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C o p y r ig h t  1964 b y  T h e  S ta te  H is to r ica l S o c ie ty  o f  Io w a

McGregor Gets a Railroad
T h e  M ilw a u k e e  R o a d  firs t cam e to  Io w a  w h e n  

it c u t a c ro s s  th e  n o r th e a s te rn  p a r t  o f th e  s ta te  to  

co m p le te  its  p io n e e r  line  b e tw e e n  M ilw a u k e e  a n d  

th e  T w in  C itie s . I t  a lso  h a d  a s p ira t io n s  to  c ro ss  

Io w a , b u t  th e s e  d id  n o t  m a te r ia liz e  u n til a f te r  o th e r  

r a i l ro a d s  h a d  a c h ie v e d  th a t  en d . W h e n  it re a lly  

g o t u n d e r  w a y , h o w e v e r, th e  M ilw a u k e e  b u ilt tw o  

h o r iz o n ta l ro u te s  a c ro s s  Io w a ; a n d  it re m a in s  to 

d a y  th e  o n ly  ra i lro a d  h a v in g  d u a l lines. A lth o u g h  

a  la te c o m e r to  O m a h a , it so o n  p la y e d  a  m a jo r  ro le  

in  h a n d lin g  f re ig h t th ro u g h  th a t  g a te w a y . T h e n , 

in  1955, w h e n  th e  M ilw a u k e e  to o k  o v e r  th e  o p e r 

a tio n  o f tra n s c o n tin e n ta l  p a s s e n g e r  tra in s  in  c o n 

ju n c tio n  w ith  th e  U n io n  P acific , th e  m a in  line  

a c ro s s  c e n tra l  Io w a  b e cam e  m uch  m o re  im p o rta n t.

T h e  o ra n g e  p a s s e n g e r  tra in s  a n d  re d d is h -y e l 

lo w  c a b o o se s  h a v e  lo n g  b e e n  a  d is tin g u ish in g  fe a 

tu re  o f th e  ra ilro a d . W h i le  th e  co lo r h a s  s in ce  

b e e n  c h a n g e d  to  y e llo w , th e  M ilw a u k e e  is still d is 

tin c tiv e  in  liv e ry  a n d  in se rv ice  a s  a  d o m in a n t line 

in th e  H a w k e y e  S ta te . T h e  s to ry  o f th e  M ilw a u -
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k ee  R o a d  in Io w a  b e g in s  a t  M c G r e g o r ,  w h e re  it 

o r ig in a l ly  c a m e  in to  th e  s ta te .

In  th e  la te  1 8 5 0 ’s, M c G r e g o r  w a s  a  th r iv in g  

M is s is s ip p i p o r t  o p p o s ite  P ra i r ie  d u  C h ie n , W is -  

c o n s in . W h e n  th e  M ilw a u k e e  & M is s is s ip p i R ail 

R o a d  a r r iv e d  in P ra ir ie  d u  C h ie n  in 1857 , it c a u se d  

a n  in flu x  o f s e t t le r s  to  M c G r e g o r  b y  fe r ry . S o o n  

M c G r e g o r  b e c a m e  th e  m a rk e tin g  e n tr e p o t  fo r 

n o r th e a s t  Io w a  a n d  a  lo g ica l p la c e  fro m  w h ic h  to  

e x te n d  th e  n e w  ra i l ro a d  to  th e  T w in  C itie s . M o re 

o v e r, th e  in c e n tiv e  to  p u sh  d u e  w e s t  w a s  e n h a n c e d  

b y  th e  p ro s p e c ts  o f la n d  g r a n ts  in  Io w a .

L ik e  m a n y  a le r t  c o m m u n itie s  in e a s te rn  Io w a , 

M c G r e g o r  w a s  a g o g  w ith  r a i l ro a d  p la n s . P r o 

je c te d  ro a d s  w e re  o rg a n iz e d  to  g o  in a ll d ire c tio n s , 

o n e  o f w h ic h  w a s  to  b e  a  h o rs e -p ro p e lle d  line  to 

F o r t  A tk in so n ! T h e  e a r l ie s t  c o m p a n y  to  o p e ra te  

tra in s , h o w e v e r , w a s  th e  M c G r e g o r  W e s te r n ,  

w h ic h  w a s  in c o rp o ra te d  F e b r u a r y  12, 1863. Its  

f irs t lo co m o tiv e  re a c h e d  M c G r e g o r  in O c to b e r ;  

a n d  b y  M a rc h , 1864, th e  c a r s  w e re  ru n n in g  in to  

M o n o n a , fif teen  m iles w e s tw a rd .

A m o n g  th e  p ro m in e n t m en  a c tiv e  in p ro m o tin g  

th e  little  ro a d  w e re  W il l ia m  B. O g d e n , th e  “ F a 

th e r  o f th e  N o r th  W e s te r n  S y s te m ;“ G e o rg e  

G re e n e , th e  v e rs a ti le  C e d a r  R a p id s  ju r is t, ra i lro a d  

b u ild e r , a n d  p u b lic -sp ir i te d  c itizen ; a n d  W d lia m  

L a rra b e e , la te r  g o v e rn o r  o f  Io w a . I t  w a s  L a rra b e e  

w h o  d id  m u ch  to  se c u re  la n d  g ra n ts  a n d  to  e x p e 

d ite  ra i lro a d  c o n s tru c tio n  a c ro s s  th e  n o r th e rn  p a r t
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o f th e  s ta te . A f te rw a rd ,  he  w a s  in s tru m e n ta l  in 

fo s te r in g  G r a n g e r  le g is la tio n  to  c h e c k  th e  a b u s e s  

a s s o c ia te d  w ith  som e o f th e  g ra n ts  a n d  to  in su re  

m o re  a d e q u a te  re g u la tio n  o f th e  r a i l ro a d s  w ith in  

th e  s ta te .

A lm o s t fro m  th e  s ta r t ,  th e  M c G r e g o r  W e s te r n  

a p p e a r s  to  h a v e  b een  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  M ilw a u 

k ee  & M is s is s ip p i in te re s ts  in W is c o n s in . I t w a s  

d e s ig n e d  to  b e  a n  e x te n s io n  w e s tw a rd  fro m  P ra ir ie  

d u  C h ie n  a n d  a  p a r t  o f a  un ified  th ro u g h - lin e  from  

M ilw a u k e e .

A  c o n tra c t  w a s  le t w ith  th e  Io w a  R a ilw a y  C o n 

s tru c tio n  C o m p a n y  to  b u ild  th e  ro a d  th ro u g h  C o n 

o v e r  a n d  C re sc o  to  th e  M in n e s o ta  s ta te  line. 

W h e n  th e  ra ils  re a c h e d  C o n o v e r, a  n e w  c o n tra c t  

w a s  s ig n e d  w ith  R u sse ll S a g e 's  Io w a  & M in n e s o ta  

R a ilro a d  C o n s tru c tio n  C o m p a n y  to  p u sh  th e  ra ils  

on  to  O w a to n n a , M in n e s o ta . In  1866, th e  ro a d  

w a s  c o m p le te d  to  C re sc o , a n d  th e  fo llo w in g  y e a r , 

t ra in s  w e re  ru n n in g  th ro u g h  O w a to n n a  to  th e
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T w in  C itie s . B y  th is  tim e, th e  s t ru g g l in g  M c G r e g 

o r  W e s te r n  h a d  b e e n  p u rc h a s e d  b y  th e  M ilw a u k e e  

& S t. P a u l  R a ilw a y , w h ic h  h a d  a l r e a d y  a c q u ire d  

th e  M 6 M  a n d  o th e r  ro a d s ,  fo rm in g  a  p io n e e r  

th ro u g h - ro u te  fro m  M ilw a u k e e  to  th e  T w in  C itie s .

H e re to fo re ,  s e v e ra l o f  th e  im p o r ta n t  lin es  w h ic h  

h a d  re a c h e d  Io w a  fro m  th e  E a s t  a ff ilia te d  th e m 

se lv e s  w ith  s te a m b o a t  c o m p a n ie s  o p e ra t in g  from  

S t. L o u is  to  S t. P a u l. B u t th e  n e w ly  fo rm e d  M il 

w a u k e e  & S t. P a u l  w a s  th e  firs t r o a d  to  p ro v id e  

th e  T w in  C itie s  w ith  a n  a ll- ra il  lin k  w ith  th e  E a s t .  

W h a t  h a d  fo rm e r ly  b e e n  a  lo o se ly  k n it  a s s o r tm e n t 

o f in d iv id u a l r a i l ro a d s  w a s  s h a p in g  u p  in to  a  

s t ro n g  t ru n k  line . U n d e r  th e  le a d e rs h ip  o f A le x 

a n d e r  M itc h e ll , a b ly  a s s is te d  b y  S . S. M e rr i l l ,  h is 

g e n e ra l m a n a g e r , r a i l ro a d s  h a d  b e e n  p u rc h a s e d  

a n d  c o n s o lid a te d  a t  a n  a m a z in g  ra te .


