended in August 1945, twelve department employees had been killed 
in action. 

In an odd twist of fate, the war clouds that loomed over Europe and the Pacific rained 
prosperity down upon America. Between 1941 and 1945, agricultural incomes in Illinois tripled, 
land valued doubled, and unemployment practically vanished. At the end of the war, Illinois 
still oversaw the most miles of paved primary highways in the nation, at just over 14,000 miles. 
The state had led the nation in the production of ammunition and artillery, and its railroad 
system again proved invaluable in delivering goods and people throughout the country. (See: 
Illinois Transportation and National History on Page 30) 
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As the war reached its conclusion, officials at the federal and state level began looking toward 
the future of American transportation. In 1943, the Illinois Post-War Planning Commission 
recommended $460 million in public works projects over a 15-year period in order to 
systemically recover from the war effort, counteract post-war unemployment, and modernize 
the state’s transportation system. The poster child for this modernization movement, the 
superhighway, quickly changed the face of Illinois’ transportation. 

 

The Coming of the Superhighway 

During the war, the War Department designated 
over 2,100 miles of Illinois’ state highways as 
strategically important. Route 66, with its vital 
trade route between St. Louis and Chicago, stood 
at the top. Between 1942 and 1944, wartime 
highway construction in Illinois totaled approx-
imately $44 million, almost all of it paid for with 
federal defense funds. Of this total, only $6.3 
million went toward the construction of a meager 
105 miles of new access roads. The vast majority 
of the sum went toward patching, resurfacing, or 
reconstructing 5,000 miles of the state’s aging 
highways. 

Although gas rationing had greatly decreased 
passenger traffic during the war, a spike in truck 
traffic—particularly among large shipping trucks—
severely damaged Illinois’ primary highway 
system. The standard highways of the day, 16 to 
18 feet wide and 6 to 7 inches thick, failed fast 
under the increased load. Efforts to bring Illinois 
out of the mud during the 1920s and 1930s had 
focused on simply constructing the roads, 
highways, and bridges needed at the time. After 
WWII, it became apparent that the future of Illinois’ 
transportation was no longer about construction, 
but modernization. 

The design that many agreed would usher in this 
modernization became known as the “super-
highway.” Built exclusively for fast-moving 
automobile traffic, the superhighways would be 
divided, multi-lane roads with little to no 
crossroads or traffic signals to impede the flow of 
traffic. They would form the cornerstone of 
highway transportation, acting as “express” routes 
with primary and secondary roads acting as 
“feeders.” Most importantly, they would connect 
routes 

 

Above: Wartime highway construction, 1942-1944 

Below: Pavement failure on US Route 30 west of Sugar 
Grove (DeKalb County) – March 1944 



30 
 

 
  

Illinois Transportation & National History 

WORLD WAR II AND ILLINOIS’ RAILROADS 
In the decades after WWI, other forms of transportation—in particular, the immensely 
popular automobile—began competing with railroads for control over public and freight 
transportation. The Great Depression brought the railroad industry in Illinois to its knees 
and forced many companies into bankruptcy. Although railroads were still responsible for 
carrying 60 percent of the nation’s freight in 1940, a lack of innovation and investment in 
the industry made its future appear bleak. 

During World War II, however, Illinois’ railroads underwent a renaissance.  Within a few 
short months, enemy warships harassed shipping lanes, transportation materials were 
strictly rationed, car registration began to decline, and automobile manufacturing ceased 
altogether. The need for transporting people and goods remained, however, and the nation 
turned to the railroads for help. 

Working with the Federal Office of Defense Transportation, railroads moved twice the 
volume of passengers and freight as they had during World War I. Despite severe labor and 
equipment shortages, railroads like Illinois Central and the Chicago and North Western 
carried 70 percent of the nation’s wartime freight, 35 percent of its civilian passenger 
traffic, and 95 percent of its military passenger traffic by 1944. At the height of the war, 
more than 100,000 passengers passed through Chicago’s Union Station each day. 

The war effort, however, marked the high point for the railroad industry. As the 
automotive industry came back online after 1945, and with the rapid growth of the 
aeronautics industry, railroads again fell out of favor. Despite a post-war surge of 
commercial investment in the industry and a perennial presence in freight transportation, 
by 1948 railroads accounted for only eleven percent of passenger traffic, a number that 
continued to decline. However, it was the heroic effort of the Illinois and national railroads, 
the transportation system that united the nation, which ultimately preserved it. 

Left: Illinois Central Railroad freight terminal – April 1943 

Right: Chicago & North Western railroad yard – December 1942 
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major cities across state lines and provide an un-
impeded, continuous route across the continent. 

Federal involvement began in 1938 with a federal 
highway act that commissioned the Bureau of Public 
Roads to investigate the possibility of six transcontinental 
superhighways. The following year, the bureau 
presented to Congress a report that recommended 
paying for these superhighways with road fees, 
essentially creating transcontinental toll roads. Although 
the outbreak of WWII drew the federal government’s 
attention away from the superhighway issue, many 
states welcomed the idea of turning their primary 
highways into turnpikes. 

On July 9, 1943, the Sixty-third General Assembly 
created the Illinois State Superhighway Commission. 
Formed at the height of WWII in the interest of facilitating 
highway traffic, particularly around the Chicago area, the 
five-man commission was given authority to research 
and build statewide superhighways using funds collected 
from tolls. Although popular at the time, the idea for 
superhighway toll roads throughout the state failed to 
take root. The creation of the Illinois State Toll Highway 
Commission in 1953 (today, Illinois State Toll Highway 
Authority) eventually repealed the Superhighway 
Commission. 

The Federal Highway Act of 1944 called upon state 
transportation agencies to submit proposals for routes for 
a national system of highways "so located, as 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." The act highlighted a theme 
that persisted for the next decade, namely the federal 
government’s unwillingness to fund the superhighway 
system. 

In response to the federal government’s call, Illinois 
Highway Division officials laid out 1,565 miles of 
superhighway routes. These would later become the 
routes for Interstates 55, 57, 70, 80, 84, and 90, plus 
major loops and beltways. (The initial route for Interstate 
64 was changed before construction began.) In 1946, 
the first superhighway construction began on ten miles of 
US 40 between Vandalia and Mulberry Grove (today, I-
70). Between 1946 and 1955, Illinois spent $90.2 million 

 

 

Top: View of Congress Street – 1952 

Center: Proposed design of Congress Expressway 
by Division of Highways 

Bottom: Completed Congress Expressway – 1956 
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resurfacing, widening, and/or rebuilding existing routes. However, for all the money spent, less 
than 200 miles of Illinois’ existing highways had been refashioned as superhighways. 

At the same time, a bold new initiative in Cook County sought to modernize Chicago’s traffic 
system. In 1945, city officials working with the Department of Public Works and Buildings 
began work on the Chicago Expressway System. Inspired by the success of Lake Shore 
Drive, the hope was to create the same streamlined, limited access highway system around 
the Chicago Metropolitan area. With up to 14 lanes of traffic and at a cost approaching $12 
million per mile, the expressways helped define the social and geographic landscape of the 
city. The first expressways built were the Calumet Expressway (now, Bishop Ford Freeway) in 
1950, the Tri-State Highway (now, Kingery Expressway) also in 1950, the Edens Expressway 
in 1951, and the Congress Street (now, Eisenhower) Expressway in 1955. 

 

The Interstate is Born 

The postwar years brought profound changes to the American way of life. The automobile had 
secured its place as the preferred method of transportation, and the birth of the suburbs made 
the commute a growing phenomenon. Between 1923 and 1953, the number of registered 
motor vehicles in Illinois had increased by 204 percent, total vehicle miles by 500 percent, and 
total mileage of paved highways by 714 percent. Bearing in mind that the state had spent 
more than half of that time in a depression or at war, the majority of the growth had occurred 
after 1945.  

The demand for superhighways reached a critical level. At the time, Illinois’ rural highways did 
not have a speed limit for passenger vehicles. Although most cars at the time could easily 
reach 70 miles per hour, there was simply nowhere to safely do so. Illinois made significant 
headway on its superhighways during the postwar years, especially around the Chicago and 
East St. Louis areas, but much of the state remained without them. With the nation in the early 
1950s at war in Korea and then in the grips of a recession, funding became a major issue. 
Even after a 1951 increase in truck fees and the percentage of motor fuel tax revenue diverted 
to the Department of Public Works and Buildings, the pace of superhighway construction 
remained slow. 

As far back as the 1930s, federal legislators had grappled with how to institute a nationwide 
superhighway system. Disagreements over responsibility and funding for the system dragged 
the debate on for nearly two decades. President Dwight D. Eisenhower, sworn into office in 
January 1953 after a landslide victory over Illinois Governor Adlai E. Stevenson, was finally 
able to break the stalemate. As a young Lieutenant Colonel in 1919, Eisenhower had trudged 
across the nation in the Transcontinental Army Convoy at a pace that rarely exceeded walking 
speed. Later, as Supreme Commander of the Allied Forces in Europe during WWII, 
Eisenhower marveled at the speed and efficiency of the German autobahns. After the Korean 
War ended in 1954, the president’s primary concern became “to protect the vital interest of 
every citizen in a safe and adequate highway system.” 

Signed by President Eisenhower into law on June 29, 1956, the Federal Aid Highway Act of 
1956, popularly known as the National Interstate and Defense Highways Act, was passed. 
The act created the largest public works project in American history at the time, appropriating 
$25 billion toward the construction of 41,000 miles of interstate highway over twenty years. 
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THE AASHO ROAD TEST 
As the dawn of the interstate highway system drew near, the American Association of 
State Highway Officials (AASHO; today, AASHTO) wanted to address the design 
standards and safety guidelines needed for the roads of the future. A comprehensive 
study was designed to evaluate the performance of pavement and bridge structures 
under various conditions. Much like the Bates Experimental Road of 1922, Illinois again 
became the focal point for an important and far-reaching highway design experiment. 

In 1952, an AASHO advisory committee suggested constructing a road test site between 
Ottawa and LaSalle. The site was considered an ideal spot for its representation of 
conditions throughout much of the U.S., as well as for the eagerness and cooperation of 
the state government and Highway Division personnel, including the Senior Engineer of 
Research and Development, W. Emmitt Chastain. 

Construction on the test site began in August 1956 and was completed in July 1958. The 
$27 million cost of the road test was paid for by the state of Illinois and the Federal 
Bureau of Public Roads. Testing began in October of that year under the technical advice 
of engineers from the Division of Highways, the University of Illinois, and various state 
and foreign highway agencies, universities, and transportation associations. 

Light commercial trucks and tractor-semitrailers, driven by soldiers from the Army 
Transportation Corps, circled six loops along an 8-mile stretch of the future site of I-80. 
For up to nineteen hours a day, six days a week, and at an average of 35 miles per hour, 
the trucks completed the loops. At the height of the project, more than 450 Army soldiers 
and 126 vehicles were utilized. During the two years of testing, 141 accidents occurred 
with two fatalities.  

By the time the test ended in November 1960, the AASHO Road Test proved a great 
success. The test provided invaluable information regarding pavement design, load 
bearing, pavement performance measuring equipment, and design principles. Although 
most of the test site was removed upon construction of I-80, one of the loops still can be 
seen off I-80 near mile marker 85. 

 

Illinois Transportation & National History 

Above: Construction of the AASHO Road Test 
Just west of Ottawa, Illinois - 1957 

Left: Layout of the road test 
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The interstate highways—the term quickly replacing 
“superhighways”—were paid for using a 90/10 
agreement, with the federal government agreeing to 
pay for 90 percent of the highway construction and 
states paying the remaining 10 percent. Design 
standards of the highways (lane and shoulder width, 
access control, grade, etc.) fell under federal 
guidelines, but were constructed by state agencies and 
contractors. Once completed, the states were solely 
responsible for maintaining and supervising the 
interstate highways within their borders. 

On March 29, 1957, Illinois Governor William G. 
Stratton approved a bill that accepted the federal 
interstate act and applied the funding toward 1,565 
miles of the Illinois system laid out by Highway Division 
officials in 1946. The bill also approved an emergency 
appropriation of $70 million from the road fund for 
immediate highway needs. Construction efforts on the 
interstate system began almost immediately. 

For 1957 and 1958, the state budgeted $490,400,000 
toward highway construction, with a return of over 
1,500 miles of interstate, primary and secondary 
highway, and local roads built or resurfaced. Highway 
construction continued at a record rate, spurred by the 
new federal interstate funds and a state road fund 
swollen by the steep rise in automobile use. Between 
1913 (the first year of the State Highway Department) 
and 1952, Illinois spent $851,115,207 in highway 
construction; between 1953 and 1959, the state spent 
$1,439,089,817. In other words, the amount spent on 
Illinois’ highways from 1953-1959 was nearly double 
that of the previous four decades combined. 

The first interstate constructed under the original 
Illinois interstate plan of 1946 was a small section of I-
74 north of Champaign, between 1956 and 1958. The 
first section of interstate completed under the 
guidelines of the federal and state-approved interstate 
acts was a three mile stretch of I-57 near Kankakee in 
the summer of 1957. The first interstate to be fully 
completed within the state was I-80, running 164 miles 
between south Chicago and the Quad Cities, which 
opened to the public on January 17, 1968. 

As Illinois’ interstate highway system first began to 
take shape, provisions for the construction, main-
tenance, and operation of the public highway system 
system 

Top: I-57 north of West Frankfort, 1962 

Center: I-55 construction sign, 1964 

Bottom: I-80 at Joliet, 1964 
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Construction of Chicago’s Interstate System 
1956-1966 
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were spread out across several departments and numerous statutes. In 1959, the Seventy-
First General Assembly passed the Illinois Highway Code, the first act to compile and codify 
public highways laws. The code was created, in the words of the law, in order “to make the 
Department of Public Works and Buildings custodian of the State highway system” and 
provide the department with the primary authority to amend, interpret, and enforce highway 
laws and regulations. At well over 100,000 words long, the code compiled and codified the 
innumerable highway laws passed over the half century prior to 1959. In the years since then, 
the Highway Code has been revised in nearly every session of the General Assembly. 

The dream of Illinois’ superhighway system became reality after 1956. Construction of the 
interstate system was well underway by the end of the decade and would continue to expand 
over the next forty years. At the same time, the field of aviation—spurred by the importance of 
the airplane during World War II—quickly evolved into an important commercial venture. As 
passengers took to the skies in record numbers, Illinois’ long-held prominence in aeronautics 
continued to grow. 

 

Department of Aeronautics 

The Illinois Aeronautics Commission showed signs of inadequacy in the years following its 
creation in 1931. The original intent behind the commission’s creation was to promote aviation 
as an industry, encourage statewide compliance with federal laws and regulations, and 
register the state’s planes and pilots. However, the field of aviation changed dramatically 
throughout the 1930s and early 1940s. Commercial air travel in the 1940s began its transition 
from novelty to necessity, and investors in Illinois saw a need to drive the growth of 
commercial flight in the state, a task deemed beyond the scope of the commission. 

After the creation of the Federal Civil Aeronautics Administration in 1940 (a predecessor to the 
FAA), many within the aeronautics industry and the press demanded a more powerful 
aeronautics agency in Illinois. By the mid-1940s, Governor Dwight H. Green, the Chamber of 
Commerce, and even the Aeronautics Commission itself joined in their call. 

The Illinois Aeronautics Act of 1945, passed by the Sixth-fourth General Assembly on June 
29, 1945, authorized the creation of the Department of Aeronautics. With the promise of $40 
million in federal aid over seven years from the Federal Airport Act, the state appropriated 
$2.5 million for airport construction and improvement and $375,000 for the research and 
planning of a state-wide airport program. The Department of Aeronautics assumed the 
Aeronautics Commission’s licensing and investigative responsibilities, divided among the 
department’s Administration, Engineering, Safety, and Information Sections. The depart-
ment also assumed responsibility for negotiating future federal funds from the Civil 
Aeronautics Administration, administering them to public-use airports, and coordinating the 
overall local, state, and federal airport program.  

One of the immediate effects of the department’s creation was the incorporation of 
municipalities and counties into the business of public-use airports. Within five years after the 
Department of Aeronautics’ creation, improvement or construction projects had begun on 23 
public-use airports around the state. Private commercial airports, often operated by flight 
veterans of WWII, also benefitted from the new legislation. While less than 100 private 
commercial airports operated in 1945, there were 486 by 1955. 
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The first director of the Department of Aeronautics was Robert Dewey. A flight commander in 
28 combat missions during World War II, Dewey was appointed by Governor Green only ten 
days after his discharge. Under his leadership, the department worked aggressively to secure 
federal funding and stimulate the aviation industry. Illinois in the late 1940s was among the top 
five states in the nation regarding licensed pilots, approved airports and landing fields, and 
registered aircraft. By the time Dewey left the agency in 1949, state aeronautic expenditures 
topped $21 million per year, and five of the sixteen federally funded aeronautics projects were 
in Illinois. 

One of these federally funded projects was an effort to modernize a former manufacturing plant 
on the northwest side of Chicago. In 1945, Orchard Field—a four-runway air field originally 
used during the war to assemble Douglas aircraft—was chosen as the site of Chicago’s next 
major airport. Four years later, the airport was renamed the Chicago-O’Hare International 
Airport. Between 1949 and its grand opening in 1955, over $24 million in city, state, and federal 
funds, including $1.3 million appropriated by the Department of Aeronautics, was spent on the 
airport’s construction. When O’Hare opened on October 30, 1955, its 5,700 acres made it the 
largest airport in the world. In 1962, with over 10 million passengers and 330,000 flights that 
year, O’Hare also became the busiest airport in the world, a title it would hold for the next 43 
years. 

 

Emergency Traffic Patrol/Emergency Patrol Vehicle Program 

As the Department of Aeronautics watched Illinois’ skies, additional efforts were put into place 
to watch its roads. In the fall of 1960, the Congress Expressway neared completion. Urged to 
finish the project before the elections of that year, highway supervisors opened the expressway 
without the shoulders in place. Worried about traffic safety on the new expressway—where the 
drop-off between the pavement and the shoulder area was eight inches in some spots—
regional Highway Division engineers suggested creating a traffic safety patrol. Inspired by the 
recent efforts of Chicago’s Bureau of Street Traffic to clear stranded motorists from the road 
during the rehabilitation of Lake Shore Drive, division officials approved a plan to equip a small 
fleet of pickup trucks to patrol the unfinished parts of the expressway. 

In October 1960, early traffic safety patrols 
began operating on the Congress Express-
way. Equipped with flares, barricades, radio 
telephones, compressed air, push bumpers, 
and a few gallons of gas, the patrol assisted 
stranded motorists from 4:00pm-8:00am on 
weekdays and all day during the weekends. 
The public’s response to the patrol was 
overwhelmingly positive, and in the spring of 
1961, the Division of Highways made the 
Emergency Traffic Patrol (ETP) a permanent 
program and expanded its operations 
throughout the Chicago expressway system. 

With official operations beginning in the 
summer of 1961, the ETP had an initial 

 

Early EPT/ETV drivers and 
their trucks – Late 1960s 
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budget of $1.5 million, a staff of 40 drivers, and 10 utility trucks. Dressed in ETP uniforms and 
badges, the drivers—also called the “Minutemen”—received training and assistance from 
State and Chicago Police officers. 

The program continued to be a huge success, enough that a second ETP was approved for 
southern Illinois. Formally called the Emergency Patrol Vehicle Program, the southern Illinois 
ETP began operations in January 1968. Responsible for a range of over 200 miles of 
highways, the southern Illinois ETP scouted Interstates 55 and 70 along the busy Mississippi 
River bridges in East St. Louis and throughout Madison, Monroe, and St. Clair counties. Since 
the ETP’s formation, “Minutemen” both in Chicago and downstate, often working 24 hours a 
day and 7 days a week, have helped approximately 500,000 motorists. 
 

Taming the “Killer Highways” 

The creation of the ETP/EPV Program was a reaction to a greater concern plaguing Illinois 
and the nation. By the late 1960s, close to half of the national interstate highway system was 
complete. Its timing coincided with the suburbanization of America and a boom in vehicle 
registration across the nation. In 1969, the recently created U.S. Department of Transportation 
estimated the motor vehicle growth rate at 12,000 new vehicles per day. Motor vehicle 
registration in Illinois had also risen rapidly, reaching the 4 million registered vehicles mark in 
1964 and the 5 million mark by decade’s end. 

As the number of drivers on America’s highways skyrocketed, so too did the number of traffic 
accidents. A new buzzword entered the American vocabulary: “autocide.” In the mid-1960s, 
automobile accidents for the first time became the leading cause of death among Americans 
under the age of 35. The 41,723 traffic deaths nationwide in 1963 jumped to 50,894 by 1966. 
In Illinois, the story was the same; yearly fatalities between 1963 and 1966 increased from 
2,028 to 2,522. 

 

Illinois Annual Crash Fatalities, 1920–2010 
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death rate four times that of the national average. It went on to describe the Dan Ryan 
Expressway, one of Chicago’s busiest expressways and built without shoulders on its elevated 
sections, as “Illinois’ top killer.” 

In response, Governor Richard B. Ogilvie pledged to "rid the state of killer highways" by 
creating the Immediate Action Program of 1969. The program set out to widen and resurface 
more than 3,000 miles of paved roads and 160 narrow bridges throughout the state. Highways 
less than 22 feet in width were widened to 24 feet and resurfaced, while narrow bridges—
some nearly a century old—were either widened to 32 feet or rebuilt entirely. The program 
was the largest highway rehabilitation project in the state's history at the time and totaled more 
than $260 million. 

The project, implemented over four phases between 1969 and 1970, was completed quickly. 
At the same time, a law effective January 1, 1969, required all Illinois drivers to be tested by 
1978 and set into place many of the renewal policies that remain today. As a result of these 
and other efforts, traffic fatalities in Illinois dropped 10 percent each year between 1969 and 
1971. Nationwide, traffic fatalities peaked in 1972 at 55,600, and the number of fatalities per 
100 million vehicle miles traveled has decreased every year since then. 

 

Highway Construction Hits a Road Bump 

The construction of the interstate highway system followed a common pattern across the 
nation, starting from major city centers and working its way outward. For the first decade after 
the National Interstate and Defense Highways Act was passed in 1956, Illinois focused its 
construction efforts on Chicago and East St. Louis. The Chicago expressways were being 
completed quickly, refitted with both interstate system specifications and new names. In 1963, 
th  

 

Tearing down the caution sign on U.S. Route 20 – 1971  

Many things were to blame for the outbreak of 
motor vehicle deaths. Vehicle design was largely 
at fault, as was a lack of legislation requiring 
seat belt use. A four-year University of Michigan 
study completed in 1966, as reported by the 
Division of Highways, found that 27 percent of 
driver deaths were caused by ejection from the 
vehicle. Driver ignorance was also at fault. Many 
drivers on Illinois’ roads had never taken a 
standardized state driving test. A loophole in the 
1939 driver’s license law grandfathered in 
previously registered drivers without requiring 
them to take the exam. 

Unfortunately, Illinois’ own highway safety 
problems were put on display for the entire 
country to see. In May 1969, a Life Magazine 
cover story called U.S. Route 20 through 
northern Illinois—built in 1920 and only 18 feet 
wide—a "deathtrap" and a "twisting concrete 
ribbon where trucks devour cars." The article 
claimed that the highway was responsible for a 
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the Edens Expressway (carrying I-94) was renamed the 
Kennedy Expressway eight days after the president’s 
death. Also in 1963, the Dan Ryan Expressway 
(carrying I-90 and I-94) was completed. The following 
year, the first sections of the Southwest Expressway 
opened, soon to be renamed the Adlai E. Stevenson II 
Expressway in honor of the former governor. 

By 1964, Illinois had built 710 miles of its proposed 
interstate highway system, or 45 percent of the planned 
total. Nationwide, the system was at an estimated 41 
percent of completion. Within two years, the state built 
an additional 172 miles of interstate, bringing com-
pletion to 54 percent of the planned total. However, with 
the nation deep in the Vietnam conflict, a drop in 
available labor and a spike in wages and steel prices 
stalled highway construction after 1966. 

Throughout the 1960s, the federal government stepped 
in with several acts that addressed the spirit of social 
change and government centralization of the era. In 
1966, the federal government created the Department 
of Transportation and folded a wide host of agencies 
within it, such as the Federal Aviation Administration 
(FAA), the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), 
and the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA). Among 
the transportation-related legislation enacted were the 
Highway Beautification Act of 1965, the Highway Safety 
Act of 1966, and the Federal-Aid Act of 1968. 

The 1968 act sought to address other factors contributing to the slow rate of construction. 
Many outdated provisions were changed, including pay rates and hiring practices among 
government contracted workers, eminent domain claims over protected lands, and authority 
over future interstate planning. The act also called for an additional 1,500 miles of interstate 
highways throughout the nation. 

To meet the challenge of building the interstate highways quicker, Governor Otto Kerner 
announced the Primary Highway Improvement Program in 1968. The program called for an 
additional $318.8 million in state funds to match the increase in federal aid, with the goal of 
bringing Illinois’ planned interstate system completion up to 74 percent (specifically, the 
completion of Interstates 70 and 74). However, Governor Kerner resigned as governor on May 
20, 1968, becoming a U.S. Court of Appeals judge shortly before being convicted on 17 
counts of bribery and conspiracy during his time in office. His highway program soon fell by 
the wayside. 

Highway construction around the St. Louis area screeched to a halt in July 1968. The Federal-
Aid Act of 1968 included an amendment requiring government-contracted companies to 
comply with the Civil Rights Act in their hiring practices (today known as the Contractor 
Compliance Program). Several contractors in St. Clair and Madison counties were found by 
the Justice Department to be in violation of discriminatory hiring practices, and all federal 
hi h  

Interstate system construction – 
January 1966 



41 
 

 

  

Cover of the 1970 Constitution Proposal 

the dramatic rise of technology, change in demographics, and 
shift in political and public sentiment over the next century. 

A constitutional convention in 1920 spent two years redrafting 
the 1870 constitution, only to have Illinois voters reject it in 
1922. With the widespread social change and reform of the 
1960s—exacerbated by a growing economic crisis in the 
state—came a call to revisit the constitution issue. Illinois 
voters overwhelmingly approved a second convention call in 
1968 by a vote of two to one. 

Gathering in Springfield in December 1969, the 115 convention 
delegates represented all faces of Illinois’ citizenry, including 
fifteen women (not allowed at previous conventions), five 
farmers, future Chicago mayor Richard M. Daley, and civil 
rights activist Al Raby. Under the guidance of the convention’s 
president, constitutional lawyer and activist Samuel Witwer, 
over 4,000 words from the 1870 Constitution were discarded, 
and the new 1970 Constitution tackled many of the pressing 
issues of the day. 

Constitutional changes that directly affected the future of 
Illinois’ transportation included Article V (Section 11), which 
granted the governor power to reassign or reorganize agencies 
through executive order; Article XI (Section 1), which 
mandated the state's duty toward protecting the environment; 
Article IX (Section 9), which allowed the state to incur debt for 

bli  

highway funds to the six major projects in the area were frozen. The legal battle dragged on 
for 23 months before work resumed on the highways in June 1970. 

Another initiative to get Illinois’ interstate system up and running again was proposed by 
newly-elected Governor Ogilvie in the spring of 1969. The General Assembly passed 
Governor Ogilvie’s ambitious plan to establish an Illinois Highway Trust Authority. The body 
was granted the authority to issue an unprecedented $2 billion in bonds toward the completion 
of 5,000 miles of new roads, including 1,500 bridges and 1,950 miles of supplemental 
freeways. However, in March of the following year, the Illinois Supreme Court struck down the 
legislation and the Highway Trust Authority as unconstitutional. Under the Illinois Constitution 
of 1870, the state was not able to exceed $250,000 in debt without public approval of a bond 
issue. To add injury to insult, the ruling effectively wiped out $148 million, or nearly a quarter, 
of the Highway Division’s budget for 1970. 

To Governor Ogilvie, as to many people across the state, the problem was not an overreach 
by the government but the inadequacy of an outdated constitution. At the time of the court’s 
ruling in 1970, events were already in motion to revise and rewrite the state’s constitution. 

 

The Illinois Constitution of 1970 

Written in the complicated political aftermath of the Civil War, the Illinois Constitution of 1870 
was the third in the state’s history. It is extremely doubtful that its authors could have predicted 
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Department of Public Works and Buildings 
frontispieces from Illinois Blue Book – various years 

public services without the approval of a referendum; 
and Article XIII (Section 7), which allowed for greater 
flexibility for public funding of highways and other 
forms of public transportation. Calling public 
transportation “an essential purpose for which public 
funds must be expended,” this last section directed 
the General Assembly to provide aid, grants, or 
credit to public transportation agencies. 

Illinois voters approved the new constitution in a 
special referendum on December 15, 1970, and the 
Illinois Constitution of 1970 went into effect on July 
1, 1971. 

With a new state constitution that promoted public 
transportation and, more importantly, provided the 
means for funding it, state officials addressed a new 
challenge. After the creation of the California 
Department of Transportation in 1961 and the U.S. 
Department of Transportation in 1966, states around 
the nation began reevaluating their transportation 
agencies. As far back as 1963, Illinois’ General 
Assembly had looked into restructuring the state’s 
transportation system and rethinking its goals for the 
future. As the 1970s began, addressing Illinois’ 
transportation issues became one of the state’s top 
concerns. 

Over the previous several decades, the Department 
of Public Works and Building had lost many of its 
divisions: the Division of Highway Police in 1941, the 
Division of Parks in 1951, and the Division of 
Architecture and Engineering in 1967. At the turn of 
1970s, the only two agencies left in the department 
were its largest and oldest divisions, Highways and 
Waterways. Much like an aged highway, the 
Department of Public Works and Buildings—too 
narrow to meet modern demands and showing signs 
of wear—would soon be removed, reconstructed, 
and renamed the Department of Transportation. 
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  Department of Transportation 
1972-Today 

The Creation of IDOT 

As construction of the interstate highway system approached the half-way mark in the 1960s, 
over four million registered vehicles raced across the state. The boom in vehicle use was 
caused by an equally impressive boom in Illinois’ population growth. Between 1950 and 1960, 
Illinois’ population increased more than it had in the 25 years prior to 1950. In 1960, Illinois 
became only the fourth state to reach a population of 10 million (after New York, California, 
and Pennsylvania). 

The rapidly changing face of transportation placed a great strain on the state’s budget. 
Between 1950 and 1960, yearly maintenance expenditures for state roads and highways 
jumped from $59.6 million to $128.1 million. Maintenance costs for the Chicago area alone 
went from $589,000 per year in 1956 to $2.8 million by 1962. 

In 1963, the Seventy-third General Assembly established the Illinois Highway Study 
Commission to “investigate, study and formulate a highway plan for the State.” The 
commission embarked on a four year endeavor, conducting testimonies, public meetings, and 
interviews with government officials, industry leaders, and the general public. In a series of 
reports between 1966 and 1967, the commission detailed the anticipated revenues 
and expenditures, highway classification systems, and traffic models needed for a complete 
state highway modernization plan. Their reports recognized the need for the creation of a 
transportation department and recommended a second commission to investigate the matter 
further. 

A second Highway Study Commission was created and presented its report to the Seventy-
sixth General Assembly in February 1969. The commission affirmed the need for a dedicated 
transportation department, citing the recent creation of the Federal Department of Trans-
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force submitted its recommendations in the spring of 
1971. In addition to proposing the creation of the 
Department of Transportation, they outlined a plan to 
secure a sound financial base for the new agency. 

This plan would form the basis for the Transportation 
Bond Act of 1971. The act, approved on July 2, 
authorized the state to issue, sell, and provide for the 
retirement of $900 million in state bonds “for the 
specific purpose of promoting and assuring rapid, 
efficient, and safe highway, air and mass transportation 
for the inhabitants of the State.” The bond issue, the 
largest in the state’s history, was the first enacted 
under the new and less restrictive financial provisions 
of the 1970 Illinois Constitution. It was amended less 
than eighteen months later to issue an additional $275 
million in bonds, bringing the initial transportation bond 
issue to nearly $1.2 billion. 

With the funding secured, the Seventy-seventh 
General Assembly passed Public Act 77-153, a series 
of 33 bills that featured the creation of the Illinois 
D t t 

portation and similar agencies in other states, and detailing the redundant functions of several 
state agencies. The commission issued its "full support in principle to the establishment of a 
State Department of Transportation to take over the transportation functions of (1) Division of 
Highways (2) Illinois Toll Road Authority (3) Department of Aeronautics (4) Bridge and Ferry 
Operations of the Division of Waterways (5) Motor Vehicle Administration of the Office of the 
Secretary of State and (6) highway-related functions of the Department of Public Safety.” 

A third Illinois Highway Study Commission in early 1971 analyzed the creation and 
organization of existing state transportation departments. Among these, Connecticut and New 
York’s DOTs were used as “outstanding examples” of fully coordinated agencies with flexible 
transportation funds. The commission warned of the failure to create a cohesive and powerful 
agency and emphasized the importance of funding other transportation developments besides 
highways. “If [Illinois’] DOT is going to do no more than provide a forum for interagency 
cooperation,” their report cautioned, “the expense of re-organization might as well be 
avoided.” 

In a special message on transportation delivered to the General Assembly on February 17, 
1971, Governor Ogilvie made clear that transportation was the top issue for the state. As the 
transportation center of the nation, Ogilvie said, Illinois’ “transportation capabilities are the 
foundation of our prosperity. Opportunities for jobs and business exist in direct relationship to 
our ability to get people to and from their place of work, to bring new materials to industry, and 
to deliver finished products to consumers.” Calling the transportation issue “the most important 
challenge of 1971,” Ogilvie asked the General Assembly to immediately consider the creation 
of a state transportation department. 

In response, the legislature assembled a task force—including members of the governor’s 
staff, the Department of Public Works and Buildings, and the Bureau of the Budget—to make 
recommendations for the legislation needed to establish a transportation department. The task  

Governor Richard Ogilvie signs the Transportation 
Bond Act with the department’s first secretary, 

William Cellini – July 2, 1971 
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Department of Transportation. With this, Illinois became the fourteenth state to establish a 
transportation department. On January 1, 1972, the new department assumed the trans-
portation responsibilities of the Department of Public Works and Buildings, the Office of Mass 
Transportation from the Department of Local Government Affairs, and the safety inspection 
functions previously spread across the State Police, Secretary of State, Illinois Commerce 
Commission, and the Superintendent of Public Instruction. The Division of Waterways, which 
along with the Division of Highways had been a transportation division since 1917, was 
temporarily renamed the Office of Water Resource Management before becoming the Division 
of Water Resources in 1973. William Cellini, the serving Director of the Department of Public 
Works and Buildings, was appointed as the first secretary of the department. 

While the mission and responsibilities of the new department were set by the legislation, the 
question of organization was left open. On September 27, 1971, Governor Ogilvie appointed 
the Commission on Organization of the Department of Transportation and charged it with the 
task of recommending “how the Department may be organized for most efficient 
management.” The twelve man commission, chaired by John E. Robson—future 
undersecretary of the U.S. Department of Transportation and deputy secretary of the U.S. 
Treasury Department—issued its report in January 1972. 

The commission’s report outlined the core objectives for the new department, including 
planning for social and economic development throughout the state, stressing transportation 
safety, insuring environmental compatibility, establishing Illinois as a leader in transportation 
technology and techniques, and encouraging communication between the agency and the 
public. Their report laid the structural and organizational foundation for the department, and 
provided the department “with the opportunity for leadership, a sound basis for its 
development, and the capability to fulfill the challenge of transportation in the years ahead.” 

Not long after the department’s creation, lawmakers decided that additional reorganizing of 
IDOT was needed. On August 30, 1973, the Department of Aeronautics was abolished and its 
functions and responsibilities transferred to a new Division of Aeronautics within IDOT. The 
move had been considered for several decades but was met with resistance by members of 
the aeronautics community, many of whom feared the state would deemphasize its aviation 
program without a dedicated agency. However, the move was argued on the grounds that 
both IDOT and the new Aeronautics Division would strengthen each other through 
consolidation. In the end, the Aeronautics Division retained all of its registration and 
supervision functions authorized by the Illinois Aeronautics Act. 

The future seemed secure for the new transportation department. Nearly a decade of planning 
had gone into its structure and organization, and the state legislature had secured over a 
billion dollars toward its growth. But only twenty-one months after the birth of Illinois’ new 
transportation agency, a war over 6,000 miles away set off a decade of rapid change and 
instability. 

 

The 1970s Energy Crisis 

The Yom Kippur War of October 1973, three weeks of intense border skirmishes between 
Israel and its Arab neighbors, brought the world dangerously close to a nuclear confrontation. 
As an ally of Israel, the United States helped supply the Israeli military to the tune of $800 
million 
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million in aircraft, artillery, and war materiel. Utilizing the strongest weapon in their arsenal, the 
enraged Arab members of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) ceased 
oil exports to Western Europe and America. 

Travel in America had been growing exponentially in the years leading up to 1973. Between 
1960 and 1970, highway travel in the U.S. increased by 45 percent, with an increase of seven 
percent between 1971 and 1972 alone. In Illinois, 6.1 million drivers in 5.8 million registered 
vehicles consumed 5.2 billion gallons of fuel in 1972. However, transportation in Illinois and 
throughout the nation would come to a screeching halt. After OPEC’s oil embargo, the U.S. 
experienced a ten percent drop in fuel availability overnight. 

The oil crisis of 1973—best remembered in the U.S. for gas shortages, rationing, and 
agonizingly long lines at the pump in some areas—had profound effects on IDOT. The cost of 
road construction and maintenance increased by 25 percent between 1973 and 1974, due 
primarily to skyrocketing fuel and asphalt costs. In FY 1972, sales receipts of the state’s 
highway, airport, and mass transportation bonds had exceeded IDOT’s expenditures by $125 
million. By contrast, between FY 1973 and FY 1975, expenditures outpaced bond receipts by 
$52 million. A final blow was delivered by the federal government when it failed to renew its 

l annual highway aid legislation, the first time 
federal funds were cut to the states since the first 
road aid act in 1916. 

In 1979, yet another Middle Eastern entanglement 
sparked a second crisis. The overthrow of the pro-
American Shah of Iran by Islamist revolutionaries 
throttled Iranian oil exports to the West. Not long 
after the revolution, Iran and Iraq became 
embroiled in a brutal regional war, effectively 
ceasing oil production in the two countries. With 
the U.S. still reeling from the mid-decade 
recession, the return of high gas prices 
contributed to ballooning inflation, rising un-
employment, and a faltering national economy.  

With the 1979 energy crisis, IDOT faced another 
massive budget shortfall. Cost inflation made 
transportation maintenance extremely difficult. 
Between 1969 and 1979, the cost of structural 
steel had increased by 135 percent, asphalt by 
140 percent, and concrete by 160 percent. 
Between 1978 and 1979 alone, highway con-
struction prices increased by 25 percent. IDOT’s 
purchasing power had been effectively reduced by 
60 percent in just under a decade. 

Adding to the problem was a dramatic loss in 
revenue. The higher cost of fuel, coupled with 
federally regulated fuel efficiency standards for all 
vehicles, drove motor fuel tax revenues down. 
Between 1978 and 1979, gasoline consumption in 

 

Above: A familiar scene across Illinois and the nation 
during the energy crisis – 1973 

 

Below: In the midst of the crisis, the Dan Ryan 
Expressway reached 250,000 vehicles daily, the most 

in the country – 1975 
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Illinois dropped 9.4 percent, the steepest decline in the nation. At the end of the first quarter of 
FY 1979, the state’s available Road Funds balance was $102.6 million; a year later, it 
plummeted to $19.3 million. Federal funding for Illinois’ highway programs also came up short, 
falling from $592 million in FY 1979 to $396 million in FY 1980, a 33 percent reduction. Forced 
to keep internal costs in check, IDOT slashed its full-time workforce by 2,000 employees 
between 1972 and 1979. By the end of the 1970s, the rapid highway and interstate system 
expansion that was the cornerstone of IDOT’s operations came to a virtual standstill. 

In response to Illinois’ transportation funding crisis, the Eighty-first General Assembly passed 
an emergency transportation bond authorization in September 1979. The $600 million 
authorization was the second largest bond issue in the state’s history at the time, with $400 
million going toward highways and $200 million toward mass transportation. 

National transportation funding was not the only thing that dropped during the challenging 
crises of the 1970s. Since the days of the “killer highways,” traffic fatalities across the country 
had slowly begun to decline. The responsibility of continuing this decline within Illinois fell to 
the newly-organized Division of Traffic Safety. 

 

Division of Traffic Safety 

Oddly enough, traffic safety had never been part of the explicit responsibilities of the Division 
of Highways prior to 1972. To be sure, Highway Division engineers were concerned with safe 
highway design—including safe turn lanes, curves and grades, guard rails, and railroad 
crossings—and the division’s Bureau of Traffic regularly published safety bulletins. However, 
the division was never held directly accountable for lowering traffic accidents and deaths on 
Illinois’ highways. 

The creation of the State Police in 1921 was the first move toward regulating vehicle traffic. In 
1941, the State Police moved from the Department of Public Works and Buildings to the newly 
created Department of Public Safety, formerly part of the Department of Public Health. It was 
not until 1955 that the Division of Traffic Safety was created under the Department of Public 
Safety with the purpose of coordinating interagency traffic safety initiatives. 

With IDOT’s creation in 1972, the practical decision was made to consolidate traffic safety and 
highways under a single department. The division was initially called the Office of 
Transportation Safety until it returned to its original title in 1977. 

The Traffic Safety Division’s first major report, released in August 1977, highlighted a 
downward trend in motor vehicle fatalities. Despite the economic doldrums of the decade, 
between 1970 and 1976 the number of licensed drivers in Illinois had increased by 12.2 
percent and registered vehicles by 21.1 percent. Over this same period, however, traffic 
fatalities had unexpectedly dropped by 11.6 percent, resulting in a substantial decrease in the 
death rate per one hundred million vehicle miles travelled. 

However, the division’s report noted a nearly 14 percent increase in non-fatal accidents 
between 1970 and 1976. After analyzing accident patterns throughout Illinois, it became clear 
that the spike was due to high-hazard locations with an overflow of traffic volume. In late 1977, 
the Division of Traffic Safety began to work closely with the Illinois State Police to implement 
the Concentrated Traffic Enforcement Program (CTEP). Using a highway safety grant 
administered by the Division of Traffic Safety, high-hazard locations throughout the state were 
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put under additional watch by state troopers. 

In 1980, the Division of Traffic Safety compared accident rates in high-hazard locations in the 
three years before and after CTEP’s initiation. The report found that traffic accidents had 
decreased by 43 percent and fatal accidents by 38 percent during patrol hours. At an average 
cost of $600,000 per year, CTEP’s additional patrols had saved an estimated $16 million in 
traffic accident costs, translating into a benefit 25 times greater than the cost of the program. 

Because of its success, CTEP continued well into the 1980s. Highway safety grants were 
eventually extended to similar programs among local and county law enforcement agencies. 
The close relationship between Traffic Safety and the State Police, started at the Department 
of Public Safety in 1955 and strengthened during the late 1970s, remains intact to this day. 

In addition to traffic accidents and the new federal speed limit (See: Illinois Transportation and 
National History on Page 50), the Division of Traffic Safety addressed another pressing issue 
of the day. In 1970, the Twenty-Sixth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution lowered the voting 
age to 18. Prompted by the amendment, many states lowered their drinking ages to meet the 
demands of this newly enfranchised constituency. In October 1973, following the lead of 
twenty-four other states, Illinois lowered its drinking age for beer and wine from 21 to 19. 

The lowered drinking age concerned many safety officials. The Division of Traffic Safety 
recognized that the drinking age reduction “had a definite negative effect on Illinois traffic 
safety by increasing fatalities, and thus serious injury and property damage accidents as well.” 
The division was one of many groups advocating for the reversal of the law, and their research 
on the effects of the minimum drinking age on traffic safety grabbed the attention of Illinois 
lawmakers. On January 1, 1980, the minimum drinking age was raised back to 21. A follow-up 
report by the Division of Traffic Safety in 1983 estimated that 55 deaths, 2,750 non-fatal 
accidents, and $16.7 million in costs were prevented in the three years after the drinking age 
was raised.  

Despite the economic and traffic safety issues of the era, private and commercial motor 
vehicle transportation grew throughout IDOT’s first decade. But running alongside many 
bustling highways sat the rusted remnants of what had once been the state’s crowning 
achievement. By 1970, railroad passenger service was considered obsolete, an unfortunate 
but inevitable victim of progress. The difficult decision to resurrect the steel giants of old—an 
effort that would entail considerable government intervention—had far-reaching consequences 
on the direction of Illinois transportation. 

 

Getting Passenger Rail Back on Track 

Passenger train travel in America began its slow decline after World War I. The hard roads 
movement of the 1920s and 1930s was a major blow to passenger rail. The unique economic 
pressures of World War II caused a brief and artificial boom in ridership, peaking at 95 billion 
passenger miles in 1944. However, the long-term decline of passenger rail resumed with the 
post-war rise of commercial aviation and the construction of the interstate highway system. 

In 1920, Americans travelled 47 billion miles on a fleet of twenty thousand passenger trains. 
By 1970, national train ridership had slipped to 6.2 billion miles on the remaining 440 
passenger trains. (In comparison, Americans travelled nearly 906 billion vehicle miles in 
1970.) Between 1960 and 1970, approximately 75 percent of Illinois’ intercity passenger train 

i  
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THE NATIONAL SPEED LIMIT 

Hoping to relieve some of the pain from the energy crisis, on January 2, 1974, President 
Richard Nixon signed the National Maximum Speed Law. The controversial law set the 
federal speed limit at 55 miles per hour. As one of twenty-nine states with speed limits 
above 55 mph, Illinois was obliged to comply with the new law by April 1974. 

The federal government argued the speed limit would dramatically reduce fuel 
consumption. However, numerous studies in the late 1970s showed that the national speed 
limit reduced fuel consumption far less than the federal government had projected in 1974. 
Outspoken Illinois Transportation Secretary Langhorne Bond remained unimpressed by the 
law. “We spent an awful lot of money in Illinois on the freeway plan… to enable people to 
travel at 70 or more miles per hour,” Bond said in a 1976 interview. “If we are restricted to 
55 miles per hour and you can go that fast on an existing two-lane road… we have probably 
over-invested an enormous amount of money in high-design roads.”  

The speed limit law was also justified on the grounds of traffic safety. After 1974, national 
vehicular deaths dropped at a fairly steady rate. Traffic fatalities—which peaked in 1972 at 
55,600—had decreased to 45,397 by 1979. In Illinois, the story was the same: from a 
twenty-eight year high of 2,533 in 1969, traffic fatalities fell to 1,994 by the end of the 1970s. 

In 1978, a Division of Traffic Safety report disputed the claim that the national speed limit 
saved lives. Recognizing “widespread non-compliance” of the speed limit throughout the 
state, the report concluded that safe highway construction, improved automobile design, 
and driver education programs had decreased vehicular deaths, not the federal speed limit. 
Despite objections to the new law, however, Illinois remained compliant in fear of losing 
millions of dollars in federal highway aid. 

In 1987, Illinois was one of seven states granted permission to increase its rural interstate 
speed limit to 65 miles per hour on an indefinite evaluation period. Not until 1995 would 
Congress repeal all federal speed limits and return speed limit authority to the states. 

 

Chicago’s Daily Herald 
January 3, 1974 
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service was discontinued. Passenger rail, for all intents and purposes, was dead. 

Many people, however, were not willing to let passenger trains pathetically roll into the rail 
yards of history. On October 30, 1970, President Nixon signed the Railroad Passenger 
Service Act and created the quasi-public National Railroad Passenger Corporation. Running 
under its brand name, Amtrak began operations on May 1, 1971. 

A provision in the Railroad Passenger Service Act, Section 403(b), allowed states to request 
service under the condition that the additional costs would be partially subsidized by the state. 
Illinois was the first state to implement 403(b) service, and the “Illinois Zephyr” began its run 
between Chicago and Quincy on November 14, 1971. Soon, Illinois began subsidizing four 
other Amtrak lines: the “State House” between Chicago and St. Louis, the “Illini” between 
Chicago and Carbondale, the “Prairie Marksman” between Chicago and Peoria, and the 
“Black Hawk” between Chicago and Dubuque, Iowa. (The “Prairie Marksman” and “Black 
Hawk” routes were discontinued in 1981, and the “State House” was renamed the “Lincoln 
Service” in 2006.) 

By the mid-1970s, it became apparent that IDOT needed to readdress its responsibilities 
toward the state’s railroads. During the department’s creation, no thought had been given to 
addressing the privately operated passenger rail system. Although the Office of Mass 

 

Top: Bloomington-Normal Amtrak station – 1974 
 

Bottom: Passengers on the Lincoln Service between 
St. Louis and Chicago – June 1974  

Transportation was one of the original IDOT offices, 
its responsibilities did not go beyond planning 
assistance and coordination among transit agencies. 
In 1975, the Office of Planning and Programming was 
created. Under it, the Bureau of Railroads became 
responsible for administering the Rail Service 
Program, Illinois’ first comprehensive plan to support 
passenger service across the state. 

Illinois was one of only six states at the time to 
subsidize Amtrak service. Under the 403(b) program, 
the state paid for two-thirds of the operating deficit 
and half of the capital costs for the state-supported 
Amtrak lines. To meet the demands of Illinois’ rail 
passenger program, the newly-created Bureau of 
Railroads began monitoring financial performance, 
conducting routine on-board inspections, advertising 
passenger rail service, improving stations, and 
evaluating proposals for re-routes and schedule 
changes. 

Early progress for the renovated passenger rail 
system was slow, and Amtrak struggled for survival 
throughout the decade. The average age of Amtrak’s 
hodgepodge collection of 1,754 second-hand 
passenger cars and locomotives in 1972 was 22 
years. A disappointing 15.8 million passengers 
travelled only 3.1 billion miles in Amtrak’s inaugural 
year, at a loss of $124 million. In 1979, even as gas 
prices helped create a record 21.4 million 
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passengers, soaring inflation resulted in a $571 million loss for the company. 

Despite calls for its defunding or outright termination, Amtrak defied its critics by rebounding in 
the 1980s. By 1989, Amtrak had reached close to 22 million passengers, 5.9 billion intercity 
passenger miles, and, more importantly, a more economically sustainable future. 

In Illinois, Amtrak services had a profoundly positive effect. Revenues generated by the state’s 
intercity rail programs increased by 30 percent between 1980 and 1989. By the end of the 
decade, Amtrak was employing over 2,500 Illinoisans and pumping millions of dollars into the 
state through earnings, local goods, and privately contracted work. Thirty trains operated on 
the state’s five corridors, serving 3 million passengers at 34 station stops. Like the majority of 
cross-country rail passengers, many Illinois travelers made their way to or through Chicago’s 
Union Station. With 42 daily trains operating on nine major national corridors throughout the 
1980s, Union Station quickly (and predictably) became the hub of Amtrak’s Midwest service. 

Much like Amtrak’s success, the outlook for the national economy in the 1980s was promising 
but fragile. The energy shock of the 1970s would not wear off for some time, while higher 
energy prices and private and public debts became the norm. In order to keep transportation 
funded at sustainable levels, IDOT would need additional help from the state. This help, for 
better or worse, would come in the form of higher taxes and increased bond issues. 

 

Funding Transportation and Finishing the Interstate 

The economic problems of the 1970s dragged on into the following decade. Unsuccessful 
economic recovery efforts resulted in soaring unemployment and inflation rates, and in 1981 
the nation plunged into a severe recession. For an entire decade after its creation in 1972, and 
as a torrent of economic malaise rained down upon the country, IDOT had been simply 
treading water. 

By 1980, Illinois’ primary highways were showing their age. The prestige of being the nation’s 
leader in paved roads during the pre-interstate era had been replaced by the need to care for 
an antiquated road system. Of the 17,000 miles of state highways at the time, nearly 12,000 
miles—including 2,000 bridges—were over 40 years old by 1980. 

Unfortunately, not much could be done about the problem. IDOT’s road program budget for 
FY 1980 was only $364 million, half that of FY 1979. The state was simply unable to fund the 
highway maintenance program, nor could it match federal mass transit funds for that year. The 
primary cause of this deficit was a major decrease in highway revenue sources. 

Illinois’ motor fuel tax and vehicle registration fees had remained unchanged since 1969. 
While the state’s 7.5 cents per gallon tax had constituted 34 percent of the price of gas in 
1969, it constituted less than 8 percent of the price of gas in 1979. That same year, Illinois 
drivers consumed a record 5.87 billion gallons of gas, translating into an enormous loss of 
potential revenue for IDOT and the state. 

State legislators recognized this dismal fact but were loathe to increase taxes. In mid-1983, as 
the nation began to emerge from the economic stagnation of the previous dozen years, the 
General Assembly implemented several major moves to properly fund state transportation. 

The state’s motor fuel tax rate was increased five times between 1984 and 1990, from 7.5 
cents per gallon to 19 cents per gallon. The new increases included a provision that directed 

t 
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70 percent of the motor fuel tax revenue toward highway construction purposes. (In 1980, only 
38 percent of the motor fuel tax had been used for highway maintenance.) In 1985, motor 
vehicle registration fees were doubled, with subsequent increases for all other vehicles as well 
as driver’s license fees. 

State lawmakers also approved a series of major bond issues throughout the decade. The first 
came in 1983 as a $625 million increase to the Transportation Bond Act. The following year, 
the Transportation Bond Act was replaced by the State General Obligation Bond Act, and 
$833 million in bonds were provided directly to IDOT for highway construction, mass transit 
development, and aviation support. This bond issue was increased by an additional $1.73 
billion in August 1989, bringing the total for transportation bonds under the General Obligation 
Bond Act to $2.15 billion. 

 The motor fuel tax increase, vehicle and license registration fees 
increase, and bond issues were followed by Governor James 
Thompson’s Build Illinois Program, a sweeping public works initiative in 
July 1985. Approximately half of the program’s original $2.3 billion 
appropriation was designated for transportation purposes. Specifically 
targeted programs included the completion of the Central Illinois 
Expressway (I-72 between Springfield and Quincy), rehabilitation of US 
51, and construction of a dozen new rest stops across the state. 
Although its size and method of distribution made it highly controversial, 
Build Illinois helped reinvigorate Illinois’ faltering highway construction 
program. 

 This new wave of legislation had an immediate effect. Between FY 1982 and FY 1990, motor 
fuel tax fund receipts increased by $555 million ($375 million to $930 million) and Road Funds 
revenues increased by $732 million ($1.04 billion to $1.77 billion). As a consequence, highway 
construction expenditures increased by a remarkable 78 percent. 

During this time of rapid growth, the department celebrated an important achievement. On 
July 25, 1988, Interstate 255 between Horseshoe Lake Road and Interstate 270 near 
Collinsville opened to the public. The five miles of beltway was the last segment of interstate in 
Illinois constructed with federal interstate aid. The final cost for Illinois’ 1,884 miles of freeways 
built under the original federal interstate program was over $5 billion. This figure did not 
include several other highways built with state funding to federal standards and later 
designated as interstate highway routes. These included Interstate 355 in Chicago (completed 
December 1989), Interstate 72 between Springfield and Quincy (completed November 1991), 
Interstate 155 between Lincoln and Morton (completed October 1992), and Interstate 39 
between Bloomington and Rockford (completed December 1992). 

Despite the progress made in funding Illinois’ transportation services and the completion of the 
state’s interstate system, IDOT remained hard pressed to keep up with transportation 
demands. Due in part to a spike in urban growth, between 1980 and 1990, Illinois’ highway 
fuel consumption grew from 5.1 billion gallons to 6.2 billion gallons and annual travel surged 
from 65 billion vehicle-miles to 83 billion vehicle-miles. In testament to this growth, traffic on 
Chicago’s tollways and expressways more than doubled in the two decades after IDOT’s 
creation. 

After the deregulation of the airplane industry in 1978, commercial airplane travel greatly 
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Registered Motor Vehicles in Illinois 
1907–2010 

expanded throughout the 1980s. O’Hare International—still holding claim as the world’s 
busiest airport—annually served more than 64 million passengers and shipped or received 
over a million tons of cargo by the early 1990s, pushing the airport to its operational capacity. 

As the 1990s began, the state faced greater congestion on its roadways and in its skies, 
increasing the pressure on its transportation infrastructure and ecosystems. Luckily, a broad 
and sweeping federal program promised relief. 
 

ISTEA and the National Highway System 

On December 18, 1991, President George H. W. Bush signed the Intermodal Surface 
Transportation Efficiency Act (ISTEA) into law. The act fundamentally restructured national 
transportation policy, planning, and funding. As the first reauthorization of federal 
transportation legislation since the beginning of the interstate era in the mid-1950s, ISTEA 
replaced the federal highway aid system that had been in effect since 1916. Between 1992 
and 1997, the act authorized an initial $155 billion to state transportation agencies for the 
development of an economically-efficient and environmentally sound national transportation 
system. 

In order to receive their share of the funding, states were required to provide statewide 
transportation plans and improvement programs. To develop the state’s transportation plan, 
IDOT’s Office of Planning and Programming held over 25 public forums and topic meetings 
across the state between August 1993 and December 1994. The meetings—in addition to 
private letters sent in by citizens and organizations across the state—addressed public 
concerns with the environment, tourism, economic development, and aging population of 
Illinois. Aided by this public input, IDOT released its comprehensive state transportation plan 
in 
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in early 1995. 

Capitalizing on an ISTEA program that funded transportation enhancement projects, IDOT 
established the Illinois Transportation Enhancement Program (ITEP) in 1992. ITEP soon 
began providing facilities for pedestrians and bicycles, preserving historic sites, landscaping 
and beautifying public roadways, and assisting with other projects above and beyond routine 
construction or maintenance. By 1997, ITEP had helped double the number of miles of 
dedicated bicycle paths and trails and made 73 percent of Illinois’ roads suitable for bicycling. 

One of the major provisions of ISTEA was the creation of a National Highway System (NHS), 
a network of interstates and highways deemed important to national travel and defense. 
Illinois was identified as a major recipient of ISTEA funds due in no small part to its integral 
role in the NHS program. Despite a mid-decade lapse in state transportation funding 
reauthorization, between FY 1991 and FY 1998, Illinois received $4.4 billion in highway and 
surface transportation funding through ISTEA, in addition to $1.6 billion for mass transit. In 
June 1998, the act was reauthorized as the Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century 
(TEA-21), which extended the program through 2003. 

 

Above: IDOT’s Video Inspection Vehicle – 1992 
 

Below: District 1’s Communication Center – 
Schaumburg, mid 1990s  

Designing an Intelligent Highway 

With a new focus guiding departmental priorities, a blueprint 
was needed for improving quality and productivity at all levels. 
Starting in 1990, the department’s use of automation and 
technology accelerated. Computers began their path toward 
full integration for design and drafting plans. Working with 
private consultants, IDOT engineers were able to standardize 
computerized drawings and contract plans. This new system, 
Computer Aided Design and Drafting or CADD, began IDOT’s 
move into the digital era. 

Upholding a partnership that went back to the dawn of the 
hard roads era, the Division of Highways worked with research 
engineers at the University of Illinois in 1991 to create the 
Mechanistic Pavement Design (MPD). Relying on computer 
modeling or simulation of conditions affecting pavement 
performance, the MPD system was recognized by the Federal 
Highway Administration for its “leadership in developing a 
state-of-the-art mechanistic design technique” for pavements. 

In 1992, IDOT introduced the Video Inspection Vehicle, a 
high-tech van equipped with video cameras and measuring 
devices. The high resolution cameras allowed the department 
to conduct automated pavement inspection and data 
collection more accurately than visual inspections, and all at 
the speed of moving traffic. The following year, the Roadway 
Weather Information System (RWIS) was introduced. Using 
pavement sensors and radar, RWIS was able to monitor 
precipitation, temperature, and wind velocity and direction, 
sending the information real-time and 24 hours a day to 
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THE GREAT FLOOD OF 1993 

In the spring and early summer of 1993, the Midwest endured catastrophic levels of 
rainfall, up to 350 percent above normal in some areas. By July 1993, the upper 
Mississippi, Missouri, and Illinois rivers had reached flood stages several feet above 
the historic record. 

In Illinois, levees along the Mississippi and Illinois Rivers ruptured in July and August. 
Over 872,000 acres of farmland were flooded, destroying $425 million in crops. Eighty-
two communities were overwhelmed in Illinois, closing 300 miles of roads and 12 
bridges on the state highway system, including an additional 900 miles of local roads 
and streets. Economic losses and property and infrastructure damages reached into 
the billions of dollars. 

In cooperation with state and federal agencies, IDOT immediately began flood 
response and recovery efforts. Between July and November of 1993, IDOT spent $18 
million on operations and emergency repairs. IDOT employees worked 77,000 regular 
work hours and 83,600 hours of overtime—not to mention countless volunteer 
hours—providing emergency efforts. These efforts included hauling 146,300 tons of 
rock and 64,000 tons of sand, hauling and stacking 7 million sandbags, operating 42 
heavy duty pumps, flying state helicopters for support missions, assisting with 
community evacuations, providing traffic patrols (often on a 24-hour basis), and 
conducting flood risk assessments for the U.S. Corps of Engineers. IDOT’s truck fleet 
usage increased by 101 percent in the summer of 1993 compared to the year before, 
hauling 50 million pounds (approximately 2,300 truck loads) of debris and refuse. 

The flood response meant deferring regular highway maintenance programs, such as 
mowing, weigh stations, repainting, and rest area maintenance for the majority of 
1993. By the next spring, IDOT had begun to resume normal operations, much like the 
Illinois residents the department was committed to helping. The Great Flood of 1993 
remains one of the largest and most damaging floods in the nation’s history. 

 

Clockwise from above: Extensive flooding along the 
Mississippi River; Convoy of trucks, near Beardstown; 

Industrial shredder in action, Rock Island 
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stations across the state. The system allowed the department to respond to weather events 
and dispatch winter maintenance crews faster than ever before. 
 

New Changes for a New Century 

Bolstered by a revamped federal transportation funding program and an infusion of 
technological advances, IDOT was prepared to face the dawn of a new century. Before that 
arrived, however, the 1990s offered several important changes for the department. 

The first change was an administrative restructuring. In March 1995, Governor Jim Edgar 
issued an executive order creating the Department of Natural Resources. The new 
department contained the former Departments of Conservation, Mines and Minerals, and 
Energy and Natural Resources. Also included in the consolidation was IDOT’s Division of 
Water Resources. With the division’s transfer and the early retirement of 800 IDOT employees 
in 1991, the number of IDOT’s full-time permanent employees dropped from 7,545 in 1990 to 
6,363 by 1998, a historic low at the time. 

IDOT extended several of its public services throughout the decade. Joining other agencies 
across the nation, IDOT launched Illinois’ Adopt-A-Highway program in 1992. This was quickly 
followed with the Corridors for Tomorrow program, a major landscaping initiative that planted 
over 6,000 acres of wildflowers and native grasses along interstates and expressways. As 
another public service, IDOT’s launched its website in the fall of 1995 (http://dot.state.il.us). 
Recognizing the need to provide quick and direct access to information through what was still 
a young medium, IDOT’s website featured congestion maps for the Chicago area, interstate 
construction zone maps, and information on rest areas, winter road conditions, and Amtrak 
services. 

 

 

IDOT Full-Time Permanent Employees 
1972–2010 
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A final important change was a refocusing of the department’s highway improvement plan. 
After the completion of the federal aid interstate highways in the 1980s, IDOT turned its 
attention away from new construction and toward the rehabilitation of several older segments 
of interstate across Illinois. Among these rehabilitation projects were Interstate 74 between I-
57 and University Avenue in Urbana—the first interstate segment built in the state—and 
Interstate 55 (Stevenson Expressway) between I-294 and the Dan Ryan Expressway in 
Chicago, which at a final cost of nearly $600 million made it the largest roadway improvement 
project in IDOT’s history. By FY 2000, only 9.5 percent of the state’s highway program 
investments were going toward system expansion, as opposed to 47.3 percent for 
preservation and 25.1 percent for modernization. 

The end of the decade witnessed a major event in Illinois’ transportation funding. In May 1999, 
Illinois Governor George Ryan signed into law Illinois FIRST (Fund for Infrastructure, Roads, 
Schools, and Public Transit). The act appropriated $12 billion over five years and was the 
largest public works program in state history. Of the total amount, $4.1 billion was marked for 
public transit (nearly all of it going to the RTA in Chicago) and $4.1 billion for roads and 
highways (with $1.5 billion going directly to IDOT). An additional $160 million was targeted 
toward state airport improvements and $150 million toward railroad grade safety 
improvements. Paid for with increased vehicle registration fees, title transfer fees, and liquor 
taxes, Illinois FIRST also leveraged substantial funds from the federal government. 

Feelings toward the act were strong on both sides. Politicians and the public alike argued 
whether Illinois FIRST was wasteful spending or a needed investment. Despite the 
controversy—made worse in recent years following Governor Ryan’s incarceration and the 
state’s debt crisis—the act made it possible for IDOT to bring 85 percent of state-aid roads to 
good or excellent condition by 2003. Illinois’ road improvement program went from $1.14 
billion in FY 1999 to $1.9 billion in FY 2000, a 67 percent increase. Having struggled for much 
of its existence to meet the demands of the travelling public, IDOT enjoyed a newfound but 
tenuous prosperity at the dawn of the new millennium. 

In 2000, Illinois’ population reached 12.4 million, a growth of 8.4 percent over the previous 
decade. Just shy of 9 million vehicles were registered statewide in 2000, driving 103 billion 
vehicle miles annually. IDOT’s annual appropriations reached over $4 billion for the first time 
in FY 2000, bolstered by steady motor fuel and registration taxes, Illinois FIRST, and the 
federal TEA-21 (expanded in 2005 by the next reauthorization act, the Safe, Accountable, 
Flexible, Efficient Transportation Equity Act: A Legacy for Users, or SAFETEA-LU). 

IDOT spent $134.2 million on air transportation in FY 2000, $25 million more than FY 1999. A 
record 24,801 pilots and 9,973 planes registered with Illinois in 2000, highlighting the 
department’s need to address its air transportation program. While efforts to improve the 
safety and efficiency of Illinois’ air travel had been successful, some argued that increased 
congestion in the Chicago-area airports had slowed economic development in the region. In 
response, IDOT took center stage in an important debate over the future of Illinois’ air 
transportation. 
 

Chicago’s Third Airport 

The idea of a third major airport for Chicago (in addition to Midway and O’Hare) was first 
proposed in the late 1960s by Chicago Mayor Richard J. Daley, but failed to gain traction over 
thi t  ll ti  
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the next three decades. By the late 1990s, it became apparent that the Chicago area suffered 
from a lack of ground capacity for aviation expansion. Flight cancellations and severe delays 
plagued the Chicago airports. In 1998, O’Hare’s place as the world’s busiest airport began to 
slip due to federal flight limits imposed to reduce national flight delays. By 2005, it had lost the 
title to the Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport. 

In 1999, Governor Ryan submitted to the FAA a plan for a new major airport in Will County. 
That same year, the state submitted its initial environmental assessment to the FAA for 
approval, which it received in 2002. Almost immediately, the Division of Aeronautics began 
purchasing lands and acquiring right of way around the site’s location near Peotone, Illinois. 
Through FY 2010, the department had acquired over 2,400 acres of the approximately 5,000 
acres needed for the inaugural airport project. 

The airport project, known as the Peotone Airport or the South Suburban Airport, was not 
without its objectors. A separate proposal initially sought to create an Abraham Lincoln 
National Airport near University Park (also in Will County). Others argued that rehabilitating 
and expanding O’Hare was a better investment than building a third Chicagoland airport. 
Despite this opposition, IDOT continued (and continues) to develop its airport master plan, 
submit studies to the FAA, and acquire land for the project. There is no estimated date of 
completion for the airport, but the need to provide relief to Chicago’s air system and increase 
its capacity remains a top concern for the department. 

Diversity and the Environment 

The concerns facing a state agency in the 21st 
century go far beyond rail ties, pavement, and 
tarmac. Recognizing the changing face of state 
government, IDOT initiated several programs that 
met modern demands for workplace diversity and 
environmental responsibility. 
In November 2003, IDOT created the Office of 
Business and Workforce Diversity. The office’s 
primary goals were to encourage equal 
opportunities for women- and minority-owned 
small businesses in state-funded transportation 
contracts and to encourage non-discriminatory 
practices both inside and outside IDOT. Some of 
the office’s services were technical, financial, and 
business training for small businesses and job 
training for men and women interested in 
construction trades jobs. The benefit of promoting 
cultural diversity within its workforce and bidding 
contractors was not only for the sake of diversity 
itself, but with the knowledge that improved 
competition among private contractors would also 
create cost savings. The Disadvantaged Business 
Enterprise (DBE) Program, a federally mandated 
non-discrimination and assistance program, 

 

The evolution of women’s roles at IDOT 
 

Top: Miss Illinois Highway contestants – 1969 

Bottom: Female highway engineers – 2010 
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In the late 2000s, IDOT 
incorporated approximately 

2,000 E-85 and biodiesel 
trucks into its fleet. Electric 

vehicles were also introduced 
beginning in 2011. 

provided IDOT the opportunity to open two DBE 
resources centers in Chicago and East St. Louis in 
2006.  

As a testament to IDOT’s goal of achieving greater 
diversity, the agency’s first female Director of 
Aeronautics, Susan Shea, was promoted in June 2005, 
its first female Director of Highways, Christine Reed, 
was promoted in November 2007, and the first female 
Secretary of the Department, Ann Schneider, was 
appointed by Governor Pat Quinn in July 2011. 

In addition to cultural diversity, IDOT committed itself to 
environmental responsibility and sustainability in the 
2000s. In July 2009, IDOT’s Sustainable Practices 
Program was created with projects and outreach 
programs beginning in early 2010. At the time, the 
program was one of only six similar programs in 
transportation agencies throughout the country. Having 
been involved with the state’s Green Government 
Coordinating Council for several years, the department 
promoting created the program in the understanding that transportation agencies have a large role to 
play in promoting conservation, efficiency, and sustainability. Among its initiatives, the 
Sustainable Practices Program coordinated solar- and wind-powered rest stops, LED traffic 
lights, biofuel-ready switch grass on highways, recycled road building materials, sponsorship 
of the Adopt-A-Highway program, and numerous other projects. 

 

Division of Public and Intermodal Transportation 

Sustainable transportation has been an important component of IDOT’s efforts since the 
department’s inception.  The Division of Mass Transportation was one of the original divisions 
included in IDOT’s creation in 1972. Its mission remained fairly nebulous, focusing on 
transportation planning recommendations and coordinating the department’s programming 
activities. However, the energy and financial crisis of the mid-1970s quickly redefined the 
division’s role. 

The state’s northeastern region, made up of Cook, DuPage, Kane, Lake, McHenry, and Will 
counties, has historically accounted for 95 percent of Illinois’ public transportation services. In 
the early 1970s, hampered by economic inflation and an energy crisis, these services 
underwent drastic cuts. At the direction of Governor Dan Walker, IDOT held ten public 
hearings in late 1972 and early 1973 regarding the creation of a regional transportation 
system. Attended by over 1,200 local officials, transit company representatives, community 
organizations, and citizens, the hearings revealed strong support for a centralized public 
transportation authority. The General Assembly responded by passing the Regional 
Transportation Authority (RTA) Act in 1973, approved the following year in a regional 
referendum. As the oversight body for the Chicago Transit Authority (CTA), the Commuter Rail 
Division (Metra), and the Suburban Bus Division (Pace), the RTA became the second-largest 
public transportation system in North America. 
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Further public transportation reform occurred with the Downstate Public Transportation Act of 
1974. As the state’s first program for providing assistance to downstate (non-Chicago area) 
transit systems, the act provided state funding to cover operating deficits and invest in transit 
expansion throughout Illinois. 

In response to these changes, IDOT’s Division of Mass Transportation was renamed the 
Division of Public Transportation in 1974. The division’s mission was expanded beyond 
planning and interagency coordination to include the distribution of federal grants—typically 
provided by the Federal Transit Administration (FTA)—and state public transportation funds. 
For over three decades, the Division of Public Transportation supplied capital investment and 
technical and operating assistance throughout the state. 

In the 2000s, public transportation was made more popular than ever by skyrocketing gas 
prices and a tepid economy. At the same time, the vision for Illinois’ freight and passenger rail 
systems was put into focus by the Chicago Region Environmental and Transportation 
Efficiency (CREATE) Program in June 2003 and a renewed push for high speed intercity rail 
service. Responding to these changes, and with the addition of the Bureau of Railroads in 
May 2005, the division was renamed the Division of Public and Intermodal Transportation. In 
September 2011, the division’s bureaus were reconstituted into the Bureaus of CREATE & 
Freight Rail, High Speed & Passenger Rail, Transit Capital, and Transit Operations. 

 
State Supported Amtrak Ridership 

2006–2011 
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The Division of Public and Intermodal Transportation played an increasingly important role in 
IDOT’s services as public transportation demands grew. In addition to administering capital 
and operating funds to over 60 public transit systems across Illinois, the division helped 
support Amtrak and freight service in the state and provided oversight to 220 intermodal 
freight transfer facilities and 35 major intermodal transportation points for intercity rail, bus, 
and air. The division remained responsible for coordinating and supporting federally-funded 
assistance programs, including transportation for elderly and disabled persons, rural and small 
urban areas, and low-income persons seeking employment. In FY 2011, the division 
administered a record $8 billion in federal and state funds in more than 325 association 
contracts and grants. 

Among IDOT’s visions for public transportation programs, one project loomed larger than all 
others. Having been little more than a dream for several decades, the reality of high speed 
passenger rail service in Illinois quickly began to materialize in the late 2000s.trains 

Full Speed Ahead 

America in the late 2000s was in the midst of the 
worst economic crisis since the Great Depression. 
Economic pressures—not to mention increasing civic 
awareness toward energy sustainability—drove 
Amtrak ridership to unprecedented levels. In FY 
2011, 1.75 million passengers in Illinois and 30 
million passengers across the nation used Amtrak, 
both records. Between FY 2006 and FY 2011, Amtrak 
ridership in Illinois increased by 85 percent. Ridership 
on the Lincoln Service between Chicago and St. 
Louis grew by 210 percent over this period, reaching 
412,593 passengers in 2011. As ridership levels 
grew, so did pressure to modernize the nation’s 
passenger rail service and create a nationwide high 
speed network. 

The idea of a high speed passenger rail service in 
America had been around for several decades. While 
America committed itself to building a national 
highway system in the post-World War II years, other 
developed countries around the world had turned 
toward mass transit and commuter trains. Recog-
nizing the benefits of and demand for a balanced 
transportation policy in the U.S., the federal 
government’s first national high speed rail initiative 
was included in 1991’s ISTEA. The Midwest corridor 
(also known as the Chicago Hub Network) was the 
first of five corridors chosen for high speed rail by the 
U.S. DOT in October 1992. Although ISTEA helped 
lay the groundwork for the high speed rail corridors, it 
failed 

Route of Illinois’ first high speed rail service 
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Above: High speed rail improvement – 
near Springfield, 2010 

 
Below: Track Renewal Train (TRT) – 

September 2010 

failed to include sufficient funding to get the project off 
the ground. 

This funding would not come for another seventeen 
years. As part of President Barack Obama’s American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (popularly 
referred to as the Stimulus Bill), $8 billion went toward 
launching the High-Speed Intercity Passenger Rail 
Program. On January 28, 2010, Illinois was one of 
three states selected to receive a federal award over 
$1 billion for high-speed passenger service. The 
state’s $1.4 billion grant total was met by a $400 
million appropriation under the Illinois Jobs Now! 
Capital Program, Governor Quinn’s colossal $31 
billion economic stimulus package. 

Closely following the Midwest corridor layout 
designated under ISTEA, Illinois focused its efforts on 
the state’s signature route between Chicago and St. 
Louis. Designed to operate upon existing Union 
Pacific Railroad track, nearly half of the project’s $1.4 
billion grant total was designated toward track and 
infrastructure improvements on the existing route, 
including the installation of 700,000 premium concrete 
railroad ties and 2.8 million feet of steel rail. 

Work on the 284-mile corridor began in 2010, making 
it the first high speed rail project in the nation to begin 
construction. With operating speeds reaching 110 
mph, the first high speed trains in Illinois are expected 
to roll out in 2015. 

In 2010, having secured additional funds from the 
Transportation Investment Generating Economic 
Recovery (TIGER) grant program, IDOT began 
studying potential corridor improvements and the 
possibility of adding a second high speed rail track to 
meet projected traffic growth. Efforts also began to 
study the feasibility of bringing 220 mph train service 
to Illinois. 
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  Conclusion 

Between the turn of the 20th century and the first decades of the 21st, Illinois witnessed 
tremendous change and growth. Vast shifts in the state’s demographics, politics, and 
economy were due in part to the importance of transportation and mobility in the everyday 
lives of its citizens. 

When the State Highway Department was created in 1913, Illinois’ highways had changed 
little from the days of Lincoln. Just over 50,000 motor vehicles braved the state’s ragged 
roads, less than ten percent of which were paved. A century later, over 10 million motor 
vehicles travelling 300 million vehicle-miles a day rely on the state’s 140,000 miles of roads 
and streets, including a 16,000-mile state highway system. 

In 1903, humanity’s dream of flying came true when a converted glider flew 120 feet at Kitty 
Hawk, North Carolina. Today, up to 200 aircraft take off from Chicago’s O’Hare International 
Airport each hour—many with wingspans longer than the entire length of the Wright Brothers’ 
first flight—and carry 200,000 travelers per day. 

Throughout the early 20th century, a handful of trolley and bus services in a few urban centers 
comprised the entirety of Illinois’ public transit operations. Today, public transportation can be 
found across Illinois carrying an annual ridership equal to twice the national population. And 
just to show the unpredictability of the arc of history, the hope for the state’s transportation 
future rests on the same mode of transportation that defined its past—railroads. 

Since 1972, the Illinois Department of Transportation has played a central role in this 
development and is committed to a continual movement forward. IDOT’s goals for 
transportation in Illinois revolve around improved safety, improved mobility, preservation of our 
intermodal transportation system, and the proper stewardship of that system to improve 
quality of life, improve the environment, and improve economic prosperity throughout the 
state. 

IDOT has succeeded through the hard work of its employees and support of the state’s 
citizens. Because of this, the department has been able to accomplish the goals of the past 
and looks forward to meeting the challenges of the future. 
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Appendix 

Directors, Secretaries, and State Engineers of 
Illinois’ Transportation Agencies 

 

Director of Department of Public Works and Buildings 

Leslie D. Puterbaugh ................................................................................................... 1917-1918 

Frank I. Bennett ........................................................................................................... 1918-1919 

Cornelius R. Miller ........................................................................................................ 1920-1928 

Harry H. Cleaveland ..................................................................................................... 1929-1932 

Robert Kingery ............................................................................................................. 1933-1936 

F. Lynden Smith ........................................................................................................... 1937-1940 

Walter A. Rosenfield .................................................................................................... 1941-1948 

Charles P. Casey ......................................................................................................... 1949-1952 

Edwin A. Rosenstone................................................................................................... 1953-1960 

William J. Payes ........................................................................................................... 1961-1962 

Francis S. Lorenz ......................................................................................................... 1963-1968 

Norbert J. Johnson ................................................................................................................ 1968 

William F. Cellini .......................................................................................................... 1969-1971 

 

Secretary of Department of Transportation 

William F. Cellini ................................................................................................................... 1972 

Langhorne Bond .......................................................................................................... 1973-1977 

John Kramer ................................................................................................................ 1977-1984 

Gregory Baise .............................................................................................................. 1984-1985 

Harry R. Hanley ........................................................................................................... 1985-1986 

Gregory Baise .............................................................................................................. 1987-1989 

Michael Lane ................................................................................................................ 1990-1991 

Kirk Brown .................................................................................................................... 1991-2002 

Timothy Martin ............................................................................................................. 2003-2007 

Milton R. Sees .............................................................................................................. 2008-2009 

Gary Hannig ................................................................................................................. 2009-2011 

Ann Schneider ............................................................................................................. 2011-1111 
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Highways 

State Highway Engineer (Illinois Highway Commission) 

A.N. Johnson ................................................................................................................1905-1913 

Chief State Highway Engineer (Illinois State Highway Department) 

William W. Marr ............................................................................................................1913-1917 

Chief Highway Engineer (Division of Highways) 

Clifford Older ................................................................................................................1917-1924 

Frank T. Sheets ............................................................................................................1924-1932 

Ernst Lieberman ...........................................................................................................1933-1941 

Wesley W. Polk ............................................................................................................1941-1948 

Clifford M. Hathaway ....................................................................................................1949-1951 

Frank N. Barker ............................................................................................................1951-1953 

Ralph R. Bartelsmeyer .................................................................................................1953-1963 

Virden E. Staff ..............................................................................................................1963-1969 

Richard H. Golterman ...................................................................................................1969-1973 

Director of Division of Highways 

Harry R. Hanley ............................................................................................................1973-1977 

Harold W. Monroney .....................................................................................................1977-1989 

Ralph C. Wehner ..........................................................................................................1989-1994 

James C. Slifer .............................................................................................................1994-2001 

James L. Easterly .........................................................................................................2002-2003 

Victor A. Modeer ...........................................................................................................2003-2005 

Milton R. Sees ..............................................................................................................2006-2007 

Christine M. Reed .........................................................................................................2007-2011 

William Frey (Acting) ....................................................................................................2011-1111 

 

Waterways 

Superintendent of Waterways 

William L. Sackett .........................................................................................................1917-1924 

Chief Waterways Engineer (Division of Waterways) 

M.G. Barnes .................................................................................................................1924-1927 

Lorenzo D. Cornish .......................................................................................................1928-1934 
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Walter M. Smith ........................................................................................................... 1934-1937 

Carter Jenkins.............................................................................................................. 1937-1941 

Thomas B. Casey ........................................................................................................ 1942-1962 

John C. Guillou ............................................................................................................ 1963-1971 

Director of Division of Water Resources 

Leo M. Eisel ................................................................................................................. 1972-1977 

Frank Kudrna ............................................................................................................... 1977-1984 

Donald R. Vonnahme .................................................................................................. 1984-1995 

 

Aeronautics 

Director of Department of Aeronautics 

Robert Dewey .............................................................................................................. 1945-1949 

Joseph K. McLaughlin ................................................................................................. 1949-1954 

Arthur E. Abney ........................................................................................................... 1954-1961 

J.E. Wenzel.................................................................................................................. 1962-1971 

Allan F. Landolt ............................................................................................................ 1971-1972 

Director of Division of Aeronautics 

Guy Woods .................................................................................................................. 1973-1977 

Arven Saunders ........................................................................................................... 1977-1979 

Robert L. Donahue ...................................................................................................... 1979-1987 

Robert F. Coverdale .................................................................................................... 1987-1990 

Roger Marquardt ......................................................................................................... 1991-1993 

William Blake ............................................................................................................... 1993-2000 

Hugh Vanvoorst ........................................................................................................... 2000-2005 

Susan Shea ................................................................................................................. 2005-1111 
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