
Transportation Pol icy and 
Operat ional Changes in the 19205 

133 

Chapter Seven 

Transportation Policy and 
Operational Changes in the 1920s 

Introduction 
There were contrasting eco nomic a nd tra nspo rt atio n 
trends in the I 920s. Indust r ia l pros perit y was pa rti a ll y 
offset by a depressed agric ultura l econo m y res ultin g 
from wartime over-expans io n . o n- regu la ted m otor 
a nd air opera t ions expanded a t a ra pi d pace 
presenting cha ll enges to the ra ilroad s fo r fre ight , 
passenger, mail and express bus iness. O n the ho ri zo n, 
but not yet a formid ible competit o r , we re th e o il a nd 
p roducts pipe lines. Federa l a nd state legisla ti o n 
changed rai lroad po licies a nd prov id ed inc reased 
support for improved high ways, avia ti o n faciliti es a nd 
river deve lopment. Nat io na l pros perit y ena bled th e 
ra il roads to improve pro pert ies a nd eq uipme nt. 
Interurbans shifted to freig ht t raffic a nd city st reet 
rai lways started on the slow dec line towa rd o bscurit y. 
Increased motor ve h icle ownersh ip and o pera ti o n 
renewed demands for ha rd -s u rfaced road s, f ro m 
w hich emerged the tw in p ro ble ms of pla nning a nd 
financing highways, poss ibl y the m os t imp o rta nt 
transportation issues deba ted in th e sta te d u rin g th is 

decade. 

Rail-Highway Competition 
Although maladjustme nts growing o ut of W o rld Wa r 
I had no t been fu ll y ove rco me, th e na ti o n was 
prosperous during the 1920s. Co nstruct io n of publi c 
and private works was boom ing, ex po rts ex pa nd ing 
and business failures decl ining. S team ra ilroads in 
192 1 exper ienced a rema r kab le recove ry fro m earl y 
postwar g loom, but their ne t ope ra ti ng reve nues were 
only three percent on invest me nt , no t e no ugh t o cove r 
fixed charges. T he econo mic ex pa ns io n was paced by 
the automobil e indust ry whi ch reco rd ed substa nti a l 
production, improved the ve h icles a nd reduced pri ces . 
By introducing insta ll men t sa les a nd stre ngthenin g th e 
used-car ma rket , t he indust ry increased sa les fr o m 1.6 
million units in 192 1 to 5.3 milli o n units in 1929, 
valued at $3.4 bi ll io n a nd prod uced by a work fo rce 

of 471,000 employees. 

Truck competit io n was used by so me ra ilroad 
executives as a reaso n fo r fa ilure to make a bette r 
fina ncia l showing- co mpetiti o n they cla imed was 
"s u bs id ized " by re lative ly free use o f hi g hways pa id 
for, in part , by rai lroad taxes. T heir argume nt s we re 
given some recogniti o n in Pres id ent H a rdings' address 

to Co ngress in 1922, when he stated th a t m oto r 
ha ul age wo uld be was teful if assessed its p ro per share 
of hi g hway costs . But rea li sts in th e ra ilroad ind u t ry 
kn ew that improved high ways a nd mo tor vehicles 
wo uld beco me a pe rma nent segment in th e nat io n 's 
tra nspo rta tio n struc ture a nd ra il roa ds wo uld have to 
acco mm od a te t hem . So me ugges ted th a t low vo lum e 
unpro fita ble bra nch lines co uld be re placed by moto r 
trucks to ass ist in the loca l co ll ecti o n a nd de li very of 
lo ng-ha ul ca rl oad fre ig ht. 

Ameri can ra ilroad s had bee n accus to med to intense 
intra-industry co mpetiti o n, but now th ey faced inte r­
industry ri va lry. One n o ta ble res ult was th e dra matic 
decline in the ir passe nge r traffic . Before 1920 , 
passe nge r mi les ha d inc reased a n ave rage of fi ve 
pe rce nt pe r yea r, but betwee n 192 1 a nd 1929 rid e rship 
fe ll by two pe rcent a nnua ll y. Fre ight to nnage 
in c reased in eve ry year since 1890, but the ra te of 
increase slo wed thro ugh hi gh way co mpeti t ion. 
Ag ri cultura l to nnage was particula rl y vulnerab le to 
di ve rs io n, a nd losses occur red in less -than-carload, 
agri c ultura l produ cts a nd a nima ls a nd produ cts, three 
ca tego ri es w hi ch represen ted 15 percent of tota l t raffic 
a nd 30 perce nt o f fre ight reve nues. Inroads by t ru cks 
o n ra il road car ri age o f mine, fo res t a nd ma nufac tu red 
products had no t yet deve loped . 

Fo r th e e lectric int e rurbans a nd street ra il ways , mo tor 
ve hi c les we re a di sas tr o us a nd eventua ll y fata l 
competito r. Few sta tes in th e ea rl y 1920s regu lated 
m o to r buses as co mmo n ca rr ie rs so t hat bus 
co mpa nies spra ng up b y the hu ndreds and co mpeted 
fo r passe nge r bus iness. In th e citi es, unregul ated 
"jitneys" opera ted a lo ngside the street rai lways. T hese 
ve hi c les we re in vio la ti o n of t racti on co mpany 
charte rs, ho weve r, a nd we re o ut lawed afte r a 
re la ti ve ly sho rt pe ri od . 

Agricultural Distress in the Postwar Years 
T he d ema nd s of W o rld War I ha d enormously 
stimula ted produ cti o n of far m com m od it ies . Loa ns 
were ma d e by th e fede ra l gove rnm ent to a ll ied nat io ns 
for purchases o f foo d a nd wa r sup pl ies- pa rt of th e 
"wa r de bts" a bo ut whi ch the re were endl ess po liti ca l 
de ba tes. T he sloga n " F ood Will W in the War" was an 
in ce nti ve fo r fa rm ers to produ ce to th e limit, a nd 
ba n ke rs urged th em to bu y more la nd with bor rowed 
m o ney to meet t hi s o bj ect ive. It see med t hat no o ne 
co uld lose by ma kin g th e d own pay ment , m ortgag ing 
the ba la nce a nd d isc ha rging the d ebt in a few yea rs. 
Wheat so ld fo r $2.30 to $3.60 a nd co rn fr o m $2.00 to 
$3. 00 per bushel. At the c lose of th e wa r, P res ide nt 



134 Transportation in Iowa 

'''' il so n o ldered a n immedi a te I'clurn to the free 
ent er[lri sc sys tem a It hough [lri ee sU[l[lo rt s a nd fo reign 
loa ns co ntinued tlll'ough 191 9. Des [lite wa rnings o f' 
possible di sas ter. fa rmers wc re sur[lri sed when bo th 
I ere di sco ntinued in the s[lring of 1920. 

gricultura l co mm oditi es we re [lri eed too high fo r 
fo reign [l ure hases when l oa n ~ slo[l[led . Whil e cx po rts 
co nlinu ed a t th e sa me o r hi gher leve b . th ey di d so a t 
grea tl y red uced pri ces. Farm in co me d ro [l[led a bou t 
50 [leree nt before 1920. a nd j ust when th e fa rmer 
needed cred it to ca rry him through thi s diffic ult 
period. the Fe lera l R e~cr\e Boa rd raised the di sco unt 
rate. res ult ing in tight mo ney a nd red uc ing th e 
[lossibili t) of re newi ng mo rtgagcs. Addi ng to th eir 
discomfort lVas the large increase in freight rates 
granted in 1920. As a result. farm bankruptcy rosc on 
a nationa l lelcl from 5.5 [le reent of th e farm 
eommunit) in 19 14 to 14.4 [lercent in the early 
[lostllar years. 

From :WO in September 1920. the farm price index lell 
to 120 in December a nd reached 90 b) the end of the 
~ear. In terms of income from lcading commoditics, 
grain declined 53 percent; hogs. 39 percent; and callie, 
30 percent. The relatile ly high level of other prices 
intensified the di~tress. Henr) C. Wallace summan/ed 
the imbalance confronting the farmer: " In the Corn 
Belt. the I-alue of an acre of corn in 192 1 was 20 
percent under the prewar lalue, I~ hereas monthly 
1\ ages for farm labor \\ere 14 [lercent higher; land 
lalues were 107 percent higher; im[llemenb. 66 
percent higher and freight rates about 60 percent 
hlgher."1 DUring the last half of the decade, farm 
prices recovered somewhat but in no way 
proportionate to the general price level. At the peak 
of the industrial boom in 1929. the index was 146 as 
contra ·ted to 220 in 1919, and [lurchasing power was 
stIll file points below prewar averages. 

While agricultural distress was adm itted ly a major 
problem to Iowa's economy, some attention should be 
gilen to the rcmarkable growth in the industrial 
sector. In 1860, the ratio betwecn the va lue of farm 
crops and that of manufacturing was tl-\O to one. B) 
1920. the ratio was one to one and three-tenths. In 
1924. farm crops increased in va lue 19 times over tha t 
of 1860, but during the same period the increase in 
the value of manufactured prod ucts was 49 fo ld. 
Histories of the state deal t ge nero usly with poli ti cs, 
communications, and civic problems bu t main tained 
an almost complete si lence wi lh res pec t to indus trial 
growth. State ce nsus re ports gave indu stry slight 
emphasis as compared wi th popUla tion cha nges a nd 

fa nn sta ti s ti cs. 

The Transportation Act of 1920 
Effor ts o f indi vid ua l states to deve lop and control 
tra ns[l o rta ti o n sys tems in most instances were 
subjec tcd to po lieics initi atcd in the nation\ capital. 
-I hc ear ly 19205 was a time to pause and renect upon 
[lrogress made in provid ing transportation services to 
thc na tion wi th the war cxpcriences of the railroads a 
vivid mcmory. -r he rai lroads, still the dominant 
ca rrier, had come throug h a difficult period between 
19 17 to 1920. Were internal management deficiencies 
or reg ulatory inadequacies and defects or both the 
ca use o f the fai lure to adjust rapidly to wartime 
co nditions? If in periods of emergency their private 
opcrational performance was In question, then their 
future effectiveness was a matter of public concern. 

ot only were their problems inherent to the Indu~try, 
but government supported mode~ po~ed a serious 
threat to their position. 

1 he Act of 1920 was a land mark piece of legislation. 
It rcpre~cnted an attempt to repair regulatory defects 
and brought about changes In the emphaSIS on 
national tran,>portation policy. The railroads were 
transferred from federal control back to pn\ate 
operation. but only after ~enous publIc debate 
~howed that under a different political clImate. 
nationali/ation might hale been made permanent. 
The act did more than refi ne pre\ iou~ legisla llon. It 
endea\ored to restructure the railroads IIltO a natIonal 
system. Its prol iSlOns \\ere variousl) described as 
"radicall) comtructile" or "shifting from a negatIl'e 
to a positive regulator) philosoph~" and "ere haIled 
as the solution to the railroad problem. c Rate,. 

I LS Department 01 gnculture. }earbook. 19~1. pp 5-' . 
Congressional JOlllt Commutet' 0/ AgrIC ullllrallllquITI Greater 
10110. Report 28 (December 1920) p . ~ . HenrI C \\allacc. Our 

Deht and Dull 10 the Farmer. ,c\\ 'Iork The Centur~ Co .. 19:C:. 

p 65 

~ 41 Stu lute, at l.arge. part 1. pp 466-49" (19~0) SenalOr \Ibert 

B Cumnllm of lo\\a. chairman of the Committee on Inter,tate 
Commerce. lIa, JOInI author o( the ACI Olher lo\\an, promlnentl~ 

Imohed lIere Clillnrd llHone of \\ ashlngton. an attorne~ lor 
,hipper,. and Glen Plumb of Cia). \\ ho repr,·,ented labor Deta," 
01 the ACI are lound In [) Phillip L od.lin. ECOIlClIIlI(.I 01 

Trall.\por!ar/On. 7th editIOn. 1I0mellood. III Richard [) In, In. 

I ne . 1972. Chapler I I: 1 ruma n Blgha m. Trall.'porratiC>ll Print/pit'S 

ancl Proh/elll.\. ,ell 'Iork t-lcGrall-Hlll Book Co. 19-1t-. pp 1-.'­
lSI. Edgar J Rich. "1 he 1 ransportCltlOn \ ct 01 19~O." .jmt'rtcon 
EconomIC Rel'/{'II' (September 1920): pp 50'-52' 
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consolidations, securities con trol, services, 
abandonments and labor disputes were dealt with in 
its most important sections. 

"The Rule of Rate Making" (Section 20), was 
des igned to allow the carriers a "fair return" on 
invested capital, assuming operations were conducted 
in an honest and efficient manner. The movement to 
protect earnings grew out of the impaired credit 
position facing the railroads afte r the war. The 
concept required determination of what constituted 
"fair return" and the amount to be used as a valuation 
base for rate-making purposes. Congress decided that 
a uniform "fair return" was to be fixed at five to five 
and one-half percent of valuation with no guarantee 
by the federal government. The va luation process had 
been underway since 1913 and was estab li shed at an 
aggregate figure of $ I 8.9 billion , some $1.1 billion 
below book value estimates. To assure the carriers of 
this level of income, the ICC a llowed rate increases of 
25 percent in the South, 35 percent in the West and 40 
percent in the East-the highest rate advances in 
history. The increases were to be applied as a whole 
or in rate groups, not on a specific railroad-to­
railroad basi s. 

Impact on Shippers and the States 
The first indication of discontent came from grain 
and livestock shippers. A petition for reduced rates 
was approved for hay and grai n but denied on 
livestock traffic. However, the experiment of reducing 
rates on limited classes of products did not prove 
successful. As the price level of the nation declined , 
rates remained rigid , and it was the contention of 
shippers that the rate level was a barrier to business 
recovery a nd a return to normal traffic pa tterns. Their 
arguments convinced the ICC to allow reductions in 
1922 amounting to 12.5 percent in the South, five 
percent in the West and 14 percent in the East. 

Important to the states were provisions relating to 
intrastate rates. States, including Iowa, had rate 
structures on passenger and freight services that were 
attacked on grounds of discrimination against out -of­
state points. The 1920 legislation amended Section 13 
by preventing any state from setting the level of 
intrastate rates so low as to discriminate against 
interstate commerce. Further, it provided that the 
ICC might if necessary raise intrastate rates to the 
level of interstate rates. In essence, control over 
intrastate rates by state commissions was to be 
limited. 

Other Provisions of the 1920 Railroad Legislation 
To restructure the railroad s into a viable, efficient 
ys tem , Congress propo ed mass ive railroad 

consolidations which were to res ult in a modifi ed 
number of systems, 19 in all , to be organized 
voluntari ly. Mergers could not be required but could 
be rejected if they did not conform to th e overall plan. 
The proposal and final plan were doomed to failure 
since railroad managements would not suppress their 
competitive ambitions and cooperate inte lligently to 
meet the highest standard s of public welfare. Twenty 
years later, a Senate investigating committee pointed 
out that "the consolidation provis ions of the 
Transportation Act (1920) presupposed a high er se nse 
of public responsibi lit y on the part of the railroad s 
and railroad investors than was warranted by the 
ex perience."3 

The ICC was given contro l over iss uance of securities, 
hopefully to prevent further overcapitalization; 
aut hority to regulate the use of equipment cove rin g 
car and terminal service and abandonment of 
facilitie s, a ll designed to promote a more effecti ve use 
of rolling stock. The fact that controversies over 
wages and working conditions of e mployees were 
pending when federal control ended prompted 
Congress to include method s for settling th ese 
di sputes. A Railroad Labor Boa rd was established as 
a permanent board of arbitration without binding 
authority , provisions wh ich were superceded by the 
Railway Labor Act of 1926. To the maximum rate 
power granted in 1906, Congress gave th e ICC 
contro l over the minimum rat e in order to prevent 
rate wars. 

The Hoch-Smith Resolution 
To relieve the agricultural d epress ion through 
transportation legi slation, the "Hoch-Smith" 
Resolution sponsored by the "fa rm bloc" was enacted 
by Congress in 1925. It required that in adjusting 
freight rates the ICC consider "the co nditions which 
at any given time prevail over our seve ral indu str ies 
... insofar as it is legally possible to do so to the end 
that commodities may freely move." On products of 
agriculture, including livestock , the ICC was directed 

J Report of the Commillee on Interstate Commerce, 74th 

Congress. 1st sess ion, part 11 , 1940. p. 524. 
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to es tabli sh " the lowes t poss ibl e lawful ra tes 
co mpa rabl e to th e mai ntenan ce or a icqua tc 
tra nsporta tion sc rvicc."4 In 19JO, thc ll . S. S upremc 

ourt in A I/II Arhor Railroad I'. U. S. sta ted tha t " th e 
requirement or th e lowes t poss ibl e lawfu l ra tes o n 
products o r ag ric ult ure is mo re in th e nature of a n 
obj ec t deemed des ira bl e tha n a rul e intended to 
contro l rate mak ing." Alth o ugh th e dccision was 
commo nl y considered to have nullifi cd th e effec t of 
the reso luti on. it was still law a nd uscd in a number of 
cases to jus ti fy co mparatively low rates o n 
agricu ltu ra l products. 

Federal Highway and Air Legislation 
Th e Federal Aid Hi ghway Act of 192 1 marked th e 
beginning of a sustaincd highwa y program. By 
au thori/ing appropriation~ fo r seve ral year~ in 
ad\ance. state legi · 1 <llo r~ . mo~ t of I hom met 
biannually. were bettcr ab lc to plan matching fund s 
and budgets. Uncertainty in fedcral-aid program s had 
existed in prior years and was now removed. Falling 
I\age and price leleb for road cons truction , combined 
with the delelopment of higher managerial efficiency 
in highway departments and construction firms, 
spurred highway building to record milcages in 1922. 
This was some three and one-half tim es as much a~ 
had been accomplished since the start of the 1916 
federal legislation. The record VIas made possible by 
building the roads in stages, first in low type work 
such as grading and draining earth. c lay and gravel 
roads. and delaying expensive pavement until a later 
date, depend i ng upon traffic vol u mes and fi nances. 
Building b) stage construction was b) project 
agreement or contrac t VI ith the federal share paid 
upon completion of the first stage; the remainder 
deferred until the final stage was finished. Increasing 
traffic resulted in upgrading the initial cons truction 
VI Ilh better surfaces, but the econd -stagc proj ects did 
not become an appreciable part of the total federal­
aid program until abo ut 1926. 

Stage construction was viewed as an appropriate 
program for highway development, but it failed to 
consider the enormous increase in vehicula r traffic 
during the 1920s or the rapid evo luti on in highway 
engineering. The years between the first and seco nd 
stages witnessed changes in state standards resu lting 
in the abandonment of some of the original 
construction but avoid ing prema tu rc in ves tm ent in 
high-type work which might later havc provcn 
inadequate. Thc stage co nst ruc ti on po licy 
accomplished its objective by giving the poorest 

sec ti o ns of the federa l-a id system a modest 
improveme nt as soon as possi bl e. In his a nnual report 
o f 1926," hom as Mae f) onald sta ted : "An exact 
sim il a r policy was fo ll owcd by the builders of thc 
ra ilroa ds, whosc firs t objective was to ge t the traffic 
th roug h, leav ing until a later datc the perfecting 
processes of ballasting, bankin g of curves, etc. It is 
thc on ly satisfactory method of dealing with 
co nditi ons in many of th e southern, midwestern and 
western sta tes in which there arc thousands of miles 
of road still entire ly devoid of any Improvement 
wha te ver. "5 

'10 the mid -twenti es, fedcral and ,tate legislation had 
emphasi/ed surface transportation. However, 
pioneering in airship and aircraft technology and 
constructi on, the adventurous spirit and challenge of 
indi v idu al~ to ny th ese machines had slowly advanced 
this new form of transportation. and a,ialion 
possibi lities bega n to attract public attention. By 
19 18, the United States had built about 17.000 plane~ 
and trained approximately 10,000 men to ny them. 
These were the postwar a\iators v.ho barnstormed 
across the nation, new the first nights across the seas. 
carried sightseeing passengers. took aerial 
photographs and gave instruction In n;ing. Surplus 
planes and pilots follov.ing World War I v.ere useful 
In initiating air mail sen.ice, an experiment In 191 . 
e tablished on transcontinental routes In 1919. and 
expanded into 24-hour schedules In 1924. In 1925. the 
Kelly Air Mail Act authori7Cd the Post Office 
Department to contract with pri\ate compal1les for 
air mail tran pOflation. The first contracts Vlere made 
in 1926. and in 1927 the federal go\ernment ceased 
operation of air mail routes. Except for a three-month 
period in 1934 , airmail ha been carried b~ pmate 
com pa nies eYer since. In 1926. the Air Com merce Act 
was passed b) Congress. It \\a, pnmanl~ promotlonal 
in character, dealing only \\ ith safet~ regulations and 
changes in the rates of compensation for air mail 
carriage. 

, 14J Stalule, al l.arge. 801 t (925) 

, Bureau of Public Road,. Annual Report. 1921>. p , 
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Railroad Operations 

The Railroads Adjust to Postwar Conditions 
Railroads experienced falling revenues and inco me 
during the federal co ntrol period. Adjustments in 

emp loyee wages and working co nditions and innation 
in prices of materials and suppli es greatly increased 
operating expenses without com pensa ting rate 

increases. Following termination of federal co ntro l, 
the carriers filed claims aga in st th e U. S. Railroad 

Ad ministration for u nder-mai ntenan ce, defici enci es in 
materials and supplies turned back to th em as 
compared to inventories take n over, for va lue of 
properties retired during the control period , e tc. Not 

a ll roads were as successful as th e CNW which 
received a $ 15 .5 million settlement in 192 1, o ne of the 
few positive notes in their annua l report for that yea r. 
Business increased in 1922 but was tempered by a 

strike of railroad s ho pme n on July I. T he coa l 

industry was also hav ing labor problems, affectin g 
fuel supp li es and pri ces. 

Probably the situation was bes t ex pressed by H a le 

H o ld en, president of the CB&Q , whe n in 1923 he 

discussed the "recurri ng eco nomic di sturbances" that 
for three years had affected th e entire industry. He 

pointed to the "s harp a nd shifting c hanges in the 
vo lumes of traffic, the genera l rate reductions of 1922, 

labor strikes and the continued hi gh cost of mate rial s, 

a ll of which contributed to a confused a nd va riabl e 

se t of condi tions which make th e problems of 

management perhaps more difficult th a n eve r before 
in the hi story of th e railroads."6 

Overton observed that there were three strategies that 

the industry cou ld follow in attempting to so lve, or 

partially so lve, th e inte rn a l and externa l problems a nd 

return to normal se rvice patte rn s. Th e firs t wa s 
improvement of the physical plant to overcome th e 

under-maintenance of the war yea rs and enable the 

industry to handl e a ny future emergencies without 

furthe r federal interference. A seco nd was to 

coordinate freight ca r suppl y and demand to improve 
equipment utilization, freight se rvice a nd reduction of 

ca r sho rt ages. The third invo lved rationalization of 

plant a nd equipment through combinations-mergers , 

stock cont ro l or lease-to bring about eco nomies of 

co nso lid a ti o n. All three rece ived se ri o u attention by 

the railroad s. 

Huge expenditures were made for plant and 

equipment. New stations, terminals , yards and bridges 

were built or remodeled ; locomotive round-houses, 
grain elevators, shops, coa l, gas and water treatment 

facilities and heavier rails were added to the 

properties. The IC alone pla nn ed a $250 million 
moderni za tion program over th e 1920s. Thirty-t wo 
additional tracks a t th e Proviso (Chicago) 
c1as ification yard of th e C lW mad e it one of th e 
largest freight terminals in th e world . Th e CM&StP 

introduced roller bearing ca rs, practically elimina ting 
hot boxes at slow speeds. New and more powerful 
locomot ives resulted in a spectacular ri se in tracti ve 
power a nd more efficiency in passe nge r and fre ight 
service. To combat highwa y competition, gasoline or 
gaso lin e~electric equipment was operated on branch 
lines by th e CB&Q , CGW a nd M&StL Railwa ys. 
These innovations reduced operating costs by 
su bstituting three-man crews for th e five -man crews 
of stea m trains. Of the a pproxima te ly 5,000 new or 
rebuilt freight cars of the CNW, 1,000 were 
a ut omobi le carriers. On the M&STL, the sh ifting 

emphasis from passenger to fre ight se rv ice changed 
the name d es ignati on fr om th e Albert Lea rout e to 
the Peoria Gateway Lin e. 

To meet truck competiti on in the less-than-carload 

ca tegory, somew hat significant in animals a nd 
product traffic , train schedul es were s ho rtened 

between major cities. But highwa y ri val ry was on ly 

one of the problems. In 1927, the ICC required 
railroad s to estab li sh joint rates with the barge line 
operating betwee n Dubuque and th e Twin Cities a nd 

the opening of the municipal barge te rmina l a t 
Burlington in 1928 indicated the ri sing importance of 

river transportation. Inev itably, rail-highway 
coordina tion had to be seriously considered , so the 

CB&Q moved into the hi ghway field in 1929 , 

incorporating the Burlington Transportation 
Company in Illinois . Substituting bu ses for 

unprofitable branch line passenge r serv ice began in 

Illinoi s a nd Nebra ska. The operations were no t 
profitable but the losses were es timated to be offset by 
savi ngs in th e reduction of rail se rvices on the specifi c 

routes . 

Railroad Passenger Services and Fares 
George W . Hilto n observed that railroads proba bl y 
provided 95 percent of inte rcit y trave l during th e mid-

1880s . Electric interurbans and stree t railwa ys, while 

not s uccessful in the long run , slowed the ra te of 

6 Chicago Burlingto n & Quincy Rai lroad, Annual Reporl, 1922, 

p. 7. 
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increase in stea m railroad passe nge r vo lum e. Railroad 
passenger traffic peaked in 1920, when 1.2 bi lli o n 
passengers ge nera ted 47.3 billi o n pa sse nge r-mil es. By 
1929, appro:\ imatcly 4R3 milli o n passengers o r 3R. 1 
percent or the 1920 volume had been los t to the 
aU lomob ile a nd bu s. Deficits began to appear in 1930 
and in three years, passengers a nd passe ngcr-mi les fe ll 
to about one-t hird of the 1920 leveb. 

Section 2077 of the Supplementa l Code of Iowa 
(1913), stated that Class I railroads wou ld be 
restricted to t'vl 0 cents compe nsation per milc for 
passengers. In 1920, the railroad commission 
authori/ed increases in the intrastate freight rates to 
correspond to those ordered in the general rate 
increase case but dismissed the carriers' request for 
higher passenger fares and surcharges on sleeping and 
parlor car sen ice for lack of authority under the Iowa 
statutes. The fare at that time was three cents per 
mile, ordered b~ the Director General during the 
federal control period. 1 he railroads petitioned the 
ICC for permission to continue these fares and 
charges rather than re,ert to the t'vlO cent fare in the 
Iowa Code. 

A deCISion was handed dOVln in 1921. Inlra state 
passenger fares in illinois, Wisconsin and Minnesota 
Ilere three cents and were found lower than those 
established for interstate tralel. thus undul~ 
preferring Intrastate and unjustl~ dlscl'lminating 
against Interstate commerce. These were ordered 
Increased . The adlantage of the lower Iowa intrastate 
fares was obI 10US when the Council Bluffs-Burlington 
charge of S8.61 for 286 miles was compared to the 
Omaha-Burlington fare of S 10.64 for 290 miles. The 
ICC ordered the fare to be three and six-tenths cents 
per mile With a surcharge of 50 percent on pullman 
and parlor car sen ice. 

Merger Proposals 
Mergers or combinallons had been common in the 
railroad industry, but these had the objectil>e of 
completing the indi,idual railroad complex. However, 
the 1920 legislation encouraged comolidation 
designed to combine large and powerful railroads into 
giant regional or national systems. It seemed timel) 
therefore for Hale Holden to dust off a plan originally 
proposed by James J . Hill to merge the CB&Q with 
its proprietory companies, the NP and GN railroads, 
into a new company to be known as the Great 
Northern Pacific Railroad. After prolonged public 
debate and hearings throughout the decade, the ICC 
in 1930 ap proved the merger of the two Nort her ns on 

co ndition th a t th e CB&Q be di vo rced from th eir 
co ntro\. 'J he potenti a l loss of this strategic railroad 
was not acce ptab le and the proposal was dropped.7 

Emp ire building by mergers through stock control 
was a lso o n th e mind of Edward N. Brown of New 
York a nd hi s assoc ia tes who contro ll ed the Fri\co, 
but hi s pia n nevcr proved practical. James Gannon, 
presidcnt of the CR I&P, had made considerable 
progrcss sinec 1920, aidcd by discovcry of oil at EI 
Dorado on the Arkansa s lin e5 and increased oil 
movements from Oklahoma and Texa\. Charles 
Hayden was chairman of the executive and finance 
committces which set company policies geared to 
increasing net income to a level where divldend~ on 
common stock were possi ble . No matter that 
ma intenance had to be deferred to meet this goal, it 
was, in the words of Ha yes, "Dividends or Bust. ,'!< 

Brown saw in the CRI&P the use of dividends to 
shore up his shaky financial position, so that in 1926, 
having purchased 183,000 shares of its stock, he 
claimed seats on the Board of Directors. Brown and 
Jerome Hinscham, a ew York banker, were 
appointed to the executive committee and J. M. 
Kurn , president of the Frisco, was placed on the 
finance committee. The Brown group was In control 
and dreamed of merging the two roads. In 1927, the 
CR 1& P common stock earned $12.10 per share and 
Jistributed a dividend of five percent: in 1928, the 
earnings were $12.81 and the dividend, six percent: 
and in 1929, a record-breaking year, earnings reached 
$ 14.04 with a dividend of seven percent. which held 
through 1930 although earnings dropped to S5.56 per 
share. The 1930 dividends were paid out of surplus. 

PI~"all I Gr~at '\orthern Raillla~ Compan~. ltd l S Nt> 
(1896) -\n alt~mpt lIa, mad~ dunng Ih~ 1~90\ to merge the (,reat 
'\orthern and '\orthern Pilcll,e It lIil' blod.ed bl the l , 
Supreme Court a, contrar) 10 Ihe 1311, 01 ~Itnne'l)ta. ,lOlling thai 
public regulallon II ould be a "feebk prolt' L' lion .lg.lIn,1 the 

monopol) Ihu, cr~aled iI a comblnat""l I\,}> c1kclilC .. Tht' merger 
01 the Burlington. Great '\ orthcrn and '\orthcrn PacIIIL' lIa, ftnalll 
apprOled II) 1970 under the corporate tilk 01 Ihc Burlington 
'\orthan Railroad 

' \\ illiam ldllCHd Ha)e,. lroll Road 10 Emf'''' Tht' HI.\I')T\ '" 
100 )'I'afl of'lhl' Progr ... ,., allcl ~ ('h,<, ",'111<'111.' of'lh .. R,)cA Islalld ' 
[Illes. Nell York. SlmnH)n,·i3oardman. 195.1. r 211 
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Thirty-two million dollars in 30-year bonds were 
issued for new equipment, extension of lines in 
Missouri, and realignment of track on the main line 
from Chicago to Kansas City. As a result, the total 
debt of the road in 1930 was a stagge ring $380 
million, carrying an annual interest cost of $13.8 
million. In the annual report for 1930, stockholders 
were assured that the properties were in excellent 
condition, adequate to handle the expected return to 
normal traffic, even though acknowledging that a 
reduction in gross revenue was possible . What the 
report did not mention was the acquisition of 25,000 
shares of Frisco stock for $1.7 million , also paid out 
of surp lus. Brown paid an average of $70 a share, and 
by the time the purchase was approved by the 
directors the price had dropped to $46 and was still 
falling. At the end of 1930, the dream of merger had 
vanis hed and both roads were in unstable financial 
positions. 

Bankruptcies 
Two railroads went into bankruptcy during the 
1920 's. Financial reverses during and after the war, 
the agricultural depression , and an unfavorable 
economy in their territory resulted in a petition for 
receivership by the M&StL in 1923. The CM&StP 
had completed its expansion in Iowa but extended its 
lines into other areas. Since the early years of the 
century, the road planned to build to the Pacific 
Coast. The route req uired construction of 1,400 miles 
over five mountain ranges, a bold step indeed at that 
time. By 1909, freight and local passenger service had 

been opened to Seattle and Tacoma and by 1911 , 
through passenger trains were in operation. However, 
the heavy expenditures for construction and 
maintenance, the increased water competition when 
the Panama Canal was opened in 1914, and the 
depressed economic co nditions in the Northwest 
forced the road into bankruptcy in 1925 . In 1928, the 
railroad was reorgani zed under the name of Chicago, 
Milwaukee , St. Paul and Pacific (CMStP&P), the 
word "Pacific" added to the former corporate title . 

Railroad Operations in Iowa 
Following the transition to private ownership, Iowa 
railroads gradually returned to normal operations and 
showed continued growth during the decade. Three 
tables (Tables 7-1, 7-2 , 7-3) using subjectively selected 
two-yea r intervals present a trend analysis. The first 
includes mileage operated and earnings; the second, 
revenue freight traffic in the major commodity 
classifications; and the third divides revenues into 
passe nger and freight catego ri es . 

The decrease of 142 miles of road operated was the 
result of abandonment of 91 miles of branch lines on 
the CR I&P , M&STL and Muscatine, Burlington and 
Southern Railroads. The remaining 51 miles were due 
to line co rrections a nd realignment of track. From a 
relatively low level in 192 1, the first year of postwar 
private operation, net earnings and earnings per mile 
rose in each of the se lected years. Operating ratios 
averaged 91 percent for 18 railroads reporting in 1921 
a nd fell to 79 percent for 15 roads in 1929 . 

Table 7-1 
Comparative Earnings and Operating Expenses of Railroads 

Operating in Iowa. 1921-1929. for Selected Years 

Gross 
Year Mileagel Earnings2 Expenses2 Net Earnings2 

(Thousands) (Thousands) (Thousands) 

1921 9,841 $148,509 $138,621 $ 9,888 

1923 9,827 153 ,2 16 131 ,62 1 2 1,627 

1925 9,756 139 ,764 115 ,8 19 23,945 

1927 9,744 141,779 116,6 17 25,162 

1929 9,699 151 ,472 11 8,757 32,715 

(Source: Iowa Railroad Commission, Annual Report, 1930, pp . 6·7.) 
J Exc luding trackage rights . 
2 Figures rounded to the nearest unit. 

Earnings 
Per Mile 

$1,005 
2,201 
2,454 
2,582 
3,372 
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Commodity 
Classifications 

Prod ucts or g. 
nima ls & Prod . 

Prod. or Mines 
Prod. or Forests 
Man. & Misce ll . 
Les~-Ca r l oad 

To tab 

Transportati on in Iowa 

Table 7 -2 

Revenue Traffic of Railroads in Iowa in the Major Commodity 
Classifications for Selected Years, 1923-1929 

1923 1925 1927 
Tons l % Tons! % Tons l % 

12,372 3 1 10,]41 26 15,90 I 25 

4.376 " 4.286 " 5,775 09 
9, 193 23 9,0 18 23 16,036 25 
2,5 6 1 06 2,474 06 3,655 06 
9,346 24 11,069 29 19,422 3 1 
1,185 05 I ,841 OS 2,7 17 04 

39,633 100 39,029 100 63,506 100 

(So llre'l" 10\\;1 Rilliroad Comml,,,o n. AlI lIlIol Report' lor Selected Year, .) 

I In tholl,and, oltom 01 2.000 round, 

Table 7-3 

Passenger and Freight Revenues of Railroads Operating in 
Iowa for Selected Years, 1921-1929 

1929 
Tons l % 

17,9 17 24 
6,496 09 

20,238 27 
3,826 05 

23, 136 31 
3,205 04 

74,8 18 100 

Year Passenger Revenues Freight Revenues Net Operating Revenues l 

(thousands) (thousands) (thousands) 

192 1 $3 1,7422 $ 105 , 103 2 $ 9,8882 

1923 27,796 
1925 23,60 I 
1927 2 1,009 
1929 18,045 

(Source: Iowa Rallroad CommIssion. Annual Reports ror Selec ted Years .) 
I Gros~ operallng revenues mInus gross o pera ll ng ex pe nses. 
! Figures rounded to the nearest unit. 

There was no commodi ty data in the An nual Repo rt 
for 1921. Between 1923 an d 1929, revc nuc tonnage 
increased by 88 perce nt wi th a ll classifica ti ons 
showing some increase. As a pcrce ntagc of tota l 
tonnage, however, two ca tegor ics showcd little or no 
change; agricu ltura l products and a nim a ls a nd 
prod ucts declincd, whercas, mine a nd manufac tured 
products incrcased perce ntagewisc. Th c tra ffi c ga ins 
in th e lalter gro up were not surpri sing wh cn va lue 
added to manufacturin g was co nsid ercd , ri sing from 

11 2,883 21,627 
104,476 23,945 
108 ,389 25,346 
119,2 12 32,699 

$ 18.7 milli o n in 192 1 to $32.8 million in 1929. Le -
than-ca rload traffic \ as not se riously impaired by 
motor carriers at the end of the decade . 

The ta ble speaks for itself. Pas enger revenues _howed 
a declining trend throughout the decad e, freight 
revenues Ouctuated but rose significantly from 1921 
to 1929 , and net o pera ting revenues provided a key to 
a relative ly prosperou rai lroad ituation . -
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Electric Interurbans 
The interurba ns reached th eir highest level of ea rn ings 
in 1920, wh ile o pera tin g 514 mil es of single trac k. 
H owever, by the close of 1929 , gross earni ngs had 
fa ll en by 30 perce nt a nd ne t ea rnings per mi le by 70 
percent wi th fo ur fewe r ra ilways rep o rting to the 
co mmi ss io n. As co ntras ted to th e 50 pe rce nt decline 
in passenge r reve nues , fre ig ht reve nues rose by 40 
percent. T he o pera ti ng ra ti o of 8 1 pe rce nt in 192 1 
increased to 90 perce nt in 1929 . Both interurbans a nd 
st ree t ra il ways we re affected by improve me nts in 
highways, pav ing o f c ity stree ts and the increased use 
of mo to r ve hi cles. Thro ugh o ut the twenti es, line 
segments o f th e interurba ns were aba nd o ned as were 
ro utes o n stree t ra il wa y systems. Moto r buses were 
introduced , se rvices curta iled a nd fa res increased to 
meet th e co mpetiti o n. No city was immune from t he 
cha nging public res po nse to the automobile age; th ey 
directed their effo rts to prese rve t he street rai lwa y 
syste ms thro ugh reo rga ni za ti o ns and o pera ti o na l 
tec h n iqu es d es ig ned to red uce ope ra t i ng ex penses. 

The Motor Vehicle in Iowa 
It was ass umed th at th e number of m oto r vehic les had 
stea dil y inc reased yea r a ft e r year, b ut the exte nt of the 
increase was not ge nerall y kn o wn . I n 1905 t here were 
less th a n 1,000 ve hic les in the sta te; a d ecad e la te r th e 
nu m ber reached 147 ,078. The perce ntage o f in crea se 
declined but the numerica l inc rease became la rge r. By 
1920 th e re was o ne m otor ve hic le for eve ry 5.5 
perso ns a nd by 1925, o ne for every 3.6 persons, 
surpassed o nl y by the sta te o f Ca li forn ia . T he n umbe r 
of ve hicl es o n fa rms was seco nd on ly to Texa s. Ta b le 
7-4 p rese nt s th e tota l ve hicl e regi stratio ns between 
1905 a nd 1927 toge ther with t he ra t io between 
regist ra ti o ns a nd po pula t ion . 

Dista nce betwee n to wns in rura l Iowa ma y ha ve bee n 
a fac to r in th e rati o of vehic les to pop ula ti o n . In 1920 , 
a ut o m o biles acco unted for 90 percen t of h ig hwa y 
t raffic a nd rose to 98.8 percent in 1926. In t he la tt e r 
year , 14.4 percent of tra vel was interstate, 29 .6 
percent was inte rco unty a nd 56 percen t was on a n 
intracounty bas is. By 1927, automo bil es were 
res pons ible fo r approx imately 85 perce nt of tota l 
highway tra ffi c in th e state . 

In additi o n to the ex penditures for co nst ructi on a nd 
ma intena nce, a n imp o rta nt item in hig hwa y 
tra nspo rtation costs is t ha t of ve hicular opera ti o n . 
With increased volume, sav ings in o pera ti o n ma de 
poss ible by improved roads beca me a n irrefuta ble 
a rgume nt fo r constructio n of a ll- wea ther roads. Ta ble 

7-5 sho ws how sav ing co uld accru e, using th e 
Linco ln Highway as a n exa mple. D a ta was o bta ined 
by ac tua l ve hic le co unt. Fuel cos ts we re es ti ma ted by 
tes ts co nd ucted by the Enginee ring Ex periment 
Statio n a t Ames . 

Table 7-4 

Iowa Motor Vehicle Registrations 

Total Vehicles No. of Persons Per 
Year Registered Motor Vehicle 

1905 799 2,766 
19 10 10,422 2 15.4 
19 15 147 ,078 16.03 
1920 43 7, 378 5.50 
1925 659 ,202 3.65 
1926 7 18,0 13 3.37 
1927 782,634 3.3 1 

(So urce: C ha rles H. Sa ndage , The Mo tor Vehicle in / 0 1\ '0, Iowa 
Ci ty: Burea u of Bu sine,; Research , Februa ry 1928. p. 4) 

I Estima ted 

Es tima tes of eco no mies res ul ti ng from motor veh icle 
o perat io ns o n surfaced ra t her than earth roads did 
not co nside r cost of travel u nder u n us ual conditi ons 
ove r ro ugh a nd slippery highways . Wear and tear on 
t ires a nd c hains , engine or car damage , loss of time o r 
injuries to perso ns were not included . These items 
we re under inves ti ga ti o n to determ ine the life of 
a uto m o biles o n di ffe rent types of road s. However, 
even with the d a ta at ha nd , the thoughtful motori st 
needed littl e proof to co nvi nce him that bad road s 
ha d a n a pprecia ble impact u pon the de prec iation and 
ma intena nce of hi s ve hicle9 

9 Further stud ies we re pub li shed by Robley Win frey, Autom obile 
Operating Cost and Mileage Studies. Bu llet in 106, Ames: 
Enginee ring Experiment Sta ti on, July 193 1: a nd Ra lph Moye r a nd 
Robley Winfrey, Cost of Operat ing Rural Carrier M otor Vehicles 
on Pa vement. Gravel and Eart h, Bulleti n 143. Ames: Engin ee ri ng 
Experiment Sta ti on, J uly 1939 . 
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Table 7 -5 

Fuel and Maintenance Costs Alone Would Pave 
lincoln Highway in 15 Years 

(East of Ames) 

Dai ly Avc ragc Traffi c 
Dai ly Avcra gc Tonnagc 
Sa\'ings pCI' to n-mi lc on Concretc over Gravel 
Dail ) Avcragc Fuel Saving per mi lc 

904 vt:hieb 
1,232 tons 
O. 3X ccnt~ 

$4.n 
$ J ,746 

$803 
$X9 

$2,460 
$26,400 

5660 
$J ,800 

15 Years 

Sa\ ing~ pcr milc, pcr Ycar 
Cost pcr mil c of Maintainin g Gravel, Average 
Cost per mi le of Maintain ing Co ncre te , Ave rage 
Fuel Sa\ ings plu s Maintcna nce Saving per mile, per Ycar, nct~ 
A\cragc Cos t of Co ncrcte in 1922 
A\cragc Int ercst on Invcs tm en t pcr mile fo r tc rm of Ycar~ 
Fuel and Ma intenance Saving less Intercs t Co~ t s ncb 
Net Sa\'ings wou ld pa y for Road in 

Supervision of Motor Buses and Trucks 
The General Assembl) gave the railroad commission 
~upenlslon of motor buses and trucks in 1923, 
requiring the addition of a mo tor bus department, 
later changed to a motor carrier departmcnt. The la~ 
\\as difficult to interpret. There were no penalties for 
\ iolauons except re\ ocatlon of certificatio n, unless 
the) \\ere deemed a misdcmeanor. Also, 
appropriations were inadequate for emp loyment of 
supen isors and inspectors. In J 924, thc commission 
noted that man) persons ~ere ope rating motor bu~es 
and trucks contrary to the la\\: that thc) had great 
difficult) in determining \\ hat "public convenience" 
signified. either in la~ or In fact. and \\hether 
e\idence \\ould sho\\ that the pro posed service would 
actuall) promote the public we lfa re. The law was 
challenged b) \arious organi7a ti ons. Manufac tUring 
firms objected to it. County supen i ors protested that 
authorit, gi\en to hea\) \ehicles would injure or 
deface their roads. Railroads fought the threa t of 
short haul competition and the resultant loss of 
revenue. Ci\ ic bodies split on the issue, \\ hereas. 
small communities generally indicated support. 

In 1929 the law was clarified. a nd under its prl)\isiollS 
the commission published rules a nd regulati o ns 
covering opcrations of trucks, effcc ti vc July I. Th esc 
covered applications for permits, ann ua l fees ($5.00), 
Jiability insurance requiremcnts, sc hed ules of ra tc 
and charges, equipmcnt ce rtifi ca tes, ma rking of truc h. s 
(perm it number a nd owner ), fr eight reec ipts, acc id ent 

rcports, ~afety requirements, and the saJe or lease of 
the permit. At the close of J929, there \\ere 12 Class I 
passengcr carricrs certified \\ith annual gross 
ope rating revenues of 530.000 or above. T\\ent)-t\\o 
passenger and 99 freight-hauling vehicles were 
operating in Class II revenues under 530.000 . The 
number of employees III the motor carner department 
of the commi sion had men from three III 1923 to 39 
in 1930. 

A Busy Railroad Commission 

Dunng the year 1920-1924. \aluauon of lo\\a 
railroads was a concern to the commission . 
PrO\ Isiom of the 1920 ct reqUired an aggregate 
\'a lua tion to be made: also. that It be h.ept current and 
established to state lines. The \\ orh. required 
permanent employ mellt of a \aluauon department. 
established III 1921 \\ith J. R. Rolls as \aluatlon 
counsel and five land appraisers. Control O\er motor 
ca rri ers and airport construction \\ere respon Ibdlties 
of th e commission. In addition to the seemingl) 
endless number of cases on gralll ele\ ator site" their 
renta I t erm~ and cont racts. t he commISSion \\ as 
re ponsible for: farm and publiC high\\a) cro:sing~. 
se para tion of grades. \\ arning signals. applications for 
building stati ons. te rmin als, spurs and s\\ itch trach.s. 
\\ a rehouses. electric transmiS ' ion line~. etc. The 
varie ty a nd number of cases handled b) the 
com mission during the 19205 are found in Table -6. 
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Table 7 -6 

Cases Decided by the Railroad Commission During the 
Decade of the 1920s 

Air-
Year R.R. l Express ports2 

1920 280 20 
1921 208 II 
1922 295 12 
1923 147 3 
1924 209 4 
1925 143 5 
1926 189 
1927 227 
1928 III 
1929 --.ill. 2 

Total 1,935 60 

(Source: Iowa Railroad Commission. Annual Reports) 
I I ncluding co nd emna tion cases. 
2 Applications for building permits. 

4 

4 

Elec. Motor Ware - Signal 
Trans. Carriers houses Engi neeri ng3 

30 
26 
36 
42 18 
82 150 

174 39 1 2 
137 30 1 49 
167 183 86 
2 14 241 263 
388 588 2 375 

1,296 1,872 5 773 

\ I nter locking , signal and safe ty devices at crossings but not regular inspec tion:,. 

The State Highway Commission 

Highway Progress 
There were startling cont rasts in highway conditio ns in 
1920. In some instances, roads were so im passi ble that 
county engineers had to lay pla nks over mud ho les . J ust 
when Iowa had begun to fee l p roud of he r exce llent ly 
graded earth roads as a near foundat ion fo r pav ing, it 
was rather humiliating to have to ret urn to pi onee r days 
of plank roads to keep them passa ble. The d ri ver of a 
motor vehicle on the famous Linco ln Highway betwee n 
Ames and Nevada was not co nsoled tha t the road was 
surfaced with gravel whe n it d id not drain properl y. On 
the other hand, concrete surfaci ng was progressi ng 
slowly. One examp le was the Des Moines-Anke ny 
stretch of the heavi ly trave led Des Moines to Ames 
highway . No road in the state had bee n "c ussed " o r 
"discussed" as much as th is sect ion of one of the old es t 
roads lead ing to the state Ca pitol. It had passed through 
every stage of highway improve ment, having bee n 
scraped, dragged, wheel-sc ra ped , blade-graded a nd 
steam-ro llered . It had bee n a pra irie tra il , ea rth road 
and an oiled d irt and grave led road. Fina ll y, it was built 
into a 20-foot co ncrete highway with hopes tha t it 
would last for at leas t one genera tion. 

Und er federa l law, the Secretary of War was 
aut hor ized to distribute excess war materials to 
vario us sta te highway departments. In March , 1920, 
Iowa rece ived 578 mo tor vehicles consisting of 512 
t rucks , 37 ca rs, and 29 ambu lances. Also includ ed 
we re 16 tractors, two concrete mixers, and other 
mi sce ll a neo us equ ipment. Of the total, 288 trucks 
we re d istributed to co unt ies and to seven state 
insti tutio ns which had control over their road s. To 
store and proper ly care for the equipment, the state 
had to prov id e fac ilit ies. A tract of land , west of the 
Des Moines bra nch of the CNW lying along the 
Linco ln Highway in the south edge of Ames. was 
leased fo r seven years with the privilege of purchase in 
two yea rs. On thi s la nd four bui ldings were erected. 
T hey we re 52 x 142 feet, constructed of ho ll ow brick 
til e, with a rubberoid roof and cinder nooring, to be 
used as sto rage wa rehouses . Tit le and possess ion of 
th e eq uipm ent re ma ined wit h the highway 
co mmissio n, bu t co uld be assigned to the counties for 
highway work with the und erstand ing that counties 
wo uld ma inta in th e equip me nt in good condition and 
pay a ll cos ts. 

T he yea r 192 1 was the first since the primary road law 
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\Va s enacted that it wa s fl oss ible to car ryo n l"Oad 
co nstruction wit hout delays for rea so ns beyo nd state 
co ntro l. rh ere we re three a nd one-ha lf" tim es as mueh 
graveling a nd flaving and two a nd one-ha lf times as 
mueh grading as had bee n accomp li shed in 1920. Th e 
co nstru cti on a lso flla yed an imfl o rta nt flart in 
reli eving unemp loyme nt in co mmunities where the 
\Vorl.. was in progress. , inee primary road 
onstruction \Vas not fund ed by flr ope rt y taxes, th e 

work did not increase ta x levies exce flt in a few 
cou nt ies wh ere bonds had bee n vo ted by th e people . 

Congress, in the Federal Act of 192 1, au th o ri 7ed the 
Secre ta ry of Agriculture to se lec t and es ta blish with 
coo fl era ti on of State Highway Departments, a sys tem 
of national roads comprising not ove r seve n percent 
of the total mileage of the nation. The Iowa primary 
road system inc lud ed approx ima tely six a nd one-half 
percent (6.412 miles) of total mileage and was laid out 
on a state rather than a cou nt y sys tem . The network 
met all of the requirements of the federal program 
with minor adjustmen ts along the Missouri border. 

"I he intersta te sys tem wou ld co nsist of imp ortant 
through cas t-wes t tra nsco ntinenta l as well as Gulf-to­
Ca nada routes, which ill Iowa would inc lud e portions 
of the Linco ln a nd .J efferson Highways, the River-to­
Ri ve r Road, plu s such routes designated for long­
di sta nce interstate trarric . -rhe balance of the Iowa 
primary sys tem would comprise the federal 
inte rco unty sys tem . 

Plank> co\cnng mud holes on Grand Avenue. north or Ames. 1920 

(Courtesy: Iowa Slale H ighway CommIssIon) 
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Des Moi nes-A nkeny co ncrete road, 1920. 
(Co urtesy: Iowa S ta te Highway Commission) 

Numbering and Marking Highways 
With the advent of the a utomobile in the ea rl y 1920s , 
signings a nd markings beca me preva lent on principa l 
highways and in and around citi es. Naming, 
numbering and ma rking road s began with motorist 
associations or clubs, Chambers of Commerce, and in 
so me insta nces, the states. umbering county roads in 
Iowa wa s proposed as early as 19 15 and 1916 und er a 
sys tem whereby the state Capito l wou ld be th e ce ntral 
location and roads would bear such des ignations as 
North 1, 2, etc. ; South 1,2, etc.; East 1, 2, etc.; Wes t 
I, 2, etc. The idea was that a touris t who found 
himse lf at a corner marked North 67 and West 32 
could locate himself instant ly. Chapter 70 of the Acts 
of the 37th General Assembly described a system of 
numbering township roads for the purpose of 
designating road-dragging di stricts. 

Marking primary roads began in 1920 . Standard 

symbo ls were adop ted with each main traveled road 
given a spec ifi c number, painted on telegraph or 
speciall y built pol es at every intersection , turn or 
crossroad between transportatio n centers. For 
example , the Jefferson Highway became No . I ; the 
River-to-River R oad , 7; the Red Ball Highway, 40; 
the Lincoln Highway, 6; a nd the Blue Grass Trail, 
No.8. All numbers corresponded to those used on 
connecting interstate ro utes in adj oin ing states. 
Marking was imp ortant to provide directions for the 
ri sing tide of mo tori sts who had depended upon local 
trail associations and automobile clubs fo r route 
guidance. 

From the total of 1,068 citi es, towns and villages in 
the state, 556 were on the prima ry road system , 
including all towns over 1,000 popula tion , except for 
Hitema n, Buxto n a nd Lock ma n, mining camp 
communities. Eighty-five percent of the state's 
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popu lation eit her lived on the system or in towns 
nearb y. Every count y scat was linked by the most 
direct route to every other county scat a nd with the 
state Capitol and other important centers. With such 
coverage. it wa s necessa ry that a uniform numbering 
system be dcveloped . There wa s no interfcrence with 
the special signs to indicate association trail s. 

Road associa ti ons smea red paint of various co lors on 
tele ph one poles as high as painters co uld reach a nd 
\\ hen the colors gave out. the roads were marked with 
associa ti on names . rhe rivalry was int ense betwee n 
main road associations and private a utomobile 
~)\\ners to sho\\ off their roads a nd attract peo ple to 
lhe communilies served. An example of an 
automobtle gUIde for motorists w1\cli ng between 
Ma~on Cit) and Des Moincs is found in Table 7-7. 
Note lhe precise directiom. landmarb for 
Identification and the tota l a nd intcrmediatc mileages 
listed. 

8) 1924 there were at least 250 marked trail s 
nation\\ide and about 64 in Iowa. sponsored by 
separate organi73tions, each with its own 
headquarters \I hich issued maps and ot her materials 
and collected support funds. The situa ti on finally 
became so confusing that the American As ociation 
of State Highway Officials (AAS HO), acting upon 
recommendations of the Mississippi Valley 

Ass oci a tion of Stale Ili ghway Departm ents, approved 
a re solution ca lling for a Hoard of Public Road 
Engineers to formulat e a sys tem of number ing and 
marking interstate highways. '1 he chairman was 
'1 homa s MacDonald , a nd h ed White of the Iowa 
department played a prominant role. I nitially, an 
interstate sys tem of 75,884 miles was established, of 
wh ich Iowa suppli ed approximately 3,000 miles . 
Within Iowa, five routes crossed from east to west 
and five north and so uth and were renumbered to 
co nform to the federal plan . -rh e J efferso n High way, 
form erl y State Highway No . 1, became U.S. 65, and 
th e Lin co ln Highway was cha nged from State No.6 
to U.S. 30. A part ial li st of Iowa's portion of the new 
numbcred interstate sys tem is shown in Table 7-8. 
The new markers were placed on the roads in 1926 
and the familiar black and white shields have guided 
American motorists ever since (Fig. 7- 1, 7-2. 7-3). 

Pri va te trails were replaced by one or more of the 
U.S. numbered routes, and one by one the trail 
assoc iati ons disappeared, their purposes accomplished 
in promoting road identification. Yet, for many years 
afterwa rd and to the present . sections of highways in 
many states continued to be referred to as "the 
Lincoln Highway." " Prairie Trail ," "DiXie High\\ay." 
and "Yellowstone Trail." 

PlaCing monolithiC bnc~ pa\cmcntlor the De, MOine, to Camp Dodge road. 1917-19 1B 
(COUriC,Y: Iowa State Hlgh\\H) Com ml,slon) 
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Rolling the Des Moine; to Camp Dodge brick pavement with a 700 pound roller. 1917-191 8 
(Courtesy: Iowa State Highway Commission) 

Numbering License Plates 
In January, 1922, every Iowa county was given an 
individual prefix number for its license plate followed 
by a dash and the number assigned to the individual 
motor vehicle which could run as high as necessary. 
For automobiles, the five counties having more than 
10,000 cars registered-Polk, Woodbury, Scott, Linn 
and Pottawattamie-were given the first five numbers 
in the order mentioned. The remainder of the 
counties, starting with Adair with six, were numbered 
in alphabetical order to 99. Black Hawk County was 
12; Dubuque, 36; Johnson , 57; and Story, 86. In 1927, 
letters from A to N were assigned as prefixes for 
counties with 9,000 or more registrations . Black 
Hawk, Dubuque, Clinton, Webster, Cerro Gordo and 
Des Moines joined the previous five counties with the 
highest registrations. Now Adair took I and the 
others followed in alphabetical order. Johnson 
County carried 47 and Story 76. License plates 
showed black colors on a white background , a color 
scheme selected by Iowa and five other states. 

The Primary Road System in the Early Twenties 
Most of the improvements on the primary roads were 
mainly in the form of grading and graveling. Actually 

when dry and well-maintained, the earth roads were 
excellent highways, but no matter how well they 
handled traffic in dry weather, in rainy seasons they 
became quagmires. A famous incident in 1922 
illu st rates the point. Following a homecoming 
football victory on a rainy November 12 at Iowa City, 
hundreds of motorists were mired in the mud enroute 
to Cedar Rapids. Their plight provided a bonanza for 
farmers who used teams of horses to extracate the 
cars , charging as much as $50 for each vehicle in 
addition to a fee for overnight accommodations for 
those who sought them. The Chicago Tribune's 
headline the next day read: "Autos Stuck in Iowa 
Mud: Gold Harvest in Iowa ."IO 

Iowa 's economic advantages were hampered by poor 
road s. In I 923 , the Greater Iowa Association spent 
large sums of money in Eastern newspapers 
advertising the potential economic wealth of the state, 

10 George S. May. "The Good Roads Move ment In Iowa." 

Palimpsest 46 (February 1965): p. 68. 
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Automobile Guide for Motorists 
R oute 267 Mason City Section 

Route 267-Mason City to Des Moines, la.-133.4 m. 
Hou le mnp. puge 184 Rcvc r~c rou le, No . 205 

I'ia 10 \\ 'a Fa lls, S tory Cit I ' an d A meso Good d irt roads m ost 0./ the 
\ 1'(/.1 ' . 

I he Hlu L' Hnn ~ car dld no l cove l r a r! o llhi '> rou le be lwee n Iowa I-a lha nd !\me'>.the 
data hal In !,' beL' n cOlll rti cd fro III acc ura tc loca lln fo rlll a ll o n and no Iroub le ,hould be 
cnco llnt c red In fo il o l\ lng sa llle. 

I\ II LEAGES ( I-o r 11m a nd o lh e r exi l '>. ,ce cit y ma p, rage fH5.) 
Tolal In tcrmcd . 

0.0 0.0 

9.8 9.8 
10.2 0.4 

15. 1 4.9 
15.6 0.5 

28.8 13.2 

43.9 15.1 

46.7 2.8 

47.0 0.3 

47.1 0. 1 
47.2 0. 1 

56.6 9.4 
57.1 0.5 
62.2 5. 1 

65.1 2.9 

76.1 11 .0 
82. 1 6.0 
83. 1 1.0 

85. 1 2.0 
87. 1 2.0 

MASON CIT Y, Ma in & Sta te S ts. park on ri ght. 
Go so uth o n Ma in St. wi th tro ll ey und er R R. 0.7. Cross 
RR. I .S. 
End of roa d ; turn left with teleph one to nex t 
Ri ght -ha nd road poo r roa d ahead ; turn right wit h 
poles, pass ing Rockwell to left 11.8, cross ing RR . 12. 9. 
End of road ; turn ri ght with wi res to nex t. 
Left-ha nd roa d ; turn left, still wi th poles . Avo id good 
roa d to ri ght into Sheffi eld , cross ing RR . 28.3 into west­
ern edge of 
Hampton, large brick hi gh sc hoo l on left busi ness cen­
ter a fe w bl oc ks to ri ght. Straig ht a head . crossi ng RR. 
29.3. co ntinuin g stra ight so uth through a ll intersections. 
Cro RR . 43.7. 
4-co rners; turn rig ht. C ross RR . 46. 1 an d 46 .4 . running 
o nto Roc ksylva ni a Ave. 
Tremont St.; turn left 2 bl ocks a nd then right on 
Was hingto n A\ e. 
Iowa Falls , Was hin gton AI'e . & Mai n St. 
Kee p ahead o n Was hin gton St. 
ror dllcrglng route, ,cc indn map. rage IK4 

4-cor ner,; tu rn left bet ween li\er~ stable and blacbmith shop. 
Fork; bear ri ght across iron b ridge. crossing R Rs. 47.4 and 
47.6. J og rig ht and left \I it h road 48.7. 50. 1 and 50.6. 
4-corners: turn right. 
Left-hand road; tu rn left past school o n righ t 58. 1. 
4-co rne rs. R R. j ust a hea d : turn right . a\ aid ing road to left 
leadi ng in to Hubba rd 62.6. 
End of road; jog left across R R. and immedlatel) rrght along 
sa me. Cross a no ther R R. 67.6, co nt inu ing straigh t ahead. fol­
low ing RR . throug h Radc liffe 69.6. 
4-corne rs: turn left aro und sc hool. 
4-co rners: turn ri ght. 
4-corners: turn left . sho rt ly runni ng o nLO \\ indi ng road. Turn 
sq uare rig ht VI ith road 84.6. 
Left-ha nd roa d : turn left. 
Story City . Turn ri gh t a lo ng R R., t u rni ng left across sa me 87.6. 
Pass sc hoo l o n left 89.0. 

93.0 5.9 4-co rners; turn ri ght a ro und sc hoo l. 
94.0 1.0 4-co rners: lu rn left. Pass sc hoo l o n ri ght 96.0 . runn ing on to 

wind ing roa d . 
100.0 6.0 4-eo rners: turn lefl . 
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Mason City Section Route 268 
100.4 0.4 Right-hand road; turn right. 
101.3 0.9 Ames . Business center on right. 

109 .5 8.2 

117.6 8. 1 
118.1 0.5 

122.4 4 .3 

122.6 0 .2 

Ames Auto Co . 

For diverging routes. see index map, page 184. 

Straight ahead on Duff St. across RR ., keeping straight so uth 
ac ross RR . 106.7. M ee ting tro ll ey from right just be yo nd , 
follow sa me for over a mile, where turn left wit h road 109.0. 
End of road ; turn right past Huxley to right 110.7, crossing RR . 
I 10 .8. 

End of road , school on left; turn right to first. 
Left-hand road at trol ley crossing; turn left , following trolle y 
st raight so uth , jogging right and left across sa me 120 . 1. Take 
first right and first left with main trave l to 
ANKENY. Go eas t I block from center of town, where turn 
right. 
4-corners immed ia te ly after c rossi ng R R. ; turn left along track s 
curvi ng right a way from sa me 123. I. Stra ight ahead through all 
crossroads, pa ss ing County Poor Farm buildings 126.7 , 
through o ld mining se ttleme nt of Marquesv ill e 127 .6, sa me 
thoroughfare becoming 14th St., which follow 

130.8 8 .2 Washington Ave ., brick school o n right; turn right , leaving 
trolley to first pa ved cross-stree t. 

13 1. 1 0.3 12th St.; turn left crossing RR . 131.2 , picking up tro ll ey from 
left 131.8. 

132.1 1.0 Grand Ave ., Hi sto rical building on right; turn right with troll ey 
to far s id e of Capitol Bldg., where turn left I block , th e n right 
onto Locust St., which fo ll ow st raight ahead ac ross lo ng con ­
crete bridge 132.9 to center of 

133.4 1.3 DES MOINES, Locust & 5th Ave. 

Wellington Hotel. 5th & Grand . 
Iowa Au to & Sup pl y Co" Fourth & Locust Sts. 
For city map. see page 135. For diverging routes. see index map , page 137. 

For diverging ro ut es, see index map, page 210. 
For th rough con nect io ns. see trunk-line cha rt and map in front of book . 

(Source: Official AUiomobile Bluebook, /9/3 . A ut omobile Bluebook Publishing Company, Illin ois. 191 3: 104-105 .) 
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ho ping to a ttrac t industri cs and peo ple . The 
Bridgeport, Con nec ti cut Evening Post, perhaps 
smarting over Iowa's victo ry a t Yale in 1922, replied 
ed itoriall y that Iowa's rootba ll ['ans raced the prospect 
or spending Saturday nights in th eir cars during rain y 
periods . The editorial rurther suggested that each 
Iowa ['armer should add one hen to hi s noek so that 

money rrom th e sa le or add iti onal eggs co uld be used 
to bui ld permanent surfaced roads. " Who would li ve 
in thi s kind of sta te, for all it s agricultural wea lth?" 
th e editor as ked . Na tural ly, Iowa newspa pers 
res ponded in th e sa me spirit of fri endli ness and 
compass ion. 

PRIMARY 

39 
ROAD 

hgurc7- 1 

Prlmar> road mar~er' 

prior to 1926 

1.1 hie 7-H 

IOWA'S I'OHTION OF THE NEW U. S. I NTERSTATE SYSTEM 

Fr<le rnl Fo rm er Primary 
N umber Hond N umbe r r,liI<.>ugc Houl e 

U. S. No . J R 

1I, S. No. 20 

U. S. No. 30 

ll. S. No. 32 

U. S. No. 3 1 

1I. S. No. 53 
l '. S. No. 61 

LT. S. No. 63 

1I. S . No. 65 

1'.S.No.69 

ll. S. No. 71 

l '. S. No. 75 

l ' . S. No. 161 

u .. , 0.2 18 

No.19 

No.5 
No.23 

No.6 

No.7 
No.2 

No.8 

No.20 

No.2 
No. 24 
No. 13 

No. 1 
No.3 

No.U 

No. 1 

No. " 
No.23 
No. 18 

No. 22 

No. 12 

No.28 
No . . 10 

No.40 

2R7 

201 
130 

369 

181 
111 

283 

324 

61 
32 
36 

228 
14 

22 

20 

R6 
10 

154 

34 

77 

72 
123 

139 

McGregor-Mas on CiLy to Pri­
mary Road No. 22 

Dubuque to Fo rL Dod ge 
Fort Dodge Lo Sioux City 

Clin ton to Council Bluffs 

DavenporL to Des Moines 
Des Moines to Council Bluffs 

Burlington to Council Bluffs 

Minnesota State Line thru Du­
buque to Missouri SLate Line 

Des Moines to Oska loosa 
Oskaloosa Lo Ollumwa 
OLtumwa to Missouri State Line 

Minnesota Sta te Line to Leon 
Leon eas t 14 miles a nd south to 
Missouri Line at Lineville 
Road No.3 Lo Missouri Sta te Li ne 

Leon to Missouri State Line 

Minnesota State Line to Early 
Ea rly to Sac City 

ac City to Missouri State Line 

Minnesota State Line to ioux 
City 
Sioux City to Missouri Valle~ 

Dubuque to Cedar Rapids 
Cedar Rapids to Missouri State 
Line 

Minnesota Sta te L ine to Primary 
Road No.6 west of Cedar Rapids. 

(Source / 01\'0 SIGle Htghll'OI COl1tmt.I.IIOI1 Sanee Blil/eftll, 19~J) 

h gurc 7-~ 
Nc" prlmar) road mar~cr, 

auoplcu 111 1926. 

IOWA 

us 

30 
l-lgUft' ""'-3 

\ c\\ l .S road m.H~a, 
adopted In 192(>. 
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Take yo ur choice to O ma ha 
(Courtesy: Iowa S tate Highway Co~m i ssion) 

Exa mple o r a hi storic hig hway. 
(Courtesy: Iowa S ta te Highway Commissio n) 

SHORTEST "9; 8 ~ 
ROt JTr 

KM:t SHORTER HI LL S 

151 

.~ , ... 



152 Transportation in Iowa 

State Policy Requested on Future Highway 
Improvements 
As lo ng as the road s remained in n ge nera ll y 
deplnrnble co nditi on. eco nomic and social rJr ogress 
was in jeopardy. Th e Iowa farm er wa s th e heaVies t 
loser si nce hc used th e road s most o ft en; co nso lid a ted 
sc hoo lmO\clllents were cripp led and rural chu rc hes 
closed during the winter and ea rl y spring. '] hese 
conditions were recog ni /ed in 1922 whcn fred White 
cha llenged state ofri cials and l eg i s lator ~ to dec id e 
ruture policy relati\e to highway surracing (Fig. 7-4) . 
Traffic had outgro wn the unsu rra ced roads. a nd th c 
rapid increase in \ehicle numbers. si/e a nd wcight was 
causi ng problems. Iowa ns owned 7 18.000 
automobiles. increasing the dail; average or ca rs on 
the roads rrom 20-30 to 500-600. Speeds had risen 
from 4-8 to 25-35 miles per hour. and loads increased 
from 2 to 10-14 tons. Some ac tion was neeessarJ . and 
quickly. High~ ay~ in 192 1 carried more passe ngers 

than rai lroa ds and near ly as much freight at almost 
eq ui va lent speed s. The question White raised was 
whether primary road improve ments sho uld end with 
grad ed ea rth road s or with ha rd surfaces. 

li e also indicated that road reve nues averaged $552 
per car reg istered in 19 10 as contras ted with $50 per 
ve hicle regis tered in 1921. Supporting his position 
we re studies showing co mparison of Jowa\ license 
fees with ave rages in other states on different models 
of automobiles (Tables 7-8, 7-9). Additional support 
came from resea rch by the highway commission and 
the Iowa State College which concluded that when 
traffi c reached 320 tons per day on an earth road or 
470 tons on a graveled road. it became economical to 
pave (Table 7- 10). Pavll1g could be financed through 
bonding. It was estimated that savings 111 vehicle 
operating expenses would retire bonds and pay 
interest charges over a IS-year period . 

MAP OF-

I ()\VA 

l!' ... .. .... ::'1 

... 11: " , -...",... 
r(:',",!r ===:3 

,... 11: ..... ~ 

P-. ~'''''' C..o.: ~ _ .. !'- ... 
:';'e: ... ~ Q,y "':-0."""'" ow ~ 

I Igure 7-4 
Primal) Road S)'tCI1l b) ,utiace t)pt'. 19~2 

(Coune,) . I OIl 'a Siale IIlghll 'al' ((Jlllllli .'I/OII Serl '''''' 811//ellll. 192~) 
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Iowa Motor Vehicle Fees Lower Than Average for the 
United States 

Tab le 7-8 

COMPARISON OF AUTOMOBILE LICENSE 

Ford 

5-Pass. T our. 

15 Mi. per gal. 

FEES A~D TAXES COLLECTED IN UNITED STATES \ 

D odge Buick 6-cyl. Cadillac 8-Cyl. Packard 12-Cyl. 

5-Pass. T our. 5-Pass. Tour. 7-Pass. Tour . 7-Pass. Tour. 
13 Mi. per gal. 12 mi. per gal. 8 mi. per gal. 6 mi. per gal. 

COlmtry City Country City Country City Country City Country City 

Iowa. ... . ........ . $11.40 $11.40 $19.40 $19.40 $26.00 $26.00 $48.40 $48 .40 $67.00 $67.00 

Average all states . .. . 14.54 19.58 19.32 29.69 24.33 38.42 41.35 75.37 53.67 99.08 

Difference 3.14 8.18 .08 10.29 1.67 12.42 7.05 26.97 13.33 32.08 

Basis of Computation-Registration F ee. Actual Amount. 
Personal Property Tax-Assessed Valuation '~aken at 60 % List Price. Levy taken at 60 mills in country 

a nd 170 mills in city. 
Gasoline Tax-4,500 miles driven at rate of gasoline consumption given for each car above. 

1-

Table 7-9 

ACTUAL TAXES AND FEES PAID ON MOTOR VEHICLES IN CERTAIN CITIES IN UNITED STATES 

Place Ford Dodge Buick Cadillac Packard 

Jefferson City, Missouri .. ... State tax + city tax of 1/2 '~he 

rate charged by State . .. .. . . . $23.08 $35.94 $48.30 $ 91.11 $121.76 

Pierre, South Dakota .. .. Registration fee !!i6 .00 fiat . .. .. 26.59 58.19 144.12 

Little Rock, Arkansas. .. State tax , city tax of $5.00 ...l... , , 
county tax of $2.645 per $100. 
50 % assessment .. . .......... 30.82 H.84 55.62 104.77 135.36 

Lincoln, Nebraska ..... . . . . . Registration fee + county tax 
1 % of list price + city tax 

%% of list price . .. . .... . 16.28 48.40 91.23 

Raleigh, North Carolina. ... . . State tax + city tax of $1.00 + 
$2.50 per $100 on valua tion of 
car ... . .... . ... . ..... . . 26.50 54.75 109.12 

Madison, Wisconsin .... . . State tax + city tax of 23 mills 
on 90 % of true value of car .. 19.20 37.00 74.75 

Any city, New Hampshire . .. . State tax + city tax of 24 mills 
on list price .... .. ........... 25.89 40.32 51.00 99.84 

Any city, Rhode Island .... . .. State tax + city tax of $23.00 
per $1,000 on 90 % of list price 21.40 41.59 81.23 

Any city in Iowa ..... . .. . ... Registration fee only .... . ... . .. 11.40 19.40 26 .00 48.40 67.00 

(Source: Iowa S rore Highway Commission Service Bul/erin, 1923) 
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Tests Show That It Pays to Surface Dirt Roads When 
Average Daily Traffic Reaches 320 Tons 

Saving in Operation 
of Motor Vehicle 
Will Pay Interes t 

VEHICLE OPERATING COSTS ON VARIOUS TYPES OF ROADS 

Type or Surface 

(Cosl in ccnts per ton . mile) 

Solid tire 
truC"ks, 

IOM.P.H. 

Pneu. tire 
tru c ks, 

15 M. P. H. 

Automobiles, 
Z5 to 35 

M. P.I-!.. 

M otOT' busse-a 
eta. bua-mi4 
Z5 M. P. H. 

and Retire Bonds in 
Maximum Period 
of Fifteen Years. Best grave l, yearly average ..... . 7 .75 7 .70 9.3 22 .50 

Gravel Economical 
Average P . C. concrete and asphalt 

24 .00 filled brick .............. . 8 .00 8 .3 10.00 
Until Traffic Reaches 

Daily Average 
Best P. C. concrete and asphalt 

filled brick .............. . 7 .75 

8.5 

7 .70 
8 .8 

9.40 

8 .95 

8 .80 

9 .3 
10.9 

11 .8 
11.1 

10.6 

22 .50 
25.7 

27 .8 

26.0 

25.7 

of 470 Tons. Best grave l, yearly average ..... . 

F. R. White, 
Chief Engineer, as 

President of 
American Associa­

tion of Highway 
Officials, Gives 

Information Based 
on Iowa Tests to 

Congressional Com­
mittee. 

Ordinary grave l, yearly average .. 9 .0 

W . B . Macadam, well maintained. . 8 .7 

Bit. macadam, well maintained . . .. 8.5 

Average sheet asp h alt yearly aver-
8 .3 10.00 24.0 age temperature ........ . .. 8 .10 

Average aspha lt ic cone. yearly av-
8 .3 10.00 24 .0 erage temperature ......... 8 .00 

Best earth, well packed by traffic, 
27.8 yearly average ....... . .... 9 .0 9.40 11.70 

Ordinary earth with light traffic, 
9.95 12.6 29 .6 year ly average ..... . ...... 9 .5 

(Sollrcl" / 011'0 Slale fll f!,'JlIOl ((}111/1I1\\1011 Serl'lce Bullelll1. 1924) 

Proposed Improvement Plans 
In 1923 and 1924. two six-year improvement plans 
were introduced. One by White called for hard­
surfaCing approximately 3.000 miles. or about half of 
the primary road system. Gravel would be used for 
the remainder. and grading and graveling was 
planned for the secondary road system, His proposal 
included 1.000 miles of grading. 500 miles of graveling 
and 500 miles of paving each year on the primary 
system and 1.000 miles of grading and 500 miles of 
graveling on the secondary system. A second plan was 
proposed by the Good Roads Association which 
involved 3,115 miles of pavement. 1.786 mile of 
gravel surface and 2.013 miles of grading on the 
primary system between 1927 and 1932. The total cost 
was estimated at $125 million. Funds expected to be 
available were estimated at $40 million, leaving a 
balance of $85 million to be borrowed, 

Both plans were difficult to refute, For each of the six 
years following enactment of the Primary Road Law. 
an average of 700 miles of grading, 300 miles of 
graveling and 85 miles of paving had been comp le ted, 
If this construction schedule was maintained at 
current levels, the necessary grading would be 
completed in three yea rs, grave ling in ix years and 

paving in 36 years. But the 'Work could not be 
programmed at the same pace under present funding. 
On the basis of annual revenues enterIng the primary 
road fund, it would require 20 years to pa) 
outstanding bonded indebtedness and complete the 
work- 16 years if a third cent were added to the 
gasoline tax, The third cent was added in 1927, The 
association plan ",ould require no increa e in grading 
or graveling. but paving ",ould advance to about 500 
miles per year. similar to the White plan with \er) fe\\ 
additional employees needed. 

Most of the progress in building the well-graded. 
drained and bridged road system had been possible 
through current revenues. but considerable 
indebtedness had occurred b) county bonding. 
anticipation certificates and special a se -sment 
agai nst abu tting property which totaled S_0.7 million 
against the primar) road fund. Intere t pa) ments In 

the association plan would amount to $38.6 million 
a nd would represent the extra cost of building roads 
under "use while you pay" as compared \\ith the o -t 
und er "pay as ),ou go." The former would complete 
th e road sy ' tem in six years, the latter in 16 years . 
The emp ha sis once more was strongl) on bonding to 
provide the funds. 
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Whil e plans were being debated over funding, road 
construction continued. By January I , 1928, 63 
percent of the primary system had been surfaced. Of 
th e 6,655 miles included, 14 percent were paved , 46 
percent graveled, 22 percent permanently graded and 
16 percent earth improved. It was possible to travel 
by direct route from Des Moines to 62 county seat 

towns and to 15 others by indirect routes (Fig. 7-5). 
This progress had been made despite the fact that 76 
counties did not pay the ir way on the sys tem in 1926 
and only 56 of the 99 counties had voted county 
bonds for primary road improve ments by mid-1927 
(Fig. 7-6, 7-7). 

lOWA 

'"_ -' ~ ......... ,.., ..... ,00- _ .. _ ~ 
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Sixty.Two County Seat Towns Can Be Reached from Des Moines by Direct Route on Surfaced Road-15 by Indirect Route 

Figure 7·5 
(Source: / 011 '0 SIGre Highll'Gy Commission Service Bul/er in, 1928) 

The State Highway Bonding Issue 
Bonding for highways was discussed in Chapter Four. 
It was the six-year improvement plan that initiated 
the $100 million bonding proposal, endorsed by 
Governor Hammill as far preferable to th e continued 
use of county bonds. His principal arguments were: 
(I) that $5 million in interest would be saved ; (2) 
county bond issues , with only two-third s of the 
counties participating, were producing di sco nnected 
sections of paved roads instead of a system of 

co nnecting routes; (3) under the county bond plan , 
the commission could not, in fairne ss to counties 
voting bond s, pave gaps in counties not participating; 

(4) the specia l election in November, 1928, if 
successful, would provide funds for construction in 
1929 and 1930; and (5) state bonding would provid e 
for a comprehensive state highway program (Fig. 7-8). 

The state bond issue was declared unconstitutional by 
the Iowa Supreme Court at a time when the General 
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Assemb l W<l S in sess io n. Lcgisla to rs vo tcd a 
reso lut ion a im cd a t a mcnding th c co nstituti o n to 
provide fo r au th o ri/a ti o n a nd iss uancc of sta tc bond s, 
a lso raised th e Icga l limit of bo ndcd ind ebtcdncss o f 
co unties fo r prima ry roa d improvcmcn ts, a nd 
enco ura ged additi o na l co unti cs to vo tc bond s. 

Corned . 

Alth o ugh the co unt y bond progra ms wcrc not a lways 
supp orted un a nim ous ly, fi ve majo r cas t-west 
hi ghwa ys wcrc surfaced cntirely across the sta te 
inclu ding thc Lin co ln If ighway. Two had been 
co mplcted no rth and so uth includin g the Jefferso n 
Hi ghwa y. 

Do/.?5d § 

How Iowa Counties Have Voted on Question of Bond Issues for Hard Surfacing of Primary Roads 

rlg ure 7-6 
(So urce; !OIlO Stale H,ghll 'OI ' COIllIIIIS.\ /01I Sen 'lce 8ul/ellll . 1927) 

Highway Safety Measures 
Whereas motor ve hicle regi tra ti o ns a nd regulati o ns 
we re under the jurisdictio n of the rai lroad 
commission , highway safe ty was the responsibilit y of 
the highway commissio n, and protec tion of the public 
wa s not neglected during the debates o n co nstruction 
and funding . In 19 2 1, leg isla ti ve and co mmi ss ion 
directives were iss ued rela ti ve to glar ing hea dlight s. 

o lenses cou ld be legally old unle s tested b~ the 
comm is ion a nd a pproved by the [[orney General. 
Pl ain lenses were banned . Homemade glare-
pre ent ing device had been used for some years and 
if carefu ll y mad e or adj usted proved 'atisfactor) . 
Painting a portion of plain glass to obstruct offendlllg 
rays of li ght was most co mm on . ome motori t ' used 
fr ot h from foaming beer, smearing it over the glass 
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and allowing it to dry, with good results. Probably 
putting it there was better than putting it somewhere 
else. However, this method soon proved obsolete due 
to a failure in supply. 

In 1924 , billboards and advertising signs were banned 
where they interfered with safe views of highways. 
County supervisors and attorneys were charged with 
e nforcement. From 1916 to 1923 , railroad crossing 
elimination or reduction progressed faster in Iowa 
than in any other state. Maximum speed limits were 

set in 1925 at 35 miles per hour , up from the previous 
25 mile limit, for vehicles whose weight and load were 
less than three tons and were equipped with 

pneumatic tires. The limits then ranged down through 
25 miles if the vehic le load and weight was more than 
three tons , to 16 miles per hour if vehicle and trailer 
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were equipped with two or more metal wheels . The 
increase to 35 miles per hour followed the general 
trend in other states, and as a means of speeding up 
traffic and reducing accidents , motor clu bs advocated 
that highway departments be authorized to designate 
sections of hi g hwa ys where varying rates of speed 
were permissible. Experiments on paved versus 
grave led or earth roads were being conducted in other 
states on this possibility. In 1926, a black line was 
painted on every mile of primary road pavement as a 
reminder that vehicles should be on the right-hand 
side of the road. The cost of $6.50 per mile was 
thought to be well spen t if the lined highway reduced 
head -on collisions when cars moved too close to the 
center of the road. 
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Seventy-six co unties did not pay th ei r own way on their own primary road sys te m . 

(Source: /owo SIDle Highway Commission Service Bullel in, 1927) 
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ROA OS OES I GN ATE O FOR PAV I N G A NO GRAVE L I N G UNDER STAT E ROAD BOND ACT 

SYMBOLS 

.. r~.r .. ~{lJ. 
·.·tl~:;-.. ":"t .....-..... ;.~ (3 

I--Igu rc 7-8 
(Sollree. /011 a SIGle "Ighllal ' C OIIIIIIIISIO II Serv ice 8u/lelll1, 1928) 

Commercia l Ai r Service 

The Iowa City airport was the first in the state to be 
used for the Chicago-Omaha mail route, init iated in 

1920. The first official consignment on January 8 

included 400 pounds of mail for Omaha and meat for 
a banquet in honor of General John Pershing. On the 
return trip, the plane carried a hog for the Congre s 

Hotel in Chicago, part of the cargo dispatched on the 
eastern leg of the night. It was not u n til May that the 

first official consignment of airmai l reached Iowa 
City- a motion picture destined for Maquoketa. Iowa 
City residents hoped that their airport would be 

chosen as the permanent intermediate point on this 
route, but Washington authori t ies instead chose Dcs 

Moines. However, construction of a hangar, lig h ting 
beacons and the first airport radio sta t io n in Iowa 
made the facility an important landing si te on la te r 
transcontinental ro u tes. Beca use of the loss of a 
federal lease which had been in effect si nce 1922, it 

was transformed into a m uni c ipa l a irpo rt in 1929. In 
1930, a contract was sig ned with th e Boe ing 

Company, giving them free use of the field in return 
for financial aid. 

Ai rport Construction 
When the first transcontinental airmail night \\as 
cheduled in 1921, Des Moines needed an airport . 

The impending arrival of planes stirred cit) officials 
to select a field at Southwe t 30th Street and \'andalia 

Road. The field was the embryo of the present 

airport. In the early twenties, there was no legislallon 
covering the funding of airports by Cilles. Howe\er, 
there was authority to fund "parks" outSide cit) 

limits. So the field was named the "Des Moines 

Aviation Park," a romantic title with political 
overtones. On July I, 1925, Des Moine was listed as 

a scheduled stop for the fir t transcontinental mail 
p lane which landed at the Vandalia field, \\ here The 

Post Office Band welcomed the night \\ith the "Iowa 

Corn Song." But fog and nooding on the original site 
req u ired location of a new field, and a 160-acre tract 
near A lt oona was leased on the James Hanna farm, 
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eight miles northeast of the city. The field was 
dedicated in 1927, with Charles Lindberg as the 
honored guest. A citizens' organization rai sed $35,000 
for a hangar, lighting, grading, drainage and 
sanitation . 

In 1929, the General Assembly acted to a ll ow cities to 
levy assessments and provide for bond sa les to fund 
municipal airports. Also authorized were the licensing 
of aircraft and pilots and estab li sh ment of air traffic 
rules. A bond issue was proposed in Des Moines in 
th e 1930 general e lection and passed by a margin of 
1,000 vo tes , resulting in a sum of $200,000 becoming 
avai labl e for the purchase of land a nd co nstructio n of 
an airport. After studying some 80 possible locati o ns, 
the site selected was the 160 acres owned by Truman 
Jones at so uthwest 21st Street (now Fleur Drive) and 
Army Post Road. It was chosen because of its 
location on a hilltop affording natural drainage and 
reducing fog to a minimum. It offered a clear 

Adair, intermediate, lighted 
Adel, intermediate, lighted 
Algona, auxilliary 
Ames, commercial 
At.lantic, intermediate, lighted 
Batt.le Creek, commercial 
Bedford, municipal 
BeI.Ie Plaine, commercial 
Bloomfield, intermediate, lighted 
Boone, co=ercial 
Burlington, municipal 
Carroll, commercial 
Cedar Rapids, municipal, lighted 
Centerville, municipal 
Clarinda, co=ercial 
Clinton, commercial, lighted 
Cl uncil Bluffs, municipal, lighted 
Davenport, commercial, lighted 
Decorah, auxiliary 
Denison, co=ercial 
Des Moines, municipal, lighted 
DeWitt, commercial, lighted 
Dubuque, municipal 
Estherville, municipal 
Fort Dodge, commercial 
Grand Mound, intermediate, lighted 
Grinnell, intermediate, lighted 
Ida Grove, municipal 
Iowa City, municipal, lighted, surfaced runway 
Libertyville, intermediate 
Marengo, intermediate, lighted 
Mason City, American Legion, municipal 
Milford, co=ercial 
MuS<'atine, municipal, lighted 

* As repo rted by the 0. S. Dept . oC Commerce. February 7. 193 1. 

approach from all directions, with plenty of space for 
expansion. A two-lan e highwa y ex tending four and 
one-half miles from downtown D es Moines a llowed 
easy accessibility. Actua l construction bega n in 193 1 
and continued throughout the 1930 's . 

Po twar enthusiasm for aviation stim ulated other 
Iowa communities to build airport, in part moti va ted 
by the Boeing system. By 193 1 there were 229 licensed 
pilots nying 112 airplanes, and 47 airports were 
registered with the U. S. Departme nt of Commerce. 
Twenty-two of th ese were equipped with li ghting 
faciliti es for ni ght nying, and so me of the larger fields 
had crus hed rock runways. Th e Centerville Airport, 
opened in 1928, was unique. Its fir st runwa y was 
made from coa l shale , mined in th e area. It was the 
on ly airpo rt in the state, pe rhaps in the Midwest , 
which had an orchard and grape arbor a nd on which 
cows, sheep and hogs were rai sed while planes landed 
and departed (Fig. 7-9) (Table 7-11, 7-12). 

New Albin, intermediate, lighted 
Newton, intermediate, lighted 
Oakland, intermediate, lighted 
Ottumwa, American Legion, commercial 
Rockwell City, municipal 
Scranton, auxiliary 
Shenandoah, auxiliary 
Sid ney, intermediate, lighted 
Sioux City (Steven's So. Oak .) 
Tipton, intermediate, lighted 
Waterloo , commercial, lighted 
Wesley, commercial 
\\'infield, intermediate, lighted 
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Figure 7-9 
Iowa Airpo rt s, February 7.1931 . 

Iowa airport s registered with the Aeronaut ics Division of the United States Department of Commerce, with type of ai rpo rt and equip ment. 
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Airline Service and Routes 
Co mm ercia l a irline se rvi cc bcgan whcn a sin gle­
engi ne Boe ing mail and pa ssc nge r bip la ne ca rri ed one 
perso n .J ane -ads , a 20-year-o ld rcpo rter for th e 

hi cago Hera ld who new ["1' 0 111 Maywood , Il lin ois 
to 10\l'a it)' in 1927. Boc in g was the predecessor of 
Unit ed Air Lines a nd had been awarded the hi eago­
Sa n F ranc isco ail' mai l rout e. T he passe nge r was to 
ny the entire distanec . Des Moines was a schedu led 
stop but was not ab le to handle night nights , thus the 
landing a t Iowa City. Thc plan e, pil oted by Ira A. 
Bime of Lincoln , Nebraska, Lindbcrg's first 
instructor, IlC\\ from Iowa Ci ty to Omaha whcre pilot 
and plane \\crc changed, and with additional 
intcrmcdiat c stops, Miss Eads and thc mail arrivcd in 
San Francisco about 24 hours latcr (Fig. 7- (0 ). 

l ablc7-11 

DiRtnl1c~s, times and fares from Davenport t o 
sel ecte d cities served by the United Air Lines. ' 

Davenport-Moline 

From Distance, Time Passenger 
miles Hours and fare 

To minutes 

Chicago 152 1:15 SIO 00 
Kansas ity 275 2 :35 17 . 00 
Tulsa 492 4 :55 29 50 
Oklahoma City 601 6:00 36 50 
Dallas 813 8:23 4600 

• Data (rom slH>clsl report by Loded Air Lines, July 1 5, 1931. 

T hc prin cipa l lightcd route was a section of the 
'I ra nseo ntinental Airway from New York to San 
I-ra neiseo. It cntered Iowa ncar Clinton, proceeded 
southwest a nd west through Iowa City and Des 
Moines and left thc state ncar Counci l Bluffs. Three 
daily schcdu led planes each way were operatcd by 
Bocing with regular stops at Iowa City and Des 
Mo ines. Na ti ona l Air Tramport , a subsidiary of 
Uni ted, new the lighted airway route from Chicago to 
Dallas through the Davenport-Moline-Rock hland 
Airport to St. Joseph and Kansas City. Other 
' ubsidiaries of United which began operatiom in 1926 
were Varney Air Lines, Pacific Air Transport and 
Boeing Air Transport, comolidated in 1928. A third 
li gh ted airway from Omaha to Kansas City and St. 
Louis, nown by American Airways, passed along the 
east sidc of the Missouri River near Glenwood and 
Sidney. 

Early Operations 
Boei ng opera ted 25 planes, each costing S25,000 . The 
A, Band C models cruised at 105 miles per hour 
powered by one nine-cylinder, 425-horsepowered 
Pratt Wasp engine. The company received SJ.25 per 
pound for nying mail the first 1,000 miles, and 15 
cents for each additional 100 miles. The first 
transcontinental nights required about 23 hours and 
initially carried two passengers and 1,600 pounds of 
mail. The passenger seats were often reserved for 
mechanics, but public respon e made neces ar) the 
addition of tv.o more seats which were always sold. In 
1930, Boeing began using the 80 and 80A plane from 

Table 7-12 

Di~tances, times and fares from Iowa City and Des hloinrs to srlectrd cities sN\"Cd by the Ullited Air Lines,· 

Iowa Cit)' Des Moines 

From Dislance, Time Passenger Distance, Time Passenger 
miles Hours and fare miles Hours and fare 

To minules minutes 
----------

San F ra nu~co 1,828 19.10 SISI 50 1 ,727 18.10 $142 :0 
Salt Lak e elly .. 1, 136 12 :10 9-1 00 1,035 11 :10 85 00 
Omaha 23 I 2: 11 19 50 130 1 :11 11 00 
Chicago 202 2.1<; 17 00 303 3.15 25 50 
Cleveland , . 520 7:25 36 75 621 8 :25 45.25 
New York 938 9.10 76 50 1,039 1010 85 . 00 

. Davenport 18 served by lhe Unltt'd Air Lloes through DO D1Tpori hl ~' Olrd al Mollor . 
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the Des Moi nes airport, th e latte r type a t ri -m o to red 
p lane wi th capacity fo r 18 passe nge rs. Th e 80A was 
also the first to use stewa rdesses w ho were registe red 
nurses, followi ng t he sugges ti o n of Ell en C hurch, a 
native of Cresco, who wa hired as C hief S tewa rd ess. 
The women were paid $ 125 pe r m o nth . C hurch 
resigned after 18 mont hs a nd res u med her n ursi ng 
career. Duri ng t he 1930s a number o f Iowa wo men 
from Iowa and Des Moi nes we re e mpl oyed as 
stewardesses on major a irlines. 

In 1928 , t he Des M o ines R eg iste r a nd Tribune 
purchased a f ive-place Fa irchild ca bin mo no pla ne, 
o ne of e leve n used ove r a 3D-yea r pe ri od , a nd beca me 
the first news pa pe r to own a nd o pera te a co mmercia l 

Albu qu<Z.rq ucz. 

ai rpla ne. It bega n a cti ve se rvice und er the na me 
" G ood News," selected thro ugh a sta tewide contes t in 
which th o usand s of peo ple pa rti ci pa ted . In the firs t 
two yea rs of fl yi ng , th e m o no pla ne beca me q uite 
fa milia r in Io wa a nd ne ighbo ring states. It landed at 
45 Iowa ci ti es , seve n in M isso uri , two in Ne braska 
a nd o ne each in Illin o is, Minneso ta a nd Wisco nsi n : 
1, 114 fli ghts with o nl y fo ur fo rced la ndings. T he plane 
was used primaril y fo r new ga th e ring but a lso 
pr o moted inte res t in a nd deve lo pment o f avia ti o n 
wheneve r possible. The pi lo t was C ha rles Ga tschet , a 
ve tera n fl ye r who fl ew the first seven a irc ra ft. Geo rge 
Ya tes was th e p ho togra pher a nd fl ew in a ll e leve n 
planes. 

F igu re 7- 10 
Air t ra nspo rta ti o n lines in the United States, mid 1920s. 
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BoeIng Cllppcr (Model gOA) 

(Courtc,) Oc' MOlnc, InlCrnatlOnal AIrport) 

Dc, MOine, Rcg l' tcr & 1 nbu nc "Good I\C II ' I" 
(Co urt c;,y ' Dc, M OI ne, In te rna ti o nal A Irport) 



Transportation Policy and 
Operational Changes in the 1920s 

163 

Karen Keen aircraft at Leeds Airport in Sioux City, 1920. 

(Courtesy: Sioux City Public Muse um) 

Revival of River Transportation 

The need for a renaissance in inland waterway 
programs was clearly outlined in the Transportation 
Act of 1920: "It is hereby declared to be the policy of 
Congress to promote , encourage and develop water 
transportation service and facilities in connection with 
the commerce of the United States and to foster and 
preserve in full vigor both rail and water 
transportation. "II 

The Inland Waterways Corporation 
In 1924, the Inland Waterways Corporation was 
created, federally owned, organized and capitalized 
similar to the railroad companies. It would operate 
the Federal Barge Service and would attempt to 
demonstrate to commercial shippers the economic 
feasibility of river transportation, develop suitable 

techniques, routes and equipment, and encourage 
private enterprise to enter water transportation. 
Despite an expenditure of $175 million on various 
Mississippi River improvements , by 1924 not one 
common carrier barge line was operating on the river. 
Capitalization of the corporation was increased to $15 
million and responsibilities expanded by the Denison 
Act of 1928. The act practically forced the railroads 
to establish through routes and joint rates with barge 
lines on the Mississippi and its tributaries. It was 
repealed by the Transportation Act of 1940, but not 
before it had developed the rail-barge routes and 

"4 1 Stat ut es at Large, part I, sectio n 500 (1920). 
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rat es. Th c eO l'jlo ra ti o ll was to co ntinue o pera ti o ns 
until an adequa tc na iga ti o n cha nn el had heen 
aehi c\cd , terminal s bui lt and pri va te com pan ies wcre 
willing to provid e se n 'icc. I' hen, th e Secretary of War 
could lea sc or sc ll the equipm ent. Th e 8a rge Lin e wa ~ 

tra nsfcrred to th e Depa l·tmellt o f o ml11 erce in 1939 
a nd so ld to a pri va tc corpo ra ti o n in 1953 th c 
hdera l Barge Line, Incorpora ted . 

The Federal Barge Lin e operated on ly south of St. 
Loui s until 1926 du e to sha ll ow water de pth s and lac k 
of termina ls on the Upper Miss iss ippi . T hi s changed , 
ho\\'e\'er, wh en a Minneapoli s-St.Paul group form ed 
the Upper Miss iss ippi Barge Lin e ompa nya nd 
re qu e~ t cd se n 'ice. In 1927, an ag rec mcnt was reached 
whereby the pri\ 'a tc group would build a nee t of 
towboa ts and ba rge to bc Icascd to the co rporation 
a nd opera te no rth of t. Loui s. Three o f the towboa ts 
were bu ilt b) the Dubuque Boat a nd Boilcr Works 
a nd one, the S. S. Th orpe, too k threc 500-to n ba rges 
of sugar to Minnea poli s in Au gust. 1927. 

T he se mi -\\ ee kl y se n ice a bovc St. Lo ui s was una ble 
to ha nd le the dema nd fo r ca rgo space, es pec ia ll y in 
the grain trade. Traffic rose fro m 14 ,06 1 to ns in 1927 
to 11 9,648 tons in 1928. No rthbound ca rgoes 
co nsis ted of coa l. co ke. sisa l, suga r. co ffee, iro n 
prod uc ts, agricultura l implements a nd bagging a nd 
burla p. Sou th bo und , co rn , whea t. ba rl ey , rye and 
other agricul tura l prod ucts were the imp o rta nt fre ight 
commodi t ie~. In 1928. the co rp ora ti o n purchased the 
leased boa ts from the Upper Miss is ipp i Ba rge Line. 

Terminals. Towboats and Barges 
In addition to na\ igable channe ls, pro per te rmina l 
facilities and suitab le noati ng equ ipment had to be 
pro\ ided. ;\ew terminals were opened a t Dubuque 
and Burlington in 1928. T he Dubuque terminal was 
turned o\er to the Federa l Ba rge Line. whereas, the 
Burlington facili tJ was a munic ipa l termina l wh ic h 
could handle most of the co mm oditi es shipped o n th c 
river. Other Iowa ci ties had no termin als or limited 
fac il ities fo r ha ndling spec ial i7ed freight. Th e third 
and larges t termi nal on the eas tern bo rd er o f Iowa 
was built a t Rock Isla nd in 193 1, a ft er a pprova l o f a 
bond issue for $300 ,000 . T he cit ) had bee n se lec ted to 
represen t the Quad Citi es a rea by the co rpo ra ti o n a nd 
was expec ted to make the regio n a grea t indu strial 
ce nter. 

By 1928, barges with a 500-to n ca pac ity wc re 
redesigned to ca rry 1,000 to ns on the six- foo t cha nn el 
of the Upper Miss iss ippi a nd 2,000 ton s o n the ninc­
foo t cha nnel of the lower ri ve r. Th e usc of a standard 

design mean t less ex pensive co nstruction and avoid ed 
transshipm ent a t Sl. Loui s. In 1929 , th ree new 
towboa ts were built for different secti ons of th e river; 
I ,OOO-horsepower boats for th e six- foo t cha nn el 
betwee n St.Lo ui s and Minn ea poli s, mo re powe rful 
o nes for th e eigh t-foot cha nnel betwee n S l. Lo ui s a nd 
Memphi s and larger o nes fo r th e lowe r ri ve r to New 
Orlea ns. Su ch towboa t nam es as the Mark Twain, th e 
lJuck Finn , th e James W. Good a nd Patrick J. 
Hurley were well known in ri ver move ments. 

T he corporat io n made meaningful ad va nces in 
towboat engineering tec hn ology, replaci ng padd le 
wheels with pro pell ers a nd stea m wi th diese l engines. 
Prope ll ers required deeper drafts tha n were available 
on th e Upper Miss iss ippi so a tunnel stern design was 
ado pted in which th e propell e r was loca ted in side a 
spoo n-s ha ped recess o n th e bott om of th e boal. with 
pa rt actu a ll y a bove the wa ter su rface . With the 
propeller o pera ting, vacuum actio n filled this tunnel. 
An other propelle r was ad ded for maneuverability In 
shall ow wa ter. These inn ova ti o ns made water 
tran spo rt a ti o n mo re co mpetitive and were quickly 
adopted by pri va te co mmercial carriers w.hen the) 
entered river tra nsporta tion. A 6,000-horsepowered 
boa t co uld move tows of 40,000 to 50.000 tons as 
co mpa red to a 6,000-h o rsepowered locomoti\e 
ha uling ISO cars of SO tons fo r a total of 6,000 ton 
! n the 1920 a nd 19305. the corporatIon was the only 
ource of techn ologicallnno\ations 111 water 

tra nspo rt a ti o n. 

Missouri River Developments 
Progress towa rd de \'elopmen t of a na\ Igable channel 
o n the M i~ ouri was slo\\ despite the fact that b~ the 
1920s, wa ter tran po rtatio n was generall) con idered 
eco n o mica ll~ via ble for com mercial traffic. In 192 . 
Co ngre s ord ered a tud) of a po sible nine-foot 
cha nnel fro m t. Loui~ to Kansas Cit). Congre · ~ al 0 

d irec ted tha t a co mp re hen I\ e examInatIon of rI\er 
use. including n ood con trol a nd na\ igatIon . be 
und ert a ken in the la te 1920s. F rom 1900 to 19 2 . fi\e 
e\ ere noods had occ urred on the M i~~ouri and more 

wo uld occur in la ter ~ears. The result of the _IUd) \\ as 
the sta rt o f co nstructi o n of the Fort Pecl-. Dam In 
1933, loca ted a bout 175 mtles nort h of Bi marl-. . 
North Dakota . 

Summary 

Railroad s, a ided by federal legisla ti on in 19_0 \\h ich 
rcturned them to private ownership and resulted in 
changes in regulator policy, recovered fairly ra pidly 
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from their wartime ex peri ence. During th e decade, 
mileages opera ted in Iowa remained re lati vely 
constant, freight revenues and ea rnings showed stead y 
growth. but passenger traffic fell as th e result of 
highway competitio n . The d epressed agricultural 
sector, further impaired by la rge increases in freight 
rates. detracted from the general prosperity of the 
state and was responsible for congressional action for 
relief through rate adj ustments. The chall enge to the 
railroads was not co nfined exclusive ly to highway 
rivalry but a lso to ai r and water trans portation 
development sponso red and supported by federal 
legislation. 

While these circumsta nces and conditions were 
important to Iowa , they were not th e overriding issues 
facing the state . "Getting out of th e mud" was the 
principal problem to be a ddressed and was th e focu s 
of highway interests and leg islators. Des pite the fact 
that Iowa lagged behind o ther Midwes te rn states in 
permanent highway improvements, Iowans bought 
automob il es in record numbers, a nd motor buses and 
trucks appeared by th e hundred s. To alleviate 
confusion, commercia l ve hicl es were controlled and 
supervised by the rai lroa d co mmiss io n and for 
motorist convenience, primary roads were marked by 
state and federal standa rdi zed symb o ls and numbers. 
The basic po licy question centered upon planning and 
financing decisions to speed construction of hard­
surfaced highways. Voiding of a stat e bonding plan 
by the Iowa S upreme Co urt spurred co unti es to 
grea ter efforts for primary road funding and 
improvements. 

Commercial air service began with airmail and 
passenger traffic at th e Iowa City and Des Moines 
airports, both of which were on transco ntinental 
routes. River transportation on the Mi ssiss ippi was 
revived by creatio n of the Inland Wate rwa ys 
Corporation which operated the Federal Barge 
Service . On the Missouri, studi es concerning channel 
depths as we ll as river use for flood co ntrol and 
navigation were underway a nd wou ld provide the 
basis for further river co ntrol. 

Selected References 

"An Industrial Message to Congress." Engineering 
News Record (December 14, 1922):p . 106. 

Bird, J effrey L. " History of the Des Moines 
Municipal Airport, Janua ry 20, 1977" 
Manuscript [ph otocopy). D es M oines 
Inte rnational Airport A viation D epartme nt. Des 
Moines. 

Board of the Railroad Commission. Annual Reports 
for the years 192 1, 1926. 1927, 1929 , 1930. D es 
Moines: State Printing Office. 

Brown, D . Clayton. Western Tributaries of lhe 
Mississippi. National Waterwa ys Study, 
Navigation History, NWS-83-7 . 
Washington,D.C. : U.S. Government Printing 
Office , 1983 . 

Bryan , Leslie H. Principles of Waler Transponation. 
New York: The Rona ld Press , 1939. 

Class Rate Investigation. 262 ICC 447 (1949). 

Daggett , Stuart. Principles of Inland Transponation. 
4th ed. New York: Harper & Bros., 1955 . 

Fit zpatrick , John . Wings Over Iowa. Sgt. Bluff, la. : 
Wings Over Tomorrow, 1979. 

Hoadley, Ruth E. Industrial Growth in Iowa. Iowa 
C ity: Bureau of Bu si ness Resea rch, Jul y, 19 30. 

Increased Rates. 58 ICC 220 ( 1920) 

Iowa State Highwa y Commission. Report of the State 
High way Co mmission for the Year Ending 
December} , 1929. Des M o ines : State of Iowa , 

19 29. 

Iowa State Highway Commission Service Bulletin 6 
(1915): p . 7; See also Bullerins for th e years 

1920-1927 . 

1923 Laws of Iowa , Chapter 27. 

19 29 Laws of Iowa , Chapter 129. 

Le mMon , Jean , ed. 50th Anniversary ofrhe Des 
M oines Municipal Airport. Des Moines: C it y of 
D es Moines and the Greate r Des Moines 
Chamber of Commerce Federation, 1980. 

Leonard, William R. "Effects of Highwa y 
Competition on Railroad s." Ph.D. diss., Cornell 
University, Ithaca, New York , 1934. 

McFall, Albert J . "The Farm Income Situation." 
Annals of the American A cademy of Polirica l 
and Social Science 117 ( 1925): pp . 20-21 . 

National LivesLOck Shippers League v. A. T. & SFR. 
R. Co. 63 ICC 107 ( 1921 ). 



166 Transportati on in Iowa 

Petersen, William J . "The Iowa Cit y Airporl." 
Palilll/!Sest / I (September 1930) : pp . 405-4 15. 

___ . The Si ory ()t lol l'a. New York : Lewi s 
Hi storical Publishin g Co .. 1952 . 

"Railroad Revi\ 'al." Engineering Neil 'S Recore! 
(.lanU<HY 5, 192 1): p. 4. 

Rates on Grain. Grain Producls and //0.1'. 61 X5 
(192 1 ). 

Ross, Earle D . fOII 'O Agriculture: An fii slori '01 

Un'(I '. iOll'o Cily: lOl l' ilislOricol S ocielY, 
195 1. 

Sha rema n, l. L. Th e inlerslole Ol1ll1lerce 
Call/mission . New York : Comm onwcalth fund , 
193 I. 

S tat e q( Iowa 19] 1-]2 O.fJicial R egisler, Thirly­
Fourth Numher. f)e ~ Mo in cs: Th e S ta te of 
Iowa , 1932. 

' I wee t, Roald D . iiis tory oj' Transp ortalion on the 
Upper Mississippi & Illin o is River.\. Na tio nal 
Wa te rwa y~ Stud y, aviga ti on His tory WS-83-
6. Was hington , D.C.: U. S. Gove rnm ent Printing 
Offi ce, 19X 3. 

U.S. Department of -r ra nsporta ti on, Federa l 
Highway Admini stra ti on. America 's High waY.I 
1776/ 1976. Wa shington, D.C.: .S. 
Gove rnment Printing Offi ce, 1976. 

Way ma ck, W. W."Good Ncw~ , " Palimpsesl i J 
(Scptcmber 1930): pp . 398-403. 




