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ABSTRACT 

 

 

SUSAN VANESSA MAYER.  From rails to roads: public transportation in Charlotte, 

North Carolina, 1890-1960.  (Under the direction of DR. DAVID R. GOLDFIELD) 

 

 

 Transportation is a sticky subject for most American cities, and Charlotte is no 

exception.  Modern public transportation, particularly buses, in all but the largest cities 

possesses a negative perception among residents.  While Charlotte differs little from 

other cities in its transit history, an examination of the city’s public transportation reveals 

an important factor that has inevitably shaped modern transportation:  perception.   My 

research traces how the perception of public transportation in Charlotte changed from a 

universally-accepted form of urban movement to an economically and socially divided 

one.  The introduction of public transportation to the city in 1887, followed by the 

streetcars’ electrification in 1891, is readily embraced by all Charlotteans.  A marked 

public preference for a sense of permanence in transportation becomes evident as first 

automobiles are introduced to the city, and later when the streetcars give way to bus 

transportation.  The origin of this preference may be traced to the 1918 bankruptcy and 

closure of the Chatham Estates street railway line and residents’ response to the 

introduction of jitney buses to the area.  Simultaneously, the growing affordability of the 

automobile erodes transit ridership among the middle class.  Mass transportation 

preference shifts from a sense of permanence to convenience even as congestion plagues 

the downtown business district.  Although public transportation patronage dropped 

during the 1930s, its greatest losses occurred following World War II.  A newly-created 

central planning board in Charlotte, in conjunction with federal policy, promoted 

highway construction and automobile ownership as key components of infrastructure 
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expansion.  While the bus system tried to expand patronage and garner public support, it 

faced constant battles with both areas of the city seeking service as well as government 

entities to which it answered.  By the mid-1950s, the decentralization of Charlotte was 

fully underway.  Heavy traffic in the downtown area kept some middle-class suburban 

commuters as bus patrons.  But the final blow was struck in 1958, when a twenty-five 

day strike by the bus drivers cemented automobile commuting by suburbanites.  

Segregated residential suburbs serviced solely by automobile were the norm, and those 

who did not live in those areas or could not afford automobiles were the remaining 

customer base for the bus system.  The historical transition of public transportation in 

Charlotte from a system used by all during the streetcar era to the mode of transit for the 

poor, disadvantaged, and minorities—those unable to afford automobiles—was complete. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

“If our public officials would do as the word of God tells us—to 

acknowledge in all our ways and to ask God for wisdom in all decisions, 

He would direct their path.  God knows what lies ahead, and we would not 

be building [streetcar lines] and, in just a few years, tearing them down 

again.”1 

Vertie Dellinger, 1987 

 

 How do people use the city?  This question lies at the center of my interest in 

urban planning and design.  People obviously live, work, and play in a city.  But how do 

they move about it?  Transportation is critical to determining the pulse of the urban 

environment.  Charlotte has a complex history with transit.  Introduction of new 

technologies spurred the physical growth of the city as the horse transitioned to the 

horseless carriage.  The dominance of public transportation, namely streetcars, subsided 

as society’s preference for personal and economic liberty dictated public embrace of the 

automobile.  Architecture and urban design echoed this sentiment with the growing 

influence of modernist philosophy.  Precedent became unpopular; the only good ideas 

were new ones.  Streetcars were phased out in favor of buses, and the remaining rail 

infrastructure was dismantled.  Ms. Dellinger’s resistance to the reintroduction of rail 

transit, noted in the above quotation, is common within the culture of the car that 

expanded in the United States following World War II.  Although the tension between 

rail and road usage caused traffic congestion up until the end of streetcar service in 1938, 

after this transition streets became even more crowded with automobiles—both public 

(buses) and private.  Government response was to build more roads.  Years of congestion 

on streets and highways inspired a contemporary revival of public transportation tied to 

 
1 Mecklenburg Neighbors, June 7, 1987.  
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the rails, specifically light rail, sparking controversy in metropolitan areas throughout the 

country.2  No stranger to this debate, Charlotte and Mecklenburg County grapple with the 

problem of traffic congestion and transportation alternatives.3 

 My interest in the city’s history of mass transit is spurred by a concern about 

future urban development patterns in the United States and the on-going debate 

concerning the validity of both commuter and light rail transportation in the Charlotte 

region.4  In contrast to much mass transit history, which tends to focus more upon the 

machines rather than on the people using them, this thesis examines how both the people 

and development of Charlotte was affected by the shift in public transportation from 

streetcar to bus that occurred between 1890 and 1960.  The year 1890 begins the period 

in which Dilworth, Charlotte’s first suburb, developed around the streetcar.  Analysis 

ends at 1960 so as to extend the focus into the post-World War II building boom 

experienced by Charlotte.  By this period, the automobile had become the primary mode 

of transportation for Charlotteans, and mass transit had become the means for the poor 

and disadvantaged to travel in the city.5  I seek to accomplish two goals with this project: 

 
2 In comparison to streetcars, which operate within the same streets as automobiles, light rail transit has a 

dedicated right-of-way.  Charlotte began operating its light rail system in 2007.  Other metropolitan areas 

employing light rail transit include Portland, Oregon; Boston, Massachusetts; Los Angeles, California; 

Denver, Colorado; Dallas, Texas; and Salt Lake City, Utah.  
3 Charlotte Observer, “Voters O.K. Transit Tax, Bond Issue,” November 4, 1998; Charlotte Business 

Journal, “City Is Preparing Battle Over Transit Tax,” February 28, 2007; “Transit Planning,” Charlotte 

Area Transit System, http://charmeck.org/city/charlotte/cats/planning/Pages/default.aspx. 
4 Recent disagreements about Charlotte-area transit planning concern the Red Line commuter rail to Iredell 

County.  See Charlotte Observer, “Iredell Objects to Red Line Plans,” January 18, 2012; Ibid., “Public 

Meetings Set on Red Line Project,” January 23, 2012; and Ibid.,  “Norfolk Southern Questions Red Line,” 

January 30, 2012.  A proposed streetcar running along an east-west corridor the former Eastland Mall site 

at Central Avenue and Eastway Drive to Johnson C. Smith University on Beatties Ford Road also has 

generated much discussion in the city.  See Charlotte Observer, “Council Kills Capital Plan,” June 26, 

2012; Ibid., “McCrory Warns Streetcar Risks Light Rail,” February 1, 2013; and Ibid., “Streetcar May 

Have to Wait,” April 10, 2013. 
5 U.S. Bureau of the Census, U.S. Census Population and Housing: 1960 Census Tracts, Final Report 

PHC(1)-22 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1962), 52-59.  Analysis of census numbers 

reveals that the south Charlotte area between Woodlawn Road, Park Road, Sharon Road, and Pineville 

http://charmeck.org/city/charlotte/cats/planning/Pages/default.aspx
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to trace the changes in the history of transportation in Charlotte between 1890 and 1960, 

and to understand the perceptions of the city’s residents and mass transit users during this 

period.  Among the questions I answer are:  Who used each mode of transportation?  

Who was affected by the transition from streetcar to bus?  Did the effects impact a 

specific demographic?  Why did the transition occur?  Did it affect Charlotte’s pattern of 

growth? 

 The transition from streetcar to bus was not the nostalgic event that I had 

previously envisioned.  Charlotteans were enthusiastic to see the old, noisy, dirty 

streetcars replaced by new, clean, efficient buses.  Additionally, streetcars were not 

profitable private ventures, especially since companies were expected to fund the 

maintenance of the track as well as the pavement between the rails.  Buses made better 

financial investments since they utilized government-funded infrastructure.  My research 

revealed the shift in public transportation usage among demographic groups over time.  

Primary and secondary sources revealed that streetcars initially were democratic forms of 

transportation used by a variety of people spanning race, economics, age, and gender.  

For example, the Chatham Estates street railway served both the wealthy residents along 

the development’s showcase boulevard as well as the working class individuals who 

depended upon the system to get to their jobs.6  But by the 1930s the wealthy and upper-

middle class had embraced the automobile over public transportation.  Postwar 

 
Road (now Old Pineville Road) witnessed 92% of its 1960 units occupied after 1954.  These new 

neighborhoods, comprised of single-family homes typically situated on one-quarter to one-third of an acre 

lots, were accessible first and foremost by the automobile. 
6 Charlotte Observer social columns from the 1910s and early 1920s mention many events at private homes 

located near the streetcar lines, emphasizing the use of this form of transportation by the upper-middle and 

upper classes of Charlotte.  For instance, supper following the Charlotte Musical Association concert on 

February 4, 1913, was held at the Chatham Estates home of Mr. and Mrs. Ralph Van Landingham.  Special 

streetcar service was provided for the event.  Charlotte Observer, February 2, 1913. 
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development emphasizing the automobile as well as continued economic and racial 

segregation of residential developments took its toll on the once-diverse usage of public 

transportation in both Charlotte and around the country.  The bus became the vehicle of 

the poor and working class and, ever decreasingly, the suburban commuter, and ridership 

steadily declines.  One major factor in the decline was the Duke Power Company bus 

drivers’ strikes of 1951 and 1958.  Middle-class public transportation users were forced 

to drive or carpool to work, and realized their movement within the city no longer 

necessitated the usage of buses.   

 The growth of Charlotte was not solely dependent upon the streetcar or the 

automobile, but may be considered symbiotic with these forms of transportation.  

However, it is a fact that Charlotte’s city limits changed little from its incorporation in 

1768 until the introduction of horse-drawn streetcars in 1887, when the city’s population 

approximated 10,000.  The construction of electric street railways were coupled with the 

development of residential suburbs as demonstrated in Dilworth, Elizabeth, Chatham 

Estates, and other areas of the city.  Charlotte experienced explosive growth following 

the turn of the twentieth century, steadily increasing to over 100,000 in 1940.  By this 

time, the streetcar recently had been decommissioned, and the automobile ruled city 

planning.  Existing roads provided the infrastructure for suburban growth.  Post-World 

War II growth would be dominated by the subdivision, with modest ranch homes 

consistently arranged in the formerly rural landscape.  Between 1940 and 1960, 

Charlotte’s population reached 200,000, and the city limits increasingly began to absorb 
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rural Mecklenburg County.7  The Interstate Highway System was under construction, and 

Independence Boulevard sliced through residential areas of Charlotte to provide a cross-

town artery for the growing metropolitan area. 

My research picks up where Thomas W. Hanchett leaves off in Sorting Out the 

New South City.8  Although his examination of Charlotte extends to 1975, its primary 

focus is through the 1920s.  By extending the chronology to examine mass transit in 

Charlotte during the Great Depression, World War II, and succeeding economic boom, 

this thesis traces historical patterns in the changing demographics of public transportation 

usage in the city.  Certainly the automobile dominated infrastructure development in 

Charlotte during this period.  However, did the bus have an effect?  Also, as the Civil 

Rights movement sought increasingly public venues for protest, public transportation 

became a focus.  What were its effects in Charlotte? 

 One issue that inevitably emerged is racism within transportation planning, 

development, and operation.  While this topic is not one upon which I would like to 

focus, it cannot be ignored.  Evidence of modern negative perceptions of public 

transportation appears in the historical differences in ridership demographics on streetcars 

and buses.  Robert Bullard has dedicated his career to studying the impacts that racism 

has on public policy, including transportation.  For example, “transit racism” emerged as 

public funding in Los Angeles for mass transportation shifted from public forms of transit 

to personal automobile-based infrastructure.9  Striking Bus Riders Union members 

 
7 Charlotte, North Carolina Annexation History, Charlotte-Mecklenburg Planning Commission, 

http://charmeck.org/city/charlotte/planning/Annexation/Documents/Annexation_History.pdf. 
8 Thomas W. Hanchett, Sorting Out the New South City (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina 

Press, 1998). 
9 Robert D. Bullard and Glenn S. Johnson identify “transit racism” as institutionalized racism that directs 

public transportation policy benefits toward whites while costs impact people of color.  See Robert D. 

http://charmeck.org/city/charlotte/planning/Annexation/Documents/Annexation_History.pdf
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identified the discrepancy that “inner-city bus riders received second-class service 

because they were people of color—or because they were white people who suffered 

from the neighborhood race effects of the poor services given to minority 

communities.”10  While the Los Angeles event occurred outside my spatial and temporal 

focus, roots that led to occurrences such as this are deeply embedded within my research. 

 So why Charlotte?  What makes the transportation history of this southern city 

important?  Merely a decade ago, the city held the local nickname of “Carlotte” for its 

vast patchwork of surface parking lots uptown.11  Additionally, a majority of Charlotteans 

refused to utilize the public transportation system funded by their own tax dollars.  That 

began to change when the LYNX light rail began operation along its southern Blue Line 

in November 2007, returning rail-based transit to the city for the first time in nearly 

seventy years.  People found they were willing to try a more permanent form of public 

transportation—with exception of the express commuter routes, buses generally were 

considered unsafe, uncomfortable, and inefficient.  The question arose:  how did we get 

to this point?  What events in Charlotte’s history led to the perception of public 

transportation use as a stigma?  Why did riders prefer one form of transit but refuse to use 

another?  The answers to these questions may provide clues as to how Charlotte can 

grapple with its issues of public transportation in the future in the face of fifty years of 

negative public perception. 

 
Bullard and Glenn S. Johnson, eds., Just Transportation: Dismantling Race and Class Barriers to Mobility 

(Gabriola Island, BC: New Society Publishers, 1997), 1. 
10 Information on the contemporary perceived image of buses versus rail transit may be found here: Federal 

Transit Administration, Quantifying the Importance of Image and Perception to Bus Rapid Transit, 

(Washington, DC: United States Department of Transportation, 2009); Transportation Research Board, 

Enhancing the Visibility and Image of Transit in the United States and Canada, TRCP Report 63 

(Washington, DC: National Research Council, 2000). 
11 Charlotte Observer, October 23, 2004. 
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My research traces how the perception of public transportation in Charlotte 

changed from a universally-accepted form of urban movement to an economically and 

socially divided one.  This thesis is structured chronologically and divided into two 

chapters.  The first chapter examines the development and demise of street railways—

both horse-drawn and electric—in Charlotte.  Starting in 1890, I explore the needs for 

public transportation, who was served by these systems, and how transit affected patrons’ 

use of the city.  This chapter also focuses on the emergence of competing systems of 

transportation, including buses and jitneys.  A noticeable shift in the perception of public 

transportation appears during this period, as well as the introduction of mechanical 

personal transportation in the automobile.  The second chapter focuses on the bus as the 

primary mode of public transportation and its conflicts with the growing car culture in 

Charlotte.  By this point, public transit patronage had dramatically dropped from its peak 

in the mid-1920s.  While the end of the streetcar in March 1938 was not a significant 

contemporary event, it underscored the power of the automobile in urban movement.  

City planning in the 1940s completely disregarded public transit in favor of road 

construction.  This chapter continues to examine the users, needs, and effects of the 

public transit systems between 1920 and 1960, but also draws comparisons to streetcar 

ridership and user perceptions.  
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HISTORIOGRAPHY 

 

 A historiography covering the context of public transportation in Charlotte may 

be divided into several categories.  The study of the urban fabric to fully understand 

effects of transportation upon cities, and vice versa, as well as both the politics and the 

socioeconomic evolution of the city must be explored.  An examination of transportation 

technologies becomes paramount to understanding their implementation in Charlotte.   

 Transportation history is a relatively young area of intensive study. Though the 

discipline emerged during the social history evolution during the 1960s, technological 

transportation studies were authored as far back as the 1870s.12  But little research delved 

into the social constructs and impacts of mass transit upon cities and their residents.  One 

of the earliest comprehensive histories of mass transit, Fares, Please!, authored by John 

Anderson Miller in 1941, utilized a short bibliography of thirty-one publications to tell 

the history of omnibuses, streetcars, and other forms of transportation in less than two 

hundred pages.  However, due to the period in which this book was written as well as the 

empirical approach typical of historians of this generation, there is absolutely no mention 

of segregation or any racial issues.  The final chapter, “Transit in the Modern Age,” 

purported to tell the story of urban transportation “To-day and To-morrow.”13  The 

widening gap between the automobile haves and those public transportation-reliant have-

nots was ignored.  For Miller, the history of transportation was an economic and political 

history.   

 
12 Ezra M. Stratton, The World on Wheels (New York: published by the author, 1878).  In one of the earliest 

transportation histories published, Stratton examined world transportation technologies beginning with the 

Egyptians.   
13 John Anderson Miller, Fares Please! A Popular History of Trolleys, Streetcars, Buses, Elevateds, and 

Subways, Second edition (New York: Dover Publications, 1960), 181. 



xv 

 

 Mass transit histories are typically rooted in two forms of causation—

technological innovation and economic and political impositions—and tend to be 

empirical and focus upon the political and economic forces behind the transportation 

systems, while giving less credence to the experience of the actual users.  In contrast to 

the above approach, Sam Bass Warner, Jr. interpreted transportation to be a tool of urban 

expansion.  Streetcar Suburbs: The Process of Growth in Boston (1870-1900) was the 

first monograph to focus on a specific geographical area and examine the intricate 

relationship between streetcars and regional development.  In 1850 Boston was “a city of 

pedestrians.”14  While omnibuses, due to their expensive fare, had done little to increase 

the city’s footprint in twenty-five years, the introduction of the horse-drawn streetcar in 

1852 saw Boston begin to expand.  Next, the electric streetcar revolutionized how and 

where the city’s residents lived and worked.  Over time, the once independent towns of 

Roxbury, West Roxbury, and Dorchester were absorbed into Boston.  Demographics of 

the region shifted as well, and by 1900 “the interaction of the growth of the street railway 

and class building patterns had produced class-segregated suburbs.”15  As the streetcars 

spread outside Boston, cheaper land became available for development and was filled 

with housing for middle- and working- class families.  Warner’s study stands as a 

foundation for the integrated study of transportation and urban development, and his 

observations and inferences may certainly be applied to Charlotte.  Like in Boston, 

middle-class families had obtained what they initially believed to be a standard of 

achievement: country living convenient to the city.  Northeastern areas such as Boston 

 
14 Sam Bass Warner, Jr., Streetcar Suburbs: The Process of Growth in Boston, 1870-1900, Second edition 

(Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University Press, 1978), 15. 
15 Ibid., 64. 
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inspired Charlotte civic leaders—Edward Dilworth Latta drew his ideas for Dilworth 

from his college years in Princeton, New Jersey. 

 The innovations in public transportation introduced in the late nineteenth century 

were examples of new technologies that transformed the United States.  Electrification, 

telephone communication, mass transit, and expanded manufacturing capabilities 

transformed the urban fabric.  Although these new technologies typically were attributed 

to being “irresistible” to adoption by society, David E. Nye explained that the influence 

of electricity, streetcars, and other innovations hinged upon their usage by people.  Using 

the example of Muncie, Indiana, the subject of a revolutionary study by sociologists 

Robert S. and Helen Merrell Lynd, Nye asserted that “electrification is the story of 

increasing technical potentialities embedded in social processes.”16  The streetcar in the 

American city was no different.  Suburban living, traditionally affordable to only the 

wealthiest citizens, became possible for the middle class.  Therefore, the streetcar was not 

“merely functional transportation, but a vehicle of urban change.”17 

 David St. Clair provides an excellent overview of the technological and economic 

factors behind the transition from streetcar to bus.  The introduction of the motor bus, a 

diesel-powered independent vehicle unlike than the electric bus tied to a power grid, 

countered the financial troubles of the streetcar companies.  Slow technology upgrades 

and bad reputation compromised the privately-owned rail ventures.  St. Clair explored the 

theory that General Motors (GM) undermined the streetcar industry by buying out these 

transit companies while encouraging the purchase of GM motor buses, a conspiracy 

 
16 David E. Nye, Electrifying America: Social Meanings of New Technologies, 1880-1940, Fifth printing 

(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1997), 27.  The work referenced by Nye is Robert S. Lynd and Helen Merrell 

Lynd, Middletown: A Study in American Culture (New York, NY: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1929). 
17 Nye, 85. 
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theory which does not coincide with the end of streetcars in Charlotte.18   Similarly, 

Martha J. Bianco, explored the consequences of mass transit technological innovation in 

Portland, Oregon.  While both St. Clair and Bianco focused upon the vehicles utilized in 

mass transportation, Bianco acknowledged the changing experience of the transit user.  

She identified five affected constituent groups:  “transit company employees, business 

interests, politicians, investors, and, of course, riders.”19  Although Bianco’s documented 

experiences of early transit riders relied heavily upon anecdotes first quoted by Kenneth 

Jackson in Crabgrass Frontier, her analysis of the economic and political forces upon 

mass transit in Portland revealed the deterioration of the user experience—one major 

factor in declining patronage—and the common transition from private enterprise to 

public utility.   

 Continuing the examination of mass transit through a scientific lens, David W. 

Jones identified the changing needs of the consumer as the downfall of the streetcar.  The 

wars in Europe during the first half of the twentieth century provided unfettered 

economic opportunity for the United States.  Consumer stability and buying power led to 

the domination of the automobile in American culture long before the technology took 

hold across the Atlantic Ocean.  Jones noted that the automobile led to the decline of all 

mass transit, including buses.20  While much scholarship focused upon the battle between 

rail and road, Scott Bottles teamed both the streetcar and bus against the automobile in 

his Los Angeles and the Automobile.  Los Angeles served as an example of the 

automobile’s effects upon American urban development and the movement away from 

 
18 David St. Clair, The Motorization of American Cities (New York, NY: Prager Publishers, 1986). 
19 Martha J. Bianco, “Technological Innovation and the Rise and Fall of Urban Mass Transit,” Journal of 

Urban History 25, No. 3 (March 1999), 348. 
20 David W. Jones, Mass Motorization + Mass Transit (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2008). 
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downtown toward the decentralized city.  Bottles identified the congestion generated by 

poorly-planned streetcar—and later bus—routes and the growing number of automobiles 

on the streets of Los Angeles’ central business district as major factors in the decreasing 

influence of mass transit in the city.  Here the automobile served as a tool of democracy, 

for “the people gave up on the politicians and took reform into their own hands by 

claiming the right to their own private means of transport” during the Progressive 

movement against 1920s corporate political influence.21  Thus, Bottles incorporated 

social analysis into his study of Los Angeles’ development.   

 A major component of the study of transportation is its intended destinations—

what type of area is the mass transit serving and how does it affect its riders?  In his 

classic work Crabgrass Frontier, Kenneth T. Jackson explored the uniqueness of 

American suburban growth within the international context.  Focusing on how people 

were affected by their environments, Jackson provided a succinct overview of the class 

evolution of suburban development from being a wealthy escape from the city to 

becoming a middle-class enclave.  Thomas Hanchett’s focus on neighborhood 

development was a direct reflection of the influence of Jackson upon his work.  Since the 

development of Charlotte had received little scholarly scrutiny, Hanchett’s Sorting Out 

the New South City was a welcome introduction to a study of the forces of demographics 

and economics that have shaped Charlotte.  Class and race drove neighborhood 

development in the city.  Edward Dilworth Latta targeted upper-middle class whites in 

his development of Dilworth in the 1890s.  Early blue collar neighborhoods tended to 

form as mill villages isolated from the nearby city, with streetcar lines running from these 

 
21 Scott L. Bottles, Los Angeles and the Automobile: The Making of the Modern City (Berkeley, CA: 

University of California Press, 1987), 53. 
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residences to the industrial core.  While mass transit had its role, Hanchett identified 

federal programs targeting development—among these the Federal Housing 

Administration and the Federal Urban Renewal Administration—as the major forces 

shaping Charlotte’s development.  Beyond Dilworth and Chatham Estates, the streetcar 

received limited scrutiny and the bus even less, not unlike Jackson’s lack of post-war 

analysis of public transportation.  However, this attention to post-World War II public 

transportation was reflective of the attitudes of city planners during that period.  Truly, 

the “sorting out” of Charlotte through residential development and dispersal had been 

completed for over twenty years.22  

 To best understand the full context of transportation, the history of the urban 

South must also be examined.  The story of the South following the Civil War was one of 

recovery, rebranding, and revitalization.  The City in Southern History, edited by Blaine 

A. Brownell and David R. Goldfield, provides an excellent overview of Southern urban 

history.  Three essays specifically apply within the chronology of Charlotte’s public 

transportation history.  Post-war urban growth occurred through the expansion of 

railroads in the 1870s.  Charlotte, along with other landlocked Southern cities including 

Knoxville, Dallas, and Birmingham, prospered as manufacturing and commerce took 

root.  Howard N. Rabinowitz identified that this economic growth “allowed the southern 

cities to return to task of extending and modernizing municipal services,” including 

public transportation.23  By the turn of the twentieth century, rapid expansion 

characterized the urban South.  As Brownell described the rapid changes occurring in the 

 
22 Kenneth T. Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985); Hanchett, Sorting 

Out.  
23 Howard N. Rabinowitz, “Continuity and Change: Southern Urban Development, 1860-1900,” in The City 

in Southern History, Blaine A. Brownell and David R. Goldfield, eds. (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat 

Press, 1976), 110. 
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region, it became evident that Charlotte shared the regional pattern of urban 

transformation.  In 1920 the city had broken into the top twenty-five of Southern cities; 

twenty years later, Charlotte ranked seventeenth in the region.  During this period before 

World War II, urban transportation underwent a rapid shift from animal power to electric 

streetcar to personal automobiles, and the urban fabric changed as quickly as transit.  The 

growing divide between rural and urban/suburban widened, with suburban expansion 

“hailed as the wave of the future and the signal of progress.”24  In advancing this focus on 

Southern prosperity, Edward F. Haas identified the region’s continued economic progress 

as having “provided the essential underpinning for urban expansion.”25  During the 

tumultuous postwar years, urban structure and society experienced numerous changes.  

Transportation planning shifted full force from the city to the region, with highways and 

airports taking priority.  Suburban expansion exploded as the footprint of Charlotte 

constantly grew through residential construction and annexation.  Also, race relations 

rose to the forefront as the Civil Rights movement began to dominate domestic headlines.   

 Charlotte’s context within the South may be interpreted through David R. 

Goldfield’s Cotton Fields and Skyscrapers.  The author indicated that Southerners’’ 

cultural closeness with nature, unlike suburbanization in Northern cities, best explained 

residential expansion in Charlotte through the allure of nature rather than escape from the 

city.  Additionally, urban development in the South was handicapped by the biracial 

social structure, which “[abused] the city’s most valuable resource—the labor and 

 
24 Blaine A. Brownell, “The Urban South Comes of Age, 1900-1940,” in The City in Southern History, 

Brownell and Goldfield, eds. (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat Press, 1976), 144. 
25 Edward F. Hass, “The Southern Metropolis, 1940-1976,” in The City in Southern History, Brownell and 

Goldfield, eds. (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat Press, 1976), 174. 
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intelligence of its population.”26  The intricacies of biracialism in Charlotte, especially 

upper- and middle-class black activism, are detailed in Bittersweet Legacy.  While much 

of the book remained outside the temporal scope of this thesis, Janette Thomas 

Greenwood provided insight into the class struggle within the black community.  During 

this period, the “better classes” of black residents fought segregation through economic 

advancement while poor blacks were more vocal.  The end of the final chapter covers the 

1907 streetcar boycott in Charlotte. 

  Transit in the South has received much scrutiny in the past decade.  Scholarship 

focused upon the race conflict which erupted with Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) and the rash 

of Jim Crow streetcar ordinances that followed.  The most thorough survey of these race 

boycotts is August Meier and Elliott Rudwick’s 1969 article.  While the boycotts were in 

response to rising suppression of black citizenship, white supremacist rhetoric and 

activity simply overpowered any pushback.  African Americans in Richmond, Virginia, 

and Nashville, Tennessee, succeeded in temporarily forming their own transit companies, 

but most boycotts failed due to the population’s reliance upon public transportation.27  

Walter E. Campbell followed up on Meier and Rudwick’s examination of the 1907 

African American boycott in Savannah, Georgia.  Campbell blamed competing business 

interests for the rise in racial tensions, positing that “evidence also suggests that business 

competition can help us explain the timing of many Jim Crow measures in the South, the 

motivations behind them, and the strength of black protest against them.”28  Blair L.M. 

 
26 David R. Goldfield, Cotton Fields and Skyscrapers, Paperback edition (Baltimore, MD: The Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1989), 7. 
27 August Meier and Elliott Rudwick, “The Boycott Movement against Jim Crow Streetcars in the South, 

1900-1906,” Journal of American History 55, No. 4 (March 1969), 756-775. 
28 Walter. E. Campbell, “Profit, Prejudice, and Protest: Utility Competition and the Generation of Jim Crow 

Streetcars in Savannah, 1905-1907,” Georgia Historical Quarterly 70, No. 2 (Summer 1986), 230. 
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Kelley directly challenged the conservative black response to Jim Crow put forth by 

Meier and Rudwick.  In Right to Ride, she argued that these activists laid the foundations 

for overt resistance to segregation in the 1950s.  As these works demonstrate, along with 

Greenwood, successful black resistance to Jim Crow streetcar laws was hamstrung by the 

boycotters’ need for public transportation. 

 Charlotte’s own transportation history has received some attention, most notably 

from historian Dan L. Morrill.  Working as the long-time executive director of the 

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Historic Landmarks Commission, Morrill has produced a large 

amount of scholarship about Charlotte and its streetcars and buses.  Among designated 

local landmarks are Streetcar No. 85, the car which made the official last streetcar run in 

1938, and General Motors “New Look” Buses Nos. 1074 and 1076.29  As part of the 

landmark designation process, the comprehensive historical essays detailing these 

vehicles provided invaluable information about public transportation in Charlotte.  

Morrill is also responsible for research on the early neighborhoods of the city and 

obviously serves as an inspiration for later work by Hanchett.  Morrill provides a basis 

for the examination of Dilworth with his 1985 article about Edward Dilworth Latta and 

the Charlotte Consolidated Construction Company.  Though the focus of the study, Latta 

was one of the many “aggressive entrepreneurs that led the post-Civil War South into a 

 
29 Dan L. Morrill, “Charlotte ‘New Look’ General Motors Buses Nos. 1074 and 1076,”  Charlotte-

Mecklenburg Historic Landmarks Commission, September 26, 2006, 

http://www.cmhpf.org/S&Rs%20Alphabetical%20Order/surveys&rbus.htm; Dan L. Morrill, “Charlotte 

Streetcar No. 85,” Charlotte-Mecklenburg Historic Landmarks Commission, October 9, 1989, 

http://www.cmhpf.org/S&Rs%20Alphabetical%20Order/surveys&rstreetcar.htm. 

http://www.cmhpf.org/S&Rs%20Alphabetical%20Order/surveys&rbus.htm
http://www.cmhpf.org/S&Rs%20Alphabetical%20Order/surveys&rstreetcar.htm
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new era of industrialization and urbanization,” with other leaders in Charlotte including 

Daniel Augustus Tompkins and later rival James Buchanan Duke.30  

 Unlike the street railway, scholarship focused on the Charlotte bus system is 

nearly non-existent.  Other than the New Look Bus essay written by Morrill, the only 

other in-depth examination of public transportation in the city after World War II is a 

1985 article authored by Kevin Kelly for Motor Coach Age magazine.  Kelly’s research 

provided a timeline for bus system events as well as technical information about the 

vehicles utilized by Duke Power Company and City Coach Lines, but the article was rife 

with errors.  For instance, Kelly incorrectly asserted that the 1953 addition of Routes 13 

and 14 were the first in a decade; in fact, Route 14 was added in 1948.31  He also referred 

to the 1951 bus strike as “the first strike in Charlotte’s transit history,” but that distinction 

was held by the streetcar operators who walked off the job in December 1903 due to 

Latta’s refusal to heat the cars.32  While Kelly provided a foundation for further research, 

the information was considered cautiously. 

  

 
30 Dan L. Morrill, “Edward Dilworth Latta and the Charlotte Consolidated Construction Company (1890-

1925): Builders of a New South City,” North Carolina Historical Review 62, No. 3 (July 1985), 316. 
31 Kevin Kelly, “Charlotte,” Motor Coach Age 37, No. 11 (November 1985), 3-19. 
32 Ibid., 7. 
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MAP OF CHARLOTTE NEIGHBORHOODS 

 

Dates show approximate time of establishment.  Over time, the racial configuration of 

some neighborhoods has changed, notably Thomasboro, Seversville, Wesley Heights, 

and Lockwood.  For the purposes of this thesis, the initial demographic of the 

neighborhoods at time of establishment are indicated. 
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CHAPTER ONE:  THE STREETCAR, A CHARLOTTE CATALYST 

 

 

“The world is in motion, the American world is all in motion—nevermore 

to rest, to sit still, to reflect, but to go…The whole air is electric, and we 

can only have peace by putting ourselves in the current, and moving on 

with the whirring, whizzing world.”1 

Henry Mills Alden, February 1896 

 

 Ding, ding, ding…  A motorman cheerily rings his bell as the streetcar approaches 

a stop.  Men and women alight from the vehicle as fresh passengers climb aboard, fares 

readily in hand.  The conductor greets each one with a tip of his hat and a hearty, “Good 

day, neighbor!”  The seats are full, and a gentleman kindly offers his seat to a woman and 

her small child.  The bell rings once again and off goes the streetcar.  Children laugh as 

they run down the street, racing the car for a short distance before it trundles off toward 

its next stop.  It’s a beautiful day to ride the streetcar! 

 Too bad the common experience of the streetcar failed to match romantic scene 

we nostalgically envisioned.  When the ceremonial last running of the streetcar took place 

in Charlotte on March 14, 1938, no newspaper headlines lamented the end of a golden 

era.  No crowds tearfully bid the streetcar goodbye.  At the ceremony, Dr. Luther Little of 

the First Baptist Church declared, “This is not a funeral, but a resurrection marking the 

beginning of a new and better means of transportation that keeps time with the march of 

progress.”2  The sentiment of progress echoed from both citizen and corporation.  As 

Duke Power Magazine extravagantly stated, Charlotte out-grew the streetcar system, 

 
1 Henry Mills Alden, “Editor’s Study,” Harper’s New Monthly Magazine 92, No. 549 (February 1896), 

477. 
2 Charlotte Observer, March 16, 1938. 
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“and progress called!”3  The streetcar became an outdated mode of transportation—noisy, 

uncomfortable, and inefficient.  Public support for buses steadily increased after their 

introduction to Charlotte in September 1934, when a feeder line connecting the Dilworth 

streetcar with Hawthorne Lane and Elizabeth began operation.  The General 

Mecklenburg editorial column of the Charlotte Observer lauded the buses’ introduction, 

citing them as “an improvement that I am convinced is greatly appreciated by the patrons 

of the service and by citizens generally, because of the elimination of noise and the 

tendency to improve traffic conditions on congested streets.”4  The streetcar received a 

fond farewell, but many Charlotteans were happy to see it go. 

 Fifty years before, however, the idea of rail-based local transit in Charlotte only 

existed as an intriguing prospect.  The walking city confined most urban residents within 

its limits since carriages and other forms of transportation were financially out of reach.  

New technologies allowed for the mass transportation of citizens throughout a city as 

demonstrated in large urban areas in the North.  New York, Boston, and Philadelphia 

stood at the forefront of mass transportation development.  The omnibus, an urban 

equivalent of the stagecoach, began service in Boston in 1826 and New York a year later.  

Despite the North’s head start, the promising future of urban rail transit arose in the 

South.  On April 15, 1886, the Capital City Street Railway Company of Montgomery, 

Alabama began service as the first successful electric street railway in the country.  Two 

years later, inventor Frank Sprague improved the electric motor-driven streetcar in hilly 

 
3 “Outstanding Bus System Supplants Trolleys at Charlotte,” Duke Power Magazine 22, No. 8 (March 

1938): 20. 
4 Charlotte Observer, August 2, 1936. 
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Richmond, Virginia.5  His innovative usage of overhead electric lines and cars with 

independent controls led to Sprague’s credit as the father of electric street railways, for 

he, “more than any other man, is due the credit of inaugurating the enormous 

development of the electric railway industry in this county.”6 

 Both contemporaries and historians characterized Charlotte as a prime example of 

a New South City.7  Established in 1768 as the seat of Mecklenburg County, the city 

grew in prominence following the Civil War.  Abundant cotton farming in the area 

attracted the attention of transplanted venture capitalists such as Daniel Augustus 

Tompkins and Edward Dilworth Latta. 8  Increased railroad connections in the 1870s 

 
5 Both John Anderson Miller and David E. Nye identified several electric street railways that predated the 

Montgomery line.  Blacksmith Thomas Davenport operated a small battery-powered line in Brandon, 

Vermont in 1835.  A similar line in Dover, New Hampshire was instituted in 1847 by Moses G. Farmer.  

The first commercial electric street railway in the United States began operation in Cleveland, Ohio, in 

1884, although the line only lasted another year.  Other railways were attempted in Baltimore, Maryland, 

and Kansas City, Missouri.  See John Anderson Miller, Fares Please! A Popular History of Trolleys, 

Streetcars, Buses, Elevateds, and Subways, second edition (New York: Dover Publications, 1960), 54-65; 

David E. Nye, Electrifying America: Social Meanings of a New Technology, 1880-1940, Fifth printing, 

(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1997), 86-90. 
6 “The Early Pioneers of the Electric Railway,” The Street Railway Journal 10, No. 2 (February 1894): 

111-113. 
7 Thomas W. Hanchett, Sorting Out the New South City (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina 

Press, 1998).  Here after referred to as Hanchett, Sorting Out. 
8 Daniel Augustus Tomkins was truly a revolutionary within the textile industry.  He authored many books 

on textile mill construction and operation, including Cotton Mill, Commercial Features: A Text-Book for 

the Use of Textile Schools and Investors (Charlotte, NC: Published by the author, 1899); A Plan to Raise 

Capital for Manufacturing, fifth edition (Charlotte, NC: Published by the author, 1900); American 

Commerce, Its Expansion (Charlotte, NC: Published by the author, 1900); Cotton and Cotton Oil 

(Charlotte, NC: Published by the author, 1901); Cotton Values in Textile Fabrics (Charlotte, NC: Published 

by the author, 1909); Cotton Warehousing: Plans for Handling the South’s Great Staple Crop (Charlotte, 

NC: Observer Printing House, 1915).  Tompkins also authored a two-volume history of Mecklenburg 

County which emphasized the growth of manufacturing in Charlotte; see, History of Mecklenburg County 

and the City of Charlotte from 1740 to 1903 (Charlotte, NC: Observer Printing House, 1903).  For more 

information on Tompkins, see George Taylor Winston, A Builder of the New South: Being the Story of the 

Life Work of Daniel Augustus Tompkins (New York: Doubleday, Page and Company, 1920).   

 Edward Dilworth Latta also transformed Charlotte, first through his manufacturing ventures and 

later as the city’s preeminent developer of the 1890s.  For more information on Latta, see Dan L. Morrill, 

“Edward Dilworth Latta and the Charlotte Consolidated Construction Company (1890-1925): Builders of a 

New South City,” North Carolina Historical Review 62, No. 3 (July 1985): 293-316.  Here after referred to 

as Morrill, “Latta.”   

 Cooperation between Tompkins and Latta directly affected later urban expansion, as Tompkins’s 

Atherton Mill south of Dilworth provided additional development to supplement Latta’s streetcar line. 
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made the city a major shipping node.  Industrialization began with the opening of 

Charlotte’s first mill in 1880.  Tompkins established a cotton mill machinery 

manufacturer in 1884, spearheading the growth of textile mills in the region.  Three 

Charlotte mills designed and equipped by the D.A. Tompkins Company—Alpha, Ada, 

and Victor—opened in 1889.  These new manufacturers drew laborers from the rural 

agrarian economy as cotton prices dropped due to abundant supply.  Between 1870 and 

1890, Charlotte grew from a sleepy town of 4,473 to the state’s third largest city with a 

population of 11,557, trailing only Wilmington and Raleigh.  Charlotte began to cultivate 

its identity as the “Queen City of the South” to compete with cities both within North 

Carolina and throughout the South.9 

 Civic leaders, also recognizing Charlotte’s potential for growth, sought to 

introduce additional technological innovations to the city.  In 1883 an act of the North 

Carolina General Assembly incorporated the Charlotte Street Railway Company (CSRC).  

The city of Charlotte granted CSRC a franchise on September 26, 1886, to operate a 

street railway, with stipulations that 

the said street railway company was granted the right and franchise to maintain 

and operate a street railway upon the streets and avenues of the city of Charlotte, 

and in return for which right and franchise the said street railway company 

contracted and agreed not more than 5 cents be charged by said street railway 

company as fare for one continuous ride, from 6 a.m. to 10 p.m. within the city 

limits.10 

 

 
 For scholarship detailing Charlotte’s industrial rise, see Dan L. Morrill, Historic Charlotte: An 

Illustrated History of Charlotte and Mecklenburg County (San Antonio, TX: Historical Publishing 

Network, 2001), http://landmarkscommission.org/Morrill%20Book/Index.htm;  Hanchett, Sorting Out. 
9 Charlotte branded itself as the “Queen City of the South” in reference to the city’s namesake, Charlotte of 

Mecklenburg, wife of British king George III.  Additional regional cities claiming the moniker included 

Charleston, South Carolina; Richmond, Virginia; Huntsville, Alabama; New Orleans, Louisiana; and 

Alexandria, Virginia.  Baltimore-American, September 23, 1928. 
10 “Southern Public Utilities Co. v. City of Charlotte, 179 N.C. 151 (1919),” Southeastern Reporter 101 

(December 20, 1919-March 6, 1920): 621. 

http://landmarkscommission.org/Morrill%20Book/Index.htm
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By mid-November CSRC started laying track along West Trade Street.  On January 3, 

1887, three horse-drawn streetcars began service.  Each car was pulled by two mules and 

seated twelve passengers.11  Some embarrassing events occurred during CSRC’s first few 

years of operation.  Four hundred forty-seven pound passenger Leroy Stout fell through 

the vestibule floor of a horse car, causing the vehicle to be decommissioned for a short 

time during August 1887.  The following year, horse car driver John McCall left his 

vehicle at the end of the line at West Trade Street to get a drink of water.  For unknown 

reasons, the horses bolted toward the Square with the unattended car, striking another 

horse car heading west along East Trade Street.  Luckily, there were no injuries.12 

But despite these occurrences, the street railway enjoyed immense popularity in 

Charlotte.  Older residents proclaimed that they “would rather do without water or gas 

than dispense with the street cars.”13  The introduction of this new form of transportation 

transformed how Charlotteans experienced their city. 

 
11 Charlotte Chronicle, November 14, 1887; Ibid., November 16, 1887; Ibid., November 24, 1887; Ibid., 

January 24, 1889. 
12 Ibid., August 10, 1887; Ibid., October 16, 1888. 
13 Charlotte News, January 23, 1889. 
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Figure 1 - A view of the horse cars at the Square, the intersection of Trade and Tryon streets.14 

 

Introducing the “Electrical Road”15 

 

 In October 1889 a new ownership group led by Edward Dilworth Latta took over 

CSRC.  By this time, four streetcars ran over two lines—one line ran down Trade Street 

from McDowell Street to the railroad station, while a perpendicular line ran down Tryon 

Street from the Carolina Central station at Twelfth Street south toward Dilworth.16  

Locals nicknamed the line “streaks of rust” because of its small, sixteen-pound rails; in 

 
14 Hornet’s Nest Image Collection, Robinson-Spangler Carolina Room, Public Library of Charlotte-

Mecklenburg County. 
15 “Electric Railway Talk,” Electric Power 2, No. 20 (August 1890): 276. 
16 Charlotte Daily Observer, November 27, 1910; “The Electric Motor,” Western Electrician 7, No. 5 

(August 2, 1890), 63. 



7 

 

comparison, an electric railway used seventy-pound rails.17  The new owners planned to 

convert the horse-drawn cars to electric street railways, a trend occurring across the 

nation.  The first federal government survey of street railways in the 1890 U.S. Census 

recorded 5,700 miles of track for animal-pulled railways, 500 miles of cable car track, 

and 1,260 miles of track for electrified vehicles.18  Latta formed the Charlotte 

Consolidated Construction Company (4C’s) on July 8, 1890, along with other civic and 

commercial leaders Franklin Brevard McDowell, Dr. Mortimer Alberto Bland, Elbert 

Knox Polk Osborne, Joseph Lenoir Chambers, and Eli Baxter Springs.19   

 The 4C’s purchase of the horse car lines contributed directly to the growth of 

Charlotte, for mass transportation served not only as a tool for moving people throughout 

the city but also as a mechanism for real estate expansion.  Historian Thomas W. 

Hanchett noted that CSRC initially found little interest in tying the horse cars into 

suburban expansion.  But Latta, who attended college at Princeton, was familiar with the 

streetcar lines of the North.  The growing industrialized city cried for expansion, since the 

city limits remained unchanged since Charlotte’s founding in 1768.  For an enterprising 

individual, the rural surroundings presented great potential for residential development 

centered on the electric streetcar.  To residents limited to either their own two feet or 

horse-drawn transportation for travel, electric streetcars presented a new, modern form of 

movement through the city.  This form of transportation also held the potential to 

 
17 “Southern Cities of Opportunity: Charlotte, North Carolina,” advertising insert, The World’s Work 14, 

(May to October 1907). 
18 Howard P. Chudacoff and Judith E. Smith, The Evolution of American Urban Society (Upper Saddle 

River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2005), 89. 
19 Osborne had been the primary stockholder of CSRC.  McDowell (1887-1891) and Springs (1897-1899) 

both served as mayors of Charlotte.  Charlotte News, July 9, 1890. 
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transform who traversed the urban fabric.  For instance, women who usually were 

restricted to the home would be empowered to get out of the house.  

 The year 1891 proved a banner year for both Charlotte and the 4C’s with the 

development of Dilworth, the city’s first streetcar suburb.  In February the company 

awarded the construction contract for the new electric street railway to the Edison 

Company.  Workers began laying rail along East Trade Street in March.  Finally, on 

Tuesday, May 20, 1891, the day of Charlotte’s annual Mecklenburg Declaration of 

Independence celebration, the 4C’s labors bore their first fruit.  The first electric streetcar 

ran from the downtown Seaboard Air Line railroad depot to the new station at Dilworth, 

where residential lots were available for purchase.  Terms of sale included “one-fourth 

cash, the balance one, two, and three years, notes bearing 7 per cent. interest.”20  Clearly, 

the Dilworth development targeted middle class buyers, a recent innovation—suburban 

development throughout the nineteenth century typically served the upper classes seeking 

country estates removed from the crowded, dirty cities.21  The Mecklenburg Times 

described the streetcars’ operation: 

The electric cars were run for the first time Tuesday.  A large crowd of people 

assembled around the cars just before they started.  It was an interesting sight to 

see cars running along without horses or steam power.22 

 

 Latta’s streetcar line not only changed the footprint of Charlotte but also altered 

the activities of its citizens.  Leisurely rides on the cars, boosted by the reasonable five-

cent fare, became weekend pastimes for families.  Church and civic groups also rode the 

 
20 Charlotte News, February 12, 1891; Ibid., March 14, 1891; Ibid., February 12, 1891; The State, May 13, 

1891. 
21 For a discussion of early American suburbanization, see John Archer, “Country and City in the American 

Romantic Suburb,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 42, No. 2 (May 1983), 139-156; 

Kenneth Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier (New York, NY:  Oxford University Press, 1985). 
22 Mecklenburg Times, May 22, 1891. 
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streetcars for their extra-curricular outings.23  The 4C’s first construction project for 

Dilworth featured a park and its showpiece lake.  Visitor Richard Razor toured the 

pastoral setting shortly before the May 20 opening celebration and gushed about the 

“beautiful lakes, pools, and the winding walks, beds of flowers, and shady retreats.”24  

Latta Park expanded throughout the decade to include amenities such as a bicycle track, 

horse racing course, grandstand, football field, baseball diamond, and summer theater.  

Later, Latta constructed Lakewood Park on the western side of town, complete with an 

amusement park and a dedicated streetcar line.25 

 With the 4C’s acquisition and electrification of the street railway, Charlotte joined 

the nation in the widespread transition from horse-drawn to electric powered public 

transportation.  Other North Carolina cities also constructed electric street railways, 

including Asheville (1889), Winston-Salem (1889), and Raleigh (1891).  The horse-

drawn system in Wilmington converted to electric in 1892, and the cities of Greensboro, 

Durham, and Salisbury featured modern streetcar lines by 1902.26  By that year, the 

United States claimed over 22,000 miles of electrified track, with only 250 miles of street 

railways remained animal-powered.27  With the success of the Dilworth streetcar line, 

Charlotte positioned itself as a city of progress and potential.  

 
23 One example was the meeting of the North Carolina grand lodge of the Independent Order of Odd 

Fellows, which met in Charlotte in 1897.  A highlight of the festivities was a streetcar tour of the city.  

Daily Charlotte Observer, May 11, 1897.  
24 Mecklenburg Times, May 15, 1891. 
25 With the opening of Lakewood Park, Latta would dismantle the pavilion and theater and drain the lake of 

his Dilworth park to make way for more residential development.  Today, Latta Park is a shadow of its 

former glory.  Morrill, “Latta,” 299. 
26 In just over a decade, several smaller North Carolina cities gained electric street railways, including High 

Point (short-lived in 1906, reactivated 1912), Goldsboro (1910-1912, 1915-1920), Concord (operated a 

storage battery car starting in 1911), Burlington (1912), New Bern (1913), and Hendersonville.  Walter R. 

Turner, “Development of Streetcar Systems in North Carolina,” North Carolina Transportation Museum, 

http://www.nctrans.org/_nctm/files/5d/5db41427-0cb7-43b0-baf1-a6ecc54e46ae.pdf. 
27 Chudacoff and Smith, 89. 

http://www.nctrans.org/_nctm/files/5d/5db41427-0cb7-43b0-baf1-a6ecc54e46ae.pdf
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Horseless Carriages 

 Although Charlotteans embraced their new electric rail transit, personal forms of 

transportation continued to be used.  Travel across town or outside the city limits required 

a horse and buggy.  Bicycles, considered a fad at the time, also emerged as a chosen form 

of transport.  However, a new form of personal transportation introduced to Charlotte 

with the turn of the twentieth century took residents by surprise:  the automobile.  The 

Wadsworth brothers, owners of a successful livery stable, purchased the first automobile 

in November 1899.  The gasoline-powered vehicle arrived in Charlotte on December 5.  

As the horseless carriage wheeled down Tryon Street, large crowds followed.  As noted 

by the Daily Observer, certainly the sight of this automobile “struck those who had not 

seen a horseless carriage before as one of the seven wonders of the world.”28 

 The euphoria surrounding this new mode of transportation tempered as conflict 

over the usage of the street erupted between pedestrians and drivers.  At the Board of 

Aldermen meeting on November 4, 1901, officials passed the first ordinances regulating 

automobiles in Charlotte.  Speed limits were set, with travel in the Square restricted to 

three miles per hour and elsewhere in the business district at six miles an hour.  

Automobiles along all other streets in Charlotte were limited to twelve miles per hour.  

Updated ordinances for streetcars also passed during this session, with many of the rules 

mirroring those of automobiles.  Speed limits were set at the same rates, as was the 

requirement that vehicles must be equipped with bells loud enough to be heard 100 feet 

 
28 Charlotte Daily Observer, December 6, 1899.  A common misconception is that Osmond Barringer was 

the first automobile owner in the city, as noted in an April 23, 1956 article in the Charlotte News.  

However, documentation shows that this assertion is simply not accurate.  News that the Wadsworth 

brothers were to purchase a locomobile was spreading as early as October 1899.  A Charlotte Daily 

Observer article from October 10, 1899, noted that there was only one locomobile in the South in Georgia, 

and that “Charlotte will have the second one.”  
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from intersections.  Additionally, automobiles driving on sidewalks were prohibited.  

During discussion of the proposed laws, each alderman revealed that he, at one time or 

another, had been a near-victim of a reckless automobile driver.29   

These actions were surprisingly proactive, considering that “from the talk a 

stranger would have conjectured that there were several hundred automobiles in town.”30  

Despite the introduction of traffic ordinances, Charlotteans continued to rely upon the 

streetcar, horses and other animals, or their own two feet.  As noted in the Observer, “the 

automobile or the locomobile may charge up and down the streets of the city and show all 

sorts of merit, but the horse is on the boom in Charlotte and Mecklenburg county.”31  

Nevertheless, the introduction of mechanically-powered forms of urban transportation 

shifted the domain of the streetscape to automobile drivers, who apparently held little 

respect for pedestrians and other users of the street or, astonishingly, the sidewalk.  These 

changes indicated a new distinct separation of uses within public rights-of-way.   

 Within a span of ten years, Charlotte experienced a technological revolution as 

well as explosive growth.   Isaac Erwin Avery, city editor of the Charlotte Observer, 

described the city as viewed from the top of the fourteen-story D.A. Tompkins tower: 

 At first the visitor is struck with the oddity of the roof effect of Charlotte, 

and next with the intensified volume of the roar of traffic.  The bang and rattle of 

a loaded truck passing in the street below seems tenfold greater at this height than 

it does on the street level.  The clatter of horses’ hooves and the exhaust of steam 

engines come up with piercing keenness. 

 The charm of the view, however, is the picture of moving life, the living 

current of people and vehicles, the smoke from the factories and the exhaust of 

the railroad engines on the four sides of town…A beautiful picture of a busy and 

thrifty city is framed in the white and black of the steam and smoke of industry.32 

 
29 Charlotte Daily Observer, November 5, 1901. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid., December 11, 1900. 
32 Isaac Erwin Avery, Idle Comments (New York: Publishers Printing Company, 1905), 21-22.  
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The expanded electrification of the city went hand-in-hand with the advent of the 

streetcars, for the 4C’s constructed an electric motor plant to power their railway.   

Street railways enabled middle-class residents to live outside the traditional city 

limits, thus beginning the transformation of Charlotte from a mixture of residences, 

businesses, and factories within a singular city block to a new urban arrangement with 

separation between living and working spaces.  However, the very nature of Dilworth, 

with its set range of housing prices and deed covenants, manifested both class and racial 

segregation in residential areas.  The introduction of the automobile further separated the 

haves from the have-nots not only in Charlotte but also in cities across the nation.  

Despite this development, Charlotteans of varying socioeconomic backgrounds depended 

upon the streetcars.  But two situations soon arose that tested the strength of the city’s 

public transportation system and revealed the racial tension emergent in the city.  

Discontent Strikes Twice 

  Charlotteans’ dependence upon public transportation came under pressure on 

December 2, 1903, when forty-eight motormen and conductors struck in protest of the 

4C’s refusal to turn on the electric heaters in the streetcars.  Local businessmen including 

the city editor of the Charlotte News backed the streetcar men.  Charlotte Labor Union 

No. 430 initiated a purse to be donated to the striking street railway workers, with $5 

being fined for every union member riding the cars during this period.33  Despite the 

inconvenience, many patrons chose to walk.  Citizens supported the strikers, wearing 

buttons or placards emblazoned with the slogans “We Walk” and “We will all Walk or 

Heat in the Cars and Old Men Reinstated.”  Local newspapers reported that “passenger 

 
33 Charlotte Daily Observer, December 3, 1903; Charlotte News, December 3, 1903; Charlotte Daily 

Observer, December 8, 1903. 
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traffic was considerably affected by the endorsement that had been secured by the strikers 

and their friends.”34  Although company president E.D. Latta relented on the issue the 

following week, he fired the workers who walked off the job.  This action incensed the 

public.  On December 10, 1903, a mob of roughly two hundred people descended upon 

the streetcar lines to intimidate the newly-hired workers, and a thrown rock injured a 

Piedmont Park conductor.  The act of violence doomed the chances of the fired workers, 

but the reputation of Latta and the 4C’s was irreparably damaged.  Historians held Latta’s 

decision in low regard.  Dan Morrill characterized Latta’s actions as “at worst self-

serving and at best only paternalistic,”35 while Jeffrey Leatherwood credited this event 

with the eventual downfall of the 4C’s as well as the subsequent rise of Southern Power 

Company interests in Charlotte.36 

 While this streetcar strike received notable attention from both local newspapers 

and civic leaders, a later Charlotte boycott passed nearly unnoticed by these parties.  

Spurred by the North Carolina legislature’s passage of legislation on March 9, 1907, 

which segregated all streetcars and interurban railways in the state, ministers and other 

black civic leaders encouraged a boycott of the city’s street railways.  Although short 

lived, the impact of the occurrence reverberated with black citizens.  One of the earliest, 

and oft cited, instances of black resistance to public transportation segregation took place 

 
34 Charlotte Daily Observer, December 4, 1903. 
35 Dan L. Morrill, “Jim Crow and the Defeat of Populism,” chap. 8 in Historic Charlotte (San Antonio, TX: 

Historical Publishing Network, 2001), http://landmarkscommission.org/Morrill%20Book/CH8.htm.  
36 The following year the 4C’s would not renew their franchise to provide street lighting to the city.  That 

franchise would be granted to Duke’s Catawba Power Company.  By 1910 Latta had sold his trolley and 

gas interests to Duke, thereby conceding defeat.  Morrill, “Latta,” 309; Jeffrey M. Leatherwood, 2009, 

“Between the Wheels: Quest for Streetcar Unionism in the Carolina Piedmont, 1919-1922,” Ph.D. 

dissertation, West Virginia University (Morgantown, WV: ProQuest/UMI [Publication No. 34052750). 

http://landmarkscommission.org/Morrill%20Book/CH8.htm
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on April 15, 1907, when Joe Robertson was charged with disorderly conduct for “having 

vent to his displeasure at called upon to comply with the new car law.”37  

 However, openly vocal opposition to the new law was not entirely universal 

within the black community.  The industrialization of Charlotte brought wealth to the 

city, and both blacks and whites found a common division along class lines within their 

communities.  The “better classes” of black citizens, consisting of the wealthy and upper-

middle class, distanced themselves from what they considered the lower classes of the 

poor and blue-collar workers. 38  The reactions to Jim Crow from these two divisions of 

black society also differed.  Rev. J.W. Smith, editor of the Star of Zion black newspaper, 

criticized the passage of Jim Crow laws but emphasized that “we have no objection to 

being separated from white people if they will place colored ladies and gentlemen in a 

coach where they can be protected against white and black roughs alike.”39  Meanwhile, 

less well-off blacks were apt to push back against segregation.  Language espoused by 

black community leaders like Smith, while ingratiating to the white populace, 

undermined the boycotts.  As described by historians August Meier and Elliott Rudwick, 

such gestures by the boycott leaders appeared to be “both protesting against race 

prejudice and accommodating to it.”40  Ultimately, Charlotte’s boycott collapsed because 

the protestors, largely comprised of the middle and working classes, required public 

transportation to move about the city.  This reluctant abandonment of racial boycotts also 

 
37 Charlotte Daily Observer, April 16, 1907. 
38 According to Janette Thomas Greenwood, the term “better classes” was self-bestowed by black and 

white upper classes during the 1870s and 1880s.  The better classes were composed of businessmen and 

professionals.  Greenwood, Bittersweet Legacy: The Black and White “Better Classes” in Charlotte, 1850-

1910 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1994).   
39 Star of Zion, June 22, 1899. 
40 August Meier and Elliott Rudwick, “The Boycott Movement Against Jim Crow Streetcars in the South, 

1900-1906,” Journal of American History 44, No. 4 (March 1969), 773. 
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commonly occurred in nearby cities, including Columbia, South Carolina (1903), 

Richmond, Virginia (1904-1905), Nashville, Tennessee (1904-1905), and Savannah, 

Georgia (1907).41 

 The passage of the streetcar segregation laws highlighted institutional segregation 

in Charlotte and throughout the country.  Before 1890 residential blocks in Charlotte 

contained both black and white homes and businesses.  Early streetcars and the related 

suburban development, much like the existing residential fabric of Charlotte, anticipated 

serving both black and white citizens.  For instance, the 1892 plan for Dilworth included 

an “African” section with stereotypical street names such as Zanzibar and Congo 

avenues.  While this and other white portions of the new neighborhood initially failed to 

develop, later plans lessened or entirely eliminated the segregated section.  This shift 

from “microsegregation” to racially homogenous neighborhoods reflected the changing 

social attitudes of white Charlotteans.42 

 Despite the growing racial antagonism of whites toward black citizens, especially 

in light of the rash of Jim Crow laws passed around the state, the lure of profit overcame 

prejudice.  Hanchett noted that middle-class blacks “longed for the advertised benefits of 

suburban living for themselves and their children.”43  Majority-black residential areas 

already existed in and around the city.  The village of Biddleville grew around Biddle 

University but remained a separate area from Charlotte.  Similarly, the Cherry village 

south of downtown, platted in 1891 as a neighborhood for working class  

 
41 Meier and Rudwick, 758-759. 
42 Hanchett, Sorting Out, 122; Ibid., 200. 
43 Thomas W. Hanchett, “Washington Heights,” Charlotte-Mecklenburg Historic Landmarks Commission, 

http://www.cmhpf.org/kids/neighborhoods/WashHts.html. 



16 

 

African Americans, also stood apart from the city.44  However, the home sites, amenities, 

and public transportation accessibility of these neighborhoods compared little to the 

Dilworth streetcar suburb, a development desired by the black middle class. 

In response to this demand, W.S. Alexander, the white developer of all-white 

Elizabeth Heights, purchased land on the increasingly-black western side of Charlotte and 

began selling lots in 1913.  Located just beyond Biddleville, Washington Heights targeted 

middle-class blacks seeking the same country living and escape from the city as their 

white counterparts.  Additionally, posited Hanchett, Washington Heights directed middle-

class African Americans away from Elizabeth Heights in east Charlotte.  Alexander 

reported to the Charlotte Chronicle that “Washington Heights will be for the colored race 

exclusively, and will mean to them what such suburbs as Myers Park, Elizabeth Heights 

and Dilworth mean to Charlotte.”45  Platted similarly to white streetcar suburbs, the 

neighborhood featured varying lot and home sizes that decreased as one moved farther 

from the streetcar line on Beatties Ford Road.  Booker Avenue was constructed as the 

wider central street of the development to incorporate a potential streetcar extension.  

Although many well-to-do black Charlotteans purchased residences in the neighborhood, 

Washington Heights failed to develop as an economically homogenous community like 

its white counterparts.  Economic unrest due to World War I led to a mixture of middle-

class owners and blue-collar renters in the area.  Despite the promise of a middle-class 

suburb for their own, black Charlotteans failed to obtain their own Dilworth.46  

 
44 Cherry was developed by wealthy cotton farmers John and Mary Myers, whose land was also used in the 

development of the adjacent Myers Park.  For more detailed information about the development of Cherry, 

see Thomas W. Hanchett, “The Cherry Neighborhood,” Charlotte-Mecklenburg Historic Landmarks 

Commission, http://www.cmhpf.org/kids/neighborhoods/cherry.html.  
45 Charlotte Chronicle, September 23, 1912. 
46 Hanchett, Sorting Out, 139-142; Hanchett, “Washington Heights.” 

http://www.cmhpf.org/kids/neighborhoods/cherry.html
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Enterprising Opportunities 

 By 1910 Charlotte hosted an intricate system of streetcar lines serving all corners 

of the city.  Morrill characterized the extent of the city’s growth as an octopus “with 

trolley tracks forming the sinew of each tentacle.”47  Over the previous twenty years, 

streetcar lines stretched the expansion of Charlotte in all directions: Dilworth to the south, 

Belmont and North Charlotte to the north, Elizabeth and Myers Park to the east, and 

Washington Heights to the west.  City leaders saw the streetcar network as one 

component of the city’s progress, and they communicated these sentiments to whoever 

would listen.  Journalist Frank P. Fogg of National Magazine commented, after 

interviewing local industrialist D.A. Tompkins, “small wonder it is that Charlotte and 

progress are terms synonymous.”48  

 Progress in Charlotte also included the transfer of civic influence away from the 

old guard of the nineteenth century entrepreneurs and industrialists.  Since 1889, the 4C’s 

had monopolized not only the city’s public transportation infrastructure but also its 

electric and gas utilities.  Following the 1903 streetcar strike, however, E.D. Latta and the 

4C’s found their stranglehold on Charlotte loosened.  Citizens protested the prices and 

quality of gas service by the 4C’s.  The company chose not to file a renewal for the city 

street lighting contract since Catawba Power Company, an entity financed by James 

Buchanan Duke, submitted the lowest bid.  Latta and Duke also competed to build an 

interurban electric railway, a competition which Duke later won.  Finally, on November 

26, 1910, Latta admitted defeat with the sale of the Charlotte Electric Railway Company 

 
47 Dan Morrill, “Streetcar Suburbs,” Charlotte Observer, 4:7, Harriet Doar Papers, J. Murrey Atkins 

Library, University of North Carolina at Charlotte. 
48 Frank P. Fogg, “In the Wake of the Electric Wave,” National Magazine 34 (June 1911), 327. 
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and the Charlotte Gas and Electric Company to Duke’s Southern Power Company.  As 

the Observer eulogized the end of Latta’s dominance, “Charlotte’s electric car pioneer 

retires from the field, after a notable career and with the good wishes of all the people of 

this city.”49  Two years later, Southern Power Company transitioned into Southern Public 

Utilities Company (SPUCO) to continue the former’s work in acquiring public utilities 

and building electric-generating plants.  Control of Charlotte’s infrastructure shifted to 

the larger Duke operation. 

 Although some sentiments toward municipal ownership existed in Charlotte, the 

idea enjoyed little to no popularity.  City ownership of street railway systems and other 

public works became a hot topic throughout most of the country.  Due to the clout of the 

4C’s and SPUCO, Charlotte generally avoided the seemingly unending discussion.  Few 

municipalities around the country owned streetcar lines; the first in the United States, 

Monroe, Louisiana, began operation in 1907.50  The idea of municipal ownership faced 

opposition from both utility owners and city residents, who argued that only private 

companies were capable of operating at a profit.  Government policy toward streetcar 

lines provided more hassle than help.  Private street railways operated over public streets 

but were liable for repairs and maintenance of both their track and the pavement 

contained within the rail gauge.  While the suggestion of municipal funding of the 

privately-owned streetcar lines gained little reception, as Jackson noted, the automobile 

was the “quintessential private investment.”51  During this period, a social divide between 

 
49 Charlotte Daily Observer, November 27, 1910. 
50 For information about Monroe’s public transportation system, see Louis C. Hennick and Elbridge H. 

Charlton, Louisiana, Its Street and Interurban Railways (Shreveport, 1962); “Monroe Transit,” City of 

Monroe, http://monroela.us/monroe-transit.php.  Although Monroe Transit cites West Seattle, Washington, 

as the first municipally owned street railway, there is little evidence to suggest this fact is accurate. 
51 Jackson, 163. 

http://monroela.us/monroe-transit.php
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public and personal transportation formed not only in Charlotte but also throughout the 

country.  German planner Werner Hegemann recognized two classes emerging in urban 

America—the wealthy who could afford automobiles and those dependent upon the 

streetcars.  Hegemann remarked in a discussion at the 8th National Congress on City 

Planning in 1915 that “the wealthier and more influential elements of the city’s 

population do not fight any longer for improvement of rapid transit,” leaving the “less 

fortunate, but rather more numerous ‘lower’ half” liable for public transportation’s 

upkeep.52 

 For many Charlotteans, automobiles remained unattainable luxuries.  Only 

seventy six residents owned an automobile in 1906.  Five years later at least 225 

residents, referred to as the “local automobile aristocracy,” owned a vehicle.53  The 

number of automobiles in the city undoubtedly increased with the opening of a Ford 

Motor Company branch factory on October 1, 1914.  Originally designated as a service 

parts facility for North and South Carolina, the addition of a modified assembly line 

provided vehicles to area dealers.  In 1915 the branch built 6,850 cars and shipped 

$315,183.07 worth of wholesale parts.54  Other automotive companies with dealerships in 

Charlotte included Buick, Cadillac, Dodge, Nash, and Maxwell.55  That year, estimated 

local writer LeGette Blythe, “automobiles had about replaced horses for all transportation 

 
52 Nelson P. Lewis, “The Automobile and the City Plan,” Proceedings of the 8th National Conference on 

City Planning (Cleveland, OH, June 5-7, 1915), 77.  
53 Charlotte Daily Observer, December 5, 1906; Ibid., August 5, 1911; Hanchett, Sorting Out, 200. 
54 Edgar T. Thompson, “The County’s Industries,” in Agricultural Mecklenburg and Industrial Charlotte 

(Charlotte, NC: Charlotte Chamber of Commerce, 1926); Ryan L. Sumner, “Ford Motor Company 

Assembly Plant,” Charlotte-Mecklenburg Historic Landmarks Commission, July 1, 2002, 

http://www.landmarkscommission.org/S&Rs%20Alphabetical%20Order/surveys&rfordplantII.htm.   
55 Charlotte, North Carolina City Directory, Vol. 17 (Charlotte, NC: Piedmont Directory Company, 1915).  

http://www.landmarkscommission.org/S&Rs%20Alphabetical%20Order/surveys&rfordplantII.htm
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purposes except sporting events, hauling, and agricultural pursuits.”56  Yet automobile 

ownership remained concentrated among businessmen and professionals. 

 As automobiles became more affordable for the middle class, a new transportation 

niche arose.  Enterprising individuals, seeking to counter the public transportation 

monopoly held by the streetcar companies, offered for hire their vehicles and driving 

services.  Called “jitneys” because of their five-cent fare, these typically second-hand 

automobiles soon became popular with the public, while drawing the ire of SPUCO.  

Newspapers reported local jitney service in February 1915, nearly a month before the 

Jitney Rapid Transit Company was licensed by the North Carolina Secretary of State.  A 

national report published by the Fidelity Trust Company of Baltimore in May noted that, 

while the jitneys had impacted the street railway earnings, they were “not meeting with a 

great deal of public favor.”57  However, a February Observer article, headlined “Jitney 

Doing Well,” suggested otherwise.  While many riders utilized the jitney for its novelty, 

many chose it since “it happened to come along at the right time.”58  Cities such as 

Richmond, Virginia, reacted negatively to these unregulated vehicles that threatened 

street railways.  The Virginia Railway and Power Company filed an injunction against 

jitneys operating in Richmond, but the state Supreme Court upheld a lower court’s ruling 

against the petition.  Reporting the Richmond street railway’s loss of earnings due to the 

jitneys servicing that city, the Observer foresaw a threat to the streetcar to be the auto bus 

rather than the jitney.  An editorial noted that this new vehicle, described as “practically a 

 
56 LeGette Blythe and Charles Raven Brockmann, “Communication and Transportation,” chap. 6 in 

Hornets’ Nest: The Story of Charlotte and Mecklenburg County (Charlotte, NC: McNally, 1961), 

http://www.cmstory.org/history/hornets/commun.htm. 
57 The Evolution of the Jitney Bus (Baltimore, MD: Fidelity Trust Company, 1915), 15. 
58 Charlotte Daily Observer, February 23, 1915. 

http://www.cmstory.org/history/hornets/commun.htm
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gasoline street car,” was “an innovation that street car companies view with 

apprehension.”59   

 
Figure 2 - The jitney first appeared in Los Angeles, California, in late 1914.  Charlotte Auto and Wagon 

Company manufactured jitneys in this city for services around the region.  The vehicle shown above was 

ordered by Caughman’s Auto Transfer in Columbia, South Carolina.60 

 

 In response to SPUCO’s protests against the jitney, on July 29, 1915, the City 

Council proceeded with an ordinance to regulate the vehicles.  SPUCO argued in support 

of “fair competition” and the prevention of the “piracy of business” by jitney drivers 

during peak hours of streetcar operation.  Z.V. Taylor, president of SPUCO, submitted 

earnings reports demonstrating the negative impact that jitneys were having on his 

company.  He indicated to the council that “the very life of the street car company, 

certainly its future, was in jeopardy.”  The ordinance passed with amendments requiring 

 
59 Charlotte Daily Observer, April 23, 1915. 
60 Charlotte Observer, February 6, 1916. 
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jitneys to operate within areas approved by the city Executive Board.61  Proponents of the 

jitney industry vehemently disagreed with these actions.  Motor Bus, the journal of the 

International Jitney Association, commented that the 

ordinance adopted after a hot fight in the council requires a bond, irksome 

requirements for schedule running and one little “rider” of ingenious cunning.  

Just what the “rider” is we will not detail for fear that other councils will learn of 

it and incorporate it in their ordinances.62 

 

 The first jitneys serviced only the white population of Charlotte.  But as the jitney 

began to compete with streetcars in the mid-1910s, black drivers also shared in the 

continued transportation diversification with service to African American neighborhoods 

Brooklyn and Biddleville.  The streetcar system hesitated to adopt segregated seating, but 

because of the hassle of its implementation rather than any moral qualms.  The 

companies relied upon patrons to self-enforce the city ordinance.  For instance, a 

complaint lodged with the city council in July 1915 alleged that the streetcar running 

through Seversville, a white neighborhood adjacent to Biddleville, was too crowded with 

black riders, and whites were forced to stand.  The council referred the complaint to the 

city attorney, but no known action was taken.63  Occurrences such as these appeared to 

arise less often in Charlotte, especially in comparison to other Southern cities such as 

Savannah, Georgia, and Wilmington, North Carolina.64 

 Some Charlotteans, however, welcomed the new form of public transportation.  

An anonymous letter to the Observer, dated April 5, 1915, discussed the impact of the 

jitney in the city.  Signed “Courtesy,” the resident blamed the streetcar companies for the 

 
61 Charlotte Observer, July 30, 1915.  
62 “Bus Movement Progress in 61 Cities,” Motor Bus 1 (September 1915): 168. 
63 Charlotte Daily Observer, August 3, 1915; Minutes of the Charlotte Board of Aldermen, August 2, 1915, 

Book 14, Page 347. 
64 Meier and Rudwick. 
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rise in competition, proclaiming that street railways would receive increased patronage if 

they would ensure “prompt and frequent service, comfortable cars and last but in no 

manner the least…courteous treatment of passengers by the employees.”  The current 

fifteen-minute schedule was inadequate for the businessman, who was more willing to 

walk rather than wait for the next car.  The author also cited instances where he was 

running to catch an empty or lightly-loaded streetcar only to have the conductor signal 

the motorman to continue without stopping. 65  Such sentiments revealed that, while any 

form of public transportation would be patronized, riders expected convenience and 

efficiency—key terms in Charlotteans’ definition of progress. 

 SPUCO took measures to counter any negative public sentiment toward their 

streetcar service.  In February 1915 the company published its first Southern Public 

Utilities Company Magazine.  SPUCO also created a publicity department, with former 

Charlotte Chamber of Commerce executive Leake Carraway tagged as the director.  

Carraway claimed that the department “will not be, in the generally accepted meaning of 

the term, a publicity department,” but the publication clearly served to shape SPUCO’s 

image with both the employees and the public.66  Although the editorial letter mentioned 

in the previous paragraph was not written until the following month, SPUCO realized 

their standing within local public opinion.  The magazine admonished Charlotteans for 

taking for granted the excellent service provided by their company and frequently 

published remarks by local figures.  Architect Willard G. Rogers commented in an 

article, “Our people who do remain in Charlotte all the time do not begin to realize the 

 
65 Charlotte Daily Observer, April 16, 1915. 
66 “The Publicity Department,” Southern Public Utilities Company Magazine 1, No. 1 (February 1915): 7.  
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courtesy with which they are treated by the employees of the company.”67  Despite 

protestations by SPUCO, the competing forms of public transportation served Charlotte 

well.   

 The new mass transit arrangement faced a great challenge in 1917 as the United 

States entered World War I.   In July of that year, the federal Department of War awarded 

a military training camp to be built for 50,000 soldiers west of downtown Charlotte near 

the old James Dowd house.  Construction was swift, and Camp Greene received troops 

within ninety days.68  Although both the city and SPUCO tried to prepare for the camp’s 

presence, as LeGette Blythe noted, “the sudden arrival of some 50,000 or 60,000 soldiers, 

not to speak of visiting parents, wives and sweethearts, taxed housing, dining, amusement 

and other facilities built to serve a population of 52,347.”69  A streetcar line to Camp 

Greene via a spur of the Lakewood Park line opened October 6, 1917.  That day 

Charlotteans flocked to the camp for a World Series watching event, with live scores and 

pitch counts of the Chicago White Sox-New York Giants game to be displayed on the 

new baseball field scoreboard.  In addition to riding the street railway, spectators traveled 

“in their own private machines or in one of the hundreds of jitney busses operating 

between the city and the camp.”70  Soldiers headed to Charlotte when granted leave, as 

demonstrated a short week later when camp occupants received their first paychecks.  As 

a local newspaper described, “two great armies of invasion came into the city” as the 

 
67 “A Patron’s Impression,” Southern Public Utilities Company Magazine 1, No. 1 (February 1915): 9. 
68 Miriam Grace Mitchell, The Echo of the Bugle Call: Charlotte’s Role in World War I (Charlotte, NC: 

Dowd House Preservation Committee, Citizens for Preservation, 1979), 

http://www.cmstory.org/ww1/echo/; Kurt D. Geske, “Where Johnnie Got His Gun: One American City’s 

Experience with Military Mobilization during World War I – Charlotte and Camp Greene, North Carolina,” 

master’s thesis, University of North Carolina at Charlotte, 2012. 
69 Blythe and Brockmann, “Charlotte in Time of War,” chap. 13 in Hornets’ Nest, 

http://www.cmstory.org/history/hornets/wartime.htm.  
70 Charlotte Observer, October 5, 1917. 
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twelve thousand soldiers rode streetcars, taxis, jitneys, or simply walked down the Dowd 

and Tuckaseegee roads to converge upon the Square.71  

Streetcar patronage certainly increased during the tenure of Camp Greene.  

However, the war placed a financial strain upon not only SPUCO but also street railways 

around the country.  A February 1918 article, “The Effect of the War on Electric Street 

Railways,” highlighted this condition.  Author R.F. Carbutt, a New York City street 

railway executive, attributed troubles with the loss of experienced operators to the draft, 

rising costs in both materials and labor, and fixed fares.  The spike in materials pricing 

especially hurt street railways, with a 75 percent increase in coal, 340 percent increase in 

steel forgings, and sixty percent increase in oil.  Carbutt advocated an adjustment in fares 

being “necessary to permit capital to be raised for extensions and betterments.”72 

 The reluctance of City Council to approve fare hikes hamstrung SPUCO.  Since 

the company operated under municipal franchises, the fate of SPUCO’s transit 

profitability laid upon the shoulders of elected politicians who gave less consideration to 

working class and black interests.73  SPUCO knew that in order to gain approval for an 

increase in fares that the public must not oppose the measure.  Representatives of North 

Carolina street railway companies met in Greensboro on January 24, 1918, to discuss 

methods of increasing revenue.  The participants determined that “a systematic campaign 

of educational publicity similar to that conducted by the Southern Public Utilities 

 
71 Charlotte Observer., October 14, 1917. 
72 R.F. Carbutt, “The Effect of the War on Electric Street Railways,” Southern Public Utilities Company 

Magazine 4, No. 1 (February 10, 1918), 4. 
73 Charlotte was governed by a Board of Aldermen/City Council elected from individual wards until 1917, 

when the public voted to change to a commission-form of city government with at-large commissioners.  

With this election, control of city government was now dominated by wealthier white interests.  Hanchett, 

Sorting Out, 211-213. 
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Company” was necessary to sway public opinion.74  But the following year, an extended 

interruption of service provided insight into the perception of mass transit in Charlotte. 

Transit Instability 

 The roots of the prolonged service interruption began nearly a decade previously.  

During the tumult between Latta and Duke, another competitor entered the street railway 

market.  On June 6, 1910, developer Paul Chatham submitted to the Charlotte Board of 

Aldermen a petition for a streetcar franchise.  This petition challenged the 4C’s 

monopoly.  Latta vehemently opposed it and believed the approval of Chatham’s 

franchise was a conspiracy to displace the 4C’s and allow Duke—who along with 

Chatham was represented by attorney Cameron Morrison—into Charlotte.  Despite the 

protest from Latta, the aldermen granted the franchise to Chatham’s Charlotte Rapid 

Transit Company (CRTC) on July 25.75  The street railway, planned to be two miles in 

length and to utilize the storage battery car, would run to his proposed Chatham Estates 

development along Lawyers Road (known today as Central Avenue) and up a new 

boulevard to the planned Charlotte Country Club.76  Chatham advertised his development 

as a pastoral setting convenient to downtown—“your city over there; while here is your 

home, with its great variety of scenery…the view from Chatham Estates is more than 

simply beautiful.”77  Brochures waxed about the grand boulevard and modern amenities, 

emphasizing that “you do not have to pass through any section populated by negroes to 

 
74 “North Carolina Roads Need More Revenue,” Electric Railway Journal 51, No. 6 (February 9, 1918): 

297. 
75 Morrill, “Latta.” 
76 Coincidentally, Latta had passed on a proposal by the country club developers to construct and operate 

the streetcar to their establishment.  Minutes of the Charlotte Board of Aldermen, June 6, 1910, Book 11, 

Page 470; Charlotte News, June 22, 1910; Charlotte Evening Chronicle, June 22, 1910; Ibid., June 23, 
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get to it,” a statement contrasting Chatham Estates with Dilworth, which laid beyond 

Brooklyn in the southeastern Second Ward area of downtown.78 

 While many lots were purchased and homes were constructed in the initial years, 

Chatham Estates failed to compete with Dilworth due to inconsistent streetcar service.  

The storage battery car, a technology developed by Edison Electric, was an unsuccessful 

venture.   

 
Figure 3 - This Concord, North Carolina, storage battery streetcar was similar to the vehicles used in 

Charlotte.79 

 

Also, despite the advertising convenience of the development to downtown, both 

residents of Chatham Estates and their domestic employees faced an inconvenient path of 

travel to and from the area.  As Thomas Hanchett noted, “for years commuters to the 

 
78 The Queen City of the South: The Reason Why, brochure (Charlotte, NC: Chatham Estates), Van 

Landingham Family Papers, 1860-1986, J. Murrey Atkins Library Special Collections, University of North 

Carolina at Charlotte. 
79 Prints and Photographs Online Catalog, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
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neighborhood had to get off the [SPUCO] trolley from downtown near Hawthorne and 

Central, and transfer to a battery-powered rail car […] for the rest of the way out Central 

and up The Plaza.”80  Finally, CRTC gave up the battery cars, and in May 1913 the 

company contracted with SPUCO for service.   

 A delicate balance existed between the economy of the streetcar and the 

residential developments anchored by street railways.  Kenneth Jackson noted that the 

compactness of the streetcar suburbs “required a certain volume of traffic for profitable 

operation, and because the very availability of a transit line tended to raise the price of 

land.”81  Chatham Estates and preceding area developments such as Oakhurst (1903), 

Logie Avenue (1909), and Forest Circle (1909) grew too slowly to support the streetcar.  

Also, Chatham’s choice of the unreliable storage battery car proved unwise.  The lack of 

development coupled with the expenses of the railway contract (for both Chatham and 

SPUCO) doomed Chatham’s development company.  On May 19, 1918, CRTC 

defaulted, and streetcar service to Chatham Estates ceased.82 

 The bankruptcy of CRTC left Chatham Estates and adjacent neighborhoods 

Chantilly and Piedmont Park without streetcar service for over two years.  During the 

interruption, wealthy residents of the area provided an automobile service from the 

streetcar line end at Central Avenue to their residences along The Plaza and near the 

Charlotte Country Club for their servants, cooks, and other help.83  Other residents, 

however, were forced to cope with the inconvenience.  Jake F. Newell, a resident of 

Piedmont Park, complained to the Observer about the lack of streetcar service to the area.  

 
80 Hanchett, “Plaza-Midwood.” 
81 Jackson,136. 
82 The storage battery car also had been attempted in Concord, North Carolina, with little success.  Turner, 

21; “Charlotte Suburban Line Sold,” Electric Railway Journal 55, No. 13 (March 27, 1920): 669. 
83 Charlotte Observer, May 22, 1918; Ibid., May 23, 1918. 
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Sardonically reminiscing, he pegged the “poor old four-wheeled rattle-trap from Chatham 

Estates” as unreliable, and claimed the car from Belmont “apparently decided that 

everybody lived in Myers park, or ought to.”  The commuting residents of Piedmont Park 

and adjacent neighborhoods, said Newell, “take their stands along the way and look so 

yearningly and pleadingly at all autoists who pass that they are generally taken in and 

landed at the square.”  Getting home, however, was another matter according to Newell.84   

 This transportation stoppage highlighted the evolving urban fabric of Charlotte in 

comparison to the streetcar workers strike fifteen years earlier.  Very few residents owned 

comparable forms of transportation, namely automobiles, in 1903.  But by 1918, reliance 

upon mechanical transportation to reach the downtown area for work, shopping, and 

other activities ingrained itself upon the residents of far-flung neighborhoods like 

Piedmont Park and Chantilly, despite the fact that their homes laid within the same range 

of the Square as those of Dilworth.   

Public transportation eventually resumed in Chatham Estates.  In April 1919 the 

Camp Greene Rapid Transit Company offered jitney service to the area.  The twelve-seat 

vehicle ran between the Country Club and the end of the streetcar line.  However, as 

noted by Newell, citizens preferred streetcar service.  One factor may have been the fare 

system of the jitneys—patrons purchased booklets containing sixty tickets to be used 

within thirty days rather than paying for each ride.85  But this sentiment also pointed to an 

emerging perception that riding streetcars was more acceptable than riding jitneys.  A 

contributing reason to the preference of the street railway over the relocated private 

jitneys was likely permanence—if the jitney service so easily moved from one area of 

 
84 Charlotte Observer, February 10, 1919.  
85 Ibid., April 1, 1919; Ibid., September 10, 1919. 
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Charlotte to another, what prevented that service from abandoning neighborhoods and 

running routes elsewhere in the city? 

Violence Erupts 

 While patrons dealt with transit instability, the situation of the street railway 

workers also deteriorated.  Discontent with wages and benefits among the ranks of 

SPUCO workers across the Carolinas bubbled over.  In July 1919 streetcar conductors 

and other company employees in Spartanburg, South Carolina, went on strike.  After two 

weeks SPUCO approved an increase in wages, and transit resumed in that city.  Similar 

sentiments existed in the other SPUCO cities, which included Greenville and Winston-

Salem, North Carolina, and Anderson and Greenville, South Carolina.  Company 

president Z.V. Taylor granted a wage increase of ten percent to all streetcar workers as a 

preemptive measure to avoid strikes.  However, his action was too little too late, and on 

August 10 the streetcar conductors and motormen in Charlotte walked out once again.86 

 Continuing a longstanding company policy, SPUCO conducted a propaganda 

campaign through advertisements in local newspapers.  These ads typically featured 

letters from Taylor imploring the striking workers to end the conflict.  For example, a 

letter published on August 10 reached out to the striking workers while publicly 

denigrating their demand for increased wages.  Taylor insisted that the company treated 

the car men fairly, since “IN FACT THE INCREASE ABSORBED ALL OF THE 

INCREASED REVENUE THE COMPANY HAS RECEIVED AS A RESULT OF THE 

INCREASE IN FARES, AND MORE.”87  When SPUCO electrical workers also 

threatened to strike on August 13, Taylor submitted an even more shrill response.  He 

 
86 Leatherwood, 138. 
87 Charlotte Observer, August 10, 1919. 
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claimed the work stoppage would halt all activity in Charlotte, and the “greatest 

sufferers… [would be] THE WOMEN AND CHILDREN.”88  SPUCO also attacked the 

labor union, referring to the national representative from the Amalgamated Association of 

Street and Electric Railway Employees of America who came to Charlotte as “the 

Foreign Professional Agitator”89 or “this Foreign Organized Autocracy.”90  Yet the 

company hypocritically asked the striking workers to not refer to the strike-breakers as 

foreign.  An SPUCO official noted that the replacement workers “are from the Carolinas 

and Virginia and are not foreigners in any sense of the word.”91 

 Citizens faced a dilemma.  Everyday activities—working, shopping, heading to 

church—became a hardship for those dependent upon the streetcars.  To fill the 

transportation void plaguing many residents, the city made five free chauffeur licenses 

available on August 14.  Licensees collected 10 cent fares.92  Charlotteans desperately 

needed transportation service, and SPUCO night foreman Loy Cloniger remembered the 

jitneys having eight or nine people “hanging on the side.”93  But many residents, 

especially those working the textile mills around Charlotte, chose to stand in support of 

the strikers by boycotting the jitneys. 

 The streetcar strike continued, and fits of violence erupted.  None, however, was 

as disturbing as the events over August 25 and 26.  On the previous day, SPUCO broke 

 
88 Charlotte Observer, August 12, 1919. 
89 Charlotte News, August 24, 1919. 
90 Ibid., August 25, 1919. 
91 Ibid., August 30, 1919. 
92 Charlotte Observer, August 15, 1919. 
93

 Loy Connelly Cloniger, interview by Allen Tullos, June 18, 1980, Southern Oral History Program 

Collection, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Library.  Hereafter referred to as Cloniger 

interview. 
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its ties with the unionized workers and resumed service with “strike-breakers.”94  The 

streetcars operated on an abbreviated schedule—running until noon and resuming from 

2:00 p.m. to about 5:30 p.m.—but newspaper reports showed that the cars ran later than 

this.  Due to mounting tensions, SPUCO armed the new operators.  Thomas Bird, a non-

union streetcar motorman, operated a car during the strike and carried a revolver.  When 

strikers interfered with his streetcar, “he would tell them, you bother me while I’m 

picking [the car wire] back on I’ll shoot you.”95  This policy proved to be prudent, for at 

about 3:00 p.m. “a crowd rocked a street car on South boulevard.  The motorman and 

conductor promptly opened fire and soon the rock throwers were dispersed.”96  More 

violence ensued as additional assaults were made on the streetcars.  At about 9:00 p.m., a 

mob attacked a car at Tenth Avenue and Church Street.  Police quickly dispersed the 

crowd, but then rushed to the corner of Elizabeth Avenue and Brevard Street to quell a 

threatening situation that forced streetcar workers to abandon their cars in the street.  The 

company ordered all streetcars to return to the car barn on South Boulevard, where a 

crowd estimated at 2,000 people awaited.  Finally, at 12:30 a.m. on August 26, full-scale 

violence broke out.  Striking workers and sympathizers exchanged fire with police, 

killing five and wounding up to thirty men, some merely curious bystanders.97 

 The violence of the riot at the car barn astounded not only Charlotte but also the 

entirety of the Carolinas.  The city called in state guardsmen to patrol the streets, and over 

two hundred citizens volunteered to serve in a security force. 98  Local newspapers took 

 
94 Charlotte News, August 24, 1919. 
95 Dorothy Williams, interview by Christina Wright, April 22, 2004, Before Brown Collection, New South 

Voices, University of North Carolina at Charlotte.  Hereafter referred to as Williams interview. 
96 Charlotte Observer, August 26, 1919. 
97 Ibid.; Charlotte News, August 26, 1919; Leatherwood, 135-184. 
98 Charlotte News, August 26, 1919. 
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differing viewpoints on the riot.  The anti-labor Observer hysterically proclaimed that 

“this community has been taken over to a form of Red Terrorism.”99  In contrast, the 

more liberal News reprinted articles from around the state shaming SPUCO’s actions.  

The Raleigh News and Observer noted that SPUCO was “an immensely rich and 

powerful concern and it is able to pay good wages and give reasonable hours.”   The 

Greensboro Record questioned the actions of Charlotte’s police officers, for “the loss of 

life in labor disorder like that of last night is to be deplored and the opening of fire by the 

police without an order from their chief should be reviewed.”100 

 Although Charlotteans were upset, sentiments remained positive toward the 

presence of the streetcars in Charlotte.  When asked if the public took sides during the 

strike, Cloniger replied, “Not as I know of.”101  Coupled with similar uprisings in 

Columbia and Spartanburg, the Charlotte strike highlighted the shift in streetcar 

patronage that was occurring due to the rise of personal automobile ownership.  As noted 

in the Columbia State (and reprinted in the News), to a larger degree the strike affected 

working-class streetcar riders, whose neighbors were less likely to afford automobiles: 

“The street car is a necessity to those workmen whose homes are separated by 

long distances from their jobs and whose wage will not permit the use of other 

transportation and to them only in small cities that class is small.  While it is not 

likely that street car transportation in towns of the rank of Greenville, 

Spartanburg, Charlotte and Columbia, will soon be abandoned, the signs are that 

it is losing its place as a means of transportation of first importance.”102 

 

 
99 Charlotte Observer, August 26, 1919.  According to former News reporter Emory Wister, the Observer 

was known as the conservative paper while the News took a more liberal approach.  Emory Wister, 

interview by Edward Perzel, May 23, 1979, WSOC-TV Oral History Project, University of North Carolina 

at Charlotte. 
100 Charlotte News, August 28, 1919. 
101 Cloniger interview. 
102 Charlotte News, August 30, 1919.  Reprinted from the Columbia State. 
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 Before the strike, the automobile was not a universally-embraced form of 

transportation.103  However, with the interruption in Charlotte’s public transportation, this 

viewpoint began to shift.  Automobile dealers took advantage of the two-week 

interruption in transportation, running numerous ads in local newspapers.  Charlotte 

Motor Car Company asked, “Why worry about the street car strike when we have a 

variety of cars for sale in the used car department?”104  Also, many automobile owners 

graciously offered rides to those who relied upon the streetcar.  Newspaper editorials 

highlighted these neighborly instances, noting that such acts “reversed the opinion […] 

that the average motor car driver is a heartless and unsympathetic sort of a brute.”  Many 

drivers served to reinforce this supposedly disproven opinion.  However, the editorial 

concluded, “the decided tendency of the steering wheel has been in the direction of the 

hearts of the people and not away from them.”105 

Civic and Corporate Distrust 

 Charlotte was rapidly growing.  The 1920 U.S. Census recorded 46,338 people in 

the city, an increase of 36 percent over the previous decade.  During the 1920s, Charlotte 

began its most definitive period of “sorting out” into neighborhoods clearly categorized 

by race and class.106  At the same time public transportation endured a similar evolution.  

As middle-class white professionals and businessmen moved farther from downtown, 

 
103 Charlotte News, August 24, 1919.  An ironic article published during the strike noted a car shortage that 

plagued the United States.  Detroit automakers were swamped with demand for automobiles.  It was 

estimated that 1919 opened with a shortage of 2,200,000 cars, and the companies might produce 1,500,000 

cars that year.  A major contributor to this situation was war production.  Manufacturers did not see the 

shortage ending for at least another three years. 
104 Charlotte Observer, August 24, 1919. 
105 Ibid. 
106 The term “sorting out” is notably utilized by Thomas W. Hanchett in his seminal exploration of 

Charlotte’s process of development, Sorting Out the New South City.  However, the term has also been 

used in other references to the race and class dispersion of residents.  See Blaine A. Brownell, “The Urban 

South Comes of Age, 1900-1940,” in The City in Southern History: The Growth of Urban Civilization in 

the South, Brownell and David A. Goldfield, eds. (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat Press, 1977), 139. 
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they increasingly relied upon automobiles as their transportation to work.  The rising 

number of vehicles consequently created traffic congestion, making streetcars and other 

forms of transit sharing the same right-of-way less attractive alternatives.  While national 

public transportation rider demographics shifted toward blacks and blue-collar whites, 

this transition occurred more slowly in Charlotte.  In a 1924 Observer article reprinted in 

the SPUCO magazine, the downtown Brown’s Restaurant and Hotel called the streetcar 

“a democratic institution in its finest sense” where “the man of wealth rides by his 

fellow-citizen in overalls—not an uncommon sight in Charlotte.”107 

 
Figure 4 – This scene of Tryon Street shows the variety of transportation modes in Charlotte during the 

early 1920s.108 

 

 While Charlotte managed to avoid the racial conflict of other Southern cities, 

instances of black defiance certainly occurred in the city and especially within the sphere 

of public transportation.  In the past, SPUCO apparently left the enforcement of its 

 
107 “Street Cars as Town Builders,” Southern Public Utilities Company Magazine 10, No. 3 (August 1924): 
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108 Mary Boyer Collection, J. Murrey Atkins Library, University of North Carolina at Charlotte. 
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segregated seating policy up to the individual streetcar conductors.  However, reports of 

Jim Crow violations on streetcars increased during the latter half of the 1910s.  On May 

23, 1919, black residents Willie Bannon and Rosa Bouleware were arrested for refusing 

to move from the front seat of a Myers Park streetcar.  The conductor informed the two 

riders that they would be arrested once they reached downtown, and when Bannon and 

Bouleware attempted to disembark from the car they were stopped.109  Another instance 

occurred in November 1919, when Evelyn Chambers also defied the streetcar conductor 

and remained in her front seat.  She was fined $5 and court costs for violating the city’s 

Jim Crow laws.110  Ethel Reid was also fined $15 and court costs for the same action.111  

Neff Burnett, butler to J.B. Duke, defied the segregation laws for refusing to occupy a 

rear seat of a streetcar, and the following month Nannie Brown endured the same 

charge.112  While none of the reports indicated that the offenders reacted violently to the 

demands of the streetcar conductors, these acts of disobedience underlined growing 

discontent with segregation in the black community of Charlotte. 

 Despite publicity measures by SPUCO, the streetcar strike foreshadowed a 

national trend of distrust toward specific forms of mass transit.  These disruptions in 

transit also served to demonstrate the ability of the bus in comparison to the aging 

streetcars.  As noted by Scientific American, “the motor vehicles used for the 

transportation of the public have given very good service and it is now believed this form 

of service has now gained a foothold that will be permanent.”113  In contrast, SPUCO 

maintained that buses and jitneys simply could not replace the streetcar.  The May 1922 

 
109 Charlotte Observer, May 24, 1919. 
110 Ibid., November 24, 1919. 
111 Ibid., May 26, 1920. 
112 Ibid., March 7, 1922; Ibid., April 25, 1922. 
113 “Buses May Replace Trolleys,” Scientific American 124, No. 11 (March 12, 1921): 214. 
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issue of the company magazine featured a reprinted article from World’s Work entitled 

“You and the Public Utilities.”  The article presented the issue of municipal ownership of 

utilities as unfair to both capitalists and taxpayers and dismissed competing forms of 

public transportation as “not a satisfactory substitute for our electric trolley lines.”114  

Likewise, a November 1924 editorial emphasized,  

“In every city of any size in America in which street railway service has been 

temporarily abandoned […] bus service has utterly failed to meet the full 

transportation requirements of the community and street railway service has been 

restored at such rates, or under such conditions, as would enable the operating 

companies to maintain decent service and earn a reasonable return on their 

investment.”115 

 

Jitneys provided service in Charlotte, so certainly the motor bus stood as a probable 

alternative to the streetcar.  Despite the electric streetcar industry’s claim that buses 

offered little competition to the established street railways, these motor buses made 

headways into the Carolinas.  Greensboro, which saw buses introduced in 1924, entered 

the SPUCO system three years later.  In 1925 SPUCO purchased its first buses to be used 

in Greenville, South Carolina.116 

Conclusion 

 As noted by historian Carl Abbott, “Sunbelt cities have been following the 

national track, hurrying to catch up in some areas and shouldering ahead in others.”117  

While he referred to the political concentration in Sunbelt metropolitan areas, this 

 
114 “You and the Public Utilities,” Southern Public Utilities Company Magazine 7, No. 12 (May 1922), 3.  

The article is a partial reprint of Floyd W. Parsons, “You and the Public Utilities,” World’s Work 44, No. 1 

(May 1922), 99-106. 
115 “Who are Beneficiaries of Street Car Service?” Southern Public Utilities Company Magazine 10, No. 6 

(November 1924), 11-12. 
116 Kelly, 3.  In 1924 an inactive construction subsidiary of Southern Power Company was renamed Duke 

Power Company.  The following year, Duke acquired control of Southern through a stock exchange.  The 

official presence of the Duke name in Charlotte was the final (though belated) blow in the late 1910s fight 

between Duke and Latta. 
117 Carl Abbott, “The Suburban Sunbelt,” Journal of Urban History 13, No. 27 (May 1987), 285. 
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quotation captures the general historical direction of Charlotte after the Civil War.  The 

public resoundingly embraced the introduction of the electric streetcar to Charlotte.  Its 

presence transformed how residents moved about the city and where they lived.  Urban 

expansion for small cities such as Charlotte became possible through the streetcar.  City 

development and public transportation became integral to each other’s success during the 

streetcar era.  However, the monopoly on transportation held by the streetcar was short-

lived.  Mass transit expanded to include automobiles, which then spawned competing 

forms of public transportation such as jitneys and buses.  As the automobile came to 

dominate urban movement, that more personal form of transportation began to determine 

city growth.  In addition, the city of Charlotte saw road infrastructure as a method to 

expand the city limits even farther, thus increasing the potential tax base. 

Municipalities realized that not only the front-end costs of infrastructure for 

automobiles were lower but also greater control was possible over city streets than over 

privately-owned utilities.  In his examination of Los Angeles, historian Scott Bottles 

identified conflict between street railway corporations and the public as a contributor to 

the rise of the automobile.  As he noted, “the fact that streetcar companies along with 

other public utility companies usually controlled the local political apparatus through a 

generous use of economic pressure and wholesale bribery raised the public’s ire even 

more.”118  While public transportation in Charlotte failed to demonstrate this level of 

corrupt influence upon local government, the 4C’s and Duke held a certain amount of 

influence over city leaders.  These companies contributed to Charlotte’s growth during 

 
118 Scott L. Bottles, Los Angeles and the Automobile (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1987), 
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the early twentieth century through the technologies, mainly electrification, they 

provided. 

 While the introduction of electricity, gas, and other utilities certainly contributed 

to the growth of Charlotte, transportation truly changed how citizens interacted with their 

urban environment.  Residents found greater freedom in where they could live; the 

restriction of transportation was reduced, and now only economics remained a potential 

barrier.  The explosion of residential suburbanization in Dilworth, Myers Park, and other 

areas allowed people to more easily pick and choose with whom they had to interact.    

For residents, the most convenient and affordable form of transportation 

prospered.  The streetcar received a thunderous welcome, especially with the introduction 

of the electric-powered vehicle in 1891.  This form of transportation met the needs of 

Charlotteans far better than their own two feet or a horse and wagon.  Whenever streetcar 

service faced challenges, such as the 1903 and 1919 strikes, residents rallied support for 

the system.  For many, they had no other choice since street railways provided the best 

transportation option between home, work, and leisure.  But Charlotteans did not show 

equal support for all forms of public transportation.  As demonstrated by the residents of 

Chatham Estates in 1918, patrons preferred their streetcars over other forms of public 

transportation such as the jitneys.  Convenience and efficiency were certainly important 

traits in transportation, but this occurrence also indicated that permanence was just as 

highly valued during this early period.  So why was the automobile, a vehicle which used 

the same infrastructure as the jitney, more readily embraced?



 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO:  BUSES AND THE CAR CULTURE 

 

 

“We depend on our busses.  We are not two-car families, and some of us 

are not even one-car families.”1 

Mrs. Neal Williams, August 16, 1950 

 

 The story of Charlotte’s initial era of mass transportation development focused 

upon street railways and the introduction of automobiles and featured elements of 

innovation, excitement, and conflict.  But as the city moved toward the universal usage of 

rubber tire-based vehicles, conflict gradually overtook innovation and excitement.  The 

outlined decades followed a neat chronological order—the 1920s saw the rise of 

automobiles, the 1930s the demise of the streetcar, the 1940s the roots of rampant 

suburbanization, and the 1950s the demographic shift in public transportation patronage.  

Ultimately, transportation in Charlotte became a competition between automobiles and 

buses, the haves and have-nots, the suburbs and downtown—and in all these situations, 

the latter option lost.  Three factors contributed to the decrease in public transportation 

patronage:  societal and municipal support of the car culture, urban decentralization and 

suburbanization, and bus system strikes that resulted in the departure of middle class 

patrons.  These elements of the changing urban environment provided the roots of the 

modern perception of public transportation as the vehicle of the poor and minorities.   

 As with many other areas of the United States, the South caught the spreading 

automobile craze in the 1920s.  Transit patronage peaked in various metro areas including 
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New Orleans (1921) and Atlanta (1923).2  Likewise, the ever-present automobile 

negatively impacted public transportation in a variety of ways.  Civic leadership opposed 

the utilization of municipal funding for street railway improvements yet constructed and 

maintained streets for personal automobile usage.  The availability of automobiles 

increased in the region due to the expansion of the Ford Motor Company plant on 

Statesville Avenue.  Lastly, neighborhood and residential design began to incorporate the 

ownership of an automobile among its property owners, especially in affluent areas.  

Working in unison, these factors combined to decrease the influence of public 

transportation. 

  During this decade both rural and urban road building increased in North 

Carolina.  The foundations of this development followed a pattern of road improvements, 

dubbed “the fifteens phenomenon” by government scholars Richard D. Ducker and David 

M. Lawrence.  The state implemented transportation policies coincidentally during years 

ending in fifteen, with the State Highway Commission being created in 1915.3  During 

the terms of Cameron A. Morrison (1921-1925), known as the “Good Roads Governor,” 

and Angus McLean (1925-1929), the state constructed over 5,500 miles of highway.4  

 
2 Blaine A. Brownell, “The Urban South Comes of Age, 1900-1940,” The City in Southern History, 

Brownell and Goldfield, eds. (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat Press, 1976), 135. 
3 In 1715 the colonial legislature planned numerous improvements of transportation infrastructure, 

including roads and waterways.  In 1815 North Carolina chartered private companies to construct roads, 

ferries, and bridges.  Richard D. Ducker and David M. Lawrence, “Transportation: Streets, Parking, Public 

Transportation, and Airports,” County and Municipal Government in North Carolina, (Chapel Hill, NC: 

University of North Carolina School of Government, 2007), http://sogpubs.unc.edu/cmg/cmg40.pdf.  
4 Although Governor Locke Craig (1913-1917) was the first North Carolina governor pegged with the 

“Good Roads Governor” nickname, Morrison is best known for the moniker.  For the reference to Craig, 

see Asheville Citizen, September 29, 1913.  For information on Morrison’s political accomplishments, see 

William H. Richardson, comp. and David L. Corbitt, ed., Public Papers and Letters of Cameron Morrison, 

Governor of North Carolina, 1921-1925 (Raleigh, NC: Edwards and Broughton, 1927); Nathaniel F. 

Magruder, “The Administration of Governor Cameron Morrison of North Carolina, 1921-1925,” Ph.D. 
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Charlotte also saw exponential growth in road construction.  Beginning in the early 

1900s, the city underwent an extensive paving program.  A report of the City Engineer 

and Superintendent of Streets for 1924 detailed the amount and differing types of 

pavements used in the city.  Previous to 1907, none of Charlotte’s streets were paved; 

however, through 1924 nearly 87 miles of city streets were surfaced in macadam, asphalt, 

or concrete paving.5 

 Access to automobiles steadily increased both financially and spatially.  At the 

beginning of 1925, Mecklenburg County counted 14,715 licensed automobiles with an 

average purchase price of $800.  Also during that year, the Ford Motor Company 

increased its presence in Charlotte by upgrading their service branch into a full 

manufacturing facility.  The Statesville Avenue plant produced over 60,000 T Model 

vehicles in its first year of operation in 1926.  At the end of the decade, Charlotteans 

registered over 18,000 automobiles.  With a population of over 82,000 in the city, 

ownership equaled one car for every 4.5 people.  The growing presence of automobiles, 

and society’s increasing desire for improved infrastructure, launched the development of 

the car culture in Charlotte.6 

 The late 1920s also saw the introduction of suburbs designed exclusively around 

the automobile, most notably the Pharrsdale (1926) and Eastover (1927) developments.  
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Sited between the city and Myers Park, these neighborhoods featured large two-story 

homes placed on spacious lawns along curving roads.  In many respects, the design of 

these developments differed little from that of the 1910s romantic suburb of Myers Park.  

Though lined with sidewalks, streets through these new suburbs were of equal width with 

no consideration for alternative forms of transportation.  This area initially received 

service from streetcars along Providence Road to Myers Park, and later by bus routes 

along Laurel Avenue and Cherokee Road.  But residents wealthy enough to own homes 

in these neighborhoods obviously owned automobiles.  Therefore, public transportation 

in affluent areas typically served servants and other domestic help, for whom automobiles 

were economically unfeasible.  This socioeconomic divide further manifested itself as 

personal forms of transportation gained preference over public transportation throughout 

Charlotte.7 

 During this period, some businesses and civic institutions began moving from 

their downtown locations toward the burgeoning suburban areas of Charlotte.  Churches 

followed the residential suburban growth beginning in Dilworth.  Seeking land to expand 

and new facilities, hospitals relocated outside downtown, including Mercy and 

Presbyterian hospitals in Elizabeth.  New high schools were built in Belmont-Villa 

Heights, Brooklyn, and near Elizabeth.  But the shift of commerce from downtown 

beginning in the 1920s impacted the city center to a greater degree.  Grocery chain Piggly 

 
7 Today, these neighborhoods have merged under the Eastover name.  Among the well-known Charlotteans 

residing in Eastover and Pharrsdale were neighborhood developer E.C. Griffith, Congressman Hamilton C. 

Jones III, and architect J. Norman Pease.   

Mary Beth Gatza, “Pharrsdale Historic District,” National Register of Historic Places Nomination 

Form (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of the Interior, 2001); Thomas W. Hanchett, “The Eastover 

Neighborhood: Charlotte’s Elite Automobile Suburb,” Charlotte-Mecklenburg Historic Landmarks 

Commission, http://www.cmhpf.org/kids/neighborhoods/Eastover.html; Official Map of Charlotte 

(Charlotte, NC: Office of City Engineer, 1935). 

http://www.cmhpf.org/kids/neighborhoods/Eastover.html


44 

 

Wiggly moved from its downtown location to Dilworth in 1923 and built additional 

stores in Elizabeth and Myers Park.  Although this shift followed the pattern of increasing 

decentralization in Charlotte, these institutions were conveniently located along streetcar 

lines and easily accessible from other parts of the city.  The relocation of businesses, 

shops, and other enterprises hardly became universal but rather indicated the rapid 

growth of Charlotte.  The downtown area remained the primary commercial hub of the 

city.8 

 With the increasing access to and usage of personal forms of transportation, the 

urban landscape of Charlotte showed rapid change in just a few short years.  More and 

more residents purchased automobiles to drive to work and shop.  Despite some suburban 

relocation, most businesses kept their downtown locations, and a new dilemma 

confronted the city: traffic.  Parking became an especially important issue as more and 

more vehicles clogged the older, narrower downtown streets.9  Streetcars became a 

popular scapegoat for traffic concerns, since these stop-and-go vehicles utilized the same 

right-of-way as automobiles.  Local SPUCO superintendent R.L. Wommack noted that 

the increase in congestion in the downtown area kept the streetcars from running on 

schedule.10  But for many Charlotteans, the streetcar provided an escape from traffic and 

the irritation of finding a parking space.  White collar workers and businessmen, typically 

automobile owners, continued to ride the rails for this very reason.  SPUCO published 

one anecdote in a 1930 issue of the company magazine:   

 
8 Hanchett, Sorting Out, 200-202. 
9 The 1931 Charlotte City Code, the first to do so, included five pages of parking requirements and 

specifically denoted when and where automobiles could park along streets.  E.R. Preston, ed., The Code of 

the City of Charlotte (Charlotte: Observer Printing House, 1931), 370-374. 
10 “Street Car Men with Rotarians,” Southern Public Utilities Company Magazine 8, No.1 (June 1922), 17. 
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A very busy dentist in Charlotte made the remark the other day to one of his 

patients that his street car rides between his office and his home provide rest 

periods that are very valuable to him.  “At such times,” he said, “with no traffic or 

traffic lights to watch, and no parking to worry about, I can thoroughly relax.”11 

 

Additionally, a local lawyer remarked to the Observer, “I have stopped bringing my car 

uptown.  It is too much trouble.”12   Judging from the anti-traffic rhetoric propagated in 

local publications, in contrast to automobile drivers’ complaints about the inconvenience 

of navigating alongside the railway, the streetcar continued to enjoy popularity.  But 

unfortunately that was far from the truth. 

End of the Streetcar 

 As both Charlotte and the nation felt the tremendous impact of the Great 

Depression beginning in late 1929, an interesting correlation between private and public 

transit emerged.  Although automobile ownership slowed, rising by only 1,000 

automobiles between 1929 and 1938 while population increased by twenty-two percent, 

streetcar service declined.  This trend continued across the nation.  Throughout the 1930s, 

streetcar ridership dropped from 14.4 billion passengers in 1929 to 8.3 billion in 1940.  

Although the increased presence of buses explained one reason for this drop, overall 

transit patronage also decreased from 17 billion passengers in 1929 to 13.1 billion in 

1940.13 

 
11 “Rides Street Car For Relaxation,” Southern Public Utilities Company Magazine 27, No. 4 (October 

1930): 23. 
12 “Prefers to Ride on Street Car,” Southern Public Utilities Company Magazine 10, No. 11 (April 1925): 

34.  Reprinted from Charlotte Observer.  
13 Hill’s Charlotte (North Carolina) City Directory, Vol. 7 (Richmond, VA: Hill Directory Company, 

1938); Kelly, 4; Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics of the U.S.: Colonial Times to 1970, Vol. 2 

(Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1975): 721—footnote from Mark S. Foster, “City 

Planners and Urban Transportation: The American Response, 1900-1940,” Journal of Urban History, Vol. 

5, No. 3 (May 1979), 383. 
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 Many transit companies conceded their streetcars for the cheaper and more 

flexible motor buses.  SPUCO gradually dismantled its street railway system across the 

Carolinas.  By 1935 all streetcar service in both Spartanburg and Anderson, South 

Carolina, ended, and bus service expanded in the latter city.  Trolley coaches, or 

electrically-powered motor buses utilizing the overhead wires of the streetcars, operated 

in Greenville, South Carolina, and Greensboro, North Carolina.  Streetcar service ended 

in Greenville in 1937.  SPUCO was not alone in its abandonment of the streetcar.  A 

popular conspiracy theory held that General Motors (GM) conspired to end streetcar 

service while boosting the profits of the company’s bus division.  Through the transit 

front company National City Lines (NCL), formed in 1936, GM purchased traction 

companies throughout the United States.  Cities such as New Orleans, Louisiana; 

Montgomery, Alabama; Long Beach, California; and Wichita Falls, Texas, saw their 

street railways converted to buses.  However, this activity failed to impact Charlotte since 

system ownership remained local.14 

 SPUCO’s enthusiasm for promoting their transportation system waned in the 

1930s.  With the integration of SPUCO into Duke Power Company in April 1935, 

corporate attention toward the less profitable transportation division decreased.  The 

 
14 Scholars and historians differ on the validity of this theory.  Among the dissenters are Mark S. Foster, 

who doubts enough evidence exists to implicate GM in such a notorious plot, and Scott L. Bottles, who 

calls the conspiracy “patently absurd” (242).  Journalist Gregory D.L. Morris fully embraced the theory, 

citing a 1947 anti-trust decision against NCL and eight of its entities as evidence of GM’s activity against 

the streetcar.   

 It should be noted, however, that the companies backing NCL (among these GM, Standard Oil of 

California, and Firestone) were convicted of conspiring to monopolize the sale of buses to transit system in 

1949 and again on appeal in 1951.  The companies were only fined $5,000 each, which did little to deter 

their actions.  By the 1950s, GM had cornered 84 percent of the bus market in the United States.  See 

Morrill, “Charlotte ‘New Look’ Buses.” 

 For more information about the NCL conspiracy, see Scott L. Bottles, Los Angeles and the 

Automobile; Mark S. Foster, A Nation on Wheels: The Automobile Culture in America Since 1945 

(Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 2003); and Gregory D.L. Morris, “The $1 Conspiracy,” Financial History 

(Winter 2012): 20-23, 38. 
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company magazine gave less consideration to that area of operations, with rural 

electrification and appliance sales dominating headlines.  The October 1937 issue noted 

this shifting mindset in its Ramblin’ column, for “never before have so many members of 

the Duke Power organization been interested in selling appliances and carrying the 

message of electric service to the customers of this company.”15  Mentions of the transit 

systems typically included driver banquets, complimentary letters from regional 

newspapers, and the personal news of employees. 

 Although most Duke-serviced cities transitioned solely to bus service by the mid-

1930s, Charlotte still relied upon the streetcar.  The city was by far larger than the other 

Duke cities, so the service provided some profit—or less loss, depending upon the frame 

of reference.  Charlotteans continued to utilize the street railways, especially those too 

young, old, or poor to drive.  Dorothy Bird Williams, a Dilworth resident and high school 

student at the time, remembered everyone from her neighborhood riding the streetcars, 

“even the men that worked in the offices downtown in the banks.”16  Many 

neighborhoods continued to petition for rail service.  S.C. Vaughn, a resident of 410 

Sylvania Avenue in the Lockwood neighborhood, penned a letter to the Observer in 

September 1934 asking for streetcar service to the Eleventh Ward area on North Graham 

Street.17  For Vaughn and his neighbors, whose lower-income community had few 

automobile owners, public transportation was necessary to travel within Charlotte.  

Reaching streetcar stops required long walks for the resident of the Eleventh Ward, with 

the nearest stop at the intersection of North Graham and Eleventh streets approximately 

 
15 “Ramblin’,” Duke Power Magazine 22, No. 4 (October 1937): 21. 
16 Williams interview. 
17 Hill’s Charlotte (North Carolina) City Directory, Vol. 3 (Richmond, VA: Hill Directory Company, 

1934), 713. 
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one-half mile away, double the distance that the typical resident was willing to walk 

before seeking other forms of transportation.18  As Vaughn wrote, “we have become very 

tired traveling by foot,” and residents “have been friends to the shoemakers for a long 

time.”19 

 Even critics of the seemingly-antiquated street railway service found reason to 

compliment it occasionally.  The General Mecklenburg editorial column of the Observer, 

which later applauded the complete implementation of buses into Charlotte’s 

transportation system, spoke highly of newer streetcars acquired from Greensboro in 

1934.  The editorial gushed that the cars were “modern, comfortable, clean and very 

attractive.”20  But regardless of the fond feelings Charlotte residents held for the 

streetcars, Duke forged ahead with the transition.   

 
Figure 5 - Buses acquired by Duke for service in Charlotte sit in front of the streetcar barn on South 

Boulevard in 1936.21 

 

 On July 2, 1934, seizing upon a perceived opportunity, a group of investors led by 

W.H. Magruder filed for a motor bus franchise in the city.  Charlotte Motor Coaches, Inc. 

 
18 This increment of one-quarter mile, taken from the study of historic neighborhoods constructed around 

public transportation such as streetcars, is commonly utilized in the design of the modern Transit Oriented 

Development.  For more information, see Peter Calthorpe, The Next American Metropolis: Ecology, 

Community, and the American Dream (New York, NY: Princeton Architectural Press, 1993); Peter Katz, 

The New Urbanism: Toward an Architecture of Community (New York, NY: McGraw-Hill, 1994).  
19 Charlotte Observer, September 4, 1934. 
20 Ibid., September 23, 1934.  The latter city had begun using trackless trolleys—buses that utilized the 

electric technology of the streetcar rather than the internal-combustion engine—and therefore no longer had 

use for the streetcars.   
21 “New Buses for Charlotte,” Duke Power Magazine 21, No. 6 (May-June 1936), 14. 
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proposed service to the city’s central business district with 50 buses.  Councilmen 

expected Duke to file a similar application for motor bus usage; in contrast, their proposal 

included buses acting as feeders for the streetcar lines.  Charlotte leaders favored Duke 

over the new investment group and granted a motor bus franchise to Duke.  City council 

cited the company’s standing investments in street railway infrastructure and its existing 

franchise to provide public transportation in Charlotte.  The three intra-city buses in 

Charlotte began service on September 17.  The first feeder line connected the end of the 

Dilworth streetcar line with Hawthorne Lane, servicing Dilworth, Myers Park, Eastover, 

and Elizabeth.  Additional petitions for service, to be discussed at a later date, included 

neighborhoods such as Wilmore and Plaza-Midwood.22  The Observer hailed the service 

as a welcome addition, for “suburbanites who have had to walk blocks to reach the street 

car, have good reason to congratulate themselves at appearance of the motor bus.”23  In 

March 1936 the company applied for permission from the North Carolina Utilities 

Commission (NCUC) to abandon streetcar service along North Graham Street in favor of 

buses.  Duke also planned to substitute buses in Third Ward and extended a route south to 

Wilmore.  Both the city of Charlotte and NCUC supported the changes.24 

 These first motor buses signaled the doom of the city railway, and the days of the 

streetcar in Charlotte drew to a close.  On July 28, 1937, the Charlotte city council 

approved Duke’s request to replace The Plaza/Central Avenue streetcar line with buses.  

State approval followed in August, and the demise of the street railway system 

accelerated.  On October 20, the city of Charlotte approved Duke’s petition to “abandon 

 
22 Charlotte Observer, July 3, 1934; Ibid., July 12, 1934; Ibid., July 13, 1934. 
23 Ibid., September 12, 1934. 
24 “More Buses for Charlotte,” Duke Power Magazine 21, No. 8 (March-April 1936): 25; Kelly, 4-5. 
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its street railway system by substituting 56 buses to cover the entire city and also adjacent 

territories where transportation facilities have never been available.”  The decision to end 

an important era of Charlotte history took less than fifteen minutes.  State approval 

followed on November 15.  The eleven bus routes to be implemented were Belmont-

Dilworth, North Charlotte-Dilworth, Elizabeth-Dilworth, Biddleville-Second Ward, 

Thomasboro-Myers Park, Selwyn Avenue-Oaklawn, First Ward-State Street, Eastover-

Southern Station, Midwood-Wesley Heights, Fourth Ward-Morehead, and Wilmore-

Lockwood.25 

 The final day of full streetcar service occurred on Saturday, March 12, 1938.  

Duke ran advertisements asking residents to “number yourselves among those who will 

ride the street cars today and keep the occasion among your memories of progress in 

Charlotte.”26  Despite the proclamations of progress that both Duke and the city 

extravagantly bestowed upon the public transportation transition, these advertisements as 

well as comments by company officials conveyed the nostalgia felt by all.  Even Duke 

superintendent R.L. Wommack admitted upon the cars’ removal, “The buses are all right 

and have a lot of advantages over the electric cars, but for real riding comfort, I’d take a 

good streetcar running on a well laid, smooth track any day.”27 

 
25 Report of the North Carolina Utilities Commission, Volume 1 (Raleigh: North Carolina Utilities 

Commission, 1937): 17; Charlotte Observer, October 21, 1937. 
26 Ibid., March 12, 1938. 
27 Ibid., March 13, 1938. 
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Figure 6 - Participants in the ceremonial last running of the streetcar in Charlotte, March 14, 1938.28 

 

 The ceremonial last running of the streetcar took place on Monday, March 14, 

1938.  Thirty-year veteran Taylor Baker, the only employee to have driven all three types 

of street railway cars—horse car, storage battery car, and electric streetcar—operated 

Streetcar No. 85 for the event.29  Loaded with civic leaders and “‘old timers’ who rode 

the first streetcar” including Mrs. G.W. Williams, a passenger in the first horse car, the 

vehicle made its way down Elizabeth Avenue and East Trade Street toward the Square.  

After Dr. Luther Little, pastor of First Baptist Church, spoke his benediction upon the 

streetcar era in Charlotte, No. 85 turned down South Tryon Street to head for its last stop 

at the Duke car barn in Dilworth.  The Observer called the event “another step forward in 

 
28 George M. Ivey Papers, J. Murrey Atkins Library Special Collections, University of North Carolina at 

Charlotte. 
29 Streetcar No. 85 was designated a local historic landmark by the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Historic 

Landmarks Commission and the Charlotte city council.  See Dan L. Morrill, “Charlotte Streetcar No. 85,” 

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Historic Landmarks Commission, October 9, 1989, 

http://www.cmhpf.org/S&Rs%20Alphabetical%20Order/surveys&rstreetcar.htm. 

http://www.cmhpf.org/S&Rs%20Alphabetical%20Order/surveys&rstreetcar.htm
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transportation in Charlotte.”30  The used streetcars were sold for as little as $75 to be 

utilized as diners, offices, hot dog stands, and summer cottages by the beach.  Several 

headed to Bogota, Columbia, for use in the South American city’s street railway.31 

 In the minds of city leaders, buses equaled progress because they were the new 

form of public transportation.  Historically, Charlotte aimed to be a progressive city 

always on or ahead of the cusp of innovation within the Carolinas.  Mass transit certainly 

fell within that category.  Even though city leaders considered streetcars to be an 

antiquated form of transportation by the late 1930s, they recognized the vehicles’ place in 

city history.  Although disruptive and noisy, Wommack noted at the turn of the century  

that was a sign of progress in those days.  Charlotte was a small town—about 

15,000, I guess—and streets were muddy and unpaved everywhere.  Noise 

showed we were growing.32 

 

  If Charlotte kept score, the transportation game stood at automobile 1, streetcar 0.  

Across the country, street railways failed to gain political allies.  The automotive industry 

was too widespread and too entrenched in the minds of voters and city officials.  As 

noted by transportation historian Mark S. Foster, the early twentieth-century alliance 

between “farm organization leaders, realtors, auto camp operators, and the heads of 

petroleum, road construction, and auto parts firms,” as well as automobile owners, was 

successful in creating government support for road funding.33  The removal of the city’s 

street railway and implementation of buses in its public transportation system, in 

combination with automobile-focused planning practices, created an even more 

 
30 Charlotte Observer, March 15, 1938. 
31 Ibid.; Charlotte News, January 7, 1938;  Charlotte Observer, March 13, 1938; “New Uses for Old Street 

Cars,” Duke Power Magazine 22, No. 7 (January-February 1938), 3; “Note to Bargain Hunters!,” Duke 

Power Magazine 22, No. 7 (January-February 1938), 6-7.  
32 Charlotte Observer, March 13, 1938. 
33 Mark S. Foster, “Delivering the Masses: Recent Excursions in Transportation History,” review essay, 

Journal of Urban History 7, No. 3 (May 1981), 383. 
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congested downtown.  As realized by the development of the Eastover neighborhood in 

the late 1920s, residential planning no longer focused on residents’ proximity to public 

transportation nodes.  Instead, the individual or family unit became increasingly reliant 

upon automobile ownership.  For those Charlotteans unable to afford the luxury of an 

automobile, however, options for efficient transportation began to decline.   

Entering the 1940s 

As Charlotte departed the 1930s, the city reached an important milestone.  The 

1940 U.S. Census, after a recount requested by the city, recorded a population of 

100,899.  The Charlotte civic community was ecstatic.  Duke Power Company called this 

achievement “a feather in the cap of civic-minded Charlotteans, and also a definite asset 

to the entire Piedmont to have a city in this classification.”34  Now by far the largest city 

in the Carolinas—Charlotte’s population was nearly equal to that of Raleigh and 

Greensboro combined—civic leaders turned their attention to regional competition, 

especially Atlanta, Georgia.   

 Public transportation patronage encountered a contradiction as the city 

transitioned from streetcars to buses.  Many Charlotteans refused to ride the buses.  

Dilworth resident Dorothy Bird noted that people used the streetcars but, when the buses 

began full service, “they started driving their own car rather than the bus.”35  But 

although streetcar patronage in the city dropped throughout the 1930s, Charlotte’s transit 

numbers actually increased following the full implementation of buses, from 9.8 million 

 
34 “Charlotte Goes Over 100,000,” Duke Power Magazine 23, No. 2 (January-February 1941): 5. 
35 Williams interview. 
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in 1938 to 11.7 million in 1940.36  One reason for this rise in patronage was the chaotic 

parking conditions in downtown.  To avoid this situation, many Charlotteans commuted 

to work via buses.  Bird cited this as the reason businessmen in her Dilworth 

neighborhood utilized public transportation in spite of cheap gas prices, for “there were 

really no parking places in town.”37 

Charlotte also shared in the national trend of public housing.  Spurred by the 

Works Progress Administration and the Warner-Stegall Act of 1937, federal funding 

became available for slum clearance and replacement residential complexes—mostly 

targeting African American areas.  Charlotte received funding to construct two public 

housing projects, one for whites and one for blacks.  Fairview Homes opened to residents 

on July 22, 1940, in the majority-black Greenville neighborhood on the northwest side of 

Charlotte.  Six months later, whites-only Piedmont Courts debuted in the Belmont 

neighborhood just east of downtown.  The two developments differed in both their 

proximity to downtown as well as the close availability of public transportation.  While 

located two miles from the center city, Fairview fronted Oaklawn Avenue, along which 

ran the route 3 Selwyn Avenue-Oaklawn bus.  But Piedmont, sited at Seigle and 10th 

avenues just outside the downtown area, was several blocks from the route 4 Belmont-

Dilworth bus route along Louise and Central avenues.  This relationship between public 

housing location, race, and transportation availability possibly indicated a shift in 

 
36 “Charlotte Transit—Passenger Record,” Duke Power Archives Chronology, 27 August 1997, Charlotte 

Bus System—History Vertical File, Robinson-Spangler Carolina Room, Public Library of Charlotte-

Mecklenburg County.  Here after referred to as “Charlotte Transit—Passenger Record.”  
37 Williams interview. 
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perception of public transportation as a vehicle for both poor and minority citizens rather 

than as a sole indicator of economic standing.38 

Rationing and World War II 

The anticlimactic end of the streetcar in Charlotte, however, quickly became an 

ironic event in history.  As the United States entered World War II in 1942, citizens 

enthusiastically participated in bond drives and rationed and recycled valuable materials 

such as steel, gasoline, and rubber.  Materials rationing during World War II drastically 

effected how citizens moved throughout Charlotte.  The Mecklenburg County Rationing 

Board (MCRB) was created in January 1942 under the auspices of the federal Office of 

Price Administration.  Originally, rationed products only included motor vehicles, 

bicycles, and tires.  But by May, the program expanded to gasoline.  Charlotte automobile 

owners were limited to five tires per vehicle, and extra tires had to be turned into the 

rationing board.  Since purchasing new tires was nearly impossible for residents, 

retreading or recapping tires became a booming industry in the city.  Gasoline purchases 

were limited by rationing coupons, and a black market soon arose to take advantage of 

public demand.39 

 
38 These two bus routes would not change until 1953.  Hanchett, Sorting Out, 237-238; Kelly, 6-7. 
39 Stephen E. Dew, “The Queen City at War: Charlotte, North Carolina, During World War II, 1939-1945,” 

Ph.D. dissertation, University of Arkansas, 1997, ProQuest (304334675), 145-158. 
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Figure 7 - With gasoline rationing instituted in Charlotte, automobiles drivers had to find alternative forms 

of transportation to move about the city.40 

 

While gasoline rationing failed to impact Duke, since all public transportation 

vehicles were deemed necessary, the company was required to follow procedure from the 

federal Office of Defense Transportation (ODT).  Coleman W. Roberts, an experienced 

transportation executive, was appointed administrator of the new Charlotte ODT office in 

May 1942 by a committee including local Duke manager J.A. Forney.  Plans for ODT 

included the “reduction of unnecessary use of cars, and maximum use of mass 

transportation and walking.”41  While Roberts and his staff completed an evaluation of 

 
40 Charlotte News, May 22, 1942. 
41 Ibid., May 21, 1942. 
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the Duke system, little could be done to change the current route structure until more 

streets were paved and new buses had arrived.  

 Less than five years after Charlotte, along with most of the country, had done 

away with their supposedly antiquated street railway systems and implemented modern 

motor buses, public transportation became a hot commodity.  With restrictions on 

personal automobiles, Charlotteans turned to mass transportation to move about the city.  

In the first month of tire rationing, Duke saw a twenty percent increase in patronage.  

Ridership grew so quickly that Duke officials warned that a “street bus transport crisis” 

loomed for Charlotte within 40 to 60 days.42  By the end of the year, the system was 

handling record volumes with over 67,000 riders each day.43  By the end of 1943, bus 

patronage in Charlotte increased by over 3 million from the previous year.44  To save 

gasoline and tires, neighborhood loop routes were modified to utilize fewer left turns as 

well as less repeat coverage, and bus drivers were encouraged to drive conservatively 

over keeping their route schedules.  Additionally, according to historian Stephen E. Dew, 

the number of taxicabs in the city doubled between 1941 and 1942.45   

Public transportation became a necessity not just for cities as large as Charlotte.  

With the implementation of gasoline rationing, bus service expanded throughout the 

region as well.  Gastonia Transit Company began operation in that city on May 15, 1942.  

Later that month, A & C Bus Line received a charter from the state Utilities Commission 

to operate a line in rural Mecklenburg County with a route from Charlotte to Derita and 

 
42 Charlotte News, May 22, 1942. 
43 Dew, 158; Charlotte Observer, January 21, 1942; Ibid., December 19, 1942. 
44 “Charlotte Transit—Passenger Record.” 
45 Dew, 114. 
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Sugar Creek Church.  Gaffney, South Carolina, located fifty miles west of Charlotte, also 

received its first commercial bus service on June 2 of that year.46   

 Although rationing increased patronage for public transportation, the boost to 

automobile alternatives proved a short-lived phenomenon.  The end of material 

restrictions following the end of World War II allowed drivers to return to the roads.  No 

longer forced to curb their driving habits, automobile owners increasingly chose the 

comfort and convenience of their own private vehicles over the restrictive schedules and 

public space of buses.  However, because automotive factories needed time to retool from 

the wartime production of tanks and weapons back to Fords and Chevrolets, automobile 

shortages kept public transit patronage artificially high. 47  The years of rationing 

ingrained some expanded bus usage habits among Charlotteans, but ultimately the car 

culture resumed its domination over public transportation.   Mark S. Foster summed up 

the situation: 

…the problems in the mass transit industry were becoming irrelevant to 

increasing numbers of Americans.  They almost gleefully abandoned mass 

transportation at the first opportunity—just as soon as they picked up the keys to 

their new cars.  During the wartime emergency, they had been willing to “do their 

part” and ride in hot, stuffy mass transit vehicles…but with the return of peace, 

millions of Americans refused to put up with such cramped, unpleasant conditions 

any longer.48 

 

Post-War Urban Growth 

 Urbanist Lewis Mumford characterized post-World War II American 

development, in comparison with the destruction in Europe, as “that of replacing an 

 
46 Charlotte News, May 13, 1942; Ibid, May 22, 1942; Ibid., May 30, 1942. 
47 The same problems with automobile shortages also plagued transit companies.  Duke delayed many route 

changes during the late 1940s due to the inability to procure new buses.  Charlotte Observer, November 21, 

1947. 
48 Foster, A Nation on Wheels, 55. 
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outworn civilization.”49  Explosive post-war growth away from the older city center 

involved an acceleration of the urban-to-suburban movement of businesses, civic 

institutions, and residences that began in the late 1920s.  City infrastructure, especially 

roads, suffered neglect during the period of rationing.  Charlotte leaders frantically 

worked to remedy this situation.  Pursuit of the modern idea of progress—the freedom to 

drive your own car, live in your own house on your own quarter acre among those like 

you—paralleled the general mood of Americans during the late 1940s.  Thus, public 

transportation took a backseat to automobile-centric planning. 

Federal government policy, originating with Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, 

shaped modern urban philosophy during this postwar period.  The Home Owners’ Loan 

Corporation evaluated neighborhoods, showing significant bias against older areas or 

those with a mix of racial and economic groups.  In Charlotte, Myers Park, Eastover, the 

eastern portion of Dilworth, and an area adjacent of the Charlotte Country Club received 

the highest rating of A.  But white blue-collar neighborhoods rated C at most, while all 

black residential areas ranked the lowest rating of D—bad credit risk.  Banks only offered 

loans for properties in A and B areas.  This system of redlining continued with the 

Federal Housing Administration, a major provider of loans, creating the rings of racially 

and economically homogenous suburban developments surrounding cities.50 

Following the war, Charlotte, along with much of the country faced a housing 

shortage.  Local builders were eager to capitalize upon an untapped market.  In 1945 

developer Lex Marsh founded the Charlotte Homebuilders Association, an event noted as 

 
49 Lewis Mumford, City Development (New York: Harcourt and Bruce Company, 1945), 157. 
50 Hanchett, Sorting Out, 229-236. 
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the “birth of the homebuilding industry” in the city by local historians.51  The earliest 

postwar suburban neighborhoods in Charlotte reflected the need for expanded housing 

across the economic spectrum, with developments such as Sedgefield and Selwyn Park 

featuring modest single-family and duplex homes.  However, it was not until the 

following decade that new residential neighborhoods featuring streets lined with similar 

single-family homes became the predominant development typology in Charlotte.   

Suburban neighborhood design after World War II was predicated on family 

reliance upon the automobile.  Every detail of these neighborhoods, from the wide lots 

strung out along winding roads and lanes to the prominence of the garage over the front 

entrance to a home, emphasized the growing dominance of the automobile in American 

culture.  Those who could not afford to purchase a vehicle usually were placed at an 

extreme disadvantage.  These residents, noted historian Kenneth Jackson, “faced severe 

handicaps in access to jobs and shopping facilities.”52    

 Traffic congestion in the downtown area continued to plague the city.  Little street 

development occurred during the war, and the city found that it needed a central planning 

authority to manage continued growth.  The Charlotte Planning Board was established in 

December 1944 and took a formulaic approach to combating the increasing traffic 

congestion—more automobiles needed more roads.  In 1946 the Planning Board 

commissioned a street master plan to be developed for the city, with the centerpiece 

being a cross-town boulevard to alleviate the heavy traffic passing east-west through 

downtown.  The proposed route for this new thoroughfare crossed through presumably 

 
51 Sherry Joines Wyatt and Sarah Woodard, “Final Report: Post World War Two Survey,” Charlotte-

Mecklenburg Historic Landmarks Commission, http://cmhpf.org/postww2survey.htm. 
52 Jackson, 239. 

http://cmhpf.org/postww2survey.htm
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“open” areas of the city, including Independence Park, the Sunnyside Rose Garden, and 

Thompson Orphanage, as well as slicing through the middle-class Chantilly 

neighborhood.53  When the newly-christened Independence Boulevard opened in 1949, 

the idea of the city centered upon a vibrant downtown district began to fade in favor of 

the prevalent American ideal of convenience.  In the succeeding decade, shopping centers 

emerged away from downtown, such as Park Road Shopping Center in 1956 

(approximately 4 miles south of downtown) and Charlottetown Mall, the city’s first 

enclosed shopping center, in 1959 (located in the Cherry neighborhood near downtown). 

In spite of overwhelming odds in the face of increased focus upon the automobile, 

Charlotte bus patronage during the latter half of the 1940s actually increased from 19.5 

million in 1945 to 26.8 million in 1949.54  Automobile shortages continued throughout 

the country, contributing to the rising numbers of patrons.  Lack of adequate downtown 

parking also convinced commuters and shoppers to avoid stress by taking the bus.  But 

while Charlotte leaders celebrated the ongoing progress of the city, public transportation 

took a backseat.  The city once prided itself on a state-of-the-art public transportation 

infrastructure.  However, as residents increasingly relied upon their personal automobiles 

rather than the buses, civic advertisement of the system decreased.  For instance, the 1947 

Charlotte City Directory spoke lavishly about the city’s buses: 

 
53 Three routes were proposed for Independence Boulevard, with the largest amount of contention coming 

from the road’s path through the eastern portion of Charlotte.  The first and ultimate route utilized 

residential Westmoreland Avenue through the Chantilly neighborhood, an area of middle class homes.  The 

second option also ran along Westmoreland, but continued south and west along Hawthorne Avenue in the 

Elizabeth neighborhood until intersecting with Fourth Street and continuing to Stonewall Street.  The third 

option, which came close to being approved, would have disrupted the prestigious Eastover and Crescent 

Heights neighborhoods while sparing the Chantilly, Piedmont Park, Elizabeth neighborhoods as well as the 

Sunnyside Rose Garden and Independence Park.  However, all three options impacted the historically 

African American neighborhoods of Cherry and Brooklyn.  Dan L. Morrill, “The Building of Independence 

Boulevard,” Charlotte-Mecklenburg Historic Landmarks Commission, 

http://www.cmhpf.org/educatontransportationindependence.htm; Hanchett, Sorting Out, 239-241. 
54 “Charlotte Transit—Passenger Record.” 
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The Charlotte motor bus system reaches into every residential section of the city, 

embracing 121 miles.  Convenient schedules are maintained on all lines, and the 

service is complete in every detail.55 

 

By 1950, however, the passage disappeared.  Civic officials no longer considered 

municipal public transportation systems to be a selling point for attracting new businesses 

and residents. 

Despite the historically pro-business slant of the Charlotte civic community, 

tensions existed between the city and Duke.  During the first full decade of bus service in 

Charlotte, Duke determined that the flexible routing of their buses contributed to a sense 

of entitlement from its patrons.  The public expected convenient service, certainly a 

reasonable request, and vocally demanded more routes and lower fares.  The rapidly 

expanding city strained the Duke bus system, which struggled to keep pace while facing 

diminishing profit margins.  Since the city of Charlotte was grantor of the company’s 

franchise, the mayor and city councilmen received any and all public petitions and 

demands for new routes.  As noted by mayor Herbert H. Baxter, Duke rendered “fine 

service in many ways,” but the company proved unable to keep pace with an expanding 

city.  Baxter and other city officials saw municipal control of the franchise as the only 

method of spurring Duke to maintain a bus system that met the needs of Charlotteans.56  

These issues were not confined solely to Charlotte, but plagued cities nationally.  George 

Goodwin, executive director of the Georgia State Senate Transit Study Committee, 

summed up the problems facing transit companies and government entities during this 

period: 

 
55 Hill’s Charlotte (North Carolina) City Directory, Vol. 15 (Richmond, VA:  Hill Directory Company, 

1947), 13. 
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Transit may prove to be one of the most difficult elements to fit into the 

democratic process.  This difficulty arises primarily from the fact that in most 

cities elected officials and regulating agencies have not updated their thinking 

since the pre-automobile days of the ‘traction magnates’ when street cars were the 

primary means of moving people, and their noncompetitive operation was 

tremendously profitable.  Nevertheless, because of transit’s tremendous carrying 

capacity, it is bound to be a vital factor, perhaps the vital factor in any situation.57 

 

To support ongoing maintenance and potential expansion of its public 

transportation system, Duke proposed a fare increase.  In a June 22, 1949, public meeting 

concerning the possible rise in fares for Duke buses, Mrs. Lily R. Scott noted that the 

small crowd of attendees not in favor of the hike should not be taken as public support for 

the rise in fares.  Local lawyer L.L. Caudle described the increase as “exorbitant” and 

complained about the crowded buses and poor transfer system requiring all bus changes 

to occur at the Square.58  Despite negative public opinion, on August 15 Duke raised 

fares across the entire system from seven to ten cents.  Tokens for all riders except school 

children increased to three for a quarter from the previous four for a quarter.  Duke 

defended the increases, arguing that a self-supporting system “is essential to the growth 

of the community itself since such growth must have dependable transportation.”59  

NCUC considered the funding of the company’s transportation division through power 

generation profits to be unfair to electrical customers in towns not serviced by Duke 

buses.  Additionally, Duke’s petition to NCUC cited increased labor costs and materials 

as the primary reasons for the rise in fares—the company claimed a deficit of nearly 

$160,000 in 1948 for its Charlotte system.60  A prime example of these labor issues 

emerged in December 1949, when Duke bus drivers in Charlotte and five other Carolina 

 
57 George Goodwin, “The Democratic Way,” Traffic Quarterly 7, No. 4 (October 1953), 466. 
58 Charlotte Observer, June 23, 1949. 
59 “New Bus Fare Schedule in North Carolina,” Duke Power Magazine 27, No. 1 (July-August 1949): 14. 
60 Charlotte Observer, June 9, 1949. 
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cities threatened to strike over a wage dispute.  The strike was averted five months later, 

with drivers receiving a 10 cent per hour raise, but the financial stability of public 

transportation was called into question.  Charlotte transportation superintendent 

W.S.O’B. Robinson noted that the wage increase “will increase [Duke’s] losses by 

approximately $250,000 a year.”61 

Despite the negative financial outlook, public transportation remained a necessity 

for a growing city of Charlotte’s size.   Population increased to over 134,000 during the 

1940s due to annexation and an influx of G.I. Bill graduates moving to the city.  These 

young professionals, unable to afford a car early in their careers, utilized public 

transportation as well.  Architect Harold Cooler, a veteran of World War II, moved to 

Charlotte after graduating from Clemson College.  He rented a room at 701 E. Tremont 

Street in Dilworth, a “convenient address, within walking distance of restaurants, shops, 

and post office on South Boulevard and most importantly, only two blocks from the bus 

stop on East Blvd,” where Cooler caught the Route 10 bus downtown to his place of 

work at Latta Arcade.62  For those like Cooler, with upwardly mobile careers, public 

transportation merely stood as a temporary step until automobile ownership became 

feasible.  But for other Charlotteans, public transportation remained an issue of citizen’s 

rights.  For instance, when annexation brought a portion of the Berryhill township along 

Wilkinson Boulevard into the city limits in 1950, residents of this area suddenly found 

themselves in a new voting precinct in rural Mecklenburg County.  As W.P. Canady 

noted in an editorial letter to the Observer, “since the city limits have been changed, it is 

 
61 Charlotte Observer, May 9, 1950. 
62 Harold L. Cooler, Booster Kuester and Beyond: An Architect’s Memoir (Charlotte, NC: Okatie Press, 
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not possible for any one who does not have a car or some means of transportation to 

either register or vote.”  Their previous precinct on Wilkinson Boulevard, though three 

miles removed, was serviced by the Duke buses; however, their newly designated voting 

location in the rural Berryhill township was five miles from residents’ homes and was not 

serviced by public transportation.63  Charlotte rapidly grew, but since 1938 bus routes 

remained relatively unchanged with many buses continuing to operate along the former 

street railway routes.  The city’s public transportation system needed the same detail to 

planning granted to automobiles. 

Charlotte Bus System Survey 

 The Charlotte City Council and Duke, although a reluctant party, agreed that a 

survey of the city bus system was needed to ascertain information about its effectiveness 

and efficiency.  Durham, North Carolina, another Duke-serviced city, conducted a similar 

survey in 1948.  Citizen dissatisfaction with previous route changes implemented by 

Duke in that city led to the appointment of a special committee to study transportation 

needs.  Foci included transit ridership, wait times, scheduling deficiencies, traffic counts, 

and the identification of areas needing improved bus service.  Findings suggested new 

routes to better serve sections of the city while attempting to decrease the volume of 

automobiles traveling downtown.64  The Charlotte survey followed a similar trajectory.  

Led by city traffic engineer Herman J. Hoose, the survey measured bus ridership and 

automobile travel within the central business district during the month of June 1950, and 

analyzed four elements:  population densities, daily and hourly variations in riding habits, 

 
63 Charlotte Observer, May 14, 1950. 
64 Study of Duke Power Company Bus Transportation System, Durham, North Carolina, April-May 1948, 
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transit desire lines, and a cordon count of vehicles traveling to and from the central 

business district.  Collected data included hours of operation, number of round trips, 

miles operated by buses, and the percent of transfer passengers.  The department 

considered a two-mile circle, based on population figures from the 1950 U.S. Census and 

centered at the Square, as the area in which bus service had the greatest impact.  Of those 

neighborhoods requiring bus service, only two residential areas, the Selwyn Village 

apartments and North Charlotte, fell outside the boundary.   

The survey provided valuable insight into residents’ transit habits within the city.  

Charlotteans used the buses Monday through Saturday during rush hours, which fell 

between 7:00 a.m. and 9:00 a.m. and 3:00 p.m. and 7:00 p.m.  Ridership peaked on 

Saturday and then dropped by nearly 60 percent on Sunday.  The most popular routes 

were Route 4 Belmont-Park Road with 9,135 passengers at 62.39 percent occupancy on 

10 buses; Route 7 Second Ward-Biddleville with 8,502 passengers at 51.99 percent 

occupancy on 12 buses; and Route 3 Selwyn Avenue-Oaklawn Avenue with 8,157 

passengers at 67.55 percent occupancy on 16 buses.  Between 7:00 a.m. and 7:00 p.m. on 

the monitored day of June 13, 1950, 66,301 private passenger vehicles entered the district 

carrying 109,332 people, or 1.65 passengers per vehicle.  In comparison, 27,238 people 

rode 1,609 buses into the area for an average of 16.95 persons per bus.  As noted by the 

survey, “Duke Power buses were found to render invaluable service through 

concentrating the passenger load.”65   

Utilizing these figures along with detailed analysis of passenger habits, the city 

traffic engineering department presented an overhauled transit plan for Charlotte.  The 
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survey identified which demographic groups utilized Charlotte’s bus system.  The most 

heavily desired routes traveling through the central business district, where most route 

transfers occurred, originated in Biddleville and Brooklyn, both black neighborhoods, 

and Belmont, a working class white neighborhood home to the Piedmont Courts housing 

project.  Proposed routes reflected this pattern of heavy patronage from minority and 

working class neighborhoods—those least likely to own automobiles.  Route 1 Double 

Oaks-Second Ward paired two black neighborhoods, noting that “the character of the 

areas served by either end of this route is somewhat similar.”  Additionally, loop routes 

transferring passengers at the Square and returning to the point of origin were either 

eliminated or realigned into peak period schedules to cut costs.  New routes ran north-

south or east-west and passed through downtown for easy passenger transference.  The 

Planning Commission attempted to take into consideration the purpose of riders’ 

utilization of the buses.  For instance, former Route 9 Eastover-Wilmore was reworked 

into Route 11 Wilmore-Providence Road to “continue to transport a considerable number 

of domestic helpers.”66  

 However, the recommendations met with displeasure from both rider and service 

provider.  Many Charlotteans argued that the survey cut too much service to areas that 

needed it.  Mrs. Neal Williams spoke for the white middle-class Wesley Heights 

neighborhood, an area immediately west of downtown that lost internal bus service.  She 

described many families’ dependence upon public transportation, stating that “we are not 

two-car families, and some of us are not even one-car families.”67  Likewise, Duke 

showed no enthusiasm about the results of the survey nor was the company receptive to 
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the public’s protestations for added service.  A News editorial remarked that “everyone 

would like to see [more bus service], but someone is going to have to sell Duke Power 

Co. on the idea that it must put on a lot more busses (sic) and lose more money than it is 

now losing.”68   

 The process of determining bus service routes was, simply put, a mess.  The 

Hoose plan for the Charlotte bus system also presented another obstacle, for while its 

suggestions were completely logical from an engineering standpoint, the plan disregarded 

the political climate.  The City Council split on how to proceed with the bus system.  

Councilman Basil M. Boyd vocally opposed negotiating with Duke.  He believed the 

matter “is up to us to deal for ourselves and get bus service for the people of Charlotte 

who don’t have it now.”69  While both the city and Duke accepted the recommendations, 

residents showed dissatisfaction with the proposed or eliminated routes.  Citizens 

relentlessly petitioned for service—in September 1950, the city council received 25 

petitions calling for service to various neighborhoods and schools.  For instance, the 

Merry Oaks neighborhood off Central Avenue asked for renewal of bus service that 

month through rerouting, despite the fact that a trial route through the area failed to draw 

enough fares to break even.70  Competing petitions from persons along the proposed route 

“who would have to walk one or more blocks farther to board a bus” opposed the move.71 

 Negative citizen and corporate response to the bus survey brought into question 

the meaning of progress in Charlotte.  The News considered Hoose’s plan to be “another 
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evidence of the continuing development of Charlotte into a metropolitan community.”72  

The survey intended to make the bus system more efficient and convenient, thus 

convincing drivers to abandon their automobiles and the congested downtown area.  

Duke slowly instituted the changes over the next several years, but citizen dissatisfaction 

with route locations essentially drove away increasing numbers of patrons.  Additionally, 

the recommendations failed to impact company losses for Duke.  In 1949 the company 

reported an $800,000 loss for its transit operations in six cities; in comparison, the power 

generation business earned over $13 million for stockholders.  The following year, the 

revenue gap increased to over $1 million across the system.  Passenger numbers began to 

steadily decline, from 26,884,950 in 1949 to 26,344,293 in 1950.73  

Duke Strikes Out of Transportation 

 Even though Duke reached an accommodation with its workers after the 1949-

1950 strike threat, relations between the two parties remained less than ideal.  Both 

company and civic leaders knew the threat of a work stoppage loomed.  On May 24, 

1951, drivers and mechanics from the six cities serviced by Duke walked out in protest of 

contractual negotiations about wages, rule changes, and working conditions.  Many 

Charlotteans were affected by the strike, with the Observer estimated that over 30,000 

patrons rode the buses each day in Charlotte.  As the first public transportation disruption 

in Charlotte since the 1919 streetcar riots, the strike was projected to greatly affect 

specific demographics:  students, downtown workers avoiding the parking situation, and 

those unable to afford automobiles with particular emphasis on domestic workers.  

Employers stepped up to aid their displaced workers.  Some businesses, such as Charlotte 
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Memorial Hospital, encouraged carpools among their employees.  Housewives ferried 

their domestic employees, whose neighbors were less likely to own automobiles, to their 

homes for work.74  The first day of the strike also greatly affected the downtown area, 

which continuously grappled with congestion.  Even with carpooling, traffic was heavier 

due to the increased number of automobiles.   

 
Figure 8 - Parking lots such as this one at the corner of Third and Tryon streets received a boost of business 

during the bus strikes in 1951 and 1958.75 

 

The Square was less congested since there were no buses making their stops.  Students 

not taken to school by their parents or neighbors either rode their bicycles or hitched rides 

from generous drivers.  Downtown merchants worried about the strike’s impact upon 

suburban housewives who took the buses downtown to shop.  However, these businesses 
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received a surge of patronage during the lunchtime rush due to many workers simply 

staying downtown to eat rather than going home.  The most obvious effect of the strike 

was the lack of children out and about after school let out, with local newspapers 

assuming “they must have gone home yesterday because few were seen.”76   

While Charlotteans made do with the lack of bus service, other cities brought in 

temporary transportation help.  For instance, Greenville, South Carolina, city officials 

contracted with the Blue Bird Bus Company to provide service over one of the Duke bus 

routes.  Outspoken Charlotte councilman Basil Boyd advocated interim bus service 

during the strike, while former mayor and fellow council member Herbert Baxter 

suggested the city hold Duke to the terms of their franchise agreement by demanding the 

resumption of service.77  Regardless of this bluster, residents either managed to find 

alternatives—taxicabs saw their demand steeply rise—or simply stayed home.  

Negotiations between Duke, the employees’ union, and federal mediators continued until 

a fourteen-day truce was agreed upon on May 30, 1951.  Bus service resumed both in 

Charlotte and the five other Duke cities the following day.  Residents were relieved that a 

sense of normalcy had returned, especially for people who relied upon public 

transportation to move around the city.  The return of service on a Thursday was 

especially optimal for domestic workers, who typically had that day off and traveled 

downtown for shopping and other errands.78   

The service interruption lasted only a week, but the occurrence clearly identified a 

shift in public transportation dependence among Charlotteans since the streetcar strike of 
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1919.  Blue collar and domestic workers felt the impact to a much greater degree than 

residents of the growing suburban areas.  These middle-class typically white collar 

workers had the choice to drive their automobiles to work or have their wives, who 

headed downtown to shop, drop them off.  The capability of students to get to school, if 

they were not within walking distance of the campus, was also predicated upon their 

economic status.  While this service stoppage may not be directly attributed to the 

declining patronage figures in the years following, it certainly contributed to the attitude 

among Charlotteans that personal forms of transit increasingly became a necessity.  

Public transportation was losing its reliability. 

 Maintenance of the bus system proved a financial drain upon Duke.  The Public 

Utility Holding Company Act, passed in 1935 and fully implemented by 1950, forced 

electric utility companies to separate their other entities from power generation and 

prevented the transference of profits from one division to fund another.  This practice 

sustained the bus system in the face of a steady decline in profits throughout the 1940s.79  

In 1951 the Duke bus system lost $1.4 million across its six cities, with a nearly $300,000 

deficit in Charlotte alone.  Desperate to prevent the system from becoming a money pit—

it averaged $600 per day in deficits—the company raised fares to ten cents and revised 

schedules and routes in October 1952.  These changes met with protests, especially from 

the local Business and Professional Women’s Club, whose members relied upon the 

buses for transportation following their night meetings. 80  Simply put, Duke found itself 

stuck between the proverbial rock and a hard place.  The company needed to increase 
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revenues to make public transportation break even, but doing so drove away patrons.  The 

best choice for the company was simply to get out of the transportation business.  As 

noted by Duke,  

sale of the buses follows a national trend in the electric industry.  More and more 

power companies, which got into the transportation business by “inheritance,” are 

limiting their operations to power sales and development.81 

 

On October 22, 1954, Duke agreed to sell its systems in Charlotte, Greensboro, 

Durham, and Winston-Salem, North Carolina, and Greenville and Spartanburg, South 

Carolina, to City Coach Lines of Detroit, Michigan.82  Six months later, on April 26, 

1955, Charlotte City Coach Lines (CCL) officially took over the Duke bus system.  “The 

bus you ride to work tomorrow,” heeded the Observer, “may be white with green trim, 

instead of the orange-yellow number you’ve been catching.”83  Charlotteans initially took 

little note of the change in ownership—what difference did a name make to a society 

increasingly turning away from public transportation toward automobiles? 

 Duke exited the transportation business just as transit patronage began a 

precipitous drop in Charlotte.  Over the next five years, suburbanization and the growth 

of the two-car family eroded rider numbers and changed the demographics of the typical 

Charlotte bus patron.  Earl Gulledge, son of a longtime streetcar and bus driver, 

characterized ridership in 1955 as “a true melting pot of people,” with many professional 

commuters.84  However, as more white middle class patrons increasingly relied upon 

their automobiles, bus demographics became dominated by poorer and minority 
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residents.  The experience of African Americans in public transportation not only in 

Charlotte but also around the South became a visible consideration. 

Regional Racial Tension 

 Conflict between black and white Charlotteans persisted over the years.  The 

gradual rise of open racial conflict in the city reflected upon leadership within the black 

community.  During the 1930s and 1940s, South American-born Dr. Joseph Samuel 

Nathaniel Tross advocated “the more cautious, accommodationist element” similar to 

previous local black advocates such as Rev. J.W. Smith during the rise of Jim Crow.85  

Charlotte leaders typically avoided any actions that would cause conflict.  But the rise in 

public transportation patronage during gasoline rationing, with crowded buses carrying 

riders of both races, saw an increase in racial conflict within the public sphere.  For 

instance, on October 26, 1942, black teacher Edward H. Brown was arrested for 

disorderly conduct after he exchanged heated words with white passengers sitting in the 

back of a Duke bus.  The following month, Van Lee Nesbit, a black cook, asked white 

Mrs. G.R. Honeycutt to move to an open seat near the front of a bus.  Honeycutt refused, 

and the women exchanged heated words and blows.  Nesbit was arrested, charged with 

and found guilty of assault, and sentenced to 30 days in jail.86  While these occurrences 

underscored black dissatisfaction with their civic and social standing, it was not until the 

following decade when black opposition began to openly fight for desegregation.  

Leaders including the fiery Dr. Reginald Hawkins and local NAACP chapter founder 

Kelly Miller Alexander, Sr. organized protests and publicly spoke out against “separate 
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but equal” practices in Charlotte.  Some few protests and sit-ins occurred early on in 

Charlotte.  During the summer of 1954, a group of black residents led by Hawkins held a 

sit-in at the lunch counter in Charlotte Municipal Airport, resulting in its desegregation 

two years later.87 

 But compared to other cities in the South, Charlotte faced little racial conflict 

within transportation.  Most occurrences happened outside the immediate range of 

Charlotte.88  However, an incident within the region generated ripples that affected the 

entire country.  On June 22, 1954, Sarah Mae Flemming boarded a South Carolina 

Electric and Gas Company bus in Columbia, South Carolina.  Seated in the section she 

assumed was designated for black riders, Flemming was rebuked by the white bus driver.  

As she attempted to exit the bus at the front, the driver punched her in the stomach.  

Flemming filed suit against the bus company for $25,000 in damages.  Although the suit 

and its subsequent appeals were unsuccessful, another bus incident seventeen months 

later set off a firestorm of racial boycotts across the South—specifically in Montgomery, 

Alabama.89 

 On December 1, 1955, seamstress Rosa Parks boarded a Montgomery City Lines 

(MCL) bus and sat in the front row of the black section.  When white patrons came 

aboard the crowding bus, the driver ordered all black persons in the front-most row to 

move back.  Parks refused and was arrested.  While she was not the first black woman in 
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the city to be detained for refusing to give up her seat—fifteen-year-old Claudette Colvin 

was arrested on March 2—Parks provided the Montgomery National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored Persons (NAACP) an ideal figurehead in bringing their 

grievances to national attention.  A graduate of the private Montgomery Industrial School 

for Negro Girls, she attended Alabama State College’s laboratory high school for black 

students.  Parks received training as a stenographer and seamstress until her mother’s 

illness forced her to drop out.  She also actively participated in the local and state 

NAACP.  Unlike Colvin, who violently resisted arrest, Parks maintained decorum 

throughout the ordeal.  The following day, December 2, Montgomery black leaders 

organized a boycott of the city bus system to begin three days hence.  Despite city 

leaders’ efforts to dispel the movement, the boycott lasted 381 days.  Finally, on 

December 21, 1956, the Montgomery City Council passed an ordinance making 

segregation aboard city buses illegal.  The city became highly polarized along racial lines 

during the boycott, and violence accompanied the integration of buses.  However, the 

Montgomery bus boycott laid the foundation for expanded civil rights activity throughout 

the nation.90 

 Judicial activity on the federal level gradually eroded racial segregation.  The 

practice of “separate but equal” facilities began their path to dismantlement on May 17, 

1954, when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in favor of the plaintiff in Brown v. Board of 

Education.  Nearly two years later, on April 23, 1956, the Supreme Court expanded its 

ban on racial segregation to public transportation within state borders.  This ban included 

both inter-city and intra-city buses.  At that time, state law required “Negro passengers 
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take the first vacant seat at the rear of a bus and whites the first vacant seat from the 

front.”  North Carolina officials reacted negatively toward the decision.  Governor Luther 

Hodges described the decision as “a further invasion on states’ rights.”  Many state 

officials believed that only a specific case disputing the law would force them to 

desegregate buses within North Carolina.  Charlotte discontinued its mandatory seating 

practice in 1955 when CCL purchased the buses from Duke.  The new owners eliminated 

signs that read “White Patrons Please Seat From Front; Colored Patrons Please Seat From 

Rear.”  CCL estimated that about half of the 52,000 daily patrons were black.  Initially, 

the 1956 court decision affected Charlotte minimally as reported by newspapers the 

following day.  By this point, most white Charlotteans preferred to go about their daily 

business rather than endure the conflict of other Southern cities.  When interviewed the 

day after the Flemming decision, bus patron Garlean Henson, a white woman, 

commented about the desegregation, 

I don’t think much of it.  But it seems like they are determined to do away with 

segregation so there doesn’t seem there’s much we can do about it.  But I don’t 

think much of it. 91 

 

Many others, however, were not afraid to speak their minds on segregation.   

While Southern newspaper coverage whitewashed any racial strife, especially 

from the viewpoint of African Americans, editorials in favor of segregation were not 

uncommon.  In a letter to the editor of the Citizens’ Council, the publication of the white 

supremacist Citizens’ Council of Mississippi,  “Disgusted” from Charlotte decried CCL’s 

decision to not enforce segregated seating.  The author called for charges to be pressed 

against the bus company for “illegally and unlawfully operating local public buses under 
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the integrated system of sit where you please regardless of race.”92  An anonymous 

Charlotte resident submitted an editorial letter to the News about how “fortunate” the 

Negro was to reside in the United States.  Although the author claimed to not “hate the 

Negro” and wished to be “the friend of all people, colored or any other race,” he/she 

believed the Negroes “realize they are a different race and a long ways from culture.”  

However, the author noted paternalistically that “[t]hey have made wonderful progress 

since being released as slaves” before quickly adding, “I do not believe in slavery.”  The 

author attributed his/her own race to the progress of the Negros, noting that “the white 

race in a few hundred years has made the Negroes in America what they are today.”  

Apparently this person felt apprehensive about their views on race; otherwise, the 

editorial would not have been anonymous.93 

 Other than the short-lived 1907 streetcar boycott by local African American 

citizens, the Charlotte transportation system faced no large-scale racial strife.  However, 

nearby Rock Hill, South Carolina, faced a crippling boycott in 1957.  The incident 

spurring the boycott involved a white woman inviting a black woman, Addelene Austin, 

to sit next to her on a bus on July 15.94  The driver took offense and demanded Austin 

move.  Upon refusal, Austin disembarked from the bus.  The local black community 

rallied to her cause, calling for a boycott of the Star Bus Lines bus and taxi system.  

Although company leaders claimed that the boycott negligibly affected ridership—owner 

Paul Knight rerouted the three bus routes to avoid predominately African American 

areas—in the end Star Bus Lines folded.  While local leaders celebrated their seeming 
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victory over segregation in public transportation, the fact remained that many black 

citizens relied upon the buses for moving about Rock Hill.  During the boycott, a network 

of private vehicles was arranged to transport black bus riders.  Although this impromptu 

system expanded to donation-based (and later membership-funded) buses, by December 

1959 the private line was losing patronage.  Its operators, the Local Committee for the 

Promotion of Human Rights, asked the city of Rock Hill for a municipal charter, 

ultimately coming full circle.95 

This progression of events in Rock Hill underscored unintended results of African 

American activism against segregation, at least in consideration of services vital to the 

black community.  Black Charlotteans learned this unfortunate lesson over fifty years 

prior with their streetcar boycott.  Articles in the Observer and News failed to mention the 

effects, if any, of the boycott and subsequent closure of the bus system upon middle- and 

working-class white residents of Rock Hill.  But the 1951 Duke strike revealed the 

negative impact of transit stoppage upon these classes, with those who owned or could 

access automobiles turning permanently to those vehicles.  Although public 

transportation steadily became a class-based form of movement rather than one tied 

strictly to race, economic demographics showed that any disruption in public 

transportation effected minorities to a greater degree. 

The Second Bus Strike 

 CCL grappled with growing negative perceptions of public transportation.  The 

company certainly suffered similar declines in profitability as its predecessor, Duke; 

 
95 Rock Hill Herald, August 2, 1957; Charlotte Observer, August 3, 1957; Afro American, August 6, 1957; 

Charlotte Observer, August 10, 1957; Ibid., December 17, 1959; Ibid., March 15, 1961; Ibid., April 7, 

1961; James L. Felder, Civil Rights in South Carolina: From Peaceful Protests to Groundbreaking Rulings 

(Charleston, SC: The History Press, 2012), 98-99. 
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however, CCL reported its losses in number of patrons rather than as fiscal deficits.  This 

situation worsened in January 1958 with a fare increase on transfers and student tickets.  

Transfers increased from ten to fifteen cents while student tickets rose from four tokens 

for a quarter to ten tokens for one dollar.  CCL cited decreasing profit margins as the 

reason for the change.96  But public transportation in Charlotte suffered its most 

damaging blow in October 1958 when a contractual disagreement between CCL and its 

bus drivers and mechanics resulted in a nearly month-long strike, the second in a decade 

for the city bus system.97 

Local newspapers reported that the first day of the strike, a rainy October 1, 

caused minimum inconvenience—except for a fifty percent increase in downtown traffic.  

The stoppage of bus service caused consternation for many residents, especially poorer 

people and the school system.  Blue-collar workers unable to afford an automobile were 

completely reliant upon the buses.  Jean Hester worried about how she would get to 

work, stating, “I have to catch two buses and a cab is too expensive.”  Since Charlotte 

schools did not operate their own buses, students relied upon CCL for transportation.  

Surprisingly, the city schools failed to plan for emergencies such as the strike.  As 

assistant superintendent of schools Dr. John Otis remarked, “I guess we’ll have just have 

to leave that up to the parents,” adding that, “I don’t know anything else we could do.”  

As a result, many parents drove their children to school.98  Those unable to afford 

alternative transportation, however, simply failed to attend.  This situation effected black 

students to a greater degree, since Charlotte’s segregated schools for black residents 

 
96 Charlotte Observer, January 14, 1958. 
97 Ibid., September 28, 1958; Ibid., September 30, 1958; Ibid., October 1, 1958. 
98 Ibid., October 1, 1958. 
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typically fell outside neighborhood boundaries.  African American students who lived in 

Second Ward but attended York Road school found difficulty in traveling the three miles 

from their near-downtown neighborhood.  During the strike, typically 65 of the 143 

inconvenienced students were absent on a given day with a peak number of 117.  This 

situation caused concern among the school’s parent-teacher association, who pressured 

City Council to quickly end the strike.99 

 By the end of the strike’s first week, the effects upon Charlotte became evident.  

Downtown business dropped, and suburban business increased.  Used car lots reported 

record business with “cheap cars […] selling at an accelerated pace.”  Those unable to 

afford vehicles, however, relied upon the good faith of fellow Charlotteans.  A large 

number of these affected patrons were African American.  Sally Worthington, a resident 

of the Greenville neighborhood who worked as a maid in Myers Park, was lucky enough 

to catch a ride with another domestic worker.  But she noted, “Lots of others are having 

to walk, or if the weather is too bad their employers will come to get them.” 100  With the 

distance between the two neighborhoods spanning over four miles, the service disruption 

certainly brought hardship upon poorer residents.  Many bus patrons simply lined the 

streets, hoping someone would stop and offer a ride.  As resident Earl Reffner noted, 

“Charlotteans are getting by without their buses.  But not because they want to.”101 

While at this point the duration of the strike equaled that of the 1951 stoppage, 

stark differences between the two events emerged.  First, a long-standing relationship 

between Duke and the City Council fostered greater rapport in ending the previous strike, 

 
99 Charlotte Observer, October 22, 1958. 
100 Ibid., October 4, 1958. 
101 Ibid., October 10, 1958. 
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whereas CCL, owned by an out-of-state entity, received less goodwill.  Second, 

newspaper coverage painted a stark picture of the progress of negotiations between CCL 

and its employees union.  The individual stories of patrons, such as Jean Hester and Sally 

Worthington, in the Observer were absent from strike coverage seven years earlier.  Their 

inclusion indicated that the bus company lost the respect of the media as well.  From this 

point forward, CCL was dealt a massively damaging blow for the newspapers shaped 

public opinion of the system. 

 After twenty-five long days, the bus strike finally ended.  CCL and union 

employees agreed to a three-phase wage increase.  Even with the end of Charlotte’s bus 

strike, CCL management knew that their fight against the automobile became practically 

futile.  On day twelve of the strike, company superintendent A.H. Caze remarked, “If you 

stop service for one day, people make other arrangements for transportation.”102  Those 

arrangements typically became permanent, at least for those who could afford to adapt.  

An immediate drop in patronage, which CCL anticipated, was observed on the first day 

of resumed bus service.  Police patrolman E.R. Williams, who monitored the Square 

every morning during rush hour, noted fewer passengers on the buses, remarking that he 

saw “one bus with only four people on it.”  He estimated that patronage would increase in 

November, since “a lot of people have rented parking space on a monthly basis and they 

probably won’t start riding the buses again until the month is up.”103 

 An Observer headline perfectly summed up the situation—“Nobody Came Out 

Winner In City’s 25-Day Bus Strike.”104  Public transportation struggled for years to 

 
102 Charlotte Observer, October 12, 1958. 
103 Ibid., October 26, 1958. 
104 Ibid., October 27, 1958. 
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increase revenue.  So it was to no surprise on October 26, 1958, that CCL revealed their 

intentions to petition the state Utilities Commission to increase fares.  In 1950 the 

Charlotte bus system carried over 20 million adult revenue passengers; however, by 1957 

that number dropped to 11,346,747.  As noted in a letter from Merl C. Morrow, vice 

president of CCL, to Mayor James S. Smith and City Council, “despite the phenomenal 

growth of this city since the close of World War II, the number of bus passengers has 

shown a marked decrease.”  The lessening utilization of public transportation by 

Charlotteans was not isolated but a national trend.105  Transit companies received no pity 

from NCUC, which in December 1958 flatly denied CCL’s request to raise fares from 

fifteen to twenty cents.106  

The Decentralized City 

By the end of the 1950s, Charlotte showed the postwar characteristics of the 

decentralization of urban America.  The process of “sorting out” described by Thomas 

Hanchett was complete.  Widespread suburban development for whites occurred to the 

southern and eastern edges of the city while most new black neighborhoods formed to the 

northwest.  In addition to retail, other businesses began relocating to the suburbs.  Plastics 

company Celanese located their new facility six miles from downtown.  Critics 

questioned whether the distance would prove a hindrance to workers.  The company 

responded with arranged carpools and credit union loans for automobiles as well as a 

 
105 Charlotte Observer, November 5, 1958. 
106 NCUC was leery of CCL’s claim that current revenue could not sustain the company.  The commission 

suspected the bus system inflated investments and made excessive payments to its parent company in 

Detroit.  Unlike Duke, CCL was not regulated by the Public Utilities Holding Company Act of 1935 that 

disallowed electric utilities from shifting revenue between divisions.  Charlotte Observer, December 14, 

1958. 
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campus cafeteria.107  This action followed a national trend of corporate America fleeing 

from the city.  As noted by Kenneth Jackson, the suburb no longer constituted a 

residential retreat from the city for wage-earners but became the new center of living for 

many Charlotteans.108 

Perhaps local residents wanted to escape from the city.  The word “urban” 

essentially became a dirty word—“the city” harbored racial unrest, congestion, and 

substandard housing.  The homogenized, insulated neighborhoods seemed safe places to 

raise families as the outside world spun out of control.  While Charlotte failed to 

experience the extreme racial tension in other Southern cities such as Birmingham and 

Montgomery, by the end of the 1950s conflict loomed on the horizon.  Charlotte schools 

desegregated in September 1957 with the admittance of four students to all-white 

schools, most notably Dorothy Counts at Harding High School.109  In December 1959 

police arrested a white man for assault on a female, a misdemeanor offense.  Lucille Hix 

reported that Robert G. Helms struck her, causing a cut on her nose and broken 

eyeglasses, when she sat next to him on a CCL bus.  The bus superintendent noted the 

case was not an isolated one, but that racial clashes on the buses typically involved 

juveniles.110  The following year, students from historically-black Johnson C. Smith 

University would follow the lead of the Greensboro Four in staging sit-ins at downtown 

 
107 Wyatt and Woodard; Charlotte Observer, April 21, 1957. 
108 Jackson, 266. 
109 Dan L. Morrill, “The Emergence of Diversity: African Americans,” in Historic Charlotte (San Antonio, 

TX: Historical Publishing Network, 2001), 

http://www.danandmary.com/historyofcharlottechapter12newfinal.htm.  City leaders were embarrassed by 

the widespread newspaper coverage of Counts’s journey to register at Harding, vowing to never again 

allow their city to be portrayed in such a manner.  Charlotte would later be the epicenter of the school 

busing battle Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education in 1971. 
110 Charlotte Observer, December 20, 1959.  The incident was also reported nationally in black magazines.  

Helms would be given a suspended sentence of 90 days, fined $100 plus court costs, and ordered to pay 

$25 toward Hix’s medical bills.  “Says White Man Beat Her on N.C. Bus,” Jet 17, No. 11 (January 7, 

1960): 6; “White Man Fined in Assault on Negro Woman,” Jet 17, No. 14 (January 28, 1960): 49. 
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85 

 

Charlotte lunch counters.111  

 

Figure 9 - Restructured bus routes incorporated some of the suggestions from the 1950 city transit report.112 

 
111 Jones, “Sit-ins.” 
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In 1959 CCL restructured bus routes in response to city annexation pending the 

following year.  Company superintendent A.H. Caze estimated that the extended routes 

would bring 15,000-20,000 people into the system boundaries.  The new arrangements 

demonstrated the ongoing shift of amenities from downtown to suburban areas, a pattern 

that emerged in the 1920s with the growth of the car culture in the city.  For instance, 

Route 4 terminated at Park Road Shopping Center, while Route 1 circled around the 

Cotswold Mall before returning downtown.113  However, residents increasingly 

disregarded the bus system, and CCL faced an annual decrease in patrons of 

approximately five percent.  City leaders worried that the potential financial collapse of 

the system would, as stated by Mayor Smith, “find the bus franchise dumped in our 

laps.”114  To boost rider numbers, CCL offered “shoppers specials” of free or reduced 

fares to suburban housewives heading downtown to shop.115  But the convenient 

suburban shopping centers steadily drew away customers from downtown.  In 1948 

Mecklenburg County reported $197 million in retail sales with 57 percent occurring in 

downtown Charlotte; ten years later, while sales rose to $386 million, merchants in the 

city center only received $154 million, less than 40 percent.116  This situation presented a 

paradox, for CCL directed routes toward the suburban areas able to support service yet 

required increased patronage downtown to fund the bus system. 

The former vitality of Charlotte’s public transportation system continued to fade.  

By 1960 rider numbers dipped below 10 million; in comparison, Mecklenburg County 

 
112 Bus Schedule, Charlotte City Coach Lines, Inc. (Charlotte, NC: American Commercial Bank, 1959), 

Bus File, Charlotte-Mecklenburg Historic Landmarks Commission. 
113 Charlotte Observer, May 18, 1959; Kelly, 10. 
114 Charlotte Observer, December 30 1960. 
115 Ibid., February 18, 1960. 
116 Ibid., April 23, 1961. 
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reported nearly 100,000 registered private automobiles, more than double the amount ten 

years earlier.117  Meanwhile, congestion continued to increase as traffic rose by 40% over 

the decade in downtown while businesses began to relocate to the less crowded 

suburbs.118  Residential and commercial suburban growth mainly continued to the south 

of the city.  These economically and racially segregated residential neighborhoods 

serviced solely by automobile became the norm.   

Tract 

Number 

Homes  

Constructed 

Automobile 

Ownership per 

household 

Tract 

Population 

Percentage 

Non-White 

1954-

1957 

1958-Mar. 

1960 
1 car 2 cars 

0019 44 260 168 143 4,741 7.12% 

0020 360 169 169 443 3,803 0.001% 

0029 374 569 399 802 5,180 0.003% 

0031 688 720 612 893 9,017 0.001% 
Figure 10 – The largest suburban growth in Charlotte occurred to the south and southeast.  CCL targeted 

these areas for expanded bus service in 1959, although the demographics did not fall in their favor.119 

 

Charlotteans unable to afford automobiles were the remaining customer base for the bus 

system.  The historical transition of public transportation in Charlotte from a system used 

by all during the streetcar era to the mode of transit for the poor and disadvantaged was 

complete. 

  

 
117 Charlotte Observer, April 10, 1961. 
118 Ibid., March 2, 1959. 
119 U.S. Bureau of the Census, U.S. Census Population and Housing: 1960 Census Tracts, Final Report 

PHC(1)-22 (Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1962): 17-18, 51-52, 59.  Tract number area 

boundaries are as follows:  0019 – Norfolk and Southern Railroad to the north; McAlpine Creek, Lawyers 

Road, and Wilson Grove Road to the east; Seaboard Air Line Railroad to the south; and Sharon Amity 

Road, Albemarle Road, and Campbell Creek to the west.  0020 – Sharon Amity Road to the north; 

Seaboard Air Line Railroad to the east; McAlpine Creek to the south; and Providence Road/State Highway 

16 to the west.  0029 – Woodlawn Road, Selwyn Avenue, Celanese Road, and Briar Creek to the north; 

Providence Road/State Highway 16 to the east; Fairview Road and Sharon Road to the south; and Park 

Road to the west.  0031 – Woodlawn Road to the north; Park Road to the east; Sharon Road to the south; 

and the Southern Railway, Old Pineville Road, and Pineville Road to the west. 
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Conclusion 

 Kenneth Jackson noted the automobile “had a greater spatial and social impact on 

cities than any technological innovation since the development of the wheel.”120  The 

Observer agreed in 1957, stating, “The automobile, that convenient, enticing luxury 

that’s a well-nigh necessity today, has revolutionized American living and brought 

growing pains on wheels.”121  Charlotteans became bound to the automobile.  Even three 

years of World War II rationing and subsequent automobile shortages failed to dampen 

the desire for automobiles nor to change transit habits.  Charlotte’s downtown traffic 

problems contributed more to public transportation patronage, especially among the 

middle class, than any other factor.  But the 1958 bus strike convinced that demographic 

group to endure the congestion over an unstable and unreliable bus system. 

Unlike the streetcar era, public transportation no longer dictated urban 

development but instead followed it in an attempt to draw more passengers.  Urban 

growth demographics clearly placed the bus system at a disadvantage as middle-class 

patrons moved farther from the city center and increasingly relied upon automobiles for 

transit.  CCL expanded its route network, yet the increased mileage simply brought the 

company smaller profit margins rather than more patrons. 

A stigma attached itself to the bus.  For many Charlotteans, however, public 

transportation remained an integral part of residents’ experience of the city.  Earl 

Gulledge, son of a bus driver, described bus service in the 1950s and 1960s as a necessity 

for moving around Charlotte.  As he recounted, 

 
120 Jackson, 188. 
121 Charlotte Observer, February 12, 1957. 
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During all of my childhood I lived directly on a bus route. I went to school on a 

bus, dated on a bus, and even brought groceries home from uptown markets on a 

bus—and so did most of my friends. In fact, one could tell time by the passing of 

the local bus. It was quite exciting to have attended a late evening movie and then 

watch perhaps 25-30 buses leave together from the Square at 11:30 p.m. […] Bus 

patrons could be seen carrying a variety of goods - clothing, housewares, dry 

cleaning, and groceries.122 

 

Perception of how a person moved around the city targeted not where they were going, 

but how they were getting there.  Driving your own automobile indicated success, 

whereas walking or taking the bus indicated the opposite.  But as Charlotte grew and the 

bus system scrambled to extended routes to new areas, service became less and less 

efficient.  By 1973 articles in the Observer, especially one titled “12-Minute Drive Takes 

59 By Bus,” denigrated the system as “unreliable, inadequate, and in desperate need of 

revitalization.”123 

  

 
122 Gulledge.  
123 Charlotte Observer, July 15, 1973. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 Charlotte’s public transportation history differed little from that of other cities.  

Despite this lack of unique occurrence, this examination nevertheless underlined the roots 

of the modern perception of public transportation as the province of poor and minority 

residents.  Charlotteans never displayed an attitude of disdain for the buses.  The 

difference in permanence between rail-based systems of transportation versus the more 

flexible and infrastructure-mobile buses, and the inherent contrast in perception between 

the two, corresponded with modern transportation concerns in Charlotte. 

 If blame may be placed upon one party for the decline of public transportation in 

Charlotte, then it shall be upon private transit company owners, specifically during the 

streetcar era.  Southern Public Utilities Company Magazine was rife with illusions of the 

impracticality of the automobile and buses in competition with the well-established street 

railways.  For instance, the reprint of an article from the Greenville News stated, 

“Increasing development of suburbs should enable the trolley lines eventually to regain 

all business they have temporarily lost through automobiles and to gain more than they 

would have had under the present style of congested city residence districts.”124  Four 

years later, the Eastover residential neighborhood offered a residential development 

centered on automobile owners.  SPUCO was foolish to ignore the power of personal 

choice, especially the choice to move about the city in a private vehicle at one’s own 

schedule.  Thus, societal preference for personal and economic liberty dictated embrace 

of the automobile as soon as economically feasible.  

 
124 “The Future of the Street Car,” Southern Public Utilities Company 8, No. 3 (August 1922), 15. 
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 The streetcar was used by a wide array of Charlotteans.  Its affordable fares and 

transformation of the mechanics of urban movement attracted all residents—working 

class and the wealthy, men and women, and the elderly and children.  Automobiles 

followed a different trajectory.  Initially available to only the very wealthy, these vehicles 

became more popular as price points decreased with the adoption of the assembly line by 

Henry Ford in 1913.125  The transition from streetcar to bus increased accessibility to 

public transportation.  When S.C. Vaughn penned his editorial letter to the Observer in 

1934 asking for streetcar service to the Lockwood neighborhood in the Eleventh Ward, 

the company was in the process of implementing buses in Charlotte.  With the full 

transition to bus service in 1938, one of the eleven bus routes ran between Wilmore and 

Lockwood, circling along Keswick Avenue one block away from Vaughn’s home.126  

Under the CCL banner, the city bus system continued to expand its routes to areas 

previously not served.  

 Charlotteans faced four service stoppages between 1890 and 1960, and in each 

instance, reacted similarly—they found a way to move about the city in one form or 

another.  But over time, residents’ perception of why the stoppages occurred and how 

those instances affected patrons changed.  The first workers strike occurred in 1903, 

before many residents owned automobiles.  Most of Charlotte still fell within the bounds 

of the walking city.  Additionally, the low amount of inconvenience was tempered by the 

patrons’ support for the striking workers, and perception of public transportation stood in 

 
125 Ransom E. Olds actually was the first to apply the assembly line to automotive manufacturing in 1901.  

However, Ford introduced the conveyor belt to the process, thereby decreasing the time needed to construct 

an automobile.  See John B. Rae, The American Automotive Industry (Boston, MA: Twayne Publishers, 

1984); George S. May, A Most Unique Machine: The Michigan Origins of the American Automotive 

Industry (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1975); May, R.E. Olds: Auto Industry 

Pioneer (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1977).  
126 Kelly, 6. 
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high regard.  By 1918, when the Chatham Estates street railway filed for bankruptcy and 

ceased operation, more residents owned automobiles.  Urban growth surpassed the limits 

of walkability, and these Charlotteans became reliant upon mechanical transportation to 

move about the city.   However, differing perceptions of exactly what type of 

transportation was available emerged.  Streetcars were acceptable forms of transportation 

for the widest demographic range of citizens.  But the jitney bus, which attempted to fill 

the gap in public transportation service left by the loss of the streetcar, found a lack of 

popularity.  While Chatham Estates and adjacent areas endured two years without 

streetcar service, the rest of Charlotte moved on unperturbed.   The 1919 streetcar strike 

and subsequent riot changed this sentiment when the entire city lost streetcar service for 

two weeks.  Residents scrambled to find alternative transportation to work.  In this 

instance, faced with either walking or getting nowhere, Charlotteans embraced the jitney.  

But the event also underscored the seeming futility of wholly relying upon a singular 

form of transportation.  Additionally, conflict between labor and the street railway 

companies became a growing problem, thus increasing the growing distrust of patrons 

toward public transportation.  Those able to invest in an automobile did so. 

 The period between the 1919 strike and the next bus service stoppage in 1951 

brought enormous change to Charlotte.  Streetcar service ceased, and buses took their 

place.  The positive view of the transit companies essentially ceased to exist, and 

increasing numbers of residents disregarded public transportation.  Even during World 

War II rationing Charlotteans reluctantly utilized the buses, a sentiment reflected by the 

scramble for automobiles in the years following the war.   The postwar movement toward 

rampant residential suburbanization and urban decentralization, fed by the American 
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ideals of convenience and personal choice, intensified the negligent attitude toward 

public transportation.  Fred C. Hunter, commissioner of NCUC, cited this sentiment as a 

major reason many North Carolinians turned away from public transportation:  

The public cannot exercise its choice in selecting its transportation service as it 

may do in selecting its lawyer, its doctor, or its merchant.  [...]  Schedules are 

fixed, charges are fixed, and your only choice is to take the service as offered or 

provide your own means of transportation.127 

 

Thus, transit patronage had begun its decline by the bus strike of 1951.   

While comparison may be drawn between transportation perception in 1919 and 

1951, the most striking contrasts are found in the two strikes in the 1950s.  First, 

automobile ownership more than doubled in Mecklenburg County during this decade.  

Additionally, although the beginning of modern suburbanization is typically defined 

during the period immediately following World War II, the explosion of local home 

building occurred during the mid- to late-1950s and beyond.   Citizen inconvenience 

remained the same, however.  Blue collar and domestic workers reliant upon the buses 

once again found themselves facing the stress of getting to work and downtown to shop.  

Students lost service to schools.  White collar workers who rode the buses to avoid the 

downtown congestion turned to their automobiles.  But the difference in length of the two 

service stoppages made the greatest difference.  The 1951 strike lasted one week; the 

1958 strike endured for 25 days, long enough for new habits to be formed.   

In the introduction, the presence of “transit racism” within contemporary public 

transportation planning is explored.  Historically, Charlotte did not show evidence of this 

except in the city’s Jim Crow segregation laws, which were disregarded by CCL in 1955.  

 
127 Fred C. Hunter, “Public Transportation Systems Regulated by State 62 Years,” E.S.C. Quarterly 11, 

Nos. 3-4 (Summer-Fall 1953), 83. 
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The short-lived 1907 black streetcar boycott nearly fifty years previous was reflective of 

community disfavor, but little to no organized activity against the laws in transit practice 

occurred after that event.  However, over the years Charlotte sought to place itself above 

the racial strife that tore other Southern cities apart.  Neither Duke nor CCL showed any 

discrimination against black areas of the city in their transit planning.  It would have been 

a foolish decision, for the low average income of black Charlotteans made these residents 

the most loyal customers of public transportation.  In fact, routes were designed around 

their transit patterns.  The 1959 system restructuring especially reflects this practice, 

demonstrated by Route 1 from the majority-black Thomasboro neighborhood to the 

Eastover and Myers Park areas.  While other municipal policies targeted the segregation 

of black Charlotteans, public transportation essentially catered to this portion of the city’s 

population. 

Positive perception of public transportation in Charlotte apparently peaked early 

in its existence in the city.  The transition from streetcars to buses allowed increased 

public transportation coverage at a distinct discount in overhead costs, but residents 

inevitably discarded the flexible bus in favor of automobiles—they shared the same 

infrastructure and problems with traffic, so what was the real difference?  Thus, the 

narrative of public transportation in Charlotte was not streetcar versus bus, but was in fact 

the conflict between the validity of public transportation in the face of increasing 

personal choice in transit options.  
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APPENDIX ONE:  BUS PATRONAGE, 1939-1958 

 

 
*Strike year. 

^1955 was the first full year of service by CCL. 

After 1958, CCL only reported its rider numbers as patrons per day.  In 1960, 50,000 

passengers rode Charlotte buses each month. 
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APPENDIX TWO:  CHARLOTTE POPULATION, 1890-1960 
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APPENDIX THREE:  PUBLIC HISTORY PROJECT 

 

 

 Transportation is a sticky subject for most American cities, and Charlotte is no 

exception.  Modern public transportation, particularly buses, in all but the largest cities 

possesses a negative perception among residents.  While Charlotte differs little from 

other cities in its transit history, an examination of the city’s public transportation reveals 

an important factor that has inevitably shaped modern transportation:  perception.   My 

research traces how the perception of public transportation in Charlotte changed from a 

universally-accepted form of urban movement to an economically and socially divided 

one.  This documentary video follows my written thesis in that it traces the development 

of public transportation in the city.  Emphasis is placed upon the conflict between public 

and private forms of transportation, namely streetcars and buses versus automobiles. 

 

Video may be viewed on the DVD accompanying this thesis 

or online at http://youtu.be/VsLzd96H7Us 


