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Dedicated to the thousands of people who have stood up or
cheered for the Mernitt Parkway for nearly a century. Thank
you. It is you who shaped this region we call home.
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PREFACE

I n writing this book about a historic roadway, we have tried to demonstrate
that any part of our cultural heritage worth preserving has more than
utility; it has something else. The Merritt Parkway is entwined with the
history of its people and vice versa. The tension between special status and
utility has created conflict regarding this parkway. Utility or charm? Transit
artery or historic resource? We believe it can be both.

In this book, we hope to show the reader why the Merritt is a different road, still
beloved as it approaches its seventy-fifth anniversary. The parkway is a precious
collection of diversely styled bridges with a touch of whimsy; they represent
monumental public architecture. In addition, an unknown but well-trained
landscape architect designed a unique driving experience with trees and shrubs,
one of the earliest examples of context-sensitive development, years before its
time. And the roadway designers worked with the topography to design curves
and views that are a delight for drivers. We owe them thanks, for it could have
resembled the speedy but sleep-inducing Pennsylvania Turnpike.

Both of us have worked as executive director of the Merritt Parkway
Conservancy, which has afforded us an inside view of the Department
of Transportation. We appreciate its challenges in balancing utility with
preservation. We have also worked with many fine people who care deeply
about the fabric of the region and southwestern Connecticut—PFairfield
County, in particular. They care about aesthetics, and they know there is
real value in preserving pieces of our cultural heritage.



PREFACE

We want to engage a next generation to discover the differences between
homogenized surroundings and special places. We have tried to make the
story about the people and the place. We have thought about what cars
people would be getting into as they drove off and merged onto the Merritt
over the decades and what songs they were singing along to as they drove
under a delightfully detailed bridge or alongside a flashy orange maple tree
nestled among mountain laurels. So start each decade by putting yourself
in that car and singing that song—go find the YouTube videos if you don’t
know these tunes! For more information and to understand the stories
behind the featured cars and the songs, please visit us on Facebook at Merritt
Parkway Authors the Road That Shaped a Region. For amazing photos and
history of the parkway, please also see the Library of Congress, www.loc.
gov/pictures/ collection/hh/, including the entire documentation written by
the National Park Service in 1992.

Lavrie Herss & JiLL SmMyTH
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