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The History of a Movement 
Right Of Way & “Killed By Automobile” 25 Years On 

A 7-part series published in Streetsblog during December 2021 

By Charles Komanoff 

[This compendium is available via the link: https://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/RoW_KBA.pdf.] 

 

    Photos by Peter Meitzler except lower left by Charles Komanoff 

Today, as we confront the bloodiest year in Mayor de Blasio’s Vision Zero, Streetsblog begins a seven-

part series focusing on a key strand in the movement for livable safe streets, written by a central figure 

in that movement, Charles Komanoff. A former head of Transportation Alternatives, Komanoff 25 years 

ago launched a highly effective public awareness campaign calling out the daily carnage on New York 

City streets. Under the name “Right Of Way,” his group brought the brutal reality of pedestrian and cy-

clist deaths to the public eye in the form of high-visibility street actions (including one arrest).  

http://www.streetsblog.org/2012/08/07/the-bicycle-uprising-remembering-the-midtown-bike-ban-25-years-later/
https://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/RoW_KBA.pdf
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Part I opens with the first “Killed by Automobile” stenciling in December 1996. Part II focuses on how 

the movement began to generate press coverage. Part III looks at how the movement branched out. 

Part IV looks at the publication of the book, “Killed by Automobile.” Part V offers a sobering look at 

what happens when the car culture pushes back. Part VI looks at a revival of activism in the early 2010s. 

Part VII has links and a brief summing-up. 

The curtain rises in December 1996. Watch for subsequent chapters in the coming days. 

Part I 

Hazmat Suits & Street Memorials ▪ Dec. 6, 2021 

 

https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/06/the-history-of-a-move-
ment-part-i-hazmat-suits-and-street-memorials/ 

On a balmy, fog-shrouded Friday evening in December 

1996, a half-dozen bicycle-riders converged on a midtown 

Manhattan curbside. Three wore hazmat suits, another 

towed a bicycle trailer with a folded six-foot oil-board sten-

cil, others bore spray-paint cans in their panniers. 

Their mission: to memorialize Erica Morena, a 3-year-old 

who one afternoon was walking with her mother past the 

Public Library when a limo driver racing to beat the light at 

5th Avenue careened onto the sidewalk, killing her. 

 

A stencil commemorating Erica Morena. Photo: Peter Meitzler 

The white suits and plastic visors were a theatrical flourish 

evoking an earlier guerrilla art action in San Francisco. 

Dressed in uniforms monogrammed as the Dept. of Public 

Art, several cycling activists hoisted a sculpture of a cyclist 

being catapulted over an opened car door and bolted it 

into the ground at a downtown plaza. (Video of the instal-

lation later made its way into the samizdat documentary 

We Are Traffic that carried word about San Francisco’s 

“critical mass” bike rides around the world.) 

For the New York crew, the suits afforded a dash of gallows 

humor and, they hoped, a protective shield. Not only were 

they marking pedestrian and cyclist deaths that evening, 

they were doing so illegally: spray-painting a splayed body 

outline, along with the deceased’s name, date of death 

and the words KILLED BY AUTOMOBILE, onto the road or side-

walk where they had been run over. In Rudy Giuliani’s Big 

Apple, that could mean a night in jail. 

That evening, however, and dozens of excursions to come 

in 1997 and 1998, the NYPD were elsewhere. It probably 

helped that no reporters were on hand. The group had 

opted for an under-the-radar approach, as both a precau-

tion and a token of respect for those they were memorial-

izing.  

Moving furtively and efficiently, they needed just a few 

minutes to lean their bikes, pick out a smooth bit of pave-

ment, sweep it clean, unfold the stencil image (dubbed 

“flatso,” in the same vein of dark humor), apply the paint, 

do likewise with the pre-

cut name, date, and 

KILLED BY AUTOMOBILE let-

tering, shoot photos, 

pack up, and hightail it 

to the next location. 

Three stencils that night, 

six on the next outing, in 

January, another eight or 

so in February and sub-

sequent months. At first 

just in Manhattan but 

later extending to Brook-

lyn, Queens and the 

Bronx. Victim names and 

locations were culled 

from newspaper reports 

and grouped geographically, to keep travel times to a mini-

mum. The memorial subjects ranged in age from another 

toddler, 19-month-old Constance Dupuy, who, like Erica, 

An antecedent: “The Door Is 
Always Open,” in Justin Herman 
Plaza, San Francisco, 1991. Photo: 
Chris Carlsson 

https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/06/the-history-of-a-movement-part-i-hazmat-suits-and-street-memorials/
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/06/the-history-of-a-movement-part-i-hazmat-suits-and-street-memorials/
https://www.nytimes.com/1990/05/03/nyregion/runaway-car-hits-5-killing-girl-in-midtown.html
https://youtu.be/Lpsdy24xbLY
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was killed by a driver on a sidewalk, this one backing his 

vehicle into a parking space on Broadway just north of 

West 96th Street, to seniors and folks in between. 

Those memorialized had mostly been killed afoot, with a 

smattering of people riding bikes. That was intentional. 

Not only did pedestrian deaths, which then numbered 

around 240 a year, vastly outnumber the 15 or so annual 

cyclist fatalities; the group wanted to rally New Yorkers to 

a larger cause than bikes. We sought nothing less than to 

overthrow automotive domination of the city’s streets. 

Calling attention to the ongoing slaughter of pedestrians 

seemed like a good start. 

We were ardent cyclists and veteran activists. The hazmat 

guys, if memory serves, were Peter Meitzler, bicoastal vol-

unteer at both Transportation Alternatives and the San 

Francisco Bicycle Coalition; up-and-coming eco-activist 

Carter Craft, who would later christen our outfit Right Of 

Way; and Bill DiPaola, founder of the direct-action ecology 

group Time’s Up! 

Also in the crew was 

my friend and cycling 

buddy Harris Silver, 

who brought two key 

ingredients to our or-

ganizing meeting that 

fall: insistence that 

memorializing pedes-

trian victims of car 

violence could be a 

more effective tactic 

for advancing safe cy-

cling than conventional, infrastructure-focused advocacy 

— an idea proposed by his girlfriend (now wife), Sharoz 

Makarechi; and a sketch by an ad-industry pal that became 

the flatso body outline we would stencil on Dec. 13 and for 

years to come. 

I was there too. During the 1987 midtown bike ban upris-

ing, I was thunderstruck when I came across NYPD data 

showing that car and truck drivers were killing 300 pedes-

trians a year in the five boroughs. A slaughter hidden in 

plain sight. And validation of my hatred of cars in New 

York. 

At first, this registered mostly as an abstraction, a statisti-

cal rebuke to commonplace blame-the-cyclist for street 

carnage. But in 1989, when, as editor of Transportation 

Alernative’s City Cyclist ’zine I ran a story by an Associated 

Press journalist that dug into the deaths of three Manhat-

tan bicycle-riders in a single week, the numbers took on 

flesh and bone. So too a few years later when expert cyclist 

and Trans Alt volunteer Ken Morris was run over by a bus 

on a rainy night after wiping out on a slick metal road 

plate, according to police.  

But nothing prepared me for the death in October, 1994 of 

pediatric AIDS researcher Jie Zhang, who was nine months 

pregnant when a van plowed into her on a street corner 

outside New York Hospital, where she worked. In a horrific 

miracle, Dr. Zhang’s colleagues delivered her baby boy, 

Samuel Chen, while she lay in a coma, dying.  

Samuel entered the world less than a week after my own 

first-born, Daniel. It was Daniel’s bicycle trailer that I would 

pull to East 40th Street two years later on the inaugural 

street memorial ride. With Erica Morena’s stencil still glis-

tening in the humid night the group cycled to York and 69th 

to make our second memorial, for Samuel’s mother. 

 

Part II 

Raising the Stenciling Stakes ▪ Dec. 8, 2021 

https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/08/the-history-of-a-move-
ment-part-ii-raising-the-stenciling-stakes/ 

Right Of Way’s December 1996 stenciling kicked off a 

monthly routine: Comb the papers for accounts of fatal 

crashes. Gather somewhere and affix precut two-inch sten-

cil letters and numerals onto cardboard. Load up the bike 

trailer and pedal into the night. Spray, shoot, move on. Out 

by 8 p.m., home by 11. 

 

Photo: Peter Meitzler 

The tempo quickened with the arrival of spring, as the 

stenciling surfaced in a few neighborhood papers. Most of 

us were publicity-shy, but not Harris Silver, who had origi-

nated the stenciling idea and produced the image that 

Memorial (with name misspelled) 
from Dec. 13, 1996 inaugural 
stenciling. Photo: Courtesy of Harris 
Silver / Citystreets 

http://www.nytimes.com/1996/01/24/nyregion/veering-car-kills-girl-and-injures-sitter-on-upper-west-side.html
https://www.times-up.org/
http://www.komanoff.net/bicycle/Bicycle_Uprising.pdf
http://www.komanoff.net/bicycle/Bicycle_Uprising.pdf
http://www.komanoff.net/citycyclist/May-Jun-1990.pdf
http://www.komanoff.net/citycyclist/May-Jun-1990.pdf
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/08/the-history-of-a-movement-part-ii-raising-the-stenciling-stakes/
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/08/the-history-of-a-movement-part-ii-raising-the-stenciling-stakes/
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became flatso. Harris reached out to Clyde Haberman, a 

hardboiled NY Times newsman who disdained city cyclists 

but seemed attuned to pedestrians’ vulnerability to cars. 

Haberman profiled us in his April 25, 1997 column, Why 

the Streets Aren’t Safe: The Drivers.  

His piece led, fittingly, with our stenciling of Jie Zhang: 

Jie Zhang's fate comes to mind because of a grim tribute 
that some pedestrian advocates paid her the other night 
at the site where she was hit. In orange paint, they 
sprayed the outline of a human body on the sidewalk, 
with her name, date of death and the words “KILLED BY 

AUTOMOBILE” below.  

Haberman continued: 

That same night, these urban guerrillas on bikes went 
around Manhattan similarly marking the places where 
nine other people were killed by motorists. They have 
been on this campaign for several months. Their defacing 
of public property is illegal, but they justify it as answer-
ing to a higher call. While that may be debatable, it is 
hard to argue when they call New Yorkers on foot an em-
battled species. 

Just as we wanted it. We were “urban guerrillas on bikes” 

but also “pedestrian advocates” acting on behalf of “New 

Yorkers on foot.” The placement was perfect, too: leading 

the B section of the establishment organ that ignored 

pedestrian imperilment — except when the culprits were 

bicycle-riders.  

 

Photo: Peter Meitzler 

A few weeks later, a long-haul commuter bus ran over an 

NYPD auxiliary lieutenant, a crash covered by the Times as 

Volunteer Killed on a Street She Protected. The crash, 

while tragic, had an element of providence: The deceased, 

Alberta Kenney, was neighbor and friend to Bette Dewing, 

kvetchmeister columnist for the Upper East Side penny-

saver, Our Town.  

Cyclists had sparred with Bette for years, branding her rag-

tag group, Pedestrians First, an antibike front that ignored 

killer-drivers. After Alberta was killed, we routed our next 

memorial ride to First Ave. and 81st Street, where Bette 

gamely held Alberta’s stencil in place as we painted. Thus 

commenced Bette’s shift from foe to ally. We would stencil 

together again, in 2003 and 2014.  

Then, in July, Rachel Fruchter, age 57, a living embodiment 

of intersectional health care as ob-gyn teacher, researcher, 

caregiver and advocate for underserved communities, was 

killed when a van driver, operating illegally in Prospect 

Park on a weekend morning, sped into her bicycle. The 

night photo of our memorial image, by stenciler Peter 

Meitzler, haunts me to this day, the parallel white lines 

meeting not in infinity but just beyond the picture frame.  

 

Photo: Peter Meitzler 

Dr. Fruchter’s death sparked a vigil in Prospect Park, where 

speakers angrily juxtaposed her lifetime of good deeds 

with the multitude of failings by NYPD and the Parks De-

partment — car entitlement that allowed the van to be 

driven out of bounds and operated negligently. (My re-

marks were published later that year in the UK ’zine Bike 

Culture.) At another vigil a few days later, in City Hall Park, 

her adult son eloquently expressed his own fury. 

We had the exhilarating sense that our stenciling project 

was beginning to evoke a movement confronting “traffic 

violence” as such. Drivers were privileged, unaccountable 

and deadly. We were fighting back. 

When NY Post columnist Andrea Peyser attempted to 

make a cause célèbre from a delivery cyclist’s fatal crash 

https://www.nytimes.com/1997/04/25/nyregion/why-streets-aren-t-safe-the-drivers.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1997/04/25/nyregion/why-streets-aren-t-safe-the-drivers.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1986/05/25/weekinreview/many-bicyclists-are-going-against-the-city-s-grain.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1986/05/25/weekinreview/many-bicyclists-are-going-against-the-city-s-grain.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1997/05/08/nyregion/volunteer-killed-on-a-street-she-protected.html
http://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/For_Rachel_Fruchter.pdf
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into a 68-year-old pedestrian on an Upper West Side side-

walk — the city’s first deadly bike-ped collision in several 

years — one of our founding members, Michael Smith, 

composed a lacerating account of an eerily similar incident 

a few weeks later in which a motorist drove onto a side-

walk in East Meadow, Long Island, killing a 68-year-old cy-

clist. 

 

Photo: Peter Meitzler 

And when Brooklyn council member Noach Dear vowed to 

block a proposed bike lane through his district, we not only 

lambasted his parochialism in a Daily News op-ed, Bikes 

Are Safe, It’s Cars That Kill; on a blustery late-autumn day 

we stenciled 15 memorials to pedestrians run over by driv-

ers in his Borough Park redoubt. (Shortly after, we would 

learn that Dear’s district had the most pedestrian fatalities 

of any Brooklyn council district.) 

That Borough Park foray was made possible through our 

FOIL request for State DMV crash reports of 1994-1997 

NYC pedestrian and cyclist fatalities. At $20 a pop, the 

nearly one thousand records would have cost us $20,000, 

but for the free service offered to elected officials. 

My council member, Kathryn Freed, proffered the request 

on our behalf. (A later, supplemental request was tendered 

by council member Anthony Weiner, whose brother had 

been killed by a reckless driver outside Washington, DC.) 

Within a month we had several boxes stuffed with 947 

computer printouts. Each fatality was represented by a 

photocopy of its NYPD MV-104a “accident” report along 

with DMV’s coded distillation indicating proximate cause 

and, for a minority of cases, legal outcomes. 

Amazed, we found ourselves with a treasure trove, one we 

could plumb to determine not just who was being “killed 

by automobile” in New York City, but how and why. 

Part III 

The Death of Dante Curry ▪ Dec. 10, 2021 

https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/10/the-history-of-a-move-
ment-part-iii-the-death-of-dante-curry/ 

If Rachel Fruchter’s death in Prospect Park in the summer 

of 1997 shook the safe-streets movement like an earth-

quake (see Part II of this series), the death of Dante Curry 

in the South Bronx that fall was a slow-detonating bomb. 

With school closed for Yom Kippur, Dante, age 6, was being 

minded by his stepfather on a quiet side street in the 

South Bronx near Bruckner Blvd. Feeling menaced by a 

neighbor’s dog, he ran onto Wales Ave. just as Jacob Rivera 

of Newark, NJ, age 26, was gunning his Mustang up the 

broad straightaway. Dante was flung 40 feet in the air — 

the police report said Rivera was doing 65. He died from 

head injuries at Lincoln Hospital.  

We learned this a year 

later, when Dante’s 

Aunt Gladys called and 

asked if Right Of Way 

could make a memorial 

stencil. She had seen 

us in a TV clip about 

deadly NYC traffic. The 

database we were 

building from DMV rec-

ords revealed seven 

other Bronx kids re-

cently killed by drivers, 

including Crystal Var-

gas, 7, rammed off her 

bike in nearby Long-

wood, and Edward Her-

nandez, also 7, struck 

near Mosholu Parkway. 

“Flatso” wouldn’t do for these children — the image was 

too jagged and too tall. We cut a rounder, softer, smaller 

stencil. On a chilly Saturday morning just before Christmas, 

1998, a half-dozen of us met up at the Madison Avenue 

Bridge. Spray-painting gear in tow, flowers in hand, we 

crossed the Harlem River into the Bronx. 

Our first stop was Wales Ave. Waiting there, on the barren 

block in front of the cold, stolid Catholic Church, were 

Gladys and her sister, Evelyn Cancel, bearing a photo of 

Dante, her son. We exchanged tender hellos and set to 

work. 

Evelyn Cancel kneeling at stencil of 
her son, Dante Curry. Dec. 19, 1998. 
Photo, Damon Brandt 

http://www.cars-suck.org/littera-scripta/PEYSER.TXT
http://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/Bikes_Safe_Cars_Kill_1997.pdf
http://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/Bikes_Safe_Cars_Kill_1997.pdf
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/10/the-history-of-a-movement-part-iii-the-death-of-dante-curry/
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/10/the-history-of-a-movement-part-iii-the-death-of-dante-curry/
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This was our first time memorializing a child and our first 

time stenciling with family. Two years in, after marking a 

hundred streets with strangers’ names and body outlines, 

we were making a memorial to someone with whom we 

had, through his mother and aunt, a tangible, almost inti-

mate connection. A child.  

 

Photo: Charles Komanoff 

It’s difficult to describe the strong currents of feeling that 

filled the air. Stenciler Michael Smith, a veritable Tom 

Paine of the anti-car cause, was also a father, with a son 

and daughter. My 4-year-old son now had a baby brother. 

My upstairs neighbor Damon who came to take pictures 

had a toddler son as well. We knew the fragility, the pre-

ciousness.  

Dante Curry would have turned 30 last winter. Sammy Eck-

stein-Cohen would be 21, had a van driver not run him 

over on Prospect Park West in 2013, a few weeks before 

his bar mitzvah. Sammy’s death, and the death that same 

week of 4-year-old Allison Liao, killed when a cab driver 

smashed into her and her grandmother in a marked cross-

walk in Flushing, led to the creation of the anti-traffic vio-

lence support and advocacy group Families for Safe 

Streets, as we relate in Part VI of this history. 

A similar dream stirred in us on the December 1998 day 

when we met Evelyn, Dante’s mom. An advocacy and sup-

port group for families sundered by traffic violence was a 

logical next step. Evelyn would have been an ideal spear-

head. She was fiery and passionate, bursting with mother 

wit and love. Her sorrow was unquenchable but so was her 

conviction that everything about our streets had to 

change, starting with their speedway designs and anything-

goes driver entitlements. 

 

Stenciling team, Dec. 19, 1998. (From left, standing): Sam Corbett, 
Alan Mukamal, Gladys Cancel, Evelyn Cancel, Elspeth McCusker 
and a friend of the family. (Kneeling, from left): Michael Smith 
and Charles Komanoff. Photo: Damon Brandt 

Alas, our band of activists, now called Right Of Way — a 

name conjured earlier that year by O.G. stenciler Carter 

Craft — simply didn’t command the resources needed to 

harness New York’s Evelyn’s. We had no staff, no budget, 

and little experience in the organizing required to mold be-

reaved families from different circumstances into an effec-

tive fighting force.  

What we did have was our two-foot-high stack of printouts 

covering or nearly every instance of traffic violence fatal to 

someone outside a motor vehicle in New York City in the 

four-year period 1994 through 1997: 880 people on foot 

plus 67 bicycle-riders — 947 in all. 

The stack had the weight of grief. Dante was here, from 

1997, alongside his killer Jacob Rivera. Likewise, Jie Zhang, 

whose final breath gave birth to her son Sam, in 1994, as 

we recounted in Part I, digitally paired with her killer Ibra-

him Diokhane, from Brooklyn. A mere dozen days and six 

rows apart in our chronological database were Clyde Moss 

and Rosemary Brodie, both of whom were riding bikes in 

Manhattan in broad daylight in October 1996 when they 

were doored and run over by Mark Taliercio of Staten 

Island and Abraham Witt of the Bronx, respectively — a 

dyad of death that helped precipitate Right Of Way’s 

founding meeting the next month. 

The data included: Name, age and address of victim and 

driver. Crash location, date, time and weather conditions. 
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Vehicle make, model, year, weight and body type — 

though, crucially, passenger vehicles weren’t differentiated 

between sedans and light trucks, a category that included 

the emergent, extra-deadly body type known as sport util-

ity vehicles. Also, DMV’s distillation of the driver’s and vic-

tim’s actions in the moments leading to the crash as re-

corded by the cops. 

Over the course of 1998, nineteen different Right Of Way 

volunteers transcribed the state DMV entries and NYPD 

“MV-104a” crash reports into a database whose 60 col-

umns now held all publicly available information for each 

incident. In early 1999, the database would be the basis for 

our magnum opus and cri de coeur, Killed By Automobile. 

 

Part IV 

“Killed By Automobile” ▪ Dec. 13, 2021 

https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/13/the-history-of-a-move-
ment-part-iv-killed-by-automobile/ 

What most astonishes today about “Killed By Automobile,” 

the 64-page booklet Right Of Way published more than 

two decades ago, is how much baseless conventional wis-

dom it shattered about traffic dangers.  

Subtitled “Death in the 

Streets in New York City 

1994-1997” and re-

leased in March 1999, 

“KBA” documented and 

deconstructed what we 

termed “the ongoing 

slaughter of pedestrians 

and cyclists on New 

York City’s streets” dur-

ing the mid-nineties 

and, by implication, 

throughout a century of 

surrender to automobil-

ity.  

Our framing, our findings — the entire endeavor — were 

transgressive. No one in or out of government had ever 

collected and sifted through pedestrian and cyclist deaths 

in New York or any other U.S. city. No one had ever report-

ed in comprehensive fashion who was being killed and who 

was doing the killing. Perhaps most crucially, no one had 

tried to find patterns revealing how pedestrian killings 

were taking place and who was at fault.  

Every page of KBA 

broke new ground, 

whether establishing 

the genuine dimensions 

of the carnage, anato-

mizing the windshield 

mindset of complicit po-

lice and public officials, 

or offering an agenda 

for safe design and gov-

ernance of our streets. 

We didn’t feign neutrality. A glance at our white-hot 

thumbnails of four emblematic driver-caused fatalities — 

of Alberta Kenney and Rachel Fruchter (see Part II of this 

series), Michael Regina, and Aaron Brown (upcoming in 

Part V) — made clear where our sympathies lay. Neverthe-

less, every finding rested squarely on our meticulous data 

handling and fastidious reconstruction of hundreds of 

deadly crashes. 

KBA’s central finding, “Drivers are at fault in most pedes-

trian deaths,” could be seen in the New York Times’ head-

line of its story on our report. The headline was a long time 

coming. We had fought for this framing for more than a 

decade, even publishing an essay in the caustically anti-

NYT ’zine Lies Of Our Times decrying the paper’s unceasing 

whitewashing of vehicular butchery.  

KBA, by establishing driver fault as the fundamental fact of 

traffic danger, carried forward, on a larger and more com-

prehensive scale, our work deflating the moral panic over 

bicycles in the late 1980s, as in tables such as the one 

above from Trans Alt’s City Cyclist ’zine. KBA made undeni-

able that, at least in New York City, the unending on-

slaught of pedestrian injury and death is due primarily to 

driver misconduct.  

The investment of time to review each case required that 

we limit our causal analysis to one year’s fatalities, 1997. 

Even so, our sample, 242 pedestrian and cyclist fatalities, 

was large and the findings were clear:  

 In 58 percent of the fatalities, the pedestrian or cyclist had a 
clearly established right of way, making the driver unequivo-
cally to blame. (See donut chart at left.) 

 In an additional 13 percent of cases, a driver infraction con-
tributed to the fatal collision. Combining this with the prior 
category meant that drivers bore fault in at least 71 percent 
of New York City pedestrian and bicyclist fatalities in 1997, 
as shown in the light and dark blue donut segments. 

https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/13/the-history-of-a-movement-part-iv-killed-by-automobile/
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/13/the-history-of-a-movement-part-iv-killed-by-automobile/
https://www.nytimes.com/1999/03/19/nyregion/drivers-are-at-fault-in-most-pedestrian-deaths-study-reports.html
http://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/Death_in_the_Streets_Lies_of_Our_Times.pdf
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 There were 53 fatalities, 22 percent, for which we were un-
able to affix culpability, “either because the police report 
was incomplete or inconsistent,” as the Times put it, “or be-
cause there was no witness to support a driver’s claim that 
the accident was the pedestrian’s fault.” Setting those aside, 
drivers were at least partly culpable in 90 percent of crashes 
(171 out of 189) that killed pedestrians or cyclists. 

 We deemed the pedestrian or cyclist solely responsible in 
the remaining 18 crashes, accounting for just 7 percent of 
the total and barely 10 percent of those for which we were 
able to assign responsibility. 

 

KBA also drew on all 947 fatal crash reports furnished by 

DMV, which corresponded to 1,020 total pedestrian and 

cyclist fatalities from 1994 through 1997. Our many statis-

tical takeaways included these gut-punchers: 

 New Yorkers age 65 and above were more than twice as 
likely to be killed by a driver as to be murdered. For the old-
est New Yorkers, 85 and over, deaths by auto outnumbered 
murders more than four to one. 

 Motorists killed 50 pedestrians on New York sidewalks dur-
ing 1994-97; during the same period, just one pedestrian 
was killed by a bicycle on a sidewalk. 

 The #1 cause of pedestrian fatalities was vehicles turning 
into people in crosswalks; next were driver speeding and 
driving through a red light or stop sign. 

 Ninety-one percent of drivers who killed were men — a 
grossly disproportionate rate even adjusting for the prepon-
derance of male drivers overall, which we estimated was 75 
percent.  

 The NYPD issued moving violations to drivers in only 154 of 
the 1994-97 fatalities, or just 16 percent of the 947 cases in 
our database. 

(Somewhat to our surprise, the data did not point to dis-

proportionately high killing rates of pedestrians in low-in-

come areas and/or communities of color. Rather, drivers 

appeared to be killing New Yorkers of every income level 

and racial or ethnic group roughly in proportion to each 

group’s share of overall population; as we put it in KBA, 

motor vehicles were equal-opportunity killers, at least in 

the time and place covered in the report.) 

As with most reports, the payoff from “Killed By Automo-

bile” is hard to measure. We certainly won over the New 

York Times. The paper’s solid coverage of our release, in 

March 2019, was followed in April by Walking? Beware the 

Male Driver, an article reporting the gross over-representa-

tion of men among killer-drivers. Also important was a 

shift in the paper’s tone; gone, for the most part, was the 

supercilious, bemused stance regarding pedestrian imperil-

ment as built in to urban life or, worse, deserved. 

Perhaps no one in New York was more affected by KBA 

than Bette Dewing, the Upper East Side activist who 

helped set public opinion against bicycles in the 1980s, as 

noted in Part II. We presented Bette with a copy, of course, 

and in ensuing years eagerly ministered to her entreaties 

for more to replace those she pressed into the hands of 

neighbors, elected officials and police. While Bette never 

quite became pro-bike, the anti-car harangues in her news-

paper columns set a new tone.  

The one-two punch of our memorial stenciling and our 

“Killed By Automobile” booklet sidelined most anti-bike 

sentiment. It also appeared to destine Right Of Way to lead 

new, audacious campaigns for safer streets. Life had other 

plans. 

 

Part V 

Things Fall Apart ▪ Dec. 15, 2021 

https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/15/history-of-a-movement-

part-v-things-fall-apart/ 

1999 should have been a time of triumph for Right Of Way. 

While we were finalizing our groundbreaking Killed By 

Automobile report, we were getting word that pedestrian 

fatalities fell substantially in 1998. Maybe our stenciling ex-

ertions were entering broader consciousness and changing 

drivers’ behavior. If the drop in deadly crashes was real, we 

would apply for a state safety grant to pinpoint which 

kinds of motorist recklessness were decreasing the most. 

We hoped to take our advocacy nationwide as well, much 

as Jon Orcutt and I had done a decade earlier as spear-

heads of a militant yet optimistic new wave of urban cy-

cling advocacy at Transportation Alternatives. 

https://www.nytimes.com/1999/04/09/automobiles/autos-on-friday-safety-walking-beware-the-male-driver.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1999/04/09/automobiles/autos-on-friday-safety-walking-beware-the-male-driver.html
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/15/history-of-a-movement-part-v-things-fall-apart/
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/15/history-of-a-movement-part-v-things-fall-apart/
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This memorial stencil in Tribeca would be our last until well after 
9/11. Photo: Peter Meitzler 

Instead, reality — and the system — fought back, begin-

ning with our first (and only) bust, outside the Queens 

criminal court building on a weekday morning in January.  

We were painting a memorial stencil for Aaron Brown, a 9-

year-old run over two days after Christmas by a 19-year-

old who was racing from an earlier fender-bender. Queens 

district attorney Richard Brown hadn’t pressed charges and 

his staff was rebuffing our calls. Stirred by our brand-new 

bond with the family of Dante Curry (see Part III), we 

would dispense with stenciling at crash sites and bring the 

action to Brown’s doorstep. 

In retrospect, this decision seems ... unwise, shall we say. 

We were quite unprepared for the inevitable NYPD pres-

ence at the Queens citadel of justice. I took the rap and 

spent 28 hours in the system, alone, most of it in a tiny, 

cramped holding cell. It was miserable and dispiriting.   

Afterwards, we considered contesting my misdemeanor 

charge on free speech grounds and turning my trial into a 

Chicago-7-style teach-in about traffic violence. But a trial 

would unfold in sleepy, faraway Kew Gardens rather than 

media-friendly Foley Square. Right Of Way couldn’t afford 

a defense attorney, and we were rushing to wrap “Killed By 

Automobile” before spring.  

We were running on fumes. RoW’s workload suddenly felt 

immense — stenciling, database management, crash analy-

sis, writing KBA — and we hadn’t built an organizational 

structure to handle it. Something had to give. I took a plea: 

adjournment in contemplation of dismissal, no illegal activ-

ity (i.e., stenciling) for six months, and a $500 fine which 

the group and I split. 

The Times’ supportive coverage of KBA (see Part IV) gave 

us a lift, and so did our concurrent “street memorial day,” 

when eight teams of stencilers fanned out across four bor-

oughs and painted eighty memorials. Our next endeavor, 

we hoped, would be a commission from the governor’s 

traffic safety committee — each state has one, funded by 

federal grants — to apply our crash-causality methodology 

to elucidate the 20 percent decrease in 1998 pedestrian fa-

talities.  

Our grant, we made clear, was intended to transmute that 

good news into safer-streets policies across the city and 

state. To no avail. Giuliani’s DOT falsely told the safety 

committee that it had a study in the works, dooming our 

idea. There would be no study. Whatever brought about 

the sharpest drop in pedestrian deaths on record would re-

main a mystery. And Right Of Way would remain un-

funded. 

As it happened, we were summoned for one more analysis, 

a sequel of sorts to Killed By Automobile, but addressing 

cycling fatalities only. “The Only Good Cyclist” was 

prompted by the revelation in late December 1999 that 35 

cyclists died that year in collisions with cars and trucks — a 

fact that the NYPD concealed even as the bodies piled up, 

and then blamed on cyclist recklessness. 

 

“Good Cyclist” co-authored with Michael Smith and issued 

in May 2000, examined 71 fatal bike-vehicle crashes from 

1995-98 (1999 crash reports weren’t available) through the 

same culpability lens we applied in KBA. As in that report, 

we found that drivers were at least partly culpable in most 

crashes that killed cyclists, despite the fact that even when 

drivers were cited for DUI or unlicensed operation — 10 

http://www.cars-suck.org/littera-scripta/Dabrown.html
http://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/OnlyGoodCyclist.pdf
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cases in all — we didn’t automatically blame the driver but 

instead classified those cases according to the particulars 

reported for each crash. As we noted in our report, “we 

are more lenient to drivers than is the law.”  

“Good Cyclist” conclusively refuted police officials’ re-

peated claim that bicyclists, not drivers, are responsible for 

most of their deaths. The report landed with a thud, how-

ever, dismissed not only by the NYPD but by a media and 

culture that declined to distinguish defensive infractions by 

cyclists, such as slipping through red lights when no cars 

were approaching, from dangerous and consequential 

recklessness by drivers.  

Our other report in 

the year 2000, The 

Price of a Ticket, may 

have been too far 

ahead of its time. In 

it, we quantified the 

collateral damage of 

racial profiling by 

New Jersey State Po-

lice in terms of high-

way deaths: that by 

misplacing police at-

tention from danger-

ous driving onto 

racially-motivated 

harassment of minor-

ity drivers, racial pro-

filing made New Jer-

sey’s highways less 

safe than they would 

have been if the po-

lice had concentrated their efforts on dangerous driving 

without respect to skin color. No media picked it up. 

With occasional exceptions when grieving family or friends 

reached out to us — a bicycle rider killed in Tribeca in 

2001, children run over in Queens in 2003, teen cyclist 

Andre Anderson killed in Far Rockaway in 2005 — RoW’s 

stenciling largely ceased for more than a decade. 

Beginning in 2005, cycling fatalities — nearly 200 and 

counting — would be memorialized as Ghost Bikes. But 

post-9/11 NYC, awash in twin towers mourning and Iraq 

War triumphalism, had no project marking pedestrian 

deaths. This would change in 2013, when new energy took 

root in Right Of Way and gave birth to a more welcoming 

and inclusive form of memorial stenciling. 

 

Part VI 

Remembrance and Hope ▪ Dec. 17, 2021 

https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/17/the-history-of-a-move-

ment-part-vi-remembrance-and-hope/ 

Right Of Way, mostly dormant in the aughts, regrouped in 

2013. The revival was short-lived, spanning just two years, 

but spectacular.  

The return to action brought together several original Right 

Of Way members with a cast from the direct-action, grass-

roots Time’s Up! If this new phase had a defining feature, it 

was replacement of the splayed, graphic “flatso” with a 

stencil suggesting sunlight flickering through wings and 

roses.  

 

Bushwick, Aug. 3, 2014. Photo: Charles Komanoff 

A few of of the old guard chafed at this, as well as at our 

retirement of the factual KILLED BY AUTOMOBILE epithet. Yet 

the new imagery opened the action to a more formidable 

constituency: the families of those killed by drivers.  

Prior to each stenciling ride, family members were invited 

to contribute a phrase to be inscribed alongside their loved 

one’s name and date of death. These became haikus of 

grief and remembrance: MISSED BEYOND MEASURE • OUR SMIL-

ING ANGEL • FOREVER LOVED, FOREVER MISSED, NEVER FORGOTTEN • 

THE SONG CARRIES HER AS SHE WAS.  

Our year-2000 report on racial 
profiling’s adverse impact on traffic 
safety garnered zero coverage. 

http://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/The_Price_Of_A_Ticket_complete.pdf
http://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/The_Price_Of_A_Ticket_complete.pdf
http://ghostbikes.org/new-york-city
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/17/the-history-of-a-movement-part-vi-remembrance-and-hope/
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/17/the-history-of-a-movement-part-vi-remembrance-and-hope/
https://www.times-up.org/
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The new, sheltering image and the participation of the 

families helped us flip the script from the prior, stealthy 

stenciling. The streets, violent graveyards, were being con-

secrated, and not even Bratton’s cops would dare bust up 

these shrines. Knowing this, we and the families could take 

time to reflect, cry and hug, graced, it seemed, by the hov-

ering presence of their loved ones. 

 

Mourning Luis Bravo in Woodside, Aug. 3, 2014. Photo:  
Charles Komanoff 

On each stenciling expedition — one summer day, our cy-

clist caravan started in the Bronx and snaked 84 miles 

through the Upper East and West Sides, Midtown, Long 

Island City, Flushing, Elmhurst, Woodside, Bushwick, Pros-

pect Park, and out to Far Rockaway and back — families 

would drive or, on occasion, cycle with us, from site to site. 

A parent or spouse might wield a spray can or help position 

the stencil boards, not just for their own loved one but for 

another’s.  

Along with our original aim of placing evidence of driver 

violence in plain sight, our stenciling now gave devastated 

families a means to bond and organize. It’s probably not 

coincidental that the support and advocacy group Families 

for Safe Streets took root around the time, in 2014, that 

we switched to a more companionable form of memorial 

making.  

Right Of Way’s stenciling resurgence took place in the con-

text of newly-elected Mayor Bill de Blasio’s stated commit-

ment to “Vision Zero” — a goal to eliminate traffic deaths 

by 2024. But as de Blasio racked up legislative successes — 

lowering most streets’ posted speed limits by 5 mph to 25, 

and expanding automated enforcement of speed limits 

and red lights — policing pressed on as before, oblivious 

and cruel.  

This dissonance erupted before our eyes on a Sunday in 

January, 2014, the new mayor’s first month in office. We 

had just painted a memorial at Amsterdam Ave. and 96th 

Street — #6 of “7 over (age) 70” stencils that day in 

Queens, Bronx and Manhattan — when we encountered a 

gang of cops bloodying 84-year-old Wong Kang for alleg-

edly disobeying their order to refrain from crossing Broad-

way mid-block — one of 18 pedestrians ticketed that 

weekend by the 24th Precinct. On the ground, little was ac-

tually changing. 

RoW’s last major action, in April 2015, was an extrava-

ganza: a 450-foot mural memorializing every victim of a 

New York City traffic crash in the previous year. The instal-

lation, comprising 264 five-foot-high, twenty-inch wide 

panels, covered two-and-a-half sides of a full-city-block 

construction fence north of the Williamsburg Bridge near 

the Brooklyn waterfront. Each person was represented by 

a black silhouette with their name and the date they were 

struck and killed, mounted on white panels, arranged in 

chronological order. 

 

Creating Vision 264 on Kent Avenue in Williamsburg. Photos: 
Right of Way 

The memorial wall, caustically code-named Vision 264, 

was, unlike our original project, street-legal, okayed by the 

site’s private owner. It was short-lived, washed away the 

next day in a drenching downpour. Yet it radiated power in 

its making. As one of the organizers noted in a video of the 

installation, “People walking by have been asking us if this 

is everyone who died in [traffic crashes in] the United 

States last year, and they’re shocked to find out that this 

many people were killed in New York City alone.” Among 

the scores of volunteers who wheat-pasted, materiel-

hauled or power-drilled that day were parents whose son’s 

or daughter’s image appeared on the wall. 

Save for a few more memorial rides, Vision 264 was Right 

Of Way’s last action. Other demands for justice were com-

ing to the fore, most notably the calls to end racialized vio-

lent policing that swept over the city and nation after the 

https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2014/01/21/84-year-old-jaywalker-could-get-jail-while-deadly-drivers-get-off-scot-free/
http://www.rightofway.org/campaigns/vision-264
https://youtu.be/m5V9PfTG5K0
https://youtu.be/m5V9PfTG5K0
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killings of Michael Brown, Eric Garner and Tamir Rice in 

2014. And as we saw in our earlier, 1996-2000 incarnation, 

sustaining any egalitarian and voluntary initiative is difficult 

in any circumstances. 

 

Families for Safe Streets lead co-founders Amy Tam-Liao (left) and 
Amy Cohen, holding photographs of Ally and Sammy. Photos: 
Charles Komanoff (left), Transportation Alternatives 

Fortunately, Families for Safe Streets was able to institu-

tionalize under the aegis of its sponsoring group, Transpor-

tation Alternatives. Since 2014 FSS has driven the policy 

and political agenda for safer streets through conferences, 

campaigns, demonstrations and annual commemorative 

events like last month’s Day of Remembrance at Brooklyn’s 

Borough Hall. Their power was on vivid display in early 

2019 when the group brought scores of survivors of killer-

driving to Albany to demand, and win, legislative passage 

of congestion pricing — tolls on drivers and thriving transit 

being elements of the toolbox to shrink and end traffic vio-

lence. 

What is Right Of Way’s legacy? Did it, like the stenciled me-

morials themselves, glow for a while, only to vanish? I 

think not. I believe it lives in many places. We rubbed the 

public nose in drivers’ routine, un-reckoned-with aggres-

sion and mayhem. We helped put an end to pedestrian 

and cyclist victim-blaming; our research irrefutably outed it 

as a lie. We planted a thought in the minds of untold thou-

sands of New Yorkers who saw our memorials and won-

dered: what happened, who did that, what are they saying 

here? 

We stood alongside the families of the slain. This is not a 

small thing. 

If Right Of Way deserves a measure of credit for helping 

Families for Safe Streets achieve organizational critical 

mass, it may also be that in the larger culture we helped 

seed new currents of feeling that now are demanding 

without apology to reclaim cities from automobiles. 

And for ourselves, we experienced the power of direct 

action done outside of organizational structures, on little 

more than pure conviction and good old New York in-your-

face chutzpah.  

I give the last word to one of my Right Of Way partners 

with whom I shared drafts of these pieces: “I was very for-

tunate to have had that experience — dodging around 

through the dark streets, in parts of New York I would 

never otherwise have gone, worried about the cops and 

yet utterly convinced, beyond the least shadow of a doubt, 

that we were doing the right thing — the Lord's work, my 

granny would have said. It was a defining moment in my 

life, when theory hit the road. I'm very grateful for it.” 

 

Clara Heyworth memorial in Clinton Hill, June 1,  
2014. Photo: Charles Komanoff 

 

Part VII 

Postscript: Notes on This Series ▪ Dec. 20, 2021 

https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/19/the-history-of-a-

movement-postscript-notes-on-this-series/ 

Right Of Way archives are shared — or split — among 

three websites, which together comprise a vibrant store-

house of resistance to traffic violence centered in New 

York but relevant everywhere. 

1. Right Of Way (2013-2015) showcases our brief but spir-

ited renaissance in the last decade. Along with the cornu-

copia of stenciling covered in Part VI of this series, “Re-

membrance and Hope,” the site displays our direct action 

campaigns for lower speed limits, protected midtown bike 

lanes, and more. Visually, it’s a profusion of photos and 

videos and includes the time we photo-bombed the Verra-

zano Bridge 50th anniversary celebration to demand bike 

and pedestrian paths. 

https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/11/22/mondays-headlines-day-of-remembrance-edition-3/
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/19/the-history-of-a-movement-postscript-notes-on-this-series/
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/19/the-history-of-a-movement-postscript-notes-on-this-series/
http://www.rightofway.org/
http://www.rightofway.org/campaigns/20isplenty
http://www.rightofway.org/campaigns/6thavenuebikelane
http://www.rightofway.org/campaigns/6thavenuebikelane
http://www.rightofway.org/campaigns/verrazanobikepath
http://www.rightofway.org/campaigns/verrazanobikepath
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2. Cars Suck (1996-circa 2004) was the website for Right of 

Way’s original incarnation. It serves today as repository of 

dozens of op-eds (NY Times, Daily News, Newsday) and 

“unprintable essays” by RoW members during that heyday. 

The site also houses rare gems like the Toronto Regional 

Coroner’s 1998 recommendation to amend Canada’s High-

way Traffic Act to give cyclists precedence over drivers in 

any ambiguous road encounter. Anyone wanting a taste of 

hard-core anti-car consciousness on either side of the new 

millennium should make a beeline to these pages. 

3. Komanoff.net/cars_I (1996-present). This page from my 

website curates three decades of my research and writing 

critiquing car hegemony and traffic violence. They range 

from early pieces imbued with pre-RoW stirrings to my re-

cent elegiac The Last Seconds in the Life of Jose Alzor-

riz and the combative Disband NYPD’s Collision Investiga-

tion Squad; and from Right of Way memorabilia to my 

2004 manifesto calling for a “Traffic Justice Policy Project” 

to mobilize against traffic violence nationwide. It’s also the 

go-to page for definitive editions of RoW’s Killed By Auto-

mobile booklet covered in Part IV of this series, and The 

Only Good Cyclist report summarized in Part V. 

During the past year, several of my Right of Way collabora-

tors shared with me their dismay that the 2020 book, 

“Right Of Way: Race, Class and the Silent Epidemic of Pe-

destrian Deaths in America,” made no mention of our la-

bors to un-silence that epidemic — despite the fact that 

the book’s title was appropriated from our group. 

Throughout 2019, the author spurned repeated invitations 

to discuss our work and possibly reference it in her in-pro-

gress book. Whether that was from laziness or because our 

unvarnished anti-auto line of attack might have subverted 

the book’s “race and class” lens, we do not know.  

A tour of any of the three Right of Way sites could easily in-

duce a sense of melancholia. So many campaigns that fell 

short! — NYC home-rule for speed cams and limits … en-

acting the “Toronto Coroner’s Rule” into traffic law 

… coercing NHTSA and NTSB to design road safety into ve-

hicles by mandating readable “black boxes,” smaller side-

view mirrors on pickups, and a hundred other reforms. 

So it goes for all work to expand justice. The bread you cast 

upon the waters with your vote or your feet or your artist’s 

brush rarely comes back to you in any obvious way. That’s 

true for immigrant rights and reproductive rights, for Black 

Lives Matter and climate justice. You do the work not only 

to change the world but because fighting for social change 

is what it means to be human. 

It is also, often, uplifting, as we found through Right of 

Way. Albert Camus’s novel, The Plague, published in 1947, 

the year of my birth, imagines the actions of residents of 

the Algerian port city of Oran as a deadly contagious dis-

ease sweeps through the city. The main character, a physi-

cian, puts himself at the front lines of the resistance, which 

is at once futile and ennobling. Resistance and struggle, 

and also caring, are not just heroic but the actions that give 

meaning to our lives. 

 

Evelyn Cancel (mother of Dante Curry) with author, Dec. 19, 1998. 
Photo, Damon Brandt 

This entire 7-part series is available via the link: 

http://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/RoW_KBA.pdf 

http://www.cars-suck.org/
http://www.cars-suck.org/research/torontostar.html
http://komanoff.net/cars_I/
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2019/09/02/the-last-seconds-in-the-life-of-jose-alzorriz/
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2019/09/02/the-last-seconds-in-the-life-of-jose-alzorriz/
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2020/04/16/komanoff-disband-nypds-collision-investigation-squad/
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2020/04/16/komanoff-disband-nypds-collision-investigation-squad/
http://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/puffin.php
http://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/traffic_justice.php
http://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/KBA_entire_2015.pdf
http://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/KBA_entire_2015.pdf
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/13/the-history-of-a-movement-part-iv-killed-by-automobile/
http://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/OnlyGoodCyclist.pdf
http://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/OnlyGoodCyclist.pdf
https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2021/12/15/history-of-a-movement-part-v-things-fall-apart/
http://www.rightofway.org/campaigns/demoforhomerule
http://www.cars-suck.org/research/coroner.html
http://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/traffic_justice.pdf
http://www.komanoff.net/cars_I/RoW_KBA.pdf

