
Driven by vision

or anyone who’s driven the

orange-barrel corridors of end-

less construction on I-35 between

Emporia and Kansas City, or

watched the slow transition of

Wichita’s Kellogg Drive into a free-

way over the years, the thought that

236 miles of four-lane, divided

highway could be built in only 22

months is almost unbelievable.

But that’s how quickly the Kansas

Turnpike was built between Kansas

City, Kan., and South Haven on the

Oklahoma border in 1954,  ’55 and

’56, becoming the state’s first and

only lasting toll road.

“It’s been a fabulous asset for the

state of Kansas,” said Mary

Turkington, chairman of the cur-

rent Kansas Turnpike Authority

board. “In terms of moving people

and goods, the Kansas Turnpike

was a dream and a reality whose

time had come.”

Rod Fogo, longtime Turnpike chief

engineer and general manager,

added, “To build a 236-mile, four-

lane highway in such a short period

of time was nothing short of mirac-

ulous. It is safe to say that no other

public works highway or Turnpike

project in the world of this magni-

tude has ever been built before or

since in such a short period of time.”  

Whether you’re driving to grand-

ma’s house or hauling a load in your

big rig, the Turnpike still lives up to

one of its early advertising pitches:

“Save lives, time, money.”

As it keeps evolving, with a reloca-

tion of its Southern Terminal,

much-needed widening under way

between Lecompton and Topeka

and a major makeover on the hori-

zon to build a larger interchange in

Emporia, it’s still supported not by

tax dollars but instead only by

those who use it.

Those drivers — more than 32 mil-

lion in 2005 — pay their tolls,

which over the years have paid off

the huge initial investment and

“Save Lives, Time, Money” was an early Turnpike
slogan. KTA staff even broke down the cost of
taking other routes to various locations in
eastern Kansas.

Early directional signs guide drivers to the Kansas
Turnpike from downtown Topeka.
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subsequent bond issues that made

the road safer and able to handle

the ever-growing traffic demands.  

The Turnpike overcame early

naysayers, some so convinced it

would never pay for itself that they

made sure the state had no finan-

cial liability for the enterprise. It

survived lean early years, with traf-

fic so light and money so tight that

even the most basic maintenance

was postponed. Today, it stands as

a tribute to transportation; a public

road that anyone who’s traveled the

nation can tell you is one of the

smoothest and safest roads in

America. It also stands as a tribute

to those who helped bring it about,

as these days a project of its magni-

tude would cost users much more.

“The cost to build the Turnpike

was in the neighborhood of $147

million,” Fogo recalls. “That would

put today’s construction cost to the

same design standard in the neigh-

borhood of $1.6 billion.”
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A commercial truck utilizes the K-TAG program
to save time.

   



The Birth of the Pike

etween the world wars, toll

roads and turnpikes became a

popular way for states to keep pace

with Americans’ growing infatua-

tion with the automobile.

New York’s Hudson River Valley

was filled with bucolic parkways.

Ohio had a turnpike. So did

Pennsylvania and New Jersey.

Neighboring Oklahoma was build-

ing a toll road between Tulsa and

Oklahoma City and would soon

show it never met a turnpike it did-

n’t like.

Serious discussions by state

transportation authorities across

the nation in 1951 envisioned how

a nationwide network of turnpikes

might produce significant economic

benefits. As the federal interstate

highway system developed, some

Kansans started to

grow concerned that

the Sunflower State might

be bypassed.  

In mid-October 1951, the Highway

Council of the Kansas State

Chamber of Commerce began to

study how Kansas might fit within

the potential nationwide network. A

toll road committee of the Chamber

reviewed toll facilities elsewhere in

the country and built a compelling

case for a Kansas Turnpike.

The Turnpike had a number of key

promoters who worked tirelessly to

get legislation passed in 1953.

Some had vested interests, such as

consulting engineering firms and

asphalt and concrete contractors.

But many just wanted to see the

state of Kansas create jobs and eco-

nomic development. Two Kansans

in particular, Ed Arn and Gale

Moss, had become convinced that if

Kansas were to grow economically,

improving commerce between the

state’s major cities was vitally

important. Moss, an El Dorado

lawyer, was State Highway Director.

Arn, a Wichita lawyer, was in a

unique position to influence the dis-

cussion: He was Governor.

Living in south-central Kansas,

B
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L.W. Newcomer was
the Turnpike’s first
engineer and later
served as both its
chief engineer and
general manager.

     



both knew well how such a link

would make life easier and safer for

Kansans who regularly traveled

dangerous two-lane highways to

Kansas City and Topeka. Moss,

who’d met Arn when they worked

together at the State Highway

Department, had a passion for

modern highways, a zeal that

earned him the nickname “Mr.

Turnpike.”

Highway supporters, including the

Chambers of Commerce in Wichita,

Topeka and Kansas City, saw

advantages in connecting the

state’s three largest cities. But some

opponents honestly believed the

cost was prohibitive. Others, partic-

ularly legislators from western

Kansas and rural areas, did not see

why their constituents should pay

for an expensive highway they

would seldom use. And yet another

group most immediately affected —

farmers and ranchers whose land

would be chopped up — wasn’t

keen on the idea, either.

“The Turnpike came about as the

result of the political necessity to

build this road as a toll road, private-

ly funded, and not with proceeds

from taxes collected from all these

rural people who weren’t going to

use this urban road,” said KTA

President/CEO Michael L. Johnston.

Using tax money or raising gasoline

taxes several cents per gallon

weren’t considered viable options for

building a highway. As Ross Keeling,

chief engineer of the Kansas

Highway Commission, said, “It’s an

obvious fact that the state doesn’t

have sufficient finances to build

public state roads like the turnpikes

that are being built elsewhere.”

The toll-road solution for a “Super
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KTA General Manager Gale
Moss, top, and HNTB consulting
engineer Josef Sorkin, P.E.

The Turnpike came about as the result of

the political necessity to build this road as a toll

road, privately funded, and not with proceeds

from taxes collected from all these rural people

who weren’t going to use this urban road.

Michael L. Johnston
KTA President/CEO 

“
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Cow Trail,” as the press dubbed it,

seemed logical because only travel-

ers who used the highway would

pay for it, with the initial funding

raised by selling bonds. In a rural

state such as Kansas, 50 percent of

the tolls collected would come from

out-of-state travelers.

When it became clear there might

be enough votes to pass a Turnpike

Act, rural legislators managed to

put conditions on the legislation,

ones that absolved the state of

Kansas of any responsibility if the

Turnpike Authority failed to repay

its debt to bondholders. No tax

money of any kind was to be used to

pay the operation or debt service of

the Turnpike, and any surplus had

to be used to redeem bonds.  

The conditions sealed the deal,

and the Kansas Turnpike Act was

passed by the Legislature on April

7, 1953. “A lot of people — both

sides — probably argued this thing

as bad as they are arguing over the

school (funding) issue right now,”

said Del Hinckle, a 40-year KTA

accountant.

Within a year, engineers had

charted the most desirable route

and undertaken a feasibility study

that looked at traffic and revenue

projections, a step taken to reassure

investors of the project’s viability.  

The study found the Turnpike

financially worthy, and its price tag

was set at an estimated $140 mil-

lion with a reserve of an additional

$20 million, sending the total to

$160 million. All money collected

during the original bond sale was

borrowed at an interest rate of

3.375 percent.
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Page 6: Travelers get a look at the Tallgrass Prairie in
Kansas’ Flint Hills region while using the Turnpike.

Below: A 1950s poster shows where the “Super Cow
Trail” would be in relation to other early Kansas Trails.

In recent years, modern plazas have been built at the
Turnpike’s three mainline entrances — Southern
Terminal, East Topeka and Eastern Terminal.

   



A Vision Builds

ith $160 million in hand,

work on the Turnpike

could begin.

Gale Moss resigned as director of

the Kansas Highway Department

and was appointed general manag-

er of the Kansas Turnpike on

October 19, 1954. Les W. (L.W.)

Newcomer, a fellow El Dorado resi-

dent, Butler County engineer and

World War II Seabees commander,

became the highway’s chief engi-

neer, its architect.

“Newcomer was a very old-fash-

ioned, outspoken individual who

felt that he was absolutely right and

had a pretty good batting average

for being absolutely right,” recalled

Richard Rock, former state senator,

Authority legal counsel and board

member.  

The whole enterprise and its staff

were guided by a seven-member

(now five) board, with four members

(now two) appointed by the governor

and three members participating by

virtue of their state positions: the

director of highways and the chair-

men of the House Roads and

Highways Committee and the

Senate Highway Committee.

Work on the entire highway was to

occur virtually simultaneously,

instead of starting at one end and

working toward the other. To

accomplish that, the highway was

divided into 14 sections. That

October, section engineers were

hired to prepare detailed plans for

the superhighway.

A top priority for each section

engineering company was to fur-

nish right-of-way maps so that

Turnpike agents could begin

acquiring necessary land.  

Form letters sent to each landown-

er essentially said, “Our appraisers

have determined the land in ques-

tion is worth ‘X’ dollars and we are

offering a check to you in that

amount. Bulldozers and construc-

tion activity will begin taking place

on this property shortly after 15

days from the date of this letter. If

W
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The check for $160 million so work could begin on
the roadway is presented to KTA General Manager
Gale Moss, left, by representatives from the principal
underwriters.

Right-of-way property was acquired quickly so work
could begin. This photo, taken by KTA right-of-way
agents, shows how the land appeared at near
Lecompton at Milepost 197 looking west down what
would be the middle of the roadway.

     



the amount offered is not satisfacto-

ry to you, our offer will be with-

drawn after 15 days and the district

court will establish the value of

your land. When all the proceedings

are finished, you will receive a

check from the Authority as direct-

ed by the court. That amount may

be more or less than this offer.”

That approach, needless to say,

didn’t win many friends in the farm-

ing and ranching communities. But

the Authority was paying many

thousands daily in interest on its

debt and time seemed to be of the

essence.

Complicating the complex land-

acquisition task was the fact that

the Turnpike Authority, unlike the

State Highway Commission, was

required to acquire the land and its

mineral rights instead of just pay-

ing for an easement. Landowners

quickly realized this, and it made

land acquisition costlier, particular-

ly in the oil-rich El Dorado area.

Originally, 10,000 acres were esti-
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An aerial view of the Turnpike shows recent
construction on the six-lane widening project
taking place near Milepost 197, a far cry from
the right-of-way photo on page 8.

   



mated to become the proposed

Turnpike’s right-of-way, which

included a 300-foot roadway strip

with wider interchange and conces-

sion areas. If the landowner and the

Turnpike Authority could not agree

on a price, the case would go to dis-

trict court for settlement. Generally,

Turnpike land purchase offers to

landowners were in excess of court

verdicts. Overall, the KTA spent

nearly $10 million on land.

To accommodate as many ranch-

ers and farmers as possible, the

Kansas Turnpike created one fea-

ture unlike that on any other

Turnpike in America: public cattle

crossings. Not only did the

Authority put a large number of

cattle passes under the Turnpike,

but it also built cattle bridges over

the roadway and cattle pens at

Cassoday and in the Flint Hills for

ranchers to use.  

The kickoff celebration for

Turnpike construction was held on

the last day of 1954 near Lawrence,

site of the single biggest Turnpike

project: a 2,300-plus-foot double

bridge over the Kansas River.

“It’s symbolic that this beginning

of an era of Kansas progress is tak-

ing place at Lawrence, where much

of Kansas’ history began,” Governor

Arn declared. “Lawrence, which had

its beginnings in the same year as

the state was born, is a fitting start-

ing point for this new milestone in

Kansas progress.”

A vast number of Pike projects had

been opened to construction bid,

and a sizable amount of the work

went to Kansas contractors, pump-

ing money and jobs back into the

state economy.  The largest single

contractor, J.A. Tobin Construction

Co. of Kansas City, Kan., had a total

bid of almost $6.8 million, while the

smallest, Ed Grundeman of Topeka,

contracted for $41,031 in work.

The paving program involved 236

miles of four-lane divided pave-

ment, with 55 miles between

Kansas City and the South Topeka

Lawrence, which

had its beginnings in

the same year as the

state was born, is a

fitting starting point for

this new milestone in

Kansas progress.

Ed Arn
1950s Kansas Governor
commenting at the roadway’s
groundbreaking ceremonies on
December 31, 1954

“

”
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interchange being 10-inch rein-

forced portland cement concrete.

The other 181 miles from Topeka

south to the Oklahoma border were

4-inch asphalt surfacing.

For its day, the Turnpike’s design

was state-of-the-art. Grades were

limited to three percent, curves to

three degrees and sight distances a

minimum of 725 feet. Roadways

were designed to sustain 18,000-

pound axle loads, about double

what traditional Kansas two-lane

highways were built to withstand.

Shoulders were a full lane wide to

handle breakdowns.

The 20-foot depressed median,

with a two-foot drop to center below

the surface of the adjoining pave-

ment, was intended to limit

crossovers by out-of-control vehi-

cles. “Our roadway was built to

slope the water from the inside

shoulder all the way across both

lanes of traffic to the outside,” said

Fogo, who joined the Turnpike in

1966. “Most highways are built

where the passing lane slopes

inwards towards the median and

the driving lane slopes outward to

the shoulder.” Both the lane slopes

and the median would later undergo

changes to further improve safety.  

During 1955, nearly 500 engineers

and inspectors and countless con-

struction workers engaged in exca-

vating, grading, paving, installing

drainage, building bridges and per-

forming other construction tasks. A

milestone was reached on October

24 when the first portland cement

pavement was poured between

Topeka and Lawrence, about 11/2

miles east of Big Springs.

As construction on the roadway

progressed, newly elected Gov. Fred

Hall triumphantly proclaimed,

“Kansas has faith the toll road will

11

Turnpike management inspects the first roadway paving.
Crouching for a better look are General Manager Gale Moss,
middle, and Engineer L.W. Newcomer, right.
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pay off [and] Kansas will be proud

to be on a great thoroughfare of

turnpikes operating from the east

and reaching into the southwest.”  

In sparsely populated rural areas,

contract workers created a “boom

town atmosphere.” At Opal’s Café in

a small Butler County hamlet, con-

struction workers swamped the

locals. “I used to serve 15 or 20 at

noon, but right now it’s around 30

or 40,” operator Opal Green said. “I

don’t know what it will be like when

work on the Turnpike reaches its

peak and some 50 men will be on

the job here.”

By the end of 1955, all earthwork

and drainage on the 236-mile pro-

ject was under contract, and more

than one-third of that total was

completed. Such spectacular pro-

gress is attributable to the splitting

of construction contracts for all

Turnpike work, with the 14 section

engineers dividing the roadway into

43 manageable portions.

The roadway, of course, was the

primary project, so its work went

first. As 1956 began, contracts

remained for restaurant buildings,

automobile service centers in the

six service areas, the division main-

tenance buildings at Wichita and

Topeka, the headquarters building

at Wichita, short sections at 11

interchanges where toll plazas

would be installed, a communica-

tions system, roadway lighting,

signs and pavement marking.

The Turnpike service areas, with

their distinctive round water tow-

ers, were spaced about 45 miles

apart on the Turnpike near Belle

Plaine, Towanda, Matfield Green,

Emporia, Topeka and Lawrence.

For motorists who now grab a quick

bite at McDonald’s or Hardee’s and

pump gas themselves, these

“swanky” sit-down restaurants and

service stations — “Check your oil,

mister?”— would seem a blast from

the past, one with a mechanic on

duty because cars broke down more

often then.   
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The construction photograph on page 12 shows the progress of
the roadway while the cartoon below depicts the energy behind
it. The drawing, by New Yorker magazine freelance cartoonist
Robert Day, expresses the sentiment surrounding the expedience
of the Turnpike’s progress.

   



Work on the road and its support

facilities motored on during 1956.

During September, with the official

opening about a month away, cur-

rent KTA Board Chairman

Turkington got a sneak preview.

“The first time that we drove the

Turnpike was when [the KTA’s] Bill

Townsend gave the Kansas Motor

Carriers Association passes for our

staff cars to drive the Turnpike in

September of ’56 to our convention

at Wichita,” Turkington recounted.

“Bob Halladay, our executive direc-

tor, and I drove on the Turnpike

while they had heaps of construc-

tion materials still on the side of the

road. Remember: This Turnpike was

conceived and built in 22 months.”

With pavement in, rivers spanned

and toll plazas ready, on Saturday,

October 20, five days before its offi-

cial opening and just in time for the

big Kansas-Oklahoma football

game, the Pike was informally

opened for free traffic. (The

Jayhawks, by the way, got crushed

by the national champs-to-be.) The

roadway was open for traffic going to

the game but closed before the final

quarter was over. This forced home-

ward-bound travelers onto county

roads, making the convenience and

speed of the Turnpike much more

evident in the minds of its users.

On Thursday, October 25, official

opening ceremonies were held at a

dozen interchanges along the

Turnpike. It was a day for the

Governor, business leaders, legisla-

tors and, of course, its builders to

celebrate and praise the momentous

achievement. The Governor himself

handed out the first toll tickets at

the East Topeka exchange.

Hundreds of people from across the

country were invited to participate

in the opening of the roadway.

“Anybody who was ‘anybody’ was

here in Wichita,” said Hinckle, long-

time KTA accountant. At the West

Lawrence interchange, over 325

cars went through the plaza and

cars backed up 200 yards from the

14

In terms of moving

people and goods, the

Kansas Turnpike was a

dream and a reality

whose time had come.

Mary Turkington
KTA Board Chairman

“
”

Mary Turkington oversees the Kansas Motor Carriers
convention for the last time in 1996 before retiring as
Executive Director in early 1997. She worked in the
trucking industry for 50 years and, as chairman of the
KTA board and member of other state transportation
boards, continues to provide expertise and guidance.

       



toll plaza.   

The poet laureate of England,

John Masefield, possessor of an

admittedly limited knowledge of

Kansas, was asked by El Dorado

Police Judge Charles Heilmann to

pen a few lines of commemoration

and obligingly did so:

May this Road’s angels blessedly fulfill

The inmost Hope of travelers of good will.

May those who seek Love, find:

Those knowledge, learn.

To all gay going-forth and glad return.

Heilmann read this verse at the

opening ceremonies in El Dorado on

October 25, 1956. According to the

October 27, 1956, El Dorado Times,

Heilmann returned home after the

opening day festivities and found

another correspondence from

Masefield in that day’s mail. It was

two additional verses, also penned

in honor of the Turnpike’s opening.

Other, less highfalutin’ celebra-

tions seemed a bit more fitting for a

highway crossing the plains: “Gene

Autry and his horse Champion

pushed through a paper map of the

superhighway Thursday to open the

state’s new 236-mile Turnpike con-

necting the state’s three largest

cities,” proclaimed the Topeka

Capital-Journal.

That first day 7,197 vehicles rolled

onto Kansas’ first toll road.

Watching out for them and their

speeds was a 13-officer Highway

Patrol unit. Also serving travelers

and maintaining the roadway was a

contingent of 81 toll collectors and

about 50 maintenance workers.

One observer took time to praise

how smoothly the Turnpike came

together, quite a feat considering

the money at stake and the con-

tentiousness of its creation.
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The first car passes through the East Wichita
toll plaza on opening day, October 25, 1956.

     



“It must be said to the credit of the

politicians in Kansas that by and

large they kept their hands off the

Turnpike,” wrote Ed Weilepp of

Kansas Construction magazine in

December 1956. “The Turnpike was

run as it should have been — as a

private venture financed by private

capital and out of the realm of poli-

tics, partisan or factional.”
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An aerial photograph provides a bird’s-eye
view of construction at the K-15 interchange
looking toward the southwest.

   



The early years, bumps and all

he Kansas Turnpike Authority

miraculously builds 236 miles

of modern highway in 22 months

and where does it end?

In an Oklahoma farmer’s field.

A photograph of the road dead-

ending amuses us today. So do sto-

ries of travelers — the governor of

Wyoming among them — overshoot-

ing the last Kansas exit in South

Haven and plowing to embarrass-

ing, muddy stops at the Oklahoma

border, to be pulled out by the

field’s owner, soon-to-be nationally

known farmer Amos Switzer. But to

the Turnpike Authority, it was no

laughing matter that travelers had

to meander between the exit at

South Haven and U.S. 177 in

Oklahoma.

The lack of the promised four-lane

highway at the Oklahoma border

was the prime reason Turnpike rev-

enues lagged in the early years.

Because there was not enough rev-

enue or traffic, particularly on the

southern section, interest payments

in the early years were paid from

reserves from the original $160 mil-

lion bond issue. That ran the origi-

nal road cost up from $147 million

to $156 million.

“Early on there were days when

they only made two, three, five

thousand dollars … if you had a

good day, over Christmas, you

might have got 10,” said Hinckle.

The uniqueness of the Pike, and its

charges, was a barrier to overcome.  

Lisa Callahan, director of Public

Relations for the KTA, recalled her

predecessor Louie Stroup discussing

consulting engineer Joe Sorkin’s

reaction to that first day of traffic.

“As the story goes, Mr. and Mrs.

Sorkin traveled home from the

opening events and didn’t see a sin-

gle other car on the roadway. At one

point, Joe turned to his wife and

asked ‘What have I done?’ because

he had built this beautiful, state-of-

the-art roadway and no one under-

stood how to use it,” Callahan said.

“The idea of paying a toll for the
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The roadway ends abruptly at an Oklahoma field.

Farmer Amos Switzer points at damage done by cars
driving off the Turnpike and into his field.
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use of the highway was brand new

in Kansas,” said one Kansan who

traveled it, Jerry Niebaum, former

University of Kansas assistant vice

provost for information services.

“We had no other tolls that were

paid in Kansas and so it took folks

a while to get used to the concept.”

“It was hard to build traffic in the

early days,” said Chairman

Turkington, then with the Kansas

Motor Carriers Association. “Today

people might wonder why anybody

would not want to use the

Turnpike, if they had the choice.

But in the early days, you know, I

think there was a real struggle to

get people enthused about using

this pay-as-you-go concept.”

On the flipside, the road and its 80

mph speed limit had modern, time-

saving appeal.

“The trip from Lawrence to

Caldwell took less than three hours,

amazing for the times because there

was no other experience where we

were traveling those kinds of speeds

on land,” Niebaum recalled.

The Pike’s swanky features were

an attraction by themselves.

“The Turnpike had very nice

restaurants at the rest centers, and

this was fine, elegant dining,”

Niebaum said. “I recall our family

driving to the Wellington restaurant

on the Turnpike and having a fine

evening meal. The highway became

a destination for people to have a

lovely dinner out. They had a token

system that allowed you to turn

around and go back the same direc-

tion that you had come from.”

Nearly 18 months after the

Turnpike opened, a five-mile link to

U.S. 177 in Oklahoma opened. It

would be several more years before

a swift and easy link, a section of

Interstate 35, was completed to

Oklahoma City.

Paying its way

The Kansas Turnpike as author-

ized was a unique political creature,

one that demanded the road live or

18

Dispatchers connect with tollbooths and maintenance
personnel through radio communication while KTA
General Manager Gale Moss, left, looks on.

     



die by its own earning merit.  

“We had to be very, very careful

with what we did, because we had

no gasoline tax money, or no way to

get any additional money to do any-

thing,” Fogo said, noting that gas

taxes collected at the service areas

— about $12 million a year now —

go to the state for other road pro-

grams. “It was just the way the

Turnpike was set up.”  

Current President/CEO Johnston

explained further, “We don’t ask the

state for anything, and we give them

the sales tax from sales on the

Turnpike. The gas tax that’s from the

sale of motor fuel and such goes to

the highway fund and is used for

other roadway projects.”

By the early 1960s, issues of prac-

tical financial and operational sur-

vival replaced early idealism, as the

road experienced a gawky adoles-

cence. Traffic grew hesitantly at first,

then modestly. Simultaneously, its

notoriety increased as detractors

pointed to pavement deterioration

due to the effects of its nearly instan-

taneous birth. The Pike’s “broad

shoulders” survived these challenges

and hung on with the help of its ded-

icated personnel.

The Turnpike’s “employee per mile

ratio” was the lowest of any nation-

wide toll road, being less than one

person per mile with 206 full-time

and 58 part-time employees. In

1960, a winter storm sorely tested

that employee force.  

Dean Kitzenberger, retired

Structures Superintendent, owed

his Pike career to that storm. “It

was January the 18th and it was

snowing very, very hard. I just did-

n’t have much going — and one of

the guys who worked for the

Turnpike stopped to gas up. He

said, ‘How would you like a little

job? Well, come down and help us

19

Service area restaurants provided sit-down service so elegant
for the region that many local residents drove out to the
Turnpike for a nice family meal.

   



remove snow from the Turnpike.’ So

I did. And, I think it was three days

later, I got home!”

The goal of the Authority since

earliest times had been owning its

own equipment to dependably

maintain and repair roadways and

right-of-way, remove snow and ice,

and restore guardrails and signage

after damage.   

“When I came to work out here,

there was no such thing as an auto-

matic sand spreader,” former

Maintenance Superintendent Larry

Carpenter said. “We had sand

spreaders that hung up on the tail-

gate of a truck on the backside.

They had a little half-horse Briggs

and Stratton engine. We’d get out in

an ice storm or snow storm and ride

those things on the back. There was

no such thing as mixing salt and

sand together like we do now and

then storing it. Salt came in sacks.

So you’d get 15 sacks of salt and lay

it up on the edge of the truck bed

and you’d load a little sand. A little

salt, a little sand. … When you left,

one of you had to crawl in the back

of the truck and shovel in the sand.”

Things were indeed a little differ-

ent then.

So different that Carpenter was

hired to work when he was not

quite 16 years old.

“They didn’t ask and I didn’t tell,”

Carpenter exclaimed. “I’m not sure I

even filled out an application. It

wasn’t done right then, anyway.”

Others recounted similar stories of

coming to work for the Pike, and of

it becoming a job they didn’t want

to leave.

“I stopped by and asked if I could

put in an application,” former Toll

Collection secretary Carolyn

Holland recalled. “It just so hap-

pened the day before, their secretary

had robbed a fishing and wildlife

store out on the highway [U. S. 54]

so … she was in jail.  I don’t know if

they hired me because they were

impressed with me or just needed

me so badly. I got the job immedi-

22

Larry Carpenter began working
for the KTA when he was not
quite 16. It was a “don’t ask,
don’t tell” situation. Carpenter
grew up to be one of KTA’s
beloved Maintenance
Superintendents.

   



ately and started Monday morning.”

In 1961, longtime Turnpike propo-

nent, Moss, stepped down when his

contract as general manager was not

renewed. In addition, the 1960

Legislature restructured the board

composition and reduced its mem-

bers from seven to five. A short time

later, the board abolished the gener-

al manager position and assigned

combined engineering and manage-

ment tasks to L.W. Newcomer. This

move saved the salary of one senior

position.

Fiscal restraint such as this

nursed the Pike to the point where

Newcomer could proudly admit that

the road no longer was subsidized

purely from bond proceeds but was

beginning to pay for itself. He abid-

ed by three principles of engineer-

ing excellence: maintain the original

roadway to specification, execute

preventive maintenance where nec-

essary and possible, and do it with

an eye toward avoiding more costly

repairs later.   
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Several large snowstorms in the Pike’s early
years tested relatively small maintenance crews
and caused premature deterioration of the
roadway in places.

   



Newcomer “did an awfully good job

of managing when times were

tough,” said Fogo, the No. 2 engi-

neer when he started with the

Authority. “It was easy to manage

when you have plenty of money to

do what you need to do. I could be

a genius if I could spend whatever

amount of money.  I really felt that

if I had been in Newc’s shoes in

1961, when he took over, I might

have quit because of the pressures

that were coming around when cus-

tomers were unhappy.”

What displeased drivers most were

road conditions.  

“All things whether natural or

man-made usually begin to deterio-

rate over time and require more and

more maintenance,” Fogo said.

“There is always a growing need for

any number of reconstruction proj-

ects, which often cost many times

more than the original.” The

Turnpike Authority only had so

much money for maintenance, and,

since it was built over such a short

time, a lot of those needs were com-

ing due at once.

Concrete surfaces between Kansas

City and Topeka were punishing Pike

patrons with their rough surfaces.   

“The road just was not holding up

to Kansas winters and truck traffic

— especially in the Flint Hills area,”

Kitzenberger said.  
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There is always a

growing need for...

reconstruction projects,

which often cost... more

than the original.

Rod Fogo
Retired Chief Engineer-Manager

“
”

      



The Road Grows Smoother

hen Rod Fogo came

aboard the Turnpike in

1966, he considered himself fortu-

nate in one particular regard: the

Turnpike had achieved financial

stability.

By the end of 1971 when

Newcomer retired, that original

$160 million debt would be reduced

to $123 million.

At the same time, the Turnpike

would address many of the

inevitable challenges brought on by

the natural aging process. To better

address some of these issues, Jerry

Brindle was hired as General

Manager. This allowed Fogo, as the

second engineer on the system,

time for the large role of identifying,

prioritizing and meeting those chal-

lenges. However, when Brindle’s

contract was bought out in 1975,

the position again reverted to a

General Manager/Chief Engineer

leader: Fogo.

“The Turnpike was built to the lat-

est standards of 1953. It was by far

the best highway in the state,” said

Chief Engineer Tom Wurdeman,

who retired in 2005. “But by 1966 a

new Interstate System had come in

and those standards were much

higher than what the Turnpike was

built to,” a fact apparent to many

Kansans driving the road.

The Turnpike, built with four inch-

es of asphalt, was deeply rutted in

many areas and maintenance had

been deferred out of necessity, Fogo

recalled. Not only did rutting make

travel uncomfortable, but it also

made it dangerous, as ruts filled

with water and created conditions

ripe for hydroplaning.  

Fogo and Newcomer came up with

a temporary but effective solution.

“We both knew the wheel-rutting

problem needed desperately to be

resolved, but there was no way we

could afford to overlay 170 miles of

asphalt. We were not eligible to

receive any federal aid nor was

there any tax revenue available,”

Fogo said. “We decided our only
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Dean Kitzenberger drives the first asphalt paving machine the
Turnpike owned. This piece of equipment allowed the KTA to
implement a structured maintenance program.
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course of action was to lay down a

tack-coat of asphalt oil followed by

a sand-rich asphalt mix bladed into

the wheel ruts as a leveling course.

That was followed by a seal course

across the entire pavement with

graded rock, which had been pre-

coated with asphalt.  It was defi-

nitely not the kind of surface one

would like on an interstate high-

way, but it was relatively cheap and

within our budget constraints.

“We could complete about five

miles a day and it helped to elimi-

nate the wheel ruts and a

hydroplaning problem. We had to

fix a few windshields and clean sev-

eral cars of asphalt when they got

into the freshly laid surface, but we

felt we were saving lives until our

revenues and traffic grew to allow

us to increase the thickness of the

surface from four to about eight

inches.”

With much maintenance neces-

sary — some delayed as money was

spent on new interchanges in

Kansas City — Fogo pushed for a

more lasting solution.

“Rod got to thinking: These things

are going to wear out at the same

time — and we’d better do some-

thing,” said Robert Talkington, a

former state senator and Authority

board member. “So his suggestion

was that we pick a number of

bridges and every year repair or

replace the worst ones, setting goals

to repair so many bridges and so

many miles of Turnpike surface.

That phased approach also would

allow in the future that none of

these will come due at the same

time.”

A significant Pike repaving pro-

gram was undertaken for approxi-

mately 56 miles with an additional

68 miles scheduled for the following

year. In the Kansas City area, a

major problem was settling of road-

ways and embankments, largely

because the road was built so

quickly. In some areas, fills had set-

tled as much as four feet and need-
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Rod Fogo, retired Chief
Engineer-Manager for the
Turnpike, focused on two major
areas: its infrastructure and its
personnel. Fogo is credited with
implementing programs for
employees and long-term main-
tenance.

   



ed to be corrected.

And with bridge decks showing

signs of severe salt deterioration,

repair and rebuilding programs

were undertaken, especially after

1973 when bridge repair crews

increased from one to five. To meet

changes in the road and in traffic,

many bridges were raised, a compli-

cated task involving hydraulic

jacks. Other bridges received major

work.

“The bridge that goes over U.S. 75

in south Topeka is 1,500 feet long,”

Wurdeman recounted. “We replaced

that deck shortly after I came to

work for the Turnpike.”

And the deck of the Kansas River

Bridge at Lawrence was replaced

and widened, using a then-novel

precast concrete technique that

earned the attention of engineering

trade journals.

Another area that suffered in the

first decade of operation was the

Turnpike’s fleet of equipment.

Bought all at once when the road
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The Kansas River bridge, pictured here during
construction, is the Turnpike’s longest at more
than 2,315 feet. It has been reconstructed
once and is slated for a complete replacement
by 2012.
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was built, most trucks and pickups

had more than 200,000 miles on

them and were in various stages of

disrepair.

“We used to drive trucks ’til the

fenders fell off them,” said Roger

Browning, the Pike’s Utilities

Superintendent.

With the assistance of Fogo and

his staff, a systematic renewal of

outdated and obsolete equipment

was undertaken. And the Turnpike

found a way to make a dollar go fur-

ther.

“When I first started, they were

trading [surplus equipment] in and

many times getting nothing,” said

Phil Johnson, former Director of

Purchasing.  “A fellow by the name

of Wayne Willitt who was an auc-

tioneer in El Dorado … talked to

Newcomer and said, ‘Newc, you

ought to be selling these at a public

auction. You’d get a lot more money

than that. You take an old mower-

grader and that dealer won’t give

you anything for it. … You might get

$10,000 out of that at an auction.’”  

The Turnpike’s work force also

needed maintenance, Fogo found.

Employees had not had a pay raise

in nearly 10 years. The Authority

did not belong to the Kansas Public

Employees Retirement System

(KPERS). Many workers were very

unhappy, and some wanted to join

a union. Fogo went about changing

the situation.

“I realized these people can’t work

out here for this kind of salary,

because a state employee with the

same job was getting $350 a month

and the Turnpike employee was get-

ting $250 or $200 a month,” Fogo

said.

By 1969 he had achieved success,

with labor unrest subsiding thanks

to pay raises that put workers in

parity with other state highway

employees, creation of a merit pay

system and institution of a retire-

ment plan.

“The Turnpike has always been a

very stable, very secure organiza-
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Page 28: Nine maintenance areas along the Turnpike
— such as the one seen here at Cassoday — help keep
traffic moving smoothly.

Below: The Turnpike’s three mainline plazas use a
new design with the toll operations facilities between
the entry and exit lanes. This also allows a view of all
lanes from the supervisor’s office.

   



tion. If you did a good job, you did-

n’t have to worry about being laid

off like maybe you would at Boeing

or some place like that,” said Marty

Wiltse, the Turnpike’s Chief

Information Officer.

Keeping pace with Kansas

The history and evolution of the

Turnpike is one of meeting needs of

its users and of the communities

along the way, of keeping the road

as modern as it needs to be. One of

the most pressing needs was safety,

as the 1953 standards of the high-

way didn’t fully cover the dangers

that speed and the lull of long-dis-

tance travel bring.

When built, the original bridges

didn’t have abutment protection.

Cars and trucks traveling at 80

mph could easily ram concrete piers

because there weren’t guardrails or

other barriers to deflect them.

“People hitting a bridge pillar at 70

mph was pretty much a death sen-

tence,” said Gary Campbell, who

today is a Roadside Maintenance

Superintendent.   

Another well-intentioned design,

the depressed median without

guardrails between opposing traffic,

just didn’t work as planned. Drivers

weren’t slowed by the dip, but just

flew over it, or lost control as their

car dipped into the median.  

Unlike the breakaway models of

today, signs and light posts from

the 1950s were built with concrete

bases, making them more danger-

ous.

All these outmoded features led to

a higher fatality rate, one that

brought media and public attention

and criticism of the Turnpike. These

features were steadily fixed and

upgraded in the 1970s and 1980s.

“Now sign posts ‘yield’ so that they

give way. Even if you hit a sign, you

still have a chance to recover your

car and get back on the road and at

least stop it safely so that you don’t

roll it over or do a lot of damage to

it,” Campbell said.

Maintenance crews install safety barriers leading up to
the tollbooths. These barriers provide protection for
both toll collectors and drivers.

Sign crews install signs alerting customers to the KTA’s
1610 AM radio broadcast. Newer breakaway-style
signs are safer in the event of an accident and more
durable in inclement weather.
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No single improvement in the

Turnpike’s history did more to

improve safety than installing con-

crete barriers down the middle of

the road’s entire length, preventing

the most common and deadliest

accidents: median crossovers.

Installation of the massive con-

crete pieces — sometimes known as

Jersey barriers — started in 1985

along a nine-mile stretch as a test

area, and their effect was startling.

Head-on accidents plunged 80 per-

cent, and no fatalities occurred

where the barriers had been erect-

ed. Retired trooper Larry Foster can

testify to that.

“When you start working accidents

and you see a car that may have

gone across and hit somebody head-

on but instead just got a crushed-in

fender that can be repaired, you

realize how lives are being saved,”

Foster said. “Each one of those

Turnpike barriers is two tons a sec-

tion, so it takes a lot to move them.”

The results made it a worthy proj-

ect, and the prestigious Highway

Users Conference noted the

Authority’s safety commitment. The

conference awarded the Authority its

annual Traffic Safety Award in 1985

for the median barrier system instal-

lation and shoulder rumble strips.

But the cost was tremendous, as

the project involved not only the

barriers but also related drainage

work. A $28.4 million bond issue

sold in late 1990 paid for the work.

Like other bond issues since that

initial $160 million one, it paid for

improvements, for new inter-

changes to serve customers and to

keep up with traffic.

“We cut down our fatality rate

there and realized that we could do

it the entire length, so we got money

to construct it. That was one of my

‘great accomplishments’ as far as

safety,” Fogo said. “At one time our

fatality rate was as bad as most

four-lane highways in the country,

and we ended up with one of the

better ones.”

Installation of the barrier wall between the lanes
virtually eliminated the number of head-on collisions.  

  



Looking back, former senator and

Turnpike Authority board member

Robert Talkington recalls Fogo’s

tenure, which ended with his retire-

ment in 1994, as a great success.

“Probably we never gave him the

credit he deserved, when I was on

the board. He did an excellent job of

running the Turnpike,” Talkington

said. “Making sure that it was kept

in good repair, so it would be a safe

highway and just by and large over-

all you’ll find that the people who

worked under him almost — 100

percent — would feel the same way.”  

Callahan, who was hired as the

Assistant Public Relations Director

in 1977, has worked under the two

most recent KTA administrations.

“Michael and Rod have very differ-

ent leadership styles. This is partly

due to the fact that, although they

both held the upper management

position, it isn’t the same upper

position. Rod was an engineer.

Michael is a businessman,”

Callahan explained.
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Commuters use the K-TAG system to travel
between Topeka and Lawrence without
stopping for a ticket or to pay.

   



Rolling toward tomorrow

or the past two decades, much

of the work on the Turnpike

has been about adapting to meet

the increasing demands of time and

traffic.

From radio communications and

landlines that linked troopers and

work crews in the early days to

today’s PC-managed ticket system,

fiber-optic and cellular communica-

tions, and weather-tracking and

reporting systems, the Turnpike

has readily and regularly updated

its technology.

There’s no greater example of that

commitment than the development

of the K-TAG electronic toll collec-

tion system in the mid-1990s. With

an electronic tag on the windshield,

motorists and truckers can quickly

use special lanes at toll plazas, with

the technology tracking where they

entered and exited the Turnpike,

then automatically deducting the

toll from a prearranged account. No

longer do drivers have to wait in line

to pay. It’s simple and quick.

Its installation wasn’t so simple

and so quick for the Authority, with

the 1995 annual report noting that

“The K-TAG program has proven to

be the most technically demanding

project undertaken since the con-

struction of the facility.”   

Johnston remarked at the opening

ceremonies for the program, “From

the outside, it looks very simple and

uncomplicated, but K-TAG is an

extremely advanced electronic toll

collection system. We have experi-

enced relatively minor problems

considering a project of this magni-

tude and complexity.”

The technology on which it’s

based, utilizing radio frequency

identification, was fine-tuned in the

early 1990s and evolved from, fit-

tingly enough, a system originally

designed to track cattle. Installing

the system on the Pike required uti-

lizing the technology and also a

great deal of construction at existing

toll plazas to accommodate dedicat-

ed K-TAG lanes.
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Personal computers were placed in the booths in
1990 to manage toll collection duties.
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The Authority’s decision to pur-

chase the electronic toll collection

system and install it virtually “in-

house” is a first, since most toll

companies award a “turn key” con-

tract allowing a vendor or group of

vendors to design and install the

entire system. The K-TAG program

was essentially designed by the

staff of the Turnpike, installed com-

pletely by Authority personnel and

is maintained by Turnpike staff.

This implementation and work

method saved the Authority a sub-

stantial amount of money in instal-

lation and ongoing operating costs.  

As with K-TAG, other develop-

ments have smoothed travel for KTA

customers.

A SCAN weather system was inau-

gurated in 1991 with highly accu-

rate pavement sensors relaying

local ground temperatures. “We

now have contracted with a private

weather reporting company that is

issuing us flash-flood warnings,

high-wind warnings, any kind of

warning of an unusual weather

occurrence, milepost specific,” Tom

Wurdeman said. “All our superin-

tendents get these warnings.”   

Emergency assistance cellular

phone service — just call “*KTA” —

became available along the entire

length of the highway in the mid-

1990s as well. More recently, in an

effort visible through 22 new signs

that declare “Urgent Message When

Flashing,” the Turnpike updated its

1610 AM radio broadcast system

used to communicate road con-

struction or emergency information

to travelers.

And, in a more hands-on form of

service, a Motorist Assist Program

has been operated during the peak

seasons of Memorial Day to Labor

Day, with roaming technicians

offering stranded motorists road-

side help.

Meeting new Challenges

Because the Turnpike was built

prior to the advent of the Interstate

Many KTA departments, under the direction of
Information Services, assisted with the implementation
of the K-TAG program in 1994 and 1995. Here, KTA
employees drive vehicles through the new K-TAG lane
at the K-96 interchange to test equipment and various
usage scenarios.
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in Kansas, federal planners chose

not to spend money constructing

parallel roads. Instead, they desig-

nated portions of the Turnpike as

part of the Interstate with the

understanding that this roadway

would be kept in similar condition

to the rest of the system.  

The 1980s and 1990s also saw the

Turnpike expand the number of

interchanges from 15 to 21. Many

of them — Mulvane, Haysville-

Derby, K-96, Andover, Lecompton

— met the traffic needs of growing

communities.  

The demands placed on the

Turnpike may be clear, but they’re

not always simple to satisfy.

Proposed interchanges must meet

several criteria, including economic

feasibility and safety, before plans

are finalized.

In early 1995, Michael Johnston, a

former state senator and cabinet

member in the Finney administra-

tion, took the reins of leadership.

With his arrival, Johnston felt a

KTA mission statement was war-

ranted: “The mission of the Kansas

Turnpike Authority is to provide

safe, high-quality highway trans-

portation service to our customers

for the lowest reasonable cost.”  

As part of accomplishing that mis-

sion, the Authority had been taking

a hard look at future traffic and

technical issues. The Authority’s

consulting engineering firm, HNTB

Corp., prepared the 1994 Long-

Term Needs Study, a report 11

months in the making. It identified

vital projects for the next 10 to 20

years, and anyone driving the

Turnpike in the last few years has

seen the initial results.

One was the massive rebuilding of

the East Topeka interchange, to

realign I-70 and straighten Turnpike

access in that area. It was a multi-

jurisdictional project involving the

Turnpike, the Kansas Department

of Transportation, the City of

Topeka and Shawnee County.

Design and construction plans were
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finalized in 1997, and the project, at

a 1999 cost of $98.6 million, was

the “largest single project in the his-

tory of KTA and KDOT,” explained

the Turnpike’s 1998 annual report.

Under budget and ahead of sched-

ule, the massive reconfiguration of

roads, exits, tollbooths and service

area opened in 2001.

A series of smaller but highly visi-

ble projects involved the rebuilding

— and in Topeka’s case, the reloca-

tion — of service areas along the

Turnpike. Restaurants and gas sta-

tions, with convenience stores and

other businesses, were concentrat-

ed in new, modern facilities.

The 1994 Long-Term Needs Study

also recommended adding extra east

and west lanes for the busy Kansas

City to Topeka Turnpike segment, a

need further detailed in the 1998

Kaw Connect Study of the I-70 corri-

dor. The study “showed again that if

we wanted to maintain a level of

service that is acceptable from a toll

agency, we needed to go ahead and

widen [to six lanes] between Topeka

and Lawrence.  It has been under

construction and will be done in

2007,” Wurdeman said.

Typically, big road projects are cre-

ated to meet the demands of growing

traffic and congestion. In one case

on the Pike, a project was designed

to get out of their way. With Kansas

Speedway, a NASCAR venue, sched-

uled to open in 2001 in rapidly

expanding western Kansas City,

Kan., the Pike’s Eastern Terminal

toll plaza was moved west several

miles to minimize congestion.

Other projects on the horizon

include a new, six-lane Kansas

River Bridge near Lawrence, as well

as rebuilding both Lawrence inter-

changes and possibly creating one

in Leavenworth County. The traffic

at the I-335, U.S. 50 and I-35 inter-

change at Emporia engaged

Authority engineers’ thinking for

improvement of the interchange,

where ramps and tollbooths can be

tight and congested. With a plan in

Oh, I got my money’s

worth and I think it is still

a bargain.

Jerry Niebaum
KTA customer

“
”
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hand, this reconstruction project

began in 2006, subsequently

improving traffic flow within the

next decade.

“Traffic volume’s going to be an

issue forever,” Wurdeman insisted.

“Lawrence continues to build, and

Kansas City continues to move out.

All of those things affect us.”

Driving Success

In its first year in operation, the

Turnpike served 3.6 million cus-

tomers; in 2005, more than 32.3

million vehicles hit the road. Those

kinds of numbers drive home why

projects are needed. And, just the

way the Pike was initially built,

they’ve been paid for and will con-

tinue to be paid for by bond issues

paid off not by taxes but by user

fees. Today, just as it did when first

built 50 years ago, the Turnpike

helps drive the Kansas economy.

And that economy, and the scale of

roadwork, is ever larger.

“The difference has been that we’ve

rebuilt a lot of our facilities to handle

larger capacities,” Wurdeman said.

“There’s not a lot different about

them, but they’re larger in scale,

larger in magnitude. We rebuilt all

the service areas, we rebuilt the toll

plazas to be more what a customer
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Travelers enjoy six lanes of roadway
between Topeka and Lecompton.

     



expects in this day and age.”

And that’s fine with one of its long-

time customers.

“Oh, I got my money’s worth and I

think it is still a bargain,” said

Niebaum, the former KU adminis-

trator. “Occasionally, I would take

one of the two-lane roads just for

the scenery, but I really enjoyed the

convenience of having the Turnpike

as a fast way to get to and from

work. Having the Turnpike is an

incredible convenience.”  

When it was first envisioned, the

Kansas Turnpike was the road of

the future.  It still is.

“I don’t know if the Turnpike is

going to change much in the future.

We have a pretty singular, well-

defined objective: manage this road.

And, I don’t see much that is going

to change that anytime soon,”

Johnston said.
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