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Chapter Four 

The Movement For Good Roads 

Introduction 
The emphasis on railroad co nstruction in Iowa 
effectively suppressed any com prehensive movemen t 
for road improvements beyond the e ra of plank road s 
and some local activity. So many railroads had been 
planned and built that it was thought that state or 
national road systems would not be necessa ry. Roads 
might be needed for loca l traffic, but this 
responsibility could be left to loca l authorities. Bridge 
building took priority over road construction and 
money was spent on roads only after bridges were 
built. It was assumed that horse , oxen and mule
powered wagons could navigate under any road 
conditions but could not ford the streams without 
danger. Improvements were confined to filling the low 
spots on the earth road to keep it above water in 
rainy seasons. There was little or no grading, no 
plans, no cost estimates or engineering exce pt for 
surveying, little or no dirt moving machinery or men 
knowledgeab le to operate such if availab le. The labor 
force functioned under the medieva l practice of 
working out the road or poll tax, and competent 
foremen to supervise road work were extemely rare. 

The Good Roads Movement 
The near completion of the railway network and its 
influence on urban development marked wide 
differences in the level of improvements in rail as 
contrasted to highway transportation. Railroad 
service was being expanded and perfected technically , 
whereas highway services had seen little advancement 
for a lm ost 50 years. Rural areas suffered from 18th 
century mobility while urban centers received direct 
benefits from improved transportation, 
communication and industrialization. Road reform 
was the result of public pressures for new 
arrangements to enable rural areas to participate in 
the developing economic a nd soc ial structure of the 
state. Agriculture was undergoing a transition from a 
purely self-sufficient status to a capitalistic 
organization producing surplus crops, and all-weather 
roads were vital to farmers for transportation of 
products to urban markets. Wagons moved farm 
commodities to loca l markets or the nearest rail 
terminal - the cost often proportional to road 
conditions. The demand for better roads was oriented 
to the farm-to-market segment of the highway 
function. 

As late as 1880, the so le re ponsibility for providing 
rural road s res ted with local governments. Township 
and road districts se rved as administrative units; 
management was on an amateur rather than a 
profess ional level. Townships gradually gave way to 
counties in local road administration. State 
governments entered the field, first by offering aid to 
local agencies and finally by ass uming respons ibilit y 
over primary road s, and the federal government 
slowly expanded financial participation . During the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries , road reform 
movements were the popular methods of gaining 
support for improve ments and changes in road 
administration . 

Despite the organization of the "good roads" groups , 
the situation at the turn of the century had not 
changed much since that time in 1840, when Judge 
George C. Wright asked a stagecoach driver how long 
it would take to reach Iowa City, 12 miles away. 
" About four hours," rep lied the dri ver, "if we can find 
the bottom of the road." Until the 1920's, Illin ois and 
Iowa residents jokingly boasted that their "roads were 
as deep as they were wide. " I A wagonload of 3,000 
pound s was a hea vy load . A trip of 10 miles was a 
long journey, and to travel 20 miles was a full and 
hard da y's work. 

Dearing descri bed the good roads movement as one 
"variously interpreted as an effort on the part of 
American bicyclists and manufacturers to obtain 
facilities for pleasure cycling; as a movement to saddle 
the farmer wi th the cost of road s to be used by 
automobiles ; as a device for expanding the market for 
building machiner y and materials ." He further 
suggested that all desc riptions suffered from the 
defects of over-simplification and historical 
inaccuracies- that the maj or thrust of the movement 
was based on the need to modernize the roads and 
their management with the objective of "bringing the 
standards of rural road transporta ti on up to those 
achieved in urban areas through railroad 
deve lopment."2 The activity received wide support 

I Missi ss ippi Valley Co nference of State Highway Departments. 

Historical Highlights: 1909-1974, Ames: Iowa Department of 

Transportation, 1980, pp . 1-2. 

2 Char les L. Dearing, American Highway Policy. Was hington , 

D .C.: The Brookings Inst itute, 194 1, p. 46. 
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fr o m o rga ni 7ed c ivili a n g roups, po li t ica l pa rti cs, sta te 
a nd loca I age n ies a nd bu s i nes m n a nd i nc l ud cd 
ra ilroa ds who wa nt ed improved roa ds as (ced e rs fo r 
their tra ffi c. 

The Iowa Initiative 
Aggrava ted pro ba b ly by impass ible roa ds durin g th e 
winte r of 1882- 1883, a muel D . Pryce o f Io wa it y, 
in a le tte r to the Iowa Slale Register o n J a nua ry 3, 
1883, pointed to the inadequ ac ies o f Iowa's roa ds a nd 
ma d e seve ra l reco mmend a ti n fo r improve ments. He 
sta ted th a t fa rmers were suffe rin g g rea t eco no mic 
losses thro ug h ba d roads; th a t the sta te ra nked hig h 
in agr iculture but ha d a poo r reputa ti o n in roa ds; th a t 
th e sta tuto ry la bo r requ ire ment that pulled fa rm ers 
ou t o f th eir fi e ld s during the p la nt ing a nd ha rves ting 
sea o n was m os t ineff icient ; tha t roads need ed to be 
graded, til ed , d ra ined a nd surfaced ; a nd there was a 
huge was te resu lti ng fro m payi ng taxes in la bo r. He 
advocated re pea l of the la bo r prov is io ns, a un ifo rm 
property tax of five mill s fo r road improve ments to be 
paid into the cou nt y treasu ry , a pp oi ntment by the 
gove rn or of a hig hway com m issio ner fo r each co unt y 
to bu ild the roads or co ntract co nstruc tio n to 
responsible parties , with dra ins a nd gra des super vised 
by a competent civi l engi neer. 

The proposa ls received statewide news pape r publ ic ity 
and were responsible for a co nve ntion held in Iowa 
City in March , 1883, where the Pryce 
recommenda tions were adopted a nd a "S ta te R oad 
Improvement Associatio n" orga ni zed . Its o bjecti ve 
was to awaken public inte res t a nd wo rk fo r road 
legislation. It met once again in 1884, but a ppare ntly 
satisfied with the progress made , los t its mo mentum . 
Another " Iowa Road Improvement Associa t io n" was 
organized in Des Moi nes in A ugust , 1892, fo und ed by 
Edward H . T hayer, editor of the Clinlon M orn ing 
Age, and among those active were Pe te r A . Dey a nd 
William Larrabee of rai lroad fame , Henry C. 
Wallace , John H . Gear a nd J ohn Scott. T he 
association survived b ut a sho rt time. In April, 190 3, 
called by Governor Cu mmins, the firs t Iowa Good 
Roads Associatio n wit h semi-offi c ia l stat us met in 
Des Moi nes, and some his to ria ns co nsi der thi s 
meeting as the one wh ich reall y sta rted the good 
roads movement. Others we re fo rm ed in 19 10, 1923 
and 1948 , the latter orga ni zed a t Ma rsha lltown as a 
perma nent group wi th C la ud e Coyke nd a ll , 
admi ni stra t ive engi nee r for the Highway Co mmi ss io n , 
as executive secretary. S ince th en, the orga ni za ti o n 

has pro mo ted "good roads," wi th such men as Gera ld 
Boga n, R . M . Hil ema n, J o hn overda le, Archie 
Ne ls n, H. W . Calli so n a nd . W .( he t) S loan, active 
a nd in vo lved over th e inter vening years . 

Th e move me nt for good road s was based upon the 
rem oval of so me degree of co n tro l from loca l 
to wnship tru stees in favo r o f regional and s tatewi de 
hi g hway deve lo pme nt through which administrative 
a nd e nginee rin g experti se cou ld be provided . 
Prog ress, howeve r, was s low for many reaso ns. Th e 
traditi o na l co nse rva tive system of road building was 
diffic ult to cha nge ; there were differences of opinion 
a m ong m e mbers of th e association as to the proper 
co urses of ac tio n to take ; engineers disagreed on 
techni ca l q ues tio ns rega rd ing road and bridge 
co nstruc ti o n; bitter arg uments occurred between 
a d voca tes of eart h roads and those supporting 
surfaci ng a nd over the types of surfaces to be used; 
betwee n those who supported or objected to more 
ce ntra lized co ntrol of highway policy and authority; 
a nd th ose wh o wanted roads funded as a pay-as-you
go project as co ntrasted with funding through bond 
issues . T he n there was the question of distribution of 
road fund s among counties and cities, and the fact 
tha t g rou ps representing road material s, bridge and 
co nstruct io n companies fought changes that might be 
o bjectionable to their interests . Although many were 
act ive in the good roads mo ve ment , farmers generally 
offered the st rongest opposition to highwa y 
im provemen ts . They feared that heavy taxes would be 
levied , a nd u nti l 1920, at least part of their fears were 
justified. Prior to 19 19, farmers paid four mills in 
pro perty taxes to support county roads while 
resi dents of fi rst class cities contributed only half a 
m il l. 

National Roads Associat ions 
Na tio na ll y, a League for Good Roads wa organized 
in 1892, a nd in 1893, a Good Roads Con ention was 
held in Was hington , D.C. Their efforts resulted in 
es ta blis hment of an Office of Road Inquir in the 
Depa rt me nt of Agricul ture in 1893, with an initial 
a pp ro p ria tio n of $10,000, to be used mainly for 
ed uca tio na l pu rposes . A nother result of the e 
mee tings wa th e crea t io n of the Rural Free Delivery 
Se rvice wh ich by 1900 had a nationwide net\ ork and 
beca me a p o werful fo rce for road improvement. The 
a uto mo bile a ppeared in 1890 and added further 
impetus: "The mo to ri st had a n even tronger incentive 
tha n th e bicyc li st to ge t the countr out of the mud : a 
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mired car was more of a problem than a stuck 
bicycle. " 3 By 1910, there were literally scores of 
organizatio ns in the nation promoting good road s. A 
few of these were stro ng, effective a nd nationa l in 
scope. The American Automobi le Assoc iation , 
fo und ed by ow ners in 1902, and the Am erican Road 
Makers bro ught toge ther state e ngi neers, road 
co ntractors and road machinery manufacturers. 
Many of the associati o ns were primaril y pressure 
gro ups whose purpose was to get improved road s 
through legis lation . Many had no dues-pay ing 
members but depended upon commercial interests
railroad s, material s producers and automobile 
manufacturers- for financia l supp ort. 
The American Associatio n for Highway Improvement 
was form ed in 1910 and sponsored the first American 
Road Congress in 1911 at Richmond, Virginia . It 
reco mmended that Co ngress ex tend financial aid to 
the states to assist in road building; that no 
appropriation be made without proper supervision for 
ma intenance; that states provide supervision of main 
highwa ys through a state highwa y department ; that 
work on construction and maintena nce be under the 
direct ion of an experienced highway engineer; and 
that all states provide for the employment of prison 
labor to work o n public highways. Other Road 
Congress meetings took place in 1913 and 1914. 

Road Legislation, 1880 to 1920 

State Road Laws 
T here was littl e or no adm inist rat ive con trol over 
roads by sta te government in the early 1880 's. 
Previous laws had given a uthority to county 
superviso rs to locate new roads, change the course of 
old ones and levy taxes for bridges. Township trustees 
determined the level of propert y taxes and how much 
would be paid in cash or labor. In the fall , the 
township was divid ed into road districts, each with a 
supervisor who spent the funds and directed the road 
work perfo rmed by men work ing out their ta xes. May 
observed that " there was so me logi c to thi s system in 
pioneer days when virtually the only use of the roads 
was local in character, but as the state's eco nomy 
grew and traffic vo lumes steadily increased , doubts 
a rose as to the wisdom of permitting thousands of 
separate ro ad sys te ms to ex ist with no unifying 
standards. "4 

The 1884 General Assembly incorpora ted so me of the 
recommendat ions of the State Road Improvement 
Association into "a n Act to Promote the 
Improvement of Highways." It provided for a regular 

co unty fund as contras ted to a township road fund , 
the money to be rai sed by a o ne mill per dollar ta x on 
property. Th e count y boa rds of supervisors had 
authority to determine how the fund was to be used . 
By loca l option , the township trustees might organi ze 
the township into one road di stri ct but co uld return 
to the old mUltiple district plan after two years of 
expe rimentation. Road supervisio n in the township 
sys tem was changed to allow trustees to order tha t 
township highway taxes be paid in money to the 
co unty treasurer , and ·to direct expenditures by letting 
contracts to the lowes t responsib le bidder or appoint 
a superintendent of highwa ys to supervise the road 
work. The statutory requirement of highwa y labor 
was retained .5 Opposition to the property ta x to be 
paid in money and appointment of a superintend ent 
was so strong that the provisions were mad e optional. 

Few changes in road administration occurred between 
1884 and 1890, except that the one mill ta x was made 
mandatory in all counties. Important reforms by the 
1902 General Asse mbl y recogni zed the inefficiencies 
of the old sys tem. A new road la w, known as the 

J J ohn B. Rae , Th e Road and Car in American Life. Cam bridge, 
Ma ss.: M .I.T Press, 197 1, p. 34. 

4 Geo rge S. May, " The Good Road s Mo ve ment in Iowa ," 

Palimpsest 46 (February 1965): p. 82. For a di scussion of roa d laws 

before 1884, see J o hn Brindley'S History of Road Legislation in 
Iowa, Iowa Cit y: S tat e Hi stori ca l Socie ty, 19 12, C ha pte rs 4-7 . 

S ummaries will a lso be found in Iowa Hiway Hilites (May 1963), 

pp . 17-39 , publi shed by the Iowa State Hi ghway Commission , 

Ames. 

, 1884 Laws of Iowa, C hapter 200. The law provided th at "nine 

hours of faithful work was requ ired as a da y's wo rk on th e road but 

that except for ex trao rdinary occasions, no perso n shall be req ui red 

to go more than three mil es from hi s place of res id ence ... and for the 

purpose o f thi s Act , th e res idence of a man shall be co nstru ed to be 

where hi s family res ides: for a s ing le man , it shall be at th e place 

w he re he is at work ." N . S. S ha le r, writing o n "Co mm o n Road s" in 

Scribners Magazine in 1889, sa id that "in th e United Sta tes the 

co mm on roads were built in a most igno rant and ineffi c ient 

manner. .. Generall y, road-making and so-ca lled road mending were 

performed no t by tax money but by an impost of labo r of the 

co unty. The vo ting part o f the popU lati on is summ o ned each yea r 

to o ne o r tw o da ys to working out th e ir road tax. The busy people 

a nd those who are fore hand ed may payo ut th ei r assesment in 

money but most of the popUlation find it conve ni e nt to attend the 

a nnua l road-making picnic in perso n ... und er th e s upervisio n o f a 

road master. M o re common ly, so me e ld er is by common co nsent 

abso lved from perso na l la bo r and made superintend ent of th e 

operation ." (See Ra e, pp. 26-27 .) 
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"A nd erso n Law," after it s most a rd ent supp ort er, 
abo li shed the offi ce of di stri ct ['oa d superviso r a nd th e 
d ist ric t road sys tcm a nd ' o nso l id a ted ea ch tow nshi p 
into o ne road d istr ict. Oth er sec ti o ns covered cha nges 
in le\'ying a nd co llec ting road taxes a nd co nfcrred 
rig ht s a nd powers o n interu[' ba n ra il wa ys built a lo ng 
pub lic highwa ys. Roa d taxes we re to be pai d in 
money but the sta tuto ry labor req uirement wa s stil l in 
effec t. 

The mos t impor ta nt fea tu['e of the new la w wa s th e 
one which conso lida ted road dis tri cts ba sed o n civil 
townships and res ulted in a fundam enta l cha nge in 
roa d administra ti o n. Th e a uth o rit y o f the di stri ct 
roa d ~ upe ["\ isor, es ta blished in 1853 , had ex isted fo r 
a lmos t 50 yea rs with stri ctl y loca l supervisio n o f 
highways unti l 1902. Th e long-stand ing traditi o n of 
loca l co ntrol, se lf-gO\ er nment a nd perso nal 
part ici pa ti on in highway po li cy was ove rturned a nd 
me t o pposit io n. The la", a lso beca me the bas is fo r 
more ce nt ra li zed co ntro l through sta te a nd federa l 
pa rti cipa ti on in highway progra ms. 

In 1909 . perma nent roa d improve ment distri cts were 
authori7ed and cou ld be es ta blished by co unt y 
supenisors. ImprO\eme nts were fina nced ha lf by a 
tV\ O mi ll coun ty tax and ha lf by spec ia l assess ments 
on proper ty with in a co unt y. Road dragg ing by 
contrac t at 50 ce nts per mile was made ma nd a tory for 
to",nship trmtees . In 19 11.the leg isla ture required 
to",nship trustees to divide the public roa ds int o 
permanen t road -draggi ng di stric ts. "des ignate which 
distric ts sha ll be d ragged , to includ e a ll ma il routes 
and main tra \ ell ed roads with in the tow nship," and 
appoint a superin tenden t of dragging a t $2. 50 per 
day. to sene one ,ear unless re moved soo ner by the 
supenlsors. An ann ua l fee of $ 15 was assessed fo r th e 
registra tion or re-regis tra tio n of a ny elec tri c or stea m 
motor vehicle a nd 40 ce nts per horsepower cha rged 
for every horse power over 20. Motor bicycles or 
motorcycles paid th ree do ll a r . No di stincti on was 
made between ord inary a nd co mmercia l \ ehicles. 
Fifteen percen t of the ve hicle ta x went to the Sta te 
Treas ury a nd the rema ind er was "a pp orti o ned am o ng 
the several co unt ies of the sta te in the sa me rati o as 
the number of tow nshi ps in the seve ra l co unti es bea r 
to the total number of tow nships in th e s t a t e. "~ Iowa 
not onl y had its fi rst highway u e tax in 19 11 , but by 
sta tute co uld not di ve rt the fund s to other than 
specific designa ted highway pu rposes. Prev iou Iy. a 
$/.00 regis tra ti on fee had bee n lev ied in 1904 , 
increased to $5.00 in 1907, as a simple regula tory a nd 
genera l reve nue measure. 

A la w whi ch ma rked the fi rst definite move away 
fr om pi o neer roads a nd toward state road 
adm ini stra ti o n was passed in 19 13 by th e 35 th 
Genera l Assemb ly. It crea ted a sepa ra te Sta te 
Il ighway om mi ss ion of three men, replacin g th e 
orig ina l co mmiss ion es tab lished in 1904, and was 
given co ntrol over a ll cou nty a nd tow nship road 
offi cia ls. T he office o f chief engineer was crea ted to 
di scharge thi s res po nsibilit y. In 191 5 a nd 19 17, bills to 
abo lish th e co mmi ss io n were introduced into the 
legisla ture but fa il ed to pass, for in o rd er to q ua lify 
for fed eral fund s, th e state had to have a hi ghway 
co mmiss io n. The la w co ntinued the policy of allowing 
co unt y superviso rs a nd township trus tees to be in 
charge of roads a nd fund s but only under the 
superviso ry co ntrol of the co mm issio n. 

Co unty superviso rs we re requ ired to ap poin t a county 
engin ee r who, if fo und inco mpetent, could be 
di sc ha rged by th e commission . P lans, specificallol15. 
adve rti se ments fo r bid s, a nd publ ic lettings for bndge 
a nd road co nstru cti o n we re required. Contracts were 
subj ec t to a pprova l by the commiSSIOn and county 
enginee rs, a nd a ll co nst ructlon was under standard 
sta te pla ns. Maps showing the selected systems v.ere 
prepa red a nd upda ted by commission personnel. and 
surveys made by th e co un ty engineer. The 
co mm iss io n was given a maintenance fund of eight 
perce nt o f the money paid into the State Trea ur} for 
motor ve hicle regis t rations. 

The progressive legi la tion brought a cia h betv\een 
advoca tes of a more ce ntralized control and rural 
element favo ring local domination of road polic). 
a nd the elec ti o ns of 19 14 removed man) of the 
legislato r wh o had vo ted for the 1913 la\\ . Count) 
upen iso rs a nd to", nship tru tees resented the 

impos iti on of county engineer and the commi ion 
co ntro l in their domain. Many count)upenisor~ 
made no effort to hire e n gi neer~: other~ did under 
protes t. E\'en if the) \\ a nted to hire. It \\ a difficult to 
find the number of enginee r needed 111 19 13. 
Superviso r also did not a pp recia te the requirement 
that sta nda rd highway pla ns be used and bid ' for 
co nstru cti o n ta ken after public heanng. 

, 19 11 Ln,,, of t OW3. Cha pter, 70 a nd' 
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The Federal Road Act of 1916 
The interest of the fed era l go vern ment in highway 
development dated from 1803 , whe n a id was give n fo r 
construction of the a tiona l Pike from C um berl a nd , 
Maryland , to Wheeling, West Vi rgin ia. Federa l 
enginee rs ad vised as to the des ira bilit y of surfaced 
ro ads throughout the na tio n by 1900, and in 19 12 a n 
appropriation of $500 ,000 was made to pay o ne-third 
of t he costs of improving highways over which the 
mai l was carried . T he Office of R oad Inquiry became 
the Bureau of P u bli c Roads in 19 18. 

F ederal-aid po li cy involving federa l-sta te coopera ti o n 
for highwa y constr uctio n was the basis of the Act of 
1916. An ap p ropriat io n of $75 m illi o n ove r a fi ve-yea r 
period was a u thorized fo r improve me nts to rura l 
road s carrying mail a nd was limited to towns und er 
2,500 popU la t ion . T he a id was no t t o exceed 50 
percent of t he cos t of roads co nstructed , not to exceed 
$10 ,000 per mi le, a nd was to be ma tched by the sta tes. 
T h ree criteria were used in funding, a ll h aving equal 
weigh t: ( I) the area of the sta te in rela ti o n to the to ta l 
area of the United Sta tes ; (2) popula ti o n of the state 
relative to total Un ited S ta tes po pula ti o n; a nd (3) 
mail route m ileage of the sta te in rela ti on to total ma il 
road mi leage of the natio n. Ass ista nce was to be give n 
to those states with established highwa y depa rtments . 

The General Assem bly in 1917 accepted the 
provisio ns of t he 19 16 federa l act a nd pledged the 
necessary matching funds. To be designa ted was a 
road system of 2,000 to 6,000 miles, equita bly 
di stributed amo ng t he 99 counties , on which federa l
aid projects cou ld be located . Also prov id ed was a 
primary road fund to fina nce co nstructi o n a nd 
maintenance, and the d uti es a nd resp o nsibiliti es of the 
commiss ion were ex panded , refl ecting th e growing 
influence of motor ve hicl e traffic. 

In most states , the major highway syste m was kno wn 
as " the State Road System," "S ta te Trunk S ys tem ," 
or other simi lar designatio ns. A sta te road sys tem of 
app roximately 6,500 m il es was es ta bli shed by the 
Genera l Assembly in 19 19, to initi a te pav ing of 
principa l highways. So g rea t was the o ppos iti o n to 
the wo rd "state" a nd a sta te-co ntrolled road syste m , 
that legislators, fearing fo r their political futures , 
named it t he "Pri mary Road Sys tem. " T he wo rd 
"pave" was a lso considered sui cidal if used , so the 
legis lation subst it uted " hard-surfaced" to defin e their 
intentions . Over the yea rs, the need to a void the wo rd 
"s tate" has lo ng a ba ted, but the principal state 
highway sys tem cont inued offi ciall y to be kn o wn as 
the "Primary R oad System." 

The Prima ry R oad F und was to include a ll 
a utom o bile registrat io n fees , federa l-aid a llot men ts 
and fund s fr o m specia l paving assess ments, effecti ve 
o nl y whe re improve ments ca ll ed fo r pave ment , a nd 
which were to tota l 25 percent of the cos t of the 
pa veme nt s la b. Prima ry road expenditures were under 
the contro l of the su perviso rs, subj ect to a pprova l of 
the co mmiss io n. Voters in a county had to a pprove 
a ny proposed " ha rd-surfaced " improve men t before 
co nstructi o n. They co uld a lso vo te a uth o ri ty to 
supervi sors fo r issua nce of bo nd s to fund co nst ruction 
if not sa ti sfied with progress permitted by cur re nt 
revenues. However, the legisla ti o n specified that in 
both the surfacing a nd the bond issues, balloting must 
be separate on each proposa l. Specia l assess ments on 
adjacent property were permitted onl y on " hard
surfaced" projects a nd could cove r a n area exte nding 
one and o ne-fo urth miles o n each side of the road to 
be improved . 

Road legislation, 1920 to 1930 
The Federal Aid Highway Act of 1921 
The Act required a designa ti o n of sta te and interstat e 
highways eli gi ble to rece ive federa l fund s. Aid was 
limited to seven percent of t he tota l mileage of rural 
road s, a nd des igna ted highways we re d ivided into 
primary o r intersta te, a nd secondary or intercounty 
roads. F und s had to be matched by the state , which 
was also res po nsible fo r ma in te na nce of federal-aid 
roads. Sevent y-five milli o n do ll ars was appropriated 
for 1922, and in 1923 , Co ngress mod ified the 
provisio ns to a ll o w specific appropriat io ns when 
needed . The average was abou t $100 m ill ion per year 
during the I 920s. The 19 16 Act had a significant 
influence o n Iowa. It prov id ed abo ut $15 mil li on 
a nnua lly as the 50 perce nt sha re of the road-building 
cos ts. The fund s were ea rmarked fo r rura l road s, a 
press ing a nd persistent pro blem for the state, and the 
act , by requiring fe dera l a pprova l for projects 
se lected , es ta bli shed the bas is for fu rthe r federal 
involve ment. 

The Iowa road laws did not comp ly with the 
req uirements of the 192 1 federa l leg islation . The state 
law was in co nfli ct in two important particu lars: (I ) 
The federal la w required that mai nte nance of fed eral 
road s be und er the d irect cont rol of the state hig hwa y 
depa rtment , whereas the state law placed this 
res po nsibility with co unt y superv iso rs. If any county 
fa il ed to ma inta in a fe dera l-a id road , the commiss ion 
had no power to assume cha rge of the work unless the 
road had bee n paved . S ince onl y five percent of the 
sta te's prima ry roads had been paved , the commission 
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was power lc s to cau ' e 95 perce nt to be ma inta ined , 
ye t fede ra l law required th a t as a co nditi o n p rcccd c nt 

to a id , ma intena ncc mu t be und e r direc t c ntro l o f 
th e ommiss ion . (2) Fed e ra l law "equired t ha t fedc ra l
a id hi ghways ho uld be s urfa ced in a m a nn e r s uited to 
th e tra ffi c, a nd th e co mmi ss io n s ho u ld have th e powe r 
to d ete rmin e a nd se lec t th e type o f s urfac in g. Und e r 
s ta te la w, th e o mm iss io n had no power to initi a te 

s uch ac ti o n. Thi power was in th e ha nd s o f th e 
superv i o rs, a nd eve n th ey had no po wer to s ta rt 
pav ing unl ess a uth o ri 7ed by a vo te o f th e peo ple. 

In gra din g a nd dra ining o f a ny roa d , th e fede ra l 

gove rnm ent req uired th e co mmiss io n to ag ree th a t 
within a reaso na ble time a ft e r th e roa d was g ra d ed , it 

wo uld provid e th e s uita ble surface befo re a ny 
ad dit io ns we re made to th e fede ra l-ai d sys te m . Und e r 

sta te law, th e co mmissio n co uld no t fulfill s uch a n 
ag ree ment , ye t th e s ta te la w ma de it th e s pec ific duty 
of th e co mm issio n to d o wha teve r wa neces a ry to 

secure fede ra l fu nd s. Fu rthe r, the fe d e ra l ac t p rovi d ed 
tha t the s ta te wo uld have fi ve years, o r until 

No\'e mber 9, 1926, in w hi ch to a mend it laws so as to 
conform to the legisla t io n. Afte r tha t da te, Iowa 

would ge t no fe d era l a id if th e prim a ry road law had 
no t been pro pe r ly coordi na ted wi th th e Fed e ra l-Aid 

Law. 

State Primary Road Laws 
In 1925, th e Ge nera I A se m bl y re med ied these ma lt e rs 
by enacti ng a new Pr ima ry R oad La w whi ch 

confo rm ed to th e fede ra l act. It g ra nt ed th e 
commission a bso lute co nt rol ove r prima ry road 

deve lop ment fu nds to be s pent o n its o wn initi a ti ve. 
Also passed was the first gaso line tax bill , providing 
for two cent s per ga ll o n in reve nues a nd di viding th e 

proceeds in three ways; o ne-third to th e prima ry road 
fund, o ne-th ird to the co unti es fo r co unt y road s, a nd 

o ne-th ird fo r towns hip road s. In th e Prima ry Road 
Act of 1927 , powers a nd dut ies o f count y s upe rvi o rs 
in prima ry roa d a dm inis tra tio n we re tra nsfe rred to 

th e co mmiss io n . Also, the leg isla ti o n required th a t a ll 
roads in the s tate we re to be di vid ed into two sys tems. 
The P ri ma ry R oad Sys tem wo uld inc lud e " th ose ma in 
ma rket road s (no t including roa ds within towns a nd 
cit ies) which co nnect all co unt y sea t to wns and c iti e 
a nd ma in ma rke t ce nter ." The 43rd Gene ra l 

Assem bl y defined seco nd a ry road s as a ll publi c 
hi ghways exce pt prima ry road s, s ta te road s and 
hi ghways with in citi es a nd towns. Prima ry road s 
up o n whi ch fede ra l-a id fund s were expend ed we re to 
be marked as United S ta tes hi ghways and all othe r 
prima ry road s were co nsid e red as state hi ghwa ys. The 

sccondary road s we re class ifi ed as co unty trun k road s 
and loca l co unt y roa d s. Th e loca l road s were for merl y 

township roa d s . 

T he 1927 la w pro vid ed th a t " improveme nt sha ll be 
mad e (in th e prim a ry road sys tem ) a nd carried o n in 

s uch a mann er as to equa li ze th e wo rk in a ll sections 
o f the s tate wh e re improvements have bee n reta rded , 

to an equa lity a nd o n th e sa me basis wi th th e more 
ad va nced sec ti o ns."7 A th ird cent was a lso a d ded to 

th e gasolin e lax fo r th e prim a ry road fu nd . T his 
sec tion , as we ll as th e e ntire act , re m ains as th e basic 

phi loso ph y of improve ment p rog rams to the present 
time. Th a t th e 1927 Prima ry R oad Law was a giant 

s te p fo rward in road improvemen ts is supp orted by 
th e fac t th a t it s t ill rema ins o n the statutes of Iowa . A 

la rge pe rce nta ge of th e 6,000 mi les of primary road 
pave me nt built previo us to 1956 was built under this 

la w with o ut impo rta nt substa n tive changes, and 
during 1930 , three years after the act was passed , 

1,030 m iles o f h ig h-ty pe co ncrete pavement were built 

o n th e s ta te's prima ry road s wit hout legal difficulty or 
d e lay. Only o ne o ther sta te has ever equaled or 

exceed ed th a t m ileage reco rd in one year. 

Bonding for Highways 
In th e 10 yea rs, 19 19 to 1929, there had been 
spas m odi c vo tin g o f co un ty bonds for paving of 

p o rt io n of t he prim a ry road system. The possibility 

of bo ndin g fo r primary roads was raised in 1926. 

when a b ill a uth o rizi ng the issuance of $100 million in 
bo nd s was introduced in the General Assembly. Its 

co nstitut io na lity wa q uestioned since it provided for 

pay ment of interes t a nd p ri ncipal from primary road 
reve nues but in case of d efic its, taxes would be levied 

a nd co ll ected o n a ll taxa ble property in the state to 

ma ke up th e d iffere nce in bond obligations and 
prima ry road fund s ava il a b le. The ource of fund 

fo r th e prim a ry roa d fund we re mo tor vehicle 

regis tra ti o n fee a nd mo tor fuel taxe . The ection of 
th e S ta te C o ns tituti o n a t issue wa Section 5 of 

Arti cle VII whi ch co nt a ined th e following statement : 
"Except th e d ebts he rei nbefore specified in thi 

, J oh n E. immo, tate II/\ 'ol\'emelll "' 10l\'a Road 
Development. Report pre pa red for the Iowa Transportation 

omm issio n. 1975 . p . 12. 
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Article , no debt shall be he reafter co nt racted by, o r 
on behalf of this State, un less such debt sha ll be 
authorized by some law fo r so me s ingle wo rk o r 
object, to be distinctly specified therei n; a nd such law 
shall impose and provide for a d irect a nnua l tax, 
sufficient to pay and discharge the p rincipa l of such 
debt , within 20 years from the time of the co ntracting 
thereof ... " To be resolved then, was whethe r o r not 
thi s provision precluded t he use of prima ry road 
funds to pay the interest a nd principa l of the 
proposed bonds. 

After consu lting wit h lega l a utho rities thro ugho ut the 
state on the constitutiona lity of the bill a nd recei ving 
unanimous affirmative respo nse, the gove rn o r ca ll ed 
the 42nd General Asse mbl y into spec ia l sess io n in 
March , 1928. The bonding bil l was passed o n a two
to-one vote in both Houses a nd was suppo rted by 
popular vote in the 1928 gene ra l e lectio ns, o nl y to be 
declared unconstitutio na l by t he Sta te S upreme Court 
in March , 1929. 

The Secondary Road Law 
The Secondary Road Act , known ge ne rall y as the 
Bergman Secondary Road Law, was passed in 1929. 
Previous to its enactment, a bo ut 6.5 perce nt of the 
public highways of the state we re includ ed in the 
primary road system , unde r con tro l a nd j uri sd ic ti o n 
of the Highway Commissio n; 13.5 percent we re 
included in the county road system unde r jurisdi cti o n 
of county supervisors whe reas the rema in ing 80 
percent were classified as tow nship road s und er 
control of 1,640 townshi p boa rd s of trustees. T hese 
township roads were rena med " loca l co unt y roads." 
When the new law became effective o n Janua ry I , 
1930, township trustees were virtua ll y elimina ted fr o m 
responsibilities for road b uild ing, reducing the 
number of secondary road su perviso ry units f ro m 
about 5,500 to 400. Supervisors co nt ro ll ed a 
secondary system of 12,377 miles of county a nd 
84,246 miles of township road s. 

The legislature a lso acted to fac ili ta te the voting of 
county bonds for primary road improvement a nd 
raised the limit of indebted ness fro m three to four a nd 
one-half percent of the assessed va lua ti o n of pro perty 
in the county. Immediately, 18 co unties voted prima ry 
road bonds aggregating $2 1 mi llio n , a nd 18 co unti es 
which had previous ly voted prima ry bo nd iss ues 
voted additional issues to ta ling $ 12 milli o n. 
Eventually 98 of the 99 count ies in the sta te vo ted 
$118 million for cou nty prima ry road s. 

T he process of cent ra li zing road adm ini st ra ti on begun 
in 1884 was practica ll y co mple ted by 1929. 
Res ponsib iliti es had been transfe rred from many 
inde pend ent civil units to the ce ntra lized st ruct ure of 
state gove rnment. Au th ori ty fo r road co nst ru ct ion 
a nd mai nt ena nce was clearly defined between the 
sta te a nd the co un ties, wit h ge nera l supervisio n over 
a ll road s a nd d irect co ntro l over the state's pr imary 
highways exe rcised by th e highway co mmissio n. 

Evolution of the County Engineer 
C rea tion of the offi ce of county engineer was 
pro ba bl y the m ost impo rta nt refo rm measure 
pro mo ting expe rt supervisio n o f roads o n a co un ty 
level. As ea rl y as 1883, Sa muel D. Pryce o bserved 
t ha t road wo rk should be supe rvised by com petent 
civil engineers. F urther effo rts to establi sh the 
pos iti o n we re made immedi ately afterward by a 
leg isla ti ve co mmi ttee of enginee rs, a nd in 19 10, by 
Gove rn o r Ca rro ll a nd the Good Roads Association . 
Delega tes defea ted the p ro posa l, co nside rin g the idea 
tha t road wo rk co uld be efficien tly ma naged by 
tra ined ex perts as a n affro nt to ma ny loca l road 
officia ls. May q uotes o ne delegate as ca lling it a p lan 
for "giving p laces to a lot of boys from co llege 
with o ut accomplis hing a nyt hing," and anot her 
co ntending t hat " they d id not have to go to col lege to 
ge t men capa ble of usi ng a leve l. " 

A compro mise was effec ted in 19 11 , whereby 
superviso rs co uld , if they wished , "em ploy a 
co mpetent perso n " to work ou t pla ns a nd 
specifi ca ti o ns for co unt y roa ds. T he Act of 1913 
fina ll y crea ted the office of county engineer but there 
was co nside ra ble o pposition . In 1923, critics made the 
co unty eng inee r a n o pti ona l positio n, yet few counties 
too k ad va ntage. H owever, the Bergman Act of 1929 
not o nl y repea led thi s provisio n but gave the county 
e nginee r grea ter res po nsi bil ity ove r road work. It was 
recogni zed by thi s t ime t hat engineers could save 
co unti es th o usa nd s of d o ll ars, and at least one county 
boa rd cha irma n declared that if cou nties had to 
ch oose betwee n the engi nee r a nd the su pervisor , " it 
wo uld d o well to give up t he lat ter because t he 
enginee r co uld d o t he work of t he supervisors but the 
supe rviso rs co uld not do t he wo rk of the engineer."8 

8 George S . May, "The Good Road s Moveme nt in Iowa ," 

Paiimpses{ 46 (Fe br uary 1965), pp . 86-87 . 
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State Road Administration 

The Highway Commission , 1904·1913 
sta bli shm ent o f the first highwa y co mmi ss ion was 

primaril the res ult o f th e effo rts o f two men, namely, 
harks F. Curtiss, Dean of Agricu lture, and An~o n 

Marsto n, Dean of Engin eer ing, Iowa S tate o llege. 
Questions co ncerning th e crea ti o n of the com mi ss ion 
and prov iding for a n appro priat ion were debated In 
the Thirtieth Genera l Asse mbl y in 1904 . It became 
ap pa rent that a se para te department fund ed by the 
sta te cou ld not be establis hed until th e public had 
been ed uca ted to thc va lue o f highwa ys and thc need 
for a n efficien t administrati ve sys tem . Therefore , th e 
Ge nera l Assemb ly directed the Iowa tate o ll ege to 
"act as a Highway Com miss ion for Iowa" and 
appro pria ted $7,000 for the nex t biennial period . In . 
1906, Iowa \ as at the botto m of the list of 17 states In 
road appropria ti on . The funds were includ ed in the 
regular co ll ege bud ge t for ex perim ental purposes a nd 
\\ere under control of the boa rd of trustees. 

The college had for a number of yea rs taken an active 
interest in road problems of the sta te a nd had 
gathered considera ble sta tistica I da ta previo us to 1904 
through student research. The resea rch consisted of 
test on different road surface to determine the 
resistance to traffic, and to esta blish the relationship 
between market prices and road co nditi ons. The 
board of trustee appointed Deans urtiss a nd 
Marston as commi sio ners and engaged Thoma s H. 
MacDonald as an as istant in charge of field 
operations. MacDonald, a 1904 Civil Engineering 
graduate , was appointed As i tant Professo r at $600 
per year on the college budget and paid a n eq ua l 
amount from the state funds for an a nnua l sa lary of 
S 1.200. The act prO\ ided that the college sho uld se rve 
as the state highway commissio n with the following 
powers and duties: 

I. To devise and adopt plans and sys tems of 
highway constructi on and maintena nce suit ed to 
the needs of the different co unti es of the sta te. 

2. Conduct demonstrations on such highway 
construction at least once a yea r at so me 
desirable place for instruction of co unt y 
supervisors, township trustees, uper int end ents, 
student of the col lege, a nd oth ers. 

3. Disseminate information and instruction to 
county superviso rs a nd other highway offi ce rs 
who make reques ts on ques tion s of hi ghway 
constructio n and maintenance. 

4. Kee p a reco rd of a ll importa nt ope ra ti o ns of the 

hig hway co mmi ss ion a nd report sa me to th e 
gove rn o r a t the end of th e yea r. 

Although th e $3,500 an nu a l app ropriation wa~ in
creased la ter to $ 10,000 , th e lack of fund s limited the 
work . Despite thi s handi ca p, Professor MacDonald, 
in additi o n to hi s ot her duti es, publi shed a bulletin 
ti ti ed The Good Roads Problem in Iowa in Jun e, 
1905 , whi ch revi ewed th e ear ly work of the 
co mmiss io n and outlined a constructive program of 
reform for road legisla ti o n a nd administration . 
Effom were mad e to inves tiga te road conditi on,> in 
th e different secti o ns of the state and to prepare road 
maps fo r about 12 co unties. Research included the 
amo unt of fund s co ll ec ted in th e counties , the 
method used , a nd the results of the expenditures. 
I nves tigati o n of road ma teri als was made by 
Professor S. W. Beyer. 

A manual for Iowa highway officers was published in 
1905 a nd revised in 1906. It contained a general 
survey and data pertaining to public highways , 
topograph y of Iowa, history and development of road 
legis latio n, the organization of the \\-ork of the 
co mmi ssion to tha t time, and road construction and 
maintenance in the state. In particular, the manual 
declared tha t the Anderson Law had been generally 
di srega rd ed by township trustees . "Some townships 
ha ve appointed several men to \\-ork on roads and 
ca lled them road su perintendents, but this is merel) a 
modification of the old, many district system. It 
would be much better and would folio\\- the 
requirements of the law to have one superintendent 
for the township and let him ha\e. if neces ar). a 
number of assi tant . The more the ~ ork is 
co ncentra ted und er one man held re ponsib[e for the 
pro per ex penditure of the fund, the more economical 
will be the administration of the road funds pro\ided 
tha t the proper man is elected in the fir t place.' 

The fir t annual report summarized the work of the 
co mmiss ion. It pointed out that the act creating it 
provided tha t "it hould not only act as a bureau of 
information on road matters but hould al 0 mak.e a 
thorough an investigation a possible of the general 

• 100Hl Hlgh\\a) COnlnll"lon . \lGlwallor Iowa HigJ"ltll 
O/ficers. 1905. [l . 35 . 



The Movement For Good Roads 77 

road problems of the state." The report covered four 
major sections: (I) Investigations, (2) Experiments, (3) 
Plans and Publications; a nd (4) The Road School. lO 

Many of the investigations were conducted by Dean 
Marston and MacDonald. Both studied road 
construction at vario us points in the state , traveling 
by train, buggy and spring wagon. Marsto n reported 
"that their investigations revealed that local unit s had 
been getting about 10 ce nts worth of road work for 
every dollar expended, a situation that generally 
existed throughout the Midwest."11 

During 1904 and 1905 , MacDonald co ntinued hi s 
campaign for good roads, riding "good road" trains 
which the C Wand CB&Q were running at that 
time. He lectured at every stop, a nd by 1906-1 907, he 
and the commission members were giving lectures a t 
good roads organizat ions throug hout Iowa and 
Missouri. An annual road school was first held in 
Ames in June 1905, then throughout the state . It 
became an annua l event and grew so la rge that it had 
to be discontinued in 191 8. In th e 1907- 1908 a nnual 
report , the commiss ion stated that Iowa was read y for 
permanent roads in certa in districts a nd that so me 
mileage had been built. Further, the idea that farmers 
would oppose permanent roads was to be questioned. 
Doubts , however, were expressed a bout th e 
permanence of macadam roads und er automobi le 
traffic. "Petrolithic" paving, consisting of asphaltic 
oil, earth , gravel and broken sto ne, was men tioned as 
a promising surface. The comm issio n co nclud ed its 
1908 annua l report with statis tics comparing Iowa 
with progress in road bui lding in other sta tes. It urged 
that its powers and duties be increased and 
recommended in this and ot her reports man y of the 
changes eventually incorporated into the road laws. 

At an ear ly meeting of the comm iss ion, it was d ecid ed 
that an organiza ti on was required that operated 
through four departments: Office, Design, Field and 
Education. The organizat ion was deve lo ped entire ly 
on the basis of experience in Iowa , since there were 
no other road laws in any of the sta tes formu lated on 
the principle of state supe rvi sion or contro l of 
highways without state a id . All other sta te laws 
provided for state aid in so me form. In July, 19 11 , th e 
entire staff of the commission consisted of three full
time employees; a highway engineer (MacDonald) , an 
ass istant engineer (Conde B. McCullough) , a 
stenographer (Annie Laurie Bowen) , and two part
time employees. These people were employed by and 
received their sa lari es from the Iowa Sta te College, 
not from the highwa y commiss io n. 

The State Highway Commission , 1913 
In 1913, fo rces favoring more centra li zed control of 
highway administration succeeded in passing a law 
which e tablished a new highway commission, 
increased its powers and duties, and separated it from 
the administrat io n of the college a lth o ugh st ill officed 
on th e cam pus. The new commission co nsis ted of 
three members, one of which was Dean Marston, 
made an ex officio member , and the other two 
appointed by th e gove rnor from opposite political 
parties for a term offour years. Dean Marston 
rece ived no sa lary; th e others were paid $ 10 per day 
wit h a limi t of 100 da ys for which sa la ri es would be 
paid for a tota l com pe nsa tion of $ 1 ,000. T. H . 
MacDonald was hired as hi ghway engineer at an 
ann ua l sa lary of $2,400 and J. E. Kirkham as part
time consulting brid ge engineer at $300 per year. 
Comm iss ioners were bonded for $5,000; department 
heads, $3 ,000; and $ 1,000 for district engi neers. 

J . W. Ho lden of Scranton was the Republican 
member and H. C. Beard from Mt. Ayr, the 
Democratic appointee. The employees under the old 
commission were transferred to form the nucleus of 
the organization, considered adequate to carry out th e 
provisions of the new law. Personnel were as follows: 
T. H. MacDona ld, hi ghwa y engineer; J. E. Kirkham , 
consu lt ing bridge engi neer; C. B. McCullough, 
assistant engineer; F. R. White , assistant engineer ; 
Annie Laurie Bowen, and Merle Crabtree, 
stenogra phers ; and J. H. Paulson , draftsman. 
M acDo nald cont inued in his position until he was 
appointed Director of th e U. S. Bureau of Public 
Roads in 1919 a nd was succeeded by Fred R. White. 

By December I , 191 8, there were 62 people on the 
commission pa yro ll , exclusive of the commissioners. 
The ex panded vo lume of work created by the 
Federa l-Aid a nd State Primary Road Acts, together 
with the end of World War I, increased the number of 

10 First Annual Report of the Iowa State Highway Commission 
Made To The Governor of Iowa For the Year Ending July I, 1905. 
Des Moines : State Printer. 1905, p. 9. 

11 Mississippi Valley Conference of State Highway Departments. 
pp . 1-2. 
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e mpl oyee to 156 in 19 19. J . W . H o ld e n he ld th e 
cha irm an s hip o f th e co mmi ss i n a nd Willi am 

o lli so n o f ha rit o n and D ean Marsto n were th e 

o the r members. In 19 19, th e co mmi ss io n wa s 
ex tensive ly reo rga n ized . N ew de pa rtmen ts werc 
c rea ted a nd new d epartme nt admi ni s tra tors 

a ppo inted . These were : 

dministrn tivc 
cco unt ing 

Roa d Ma nagerne nt 

Roa d S urveys and Pla ns 

Road Co nstruct io n 

Road Mai nt e nance 

Br id ge 

D ra inage 

Materia ls a nd Tes ts 

Sta te Parks a nd Institu tional Roads 
Women 's Drafting 

I:. R. White, hi ef Fngi neer 

M. E. Da vis 

. Coy kend a ll 

W. E. J o ne, 

F . H. Ma nn 

W. R. Roo t 

J . H. Ames 

R. H C lyde 

R. W. C rum 

R. McCo rmick 

Aida Wil so n 

T o s up ervise th e inc reased vo lume of wo rk , the 

number of di stri c t e ng ineers wa inc reased fr o m six to 
nine. All work in each district , as we ll as the me n 

e mplo yed on pre liminary surveys a nd in 
supe rint ending co ns truc tion of fede ra l-aid projec ts, 
was placed und e r the direct supe rvis io n of th e di stri ct 

enginee r. 

Chapter 328 of th e Ac ts of th e 40th Ge nera l Asse mbl y 

directed th e comm iss ion to co nstru ct a n o ffice 

building as fund s beca me avai la ble. It a uth orized th e 
loca ti o n of the building on g ro und adjacent to th e 

sheds used for sto rage o f surplus equipm ent 
d is tributed by th e fe de ra l gover nm ent to th e state in 

19 19. Promptly a ft er enactment of th e legisla t io n, 
citize ns of Ame , through po pular subsc ripti o n , ra ised 

$ 16,500 for th e purchase of fi ve acres of la nd wes t o f 
the eq uipment s hed s. t2 Th e tract (wi th a frontage of 

240 feet o n Lincoln W ay a nd de pth of 900 fe e t) was 
prese nted to th e state as th e site for a new o ffi ce 

build ing. The to tal cos t of the build ing, whi ch was 
160 feet lo ng by 60 feet wide a nd three s tories hig h , 

was $ 123,5 18. It wo ul d pro id e uffi c ient s pace for all 
of th e co mmiss io n 's perso nne l loca ted in Ames a nd 
re lea e the space occupi ed in th e eng inee rin g bu ildings 
a t the co llege . T he da te above th e o ld Linco ln Way 
ent rance sho ws co mple ti o n of th e bu ilding in 1923 , 
but it was not occu pied until Jun e I, 1924. 

Res po nsibiliti es o f th e co mmiss io n we re furt he r 
ex pa nd ed when the Ge ne ra l Asse mbl y rew rote th e 

Primary R oad La w and g ran ted th em abso lute powe r 
ove r th e primary road deve lo pme nt fund . Prev io us ly, 

the co mmi ssio n had bee n forced to a wai t dec is ions by 
board s of s uperv iso rs for in itiation of projec ts, o ft en 
res ultin g in de lay a nd lack o f co nt inu ity in roa d 

improveme nts Wh e n co ntro ll ed by th e com m iss ion, 
th e $4 mi ll ion fund was ava il a ble Lo close gaps in the 
p l-ima ry road sys te m . nd cr th e Primary R oad Act of 

1927, th e powers a nd duti es o f th e co unty s upervi sors 
with res pec t to co ns truc tion a nd m ai nte nan ce of 

pri ma ry roads we re tra nsfer red to the commission. 
'1 hi s act io n represe nted th e fina l step in placin g 

comp le te jurisdi c tion of prim ary road s under contro l 
o f th e s ta te. Th e ac t a lso pro vided for reorgani7.ation 

o f th e co mm i s ion by increasing the membe rs hip from 
three to fi ve pe rso ns, a ppo inted by th e govern or with 

th e a pprova l of two-thirds of the Senate in executive 
sess ion , for a term o f fou r years . Although not 

co mpul so ry or sugges ted by law, it was generall y 
accepted th a t me mbers wou ld come [rom different 

sec ti o ns of th e state a nd have persona l knowledge and 

a be tter und e r ta nding of road problems in their 

areas. Each was to receive $4,000 per year plus the 
necessar y ex pe nses. Anson Marston , who had served 

o n th e co mmissio n since its inception , requested to be 
re li eved o[ hi s duti es. 

The onginal Highway Commissio n building completed 10 1923. 

(Courtesy: lo\\a tate Hlgh\\a~ Comml IOn) 

" Report of Ihe 1011' Highll 'al' Commission/or Ihe rear Ending 
December 1.1922, Des M oines. tate of 10\\a. 1922, p. 13 -\ tract 

of la nd In Ames wa s leased \\,lIh the option to purchase 1,' acre, It 
was favorably located near both hlgh\la)s and railroads. For 

storage purposes. eight ho l1 0 \l tile sheds. 52 ' '\ I·L·. \lere 

co nstructed a t a cos t of 75.000. The lense 113 S -lOa per )ear and 

wa s to ex pire in 1926. The option price was $12.000 
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Ae rial view of Highwa y Co mmiss io n's Ames co mplex in the 1950';. 
(Co urtesy: Iowa Sla te Highway Co mmiss io n) 

The new commissioners were Clifford L. Niles, 
Anamosa; Carl C. Riepe , Burlington; H. E. Dean , 
Ocheyedan ; H. A. Dartin, Glenwood; and T.E. 
O'Donnell from Dubuque. On December I, 1929, 
there were 896 people on the payroll , exclusive of 
commissioners and temporary and part-time help. Of 
the total , 544 were engaged in field construction and 
71 in maintenance work. As the powers and duties of 
the organization expanded , some old departments 
were eliminated , others changed in their 
responsibilites, or new ones were created. "The ability 
of the organization to develop and change to meet the 
ever increasing duties without complete 
reorganization, has been of untold value in the work 
of the commission. No administrative system is at any 
time perfectly adapted to its work , but is in continua l 
process of becoming better adapted to it. As an 
example .. . in the beginning road design and bridge 

design were of such prime importance that each was 
established as a separate department , but later , when 
much of the work was finished, the two departments 
were combined into the Department of Design . "1 3 The 
commission in 1929 was organized into seven maj o r 
departments, namely: Executive , Construction , 
Administration , Design , Maintenance, Materia ls and 
Tests, and Purchases and Accounts. 

13 S. C. E. Powers, "The Iowa Sla le Highwa y Co mmiss ion." 
Iowa Journal of History and Politics 29 (January 19 3 1): pp. 51-53. 
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rile chief engineer, se lec ted by th e om mi ss ion , wa s 
hea d 0[' th e e ntire organi/ation . Unt il 1930 th e 
co mmiss ion had on ly two chief engin eers, T . II . 
Mac Donald and Fred R. White, so th ey se ldom had 
to exerc ise their powers fo r thi s appointive pos iti o n. 
The sa la ry of th e ch icf engi nee r wa s $ 10 ,000 . II is 
duties were primari ly admini stra ti ve, to build a n 
organ ilClti on wh ose ex perti se, initi a ti ve a nd 
imagi na tio n would ca rry out the po li cies of th e 
co mmiss ion. I n add iti on, th e chief engineer was in 
charge of a ll litiga ti on in which th e co mmi ss io n was 
involved, a nd he adv ised on Ill odifi ca ti on of both 
primary a nd co unty road sy~ t e m s . 

' I he state wa s di vid ed into nin e di ~ tri c t ~ to bring th e 
cO lllmi ss ion into more direct co ntact wit h road work 
a nd loa d problems. II ea d i ng each district was the 
di stri ct engineer, selec ted by the chi ef engineer. He 
had ge nera l supervision of a ll road work in his 
di stri ct, in clud ing direc t charge of surveyors, cont rol 
o f ma tcrial in spectors, a nd supervision of al l 
maintenancc work. One or two assistants could be 
providcd, also appointed by the chief engineer. One 
was in chargc of co nstructi on and the other had 
res ponsibility for maintena nce. 

Aerial view 01 Depanmenl of lramponatlon', Ames comple~ In 19 6. 
(Cou n e,y: Iowa Depanmenl 01 1 ran,portallon) 
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Cooperative Activities 
The commission worked c losely with the Federal 
Bureau of Public Roads and with the co unt y 
supervisors. Since 1927, the General Assembly 
required close cooperation of the tate with the 
federal government in arrangements and funding on 
federal-aid highway projects. These had to be 
approved and accepted by the Federal Bureau before 
th e federal share of the cost could be paid . For all 
practical purposes , this coo pera tion mad e the Federa l 
Bureau a part of the state organization. 

The relationship with the county supervisors 
co ncerned the secondary roads and road 
improvement. The commission acted in an advisory 
capacity with communications handled through th e 
district engineer, or if necessary directly from the 
counties wit h the chief engi nee r. The county engineer 
often became a resident engineer of the commission 
for construction on primary roads and during these 
periods was considered an employee . These activities 
were in addition to hi s regular duties as inspector on 
seco ndary road work. 

The powers over secondary road programs were 
thought necessa ry for uniformity , efficiency and 
eco nom y on road plans and construction. Standard 
specifications and plans for culverts, bridges , railroad 
cross ings, etc., were furnished without charge to the 
counties and had to be followed , assuring that their 
co mpletion would be of proper design and location. 
Likewise, plans for all interconnecting roads and 
improvements on county boundary road s had to be 
ap proved by the commission. As provided by the 
Secondary Road Law, supervisors were required to 
submit definite plans covering one to three year 
programs to the commission for approval before 
funds were expended. 

Where questions arose on bridging or improvements 
on interstate road s, highway commissioners of the 
states involved and supervisors of the counties on the 
borders negotiated the problems. Within 
municipalities, the commission had powers , subject to 
approval by local authorities, to construct or improve 
st reets or roads which were continuations of primary 
roads within the limits of towns or cities under 2,500 
population , or within a city where houses were not 
less than 200 feet apart. The cost of paving would 
come from the primary road fund . Along the primary 
road ex tensions , the commission was obliged to 
furnish suitable signs indicating whether the area was 
designated as business , school, residence, etc., and the 
speed limit in each instance. The commission also had 

to approve city ordi nances regulating traffic at 
primary road extensions or on heavily traveled 
stree ts. Cities could not erect traffic signals or clo e or 
o bstruct any primary road extensions within the city 
exce pt for fire or construction without commission 
consent. These provisions app li ed to a ll cities in the 
state having po pulations of 4,000 or over, except for 
their busi ness di stricts. 

The Major Commission Funds 
Three funds were provided for the commission's 
work: the primary road fund , maintenance or support 
fund , and emergency fund . ln addition, revenues from 
county bond sales was another source for primary 
road construction. The primary road fund received 
motor vehicle regi stra tion fees , fuel taxes , federal-aid 
monies and any surplus from the support fund. 
Approximatately 93 perce nt of registration fees a nd 
supplementa ry reve nues, such as penalties and 
transfers on motor vehicles, was spent directly on 
primary road proj ects. The remaining seven percent 
was divided into 2\12 percent for highway departmen t 
administration, 3 \12 percent for the motor vehicle 
depa rtment , and the remainder for reimbursement for 
overcharges in registrations . Counties charged a 50-
ce nt collection fee for each vehicle registration . One
third of the original gasoline tax of two cents and all 
of the revenues from the additional one cent levied in 
1927 were allocated to the primary road fund. Before 
using it for const ruction , however , the commission 
was required to establish a fund for maintenance of 
these highways during th e year. In addition to 
construction, expenditures were used for right-of-way 
purchases, grading, graveling or paving, drainage , 
bridge and culvert work, guard rails, machinery and 
equipment purchases, a nd engineering. The fund was 
also used to pay interest and principal on county 
bonds iss ued for primary road improvements. 

The support fund was used for the necessary overhead 
expenses of the commission . lndirect revenues came 
from sales of surplus equipmen t, road maps and 
guides, and forms for road improvement proposals . 
The emergency fund , which amounted to $350,000, 
was taken from the primary road fund for the 
payment of claims, la bor and freight. It was used to 
enable the commission to make prompt payments 
when delays in the normal reimbursement schedules 
might occur and result in serio us inconveniences to 
those presenting bill s or claims . 
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Summary 

Many forces were working towa rd improve ment of 
roads a nd hi ghways in Iowa during th e la te 19th a nd 
early 20th ce ntu ries. The reali/ation tha t ra ilroads 
cou ld not co mpletely satisfy the needs of the public 
for effici ent transportation , cspeeiall y in th e rural 
areas, brought press ures for better roads. Thcse took 
the form of orga ni /ed groups eomposcd of diffcrcnt 
and varied inte res ts in Iowa a nd throughout thc 
nation in proposal for hi ghway improvements. Thc 
"good roads organi7a ti ons" mad e slow but stcady 
progress in co nvincing legislators of their cause and 
their resolutions were end orsed by th e Genera l 
Assem bl y and Co ngress. Laws were pa ssed which 
gradua ll y transferred loca l admini stration of road to 
a ce ntrali7ed sta te unit, provided for fundin g and 
made possible a more comprehensive sys tem of road 
constructio n a nd management. Congress, recogni7ing 
the nationwide sco pe of the problem , ass isted the 
states with federal funds, ti ed to certain rules and 
regulations, one of which was the requirement that 
the state receiving funds had to have a hi ghwa y 
commission to adminis ter them. 

The history of road building in Iowa could be written 
as the history of the State Highway Commission. It 
was established partly through the effo rt s of Dea ns 
Curtiss and Marston and T. H. MacDo nald of the 
Iowa State College , who acted as the co mmiss ion for 
approximately 10 years, a rather unique arra ngement 
in highway administra tion. Handicapped by lack of 
funds and conservative traditions, the commission 
first attempted to educa te the public as to the value of 
good roads, then proceeded to build a n organizatio n 
with expertise necessary and suffic ient to lay the 
foundations for construc ti on of the highway network 

of the sta te. 'I he effec tiveness of the comm ission in 
mee ting its Obligations a nd performing its duties and 
respons ibiliti es in th e ea rl y 20th century will be 
di sc usscd in thc cha pters that foll ow. 
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