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Homicide on Wheels 
By CARL 

T HE automobile  has  ruined  the  temper  and  manners of 
rhe people who use the highways. In the good old 
somnolent  days  people  got  around in carniages  and 

buggies at  an average speed of eight  or  ten miles an  hour. 
Wlhen a fast team  came  up behind  a  slower  one on a rural 
highway  and  the vehicle  ahead  gave  way, the  passing  driver 
customarily  tipped  his  hat in acknowledgment Qf the  other 
man’s courtesy  in  letting him (by. When as a boy in  up-state 
New  York I was taught to ‘drive, it  was impressed on me 
that  ordipary politeness required this gesture. Moreover, 
when  a  driver  wanted to pass he did not make a noise about 
i t ;  he simply  fallowed close behind @he ‘other  team  until  the 
man  ahead became aware  that passage was desired, where- 
upon he  would  generally turn  out as soon as ‘possible. 

Contrast  this  procedure  with  the  barbarities of present- 
day  motoring  and you will realize what  the automobile  has 
dune to  highway manners. Once a  ,driver  has gained  facility, 
his manner of operat.ing an automobile is an expression of his 
personality,  like his style of !making )love, ,dictating  to a 
stenographer, or  asking his boss for a raise, and,  unfortu- 
nately,  too many  motorists  are  barbarians. T h e  go-getter 
fights for  the  sright of way  at  unguarded crossings, slides 
past signals when he  thinks he can  get  away  with  it, passes 
every car  on  the road, honks his horn  at every  opportunity, 
and abuses anyone who disputes his ri,ght to  these  enjoyments. 
T h e  timmid man, by lagging  and  hesitating i n  search of that 
perfect safety  which is not to  !be found on this  side of the 
grave,  gets into  trouble because of his very  coward,ice. T h e  
stolid,  obstinate  road hog, indignant  at  the  notion  that any- 
one should be allowed to ,do someching he ,does not want to 
do, holds the  center of the  highway  at  twenty miles an  hour, 
and  yields  grudgingly, i.f at  all, to the  driver who,  perhaps 
with the  utmost justification, wants  to  go forty. T h e  sane, 
moderate,  good-willed  individual, the  “forgotten  man” of 
Professor  Sumner, dr,ives also  according to his nature,  but 
the  automobile  has  made  him  rarer  than ever, and  he is at  
the mercy of every  Yahoo  that  can  get  behind a  steering 
wheel. 

Examine a few of rhe ordinary practices on the  road. 
Upon approaching a boulevard or through highway 

[reads the au’tomobile  duello]  you must first come  .to a 
complete stop. Upon entering the boulevard you must yield 
or give the right of way to other vehicles within the inter- 
section or approaching so closely t o  your lef,t as t o  consti- 
tute an immediate hazard  or danger should you proceed. 
After having so yielded, you may then proceed across the 
boulevard, and all  other vehicles approaching you from 
either the left or right must then  yield to  you. 

This is pure theory,  like  the  rules of civilized warfare. 
In practice  you ‘may, indeed, stop  at  the  curb  line of the 
boulevard, but  what happens after that is on  the  lap of the 
gods. You wait  for  an  opening ,in the line of cars,  which 
pass across the intersection  haughtily a t  a speed ten  miles an 
hour above whatever  rate  the police of rhe town prescribe. 
Another  driver comes up behind  you  and  immediately .begins 
to honk his horn to force you to  proceed. H e  is taking no 

DREHER 
risk himself and  is  entirely  willing  to see you killed so that 
he  may  not  have  to  wait a quarter of a  #minute. You finally 
nose in, and  the  cars on your  Ieft come to a stop with vary- 
ing  uncertainty  and squealrin’g of brakes. You are now in 
the middle of the  highway  and  the oncoming  cars on  your 
right  are  legally bound  to allow you to  get across the  rest of 
the  way. Generdly they will-when you  make  them. The  
unpleasant part about  making  them is that you  have  no 
bumpers on the sides of your  car. T h e  average  driver  on  an 
express highway  would  not  stop to  let  the Holy Trinity 
cros3 if he could help it. 

O r  you  desire to  execute a left  turn on a well-traveled 
street. A block  ahead of the place where you want ,to turn 
you have  your  hand  out,  making  the ,prescribed  signal, where- 
upon a string of fast drivers,  honking  frantically, dash past 
you in  the  middle  or on the  wrong side of the  street,  deter- 
mined to get by ,before you can make $he turn.  Another 
amenity of he-man  motoring consists in  dashing  into a signal- 
protected but officerless intersection at  forty mi-les an  hour 
and  squeezing  out  cars  already  turning  left  and  entitled ,to 
the  right of way. T h e  oncoming hog  knows  that few people 
will  maintain this right  with  the possibility of a  ,disastrous 
coll.ision coming  up,  and he acts  accordingly. 

This  is not ‘merely  a  question of etiquette,  however. 
Aside from all considerations of traffic density  and  other 
mechanical  factors, the principal  cause of automobile acci- 
dents  is  exactly  this  desuetude of decent  manners on  the  part 
of a  considerable  section of the public. During 1929, in the 
United  States alone, 33,000 persons were hilled by automo- 
biles and  about 1,000,000 injured;  and  the  fatalities  are  in- 
creasing at  the  rate of 13 per  cent a year. These figures 
might <be expected to result in something  more  than  trade- 
paper  lamentations,  but  the  fact is chat  nobody  cares  much. 
T h e  regulatory  experts of the  nation  are occupied with  the 
noble  eFperiment and  other  moral crusades. “The  motoring 
public (a t  least a considerable  portion of i t)  ,” one  editorial 
writer observes, “does not yet  desire safety on the highways 
sufficiently to achieve it.” And since the frundamental trou- 
ble lies with the people who drive,  mechanistic  remedies can 
only be partially effective. 

Education  can do  something. I n  Southern  California, 
where reckless ,driving  is  ‘cultivated as a  fine art, a sharp 
reduction  in  fatalities  among  children has been ‘brought  about 
by intensive safety campaigns in  the schools. The Automo- 
bile Club of Southern  California,  which does a certain 
amount of damage  to  the cause of safety by getting  its mem- 
bers off as  conveniently  as possitble for moderate  infractions 
of the code, including speeding, has  not ,been derelict in 
organized  efforts t.0 make  the highways  safe in  spite of M r .  
Ford. T h e  club  editorializes  valiantly  and meets the  rising 
accident rate  with a barrage of slogans,  safety-engineering 
surveys,  reports,  highway patrols, press releases, vigilance 
committees, and appeals to humanity. Having found, for 
example, that 70 per  cent of the  graver accidents  occur at 
intersections,  they exhort  the gasoline Hotspurs of the vicinity 
to  “Waste a .minute-save a life!”  while  the  few pedestrians 
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left  on  the  country roads are advised, “Walk l e f t -dr ive  
right.” They  even  print  accident ‘diagnoses on  the backs of 
their  letterheads.  These  efforts  should  not be  sneered at, 
for  there is evidence that they are effective #palliatives. Were  
it  not  for  such m e a u r a .  it is likely that the  Californians 
would do wmse  than  kill 2,000 people annually,  injure 60,- 
000, and  suffer $70,000,000 property  damage, as a result af 
which  their 1930 public-lialbility insurance  rates rose 18 per 
cent  on  private automobiles and 12 per cent on commercial 
vehicles. 

A genuine  remedy  at  the source would be to  set  up  more 
exacting  conditions  in the  granting of operating licenses. 
T h e  right to drive an automobile is not  inalienable  and  many 
persons are  totally  unfit  to exercise it. Almost anyone can 
learn .to operate  an automobile  after a  fashion, but i t  requirei 
a  sense of decency and  a  certain  degree of judgment, as well 
as  rapid reffexes, to operate  one  without becoming a menace 
to  society. T h e  sense of .decency cannot (be tested by exami- 
nation,  but  the  other  traits  can,  and  drivers’ tests should 
cover these  essential  points. T,here  are people, otherwise 
normal and socially  valuable, whose reaction  time is so high 
that to  allow  them to get bbehind the  steering  wheel of a car 
is  equivalent  to  putting a  loaded  shotgun  into  the  hands of a 
chimpanzee. An automobile  driver need not  have  the tem- 
peramental  and physical fitness of an  airplane  pilot,  but some 
of the tests  which airmen  have to undergo, if honestly  applied 
to  automobile  drivers,  would  lower t r a5c  accidents to  a 
decent  level. Unfortunately,  such a course  would  arouse  the 
united  opposition of the  automobile fetishists, the  high- 
pressure  salesmen, the business ‘boomers, and  all  the b,ig and 
little  fellows in the  automobile  industry,  from  the .bankers 
(behind the  motor-manufacturing companies to  the  apprentices 
who  screw on the bolts. As long as they  can  sell 5,000,000 
cars  a  year, all is well  fur  them  in  the best of all possible 
worlds. 

Not that  they  are  without  plans  to  make  it even better. 
These devout  believers in  the  uncontrolled  proliferation of 
machinery are  about  to sell the  country on radio  sets in  auto- 
mobiles. Several  corporations,  including  one  with  a  capitali- 
zation of $10,000,000, have been formed to exploit the  auto- 
mobile-radio field. When every  Sunday  motorist  adds a 
radio  outfit to his  equipment,  then indeed the (machine rnil- 
lennium will be upon us. Of course some slight  aggravation 
of the  slaughter on the  highways  may be expected. Margins 
of safety,  already reduced -by inattention,  will vanish entirely 
when a continuous  stream of jazz, canned  ballads, and suc- 
cess talks  takes the  driver’s  mind off &e road. T h e  chauf- 
feur  who  can  now  hear  through  the  window  on ,his left  the 
motor of an  overtaking  car which is already  out s f  the field 
of his rear-view mirror  will  then lbbe unable to hear  anything 
but  the  radio set-unless he should  veer  to  the left, when tahe 
crash of his  car  against the  other  will momentarily drown 
out  the  broadcasting. All good hundred-per-centers  will be 
glad to pay suoh a small price  &or the blessings of prosperity. 

Of course  there  are  always pessimists and  croakers  who 
oppose the  march of progress. Among these is the  State 
Commissioner of Motor Vehicles of New Hampshire,  who 
announces  incontinently : 

New Hampshire is against automobiles equipped with 
radio which  can be operated while the car is in motion. 
This department is satisfied that the  greater percentage of 
accidents is due to  inattention of drivers, and where a 

radio is  being operated while the car is in motion it cer- 
tainly would tend to diver,t the attention of the  operator. 

Such expressions of aberrant common  sense cannot stop the 
billion-horsepower  onrush of America  Motorial,  which, its 
arteries filled with  red bclood and  its  ears  with  the  blare of 
loud speakers, will never pause so long  as  one hospit,aI bed 
remains  unoccupied or  one  ambulance  stays in its  garage of a 
Sunday. 

By FORREST REVERE BLACK 
OW that  the  London  treaty has ,been duly  ratified 
aby the  Senate  and signed by President  Hoover, the 
time is ripe  for  an  examination of the so-called “pre- 

paredness program” ‘of the  Department of W a r  of the 
United  States.  Through the courtesy of Major  Mars of 
the  United  States  Army the writer was given the oppor- 
tunity of examining an official memorandum  bearing  the 
dates of March 5, 1’3, and 18, 1924, and  relating  to a 
little-known  agreement  under  which  the W a r  Departmment 
for some  years  has been making  contracts with manufacturers 
for supplies to be used in the  next  war.  This agreement  is 
called  the W a r  Department  Adjustable  Price  Contract (far- 
war or  other  national  emergency)  and  its chief stipulations 
are as follows: T h e  government assures the  munition-maker 
capacity production; prices are to be determined at  the time 
the goods are  delivered on the basis of cost  plus  a  “normal” 
profit;  the  contract is to become operative  upon  the  declara- 
tion of war. ‘ 

T h e  aim of the W a r  Department is to contract in ad- 
vance for  thousands of articles  either  directly o r  indirectly 
useful in case of war. No outsider can say how  many  signed 
contracts  in  pursuance of this  aim are now filed  in the  vaults 
of the W a r  Department  at  Washington. It is known  that 
the  whole  country has been districted  and that  contracts 
have been made to furnish  the seven supply  branches of the 
army. And  although  the W a r  Department h.as not seen fit 
to  take  either Congress or the American  people  into  its con- 
fidence, Major  Mars  informs us that  in  the parceling out 
of valuable concessions to prospective  purveyors of the  nation 
for  the  next  war  the W a r  Department has  acted  upon  the 
advice of big business men  and of the  National Association 
of Manufacturers. 

Three  questions  present  themselves: ( 1) Are  the con- 
tracts  as  drawn  favorable t o  the  government? (2) Is there 
any  legal  authority  for the program?  (3)  Can  the  plan 
be justified as a  preparedness  measure  against war?  

W e  are assured in  the  memorandum  that  the  contracts 
as drawn  are  favorable  to  the  government. But what  right 
has  anyone  to  assume that  the paper  guaranty of a “normal” 
rate of profit will be  effective? O n  this point  the  following 
considerations are significant. Why is big business willing 
to  bind itself by this  particular  form of contract? If the 
War Department desired fully to protect the interests of -the 
American peopIe, why  did it specifically provide  “it is not 
contemplated that these  proposals will necessarily be of a 
competitive  nature”? One  will examine the memorandum 
in vain  to  find  any  regulation o r  control in the  parceling  out 
of these concessions. Is it possible to conceive of a scheme 
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