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• Urban Congestion - Here's what Whitton said about urban congestion in 
1966: 

There is every prospect that the demands for new and expanded high­
way facilities will continue to increase ... [However, the] fact is that all of 
the additional urban freeway mileage it might be possible to build ... 
would probably not be enough to accommodate the tremendous traffic 
loads of future years. We will need all the help we can get from other 

modes of transportation to serve our cities. And often, even that will not 
be enough. 

Construction of our urban highway networks didn't solve the problem, 
but it didn't create it, either. As Whitton pointed out, "Even ancient Rome 
had to ban chariots from parts of the city for certain hours because of 

congestion." 

In addition to planning, Whitton supported efforts to find practical solu­

tions to urban transportation problems. He searched for what he called 
"street stretchers" and what we think of today as transportation system 
management. He backed traffic light synchronization, joint development, 

and early experiments in traffic surveillance and metered traffic inputs to 
increase operational efficiency 

• Safety was another of Whitton's major concerns. In 1964, 47,800 people 
were killed on our roads, which amounted to 5.7 deaths per 100 million 
miles of travel. "No nation-least of all one as generally affluent and skill­
ful as ours- can tolerate such a senseless toll." 

He refused to be satisfied with programs aimed only at driver skills. He 

believed highway officials should also seek to improve the vehicle and 
the road to reduce the toll. Although he emphasized safe highway design 

and safety research, his best known effort was the Spot Improvement 
Program to identify low cost, high-payoff safety improvements that could 
reduce hazards by removal of such roadside obstacles as trees and 
poles, installation of guardrails, improvement of lighting, and flattening 

of side slopes. 

In one of Whitton's last speeches as FHWA Administrator, he said, • .. .it is 
sometimes useful in getting a clear perspective on the road ahead to take a 
quick look at the road behind." 

When Whitton retired at the end of 1966, Engineering News-Record summed 
up his career this way: 

He was a prime salesman of uniform design and construction standards, 
traffic safety, beautification, and the recognition of the human and esthetic 
values involved in highway location, design, and construction. His grearesr 
contribution may have been in persuading the state highway departments ... 
to come to grips with urban highway problems ... 

Engineering News-Record summed up Whitton's tenure by saying, "Always he 
stood for economy and sound engineering, while trying to serve esthetic and 
human needs as well." 

Whitton became a consultant in the Kansas City office of Howard Needles 
Tammen and Bergendoff. In his spare time, he supervised three farms. to­
talling 281 acres, including one 25-acre plot that his great-grandfather had 

settled in 1840. 

Rex Whitton passed away on July 7, 1981, in Kansas City. 

"I have never seen a problem that did not present an opportunity; nor an opportunity 
that did not present problems. In any sector of human striving it has a/ways been true 
that problems and challenges are the bedfellows of progress. " 

Rex Whitton, 1962 
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