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The J. Douglas Galyon Depot on Washington Street was recognized by the Federal Highway Administration as the nation's best new transportation center in 2007. 
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Three generations ago, practi
cally every city and town had a cen
trally located building that not only 
served as the locus of the town's 
social and economic life, but also as 
its point of connection to the rest of 
the countty and, by extension, the 
rest of the world. It was a node in a 
vast network of commerce, not just 
in goods and services but in people 
and ideas. Everyone would go there 
to get their mail and the newspa
per. Businesspeople would send 

,and receive shipments and make 
monetary transactions. It was also 
where visitors first arrived from 
out of town, and' where locals began 
journeys of a few miles or a few 
hundred, enjoying an Earth-level 
view as they went. 

That place was the railroad de
pot. Nowadays, few communities 
have that kind of focal point: a com
mons where people from all walks 
of life intermingle. Relying aimost 
exclusively on the automobile, we 
all seem to go our own separate 
ways. 

Not only are communities more 
cohesive when rail is the mode of 
choice, but the movement of people 
and goods consumes less energy 
and space on average than when 
,highway and air travel dominate. 
Now, with $4-per-gallon gasoline 
and airlines on the verge of bank
ruptcy, the Triad is in desperate 
need of increased rail and transit 
service. 

In our bicentennial celebra
tions, we often take time to rec
ognize that Greensboro became 
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Amtrak trains, buses and taxis serve travelers from acentral downtown location at 
the Depot, built by Southern Railway in 1927 and restored in 2003 in the first phase 
ofa new transportation center. Trains returned in 2005 after a 26-year absence. 

a sizable city mainly because the 
North Carolina Railroad routed its 
Goldsboro-Charlotte main line via 
an indirect route, through what was 
then a small county seat. I have 
visited other cities and towns that 
celebrate their railroad heritage, 
but the status of their current rail 
facilities and infrastructure makes 
them seem less ready to take ad
vantage of a soon-to-come rail re
vival than Greensboro. 

Given the skeletal state of our 
national passenger rail network, 
Greensboro is fortunate enough 
to be served by six daily passen
ger trains. Still, if current trends 
continue, the public's demand for 
automobile alternatives will soon 

outpace a supply that can only be 
increased through an infusion of 
investment from the federal and 
state governments. As soaring fuel 
prices and highway congestion 
force more freight and passenger 
traffic back onto rail, Greensboro 
will again reap the benefits of its 
strategic position as the Gate City. 

Greensboro also is among a small 
cohort of cities that has a central 
transit hub serving both buses and 
trains. The beautifully restored J. 
Douglas Galyon Depot is an archi
tectural gem that provides con
nectivity between intercity buses 
and trains and city buses. Unfortu
nately, too many residents either do 
not know much about it or have the 

false impression that it is a dingy, 
place where only poor people loiter. 
. Far from it. This Beaux-Arts 
landmark serves as an anchor for 
the ongoing revival of downtown, 
calling many to return to a way of 
life that serves as an antidote to the 
ills of urban sprawl. 

This time, hopefully, a new wave 
of transportation activity will fos
ter well-paying "green collar" jobs 
with locally based enterprises that 
will contribute to the transforma
tion of the economy to meet 21 st 
century challenges'. 

Revamping our local industries 
in a manner that reduces our car
bon footprint would go a long way 
towards achieving the goals to 
which Greensboro committed itself 
by signing on to the US Mayors' 
Climate Protection Agreement. 

Even with soaring gas prices 
and air travel frustrations provid
ing an economic push, it will take a 
change in many people's attitudes 
for us to move beyond our auto
centered lifestyle. When we start 
using bicycles, buses, trains and 
our own two feet for most travel, 
not only will we be saving money 
and polluting less, but we will also 
rediscover the camaraderie that 
our culture has lost in our heed
less thirst for independent mobility. 
We may yet reclaim our railroad 
depots, and our buses and trains 
themselves, as the kind of common 
gathering places so vital to a demo
cratic culture. 
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Greensboro is a 2008 graduate 
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