


Transportation 
in Iowa: 
A Historical 
Summary traces the 
development of transportation 
in Iowa from the territorial 
days to the mid-1980s, with 
special attention given to the 
economic and social influence 
transportation had on the 
state. 
Written by Dr. Wi llia m H. T ho m pso n, 
Profe sor Emerit us of Iowa ta te 
Unive r it . th i book i the product of 
fi e year of r earch. It inc lude map , 
picture, table and other graphic 
explanation of tran portation' growth 
a nd innuence to upport the text. 

Beginning \ ith a hi torical ketch of the 
settlement of Iowa, the book di cus es 
early road which came with the 
se ttlement of Iowa. The role of 
teamboat i also examined. 

Moving to more "modern" form of 
transportation, the book focuse on 
railroads in Chapter 3. including federal 
and state legi lative actions taken to 
curb abu e carried out by the early 
railroad companie . 

The demand for improved roads, and 
the resulting development of the state' 
massive road system are traced, again 
with an emphasi on federal and state 
legislation aimed at boo ting this 
growing mode of transportation. 

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

The final chapters di sc uss the trans it ion 
of transpo rtatio n from a regul a ted 
commercial industry to the so-ca ll ed 
"free marKet" era, a nd the d ras ti c 
changes thi s transit io n brought. 
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Prologue XIII 

Prologue 

Regardless of the accuracy of Santayana's statement that "those who cannot remember the past are bound to 
repeat it ," there probably is acceptance that the past offers insight into problems of the present and partial 
guidelines to the future. Sidney Harris, columnist, has said: "The ancient ages remained immature because they 
looked backward toward a mythical golden age and refused to face the future. The modern age remains immature 
because it looks forward and refuses to benefit from learn ing on ly what the sad lessons of history can teach us ." 
Perhaps history cannot precisely forecast the future , but it is doubtful that the present can be und erstood or the 
future anticipated witho ut some knowledge of the past. 

In some respects, the hi story o f transportation in Iowa refl ects the hi story of th e·state. In hi s Principles of 
Economics, published in 1920, A lfred Marshall noted : " Probab ly more than three-quarte rs of the whole benefit 
(England) derived from th e progress of manufacturing during the 19th century has bee n brought about through 
the indirect influence of lowering th e cost of transportation of men and goods, of water, light and e lectricity and 
news; for the dominant fact of our age is the development not of manufacturing but of the transportation 
industries. It is they that have done th e most toward increas ing England's wealth." 

By annihilating distance, transportation mad e possib le a more effic ient di st ribution of goods in a highly mobile 
and productive society, c reated new markets, expand ed o ld ones, transfo rm ed the orga ni zation a nd location of 
industry , encouraged sett le ment , created great cities , united th e nati o n po liti ca ll y a nd strengthe ned national 
defense. Without its development , th ere would ha ve been littl e progress in agriculture, manufacturing, or the 
li festy les of the people. Its ca usa l and residual forces in the march of civilization make the industry a comp lex , 
fascinating, yet somet imes fru strating subject for stud y as it mirrors the eve r-changing tides a nd currents of 
economic, socia l and political trends in our history. 

This book traces the development of transportation in Iowa from territorial days to the 1980s. It shows the 
evolution of the transportation systems; how they origi na ted , progressed and functioned ; their structura l 
organizations ; effectiveness in overcoming obstacles , under the guidance of state and federal legislation; and their 
impact upon the development of the state. With some exce ptions where th e co ntinuit y of t he discussion would be 
interrupted, the work has been o rga ni zed o n a decade-to-decade a pproach- to my knowledge, the first such 
experiment undertaken by any state in the nation. 

To keep the length within reaso nable bound s, it was necessa ry at many po int s to limit the presentation , with fu ll 
realization that anyone who writes hi story will be cr itici zed for what has been includ ed as well as for what has 
been om itted. However, as th e title suggests, this is a hi stori ca l summary a nd nothing more , written to bring 
together in one vo lum e the widely scat tered works of ma ny aut ho rs. The research covered hundreds of books , 
journal articles, government and uni versi ty resea rch reports , a nnual reports of sta te and federal regulatory 
commissions and departments of transportation, masters' th eses and Ph.D. di sse rtations . Conferences and 
personal interviews were sched ul ed wherever appropriate to the research effort. From the seemingly inexhaustible 
list of materials available , only those exa mined ha ve bee n includ ed in the notes a nd references at the end of each 
chapter, by which the reader ma y be co mpensa ted for omissions of detail s on par ticu lar subjects. 

The project was endorsed by Iowa Department of Transportation Directors Ra ymond L. Kassel and Warren B. 
Dunham and recommended by Ian MacGillivray, Direc tor of the Planning a nd Research Division , to the Iowa 
Transportation Comm ission for approval and funding . Resea rch was conducted in four libraries in Washington, 
D.C., at the three state univers iti es, the State D epartment of Transportation, state historical facilities in Des 

Moines and Iowa City a nd a t the Ames Public Library. 

Guidance in the co ll ectio n of so urce material s and sugges tions for their use came from many indiv iduals whose 
interest and ass istance is gratefully acknowledged . In particular , ] wish to express appreciation to Robert J. 
Anderson, Director of the Office of Economic Analysis, D epartment of Transportation , who acted as coordinator 
of the project. The following perso ns reviewed all or parts of the manuscript: From th e Transportation 
Department, Harvey Sims, Railroad and River Div ision ; Conrad Amend, retired , Transportation Regulatory 
Authority; George Norris, Information Services; Donald McClea n and Robert Given, ret ired former Directors of 
the Highway Division; and G.W. Anderson, D eputy Director , Highway Di visio n. Lester Paff, former General 
Counsel, assisted in clarifying court decisions and interpretation of Iowa laws. Alice Bea r typed the first draft. 
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Io wa S la le Uni ve rsit y perso nn el invo lved in th e rev iews were: Keith H untres~, Di stin gui shed Professor Emerit us 
o f Engli sh; ProCe sso l's Benjamin J . Allen a nd R. D. Voo rh ees, Tra nspo rta ti o n a nd Logisti cs Depa rtment ; 
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Co mpiling the bibli ogra phy, re earching a nd writ ing th e ma nu script was a pl easa nt ex per ience the fulfillment of 
an id ea whi ch bega n to stir during my fin a l yea rs as a n acti ve member of the Iowa S ta te Uni versity faculty . It 
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have bee n \- o rthwhil e if tud ents of tra nspo rt a ti o n find th e boo k a n infor ma tive refere nce source for future 
resea rch projects a nd reade rs cnj oy the na rra ti vc desc ribin g th e growth an d develo pment of the transportation 
sys tems which currentl y serve the peo ple a nd indust ries of Iowa. 
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Chapter One 

Early Transportation in Iowa 
Before Railroads 

Introduction 
Iowa, formed as a state in 1846 , encom passed an area 
of ove r 55,000 sq ua re mil es a nd had a po pulati o n of 
100,000, co nce ntrated in t he eas te rn co unti es. Cheap 
la nd a nd fe rtil e so il a ttracted ma ny settle rs who 
fo ll owed ag ri cultural pursuits , whereas othe rs we re 
e ngaged in retailing, lumber and lead mining. 
Pi o nee rs tended to settl e a lo ng th e ri ve rs, which 
offered the bes t avai lab le mea ns of transportati o n. 
Over crude road s o r tracks into the interior , 
stagecoac hes ca rried mail a nd ha rd y tra ve le rs. 
Steamboats ran the major rive rs and tributaries , 
offe rin g a so mewhat reg ul a r se rvice for passengers 
and freight, and played an important ro le in th e 
d eve lopment of ri ver towns a nd c iti es. The D es 
M o ines Rive r Improveme nt Proj ect was a se rious but 
unsuccessful attempt to make a n inte rior ri ve r a 
mea ningful a rte ry for trade a nd co mme rce. 

Development, Geography, and Land 
Iowa officially beca me th e 29 th sta te in th e Union o n 
December 26 , 1846, when President P o lk s igned th e 
ena bling bill passed by the Co ng ress. Prev io us ly, it 
had bee n a "District " of the Territory of Wisco nsin , 
estab li shed on April 20, 183 6. The te rrit o rial cen sus 
showed 6,257 res id ents of " Desmoines Co unty" and 
4 ,273 settl e rs in Dubuque Co unt y. Population was 
co nce ntrated in the Black Hawk Purcha se within a 
strip of 40 to 50 mil es bord e ring the Miss iss ippi 
River. In 1838 the Territo ry of Iowa was crea ted to 
include th e District of Iowa, a ll of future Iowa , mos t 
of future Minnesota a nd parts of the Dakotas. During 
th e next eight yea rs, political d eba tes se ttled the final 
bo undari es between th e ex tremes of a pproximate ly 
40°,22' t o 43° , 30' North , a nd 90°, 08 ' to 96°, 90' 
W es t , e ncompass ing an a rea of 55 ,475 square mil es . 

Geog raphica lly, the state was described by Wall as 
close ly resem bling the physica l form of the nation . " If 
drawn to a sca le of I to 10, Iowa, like the United 
States , is three units eas t-west to two units nort h­
so uth a nd is bordered o n both eas t and west by water. 
In Lee County, project ing below Misso uri , Iowa even 
has its own s ho rter a nd more pointed Floridian 
peninsula. "I T he geograph ic locat io n proved to be 
both an advantage and di sadvantage in transportation 

econo mJ Cs. 

The la nd co nsisted of timber a nd pra irie grasse, 
slow ly ri sing in ge ntl e swe ll s fro m the lo wes t e leva ti o n 
a t Keo kuk (480 feet a bove sea leve l) to the h ighest 
e leva tion in Osceo la County ( 1,675 fee t), excep t in 
a rea where there a re bluffs a long th e rivers. The la nd 
was first opened fo r se ttl eme nt in 1833, a nd census 
figures from 1836 to 1846 howed an inc rease from 
10,53 1 to 96 ,088 in po pul a ti o n. By 1850 a lm ost 
200 ,000 peo ple had settl ed in th e state. 

Many had migrated to Iowa a ttracted by chea p la nd 
and the ri ch and fe rti le so il s, which cons isted of black 
vege tabl e m o uld mi xed with a sandy loam, c lay a nd 
g rave l, averaging 18 to 24 in ches in depth on th e 
upl a nds to 30 to 48 inches o n th e bo tt om land s. The 
so il was suffi cientl y com pacted to reta in water, a nd 
good wa te r was found 20 to 30 feet below th e surface. 
It has often been sta ted that 25 perce nt of th e prime 
agri cultura l land of th e nat io n lay in lowa 2 In 
a dditi o n to agr icultura l pursuit s, e ttl e rs were engaged 
in lumber ex trac ti o n a nd milling, reta il bus inesses and 
empl oyed in th e lead min es in th e vicinit y of 
Dubuque. 

Settlement 
By 1840 , the date of th e first fede ra l ce nsus, 43,000 
peo ple res ided in the sta te. Six of th e o rga ni zed 
co unti es lay north of pa ra ll el 42 no rth latitude, and of 
th e te rritorial population , 16 pe rce nt were in th e 
north ha lf of Dubuque County. Nort her n Iowa drew 
ha lf of its popul a ti o n from the so uthern areas as 
peo ple moved upstrea m, and th e proportion did not 
change between 1840 a nd 1850 . In 1849 th e 
population reached 192,214 , di vid ed into roughly the 
sa me percentage north and so uth of the 42nd parallel 
in 18 of th e 33 co unties es tabli shed by 1846. The 
peo ple tend ed to a vo id th e prairi es beca use of th e 
a bse nce of timber a nd fu e l until th ese were brought 
by th e railroads . During th e nex t decade, th e 
po pula ti on of the no rthe rn section of th e sta te 
inc reased by over 30 pe rcent. 

I J ose ph F . Wa ll , Iowa: A Bicemennial His/ory, New York: W. 

W . No rt o n & Co., 19 78, p. 45. 

2 For a desc ript io n of so ils, geo logy and agricu ltural areas, see 

J o hn B. New hall . A Glimpse of Iowa in 1846, Iowa City: S tate 

His to rical Socie ty, 1957. 



2 Transportation in Iowa 

The tendency to sett le nca r rivers and strea ms is we ll 
documented in the history of the state . In 1840 th e 
population of the so utheas tern quarter wa s 
co ncentrated a lon g the Des Moin es River . Only a 
short di stance away wcrc th e Skunk and Maqu oke ta 
\I hich . a lth ough relatively small , drained fertile 
district s. Comb ined with the Iowa a nd Red edar 
Rivers. th e land had a mag neti c appea l to the 
pi oneers . Above parallel 42 North . the strea ms were 
sma ll and shallow, the Wapsipinico n and Turkcy 
being two which showed se ttl ement progress . It would 
be another 20 years before the fertile prairie to th e 
west would be o pened and se ttl ement spread 
graduall y across the state, creeping up th e tributari es 
of the Missouri Ri ver. By 1860 co unties had 
orga ni 7ed go \ ern ments a nd started th e procedures 
toward permanent geographic se ttl ement 
movemen ts which ha ve held wit h few exce ptions to 
the present time. 

Roads and Highways 
1'\0 roads exis ted when Iowa County was o pened for 
settlement in 1833. An Ind ian pa th on the bank s of 
the Iowa Ri\'er was the first "road" in the co unt y. 
Where the e trails cou ld not be used, men "bla7ed" 
new roads by marking trees or pl owi ng furrows from 
\illage to \illage . In 1836 the Assembly of the 
Territory of Wi sco nsin a ppointed six co mmi ss ioners 
to "mark and layout a territorial road west of th e 
Mi sissippl River. commenci ng a t Farmington o n the 
Des Moines Ri ve r, thence to Moffits Mill , th ence to 
the nearest and best route to Burlington in Des 
Moines County. thence to Wapello. thence to the 
nearest and best route to Dubuqu e a nd thence ... to the 
ferry oppo ite Prairie Du Chien."3 

When the Territorial Assembly conve ned in 
Burlington in 1838- 1839, one of the first items of 
business was the enactmen t of road laws. Secti on I of 
the First Act directed three co mmissio ners to locate 
and make a territorial road from Keok uk to Iowa 
City. In March 1839 Congress approp ri a ted $20.000 
for a military road to begin a t Dubuque and run " to 
such a point o n the northern bou ndary o f th e tate of 
Missouri as may best be suit ed for its future ex tension 
by that sta te to the ci ti es o f J efferso n and St. Lo ui s. " 
The road ultimately ex tend ed beyo nd Iowa City and 
offered access to the new Capitol (Fig. 1_1) .4 

The ri ver towns were the co mm ercia l centers of 
pioneer Iowa. Dubuque, Bloomington (M usca tine), 
Burlington, Fort Madiso n, a nd Keo kuk were the 
towns where immigrants se ttl ed or passed through on 

their journeys to the wes t. -I he demand for roads 
ca me fr om the sca ttered interior 5e ttl emcnt5 a nd also 
from river towns, whi ch needed transportation routes 
for th eir trade an d commerce. Th e ea rl y roads 
con nected th e river cities a nd spread in random 

FEDERAL ROADS IN 

IOWA T ERR ITO RY 

,,'Illor y R ood ____ _ 

Surv . yed by R.C Ttlot'lmon, 1939 
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o 10 2 ~ 
I ! I 
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FIgure I-I 
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, tanle) RIng. " HI,tory of Hlgh\\1I)s Leglslatlle Inlluence.>, " 
The 10 11 '0 Stale HlgIIII'GI' COl1lllllssion -InrllJal ConferI'll"''. 

(J an uar) 25-26. 1973). P 2: J ohn Pansh. "The Old ~lt1ltar) 
Road." Palillll'sesr 5 1 (June 1970) pp.2-l9-280 
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fashion into the interior. In laying out the first road s, 
builders chose ridges or highlands to avoid the 
swamps , marshes and floods which came in the spring 
and fall. The term "ridge roads " is a n inheritance of 
earl y days , and some of the present highways follow 
the twisting and turning patterns of roads constructed 
to avoid these obstacles , especially in northeastern 
Iowa, where travelers get spectacular views of distant 
vill ages , farmstead s and pi cturesque valleys. (Fig. 1-
2). 
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Figure 1-2 
The More Importa nt Roads of Territorial Iowa . The Broken Lines 

Indicate U.S. Military Roads 
(Courtesy: State Historical Society of Iowa) 

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

east bank of the Iowa River opposite the town of 
Black Hawk in Louisa County. The interest in roads 
co ntinued after sta tehood , when 37 of the 125 
Chapters of the Acts of the First Assembly a nd 17 of 
the 135 Chapters of the Second Assembly dealt wit h 
highways. By that time the settl ed areas were covered 
with a network of road s running in every direction 
and connecting the principal ci ti es and towns. 

Of the first hi stor ic trail s, perhaps the most famou s 
was made by the Mormon trek across the state, The 
exodus [rom the "Ca mp of Israel" on Sugar Creek in 
Lee County bega n in 1846 a nd followed the Des 
Moines River through Farmington, Bonaparte , and 
Keosa uqua to the center of Davis County near 
Bloomington. By the time the Mormons had reached 
the vicinity of Centerville, they had traveled 
a pprox imatel y 94 miles in 21 days , averaging over 
three miles per day. At Shoal Creek the route took a 
northwesterly direct ion , with camps established at 
Garden Grove, thence through Union County and 
along a route, currently Highway 92, between 
Greenfield a nd Council Bluffs. It had taken five 
months to make the 300 mile j ourney, and it 
co ntinued through Nebraska and Wyoming until the 
valley of the Great Salt was reached in 1847, In 1846, 
15 ,000 Mormons were camped or moving slowly 
across Iowa in caravans of 3,000 wagons, 30 ,000 head 
of cattle, horses and mules and vast numbers of 
sheep. These pioneer trail blazers marked the first 
great route between the Mississippi and Mi ssouri 
Rivers 
(Fig, 1-3). 

In 180 1 U.S. Secretary of the Treasury Albert 
Gallatin suggested that 1/ 10 of the net proceeds from 
the sa le of public land s be used for road building if 
agreed to by the states through which the road s might 
pass. The Ohio Enabling Act of 1802 incorporated the 
suggestion except that only five percent of the land 
sa les was to be used for roads . This was modified by 
Ohio's Constitutional Convention to the effect that 
3 / 5 of the funds were to be spent on roads within the 
state and und er contro l of the legislature , and was 
accepted by Congress in 1803. A three percent grant 
was given to six states, upon their admission to 
statehood , for roads , canals , levees , river 
improvements and schools. Congress later granted an 
additional two percent to these states , except Indiana 
and Illinois which , with Ohio, had a lready received 
the equivalent in expenditures for the National Road . 
The additional two percent was used for railroad s. 
The rema ining 24 sta tes admitted between 1820 and 
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19 10 received five perce nt gra nts, exce pt for Wes t 
Virginia and Texas, in which the federa l government 
had no lands. Of the 22 sta te receiving gran ts, nine 
were authorized to use them for public road s. canab 
and internal impro\ements, a nd 13 for sc hools. Th e 
1846 I o~a Constitutton con tai ned a req uirement tha t 
five percent of land sales be se t as ide fo r road and 
canal cons tructi on . Howeve r, thc citilens had another 
priority and had the Cons titution a mend ed to allocate 
the funds to educatio na l facilities. lo 

The road problems were different in the "pub lic land" 
states, formed out of the public domain from th ose 
previously sett led in the East. Th ese la nd s had bee n 
subdiv id ed into rectangular town hips and sec tions; 
the right-of-way was one chain o r 66 fee t wide wit h 
each property owner donatin g 33 feet on hi s sid e of 
the sectio n line, the road to be main tained by sta tu te 
labor. The tendency in the Great Plains state was to 
fix local roads on sec tion lines and wa s strengthened 
by Co ngress ional action in 1866 which gran ted free 
right-of-wa y access for public road s ove r unrese rved 

public land s. A number of counties took ad\antage 
by declaring all sec ti on lines to be public roads. thus 
reservi ng the right-of-v.a) before public land became 
pri va te propert)5 

'US Department of 1 ramportallon (L DOT). Federal 

Hlghwa) Admln"trallOn (FH \\ A). --Imer/co:' Hlgh\\GIS r-6·19-6 . 
\\ 'ashlngton, 0 C , 1976, pp. 36-37 

T he t and Grant ct of 17BS and '\ orth \\ cst Ordinance of 
1787. w hleh dl\ Ided the subject land Into slatcs, ha\ e been referred 
to as the la,t great dec"lon, ba,ed upon the pace 01 human 

waHdng, 1 o\\n,hlps \\ ere made sl'\ mdes square In anllclpallon of 
the locallon of a to\\ n In the center thu,. at three mtle, per hour. 
11 \\ ould requIre one hour to waH .. to or from the edge Counlle, 
\\ere laId out later based upon horse \\alklng , These deCISIon> set 

the pattern of land organllUtlOn lor \\est\\ard e'panslon and are 
the rea,o n \\ h) lo \\a "dl\ Ided Into one-mde squares 1<)\\ a " 
ap pro'\lmatclj 300 mtlcs ea,t- \\ est b) ~OO miles north-south. 
resultIng In appro'\lma tcl) 56,000 square mdes, \ road budt 

aro und each square would total II ~,OOO mtle" (lnformallon 
furnished b) G.\\' And erson, Iowa DOT.) 
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Generally, road ad mini tration was the respo nsi bilit y 
of township and county government, a nd in Iowa the 
township wa to become the more important unit. 
State road s conti nued to be au th orized by spec ial acts 
of the General Assembly , with the only new feature 
the granting of aut hor ity to priva te corporat io ns to 
build graded and plank roads , charging tol ls fixed by 
county commissioners. 

The Plank Road Era 
The plank road, developed in Russ ia a nd Ca nada, 
ex peri enced only a brief life span in Iowa . The first 
built in the nation was between Syracuse a nd Oneida 
Lake in New York state, a distance of 14 miles. 
Others had been constructed in Ind iana and Illin ois. 
By an Act of the Second Genera l Assemb ly in 1849 , a 
grant was made to James Weed and Associates to 
co nstruct "a graded toll road from Bloomington 
(Muscat ine) in Muscatine County, by way of Tipton 
in Cedar County to th e county sea t of Be nt on County 
( later described as Vinton) ... not less than e ight fee t 
wide. At the expirat ion of th e grant (20 yea rs), the 
road was to be deemed a public highwa y und er 
control of the county comm iss io ners ."6 Burlington 
was the center of the plank road fever and enthusiasm 

bro ught liberal amounts of capita l for cons truction. 
Financial returns, howeve r, proved to be 
di sappointing and indi viduals and th e c it y lost most 
of their in ves tment s. 

The method of plank road co nstructi o n co nsisted of 
laying stringers of black wa lnut six inches squa re on 
th e graded road surface. These were em bedded in the 
ea rth road base and acros th em were pl aced oak, 
pine or hemlock planks two to three inches thi ck a nd 
eight feet long with nQ uniformity in wid th. The 
lumber, cu t from nearby fore sts, was unseaso ned. 
Ordinarily, the pla nks were fa ste ned to th e stri ngers 
wit h iron spikes or handwrought wooden pegs. Earth 
wa s the n packed a rou nd th e stringe rs a nd between the 
planks for a firm ba se and to preven t deterioration. 
The devas tating in cursio n o n the stand s of hard 
woods used for wha t proved to be temporary hard­
su rfaced roads was a wastefu l exe rci se of resources , 
especia ll y w hen co ns id ered in ter ms of the later 
scarcit y and va lue. During th e years 1847 to 1853, 14 
different organ izat ions were g ran ted authority to 
build graded and planked roads, totaling almost 600 
mil es . Probably no more than 50 miles were built. 
These roads and dates of a pprova l by the General 
Assembly are found in Table I-I . 

Table 1-1 

I. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 

10. 
II. 
12. 
13. 
14. 

Plank Road Construction Authorized in Iowa 

Description Authorized 

Bloomington (Muscati ne) to Tipton Jan. 8, 1849 
Montrose to Keokuk Jan. 16, 1849 
Burlington to Mt. Pleasant via New London Jan . 15, 1849 

Burlington to Mt. Pleasant D ec. 18, 1850 
Muscatine to Oskaloosa via Washington Jan. 18 , 185 1 

Burlington to Toolsborough Jan. 2 1, 185 1 

Keokuk to Birmingham via C ha rl es ton Feb. 4, 185 1 

Burlington into Loui a County Feb. 4, 185 1 

Muscatine to Iowa City Feb. 4, 185 1 

Mt. Pleasant to Trenton via Deed sv ill e Feb. 5, 185 1 

Fort Madison to West Point to Sa lem Feb. 5, 185 1 

Port Louisa to Virgin ia Grove Feb. 5, 185 1 

Ottumwa to Libertyville Fe b . 5, 185 1 

Mt. Pleasant to Fairfield Feb 18, 185 1 

Miles 

94 
10 
28 
28 

104 
28 
69 
25 
40 
33 
25 
25 
24 
25 

(Source: Remley J. Glass, "Ea rly Transportation and the Plank Road," Annals of Iowa 21 (Janua ry 1939) : pp . 502-534.) 

• A cts of the Second General Assembly of the State of 1011'0, 

1849: Chapt. 33 . 
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The Burling ton - Mt.Pleasant road was to be g raded ]0 

fcet wid e with a ri ght -o f-way of 60 fce t and was to 
1'0110\\ the ex isting road as nea r ly as poss ible . I-ro m 

Burlington to Loui sa County, the projec t was 
partially co mplet ed before it fa iled finan c ia ll y. '1 he 

Montrose to Keok uk road para lleled the Des Moincs 
Rapids of the Mississi ppi Ri\ e r, over whi c h ran a 
high \ l) lumc of traffic. In low water, boats had to be 

unloaded and passengers and freight trans fe rred to 
land transportation. Approximately 15 miles were 

built. complete ",ith to ll houses and ga tes. It failed 
abo and \\as taken over by Lee County. -I he g ra nt for 

the Montrose-Keokuk road was the only one in wh ich 

tolls were set b) legis lative action. All ot hers allowcd 
count) commissioners to set the charges. lolls to be 

paid for the me oral l roads arc listed in Table 1-2. 

The graded and planked road idea mus h roomed 
rapidl) as a means or building hard-surfaced roads 

and died almost as fast through competition of the 
railroads. either planned or built. '1 he expense of 
grading and planking roads ",ith the expectation that 

railroads \\ould be built paralleling them proved a 
serious deterrent. B) 1860 the era of the plank road 111 

lo\\a had ended. 

Stagecoaching 
The period of stagecoachll1g lasted about 30 years but 
tloumhed for onl~ 18 years between Its Introduction 

int o th e te rritory and th e beginning of the railroad 
mo ve ment in 1855. '1 he most impOrlant means of 

t rans poilation was th e wa te l ways, but the nccd for 
mai l d eli vc ry, a function o f th e federal government, 

m ad e land trans portatio n necessary. S tagecoaches 
ca me to deliver mail, not necessari ly to satisfy public 

tra ns it , a lth o ugh the sca ttered settlements received 
benefit s through a nc illary passenger service. 

R o ut cs d evc lo ped gradually because most of the 
habi tat io n was on or ncar the Missis~ippi River. The 

pattern of mail delivery was fir~t to designate a post 

road, then to dispatch by horseback, and finally by 
stage, with scats available for passengers as coaehe~ 

became more adaptable to their demand. Mail rates 

were based upon a single ~heet whlch could be folded. 
at the following rates: on all mail delivered withln a 

radius of 30 miles. six cents; between 30 and 80 miles. 

10 cenh; between 80 and 100 mi les. 12 Y2 cents: and 

between 150 and 400 miles. 18Y:1 cents. All mail sent 

over 400 miles was charged 25 cents. Sll1ce most of 
the people of Iowa had left homes in far distant 

places. it was only rarel} that the fee was less than 25 

cents. These rates held until the postal laws of 1845. 

The first regular stagecoach line. the first of four 

granted federal mail contracts. operated in 1838. 

Stages ran twice v.eekl} from Burlington through 

Fort Madison and Montrose to SI. Frances\ille. 

Missouri. an 18 hour trip o,er 45 miles . DUring the 

Table 1-2 

Toll Charges for Travel on Plank Roads 

Description 

I. For each carriage, wagon, cart or sled 

drawn by two horses, oxen or mules 

2. Each additional animal 

3. Vehicle drawn by one horse. ox or mule 

4. Each horse and rider 

5. Each head of horses. oxen. mules or 
cattle led or driven 

6. Each sheep. goat or hog 

7. Merchandise (not including furniture 
of immigran ts) 

(Source Glass [l 524 .) 

Toll 

21 /~ cents per mile 

I cent per mile 

2 cents per mile 

I cent per mile 

I cent per mJle 

I .~ cent per mJle 

2 cents per !On mile 
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same year, three additiona l routes were established, 
all originating in Burlington. One of the most popular 
was the Burlington-Davenport line with a schedule of 
27 hours for 80 miles. Another was the route between 
Burlington and McComb, Illinois, for connectio ns 
with other stage lines. A third was an inland route to 
Mt. Pleasant, covering 30 miles in 16 hours. Other 
principal lines developed after 1838 were between 
Dubuque and Cedar Falls, Dubuque and Iowa City, 
Clinton and Cedar Rapids and Davenport to Council 
Bluffs through Oskaloosa and Des Moines. Stages 
also ran from Cedar Falls to Cedar Rapids, Iowa City 
to Keokuk and Dubuque to Keokuk. 

Before a system of stage lines could be established, 
improvements had to be made in the misera ble 
existing roads and a satisfactory type of vehicle had 
to be constructed. Bad roads were not the exception 
in Iowa vis-a-vis other midwestern states, but they 
had a reputation for consistently muddy and sticky 
qualities. Colton quotes a traveler describing his 
journey in Iowa in 1857. "I had heard a great deal 
about Iowa mud and now saw it to my hearts content. 
It was as thick as dough and greasy at the same time. 
The horses would slip up and the wheels slide 
fearfully at every inclination of the road and 
whenever we got out to walk, it seemed as though we 
lifted a common size farm at every step."7 

Vehicles ranged from farmers' wagons to the Concord 
Coach, the Rolls-Royce of the American horse-drawn 
carriage. The use of wagons, some lacking springs, 
inspired the Muscatine Democratic Enquirer to 
complain "that owing to the lumber wagons, mud 
wagons or carts plying between Muscatine and Iowa 
City , one passenger had all the pegs and tacks shaken 
out of his boots by vibration of the vehicle." Another 
editor wrote that "the coaches were the best medicine 
for indigestion ... the horses had one peculiarity ... 
their bodies offered no impediment to the sunshine 
and offer travelers a good opportunity to study the 
osseous structure of the animal."8 

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

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

A.C. Donaldson and George Kerrick of DUbuque, 
Richard Lund and Morton McCarver of Burlington, 
and Samuel Head of Lee County. In 1846 John 
Frink, from Illinois, and Robert Stewart, a livery 
stable proprietor in Burlington, started large scale 
operations from Burlington to Keokuk, Fairfield and 
Iowa City. In three years, the network spread to Des 
Moines and later to Council Bluffs. In 1854 the 
Western Stage Co mpan y purchased the Frink 
interests a nd became the largest stage line in the state. 
One of their original coaches is on the ground noor of 
the State Historical Building in Des Moines 
(Fig. 1-4). 

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

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

7 Kenneth E. Colton. "The Stagecoach Comes to Iowa ," Annals 
of Iowa 35 (Winter 1960): pp. 161-186. Stagecoach routes are 
described in Inez E. Kirkpatrick. Stagecoach Trails in Iowa, Crete. 

Nebraska: J-B Pub . Co., 1975. 

8 Ruth S. Beitz, "Iowa's Stagecoach Era ," Iowan 9 (Apnl-May 

1961): pp. 22-27, 43. 
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Generalized from Colton's Stagecoach Era in Iowa in Iowa 

h gure 1-4 
(Courle,~ Clare C Cooper. "The Role of the Railroad , In the Settlement o f Iowa." \1 A thesIS. Lnl\ cr>lt) of ' ebra'ka. lincoln. 195 

perseverance tn bringing mail to thi s city .. . in a wet 
and pulp-lik e state. perfectly sa tura ted ",ith water a nd 
wholly unreadible ... We a re sicke ned at the sight of 
ever} mail that arrive ... When age nts are asked", hy 
thts repeated occurence. they offer th e same si ll y a nd 
stereotyped reply that the stage upset in the creek. 
The Western Stage Company have proved an 
intolerable nui sa nce ... " 9 

Even th ough the tages during the latter part of their 
era often connected \\ ith main line railroad lations. 
th ey ceased a a means of transportation \\ hen the 
railroad network spread to smaller communities. The 
first coach en tered Des Moine on Jul~ I. I .f . and 
the last left o n July I. 1870. In 1870 the We tern 
S tage Company so ld coaches \\ hich had cost S 1.000 
for as 10\\ as $10. 

ompllcd from the Ne\\ 'paper CliPPing File. _ tate Hlstoncal 
Library. Dc, MOines. lo \\ a. 
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Steamboating on the Eastern Rivers 
The Dubuque-Galena area furni shed the most 
important commodity (lead) moved on the 
Mississippi before 1850. In fact , in 1847 lead traffic 
was worth five times the entire St. Louis fur trade. IO 

Surplus corn and pork went downstream and up the 
river carne the steamboats, stopping at the river ports 
to discharge immigrants with their househo ld goods, 
to deliver tobacco and molasses from the South , and 
farm implements and retail merchandise from the 
East. 

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

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

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

five months each year. The opening of the river in the 
pring was a celebrated event in the life of river 

towns , and prizes, including free wharfage during the 
year, were given for the first boat to de liver its cargo. 
These awards were sufficient encouragement for 
captains to fight for thi s distinction and the 
popu larity which accompanied it. Another problem 
was re lated to the winter storage of the boats . It was 
necessary to keep them off the river when the ice 
broke or jammed and caused nooding, so they were 
us ua ll y quartered in she ltered areas, lagoons or 
sloughs in t he sma ll tributaries , guarded by workmen 
who overhauled and repaired them during the winter 
months. 

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

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

10 William J. Petersen, "Stea mboating on the Missouri River," 

Iowa Journal 53 (Apri l 1955) : pp. 97- 120. 
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Although slowed by the arrIval of the Chicago & 
;';orth Western R.R. at Council Bluffs in 1867, the 
boats continued to carry supplies until th e comp letion 
of the tran~continental railroad in 1869. 

The Omaha and Florence were among the most 
popular steamboats on the Missouri Ri ver, both 
furnishing frequent passenger and freight en ice. 

Merchandl~e and equipment were carried upstream; 
potatoes and corn came downstream on th e re turn 
trip. The Florence ran a regular military su ppl y 

service to Fort Randall and Fort Stewart and broke 
speed records from St. LoUIs . The Missouri 
steamboat era contributed to the rapid growth o f th e 
Missouri Valley, particularly in no rthwes t Iowa, and 
hastened the statehood of Nebraska. When the 
railroads reached the river, the early steamboa t pe riod 
ended; just as it had whe n they crossed th e 
Mississippi, to be revived at a la ter dat e in hi story . 

Cana ls 
Sage discusse the potential of canals a a mean of 
inland tran portation had the railroad not been 

d eve lo ped . These were proposed as feeders and 

connecting links to th e river system. One was to run 
from New Bos ton, Ill inois , at the mouth of the lo\\a 

River . to Columbu Junction. thence to Cedar 
Rapids. W a terloo and Austin. Minnesota: another 

from Columbu Junction to Marshalltown: yet 
another from Peterson to the Mi ouri R iver: and one 

from Ortom i1le. Minne ota to Fort Dodge. Des 
M oines and on to the Mi -so uri. These were am bilious 

projec ts a nd \\ hile note\\ orthy in their conception. 
could not ha ve filled the requirements for future 
transport a tion faciliti es needed by the state. 

Actually. four small canals were built. One ran seven 
miles through th e mana Colonie. nother -ened a 
gri t mill on th e Iowa River near Wa pello. abandoned 
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............ Navigable by 
steamboats 

~ Not navigable 

Navigable Waterways in Iowa 
In 1860 

o 10 20 3L.!0 

Miles 

Figu re 1-6 

(Co urt esy: Clare C. Cooper, "The Role of the Railroad s in the Settl eme nt of Iowa," M.A. thes is, Uni ve rsit y o f Nebraska , Linco ln . 1958.) 

in 1900, and two were built around th e ra pid s on the 
Mississippi River. According to Amana res ide nts, the 
cana l was built in 1880 and prov id ed so me of t he 
power used by the woolen mill. Probab ly the most 
important canal was the latera l built a ro und th e Des 
Moines rapids , north of Keokuk, in a section of the 
river which dropped 27 fee t in 12 mil es. Boats 
traversed the ca nal thro ug h three locks whic h 
measured 350 x 75 fee t. When the dam at Keokuk 
was built in 1913, the ca nal ceased to o perate a nd a ll 
traces disappeared. A seco nd latera l cana l was in use 
at LeClaire a nd was bypassed when Lock and Dam 
No. 14 was built in the 1930s, a lth o ugh it is still used 
for sma ll pleasure craft. 

The Des Moines River Project 

Purpose and Plan 
T he Des Moines River enters Iowa from Minnesota 

so mewhat west of the center of the boundary and 
n ows in a so utheasterly direction to its junction with 
the Mississippi River. Nearly half way across the 
sta te, the Des Moines is joined by the Raccoon 
n owing from the west, at what was known as 
Raccoo n Forks, the site of the city of Des Moines . 
S ince Co ngress had been granting lands to states for 
public improvements, the imp ortance of river 
transportation suggested that assistance to aid 
navigation wou ld accelerate agricu ltural and 
industrial trade in the areas through which the river 
flowed . Steamboats had run the Des Moines River 
since 1830, and it was believed t hat through a system 
of locks a nd dams an important channel of trade 
co uld be opened. According ly, in 1846, the state was 
granted a lternate secti o ns of la nd (640 acres) within 
fi ve mil es of the river which had not otherwise been 
appropriated or disposed of for other purposes. 
Although the grant was made to improve navigation, 
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it did n)t oller a ny guara nt ees 0 [' success. 

The grant stated that the area to be improved was 
that portion or the river between it s mouth and 
Raccoon ~orks, but nothing express ly defined th e 
northern point to ,"hich it app lied. So the question 
immediately aro e as to whether the gran t wa~ 
specirieally 1'01' the area to be improved or ex tended to 
the entire length of the rive r. If it app li ed on ly as far 
as Raccoon Forks, 300,000 ac res wou ld be in volved: 
if to the Minnesota border. the gra nt would cover 
on:r 1.000,000 acres. Iowa was adm itted to th e Union 
[our months after the territorial grant, and in ea rl y 
1847 it was accepted by the Genera l Assembly under 
the assumption that the grant embraced the lands 
south of Raccoon Forb. But, in his address to the 
Assembly. Go\'ernor Clark pointed out that at least 
t\~o-thirds of the area granted was claimed by se ttlers , 
\,\ ho expected to purchase the lands for $1.25 per 
acre. 

To supcrvise th e sa lc of la nd and ove rscc expenditure~ 
for the river improvements, a Board of Public Works 
was crea ted . -r he plan ca ll ed for construction of n 
cl ams, nin e loch, a ncl seve ra l eanah over a distance of 
240 miles from the mouth to Racoon rorks . Seven 
dams a nd locks were built : at St. hancesvi lJe , 
Missouri : owper's Mill near Belfa st; 1 om\ Mill near 
Croton; Farmington; Bonapartc; Bentonsport ; and 
Keosauqua (rig. 1-8). 

In 1848, under pressure from the Iowa ongressional 
delegation, Richard D. Young, Commi~sioner of the 
Gene ra l Land Office, declared that the grant applied 
to the entire river within the state. Yet, a few month~ 
later, portions of the lands above Raccoon Forks 
(25,000 acres) were sold by the Land Office to 
individuals, complicating the probl ems of land 
disposal by the Board and rendering uncertain the 
intent of the 1846 grant. More confusion occurred in 
1849, when the Secretary of the Treasury affirmed the 

Figure 1-7 

Steamboat fda Rees tl2 on Miswuri Ri\cr . IR77. 
(Courtc,y: U.S. Army Corp, of f"nglnccr, . Omaha DI,trtCl) 
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Figure 1-8 

KEY TO MAP OF PROPOSED DAMS ON DES MO INES RIVER - ( I) Sl. Franci svill e, Mo ., (2) Cowper's Mill. near Belfa t. (3) Tom '; 

Mill . near Croton, (4) Farmington, (5) Bonaparte, (6) Benton sport, (7) Keosauqua. (8) Phild elphis, near Kilbourn , (9) Portland , (I) J o rd a n. 
near lowaville , (II) Kales back . near Eldon, ( 12) Rowlands , near C lirnand , ( 13) S uga r Creek. near Agency ( 14) Above Ottumwa, (15) Near 

Chilicot he, ( 16) Near C hili cothe, ( 17) Below Eddyville. (18) Above Eddyvil le, (19) Rocky Ripple. ncar Gi vi n, (20) Tall y's Ford. (2 1) Engli sh 
Creek, (22) Amsterdam, sou thwest of Pell a, (23) South of Whitebreast Creek. (24) Cordova. just below Red Rock . (25) Benningt on, nea r 

Swan , (26) Lafa ye tte , (27) Southwest of Ad elphi, (28) Levey. 
(Courtesy: S tate Historical Society of Iowa) 

decision of the Land Commissioner. This deci sion 
was reversed by the Secretary of the Interior but 
again reaffirmed by the Attorney Genera l during the 
sa me year. However, in 1856 the Secretary of the 
Interior refused to certify the additiona l lands, stating 
that the grant applied only to Raccoon Forks. 

The sale of the lands did not bring the necessary 
funds, and in 1853 Henry O'Reilly , a New York 
contractor, organized the Des Moines Navigat ion and 
Railroad Company and agreed to comp lete the 
project within four year from July 1, 1854 . He was to 
be compensated by funds from the unso ld la nd s, 

future toll s on the waterway, water rents and other 
profits over a period of 40 years. At the expiration, 
the improvement was to become the property of the 
state. After a direct expenditure of nearly $800,000 in 
the four years, littl e progress had been made and a 
se ttl ement was negotiated and reported to the General 
Asse mbly in 1860. On the same day the resolution for 
se ttl eme nt passed , the Assemb ly adopted a measure 
which provided tha t the lands remaining be given to 
the Keokuk , Fort Des Moines, and Minnesota 
Railroad . By transfer, the work of improving 
navigati on on the river ended. 
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Amana Cana" 

Impact of the River Project 
The river Improvement plan was not only of historic 
interest but set off legal and political controversies 
within the state, between it and the federal 
government and with settlers who claimed title to the 
lands. In 1856 Congress granted lands to the states 
consisting of alternate sections of six miles along the 
proposed right-of-way construction of four railroads 
being built east to west, but not to include any lands 
previously reserved for other public improvements. 
The grants crossed the Des Moines River grant two 
miles north of Racoon Forks. If the 1846 grant 
included the area above , as well as below, this point, 
the railroads could not get these lands. So, with the 
coming of the railroads, the attitude of the people 
changed. Before, they desired the river grant to be 
extended to the Minnesota border; afterward, citi7ens 
supported the railroad interests, who were co ntent to 
have the grant stopped at Raccoon Forks. The 
crossing of the river grant by the railroads, th e 

(Photo, b) author) 

question of where the grant applied, and the lands 
claimed by settlers resulted in long and extensi\ e 
lltigation in the courts. Land claim ca e went to the 
U. . upreme Court at least eight time in 40 year ' 
before finally ettled. Two comment on thl project 
are worth noting. One, b) Wea\'er, termed the ri\er 
project as "possibl) the most dramatic chapter in the 
history of settlement in Iowa." The other, b) Cole, 
sta ted that "the state had spent 10 years and a million 
dollars to learn that politicIan ' are not tran formed 
into businessmen b) being elected (0 office \\ ith big 
name ." II 

" James B Weaver, "The tor) of the Des t.lolnes Rl\er Lands ," 
Annals 0/10\\'0 18 (October 1932) pp. -I20-B3 Cyrenus Cole. A 
Hisrorl' 0/ rhe People 0/10\\,0. Cedar Rapids. Iowa The Torch 
Press. 19 2 1. p. 219. 
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., 
Remnants of the Dam and Lock at Bonaparte. 
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Summary 

The stagecoach and steamhoat of pioneer da ys cou ld 
not pro\'ide the transpo rtation necessa ry for I-apid 
de\elopmcnt or the stat e, Th e ril's t wa s handicapped 
by natura l and human obstacles which mad e for slow, 
tediou s, frustrating a nd unco mfortah le tra ve l a nd had 
little or 11 0 ca pacity for handling freight. The seco nd 
wa s limited to th e north -so uth pattern or moveme nt , 
as determined by the now a nd boundarics of th c 
rivers. Both se rved we ll their primary purp ose during 
the period of th e yea rl y life cyc les. One di sa ppea red in 
time, and the other shift ed in importa nce as th e 
economic a nd socia l evo luti o n of the sta te a nd nati on 
dictated its future. Water transportation eve ntually 
e\'ol\'ed in to a major instrum ent of co mmcrcc in 
Iowa, but in those days the migration of pcople wa~ 

from eas t to wes t, a nd the co mm erce and industry 
that followed were the res ult of a new form of land 
transportati on. Railroad s mad e Chicago a 
commercial challenger to St. Louis a nd the lower 
Missi -sippi Ri\ er ports, and it was on ly a matter of 
time before thei r tracks would be laid to and through 
lo\\a enroute to the West. The fai lure of the Des 
Moine ri\er proj ec t empha i7cd the difficu lty of 
making interior rivers na\ igable, brought with it 
connieting claims o\er la nd ownership and, in the 
end, proved to be a boon for railroad deve lopm ent. 

The author inten iewed residents of the river town of 
Bonaparte. Bent o nspo rt and Keosauq ua a nd 
photographed remna nts of the lock s a nd dams built 
at these sites. Little remains as evidence except a t 
Bonaparte, \\ here a lock a nd rock lin e across the river 
is clearly \i ible. The dams were rather crud ely built 
and were washed away frequently by ice and nood . 
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Chapter Two 

Railroad Construction and Influence in 
Iowa 

I ntrod uction 
The linking of the Ea stern citi es to hi cago mad e 
ine"itab lc the wes tward move o f rai lroad s to th e 
Miss issippi River. th en e through Iowa to th e Pacifi c 
Coa t. Effort s to improve transporta tion on ri ve rs 
and road s did not a id in rapid deve lo pment of Iowa, 
which in the ea rl y decad es wa s still in th e pionee r 
sta ges of growth. So whi le th e interi o r se ttl ers plowed 
the tough prairie sod. eas tern se ttl eme nts began to 
plan for the railroad era, innueneed by deve lop ments 
in the stat es ea t of her bord ers. Iowa's rai lroad 
hi story, therefore. was ti ed directl y to the 
construction of ra ilroad s from hicago. since the 
great trunk lines built ac ross the sta te were extens ions 
of the road s to the Miss iss ippi Ri ve r. 

The railroad era in Iowa is replete with railroad s 
chartered but not built: those built but often leav ing a 
trail of ba nkruptci es. in o lvencies, and 
reorganizations; of road s named and renam ed. From 
this atmos phere of change and confusion, th e major 
railroads emerged , forming th e sys tems so well 
kno\\n. They innueneed the development of 
settlements. expanded the agricul tura l a nd industri al 
base, a nd were upported and co ntroll ed by pOlitical 
attitudes ",hich preva il ed during the period . The story 
of railroad cons truct ion and it s impact o n Iowa is one 
of the most interesting chapters in the hi story of the 
state. 

Building to the Mississippi River 
In the middle of the 19th Century. the Miss iss ippi 
Valley was engaged in a struggle which pitted fo rce 
advoca ting north-south transportation aga inst those 
advoca ting the east -we t mo vement. Par ish sugges t 
that "i t was a co ntest betwee n the old lines of 
migration a nd the new; the Sout h and the Ea t; 
between the slow and cheap transportation by wa ter 
and the rapid but more ex pen sive tran sporta ti on by 
rail and it arrayed St. Louis a nd Chicago agai nst eac h 
other in intensive ri va lry." I J osep h S heffi eld a nd 
Henry Farnam built th e Mi chigan Centra l (MC) into 
Chicago in 1852 a nd wanted a line to the Mi iss ippi . 
The Chicago & Rock Isla nd (CR I), prev iously kn ow n 
as the Rock Island & La Sa ll e, wa s incorpora ted in 
1851, with J oh n B. J ervis a pres id ent , la ter repl aced 
by Farnam. Among those invo lved were Peter 

Ant ho ny Dey and hi ~ ass istant , Grenvi ll e M. Dodge, 
engin ee rs a nd sur veyors, who were to beco me famou s 
in Iowa railroad co nstru ct ion a nd regulation. By 
Octo ber 1852, the road had been built as fa r west as 
La Sa ll e a nd reached Rock Island in e bruary 1854, 
th e first to bui ld to th e river (Fig. 2- 1). So grea t was 
the traffic th a t the rol lin g stock stipulated in th e 
co ntract was inadetjuate to mee t the dema nd . 

Three men, J ames F-rederick Joy, J ohn Murray 
Forbes a nd J ohn W. Brooks, bro ugh t the Burlington 
(CB&Q) to Iowa . Forbes, the financier , was 
c nvin eed th a t not only were there eco nomic, political 
a nd mi li tary advantages to be gained by a 
tran co ntinental rai lroad, but a lso the rich pra iries of 
Illino is a nd Iowa wou ld yield investors su bstantial 
reward s. The CR I was already under construction 
a nd th e Ill inoi s entral ( IC) a nd Galena & hicago 
Unio n (G&CU) were building through northwestern 
Ill inois. So Joy turned to the southwest to find an 
o ut let by combining four lin e which "sprawled 
aim lessly" in a westward direction. Three. the Aurora 
Bra nch . the orthern Cross (Quincy & Chicago) and 
Peoria and Oquawka (P&Q), had been incorporated 
in 1849 by loca l interes ts. The fourth, the Central 
Military Tract (CMT) , was chartered bj Gale burg 
citi7ens in 185 1. 

Th e nucl eus of the CB&Q was the Aurora Branch. 
built to Me ndota in 1852 and extended b) the CMT 
to Galesburg in 1854. Through the P&Q. it reached 
Ea t Burlington in 1855. The Chicago & Aurora \\as 
incorporated a the CB&Q in 1855. absorbed the 
CMT in 1856, and purchased the :'\orthern Cros in 
1864 . That portion of the P&Q built bet\\een Peofla 
and Ea t Burlington was acquired in the 
con olidation of 1864 (Fig. 2-1). 

I J oh n C. Parish. "The Firsl Mississi ppI Brid ge. " Palil1lpsf'sr3 U,ta! 
1922): p. 153. 
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Th e hi cago & No rth Wcs tCI"11 ( NW) began wi th th e 
in co rpornti o n o f th e G& U in 18J 6. An eco no mi c 
depress io n in the 18JOs delayed o nstl'uctio n unti l 
1848. William B. gden wa s pres id ent a nd built 12 1 
miles fr o m Chicago to free po rt in 185J, where the 
wes twa rd ex tensio n end ed . Fro m th ere to Ga lena, 
there were two poss ibl e ro utes fo r th e J& 'U a nd I 
to bu ild to th e Ri l'cr: o ne no rth wes t thro ugh Wa rren 
a nd Sca les Mound a nd th e oth er so uthwes t to 
Sala nn a. But it was fea red th a t th e a rea wo uld not 
supp ort two co mpeting para ll el ra ilroads, so th e two 
roa ds ag reed to jo intly co nstru ct o ne line. Th e IC 
com pleted the Freepo rt -Ga lena ro ute in 1854. 

Ithough opposed by Ga lena res id ents wh o ho ped 
their cit) wou ld be the terminus, th e t rack co ntinued 
to Dunlei th op po ite Dubuque in 1855. T he IC built 
and owned the road butth e G& U o pel-a ted its 
equipmen t oler th e li ne d uring the co nstruc tio n 
period. 

As a resu lt of fa ilure to gain the nor th wes tern rou te, a 
line was planned thro ugh co n o li da t ion~ a nd merge rs 
from J unction, JO mi le wes t of Chicago, to co ntin ue 
through DeKalb. Dixon, Sterling, and Morrison to 
Fulton on the riler, arriling the re in Decembe r I 55. 
Connections I\ere made \.lith the IC from Dixon to 
Freeport and \.lith the C RI from D ixo n to Rockford . 
B) use of the tracks of the IC to D un leit h, the G&CU 
had t\\O contacts with the riler, an accomp lis hment 
not duplicated by any other railroad. The pioneer 
name of the G&CU was eventually discontinued a nd 
the C;,\W emerged as the resu lt of pu rchase a nd 
mergers with other roads, the name co nsidered 

IOWA 

suffi cientl y co mprehensive to indi ca te the Le rr itory 
se rved (hg. 2-3 ). 

T he I was o rga ni 7ed in 185 I, five weeh after 
reee ivi ng i Ls eha rter. Ro bert Se h uy ler was elected 
pres id ent a nd guid ed it through its formative year,. 
Federa l la nd gra nts were obta in ed after seven years of 
co ngress io na l dcba tcs. Under th e term, of the land 
gra nt , thc first to be give n any rai lroad , 
a pprox im a tely two and one-ha lf million of the II 
milli o n ac rcs in th e pu blic domain were transferred to 
th e sta te fo r ra ilroad co nstructio n. The grants called 
fo r a ri ght -o f-way th roug h pub lic lands with alternate 
sec ti o ns (640 acres) in a strip six miles wide on each 
sid c of the rai lroad. It was stipulated that the lands 
would reve rt to the fede ral government if construction 
had not begun within two years and finished within 
10 yea rs from passage of the legislation, signed into 
law by President Fillmore in 1850. The Illinois land 
gra nt marked the beginning of a national polic} 
whic h dis posed of pub lic lands for railroad 
develo pme nt a nd was of particular significance in 
co nstructi o n of Iowa's railroads. When finally built, 
the railroad covered 705 miles and was considered the 
be t built road in the West at that time (Fig. 2-4). 

T he Milwaukee wa the last of the major railroads to 
reach the Mississippi River. Chartered in 1847 under 
the name of the Milwaukee and Missi ippi (Mil&M) 
Railroad , it reached Madi on in 1854. From there. it 
took three years to get to Prairie du Chien, oppo He 
McGregor. The road wa in constant financial 
difficul ty, for no state or federal aid wa forthcoming, 
and it was necessary to call upon citie . to\.\ n . 

ILLINOIS 
Fi gure 2-3 

1 he Gatena & Ch icago Uni on Railroad . lorerunncr 01 Ihe Chicago & :\'01'111 Westcrn 
(CO Urlcsy : Stalc (-( " Ioricat Soclc ly 0 1 101la) 
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farmers and merchants to finance the proj ect. This 
was the on ly road built across Wisco nsin and beca me 
an important route for the northern tier of Iowa 
counties. It tapped va lua ble areas of mineral and 
agricu ltura l wea lth in Wisconsin and attracted a large 
share of t he business of Dubuque and northeas te rn 
Iowa (Fig. 2-5). 

Thus, by 1857, of the 10 railroad s linking the Atlantic 
seaboard with the Mississippi Ri ve r prior to the Civil 
War, five reached the ri ve r o pposite Iowa : the CR I in 
1854, CB&Q in March , IC in June , G&CU in 
December 1855, a nd th e Milwaukee in April 1857 . 
There , construction s lowed in th eir extensions t o the 
West by the necessity of building permanent 
structures across the river. 

Crossing the Mississippi River-Ferries 
Ferries and canoes provided th e on ly means of 
crossing the river before railroads , mee ting the needs 
of early exp lore rs, trave le rs, and the occasional 
homesteader. But when migra tion reached the wagon­
train era, regular fer ries d eve loped . Th e first ferri es 
were licensed by Illinois, th e first recipi e nt being 
J ames White of Hancock County in 183 3, to operat e 
to Fort Madison. In that sa me yea r, 19 licenses were 

issued , 10 of which were for ferries c ro ing int o 
Iowa. Half of these were g ran ted to o perato rs in th e 
Dubuque mining a rea, and by th e clo e of 1833, IS 
ferri es operated into Iowa, of which at least e ight 
served Dubuque and Dave nport. 

Public fe rries progressed from th e natboats a nd skiffs, 
with power provided by men ma nning swee ps, oars 
and poles . C lark 's Ferry at Buffalo marked th e 
opening of natboat cross ings in Iowa in 1833, a nd in 
1836 Antoine LeClair~ began operations at 
Davenport. Horse ferries followed in 1841 , but th e 
most important step was th e introducti o n of steam 
power, shortening the crossing from severa l hours to 
regular trip s offive to IS minutes. The first stea m 
ferry was operated by John Wilso n in 1852 at 
D ave nport. 

On the Iowa side , jurisdiction over fe rrying was first 
exe rci sed directl y through charters by the General 
Assembly. Board s of county co mmiss ione rs were 
empowe red to grant licenses for ri ver points not 
provid ed by charter. Ferries, howeve r, were not to be 
estab li shed within two mil es of each other, and rates 
were fixed by co unt y co urt s . M os t were priva tely 
owned and operated. The dema nd was so bri sk at the 
onset of te rritoria l hi story that ferries were running 

The Anto ine LeClaire , a pionee r Rock Island loco m o ti ve, is said to be the firs t railroad e ngi ne fe rri ed across th e Miss issi ppi int o Iowa. Si nce the 

Rock Island was the first railroad to reach the Mississ ippi ( 1854), it was natu ral that the fir s t bridge ac ross th e Fa ther of Waters shou ld bracket 

Davenport and Rock Isla nd in 1856. 
(Courtcsy: Iowa S ta te Printer) 
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from a nd to a ll major cities and town s a long the 
rivcr. 2 When the bridges were built, the once 
prosperou s ferry business practically disappeared . 

Bridging the Mississippi River 
The topic of s team transportation was freq uen tl y 

IOWA 

CAIRO TO LA SALLE ..... . 308 M ILES 
LASALLE TO DUNLEITH .. 146 MILE5 
CENTRAUA TO CHICAGO. 250 MlLE5 

di sc ussed in eastern vil lages and towns as the 
ra i I road s slowly crept ac ross I II i noi s and Wi~eonsi n. 
"I he interes ts of th e peo ple were crys talli7ed throu gh 
the laws of Iowa in 1850, "granting rights-o l-way to a 
number of co mpanies for co nstruction ." Man y of th e 
proposal s proved to be dreams, as was John Plumbe's 

G.~c.u 

hgurc 2-4 

The Route 01 the tll,not> Central 

h gurc 2-5 

The Routc olt hc Mllw3u,ec & M""",pp' 
(Courtc,) State II "toneal SOClct) 01 100\a) 

, William S. John,on. "Crossing the Mississippi," P"hmps<'sl I 
(Dece mber 1920): PP 17.1.175-176 
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transcontinental rai lroad , f irst proposed in 1833. 3 

Sharp suggests that "they meri ted the desc ripti o n of 
the Philadelphia, Fort Wayne a nd Pla tte Valley A ir 
Line Road; it was an air line-hot a ir. It so exha usted 
the corporation to write the who le na me, no energy 
nor breath was left to bu ild t he road ."4 H owever, the 
determination to have railroads res ult ed in the 
inco rporat ion of the M iss issi ppi a nd Misso uri 
Railroad (M&M) in 1853, o ne yea r befo re th e C RI 
reached the river. T he M & M was eve ntua ll y a n 
extension of the CRI a nd numbered a m o ng it s 
organizers , Jerv is, S heffie ld a nd Fa rn a m , of th e MC 
and CRI roads . 

To u nite the two lines it was necessa ry to brid ge the 
river, and the Rail road Brid ge Co mpa n y was 
incorporated in I ll ino is in 1853 . It was a uth o ri zed to 
build, maintain a nd use a ra ilroad brid ge ove r the 
M iss issip pi Rive r across tha t p o rtion of th e ri ver lying 
in the state at or near Rock Is la nd . Fa rn a m was 
president and ch ief engineer of constructi o n. Bo nd s to 
fi na nce the project were gua ra nteed by bo th ra ilroads. 
T he lowa section was to be built und e r a uth o rit y o f 
the laws of Iowa. Antoine LeCla ire deed ed th e la nd 
on the west side of t he r iver, a nd the ri g ht-of- way was 
cleared on t he Iowa s ide to the middle of the cha nnel. 
Construction invo lved th ree segme nts: a spa n ac ross 
the narrow part of the rive r fro m th e eas t ba nk to th e 
is land; tracks across the isla nd ; a nd a lo ng brid ge with 
a draw span from t he is land to t he Iowa sho re. T he 
midd le of the chan nel runnin g west of the isla nd was 
the boundary between the two sta tes. 

Complications arose immedia tely. T he federa l 
government owned t he isla nd a nd stea mboa t inte res ts 
brought press u res to prevent co nst ructi o n o n fed era l 
land , arguing a lso t hat b rid ges ha mpered navigati o n 
which violated bridge a ut ho ri ty. T he case of the 
United States v. Railroad Bridge Company et al 
came before Judge Jo h n McClea n in th e U. S . C ircuit 
Court in July 1855. An inj uncti on aga inst the brid ge 
company sought by the Secreta ry of Wa r was d eni ed 
and the r ights of t he compa ny upheld 5 T he brid ge 
was comp leted in April 1856. A seco nd co mpli ca ti o n 
arose in May of that year whe n the stea mboa t Effie 
Afton was wrecked agai nst t he pie rs. T he boa t caught 
fire and was des t royed , a lso d es troy ing pa rt of th e 
bridge and putting it out of co mmiss io n fo r fo ur 
months . The owners sued the Brid ge Co mpa ny, 
hoping to recover da mages by prov ing th a t the brid ge 
was a menace to nav iga tio n. T he case of Heard et al 
v. Railroad Bridge Company aga in ca me befo re 
Judge McLean in September 1857. Abra ham Lincoln 
was a member of the defe nse team , and a ft e r a bitte r 

tri a l, the Bridge Co mpa ny ga ined a temp o rary victory 
through a hung j ury. 

The ve rdi ct was recogni zed by both sides as a n uneasy 
truce. The s tru ggle reached Co ngress, where a H o use 
co mmittee co nclud ed th a t the co urts sho uld make the 
final dec is io n . Jud ge J o hn M . Love of the U. S. 
C ircuit Co urt of So uthern Io wa rul ed o n a pet iti o n of 
James Wa rd , a St. Loui s stea mboa t o pera to r, th a t t he 
brid ge was "a co mm o n a nd public nui sa nce" a nd , 
furth er, th a t th e pie rs .and structure o n th e Iowa side 
should be remo ved . The Co mpa ny a ppea led to th e 
U. S. Supreme Co urt , which in 1862 reve rsed th e 
lower co urt and a ll owed th e brid ge to remai n 6 T he 
C RI not o nl y built th e first brid ge across th e ri ver a nd 
won th e ri g ht to keep it but a lso o pe ned the way for 
o th er ra ilroads to c ross th e ri ve r with lega l ap p roval. 
Fro m thi s ti me a nd fo r ma ny yea rs afte rward , 
stea mboa ts played a subo rdina te ro le to th e ra ilroads. 

Railroads in Iowa 
The Initial Phase 
T he deve lo pme nt of C hicago as a cen ter of in land 
co mmerce practi ca ll y guara nteed t hat Iowa wou ld be 
o n the ra il ro utes to th e Pacific, so atte nt io n centered 
o n p otenti a l ro utes ac ross th e state. T he two that 
see med to offe r the most p ro mise were the M &M and 
Lyons a nd Centra l ra il roads. T he firs t Ge nera l 
Asse mbl y had prov id ed for inco rp o ra t ion of 
" ra ilroads a nd ot her wo rks of in terna l improvement" 
in 1846. A n extra sess io n in the fo ll owi ng year 

) J ack T . J o hnson , " Pl um be's Railroad to the Moon ," Palimpsest 
58 ( Ma rc h 1938): pp . 89-97; J o hn King, "J ohn Plu mbe, Originator of 
the Pac ific Ra ilroad ," Annals of Iowa 6 (January 1904) : pp . 289-296. 

4 Mild red J . S har p, "The M&M Railroad," Palimpsest 3 (January 

1922): pp. 1-2. 

5 United S ta tes v. Ra il road Bridge Company, Fed. Case No . 16114 

(6 McC lea n) 5 17 ( 1855). 

6 The Mi ss issi ppi and M issouri Rai lroad Co. v. Wa rd, 67 U.S. (2 
Blac k) 485 ( 1862). For a co mplete discuss ion of the case, see John W. 

S ta rr Jr ., Lincoln and the Railroads, New York : Dod d , Meads & Co., 
1927, p p. 90- I 17. The Co urt supported the arguments of Lincoln who 

sta ted : " Bu t the re is travel fro m east to wes t whose demands are not 
less impo rt a nt t ha n th e r ive r ... T hi s cu rre nt of travel has its r ights as 
we ll as tha t of no rth a nd south .. . the statement of its business is in 
evide nce from Septe mber 8, 1856 to Aug ust 8, 1857; 12,586 freight 

cars a nd 74, I 79 passe nge rs passed ove r the bridge ... This shows that 
th e br idge mu st be t rea ted wit h respect in th is Co urt and is not to be 

ki cked a rou nd with con tem pt." Of inte res t was t he pos ition of the two 
lea de rs of the wa rring sta tes in the C ivi l Wa r, invo lved in this controv­
e rsy. J effe rso n Davis was Secreta ry of War at the time of the initia l 

pro tes t of the stea mboat owners, a nd A bra ha m Linco ln was one of the 

la wyers defending the ra ilroad . 
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requ es ted o f Co ngress "a gra llt ( f land to aid in th e 
co nstru cti o n of a Ra il Road fr o m Davc np ort by way 
of Iowa it y, Monroe Cit y, Raccoo n FOI ks to so me 
point ncar Co uncil Bluffs on the Mi sso uri Rive r in 
th is sta te."7 Howevc r, thi s requ es t as well as o thers 
went un heeded fo r e ight yea rs. 

T he M& M pla nned to build in three direc ti o ns ac ross 
lo\\'a. The ma in line wo uld run wes t fr om Dave np o rt 
th rough Iowa City to Fo rt Des Moines a nd co ntinue 
to Counc il Bluffs, a di sta nce of 3 11 mi les a t an 
estima ted cos t of $9 mil li o n. I\. seco nd lin e wo uld run 
from Wilto n Juncti on thro ugh Musca tine, th ence 
south \\ est through Oska loosa to the Mi sso uri sta te 
line or Missouri River or bot h. A th ird was to be built 
from Muscatine to Cedar Rapids and north to th e 
MlIlnesota border. Peter Dey and Grenville Dodge 
had ~uJ"\eyed the projected main line in 1853 and 
1854. Antoine LeClaire turned the first shovelful of 
dirt at Da\enport in September 1853, but ac tual work 
did not begin until J uly 1855. The road entered Iowa 
Cit) on December 31, 1856, encouraged by a bo nus of 
$50,000 and stock subscriptions if they reached the 
City by that date. 

MeaJ1\\hile. other railroads were being organiled and 
planned. The Iowa Central Air line (ICAl), also 
k.no\\n as the lyons and Iowa Central, organi7ed in 
1853, was to run from lyons, ncar Clinton, to Tipton. 
Iowa City and on to Council Bluffs. However. the 
road was ne\er built beyond the gradingtage 
because of misappropriation of funds by H.P. Adams, 
principal backer and a director, and later found to be 
a fugitive from justice. The financial collapse in 1854 
left families of construction workers stranded in 
lyons. paid off in groceries, dry goods and 
mlseellaneom articles instead of money. Thereafter. 
the road was know n as the "Calico Road." Backed by 
eastern capitalists, among whom was Oakes Ames. 
the Chicago. Iowa and ;-;ebraska (C l&N) was 
organi7ed and began construction at Clin ton in 1856. 
It reached Cedar Rapids in 1859, the fart hest wes t of 
any ratlroads built to that time. 

To the north. the germ planted by John Plumbe in 
1833 culminated in the 18505, the decade of 
Dubuque's "railroad fever." George W. Jones and 
Augustus C. Dodge, Iowa's first senators, were 
Instrumental In gettlllg the lC extension from Galena 
to Dunleith (East Dubuque) in 1851. Once that li ne 
was assured, Jones, Platt Smith, Genera l C. H. Boo th , 
Jessie Farley, Edward Slossan and J udge J ohn J . 
Dyer formed the Dubuque and Pacific (D& P) in 
1853. At the time of organi/a ti on, not o ne mi le of 

ra ill'oad had bee n buill in Iowa, a nd in the 29 
co unti es eve ntuall y trave rsed by the IC, there were 
fewe l tha n 5,000 fa milies, concentra ted primarily in 
Dubuque a nd Lin n Co unti es. 

Fin a ncia l pro blems de layed co nstruction until 
Oc to ber 1855, a nd it was not unti l May 1857, that 
tra in s ra n to Dye rsv ill e, making the trip of 79 miles in 
three ho urs. T he road was extended to Earlville, eight 
miles wes t, where co nst ruc ti on ha lted because of poor 
crcdit , unfavo ra ble eco nomic co nd itions a nd the lack 
o f a wes tern te rmin us. Bu ild ing was resumed in the 
sum mer of 1859 under Jo hn Edgar -r hompson, 
bui lder of the Pennsylvania Railroad, and reached 
Independence in December. By March 1860. the line 
moved to the wes tern border of Buchanan County 
where a station was named Jesup, after Morris K. 
Jesup, a financial backer and later president of the 
road. lI e held many of the bonds which were in 
default, forced the railroad into receivership. and 
reorgani/ed it as the Dubuque and Sioux City 
(D&SC) in 1860. 

rorty-six men lawyers. bUSinessmen and public 
officials organized the BurlIngton and Missouri 
River Railroad (B&MR) III January 185i. some three 
years before the CB&Q arrived at the MississippI. 
Wtlliam Coolbaugh. a merchant. was elected 
pre~ldent. and James W. Gnme~. banker and soon to 
be Governor of Iowa, worked for a land grant. 
Capital was raised through bond issues \oted by the 
people of Des Moines. Jefferson and Wapello 
counties. where 85 percent of the population \\as 
concentrated. But the bond Issues did not pronde the 
necessary funds. so the founder~ turned to the 
"Boston Group" led b) John M. Forbes. \\ho had 
been invol\ed in the financlllg of the \lC and CB&Q 
in Illinois, 

In August 1856. the track. came Into :-Vlt. Plea ant \ la 
Damille and ;\'e\\ london. t\\O year~ after It began. 
Another year passed before the fi\e miles were buIlt 
to Rome on the kunk. River. \\ here construction 
stalled. In 1857. Ed\\ard Bak.er of Massachu 'etts \\as 
elected president. indicating the gro\\ IIlg ea ·tern 
control. Forbes also placed Charles Rus ell lo\\ell. a 
23-year-old nephe\\ of James Russell lo\\ell. as 
assistant treasurer to protect hiS IIlteresLS. 

7 1847 1 aws of 10 \\a. Chapter R I. 1848 1 a II $ of Il'lI n. £"\tr3 Sessil'n. 

J oi nl Rcso lull on 5. 
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Ea rl y Wood Burning Locomotive 
(Courtesy: State Historical Society of Iowa) 

Cap ita l was relatively sca rce during th ese ea rly yea rs . 
Iowa granted rights for incorporation and of eminent 
domain, but the Co nstitution prohibited giving or 
lending state cred its to individua ls, associations or 
corpora tion s, a nd that prohibition was continued in 
1857 . Borrowing through bond iss ues for construction 
was a ll owed but the interest ra te was not to exceed 10 
percent. European a nd eas tern financiers provided 
funds which , together with loca l a id , formed the 
financ ia l base. Municipalities, counties a nd 
individuals made loa ns, purchased a nd guara nteed 
railroad bo nd s, and made outright contributions of 
cash, land , materials a nd labor. Some local 
governments also exem pted railroads from ta xes . 
locklin states that " it is imposs ible to determine what 
proportion of such a id cons isted of donations by 
county and municipa l governments and what 
proportions consisted of donations by priva te 
individuals , co rporati o ns o r associations."8 But th e 
result was crea ti on of public and private debt , s ince 
the necessary finances were essentiaJly borrowed and 
the load of indebtedness so metimes exceeded the 
assessed value of all ta xa ble property in the political 
subdi vis io n. F inancial di stress was a principal reaso n 
for press ures o n Co ngress for land grants to comp lete 
the ra ilroad sys tems. 

The Land Grants 
The land grant to the IC was typical of those made 
later, with so me variati o ns. Whereas the Illinois 
railroad rece ived a right-of-way 200 feet wide and six 
sections of land for each mile of road , ot hers received 
10 to 40 sections per mil e and a right-of-way of 400 
feet. In 1856, congressmen Augustus Hall of Iowa and 
Henry Be nnett of New York introduced bills 
req uesting grants for the ra ilroa ds, approved on May 
15 , and Iowa rece ived grants for construction of four 
railroads: the M&M, ICAl, D&P and B&MR . On 
Jul y 14, 1856, the General Assembly accepted the 
gra nts with the following terms, conditions and 
restrictions as contained in the act: 

, Phillip Locklin. Economics of Transportation , 7t h ed., Home­

wood , 11l .: Richard D. Ir wi n Inc., p . 127. See also Hobert C. Carr, 
Early History of Iowa Railroads, New York : Arno Press, 1981, pp. 

65-82. 
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I. T ht: ra il roa ds were req ui red to build a nd 
t:q u i p 75 mi l es wi t h i nt h ree yea rs a nd 0 
mi les in additi o n fo r each yea r therea ft e r 
fo r a pt: ri od f five ycars. If the ra ilroa d 
fai led in a ny pa rti cula r, th e sta te c uld 
res ume th e Ia n Is unea rned a nd reg ra nt 
them to a nother o mpa ny. 

Thc gaugc wa s fixed a t fo ur fcc t, cight and 
one-ha I f i nches9 

3. T he ri ghts of a ny cla ima nt or occ upa nt o f 
an y of the lands gra nted wc rc protcctcd 
and the company wa s requ ired under 
ce rt a in conditions to deed the land to 
cla ima nt s. 

4. Companies werc req ui red to fil e wr illen 
acce pt a nce of the act and were subject to 
such rules and regula tion a ma y from 
tim e to time be enac ted by the General 
A se mbly of Iowa. a nd to make annual 
repo rts to the Secretary of Sta te. 

The fe dera l gra nt were made to states, whi ch co uld 
gran t, re\ oke. resume or tra nsfe r the la nd s. Railroads 
could use the lands not necessary for construction as 
a ou rce of funds by either se lling or mortgaging 
them. Over three a nd one-half mil lion acres were 
di posed of, and when so ld ave raged a pprox imately 
seven to eight dollar per acre . It was cla imed tha t 
through the grants the en tire cos t of co nstruction 
might be reco\'ered , that proceeds would eve ntua lly 
pay for bonds issued and make stock holders owners 
of unencumbered properties. The Civil War 
temporarily suspe nd ed the activ ity, but it was 
vigorously pursued at its co nclusion. Th e press, public 
and politicians in bot h sta te and federal legislatures 
promoted the grant s as thei r patriotic d ut y. Grants 
were expec ted to provide increased eco nomic 
opportunities for settlers who migrated to the new 
region to obtain farms, for others who a imed a t 
becoming founde rs of new towns, and also for profits 
to inves tors. Sales of land by the " Iowa Road " were 
over $6.6 million of federal granted land a nd $26.2 
million of state gra nted lands by 1880. Generall y, the 
sales did not cover the total or, in so me instances. the 
interest on the cos t of co nstructi on. But acceptance of 
the grants by ra ilroads ca rri ed ce rtain obligations. 
For exa mple, the federa l governmen t required land 
grant rai lroads to ca rry ma il. troops a nd government 
property a t reduced ra tes. Mail wa moved at 0 
perce nt a nd troo ps a nd property a t approximately SO 
percent of published ta riffs. 

It was cs tima ted tha t th e the va lue of the 13 1 mi llion 
acres o f federa l la nd s gra nted from 185 I to 1871 was 
a pprox im a tely $ 130 mi llion , based upon prices 
received fr om the sa le of fe dera l public land s during 
th c pcri od . Additi o nall y, it was es timated that 
ra ilroads rcccived 48.8 mi llion acres from th e sta tes. 
T hc tota l o f a ll la nd gra nt deductions, in cluding 
vo luntary equa li73tion of rates by competing 
ra ilroa ds from 185 1 to 1943 , was cstimated at $580 
mill io n. Iowa received 3.7 million acres, roughl y 13. 1 
perce nt of th e state's area , although so me hi story 
tex ts indi ca ted that about 90 perce nt of th e state's 
la nds had been given away (Table 2- 1). 

The War and Postwar Period 
By 1860, there were 655 miles of railroad s built in 
Iowa (Fig. 2-6) . Westward movement was slowed by 
the Pa nic of 1857 a nd political issues between North 
a nd South . [n 1862, the Pacific Railroad Act was 
signed by President Lincoln , chartering the Union 
Pacific ( P) a nd se tting the conditions for building 
the tra nsco ntinental line between Omaha and 
Sacramento. Th e ra ilroad which reached Omaha 
would rea p rich rewa rd offered by the connection 
with th e UP, and as soo n as conditions permitted , the 
race across the state was accelerated . The strategic 
location of Iowa as a bridge state was solidified in 
rai lroad construction to either coast and \>vas equally 
important in later years in the evolution of the 
national highwa y program . 

9 The standard gauge was determIned b) Bntlsh locomoll\es 
Imported Into the United tates. The \I heel span corresponded to the 
WIdth of the earl) English road cart. mea ured from inSIde to inSIde 
nm In 1860. there were se\ en \I Idths of gauge In the nation. ranging 

from four fee t. eIght Inches to Sl ~ feet HO\le\er. because ofaglt3t1on 
for chea per and more economIcal roads. 14 narro\l gauge railroads 
were bu il l In Iowa. Independent of the maJors)stemsand ofrdatl\el) 
sho rt d,stances The first line to be abandoned \las the 12-mlle 
woode n trac ). narrO\l gauge line built from Loscomb through Conrad 
to Beaman Descnptlons of narro\\ gauge r:lIlroads and those built In 
Iowa are found In Ben Hu r \\ dson. '"The tatter of Gauge. '" and 
'"I o wa and th e arrow Gauge. '" Palimpsest 13 ( pril 1932)' pp 
133- 165 . 
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Figure 2-6 

Iowa Railroads 1860 

(Map by author) 

The Chicago and North Western 
A new road , the Ced a r Ra pid s a nd Missou ri R iver 
(C R&MR), was in co rp o ra ted in 1859 a nd give n th e 
la nd gra nt o f the d efun ct ICA L. Improved eco nomic 
co nditi o ns and th e in fu io n of eas te rn ca pi tal p lus 
loca l bac kers such as J o hn F. E ly and J o hn Weare of 
Ceda r Ra pid s a nd G . M. Wood berg of M a rsha lltown 
furn ished th e impetus fo r furth e r co nst ruct ion. It was 
at thi s time tha t J o h n I. Bla ir o f New J e r ey beca me 
int e res ted in the poss ib ili ti es of a pros pero us ra ilroad 
wes t of Ceda r Rap id s., D o nova n describ es him as o ne 
w ho " bu ilt ra ilroa ds fa ste r a nd m o re ex tensive ly in 
th e sta te t han a nyone e lse - befo re o r since,'·' a nd 
fur th er "as a hu ma n dy na m o let loose in ra ilway-mad 
10wa ."ID 

Afte r Bla ir beca me in vo lved in the ma nage ment in 
186 1, t he railroad bega n to m ove. By 1866, it reached 
D eniso n, b uilt th ro ugh M a rsha lltown ( 1863), Nevada 
( 1864) a nd Bo one ( 1865). Fro m D e ni so n th e li ne ran 
d o wn the va lley of t he Boye r Ri ve r a nd into Co un cil 
Bluffs in J a n ua ry 1867 . W it hin th e peri od req ui red to 
co m plete the Ceda r Ra pid s-M a rsha lltown segment , 
bot h the C I&N a nd C R&M R ra ilroa ds were leased to 
the G&CU, la ter inco rp o ra ted int o the CNW system. 

Table 2· 1 

Acres Granted and Values of Lands Realized by Iowa Railroads 

Railroad 

M ilwa uk ee 
Rock Isla nd 
Burl ingt o n 
D es M oi nes & F o rt D od ge 
Iowa Fa lls & S io u x City 
S io u x C it y & St. Pa ul 
Ced a r Ra p id s & Misso ur i R ive r 
Dubuque & Si ou x City 
Si o ux C it y & Pacific 

Total 

Acres 

372,6561 
550 , 193 
385,424 

42,636 
640 ,256 
320 ,002 
956,597 
444, 16 1 

39,876 

3,75 1,80 I 

Values 

$ 1,60 1,730
' 

4,984,34 1 
3,870,890 

117,972 
3,676,902 

742, 148 

6,0 17,259 
No Repo rt 

299,000 

$2 1,3 10,232 

Summarized from the Report s of the Iowa Rai lroad Co mm issio n, 1874, 1878. a nd Re po rt s of La nd Co mmi ss ione rs of Iowa Rai lway Land 

Company, e t a i, 1874. Values esti mated on ave rage pr ices received fo r the la nd . F ig u res were revised in 190 1 to 4 ,802,878 acres and 

$26,373 ,5 18 for values received . 

1 Fractions a nd cen ts omi t ted . 

10 F ra nk P . D o nova n, "The No rth Wes te rn in Iowa," Paiimpses l 43 
( Dece mber 1962): pp . 549-55 1. 
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The Rock Island 
While Bla ir lVas bui lding across Iowa , his eo ml1etito rs 
were not idle . The M&M built to Marengo in 1862 
anu was in Kellogg by 1864. The road was hea vily in 
debt with forec los ure a pro babi lit y, a nd to I1rotee t its 
land gra nt , a new eOl11l1a ny, the Chi cago, Rock Island 
& Pa cific ( RI&P), was formcd in Iowa a nd 
purchased thc M&M in Jul y 1866. It wa s a uth o ri/ ed 
to build from Kellogg to Des Moi nes, ar ri ving there 
in 1867. With clea r titl e, including lan d grant s, th e 
Illino is and Iowa lines were conso lid ated. Th e charter 
ca ll ed for co nstructi on betwcen Des Moines and 
Council Bluffs, comple ted o n Ma y I 1, 1869, th e da y 
after the UP-Ce ntral Pacific tra cks were joined a t 
Promon tory Point, Utah. The CN W had a 1110n o po ly 
into Co unci l Bluffs for two a nd one- half yea rs before 
the CRI&P arrived and had bee n hauling much of th e 
material used for building the UP. 

The origi nal plan of the M&M had bee n to build in 
three directions in the stat e. While the Council Bluffs 
line was bei ng con tructed, the so uthwes t segment 
was extended beyond Mu sca tine to Wa shingto n in 
1858. It continued so uthwes terl y to Linevi ll e through 
Fairfield, crossi ng the Missouri bord er, thence to 
Stallings Junction opposite Leave nworth , a military 
post, with opera ti ons commenc ing in 187 1. In the 
enthusiasm to build west a nd sou thwes t, th e third 
di\ision to Cedar Rapids was ignored. But other 
interests were planning a nort h-so uth route through 
the city. Between 1865 a nd 1867 two railroad, the 
Cedar Rapids and St. Paul (C R&STP) and the Cedar 
Rapids and Minnesota (C R&M) , were o rgani zed a nd 
merged into the Burlington, Cedar Rapid s and 
Minnesota (BC R&M ) in 1868. Known as "Judge 
Greene's Railroad," it was unique in that it was 
organized by Iowans and headquartered in the stat e. 
Judge George Greene of Cedar Ra pid s was president : 
Charles Mason of Burlingto n, vice-pres id ent ; and J . 
D. Cameron of Burlingto n, chief enginee r. The road 
was built south to cross the main line of the CR I&P 
at West Liberty a nd the Musca tine line at Co lumbus 
Junction. To the north, it ra n through Cedar Falls to 
Plymouth Juncti on, co nnecting with the Milwaukee 
to St. Paul, with segments to Ind epend ence, Oelwein 
and Postville. A feeder line was built from Vinton to 
Traer by 1873. With funds rai sed in the East, the 
railroad had built 368 miles by 1874. 

The BC R&M suffe red financial reve rse after the 
Pa ni c of 1873, and the Bla ir in teres ts reorga ni 7ed it as 
the Burlington, Cedar Rapid s and Nort hern 
(BCR&N). Affi li a ted with the BCR&N was th e Ceda r 

Fal l ~, Iowa Falls and No rth wcs tern , incorp o rated in 
IS80, whic h built th e bulk of new co nstructi o n in the 
1880s. It was abso rbed by th e parent co mpan y in 
1902 , which was purchased by th e RI&P in 1903. 
-I hc ma in lin c ran from Burl ington throu gh Cedar 
Ral1id s a nd Watcrloo into Albcrt Lea, Minn eso ta, 
and a no th er line ran through Emmetsburg a nd Si bl ey 
to Watertown, So uth Dakota . 1 n 1903 , the C R) &P 
had 1,3 10 mil es of track in operation in three states. 

") he R )&P was not the first ra ilroad to en ter Des 
Moines. That honor o r glory belonged to the Des 
Moines Valley, Keo kuk and Des Moines Ra ilroad. It 
was first organind as the Keokuk, Fort Des Moines 
a nd Minneso ta Railroad in 1853, routed through 
Bentonsport , Ottumwa a nd Eddyville, where 
cons truction halted beca use of the war. [n ) 864 the 
nam e was changed to the Des Moines Valley 
Railroad , reaching that city in 1866. 11 Considered a 
seco ndary road, it was im portant to the development 
of Des Moines, to which considerable traffic moved 
from Keokuk by la nd a nd water. Des Moines had a 
growi ng po pul a ti on and wanted the state capital 
moved from Iowa City. Polk and Lee counties made 
an agreement whereby financial support would be 
give n the railroad in exchange for votes for adoption 
of th e Constitution of [857 which tran ferred the 
cap ita l to De Moines. Lee count) \oters swung the 
elec tion . Keokuk saw the railroad started and Des 
Moines became the capital. 

With finances ap paren tly exhausted. construction 
no rth of Des Moines stopped, to the disapPoll1tment 
of Fort Dodge, whose residents promised land and 
ta x as istance. When the line was finally built, in tead 
of taki ng the direct route up the De oines Ri\er 
Va lley, it ran circui tously through Perry. Grand 
Juncti on, Gowrie and Tura , reaching Fort Dodge in 
1870. In 1873 the road was declared bankrupt. The 
norther n sec tion wa old to Colonel C. H. Perry and 
was known as the Fort Dodge and Des Moines 
Railway. Th e so uthern secti on wa purcha ed by 
J ohn E Henryof le\\ York and became the Keokuk 
and D es Moine Ra ilroad , sen ing a a direct line to 
Keokuk with co nnec tion to St. Louis . [t was 
integrated into the CRI&P y tem in I 7 . 

" This was th e railrond that receiled the Innd gran ts of the Des 
Moi nes Ril' e r Nallgation Company. 
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The Burlington 
The CB&Q was in Ottumwa by 1859, in time to meet 
the requirements of th e land grant. Charles Elliot 
Perkins , 18 years of age, was hired to assist Lowell , 
whose dutie of ma nagi ng the treasury and land 
department had beco me too heavy for one person. 
Twenty-two yea rs lat er, he would be pres ident and 
continue hi s close association with the " Boston 
Group" to whom he turned for capital from time to 
time. The two lines to the north - th e CRI&P and 
CNW- had built th e ir bridges across the Miss iss ippi 
Ri ve r, but the CB&Q still relied on fe rries . Their 
bridge, built in 1868, enabled the road to redouble its 
effo rt s to reach the Misso uri River. 

The e nergy and enthusiasm of James Joy and Char les 
Perkins, spurred on by new capita l, pushed the road 
to Chari ton and Wood bu rn by t he end of 1867. 
Trains ran into Osceo la in January 1868 a nd by 
Novembe r the tracks had reached Red Oak . Crews 
started east from East Plattsburg and met the 
westbound track at Hastings in November 1869, 
without formal ceremony. To compete for the 
business of the Omaha gateway, regular se rvice was 
s tarted ove r the St. Jose ph and Council Bluffs 
(StJ&CB) Railway from Pacific Junction in January 

1870 . The CB&Q was th e third railroad to reach 
Counci l Bluffs and wa th e only federal la nd grant 
road that neve r filed for ba nkruptcy during 
construction. It was also one of the very few railroads 
that had neve r been in rece ive rship . 

The Illinois Central 
Siou x City was th e objective of th e D&SC Rai lroad , 
which meant building 250 mil es west of J esu p. Sioux 
City wa s ex pected to rival St. J oseph, Mi sso uri a nd 
Omaha as ga teways to the west- a poss ibilit y th a t 
exci ted and stimulated othe r interes ts. Within a short 
time at leas t s ix railroad s were cha rt e red to build to 
that cit y .12 Con truction from J esup reached Cedar 
Fall s in 186 1, and with exception o f a feeder line to 
Waverly , the war stopped furth e r building. Five ycars 
lat er, th e main line was at Iowa Fall s, with regul a r 
se rvice by June 1866. Both th e western and no rthern 
lines out of Cedar Fall s were mo ving into virg in 
territory and train s fr o m Dubuque brought set tl ers 
from eastern and midwes te rn stat es a nd from 
Scand i navia , Ire land , Scotland a nd England . These 
settlers purchased land at pri ces fr o m $2 .50 to $ 10 per 
acre. 

Illin o is Ce ntral Locom o ti ve - 4-4-0 

Des ign in 1860s 

(Courtesy: S ta te Historical Socie ty of Iowa) 

" Poo r 's Manual of Railroads, 1871-1872. The six were the Iowa 
Falls & Sioux Ci ty. Sl. Pa ul & Siou x City. S io ux City & Columbus . 

Sioux City & Pacific, Sio ux City & Sl. Pa ul . a nd the McGregor & 

Sioux City Rai lroads. 
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It was a t this point th a t the IC purchased th c 
properti es, fea rfu l th a t riva l compa ni es would m ove 

in a nd depri ve the compa ny of its wes tern connec ti on 
a nd elimin a te it fr o m north wes t Iowa . Pla tt S mit h, 
vi ce pres ide nt o f the D&P, wa s a leader in th e leasing 
a rra ngeme nts. He o rga ni /ed a subsidi a ry, th c Iowa 
Falls and iOll X ity Ra ilroad, in 1867, to build th e 
167 miles betwee n th e two citi es. Bl ai r, who ha d built 
the N W, was na med to hcad th e new compa ny 
wh ieh aeq ui red th e fra neh ise, ri ghts-o f-wa y a nd la nd 
grants to Siou x City. T he line m oved wes twa rd to 
Fort Dod ge in 1869 . W hi le contin uin g wes twa rd, 
a nother crew moved the ra il s cast a nd met a t th e 
"Sag" (milepos t 43 1.5), so me three mil e~ wes t of 
Sto rm La k.e in Ja nua ry 1870. Bla ir a nd h i ~ men had 
built more miles in two years th a n had a nyo ne else in 
the hi sto ry of eas t- wes t ra ilroad co nstructi on in 
Io\\a. 11 During th e ex tension of the ma in lin e, tracks 
on the Wa\ erl y bra nch wcre built to Cha rl es City in 
1868, to Sl. Ansga r in 1869, a nd th e ga p to the 
Min neso ta border was closed by 1870. The fi na l li nk 
joi ning Sio ux Cit y with the UP was bui lt by th e S ioux 
Ci ty a nd Pac ific Ra ilroa d a long the cast ba nk of the 
Misso uri Ri\'er to Misso uri Va lley Juncti on on the 
C;,\W . \~h ic h e\e ntua ll y incorp ora ted the road into it s 
system. B) the close of 1870, the IC opera ted 1, 107 
miles of railroa d: 705 in Ill inois a nd 402 in Iowa. 

Th e Mi lwaukee 
The Milwa ukee was the fifth ma in line built acros 
the sta te. It s his tory bega n with the co mpletion of the 
MIL&M int o Pra iri e du Chien in 1857. McGregor, on 
the opp osi te sid e of th e rive r, lik e other towns, wa 
filled \\ ith exci tement fo r rai lroa d a nd pla nned them 
in all di rec tio ns, incl uding a horse-p owered line to 
Fort Atk inso n. Actua ll y, the Milwa ukee buil t two 
lines across Iowa. At the close of the wa r, the 
McGregor Wes tern (MCGW), inco rp ora ted in 1863 , 
reached Monona. The ra ilroad was promoted by 
Willia m B. Ogden of the CN W, Jud ge G ree ne of 
Cedar Ra pid s, a nd Willia m Larra bee of Clermont , 
la ter Gove rn or a nd a lea d ing propo nent of regulat ion . 
In 1866 it was co mpleted to Cresco a nd the fo ll owing 
yea r into Owat onna, Minnesota , thence to the Twin 
Ci ties, already co nnected by the Milwa ukee a nd Sl. 
Paul to the ci ty of Milwa uk ee. Th e MCGW a nd 
M IL&M we re purchased by th e Milwa ukee a nd Sl. 
Pa ul which in turn beca me the Chicago, Mi lwa ukee 
a nd Sl. Pa ul (CM&StP) Ra ilway in 1874, the same 
yea r that J ohn Lawler completed the pont oo n bridge 
across the Mi ss iss ippi Rive r. 

Th e McG rego r a nd S io ux Ci ty Railroad wa~ 
i nco rr o ra tcd in 1868 to res u me constructi on across 
no rth ern Iowa and to gc tthe la nd gra nt. By 1869 it 
had buil t th c 64 mi les from a lmar to No ra S pr i n g~. 

Re named th e McGrego r a nd Misso uri River Rai lway, 
it reached Algo na in 1870, the poi nt to which the land 
gran t a pplied , bu t progress wa~ ha lted by the Panic of 
1873. -I he grant ex pired in 1875 sin ce the rai lroad had 
not met th e mileage requ iremenb. -fh e C M&St P, 
which had a bso rbed the McGrego r a nd Missouri, go t 
th e gra nt tra nsferred , a nd by 1878 th e segmen t from 
Algona to HulJ , through Sheld on, was in operation. 

T he seco nd line across the sta te was ~tar ted by the 
Sa bul a Va ll ey a nd Da kota Rail road, organi/ed in 
1870. The road was bu ilt wi th assi~tance of the 
Wes tern Uni on Ra ilroad (no relation to the telegraph 
co mpa ny), co ntroll ed by the CM&St P which had 
reached Sava nn a, Ill inois , opposite Sabula. Twenty 
mil es were built in 1870 a nd In less than two years, 
the ra il s were lai d to Marion. The Sabula was 
purchased by th e C M&StP , enabling through sef\.lce 
fr om Cedar Ra pids to Milwaukee . But the u ual 
fin a ncial pro blems hal ted wes tward movement for the 
nex t decade. When building resumed. the 260 mile 
line th ro ugh Tama, Perry, and Coon Rapids to 
Co un ci l Bluffs was built in one jear. 

Th e remai ning link in the system in lo\\a \\as kno\\n 
as the Ri ve r Road from Clinton through Dubuque to 
th e Minne ota border. Platt Smith was a leading 
promoter of the Dubu que and McGregor Railroad. 
o rga ni zed in 1868. The name was changed to the 
Dubuqu e a nd Minneso ta in 1869 and to the Chicago, 
Dubuque a nd Minne ota in 1871. Cre\\s started 

I' Blair \\as nOl onl) \\ell I-no\\n for his promollonal and 
managerial abdil) bUI abo for naming 10\\ ns along Ihe lIne, he 

buill Among Iho;e \\ere Aurelia and "tarcus In Cherol-ee COUnl). 
named for hi, daughler and son Ames \I as named for Oal-e, -\mes. 

friend and bader. Belle Plaine \\3' named for hIS granddaughler, 
Ogden for Ihe fir>l pre>ldenl of Ihe C '\ \\ Rem,en. In PI) moulh 

CO Unl) \la, named for a friend In 10U~ CIl) Le \ tar, In Ihe same 
counly \la, named dUring an e~cur"on pan) \\hen Ihe ladle, \I ere 

gl\e n a n opponu nll) 10 name a ne\\ selliemenl B\ u Ing Ihe IIr'l 
Inillab of Ihelr Chrislian nam6. Ihe re,ull \\ as "Selmar or 
L. e Mar'."l he laller cho,en b) maJorll) \Ole To\\n, \\ere abo 
na med on Ihe 1\\ 0 road, on \\h,ch Blair budllhe hlghe,l mileage 

T he) arc Blalr,burg on Ihe IC In Hanlilion COUnl). and BIa,r,lO\\ n 
on Ihe -'\ \ \ In Benlon COUnlj Tl)\\n, named for r;'lIlroad 

offiCial,. dlreclor,. emplo)ce,. relall\e, or person, \\ ho donaled 

la nd number 119 of Ihe 8.15 h,ICd b) Harold. Ann. and linda .IllC 
D ll b In Frolll .-J cf..:lel' 10 Z\\'I/lglt'. Ames Cant'r Pre'>. 19'5 See 
abo Do nma n. "l he :-S on h \\ eslern In 10\\3." PahIllI'St'sl-I3 

( Dece mber 1962) p. 579. a nd " 1 he IllinoIS Cenlral,n lo \\ a." 
Palilllf'Se.I/ .fJ (J une 1962): pp . 282-_8.1 
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const ruction north from Dubuque and an affiliate, 
the Dubuque, Bellevue and Mississ ippi Railwa y built 
south, reaching Sabula Junction in 187 1. From there, 
using the tracks of the C Wand other roads, it 
operated into Clinton (Fig. 2-7). Dubuque se rved as 
headquarters of th e two roads, was the location of the 

repair shops, and later becam e the operating center of 
the "Dub uque Division" of the CM&StP. The Panic 

of 1873 put th e River Road into receivership , and the 
roads were com b ined in 1878. The CM&StP took title 
in 1880. 

The North-South Lines 
East-west co nstructio n did not dim the ent husiasm of 
Iowa ns for rai lroads to connect major cities to the 
north a nd so uth of the stat e. Jos iah B. Grinnell 

headed a com pany in pre-Civil War da ys to initiate 

s uch a proj ect, but it was dro pped beca use of 
economic conditions a nd th e war. In 1865 the Iowa 
Central was organized with headqua rters at 
Oskaloosa, to be built from th e terminus of th e Nort h 
Mi sso uri (NM) road on the southern bo rder and 
co nn ec t at Cedar Falls with the Cedar Falls and 
Minneso ta Railroad (Fig. 2-8). Two of the early 

promote rs were D av id Morgan of New Sharon, first 
president , and P e te r M ela nd y of Cedar Ra pids. 

Local and region a l inte rests supported th e railroad. 
Oskaloosa a nd Mont<n uma had bee n bypassed by the 
eas t-wes t trunk lines and wanted railroad service . 
Others urged construction as a mea ns of com pe tin g 
with th ese road s since the line would cross each o ne 
and hopefully provide additional gateways for traffic. 
But perhaps more importa nt was th e fact that th e 
road would be an integra l part of " the gra nd est 

1855-1860 
1861-1867 
1868-1870 

Periods of 
Construction 

Figure 2-7 
Rai lroad Constructi on in Iowa to 1870 

(Reprinted by permi ss ion of William Whitehill from Th e Ups and Downs of Iowa's Railroads.) 
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rnilroad projec t o f th e age" a n interreg io na l ra ilroad 
whi ch wou ld co nnec t , t. Loui s wi th S l. Pau l. l~ S t. 
Loui s wa s es pec ia ll y interes t 'd because o f loss o f rivc r 
trafri c a nd sa w the Iowa entrn l as a n answe l' to 
reca pturing so me of th e business. 

ft e r grading betwee n Albia a nd Oska loosa, betwee n 
Cedar Fa ll s a nd To ledo. and in th e vicinity o f Tama, 
the "g ra nd es t proj ec t" wa termi na ted whcn fina ncc ' 
beca me e ' ha usted . T he drea m of a no rth -so uth lin c 
, cemed to bc doo med, but . uch was n t to be th e 
case, for the main line of the Minncso ta and St.Loui s 
(M&StL) wa bui lt thro ugh the middle o f the sta te. 
The railroad traced it s a nces try in Iowa to th e Eldora 
Ra il roa d a nd Coa l ompany. fo rm ed aft er di scove ry 
of coal nt Eld ora. It was orga ni /ed in 1866 to build 16 
miles north to Ackley where it wo uld co nnec t with th e 
main line of the Ie. The compa ny was taken over by 
th e Iowa Ri ve r Railway in 1868 to bui ld the 28 miles 
sou th of Eld ora to connect with the main li ne of th e 
CN \ at Marshalltown . In turn. the Iowa River 
became the Central Rai lroad of Iowa before the 
completion of the Marsha llt own line in 1869, th e 
same year that witnessed the dea th warrant of th e 
Io\\a Central. 

The route between Ma o n City and Albia was 
completed in 1872, but for the nex t 30 yea rs the road 
was plagued \lith finan cia l problems, reorgani7ations 
and name changes. During the reorganization of the 
mid-1870 . the road emerged as the Cen tral Iowa 
Rail\\ay in 1879. It built the road across the state as 
part of the line linking St.Louis and St. Paul and was 
merged with the M&StL in 19 12, which a lso 
purchased the Fort Dodge and Des Moines in 19 15. 

The NM planned to build to Ottumwa and Ceda r 
Rapid s to connect with the lines serv ing these cit ies. 
For this purpose, the St. Louis and Cedar Rapids 
Railroad was organized in 1865 to extend the line 
from Coatsvil le, Mi so uri, to Cedar Rap id s. J. P. 
Farley of Dubuque Cou nt y and George Gillespie, 
Wapello County, were principa l backers . H. e. Angel 
of Cedar Rapid was president , succeeded by H. H. 
Trimble of Bl oomfield. By December 1866 the road 
reached Appanoose County. where the town of 
Moulton was estab lis hed, and by 1870 the tracks were 
in Ottumwa. The new line was leased by th e NM and 
both roads were soo n in financial trouble. T he Iowa 
road was reo rgan ized as the St. Loui s, Ottumwa and 
Cedar Rapid s in 1875 and the N M beca me the S t. 
Louis, Kansas City a nd Nort her n Ra ilway 
(StL KC&N) wh ich con tinued to lease th e Iowa roa d . 

But their in te res ts shifted to Des Moin es, abandoning 
th e pl a n to bui ld to Ceda r Ra pid s. 
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At this stage, Jay Gould, the notoriou financier, 
entered the picture. He contro ll ed the StLKC& T and 
united it with other roads to form the Wabas h , St. 
Louis and Pacific (Wabas h) R ai lwa y. IS Gould wanted 
Des Moines in his system and Des M oi nes respond ed 
by incorporating the Des Moines a nd Sl. Lou is 
Railroad in 188 1 to build to Albia, 68 mil es away. In 
1882 the fi rst passenger tra in a rri ved in D e M oi nes 
from St. Louis. The Des M oi nes Company was 
headed by James Clarkso n, former edit o r of th e Iowa 
SIGle Regisler a nd then postmaster; John S. Runnel s, 
v ice president; Frederick M . Hubbell , sec retary ; and 
Jefferson S. Polk , treasurer. Both Hubbell and Polk 
were acti ve in promoting narrow-gauge lin es radiating 
from the c it y. The railroad, from th e time of 
completion, was leased to Gould. The out let from Des 
Moines was built over a patchwork of short lines 
connected to the Wabash properti es. 

The Wabash in Des Moines a lso includ ed the Des 
Moines Union Railway, a terminal facility with 42 
mile of industrial a nd te rmina l tracks, joi ntl y 
administered by it and the CM&StP. Th e Union was 
incorporated in 1864, promoted by Hubbell , Polk and 
Grenvil le Dodge. It was part of a small "rai lroad 
empire" crea ted by Hubbell which inc lud ed the 
narrow-gauge lines from Des M oi nes to Boone and 
Panora. Hubbel a lso assis ted in building th e three­
foot ga uge line to Ames and J ewell , late r the D es 
Moines branch of the CN W . In 1902 Hubbell 
organized the Des Moines Terminal Company, 
consisting of 10 miles of track and operated by the 
Uni on. C ha rges for cars interchanged with the Union 
resulted in a long period of litigation which was 
decided by the Iowa Supreme Court in 1932. 

Gou ld wanted to get to Omaha for a share of the 
transcontinental traffi c. The competition of th e lines 
built across the state was not conducive to the 
construct ion of another direct road , so th e a lte rnative 
was to gain con tro l of seco ndary lines and extend 
them to meet hi s goa ls . Before 1869 a road had 
connected St. Louis to Kansas City, later 
incorporated into the Wabash sys tem , but it was not 
until he gained control of the Council Bluffs and St. 
Louis Railway that the route was c leared to Omaha. 
It had been built from Council Bluffs to th e Misso uri 
border and Gould operated the 143 mil e road as th e 
"Oma ha Division" of the Wabash. He contro ll ed the 
UP through hea vy inves tments and wa s in an 
exce ll ent posi tion to bargain for traffic through the 
advantage of having a road to cities east of C hicago . 

Following the sa me patterns , Go uld picked up the 142 

mil e Misso uri , Iowa and Nebraska Railwa y, serving 
Keokuk, Centerville , Corydon, Humeston and Van 
Wert . From Shenandoah , it was on ly 95 miles to 
Counci l Bluffs, and by extending the road , he would 
ha ve a shorter lin e into Chicago. But Gould's plans 
were upset by the C B&Q which considered sou thern 
Iowa as its exclu ive te rritory. When he attempted to 

build th e line, he was threa tened by th e CB&Q wit h 
possible co nstruction into Wabas h te rrit o ry. The 
outcome was a joint ownership of the Humeston a nd 
S henandoah Railroad ; comp leted in 1882 . The 
Wabash went into rece ivership in 1884, and th e 
narrow-ga uge lines leased or owned around Des 
Moines were later purchased by the CM&StP. 

Other Railroads 
The Chicago Great Western (CGW) Railroad was 
known as "S tickney's Road ." He found ed , built and 
hea ded the 1,500-mile railroad in Iowa, Minneso ta , 
Illinois, Missouri a nd to a limited extent, in Kansas 
and Nebraska. Acquiring th e charter of the 
Minneso ta and North Western (M&NW), he built 
from SI. Paul to Manly Juncti o n in Worth County in 
1885. In 1886 a stem was built from Mayfield , 
Minneso ta to Dubuque a nd co nstructi on continued 
across Illinois to C hicago . To avoid pos ible 
co nfus ion with the name M&NW, the Chicago, 
St.Paul and Kansas City (CStP&KC) was 
incorporated in Iowa in 1886, and purchased the 
Wisco nsin , Iowa and ebraska Railway which had 
built from Waterl oo to D es Moines with a branch 
from Cedar Falls Junction to Cedar Falls. The 
CStP&KC purcha sed all of th e properties of th e 
M&NW in 1887. 

T he St ickney road then mo ved toward Kansas City , 
closed th e gap between Waterloo and Oelwein in 
1887 , and built from Des Moines to SI. Joseph, 
Missouri , by th e end of 1888 . Through leases and 
trackage right s over other roads , it ran into Kansas 
City, thus se rving a ll of the c iti es in its name. Over 
half of the mileage was in Iowa. Its hi story can be 
traced to th e Iowa Pacific in 1870 which had graded 

15 J ay Gould, togethe r with Jim Fisk a nd Daniel Drew fought 

Co m modore Vanderbilt in th e E rie-New York Cen tral War in th e 

late 18605. He bought into th e UP during th e Pa ni c of 1873 and by 

1874 was made a director and virtuall y co nt rolled th e railroad. 

S tewart H . H olbrook, Th e Age of the Moguls, New York : 

Doubleday & Co., 1954, pp . 30-43, 97- 100. 
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fr om Fa ye tt e Jun cti on in Fa ye tt e Co unt y west 
through S umner, Waverl y and Il a mpton to Be lmo nd 
in Wright Coun ty. Another sec ti on went fr om 
Belmond to Fo rt Dodge. Tra cks were la id from 
Sumne r to Ha mpt on in thc late 1880s. A lin e had 
bee n built from Ma so n Cit y to Fort Dodge by th e 
ra ilroa d of the sa me na me, co ntro lled by S ti ckney, In 
1886. Building the 133 miles fro m For t Dodge to 
Council Bluffs was co mp leted in 190 I, includin g a 
brid ge over the Des Moines Ri ve r a t Fort Dodge. T he 
2,588-foo t structure wa s co nsidered to be the seco nd 

larges t brid ge in Iowa. hom Co uncil Bluff~ the OW 
had trackage ri ghts into Omaha. '[ 0 complete the 
" Mapl e Leaf" sys tem, th e lI am pton-Clarion gap was 
closed in 1902 and th e Wavc rl y-Oelwein scgment in 
1904. Atth e turn of the cen tury, the repair ,hops, 
la ter supervised by Walter P. Chrysler, wcre moved 
from Sou th Park , Minnesota to Oclwein, which was 
to be th e key ~ tra tegi c location on the system . When 
th e CS tP&K C beca me inso lvent, it was reorgani7ed In 
1892 as th e CO W (Fig. 2-9). 

T- igu re 2-9 

Rou le of th e Chicago, Greal WeSlern 

(Courtesy: S la le H i,lorical SOClel) of Io wa) 
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Although Sioux City in th e 1880s was well supp li ed 
with railroads that ran in all directions, commercial 
interests and meat packers wanted an independent 
railroad built to the north to connect with the 
transcontinental lines se rvi ng the Pacific Northwest. 
Such a line, it was envisioned, would allow a direct 
route to Duluth for export, bypa sing Chicago, and 
would provide for expanded shipments of grain and 
livestock. This was the incentive for organizing the 
Sioux City and Northern (SC&N) in 1887, projected 
east to Duluth and north to Minot, North Dakota. 
Actually, the most feasible connection for the 96-mile 
line was at Garretson, South Dakota , on the Wilmar 
and Sioux Falls (W&SF) Railway , a James Hill road , 
and was opened in 1890. A 30-year contract was 
signed with the W&SF road, an arrangement which 
proved profitable for both railroads. But the 
prosperity was interrupted by the Panic of 1893 which 
depressed the eco nomic structure of the city. When 
the SC&N went bankrupt , it was integrated into the 
W&SF, purchased by the Great Northern (GN) in 
1907. The Sioux City line became th e southernmost 
leg of the GN system. 

When President Lincoln s igned the Pacific Railroad 
Act of 1862, the eastern terminus was not clearly 
specified, o ther than the road was to be built 
westward from the Missouri River. After consultation 
with Grenville Dodge and others, Executive Orders 
were issued in 1863 and 1864 which established the 
eastern terminus at the "western boundary of the state 
of Iowa , east of and opposite to the east line of 
sectio n 10, in township 15 north , of range 13, east of 
the sixth principal meridian in the territory of 
Nebraska."16 The Missouri River was bridged as a 
single structure in 1869, rebuilt for double track in 
1887 and later in 1916. It was the first to cross the 
Missouri and the only one between Council Bluffs 
and Omaha. The UP, with only 2.08 miles of track 
across the bridge, is the shortest railroad line into 
Iowa. The major trackage of 84 miles in the area 
consists of spurs and yard tracks in the terminal at 
Counci l Bluffs, covering 725 acres. It became a vital 
exchange point for eastern and western 
transcontinental trains. Only in passenger service 
(before termination) did Omaha supercede Council 
Bluffs as a major terminal. 

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

Kansas C ity to the We t Coast and jeopardize further 
growth. There were three poss ibilities to gain entrance 
into Chicago. One was to buy the Chicago and Alton, 
or the financially ailing Chicago and St. Louis , or to 
build its own line . It chose the second alternative­
use 100 miles of the Chicago and St. Louis and build 
the remainder. If a ruler were laid on a map tracing 
the route from Kansas City to Chicago, it would cut 
across the southeast corner of Iowa, and while the 
rai Iroad was not constructed "as the crow flies," there 
was littl e deviation from the rul er's straight line. 

Origina ll y, the AT&SF considered Keokuk for the 
river cross ing,but when citizens of Fort Madison 
learned of the proposal, they agreed to a grant of 80 
acres of land for construction and to pay one-fourth 
of the expense of the right-of-way through Lee 
County. These inducements and other factors were 
sufficient to change the route from Keok uk to Fort 
Madison. The Chicago, Santa Fe and California 
Railroad was incorporated in Illinois in 1886, with a 
separate charter in Iowa and Missouri for 
construction. The entire line from Kansas City to 
Chicago, including the Miss issippi Ri ver and Toll 
Bridge, was completed in 1887 , although se rv ice was 
not begun until the following year. The bridge was 
designed for both railroad and highway traffic, and a t 
the time it was built, its 525-foot draw spa n near the 
Iowa shore was considered th e longest in the world. 
The Bridge Company and railroad were absorbed into 
the AT&SF system in 1900. 

Although the railroad had only 19 miles of track in 
Iowa , it has had an important place in the state 's 
railroad history. Fort Madiso n was the Illinois 
Division headquarters between 190 I and 1903 and 
again from 1956 to at least 1965 . Shopton, two mil es 
west, was the site of shop facilities, an e mplo yee 
hospital, blacksmith shop and roundhou se. The shops 
and hospital were closed in 1951 , and the hospital 
building together with five acres of land were given to 
Fort Madison to be administered by a trust fund. 
Shopton remained as a yard facility. 

16 Frank P. Donovan, "The Union Pacific in Iowa ," Palimpsest 46 

(April 1965): pp. 193-194. 
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Figure 2-10 

Iowa', Sleam Railway,> In 1900 

(Reprlntcd b) pcrm",lon of William i\ . Whnchlll from The Cps and DOl\ns of 101\'0:5 Rat/roads.} 

Narrow Gauge Railroads 
The narro\\. gauge movement began in Colorado in 
1870 \\.hen the Demer and Rio Grande Railroad was 
organized to build through the mountains south and 
\\.est of Denver into the Rio Grande valley. During 
the next decade. railroads with track width of three to 
three feet. six inche , sp rang up over the nation, and 
by 1880, there were at leas t 154 of these roads in 
operation. The movement reached its peak in the 
early 1880s. The principal reaso ns for this type of 
construction were economy in building and 
maintenance and also the eq uipment was Ie s 
expensive than that used on standard gauge roads. On 
level terrain without bridging, laid with 25-35 pound 
rail, the roads could be built for as little as $5,000 per 
mile, exc lusive of right-of-way, as compared with 
about $25,000 for tandard width rai lroad .. 

Their greatest disadvantage was the interchange of 
traffic without reloading and the lo\\er \olume hauled 
v. hen contra ted to standard gauge roads. The le\'el of 
wages paid v.a the arne on both t~ pe and the 
narro\\. gauge paid. if not full~. the taxes per mile. 
These and other factors graduall~ led to com'er ion of 
narrow gauge to tandard gauge. but nearly e\er~ 
major railroad ystem originall) included narro\\ 
gauge lines. arro\\' gauge line are ho\\ n belo\\ \\ ith 
names. dates of organization. mileage and final 
disposition: 

I. Farmer Union Railroad, Ie 5. Lis omb 
through Conrad GrO\ e (Conrad) to Beaman. 1_ 
mile. bandoned . 

2. rooked Creek. Railwa) and oal Compan). 
1876. Judd to Lehigh on the Des loine ' Ri\er. 
eig ht miles. Ft. Dodge, Des Moines & Southern. 
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3. Wa uko n a nd Miss iss ippi Ra ilroad Co mpa ny, 
1877 . Wa u ko n to the M ississippi Ri ve r, 23 
miles. Milwaukee . 

4. Iowa Easte rn Ra ilroad Co mpan y, Elkade r to 
Beu la h, 19 m iles . Milwaukee. 

5. Cedar Ra pid s a nd Mari o n Stree t Railwa y, fi ve 
mil es. Street Ra ilway Co mpa ny of Cedar 
Ra pid s. 

6. Fo rt Mad iso n a nd No rthwes tern Narrow Gauge 
Ra ilway Compa ny, 1879 , 12 miles. Reorgani zed 
in to the Fo rt Madi so n a nd Northwestern 
Rai lroad Co mpa ny which ex tended the line to 
Birmingham a nd M c Kee in 1883, 33 miles. 
Burl ington. 

7. C hi cago, Bellevue a nd Wes tern Ra ilroad 
Com pa ny, 1880. Bellevue to Cascade, 36 miles . 
M il wa ukee. 

8. Iowa a nd Minnesota Railroad Compan y, 1874. 
Des M oines to A mes a nd Calanan (near Jewell) , 
57 mi les. Chicago & Northwestern . 

9. Des Moi nes, Adel a nd Wes tern , 1878 . Waukee 
to Adel, seven miles. St. Loui s, D es Moines and 
Nort he rn co mpleted the line from Wa ukee to 
Des Moines in 188 1. Wabas h. 

10. Wabash, St. Loui s a nd Pac ifi c Ra ilroad , 1880. 
Ad el to J efferso n a nd Fo nda , 114 miles . Clive to 
Boo ne, 1882, 35 miles . Milwau kee . 

II . Des M oines, Osceo la a nd So uthern , 1880. Osceo­
la to Des M oines . Osceo la thro ugh Leo n to 
Cainsvill e, Missouri , III miles. Burlingto n. 

12. Burlingto n a nd o rthwes tern Ra ilroad , 187 5. 
Washington to Burlington , 38 miles. Burlingto n. 

13 . Burlingto n anq Western Railroad , 188 1. 
Winfield to Oskaloosa , 71 miles. Burlin gton 
(Fig . 2-11 )17 

Branch Lines 
Intense co mpetiti o n ex isted a m o ng co mmunit ies for 
se rvice a lo ng th e tra ns-I owa ro utes. Sa ti sfact io n was 
ac hieved when the ma in line was ro uted thro ugh 
them. Oth ers who had been by-passed could either 
build their own ind epend entl y cha rtered a nd often 
loca ll y fin a nced roads to co nnect with majo r rou tes, 
reques t th e ma in line to build the m, o r cease to ex ist. 
In most insta nces, the ra ilroads were o ught through 
" feeders" o r " bra nches," lured by m o neta ry or 
ph ys ica l rewa rd s. H of o mmer li sts a pp roxi mately 40 
ra ilroads, including the fi ve major east-west li nes, 

Nar row ga uge line, 10 miles North of Ames in 1879 
(Co urtesy: Sta te Histo rical Society of Iowa) 

17 Ben Hur Wilso n, " Iowa a nd the Na rrow Ga uge." Palimpsest 13 

(A pril 1932) : pp. 14 1- 153 . 



38 Transportation in Iowa 

whi ch were bui lt in 1 0IVa.l~ Ma ny 0(' th ese we re 
[lrobably h.n own as " branch l in e~" whi ch thc major 
railroads opera ted a nd lat er 'o nso lidated int o th ei r 
sys tems. Others were th e "short lin es" built to co nnec t 
new se ttlements . Un til World War I, wit h fcw 
e'.ce [ltions, these relatively short l i n e~ werc co ns id ered 
a source of ~treng th for a ny railroad . Th ey made 
easie r a nd shorter the haul by horse a nd wago n to th e 
towns a nd grain eleY'llors, a nd ge nera ll y, th e ra ilroad 

th a t blank eted its te rritory got most of th e traf fi c. The 
major ra ilroads ow ned most of th e bran ches, often 
spun o rf as la teral s north and so uth 01 th e main 
tra cks. Expansion of bra nch line co nstruction 
und ersco res the increase in ra ilroad mileage between 
1870 and 1880. By th e latter year, 4,366 miles had 
bee n bu i It , u P from th e 655 at the close of the 1850, 
a nd th e 2,683 miles built by linD. 

. MAP' "HOWING-LOCATION -
Of THt. 

N~R.CM· UAU0L' R.All.l{OAD0 0 F 

r---J IOWA '---'" 

CAINSVIL..L.L (ria) 

hgure 2-11 
(Courtes) Slale Hl slorlcal SOCICl) ollo"a) 

I> Donald l Hofsommer. Railroad Del ·t'lopmenr II/ 10 110 . 

(mimeograph) Cedar Falls . 1965 fhe aUlhorcounled almosl60 rail­
roads buill or partmll) buill. including main lines. short or hranch 
lines a nd Inl cru rba ns. 
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Evolution of the Passenger Train 
"Traveling on the cars" was an adventure not always 
pleasant in the early days when passenger trains, 
labeled by Henry as "Houses on Wheels," were 
nothing more than renovated stagecoaches mounted 
on flanged wheels. These were soon replaced by 
vehicles with an appearance of boxcars with windows. 
Throne describes the first passenger train in Iowa as 
"consisting of two coaches and five flat cars decked 
with chairs and settees, protected by a temporary 
railing. "19 The hardy pioneers sat on two-passenger 
wooden benches in cars hot and dirty in summer and 
cold and drafty in winter. Lighting was provided first 
by candles and then oil lamps; heat, by stoves, which 
were a dangerous hazard at any time but particularly 
when wrecks occurred. 

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

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

Introduction of Pullman Cars 
In the early 1850s, George M. Pullman could not 
sleep on the hard, springless bunk of a "sleeping car." 
The wind whistled through cracks in the window, 
candles flickered and the coarse woolen blanket 
offered little comfort. Determined "to do something 
about this deplorable condition," in 1857, he 
converted a coach on the Chicago and Alton Railroad 
into a sleeping car with berths and bedding but 
without sheets, because male passengers refused to 
take off their boots. The second experiment, the 
Pioneer, bui lt in I 864, became the car that made the 
Pullman name famous, especially when it was used on 
the last leg of President Lincoln's funeral train."o 
Pullman's original contribution was the upper berth 
which could be closed during daytime. Dining and 

In 18(,0. this coach was the last word in travel comfort. Enclosed ves tibules and other Improvements were unheard of. 

(Courtesy: American Association of Railroads) 

19 Mildred Throne. "Iowa's Streamliners," Palimpsesr 32 (June 

1951) : p. 229. 

20 Robert S. Henry, This Fascinaring Railroad Business. New York : 
Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1946, p. 262. 
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hot ' I car co nstru cti on fo ll owed shtHtl y th erea ft c r a nd 
we re in o pera tion by th c 1870s. 

In 1894, stcel rep laced wood in co nstructi o n of frcight 
ca rs and betwce n 1908 a nd 19 10, th e Pul lma n 
Sta ndard ompany bega n ma nufac tur in g a ll-s tee l 
pa ssc nge r a nd slee pin g ca rs. Th e sec ti o ned s lce pin g 
ca rs reached th eir peak of popul a rity in the 1920s a nd 
will evo ke memori es ['o r th c old er ge nera tion of what 
Lyo ns ca ll s " the ni ghts o f the grce n cur tains" a nd 
charaetcri7ed by Robert Yo un g as " rol ling 
tenements ." Lyons dese ribcd th ese ca l's as " ugly, 
uncomfortab le do rmit o ries as lack ing in pri vacy as a 
jail hou e. Each passe nger swaycd lo ngitudina ll y in a 
berth cloaked by a wa ying curta in of heavy green 
fabric that might have becn bcller used as uph o lstcry 
for funi ture in the lob bies of comme rcia l hotels. t 
one end of the car was the men's roo m- o ne to il et, 
one pse udo- lea ther couc h a nd a mcage r tri ad of 
co mmercia l wa h basins inadequate ly eq uipped wi th 
mirrors ... Att he other end wa s th e wome ns' room 
si milarly fitted but littered wi th so meo ne else's face 
powder and ha ir co mbings rather than cigar butt s. "21 
The ob enation ma y seem so mewhat harsh but wa s 
fairly accurate. During later years, single occupant 
"roomet tes" and multi-person " bedrooms" re placed 
many of the sectioned pullmans. 

The Influence of Railroads on Iowa 's 
Development 

Through coloniza tion efforts, an activ it y litt le known 
and Ie s understood, railroads made significant 
contributions toward developm ent of perm a nent 
communities . Not all land granted was used for 
construction. The excess was availab le for sa le by 
land departments orga ni zed for thi purpo e. 
Encouraging people to sett le near the right-of-way or 
within terrritorial claims offered the pros pect of good 
business in the future. Not only were special fares 
given to homesteaders by the railroad, but they also 
depended upon their sk ill s, talents a nd industry to 
provide the traffic. 

Population Trends 
Before railroads, the 192,2 14 Iowa resid ents in 1850 
were primarily se ttl ed along the Mississ ippi Ri ve r a nd 
its tributaries, exce pt for so me concentra ti on in 
Pottawallamie County and a sca ttering in 
so uthwestern countie . Between 1850 and 1860, the 
populati o n increased by 25 I percent to 674,9 13. 
Fourteen counties ex perie nccd th e grea tes t growth 
during th e decade before ra ilroads, a ll exce pt G rundy, 

Rin ggo ld , and Webstcr in th e eastc rn bl ock, bu t 
with in 10-20 yca rs aft er con~ tru c ti o n , th e greatc~t 
growt h occ urred in 27 co unti es. The fo ur largest were 
Des Moi nes, Polk , Wood bury an d POLlawatLamie, 
wit h in creases prim a ril y in the major ci ti es. Similar 
trend s were noted in th e rural population growth. 
Rura l growth was less depend en t upon th e arrival of 
I'ai lroa ds a nd morc so on th e es tabli sh men t and 
growth of to wns. 1 he population grew rapidly from 
1860 to 1870, reaching a total of 1.2 milli on and 
adva nci ng Iowa from 20t h to I I th among the state~ 
(Fig. 2- 12, 2- 13). In th e east and sout h ce ntral 
scc ti o ns, rai lroad s had lit tl e apparent effect on total 
o r rural se ttl ement , but the west, north central, 
ce ntral a nd so uthwes t were settled after railroad 
co nstru cti on. These a reas witnessed the building of 
railroad s in ad va nce of demand, and settlement 
followed slowly due to the lack of lumber, poor 
drainage of land, and the lure of cheaper land in 
Nebraska and the Dakotas. The major growth in 
rura l population did not occur until some years after 
railroads (Fig. 2-1 4, 2- 15), 

An exa mple of rapid growth may be seen during the 
decade of th e 1850 when the D&P was building 
westwa rd . Dubuque County tripled its population, 
Delaware County increased sixfold, and the 
population of Buchanan County multiplied 14 time, 
Black Hawk County, with 135 re ident in 1850. had 
8,244 in 1860. Webs ter County had no settlers in 1850 
and 2,4 14 in 1860. When it was learned that Iowa 
Ci ty would be the western terminus of the M&M, 
property values increased for several years. 

As set tiers moved west, to\\> n \\ ere built 8 to 10 miles 
apa rt. They existed as markets for farmers and 
competed with each other in offering financial and 
other assistance for railroads to build to or through 
them . If bypassed, the merchant stood to 10 e their 
captive markets, ince farmers would take their grain 
and Ii es tock to the nearest railroad terminal and 
while there conduct bu iness with stores built around 
the ra ilroad complex. Wall commented that "it \\a 
far more importa nt to get a railroad station than it 
wa s to ha e a courthou e. One rea on \\ hy J. B. 
Grin nell founded hi town on open prairie ... \\as 
that he had ad\'ance information that the M& I 
Railroad would pass that point and be interested in 
building a station there ."22 

" Pe ter Lyo n. To Hell ill a Dol' Coach. Phlladelphm . J P . Llppen­
COl! 0 .. 1968. p. 225. 

11 Joseph F Wall. fOIl 'a-A Bicellll'nniai Hislor),. \ e \\ ) or~ \\ 
W. Norton & Co .. 1978. p. 141. 
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(Courtesy: Clare C. Cooper, "The Role of the Rai lroad s in the Settlement of Iowa", M.A. th es is, University of Nebraska, Lincoln , 1958.) 

Figure 2-1 3 
Population of Iowa - 1870 
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(Courtesy: Cla re C. Cooper, "The Role of th e Railroads in the Se ttlement of Iowa", M.A. thes is, Universit y of Nebraska, Lincoln , 1958.) 
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Agriculture and Industry 
Henry Yarnam Poor, a railroad analyst, in a speech 
in 1854, stated: "The pioneer, as he moves forward 
over the prairies of the West, carries with him the 
railway, as necessary to his life as are the axe and the 
plough. This railway keeps pace with the frontier of 
settlement so that the crop of the year on a frontier 
farm in the great march of civilization has only to be 
held to the next; to be sent whizzing to the Eastern 
markets at a speed of 30 miles to the hour. "23 There 
were 14 ,805 farms in the state in 1850 and 61, 136 by 
1860. Much of the land was undeveloped, with on ly 
28 percent of the state's area in farms, va lued at $ 12 
per acre. By 1900 land in farms had risen to 96 
percent of the land area, and value per acre had risen 
to $42. William G. Murray observed that "a 
substantial part of the farm va lue increase . .. 
represented farm improvements ," but it seems 
reaso nabl e to conclude that the presence of railroads 
had an important bearing on the "farm 
improvements. "24 Only six counties experienced their 
greatest increase in improved land acreage before 
railroads-the remaining 93 after railroad 
construction (Fig. 2-16). In 1850 the state ranked 18th 
in the nation in total grain production; by 1860 it was 
in 10th position. Corn led the list of grains, followed 
by wheat, oats, buckwheat, barley and rye. Potatoes 
were also an important crop. Hogs were raised where 
transportation facilities were available. Cattle were 
easier to drive and were raised where populations 
were sparse and transportation not fully developed. 
Cheap pasture, high wool prices, and easier 
transportation made the raising of sheep important in 
the 1860s but by the end of the decade it was on the 
decline. 

Farmers quickly took advantage of the railroads once 
they were built. In a two-week period ending June II , 
1861 , traffic to Chicago originating on the CI&N 
Railway alone included 38,445 bushels of wheat, 350 
barrels of flour , 940 pounds of pork , 2,286 pounds of 
hides , 3,399 head of hogs and six cars of cattle. 
Freight was increasing so rapidly that special trains 
had to be run daily to accommodate the demand. 
Trading habits changed a lm ost overnight. The 
Marshall County Times stated that "tide of trade had 
changed from the previous movement of wagons to 
Marengo to the railroad facilities at Otto Creek in 
Marshall County."25 No longer was it necessary to 
deliver products long distances to river towns. Dozens 
of markets developed along railroad property and 
distances of hauling were reduced. The Mississippi 
River towns lost some of their advantage when the 

bridges were built but gained otherwise as railroad 
centers. Chicago and the large Eastern cities were 
primary markets for Iowa products, and England, 
Scotland and Ireland were important foreign outlets. 

The banking industry developed almost 
simultaneously with the railroads as a service 
organization which not only invested in but also 
handled finances for equipment and construction and 
arranged for sales of securities. Industry no longer 
had to concentrate along the rivers and began to 
scatter throughout the state. In 1860 the s ix leading 
manufacturing counties had production valued 
between $500,000 and $1.5 million. All six were 
served by sh ort line railroads built into the interior 
and were also associated with river mo veme nts. By 
1870, 14 counties had manufacturing facilities with 
values between $1 and $3 million. Agricultural 
processing and farm implement firms ranked first, 
followed by lumber, carriages, boots and shoes, 
sadd les and harnesses , clothing and blacksmithing. 26 

The growth of the lumber industry was a natural result 
of the demand for homes, farm facilities and ind ustrial 
structures. Iowa's hardwoods were not the most 
suitable for building purposes , so the white pine from 
Minnesota and Wisconsin was cut and floated down 
the Mississippi to saw mills in the river towns. 
Railroads hauled the finished lumber to the interior 
and were also customers for buildings and ties. In 1869 
Clinton had five lumber companies and was considered 
the leading producer of milled lumber in the world, 
boasting 17 millionaires in lumbering and allied 
businesses. By 1870 these firms had establi shed lumber 
yards at various points along the CNW Railroad. Sage 

2J Alfred D . Chand ler Jr., ed., The Railroads-The Nalions's 
Firsl Business: Sources and Readings, New York: Harcourt Brace 

& World Co, 1965, p . 22. 

24 William G. Murray, "Iowa Land Values." Palimpsesl 48 

(October 1967): pp. 457-458. 

25 Klazie Mae Smith, "The Economic and Social Development of 
Iowa from 1860 to 1870," Ma sters thesis, Iowa State College, 

Ames, 1942, pp . 62-63. 

26 Census of 1860. vo lume o n manufactures, pp. 146-161 ; Census 
of 1870. The six counties were Muscatine, Scott, Des Moines, 

Dubuque, Lee and Linn. They we re joined late r by Clinton , Polk, 

Wapello , Henry , Jackso n, Clayton, Fremont , and Bla ck Hawk. 
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co mments th a t " it is saf'c to say that ... 1'01' a 
cO lTlrarable number of yea rs, ro ughly th e 50 yea rs fr om 
1859 to 1900, no single bu siness in Iowa's eco nomi c 
hi story acco unted for a grea ter co nce ntrati on or wea lth 
th an the Miss iss ipp i River lumbel' business in it s 
heyday."'7 

sid e from it s ['eni le so ils. Iowa's grea tes t na tura l 
reso urce was coa l fi eld s, und erl yin g 2 1 co unti es in th e 
so uth ce nt ra l sec ti on. With ou t ra il roads, prod uction 
and marketin g would havc bccn non -cx istent. 
Oskaloosa in Ma ha ska Cou nt y was thc first ce nter of 
exte nsive o perati o ns. later deve loped in Polk , J as per, 
Monroe, Appanoose a nd Way ne co unti es. New 
comm uniti es \ ere o rga ni 7ed, the mos t interes ting that 
of Bu xton in Monroe Cou nt y, es ta blished in 1900 by 
the CNW which had title to over 30,000 ac res of coa l 
fields. Unable to hire labo r a t prevailing wages, they 
imported hundreds of black rrom Kentucky a nd 
Alabama to work th e mines. In one yea r the town 
grew to 6,000 people, 5,500 of whom were black. 

While railroad~ were onl y one factor in the locatio n 

of in d ustry in the earl y yea rs, it co uld well have been 
th e mos t imp ortant. 1\ hi story of Iowa in dustri es by 

heever shows th e loeationa l ad van tages provided by 
access to rai lroa ds. 

No r we re recrea ti o nal poss ibil ities overlooked for the 
peo rl e. Th e vaca tion potenti a l of the Spirit Lake 
co un try was promoted vigoro usly by several 
ra il roads. Th e initial route was developed by the 
BC &N in 1882, fo ll owed by the CM&S tP in 1883 . 
Ad ve rti si ng ca mpai gns we re joined by other rai lroads 
that co nnec tcd with th em a t va ri ous cities . T he 
BCF&N's efforts were directed toward Spirit Lake 
a nd the famo us Hotel Or leans, whereas the CM&StP 
stressed the adva ntages of visiting Wes t Okoboji , and 
it s sta ti o ns as might be expected were near that lake. 
The rail road eve ntually terminated passenger services 
and dismantled their tracks . The area , however, 
co ntinu ed to prosper with most visitors of the 
a ut o a ir age probably unaware of the role of the 
ra ilroads in the development of the Iowa Great Lakes 
Region. 
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Railroads and the Legislature 
Railroad circumstances and co nd itions in the Eastern 
states were considerably different than th ose face d by 
Western legislatures. Eastern states had been founded 
and developed without railroads, whi ch were 
introd uced into an economic and socia l structure well 
a d vanced and capable of handling new problems as 
they arose. Railroad constructi on in the West largely 
preceded eco nomic deve lopmen t and was in part 
res ponsi bl e for it. Th ere had been so me legi s lati ve 
ex periments concerning ca nal s, roads and ri vers, but 
generally , railroad legislation was fir st di scussed by 
Wes tern sta tes. 

By the ear ly 1870s, railroads had co ns id era bly a lte red 
the eco nomic structure of Iowa. Service had been 
es tablished in a ll the major c iti es by one o r more 
roads. Businessmen found new opportunities and new 
competition. One area after another emerged from 
subsistence farming, produced a surplus to be so ld 
outside th e home markets, deve loped indust ries and 
hoped to ac hi eve economic prosperit y. Populat ions 
had increased dramatically , a nd virtually every perso n 
was affected in one way or another by ra ilroad 
progress . Initially, state suppo rt a nd assistance was 
practically unanimous. Railroads received th e power 
of eminent domain ; right-of-way privileges; were 
allowed to finance through bonding, mortgages or 
special classes of stocks; could make co nnections 
within and outside th e sta te with o ther railroad s; 
received permiss ion to build bridges; and acquired 
generous grants of land. But the rapid ex pansion of 
railroads and their growing influence rai sed many 
questions, and the people turned to their government 
for answers. Government was esse ntiall y the 
leg is lature, dominating the political sce ne not only 
from their constitutiona l powers but also beca use 
governors were reluctant o r unable to exe rci se their 

powers. 

The newly formed Republican Par~y controlled the 
legislature during the era of railroad construction, 
starting with the e lectio n of Governor James W. 
Grimes, and so lidifi ed its position in the nat iona l 
elections of 1856. Among the iss ues endorsed , one 
emphasized support of the promoters and builders of 
railroads-a wise political move at that time. Sparks 
refers to Iowa as "a perfect illust ration of the special 
place railroad builders and promoters usuall y 
achieved in frontier comm uniti es."28 Democrats and 
Whigs had long recognized the attitudes of the peo ple 
toward encouragem ent for railroad s, but the 
oppos iti on of their national leadership to the northern 

railroads gave the Republica ns the op portunit y to 
champion railroad progress. The Republican 

uccesses of the late 1850s seemed to come partl y 
from th eir exploitati o n of rai lroad enthusiasm. 

Two of th e early problems faced by the legislature 
re lated to land grants and railroad taxes. A corollary 
was that of rates , rate co ntro l and railroad li ability. 
On these questions there were co nfli cting opinions 
between the eastern and western sections of the state, 
since the pattern of building had resu lted in a n 
uneven deve lopm ent betwee n the two areas. The 
se ttled eas te rn counties had urged the state to bring 
th e ra ilroads to Iowa , to a id in th eir furth er 
d eve lopment and led th e mo veme nt for acti on on 
rai lroa d matters. Geographic rather than political or 
eco nomic factors were th e predominant influences in 
se ttling the controversies between th e olde r and newe r 
se ttl ed sections. Compromise was necessary and 
formed the beg inning of a lega l framework within 
which the people and railroads co uld li ve and 
pro per. 

Title to the land grants was given the states, and 
decisions had to be made as to how th e maximum 
results could be obtained from the railroads so 
favored. These decisions , in turn , were complicated by 
disagreements relative to the responsibilities of the 
state . Could the legis lature hold th e railroad s to strict 
co mpliance for maximum construction, or should 
th ey accept substa ntial comp li ance to encourage 
construction? Should th e railroad s be forced to se ttl e 
conflicting claims of land holders? Cou ld routes be 
controlled and roads for ced to build on the lands 
granted? Then there was the question of taxation­
how to balance the eas tern demand for "fair share" 
payments against th e western desire to encourage 
building. What basis would be used for tax 
assessment-income or property? Who would make 
th e assessment , the state or local communities? 
Concurrent were question of railroad liability for 
li vestock injured or ki ll ed along the right-of-way and 
for t he sa fety of emp loyees , persons a nd property. 
Rate contro l becam e a dominant and vio lent is sue as 
a result of di scriminatory practices . The response of 
the state to these ques tions involved different 

28 David S. Sparks, " Iowa Republicans and the Railroads," Iowa 

Journal 53 (July 1955): p . 275. 
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attitudes, interests and co ncc rn s. O nc ce nt e red o n th c 
sec tional co nflict s; anothe l 011 the rosition of the 
go\'e rnors, many of whom were sy mpathetic to th e 

railroads. A th ird was the IIlfiuence of railroad 
lobbyists on the legislature; and finally th e re were th e 

courts which formulated the legal s tructure of 
railroad orerations by re view ing leg is lation and 

Initiating surport or constrain ts . 

In the years follo~\lng the o ri gl lwl act , Congress 

II1creased land grants to Iowa severa l times. fhe se 
had different co nditions than those of rrevio us yea rs 

in that thc) spccified th a t 10 miles instead of 20 
would bc the unit of construction for cer tifi ca ti on. 
and reqUired that only 20 miles be built annually for 

10 years. After 10 years. the unclalmcd land would 
re\ert to the state. which then had fivc ycars to 

co 11\ II1ce another railroad to complete the line. 
Ralston obsened that "one must eventually conclude 
that the state earned the maximum results from thc 

land grants. Although the companics recelvcd all the 

lee\\a) needed in difficult circumstances. they had to 
build as required . The state gained well-bullt. busy 
and prosperous railroads; no ,treab of rust across the 

prairies resulted from the land grants The state 

government desenes no small credit for the 
management of the grants. "c9 

The ;\inth General Assembly in 1862 Imposed a tax 

on rallroads of "one percentum on gross receipb." 

\\ hlle real and personal property were to be taxed 
locall) One-half \\as to be apportioned among 

counties through which the roads ran. in proportion 
to the miles of mall1 track 111 each county. In 1868. the 

system was rev ised to enable tow nships, incorporated 

tow ns and cities to aid construction by le\1'll1g a tax. 
collected by the state treasurer- not to exceed five 
percent of the assessed \alue of property when 

sanctioned by popular vote. The amount had to be 
expended In the township or one contiguous to it 

after an equal amount was matched by the railroads. 
The roads had to report not only their gross receipts 

but also the mileage In each county. and the one 
percent of gross receipts was retained. Again. in 1879. 

the system was changed to one percent of receipts of 
S3.000 per mlle. two percent on receipts of $3,000 to 
56.000 per mile, and three percent on receipts over 

56.000. Instead of one-half. the new law provided that 
four-fifths of the tax should be apportio ned among 
the counties. Taxation of real and personal property 
was left to local authoriues. 

Geography again determll1ed positions pro and co n 
on these tax measures. The fight to ta x and regu late 

fre ight la tes further illus tra tes the co nni c t be tween 

Easte l n busin esses and interior rura l communi ti es. 
r he ri ve r town ~ vigoro usly su pported bills to regulate 
rates a nd j us t as vigorous ly op posed revi~ion of the 

ta x system. Under eX istin g laws, towns on the river 
with la rge co nce ntration s of railroad property cou ld 

ta x throug h loea l assessments. Opponents favoring 
tax revision so ught to convince rural areas that by 

having th e state con t rol the assessment. the tax 
burdens would be elj uali/ed. rarmer~. they charged, 

were pa yi ng th e heavy taxe~ leVied by CIties through 
hi g her freig ht rates. 

Under a bill passed by the 14th General Asscmbly In 
1872. the CellS us Board, conslstll1g of the Governor. 

State 'T reasurer. State Auditor and Secretary of State 

would assess railroad property. Exempted were lots. 
lands and other rcal e~tate not used 111 operations . 

The board required reports on the number of miles 

operated. amount of property III each county. 
numbers of rolllllg stock and gross earnings in the 

state. The data would be the base for assessment and 

prorating per mile of track. Taxes \\ould then be 

collected from the railroads on the number of miles 
\\Ithlll the county. 

Criticism of the new la\\ was not long in coming and 

centered on the low le\el of taxes which resulted . 

Both Governor Merrill. In his last message to the 
legislature. and Go\-ernor Carpenter. in his inaugural 

address. agreed that the railroads should pay higher 

taxes but disagreed on the proper method of 

assessment. Carpenter stated that the railroads should 
not be assessed on the same baSIS as prl\ate property. 

While the State Constitution called for equal 

taxation. he argued that If railroads \\ere equally 

assessed. a few to\\nshlps III each county \\ould 
receive all local taxes. and a fe\\ to\\ ns In the state. all 

taxes on rolling stock and other property. He further 
pOll1ted out that the "\alue of a railroad was not III Its 

right-of-way. embankments. masonry. bndges. ties. 

iron and machinery. 10comotI\es. cars. buildings. etc .. 
but in the essentia l franchise which wa based upon 

di\idends." and it \\ a "\'er) nearly Impractical" to u e 

the same assessment for railroads as for other 

" L conard I- Ralston. "Railroads and the GOlernment of 1<)\\a. 
1850-1872," Ph 0 diS •. lInllcrslt) of t 0 1l 3. 1960. p. ~49 



Railroad Construction and Influence in Iowa 47 

property. Merrill had stated that a great disparity 
existed between the taxes paid by railroads and those 
by the people, with the latter paying five times more. 
Despite criticism that Carpenter's position was in 
opposition to the Republican Party's platform which 
called for equal taxation and taxes based upon 
income, he signed the 1872 bill wit hout comment , and 
a new basis was established for railroad taxation. 

The legislation in 1868 whic h granted additional lands 
incorporated the following clause: "Provided said 
railroad company, accepting the provisions of the act 
shall at all times be subject to such rules , regulations 
and rates of tariff for the transportation of freight and 
passengers as may from time to time be enacted and 
provided for by the General Assembly of the State of 
Iowa, and further subject to the conditions, 
limitations , restrictions and provisions contained in 
the Act , and the Act of Congress gran ting such la nd s 
to the State of Iowa."3o Actually, such reservations 
were in every bill distributing or redistributing such 
lands . Strictly interpreted, the railroad's acceptance of 
land grants could have the effect of estab lishing the 
principle of regulation through contract between the 
company and the state. The question, therefore, was 
whether or not the railroads would lose protection 
against regulation under provisions of the decision in 
the Dartmouth College case in 18 19 , which sta ted that 
charters were contracts between the state a nd 
corporation and cou ld not be amended without 
consent of both parties 31 However, the railroads 
apparently viewed the immediate va lue of the land s to 
be much greater than any disadvantages that might 
occur from possible future regu lation . 

Other legislation required that each compa ny report 
under oath to the legislature the amount expended in 
construction , equipment, depots and other buildings, 
the length of road, average width of grade and 
number of ties laid per mile. In September of each 
year, they were to post passenger fares and freight 
rates at their stations. Proper safeguards were to be 
provided for cattle crossi ng from fenced land s when 
the railroad passed through such properties , and safe 
crossings were mandatory at road and highwa y 
intersections. If a railroad failed to fence both sides 
against livestock running at large, they were liable to 
the owners for injury or death. To recover damages, 
the owners needed only to prove the injury or death, 
and if the railroad refused or neglected to pay within 
30 days, it became liable for double the value of the 
property destroyed. Equally , the railroads were 
responsible for damages sustained by any person or 

employee. 

Injury and death among employees was a matter of 
deep concern. Men switching or coupling car by the 
link and pin technique often lost fingers, arms or their 
lives, crus hed between cars or while twisting the hand 
brakes. George Westinghouse had patented the air 
brake in 1869, and Eli Hamilton Janney, the 
automatic coup ler in 1868, but the railroads were 
slow to adopt the devices. Lorenzo Coffi n, a chaplain 
during the war, who operated the Willow Eye Farm 
nea r Fort Dodge, attempted through the press to 
persuade the railroads to stop "t he needless slaughter 
of workmen" which in 188 I numbered 30,000 
employees killed or maimed in coupling or hand 
brake accidents. His was a lone ly crusade, wr itin g 
thousands of letters to groups for assistance in his 
campaign and visit ing conventions of railroad 
officials a nd eq uipment manufacturers where he 
accused the roads of murder. The Master Car 
Builders finally tested the devices in the late 1880s. 
Coffin , at the age of 60, was one of the first Iowa 
railroad commissioners and drafted the first safety 
appliance law written, requiring all trains operating in 
the state to be equipped with automatic couplers and 
air brakes. The railroads promptly disregarded the 
law. However, his efforts prevailed through a 
congressional act signed by President Harrison in 
1893. 

Growing Anti-Railroad Sentiment 
It seemed inevitable that the railroads would be 
regulated as time passed. Through the period from 
1850 to 1870, th e public assumed that building 
numerous railroads would assure competition to 
guarantee fair and eq ual treatment and reasonable 
rates. Therefore, a ttention was centered primarily 
upo n their construction rather than on any form of 
regulation, but by the early 1870s, the evils of 
unregulated competition began to appear. The belief 
that a state could contro l its corporations antedated 
Iowa 's state hood. The principle was incorporated into 
the Constitutions of 1844 and 1846 and, although 
modified to satisfy Whig principles , retained the 

30 Benjamin Gue, History of Iowa, Vol. Ill, New York : Century 

History Co., 1903, p. 25 . 
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theo r of state suprema cy over o rp o rati o ns th a t th e 
sta te ha I rea ted . A spe iri e sta tement to this effec t 
was co nt a ined in the o nstituti o n o f 1857 a nd in th c 

rt ic lcs o f Inco rpo ra ti o n. Pro po nents o f regula ti o n, 
th erefo re, had a bas is fo r th eir a rgum ents wh en 
eco no mic co nditi ons in th e post-Civil Wa r yea rs 
bro ught growing sentiment fo r ra ilroa d co ntro l, 
includi ng th e centra l iss ue of ra tes a nd ra te 
rela tio nship. betwee n com moditi es a nd co mmunities. 

Al l a ttempts to rcgul a te we re fo ught by the ra ilr ad s 
wh o insisted tha t unli ke o th er indu stri es, they 
req uired huge inj ecti o ns of ca pita l a nd co ntrol 
legisla ti o n wou ld fright en inves tor a nd end a nge r the 
ent erpri se. Further, they a rgued th a t ra ilroad s had 
grea t va lue to the state. which no o ne d isputed; tha t 
the "o nl y reasona ble ex pl ana ti on fo r res tri cti o n wo ul d 
be the hos tilit y. ma lice, ignora nce, cupidi ty o r 
d o v, nright tupidit y of leg islato rs. "1~ 

Gove rn or , th ough limited in power by th e 
Co nstituti on, were frequ entl y embraced as al lies by 
ra ilroa d int ere ts. The o nly abso lu te po wer held by 
them was in ce rtifi cati o n o f la nd s fo llowing 
co mpletio n of co nstructi o n, a nd thi s power was la ter 
made ubj ect to legisla ti ve a pprova l. Gove rn o r Ra lph 
Lowe, a nsv, e ring a requ es t of Pla tt Smith o f the 
D&P, was the o nl y one to acti ve ly suppo rt sta te aid 
fo r the ra il roa ds des pite the Co nstitutiona l 
prohibit io n. but o pp osi tio n of the Republican Part y 
kil led the id ea a nd was said to be pa rtl y res po nsibl e 
for his defea t fo r a seco nd term . 

It was to the Genera l sse mb ly th at the ra ilroad s 
tu rn ed in time of fin a ncial diffi culti es, made 
suggestio ns on taxa ti on iss ue, a nd used th e bod y as a 
prima ry target in a tt empts to ho ld off the increas ing 
hos tile posi tio ns which a ppea red to be growing in 
direct pro po rti on to the ri ing press ures fo r regu la to ry 
actio n. Ra lsto n co mmented tha t " those who 
conce rned the mse lves wi th th e legisla ture frequently 
expressed themselves o n the subj ect , rarely in 
co mpli menta ry te rm s." A sa mp le of co rres po ndence 
he reviewed in hi s stud y of ra ilroad interests in Iowa 
revea led Grenville Dodge 's c lai m tha t the 1856 Housc 
had " not one sma rt ma n in it." Dav id W. Kilbourne 
a nd Hu gh Reid of the Des Moines Va ll ey 
cha racte ri 7Cd the 1864 Legislature as "o ne wi th to o 
ma ny ministe rs a nd lawye rs who was ted their tim c in 
ora tory," a nd the 1866 body as very radica l, 
introdu cing "a ll kind s of a bominab le a nt i-rai lroad 
bill s." Cha rl es Perkins was quo ted as th inking th at 
to o man y di shones t men were elected ; too man y " who 
understood ve ry littl e abou t wha t rea l prosperity th eir 

co nstitu ents depend upo n." He nry J· arnham cri tici7ed 
as hos ti le legis la ti n th e ac t which req uired rai l road ~ 

to build fences alo ng th eir ri ghts-of-way a nd awa rd 
da mages to wners of livestock ki lled or injured ]3 

Th e necessity to co ntro l th e legisla ture res ulted in th e 
o rga ni 7a ti on of th e ra ilroad lo bby, a nd th eir 
represe nta ti ves wo rked d iligentl y to innuence 
legis latio n as anti -ra ilroad sentiment mo un ted . T hey 
pl ayed th e wes tern areas with o ut railroads agai nst th e 
eastern ra ilroad-d evel ped co unt ies, a pproached the 
" pro per perso ns" to campaign for electi o n, a nd 
d istr i buted passes to mem bers of both Ho uses and 
other p romin ent suppo rters, a practice q uite common 
by 1868. Des pite th eir persuasive effo rts, however, 
ra ilroa d interes ts were never a bl e to halt the growing 
dema nd for regula tion , a nd the legislature, never 
capt ured , eventu a ll y res pond ed. 

Hardl y had the agita tio n over th e taxation bill 
subsid ed when a new bill co ncern ing freight rates was 
int rodu ced a nd revived the rive r town- rural interior 
co nni et. Rive r interes ts supp orted it and rural areas 
wit ho ut transpo rta ti o n we re in o pposition. Maximum 
ra te leg isla tio n passed both Houses after lengthy 
deba tes, but the ena te ad ded an amendment 
providin g for a Ra ilroad Commission . Conference 
co mmittees co uld not agree o n the amendment and 
the bil l fai led , to the delight of the railroads and 
di sapp oi ntment of ea te rn businesses . 

There have bee n two interpretations by students of 
ea rl y ra ilroad hi sto ry as to the ources and support 
fo r co nt rol of freight ra te. One suggests that it 
stemmed from the ag ricul tural depre ion after the 
Wa r. when price fe ll and rates held tead). Other 
suppo rt ed the thesis tha t co ntrolling rate oflglnated 
with the Eas tern busi ne groups who v,i hed to 
e li mi na te the preference give n to marl..et out ide the 
stat e. The intersta te ra te they could not control. 0 to 

reta in their competit i\ e posi tions. the) proposed 
schedules of max imum ra tes v, ithln the tate . orne 
a utho riti es agreed tha t regulation hould el an upper 
li mit on ra tes but di sagreed a 10 the purpose, arguing 
in one case that ra ilroa ds would be forced to equalize 

" Leona rd F . Ra lslo n. " Ra ilroad In(ere,(> In Earl) lo\\a." 
Annals of 10 11'0 41 (winter 1973): p. 1136. 

n Ra Isto n. p. 1139. 
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rates and thus prevent discrimi natio n again t the river 
towns; another that such a move would lower ra tes to 
the benefit of all interests. But the positions of th e 
ri ve r businesses and those of the agricultural 
communities, which numbered the la rges t perce ntage 
of the state 's population in the ear ly 1870s, did not 
necessaril y coincide, and until ra te co ntrol meas ures 
cou ld serve the state without favor ing one s id e or the 
other, they had littl e cha nce of legis la ti ve support. 

Summary 
Iowa 's ex uberance and eage rn ess for easi ly accessib le 
transportation forme d a broad stage for the dramati c 
era of railroad co nst ru ct io n. In the 1850s and 1860s, 
of t he factors infl uenci ng the s tate's growth, railroad s 
were the most prominent. Assisted by local , state , 
federa l a nd foreign sources of ca pital , th ey fed the 
economic base with huge ex pe nditures on material s 
and manpower and through taxes on gross rece ipts 
and property, encou raged th e migration of settlers, 
and had a direct bearing o n the organization a nd 
location of citi es a nd towns a nd an important impact 
upon land values. T hey brought quick, dependable 
transportation a nd offered the prospect of relatively 
prosperous conditions to pi o nee rs, farmers a nd 
industrialists by expa nding markets and moving 
freight and passengers a t re latively low costs. 

W ith in the state , new and different trad e routes were 
established. Traffic was di ve rted f rom wa ter- o riented 
patterns to more direct a nd eco nomical land 
transportation , and the railroad network placed 
commun ities a few miles from their stations. Beyond 
its borders , ra il roads linked commerci a l centers on 
east-west transcontinental routes and served citi es 
north a nd south of the s tate, thereby thrusting Iowa 
into a key stra tegic position in th e ra ilroad structure . 
Equa ll y important in the construction era we re th e 
attitudes of the political parties, governors , the public 
and legis lature , as well as ra ilroad reactions to issues 
debated on the proper co urses of action needed to 
establish some sembla nce of o rd er in the mad rush of 
building, and confl icting opinions regarding their 
operations and con tro l. 
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Chapter Three 

Railroads and Public Opinion 

Introduction 
T he mood of the publi c towa rd ra il l"Oa ds cha nged by 
1870. In o rd er to overco me th e iso la ti o n o f th c Wes t 
a nd re li eve the press in g need for tra nspo rta ti o n to thc 
-ast, ra ilroa ds a nd more ra ilroa ds were needed a nd 

could not be purchased a t too high a pr ice . Fi na nced 
by a n a ppa rently inex ha ustib le supp ly o f loca l, 
eas tern a nd Euro pea n ca pita l betwccn 1865 a nd 1870, 
the road s were bui lt, co mpeting agg ressively aga inst 
eac h other in the larger ci ties a nd so meti mes " built 
fr om places where no one li ved to poi nts where no 
o ne wa nted to gO."1 Bet, ee n 1867 a nd 1873, 
approx ima tely $500 milli on was in ves ted in 
co nstruc tio n in the so-ca ll ed "Gra nger S ta tes ," 
res ulting in an increa e fr om 6,972 to 17, 646 mi les o f 
trac k. The "Gra nge r ta tes " were Illin ois, Wi sconsin , 
Minneso ta, Ka nsas , Nebras ka, a nd Io wa . In Io wa , th e 
in crease was fr o m I ,288 to ], 160 miles. 

These ta tes had the use of ra ilroads, ye t they d id no t 
own them a nd were obli ged to pay a porti o n of the 
indebtedness for their co nstru ction . Those wh o o wn ed 
the roads did not li\ e in the sta te but held the 
securit ie a nd expected di vid end s a nd interes t to be 
paid , a nd the men wh o managed the roa ds knew their 
res po nsib ilitie . When di sco ntent arose between the 
rai lroa ds and the public, the ma nagers gave priority 
to the stock a nd bo nd ho ld ers- the a bse ntee owners. 
T hose ~ ho li ved in the ta tes had grieva nces which 
were ignored, but which were se rious enough to stir 
the comm un ities int o reta li a tory acti o n. Two reaso ns 
are gene ra ll y co nsidered as the basis fo r th e connicts, 
and to one or the other, or both , can be traced the 
hos ti li ty an d publi c di sco ntent wh ich led to the 
popula rit y of move ments fo r regula ti o n. These were 
co mpetiti on a nd poo r publi c relati ons. 

Rai lroad co nstructi on was und ertaken wit h an 
implicit reli a nce upo n co mpeti tion to regula te 
opera ti ons: ra ilroads wo uld be subject to th e same 
laws of suppl y a nd dema nd genera lly fo und in 
agri cultura l a nd ma nufac turing industri e . Howeve r, 
a t that time th ere was no land-ba ed modal 
co mpetitor, a nd to have co mpetitio n, so visua lin d , 
wo uld require that every loca lity be served by two or 
more ind epend ent competing lines, a phys ica l 
imposs ibility in the maj o ri ty of co mmu nities. 
Seco ndl y, wh ere competi tio n d id ex ist, the tend ency 
beca me o ne of co mbination or a bsorpti on of weaker 
by stro nge r road s. It was no t unt il th e systems were 

built th a t the publ ic rea li/ cd tha t competit ion d id not 
produce the des ired res ull. Wh ereas compctiti o n 
ge nera lly reduced an d eq ua li7ed rates, it aho rcsu lted 
in loca l di scrimin at io n and arbitra ril y rai sed a nd 
redu ced pri ces. T he rai lroad s had bee n built too 
ra pid ly a nd loca l bus in ess co uld not supp ort th em, 
but th e ra ilroad ma nage rs were und er intense press ure 
to ea rn mo ney, and they did , wherever, whenever an d 
however they cou ld . 

Co mpetitio n was vigoro us a nd furi o us in the la rger 
citi es where seve ra l lin es co nve rged , but a t points 
so me mi les away and se rved by o nl y one road , every 
ship per wo uld pay the hi ghes t ra te tha t could be 
ex tracted without dri ving bu si ness away. Large firms 
nego tia ted their rates a nd services; smal l fi rms we re 
held to strict tariff sc hedules. F a rmers an d fi rms with 
ad va ntageo us loca ti o ns pros pered; others not so 
fo rtun a te faced ruin . These co nditions were not 
helped by the co rrupti o n res ulting from financial 
ma nipula tio n of co nstructi on com pa nies in 
tra nsferring asse ts to the pockets of promoters as 
ev id enced by the Credit M obilier of the UP and the 
Co ntract and Fina nce Co mpa ny of the Central 
Pac ifi c Ra ilroads. 

The agg ress ive a tt itud es of the rail roads led to the 
second ca use of hos tility- poo r public relations­
which a lth ough not doc umented as clearly as the 
other, nevertheless add ed fuel to the fire of 
di sco ntent. Co mplai nts agai nst discriminator} 
prac ti ces were di smissed , passengers treated 
di co urteo usly, a nd a ttempts to control by legislatIve 
acti o ns ignored . The i uance of free pa ses to fa\ ored 
indi vidua ls was a nother unpo pular factor. Ke) 1 sue 
in the revo lt of the peo ple. however, were the 
mo nopo li sti c a ttitud es a nd prac tices and absentee 
owne rship of the roads. 

The Iowa Pool 
Earl y in their histo ry. ra ilroads found that 
competiti on could be des tructi\ e. a nd in order to 
su tai n ea rn ing . it \Va necessary that it be re tricted. 
"All profit. " sta ted J a me F. J O). " \\ a los t b) 
competiti o n which loo ked more li ke in anit) than the 

I Etll o t J o nes a nd Home r B. \ 'anderblue. Railroads. Cast's tllld 

ele(,tions, Nell Yo r~ . The t.l ac Ill tan a., 1905. p. '97 
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result of any wise consideration of the 
circumstances.''2 Various techniques were used to 
control competition. One was the territorial 
agreement whereby each railroad would agree to 
restrict extension of its lines into the other's territory. 
Another was the rate agreement requiring 
maintenance of spec ific rate schedules . But rate 
agreements did not e liminate or contro l co mpetiti o n , 
for the earnings of a carrier d epended upon its traffic, 
and secret rebates a nd spec ial rates were a 
consequence. Railroads had excess capacity , costs 
were constan t, and if lower rates cou ld a ttract 
business, profits would increase. Rate agreements 
were a lso subject to the ever-present threat of one 
carrie r breaking away from the compact, and they 
were of questionable legality. Locklin states that 
" there was so me difference of opinion as to whether 
the agreement s were so unreasonable to be unlawful 
or whether they were legal , th us la wful.' '3 
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Iowa Pool Roads 1873 

By 1870, co mpetition among Iowa railr oads for local 
and thro ugh traffi c was intense. The completion of 
the UP 's transcontinental ro ute initiated th e struggle 
for shares of eas tbound bu in ess, with only the CNW 
in a position to benefit through inte rchange at 
Omaha-Council Bluffs. However, during 1869, th e 
CR I&P and CB&Q ente red the Misso uri Va ll ey, and 
a fight for the traffic through rate wars seemed a 
certain ty. All three lines were substantiall y similar in 
mileage and se rvice qualit y. The rat e wars neve r 
occurred; instead the' railroad s turned to poo ling 
agreements in which the traffic be tween Omaha and 
Chicago was di vid ed . 

The Iowa Poo l, so metimes refe rred to as the "O ma ha 
Pool ," was organized in 1870 by th e three rai lroad s 
and was one of th e first and most famous of pooling 
agreements (Fig . 3-1). With only a verba l agree ment 

WISCONSIN 
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Figure 3- 1 
(Co urtesy: The University of Chicago Press, from Julius Grodinsky "The Iowa Pool") 

' Jul ius Grodinsky, The Iowa Pool, Chicago: Uni ve rsity of 
Chicago Press, 1950, p. 13. For a detailed descripti on of the o rigin s 
of the Pool a nd it s weak nesses, see chapters 2, 3, and 9. 

J D. Phillip Locklin , Economics of Transpona/ion, 7th edit ion, 
Homewood , III. : Richa rd D. Irwin, Inc., 1972, p. 3 14 . 
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and no eni'o rce l11 ent provisions, th e arrangement 
depended up on the good i'aith of it ~ parti cipa nts fo r 
its sli ccess. Forty-rive percent of pa sse nger reve nue~ 

and 50 per ce nt of freight reve nues were to be retai ned 
b. eac h car ri e r to cover ope rat ing ex pcnses a nd th e 
balance divided eq uall y amo ng thc road~ . All tra ffi c 
from eas tern con nec ti o ns was givc n to o ne road for 
one week a nd th en in subseq uent weeks to th e o th ers 
in turn . T he plan led to a rate maintenance program 
and equa li /ation of traffi c instead of balancing 
accoll nt s as or igina ll y agreed. and it proved 
moderately successful. The or igi na l agrccmcnt wa~ 
modified in 1874 through a di\ i~ion of tOLaI 
\\estbound passengcr traffic. 

The harmony which apparent ly preva iled in the 
pooling arrangement was seriou~l)' di~rupted when 
Gould purchased the controlling interes t in the UP 
and \\ a made a direc tor in 1874. Through con trol of' 
the Wabash. ~\ hlch reached Omaha in 1879 and 

ex tend ed it s Ii n e~ to Chi cago in 1880, he was able to 
co mpete ro r the traffi c through a circuitous 
co mbin a ti o n of various roads . Gould dictated the 
po li cies of th e U r a nd naturally tended to divert some 
o f the traffic that fed the Pool to hi s Wabash system. 
In a n attemp t to circumvent hi s competitIve influence, 
th e Wabash was admitted to the Pool in 1881 , with a 
resu lt that each of the four railroad s received 25 
percen t of th c rcven ues Oa ble 1- 1). 

Genera ll y, territorial agreement5 were maintained 
during the early years. The CNW's consolidation and 
expansion was to the north and west of the areas of 
her partners. The RI&P expanded within its 
territorial limits, primarily in eastern Iowa. But the 
aggressive CB&Q pushed it s expansion into the heart 
of the regions served by the Pool lines, partly to meet 
the growing competition of Gould. By expanding into 
Nebraska and eventually to Denver, the CB&Q 
competed with the UP but insisted that the latter road 

Table 3-1 
Individual And Corporate Railroad Control Of The Iowa Pool Roads, Affecting Their Relationships, 

As Members Of The Pool, 1870-1884 

Pre'ldeni Chicago. BurlinglOn & 
QUlnc\ . 1870-1871 

Pre'lden!. Kan\a, CII). SI Jo\eph & 
Council Blufrs. 1870-1874 

Pre'lden!. Alchl,on & ' ebras~a 
1871·1872 

PreSldenl . Chicago. Rock Island & 
Pacific . 1870·1876 

PreSldenl. Chicago & NOrlhl'eslern 

1870·1873 

James F. Joy Growth o f C hi cago Burlington & Quincy 18701884 -

I 
Burllnglon & MISSOUri RI'cr ( Iol'a) Burlinglon & \II1"oun RI\er I 

l.eased In 1872. bough I In 11\75 ('ebra,~a) I !l0 

I r 

I 
Rockford . Roc~ Island & SI t OUI' AIChl\on & 1 I \,1ldland PaCifiC I 

1877 'ebra'ka . I 79 1 -f, 

I 
Kan,a, CII). SI Jo,cph & Council 

Blurr,. I XRO 

John F. Tracy 

SI 

(Courtesy . 1 he University of Pe l1l"y lvanla Pre" rrom .J111111 ' (jrodlns~, TrallscolIlIIIl'lItal Radll 'III ' Slrlllcgl' 1869-1893 ) 
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prorate th e Ne braska traffic. The request was refu sed , 
and there was some fear that the CB&Q would 
withdraw from the Pool in reta liation , a fear not 
realized. 

Four railroads now consti tuted membership in the 
Pool with the prospect that a fifth, the CM&StP, 
wou ld be admitted in the future. Rate and territori a l 
issues co ntinued to co mplica te the arrangements. 
More Missouri River points were being opened to 
traffic, and rate re lat io nships had to be equalized 
amo ng them and Omaha on through traffic to 
Chicago an d the East. Local rates in Iowa were also a 
serio us compet iti ve problem. Rate wars were not 
unco mmon , es pecia ll y on livestock and grain 
movements. In 1882, th e Pool was reo rganized und er 
the name of the " Iowa Trunk Lines Association" with 
written terms of agreement covering freight only, to 
be enforced by C. H. Daniel, appointed 
Comm issio ner. 

T he CM&StP completed it s ro ute to Council Bluffs in 
that year a nd was ad mitted under an arrangement 
which a ll owed each railroad 20 percent of the 
revenues. The Missouri Pacific (MP) ha d also reached 
the Omaha ga teway, a nd whil e it would enter Chicago 
through a co mbinati on of roa ds, it had a strong hold 
on the traffic to St. Louis. In cooperation with the 
Wabash, it pa rticipa ted in secret rate reductions , 
furt her disrupting the rate tariffs of the Pool , but was 
admitted through a rearrangement of the divisions. 
The Kansas City, St. Joseph and Council Bluffs 
Railway, a key connecting road , and the IC also 
became members, further complicating the divi sions 
of traffic a nd revenues. 

Forces were operating which eventually destroyed the 
effectiveness of the Pool. The CM&StP, CRI&P and 
Wabash had no lines or preferential connections west 
of the Missouri River. The Wabash benefited by 
traffic diverted from the UP through the Gould 
influence. T he UP, the principal source of traffic to 
the Pool, competed with one of its members, the 
CB&Q. Both the CNW and UP were considering 
expansion throughout Nebraska, and the CM&StP 
and the CR I&P complained that the CB&Q was 
giving them less traffic eastbound than they gave on 
westbound movements. Despite all of the agreements, 
competition was the key element in granting special 
privileges to shippers through rate and service 
co ncessions. While moderately successful in 
stabili zing ra tes , the weaknesses of the pooling 
arrange ments not only resulted from carriers starting 
rate wars because of dissatisfaction with their traffic 

allotments , but also beca use the cou rts genera ll y held 
them to be in res traint of trade a nd refused to enfo rce 
th eir co nditions of agreement. 

The Granger Movement 
The Pa nic of 1873 resulted in currency deflation and 
depressed agri cultura l prices . Rai lroad rates 
fluctuat ed but did no t fall proportionately to th e price 
leve l. Farmers, eq uipment manufacturers and farm 
suppli e rs who had enthusias tica ll y supported 
railroads a nd were d ependent upo n them for 
livelihood s now turned against them as a leading 
cause of th eir trouble. They realized how great was 
th eir d epe nd ence upon Easte rn markets , up o n the 
carriers for transportation and Eastern cap ita lists for 
their land . Ra ilroads were a n easy and prominent 
target for a ttacks, warranted by their practices. 
"Corruption of po litical units, wastefulness a nd 
mismanage ment , poo ling, construct ion companies, 
fast freight lines, flu ctuatio ns and di scrimination in 
ra tes ... al l these things a nd more were rife."4 

In 1870, Iowa had been sett led and farmed for only 37 
years, but it had become an important commercial 
farming state whose eco no my was based upon grain 
a nd li ves tock product ion . T he Iowa farmer produced 
for th e market and was subject to its wide swings. 
Although the ra ilroads were maligned , the price index 
was a bas ic ca use o f eco nomic diffi culties . Corn fel l 
from an ave ra ge of 70 ce nts in 1864 to 24 cents per 
bushe l in 1872; hogs so ld for $7.75 in 1869 and $3.44 
per 100 pound s in 1873. Wheat was $1.57 in 1867 and 
68 cents per bushel in 1870, rose to $ 1.05 in 1872 and 
fell to 77 cents in 1876. Catt le so ld for $4.55 in 1868 
and $3.44 in 1872. In 1872, the secretary of the State 
Agricultural Society stated that it was costing the 
farmer a bout three bushels of corn to ship one to 
market, a nd in 1873, farmers complained that it cost 
"o ne-third of a bushel of wheat to ship it to C hi cago." 
The stat e's leading horticulturist reported a charge of 
$84.00 to ship a carload of a ppl es 90 miles 5 

Regardless of ma rket flu ctuat io ns, rate 
di scriminations pract iced by the ra ilroads bore the 
brunt of th e fa rmer's anger. 

4 Lewi s Henry Haney. A Congressional History 0/ Railways in 
the United States. Madiso n: Un iversity or Wi sco nsi n Press, 1910, p. 

24. 

5 Mildred Throne, "The Gra nge in Iowa, 1868- 1875," Iowa 
Journal 47 (Oct o ber 1949): p . 292. 
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T he Gra nge , wbi ch had becn o rga ni zcd as th c 
Na ti ona l Gra nge of thc I a trons of Hu sba ndry in 
1867, ori ginally proposed to adva ncc ag ri culturc 
through cdu ca tion ra thcr th a n po liti c . Howcvcr, it 
grew rapid ly as cco nomic co nd iti ons worscned . It 
fo und fe rt ilc soil in Iowa wherc thc fa rm surp lus was 
incrcas ing ra pidl y. In 1868 , Iowa cla im cd thc o ldest 
Gra nge wes t of thc Mi ss issip pi Ri vc r, a t Bucna Vi sta , 
somc four mil es from Ncwton, a nd by 1872, over ha lf 
of the Gra nges in the na tio n were in Iowa . T hc 
orga ni7a tion prom oted week ly a nd monthl y meetings 
to broaden the fa rmer's soc ia l outl ook. It arra nged 
educati on progra ms, encoura ged rcading, a nd 
es tab lished li braries. Emphasis was also given to the 
educa ti on of chi ldren, a nd on higher chool s such as 
ag ricultural co lleges a nd experiment stations. T hey 
es ta blished sys tems of coo perati ve buying a nd se ll ing, 
co nsidering the "midd leman" in the sa me mo nopoly 
ca tego ry as the rai lroads, a nd bega n manufacturin g 
far m machinery. The social a nd educa tional ac ti vities 
were su bse rvient to transporta ti on and politics, 
however, a lth ough the ord er was supposed ly non­
pol itica l in character. 

During the summer of 1873, the demand fo r ra ilroad 
regula tion a nd agri cultura l coopera tion res ulted in the 
orga nizatio n of th e Anti-M onopoly Pa rty which 
reques ted the legisla ture to se t max imum frei ght rate s. 
In the fall, one-ha lf of the legisla tors elected to the 
Genera l Asse mbly were members of the Anti­
Monopoly Pa rt y, a nd 70 of the 100-member bod y 
were mem bers of the Gra nge. The Gra nge had fo rmed 
a coalitio n wit h the Anti-M onopol y a nd Dem ocra tic 
Parties to elec t ca ndida tes who favored their ca use. It 
was repo rted that "t he o nl y reaso n why the 
Repu blica ns we re not defea ted was that Gove rnor 
Clay Carpenter was a Pa tron a nd stood for rai lroad 
legis lation. "6 

Aside from the rai lroad ques t io n, the des ired 
legislatio n incl ud ed: the support a nd enactm ent of 
prohibitio n laws; a sta te inco me tax; milita ry tra in ing 
in the college to be opt io na l; a bolition of co unt y 
assessors; and the popu la r electi on of co unt y sc hoo l 
superinte ndents. These we re but a few of the items on 
the Grange r legisla ti ve age nd a, but they ill ustrate the 
wide sco pe of thei r intere ts. However, it was the 
attempt to regulate railroads tha t rece ived histo ri ca l 
a ttentio n, a nd a t their a nnua l co nventi on in Des 
Moines in Dece mber 1874, delega tes from 2,000 
Gra nges passed a reso lut ion decla ri ng " th a t the sta te 
had a right to es tabli sh passe nge r fa res a nd freight 
ra tes."7 

Mea nwhil c, th cr intcrests werc a lso work ing for 
rcgula to ry ac ti on. T he 1870 Lcgi sla turc debated a 
ma ximum ra te bi ll dcsigned to prcvent di ve rsion of 
tradc fro m thc Mi ss iss ippi Rive r citi es to Chi cago. 
Se na tor B.B. Ri cha rd s of D ubuque, supporting a bill 
submittcd by Willi a m Mills, also of Dubuque, ci ted 
exa mpl es of discrimina tion aga inst ri ver towns. They 
sta ted tha t n our mi ll s along th e ri ver were bei ng 
forced to closc; fa rmers in the interior we re losi ng 
ma rkets on the wa terways; grai n buyers had to move 
to hi cago to survive; rive r towns were los ing their 
advanta ge as lumber ma rkets; a ll beca use of uneq ual 
freight ra tes. T he railroads co untered by sta ting that 
low th ro ugh rates were made for the co nvenience of 
fa rmers, ena bling them to co mpete in Eas tern 
markets. Di sc rim ina tions in ra tes we re d isti nctions 
necessa ry a nd j ust, based upon va ri atio ns in traffic 
vo lumes a nd opera ting cos ts. Th ey a rgued that a ny 
proposa ls to regu late wo uld necessitate the 
a band onment of through freight service . The bill 
fa il ed passage, as did others proposed in 1872. 

Granger Legislation 
State interference with ra ilroad ma nagemen t was not 
new. La nd gra nt legisla tio n in 1856 declared that 
rai lroads accepting the gra nts wo uld be subject to 

ru les and regulat ions . .. enacted and provided by the 
General Asse mbl y. Regula tory legis lation attempted 
in 1866 was null ified by the a tt orney general who held 
th a t the legisla ture had no power to prescribe railroad 
rates. An y res tri cti ve laws that were passed proved to 
be of little acc ount a nd were seldom enfo rced. But in 
the seve nties, the sta te was shaken by anti -railroad 
rumblings from ag ra ri a n and commercial groups 
faced with better o rga nized rail road opposition. The 
time had come to ta ke act ion which came with the 
in troducti on of a bill by Senator William Lara bee in 
Februa ry, 1874, "to protect the peo ple against the 

, ,o lon J Buc~. The Granger \lol'emenr, Cambndge Hanard 
Unllerslt) Studie~. 19 13. pp . ' 9-91 

' .I Broo ~e \\' or ~ man. "Go\ernor \\ illiam Larrabee and 
Railroad Refo rm ." 10\l'a Journal:':! t.lul) 1959): p . 239 The 
d elcgate~ al,o recommended a gm ernment-built double-tr.lcked all­

freig ht railroad to the Eastern Seaboard ' termination of land gr.lnts 
and regu la ti on of Intrastate rales . See abo George H ~hllcr. 

Railroads and the Granger [a li 'S. ~I adlson lInl\erslI) of 

Wisco nSi n Press. J97 1. pp. IO '-1I2. 
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abuses of unjust discrimination of railroads, expre 
and telegraph companies." Hi s proposal wa 
eventually incorporated into an om nibus bill , 
approved in March , under the title: An Act to 
Establish Reasonable Maximum Rates or Charges for 
the Transportation of Freight and Passe ngers on 
Different Railroads of the State. This Act became 
known as the "Granger Law." 

The law divided the railroads into three classes on th e 
basis of their annua l gross ea rnings. Class A road s 
were those earn ing $4,000 or more per mile of track; 
Class B, between $3,000 and $4,000; and C lass C, less 
than $3,000. Progressive freight rates were fixed per 
hundred pounds for distances up to 376 miles. 
Carload rates on four general classe of commodities 
were specifi ed and separate rates li sted for such traffic 
as flour , cement, gra ins, lumber, mules, cattle and 
hogs. Different rates for different classifications were 
to be posted and the railroads were to report annual 
earnings to the Governor. Class A roads were entitled 
to 90 percent of the schedule of maximum rates , Class 
B to 105 percent , and Class C to 120 percent. The law 
reduced rates as much as 50 percent , but since the 
through rates a lso declined, the river inte rests did not 
enjoy the immediate re li ef they so ught. 

Different ra tes were thus estab li shed for railroads 
accord in g to their c lassifications, a nd all commodities 
were placed into one of the four classes, exce pt for 
those in the specia l list. The rates became effective on 
July 4, 1874. Penalties for violations ranged from 
fi nes of $20 to $ 100 a nd five to 30 days impriso nment , 
to repayments for overcharges of five times the 
amount charged firms or individuals and $500 to be 
paid to the state for each offense. Enforcement of the 
law was given to the attorney general. The law was 
approved by the governo r on March 23, 1874 . 

The concept of the legis lation as th e "Granger Law" 
wa s challenged by Throne who took iss ue with the 
description and stated that the title was inaccurate. 
"The very fact that the Iowa Grange did not 
recommend that type of law ... shou ld have 
indicated to observers that a 'cast iron tariff bill ' was 
passed in sp it e of, not because of, the Grange . In 
Iowa , the struggle was one of farmers and sma ll 
businessmen against the large corporations ... 
Economics and geography determined the passage of 
the law, not the existe nce of a farmers' soc ial group."8 

The I 876 Legislature received strong protests from 
the railroads, claiming that the law was ruining their 
revenues despi te the fact that revenues had increased 

in 1874 by $ 1 million over those of 1873. They 
st ressed that higher thro ugh rates would be 
detrimental to farmers and shipper and that furth er 
investment in railroads would be difficult to obtain. 
These a rguments were supported by many of the 
newspapers who wanted modification or repeal since 
th ey argued that any busi ness should be free to 
operate without state interference or con trol. 

From th e indust rial sector , th e first com plaint came 
from C linton lumbeqnen who had rece ived specia l 
rates on lumber shipped into western Iowa. These 
were prohibited und er the new law , and higher rates 
resulted in lower traffic volumes . Cedar Rapid s, 
Deniso n and Fort Dodge complained of increased 
through rates. In so uthern Iowa , the CB&Q ignored 
the law as it app li ed to both passe nger and freight 
rates . Several suits were instituted against the road s 
who preferred to test th e law in federal rather than 
state courts. They req ues ted an injuncti o n against 
prosec ution by th e Attorney General on ground s that 
it was contrary to th e Constitutions of the United 
States and Iowa . The case was hea rd in the U. S. 
Circuit Court for the District of Iowa, and on May 
12, 1875, Judges Dillon a nd Mill er gave th e ve rdict 
to the state on the principle that railroads were public 
highwa ys and therefore subj ec t to sta te regulation . 
T he railroad s appea led to the U. S. Supreme Court in 
1876, which upheld th e d ec is ion of the Circuit Court. 
Failing in the courts, the railroad s next turned to the 
public for support of repeal , but efforts to influence 
public opinion were not successfu l until 1878. 

Railroad Legislation in Midwestern States 

The laws of Iowa and Wisconsin (Potter Law) 
prescribed schedu les of maximum rates , difficult to 
fix by statute. Legislatures , with constantly changing 
personnel, inexperienced in railroad matters and , 
without precise information as to what constituted 
reasonableness of rates , faced a formidable if not 
impossible task . Statutory rates tended to become 
rigid and infle xible, and changing economic 
conditions required rate changes without political 
debates to delay the necessary adjustments. 

8 Mildred Throne, Cyrus Clay Carpenter and IOlVa Polit ics. 1854-
1898. Iowa City: State Hist orica l Society, 19 74, p. 179 . 
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Unifo rmit y of rates and classifica tion s of roads wcrc 
difficult to ach ieve beca use of main and bra nch linc 
differences in opcra ting and tra ffi c co ndition s. 
F inally, roliti ca l co nsidcration s played an imrorta nt 
role in fi xing ra tes es pecially und er the circumstances 
in 1874, whcn sec tional interests were rress uring for 
economic ad va n tages. 

The laws of Illin ois in 1873 a nd Minneso ta in 1874 
es tablished co mmi ssio ns to whic h the legis la tures gave 
the power to fi x maximum rates and ad minister the 
laws, an improvement over the pra ctice of direc t 
legislative intervention. Prorata cla uses rrovid ed that 
rates should not be higher for the shorter than the 
longer haul; com bina ti ons of lines to res tra in 
competition were forbidde n in a n attempt to slow the 
trend toward monopolies. The laws also prohibited 
free passes to public officia l , give n initia ll y to curry 
favors from those in positions of power. These soo n 
proved to be a form of bribery and raised questions of 
eonnicts of interest when the concerns of the railroads 
and the public did not coincide. 

The Granger Cases 
The state laws resulted in the "Granger Cases ," six in 
alL decided by the U. S. Surreme Court in 1877 9 The 
mo~t famous and often quoted was that of Munn \'. 
J1/inoi \\ hich actually ill\olved the regulation of grain 
\\arehouses, not railroads, as did the other five. The 
railroads argued that rate regu lation directed by 
legislature~ or commissions deprived investors of 
property without due proees of law. thus violating 
the 14th Amendment of the Constitution. By limiting 
rates which could affect net earnings, railroad 
properties would fall in value since values were 
dependent upon earnings. This, the Co urt conceded. 
applied to ordinary businesses, but railroads were in 
that special class of business "affected with a public 
interest." They pointed out that certain types of 
business activity had been regulated under eommon­
law principles of England and maximum charges 
fixed for ferries, common carrie rs, inn keepers, etc., as 
early as 1681. 

Other arguments involved sta te interference with 
charters vesting the right to fix rates by ma nage ment : 
that state legislatures cou ld not assume th e aut ho rit y 
without violating consti tuti ona l provisions which 
forbade states to pass laws impairing the obliga ti on of 
those contrac ts. Railroads a lso raised the question of 
whether or not determination of reaso nable rates was 
a judicia l rat her than a legis lati ve function. They 
claimed that sta tes had no rights in regulat ion of 

interstate co mmerce, an authority gra nted onl y to 
Congress tbrough tbe Constitution wbich empowered 
th em to reg ul a te commerce among tb e ~everal sta tes. 
To a ll of these arg umcnts, thc Cou rt decided, 
a lth ough not un a nimously, for the "publ ic interest." 
T hc sta tes had th e ri ght to regu late; they did not 
derri ve the rai lroads of their property without due 
process of law; they did not violate the contractual 
ob li ga ti ons unless th e char ters expressly gave the 
ra ilroads rate powers. Legislatures could fix rates, 
a nd unt il Congress ac ted, states could regulate rates 
eve n th ough interstate commerce was indirectly 
a ffec tcd . T hc Co urt la ter reversed itself on some of 
th ese points. 

The railroads were now faced with legal decisions 
which arparently placed them at the mercy of state 
Icgislatures. T hey had two possible courses of actIon. 
One was to take the political road whIch they did 
quite successfully: the other to continue their fight in 
the courts which they did unsuccessfully until 1886, 
when in Wahash v. J1/inois. the Supreme Court 
handed down a decision which seriously impaired the 
legality of state regulation. The case concerned long 
and short haul rates on grains from origins in Illinois 
to ew York City, and the Court held that states 
could not control rates on interstate commerce e\en 
in the absence of federal regulation I O 

Impact of the "Granger Cases" on the State 
The decisions in the "Granger Cases" had given the 
sta te the right to regulate intrastate rates. and the 
railroads proceeded to charge the maximum rates 
prescribed in the 1874 law. Often these were higher 
than rates which had been in effect in prior year . 
Some of the roads chose to ignore the law and ome 
obeyed. The CB&Q stated that it \\ould "experiment" 
with the new tariff schedules but \\ ould adjust its 

• These \Inc Munn \ Itllnoi,. 9-1 l S t tJ (18'~). Chicago 

Burlington and QUlnc~ Ratiroad \ lo\\a. 9-1 L 155 (t8')'); 

Chicago MiI\Iaukee & St Paul Railroad Compiln~ \ Acl.le~. 9-1 

U.S 179 (1877); Plel. \ Chicago and '\onh\\e,tcrn Rait\\a~ 

Comran). 9<1. U S 164 (1877); Stone \ \\ IseOllSln. 9-1 l . t,' 1 
( 1877) 

III Wabash. St l ouIs and Pacdie Rati\\3\ Compan~ \ IllinOIS. 
11 8 U.S. 557 ( 1886) 
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interstate rates , a loophole through which the 
railroads eventually forced repeal. The ra te 
adjustments on both intra- and interstate shipments 
brought numerous complaints of discrimination by 
both agrarian and indust rial organizations. 

Railroad mileage increased from 2,683 in 1870 to 
4,157 miles in 1878. Iowa was devoting its attention 
almost entirely to agricultural pursuits and had to 
import its manufactured goods from the East. The 
geographical location of the state required low rates 
for the long haul to agricultural markets and the 
return movement from commercial origins. Railroad 
expansion brought with it manufacturing, wholesale 
and jobber firms as econo mic opportunities opened ­
firms which wanted to be able to compete with 
commercial centers in the Midwest and East. The rate 
adjustments did not favor this objective. 

Between 1875 and 1878, political and propaganda 
campaigns by railroads , coupled with a change in 
public attitudes, contributed to the defeat of the 
"Granger Law." The Granger movement was 
dec lining; farmers had recovered from the depression 
of 1873 and were anxious to continue their quest for 
additional transportation . The press generally favored 
repeal and were joined by businessmen and the 
railroad lobby to stir up support. The greatest 
criticism of the law was its rigidity and lack of proper 
enforcement machinery for effective control. Yet , it 
had rendered indirect benefits to the public . Adams, 
writing on the "Granger Movement," stated that "the 
corporations have been made to realize that the roads 
were built for the West and that to be operated 
successfully, they must be in sympathy with the 
people of the West. The whole system of 
discriminations and local extortions had received a 
much needed investigation, the results of which 
cannot but mitigate or wholly remove the more 
abominable features ... great principles of justice and 
equality heretofore ignored have been drawn by the 
sheer force of discussion, backed by rising public 
opinion into the very essence of railroad policy . "II It 
also seemed that it was poor policy for the state, still 
needing more railroad mileage, to antagonize the 
builders. 

The Repeal of the "Granger Law" 
The law was repealed on March 23, 1878, eliminating 
all of the 1874 legislation except for the sections 
establishing railroad classifications, passenger charges 
and annual reports of revenues . The legislature 
created a three-man Advisory Commission, modeled 

after the Massachusetts Comm ission Law of 1869. 
The commission was given superv ision over intrastate 
railroad s., was to examine and inquire int o any neglect 
or ViolatIOn of state laws, examine books and 
documents of the railroad s, investigate complaints, 
reqUire annual reports, and provide the governor with 
annual reports on the railroad situation . Commission 
members represented eastern, western a nd cen tra l 
sections of the state and could have no financial 
interests in the railroads. Their expenses , including 
salaries, were pro-rated a mong railway companies. 
Discrimination between shippers under similar 
circumstances and conditions was prohibited . Special 
rates were to be available to all parties and 
unreasonable rates were considered illegal , although 
unreasonableness was not defined. Failure to comply 
with provisions of the law could result in fines up to 
three times the damages or overcharges plus court 
costs, and continued violations after warnings could 
lead to a report to the legislature , the only 
enforcement agent of the state. The railroad lobby 
saw that such enforcement was practically non­
existent. 

Federal Regulation of Railroads 
Railroad regulation had been debated in Congress as 
early as 1867, when Granger discontent resulted in the 
election of candidates from the West. The issues 
centered on the railroad movement of grains to the 
eastern seaboa rd , a lleging discriminations against the 
agricultural areas so as to co nsume in charges [or 
transit more than one-third of their ent ire value, while 
manufacturing interests in the East are protected by a 
tariff. Congressman Wilkensen of Minnesota called 
attention to the price of the wheat crop of 1869 as 
being sold at va rious railroad origins for about 50 
cents per bushel , yet purchased in New York for $1.20 
to $1.25 . "Railway rates were at least one-third too 
high and the peopl e are being plundered by chartered 
monopolies-monopolies which had been aided by 
land grants or otherwise. "12 

" C. F. Adams. "The Granger Movement ," North American 
Review, 120 (April 1875): p. 423. 

" Lewis Henry Haney. A Congressional Hisfory, p. 245. 
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Two na te o mmi((ees examin ed th e poss ibi lity of 
sccuring ehea ptransportation from th e wes tern sta tes 
to the Eas t. The first, known as th e Windom 

ommittec, report ed in 1872 a nd reflec ted th e 
co mmon and popular vicw th a t com pctit io n shou ld 
bc the regula to r of ratcs, but tha t co mpctiti o n 
invariably end cd in co mbin a tion a nd did not o ffer thc 
ncccssa ry prot cc tion to shippcr a nd th c pub lic. On ly 
through statc or na ti o na l owncrship of onc or morc 
railroads co uld effee tivc co mpetiti o n be expected and 
maintained, a nd the Committee reco mm end ed 
building railroads to the sea board a nd furth er 
developme nt of the inl a nd waterways. The rcpo rt 
crea ted little a tt enti o n. In 1874 a nd 1875, the Hou sc 
passed bills providing for regula tion , a nd in 1884 a nd 
1885, bills were introduced in both Ho uses of 
Congress only to beco me deadlocked over different 
provISIons . 

The im pa se resulted in th e appoin tment of the 
second. the Cullum Committcc, to investigate thc 
railroad problem. It made i t ~ report in 1886, 
emphasi7ing more the cv ils of disc ri mination than thc 
le\els of rates stressed in the Windom Committee 
report. 11 Senator Cullum earlier had reported that 
there exis ted 18 evi ls or rai lroad a buses, ra nging fr om 
unreasonably high local rates versus through rates , 
pooling arrangements, sec ret rates. drawbacks and 
concession~ to favored shippers, overcharges, free 
passes. etc .. to railroad involvement in businesses 
other than tran portation . Three major classes of 
discrimination were described: ( I) tho e which 
affected certain individuals , the most objec ti onab le 
and used for discounts; (2) those which affected 
certain localities and had as their origin the natural 
desire of competing roads to increase business at the 
expense of their rivals. and were used at competiti e 
common points versus non-competitive points: and 
(3) discrimination between products. the mo t 
common of the unjust practices. Li ve tock versus 
dressed beef was an example. The cost of 
transportatIon from Chicago to New York for dressed 
beef was 61;,1 ce nts per pound more tha n that of li vc 
animals but the rat e was 75 percent higher. The 
Cullum report , with com promises between the two 
congressional bodies a nd possibly aided by the 
Wabash decision, hastened thc enac tment of th e Act 
to Regulate Commerce in 1887. 

The Act to Regulate Commerce 
The legi sla tion app li ed to a ll common ca rri e rs in 
interstate or foreign com merce a nd included water 
carriers when they a nd the ra ilroad s were used " und er 

co mm o n manageme nt, co ntrol o r arrangement for a 
co ntinou s ca rriage a nd shipm ent." The la nguage was 
broad and indefinite and ca used co ntroversy over 
man y yea rs, requirin g co mmi ssio n a nd co urt 
interpre tations, in turn res ultin g in ma ny 
ame ndm ents. The ac t required that al l rates bejust 
a nd rea so na bl e, a sta tut ory endorsement of the 
co mmon-law prin ciple; no persona l di sc rimination 
was to be a ll owed , with certain exceptions; no undue 
preference nor prejudice between persons, kinds of 
traffi c o r places; prohibited were long an d short haul 
di scriminati o ns and poo lin g agreements; and all rates 
were to be publi shed with strict adherence by the 
railroads. rea ted was the Interstate Commerce 
Co mmissio n (IC ) of five member , appointed by the 
Presi dent , with powers and duti es to hear complaints 
of vio la ti ons, to investigate and assess damages. to 
inquire into the operations of the carriers , require 
a nnua l reports, and presc ribe a uniform system of 
accounts. The commission was to make annual 
reports to Congres for evaluation of the regulatory 
process a nd make recommendations for further 
legis la ti on, if necessa ry . The act was amended many 
times as economic conditions changed, new modal 
co mpeti ti on a ppeared, and court and commission 
decisions clarified or confused carriers, shippers and 
the public with their interpretations . 

Iowa Railroad Classifications 

The first annual report of the Iowa Commission 
showed 29 railroads operating in the state, subject to 
the class ifications invoked in the 1874 la\.\. These are 
listed under the "A ", "8." and "C' classIfication 111 

Table 3-2. 

11 Reporr-o!-Ihe- ellall' eleCI C'>1l1l1l1l1ee 01/ (musIal" 

Oll/i ll er ei'. 49th Congress I,t Sess Senate Report 
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Table 3-2 

Railroad Classifications 

Class "A" Rail roads 

Chicago , Burlington & Qui ncy Ra ilroa d . 
Ch icago & North Weste rn R ailway. 
Chicago , Rock Is land & Pacific Rai lroad. 
Kansas City, SUoseph & Co uncil Bluffs Railroad . 

Class "B" Rail roads 

Burlington , Cedar Rapids & Northern Rai lway. 
Central Rai lroad of Iowa . 
Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Pa ul Ra il way. 
lJIinois Centra l Railroad. 
Iowa Railway , Coa l & Manufacturing Company. 
Keokuk & Des Moines Rai lway. 

Class "c" Railroads 

Burlington & Northweste rn R ai lway . 
Burlington & Southwestern Ra ilway . 
C hicago , C lint on & Western Railroad . 
Chicago , Clinton, Dubuque & Minneso ta Railroad . 
Crooked Creek Railway. 
Davenport & Northwestern Railway. 
Des Moines & Fort Dodge Railroad. 
Des Moines & Minneapolis Railroad. 
Dubuque & South wester n Railroad. 
Iowa Eastern Railroad . 
Missouri, Iowa & Nebraska Railway. 
Newton & Monroe Ra ilroad . 
Sabu la , Ack ley & Dakota Railroad. 
St. Louis, Kansas City & Northern Railway. 
St. Louis, Keokuk & Nort hwes te rn Railway. 
Sioux City & Pacific Railroad . 
Siou x City & Pembina Railway. 
Sioux City & St. Paul Railroad. 
To ledo & Northwestern Railway. 

(So urce: / 0 11'0 Railroad Commission. A nnual Report , 1878) 

The Railroad Commission's Interpretation of the 
New Law 
From the beginning , the co mmiss ion struggled with 
the concept of reasonable rates and ques tions 
concerning discrimination. Shippers preferred rates 
based on the cost of service plus a fair profit over 
fixed expenses . Rai lroa ds preferred the va lue of 
service principle, "charging what the traffic wou ld 
bea r. " Any rate , in the judgment of the commission, 
that would not deter shipments was fair no matter 
how grea t the profit. Ripley commented o n the basis 

of reasonable rates as follows: " Bo th principles are of 
equal importance a nd both must co ntinua ll y be 
invo ked as a check up o n each o th er. The tendency to 
the eleva tion of cost of se rvice to the posi ti on of 
priority, rather characteristic of the relative bodies 
and legislatures , is no less erroneous than th e marked 
di spos ition of rai lway manage rs to insist up o n the 
uni ve rsa l applicability of the principle of what the 
traffic will bear. Neither will tand the test of 
reaso nab leness alone. Wheth er o ne o r the other 
shou ld take preced ence can only be d ete rmined by a 
carefu l study of th e circumstances and conditions in 
each case, and in prac tice the instances where either 
principle beco mes of binding effect to the exclusion of 
the other are ex temely ra re. "14 With o nl y th e lega l 
require ment that rates shou ld be "just and 
reaso nab le" or only " reaso nable ," sta te and federal 
commissions faced difficult decisions, for there were 
no precedents in sta tuto ry or co mm o n law to gu ide 
them , and the iss ue of " reaso na ble ra tes" became a 
continuing problem for regulators. 

The law prohibited unjust discrimination but 
pe rmitted discrimina ti o n that was "just. " Ea rl y the 
co mmissio n took th e pos iti o n that just discrimination 
should be allowed , a nd such was incorpora ted into 
the fre ight cl ass ifications of the ra ilroads . Examp les 
of "just" discriminati o n were higher rates on high­
valued commodities than th ose classified lower , not 
beca use the cost of tra nsporta ti o n was greater , 
although there was so me acce ptance of risk involved , 
but becaus e the traffi c would move on higher rates. 
A lso , rate discrimination could be a pplied at 
co mpeting points (unjust from the view of non­
competing points) , beca use if this was the only way 
railroad s could gain traffi c and make profits , the non­
competing points would eventually benefit through 
lowered rates . Further, they argued that competition 
must ex ist and there must be a bso lute equa lit y of 
rates. Discrimination , which was unjust , a nd undue 
preferences should be pro hibited , a nd advantage 
given one place over a nother sho uld be regarded a s 
vio la tions of the "just" principle of discrimination . 

" William Z. Ripley, Railroad ROles and Regulalion. New York : 
Longmans-Green & Co., 19 12, p. 101. 
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Dixo n sugges ted tha t the eO l11mi ss io n's pos iti on on 
di scr imina ti on was open to se ri ous ques ti on. "The 
prac tice of gra nting specia l ra tes a t competiti ve points 
see med wrong in principle, fo r it was doubtful th a t 
the growth of cities a nd co nce ntra tio n a t a few points 
was necessary to the pros perit y of a sta te. In other 
words, was a po licy which leads to the enri chment 
a nd adva ncement of a few places a t the ex pense of 
many, prod ucti ve of benefi t to th e pco pl e as a whole') 
While bui ld in g up busine s a t co mpetiti ve points a nd 
increasi ng the ir net ea rnin gs, ra ilroads we re, in ma ny 
cascs, des t royi ng busi ness a t no n-co m pet iti ve poi nts. 
The effec t upo n the publi c a t large must be take n into 
account in determining the reaso na bleness a nd 
justlce."15 

USlllg the same logic, the commission aba ndo ned the 
theory that the state shou ld prohibit higher ra tes for 
shorter than for longer distances. This, they stated, 
would compel the loss of through traffic and 
emphasize operation entire ly on loca l traffic, with 
increased loca l rates to cover the losses sus tai ned on 
the abandoned through moveme nts. It was claimed by 
opponents of the long and short hau l princ iple tha t if 
the roads were required to charge as muc h for the 
long haul as for the sho rt one, they would raise the 
long haul rates rather than lower those on the shorter 
hauls . Case which came before the commis ion 
included favored shippers, prorata rates ignoring 
distance, long and short hauls, dis tribu tion of cars 
and carload versus less-than-carload ra tes. Other 
questions were raised about adequate se rvice, car 
shortages, handling of cars fro m con nec ting roads, 
maintenance of way, unsafe bridges, roa d a nd 
highway crossings, construction of viaducts, proper 
safeguards for cattle and fencing of track. Overcharge 
complaints were the most frequent, almost non­
eXistent in the 1870's, but now commonplace. 
Damage claims were also frequent, and for these the 
commission acted as an arbitra tor. T he law 
prohibited pooling in state commerce but had no 
effect on the pooling arrangeme nts in Iowa si nce these 
agreements covered intersta te traffic. T he Poo l did 
not concern itself with loca l traffic, leavi ng that 
entirely to the discretion of individual companies. 

A Potential Problem Emerges 
Between 1880 and 1884, annual reports of the 
commission seemed to indica te a genera l sa tisfac tio n 
with the new law but a lso began to ou tl ine a pa tt ern 
that could spell trouble for the fut ure. Ra il roa ds we re 
sti ll expa nding at a high ra te, growing from 4, 157 
mi les in 1878 to 7,249 in 1884. In 1884, of the 25,900 

stoc kho lders in Iowa ra ilroa ds, on ly 740 were 
res id ents of the state. O nl y one Iowan was amo ng the 
II direc tors of th e B&Q a nd none were on Boards 
of Direc to rs of th e NW a nd CR I&P. 1 he 
co mm iss ion co mm ented : WI his great interest is thus 
prac tica ll y with ou t represe ntation in the General 
Assem bl y, while in the boards of directors, as the 
majo rit y run s the other way, it is but fair to suppose 
th a t the rea l interes ts of Iowa shippers are not fairly 
represe nted . We have here a form of absenteeism 
whi ch ca n o nl y resu lt in clashing interests and 
co nnictin g me th ods ... It wo ul d not be strange that 
the mem bers of the Genera l Assembly should hear 
and thin k abou t the ca lls and demands of the living, 
present, cons tituent shippers and producers, than of 
the absent, non-represented stockholders who are 
nei ther voters nor constituents. On the other hand , It 
would not be strange if the directors, meeting abroad 
and representing funds invested demanding 
remune rative returns, should think and act for the 
present aggresive, vigilant stockholders than for the 
a bsent unknown shippers and producers. "16 Absentee 
ownership had been a point of agitation during the 
Granger period and was surfacing again . 

The Industrial Structure-1880 to 1890 
From 1880 to 1890, urban population increased from 
247,000 to 406,000 and manufactunng industries 
enjoyed a somewhat parallel growth . In 1880, 
industrial firms employed 28.372 people and had a 
production value over $71 million. Agriculture 
furnished raw materials and provided markets for 
such industries as agricultural implements, \\agons 
and carriages. nour mills, bre\\erie, addles and 
harnesses and meat packing. Corn, the state's taple 
crop, could not be shipped III large quantities because 
railroad rate were too high a percentage of its \alue, 
so it was proce sed into commercial product as well 

" rran).. D"on, Slole ROIlrood COlllrol. 80,ton Thoma,) 
Cro\\e11 & Co .. I 98. rr 51-5~ 

,. P,nl AI/lluol R~port or Iht! Board "t Railroad C,)fI1I111u/ont'fS 

for Ih,' l ear Eliding June 30. 18'8. Stat,' "t 10\\3 . De, \t,)tnt>, 

State Printing Orrice. 1878. rr 155. 19~ , ~~J Sec ;lbo tht' 171ird 
.'111111101 Report lor 1880. r 4 and the S('n'lIIh 4111111,,1 Report 1M 
1884. pp 5-6. 117 
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as fed to cattle and hogs, where the rates would bear a 
lower proportion to va lue. Dairying became 
important for the processing of cheese a nd butter. 
The leading manufacturing coun ti es closely reflected 
th e concentra ti o n of population in the state (Ta ble 3-
3) . 

By the 1890s, 59 , 174 peo ple were empl oyed in 
industry wh ich produced co mm oditi es val ued over 
$ 125 million . Of the four ind ustri es with a producti o n 
va lue of $ 1 milli o n o r over, three were dependent 
up on agriculture: mea t packing, flour milling and 

d a iry products . The fourth was lumber a nd mill 
products. The leadin g industrial co unti e , primarily 
o n the Miss issi ppi Ri ve r, showed little change in 
rankings by 1890. Woodbury Co unt y, which inc lud ed 
Sioux Ci ty, led the gro up , but six of the 10 mo t 
important in terms of producti o n va lue were those o n 
th e river. Other cities developing industries were 
Marshalltown , Waterloo , Co unci l Bluffs, Iowa City 
and Wa ukon . Wholesale growth , a reported by 22 
towns, showed 399 wholesa le ho uses with total sa les 
of $68 million in 1884 (Ta ble 3-4) . 

Table-3-3 

Iowa's Ten Leading Manufacturing Counties, 1880 

Major 
County City Est. l Capital 

Dubuque Dubuque 459 $3,749,76 1 
Linn C. Rapid s 207 1,564, 150 
Scott Davenport 24 1 2,983, 157 
Polk Des Moines 202 1,564,790 
Clinton C lint on 172 2,752,492 
Wapello Ottumwa 154 1,094 ,495 
Lee Keokuk 285 2, 146,534 
Des M oi nes Bur lingt on 134 1,420,373 
Pottawattam ie C. Bluffs 120 546 ,541 
Muscatine Muscat ine 195 1,056,985 

(Source: Census of 10lVO. 1880. The va lue of producti on was for the yea r ending May 31, 1880.) 

'N umber of industria l or ma nu fac turing es tabli shments. 

Table 3-4 

Ave. No. 
Workers 

3, 187 
1,320 
1,801 
1,575 
1,698 
1,067 
1,874 
1,426 

7 19 
1,010 

Iowa's Ten Leading Manufacturing Counties, 1890 

Major Ave. No. 
County City Est. l Capital Workers 

Wood bury S io ux C ity 242 $ 5,455 ,766 3, 167 

Scott Dave np ort 504 8,910 ,293 5,280 

Dubuque Dubuque 343 7,335 , 110 4,876 

Linn C. Rapid s 22 1 2,983,026 2,776 

Polk Des Moines 346 3,906,240 3,974 

Lee Keo kuk 328 5, 143,569 4, 145 

C linton Clinto n 510 10,598 ,890 5,3 12 

D es Moines Burlington 239 4 ,494 ,426 3,986 

Wape ll o Ot tumwa 136 1,526 ,674 2,513 

Musca tine Muscatine 189 4,213 ,416 2,501 

(So urce: Census of the United S tates, 1890. Pa rt I, IX.) 

'N umber of industri a l or manufacturing es tabli shm ents. 

Production 

$6,88 5,289 
5,205 ,859 
4,667 ,51 1 
4,530,428 
4,080,647 
3,506,379 
3, 192,058 
2,838 ,053 
2,448,842 
1,9 13, 149 

Production 

$ 14,343 ,545 
10 ,685 ,3 16 
10,316,491 
9,485,824 
7,979 ,300 
7,977 , 198 
7,088 ,262 
6,599 ,046 
5, 141 ,645 
4,248 ,62 1 
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T hus, th roughout the 18805, the ra ilroad qu es ti on had 
ma teria ll y cha nged. The emphas is up on ag ri culturc 
a lone as th c lead ing and o nl y eco nomical ly vi'lb le 
indu try shifted a t lcas t part ia ll y to process ing a nd 
ma nufac turing. Indu stri a li sts a nd wholesa le rs had 
been a bl e to co mpcte with la rge mctropol ita n ce ntcrs 
through rebates on rates but were help less when 
rebating was prohibited by federa l statute. For Iowa 
mercha nt s and jobbers, their trade wa s placed in 
jeopardy by discriminations which res ultcd from th e 
nuctua ting ra tes, a nd whil e Chi cago grew a t th e 
e pense of man y of the sma ll er ci ti es a nd towns in 
Iowa - th e public a nd press co ncluded tha t it wa s the 
resu lt of railroad fav oriti sm. Loca l rates were clea rl y 
higher th a n through ra tes. 

The Iowa jobber had two ra tes to pa y in hi s bu siness. 
One was the rate from Chicago o r other eas tern cities 
to hi s loca ti on; the other , the loca l ra te to hi s 
custo mers. The out-of-sta te co mpetit or had o nl y one 
rate direct to des tina ti ons, based upon lower 
intersta te tariffs. Exa mples of rate problems faced by 
Iowa mercha nts a re descri bed by Murph y: " If a Cedar 
Rapi dsjo bber wished to shi p 100 pounds offirst class 
com modities to Jeffe rso n, he wou ld pay a total charge 
of $ 1.8 1. From New York to Chicago, the rate was 
$.75; Chicago to Cedar Ra pid s, $.60; a nd from Ceda r 
Rapids to Jefferson, $.46. The Chicago merchant pa id 
$1.53 to the same cit y, or $.28 less. The difference was 
borne by the Iowa jobber who had to sell hi s goods a t 
Chicago prices." 

Discrimination also ex isted betwee n the interior 
towns and Mis issippi Ri ve r cities as a res ult of lowe r 
intersta te rates from Chi cago and easte rn o ri gins. "O n 
fi rst class freigh t, the rate from New York to 
Davenport (1,000 miles) was $.96 Yl; the ra te from 
Davenport to Tama City ( 140 miles) was $.45 , for a 
total of $ 1.41 Yl. The rate from New York to Cedar 
Rapids ( 1,065 miles) was $1.25; the ra te from Cedar 
Rapids to Tama City (54 miles) was $.27, for a tota l 
of $ 1. 52, or a disadvantage of $. IO Yl. "1 7 

Sunday Trains 
An interest ing side light in reco mmendations of the 
com mission to the legis lature was one co nce rning the 
aba nd onment of Sunday trains. Moving trains on the 
Sa bbath was demora li zing, they obse rved . "The 
laboring man had a rig ht to the seventh day of res t, 
and out of place in the quiet o f a Sunday morning 
was the thund er and roar of long freight trains as they 
went ra ttling by vest ibules of a church. Again , where 
trains come and go on a Su nda y, there wa s a lways 

more o r Icss gathcr in g of peo pl e at th e sta ti on, 
cs pcc ia ll y thc boys of the town. Am ong these a re sure 
to be so me of th e worst clements in the neighborhood 
and their innu ence is anyth ing but good on these boy~ 

ga thered th ere a nd who wou ld not be th ere but for 
th e ex pec ted train . [n short , S und ay trains are 
de mora li 7in g from a ny point of view ... They di sturb 
wor hiping assemb li es; th ey demoralize the young by 
bringing them into co ntac t with the low and vicious; 
a nd they graduall y und ermin e the reverence and 
rega rd that th e Sa bba th day shou ld cult ivate. "Ik After 
several reco mmend a tions, the subject was dropped 
through lack of interest. 

The Movement for Regulatory Reform 

Governor Larabee and Regulatory Reform 
Willia m Larrabee was elected governor in 1885, and 
during hi s first yea r in office there was little railroad 
legis la ti on. The press and so me of the legislators 
rai sed questions concerni ng the continued policy of 
iss uing free passes, and bill s advocating an elective 
co mmission were in troduced without passage . On 
December 6, 1866, the governor became involved in a 
com pl ai nt against th e CB&Q on coal rates from 
Clevela nd in Lucas County to Glenwood. He alleged 
tha t the railroad cha rged $1.80 per ton in carload lots 
on the Glenwood route , but only charged S 1.25 per 
ton for shipments from the same origin to Council 
Bluffs, so me 30 miles farther. Charles Perkin s, 
presi dent of the C B&Q, replied that the Glenv,ood 
charges were fair a nd produced little profit. and that 
co mpeti tion at Council Bluffs required a lower rate. 
Larrabee challenged Perkin 's position, stating that the 
C Rl&P hau led coal from Colfax in Jasper County. 
practically equidi sta nt, to Council Bluffs for SI.25 per 
ton, re ba ted $.25 and made a profit. The Railroad 
Commission suppo rted the go ernor and 
recom mended that the CB&Q revi e its coal rates . 

" Ro nald . Murph) , Railroad Reglllal10n ill /011'0 . The 
Modili cation of the Ad\'isory Commls ' lon. t A theSIS. l ' nl\erstl) 
of Iowa , 1965. pp II. 7-88 . 

IS Sixlh Annual Report oj Ihe Board oj Railroad COlIIllllssi"n,'rs 
for Ihe )'ear Ending June 30. 18 3. State or town , Des t-toines . 
State Prlilt ing Office. 1883. pp 8 1-82 
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In tead the railroad raised the Cou ncil Blu ffs rate to 
$1 .98 per ton, an action later regard ed as a po li cy 
mistake . On March 17 , 1887, the gove rn o r sent the 
commiss ion a list of freight ove rcha rge at G lenwood 
totaling $3,326.40, and demanded a heari ng o n t he 
case . 

The governor not only complai ned of the ra tes but 
vented his wrath against t he comm iss ion who , in hi s 
opinion , had not made a co mple te stud y of ra te iss ues 
and rate violations under t he 1878 law. He was a lso 
irritated over the lack of fund s whi ch p reve nted th e 
commission from perform ing t he ir du t ies a nd co ping 
with the powerful rai lroad s. Howeve r, the 
commission was without power to enforce its fi ndings 
even after examination of complaints , a nd La ra bee's 
anger was somewhat like a "te mpest in a tea pot." 
Workman, quoting A. B. Fra n k, a close pe rsona l 
friend of Larabee , suggested that thi s incident had a 
great influence on his attit ude toward regula to ry 
reform. Following it , he beca me m ore ad a ma nt o n 
reform philosophy, to the de li ght of t he press, 
merchants , farmers and the pub li c; to th e d ismay of 
the railroads. 

The new federal legislatio n d id no t bring t he ex pected 
relief from railroad abuses. Rai lroads lowered the ir 
through rates and raised rates o n loca l traffic , as 
explained earlier. The governor expressed himself 
quite clearly on the subject: "S uccess greatly 
emboldened the railway compan ies. D isc rimin a ti o ns 
seemed to increase in number and gravit y. At ma ny 
points in the western part of th e sta te, fre ig ht ra tes to 
Chicago were from 50 to 75 percen t hi gher than th ose 
from Kansas and Nebraska . A car o f whea t ha uled 
only across the state paid twice as much f reight as 
another hauled twice the distance fro m its or ig in to 
Chicago. Minnesota flour was hau led a di sta nce of 
300 miles for a less rate than Iowa flo ur ca rri ed 100 
miles."1 9 

By 1887, farmers were once more in fin ancia l 
difficulty . Increased compet iti o n fro m states west of 
Iowa had dropped prices d rast ica ll y. In 188 1, co rn 
so ld for 44 cents per bushe l; in 1889, for 19 cent s. 
Wheat slipped from $\.06 to 83 ce nt s, a nd ca ttl e 
prices fell 39 percent from 1885 to 1890. Interes t was 
eight percent on mortgages to ta ling $440 m illi o n in 
1889 , and there was confus ion ove r land ownership 
and land titles between the settle rs a nd the ra ilroad s. 
Despite the agrarian proble ms, ra ilroad s ex pa nd ed 
and prospered. By the close of the f iscal yea r 1889, 
there were 8,298 miles built in the sta te, a bout d o uble 
that of 1870, and gross ea rnin gs of the fi ve maj o r 

trun k lines rose from $26.5 mi ll ion in 1870 to $72.9 
m illi o n in 1887. By 1889, the asse sed va lue was $43 .3 
milli o n a nd the income ove r $ 13 mi ll io n , equa l to 
o ne-th ird of th e va lue of the corn crop, $3 million 
over th e va lu e of th e wheat crop , and one-six t h of the 
ca ttle sales. Ye t , the rai lroad s were payi ng less than 
o ne-tenth of the to ta l tax assess men ts while two­
thi rds were pa id by fa rme rs. 

Gove rn or Larra bee was ree lected in 1887, with 
ag ri cultu ra l, industri a l a nd publi c suppo rt and was in 
a n exce llent p os iti o n to pu sh fo r reg ul a to ry reform . 
H e ma de three reco mmend a ti o ns in hi s bienni a l 
message to th e Ge nera l Asse mbl y regardin g rai lroad 
co ntro l: fir st , pro hib it th e iss ua nce of free passes; 
seco nd , es ta bli sh passe nger fares at two ce nts per 
mil e; a nd third , es ta bli sh reaso nab le rates a nd 
a uth o ri ze t he co mmission to red uce them when 
co ns idered too hi gh . H e fu rther at tacked the anti­
reg ula to ry positi o ns of the rai lroa d s in his inaugural 
a ddress. 

Railroad legislation of 1888 
Leaders of the reform movement in the House of 
Rep resentatives were A . B. Cummins and James 
Beryh ill ; in the Sena te, J. H. Sweeney and G . L. Finn. 
Afte r much debate, a new law was passed without a 
di sse nting vote in e ither cha m ber dea ling wit h freight 
ra tes a nd st re ng th ening th e powers of the 
co mmiss io n . It had t he fo ll owing exotic title: "An Act 
to Regula te R ai lroad Corpo ra ti ons and other 
Co mm o n Ca rriers in thi s S tate and to Increase the 
P o wers a nd furth e r Define t he D uties of the Board of 
Co mmiss io ners, in re lat ion to the same, and to 
P reve nt a nd Pu n ish Exto rti on and unjust 
D iscrimina ti o n in Rates charged for the 
T ra nspo rta ti o n of Passe ngers a nd Freights on 
Ra ilroad s in thi s S tate a nd Prescribe a Mode of 
Procedure a nd Rul es of Evidence in relation thereto 
a nd to Repea l Sect ion I I of C hapter 77 of the Act of 
the Seve ntee nth Ge nera l Assembly in relation to the 
Boa rd o f R a il roa d Co m miss ioners and a ll Laws in 
force in d irect Co nfli ct with th e Provisio ns of this 
Ac t. ''20 

19 Wil liam La rrabee , The Railroad Question. Chicago : F. J. 

Schulte & Co., 1906, p. 337 . 

20 i888 Laws oj iowa. C hapter 28. 



66 Transportation in Iowa 

T he new law g · nera lly foll owed the provisio ns of the 
federa I ac t. All eha rges were to be just a nd 
reaso na ble, a nd no spec ia l ra tes, reba tes, or refund s 
were a ll owed. No prefe rence wo uld be give n a ny 
perso n, o rpo ra ti o n, firm o r loca lit y. qua l 
intercha nge fac ilities were to be ava il a bl e fo r a ll 
ra ilroads. Included was the lo ng a nd sho rt ha ul cla use 
a nd prohibit ed were a ll poo ling a rra nge ments. Ra te 
sc hedules w uld be pos ted , co pics of whi ch, toge ther 
\ ith jo int ag ree ment with other ra il roads, were 
req uired b the co mmi ss io n, a nd 10 days noti ce was 
necessary fo r rat e increases. T he co mmiss io n was 
em powered to ma ke a nd review ra tes, uch to bc 
p rima facie ev id ence in co urt s th a t the ra tes were 
reaso na bl e. They co uld in ves ti ga te vio la ti o n , ho ld 
hea rings and prosecute. An oth er ac t cha nged th e 
ma nner of choos ing co mmis io ners, fro m 
ap poi ntment by the gove rn or to elec tio n by the 
publi c, a nd they we re to be pai d by th e ta te ra ther 
tha n the rai lroads. On the ma tters of di sc rimin a ti o n, 
the new law differed fro m the origina l one whic h 
pro hibited unj ust di sc rimina ti o n but recog ni zed tha t 
discrimi na tions co uld be "j ust. " ow , a b olute 
equa lity was required. 

With the new law in place, the pro blem was to ge t 
accep tance from railroads a nd hippers. Max im um 
rates were effec tive on J uly 5, 1888, a nd me t 
immediate oppositio n fro m the ra ilroa ds. On Ju ne 28 , 
1888, the CN W, CM&St P a nd CB&Q ought a n 
injunction against the commission, a nd J udge David 
J . Brewer of the U. S. Dist rict Co urt gra nted it, 
stating that the new ra tes cou ld adverse ly a ffec t the 
rate of return on investme nt, but tha t the co mm i io n 
had the power to establis h ra te schedule as lo ng as 
the rates res ulted in com pensa tio n, whatever the leve l. 
The commissio n arg ued tha t th ei r schedules were 
reasonably compensatory and tha t in some insta nces , 
the rates were higher than those es ta bl is hed 
vo lu ntari ly by the ra ilroads. There was a lso so me 
evide nce of further disc rimi na ti o n ince the new law 
became effective. Charges were filed in August, 1888, 
by Dave nport shi ppers aga in st five ra ilroa ds wh o they 
alleged had increased ra tes by eight to 25 perce nt. 

Because of the growing number of shipper 
comp lain ts, the C M&StP a nd CB&Q aga in a ppl ied 
for a court inj unctio n agai nst th e co mm is io n's ra te 
schedu les. But on Fe bruary 2, 1889, Jud ge Brewe r 
reve rsed his previous sta nd a nd refu sed their reques t 
He sta ted : "The officers of th e rai lroa d co mpa nie 
dec la re that the ra tes fi xed by the co mmi ssio n will 0 

reduce inco me tha t it will not suffi ce to pay the 

runnin g ex penses of thc road a nd the in terest on their 
bo nd ed debts, leav in g no th ing for thc s tock ho lders. 
The co mmiss i ners insist tha t th eir schedule was 
fra mcd to produ ce cight percen t income on the va lue 
of thc roa ds aft er paying th e cos t of maintenance and 
runnin g ex penses. Wh ich view is the correct one, is 
impossi bl c to dec id e from the evidence submitted . 
T here is onc way, howeve r, a co nclusive way, and it 
see ms to me it is the o nl y way by which the 
co ntrove rsy ca n be se ttl ed, and that is by 
cx peri men l. ' '2 1 T he esse nce of the deci si on was that 
ra tes mu st be tes ted to j ud ge their compensatory 
na ture a nd at th e same time not violate other 
provisio ns of th e law. The B&Q accepted the 
decis io n a lm os t imm ediately by adopting the new 
ra tes, a nd ot her rai lroads followed. But , as the press 
poi nted out , the rai lroad s could still refuse to 
coo pera te, ru nning the ri sk of hea vy fines, or could 
ad 0 pt the ra tes a nd a ttem pt to pro ve them 
unreaso nab le. 

Results of the 1888 legislation 
Bot h rai lroads and the state benefited by the new lay". 
Fiscal year 1891 showed a net increase of 1.369 
mill io n tons of freight carried over 8,440 miles of road 
compared with the tonnage of 1890. Gross earnings 
were $5 million higher , and net earnings increased 
a lmost $3 million between 1889 and 189 1. The state 
benefi ted through development of home indu try. 
Lower ra tes stimulated the opening of new mills and 
mi nes, and more industrial and agricultural products 
we re traded wi th in the state than ever before. 
Oppo nen ts of the law claimed that the decline in 
rai lroad cons truction wa the re ult of the rate 
st ructure. However , by the late 19th century, demand 
fo r further railway construction was falling. l o \~ a had 
8,500 mi le of road , with no community more than 15 
miles from se rvice. This would readily account for 
o nl y 65 mi les buil t in 1893, as it would for the fact 
that Il linois, with a higher rate level. built only 62 
mile during the same year. 

21 Twelfth Annual Report oj the Board oj Rat/road 
Comllllssiollers/or the rear Endillg Jllnl' 30. I 89. tnt~ of 10\\3. 
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By 1890, the commiss io n and governor were pl eased 
with the results of the 1888 law. Rai lroad tonnage a nd 
earnings were im pressive , and th e gove rn or stated 
that : "No further vindi ca tion of the law is necessa ry. 
These figures show plainly that the lowering a nd 
equalizing of the rates not only increased the road s' 
business and income but a lso their net ea rnings. It 
must be remem bered that the repo rts . .. were made 
by railroad co mpanies and were ce rtai nl y no t made 
with any intention of prejudicing the ca use of the rail 
manager. "22 Two co mme nts by the commiss ion 
supported the governor. "The farmers gets hi s 
supplies cheaper , his lumber , coa l, sa lt , and other 
heavy commodities at fair rates. He fi nds a market for 
a portion of hi s surplus corn, oats, hay, wood timber , 
etc ., at home a nd saves transportation . He markets 
many of his hogs at Iowa packi ng houses a nd saves 
freig ht charges. Wood and logs that lay in the timber 
rotting, the Iowa rates a re making a ma rket for , a nd 
new mills are sawing the latter up for use in exce lsior , 
fenc ing, pickets, ha ndl es , boxes a nd other industries 
unknown before. The railwa y policy of the long haul 
has in measure been supplanted by the new sys te m , 
and the exchange of products between different parts 
of the state is o ne of commendable results. Hay a nd 
corn from no rthern Iowa are now sold at bett er prices 
in the dairy coun ti es of eastern and sou thern Iowa in 
larger quant iti es, a thing hitherto unknown . These 
formerly paid tribute to Chicago." 

A second comment had to do with sta bility of rates. 
"There have been no rate wars a nd co nsequent 
disturbance of business in Iowa the past two yea rs. 
The stable character of Iowa rates which have been in 
force, with only such slight changes as ha ve been 
made in class ificat ions from time to time , are 
app roved on every hand . .. The evil effects of rate 
wars on business a re unknown here, a nd instead we 
have steady rates a nd uniform cha rges shared alike by 
a ll. ''2) 

In 1926, a speech by Clyde B. Aitchiso n, long-time 
member of t he ICC, cou ld aptly have described the 
rai lroad situation in Iowa during the las t three 
decades of the 19th century. "The useless co nstruction 
of co mpeting lines, co nstructi o n for wildcat financial 
purposes o r to obta in subsidies, cutthroat co mpet it on 
in rates - these we re manifestl y wasteful practices but 
they were part of a great eco nomic sys tem of tri a l a nd 
error which has evolved a transportation machine so 
efficient that we view what we ha ve endured in the 
past with incredibili ty a nd inability to visua li ze . There 
was much that was self ish a nd much that was 
dishonest; but a ll that wa s selfi sh a nd di sho nes t 

played som e useful pa rt in the e nd . . . T he atio n has 
develo ped primaril y beca use adeq uate a nd growi ng 
means of transp ort at ion have facili tated the e ntra nce 
of the set tl er a nd intercha nge of com moditi es 
produced , ma nu factu red , used o r consumed . Every 
error and waste has aided if o nl y by showing what 
was unsound a nd sho uld be avo id ed . But wit h a ll the 
misco ncepti o ns a nd losses, it wou ld be un ge nerous 
not to pay ungrudging tribute to the inve ntive ge nius 
a nd mechanica l skill , to the daring of the finan cier, 
the constructo r a nd operato r who took ri sks which 
were often despera te a nd who hazarded their 
reputations a nd fo rtunes."24 

Summary 
Individua li sm , the mark of the pionee r, was 
tra nsfo rmed into corpo ra te phil osoph y between 1850 
and 1870 , and the railroad was the instrument of it s 
a pplicati on to eco nomic a nd political co ntrol. 
Throug ho ut the period , the public ass umed that 
competition would safe ly guarantee fair and 
reaso na ble trea tmen t provided that suffici ent numbers 
of railroads were built. Competi ti o n was given the 
opportun ity to meet these expectatio ns, but by 1870 , 
the ev il s of unreg ula ted competiti on were beginnin g 
to appear. Railroad pools were o rga ni zed and public 
suspici o n developed as competing systems for med 
combinations to re strai n compet ition. Further 
aggravation resulted when , in their desire to increase 
traffic , railroads adopted policies of di sc riminati on 
between persons , co mm odities a nd places . 

When the public recognized the power of 
corporations to co ntro l transportati o n and arbitrarily 
build or destroy the business of a person o r 
community , they turned to their government for 
protect io n . Iowa first a ttempted to co ntrol ra ilroad 
a buses through a n Advisory Commissio n. It fai led 
beca use of lack of enforce men t a uth ority . A stronger 
co mmission , given the power to regulate and enforce 

II Willi am Larrabee, The Railroad Ques tion. pp. 132- 155,266. 
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Des M o ines : State Print ing Office, 189 1, pp . 9- 10 , 16 . 
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it s dec isions, bro ught so me o rd er to rat e a nd 
di s rimina to ry pra cti ces. , ta tes thro ughou t the na ti o n 
had tri ed either the weak o r stro ng o mmis. io n 
a pproac h, but Iowa was o nc or th e few th a t tri ed bot h 
t pes. 

The co ntrove rsy betwee n the publi c a nd ra ilroa ds wa s 
ba cd upon the insistence by the roa ds th a t their 
property wa s priva te a nd they had th e right to 
determine rates a nd co ntrac ts ri ghts uppo rted by 
th e ta te a nd Fede ra l on tituti o ns. Thi s view was 
not end orsed by th e co urt s. Th e "Gra nge r 
Legis la ti on" es ta blished the princip le tha t the pub li c 
had an interes t in rai lroad opera ti o ns a nd tha t 
legis la tors direct ly or indirec tl y co uld ta ke step to 
guard th a t interes t. Resis ta nce of the rai lroa ds made 
j udi cia l interpretation a nd anction necessa ry a nd 
settled for a ll time the question of whether or not the 
state cou ld regulate industries of " public interesl." 

Expansio n of interstate traffi c a nd co ntinued ra ilroa d 
di eriminatio ns limited a nd modifi ed the state's 
j urisdiction, making imperat ive th e Federa l Act to 
Regulate Commerce in 1887. Further cha nges in the 
Iowa laws followed in 1888, a nd by 1890, the state 
and railroads appeared to benefit from the reforms . 
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Chapter Four 

The Movement For Good Roads 

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

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

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

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

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

I Missi ss ippi Valley Co nference of State Highway Departments. 
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fr o m o rga ni 7ed c ivili a n g roups, po li t ica l pa rti cs, sta te 
a nd loca I age n ies a nd bu s i nes m n a nd i nc l ud cd 
ra ilroa ds who wa nt ed improved roa ds as (ced e rs fo r 
their tra ffi c. 

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

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

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

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

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

Road Legislation, 1880 to 1920 

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

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

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

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

J J ohn B. Rae , Th e Road and Car in American Life. Cam bridge, 
Ma ss.: M .I.T Press, 197 1, p. 34. 
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, 1884 Laws of Iowa, C hapter 200. The law provided th at "nine 
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to go more than three mil es from hi s place of res id ence ... and for the 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

money but most of the popUlation find it conve ni e nt to attend the 
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road master. M o re common ly, so me e ld er is by common co nsent 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Law. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

township roa d s . 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

• 100Hl Hlgh\\a) COnlnll"lon . \lGlwallor Iowa HigJ"ltll 
O/ficers. 1905. [l . 35 . 
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road problems of the state." The report covered four 
major sections: (I) Investigations, (2) Experiments, (3) 
Plans and Publications; a nd (4) The Road School. lO 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

a ppo inted . These were : 

dministrn tivc 
cco unt ing 

Roa d Ma nagerne nt 

Roa d S urveys and Pla ns 

Road Co nstruct io n 

Road Mai nt e nance 

Br id ge 

D ra inage 

Materia ls a nd Tes ts 

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

I:. R. White, hi ef Fngi neer 

M. E. Da vis 

. Coy kend a ll 

W. E. J o ne, 

F . H. Ma nn 

W. R. Roo t 

J . H. Ames 

R. H C lyde 

R. W. C rum 

R. McCo rmick 

Aida Wil so n 

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

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

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

enginee r. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The onginal Highway Commissio n building completed 10 1923. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Transportation Structure of Iowa: 
1900-1920 

Introduction 
The ebb and flow of transportation developments 
between 1900 and 1920 preci ud e a decade-by-decade 
approach. Because conti nuity of th e analysis would be 
interrupted and perhaps lost, these two decades are 
com bined in this chapter. By 1900, the basic railroad 
network was largely in place, a nd the emphasi s was 
on improvements to properties a nd equipment and on 
service. Although the railroad commission had 
considera ble regulatory experience since its inception , 
further cha ll enges lay a head as the result of ICC 
rulings, court decisions and co ngressio na l legis la tion 
which had a n impact o n carrier operations, shipper 
arrangements and public considerations. Among the 
issues were rates, rate relationships, rate structures 
and safety measures. 

Both the 1904 a nd the 1913 hig hway commissions 
faced unenviable tasks in meeting demand s for 
improvements on more tha n 100,000 miles of Iowa's 
roads. Eart h roads a nd stronger bridges needed to be 
built or rebuilt to form a base for future permanent 
road systems. Centra lized agencies grad ually brought 
order out of uncoordina ted local highway proj ects, 
and progress was furt her enhanced through federal­
state cooperation and funding. The Lincoln and 
Jefferson Highways made Iowa an important segment 
on their transcontinenta l routes and offered organized 
compacts among states, industries and orga ni za ti o ns 
in identifying national highways. The railroad and 
highway commissions active ly supervi sed and 
administered the development of land-based 
transportation faci liti es, each working ind epende ntl y 
but cooperating on comm on problems. 

Commercial long-haul transportation o n the Upper 
Mississippi River had ceased to function as a sys tem 
by 1914, although there was considerable short-ha ul 
traffic in sand, grave l a nd low class bulk 
commodities. The lumber trade, formerly of great 
magnitude, had virtua lly disappeared, and an era of 
packet trade, passenger service and the logging 
business came to an end. World War I brought the 
federal government into waterway operations through 
the Federa l Barge Service , eventually known as the 
Federa l Barge Line. It was operated by the Railroad 
Administration a nd transferred to the War 
Department in 1920. The Misso uri River was difficult 

to na vigate , obstructed by man y snags. Its banks were 
alluvial and constantly eroding, cha ngi ng the channe l 
exce pt where protected by reve tments and dikes or by 
natural bluffs. 

Iowans were among the ea rl y pioneers in the design 
and construction of aeroplanes, fl ying them in 
exhibitions and demonstra tions, initiating flying 
schoo ls, and challenging speed , di stance and a ltitud e 
record s. Their efforts contributed in a large measure 
to the future deve lopment of commercial and general 
aviation in the state. ·Norma l progress in these 
transportation sys tems was interrupted by the 
outbreak and entrance of the nation into World 
War I. 

Railroads 
General Observations 
The nation generally experienced prosperity during 
the first few years of the ea rl y 20th century. The 
eco nom y was well es tabli shed , export trade was 
expanding, and railroad s benefi ted by the high level 
of eco nomic activity. The Iowa Railroad Commission 
indica ted sa ti sfacti o n with their operations, especially 
on th e main lines. The carriers were making 
substantial improvements to their properties by 
constructing better stations a nd yard facilities, adding 
to rolling stock, improving roadbed and substituting 
steel for iron rails. Trains were equipped with 
automatic couplers a nd continuous air brakes. Block 
signals for control of train movements were installed, 
larger loco motives and cars constructed, double track 
laid , and the gauge widened and standardized. 

Some of the trunk lines were spending up to one-half 
of revenues earned in the state on these permanent 
improvements. However, the commission was not 
complimentary o n operations of branch lines 
considered inadeq uate to meet service demands. They 
were co nce rned with dangerous highway and farm 
cross ings; stra ins on roadbed, superstructures, bridges 
a nd equipment by increased tonnage hauled by 
heavier locomot ives or "do uble headers;" and the 
constant rate adjustments on inter- and intrastate 
traffi c. Also questioned were accommodations for 
passengers during heavy demand periods­
excursion s, conventions and holidays - which resulted 
in dangero us overcrowding of trains. On matters of 
state railroad co nt ro l, there had been no litigation for 

years. 

During the seco nd decade, expansion of traffic and 
the requirement of published rates greatly increased 
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the rCl ilroad co mmi ss io n's work. 1\ ncw I'a te 
department was es tabli shed with the Ii o no rable J o hn 
Henderso n o f I ndia no la as co mm erce co un se l to 
ha ndle prosecuting fun cti o ns a n I rcpresc nt th e peo pl c 
of Iowa in cases before the I C. The work o f th e 
commission was further ex pa nd ed by a uth o ri /a ti on to 
gran t franchises [or tra nsmi ss io n of elec tri city fo r 
light , hea t a nd power. 

Highway and Farm Crossings 
For some yea rs, the rai lroad comm iss ion had ca ll ed 
for improvement or elimination of highway a nd farm 
railroad crossings. In 1900, their ann ua l repor t 
discussed the changed conditions rc~u l ting from 
railroad efforts to strengthen or rend er more 
substantial their roadbed and trackage thro ugh ou t th e 
sta te. Where excava tions occurred or obstructi ons 
v.ere remO\ed, improvements often interfered with 
\ iews of approaching train which were running wit h 
increased speed and frequency, making crossi ngs 
ha7ardous. The commissio n encouraged co nstru ction 
of subways or overhead crossings ""here such were 
feasible and not unreasonably expensive. But the 
State Supreme Court had held in a number of cases 
that the legal cro sing under state sta tutes was "a n 
adequate crossing." In most in~tances, the 
commission was able to convince county supervisors 
to change the highways in order to ensure a safe 
crossing but had no jurisdiction to compel such action 
and therefore called for laws to cover these situations 
\\ithout the necessity of court procedure. " It should 
not be necessary for a railway company to appea l to 
the courts to protect it against county upervi ors 
v. ho were insisting upon a crossing at a dangerous 
location v. hen ""ith a slight change in the highway a 
safe and adequate crossing might be made. "I 

The highway commission had no jurisdiction in these 
cases until 1913. after which cooperative efforts with 
the railroad commission were effected to make the 
necessary changes in road design and location. The 
highway commission had made changes suggested on 
the primary road system but where disagreements 
occurred, the railroad commission was asked to 
determine the type of crossing and apportionment of 
the cost to railroads and highway authorities. The 
increase in motor ve hicles on public highways and the 
deaths of 240 persons in grade crossing accidents 
between 1915 and 1920 emphas i7ed the probl em. 
Most of the accidents were at cro si ngs where the 
view was unobstructed for hundreds of feet a nd 
appeared to have been cau ed by misca lculating th e 
speed of oncom ing trains. Reco mmendations were 

made for in sta ll a ti o n of ga tes, bell s and warning signs 
o n th e hi ghways, a nd the railroad commission 
o rd ered the railroads to remove al l obstruction., from 
th eir pro perty. 

Railroad Operations 
In 1900 there were 38 stea m railroads serving a 
population of sli ghtly over 2.2 million peoplc, 
o pera tin g over 9, 170 mil es of track (including 
trackage rights) and em ploying 37,696 workers . Ten 
yea rs later, 24 railroad s operated 9,781 miles of track, 
an increase of 6 10 miles on main and branch lines, 
a nd em ployed 57,7 15 people . r f yards and sid i ngs 
were included, there would be an additional 1,600 
mi les. In 1920, th e number of road., had declined to 
20 carriers, operating over 9,843 miles of track. 
Earnings and operating expenses at five-year intervals 
are shown in Table 5-1. 

The slight drop in mileage after peaking 111 1915 
resulted through elimination of roundabout routes, 
line relocation and reduction in trackage fights. Gross 
earnings more than doubled between 1910 and 1920. 
but net earnings showed a drastic decline bet""een 
191 7 and 191 8 and a deficit in 1920, e\en after rate 
increases during federal control in World War 1. 
l nnationary trends carned over to 1920. II1dicated by 
the large increase in operating expen es. Fourteen 
railroads had disappeared from comml slon records 
between 1900 and 1910, and four more by 1920. 
Ab orption of smaller lines had a benefIcial Impact 
upon shi ppers by placing the consolidated roads into 
higher classification and reducing maxImum freight 
rates. Al 0, continuous or through rate~ could be 
applied rather than ha\ing to use two or morehort 
distance or "local" rate~ \vhich u uall) resulted in 
higher freight charges. 

What little extension of lines was accompli hed 
during the ten year, 1905-1915. \\a generall) to clo e 
gaps and connect detached portions of the \arious 
railroad ystems. Onl) 200 miles were built dUrIng 

I T7l1r1J'-Secol1d Al1l1uo/ Repor( (~r (he Board of Railroad 
ommIHIOII('fs/or (he r ear Elldl/lg Oecpml>er '. /909. _ tate ot 

lo \\a . Des i'vt olnes State Printing Office. 1909. r 12 
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these years. Every county seat had railroad s as did 
every town and village over 100 or more inhabitants, 
and a I 5-minute automobi le journey connected every 
farm home wit h a railroad station. Table 5-2 shows 
the distribution of rai lroads according to popula ti o n 
size of cities a nd towns in t he Iowa Cens us of 19 I 5. 
Two observatio ns ca n be made from th e table : one, a 
high number of cities a nd towns in th e 1,000 to 5,000 

category were served by more th a n o ne railroad; 
indeed , a surpri si ng number had three railroads (it 
was probable that the roads used small towns and 
citie as junction o r interchange points); two, the 
importance placed on towns with populati ons 
betwee n 10 ,000 a nd 50 ,000 and ove r as locati o ns for 
routes of three railroad s, indicative of the potenti a l 
competitive nature of the traffic. 

Table 5-1 

Comparative Earnings and Operating Expenses, Mileages Operated 
and Earnings Per Mile for Railroads in Iowa 

Gross 
Year Mileage! Earnings2 

(Millions) 

1900 9, 171 $ 52.07 
1905 9,827 58.47 
1910 9,78 1 74.89 
1915 10 ,002 88 .44 
1920 9,843 156.54 

(Source: Iowa Rai lroad Commiss ion, Annual Report, 1921) 
I I ncluding trackage right s. 

1 Figures round ed to the neares t number . 

Operating 
Expenses2 Net Earnings2 

(Millions) (Millions) 

$ 35.40 $ 16.67 
41.95 16.52 
59 .08 14. 8 I 
65.36 23.08 

167 .32 -9.78 

Table 5-2 
Number of Railroads Serving Cities and Towns in Iowa 

by Population Size 

Population One Two 
Cities and Towns Number Railroad! Railroads! 

1,000- 5,000 144 59 70 

5,000-10,000 17 7 6 

10,000-20,000 6 
20,000-30,000 5 
30,000-40,000 3 
40,000-50,000 2 
50,000-Over 

Net Earnings 
Per Mile 

$1,815 
1,68 I 
1,6 16 
2,308 
-940 

Three 
Railroads! 

15 
4 
5 
5 
3 
2 

(Source: Earle J. Robinson & Co" [/lustra ted Review of the Development of the State of Iowa. Press of George F. Cram. Chicago. 19 16.) 

I Including Interurbans. 
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Agricultural Traffic 
Sage rders to the r eriod from 1897 to 1920 as the 
"Gold en Age of Agriculture" whi ch might ha ve 
terminated in 1913 icnot Cor World War I. In 191 5, 
there were 199 , 175 fa rms in the sta te with a va lue of 
3.5 billion ($4.0 billion including cqu ipment) . -I hc 

state ranked first in the va lue of fa rm crops a nd 
cultivation of fruit s a nd vege ta bles, and it was second 
on ly to Texas in the ex tent a nd va lua ti on of li vcs tock 
production. Price inOation raiscd fa rm income from 
$7.8 billion in 19 13 to $9.5 billion in 19 16, and 
e"'ports rose from $ 1.3 billion to $3.8 billion during 
these years as agai nst \ irtually no imports. Railroad 
ren:nue freight was a measure of the state's 
agricultural importance, with grains, frui ts and 
\egetables. ll\estock, packing-house products and 
dressed meats as the dominant tonnage. Indu strial 
products hauled related to the agricultural sector and 
Included coal. sand. stone. brick. lumber, ceme nt , 
petroleum and machinery . 

The Corn Gospel Trains 
Railroads had been utilIzed to spread information 
regarding road building and mamtenance tec hniques 
throughout the state. They also coo pera ted in 
furthering agrIcultural education and extension 
actl\Ilie . One of the most notable efforts was the 
dC\elopment of the Corn Gospel Trains between 1904 
and 1906. P. G. Holden. a corn breeding srecialist. 
became a facult) member at Iowa State College in 
1903. Holden had directed extension work for Fink 
Brothers Seed Corn Company in Ill ino is. spend ing 
much of hIS tIme on the road demonstrating the 
superIorit) of yellow dent corn to Midwestern 
farmers. Shortly after arriving m Ames, he organi7ed 
experimental plots on demonstratIon farms to teach 
Impro\ed cultIvation methods. His success moved 
him to a plan to bring the college to the people. 
Following meetings with railroad executives, grain 
dealers. friends and supporters. he initiated the "Seed 
Corn Gospel Trains" consisting of three coaches and 
a baggage car, complete with lecture charts, displays 
and a speaker's platform. Expenses were underwritten 
by the CRI&P, Wallace\ Farmer. the Iowa Grain 
Dealers A~sociation and the Central Iowa Grain 
Company. 

For three years the tram covered the sta te, logging 
11 ,000 miles to reach farmers and grain dealers in 97 
of the state's 99 counties. An estima ted 145,700 
people heard the lectures whic h included not onl y 
methods of finding and testing the best seed co rn. 

ge rminati on tcchniqu es and speci fi catio ns for testing 
equipmen t, but abo crop rotation , manure handlIng 
and hog raising . He also orga nized short courses 
throu gho ut th e state befo re leaving Ames in 1912 to 
administer th e ex tcnsion program for the 
Interna ti ona l Harvester Corporation. 

Railroad Rate Regulatory Control 
The Federal level 

hom the beginning, the ICC was seriously 
handicapped in administering the 1887 Act in rate 
matters. Basic weaknesses appeared in the enforce­
ment provisions, and court interpretations st ripped 
the commission of authority to deal with rate 
gri evances which had led to Its passage. In preSCrIbing 
reasonable ra tes, It was assumed that if a certain rate 
had been found unreaso nable, maximum reasonable 
rates cou ld be prescribed, a practice followed between 
1887 a nd 1897. But in 1897, the U. S. Supreme Court 
decided that the ICC was without power to preSCrIbe 
rates for the future and also overruled them on 
interpretations of the long and short haul clause. 
LegislatIon to correct these weaknesses was passed by 
Congress in 1903, 1906 and 1910 2 

The General Rate level Cases 
Rate level cases are revenue cases and were proposed 
by the railroads to ensure an adequate rate of return 
on their imestment. In 1898, the C. S. Supreme 
Court in Smyth v. Ames establIshed a standard for 
determinIng reasonableness of the generalle\el of 
rates. "We hold that the baSIS of all calculations as to 
the reasonableness of rates to be charged b) a 
corporation maintaining a highwa) under leglslatl\e 
sanction must be the fair value of the pro pert) beIng 
used for the COI1\'enlence of the publIc . . \\ hat a 
company IS entitled to IS a fair return of that \\ hlch it 

, ICC I CinCinnati. 'e\\ Orleans & Pacific Rad\\a~ Co .. 11,- l 
S 479 (1897). ICC I Alabama 1'>lldland Ra1l\\31 Co. 168 l S loW 

(t R97) 1· he first case \\as knml n as the ""3 "mum Freight Rate 
Case" The second gale a ne\\ Intcrpretallon to deClS1l)n, relallng to 

the long and short haul clause In addition. Ihe Elkins ,-\ct. Statutes 
a l I .arge 32. sec I. 847-!l49 (t903). \\as a railroad-sponsored 
measure rclallng to personal dlScnmlOallon The Hepburn Acl. 
Stalutes at t arge 34. sec t . 539-55~ (19101. further strcngtht'ned 
the commiSSion's po\\er, on raIl' matters and clarified the distance 
prinCiple a t "sue In the long and short haul contnllers) . 
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Lecture aboard the Corn Gospel Train. 
(Courtesy: Iowa State University Archives) 

employs for the public convenience."3 Thus, some 
authoritative determination of that value was 
necessary to satisfy the "fair return doctrine." 

The first rate level cases came before the ICC in 1910, 
calling for an increase of I 0 percent to meet rising 
operational costs. The ICC refused the request on the 
basis that the carriers had failed to show the 
reasonableness of the rate increases , citing their 
inability to substantiate the need for higher rates due 
to an acceptable valuation of the properties. It had 
become apparent that further proposals would require 
property eva luations, and the result was passage of 
the Valuation Act of 1913. The outbreak of World 
War I in Europe brought renewed pressures on the 
roads to meet increased traffic demands, and the 
inflationary price index of 1910 made further 
applications for rate increases necessary in 1913 , 1915 
and 1917. Rates were raised but not to the extent the 
railroads felt were necessary to meet the higher 

operating costs. But from the beginning of federal 
control in 1918, rate increases were inevitable, and 
they were made under General Order 28, allowing a 
25 percent advance. For Iowa, with 90 percent of its 
traffic moving interstate on eastbound movements, 
the increases affected over 200 different commodities. 
Not only were interstate rate increases of concern, but 
usually the railroads petitioned state commissions for 
similar increases on intrastate traffic, again raising 
questions of competitive rate relationships between 
origins and destinations within the state. 

1 Smyth v. Ames. 169 U.S. 466 (1898). 
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The State Level 
Mak ing intras ta te ra tes or de t rmi ni ng c ha nges was a 
diffic ul t task for the Iowa Rai lroad Comm iss io n . 
Bui ldi ng a s s tem of ra tes whic h wou ld move the 
traffic wi t hou t discr imi na ti ons a t leve ls provid ing for 
effic ient service a nd accep ta ble p rices fo r shippers, 
and ye t re t ur n a "fa ir" amo unt of reve nu e to th c 
rail roa ds. wa a comp li a ted proee . omp lex rate 
s tructures were in force , including perce ntage, ba sing 
point , zo ned a nd b lanke t sys tems. Key point ra te 
from C hicago to New Y rk were pub li shed, wi th 
loca ti o ns be twee n tak in g fixed percentages of th e ba se 
rates. Large citi es with indus trial and process ing 
facilities were used as ba ing point ; in th e Midwest , 
rates were made with s pecia l a pplication to 
Minneapolis, SI. Paul , Chicago a nd SI. Louis . In the 
terri to ry eas t of the Missouri River, o rig ins were 
give n "b lanket" rates o n traffic to th e Paci fi c Coast. 
Rate were often equa li zed from Missouri a nd 
Mississippi River ci ties into Chicago. These rate 
structures had been built as a logical res ult of 
historical forces, tran portati o n a nd indus trial 
competi t ion, proximity to th e ri vers a nd certain large 
distributing points: a lso because transco ntinental line 
had been obliged to rely largely o n through busine s. 
Among o ther factors that tended to s low the 
development of Iowa ma nufac turing and processing , 
rate structures which placed th e sta te a t a 
disadvantage played a prominent role. 

The position of the railroad comm issio n was that 
every Iowa industry shou ld be pro tec ted to the utmost 
limit of their rate -making powers, a nd th a t Iowa 
shippers should not be placed a t a disadvantage vis-a ­
vis shippers outside the state who shipped into 
common markets . Iowa markets should be 
encouraged and protected to the e nd th a t raw 
materials produced in the state cou ld be processed at 
home, giving employmen t to la bor a nd a ll owing 
investment of Iowa capital. Packing ho uses should be 
encouraged by a low intrastate rate o n li vestock, 
particularly hogs: process the product in Iowa and 
ship to regional or na tiona l marke ts. To accomp lish 
this objective required less inte rest in the inte rstate 
than intrastate rates . " It is much more important, in 
order to maintain packing houses in Iowa, that freight 
rates within the state for short distances be low one 
than it is to have th e inters ta te rate so low that it wi ll 
result in taking the hogs raised in the state to Chicago 
and other distributing cen ters fo r packing purposes. "4 
What was needed was more nex ibilit y in the Iowa 
Distance Tariffs. 

The Iowa Tariff had been deve loped by Peter A . Dey 

a nd inc lud ed 10 d iffere nt c lasses in th e intrasta te 
sc hed ule of fre igh t rates. Firs t class was fi xed at 100 
pe rcen t and the remaining classes at varying 
perce ntages, ra nging from 85 to 20 percent of first 
c lass. Brind ley concluded th a t th e T a riff was not a 
d is ta nce sched ul e except for th e firs t 100 mil es, a nd 
th a t beyo nd , chaos reigned in rate-making a nd rate 
re lations hips. " It would seem th a t freight rates have 
no t bee n made but have grown like Topsy and the 
British on tituti o n," a co nclusio n he was not alone 
in maki ng. s 

Changes in the Railroad Route Structure 

Closing the Gaps 
New track was laid to complete direct railroad lines 
int o co mm o n p oints. The GW built 133 miles from 
Fort Dodge to ounci l Blu ffs in 1903, featuring a 
2,588 foot bridge over the Des Moines River , said to 
be th e second-longest bridge in the state. The CRI&P 
needed a more direct line from the Twin Cities to 
Kansas it y to eliminate the roundabout route in 
w hich they used th e St. Louis line to southeast Iowa. 
thence to the southwest. Independent roads , later 
taken over by the CR I&P , were built 70 miles from 
Des Moines to Iowa Falls in 1903. completing the 
ex tension to Clear Lake in 1909. A southern section 
fr om Carlis le to Allerton was finished in 1913. The 
short cut through Des Moines eventually became part 
of th e new north-south route cutting diagonally 
across the Midwest to link the T~in Cities with the 
Gulf of Mexico. 

The CM tP&P was the last railroad to reach De 
Moines. absorbing hort. independent line from Des 
Moines to Boone and Fonda. At Des Moine. it 
compe ted wi th the C RI&P . C;,\W. CB&Q. CGW and 
Wabas h roads. But the CMStP& P could not compete 
succes fully for Kansa City traffic until it last major 
construction in l o\\a \\a completed - the Kan a Cit) 
cut off. Pre'viousl), train ran from the north and ea t 
over the circui tou and hilly route between arion 
a nd Ottumwa. By 1903, a new line wa in operation 
from M u catine to Rutledge. where it joined the main 

, DI/rn" ecol/d Anlll/al Report of the Board (~f Ral!road 
Comlll/ssioller.l. p. 15 

\ J ohn F Brindle). A IIIdl' of 101\'0 Popllial/Oll as Related to 
Allall'tlcal Condillons. Bullelln 10 27. nws Engineering 
Experlmen l _ lalion. Iowa lale ollege.1912 . - -
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line run ning sou thwest. Bet wee n Musca t ine, 
Davenpo rt and Clinto n, the ro ute was further 
strengthened by reciprocal trackage agreements with 
the CR I&P and joint a rra nge ments with th e C B&Q. 
T h ro ugh co nstructi o n , pu rc hase o r lease of trac kage 
ri ghts, ga p o n a ll Ii nes we re c losed by 1914. Oth er 
co nst ructi o n occurred o n bra nch lines ca rrying coal 
traffic, a nd fo r sidings . 

T he CNW ha d d ouble-tracked its ma in line ac ross 
Iowa by 1902, a nd its trains ra n o n the left-ha nd trac k 
as was custom a ry in G reat Britain . C ontra ry to 
popular ass umpti o n, thi s situati o n was more a matte r 
of eco no my th a n the influence of British in vestment. 
Most CNW statio ns were built o n the no rth side of 
t he origi na l s ingle track, a nd it was less ex pensive to 
a dd a no th er set of tracks to the so uth . Reversin g the 
no rma l d irecti o n of tra ins mea nt that stations wo uld 
no t have t o be reloca ted , a nd passe nge rs would not 
have to c ross trac ks to board eas tbo und trains t o 

C hicago . Th ose who remember r iding t he pas e nger 
tra ins fro m C hi cago to A mes will reca ll the off­
boa rdin g o n th e so uth side a nd th e wa lk thro ugh the 
sub way to th e sta ti o n a nd parki ng lo t. 

Line a rra nge ment o n th e CN W res ulted in bu ilding 
the " lo nges t, hi ghes t , d oub le-trac ked rai lroad brid ge 
in the wo rld ," which o pened in 1901 over th e De 
M o ines Ri ver nea r Boo ne. It was 184 fee t a bove the 
va ll ey fl oo r a nd 2,68 5 feet lo ng, a nd when co mpleted 
it e limina ted th e lo nge r, hill y, single- line trac k 
through Moingo na between Boo ne a nd O gden. The 
structure beca me kn o wn as th e "Kate S hell ey Brid ge," 
na m ed fo r the 15-yea r-o ld legend a ry heroine of Iowa 
and Ame ri can ra ilroad hi sto ry. Her fame in sto ry, 
balla ds, mem o ri a ls a nd sta tues ste mmed fro m her 
188 1 ex pl o its in sto pping th e eas tbo und A tlantic 
(Midnight Express) fr o m running ove r a da maged 
trestl e during a heavy ra insto rm , a nd assisting in the 
rescue of a bra kema n a nd engineer o n a " pusher" 

Eas tb o und tra in speeding ove r e mba nkme nt afte r c rossi ng Ka te S he ll ey Bridge, 19 12. 

(Co urt esy: Ed wa rd S. M eyers Col lect io n) 
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engine which had ['allen int o fl ood ed Jloney C reek. 
She was IT \ arded by being na med sta ti o n age nt a t 
Moi ngo na by th e ra ilroa d . Wh en the C NW a nd UP 
railroads d isco nt inued their j o int o pera ti o n o f 
passenger t ra ins in 1955, o ne of th c substitut e tra ins 
from Chicago to Boo ne was named th e Kale Shelley. 

S la tJ o n Age nl Ka le S h e llc ~ al he r M Olngo na Sla tJon 

(Co u rle,~ Fd" a rd S \l eyc rs C o llectIOn) 

Except for a spur near SIOUX City, the last branch line 
in Iowa was built in 1915 by the CNW-contro lled 
Iowa Southern Railway between Consol and Miami 
to handle coal traffic. Double-tracking the Oma ha 
lIne of the CMStP&P started at Sabula in 19 12 and 
was completed to Manilla in 19 14. T he 80-m ile gap to 
Council Bluffs was never finished , and the expected 
traffic on the lIne never materiali/ed. 

Old main line Ihrough MOlngona , south of Boone, 1900 

(( OUrlC.,y Edward S Me yers ColleCliOn) 

Improvements in Motive Power 
Steel cars a nd longer tra1l1s required more power, and 
by the 20th century, steam locomotives had e\.olved 
thro ugh the M ogul (2-6-0). the Praine (2-6-2), the 
Mikado (2-8-2) , the Atlantic (4-4-2), the Pacific (4-6-
2), the H udson (4-6-4) and the Mounta1l1 (4-8-2) , to 
the diesel electric, streamlined 111 the 1930s The 
numbe rs after each name classified the locomotiw 
according to \\heel arrangements. A (4-6-2) eng1l1e 
meant a four-wheel leading truck, SIX dn\lng \\heels 
and two wheels behind the driver . The diesel became 
the major power source because of ItS efficiency and 
low ma1l1tenance. getting approximately four times as 
much power from a pound of fuel as did the teamer. 

Faster schedules were reqUired to meet passenger and 
freight sen ice and to enable carriers to bid for 
lucrative mall contracts . The C!\\Io. and CB&Q 
competed agresslvely for mall on the Chicago-Omaha 
route, both tri\1I1g to cut the time In tran it and 
often reach1l1g 90 miles an hour. The fa t mall train 
were pulled by the mo t po\\erfullocomoti\es. 
operated by the most highly skilled and e"penenced 
engineers and had clearance oyer all other traffic. The 
CNW was credited \\Ith operatIOn of the first railroad 
post office unit and the CB&Q, the fir t railroad car 
used In sort ing mall bet\\'een statIOn . The glamour of 
a rail\\ay mall clerk, In the author': youth. \\'a 
second o nl y to being God or a city fireman. 

Steam Passenger Trains 
By the early 1900. each of the major raIlroads 111 

Iowa was running transcon tinental train. to the \\ e · t 
Coast. These "" ere \\ell ad\ertised. popular and 
subject to numerous ar ticles and books by lru\ekrs . 
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The NW's l'e rland [jllliled ra n co ntinuou sly for 60 
vea l's from 1887: th e CB&Q offered the Overlond­
'Express and the RI&P ran it s lu xuriou s Coldell 
Slale Lillliled. sc hedul ed to co mpete with th e 

T&SF's California Lillliled. The Olympian was th c 
pi onee r train of the C M. tP&P, and th e GW 
provided sleepers from the fwin ities. In addition , 
regional trains crisscrossed Iowa between hicago, 
Omaha, Lincoln and Denver on th e cas t -we~t routes 
a nd Minneapolis to Kansas it y and S t.Louis on th e 
north-south lines . The CR l&P and CMStP&P 
prom oted passe nger service to the Iowa Great Lakes 
region. a nd th e lattcr road pcrhaps unwittingl y 
a 'sistcd in pro iding tra nsportation for thc fir st 
"hobo" co mc ntion at Britt in 1900 6 

The Battles for Financial Control 
Capita l stock purchases and financial manipulation to 
secure control of railroads was co mmon in th e early 
year of the century. The CRI&P was a wcll-man aged 
road ~ hich made di vidend pa yments even through th e 
Pan ic of 1893 . Howeve r. broad di stributi on of the 
stock made possible specu lation for quick profits. In 
1901. four men- Daniel Reed . William B. Moore, 
~ho was leader of the group and had made a fortune 
orga ni 7i ng th e a ti onal Biscuit and Dia mond Match 
Companie . J. Robert Moore. hi s brother. and W. B. 
Leeds- took con trol of the railroad . Through hold ing 
companies which initiated new co nstruction . merge rs 
and purchases. the sys tem ex pand ed from 7, 123 miles 
in 1903 to 14.270 miles in 1907. To make the railroad 
a transcontinental line. th e St. Louis-San Francisco 
(Frisco). Chicago & Alton. and Chicago & Ea tern 
roads were a bso rbed. Then. through an affi li ated 
syndicate. they sough t con trol of the eas tern link . the 
Lehigh Valley a nd Lake Erie & Western . The over­
expanded. overcapi tali zed sys tem went into 
receivership in 1915, emerging two years later with it s 
debt struc ture and ratio virtually intact. The Reed­
Moore adminis tra ti on transfo rmed a once profitable 
and highly respected operati on into one which faced 
financial problems periodically throughout it 
existence. 

James J . Hill co ntroll ed the Grea t orthern (GN) a nd 
' orthern Pacific ( P) and wanted the CB&Q to 

round ou t hi s empire. E. H. Harrima n of the UP had 
similar ideas. While Hill , in collaboration with the 
Morgan banking interes ts, sec retl y bought into thc 
CB&Q, Harrima n went after the NP to get partial 
con trol of the CB&Q . The bidding war between these 
two railroad gia nts ca used the NP's stock to ri se from 
$ 114 to $ 1,000 a share in three days, ending on May 

9, 190 1, res ulting in a brief pani c on Wall Street until 
ca ll ed off by the pa ni cs. J/ ill got co ntrol but it was 
ag recd tha t Il arriman should have represe ntation on 
th e NP's board of directors. Th e Hill era were years 
of ex pansio n a lth ough most of it occurred outsi de of 
Iowa. 'I he C B&Q 's hi storical tradition of developing 
its terr it ory co ntinued. In 1913, the road opera ted a 
S ilo 1 rain in Iowa, stopping at 42 station s whe re 
lec tures were given on th e proper sto rage of grains 
and silo co ns truction . A Dairy Special followed in 
1914, visiting 24 co mmunities in th e interest of 
improving dairying techniques. 

Anoth er contest for control took pl ace on the IC 
when Ha rrima n and Stuyvesant Fish, a long-time 
associate, beca me loc ked in battle. It culminated in 
1906 with the ouster of Fish, president for nearly 20 
yea rs, a nd the elec tion of James T. Harahan, second 
vice pres id ent a nd Harriman's choice as his successor. 
The intern a l fi ght had only modest impact on stock 
prices. Harrim an, reputed to be the largest 
stock ho ld er with 15 ,000 shares and a director sInce 
1883, won the fight. Expansion of the road also was 
primarily ou tside of Iowa . [nnuenced by construction 
of the Panama Canal, it concentrated on sharing 
traffic origi nating in the southeastern nited States 
and handling tonnage moving through the canal into 
the Midwes t via the Southern ports a well as its o~n 
port a t New Orleans. 

A stock -purchasi ng coup was respon ible for Ed\\in 
Hawley's M&StL taking control of the l o~a Central 
in 1900 a nd merging the t\l;O roads in 1912. The e 
were relatively weak lines when operated as 
independent, but together the) had both economic 
a nd stra tegic advantage. Through thi merger, Iowa 
ga ined more than half of the total mileage of the 

• Fran~ P. Dono\an. Jr .. "The l\ltl\\au~ee In lo\\a." Palimpsest 
45 (Ma) 1964). pp 225-226. The Idea of a nallonal COn\enllOn of 

hobos came from T . POller of Brill. \\ho had heard of a 'Imllar 

assembl) In illinOIS HIS efforts In organl7lng the meeling \\ere 

ass lsled b) E. N Bali). edllor of the Bnll Tribune BOlh men 

promised a carload of beer and sufficlenl food for 500 lramps . The) 

nOled lhal th e Mllwau~ee ran on the main hne lhrough Brill and 

lha l north-soUlh sen Ice was pro\lded b) the \1 & lL -\llhough 

lhe delegalcs rode the bo",cars. the officers of the -\ 'SOCI3110n 

a rri\ ed In , Icepers . n e,lIma lcd 250 legilimale hobos allended lhe 

firsl come nllo n and made POller Brill " firsl member of the "Order 

of the \I o norar), Sons of Res l " 
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combined railroads . It was this unification which 
allowed Hawley a nd hi s associates to lay the 
foundation for expansion which , from its mod es t 
beginning in 1896, served four states with a fourfold 
increase in mileage by 1912. 

Roads and Highways 
The Highways of lowa-1904·1908 
When the hig hway commission was formed in 1904, 
less than two percent of the state's 102,000 miles were 
improved with grave l or broken ston e7 

Approximately 25 percent were reco mmended for 
class ificat ion as main tra ve lled roads with no perso n 
situated more than two miles, or a large majority of 
the peop le less than o ne mile , from a main road 
running in each direction from centers of population . 
When hard -surfaced roads were built , it was predicted 
that a farmer would be able to reach town markets 
during any seaso n, a nd co mmunities could diffuse 
their business throughout the yea r. The remaining 75 
percent were considered as seco nd-class roads - cross 
roads in sparse ly se ttled areas, to be kept passa ble but 
receive a lower priority on expenditures until a system 
of main roads was perfected. It was these road s that 
were giving Iowa the reputation of one of the worst 
"mud road states" in the nation , a condition noted by 
Dean Marston who stated: " It see ms absurd that in a 
state so wealthy and prosperous, so advanced in 
education and intelligence, the e ntire agricultural 
eco nomy and the basis for practically all business 
activity sho uld be left to the mercy of bad weather on 
account of roads which would be a di sg race even to a 
barbarian. ''8 I n the first annual report of the 1913 
commission , road mileage of approved county 
systems certified by county engineers totaled 104,082 
miles , o utside of incorporated towns. 

Geology and Road Building 
Although Iowa was considered a prairie state whose 
surface is a gentle undulating plain , road makers 
faced topographical and geological conditions which 
varied in different a reas. Three principal incursions of 
ice, known technically as "drifts ," were the origins of 
so il s and glacial debri s. These were the Iowan , 
Wisconsin and Kansan "drifts ," each of which gave 
certain characteristics to their regions. The Kansa n 
Drift, covering the entire southern and western 
sect ions, was the oldest formation , cut by streams 
causing deep valleys and affording good drainage. 
Gravel was not universally distributed throughout the 
area , although it was found in the valleys of the 

st reams and at the margins of the other drift regions. 
Stone, as a road building material , was found 
principally in the eas tern section . 

The Iowa n Drift covered the northeas tern section 
within one or two co unti es bordering the Miss iss ippi 
River. The terrain was leve l, and drainage req uired 
careful attention as streams did not ha ve time to cut 
deep courses. Large deposit s of gravel were avai lab le 
for road purposes, and limesto ne a nd large boulders 
suitable for road building were widely di stributed. 
The Wisco nsin Drift; yo ungest of the three , covered 
the north central area, was leve l and had littl e 
drainage development. An understa nding of the 
features of the drift areas was necessary for the road 
builder because of so il conditions , drainage, hills and 
va lleys, and the availability of building material s (Fig. 
5- 1, 5-2). 

Early Road Building 
Practically all of the public road s were la id out on 
section lines , and new roads opened were located 
without much deviation from thi s practice. As a 
result, the road system was developed without regard 
to engineering efficiency or economy. In the Iowan 
and Wisconsin Drift areas, thi s situation was not 
considered serious. However , the area covered by the 
Kansan Drift was cut by water and other natural 
forces into a series of ridges and valleys, and the 
exclusive system of section line road location caused 
impractical grades and heavy expenses for moving 
earth. The topography required that the road had to 
be curved in plan or profile . Section line location 
prohibited the first and made necessary the seco nd , 
which was worse. The heaviest grade of any road will 
limit the size of loads hauled over it, and for economy 
the maximum grade should be kept as low as 
possible. Therefore , it was suggested by the 
commission that the cost of construction and 

) Maurice O. Baldridge, Public Road Mileage, Revenues and 
Expenditures in the United States in 1904, Washin gton, D . c.: 
Office of Public Road s, Bulletin No . 32, 1904. In 1904. Iowa's 

102 ,448 miles o f roads pla ced the s tat e third behind Texas a nd 

Mi ssouri. Improved roads consisted of 1,408 mil es graveled, 24 I 

mile s with macadam or stone surfaces. and 20 miles by other 

materials. 

8 fowa Hi way Hilites (May 1963): p. 2 . Publi shed in Ames by th e 

Iowa State Highwa y Commiss ion . 
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mai nt ena nce wo uld be co nsidcra bly lowe l by building 
around ra thcI than oycr the hill s, a nd /o l buying new 
I igh t-of- \\ ay alO lind a Sl' l ies o r hills. Oft en, th c tola l 
cos t o f ent irely reloca ting a loa d wo uld be l es~ of a 
proble m than maki ng eve n a fa int stalt o n a good 
road on a section li ne. 

1 he ear l ~ commission gave tec hnica f spec irica tiom to 
road builders for co nstructio n of ea rth loa ds in th e 
first-class categor) l he widt h was to be I H Icet for 
the trawled \\ay. not too wide for easy main tenance, 
\\,Ith ample space for ordi nary tra fTic a nd wi th a 
rounding or parabolic contour. I he mos t importan t 
consideration \\as effiCient surface, side and sub­
drainage. Ne'\t came elimination of stecp grades and 
finall~ the surfacing with grmc l, brokcn stone or 
some other wearIng coat.~ Ad\lce was cnailable for 
gra\el and macadam construction, suggestions made 
as to the location of the materIals, the necessary tests 
to be used and the costs. Information was distrIbuted 
on the use of road machines. scrapers, graders. etc .. 
and the trainll1g of men and teams in their usage. 
"Compared \\ Ith the permanent roads many if not all 
of the other state\ highway departments are buddll1g, 
the earth or clay road seemed simple and of doubtful 
value perhaps, but it must be remembered that 
practically all of the road buddll1g in Iowa in the early 
years IS earth buildll1g: that men who can do thiS 
\\or].. are Ie\\ and hard to find: that the earth road IS 
fundamental and the baSIS for all road 
Improyements."IO 

Sporadic Road Bui ld ing 
Experimental and permanent roads were planned and 
built dUrIng thiS early period. Scott County built five 
and one-half miles of broken stone base wit h gravel 
coyer Il1 1907, at an average cost of $7,670 per mile. 
Des MOInes Count) \\as building three miles of 
limestone-based roads at an estimated cost of $5,000 
per mile. In and around Keokuk, broken stone roads 
had been budt for many years and with a little 
maintenance would have lasted for a longer perIod. 
The City of Des Moines built two sections of 
pavement consisting of a mixture of asphaltic oi l with 
earth, gravel or broken stone screenings which gave 
promise of good results as a new form of road 
construction in the state. These iso la ted deve lopmen ts 
again raised the questIon of state supervisio n over 
highways. "It is not to be expected that where ci ties or 
counties experiment with new forms of surface 
coverings that many of the other cou nties wil l profi t 
by their experience unless the information is ga thered 
and distributed by the sta te, and neither is it to be 

ex pec ted th a t a ll th e ex perimen ts sho ul d be successful 
a nd the sta te is far better ab le to spend the money in 
ex perime nting a nd developing types of road 
co nstruc ti on th an indiv id ua l counties. Not only 
sho uld ex peri menta l work be done, but a~ much a~ 
possib le of the practica l work In the counties of 
bui ld ing roads shou ld be under state supervision and 
sta te enco uragement."11 

The King Road Drag 
Earth roa ds wo uld not maintain themselves in good 
condi tion, and so the split log drag was introduced 
and used in every county by 1906. E. Ward King, a 
farmer living near Maitland, MISSOUrI, developed the 
King Road Drag, probably constructed orginally 
from pump stock and an old fence post nailed 
together, 30 Inches apart. King's success in smoothing 
his road attracted the attention and Il1terest of Iowa 
road officials. During 1905, a special C,\W train 
Visited 15 northern counties from Onawa to DeWitt, 
stoppll1g at varIOUS places to demonstrate the drag. 
and the state became familIar with this method of 
mall1tenance by additional lectures at the Road 
School in Ames, and before farm and business 
organllatlons. The Il1terestlng pOInt about the drag 

• American High II a) .127. Wa,hlngton. D C AmerIcan 
A"oclallon 01 Siale Hlghlla) Oiliciak 19!W 992-2 .. Four 
pIOneer, II ho laid the loundatlon lor the ,Clence ,,1 modern road, 
budding lIere Pierre "'lane 1 re,agnel. Impeclor General of Road, 
and Bndge, In I-ranee In 17 7 5 HI, lame re,h largel) upon Ihe 
Inno\,allon 01 a relall\c1) light road ,urlace de'lgned on the 
pnnclpk thai Ihe ,ub,od mu,t ,upport Ihe load. John \letcall 
(Bltnd Jac~) lIa, the Ilr,t l:ngll'h road budder and a conlempOrar) 
of Trc,agnel He budl tXO mde, 01 turnpI~e, con,hling 01 a la)er 
01 grawt ptaced on a lIelt-dralned and dr) ,ub,ol to be bealen b) 
Irallte InlO a ,oltd road ,urlaee. Thoma, Tcllord 01 Scotland IIho 
became a great bndge budder and road mender In the IlIth cemuf\. 
and John .... lc\dam. abo Irom Scolland. IIho bUll road, In Ihe 
,arne CenlUr) and lIa, be't ~noll n lor the dc"gn ol"macadam" 
road, Both Tdlord and \lcAdam u,ed 'Imdar method, of budding 
hI ral'lng the earth loundallon, hIgh enl)ugh ,,) Ihal ground IIJter 
lIoutd nOI ,,,lien the ,uh,od. t'follnlng the earth ,ubgrade to dram 
lIiller Inlo "de ditche, II IIh a three-Inch cn)1I n lor an I, -IOl)t II ,dth 
road The) u,ed clean ,lone lor ,urlaclng II Ilhl)UI a ml\.lure 01 cb). 
earth or organIc matenal IIhleh IIl)utd be altecled b) Iro't ,Ind buill 
Ihe hlghllal 10 'Uti the Iralilc and nOI Itmtl the ILIad, to flllhc 
road The) dllkrcd In Ihe ma'lmUnl thlc~ne" l,llhe ,urtJcc and 
'lie and unllormll) 01 ,lone \Ie \dam\ lechnlljue, lIere 
eon "de red I he Ie" ('penSII e 

III Th",1 41/1//lal Rcport of'I/l<' IOll 'l1 SItJIt' Hlghll '111 COIIIIIII.\slon 

For Ihl! l ('an 190' al/" 19011. Dc, \leHne, Slate Pnnter. t 90<1. 

P to 

" Tlllr" 11/1//la/ Report. p. t.1 . 
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was its ease of construction and cost, which varied 
from $1.50 to $3.00 (Fig. 5-3). 

The theory behind the use of the "split" log drag was 
very simple. If the surface of an earth road was 
smoothed after each rain, ruts formed were filled and 
the road was in condition to shed water during the 
next rainy season. The drag was hauled at such an 
angle that a little earth was moved toward the center 
of the road each time, building up a crown by almost 
imperceptible degrees. If ordinary so il was subj ected 
to continual wetting and mixing, it "puddled" and 
could be molded into shapes that would not hold 
water. This condition was observed on main traveled 
county roads where water stood in ruts and hollows. 
After the surface softened, the wheels of wagons and 
hoofs of horses mixed, molded and packed the earth 
into a series of cups which would hold water until it 
evaporated. Where the soi l contained a mixture of 
sand or vegetable material, it would not puddle. In 
addition to preparing the surface for the next rainfall, 
the drag also distributed the puddled earth over the 
road in a thin layer which was beaten and packed into 

a very hard surface by heavy traffic. The gumbo soil 
held up for considerable periods even with water 
standing on either side of the traveled way. 

Bridges 
Bridges were built of wood, steel, masonry or a 
combina tion of these materials. The various forms of 
construction resulted in a heterogeneous array of 
structures designed and built by counties and 
townships without systematic planning for the 
vehicles they carried .. Increased rural traffic made 
wood or pile bridges inadequate for heavy machinery, 
particularly the traction engines with large water 
tanks and coal suppl y. The cost of timber 
construction was rising, and timber deteriorated 
rapidly and was undermined and washed out in high 
water, making wooden bridges quite expensive and 
dangerous . The highway commission condemned the 
assorted co llections of steel, cement, clay and iron 
culverts "whose best claim to recognition was the 
clear profit netted their sellers" and "the various 
forms of steel or concrete and steel bridges being built 

Figure 5- 1 
Areas of Iowa covered by the different glacia l deposits. 

(Courtesy: 1904 Iowa Geological Survey) 
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th a t have no c la im as eng inee ring dcsig ns." ' 2 Aftc r 
two yea rs of stud y, th e co mmi sio n formulat cd 
sta nd a rd loa din gs f r which a ll brid gc sho u ld bc 
des igned, a nd th esc wc rc rcco mm cnd cd for in c lusio n 

in s ta tc laws . A lso rcco mmend ed was ap pointment of 
a co unty cng in cc r to supc rvisc thc road a nd bridge 
buildin g progra m s. 

SURFACING MATERIAL CHART OF IOWA 

i O~ I 
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Figure 5-2 
A\allabilllj of road building malerial> 

«(ourle; j : Iowa Slale Hlghlla) (ommls"on) 
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Grvvel Producers 
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Highway Funding and Traffic 
The total income in 1904 fo r road constru cti on, 
maintenance and bridges amoun ted to $4.5 million , 
not including revenue from poll taxes . Townships had 

revenues of $2.28 million , o r an average of $22.83 per 
yea r for every mile of road . A lth oug h the count ies 
had no jurisdiction or con trol ove r a ny road , 
supervi so rs built and maintained co unty bridges o n 
a ll road s. For thi s work, each cou nt y assessed a 
bridge tax which a m o unted to a pprox ima te ly $ 1. 63 
million per year for the entire state. The co unt y road 
tax resulted in annua l reven ues of $547,000 sta tewide. 

With this fund, countie could as ist township with 
road work or directly repair township roads . Since all 

parts of the township road system were con i tently in 
bad co ndit ion, the supervisors had wide latitude a to 

" Second Ann/lal Report 0/ (he Iowa Srare Highwal' 

Commission JIIade (0 (he GO\'ernor ,~r 10\l 'a For (he } 'ear Elldlng 

July 1. 1906. Des l\'loines : late PrImer. p. 26 
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where , how or when they spent th e m o ney. In some 
counties, t he road fund beca me k now n un officia ll y a 
the "campaign" fu nd . 

Based upo n h ouse-to-h o use ca nvasses in typical 
townships t hroug ho ut th e state in 1905, traffic co unt s 
indicated tha t heavy ha uli ng ove r co unty road s 
tota led 55 mi lli o n to n-mil es, a nd th a t li ght ha uling 
and ge nera l t raffic to ta led over 350 milli o n mil es pe r 
year. T he mil eages a pprox im a ted wo uld equal o ne 
str ing of tea ms t rave ling 30 mil es per day rea ching 
mo re th a n o ne a nd o ne-ha lf times a round th e world . 
In m o neta ry terms, if regul a r wages and ex penses 
we re cha rged fo r the ac tua l time of me n and teams, 
the a m o unt wo uld be betwee n $30 and $40 milli o n. A 
road census ta ke n in o ne t ownship in each co unty 
showed the fo ll owing ave rages (T a ble 5-3): 

Table 5-3 

Average Highway Traffic of One Township 
in Each County 

Component 

Ave rage s ize of full loads ha ul ed 
Ave rage di sta nce to ma rket 
To ta l to n-mile ha uling 
Ave rage time per ro und trip 
Ave rage time required pe r to n-mil e 
To ta l mil es wi th out co nsidera ble 

load to ma rket 
To ta l miles traveled other th a n 

to mar ket 
To ta l of a ll miles of li g ht tra vel 

Average 

2,090 po und s 
4 . 17 miles 

22 ,065 ton-miles 
3. 19 ho urs 
50 minutes 

61 ,829 mil es 

92 ,8 18 mil es 
162 ,923 miles 

(Source: Iowa Highwa y Com mi ss ion , First Annual Reporl, 1904: p. 

23) 

S ince p ractica ll y every business in Iowa d epended 
up on agricul t ure, the co nditi o n of county road s as all­
wea ther a rte ri es of tra d e were of major concern . The 
co mm iss io n studied reco rds o f a gricultural price 
fl uc tua ti o ns relati ve to roa d conditions in all sections 
of th e sta te . The re la ti o nship for one county 
(W oodbury) in 1902-1903 s howed that the price of 
hogs reached the highes t leve l a t th e same time o r 
d ur ing the sa me peri od th a t the road s were 
impassa ble. 

Highway Progress Under the New Commission 
It beca me evident by 1913 that ex penditures for 
brid ges a nd culverts had to be placed on a more 
effi cie nt basis, and tha t contracting practices had to 

be improved before a ny rea l progress on roa d 
co nst ructi o n co uld be made. A soo n as the new 
highway co mmiss io n bega n a study of these matte rs, 
it was subj ect to a tt ac ks by intere ts which wou ld be 
a ffected by plac ing brid ge work on open com peti tive 
b idding. Two situa ti ons we re unea rthed : ( I) the state 
had bee n di vid ed int o di st r icts by suppl yi ng 
co mpanies, ma king competiti o n im possible; (2) there 
were no sta nd a rd s o r ge nera l kn owled ge a mo ng road 
offi cia ls as to the ma rket va lue of brid ge mater ia ls o r 
la bor, nor was th ere .unifo rmity in qua lity o r pri ces of 
th e materi a ls furnished. 

Approx imately ha lf of th e e ntire road taxes were 
spent o n bridges a nd c ulve rts, oft en to the neglect of 
necessa ry gra ding, dra inage a nd dragging of roads. 
The influence of th e suppli e rs was so grea t th a t it 
a mo unted to littl e less th a n blackmai l schemes to 
co ntro l brid ge a nd cul ve rt fund s. No t until 
superviso rs were rem oved in Po lk a nd C lin to n 
counti es and mo ney refund ed was th e pu b lic awa re of 
these circumsta nces. S imila r co ndi t io ns ex isted in 
o th er secti o ns of th e sta te, a nd these plus the dema nds 
fo r effi cient a nd tra ined superv is io n of co nstruction 
und er resp o nsible a dmini stra to rs res ul ted in the road 
la w unde r which the new sta te hi ghway depa rt men t 
was o rga ni zed a nd a new sys tem of administration 
es ta bli shed . 

The State Highway Department, 1913-1920 
During the first yea r, perso nnel visited eve ry co u nt y 
boa rd of superv isors to ex pla in prov is io ns of th e new 
road la w, completed prelimina ry in vesti ga ti o ns, and 
approved 15 ,000 mil es of co unt y roads which 
eventua ll y became a sys tem of highways co nnect ing 
eve ry impo rtant ma rket cent e r. With coun ty 
engineers, they surveyed count y roads fo r th e p ur pose 
of making maps, pla ns a nd spec ifica t ions for 
perma nent road building; ass isted in d es igni ng a nd 
a pproving plans for mo re th a n 800 structures in 86 
counties; and es tabli shed a unifo rm system of records, 
accounts and reports for county road a nd brid ge 
ex penditures. Educationa l meetin gs were held 
throughout the state, and cha rts, ma ps, ph otog ra phs 
a nd s tandard pla ns were exhibited a t sta te a nd cou nt y 
fairs, co nventio ns and co unt y enginee rs' "sho rt 
courses. " To beco me full y info rm ed of the wo r k of 
va rious counties, the sta te was di vid ed into fi ve 
di stricts, each head ed by a di strict enginee r wh ose 
headquarters were loca ted a t co nve nient places in th e 
di stri ct. The loca ti o n was determined by grouping 
counties easil y reached by railroad from one centra l 
point. The original fiv e di stricts were reo rga ni zed into 
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nine district~ for administrative purp oses in 19 19. 

By the close of 19 1], th e work or th e hi ghwa y 
departm ent brought a cha nge in th e se ntiment of the 
public , and criti cis m of the new road law gave wa y to 
a more fair co nsid era ti on of th e princi pl cs invo lvcd. 
Faye tte, Cla yton , Worth , Bent on, cr ro GO I'do, 
Story, Blacl-.. Haw k a nd Woodbury co unti es, amo ng 
others, built more miles of permanent ly gradcd ea rth 
road and morc pcrmanent bridges and cu lvcrts than 
in any pre\" iou. yea r. When thc cons tru cti on seaso n of 
1914 bega n, co unty aftcr county started road bu il ding 
on a broad sca le with the qualit y of workmanship and 

ma teri a ls co nsta ntl y improving. Jl owever, there we re 
two major problems. On e invol ved organizati on the 
emp loyment of men to do th e work in an efficient 
man ncr and th e other concerned an adequate system 
of ma intenance. 'r he commiss ion notcd that th e state 
had to depend upon earth roads for a long lime an d 
that good ea rth road s needed consta nt maintenance , 
"t he greatest of probl ems to be faced in the future." 

Specia l a ttcntion was give n to dangerous railroad 
cross i ngs. As of J a n uary I , 19 15, there were 8,676 
cross in gs in th e state , or one for every 12 miles of 
highway, exclusive of those within the limits of 
incorporated cities a nd towns, not a su rprising 
number when th e tota l mileage of all highways and 
railroad s was considered . County road crossings 
tota led 1,533, and there were 7, 143 on township 
roads. ine hundred of these were classified as 
dangerous by co unty su pervisors. Since the county 
road sys tem carried the larger percentage of the 

Figure 5-3 
The King Roa d Drag, popu larl/cd "' Iowa aflcr 1905 by D Ward King 01 Mi"o uri . '1 1m "an " Imp ro\cd model" .... 101) prdcrrcd 10 u'c ,pitt 

log" rat her than the planb u,cd In thc dra g , hown abO\c 

(Coune,y . Iowa Hlghwa) Co mm ""on) 
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traffic, the most dangerous county road crossings 
were given first priority for improvement or 
elimination. Distribution of crossing, with reference 
to railroads and road sys tems, are shown in Table 
5-4. 

Between November 1, 1914, and January I , 1916, 
total expe nditures from county road funds 
approximated $3.4 million. Townships were estimated 
to have spen t about $3.5 million , but when divided 
into 88,300 miles they averaged only $40 per mile , 
little over half of the average cost of repairs and 
maintenance per mile of county roads. An 
appro priation of $30,000 was made by the U. S . 
Department of Agriculture for improvement of the 
Dubuque-Dyersville Post Road which when 
comp leted would be the most extensive single 
hi ghway improvement undertaken to this time. The 
road was to be graveled for 19 miles and would cost 
$ 160,000, including the cost of viaducts and subways 
for railroad crossing elimination. A portion of this 
cost was shared by the IC railroad. Road and bridge 
expenditures by counties and townships did not 
cha nge materially during 1916, but the average spent 
on township roads increased to $44 per mile , two­
thirds of the average for county roads. 

Funds available through the Federal Aid Act of 1916 

provided $146,200 for road projects in 1916, 
increas ing each yea r to $731,000 in 1920. The total 
over the five years of approximately $2.7 million was 
matched by state funds from automobile license fees. 
These were apportioned to counties on the basis of 
area. The 37th General Assembl y, in accepting the 
provisions of the federal legislation, stated that the 
2,000- to 6,000-mile program should includ e a part of 
the roads in each county, named subsequently th e 
"Inter-County Road System." Counties could apply 
for funds and designate that portion of the inter­
county system that they wished to impro ve, indicating 
also the character of the improvement. Dubuque 
county was the first to apply, followed by requests 
from 58 other counties. 

Following the nation's entrance into World War I, 
prices of materia ls and supplies ro se rapidly; for 
example, structura l steel was 250 percent higher than 
in I 9 I 5. Transportation facilities were diverted to the 
movement of troops and war materials, labor was 
scarce, yet the amount of highway work was near 
normal levels. Counties and townships spent $ 15 
million for road and bridge improveme nts with 
increased funding resulting from bond issues. Of the 
$ I I million raised through bond s, over 80 percent was 
used for bridge work , the remai nd er on roads. 

Table 5-4 

Railroad 

CRI & P 
CMStP&P 
CNW 
CB&Q 
CGW 
M & StL 
IC 
Wabash 
FtD, DM & S 
Misc. Small Railways 

Total 

Distribution of Crossings in Reference to Railroads 
and Road Systems 

County Road Twp. Road 
Crossings Crossings 

349 1,526 

251 1,227 

208 1, 183 

272 915 

123 633 
III 582 

95 442 

41 142 

15 93 

68 400 

1,533 7, 143 

(Source: Iowa State Highway Commission, Annual Report , 1913-1914: p . 163.) 

Total No. 
of Crossings 

1,875 
1,478 
1,391 
1,187 

756 
693 
537 
183 
108 

~ 
8,676 
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ut omobi l ' registra ti ons rosc fro l11 799 in 1905 to 
147,078 in 19 15, a nd th e increased usage brou ght 
renewcd dcmand s for ha rd surfaced road s. Th e ea rl y 
sup porter ' of good road s co nsidered ma ca dam as a n 
ideal surface , but it was diffi cult to obtai n th e 
neccssary mat eri a ls. The automob ile quick ly changed 
that idea. "Before the adven t of th e a utomobile , th e 
stone dust that se rved as a binder for th c stones in the 
macadam road was ground in by th e stec lti res of 
horsc-drawn vchic les. Thc au tomobilc ... sucks out 
the binder a nd loose ns the stones a nd ... tears the 
road to pieces ra ther tha n bi nd it toget her. "11 I twa s 
fortunate that Iowa could not build macadam roads, 
for it would have bcen necessary to spend large sums 
to maintain them under the heavy pounding of motor 
traffic. Gravel was more plentiful in northern and 
eastern Iowa and had proved practical for surfacing 
less traveled roads, but heavy maintenance cos ts o n 
main highways di couraged its usc. 

Hard-Surlaced Roads-The Problems 
Although the state was making considerable progress 
in permanently grading earth roads, anticipating that 
they would serve communities under proper 
maintenance for years, genera ll y they were not 
adequate for motorists. T. R. Agg pointed out that no 
one of the types proposed for hard- urfacing-gravel, 
broken stone, macadam, brick, concrete, etc. - would 
ha\e universal application. Traffic, soil and financial 
conditions were the decisive factors in the selection of 
permanent surfacing, and the choice for one 
community would not necessarily atisfy the 
requirements of others. E,en considering these 
elements, the category chosen would depend on 
maintenance or the lack thereof for its length of life. 
Agg further sugge ted that bonding for road 
improvements v.as a less objectional method of 
financing than direct property taxes, and by 1919,26 
counties had voted favorably for hard-surfaced road 
systems, thereby authorizing con truction of 1,700 
miles of pavement. The Primary Road Law pro\ided 
that counties who wished to move faster on road 
improvements than possible through normal funding 
could use bonds after affirmative vote of the people in 
a special or general election. 

The use of concrete as a road surface appeared to 
have started with a half block in LeMars in 1904. In 
1909, Mason City and Davenport laid 6,000 sq uare 
yards within their cities. In 191 1, a quarter mi le, 14 
feet wide, was built near Eddyville, with materials, 
labor and cash upplied by businesses, farmers and 

th e Ma haska ounty s up ervi~ors. By 19 12, concrete, 
for merl y relegated to a minor place in surfacing 
materi ab, began to achieve some prominence. A mile 
was built in 19 13 west of Ma son ity, exte nd ed into 
th a t co mmunity in 19 15, and in 19 17- 1918 the I I 
miles betwec n Ma~on ity and Clear Lake were 
pa ved, ma rking th e first interurban highway in Iowa. 
"I hese "ex perime ntal" roads, together wit h the 
"sced ling mi le" in Linn ounty in 191 8 on the Lincoln 
Highway, proved th eir ability to withstand heavy 
traffi c and weather condi tions and stimulated the 
dema nd for ad dition al mileage. But while practical, 
co nstru ction expenses of $30,000 per mile in the 
1920 's were a deterrent. Yet, when the relative 
ex penses for maintenance and motor vehicle 
operations on concrete roads were compared to those 
on gravel roads, such costs were cited by good roads 
advocates as evidence that concrete would be less 
expensive in all respects over long periods of time. 

The Lincoln Highway 
In 191 2, a community of interest had developed be­
tween the automobile and highway users . Carl Fisher. 
manufacturer of the Pres-Oolite automobile systems. 
conceived the idea of a transcontinental highway from 
the Atlantic to the Pacific coast, hard-surfaced and 
marked throughout its entire length . Because stone or 
rock were common surfacing materials, he called it 
"The Coast to Coast Rock Highway." An association 
with membership fees and annual due was proposed 
to finance the estimated SIO million required to build 
the road. The title was changed to the "Lincoln 
Highway" through efforts of Fi her and Congre man 
Borland of Missouri. who ugge ted that the road 
plan would be more popular if ome patriotic appeal 
wa introduced into its title. 

In addition to cash contribution. the cement indu tr~ 

agreed to furnish its product on the same ba is a 
contributions of motor car manufacturer: one-third 
of one percent of the annual gros for three year. 
estimated to pro\ ide 2.3 million barrels of cement. 

11 George S ~\a). "Gelllng 10\\3 OUl oflhe \Iud."· Pahllll' .\t"sl-I6 

( \- cbruar) 19(5) p . 96. 
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Western states joined the movement by improving 
roads and bridges along the proposed route , chartered 
originally by a series of au tomobile tours. The road 
was planned to start from New York City to Jersey 
City, .J., thence to Philadelphia and Pittsburgh , 
Pa. , Fort Wayne , Ind ., around Chicago and westward 
through Geneva, III. , to Clinton, Iowa. Continuing it 
would run through Omaha, Neb. , and Cheyenne, 
Wy., to Salt Lake City. From there, it followed the 
o ld Pony Express Trai l to Ely, Reno a nd Carson 
City, Nev., Sacramento and San Francisco. Entering 
Iowa at C linton , it wou ld pass through D eWitt , 
Cedar Rapids, Tama, Marsha ll town, Ames, Jefferso n, 
Denison and Logan to Counc il Bluffs, for a tota l of 
358 miles across the state . Except for the "seedling 
mile" east of Cedar Rapids and short stretches of 
concrete west of Jefferso n, the longes t segment of 38 
mil es from Clinton to Lowden was not paved until 
1924. Other sections of the route were surfaced with 
oiled dirt , graded earth a nd grave l. In dry weat her, 

th e trip on the highway co uld be comfortab ly mad e 
but rain made the earth road s a barrier to traffic. In 
thi s weat her, " the touri st sho uld stop if he wishes to 
save his car, hi s time, hi s tires and his temper"14 (Fig. 
5-4, 5-5). 

The highway was marked four different times. The 
first was by use of red , white and blue band s painted 
o n poles, rocks or other conven ient objects. Later , the 
officia l insignia was adopted consisting of red, white 
a nd blue recta ngles with th e words "Linco ln 
Highway" in blue above a nd below the letter "L", 
painted o n telephone poles and metal signs . More 
permanent enameled stee l signs were next erected , 
and fi na ll y 3,000 concrete posts bearing the insignia 
and letter were placed a long the route . Two of the e 
may be seen on the south side of Lincoln Way in 
Ames , in front of the Department of Transportation 
building. 

Lincoln Highway betwee n Ames and Nevada, 1918. 

(Courtesy: Iowa State Highwa y Commission) 

14 The Lincoln Hi ghway Association, The Lincoln HighIVay, New 

York : Dodds-Mead & Co .. 1935, pp. 2 10-226. 
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fhe JOY' of mOlOnng. 1915-1920 

(Courte,y Iowa Slale IlIgh"ay Comm""on) 

Olff,cullIC' on mud roads. 1915-1920 

(COllrtC') lo\\"a Slale IIlgh\\ll\ Co0101""on) 
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~ ir\E. LINCOLN HIGHW 
lrJiid ACROSS "" Y 

WESTERN IOWA 
STATE CENTER TO OMAHA, 191 .2 MILES 

TO "Ceo"''' ... I" 
THE CO MPLETE O FFICI AL RO AD GurDE OF THE UN,COLN HIGH W A, V 

PllIl[PoVI.LO ""0 co ,. y""o ... r(o II., TH( l" .. COUil HIGHWAY ASI ' N. CK'I'IO IT . MIC H . 

SCA LE O F JrtIllES 

LI ncol n H1i h .... iI. )· 

Ma iD uncoln HQlhway F~I"'I . 
P nn n pa\ R.a..a lroa.d. 
M llea&,f' r Olnr .... e. l from Sla k Centf'r. In el r el .. 

Ml k ~ ol n tout from O mah Wit hout ('\ rcl 

F igu re 5-4 

.--
Li ncoln Highway Across Western Iowa. 

(Courtesy: Li ncoln Highway Association. Detro it. Michiga n) 
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F.9 ir\E. LINCOLN H1GHW"" F.9 lrJmj ACROS S Y 6Jrrtl 
EASTERN IOWA 

C LINT ON T O STATE C ENTE R, 167.' MILES 

THE COMPLETE O FF ICIA L ROAD GUIDE. OF THE. LINCOLN H IGHWAY 

p'ur a. R[O ..... 0 CO .. "RIGI-I T lO 8'1' TH[ UHCPl'" HIGHWAY ASS· ... O(TI'IOI'. 

~C"'lE OF MILES 

N 

-- t 
Figu re 5-5 

Lincoln Hig hway Across Eastern Iowa. 
(Co urtesy: Linco ln Highway Association, Detroit. Michigan) 
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Lincoln Hl slory Marker 
(Courtesy: Iowa S ta le Hig hway om ml !>s lon) 

The Lincoln Highway at Tama . 1920, 

(Courtes) Iowa Stale Highway CommISsion) 

Bridge at Tama on old road. 19 ' 6 . 
(Courtes) A uthor) 



The Transportation Structure of Iowa : 
1900-1920 

105 

The Jefferson Highway 
On March 14, 1911 , the Des Moines-Kansas City-St. 
Joseph Interstate Trail was organized at Lamoni. In 
1915, the original trail was extended to Mason City 
from Des Moines through evada and Iowa Falls 
and continued to St. Paul via Albert Lea , Faribault 
a nd Northfield, and the name changed to the St. 
Paul-Des Moines-St. Joseph-Kansas City Interstate 
Trail. It covered 503 miles , was well marked , and 
became part of the preferred road systems in 
Minnesota , Iowa and Mi sso uri . With the exception of 
one county in Iowa , it connected all of the county seat 
towns and cities along its route . 

The Jefferson Highway Association was organized in 
New Orleans in 1915 through the efforts of Walter 
Packer of the New Orleans Association of Commerce, 
the Honorable E. T. Meredith , later Secretary of 
Agriculture in the Wilson Administration, and 
Senator Lafayette Young, both of Des Moines . The 
Interstate Trail formed an important segment of the 
Jefferson Highway, and their organizational methods 
and marking system were followed largely by the 
Jefferson group. The major cities on the north-south 
route were Baton Rouge , Alexandria and Shreveport , 
La.; Muskogee, Okla. ; Joplin, Kansas City and St. 
Joseph, Mo. ; Des Moines , Iowa ; St. Paul and 
Minneapolis, Minn.; and Winnipeg , Canada. The 
Mason City-Clear Lake paved road (Federal Project 
No. I) was part of the projected road in Iowa . Paving 
across the state was expected to be completed by 
1919. The insignia was similar to that of the Lincoln 
Highway with the letters "JH" in the middle band. 

Highways or trails were not only organized on a 
national or regional basis but were quite common 
locally or statewide. The commission was authorized 
under Section I 527-S22, Supplement to the Code, 
1913, to register highway routes promoted by 
voluntary organizations and to issue certificates for a 
fee of $5.00 to protect the names and markers used by 
the various associa tions. From 18 of these trails 
registered in 1914, the list grew to 64 by the close of 
1925 . A map showing these trails is included with this 

book . 

Highway Accidents and Fatalities 
Increased use of automobiles resulted in ra ilway 
crossing accidents and caused injury and fatalities on 
Iowa highways. Speeding ve hicles went over 
embankments, turned turtle, collided with each other 
and with bicycles and buggies, struck people , ran into 
trai ns and were hit by them. In 1916, there were 2,574 

acc id ents which killed 199 people and injured 2,834. 
The headli ne in the Commission's Service Bulletin of 
January, 191 8, read: "To be Safe, Go to War Until 
Carele s Speeders are Banished from Iowa 
Highways." 

A ea rl y as 1915 , there were proposals to prohibit the 
sa le of high speed automobiles in Iowa. "Limiting the 
speed of cars allowed in the state is the o nl y effective 
way to cut the motor speed ma niac and prevent the 
killing and maiming of peo ple by reckless, 
inex perienced and in'competent drivers. Laws naming 
speed limits of so man y mil es per hour or , as Iowa 
puts it , 'reasonable speed,' with 25 miles per hour as 
evidence that a dri ve r is exceedi ng that speed, are 
worthless. The high-powered car, advertised by 
manufacturers to hold the road at 50 miles an hour or 
accelerate from a stand ing start to 60 miles in 16 
seco nds, are a deadly menace to a ll users of the 
highwa ys and sweep on their way unchecked . . The 
on ly effective way to curb the speed evil would be to 
forbid the sale of high speed cars, for there are 
reckless a nd careless d rivers who will conti n ue to ha ve 
accidents as long as they are a ll owed to run cars on 
the highways . "15 Sixty-five years later, despite new 
laws, new regulations on driver qualifications, 
national speed limits, new enforcement procedures 
a nd much more improved and safe highways, the 
state sti ll struggles to control the level of deaths and 
struggles carnage on the highwa ys. 

Convict Labor on State Institutional Roads 
Under an Act passed by the 34th General Assembly 
and amended by the 35th General Asse mbly , th e 
Board of Control was placed in charge of 
approximately 50 miles of roads through and adjacent 
to state land s at a ll of the state institutions. Except 
for county bridges, costs of improvements and 
maintenance came from the general funds of the state. 
The chief engineer of the commission was appointed 
to supervise the work and surveys , and planning was 
co nducted by com mission personnel. Labor was 
provid ed by convicts, 20 of whom were used to build 

15 "Ca n Appalling Li st of 1916 Highway Fatalities Shock Iowans 

Into Sane r Driving in 1917?" IOlVa Slale Highway Commission 
Service Bullelin 5 No. 1-2-3 , Ames: Iowa State H ighway 

Co mmiss io n, 191 7, p . 3. 
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two miles of roa dway a t the Iowa S ta te Co ll ege in 
19 14, Hnd in 19 15, a bout 100 we re engaged in buildin g 
roads a nd cul ve rt s a t oth er sta te instituti ons. T hey 
were housed in tent ca mps, wore a ny type of cloth ing 
and were paid 20 ce nt s per hour. T here we l'c no 
visib le restrai nts on th e men as th cy we nt abo ut th eir 
\\ o rl-.. , and the ca mps were virtua ll y un a tt cnd cd . Whil c 
the commission co nsidered that conv ict labor had 
made a good showing in thcsc iso la ted insta n cc~, they 
did not feel that the ex per ience war ra nted its usc in 
general road work as co nt ras ted to con trac ting th e 
projects to those with the neccssary experie nce a nd 
equipment. " It is not practical to usc mcn who must 
be placed under guards ... and no economy would 
result to counties or townships in attempting to usc 
prisoners in this way. "I~ 

Traffic Surveys 
In 1917 and 1918, traffic counts were taken for a 
continuous period of seven day on the in ter-coun ty 
system, and for the two year, survey resul ts were 
compiled for 87 stations in 36 counties. These 
locations were away from the immediate vicinity of 
larger cities, widely distributed, and considered as 
fairl) representative of state patterns. They did not 
cover traffic on main roads leading to major cities. 
Brieny summari7ed. the survey showed that the 
average traffic was 300 vehicle carrying 800 people 
per day and that more than 80 percent were motor 
driven. Forty-six percent were local (town-to-town , 
tov.n-to-farm and traffic originating in the towns); 47 
percent were inter-urban or inter-county and the 
remaining 7 percent was interstate travel. An 
additional study made by T.R. Agg in 1919 showed 
the traffic situatio n as follows: 

I. Tonnage was considerably higher than 
generally supposed, which emphasi7ed the 
v.isdom of constructing road surfaces of 
great durability. The system of earth roads 
had been carrying traffic considered 
moderately heavy for paved roads. 

2. Passenger automobiles were predominant. 

3. The present highways did not encourage 
the use of motor trucks because of the 
extreme variations in surface conditions. 

4. Interstate traffic was insignificant, 
emphasi7ing that Iowa roads were 
constructed not for tourists but for Iowa 
people to be used for their pleasure and 
busi ness. 

5. Abo ul 90 perce nl o f th e lra ffic was molor 
dri vc n, which indi ca ted the equity of 
retjui ri ng a substa ntia l conlribution from 
moto r veh icles for construction and 
ma intena nce on Iowa highways .17 

The Highway Situation by 1920 
By the close of 1920, comiderablc progress had been 
made on highway improvements despite the 
interru ptio ns caused by World War I. Road builders 
looked forward to 19 19 and 1920 in keen anticipation 
of a return to normal conditions. But labor was still 
scarce and remained so until mid-I920; rail 
transportation was uncertain and materials difficult to 
obtain. Highway officials had authOrity to build roads 
and cou ld pay for them , but could not produce the 
product in a quantity desired . However 1919 should 
be remembered as a year of great achievement a 
year in which the state embarked upon a program of 
modern highway construction. From 1913 to 1920, 
3,2 16 miles of road had been built to permanent 
grade, 1,256 miles to temporary grade, 13.660 mtles 
were tractor graded, 2,035 miles gravel surfaced. and 
43 miles of the primary system paved. 

River Transportation-The Doldrums 
The Upper Mississippi River 
The original project for improvement of the Cpper 
Mississippi between the Missouri River and 
Minneapolis was adopted in 1879. Proposed v.a a 
channel or waterway by means of v.ing and closing 
dams so as to allow a depth of four and one-half feet 
at low water. The plan to secure a depth of six feet 
was adopted in 1907. During that year, President 
Theodore Roosevelt appointed the Inland Watef\\ay 
Commission to prepare and report on a project to 

improve and control the waterway of the United 
States . Traffic had fallen on the MIS issippi ince 
Civil War day . Shallov. depth. ineffiCient boat. 
irregular schedules. lack of terminals, and the 
seasona l nature of the traffic were among the rea_on 
On the other hand, railroad offered regular and 
efficient en'ices. 

I. Report of Ihl' Slalt' High .. ar COIIIIIIISSioll./ilf Iht' l <,ar Ellcit'd 

Dl'cl'lIlhl'r I. 1916. D~\ 1-101Oc\ The. laIC ollo\la. 1916. pp 1-13-
144. 149 

I' T R Agg. Tra((ie 1/11 /(11I'a Higllll'O\.\ . Bulktln '\ (> 56. \111<'\, 

Englnecnng F'penmcnt SlatlOn. 10\1" _ laIc Collcg.e. 1920, 
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The most important commerce on the river during the 
first decade of the 20th century was lumber products, 
although rapidly declining due to defo restation of the 
pine forests in Wisco nsi n and Minnesota . In 1882,87 
sawmi ll s were operating along the river , keeping 
abo ut 100 towboats busy. The largest milling centers 
in terms of board feet of lumber processed were 
Minneapolis, Winona, Dubuque, Clinton, Rock 
Island , Musca tine and Davenport . The impact of th e 
lumber trade can be measured by the commerce 
through th e Des Moines Rapids Ca na l in 1900, when 
822 steamboats and 381 barges were counted . By 
1914, the lumber traffic had almost disappeared. 

During 1909,22 packets , 36 towboats, 17 ferryboats , 
147 pleas ure boats and 26 government boats , totaling 
16, 103 gross tons, were in operation between 
Minneapolis and St. Louis. In addition , there were 
300 unregi stered barges of various sizes used fo r 
freight and construction material s . The principal 
stea mboat lines were the Diamond Joe , the Eagle, the 
Carnival City and the Acme. Traffic, consisting 
mainly of lumber, rock, sand and gravel, reached a 
high of 4.53 million tons in 1904 and fell to a low of 
761,522 tons in 1921 . Passenger traffic between 1904 
and 1920 averaged between two and three million 
annually. 

A shortage of rail cars in the Mississippi Valley 
during World War I led to the formation in 191 7 of a 
Committee on Inland T ransporation to study the 
possibilities of the use of waterways to relieve 
congestion on the railroads. Their report concluded 
that rail freight could be handled on the waterways 
with adequate terminals and recommended that the 
federal government initiate such action. From the 
U.S. Shipping Board, $3.9 million was granted to the 
Emergency Fleet Corporation to build and operate 
towboats and barges between St. Paul and St. Louis, 
the first federal operation of equipment on the River. 
The Federal Control Act of 1918 commandeered all 
floating equipment on the Mississippi and Warrier 
Rivers, and appropriated $12 million for new 
construction. The Federal Barge Service emerged 
from these actions a nd even tually became known as 
the Federal Barge Line on the Upper Mississippi. It 
was operated by the Railroad Administration and 
transferred to the War Department in 1920. 

The Missouri River 
Steamboats had navigated the Missouri s ince 18 19 
when the first boat reached Council Bluffs; arrived at 
the mouth of the Yellowstone in 1832; and to the 

head of navigation , Fort Benton , Montana. in 1859. 
The length of the navigable river from Fort Benton to 
the Mouth is 2,28 5 mil es . Originally, and into the 
20th century, the condition of th e river was one of 
alternate pools and bars. Water depth ranged from 
three feet in low water to nine feet in high water. The 
navigable depth did not increase as rapidly as the 
water height since the bars rose with the stage of th e 
river. No projects for improvement throughout its 
length had been adopted by 1919. 

Under a federal appropriation of $ 1 million in 19 10, 
improvemen ts were made from Kansas City to the 
Mouth with a view of securing a permanent six-foot 
channe l. Previously , in other sections, work on the 
removal of snags, misce llaneous obstructions and 
trees had the effect of equalizing and reducing freight 
rates to approximately 60 percent of rail rat es, a 
somewhat similar ratio as the 66 percent found on the 
Upper Mississippi. The ma xi mum draft in 1910 at 
mean low water from Kansas City to the Mouth was 
four feet; from Kansas City to Sioux City, and on to 
Fort Benton was three feet. Traffic on the river never 
exceeded one million tons annually during the 1900-
1920 period; the high of 843,863 tons was reached in 
1907, thereafter falling steadil y and especially during 
the war years. Generally, the character of upstream 
movements was mercha ndi se and su pplies; 
downstream , grains and li vestock. 

Early Aviation in Iowa 

The Pioneers 
Space permits only a brief di scuss ion of indi vid ua ls 
who contr ibuted to aeronautical development in the 
state. For those interested in an inclusive descripti on 
of general aviation hi story from 1845 to 191 8, the 
most authoritative coverage is found in Ann Holtgren 
Pellegreno's Iowa Takes to the Air. A considerable 
portion of the prese ntation which follows has been 
drawn from this publication . 

The fascination of flying in Iowa dates back to the 
gas-filled balloon era before the Civil War. An un­
manned flight occurred in Burlington in 1845 , and the 
first manned balloon was piloted by Professor Silas 
Brooks in the Hercules, a lso at Burlington in 1856. 
Following the war, when captive observation ball oons 
were used by both armies, this form of aerial activity 
was taken serious ly, and balloon ascensions and races 
were popular at state fairs and city and town 
celebrat ions. The Mississippi River cities, Des Moines 
and Sioux City, were amo ng leading metropolitan 
areas for these events. Parachuting was an innovation 



108 Tran sportation in Iowa 

or the Baldwin broth ers, Sa m a nd Th o mas, who 
be 'a me \ o rl d famo us Cor their da rin g fea ts, o ne of 
which a lmos t cos t a m hi s lire durin g a jump a t 
Musca tine in 1888, whe n he rell into th e Mi ss iss ippi 
R ivcr. 

Toward the end of the 19t h ce ntury, glid ers were 
being dcs igned and flown , a nd the ex periments led to 
th e devclopment of th e first fl ying machin e. Flying 
glid ers had been proven prac ti ca l by Ge rm a n a nd 

merican engineers and in 1898, arl Bates, a 14-
year-o ld from C lear Lake , built and fl ew th e first 
man-carr 'in g glid er in Iowa. Bishop Wright , an 
official in the United Bret hren hu re h, li ved in Cedar 
Rapids from 1878 to 188 1, later se ttling in Dayton, 
Ohio. \\here sons Orville and Wilbur began 
experiments ~\ hich led to their manned engine­
powered flights on December 17, 1903 at Kitt y Hawk, 
North Carolina. The four flights that day a eraged 31 
miles per hour and initiated the age of powered 
airplanes. Rotary engines were designed by F. Oscar 
Farewell and built by the Adams Company of 
Dubuque, and a version rated at 55 horsepower was 
a\ailable by 1909. 

As small internal combustion engines were developed. 
innO\ators began installing them on sausage-shaped 
dirigible balloons. gi\ing the operators some 
directional control. Among aeronauts v. ho flew these 
dirigibles were Thomas Baldwin, Roy Knabenshue 
and Charles Hamilton. [t was Hamilt on who fie", 
Knabenshue' dirigible at the 1906 State Fair in Des 
Moines. landing at the Capitol and retur ning to the 
fairgrounds. However, despite the numerous balloon 
ascensions, parachute leaps and powered airship 
flights. no aeroplane had been flown over Iowa at the 
close of 1909. 

This situation changed in 1910. Arthur J . Hartman 
built and operated a two-cylinder monoplane a t 
Burlington in May. Eugene Ely of William burg a nd 
James C. "Bud" Mars flew at Sioux City in June, and 
Thomas Baldwin at Iowa City in October. E[y, a 
member of the Glenn Curtiss exhib ition tea m, worked 
with the U.S. Navy on plans for launching an aircraft 
from a ship and took off on November 10 from a 
slanted platform built over the forward deck on the 
cruiser Birmingham, steaming down Chesapeake Bay. 
for a two and one-half mile flight to shore. His nex t 
flight was from shore to ship and on January II , 
1911 , at San Francisco, Ely flew to the cruiser 
Pennsylvania, landed o n a platform built on the stern 
and returned safe ly to shore. These flight made Ely 
an internationa l ce leb rity . On October 19, 19 11 , he 

was kill ed in ex hibiti on fl igh t a t Maco n, Georgia . 

In hi s S tory (~/ Iowa, Pete rson l i~ted some 46 flights 
by 23 av ia tors over different cities an d towns in Iowa 
dur ing 19 10- 19 11 , although no identification was 
give n. Ove r th e nex t fi ve to six yean., the ehallenge~ 
of fl ying brought new developmenh on engine and 
plane des ign and construction and pushed pioneering 
efforts to greater heights with rather astounding 
success, given the ex tremely poor condition of landing 
fi e l d~. One of the most famou~ flyers of this period 
was William "B ill y" Robimon of Grinnell, 
inter nationall y recogni7Cd for piloting mail planes in 

anada and wel l known In central Iowa. 

Robinso n organi7ed the Grinnell Aeroplane 
om pany with a view of establIshing a factory and 

flying school, plans cut short by his premature death . 
His most successful flight was sponsored by the Des 
Moines Capital and Chicago Tribune in 1914. The 
trip started from Des Moines on October 17 for a 
non-stop mail flight to Chicago, authOrIzed by the 
federal government. Weather conditiom and a fuel 
shortage forced him down at Kentland, Indiana, 
about 80 miles southeast of Chicago. The distance 
covered was 300 miles, exceeding the American 
record by 125 miles, and took four hours and 30 
minutes, averaging 80 miles per hour. Ha\ing 
established the non-stop record. Robinson then tried 
to break the altitude record v.hich in 1916 ",as 17.000 
feet. about 3,000 feet higher than he had e\er flo\\ n. 
On March II , 1916 he crashed and ",as killed in the 
a llempt. The plane ",as completel) \necked but the 
engi ne is preserved in the mu eum at Grinnell College 
as a memento to his exploit 

Other active during the early years were Oscar and 
Mary Solbrig of Davenport- de igners. builder. 
mechanics and pilots ",ho il1\ented an airplane", hich 
could be quickly taken apan, crated and reassembled . 
They flew exhibitions throughout Iowa and 
midwes tern states until 0 car joined the .S. Air 
Force in World War I. Ruth Law oloed in 1912. \\a 
the firs t woman to fl y at night and held the women's 
a lt itude reco rd . Katherine tim on recei\ed her 
license also in 1912 at age 16, becoming the fourth 
woman to be enrolled in the Da\enpon School of 
Aviation. J. Herman Banning. al 0 from meso was 
the fir t black aviator to receiYe his license. Glen 
Martin of Mack burg left Iowa at an early age. fie" 
his fir t plane in 1909, and became a tunt pilot bel' re 
starting a n aeroplane factory on the west oast. 
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World Famous Aviators 
Three internationally famous pilots lin ked to early 
Iowa a viation hi tory made news in the 1920 's. 
Clarence Chamberlin of Denison captured the long 
di stance record by flying from New York to Berlin . 
He was the first to fly a passenger , hi s financial 
backer Charles Levine, across the Atlantic Ocean. 
Later, Chamberlin and Bert Acosta broke th e 
endurance record in hi s Be ll a nca monoplane, 
Columbia, by staying in the a ir for more than 51 

hours. C ha rl es Lindberg , whose exploits need no 
detailed descriptions , flew a t many points in Iowa and 
dedicated severa l airports. Amelia Earhart lived for a 
time in Des M oines, and in 1928 flew as the first 
woman passe nger from Newfound land to Wales in a 
tri-motored Fokker monoplane. Four years later , she 
made a so lo Atlantic flight and subsequently made 
long di s tance fli ghts across the Uni ted States. Her 
ca reer end ed in a n unkn own spot in th e Pacific Ocean 
in 1937. 

Steamboat Andrew S. Bennell on Missouri Rive r. 1880s. 
(Courtesy: Scott Sore nso n, Sioux City Public Museum) 

The War Years-1917-1918 

Within five days fo ll ow ing the d ec la ra tion of wa r on 
Germany on Apri l 6, 19 17 , representatives of a ll 
major rai lroads met in Washington a nd vo lunta ril y 
merged the roads into a n operational sys tem of 
254,000 mi les under the directi o n a nd co ntrol of a 
Railroad War Board of five rai lroad executi ves. But 
the railroads under private o peration co uld no t mee t 

the de ma nd s for se rvice, and on December 28 , 1917, 
Presid e nt Wi lso n too k possess ion for the war effort. 
Willi a m G. M cAdoo, Secretary of the Treasury , was 
appointed Director General, followed later by Walker 
D . Hines. Despite an increase in rates in 191 8, 
revenues did no t keep pace with increased operating 
ex penses. The result was th a t the ratio of expenses to 
revenues, co mm on ly known as the "operat ing ratio", 
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rose from 78. 14 percent in 191 7, the last year of 
private opera ti on, to 102.5 percent in 1920. For the 
first time in railroad history, opera ting expe nses 
exceeded opera ting revenues for the railroad system. 

The net cost of federal co ntrol to taxpayers from 191 7 
to 1920 amounted to more than $1.6 billion , cited 
over and over as evidence of the evi ls of federal 
ownership and operation of the nation's railroad s. 
The experience of federal contro l during wartime docs 
not offer a sound argument for or against control in 
peacetime. The effect was to provide "as to the 
country's war needs and as to the interests of railroad 
securi ty owners, a protection which had become 
impractical on the part of private control in view of 
the emergencies and limitations with which it was 

confl onted. Any fairl y balan ced stud y of the Situation 
as a who le must lead to the conclu sion that in periods 
of extraordinary diffi cu lty, the government's 
temporary operation of the railroads accomplished 
with credit th e objects which made resort to it 
i m pera ti ve. "I K Wha t the ex periencc demonstrated was 
that railroad regulations slncc 1887, despite numerou, 
amendmcnts, wcrc so restrictive as to prevent a 
unified system from operating under prrvate control 
during pcriods of extreme emergency. Historrans have 
referred to this period as one of "negative regulation " 
which reached its climax during the war years and 
which necessitated serious consideration of a more 
positive legislative approach toward railroads In the 
I 920s. 

PdOI se nllO lo"a Slale Fair b} lhe Wfighl brolhers , 1911 A box 01 rock, IS "rapp~d 10 lhe passenger seal 10 balance lhe \\elghl of lhe engine 
(Courtesy ' Des MOines I nlcrnalional Airport) --

I' Walker D Hines . War HisrorJ ,,( rhe ~lIIl'ncal/ Railroads 
Nc\\ Ha,en Yale lInl\erSil) Press. 19~8. p. ~.W 
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Summary 
The physical structure of the railroads was largely in 
place in Iowa by the turn of the century, in contrast 
to the archaic conditions of the roads over which 
journeys were often hazardous. Additional railroad 
mileage had been built between 1900 and 1920, 
primarily to close gaps in the systems, make more 
direct connectio ns between major cities, for branch 
line service, and to expand yards, terminals and 
sidings. Private investment and state support 
provided a network of almost 10 ,000 miles connecting 
nearly all of the small towns and large cities within 
and outside the state. 

With principal building programs behind them , 
railroads focused a ttention on operational techniques 
and improvements. Supervision and regulation of 
these operations in conformity with federal and state 
laws, and the so lution of local problems , was the 
responsibility of the railroad commission. Safety of 
employees and the public was of paramount 
importance as passenger and freight schedules 
increased in speed and frequency. Rate and service 
changes raised issues of discrimination with which the 
com mission struggled in order to protect Iowa's 
industries. The period was one of railroad 
sta bili zatio n, road and equipment improvements, of 
consolidation of weaker into stronger lines-all 
designed to provide more efficient service at lower 
costs. 

Progress in developing statewide systems of highways 
and roads was slow and widely scattered until the 
sta te and federal governments realized the necessity 
for improvements for private travel and commercial 
trade. The first highway commission laid the 
foundation for organized effort in planning and 
managing road construction even though hampered 
by limited funds and personnel. The second 
commission was given broader powers and 
responsibilities to provide uniform programs for 
highway and bridge design, construction and 
maintenance. 

Organization, p lanning, specifications , supervision, 
uniformit y of sta ndard s, accurate record keeping and 
cooperation with local road officials, were key 
elements in the 1913 commission's program for road 
development. Original concerns centered on the type 
of highwa ys needed , materials to be used and 
methods of financing, rather than the nature of the 
traffic. Yet, the expanding number of vehicles and 
their impact could not be ignored, especially in the 
accident and fatality records on railway crossings and 

elsewhere . The second decade , principally f rom 1913 
to 1920, was characterized by fairly rapid progress, 
culminating in the organization of a Primary R oad 
System and the use of county bonding for 
construction. 

Navigation on the Upper Mississippi and Missouri 
rivers was difficult because of sha ll ow water , snags 
a nd obst ructions. Wing a nd closing dams were built 
o n the Mi ssissi ppi , a nd dikes a nd revetments were 
built on the Misso uri to partially a ll ev iate the 
problem and to main'tain navigable cha nnels. Lumber 
and construction materials furnished the heaviest 
traffi c on the Mississ ippi , whereas on the Missouri, 
general merchandise and agricultural products were 
the major commercial mo ve ments. 

Iowa aeronautical hi story started before the C ivil War 
with balloon ascensions and progressed through 
gliders to engine-powered machines in which Iowa 
pilots challenged distance, a ltitude and endurance 
record s. The pioneeri ng efforts of builders and nyers, 
man y of whom lost their lives, were instrumental in 
the future advances of avia ti on in the state. 
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Chapter Six 
Street Railways and Electric Interurbans 

to 1920 
Street Railways 

Introduction 
H o rse-d raw n passe nge r ve hi c les a ppea red in the 
la rger ci t ies in th e ea rl y 19th ce ntury. However, the 
p oo r co nditi o n of the streets meant a slow, bumpy 
rid e o r th e pros pect of becoming mired in the mud . 
Iro n t racks we re introduced to partia ll y all ev iate this 
pro blem , reducing the number of horses needed a nd 
permitting a so mewha t smoother and fa ster ride . 
S peed s of fo ur to s ix mil es pe r hour were poss ible, 
ha rdl y mo re tha n th e pace of walking. A substantial 
pa rt of the to ta l cos ts was that of th e horse, often 
pri ced a t $ 100 o r m o re, and beca use they were usuall y 
limited t o fo ur to six hours of work, several teams 
were necessa ry. Often, the cost of the horses was 
greater th a n t he average cost of $750 for the car. It 
was est imated tha t 40 pe rce nt of the t o tal investment 
was in th e ho rses and stables. 

Opera :ing a ho rseca r cost a bout 20 cents per mile , 
InciudlOg th e wages of a two-ma n crew. As recently as 
1908, public tra nspo rta ti on was depend ent upo n 
animal p owe r even th o ugh the a ve rage wo rking life of 
a h o rse was o nl y four yea rs. P ollu t io n was a pro blem 
as ea ch ho rse genera ted te n po und s o f waste o n the 
stree ts each day. The inve nti o n of th e stea m engi ne 
bro ught ex perim enta ti o n with stea m power, a nd 
electrifica tion so o n fo ll owed a nd spread ra pidl y. 
Fares thro ugh th e fir st two decade of the 20t h 
ce ntury were uni ve rs.a ll y fi ve cent s a nd prod uced 
suffici e nt reve nue until W o rld Wa r I. In 1920, fares 
were revised to dista nce schedul es. La nd va lues rose 
along the routes as tra nsit co mpa nies develo ped 
commercial and res id enti a l housing, c rea tin g their 
own dem a nd. By th e end of th e wa r, a lm os t o ne-thi rd 
of the compa ni es nationwid e we re ba n kru pt as a 
res ult of over-capita li za ti o n, poor ma nage ment and 
the ir ina bility to mee t rid e rs ' need s. At th e beginn ing 
of the 1920s, with a utom o bil e co mpetiti o n becomi ng 
imp o rta nt , th e industry was in poo r fina ncia l 
condition , un a ble to maintain it s sha re of th e growing 
urban transpo rta ti o n ma rk et. 

Two-h orse streetca r in Boo nesboro , 1897. 
(Courtesy: Edwa rd S. Meyers Collectio n) 
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lIor,ccar 10 ~IOUX Il).1884 

(Counc,) SCOll Soreowo. SIOUX CIl) Public Mu,eum) 

The Iowa Experience 
Streetcar sen ice started In fi\e of the largest cities in 
Iowa during the early post-Civil War years . 

Operations by horse- or mule-drawn cars began in 

1868 In Des Moines and Dubuque. and in 1869 in 
Da\enport. Clinton and Council Bluffs . A brief 

re\ie'A of the evolution of streetcar sen ice in these 
cities will show the patterns that were rather typical in 
the development in other communities. 

Des Moines 
The capital of Iowa had a population of about 10,000 
people at the close of the Civil War. Dr. M. P. 

Turner, 'Aho had operated toll bridges o,er the Des 

Moines River until tolls 'Aere abolished by the city 
council, received the first franchise for a narro'A­
gauge horsecar line to run from the Polk County 

Courthouse to the foot of Capito l H il l. In 1878, ra il s 
were laid on Walnut Street and ten years later, a line 
was opened on Fourth Street. Electric power was 
introduced by the Broad Gauge Railway ompany. 
organiled by Messrs. Van Ginkel, leac hout and 

Weber in 1886, to operate on Locust St reet a nd 

Grand A\enue. In 1889. Jefferson Polk , an as ociate 

of Turner, acquired control of the Independent lines 

and consolidated them into the Des MOInes Street 
RailwaJ . A separate company , the Inter-Lrban 

Railway , 'Aas Incorporated in I 9 by the De Moine 

Rail'Aa y management to build an Interurban three 
miles from Greel1\\ood Park to Valle) Junction (\\e t 

Des Moine ). Interurbans and street raih\'a) \\ere 

often operated under common management with Joint 

use of tracks, station. repair shop and po\\er 

facilities. 

By 1890 the Polk intere t · operated 103 electric 
powered cars over nearl) 50 miles of trac!.. in the Clt y. 

and by 1911 the) added 23 cars and ~9 miles of 

trackage. In the earl) 1900 ,the ystem came under 
control of the Harri Trut Compan~ of ChIcago and 

was pctitioned into ban!..ruptc) in 1911. Emil 
Sc hm idt. a ppoin ted rccei\er. became preSIdent of the 

new ly organized compan), later succecded b) Fran!.. 
Chambers. Between 191 1 and 1920, there \\a _' 
con t inuous labor-management strife o\er \\ages . 

condi t ions of \\ ork and the "two-man streetcar." 
c limaxed by a four-mon t h stri!..e in 19~ I. 



Street Railways and Electric Interurbans 
to 1920 

115 

Dubuque 
In 1867, when Dubuque citizens voted to allow streets 
to be used for public transportation, the city was the 
large t in Iowa. In 1868 , J. K. Graves organized the 
Dubuque Street Railway and operated the first 
horsecar from the levee at the foot of Jones Street to 
Coulter Avenue and 24th Street. Extensions were 
later built to the Fairgrounds and Eagle Point. Rather 
interesting and no ve l was the use of horse-drawn 
sleighs during the winter months. Joseph A. 
Rhomberg acquired the system in 1876. Electric 
storage battery cars used in the 1880s were 

+ 

unsuccessful , as was the Graves Hill Street and West 
Dubuque Steam Railway , in negotiating the steep 
hills. In 1889, the Key City Electric Street Railway 
operated the first electric car on the Eighth Street hill 
and Rhomberg, faced with this competition , 
electrified the Dubuque Street Railway in 1890. The 
Union Electric Company, incorporated in 1900, 
acquired all of the street railways which passed into 
control of the Dubuque Electric Company in 1916. 
Expansion of the electric power industry resulted in 
acquisition of the street railways by the Interstate 
Power Company in 1924. 

Electrified st ree tca r in Des Moines, 1890s. 
(Courtesy: Iowa State Highway Commission) 
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Davenport . 
Five compa nies were invo lved in co nstru cti on ~ f 

stree t railwa ys in and aro und Davc nl1 o rt. Th e fir st 
horsecar se rvice by the Davcnport City Rai lway 
bega n in 1869 on Third Strcct. In 1870. th ~ 
Davcnport Ce ntral Railwa y sta rted opc ra l1 ons on_ 
Brad\ Street and ran the first elec tri c ca r In 1888. I he 
Bridge. ~ eco nd St ree t and No rth wes t Davenport 
Raih\ay initia ted ~e n' ice a lso in 1888 from the 
Miss iss'i ppi Ri\Cr brid ge on Scco nd a nd Marquette to 
Eighth Street. In the same yca r. C. B. Holmcs of 
CI~icago acq uired co ntrol of the va rious co mpanics 
and incorporatcd the Dave nport a nd Rock Isla nd 
Raih\a\ to build a line on the brid gc to Illin ois. By 
1890 el~ctririca ti o n was com pl eted. and in 1895 the 
company was reo rga ni 7ed into the Tri-City Railwa y 
and Light Company. co ntrolled by the Un ited Light 
and Railway Company of Grand Rapid s. Michiga n. 
The fifth line wa, orga ni nd in 1902 as the Davenport 
and Suburban Rail\\ay. The sys tem was built on 
Fourth Street and started opera ti ons in 1904. This 
line was also acquired by the Tri-City Ra ilway in 
1907. Add it ional sen ice V\as provided bet ween 
Da\enport and Rock Isla nd by the " Brid ge Line." a 
part of the system sen ing the area and the onl y Tri­
Cit\ route that was double-tracked. During World 
\\'a-r I. traffic was especially heavy to the Rock Island 
Ar ena!. \-\ith ten cars permanently co upled in pairs 
and u ed during rush hours. Davenport cars were 
cOll\erted to one-man operations in 1921. 

Clinton 
The first narro\\-gauge horsecar line in the Clinton 
area was operated between Lyons and the CNW 
depot in Clinton in 1869. franchised as the Lyons 
Horse RailV\ay Company and later extended so uth 
into Clinton. In 1878 a Clinton lumber firm rece ived 
permission to open a narrow-gauge horsecar line in 
the cit\'. Both lines were conso lid ated into the Clinton 
and L;'ons Horse Railway in 1889. a nd by 189 1 it had 
24 cars pulled by 60 horses and mules over 10 miles of 
track. In 1890. franchises were gra nt ed to the Ba ld win 
Electric Company and its successor. the State Electric 
Company. to build and operate electric o r cable cars. 
This was done to compete with the horseca r lines. 
later controlled by the utility a nd widened to sta ndard 
ga uge and electr i fied. By 1904. th e street ra i Iways 
were reorgani7ed into the Cl int on Street Railwa y a nd 
the system. expanded somewha t within the cit y. 
remained intact unt il the mid- 1920s. 

Council Bluffs 
Se rvice began in 1869 by th e Broad St ree t Railway, 
reo rga ni7ed in 1872 into th e 'o un cil Bluffs a nd 
Omaha Ra il way. Its initi a l proj ec t was a horsecar line 
from l enth Ave nu e and Broadway to the Mi s50u ri 
Ri ve r, a di stan ce of three mil es. In 1883 the UP 
ga ined co ntrol , but finan cial losses resulted in a nother 
reorgani73 ti on through which th e Council Bluffs 
Rai lwa y emerged . To purchase the UP interests , the 
Omaha a nd Council Bluffs Railway and Brid ge 

om pa ny was o rga ni7ed in 1887. Electrification 
fo ll owed. a nd a stree tcar bridge over th e Missouri wa~ 
co nstructed and opened in the same year. 

To Lak e Ma nawa. form ed durin g the spring nood of 
188 1 and subsq uently develo ped into a resort area. 
se rvice was subj ec t to a bitter legal dispute between 
two ri va l ra ilwa ys. The Omaha. Council Bluffs and 
Suburban and the Manhattan Beach Railway. the 
la tter chartered by the Omaha and Council Bl uffs 
Rai lway and Bridge Company, sought to furnish 
transpo rta tion to the lake region. The former had 
purcha sed a steam locomotive to haul cars running 
from the UP sta ti on and had purchased the resort 
property in 1899. starting operations in 1900. But 
before the lega l a rguments reached a climax. the 
Omaha and Cou ncil Bluffs absorbed the Omaha. 
Council Bluff and Suburban. Further olidification 
of the properti es was arranged through lease of the 
Omaha and Council Bluffs Railwa) and Bridge 
Company and its wholly owned sub idiaries. The 
corporate management operated the treet car sef\ ice 
until it terminated in the 1940 . 

Other City Street Railways 
Coverage of the street railway de\elopment in other 
cities in Iowa is confined onl) to the date on \\ hich 
service began since the patterns \\ere e sentlall~ 
simi lar: hor ecars to steam to electrification \\ith 
co ntrol by utility companie and reorganizations 
inter persed throughout the expan ion . Burlington. 
Marsha llt own and Cedar Rapids-Marion began in the 
1870s. followed in the next decade b) enice in 
Oskaloosa. Boone. Keokuk. Muscatine. \\ ·aterloo. 
Fort Madiso n. and the first of five independent line. 
III ioux City. Red Oak. the smallest of IO\\ 'a to\\ ns 
with municipal transportation. began operations in 
188 1. but faced \\' ith pa \ ing assessments. discontinued 
se rvice in 190 1. mes started \\ ith a steam dumm~ 
line betwee n the ci t) a nd the Io\\a State College 
ca mpus in 1890. joined in the same year b) electrified 
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Eleclrified Slreelca r in Sio ux CilY, 1890 . 

(Co urtesy: Scott So renso n, Sio ux Cil Y Pu bli c Museum) 

systems in Inde pend ence a nd F o rt D od ge. Io wa C it y, 
whose ce nt ra l business di stri ct lay a dj ace nt to the 
Universi ty of Iowa campus, sa w no need fo r urba n 
trans porta ti o n until 19 10. 

Novel and Unique Projects 
The D ubuque "Inclines": The Dubuque ca ble ca r 
system was built by J. K. Gra ves, ba nker, fo rmer 
mayor, state sena to r a nd a prom oto r a nd build er o f 
st reet ra il ways. His ho me was on a high bluff 
ove rl ook ing t he centra l business di strict o nl y three 
blocks away in a direc t line but without adequa te 
roa d o r hig hway access . In 1882 , G ra ves built a 
steam-opera ted ca ble ca r o n a n incline from Fo urth 
and Bl uff streets to the top of the hill , known a ft e r 
settl ement as Fe nelo n Pl ace. There was no cha rge fo r 
its use by res ide nts fo r ten years until it was d es troyed 
by fi re. W hen G raves decid ed not to rebuild , hi s 

neig hbo rs incorpo ra ted th e Fenelon P lace Eleva to r 
Co mpa ny and purchased the ca ble car p rope rt y. In 
th e 1900s, C. B. Trevis, a res ide nt of t he bluff since 
1893 , becam e so le owner, a nd afte r his deat h in 1940 , 
the fa mil y co ntinued o pera ti o ns. Fa mil y me mbers a nd 
th e c it y rea li zed th e imp o rt a nce of the " Incl ine" not 
o nl y as a fa c ilt y to transport co mmuters but a lso as a 
to uri st a ttracti o n, a nd it has rema ined as such to t he 
present time. A nother ca ble ca r " incline" was built in 
1887 a t Eleve nth S treet, e lect rifi ed in 1900 but 
a ba nd o ned in 1927. 

The Sioux City Elevated : T his experiment in urba n 
t ra nspo rta ti o n a ttracted na ti o na l inte res t. It was 
o berved that: "U rba n M ass Tra nsit , the past pr id e 
a nd now future ho pe of man y o f the world 's la rges t 
citi es may ve ry we ll owe a debt of gra titud e to the 
fo unding fath ers o f Sioux C ity in no rthwes te rn Iowa. 
Ind eed , the city of C hicago itse lf, mig ht have been 
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deprived of ont.: of it s more roma nt ic transporta ti on 
landmark had it no t been for thi s Mi sso uri Ri ve r 
town h me of Iowa's first a nd las t eleva ted 
railwa y. "I 

In 1887, iou ' it y wa s in the mid st of the Ill Os t 
fren7ied eco nomic boom in it s hi story. ew 
bu ine ses were being es tab lis hed a nd packing houses 
nourished; served by the Missouri Ri ver a nd four 
railroads. farms and real es ta te were se lling at 
fabulous prices. Geographica ll y. the locatio n of th e 
city did not a ll ow for easy real es ta te deve lopment. 
Steep hills ro'e to the north and west from the river, 
and the Floyd River Valley la y to the east wit h it s 
profusion of packing plan ts. catt le pen s, railroad line 
and yards. Beyond was a grassy plain known as 
Morningside. potentially an attractive subu rb but in 
need of a transportati n link to downtown Sioux 
City. 

Prior to 1887, Sioux City was served by only a few 
scattered surface lines with car drawn by horses, 
cable, or powered by team. None could overcome the 
problem of crossing the Floyd Ri ver bottom which 
included 84 railroad crossings. To remedy these 
conditions. the Sioux City Rapid Transit Company 
was organized in 1885 to build a double-tracked 
elevated railway from Third and Jone streets in the 
busine s district to Leech Street, connecting with a 
single-tracked surface line to the eas t side of 
Morningside Avenue.~ It was rumored that initial 
financing was obtained during a poker game when 
nine local investors, including James Booge , A.S. 
Garretson. E. C. Peters. and A. M. Jackson put 
$1,000 or more in the "pot" for seed money. 
Additional financing came from local, western Iowa 
and out-of-state interests. Peters was elected president 
and William Gordon. secretary of the company. At 
the time, only New York and Kansas City had 
elevated systems, and building the third in the nation 
would be Iowa's most famous and distinctive 
engineering feat. Upon completion, Chicago transit 
officials visited Sioux City to inspect the facility. 
Impressed with its engineering and apparent economy 
of operation. they used the model for con truction of 
the Chicago elevated system. Visitors to the "Loo p" 
would see the same type of construct ion that was once 
part of the Sioux City landscape. 

The surface division was built first and opened for 
service in 1889. Original eq uipment consisted of a 
secondhand steam locomotive and two coache 
scheduled for five trips per da y. The elevated tracks 
were built some 25 feet above the centra l business 

district a nd on bridges which spanned the main 
ra ilroad lin es. T he tracks dr pped on a concrete and 
iron ramp to gro und leve l at Fowler Street where the 
opera ti on co ntinu ed int o Morningside. Four stations 
were built on the eleva ted at Third and Jones, Iowa, 
, teuba n and Divi so n Streets, with wrought iron 
tai rways for access to the platform s. Six other 

grou nd stations were built on the Morningside route. 

In 189 1, the Rapid Transit officially opened for 
busi ness, using one anthracite-burning locomotive 
and two rath er ornately pai nted and decorated cars. 
Later, another locomotive was added with enough 
car to make two three-car trains. The total cost of 
th e eleva ted was $500,000, exclusive of $84,000 spent 
on th e co nn ect ing surface line. or five years, the 
railway was prosperous. Fares were five cents for the 
elevated ride and an additional five cents for the 
surface line, making a total of 10 cents for the five­
mile trip. 

Several incidents indicated that work on the elevated 
was a nything but dull. On one occasion, a mule 
wandered onto the right-of-way. although no one 
seemed to know how or why. The animal was struck 
by a train, walked away unhurt, but put the train in 
the repair shops for three days. A 16-year-old 
substitute engineer experimented \o\ith higher than 
normal speeds and almost toppled the train o\er the 
railing. The same individual ran through the wall of 
the Morningside engine house a fe\o\ weeks later. thus 
ending his gloriou railroading career. Another 
incident occurred when an important political part) 
caucus was scheduled and the train someho\o\ 
neglected to top to board member of the oppo ition 
party. 

[n 1892. increasing competition from expanding 
surface lines forced the ele\ated to become partial!) 

I B. Paul ChiCOine. "Rails cross Ihe k)."lolI'on! \0 3 
(Spring 19 0): pp. 28. 41-45. 53-54 . 

~ orman Carlson. ed . 101\'0 Trollers. Bulletin 114. Chicago 
Cenlral ElectriC Railrans SSOClatlon. 19 .I. p . 1.17: C. ddlson 
Hickman. "The 10UX CII) Ele,ated ." Polimp est!! ( pn119.j1) 
p. 122. There appears 10 be a dirrerence or opInion as to the length 
or the elevated radwa). 10l\'a Trollers. the most authontatl\e and 
Illustrated research source round on lo\\a streel rail\\a)s and 
Inlerurbans. suggests Ihal liS distance was one and one~lghth miles. 
whereas Hickman states thai it was two miles long. 
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electrified . In May, it received widespread publicity 
when its platforms were the refuge of residents during 
the Floyd River flood, saving many lives. Later that 
year , the first signs of impending disaster were 
noticed. The Panic of 1893 was a devastating blow to 
the economy of Sioux City. Among the business 
organizations forced into bankruptcy was the Rapid 
Transit Company, eventualJy sold for $50,000, one­
tenth of its original investment. Electric trolJeys used 
the facility for the next seven years , but the new 
owners closed the stations and sold the equipment. 
Finally, in 1899, both elevated and surface companies 
were consolidated into the Sioux City Traction 
Company. The elevated was abandoned soon after, 
unable to compete with the electrified street railways. 
For a few years, control of the Traction Company 
was assumed by the Swift and Armour Packing 
Companies which continued to make surface 
improvements. In 1905, the Sioux City Electric 
Company, also controlled by Swift and Armour, 
succeeded the Traction Company and ran the cars 
through World War 1. 

Fenelon Place Elevator at Dubuque. 
(Courtesy: Dubuque Chamber of Commerce) 

The Sioux City Cable Railway: The Company was 
incorporated in 1897 to operate on Jackson Street, 
which had an 11 percent grade from the river valley . 
Operations were delayed until 1899 expecting the city 
would reduce the grade, which did not occur. Two 
extensions were added in 1890 and 1892. By 1893, the 
Sioux City Street Railway was providing electrified 
service as close as two blocks from the cable railway 
on more efficient schedules. The cable company lost 
much of its traffic and converted to electric operation 
in 1894. It was sold to the Central Traction Company 
in 1895 which was merged with the Sioux City 
Traction Company in 1899. 

Electric Interurbans 

I ntrod uction 
Electric interurbans evolved from street railways or 
trolJeys which had provided the public transit in the 
cities of Iowa. The trolleys had influenced the growth 
of the central city and linked it with the suburban 
areas. The next step was to connect regional cities and 
towns to nearby rural communities with a fast , 
frequent service not otherwise available. This was the 
convincing argument for interurban existence, and 
between 1900 and 1920 a dozen or more of these 
companies were operating in the state. Some started 
as steam roads and were electrified later ; some 
operated as independents; others were associated with 
or were a unit within electric light and power utilities. 
Although developed originally for passengers, they 
expanded into freight service , interchanging with 
major railroads which crossed their routes, and they 
became important carriers for local traffic. The route 
maps later in the chapter show that with few 
exceptions, most were built in a north-south 
direction, filling the void for relatively short distance 
movements which existed by construction of the east­
west roads. Their mileage and earnings reported from 
1903 to 1920 are shown in Table 6-1 in five-year 
intervals. 

The decline in net earnings and earnings per mile 
between 1915 and 1920 was the result of wartime 
inflation . Although gross earnings nearly doubled, 
operating expenses nearly tripled and the result was a 
drastic deterioration in net earnings and earnings per 
mile. The table does show, however, that from 1903 
to 1915, the interurbans were in a rather favorable 
financial condition. 
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Table 6-1 

Mileage and Earnings of Electric Interurbans in Iowa 

Year 

1903 
1905 
1910 
19 15 
1920 

Mileagel 

98 
151 
J7J 
472 
510 

Gross Earnings2 

(thousands) 

$ 228 
497 

1,450 
2,923 
5,628 

(Source: Railroad Commission, Annual Report, 1921 : p. VIII.) 
1903 was the first year for Interurban reportrng. 
ISingle track only. 
"Flgures rounded to the nearest unit . 

Operating 
Expenses2 

(thousands) 

$ 132 
3 16 
95 1 

1,805 
4,923 

SIOUX CII} Elevated We'tern Icrmlnu, and main depot 
(Coune,y Scott Sorenson. SIOUX City Pub"c Museum) 

Net 
Earnings2 

(thousands) 

$ 96 
IR I 
409 

1, 11 8 
685 

Earnings 
Per Mile 

$ 975 
1, 194 
1,322 
2, 173 
1,341 
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Sioux Ci ty Eleva ted . Third over Division Street. 
(Courtesy: Scott Sorenson, Sioux City Public Museum) 

Major Electric Interurbans 

The Fort Dodge, Des Moines & Southern Railway, 
Operating over approx imately ISO miles, Iowa's 
longest interurban was organized to serve the cities in 
it s name-the word "So uthern " added in the 
expectation that the road would be built south of Des 
Moines . It sta rted in 1893 as a small carrier, known as 
the Boone Valley Coal and Railway Company, to 
move coal three miles from Frazer to Frazer Junction 
on the M&StL. The road was headed by Hamilton 
Browne, mine manager of the Clyde Coal Company. 
Among it s directors was Norman D. Frazer, after 
whom the town was named . In 1895, a new company, 
the Marshalltown and Dakota Railroad , was 
organized by Browne and his associates and 
purchased the property. In 1901 , the name was 
changed to the Boone, Rockwell City and 
Northwestern Ra ilroad with Browne again se rving as 
pres ident . The Newton and Northwestern (N&N) 
emerged in 1896 as a Browne road and extended the 
line from Frazer to Newton on the east, a nd from 
Gowrie to Rockwell City on the west. The entire line 
from Newto n to Rockwell City was completed in 
1904. 

Expansion to common carrier status came about 
when eastern capitalists gained control of the N&N 
and in 1905, Henry Loring of Boston replaced 
Browne as president. The 100-mile railroad connected 
two small communities and owned large coal deposits 
which provided the major source of revenue. But 
so me of the mines soon became unprofitable and the 
road needed new capital, a new industrial base, and 
la rger terminals for further expansion . With capital 
furnished by New England financiers, the Fort 
Dodge, Des Moines & Southern (FTD, DM&S) was 
incorporated in 1906, with Loring as president and 
Henry W. Poor, publisher of Poor's Manual of 
Railroads, as a director. 

The new company stopped the east-west expansion of 
the N&N and focused attention on the gypsum areas 
of Fort Dodge and the expanding industries in Des 
Moines as sources of new business. Three segments 
were built, each connecting with the N&N. One ran 
28 miles from Hope to Fort Dodge, another 20 miles 
south from Midvale to Des Moines, and a third from 
Ames to Kelley. A branch into Ames was built in 
1907. In 1909 the N&N went into receivership and 
was purchased by Loring. He conveyed it to the FTD, 
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DM&S w hi ch a lso acq uired co ntro l o f' th e Fo rt 
Dodge S t ree t Ra il way a nd th e two- mil e line be twee n 
A mes a nd th e Iowa S ta te Co llege ca mpus. 

The Dinkey at Arne, College Station 
(Courtesy Ruth lackson Collection) 

Follo\\ing the purchase of the N&N, the newly built 
lines \\ere electnfied with a 1,200 volt system 
furnished b~ a 6,000-kilo\\att turbo generator at 
Fraler. fueled b~ company coal. Steam power was 
used for passenger sen ice over the remainder of the 
road and freight ser\lce over the entire system until 
electnfied in 1912. Electrification and the expenditure 
of 52.5 million for 58-foot passenger cars put the 
rall\\ay. IIlto bankruptcy in 1910. Loring and Parley 
Sheldon of Ames were appointed as receivers. They 
termlllated the Goddard-Midvale senice in 1911 and 
abandoned a branch llIle from l'\iles to Ogden. 
Receivership. however, did not end improvements. 
the most notable being the replacement of the high 
\\ooden trestle with a steel tructure o,er a tributary 
of the Des Moines n\er near Fra7er. opened to traffic 
in 1912 In 1913, the rail\\a, was reorganiled and sold 
to the Old Colony. Trust Company. of Boston for $3.9 
million. The new company was chartered in Maine, 
retallled the old name and continued with Loring as 
preSident. 

The Fra7er generating plant had more capacity than 
needed to operate the electrified railroad and sold 
excess power to Industrial users. especially in the Fort 
Dodge region. In 1915. the road acquired the Central 
Power and Light Company and became a commercial 
supplier of power on an area-wide basis. Freight 
trains were operated during nighttime hours when 
commerCial demand was at its lowest level in order to 
balance the 24-hour power generation and 
distribution. 

The ra ilroa d co mpeted aggressive ly fo r fre ight traffic, 
o pe ra tin g 2,462 fre ight ca rs in 19 18 as compared to 
274 cars ha ulin g fre ig ht o n a ll o ther in ter urba ns. For 
its s i7e, it was said to have more freig ht cars than any 
o th e r rai lroad in th e na tio n. W hen the federal 
gove rnme nt took con t ro l of th e rai lroads during 
Wo rld War I, th e FTD, D M &S was included, 
toge ther wi t h the Wa ter loo, edar ra lls and orthern 
(W CF&N). Passe nger travel peaked in J 9 J 8. Over one 
mill io n passe ngers were carried on hourly trains 
be twee n Des Moi nes and Boone with connecting 
service to Ames. Bet ween Boone and Fort Dodge, 
t ra ins ran every two hou rs. Luxury service was 
provided in two parlor-observation cars at an 
addi tio na l fare of 25 cents between Des Moines and 
Fort Dodge. The road followed the operating rules of 
steam railroads, interchanging passengers and freight 
wit h th e major east-west lines. 

Expansion to serve additional industries resulted in 
the purchase of the Crooked Creek Railway in 19 I 6 
for access to coal traffic. The eight-mile narrow-gauge 
road began operating in 1876 from Judd on the IC to 
the mines at Lehigh. It was widened to standard 
gauge in the 1880s and operated in conjunction with 
the Webster City and Southwestern Railway, a 14-
mile line between Border Plain and Webster Cit). In 
1892, the Crooked Creek purchased the Webster Cit) 
road and abandoned the Border Plain-Judd segment. 
In 1917, the FTD, DM&S built its own line from 
Fort Dodge to Border Plain and through track 
realignment had a direct connection between Fort 
Dodge and Webster City. At this time, the railroad 
was operating a system which would be in place for 
the next 45 years (Fig. 6-1). 

Crandlc-Cedar Rapid & 10\\3 ClI) Rail\\,,) 
(Courtesy Iowa Electric Light & Power Compan\) 
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Fo rt Dodge , Des Moines & So uthern Interurba n, Ames to Ames Co ll ege , 1906. 
(Co urt esy: Ruth Jackso n Co ll ecti on) 

C roo ked C reek Ra ilway & Coa l Co mpa ny, Lehigh , Iowa . 
(Courtesy: Oscar Bjo rk . Agent a t Lehigh) 
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The Cedar Valley Road and Crandic 
The second longest interurban route between major 
cities was a combination of the Waterloo, Cedar Falls 
and Northern (WCR&N), commonly known as the 
"Cedar Valley Road ," and the Cedar Rapids and 
Iowa City Railway, referred to as "Crandic" from the 
initials in its name. The two roads operated 
independently, interchanging passengers at a stati on 
built jointly on Fourth Street in Cedar Rapids, two 
blocks from the Union Station. The Valley Road 
started as a Waterloo horsecar line in 1885 and was 
considered one of the best built and managed 
interurbans in Iowa , receiving acclaim from the 
Westinghouse Electric Company. From Waterloo, it 
ran eight miles to Cedar Falls, 21 miles north to 
Waverly and 64 miles south to Cedar Rapids, soon 
earni ng the reputation of "a steam line with a trolley 
over it." 

Three Cass brothers- Louis S ., Claude D., a nd 
Joseph F. promoted and built the railroad . Louis 
and Joseph organized the Waterloo a nd Cedar Falls 

Route 01 the Fon Dodge. Dc, 'v1 0Inc, & Southern Rali\\a~ 
((nunc,) : Central Electnc Ralifa ns A"oclallon. /0'10 Trvl/elsj 

Rapid Transit Company in 1895 to connect the two 
cities. Street railways in both were purchased in 1896 
and 1897, giving access to downtown di tricts . In 
190 I, the road was extended 13 miles north to Denver 
and one year later to Denver Junction. ""here a 
connection was made with the CGW and trackage 
rights obtained to Sumner via Waverly for through 
service from Waterloo . In 1904, the name was 
changed to the Waterloo, Cedar Falls and Northern 
Railway. The arrangement allowed the Stickney road 
to use the interurban as a short cut for traffic from 
Waterloo to desti na ti ons on it Omaha line instead of 
using the longer route through Oelwein. There \\a 
also a per onal relationship invol\ed since both Louis 
a nd Joseph had served a vice presidents of the CGW. 
The coordinated system was terminated in 1909 \\hen 
the CGW went into bankruptcy and the interurban 
built its own line into Waverly . 

Construction on the Cedar Rapids line was started in 
191 2, reac hing Urbana in 1913, and Center Point and 
Cedar Rapid s in 1914. Connections were made with 
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the Cedar Rapids and Marion Railway and the 
"Crandic" line to downtown . Reciprocal schedules 
with the C W at Cedar Rapids allowed through 
transit on interline tickets for passengers from 
Waterloo to Chicago. In 1918, the road operated 69 
passenger cars, three of which were parlor­
observation types with buffet service offered to those 
of the 7.3 million passengers who desired it. Freight 
operations were handled by 146 cars. The railroad 
suffered from poor maintenance during the War and 
when returned to the owners in 1920, it was in 
precarious financial condition. 

The southern section of the route was incorporated in 
1903 by the Dows family who provided, with one 
exception, it presidents throughout its history. It was 
organized as the Cedar Rapids and Iowa City 
Railway and Light Company, planned originally to 
operate through Iowa City and Muscatine to Peoria. 
Service began in 1904 with 13 trains daily, making the 
trip in 75 minutes. In 1913 the line was extended to 
Mt. Vernon, 15 miles east of Cedar Rapids, and later 
to Lisbon, two miles farther east. An important 
source of revenue came from college students 
attending the University of Iowa at Iowa City, Coe 
College at Cedar Rapids and Cornell College at Mt. 
Vernon. Traffic was especially heavy at home football 
games when WCF&N cars were leased , and on special 
occasions such as homecoming, special trains ran 
from Waterloo. This practice continued until 1938 
when the WCR&N discontinued operations . 

From its inception , the road was designed as a high­
speed electric line for passenger service. As described 
by John M. Murray, the ride was "one of true 
adventure ... always good for laughs and a myriad of 
jokes." Swinging and swaying from the great speed, 
the line was labeled by riders as the "Vomit Comet" 
or "as a sh ip rolling with an occasional leak."3 
However, by 1907 freight traffic, including coal for 
the Cedar Rapids power plant , was carried through 
interchange with the CRI&P at Iowa City. Originally 
the road was a unit of the Iowa Railway and Light 
Company, but as operations expanded, the title was 
changed to eliminate the words "and Light 
Company." It continued to be operated as a 
subsidiary of the parent company which became 
known as the Iowa Electric Light and Power 
Company in 1932. In addition to the interurban, the 
power company operated streetcar service in Cedar 
Rapids, generally along the interurban routes , in 
Boone and Marshalltown, and also along the three 
and one-half mile Tama and Toledo Railroad built 
around the edge of Tama to the State Juvenile Home. 

The Lisbon branch never generated the expected 
volume of traffic and was scrapped in the late 1920s, 
but company equipment conti nued to run over Cedar 
Rapids streets until the 1930s (Fig. 6-2) . 

WAVERLY 

CEDAR FALLS 

MARSHALL TOWN 

• TOLEOO 

\TAMA 

• INDEPENDENCE 

LISBON 

Figure 6-2 

Routes of th e Cedar Valley Road and Crandic Interurban;. 

(Courtesy: Central Electric Railfa ns Associa tion , 1011'0 Trolleys) 

Crandic-Cedar Rapids & Iowa City Railway. 

(Courtesy: Iowa Electric Light & Power Company) 

) John M . Murray. II Took All of Us: 100 Years of Iowa Eleclric 
Lighl and Power Company, Cedar Rapid s: Iowa Electric Light a nd 

Power. 1982. p. 28 . 
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Tram west of Boone. around 1900 
(Courtesy Iowa Electnc Light & Power Company) 

The Des Moines and Central Iowa Railway 
The interurban fanned out of Des Moines to the east 
and northwest. It was incorporated in 1899 as the 
Interurban Railway by H . H. Polk , G. B. Hippee and 
W. I. Haskit of Des Moines and A. W . Harris of 
Chicago, ""ith operations tied into the Des Moines 
street railway system. The first construction was an 
electric passenger road to Colfax through Altoona in 
1903, connecting with the Douglas street car line at a 
point called Klondike Junction. Freight, consisting 
primarily of coal, ran on a line built on the north side 
of Des Moines, later used also for passenger service. 
The interurban planned to build north to Eldora, 
south to Indianola, southwest to Winterset and 
northwest to Audubon. but the only road that 
materiali7ed was the 34-mile "Beaver Valley Division" 
to Granger, Woodward and Perry, bui lt in 1906. 
Riders labeled the line as the "Galloping Goose." 

The area en:ed was rather spar el) settled and the 
f req uent passenger sen ice onginall y sched uled was 
never supported, although Colfax. then a popular 
health resort. accounted for relati\el) hea\') bu IDe 
Freight on both east and west lines was interchanged 
with the CGW at Des Moines. gIving the raIlroad an 
entry into what wa considered CRI&P territory. 
World War I brought a ignificant change in the 
passenger traffic . Camp Dodge on the Bea\er \'alle) 
route was a training ite for 40.000 to 50.000 militar) 
personnel, and d07en of trains runnIng a frequentl) 
as the cars could be turned around made the trip from 
the interchange points on the major railroad to the 
Camp. In 1918. the interurban carried over two 
million passengers. second only to the total of the 
WCF& . but by 1920 the \olume had dropped to 
s lig htl y over 500.000. The Perry to Colfa, interurban 
wa named the De Moines and Central Iowa 
Railway in 1922. 
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Figure 6-3 
Route of the C lint on, Davenport, a nd Musca tine Railwa y. 

(Courtesy: Wa y ne Dejoh n, "The Interurban Years") 

The Clinton, Davenport and Muscatine Railway 
In terms of mileage opera ted, the fourth la rgest 
interurban was a combinati o n of the Iowa a nd Illinois 
Railway, incorpora ted in 1901 , a nd the Dave nport 
and Muscatine Railway, incorporated in 1910. The 
Iowa a nd Illinois started operatio ns in 1904 o n a 33-
mile route from C linton to Davenport through 
Princeton, Le C la ire a nd Pleasant Vall ey with seve n 
daily schedules. The Davenpo rt a nd Musca tine bega n 
in 19 12 on a 25-mile right-of-way vee ring west from 
the river thro ugh Hetzel , Blue Grass , P leasa nt Prairie 
and Sweetland and ran over five mil es o f street s in th e 
termina l cities. An express ro ute from D ave npo rt 
went through Buffalo , Montpelier and Fairport. In 
19 16, th e two roads were consolidated under the 
name of the C linton, Davenport and Musca tine 
Railway, but through se rvice was not poss ible beca use 
of the differences in the voltage sys tems used to power 
the eq uipment. As a result , the two roa ds were 
maintained as separa te divisions with transfer a t 
Davenport (Fig . 6-3). 

During th e peak of passenger travel in th e war years, 
15 d ai ly trains were sched ul ed from Cl into n to 
Davenport and 12 between Davenport and 
Musca tine. P asse ngers boarded the cars o n city streets 
as th ey would on local trolleys. Rural trave le rs 
signa led the cars to stop by ex tending their arms 
horizon ta ll y a bove th e tracks and at night wo uld 
show a nd wave a li ght until acknowledged. By 1920, 
fre ight inte rcha nged with th e CNW a t C lint o n a nd th e 
CRl&P at Da ve nport became mo re profitable than 
passe nge r traffi c. Loc:a l freight carried included a 
vari ety of commodities ran ging from peri sha ble goods 
to sa nd , stone, grave l, coal, li ves tock, vegetab les and 
agricultural suppli es. Their passe nger bus iness was 
approximately the eq ui va lent of the C ra ndic line­
about 600 ,000 in 191 8. 

Short line Interurbans 
The Southern Iowa Railway traces it s ancestry f rom 
the Albia Centerville interurban , be lieved to be the 
oldest in Iowa. It was incorporat ed as the Centervi ll e, 
Moravia and Albi a Railroa d by Francis M. Drake, a 
former Iowa governor and founder of Drake 
University , a nd Russe ll Sage of New York. The road 
was built as a bra nch of the Misso uri , Iowa and 
Northern o f the Wabash sys tem in 1880. T he Wabash 
operated trains between St. Louis a nd Des Moines 
over the two road s to Centerville and Albia until 1885 
when it went into receivership . In 1880, the railroad 
was reo rgani zed as th e Albia Centervill e Railway, 
leased to the Iowa Central which was later co ntro lled 
by the M&StL and operated from Oskaloosa via 
Albia to Centerville until 1910. That yea r, W. A. 
Boland of New York and J. L. Sawyers of Centerville, 
dissatisfied with the M&StL service, reorganized the 
road , changing the name to the Southern Traction 
Company. 

Although th e na me implied e lectri c-powered 
equipment, it ran by stea m. In 1914, Fra nk S. Payne 
and D . D . Bradley of the Ce ntervi ll e Light a nd 
Traction Co mpan y purchased th e road and changed 
the name to the Centerville , Albia and So uthern 
Railwa y, e lectrifying it sho rtl y thereafter. By utili zing 
the street ca r tracks in bo th towns, the 30-mile 
interurba n reached the depots of the CB&Q a t A lbia 
a nd th e CR I&P a t Ce ntervill e. Freight revenues came 
from coa l and package traffi c, interchanged with the 
M&StL a t Albia, the Wa bas h at Moravia and the 
CMStP a t Tra sk. The inventory of 10 passenger ca rs 
includ ed two with wooden box mo tors and two cente r 
e ntra nce stee l cars with se pa rate com partments for 
women , es pec ia ll y a pprecia ted since miners 
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co nstitute I th e ma.i ()I' [Jasse nge l' business a nd tend ed 
to beco me qu ite bo istero us o n pay da ys. In 19 16, th e 

cntervi ll e I ight a nd T rac ti on om [Ja ny cha nged its 
nam e to th ' Iowa So uth er n Utiliti es Compa ny a nd 
the rai lroad was co nvcyed to th e util ity fir m. In 19 18, 
passc nge r vo lume to ta led a lmost 400 ,000 riders. 

The Mason City and Clea r Lake Trac ti o n Company 
was orga ni/ed by W. . Brice of Maso n City and L. 
H. Ong ofTa ma in 1896 as a n intcgra l part ofthcir 
rea l es ta te deve lopment in the so uthwes t scc ti on o f 
Ma so n ity. Bri ce, who had bee n assoc iatcd with 
stca m railroads and la ter beca me a vice [Jrcs id ent of 
the C W, was [Jreside nt a nd Ong, with ex pcri ence 
with severa l powe r eo mpa nics and the Tama-Toledo 
Ra ilwa ,was vice pres id cnt , secre ta ry a nd 
superin tendent. The 10-mile route was laid out ove r 
what i now Hi ghway 106. Opened for traffic in 1897, 
it eve ntua ll y had th e longes t tenurc of con tinu ous 
elec t ric interurban operat ion in the na ti on. 
Equipment \\ as purchased to handle the summer 
traffic to the popular Clear Lak e area, reaching a 

pea k of over one mi lli on pa sse nge rs in 19 18. 'I hrough 
cars from co nnec tin g roa ds ran direclly to lear 
La ke, a nd ra ilroad execu ti ves tra nsferred their private 
ca rs to th e lin e to enj oy th e movement by electric 
power. Icc from th e lake was ha uled during the winter 
to des tinati ons within and outside the state. Coal and 
milk were major sou rces of revenue from local traffic. 

Shortly a ft er 1900, the word "tract ion" was dropped 
from th e com pany name and "railway" substituted. It 
was ass um ed th at th e change was made to secure 
ta riff agreements wi th ad diti ona l steam lines. In 1910, 
th e com pany was contro ll ed by the Peoples Gas and 
Electr ic om pany of Mason ity and reorganized as 
the Maso n ityand lear Lake Railway. In 19 13, the 
United Li gh t a nd Railway ompany acquired the 
stock as well as the utility, and Brice stepped down as 
president to become a director. He was succeeded by 
F. J . Han lo n, a member of the original 
administration. The new company also received 
franchises for street railways from both Mason City 
a nd Clear Lake. 

Niles two-man car or the Da\enport and Muscatine Ratl\\a~ 
(Courtesy: Iowa IIlinol~ Gas & Electnc ompany) 
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Two-car tra in i n downtown Dave nport. 

(Courtesy : Iowa Ill inois Gas & Electri c Com pany) 

The Charles City Western Railway was charte red in 
19 10 by loca l interests a nd sta rted ope ratio ns on a 13-
mile line be tween Charles Ci ty and Marble Rock. 
Origina ll y, it ran as a gaso line and steam road. 
Passengers rode in a 55-foot "wind sp litte r" car with 
portho le windows and a ce nter door entrance . The 
road was e lec trifi ed in 1915 and a n ex tension bui lt to 
Co lwell , eight miles northeast of C harles City . The 
cars ran within the city a nd interchanged with the 
CMSTP and IC at Charles C ity a nd th e C RI&P at 
Marble Rock. The railway received co nsidera b le 
publicity during World War I when Marjorie Dodd, a 
co ll ege student a nd d a ughter of the mayor , became 

th e first woman " motorman" o n an electr ic interurban 
in Iowa. C ity se rvice was di sco ntinued during t he 
ea rl y 1920s. 

The four rema ining railways in th e interurban 
category were esse nti a ll y passe nger roads , no more 
than three mil es long, co nnecting with larger 
interurba ns or stea m railroads. Excep t for th e fact 
that th ey ran between close ly situated c iti es or towns, 
they pro ba bly wo uld have been class ifi ed as street 
railways. The Tama and Toledo Electric Railway and 
Light Com pany sta rted se rvice in 1894 to lin k Toledo , 
the co unty sea t of Tama County, with Tama o n the 
CNW a nd the St. P a ul R a ilroads. The line used the 



130 Transportation in Iowa 

stree ts of both cities as it s ri ght -of-way . Wh en 
Leander College in To ledo merged wit h oe Co ll ege, 
th e sta te took over the vaca tcd buildings fo r a S ta te 
Ju ve nilc Homc a nd insistcd tha t ra ilway sc rvice be 
pro id ed for coa l movc ments. The res ult wa s a 
reloca ti on of the road in 1919 a round the edge of 
Tama to the home in Toledo . Stree t trackage was 
aba nd oned when pav ing assess ments were placcd 
aga in t the railwa y. which th en rou ted it s passe nger 
cars over the belt line origina ll y built for frcight 
se rvice. 

The Cedar Rapids and Marion Railway was 
orga ni zed in 189 1, and it immediately purch ased th e 
franchise for elec tri c railways in Cedar Ra pid s. A 25-
yea r franchise was gra nted for service from the 
terminal a t Marion to the so uth wes terl y ci ty limits. 
By 1909. 12 mi les of main line trackage was 
constructed within Cedar Rapid s and 2.28 miles fr om 
the cit y limits a t Kenwood to Mario n. In 1912. the 
railway was acq uired by the United Light a nd Power 
Compa ny. a holding company with other roads in 
Iowa. The railway carried a lm os t ha lf a million 
pas engers in 19 18. probably th e heavies t vo lume 
transported within the Cedar Rapids city lim its. 

The Oskaloosa to Buxton Railway bega n opera ti ons 
in 1906. It was owned a nd operated by the Oskaloosa 
Traction and Light Compa ny. which planned 
ultimately to reach Albia but never built beyond 
Beacon. three miles distant. Ex pec ta tions for 

pa sse nge r se rvice to Bu xton we re never rea li/cd 
beca use th e mines closed soo n alter World War r and 
the unin co rpora ted town di sap peared from the Iowa 
ma ps. In 19 13, th e city an d interurban railways were 
ta ken ove r by th e Ill inois ' r ractlon System, and later 
by th e Des Moi nes Elec tri c Light Company ( Iowa 
Power a nd Li ght Company). Rail operations were 
a ba nd oned in the I 920s. 

T he Colfax S prings Railway started in 1908 , some 
yea rs after the discovcry of a mineral spring ncar 

o lfax. A hotel was bui lt on the bluff overlooking the 
town, and a n inclined plane connected it with the 
CR I&P sta ti on at the foot of the bluff. The health 
spa, reported to be one of the finest west of the 
Mississippi River, atlracted thousands of visitors 
du ring the 18905, but business declined drastically in 
the early 1900s. Colonel James P. Donahue, whose 
wi fe had oste nsibly been cured by the mineral waters. 
bought th e hotel and built a one-mIle electric railway 
from the hotel into Colfax . Service began in 1909 but 
patronage was somewhat less than anticipated. 
Scheduled rail service ended With the closing of the 
hotel in 1920. 

Elec tr ic interurba ns made a strong contribution to the 
growing transportation structure of the state in the 
ea rl y years . Especially notable was their expansion 
during the second decade . This is indicated by 
se lec ted ope rational data in Tables 6-2 and 6-3 . 
present ed in two-year interval. 

Table 6-2 

Operating Revenues and Expenses of Electric Interurbans 1910-1920 

Revenues2 

Year Mileage l (Thousands) 

1910 482 $ 1,450 
1912 427 1.783 
1914 538 2.682 
1916 6 19 3. 120 
19 18 666 4,460 
1920 658 5.628 

(Source : Iowa Railroad CommiSSion, Annual Reports for the Selected Years.) 
1 All trackage, Includlllg branches and sldlllgS. 
, Figures rounded to the nearest unit. 

Expenses2 

(Thousands) 

$ 951 
1,272 
1.722 
\.967 
4. 123 
4.923 

Op. Ratio 
(Percentage) 

65.5 
71 .34 
64.20 
63 .04 
92 .44 
87 .c 2 
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Table 6-3 

Passengers, Revenues and Equipment of Electric Interurbans 1910-1920 

Passenger Freight 
Passengers Revenues2 Revenues2 Passenger Freight 

Year Carried l (Thousands) (Thousands) Cars Cars 
1910 7,419 $ 968 $ 368 156 404 
1912 10,076 1, 180 508 15 1 604 
1914 13,350 1,6 11 762 216 2,248 
1916 12,905 1,762 1,029 204 2,785 
191 8 15,077 1,948 1,270 205 2,746 
1920 13 ,523 2,570 1,934 225 2,795 

(Source: Railroad Commission, Annual Reports for the Selected Years.) 
1 In Millions. 
2 Figures rounded to the nearest unit. Freight revenues do not include those from milk, mail and express traffic. 

In every category listed in the tab les, the inte rurbans 
showed a remarkab le expansion in operations. T he 
exception was in passengers carried, a movement 
which peaked in 1918. The operating ratio 
(re lationship of operat ing expenses to reve nues) has 
always been a key ind icator of financia l progress with 
70 percent generally considered as an idea l level. In 
that regard, the interurbans were fairly successful 
until the war years when inflation dramatica ll y 
increased operating expenses. For example, the 102.2 
percent of the FTD,DM&S and 93.7 percent of t he 
WCF&N greatly influenced the overall ratio for a ll 
railways . Not much change was noted for the year 
1920, when inflationary forces were still evident. T he 
large increase in freight cars between 1912 and 1914 
resulted from capital investments by the above roads 
and additions to the fleet of the Iowa Rai lway and 
Light Company. 

Summary 
Street railways began operations in the largest Iowa 
cities during the early post-Civi l War period and 
spread rapidly to other comm unit ies in the latter 
years of the 19th century. With few exceptions, the 
service started with horse- or mule-drawn ca rs and 
progressed through steam power to e lectrification as 
electric utilities were organized a nd their infl uence 
expanded in urban areas. These co m pa n ies were 
instrumental in consol ida ti ng competi ng lines wit hin 
the cities into more efficient systems. Nove l 
experiments in public transit were in troduced by cable 

car innovations and e levated railways in Dubuque 
and Sioux City . The Dubuque Incline remained as a 
permanent structure, whereas the Sioux City eleva ted 
system operated for only ten years before 
abandonment. During the 1920s , many of th e urban 
systems faced eco nomic distress through paving 
assessments against their properties and the 
competition of automobiles. 

Electric interurbans played an important rol e in the 
transportation struct u re of the state. They provided 
fast and frequent service on short or medium di stance 
ro ut es not serviced by main or branch line railroad s 
and influenced th e development of cities and towns 
within their territorial boundaries. Their value was 
e nhanced by interchange agreements with major 
steam railroads and coordination with street railways 
in the joint use of trackage, stations , repair shops and 
power facilities. A lthough often stea m powered 
initia ll y, interurbans were converted to electrification 
through ownership by electric utiliti es. Built primarily 
for passengers, they soon found freight , especia ll y 
coa l traffic, to be a profitab le source of revenue . 
Freight traffic was a principal reason why two of the 
largest interurbans were brought under federa l 
control during World War I. As meas ured by their 
operating ratios , their financia l condition was quite 
satisfactory until 19 18 but was seriously undermined 
by inflationary forces during and fo ll owing th e war 
years . Passenger traffic peaked in 19 18, thereafter 
succumbing to the same trends which forced 
abandonment of street railways. 



132 Transportation in Iowa 

Selected References 

Brewer, Luther A., and Ba rth le l11us L. Welk. History 
(~r Linn Co unt)'. hi cago: Pi onee r Pub li shing 
Co ., 19 11. 

Dej ohn , Wayne. "The Interurba n Yea rs." Palimpsest 
62 ( Ma rch- pril 198 1) : pp . 34-44 . 

Donova n, Fra nk P., Jr. " Intcru rba ns in Iowa." 
Palimpsest 35 (May 1954) : pp . 183- 184. 

Gra nt , Roge r W. "Elec tri c Trac ti on Pro l11 o ti on in the 
outh Iowa Co rn F ield s." Palimp es t 58 

(Jan ua ry-Fe brua ry J977): pp . 18-3 1. 

Me orl11 ick, J ohn , a nd J on Jaco bson. " Dubuque's 
Stree t ar Yea rs." Iowan 23 No. I (Fa ll 1974): 
pp . 46-50. 

McG lo thlin , W. F. " Des Moin es Street Transit." 
Annals of Iowa 3 / (Janua ry 1952): pp . 223-227 . 

Rothburg, Morris, & Associa tes. Public 
Transp ortation: A n Elemen t of the Urban 
Transp ortation System . Washi ngton, D . c.: 
S. Gover nl11 ent Prin ting Office, 1980 . 



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 
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'''' 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 .) 

149 



150 Transportation in Iowa 

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) 
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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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l abk7- IO 

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- _ .. _ ~ 

Oo>co<>"> ... , .... -'<>"'Oo>'~ _ .. ~-::: __ -

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 

> LYON 
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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, 



Transportation Policy and 
Operational Changes in the 1920s 

159 

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. 
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Chapter Eight 

The 1930s-Depression 
and its Aftermath 

Introduction 
By 1930, population distribution in Iowa was more 
rural than urban, but the state had moved to a fairly 
even balance between the values of agricultural and 
manufacturing production. However, the depression 
hit hard on farming communities which had never 
really recovered from the distress of post World War 
[ years. Depressed economic conditions and intense 
highway competition combined to force many of the 
railroads into receivership and subsequent 
reorganization. Federal emergency aid for both 
agriculture and the railroads was moderately 
successful and also instrumental in supporting the 
states in their continuing programs for highway 
development. Permanent federal leg islation brought a 
portion of the motor and air carrier industries under 
regulation and eased some of the previous regulations 
on railroads. Pipelines made their appearance in Iowa 
in the early thirties, and inland water transportation 
was stimulated by the building of locks and dams on 
the Mississippi River for the purpose of standardizing 
channel depths and promoting a rebirth in 
waterborne commerce. Private, business and 
commercial aviation expanded, substantial increases 
in pilots were recorded and Iowa-based airlines began 
operations. There were pressures for new municipal 
airports, expansion of existing ones and construction 
of airport facilities. 

National Economic Indicators and 
A Profile of Iowa in 1930 

Evidence of a slowing of economic activity 
throughout the nation occurred in the construction 
industry during the late twenties, and by the summer 
of 1929, related industries such as steel, cement and 
lumber were reducing output. Even though ominous 
signs were beginning to appear, the automobile 
industry which had paced the prosperity of the 1920s 
produced 5.33 million cars in 1929. By 1932, output 
dropped to 1.33 million, id ling thousands of workers. 
Nationally, unemployment increased from 1.5 million 
in 1929 to over 12 million or 25 percent of the work 
force in 1933. The gross national prod uct fell from its 
1929 high of $103.4 billion to $55.8 billion in 1933. 

The population of Iowa was 2,470,939 people, 
approximately 67,000 more than in 1920, distributed 

as 60 percent rural and 40 percent urban. The state 
had 213,993 farms averaging 160 acres each. 1 ineteen 
cities had 10,000 or more residents; between 5,000 and 
10,000 people inhabited 16 cities; and 31 cities had 
populations ranging from 3,000 to 5,000. Steam and 
electric interurban railways operated 10.175 miles of 
track, and motor vehicles ran over 101,80 I miles of 
roads and highways. The Iowa Bureau of Labor in 
1928 listed 4,578 manufacturing plants located in 645 
cities and towns. The number was greater than was 
found in the 1930 Census, which included only firms 
with an output of $5,000 or more, while the Iowa 
Directory covered a ll plants fabricating products on a 
factory basis. The Iowa Census of 1925 gave total 
farm income of 10 major products as $659.3 million; 
for manufacturers, $757 million. However, at least 
five of the leading manufacturing ind ustries were 
agriculturally related. There was a fairly even 
geographical distribution of cities and towns in the 
state, served by excellent railroad facilities and an 
increasing number of hard-surfaced roads and 
highways. 

The Crisis in Agriculture 
Agricultural shipments comprised a considerable 
amount of revenue traffic for the railroads and to a 
degree, for the fledgling trucking industry. Thus the 
economic conditions in the farming communities were 
more than a passing interest, especially to the 
"Granger Railroads" in the state. The devastation of 
financial catastrophe suffered through the excesses of 
World War I production and the deflated price levels 
of the 1920s showed clearly in the 1930s. Between 
1926 and 1931, one farmer in every seven lost his 
land. In addition, 58 percent of the 111,333 farms 
operated by private owners were mortgaged. In 1930, 
each farmer paid an average of $1.31 per acre in real 
estate taxes and carried a debt of $9,626. 

The index of farm prices dropped from 200 in 1920 to 
55 in 1932 and reached an all-time low of 40 in 
January, 1933. Cash farm income fell from $660 
million in 1929 to $277 million in 1932. During the 
period, interest and principal payments on mortgages 
remained constant; taxes were slightly lower while 
machinery costs and freight rates were relatively high. 
Drought accentuated financial problems in 1930, 
1934, and 1936. Land values tended to stabilize by 
1930 at 25 to 30 percent over prewar averages but in 
1933 fell to 75 to 80 percent of previous levels. By 
1932, 600 banks had suspended operations, 200 of the 
failures occurring in 1931. Corn, the largest money 
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crop, dropped from $ 1. 51 per bushel in 19 19 10 $.70 
in 1925 ,lnd $.32 in 193 1 Hnd wa s slill fallin g.·1 he 
eo nlinuing depress io n wilh no immediate reli ef flOm 
the mounting burdens of debts a nd laxes 
" precipitated an agrarian uprising o f a deg ree a nd 
persislence never before ex per ienced in Ihis state 01 
conserva ti ve enterprise .'" i\ "Cow War" res ull ed from 
a misundcrstading of lubereu lin testing of cal li e in 
so utheas tern counties. The "M ilk War" in 
northwestern Iowa and a " Farm I1 0lid ay Move ment " 
with demonstra lions agai nst the insensi ti vit ies of loca l 
a nd national a uth orities fo ll owed. Thcre were buying, 
sel ling and ta'{paying str ik es, and picketing againsl 
farm foreclosures. 

The national elcc ti ons of 1932 turned a rou nd 
historical political traditions of the sta te with 
agricultura l problems a major issue. for the first time 
since Iowa began to \o te Republica n in 1856, state 
and national Democratic candidates were swept IIlto 
office. Six of nine Democratic congressmen were 
elected. onc of the most notable being GUy M. 
Gillette of Cherokee, later e lected to the Sena te. LOUIS 
Murphy from Dubuque captured the Sena te scat, and 
Republican Go\crnor Dan Turner was rcplaced by 
Clyde Herring. 

The farm emergency \v as recogni/ed and dealt with 
rather promptly and ~ Ith some effec tiveness. Henr) 
A. Wallace was appoin ted Secretary of Agriculture. 
and programs were introduced for crop contro l, 
preservation of bank deposits, extension of credit and 
delay III farm foreclosures. The Agricultural 
Adjustment Aet ~as passed in 1933 ~ith the avowed 
aim of raising purchasing power to that of the 1909-
1913 period, the climax of the "golden years of 
agriculture." The legislation offered voluntary 
compliance b) farmers to reduce acreage planted and 
litters of pigs farrowed. In return, they would receive 
payments for land idled and a flat rate per head for 
hog reduction. The act was declared unconstitional b) 
the U. S. Supreme Court III 1936 on grounds that it 
involved regulation and control of production that 
belonged exclusively to the states, and a tax on 
processing was considered an illegal use of taxing 
powers. l'\ew legislation in 1936 and 1938 brought 
together other programs for soil conservation, 
balanced output, crop loans, marketing agreemen ts , 
crop IIlsurance and rural securit). 

Depression Hits the Railroads 
During their history, railroads had faccd and 
weathered severc econom ic depressions or " panics," 

pa lti cu la rl y in IH73, 1903 and 1907. 'I he indu ,try had 
a lways bee n ab le to recover ra th er quickly beca u ~c it 
was th e on ly lram porlat ion mode availa ble when 
national ploduelion rev ived . 'J he 1930\ were 
differenl. Th is lime, railroads faced tough and 
reso urce ful competition, ready to move traffic quickly 
a nd chea pl y. 'J he 192 1 truck of one-ton capacity 
offered lillie challenge to th e freight car moving 
a lmost 40 ton s. But freight rate i n crea~e~ in the 
lwenties, federal a nd state expenditures on highway 
development, and advanced leehnology in 
manufa cturin g brought thousands of trueh with 
hi gher tonna ge capabil iti es into the natlon\ 
transpo rta ti on arena. 

The first four years of the 1930s were a financial 
di sas ter for American railroads. Net income fell from 
$809 million to a deficit of $ I 6.8 million between 1926 
and 1934. Weekly ca ri oadings, which had ranged 
from 800,000 to a lm ost one million in 1930, fell to 
a bou t 550,000 in 1932, a year when railroads 
represen ting 72 percent of the national mileage failed 
to earn their fixed charges. Such a record would have 
ordinari ly required receivership pending reviSion of 
capita l struc tures, but for most railroads thiS was 
avoided through loans from the Reconstruction 
Finance ( RFC) and Railroad Credit Corporations. 
The first was a federal agency formed to extend credit 
to banks and indu tries: the second. a railroad 
corporation organi7ed to grant loans to distressed 
carriers from funds generated by the emergency 
freight rate increases of 1931. De pite these efforts. by 
1933, 38 of 147 Class I roads had petitioned for 
receivership or bankruptcy. representll1g 3 I percent of 
the mileage and 24 percent of the industry 's capital 
investment. 

Economic Problems of Iowa Railroads 
By 1931. it was ob\ious that Iowa railroads were 
going to bear their share of the national depres ion. 
Between 1930 and 1939. mileage operated by steam 
railroads declined by 650 miles. net earnings by 
a pproximately $10 million. and earnings per mile b) 
over $900. Re\enue freight of agricultural products 
fell by 21 percent; animals and products. 27 percent: 

I la rle [) R"". lOll -a 4grt(,lIll1Ir<,.11I HlSfortl'tll SlIn"l 1,)\,.1 
Cil\ Stale l\ "loncal SOCICI\ of 10"".11.)51. r Ib-l. 
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products of mines, 47 percent ; forest products 
increased .07 percent; manufactures and 
miscellaneous traffic declined by 14 percent and less­
than-carloadings were off 57 percent. Operational 
trends of railroads system-wide and in Iowa are 
shown in Table 8- 1. 

Operating ratios were rather respectable throughout 
the decade as serious attempts were made to reduce 
operating expenses when revenues declined. However, 
deterioration in passenger service by 1939 resulted in 
operating ratios ranging from a high of 183 percent 
for the M&StL to a low of 11 8 percent for the IC 
Wages and sa laries amounted to a substantial part of 
operating expenses, normally const itutin g over 50 
percent. About $95 million was saved by sys tem -wide 
furloughing of approximately 80,000 workers between 
1930 and 1939, and those employed, voluntarily took 
a temporary cut of 10 percent in wages between 1932 
and 1934. 

Depression probably speeded abandonments although 
economic conditions were not the only reason. Others 
included di sappearance of the traffic for which the 
lines were originally built , or relocation of economic 

activity. For example, 81 miles were abandoned 
through exhaustion of coal mining, and the Tabor 
and orthern ceased operations when Tabor College 
closed. Far more important was the competition of 
motor vehicles. In 80 percent of the abandonments 
between 1920 and 1940, and for about one-third of 
the mileage abandoned between 1930 and 1940, this 
type of competition was cited as the so le cause of the 
lines' unprofitabilit y. The highest percentage of 
mileage abandoned was in the eastern and central 
counties and averaged about [5 mil es on branch lines. 

The primary cause of the railroads' difficulties lay in 
the heavy load of fixed charges, consisting of interest 
on fund ed debt , taxes , rentals of equipment and 
leasing of lines . System-wide, unfund ed debt was 
approximately $2.8 billion in the 1930s, a substantial 
amount which was incurred in the road and 
equipment improvements of the 1920s. From 1936 to 
1939, th e CMStP&P, CNW, CR I&P , M&StL and 
Wabash showed deficits in income after payments of 
fixed charges. The CGW joined the group in 1938 and 
1939. 

Table 8·1 

Comparison of System and Iowa Railroad Operating and Financial 
Conditions for Selected Years in the 1930s 

1930 1933 
Account System Iowa System Iowa System 

Mileage l 61,193 9,668 61,013 9,531 71,239 
Op. Rev. 2 $1 , 176.1 $132.4 $671.6 $77.2 $967.3 
Op. Exp. 2 $ 863.6 $[04.8 $496.0 $61.6 $744.4 
Net. Rev. 2 $ 312.5 $ 27.6 $175 .6 $16.6 $234.9 
Op. Ratio % 73.4 79.2 73.9 79.3 75.8 
Frt. Rev 2 ,J $ 925.6 $107.4 $549.5 $66.3 $792 .5 
Pass. Rev 2 ,J $ 139.8 $ 13.6 $ 60 .1 $ 5.2 $ 89.5 
Employees 321.369 NjA 20 I ,445 NjA 240,925 
Payrol12 $ 544.6 NjA $303.7 Nj A $459.7 

(Source: Iowa Railroad Com mi ssion. Annual Reporls. 1931. 1934. 

Iowa Commerce Commission , Annual Repon. 1940.) 
I Miles of road owned. single track. 

1 In millions of dollars. ro und ed to nearest unit. 

1939 
Iowa 

9,078 
$93.5 
$76.0 
$17.5 
81.3 

$78.8 
$ 7.7 
NjA 
N / A 

J Passenger a nd Freight reven ues will not a dd to total Operating Revenues. Omitted from the Table are the "Other Re venue 

Accounts. " 
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Bankruptcies and Reorganizations 
On June n, 1935, CNW pres id ent F red Sa rge nt fi led 
a pe titio n fo r ba nkruptcy a n er defa ulting o n th e 
payment of interes t and pri ncipa l o n bo nds ma tu ring 
that year. f'he reorga ni /a ti on took ni ne years befo re 
being appro\l.:d by the U. S. Supre me Court in 19442 
rhe di\idend-happy CR I&P had a deficit a ft er taxes 
and interest of over $386,000 in \93 1, having suffe red 
the lowest gross revenues since 19 17. Despi te 
borrowing from the RFC in 1932 a nd 1933, wh ich 
took a ll availab le co ll a tera l. the ou tlook was d isma l. 
In 1934, the road faced ma t uri ti es of more tha n $ 144 
million and with borrowing power ended, the CR I&P 
filed for reorganilation on June 7. For the second 
time in 31 years, a cycle that began with the Reid­
Moore syndicate completed the devastation and the 
"spra\'\ itng Rock Island was desperately aiitng in 
weeds, dmt and cinders.") 

Here ",as a prime example of a situation that should 
ha\e been crystal clear to the ICC and railroad man­
agements namely, that no railroad could survive 
Eastern imestment strategy ",hen management had 
itttle or no interest in operations except for the 
dl\ idends and interest that could be obtained from 
their secuntles. The CMStP&P sta\ed off bankruptcy 
unttl 1935 but then succumbed and requested 
reorganllatlon for the second time 111 10 years. The 
CGW went 1I1tO bankruptq 111 1935 and was 
reorganl7ed 111 1941. Reorganl7allon of the Wabash 
occurred In 1942. 

T",o of the railroads operating in Iowa managed to 
weather the economic storm, although it wa touch 
and go for both in the earl; thirties. In 1931. when no 
one dared speculate on the Immediate future of the 
ratlroads. Ralph Budd, born on a farm near 
Waterloo. ",as elected preSident of the CB&Q. 
Graduated from Highland Park College in Des 
1\101l1e5111 1899 ",ith a degree in Civil Engineering, he 
",orked through engineering and administrative 
posllions on the CGW, CRI&P, Panama, and 
Spokane. Portland and Seattle roads to the 
presidency of the GN before taking over as chief 
admistratlve officer of the CB&Q. Budd was opposed 
to borrowing from the RFC. He concluded that 
wages, then 64 percent of operat1l1g expenses, were 
the Important factor to be considered in recovery of 
earnll1g power. The agreement wllh labor over the 10 
percent reduction in wages was to expire in one year, 
but negotiations extended It to 1933, with stipulations 
that further changes in wage scales might be made. 
Through the compromise, wages were stabili7ed for a 
period sufficiently long enough to enable fur ther 

stud y toward so luti o ns to th e.: de.:epening crisis. Budd 
was a lso convinced tha t fu rther expansion of fre.:ight 
SC I vice wou ld prove d ifficult in vie.:w of truck 
com petition. 1 he on ly othe.:r source of revenue.: was 
th ro ugh passenger ~ervicc to which he turne.:d in splle.: 
of the dcelining trend since the mld-1920s. Stating 
that the demand curve would be clastic if passenger 
tra ins offercd fast, clean and che.:ap se.:rviee, he 
ex peri men ted with sta i nless steel gas-electric powered 
cars and lightweight trains which were the prototypes 
of the famed Burlington Zephrs. 

During the faJl of 1932, revenues on the CB&Q would 
not cover fixed charges, but by mid-1933. earnings 
were more than $300,000 over these expenses. The 
intenm period was marked by a partial recovery of 
freight traffic. Increased passenger movements. and a 
further extension of the labor agreement to 1934. 
Overton states that: "In retrospect. then, the SIX weeks 
between late March and early May, 1933. marked the 
turning pOint in the eompanj \ fortunes . . . :\ot untIl 
business became stimulated by the threat of World 
War II did the revenues approach the 1931 le\,el. and 
in the meantime some of the proposed remedies for 
the depression proved worse than the disease . "J 

Except for 1935. net 1I1come from 1933 to 1940 
ranged bet",een 53.6 and 55 5 mlliton. a far more 
ImpreS5l\e record than that of the CB&Q's 
competitors. The railroad stayed In the "black" but 
with little to spare. 

The relativel) stable and satisfactory financial 
condition of the IC dunng the 19205. \\hen earning, 
allowed a seven percent dl\ Idend on common and ,I" 
percent on preferred stock. came to an abrupt end 111 
1931. Ora tic economies \\ere II1s11tuted. maintenance 
of road and equipment deferred. tra1l1 operallons 
curtailed, 1I1cludlng dlscontlnuance of the pnde of the 
passenger neet the Panama Limlled and pay rolb 
reduced. :"\et income dropped from 59.3 mtllion to a 

. Rcorganll;\lIon prop'bal,.Hc l<'Llnd In Tralil( II o rid . 

'\o\cmber It>. 19~5. "cplcrnbcr It>. I (nt>. and \1.1\ ~9. 19,,- \ 

mcrgcr propo"l1 bCl\\Cen Ihc C'\ \\ .lnd Iht' C\t"TP&'P" 
d"Clh,ed In ROIhl'tl( ~ge. \ugu'l ~ I. 1<l.1~ 

1 \\1I1,am Ed\\ard Ha~c,. Iro" Road I<> EfIIf'Ir,·. 77,,' Hl.\l< l fl (If 
IO(} l <'or.' o/Ih .. Progn' , , o"d -le/llen'fllt '''I' 01 Ihe R",J., 1' /<111.1 

1/1/(-,. '\t'\\ \ ork . ",mmolh·Boardlllan. l<l'i~. r ~21 

1 Richard C O\crl,)n. Bllrllllgloll ROIllt' . . -1 HI.'I(lfl (lllht' 

H/lrllllg/oll l'Il"S. '\C\\ \ ork \llrcd H ~norl. 1%5. p JS2 
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$3.6 million deficit in 1931 , and for the first time since 
1859, management passed the common stock 
dividend. By 1933, total operating revenues had fallen 
51 percent below the 1929 level, employment was cut 
by 50 percent, and indebtedness represented the 
heaviest burden in the railroad's history. The deficits 
brought the road to the brink of bankruptcy, so close 
that legal papers were ready for filing at an hour's 
notice . However, a strong and alert board of 
directors, efficient administrative officers and the 
cooperation of employees and stockholders pulled the 
railroad through the emergency . 

The Chicago World's Fair of 1933-1934 was 
scheduled at an opportune time , materially increasing 
passenger revenues for all railroads serving the city. 
As in 1893, the IC provided the principal service, 
opera ti ng over 19 ,000 extra suburban trains which 
carried almost four million fairbound passengers over 
the two-year period. Loans obtained from the RFC 
and the Public Works Administration were paid in 
full by 1943. A resourceful management, headed by a 
new president. John L. Bevin, had prepared the 
railroad for the sharp upturn in traffic which came by 

1939. 

Economic Problems for the Electric Interurbans 
The experiences of the interurbans paralleled those of 
the steam railroads , except that they were more 
vulnerable to commercial motor carrier and 
automobile competition on ,Jatively short line 

operations. Table 8-2 shows the trends: 

Table 8-2 
Operational Conditions of the Electric Interurbans 

During Selected Years in the 1930s 

Account 1930 1933 1939 

Mileage ' 647 618 564 

Op. Rev 2 $3.93 $ 2.04 $3.46 

Op. Exp 2 $3.42 $ 2 .22 $2.85 

Net Rev 2 $0.51 $-0.18 $0 .39 

Op. Ratio o/c 87.0 108.6 82.3 

Frt. Rev 2 $2.92 $ 1.60 $2.80 

Pass . Rev 3 $ 709 $ 262 $ 394 

Funded Debt Unpaid $1.70 $ 2.30 $8.90 

(Source: Iowa Railroad Commission , Annual Reports, 1931, 1934 . 

Iowa Commerce Commission . Annual Report , 1940 .) 
I Mileage includes all tracks. 
, In millions of dollars , rounded to the nearest unit. 

3 In thousand s of dollars. rounded to the nearest unit. 

There was a slight decline in mileage operated during 
the decade through abandonments. In the critical 
period , 1930-1933, operating revenues dropped by 48 
percent, passenger revenues by 63 percent, and freight 
revenues by 45 percent. However. the decline in 
operating expenses did not equal that of revenues, 
resulting in an operating ratio of 108 percent in 1933 . 
Except for the Crandic lines and the Tama and 
Toledo, every interurban suffered a deficit in income. 
Even with a modest recovery from 1933 to 1940, 
passenger revenues never returned to their previous 
levels, ending the decade approximately 45 percent 
below the 1930 figures. Freight revenues , however. 
showed a remarkable increase over the low of 1933 , 
and by 1939 were on ly slightly below the volume in 
1930. Net income from all operations fell into a deficit 
position in 1940. The key to financial distress , similar 
to that of steam railroads, was the amount of 
unfunded debt unpaid , increasing from $1.7 million in 
1930 to $8.9 million in 1940. 

Bus service on the FtD ,DM&S was substituted for 
trains on branch lines as early as 1926 and through a 
subsidiary in 1927 which ran from Des Moines via 
Ames to Fort Dodge. The bus company was sold to 
Interstate Transit Lines , a subsidiary of CNW, in 
1931. The interurban went into receivership and was 
operated under a trustee until 1943 , when it was 
returned to private control and incorporated as an 
Iowa corporation , using the same company title. 
During the receivership period several operational 
changes were made. Parlor car service ended in the 
wi nter of 1931-1932. By 1935 , only two daily round 
trips were scheduled between Des Moines and Fort 
Dodge, and operations over street trackage ended in 
Des Moines in 1938 and in Fort Dodge in 1940. In 
the World War II years, service expanded to four 
daily round trips but returned to former schedules by 

1950. 

On June 20, 1932, the Crandic road merged with the 
new Iowa Electric Light and Power Company. The 
service remained popular in the thirties with eight 
daily round trips between Cedar Rapids and Iowa 
City. In 1938, the railway moved 16,800 cars , 
representing a traffic density of 616 cars per mile, 
surpassing the record of many steam railroads. The 
bus and automobile slowed passenger traffic , which 
was to have a last reprieve during World War II. The 
well-managed road had the second lowest operating 
ratio (62 percent) of any of the interurbans in 1939. 

The trend toward substitution of motor buses , 
reduction of passenger trains and abandonment of 
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se rvice was co mm on in the opera ti on 0 (' o th er 
inter urba ns. A few exa mples will suffi ce . Th e Cedar 
Va ll ey line had red uced se rvice by 1936 to three ro und 
tri ps dai ly fro l11 Wa terloo to eda r Ra pid s, a 
substa nt ia l cha nge from the do/e n ro und trips when 
the line ope ned . The lint on, Dave np ort a nd 
Muscatin e, pri ma ri ly a frei ght ca rr ier in its last days, 
abando ned pa ssenger a nd fre ight se rvice on the 
Muscatine Division in 1938 a nd on the Clint on 
Di\ision in 1940 . T he Des Moines a nd entra l Iowa 
cut sen'iee on the Colfa x Div isio n to th ree da il y 
round trips, but the road rece ived a new lea se on li fe 
\\ hen Ca mp Dodge was reactivated in the war years. 

ome tracka ge on the Ma so n City a nd Clear Lak e 
was a ba nd oned in 193 I, a nd stree t ra ilway fra nchi ses 
in both ci ti es ex pired in 1935. 

Pre- and Postwar Streamlined Passenger Trains . 

Pro ba bl ) the mos t gla moro us peri od of railroad 
passe nger se n ice in Iowa bega n in the 1930s a nd 
1940s \\ ith the introducti on of the diese liled 
ligh tweight strea mlined passe nge r trai ns. It end ed in 
the 1 960s. Alumi nu m a nd its a ll oys replaced stee l, 
reduci ng weight \\ ith out sac rifi cing strength in ca r 
cons tructio n. B) ro und ing a t the end a nd a t roo f 
Ime . the trains were give n the a ppea ra nce of slee k 
speed attrac tive to the public. Bright a nd di stincti ve 
co lors were used in co ntras t to the dul l a nd dra b 
green of older car. Air-co nditi oning, rec lining sea ts 
and adjustable foo t res ts in coaches, lu xurio us 
appointmen ts and pr iva te acco mm odati on in 
sleeper, vis ta dome, buffe t, lounge a nd pa rlor car 
and improved di ning arra nge ments made long 
distance travel a comfo rtable ex perience. 5 

The Burlington Zephyrs 
In 1934 the CB&Q tes ted a three-ca r a rti culated 
streamlined t ra in on a non-stop tri a l run from Denve r 
to Chicago, cove ring ro ughl y 1,000 miles in 14 hours. 
The regular steam schedule was 26 hours, a nd no 
locomoti,e had run non-stop for more tha n 775 miles 
up to this time. By ave rag ing 2.77 miles per ga ll on of 
fuel priced at fo ur ce nts, the fuel cos t fo r the trip wa s 
$14.64. Maxim um speeds ra nged up to 11 2 miles per 
hour. T his pi onee r tra in went in to reg ul ar se rvice to 
Kansas City, Oma ha a nd Lin co ln short ly therea fter 
and was fo ll owed by other Zephyrs on regio na l 
ro utes. T he Zephyr Rock et wa s the fir st nor th -sout h 
strea ml iner betwee n S l. Louis and the Twin Ci ties, 
join tl y opera ted by the C B&Q a nd CR l&P. But the 
mos t fa mous a nd popula r strea mliner wa the 

Ca/!/o rnia Zephy r, a $2 milli on, 12-car viqa-domed 
tra in whi ch started in 1949 on a dail y schedule from 
Chi cago to Oak la nd (San h a neisco) ove r a scenic 
route through th e Rocky Mou ntain s a nd down th e 
I-ca th er Ri ver 'a nyo n in 'alifo rni a . Th e tra in was 
la ter se lected to operate on th e AM -I RAK route 
ac ross southern Jowa. 

The Northwestern 's Cities 
Und er joint a rra ngement with the P, the C~W was 
th e fi rst to offer coach-pu ll man strea mlin ed 
tra nscon tinenta l se rvice wh en on June 8, 1935 , the 
Cil)' of Port land made it s ma ld en trip from Chicago. 
It stopped at six sta ti ons in Iowa , covering the 347 
m il es across th e state in fi ve hours a nd 45 minutes as 
co mpa red with th e 13-h our schedule of local trains. 
The 13-ea r train was painted a bri llia nt yellow With 
red stripes and cos t $ J.6 mill io n to bu ild . In J937 
three additi ona l trai ns, the San Fran cisco, Los 
Angeles. a nd Den ver. began opera ting on an every 
third da y basis, ex pa nding to da il y schedules in the 
ear ly 1940 's. Int o the mid-J 950 's one could stand a t 
the C lW'S ma inline sta ti ons a nd wa tch the parade of 
gia nt diese ls pulling the ye ll ow ca rs, knowi ng that if 
one tra in we re mis ed , a nother wo uld be a long in a 
rela ti ve ly short time. There were se\e n of them, 
begi nning wi th the Den ver a nd end ing wit h the steam­
operated Gold Coast. By 1951 , 14 Cl\W strea mliners 
se rved Iowa. 

The Rock Island Rockets 
Th e CR 1&P wa the th ird road to initia te t rea mlined 
passe nger trai ns in Iowa. T he " Rockets," na med afte r 
the fir st locom oti ve, ta rted operati on in 1937 from 
Chicago to Peoria and to De M oine a nd \\ ere 
fo ll owed by the Kansas City, Twin Cit ies. a nd Rocky 
M ountain Rock ets in 1939. The Twin Star and Corn 
Belt mad e their initial runs in 1946 and 1947. The 
fo rmer operated bet\\ ee n Minne Ol a a nd Texa . 
which became kn o\\ n a the lo nges t north-so uth rO Ul e 
in the na tion . East-wes t chedule were run by the 
Golden tat e, Imperial, and Columbian , a llo \\ ing 

\ In 19~J. Sam I-eltl)n of the C(I \\ \lreilmlln,' d a PilClh,'-t\ pe 
locomo t l\c \\ hleh pu lled thc four-car Red BITtI from the 1\\111 

Cttl ~'" to R ()c h t.:q~r. ~ l l11nC',,(l l a s\\. ~t';.H' later. tht: g ~bol1nt'-<:'k-l.'l n L' 

8111(' Blftl \\ 3' put Into , en Ice \\ Ith a rounded-end ,)h,,'n.lllon ,lnd 

clu b car I ran ~ P Dono\an . .1 r . " l he Chlca~o Great \"' \t ern 
Ra lh\ H)." 1'0111111'.\(>\ ' 3./ ~ o (l (J une 1953) 1'1' ~"(l-~" 
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passengers a wide selection of departure times and 
different accommodations. The Columbian was 
unique in that it furnished stewardess-nurses and 
featured "economy meals," at 25 cents for breakfast, 
30 cents for lunch and 35 cents for dinner. The 
CRI&P was the only Iowa railroad which had both 
north-south and east-west transcontinental service. 

Donovan described the CRI&P as celebrated in 
"story, song, motion picture and drama until it 
became an institution in Iowa ." James Norman Hall 
of Colfax, co-author of Mutiny on the Bounty, loved 
railroads and recounted his experiences on the main 
line in his autobiography, My Island Home, and in 

Under a Thatched Roof "The Rock Island Line" was 
a popular song among work gangs . Rock Island 
Trails, a Republic motion picture in 1950, recorded 
the history of the lines' westward movement. Still 
popular to stage and screen audiences is Meredith 
Willson's , The Music Man, who came to River City 
(Mason City) on a CRI&P train to organize the town 
band. Excursion and special trains were scheduled for 
racing enthusiasts to watch the trotters and pacers at 
Rush Park in Independence. Football extras carried 
record crowds to Iowa City on Saturdays , a tradition 
that stretched over three generations of University of 
Iowa graduates and fans. 

Burlington'S California Zephyr coach. 

(Courtesy: Iowa State Historical Society) 



174 Transportation in Iowa 

C'> \\ ob,enatlon car of the Cill 0/ San FranCIsco. 

(Courtc,) lo\\a State HI'>toncal Soclet)) 

The Milwaukee Hiawathas and Other 
Streamliners 
The Midwest Hiawatha started in 1940 between 
Chicago and Omaha. At Manilla, In Crawford 
County. the train was divided into two sections, one 
moving northwest to Sioux City and Sioux Fall and 
the other to Omaha. Seven years later, the Olympian 
began regular service to Seattle and Tacoma, making 
the trip in 45 hour~. The former transcontinental 
Olympwn continued service under the name 
Columhian. 

The Land of Corn on the IC \\as inaugurated in 19,P 
from Chicago to Waterloo . It was one of eight die ' e/­
powered streamliners operated b~ the raIlroad: the 
others running on north-south route .. The AT& F 
furnIshed streamlined sen ice throughout the 
southwcstern United States to Iowa re.ident \Ia 
Chill and Super- Chief whIch entered the ta te 
northwest of Keokuk. angled northeast to Fort 
MadIson and continued (0 Chicago (Fig. c-l). 
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Rock Island Rockel. 
(Counesy: Iowa State Hi sto rical Society) 

Streamliners and Passenger Revenues 
How much difference did these trains make in 
passe nger revenues? On the CNW, by 1937-1938 th ey 
produced an increase of 22 percent over revenues of 
1935. From an all-time low of $6.7 million in 1933, 
some 60 percent of the 1931 revenues, the CB&Q 
recorded an 18 percent increase in 1936 and in 1937, 
and revenues represented the highes t ea rn ed in a 
decade. The "Rockets" returned $46 million, or 734 
percent of the $6.6 million invested . The bes t paying 
train was the Des Moines Rocket which had ex penses 
of $.5 1 and net revenues of $1.39 per mile in 1939. 
There seemed to be little question that the 
stream liners of the 1930s were a financial success. 

Congress Acts to Meet the Railroad Emergency 
In 1933 , new procedures for financial reorganization 
of the carriers were enacted throug h addition of 
Section 77 to the Bankruptcy Act of 1898, amended 
further in 1935. Its objective was to reduce delays in 
reorganization , provide for a more sou nd and realistic 
capital s tructure and to overcome objections to 
previous reorgani za tion plans. The new Federal 
Administration had pledged to reduce enforcement of 
competition between railroads and support 
consolidations, so mewhat reve rsing hi storic 
regulatory policy. This proposal was not new, having 
been incorporated into the Act of 1920, but the 
economic circumstances were significantly diffe rent 
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by 1933, Hnd cc rtHin co nditi o ns written int o th e 1920 
Icgisla t ion sugge , ti ng co nso li da ti on wcre H ppa re n t Iy 

to be cased. 

A T ra nspo rtation Commiss ion c rea ted in th e previou s 
adm inis tration repor ted in Fe brua ry, 1933, th Ht 
"pH rall c llines Hnd sys tems" arc wasteful and 
unneces'HrY; thHt regiona l co nso lidation sho uld be 
hastened. A lso, thHt railroads themse lves should 
cooperate to reduce co mpet itive expenses a nd tha t th e 
rule of rate-making which es ta bli shed a "fa ir return" 
percentage in 1920 sho uld be reversed . These 
recommenda tions and the inn uence of the work of 
earlier congreSSiona l comm ittees formed the 
background of the Emergency Transportati on Act of 
1933, consisting of two parts. T itle I incl ud ed 
tempora ry provisions des igned to assist the railroads 
in meeting depression co nditi ons. Tit le II added 
permanent measures to the Interstate Commerce Act. 
The temporary provisions were not successful in 
bringing about the anticipated economies and expired 

MUTU / Of 
~----i 

in 1935.1 he perman en t provisions related to changes 
in th e laws regarding mergers a nd libera li7ed the rule 
of rate-making. 

The Office o f Federal Coo rdinator of -r ransportation 
was es tabli shed in 1933 for th e purpose of studying 
method s of avo idin g use less dupl ication of service, 
eliminatin g losses, promoting financial reorganintion 
a nd improving trans portat ion conditions in general. 
Numerous proposals for relief were considered, 
ranging from consolid ation of the roads into a single 
nationa l sys tem, to the "Prince Plan" which would 
merge the roads into seven systems- two in the East, 
two in the South an d three in the West estimated to 
save about $743 million on the basis of 1932 traffic. 
The estimates were cha ll enged by opponents who 
pOinted to the disastrous effects of eliminating 
competItIon. They countered by suggesting the joint 
use of terminals and pooling of equipment as a means 
of reducing expenses, objected to by both 
management and labor. 

-891M" 
.. ' •• 477 ,10\,. 

i! 

Figure 8- 1 
Routcs of diesel passcnger ,en ICC In lo \\ u 
(Courtesy: Iowa S la le Hislorica l Society) 



The 1930s-Depression 
and its Aftermath 

177 

Federal Regulation of Other Modes 
Interstate Motor Carriers 
As early a the mid-twenties , it was recognized that 
motor carriers were going to offer more than token 
competition to railroads . Actua ll y, until 1925 , states 
had exercised some regulation over interstate as well 
as intrastate truck mo vements, for it had become a 
well-established fact that interstate carriers had to 
have state authority for intrastate operat ions. 
Authority for state control rested on the doctrine of 
Gibbons v. Ogden which stated that in the absence of 
federal legislat ion , states mi ght presc ribe reaso nable 
provisions to meet local need s for those aspects of 
interstate commerce not demanding genera l or 
uniform regulation. In 1925, the U. S. S upreme Court 
decla red tha t states could regu la te i ntersta te 
commerce where highway safety or conservation was 
the object ive or where the indirect burden on 
interstate commerce was reasonable but could not 
where prevention of competition was at issue- a 
violation of the commerce clause of the Constitution. 
By 1920, 42 sta tes had placed restrictio ns on vehicl e 
width, 29 on height , 30 on length and 45 on gross 
weights. The diversity in weight and size limitations 
among states was controversia l even in the 1930s and 
became subject to more hea ted arguments over t he 
next 50 years 6 

Following the Supreme Court cases, Senator 
Cummins of Iowa fi led one of the f irst bills to 
regulate interstate motor carr iers. Others followed in 
1928, 1930, and 1932, without enactment. In add iti o n 
to the legis lati ve interes t, extensive investigations of 
the industry were underway by the ICe. After a 
decade of discussion and debate, Co ngress fi na lly 
passed the Motor Carrier Act of 1935, as Part II of 
the Interstate Commerce Act . It was the intense 
competition between rai lroads and motor carr iers 
more than any other facto r that was respo nsible . 
Expans ion of the trucking industry in the ear ly 1930s 
resulted in rate wars and evasion of sta te regulations , 
and it generated a feeling of unequal and unfa ir 
national regulatory po licies. 

The act produced sharp differences in regulatory 
philosophy between railroads and motor carr iers, 
accentuated by differences in the structures of each 
industry. With few exceptio ns, rai lroads had been 
legally considered in the broad ca tegory of "co mm o n 
carriers." Contrarywise, motor carrie rs were placed 
into four general classifications: "co mmon," 
"contract," "exempt" and "private. " The distinctions, 
particularly in the "exempt" category, were a co nstant 

irritation to railroads as motor traffic expanded, and 
in man y instances the ICC and courts were required 
to define the carrier operating authority and status 
within each one 7 

Commercial Motor Carrier Passenger and 
Freight Traffic 
In Iowa, approximate ly 1.8 m ill ion passengers rod e 
th e buses in 193 1, increasing to ove r five million in 
1939. Ten C lass I carriers , including five affilitated 
with steam and interurban railways, had annual net 
ope rating revenues of $30,000 or over. There were 17 
Class 1I passenger carriers with revenues und er 
$30,000, and both class ifications operated at a deficit 
in 193 1 but showed profit positions by 1939. Of the 
149 freight carriers reporting to the railroad 
commiss io n in 1931, 107 had annual revenues of less 
tha n $5,000, indicating the relatively sma ll operations 
of individual s or f irms in the industry. By 1939 , 40 
freight " unclassified" motor trucking firms were in 
favorable financial condition. 

Commercial Airlines 
Many of the provi sions of previous legislation (Air 
Co mmerce Act of 1926 and Air Mail Act of 1934) 
were incorporated into the Civil Aeronautics Act of 
1938. A five-member Civil Aeronautics Authority 
(CAA) was created as an ind ependent body 
co mparable to the ICe. Within the CAA, an 
ad ministrator was responsible for promotional and 

6 Interstate Comme rce Commiss ion, Federal Regulation 0/ the 
Size and Weights 0/ MaIOI' Vehicles, House Doc. 354. 77th Cong .. 

1st sess., 1941. Diffi cu lti es encou nte red by truck operators are 

discll ssed in hearings before th e Committee on Inte rsta te and 

Foreign Com merce, Regulation o/ Inlerstate-Motor Busses and 
Trucks on Pub/ic Highways, 1934, H. R. 6836, pp . 404-407. 

7 To control entry, common carriers were required to operate 

u nd er a ce r tificate of pub lic conveni ence and necessity: contract 

car ri e rs und er a permit to serve specific ship pers. Private ca rri ers 

were co nsidered as an adju nct mode to extend th e comme rcial 

activity of th e firm owning them and were not on a for-hire ba sis. 

Exempt carriers were not subj ect to economic regulation , 

depending upon th e co mmodit y hauled or particular se rvices 

offe red. The most pub licized and di sc us sed were the motor carrier 

agr icu ltural exe mptions. Descriptions of the exemptio ns are found 

in Sections 203 (b) 4 , 5, and 6 of the Motor Carrier Act. In Iowa, 

en try res tri ctions a re found in Sec ti on 3257, and route rest rictions 

in Section 3256, 327. 1 and 327.6 of th e Code of Iowa. 
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dcvclo pm cntn l func ti o ns a nd a n Air Sa fcty Boa rd was 
to in ves tiga te a c id cnts and makc rcco mmcndati o ns 
o ncc rning preve nta ti ve meas ul·es. Two Prcs id enti a l 
· xe ut ive rd ers in 1940 ha ngcd thc AA to thc 
Civi l e ro nauti s Boa rd (CAB) , abo lishcd thc Air 

arc ty Boud a nd tra nsfc rrcd th eir res po nsibiliti es to 
th e C B, which togc th er wit h th e administ ra to r we re 
pia ed in the Depa rt mcnt of o mm ercc. 

Title IV of the act p rtain ed to cco no mi c reg ul a ti o n, 
It eo\'e red o nl com mon car ri e rs a nd ca rri ers of 
a irma il as co ntra sted to sa fe ty regula tion s which 
ex tend ed to a ll a ircra ft. Entry int o thc industry 
rcquired ce rtifi ca tes of publi c co nvenience a nd 
necessity: rat es a nd fa res wcre to be publi shed a nd a ll 
tariffs ope ncd to pub li c inspcc ti o n. Aba nd o nm cnts, 
mergers an d co nso lid a ti o n had to be a pprovcd but 
the ca rri er co uld be exe mpt from eco no mi c 
reg ulat io n und er ce rtai n co nd itions. Th e princip le of 
sta te regulation of intrastate ca rri e rs was recogni 7ed 
and upheld. no t lega li 7ed away as was done in th e 
Motor Car ri er Act where th e ICC had no co ntro l 
over abando nments or intrastate ra tes, eve n to 
pre\ 'ent discrimination agains t intersta te 
transportation. The sta te, therefore, co uld regula te 
intras tate airli ne rates a nd fares and issue ce rtifi ca tes 
prO\ ided that th e intras ta te opera ti o ns did not 
interfere with the Federal Act. 

The first Iowa laws regu la ting avia ti o n. a ircraft 
licensing. and establi shing air traffic rul es and 
provisions were enac ted by the 43rd General 
Assemb l ~ in 1929. In June, 1934, a specia l sessio n 
passed an Act creating a Co mmi ssio n o n Aeronautics 
to act under the advice and assis tance of the State 
Adjutant General. It was "to regula te a ll nyi ng 
activities in Iowa and to assist and advise in th e 
promotion of aerona uti cs." No Ii ce n ing powers were 
granted. The part-time membe rs were Charles 
Ga tsehet of Des Moines, Ra lph Cra m of Dave np or t. 
and W. B. Swaney of Fort Dod ge . Bri ga dier Ge nera l 
Charles H. Grahl was Secretary. Thei r initia l ac ti o ns 
involved educati ng pil ots, ai rcraft owners, airport 
manager a nd enforce men t agencie co ncerning the 
air laws of the state a nd ca mpa igning agai n t 

"imprude nt " nying which resulted in accidents. 
Formal rules a nd regu la ti o ns were ado pted in 1934. 
including estab li hment of minimum sa fe alt itud es 
over open a nd co nges ted spaces. 

The Demise of the Railroad Commission 

The Iowa Board of Ra ilroad Co mmi ss io ners was 
created in 1878 for the purpose of regula ting 

ra ilroads, the on ly major trans porta ti on system in 
Iowa a t th at tim e, But ac tions of lhe Genera l 
Asse mbl y over the yea rs ex pa nd ed their juri~d i ction 

a nd co ntro l into olher ind ustries such as passenger 
a nd freig ht mo tor ca rr iers, truck operators , pipelines , 
tra nsmi ss io n lines, a irp orts an d bonded warehou,es, 
The titl e was a mi snomer cove ring a conglomerate 
of ac tiviti es rel a tin g to tran sportation , 
co mmuni ca ti on, storage, engineering, etc., for the 
protec ti o n of carr iers, shippers a nd the traveling 
pub li c. T o bette r rccogni 7e the widening scope of 
ass igncd res ponsibi liti es, the name was changed to the 
" Iowa S tate ommerce ommission," on May I , 
1937. At the time of transit ion there were seven major 
departments. The larges t in terms of employees (53 of 
72) was the Motor Carrie r Divi sion . The chairman of 
th e new commiss ion was George A. Hoffman. 
Com miss ioners were Harry P. Dunlop and Mike P. 
Conway, a nd the executive secretary was J. J. Lynch . 

Federal Aid for Highway Construction 

The National Level 
During the 1920s, road building capability of the 
states reached a point where they could obligate 5100 
million of federa l aid each year. The amount exceeded 
co ngress ional authorizations but was made possible 
thro ugh surplus funds built up in the program during 
earl ier years. By 1928 , the surplu had been expended 
and states reduced their highway programs to fit the 
$75 million yearly authorization. ln fiscal year 1929. 
fe dera l-aid mileage built fell to 9.386 miles. fr o m 
10,194 miles in 1928 , and further reductions \\ere 
carried over into 1930. To assi t the sagging economy. 
President H oover reque ted appropriation for public 
works , including highways, and Congress authorized 
a n increase of $50 million in the federal-aid program 
for 1930, making a total of $125 million to be 
di tributed also in 1932 and 1933. The ne\\ funds were 
a ppo rti oned to the state immediatel~ by the 
Secretary of Agriculture, \\ho al 0 made the 1932 
a ppropria ti ons available in September, 1930. Thi 
decis ion raised the total available to 5175 million. 
mo re than many of the states could mat h since their 
legis la tures were not in session. 

Highway co nstruc ti on problem were also eased b) an 
ad diti o nal ap pro pria ti o n of $80 million. divided 
a mong th e tate in the same manner as federal-aid 
funds. to be L1sed for ma tching purposes . The 
appropria ti o ns were co n id ered a loans rather than 
grant s a nd were to be repaid through deductions from 
th e regula r federa l-aid apportionments o\'er a period 
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of fi ve years. T he emerge ncy fund were to be 

obligated by Sep tem ber I , 1931. The loa ns stimula ted 
road building, comp leti ng the inital a nd stage 
co nstruction of 11 ,033 miles in 1931 , and 15 ,997 mil es 
in 1932. Employment on these projects ex pa nd ed 
from 30,944 in January to 155 ,466 in Jul y of 1931 , 
bringing the total of fed e ra l a nd ta te emplo yme nt 
during that month to 385,345 worker. H owever, th e 
increa es were s hort-lived a nd dropped considera bl y 
during the next few years. Tota l di sburse ments of 
sta te highway d epa rtm e nt s, togeth e r with th e ra ti o of 
federa l-aid pay m e nts from 1928 to 1939 , a re s hown in 
Fig ure 8-2. 

Continued decline in t he na ti o na l eco no m y brought 
another stimulus in the form of the Emergency Re li ef 
and Const ructio n Act of 1932. Funds totaling $ 120 
million were aut h orized as te mp o rary adva nces to th e 

s tates for work to be perfo rm ed be fore Jul y 1, 1933, 

spec ifi ca ll y to pro m o te em pl oyme nt. The grants were 
to be repa id by dedu c ti o ns from federa l ai d ove r a 
te n-yea r pe riod . Furthe r e me rgency a ll oca ti o ns we re 
inc lud ed in th e Hayde n-Cartwri g ht Act of 1934 whi ch 
a ppro pri a ted $200 milli o n of unmatc hed grants and 
ma de g rants of th e loans previo usly di bursed. 
Twe nt y-fi ve pe rce nt was to be a ppli ed to seco nd a ry or 
feede r roads , including fa rm-to-marke t , rural free 
de li ve ry roads a nd school bus rou tes. One and o ne­
half pe rcent co uld a lso be used for eco nomic resea rc h . 

The sho rtfa ll o f revenu es from inco me a nd pro perty 
taxes ca used s ta te leg isla tures to look se ri ous ly a t 
m o tor ve hi cle revenues, re ma rka bl y stab le in th e 
de press io n yea rs, for support o f o the r than hi g hway 
fun ctions . H owever , Congress li mited fede ra l 
ex te nsion of emerge ncy g ra nt s o nl y to states that 

used a t leas t the amounts d erived from motor ve hi c le 
taxes fo r hi g hway co nstru c ti o n , improveme nt a nd 

1~O~----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

D Total Disbursements - Federal Aid Payments 

1200+-------------------------------------------------------------------------==~--,__,--.---

1000+-----------------~-+----~+_----------------~~----------+_1_--_t_+----r_+_--_r_t------

800+---~~---+~----~+---~~---+-+----------+_+_--~_t--_f_i----r_t_---ri_--_t_t---

800+---~~---+~----~+---~~---+-+--~~~--+_+_--_t_t--_i_i----r_t_--i_i_--_t_t------

~O+---~~---~~----~+_--~~--_+_+-- ~~---4~----~+_---~~--_+_+---+-+--~~r------

200+----+-+----~+---~_+----~ 

O~----'--

1928 1929 1930 1931 1932 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939 
(PreDared bv the American Association of State Hlahwav Officials) 

Figure 8-2 
Disbursements by state highway depa rtments showing ratio of federal-aid pa yments. 

(Courtesy: American Associa ti on of Sta te Hi ghway Officials) 
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ad mini stnlti on. In 1932, 16 stalcs dive rt ed ove r $87.8 
milli on or I'ond uscI' reve nues to non -hi ghwa y 
purp oses, ove r hnlf of thi s amo unt by New York Sta te 
a lone. In 1933, the tota l increased to $ 143 million a nd 
to$l64 million in 1934 . 

Granting federal a id to seco nd ary roads bcca mc a 
permanent reaturc of na ti ona l policy when th e 
Federa l Aid Aet of 1938 esta bli shed a federa l-a id 
system of seco ndary roads to be desig na ted by th e 
sia tes and to inc lude not more than 10 pereen t of 
rura l road mileagc . In 1939, thc Jcncra l Asscmb ly 
pa ssed the firs t com prehe nsive farm-to-market road 
la\\' in orde r to receive a nd match the a nnua l 
allotment of $660,000 from the federa l government. 
The matching funds were to be taken from the 
prImary road fund, a move opposed by the highway 
commission \\ithout success. In addition, the law 
required that all funds in excess of $ 16 million in the 
primary road fund be transferred to the farm-to­
mar"et fund on or before June 30, 194 1, exclusive of 
amounts received from primary road bond sa les. In 
1941. the ceiling of the primary road fund was raised 
to SI7 million and remained at that le\el until 1949 . 

Highway Construction-The State Level 
The increased funds from county bond sales 
accelerated primary road paving in the late 1920 
During 1930, the peak year of construction, 1,029 
mIles v\ere pa\'ed at an expe nditure of $42.6 million. 
Thl~ brought the total paved to 3,272 miles, whereas 
2,863 mile~ were gra\eled, 513 miles built to grade but 
not surfaced and 593 miles not built. Added to the 
primary system were 429 miles, primarily tub road 
to tOllns with popUlations of 400 or more, based on 
the 1930 Censu . In three years, the number of 
completel) surfaced roads spanning the state had 
increased to nine; seven east-west and two on north­
south routes , and by the close of 1931 , four more 
north-south roads were added. The 1931 road map 
proudly proclaimed in large, bold letters : " Motorist, 
Get This Once And For All, Iowa Is No Longer A 
Mud Road State." 

Exhaustion of county bond funds and the effects of 
the depression sharply reduced primary road building 
after 1931, but by 1934, the state was within 600 miles 
of the goal set in the defunct sta te bond proposal. An 
additional 324 miles had been blacktopped, a method 
of surfacing introduced in 1932 that is inexpensive to 
put in place but expensive to maintain . Alth ough 
cons truction costs dropped by 26 percen t, highway 
revenues fell twice as fast in 1932 co mparcd to 1931. 

For thc first lim e, li ce nse fees a nd gaso lin e taxes 
decl i ncd aft cr i ncrcas i ng evcry yea r pri or to 1932. The 
depressio n pl ayed havoc with com mi ssion 
employmcnt , wages a nd salaries. Between August I , 
193 I , a nd M a rch I, 1932, 688 persons had been cut 
fr om th c co mmi ss ion payro ll , and for those remaining 
cmpl oycd , sa la ry redu ctions averaged 7.5 percent. The 
low poi nt was reached in 1933 , when the staff 
co nsisted of 53 I pcople, a nd a lthough the numbers 
in creascd later, employmen t durin g the thirties never 
reached the 1930 leve l. 

Ba nk closi ngs in 1933 ti ed up about $4.6 million of 
primary road funds , making payments difficult on 
interest and principa l of the bonds . Had it not been 
for $ 10 million allot ted by the federal government, 
there would have been few contracts awarded for 
primary road building in 1931. Bond payments 
continued to be a major problem, and refinancing was 
authori7ed effective January, 1934, to reduce interest 
and rea djust maturity dates. The average interest rate 
on old bonds was reduced from 4.77 to 3.61 percent: 
on new bonds to 1. 19 percent in 1939. Between 1934 
and 1937, $72 million in bonds had been refinanced, 
premiums amounted to $657,000, and interest savings 
were $1.5 million. 

Formation of the Highway Patrol 

Vehicle accidents, highway injurie and deaths were a 
serious problem in the early 1930 ,and efforts were 
made by the legislature to establi h a highway safety 
patrol. Bills were defeated in 1933 through opposition 
of farmers and labor. Farmers were blockading 
highway to pre\ent trucks from reaching market in 
an attempt to raise prices for their products, and 
labor feared that a patrol lIould be u ed a a strike­
breaking force. But Mrs. Alex Miller, a popular 

ecretary of State, decided to do \1 hat he had no 
authority to do- create a highwa) patrol. In 1934 he 
comerted 15 motor vehicle in pectors on her payroll 
into an organization needed to combat the "Four 
Horsemen of the Highways;" namely, "Road Hog, 
Drunken Drivers , Exce i\e peeders and n afe 
Car." ince there were no funds a\'ailable, officer 
furnished their own uniform .' 

• George ~lJlb ." t he Patrot\ 50th \ nnilersan," o"s \J"/Il~S 

Regi"l"r . .luI, Jt. t984 IIlotorl chlck IOspectors II ere used for 
en forcement of tails penlul1lng to hlghlla, safct, rC4ulrements 
among olher dUlles 



The 1930s-Depression 
and its Aftermath 

Hi ghway Sare lY Palrol. orri ce r and ea rly aUlomobile. 
(Cou rlesy: Iowa Slale Palro l) 

Mrs. Alex Miller. Secrela ry or Slale 
(Courlesy: Iowa Slale Palrol) 

John Hallery. flr sl palro l chier. 
(Courtesy: Iowa Slale Patro l) 
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rmcd with dat a showin g the inriuc il ce of th e pa tro l 
on motor ists a nd knowing th a t the ma kes hift gro up 
was inadcqua tc to cove r hi ghways in 99 co unti es, 
I'vl rs. Mill er rcq ucs ted the leg is la ture to co nsid er 
a pproval o f a la rge r a nd lega l o rga ni / ati o n. Dea ths 
had dro pped 2 1 perce nt during th e las t fi ve mo nths of 
19:14 co mpa rcd to a simil ,H peri od in 193:1, a nd there 
wcrc 2.000 Cc we r inj uri es for the full ye'1I". '1 he reco rd 
could no t be ignored and the legis la ture res po nd ed by 
crea ting a Co rce of 50 men an d thlTe oCfi ce rs in 1935. 
,a l a ri c~ werc fixed a t $ 100 per month fo r the initia l 
appointmc nt a nd co uld ri se to $ 125 afte r fivc yea r~. 

The \\ ork wee k was 72 ho urs. J ohn Il a ttery of 
e\ada. the first patro l chief, was paid $200 per 

month and IllS assistanb E. A. Con ley of 
Marshalltown and Harry Nes tle of Car ro ll eac h 
recei\ed $ 165. Desp ite the re lative ly lo'A pay scales 
and long hours. 3.000 applican ts sought the positions. 
A majorit) selected held college degrees, some had at­
tended college and none were chosen without high 
school diplomas. Forty-nine vchicJcs were purchased 
by the state for the \\ork. consisting of 37 
automobiles and 12 motorcyclcs. The latter were soon 
abandoned because of operatIOnal difficulties In the 
harsh \\Inters. 

One of the first contro\ersies raged over the 
jurisdiction of the patrol. especial ly in the fie ld of 
criminal enforcement. Critics did not 'Aant a tate 
police force \\hich \.\ould usurp responsibilities of 

co unt y she riffs a nd loca l po li ce. 1I 0weve r, in 1939 the 
leg isla ture transfe rred the pa tro l from the control of 
th e Sec retary of S ta te to a new Pub lic Safety 
Depar tm ent , gave it full lega l police power and 
a pp ro pli a ted fun ds for an expansion to 125 officers. 
Sin ce th en, the hi ghway pa tro l has been involved in 
crimin a l a pprehe nsion, has organi/ed tactical teams 
for rio t con tro l an d pub lic disorders, and has been 
engaged in educationa l programs concerning highway 
safe ty th ese in addit ion to the regular patrol 
res pon sib iii ti cs. 

By 1984, the patrol had a compliment of 410 troopers 
a nd officers, 80 of whom operated 15 district offices 
with the remainder aSSigned to highway and law 
enforcement work. 1 he 330 troopers on the road were 
near ly seven times greater than the 50 in 1935. 
However. the reduced work week (from 72 to 43 1;2 
hours) and the heavy increase In traffic meant that the 
patrol was nearly as thin proportionatel; as it 'Aas in 
1935. Seven airplanes have been added to their .ehicle 
inventory, to be used by air-ground teams to spot 
speeding motori,ts on primary high'Aays . Coverage 
totaled I I million miles in 1983. some'Ahat hIgher 
than the two million miles in 1935 Over the 50 years 
of its existence, the patrol has gained 'Aldespread 
recognition, respect and commendattons for high 
standard~ of performance and the professional 
approach to its responsibilities and duties. 

Table 8-3 

State Highway Receipts and Distribution of Funds, 1930-1939 

No. of No. of 
Yea r Autos l Trucks l Receipts2 

1930 7 11.927 73.417 522.3 
1931 673.360 81.936 22.8 
1932 61 1,003 76.936 20.1 
1933 562,802 69.490 18.9 
1934 592.350 75,536 19.4 
1935 619,658 83,836 20.8 
1936 645,759 87,535 22. I 
1937 659,004 9 I ,99 I 23.6 
1938 65 I ,843 94.234 24. 1 
1939 673, I 36 99,93 I 2 1.5 

(Source. Office of rconomlc Analy",. 10\\<1 Derartmcnl 01 t rnn'rortallol1 
All dala are 011 a calendar year ba", .1 

I AUlomoblies and trucb rcg"lered 

Dist ri but ion to 
Primary Secondary 

S 17.1 S5 .2 
17 .3 55 
155 4.6 
14.4 4.5 
14.7 ·U 
15,4 SA 
16.4 
17.6 6.0 
17.8 6.3 
13 .9 .6 

, Includcs mOlOr Iuel laxes. rcg"lnlilon ices and 11l1,cellaneous reCelrh . I Igurc, arc In mlll")I1' 01 dollar, rl)lIl1UeU tl) Ihc nc.lrC,1 l""t 



The 1930s-Depression 
and its Aftermath 

183 

Table 8-4 
Iowa's Primary Road System, 1920-1940 

Total Bitumi- Dirt Dirt 
Year Miles Paved nous Gravel Graded Ungraded 

1920 6,619 67 792 1,021 4,739 
1921 6,616 236 1, 157 1,448 3,776 
1922 6,615 334 1,558 1,761 2,962 
1923 6,641 419 1,889 2,001 2,338 
1924 6,660 502 2,164 1,934 2,059 
1925 6,674 569 2,461 1,796 1,849 
1926 6,654 650 2,8 18 1,732 1,452 
1927 6,665 940 3,226 1,4 17 1,083 
1928 6,761 1,625 3,221 1,114 801 
1929 6,770 2,317 3, 137 715 602 

1930 7,274 3,272 2,863 513 594 
1931 7,789 3,804 3,070 281 635 
1932 7,845 4,086 137 3,067 117 438 
1933 7,834 4,202 139 3,083 52 358 
1934 7,909 4,313 324 2,933 175 165 
1935 8,278 4,374 323 3,297 92 192 
1936 8,3 18 4 ,546 469 3,030 63 109 
1937 8,433 4,8 18 569 2,890 50 106 
1938 8,498 5,090 587 2,690 52 78 
1939 8,541 5,135 614 2,661 51 80 
1940 8,559 5,208 671 2,592 22 62 

(Source: Iowa State Highway Commission, Annual Reports.) 
Fractions of mil es have been reduced to the nearest whole number. 

Highway Concerns at the Close of the Decade 
There were 400,000 motor vehicles in Iowa when 
primary road improvements began about 1920. The 
legal speed limit was 30 miles per hour and no buses 
or freight-ha uli ng trucks were on the roads. By 1930 
the number of vehicles and average mileages had 
doubled, speeds had increased, and bus and truck 
traffic made up a considerab le portion of highway 
usage. The concern of the commission lay in the fact 
that improvement of primary roads started far behind 
veh icle needs and never really caught up with the 
demand. They a lso emphasized the abandonment 
trends on railroad branch lines, rendering small towns 
wholly dependent upon highway transportation. 

In 1940, the commission recommended that every 
town should be provided with a dependable year­
round road and every primary highwa y with a 

dustless surface. Narrow bridges should be widened to 
not less than 24 feet. Continued attention should be 
given to elimination or protection of 
highway / railroad crossings. The cost of these 
proposals was estimated at $116 million at 1940 
prices, and at the level of current revenues would 
require 16 years to complete. Even at this estimate , it 
was suggested that the program would not meet 
traffic demands , expected to double again during the 
period. Concerns notwithstanding, the record of 
highway construction throughout the depression years 
showed steady progress as indicated in Tables 8-3 and 
8-4. The first table covers the number of motor 
vehicles registered in the state, receipts from ta xes, 
and distribution of funds to primary and secondary 
roads from 1930 to 1939. The second table shows the 
progress in surfacing the primary road system 
between 1920 and 1940. 
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Pipelines Come to Iowa 

Pi pelines, often referred to as the "hidden ind ustry," 
constitute a specialized transportation system used for 
moving crude oil, gasoline and other petroleum 
products, liquid propane, anhydrous ammonia and 
natural gas. Bulk commodities such as coal slurry 
have also been proven suitable for pipeline 
movement. Maps showing pipelines in Iowa during 
the 1930's and 1940's include both liquid lines and 
natural gas, but the su bject of this discussion is the 
development of the liquid lines. Natural gas pipelines 
are considered as a part of the energy industries of the 
nation whereas liquid lines have been viewed as one 
of the five major transportation modes . Once the 
initial investment is made , the advantage of the 
pipeline lies in the operating cost. An ICC study in 
1942 reported that the cost of transporting crude oil 

by pipeline was 1.98 mills per ton-mile as contra ted 
to 10.62 mill by railroad and 0 .63 mills by tank 
vessels. Refined petroleum products cost 4.39 mdls b) 
pipeline, 11.19 mills by rail and 0 .6 mdls by tank. 
vessels . 

A Brief History 
The first oil weI! in the nation wa "brought In" b) 
Colonel Drake in western Penns) Ivanla In I 59. and 
the oil was transported on streams tnbutar) to the 
Alleghany River, thence to Pittsburgh . But as the od 
fields developed away from the rivers. horse and 
wagon teams were used to haul the od to shipping 
points. The charges varied with distance. road 
conditions and the eason of the year. usual!) 
averaging $1.50 per barrel. Both teamster and \\ater 
transportation were expensive and often hazardous , 
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creating the need for a new alternative. After 
experimenting, the first successful crude oil pipeline 
was built in 1865, consisting of two-inch pipe with a 
capacity of 8 1 barrels per hour for a distance offive 
miles. 

The success of the line led to construction of 
con nec tions to railroad terminals and / or refineries. 
Railroads favored pipeline development to feed their 
tank cars for movement to refineries on the East 

Coast. By 1880, over 1,200 miles of pipelines served 
these regional fields; in 1900, 18,000 miles were in 
operation in the United States and shortly thereafter , 
pipelines were built from mid-continent locations and 
joined the eastern systems. Since the early days of the 
20th century, extensions to new fields, " looping" of 
lines along existing routes for increased capacity, and 
the addition of gasoline and petroleum products 
resulted in systems of 120,000 miles by 1940 9 

Figure 8-4 

LEGEND 
1 Grea l Lakes Pipe line Co 

_~_ Missouri Valley Pipe line Co 
3 Continental Construction Corp 

-4- Iowa Power and light Co 
- -5- - Standolind 
=-1 = Iowa Railway and Light Corp 
.... 7_ ••. Council BluHs Gas Co 

8 Prairie Oil and Gas Co 
- 'g' - Fort Dodge Gas & Electric Co 
-~fo -- Central Slates Electri c Co : .. :.fi'= People's Gas and Electric Co 

Natural gas, manufactured gas, and gasoline pipelines in Iowa, 193 1. 

(Courtesy: Iowa Deve lopment Commission) 

9 H. J . Struth. ed .. The Pelroleul1I DOlo Book: Official Source 
Book of Informalionfor Ihe World:1 Oil (lnd Cas Indwlry, Dalla,. 

Tex.: Petro le um Engineer Pub. Co .. 1947. Pipelines arc generall) 

dil'ided into three categories: ga thering lines. crude trunk lines and 

gaso line or products lines. Gathering lines are usually t\.lO to four 

inches in diameter and "gat her" the od from leased tanb which 

have received the oil from prodUCing we ll s through "lead" line, 

Trunk lines are the main lines of the system. norma II) ranging from 

s ix to 16 inches in diametc •. DUring World War II . a crude line 01 

24 inches was built from Longvic\.l. Texas to Phoeninille. 

Pe nnsyh'ania, and a produ cts line of 20 inc hes from Beaumont. 

Texas to Linde n. New J e rsey. PIPC of 42 Inches was used in the 

1960's. and 48-inch pipe was proposed for th e Trans-Alaska 

pipeline. 
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T he ICC was given regulatory control ovcr inters ta te 
pipeline transporta tion of propert y other than gas or 
water in the Hepburn Act of 1906. In Iowa, th e 
General Assembly conferred on the railroad 
commissio n jurisdiction over pipeline companies in 
order that they ma y be of "safe and proper 
construc tion , ope ra tion and maintenance in thc state" 
but gave no con trol over ra tes. IO The Great Lakcs 
Pipeline System (now the Williams Pipe Line 
Company) wa s the first " products " Iinc approved for 
construction in 193 1, with terminal s at Des Moines, 
Omaha a nd later at Coralville . From Barnsdall, 
Oklahoma and Kan a s City, eight -inch lines we re 
built to Des Moines and six-inch lines from D es 

6rC'ot lokp5 
fa 5io~ ralls 

50,Da. 

""I".IIot, ...­
Gas Co. 

Moin es to Minneapo lis and Chicago . At Mason City, 
thc firs t terminal to serve trucks rather than ra il cars 
was opened in 1944. Other lines were built in the state 
in the 1930 's and 1940 's (Fig . 8-4, 8-5). 

River Developments Affecting Iowa 

Locks, Dams, and the Nine Foot Channel on the 
Mississippi 
Despite th e fact that river transportation had been 
declining for many years , th e inland waterways were 
consid ered to ha ve tremendous potential a~ an 
inexpensive facilit y if channel depth s could be 
standardi7ed and maintained . The champion of this 
idea was Herbert Hoover, who as Secretary of 

-:-r.;..:~--;. 

J.T• ~-. r ._:;- .-
....,,~ .. -.-.-' :. 

8" Gasoline Lines 
From Barnsdall Ok/a. 

SIIIr!a;r Pra;ri~ 0/1 Co. 
rrOtn Oklahom~ 

5fonolmd oil Co i 
rrom Oklano'!!.!J/ 

;".. Crude Oi/lines 
fo Chicago 

hgurc 8-5 
\ atural ga, and ga,ol,ne pipeline, 

(Courte,) Iowa DClclopment CommlS"on) 

,n 19.11 1 a \\ , 01 100I a, Chapter .18.1 Declared unconslitutil)nal hI 
thc 11)\\<1 Supremc Court In S tate 01 10lla E, Rd. Board or . 
Railroad Clll11m"SIOner, or the Statc <)f IOlla \ Stanoland P'peltnt' 
Company, "4<) '" \\ .100 ( 1933) \ nother la\\, Chartt'r 10, -\C IS <)1 
the 45th General ,\~,embly. became enectlle \I arch ~-I, 193-1 
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Commerce visualized an inter-connected river system 
of 9,000 miles. It would consist of a north-south trunk 
line of 1,900 miles from New Orleans to Chicago , 
there to link with the Great Lakes; an east-west trunk 
line of 1,000 miles from Pittsburgh through Cairo , 
Illinois to Kansas City, and feeder lines on the Upper 
and Lower Mississippi tributaries , the Ohio and 
Missouri Rivers. A nine-foot canalization of the Ohio 
River had been completed in 1929, but the deep draft 
barges and tows were unable to navigate the Upper 
Mississippi. As a result, commercial interests along 
the route , led by the Chambers of Commerce in 
Minneapolis and St. Paul and firms producing and 
marketing bulk commodities, brought pressures on 
Congress to create a standard channel depth 
throughout the entire Mississippi River system. 

There were two sections of the Upper Mi ssissippi that 
could not be improved by construction of wing dams . 
One was a stretch of shallow water between St. Paul 
and St. Anthony Falls where a lock and dam were 
opened for traffic in 1907, replaced by a high dam in 
1917 for both navigation and power to the Twin 

Cities industries. Another sectio n was at Rock Island 
where the rapids were still obstructing traffic up river. 
A lock and dam was completed in 1907 which allowed 
the Moline farm equipment industry better access to 
water transportation and was used extensively for a 
few years. A second lock and dam was built by the 
Keokuk and Hamilton Water Power Company and 
opened in 1913. It replaced three lock s in the Des 
Moines River Canal, deepened the river channel for 
50 miles upstream and created a pool which covered 
the entire rapids. 

On July 3, 1930, Congress authorized the U. S. Army 
Corps of Engineers to make the Upper Mississippi a 
commercial waterway, a development which was to 
have a profound impact upon Iowa . A nine-foot 
channel was planned without surveys or 
recommendations of the Engineers or one based upon 
economic feasibility studi es. The legis lation called for 
construction of 26 new lock s and dams from 
Minneapolis to St. Louis, one of th e largest public 
works projects up to that time and unprecedented in 
water resource development. The dams at 

Locking through on the Mississippi. 

(Courtesy: Author) 
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Minnt:apo lis (No. I) and at Keokuk (No . 19) were 
,liread in place , and the lock and dam at Ha stings 
(No 2) was opened in 19JO. 1\11 locks in the Rock 
Island District were a uniform 11 0 x 600 feet except 
far l ack 19 at Keokuk which was 110 x 358 feet until 
re placed with a new lock in 1957.1 he dams were to 
bt: spaced at intervals af 9.6 to 4J .J miles, equipped 
\\ ith gates to provide for series of lakes (slack pools) 
to insure adequate depths for naviga tion in low wat er. 
The channel was to be ma intained to minimum 
\I idths of JOO feet up to Ha stings, 200 feet to St. 
Anthony Falls and 100 fe e t for the remainder of th e 
wa terwa y. 

Opposition to deepening the channel ca me from 
en\1ronmenta l, recreation and sportsmen 's groups 
who cla imed tha t "a successio n of stagnant or 

slu ggish poo ls fed by sewage disposal plants would 
cause oxidation and diminish fish and wi ldlife 
popula tion s."11 But the Engineers work ed closely with 
th ese organi7ations to ens ure th e continued 
maintenance and further development of rec rea tIOnal 
areas . Ro ller a nd lainter gates were installed to 
permit migration of fi sh, to allow passage of si lt and 
sewage, to help aerate the water for adeq uate oxegen 
le vels and to stabili7e water levels in the poob. In 
add iti on to the gates, dikes and spillways were 
provided wherever nece ssa ry. Because shorelin es 
changed most above the dam s and leas t below them, 
the dam s were located above ri ve r towns to control 
changes in water front s. Th e cooperation of the 
Engineers brought support from organi7ations who 
had originally opposed the n1l1e-foot channeJ.I2 

Locking through on the M,,,s,s"ppi. 
(Counes} Author) 

" Ra)mond ~terrttt. "The De\elopment of the Loc" and Dam 
System on the L' ppcr '-.ltSSI"IPPI Rl\er ., Paper gl\en at the 

1\allonal Watcm<iY, Round Table. \ orfol" . \,rgin,u. April ~~-24. 
19~O. P 15 

I' Roald D T\\eet. -I Hl.IIorr of lire Rod Island DtSlriCl l S 
Arm\' Corp, o( Englllt'ers. 1866-19 3. Roc" Island. 11l. L .S -\rnl\ 

D"tnct. Roc" bland. 1984. pp ~6J-265 Roller gates de\e1oped ,~ 
Gcrmany II cre slIlIunder patent II hen the danb II ere budt. and 
Tainter gatcs of French deSign could be mo\ed \enlcally 10 contrLll 
th c lc\e1 of lIater passing underneath Tainter gate" \\ ere used 
\\ hcrc, er pos"b1c as they \\ ere cheaper to L'onstruct and did not 
req uire royalt) pa ymenb 



The 1930s-Depression 
and its Aftermath 

189 

Within ten years, 1930-1940, 24 low-level dams were 
built and the nine-foot channel was completed. 
Construction was planned in the order of the 
seriousness of problems with the first at No. 15, 
located at the foot of the Rock Island Rapids where 
navigation was still impeded in 1930, completed in 
1934. No. 14 at Le Claire was among the last. Of the 
others, one had been built in 1930, two in 1935 , three 
in 1936, six in 1937, six in 1938, four in 1939 and one 
in 1940. Those along the Iowa and Illinois shores 
were at or near Guttenberg (No. 10) , Dubuque (No. 
II) , Bellevue (No. 12), Clinton (No. 13), Le Claire 
(No. 14) , Rock Island (No. 15) Muscatine (No. 16) , 
New Boston (No. 17) , Burlington (No. 18), and 
Keokuk (N o. 19) (Fig. 8-6, 8-7). 

Construction cost for the lock and dam system and 
nine-foot channel were funded through regular Ri\ er 
and Harbor appropriations. Additional funds came 
from the National Industrial Recovery Act and the 
Federal Emergency Administration of Public Works. 
In 1935, the River and Harbor bill of August 20, 
authorized appropriation of sufficient funds to 
complete the project, and by 1940, more than $170 
million had been spent (Fig. 8-8, Table 8-5). Even 
before the new channel was completed, traffic on the 
Upper Mississippi began to increase. In 1935, 
commercial movements between Minneapolis and the 
mouth of the Missouri were 804,490 tons up river and 
739,505 tons down river. Comparable tonnage in 1940 
was 2.23 million tons up river and 1.27 million tons 
down river. 

-I 
W 
> 
W 
-I 
c( 
W 
(/) 

W 
> o 
CD 
c( 

.... 
w 
w 
~ 

Z 

Z 
o 
~ 
c( 
> 
W 
-I 
W 

EL 799.2 

700 

• i; 
600 0 

~ 

500 

400 

300 

Upper SI. Anthony Felli lock & Dam 
lower SI. Anthony Falls lock & Dam 

J< 
LOW WATER PRIOR TO LOCK 

~ ftp ~ Y ~ AND DAM CONSTRUCTION 

-- --- <?If/ fit> @ ',:', C3~:D:~~~:~:~~~'~~ 
i!:1 ;;1: ,I ~ -: -- ' : -, ' -~ _ 'f ('f~'f 'fOP @ r;,HIGH WA TER 

ll ;1 P:!I n -!' i ",' ____ l --_ -r ??@ @?~ T
6

, 

" , ~ 1 ~ - '1 ' T 27 :t'! ~ It 

APPROXIMATE RIVER BED ~ r;; ~ ~ I, . ~.1 0.

1 ~ i 0 ! I ~ I ~ I --
- ~ I ~ I 

- ~I 
~I 

1 

1 

1 

~ I 
~ I 

. 
0 

: 

~ 

· . .- • 0 
~ .: . . ~~ · ~ , 

~ . 
~ 

200 51. Paul Rock Island 1 St. Louis 
1-4 __ ---Engineer District ----~-1 ... 4------Engineer District----..... ~-I--Engineer District 

1 1 

100L---1----L--~L---l----L---LIL---~---L----L---~---L----~--~--~~~1S0 
900 800 700 600 500 400 

MILES ABOVE MOUTH OF OHIO RIVER 

Figure 8-8 

Mississippi s tairwa y of water. 
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LOCK AND DAM - UPPER M IS IPP I RIV R 

LOCk [JlmemIOr'!'> 
r '.1 I fTld le(J 

WI(lltl Lcng ll l Y(>,H (.0'.1 (fJ1 11 hon':o) 

Miles 0 1 01 f)p(mPfJ (If F M.h LQc.v 

Lock Above C h<lnl C I1Jrn If) dn(J fJdrrl In 1911 

Jnd 0 1"11 0 Miles 110m I)er bel Loll Upper Lower r J,JVI rlurJHlq #{Jrv TonncJgp. 

Dam River NeJI 5t Town ( Icel) ( I cel) ( rccl) (lcrl) (frel) glJ tl cHi In ~()r)1 (rnll11Oo'j) 

USAF 8539 I n ci t y of M l nnc · % 400 ~~ ? '" / 13 / 1 'J() j I~ 2 21 
JpOII C" Mlnn 

LSAf 8~3 3 In c dy o f Mlnnc ~6 aDo 2(1 () I J / 1 () 3 1 'J() 3 174 28 
apall '), Mlnn 

No I 8476 M inneapolis- ,6 400 J., 9 1 j ., 10 I 191/ 2 4 29 
S[ Paul ,6 400 3,9 12 t) / (, 

No 2 8 15.2 I 3 dbove 11 0 ;00 122 1 (,0 I'> 1 1930 r,t) 
Hastings, Mlnn 11 0 600 12 2 222 13 [) 19118 110 

No 3 796 9 6 1 above 110 600 80 170 I~ 0 1938 7 ~ 10 S 
Red WrnQ, Mlnn 

No 4 7528 Alma, WIS. 110 GOO /0 170 130 10h 49 110 

No ., 738 I MlnnelskJ. Mlnn 110 600 90 180 120 1!J3S 5 I 110 

No 5A 728., 3 above Winona. 110 bOO .,., 180 12 ~ 1931) 70 110 
Mlnn 

No 6 7143 Trempealeau, WIS /10 600 r, ; 170 12, 193(, 4" i1~ 

No 7 702 ; Dr esbach, Mlnn 110 600 80 180 120 1')37 ">' 1: 5 

No 8 6792 Genoa, WI') /10 600 11 0 220 la 0 19201 G I 11 9 

No. 9 647 9 33 below 110 600 90 160 J 30 1938 r, 030 
Lyn)Cvll le. WI') 

No 10 615 I Guttenberg, Iowa /10 600 80 1,0 120 ",37 J e \3 

No II 5830 3 7 above Dubuque, J 10 600 11 0 18 ; 12 j 1937 J I! 1 
Iowa 

No 12 ;,6 7 Bellevue, Iowa 110 600 90 171 13 1938 " ! ~ . 

No 13 ;22 5 4 3 above Clinton. /10 600 110 190 13 193" j" 2 
Iowa 

No 14 a93 3 3 7 below 110 600 11 0 205 13 1) ~ ~ --
Le Clalfe. Iowa 

Le Claire 493 1 39 below 80 320 110 176 1 , I lJ7_ 
10ck(Canal) Le Clalle. Iowa 

No 15 4829 Foot of Arsenal 110 600 160 2..1 0 11 (l I I _ .0., 18 
ISland. Rock /10 360 160 170 11 If) .. 

I sland. III 

No 16 457 2 1 8 above 110 600 90 170 120 I lj °3 lq <> 
Muscatine, Iowa 

No 17 437 I 4 2 above 110 600 80 160 13 0 1'}3 1 58 :'} 2 
New Boston, III 

No 18 a 105 6 5 above Bur 110 600 98 16 ; 13 1 J3" 10 J 2('8 
Iington. Iowa 

No 19 3642 Keokuk, Iowa 110 358 38 2 1..\ 0 02 I Q 13 
/10 1,200 382 1<; 0 [30 I qs 7 1..\ S 2! 0 

No 20 343 2 09 above 11 0 600 100 ,.,0 I:' a 193( t 3 :? 3 'J 
Canton, Me 

No 21 324 9 2 I below 110 600 10, 165 120 lQ38 8 I 239 
Qunlcy, III 

No 22 301 2 I 5 below /10 600 102 180 138 1')]8 ; 3 2.J 3 
Saver ton, Me 

No 24 273 4 Clark sv ille Mo 11 0 600 1,0 190 120 19..\0 83 2':> 1 
No 25 
No 25 241 4 Ca p Au GrlS, Mo 110 600 150 [90 120 1931..") 10 q :,,, I 

No 26 2029 Al ton, III 110 600 2..1 0 190 100 1038 I:' $ 58 J 
11 0 300 240 160 100 1038 

No 27 18 ., a Grani te C ity 11 0 1,200 10., 150 Ih a 1 '~J td q oj 3 
III 110 600 10 ~ 1,0 1b 0 I q~J 

* I noperabte 

Source US Army Co r ps of Engineer!. 

Table 8-5 
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Mississippi River Lock & Dam No, 15 . Naval Reserves boat and Str. J .S. locking through , 1933. 
(Courtesy: U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. Rock Island District) 

Missi ss ippi River Lock No. 15. John W. Week s with tow above, 1936. 
(Courtesy: U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Rock Island Di strict) 
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~t ISSI"'PP' RlIcr Loc~ "\0 15 f ederal Barge I,nc ,lcamer '\;fork Twain w,lh lOW enlcnng ma,n lock , 1936. 
(Cou rt e,) U.S . Arm) Corp, 01 Eng,nccr" Rock hland D'~lricl) 

M",,;,ipp' R, vcr Loc k Look ,ng dOl~n,lrea m a l lOW of Irc'ghlleal ,ng l od. :-.io 
(Courtc,y U.S . Arm) orps of Fng,neer" Rocf.. Isla no iJ ,,'nCl) 
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Multi-Purpose River Planning-The Missouri 
For many yea rs, de ba tes raged ove r ri ve r basin 
reso urce management. Ri ve r deve lo pment was 
considered broadly assoc ia ted with water reso urce 
issues such as nood co ntro l, water suppl y, irrigati o n , 
recreation, la nd rec la mation a nd hydro-e lectric power 
generatio n in a dditi o n to navigation . To be 
determined were po li cies re lating to th e full 
development of the rive rs for poss ible regional or 
national a d va ntage as aga inst proposa ls to limit 
development for a primary and specific use . T he 
major purpose of th e lock and dam imp rovement o n 
the Upper Mi ss iss ippi was to further th e economic 

we lfare of shippers and urba n comm uniti es. "The 
vis ion of th e supporters was improvement of 
naviga ti o n and restorati o n of the golde n years of 
waterborne commerce that hi sto rica ll y had made the 
citie and towns a lo ng th e Ri ver th e cultural and 
eco nomic crossroads of the Miss iss ippi Valle y Basi n . 
The mea ns was controlled by po litica l power, not 
technological knowledge o r envi ron menta l 
prioriti es."I) However, in the case of the Missouri 
River , th e re were major concerns ove r reservi ng th e 
water for upstream iniga ti o n, d ownstrea m 
navigation , and nood control over co nsid e ra ble 
le ngths of the river. 

Towboat Hustler , 1934. 

(Cou rt esy: U.S. A rm y Co rps or Eng ineers, Oma ha D istri c t) 

11 Merritl. p. 2 1. Tweet 4uotcd MCrrltt \\ ho wggc,ted that 

,ucce" in obtaining the nine-loot channel on the Lpper Mi"I"IPP' 
wa, a victo ry "in which g lory wa, shared b) PreSident Hoo\cr. his 

Secretary or War. th e Mi "i'SlflPi Valle) A"ociation. the 

Minnea poli s 1mpro\emen t Comm"Slon and Congre'Sional 

representali\e, rr om Minnesota." Tweet. p. 82 . 



196 Transportation in Iowa 

The Roosevelt Administration sought to promote 
widespread deve lopmen t of severa I river basi ns , 
including the Missouri . The Tennessee Va ll ey 
Authortty, created in 1933, became the best known 
national examp le of multi-purpose river planning. In 
1936, under provisions of the Flood Contro l Act, the 
primary but not so le responsibility for river 
de\'elopment was given the Corps of Enginecrs and 
included the concept of river basin organi/ation and 
management for the complete use of all water 
resources. The legislation promised re li ef from 
perennial problems in the Missouri River Basin, 
provided that comprehensive engineering plans were 
apprO\ed and appropriate construction programs 
authori7ed. 

Economic conditions In the Missouri Valley 
prompted the federal gO\ernment to 1110\e quickly 
\lIth rl\er de\elopment plam. Agricultural income 
had declined as had \\ages and employment in the 
industrial sector. Farmers left the land, causing a 
migration from the BaSin . The eastern area with 
fertile soil, adequate rawfall and large citics was 
relative!) stable. but the western area was subject to 

periodic dloughts and the necessity to irrigate crops, 
and mllch of the soil was adcquate only for pasture . 
Industrial production centered on oil, copper, coal 
and phosphatcs, but not to thc extent that the 
unemployed workers could be absorbed. Levees built 
along the river's edge to control the continuous 
flooding proved inadequate , soi l and crop lo~ses 
mounted. and urban communities suffered in the 
middle and lower river valley. Reservoirs were 
thought to be more effective and had the additional 
potential to provide hydroelectrte power and water 
for irrigation. lhe possibility of water resource usc to 
reverse the worsening economic conditions led to the 
creation of the Mississippi Valle; Committee In 1934. 
Morris L Cooke, Chairman. was a strong advocate 
of multi-purpose planning, and hiS report 
recommended full development of the MissiSSIppI and 
its trtbutartes for all phases of rl\er use Centrailled 
plannwg and coordwated development were baSIC to 

his proposab which did not achieve immediate 
success. Not until severe floods occurred on the 
Missouri In 1943 were serious efforts made for river 
improvements in the Missouri Valley. 

Dredge I/erill t'lher 11'11/ ,1. 19J~ 

(Coline,} US Army Corr' 01 Engineer,. Omaha n"tl'lcl) 
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Aviation Activity 
Organization of flying and glider clubs and schools , 
supported by the Nationa l Aeronautics AssociatIOn 
(NAA), offered individuals an opportunity to pursue 
aeronautical interests. In the late twenti es, there were 
nine chapters of the NAA in Iowa whose major 
objectives were promotion of aviation, sponsorship of 
air meets and furnishing speakers to civic groups. 
Notable among these were the clubs in Ames , 
Dubuque, Waterloo , Cedar Rapids, Hampton and 
Orient. Others were the Aero Club of Des Moines, 
the Iowa C hapter of Ninety-Niners, the Southwest 
Pilots Association and the Iowa Airport Managers 
Association. Aircraft used in private and corporate 
businesses became an important phase of air traffic in 
the 1930s. Among firms involved were the Des 
Moines Register, th e Automatic Washing Mach ine 
Company of Newton , the Morrell Company of 

Ottumwa and radio station WMT at Waterloo . 

Airports and Pilots 
In 1934, the state had nine municipal , 16 commercial 
and 36 private airports or landing fi e lds of which 18 
were partly or ful ly lighted. Four years later, 18 
municipal and 14 commercial airports gave Iowa a 
ranking of 24th in the nation . Airport expansio n 
resulted in an increa se in the number of pilots and 
from 191 registered in 1937, the total rose to 471 in 
1939. In that year, Sheldon had more registered pilots 
per 1,000 popu lation than any city in the nation. The 
numbers continued to climb in the early fortie s when 
1,882 were registered in 194 I , nine of which had 
limited commercial licenses and five had transport 
licenses. World War II virtually stopped civilian 
flying . 
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Trunk airline mail routes. 1934 (the Big Four) . 
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Iowa-Based Airlines and Commercial Service 
Except for one airline initiated by Iowans or serving 
Iowa cities . scheduled intrastate and regional service 

was not a successful venture. Mid West Airlines. 
0 \\ ned by John Li\ingston. operated th e first 
scheduled airline in Iowa. nying between Waterloo 

and Des Moines. The daily-except-Sunday service 
began in 1928. charging one-way fa res of $ 10 and $ 18 

for the round trip. Yellow Cab Airways. owned by 
Russell Reel of Des Moines. president of Yellow Ca b 
Compan, and A\iation School. started sc hedu led 
nights be tween Kansas City. Des Moines and 

Minneapolis in May. 1929. and ceased operatio ns in 
September. Eagle Airlines . based in Kansas City. 
operated through Des Moines to Minneapolis from 
August to November. 1930 . 

More successful was Tri-States Airline. ow ned by 
Arthur S. Hanford of Sioux Ci ty. who bega n cha rt er 

sen ice between Omaha. SIOUX Cit). Bi mark and St. 
Paul in 1928 and \\ as certified for daily sen ice 

between SIOUX Cit) and Omaha In 1933. FolIo\\ing a 

merger and reorganization. the airline emerged as 
Mid Continent in 1938. the name more appropriatel) 

describing the route structure. part of \\hlch had been 
purchased by Northwest Airlines In 1934. One year 

later. Braniff. Northwest and Mid Continent sought 
approval for the north-south route through De 

M oines. a ward ed b) the C AA to r-.11d Continent in 
1940. Their schedule included regular sen ice to 

Mason Cit). and at Des 10lnes one route went to 

Kansas Cit) and another to SI. LoUIS \\ith an 
intermediate stop at Ottum\\a. The airline lle\\ 
Lock heed Lod estars \\ hich could carr) l-l passengers 

in a ddition to mail and t'\.press. The <.lIriine \\ as sold 
to Braniff in 195 2 (Fig. 8-9. 8-10). 

Airline passe nge r travel from Des Moines and Iowa 
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City increased substantial ly in the 1930s. In June, 
1935 , United Airlines had two daily eastbound plan es 
stopping at Des Moines, and in 1936 the c ity was 
included on a new international route via United to 
the West Coast and Pan American to Hawaii and 
Manila, in the Philippines. Three daily eastbound and 

two dail y westbound night were initiated in 1940 , 
us ing Douglas DC-3 's. Requi sitions for planes and 
pilots during the war a nd prioriti es for government 
and military perso nn el se rious ly rest ricted c ivili an 
accommodations . 

The Douglas DC-I , a ncestor of a ll Douglas ai rline rs. 
(Courtesy: R. E. G. Davies Collecti on) 

United Airlines Twin Was p powered Douglas DC-3. 
(Courtesy: R. E. G. Davies Co llection) 
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l nlled Alrlinc, Dougla, DC -4[. 1939 
(COUriC') REG Da\le, Collecllon) 

Summary 
Economic activity In Iowa at the onset of the 
depression was almost equally di\lded between 
agriculture and manufacturing. Railroads operated 
over 10.000 miles of track. and private and 
commercial motor carriers served communities 
located on over 100.000 miles of roads and highways. 
The agricultural crisis of the early 1930s. precipitated 
by the depression and lack of recovery from post­
World War I years, influenced operations of both 
major carriers. Despite emergency legislation by the 
federal government, the majority of railroads 
operating In Iowa were forced into receivership. and 
the pace of highway construction was slowed 
matenally. Intense intcrmodal competition brought 
motor carners under federal regulation in 1935, 
followed by regulation of commercial ai rl ines in 19311. 

Pipelines moy ing liqUid products began sen ice In the 
earl) 19305. and Inland v.aterway Impro\'ement in 
the form of lock and dam construction standardized 
channel depths of the MississippI RIVer and 
commerciali7ed the Lipper MISSISSIppI ectlon. ~Iulti­
purpose use of water resources was studied as a 
means of relie\ ing critical economic conditions in the 
Missouri Valley. A\iation de\elopment consisted of 
increased ci\ dian and bUSiness tly ing. expansIOn of 
airports and commercial airline schedules. The Impact 
of the depression on transportation mode_. as 
e\ idenced by federal. sta te a nd pm a te concerns. 
appeared to indicate a gro \\ 109 a\\areness of the need 
for development of additional facihties. a more 
fa\ orable balance in traffic potential and increased 
opportunities for public and pri\ate selec((on and use 
of the various transportation sys tems. 
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public ex pense, even when , as the users arc fond of 
saying, the waterways originally were provid ed by 
God. God docs not , however , keep the channe ls 
deepened and clear, nor does He dig canals. Until thi s 
situation is taken eare of, our transportation situation 
will still be lopsided in its regulatory aspects." On the 
land grant repeal, the publica tion further stated : "The 
savi ng to the railroads in actua l money will be 
material not including the hire of clerks who fi gure 
these rates as well as the relief from wear and tea r on 
their brains. Compu ting rates on gove rnmen t traffic is 
one of the most comp lica ted and detested routine 
duties of rai lroadi ng."1 

Other Railroad-Related Legislation 
The Reed-Bulwinkle Bill of 1948 lega li 7ed rate 
bureaus, exempting from anti-trust laws ICC 
approved agreements between or among two or more 
carriers relating to rates, fares, classifications, 
di\'isions, allowances or charges and procedures for 
joint consideration, etc. The Smathers-Harris Act, 
officiall) known as the Transportation Act of 1958, 
was designed to keep pace with changing economic 
and technical conditions. It authorized the ICC to 
guarantee up to $500 million in loans for maintenance 
or purchase of capital equipment, clarified the motor 
carrier agricultural exemption, and ga\e the 
commission greater authority over intrastate rates. It 
also repealed the three percent wartime tax on freight. 

Wartime Transportation Arrangements­
The Railroads 
Unlike conditions existing during World War I when 
railroads were taken over and operated by the federal 
government, there was no attempt in 1941 to 
duplicate the procedure. Instead, the Office of 
Defense Transportation (ODT) was created . It s 
authorit~ extended to all modes including private 
passenger cars and trucks, and its orders were not 
subject to judicial review. Under Section I of the act, 
the ICC already had broad powers over rai l sen ices 
dunng emergencies, and certain additional powers 
were granted over motor carriers in the Second War 
Powers Act of 1941. 

The ICC and ODT sought cooperation between 
shippers and carriers to meet the war emergency. 
Attempts were made to promote pooling of railroad 
freight and passenger cars, interchange of 
locomotives, elimination of round-about routing of 
trains , substitution of trucks or bu ses on short 
distance routes, coordination of traffic toward ports 

to meet ship and co nvo y departures, higher minimum 
ca rload s, diversion of certain types of traffic to water 
car ri ers, di sco ntinuance of lightl y used trains and 
branch lin es, di sco urage ment of pleasure travel, 
improved ma i n lena nce of motor vehic les and 
reduction s in th eir speeds. 'r he efforts resulted in the 
mo ve me nt of war a nd domestic traffic without seriou, 
conges tion and to the genera l satisfaction of all 
interests in vo lvcd a sharp contrast to the 
ex per iences of 1917- 1920. 

Motor Carriers and Highways 
The en try of the United States into the war brought 
German submannes to the Eastern seaboard and Gulf 
coas ta l waters, and by May 1942 they were sinking oil 
tankers a t a rate high enough to result in fuel 
shortages in the East. ODT shifted railroad tank cars 
from inland points to the East Coast. assuming that 
the trucking industry would fill the gaps. But the plan 
ran into the historical obstacle of state SI7C and v.elght 
laws, and the result was not only diversity but also 
chaos 2 Manufacture of automobiles v.as prohibited 
as plants converted to productIOn of tanks, aircraft 
engines and ordinance. ?'-:ev. car production fell from 
3.5 million units in 1941 to 610 in 1944. Tires were 
ralioned and recapped to conserve the dWindling 
supply. and the states were requested to reduce 
highway speeds to 35 miles per hour to save rubber. 
fuel and engine wear. 

By A pri I 1942, se\ere shortages forced gasoli ne 
rationing in the East. and by '\ovember they extended 

I Traffic H. orld, Edltonal. September 10. 19-10 

, U S . Department of Transponallon. Fedcral Hlghwa~ 
Ad mlnl>trallon. AmeTlca's High 11'0 I'S. / ~~6- /9"6. \\ ashlngton. 

DC ' US Gowrnment Pnnllng Office. 19~6. p 145 In 19-11. fi\c 

'1atcs stili IImlled "heel loads according to thc \\ Idth of a lire. a 
holdo\ Cr from Ihe da~, of solid rubber IIres. long >!nce d"appcared 
from u,age l. lmlt, on pa)loads \\ere as low as ~.OOO pounds. itmlb 

on gros> load, ranged from I R.OOO 10 ~6.000 pound, for four­
"heeled \chlcle, PermISSible gross loads on one a,]e \Jried from 

12.00010 24.640 pounds In Januar~ 1942. Congrcss gJ\ e the ICC 
the power to sel uniform lruck weights and SIZCS (IS a \\ar measure 

A pro\ I>lonal codc \\as dra\\n up b) the Public Roads 
AdministratIOn and AASHO. permliling ;nle loads of 18.000 
pounds and gross loads of 30.000 pound, for four-\\ heeled \chldes 
and up to 40.000 pound, on \ehlcle, \\Ith three or more a,des The 
code was effectl\c 111 all states In 1\la) 1942 
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to the entire nation. Four gallons per week were 
allowed for ordinary travel with exceptions for 
defense industry workers and farmers. To alleviate the 
hazards facing coastwise tankers, two crude oil 
pipelines were built by the federal government. The 
longest was the "Big Inch" from Longview, Texas to 
the New York-Philadelphia refining area. The line 
was 1,340 miles long, cost approximately $78 million 
and operated between 1943 and 1945. The "Little Big 
Inch" pipeline ran 154 miles from Corpus Christi to 
Houston , Texas and cost $6.1 million . The "Big Inch" 
was sold to the Texas Eastern Transmission Company 
in 1947 and converted into a natural gas pipeline. 

Wartime mobilization emphasized the dependence of 
the nation on highways. Studies in Michigan 
indicated that 13 percent of the defense plants 
received all of their materials by truck , and in most of 
the remaining plants at least half of inbound and 
outbound traffic came by truck. In February 1942, 
Thomas MacDonald announced that only a fraction 
of the 10 million defense employees could be 
accommodated by rail and bus facilities; the 
remainder would have to depend upon private 
automobiles. Rationing not only reduced non­
essential travel but highway revenues as well. The first 
to feel the pinch were the Eastern states, and in Iowa 
revenues dropped 33 percent in June 1942 compared 
to the same month in 1941. The Public Roads 
Ad mi nistra tion reported tha t nationwide gasoli ne 
rationing resulted in a decline of 35-40 percent in 
highway traffic in 1942 below the corresponding levels 
in 1941. States that had laws preventing the diversion 
of highway funds handled the restrictions without 
serious difficulty; those which allowed diversion 
suffered severe problems. But there were bright spots 
midst the gloom of war, restrictions and shortages, 
for motor vehicle accidents dropped drastically in 
1942, both in number and in the rate per 100 million 
miles of traveJ.3 

Wartime Earnings for the Western Railroads 
For the railroads operating in the Western District 
(west of the Mississippi River) between 1940 and 
1944, operating revenues almost tripled, average 
revenue per mile increased two and one-half times, 
and the operating ratio fell from 73.70 to 63.07. Iowa 
railroads shared in the prosperity as the state 
harnessed its people and resources to meet demands 
for increased agricultural and industrial output. 
Mechanization of farm machinery and a new hybrid 
corn assisted in reaching record production levels of 
farm products. Cash value of crops used or sold 

amounted to $12 .2 billion in 1945 compared with 
approximately $452 million in 1940. The number of 
industrial establishments, ranging from mall town 
manufacturers to giant firms in the large cities , rose 
from 2,540 to 2,965 between 1939 and 1947, doubling 
the number of employees and increasing values added 
from $243 to $671 million during the period. 

Operating over 8,900 miles of track , Iowa railroads 
increased net earnings from $21.2 million in 1940 to 
$63.3 million in 1944, and net earnings per mile of 
road rose from $2,274 to $7 ,357 in the years 1940-
1943. Rising operating costs resulted in petitions for 
increases of 10 percent in passenger fares , six percent 
on freight and three percent on agricultural products 
and edible livestock and animal products, effective in 
March 1942. The requests were approved by the ICC 
until May 1943 when they were suspended as no 
longer necessary or justified - the suspension to 
remain until six months after legal termination of the 
war. Revenue traffic within the state showed 
substantial growth in all categories except for fores t 
products , as indicated in Table 9-1. At the close of the 
1940s, revenue traffic continued at relatively high 
levels except for animals and products, a classification 
more vulnerable to truck competition (Table 9-2). 

The CMStP&P benefited from cancellation of 
commercial shipments through the Panama Canal. 
Heavy wartime traffic on the CNW offered optimism 
for the future , and indeed their operating revenues for 
1947 were the highest in the history of the company. 
But operating revenues are not net profits . Rowland 
"Bud" Williams, who had become chief executive 
officer in 1939 and president in 1944, saw the war 
years as well as those following as an era of spiraling 
costs of materials, supplies and labor. Taxes also were 
siphoning large amounts of earnings into state and 
federal treasuries. Believing that any hope of a 
profitable future would lie in reduction of fixed and 
operating expenses, he began a "housecleaning 
program" by abandoning 266 miles of branch lines, 
566 miles of side tracks and closing hundreds of 
stations and other buildings by 1943. Williams 
pointed out the differences in the operation of the 
railroads in two World Wars, stressing that federal 

J National Safety Council, Accident FaCIS 1973, Chicago: 

National Safety Council, 1973, p. 59 . 
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operations had cos t the taxpaye rs $2 mi llion per day 
ill World War I, whCl"ea ' the rai lroads pa id more than 
$3 mi ll ion pCI' day in ta xes during the second Wor ld 
War. 

fhc C B&Q, rollowing simil ar stra tegy, abandoned a 
sys tcm-widc total or 383 mil es or branch lines during 
the war years. One wa s th e li ghtl y used 22-mil e line 
from Mount Ayr to Grant it )', Mi sso uri in 1944, 
which led to what beea mc known as th e " Burlin gton 
Form ul a." Employees who round their posi ti o ns 
\\ orscncd through abandonments were prot ec ted by a 
displacement a ll owance. Ir the emp loyee lost hi s job, 
he \\ as to receive co mpensa tion ror the nex t rour 
)ears. The formula was used by the ICC in 
comparab le a bandonme nt cases throug h the 1960s. 

John D. Farrington headed the CR I&P since 1936 
\Ihen the rai lroad was struggli ng through 
reorgani7ation, but not until 1947, afte r 15 years and 
six months in the rederal courb, was the road 
returned to its owners. In 12 years Farrington 
abandoned 650 miles or branch lines and, no longer 

co ntent wit h a "Granger Road" la bel, induced 2,Ofi4 
industri es to locate on th e sys tem, produci ng $22.fi 
million annua ll y in freight revenues . In the eight years 
from 1936 to 1944 the com pany spent $70 million on 
impro ve ments, of which $ 19 million went into 
defer red ma intena nce and $51 million was charged to 
the ca pital accou nt. Later, expenditures on road and 
eq uipm ent brou ght th e total to $ I 10 million. 
Es tim a ted savi ngs by 1944 were approximately 57 
million per yea r, an d in Sep tember 1944, Farrington 
pro udl y announced tha t the road had $100 million In 
cas h a nd gove rnment securities. At the close of the 
100th anniversary year ( 1952), the CR I&P reached a 
newa ll -ti me record for gross Income 5213.9 
million and a net income of over 522.6 million . 
Common stock earned $13.57, and preferred, S32.43 
per share. From the early 1930s, ",hen the railroad 
had been frequently deSCribed as a case or total 
bankruptcy rinancial , physical and managerial the 
accomplishments of the Farrington regime ",ere 
nothing short of miraculous, and in 1952 hiS railroad 
was rated as second to none in the L'nlted States. 

Table 9-1 

Revenue Freight Carried by Railroads Operating Within Iowa, 1940-1945 

Classification 1940 1945 
(Millions of tons) 

Products of Agricuture 13.44 1 

Animals & Products 4.99 
Products of Mines 11 . 14 
Products of Forests 3.41 
Man. & Miscella neous 19 .6 1 
Less-Than-Ca rload 1.06 

Totals 53.65 

(Source' lo\\a Commerce Comm,s~,on. Annual Reports, 1941 and 1946) 
, Figure, rounded to the neare,t uni t 

25.93 1 

7.00 
16.93 
3.6 1 

38.03 
1.57 

93.07 

% Increase 

9~.9 

40.3 
51.9 
05. 
93.9 
48.1 

n .5 
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Table 9-2 
Revenue Freight Carried by Railroads Operating Within Iowa , 1940-1949 

Classification 1940 1949 % Increase 
(Millions of tons) 

Prod ucts of Agricuture 13.44 1 

Animals & Products 4.99 
Products of Mines 11.14 
Products of Forests 3.4 1 
Man . & Misce lla neous 19.61 
Less-Than-Car load 1. 06 

Totals 53 .65 

(Source: Iowa Commerce Commi sion , Annual Reports, 194 1 and 1950.) 
I Figures round ed to the nearest unit. 
2 Includ es forward er trafffic. 

Highway Construction Curtai led, 1942·1945 
Unti l 1941 approximate ly ha lf of the funds availab le 
for primary road co nstructi o n had been provided by 
the federa l government . In November, Pres ident 
Rooseve lt ordered that a n y funds used o n highwa y 
work be confined to those projec ts essential to 
national defense. By April 1942 th e War Produc ti o n 
Board stopped a ll hi g hway co nst ructi o n exce pt that 
wh ich had begun o n or before th a t da te, a nd no new 
projects in excess of $5,000 co uld be started un less 
certified as essent ia l to the war effo rt. Highwa y 
facilities to p rovide access to war-related insta ll ations 
were funded by the Defense Hig hwa y Act of 194 1 in 
the amount of $ 15 I milli o n to cover th e full cost. 
Allotments to states were no t based o n fixed fo rmulae 
but rather on the requirements of spec ific projects. In 
Iowa there were five installations that could qualify: 
the Iowa Ordnance Plant nea r Burlington , th e D es 
Moines Ord nance Plant nea r Ankeny, the Sioux C ity 
Air Base , the Fede ra l hos pita l nea r Clinton and the 
Naval Tra ining Base nea r Ottumwa. By 1943 all 
projects had been ap proved o r co mpleted . From 
August 194 1 to March 1945 th e vo lume of traffic on 
the Iowa primary road sys tem steadil y d eclined , 
resulting in falling revenues in the fund from sta te 

sources (Tab les 9-3 and 9-4). 

It was in the la tter yea rs of th e war that th e trend 
toward "ta nde m axle" se mi-traile rs became apparent. 
These ve hicles weighed betwee n 5 I ,000 a nd 56,000 

19 .80 1 47.3 
5.43 08.8 

16 .61 49 . 1 
5.79 69.9 

32 .84 67.4 
1.722 62.2 

82. 19 53 .2 

po und s gross and ca rri ed a payload of up to 34,000 
po und s. A few combinations used ta ndem axles under 
both trac to r truck a nd tra il e r , raising the g ross weight 
to about 59 ,000 po und s with a payload of 36,000 
po und s. Tire a nd loa din g economies made the la rger 
ve hicles attractive to o pera to rs, but th e state warned 
th a t th e pounding of heavy ve hicles would "defi nitely 
ha ste n th e da y when th e cross-state pa vemen ts wou ld 
have to be replaced ."4 

Throughout t he war yea r , regu lar or ord ina ry 
highwa y work slo wed perceptibl y. About 298 miles 
were paved , 151 mil es graveled, 277 miles graded and 
8 1 mi les bituminous surfaced , a nd o n June 30 , 1945, 
no uncomp leted primary work was under contract. 
Co nstruction ex pe nditures paid from th e primary 
road fund fe ll from $6.8 milli o n in 1941 to $55 1 
th o usa nd in 1945 , the lowest for any year since 1919 . 
Secondary road ex penditures declined from $ 105 
thousand to $198 in 1945, a nd funds spent on urban 
stree ts dropped from $1.1 milli o n to $ 18 thousand . 
Pr imary road ma intena nce varied between $4 .0 and 
$4 .9 million during th e fi ve-year period . 

, Iowa Sta te Highway Commission , Report of the State Highway 
Commission for the Period July I, 1944 to June 30, 1945, Des 

Mo ines: S ta te of Iowa , 1945, p. 19. 
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Table 9-3 
Average Daily Traffic on Primary Roads. 

1941-1945 

Average Daily Traffic by Month 

Month 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 

Ja nun ry 1,098 1,094 679 796 7 10 
February 1,268 1, 120 844 790 755 
Ma rch 1,36 1 1, 192 883 764 865 
Apri l 1,528 1,275 959 836 887 
May 1,7 13 1,354 1,0 II 889 930 
J une 1,832 1,4 18 1,044 926 1,0 17 
Jul y 1,9 18 1,4 17 1,040 966 
August 2,094 1,473 1,050 972 
Sep tem ber 1,809 1,37 1 955 957 
October 1,674 1,222 887 938 
November 1,536 1, 154 824 839 
December 1,394 69 1 826 747 

Average 
Annual 
Daily 1,598 1,232 9 17 868 

(S01lree. 10lla Hlghlla, Comm""on. Ann1lal Report. 1945.) 

Table 9-4 

Primary Road Income. 1940-1945 

For Year Ending 
June 30 

1940 
1941 
1942 
1943 
1944 
1945 

Primary Road Fund­
State Sources 
(In thousands) 

$ 19,298 
20 ,799 
2 1,3 11 
18,346 
17,5 17 
17,855 

(S01lree. Iowa Highway Comm";lon. Annual Report. 1945 .) 

The PostWar Years 
Railroad Problems 
As measured by freig ht to n-miles a nd passe nger­
miles , 1944 represented a peak in ra il road moveme nt s. 
The 747 mill io n ton-mi les (68.6 percent of the tota l) 

were the hi g h e~ t repo rted until th e 1970s, a nd the 98 
mi ll ion pa sse nge r-mil es were do uble that of 1920. fo r 
fo ur yea r ~ passe nger se rvice wa5 profitable , but by 
1949 the defi ci t reached $650 mi ll ion and continued at 
a so mew ha t lesse r amo un t through 1970. Termination 
of Europea n hos ti liti es in Ap ril a nd the Pacific War 
in Au gust 1945 res ulted in a decl in e in every item of 
railroa d perfor ma nce in 1945 , compared to 1944. 
Reve nue ton-mi les fe ll near ly 26 percent and the 
average length of hau l over six percent. It took more 
th a n 85 ce nts of each revenue do llar to cover 
ope ra ting ex penses for the first five months of 1946 a~ 
aga inst slig htl y over 67 cen ts in 1945 . For the 12 
months end ing in March 3 1, 1946, the rate of return 
on properly investment averaged 2.56 percent, 
com pared to 3.9 1 percent for a similar period In 1945. 
Fifty-nin e Class I railroads failed to earn interest and 
rentals d uring the first quarter of 1946. of which 23 
were in the Western District. 

Alarmed by an innated wage and price level and the 
prospect of rep lacing heavy retirements of worn out 
or obso lete equipment and motive power, the Class I 
Carriers on A pril 15, 1946, req uested permission to 
raise freight rates by 25 percent, with exceptions. 
effective May 15, on one day's notice . On April 26. 
the ICC opened hearings on that part of the request 
concerning short notice and simultaneousl) reopened 
the 1942 case. then in a tate of suspension 5 

Supplemental petition for imilar increases were filed 
at the same time by domestic water carriers and 
freigh t forwarders. Petitions for intervention. but not 
ra te increases, were filed by motor carrier bureaus 
representing approximately 1.000 trucking firm 
operating throughout the Western District. 

The suspended increa e were restored on June 30. 
1946, amounting to ix percent on general traffic and 
three percent on agricu ltural products. animal and 
produc ts and products of mines. The hort notice 
petition in the new case was denied pending public 
hearing v.hich were held throughout the nation 
during the next fi\e months. and on December 6. 

\ Increased ROles. Fares and Charges. 2(>-1 tCC (>95 (19-16). The 
obJcc(l\c or the earners lIa, to secure rate In rem,es which . If 

apprO\cd. would add appro"matel) one billion dollars 10 their 
opera ti ng revenues. the largest single rate Increase Since 1920 
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1946, rail and water common carrie rs were aut ho ri zed 
an increase of 17.7 percent effective January I, 1947. 
Further increases were granted in 1947 a nd 1948. 

In June 1950 the United States , together with its allies 
in the United ations, began effo rts to repe l th e 

orth Koreans from overrunnin g Sou th Korea . 
Before the transition to a peacetime eco nom y co uld 
be satisfactori ly accomp lis hed , additional burde ns of 
rearmament were thrust upon th e nation . The 
problems were not eased by wid es pread railroad la bor 
disputes which resulted in federal possession , con tr o l 
and operation of Class I ra ilroads und e r Preside ntial 
directive as of August 27; no r th e replace ment of 
equipment retired in the ea rl y postwar pe ri od . Freight 
car shortages developed due to th e need s of the 
military and the higher leve ls of d emand from 
agricultural, industrial a nd commercia l 
transportation. 

The inflationary trends resu lting from th e Korea n 

War and the yet unfilled requirements of th e eco nomy 
translated into proposals by railroads and other 
common carriers for add itional rate increases a nd 

curtailment or e limin ation of unprofitab le se rvices. 
Higher wages, materials costs, taxes , a nd di versio n of 

traffic to motor and water carriers prompted req uests 
which came a lm ost an nuall y during the 1950s . The 
ICC's Bureau of Econom ics and Statist ics es tima ted 

that the cumu lative increases a uth o ri zed from 1946 to 
1960, including the exemptio ns, ave raged 115. 2 

percent. H owever, the higher rate level did not 
foresta ll the d ecl ining trend in th e rate of re turn on 
pro pe rty investment , which dropped fro m 6.58 
pe rcent in 1942 to 2.86 in 1959 (Tab le 9-5). 

.Table 9-5 
United States Railroad Rate of Return on Property 

Investment, 1940-1959 

Rate of Rate of 
Year Return (%) Year Return (%) 

1940 3.02 1950 4.34 
1941 4.41 1951 4. 16 
1942 6 .58 1952 4 .54 
1943 6.03 1953 4.55 
1944 4 .87 1954 3.51 
1945 3.90 1955 4.54 
1946 2.82 1956 4.27 
1947 3.53 1957 3.62 
1948 4.36 1958 2.91 
1949 2.9 1 1959 2.86 

(Source: From 1940 to 1950. ICC Tron SpO rlOlion Slalislics in Ihe 
Uniled Sloles. From 1950. ICC Annual Rep0rls.) 

Table 9-6 

Revenue Carload Freight of Railroads Operating in Iowa, 1949-1959 

Classification 1949 1959 
(Millions of Tons) 

Products of Agriculture 19.80 
An imals & Prod ucts 5.43 
Prod ucts of Mines 16 .6 1 

Products of Fo rests 5 .79 
Man. & M iscellaneous 32 .84 
Less-Than-Ca rload 1.721 

Tota ls 82. 19 

(Source: Iowa Commerce Commissio n. Annual Reporls. 1950 and 1960.) 
I Includes forwarder traffic . 

18.50 

4.30 
16.67 

8.34 
35.76 

/.51 1 

85.08 

Percentage Change 

-06.5 
-20. 8 

30.6 
8. 1 

-12.2 

3.4 
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Operations in Iowa 

In 1950, I ~ lass I ra ilroad s operati ng in Iowa 
repor ted ea rn ings of $5 1.7 mi lli on o r $6,933 per mile 
of road : and in Dece mber 1955 , net ea rnings averaged 
$53.6 mi lli o n or $6,275 per mi le. The Korean Wa r 
a rmisti ce, dec li ning traffic in fa rm prod ucts a nd the 
intensive co mpetiti on of ot her mod es, reduced 
ea rnings dra sti ca ll y during the seco nd ha lf o f the 
deca de. Net earni ngs ave raged $25. 1 mi ll io n or $2,604 
per mil e of road , dro ppin g by 1960 to $ 13.8 mi lli o n 
a nd $ 1,655. On November 1, 1960 , th e M&St L wa s 
acquired by the CN W, reducing the number of Class I 
road s to II . Trend s in reve nue freight showed a n 
overall increase of les than four perce nt during th e 
1950s as losses oecurrcd in products of ag ri culture, 
a nima ls a nd products and less- th a n-ca rloa d freight. 
Virtually no cha nges were o bserved in the movement 
of mine products. Increases were reco rded in 
manufac tured and forest products (Tab le 9-6). 

Meanwhile, motor freight ope ra ti o ns within a nd 
throughout Iowa showed su bsta ntia l ga ins ove r the 
1940-1950 period. From three milli o n tons car ri ed in 
1940, the volu me rose to slightl y und er 10 million 
tons by 1959, and by the sa me yea r, a n additional five 
million ton were handled by liquid motor carriers. 

Trends in Railroad Passenger Service 
The cyclica l passenger decline in vo lum e was reversed 
during the war years but fell back into prewar 
patterns afterward . Regu la ti on hampered wholesa le 
curtailment of serv ice, normally a sta ndard practice in 
unregulated indus tri es whe n dema nd falls over long 
periods. Restrictions had been built int o statutes 
regulating rai lroa ds, and state co mmissio ns ruled on 
abando nments with little or no consi tency . The 
Transportation Act of 1958 gave the ICC au th ori ty 
over discontinuance of inter- a nd intras ta te passenger 
service and could overru le sta tes when na tiona l poli cy 
judgments indicated tha t th e se rvice should be 
terminated. The poli cy was suppo rt ed by the ra ilroads 
in the belief that more co nform ity in abandon ment 
cases would resu lt. In the sa me yea r ( 1958) 
commercial air lines introduced je t service, adding a 
new dimension of speed to their schedules, and 
another negative factor ca me in 1967 when first-c lass 
mail was sh ifted fr om ra ilroad passe nge r tra ins to 
a irlines. By 1970,24 ra ilroad s opera ted 547 pa ssenge r 
tra ins, down from a pprox imately 20,000 in 1920. 

Realignment of the Service in Iowa 
A lth o ugh tre n d ~ we re unfa vo rable, relative ly 
widesprea d se rvice wa~ avai lable in Iowa in the 1950\ 
but deteriorated in various stages soon thereafter. An 
Iowa S ta te University resea rch project analY7ing the 
influ ence o f smal l citi es' intercity trans portat ion on 
regio na l urba n goals notcd th a t of 54 stud y region 
co unti es, o nl y Deca tur o unty was not covered by a 
pa sse nger ro ute in 1950, a nd on ly eigh t study county 
sca ts wcre no t directl y se rved by scheduled routes . 
Ne lso n o bse rved th at " 1960 appea red to be the 
turnin g point ," and except for ro utes con necting 
majo r citi es, a lm ost all se rvice vanished by that year. 
Ten yea rs la ter, th ere was practically no passenger 
se rvice available. 6 

By 1955 th e CNW had reduced passenger service to 
fi ve transcont inental trains in each direction. 
Disagreeme nt between the road and the P over 
service a nd di vision of revenues resulted in the 
October 30 decisio n to tra nsfer the trains between 
Counci l Bluffs a nd hicago to the CMSt P&P , a 
bitter blow to resi den ts using the former schedules . 
Henceforth , the familiar yellow streamliners would be 
routed thro ugh Manilla, Perry and Marion, to the 
deligh t of those ci ties. To counter the change. the 
CNW substi tuted three new trains in Illinois and 
Iowa. The Corn King was an overnight train ",ith 
coac hes, pullma ns and a diner, and the daytime 
Omahan provided coach, parlor car and dining 
service. The third, appropriately named the Kale 
Shelley, ra n from Chicago to Boone. But the bloom 
was off the CNW's passenger busine s for the train 
were not profitable. Eventuallj, the Kale Shelley \\as 
cu t back to Marshalltown, then to Clinton, and on 
Ma y IS , 1960, pa engel' train between Council 
Bluffs and Clinton made their final runs and pa sed 
into hi tory. ot one train on the C \W's lines 
remained in se rvice in Iowa, which meant that the 
sta te a lso los t some mail and express en Ice oyer 
the e route. 

• R. 1.. Carstens. Project Director. {nlegraled Analysis (~f Small 
Cilies {Illercill'- Transportalion 10 Facilitale Ihe 4clllevemenr of 
RegIonal Urban Goals. U.S Department of Transponallon Repon 

o. DOT-TST-75-13. Wash! ngton. 0 C. Go\t~rnment Pnnllng 
Office. June 19 74. p. 1_2: Paul . Nelson. "Rise and Decline of the 
Rod Isla nd Passenger Train In the 20th entur)." Annals ,,({OIl'D 

41 No . 2 Pa rt \I (Fa ll 197 1): p. 760. 
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By the sixties, the C B&Q 's Zephyrs were running 
deficits . Gradua lly their streamliners in Iowa were 
terminated , and in 1968, the Californa Zephyr was 
recommended for aba nd o nment but give n an 
additional yea r of life by the ICC. Shuffled also were 
the transcontinen ta l schedules of the CMStP&P, 
reducing the five crack strea mliners to two dail y and 
dropping th e Mid- West Hia watha which had begun 
operations in 1940. In June 1954 a Talgo-type 
lightweight streamliner na med the l ei R ocket was 
ordered by the CR I&P a nd made its first appearance 
in Des Moi nes in 1956. It cost $788,000 , consisted of 
10 coaches , featured a low center of gravity and 
weighed about ha lf as much as the conventional trains 
of the same length . Built by General Motors, the 
design allowed the tra in to take curves a t high speed 
through the addit io n of wheels in the center of the 
cars. Initially it ran between C hicago and P eo ria , but 
operatio na l problems forced the train off th e main 
line and into su burba n service where it re mained until 
1965. By 1967 most of the CRI&P mainline trains had 
been di sco ntinued except for those operating between 
Ch icago, Peoria a nd Des Moines. 

I. I /I'f' /, ,- I 

• -The Chicago. Rock Island & Pacific Jel Rockel in Des Moines. 
(Courtesy: Au th or) 

The Chicago. Rock Island & Pacific Jel Rockel in Des Moines. 
(Courtesy: Author) 

Electric Interu rbans 
There were eight electric interurbans operating in 
Iowa in 1950. One, the Ta ma and Toledo, was 
abandoned in 1953 and four, the Cedar Rapids a nd 
Iowa City; D es Moines and Central; Fort Dodge, De 
Moines and Southern ; and the Waterloo Rai lways, 
were recl ass ified as Class II railroad s in 1954. These 
four operated 260 miles of tracks a nd had $186 
thousand in net railroad operating income in 1950. 
The remaining three were the Charles City Western , 
Mason City and Clear Lake and Southern Iowa 
Railwa ys, with only 60 miles of track and a net 
income of $24,543. The Waterloo Ra ilway was 
formed by the CRl&P and IC in 1958 to acquire the 
Waterloo, Cedar Rapids and Northern and was 
integrated into the IC in 1970. The D es M oi nes 
Central and Fort Dodge, D es M oines a nd Southern 
became part of the CNW in 1968 (Fig. 9-1 , p. 2 14). 

Federal Aid to Highways 
Huge wartime savings created an insat ia ble demand 
for consumer and industrial products including 
a utomobiles and truck s. Nationwide, registrations 
grew by 22 and 35 percent , whereas in Iowa, the 
growth was 36 and 55 percent. The end of ra ti o ning 
and emergency speed controls resu lt ed in an increase 
in highway trave l of approximately six percent 
nationally and was to continue a t a high leve l for 
decades . But the highwa ys were in poo r condition to 
receive the acce lerated traffic since wartime 
restri ctions prevented ma intenance , a nd structura ll y 
the roads were in worse sha pe after tha n before the 
war. 

The Federal Aid Act of 1944 authorized $500 million 
annually for the first three postwar yea rs, di vid ed into 
$225 million for th e federal-aid prima ry system (A 
sys tem) , $ 150 million for principal second ary and 
feed er roads (B system), and $ 125 milli o n for 
improve ment of urba n ex tensio ns into and thro ugh 
cities with populations of 5,000 o r m o re (C system). 
In the same act , Congress establi shed a Natio nal 
System of Interstate Highways, requiring the states to 
select roads located so as to connect by direct routes 
the principal metropolitan areas. The total system was 
not to exceed 40 ,000 miles. By the legisla tion , sta te 
highwa y departments were brought act ively into cit y 
and regional planning. 

On June 29 , 1956, President Eisenhower signed the 
Federal Highway Act of 1956. Twenty-four billion 
dollars were authorized for the Interstate System for 
13 years, with the states' contribution to be a bo ut $2.5 



212 Tra nsportation in Iowa 

bi ll io n. It was ex pec ted to provide for traffic needs 
a nti c ipa ted in 1975 . ubseq uc nt ly, th e sys te m was 
formall designated as the "Na ti o na l Sys tem of 
Inte rsta te and Defense Hig hways," and ex pand ed to 
42,500 miles. in 1978, t he F I-IWA es tim a ted t ha t th e 

sys tem would cos t 104.3 b ill io n. Jt wa s 92 pe rcc nt 
completcd by J an uary 19 79. Prior to 1954 , fed e ra l 
app ro pri a t io ns we re mad e thro ugh th e U. S. Treas ul'y 

fr o m funds co ll ec ted o n fu e l a nd exc ise taxes o n 
motor vehic les. Afterward, fed e ral ta xa ti o n a nd 

hi g hway fu ndin g fo r inte rsta te co nstru cti on were 
lin ked to ge th e r by a hi ghway tru st fund fr o m whi ch 

federa l funds would be paid . The prog ram was se lf­
fina nced in that pay ment s co uld no t exceed th e 

bala nce in th e fund exce pt throug h acc umulat io n o f 
surpluses. It was a pay-a -yo u-go ys tem , or as so me 

people co mpla ined, "pay-befo re-yo u-go." 

Standards gove rning ph ys ical dime nsions, co ntrol o f 
acces , a nd o ther de ign features ha d to be approved 

by the Secretary of Commerce (after 1967 by the 
Secretary of Transportation). M ax imum weight a nd 
wid th limits were presc ribed fo r motor trucks 
operating on the Inte rstate System. Fund co uld be 

denied any state permitting opera tion of ve hicl es 
heavier or wider tha n specified after Jul y 1956, o r 

those which o n tha t date cou ld be lawfu ll y o pera ted 
in the state, v, hichever was grea ter. W eig hts were 
"frozen" at 18,000 po und s o n a si ngle ax le o r 32,000 

pounds on a tandem axle, gross weights a t 73,280 

pounds and width a t 96 inches. About ha lf of the 
states permitted weig hts greater than th ose s pec ifi ed 

at that time . The federa l government a ppro priated 90 
percent and the states 10 percent of th e funding for 
interstate construction, but th e ABC program 

remained at a 50-50 percent matching bas is until 1973 
when the federa l share was inc reased to 70 pe rcen t 7 

In 1959 a number of changes were made in orde r to 
provide for increased funding. T he federal motor fue l 

ta x was raised from three to four ce nts pe r gallon for 
the period October I, 1959 to June 10, 1961. After 
that date, the one-cen t fuel increase was to be 

replaced by o ne-ha lf of th e 10 pe rcent exc ise tax o n 
new automobile and five-eighths of th e eig ht perce nt 
tax on motor vehicle parts a nd accessories, to be 
effective from 196 1 to 1964. No ne of th e reven ues 
from the two excise taxe had bee n prev io us ly 
dedicated to the fund. 

Highway Issues in Iowa 
After 1945 it a ppeared that cha nges would have to be 
made in Iowa road financing. M a tchin g fund s from 

sta te so urccs fo r seco nd ary road s were a mpl e, but it 
wa s diffi c u lt to co ntinu e prim a ry roa d improvements 
und e r limits placed o n ex penditures from the primary 

road fund . In 1947 th e General Assembly created a 
II ighwa y I nves ti gat ion Committee to stu d y highway 

prob lems a nd re po rt to th e next session. The 
co mmittee was chaired by Senator J . T. D yk house of 
R ock Ra pid s a nd inc lud ed three se nato rs, four 

re presen ta ti ves a nd four pri vale citizens. C lyde 
Coykc nd a ll o f Ames was the Admini strative 

Ass is tant. Th e re port of ovember 1948 
reco mm end ed a pay-as-yo u-go sys tem covering 20 

yea rs, cos tin g a n es tim ated $943 million on the basis 

of 1948 pri ces. From this amount, $428 million would 
be req uired lo pave 2,200 mil es of graveled or 

unsurfaced primary roads and the remainder to 
"p rovi d e eve ry reasonably located farmhouse a 
surfaced roa d out l e t. '~ 

To raise th e additional $ 14 .2 million annually to 

finance the program , it was recommended thal motor 
ve hi cle registration fees would be increased, including 

a $ 10 fee o n farm tractors driven on the highways. 

Use and sales taxes collected on new motor vehicles 

, Charle~ A Tafr. "CommerCial Motor Tran\portatlon.~ 

Transport TopICS (January 9. 1978): p. 22 Since the Highwa) ACI 
of 1916, apportionment of federal fund> among the slates for 

primary road~ was ba>ed on a formula consisting of three crnena. 
each haVing equal weight: (I) the area of the slate relame to the 
to tal area of the nation; (2) the population of the >late relall\e to 

population of the nation, and (3) the rural road mileage relalne 10 

the total mad mdeage of the nation. For secondar) roads. the 

formula remained the ~ame except that rural populatIOn \la, 
SUbsllluled for general population and for urban area \la based 
on the ratio of population In municlpailties o\er 5.000 10 

populatlom In other urban centers In all states a, sho\l n In the 

Federal Cen;u~. For the Interstate program. the lunds \I ere di\lded 

b} two-thirds In the population ratiO" one-s"th b) IOlal area, and 
one-si"h b) rural mali deh\er) and star route, 

, Report 0/ the Hlghll"ol Im'estigallon CommuteI' Created bl 
Chapter 351 Laws 0/ the FI(tl"-second General Assemblr. 
NOl'ember 15. 1948. Dcs MOine,. tate of 10\la. 1940 The 
commlltce lound much to commend and little to CritiCize \\ Ilh 
res pect to lo\\"a', hlgh\\a) progress. The) Slated that the road la\\, 
were fundamentall) sou nd and that the hlgh\\a) program "had 
bee n kept rcasonabl) free from graft or ,candal." Tenure of 

hlghwa) engineers In both state and count) orgalllzatlOllS had been 

Illtle mnue nced b) changing political adnllnlStrallons E""enllal 
features of the proposed program \\"crt' ,ummarlzed In the Dl!s 
Moines Register. December 31. 194 ; 10 \l a tate Hlgh\\a) 

Comnll"lon. Report ,,(the Statl! Highll'ar CommisslOTI/or rhe 
Period July I. 1947 to JUlie 30. 19-1 '. Des t- tome, lUte of iL)\\;}. 

1948, p. 8, 
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and parts , tire and accessories but not used for 
highway purposes wou ld be added to highway 
revenues . All road taxes would be placed into a sing le 
state fund and di vided as follows: 48.5 percent for 
primary roads, 45 percent for seco nd a ry a nd farm-to­
market road s and 6.5 percent for municipal roa ds and 
streets. No increases were proposed in the gaso line 
tax which had been raised to four ce nts per ga ll o n in 
1945. The program was supported by Governor 
Beard s ley and the newly orga ni zed Good Roads 
Association and an amend ed ve rs ion was a d o pted by 
the Ge nera l Assemb ly in 1949. 

The ceiling of $ 17 million in th e prima ry road fund 
was removed , as was diversion of the excess amount 
above this limit to the farm-t o-market fund . A Road 
Use Tax Fund was created, a nd di stributi o n to th e 
various systems was changed to allow 42 perce nt to 
primary roads, 50 percent to secondary road s and 
eight percent for city streets. The new formula 
increased the primary road fund to $27.4 million fo r 
the fisca l yea r endi ng June 30 , 1950, o r $ 10 .5 million 
over the previous limit. An additiona l one cent 
gaso line tax was aut ho ri zed in 1953 to be used 
exclusive ly for paving of graded prima ry roads. 

There were few object io ns to the new road plan, and 
progress on secondary road work proceed ed be tween 
1948 and 1953 at a rate that would prov ide the a ll­
weather surfaced highways to rural ho mestead s ea rlier 
than schedu led. Nearly three-fourths of the sys tem 
was surfaced by 1954. Primary road co nstruction , 
however, did not meet ex pectatio ns . By 1954, $ 130 
million had been spe nt with ove r $750 milli o n still 
needed to complete the progra m . One of the major 
problems was heavy traffic, projected to increase 33 
percent by 1960 but a lread y up 38 percent from 1949 
to 1954. Ea rl Hall , ed ito r of the Mason City Gazelle, 
commented early in 1955 " tha t the ta sk of est ima ting 
future road needs ca ll s fo r an imagina ti o n that just 
doesn't seem to be present in th e hum a n a nimal. " 
Road problems like those found ge nerally in 
transportation never end . Planning, whether for five , 
ten or twenty years , unfortunately at times implies 
that problems are so lved when the programs are 
completed. Accurate forecasts a re diffi cult when 
econo mic and socia l conditi o ns change, weather 
cannot be co ntro ll ed a nd heavy traffic wears out the 
pavements. Fred White clea rl y stated the frustration 
of road builders in 1920. " By the time we get the 
roads paved , t he first of the m will be worn out and we 
wi ll be ready to sta rt aga in . So let's go forward into it 
wi th our eyes wide o pen that we are starting 
so mething that we shall never fi nish . ''9 The prob lems 

faced by highway officials in the interve ning yea rs 
ce rtainl y supported the wi d o m of these words. 

The legisla ture had provided for a farm-to-market 
road system of so me 10 ,000 mil es (not exceed in g 10 
percent of th e highway mileage of th e county), but 
federal-aid seco ndary funds matched with sta te funds 
were ava ilable for ex penditure on a larger approved 
federal sys tem, encompass ing 33,000 mil es . Upon 
reco mmendation of the highway co mmiss ion , the 
Genera l Assembly passed a Fa rm-to-Market Road 
Act in 1947 authorizing a fa rm-to-market sys tem of 
not more than 35,000 mi les of seco ndary roads and 
directing the commission to "equitabl y di vid e th e 
mileage of the sta te among all of the counti es. "10 The 
act also provided that a portion of the farm-to-market 
road fund should be allotted among co unti es in such 
a manne r as to eq ualize, insofa r as poss ible, the 
condition of construction or reco nst ruction in a ll 
sections of the state. This fund officially beca me 
known as th e Farm-to-M a rket Equalization F und . 

From 1913 through 1949, hi ghway resea rch by the 
commission was conducted o n a n info rmal bas is, 
specifi ca ll y geared to individual projec ts with few 
publicati o ns summari zing the result s. In 1950, a 
Highway Research Board wa s created whose 
membe rs included the dea ns of engineering a t the 
State University (University o f Iowa) a nd the Iowa 
State College, six county engineers and three 
co mmiss ioners. Mark M o rri s, formerly the 
commission's traffic officer, was appointed director. 
In 1960 the pos ition of director was a bo li shed , a nd a 
Highway Resea rch Department administered by a 
resea rc h enginee r was es ta bli shed to coo rdinate 
program s with other de partments a nd ad ministrators . 

Man-made and natural forces combined to make 1951 
a diffi cult yea r fOf road building and maintenance . 
Steel and cement shortages resulted fro m the Korean 
War, a nd national rearmament prevented initi atio n of 
paving a nd bridge projects and comp letion of others. 
Nature ca used more pro blems. Snowstorms in March 
exceeded any prev iously recorded during that month, 
a nd the spring brea kup was the most destructive of 

9 Geo rge S . May , "Post Wa r Road Problems." Palimpsest 46 No. 
2 ( February 1965): pp . 11 6-1 28 . 

10 LAws oj (he General Assembly , Cha pter 162 (1947) . 
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road surfa es since the ad ve nt o f modern hi ghway 
co nst ru cti on. Floods in the spring ha lt ed hi ghwa y a nd 
bridge work, a nd crews were id Ie I for wee k ' . T he 
si tua ti on did not improve ma te ri a lly until 1953 , th e 
mos t producti ve yea r since th e end of Wor ld War 11. 
The blac k-painted ce nter line was di sco ntinued in 1954 
and rcp laeed with a dash-rerl ec tori/ed white 
ce nterline a nd ye ll ow no- passing lines on a ll heav il y 
trave lcd road s. During th e fi sca l yea r end ing June 30, 
1956, a ll paved roa ds were ma rked , a nd a n add iti o na l 
1,033 miles of bitumino us surfaced hi ghways were 
sc heduled [or pa inting b fore the spring of 1957 . 
When co mpleted, all primary roa ds except th ose 
surfaced with gravel or c rushed roc k wou ld show th e 
new line . 

IOWA'5 INTERURBANS 

Administrative Changes in the Fifties 
Fred White, Chi ef ~ n g in ee r for the hi ghwa y 
co mmi ss ion fO l- 33 yea rs, retired in 1952 and was 
appo inted onsulting Eng ineer unt il 1954. He was 
succeeded by Edward r . Koch who resigned after two 
yea rs to ente r pri va te indu stry. His replacement was 
J o hn G. Butter, Admini strative Engineer since 1948, 
a nd a lo ng tim e empl oyee of the commission who 
served until 1960, when L. M. Clauson was appointed 
to th e posi tion . In th e first 39 years of eommi~sion 
hi story, on ly two chi ef engin ee rs had directed the 
hi ghway progra ms; Thomas MacDonald from 19 13-
19 19 a nd Fred White from 19 19- 1952. The record of 
th eir accom pli shme nts on both state and national 
levels is we ll -documented in the highway progress 
made under their supervi sio n. 
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Figure 9-2 
Proposed loca li on of eaSl-weSl Iowa lo ll road, 1954. 

(Courtesy: The Inili a l Feas ibilil y Repo rt on The Proposed Iowa Turnpike - Jul y 20 , 1954, Coverd al e & Colpill S, Co nsulling Engineers. ) 

The Toll Road Proposal 

Historicall y, three genera l so urces of funds have been 
used for highway improvements. Property taxes were 
an important revenue base prior to 1920 and 
continued to provide revenues for counties and 
municipalities. A second source co nsi sted of ve hicl e 
registration and title fees, operator lice nses, gasoline 
taxes, taxes on tires and accessories, use ta x on the 
purchase of vehicl es a nd special taxes on for-hire 
carriers or larger trucks. A third so urce was tolls 
collected directly from road users. In the early 
postwar years when highways were in poor condition 
through wartime neglect, toll road s beca me popular. 
They had the a d va ntage of improving highway travel 
quickly without o bligat ing state funds and were 
financed by the sa le of revenue bonds to be repaid 
from the toll cha rges. 

By the ea rl y 1950s the toll road bandwagon was 
rolling. Pennsylvania started the trend in the 1930s, 
building a four-lane superhighway between Pittsburgh 
a nd Harrisburg, and toll road authorities had been 

created in 15 sta tes including Indiana, Illin ois and 
Kan sas. By 1954 there we re 1,382 mil es of toll road s 
under construction at costs es tima ted at $2.5 billion 
and plans mad e for an ad ditional 3,314 miles 
es timated to cost $3.75 billi on. If and when th ese 
highways were built in the sta tes east of Iowa, it was 
visualized that a tremend o us increase in traffic would 
be fed into Iowa's a lready overburdened roads. This 
prospect led th e General Assembly to aut horize the 
highwa y co mmi ss ion to st ud y the fea sibility o f 
building and ope ra tin g a n east-west toll road to be a 
modern , four-lane , limited-access highway of 
a ppro x imately 300 mil es. 

A report wa s prepared for the commiss ion on Ju ly 20, 
1954 and delivered to Governor Beard sley on August 
4. The principa l conclusion was " that construction 
and operation of an east-west toll roa d ac ross Iowa , 
including a new bridge over the Mi ss iss ippi Ri ve r 
from a new river crossing (Illinois State Road No. 20) 
near Davenport to a co nnecti on with Primary Road 
U.S. 275 nea r Council Bluffs by way of Iowa City , 
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Newton. Des Moines and At la ntic. appears to bc 
eco nomicall y feasible in 1959 if bond s ca n bc iss ucd 
a nd so ld bea ring an annual ra tc of 3.5 perccnt 
int erest."11 rhe road was es timated to cos t $ 180 
million . financcd by bonds which ou ld be rctircd In 
2 1 yea rs from recc ipt of to ll s (fig. 9-2). 

In 1955. a n Iowa Toll Road Authority was crca tcd 
entirely separa te from the highway co mmi ss ion to 
construct and ope rate thc road . The age ncy ca mc int o 
existence and was working with consu lting engineers 
on road design at the sa me time that the national 
interstate program (which would not include toll 

roads) wa s bein g formulated by the fede ral 
gove rnment. Iowa's portion of th e interstate pl an was 
so mew ha t over 700 mil es, running cas t to west in the 
ge nera l vicin ity of th e proposed tol l road a nd north to 
so uth in two segments, one in the vicinity of U.S. 65 
a nd 69 and the other a long a road bordering the 
Misso uri Ri ve r betwee n Ham burg an d Sio ux City. 
-r hi s progra m delayed work on the toll road, and in 
1957 the Authorit y was a boli shed. federal funds for 
th e inters ta te sys tem became availab le in 1957, and 
Iowa quickly took adva ntage, contracting for $13 
mi ll ion of co nstruct ion in the same year (Fig. 9-3) . 

hgurc 9-3 
The lo"a ponlon of Ihe onglnal4 1.000 mll~ Nallonal Sy'tcm of Interstate and DeI~n,e Hl ghwa~, totaled '11 mile, 

(Coune,) Iowa HIgh wa y Need, SlUd~ 1960-1980) 

" Iowa State HIghway CommISSIon. Report o(lhe (01,' 

Highll'GI' Commission/or Ihe Period illil I. 195410 illlll! 30. 1955 

Des Moines .• tale of Iowa. 1955. p. 6. 
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Inadequate roads and bridges typica l of the state primary road sys te m in the 1950s. 
(Co urtesy: Iowa Highway Needs Study 1960-1 980) 

Highway Improvements and a New Study 
Committee 
At the close of fiscal 1955, over half of Iowa's pa ved 
roads were 25 years old or older, 3,272 miles having 
been built before December I , 1931 . Payment of 
principal and interest on county bonds , diversion of 
primary road funds, and the necessary construction of 
almost 5,000 miles of addit ional primary roads made 
imposs ible the moderni zation of 25-year-old, 18-foot 
pavements as fa st as traffic warranted. There were 
three major critis ims of Iowa's roads: (I) narrowness 
of pavements , (2) narrowness of bridges and (3) lip 
curbs. Pavement widening sta rted in the fall of 1953 
on U.S. 30 between Ames and Nevada where three 

feet of concrete were a dd ed to each side of the road 
and in 1954, U.S. 65 was widened between Mason 
City and Manley. A 22-foot pavement with four-foot 
shoulde rs for roads carrying fewer than 400 vehicles 
per day and special four-lane highways for daily 
traffic of 4,000 vehicles were the commission's 
standards for co nstruct ion in 1954. At that time, 
approximately 3,300 miles of pavement were still in 
the 18-foot vintage o f the 1920s and on ly 150 miles 
were wid er than 22 feet. By 1959,2,256 miles of 18-
foot pavement on the primary system needed further 
attention. 

The expe riment of widening pa vements met 
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illlmediate app rova l of the public. Governor Il oegh 
announced a prog ram for wid cning 6,000 miles d uring 
1955 and 1956 to bc fund cd by a n add iti o na l o ne ce nt 
gaso line ta ' . The tax was rai sed to six ce nts per 
ga ll on crfec ti ve Jul y I, 1955. Bridges werc 
Ill oderni/ied and wid e ned, u ing a ll of the 
substructure a nd as much of the supcrstructurc as 
possible. This wa s a pioneering ac ti vity a cha ll enge 
to the bridge design department to make new brid ges 
frolll o ld ones. By May, 1955, II brid ges had been 
placed under co ntrac t for wid ening th e roadway from 
20 to JO feet a nd by Dece mber J 1.60 brid ge-wid enin g 
cont racts were in effecl. Remodeling ra ther th a n 
rebuilding at the origi na l sites saved the sta te ove r 
$2 14 ,000. 

Motor \'chic le regis tra ti ons co ntinued to climb 
rapid ly. One hundred th o usand ad diti o na l 
automobiles and 2J,000 trucks were registered 
between 1955 and 1960. Changi ng eco nomic and 
demographic patterns put new strai ns o n primary 
highways and urban stree ts. a nd seco ndary road 
problems remained to be so lved in ce rtai n areas of the 
state . The number of farm had declined from 19,500 
in 1955 to 18,400 in 1960. dropping the farm 
population from 772,000 to 755,000, but the average 
size of farms increased by 10 acres during the peri od . 
The impact resulted in conso lid a ti on of facilities in 
rural communities, including school reorganilations 
requiring expa nded bus transportation ; and the 
populatIOn movement to urban centers forced new 
programs for additional expenditure on highways 
and streets. The adjustments indicated a growi ng 
transition from a predominantly rural to a more 
urban society. Higher level of traffic on major 
primar) roads and mounting traffic con trol problem 
in the cities brought renewed demands for ano ther 
study of the sta te 's highway needs. 

A Road Study Committee of II members was 
organi7ed in 1958 with Senator D.C. Nolan of Iowa 
City a chairman. Commission engineers and 
specialis ts participated a long with engi neering 
advisory committees representing primary roads, 
county roads and city streets. Technical cons ultants 
included the Automotive Safety Foundation of 
Washlllgton, D.C. for engineering a nd the Public 
Administrative Service of Chicago for fiscal st udies. 
Following two years of work , the co mmittee reported 
to the General Assembly in 1961. 

Trends from 1960 to 1980 were projected , predicting a 
population gain of 400,000, a ll in c iti es, for a tota l of 
3. 1 million residents. Anticipated was a 40 perce nt 

ri se in th e nu mber of motor ve hi cles to 1.8 miJlion 
and a 70 perce nt increase in tra ve l to reach 20 billion 
ve hi cle mil es ann ua ll y. Ab o ut 6 1 perce nt of all traffic 
wa s found to be o n rural a nd urban primary road ~, 19 
perce nt on other urba n stree ts and 18 percent on 
seco nd a ry roads . Important provisions of the report 
were as follows: 

I. Th e proposed Sta te Prim ary Road System 
wo uld be lim ited by legislation to 8,400 miles, 
rura l a nd urban. Within the primary road 
sys tem, th e hi ghway commission should 
es tab li sh a rura l and urban freeway system not 
to exceed 2,000 miles , including the Inter,tate 
Sys tem (Fig. 9-4). 

2. 1 he com mi ssion should be given administrative 
a nd fiscal responsibilit y for all proposed 
primary roads inside municipalities similar to its 
responsibility in rural areas, thu s changing the 
prese nt permissive authority to mandatory 
responsi bi Ii ty. 

3. The 1,900 miles of existing state primary roads 
that provide mainly local , not statewide, sen ice 
should be tran sferred to counties and 
municipalities . If retained as a state 
responsibility , they should be treated like count) 
roads or city streets and financed separatel), 
wi th no other roads or streets added. 

4. Reduce the existing 34,000 miles of the Farm-to­
Market System to 32,000 miles b) eliminating 
routes not included in the Federal-Aid 
Secondary System. Establish 12.000 mile of the 
more heavily traveled Farm-to-Market System 
a a County Trunk System; the remainder to be 
termed "county feeder roads." 

5. Legislation should require that the 12,000 miles 
of municipal streets be cla sified into tate 
primary, city arterial and aece treets. The 
commission hould select primar) routes 
totaling about 60 mile and assist and apprO\e 
munici pa l selection of arterial treets totaling 
a bou t 2,300 miles . Combined primaries and 
arterials should be limited to 30 percent of the 
total street mileage of any munieipalit). 

6. Local go\ernment hould establish \\ ith the 
eomm is ion appro\ed minimum design 
standa rd for impro\'ement of each elas ' of 
road and streets other than local ' econdar~ 

roads a nd access 5t reet ' . Ot her recommended 
legislation included repeal of la\\s prohibiting 
dia go nal roads; auth orit y for the commission to 
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transfer to any ot her juri diction without 
arbitrary restrictions, any primary road whose 
function has been superceded by new locations ; 
and clarification of responsibility for sta te park 
and institutiona l roads. 12 

The estima ted average a nnual cost for the 20-year 
"catch up" program was $278 milli o n ; the to tal was 
about $5.6 billion at 1959 prices. This amount would 
cover the construction or reconstruction of 5,600 
miles of two-lane rural primary roads a nd about 1,500 
miles of multi-lane hi ghways as well as th e paving of 
a ll county trunk roads a nd arterial streets. It would 
also provide for a dustless surface on all but 500 mil es 
of access streets. Maintenance over the pe riod would 
range from I I percent on the primary routes to 45 
percent o n county loca l roads. Acting on the 
recommendations , the General Asse mbl y mad e 
permanent previous temporary gasoline ta xes and 
placed the receipts in the road use tax fund rather 
than the primary road fu nd . After a ll ocat ing $2 .5 
million as matching aid for the inte rstate sys tem , 
$500,000 for ope ration of the Secondary and Urban 
Departments of the com miss ion , and $ 125 ,000 for 
grade crossing work, th e remainder of the funds were 
distributed as follows : 45 percent to the prima ry 
system, 30 percent to th e seco ndary road s, 10 pe rce nt 
to the farm-to-market sys te m and II pe rcent to 

municipal streets. 

A Brief Review of Commission Activities 
The 69 percent increase in average daily traffic pe r 
mile of primary road between 1941 a nd 1959 was a 
concern to the state. Another concern relat ed to 
safety and potential road damage from violations of 
laws on size and weight of trucks a nd for improper 
registration for loads carr ied . The co mmiss ion had 
this responsibility since 1941 , and in th e 20-year 
period it had co ll ected $3.7 million in fine s at a cos t 
of $2.5 million. Few of the summonses se rved by 
traffic officers were cha ll enged by ve hicl e operators. 
Public demand for improvements was met by 
expenditu res of $650 million between 1946 and 1960, 
which on an ann ua l bas is increased from $11 to $120 
million. Improvements o n the prima ry road sys te m 

are found in Table 9-7. 

Expansion of highway work required additional 
departments , boards and subdi visions in the 
commission's orga ni zatio nal structure. In addition to 
the Office of C hief Engineer, seven d epartments 
fu nctioned with 623 full-time employees in 1940. By 
1959 there were 13 d epa rtme nts employing 1,826 full-

time workers. Added over the period were the 
Administrative, Bituminous, Right-of-Way, 
Secondary Road, Research and Urban Departments. 
A comp uting center was es tabli shed in 1958 and a 
Rec iproci ty Board in 1959. The Board consisted of 
th e Commissioner o f Public Safety and 
representatives of the sta te highway and commerce 
co mmiss io ns. Its purpose was to make agreeme nts 
with other sta tes o r with trucking firms engaged in 
inters tate transpo rtat ion on reciprocity for motor 
ve h ic le regist ra ti ons . . 

There was considerable progress o n th e e liminati o n of 
da ngerous railroad c ro ss ings durin g 1940-1960. In 
1919 th e primary roa d sys tem of 6,400 miles had 
1,063 grade crossings or a n ave ra ge of one for every 
six mil es of road. In 1940 th e syste m, including 
ex tensions within cities and towns, had 789 c rossi ngs 
or an average of o ne for each 12 . 1 mil es, and 287 were 
protected by gates, watchmen or mechanical guards. 
A redu ct ion of69 occurred by 1959 , leaving 720 
crossi ngs o n 8,626 mil es, 515 of them protected by 
automatic signal s and renectori zed warning sig ns. 

Table 9-7 
The Primary Road System, 1940 and 1959 

Type of Surface 1940 1959 
(Miles) (Miles) 

Concrete and Asphalt Paving 5,208 6,258 

Bituminous a nd Asphalt 67 1 1,647 

Gravel a nd Crushed Rock 2,592 720 

Built to Grade - o t Surfaced 22 

Not Built to Grade 62 

Tota ls 8,555 8,625 

(Source: Iowa Highway Commission, Annual Reports. 1940 and 

1959) 

12 Automolive Safe ly Foundation with cooperation of th e Iowa 

S ta te Highway Commission and Iowa Count ies and Municipalities, 

Iowa Highway Needs 1960-1980, A Plan to Pace Highway 
Development with Economic Growth. A Report by the Automotive 

Safety Foundation to th e Highway Study Committee, Was hington . 

D .C.: Automotive Safety Foundation , November I, 1960, pp. 6-8. 
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Figure 9-4 

1.500 mile:; of multi-lane rural highway:; needed b} 1980 

(Coune,). Iowa Hi ghway "Ieed:; Study 1960-1980) 

The Liquid Pipeline Network 
Crude oil and gasoline pipeline mileage more than 

doubled in the postwar year, increasing from 916 to 

2.178 miles. The largest gains were in 12-inc h pipes 
which expanded from 56 to 761 miles and eigh t-in ch 

from 246 to 528 miles. Demand for the products 
resulted in additional lines built by the Great Lakes 
system. From 1946 to 1948 , another line wa 
constructed from Ka nsas City to Omaha and 

continued to new terminals at Sioux Ci ty. Sio ux Falls 
and other northern points. Twelve-inch lines were 
built paralleling th e original lines from Ka nsas City to 
Des Moines a nd Minneapoli s in 1950 and in 1954. 
Twelve-inch and eight-inch lines were laid from D es 
Moines to th e Mississ ippi Ri ve r. A 12-i nch line was 
built from Des Moines to Co ra lv ill e in 1955 a nd 
extended to Middlebury , Illin o is in 1959. New 

terminal s were constructed a t Bettend o rf in 1957, and 

an eight-inch line \\as extended from Grinnell to 

Waterloo to serve a new terminal in 1960. Mobil 

Pipeline facilities in 10\\ a were originally built in 1941 

and later purchased b~ Mobil Oil in 1959. The 
products line ran through Sioux. Plymouth and 

Woodbur~ counties with pump stations at Onawa and 
H awarden. At H awarden. the line connected \\ith the 
Ka nek Pipeline for deli\'ery to other location-. 

Fees to th e s ta te were collected on the ba i of 50 
ce nt pe r diameter inch of con truction and at the rate 
of 25 cen ts per diameter mile. pa)able in ad,'ance as 

an in pect io n fee. D uring 1959. a number of pipeline: 
were su bject to renewal fees of 50 cents per inch 
regardl ess of size, plus an application fee of _5 .00 . 

The permits originally issued had been in effect for a 
pe riod of 25 years, the maximum permitted under 
stat e law . 
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River Navigation 

Mississippi River Improvements 
Following World War ll, river commerce reached 
levels sufficiently high enough to get the Inland 
Waterways Corporation out of the transportation 
business . North of St. Louis, trarfic passed 10 million 
tons by 1950,30 million ton in 1962, and 50 million 
tons by 1970. More powerful and sophisticated 
towboats with a range of 2,000 to 9,000 horsepower 
pushed specialized barges in tows which cou ld carry 
cargoes equiva lent to those in 25-35 railroad cars. 

Dams were upgraded at Minneapolis and Hastings 
and the lock replaced at Keokuk. The Keokuk project 
for a 110 x 600 foot lock was planned in the 1930s but 
delayed by the war. Completion of the nine-foot 
channel had created a bottleneck at Lock No. 19 , 
requiring double locking of tows after long hours of 

waiting. Also the drop in the river at Keokuk was 
38.2 feet, the sharpest then in the channel, and for 
these reasons Congress authorized a 1,200 foot lock in 
1945 . Work was postponed by the Korean connict 
and the lock was not opened until 1957. Between St. 
Louis and the mouth of the Misso uri, a seven-mile 
stretch of ragged rock ledges known as Chain of 
Rocks impeded navigation in low water. A canal and 
locks were authorized for the area to be located one 
mile from the lower cana l entrance. Because of 
difficulty maintaining.the nine-foot channel depth 
below Lock No. 26 a t Alton, a low-water, fixed-crest 
dam was built at Granite City, Illin ois (No. 27), the 
first comp lete barrier across the Mississippi. The 
Chain of Rocks locks were opened in 1963. No 
further serious trouble was encountered until Lock 
and Dam 0.26 became a problem . 

The Lach/and Mac/eo)'. the most powerful towboat on the Upper Mississ ippi Ri ver. 19 55. 
(Courtesy: U.S. Arm y Corps of Engineers. Rock Island Distri ct) 
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To\\boa! Omaha on M",oun RI\cr . 1954 
(COUrlC'Y US Arm) Corr" of Fnglnccr,. Omaha O,,!nc!) 

The Pick-Sloan Plan on the Missouri 
The nood control plan regarded as the most 

comprehensive made for the Mi souri was propo ed 
b) Colonel Lewis A. Pick. Division Engineer. It 

called for a ~eries of levees between Sioux City and 
the mouth. five mUlti-purpose dams on the main river 
and six on the tributaries. A study directed by 

William G . Sloan of the Bureau of Reclamation 
recommended 90 multi-purpose reservoirs and 16 
hydroelectic plants. The Army Engineers filed a 

separate plan for a nine-foot channel from St. Louis 
to Sioux City. Pick's plan empha ized nood control. 
endorsed navigation programs and was sup ported by 
downstream interests. Upper Valley groups preferrcd 
the irrigation approach. 

The connicts in these plans were resolved through 
agreement by the Engineers and th e Bureau in 1944 
and were further supported by the President who 
suggested that the plans cou ld be ad mini tered by a 

Missouri Valle) Authont) (MVA). The project \\a 

passed by Congress in the Flood Control Act of 1944 

which omitted the nine-foot channel and the M\' . 

preferring instead that the Corps and Bureau de\'e!op 

the river on a piecemeal basi. But a the debate gre\\ 

over creation of an M A. Congress authorized the 
nine-foot na\ igation channel from ioux Cit~ to the 

mouth of the Missouri in the Ri\ers and Harbor " Act 
of 1945. H owever. there was a general concensu that 
some coordinating agency hould be establi hed to 

organi7e and coordinate the federal and -tate agencie: 
invohed In river development. The result \\a " the 

Mis ouri River Interagenc) Committee \\ hose 
members were drawn from federal agencies and 
representati\ 'e. of the governor. of five . tales . 

With the death of the MV . appropriation, \\ere 
mad e on a yea r-by-year ' chedule. B) 1951. 1_5 

milli on had been pent on nood control. the nine-foot 
channel between t. Louis and Kansas Cit) and on 
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irrigation facilities. Six main ri ver dams and eight on 
the tributaries had been completed by 1967, but 
progre s on the navigational channel was slow. Severe 
flooding in 1951 des troyed pilings and revetments, the 
worse occurring between Sioux City and Omaha. It 
was the navigation improvements that were expected 
to stimu late industrial development and 
transportation savings, but disagreements betweeen 
the Corps and Misso uri Basin Survey Commissio n on 
estimates of increased traffic in 1952-195 3 resulted in 
Congressiona l debates ove r further funding. 
Com mercial traffic g rew fro m 52,28 5 tons in 1952 to 
287,000 tons in 1954. By 1962, the estimated to nnage 
was 2.25 million tons, most of which was o n the river 
below Omaha since the cha nnel above that cit y was 
on ly four feet deep . By 1976 an eight a nd one-ha lf 
foot cha nnel depth between Sioux Ci ty a nd the 
mouth increased traffic to ove r 3 million to ns. 

Benefits to Iowa from the Missouri River Basin 
project were expected to com e from flood co ntro l, 
navigation , power development , improvemen t of 
municipal water supplies a nd sewage di sposal, and 
incidental recreation benefits. These would apply o nl y 
to the western section of the sta te. T here were 
approximately 700,000 acres of bottom land in Iowa 
subject to flooding of which 247,000 ac res were 
frequently flooded. The possible damage, ass uming a 
$30 value per acre, wou ld amount to about $6.5 
million for each occurrence. 

Improvement of navigation co uld affect an area a lo ng 
the river extendi ng a bout 100 miles into Iowa, 
approximately one-third of the state . About 50 
percent of the commercia l corn and 68 percent of the 
commercial oats would be avai lab le for movement to 
markets during the navigation season . Power 
development would be expected to a ttract industri es 
to the region, and a more eve n n ow of water 
throughout the year cou ld ass ist cit ies on the Missouri 
to eliminate some of their water sup pl y a nd sewage 
disposal problems. 

Iowa Officially Enters the Air Age 
The third permanent regula tory age ncy-The Iowa 
Aeronautics Commission-was crea ted in 1945. Five 
members were appointed, o ne from each of five 
dist r icts into which the sta te was divided for the 
purpose of regional representation. The 
commissioners were Guy Richardson , chairman, from 
Jefferson; H. Lisk, Independence; F. C. Eighmey , 
Mason City; J. C. "Cy" Rapp, Shenandoah; and R. 
G. Starret, Spencer. Lester G. Olcutt was Director. 

They served without sa lary and were paid $9.00 per 
diem to a maximum of $450 per year. The legislature 
gave the co mmission the responsibility of promoting 
aviation in Iowa by making rules and regulations if 
necessa ry. To this end a seven-fold program was 
instit ut ed to include : ( I) registrat ion of certificated air 
age ncies a nd ai rmen in the sta te; (2) promotion and 
enforcement of safety regulations initiated by the 
CAA; (3) promotion of aviation and air safety 
educa ti on; (4) assistance for communities to estab li sh, 
develop a nd operate air ports; (5) spo nso rship of an 
air ma rking program ; (6) a nnua l sponso rship of the 
Iowa Air Tour; a nd (7) in co nj unction with the Iowa 
Sta te Co ll ege, sponsors hip of the Aviation Clinic. 

To perfo rm these services and provide for additional 
functi o ns, regis tration fees were assessed on airmen, 
pla nes a nd a ir schoo ls. The annua l fee for a irmen was 
$ 1.00, for air schoo ls $20 for the first regi stration and 
$ 10 for annua l renewals , a nd for planes 1. 5 percent of 
the li st pri ce o n the first and second registration, 
following which fee s were progress ively reduced to the 
fifth where the fee was 25 percent of the original 
amou nt. S imilar adjustments were made for used 
aircraft registered in Iowa for the first time. The fees 
represented the primary sources of income for the 
co mmiss ion, excep t for a $50,000 appropriation in 
1945, as a support fund fo r the biennium ending on 
June 30 , 1947. However , in 1949 legis lat ion was 
passed which provid ed that all unfunded gasoline 
taxes be transferred into an Aeronautics Trust Fund, 
an action recommend ed by the commission in 1945. 
The co mmiss io n was headquarted in the poultry 
building a t the fairground s in Des Moines until 1949, 
when they moved to 6003 Fleur Drive, across from 
the Municipal Airport. 

As of July 1, 1945 , there was little or no informati on 
ava il a b le co ncernin g the number, size, location and 
owne rship of airports in the state. The data were 
gathered through persona l contacts, letters of inquiry 
a nd va rious ques ti o nnai res, and in 90 days the 
commission had eno ugh information to start 
regi strati o n of airports, air sc hoo ls and airmen. An 
Airport Directory issued in October, 1946 li sted 185 
landing a reas of which 47 were municipal airports. By 
1947 there were a bout 200, mostly unpretentious. 
Sioux City'S a rm y-deve loped field was the largest, and 
other maj o r a irpo rts were at Burlington, Cedar 
Rapid s, Des Moines , Dubuque, Iowa City , Mason 
C ity, Ottumwa a nd Waterloo. Generall y, the airports 
were located two to three miles from the community 
se rved , encompassed 150 acres a nd had an assortment 
of small buildings a nd hangars . Only seven had 
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co ncrctc runways, seve n mo re so me additi o na l 
sur fac in g a nd fo r th e rema ind er, pil o ts la nd ed o n tud. 
Sc\'c n C A CO ll1 unica ti on sta ti o ns made twice-ho ur ly 
wcat her broa dcas ts; 17 other a ircra ft radio ta ti ons 
opcra ted in the sta te" (Tab le 9-H) . 

The Federal Airport Act 
Fedcral aid for airport co nstruct io n bceame a rea lit y 
in 1946 , when Congress passed the Federa l Airport 
Act. 1'0 comll1unities wi lli ng to sup po rt ai rport 
proj ec ts, the redera l governme nt wou ld pay ha lf the 
cost with certain res t rictio ns. No federa l fu nds co ul d 
be used for hangar co nstruction or living quarter~ or 
to pay more tha n one-quarter of th e purchase price of 
la nd . B~ the fall of 194 7,22 Iowa airports had been 
allocated 806,502 of federal funds to match $952,511 
of loca l imestment. Because loca l co ndition s varied, it 
wa s difficult to est imat e th e cos t of a nev. airport 

whi ch lh e C/\/\ slaled cou ld range from a minimum 
Class I for $]5,000 to a good Class 2 fi eld for 
$400,000. If surfacing materi ah were nearby and the 
chosen site required a minimum of grading and 
drai ning, many Iowa eilles were expected lo invest 
less than these amounts. 

Airplanes in Use 
In 1947 there wa s an a irplan e for every 1,47 I per~ons 
in Iowa as contrasted to a national average of one for 
nea rly 1,600 people . Pla ne registrations totaled 
1,760 69 I in commercial se rvice and over I ,000 u~ed 
for perso nal and private business flying. There were 
8,950 pilot 's licenses held by Iowans and one in 2,500 
had a pri va te pla ne at hiS service. By contrast. 111 1938 
there were 384 pil ots and 184 planes which landed on 
35 airfie ld s a nd airports In the state (Table 9-9). 

Table 9 -8 

Iowa Airport Facilities , 1947 

Service or Facility 

Concrete Runways 
Other Surfaces 
Turf 
Hangar Space for Transient Aircraft 
Mino r Repair 
Major or Min o r Repair 
Res taura nt 
Rest Ro oms 
Transportation to Town 
80 Octane Gasoline 
9 I Octane Gasoline 

Nu mber of Airports 

7 
7 

181 
94 
77 
45 
19 
49 

156 
154 

13 

(Source John I!>ham Maull!. Report From Ihe Sun'e) for Ihe De"elopmelll a/A no 11011 III Ihe SIOIt' 0/10\\,0. \1 A The,,, (unpub ) State 
Lnl\er!>ll) of lo\.\a. Jan .. 1948 Table IV. p. 38.) 

/1 10\\'ons Firing A SII"'t" for Iht' Dl'w,lopmelll or A "iOliOIl III 

(he Slole of 101m, prepared under the dlrecllon of Ihe Department 
of Mechanica l Engmcenng. talc L nl\erSlI) of 10\\<1. 10\\a CII). 
publl>hed b) Ihe 10 \\ u Aeronautical Commission, Des ~I olne,. 
1948 pp 17-19 The r~porl \\ a$ dlscu"sed as a proJcct In "Tt'chntcal 
J ourna li sm" b) John Isham t-Iaul l. I\t \ thc",s" laIc l'nl\crSll~ of 
1011'8. Ja nuar) 1948. 
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Table 9-9 

Pilots and Aircraft in Iowa, 1938-1946 
(As of December 31 of each year) 

Number of Number of Pilots per 
Year Pilots Civil Aircraft Plane 

1938 384 184 2.1 
1939 598 245 2.4 
1940 1,261 381 3.3 
1941 2,299 549 4.2 
1942 3,730 572 6.5 
1943 3,870 644 6.0 
1944 4,100 677 6.0 
1945 6,640 802 8.2 
1946 8,950 1,734 5.2 

(Source: r Figures ror 1938-1941 rrom Aircraft Yearbook f or /942. 

Aerona utica l Chamber or Commerce, Inc ., 1942: 666. 

, Figures ror 1942-1946 rrom Orrice or Aviation 

lnrormation. Civil A eronautics Administration . ) 

Fully one-third of the airplanes in use in 1956 were 
flown for business purposes. Two hundred Flying 
Farmers used planes for cattle buying, transportation 
of machinery and parts , or pleasure trips. Sixty-six 
fixed-base operators had about 250 planes for flight 
training, charter services, sales demonstrations , aerial 
photography, aircraft rental and other services. The 
31 aerial spray firms used 50 planes for crop dusting, 
spraying, seeding and fertilizing and could cover 40 
acres of cropland per hour. The state ranked ninth in 
the nation in the number of privately-owned business 
and personal airplanes and second in the number of 
Flying Farmers. In 1959, 78 airports had permanent 
runway lighting installations placing Iowa as one of 
the five leading states in this category. 

Air Marking 
Air marking was one of the earliest priorities of the 
commission. An air marker was the name of the town 
painted on top of the roof of a local building in ten­
foot letters so that the name was clearly legible from 
an altitude of at least 3,000 feet. These air markers 
were highway signs in the sky and were a valuable aid 
to the private pilot. They contributed greatly to safety 
in planning flights since pilots could identify towns on 
routes without flying at low altitudes to read names 
on water towers or railroad stations. Each state, 
through its aeronautics department or commission, 
conducted a program of air marking to provide an 

uninterupted chain of "sky signposts" from Slate to 
state. At the close of 1959,446 air markers had been 
placed in Iowa with an additional 151 contracted for 
painting. 

Expansion at the Des Moines Airport 
A new and complete lighting system installed in 1940 
resulted in a Class 4 rating for the Des Moines 
Airport , the first in the nation and the highest ranking 
given by the federal government. During the war 
years, the first control tower was constructed: an 
observation deck with a light beam gun on top of the 
United Airlines hangar. Shortly after the war, with 
assistance of federal funds, a new northwest­
southwest runway measuring 5,700 x 150 feet was 
built. A concrete landing ramp with a circular taxi 
strip was also built to serve the proposed terminal 
building completed in 1950. Previously, airlines and 
federal agencies operated out of five buildings; after, 
they were combined into one structure. Further 
improvements were made in 1950 when an addition 
was built and the open concourse enclosed to shelter 
passengers in inclement weather. 

Airline Service 
By 1960, four major and regional airlines provided 
service to 13 communities. United flew from Des 
Moines, Cedar Rapids , the Quad Cities and Omaha­
Council Bluffs. Braniff Airways , which had acquired 
Mid-Continent and Midwest Airlines (a fixed-base 
operator) in 1952, served Des Moines , Waterloo and 
Sioux City. Onrk Airlines, organized in 1943, started 
service to Burlington in 1950 and expanded its routes 
to include Des Moines, Fort Dodge, Sioux City , 
Mason City, the Quad Cities, Ottumwa and Clinton . 
North Central was organized in 1946 and served Iowa 
through Sioux City. Parks Airline of St. Louis and 
Iowa Airplane Company of Des Moines were certified 
for feeder service in 1947. The former would serve 
eastern and central Iowa cities on two separate routes 
from Chicago terminating in Des Moines, and in 
northern Iowa on routes from Chicago terminating at 
Sioux City. The latter would serve western and 
central Iowa on routes from Council Bluffs to 
Minneapolis. 

Ozark and North Central were also classified as "local 
service or feeder airlines," flying passengers into and 
out of "hub" airports served by the trunk carriers. An 
important difference between local service airlines and 
other commercial carriers was that most received 
federal subsidies for a portion of their operating costs 
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con sid ered necessa ry to pay for th e se rvicc to sma ll 
co mmunities whi ch did not ge ncra te la rge passc ngc r 
\'olullles. The a ircran were prima ril y DC-Js, excellent 
fo r sho rt ha ul traffi c with stops 50 to 100 miles a pa rt. 

Later, these a irl ines fl ew large r eq uipmcnt not 
sui ta ble for short hops, broa dened their ma rke ts a nd 
termi nated with so me success the se rvice a t sma ll er 
co mmun it ies. Their ma nage ments co nvinccd thc CA B 
t ha t t he sen icc had to be reco nstru cted a nd proposed 
tha t regio nal airport s be co nstructed between ex isting 
majo r air port s. They a lso reques ted longe r routes 
in to major ci ty- pairs evc n th ough thcse ro utes 
competed ~ith those of the trunk lines . T hese ac ti ons 

were bein g co nsid ered in th e 1960s when trunk 
a ir lin es wcre highly pro fit a ble a nd when longe r ha ul s 
by the loca l se rvice a irlines might make poss ible a 
di sco ntinua nce of their subsid ies . Charter fl ights had 
bee n made sin ce th e ea rl y days of avia tion 
development. Init ia ll y, anyone with an ai rplane could 
fl y it "for hire." However, in la ter years, federal 
regula ti ons presc ribed sta ndards an d opera tions for 
cha rter se rvices. T he o bj ec ti ve was to make these 
fl ights as sa fe as th ose of schedul ed airlines. Included 
a lso we re rcgul a ti ons gove rn ing " light ai rcraft " (less 
tha n 12,500 pound s) which offe red co mm uter 
se rvices . 

Acnal 'Ie\\ of Unlled AIrlIne, hangar and munIcIpal hangar . 1940 

( ourtc» Des M(lIne, 1> l unlclpal Irport) 
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United Ai rl ines hangar, Des Moines Municipal Airport. 1937-1950 . 

(Courtesy: Des Moines Municipal Airport) 

Enclosed concourse, Des Moines Municipal Airport, 1959. 

(Courtesy: Des Moines Municipal A irport) 
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lhe Dc, MOine, Municipal Airport . 1947 

(COllrtc" Dc, Moine, MuniCipal Airport) 

The Federal Aviation Agency 

In 1957 the AlfI\'a )S Modernllation Act established 
the Airways Modernization Board (AM B). Although 
short-ll\ed. the AMB started control of the nation' 
ampace b) Identif) ing separate 70nes for civil and 
militar) aircraft and created three 40-mile wide 
transcontinental airways at between 17,000 and 
22,000 feet a Itit ude. In 1958 the Federal A \ ia tion Act 
went IOto effect, creating the Federal Aviation Agency 
(FAA) and cancelling the Air Commerce Act of 1926, 
the Civil Aeronautics Act of 1958 and the AirV\ays 
Modernl73l1on Act of 1957 in one step. In J anuary, 
1959, the FAA absorbed the functions and personnel 
of the CAA and AMB and some of the duties of the 
CAB. The CAB. however, remained an independent 
agency responsible for the economic regulation of 
airlines as well as determining probable cause of 
aircraft accidents. The FAA was involved in matters 
of air safety. aircraft certification, pilot licensing. air 
navigation and air traffic control. Coincidental with 
the creation of the FAA was the entrance of the 
nallon into the jet aircraft age, and with the guidance 
of the new chairman, General E. R. "Pete" Quesada. 
the airline Industry stood poised for a new revolution 
"against which the transillon from twin-engine to lour 
engine aircraft scemed trivial by comparison. ",4 

Summary 

Railroad s serving Iowa shared the wartime prosperity 
of the industry and generally maintained relati\ely 
high level of traffic dUring the earl) postwar years. In 
the 1950s, however, the rate of increase in revenue 
traffic slowed considerably. FeV\ electric interurbans 
survived as such. The majont) were reclas lfied as 
Class II railways, integrated into Class I railroad 
systems or ceased operations. In contrast. motor 
carrier showed substanllal gains in revenue traffic 
between 1940 and 1959 and began to take a 
prominent po ition In the mo\'e ment of freight and 
liquid products, Work on the state's hlgh\\ays dunng 
the war period was \irtuall) at a standstill \\ith little 
con truction and maintenance reduced to mlOlmum 
le\'e ls. 

The rising trends in motor "ehlcJe operal1ons. coupled 
with the inability of hlgh\\ays to handle increased 
traffic , led to the creation of t\\O hlghwa) stud) 

" R, E G Da\ Ie,. 4.""I1I'S or Ihe (II/It'd Stalt'S IIIC<' /9f.1. 

london Putnam. 1972. p 357 
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committees for evaluation and projection of the 
state's highway needs and necessary financing. 
Recommendations of both committees received 
widespread support of the public and the legislature 
who cooperated by raising gasoline taxes and making 
appropriations to match federal-aid funds. Toll road 
possibilities were examined but abandoned when the 
national system of interstate highways was formulated 
by the federal government. The increasing demand for 
petroleum products for highway and home heating 
usage more than doubled the liquid pipeline mileage, 
most of which was built by the Great Lakes Pipeline 
System. 

Following the war, commercia l traffic on the 
Mississippi and Missouri Rivers expa nded rapidly 
through introduction of more powerful towboats and 
specia li zed barges. Dams at Minneapolis and 
Hastings were upgraded and a new lock built at 
Keokuk. The Pick-Sloan project on the Missouri 
resulted in deeper channels, irrigation facilities and 
flood control measures expected to benefit the 
western one-third of the state. 

The "air age" officially arrived in Iowa with the 
formation of a full-time State Aeronautical 
Commission in 1945, charged by law to encourage, 
foster and assist in the genera l development of 
aviation. Widespread use of airplanes for private and 
business purposes, by Flying Farmers and fixed-base 
operators, placed the state high in national rankings. 
Four trunk and regional carriers served 13 cities and 
towns, three of which had flights into Des Moines, 
requiring expansion of its airport. Two additiona l 
feeder airlines were ~chedu l ed to begin service in the 
1950s. 
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Chapter Ten 

The Transportation Industry in Transition 
- The 1960s 

Introduction 
Growth in the nation's Gross National Product 
(GNP), changes in economic trends and shifts in 
social attitudes resulted in a rearrangement of 
national transportation markets. Unab le to adjust 
rapidly because of regulatory a nd structura l 
restraints , railroads suffered percentage losses in their 
shares of passenger miles and revenue tonnage, 
relative to other modes , in an expanding national 
market. Failing to improve their financial condition 
through rate increases, they turned to mergers as a 
possible solution. Stimulated by construction of four­
lane interstate highways and improved primary roads , 
motor carriers more than doubled their tonnage a nd 
became a dominant factor in agricu ltura l movements. 
Increased grain exports and heavier bulk traffic 
supported inland water carriers. Pipelines evo lved 
into the major carrier of energy-related traffic. 
Intermodalism , in the form of rail-truck 
combinations , provided a new coordinated system by 
combining the inherent advantages of each mode. 
Urban transport programs and airport expansion 
were assisted by federal programs involving 
comprehensive planning by states and municipalities 
for orderly development of private and commercial 
passenger systems. New transport programs were 
subjected to impact statements for a ll federal-aid 
projects affecting the quality of human environment. 
The changing nature of modal operations and 
relationships , under uneven regulatory rules and 
unbalanced public expenditures, raised serious policy 
questions as conflicts arose between economic and 
social goals and objectives for transportation 
development in the nation and the states. 

Changes in the Transportation Markets, 

Gross National Product and the Modal Shares 

The GNP almost doubled during the decade , rising 
from $503 billion in 1960 to $982 billion in 1970, and 
transportation outlays continued at 20 percent of the 
total. Measured by tonnage carried , the domestic 
intercity freight market grew by 63.4 percent between 
1950 and 1970. The railroad share dropped from 46.7 
percent to 31.3 percent whereas trucks, regulated and 
unregulated , and liquid pipelines showed the greatest 
percentage gain. Water carriers showed a rather 

consiste nt trend. Passenger-miles more than doubled. 
In the private sector, automobiles accounted for 86 to 
90 percent of the total. In the public sector, 
commercial airlines increased their share from 1.8 
percent in 1950 to 9.8 percent in 1969; bus travel 
declined, then remained constant during the I 960s. 
The railroad passenger share of 6.5 percent in 1950 
was 1.1 percent in 1969. By 1970, railroads operated 
547 intercity trains, down from approximately 20,000 
in 1920. Part of the decline could be traced to the 
eros ion of mail and express movements as the resu lt 
of curtailment of passenger service; part to the shift of 
railway mail to highwa y and air carriers and the 
influence of jet aviation. From 64.1 million ton-miles 
reported by domestic a ir carriers in 1951, mail traffic 
increased to 670.5 million tons by 1970. The nation 
was becoming highway and airway oriented as 
automobi les and trucks dominated intercity and 
urban transportation, and scheduled airlines moved 
the bulk of the nation's mail and commercial 
passengers (Tables 10-1 and 10-2). 

Railroads were unable to adjust rapidly to changing 
markets. The basic network had been built by the 
turn of the century and was attuned to patterns of 
economic activity at that time. Much of the freight 
market growth was in commodities suitable to 
carriage by other modes. Less-than-carload and 
medium to short distance traffic shifted to highway 
carriers, and increased transport of natural gas , oil 
and petroleum products was handled more cheaply by 
pipeline and water carriers. The rate of return on 
railroad average net in vestment fell from 4.22 percent 
in 1955 to 1.97 percent in 1961 , representing the 
lowest level of earnings since mid-depression years. 
The return rose to 3.90 percent in 1966, then dropped 
again to 1.79 in 1969. 

The long series of rate increases in the 1950s 
continued through 1960-1961, and additional 
proposals were approved between 1967 and 1972. But 
the rate advances did not materially improve finances 
and led to questions as to whether the ind ustry could 
reverse the decline over the past 40 years. The 
deterioration and eventual disappearance of city street 
car systems and electric interurbans began 
simultaneously with the decline of railroads. This was 
brought about by the greater flexibility of motor 
carriers and freedom from the heavy fixed investment 
of the railroads. Another reason for pessimism 
concerning the railroads' future was the fact that their 
depressed condition was reached during periods of 
relatively uniform national prosperity. Suggestions of 
increasing reliance on market mechanisms as a means 
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or s lowin g or re Yersing the rni lroad s ituation wa s 
pa rtiall y met by regu latory rdorm meas ures in th e 
rede ra l legislation or the 19 70s . 

Table 10-1 
Domestic Intercity Tonnage by Modes, 1950, 1960-1969 

(In Percentages) 

Railroad Oil 
Year Class I & II Trucks l Pipelines Water2 Air Total TonsJ 

1950 46.7 26. 1 9.3 17.9 .4 3,043 

1960 36. 1 32.7 13.0 18.2 .6 3,606 

196 1 340 35.7 13. 1 17.2 .8 3.699 

1962 33.4 36.6 12.9 17.1 9 3.885 

1963 32.4 362 12.5 18.9 1.0 4.164 

1964 32.5 38.2 12.8 16.4 1.2 4.364 
1965 33.3 37.0 13.3 16.4 1.4 4.435 

1966 33. 1 37.2 13 .5 15.9 1.7 4.681 

1967 32.3 37.3 14.2 16.5 1.9 4.792 
1968 31.3 373 15.0 16.4 24 4.849 
1969 3l.2 36.5 15.3 16.9 2.6 4.973 

(Souyce 1 ran'pOrlallOl1 '\"OClallOn 01 ·\merlca. TralllflorroflOIl Fall.l all{/ Trendl . 14th Ed \\a,hinglOn [) C .lui). 1978: 10.) 
Regulated and non-regulated truc)",. 
Include, Rncr,. Canal,. Grcat l.a)"c, and Dcep Sca tralflc 

J In milliol1\ 01 ton, Total percentage, ma) be '''ghtl) higher than 100 percent becau,c 01 roundtng 01 Ilgure, 

Table 10-2 
Intercity Travel by Modes, 1950, 1960-1970 

(In Percentages) 

Private Carrier Public Carrier 
Total Total 

Year Auto Air Miles l % Air Bus Rail Miles % 

1950 87.0 .2 439. 1 87 .2 1.8 45 6.5 645 12.8 
1960 90.4 .3 708.4 90.7 41 2.5 2.8 "2.6 9.3 
1961 90.4 .3 7 15.9 90.7 41 26 2.6 ~3.1 9.3 
1962 90.3 .3 738.6 90.6 4.3 2 7 22 '6 S 9.4 
1963 90.1 .4 7693 90.5 46 2 6 ') ') e'0.5 9 5 
1964 89.8 .4 805.5 90.2 5. 1 2.6 2 I ~ } 

< .- 9. 
1965 89 .2 .5 822 .1 89.6 5.9 26 19 95.1 10.4 
1966 88.5 .6 862.1 89. 1 6.6 2.5 1.8 1056 109 
1967 87.5 .7 896.8 88.2 7.9 2.4 1.5 120.4 I I.e' 
1968 87. 1 .8 944.6 87.8 8.6 2.3 1.2 130.8 122 
1969 86. 1 .8 985.8 86.9 9.S ') ') 1.1 14tU D.I 

(Source. I ran'p0rlallOn A"oclatl(ln 01 Amenca. fralJl!,orroflon Foell <Jnd Trend, 14th Ed \\ cblllnglOll. D .C . .lui). 19-~ I~ ) 
I I utal mllc, arc In b il lion, 01 pa"enger-mde, 
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Determinants of the Total Freight Market 
Five factors or trends were generally considered as 
major determinants of the national freight market. 
These were: (I) total population which had increased 
by 52 million between 1950-1970: (2) changing 
geographic distribution of population, shifting 
regionally and from rural to urban communities: (3) 
economic activity as measured by th e GNP index, 
which had almost doubled; (4) location of eco nomic 

activity, which changed as populations relocated; and 
(5) exhaustion of natural resources close to hi storica l 
population centers and the necessary deve lopment at 
more distant domestic and foreign sou rces. The latter 
trend was particularly important with regard to 
petroleum, coal, iron ore and lumber. 

The Iowa Transportation Market in the 1960s 

Market Determinants 

Iowa's transportation trends and changing market 

relationships followed the national pattern. Between 
1960 and 1970 the population increased by 67,504 
persons (2.4 percent), and a shift of five percent 

occurred in the rural-to-urban movement. Gross State 

Product (in current dollars) doubled from 
approximately $6.2 billion in 1962 to $12.4 billion in 

1970, and per capita income rose from $ 1,983 to 

$3,751 during the same period. 

Condition of the Railroads 
In 1960, 10 C lass I railroads (annual operating 
revenues of $3 million) operated 8,300 miles of road 
and reported net earnings of $ 13.8 million. At the 
close of 1968, nine railroads operated 7,864 miles of 
road , a decline of 436 miles . No comparable estimates 
can be given for net earnings since the Commerce 
Commiss ion did not report operating expenses after 
1964. Separation of operating revenues by categories 
of traffic showed "freight " a nd "other" with little or 
no change over the period , but substantia l losses were 
noted in passenger, mail and express shipments 
(Tab le 10-3). Freight originations and terminations of 
C lass I roads between 1950 and 1970 showed 
interesting trends . Tonnage originated increased by 
73.4 percent, indicating a steady growth with yearly 
var iations, whereas terminations were fairly constant, 
reaching a peak during 1966 and re main ing at or near 
that level for the remainder of the 1960s (Table 10-4, 

Fig. 10-1 ). No analysis of traffic by commodity 
classifications was poss ibl e, as data on these 
m ovements was a lso discontinued after 1964. Revenue 

passengers carried on C lass I railroad s and 
interurbans declined from almost five million in 1950 

to 156,000 in 1970. 

Table 10-3 
Railway Operating Revenues Within Iowa, 1960-1969 

(In millions of dollars) 

Year Freight Passenger Mail Express Other Total 

1960 $183.0 $ 10 .3 $ 9.1 $ 2.7 $ 2.7 $207.8 

1961 180.6 10.0 9.6 2.9 2.5 205.6 

1962 181.3 10 .0 8.6 2.7 2.5 205.1 

1963 183.0 9.2 9.9 2.4 2.6 207.1 

1964 184.5 8 .7 8.5 2.6 2.5 206.8 

1965 156 .2 5.6 7.6 1.9 2.2 173.5 

1966 167.4 5.3 6.9 1.9 2.2 183.7 

1967 161.1 3.9 4.4 1.7 2.2 173.3 

1968 167.6 2.9 3.7 1.1 2.0 177.3 

1969 180.8 2.5 3.4 0.8 2.4 189.9 

% change -01.2 -75.7 -62.6 -70.3 -I I. I -08.6 

(Base year = 1960) 

(Source: Iowa Commerce Commission, Annual Reporrs.) 
I Figures rounded to the nearest unit. 
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Table 10-4 
Revenue Freight Originated and Terminated on Class I Ra ilroads 

in Iowa, 1950, 1960-1970 

Year Ending Tons Originated Tons Terminated 

1950 

1960 
196 1 
1962 
1963 
1964 
1965 
1966 
1967 
1968 
1969 
1970 

(Sollra. lo\\a Commerce Comml"lon. Anl711o/ Report.\ ) 
I hgure, rounded to the ncarc,t unit 

Intermodal Relationships 

(In millions) 

15.8 

18.6 
19.2 
20.8 
2 1.6 
20.9 
22.4 
24.6 
23.0 
22. 1 
24.3 
27.4 

lo\\a followed natIonal trends in modal relationship 
Between 1960 and 1970, automobile registrations 
Increased by 27 percent and trucks by 54 percent. 
Re\enue freight carried by Class I motor freight 
operators (annual operating revenues exceeding 
S200,000) more than doubled ""hen data of carriers 
operating within and through the state were combined 
\\ith those operating only in the tate . The number of 
Class I liquid motor carriers increased from 22 in 
1960 to 82 in 1969, and tonnage hauled from 20.8 
million to 135.9 million tons in 1967. In 1969 the 
Ruan Transport Company of Des Moines hauled 
almost 50 percent of the Iowa tonnage reported. The 
company was the fourth-ranking liquid carrier in the 
nation. Agncultural traffic was by far the primary 
market for trucks in Iowa. Research studies on the 
transportation of agricultura l commodities from lo\\a 
between 1962 and 1967 showed that trucks hauled 
almost 17 million tons and railroads 12.3 million tons 
of corn, soybeans. livestock, processed meats a nd 
poultry products from origins in the statc to domestic 
destinations and export ports. 

Commercial traffic in the Rock Isla nd Dist ric t of thc 
Upper Mississippi River increased from about II 
million tons in 1960 to 22 million in 1970. Thc d istrict 
data inc luded moveme nts through Locks 10 to 22 

(In millions) 

21.4 

19.0 
J!U~ 

19.6 
20.3 
19 .9 
20.6 
22 .8 
22 . 1 
20 .7 
22.5 
22. 1 

(Guttenburg, Iowa to Hannibal. Missouri) and was 
the combined total for the states served by the 
district. On the Missouri. commercial traffic between 
Sioux City and the mouth showed a gain of over one 
million tons. The principal products transported on 
both rivers were grains and grain products, coal. 
petroleum and petroleum products, and sand and 
gravel. Oil pipeline mileages were not available 
through commission reports . but an analy IS of 
permits approved indicated a continuous expansion 
of oil and oil product lines. Additional mileage were 
built for anhydrous ammonia by 1apco. the Santa 
Fe Pipeline Sy tem and the Hydrocarbon 
Transportation Company. 

Equipment Shortages 
Historically, Iowa shipper ha\'e had difficult\ In 
obtaining tran portation equipment at hane -t time. 
During the late 1960s the shortage changed from a 
easonal to a chronic situation \\hlch reached senous 

proportio ns in 1969. Grain wa piled on the ground 
because elevators were full, and emergency equipment 
such as open coa l cars or boarded cattle car \\ere 
pressed int o service. One major rea on for the 
red uced availability was the rapid increase in 
commercia l grai n sale at the ame time that the 
nu mber of ra il roa d-owned or leased box ars was 
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(Index 1950 = 100) 
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Figure 10- 1 

Graphic presen tation of the reven ue freig ht fig ures 
shown in Table 10-4. 

declining. Although the number of owned and leased 
hopper cars doubled during the deca de, the tota l 
carrying capacity of a ll eq uipment fell from 36.4 
mil lion tons in 1960 to 3 1.2 milli on tons in 1969. It 
was difficu lt to distribute fewer ca rs to individual 
elevato rs in response to the increased demand 
resulting from new harvest method s which shortened 
the harvest season . Also, the reduction in railroad 
grain ra tes during 1965-1969, after the "Big John" 
rates were es tab li shed, made long-haul truck 
transportation less competiti ve a nd led to a decline in 
the supp ly of trucks. 

Changes in equi pment availability had se rious 
implicat ions for the gra in industry. Sa les contracts 
specified dollar pena lti es for delayed shipments, and 
grain inventories had to be financed for the additional 
time req ui red to obtain eq ui pment. Once eleva tors 
reac hed capacit y, the choices were storage elsewhere , 
the use of substandard equipment, purcha se of private 
trucks, or sa le to itineran t truckers. It was estimated 
that in 1969, excluding lost business, tota l costs due 
to lack of eq uipment a nd substa nd a rd se rvices were 
$3.6 milli on in l owa. 
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Intermodal Coordination 
Since no stngle mode of transportation is capable of 
moving a ll types of freight with eq ual efficiency, the 
various modes should be more complimentary than 
competitive. A system enabling each to perform th e 
sen-ice for '-Vhich it has the greatest advantage would 
contnbute to a more efficien t use of reso urces. Since 
the modal em-ironmen t was highl y institutionali zed 
by the 1960s, the development of coordinated 
movements was in its infancy. The modal systems 
were aggressive ly co mpetitive with each other, 
preferring to retain traffic a nd revenues for as long as 
possible. 

All of the railroads se rving Iowa offered rai l-truck 
service known as Trailer-on-Flatcar (TOFC or 
Piggyback). The combinations were an ex periment in 
the 1930s introduced by the Alton (1932), th e CGW 
( 1936). the C B&Q. Rio Grand e and New Haven 
( 1937), a nd the CRJ&P (1938). The experiment did 
not survive, si nce gasoline and labor were 
inexpensive, highways were crowded, and railroads 
viewed truckers a s inter lopers who wou ld even tua ll y 

be re~trained by taxes. weight and si7e law. and user 
c harges. Revi\al of the ser\lce follo\\ed the \'e\\ 
Ha\en decision in 1954 \,hen the ICC decided that 
rai lroad~ could haul trailers on natcar under 
provisions of rail tariffs \\ ilhout motor carrier 
certlfication. 1 As a result. 32 Class I railroads offered 

I TrainS. MII\\aukee. \\ IS , Kalmbach Pub Co. :-'Ia~ 1960 

Actual\~. the earliest recorded commercial mo,ement \\as on the 
1\o,a Scolla Rall\\a) \\ hlch began ferrYing farmer - ' \\agons In 
1858 Circus wagom \\ere mo,ed In the L'nlled tates InlS56, The 

l ong Island Railroad Introduced the concept In the Lnlled tate 
In 1885 Jfol'emel1t oj Htglll\ 'OI Trailers bl Rail. ~93 ICC 9~ 
( 1954), There were fi,e onglnal plans. later amended. to co'er the 
,en Ice Plan L Rail mO\ement, ramp-to-ramp of motor carrier 

trailers l ading was on a truck \\a~blll Plan II Door-to-door 
ser\lce on a railroad waybill In rall-o\\ ned trailer Rates \\ere 
>lmllar to those of a motor common carner Plan III Ramp-to­

ramp railroad mo'ement of shlpper-l'" ned trailers . based on a nat 
rate for two trailers per car Plan 1\ Ramp-to-ramp railroad 
mo'ement, of shlpper-o \\ned trailers and nat cars for \\ hich 3 nJt 
ra te was charged Plan \ '. J Oint rat~s bet\\~en railroads and motor 

carn ers ror through rna' ~men t s for \\ hlch each carner could >oitcll 
tra fl'ic for the other 
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TOFC service by January I, 1955, originating 168,000 
carloadings. Ten years later carloadings were up to 
one million (by 63 railroads) and reached the two 
million mark by 1978. In the annual reports of the 
Iowa Commerce Commission, TOFC and less-than­
carload traffic were combined, preventing a trend 
analysis. TOFC ramp facilities in Iowa are found in 
Fig. 10-2. 

Less visual forms of intermodal coordination in Iowa 
included combinations of truck , rail and water which 
developed in the 1970s. In 1979, over 10 million tons 
of Iowa waterborne commodities were distributed to 
or from the rivers by truck or rail. These 
combinations provided an opportunity to extend 
service and lower transportation charges by 
combining the flexibility and low cost pickup and 
delivery of the motor carrier with the low cost rail or 
barge haul. 

Early Piggybacking. 
Farm wagons carried into New York City 

in the late 1800s on Oat cars 
belonging to the Long Island Railroad . 

(Source: Ingersal-Rand "Compressed Air". July. 1957.) 

The Movement Toward Railroad Mergers 

The Issues 
I t was to mergers and / or acq uisition of control t ha t 
the carriers turned as a possible so lution to their 
financial troubles. Mergers were not new in the 
railroad industry. Historically, they were end-to-end 
combinations to broaden the network, increase profits 
through economies of sca le and acquire personal 
fortunes for the "Empire Builders." Between 1884 and 
1888, some 425 consolidations occurred, and it was 
reported that 6,000 separate railroad companies were 
operating in the United States; reduced substantially 

to about 480 in the 19505 "hich accounted for 50 
percent of the nation's mileage. The Burlington "as 
said to have been a combination of 200 separate roads 
and the Pennsylvania System one of over 600 
individual organizations. 

The purpose of mergers was to reduce operating 
expenses and eliminate excess capacity, provide 
greater control of car supply and distribution , and 
under specialized management make possible 
economies in purchasing and credit arrangement~. 
Achieving these objectives was expected to benefit the 
public by improved service and lower rates. The AAR 
reported that between 1955 and 1972 there were 55 
mergers proposed of which 38 had been approved, 
nine were withdrawn or denied, and four were 
pending. 

The greatest difficulties faced by the ICC in merger 
cases were the issues of competition and monopoly. 
Neither the commission nor Congress had developed 
criteria for determining the extent of competition, the 
types and numbers of systems to create, and whether 
the individual merger was in the public interest. It was 
the omission of these guidelines that led to the 
introduction of a bill in 1962 which would have 
declared a moratorium on railroad mergers until the 
end of 1963, and it would have made Section 7 of the 
Clayton Act applicable to future mergers. The bill 
never reached the floor of Congress for a vote. The 
initiative of a railroad in proposing unification meant 
that each case was decided on its own merits without 
positive guidance. This was a possible violation of the 
principle laid down in the Northern Securities case: 
"that the interests of private persons and corporations 
cannot be made paramount to the interests of the 
general public.''2 The merger movement was a 
readjustment in the organizational and operational 
structures of the railroads. "What is involved here is a 
major adjustment of an indispensible industry which 
is necessa ry beca use of the development of other 
modes of transportation .... Furthermore, it is an 
adjustment which the industry alone in all likelihood 
cannot accomplish soon enough to avoid penalizing 
the economy and the defense of the Nation."3 

2 193 U.S. 197 (1904) . 

J United States Senate Committee on Commerce, Special Study 
Group on Transportation Policies in the United States, 86th 

Congress. Nalional Transportation Policy, (Doyle Report) , 
Washington. D.C.: U. S . Government Printing Office. 1961. pp . 

266-267. 
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The iss ues were debated rar a nd wide by carr ier 
execu ti\'cs. ICC sta lT r crso nncl. shirrers, 
acadcm icia ns a nd roliticians . Professo r Kent '1. 
llealy co nt cnded that diseconomies were enco unte red 
whel; ra ilroad SilC increased to more than 10 ,000 
el11rloyees. reb ull ed by John Barriger , a railroad 
execu tive. T he railure or thc ICC to dea l with 
co nsolida tion prorosab through determin at ion or 
economic rrineir l e~ by which thc merge rs cou ld be 
naluated Jed th e ICC's Bureau or Economics and 
Stat istics to note that "no voicc sreah bcrore the 
Commiss ion ror the public as a who lc in 
consolida ti on cases. "4 The question re lated to how 
much rail competition was necessary to protect the 
public interest. Should the ICC, in th e exercise or 
poliq leadership. decide on a si ngle national sys t~m. 

balanced regional systems. regional rail monopolies 
or maintain competition with relatively num ero us 
railroad systems') The consensus appeared to favor 
balanced regional ~ystcms. 

While the debates co ntinued. strong orposi ti on came 
from those concerned with elimination of railroad 
competition. the ruture of competing lines and those 
interchanging roads not included. loss of senice to 
communities affected and reduction in railroad em­
plo) ment. Decisions in the merger cases seemed to. 
indicate that the ICC was not unduly concerned With 
intramodal competition but rather was intent upon 
de\eloping regional systems to strengthen intermodal 
competition. This \\as supported by the report of the 
examiner In the C W-CMStP&P proposal: "Our 
conclusions on this road must be that intramodal 
competition pales into insignificance. All the railroads 
do toda, is conditioned by intermodal competition. 
Railroads are not engaged in a struggle for primacy 
among each other: they have been engaged in a fight 
for sun ivai with other modes of transportation. 
principally trucks and barges."5 

In the opinion of Ben W. Heineman, chairman of the 
C",:\W. the merger proposals of the 1960s would ha\e 
more widespread and lasting eco nomic effects than 
any other business trends of the decade. Nationally. 
the two most important mergers approved were th e 
Penn-Central in the East in 1968 and the Burlington­
Northern in the West in 1970. The first proposed a 
route structure of 20,000 miles with an ti ci pated 
annual operating revenues of $2 billion; the seco nd . a 
structure of 27,000 miles and $ 1 bi ll ion in annual 
operating revenues. But merger propo a ls wcre not 
confined to railroads. The American Trucking 
Association (ATA) reported in 1968 that 11 5 mergers 

had occ urred in the motor earricr indu stry between 
1957 and 1967 . 

Merger Activity of Railroads Serving Iowa 
/\1\ major rai lroads se rving Iowa were involved in 
mergers or acqu isi tion of control in one way or 
ano ther. beg innin g with the proposal to consolidate 
the B&Q with th c P and G railroads in 196 I. 
'1 he Iowa ommerce Commission initially opposed 
but later approvcd it subject to certain protective 
traffic cond iti ons suggested by the NW and CR I&P . 
Endorsement was also given by firms, shipper 
associa tions. Chambers of Commerce and Governor 
Erbe. In 1963. the orfolk and Western (NW) 
pro posed merger with the Nickle Plate (~ew York . 
Chicago & St. Louis) and a lease of the Wabash lines 
which opera ted 192 miles of road in Iowa. In 1964. 
th e C Wand CGW filed for merger. approved in 
1968. That same year the UP filed forauthont] to 
acquire control of the CRI&P and its subsidiaries and 
to merge the properties and franchises into its firm . A 
Plan and Agreement had been drawn on June 27. 
1963. contemplating this merger. On July 5. the C:'\W 
filed for authority to acquire the CRI&P through 
stock ownership as a first step in the complete 
unification of the two lines. 

, 0\\ the situation reall] became complicated. In 1965 
the AT&SF entered into an agreement with the C. · \V 

providing that upon approval of control of CRI&P. 
the lines south of Kansas City \\ ould be purchased 
except for those from Kansas Cit) to Tucumcari . :'\e\~ 
Mexico. and trackage rights \\ould be granted 
between Kansas Cit} and SI. LoU! . Earlier that year 
the SP had applied for authorit} to purchase part of 
the CR I&P propertie upon merger \\ith the l ' P (Fig. 
10-3). On June 19. 1966. the C\ \\ and C 1 tP&P 
filed a joint application for authont} to consolidate 
properties and franchises into the Chicago. 

, Inlcrstate Commerce Commission. Bureau of Economic ' and 

tallstlCS. Railroad Consolidallons and Ihe Public Inleresl. 
Washi ngton. D.C.: U. S Governmenl Pnntlng Orfi e. March. 
1962. p. l. 

, Finance Document No 241 2. Brief of ApplIcants :'\orth 
Western and l ihl 3ukee to E'l.ammer Henr) C Darmstadter. 
Was hington. D.C. ' Apnl 26. 196 . p. I l. 
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Milwaukee and Northwestern Transportation 
Company, denied in 1970. Stock ratios agreed upon 
by the parties were co nsid e red inequitable by the ICC, 
and the merger was not approved. 

The CNW and UP proposals for takeover of the 
CRI&P, as well as request s for purchase of certain of 
their properties, were consolidated into one docket 
and decided in 1974. Almost II years had passed 
si nce th e case was filed, and it had become the 
lengthiest and most complex case ever considered by 
the ICC. Included were 16 separate proceedings 
affecting vi rtually every state and major railroad west 
of the Mississippi River, thousands of shippers, 
communities and public bodies. The administrative 
law judge who conducted the hearings concluded that 
the merger could be a pproved only if the entire 
railroad sys tem in the western half of the nation 
would be restructured . The ICC's decision did not go 
that far, but it was necessary to impose numerous 
protective conditions for carriers who would be 
adversely affected. However, subsequent to the report 
and order of the commission, the CRI&P filed for 
reorganization under Section 77 of the Bankruptcy 
Act and the UP withdrew from the case . Other 
railroads continued to be interested in acquiring 
portions of the CRI&P properties. 

Michael Conant viewed railroad consolidation as a 
movement in which the underlyi ng issues were excess 
capacity a nd overinvestment. In his interesting 
discussion, he used six roughly parallel lines operating 
in the 1960s between Chicago and Omaha as an • 
examp le of excess capacity on main railroad lines 

with parallel routes between major population centers 
(Table 10-5) . 

Des Moines was considered as the center of Iowa, and 
di sta nces were measured north a nd south from the 
CRI&P, the most direct line across the state. Less 
than 100 scheduled freight and passenger trains were 
running on the Iowa segment of these lines. In a state 
so well suppli ed with paved highways, it seemed 
logical to conclude that in ves tmen t in six mainline 
carriers represe nt ed substanti a l excess capacity. This 
was the thrust of CNW's parallel line merge r 
proposa ls involving the CGW, CRI&P and 
CMStP&P railroad s. If approved, the number of 
carriers would have been reduced from six to three, a 
number considered able to handle the eas t-west traffic 
of the larger cities and, with north-sou th connections, 
provide efficient services for the sma ll e r communities. 

Changing transportation technol ogy and regulatory 
policies have been primary reaso ns for overinvestment 
in railroads. Parallel lines, eve n over short distances, 
were profitable before highwa y, water and air 
competition became inten se. Disinvestment for 
reasons of rate competition and divers ion of traffic 
were made partially through branch line 
abandonment, but rationali za tion of mainlines was 
difficult under eco nomic and regulatory rest raints. 
Technological deve lopments, including dieselization 
of power , central traffic control and e lectronic yards 
tended to reduce operating expenses but a lso served 
to increase investment and excess capacity of the 
properties in the face of a sta ble or declining market. 

Table 10-5 
Parallel Railroad lines Between Chicago and Omaha 

Carrier 

CB&Q Railroad Company 
CRI&P Railroad Company 
CNW Railroad Company 
CMStP&P Railroad Company 
IC Railroad Company 
CGW Railway Company 

Length of line 
Chicago to Omaha 

(miles) 

496 
493 
488 
488 
515 
508 

(Source: Michael Cona nt , Railroad Mergers and Abandonmel1ls, Tab le 5: 17.) 

Distance from Rock 
Island line at 

Des Moines (miles) 

42 , so uth 

23, north 
33, north 
67, north 
84, north 
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Railroad, Imol\cd In the l nlon PaC/l,c Chicago. Rod 1,land & PdClIIC merger rroro,al 
( ounc,) Chicago & ' onh \\ c,tcrn Railroad) 

Public Transit 

In 1968, legislation provided for federal malching 
grants for proj ec ls a ffecting capacily and safe ty for 
urba n areas (TOP ICS). Includ ed in lhe funding were 
improvements in traffic control and fringe parking 
outstde the central buiness district but adjacen t to 
federal-aid highways and coordina ted wilh planned 
transportation facilities . Abo , I ,500 mile~ were added 
to the interstate sys tem a nd the deadline for 
completion ex tended to 1974, later to 1977 . The 
increase in statewid e planning in lhe immediale 

post\\ar years includ ed plann ing for urban areas . and 
the rate of road constructi on greatl~ ac elerated after 
lhe 1956 federallegislalion . From 1960 to 19 O. 
municipal high\\ay mileage had increased b~ ~ ( 

percenl, marh.ing a significant dewlopment in urban 
lransportation. De,pite the trend of people mO\lJlg to 
the suburbs. the central cities of large metropolitan 
areas \\ ere still considered the focal po int of the local 
transportation net\\orh.. consisting of pri\atel~ o\\ned 
and operated transit sys tems and automobiles. But 
motor and troll ey buses, rall\\'a) commuter trains and 
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rapid transit lines co uld not keep pace with t he 
heavier automobi le traffic o n th e newl y built freeways 
through the ci ti es, a nd dec lining patronage and high 
fares contributed to tran sit insolve ncies . Before 1960 , 
there was little o r no federa l o r s tate promotion of 

urban transit sys tems. Urban a nd traffic congestio n , 
pol lution, e ne rgy matters, de ficient mass tra nsit a nd 
reduced ridership were fami lar prob lems to mos t 
urban residents. 

Although expe rim e ntal projects were a uth o ri zed in 
1961 , the major leg islative effo rt was mad e in 1964 

through passage o f the Urba n Mass Tran po rta ti o n 
Act. The purpose was to ass is t in th e deve lo pment of 
improved transit facilitie s, eq uipme nt , techniques a nd 
methods and to e ncourage planning a nd 
estab li shme nt of pri va te and public companies. An 

a ppro priation of $375 milli o n wa s a uth o ri zed for stat e 
and loca l communities to finance up to two-third s o f 

the net proj ect costs- that pa rt of to tal costs un a ble 
to be covered by loca l revenues. Fare reve nues co uld 

not be used as local matching funds, o nl y for 

reduction of gross project cos ts. Federa l fund s co uld 
be used for a varie ty of ca pit a l ex pe nditures such as 

right-of-way, structures a nd eq uipment but no t fo r 
operating ex penses . Eli gib ilit y req uired th e des ign of 

an urba n transit sys tem coordinated with h ighwa y 
deve lo pment a nd e mbracing a n ove rall plan for th e 

urban region or a rea. The o bj ecti ve was to pla n ma ss 

transit prog ram s to comp le ment rather th a n co mpete 
one with the othe r . Und e r ce rtain c ritical emerge ncy 

co nditions where comm uniti es faced a loss of se rvice, 

federa l aid wou ld be suppli ed on a 50-50 ma tching 
basis. Low inte res t loa ns were a lso ava il ab le . 

Administration of th e prog ra m was placed in th e 

Federa l H o using a nd Home Finance Agency , later in 

the new Departmen t of H o using a nd Urban 
Deve lo pme nt , and fina ll y in th e th e Urban Ma ss 

Transit Administration of th e De pa rtment of 

Transportation. 

An Urban Depart ment was es ta bli shed b y th e Io wa 

Highway Commiss ion in 1959 , a nd during it s firs t 

year 22 projects to ta ling 17 miles of improveme nt s o n 

primary extensions in cities a nd towns were 
comp le ted . Be tween 1961 a nd 1969, approxi mate ly 
$ 135.2 million was spent on urb a n improve ment s a nd 

urban inters tate hi ghways . Und e r the Fed e ra l Aid Act 

of 1962, the sta te ha d to pre pa re a co mprehensive 

plan for metropo lita n cities of m o re th a n 50 ,000 

population. P la ns and suppl eme nta l s tudi es were 
made for Des M o ines, Ced a r Rapid s, S io ux C it y, 

Waterloo , Davenport, Council Bluffs a nd Dubuque. 

The Federal Department of Transportation 
In 1966, the D epart ment of Transportation was 
crea ted by Congress to be headed by a Secretary of 
Transportation wit h Cabinet ra nk . It exe rci sed no 
regulatory authority over the various modes exce pt 
for matters of sa fe ty, whe re it had ex tensive powers . 
Rather , the legislation brought und e r one 

administrative unit th e man y gove rnmenta l acti viti es 
re la ting to tra nsportation , form erly the res ponsi bilit y 
of ot her agencies and d epartments. Exceptions were 
the Federal Maritime Administration , which und er 
st ro ng o pposit ion from m a ritime interes ts, rema ined 
in the Department of Co mmerce, and the Army 
Corps of Enginee rs. The department was expected to 
function in areas of tra ns portation policy, 

encouragement of transportation coordination, a nd 
development of crit eria for inves tment of public fund s 
in transport facilities, a lth ough in the la tter insta nce 

th e ir res ponsibilities were limited under provisio ns of 
the act. In the Airport and Airway Act o f 1970, the 
Secretary was give n a specific mandate in th e fie ld of 
planning an d coordination . He was required to 

formu late and prese nt to Congress for approva l "a 
nat iona l tra nsportation po li cy." Two stat ements o n 
policy iss ues and reco mmendatio ns were submitted in 

197 1 and 1975. I ntervention by th e Secretary in cases 
befo re regulatory co mmiss ions was a uth o ri zed when 
questi ons of policy were invo lved. When the Secreta ry 

did so he had the sa me sta nding as any o th er parties 
to the proceeding. 

Social and Environmental Concerns 

Altho ug h sociologica l a nd enviro nme ntal iss ues 
co ncerned a ll phases of o ur na ti o nal existence, thi s 

di sc uss io n pe rta in s primaril y to hi ghway progress but 
recogn izes that a ny poli c ies direc ted toward hi g hway 

tra nsportation wou ld a lso have an impac t o n ot he r 
transportation a nd no n-transportation de ve lopments. 
The ea rl y e nviro nmental pro blem for th e tra ve ler was 

mud in rai ny wea ther a nd dust in dry pe riod s, 
es pecia ll y in th e rural areas. Urban tra n portation 
wa s gea red to horse-drawn ve hi cles, and c it y street s 
we re th e de posit o ry of ma nure a nd d ead a nima ls 
whic h we re blamed as th e chief offe nd ers for th e 

ou tbreak a nd s pread of e pid e mics of cho lera , 
sm a llp ox , ye ll ow fever a nd typh oid. Th e motor 
veh icle g radua ll y reduced th e sanita ti o n pro ble ms but 

did no t so lve du st pollution in the la te 19t h a nd early 
20t h centu ri es. "The du st raised by a n a ut o m o bile, 

when runnin g at a rat e of less th a n twe nt y mil es a n 
ho ur , is not worse than that raised by man y wagons , 
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but II'hen thi s limit i ~ exceeded, the a ut olll obile 
beco l11 c~ a d ust l1ui sa n cc.'~' 

Crud e oi l or abso rbent sa lt s we re used to co ntro l 
dus t, a nd when thcse meth ods we re co nsid cred too 
expensive, wa ter was reco mmend ed . As new types of 
road surfaces becamc ava il a ble, hca lth fac tors we re 
min ima ll y inc luded in th e crit eri a fo r se lecti on. 
Roa dside bea uti fica tio n o r sce ni c bett erment was 
period ica ll y suggested by 19 15, a nd tree pla nt ing a nd 
billboard contro l were advoca tcd in 1930. In 1938, the 
Federal Aid Ac t included a pprova l fo r the use of 
construc tion funds to cover cos ts of roads id e and 
landscape development, but it was no t un til the 
Highway Bea utificat ion Act of 1965 tha t sta tes rea ll y 
took advan tage of this permi s. ive leg isla ti on. An 
awareness of ha7ards caused by ve hicu lar emissio ns 
and poor air quality developed in the I 960s. Smog in 
large numbers of urban a reas warned of future 
dangers and brought about a heightened 
emironmental consciousness to people who increased 
demands for corrective action. Public heari ng on 
environmental issues relati ng to bypass, freeway 
construction and interstate projects were required in 
the Acts of 1950 and 1958. Legisla tion in 1968 
specified that social and environme ntal effects of such 
projects be considered and be consis ten t wi th the 
goals and objectives of urban planning. 

The Federal Emironmental Act of 1969 requi red 
impact statemenb to be prepared for all federal-aid 
projech affecting the quallt)' of human life. I n 1970, 
the Department ofTransportalion \0\ as requested to 
prepare and issue guidelines to assure that possible 
social. economic and em iron mental effects of 
proposed hlgh\o\ay projects were fully considered and 
that the final decisions were made in the public 
Interest. Results kno\o\n as "Process Guidelines" 
aimed at In/luenclllg the methods b) \~ hich highwa) 
projects were developed were issued in 1972. Each 
state high\o\ay agency \o\as to prepare an Action Plan 
detailing the organi7ational arrangement. assignment 
of responsibilities and procedures followed in 
developing projects to conform to Congressional 
intent. Bj 1975,52 of a possible 53 Action Plans were 
completed and approved for 50 states, Puerto Rico 
and the District of Columbia. Noise aba tement a nd 
Air Quality Guidelines were also issued in the early 
1970s. Public concern of social values in highway 
development occurred in 1962 through fede ra I 
assistance to states and bus iness firms fo r 
reimbursement of those disp laced by highway 
construction. This federal ass istance was broade ned 
and extended in 1968. Anoth er Ac t prov id ed th at 

federa l a id wo uld no t be a pproved for urban area 
fl1 0jee ts unless th ey were based upon a continuing 
eom fll ehe nsive fl lanning fl l oCCSS carried on 
coo fl era ti vc ly by states a nd local communities. In 
1966, a na tio na l sa fety program was initiated by 
which ma tching funds were authori/ed for 
es tblis hment of safety standards for motor vehicles. 
'1 hu s, a n awareness of envi ronmental and sociological 
factors in road bui ldi ng was a gradual evolutionary 
flrocess, for the original motivating force was in 
build in g hi ghways to enable rapid movement from 
poin t to point. In earlier years these factors were 
either ignored or treated only when they became 
ha/a rd ous . 

Highway Progress and Interstate Programs 
in Iowa 

Transitional Trends 
The 19605 were a period of transition III both State 
and Highway Commission Administration. Four 
Democratic and Repub/tcan Governors alternated in 
the Executive Office. beginning with Herschel C. 
Loveless and followed bj Norman A. Erbe, Harold E. 
Hughes and Robert D. Raj . Governor Hughe had 
bee n a member of the Iowa Commerce Commission. 
and he and the others were vitallj concerned and 
supportive of highwa) progress. At the Highway 
Commission, John Butter retired III 1960 and was 
replaced bj L. M. Cia uson as Chief Engineer. C nder 
a staff reorgani7atlon, 21 departments and ection5 
operated under three Di\isions and IX Operating 
Districts in 1960 a mo\e designed to coordinate the 
activitie of the departments into functional working 
groups. A steadil~ accelerating high\\a) program 
prompted an addition to the main headquarters 
building in 1961. adding 60,000 square feet of 
\o\orking space to the onglnal buildlllg. [n the interim 
period of 37 year, the headquarters tafr had 
increased from 100 to 800 employees and the Primary 
Road Fund had increa ed from under 13 million in 
1924 to $95 million in 1961. 

• Quoled in America"s Hig/lll"Ors from " \\ hal "\ e\\ \ ork _ tate I, 
DOIng." Good Roaels Maga:illl' (Februar) t908) . p. 50 
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F-urther administra ti ve cha nges came on Dece mber I, 
1966, 'Ahen J ose ph R. Coupal Jr. was appointed the 
fir~t Director of Hi ghways. Among hi s res ponsibilities 
wa~ the coord ination of the work of the professional 
engineering staff wi th the Suppo rt Divisions a nd the 
six Operating Districts. Howa rd Gunnerson. the 
Chief Engineer and Deputy Direc tor. was respo nsi ble 
for all professional engi nee ring fun cti o ns in 
dc\,elopment a nd opera ti o ns. Staff reorganintions in 
1968 inc reased the numbcr of departments from 2 1 to 
24. and furthcr reorga ni7ation in 1969 increased the 
number to 26 (Fig. 10-4, 10-5). 

These cha nges were co nsid ered necessa ry to mee t the 
rapidly ex panding traffic requirements of the stat e. 
Total ann ua l daily traffic per mile of rural primary 
roads rose from 1,587 ve hicles in 1960 to 2,1 13 in 
1969. represe nting a gai n of 33 perce nt. or 76 percent 

Anson Ma r> [o n 
lalla S[a[e Highway Comnll",on . 

1904- 1927 

John G. BUller 
Chief Engineer. 1954- 1960 

Th o mas H. MacDo na ld 
Chicf Engineer. 1913-19 19 

L. M. Cia uson 
Ch ief Engi neer , 1960-1966 

when co mpared to the year 1950. Legis la ti on passed 
by the General Assembly in 1958 required the 
commission to pla n and publi sh a se ri es of fi\ 'e-year 
primary road co nstructi on programs. the first of 
which co\ered the years 1960-1 964. Th e commissio n 
was a lso given the pri\'il ege of reviewing the progress 
eac h yea r and adding one yea r 's work a nnua ll y to the 
progra ms. Four additi o nal plans projec ted estimated 
fund s ava ilable a nd ex penditures through 1970. 
Sufficiency ratings were used a guid es in 
programming road projects, providing a mea ns of 
numericall y eva lua ting tangible it ems affect ing the 
adequacy of an ex isting section of hi ghwa y or brid ge. 
Points were assigned to ex isting fea tures on a 
hi ghway sys tem and rela ted to sta nd a rd s des ired . An 
exa mple is given in Table 10-6 for 1960-1961 . 

Fred R. Whi[c 
Chi ef Engineer. 19 19- 1952 

Jo,eph R. Cou pal .l r. 

Direc[o r of Hi ghway DiVision. 

1966- 1974 

Edward 1- . Koch 
Chief Engineer . 1952-1954 

Howard E. Gunnerson 

DireclOr of Hlghwa) DI\ ",on . 

1975-1977 
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Table 10-6 

Sufficiency Ratings for Primary Roads and Bridges, 1960-1961 

Classification Sufficency Rural Primary Municipal Primary 
Rating (miles) Extensions (miles) 

Cntical o - 49 ':U22 25~ 

Poor to Fair 50 - 79 2, 16R 47X 

Good XO - H9 HJO 205 
F:-.ccllcnt 90 - 100 2,267 II J 

l otab R,5H7 1,054 

(Sol/r,,, ' h"la Il lgl1\\;\\ ('''111111''''011, 111I1I1/1111?"""r', 1961 ) 
I I lgurL" IOllIHkUl{1 lhl' 1lL',lIe ... .t unit 

Iowa Highway Commission 

Deputy Chief Engineer 

I Igule I()-~ 

Il lgh\\H) Conllll""on orgal1l1all"na l chan p"l)r to 19M> 

(Coline,) 101'" State Il lghllll ) COl1l1l1l"IOI1) 

Bridges 
( No.) 

394 
1,716 

537 
725 

3,372 
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Interstate Highway Construction 
From 1956, the co mmi ssio n a ll o tted a maj o r sha re of 
reso urces to th e co nstructi o n of th e intersta te roa ds in 
Iowa. Wi th no fo ur-la ne hi ghways or toll roads th a t 
could be inco rp ora ted , the sta te sta rt ed fro m 7e ro to 
des ign, acq uire right-of-way a nd bui ld a 7 10-mile 
ul tra-sa fe highway sys tem. Clos ing th e ga p betwee n 
Grinne ll and Iowa City in 1964 was pro ba bly the 
mos t spec tacu la r effo rt th a t Iowa has see n in 50 yea rs 
of roa d build ing, a nd it co mp leted the work on 
Interstate 80 betwee n Des Moines a nd Da ve npo rt. 
T he 158-mi le fo ur-l a ne di vided hi ghway reduced 
dr ivi ng time by o ne a nd o ne-fo urth hours. 

At Des Moin es, Intersta te 80 co nnec ted with 
Intersta te 35, a nd fifty-four miles we re built to 
Osceo la, ma king 2 12 mil es of co ntinu o us intersta te 
o pen to tra ffi c in 1964. To the north , 25 miles of 
Int ers ta te 35 was unde r co nstructi on to Ames: in the 
wes t, 6 1 mi les had bee n co mpleted be tween Dex ter 
and Atla nti c. On Interstate 29, the road had bee n 
built betwee n Onawa a nd Sio ux City, a nd betwee n 
Mi sso uri Va ll ey a nd Sta te 480 ( Fig. 10-6). Also und er 
co nstructi on was the Des Moines Free way ( Intersta te 
235) , a city co nnector a nd importa nt link in the 
na ti ona l sys tem. Tra ffi c needs in metropo lita n a reas 
required new highways to se rve the ce ntra l cit y as we ll 
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as the peripheral secto rs bypassi ng th e cities. For 
these reasons, the na ti onal program provid ed for 
through -cit) freeways as well as circuito us roads. 

By the close of 1968, Intersta te 80 west to Council 
Bluffs, Inters tate 29 north from Council Bluffs to 
Sioux City, a nd Intersta te 35 no rth fro m Des Moines 
to Blairsburg were o pen to tra ffi c, and the remai ning 
seg ments were planned for completion in 197 1 (Fig. 

10-7). Iowa's share of the 1.500 miles added by 
Congress in 1969 to th e na ti ona l sys tem would mean 
a n es tim a ted S 125 million in addit ional federal funds 
over the following five yea rs. The fund s would be 
used to construct a four-lane co ntroll ed acces road 
from Iowa City to Wa terl oo a nd for a new interstate 
bridge ove r the Mi so uri Ri ver at Sioux Cit y7 

Interc ha nge o f Inters tate 380. U.S. 20 and U.S. 2 18 at ,outhea,t corner of Water loo. 

(Courtesy: Iowa De partment of Tramportation) 

7 Iowa State Highway Commission, 1964 Annual Report; 1968 
Annual Report; 1969 Annual Report, Ames : Iowa State Highway 
Commission. O ne of the major concerns of th e Highway 
Commission was s now and ice removal. The average annual 
snowfa ll in Iowa is 30 inches. This amoun t wou ld cover a 160-acre 
farm to a depth of 938 feet and if loaded into railroad box ca rs with 

a capacity of 50 cubic yards eac h, th e train would be 45.833 miles 
long and would exte nd twice around the world. S now fences were 
erected on ce rt a in secti ons of the pri mary sys tem. Salting, initiated 
in 1954 and spread o n the roads a t 500 pounds to the mi le, covered 
3,800 miles of primary and interstate hig hways in 1963, with 1.700 

miles to be a dded in 1964. 
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An Inadequate primary road bridge typical of the bridge problem that existed in thc early 1960s. 
(Co urtesy: Iowa State Highway Commission) 

Primary and Secondary Roads 
Emphasis on interstate construction by no means 

diminished the pace of modernization and 
improvement of the sta tc's primary a nd seco nd a ry 

road systems and expansion of sup port services. 

Primary road activity involved relocation of both 

federal-aid and state numbered roads. H Primary 
extensions through urban areas embodied 

replacement of narrow brick or othe r surfaces with 

paved multi-lane roadways with curbs . Additional 
mileages on farm-to-market roads were graded and 

paved, and a more efficient system was adopted for 

marking highways. Of the a lm ost 10,000 miles of 

primary roads, 907 miles were s till 18 feet wide, a nd 
206 miles were graded but not paved. In 1965 the 

General Assembly added one cent to the fuel tax, 

expected to increase highway revenues by $10 million, 
with one-half of the new funds earmarked for 

expa nsion of the program for widening roads and 
brid ges then 20 feet or less in width. 

In 1968, a Freeway-Expressway System was approved 

by the commission to serve traffic needs in the years 
following completion of the interstate program. The 
833-mi le Freeway System was designed for four-lane 

divided highways with access via interchange only, 
estimated to cost $90 I million. The I, 139-mile Ex­

pressway System was also designed for four-lane 
divided highways with access via interchange and 

se lected public road connections at grade. The 
estimated cost of construction was $889 million 

(Fig. 10-8). 

i Iowa State Highway Commission , 1964-1965 Annual Report, 
Ames: Iowa State Highway Commission, 1965, p. 15. The 
reconstruction of Iowa 150 between Fayette and West Union was 
interrupted by the discovery of three graves on the new right-of­
way. It was alleged that a man , woman and child died at the Half 

Way House, four miles north of Fayette or were murdered 10 the 
1860's and buried 1.000 feet from the Inn . None of these stories 
were verified. The graves were moved in April, 1965, under the 
supervision of the Commission Resident Engineer to Grandview 
Cemetery in Fayette. A simple bronze plaque placed on the 
headstone reads: "Three members Pioneer Family Died Enroute, 

1868, Reburied 1965 by Order of the Court." 
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FIgure 10·8 
lowa\ proposed network of Ircc\\a,s and expres>\\a,s 

(Counes) 10\\3 State Hlghl-la) Commi."lon) 

Highway Improvements 
Progre s in highway improvements during th e 1960s 

may be measured by compar iso ns of mil eages by type 
of surface and a summary of highway co ntrac ts 
approved between 1960 and 1969. These are found In 
Tables 10-7 a nd 10-8 . 

The total expendi tures o f $9 10 .8 million were 
considerably higher than th e $700 .2 million s pent o n 
highways from 1946 to 1960 a nd renected th e 
construction of interstates and mod erni n ti o n and 
urban extens io n programs. 

A report o n " H ig hwa y Needs and F ina nces, 1968-
1988" was re leased in 1969, pre pared by th e 

comm issio n staff und e r a new sys tem d es igned fo r 

maintaining up-to-date needs and finance. All of the 

sta te' road and streets and their structures \\ere 

co mpared to de irable design standards to determine 
pre ent or an ti cipated deficiencies for correction. 

Cons tru c ti o n d ollar requirement ba ed upon 196c 
prices we re a ppli ed to impro\ement. maintenan e and 

admini trati\ e costs for the :W-year period. Projected 
d o llar need s amounted to approximatel~ S 10.6 billion 

while anti ipated re\enues were only Sc.5 billion, 
leaving a d eficit of $~. I billion. Con idering all factors 
in the s tud y, a redistribution of road use tax funds 

was proposed. The Primar) ystem \\ould re ei \ e 63 
pe rce nt: co unt y roads, ~0.9 percent: and municipal 
stree ts, 16. 1 pe rcent. 
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Table 10-7 
Total Highway Miles by Type of Suriace, Jan. 1, 1961 and Dec. 31 , 1969 

Type of Suriace 1961 

Portland Cement Pavement 
Asphaltic Concrete Pavement 
Bituminous Treated 
Gravel or Stone 
Not Surfaced 

Totals 

(Source: Iowa Highway Commission. Annual Reporls.) 

Table 10-8 

(mileage) 

9,254 
6,599 
4,874 

80,09 1 
10,852 

111 ,670 

Highway Contracts Approved Between 1960 and 1969 
Fiscal Year Primary Roads Farm-to-Market Roads 

(in mi ll ions) (in mi llions) 

1960 
1961 
1962 
1963 
1964 
1965 
1966 
1967 
1968 
1969 

Totals 

$ 48.7 
5 1. I 
42.3 
52.8 
79.3 
56.4 
97 .0 

100.0 
66 .2 
82.0 

$675 .8 

(Source: Iowa Highway Commiss ion, Annual Reporls.) 
I Expenditures include interstate. sta te park and institutional roads. 
1 Figures round ed to the nea res t unit. 

$ 21.9 
21.4 
19.8 
24.4 
22 .7 
21.7 
23 .7 
26.4 
25.7 
27.3 

$235.0 

1969 
(mileage) 

9,648 
15,521 
5,246 

74,215 
7,664 

11 2,294 

Total 

$ 70.6 
72.5 
62 . I 
77.2 

102.0 
78. 1 

120.7 
126.4 
91.9 

109.3 

$910.8 
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Trends in Air Transportation 
Changing transportation condit io ns usua ll y req uire a 
reevaluation of policies. Such was th e nature of a 
two-volume report by Bax ter, McDo na ld a nd 
Company, publ ished in 1968. T he stud y was 
contracted by the State Office of P la nning and 
Programming for the purpose of a na lyz ing sta te 
transportat ion policy. It discussed po li cy iss ues and 
recommended changes wh ic h a re prese nt ed brieny in 

a la ter section. Excerpts from th e report on airport 
pla n n ing, co nst ruct ion and improvement, air 
t ransporta tio n and functions of the Iowa 
Aeronautica l Commission are incorpora ted into thi s 
sec ti o n . 

In 1965 the Aeronautics Commission celebrated its 
20t h a n niversary. During the period , the primary 
concern was meeting the needs of general aviation 
(non-commercia l) through assistance in development 
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of sma ll airports and registration of pilots a nd 
aircraft, a ircraft dealcrs, a ir schools and gro und 
instructors. Thc commiss ion functioncd in four major 
progra ms: ( I) ai rp ort development and improvement ; 
(2) air age education ; (3) aviation safe ty; and (4) 
ad ministration and enforce ment of Iowa av iation law. 
Decisions on planning and finan cing airports or 
improvi ng old ones were shared by the federa l 
gove rnment and muni cipalities with the comm iss ion 
representing the interests of the state. acting as li a iso n 
between the principal parties. The commission was 
not equipped by statutory powers or structure to 
conduct comprehensive ai rport p lanning. However, 
they ac tively participated by providing tec hnica l 
assi tance and advice. They a lso supplemented federal 
navigation and safety measures by instal ling runway 
lights and rotating beacons, marking routes, a nd 
providing two-way radio communicatio n systems a nd 
weather instru men ts. Sched uling of regular 
commercial service into and out of major airports was 
left to the initiative of individual cities and towns. 

Nearly all of the revenues of the commissio n came 
from registration fees of pi lots, sma ll a ircraft and the 
unfunded portion of the sta te av iation gasoli ne taxes. 
Within relatively modest budgets a nd under legal 
restraints they were obliged to favo r genera l aviation, 
and in this context they were co nsidered to have 
performed their function effect ively. Yet the role of 
the state in aviation was seriously limited by 
interpretations of the commission as to its functions, 
and thus the "role of the state in airport planning and 
in expansion and improvement of air tran portation 
service was viewed basically as a passive one. ''9 There 
was no formal airport plan in Iowa at this time. 

B) the mid-I960s, Iowa had more than kept pace with 
national growth in aviation . The sta te had 3 1. 2 
aircraft per 1.000 square miles compared to a national 
average of 23.8, and 6.3 aircraft per 10 ,000 population 
contrasted to 4.6 nationally. In 1964, Iowa ranked 
14th in the nation in the number of airpo rts, 15th in 
the number of civil aircraft. fifth in the number of 
lighted airports and 15th in the number of a irports 
with paved runways. Airport co nstructi on, 
improvements and air service, 1945 compa red to 
1965, are shown in Table 10-9 . 

The number of municipal airports represented nearly 
half of the 225 airports in the state. fhe remainder 
were owned and operated by private interests but 
were availab le for public usc. There were a lso a la rge 
number of privately ow ned sma ll er airports an d 
airstrips not avai lab le for public use a nd not und er 

ac ti ve surIC rvision by the com mi ssio n. r or the first 
time sin ce sa fety reco rd s had been kept, th ere were no 
aviation fa ta lit ies durin g the 1965 fi scal year. What 
mad e the record more notewort hy was the 
co nsid era bl e increase in gene ral aviation activity. 
lh ing the Des Moin es airport as an example , civil 
itinera nt aircraft mo ve ment rose about 22 percent 
over 1964. from 52.61\2 to 72,71\7. -r h is was a n a veragc 
of 100 transie nt a ircraft per day using the airport , and 
the fi gure did no t includ e air carriers . military or local 
fl ights. One of the major problems facing Iowa wa, 
the introduction of jumbo jets in 1969. and no airport 
in the sta te had runways long enough to 
accommoda te them . 

Table 10-9 

Airport Construction , Improvements and 
Air Transportation Service in Iowa , 

1945 and 1965 

Classification 1945 1965 

Municipal Airports 43 101 
Lighted Airports 7 101 
Airports v.ith Pa\ed Surfaces 7 59 
Airpom v.ith T\.\o-Wa) Radio 6 64 
Cities 'With Airline Senlce 2 15 

(SOl/rce lo \\a Aero na uti ca l Co mm""on. ~I/I/ua l Report 1965 1 

There \.\ere tv.o classifications of atr enlce In lo\\a In 
1966. One v.as "general a\iatlon" aircraft 0\\ ned b~ 
indi\iduals and bUSiness firms. The other \\a~ 
scheduled commercial seniee into 15 cities \\Ilh t\\O 
communities recei\ ing sen Ice through airports tn 
con tiguous ~tates. ),\ine citie~ : Sioux Clt~. Mason 
Cit). Fort Dodge. Ottumwa. \\ aterloo. Iowa Cit~. 
Dubuque. Clinton and Burltngton were sened b~ 
07ark Airlines. operating both local sen ice and 

• Ba;o..ter. McDonald and Compan). Comultants. Transp ortal/oil 
III I OII 'a - A Re"iell' of I\e\' Policr IsslI~s (t\\ 0 \ olumes). prepared 
ror the Office ror Planning and Programming. State of 10\\a. 
Berkeley. ailf .. Ba;o..ter. 1\1 cDonaid and Compan) . • eptember. 
1968 . 
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nights to Omaha, Des Moines a nd Chicago for 
connections to ot her destinations. North Central also 
served Sioux City with routes to Minneso ta and the 
Dakotas. Four cities: Des Moines, Cedar Rapid s. 
Council Bluffs (using the Omaha airport) and 
Davenport (using the Moline airport) had nights to 
major cities or metropolitan areas that did not in vo lve 
interchanges. United and Ozark served all four 
airports. Braniff Airways operated from Des Moines 
and Omaha, the latter city a lso se rved by Nort h 
Centra l and Frontier a irlines. Two citi es, Ames a nd 
Marshalltown, had air taxi or comm ute r service int o 

Chicago (Fig. 10-9, 10- 10). 

The importance of federa l grants to the a nnua l 

funding of airport projects and improvements during 

the 1960s is shown in Table 10-1 0 . 

For the fiscal years 1965 to 1969, the National 

Airport Plan li sted 88 Iowa airports for development 
a nd improvement. Thirteen new airports were 
projected for initial deve lopment, 44 airports were to 
acquire additional land, more lighting facilities were 
to be installed at 55 airports, and 23 would receive 
runwa y or taxiwa y ex tensio ns. In th e first II months 
of 1967, the Des Moines airport reported 606.000 
passe nger mo ve ment s (arrivals a nd departures), a gain 
of 11 2,000 over the sa me period in 1966, and over 
double the number of 300,000 in 1959. Estimates of 
over o ne million passengers through the airport by 
197 1 proved quite acc ura te . For airports sta tewid e in 
1966, the number of pa sse nge r departures a lone 
tota led 577 ,000 for II airports reporting, not 
inc lud ing the Iowa passe nge rs e mbarking from the 
Moline and Omaha airports. 

Table 10-10 

Fiscal Year 

1960-1961 

1961-1962 

1962-1963 

1963-1964 

1964-1965 
1965-1966 

1966-1967 

1967-1968 

1968-1969 

1969-1970 

Totals 

Annual State and Federal Aid for Airport Projects 
and Airport Improvements, 1960-1970 

Annual State 
Expenditures 

(in thousands) 
Year 

$ 48.4 1960 

38.6 196 1 

137.2 1962 

93 .2 1963 

59.7 1964 

125 .5 1965 

102.7 1966 

189.4 1967 

223 .1 1968 

2 18.4 1969 

$ 1,236.2 

Annual Federal 
Expenditures (Iowa) 

(in thousands) 

$ 243.1 

1,586.8 
476.2 
527.9 

861. 1 
898.0 

1,48 1.5 
769.1 

2,186.0 
I ,390 .7 

$10,420.4 

(Source: 101\'a Airport System Plan. Vol. I, Tables 4 a nd 5. Summary Report prepared for the Iowa Aeronautic!> Commission by thc 
Engi neer ing Research I nstitute, Iowa State Uni vers it y. Ames, November. 1972.) 

I Figures rounded to the nea res t unit. 
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Figure 10-9 
-rcrn torlc, ,encd by local ,entCC airline, In the earl) 1960, 

(Counc,) R E.G Da\lc\ Collection) 

Waterborne Commerce-The Alter Company 
Unique among those identified with Upper 
Mississippi River commerce was the Alter Company, 
organi7ed in Davenport in 1916 by Frank R. Alter. 
The firm was engaged in processing and shipping 
scrap metal from the Quad Cities for more than a half 
century, starting with railroads and later by water 
when the nine-foot channel was completed. In May 
1960, Alter moved into the towing business with four 
open hopper barges and a single towboat named after 
the owner. Gordon L. Jones was hired as executive of 
the newly formed Marine Division and later 
promoted to vice president. Under his leadership, thc 
operation expa nded to five towboats and 148 barges 
by 1972 . Terminals were built at St. Paul and La 
Crosse in addition to the main base at Davcnport. A 
terminal in the New Orleans harbor provided 
cleaning, repair and Oecling facilities for the 

company \ barges. 

Except for the Diamond Joe line of past fame, the 
Alter Company was the only barge line located in 
Iowa . It concentrated its efforts on service in the 
"Middle Upper Mississippi," the area between 
Cassville, Wisconsin , on the north and HannibaL 
Missouri, on the south. Grains mO\'ed downstream 
and pho phate rock and coal upstream. The firm's 
outstanding features included the \ariety and 
frequency of services it offered shippers. It al 0 

provided somewhat unusual terminal operation by 
combining terminal and transfer facilities using 
railroad, truck and water to facilitate complete 
transportation services. The uccess of the Alter 
Company in offering low cost, reliable enice to 
Upper Missis ippi firms is a tribute to Iowa's 
co ntribution to inland waterway development. 
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1935 -----------------------------------,1935 
o Dat~ of Locol Ser vice C~rt j f i cat~ 

PIEDMONT • Dote of t erm inat ion of Service 
1940 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - AVIAT ION - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1940 

1945 

1950 - ------- 1950 

1955 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1955 

1960 --- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1960 

1965 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1965 

1970 1970 

1975 - --- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1975 

1980 - - - - --
REGO Reclassified as Major Airlines Reclassified as Natio nal Airlines 

1980 

Figure 10- 10 
Ge nea logy of loca l service a irlines. 

(Co urtesy: R.E.G. Da vies Collectio n) 

Transportation Policy Issues and Conflicts 
in the 1960s 

Policy issues were presented and recommendations 
made in the Bax ter Rep ort. These are outlined briefly 
in the discussion which fo llows: 

Regulation and Fragmentation of State Authority 
T he Co mmerce Co mmi ss ion wa s admoni s hed for 

be ing too pass ive o n pro p osal s by shippers and 
ca rri e rs co nce rnin g ra te a nd route changes, acqu iesing 

in m ost cases to th e ir reques ts. Where the inte rests of 

th e sta te we re a rg ued befo re fede ral agenc ies , co urt s 
o r co ng ress io na l co mmittees, th e re was a multiplicit y 

of represe nta ti o n in so me in stances, in othe rs , none. 

Fo r co nsiste ncy, the G ove rnor 's office was sugges ted 
as a c lea rin g ho use fo r a pp rova l or di sapprova l o f 

a d vocacy p os iti o ns ta ken by state age nc ies in 

tra nspo rta ti o n ma tte rs . 

Service to Small Towns 
Sma ll town s experienced inc rea sed iso la ti o n fr om 
reduction s in both quan t it y a nd qua lit y of publi c 

transportation and wou ld be ex pected to suffer 
add iti ona l losses thro ugh th e threa t of " m od a l 

d e regu lat io n ." Declines in passe nge r se rvices , 

abandonment of fre ight a gency se rvice a nd / or 
re mova l of depots had bee n a progress ive st ra tegy of 
ra ilroad s during the postwar yea rs. Bra nch lines, 
consistin g of appro x imatel y 46 pe rce nt o f Class I 

railroad milea ges , we re pa rticu la rl y vulne rabl e fo r 
fur ther abandonment , a nd reg ula ted m oto r ca rri ers 

sought reli ef from ope rat ing requirements to se rve 
low volum e shippers. The iss ues we re wh e th e r or not 

the social goa l of low cost se rvice to small 
communities co uld be reconciled with th e econo mic 
objectives of th e carrie rs in choosing th e tra ffic whi ch 

wou ld re s ult in higher returns o n inves tment. On th e 
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ass umpti o n that preservati o n o f' sma ll tow ns a nd 
fa mil y fnrm s wa s a wid ely held politi clli a nd soc ia l 
goa l ro r Iowa, it was suggcs tt.: d th a t wht.: rcve r 
necessa ry, ~ u bs i d ies bc co nsid ered ro r net.: ded 
tra nsporta ti o n se n 'ices . Il owever, no sugges ti o ns we le 
made as to the so urces fo r such subsi di t.:s. 

Airport Planning 
ir po rt pl an ning po lic ies have bee n inc ludcd in the 

prev io us sec tio n. It was reco mmend ed tha t immedi a te 
for mula tio n of a sta tewid e reg io na l pla n be 
impleme nted a nd studies made wi th neighbori ng 
states o n the kasibi lity or constructi ng a mid­
continent airport designed to re lieve the congestion at 
O' Hare airport in Chicago and to function as an cast­
\\est interchange point. 

Highway Financing 
Di\ ision of responsibility between users and non­
users in financing future highways was a basic policy 
issue in high\Vay financing . Projections from 1967-
1987 indicated user deficits in primary roads and 
municipal streets and surpluses in the county road 
system under the current user fund distribution 
program. The state primary system was financed 
entirely through user revenues ~hile most of the 
municipal streets were financed b) non-user revenues . 
Both supported traffic loads in excess of their share of 
user re\enues. A change in the distribution formula 
was recommended. 

Conflicts between Social and Economic Goals 

Connicts were a factor in secondary road policies and 
urban transportation corridors. In 1968 the statc's 
highway system showed 81 percent of the total 
mileage cia sified a secondary roads, eight percent in 
primary roads, and II percent in primary and 
secondary extensions and city streets. Vehicle miles 
on primary roads accounted fo r 45 percen t of the 
traffic, on city streets for 36 perce nt, and on 
secondary roads only 19 percent. The large rural 
population in earlier years made extensive use of 
secondary roads, but as population dec lined , the 
roads carried a smaller proportion. The public cost of 
pro viding for low density high-cost highways per 
vehicle mile was dispropo rtionate ly high relative to 
the other systems. However, eco nomic modifica ti on 
or abandonment had to be ba lanced agai nst the 
poss ible loss of mob ilit y int o and out of rura l areas. I\. 
simila r ba lance was necessary in co nstructing city 
freeways as be tween the expa nsio n of the eco nomi c 

base of the cit y agai nst the soc ia l d isr uption of 
bu siness firm s, ho usin g a nd reside nts .. [ herefore, the 
sys tem pl an nin g wou ld need to be broadened beyond 
th e si ng ul a r goa l of physica l considerations to inc lude 
a combi nation of environmental, economic and ~ocial 
co n ccrn~ a difficu lt and ehallenging assignment in 
an evcr-cha ngi ng polltlca I atmosphere. 

Creation of a State Department of Transportation 
I\. sepa rate sec ti o n of the report developed the 
rat ionale fo r a State Department of -rransportation . 
1\. 11 fu nctions of the state agencies would be combined 
excep t for the rate and regulatory duties of the 
Commerce Commission. -r he Department would have 
the powers and responsibilities for develo ping and 
implementing a state comprehensive tramportation 
plan . I t~ establishment would provide the potential 
for solution of much of lowa\ policy problems, but 
the potential would not be automatlcall) reali7ed by 
Simply combining the agencies under one 
administration. The merits of the reorgani7ation la)-
in the new opportunities for integration of operations 
of the various modes and for the use of state and 
federal program~ capable of proVldlllg the tate ~Ith a 
more effective and efficent tramportation sys tem. 

Summary 

ational trends in modal relationships and changing 
transportation market were followed to a limited 
extent in Iowa. The merger mo\'ement of the railroads 
se rving the state was a microcosm of national pattern 
designed to adjust to increased competition of surface 
and air carrier. Flexibility of motor carriers v\as 
enhanced by construction of interstate high~ay and 
improvements in tate road ) tem . Inland water 
carrier gained through expan ion of bulk commodity 
traffic. Intermodalism, partlcularl) in rail-truck 
combination, began a 10\\ but teady e\'ohement to 
take advantage of the lov\ -co t feature of each mode. 
General aviation activity and commercial air 
tran po rtation of pa enger and mail howed 
substan tial growth, putting emphasis on further 
deve lopment of airports, safety and na\igational aIds. 
More \'ariety and frequency of waten\ay sen ice wa 
offered by the ne~ Iy organized Marine DiVision of 
the Alter Company in Davenport. Traditional trend 
in markets and modal relationships brought 
transporta tion i ues and connicts between SOCial and 
economic goals into public consciou -ne s. This 
stim ula ted proposa ls for a tate Department of 
Transpo rta ti o n as an agency with potential for a 
co mprehensive a nalys is and study of the tate's major 
tra nspo rtat ion prob lems. 
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Chapter Eleven 

Change, Confusion and Crisis­
The 19705 and 19805 

Introduction 
The period of 1970-1984 witnessed revolutionary 
changes in transportation philosophies and attitudes , 
structural organization , carrier operati ng strategies 
and coordinated federa l-state policies. State 
Departments of Transportation were created to 
promote more orderly and effect ive pl a nning a nd 
funding programs for balanced systems unique to a 
state's needs. In the ear ly and mid-1970s, fede ra l 
legi slation was directed toward re li ef of the perennial 
financial problems of the railroads. Maj or roads in 
the East a s well as two roads serving Iowa fi led for 
bankruptcy, resulting in sta te in vo lvement to replace 
parts of the route structures. The near com plet ion of 
the interstate highway system a nd reconstruction and 
improvement in other highway programs brought 
demands for longer and heavier trucks, often 
requiring solutions through lega l action. 
Environmental issues, the ene rgy crisis , and the 
expected character of service were instrumental in 
establi shing new standards for railroads and 
highways. Public transit became a prominent issue as 
rural areas faced losses of air service and railroad 
branch lines and as urban co mmuniti es sought 
solutions to rising private and commercia l traffic 
congestion. Mississippi River problems cente red on 
the controversy over Lock and Dam No. 26 a t Alton, 
Illinoi s, and user taxes were assessed aga inst 
commercial water carriers . State air port and aviation 
system plans were developed in ai r transportation. 

The State Department of Transportation 
Until the 1960s , transportation planning and project 
imp lementation were the responsibilities of individual 
modal agencies with little coord ination among them. 
The demand for more efficiency in developing 
balanced transportation systems led to the creation of 
the U.S . Department of Transpo rtat ion , a 
consolidation of the modal agencies. The same trend s 
occurred on the state level. Action plans on 
environmenta l issues , integra ted transportation 
planning, and studies of the impact of highwa y 
improvements on other modes were called for in 
federal legislation. At the sa me time , ind ependent of 
federal incentives, states were reo rgani zing 
government structures, a nd the creation of 

Departments of Transportation was one end result. 
By 1977, 38 sta tes had organized such agencies, 21 of 
which preceded Iowa , and a number of these were 
dominated by one or two modal agencies , usually the 
highway division. In fact , of those created by 1979, 
five still had the word "highway" in their titles . 

At the request of Governor Ray in 1970, the Office of 
Planning and Program ming prepared a report which 
analyzed the requi rements for an Iowa Department of 
Transportation, developing an understanding of the 
o rganizat ion and its operations , a nd ide ntifyi ng issues 
to be addressed in it s organization a nd 
imp lementation. The report was adv iso ry in nature 
and reco mm ended "a first generation" departmental 
structure (Fig. I I-I ). The 65th Genera l Assemb ly 
created the department, effective Jul y I , 1974, " to be 
responsible for the planning, development, regulation 
and improvement of transportation in the state as 
provided by law. "I A state Transportation 
Commission consisting of seve n members , no more 
than four from the same politi cal party , was 
appointed to four-year terms by the Governor , subject 
to Senate confi rma ti on. Their responsibility was to 
periodically review programs of the department a nd 
make all major policy decisions. Victor Preisser was 
se lected as the first director and brought a wide and 
diversified experience in modal and gene ral 
transportation to the task of organizing the 
department. He viewed Iowa as a "Transportation 
Laboratory"- a display state where transportation 
problems cou ld be anticipated , studied and ana lyzed 
befo re national and sta te laws were passed. 

From the Highway Commission , which ended its 62 
year existence in 1975, to the new Transportation 
Commission, came Robert Rigler, New Hampton; 
Stephen Garst, Coon Rapids; and Donald K. 
Gardner, Cedar Rapids. Ann Pellegreno, Story City , 
was appointed from the Aeronautics Commission, 
which was terminated after 30 years of existence. 
Others appointed were William F. McGrath, Melrose; 
Allen Thoms , Dubuque; and L. Stan ley Schoelerman 
of Spencer. In 1984, of the origina l membership, o nl y 

I 1974 Laws of Iowa , Chapter 307 . See also James Bennett J r. 
and William J . Dewitt , "The Development of State Departments of 
Transportation- A Recent Organizational Phenomenon," 
Transporralion Journal (Fall 1982) : p. 5 15. 
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Robert Rigler rema ined until hi s reti rement in 1986. 
T he o rga niza ti o na l structu re r the Depa rtment of 
T ra n porta tio n in 1984 is shown in Fi g. 11-2. 

T he Tra n porta tio n o mm is io n in 1986 co n isted o f 
Au ti n B. T urner, Co rni ng, cha irper o n; . Roge r 
Fa i r, Da ven port , vice cha i rperso n; Dav id lemens, 
Dubuque; Del Va n Horn, J effer o n; Ro bert Mei r, 
Ottu mwa; Molly , CO lt , pence I' ; a nd Douglas hull , 
India nola. Ba rba ra Du nn, Des M oin es; Dennis Voy, 
Maq uoketa; Da rrel Ren ink , Sio ux Ce nter; a nd Jules 
Busker, ioux City, had a lso se rved terms o n the 
T ra nsporta ti on o mmiss io n. Preisse r was a ppo inted 
sta te Socia l Se rvices Directo r in 1977 a nd was 
succeeded by Ray mond L. Kasse l. Ka se l re tired in 
1982, a nd Warren B. D unha m ca me fr om the Illin ois 
Depa rtment of T ra nspo rta ti o n to replace him . When 

Dun ham too k a pos iti o n in in d ustry early in 1988, he 
was succeeded by Deputy D irecto r Darrel Rensink . 

Sena te Fil e 114 1 ( 1974) ma nda ted the commission to 
devel p a nd coo rdin a te a com pre hensive 
tra nsporta ti o n poli cy fo r the state. Fo ll owing input by 
pub lic, pri va te a nd citi ze n gro ups, combined with 
sta ff ex perti se a nd co ntact with other state 
depa rtments, a draft proposal was prepared for publi c 
hea ring o n Nove mber 24, 1974. The fina l po licy 
sta tement was a pproved by the commission in 
Dece mber a nd ado pted by the General Asse mbl y in 
June, 1975 . The in itia l po licy and plan was published 
in Trans Plan 76 a nd updated in Trans Plan 79; 
pub lica ti o ns of th e Depa rt ment. The current policy 
state ment is foun d in Chapter 12. 
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Figure I 1-2 

Departme nt or Trans portation o rgan i7ational s tructure in 1984. 
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The National Transportation Dilemma 

T he need fo r a un ifo rm l1'l ti o na l tra nsporta ti o n po licy 
wa s neve r more a ppa rent th a n in th e 19705 when the 
" tra nsport a ti o n pro blem" hi t the na ti o n a nd 
do min ated most o f the do mesti c iss ues. Uneve n 
regula ti o n, unba la nced pub lic ex pendi tures fo r 
separa tc moda l pro moti o n a nd develo pm ent , postwar 
enviro nme nt a l conce rns, the O PE oi l embargo a nd 
energy crisis. inn a ti o na ry t re nd s, a nd econo mi c a nd 
socia l structura l cha nges o mbined to fo us na ti o na l 
a tten tion on tra nsporta tio n ma tters. T hese interacting 
innuence , some of long dura ti o n, we re pred icting 
troub le in the 1960 , bu t their potent ia l co ll ec ti vc 
impac t was not recogni/ed o r was ignored . For a 
deca de, hundreds of book s, a rti cles, newpaper reports 
a nd specia l studies di ag nosed the " tran spo rta ti o n 
problem" a nd presc ribed fo r it. Fo rums of lea rned 
aca demic scho la r a nd industri a l a nd gove rnment 
spec ia li sts regula rl y asse mbled to a rgue the merit s of 
pro posa ls to dea l with it. Pe ri odica ll y, co ngress io na l 
co mmittees pub li shed vo lum es di sc uss ing and 
defining it , a nd Co ngress itse lf so lemly deba ted 
measures to so lve it. 

If \ olumes moved a nd mo ney spent were crit eri a fo r 
uccess . the Ameri ca n tra nsport a ti o n sys tem hould 

have bee n the envy of th e world . The Tra nsporta tio n 
Associa tio n of Ameri ca (TAA) report ed a tota l of 5.3 
bi ll ion to ns of intercit y freight ca rri ed in 1976, a nd 
the Census of Tra nsporta ti o n in 1977 cove red $ 1.34 
tr ill io n wo rth of ma nu factured goods, weighing in 
excess of 3.3 billi on to ns a nd represe nting 759 bi ll io n 
ton-m iles . The na ti o n's es tima ted tra nspo rtation bi ll 
for priva te a nd fo r-hire passe nge r a nd freight ve hicles 
be tween 1964 a nd 1976 tota led $3.0 bi ll io n; fo r 1976 
alone it was $358 .7 mill io n. 

Private automobi le a nd ai r ex penditures acco unted 
for 87 . 1 perce nt of the na tio n's passe nge r doll a r, a nd 
private and for-hi re highway ca rrie rs, 78. 1 percent of 
the freig ht doll ar. Betwee n 1952 a nd 1976, a lm o t 
one-ha lf t rill io n do ll a rs were spent o n tra nspo rta ti o n 
fac il ities by federa l, sta te a nd loca l gove rnments. 
Eighty-seve n percent was a lloca ted to im proved 
highways a nd streets, eight perce nt to airwa y a nd 
airports and four perce nt to waterways. The 
remai ning one perce nt was fo r cas h sub id ies to 
domest ic a irlines. Up to 1975, loa ns a nd gra nts for 
ra ilroad re ha bilita ti o n a mounted to a pprox ima tely 
$2 .5 billi on. Yet in 1970, Fortune 's fifty larges t 
tra nspo rta ti o n co mpa nies los t mo ney. 

Rescuing the Railroad s 

By 1977 a major eff ort o f the federa l gove rnm ent in 
the t ra nspo rta tio n sec tor was co nce ntra ted up on 
sho rin g up the p reca rio us fin a ncia l co nd iti o n of the 
rai lroa ds. Altho ugh we ll kn ow n d urin g the previous 
years, nothing of significa nce was do ne to relieve the 
pro blems unti l th e Penn - ent ra l ba nkru ptcy in 1970, 
two yea rs aft er th e merge r of th e two giants. This 
petiti on, toge th er with oth ers in the ortheast, 
bro ught to pub lic a ttenti o n the lack of coordi nation 
and th e wea knesses of regula tory poli cy a nd pu blic 
ass ista nce progra ms o f pas t yea rs. The ba nk rup tcy 
threatened use rs with th e loss of service in half of the 
ra ilroad mil eage in th e as tern Dis tric t, and to a 
degree, th e si tua ti o n ren ected the serious financial 
co nd iti o n o f th e na ti o n's rai lroads. Within a few 
yea rs, th e C R I&P a nd MSt P& P followed the same 
pa th . T o res tore vi ta lity to railroad operations, three 
majo r pieces of legis la tion were passed by Congress: 
The Na ti o na l Rai lroa d Passenger Act of 1970; The 
Regiona l Rai l Reorga nin tion Act of 1973 (3 R Act) ; 
and Th e Ra ilroad Revitalization and Reform Act of 
1974 (4R Act) . 

The National Railroad Passenger Act 
Meas ured by billio n of pas enger-miles, railroad 
se rvice had dec lined from 2.8 pe rcent of all private 
a nd publ ic tra nsporta tion in 1960 to 1.1 percent in 
1970, during the sa me period when total passenger­
miles of a ll modes had su bstan tially increased . 
Ala rm ed by the trend s, Co ngress , fearing that the 
se rvice would soo n cease to exist. pa sed the 
legisla ti o n to ass ure via ble sef\ice be tween major 
po pula tio n ce nters. The ac t was to be administered 
through the a tio na l Pas enger Corporation, 
inco rp ora ted as a no n-p rofi t corporation. originall~ 
kn own a " Rai lpax, " but later changed to 
" AMTRAK ." a co ntrac tion of "American Tra\el b~ 
Track. " 

AMTRAK was crea ted to operate rail pas enger 
se rvi ce 0 er a ba ic interci ty netw ork elected by the 

ee reta ry of Tra n port a tio n with operations to 
commence in 197 1. Equipment was 0 \\ ned b~ 
AMT RA K, but o pera ting person nel a nd facili tie 
ini tia ll y were ut ili zed under co nt rac t wit h the 
ra ilroad s. However, ' ince the earl) day. dining. 
pa rl o r ca r a nd re en a ti on employee became 
AMTR K personnel. The fa miliar logo adopted was 
a head less arrow painted in red. wh ite a nd blue 
co lor . 
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Joining the system was vo luntary. If the railroads did , 
they were relieved of their obligatio n to provide 
service either within or outside the sys tem. Those who 
did not were required to maintain existing se rvice 
until at least January, 1975. Most roads joined, 
becoming stockholders in the National Passenger 
Corporation through payments of cash , equipment or 
future services for which they received com mon stock 
in return. The cost was related to deficits in their 
passenger service as of 1969, the amount computed by 
one of three formulas , whichever was mos t favorable 
to the railroad 2 

Railroads paid their subscriptions by releasing 
equipment to AMTRAK. Nine road s transferred 
1,200 cars, some relatively new, especially those 
received from the AT&SF and the UP. They became 
the nucleus of a fairly modern fleet for mainline 
service. Under the terms of the Act of 1970 (as 
amended th rough 198 1), states could req uest new 
routes to supplement the basic national system. As 
specified in Section 403 (b) of the Act , as amended, 
both capital costs and annua l operating deficits on 
new state-sponsored routes would be shared by the 
states and A MTRAK. In 198 1, a new phase-in period 
was set for sharing route-related deficits. States would 
pay 45 percent of operating deficits in th e first yea r 
and 65 percent each year thereafter. A state was still 
required to pay 50 percent of capital improvements 
necessary to establish and maintain all Section 403 (b) 
routes sponsored. 

From 1972, the annual deficit of $147 .5 million rose 
to highs of $800 million in 1981-1982, making the 
service the most heavily subsidized of American 
transportation as measured by public funding relative 
to user expenditures. Proposed reductions in federal 
budgets included cuts in or elimination of AMTRAK 
subsidies which could affect low patronage lines. 

Iowa's Segment of the AMTRAK System 
The final AMTRAK system plan was announced in 
1971. Twenty-nine city pairs or end points were 
designated as "essential serv ice" routes. Among these 
was the Chicago-San Francisco route for which a 
number of possibilities were suggested through Iowa . 
Between Chicago and Omaha, the choices were th e 
CRI&P, CMStP&P and the BN , the latter selected to 
operate the San Francisco Zephyr. The choice was 
not universally popular since the carrier operated 
across the thinly populated so uthern counties where 
approximately 10 percent of the state's population 
resided. The condition of the roadbed and track were 

the major criteria, not railroad passenger markets , 
when routes were se lected. 

A second carrier, the Southwest Chief, provided 
service between Chicago and the West Coast. It 
followed the AT &SF line through Fort Madiso n, 
Kansas City, and Albuquerque to Los Angeles. A 
third route , the Black Hawk of the IC, offered se rvice 
between Chicago and Dubuque until September, 
198 1. It was discontinued due to low ridership and 
termination of an AMTRAK operating s ubsidy from 
the state of Illinois (Fig. 11-3) . 

The total number of passengers embarking and 
di sem barking all regu larl y sched ul ed Amtrak trains in 
Iowa declined from 87,669 in fi scal year 1979 to 
57,529 in fiscal year 1982, but increased to 62 ,596 in 
fisca l year 1984 . Preliminary 1985 es timates of 
passenger co unts indicated a reduction of 13 percent 
from th e 1984 level. Probable reasons for the lower 
dema nd are stro ng competition from di sco unt ai rline 
fares and the state's poor economy. 

The 3R and 4R Legislation 
The 1973 3R Act created the United States Railway 
Association (USRA), a non-profit government 
agency , to plan the restructuring of the Northeastern 
network covering 17 states and to guarantee up to 
$1.5 billion in loans. Grants totaling $550 million 
were given to the roads for operations while 
restructuring occurred. Another organization, the 
Consolidated Railroad Corporation (Conrail), was 
formed as a semi-p ubli c, for-profit operating road. 
USRA was to determine the viable routes for the 
restructured lin es, abandoning unprofitabl e segments, 
and Conrail was to purchase the assets of th e 
bankrupt carriers for cash and securities. The 4R Act 
provided the funding for Conrail ($2.1 billion) 
a uthori zed in 1973 , $ 1.6 billion in loans and loan 
guarantees for all railroads , and $1.75 billion for 
AMTRAK improvemen ts and operations over five 

2 D. Phillip Locklin , Economics of Tronsporlolion, 7th edi ti on, 
Homewood , Ill. : Richard D . Irwin , Inc., 1972 , p. 276. The formula s 

for determining the price to be paid for joining were : ( I) 50 percent 
of the "fully di stributed" passe nger deficit for 1969; (2) 100 percent 
of the "avoidable loss" on s uch operations; or (3) 200 perce nt of the 
"avoida ble loss" on th e intercity passenger serv ices the railroad 

opera ted over routes wit hin the basic sys tem . 
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years in the Boston-Washington corridor. Section ISa 
was amended to provide new guid eline for the ICC 
to determine rate reaso nab leness, a nd new terms such 
as "Market Dominance" a nd "Yo- Yo" clauses 

parked controversy as to intent and interpretation. 
Al! IC rail merger evidentiary proceedings had to be 
co nclud ed within two yea rs and the decision made 
within 180 da ys th ereafter. 3 

''' Markel Dominance" \las defined a~ lhe ab cnce of cffecl1\e 
COmpelltlOn by olher raol or modal carner, The "~o-~o" prO\bIOn, 
;laled lhallhe IC could nOl suspend a raIlroad rale \lhlch \la 

less lhan a Se\en percenl cha nge from Ihe e'''lIng rale propo al for 
lWO yea rs afler Februar) 5. 1976. e ,cepl for cenaln specIfied 
co ndlil ons. Donald \ ' Harper. Transportatloll In AlIlenca. L seTS. 

Carners. o\·ernlllent. Engle\l ood Cliffs. '\ J Prenllce- Hal l. 19< 2. 
pp . 563-564 : Donald F. Wood and James C Johnson. 

Contemporarr Transportation. Tulsa. O\..la Penn \\ ell Pubh hlng 
o . 198.1. pp . 10 - 109 . Wilham C Johmon. "RaIlroad 

Rc\ ,lal, za ll on and Regula lOr) Reform Cl." ICC PraCllllOner:, 
Journal (No\ember-Dccember 19 77). pr . ::' 49 .• wnk) J . Hille. 
"TranSportalion Leglslallon \ ear of Action." Adelplllon I \I a) 
1976). pp. 8- 11 : G.J Roa ne). "The RRRR lome 

Impllcall o ns for Ral e Burealls." Transportatloll Journal 1\\ InICr 
1977): pp . 17-3 I. 
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AMTRAK passenger train. 
(Courtesy: Ward B. McCarney III , photographer; 

1982 edition of Rail Ventures. ) 

The Railroad Situation in Iowa 

Eight Class I ra il road s operated 8,249 roadway miles 
in 1971 , but were reduced to 4 , 144 miles by 1985 
(Table II-I) . The 1970s were not prosperous years for 
a number of major Iowa roads . In approving the BN­
Frisco merger in April 1980, the ICC commented on 
the financial condition of railroads affected. The 
CNW reported a net income in only one year since 
1970, and lost more than $17.2 million in 1979. The 
Illinois Central-Gulf (ICG) lost $27 million in the 
same year, and both roads were heavily in debt to the 
federal government for loans to repair track and 
rehabilitate and purchase equipment. The CRI&P 
and CMStP&P so ught bankruptcy protection . 

The Chicago and North Western 
On June I , 1972 , the CN W was sold by Northwestern 
Industries , a holding company, to a new organization 
formed by the employees and headed by Larry S. 
Provo. By 1974, the road had abandoned 1,500 
system miles and had another 1,020 miles before the 
ICC for approval. The total system of 10,200 route 
miles in 1980 was slimmed down to 7,400 miles by 
1984. The reorganization process had a significant 

impact upon Iowa . early 325 miles of road were 
abandoned from 1975 through 1980 and an additional 
694 miles through July 1985. Iowa mileage owned and 
operated by the CNW fell 18 percent si nce 1975, 
including 594 miles acquired from the CRl&P and the 
CMStP&P during the latter time period. Total 
tonnage originated or terminated in the state 
increased over 60 percent des pite this loss of mil eage. 
In terms of mileage operated, tonnage haul ed and 
reve nues earned in Iowa , the CNW was th e dominant 
carrier. Almost half of the roadwa y mil es of the state 
are under its jurisdiction . Reorga nization also 
resulted in substantial financial gains , and in 198 1 the 
railroad earned a record profit of $54.3 million . 

The Final Days of the Rock Island 
The demise of the CRI&P, the second larges t railroad 
in the state, was a tragic story in the history of Iowa . 
In 1974 the railroad was technically solvent and 
hoped for a favorable decision on the II-year UP 
merger proposal. In the intervening period , little or 
no investment had been made in track or eq uipmen t, 
and when grain exports boomed , the road was in no 
physical condition to handle increased traffic. A loan 
of $100 mill ion had been requested from the USRA. 
I n February 1975, the agency agreed to provide $9.1 
million for working capital which never materialized. 
Ironically , in the same month a $19 million loan was 
approved for the Missouri-Kansas-Texas (KATY) 
lines. On March 17 , 1975 , the day that the daily cash 
forecast sheet predicted a negative balance, th e 
CRI&P declared bankruptcy and petitioned for 
reorgani za tion. 

A drastic reduction in operating costs was initiated in 
1974-1975. Forty percent of management perso nnel 
and about one-third of operating employees lost their 
jobs. Private funds were obtained for acquisition and 
rehabilitation of equipment but could not be used for 
upgrading track. Iowa alone financed approximately 
half as many track improvements as the Federal 
Railroad Administration did over the 13-state system. 
The CRI&P lost $45 million between January and 
June , 1979, and $145 million during the 1975-1979 
period. Net railway operating income was negative 
from 1968 to 1978. 

Experiments with fewer employees , jurisdictional 
labor disputes and new operating techniques brought 
threats of strikes when labor contracts expired in 
1977 . Labor-ma nagement negotiations over several 
months were unsuccessful and President Carter, in the 
sixth week of the strike in 1979, requested a directed 
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service order from the IC whi ch was se rved with o ut 
pub lic hea ri ngs . T he Kansas it y Te rmina l o mpa ny 
was se lec ted to operatc th e road fo r cight mo nth s 
und er a gua ra nteed profit which cos t th e fede ra l 
gO \'crnment about one- ha lf mill ion dol la rs pe r da y. 
Seriou ' ljuestio ns wcrc raised as to wh y th is 
ex penditure o ffered a morc effecti ve pcrform a nce 
prospec t tha n equi va lent financia l ass istance to 
CRl&P man age ment, ce rtain ly more famili a r with 
operations than outside interes ts. 

On Ma y 17, 1980, the ICC reco mm end ed th at th e 
Rl&P " bc allowed to di c," abandon 6,960 miles of 

track a nd discontinue erv ice over 763 mi les of 
track.age right s. The road was to keep in plaee a ll 
track proposed fo r sa le, dec reed by Jud ge Frank 
McGarr of the U.S. District Court in Chicago o n 
June 2. The ruling also sta ted that th c railroad wo uld 
not be responsible for protec ting empl oyees affected. 
The final chap ters in th e C Rl&P aga were written in 
1982 and 1983. when the CN W wo n a bidding war 
against the Soo Line Rai lroad for ce rt ai n pro perti es 
in Iowa. The nO-mile "spineline" from Minn ea poli s 
to Kansas City, 235 miles of branch lines in north ern 
and central counties, and 10 miles of east-west track 
in Des Moines were pureha ed for $93 million. The 
largest remaining segment, between Counci l Bluffs 
and Davenport, was ope rated by th e Iowa Railroad in 
1982 under lea e. pending approva l of a perma nent 
operating organintion. On June I. 1984, the CRI&P 
ceased to exist after years of reorganization effo rt s. 
Within Iowa, about 1.102 miles (64 percent) of the 
1,133 miles operated in 1975 have been acqu ired a nd 
are operated by other carriers. Over 520 miles have 
been acquired by seven Class I I I or short lines 
operating in the state. 

The Bankruptcy of the Chicago and Milwa ukee 
The CMStP&P filed for bankruptcy on December 19, 
1977. and in 1979 a reorganization plan ca lling for a 
reduction of 4.500 miles from its 10 ,000 mile sys tem 
was submitted to the cou rt. Nea rl y half of th e 1.34 1 
miles of roadway in Iowa was excl ud ed. The plan wa 
rejected by the ICC on March 19 , 1980 . Another plan 
filed in September 198 1 sugges ted a core of 2.900 
mile - a stream lined railroad in Iowa to provi de 
service along the northern route fr om S held o n to 
Marquette, sou th a lo ng the Mi siss ippi Ri ve r to 
Davenport a nd so uth wes t from Musca tine to 
Washington, Ottumwa and oth er points on the 
Kansas City route. 

Three railroad s were bidding for the railroad in 1983 : 

th c Soo Lin e, Grand Tr unk orporation and the 
NW. The Gra nd Trunk dropped its proposal and 

the oth er two took turns in ra ising th e bid s 
thro ugho ut 1984 to a level of $786 mil lion by the 

NW and $57 I mi ll ion offered by the Soo Line. In 
February 1985 , the final decisio n was handed down 
by U. S. Di st rict Jud ge T homas R. Mc Millen who 
favored the Soo Line , statin g that " the higher bid is 
not a co ntro ll ing fa c tor in which rai lroad shou ld 
preva il in thi s parti cular contest. The major factor 
was dcterminati on of what was best for the public 
interes t. "4 

Burl ington Northern 
In terms of mi les of road and freight tonnage, the B 
is Iowa's seco nd larges t railroad. Nearly 23 percent of 
Class I tonnage originated or terminated in the state 
is handl ed by the railroad. Included are nearly 53 
pe rce nt of the coal delivered to Iowa and 12 percent 
of the grai n handled by Class I roads in 1984. 

Ill inois Central Gulf 
On August 10, 1972, the Illinois Central and Gulf, 
Mo bile a nd Ohio railroads merged to form the 
Illin ois Central Gulf Railroad Company. The railroad 
is a wholl y owned sub idiary of the IC lndustrie . a 
co nsumer and manufacturing goods conglomerate 
headq uartered in Chicago. In April 1985. the railroad 
agreed to sell 674 miles of track between Chicago and 
Omaha for $75 million to John Haley. who renamed 
the segment the Chicago, Central and Pacific 
Rail road. Within Iowa, major commodities mo\ed 
are grain, grain milled products. fertilizer and Illinois 
coal in to the ea tern counties. The railroad accounted 
for 12 percent of originating and se\en percent of 
terminating Class 1 tonnage in the state in 1984. 

, U.S. DIstrict OUr!. orthern Dlstnct of illinOIS. Eastern 

D i viS Ion. [/1 the Maller 0/ ChIcago . • lIilwaukee. SI. Paul alld 
Pacific Railroad CompallY. Debtor. Februar, 8. 1985. p. 14 
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Table 11· 1 
Iowa Rail Mileage Operated as of July 1, 1985 

Operating Carriers 

Class I Railroads 
Chicago & North Western 

Transportation Co. 
Burlington orthern Railroad Co. 
The Milwaukee Road Inc. 
Illinois Centra l Gulf Railroad Co. 
Norfo lk & Western Ry. Co. 
Atchison , Topeka & Santa Fe R y. Co. 
Union Pacific Railroad Co. 
Missouri-Kansas-Texas Railroad Co . 

Class I Subtotal 

Class III Railroads 
Iowa Interstate Railroad Ltd. 
Iowa Northern Railway Co. 
Cedar Valley Railroad Co. 
American Short Lines Inc. 
Cedar Rapids & Iowa City Railway Co. 
Davenport, Rock Island & 

North Western Railway Co. 
Iowa Terminal Railroad Co. 
Des Moines Union Railway Co. 
KeWash Railroad Inc. 
Appanoose County Community Railroad Co. 
Ottumwa Connecting Railroad Co. 
D&I Railroad Co. 
Burlington Junction Railway Co. 
Waterloo Railroad Co. 
Keokuk Junction Railway 
C lass 1II Subtotal 
Iowa Total 

Iowa Road way Miles 
Main Branch Trackage Rights* Total 

789 [,204 85 2,078 
436 260 65 76 1 
192 430 36 658 
459 55 0 514 

0 66 42 108 
20 0 I 2 1 

2 0 0 2 
0 0 2 2 

1,898 2,015 231 4, 144 

359 14 373 
142 0 142 
84 0 84 
66 0 66 
56 0 56 

35 I 36 
25 0 25 
19 0 19 
15 0 15 
10 0 10 
3 0 3 
0 41 41 

Switching company on ly-no roadway miles report ed . 

** ** ** 
Switching company only- no roadway miles reported . 

814 56 872 
1,898 2,829 287 5,014 

.. Right obtained by one carne r to operate Its trains over the tracks of another ca rner, therefore, this mileage IS cou nted tWice In the statewide total 
"S,x miles of road reported by ICG Railroad 

(So urce: R-I Repo rt of State Statist ics to th e Interstate Commerce Commission and Annual Repo rt ofC las, III Rai lroads to the Io wa 
DOT.) 

Other Class I Railroads 
The NW , AT&SF, UP and KATY railroads operated 
a combined total of 233 roadway miles in Iowa in 
1984. In October 1964, the NW began operating in 
the state under lease arrangements with the Wabash. 
It was consolidated with the Southern Railway in 
July 1980, under a holding company known as the 
Norfolk Southern (NS). In June 1984, the road 
offered to purchase the federal government's 85 
percent interest in Conrail to expand its system 
service and increase its competitive position with 
respect to its principal competitor- the CSX 

Corporation. Despite the se lect ion of the NS by the 
Secretary of Transportation, Congress rejected the 
offer. Farm and food products were the principal 
tonnage hauled over its 107 roadway miles in 1984. 
The AT&SF operates only 21 miles of road in Iowa, 
serving the cities of Fort Madison and Keokuk. The 
UP and KATY lines operate two miles each in and 
around Council Bluffs. 

In 1984 Iowa's Class I railroad s transported over 24.4 
mill ion tons of freight that had originated within the 
state. The CNW alone carried more than 50 perce nt 
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of thi s totnl. Toge th er, th e NW , C MS tP& P, 8N , 
nnd 1 o ri gina ted ove r 90 perce nt a nd termin a ted 
ove r 95 perce nt o f the total Class I to nnage in Iowa. 

oa l ncco unt ed Co r a bout 63 perce nt 01' 1982 traffi c 
cnt Cl' in g th e sta te, a nd fa rm produ ts co mpri sed 
a bout 48 perce nt o f' ra il fre ight fr o m Iowa. 
I redicti o ns fo r the 1990 tra ffi c fl ow ca ll fo r 
substa nti a l increa es in lass 1 ra ilroa d t !"a ffi c. From 
a nd to Iowa, gra in , coa l, no nmeta lli c minera ls, gra in 
mill products, pulp a nd pa per produ cts, chemica ls 
a nd tra nsport a ti on equ ipm ent a re ex pec ted to be the 
majo r co mm oditi es car ri ed . The 1985 rai lroad ma p of 

- " 
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Io wa is fo und in Fi g. 11 -4, whereas th e trend s in 
roa dway ra ilroad mil cage betwee n 1850 a nd 1985 a re 
prese nted in Fi g. /1 -5. lass I rai lroad sys tem 
fin a ncia l indi ca tors fo r 1984 revea l the pos itio ns of 
each of the ca rri e rs rela ti ve to th e ind us try averages in 
th e eight ea tago ri es lis ted in Table 1/ -2. T he 
o pera ting ra ti o was lowes t [or the BN a nd highest for 
th e C MStP&P. Ra te of return on ne t transpo rtation 
in ves tmcnt showed si mila r positio ns. However, the 
perce ntage of reve nues ea rned in Iowa indicated the 
impo rt ance of the NW to the state, by far the leader 
in thi s ca tego ry. 

-
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figure 11-4 
I9RS railroad mar of Iowa 

(Coline,),: Iowa Depanment 01 1 ran,ponallon.) 
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Figure 11-5 

His to ri c Io wa ra ilroa d m ileage. 

(Co urt esy : Poor 's Manual of Railroads, 1890for 1800- 1880; Inte rs ta te Co mmerce Co mm iss io n a nd Iowa D OT fo r 1890 to presenL) 

Table 11·2 

System Financial Indicators, 1984 

Burlington Chicago & Milwaukee Illinois Norfolk & Union Ind ustry 

Northern North Western Road Central Gulf Western Santa Fe Pacific Average 

Operati ng Reve nues 4,440 876 4 17 955 1,7 15 2.305 1,92 1 1, 178 

($ Mill io ns) 

Perce ntage o f Reve nu es 2. 7 33 A N A 4A 0.3 OA 0. 1 NA 

Earned Within Iowa 

Opera ting Ex pe nses 3,493 8 16 4 14 892 1,386 2,083 1,726 1,032 

($ M illions) 

O pera ting Rat io 0 .79 0 .93 0 .99 0 .93 0.8 1 0.90 0 .90 0 .88 

Net Ra ilwa y O perat ing In co me 547 . 1 46 .7 2.8 53.8 167 .8 148.8 134 . 1 10 1.5 

($ M ill io ns) 

Ra te of Re t u rn o n 9 .9 5. 7 OA 3. 1 6.3 4.5 4.2 5.7 

Net T ra nspo rt a t io n Inves tment 

(perce n t) 

Cu rre nt Ra ti o 1.3 1 1.00 0.78 1. 05 2.34 1. 22 1.25 1.23 

Deb t-to-T o ta l Ca pita liza t io n Ra ti o 0 .53 0 .65 0 .74 OAO OAI OA8 0.52 NA 

NA:: Not Available 

Better Th an Industry A vera ge 

Wo rse Tha n Industry Average 

(So urce: Inte rs ta te Com me rce Co m miss io n) 
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Class III Rail Carriers 
Iowa shipl1ers a rc a lso se rved by 15 line ha ul , termina l 
a nd swit chin g eo ml1a ni es, des ignated by th e I Cas 
Class III ca rri e rs (F ig. 11-6). Th ese ra ill"Oad s, wit h a n 
inco mc of less than $ 17.5 mi ll io n a nnu a ll y, arc ort en 
rcCerred to as sho rt - lin c o r feeder- line ca lTiers. A 
ra pid in rease in th e number o f th ese road s during the 
deca de 1974- 1984, was th e res ult o f a ba nd onments of 

lass I bra nch lin es, wage ra te and wo rk ru le 
differentia l ' a nd the need fo r co ntinu o us loca l sc rvice. 
[n Iowa, the mo ti va ti o n fo r shorl lin es has bee n the 
ex tensive a ba nd o nment crca ted by th e C RI&P 
liqu id a ti on a nd reo rga ni7a ti o n o f the M S tP&P a nd 
Conra il sys tems. 

T he importa nce of these rai lroa ds in th e sta te's 
trans port a tio n sys tem is ev id ent in th e dra ma ti c 
increase in the ir opera ti ons du ring the 1980- 1985 
period. In 1980, five hort -line ra ilroads o perated 101 
miles of roa d . [n 1985, 15 carrie rs ow ned a nd 
operated a pprox ima tely 8 14 miles. About 89 perce nt 
of this mileage was ope ra ted by six Class I ra ilroads 
in 1975. The short- line opera tio ns ra nge from two­
mile systems to one tha t exceed 370 miles; the 
average is about 60 miles. 

Tweh e of the 15 carriers star ted a nd co ntinue to 
operate with no financ ia l ass ista nce from eith er 
federal or state sources. Three ra ilroads have rece ived 
such assista nee: J owa Nort hern , I owa I ntersta te, and 
Appanoose County Railroad. T he two la rge t 
financial assistance projects fo r sho rt-lines have 
involved the Iowa Railway Fi na nce Aut ho rity. The 
first was a $2 millio n low-in teres t loa n co mb ined with 
a federal loan of $3.4 millio n to acq uire 142 miles o f 
former CR I&P track in northeast Iowa. T he seco nd 
loan was for $15 million to Heartl and Rai l 
Corporation for the purchase of the fo rmer C RI & P 
east-west line across Iowa plus three Iowa bra nch 
lines, one Il linois branch line and track int o Ch icago. 
The loan was combi ned wi th a $ 16 mill io n package of 
commercial loans and stock ho ld ers equ ity to a ttai n 
the $31 million purchase price. T he trac k is ope ra ted 
by the Iowa Intersta te Ra il road. O n Se pt ember 30, 
1985, Heart land obtai ned a $6.2 milli o n fe dera l track 
rehabilitation loa n to upgrade eas t-wes t track to 40 
mph standa rd . 

The Iowa Railroad Finance Authority 
For several yea rs, Iowa fina nced bra nch line 
rehab il itation before the na tiona l progra m of loca l 
rai l service ass ista nce was enac ted in the 4R Act. 
Between 1974 a nd 1982, ove r 1, 100 mi les of bra nch 

li nes wcrc improved a t a cos t of $78 mill io n, fun ded 
by $26 milli o n fr o m shippers, $ 17 mill io n from the 
sta te, $ 19 milli o n fro m ra ilroad~ a nd $ 16 mi ll ion from 
th e federa l gove rnm en t. 

o ntinu cd fin a ncia l di ~ lress a nd th e realization that 
AMTRAK a nd o nra il ty pes of fi nancing were not 
fprth eo min g forced th e ~ tate to examine internal 
so luti o ns. In 1980, th e 68th Ge neral A~semb l y created 
thc Iowa Ra ilroad hna nce Authori ty ( IRFA) as an 
a uto momo us boa rd of five members appointed by the 
Gove rnor to stagge red terms of six years. Its purpose 
was to fin a nce the acqu isi tion and improvement but 
no t opera tio ns of rai lroad facilities in the state. 
A uthori za ti o n was gra nted to issue bonds, notes or 
other reven ue type obligatiol15 to a maximum of S I 00 
mill io n to ove rcome the shortage of private capital 
needed to main tain adequate service. In 1981 the 
a uth or iza tion was increased to $200 million to be 
fund ed by a d iese l fue l tax on railroads , a loaded 
mil eage tax (after 1983), delinquent railroad property 
taxes, lease or sa le of property owned by the l RFA , 
repayment of loa ns, and loans, guarantees, grants and 
contri buti o ns from any source. "The IRFA is to pia, 
the role of calaly t, banker and partner to the private 
enterpr ise sec tor in the transition of the lines from a 
non-o perating status to operating status under private 
ow ners hi p."5 

T he mos t controversial source of funding \\oas the 
rai lroad fuel tax of three cents per gallon between 
Octo ber 1, 198 1 and June 30.1982, after \~hich it 
wo uld increase to eight cents. Clas I railroads filed 
suit in ovember 198 1 in the Polk District Court. 
a ttacki ng the proposal on constitutional and other 
gro un ds, bu t 10 t on a decision by Judge Anthon) 
Critel li. On Sep tember 21,1983, a 5-4 decision of the 
Iowa Supreme Court reversed the [ower court, stating 
tha t the tax vio lated the 4R Act \\ohich prohibited 
sta te tax policie from discriminating against 
ra il roads. The decision was appealed to the U.S. 
S up re me Court, which declined to hear the case on 
Februa ry 27, 1984. The General ssembl) also 

' Allen Vel tlnga and Bruce Fernn." Re\le\\ and nal~sls of [he 
Iowa Rai lway Finance [ egistallon: An Example of 

Defedera ti73 l1 on of Transport Polic)." Transportal/on R.'search 
Forum Proceedings 23 ( 1982): p. 32 . 
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1-. \ -

CLASS III RAILROADS 

Figure I 1-6 

Class III ra ilroads. 

(Co urt esy: Iowa Departm ent of Tran sporta tion .) 

authorized a diversion of $7.5 million per yea r for tw o 
years from the state road fu nd as a loa n to assis t th em 
in the purchase of the east-west CR I&P lines. 

Member hip on the IRFA in 1986 was as follows: 
George Davison, Des Moines, cha irperso n; Fred 
McKim, West Bend, vice chai rperso n; O.R. Woods, 
Palo ; J. H. Harper, Blue Grass; and Ri cha rd P . 
Flagg, Cedar Rapids. 

The Heartland and Iowa Interstate Railroad 
Venture 
Iowa shippers on the main line between Davenport 
and Council Bluffs had been se rved by the Iowa 
Railroad and CMStP&P since the CRI&P failed. The 
Iowa Railroad lacked the fund s to buy the properties, 
and the CMStP&P wanted only to purcha se the Io wa 
City to Davenport segme nt. Concerned that the line 

would be so ld for sc ra p , Iowa business leaders, 
including the May tag Co mpany of Newton and 
Rolscreen Co mpa ny of Pella , formed the Heartland 
Rai lroad Corporation to buy the road. T he final 
roadbl ocks aga in st th e ope ratio n were removed when 
th e Polk County Co urt a nd the ICC agreed that the 
two railroa ds no lo nge r had a uth ority to handle 
fre ight on the line. 

Fo r o ne year from June 1983, Heartland sought 
funding and negotiated for the purchase. In July 
1984, a d own pa yment of $500,000 was made to 
co mple te th e sa le . In October , the IR FA approved the 
$ 15 milli o n loan as part of the package for the 
purchase. The CNW a nd CMStP&P opposed the 
loa n , claiming tha t Iowa tax paye rs would not be 
properl y protected if th e railroad defaulted. H owever , 
th e state loan was secured by a li en o n Hea rtla nd 
tracks be twee n Iowa C ity and Co uncil Bluffs, 
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es timated to have a sa lvage va lue of $ 17.4 mi ll io n. 

ril e o rpora te o I' ri ces o r the Iowa Intersta te Railroa d 
were in Evan sto n, Il linois, bu t it opera ted o ut o f Iowa 

it a nd se r cd co mmuniti es o n the line betwee n 
Co uncil Bluffs a nd Bureau , Illin ois, wi th trac kage 
ri ghts ove r other roa ds int o hi cago. T he ra ilroa d 
sta rt ed with 80 empl oyees, ma ny of wh o m were 
ro rmer C RI&P workers, give n preference und er 
federa l la w. Equipment co nsisted of 14 diese l 
loco moti ves a nd 400 ca rs with poss ibiliti es of addin g 
to the nee t through short-te rm leases. Abo ut 150 
hip pe rs were ex pec ted to prov id e tra ffi c, of which the 

lea d ing co mm oditi es we re co n id ered to be steel a nd 
scra p, gra ins a nd products, a nd lumber. 

Confusion in Transportation Policy 
versus Export Trends 

T he att it ude of the fe dera l admi nis tra tion in the ea rl y 
1980 suggested tha t mi d weste rn grai n-or iented 
railroads hou ld be a ll owed to res t ructu re themse lves 
to lower opera ting le\'e ls. T his came du ring a period 
when the federa l gove rnme nt depe nd ed upon grain 
exports to ba lance interna tio na l trade defici t5. 
Important segme nts of the ra il road sys tem were o n 
the verge of collapse , highways were cru mb ling faster 
than they cou ld be repaired, a nd br idges were 
disintegrating. threate ning the moveme nt of ex ports­
particular ly graim and prod ucts into expo rt ma rkets 
at reasonable costs. 

I n the 1960s, farm exports accounted for 15 percen t 
of farm income, compared to 28 percen t in 1980. T he 
annual sale of 125 million tons of grain for $38 bil lion 
was one of the bright spots in the nat io n'S 
international trade, and Iowa was con tr ibuting an 
average of two to three billio n do ll ars or mo re each 
year to the total. 

The importance of exports to the Iowa economy 
cannot be overemp hasized. Betwee n 1970 a nd 1980, 
the value of agricultural ex port s expanded fr om $55 1 
millio n to $3.0 bill ion; tha t of man ufact ure rs (a large 
percentage in agriculture-re la ted indu st ries) fro m $590 
million in 1972 to $2.7 bi ll ion in 1982. In 1982 Iowa 
was the second leading sta te in agr icultu ra l exports, 
and in addition , more tha n 800 ma nufacturers were 
also in the export marke ts, co ntri bu ting a n 
approximate val ue o f $2,2 11 per perso n, the thi rd 
highest pe r ca pita va lue in the na ti on. Expo rt s 
con trib uted su bstan ti a ll y to the gross sta te p rodu ct 
which rose fro m $ 12.3 bill io n to $34.0 bi lli o n d urin g 
the 1970- 1982 period. In co nsta nt 1972 do ll ars, th e 

increase was fr o m $ 13.4 bil lion to $ 16.4 bill ion. -f he 
fac t th a t ex po rts have declin ed in the recent past in no 
way detrac ts fr om th c imp orta nce of transportat ion in 
th e interna li o na ll ogistica l str uct ure of grain and 
gra in produ cts move ments. 

. xpo rt trend s give a c lu e to the re liance of the state 
up o n tra nsporta ti o n and concerns over deve lopmenb 
wh ich m igh t i nterrru pt the movement to markets . 

orn a nd soy beans were becoming important 
co mm oditi e5 in wo rld trade , a nd export demand 
stimula ted grow th of mo tor and water carriage which 
cha ll enged the traditio nal rai lroad share of the traffic. 
T he co mpetit ion was difficu lt for the railroads to 
overcome as they struggled to retain or expand 
agricu ltural busi ness. To compete, they required new 
o perating techique5 and equipment, including the use 
of j umbo ho pper cars and multi-car rates. These 
prob lems a nd possibilities were explored in a study by 
C. P. Ba umel and associates at Iowa State University. 
They analY7ed alternative grain transportation 
sys tems to Gulf ports from a 5ix and one-half count) 
a rea around Fort Dodge. The research was an in­
depth analysis of one intensive grain production area 
wi th the objective of determining which system would 
yield the highest net revenue to the region under 
stated assumptions. Another study analyzed grain 
tra nsportation throughout the United States b) 
comparing 10 different sets of transport costs. rail 
systems and export demands . 

Highways, Bridges , and the 65-Foot 
Double Bottom Controversy 

Motor Vehicle Traffic and Highways 
In 1980.6,900 motor carriers pro\ ided intrastate 
ser ice, and 13,500 moved on interstate route 
connecting \'irtually eyer) communit) in Iowa . 
Opera ting o\er a 112.300-mile high\\a) ·ystem. their 
freigh t ton-mile since 1973 had increased O\er 50 
percent. Freight carried b) trucks in Iowa on the 
inter tate system accounted for 45 percent of the 
primary system ton-mile and 36 percent of the total 
highway y tem ton-mile. O\er t\\O billion dollar 
had been spent on highway construction bet\\een 
1970 a nd 1982, half of \\ hich was allocated to the 
prima ry system. 

T he Iowa DOT became one of the nation" leaders in 
com pletio n of the four-lane interstate highways \\ith 
the opening of the 50-mile segment on 1-35 bet\\een 
U.S. 20 near Williams and Iowa 106 near Clear Lake 
on Nove mber 7. 1976. some ' ix months ahead of 
sched ule. T he opening ma rked ompletion of the 
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original 7 10 mi les of the system whi ch incl uded 1-35 , 
1-80, 1-29 a nd 1-74. From Iowa Ci ty to Waterl oo , 1-
380 was completed in two stages ; th e fi rst stage in 
August , 1976, when the sect ion fro m 1-80 to T hird 
Stree t in Cedar Rapid s was o pened , a nd the 
remai ni ng mileage opened during the fa ll of 198 5. 

The new intersta te highways , co nstru cti on, 
reconstruct io n or resurfacing of prima ry highways 
and improved secondary highways res ulted in 
substa ntia l increases in ve hicula r tra ffi c. Aut o mo bil e 
registra tio ns cli mbed fro m 1.48 to 1. 68 milli on in the 
1970- 1980 per iod , a nd moto r truck registra ti ons 
almost do ubled , fro m 378 ,000 to 608,000 

Bridges 
In teg ra l uni ts in a highway sys tem a re bridges , 
spann ing eve rything fro m sma ll gulli es to swa mps a nd 
rivers. The la rge num be r in the sta te a nd their criti ca l 
position as links between oth erwise iso la ted a reas 
comma nd s a tt entio n in highway a na lys is. In rece nt 
years , bridges have beco me a n imp orta nt ta rge t in 
highway pla nning beca use of th eir deteriora ting and 
dangero us cond it ions. A U.S . DOT stud y in 198 1 
reported that ha lf of th e substanda rd brid ges in the 
nat ion we re located in 10 sta tes. Iowa ra nked third in 
the nu mber of deficient brid ges, aft er Texas a nd 
Misso uri (Ta bl e 11-3) . 

A structura ll y deficient brid ge is o ne which ha bee n 
res tri cted to light ve hi cles onl y, is closed to traffi c, or 
must be reha bilita ted to re ma in open. A functio na ll y 
obso lete brid ge is one whose na rrow la nes , load­
ca rrying ca pacity, clea ra nce, or a pproach roadway 
alignment can no longer safely se rve its current traffi c 
load . The cost to replace or rehabilita te a ll of the 
bridges in the na ti on was es timated a t $41.1 billi on, of 
which $20.6 billi o n wo uld be required fo r brid ges on 
the federal-aid system. Federa l all oca ti on of fund s in 
the Surface Tra nsporta tion Act of 1978 ra nged fr om 
$900 million in 1979 to $1.3 billion in 1980 a nd 198 1, 
then dropped back to $900 milli on for 1982. 
Ma tching fund requirements from pa rt ic ipating sta tes 
were se t a t 20 percent , a reducti on of fi ve perce nt 
fr o m the ori gin a l brid ge replace ment progra m. 

The bridge problem in Iowa was pa rti cula rl y 
vexa ti ous. Half of the bridges were fragi le, a nti q ua ted 
or crumbling, una ble to supp ort the heavy po unding 
of la rge trucks. On the heavies t trave led roads, 250 
emba rgoes o r load res tri cti ons were placed on brid ges 
in 1980-198 1. More tha n 1, 100 structures 40 yea rs of 
age o r old er were built to ca rry 15 tons or less a nd 
had a life ex pecta ncy of 50 yea rs. Currentl y, they 
ca rry loads of 40 or more tons. A simila r situa ti on 
ex isted on ha lf of the co unty brid ges , resulting in 
round a bo ut routing of ve hicles on seco nd a ry roa ds. 

Table 11-3 

Top 10 States in Total Number of Deficient Bridges 
(as of December 31, 1980, inventory) 

Highway System 

Total No. Deficient Percent 
State Inventory Off Federal-aid Federal-aid Total Deficient 

Texas 41 ,454 3,68 3 11,514 15 , 197 36 .7 
Misso uri 20,911 3,400 10,4 I 3 13,8 13 66. 1 

Iowa 25,423 2,23 I 10 ,45 2 12,683 49.9 
N. Caro lina 14,960 2,630 8,689 11 ,3 19 75.7 
Nebraska 16,767 1,726 9,439 11 , 165 66.6 

Ind iana 17,474 2,549 8,476 11 ,025 63. 1 
Mississ ip pi 16,358 4, 103 6,802 10 ,905 66.7 
New York 17, 189 3,411 6,620 10,03 I 58 .4 

Illin ois 24 ,7 36 2,207 6,937 9, 144 37.0 
Ka nsas 22,424 2,442 6,579 9,02 1 40 .2 

To ta l 2 17,696 28, 382 85,921 114,303 52.5 

(Source: Wilbur Sm it h & Assoc iates , Bridge Dejiciences in the United Sta tes: An Overview o/ the Problem. Prepared fo r the United Sta tes 
S tee l Co rpora tion . The AT A Fo unda ti o n. Was hingto n, D.C.. May . 1982. Tables 1. 2: 5-8. ) 
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The 65-Foot Twin-Trailer Issue 
Befo re the na ti ona l int ersta te sys tem was ha lf 
com ple tcd , the usc of twin -tra il e r trucks with a n 
overa ll length of 65 fee t beca me a co ntro versia l iss ue. 
In 1964 the Burea u of Pub lic Roa ds, now th e Federa l 
Highwa y d mini stra ti o n ( IIW!\) , reco mm ended 
tha t these co mbina ti ons be a ll owed o n th e in te rsta te 
system. t hearings o n the 197 1 Hi ghway Ac t, 
F HW Ad mi nistra to r Norbert T iema n a nd James 
La uth of the . S. Depa rtment of Agri culture made 
simi la r reco mmenda ti o ns as a mean of increasing 
prod uc ti vit y and sa ving energy. Energy 
co nsidera ti o ns, reductio n of enviro nmenta l po lluti o n, 
grea ter cubi c ca pacit y, loading cha rac te ri s ti cs, 
ma neu\'e ra bility rela ti ve to th e 55-fo ot trac to r se mi­
tra il ers, a nd nex ibilit y were the maj o r pro a rgum ents. 
Co untering these a ll eged ad va ntage was th e ques ti o n 
of highway , a fety. By 1978,3 1 tates permitted th e 
65-foo t twins o n des igna ted hi ghways. Iowa a ll owed 
60-foot twins; fo ur sta tes, 55-foo t do ubles; a nd in 14 
sta tes. twin tra il ers we re not permitt ed . 

T he Iowa Depa rtment of Tra nsporta ti on publi shed a 
report on the 65-foo t twins in 1975. It es tima ted a net 
a nnua l na tio nwide savi ng of seven milli o n ga ll o ns o f 
fuel thro ugh lega li 7a tio n of th e twins in Iowa; tha t 
one-ha lf of one percen t of additi o na l wear o n 
highways wou ld res ult fro m increased numbers of the 
co mbina tio ns on intersta te, but tha t tra ffi c wo uld be 
red uced so mewha t o n prima ry roads. Ove r a 20-yea r 
period. net benefit in the a mo unt of $ 145 milli o n 
could accrue to the sta te, a nd net benefit s to out -of­
sta te fir ms wo uld tota l $2 14 million. There was a lso 
the specu la tion that permitting the 65-foo t twin s 
would promo te indu t ria l growth in the sta te. 

Fo r so me yea rs, Wi sco nsin had iss ued a nnua l permit s 
for the ope ration of the 65-foo t twins used in 
trans porting Wisco nsi n ma nufac tured products to 
ma rke ts. Ray mond Moto r Tra nsport a pplied fo r 
permi ts to move inter ta te co mmerce ove r inters ta te 
highways in Wisco nsi n but was refu ed o n ground of 
safety. Raymo nd fil ed suit , clai ming tha t the denia l 
res ulted in a bu rden o n a nd was di sc rimina tory 
against in terstate co mmerce. The case was eve ntua ll y 
deci ded by the U. S. S upreme Court in favo r of the 
moto r ca rri e r. 

Un like ot her ta tes in the Wes t a nd Midwes t, Iowa 
genera ll y pro hibited the 65-foo t doubles within it s 
bo rders. Mos t co mbi nat ion s were res tri cted to 55 fee t 
in length exce pt for so me twins, mob ile homes. truck s 
ca rrying ve hic les such as trac tors and fa rm 
eq uipm ent , a nd singles ha ndling li ves toc k wh ich were 

permitt ed to be as lo ng as 70 fee t. l3 y loca l ordi na nce, 
ci ti es ab utt ing the s ta te lin e co uld ado pt leng th 
li mita tion s of adj oining sta tes. Other exempt io ns 
a ll owed Io wa truck ma nufac tu re rs to o btai n a permit 
to tra nspo rt trueb as long as 70 fee t a nd to move 
ove rsi7ed mo bi le ho mes, prov id ed tha t the units we re 
moved fro m a po int with in Iowa or de live red for an 
Io wa res id ent. 

In 1974 the Genera l Assem bl y passed House hie 67 1 
which a llowed 65- foo t twim within Iowa borders, but 
the bil l was ve toed by Govern or Ray . Th e 
Tra nspo rta ti o n o mmi ss io n, pursuant to ib authority 
co nfe rred in Sec tion 307. 10(5), Code or Iowa, 
subseq uently ado pted regul atio ns which would ha ve 
lega li/ed the twins prov id ed that the legislature 
enac ted a ba n o n studd ed snow tires . The Iowa 
S upreme Co urt decla red the regulations void because 
th ey were imperma nently tied to leglslallve action . 
The iss ue was deci ded when onsolidated 
Fre ight ways , a pa rt ici pant in the Wisconsin case, 
bro ught suit against the state in district court for 
perm is io n to use doub les on the interstate sys tem 
a nd o n fee der roads within five miles of the e 
highways. The cou rt followed the Wisconsin ruling 
a nd co ncluded that the law impermis ibly burdened 
int ers ta te commerce. The Court of Appeals of the 
Eight h Circuit Court affirmed and was upheld by the 
U. S. Supreme Court on March 24, 1981. by a \ote of 
6-3. 

Energy co n idera tions were of major intere t to the 
na ti on eve n th ough they may have played a minor 
ro le in the 65-foo t twin trailer controver y. The rab 
oil em ba rgo in 1973 resulted in a 55 mph national 
max imum speed limi t law as a temporary 
co nse rva ti on meas ure. It was made permanent In 19 5 
since it had os ten ibl)' reduced high\\ ay accident . 
injur ies a nd dea ths. F or many year prior to 19 3. 
highway speed had been n IIlg by a bout one-half 
mph per yea r to a n a\erage of 65 mph on the 
int er ta te high way. High \\ a) fatalitie reached an all­
time high in 1972 an d 1973. but the ne\\ peed limit 
were es tima ted to have aved the li\e of9.100 people 
in 1974. While gradually ri ing O\'er the intenm 
period , the average speed in 19 3 \\'a 59 . 1 mph. 
re necting a n 80 perce nt re tention of the 19 ~ 
slowd own . F ro m time to time. increa ' es in the peed 
limit o n inters ta te high\\ ay ha \ e been advo ated b) 
sta te leg isla to r a nd other group . but a 19-member 

al io na l Resea rch Council co mmittee co ncluded that 
"the 55 mph lim it i o ne of the mo t etTecri \ e safer ) 
poli cie ' ever adopted " a nd recom mended to ongre 
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that it should be retained as natio nal policy. The 
committee, however, did not make a judgment on 
whether or not individual states should be permitted 
some flexibility to raise the 55 mph limit o n rural 
interstate highways. 

Having lost the lo ng truck battle , Iowa faced changes 
in truck sizes a nd weights as enacted in the Surface 
Transportatio n Act of 1982. The act mandated th e 
previously permissive maximum weight limits of 
80,000 pounds, gross; 20,000 pound s, si ngl e axle; and 
34,000 pounds, tandem axle, o n any segment of th e 
interstate sys tem and designated federa l-aid primary 
road s, including reasonab le access to termina ls. 
Widths were increased from 96 to 102 inches, and all 
states were to a llow the twin -trailer combinations. 
The same act increased federa l fuel taxes from four to 
nine cents per gallon , with one cent al located to 
public transit for capita l projects and four cents to 
highway repa ir, rehabilitation or improve ment. Iowa 
increased gasoline ta xes from 10 to 13 cents per 
ga ll o n, diesel fuel from I 1.5 cents to 13.5 cents , and 
gaso hol from five to six cents . 

65- Foot Twin-Trailer (Double Bottom) Truck 

I02-inch wide truck permitted und er 

S urface Transportation Act of 1982 . 
(Courtesy: Dean Rappleye Tru ck ing a nd 

the Spring Resea rch Institute.) 

Railroads 

Functional Classifications­
Railroads and Highways 

In accordance with Section 503 (b) of the 4R Act, the 
U.S. DOT in 1976 se t preliminary sta ndards, 
classifications and designations for Class 1 railroad 
in the United States. Four major standards were used : 
(I) densit y as measured by gross to ns moved on a 
line ; (2) service to major markets ; (3) appropriate 
levels of capacity; and (4) defense esse ntialit y. Two 
additiona l standard s were the eco nomi c via bilit y of 
the owning carrier a nd the probable eco nomic vi ta lit y 
of con necting carr iers . Th e following categories were 
estab lished: ( I) A Mainlines ; (2) Potential A 
Main lines; (3) B Main lines; (4) A Bra nch Lines; (5) B 
Branch Lines; and (6) D efense Essential Branch 
Lines. 

Railroad s operating in Iowa were classified in every 
ca tegory except "A Main lines," which required 20 
mi ll ion or more gross tons moved per year in the 
state. However, by 1980, the CNW had reached this 
level. To meet the Iowa DOT's inte rim req uirement 
for identifica tion of railroad needs, a preliminary 
assessment was prepared in 1980, at a time when the 
ra il road syste m consisted of 7,008 roadway mil es , 
from which 4,779 miles were determined as the 
minimum needed to adequately serve the state. 
Fo ll owing publi c hearings for com ments, suggestions 
and criticisms, railroad mil eages were placed into five 
class ification s: ( I) lines of na ti o nal int erest, 840 miles ; 
(2) li nes of mu lti-state interes t , 990 miles; (3) lines of 
reg iona l inte res t with substantial traffic needs , 1,200 
m il es; (4) light-density bra nch lines with significant 
local traffic need s, 1,050 mil es; and (5) low traffic 
needs, 1,120 miles. 

Highways 
Functional class ification of highwa ys bega n with the 
estab lishment of County Classification Boards in 1969 
and was a requirement of the 65th General Assembly. 
Functional c lassification was d efined as the grouping 
of roads and streets into systems according to th e 
character of se rvice expected and ass ignm ent of 
j uri sd iction over each class to the government unit 
having primary interest in each type of se rvi ce. As 
defined by the legis la tion , the classifications were 
summari zed as follows: 
A. Primary Road System 

I . The Freeway-Expressway System (3 ,000 
mil es) 

a. The Nationa l System of Inters ta te 
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a nd Del'cnse Il ighwa ys in Iowa 
b. II roads co nn ec tin g a nd se rvin g 

major urban and reg io na l areas of 
the sta te wi th hi gh-vo lum e, lo ng­
di sta nce tra ffi c movemen ts a nd 
ge nera ll y co nn ec tin g with like roads 
of adja ce nt sta tes 

2. The rte ria l Sys tem (3 ,500 mil es) 

3. T he Arteria l on nec tor Sys tem 

B. Seconda ry Roa d Sys tem 

I. The Trunk Sys tem ( 15,000 miles) 
2. The Trunk oll ector System (20,000 mil es) 

Bot h wou ld cons titutc the Farm-to-Market 
ystem 

3. rea Service ys tem a ll ot her rura l roads 
not otherwise classified 

C. Municipal Street. ys tem 

I. Arterial System 
2. Collector System (limi ted to 20 perce nt of 

entire strec t mi leage und er ju ri sdiction of 
the municipality excep t in those 
municipalities under 2,000 population , in 
which ca e the mileage may be exceeded) 

3. Service System 

D. Other Road and treet Systems 

I. State Park, State Institutions, and other 
state land road sys tems wholly wi th in the 
boundaries of state land s 

2. County Conservation Parkwa y Sys tems, 
v. holly v.ithin the boundaries of county 
lands operated as parks, forests or other 
pu blic access a reas. 

I nler_lalC 80 In Iowa. 
(Counc,y: Iowa Deparlmcnt o r I ran , ponation ,) 

Rural Transportation 
o nce rns over the future status 01 commercial 

tra nspo rta ti o n to rural communities were consistently 
ex pressed during the 1970s and early 1980s. One 
stemm ed from the co ntin ued a bandonment 01 
ra ilroad bra nch lines which accelerated betwecn 1976 
a nd 1982 Cfa bl e 11 -4) . 

Another co ncern related to the potential impact of 
motor carrier regu latory reform on service to rural 
a reas, discussed in hapter Twelve. As railroad 
bra nch line abandonments incrcased, the Iowa DOT 
was faced wit h se lection of branch line upgrading 
projects to be funded by the Assistance Program 
branch lines which had the greatest potential net 
benefit to the communi ti es and state relative to the 
cos ts incurred . An Iowa State University ,tudy 
publi shed in 1976 provided some insight into the 
problem through analysis of 71 low-volume rural 
branch lines on a benefit cost ba,i, . On on I; eight 
lines were the benefit cost ratios favorable rallos 
greater th an 1.00 for upgrading track. Thirteen lines 
had ratios of 0.75 or greater under one of six 
alternatives used and 56 percent had ratios of less 
than 0.25. Two reasons were gl\,e n for the lov. 
number of lines with favorable ratios; (I) the large 
number of branch lInes in the state, and (2) their poor 
physica l condition, It was estimated that almost S 19 
million annually would be reqUired to upgrade and 
maintain the 7 I branch lines studied. 

The research focused upon agricultural movements 
a nd exp lored various alternatives a\ailable to grain 
shippers. These included the use of different grain 
elevator by farmer, hipment b) truck and raIl with 
or without multi-car rail rates and supplemental 
elevators, shipment b) truck and barge, or in the case 
of ele\ 'ators which would continue to recei\e raIl 
service by rail and barge and dtrect hipment by 
truck to nearby grain terminals. In terms of net 
benefit s to shipper, all of the e alternati\es could be 
used wi th the actual one cho en dependent upon 
di stance from a ri\'er, time of year, railroad rate 
struc ture and grain prices in different market . 

A program of selecti\e upgrading of light den It) line, 
combined v.ith abandonment of other lines was 
es timated to result in a net sa\ ing of 5_0 million 
a nnua ll in operatio ns, maintenance and capital co 
for 10 \ a railroad . By encouraging \ olume shipment ­
the program cou ld increase net re\enue to grain 
producers a nd shippers by more than 14 million 
a nnu a ll ,assu ming no change in the current rate 
st ruc ture; a nd by as mu h as ~4 million annuall~ if 
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Table 11-4 

Iowa Rail Abandonment 

Rail Still in Place 

Time % of Total Miles Abandoned 
Period Miles During Designated Time Period 

Pre-1 950 0 0% 
1950-1 959 5.97 1% 
1960-1 975 20.40 2% 
1976-1 982 523.58 29% 

Total 549.95 12% 

(Source: Iowa Department of Transportation .) 

ra tes permitti ng the use of 85-ca r unit trai ns we re 
adop ted. T he stud y a lso a na lyzed th e co nsequences of 
a ba ndonme nt a nd fo und re la ti vely litt le effec t up o n 
loca l communities. Co mpa ri so ns of s imil a r-sized 
towns with ra ilroad se rvice to those with o ut sho wed 
o n ly s li ght di ffe rences in such indi cato rs as 
popu latio n , reta il sa les, ba n k depos it s a nd ba nk 
earni ngs. These find ings suppo rted co nclus io ns of a n 
ear lie r st udy made at t he Massac husetts Institute of 
Tec hnology. 

Public Transit 

For those interested in the d eve lopment of pub lic 
transportatio n in cit ies, hi sto ri ca l tre nd s a re di scussed 
in deta il by George W. Sm erk, coverin g th e va ri ety of 
passenger serv ices a nd ve hicl e ty pes ava ila ble to 
peop le. He described the evo luti o n of th e ho rse-dra wn 
omnibus of 1662 in Par is to the mod ern d o ubl e­
decker b us in Lo nd o n, a nd the re la ti ve ly slo w 
development of trans it systems in the United S ta tes. 

T he history o f public t ra nsit (s tree t ca rs) in Iowa was 
d iscussed in C ha pter S ix. Follo wing W o rld W a r 11 , 
avai lab ility of a uto m o biles, gaso line a nd ti res a nd 
con tinued improvement in hig hways provid ed a n 
att ractive a lte rna ti ve to public tra nsit. Ridership 
decli ned a nd fina ncia l co nd iti o ns of priva te tra nsit 
companies beca me cri ti ca l, leading to se rvice 
disco ntinua nce . H owever , loca l gove rnment un its a nd 
c it izen gro ups in the c iti es and regi o ns d ecid ed th a t 
p ub lic tra nsporta ti o n shou ld be continued , and in th e 
late 1960s publi c takeove r of private sys tems bega n 
with ass ista nce fro m the fed era l go ve rnm ent. 

Rail Removed 

% of Total Miles Abandoned Total 
Miles During Designated Time Period Length 

1,278.66 100% 1,278.66 
45 1.46 99% 457.43 . 
883 .90 98 o/c 904.30 

1,264 .26 7 1% 1,787.64 

3,878 .28 88 % 4 ,428.23 

Federal Tra nsit Policy 
Geo rge S merk sugges ted t ha t "the ca ta lyt ic event t ha t 
se t in m oti o n the acti viti es leadin g to the urba n 
tra nsportat io n po licy of th e fe dera l govern men t was 
act ua ll y the Tra nspo rta ti on Act of 1958, a piece of 
leg isla ti o n th a t o n th e surface, ha d no thing to do with 
urba n t rans po rtat io n."6 T he re mova l of passenger 
tra ins was a key fac tor in th is legislatio n, a nd some of 
the fir st co nsidered fo r elimi na t io n were t hose used in 
co mmuter operat io ns in th e la rge c it ies. P rodded by 
mayors of these citi es who had no des ire to lose this 
se rvice, Congress moved toward mass tra nsit aid. T he 

H o using Act of 196 1, th e Hi ghway Act of 1962 , a nd 
th e Urba n Mass T ra nsporta ti o n Act of 1964, 
discussed in Cha pter Ten , marked t he begin ni ng of 
fed era l tra nsit po licy. Ca pita l gra nts we re p rov id ed 
fo r acqui siti o n of new equip me nt a nd fac ili t ies . F und s 
we re a lso provid ed fo r pla nn ing, ma nagemen t 
tra inin g, research a nd d eve lo pme nt. 

In 1970 Co ngress ma de $3. 1 bill io n ava ilab le fo r 
capita l improve ments, portio ns of which co ul d be 
o bliga ted in a d va nce t o th e year 1975 . In the H ighway 
Act of 1973, highway fund s co uld be used fo r rura l 
tra nsit de m o nstra ti o ns. Fo rm ula gra nts to urban 
a reas a nd poss ible funding for o perat ions were 
includ ed in th e Urba n M ass T ra ns it Ass ista nce Act of 

6 George w. Smerk , "Ten Years of Federa l Policy in Urban 

T ra nsi t ," Transportation Journal (Winte r 197 1): p. 46. 
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1974. In 197H , Titl e III o r th e S urface T ra nspo rta ti o n 
A , t ex pa nd ed fundi ng a nd ex tend ed fo rmul a 
ass ista nce to non-urba ni /cd a reas. Fo ur-yea r fundin g 
was auth or i/ed a t $ 13.58 bi lli o n, with yea rl y tOla ls 
ri si ng from $2.36 bi ll io n in fisca l yea r 1978 to $3.67 
bill io n in fisca l yea r 1982 . As the 19705 end ed , effor ts 
fOI' addi tiona l fun ds by th e tra nsit co mmu nity ra n 
into a n a tmosp here of un erlain ty as to the fut ure o f 
th e federa l progra ms. T he Reagan ad mini stra ti o n 
proposed tha t tra nsi t opera ting a id be phased o ut in 
stages by 1985 . Cap ital a nd other fund ing wou ld be 
stabli 7ed at the 1981 leve l wit h no escala tor for 
innation. urther proposa ls for red uct ions in federa l 
funding came in 1985 when preli minary budge t 
co nfcrenees discu . sed thc gradual elimina tion of 
almost $900 million in opcrat ing s ub~ idi es to states by 
1990 and rcduction of ca pita l grant- by about $2 
billion by 1988. 

Public Transit in Iowa 
Und er the Highwa y Commission, prior to 1975, the 

rban Department had bee n active in planning and 
implementing urban improvements in the larger cities. 
A research st udy recommending a public tran sit 
division a nd a sta tewi de transit policy was conducted 
by the Engineering Research Institute of Iowa State 
University and submitted to the Departm ent in 1975. 
Includ ed were inventories of tran it operations in the 
state and exa mination of policies of other states 
regarding transit structures, responsi bilities of a 
tran it di, ision, reven ue so urces and financial 
assis tance. Four tra nsit plans were presented, calling 
for state appropriations ranging from $3. 1 to $6.25 
million, dependent upon the program leve l se lec ted . A 
second project analyzed Iowa intercity pas enger 
ca rri ers , wi th recommendations for specific changes in 
sen ice and proposals for th e sta te role in their 
implementat io n. These reports laid the background 
for the formation of the Pub lic Transit Di vision in the 
DOT and furnished resea rch data useful for th e Iowa 
Transit Plan 78 and the 1981 Transit Plan. Earlier 
research studied intercity transportation and it s 
relationship to socio-economic characterist ics in rural 
regions, with the objective of re lat ing interci ty systems 
of sma ll urban communities to their ab il ity to attract 
and absorb growth. 

In 1975 , 14 transit operations in metropolita n and 
small urban areas served a popU la tion of over o ne 
million peo ple and carried 13.5 mi ll io n revenue 
passengers (Table 11-5). Twelve Class I pa se nger 
carriers provid ed schedu led intercity bus se rvice in the 
state, but no se rvice was avai lab le for 18 ci ti es which 

we rc either coun ty seat~ or had populations over 
2,500 in 1970 . Six teen 0 pc rati ons ~crved rural regi ons 
in 37 co unti es, a nd 77 tax icab companies operated in 
60 cit ies. By 1980, the re were 17 urban systems, 16 
m ulti -county opcrations, 25 intercity charter 
co mpa nies , 12 comm uter companies, and 77 taxicab 
opcrat io ns. Bus a nd taxi tra vel accounted for 1.2 
perce nt of 18.7 bi ll ion passenger-miles in rural areas , 
a nd one percen t of 12. 1 billion passenger-mil es in 
urban areas. Automobil es, trucks and motorcycles 
were utl iled for 88 percent of total rural travel and 99 
percent of urba n tra nsportati o n. The remaining II 
pcreent of rural travel was divided into ra il, regular 
bus and aviation . Sources of transit financial 
assistance for operations between 1975 and 1980 are 
shown in Table 11-6; es timates of Iowa passenger 
transportation ex penditures in Table 11-7; and 
operating stati stics for tran sit properties in Iowa in 
1984, in Table 11-8. 

From $350,000 appropriated by the state for rural 
eld erly demonstration proj ects in 1976, funding in­
creased to $2 million a nnually in 1977 and remained 
at that leve l in later years. Most of the 1977 funds 
were used for operations that reached a level of 92 
percent of the appropriation in 1981. The 
Tran porta ti on Commission recommended S5.56 
million for 1982 and 1983 but the total remained at 
$1.9 million, ranking Iowa 24th of the 36 states that 
funded public transit ystems. The 1981 Iowa Transit 
Plan li sted 33 public ystems including 16 regional 
sys tems based on the state's planning regions. se\en 
large urban systems in cities \\ith populations of 
50,000 or more, and 10 small urban sy tern in citie 
with popUlations between 20,000 and 50,000. The 
number was increased to 34 public tran it sy terns in 
1985 (Fig. 11-7). 

Betwee n 1981 and 1984, a 28 percent increa e 
occurred in tran it ex penditures in lo\\a. n ing from 
$30.3 to $38.2 million . Federal funding increa ed onl~ 
slightly , from $12.2 to S 12 .6 million, and state aid 
dec lined from $2 to $1 .8 million. The lack of fund . 
necessitated reliance of transit ystems more on local 
ta xes, fare bo x revenues and contracts. In the e 
categorie , spending rose from S 16.1 to 2 .3 million 
bet ween 19 I and 1984. The sta te' depre :ed 
economy throughout the e year hurt transit 
operations, with some ystems in better financial 
condition than others depending upon the location 
a nd the levels of e onomic acti, ity . Rid ership 
decl ined in the larger cities, and revenues and funding 
were unable to meet the ri sing co ts of operation. The 
al ternati e was to reduce er\'ice both on ity routes 
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and on the regional ys te ms, a trend which cou ld 
continue unless new sou rces o f funding a re found. 

Intercity Bus Service 
Bus service in Iowa grew rapid ly betwee n 1940 a nd 
the mid-1950s but afterward reversed th e trend in 

ridership to 1980 . The d ec line in demand reach ed a 
point where many of th e carr iers co uld not afford to 
recapitalize fleets and physical facilities o r up grade 
operating capabi liti es, thus reducing th e network a nd 

the commu niti es se rved . In 1942, se rvice was provid ed 
to 492 points throughou t the state, dropping to 30 1 
locations in 198 1. S ixtee n inte rc it y bus carrie rs 

operated regular ro utes in 1942, co mpared with six 
carrie rs in 1983. Three of th ese, Greyhound , 
Trailwa ys and J effe rso n Lines, co ntro ll ed nearly 75 
percent of the to tal route se rvice on a daily bas is. 
Most of the service points were los t in co mmuniti es of 
2,500 population or less, a nd th e area that suffe red 
seve rel y we re th e so uthern two ti ers o f co unti es, 
eas te rn Iowa a lo ng the Mis iss ippi Ri ve r nort h of 
D ave nport, and western Iowa, particu la rl y from D es 
M oi nes to Siou x City. In tercity buses in th e ea rl y 
1980s ca rri ed more passe ngers a nnua ll y in Iowa th a n 
co mpetin g rail o r a ir ca rrie rs but we re surpassed by 
publicly-fund ed regional trans it sys te ms. 

Table 11-5 

Summary of Urban Transit Operations in Iowa 
April 1, 1975 

Date of Number Number Base 
City Transit operator Type public of of fare 

ownership ownership buses routes $ 
(active) 

Metropolitan Areas 

Cedar Rapids Regional Transit Co rpora tio n, Inc. Munici pa l 1966 12 II 0.30 

Council Bluffs Metro Area Transi t (Oma ha) Munici pa l 1972 16 7 0.40 

Davenport City Transit Auth ori ty Munici pa l 1974 18 7 0.30 

Des Moines Des Moine Metropolitan T rans it Au tho rit y Regiona l 1973 72 15 0.50 

Dubuq ue Key Line Municipal 1973 27 II 0.40 

Sioux City Sioux Ci ty Transit Munici pa l 1963 21 II 0.25 

Wate rloo Metropolitan Transit Authority of 
Black Ha wk Cou nty, Inc. Regional 1972 12 9 0.25 

Small Urban Areas 

Ames Midwest Transportation , Inc. Pri va te 0.30 

Burlington Burlington Urban Service Municipal 1975 7 0.25 

Clinton C linton Munici pal Trans it Authority Municipal 1973 5 0.25 

Iowa City Iowa City T ra nsit Municipa l 1971 15 10 0.15 

Marshalltown Marshall Motor Coach, Inc. Priva te 2 3 0.25 

Mason City Public Transit Company Priva te 3 3 0.40 

Ottumwa Ot tumwa Transi t Lines, Inc . Priva te* 7 0.30 

*Private contractor with Ot tum wa Transit Authority. 

(Source: Iowa Sta te University Trans it Assistance Progra m Report for Iowa.) 
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Table 11-6 

Sources of Transit Financial 
Assistance for Operations, 1975-1980. 

(Excludes Farebox Revenue) 

Calendar Federal State Local 

Year Government Government Governments 
(Percent) (Percent) (Percent) 

1975 2 1.4 28.9 49.7 

1976 25.7 22.3 52.0 

1977 30 .7 25. J 44.2 

1978 30 .9 25.3 42.8 

1979 30 .4 2 1.4 48. 1 

1980 30.2 22.7 47. 1 

'\ote In term, of total operating re\enuc In 19XO. Iedcral operating a""tance accounted for 17 X rercent. ,tale orerallng a,,''>lance for 

1:1 ,0 rerccnt and local operating a""tance. no percent Alm"'t all tran"t carllal re\enue wa, received from go\Crnmenl agencie,> 

In 1980. the federal government contributed 2,g btll,on to\\ard the rurchase of tran,1l carllal cqulrmcnl. Based on a rallO of RO 
percent federal contribution, and 20 percenl local contrlhutlol1'. state and local government; contrlbuled an additional SO 7 biliton 

lo\\nrd capllal purcha,e, b) tran", ,y,tem, 

Table 11-7 

Estimated Iowa Passenger Transportation Expenditures 
(Millions of 1980 Dollars) 

User Non-User Total 
Costs Costs Costs 

Automobiles. Light Trucks 
and Motorcycles $3.373.5 $ 166.4 (a) $3.539.9 

Certified Air Carriers 
and General Aviation 476.5 30.7 (b) 507.2 

Local Public Tran it 8.8 25. 1 (c) 33.9 

Intercity Bus 14. 5 1. 0 (d) 15.5 

Taxicabs 29.5 1.6 (d) 31. I 
AMTRAK 1.3 2.9 (c) 3.3 
Water Modes 

(Source' PubliC 1 ranslt Worhhop '\0 I 1 ramrOrlatlOn Comml,,,on Meeting. f-cbruar) 16. 1982 I 

Grand Total: Passenger Tramportatlon $4. 1:10,9 ~I (III( of Slalc G'\ PI 

'I alai Iowa Pa"cnger Btl!. S8.7000 M (23"( of State G'\ Pl 

Pa,senger Transportation Percenlage 

(a) '\on-User charge hlgh"a) con, t ructlon and malnlcnance. 

% Paid 
By User 

95.3 

91.9 
26.0 
93.9 
94.9 
39.4 

(b) FAA and CAB program, net of lIser chargc" General a\ iatlon portion 01 thIS ,ub"d) \\ould be large rdatl\c to ," 32 percentage 
;hare of u,cr-bornc CO", . 

(c) Opcratlng and capital ,ub"d ,e,: all non-far~box and c()ntrac t -co\~rcd ~'pcn,cs plu, non-uscr borne hlgh\\a~ cO,ts 

(d) Non-user borne highway CO", 

NOle Account, do not Inc lude ,ome lra nspo rt a t lon cos ts. I.C .. co>!, o r congc'tlon und nOise. ulr poliutton. \1,Uc1I,ntruslon. trarric 

congestion and I,t lcr opportunity COSls on ri ghl-of-lVay (except ror A Ml R K). or ' UbSldllcd emts on capital fa('IIItIt'> 
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Table 11-8 

Operating statistics for transit properties in Iowa, 1984 

System Passengers Revenue Operating Operating 
Name Miles Revenue, $ Expenses, $ 

Regional Systems 

Region I 154,452 578,797 228 , 165 389 ,000 
Region 2 157, 170 334 ,33 1 133 ,027 210 ,684 
Region 3 188 ,808 554,7 13 3 13,661 411 ,565 
Region 4 97 ,650 367,089 144 ,860 245,741 
Region 5 190,486 295, 140 83,768 199 ,596 
Region 6 48 ,447 233,236 8,32 1 127 ,329 
Region 7 159,956 1,044,6 10 348 ,570 469 ,535 
Region 8 34,58 1 139,997 37 ,923 103,223 
Region 9 55 ,3 13 225 ,065 192 ,980 233,733 
Region 1O 337,922 823 ,273 4 10,581 7 16,230 
Region 11 285,785 7 11 ,6 15 348 ,3 I 7 642 , 178 
Region 12 184,867 382 ,854 137 ,640 2 I 2,264 
Region 13 84,0 17 300 ,955 83,029 237 ,744 
Region 14 88 ,8 I 5 2 11 ,454 128 ,258 23 I ,057 
Region IS 178 ,865 584, I 60 406,525 457 ,588 
Region 16 11 9,034 252,072 IS I ,696 226,402 

Tota l 2,366,168 7,039,361 3, 157 ,320 5, I 13 ,8 69 

Small Urban Systems 

Ames 2,000 , I 29 689 ,355 83 1,3 14 1,386,96 I 
Burlington 353,699 289, 11O 108,866 577,343 
Clinton 396,079 255 ,623 1 13,00 I 452,296 
Marshalltown 62 ,31 I 87 , 168 25 ,372 173,354 
Mason City 165 ,987 237,743 45 ,485 20 I ,734 

Muscatine 12 1,904 182,803 5 1, 196 286 ,613 

Ottumwa 240,575 149 ,546 89,469 3 I I ,286 

Subtotal 3,340,684 1,89 I ,348 1,264,704 3,389 ,588 

Metropolitan Systems 

Bettendorf 141 ,367 239,985 40 ,018 297 ,546 

Cedar Rapids 1,845 ,067 1,0 I 3,637 583,408 2,097 ,6 14 

Coralville 550,351 237 ,380 218 ,954 476,262 

Council Bluffs 560,793 395,72 I 253,249 889 ,712 

Davenport 1,307 , 11O 939 ,750 403 ,748 2,166, 133 

Des Moines 5, I 64 ,084 3,096,5 I 7 3,326,935 7,098,475 

Dubuque 1,035,359 535 ,102 293,228 1,3 I 5,683 

Iowa City 2,453 ,786 808 ,8 19 800,664 1,879,226 

Sioux City 1,634,502 484,480 419 ,215 1,376,823 

Waterloo 851,256 763,186 276,439 1,620,648 

Subtotal 15,543,675 8,5 14,577 6,6 15 ,857 19,218,122 

Total 2 1,250,527 17,445,286 11 ,037,881 27 ,721 ,578 

(Source: Iowa De partment of Transportation .) 
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Operating 
Deficit , $ 

181 ,260 
114 ,944 
87,947 

128,706 
150,286 
128 ,071 
18 1,899 
61 ,290 
51 ,767 

25 I ,389 
286,8 53 

74, 166 
141 ,269 
84 ,880 

111 ,894 
53,692 

2,090 ,3 I 2 

4 I 4 ,692 
33 I ,079 
347 , 103 
147 ,780 
189,599 
234,799 
227 ,69 I 

1,892,744 

275 ,001 
1,915,201 

252 ,8 72 
635 ,948 

1,750 ,637 
3,533,643 
1,056,695 
1,085 ,527 

922 ,359 
1,240,8 16 

12,668,699 

16,651 ,755 
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Mason City -
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+ Waterloo 

Marshalltown 
-Ames - 6 Clinton 

+O es Moines 
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_ Ollumwa 
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+ Large Urban Areas _ Small Urban Areas 

* Cedar and Clinton Coun ti es are within Planning Region 8 and within Transit Region 9 

f-Igurc 11-7 

34 Public Iran,1I 'ySlem, In 10\\3 
(Coune,) lo\\a Department of Tramponallon ) 

River Conditions 
User Charges 
Seven Presidents of the United States, beginning with 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, plus leaders of both political 
parties with liberal or con ervative view, pledged to 

provide revenue to recover a portion of the public 
ex penditures on inland waterways. Despite broad 

suppo rt, waterway charge proponents failed to gain 
congressional approval, and meanwhile, federal, state 
and local government expenditures continued to 

mount, reaching an estimated $21.2 billion by 1976. 
This amount covered funds for in land and 

intercoastal waterways; the Great Lakes and coas tal 
harbors; construction, maintenance and operation of 

channels and harbors, locks and dams ; alteration of 
bridges over navigable rivers ; engineer ing an d design 
and other costs associated with navigation. Not 

included were co t ascribed to non-navigation 

elements of the projects or the expenditure of the 
Tennes ee Valley Authority and the .. portion of 

the construction of the 1. La", rence eawa). Public 

La\\ 91-469. appro\ed October 21. 1970. amended the 

Act creating the eaway CorporatIOn by terminating 
th e payment of intere t on the obligations of the 

corporation. Toll re\ 'enue on the ea\\ay failed b~ a 
large margin to coyer total annual costs. 

The overriding problem in a e ing \\"alef\\a~ user 
charges concerned the muir i-purpose feature ' of 
waterway projects . The concept of user harge i, 

based upon benefit received on publicl~-financed 
transportation route. The difficull que, tion to 
resolve lay in the method of i -olating benefits to 

commercial users a against benefits ac ruing to the 
genera l public the so-called "publi intere ' t 
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principle." Flood contro l, water suppl y to 
commu nitie s and industries, wildlife and rec rea ti o n 
enhancement and energy ge nera ti o n are wate rwa y 
projects whose cost should be borne by the ge nera l 
public. On the other hand, commercia l interests also 
benefited and had been freed from user taxes si nce 
waterway d evelop ment began , successfu ll y a rguin g 
that navigation was a by-product of these projec ts. 

In 1976, the Iowa DOT staff reviewed acco unting 
records of the Corps of E nginee rs to de te rmine 
operating and maintenance costs o n th e 300-m il e 
section of t he Mississippi Ri ve r fr o m Guttenburg, 
Iowa, to Hannibal , Missouri. The a rea was 
considered typical of federa l maintenance stand a rd s 

o n the entire river. Fo ll owing a n exam ina tion of 
cha nnel and loca l maintenance cost compo nent s, th e 
staff used 43 perce nt as a basi for proposed use r 
cha rges against ba rge co mpa nies- a figure 
com pa ra ble to the basis fo r taxe o n trucks using 
public hi ghwa ys. Use of the base percentage 
tra ns la ted int o a proposal for a fuel tax of three cents 
per ga ll o n and a $32 lock ing fee. It was estimated that 
g rain ra tes from D aven po rt to ew Orleans would 
increase by o ne-h alf ce nt per bu she l a nd that the tax 
wou ld ge ne rate $75-$IDO million a nnua ll y if app li ed 
nationwid e. Costs , other than navigat ion , we re not 
inc lud ed . In May 1977 , th e Transportation 
Commission voted to make th e staff pro posa l a DOT 
reco mmend a ti o n . 

Mississ ippi Ri ver Lock and Dam No. 19 at Keok uk, Iowa. 
(Courtesy: U.S. Corps of Engineers, Rock Island Dist ricl.) 
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t ocklng a lOll Ihrough I.ock 0 19 al Keokuk . Iowa 

(Caurlc,} . Rail and Water Dl vl'lOn. Iowa Dcranmcnl of fran'rortallon) 

The Lock and Dam 26 Problem 
Ixt)-four terminals along the Mis issippi and ten 

along the Missouri River provided facilities for 
handling nearly 13 million tons of commoditi e~ 

annually. Included were seven million tons of grai n, 
two million tons of coal, one million tons of 
petroleum and three million tons of other 
commodities. Where speed of movement was not a 
major factor. producti"ity a nd the economic 
advantage of barges was tied to their a bility to hand le 
far larger volumes of traffic in single unit or tow 
than ~as possible by railroads and truck on 
competing routes. But economic operations require 
continuous movement , and interruptions for any 
reason tend to negate the co mparati ve advantages of 
water carriers. 

In April 1976, Lock and Dam 0.26 at Alton. 
Illinois, was partially closed, dramatically pointing to 
the importance of wa ter transportation to u ers o n 
the upper Mississippi River, including those in Iowa. 
The facility was in poor conditio n after 
approximately 40 years of service a nd had a history of 
excessive maintenance problems and costs. It was a 
vital link in the waterway sys tem, acco unting for 54 
million tons of traffic va lued a t four bil lio n do llars 
locked through in 1975 a vo lume eight million tons 
over its practical design capacity and four milli o n 
tons over the total movement through the Pan a ma 
Canal during th at yea r. 

The Iowa DOT supported replacement rather than 
rehabilitation of the eXisting locks and dam. favoring 
relocation some two miles downstream with one lock 
1,200 X 110 feet at time of construction and the 
option of adding another lock in the future . Congre s 
authori7Cd construction in 1978 of one lock. but 
lawults in opposition b) the railroad and 
environmental protection groups delayed the project 
until October 1979, when a Federal Di trict Court 
ruling provided for the con tructIon of the ne\\ lock 
and da m, to co t S861 million at the t \\ o-mile 
do~ nstream location. The ame legislation directed 
the Upper Mis i sippi Rl\er Ba in Commiion to 
co nduct a master plan study of the entire upper 
Miss issi ppi Ri\'er ystem. An Important part of this 
study, completed in 19 2. \\a~ the recommendation 
concerning the economic need for aecond lock The 
legislation al 0 pro\ Ided for a \\'aten\a~ u er ta:\. of 
four ce nts per gallon of fuel effect!\e October I. 19 O. 
to rise to 10 cen t in 1985. The l ' .S Tran"portatIon 
a nd Commerce Departments conSidered that the ta:\. 
would ha\e a short-term impact on barge operation " 
a nd would probabl~ be more lasting on grain 
interes ts. but o\erall ~ ould not be a major factor 
during the nex t decade. The Reagan dmini ' tration 
supported the user fees. 

It wa s questionable whet her the ne \\ lock would be 
adequate for LIrrent traffic plus projected in reases 
and it \Va further . ugges ted that a se ond lock would 
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be necessary for e merge ncy use . In 1985, the Corps of 
Engineers decided to utili ze funds ava ilable for 
planning purposes to proceed with e ngineering and 
design of the seco nd lock , action taken as an interim 
measu re until congress io nal authoriza tion for th e new 
lock could be obtai ned . The seco nd lock was includ ed 
in th e om nibu s waterway legislation debated during 
the 1984 sess io n of Co ngress (Fig. 11-8). 

Complete 

Jan . 1984 

Lock 

Operable 

Sept. 1987 

,. A""" 

Complete 

Jan 1989 
A , \ 

\ 
\ 

F igu re I 1-8 

Lock a nd Da m 26. 

(Courtesy: Io wa De partment o r Tran sportation.) 

The Iowa Rail·Barge Tariff 
Intermodalism in the form of ra il / truck combinations 
(p iggy back) had been commonplace in Iowa for many 
years and was a popular a nd effecti ve sys tem for 
moving se lec ted classes of co mmoditi es. In 1976, th e 
Iowa DOT brought to get her the C MStP&P and th e 
Alter Barge Li ne for the purpose of discuss ing 
ra il / barge combinations o n grain mo ve ments to the 
Mississippi River und er o ne tariff. Previously, 
shippers used o ne rate fro m inland origins to ri ver 
terminals , another charge for transfer and a separate 
barge rate to destinations , under two bill s of lading. 
The single tariff mea nt that shippers dealt only with 
o ne m ode- the railroad-to arrange for shipments 
und er one bill of lading. Uncertainty over barge rates, 
which flu ctuated almost daily , was eliminated through 

stabili za ti o n by the ba rge line over three t ime period s: 
Ma rch-J une, J ul y-Septem ber a nd October- December. 
Barge ava ilabilit y was guaranteed by payme nt of rai l 
ca r de murrage if the rail ca rs arr ived at a terminal 
when barges we re no t read y for loading. 

The ta riff ca ll ed fo r six consecutive 15-ca r movemen ts 
to th e ri ve r. T o enable small e leva to rs to pa rti cipate, 
the railroad es tabli shed II zones (Fig. 11-1 0). It was 
poss ibl e for up to three e leva tors within a zo ne to 
divid e th e 15 cars a mong th emse lves, o r each of the 
six mo ve ments co uld originate fr o m o ne to three 
elevators in that zo ne . Rates und er th e single tariff 
were lower than the sum o f the indi vidua l cha rges and 
were competitive with 25, 50 and 75 railroad multi-car 
rates to the Gu lf (Fig. 11-9) . The advantages to the 
Iowa shipper were co nve nience, a lte rn a tive routes , 
less documentation, increased co mpetiti o n and lower 
costs. By th e close of 1978, three a nd o ne-ha lf million 
bushels of grain had moved o n th e tariff, with a net 
saving of three to five ce nt s per bu hel to tHe Iowa 
farm er. U nfortuna tely, th e plan co ll a psed when th e 
CMStP&P filed for bankruptcy and restructured the 
system , and increas ing ba rge rates were un a ttractive 
to the Alter Barge Line. 

State Aviation System Evaluation 

Before the Io wa DOT was o rga ni zed , the Aeronautics 
Commission was the o nl y state agency concerned wit h 
av ia tion goals. Its o bj ecti ve was to estab li sh a public 
airport providing round-the-clock ope ra ti on wi th an 
a ll-weather surface in each of th e 99 co unti es. In 1973 , 
through th e effo rts of th e commiss ion , loca l sponsors 
and the FAA , a netw o rk had been developed which 
consisted of 123 municipa l and III private airport s. 
Ten of these were in co mmuniti es se rved by 
commercial air ca rri e rs: o ne medium hub (Des 
Moines); th ree small hubs (Cedar Rapids, Waterloo 
a nd Siou x City); and six no n-hubs (B urlington , 
C linto n, Dubuque, Fort Dodge, Mason City a nd 
Ottumwa). Five sites (D es Moines , Ott umwa , 
Davenport , Fort Madiso n a nd Spencer) were a lso 
utilized by third leve l air carr iers. Iowa was 25t h in 
population , but e ighth in the nat ion in the number of 
airports ha vi ng paved a nd li ghted run ways , 2 1st in the 
number of active pilots (8,824), 18t h in the number of 
aircraft (2 ,652) a nd 14th in the number of public use 
airports (234) . 

Airport de velopment programs hi storicall y have been 
constrained by the lack of adequa te funding, a nd 
since littl e construction occurred without state or 
federal aid , it wa s imperati ve tha t allocation of fund s 
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be mad e in th e most judi iou s mann er. In .June 197 1, 
Ht tile req uest o f Governor Ra y, a detail ed a nd 
com rJrchcn si c plannin g project was initi a ted by th e 
Engineering Research In stitute, Iowa State 
University. a nd sub mitted to th e Aeronautics 
Commission in November. 1972. It mad e 
reco mm cndati o ns for imp rovi ng a nd / or deve loping 
117 airports with sugges ti ons for imp lemen tati o n. The 
plan ca lled for an ex penditure of $ 126 mi ll ion to be 
shared by the three Icve ls of governm ent and wa ~ 

approved by the FAA for in clusion in th e at iona l 
Airport Systc m Plan, whieh beca me pa l·t of the 
National Transportation Plan . 

The 1972 State irp orl Plan wa s updated by th e Iowa 

00-[ in 1978 , 19S2, and Ins. -J he 1982 pl a n 
recognized th e need for a total aviation system pl an, 
one whi ch em phasi7ed th e importance of av ia ti on 
se rvi ces as well as aviation faci liti es and covered a 20-
yea r period in three phases: (I) a short-range period 
from 19S2to 1986, (2) an intermedi ate period, from 
19S7 to 1991 , and (3) a long-range period from 199 1 
to 200 I. Il eva lu ated 114 ex isting publ icly-owned 
airports and id entifi ed 80 airports eligible for stale 
development, plannin g a nd safety project funds, and 
41 I ca l se rvice a irp orts eligib le for slate planning and 
sa fety proj ec ts but not deve lopmental funding . 
Deve lopmental costs were estimated at $29 I million 
over th e 20-year period. 
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Figure 11 - 10 

Rail / barge tariff ship ping zo nes. 

(Courtesy: Iowa Departme nt of Tran sportati o n.) 

In 1985 the state had 112 publicly-owned airports 
which provided access to the nati o na l syste m through 
direct co mmercial flight s a nd air taxi serv ices. They 
a lso provided access to comm uniti es by business 
interes ts and other users. There were 101 general 
aviation airports which provided serv ice by aircraft 
ranging from single-engine a irplanes to large 
corporate j ets. Eleven com merci a l airports handled 
flights by major national a irlines and l or commuter 
air lines as well as general aviation aircraft. All 
publicly-owned airports were includ ed in the aviation 
sys te m which provided se rvice to all areas of the state 
(Fig. I I-I I). 

The number of registered aircraft increased in each 
year from 1970 to the peak year of 1979, when 3,530 
were registered. In 1984,3,079 aircraft were 

registered , a decline of 13 percent. Estimates for 1985 
showed a further decrease of about 100 aircraft. In 
1984, 2,935 aircraft or 95.9 percent of al l aircraft 
registered were based at publicly-owned a irp orts. 
These are aircraft that are regular ly hangared or 
stored at a facility. 

In 1980, Iowa had 12 ,101 registered pilots. The 
number fe ll to just over 10 ,000 in 1982 and to abo ut 
9,000 in 1984, represe nting a decline of 3,000 in four 
yea rs. Projections of the number of future registered 
pilots show a growth rate of approximate ly 2 percent 
each yea r from 1985 to 2005 , or a total of 13 ,400 
pilots in the latter yea r. 

Air passenger enplanements were expected to increase 
throughout the 20-year planning period . 
Enp lanements on certificated air ca rri ers declined 
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betwee n 1980 and 1982 but were beg in nin g to increase 
rro m th e 1982 low. Es tim a tes based upon FAA 
rorecas ts showed just under o ne mil lio n enpl anements 
ror 1985, with an 8 to 9 percent in ereasc eac h yea r 
through 2005 . Enp lan cments o n co mmut er a irlin es 
increa sed sharpl y by 1985 they were es tima ted at 
four time the number in 1980. Th e in creases ca n be 
traced to two deve lopment s: th e Air line Deregulation 
Act of 1978 and an ex pansion in the number o f 
eommute l' lines. Projections from 1985 to 2005 
indica te that enplanements wil l ri se rrom 106,000 In 
1985 to 300,000 in 2005. Iowa has four ai rports served 
by eertiri ca tcd air ca rri ers: Ccda r Rapids, Des 

""''' Moine" Sioux ity an d Waterl oo. Com muter serv ice 
is prov id ed at these a irpo rt s as well as a t Spe ncer, 
Ma o n City, Dubuque, Clint on, Burlington, Fort 
Dodge a nd Ottumwa. However, the recent mergers 
involving Republic and Olark Airlines and the 
bankruptcy of Frontier Air lines may sign lricant ly 
a lter the air passenge r service in Iowa (Fig. 11 - 12). 
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Ai r passe nger service in Iowa , Octobe r 1985. 
(Courtesy: Iowa Departmen t of T ra nsportation.) 

Summary 
The new ly created Iowa De partment of 
Transportat ion faced t he pro ble ms of a distressed 
rai lroad industry w hich was ha rd-pressed to ha ndle 
the rapid increase in agricultura l a nd ma nufactured 
traffic, and to implement fed era l leg is la ti o n passed in 
an effort to relieve ra ilroad di stress in passenger a nd 
freight move ments. Bank rup tcies a nd bra nc h line 
abandonments reduced ra il roa d mileage through out 
the state d uring the 1970-1 98 5 peri od . To counter the 
threat of reduced or com plete ly e limina ted service, the 
newly created Iowa Railroad F ina nce Authorit y was 
authorized to fi nance acq ui siti o n a nd improve me nt of 
railroad facilities. 

Motor carrier traffic increased substa nti a ll y during 
these years , pa rtia lly because of the co mpleti o n o f 
interstate high ways a nd the improvement of prima ry 
and secondary roads. Ho weve r, the co ndition of 
bridges o n a ll highways was a c riti ca l pro blem. The 
expansion in truck ing bro ught co ntrove rsy over the 

use o f 65-foo t twin tra il e rs, fo ught by the sta te, o nly 
t o lose th e lega l ba ttl e in the co u rts. No t o nly were th e 
65-foo t twin s ma ndated , but Iowa faced changes in 
tru ck sizes thro ugh fe dera l legis la tion. H ig hway user 
taxes were ra ised a t both sta te a nd federa l leve ls. 

Public tra nsit beca me a sa li ent iss ue in the nat io n a nd 
sta te as th e d ema nd fo r se rvice increased fas ter t ha n 
reso urces t o meet th a t dema nd . Federal a nd state 
fundin g a ll owed th e o rgani za ti o n of reg io na l a nd 
urba n sys tems which ha d to wea th er th e diffi culti es of 
a n eco no mic recess io n in th e ea rl y 1980s. User 
cha rges we re assessed aga inst co mmercia l wa terway 
o pera to rs on th e ri ve rs bo rd erin g the sta te a nd th e 
d eteri o ra ti o n of Lock a nd D a m No. 26 a t A lto n, 
Illin o is, po inted to th e importa nce of wa ter 
tra nspo rta ti o n to Iowa shippers. Avia ti o n 
deve lopment was progra med thro ug h sta te a irpo rt 
a nd sys tem plans in 1972, 19 78 , 1982 a nd 198 5. 

The decad e of 1970-1 980 was o ne in which fe dera l 
legislati ve reform measures freed ca rri ers fro m long-
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sta nding ru les a nd reg u la ti o ns. Th ere we re cha n ' es in 

th e cha rac te r o r m oda l. se rvices a nd in th e 
o rga ni?a ti o n a nd reo rga ni za ti o n o f ca rri e r 
ma nage ment a nd o pe ra ti o ns. - nviro nm e nta l co nce rn s 
a nd ene rgy pro b lems pla yed a n imp o rta nt ro le in th e 

a dj ustment o r th e ta te to th esc deve lo pm c nt s. 
Na ti o nwi de eco no mi c rc ess io n in thc ea rl y 19805 a nd 
its im pact up on Io wa placed ad diti o na l burd e ns o n 
the t ra ns po rta ti o n sec to r to mee t th e cha ll enge o f 

a deq ua te se rv icc a t rcaso na blc costs. 
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Chapter Twelve 

Deregulation and 
Transportation Policy Issues 

I ntrod uction 
The vast complex of federal regulatory rules and 
regulations on the nation's for-hire transportation 
industry was seriously challenged during the 1970s. 
These controls over entry, exit , rates, routes and 
quality of service had become more extensive over the 
years , yet provided for exemptions and special 
privileges and treatment of particular modes. Too 
often the consequences of economic regulation 
appeared to be more costly than the abuses they were 
designed to correct. The rules were reasonable at the 
time of inception but were inappropriate as the 
economic and competitive environment changed. 

From the beginning, economic regulation was 
controversial and became more so when applied to air 
and motor carriers as the new competition to the 
railroads developed. Periodically since then, the topic 
spawned proposals ranging from strengthening 
regulation or eliminating it together with the 
regulatory agencies, introducing reforms or reducing 
the increasingly frustrating bureaucratic processes to 
which carriers and shippers were subjected. These 
conOicting attitudes reached a climax in the late 1970s 
when the reform movement was addressed by the 
Congress. 

Two fundamental public policy issues formed the 
basis of the debates that raged over regulation­
deregulation, modified regulation , regulatory reform, 
reregulation , etc. One involved the philosophical 
question of the relative roles of government 
contrasted to the private sector of the economy in 
transportation matters. The other centered on the 
pragmatic question of continued effectiveness of 
government intervention vis-a-vis the free and open 
market mechanism in furthering the development and 
maintenance of transportation systems accessible to 
all and capable of providing the necessary services. 

Supporters of regulation argued that "deregulation" 
would not yield the needed services at reasonable 
rates without a return to unjust and undue 
discriminations. Further, they argued that without 
some economic controls, private ownership and 
operation would place a premium on the profit 
motive to the exclusion of service and neglect of 
safety. Proponents based their arguments on 
competitiveness of the individual modes, resulting in 

advantages to users; the carriers were fully capab le of 
providing the required services without regulatory 
supervision. From their point of view, any change in 
regulatory policy would allow operations to be vast ly 
superior under free market conditions than could be 
expected through decisions by the regulatory 
agencies. 

The political climate of the nation contributed to the 
movement for economic liberalization. Proposals for 
nationalization of transportation as an alternative to 
the confusion emanating from the debates were cast 
aside as national conservat ive trends formed slowly 
during the last years of the Carter administration and 
reached full Oower in the nationa l elections of 1980. 
The most popular political philosophy designed to 
"get the government off the backs of the people" was 
reduction or elimination of federal rules and 
regulations, and the transportation industry was a 
prime candidate . Thus, the contentions of the 
supporters and opponents of regulation were to be 
tested by reform legislation which in three years, 
1977- 1980, reversed the 90 years of traditional federal 
regulatory policy. 

Attempts to define and implement transportation 
policies often caused more confusion than clarity as 
issues became increasingly mixed with broad concepts 
of goals, objectives, programs, conOicts and 
perspectives. Policies are guidelines for choices and 
ideally are established within a framework of goals 
and objectives or in response to recurring or new 
problems. When the choices are simple , few 
disagreements occur; when comp licated or difficult, 
controversy rages as variou interest groups perceive a 
danger to their jealously guarded positions. 

Federal Transportation Reform Legislation 

The Airline Industry 
The first attempt at regulatory reform was led by 
Alfred Kahn, chairman of the Civil Aeronautics 
Board, and supported by Congress in 1977. Nearly all 
of the statutes controlling rate, routes and 
competitive practices in the air cargo segment were 
repealed. Despite initial opposition of the carriers, 
similar legislation followed in air passenger 
operations. Airlines were permitted to expand 
immediately as to "dormant" routes once certified by 
the CAB but abandoned by the original carriers. One 
new market could be served and one route protected 
each year, meaning that no other carrier could 
compete on that route . CAB route authority expired 

in 1981. 
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nti l 198], ca rri rs co u lc! in c rcasc farcs to 
co mpc nsa tc for inrlation p lus fi vc pc rcc nt o r redu ec 

fares up to SO pc rcc nt cae h yca r, no t s ubj c t to ;\13 
s uper is ion unl css th e a djustmc nt s wc rc 
di sc riminat o ry. ba nd o nm c nts we rc a ll owed in no n­
co mpensa to ry markc ts, w ith sma ll marke ts pro tccted 
b su bsid y prov is ions to gua ra n tcc "essc nti a I sc rv icc" 

for 10 years into prcv io us ly se rvcd po ints. T hc fcdc ra l 
go er nmcnt a l 0 ass um ed rcsponsibility up to ix 

year fo r c mployce who los t c mpl oy mc nt whc n 
car ri e rs rcduced th c ir work forcc by m ore th a n 7.5 

percent in any yea r thro ug h dercgulation. 

The CAB was to se lf-de truct on January I , 1985, and 
did with a Marine bug ler playing" ve nin g Co lors," 

th e firs t federal regu latory age ncy ever to go out of 
business. As one of it final major decisions, th c 

agency decided thal a irl ine tickets could be o ld 
anywhere in tead of res tricting sa les to travel agencies 
and airline representatives. Consumer protection 

functions-overbookin g nig ht s, searching [or lost 

baggage, enforc ing c ha rt e r provi ions and no­
smoking rules were transferred to th e U.S. DOT. 

The Motor Carrier Industry 
Although diverse opinions were expressed by 
trucker, unions and shippe rs , regu la tory reform for 

motor carriers followed on July I. 1980. It s purpose 
was "to provide for more effective regulation of 

motor carriers of property and for other purposes ."1 
Wherea airline legislation was directed toward 

passenger benefits , the Motor Carrier Act appeared to 

be aimed at correcting opera tional inefficiencie . 
" Statutes governing Federal regulation are outdated 

and must be revised to renect transportation need s 
and realities in the 1980 : that h is torica ll y the exis ting 
regulatory structure has tended in certain 

circumstances to inhibit market e ntry, carrier growth, 
maximum utilization of equi pment and energy 

resources ... that protective regulation has res ulted in 
some operating inefficiencies and so me anti­

competitive pricing." One of th e new fea tures was th e 
provision for congressiona l oversigh t to e nsure th at 
the act was implemented according to congre ional 

intent and purpose. Among other major provi ion 
were th e easing of en try rcq uire me nts, rate freedoms, 
removal of operating restrictions (ga teways and 
circuitous route li mitations on common carrie rs of 

property), expanded agricu ltu ra l exemptions, new 
rules on intercorporate hauling, through and join t 
motor/ water rates and merge r . Its major o bjecti ve 
was use of the market mcchanism; users were give n 
only a pass in g refe rence . 

Th c imm edi a te reac tion to th e passage of th e act 
in vo lvcd th e qu cs ti o n of e lim ination or retention of 
th c co mm o n ca rri e r o bli ga ti o n to se rve al l comers 
with ut favor o r di scrimin ation as a rcsult of lowering 

th e ba rri ers to comm o n carrier e ntry. The ICC 
pro posed to a ll ow carricrs to d ecide on the services 
offcred a nd wou ld pla ce the burdcn of proof on 

s hippe rs as to injury or di scrimi nation. If 
implemcnted, th e effect would be to terminate the 
co mm o n carrier ob ligation . The agency almost 

un animous ly approved proposed rate reductions ; 
tariff exa min a ti o ns were s upe rficial or ignored; and 

stri ct rul es for rate bureaus were adopted. 

The Railroad Industry 
Le s tha n three months later, on October 14, 1980, 
th e Staggers Railroad Act was passed "to reform the 
eco nomic regulation of the railroads and for other 

purposes. "2 The clearly stated goal was financial 

support. "The purpose of this act was to provide for 
the restoration, maintenance and improvement of the 

phys ical facilities and financial stability of the 

railroads of the nited States." Deregulation of rates 
was the method selected to achieve the goals except 

where "market dominance" prevailed . 1\0 rates \\-ere 

allowed below variable co ts, and a zone of rate 
n ex ibility of six perce nt per year was established for a 

four-year period ending October 1,1984, subject to a 

cumulative total of 18 percent. An] portion of the six 
percen t increa e not used could be carried for\\-ard, 

but no one yearly increase could exceed 12 percent. 

After 1984, the zone of nexibility could increa e b) 

four percent per year with no carry-over provisions . 
Future rate adju tments would be tied to the lnflation 
index . 

Martin T . Farri pointed out the imilaritie and 

differences in the three reform acts. All stre ed the 

desirabilit y of more competition through market em­
pha i . Rate flexibility was allowed and juri diction 

over rates liberalized in rail and air transportation. 

I PubliC La\\ 96-296 (19 0). '1 ruc\,er,., hIpper, G)\e \ aned 

V,e\\,s on Trud. Deregulation Legislation." Traffic II ,>rld 
( lo \ember 23 , 1979) pp 17, 19. Donald \ Harper. "The F,'deral 

Motor Carrier ct of 19 0: RC\lc\\ and nal)'ls." Tramporlall"" 
Journal (WInter 1980) . pp. -34. 

l PublIc Law 96-448 (1980) . 
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Entry restrictions were removed in air a nd motor 
carriage. Conference rate-making was modified in rail 
and motor operations. Ulti ma tely, co mplete 
elimination of all eco nomic regulation in a ir 
transportation was contempla ted with modifications 
in rail and motor operations. The differe nces related 
to the goals and objectives of each ac t. In air 
transpo rtation legislation, the use r was to be the 
major beneficiary; inefficiencies were emphasized in 
the Motor Carrier Act; a nd finan cial supp ort was 
stressed in the Staggers Act. The final deregulation 
act at this writing was t he Bus Regulato ry Act of 
1982, signed into law on September 20 of that yea r. It 
covered the fami li a r issues of market entry, exit , 
operating restrictions, rates, insurance and safet y. 

The Impact of Regulatory Reform 

General Observations 
Perhaps in five or ten yea rs it will be possibl e to more 
precisely judge the impact of reform legislation on the 
carriers, users and genera l public . Such analysis 
cannot be made with any degree of confidence in the 
re latively short period of 1978-1985. It is probably 
more accurate to predict that controversy will 
continue as the drama unfolds. Reactions to the 
regulatory policy cha nges came with the onset of an 
economic recess ion, and the immediate or preliminary 
results were difficult to isola te whether ca used by one 
or the other or both. The di scussion that follows 
briefly presents the pros and co ns of the impact of the 
legislation and recognizes in its brevity the 
inevitability of further stud ies, public policy changes 
and industry and user responses to the newl y created 
"free market" atmosphe re. 

It would be well to remember history , however. 
Transportation as an industry has come full circle 
from its unrestrained la issez-faire era through almost 
a century of government regulation to return to a 
relatively unencumbered free market. Will the 
mergers of giant carriers materialize as some predict , 
creating oligopoly-type structures generating anti­
monopoly pressures? How long will the euphoria over 
the new economic freedoms last if discriminatory rate 
or service abuses flo uri sh as between large and small 
shippers, regions or communities? Is there a 
correlation between regulation and safety? Will giving 
up government controls require the public to submit 
to the evils which historically the people decided to 
prevent? Finally, can the nation economically or 
socially afford a complete disregard for commercial 
transportation by total deregulation of the industry in 
the light of conservative political policies? These are 

but a few of the basic questions to be considered­
questions which create more issues and bring no clear 
answers. 

Airlines 
The adjustment to "deregulation" by the air lines was 
traumatic . Route structures were a ltered , pricing st ra­
tegies modified , and operating policies changed . 
Route expansion was vigorously prom oted by so me 
carriers while others consolidated existi ng routes by 
adding flights . Expansion proved costly to Braniff 
International , Air Florida and Continental, 
co nsidered to have been a major factor in 
reorgani zations or bankruptcies . A va riety of pricing 
a lternatives were available to passenge rs who could 
choose from a wide se lection of services on heavi ly 
traveled routes between major hubs. Discount fares 
were common , used by a pproximate ly 80 percent of 
large city passe ngers as price competition outweighed 
service co mpetiti on. H owever, on short and 
intermediate routes unde r limited competition, fares 
rose sharpl y. Warren Rose commented: "The results 
were predictable. Greater inconveniences and more 
deperso na li za ti o n of tra velers occurred. The 
traditional high sta ndards of excellence were seen 
more in the breech than in the observance. 
Promotiona l efforts by the airlines were directed at 
pricing inducements with only occasional references 
to the quality of se rvice. ''3 

Small and mid-sized cities suffe red. Between Apri l 
1980 a nd April 198 1, the Civil Aeronautics Board 
reported that 40 airports serving 41 cities across the 
nation lost all scheduled a irline service. From July 
1978 to July 1981 , 279 cities lost one airline; 38 lost 
two airlines; and nine lost three airlines. In some cases 
commuter carriers stepped in to provide replacement 
se rvice , using smaller plans which many travelers 
might have found unattractive in terms of comfort 
and safety. It seems reaso nable to conclude that 
deregulation did not benefit all consumers of air 
se rvice equally- those who benefitted did so at the 
expense of others. On the other hand , it seems fair to 

J Wa rren Rose, "Three Years After Airline Passe nger 
Deregu lation in the United States: A Report Card On Trunkline 
Carr iers," Transporralion Journal (Wi nte r 198 1): pp . 51-59. 
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poi nt out tha t regulation often co mpelled co nsum ers 
to pa fo r se rvices tha t wou ld not othcrwi c bc 
provid cd . Ma ss mark ting of a irlin c se rvices a ppcared 
to bc thc ncw opcra ting stra tcgy. 

s the dereg ul a ti on proccss ran its ca rl y co ur c, 
airlincs brokc a ll reco rd s for fin a ncia ll osse . In 198 1, 
12 of the larges t ca rri ers lost $64 1 milli on a nd in 
1982. air linc rcve nues rep rese nted the first yea r-to ­
year dec li ne in the nat ion's hi story. On ly three of 
se en se lec ted trunklinc ca rri ers reported mod es t 
profit s, a nd losses from 1980 to 1982 a moun ted to 
over $ 1 billion . The strike of air traffic co ntr lI e rs in 
1981 temp ora ril y a ided the indu try when th e FAA 
ord ered a 25 perce nt reducti on in night sc hedules. 
However. despite financial prob lems and subseq uent 
"reregulation" propo a ls by cri ti cs. a irlines rejected 
any return to the regulatory envi ronment of the past. 
They expec ted that reduced labor cos ts. ta ble fuel 
prices. recovery from th e recession a nd higher 
patronage would bring prosperity to the indu try by 
1984. Airline eco nomists predicted opera ting profits 
of a pprox ima tely $2 billion a nd net inco me ra nging 
between $600 and $800 million for the indu stry in 
1985. 

While the number of airl ines nearly quadrupled 
during the six-year period fo ll owi ng deregulation in 
1978. approximately 161 trunk and co mmuter lines 
terminated service. In 1986, Frontier Airlines filed for 
bankruptcy when it cou ld not be so ld to United by 
People Express, which was a lso in financial diffi cult y 
and eventua ll y merged with Texas Air. Delta merged 
with Western . Republic wit h Northwest, Ozark with 
TWA and Eastern wi th Texas Air. Airlines carried 90 
percent of all non-automobile intercity tra nsporta ti on 
in 1985, and 80 percent of that figure wa carried by 
five companies: United, American, Delta, Texas Air 
and orthwest, including their merger partners. It 
would seem that the question of oligopo ly in the 
airline industry. previously raised. has been partially 
answered. 

Commercial Motor Carriers 
The large numbers of comme rcia l motor ca rriers on 
the nation's highways with their inherent adva ntage of 
nexibility of operations and fast door-to-door 
deli very offered ship pers a va ri ety of se rvices. 
Regulatory economic reform for for-hire trucki ng 
began in 1977, when the ICC a ll owed a more libera l 
approach to operat ing a uth ori ty, favoring greater 
co mpetiti on a nd freedom for the ca rri ers. Th e ac t of 
1980 substantia ll y endorsed the ICC' pro-co mpetiti ve 

po li cics a nd brought thcm into th e legis la ti ve 
structure of motor ca rri er eco nomi c regulation. 

Dereg ula tion initi a ll y hit the industry with a harsh 
impac t. oup led with th e J98 J- 1982 recession , 
eco nomi c indica tors showed that industry earnings 
had progress ive ly worsened . For example, for the top 
10 motor ca rri ers in the period 1976- 198 1, return on 
equity fell fr om 18.70 to 8.95 percent, and the 
opera tin g ra ti o rose from 9 1.63 to 95 .97 percent. 1n 
1982, th e opera tin g ratio for the industry was 98 .29 
perce nt a nd return on eq uity, 2.90 percent , the worst 
yea r in th e hi story of ICC regulated carriers. 
According to the American Trucking Association, a 
meas ure of profitability returned in 1983. For more 
tha n 2,000 trucking companies, earnings rose from 
$225 million in 1982 to $736 million in 1983, with the 
100 large t carriers accounting for 57.5 percent of the 
total. 

There appea rs to be no accurate estimate of the 
number of motor carriers who ha ve declared 
bankruptcy or ceased operations without formal 
petition for reorganization . Sources place the figure at 
350 to 400 , affecting thousands of workers and 
million s of lost annual re venues. However. the 1980 
legislation appeared to reward efficient carriers 
providing quality service with higher revenues and 
ex panded market . More attention was given to 
marketing and pricing plans and a vastly increased 
u e of contract. Rail truck links made services. not 
possible in the past. available to additional users . A 
new sense of economic realism emerged in Iabor­
management negotiations a new non-union firms 
entered the industry. A deceleration in the gro\\th of 
union wages occurred, probably more than can be 
explained by falling innation. and there was al 0 

evidence of the willingne of labor to con ider work 
rules changes to enhance productivity. Shipper 
generally eemed to approve deregulation. although 
rates had not declined on an indu try-wide basi . 
Increased competi tion benefitted those shipping full 
loads; less-than-truck load shipper had difficulty in 
ge tting rate di count. 

Railroads 
Of the major carrier indu trie subjected to regulator~ 

reform. railroads. when carrying large shipment of 
bulk commodi tie and erving certain geographical 
regio ns. come clo e to the "natural monopoly" 
co nce pt. Air a nd motor carriers more ea ilyentered 
new ma rket and e panded service territories. but 
deregula ti on in thi re pect had no effect upon 
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railroads. "Regulato ry freedom for rail roads mea nt 
freedom to merge, freedom to a ban d o n trackage a nd 
freedom to charge (usually higher) ra tes."4 M ergers 
d uri ng the 1970s a nd ear ly 1980s co nso lid ated car ri ers 
into seven major systems in t he nat io n. Even thi s 
number may be reduced as the ingle sys tem in th e 

ortheast (Conrail) was t he o bj ect of a bidding war 
by the two Southern regiona l sys tems, CSX a nd 
Norfo lk So uthern . In the Wes t, fo ur major systems 
have emerged : the Burlington Nort hern , Inc. (BN , 
Frisco); T ri Pac or Rail Pac (U P , WP , MP) ; SP and 
AT&SF. 

Rai lroad fortunes changed markedly und er the 
Staggers Act. T he industry ca me thro ugh the 
economic recession with out additi o na l ba nkruptcies 
and with earn ings sufficient ly hig h eno ugh to ma ke 
increases in capita l expenditure. Inn ovat ive 
arrangements, improved se rvices a nd rate fl exi bility 
recaptured traffi c lost to motor car ri ers, reversing a 
30-year trend. Whereas a major reducti o n in 
regu lat ion appeared to have positi ve result s fo r 
ca rri ers and shippers, so me a reas of co ncern surfaced. 

The railroads have bee n agress ive in implementing 
their new freedoms, assis ted by libera l ICC 
interpretations of the act. Increased ra te co mpetiti o n 
developed a nd changes were mad e in joint rates , 
routes, gateways and reciprocal switching 
arrangements. These affected ma ny "ca pti ve" shippers 
who experienced substa nti a l rate increases. Rail 
serv ices to many com munities were a band o ned , 
lead ing to substi tuti on of m o re cos tl y truck 
transportat ion . 

Opposition to railroad practices and ICC 
inte rpretations of the act ca me in the form of 
coalitions of shippers who depended solely upon 
railroad transportation. E lectric utilities, agribusiness 
firms, commodity groups, coal , farm and 
manufacturing companies complained that the 
Reagan admi nistratio n a nd the ICC allowed railroad s 
with monopoly power to charge excess ive rates . These 
groups contended that the ICC had emphasized the 
creation of economica ll y hea lthy and often wealth y 
roads whi le ignoring the problems of shippers so 
affec ted . The growing impressions of unfairness 
att racted the a ttenti o n of me mbers of Congress, who 
indicated a willi ngness to stud y the effects of the 
Staggers Act and raised the possibility of legislative 
changes unless co rrective act ions were taken. In re­
sponse , the ICC a nnounced that it would undertake a 
conso lid a ted review of pos t-Staggers regulations in a 
single proceeding. Further clarification and 

interpretations will be required before railroads and 
shippers can operate with co nfid ence a nd secur ity. 
Issues such as market domina nce determina ti ons, 
ma xi mum rates, box car exempti o n , joint ra te, rou te 
and switching cancellations a nd merger policies will 
need to be explored . How these ma tters a re resolved 
will dete rmine the extent to which the railroad 
industry becomes fully de regul a ted or reregulated . At 
the present time , it see ms tha t regulato ry refo rm 
effo rts ha ve produced bo th pos iti ve a nd nega ti ve 
res ults-that the Staggers Act prese nts major 
problems of interpretation a nd administration. Both 
carriers and shippers have an opportunity to benefit 
under it. However , it appears likely that the act is a n 
intermediate stage in the regulatory revisionary 
process, and congress ional action will be so ught 
following the testing of its pro visio ns in the courts 
a nd by the co mmissio n. 

The Small Community Impact 

Motor Carriers: The Pre-Deregulatory Period 
The quantit y, qualit y a nd cost of service to sma ll 
towns and rural co mmuniti es was a maj o r concern of 
Co ngress and sta te age ncies as regulatory reforms 
were being argued . While the debates were national in 
sco pe , they a lso a pplied to state regulatory rul es and 
proced ures. One of the deficiencies was the absence of 
empirical evidence to suppo rt the pro or co n 
regulatory positi o ns. Since rai lroads were a bandoni ng 
branch and primary mileage, leaving small 
co mmunities solely dependent upon truck 
transportation for freight m ovements, the potential 
impact initiated nationa l a nd regional research studies 
between [976 and 1980. 

It was feared that Iowa would be grea tl y affected by 
the regulatory changes , havi ng app roximately 920 of 
960 co mmunities under 10 ,000 population , wide ly 
dispersed and potential[ y vulnerab le to reform. When 
the Iowa DOT attempted to assess possible impacts , it 
found virtually no informatio n ava ila ble on the leve l 
of motor carrier service in these co mmuniti es . 
Therefore, a research stud y was a uth o ri zed in 1979 

and published in 1980. 

4 Pau l S. Dempsey, Transportation Deregulation~On A 
Collision Co urse. Prese nted before the Iowa Transpo rtation 

Co mmiss ion , December 20, 1983, p. 12. 
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Two leve ls o f mo to r ca rri e r ope ra ti o ns werc reg ulatcd 
und e r Io wa laws: Ce rtifi a ted a rri e rs who o pc ra ted 
und er a e rtifica te o f co nvenience a nd necess it y: a nd 
Motol' Vehicle Operators, runnin g on a n irregu la r 
basi s. Resca rchers were i nt cres ted in th e se rvi cc 
cfTective ncss of eac h c lass a nd th e ir re la ti ve 
i m porta nce to the hi pper l rcceivcrs . T he s tud y was 
conduc ted through 500 perso na l interviews with 
manufacturers, processor, retai lers and c ivic bod ies 
in 28 percent of c ities and towns under 25,000 
population , representing s tatistically every area of the 
tate. The re ults showed tha t nearly nine o f every 10 

shipment s to and from these communi ti es moved by 
truck: tha t priva te ca rri e rs. pa rcel ca rriers (U PS) , 
contract carriers and truck operators handled up to 
two-thirds of th e total tonnage as a lternat ives to 
regulated ca rriers in th e mailer towns. 

There was evidence that a er ice ne twork of regional 
(intercounty) carriers was eme rging to meet th e needs 
of small businesses. Users were more interes ted in 
availability of timely, reliable service than rate 
service which gave them acces to carrie rs who cou ld 
haul their commodi ti es with a minimum of loss and 
damage. There was no clear concens us on th e possible 
impact of deregulation, mirroring th e co nfusion on 
the national level, but some shippers ! receivers 
expressed the opinion that little effects would result. 
Further investigations to support or refute these 
expressions were studied by the Iowa DOT (May 
1986 Report) and presented to the Transportation 
Commission on July 15, 1986. There were few 
substantive changes from the earlier report. 

The Post-Deregulatory Period 
Section 28 of the Motor Carrier Act mandated a 
study by the ICC on the impact on small 
communitie . No such requirements were found in the 
Airline or Staggers Railroad Acts. A randomly 
selected national samp le of 1,200 shippers were 
requested to provide information in six-month 
intervals over an 18-mo nth period beginning January , 
1981. The response rate ranged from 67.3 percent to 
77.1 percent of those contacted. Comparisons were 
made on services into communities of 5,000 or less 
with those of over 5,000 popUlations. 

The results were re markably consistent. No dramatic 
changes in rates or serv ices occurred, and what 
changes were made were genera ll y considered 
favorable. A majority of shippers reported practically 
no differences in the quality of se rvice as measured by 
on-time performance, avai labi lit y, a nd loss and 

da mage cia i ms. Where changes occ urred , service 
improvement was reported more than se rvice 
de teri o ra ti o n . Service com plaints declined 
s ig nifi ca ntl y durin g th e period investigated. Rates for 
sma ll com muniti es in creased less rapidly than the 
ra tes for th e larger communiti es. 

Ri cha rd Bei lock and James Freeman ana lyzed a 
number of s tate s tudies examining the effects of the 
ac t o n non-urban comm uniti es. "No matter how the 
s tud y has been conduc ted, no matter what its funding 
so urce, no matter how it defines small or rural and no 
matter w hat it s jurisdiction , the results are 
a pproximately th e sa me . Deregulation has at most a 
neu t ra l effect on non-urban shippers / receivers and is 
likely to exert a favorable inOuence on rates, service 
opt ions and competitiveness of transportation in this 
areas. A ll shipper groups, small, large, urban or rural 
in the deregulated areas greatly prefer deregulation 
and the differences between the groups are for the 
most part statisticall y insignificant."5 

Airline Service 
According to witnesses testifying before a 
subcommittee of the House Public Works and 
Transportation Committee in 1983 , the five-year 
hi s tory of airline deregulation had been a record of 
disaster, a partial success needing some adjustments, 
or a complete success. The objectives of Congress had 
not been achieved in many small cities and isolated 
area a traffic declined and fares increased. 
Passenger service had been in a state of confusion and 
uncertainty through additions and suspensions of 
hundred s of nights, and under the law, small cities did 
not have a chance to build traffic to a level which was 
self-supporting. The Airline Act did not require the 
Civil Aeronautics Board to con ider freight 
requirements when "essential air service" was 
e tablished. 

The presi de nt of the Association of Flight Attendant 
(AFA) stated that the level of safet), had been reduced 
through cost-cutting programs. Allegation were 
made that the number of hour had declined in first­
aid training at the same time that employee worked 

, Richard Bielock and James Freeman. "D~regulaled (otor 
Carrier Service to mall Communities." TransportatlOlI Journal 
(Summer 19 4) : p. 80. 
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longer hours, leading to fatigue and loss of 
effectiveness in emergencies. Competitive schedules to 
meet on-time departures made take-offs necessary 
before complete safety checks of the equipment were 
possible. Flight attendants flew an average of 10,000 
hours on AFA carriers compared to an average of 
3,00~ hours on the new carriers entering the industry , 
offeflng less safe ty value to the traveling public . 

In 1981, the Reagan administration proposed an end 
to subsidies for airline service to small and medium­
sized cities effective on October I, the beginning of 
the new fiscal year. The proposa l would mean a 
rest ructuring of Iowa's air routes. More than $7.4 
million annually was provided by the federal 
government to subsidize airline service at Sioux City, 
Burlington , Dubuque, Mason City and Fort Dodge 
airports. The loss would mean that Iowans wou ld fly 
In sma ller planes operated by smaller airlines with 
fewer ammenities. However, these planes may be 
flown more frequently and at more reasonable hours 
than the previous se rvice. Following the end of the 
subsidy , "essential air service" would be guaranteed to 
certain airports, already in effect in some areas 
including Clinton and Ottumwa. About $500,000 was 
paid in 1980 to Missi ss ippi Valley Airlines , a 
commuter line flying into the two cities, but the 
service was discontinued at these airports as well as at 
Waterloo. 

The big lose r in subsidy terminations would be Ozark 
Airlines, paid about $6.7 million for service to Sioux 
City, Burlington, Dubuque, Mason City and Fort 
Dodge . Republic received about $750,000 for service 
into Sioux Ci ty. Ozark's financial condition improved 
during 1980, and it subsequently withdrew from all 
cities except Des Moines, Cedar Rapids , Waterloo 
and Sioux City, serving without subsidies. 

Until deregulation took effect, 16 of the 19 Iowa and 
border airports were served by trunk air carriers using 
turboprop or turbojet planes seating 60-100 
passengers (such as Ozark, Republic and United). 
Prior to deregulation, regulations provided for cross­
subsidies- losses suffered in small markets with short­
haul se rvice balanced against profits in more lucrative 
large markets or by subsidies from the federal 
government for local service. The premise of "cross­
subsidization" was abandoned in the deregulation 
process and emphasis placed upon individual route 
profitability with some exceptions. The situat ion 
opened markets for commuter airlines using piston or 
turboprop planes seating eight to 60 passsengers. 

On an average da y in the early 1980s, about 3,000 
passengers boarded air ca rri ers or commuter flights at 
12 Iowa airports . Another 4,000 boarded from seven 
airports in states adjacent to Iowa. Omaha and Des 
Moines accounted for over half of these totals , and 
the 10 least busy Iowa airpo rt s handled only about 
four percent of the 7,000 dail y enplanemen ts. It was 
predicted that these patterns would not change for a 
decade. At the close of 1984, only four cities 
continued to be served by trunk airlines : Des Moines 
Cedar Rapids , Waterloo and Sioux City. Commuter' 
lines operated at Maso n City, Fort Dodge, Dubuque, 
ClInton, Ottumwa , Burlington and Spencer. 
American Central served eight airports until it ran 
into trouble and was grounded by the FAA in 
Dece mber, 1984. Of the major airports , seven received 
"essential se rvice" determinations. Commuter a nd 
other airlines enplaned enough passengers to cover 
costs at three, and four- Mason City, Fort Dodge, 
Ottumwa and Clinton- received the federal subsid ies 
originally planned to be phased out in 1988. However 
new federal budget proposa ls recommended that th e ' 
subsidies be discontinu ed before that date , rai sing a 
major policy iss ue for the sta te in determining its role 
in insu ring minimum serv ice leve ls at these airports. 

Scheduled airline service a t Iowa airports gradually 
I mproved after the recess ion of 198 1-1982. Passenger 
traffic at th e Des Moines Internati onal Airport was 
17 percent higher in 1985 (August) than in 1984, 
partly due to the addition of two new trunk carriers 
American Airlines and America West Airlines. The' 
airport recorded 60 daily flights in ear ly 1985 , up 
from 40 two yea rs ea rlier. In addit ion to the trunk 
line carriers, th e gain also was attributed to commuter 
airlines and the use of small jet plane by trunk 
carriers. At the bottom of the li st were Ottumwa and 
Clinton with an average of 2,200 boardings. 

Bus Service 
Motori zed intercity passenger transportation began 
during the first decade of this century and reached its 
record peak in 1946, when 27 million Iowa-originated 
passengers rode bu es. Since 1942 approximate ly 30 
regular route carriers provided service in the state, but 
only six operated continuously during the 40-yea r 
period: Greyhound , Jefferson , Missouri Transit , 
River Trails, Scenic Stage and Trailways. A seventh, 
Arrow Stage Lines, operated from the west into 
Sioux City, and three: Midwest Coaches, Iowa 
Coaches and Scenic Hawkeye Stages provided service 
si nce 1962. The latter two were based in Iowa while 
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the remaining carr ier were rr m outsid e the sU:lt e. 
Imost two-thi rd s of '111 regular route [la sse n ' e rs were 

er ed by G rey hou nd bu e ' ove r routes wh i h 
travcl'se much of th e sta te. ince 1958, regular ro ute 
se rvice has bec n dcelining, both na tion a lly a nd in 
Iowa. Betwee n 1958 a nd 1970, state passe nge r tra rfi e 
dro pped by a lmost 47 perccntto a low of 900 ,000 
rid er. The energy c ri sis o f th e ear ly 1970s ca used a 
res urrge nec to 1.4 mil lio n route passe nge rs durin g 
1975, but rid ership leve led o ff to a n ave rage o f a bout 
1. 1 milli o n annually. Iowa o ffi cia ls sta ted in 1984 th a t 
the bu co mpa nies had dro ppcd 62 Iowa co mmuniti es 
from their schedul es, leav in g mo re th a n 80,000 
perso ns with out co nve nient access to intercity buses. 
Ha rd es t hit were the eld erl y a nd stud ents, thc mos t 
frequ ent bu s rid ers who have no o ther afrorda ble 
meth od of tra nspo rt fr om cit y to ci ty. 

Thro ugh a fe deral gra nt of $ 100,000 , the Iowa DOT 
es ta bli shed seve n ex perimenta l feede r ro utes to a ll ow 
re iden ts in areas without cheduled bu s ervice to 
reach the neares t bus termina ls. F ive of Iowa's 16 
regio na l tra nsit sys tems a lready erv ing multi -cou nty 
sectio ns of the sta te wo uld prov id e feeder serv ice. Fo r 
exa mple, dai ly ro utes from Fores t Ci ty a nd Ga rn er 
we re establis hed to mee t the J efferso n Lines schedu le 
at Mason City; from Clar ion and Webster City to the 
J effer on stop a t Boo nd ock USA truck sto p a t 
Interstate 35; from Eldora to Jeffer on's te rm ina l a t 
Iowa Falls and from Ce ntervi ll e to th e Ottu mwa 
Trailway sta tio n at Alb ia. Rural residents of Cerro 
Gordo, Story and Warre n counti es wo uld be 
transported to Maso n City, Ames a nd Ind ia nola. The 
federal grant covered opera ting losses incurred by the 
five regional systems for the first six mon ths of the 
experiment. The project was not successful a nd DOT 
plans for ot her feeder ro utes were dro pped. 

The End of the Regulatory Era? 
Accordi ng to Tra nsport P oli cy Associa tes, a resea rch 
group , 1984 wa the fi rst in a lm os t 80 years th a t the 
major share of freigh t moving in the nat io n wa 
exempt from government ra te regul a tio n. A bo ut 77 
percent of rail freight a nd o nl y 38 perce nt of truck 
traffic was regu la ted by the ICe. Regul a ti o n ap pli ed 
to 2.6 percent of do mestic coas twise wa ter tra ffic a nd 
six perce nt o n th e inla nd waterways. Airlin es were 
virtua ll y free from eco no mic regul a ti o n while a t the 
other extreme, 90 pe rce nt of the petroleum pipelin e 
industry was st ill regul a ted . If ra il a nd moto r 
co ntracts were includ ed , gove rnment- regula ted tra ff ic 
might be close to 40 perce nt. 

What eco no mi c reg ul a ti o n remain ed was pr imari ly on 
thc na ti o na l leve l. Federa l deregu la tio n legis lation 
preempted state eco n mi c regula ti on in air lines , 
ra ilroa ds a nd motor ca rri ers of passcnge rs. A section 
titl ed " Fedcra l Pree mpti o n" was introduced in the 
Air line Dereg ula ti n Act whi ch a mcnded the Federal 
Avia ti o n Act. It provid ed tha t fede ral law would 
preempt sta te reg ul a ti on as soon as an intrastate 
a irlin e rece ived any interstate a ut hority no matter 
how limited th ese inters tate activities may be . State 
juri sdi cti o n ove r th ose intras ta te carriers, whose so le 
o pera ti o ns we re of a n int ras tate na ture, would not be 
cha nged. Implementa tion by th e ivil Aeronautics 
Board exem pted a ny fede rally certified carrier, 
in cluding air tax is reg iste red with the ivil 
Ae ro nau tics Board , fr om any state economic 
regul a ti o n which covered certification, tariffs, flight 
freq uency ru les, lia bility, insurance, bonding and 
ca pita li za tion. 

Federa l-sta te regulatory conflicts in rail 
tra nsportat ion began as intra tate operations became 
increas ingly im porta nt. T hey started with the 
Minne ota and S hreveport cases in 1914 and 
con ti nued through the 1920 and 1958 Transportation 
Ac ts as ICC a uthority over intrastate rates expanded. 
The Staggers Act provided that only those states v.ho 
rece ived ce rt ifica tion from the ICC on standards and 
procedu res co ul d exercise juri diction over intrastate 
ra tes and the a bsence of such certification would 
p re ent state rate regulation. Standards and 
proced ure requirements were published by the ICC in 
1980. Si nce then , conflict over interpretation between 
sta tes, rai lroads and the ICC brought the issues into 
the co urts. Traditional federal-state rivalry over 
rai lroad regula tion has not abated through federal 
pree mp tion and has not furthered cooperation 
be tween the part ies. 

Sta te sovereign ty over motor carriers of property 
da ting back to the Motor Carrier Act of J 935 re ulted 
in a ta tus quo si tua tion and \\as not changed 
substa nti a lly by the 1980 legi lation . con iderable 
po rti o n of the mo tor carrier freight industry is local in 
structure a nd ope ration and there seemed to be no 
reason fo r fe deral preemption. The major concern 
ce ntered o n the lack of uniformity of state law 
re la ting to regi tra ti o n , certification. permits and 
ta es. Where co nflic ts surfaced. they were bet\\"een 
motor carriers of passe ngers and the tates. The 
inter ta te bus ind ustry a rgued that tate regulation 
was a tructure of inefficient. cumber me rules and 
prac ti ce res ulting in lower ra tes or fare ' for intru tute 
ca rri er tha n rece ived by in ter ta te carrier for the 
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same or similar services, and service regu lation wa 
not consistent with federa l regu lation. T hese 
contentions were challenged by the sta tes. T he 
inOuence of the oppo ing groups made th e Bus 
Deregulatory Act a mixture of preemption p rovisions 
of the Airline and Rai lroad regul atory refor m 
legislation. 

In projecting the future of sta te regu lat io n, Keve n H . 
Horn stated that economic regulatio n of ai rl ines had 
been completely preempted; in rai lroad regu la ti o n, 
states were li mited to exerc isi ng prese nt a nd fut u re 
ICC standards and procedu res, a nd sta te ra te 
regulation in the absence of ma rket do min a nce was 
completely preempted . Few press u res ex isted for 
preemption of state regula t io n on mo tor carrie rs of 
property, but federa l preempti o n of m otor ca rri e rs of 
passengers was co nsidered consistent with 
precendents estab lished fo r exclus ive fe dera l 
regulation of rai lroad passenger se rvice. 

"The particu lar pattern of p ree mpti o n reOects the 
scope of state regu lation. To ta l preempti o n of sta te 
air regulation was re lative ly easy beca use of the sma ll 
number of sta tes affected . P reempti o n of ra il a nd 
interstate motor bus operators has bee n less dra ma ti c 
and effective. Federa l efforts to certi fy o r ove rsee 
state regulation esse ntia ll y signifi es the end of sta te 
regu lation ... W hil e t he fo rma lity of sta te regulat io n 
may persist, the substance has been p ree mpted . T rul y, 
independent state economic regul a ti o n no lo nge r 
exists. " 6 

Transportation Policy Issues 

"Statements of po licy ," wheth er wit hin o r ex te rn a l to 
formal legislation , have not succeed ed in th e 
development of a workab le nat io na l tra nspo rt a ti o n 
policy, perhaps a seemi ngly imposs ible tas k in a 
dynamic society. Instead , th e emphas is has bee n o n 
modal programs ad min istered by m od a l age ncies 
using modal po licies to pro m ote m oda l goa ls. T he 
results have been somewhat less th a n the often sta ted 
goals of efficiency, adequacy, reaso na ble ness a nd 
fairness in t ra nspo rtation ma tte rs. Coo rdina ti o n o f 
moda l agencies into sing le admin is tra ti ve unit s a nd 
regulatory reform may offe r oppo rtuniti es for the 
unified goa ls and objectives re la tin g to th e ove ra ll 
development of the trans po rta ti o n functi o ns. 
However, critical issues re ma in to tes t the wisd o m 
and courage of transporta ti o n lead ers. These iss ues 
are examined brieOy thro ugh a na lys is of th e a ti o na l 
Transportation Poli cy S tud y Co mmiss io n 's (NTPSC) 
527-page report p ubl is hed in 1979, a nd a seri es of 

reports by the Transportation Researc h Board (TR B) 
of t he Na ti onal Academy of Science , the la test 
p ubl is hed in 1984. 

The NTPSC Study 
With a n a ppro pria ti o n of $5 mill io n, the Na ti o na l 
Tra nspo rta ti o n P o li cy S tud y Co mmissio n stud y was 
ma nda ted by Co ngress in 1976 to ma ke "a full a nd 
co mple te in ves ti ga t io n a nd stud y of the 
tra nspo rta ti o n needs a nd of the reso urces, 
require ments a nd po lic ies of the United S ta tes to mee t 
such ex pec ted needs."? Needs and requirements to the 
yea r 2000 were to be d eve lo ped , a nd no as pect of 
tra nspo rta ti o n was to be exc lud ed fr o m the a na lys is. 

The co mmi ssio n fo und 64 fed era l age ncies 
admini ste ring a pprox imately 1,000 p rog ra ms a nd 
po li c ies a nd 30 co ngress io na l co mmi t tees with 
juri sdi cti o n which a ffec ted the sup pl y a nd dema nd fo r 
tra nspo rta ti o n se rvices. The pro li fe ra t io n of a uthority 
a nd res po nsibilit y a ppa rentl y was not d isturbed by 
the c rea ti o n of th e Fede ra l Depa rtment of 
Tra nspo rta ti o n, a nd frag menta ti o n of jurisdicti o n 
a mo ng Co ngress a nd co mmittees was a pa rt ic ula rl y 
tro ubleso me problem. T he repo rt noted that fede ra l 
p o li cy-mak ing was ad hoc. N umero us inco nsiste ncies 
ex isted , and co nOicts a nd jurisdi cti o na l d uplica ti o ns 
we re freque nt. T he impac t of no n-t ra nsporta ti o n 
po li cies o n the tra nspo rta ti o n secto r was often not 
co nsi dered . 

T hree leve ls of growth ; high , med ium a nd low, were 
used fo r baseline fo recasts of future t ra nsporta ti o n 
ac ti viti es. On th e medium level, which mo re nea rl y 
represented growth during the postwar yea rs , it was 
predi cted that tra nsporta t io n vo lumes of people and 
co mm oditi es wo uld increase m o re ra pid ly th a n 
gro wth in po pUla ti o n a nd the la bo r force. F uel 
consumpti o n wo uld gro w by 28 percen t wi th no 
perce ptible improvement in tra nsport air pollu tio n 
a fter 1985. Projected inte rcit y to n-miles by a ll modes 

6 Kevi n H. Horn, "Fede ral P reempti on or State Transportation 

Economic Regu lat io n: Conflicts Versus Coordi natio n," 

Transportation Journal (W inter 1983): pp . 32-33, 42-43 . 

7 Public Law 94-280 ( 1976). 
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wo u ld gro w by a fac to r o f 2.65 be twee n 1975-2000, 
ra nging fro m 1. 14 fo r gas pipe lines to 3.35 fo r wa te r 
t ra nspo rl. Rema rk a bly co ns is tent in th e ra nge o f 2.50 
to 2.95 we re rai lroa d s, mo to r ca rri e rs, o il pipe lines 
a nd a ir fre ig hl. It was a sumed th a t th e na ti o n wo u ld 
con t inue to be a ut o mo bile-o ri ent ed during th e pe ri od . 

A lth o ugh th e s tud y in c lud ed a ll mode a nd ma rk c ts, 
two dom ina nt po li cy th c mes eme rged . "The fi rs t is th e 
importa nce o f pri c ing mec ha ni s ms to a ll oca te sca rce 
resou rces in t he co ntex t o f tra nspo rta ti o n ma rke ts to 
determine th e leve ls of tra nspo rt req uired ... Th ere 
appears to be no mecha nism upe rior to ma rke t­
determined price to dec ide whic h mode shou ld 
pro\'ide services and wh ich services shou ld be 
provided ... T he second theme is for government to 
avoid di torting tra nsportatio n ma rkets and to 
maintain the role of pr ivate enterprise when 
transportation is made a too l for ac h ieving non­
transportation goa ls.''ll 

ix major themes formed th e basis of the po li cy 
section of the repor t : 

I. Natio na l Transportation P o lic y S hould Be 
U nifo rm. 

Most policies or programs are indiv idual ly di­
rected at particular prob lem .. . l n par ticu lar, 
the important quest ion of inte rmoda l 
tran portation has received litt le emphasis. 

2. There S hould Be A n O verall Reduction In 
Federal In volvement. 

The private transportation sector shou ld be 
permitted and e ncouraged to meet changing 
eco nomic and other requirement wi th ou t 
being unduly restrained by federal ru les and 
laws that do not apply to other busi ness 
sec tors. 

3. Economic A nal ysis Of Intended Federal 
Actions Sh o uld Be M ade 

A careful analysis of benefits and cos t might 
often serve to foc us fede ra l in vo lve men t o n 
those issues where government cou ld maximize 
it s contribution. 

4 . When A Tra nsportation System Is Used To 
Pursue Non-Transpo rtation Goals, Do So In 
A Cost-Effective Manner. 

Where transportation po li cies are es tab lis hed 
to achieve ot her na ti o na l goa ls such as sa fe ty, 
environmental pro tec ti o n, energy co nserva ti o n , 
regiona l deve lopme nt , ex po rt ex pa ns io n a nd 

na ti o na l de fe nse, s uch n o n-transportation 
goa ls sh u ld be p urs ued with min imum 
impedime nts to free tra nsportation markets . 

5. Federa l Involvement In Transpo rta tion Safety 
and Research Is R equired . 

Invo lve ment , including financing to in sure 
safe ty a nd research of national importancc, 
ca n be be neficia l if carefully structured . 

6. Users And Those Who Ben efit F r o m Fed eral 
Actions hould Pay. 

W here a ssig nab le, direct charges should cover 
cos ts of gove rnme n t-supp lied facilites. Where 
bcnefits a re widespread , a general tax shou ld 
be assessed to cover federal costS.9 

The lengthy and detailed recommendations for policy 
c hanges were divided into five functional areas: (I) 
Regulation and Regulatory Reform ; (2) Ownership 
and Operation of Federal Transportation Facilities; 
(3) Financing, Pricing and Taxation ; (4) Planning and 
In formation; and (5) Government Organi zation. The 
protracted di scuss ion inhibits any attempt at analysis. 

Ernest Williams , in a review of the report, noted that: 
"The broad themes are clear: place ma ximum reliance 

, National Transportation Pollc) Stud) CommIssion ("TP Cl. 
;\!atlonal Tran portatlon PolICIes Through the Year 2000. Final 
Report. WashIngton. D .C June. 1979; Alan E PIsarskI and Rolf 
R. Schmitt "Crttlcal Issue In Transportation," TRB Transport 
Research eli'S 00 . 115 ("member-December 19 4) pp 23-2 
T\\o addItional studIes nOI analyzed are L General '\ccountlng 

Office. EI'o/l'lng Transportation Issues/or Anairsls, \\ashlngton, 
D . C . S Go\ernment Prtnt ing Office. Januar). 19 2, and 

AASHTO . A Se\\ Focus/or Amertca's Hlgh\\ ·al·s. WashIngton. 

D .C. : Aprtl 30. 1985. 

• Ernest W WillIams. Jr , "The "atlonal Transportation Pollc~ 
Study CommIssIon and It> FInal Report A Re\ le\\," 
Transportallon Journal ( prtng 19 0)' p. II \\ IllIams obsened 
that these proposals ha\ e appeared In all studIes ,Ince the raIlroads 
faced market competItIon In the late 1920·s. Both the Federal 

CoordInator of Tran ' portatlon In 1933 and the Board of 
Investigation In 1940 mandated studlcs of user charge popl\C~ 

o mpetl tlon In transportatIon \\ a" strongl) 'u pported b) James C. 
Nelson In Transp ortallon and ,\ allonal Poltct publIshed b) 

atlonal Resources PlannIng Board. \\ 'ashlngton. DC 19-12 
Freedo m of trans po rtati on markets from go \ ernment control and 
government promotional polI ) neutrall7ed among modes hU\e 
been tOpICS of Increas Ing Int eres t especlall) In the post-\\ orld \\ ar 

II years. 
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on the market, utilize private e nterpri se to the 
maximum degree, avoid governmental policy which is 
prejudicial to market performance, subj ect policy to 
economic analysis, and move public in vest ment 
decision-making as far as poss ible toward the local 
level. It is difficult to take issue with these 
propositions when thus broadly sta ted . Trouble 
appears when they are translated into specifics ... Nor 
is their app li ca bility fully demonstrated. Is 
competition indeed fully workable in the rail and 
pipeline industries? Is loca l d ecision-making likely to 
be superior to federal even when standard s of ana lys is 
and processes of review are imposed ? Will increasing 
shifting of highway financing to th e leve l below 
improve or worsen the prospects that effec tive us er­
charge policies will come into place? The report see ms 
to proceed with much more ass urance in dealing with 
regulatory policies th a n it does in confronting impacts 
of promotional policy. "10 

The 1984 TRB Report 
In 1976, 1978 a nd 198 1, the TRB developed lists of 
criti cal national issues. The purpose was to stimulate 
discussion, encourage research, and create a public 
awa reness of problems co nsidered crucial to 
transportation and non-transportation activities. The 
1984 li st included many of the prev ious ly se lected 
issues such as safety, financing, energy , regulation and 
env ironment. Six are emphasized here as having been 
increasingly emergi ng on both national and state 
levels in the area of transportation planning and 
policy decisions. Accentuated in the report was the 
need for research to resolve some of the issues: 

I . Improved Management of Public Capital 
Expenditures 

The infrastructure crisis in recent years has 
captured public attention and raised 
fundamental questions about the methods of 
making investments in public transportation. 
Are revenues adequate? Are they directed at 
the proper modes and locations? Are they 
efficient in their design and maintenance 
requirements? Are they financed by use of a 
proper mix of funds from users and various 
levels of government? 

2. Improved Transportation Productivity 

Interstate highways , jet aircraft, unit trains, 
and containerization, among other 
innovations, have led to safer, less expensive, 
faster and more effective transportat ion which 

has changed the economic structure of the 
nation and enhanced mobility of the people . 
Cooperative federal-state research efforts on 
promising major projects which offer potential 
for further productivity breakthroughs should 
be seriously considered. 

3. Transportation and Economic Development 

Although efficient transportation sys tems have 
historically been recognized as essential to 
commerce, transportation investments have 
been made with litt le knowledge or to what 
degree they influence the economic 
development of the nation , regions, states or 
ind ustries. 

4. Decommission of Existing Infrastructure 

Railroad branch lines , primary highways 
superceded by the interstate system, and transit 
routes with low ridership may have outlived 
their usefuinesss , and continued support 
diverts resources from more pressi ng problems. 
Decommissioning is a difficult process with 
probable perverse impacts upon industries and 
people who have located around the targeted 
facilities. Restriction or removal of low 
priority highways presents a difficult political 
problem even though research could clearly 
identify economic justification for such 
actions. 

5. Changing Character of Urban Services 

The strain of financing existing urban transit 
ha s reached the breaking point in many 
communities. The public continues to voice 
support at the same time it refuses to approve 
funds for equipment and services, and it 
requests more services not matched by 
increased patronage. The changing character 
of urban transit , expected to operate like a 
private enterprise but constrained by law and 
custom, will probably remain a critical issue 

for many years. 

10 Ernest W. Williams, Jr.. "The National Transportation Policy 

S tud y Commission a nd its Final Report: A Review," 

TranSpOnGliol1 Journal (Spring 1980: pp. 18.19. 
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6. Highwa y Goods Transportation 

Truc k traffi c pro fo und ly inriuc nces hi g hway 
d es ign , fin a ncin g, produ c ti vity a nd sa fe ty. 
"Use r fees" co ntinu es to be a ho tl y co nt es ted 
to pi c. Public a wa re ness o f a n in vo lve me nt in 
hig hway t ran spo r ta ti o n is inc reas ing as 
o mmuniti es beco me mo re a nd mo re 

de pend e nt up o n m o to r ca rri e rs fo r a ll o f th e ir 
supplies . Ac hiev ing a ba la nce be tween tru c k 
need a nd the co nsequ ences o f th e ir use is a n 
a rdu o us tas k, but th e co t o f neg lec tin g iss ues 
re la ting the re to co uld be immense. 
Deregul a ti o n further co mp o und truck 
po licy.11 

State Transportation Policies 
P o licy sta teme nt s have bee n iss ued periodi ca ll y by th e 
Iowa De partment o f T ra nspo rta tio n a nd th e Iowa 
Rai lroad Fi na nce uth orit y. T heir publi shed 
statemen ts a re fo und in F igures 12- 1 a nd 12-2. A t th e 
reques t of Gove rn o r Ray, a ta k fo rce o f 27 Iowa n 
was o rgani7ed o n J u ly I , 1982, to stud y th e ta te 's 
transporta tio n system a nd make reco mme nd a ti o ns fo r 
improvement over the nex t decade. T he cha irpe rsons 
were Robert K. Beck a nd D o na ld Ga rdne r, a nd their 
repo r t was pu bli shed in Dece mbe r, 1982. S ix ty 
recommenda ti ons invo lved policy m odifi ca ti o ns for 
consideration by the Ge nera l Asse mbl y, the 
Transportation Commission, Depa rtment of 
Transportation, coun ties, ci t ies a nd public a nd p riva te 
organizations. These are summa ri zed in three majo r 
classi fica ti ons: 

A. Shifting Emphasis on Transportation 
P ro grams 

I. Revise the t ra nspo rta ti o n goa l to 
p rov id e a nd preserve a dequa te, safe a nd 
efficient t ra nspo rta ti o n e rvices based 
upon use and / or benefits that accrue to 
the pub lic. (Revisio ns a re bo ld face d ). 

2. To p p rio rity fo r ma intena nce in a ll 
prog rams was stro ngly reco mme nd ed . 

3. 0 major expa nsio ns sho uld be 
undertake n but need fo r se lec ted 
improve ments was recogni zed . 
Partic ula r a ttenti o n in thi s res pect 
wo uld a ppl y to hi ghways a nd a irpo rts; 
reduci ng th e number o f a irpo rt s e li g ible 
fo r sta te project a s ista nce a nd 
enco urage ment of th e deve lo pme nt o f 
multi -j uri sdi cti o nal di stri c t a irpo rt s. 

4 . Ra il way bo nding a nd branc h lin e 
ass ista nce prog ra ms shou ld be 
co nt inued . 

5. Fede ra l fund ing for o perating costs of 
tra nsit sys tems was expected to be re­
duced o r e limina ted . S hifti ng this 
res po nsib ility to local communities 
co uld be met th rough local option taxes 
a nd se lected fare increases with 
co ncessions to those una ble to afford 
th e inc reased fares. State funding 
sho uld be ind exed to cost increases . 

6. Iowa shou ld continue to support 
wa terway use r taxes. 

B. Cost-Saving Measures 

I . Leg islatio n shou ld be developed to re­
duce the number or vacate "low 
priority" roads . Only adjacent 
landowners would ha ve usage 
privi leges. 

2. Greater re liance should be given to the 
free market mechanism through 
relaxation of motor carrier regulat ion. 

3. Realign highway system responsibilities 
int o state jurisdication of all federal-aid 
systems (25,000 miles) ; counties over the 
remaining roads including tho e in 
unincorporated areas (76,000 mile ); 
a nd the jurisdiction of cities would 
cover all streets in incorporated area 
not on the federal-aid system (11,000 
miles) . Consistency in design , 
con truction and maintenance hould 
be required as between tate and count) 
gove rn me n ts. 

4. A fea ibility study of joint school 
bus public transit operation should be 
undertaken by the tate to explore 
imp roved operational efficiencie . 
A mend C ha pter 60JJ of the Iowa Code 
to encourage coordination of chool 
tran portation program with other 
p ub lic t ransit to achie\'e co t reduction . 

II lallona l cadem) of clence Trnnsponullon Research Board. 
1984 Report. 
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System Financing Measures 

existing formula [or distribution of 
Road User Tax Revenues if 
achievement of the recommendation 
relative to jurisdictional responsibilities 
are adopted. 12 

I. Economies through implementation of 
the Task Force recommendations would 
adjust but not totally eliminate 
transportation system needs . Changes 
should reduce funding required but 
would not offset future inflation and 
subsequent reduced purchasing power 
of the transportation dollar. 

2. The impact of demand elasticities 
should be carefully considered before 
changes or increases in transporta tion 
taxes are made by the legislature . 

3. The 1976 appropriation of $2 million 
annually for transit should be continued 
with increments necessary for inflation 
to bring the total amount to 
approx imately $3.5 million. 

4. For rail branch line assistance, a $3 
million annual appropriation should be 
considered . The Iowa DOT should 
monitor the program to insure the 
return of rollover funds to the state 
where needs of economically viable 
branch lines have been met. 

5. Legislation is needed to fund airports 
through loca l option taxes. If additiona l 
reven ues are needed , they should be 
provided by elimination of the aviation 
fuel tax refunds and assessment of a 13 
cent per gallon fuel tax on genera l 
aviation with exemption for common 
carriers. 

6. New motor fuel taxes should be delayed 
until the impact of the federal increase 
of five cents per gallon is known and 
until cost reduction proposals of the 
Task Force have been given an 
opportunity to be implemented. Iowa 
fuel taxes should be indexed to costs of 
reconstruction and maintenance of 
highways and revenue bonding may be 
necessary under certain circumstances 
and conditions. 

7. The legislature should change the 

There was no significant opposition from the state o r 
counties on the committee's recommendations . Most 
were supported, and where neutral positions were 
taken, it was usually because proposed legi slation had 
died in House or Senate Committees or that specific 
recommendations were under study and investigation 
by the DOT staff. As of October 1, 1984, policy 
changes had been approved. I ndependent stud ies were 
underway on highway maintenance consolidations, 
jurisdictional responsibilities , consistency in standards 
on state and county roads and vacation of "low 
priority" roads. Project emphasis on maintenance 
over construction was included in the 1983-1984 
highway program. Bus coordination rules were 
developed effective May I , 1985, and six pilot 
programs on possibilities of coordination of school 
bus transportation with other transportation were 
identified and implemented at Nashua , Dubuque , 
Ottumwa, Sioux City , Burlington and in Dickinson 
County. 

Legislation was still needed on local option taxes for 
airport and public transit funding. Proposals to rai se 
transit fares to cover higher system costs were under 
DOT staff review. Reduction of fares for those unable 
to pay was the subject of investigation in 12-month 
pilot programs at Carroll and Denison. The 
legislative appropriation for railroad branch line 
assistance was $1 million annually for 1984 and 1985. 

On May 30 , 1985 , a bill increasing state motor fuel 
taxes was signed by Governor Branstad. Gasoline 
taxes would increase from 13 to 15 cents per gallon 
on Ju ly I , 1985, and to 16 cents on January 1, 1986. 
Gasoho l would be taxed 14 cents and 15 cents 
respectively, and diesel fuel taxes would jump from 

" Report of the Governor's Blue Ribbon Task Force, December, 
1982. Th e appointment of the Task Force was recommended by the 

Transpo rtati on Co mmittee at th e Governors Co nference, 
November 9- 10,1981. Responses to Key Tran sportation Issues 
Provided by th e Transportation Committee, the Governors 
Co nference, Insti tute of Urban a nd Public and Regional Resea rch , 
Special Report No . 16, Iowa City:U ni ve rsity of Iowa, November 

10, 198 1. 
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[5.5 to 17.5 on Janua ry [, 1986, and 18.5 ce nts on 
January 1, 1987 . The incrca cs were ex pec ted to raise 
$48 mi l[ ion when fu ll y imp lemented ; approximate ly 
two-third s to be a ll oca ted to RIS E (Revita li7C Iowa's 
So und Eco nomy) , a program fo r improvements on 
cit y stree ts, co unty road s a nd sta te hi ghways to 
stimul a te industria l development a nd eco nomic 

growt h. Pa rt of th e additi ona l fu el tax would be used 
fo r other tran sportatio n programs in clud ing increased 
state aid for tra nsit. Road usc tax revenues for F Y 
198 3 were di s tributed as foll ows: Prima ry Road Road 
Fund , 45 perce nt ; Fa rm -to- Ma rket, 9 percent ; 
Secondary Roads, 28 percent a nd City St ree ts, 18 
pe ree n t. 

GOAL 

POLICY 

A. General 

T he transpor tati on goa l fo r Iowa IS to p rOV ide and p rese rve adequa te, safe and effiCient transportation ser'lIces 

based on the use and/ or be nefi ts th at accrue to th e pub liC 

T he Iowa Depart ment o f Tr anspo rtati on Wil l 

Promote a t ranspor tati on sys tem to satisfy user needs and maXimize economic and SOCial benefits for 

Iowa c it izens 

2 PrOV ide lor a par tic ipa tory p lanning process which (a) Involves publiC private and citizen Interests fb) 
encourages complemen tary transportatIOn and land development patterns and fc) gives conSideration to 
the ef fects of transporta ti on on the state's natural cultural and human resources 

3 Encou rage and support programs to prOVide commodlly movement and mobility for all Citizens 

4 Develop, promote, administer and en force Just and equitable poliCies and procedures for the reglslrat lon 
regu lation and operation of motor vehicles and common carners of passengers and freight 

5 Promote financing of the transportation system through user and non-user sources In an equi able 

manner 

6 Administer the lands and resources under ItS JUriSdiction In a manner that both protects the rlgh s of 
IndiV iduals and gives conSideration to the effects of liS activities on the environment 

B. Plan Develop a total transportation system plan subject to annual review which 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

C. Program 

2 

conSiders all transportation modes as Interacting elements 

conSiders facilities and services necessary lor person and commOdity movement from orlg r 0 

destination , 

contributes to the development and Implementation of a comprehenSive state plan 

exerts a positive Influence on SOCial, economic. and aesthetic values 

prOVides safe. convenient travel opportunities 

minimizes economiC, energy and environmental costs 

coordinates available federal state and local resources 

recommends appropriate Investment and funding procedures 

makes the best use of land resources for permanent transportation use 

encourages more effiCient use of energy resources 

fosters usage of techno logical advancements In transportatIOn facilities and 

evaluates progress toward achievement of the goal contained In thiS poliCY 

Encourage and assist In the development of general aViation airport facilities and air-carner ser\lces 

Encourage and assist In the general development preservation and effiCient use of highway transporta­
tion through programs to equal ize functional adequacy of roads and streets throughout Iowa 

Encourage and assist In the development maintenance and Improvement of publiC tranSit systems and 
services 

Encourage and assist In the development and maintenance 01 a Viable railroad system which IS responsl\ e 
to the needs of Iowa and the United States 

Encourage and assist In the development of programs which promote effiCient use of rl er transportation 

Develop and participate In programs to Improve the safety of all transportation modes 

Encourage and suppor t deve lopment of transportation education programs 

Prepa re a current and long- range program o f capi tal Investment services. and regulatory practlce--each 
yea r 

Propose and promote leg islat ive programs to fac il i tate an Integrated transportatIOn system 

Figure 12- 1 
towa -I ra n' po rl a ll o n PoliCY. 
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The transportation goal for Iowa is to provide and preserve adequate, safe, and 
efficient transportation services based on the use and/or benefits that accrue to the 
public. 

GOAL The goal for the Iowa Railway Finance Authority Is to preserve and 
improve necessary railway transportation facilities and services for public 
use In full cooperation with the Iowa Department of Transportation. 

POLICY The Iowa Railway Finance Authority will: 

A. General 

1. Promote an economically viable railway transportation network to satisfy 
user needs and maximize economic, energy, and social benefits for Iowa 
citizens. 

2. Encourage ownership and control of railway facilities by the private sector 
to the maximum extent practicable. 

B. Directions 

1. Assess the economic, financial, and social viability and desirability of all 
proposed railway transportation Improvement programs. to determine if 
they are worthy of Authority support. 

2. Assist in the construction, acquisition, rehabilitation, and repair of essen­
tial railway facilities. 

3. Encourage the Investment of private capital in the maintenance and 
improvement of railway services and facilities. 

4. Assist the private sector In securing public or private funding for financing 
essential railway facility and service improvements. 

5. Conduct Its activities consistent with the policy, plans, and responsibili ­
ties of the Iowa Department of Transportation. 

Figure 12-2 
Iowa Ra il way Fi na nce Auth orit y Po li cy_ 
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Summary 

Alth oug h the popu lar co ncc ption of the regu la tory 
reform movement wa s so metimes interpreted as 
co mplete eco nomic frcedom fo r th e ca rriers, thc 
legis la tion did not di sca rd a ll of th e regula tory ru les. 
The irl i ne A t of 1978 ca me clo e to reg ula to ry 
freedom for the industry, but eve n it prov id ed for a 
pha se- in per iod to a llo w mo re usc of the ma rket 
mechanism . In the other indu stries, the legis la ti o n 
cha nged the a pplica ti o n of th e rul es a nd elimina ted 
pa rts of the regulations. 

Objec ti ves a nd mea nings of deregula ti o n differed in 
each of the legis la ti ve acti ons. Dissimilar iti es were 
evident in the targets of the reforms , ra nging from 
wider airline passe nger choices to correcti on of 
inefficiencies in the motor carrier indu try a nd 
financial support for railroads . Sim il arit ies 
emphas i7ed more reliance o n the market function and 
less on socia l fac tors supported by government. 

The operationa l tructu re and strateg ies of th e 
transportation industries chan ged rather ma rked ly 
through the deregula tion proces , but its impact upon 
the carriers \ as blurred by the o nset of th e eco nomic 
recession of the early 19805. The combina ti o n resu lted 
in huge financial losses initially by the airlines and 
motor carrier, forcing bankruptcies, with only 
modest effects on railroads. The si tuatio n co ntinued 
until adjustment were made to the new freedoms, 
and financial health improved as are ult of eco nomic 
recover). Carriers, shippers and comm unities did not 
benefit equally by deregulation. Additional airline 
competition, expanded sc hed ul es a nd fare di counts 
favored the high volume markets; sma ll shippers and 
communities faced the loss of services offered 
previously by scheduled carriers and were su bjec ted to 
higher rates and fares. Captive shippers on railroads 
objected to the ICC's interpretation of the new rules 
and en Ii ted the aid of Congress for relief. Overall , th e 
preliminary judgment indicated that the deregulation 
process in the short-run period had both posi ti\e and 
nega ti ve impacts, but genera ll y th e ca rri ers and 
shippers found the market emphasis at tractive fo r the 
future. Practically all tate regulatio n of inters ta te 
carriers was preempted by the deregulation 
legislation . 

Despite the movement toward regu latory reform , 
critical transportation issues were identified and 
recommendations made for policy changes on 
national and state leve ls. Some renected broad po li cy 
themes, others add res sed pa rticu la r prob lems. Iowa 
joined in thi s exerc ise in 1982, when 60 policy iss ues 
were studied and reco mmendations fo r cha nges 

prese nted to th e sta te, po liti ca l subd ivisions , publi c 
and pri va te gro ups fo r consi deration. Implementation 
was directed toward possib le so lut ions as o f 1985. 
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Epilogue 

The story of transportation in Iowa has not ended. 
What has been written here covers only a relatively 
short interval in the passage of time- a pa use that 
reflects the indispensibi lity of effecti ve tra nspo rtation 
upon economic and socia l progress. Th e phys ica l 
conq uest of the state was underscored in terms of 
successive improvements in the mea ns of 
transportation: flatboats , steam boa ts, stagecoaches , 
railroads , highways and motor ve hicles ; pipelin es , 
airp lanes and public tra nsit. Each, in it s unique way , 
contributed to the well-being of th e people; each 
brought individua l challe nges a nd pro bl ems to be 
met, studied and integrated into stat e a nd loca l 
planning. 

But technological adva ncements are but one ph ase in 
the development of a state or nation. Equa ll y or more 
important is the gen ius, initiative, ma turity and 
wisdom of those respons ible for the legis lation , 
administration and implementation of the 
transportation programs designed to accommodate 
the economic needs, socia l co nce rns a nd protection of 
the safety of the public. In thi s respect , Iowa has been 
historically and is presently in good ha nd s. 

The federal government has played the major rol e in 
transportation development in the United States. To a 
lesser degree was t he role of the stat es as they sha red 
financial support and political leadership in the im­
provement of waterways, the building of ra ilroads, 
highways and aviat ion fac iliti es to serve a growing 
and mobile population. Regulation became the 
pri mary policy instrument afte r 1877 , promoted to a 
conside rable exten t by the loca l demand to curb 
railroad abuses. Iowa , among o th er Midwestern 
states , was a leader in this m ove ment. Federa l-sta te 
cooperation benefited the sta tes, es peciall y through 
the techo logica l revolution during the 1920-1950 
period. But as other modes were developed , new 
policies proliferated and often the states found 
themselves in adversaria l relationships with the 
federal government as they tri ed to impleme nt the 
new rules and regulations. 

Intervention by gove rnment into the operation of 
transportation serv ices, usua ll y rendered by priva te 
enterprise, raised serio us questions concerning the 
continuation of this practice when the service was no 
longer profitable, for wha t length of time and to what 
end. Demands fo r a natio nal co nsensus of goa ls for 
transportation services was subordinated to the day-

by-d ay imple mentatio n of individual modal 
development , and despite the formatio n of the U.S. 
Department of Transportation , the nation sti ll lacks a 
single na tional transportation po li cy a nd a uni form 
plan for implementation . The absence of such a policy 
makes planning, funding a nd program ming difficult 
on stat e and local leve ls. 

The post-World War 11 period brought su bsta nti a l 
changes in eco nomic and social circum stances a nd 
co nditions, in turn reflecting upon transportation 
developments. The relative rol es of the modes we re 
a ltered as public choices in one sense became limited; 
in another where services became more co mpetit ive 
and accessible. To attempt to bring so me order out of 
economic regulatory chaos in the transportation 
sec tor , carriers were freed from so me of the 
burde nso me burea ucratic rul es a nd regulatio ns that 
had hampered thei r activities for years. Com petit ion 
was to rul e but the nature of "com petition " was not 
addressed . Currently, the na ti o n a nd the states are at 
a crossroad during this transition period , uncertain as 
to the direction of " ma rket place" policies- whether 
or not they can or will provid e the necessary 
incentives fo r improvement in se rvices to the public. 

Relaxation of the policy of economic regulation may 
result in other types of regulation. Limiting or 
eliminating past moda l political protection may 
require an increase in other sta nd ards or regu lations. 
Coordinated service may be req uired to facil itate 
intermodal arrangements. Mergers, some of which 
have already occurred , together with joint use of 
ph ys ical facilitie s should be monitored closely. 
Abandonments will proba bl y acce lerate as carriers 
seek to eliminate unprofitable business , in some 
instances to be succeeded by new entrepreneurs. 
Safety has become a high priority policy in highway 
and airline trave l. Environmental programs will be 
under constant sc rutin y by federal and state agencies . 
Individually and collectively, these forms of 
regulation ma y be more important than freedom of 
the carriers from rate contro l, entry , exit or collective 
rate-making. And as they multiply , it is essent ial that 
each be evaluated on the bas is of net benefits to 
society relative to the costs to commerce and 
mobilit y. 

The transportation dra ma will co ntinue. It will 
invo lve conflicting interests a nd struggles for power , 
security and survival a mong promoters, owners , 
investors and use rs- between federal and state 
admini strations and cities, towns a nd industries. The 
cast will include merchants, farmers, co nsumers, 



312 Transportation in Iowa 

manage rs a nd cmrl oyces, in vesto rs a nd fin a ncie rs, 
co mmi ss io ners a nd dcrend a nts, pol iti cia ns and 
lob byists. nd a the va ri ous interes ts deba te th e 
impac t of cha ngin g goa ls, po licics and rrograms, the 
ce ntra l question as ev id ent from thc beginn ing, should 
be : "Where does the pub li intcres t li e'!" It seems 
c\'ide nt tha t tra nsr ortati o n se rvices in the future wi ll 
be rend ered in a dirferent a nd more dirfi cult 

e nvironme nt than in the pas l. 'J hi s wi ll require 
po liti ca l dec ision s a nd public choices to determine 
wherc the tra nsporta tion function is going to avoid 
bein g ea rri cd to unkn own destin ations . For as th e 
Ches hire a t sa id to Alice , " Jf yo u don 't know where 
yo u a re go in g, it makes no difference what route you 
ta ke." 
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