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‘Nobody we met
seemed to care’

Five years ago, in the days of Lady Bird, the cause of
highway beautification suddenly became popular with
conservationists and political leaders across the U.S.
Recently Correspondent Richard Woodbury and Pho-
tographer Michael Rougier traveled the highways of
the nation to see what, if anything, had been achieved
in those last five years. The result of their trip appears
on pages 26-34,

“From one end of the country to the other,” says
Rougier, ‘“‘the highways are a mass of billboards, junk
heaps and neon lights. Most of the billboards are in
bad taste, many are in dire need of repair, and for some
perverse reason they seem to be concentrated in areas
of natural beauty. Even when you drive along a coun-
try road it’s sometimes difficult to see the trees. With
the exception of landscape architects, nobody we met
seemed to care much about the problem. They didn’t
even seem to notice it. Once, when we were shooting
Tucson’s speedway, a patrolman in a cruiser stopped
by and took a look through my 1,000-mm lens. ‘My
God,” he said, ‘is that what this street looks like?" ”’

Rougier did much of his shooting right from the high-
way. But he ran into trouble when he tried to get into
junkyards and garbage dumps. ‘‘Obviously we couldn’t
count on junkyard owners to cooperate,” says Wood-
bury. ““To get into one huge private dump just north
of San Francisco, we filled our station wagon with all
the trash we could find and went in as paying custom-
ers. While I slowly unloaded our garbage, Mike slipped
off up a hill to shoot.”

Rougier and Woodbury covered 12,000 miles, trav-
eling from the Northwest down through the Rocky
Mountains to the Arizona desert, and on to the Mid-
west, the Smoky Mountains, Florida and New York’s
Hudson Valley. ““In the East,” says Woodbury, ‘‘we
found the problem serious but oddly less acute than
we had expected, probably because there is not much
scenery left to spoil. But Florida was a different mat-
ter. Mike had lived there until three years ago, and as
we headed south. he said, ‘Now you’ll see some beau-
tiful beaches.” But we didn’t see anything of the sort.
All the views from the coast road which Mike re-
membered from three years earlier had been blocked
by new billboards.”
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