STATE ROAD 37
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This episode is dedicated to Carl G. Fisher (1874-1939) who
overcame severe astigmatism as well as grinding poverty to
become an automotive pioneer. It was his vision that created
the Interstate Highway System of the 1920s.
PREFACE
Indiana State Road 37 (SR 37) has been our neighbor to the
north and west since long before Blue Ridge Estates existed.
The road has been part of a stagecoach trail, a bicycle path, and
a transcontinental highway. At one time, SR 37 was the main
entry point from the north into Bloomington with immense
amounts of traffic flowing right past our gates.
But the “road” to telling the story of SR 37 is long, with many
twists along the way. The best way to start is with the very first
road.
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Old Martinsville Road
(mid 1800s-1915)
In the late 19th century people had a desire for “individual
mobility” that was not dependent on horses. That is, they
wanted to travel by themselves—go anywhere—and do it at
their leisure. They no longer wanted to be confined by trains,
with their schedules and destinations.
This dream was realized with the introduction of the safety
bicycle in the 1880s. It marked a big improvement in personal
mobility and was immensely popular by the 1890s. Entire
sports sections in the newspapers were devoted to bicycle
races and outing such as this one in 1895.

As the popularity grew, there was a big demand for more and
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better roads. Bicycle enthusiasts formed clubs called the
“League of American Wheelmen” that spread across the nation,
advocating for better roads within their communities. This was
a good idea because road construction and maintenance were
under the purview of local governments in the late 19th
century.
FUN FACT: Local governments funded the roads by taxing
property owners. The closer a property owner lived to the
road, the more tax was paid. They could also mandate every
able-bodied man in the county work a certain number of days a
year on the roads.
These grass-roots efforts paid off. By 1904, there were 2.14
million miles of roads in the United States. One of these was a
twisty, steep trail through the hills and hollers from Martinsville
to Bloomington called “Old Martinsville Road.” Reported to
have been a stagecoach line at one time, the trail through
Monroe County is described by a bicyclist in 1897:
“Upon crossing into Monroe county our ‘gravel’ road
becomes clay; the hills grow to mountains…. whose summits, it
seems we will never reach. The road (was) strewn with huge
boulders, wound and twisted steeply up through the seemingly
impassable forest.”
Clearly, this type of road is not up to Indiana Department of
Transportation (INDOT) standards! Indeed, our bicycle friend
encountered a peddler on the trail who informed him that no
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one travelled the road at night because the terrain so difficult
to negotiate.
But no matter what shape the roads, millions of bicyclists had
plenty of them to ride. Soon though, they would have
company.

The Automobile

Seen as a toy of the rich in the 1890s, cars made huge strides in
production during the first decade of the 20th century. By 1910
there were half a million cars in the US and the Ford Motor
Company alone had more than 7,000 dealerships. This meant
roads needed to be improved to accommodate the new
machine. Instead of bicycles, the roads would have to absorb a
heavy roadster automobile’s wear and tear.
FUN FACT: Of the 2.14 million miles of roads in the United
States in 1904, over 95% were dirt and many were in disrepair
to say the least. The few “paved” roads that existed were in
major cities.
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Like bicyclists, motor enthusiasts organized clubs across the
country and formed the “Good Roads Movement.” They
lobbied not only the local governments but also at the state
and federal levels to increase funding for road construction.
One of the leaders of the “Good Roads Movement” was a man
who wanted to create a transcontinental auto roadway. His
name was Carl Fisher.
The Lincoln Highway

Mr. Fisher was an Indianapolis businessman who was very
influential in the auto industry. Among other things, he built
and co-owned the Indianapolis Motor Speedway. He saw great
potential for the automobile beyond its role as a recreational
device. The car could someday rival trains for hauling freight
and passengers, end rural isolation and allow farmers easier
access to markets. However, none of this could happen until an
infrastructure was created to allow greater use of the
automobile’s potential; and the first thing had to be the roads.
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But this was problematic because local governments were in
control of the roads. As they were local organizations, they
were concerned only with roads lying within their own
jurisdictions. How could Mr. Fisher get them to pull together
and work on a large-scale project?
He did it by creating a transcontinental highway system out of
existing roads. Mr. Fisher recognized the poor condition of
most of the roads, but felt enough good roads could be
identified, and then improved, to make a trail from New York to
San Francisco. Each county on the route would be responsible
for making its own road improvements. He called his system of
roads “The Lincoln Highway.”
FUN FACT: Interstate 80 is a direct descendant of the Lincoln
Highway. In fact, large swaths of I-80 in the western United
States are laid directly on top of it.
Mr. Fisher got heavy financing from automobile makers, tire
companies and others who would profit from an expanding
auto market. The local governments were happy to improve
their roads if it meant getting a spot on the transcontinental
route. If a town were on the Highway it encouraged tourism to
the town, allowed residents to send their goods to market
more easily and to receive goods from elsewhere, facilitated
travel in general and allowed the town to grow in size and
prosperity.
Mr. Fisher and the Lincoln Highway officials went on a Grand
Tour; travelling the route, promoting the road, reminding
6

people of the advantages of proximity to the road—both now
and in the future—and firing up the local “Good Roads
Movement,” which provided financial and political assistance
for the project.
In some areas, two or three routes might compete with each
other to be included along the transcontinental route. In those
cases, the Lincoln Highway Commission would make the
decision on which road won the contract. The decision was
based on several factors including the condition of the road,
the number of hotels in the area and if the locals were
financially able to make the necessary improvements on the
roads.
Using this system, Mr. Fisher was able to complete his Highway
in astonishing time. He first announced his intentions to build
the highway system in 1911 and by 1916 cars could travel from
New York to San Francisco in just five days!!!!!
FUN FACT: In 1903, it had taken 71 (brutal) days to make the
journey in a car.
The Lincoln Highway proved how much potential there was in
the automobile. Having connected the country east to west,
Mr. Fisher was now ready to construct a transcontinental
highway system that would go north and south.
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The Dixie Highway
(1915-1926)
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Having completed the Lincoln Highway, Mr. Fisher approached
Governor Ralston of Indiana in early 1915 about a 1,550-mile
route from South Bend, Indiana, to Miami Beach, Florida. Mr.
Ralston not only approved the idea, he organized a meeting in
Chattanooga, Tennessee with the governors of the states along
the route. The meeting took place on April 3rd.
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It was agreed that each state would have its own commission
to select and develop the best route through its area. This was
a significant deviation from the Lincoln Highway system in
which only the Lincoln Highway Board could make the route
decisions; local and state officials had no (direct) power to
influence where the road went. Now, politics was creeping into
the system.
FUN FACT: The Lincoln Highway Board had received a lot of
“non-love” from areas rejected by the Board. This time, the
Board felt the local politicians could take the heat instead.
In Indiana there were several routes vying for the 322 miles
through the state. The two leading contenders were:
“The Direct Route” from South Bend to Indianapolis via the
great Michigan Road (built in the 1830s). From Indianapolis the
proposed road would travel through Columbus and Seymour to
New Albany.
“The Scenic Route” from Chicago through Lafayette,
Crawfordsville Greencastle, Martinsville, Bloomington, Bedford,
French Lick to New Albany. (The “Old Martinsville Road” was
selected as the part of the Scenic Route going from Martinsville
to Bloomington.)
There was much competition and excitement between the two
groups for the route selection.
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In mid-May, a touring party inspected both the Direct and
Scenic Routes. The two inspectors were Mr. Fisher and Thomas
Taggart, boss of the Indiana Democratic political machine.
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Both routes had detractors. It was felt the Scenic Route was
too long and winding and was dubbed the “Pretzel Highway” or
the “Nixie Highway.” The Direct Route was shorter by 80 miles
but had mostly dirt and gravel roads with inadequate hotel
accommodations for travelers.
A few weeks later, in Chattanooga, it was announced the Scenic
Route had been chosen for the Dixie Highway.
FUN FACT: The deciding factor turned out to be Mr. Taggert.
He had hotels and saloons in the French Lick area that could
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benefit from the highway traffic, so he “pulled a few strings”
and (surprise!) the Scenic Route was chosen.
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No matter what the reason, the news left the residents of
Bloomington feeling ecstatic.

But others, whose routes were rejected, felt “good and sore.”
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During the summer of 1915, with the routes of the Dixie
Highway chosen, the individual counties and states worked to
make the needed improvements on their portion of the routes.
In October, a Grand Tour of the Highway between Chicago and
Miami Beach was conducted.
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The tour passed through Bloomington on October 11th with
great fanfare.

FUN FACT: The repairs made on the Old Martinsville Road were
minimal. The pitch on some of the steep hills and winding turns
was reduced. It was still far from INDOT standards. In fact, it
was a very dangerous road.
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The Dixie Highway was finished in April of 1917 and would
stretch from Montreal to Miami Beach—becoming an
international highway. However, by 1917 there were other
parties interested in building highways.
STATE AND FEDERAL FUNDING:
Governmental agencies had been very encouraged by Mr.
Fisher’s successes. Now they were confident that a network of
roads crisscrossing the country was possible and that they
needed to be the ones to build and regulate them. In 1916 the
federal government authorized $75 million ($2 billion today) be
dispersed to the states as “seed money” to create highway
commissions that would begin construction of roads in their
area. As a result, the Indiana Highway Commission (now
INDOT) was founded in 1919. They designed a latticework of
roads and bid out the contracts for construction.
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FUN FACT: The portion of the Dixie Highway going through
Bloomington was named State Road 22.
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A few years later, in 1926, the federal government started the
Interstate Highway System. They organized the nation’s roads
into one network. State Road 22 was renamed 37 in this
process. So……… that is how the road got its name. (Pretty
cool, huh?)
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FUN FACT: The Dixie Highway and the Lincoln Highway proved
invaluable as military transport routes in WWI. After the war,
the two highways began to fade away as the Interstate Highway
System came into being. By the late 1920s, both commissions
had closed.
But Carl Fisher had achieved his goal of a nationwide system of
roads and services to support the millions of cars that would
ride them in the 1920s.
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The Original 37
(1926-1949)

Once the highway system was set, State Road 37 became the
main route for traffic between Indianapolis and Bloomington.
Because 75% of IU’s students lived north of Bloomington, the
road was well travelled, especially with big events such as
commencement and football games. When the cars were
approaching Bloomington coming from the north, they passed
by what would become Blue Ridge Estates.
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This aerial photo from 1939 shows SR 37 wrapping around the
north and west sides of Blue Ridge (BR).
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Notice in this close-up at the level of the Hinkle farm (HF)—at
3007 N Ramble Road West—the road veers downhill and to the
west before travelling on the present-day Lower Cascades
Road.

26

FUN FACT: The road continued about one-half mile along Lower
Cascades Road then returned uphill and to the east before
tying in with College Ave. (see map)
(In this map, west is up and north is to the right. BR is
approximate location of Blue Ridge. C and W are College and
Walnut respectively.)

(We will cover the College Ave/Walnut Street portion of the
road in the next episode about the By-Pass.)
The up and down roller coaster ride was apparently not for the
faint of heart. But it was on brand. The road between
Martinsville and Bloomington (Old Martinsville Road) had 90
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sharp, twisting turns along its steep hills. People who had
ridden the route as youngsters described it as exhausting and
terrifying. As noted above, many thought the road too
treacherous to take after dark because of the roller coaster
qualities.
Unsurprisingly, as more cars travelled the road, traffic fatalities
mounted. SR 37 from Martinsville to Bloomington became
known as one of Indiana’s deadliest roads. The most horrific
accident occurred when a Greyhound Bus crashed on the
bridge over Muddy Fork just outside of Bloomington, resulting
in 15 people being burned alive.
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The Indiana Highway Commission recognized that Old
Martinsville Road was wholly inadequate as a highway. It had
been chosen for political reasons (i.e., Mr. Taggert’s “string
pulling”) rather than for safety and/ or ease of use. Ultimately
there was no way to “fix” the road because it was too broken.
The only solution was to design and build a NEW and safer
route between Bloomington and Martinsville to take the place
of Old Martinsville Road. And this represented major financial
pain for the state. They would have to send out teams of
surveyors, engineers and attorneys to obtain rights-of-way for
the new route. That was not going to be cheap.
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FUN FACT: The city of Bloomington sold land to the state for
the new and improved SR 37 in 1945.

Plus, they could not just close Old Martinsville Road. There
were residences and businesses including a car campground
that depended on that road and they would be cut off. The
road would have to remain open. In effect, the state had to
build an entirely new route and maintain both routes
thereafter. That (also) was not going to be cheap.
FUN FACT: The two roads were named Old SR 37 (Old
Martinsville Road) and New SR 37 (being constructed).
The design, shown in this 1948 schematic, called for the New SR
37 (black in the photo) to go directly south to Walnut/College
without the rollercoaster up and down that SR 37 /Old
Martinsville Road (shown in white) was known for.
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. But this would shut off Lower Cascades Road, so a new route
(dubbed Old SR 37) would have to be built. It would run
parallel with New SR 37 at the bottom of the hill
Here is an aerial photo of 1946 showing the machinations that
went on in constructing these two highways located around
Blue Ridge.
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In 1939 there had been one road, but now we can see two:
one coming from the north in red (New SR 37) as well as the
previous route in yellow (old SR 37).
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Notice the faint tracings of roads beginning to form an
intersection. (Blue square)
Now let’s jump forward three years to an aerial photo from
May 1949, close to when the project was completed. Those
faint tracings are now filled in and we have two separate roads;
the red road is New SR 37 and the yellow road is the newly rerouted Old SR 37 (new Old SR 37?).
The blue line is the remains of the old route of SR 37 (old Old SR
37?), which will become defunct.
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Finally, we have a 1954 aerial photo showing the completed
intersection as we are familiar with it today. The remnants of
old Old SR 37 have completely disappeared.
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In 1949, people were relieved to be rid of Old Martinsville Road
and its harrowing ride.
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The project was dedicated in October of 1949 by former IU
President William Lobe Bryan as well as then President Herman
B Wells who said the by-gone SR 37/Old Martinsville Road “has
taken years off our lives.”
Note: Ironically, the Greyhound Bus crash noted above
occurred in August of 1949, just two months before New SR 37
opened.
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The Second (New) State Road 37
1949-1970
Described as a ribbon of concrete and steel cutting through
southern Indiana, New SR 37 promised to alleviate the hazards
and dangers of travelling from Martinsville to Bloomington.
But…..
FUN FACT: NO
The problem of motor vehicle accidents and deaths went on
unabated. This was because the new road was a single lane, no
median, oncoming-traffic-in-your-face nightmare. As the
number of cars travelling the route continued to increase, the
fatalities went right on up. During the 1960s, New SR 37
became known as one of the four “killer highways” in the state
(the others were SRs 30, 31 and 40).
(NOTE: The mid-1960s were the “highwater mark” for traffic
fatalities in the US, averaging 55,000 deaths per year. Adjusted
for today’s population, that would be 93,000 deaths per year.
(The actual number of fatalities in 2019 was 38,000.)
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A special gasoline tax of 2 cents a gallon was instituted in 1969.
Money raised was placed in the “killer highway fund” and
provided $36 million dollars annually for the four routes. The
goal was to construct four-lane roads with substantial medians
to decrease accidents and deaths.
Changing the road into a four-lane divided highway
represented HUGE progress. But there were other problems
with New SR 37. The northern entrance to Bloomington from
New SR 37 could not handle the volume of traffic coming into
town. Traffic tie-ups were legendary with lines backed up for
one to two miles on game days.
Another problem was that traveling to points south of
Bloomington still required that drivers going south on SR 37
maneuver their way through downtown Bloomington and then
re-join SR 37 south of town and thence continue on to Bedford
and other points south. This took forever and tied up traffic.
To solve these problems, the Highway commission created a
“Highway 37 Project.” It was a 72-mile facelift for the entire
distance between Indianapolis and Bedford and included a 4lane road with a nine mile Highway 37 Bypass that would skirt
Bloomington to the west and provide additional entrances to
the city as well. Work began in earnest in 1970 and went on
over the next three to four years.
(Note: We will cover this aspect of SR 37 in the next episode on
the By-Pass.)
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The overall impact of these changes was that the amount of
traffic on New SR 37 coming into Bloomington (the stretch of
road linking SR 37 to N. Walnut Street) decreased over time. In
1970, there were about 14,000 vehicles per day (vpd) entering
Bloomington via New SR 37. By 1976, the number had reduced
to 11,000 vpd. That number has gone down steadily to the
present.
This also meant that there would be another SR 37 going
around Bloomington in addition to New SR 37…..basically a
New, New SR 37.
Essentially, there were 3 SR 37s at the same time: Old SR 37,
New SR 37 and New, New SR 37.
FUN FACT: If you combine all three of these roads together, it
would be SR 111. If you don’t believe me, you do the math!
“Highway 37 Project” turned out to be a great success. Traffic
deaths dropped, and access to/through Bloomington was
easier.
It relegated the two streets north and west of Blue Ridge as
secondary routes with far less traffic. Now they are roads to get
somewhere else in town, not the major arteries into and out of
Bloomington that they once were.
So, although SR 37 is a very old road, the modern four-lane
highway most people associate with the name “SR 37” did not
exist until the 1970s.
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WHERE ARE THEY NOW?
Carl G. Fisher: Mr. Fisher lost his fortune in the stock market
crash and accompanying Great Depression of the early 1930s.
He died penniless in 1939, convinced he had been a failure.
New, New SR 37: Was promoted to a limited access federal
highway (I-69) on October 31, 2018. It came in ahead of
schedule and under budget……ha-ha-ha.
New SR 37: Studied hard in Kelley School at IU and was given
recognition as N. SR 37 (business section) which merges into N.
Walnut Street near Blue Ridge.
Old SR 37: Gave up its killin’ ways and has become a rambling
route through the southern Indiana countryside. You are
welcome to ride it any time.
New Old SR 37: Now goes under aliases such as Lower
Cascades Road, North Old SR 37, and Old Martinsville Road.
Old Martinsville Road: Exists mostly in spirt rather than in
name except as above with New Old SR 37.
THE END
If you have any comments, including personal reminisces of the
multiple SR 37s, or any questions, please let us know!
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NOW IT IS TIME FOR AN ANOUNCEMENT!!!!!

Our next addition of Blue Ridge: The Mini-Series will be:
THE BY-PASS
Have a Safe Holiday Season!!
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