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The Great Transportation Conspiracy

Jonathan Kwitny

What's good for General Motors is goad for the country.

Charles Witson, 1953

When Charlie Wilson was toiling in the General Motors executive suite, earning
his {uture Cabinet appointment as secretary of defense, GM, along with some
of the oil companies, was steering the country toward its current energy
predicament. Few remember it, but before the automobile companies became
predominant, the country relied on centrally generated electricity for city
transportation . It was relatively clean and energy-efficient. There were streetcars
and off-street railways. There were also trackless trolleys-—electric buses powered
by overhead wires and able to maneuver through traffic.

Without realizing, much less debating the consequences, the country turned
its transportation policy over to GM and its automotive allies. What f{ollowed
was the destruction of mass transit: the country became almost totally reliant
on the private automobile, with its necessary consumption of foreign oil. Of
course, most people would consider it unfair to blame the demise of mass transit
on several big corporations. They just manufactured the car and the bus—
to the delight of millions.

But it wasn't that simple. When GM and a few other big companies cre-
ated a transportation oligopoly for the internal-combustion engine—so
convenient until the cheap gasoline ran out—they did not rely just on the
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274 Technology and Politics

out of their stock ownership in the transit systems. Mack and Greyhound
already were long gone Victor Palmer, leaving the presidency of Pacific City
Lines, was welcomed back to the executive payroll at Standard Money had
been made, all right, but not on transit company stock. As Herbert Listman,
general sales manager for GM buses, testified, “It was the policy of General
Motors to get out of all these investments. They were temporary finance
plans . .. They have served their purpose.”

Soon, National City Lines was out of the bus business, too What was
teft were cars.

Those indicted and convicted of violating the Sherman Antitrust Act were
National City Lines, Pacific City Lines, Firestone Tire & Rubber, General
Motors, Phillips Petroleum, Mack Manufacturing, Standard Oii of Califor-
nia, Federal Engineering (a Standasd Oil subsidiary), E. Roy Fitzgerald, Foster
G. Beamsley, H C. Grossman (assistanl secretary of GM), Henry C Judd,
L. R Jackson (vice-president of Firestone), B. F. Stradley (secretary and treas-
urer of Phillips), and A M. Hughes (vice-president and director of Phillips).
These few 100k the rap for everyone involved.

Recalling the old rail network in Los Angeles, Gerald Haugh, currently
general manager ol the bus system in the city’s Long Beach section, says,
“1t wouid be great il we had it all back again. It could have been modernized.
You'd have tricd to extend the rails out into those areas where people were
buying. 1t wouid have been a hell of a lot cheaper than to do it today It
was a damn shame they took up the tracks ™

As for the people who took up the tracks, they suffered little for it. US
District Judge William 1. Campbell sentenced the guiity corporations to pay
fines of $5,000 cach {except for Federal Engineering, a Standard (Gil sub-
sidiary, which had to pay only $1,000). The guilty individuals paid fines of
exactly $1 cach. The defendants also had to pick up the court costs, which
totaled a not too princely $4,220.78

A few years alter the trial, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg paid the death’
penalty for treason in a case that unfolded at about the same time as the
GM conspiracy case. The Rosenbergs’ crime, as il turned out, had no appre- |
ciable effect on the future of the country. On the other hand, what the transit |
conspirators did was destroy mass-transit systems that today could benefit’
millions of citizens and, ironically, make for improved national security by
reducing reliance on foreign oit And they did it for no greater cause than
{or their own profit :




