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THE PURPOSE OF THIS MAGAZINE
The Palimpsest, issued monthly by the State 
Historical Society of Iowa, is devoted to the dis
semination of Iowa History. Supplementing the 
other publications of this Society, it aims to pre
sent the materials of Iowa History in a form that 
is attractive and a style that is popular in the best 
sense—to the end that the story of our Common
wealth may be more widely read and cherished.

Benj. F. Shambaugh

S u p e r in t e n d e n t

THE MEANING OF PALIMPSESTS
In early times palimpsests were parchments or 
other materials from which one or more writings 
had been erased to give room for later records. 
But the erasures were not always complete; and 
so it became the fascinating task of scholars not 
only to translate the later records but also to 
reconstruct the original writings by deciphering 
the dim fragments of letters partly erased and 
partly covered by subsequent texts.

The history of Iowa may be likened to a pal
impsest which holds the records of successive 
generations. To decipher these records of the 
past, reconstruct them, and tell the stories which 
they contain is the task of those who write history.
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The Palimpsest

A cold wave gripped the mineral region of the 
upper Mississippi late in the year 1827. Fever 
River was frozen solid on November 21st. The 
Mississippi fought stubbornly against the relent
less ice gnomes but finally succumbed before their 
frigid attack. The hardy lead miners, inured to 
frontier hardships, hovered about the fires in their 
cabins and shacks that lined both banks of the 
Fever River and dotted the innumerable pock
marked ravines of the surrounding hinterland. 
Across the Mississippi in what is now Iowa the 
tattered Fox Indian village on Catfish Creek 
shivered under the icy blast.

The close of navigation in 1827 was viewed 
with both regret and alarm. Winter had set in 
before a sufficient supply of food had reached 
Galena. True, the firm of Strader and Thompson 
had brought a keel-boat of general merchandise 
from Saint Louis which included a quantity of 
flour and pork but the entire cargo had been
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gobbled up by Francois Bouthillier, a wily 
French trader, who hoped to profit by the scarcity 
of food. Although the weather moderated after 
the first chilly blast, the lead miners could scarcely 
hope for more food supplies until the opening of 
navigation the following spring.

Meanwhile Bouthillier portioned out small 
quantities of his flour to the hungry lead miners. 
It was sour and hard. Bouthillier chopped it out 
of the barrels with a hatchet, pounded it, sifted 
it loosely into other barrels, filling two with the 
original contents of one, and then sold it at the 
rate of $30 a barrel. And yet, despite the French
man’s miserly efforts to stretch his supply, the 
settlers saw with alarm that there was not enough 
to last until spring. Hunger and possible star
vation faced the mineral region.

As the winter wore on, the weather turned mild 
and open: but the warm sun brought little internal 
comfort to the hungry miners. News of the des
titute condition of the mineral region eventually 
reached Saint Louis and Captain James Clark 
promptly took his steamboat Josephine out of 
winter quarters, loaded her with flour, and 
steamed slowly upstream in a desperate effort to 
relieve the stricken region. Warm weather had 
weakened the ice in the Mississippi but the 
Josephine was forced to pick her way cautiously
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through the floating ice pack until she reached 
the mouth of Fever River where soaking rains 
had broken up the ice. Even so the Josephine 
experienced no little difficulty but finally suc
ceeded in battering her way to the Galena levee.

A tumultuous reception greeted Captain Clark. 
Word of the arrival of the Josephine spread like 
wild fire and the entire community, Bouthillier 
excepted, rushed down to the levee, rejoicing 
and amazed to see the steamboat loaded with a 
cargo of precious flour. The day before the 
arrival of the Josephine, Henry Gratiot had 
offered Bouthillier $25 a barrel for his entire stock 
of flour, an offer that was promptly refused. 
When the Josephine arrived, Gratiot hastened 
over to Bouthillier to inquire what price he now 
demanded for his flour. The irate Frenchman 
simply sputtered: “Dam! hell! suppose, by gar! 
What man tinks one steamboat come up Fever 
River in mid de Wint?”

The unexpected arrival of the Josephine in 1828 
was a stroke of good fortune for the entire 
mineral region for it was only on rare occasions 
that the Mississippi afforded steamboats such an 
opportunity. Indeed, two days after the arrival 
of the Josephine, the Fever River again froze 
over and it was not until the middle of March 
that she was able to escape down stream.
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From the beginning of its settlement the Galena 
mineral region was slow in becoming self- 
sufficient. Most men had ventured beyond the 
fringe of settlement to mine lead; only a few 
turned to farming. Consequently the entire 
country was dependent upon the Mississippi as 
the main highway over which the foodstuffs it 
failed to produce might be transported. When 
the pioneers swarmed into the Black Hawk Pur
chase around Dubuque on June 1, 1833, they 
simply enlarged the area that was dependent 
upon Saint Louis and the lower Mississippi.

The railroad was still in its infancy and a 
generation was to pass before the iron horse 
reached the Mississippi. Clearly some other 
means of communication must be developed to 
knit the mineral region together during the long 
winter months. Fully 425 miles of frozen river 
intervened between Saint Louis and the Galena- 
Dubuque region. Sixty-five miles upstream from 
Dubuque stood Fort Crawford and Prairie du 
Chien, occupying a dreary stretch of bottomland 
hemmed in on all sides by towering bluffs. Two 
hundred miles farther north Fort Snelling kept 
its lonely vigil on the bleak eminence at the con
fluence of the Minnesota with the Mississippi. 
No other settlements existed above Dubuque.

As early as 1828 the editor of the North
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Western Gazette and Galena Advertiser had 
fumed about the poor mail and stage connections 
and lamented the lack of winter communication 
with the South. By 1835 such complaints had 
become commonplace but little hope was enter
tained for immediate relief. Suddenly two enter
prising Yankees, J. D. Carson and Jonathan 
Haines, announced that they had solved the 
problem of winter transportation and communi
cation. Since early fall they had been experi
menting with steam power at Galena with a view 
to applying it to a sleigh which they had con
structed. Carson and Haines planned to run 
their steam sleigh between Galena, Dubuque, 
Prairie du Chien, and points north. If their in
vention proved successful there was no limit to 
its possible development in those regions where 
rivers froze over several months each year.

Early in January, 1836, Carson and Haines 
dragged their steam sleigh out on Fever River for 
a test run. A knot of curious Galenians gathered 
about the novel contraption. The North Western 
Gazette and Galena Advertiser of January 30, 
1836, was delighted with the strange craft: “The 
sleigh is not only water-tight, but by having seats, 
windows, doors and stoves, it will be equally as 
comfortable as the cabin of a steamboat. By 
being protected from the inclemencies of the
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winter season, the steam sleigh will be far prefer
able to coaches, ordinary sleighs, &c.t the traveller 
will not only be comfortable while travelling, but 
the anticipation of a journey will be cheering and 
partake more of the character of a recreation, 
than a dread, as in the ordinary method of travel
ling at this season.’’

The inventors pointed out that the steam sleigh 
would involve no more risk than any other mode 
of transportation. Since the body of the sleigh 
was “large and strong and water-tight’’ passen
gers could feel perfectly safe in case the sled 
broke through the ice or ran into an airhole. The 
sleigh would simply float on the surface until it 
could be extricated by means of a rope with a 
hook at one end, which could be forced into the 
ice some distance away. The power of the 
sleigh’s engine would be sufficient to draw it out 
upon firm ice.

The editor of the Galena paper was convinced 
that the steam sleigh possessed real merit. In the 
first place its speed would “far surpass any other 
mode of conveyance ’, which was one objective 
to be attained in traveling. Equally important 
was the possibility of greatly reducing the cost 
of transportation. The river also had a distinct 
advantage over a railroad, because solid ice was 
strong enough to bear teams, needed no repairs,
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and formed one of the most perfect levels. Fin
ally, since the steam sleigh was intended to 
operate upon those waters upon which upper 
Mississippi steamboats plied, it would constitute 
a year-round transportation link. No longer 
would the mineral region have to fear a plotting 
Bouthillier and a recurrence of the winter of 1828. 
The steam sleigh would prevent a corner on the 
food market with its attendant high prices.

But the settlers around Galena and Dubuque 
were destined to be disappointed. Although 
Carson and Haines were able to start their steam 
engine it proved to be too small and did not have 
sufficient power to move the sleigh. Captain 
George W. Girdon and many others present pro
nounced the demonstration a failure and con
sidered the whole idea infeasible. Seasoned

* •

steamboatmen, who knew the vagaries of Old 
Man River, realized that a dependable road-bed 
of ice during the winter months was even less 
likely than a fixed stage of water during the sum
mer. The Galena Gazette, on the other hand, 
maintained the utility of the steam sleigh must 
be acknowledged quite as indispensable to the 
commercial world as steamboats or railroad cars.” 
Although the editor declared that Carson and 
Haines had secured a patent for their invention 
their petition was evidently denied for no patent
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was granted in Washington. The men planned 
to build another engine during 1836 and hoped 
that by the following winter their steam sleigh 
would work. But the failure of their first experi
ment seems to have dampened the ardor of the 
inventors for no steam sleigh appeared in 1837.

Meanwhile, as farmers poured into the mineral 
region, both Galena and Dubuque became more 
self-sufficient. An ever increasing number of 
steamboats during the summer months carried 
rich cargoes of merchandise that helped to 
brighten frontier life and make the hardships of 
pioneering less evident. The steam sleigh was 
soon forgotten as men became actively engaged 
in schemes to bring the iron horse to the Missis
sippi and Iowa. On January 16, 1836, the Illinois 
legislature incorporated the Galena and Chicago 
Union Railroad Company. Across the Missis
sippi in Dubuque another dreamer, John Plumbe, 
was talking incessantly about a transcontinental 
railroad. The plans of Carson and Haines were 
soon forgotten in the busy whirl of life. Resur
rected after a hundred years, their novel though 
unsuccessful scheme is a fitting testimony to the 
inventive genius and energy of the pioneers on 
the lead mining frontier.

W illiam J. Petersen



Lytle City

Lytle City was a village in Fillmore Township, 
Iowa County, Iowa. It was located in 1857, in 
anticipation of the coming of a railroad, which 
did not come; and it gave up the ghost in 1884, 
because a railroad came, after twenty-seven years 
of bedraggled, sordid, inconsequential waiting 
for it. Lytle City was not the ordinary rural 
Iowa village, and therein lies its claim, if any, to 
historical consideration.

When the Mississippi and Missouri Railroad 
(later to become a part of the Chicago, Rock 
Island and Pacific Railroad) was about to be 
constructed between Iowa City and Des Moines, 
John Lytle and his sons, Robert Bryce Lytle and 
Lionel Branson Lytle, then temporarily residing 
at Solon, near Iowa City, conceived the project 
of locating a town site on that proposed railroad. 
The route of the railroad had been at least 
partly surveyed, so that they thought they could 
select a spot through which the projected railroad 
would be built. The site chosen was on a line be- 
tween Iowa City and Des Moines, about twenty- 
five miles nearly straight west of Iowa City.

On June 24, 1857, a plat of the town site under
9
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the name of Lytle City", and dated June 23, 
1857, was filed in the recorder’s office at Marengo, 
under the authority of the leader of the enter
prise, Robert B. Lytle (erroneously written Robert 
“T” Lytle on the official record). This plat is a 
crude drawing of mere crossed lines indicating 
lots, without any designation of streets or alleys, 
and without any surveyor’s technical marks, but 
with the designation of a large space for a "city 
park ”, Curious posterity may be interested to 
know that the official description of the land was 
the southwest quarter, and the northwest quarter, 
of the northeast quarter of section one of town
ship seventy-eight north, of range ten.

At Lytle City the three founders and their 
families settled, and began enthusiastically to 
develop their project. They immediately erected 
some wooden dwelling houses and a stone build
ing and opened a general store. From Licking 
County, Ohio, the former home of the Lytles, 
and from other places acquaintances came to par
ticipate in the thrilling venture. People were 
attracted from older Iowa towns, and even from 
Chicago. The population soon included a black
smith, a shoemaker, a carpenter, a wagon maker, a 
plasterer, a saloon keeper, and several merchants. 
They all lived hopefully in the expectation of 
enjoying great benefit from the coming railroad.
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But these first inhabitants were doomed soon to 
be the victims of crushing disappointment. The 
prospective railroad was turned nearly twenty 
miles northward from the original survey, to 
Marengo, the county-seat, and off the straight 
line between Iowa City and Des Moines; and it 
was forever lost to Lytle City. By looking at 
the map, as well as the old survey stakes still 
standing, it is plain to see now why these original 
inhabitants logically expected the projected rail
road to go through Lytle City. But they were 
not to be benefited by their geographic knowl
edge, or their logical perceptions of economical 
railroad locations.

This blow must have fallen on Lytle City be
fore 1860. Thereupon the chief founder of Lytle 
City, Robert B. Lytle, left for ventures in other 
places, especially in the region of Sioux City; 
and his father, John Lytle, went to southern 
Iowa; and both thus passed out of the subsequent 
life of Lytle City. Lionel Branson Lytle stayed 
on as the proprietor of the general store, in dis
appointment, but with lingering hopes that some
thing interesting would happen. In 1868 he died, 
nothing interesting having happened in the mean
time. He left in the town his widow, three daugh
ters, and three sons, who were to carry on and 
wait for something interesting to happen.
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Marrying and giving in marriage followed. 
Children were born. Men, women, and children 
died. Occasionally an older inhabitant left and 
somebody came to succeed him. The population, 
not much over one hundred actual residents of 
the town at any time, did not change perceptibly 
in number; and they all, even against the logic 
of circumstances and the actual course of events, 
continued to expect and await the coming of a 
railroad. Subsequently running its languid course 
to disaster, life at Lytle City went on.

The inhabitants of Lytle City were of various 
racial descents, numerous religious beliefs, and 
all shades of politically partisan opinion. Purely 
racial, religious, or political questions were not 
often or ever acrimoniously discussed. The in
habitants themselves dwelt together in more than 
customary harmony; and exhibitions of want of 
it came mostly from the outside. These people 
were busied daily with the usual small affairs of 
a rural village, were honest, conscientious and 
amiable, but not remarkably ambitious or indus
trious. They were content to make a living 
peacefully and easily, while waiting patiently for 
something to turn up sometime. There was one 
special peculiarity about these people; they were 
all young, or middle-aged; there were no elderly 
persons among them. Before growing old the
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inhabitants departed, by one method or another.
Lytle City had one Negro in its population, a 

boy named Bell, who kept the doctor’s horses. 
The local doctor, George Welsh, a Canadian, 
was a graduate of the medical college of the State 
University of Michigan. He was the only man 
of science and substantial education in the place, 
and his learning was held in great respect.

Lytle City was not at any time an incorporated 
town. It had no town officers, no policeman, no 
jail, no town hall, no public meeting place, no 
theater, no church, no newspaper, no library, no 
hotel, no public water supply, no public lighting 
system for buildings or streets, no sewer, no side
walks, no town streets, no undertaker, no ceme
tery, no livery stable, no barber shop, no railroad.

Justice was administered, and the public peace 
was theoretically conserved, by the township 
justice of the peace and constable. They func
tioned at the roadside, or in a village store. If 
a person was taken into custody, he could not 
be lodged in a place of public confinement closer 
than Marengo, twenty miles away. An arrest 
for confinement at Lytle City would have caused 
the constable more punishment than the culprit.

Strangers coming to the village were kept at 
one of the private houses, if kept at all. They 
were generally traveling salesmen, who were
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happy to take what they could get. Each house
holder procured the necessary domestic water 
supply from his own well and cistern. For arti
ficial light everybody carried a lantern out of 
doors and kerosene lamps supplied all buildings. 
In all kinds of weather, and in all seasons, the 
inhabitants walked in the common highway, in 
dust, or mud, or snow. Occasionally an unusu
ally industrious inhabitant laid down a stray 
board, at a particularly muddy place, for his own 
use. The dead were unprofessionally attended 
by their fellow villagers, and were taken else
where for burial, in farm wagons, often as far as 
thirty miles away. The townspeople had to go 
several miles to vote in elections. They shaved 
themselves, and cut one another’s hair.

One may ask what these people had. They 
had a post-office, a carpenter shop, a blacksmith 
shop, a wagon shop, a shoemaker's shop, a tin
ner’s shop, a saloon, a doctor’s office, a general 
store, and the use of the public highway, the “old 
state road” from Iowa City westward. Old Man’s 
Creek, a mile wide in the freshets of spring and 
almost dusty for long stretches in midsummer, 
was the only geographic novelty in the landscape. 
Most of the inhabitants cherished the abiding 
conviction that sometime a railroad would come, 
and lead them out of their wilderness.
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Though most of the inhabitants had religious 
connections at various other places, they had 
none in Lytle City. The nearest church was St. 
Michael s, several miles east. The town had no 
religious exercises, except the private prayers of 
its inhabitants. No clergymen raised his voice 
there in public worship or admonition.

The inhabitants read few newspapers and 
books. The Chicago Times and the New York 
Ledger were the favorite city papers. Two county 
newspapers were read generally. One family 
gave the inhabitants access to Knight s History 
of England, Gibbon's History of the Decline and 
Fall of the Roman Empire, Shakespeare, GullT 
vers Travels, Robinson Crusoe, Mark Twain’s 
early books, various novels, Walker's American 
Law, Blackstone's Commentaries, and some simi
lar books. The Bible was in every home. Every 
family had a history of the United States, an 
almanac, and McGuffey’s school readers.

The Civil War left Lytle City more than its 
share of crippled men and intense post-war bit
terness of feeling toward “the Southerners”. Old 
soldiers went about in the dingy remnants of 
old blue army uniforms. Empty sleeves and 
crutches were common insignia of practical 
patriotism. Daily there were rehearsals of war 
tragedies and atrocities in “rebel prisons”. The
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town was steeped in fierce Union sentiment and 
patriotic prayers for retribution. The ‘‘rebellion’' 
was the ever-recurring topic of conversation, and 
the talk was ever abounding in such words as 
“secessionists”, “rebels”, “copperheads”, “south
erners”, “slaveholders”, and “traitors”.

There was nothing unusually interesting to the 
inhabitants of Lytle City. Old Man’s Creek sup
plied few and worthless fish and meager and 
muddy swimming holes in summer, and fragmen
tary and occasional ice in winter. Swimming, 
fishing, riding horseback, playing ball, and danc
ing in summer; sleighing, skating, and dancing in 
winter: hunting rabbits, squirrels, and prairie 
chickens in autumn were the diversions for men, 
women, and children. There was nothing from 
the outside world but the daily stage from Iowa 
City or Marengo, the mail, an infrequent travel
ing salesman, a wayfaring “prairie schooner” on 
its way west, an occasional visitor to one of the 
families, or an inhabitant returning from market.

In various spots near old Lytle City there was 
still in my early boyhood some patches of the 
original prairie, covered with tall, sharp, rank 
grasses, and colorfully adorned with wild flowers 
of gorgeous hues. The primeval undisturbed 
prairie in daytime, and the everlasting, undimmed 
star-lit sky at night, were the constant splendors
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of nature that were abundantly provided for the 
poorest inhabitant.

Lytle City was really little more than a small 
cluster of buildings and their expectant, unsettled 
occupants strung along both sides of a country 
road, which was alternately a trail of dust or a 
river of mud. Yet this temporary, miscellaneous, 
hopefully expectant aggregation existed thus, 
waiting for a railroad, from 1857 until 1884, 
twenty-seven years!

The mail was brought in by “stage” from Iowa 
City or from Marengo. The coach consisted 
of a three-seated spring wagon with a canvas 
top, drawn by two horses. It also carried light 
freight and passengers. A town sensation was 
the coming of the stage. This was the most avail
able opportunity for actual contacts with the out
side world. The stage came from the railroad 
and the telegraph, and brought occasional strang
ers as well as news.

The post-office was the only visible represen
tative of the federal government. It was a very 
small office. Once the postmaster was asked by 
the Postmaster General to explain a trivial postal 
delinquency. He replied that it was “caused by 
an assistant, an old man.” The Postmaster 
General ordered “the dismissal of the assistant 
at once”. The postmaster was then in great
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embarrassment, for the “assistant'’ was an owner 
of the store, where the post-office was kept, and 
he was also the father-in-law of the postmaster. 
The Postmaster General, when informed of these 
pertinent facts, subsided into permanent silence.

The country school at the edge of Lytle City 
was probably a typical “district school" of the 
time in rural Iowa. The thick brush around it, 
in the opinion of successive directors, rendered 
expenditures for the customary outhouses un
necessary. Long benches around the room were 
the seats for the pupils. One small blackboard 
was at one end of the room. One stove, which 
consumed several four-foot sticks of wood at a 
time and was always red hot, supplied heat in the 
winter. The pupils burned on one side while they 
froze on the other. Drinking water for the pupils 
was carried by them in buckets to the schoolhouse 
from a well six hundred feet distant. All the 
pupils had perpetual colds, and coughed inces
santly throughout the winter. When the pupils 
recited, they stood in a row lengthwise of the 
room. There were no grades. In arithmetic the 
pupils worked individually, the teacher going 
from pupil to pupil at their seats to give needed 
instruction. They were regularly in various stages 
of advancement in the different subjects, except 
reading, which was conducted in classes.
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Discipline was the chief matter for the teacher s 
attention. The pupils ranged in age from six to 
twenty-one years, and necessarily required several 
different kinds and intensities of mental and phy
sical control. Many of the older boys were very 
disorderly; some of them aroused the teacher to 
extreme physical effort. Most of the various 
teachers, both men and women, were patient, 
competent, and zealous, and earned the permanent 
respect and kindly remembrance of the pupils. 
But there were occasional exceptions. One 
teacher threw an ink bottle at a pupil. Another 
caused a young man to bare his back to repeated 
blows of a hickory stick that drew blood, and left 
the erring pupil weak and sick. The teacher’s lot 
was hard. It required more accomplishments than 
are expected of a modern college president.

Money was scarce at all seasons of the year 
among the farmers. Consequently the merchant 
operated his store on the credit plan; so that 
money was scarce with him too. Nor was there 
any definite plan for payment. But the customer 
was expected to pay as soon as he had the money. 
It was highly offensive to send a bill to a customer. 
Sometimes customers bought goods in Lytle City 
on credit when they had no money, and bought 
goods elsewhere for cash when they had money. 
The merchant had to acquire real financial genius
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to be able to sell his goods at a profit on credit, 
and recover timely payment for them to keep his 
credit good with his wholesaler.

But it should be said that while the merchant 
did this unlimited credit business from 1874 till 
1883, trusting substantially everybody, and that 
while he did not make his last collection till 1906, 
he lost not a cent of his charged accounts. In 
many cases interest was voluntarily added. Some 
of the accounts were paid by children of the 
original debtors. Widows often paid the debts 
of long deceased husbands.

In summer Indians were a common sight at 
Lytle City, wandering from their reservation at 
Tama on long begging trips — braves, squaws, 
boys, girls, papooses, ponies, bows and arrows. 
They shot arrows at targets for pennies, stared 
into the windows of dwelling houses, scaring 
women and children, and begged articles of food 
and apparel. The same Indians returned summer 
after summer.

A papoose had been buried on a farm near 
Lytle City, and Indians visited the grave every 
summer. The farm was sold, but the new owner 
could not be induced to take title while the grave 
was on the land; so the little body was moved to 
a cemetery in another town. One day the former 
owner’s house was unexpectedly flooded with
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indignant Indians, demanding explanations, 
apologies, sanctions, and reparations. The 
"grave robber" was suddenly stupefied, but he 
finally got his wits together, and took the rebel
lious Indians to the cemetery. There he displayed 
to them the grave of the papoose with its suitable 
headstone appropriately inscribed. The Indians 
walked aside inarticulate for a private conference. 
In a few minutes they returned, expressed their 
satisfaction, and signified peace. The "grave 
robber" again breathed freely.

In these days of hard roads it is impossible, 
for persons used to no others, to visualize the 
roads that we had to use at Lytle City. They 
were not prepared roads, but were miscellaneous 
strips of land abandoned to wagon traffic. They 
were deep in dust in dry seasons, and bottomless 
in mud in wet seasons. Little rain, little thawing 
in the spring, made a sea of sticky mud in which 
horses sank to their bellies, and wagons became 
so immersed that their wheels could not be turned 
without the use of pick and shovel. Such condi
tions were impediments to intellectual, moral, and 
industrial development.

Nor can anyone realize now, in this age of 
flying machines and automobiles, what an im
portant place in life at Lytle City horses occupied. 
Nearly everybody had the use of at least one
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horse. Our amusements, recreations, business, 
farming, industry, social intercourse, travel, trans
portation, and mail depended upon that noble 
animal. Horses were raised for all these uses, 
but also for racing, and especially for sale in the 
great cities. Matching horses for city teams was 
a bucolic profession. A beautiful horse, a fast 
horse, a big horse, a pedigreed horse, a horse of 
a particular size, color, and style was ever the 
object of somebody’s zealous search. Family 
horses were abundantly and affectionately treas
ured, and were pets for both children and adults 
alike; and their separation from the family life 
always caused genuine sorrow.

It was a difficult job to bring goods to Lytle 
City from the nearest railroad point, seventeen 
miles distant. They were hauled in wagons by 
horses from South Amana, through dust, mud, 
hot sun, or rain of summer, and cold or snow of 
winter. The round trip required a long day of 
sixteen to eighteen hours in the best of weather.

The country around Lytle City was thickly 
settled with farmers, who gave the town some
what voluminous and varied activity. Many of 
them were Irish immigrants, but there were also 
English, Germans, and Yankees. These people 
were, for the most part, conscientious, honorable, 
religious, generous, and industrious men and
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women, of little school education, but of natural 
ability and shrewdness. Some of the women were 
characterized by elements of real nobility, and 
nearly all of them by great loyalty to their family 
obligations. Many of these people, both men and 
women, are remembered with respect, some of 
them with feelings of real affection.

But all the pertinent facts must be told. Some 
of the men of the surrounding country, relatively 
only a few, were inordinately and conspicuously 
addicted to intoxicating drinks. They made Lytle 
City infamous throughout a wide territory on 
account of their malignant delinquency in that 
respect. Others were occasional offenders. The 
single saloon was the source of most of this mis
fortune. It supplied intoxicants to all applicants, 
regardless of their reputation, character, age, or 
condition. It was often filled with drunken men, 
continuing to drink, and engaging in noisy brawls. 
But in all of this unhappiness women were absent, 
except as sufferers and victims.

The literal truth about the conduct of these 
relatively few men is really quite unbelievable 
now. They frequently came to town, became 
intoxicated immediately by design, and kept in
toxicated for days, drinking whisky and beer 
together, and eating no food. Their horses, which 
brought them to town, were left hitched without
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feed or water, till some charitable inhabitant sup
plied them. Their families came to town to seek 
them, and, finding them, tried generally in vain 
to take them home. They lay drunk in the brush, 
fence corners, old boxes, barrels, and sheds. 
Sober, these unfortunate men were humane, 
gentle, and industrious; strong drink turned them 
into beasts and maniacs.

This general condition developed many special 
instances. A certain Fourth of July may be men
tioned. The day had worn along into the after
noon, with customary holiday exhibitions of dis
solute drunkenness. There was much hilarity in 
the saloon. Suddenly a crowd of drunken men 
burst out of it, yelling and striking one another, 
but with no apparent order or objective. Around 
them collected many others. All of them were 
soon joining in miscellaneous combat.

One big man clinched with another in the hot, 
dusty road. The partisan followers of each joined 
in the fight. Blood began to drip upon the ground. 
One man stabbed another. The injured man 
dropped in the dust. Another walked up to him 
and deliberately kicked him in the head, while he 
lay bleeding. Fighting continued over the pros
trate man. Blows and curses filled the air. Fin
ally some of the villagers went into the road, 
pulled the stabbed man from the trampling feet,



LYTLE CITY 25

carried him to the shade of a tree, and laid him 
on the ground. The village doctor came, and 
intermittently ministered to his patient, and drove 
the gaping, awe-stricken spectators away. The 
injured man lived to fight another day.

Sunday was always a lively day in summer. A 
crowd of men and boys regularly gathered from 
the surrounding country. They played baseball 
in a meadow, and ran horse races in the dusty 
road. The saloon was not closed on Sundays; 
and so the visitors congregated there. Drunken
ness and fighting regularly ensued. Sunday be
came a day of apprehension.

The priest at the church several miles down 
the road went about his parish on horseback. He 
heaped his just and continuous criticism on the 
dissolute conduct of those who made the village 
hideous; and they were afraid of meeting him 
there. Upon going through Lytle City, he always 
dismounted at the town s edge, and walked slowly 
through, leading his horse, the while reading his 
breviary. This was his method of showing his 
contempt for that disgraced village.

The farming community around Lytle City 
was spread over a wide territory. During the 
summer it was very inconvenient for the farmers 
to leave their fields to go to the town for neces
sities. The merchant who conducted the general
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store contrived a plan for taking his goods to 
them. He did this by making trips into the coun
try, with a specially designed wagon, five days 
a week. On each day he took a different but 
particular route; and thus each week he covered 
the whole territory of his customers.

The wagon started from Lytle City early in 
the morning and returned late at night. To every 
farmhouse, within a few minutes of the same 
time each week, it carried needed supplies to be 
traded for butter and eggs. It also brought the 
rural gossip, the news, and the farmer’s mail 
from the post-office, if he desired, thus making 
a sort of rural, free mail-delivery system long be
fore the beginning of the official one.

Paradoxically, ironically, and unexpectedly a 
railroad finally came to Lytle City, but it brought 
disaster. In 1884 the town’s death-knell was 
sounded by the coming of the Chicago, Mil
waukee and Saint Paul Railroad, a few miles to 
the west, running north and south between Marion 
and Ottumwa. Near-by the village of Parnell 
was established. To the new town the remaining 
disappointed inhabitants of Lytle City promptly 
moved, taking their very houses with them.

Thus ended Lytle City, after twenty-seven 
years of wistful, watchful waiting for a railroad, 
to be succeeded by forty acres of tall corn.

H arry Eugene Kelly



Glimpses of Iowa

Seventy-five years ago, in January, 1861, 
the nation was on the verge of war. South 
Carolina had seceded and other southern 
States followed her example. Iowa news
papers were plied with dispatches and com
ment upon the crisis. James Harlan made a 
masterly reply in the Senate to a resolution 
proposing recognition of secession, and 
Senator James W. Grimes, convinced that 
compromise was futile, proposed augment
ing the navy with ironclad vessels. Mean
while, the tenor of everyday events was un
disturbed. If the following local items that 
were printed in the papers revealed normal 
conditions, the pattern of life in Iowa, then 
as now, was composed of the character and 
conduct of common folks responding to the 
pressure of immediate circumstances.

N ew Y ear's D ay. — Omitting the religious 
part, nearly the same programme was observed 
here [Vinton] yesterday as on Christmas, end
ing, of course, with a “trip of the light fantastic 
toe" at the Shield’s House.
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Jesse Kennedy, of Jasper County, killed a hog 
New Year’s day, one year and eight months old, 
which weighed 631 pounds.

Last night [January 1, 1861] everybody was 
delighted with a beautiful phenomenon. Sur
rounding the moon was an immense circle, its 
lower edge resting on the horizon, whose general 
color was a clear white. Those portions of the 
circle which would be intersected by a line drawn 
horizontally across the Moon’s center, were bril
liant with the hues of the rainbow. Perpendicu
larly, there ran from the center of the Moon to 
each side of the circle, a broad track of light, 
while a similar one ran horizontally but unlike the 
first (which terminated at the edge of the circle) 
it extended many degrees beyond the circle on 
either side, and at each end expanded into a 
broad, luminous, fan-shaped body of light.

The question whether the United States can 
lawfully coerce South Carolina has been a good 
deal debated; why don’t some one take up the 
other part of the subject, and consider whether 
South Carolina can lawfully coerce the United 
States?

The volunteer companies of Burlington have

/
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offered to the Governor their services in case of 
a war. It gives us great satisfaction to notice so 
honorable a readiness to stand up in defence of 
the Union and the laws.

To A rms! — All persons interested in the for
mation of a good Military Company in Iowa City, 
are requested to meet at Market Hall on Saturday 
evening next, at 7 o’clock.

The Muscatine Journal assures its readers that 
secession is about played out. The Journal is not 
well posted, we fear, else it would have come to 
a different conclusion.

The Historical Society of this State held its 
annual meeting yesterday, January 8th, conclud
ing with a Festival of the members and “Old 
Settlers” of Johnson County. The address was 
delivered by Hon. Hiram Price of Davenport.

Rev. Edward Beecher, brother of Henry Ward 
Beecher, lectured before the Young Men’s Asso
ciation of Des Moines, a few days since. Subject 
— “The Destiny of the English Language, and 
those who speak it.”

Two or three dozen red men, squaws and
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papooses have taken winter quarters on the other 
side of the river, about a mile above Vinton.

A case has just been decided at Davenport in 
which Judge John Dillon held that intoxication 
cannot be punished under the statute of Iowa by 
a Justice of the Peace.

Two men were recently convicted of keeping 
gambling houses, at Anamosa, and one of them 
fined $150, and the other $250.

The frame work of the Depot of the Dubuque 
& Sioux City Railroad for Cedar Falls is all ready 
for raising. The main building is 30 x 100 feet, 
and will have a platform running around the 
whole, ten feet wide, making the structure 50 x 
120. A very good sized depot, but it will be none 
too large.

Prairie wolves are very plenty this winter, and 
seem to be in first-rate condition. Mr. Wells of 
Webster City trapped a big one a short time ago, 
which measured 5 feet 3 inches from the tip of 
his tail to the end of his nose.

The track of the Mississippi and Missouri 
Railroad is laid 5 miles west of Marengo.
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Money is being raised in Muscatine to contest 
the legality of the railroad tax levied upon the 
citizens of that county to pay the interest on rail
road bonds voted several years since.

There were 44,387 hogs packed at Keokuk up 
to the 12th of this month. The price ranged from
$5.00 to $5.50.

On the night of the 13th, a foundling was left 
at the door of Mrs. Dow, in East Waterloo. It 
died on the following evening.

Wheat was selling in Independence on Mon
day of last week [January 14] at 55 to 57 cents, 
and corn at 16 to 17 cents.

On Tuesday night of last week [January 15] 
we had one of the hardest snow storms that has 
visited this country for many years. The snow 
commenced falling a little after dark, accom
panied by a heavy wind, and continued until 
morning, reaching the depth of about 14 inches.

On Thursday night we had another storm, 
which lasted nearly all night, adding 8 or 10 
inches more of snow, making the depth in the 
timber where not moved by the wind, from 20 
inches to two feet. The roads were so filled with
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drifts last week, after the snow of Tuesday 
night, that they were almost impassable, and but 
little traveling has been done. At this writing, 
we have had no Eastern mail for a week, but are 
in hopes of receiving a batch to-night.

Fire was discovered last Tuesday night at 8 
o’clock at the City Market House [Oskaloosa]. 
It caught by the accidental fall of a stovepipe.

Butter and eggs are, just at this time, very 
scarce articles in this vicinity [Council Bluffs].

Mr. }. R. Middleton of Wright County would 
have received the first premium on Sorghum 
Molasses, from the State Agricultural Society, 
but for the fact that the proper entry was not 
made on the Society’s books.

Early Closing. — Most of our merchants in 
Dubuque have agreed, during the winter months, 
to close their stores at 7 P. M.

In consequence of the great scarcity of silver 
change some merchants of Iowa City have issued 
“shinplasters” of small denominations. They are 
made payable on demand, and are found very 
convenient.
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T he Sleighing. — Continues excellent, and it 
is being well improved. Sleds and sleighs of all 
sorts of shapes and styles are being constructed, 
upon which to navigate the ‘‘ocean of snow/'

Our sidewalks in Council Bluffs are at present 
in a condition very unfavorable to pedestrians. 
Being covered with ice, and very slippery, it is 
quite unpleasant walking, and requires no little 
care to keep “right side up,“ as the feet continu- 
ally manifest a disposition to “secede.”

Judge George G. Wright met with a serious 
accident on his return home from Des Moines 
recently. He was thrown from a sleigh, and 
knocked senseless; but he is now doing well.

Sarah Lee, a colored woman who was injured 
by the explosion of a camphene lamp at Musca
tine one day last week, died of her injuries.

A school teacher at Genoa Bluffs, Iowa County, 
was recently fined $25 and costs of suit, for 
severely chastening one of his scholars.

A man named Baker was arrested in Independ
ence, on the 12th, for beating his wife, and fined 
$10 and costs. Served him right.
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A Female Seminary has been located in Coun
cil Bluffs, commencing its first session on the 23d 
of the present month. The fact that Mr. }. B. 
Rue is to be the Principal is sufficient to ensure 
its success.

The Literary Society, which has been in opera
tion in our city [Winterset] for several weeks, 
meets regularly every Friday evening in the First 
Presbyterian Church, and we are informed it is 
in a flourishing condition. Questions are de
bated, essays read, and a paper, edited by the 
members, is read at every meeting of the Society.

Antoine LeClaire has presented St. Mar
guerite’s church of Davenport, a magnificent 
organ of French manufacture, costing some $1300.

A woman in Marion County recently gave birth 
to triplets. On three previous occasions she pro
duced twins. We hope they are all Republicans.

If anybody happens to be under the necessity 
of having an arm, leg, or the skull operated upon, 
Dr. C. C. Biser has a new case of instruments. 
Wonder if the editor of the Republican won t be 
‘ after’ having his skull made thinner.



Comment by the Editor
L O S T  C I T I E S

If some patriotic society should erect monu
ments to indicate the location of all the deserted 
villages in Iowa, the State would be strewn with 
the emblems of false hopes and the vagaries of 
fortune. In every county there are places which 
were once thriving communities, even incorpor
ated towns, that are now devoted exclusively to 
agriculture. Their names exist only in old records. 
A list compiled by David C. Mott in the Annals
of Iowa fills many pages.

During the first century of occupation by white 
men, hundreds of villages sprang up, flourished 
for a while, and then withered in the drought of 
commercial opportunity. The pioneers, full of 
great expectations, settled at potentially favorable 
spots and bided the time when Pleasant Hill. 
Hickory Grove, or Maryville would become a 
metropolis. But steamboat navigation of the 
inland river failed; the day of the local sawmill 
and grist mill passed; factories were located in a 
rival town; the coal mine was worked out; the 
county seat was removed; the hoped-for railroad 
never came or, being built, it passed by on the

35
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other side, and motor cars made larger towns 
accessible to country trade. For a multitude of 
reasons, promising villages were gradually aban
doned.

In the swift transition from prairie wilderness 
to cultivated fields and complex industry, for
tuitous circumstance was often the decisive factor. 
Changes in transportation, markets, crops, popu
lation, and types of opportunity occurred so 
rapidly that the best of plans were obsolete be
fore they could be realized. Precedent was a 
treacherous guide for men who staked their lives 
on such a vacillating future.

Lytle City, like many another prospective met
ropolis, was well conceived: yet it has vanished 
completely. Only the image of that typical 
country town lingers in the memory of a few 
people. There may be some comfort, however, 
in the paradox that “the sweetest memories in life 
are the recollections of things forgotten.“

J. E. B.
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