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O f  B u ffs  a n d  P ro fe s s io n a ls :
I o w a 's  E x p a n d e d  T r a n s p o r t a t i o n  A r c h i v e s

D O N  L. H O F S O M M E R
There has developed , especially  in  recen t tim es, a d ep ress in g  
rift b e tw een  those  p e rso n s  o u tside  the  collegiate se tting  w h o  
have strong  in te rests  in  a particu lar d iscip line, a n d  th o se  w h o  
have a sim ilarly s tro n g  in te res t b u t w h o  reside  w ith in  the  
hallow ed  halls of academ e. M any define th e  tw o  sim ply  as 
am ateu rs an d  professionals. For in stance, in  the  field of h is­
tory, practicing scho lars—th a t is, p ro fesso rs  of h is to ry —pay  
little heed  to  the  in te rests  o r efforts of a m a te u rs—th a t is, 
h isto ry  buffs. N ever m ind  th a t p ro fessional h isto rian s have  
been  a ro u n d  for a relatively  sh o rt period  of tim e, th a t the  craft 
w as beg u n  a n d  ad vanced  by  am ateu rs , a n d  th a t long  before a 
Ph.D . w as aw ard ed , th ere  w ere  a b u n d a n t n u m b ers  of th o u g h t­
ful, caring pe rso n s w h o  v a lued  a n d  s tu d ied  the  p a s t a n d  w h o  
a rranged  for the  collection an d  p ro tec tion  of invaluab le  archival 
m aterials. This is n o t to  d e fen d  n a rro w  particu larism  th a t 
som etim es flaw s the  efforts of am ateu rs . R ather, th is  is to  stress 
com m on g ro u n d  a n d  to  celebrate a s tro n g  sym biotic re la tion ­
sh ip  th a t w ou ld  benefit am ateu r a n d  p ro fessional alike. A  case 
in  p o in t is th e  V ander M aas collection at The U niversity  of Iow a 
Libraries.

The m o ther of John  P. V ander M aas recalled  th a t w h e n  h e r 
son  first saw  a railroad  tra in , "h e  ju m p e d  u p  a n d  d o w n "  w ith  
delight. In  a sense , John  V ander M aas n ev e r s to p p e d  ju m p in g  
u p  an d  dow n; he  developed  a lifelong in te res t in  th e  railroad  
industry . M oreover, he  p u t to g e th e r one of th e  c o u n try 's  m ost 
im pressive p rivate  collections of ra ilroad  illu stra tions as w ell as 
source m aterials.

The orig in  of the  collection derives from  Jo h n 's  four-year 
s tin t as special agen t (railroad policem an) for th e  C hicago, 
B urlington & Q uincy  d u rin g  W orld  W ar II. S ta tioned  variously
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Taken from Rules and Regulations Governing the Operation of Trains. Taking Effect 
September 4th, 1898, Burlington, Cedar Rapids & Northern Railway Company.

An annual pass and two Rock Island tickets.

D I A G R A M S

OF

H A N D  A N D  L A M P  

S I G N A L S .

Stop—A motion crosswise with the track, 
[See Rule 59.]
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a ro u n d  the  system , he  conv inced  jan ito rs  a n d  o th ers  to  save 
o u td a ted  tim etables w h ich  h e  im m edia te ly  tu rn e d  in to  " tra d ­
ing  b a it."  T hus w h e n  V ander M aas left th e  CB&Q, h e  h a d  
a lready  beg u n  a collection th a t w o u ld  g row  as h is earn in g  
pow er increased  a n d  as friends in  th e  in d u s try —such  as the  
late John  D. M antor, a te leg rap h er for the  Chicago, Rock Island  
& Pacific a t W est L iberty—assis ted  him .

O ver the  nex t th ree  decades a n d  m ore, V ander M aas he ld  
d iligently  to a self-im posed  g o a l—the  acquisition  of a t least 100 
item s p e r w eek. B lessed w ith  good  hea lth , ad eq u ate  incom e, 
an d  a to le ran t w ife, John  saw  h is h o ld ings b u rgeon . Tw o 
exam ples adequate ly  illustrate . By 1988, p ostcard  v iew s of 
streetcars, tra ins, a n d  o th er rail scenes exceeded  24,000; the  
collection of d ep o t p h o to g ra p h s  w as m ore th a n  27,000 item s.

A bout a decade ago, V ander M aas beg an  to  p o n d e r the  
u ltim ate d isposition  of h is m aterials. T here  w ere  no  ch ild ren  
an d  shou ld  he  die p rem atu re ly , the  collection could  p rove a 
b u rd en  to h is w ife; b u t, shou ld  he  live to  a h a p p y  re tirem en t, 
there  w ou ld  be financial an d  tax considerations. A n o th er 
variable w as m ore vexing. This en tire  en te rp rise , after all, h a d  
been  a labor of love. C ould  he  p a rt w ith  w h a t h a d  becom e a 
great love?

A fter predictable sou l-searching , V ander M aas con tac ted  The 
U niversity  of Iow a, w hose  rep resen ta tiv es  p ro p erly  concluded  
th a t his collection w as "v ery  u n u su a l"  a n d  th a t an  ag reem en t 
shou ld  be w orked  o u t to  keep  it in  the  H aw keye state . L eng thy  
nego tia tions fo llow ed before an  ag reem en t w as reached  
w hereby  u n its  of the  collection p a sse d  to th e  U niversity  on  an  
an n u a l basis. In  th a t w ay  V ander M aas w as able to  re ta in  in  h is 
possession  an d  con tinue  to  ex p an d  certain  e lem en ts w hile  
reap ing  tax cred its as po rtions  of the  w ho le  w ere  m oved  to 
Iow a City. (The ag reem en t specified th a t all w o u ld  be tra n s­
ferred  in  a block in  the  ev en t of dea th .)

As a consequence, abou t ha lf of th e  en tire  collection n o w  is 
on  d eposit a t the  U niversity  an d  som e of it is cataloged. 
Included  are 140,400 view s of locom otives a n d  eq u ip m en t a n d  
41 boxes of em ployee an d  public tim etab les, tra in  o rders , 
d in ing  car m en u s, s tree t car tran sfers  a n d  railroad  tickets, 
an n u a l a n d  trip  passes, an d  m iscellaneous m aterials. Still to
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com e are  th e  p o stca rd s, d e p o t p h o to g rap h s , business form s, 
a n d  stock a n d  b o n d  certificates.

O f g rea tes t value to  researchers an d  w riters will be the 
tim etab les—a fine rep re sen ta tio n  th a t offers an  im pressive 
g lim pse a t opera tio n s  across the  en tire  c o u n try —a n d  the  p o s t­
cards a n d  p h o to g ra p h s—tru ly  a m arvelous array  th a t has 
reg ional, na tiona l, a n d  even  in te rnationa l im portance. (The 
U niversity  charges a m o d est p rocessing  fee for copying  and /o r 
p rin tin g  pho to s.)

Ind iv idua l collections are n o t categorically com plete, of 
course, a n d  n e ith e r  is th is  one. Yet it offers distinctive e lem ents 
th a t clearly com plem en t earlier acquisitions such  as the  Peter 
A n th o n y  D ey P apers, the  Levi O . L eonard  P apers, the  A lbert 
N. H arb ert collection, a n d  o thers . M ore im portan tly , the  V an­
d e r M aas collection does m uch  to  estab lish  The U niversity  of 
Iow a Libraries as an  im p o rtan t reposito ry  for archival m aterials 
of a tran sp o rta tio n  n a tu re . This w ill, in  tu rn , serve as an  
a ttrac tion  for even  m ore  fine collections.

All of it w ill re d o u n d  to  the  benefit of am ateu rs  an d  p rofes­
sionals alike. All aboard!

Two Denver & Rio Grande Western engines (nos. 419 and 411) near Mears 
Junction, Colorado, 1910.
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