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Abstract 

This study addresses the development of public transportation in Reno and 

Sparks, Nevada between 1904 and 1990.  Privately owned streetcar service began 

operations in 1904 but went out of business and ended service in 1927.  The Nevada 

Transit Company (NTC) began to operate the intercity Reno-Sparks bus line in 1927.  

After a fourteen year gap with no local transit service, Reno Bus Lines began to provide 

bus service in the City of Reno on a for-profit basis in 1941.  Privately operated transit 

service ceased to be profitable during the 1960s and, overburdened with debt, ended on 

September 17, 1978.  On September 19, 1978 the Regional Transit Commission of 

Washoe County began operation of publicly owned bus service.  This study addresses the 

national and local trends related to transit’s impact on development patterns, financial 

performance of transit service providers, transit vehicle technology, and public 

investment in transit service.   

  



ii 
 

 
 

 

Table of Contents 
1.  Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 1 

2.  Streetcar Transit ....................................................................................................................... 5 

3.  Bus Transit ............................................................................................................................. 25 

4.  Public Investment................................................................................................................... 54 

5.  Conclusion ............................................................................................................................. 70 

 

Table of Figures 

Figure 1: Reno Streetcar Lines and Land Development by Year (by author) .................................. 2 

Figure 2: Final Horsecar Ride in San Francisco, 1913 (Courtesy of the San Francisco Public 
Library) ............................................................................................................................................ 6 

Figure 3: Clay Street Cable Car, San Francisco, 1873 (Courtesy of Cable Car Museum) .............. 9 

Figure 4: Opening Day of the Reno Streetcar, 1904 (Courtesy of the Nevada Historical Society)
 ....................................................................................................................................................... 16 

Figure 5: Reno Transit Routes and Development Patterns, 1927 (by author) ............................... 17 

Figure 6: Streetcar Service to Moana Hot Springs, 1910 (Courtesy of the Nevada Historical 
Society) .......................................................................................................................................... 18 

Figure 7: Burke Addition Streetcar to Wells Avenue, 1910 (Courtesy of the Nevada Historical 
Society) .......................................................................................................................................... 19 

Figure 8:  Reno Streetcar Suburb House on Moran Street (by author) .......................................... 19 

Figure 9: 2nd and Virginia Streets, 1906 (Courtesy of the Nevada Historical Society) ................ 20 

Figure 10: Decommissioned Reno Traction Company Streetcars, 1930 (Courtesy of the Nevada 
Historical Society) ......................................................................................................................... 22 

Figure 11: Dedication of the Reno Arch to Celebrate the Transcontinental Highways Exposition, 
1926 (Courtesy of Special Collections Dept. UNR Library) ......................................................... 24 

Figure 12: Motorized Bus Transit Service, 5th Avenue, New York, 1905 (Courtesy of 
www.digitalgallery.nypl.org) ......................................................................................................... 25 

Figure 13: Print Block of Early NTC Vehicle (Courtesy of UNR Special Collections) ................ 26 

Figure 14: Reno Bus Lines Bus with Integrated Vehicle Body and Chassis (by author) .............. 26 

Figure 15: Former Home of John Davidson, 231Cheney Street, Reno (by author) ....................... 27 



iii 
 

 
 

Figure 16: Dinner Including Family of Mayor August Frolich with John Davidson, his son Bill 
Davidson, and Reno Bus Lines Directors and Stockholders Jim O’Brien and Sam Pickett 
(courtesy of the Nevada Historical Society) .................................................................................. 33 

Figure 17: Transit Routes and Development Patterns, 1941 (by author) ....................................... 44 

Figure 18: Reno Army Air Base Commanders (Nevada State Journal, March 4, 1944) .............. 45 

Figure 19: Reno Army Air Base, 1944 (Courtesy of the Nevada Historical Society) ................... 46 

Figure 20: Transit Routes and Development Patterns, 1958 (by author) ....................................... 51 

Figure 21: Reno Bus Book, 1950s (Courtesy of UNR Special Collections) ................................. 52 

Figure 22: Washoe County Population Growth, 1900-1990 (by author based on U.S. Census data)
 ....................................................................................................................................................... 61 

Figure 23: Citifare Buses, 1983 (Courtesy of RTC) ...................................................................... 65 

Figure 24: Citifare Bus Terminal, 1986 (Courtesy of Nevada Historical Society) ........................ 68 

Figure 25: Citifare Bus Interior, 1986 (Courtesy of Nevada Historical Society) .......................... 68 

Figure 26: Citifare Bus Office, 1986 (Courtesy of Nevada Historical Society) ............................ 69 

 

  



1 
 

 
 

1. Introduction 
As the Reno-Sparks public transit system reaches its thirty-fifth anniversary, little 

historical research is available to discuss why the region came to invest nearly $25 

million per year in public transportation and how transit has influenced and in turn been 

shaped by development of the community over time.  This study addresses the 

development of public transportation in Reno and Sparks, Nevada between 1904 and 

1990.  While the publicly owned operation of Citifare began in 1978, the origins of 

transit in the region came much earlier.  Privately owned streetcar service began 

operations in 1904, but went out of business and ended service in 1927.  The Nevada 

Transit Company (NTC) began to operate the intercity Reno-Sparks bus line in 1927.  

After a fourteen-year gap with no local transit service, Reno Bus Lines began to provide 

bus service in the City of Reno on a for-profit basis in 1941.  Reno Bus Lines later 

merged with the NTC, but service ceased to be profitable during the 1960s and, 

overburdened with debt, ended operations on September 17, 1978.  On September 19, 

1978 the Regional Transit Commission of Washoe County began operation of publicly 

owned bus service.  Although the agency is now known as the Regional Transportation 

Commission, this taxpayer-funded service continues to be provided.   

The shift in mode for transit service was largely influenced by continuing 

innovations in vehicle technology and the distribution of people and jobs across the 

region.  While transit shaped development patterns in the early 1900s, it had difficulty 

keeping pace with an ever expanding suburban landscape as people increasingly 

preferred to drive automobiles, a trend which continued to accelerate after the 1940s.  

The transition from rail to bus (between 1927 and 1941) and from private to public transit 
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ownership in the 1970s that occurred in Reno and Sparks took place within the context of 

national shifts in travel patterns.  This was concurrent with a change in land development 

patterns characterized by expanding suburban development accessed primarily by 

automobile after World War II.   

Figure 1: Reno Streetcar Lines and Land Development by Year (by author) 

 

This study explores the purpose of public transportation in a changing landscape.  

The service envisioned and implemented for profitability in 1941, lost its customer base 

and operational efficiency with the suburban decentralization of Reno and Sparks.  

Operating deficits worsened in the 1960s and 1970s, until the close of the NTC in 1978.  
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However, a growing sense of the importance of a transit lifeline for residents without 

autos and the need to reduce traffic congestion and air pollution emerged in the1970s and 

led to support for tax-payer funded bus service.1  

In Reno and Sparks, public policy decisions were made to initiate public subsidy 

of transit service in 1965, with a financial commitment that continued to grow through 

the close of NTC and initiation of publicly owned and operated transit in 1978.  Key 

factors involved in the local actions to initiate public backing of transit include a desire to 

provide access for lower income residents without other transportation options and a 

desire to bring funding from federal transit programs to the region.2   

 A deep interconnection exists between transportation infrastructure and the 

landscape.  Transit transformed the landscape of walking cities by making the suburban 

borderlands accessible to many working families.  The early streetcars in the 1880s 

offered a link between city jobs and a quieter lifestyle.3  Considerable historical research 

has been conducted about the relationship between transportation and the landscape.  

Works by Kenneth Jackson, Dolores Hayden, Lizabeth Cohen, and Earl Swift have 

identified the general changing patterns of urban and suburban development in the United 

States as people’s primary mode of travel has shifted from walking to streetcar transit to 

automobile.4  Other works have been developed around the transportation-land use 

                                                            
1 Barton-Aschman Associates, Inc., Reno-Sparks Transit Study (Reno, 1976), Knowledge Center 
Government Publications, University of Nevada, Reno. 
2 Glen Atkinson, Planning and Financing the Reno Bus System (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1977), 
Knowledge Center Government Publications, University of Nevada, Reno. 
3 John Stilgoe, Borderland: Origins of the American Suburb, 1820-1939  (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1988). 
4 Kenneth Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United State  (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1985); Earl Swift, The Big Roads: The Untold Story of the Engineers, Visionaries, and 
Trailblazers Who Created the American Superhighway  (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2011); 
Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers’ Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America  (New 
York: Knopf, Random House, 2003). 
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connection of particular places, such as Sam Warner’s Streetcar Suburbs, which focuses 

on the landscape impacts of transit in Boston.5  Many authors include transit as one of 

many factors that influence human patterns of settlement in the landscape, including Gray 

Brechin’s study of Imperial San Francisco and Pierce Lewis’ study New Orleans: The 

Making of an Urban Landscape.   

Although the Reno-Sparks area was considerably smaller in geographic size and 

population than the other available case studies, many common national transportation 

themes are relevant.  Similar to many other regions, Reno and Sparks experienced the 

evolution from a compact and walkable city subsequently shaped by transit service to a 

landscape that sprawls farther from the urban core and is dominated by automobiles.  In 

particular, strong parallels are apparent between transit in Reno-Sparks and the Los 

Angeles metropolitan region.  Although Los Angeles is much larger, both cities had 

streetcar systems that went bankrupt in the early twentieth century and land use choices 

that resulted in a highly dispersed, auto-dependent population. 

 Transit service has largely been driven by the need to improve mobility in 

growing cities combined with opportunities offered by technological innovation.  Brian 

Cudahy’s Cash, Tokens, and Transfers: A History of Urban Mass Transit in North 

America provides a sweeping overview of the technical innovations that allowed the 

development of electric streetcar service in the 1890s and later bus vehicle designs and 

refinements that replaced many streetcar systems after World War II.  He also tackles the 

complex issues of union labor relations, their impact on transit operating costs after 

World War I, and the debate surrounding public versus private ownership of transit 

                                                            
5 Sam Warner, Streetcar Suburbs: The Process of Growth in Boston, 1879-1900 (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1962). 
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systems in the mid-twentieth century.6  Robert Post in Urban Mass Transit: The Life 

Story of a Technology also focuses on vehicle innovations between 1890 and 1960, and 

how they have been adapted to urban landscapes.  David Jones in Mass Motorization and 

Mass Transit describes the economics of transit operation, including labor costs, the 

impacts of unionization, and capital and maintenance costs of streetcar compared to bus 

transit.  He also addresses the challenges faced by privately operated transit systems that 

were taken over by public agencies as they faced financial failure.7  Zachary Schrag in 

The Great Society Subway: A History of the Washington Metro presents a comprehensive 

history of both the technical and political concerns surrounding the Washington DC 

subway system in the 1960s and 1970s.8  Together, these works paint a picture of a nation 

that underwent significant change in the landscape, travel patterns, and vehicle 

technology between the late nineteenth century and today. 

2. Streetcar Transit 
The development of public transit in the U.S. was shaped by emerging 

technologies, customer preferences, profit potential, labor relations, and public financing 

opportunities.  The streetcar and bus transit system that are the subject of this study were 

preceded by horsecar and cable car technology.  Brian Cudahy traces the importance of 

technological innovation in the shifts between horse car, cable car, electric streetcar, and 

bus.  Horsecars of the mid to late 19th century were able to transport larger volumes of 

people but the service was slow, horses often had difficulty with steep terrain, and 

                                                            
6 Brian Cudahy, Cash, Tokens, and Transfers: A History of Urban Mass Transit in North America  (New 
York: Fordham University Press, 1982), 98-113, 180-196. 
7 David Jones, Mass Motorization and Mass Transit (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008). 
8 Zachary Schrag, The Great Society Subway: A History of the Washington Metro (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2006). 
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Figure 2: Final Horsecar Ride in San Francisco, 1913 
(Courtesy of the San Francisco Public Library) 

conditions were generally cramped.9  Although they extended the distances people were 

able to travel in the city, the physical abilities of the horses limited the distances 

horsecars could serve.  Working conditions were often brutal for the horses:  “Braking 

systems were far from effective and, while few serious accidents to passengers are on 

record, many horses were killed or maimed every year.”10    

Extensive scholarship has been developed about the land development impact of 

early transit systems.  Stilgoe traces the influence of transit on land development back to 

the horsecar.  He describes the 1858 horse-drawn streetcar in writing “Philadelphians 

grasped not only the transit significance of the invention but its real estate implications as 

well…borderland real estate speculation and development soon proved even more 

profitable, for the swift-moving cars opened vast regions to families unable to afford their 

own horses and 

carriages.”11 

San Francisco 

successfully 

implemented cable car 

transit in 1873 and 

Chicago replaced a 

horsecar line with cable 

cars in 1883.12  Cable car 

                                                            
9 Cudahy, 35-60. 
10 Lucius Beebe and Charles Clegg, Cable Car Carnival (Oakland: Grahame Hardy, 1951), 20. 
11 John R. Stilgoe, Borderland: Origins of the American Suburb 1820-1939 (West Hanover: Yale 
University Press, 1988), 131. 
12 Cudahy, 22. 
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technology was an adaptation of mining innovations developed by Andrew Halladie in 

Nevada and California.13  Halladie manufactured multiple strand steel wire for use in 

transporting ore in the Comstock and elsewhere in the Sierra.  He then perfected a 

method to use these cables underground to pull the trolley vehicles.  At the height of 

cable car use, fifth-nine companies in twenty-seven cities operated this type of transit 

service.14  These transit innovations would have been well known in the Reno-Sparks 

area, which had strong economic and political ties to San Francisco.  Kenneth Jackson in 

Crabgrass Frontier identified 1890 as the peak of cable car use, when it carried 373 

million passengers over 283 miles of track.15   

The cable car was instrumental in making the “precipitous hills”16 of San 

Francisco available for development.  Land developers sought efficient technology to 

make outlying land development more attractive.17  Gray Brechin highlights the windfall 

profits cable car companies created for many in San Francisco in land speculation and 

real estate development.  He writes that the Nob Hill cable car opened “bonanza fields of 

real estate speculation and development on San Francisco’s formerly inaccessible 

hilltops.  Cable cars transformed formerly vacant lots into some of the country’s most 

valuable view sites.”18  The cable car foreshadowed the impact on streetcar transit of 

urban mobility and development.   

                                                            
13 Gray Brechin, Imperial San Francisco: Urban Power, Earthly Ruin. (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2006), 65.  
14 Cudahy, 33. 
15 Kenneth Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1985), 104. 
16 Beebe, 21. 
17 Fogelson, Fragmented Metropolis: Los Angeles, 1850-1930 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1967), 86. 
18 Brechin, 65. 
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 The rapid shift to electric streetcars began in 1888, with the successful 

demonstration of streetcar transit service in Richmond, Virginia.  Frank Sprague, former 

employee of Thomas Edison at his Menlo Park laboratory, implemented a forty-vehicle 

electric streetcar system.  Richmond was visited by many transit operators from 

throughout the U.S., with Boston developing an electric streetcar system in 1889, and 200 

systems underway within three years.19  Kenneth Jackson also emphasized the 

significance of Sprague to the development of the industry, noting that Sprague equipped 

half of the streetcar systems installed in the U.S. and that 90 percent used his patented 

technology.20   

These early private transit providers, many operating under city-approved 

franchise agreements, were for-profit companies.  Transit service was designed to 

maximize revenues through both farebox receipts and land development opportunities.  

Termed by Jackson the “robber barons of the street railways,”21 many early streetcar 

companies amassed tremendous wealth.  The same type of real-estate-based financial 

benefits enjoyed by cable car companies accrued to streetcar owner-operators across the 

U.S. as well.  Although Reno and Sparks did not have the same steep topography that 

was a development constraint in San Francisco, streetcar transit promoted development 

by making outlying areas such as the Moana Springs more accessible.    

                                                            
19 Cudahy, 47. 
20 Jackson, 108. 
21 Ibid., 109. 
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Figure 3: Clay Street Cable Car, San Francisco, 1873 
(Courtesy of Cable Car Museum) 

 Streetcars allowed city dwellers to follow the dream of moving out of congested 

and dirty center cities.  Idyllic suburban borderlands that offered a retreat from the 

crowding and other problems of the city became fashionable during the early nineteenth 

century.  In Borderland: Origins of the American Suburb, 1920-1939, John Stilgoe 

describes how the secluded and beautifully landscaped cottages on the fringes of 

American cities captivated popular culture.22  Stilgoe notes that as early as the 1840s 

railroads made these borderlands accessible to families other than the very wealthy.  He 

writes that railroads “precipitated a revolution” by making “square miles of borderland 

country cut into one- to three-acre lots”23 accessible to middle class families for housing.   

Jackson, Hayden, and Warner document how transportation technology and 

resulting land accessibility drove suburban development patterns.  The streetcars of the 

late 1800s allowed people to escape the densely populated slums of the center cities.  The 

first people to purchase homes with gardens on large lots were wealthy, but the five-cent 

streetcar fares of the 1890s put homes outside the congestion city center within reach of 

many other workers.  Sam Bass Warner in Streetcar Suburbs documents the role of 

                                                            
22 Stilgoe, 120-135. 
23 Ibid., 122. 
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streetcar transit in the expanding footprint of the city as well as the orientation of houses 

to the city.  Rapid transit allowed people to live farther from the city while maintaining a 

similar commuting time of one hour or less.  Jackson describes the role of streetcar 

corporations in land development by focusing on Oakland’s F. M. “Borax” Smith and his 

Oakland Transit Company, Henry Huntington and the Pacific Electric Railway Company 

of Los Angeles, and Nevada Senator Francis Newlands, who established the Chevy 

Chase Land Company in the Maryland suburbs of Washington D.C.24  These three 

entrepreneurs achieved massive profits after the depression of the 1890s, by purchasing 

land along their planned transit routes and then promoting real estate development.  

Newlands is notable for establishing the elegance of Chevy Chase, an upscale bedroom 

community to Washington D.C.  Newlands was also involved in real estate development 

and streetcar planning in Reno.   

Stilgoe contrasts the streetcar suburbs with the borderlands prior to the 1880s. He 

describes the suburbs areas as “without the joys of genuine city life and without the 

pleasures of borderland residence”25: 

In the first years when speculators outside Philadelphia, Chicago, and 
other cities bought farms and gentleman’s estates, subdivided them into 
grids of unpaved streets and rectangular lots often only thirty by ninety 
feet…At the edge of every major city, mid-nineteenth-century land 
speculators thrust an essentially urban fabric over hitherto borderland 
landscape.  Above all, rectilinear street patterns – adopted not only for 
ease of surveying and for maximizing the number of square or rectangular 
lots, but because subdividers envisioned their effort as urban in an age that 
equated urbanity with straightness – announced the reaching forth of urban 
form.26  
  

                                                            
24 Ibid., 120-124. 
25 Ibid., 154. 
26 Ibid., 152. 
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Dolores Hayden in Building Suburbia focuses on the type of housing that resulted 

from streetcar suburbanization.  These houses ranged from fashionable single family 

detached buildings with gardens to multi-family three story buildings.  These early 

suburban neighborhoods emerged within walking distance of streetcar routes.  Mail-order 

houses in the bungalow or Cape Cod style proliferated along streetcar routes.27      

Streetcars also served other types of commercial land development.  Routes 

supported the success of department stores in downtown areas where multiple streetcar 

routes converged.  They also served amusement parks and other recreational activities.  

New York’s Coney Island is an example of an amusement park that provided a leisure 

escape from the urban problems of routine life in the city.  Streetcar service to other 

outlying parks and gardens boosted weekend ridership for streetcar operators.28  

 At the end of the nineteenth century, many transportation experts expected rapid 

transit, such as elevated railroad or subways, to be the future of urban travel.  Streetcars 

travelled in the shared roadway along with horses, other vehicles, and pedestrians.  

Traffic engineers observed in the 1890s that transit ridership increased at a faster rate 

than population growth.  Extrapolating these observations, many transit proponents 

expected transit ridership to grow at a rate of at least double the general population 

increase.  This theory supported the subway and elevated railroad investments in New 

York, Boston, and Chicago.29  Chicago’s elevated railway was operating in 1892, and the 

first U.S. subway opened in Boston in 1898.  This was followed by the New York City 

subway, designed by William Barclay Parsons, which opened in 1904.  Downtown 

                                                            
27 Dolores Hayden, Building Suburbia: Green Fields and Urban Growth, 1820-2000 (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 2003). 
28 Jackson, 112. 
29 Robert Fogelson, Downtown: Its Rise and Fall, 1880-1950 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 
59-61. 
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commercial interests were strong advocates for this type of rapid transit, which gave 

residents fast and direct access to the central business district.30  While these three rapid 

transit systems continued to expand and build their customer base, few other cities were 

able to organize the capital investment to build subways or elevated railways.   

By 1920 the U.S. had 350 miles of rapid transit trackage, about two-thirds of 

which was in New York City.  However, this trackage was dwarfed by the 41,000 miles 

of street railways.31  While transit ridership remained strong in the largest cities that 

invested in rapid transit infrastructure, a sharp decline in other mass transit ridership 

beginning in the 1920s.  As Fogelson writes, “the failure to build rapid transit had a 

profound impact on the downtown business interests,”32 leaving businesses in congested 

downtown with the options of continuing to seek funding for rapid transit construction, 

seeking highway and parking lot investment, or relocating to outlying areas that 

experienced less traffic congestion.  With no federal transit funding available in the early 

twentieth century, new highway construction or relocation became the most feasible 

solutions.      

A strong debate over rapid transit occurred in Los Angeles during the 1910s, as 

population nearly doubled to 576,000.  The influx of cars combined with street railways 

caused gridlock on roads entering downtown.  Business leaders began to advocate for a 

rapid transit system that would allow customers to travel downtown without being stuck 

in traffic.  In 1924, the Los Angeles Traffic Commission transportation study 

recommended a combination of elevated railways and subways.  Business owners and 

residents of suburban areas, along with anti-tax groups, opposed the system.  Instead, a 

                                                            
30 Ibid., 62-63. 
31 Ibid., 108-109. 
32 Ibid., 110. 
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vision emerged for Los Angeles of a system of dispersed centers that were linked by 

highways.  The downtown would no longer be the only hub of commercial activity.33   

Robert Fogelson in The Fragmented Metropolis discusses the rise and fall of 

streetcar transit in Los Angeles.  Because the city experienced its formative urbanization 

after the automobile was available and is renowned for sprawling suburban development, 

Los Angeles offers significant parallels to Reno, though on a much larger scale.  The Los 

Angeles streetcar network was boosted by the population boom of the 1880s.  A 

patchwork of lines was initiated by a multitude of entrepreneurs and land developers, but 

these high risk streetcar investments often went bankrupt or were sold.34  Streetcar 

entrepreneurs in Los Angeles sought franchise agreements with local governments to 

guarantee service monopolies on specific routes, which improved their financial 

prospects and reduced risk.  Because short term farebox returns could not compensate for 

significant capital outlays of rail construction, streetcar builders either sought subsidies 

and financing from landowners who would benefit from real estate value increases or 

they acquired adjacent property and subdivided it themselves.  Fogelson writes that “in 

both cases, the expectation of prompt profits from real estate at least as much as the 

hopes for eventual returns from transportation stimulated the construction of local and 

interurban lines throughout Los Angeles after 1885.”35 

The Los Angeles streetcar system became dominated by Moses Sherman and Eli 

Clark’s Los Angeles Pacific Railway interurban system during the 1890s. Financial 

difficulties caused Sherman and Clark to sell the Los Angeles Pacific Railway in 1906 to 

Edward Harriman, who owned the Southern Pacific railroad.  Millionaire Henry 

                                                            
33 Ibid., 106-108. 
34 Ibid., 85. 
35 Ibid., 86. 



14 
 

 
 

Huntington, nephew of Collis P. Huntington, organized the Pacific Electric Railway in 

1901.  To further support land development efforts, Huntington also established the 

Huntington Land Improvement Company and San Gabrielle Valley Water Company.  He 

was able to subdivide vast tracts and market real estate in the San Gabriel Valley and 

Redondo Beach.36  Huntington lost millions of dollars on his transportation lines, yet still 

amassed huge earnings through his real estate development.37  These electric streetcar 

systems were “crucial as a means of stimulating the subdivision of the countryside, and 

the expansion of the metropolis, through 1910.”38   

     The pattern of transit service development in Reno and Sparks mirrors many 

other cities.  However, the first rail transit in Reno, the Virginia and Truckee Railroad 

(V&T), preceded streetcar development by almost thirty years.  The V&T was primarily 

a freight line supporting the mining industry, but did include passenger service in Reno.  

The initial line from Carson City to Virginia City opened in 1870, the railroad bridge 

over the Truckee River in downtown Reno was completed in 1871, and the Reno 

connection was completed on August 24, 1871.  This short line was initiated by William 

Sharon to provide a lower-cost connection between Virginia City mines, mills on Washoe 

Lake, and the mainline Central Pacific Railroad in Reno.  The rail line reduced lumber 

transport costs by up to half, supporting the development of Virginia City and 

construction of the Deideshimer square timber frames in the mine shafts.39   

                                                            
36 Ibid., 89-92. 
37 Ibid., 104. 
38 Ibid., 92. 
39 David Myrick, Railroads of Nevada and Eastern California, Vol. I, (Berkeley: Howell-North Books, 
1962), 136-154. 
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The V&T was wildly profitable in its early decades, earning an estimated 

$100,000 per month in 1873.40  During this period of the Big Bonanza, about thirty to 

forth-five trains per day served Virginia City, primarily hauling timber and ore.  

Although it was designed primarily freight transport, the V&T offered passenger service 

from the Truckee Meadows to Virginia City.  Reno had one scheduled passenger train per 

day on a route that crossed the Truckee River near Evans Avenue and continued south 

through Reno on Holcomb Avenue.   

As mine profitability faded toward the end of the nineteenth century, railroad 

profits declined as well.41  To cut operating costs, the V&T reduced service, sold surplus 

locomotives, began to abandon branch lines in the 1880s, and began removing spur lines 

in 1901.42  Operating deficits were reported by the V&T each year between 1924 and 

1950.  The railroad went into receivership in 1938, and the line segment to Virginia City 

was abandoned.  The rails were pulled in 1941 for scrap metal.  Revenue service on the 

V&T ended in May of 1950.43 

While the V&T provided limited intercity service along with freight transport 

beginning in 1870, the Nevada legislature authorized a franchise for streetcar 

development in 1889.  It provided for iron rail tracks with vehicles using horse or mule 

power.  In 1891, a franchise was granted to Francis Newlands and partners to develop an 

electric powered streetcar.  Although the group formed the Reno Electric Railway and 

Land Company, construction never began and no service was provided.44  

                                                            
40 Lucius Beebe and Charles Clegg, Steamcars to the Comstock, (Berkeley: Howell-North, 1957), 16. 
41 Beebe and Clegg, Steamcars to the Comstock, 20. 
42 Myrick, I: 157. 
43 Myrick, I: 160. 
44 David Myrick, Railroads of Nevada and Eastern California, Vol. II, (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 
1963), 866. 
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Figure 4: Opening Day of the Reno Streetcar, 1904 (Courtesy 
of the Nevada Historical Society) 

By the early 1900s potential streetcar providers were required to obtain a 

franchise agreement from the City of Reno before construction and operations of service 

could begin.   The agreements identified requirements such as fares, routes, and road 

maintenance standards.  City of Reno voters approved a streetcar franchise in 1903, for J. 

B. O’Sullivan’s Reno Transit Company.  He also obtained a franchise for the Washoe 

County portion of the route and created the Washoe Traction Company to operate the 

segment between the Reno and Sparks city boundaries.  O’Sullivan owned undeveloped 

real estate along the route in Sparks.  The streetcar was intended to provide a connection 

between Reno and Sparks and to generate real estate profits.  He sold these interests to S. 

N. Griffith in March of 1904, who formed the Reno Street Railway Company.  Griffith 

was unable to begin construction of the line and lost the franchise as a result of this 

inability to 

provide service.  

A new group of 

Reno business 

leaders obtained 

the franchise and 

organized the 

Nevada Transit 

Company (NTC) 

later that same 

year.45   

                                                            
45 Ibid., 868. 
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The NTC began construction of the streetcar in the fall of 1904 and intercity 

service between Reno and Sparks began on Thanksgiving Day of that year.  The line 

operated three yellow cars that had been purchased from San Francisco.  The first 

extensions of the line included connections on Fourth Street to Sierra Street, south on 

Sierra Street to Second Street, east to Virginia Street, and then south on Virginia Street to 

the Truckee River.  In January 1905 a connection over the Truckee River was installed.  

The streetcar attracted ridership and further extensions to Keystone Avenue were in place 

by December 1906.  The streetcar service was purchased by San Francisco interests that 

same year and renamed the Reno Traction Company.46  

Figure 5: Reno Transit Routes and Development Patterns, 1927 (by author) 

 

 

                                                            
46 Ibid.,  871. 
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Figure 6: Streetcar Service to Moana Hot Springs, 1910 
(Courtesy of the Nevada Historical Society) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Other extensions followed to support increased travel demand and land 

development.  The Virginia Street portion was extended from Pine Street to Liberty 

Street.  A new franchise was issued in 1907 to the Nevada Interurban Street Railway 

Company to access the Moana Hot Springs.  This route extended from California Avenue 

along Plumas Street.  The Reno Improvement Company and Reno Development 

Company were two of the largest real estate interests that sought to profit from the 

streetcar extensions.47  Senator Newlands backed the Reno Development Company, 

which sought to buy the Reno Traction Company.  The high sales price dissuaded Reno 

Development Company from moving forward.   

Reno Traction Company extended a line north on Sierra Street to the University 

of Nevada, Reno campus in 1907.  A Reno Traction extension occurred in 1908, eastward 

on Second Street to Center Street.  Land developers Wheeler and Burke obtained a trolley 

franchise on Wells Avenue to service their real estate holdings.  Reno Traction later 

                                                            
47 Ibid., 873. 
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Figure 7: Burke Addition Streetcar 
to Wells Avenue, 1910 (Courtesy of 
the Nevada Historical Society) 

purchased the franchise and built the tracks 

from Virginia Street to Moran Street and 

south on Wells Avenue.  The Ralston Street 

extension was built in 1910.48   

Reno Traction Company operated 

eight cars on 7.5 miles of track and the 

Nevada Interruban operated four cars on 3.2 

miles of track in 1910.  The major revenue 

source for Reno Traction Company was the 

line between Reno and Sparks, which 

generated about 80 percent of the ridership.  

This served commuter traffic as well as shopping access and service to Wieland’s Park, 

Coney Island.49   

Economic challenges, such as rising labor and maintenance costs, placed a 

financial strain on streetcar systems in many 

post-World War I cities.  Streetcar systems were 

unable to remain profitable or maintain systems 

in good repair.  Rigid franchise agreements that 

restricted fares to five cents were a primary 

cause of streetcar system financial distress after 

World War I.  Fare structures that were 

profitable during the deflationary period of the 

                                                            
48 Ibid., 876. 
49 Ibid., 877-880. 

 

Figure 8:  Reno Streetcar Suburb House 
on Moran Street (by author) 
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Figure 9: 2nd and Virginia Streets, 1906 (Courtesy of the Nevada Historical Society) 

1890s could not adapt to inflation and higher maintenance costs after the war.50  In 1918, 

actions by the National War Labor Board in support of labor union demands caused labor 

costs to rise, putting further strain on streetcar operating system budgets.51 

These national trends are consistent with Fogleson’s account of the decline of the 

Los Angeles streetcar system.   The rail transit system in Los Angeles was bankrupted by 

a series of adverse impacts: rising operating costs during World War I resulting from 

inflation and labor shortages, lack of support from local governments in modifying 

franchise agreements and providing financial support, competition from automobiles, and 

the decentralization of business functions away from downtown as a result of traffic 

congestion.  Los Angeles had less manufacturing than many other comparable cities and 

expanded to cover a greater geographic area than Chicago or Boston by the 1940s, 

resulting in relatively low population and employment densities.  This unique economic 

base and decentralized development pattern is comparable to Reno, which had an 

economy influenced by tourism and the divorce industry rather than manufacturing. 

                                                            
50 David Jones, Mass Motorization and Mass Transit: An American History and Policy Analysis, 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008). 
51 Cudahy, 145. 
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Studies were commissioned in 1923 and 1927 to address the fiscal and operational 

problems of Los Angeles’ railways.  Both reports recommended municipalization of the 

street railway system as the most viable means of keeping the service in operation.  

Because this option was rejected by local government and private corporations could no 

longer finance continued operation, the rail system began to be dismantled during the late 

1920s.52   

Financial difficulties similar to those in Los Angeles and many other cities faced 

the Reno streetcar companies after World War I.  Reno Traction was able to earn small 

profits through 1917.  After that, no dividends were paid to shareholders and revenues 

were not sufficient to pay interest on the bonds that financed track construction.53  

Although the Reno-Sparks line earned a profit, this was offset by the operating losses on 

the other Reno routes.  In 1908 the local routes brought in $10,000 in farebox receipts but 

incurred $18,000 in expenses.  As in Los Angeles, the streetcar operators were burdened 

with heavy taxes and maintenance costs as part of their franchise agreements.  One 

particularly onerous requirement was maintenance of the roadbed.  Although the wear 

and tear of an increasing volume of motor vehicles adversely impacted the condition of 

roadways, and although streetcar impacts were limited to the rail bed, transit providers 

were required to pay full maintenance and paving costs for roadways.  This high cost 

significantly impacted transit operating budgets.  The 1919 requirement to raise streetcar 

operator wages by 40 percent, resulting from the War Labor Board decision that same 

year, further strained the financial ability to the streetcar to continue operating.54                

                                                            
52 Fogelson, 184. 
53 Myrick, II: 880. 
54 Ibid., 881. 
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Figure 10: Decommissioned Reno Traction Company 
Streetcars, 1930 (Courtesy of the Nevada Historical Society) 

The Nevada Interurban primarily served traffic for the Moana Hot Springs.  The 

Interurban reported financial losses during most years.  L. W. Berrum owned the 

Interurban streetcar company and purchased the Moana Springs site as well.  As the 

number of passengers declined the service began to close during winter months.  By 1918 

the operating costs of wages and electricity began to exceed the farebox receipts on a 

daily basis.  Berrum was forced to pay for repairs and taxes out of his own funds in order 

to continue providing service.   

In 1919 Reno Traction Company moved to stop service on local roads, continuing 

only the Reno-Sparks line.  The City of Reno declined to take over the routes and the 

Public Service Commission approved abandonment of the streetcar routes.  The majority 

of trackage and overhead wires were removed by July of 1920.  With no connecting 

routes to the remainder of the city, the Nevada Interurban service to Moana Springs was 

forced to close later that year.55   

Although Reno 

Traction Company was 

operating only the Reno-

Sparks line, they still had 

difficulty maintaining 

the roadbed.  Customer 

complaints mounted 

about the open ended 

cars that provided no 

                                                            
55 Ibid., 881-883. 
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protection from winter weather and the dirtiness of the cars.  The Reno-Sparks line 

continued to operate on the same route from 1920 to 1925, when the alignment was 

shortened and the terminus moved to Sierra Street near Fourth Street.  After downtown 

service connections were eliminated, the number of riders fell sharply.  During this 

period of declining streetcar patronage, a franchise application was filed to initiate bus 

service.56   

Intercity bus service between Reno and Sparks began on June 15, 1927, attracting 

customers from the streetcar service.  Two months later the Reno Traction Company 

announced that they would be closing service.  The Public Service Commission held a 

hearing on September 2, 1927, and the final day of operation followed four days later.57  

Reno streetcar service ended during the same period that many other comparable rail 

transit systems were closing or being replaced by bus transit systems.  1927 was also the 

year of the pivotal Transcontinental Highways Exposition, which was held in Reno and 

celebrated the widespread use of automobiles.58   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
56 Ibid., 883. 
57 Ibid., 883. 
58 Alicia Barber, Reno’s Big Gamble:  Image and Reputation in the Biggest Little City (Lawrence: 
University Press of Kansas, 2008). 
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Figure 11: Dedication of the Reno Arch to Celebrate the Transcontinental Highways 
Exposition, 1926 (Courtesy of Special Collections Dept. UNR Library) 

 

  



25 
 

 
 

 

Figure 12: Motorized Bus Transit Service, 5th 
Avenue, New York, 1905 (Courtesy of 
www.digitalgallery.nypl.org) 

3. Bus Transit 
Automobiles were in development during the 1870s, but the mass assembly-line 

production of Henry Ford’s Model T did not begin until 1914.59  The first motorized 

buses began revenue service in 1905, when they replaced horsecars on New York’s Fifth 

Avenue.  The double-deck 

buses were marketed as a 

premium service and a 10-

cent fare was charged, 

double the five-cent 

streetcar fare.60  During the 

1920s, bus manufacturers 

began to integrate the 

vehicle body and chassis, 

allowing for a more 

modern and streamlined vehicle design.  Streetcar companies sometimes used rubber-

tired buses for feeder routes in less densely populated areas to serve their rail routes, but 

also recognized the threat to their customer base generated by individually owned jitneys 

that competed with streetcar lines yet did not pay city franchise fees.    

                                                            
59 Jackson, 160. 
60 Cudahy, 99. 
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Figure 13: Print Block of Early NTC Vehicle (Courtesy 
of UNR Special Collections) 

 

Figure 14: Reno Bus Lines Bus with Integrated Vehicle 
Body and Chassis (by author) 

Buses were often viewed by transit operators as a more cost-effective technology 

compared to streetcars.  The street railways in Los Angeles began to give way to bus 

technology in the 1940s.  National City Lines acquired the Los Angeles Railway in 1943 

and began converting the Yellow Car routes to buses.  The Yellow Car routes were fully 

bus-operated by 1963.  Buses were not the only fossil-fueled vehicle entering the Los 

Angeles 

transportation system 

between World War II 

and the 1960s, 

however.  The growth 

of Los Angeles 

occurred as 

automobiles were 

becoming more 

widely used.  Cars, in 

turn, opened many 

other areas for 
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Figure 15: Former Home of John Davidson, 
231Cheney Street, Reno (by author) 

development and 

supported the 

customer demand for 

single family homes.  

The combination of 

more people living in 

the region and driving 

longer distances 

contributed to jammed 

streets, particularly those accessing downtown.  To address transportation issues the Los 

Angeles County Metropolitan Transit Authority (LAMTA) was formed by the state in 

1951.  The purpose of the agency was to plan for a publicly owned and operated system 

that would replace the crumbling infrastructure of the private system.  The agency was 

authorized to purchase private transit systems in 1957.61 

After closure of the Reno streetcar in 1927, the only public transit serving the 

region was the commuter line between Reno and Sparks.  As the 1932 Reno Evening 

Gazette editor described, “Cars are no longer a luxury, but a necessity, in this streetcar-

less state, whether one is looking for work or is making necessary purchases of house-

hold supplies.”62 

Reno businessman John Davidson was instrumental in starting a new Reno bus 

transit service in the early 1940s.  Davidson was described in the Reno Evening Gazette 

when he filed to run for the Nevada Assembly: 

                                                            
61 Metro, Los Angeles Transit History, accessed September 2013, 
http://www.metro.net/about/library/about/home/los-angeles-transit-history/, accessed November 11, 2013. 
62 Reno Evening Gazette, 7 November 1932, p. 2. 
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John Davidson, well known Reno attorney, filed his declaration of 
candidacy today for the Republican nomination for the assembly from the 
Reno district.  Davidson, a resident of Reno for twelve years, has been 
active in local civic affairs and is a member of the Washoe and Nevada 
Bar Associations and the California bar.  He holds extensive property 
interests.63 
 
In 1940, John lived with his wife Loretta and 23-year old son William at their 

home on 231 Cheney Street near downtown Reno.  John was born in Virginia in 1885.64  

Davidson served one term in the Nevada State Assembly.  

Davidson began working with San Francisco financial analyst Cameron Fraser to 

acquire a Reno bus franchise in 1940.  Davidson and Fraser anticipated strong demand 

for bus transit service in the region where taxis and walking were the only options for 

people without a car.  The two collaborated for over a year before the franchise was in 

place, corresponding by mail regularly.  Many of the letters between the two men are 

available at University of Nevada, Reno Special Collections and provide insight into the 

issues and opportunities the Reno Bus Lines founders anticipated.     

On March 7, 1940 Davidson wrote to Reno Mayor August Frohlich to urge the 

city to provide favorable franchise terms, asserting a high demand for the bus line to 

serve the Reno area.  Davidson wrote that “dozens of calls each day are coming in 

requesting information as to when the bus line will go into operations and as it seems to 

be the demand of the citizens of this city that a bus line be put into operation, I think that 

it behooves you and your council to take some immediate steps to see that a bus line in 

put in operation at the earliest possible date.”65 

                                                            
63 Reno Evening Gazette, 13 July 1938, p. 16.  
64 U. S. Census, 1940. 
65 John Davidson, letter to August Frohlich, March 7, 1940. Reno Bus Lines Collection, University of 
Nevada, Reno, Special Collections (hereafter cited as Reno Bus Lines Collection, future references to this 
source will be cited by date in the text). 
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Davidson was in communication with General Motors Truck and Coach in Los 

Angeles District Office regarding the proposed business plan for transit service.  The City 

of Reno issued a franchise bid opportunity, but F. W. McDonald of General Motors 

recommended submitting a bid with several revisions.  General Motor’s McDonald 

provided recommendations about service headways, performance bonds, and restrictions 

on competition from taxis.66  A few days later Davidson notified the Mayor and Council 

that “the coterie of local business men who have organized for the purpose of submitting 

to the Council a proposal to operate a bus service in the City of Reno” would not be 

submitting a bid under the franchise offered by the City ordinance.67  The Reno Evening 

Gazette corroborated this on August 13th as they reported that no firms bid on the bus line 

franchise.  Mayor August Frohlich told the Council that “two (west) coast firms had been 

interested in bidding but that they felt that they would be unable to comply with the terms 

of the present ordinance.”   Frohlich went on to say that the two firms, which he did not 

name, would probably submit bids if some of the terms were changed.68         

Proposed revisions to the bus franchise agreement were submitted by Davidson to 

the Mayor and Council on August 26, 1940.  Davidson wrote “on behalf of the Local 

Business Mans’ Club, who are proposing to furnish and operate a bus line for the city of 

Reno,”69 and included three primary provisions: 

 Offering a surety bond of $2,500 instead of the $12,000 cash deposit 

required under the existing franchise ordinance 

                                                            
66 F. W. McDonald, letter to Bret Pliske, August 9, 1940, Reno Bus Lines Collection. 
67 John Davidson, letter to the Reno City Council, August 12, 1940, Reno Bus Lines Collection. 
68 Reno Evening Gazette, 13 August, 1940, p. 16. 
69 John Davidson, letter to Reno City Council, August 26, 1940, Reno Bus Lines Collection. 
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 Offering a bond of $5,000 instead of $10,000 as surety for the payment of 

percentages in lieu of taxes 

 That the franchise restrict taxi operations in corridors with bus lines, to 

reduce competition from taxi service 

However, the Council rejected the proposed changes to the franchise at their 

August 30 meeting.70  According to Davidson, the council was “split wide open” and he 

believed that “we have the Mayor and three members of the Council with us.  The 

opposition is composed of the taxi people who are throwing all obstacles our way.”71  

With no local streetcar or bus service in Reno after 1927, taxis provided a way to travel 

for people without access to their own automobile.  Both Davidson and the taxi interests 

appear to view bus service as a direct competitor to taxis.  Davidson sought to limit taxi 

operations in corridors that would be served with buses and taxi advocates sought to 

block the bus franchise.   

Even after this setback, Davidson and Fraser continued to pursue the bus 

franchise opportunity.  On September 19th Fraser wrote to Davidson saying “I am 

interested!  If the franchise can be obtained by you and in your name or a group of local 

people though and in corporate entity that you control, I feel that I can interest the 

Standard Oil Company of California to cause one of the subsidiaries to purchase said 

franchise.”72  Davidson believed that “there is no question that the operation will be a 

financial success.”73  Davidson was firm in his assertion that strong community support 

was behind his plan.  He wrote that “the citizens of this community are becoming more 

                                                            
70 Nevada State Journal, 31 August 1940, p 12. 
71 Davidson to Fraser, September 20, 1940. 
72 Fraser to John Davidson, September 19, 1940. 
73 Davidson to Fraser, September 20, 1940. 
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and more aroused to the situation and there are now in course of circulation a number of 

voluntary petitions demanding of the City Council to make such changes in the franchise 

as will insure to them a bus service.”74 

The franchise revisions offered to the Reno Council in October 1940 were made 

under the auspices of Reno Bus Lines, Inc. (referred to as Reno Bus Lines).  The 

leadership of Reno Bus Lines was defined as George E. Johnson (President), J. E. Horgan 

(Vice President), and John Davidson (Secretary-Treasurer).  Directors and other 

stockholders are listed below, along with their professional affiliation:   

 H. E. Saviers, (Saviers & Son) 
 William Ramos 
 James M. Blakeley (Manager, Reno Grocery Co.) 
 Rudolph Herz (jewelry store owner) 
 John Daly (Apartment house owner) 
 Sam Pickett (County Commissioner) 
 James P. O’Brien (formerly of O’Brien-Rogers Funeral Service) 

The Reno Bus Lines proposed to pay the City of Reno 1 percent of gross monthly 

receipts during the first year of operation, increasing this gradually to 1.5 percent in the 

second and third years, 2 percent in the fourth and fifth years, 2.25 percent during the 

sixth and seventh years of operation, and 2.5 percent during years eight through ten.  The 

proposed service would consist of five Ford City Service buses, each with a seating 

capacity of 27.  Seeking to highlight the local team of business leaders supporting the 

endeavor, a letter to Council stated “we feel gratified in being the pioneers of such as 

project which will, no doubt, reflect a credit upon the city and a benefit to its citizens.  

Every man connected with this corporation is a Reno Taxpayer and resident of long 

                                                            
74 Davidson to Fraser, October 1, 1940. 
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standing and we therefore feel that we are entitled to and will receive your favorable 

consideration.”75    

Cameron Fraser continued his financial analysis of the franchise offered by the 

City and recommended several more revisions.  Most importantly, he suggested a 20-year 

franchise agreement instead of 10, with a mechanism for the city to purchase the system, 

if desired, after 20 years.  The 20-year term would justify the significant up-front capital 

investment required to start the system.  The initial $50,550 investment consisted of 

$33,550 for equipment, $12,000 deposit with the City, and $5,000 in working capital.76  

                                                            
75 Davidson to Fraser, October 1, 1940. 
76 The $33,550 in equipment included: $31,900 for six G.M.C. Yellow Coaches Model #1204 rear engine, 
six butane conversions for $900, $100 for ticket boxes, and $750 for office furniture and fixtures.   
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Figure 16: Dinner Including Family of Mayor August Frolich with John Davidson, his son 
Bill Davidson, and Reno Bus Lines Directors and Stockholders Jim O’Brien and Sam Pickett 
(courtesy of the Nevada Historical Society) 

. Top row from left:  Bille Rust, Bill Davidson, Mrs. Bill Davidson, Baby Rusty Frohlich, Mayor 
August Frohlich, Jim O’Brien, Miss Jeanne Weir, Hon. John Davidson Miss Dinece Denson, Mr. 
Sam Pickett, Mr. Raymond Frohlich.  Lower row from left:  Mrs. Rust, Mrs. Mary Turner, Jane 
Frohlich, Josie O’Brien, Mrs. Helen Denson  

The net annual estimated earnings were forecast to be $3,950.  Over a ten year 

period this would generate $39,500 in net profits, or $79,000 over 20 years.  This 

constituted an annual net 8 percent profit on an investment of $50,000.  These projections 

were based on “a daily travel use of the services equal to hauling daily 8 percent of 

Reno’s total population of 26,500 people.”77  While this forecast was the basis of 

                                                            
77 Frasier to Davidson, November 13, 1940. 
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financial projections, Fraser cautioned that “should you fall below this daily average your 

entire investment is in jeopardy.”  In Frasier’s financial plan, he anticipated monthly 

revenues of $4,520 and monthly operating costs to be $4,195.  The average fare would be 

7 cents and 10.5 people would be carried on each trip on average.  The largest proportion 

of operating costs consist of salaries, followed by fuel. 78   Fraser’s detailed financial plan 

is provided in the appendix.      

Davidson was a personal friend of the Reno Mayor August Frolich, and wrote to 

him on November 21, 1940 to press his case for the franchise.  Mayor Frohlich was 

spending time at the St. Helena Sanitarium in California.  Davidson wrote that “any place 

which the surroundings are pleasant and one is not disturbed with these all-night drinking 

parties and poker games would naturally give one some relief.” Davidson continued to 

discuss the proposed 20-year lease and enclosed the financial analysis, writing that the 

San Francisco financial house was “anxious and willing to finance the bus franchise in 

Reno.” 

As discussions about financing the bus line continued in late 1940, struggles over 

financial control began to emerge.  This tension grew from the desire of Fraser and 

Davidson to have a leadership role in the organization and secure a substantial share of 

the system’s profits, while the national organizations providing loans and other financial 

backing expected to retain a controlling interest.  Fraser initially believed that “the 

required amount of financing will be obtained without sacrifice of ownership.”79  He 

recommended the allocation of stock to the San Francisco interests backing the plan as 

                                                            
78 Fraser to Davidson, November 12, 1940. 
79 Fraser to Davidson, November 30, 1940. 
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well as for those in Reno financially supporting the effort.  Fraser anticipated that he and 

Davidson would retain a controlling stake in Reno Bus Line stock.   

Along with this recommendation to obtain outside financing, Fraser included a 

balance sheet for Manning Transportation Company, a subsidiary of City Lines.  The 

firm showed a strong financial position in 1940 with over $22,000 cash on hand and 

almost $280,000 in other property and assets.  Davidson wrote back two days later to 

welcome this “good news on the bus situation” and confirm the Mayor’s support for the 

20-year franchise terms.  He affirmed his endorsement of the stock distribution plan 

under the terms that “you and I hold control at all times.”80  

However, just over two weeks later Fraser wrote back to Davidson that the 

controlling interest in the Reno transit firm would be Manning Transportation Company 

and City Lines, Incorporated.  Fraser noted that this company successfully owned and 

operated other bus franchises such as Pasadena City Lines.  The letter authorized 

Davidson to negotiate and execute the franchise agreement for Reno City Lines, 

Incorporated.81  On the same day Fraser wrote a separate letter authorizing Davidson to 

negotiate the purchase of the Reno-Sparks bus Line for merger with the Reno City Lines.  

The merger was to “proceed without delay” and was “conceived as a result of what is 

best for the stockholders of both operations.”82 

Fraser sent Davidson a third and confidential letter, in which his colorful writing 

style emerged.  The purpose of the third letter was to “take the mist out of mystery” and 

describe the negotiations that led up to the financing agreement.  This is where Fraser 

described a phone call from his friend George O’Brien, Treasurer of Standard Oil 

                                                            
80 Davidson to Fraser, December 2, 1940. 
81Fraser to Davidson, December 18, 1940. 
82Ibid. 
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Company of California, expressing interest in acquiring the Reno franchise.  Fraser 

described O’Brien as “God’s own handiwork.  He never made anyone finer, more 

regular, loyal, or sincere and honest.”  Informally the two businessmen agreed that 

Standard Oil would provide credit to initiate operations and stock would be provided to 

the investors within six months.   

O’Brien directed Fraser to discuss details with Mr. Manning of Manning 

Transportation Company, affiliate of City Lines, which was affiliated with Standard Oil.  

Under this arrangement, Manning Transportation would provide all cash necessary to 

initiate and operate service, John Davidson would have an annual retainer as legal 

counsel for Reno City Lines, and Fraser would be appointed as the Reno City Lines 

insurance broker.  Manning Transportation Company would have a 51 percent share of 

common stock while Davidson and Fraser would share 49 percent.  Manning projected 

that Reno City Lines would begin distributing shareholder dividends within three years of 

the start of operation.   

As it became more apparent that Manning Transportation was moving to take a 

controlling interest in the Reno bus operations, Davidson began to research the company.  

He found that the company was incorporated on October 26, 1939, with T. J. Manning 

residing in Oakland, California as President.  In January 1944, Davidson agreed to 

negotiate the purchase of the Reno-Sparks Line, as requested by Manning.  However, he 

noted that “this may be a tough assignment, I understand that these persons are rather 

independent and may not consider any reasonable offer for their interest in the Sparks 
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Line.”83  Davidson suggested that they continue with the negotiations without finalizing 

the Reno-Sparks Line acquisition.   

Davidson and Fraser continued to puzzle over Manning’s insistence on the 

urgency of acquiring the Reno-Sparks Line, which caused an indefinite delay on the Reno 

bus start-up.  A conversation between Fraser and Standard Oil Company’s George 

O’Brien suggested that either Manning could place his money in other cities with a 

higher return or that he just wasn’t certain enough about the proposed Reno system to 

make a commitment.84  

Fraser went on to describe how he suspected Manning intended to acquire the 

franchise in 1939.  Manning believed it to be profitable and no other parties were 

interested in acquiring the franchise at that time.  Because other California markets were 

assumed to be more profitable, he did not take action on the Reno opportunity and was 

now attempting to eliminate an effort by local businessmen to initiate the franchise and 

claim a share of the revenues.  Manning’s method of eliminating the competition was to 

tie up the process by requiring the acquisition of the Reno-Sparks Line, which he knew to 

be unworkable.  In Fraser’s words, “the plan of Manning is to wait for the breaks, hoping 

that we will fail to live it through in harmony and determination of purpose, then he can 

walk in and again have the whole pie.”85   

Fraser detailed this theory about Manning at length in a memorandum called 

“Double Cross:  Davidson-Fraser, Plaintiffs and the People of Reno vs T. J. Manning, 

Defendant” with the goal that Davidson, “the Mayor, and others interested should be 

                                                            
83 Davidson to Fraser, January 13, 1941. 
84 Fraser to Davidson, January 14, 1941. 
85 Fraser to Davidson, January 14, 1941. 
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awake to this attempted ‘freeze out’.”86  Fraser based his argument on a 1939 report that 

projected the profitability of the Reno bus franchise.  In the report, “passenger service is 

unhesitatingly recommended for Reno Citizens as a logical and profitable investment” 

with an estimated 11.6 percent annual earnings.  The details of this report were not 

disclosed to Fraser or Davidson until 1941.  Fraser was infuriated that it recommended 

“later consideration to the acquisition of the NTC suburban route between Reno and 

Sparks.”  The report asserted that the more frequent service of the local Reno service on 

6th Street would “produce a competitive situation to handicap the present operator of that 

route.”87  In concluding, Fraser emphasized that since the General Motors report from 

1939 let the “cat out of the bag” about Manning’s intentions regarding the franchise, and 

“now that we have learned the breed and color of the cat and which bag it jumped out of, 

we better know how to act.  So, courage, my brother, courage!  The ways of large 

corporations are many and very mysterious.”88       

While seeking sources of financing for the bus operation other than Manning and 

City Lines, Fraser initiated an effort to acquire buses.  He met with resistance from 

vendors who worked with Manning Transportation Company and were unwilling to 

negotiate with the Reno team.  He wrote that Manning and Standard Oil are “out to own 

and control all the bus transportation business of America” by blocking their efforts to 

purchase vehicles.  Fraser reported that Manning “had every coach manufacturer tied into 

their combination and could close all their doors to us” with the exception of Twin Coach 

in Kent, Ohio and White Passenger Coach in Cleveland.89  Repeated failure to make 

                                                            
86 Ibid. 
87 Ibid. 
88 Fraser to Davidson, January 14, 1941. 
89 Fraser to Davidson, February 5, 1941. 
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progress with financing and vehicle acquisition fueled Fraser’s frustration.  Later, in 

February 1941, Fraser complained that “GM and Standard Oil are furnishing the money 

employing Manning for the purpose of monopolizing the urban business of America.”  

His conversations with transit services in Fresno and Eureka, California revealed that the 

local organizers had been “likewise double-crossed” by Manning.90 

The frustrations expressed by Fraser and Davidson relating to City Lines were 

experienced by many other transit systems in throughout the U.S.  National City Lines 

(the parent company of Manning Transportation), along with Standard Oil, General 

Motors, Firestone, and five other affiliated suppliers, were sued in 1947 for a violation of 

the Sherman Antitrust Act.  This charge was upheld upon appeal in 1951.  The 

corporations were convicted of conspiring to monopolize part of the interstate trade 

relating to the sale of buses, petroleum products, tires, and tubes used by local transit 

systems.  City Lines established agreements through which the partner corporations 

provided capital to purchase control of local public transit systems.  The transit systems 

were subsequently required to purchase their equipment and operating supplies from the 

member corporations.91 

City Lines began as a small bus operator in Minnesota in 1920.  By 1939 the firm 

had expanded to control 29 transit companies in 10 states.  This grew to 46 transit 

systems in 16 states by 1947.  The value of the products sold to City Lines from General 

Motors, Standard Oil, Firestone, and the other defendants between 1937 and 1947 totaled 

$37 million.  City Lines and the suppliers entered into oral and written agreements 

                                                            
90 Fraser to Davidson, February 21, 1941. 
91United States v. National City Lines (United State Court of Appeals for the Seventh Circuit 1951), 
http://web.archive.og/web/20080608012144/http://www.altlaw.org/v1/cases/770576, accessed October 15,  
2013. 
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through which the suppliers purchased stock from City Lines at prices higher than the 

prevailing market price. These funds were then used by City Lines to acquire control of 

additional local transportation companies. Separate agreements were made through which 

all buses, tires, tubes, and petroleum products needed by the transit agencies would be 

purchased from the specified suppliers, and other pre-existing purchase contracts would 

be terminated. 

In the aspiring Reno bus start-up, discussions with White Passenger Coach were 

ongoing and the manufacturer recommended that the team again seek to buy out the 

NTC’s Reno-Sparks Line.  The NTC was owned by Reno resident John Anacabe.92  As 

discussions with Anacabe continued he asserted that the Reno-Sparks line was “hardly 

making expenses”.93  White Passenger Coach attempted to push Anacabe to sell his 

franchise with the threat that “Manning will close in” and acquire the Reno bus franchise 

with the purpose to “crush Anacabe within a short time by devious competitive means.”94  

However, Anacabe refused to sell his operation of about 15 passenger buses for a price 

less than $50,000 and retained ownership.95   

After abandoning the City Lines – Standard Oil alliance, Fraser and Davidson 

continued to seek out alternate sources for capital.  The Richfield Oil Corporation of Los 

Angeles, owned by Sinclair Oil, was the next potential investor solicited.  When that 

proved unproductive they reached out to Shell Oil Company.  Davidson’s proposition to 

Shell Oil was that the company “cooperate with us in the organization of this company 

                                                            
92 Fraser to Davidson, February 21, 1941. 
93 Fraser to Davidson, March 3, 1941. 
94 Fraser to Davidson, February 28, 1941. 
95 Transit service reflected the cultural heritage of Northern Nevada.  John Anacabe was a member of the 
Reno Basque community.  He was born near the village of Ondarroa, Spain and his family relocated to Ely, 
Nevada. Anacabe died in 1948.      
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and in consideration of this cooperation we will agree to purchase from you exclusively 

the gasoline and oils used by the buses which we propose to put into operations.”96  

Included in their promotional information was the strong support of Reno residents for 

bus services, as referenced by the 2,100 petitions of support from citizens in addition to 

petitions from the Chamber of Commerce and other civic clubs, luncheon clubs, and 

fraternal organizations.   

The entrepreneurs were unable to interest national corporations in the Reno Bus 

Lines investment and instead turned to fundraising among local Reno businessmen.  

Davidson described the credentials of the investors at length, emphasizing their standing 

as “no doubt the leading citizens both financially and in a business sense of this 

community.”97  He noted that the Standard Oil Company investigated the group of local 

men, perhaps to ascertain if the group would be able to assemble sufficient capital to 

initiate the bus line.   Davidson emphasized the social standing, length of residence in the 

community, wealth, and business connections of the local backers.98 

Frasier projected that his financial windfall would come with the sale of stock for 

the capital start-up.  Fraser updated his analysis to a requirement of $35,000 in 

                                                            
96 John Davidson, letter to Bert Blunt, May 12, 1941, Reno Bus Lines Collection. 
97 Davidson to Fraser, July 5, 1941. 
98 Davidson described the leadership of Reno Bus Lines in a letter to Cameron Fraser on July 5, 
1941 as follows:  “Mr. J.C. Horgan who is the owner of the Commercial Hardware Company, past 
president of the Chamber of Commerce and a man with a good deal of means.  The other directors 
of the group are as follows:  Mr. Harry Saviers who is a man of about seventy years old, has been 
living in Reno for fifty years, is head of the H. E. Saviers and Son, largest firm in Reno of its kind, 
and also head of the paint firm known as H. E. Saviers; Mr. Sam Pickett who is present County 
Commissioner, a man of about seventy-five years old who is worth at least half a million dollars; 
Mr. Manuel Cafferata who is approximately seventy years old, probably owns more real estate in 
the City of Reno than any other individual, has lived here for sixty years, worked in the Virginia 
City mines when a boy; Mr. Sam Armanko, another elderly man who is head of Armanko’s 
Stationary Company, the largest of its kind in Reno, a man with considerable wealth and a fine 
reputation; Mr. James Blakeley, manager of the Reno Grocery Company, the largest grocery firm 
in Reno; Mr. Rudolph Herz, member of the oldest pioneer jewelry firm in Reno, has lived here all 
of his life, about fifty-five years old and runs a jewelry store in Reno.”   
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installation costs for coaches, supplies, tools, and other expenses.  He envisioned that the 

fiscal agency would be owned by himself and Davidson with the income divided equally 

between them.  In addition, Davidson would receive attorney fees and insurance would 

be purchased from Fraser.  Fraser wrote of his proposed fee structure to Davidson:   

Where is the sin in selling 45,000 shares of preferred stock at $1.00 par 
value non accumulative?  Where is the sin in paying your fiscal agent the 
sum of $9,000 for selling this stock or 20 percent commission to net the 
company $36,000 of cash capital?  Annual net earnings of $18,000 equal 
and permit of a 4 percent dividend to the preferred stock holders and the 
common stock could be property divided in any manner you see fit and 
proper under the circumstances.99   

Davidson responded that “I quite agree with your statements.  I am willing to 

proceed along the lines suggested by you and you are authorized to proceed and arrange 

for the sale of the stock in question.”  Davidson wrote that “We can save $50.00 a month 

at least on our gasoline by not being tied up with your friends.  $50.00 a month would 

mean the difference between 4 percent and 6 percent on the stock.”100  The stock that was 

ultimately issued was structured differently.  The capital stock authorized consisted of 

1,000 shares valued at $100 per share, totaling $100,000.  With funding in place, the 

corporation ordered five Ford-Wayne city buses in August of 1941.  The buses had 

RENO BUS CO. lettering on the side, green leather upholstered seats, and 

accommodated 27 passengers.  Twenty percent of the $15,120 cost was paid in cash and 

the rest financed.   

 The company began hiring drivers in October of 1941.  The application forms 

were short and asked for name, address, phone number, age, marriage status, experience, 

and whether the applicant had driven for any taxi companies.  Robey Childs, for example, 

                                                            
99 Fraser to Davidson, July 8, 1941. 
100 Davidson to Fraser, July 1941. 
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was 46 years old and listed as experience “Drive cars and trucks for 20 years.  Drove 

truck for state of N.Y. for 14 years.  Never had a traffic ticket or accident.” Applicants 

expressed their qualifications as experience in trucking, taxi driving, chauffeur 

experience, and knowing the town well.101  

 The ordinance establishing the final franchise provisions was passed by Council 

on September 29th, 1941.  Reno Bus Lines, Inc., was to pay the City of Reno an average 

of two percent of gross monthly receipts over a ten-year period.  The company paid the 

full cost of all buses and equipment and stated that “we are sufficiently financed to 

operate and maintain said bus line for the life of the franchise.”102  In concluding the 

franchise application, Davidson summarized that “the members of this Council no doubt 

realize the amount of work and effort that we have expended in this proposed bus project 

and therefore, we feel gratified in being the pioneers of such a project which will, no 

doubt, reflect a credit upon the city and a benefit to its citizens.  Every man connected 

within this corporation is a Reno Taxpayer and a resident of long standing and we 

therefore feel that we are entitled to and will receive your favorable consideration.”103  

The Reno City Council approved the Reno Bus Lines, Inc. franchise November 24, 1941.   

 

 

 

                                                            
101 Robey Childs, letter to Reno Bus Lines, October 1941, Reno Bus Lines Collection.   
102 Cameron Fraser, letter to Reno City Council, November 24, 1941, Reno Bus Lines Collection. 
103 Ibid. 
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Figure 17: Transit Routes and Development Patterns, 1941 (by author) 

 Reno Bus Lines, Inc. received the franchise just two weeks before the bombing of 

Pearl Harbor and the entry of the United States into World War II.  Ridership was strong 

during the war due to the shortage of automobiles and rationing of fuel that raised the 

cost of auto travel.  However, many of the economic parameters anticipated in 1939 were 

dramatically shifted after the country was placed on war footing.  The pressures of 

providing service during the war proved challenging for the bus company.   Reno Bus 

Lines was soon faced with labor shortages, parts shortages, and demands from the 

military to serve outlying training facilities.  Reno Bus Lines also played an important 

role in providing transportation for service personnel throughout Northern Nevada. 
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 The Reno Army Air Base, now Stead Airport, opened in October of 1942.  The 

base was located about 13 miles north of Reno and housed about 4,000 enlisted personnel 

and 600 officers.  The base was used to train pilots, co-pilots, aerial engineers, and 

advanced radio operators.104  Reno Bus Lines worked closely with base officials to help 

meet transportation needs of the enlisted men.  Correspondence between Reno Bus Lines 

and base commander Lt. Col. Andre Dechaene is part of the archive material in the Reno 

Bus Lines papers. 

Figure 18: Reno Army Air Base Commanders (Nevada State Journal, March 4, 
1944) 

   

                                                            
104 Patty Cafferata, “Stead Air Force Base’s Heyday in Washoe County,” Reno Gazette Journal, 28 April 
2013.  



46 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Figure 19: Reno Army Air Base, 1944 (Courtesy of the Nevada Historical Society) 
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Reno Bus Lines had difficulty keeping skilled employees during the War.  Reno 

Bus Lines wrote to the Draft Board on April 6, 1944 to request that their Assistant 

Manager be given an exemption from the draft and allowed to remain in Reno to support 

the local bus operations that included support of military facilities.  The transit company 

highlighted the importance of bus service in support of military functions in northern 

Nevada.  “We are enclosing a request for deferment on behalf of Charles Edward 

Lindstrom…We find that it is possible that he will be called to the colors.  We lost our 

assistant manager last November a year ago and Mr. Lindstrom took his place with the 

idea of training for any emergency that might arise.  We are unable at this time to secure 

anybody … and it is one of these emergency situations which we ask that you give due 

consideration.  A great deal of our work is army work and it is absolutely essential that 

we operate these buses to and from the army air base.”105 

It was also difficult to retain enough drivers to meet service demands during the 

War.  In August of 1944 Davidson wrote Lt. Col. Andre Decheane at Reno Army Air 

Base to request staff support in operating buses during peak times.  The base command 

required that all service men return to base by 12:45 each night.  Davidson requested 

support from “5 to 7 o’clock p.m. and from 11 to 12:15 o’clock p.m. on Saturdays, 

Sundays, holidays, and days following your pay day at the base.”  The reason for the 

request was that “very often situations arise late at night when there is a large 

congregation of enlisted men gathered at our headquarters for transportation to the base 

and occasionally we are unable to secure sufficient personnel to transport them within the 

                                                            
105 Reno Bus Lines, letter to Draft Board No. 1 Selective Service Department, April 8, 1944, Reno Bus 
Lines Collection. 
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time limit as set by you.”  Davidson noted that “there is not available civilian personnel 

for the purpose.”106 

 In addition to dealing with labor shortages, the transit company went to the 

military for help in finding spare parts for buses.  Reno Bus Lines was desperately 

seeking parts for buses in 1944.  On January 8, Fred Eads received a reply to his request 

from the Office of Defense Transportation in Fresno, California.  “In reference to your 

request that we attempt to locate various parts for a Ford Bus, Model 99T, we would 

advise that Fred Kurz Motors, Stanislaus and “L” Streets, Fresno, California, can supply 

the following:  Steering Arm, Oil Pump.  We have been able to locate the valve guides as 

there are between 25 and 30 motors tied up in this vicinity for the need of the same 

parts.”107  However, Reno Bus Lines was unsuccessful in obtaining these parts even with 

the reference from the Office of Defense Transportation.  The frustration of the bus line 

in coping with the difficulty of obtaining bus parts is evident in a letter of January 15: 

If you will recall, during your last trip to Reno you encouraged us to use 
the O.D.T office for securing parts to cars which we are unable to get 
otherwise.  We have had a very sad experience so far with this plan.  We 
have sent out about 6 or 8 telegrams and about 10 or 12 letters to different 
people who were supposed to have parts and who were suggested to use 
by your local office, but to the present writing we haven’t received any 
part…It is getting to a point now where we will have to begin to lay up 
some of our buses on account of the fact that we can’t get parts to keep 
them going.108   

 
 The war effort resulted in additional demands for bus service to military 

installations, including other bases in Nevada and outlying housing complexes in Reno.  

Captain Richard Richards of the Tonopah Army Air Field requested that Reno Bus Lines 

transport girls from the American Women’s Voluntary Services (AWVS) in Reno to 

                                                            
106 John Davidson, letter to Lt. Colonel Andre DeCheane, August 22, 1944, Reno Bus Lines Collection. 
107 John Calvert, letter to Reno Bus Lines, January 8, 1944, Reno Bus Lines Collection. 
108 Reno Bus Lines, letter to Judah, January 15, 1944, Reno Bus Lines Collection. 
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Tonopah for a dance on Saturday night in 1944.  Richards wrote that “there is no 

transportation available in this vicinity to transport girls from that area.  This is a request 

that will assist in providing recreation for the men stations on this Field.”109  

 In April of 1944 Reno Bus Lines received a request from Reno Mayor H. E. 

Steward to provide service to the public housing project that was being built between 

Evans Avenue and Valley Road, which was the northern border of the city at that time.  

The bus company responded that they would be willing to provide service with 20-

minute headways:  

Provided it is possible and feasible to operate our equipment to this point.  
We find that Valley Road from 7th Street north is unpaved and is nothing 
other than a plain dirt road.  It would be next to impossible to operate our 
buses over this section of the road unless it is paved.  It would seem that it 
would be to the best interest of all concerned and to the furtherance of the 
war effort if this short piece could be paved in order that not only our 
equipment but all means of transportation could reach this housing project 
without too much difficulty.110 

 Bus service had not been started to the housing project by August 1944, when Lt. 

Col. Andre Dechaene requested service to the Federal Housing Project at Highland 

Terrace, which housed 36 families.  He wrote that “we are experiencing difficulty in 

filling this project due to the lack of transportation facilities between that point and the 

Reno Army Air Base.”111 

 While many of the passengers transported to military bases were paying 

customers, Reno Bus Lines also donated bus passes to the Reno Army Air Base.112  On 

May 19, 1944 1st Lt. QMC William Gleeson wrote to Davidson to thank the company for 

the free passes and request more:  “Pursuant to the matter of complimentary bus tickets 

                                                            
109 Richard Richards, letter to Reno Bus Lines, January 3, 1944, Reno Bus Lines Collection.  
110 Reno Bus Lines, letter to Mayor H. E. Steward, April 13, 1944, Reno Bus Lines Collection. 
111 Lt. Col Andre Dechaene, letter to Reno Bus Lines, August 12, 1944, Reno Bus Lines Collection. 
112 William Gleeson, letter to John Davidson, May 19, 1944, Reno Bus Lines Collection. 
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which your office generously donated for the official business purposes, Reno Army Air 

Base, this office wishes to advise that one hundred such tickets are needed for the month 

of May.  The distribution of tickets based on need and use amounts to twenty for the Base 

Special Service Office, and, eighty for the Base Public Relations Office on a monthly 

estimate.”113 

 Reno Bus Lines acquired a franchise to operate buses between Reno and the Reno 

Sky Ranch to transport student pilots in the air training program through the University of 

Nevada.  Reno Sky Ranch was about fifteen miles from the city limit at the time.  The 

bus line granted free rides to meet the request of the Sky Ranch training facility.  They 

also provided fifty free tickets to the Reno Army Air Base Motor Pool through an 

agreement between Lt. O’Neil and George E. Johnson, president of the bus company.114  

In addition, Reno Bus Lines participated in War Bond drives by purchasing $2,000 in 

bonds on behalf of the company and structuring a method for Reno Bus Lines to front 

$1,500 for employees to purchase war bonds that would be reimbursed to the company 

through payroll deductions.  Employees and officers purchased a total of $3,900.115 

 The financial projections in the formative period of the NTC were based on a 

steady proportion of Reno’s population riding transit.  These forecasts failed to account 

for the increased availability and affordability of automobiles combined with the 

continued spreading of the population and increases in maintenance costs.  The city 

landscape also changed dramatically during the ensuing decades.    

 The sudden influx of military personnel and others from outside the region during 

World War II changed aspects of the small-town character of the community.  Larger 

                                                            
113 Reno Bus Lines, letter to Charles Saxton, June 22, 1944, Reno Bus Lines Collection. 
114 George Johnson, letter to Lt. O’Neil, January 28, 1944, Reno Bus Lines Collection. 
115 Reno Bus Lines, letter to Ernest Brooks, 1944, Reno Bus Lines Collection. 
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casino establishments emerged during the 1940s changing the commercial landscape as 

well.  This included Harrah’s Club (1946) and the twelve-story 300 room Mapes Hotel-

Casino (1947).116  An expansion of the Riverside hotel was completed in 1950, providing 

84 new guest rooms and the city’s first indoor hotel pool.  During the early 1950s, 

Harold’s Club, another major player in the gaming industry, began an aggressive 

expansion of their downtown property.  The fabric of small clubs, hotels, and restaurants 

gave way to expansive casino properties.117  Entertainment and tourism became the 

dominant activities downtown, pushing services for local residents out from the center 

where they were less concentrated and more expensive to serve with transit. 

Figure 20: Transit Routes and Development Patterns, 1958 (by author) 

 

                                                            
116 Barber, 164-167. 
117 Ibid., 169-171. 
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By 1960 the population of Las Vegas surpassed that of Reno (64,405 to 51,470) 

and the success of casino-resorts in Southern Nevada put pressure on the Reno business 

climate.  The financial stress of the Reno tourism industry was reflected by the 

bankruptcy and temporary closure in 1962 of the Riverside Hotel.118  In an effort to 

remain competitive with Las Vegas, properties such as Harrah’s continued to expand in 

the 1960s.  As Alicia Barber writes, “the familiar streetscape of Reno’s business district 

was definitively changing.  The earlier generation of Reno’s clubs had matched the scale 

of the existing landscape, but many of the new casinos did not.”119  This effectively 

alienated many local residents from the downtown.  Small shops and services were 

displaced to suburban shopping centers such as Greenbrae and Parklane Mall.   

Figure 21: Reno Bus Book, 1950s (Courtesy of UNR Special Collections) 

 

                                                            
118 Ibid., 177-178. 
119 Ibid., 184. 
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The trend of casino expansion continued into the 1970s.  The El Dorado Hotel-

Casino was built on the north side of the Southern Pacific Railroad (now Union Pacific) 

tracks in 1973.  An entire block of smaller buildings was demolished to make way for 

this mega-casino.  Local residents were becoming increasingly uncomfortable with the 

rapid population growth and changing landscape.  A 1974 Blue Ribbon Task Force 

Program on Growth and Development report indicated that the majority of residents 

wanted to slow or stop population and development expansion.   However, rapid growth 

continued through the later part of the decade as exemplified by the opening of the 1,000-

room MGM Grand Hotel in 1978.120  The MGM is one of the most visible examples of 

the boom that “permanently changed both the skyline and the character of Reno’s 

downtown, as commercial establishments frequented by locals for years, even decades, 

were bulldozed and replaced by block-size windowless casinos.”121   

     The changing landscape, along with deteriorating service, contributed to the 

precipitous decline in transit ridership during the post-World War II decades.  The 

shopping and commercial centers that were frequented by residents for their daily needs 

were displaced from the central downtown by expanding casino properties.  Residential 

housing continued to expand outward as well.  Dispersed, lower density housing and 

employment are much more difficult for transit to serve than a dense central business 

district.  The number of transit customers per day decreased from 3,000 passengers per 

day in 1950 to 1,500 passengers per day in 1964 and reached a low of 500 per day in 

1978.  Factors influencing bus ridership included the growing availability and 

affordability of automobiles along with the geographic expansion of suburban 

                                                            
120 Ibid., 191-199. 
121 Ibid., 197. 
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development in Reno and Sparks.  The compact city of pre-World War II was more 

efficient to serve with transit service than the expanding, suburban landscape.   

Indeed, Reno was not alone in the decline of transit patronage.  At the national 

level, the transit industry generally ceased to be profitable in the mid-1960s.  Inflation, 

growing labor costs, and rising equipment costs were contributing factors.  In addition, 

growing competition from automobiles in the suburban landscape cut into transit 

ridership.  The number of passengers riding transit in the U.S. declined from 17.2 billion 

in 1950 to 9.3 billion in 1960, a drop of about 45 percent.122  George Smerk writes that 

during the 1960s “marginal private operators all over the nation began to go out of 

business.  An increasing number of cities – large, medium, and small – found that they 

would have to get into the transit business themselves if service was to continue.”123 

4. Public Investment 

Federal policy supported public investment in highway construction in the first 

half of the 20th century.  Federal policy avoided involvement in the realm of transit, 

which had historically been dominated by private enterprise.  The Highway Act of 1944, 

which provided federal funding for highway construction, was the federal policy guiding 

public transportation investments after World War II.  The problem of growing traffic 

congestion was in the forefront of public thought during this period of increasing auto 

ownership and suburban expansion, and the construction of new roadways was the most 

commonly favored solution.  The Highway Act of 1944 was followed by the 1956 

Interstate Defense Highway Act, which provided up to 90 percent of the funds states 

                                                            
122 Ibid, The Federal Role in Urban Mass Transportation, 43.  
123 Ibid., 110-111. 
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needed to build freeway systems.124  As Smerk described, “virtually no thought was 

given to investment by government in transit; after all, except in a very few places, it was 

a private enterprise responsibility.”125 

Private transit companies increasingly faced financial difficulties after World War 

II.  The new outlying neighborhoods and shopping centers were more costly to serve. 

Many of the people who migrated to the suburbs were former transit customers, thus 

adversely impacting transit system ridership.  Not only did these commuters reduce the 

rush hour transit customer base, but because they moved to areas with no transit service, 

they lowered weekend and off-peak recreational trips as well.126  Transit operators also 

faced rising labor costs and maintenance bills, as most capital equipment had not been 

replaced or well maintained during the shortages of World War II.  As ridership and 

revenues fell, private transit operators responded by cutting service and increasing fares.  

The deteriorating service using outdated equipment resulted in a downward spiral of poor 

customer satisfaction and lower ridership.    Although public investment may have 

averted some of the decline in transit use during the 1950s, government focus was 

squarely on the roadway improvements that attracted transit customers to the automobile.  

Because transit had historically been perceived as a private enterprise, there was little 

concern about the government’s role in public transportation other than maintaining low 

fares through franchise agreements.  By the mid-1950s, to the extent that people thought 

about transit, it was viewed as “a dying industry giving poor service to a dwindling 

clientele at higher fares.”127   

                                                            
124 Ibid., 46-47. 
125 Smerk, 47. 
126 Ibid., 45-52 
127 Ibid., 55. 
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By the 1960s the majority of public transportation systems were no longer 

profitable and the rate of public buy-outs of these systems accelerated.128  Between 1954 

and 1964, 243 transit companies were sold and 194 transit companies were abandoned.129  

Operation by local governments allowed fare-box revenues to fund operations while 

other public funding sources could be used for new vehicles and other capital costs.  The 

heavy capital and operating costs associated with rail transit prompted many cities to 

replace streetcar service with bus service.  Buses allowed more route flexibility with 

lower up-front construction and vehicle costs.   

Federal policy gradually began to recognize the important of public transit in 

addressing urban issues.  The 1964 Mass Transit Act granted funds to local governments 

for capital improvements and bus purchases.  Because this federal funding would also be 

used for the public acquisition of failing privately-owned transit companies, this 

legislation included specific labor protections for transit employees.130  The Highway Act 

of 1973 gave local governments flexibility to choose to implement either highway or 

transit improvements with their state allocations from the federal government.  Before 

1973, a jurisdiction would lose federal funds if they did not make use of available 

highway construction resources.  The Highway Act of 1973 allowed funds to be used for 

transit capital costs but not transit operations.  Congressional leaders saw this program as 

providing benefits to both wealthy constituents who would enjoy less traffic congestion 

as well as the urban poor who relied on public transit for access to jobs and services.131    

                                                            
128 Ibid., 110. 
129 Kent Woodman, Jane Sutter Starke, and Leslie Schwartz, “Transit Labor Protection – A Guide to 
Section 13© Federal Transit Act,” Legal Research Digest, no. 4 (June 1995):  4. 
130 Ibid, .4. 
131 Smerk, 118-125. 
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The national cycle of declining customer service and ridership occurred in Reno 

during the 1960s as well.  During the later 1960s, the City of Reno was asked by the NTC 

to provide a $20,000 subsidy for bus transit service but the Reno City Council rejected 

this proposal.  By 1972 the City agreed to provide a $55,000 annual subsidy to NTC to 

operate four routes called the Reno Special.  Even with public financing, the NTC 

identified losses of $18,000 in 1975, which grew to $81,000 in 1976.132  The political 

turmoil in the Middle East and the oil crisis of 1973-1974 caused fuel prices in the U.S. 

to skyrocket, further increasing transit operating costs.  Maintenance and fuel costs 

comprised the largest proportion of the cost increases.  The operating deficit was in large 

part made up by the City of Reno, which had an agreement to provide $50,000 to NTC.133  

These funds came from the City’s general fund and were negotiated each year as part of 

the City’s budget process.  The agreement required NTC to provide service on specified 

routes in west Reno and follow specified reporting requirements.134  NTC did not invest 

in maintaining its bus fleet and experienced many breakdowns as a result.  As in other 

cities, NTC responded to financial difficulties by raising fares and cutting service.  

Ridership declined from 1,800 per day to 1,500 after the fare was raised from forty to 

sixty cents.  Subsequent service cuts implemented to reduce operating expenses resulted 

in a reduction in daily ridership to 1,350 in the spring of 1977.  Ridership continued its 

decline to 500 per day in 1978.   

By 1976 the transit system in Reno-Sparks had reached a crossroads.  Suburban 

expansion crept farther from the urban center, costs of operating transit service increased 

                                                            
132 Glen Atkinson, Planning and Financing the Reno Bus System, (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 
1977), 5. 
133 Ibid., 18 
134 Ibid., 12. 
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as ridership declined, and revenues failed to sustain operating costs.  Facing this dire 

financial scenario, the system and the community at large asked fundamental questions 

about the purpose of and need for the service.  While transit no longer generated a profit 

for the private operator, the community recognized it as a necessary public service.135  

Options considered by NTC included increasing fares, reducing service, or requesting 

continued public subsidy from city government.  The NTC reported mounting operating 

deficits.  The region was eligible to receive up to $2.7 million from the Urban Mass 

Transportation Administration (UMTA) under the 1974 National Mass Transportation 

Assistance Act if a Transit Development Program were adopted and other administrative 

requirements met. 

In 1975, the Nevada State Legislature authorized the Regional Street and 

Highway Commission of Washoe County, which had previously focused only on road 

improvements, to conduct technical studies related to transit and to contract with federal 

agencies.  With this new authority, the Regional Street and Highway Commission applied 

for and received a grant from the UMTA for development of a transit study.  The agency 

initiated the Reno-Sparks Transit Study process in 1975 and it was completed the 

following year.   

The Regional Street and Highway Commission retained Barton-Ashman 

Associates to conduct the Reno-Sparks Transit Study, a comprehensive assessment of 

public transportation needs.  The study was funded in part by the UMTA.  The purpose of 

the study was to develop a five-year plan for a systematic, unified, and coordinated public 

transportation operations and improvement.  Development of the plan was a prerequisite 

                                                            
135 Regional Street and Highway Commission of Washoe County, 1978 Transit Development Program, 
(Reno: 1978), 3-4. Government Collections, University of Nevada, Reno, Knowledge Center (hereafter 
cited as Government Collections). 
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for future UMTA capital and operating grant approval and constituted the first 

comprehensive transit planning study in the region.136  The 1976 Reno-Sparks Transit 

Study describes the public service-oriented purpose of the proposed public transit system 

as serving the needs of elderly, low-income, or disabled people.  In addition, it identifies 

transit as a way to implement roadway transportation goals of reducing traffic congestion.    

At the time of the Reno-Sparks Transit Study, the NTC operated seven fixed 

routes.  The buses were an average of twelve years per bus and were poorly maintained.  

About 75 percent of the system ridership occurred on the Virginia Street and East Fourth 

Street/Prater Way routes.  A survey was conducted as part of the transit study and its 

results revealed characteristics about the customer base and the role that transit played in 

the community.137  Sixty-two percent of customers were employed full time, indicating 

that bus service was an important means of access to jobs.  Transit was also important to 

senior citizens, who comprised almost a quarter of the customers.  Forty-four percent of 

customers relied on transit because they had no automobile, and 80 percent lived within 

four blocks of a bus stop. Survey feedback confirmed that deteriorating level of customer 

service that NTC provided, with low ratings given for the poor condition of the buses and 

low frequency of service.138   

The 1976 Reno-Sparks Transit Study also compared conditions to other cities.  The 

report showed that Reno-Sparks was underserved compared to other similar cities, with 

lower vehicle-miles of service per capita and fewer transit vehicles per capita than 

average.  As a result, NTC had only 5.6 transit riders per capita, which was substantially 

                                                            
1361978 Transit Development Program, 3. 
137 Ibid., 9-15. 
138 Regional Street and Highway Commission, 1978 Transit Development Program, 18-19, Government 
Collections. 
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lower than the average of the other peer cities.   The NTC fleet was outdated and poorly 

maintained.  Preventive maintenance on vehicles had begun only in the mid-1970s.  

Before that, vehicle maintenance was done on a breakdown or defect-report basis only.139   

The late 1970s were a period of rapid population and employment growth in Reno 

and Sparks, characterized by suburban expansion.  In 1975, 125,000 people lived in Reno 

and Sparks with another 15,000 in the northern communities of Stead, Lemmon Valley, 

and Sun Valley.  Up to 40,000 new residents were projected to be in the region by 1981.  

Only 40 percent of the region’s jobs were located in the Central Business District in 

1976, which reflected the decentralization to suburban areas.  The early wave of suburban 

expansion that drew activity away from downtown included Parklane Shopping Center, 

Greenbrae Shopping Center, and Oddie Mall.  At the time of the Reno-Sparks Transit 

Study, the MGM Grand Resort Hotel was under construction and the Meadowood 

Shopping Center was in the planning stages.  As predicted in the study, “these new 

activity centers will not only generate increased travel demands but changes to the 

existing patterns of travel in the area.”140  Several existing activity centers were already 

unserved in 1976, including the airport, high schools, and neighborhoods in Sparks and 

southeast Reno.  It was estimated that 22 percent of daily trips in the region were created 

by tourists and gaming patrons.  63 percent of the population lived within ¼ mile of bus 

routes.141  

 

 

 

                                                            
139 Barton-Aschman, 11-21, Government Collections. 
140 Ibid., 38. 
141 Ibid., 27-39. 
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Figure 22: Washoe County Population Growth, 1900-1990 (by author based on U.S. 
Census data) 

 

An unsettlingly high rate of growth continued during the late 1970s.  The 1978 

Transit Development Program stated that “1977 may be the last year of traditional 

growth as 1978 is expected to be a year of unprecedented expansion.”142  The scale of 

development increased dramatically, including large commercial developments and 

casinos.  In 1978, eleven major hotels were under construction and expected to add 

2,200 hotel rooms, 300,000 square feet of casino area, and over 200,000 square feet 

of convention space.  The Regional Street and Highway Commission viewed this 

influx of employment and tourism as an opportunity to provide public transportation 

for casino workers and visitors alike.143 

The 1978 Transit Development Program identified the importance of transit as a 

public service.  The report stated that “while a public transit system should respond to 

                                                            
142 Regional Street and Highway Commission, 1978 Transit Development Program, 2, Government 
Collections. 
143 Ibid., 2 
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the travel needs of the general public, as a public service it is also necessary to 

respond to the needs of individuals who do not own or operate an automobile.  These 

people, normally referred to as being transit dependent, require an alternative mode of 

transportation for their transportation and mobility needs.”144  At the time of the 

report in 1978, between 15 and 20 percent of the population were seniors or disabled 

and required assistance for transportation. 

The general public supported enhancement to the transit system.  After a series of 

public meetings and interviews, the study concluded that “there is a definite need to 

improve the provision of public transportation service in the area.”145  The study 

recommended the creation of a new, publicly-owned and operated transit system.  

Key recommendations for the proposed system included the following:   

 Purchase of 16 new buses to replace and expand the fleet 

 Maintain the existing service area but improve the quality of service and 

offer more direct routing 

 Focus more intense service through shuttle routes on West Fourth Street, 

South Virginia Street, to the MGM Grand Hotel, and to the airport 

 Extend a fixed route to Stead and flexi-route to Lemmon Valley and Sun 

Valley 

 Relocate the downtown transfer point to Commercial Row between 

Virginia Street and Center Street 

 Build a new operating and maintenance facility 

                                                            
144 Barton-Aschman, xi, Government Collections. 
145 Ibid., xii. 
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 Improve stops bus stops with signs to identify locations and place 

benches ant shelters at major loading points 

 Expand Elderport services for seniors and disabled customers 

The 1978 Reno-Sparks Transit Study identified the need to implement a “systematic 

and incremental approach to ‘selling’ transit to community residents.”146  In addition, it 

established a framework for public administrative structure.  The creation of a new 

Washoe County Transportation Commission to combine roadway and transit planning 

was recommended.  Enabling legislation was recommended to establish a funding source 

and the ability to purchase, own, and operate public transportation services.147  Purchase 

of the NTC was recommended as soon as financing questions could be resolved.   

According to the 1976 study, the NTC operating deficit was projected to reach 

between $154,000 and $268,000 by 1981, if the system remained in private ownership.  It 

was projected that operating costs would be about 5 percent lower under public 

ownership, thereby reducing the operating deficit.  A portion of this projected reduction 

would come from the elimination of taxes and fees under government ownership and the 

ability to qualify for UMTA funding.  In addition, a publicly owned transit system with a 

governing board would be more responsive to community demands.148  

The Reno-Sparks Transit Study was adopted by the Regional Planning 

Commission as part of the general plan for Washoe County in 1976.  Following this, the 

City of Reno, City of Sparks, and Washoe County Board of Commissioners adopted the 

                                                            
146 Ibid., xiii. 
147 Ibid., xiii. 
148 Ibid., 89. 
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plan and directed staff to move forward with the recommended legislative changes.149  

Achieving the necessary authorizations to own and operate a transit system was 

challenging.  In Nevada, cities are authorized to provide transit service and are removed 

from the oversight of the State Public Service Commission, which regulated private 

transit companies.  A late start in the legislative session of 1977 prevented enabling 

legislation from being approved for a regional commission to operate transit.  Creation of 

an interim joint powers agreement was attempted in 1977, but this was also delayed 

“probably due to apprehension on the part of local elected officials to get into what has 

previously been a privately financed enterprise.”150  A joint powers agreement was 

enacted by the Cities and the County on June 23, 1978 to create the Regional Transit 

Commission and authorize it to provide public transportation services.   

The fiscal situation of NTC was severe by the late 1970s.  As ridership stagnated, 

farebox revenue represented a decreasing percentage of operating cost coverage (from 79 

percent in 1973 to 73 percent in 1975).  During late 1977 the City of Reno found NTC to 

be in violation of this agreement and announced that Reno would discontinue the subsidy 

payments if NTC did not address the City’s concerns.  NTC responded by suspending 

service and eliminating the routes in question during November of 1977 without approval 

by the State Public Service Commission.  The Public Service Commission levied fines 

against NTC and ordered them to resume service.  In March of 1978, NTC petitioned the 

Public Service Commission for total discontinuance of service on all remaining routes.  

NTC general manager Ralph Lawrence cited $60,957 in accounts payable that the 

company had insufficient funds to pay, including employee payroll.  He stated that he had 

                                                            
149 Regional Street and Highway Commission, 1978 Transit Development Program, 6, Government 
Collections. 
150 Ibid., 6. 



65 
 

 
 

“no desire to operate a transit service that is plagued with debts and lack of compensatory 

revenue”151 and that no other financing was available for a private transit provider.  All 

service was suspended on April 3, 1978, but resumed the next day in anticipation of fines 

from the Public Service Commission.152   

Because public ownership was anticipated, the Public Service Commission 

revoked the NTC’s certificate of convenience and necessity effective September 18, 

1978.153  The Public Service Commission stated:  

There is no question that public transportation should be available to the 
people of the Reno/Sparks area…it is also obvious from the testimony and 
evidence of record that NTC cannot or will not provide reasonably 
adequate and continuous service in the future.  Therefore, it appears that 
the best hope for the establishment of adequate public transportation 
service is to grant the petition to discontinue all transit operations, cancel 
the certificates, and clear the way for the appropriate political entities to 
take steps to provide the kind of service needed.154 

 

Figure 23: Citifare Buses, 1983 (Courtesy of RTC) 

 

                                                            
151 Public Service Commission of Nevada, Docket No 1502: Petition by Nevada Transit Company for an 
Order Authorizing Immediate Discontinuance of all Transit Operations in Reno, Nevada, April 4, 1978, 
Government Collections. 
152 Ibid., 1-4 
153 Ibid., 3-5. 
154 Ibid., 5. 
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 The Regional Transit Commission began providing publicly-funded transit 

service on September 18, 1978, the same effective date that the NTC certification to 

provide bus service was cancelled by the Nevada Public Services Commission.  The 

Regional Transit Commission had been created just three months earlier, on June 23, by a 

Joint Powers Interlocal Agreement.  During this three-month period the Commission 

submitted grants for federal funding, procured nine buses, hired and trained drivers and 

other staff, developed routes, named and branded the system, and printed schedules and 

other materials for transit customers.  After a national competitive bidding process, ATE 

Management & Service Co. of Cincinnati Ohio was retained to manage day-to-day 

operations of the new system.155  Buses for training arrived two weeks before service 

began and the rest of the fleet arrived just the day before.156  Jerry Hall, the Study 

Coordinator in 1978 and later Executive Director of the Regional Transportation 

Commission, recounted how the buses arrived at 5 p.m. on the Sunday evening before 

service began.  The buses were older vehicles purchased from the Chicago transit system, 

averaging 19 years of service.  Mr. Hall was one of the people who cleaned the roaches 

and other debris out of the vehicles and installed the fareboxes that night to have them 

ready for service at 5 a.m. on Monday morning.157 

 Because of the age of the fleet, an extensive maintenance program was 

implemented.  However, no bus maintenance facility was available.  The buses were 

initially maintained in a canvas lean-to at the Washoe County Fairgrounds parking lot.  

Winter freezing temperatures made it difficult for mechanics to wash and work on the 

                                                            
155 Regional Street and Highway Commission, 1980-1984 Short Range Transit Plan, (Reno:1980), 2, 
Government Collections. 
156 Washoe County Area Transportation Study Policy Committee, Washoe County Area Transportation 
Study 1978 Annual Report, (Reno, 1978), 34-35, Government Collections. 
157 Jerry Hall, interview by author, Reno, NV, January 4, 2013. 



67 
 

 
 

buses and forced the relocation to a temporary rental site at Fifth Street and Center Street 

in downtown Reno, a former Ford dealership.158  The buses were maintained in the 

former heavy duty truck department and Citifare staff converted parts storage areas into 

administrative offices.  Because this downtown site was listed for sale, RTC was aware 

that the site would be temporary and relocation would be required when the property was 

sold.159  The five-year plan for the system included constructing the maintenance facility 

under I-580 at Villanova Drive that is still in use.  Although only seven vehicles were in 

the fleet in 1979, the Villanova site was designed for a capacity of up to 50 buses.  

Marketing activities were recognized as integral to successful public perception of 

the service and ridership increases.  The transit agency worked with a local advertising 

agency to brand and promote the new system.  The most immediate objective of the 

marketing program was to “create a new image capable of reversing the negative 

reputation earned by the system’s predecessors.”160  The NTC service had a negative 

reputation that was “deeply entrenched and had been supported in the past by poor on-

time performance, increases in fares, decreases in service, and a generally negative 

attitude toward the public.” 161  In August of 1978 the Citifare name was adopted and a 

logo was designed.  PenReel Studios of Reno was retained to develop the marketing 

campaign.  “Citifare, an idea that’s getting around” was developed as an initial slogan.  

A “Clean, On-Time, Friendly” advertising campaign was developed based on the 

reaction of customers on opening day as interviewed by local media.  These were the key 

attributes that riders celebrated when asked about their feeling toward the new system.  

                                                            
158 Washoe County Area Transportation Study, 1978 Annual Report, 35, Government Collections. 
159 Regional Street and Highway Commission, 1980-1984 Short Range Transit Plan, 32, Government 
Collections. 
160 Ibid., 119.  
161 Ibid., 119-120. 



68 
 

 
 

The “Clean, On-Time, Friendly” radio and newspaper campaign was started in 

September of 1978.  Three television ads were produced in October and ride guides were 

distributed door-to-door throughout the community.   

 After reaching a low daily ridership of 500 boardings per day at the end of the 

NTC service, the Citifare customer base grew steadily.  By March 1979, after five 

months of operation, daily ridership had grown 37 percent to 1,130.162      

Figure 24: Citifare Bus Terminal, 1986 (Courtesy of Nevada Historical Society) 

 

Figure 25: Citifare Bus Interior, 1986 (Courtesy of Nevada Historical Society) 

 

 

                                                            
162 Ibid., 43. 
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Figure 26: Citifare Bus Office, 1986 (Courtesy of Nevada Historical Society) 

 

 A Short Range Transit Plan was developed for 1980-1984 that outlined the goals 

for public ownership.  It identified energy supplies, the rapid pace of local development, 

traffic congestion, and air pollution as recurring issues that RTC expected to grapple with 

for many years to come.  In 1978, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency declared 

Reno-Sparks to be in violation of the 1977 Clean Air Act standards for carbon monoxide, 

ozone, and particulate matter.  Transit was viewed by the Washoe Council of 

Governments as a tool to reduce the area’s worsening air quality trends.163     

In 1979, the Nevada State Legislature merged the Regional Street and Highway 

Commission and the Regional Transit Commission to form the Regional Transportation 

Commission (RTC).  As the public transit provider, RTC continued to promote the 

benefits of transit as conserving energy, reducing traffic congestion, improving air 

quality, and providing mobility.164  On September 14, 1982, Ballot Question One was 

                                                            
163 Regional Street and Highway Commission, 1980-1984 Short Range Transit Plan, 62-65, Government 
Collections. 
164 Regional Transportation Commission, 1984-1988 Short Range Transportation Plan, (Reno:1983), 1, 
Government Collections. 
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approved by 70 percent of Washoe County voters to provide a ¼ cent sales tax to be 

dedicated for public transit. 

The Citifare transit system continued to attract new customers throughout the 

early 1980s.  Ridership increased about 20 percent between 1982 and 1983, reaching 

almost 5,600 per day.  The number of service hours was not increased during this period 

and the public image as economical, safe, and reliable was credited with increasing 

ridership.  The service recovered about 40percent of costs from farebox revenues, which 

exceeded the national average.165   

5. Conclusion  
Public transportation filled a mobility need in American cities as they expanded to 

sizes that were too large to walk across.  Transit vehicle technology evolved to meet the 

growing demands for service:  horsecars gave way to cable cars and electric streetcars in 

the late 19th century, subways were constructed in some large metropolitan areas, and bus 

transit dominated American systems after 1950.  Private business owners since at least 

the 19th century have sought to generate profits from public transit.  However, money was 

generally made by methods other than operating transit service.  Profits from cable cars 

and streetcars from the 1880s through the 1920s generally derived from land speculation 

and development.  This early form of transit made land outside of the central city 

available to working families for about the same commute time they previously 

experienced when walking. Transit companies were often affiliated with land 

development companies, owned large tracts of suburban lands, and profited from both 

                                                            
165 Ibid., 17-22. 
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rises in land values and the sales of suburban homes.  Early rail transit played a key role 

in shaping the suburban landscape. 

However, the streetcar companies suffered from rising labor and maintenance 

costs, which grew significantly after World War I.  The typical response of private transit 

companies was to raise fares, cut service, and defer maintenance and acquisition of new 

vehicles.  This spiraled into a lower level of customer satisfaction just as automobiles 

were becoming widely available to the general public.  In Reno, the electric streetcars 

that began service in 1904 were closing routes by 1919, in an effort to stem operating 

losses.  By 1927, all of the streetcar service was shuttered. 

Reno had no local transit service between 1927 and 1941.  Entrepreneurs John 

Davidson and Cameron Frasier sought to develop a bus transit company beginning in 

1940, to meet the demand for mobility in the city.  The NTC business plan anticipated an 

8 percent return on investment based on 8 percent of Reno residents riding the bus.  Even 

with this forecasted operating revenue, the more significant profits generally came from 

financing and administering the stock purchase that funded the business start-up.  This is 

evident in the correspondence between Cameron Fraser and John Davidson about the 

Reno system in 1941, as well as the activities of the City Lines Corporation.  In the court 

decision that convicted City Lines of conspiring to monopolize the bus transit industry, it 

was documented that substantial profits came from stocks and other investments in City 

Lines as well as from agreements with manufacturers of transit equipment and supplies, 

such as General Motors, Standard Oil, and Firestone. 

The proliferation of suburban neighborhoods after World War II and federal 

subsidies for highway construction that supported these new suburbs further increased 
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operating difficulties for transit providers.  Outlying neighborhoods were difficult to 

serve cost-effectively and many downtown transit customers fled to these auto-dependent 

areas.  By the 1960s most private transit companies were burdened with debt and 

operating losses.  The resulting fare increases and service reductions further encouraged 

customers who could afford it to start driving an automobile.  After two decades of 

investing in highway infrastructure, the federal government began to see public transit 

investment as a viable tool to address urban problems in the late 1960s.  New programs 

funding first research and planning, and later demonstration and capital investment 

projects, infused public dollars into the transit industry.  Many privately owned systems 

went out of business or were acquired by public agencies.  This was the case in Reno, 

where the NTC ended service in 1978, due to over a decade of operating losses and a 

heavy debt burden.  The Regional Transit Commission of Washoe County initiated a 

publicly-funded and operated transit system two days after NTC closed its doors. 

This project studied the role and purpose of transit service and the reasons Reno 

and Sparks made an investment in public transportation.  National trends were closely 

reflected in the Northern Nevada experience.  Reno-Sparks also followed a streetcar 

development trajectory that was similar to that of the much larger Los Angeles.  Neither 

city had a traditional manufacturing-based economy.  Streetcars facilitated access to and 

development of early suburbs.  Although Reno’s smaller size in the late 19th century 

contributed to the relatively late start of streetcar service in 1904, transit provided access 

to new suburban areas such as Moran Street and the Moana Hot Springs.  The streetcar 

industry was highly volatile in both Reno and Los Angeles, characterized by many failed 
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attempts at rail construction, competition among emerging service providers, and 

commonly-occurring buyouts or mergers. 

Another common feature of Reno and Los Angeles was the inability of streetcar 

providers to maintain profitability in the face of rising labor and maintenance costs.  Los 

Angeles civic leaders examined options for public investment in the private transit system 

in the 1920s, but rejected solutions for municipalization even though it might have helped 

the streetcars continue in service.  It is unclear whether Reno considered a public subsidy 

of struggling streetcar systems, but the local transit service ended in 1927 as a result of 

operating losses. 

Both Los Angeles and Reno had interactions with City Lines, a company that 

sought to dominate U.S. transit systems through conspiring with General Motors, 

Firestone, and Standard Oil.  City Lines purchased failing streetcar lines in Los Angeles 

in 1945, and began the conversion to bus transit.  In 1939, City Lines began to explore 

the opportunity for a bus franchise in Reno.  However, the franchise was ultimately 

obtained by a consortium of local businessmen led by John Davidson. 

The conversation about public investment reemerged in Los Angeles during the 

1950s and in Reno by the 1960s.  The Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transit 

Authority was formed in 1951 and began to purchase private transit system in 1957.  This 

occurred even before the 1964 Mass Transit Act provided federal funding for 

municipalization of transit systems.  Reno City Council approved a public subsidy of the 

privately owned local bus service in 1964.  However, it was 1978 before the NTC 

became unable to continue service and the Regional Transit Commission was created to 

own and operate a regional bus system.   
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Transit service has been an important part of the Reno-Sparks community.  It 

provided a way for people to reach jobs, shopping, and other services.  During World 

War II, Reno Bus Lines played an important role in ensuring mobility for military 

personnel and access to outlying army installations.  Even as the private transit operator 

failed to provide adequate service in the late 1970s, the community recognized additional 

ways that transit was a critical asset to the region.  As fuel prices rose, transit offered a 

lower cost travel option that conserved scarce resources.  The growing population of 

senior citizens were also beneficiaries of continued transit service.  As local air quality 

deteriorated significantly in the 1970s, transit was an obvious tool for reducing auto 

emissions.  Importantly, the late 1970s was an era when Reno and Sparks experienced the 

rapid development of massive casino properties such as the MGM.  Transit was viewed 

by local business advocates as an essential service that allowed employees to reach their 

jobs and tourists to reach gaming properties.  

Although ultimately not an enterprise that could be supported based on operating 

revenues, the residents of Washoe County as well as officials in Los Angeles and the U.S. 

Congress, identified a need to continue public transportation services.  The benefits that 

people in Washoe County identified included serving the mobility needs of needy 

populations, reducing air pollution, reducing traffic congestion, and supporting the local 

economy. Washoe County voters approved a sales tax stream to fund bus transit 

operations in 1982.  This reflects a recognition that transit service is important to the 

community even though it is unlikely to ever be financially self-sustaining.   
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APPENDIX A 

Cameron Fraser’s detailed financial plan for Reno Bus Lines 

Income – Monthly 
1. – Passenger fare average 7 cents per person $4,520 

Base 
10 ½ passengers per round trip - $0.73 
Monthly round trips 6,191.8 – 54,268 passengers per month - $4,520 
Adult fare $0.10 each way  
 Or 3 tickets for $0.25 
 15 tickets for $1.00 
 Children $0.05 each way or 5 tickets for $0.25 or 25 tickets for $1.00 
Total Monthly Income $4,520 
 
Operative Costs – Monthly 
1. Salaries $2,175 
2. Taxes  $177 
3. Insurance $257 
4. Rent  $100 
5. Stationery & printing $75 
6. Tires  $100 
7. Fuel and oil $405 
8. Interest on $12,000 @ 5% $50 
9. Misc.  $250 
10. Telephone $10 
11. Depreciation and obsolescence – 5 year use $538 
12. Light, heat, power $50 

Total Monthly Operating Costs $4,195166      
  

                                                            
166Cameron Fraser, letter to John Davidson, November 12, 1940. 
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