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by Doug Wood

signer and manufacturer of bus shelters,
Dolumbia Equipment Company, Inc, of Jamaica,

New York, celebrates their fiftieth anniversary in
2011. We celebrate this half-century achievement with
Arthur Cohen, architect and president who relates a
colorful history of municipal struggles and savvy
innovation in the chronicles of New York City’s bus
shelter history.

City involvement with surface transit began in
September 1919, when Mayor John Francis Hylan,
through the New York City Department of Plant and
Structures, organized private

»

entrepreneurs to operate
"emergency" buses to replace
four abandoned storage

battery streetcar lines.

By 1962, the city had taken
over operations of most of the
city bus lines. Bus shelters
were still an afterthought
before this time. “Bus shelters
were rudimentary structures
usually made of Ileftover
material from construction
projects; bricks, concrete
blocks, etc.,” said Cohen.

He added, “In the 1950s
and 1960s there was little
thought about street furniture
in America. It was an uphill battle to get city planners to
be aware of street furniture during this era. More thought
was put into street furniture in Europe where quaint
cobblestone streets and buildings had street furniture to
complement them.”

Cohen’s father, Al Cohen, had been in the outdoor
advertising business for many years with static billboards,
mobile billboards and advertisements on the sides of the
buildings in New York City. “My father,” Cohen said,
“also specialized in political advertising campaigns using
‘out of home’ as well as other media.”

Arthur recalls that in about 1960 or 1961, Al Cohen's
political contacts with the city paid off. “My father heard
that New York City was planning to build lots of bus stop
shelters. He thought, ‘If they build bus shelters that would
be great new medium for outdoor advertising. He knew
nothing about bus shelters at the time but he did his
research, put in a bid and luckily got the bid from the city.

/ Shelters

The Beginnings of Advertising on Bus Shelters

“After my father received the contract, he went to the
city and told the officials he could maintain the shelters
for free. Their reaction was, ‘There’s got to be a catch.’
Well, there was. My father then told them, “All I want is
the right to install advertising on one side of each bus
shelter.

“One day he was at lunch with one of his friends from
the political world who said, after hearing through the
grapevine what my father wanted to do, ‘T hate to tell you
this but we have a law that says you cannot have
advertising on bus shelters.”” Cohen added, “Some time
later when my dad was telling this story I questioned
whether he checked out the
law to see if it was true. After
all, bus shelters on a large
manufactured scale were not
even around yet! He told me
he didn’t press the issue and
dropped his idea of
advertising on the shelters.”

Al Cohen founded the
Columbia Equipment
Company, Inc,, to
manufacture bus shelters for
New York City. “Our
company was the first to
produce bus shelters as
manufactured items,” said
Cohen.  While Columbia
Equipment Company dotted
the cityscape with city-
designed bus shelters, young Arthur Cohen was studying
architecture.

Years later, Arthur, now a registered architect, told his
father, “Dad, the bus shelters you built are quite ugly and
they don’t actually shelter people. People stand in them
with open umbrellas when it rains as the ceilings are 13
feet high! My dad replied, ‘Don’t criticize—you're an
architect; why don’t you come up with something better?’
I took that as a challenge to improve bus shelter design. 1
came up with architectural drawings for a completely
new design and showed the city officials in New York but
you know how municipalities work—very, very slowly.

“Some time later in 1967, we had a new mayor in New
York City. He held a design competition for new city bus
shelters. My father looked at me and said, ‘Now is your
time, son—get out your drawings.” At that point I was in
a unique position to know more about bus shelters than
almost anyone else. My dad had the contract to build,
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