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This was his last roadeo. A skilled driver, an accomplished 
competitor, David Hall had spent a quarter century behind the 
wheel for transit. He would soon be moving full-time behind a 
desk, advancing to a management position with Harford County 
Transportation Services. But not today. Today on the Camden 
course, he was a driver.

“I thought, ‘I’ve got one last chance for that Ricon Driver 
of the Year’,” remembers Hall. 

This is a man set on honing his profession. Hall’s history 
of outstanding driving performances had precursors. A perfect 
score on his very first DMV driving exam. Performing a parallel 
parking feat on his truck driving test that was, well, unparal-
leled. He had amassed an enviable record and collection of 

awards as a transit driver in state 
and national competitions, but 
Ricon Driver of the Year had nar-
rowly escaped him. Five times. 
In a row. Placing 2nd, 3rd, 1st, 
5th and 1st in the 1998 to 2002 
National Community Transit 
Roadeo, taking home Driver of 
the Year in 2003 would be the 
perfect culmination. 

“I had to have it. I was always 
told I could be the best,” he says, 
remembering his focus on the 
tallest trophy. “I knew this was 
my last year.”

This is a system set on devel-
oping its professionals. Serving 
a primarily rural population in 
northeast Maryland, Harford 

County Transportation Services began participating in the an-
nual Transportation Association of Maryland (TAM) Roadeo 
in 1997 — and its drivers have taken home trophies that year 

A Different Kind of     Reward

Any industry recognizes excellence with accolades. Skill, 
performance and accomplishment can earn a display case 
full of plaques and trophies, like the one that greets visitors 
at the Harford County Transportation Services facility. The 
transit system’s national competitors came home from this 
year’s roadeo with more honors, but spend some time with 
David Hall and Charlie Burns and you’ll learn about . . .

With retirement but a fleeting memory, Charlie 
Burns is still behind the wheel steering his 
community.
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A Different Kind of     Reward
and every year since. One year the Har-
ford team went home with all four top 
recognitions. 

The next stop is national competition. 
Making it to the National Community 
Transit Roadeo so many times, Hall near-
ly had it down to a science in 2003.

“Every year gets easier. You know what 
to look for.”

With a Class B license, Hall had been 
a truck driver for a number of years until 
a back injury made him rethink the long 
hauls. He headed to the county employ-
ment office in 1977 to explore new 
opportunities. A driving position with a 
local senior center caught his eye. 

“I loved it from the start,” says Hall of 
a career path that would still be unfold-
ing two and a half decades later.

Hall is a determined professional. His perfectionism kept 
him coming back to the national competition.

“I’m hard on myself — always trying to make a better score 
than the year before, telling myself, ‘I know I can do better.’ I 
always wanted that perfect run,” says Hall, explaining the skill 
set and mindset he took to his final competition this year. 

A large part of preparing for the national roadeo is preparing 
for and participating in the Transportation Association of Mary-
land roadeo — which is, Hall emphasizes, a team sport.

“We have our big fan club. Everyone from the transit system. 
All the husbands and wives,” he explains. “There’s a lot of cama-
raderie, and it has a big impact on drivers and their work.”

His wife is his number one fan and cheers him on in com-
petitions. Hall claims she has a knack for picking the winners 
just by watching. That day in Camden, New Jersey, she knew. 
Hall did, too.

Cash and prizes. David Hall’s performance has 
contributed to an impressive collection, but the real 

reward is not in the display case.
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“This was the first year that I got out of the van 
and I knew. I knew I had done well. I knew I’d had a 
great run.”

Hall performed well not only on the course but also 
on the pre-trip inspection, wheelchair loading and writ-
ten exam. His was the highest total score in the history 
of the National Community Transit Roadeo. The golden 
steering wheel, perched high on its three-column stars-
and-stripes base, takes its place among the impressive 
collection at HCTS headquarters.

But the hardware and cash aren’t the real reward. 

Driving Skills that Steer a Community
At 87, June believes she’s Harford County Trans-

portation Services’ oldest passenger. Originally from 
New Jersey, she moved to northeast Maryland 15 years 
ago. She’s a regular on the bus, using the service to 
get to necessary medical appointments. While she’s 
not enthusiastic about this morning’s scheduled blood 
work, she enjoys talking with her driver, discussing new 
developments, sharing a laugh.

“It really hits you,” says Hall, explaining the com-
munity transit revelation. “I make a difference in 
somebody’s life. I watch for that smile.”

Drivers for Harford County Transportation Services 
connect the communities dotting Highway 40 near 
the Chesapeake Bay, and those just off the portion 
of Interstate 95 that runs between Baltimore and the 
Susquehanna River. It’s a system where bus stops are 
identified more often than not by familiar destinations: 
Graw Senior Housing, McDonalds, Harford Memorial 
Hospital, Circuit City, Cranberry Run Apartments, Roy 
Rogers, Harford Community College, Owen Realty, 
Social Security Office, Klein’s Supermarket. While 
county-confined routes and circulars make local con-
nections, HCTS links residents with the MTA Flyer 
and MARC commuter train service to Baltimore and 

Washington, D.C. The system provided over 
225,000 passenger trips in FY2003. 

Harford County Transportation Services got 
its start under the county’s Office on Aging. 
Initiated in 1975 as a three-vehicle mobility 
option for senior centers, it was at that time 
the only county department offering any kind 
of transportation. Hall started down the road 
of community transit with the Havre De Grace 
Senior Citizens Center. 

“The passengers were so appreciative,” he 
remembers.  “And it was an amazing experience to work 
with people who could be my own grandmother.”

Hall drove senior citizens to destinations for the 
next 12 years. Steering demand-response for seniors, he 
insists, is the best driving experience. Some moments 
were challenging — loading wheelchair passengers 
in the rain, calming bickering riders — others were 
enlightening — navigating rough rural terrain before 
the era of tie-downs, fulfilling a passenger request to 
slap an artificial leg into place. 

“I’m a people person. I don’t mind helping,” ex-
plains Hall. “You get that appreciation. You know your 
effect.”

It’s work that offers a sense of independence, says 
Hall — both for the community transportation operator 
and for the passengers he’s connecting. 

“It’s such a valuable service, especially for us se-
niors,” emphasizes June. 

After a quarter of a century in transit, Hall has been 
witness to the evolution of an industry and the evolu-
tion of community lives.

“The equipment is better,” surmises Hall. “The 
people are the same.”

Something to Reach For
“I love to drive. Always have. I got my license at 18. 

I’ve been driving ever since.”
Hall is explaining his passion from behind a desk 

— his desk, where he now sits at Harford County Trans-
portation Services headquarters as Assistant Supervisor 
of Transportation. 

“I still want to be on the road. But after 25 years, 
I’m starting something new,” says Hall. “It’s the natural 
thing to do, to move up.”

Since coming to transit, Hall has never stopped 
climbing. He advanced from part-time driver to full-

Maybe it’s the new facility (left). Or perhaps the 
designation as a regional training center for TAM. It could 
be the ongoing training, management’s commitment, 
the guidance of a Lead Driver, opportunities for 
advancement. Then again, it could be the pompoms. 
Harford County’s Ann Raley and Carol Lienhard show 
their team spirit (bottom, right).
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time to Lead Driver — a position 
that placed him in charge of driver 
training.

“My own training was self-taught. 
I was just cut loose on the vehicles,” 
remembers Hall of his transit begin-
nings. “Now, new drivers go through 
much more structured training. It’s 
30 to 35 days before they’re out on 
their own.”

Hall has also shared his talents 
and tips for mastering driving com-
petition.

“I don’t practice very much now, 
but I go out to show other drivers how 
I would do it,” says Hall. “When they’re not looking, 
I move the cones. When they get to the roadeo, it’s 
easy!”

Hall’s new transit role moves him to the manage-
ment lineup. His decades behind the wheel give him 
the experience and wisdom to now guide other Harford 
County drivers.

“All the knowledge over all the years has put me 
here,” says Hall, as the facility’s activities bustle outside 
his office door. 

As if on cue, his phone rings. It’s a driver whose 
vehicle has a familiar problem, and Hall offers techni-
cal guidance.

“I know what’s wrong with it but I can’t be there to 
fix it,” laments Hall of the limitations of a supervisory 
position that needs him in the office. “The driver has 
to be patient with it. When it’s ready, it will work.”

Harford County Transit Services’ facility never in-
cluded on-site mechanics in the past, so Hall fashioned 
himself another hat to wear. A great deal of tinkering 
has made him exceptionally familiar with the fleet of 
40 that includes buses, vans, cars, trucks and jeeps.

“I’ve been part of every vehicle that’s come in here. 
I know all their intricacies.” 

Assistant Supervisor is a newly created position 
within the transit system, a job crafted for the invalu-
able perspective Hall brings to it. Harford County 
Transportation Services Supervisor Richard Allen says 
the agency’s evolution is to be expected as employees 
themselves evolve.

“If you’ve got someone inside that you’ve trained, 
that you can trust and you know they’re thinking the 

An emphasis on training means 
Harford County champion 

drivers arrive at the national 
roadeo with an impressive skill 

set. “This is 50 points in the 
competition,” says Supervisor 

Richard Allen, explaining 
the wheelchair securement 

exercise. “That’s 50 points we 
make right in the bag!”
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extremely low accident rate. Safety is the number one 
priority. The system’s strong commitment to training 
extends beyond Harford County.

“When we built this facility, it was a priority that it 
be built as a facility to train,” stresses Allen. “We got a 
grant for it. We took responsibility to train drivers from 
across the state.” 

Harford County Transportation Services is now 
equipped to serve as the regional training center for 
the Transportation Association of Maryland. Drivers 

from systems across the state are invited to the facility 
to hone their knowledge and skills. That training ulti-
mately leads to competition in the state roadeo. Harford 
County is always the largest group competing. 

“Everybody shows up with the pompoms and the 
cheers,” says Lienhard matter-of-factly. 

As if to eliminate any doubt of the HCTS team 
enthusiasm, Lienhard and administrative staffer Ann 
Raley grab blue and white streamers from a box and 
become an instant pep squad. 

Hall sees both state and national competitions as 
more opportunity for teamwork, the kind that is essen-

tial to the transit service Harford County provides.
“I might come in first in the roadeo, but that’s just 

my part of the team,” clarifies Hall. “Any day, one of 
these guys can beat me.”

The Stealth Recruitment
One of those guys was enjoying retirement. Charlie 

Burns had been behind the wheel of a vehicle for five 
decades — a Model A-4 truck delivering farm meal, a 
1934 Chevrolet making trips to the hardware stores, 

nearly every vehicle the U.S. 
Army used — transporting 
equipment and picking up 
supplies in Japan, the Phil-
ippines, Vietnam and Korea 
— carriers for the U.S. Post 
Office’s motor vehicle ser-
vice, U.S. army vehicles 
at Harford County’s Aber-
deen Proving Ground. In 
his long and varied career 
he had transported top-
level government officials, 
he had been shot down 
twice during combat, he 
had survived hepatitis and 
Necrotizing fasciitis. He 
had made it to retirement.

These were to be his 
leisure years. A good time 
to relax. Get together with 
friends. A barbeque at the 
American Legion was just 
the ticket.

“I just went to a Bull 
Roast in Joppatown, and it 

got me in trouble!” says Burns with a laugh, recalling 
the social gathering that included both Hall and Allen. 
“On the last day of January, I retired. They had me 
driving a bus on the 12th of February.”

Burns went back behind the wheel for Harford 
County Transportation Services. Nearly nine years 
later, he’s still there. Burns drives full time, connect-
ing passengers to doctor’s offices, to dialysis treatment, 
to the grocery store, to their community. Burns also 
drives well, out-performing Hall in the 1998 TAM 
roadeo and going on to the national competition in 

A Different Kind of Award, continued on page 29

Teammates Allen, Lienhard and Hall lead a winning strategy.
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Albuquerque. With his extensive driving resume, he 
left Philadelphia this year with CTAA’s Veteran Driver 
of the Year award.

“Many is the year that Charlie has more miles than 
any other driver,” says Lienhard. 

“He’s out there — gone for seven hours — moving 
people,” adds Allen. 

People like Frank. 
Frank moved from New York to Harford County a 

few months ago. His daughter was concerned about his 
isolation and access to medical care. In her search for 
transportation options, she discovered Harford County 
Transportation Services. Frank knows all about riding 
with an award-winning driver.

“I’m in good hands,” he comments. “I’ve known 
that all along.”

A swing by the dialysis center to pick up Ken, who 
Burns has known for 35 years. He was surprised the 
first time he picked him up as a passenger. Ken started 
riding Harford County Transit about the same time that 
Burns started driving for the system. 

“Rain or shine, we go. Weather doesn’t make any dif-
ference to us,” says Burns matter-of-factly. “Some riders 
might reschedule in bad weather, but dialysis patients 
have to get there. If the clinics are open, we go.”

A turn on Goat Hill Road, and Ken’s house is at 
the end of a long dirt road lined with thick trees and 
brush.

“We take new drivers out and show them where 
people live. They have to have a fighting chance,” says 
Burns, describing the indispensable training in an area 
with so many back roads. “When you stay with it long 
enough, you get to know where all these people live.”

Even for Burns, Harford County holds hidden des-
tinations discovered on community transportation.

“I took this job and I pretty well knew the county. 
At least I thought I did. Turns out, I didn’t know any-
thing!” says Burns of his adventures on the bus. “I’ve 
been here over eight years and I’m still learning new 
places. I didn’t know there were so many back roads 
in Harford County.”

At each destination and drop-off, Burns is filling 
out paperwork with the cacophony of dispatch above 
his head.

 “June is ready.”
 “10-4. About 10 minutes.”
Over the eight-and-a-half years, Burns has built 

relationships with many passengers.
“You haul people enough, you know a little bit about 

them,” he says. “You can tell by the first few sentences 
where they’re at that day.”

Burns enjoys the passengers, the driving, the com-
munity service. He describes the work as rewarding.

A Different Kind of Award, continued from page 20

“I see the way this helps people’s lives.”
But there’s something more that makes him one 

of the best.
“Someday I may use this service. I hope they treat 

me as well as I try to treat my passengers. That may 
be me one day back there in the wheelchair,” he says, 
pointing to the space where Ken was secured.

I’ve had a pretty good career,” summarizes Burns. 
“I’ve done everything and lived to tell the tale.”

The Right Stuff
Harford County Transportation Services is always 

on the look out for a few good drivers. Hiring can 
happen through the human service department, the 
local cable channel or posted flyers. Many of HCTS’ 
drivers are retired truck drivers and retired school bus 
operators.

“They come here with a lot of professional experi-
ence, but this is the work they love,” says Lienhard.

Of course, skillfully steering a bus is only part of 
the job of a community transit driver. David Hall and 
Charlie Burns have surely excelled in the art of driving 
competition. The collection of trophies and plaques 
that greets visitors in the entryway display case is tes-
tament to accomplishment. But it’s through the con-
nections of their riders, and their impact on individual 
lives, that their ultimate success is judged. 

“We listen to the passengers. It’s a passenger-cen-
tered system,” says Lienhard. “We’re seen out there as 
a resource in the community. Dave is instrumental in 
that. And Charlie is Charlie. He’s salt of the earth.”

They’re always there when you need them,” says 
Allen.

“Just sit on the buses and listen to them talk,” 
remarks Lienhard. “They know everyone. They know 
everyone’s birthday. All the little extra things.”

“This work requires a lot of skill. But there’s more 
to it. It takes a special kind of person to do this,” says 
Allen with emphasis. “They have to fit in. “They have 
to have people skills. 

It’s even more than that, continues Lienhard. She 
explains how Harford County’s hiring choices are also 
based on “the essence of the person,” and she taps 
her chest. 

“It’s much more than driving. It’s community ser-
vice,” she offers. “Dave and Charlie both have that 
community heart.”

And so for them, and the thousands of commu-
nity transportation drivers making connections across 
America, it’s always about the passengers. Building 
community, ride by ride, is the real reward. b


