
I did not take SEPTA or its predecessor, the Philadelphia 
Transportation Company or “PTC,” when I was a kid because 
I spent my early years upstate where public transportation 
sometimes involved pumping an outstretched arm with 
thumb raised in the traditional “hitchhiker-pleading” position. 
Hitchhiking has fallen on hard times because picking up 
strangers became dangerous for both drivers and riders. 

Bodies of one or the other occasionally turned up stuffed into 
car trunks or sectioned and scattered in roadside trashcans in 
different states. Hitchhiking died out, you might say. 

When I arrived in Philadelphia four decades back, the 
Market-Frankford Line, or “El,” was my lifeline. It got me to 
work and later to the New Jersey PATCO connection to school 
in Camden. The El took me out on weekend nights and would 
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T he influence of SEPTA on our lives is sometimes underestimated, even ignored.  SEPTA, 
the South Eastern Pennsylvania Transportation Authority, is responsible for running the 
commuter trains, buses and subways in Philadelphia and its Pennsylvanian suburbs. We 

take it for granted when it is working. We seldom think about it until we are rushing to get to work or 
home, or out for the night and it is not there for us because of weather, breakdowns or unexplained 
mysteries of urban life. 

HALF A CENTURY  

OF SEPTA 
By Michael  J.  Carrol l



40   the philadelphia lawyer   Fall 2017

bring me home safely at any hour. It never slept in those days. 
The trains might stretch to a half-hour apart or more in the 
middle of the night. The cashiers may have gone home and 
you might have to pay the operator. The racket of the trash 
train might fool you into thinking you had a shorter wait but 
it took no prisoners or passengers. But the El ran 24/7 and 
always carried me home. 

I rode the El for my first decade in town, switched 
neighborhoods and SEPTA lines for a few decades and then 
mindlessly slipped into a seat on the Chestnut Hill West 
regional-rail line to get from home to work. The train was 
more or less reliable, except when it was not. It was sometimes 
tripped up by wet leaves, snow, ice, drooping power lines, 
shortages of train crews and sometimes for no ascertainable 
or at least no publicly disclosed cause. The train was easy and 

fairly comfortable and the crews were generally polite.
In recent years problems have showered down on thousands 

of Philadelphia-area regional-rail commuters: not enough 
trains, not enough seats, frequently changing and often 
inconvenient and abbreviated schedules, schedules which 
sometimes seemed like rough estimates of arrival and 
departure, or suggested or wished for, times. The chaotic 
climax was the defective welds during the summer of 2016 
that knocked out much of the regional-rail fleet.

When the trains broke last year I found a silver lining in 
the Silverliner problems. I rediscovered the 53 Bus with its 
competent and courteous drivers and its reputation as one of 
the fastest rides in town.  My favorite driver is Larry on the 
7:06 a.m. who, busy as he is, always has a greeting for the 
good-natured, if sometimes harried, passengers from Mount 
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Airy, Germantown and North Philly. Passengers are quickly 
and safely deposited to the Broad Street Line subway, a part 
of the SEPTA system that, despite its age, works pretty well. 
Equipment shortcomings are offset by friendly, competent and 
vigilant operators.

My romance with the 53 stirred memories of another 
SEPTA bus route from my past. One early job was at 22 and 
Lehigh next to the shuttered Connie Mack Stadium and across 
from Dobbins Votech High School. Every weekday morning, 
I caught the 54 Bus at the Somerset El stop when it paused 
between one corner bar that boasted of man-eating Piranhas 
in its aquarium and another bar, “Pats,” which sometimes 
ejected patrons through doors and occasionally windows. I 
would hop on and stand or sit as the un-air-conditioned bus 
smoked, belched and lurched down Kensington Avenue, 

swayed right onto Lehigh Avenue and then crawled slowly 
westward, jerking to a stop every block and sometimes in 
between. The 54 was a close numerical cousin to the 53, but a 
distant relative in many other ways.

Closing in on a half century with SEPTA, I have moved 
from bus to bus and subway to subway, from 54 to 53 and 
from Market-Frankford to Broad Street lines. The SEPTA 
slogan from sometime in the 1970s was “You can't beat the 
System...the SEPTA System.” Who knows what lies ahead in 
my commuting future?

Maybe a silver lining.
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The chaotic climax was the defective welds during the summer 
of 2016 that knocked out much of the regional-rail fleet.


