x

o

.

.

-

-




Transportation

in lowa:
A Historical

Summary traces the
development of transportation
in lowa from the territorial
days to the mid-1980s, with
special attention given to the
economic and social influence
transportation had on the
state.

Written by Dr. William H. Thompson,
Professor Emeritus of lowa State
University, this book is the product of

‘ five years of research. It includes maps,
pictures, tables and other graphic
explanations of transportation’s growth
and influence to support the text.

Beginning with a historical sketch of the
settlement of lTowa, the book discusses
carly roads which came with the
settlement of Iowa. The role of
steamboats is also examined.

Moving to more “modern™ forms of
transportation, the book focuses on
railroads in Chapter 3, including federal
and state legislative actions taken to
curb abuses carried out by the early
railroad companies.

The demand for improved roads, and
the resulting development of the state’s
massive road system are traced, again
with an emphasis on federal and state
legislation aimed at boosting this
growing mode of transportation.

Chronicling the early 20th century, the
book uses a decade-by-decade approach
to highlight important developments in
transportation and their effects on the
state, tracing problems and programs
through both prosperity and depression.
Focusing on changes in the post-World
| War Il period, the book stresses the
emergence of the four-lane highway
system, technological improvements in
aviation, revival of river
transportation—all of which played a
significant role in the political and
economic arenas.

The final chapters discuss the transition
of transportation from a regulated
commercial industry to the so-called
“free market” era, and the drastic
changes this transition brought.










Transportation
in lowa
A Historical Summary

William H. Thompson

tgj‘ lowa Department
g’ Of Transportation



Copyright ©1989 by the lowa Department of
Transportation

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be
reproduced in any form without the written permission
of the lowa Department of Transportation.

Printed and bound in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Thompson, William H., 1909-

Transportation in lowa: a historical summary/ William H.

Thompson.
p. cm.

Includes index.

I. Transportation—Ilowa—History. L. “Title.
HE213.18T48 1989
388.09777—dc20 89-15269
ISBN 0-9623167-0-9 CIP




Dedication

This book 1s dedicated to the
memory of Evelyn C. Thompson,
devoted wife and research associate
of the author
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Prologue Xiii

Prologue

Regardless of the accuracy of Santayana’s statement that “those who cannot remember the past are bound to
repeat it,” there probably is acceptance that the past offers insight into problems of the present and partial
guidelines to the future. Sidney Harris, columnist, has said: “The ancient ages remained immature because they
looked backward toward a mythical golden age and refused to face the future. The modern age remains immature
because it looks forward and refuses to benefit from learning only what the sad lessons of history can teach us.”
Perhaps history cannot precisely forecast the future, but it is doubtful that the present can be understood or the
future anticipated without some knowledge of the past.

In some respects, the history of transportation in lowa reflects the history of the-state. In his Principles of
Economics, published in 1920, Alfred Marshall noted: “Probably more than three-quarters of the whole benefit
(England) derived from the progress of manufacturing during the 19th century has been brought about through
the indirect influence of lowering the cost of transportation of men and goods, of water, light and electricity and
news; for the dominant fact of our age is the development not of manufacturing but of the transportation
industries. It is they that have done the most toward increasing England’s wealth.”

By annihilating distance, transportation made possible a more efficient distribution of goods in a highly mobile
and productive society, created new markets, expanded old ones, transformed the organization and location of
industry, encouraged settlement, created great cities, united the nation politically and strengthened national
defense. Without its development, there would have been little progress in agriculture, manufacturing, or the
lifestyles of the people. Its causal and residual forces in the march of civilization make the industry a complex,
fascinating, yet sometimes frustrating subject for study as it mirrors the ever-changing tides and currents of
economic, social and political trends in our history.

This book traces the development of transportation in lowa from territorial days to the 1980s. It shows the
evolution of the transportation systems; how they originated, progressed and functioned; their structural
organizations; effectiveness in overcoming obstacles, under the guidance of state and federal legislation; and their
impact upon the development of the state. With some exceptions where the continuity of the discussion would be
interrupted, the work has been organized on a decade-to-decade approach—to my knowledge, the first such
experiment undertaken by any state in the nation.

To keep the length within reasonable bounds, it was necessary at many points to limit the presentation, with full
realization that anyone who writes history will be criticized for what has been included as well as for what has
been omitted. However, as the title suggests, this is a historical summary and nothing more, written to bring
together in one volume the widely scattered works of many authors. The research covered hundreds of books,
journal articles, government and university research reports, annual reports of state and federal regulatory
commissions and departments of transportation, masters’ theses and Ph.D. dissertations. Conferences and
personal interviews were scheduled wherever appropriate to the research effort. From the seemingly inexhaustible
list of materials available, only those examined have been included in the notes and references at the end of each
chapter, by which the reader may be compensated for omissions of details on particular subjects.

The project was endorsed by lowa Department of Transportation Directors Raymond L. Kassel and Warren B.
Dunham and recommended by lan MacGillivray, Director of the Planning and Research Division, to the lowa
Transportation Commission for approval and funding. Research was conducted in four libraries in Washington,
D.C., at the three state universities, the State Department of Transportation, state historical facilities in Des
Moines and Iowa City and at the Ames Public Library.

Guidance in the collection of source materials and suggestions for their use came from many individuals whose
interest and assistance is gratefully acknowledged. In particular, I wish to express appreciation to Robert J.
Anderson, Director of the Office of Economic Analysis, Department of Transportation, who acted as coordinator
of the project. The following persons reviewed all or parts of the manuscript: From the Transportation
Department, Harvey Sims, Railroad and River Division; Conrad Amend, retired, Transportation Regulatory
Authority; George Norris, Information Services; Donald McClean and Robert Given, retired former Directors of
the Highway Division; and G.W. Anderson, Deputy Director, Highway Division. Lester Paff, former General
Counsel, assisted in clarifying court decisions and interpretation of lowa laws. Alice Bear typed the first draft.
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lowa State University personnel involved in the reviews were: Keith Huntress, Distinguished Professor Emeritus
of English; Professors Benjamin J. Allen and R. D. Voorhees, Transportation and Logistics Department;
Professors Robert L. Carstens and Stanley Ring, Department of Transportation Engineering,

Singled out for special recognition are the efforts of Joseph H. Zaletel Jr., at the Department of Transportation,
for his assistance in obtaining rescarch materials and his interest in the project. Also to Ann Holtgren Pellegreno,
leading authority on lowa aviation history, my sincere appreciation for her contributions to the sections on air
transportation.

Compiling the bibliography, researching and writing the manuscript was a pleasant experience——the fulfillment of
an idea which began to stir during my final years as an active member of the lowa State University faculty. It
offered me a selfish opportunity to learn more about the evolution of transportation in the state and its impact on
the state’s development and to hopefully make a contribution to the state’s historical literature. The effort will
have been worthwhile if students of transportation find the book an informative reference source for future
research projects and readers enjoy the narrative describing the growth and development of the transportation
systems which currently serve the people and industries of lowa.

Ames, lowa

September 1, 1986
3 , g
(

W. H. Thompson
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Chapter One

Early Transportation in lowa
Before Railroads

Introduction

lowa, formed as a state in 1846, encompassed an area
of over 55,000 square miles and had a population of
100,000, concentrated in the eastern counties. Cheap
land and fertile soil attracted many settlers who
followed agricultural pursuits, whereas others were
engaged in retailing, lumber and lead mining.
Pioneers tended to settle along the rivers, which
offered the best available means of transportation.
Over crude roads or tracks into the interior,
stagecoaches carried mail and hardy travelers.
Steamboats ran the major rivers and tributaries,
offering a somewhat regular service for passengers
and freight, and played an important role in the
development of river towns and cities. The Des
Moines River Improvement Project was a serious but
unsuccessful attempt to make an interior river a
meaningful artery for trade and commerce.

Development, Geography, and Land

lowa officially became the 29th state in the Union on
December 26, 1846, when President Polk signed the
enabling bill passed by the Congress. Previously, it
had been a “District” of the Territory of Wisconsin,
established on April 20, 1836. The territorial census
showed 6,257 residents of “Desmoines County” and
4,273 settlers in Dubuque County. Population was
concentrated in the Black Hawk Purchase within a
strip of 40 to 50 miles bordering the Mississippi
River. In 1838 the Territory of lowa was created to
include the District of lowa, all of future lowa, most
of future Minnesota and parts of the Dakotas. During
the next eight years, political debates settled the final
boundaries between the extremes of approximately
40°, 22" to 43°, 30’ North, and 90°, 08" to 96°, 90’
West, encompassing an area of 55,475 square miles.

Geographically, the state was described by Wall as
closely resembling the physical form of the nation. “If
drawn to a scale of | to 10, lowa, like the United
States, is three units east-west to two units north-
south and is bordered on both east and west by water.
In Lee County, projecting below Missouri, lowa even
has its own shorter and more pointed Floridian
peninsula.”™ The geographic location proved to be
both an advantage and disadvantage in transportation
economics.

The land consisted of timber and prairie grasses,
slowly rising in gentle swells from the lowest elevation
at Keokuk (480 feet above sea level) to the highest
elevation in Osceola County (1,675 feet), except in
areas where there are bluffs along the rivers. The land
was first opened for settlement in 1833, and census
figures from 1836 to 1846 showed an increase from
10,531 to 96,088 in population. By 1850 almost
200,000 people had settled in the state.

Many had migrated to lowa attracted by cheap land
and the rich and fertile soils, which consisted of black
vegetable mould mixed with a sandy loam, clay and
gravel, averaging 18 to 24 inches in depth on the
uplands to 30 to 48 inches on the bottom lands. The
soil was sufficiently compacted to retain water, and
good water was found 20 to 30 feet below the surface.
It has often been stated that 25 percent of the prime
agricultural land of the nation lay in lowa.? In
addition to agricultural pursuits, settlers were engaged
in lumber extraction and milling, retail businesses and
employed in the lead mines in the vicinity of
Dubuque.

Settlement

By 1840, the date of the first federal census, 43,000
people resided in the state. Six of the organized
counties lay north of parallel 42 north latitude, and of
the territorial population, 16 percent were in the
north half of Dubuque County. Northern lowa drew
half of its population from the southern areas as
people moved upstream, and the proportion did not
change between 1840 and 1850. In 1849 the
population reached 192,214, divided into roughly the
same percentage north and south of the 42nd parallel
in 18 of the 33 counties established by 1846. The
people tended to avoid the prairies because of the
absence of timber and fuel until these were brought
by the railroads. During the next decade, the
population of the northern section of the state
increased by over 30 percent.

I Joseph F. Wall, Jowa: A Bicentennial History, New York: W.
W. Norton & Co., 1978, p. 45.

2 For a description of soils, geology and agricultural areas, see
John B. Newhall, A Glimpse of lowa in 1846, lowa City: State
Historical Society, 1957.
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The tendency to settle near rivers and streams is well
documented in the history of the state. In 1840 the
population of the southeastern quarter was
concentrated along the Des Moines River. Only a
short distance away were the Skunk and Maquoketa
which, although relatively small, drained fertile
districts. Combined with the lowa and Red Cedar
Rivers, the land had a magnetic appeal to the
pioneers. Above parallel 42 North, the streams were
small and shallow, the Wapsipinicon and Turkey
being two which showed settlement progress. It would
be another 20 years before the fertile prairie to the
west would be opened and settlement spread
gradually across the state, creeping up the tributaries
of the Missour1 River. By 1860 counties had
organized governments and started the procedures
toward permanent geographic settlement—
movements which have held with few exceptions to
the present time.

Roads and Highways

No roads existed when lowa County was opened for
settlement in 1833. An Indian path on the banks of
the lowa River was the first “road” in the county.
Where these trails could not be used, men “blazed”
new roads by marking trees or plowing furrows from
village to village. In 1836 the Assembly of the
Territory of Wisconsin appointed six commissioners
to “mark and lay out a territorial road west of the
Mississippi River, commencing at Farmington on the
Des Moines River, thence to Moffits Mill, thence to
the nearest and best route to Burlington in Des
Moines County, thence to Wapello, thence to the
nearest and best route to Dubuque and thence...to the
ferry opposite Prairie Du Chien.™

When the Territorial Assembly convened in
Burlington in 1838-1839, one of the first items of
business was the enactment of road laws. Section | of
the First Act directed three commissioners to locate
and make a territorial road from Keokuk to lowa
City. In March 1839 Congress appropriated $20,000
for a military road to begin at Dubuque and run “to
such a point on the northern boundary of the state of
Missouri as may best be suited for its future extension
by that state to the cities of Jefferson and St. Louis.”
The road ultimately extended beyond Iowa City and
offered access to the new Capitol (Fig. 1-1).4

The river towns were the commercial centers of
pioneer lowa. Dubuque, Bloomington (Muscatine),
Burlington, Fort Madison, and Keokuk were the
towns where immigrants settled or passed through on

their journeys to the west. The demand for roads
came from the scattered interior settlements and also
from river towns, which needed transportation routes
for their trade and commerce. The early roads
connected the river cities and spread in random

FEDERAL ROADS IN
IOWA TERRITORY i -
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Figure 1-1
(Courtesy: State Historical Society of lowa)

* Jacob Vanderzee, “Roads and Highways in Territonal lowa.™
lowa Journal of History and Politics 3, (April 1905): pp. 175-226;
P.T. Christensen, The Hawkeye State, Cedar Rapids, lowa: The
Laurence Press, 1956, pp. 57-59.

4 Stanley Ring, “History of Highways/ Legislative Influences.”
The lowa State Highway Commission Annual Conference,
(January 25-26, 1973), p. 2; John C. Parnish, “The Old Military
Road,” Palimpsest S1 (June 1970): pp. 249-280.
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fashion into the interior. In laying out the first roads,
builders chose ridges or highlands to avoid the
swamps, marshes and floods which came in the spring
and fall. The term “ridge roads” is an inheritance of
early days, and some of the present highways follow
the twisting and turning patterns of roads constructed
to avoid these obstacles, especially in northeastern
lowa, where travelers get spectacular views of distant
villages, farmsteads and picturesque valleys. (Fig. 1-
2).
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Figure [-2
The More Important Roads of Territorial lowa. The Broken Lines
Indicate U.S. Military Roads
(Courtesy: State Historical Society of lowa)

Until the Territory of lowa was organized, little
attention was paid to roads, except for the actions
described above. Afterward, over 200 acts were
passed, authorizing not only establishment of roads
but also legislating the organization of townships and
township roads. These defined the duties of
supervisors, determined the labor that each male
between the ages of 21 and 50 was to give to road
work, the fines for refusal to work, and the taxes as-
sessed for construction and maintenance. The only
turnpike recorded was that of the Burlington and
lowa River Turnpike Company, chartered in 1839 to
build a graded road from Burlington to a point on the

east bank of the Iowa River opposite the town of
Black Hawk in Louisa County. The interest in roads
continued after statehood, when 37 of the 125
Chapters of the Acts of the First Assembly and 17 of
the 135 Chapters of the Second Assembly dealt with
highways. By that time the settled areas were covered
with a network of roads running in every direction
and connecting the principal cities and towns.

Of the first historic trails, perhaps the most famous
was made by the Mormon trek across the state. The
exodus from the “Camp of Israel” on Sugar Creek in
Lee County began in 1846 and followed the Des
Moines River through Farmington, Bonaparte, and
Keosauqua to the center of Davis County near
Bloomington. By the time the Mormons had reached
the vicinity of Centerville, they had traveled
approximately 94 miles in 21 days, averaging over
three miles per day. At Shoal Creek the route took a
northwesterly direction, with camps established at
Garden Grove, thence through Union County and
along a route, currently Highway 92, between
Greenfield and Council Bluffs. It had taken five
months to make the 300 mile journey, and it
continued through Nebraska and Wyoming until the
valley of the Great Salt was reached in 1847. In 1846,
15,000 Mormons were camped or moving slowly
across lowa in caravans of 3,000 wagons, 30,000 head
of cattle, horses and mules and vast numbers of
sheep. These pioneer trail blazers marked the first
great route between the Mississippi and Missouri
Rivers

(Fig. 1-3).

In 1801 U.S. Secretary of the Treasury Albert
Gallatin suggested that 1/10 of the net proceeds from
the sale of public lands be used for road building if
agreed to by the states through which the roads might
pass. The Ohio Enabling Act of 1802 incorporated the
suggestion except that only five percent of the land
sales was to be used for roads. This was modified by
Ohio’s Constitutional Convention to the effect that
3/5 of the funds were to be spent on roads within the
state and under control of the legislature, and was
accepted by Congress in 1803. A three percent grant
was given to six states, upon their admission to
statehood, for roads, canals, levees, river
improvements and schools. Congress later granted an
additional two percent to these states, except Indiana
and Illinois which, with Ohio, had already received
the equivalent in expenditures for the National Road.
The additional two percent was used for railroads.
The remaining 24 states admitted between 1820 and
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Mormon Trails

(Courtesy

1910 received five percent grants, except for West
Virginia and Texas, in which the federal government
had no lands. Of the 22 states recelving grants, nine
were authorized to use them for public roads, canals
and internal improvements, and 13 for schools. The
1846 lowa Constitution contained a requirement that
five percent of land sales be set aside for road and
canal construction. However, the citizens had another
priority and had the Constitution amended to allocate
the funds to educational facilities.!0

The road problems were different in the “public land”
states, formed out of the public domain from those
previously settled in the East. These lands had been
subdivided into rectangular townships and sections;
the right-of-way was one chain or 66 feet wide with
each property owner donating 33 feet on his side of
the section line, the road to be maintained by statute
labor. The tendency in the Great Plains states was to
fix local roads on section lines and was strengthened
by Congressional action in 1866 which granted free
right-of-way access for public roads over unreserved

State Historical Society of lowa)

public lands. A number of counties took advantage
by declaring all section lines to be public roads, thus
reserving the right-of-way before public lands became
private property.>

5 U.S. Department of Transportation (US DOT), Federal
Highway Administration (FHWA), America’s Highways 1776-1976,
Washington, D.C.; 1976, pp. 36-37

I'he Land Grant Act of 1785 and North West Ordinance of
1787, which divided the subject land into states, have been referred
to as the last great decisions based upon the pace of human
walking. Townships were made six miles square in anticipation of
the location of a town in the center—thus, at three miles per hour,
it would require one hour to walk to or from the edge. Counties
were laid out later based upon horse walking. These decisions set
the pattern of land organization for westward expansion and are
the reason why lowa is divided into one-mile squares. lowa is
approximately 300 miles east-west by 200 miles north-south,
resulting in approximately 56,000 square miles. A road built
around each square would total 112,000 miles. (Information
furnished by G.W. Anderson, lowa DOT.)
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Generally, road administration was the responsibility
of township and county government, and in lowa the
township was to become the more important unit.
State roads continued to be authorized by special acts
of the General Assembly, with the only new feature
the granting of authority to private corporations to
build graded and plank roads, charging tolls fixed by
county commissioners.

The Plank Road Era

The plank road, developed in Russia and Canada,
experienced only a brief life span in lowa. The first
built in the nation was between Syracuse and Oneida
Lake in New York state, a distance of 14 miles.
Others had been constructed in Indiana and Illinois.
By an Act of the Second General Assembly in 1849, a
grant was made to James Weed and Associates to
construct “a graded toll road from Bloomington
(Muscatine) in Muscatine County, by way of Tipton
in Cedar County to the county seat of Benton County
(later described as Vinton)...not less than eight feet
wide. At the expiration of the grant (20 years), the
road was to be deemed a public highway under
control of the county commissioners.” Burlington
was the center of the plank road fever and enthusiasm

brought liberal amounts of capital for construction.
Financial returns, however, proved to be
disappointing and individuals and the city lost most
of their investments.

The method of plank road construction consisted of
laying stringers of black walnut six inches square on
the graded road surface. These were embedded in the
earth road base and across them were placed oak,
pine or hemlock planks two to three inches thick and
eight feet long with no uniformity in width. The
lumber, cut from nearby forests, was unseasoned.
Ordinarily, the planks were fastened to the stringers
with iron spikes or handwrought wooden pegs. Earth
was then packed around the stringers and between the
planks for a firm base and to prevent deterioration.
The devastating incursion on the stands of hard
woods used for what proved to be temporary hard-
surfaced roads was a wasteful exercise of resources,
especially when considered in terms of the later
scarcity and value. During the years 1847 to 1853, 14
different organizations were granted authority to
build graded and planked roads, totaling almost 600
miles. Probably no more than 50 miles were built.
These roads and dates of approval by the General
Assembly are found in Table 1-1.

Table 1-1
Plank Road Construction Authorized in lowa

Description

|. Bloomington (Muscatine) to Tipton

2. Montrose to Keokuk

3. Burlington to Mt. Pleasant via New London
4. Burlington to Mt. Pleasant

5. Muscatine to Oskaloosa via Washington
6. Burlington to Toolsborough

7. Keokuk to Birmingham via Charleston
8. Burlington into Louisa County

9. Muscatine to lowa City
10. Mt. Pleasant to Trenton via Deedsville
11. Fort Madison to West Point to Salem
12. Port Louisa to Virginia Grove
13. Ottumwa to Libertyville
14. Mt. Pleasant to Fairfield

Authorized Miles
Jan. 8, 1849 94
Jan. 16, 1849 10
Jan. 15, 1849 28
Dec. 18, 1850 28
Jan. 18, 1851 104
Jan. 21, 1851 28
Feb. 4, 1851 69
Feb. 4, 1851 25
Feb. 4, 1851 40
Eeb. 5; 1851 33
Feb. 5, 1851 25
Feb. 5, 1851 25
Feb. 5, 1851 24
Feb 18, 1851 25

(Source: Remley J. Glass, “Early Transportation and the Plank Road

" Annals of lowa 21 (January 1939): pp. 502-534.)

6 Acts of the Second General Assembly of the State of lowa,
1849: Chapt. 33.
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The Burlington-Mt.Pleasant road was to be graded 30
feet wide with a right-of-way of 60 feet and was to
follow the existing road as nearly as possible. From
Burlington to Louisa County, the project was
partially completed before it failed financially. The
Montrose to Keokuk road paralleled the Des Moines
Rapids of the Mississippi River, over which ran a
high volume of traffic. In low water, boats had to be
unloaded and passengers and freight transferred to
land transportation. Approximately 15 miles were
built, complete with toll houses and gates. It failed
also and was taken over by Lee County. The grant for
the Montrose-Keokuk road was the only one in which
tolls were set by legislative action. All others allowed
county commissioners to set the charges. Tolls to be
paid for the use of all roads are listed in Table 1-2.
The graded and planked road idea mushroomed
rapidly as a means of building hard-surfaced roads
and died almost as fast through competition of the
railroads, either planned or built. The expense of
grading and planking roads with the expectation that
railroads would be built paralleling them proved a
serious deterrent. By 1860 the era of the plank road in
lowa had ended.

Stagecoaching
The period of stagecoaching lasted about 30 years but
flourished for only 18 years between its introduction

into the territory and the beginning of the railroad
movement in 1855. The most important means of
transportation was the waterways, but the need for
mail delivery, a function of the federal government,
made land transportation necessary. Stagecoaches
came to deliver mail, not necessarily to satisfy public
transit, although the scattered settlements received
benefits through ancillary passenger service.

Routes developed gradually because most of the
habitation was on or near the Mississippi River. The
pattern of mail delivery was first to designate a post
road, then to dispatch by horseback, and finally by
stage, with seats available for passengers as coaches
became more adaptable to their demand. Mail rates
were based upon a single sheet which could be folded,
at the following rates: on all mail delivered within a
radius of 30 miles, six cents; between 30 and 80 miles,
10 cents; between 80 and 100 miles, 124 cents; and
between 150 and 400 miles, 18! cents. All mail sent
over 400 miles was charged 25 cents. Since most of
the people of lowa had left homes in far distant
places, it was only rarely that the fee was less than 25
cents. These rates held until the postal laws of 1845.

The first regular stagecoach line, the first of four
granted federal mail contracts, operated in 1838.
Stages ran twice weekly from Burlington through
Fort Madison and Montrose to St. Francesville,
Missouri, an 18 hour trip over 45 miles. During the

Table 1-2
Toll Charges for Travel on Plank Roads

Description

. For each carriage, wagon, cart or sled
drawn by two horses, oxen or mules

(ye]

. Each additional animal

wy

. Each horse and rider

W B

cattle led or driven

6. Each sheep, goat or hog

7. Merchandise (not including furniture

of immigrants)

. Vehicle drawn by one horse, ox or mule

. Each head of horses, oxen, mules or

Toll

214 cents per mile
| cent per mile
2 cents per mile

1 cent per mile

| cent per mile

4 cent per mile

2 cents per ton mile

(Source: Glass: p. 524.)
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same year, three additional routes were established,
all originating in Burlington. One of the most popular
was the Burlington-Davenport line with a schedule of
27 hours for 80 miles. Another was the route between
Burlington and McComb, Illinois, for connections
with other stage lines. A third was an inland route to
Mt. Pleasant, covering 30 miles in 16 hours. Other
principal lines developed after 1838 were between
Dubuque and Cedar Falls, Dubuque and lowa City,
Clinton and Cedar Rapids and Davenport to Council
Bluffs through Oskaloosa and Des Moines. Stages
also ran from Cedar Falls to Cedar Rapids, lowa City
to Keokuk and Dubuque to Keokuk.

Before a system of stage lines could be established,
improvements had to be made in the miserable
existing roads and a satisfactory type of vehicle had
to be constructed. Bad roads were not the exception
in lowa vis-a-vis other midwestern states, but they
had a reputation for consistently muddy and sticky
qualities. Colton quotes a traveler describing his
journey in lowa in 1857. “I had heard a great deal
about lowa mud and now saw it to my hearts content.
It was as thick as dough and greasy at the same time.
The horses would slip up and the wheels slide
fearfully at every inclination of the road and
whenever we got out to walk, it seemed as though we
lifted a common size farm at every step.™

Vehicles ranged from farmers’ wagons to the Concord
Coach, the Rolls-Royce of the American horse-drawn
carriage. The use of wagons, some lacking springs,
inspired the Muscatine Democratic Enquirer to
complain “that owing to the lumber wagons, mud
wagons or carts plying between Muscatine and lowa
City, one passenger had all the pegs and tacks shaken
out of his boots by vibration of the vehicle.” Another
editor wrote that “the coaches were the best medicine
for indigestion...the horses had one peculiarity . . .
their bodies offered no impediment to the sunshine
and offer travelers a good opportunity to study the
osseous structure of the animal.”

By 1845 the initial period of stagecoaching ended.
Changes in the postal laws no longer required bidding
for mail contracts nor standards set for the type of
vehicle for mail transportation. More competition
resulted and operators were hard pressed to maintain
their routes much less consider expansion. In the mid-
1850s, the legislature acted to provide state roads, and
coach service spread to the central and western
counties.

Among the early lowa operators awarded mail
contracts were William Wilson of Fort Madison,

A.C. Donaldson and George Kerrick of Dubuque,
Richard Lund and Morton McCarver of Burlington,
and Samuel Head of Lee County. In 1846 John
Frink, from Illinois, and Robert Stewart. a livery
stable proprietor in Burlington, started large scale
operations from Burlington to Keokuk, Fairfield and
lowa City. In three years, the network spread to Des
Moines and later to Council Bluffs. In 1854 the
Western Stage Company purchased the Frink
interests and became the largest stage line in the state.
One of their original coaches is on the ground floor of
the State Historical Building in Des Moines

(Fig. 1-4).

lowa’s mud roads and hostile Indians, winter
blizzards, prairie fires and robberies were major
obstacles to stage travel. Muddy roads resulted in
slow travel and long distances between stops made for
passenger discomfort and hunger. Fares varied from
station to station, usually five cents per mile, were
higher in bad weather and varied also with the size
and weight of the passenger. The fare from Des
Moines to Keokuk was $10, from Muscatine to lowa
City, three dollars, with half fare for children.
Legislators traveling to or from lowa City rode free, a
practice later adopted by the railroads. Male
passengers worked their way in addition to the
charges. As late as 1870 on the Haskell & Company’s
Northwestern line, the fare was 10 cents a mile and a
fence rail, the latter to assist in getting the coach out
of the mud.

Stagecoach companies such as Frink and Western
Stages were important to the public and economy of
Iowa prior to 1870. The Western Stage Company
employed 1,500 men, used over 3,000 horses and 600
coaches and invested $1.5 million in the business. It
operated in lowa, Wisconsin, Missouri and Nebraska,
as far west as Fort Kearney, some 300 miles beyond
the Missouri River. But good service did not
necessarily follow. In 1858 the Council Bluffs Eagle
declared, “The Western Stage Company deserves the
greatest credit for their untiring energy and

7 Kenneth E. Colton, “The Stagecoach Comes to lowa,” Annals
of Towa 35 (Winter 1960): pp. 161-186. Stagecoach routes are
described in Inez E. Kirkpatrick, Stagecoach Trails in lowa, Crete,
Nebraska: J-B Pub. Co., 1975.

& Ruth S. Beitz, “lowa’s Stagecoach Era,” lowan 9 (April-May
1961): pp. 22-27, 43.
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Even though the stages during the latter part of their
era often connected with main line railroad stations
they ceased as a means of transportation when the
railroad network spread to smaller communities. The
first coach entered Des Moines on July I, 1847, and
the last left on July 1, 1870. In 1870 the Western
Stage Company sold coaches which had cost $1.000

perseverance in bringing mail to this city...in a wet

and pulp-like state, perfectly saturated with water and
We are sickened at the sight of

wholly unreadible...
When agents are asked why

very mail that arrives...
this repeated occurence, they offer the same silly and
stereotyped reply that the stage upset in the creek.
The Western Stage Company have proved an

intolerable nuisance...’

for as low as $10.

? Compiled from the Newspaper Clipping File, State Historical

Library, Des Moines, lowa,
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Steamboating on the Eastern Rivers

The Dubuque-Galena area furnished the most
important commodity (lead) moved on the
Mississippi before 1850. In fact, in 1847 lead traffic
was worth five times the entire St. Louis fur trade.!0
Surplus corn and pork went downstream and up the
river came the steamboats, stopping at the river ports
to discharge immigrants with their household goods,
to deliver tobacco and molasses from the South, and
farm implements and retail merchandise from the
East.

The first steamboat to pass along the eastern border
was the Virginia, a 109-foot stern-wheeler which
reached Fort Snelling in Minnesota in 1823. The 664
mile trip from St. Louis required 20 days. The boat
grounded frequently on sandbars and took five days
to get over the Des Moines and Rock Island Rapids.
Wood was burned for fuel, and stops had to be made
while fresh supplies were cut from the forests along
the shore. Approximately 30 steamboats ran the Des
Moines River to Raccoon Forks prior to 1860, and
one, the Charles Craft, reached the present site of
Fort Dodge. Low water, which was common during
the use of steamboats in the Civil War, and the
construction of the railroads to Des Moines, Boone
and Fort Dodge diverted the river traffic to land
transportation.

Navigation of the lowa and Cedar Rivers was
possible only in high water. Eight different boats
navigated the lowa River, the first being the Ripple.
The lowa City was actually launched from that city in
1866. The Black Hawk became famous on the Cedar
River, running between Cedar Rapids and Waterloo,
and in 1858 made scheduled trips from Cedar Rapids
to St. Louis. Attempts to navigate smaller streams
proved to be impractical. Settlers on the Turkey,
Maquoketa and Wapsipinicon built flatboats,
keelboats and barges to float their products
downstream to markets. “No better evidence of the
prosperity of the territory can be given,” declared the
Burlington Hawkeye in 1840, “than is seen in the
numerous covered flatboats that are going
downstream, laden with all kinds of produce, animal
and vegetable. Upwards of 100 boats of this
description have already passed Burlington.”

The length of the navigation season depended upon
the weather as the winter months iced and closed the
Mississippi River from St. Paul to Keokuk and
occasionally to St. Louis. Between Dubuque and
Keokuk the river was ice-locked for an average of 75
to 105 days, and St. Paul was locked in for almost

five months each year. The opening of the river in the
spring was a celebrated event in the life of river
towns, and prizes, including free wharfage during the
year, were given for the first boat to deliver its cargo.
These awards were sufficient encouragement for
captains to fight for this distinction and the
popularity which accompanied it. Another problem
was related to the winter storage of the boats. It was
necessary to keep them off the river when the ice
broke or jammed and caused flooding, so they were
usually quartered in sheltered areas, lagoons or
sloughs in the small tributaries, guarded by workmen
who overhauled and repaired them during the winter
months.

The Missouri River Steamboat Era

Petersen observed that “steamboating on the Missouri
is one of the most colorful and dynamic stories in the
development of the Trans-Mississippi West. So great
was the contribution of the steamboat to the Missouri
Valley that it deserves equal rank with the covered
wagon as a symbol of the westward movement.” Four
years before the Virginia ran the Mississippi, the
Western- Engineer reached Omaha, the only one of
five boats that attempted to navigate the Missouri in
1819. The voyage opened a period of development for
Council Bluffs and Sioux City. Even before western
lowa was settled, the fur trade was responsible for
river traffic, and it continued for two decades between
the 1850s and 1870s. However, the tonnage was
insignificant compared with the demand for
transportation during the migration which started
from assembly points at Missouri River towns. Both
Iowa cities became busy river ports, and by 1867 at
least a half dozen packets were working the Sioux
City trade (Fig. 1-7).

There were 46 boats operating on the Missouri in
1857, but the Civil War virtually stopped commerce
until 1866, when trade expanded on the upper
Missouri. Thirty-one steamboats arrived at Fort
Benton, 50 percent more than recorded in the seven
previous years. Construction of the Union Pacific
provided an additional boom to postwar traffic.
Between 1865 and 1867, materials and men to build
pontoon bridges were transported by river steamers.

10 William J. Petersen, “Steamboating on the Missouri River,”
lowa Journal 53 (April 1955): pp. 97-120.
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(Courtesy:

Although slowed by the arrival of the Chicago &
North Western R.R. at Council Bluffs in 1867, the
boats continued to carry supplies until the completion
of the transcontinental railroad in 1869.

The Omaha and Florence were among the most
popular steamboats on the Missouri River, both
furnishing frequent passenger and freight service.
Merchandise and equipment were carried upstream;
potatoes and corn came downstream on the return
trip. The Florence ran a regular military supply
service to Fort Randall and Fort Stewart and broke
speed records from St. Louis. The Missouri
steamboat era contributed to the rapid growth of the
Missouri Valley, particularly in northwest lowa, and
hastened the statehood of Nebraska. When the
railroads reached the river, the early steamboat period
ended; just as it had when they crossed the
Mississippi, to be revived at a later date in history.

State Historical Society of lowa)

Canals

Sage discusses the potential of canals as a means of
inland transportation had the railroads not been
developed. These were proposed as feeders and
connecting links to the river system. One was to run
from New Boston, Illinois, at the mouth of the lowa
River, to Columbus Junction, thence to Cedar
Rapids, Waterloo and Austin, Minnesota; another
from Columbus Junction to Marshalltown; yet
another from Peterson to the Missouri River; and one
from Ortonville, Minnesota to Fort Dodge, Des
Moines and on to the Missouri. These were ambitious
projects and while noteworthy in their conception,
could not have filled the requirements for future
transportation facilities needed by the state.

Actually, four small canals were built. One ran seven
miles through the Amana Colonies. Another served a
grist mill on the lowa River near Wapello, abandoned
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in 1900, and two were built around the rapids on the
Mississippi River. According to Amana residents, the
canal was built in 1880 and provided some of the
power used by the woolen mill. Probably the most
important canal was the lateral built around the Des
Moines rapids, north of Keokuk, in a section of the
river which dropped 27 feet in 12 miles. Boats
traversed the canal through three locks which
measured 350 x 75 feet. When the dam at Keokuk
was built in 1913, the canal ceased to operate and all
traces disappeared. A second lateral canal was in use
at LeClaire and was bypassed when Lock and Dam
No. 14 was built in the 1930s, although it is still used
for small pleasure craft.

The Des Moines River Project

Purpose and Plan
The Des Moines River enters lowa from Minnesota

-6

nt of lowa,” M.A. thesis, University of Nebraska, Lincoln, 1958.)

somewhat west of the center of the boundary and
flows in a southeasterly direction to its junction with
the Mississippi River. Nearly half way across the
state, the Des Moines is joined by the Raccoon
flowing from the west, at what was known as
Raccoon Forks, the site of the city of Des Moines.
Since Congress had been granting lands to states for
public improvements, the importance of river
transportation suggested that assistance to aid
navigation would accelerate agricultural and
industrial trade in the areas through which the river
flowed. Steamboats had run the Des Moines River
since 1830, and it was believed that through a system
of locks and dams an important channel of trade
could be opened. Accordingly, in 1846, the state was
granted alternate sections of land (640 acres) within
five miles of the river which had not otherwise been
appropriated or disposed of for other purposes.
Although the grant was made to improve navigation,




<

it did not offer any guarantees of suceess.

[he grant stated that the area to be improved was
that portion of the river between its mouth and
Raccoon Forks, but nothing expressly defined the
northern point to which it applied. So the question
immediately arose as to whether the grant was
specifically for the area to be improy ed or extended to
the entire length of the river. If it applied only as far
as Raccoon Forks, 300,000 acres would be involved:
if to the Minnesota border, the grant would cover
over 1,000,000 acres. lowa was admitted to the Union
four months after the territorial grant, and in early
1847 it was accepted by the General Assembly under
the assumption that the grant embraced the lands
south of Raccoon Forks. But, in his address to the
Assembly, Governor Clark pointed out that at least
two-thirds of the area granted was claimed by settlers,
who expected to purchase the lands for $1.25 per

acre.

2 Transportation in lowa

['o supervise the sale of land and oversee expenditures
for the river improvements, a Board of Public Works
was created. The plan called for construction of 28
dams, nine locks, and several canals over a distance of
240 miles from the mouth to Racoon Forks. Seven
dams and locks were built; at St. Francesville,
Missouri; Cowper’s Mill near Belfast; Tom’s Mill near
Croton; Farmington; Bonaparte; Bentonsport; and
Keosauqua (Fig. 1-8).

In 1848, under pressure from the lowa Congressional
delegation, Richard D. Young, Commissioner of the
General Land Office, declared that the grant applied
to the entire river within the state. Yet, a few months
later, portions of the lands above Raccoon Forks
(25,000 acres) were sold by the Land Office to
individuals, complicating the problems of land
disposal by the Board and rendering uncertain the
intent of the 1846 grant. More confusion occurred in

1849, when the Secretary of the Treasury affirmed t

&

Figure 1-7
Steamboat /da Rees #2 on Missouri River, 1877

(Courtesy: U.S. Army Corps ol Engineers, Omaha District)
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Figure 1-8
KEY TO MAP OF PROPOSED DAMS ON DES MOINES RIVER—(1) St. Francisville, Mo., (2) Cowper’s Mill, near Belfast, (3) Tom’s
Mill, near Croton, (4) Farmington, (5) Bonaparte, (6) Bentonsport, (7) Keosauqua, (8) Phildelphis, near Kilbourn, (9) Portland, (1) Jordan,
near lowaville, (11) Kalesback, near Eldon, (12) Rowlands, near Cliffland, (13) Sugar Creek, near Agency (14) Above Ottumwa, (15) Near
Chilicothe, (16) Near Chilicothe, (17) Below Eddyville, (18) Above Eddyville, (19) Rocky Ripple, near Givin, (20) Tally’s Ford, (21) English
Creek, (22) Amsterdam, southwest of Pella, (23) South of Whitebreast Creek, (24) Cordova, just below Red Rock, (25) Bennington, near

Swan, (26) Lafayette, (27) Southwest of Adelphi, (28) Levey.

(Courtesy: State Historical Society of lowa)

decision of the Land Commissioner. This decision
was reversed by the Secretary of the Interior but
again reaffirmed by the Attorney General during the
same year. However, in 1856 the Secretary of the
Interior refused to certify the additional lands, stating
that the grant applied only to Raccoon Forks.

The sale of the lands did not bring the necessary
funds, and in 1853 Henry O’Reilly, a New York
contractor, organized the Des Moines Navigation and
Railroad Company and agreed to complete the
project within four years from July I, 1854. He was to
be compensated by funds from the unsold lands,

future tolls on the waterway, water rents and other
profits over a period of 40 years. At the expiration,
the improvement was to become the property of the
state. After a direct expenditure of nearly $800,000 in
the four years, little progress had been made and a
settlement was negotiated and reported to the General
Assembly in 1860. On the same day the resolution for
settlement passed, the Assembly adopted a measure
which provided that the lands remaining be given to
the Keokuk, Fort Des Moines, and Minnesota
Railroad. By transfer, the work of improving
navigation on the river ended.
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Amana Canals

Impact of the River Project

The river improvement plan was not only of historic
interest but set off legal and political controversies
within the state, between it and the federal
government and with settlers who claimed title to the
lands. In 1856 Congress granted lands to the states
consisting of alternate sections of six miles along the
proposed right-of-way construction of four railroads
being built east to west, but not to include any lands
previously reserved for other public improvements.
The grants crossed the Des Moines River grant two
miles north of Racoon Forks. If the 1846 grant
included the area above, as well as below, this point,
the railroads could not get these lands. So, with the
coming of the railroads, the attitude of the people
changed. Before, they desired the river grant to be
extended to the Minnesota border; afterward, citizens
supported the railroad interests, who were content to
have the grant stopped at Raccoon Forks. The
crossing of the river grant by the railroads, the

(Photos by author)

question of where the grant applied, and the lands
claimed by settlers resulted in long and extensive
litigation in the courts. Land claim cases went to the
U.S. Supreme Court at least eight times in 40 years
before finally settled. Two comments on this project
are worth noting. One, by Weaver, termed the river
project as “possibly the most dramatic chapter in the
history of settlement in lowa.” The other, by Cole,
stated that “the state had spent 10 years and a million
dollars to learn that politicians are not transformed
into businessmen by being elected to offices with big
names.” !

I James B. Weaver, “The Story of the Des Moines River Lands,”
Annals of lowa 18 (October 1932): pp. 420-433. Cyrenus Cole, 4
History of the People of Iowa, Cedar Rapids, lowa: The Torch
Press, 1921, p. 219.
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Remnants of the Dam and Lock at Bonaparte. (Photos by author)
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Summary
The stagecoach and steamboat of pioneer days could
not provide the transportation necessary for rapid
development of the state. The first was handicapped
by natural and human obstacles which made for slow,
tedious, frustrating and uncomfortable travel and had
little or no capacity for handling freight. The second
was limited to the north-south pattern of movement,
as determined by the flow and boundaries of the
rivers. Both served well their primary purpose during
the period of the yearly life cycles. One disappeared in
time, and the other shifted in importance as the
economic and social evolution of the state and nation
dictated its future. Water transportation eventually
evolved into a major instrument of commerce in
lowa, but in those days the migration of people was
from east to west, and the commerce and industry
that followed were the result of a new form of land
transportation. Railroads made Chicago a
commercial challenger to St. Louis and the lower
Mississippi River ports, and it was only a matter of
time before their tracks would be laid to and through
lowa enroute to the West. The failure of the Des
Moines river project emphasized the difficulty of
making interior rivers navigable, brought with it
conflicting claims over land ownership and, in the
end, proved to be a boon for railroad development.

The author interviewed residents of the river towns of
Bonaparte, Bentonsport and Keosauqua and
photographed remnants of the locks and dams built
at these sites. Little remains as evidence except at
Bonaparte, where a lock and rock line across the river
1s clearly visible. The dams were rather crudely built
and were washed away frequently by ice and floods.
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Chapter Two

Railroad Construction and Influence in
lowa

Introduction

The linking of the Eastern cities to Chicago made
inevitable the westward move of railroads to the
Mississippi River, thence through lTowa to the Pacific
Coast. Efforts to improve transportation on rivers
and roads did not aid in rapid development of lowa,
which in the early decades was still in the pioneer
stages of growth. So while the interior settlers plowed
the tough prairie sod, castern settlements began to
plan for the railroad era, influenced by developments
in the states east of her borders. lowa’s railroad
history, therefore, was tied directly to the
construction of railroads from Chicago, since the
great trunk lines built across the state were extensions
of the roads to the Mississippi River.

The railroad era in lowa 1s replete with railroads
chartered but not built; those built but often leaving a
trail of bankruptcies, insolvencies, and
reorganizations; of roads named and renamed. From
this atmosphere of change and confusion, the major
railroads emerged, forming the systems so well
known. They influenced the development of
settlements, expanded the agricultural and industrial
base, and were supported and controlled by political
attitudes which prevailed during the period. The story
of railroad construction and its impact on lowa is one
of the most interesting chapters in the history of the
state.

Building to the Mississippi River

In the middle of the 19th Century, the Mississippi
Valley was engaged in a struggle which pitted forces
advocating north-south transportation against those
advocating the east-west movement. Parish suggests
that “it was a contest between the old lines of
migration and the new; the South and the East;
between the slow and cheap transportation by water
and the rapid but more expensive transportation by
rail and it arrayed St. Louis and Chicago against each
other in intensive rivalry.” ! Joseph Sheffield and
Henry Farnam built the Michigan Central (MC) into
Chicago in 1852 and wanted a line to the Mississippi.
The Chicago & Rock Island (CRI), previously known
as the Rock Island & La Salle, was incorporated in
1851, with John B. Jervis as president, later replaced
by Farnam. Among those involved were Peter

Anthony Dey and his assistant, Grenville M. Dodge,
engineers and surveyors, who were to become famous
in lowa railroad construction and regulation. By
October 1852, the road had been built as far west as
[a Salle and reached Rock Island in February 1854,
the first to build to the river (Fig. 2-1). So great was
the traffic that the rolling stock stipulated in the
contract was inadequate to meet the demand.

Three men, James Frederick Joy, John Murray
Forbes and John W. Brooks, brought the Burlington
(CB&Q) to lowa. Forbes, the financier, was
convinced that not only were there economic, political
and military advantages to be gained by a
transcontinental railroad, but also the rich prairies of
[llinois and lowa would yield investors substantial
rewards. The CRI was already under construction
and the Illinois Central (IC) and Galena & Chicago
Union (G&CU) were building through northwestern
[llinois. So Joy turned to the southwest to find an
outlet by combining four lines which “sprawled
aimlessly” in a westward direction. Three, the Aurora
Branch, the Northern Cross (Quincy & Chicago) and
Peoria and Oquawka (P&Q), had been incorporated
in 1849 by local interests. The fourth, the Central
Military Tract (CMT), was chartered by Galesburg
citizens in 1851.

The nucleus of the CB&Q was the Aurora Branch,
built to Mendota in 1852 and extended by the CMT
to Galesburg in 1854. Through the P&Q, it reached
East Burlington in 1855. The Chicago & Aurora was
incorporated as the CB&Q in 1855, absorbed the
CMT in 1856, and purchased the Northern Cross in
1864. That portion of the P&Q built between Peoria
and East Burlington was acquired in the
consolidation of 1864 (Fig. 2-2).

1 John C. Parish, “The First Mississippi Bridge,” Palimpsest 3 (May
1922): p. 153.



Railroad Construction and Influence in lowa

19
; o \ \ V%echigon
jowa ) ILLINOIS AN
2 P ﬁ\ \
5/ e
O

Rock |sland -- Green
& < (ﬁf £ = —_ ,3(3\\}

INDIANA */ ‘

Figure 2-1
The Route of the Chicago and Rock Island Railroad
(Courtesy: State Historical Society of lowa)
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I'he Chicago & North Western (CNW) began with the
incorporation of the G&CU in [836. An cconomic
depression in the 1830s delayed construction until
1848. William B. Ogden was president and built 121
miles from Chicago to Freeport in 1853, where the
westward extension ended. From there to Galena,
there were two possible routes for the G&CU and 1C
to build to the River: one northwest through Warren
and Scales Mound and the other southwest to
Savanna. But it was feared that the area would not
support two competing parallel railroads, so the two
roads agreed to jointly construct one line. The 1C
completed the Freeport-Galena route in 1854,
Although opposed by Galena residents who hoped
their city would be the terminus, the track continued
to Dunleith opposite Dubuque in 1855. The IC built
and owned the road but the G&CU operated its
equipment over the line during the construction
period.

As a result of failure to gain the northwestern route, a
line was planned through consolidations and mergers
from Junction, 30 miles west of Chicago, to continue
through DeKalb, Dixon, Sterling, and Morrison to
Fulton on the river, arriving there in December 1855.
Connections were made with the IC from Dixon to
Freeport and with the CRI from Dixon to Rockford.
By use of the tracks of the IC to Dunleith, the G&CU
had two contacts with the river, an accomplishment
not duplicated by any other railroad. The pioneer
name of the G&CU was eventually discontinued and
the CN'W emerged as the result of purchases and
mergers with other roads, the name considered

sufficiently comprehensive to indicate the territory
served (Fig. 2-3).

The IC was organized in 1851, five weeks after
receiving its charter. Robert Schuyler was elected
president and guided it through its formative years.
Federal land grants were obtained after seven years of
congressional debates. Under the terms of the land
grant, the first to be given any railroad,
approximately two and one-half million of the Il
million acres in the public domain were transferred to
the state for railroad construction. The grants called
for a right-of-way through public lands with alternate
sections (640 acres) in a strip six miles wide on each
side of the railroad. It was stipulated that the lands
would revert to the federal government if construction
had not begun within two years and finished within
10 years from passage of the legislation, signed into
law by President Fillmore in 1850. The Illinois land
grant marked the beginning of a national policy
which disposed of public lands for railroad
development and was of particular significance in
construction of lowa’s railroads. When finally built,
the railroad covered 705 miles and was considered the
best built road in the West at that time (Fig. 2-4).

The Milwaukee was the last of the major railroads to
reach the Mississippi River. Chartered in 1847 under
the name of the Milwaukee and Mississippi (Mil&M)
Railroad, it reached Madison in 1854. From there, it
took three years to get to Prairie du Chien, opposite
McGregor. The road was in constant financial
difficulty, for no state or federal aid was forthcoming,
and it was necessary to call upon cities. towns,
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Figure 2-3
The Galena & Chicago Union Railroad, forerunner of the Chicago & North Western
(Courtesy: State Historical Society of lowa)
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farmers and merchants to finance the project. This issued, 10 of which were for ferries crossing into
was the only road built across Wisconsin and became lowa. Half of these were granted to opcrat:wrx in the
an important route for the northern tier of lowa Dubuque mining area, and by the close of 1833, 15
counties. It tapped valuable areas of mineral and ferries operated into lowa, of which at least eight
agricultural wealth in Wisconsin and attracted a large served Dubuque and Davenport. ‘

share of the business of Dubuque and northeastern

lowa (Fig. 2-5). ublic ferries progressed from the flatboats and skiffs.

with power provided by men manning sweeps, oars

Thus, by 1857, of the 10 railroads linking the Atlantic and poles. Clark’s Ferry at Buffalo marked the
seaboard with the Mississippi River prior to the Civil opening of flatboat crossings in Iowa in 1833, and in
War, five reached the river opposite lowa: the CRI in 1836 Antoine LeClaire began operations at

1854, CB&Q in March, IC in June, G&CU in Davenport. Horse ferries followed in 1841, but the
December 1855, and the Milwaukee in April 1857. most important step was the introduction of steam
There, construction slowed in their extensions to the power, shortening the crossing from several hours to
West by the necessity of building permanent regular trips of five to 15 minutes. The first steam
structures across the river. ferry was operated by John Wilson in 1852 at

Davenport.

Crossing the Mississippi River—Ferries On the lowa side, jurisdiction over ferrying was first
Ferries and canoes provided the only means of exercised directly through charters by the General
crossing the river before railroads, meeting the needs Assembly. Boards of county commissioners were

of early explorers, travelers, and the occasional empowered to grant licenses for river poims not
homesteader. But when migration reached the wagon- provided by charter. Ferries, however, were not to be
train era, regular ferries developed. The first ferries established within two miles of each other, and rates
were licensed by Illinois, the first recipient being were fixed by county courts. Most were privately
James White of Hancock County in 1833, to operate owned and operated. The demand was so brisk at the
to Fort Madison. In that same year, 19 licenses were onset of territorial history that ferries were running

The Antoine LeClaire, a pioneer Rock Island locomotive, is said to be the first railroad engine ferried across the Mississippi into lowa. Since the
Rock Island was the first railroad to reach the Mississippi (1854), it was natural that the first bridge across the Father of Waters should bracket

Davenport and Rock Island in 1856
(Courtesy: lowa State Printer)
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from and to all major cities and towns along the discussed in eastern villages and towns as the

river.2 When the bridges were built, the once
prosperous ferry business practically disappeared.

Bridging the Mississippi River

The topic of steam transportation was frequently

. CAIRO TO (ASALLE ....... 308 MILES 2 NO/S

railroads slowly crept across Illinois and Wisconsin.
The interests of the people were crystallized through
the laws of lowa in 1850, “granting rights-of-way to a
number of companies for construction.” Many of the
proposals proved to be dreams, as was John Plumbe’s
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The Route of the Milwaukee & Mississippi
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* William S. Johnson, “Crossing the Mississippi,™ Palimpsest 1
(December 1920): pp. 173, 175-176.
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transcontinental railroad, first proposed in 1833.3
Sharp suggests that “they merited the description of
the Philadelphia, Fort Wayne and Platte Valley Air
Line Road; it was an airline—hot air. It so exhausted
the corporation to write the whole name, no energy
nor breath was left to build the road.™ However, the
determination to have railroads resulted in the
incorporation of the Mississippi and Missouri
Railroad (M&M) in 1853, one year before the CRI
reached the river. The M&M was eventually an
extension of the CRI and numbered among its
organizers, Jervis, Sheffield and Farnam, of the MC
and CRI roads.

To unite the two lines it was necessary to bridge the
river, and the Railroad Bridge Company was
incorporated in Illinois in 1853. It was authorized to
build, maintain and use a railroad bridge over the
Mississippi River across that portion of the river lying
in the state at or near Rock Island. Farnam was
president and chief engineer of construction. Bonds to
finance the project were guaranteed by both railroads.
The lowa section was to be built under authority of
the laws of lowa. Antoine LeClaire deeded the land
on the west side of the river, and the right-of-way was
cleared on the lowa side to the middle of the channel.
Construction involved three segments: a span across
the narrow part of the river from the east bank to the
island; tracks across the island; and a long bridge with
a draw span from the island to the lowa shore. The
middle of the channel running west of the island was
the boundary between the two states.

Complications arose immediately. The federal
government owned the island and steamboat interests
brought pressures to prevent construction on federal
land, arguing also that bridges hampered navigation
which violated bridge authority. The case of the
United States v. Railroad Bridge Company et al
came before Judge John McClean in the U.S. Circuit
Court in July 1855. An injunction against the bridge
company sought by the Secretary of War was denied
and the rights of the company upheld.> The bridge
was completed in April 1856. A second complication
arose in May of that year when the steamboat Effie
Afton was wrecked against the piers. The boat caught
fire and was destroyed, also destroying part of the
bridge and putting it out of commission for four
months. The owners sued the Bridge Company,
hoping to recover damages by proving that the bridge
was a menace to navigation. The case of Heard et al
v. Railroad Bridge Company again came before
Judge McLean in September 1857. Abraham Lincoln
was a member of the defense team, and after a bitter

trial, the Bridge Company gained a temporary victory
through a hung jury.

The verdict was recognized by both sides as an uneasy
truce. The struggle reached Congress, where a House
committee concluded that the courts should make the
final decision. Judge John M. Love of the U. S.
Circuit Court of Southern Iowa ruled on a petition of
James Ward, a St. Louis steamboat operator, that the
bridge was “a common and public nuisance” and,
further, that the piers and structure on the lowa side
should be removed. The Company appealed to the
U.S. Supreme Court, which in 1862 reversed the
lower court and allowed the bridge to remain.¢ The
CRI not only built the first bridge across the river and
won the right to keep it but also opened the way for
other railroads to cross the river with legal approval.
From this time and for many years afterward,
steamboats played a subordinate role to the railroads.

Railroads in lowa

The Initial Phase

The development of Chicago as a center of inland
commerce practically guaranteed that lowa would be
on the rail routes to the Pacific, so attention centered
on potential routes across the state. The two that
seemed to offer the most promise were the M&M and
Lyons and Central railroads. The first General
Assembly had provided for incorporation of
“railroads and other works of internal improvement”
in 1846. An extra session in the following year

3 Jack T. Johnson, “Plumbe’s Railroad to the Moon,” Palimpsest
58 (March 1938): pp. 89-97; John King, “John Plumbe, Originator of
the Pacific Railroad,” Annals of lowa 6 (January 1904): pp. 289-296.

4 Mildred J. Sharp, “The M&M Railroad,” Palimpsest 3 (January
1922): pp. 1-2.

5 United States v. Railroad Bridge Company, Fed. Case No. 16114
(6 McClean) 517 (1855).

¢ The Mississippi and Missouri Railroad Co. v. Ward, 67 U.S. (2
Black) 485 (1862). For a complete discussion of the case, see John W.
Starr Jr., Lincoln and the Railroads, New York: Dodd, Meads & Co.,
1927, pp. 90-117. The Court supported the arguments of Lincoln who
stated: “But there is travel from east to west whose demands are not
less important than the river... This current of travel has its rights as
well as that of north and south... the statement of its business is in
evidence from September 8, 1856 to August 8, 1857; 12,586 freight
cars and 74,179 passengers passed over the bridge... This shows that
the bridge must be treated with respect in this Court and is not to be
kicked around with contempt.” Of interest was the position of the two
leaders of the warring states in the Civil War, involved in this controv-
ersy. Jefferson Davis was Secretary of War at the time of the initial
protest of the steamboat owners, and Abraham Lincoln was one of the
lawyers defending the railroad.
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requested of Congress “a grant of land to aid in the
construction of a Rail Road from Davenport by way
of lowa City, Monroe City, Raccoon Forks to some
point near Council Bluffs on the Missouri River in
this state.” However, this request as well as others
went unheeded for eight years.

The M&M planned to build in three directions across
lowa. The main line would run west from Davenport
through lowa City to Fort Des Moines and continue
to Council Bluffs, a distance of 311 miles at an
estimated cost of $9 million. A second line would run
from Wilton Junction through Muscatine, thence
southwest through Oskaloosa to the Missouri state
line or Missouri River or both. A third was to be built
from Muscatine to Cedar Rapids and north to the
Minnesota border. Peter Dey and Grenville Dodge
had surveyed the projected main line in 1853 and
1854. Antoine LeClaire turned the first shovelful of
dirt at Davenport in September 1853, but actual work
did not begin until July 1855. The road entered lowa
City on December 31, 1856, encouraged by a bonus of
$50,000 and stock subscriptions if they reached the
city by that date.

Meanwhile. other railroads were being organized and
planned. The lowa Central Air Line (ICAL), also
known as the Lyons and lowa Central, organized in
1853, was to run from Lyons, near Clinton, to Tipton,
lowa City and on to Council Bluffs. However, the
road was never built beyond the grading stage
because of misappropriation of funds by H.P. Adams,
principal backer and a director, and later found to be
a fugitive from justice. The financial collapse in 1854
left families of construction workers stranded in
Lyons, paid off in groceries, dry goods and
miscellaneous articles instead of money. Thereafter,
the road was known as the “Calico Road.” Backed by
eastern capitalists, among whom was Oakes Ames,
the Chicago, lowa and Nebraska (CI&N) was
organized and began construction at Clinton in 1856.
It reached Cedar Rapids in 1859, the farthest west of
any railroads built to that time.

To the north, the germ planted by John Plumbe in
1833 culminated in the 1850s, the decade of
Dubuque’s “railroad fever.” George W. Jones and
Augustus C. Dodge, lowa’s first senators, were
instrumental in getting the IC extension from Galena
to Dunleith (East Dubuque) in 1851. Once that line
was assured, Jones, Platt Smith, General C.H. Booth,
Jessie Farley, Edward Slossan and Judge John J.
Dyer formed the Dubuque and Pacific (D&P) in
1853. At the time of organization, not one mile of

railroad had been built in lowa, and in the 29
counties eventually traversed by the IC, there were
fewer than 5,000 families, concentrated primarily in
Dubuque and Linn Counties.

Financial problems delayed construction until
October 1855, and it was not until May 1857, that
trains ran to Dyersville, making the trip of 79 miles in
three hours. The road was extended to Earlville, eight
miles west, where construction halted because of poor
credit, unfavorable economic conditions and the lack
of a western terminus. Building was resumed in the
summer of 1859 under John Edgar Thompson,
builder of the Pennsylvania Railroad, and reached
Independence in December. By March 1860, the line
moved to the western border of Buchanan County
where a station was named Jesup. after Morris K.
Jesup, a financial backer and later president of the
road. He held many of the bonds which were in
default, forced the railroad into receivership, and
reorganized it as the Dubuque and Sioux City
(D&SC) in 1860.

Forty-six men—lawyers, businessmen and public
officials—organized the Burlington and Missouri
River Railroad (B&MR) in January 1851, some three
years before the CB&Q arrived at the Mississippi.
William Coolbaugh, a merchant, was elected
president, and James W. Grimes, banker and soon to
be Governor of lowa, worked for a land grant.
Capital was raised through bond issues voted by the
people of Des Moines, Jefferson and Wapello
counties, where 85 percent of the population was
concentrated. But the bond issues did not provide the
necessary funds, so the founders turned to the
“Boston Group™led by John M. Forbes, who had
been involved in the financing of the MC and CB&Q
in Illinois.

In August 1856, the track came into Mt. Pleasant via
Danville and New London, two years after it began.
Another year passed before the five miles were built
to Rome on the Skunk River, where construction
stalled. In 1857, Edward Baker of Massachusetts was
elected president, indicating the growing eastern
control. Forbes also placed Charles Russell Lowell, a
23-year-old nephew of James Russell Lowell, as
assistant treasurer to protect his interests.

71847 Laws of lowa, Chapter 81; 1848 Laws of lowa, Extra Session,
Joint Resolution §.
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Early Wood Burning Locomotive

(Courtesy: State Historical Society of lowa)

Capital was relatively scarce during these early years.
lowa granted rights for incorporation and of eminent
domain, but the Constitution prohibited giving or
lending state credits to individuals, associations or
corporations, and that prohibition was continued in
1857. Borrowing through bond issues for construction
was allowed but the interest rate was not to exceed 10
percent. European and eastern financiers provided
funds which, together with local aid, formed the
financial base. Municipalities, counties and
individuals made loans, purchased and guaranteed
railroad bonds, and made outright contributions of
cash, land, materials and labor. Some local
governments also exempted railroads from taxes.
Locklin states that “it is impossible to determine what
proportion of such aid consisted of donations by
county and municipal governments and what
proportions consisted of donations by private
individuals, corporations or associations.” But the
result was creation of public and private debt, since
the necessary finances were essentially borrowed and
the load of indebtedness sometimes exceeded the
assessed value of all taxable property in the political
subdivision. Financial distress was a principal reason
for pressures on Congress for land grants to complete
the railroad systems.

The Land Grants

The land grant to the 1C was typical of those made
later, with some variations. Whereas the Illinois
railroad received a right-of-way 200 feet wide and six
sections of land for each mile of road, others received
10 to 40 sections per mile and a right-of-way of 400
feet. In 1856, congressmen Augustus Hall of lowa and
Henry Bennett of New York introduced bills
requesting grants for the railroads, approved on May
15, and lowa received grants for construction of four
railroads: the M&M, ICAL, D&P and B&MR. On
July 14, 1856, the General Assembly accepted the
grants with the following terms, conditions and
restrictions as contained in the act:

& Phillip Locklin, Economics of Transportation, 7th ed., Home-
wood, 11l.:Richard D. Irwin Inc., p. 127. See also Hobert C. Carr,
Early History of lowa Railroads, New York: Arno Press, 1981, pp
65-82.
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. The railroads were required to build and
equip 75 miles within three years and 30
miles in addition for cach year thereafter
for a period of five years. If the railroad
failed in any particular, the state could
resume the lands unearned and regrant
them to another company.

o

The gauge was fixed at four feet, eight and
one-half inches.”

3. The rights of any claimant or occupant of
any of the lands granted were protected
and the company was required under
certain conditions to deed the land to
claimants.

4. Companies were required to file written
acceptance of the act and were subject to
such rules and regulations as may from
time to time be enacted by the General
Assembly of lowa, and to make annual
reports to the Secretary of State.

The federal grants were made to states, which could
grant, revoke, resume or transfer the lands. Railroads
could use the lands not necessary for construction as
a source of funds by either selling or mortgaging
them. Over three and one-half million acres were
disposed of, and when sold averaged approximately
seven to eight dollars per acre. It was claimed that
through the grants the entire cost of construction
might be recovered, that proceeds would eventually
pay for bonds issued and make stockholders owners
of unencumbered properties. The Civil War
temporarily suspended the activity, but it was
vigorously pursued at its conclusion. The press, public
and politicians in both state and federal legislatures
promoted the grants as their patriotic duty. Grants
were expected to provide increased economic
opportunities for settlers who migrated to the new
regions to obtain farms, for others who aimed at
becoming founders of new towns, and also for profits
to investors. Sales of land by the “lowa Roads™ were
over $6.6 million of federal granted lands and $26.2
million of state granted lands by 1880. Generally, the
sales did not cover the total or, in some instances, the
interest on the cost of construction. But acceptance of
the grants by railroads carried certain obligations.
For example, the federal government required land
grant railroads to carry mail, troops and government
property at reduced rates. Mail was moved at 80
percent and troops and property at approximately 50
percent of published tariffs.

It was estimated that the the value of the 131 million
acres of federal lands granted from 1851 to 1871 was
approximately $130 million, based upon prices
received from the sale of federal public lands during
the period. Additionally, it was estimated that
railroads received 48.8 million acres from the states,
The total of all land grant deductions, including
voluntary equalization of rates by competing
railroads from 1851 to 1943, was estimated at $580
million. lowa received 3.7 million acres, roughly 13.1
percent of the state’s area, although some history
texts indicated that about 90 percent of the state’s
lands had been given away (Table 2-1).

The War and Postwar Period

By 1860, there were 655 miles of railroads built in
lowa (Fig. 2-6). Westward movement was slowed by
the Panic of 1857 and political issues between North
and South. In 1862, the Pacific Railroad Act was
signed by President Lincoln, chartering the Union
Pacific (UP) and setting the conditions for building
the transcontinental line between Omaha and
Sacramento. The railroad which reached Omaha
would reap rich rewards offered by the connection
with the UP, and as soon as conditions permitted, the
race across the state was accelerated. The strategic
location of lowa as a bridge state was solidified in
railroad construction to either coast and was equally
important in later years in the evolution of the
national highway programs.

9 The standard gauge was determined by British locomotives
imported into the United States. The wheel span corresponded to the
width of the early English road cart, measured from inside to inside
rim. In 1860, there were seven widths of gauge in the nation, ranging
from four feet, eight inches to six feet. However, because of agitation
for cheaper and more economical roads, 14 narrow gauge railroads
were built in lowa, independent of the major systems and of relatively
short distances. The first line to be abandoned was the 12-mile
wooden track narrow gauge line built from Loscomb through Conrad
to Beaman. Descriptions of narrow gauge railroads and those builtin
lowa are found in Ben Hur Wilson, “The Matter of Gauge.” and
“lowa and the Narrow Gauge,” Palimpsest 13 (April 1932): pp
133-165.
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The Chicago and North Western
A new road, the Cedar Rapids and Missouri River
(CR&MR), was incorporated in 1859 and given the
land grant of the defunct ICAL. Improved economic
conditions and the infusion of eastern capital plus
local backers such as John F. Ely and John Weare of
Cedar Rapids and G. M. Woodberg of Marshalltown
furnished the impetus for further construction. It was
at this time that John I. Blair of New Jersey became
interested in the possibilities of a prosperous railroad
west of Cedar Rapids.- Donovan describes him as one
who “built railroads faster and more extensively in
J f ‘ ‘ === ke cidbn the state than anyone else—before or since,” and
— Tp,;mf: T jf T ) ! further “as a human dynamo let loose in railway-mad
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N After Blair became involved in the management in

1861, the railroad began to move. By 1866, it reached
Denison, built through Marshalltown (1863), Nevada
T (1864) and Boone (1865). From Denison the line ran
down the valley of the Boyer River and into Council
Bluffs in January 1867. Within the period required to
complete the Cedar Rapids-Marshalltown segment,
both the CI&N and CR&MR railroads were leased to
the G&CU, later incorporated into the CNW system.

Figure 2-6
lowa Railroads 1860
(Map by author)

Table 2-1
Acres Granted and Values of Lands Realized by lowa Railroads

Railroad Acres Values

Milwaukee 372,656! $ 1.601,730!
Rock Island 550,193 4,984,341
Burlington 385,424 3,870,890
Des Moines & Fort Dodge 42,636 18979792
lowa Falls & Sioux City 640,256 3,676,902
Sioux City & St. Paul 320,002 742,148
Cedar Rapids & Missouri River 956,597 6,017,259
Dubuque & Sioux City 444161 No Report
Sioux City & Pacific 39.876 299,000
Total 3,751,801 $2/11310,232

Summarized from the Reports of the lowa Railroad Commission, 1874, 1878, and Reports of Land Commissioners of lowa Railway Land
Company, et al, 1874. Values estimated on average prices received for the land. Figures were revised in 1901 to 4,802,878 acres and
$26,373,518 for values received.

I Fractions and cents omitted.

10 Frank P. Donovan, “The North Western in lowa,” Palimpsest 43
(December 1962): pp. 549-551.
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The Rock Island

While Blair was building across lowa, his competitors
were not idle. The M&M built to Marengo in 1862
and was in Kellogg by 1864, The road was heavily in
debt with foreclosure a probability, and to protect its
land grant, a new company, the Chicago, Rock Island
& Pacific (CRI&P), was formed in lowa and
purchased the M&M in July 1866. It was authorized
to build from Kellogg to Des Moines, arriving there
in 1867. With clear title, including land grants, the
[llinois and lowa lines were consolidated. The charter
called for construction between Des Moines and
Council Bluffs, completed on May 11, 1869, the day
after the UP-Central Pacific tracks were joined at
Promontory Point, Utah. The CNW had a monopoly
into Council Bluffs for two and one-half years before
the CRI&P arrived and had been hauling much of the
material used for building the UP.

The original plan of the M&M had been to build in
three directions in the state. While the Council Bluffs
line was being constructed, the southwest segment
was extended beyond Muscatine to Washington in
1858. It continued southwesterly to Lineville through
Fairfield, crossing the Missouri border, thence to
Stallings Junction opposite Leavenworth, a military
post, with operations commencing in 1871. In the
enthusiasm to build west and southwest, the third
division to Cedar Rapids was ignored. But other
interests were planning a north-south route through
the city. Between 1865 and 1867 two railroads, the
Cedar Rapids and St. Paul (CR&STP) and the Cedar
Rapids and Minnesota (CR&M), were organized and
merged into the Burlington, Cedar Rapids and
Minnesota (BCR&M) in 1868. Known as “Judge
Greene’s Railroad,” it was unique in that it was
organized by lowans and headquartered in the state.
Judge George Greene of Cedar Rapids was president;
Charles Mason of Burlington, vice-president; and J.
D. Cameron of Burlington, chief engineer. The road
was built south to cross the main line of the CRI&P
at West Liberty and the Muscatine line at Columbus
Junction. To the north, it ran through Cedar Falls to
Plymouth Junction, connecting with the Milwaukee
to St. Paul, with segments to Independence, Oelwein
and Postville. A feeder line was built from Vinton to
Traer by 1873. With funds raised in the East. the
railroad had built 368 miles by 1874.

The BCR&M suffered financial reverses after the
Panic of 1873, and the Blair interests reorganized it as
the Burlington, Cedar Rapids and Northern
(BCR&N). Affiliated with the BCR&N was the Cedar

Falls, lowa Falls and Northwestern, incorporated in
1880, which built the bulk of new construction in the
1880s. It was absorbed by the parent company in
1902, which was purchased by the CRI&P in 1903.
The main line ran from Burlington through Cedar
Rapids and Waterloo into Albert Lea, Minnesota,
and another line ran through Emmetsburg and Sibley
to Watertown, South Dakota. In 1903, the CRI&P
had 1,310 miles of track in operation in three states,

The CRI&P was not the first railroad to enter Des
Moines. That honor or glory belonged to the Des
Moines Valley, Keokuk and Des Moines Railroad. It
was first organized as the Keokuk, Fort Des Moines
and Minnesota Railroad in 1853, routed through
Bentonsport, Ottumwa and Eddyville, where
construction halted because of the war. In 1864 the
name was changed to the Des Moines Valley
Railroad, reaching that city in 1866.!' Considered a
secondary road, it was important to the development
of Des Moines, to which considerable traffic moved
from Keokuk by land and water. Des Moines had a
growing population and wanted the state capital
moved from lowa City. Polk and Lee counties made
an agreement whereby financial support would be
given the railroad in exchange for votes for adoption
of the Constitution of 1857 which transferred the
capital to Des Moines. Lee county voters swung the
election. Keokuk saw the railroad started and Des
Moines became the capital.

With finances apparently exhausted, construction
north of Des Moines stopped, to the disappointment
of Fort Dodge, whose residents promised land and
tax assistance. When the line was finally built, instead
of taking the direct route up the Des Moines River
Valley, it ran circuitously through Perry, Grand
Junction, Gowrie and Tura, reaching Fort Dodge in
1870. In 1873 the road was declared bankrupt. The
northern section was sold to Colonel C. H. Perry and
was known as the Fort Dodge and Des Moines
Railway. The southern section was purchased by
John E. Henry of New York and became the Keokuk
and Des Moines Railroad, serving as a direct line to
Keokuk with connections to St. Louis. It was
integrated into the CRI&P system in 1878.

' This was the railroad that received the land grants of the Des
Moines River Navigation Company.
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The Burlington

The CB&Q was in Ottumwa by 1859, in time to meet
the requirements of the land grant. Charles Elliot
Perkins, 18 years of age, was hired to assist Lowell,
whose duties of managing the treasury and land
department had become too heavy for one person.
Twenty-two years later, he would be president and
continue his close association with the “Boston
Group” to whom he turned for capital from time to
time. The two lines to the north—the CRI&P and
CNW-—had built their bridges across the Mississippi
River, but the CB&Q still relied on ferries. Their
bridge, built in 1868, enabled the road to redouble its
efforts to reach the Missouri River.

The energy and enthusiasm of James Joy and Charles
Perkins, spurred on by new capital, pushed the road
to Chariton and Woodburn by the end of 1867.
Trains ran into Osceola in January 1868 and by
November the tracks had reached Red Oak. Crews
started east from East Plattsburg and met the
westbound track at Hastings in November 1869,
without formal ceremony. To compete for the
business of the Omaha gateway, regular service was
started over the St. Joseph and Council Bluffs
(StJ&CB) Railway from Pacific Junction in January

1870. The CB&Q was the third railroad to reach
Council Bluffs and was the only federal land grant
road that never filed for bankruptcy during
construction. It was also one of the very few railroads
that had never been in receivership.

The lllinois Central

Sioux City was the objective of the D&SC Railroad.,
which meant building 250 miles west of Jesup. Sioux
City was expected to rival St. Joseph, Missouri and
Omaha as gateways to the west—a possibility that
excited and stimulated other interests. Within a short
time at least six railroads were chartered to build to
that city.!? Construction from Jesup reached Cedar
Falls in 1861, and with exception of a feeder line to
Waverly, the war stopped further building. Five years
later, the main line was at lowa Falls, with regular
service by June 1866. Both the western and northern
lines out of Cedar Falls were moving into virgin
territory and trains from Dubuque brought settlers
from eastern and midwestern states and from
Scandinavia, Ireland, Scotland and England. These
settlers purchased land at prices from $2.50 to $10 per
acre.

Illinois Central Locomotive - 4-4-0
Design in 1860s
(Courtesy: State Historical Society of lowa)

12 Poor’s Manual of Railroads, 1871-1872. The six were the lowa
Falls & Sioux City, St. Paul & Sioux City, Sioux City & Columbus,
Sioux City & Pacific, Sioux City & St. Paul, and the McGregor &
Sioux City Railroads.
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It was at this point that the 1C purchased the
properties, fearful that rival companies would move
in and deprive the company of its western connection
and eliminate it from northwest lowa. Platt Smith,
vice president of the D&P, was a lcader in the leasing
arrangements. He organized a subsidiary, the lowa
Falls and Sioux City Railroad, in 1867, to build the
167 miles between the two cities. Blair, who had built
the CNW, was named to head the new company
which acquired the franchise, rights-of-way and land
grants to Sioux City. The line moved westward to
Fort Dodge in 1869. While continuing westward,
another crew moved the rails east and met at the
“Sag” (milepost 431.5), some three miles west of
Storm Lake in January 1870. Blair and his men had
built more miles in two years than had any one else in
the history of east-west railroad construction in
lowa.!? During the extension of the main line, tracks
on the Waverly branch were built to Charles City in
1868, to St. Ansgar in 1869, and the gap to the
Minnesota border was closed by 1870. The final link
joining Sioux City with the UP was built by the Sioux
City and Pacific Railroad along the east bank of the
Missouri River to Missouri Valley Junction on the
CNW, which eventually incorporated the road into its
system. By the close of 1870, the 1C operated 1,107
miles of railroad: 705 in Illinois and 402 in lowa.

The Milwaukee

The Milwaukee was the fifth main line built across
the state. Its history began with the completion of the
MIL&M into Prairie du Chien in 1857. McGregor, on
the opposite side of the river, like other towns, was
filled with excitement for railroads and planned them
in all directions, including a horse-powered line to
Fort Atkinson. Actually, the Milwaukee built two
lines across lowa. At the close of the war, the
McGregor Western (MCGW), incorporated in 1863,
reached Monona. The railroad was promoted by
William B. Ogden of the CNW, Judge Greene of
Cedar Rapids, and William Larrabee of Clermont,
later Governor and a leading proponent of regulation.
In 1866 it was completed to Cresco and the following
year into Owatonna, Minnesota, thence to the Twin
Cities, already connected by the Milwaukee and St.
Paul to the city of Milwaukee. The MCGW and
MIL&M were purchased by the Milwaukee and St.
Paul which in turn became the Chicago, Milwaukee
and St. Paul (CM&StP) Railway in 1874, the same
year that John Lawler completed the pontoon bridge
across the Mississippi River.

The McGregor and Sioux City Railroad was
incorporated in 1868 to resume construction across
northern lowa and to get the land grant. By 1869 it
had built the 64 miles from Calmar to Nora Springs.
Renamed the McGregor and Missouri River Railway,
it reached Algona in 1870, the point to which the land
grant applied, but progress was halted by the Panic of
1873. The grant expired in 1875 since the railroad had
not met the mileage requirements. The CM&StP,
which had absorbed the McGregor and Missouri, got
the grant transferred, and by 1878 the segment from
Algona to Hull, through Sheldon, was in operation.

The second line across the state was started by the
Sabula Valley and Dakota Railroad, organized in
1870. The road was built with assistance of the
Western Union Railroad (no relation to the telegraph
company), controlled by the CM&StP which had
reached Savanna, Illinois, opposite Sabula. Twenty
miles were built in 1870 and in less than two years,
the rails were laid to Marion. The Sabula was
purchased by the CM&StP, enabling through service
from Cedar Rapids to Milwaukee. But the usual
financial problems halted westward movement for the
next decade. When building resumed, the 260 mile
line through Tama, Perry, and Coon Rapids to
Council Bluffs was built in one year.

The remaining link in the system in lowa was known
as the River Road from Clinton through Dubuque to
the Minnesota border. Platt Smith was a leading
promoter of the Dubuque and McGregor Railroad,
organized in 1868. The name was changed to the
Dubuque and Minnesota in 1869 and to the Chicago,
Dubuque and Minnesota in 1871. Crews started

13 Blair was not only well known for his promotional and
managerial ability but also for naming towns along the lines he
built. Among those were Aurelia and Marcus in Cherokee County,
named for his daughter and son. Ames was named for Oakes Ames.
friend and backer. Belle Plaine was named for his granddaughter,
Ogden for the first president of the CNW. Remsen, in Plymouth
County was named for a friend in Sioux City. LeMars in the same
county was named during an excursion party when the ladies were
given an opportunity to name a new settlement. By using the first
initials of their Christian names, the result was “Selmar or
LeMars,™ the latter chosen by majority vote. Towns were also
named on the two roads on which Blair built the highest mileage
They are Blairsburg on the IC in Hamilton County, and Blairstown
on the CNW in Benton County. Towns named for railroad
officials, directors, employees, relatives or persons who donated
land number 119 of the 835 listed by Harold, Ann, and Linda Joe
Dilts in From Ackley to Zwingle, Ames: Carter Press. 1975. See
also Donovan, “The North Western in lowa,™ Palimpsest 43
(December 1962): p. 579. and “The Illinois Central in lowa,”
Palimpsest 43 (June 1962): pp. 282-283.



Railroad Construction and Influence in lowa

construction north from Dubuque and an affiliate,
the Dubuque, Bellevue and Mississippi Railway built
south, reaching Sabula Junction in 1871. From there,
using the tracks of the CNW and other roads, it
operated into Clinton (Fig. 2-7). Dubuque served as
headquarters of the two roads, was the location of the
repair shops, and later became the operating center of
the “Dubuque Division” of the CM&StP. The Panic
of 1873 put the River Road into receivership, and the
roads were combined in 1878. The CM&StP took title
in 1880.

The North-South Lines

East-west construction did not dim the enthusiasm of
lowans for railroads to connect major cities to the
north and south of the state. Josiah B. Grinnell
headed a company in pre-Civil War days to initiate

31

such a project, but it was dropped because of
economic conditions and the war. In 1865 the lowa
Central was organized with headquarters at
Oskaloosa, to be built from the terminus of the North
Missouri (NM) road on the southern border and
connect at Cedar Falls with the Cedar Falls and
Minnesota Railroad (Fig. 2-8). Two of the early
promoters were David Morgan of New Sharon, first
president, and Peter Melandy of Cedar Rapids.

Local and regional interests supported the railroad.
Oskaloosa and Montezuma had been bypassed by the
east-west trunk lines and wanted railroad service.
Others urged construction as a means of competing
with these roads since the line would cross each one
and hopefully provide additional gateways for traffic.
But perhaps more important was the fact that the
road would be an integral part of “the grandest
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railroad project of the age™ —an interregional railroad
which would connect St. Louis with St. Paul.!* St.
[ouis was especially interested because of loss of river
traffic and saw the lowa Central as an answer to
recapturing some of the business.

After grading between Albia and Oskaloosa, between
Cedar Falls and Toledo, and in the vicinity of Tama,
the “grandest project™ was terminated when finances
became exhausted. The dream of a north-south line
seemed to be doomed, but such was not to be the
case, for the main line of the Minnesota and St.Louis
(M&StL) was built through the middle of the state.
The railroad traced its ancestry in lowa to the Eldora
Railroad and Coal Company, formed after discovery
of coal at Eldora. It was organized in 1866 to build 16
miles north to Ackley where it would connect with the
main line of the 1C. The company was taken over by
the lowa River Railway in 1868 to build the 28 miles
south of Eldora to connect with the main line of the
CNW at Marshalltown. In turn, the lowa River
became the Central Railroad of lowa before the
completion of the Marshalltown line in 1869, the
same year that witnessed the death warrant of the
lowa Central.

The route between Mason City and Albia was
completed in 1872, but for the next 30 years the road
was plagued with financial problems, reorganizations
and name changes. During the reorganization of the
mid-1870s, the road emerged as the Central lowa
Railway in 1879. It built the road across the state as
part of the line linking St.Louis and St. Paul and was
merged with the M&StL in 1912, which also
purchased the Fort Dodge and Des Moines in 1915.

The NM planned to build to Ottumwa and Cedar
Rapids to connect with the lines serving these cities.
For this purpose, the St. Louis and Cedar Rapids
Railroad was organized in 1865 to extend the line
from Coatsville, Missouri, to Cedar Rapids. J. P.
Farley of Dubuque County and George Gillespie,
Wapello County, were principal backers. H. C. Angel
of Cedar Rapids was president, succeeded by H. H.
Trimble of Bloomfield. By December 1866 the road
reached Appanoose County, where the town of
Moulton was established, and by 1870 the tracks were
in Ottumwa. The new line was leased by the NM and
both roads were soon in financial trouble. The lowa
road was reorganized as the St. Louis, Ottumwa and
Cedar Rapids in 1875 and the NM became the St.
Louis, Kansas City and Northern Railway
(StLKC&N) which continued to lease the lowa road.

But their interests shifted to Des Moines, abandoning
the plan to build to Cedar Rapids.
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4 Donald L. Hofsommer, “The Grandest Railroad Project of the
Age,” Annals of lowa 44 (fall 1977): p. 120.
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At this stage, Jay Gould, the notorious financier,
entered the picture. He controlled the StLKC&N and
united it with other roads to form the Wabash, St.
Louis and Pacific (Wabash) Railway.!S Gould wanted
Des Moines in his system and Des Moines responded
by incorporating the Des Moines and St. Louis
Railroad in 1881 to build to Albia, 68 miles away. In
1882 the first passenger train arrived in Des Moines
from St. Louis. The Des Moines Company was
headed by James Clarkson, former editor of the Jowa
State Register and then postmaster; John S. Runnels,
vice president; Frederick M. Hubbell, secretary; and
Jefferson S. Polk, treasurer. Both Hubbell and Polk
were active in promoting narrow-gauge lines radiating
from the city. The railroad, from the time of
completion, was leased to Gould. The outlet from Des
Moines was built over a patchwork of short lines
connected to the Wabash properties.

The Wabash in Des Moines also included the Des
Moines Union Railway, a terminal facility with 42
miles of industrial and terminal tracks, jointly
administered by it and the CM&StP. The Union was
incorporated in 1864, promoted by Hubbell, Polk and
Grenville Dodge. It was part of a small “railroad
empire” created by Hubbell which included the
narrow-gauge lines from Des Moines to Boone and
Panora. Hubbel also assisted in building the three-
foot gauge line to Ames and Jewell, later the Des
Moines branch of the CNW. In 1902 Hubbell
organized the Des Moines Terminal Company,
consisting of 10 miles of track and operated by the
Union. Charges for cars interchanged with the Union
resulted in a long period of litigation which was
decided by the lowa Supreme Court in 1932.

Gould wanted to get to Omaha for a share of the
transcontinental traffic. The competition of the lines
built across the state was not conducive to the
construction of another direct road, so the alternative
was to gain control of secondary lines and extend
them to meet his goals. Before 1869 a road had
connected St. Louis to Kansas City, later
incorporated into the Wabash system, but it was not
until he gained control of the Council Bluffs and St.
Louis Railway that the route was cleared to Omaha.
It had been built from Council Bluffs to the Missouri
border and Gould operated the 143 mile road as the
“Omaha Division” of the Wabash. He controlled the
UP through heavy investments and was in an
excellent position to bargain for traffic through the
advantage of having a road to cities east of Chicago.

Following the same patterns, Gould picked up the 142

mile Missouri, lowa and Nebraska Railway, serving
Keokuk, Centerville, Corydon, Humeston and Van
Wert. From Shenandoah, it was only 95 miles to
Council Bluffs, and by extending the road, he would
have a shorter line into Chicago. But Gould’s plans
were upset by the CB&Q which considered southern
lowa as its exclusive territory. When he attempted to
build the line, he was threatened by the CB&Q with
possible construction into Wabash territory. The
outcome was a joint ownership of the Humeston and
Shenandoah Railroad, completed in 1882. The
Wabash went into receivership in 1884, and the
narrow-gauge lines leased or owned around Des
Moines were later purchased by the CM&StP.

Other Railroads

The Chicago Great Western (CGW) Railroad was
known as “Stickney’s Road.” He founded, built and
headed the 1,500-mile railroad in lowa, Minnesota,
Illinois, Missouri and to a limited extent, in Kansas
and Nebraska. Acquiring the charter of the
Minnesota and North Western (M&NW), he built
from St. Paul to Manly Junction in Worth County in
1885. In 1886 a stem was built from Mayfield,
Minnesota to Dubuque and construction continued
across lllinois to Chicago. To avoid possible
confusion with the name M&NW, the Chicago,
St.Paul and Kansas City (CStP&KC) was
incorporated in lowa in 1886, and purchased the
Wisconsin, lowa and Nebraska Railway which had
built from Waterloo to Des Moines with a branch
from Cedar Falls Junction to Cedar Falls. The
CStP&KC purchased all of the properties of the
M&NW in 1887.

The Stickney road then moved toward Kansas City,
closed the gap between Waterloo and Oelwein in
1887, and built from Des Moines to St. Joseph,
Missouri, by the end of 1888. Through leases and
trackage rights over other roads, it ran into Kansas
City, thus serving all of the cities in its name. Over
half of the mileage was in lowa. Its history can be
traced to the lowa Pacific in 1870 which had graded

15 Jay Gould, together with Jim Fisk and Daniel Drew fought
Commodore Vanderbilt in the Erie-New York Central War in the
late 1860s. He bought into the UP during the Panic of 1873 and by
1874 was made a director and virtually controlled the railroad.
Stewart H. Holbrook, The Age of the Moguls, New York:
Doubleday & Co., 1954, pp. 30-43, 97-100.
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from Fayette Junction in Fayette County west
through Sumner, Waverly and Hampton to Belmond
in Wright County. Another section went from
Belmond to Fort Dodge. Tracks were laid from
Sumner to Hampton in the late 1880s. A line had
been built from Mason City to Fort Dodge by the
railroad of the same name, controlled by Stickney, in
1886. Building the 133 miles from Fort Dodge to
Council Bluffs was completed in 1901, including a
bridge over the Des Moines River at Fort Dodge. The
2.588-foot structure was considered to be the second

largest bridge in lowa. From Council Bluffs the CGW
had trackage rights into Omaha. To complete the
“Maple Leaf” system, the Hampton-Clarion gap was
closed in 1902 and the Waverly-Oclwein segment in
1904. At the turn of the century, the repair shops,
later supervised by Walter P. Chrysler, were moved
from South Park, Minnesota to Oelwein, which was
to be the key strategic location on the system. When
the CStP&K C became insolvent, it was reorganized in
1892 as the CGW (Fig. 2-9).
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Figure 2-9
Route of the Chicago, Great Western
(Courtesy: State Historical Society of lowa)
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Although Sioux City in the 1880s was well supplied
with railroads that ran in all directions, commercial
interests and meat packers wanted an independent
railroad built to the north to connect with the
transcontinental lines serving the Pacific Northwest.
Such a line, it was envisioned, would allow a direct
route to Duluth for export, bypassing Chicago, and
would provide for expanded shipments of grain and
livestock. This was the incentive for organizing the
Sioux City and Northern (SC&N) in 1887, projected
east to Duluth and north to Minot, North Dakota.
Actually, the most feasible connection for the 96-mile
line was at Garretson, South Dakota, on the Wilmar
and Sioux Falls (W&SF) Railway, a James Hill road,
and was opened in 1890. A 30-year contract was
signed with the W&SF road, an arrangement which
proved profitable for both railroads. But the
prosperity was interrupted by the Panic of 1893 which
depressed the economic structure of the city. When
the SC&N went bankrupt, it was integrated into the
W&SF, purchased by the Great Northern (GN) in
1907. The Sioux City line became the southernmost
leg of the GN system.

When President Lincoln signed the Pacific Railroad
Act of 1862, the eastern terminus was not clearly
specified, other than the road was to be built
westward from the Missouri River. After consultation
with Grenville Dodge and others, Executive Orders
were issued in 1863 and 1864 which established the
eastern terminus at the “western boundary of the state
of lowa, east of and opposite to the east line of
section 10, in township 15 north, of range 13, east of
the sixth principal meridian in the territory of
Nebraska.”!® The Missouri River was bridged as a
single structure in 1869, rebuilt for double track in
1887 and later in 1916. It was the first to cross the
Missouri and the only one between Council Bluffs
and Omaha. The UP, with only 2.08 miles of track
across the bridge, is the shortest railroad line into
lowa. The major trackage of 84 miles in the area
consists of spurs and yard tracks in the terminal at
Council Bluffs, covering 725 acres. It became a vital
exchange point for eastern and western
transcontinental trains. Only in passenger service
(before termination) did Omaha supercede Council
Bluffs as a major terminal.

The Santa Fe (AT&SF) concluded that its interests
dictated the control of an independent line from
Kansas City into Chicago. The extension of the lines
from Chicago beyond the Missouri River could bring
new competition to their 6,500 mile system from

Kansas City to the West Coast and jeopardize further
growth. There were three possibilities to gain entrance
into Chicago. One was to buy the Chicago and Alton,
or the financially ailing Chicago and St. Louis. or to
build its own line. It chose the second alternative—
use 100 miles of the Chicago and St. Louis and build
the remainder. If a ruler were laid on a map tracing
the route from Kansas City to Chicago, it would cut
across the southeast corner of lowa, and while the
railroad was not constructed “as the crow flies,” there
was little deviation from the ruler’s straight line.

Originally, the AT&SF considered Keokuk for the
river crossing,but when citizens of Fort Madison
learned of the proposal, they agreed to a grant of 80
acres of land for construction and to pay one-fourth
of the expense of the right-of-way through Lee
County. These inducements and other factors were
sufficient to change the route from Keokuk to Fort
Madison. The Chicago, Santa Fe and California
Railroad was incorporated in Illinois in 1886, with a
separate charter in lowa and Missouri for
construction. The entire line from Kansas City to
Chicago, including the Mississippi River and Toll
Bridge, was completed in 1887, although service was
not begun until the following year. The bridge was
designed for both railroad and highway traffic, and at
the time it was built, its 525-foot draw span near the
lowa shore was considered the longest in the world.
The Bridge Company and railroad were absorbed into
the AT&SF system in 1900.

Although the railroad had only 19 miles of track in
lowa, it has had an important place in the state’s
railroad history. Fort Madison was the Illinois
Division headquarters between 1901 and 1903 and
again from 1956 to at least 1965. Shopton, two miles
west, was the site of shop facilities, an employee
hospital, blacksmith shop and roundhouse. The shops
and hospital were closed in 1951, and the hospital
building together with five acres of land were given to
Fort Madison to be administered by a trust fund.
Shopton remained as a yard facility.

16 Frank P. Donovan, “The Union Pacific in lowa,” Palimpsest 46
(April 1965): pp. 193-194.
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Figure 2-10

lowa'’s Steam Railways in 1900

(Reprinted by permission of William N. Whitehill from The Ups and Downs of lowa’s Railroads.)

Narrow Gauge Railroads

The narrow gauge movement began in Colorado in
1870 when the Denver and Rio Grande Railroad was
organized to build through the mountains south and
west of Denver into the Rio Grande valley. During
the next decade, railroads with track width of three to
three feet, six inches, sprang up over the nation, and
by 1880, there were at least 154 of these roads in
operation. The movement reached its peak in the
early 1880s. The principal reasons for this type of
construction were economy in building and
maintenance and also the equipment was less
expensive than that used on standard gauge roads. On
level terrain without bridging, laid with 25-35 pound
rail, the roads could be built for as little as $5,000 per
mile, exclusive of right-of-way, as compared with
about $25,000 for standard width railroads.

Their greatest disadvantage was the interchange of
traffic without reloading and the lower volume hauled
when contrasted to standard gauge roads. The level of
wages paid was the same on both types and the
narrow gauge paid, if not fully, the taxes per mile.
These and other factors gradually led to conversion of
narrow gauge to standard gauge, but nearly every
major railroad system originally included narrow
gauge lines. Narrow gauge lines are shown below with
names, dates of organization, mileage and final
disposition:

I. Farmers Union Railroad, 1875. Liscomb
through Conrad Grove (Conrad) to Beaman. 12
miles. Abandoned.

2. Crooked Creek Railway and Coal Company,
1876. Judd to Lehigh on the Des Moines River,
eight miles. Ft. Dodge, Des Moines & Southern.
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Waukon and Mississippi Railroad Company,
1877. Waukon to the Mississippi River, 23
miles. Milwaukee.

lowa Eastern Railroad Company, Elkader to
Beulah, 19 miles. Milwaukee.

Cedar Rapids and Marion Street Railway, five
miles. Street Railway Company of Cedar
Rapids.

Fort Madison and Northwestern Narrow Gauge
Railway Company, 1879, 12 miles. Reorganized
into the Fort Madison and Northwestern
Railroad Company which extended the line to
Birmingham and McKee in 1883, 33 miles.
Burlington.

Chicago, Bellevue and Western Railroad
Company, 1880. Bellevue to Cascade, 36 miles.
Milwaukee.

Iowa and Minnesota Railroad Company, 1874.
Des Moines to Ames and Calanan (near Jewell),
57 miles. Chicago & Northwestern.

Des Moines, Adel and Western, 1878. Waukee
to Adel, seven miles. St. Louis, Des Moines and
Northern completed the line from Waukee to
Des Moines in 1881. Wabash.

10. Wabash, St. Louis and Pacific Railroad. 1880.
Adel to Jefferson and Fonda, 114 miles. Clive to
Boone, 1882, 35 miles. Milwaukee.

I1. Des Moines, Osceola and Southern, 1880. Osceo-
la to Des Moines, Osceola through Leon to
Cainsville, Missouri, 111 miles. Burlington.

12. Burlington and Northwestern Railroad, 1875.
Washington to Burlington, 38 miles. Burlington.

13.  Burlington and Western Railroad, 1881.
Winfield to Oskaloosa, 71 miles. Burlington
(Fig. 2-11)"7.

Branch Lines

Intense competition existed among communities for
service along the trans-lowa routes. Satisfaction was
achieved when the main line was routed through
them. Others who had been by-passed could either
build their own independently chartered and often
locally financed roads to connect with major routes,
request the main line to build them, or cease to exist.
In most instances, the railroads were sought through
“feeders” or “branches,” lured by monetary or
physical rewards. Hofsommer lists approximately 40
railroads, including the five major east-west lines,

Narrow gauge line, 10 miles North of Ames in 1879
(Courtesy: State Historical Society of lowa)

17 Ben Hur Wilson, “lowa and the Narrow Gauge,” Palimpsest 13
(April 1932): pp. 141-153.
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which were built in Towa.'s Many of these were
probably known as “branch lines™ which the major
railroads operated and later consolidated into their
systems. Others were the “short lines™ built to connect
new settlements. Until World War 1, with few
exceptions, these relatively short lines were considered
a source of strength for any railroad. They made
easier and shorter the haul by horse and wagon to the
towns and grain elevators, and generally, the railroad

that blanketed its territory got most of the traffic. The
major railroads owned most of the branches, often
spun off as laterals north and south of the main
tracks. Expansion of branch line construction
underscores the increase in railroad mileage between
1870 and 1880. By the latter year, 4,366 miles had
been built, up from the 655 at the close of the 1850s
and the 2,683 miles built by 1870.
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Figure 2-11

(Courtesy: State Historical Society of lowa)

% Donald L. Hofsommer, Railroad Development in lowa,
(mimeograph) Cedar Falls, 1965. The author counted almost 60 rail-
roads built or partially built, including main lines, short or branch
lines and interurbans.
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Evolution of the Passenger Train

“Traveling on the cars” was an adventure not always
pleasant in the early days when passenger trains,
labeled by Henry as “Houses on Wheels,” were
nothing more than renovated stagecoaches mounted
on flanged wheels. These were soon replaced by
vehicles with an appearance of boxcars with windows.
Throne describes the first passenger train in lowa as
“consisting of two coaches and five flat cars decked
with chairs and settees, protected by a temporary
railing.”1” The hardy pioneers sat on two-passenger
wooden benches in cars hot and dirty in summer and
cold and drafty in winter. Lighting was provided first
by candles and then oil lamps; heat, by stoves, which
were a dangerous hazard at any time but particularly
when wrecks occurred.

The earliest significant improvement was the
invention of an axle moving with the wheel, rather
than the wheel revolving around the axle. The wheels
were then combined into four-wheel trucks. Cars were
linked together by three feet of chain. The engineer in
charge of the train signaled the start of a trip by a
blast on the locomotive whistle, and passengers
braced themselves against the shocks as the slack in
the chains was taken up. Gradually, passenger cars
became larger and more comfortable, and by 1887,

travelers were enjoying steam heat. electricity and
plumbing. The air brake replaced the hand brake. and
the link and pin coupler, which replaced the
connecting chains, gave way to a more safe and
dependable automatic coupler. In the same year, open
platforms between cars were enclosed, and the first
all-vestibule train was placed in service on the
Pennsylvania Railroad.

Introduction of Pullman Cars

In the early 1850s, George M. Pullman could not
sleep on the hard, springless bunk of a “sleeping car.”
The wind whistled through cracks in the window.
candles flickered and the coarse woolen blanket
offered little comfort. Determined “to do something
about this deplorable condition,” in 1857, he
converted a coach on the Chicago and Alton Railroad
into a sleeping car with berths and bedding but
without sheets, because male passengers refused to
take off their boots. The second experiment, the
Pioneer, built in 1864, became the car that made the
Pullman name famous, especially when it was used on
the last leg of President Lincoln’s funeral train.20
Pullman’s original contribution was the upper berth
which could be closed during daytime. Dining and

In 1860. this coach was the last word in travel comfort. Enclosed vestibules and other improvements were unheard of.
(Courtesy: American Association of Railroads)

19 Mildred Throne, “lowa’s Streamliners,” Palimpsest 32 (June
19511 p.2229;

20 Robert S. Henry, This Fascinating Railroad Business, New York
Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1946, p. 262.
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hotel car construction followed shortly thereafter and
were in operation by the 1870s.

In 1894, steel replaced wood in construction of freight
cars and between 1908 and 1910, the Pullman
Standard Company began manufacturing all-steel
passenger and sleeping cars. The sectioned sleeping
cars reached their peak of popularity in the 1920s and
will evoke memories for the older generation of what
Lyons calls “the nights of the green curtains™ and
characterized by Robert Young as “rolling
tenements.” Lyons described these cars as “ugly,
uncomfortable dormitories as lacking in privacy as a
jail house. Each passenger swayed longitudinally in a
berth cloaked by a swaying curtain of heavy green
fabric that might have been better used as upholstery
for funiture in the lobbies of commercial hotels. At
one end of the car was the men’s room—one toilet,
one pseudo-leather couch and a meager triad of
commercial wash basins inadequately equipped with
mirrors . . . At the other end was the womens’ room
similarly fitted but littered with someone else’s face
powder and hair combings rather than cigar butts. ™!
The observation may seem somewhat harsh but was
fairly accurate. During later years, single occupant
“roomettes™ and multi-person “bedrooms” replaced
many of the sectioned pullmans.

The Influence of Railroads on lowa’s
Development

Through colonization efforts, an activity little known
and less understood, railroads made significant
contributions toward development of permanent
communities. Not all land granted was used for
construction. The excess was available for sale by
land departments organized for this purpose.
Encouraging people to settle near the right-of-way or
within terrritorial claims offered the prospect of good
business in the future. Not only were special fares
given to homesteaders by the railroads, but they also
depended upon their skills, talents and industry to
provide the traffic.

Population Trends

Before railroads, the 192,214 lowa residents in 1850
were primarily settled along the Mississippi River and
its tributaries, except for some concentration in
Pottawattamie County and a scattering in
southwestern counties. Between 1850 and 1860, the
population increased by 251 percent to 674,913,
Fourteen counties experienced the greatest growth
during the decade before railroads, all except Grundy,

Ringgold, and Webster in the eastern block, but
within 10-20 years after construction, the greatest
growth occurred in 27 counties. The four largest were
Des Moines, Polk, Woodbury and Pottawattamie,
with increases primarily in the major cities. Similar
trends were noted in the rural population growth.
Rural growth was less dependent upon the arrival of
railroads and more so on the establishment and
growth of towns. The population grew rapidly from
1860 to 1870, reaching a total of 1.2 million and
advancing lowa from 20th to | 1th among the states
(Fig. 2-12, 2-13). In the east and south central
sections, railroads had little apparent effect on total
or rural settlement, but the west, north central,
central and southwest were settled after railroad
construction. These areas witnessed the building of
railroads in advance of demand, and settlement
followed slowly due to the lack of lumber, poor
drainage of land, and the lure of cheaper land in
Nebraska and the Dakotas. The major growth in
rural population did not occur until some years after
railroads (Fig. 2-14, 2-15).

An example of rapid growth may be seen during the
decade of the 1850s when the D&P was building
westward. Dubuque County tripled its population,
Delaware County increased sixfold, and the
population of Buchanan County multiplied 14 times.
Black Hawk County, with 135 residents in 1850, had
8,244 in 1860. Webster County had no settlers in 1850
and 2,414 in 1860. When it was learned that lowa
City would be the western terminus of the M&M,
property values increased for several years.

As settlers moved west, towns were built 8 to 10 miles
apart. They existed as markets for farmers and
competed with each other in offering financial and
other assistance for railroads to build to or through
them. If bypassed, the merchants stood to lose their
captive markets, since farmers would take their grain
and livestock to the nearest railroad terminal and
while there conduct business with stores built around
the railroad complex. Wall commented that “it was
far more important to get a railroad station than it
was to have a courthouse. One reason why J. B.
Grinnell founded his town on open prairie. . . was
that he had advance information that the M&M
Railroad would pass that point and be interested in
building a station there.’?2

2 Peter Lyon, To Hell in a Day Coach, Philadelphia: J. P. Lippen-
cott Co., 1968, p. 225.

2 Joseph F. Wall, Jowa—A Bicent<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>