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THE PURPOSE OF THIS MAGAZINE

T h e  P a l im p s e s t , 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.

B e n j . F. S h a m b a u g h

Superintendent

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.

PRICE—10c per copy: $1 per year: free to members o f Society 
ADDRESS—The State Historical Society Iowa City Iowa



The Palimpsest
E D I T E D  B Y  J O H N  E L Y  B R I G G S  

V o l . X I V  I s s u e d  i n  N o v e m b e r  1 9 3 3  N o .  11

C O P Y R I G H T  1 0 3  3  B Y  T H E  S T A T E  H I S T O R I C A L  S O C I E T Y  O F  I O W A

The Burlington Comes

A  trium virate  of men —  a law yer, a financier, 
and  an eng ineer —  b ro u g h t the C hicago, B urling 
ton & Q u in cy  R ailroad  to Iow a. T h e  law yer, 
Jam es F red e rick  Joy, w as destined  to see his nam e 
become a synonym  for the en tire  B urlington  S y s 
tem. T h e  financier, John M u rra y  F orbes, gave to 
the B urlington a “ch a rac te r an d  s tab ility ” w hich 
d istinguished it sh arp ly  from m ost o ther ro ad s of 
th a t day . T h e  engineer, John W . Brooks, served 
as a d irec to r of the B urlington  for a  score of y ears  
and  as p residen t of the Iow a an d  N eb rask a  divi
sions. C o n stan tly  con fron ted  by  alm ost in super
able odds, B rooks proved him self “a perfec t N a 
poleon” as a m anager an d  engineer an d  w as a 
vital elem ent in the h isto ry  of the road.

T h e  com ing of the B urlington  to Iow a is rep le te  
w ith  thrilling incidents. A lthough  its co rpo ra te  
h istory  began  in Illinois, the prologue had  its in 
ception in the law  office of Jam es F . Joy in D etro it
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382 THE PALIMPSEST

in 1845. N e w  H am p sh ire  bo rn , a  g ra d u a te  of 
D artm o u th  C o llege  a n d  th e  H a rv a rd  L aw  School, 
Joy  h ad  com e w est to  D e tro it in 1836 to  practice 
law . W ith in  a  few  m on ths he saw  the  M ich igan  

leg is la tu re  ap p ro p ria te  m illions for ra ilro ad  con
s tru c tio n  ac ro ss  the S ta te . D u rin g  th e  ensuing 
y e a rs  the  M ich ig an  C en tra l w as  co n stru c ted  from 
D e tro it to  K alam azoo  w hile  th e  M ich ig an  S ou th 
ern  w as  bu ilt from  T o led o , O hio , to  H illsdale . 
T h e  pan ic of 1837 p a ra ly zed  fu rth e r construction , 
w h ereu p o n  a  loud clam or a ro se  fo r ea rly  com ple
tion of th e  ro a d s  by  p riv a te  cap ita l.

Joy w as  am ong those w ho  u rg ed  the  sale  of the 
p ro p e rty  to  a p riv a te  com pany. H e  found  an 
a rd e n t su p p o rte r  in John W . B rooks, a tw en ty - 
s ix -y ea r-o ld  eng ineer a n d  form er su p erin ten d en t 
of the  A u b u rn  an d  R o ch este r R a ilro ad . A lthough  
the  M ich ig an  C en tra l w as  in “ sh a b b y ” condition, 

B rooks a n d  Joy felt it w ou ld  be a  p rofitab le  in
vestm en t if it w ere  rebu ilt an d  com pleted  to Lake 
M ich ig an . B rooks acco rd in g ly  w en t ea s t in the 
fall o f 1845 in sea rch  of financial support.

F o rtu n e  led B rooks to  th e  coun ting-room  of 
John M u rra y  F o rbes, a  w ea lth y  B oston ian  w ho 
h ad  w on  a considerab le  fo rtu n e  in C h ina . F asc i
n a ted  b y  th e  p ro sp ec t o f sponso ring  a ra ilroad  
th ro u g h  the  M ich ig an  w ilderness, the  young 
financier ag reed  to su p p o rt th e  pro ject, and
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stra ig h tw ay  hired  D aniel W e b s te r  to d ra f t  a 
ch arte r th a t w ould  be accep tab le  to easte rn  capital.

W h e n  B rooks re tu rn ed  to secure the  app roval 
of the M ich igan  leg islature, he found the S ta te  
had  placed its ra ilro ad s  on the  barg a in  counter. 
T h e  M ich igan  C en tra l R ailro ad  C om pany  ag reed  
to buy the D etro it-K alam azoo  ro ad  for $2,000,000, 
bu t the successful consum m ation of this ac t rested  
on F o rb es’s ab ility  to ra ise  sufficient funds in six 
m onths to pay  for the p roperty .

F orbes p itched into his ta sk  w ith  enthusiasm . 
H is good judgm ent an d  in teg rity  quickly w on the 
support of easte rn  cap ita l an d  on S eptem ber 23, 
1846, the M ich igan  C en tra l took possession of its 
p roperty . F o rb es w as elected the  first p residen t 
and  Brooks w as appo in ted  superin tenden t. By 
the spring of 1849 the old ro ad  had  been rebuilt 
an d  ex tended  to N ew  Buffalo on L ake M ich igan . 
M ore  than  six million do llars  w ere  requ ired  in the 
purchase, construction , an d  equipm ent of th is line 
w hich still serves as  a m ain a r te ry  of travel to 
Iow a by  w ay  of C hicago.

Both F o rbes and  B rooks realized  th a t the ra p 
idly expand ing  traffic w as bound  to invite com pe
tition. Som e N ew  Y o rk  financiers had  purchased  
the M ichigan  S ou thern  road  an d  com m enced bu ild 
ing a round  Lake M ichigan . A t the sam e tim e a 
ra ilroad  w as pro jec ted  along  the sou thern  shore
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of L ake E rie  to  connect T o le d o  w ith  Buffalo, N ew  
Y ork . T h e  com pletion  of th ese  tw o  p ro jec ts  
w ou ld  give th e  M ich ig an  S o u th ern  an  a ll-ra il con
nection  be tw een  the  A tlan tic  sea b o a rd  an d  C h i
cago , th u s  re leg a tin g  th e  M ich ig an  C en tra l to  the 
position  of a p u re ly  local ro ad . T h e  d irec to rs  of 

th e  M ich ig an  C en tra l p ro m p tly  accep ted  the  cha l
lenge  b y  g ra n tin g  th e ir officers un lim ited  pow ers 

to  cope w ith  th is n ew  a n d  d an g e ro u s  rival.
It w as  Joy w h o  s tru ck  th e  first b low . T ra in e d  

to  d e tec t loopholes in legal docum ents, he found 
th e  c h a rte r  o f th e  N e w  A lb a n y  an d  Salem  “con
v en ien tly  v a g u e ” to  a llow  th a t so u th e rn  Ind iana  

ro a d  to  bu ild  a  “b ra n c h ” a ro u n d  L ake M ich igan . 
W h ile  B rooks w as  en g a g ed  in rac ing  th e  N o rth 
ern  In d ian a  con stru c tio n  fo rce  a ro u n d  Lake 
M ich ig an , Joy  so u g h t to  p ro cu re  an  en tran ce  into 
C h icag o  over th e  Illinois C en tra l track . In the 
litiga tion  th a t fo llow ed he o b ta in ed  the  serv ices of 
A b rah am  Lincoln an d  an  ag reem en t w as  reached  
w h ereb y  th e  M ich ig an  C en tra l p u rch ased  $600,- 
000 in Illinois C en tra l b o n d s as  the  price fo r the 
p riv ilege of using  th a t track . F in a lly , the  M ich i
g an  C en tra l s to ck h o ld ers  in v ested  heav ily  in the 
G re a t W e s te rn  of C a n a d a  in o rd e r to  ob ta in  di
rec t access to  th e  ea s t b y  w a y  of O n ta rio .

T h e  first th ro u g h  tra in  from  L ake E rie  en tered  
C h icag o  on M a y  21, 1852, over the  track  of the
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Illinois C en tra l. It w as  a  b rillian t v ictory  for the 
M ichigan  C en tra l. T h e  M ich igan  S ou thern  had  
been running  tra in s  from  In d ian a  into C h icago  as 
early  as A pril 22, 1852. A  th irteen  mile gap  in 
Indiana, how ever, p reven ted  it from  beginning  
th rough  service from  T o led o  until a  d ay  a f te r  the 
first th rough  tra in  of the M ich igan  C en tra l.

But the riva lry  betw een  the tw o  ro ad s  d id  no t 
stop a t C hicago. T h e  sm oke of ba ttle  had  h a rd ly  
cleared on this fro n t w hen  the M ich igan  C en tra l 
found the rival com pany subsid izing  an d  build ing  
the C hicago an d  R ock Island  R ailroad  to the 
M ississippi. W o u ld  the M ich igan  C en tra l accep t 
the challenge? D id  the  u ltim ate re tu rn s  on the 
capital invested  ju stify  the con tinuance of such 
devasta ting  com petition? T h e  M ich igan  C en tra l 
men looked to their financier for the answ er.

F orbes realized th a t the gold rush  to C alifo r
nia w as “ the d irec t cause of the construction  of 
four-fifths of the W e s te rn  ra ilw ay s’’ begun  a f te r  
1849. A nd  w hile he did no t minimize the  eco
nomic, political, an d  m ilitary  value of a tran sco n ti
nental ra ilroad , he w as convinced th a t the  rich 
prairies of Illinois an d  Iow a w ould  yield the ra il
road  investor his richest harvest. In 1852 F o rb es 
w ro te  E d w a rd  E v ere tt H a le  th a t “ the strong  
hands and  em pty stom achs of E urope, an d  the rich 
Dollar-an-acre P ra iries  of the W e s t ’’ m ust be
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b ro u g h t to g e th e r b y  business m ethods an d  ph ilan 

th ro p y . C a lifo rn ia” , he a sse r ted , “ is a  cy p h er in 
com parison , a m ere p ro d u cer of the  measure of 

value, n o t of value itse lf .” H e a rte n e d  b y  such 
g low ing  p ro sp ec ts , the  M ich ig an  C en tra l d irec to rs  

d e te rm in ed  to  ex ten d  the ir line w es tw a rd .
A s ch ief counsel fo r th e  M ich ig an  C en tra l, Joy 

w as  d e leg a ted  to  rum m age th ro u g h  th e  Illinois 

ra ilro a d  c h a rte rs  to find an  o u tle t to  Iow a. Since 
the  R ock  Is lan d  w as  a lre a d y  u n d e r construc tion  
a n d  the  Illinois C en tra l an d  the  G a len a  an d  C hi
cag o  U n io n  w ere  ex ten d in g  the ir lines in to  n o rth 
w este rn  Illinois, Joy scru tin ized  the  ch a rte rs  lead 
ing to  the  sou th w est. U n ab le  to  find a ro ad  tha t 
s tre tch ed  c lear ac ro ss  th e  S ta te , th e  resourcefu l 
Joy  h it upon  the idea  of com bining four ro ad s  th a t 
sp raw led  aim lessly  in a so u th w este rly  direction 
b e tw een  the  Illinois an d  M ississipp i rivers. T h ree  
of these  —  th e  A u ro ra  B ranch , th e  N o rth e rn  
C ross, an d  th e  P eo ria  an d  O q u a w k a  —  had  been 
in co rp o ra ted  in F eb ru a ry , 1849, b y  local cap ita l
ists. T h e  C en tra l M ilita ry  T ra c t  R ailro ad  had 
been  c h a rte re d  by  ira te  citizens of G a le sb u rg  on 
F e b ru a ry  15, 1851, w h en  the  P eo ria  an d  O q u a w 
ka w as  su rveyed . If the  c h a rte rs  of these  com
pan ies could  be am ended  to  perm it the w eld ing  of 
th e  term inals  to g e th e r so a s  to  give the  M ich igan  
C en tra l a d irec t run  in to  C hicago , the  com pany
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w ould have little to fea r from  its chief com petitor.
T h e  M ich igan  C en tra l m an ag ers  lost no  time in 

opening nego tiations. F o rtu n a te ly , they  found 
each road  in a recep tive m ood, for local cap ita l 
had  proven u tte rly  inadequate . Indeed , th ree  of 
the com panies had  a lre ad y  m ade overtu res for aid  
in the E a s t th ro u g h  such m en as C h au n cey  S. 
C olton of the C en tra l M ilita ry  T ra c t  R ailroad  and  
Jam es W . G rim es, a d irec to r of the P eo ria  an d  
O quaw ka. By ag reeing  to furn ish  the requ ired  
capital, the M ich igan  C en tra l secured  am en d 
m ents to their ch a rte rs  a t a special session of the 
Illinois leg isla tu re  in June, 1852, w hich included  
the desired  changes an d  m ade the p ro jec t accep t
able to conservative easte rn  investors. F o rbes 
im m ediately set to  w ork  ra ising  funds to  push 
active construction . H e  had  ac ted  none too soon, 
for some of the com panies w ere  a lre ad y  on the 
verge of being connected  w ith  the R ock Island  
and  w ould thus have been absorbed  by  the M ich i
gan Southern  in terests.

T h e  nucleus from  w hich the p re sen t-d ay  B ur
lington System  developed w as the A u ro ra  B ranch 
R ailroad , a com pany th a t had  been incorpora ted  
to build a single or double track  ra ilroad  from  the 
“tow n of A u ro ra ’ n o rth w ard  to  som e “eligible 

and  convenien t’’ point of connection w ith  the G a 
lena & C hicago U nion  R ailroad . C o n trac ts  on the
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A u ro ra  B ran ch  w ere  le t la te  in 1849 a n d  on S ep 
tem ber 2, 1850, the  ro ad  w as  opened  fo r business 
to  Junction  ( W e s t  C h ic a g o ) , tw elve  m iles d i
re c tly  n o rth  of A u ro ra . O n  O c to b e r 21, 1850, 
th ro u g h  tra in  serv ice w as  in a u g u ra te d  betw een  
A u ro ra  an d  C h icag o  over the  c ru d e  seco n d -h an d  

s tra p  ra il track s  of th e  A u ro ra  B ranch  an d  the 
G . & C . U . P a sse n g e rs  pa id  $1.25 for th is fo rty - 
tw o  mile trip ; p o ta toes, w h ea t, an d  shelled  corn 
w ere  tra n sp o r te d  for five cen ts  a bushel; o a ts  an d  
b u ck w h ea t fo r th ree  an d  a  ha lf cen ts; a n d  barley  
a t  fou r an d  a ha lf cen ts . T h e  tariff on flour and  
sa lt w as  six teen  cen ts  a ba rre l, w hile  lum ber could 
be sh ipped  fo r $1.50 p er th o u san d . T h e  equip 
m ent of the  A u ro ra  B ranch  a t th a t tim e consisted  
of a seco n d -h an d  locom otive an d  p assen g e r car 

to g e th e r w ith  tw o  fre ig h t ca rs  b o rro w ed  from  the 
G a len a  com pany. In 1933 the  equ ipm ent of the 
B urling ton , w hich  traces  its co rp o ra te  beg inn ings 
to  the A u ro ra  B ranch , inc luded  1300 locom otives, 
1200 p assen g e r cars, an d  60 ,000  fre ig h t cars.

A  num ber of ch an g es  w ere  m ade in th e  A u ro ra  
B ranch  c h a rte r  by  Joy. F irs t, the nam e of the 
co rp o ra tio n  w as  ch an g ed  to  the  C h icago  and  
A u ro ra  R a ilro ad  C om pany . N ex t, the new  o r
gan iza tio n  w as  perm itted  to increase  its capital 
stock  to a sum  no t exceed ing  tw o  million dollars. 
F in a lly , the  C. & A . w as  to  ex ten d  in a so u thw est-
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erly  direction from  A u ro ra  to  a po in t a t  least fif
teen miles n o rth  of La S alle w h ere  it w as  to in te r
sect the Illinois C en tra l an d  also  form  a junction 
w ith  the C en tra l M ilita ry  T ra c t  R ailroad . T h e

point selected, an  un inhab ited  prairie  in 1850, 
grew  in a tw inkling. O rg an ized  as a tow n in 1853, 
M endo ta  had  1800 in h ab itan ts  b y  1855.

T h e  first m eeting of the  C hicago  an d  A u ro ra  
stockholders w as held in C h icago  on July 6, 1852. 
T h e  d irec to rs an d  officers of the  A u ro ra  B ranch 
w ere re ta ined  in office, bu t the presence of Joy and  
Brooks on the d irec to ra te  signified the  influence of 
eastern  capital. T h e  stock of the com pany w as 
prom ptly over-subscribed , the C hicago  Democrat
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observ ing  th a t the  ro ad  w as  co n tro lled  by  a 
“ s tro n g e r a n d  w e a lth ie r” g ro u p  of cap ita lis ts  th an  
a n y  o th e r com pany . In th e  fo llow ing y ea r, 1853, 

Joy becam e p re sid en t o f the  ro ad .
C o n stru c tio n  b eg an  a t  A u ro ra  d u rin g  1852 an d  

th e  line w a s  com pleted  to  M e n d o ta  on O cto b er 
20, 1853, e ig h t d a y s  a f te r  th e  R ock  Is lan d  w as 
com pleted  to  Sheffield b y  th e  M ich ig an  S ou thern . 
T h e  tra c k  had  been  laid  w ith  a n ew  rail w hich  the 
com pany  deem ed “ fa r su p e rio r” to th e  o rd in a ry  T  

rail. T h e  C h icag o  Tribune w as  of th e  opinion th a t 
th is “co n tinuous o r com pound  rail, over w hich  the 
ca rs  roll, a s  sm ooth ly  a s  if it w ere  g la ss” , m ade 
th e  C . & A . th e  “m ost co m fo rtab le” ro ad  ou t of 
C h icago . B ran d  new  fre ig h t an d  p assen g e r cars 
an d  locom otives of “ u n su rp a sse d ” size an d  pow er 
h ad  a lso  been  acqu ired . W ith  fifty -e igh t m iles of 
tra c k  in op era tio n  w es t of L ake M ich igan , the 
M ich ig an  C en tra l w as  p re p a red  to  th ro w  the full 
fo rce of its en e rg y  in to  th e  developm ent o f the 
C en tra l M ilita ry  T ra c t  R ailroad .

T h is  com pany  h ad  o rig ina lly  p lan n ed  a  connec
tion w ith  the  old R ock Is lan d  an d  La S alle  R ail
ro ad . T h e  am endm en t to its c h a rte r  d a ted  June 
19, 1852, au th o rized  th e  C . M . T . to  co n stru c t a 
ro ad  from  G a lesb u rg  “ in a n o rth ea s te rly  d irec 
tion, on the  m ost d irec t an d  eligible rou te  to w ard s  
the  C ity  of C hicago , to  a po in t . . . on or n ea r
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the line of the C h icago  an d  Rock Island  R ailroad , 
or on or n ea r the  line of an y  o ther ra ilroad  or ra il
roads connecting  w ith  or ex ten d in g  to the said C ity  
of C h icago” . T h e  rou te  from  G alesbu rg  to M en - 
do ta  w as selected for its b eau ty  an d  fertility . “ If 
Illinois is the g ard en  spo t of the W e s t ,” the  C h i
cago Tribune of Jan u a ry  4, 1854, asse rted , “ the 
C en tral M ilita ry  T ra c t  is m ore certa in ly  the g a r
den spot of Illinois, an d  w hen  this road  is finished, 
piercing the ‘gard en  sp o t’ th ro u g h  its very  cen tre, 
it will b ring  to our city  an  am ount of trad e  an d  
travel g rea te r than  all th a t w e now  derive from  
the various ra ilro ad s  connecting  C hicago  w ith  the 
in terio r.”

A  prelim inary  estim ate by  eng ineer W illiam  P. 
W h ittle  on D ecem ber 1, 1851, had  pu t the cost of 
constructing  the proposed  C en tra l M ilita ry  T ra c t  
R ailroad  a t $13,224.80 per mile. A  p assenger an d  
freight depo t a t G alesbu rg  costing $2500 an d  
some first class p assen g er coaches costing $2000 
a tte s t the m odesty  of W h it t le ’s estim ates. Y e t 
w ithout m ore than  local support, the p rogen ito rs  
of the C. M . T . d id  ‘‘no t expect to ca rry  the en te r
prise to a successful issue” .

T h e  en trance  of the  M ich igan  C en tra l in to  the 
C. M . T . w as  follow ed by  the election of John 
W . Brooks to  the presidency . U n d e r his ab le 
direction the  road  w as com pleted an d  p laced  in



392 THE PALIMPSEST

o p era tio n  to  G a le sb u rg  on D ecem ber 7, 1854. In 

his re p o rt to  th e  s to ck h o ld ers  on A pril 2, 1855, 
B rooks listed  th e  sources from  w hich  construc tion  
fu n d s  h ad  been  derived . A  to ta l o f $727 ,111 .80  
h ad  been  ra ised  on th e  9861 sh a re s  of stock. O f 
th is am o u n t ea s te rn  cap ita lis ts  h ad  p a id  $541,925 
on 7225 sh a re s  w hile  w este rn  subscribers  h ad  a d 
v an ced  $185 ,186 .80  on 2636 shares. A lth o u g h  
th e  ro ad  h ad  been “ so fa r  com pleted  as to  be open 
to  public u se ’’, on ly  seven ty-five  d o lla rs  h ad  been 
ca lled  on each  one h u n d red  d o lla r sh are . D esp ite  
th is fac t o n e-six th  of th e  w este rn  sh areh o ld ers  
h ad  been  ab le  to  co n trib u te  an  av e rag e  of only  

42j/2 p er cen t on th e  am oun t called . A  to ta l of 
$1 ,491 ,000  in first an d  second  m o rtg ag e  bonds 
b ea rin g  seven an d  e igh t per cen t in te re st h ad  been 
sold  a t  a d iscoun t. S m aller item s listed  b y  B rooks 
b ro u g h t the  to ta l rece ip ts  to  $2,413,955.52 . 
A g a in s t th is sum  the  com pany  h ad  sp en t $2,299,- 
786.25 o r $28 ,747 .32  a  m ile for construc tion  an d  

equipm ent.
T h e  C . M . T . ea rn ed  $451 ,895 .49  in its first 

y e a r  of o p era tio n  end ing  A pril 30, 1856. T h e  roll
ing stock  consisted  of 19 locom otives, 6 first-class 
p assen g e r ca rs  an d  2 b a g g a g e  cars , 50 coal and  
51 p la tfo rm  cars, an d  116 house fre ig h t cars. T h e  
com pany  h ad  experim en ted  successfu lly  w ith  a  re 
bu ilt co a l-b u rn in g  locom otive an d  had  acco rd ing ly
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ordered  four new  coal-burn ing  engines. T h ese  
w ere “so co nstruc ted  as to bu rn  the sm oke” , thus 
avoiding one “serious ob jec tio n ” to  coal as  a fuel.

T h e  P eo ria  an d  O q u aw k a , w hich  had  been a u 
thorized to build  a ra ilro ad  from  P eo ria  to the 
“ tow n of O q u a w k a ” , served  as  the m eans of 
closing the final gap  in the  line to the M ississippi. 
O n  July 1, 1853, the C . M . T . had  a rra n g e d  to 
have this com pany locate its ro ad  w ith in  the so u th 
ern limits of G alesb u rg  in o rd e r to prov ide a  con 
nection to B urling ton . O n  O cto b er 3, 1854, the 
P. & O . m ade a jo in t co n trac t w ith  the C. Ô A. 
and  the C. M . T . leasing its ro ad  betw een  G a le s 
burg and  the M ississipp i fo r th ree  years  follow ing 
its com pletion. T h e  track  to E a s t B urlington  w as 
opened for traffic on M arc h  17, 1855.

T h e  arrival of the iron horse on the ban k s of the 
M ississippi opposite B urling ton  w as a p roud  event 
in the h isto ry  of th a t city. A  g ran d  celebration  
w as held on M a y  31st a t  w hich  the “b eau ty  an d  
fash ion” an d  “ch ivalry  an d  p o w er” of O ttum w a, 
A gency  C ity , Fairfield , M o u n t P leasan t, N ew  
London, K eokuk, D av en p o rt, an d  o ther Iow a 
tow ns m ingled w ith  the “ se lec ted” elegance and  
talen t of the E ast. A rriv ing  in ten  “ su p erb ” p as 
senger cars d raw n  by  the “ huge and  ga llan t iron 
horse” , the guests, am ong w hom  w ere Lew is 
C ass, S tephen  A . D oug las, an d  M ay o r Boone of
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C hicago , received  a  w arm  g ree ting  b y  th e  re 
cep tion  com m ittee h ead ed  by  G o v ern o r Jam es W . 

G rim es. T h e  evening  w as  d e lig h tfu lly  spen t in 
m usic a n d  d an c in g , speeches an d  feasting .

O n ly  one segm ent, th e  N o rth e rn  C ro ss  R ail
ro ad , rem ained  unfin ished . O rig in a lly  included  in 
th e  In te rn a l Im provem ent A c t of 1837, th e  old 
N o rth e rn  C ro ss  w as  p lan n ed  to  trav e rse  cen tra l 
Illinois b y  w a y  of Q u in cy  an d  Springfield . T h e  
first locom otive in Illinois w as  a lleg ed  to  have been 
p u t in serv ice on the e igh t m ile track  ru n n in g  ea s t

w a rd  from  M ered o sia  on N o v em b er 8, 1838. 
D u rin g  the  ensu ing  y ea rs , how ever, th e  ro ad  had  
ro tted  a w a y  an d  on F e b ru a ry  10, 1849, citizens of 
Q u in cy  an d  v icin ity  h ad  rev ived  the  title  an d  in 
1851 th is com pany  w as  au th o rized  to co n stru c t a 
b ran ch  line “ th ro u g h  th e  M ilita ry  B oun ty  T ra c t, 
an d  te rm in a tin g  a t the  m ost conven ien t an d  eli
gible po in t a t  o r n ea r the  so u th ern  term ination  of 
the  Illinois a n d  M ich ig an  C a n a l’’. T h is  ac t had  
been am en d ed  in 1852 to a llow  the  N o rth e rn  
C ro ss  to  connect w ith  a ra ilro ad  lead ing  in to  C h i
cago. O n ly  tw en ty  m iles h ad  been  com pleted 
n o rth  of Q u in cy  b y  Ja n u a ry  19, 1855, w hen  the 
M ich ig an  C en tra l took  ch a rg e . T h e  rem aining  
e ig h ty  m iles w ere  com pleted  b y  Jan u a ry  31, 1856.

It w as  n o t until 1864 th a t th e  w eb  of steel, upon 
w hich  the  Jo y -F o rb es-B ro o k s trium vira te  h ad  been
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spinning for a dozen years , w as  com pleted. By 
1855 Joy h ad  becom e p resid en t of bo th  the C h i
cago and  A u ro ra  an d  the C en tra l M ilita ry  T ra c t  
R ailroads. T w o  y ea rs  p rev iously  the  C h icago  
Democrat h ad  exp ressed  a hope th a t the  M ich i
gan C en tra l w ould  conso lidate  the nam es as well 
as the ro ad s  so th a t the ed ito rs  could “w ith  a 
single scra tch  of the p en ’’ let the people know  
w h a t they  w ere  ta lk ing  abou t. T h e  C h icago  an d  
A uro ra  w as inco rpo ra ted  as the C hicago, B urling 
ton and  Q u in cy  R ailroad  C om pany  on F eb ru a ry  
14, 1855. T h is  com pany abso rbed  the C en tra l 
M ilita ry  T ra c t  R ailroad  on July  9, 1856, u n d er 
the caption  T h e  C hicago , B urling ton  an d  Q u in cy  
Rail R oad  C om pany. O n  A pril 28, 1864, this 
com pany pu rchased  a t fo reclosure the N o rth e rn  
C ross w hich had  been prev iously  nam ed  the 
Q uincy  an d  C hicago. T h a t  portion  of the old 
P. & O . w hich had  been built betw een  P eo ria  an d  
E as t B urling ton  w as  acqu ired  in the g ran d  con
solidation of June 24, 1864, w hen  the com pany 
assum ed its p re sen t-d ay  title : C hicago, B urling 
ton ö  Q u in cy  R ailroad  C om pany.

W illiam J. P etersen



A  Scientific Tour

A sa  G ra y , one of the  g re a te s t sc ien tists  of the 
n in e teen th  cen tu ry , had  “ cu ltiv a ted  the  field of 
N o rth  A m erican  b o tan y , w ith  som e assid u ity , for 
m ore th an  fo rty  ye a r s ’ H e  h ad  rev iew ed  the 
v eg e tab le  hosts, an d  a ss ig n ed  to no  sm all num ber 
of them  th e ir nam es an d  the ir p laces in the  b o tan 

ical w o rld , b u t so fa r as  th e  W e s t  an d  the  M id d le  
W e s t  w ere  concerned , he h ad  been to  a g re a t ex 
ten t a  “closet b o ta n is t’’. N o t until he w as  six ty - 
one h ad  he seen the M ississipp i R iver o r “ set foot 
upon a p ra irie  ”. T h e n  he jo u rn ey ed  w estw a rd  
ac ro ss  the  M ississipp i an d  ac ro ss  the  co n tin en t to 
m arvel a t  th e  g igan tic  red w o o d s of C a lifo rn ia  and  
to  s tu d y  the  bo tan ica l b eau ties  an d  w o n d ers  of the 

reg ion  w est of th e  F a th e r  of W a te rs .
It w as  au tu m n  1872 w hen  P ro fe sso r G ra y  re 

tu rn ed . T h e  A m erican  A ssocia tion  fo r th e  A d 
vancem en t o f Science w as  m eeting  a t  D ubuque. 
A s p re s id en t of the A ssocia tion  a n d  fired w ith  a 
n ew  zeal fo r scientific field w ork , he sto p p ed  in 
Iow a to  a d d re ss  the  an n u a l m eeting  an d  to  inspire 
his fellow  sc ien tists  to ren ew ed  an d  ex ten d ed  ac 
tiv ities in th e  field of b o tan ica l research .

In a d d re ss in g  this m eeting  G ra y  b o rro w ed  a 

396
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simile from  his ow n profession  an d  likened his 
office to a  b iennial p lan t. T h e  p residen t, he said, 
“ flourishes for the  y ea r in w hich  he com es in to  
existence as p resid ing  officer. W h e n  the second 
year com es round , he is expected  to blossom  out 
in an  ad d ress  an d  d isap p ea r.’’ T h o se  w ho  heard  
him w ere quick to  ca tch  his m eaning, b u t they  
w ere aw are  th a t the fru it of a flower p erp e tu a tes  
its kind. It does n o t com pletely  d isappear. In 
like m anner, they  reso lved  th a t the flow ering fru it 
of so g rea t a scho lar —  the insp ira tion  of the cen 
tra l figure in the g a lax y  of scientists —  should  not 
be lost.

A t the close of the m eeting, in te rest in scientific 
research  an d  in excursions for bo tan ical s tu d y  had  
received a trem endous im pulse. N o r w as there  a 
lack of agg ressive  action. W h e n  it w as  suggested  
th a t Iow a afforded  a rich field of s tu d y  an d  th a t a 
p ilgrim age across the fertile  prairies w ould  pay  
high d iv idends in scientific know ledge, there  w as 
a quick response. A lm ost im m ediately  a  scientific 
excursion w as a rran g ed  to cross the S ta te  from  
D ubuque to S ioux C ity  an d  re tu rn .

T h e  exploring  p a r ty  consisted  of ab o u t fifty 
persons including m any  prom inent an d  active 
m em bers of the A ssociation , though  G ra y  ap p a r 
ently  w as no t am ong the num ber, an d  several ladies 
w ho had  been a tten d in g  the m eeting a t D ubuque.
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T h e re  w ere  five o r six  s ta te  geo log ists, a s  w ell as 
several em inent b o tan is ts , in th e  g ro u p  —  all in te r
ested  in the  s tu d y  of n a tu ra l h is to ry  an d  in the 
p u rsu its  of science. T ra n sp o rta tio n  w as  p rov ided  
b y  the  Illinois C en tra l R a ilro ad , an d  m any  induce
m en ts w ere  p re sen ted  to  m ake th e  excursion  bo th  
in te re stin g  a n d  p rofitab le  to  m em bers of th e  p arty .

T h e  exped ition  w as  u n d e r th e  d irec tion  of D r. 
C . A . W h ite , S ta te  G eo lo g is t an d  P ro fe sso r of 
G eo lo g y  a t  th e  S ta te  U n iv e rs ity  o f Iow a. F am il
ia r w ith  th e  g eo g rap h y  an d  geo logy  of the  S ta te , 
its  rivers, lakes, m ines, q uarries , an d  p ra iries, he 
w as  ab le  to  give to m em bers o f th e  p a r ty  valuab le  
in fo rm ation  upon  a w id e  v a rie ty  of sub jec ts. In 
deed , it is rep o rted  th a t “ in po in t of fact, D r. 
W h ite  lectured to his a tten tiv e  an d  in te rested  
au d ien ce  d u rin g  the en tire  jo u rn ey  of tw o  d ay s 
ac ro ss  th e  S ta te ” , an d  upon  th e  re tu rn  trip  a s  fa r 

as  F o r t  D o d g e , w h ere  he le ft th e  p a rty .
N o  unusual occurrences o r inc iden ts  of travel 

w ere  rep o rted  d u rin g  the  first p a r t o f the  journey . 
M em b ers  of the  p a r ty  w ere  im pressed , how ever, 
w ith  the  w id e  ex p an se  of unb roken  prairie . W i l 
liam W . W h e ild o n  in w ritin g  upon  th is sub ject 
re fe rred  to  “ th is n ew  an d  pecu lia r c o u n try ” as 
being  d es titu te  o f hills an d  vales, an d  fo rests  an d  
rocks —  “ those  fea tu res  w hich  in N e w  E n g lan d  
ch a rac te rize  th e  lan d sca p e” .
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F o rt D o d g e  an d  the su rround ing  co u n try  a f 
fo rded  to the exp lo rers "an  ex trem ely  in teresting  
region, bo th  h isto rically  an d  scientifically” . T h e  
citizens of F o r t D o d g e  w ere  "m ost generous and  
hosp itab le” in receiving an d  en terta in ing  the v isit
ing scientists. In the evening a recep tion  w as 
held, an d  the follow ing m orning w as devo ted  to a 
scientific exp lora tion  of the vicinity. M in es an d  
quarries, the fo rest an d  p ra irie  an d  river w ere  all 
exam ined. C arriag es  w ere  p rovided  by  local resi
den ts  for all m em bers of the expedition  an d  some 
of the m ore in terested  accom panied  the p a r ty  on 
its exp lorations. A m ong the places v isited w ere  
the lim estone quarries an d  kilns, the coal mines, 
the banks of the D es M oines R iver, L izard  C reek, 
and  "ch iefest of a ll” the fam ous gypsum  quarries, 
w idely  know n as " th e  b irthp lace  of th a t audacious 
im position, the C ard iff G ia n t” .

W h ile  in th is vicinity, D r. W h ite  in te rested  the 
p arty  in a descrip tion  of the gypsum  fields w hich 
w ere recognized  as the la rg est an d  m ost valuab le 
in the country , an d  the only  bed s of an y  econom ic 
value in this o r the  ad jo in ing  S ta tes. F o r t D o d g e  
gypsum  even in those ea rly  d ay s  w as know n for 
"its rem arkab le pu rity  an d  freedom  from  g r it” . 
M em bers of the p a rty  w ho w ere  no t fam iliar w ith  
the properties an d  charac te ris tic s  of gypsum  w ere 
in terested  in the  fac t th a t th is peculiar Iow a p rod -
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uct m ay  be hew n  w ith  an  ax e  o r a  h a tch e t, saw ed  
w ith  a  com m on w o o d -saw , a n d  th a t b lastin g  

holes, w h en  n ecessa ry , m ay  be m ad e  in it w ith  a 
c a rp e n te r’s au g er. T h e ir  in te re s t w as  in c reased  to 
am azem en t w h en  th ey  w ere  to ld  th a t a s  a  bu ild ing  
m ateria l gypsum  d isp lay s  qualities of g re a t e n d u r

ance, fo r “ th o u g h  it m ay  be cu t an d  d e faced  w ith  
a  penkn ife , it re ta in s  its  b eau ty  of co loring  an d  its 

d u rab ility  n ea rly  as  w ell a s  m arb le” .
R e tu rn in g  from  th e  gypsum  quarries , the  p a r ty  

p ro ceed ed  on its w a y  to S ioux C ity . T h e  rou te  
tak en  led th e  ex p lo re rs  “ over the  open  a n d  a p p a r 
en tly  b o u n d less  p ra irie , unbroken  b y  an  elevation  
an d  a lm ost un re lieved  b y  tree  o r sh rub , save the  
ra n k  w eed s  of th e  p ra ir ie” . F o r  m ore th an  fifty  
m iles th e  ra ilro ad  tra c k  “w as  a s  s tra ig h t as  an  
a r ro w ” . T h e  p ra irie  w as  n o t en tire ly  n ew  to  the 
p a r ty  “ excep ting  in its a p p a re n t b o und lessness; 
b u t still it seem ed s tra n g e  to  those  in w h o se  m inds 
‘th e  idea  of a w ild e rn ess  w as  ind isso lub ly  con 

n ec ted  w ith  th a t of a fo re s t’ ” .
T h e  p a rty , in te re s ted  in th e  scen ery  an d  in the 

even ts  a n d  in c id en ts  o f the  trip , a rriv ed  a t  S ioux 
C ity  a t  10:15  P . M ., on ly  to  learn  th a t th ey  w ere  
m ore th an  six  hou rs beh ind  schedule . A  public 
recep tion  h ad  been  p lan n ed  for m em bers o f the 
g ro u p  a t  fou r o ’clock in the a fte rn o o n , a n d  a p u b 
lic m eeting  w as  schedu led  fo r the  evening . B oth
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of these, w ith  w h a tev e r benefits m igh t have ac 
crued , w ere  lost bo th  to the  m em bers of the p a r ty  
an d  to  the  citizens w ho  p lan n ed  the  m eetings.

A ccom m odations fo r the  n ig h t w ere  p rov ided  a t 
the H u b b a rd  H o u se  —  “ a la rg e  an d  p rincely  ho
te l” . O n  the  follow ing m orn ing  m em bers of the 
p a r ty  w ere  d iv ided . V a rio u s  g ro u p s “ sallied  ou t 
in d ifferen t d irec tions a ro u n d  the  city , a n d  the  
w hole neighborhood  w as  v is ited ” . O n e  g roup  
crossed  the  Big S ioux R iver in to  the  T e rr ito ry  of 
D ak o ta , an o th e r crossed  th e  M issou ri in to  N e 
b rask a . Som e of the  p a r ty  crossed  the F lo y d  
R iver an d  looked in the  d is tan ce  upon  the  bluff 
below  the c ity  w h ere  S e rg e an t F lo y d  w as  buried , 
a lth o u g h  they  d id  n o t visit th a t point. M u ch  in 
te rest w as  show n in view ing the  bluffs a long  the 
river. T h e  geo log ists sp en t som e tim e v isiting the 
cretacious form ation  in th a t reg ion , w hile the  
ich thyo log ists  ob ta in ed  from  the  river a num ber of 
specim ens of sm all fish, an d  cap tu red  no t a few  
m oths an d  bugs.

In the evening  m em bers o f the  p a r ty  assem bled  
in the d raw in g  room s of the H u b b a rd  H ouse , com 
pared  no tes of the  d a y ’s explo its, a n d  received 
callers from  ab o u t the  city. A t an  ea rly  hour the 
com pany w as called  to  o rd e r b y  D r. W h ite  for a 
business session. A  reso lu tion  w as  ad o p ted  
thank ing  officials of the  Illinois C en tra l R ailroad
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fo r free  tickets from  D u b u q u e  to  S ioux  C ity  an d  
re tu rn . T h a n k s  w ere  also  ex p ressed  to  th e  citi
zens of S ioux  C ity  “fo r th e  a tten tio n  a n d  k in d 
n e s s ’’ b es to w ed  upon  m em bers of th e  A m erican  
A ssoc ia tion  fo r th e  A d v an cem en t o f Science, an d  
the ir frien d s  a n d  assoc ia tes. A fte r  th e  conclusion  
of th e  bu sin ess  session  the  rem ain d er of th e  eve
n ing  w as  sp en t in a  social w ay .

U p o n  th e  re tu rn  trip , th e  sc ien tis ts  s to p p ed  
ag a in  a t F o r t  D o d g e . T h e  tw o  fo llow ing d ay s  
w ere  d ev o ted  to  a side  trip  to  D a k o ta  C ity  and  
S p rin g v a le  (n o w  H u m b o ld t) . A t S p rin g v a le  the 
sc ien tis ts  v isited  H u m b o ld t C o llege  an d  in the  
evening  w ere  edified an d  en te rta in ed  b y  a lectu re  
on “F ish e s” . T h e  sp eak er p resen ted  his sub jec t in 
a p o p u la r an d  in te re stin g  m an n er —  telling  m any  
“fish s to rie s” an d  illu stra tin g  his ta lk  ‘‘w ith  living 

spec im ens” tak en  from  the D es M oines R iver.
W h ile  the  p a r ty  w as  a t D ak o ta  C ity  m em bers 

o f the  g ro u p  v isited  q u arries  an d  lime kilns, an d  
in th e  evening  a tte n d e d  a lec tu re  on the  “O rig in  
of the  R aces of M e n ” . T h e  sp eak er su p p o rted  the 
biblical acco u n t of crea tion  an d  ex p ressed  view s 
w hich  w ere  ad v e rse  to  the D arw in ian  specu la tions 
of th a t d ay . F rom  D ak o ta  C ity  the  p a r ty  re 
tu rn ed  to  D u b u q u e  w h ere  the  exped ition  ended .

T h u s , in a little  m ore th an  a w eek  of trave l an d  
en te rta in m en t, a g ro u p  of p rom inen t scien tists had
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stud ied  the  open book  of n a tu re  as  th ey  crossed  
an d  recrossed  a g re a t p ra irie  S ta te . T h e y  h ad  v is
ited m any  localities of h isto rical a n d  scientific in 
terest. T h e y  had  m easured , as  fa r  a s  th e  eye 
could reach , “ the  a lm ost boun d less  b eau ties  of th e  
p ra irie s’’, an d  h ad  n o t in freq u en tly  m arvelled  a t 
the richness of the  soil.

T h e  jo u rn ey  h ad  sp ru n g  from  the  influence of 
A sa  G ray . Like a  b iennial p lan t he h ad  “b los
som ed o u t“ in an  ad d ress , an d , like th e  frag ran ce  
of the  flower, the  in sp ira tion  of his exam ple h ad  
sp read  to o thers, teach ing  w h a t som e of them  had  
scarcely  d ream ed  before . Iow a is n o t a w ide  w il
derness, b u t a g rea t an d  g row ing  ag ricu ltu ra l 
S ta te  —  a veritab le  lab o ra to ry  for th e  scientist, 
w here, in the  flow ers an d  the  trees, on th e  p ra iries  
an d  am ong the  hills, the  lessons of n a tu re  a re  
w ritten  so c lea rly  th a t “ he w ho  ru n s m ay  re a d ’’.

J. A . Swisher



Restless Farmers

This statement of the conditions of agricul
tural depressions fifty years ago, prepared for 
the Palimpsest by Geo. F. Robeson, has 
been derived mainly from H. C. Nixon s 
“Populist Movement in Iowa” in T h e  Iow a 
Journal of H is to ry  an d  Po litics, Vol. 26, 
published in January, 1926. —  T h e  E d ito r.

T h e  “ p ligh t of the  fa rm ers” is a com m on phe
nom enon in th e  social h is to ry  of A m erica. A g ri
cu ltu ra l d ep ress io n s  have o ccu rred  w ith  in c reas 
ing  freq u en cy  since the  p assing  of th e  fron tier, 

an d  of cou rse  the  locale o f th e  problem  has been 
chiefly in th e  M id d le  W e s t  —  the g re a t food 

lab o ra to ry  of th e  nation .
D u rin g  th e  y ea rs  p reced ing  1880 the  p ro d u c 

tion of w h e a t an d  corn  “alm ost doub led  in Iow a. 
T h is  situa tion , how ever, w as  n o t en tire ly  local. 
B oth a t hom e an d  ab ro ad  the  increased  com peti
tion for m ark e ts  inev itab ly  caused  the  price of 

g ra in s  to  fall.
A s a  re su lt th e re  w as in the  eigh ties a no tice 

ab le  ag ricu ltu ra l tran sfo rm atio n . D u rin g  the  dec 
ad e  follow ing 1880, w h ea t p roduction  “declined
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by n ea rly  th re e -fo u rth s” , a n d  “ h u n d red s  of th o u 
san d s of w h ea t a c re s” in Iow a w ere  d evo ted  to  
hay  as “ca ttle  herd in g  gave  w ay  to  ca ttle  fe ed 
in g ” . In som e reg ions d a iry in g  su p p lan ted  w h ea t 
p roduction , w hile in o th ers  hog, ca ttle , an d  horse  
ra ising  becam e prim ary . “T h e  hog follow ed corn  
in the w es tw a rd  m ovem ent” , an d  Iow a w as tak ing  
the lead  in the p roduction  of bo th .

N o t on ly  w ere  the  prices of ag ricu ltu ra l p ro 
duce ad v e rse ly  affected  b y  the  rap id  increase  in 
m arketing  g ra in  an d  anim als, b u t b y  a new  com 
petition in the  field of science. T h e  price of hogs 
w as affected  by  the  developm ent of com m ercial 
substitu tes for la rd  an d  the  d a iry  in d u s try  w as  
in jured  by  the p roduction  of o leom argarine. Y e t 
desp ite  these  fac to rs  Iow a farm s “w ere  increasing  
in v a lu e” . Indeed , it m ay  be said  th a t farm ing in 
Iow a w as becom ing m ore an d  m ore a “m atte r of 
capital, business, an d  scientific m eth o d .” F arm  
m achinery  a lone had  b y  1890 reached  an  esti
m ated value of over $136,000,000.

T h is  developm ent w as  accom panied  ra th e r  n a t 
u rally  by  an  increase  in farm  ten an cy  an d  in d eb t
edness. By 1890 ten an ts  constitu ted  alm ost th irty  
per cen t of Io w a’s farm  fam ilies. F u rth erm o re , 
farm ers “occupying  encum bered  farm s in their 
ow n nam e m ade up an  add itio n a l 37.53 per ce n t” . 
T h a t farm  indeb ted n ess  w as  m ounting  is a lso  evi-
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d en ced  by  th e  fac t th a t d u rin g  th e  d ecad e  p rio r to 
1890 a h a lf m illion m o rtg ag es  w ere  execu ted  to  an 
am o u n t o f m ore th an  one-fifth  of th e  estim ated  

v a lu e  of th e  lan d , includ ing  im provem ents. O n e  
estim ate  in 1890 w a s  th a t fo rty -sev en  per cen t of 
th e  tax ed  lan d  in th e  S ta te  w a s  u n d e r m ortgage . 
A n d  d eb ts  o f cou rse  m ean an  especially  b u rd e n 
som e fixed ch a rg e  of in terest.

M ean w h ile  p ro d u ce  prices d u rin g  the  decad e  
end ing  in 1890 seem ed to  sag  w ith  each  passing  
y ea r; corn  d ro p p in g  from  fo rty -fo u r  to  n ineteen  

cen ts , w h e a t from  one d o lla r an d  six cen ts  to 
s ix ty -th ree , ca ttle  declined  over th ir ty  per cent 
from  1885 to  1890, w hile hogs sold low er th an  a t 

a n y  tim e since 1879.
C lea rly  th e  Iow a fa rm er w as  in som ething  of a 

“ p lig h t” d u rin g  those  y ears . E v ery th in g  seem ed 
ag a in s t him a n d  his in te rests . T h e  dec rease  in 
farm  p ro d u ce  prices m ean t an  increase  in the 
“com m odity  v a lu e” of d eb ts  an d  w ag es, since 
th ese  did  n o t fluctuate  w ith  prices.

T h e  decline in ag ricu ltu ra l com m odity  prices 
w as  n o t due  en tire ly  to over-p roduction . T h a t  
w ould  have been  b ad  enough. B ut the  belief w as 
cu rren t th a t the  dep ression  w as  due  in a la rg e  p a rt 
to  “ com binations on the  p a r t of those w ho  h and led  
ag ricu ltu ra l p ro d u c ts  or p rov ided  im portan t item s 
for the fa rm er” . C hief am ong these  “com bina-
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tio n s” w ere  said  to be the “big fou r"  —  m eat 
packers, the  union stock  y a rd s , th e  line e leva to r 
com panies, a n d  th e  ra ilro ad s. T h u s  w as the  
farm er affected  as a seller. A s a b u y er the fa rm er 
had  to con tend  w ith  the  b a rb ed  w ire  “ sy n d ica te” , 
the b in d er tw ine “ tru s t” , an d  the  farm  m achinery  
“com bine” . In ad d itio n  he believed th a t the  in 
su rance  “in te re s ts” also  d iscrim inated  ag a in s t him.

B ut above all the fa rm ers felt ag g riev ed  to w ard  
the ra ilro ad s. F o r  th is v iew  th e re  w ere  several 
reasons. In  the  first p lace the  ra ilro ad s  w ere  a l
leged  to have been the  rec ip ien ts of “ d o n ations 
an d  exem ptions” to  the  ex ten t of fifty  million do l
lars in Iow a alone an d  th a t tra c ts  of land  am o u n t
ing “ to  m ore th an  one-e igh th  of the  a rea  of the 
S ta te ” had  been a llo tted  to them . T h en , too, it 
w as  felt th a t the ra ilro ad s  w ere  no t pay ing  the ir 
just sh are  of tax es —  having  “one valuation  for 
incom e an d  an o th e r fo r ta x a tio n ” . M oreover, 
some counties “w ere  s tru g g lin g  u n d e r heavy  loads 
of bond  taxes, levied tw enty-five  y ea rs  ago , to  aid  
ra ilw ays, of w hich  n o t one fo o t” had  been built.

T h e  people w ere  convinced th a t th ey  w ere  be
ing explo ited  by  the ra ilro ad s  th ro u g h  escape of 
taxa tion  an d  ex o rb itan t ra tes . In 1887, a y ea r of 
d rou th  in Iow a, the n e t incom e of the  ra ilro ad s in 
this S ta te , am ounting  to $13,000,000, w as  one- 
th ird  of the value of the  corn  crop  an d  th ree  mil-
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lion d o lla rs  m ore th an  th e  v alue  of th e  w hole  

w h e a t crop .
B ut th e  Iow a fa rm er w as  n o t on ly  incensed  th a t 

ra te s  w ere  such  th a t  “ he h ad  to  g ive one ca r of 
co rn  to  p ay  fo r th e  tran sp o rta tio n  of a n o th e r to 
C h ic a g o ’’, b u t he com plained  b itte rly  of th e  ch a rg e  
of “ from  $60 to  $80 from  W e s te rn  Iow a, w h en  it 
is u n d e rs to o d  th a t ca rs  from  po in ts still fa rth e r 
w e s t” w ere  tak en  r ig h t by  his d o o r to  som e ea s t
ern  po in t fo r co n sid erab ly  less.

It w as  com m on k n o w led g e  th a t th e  ra ilro ad  in 
te re s ts  w ere  p lay in g  a p rom inen t p a r t  in th e  poli
tics o f the  S ta te  a s  w ell a s  in its econom ic devel
opm ent. T h e  p ow er of the  ra ilro a d s  w as  fu rth e r 
au g m en ted  b y  close re la tio n s w ith  th e  press. 
“ F ree  p asses  a n d  m ileage co n trac ts  for ad v e rtis 
ing w ere  im p o rtan t item s w ith  n ew sp ap e r m en in 
those  d ay s , a s  w ere  passes  fo r im p o rtan t sh ippers, 
po litic ians, a n d  office-holders in g en e ra l.” T h e  
p ligh t of th e  fa rm ers  seem ed hopeless indeed .

A n d  still the  p re ssu re  of declin ing  ag ricu ltu ra l 
prices w en t on, in tensified b y  co rp o ra te  d ic ta to r 
ship, an  un re liab le  p ress, an d  political p arties  d ea f 
to  the  p leas of the  d ep ressed . T a x a tio n  w as  con
s ta n tly  increasing , th e  a g g re g a te  am oun t ra ised  
fo r S ta te  an d  local pu rposes hav ing  risen  from  
eleven m illion d o lla rs  in 1881 to  fifteen million in 
1889, tw o -th ird s  of w hich  fell upon  farm s.
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A ll th ro u g h  th is critical period  of Iow a h is to ry  
—  the eigh ties an d  ea rly  n ineties  —  ru ra l w ea lth  
w as increasing . Still th e  feeling p ersis ted  am ong 
Iow a fa rm ers th a t th ey  w ere  n o t g e ttin g  w h a t th ey  
rea lly  dese rved . A s ex p ressed  in one n ew sp ap er 
of the tim e the  Iow a fa rm er “ is ab o u t the on ly  
m an th a t is in com petition. N e a r ly  every th ing  
else is in com bination .’’

T o  cope w ith  these  d ish ea rten in g  conditions, 
the fa rm ers o f Iow a an d  the  M id d le  W e s t  du ring  
the eigh ties launched  various coopera tive  o rg an i
zations. T h e  G ra n g e  w as  revived  an d  the  eigh t 
locals of 1885 in creased  to  fifty -tw o  by  1890. 
Som e of the  old  g ra n g e  sp irit w as  a lso  ca rried  
over in to  the  new  o rg an iza tio n s, one of w hich  w as  
the Iow a F a rm e rs ’ A lliance, fo rm ed in D es 
M oines on Jan u a ry  12, 1881, to  p ro tec t the fa rm 
ers ag a in s t “c lass leg islation , m onopoly, an d  
sw in d ling ’’.

T h is  S ta te  F a rm e rs ’ A lliance w as  officially in 
terlocked w ith  th e  F a rm e rs ’ P ro tec tiv e  A ssoc ia 
tion w hich  w as  o rg an ized  th ree  m onths la te r for 
the pu rpose of fighting the  b a rb ed  w ire  tru st. 
A . B. C um m ins becam e chief a tto rn e y  fo r the 
A ssociation , an d  a  “ free fa c to ry ’’ w as  estab lished  
in D es M oines to  m an u fac tu re  w ire  “ for sale  a t 
reasonab le  p rices.”

O u t of th e  F a rm e rs ’ A lliance a lso  g rew  farm -
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e rs ’ m utual in su ran ce  o rg an iza tio n s . B y 1886 
“ab o u t half o f th e  co u n tie s” h ad  such  o rg a n iz a 
tions, an d  th ree  y ea rs  la te r th e re  w ere  “ one h u n 

d re d  a n d  s ix teen  m utual fire a n d  to rn ad o  in su r
an ce  com panies, com posed la rg e ly  of fa rm ers” , 
h an d lin g  o n e-sev en teen th  of the  to ta l non-life  
in su ran ce  b usiness of the  S ta te . F a rm e rs ’ coop 

era tiv e  e lev a to rs  a n d  sto res  w ere  a lso  set up.
T h a t  ru ra l d issa tis fac tio n  w o u ld  tu rn  in to  po lit

ical ch an n e ls  w as  n a tu ra l an d  inev itab le . T h e  
Iow a G reen b ack  p a r ty  h ad  becom e th e  “ partia l 
h e ir” o f the  A n ti-M o n o p o ly  p a r ty  of the  G ra n g e r  

period . In d eed , th e re  w as  som e con tin u ity  of 
lead e rsh ip  a n d  personnel “ from  the  A n ti-M o n o p 
o ly  p a r ty  th ro u g h  th e  G reen b ack  p a r ty  to  the 
P o p u lis t p a r ty  —  th e  real political o rg an  of the 
d isaffected  ru ra l reg ions w hich  reach ed  a clim ax 
in the  ea rly  n ineties. M a n y  rem edies fo r the  eco
nom ic ills w ere  p ro p o sed  —  inflation of the  cu r
rency , free  co inage  of silver, w ith d raw a l of privi
leges from  co rp o ra tio n s, incom e tax a tio n , g overn 
m ent loans to  liqu id a te  m o rtg ag es, an d  above all 
m ore political con tro l b y  th e  people. T h e  list, w ith  
th e  excep tion  of the  last item , seem s rem arkab ly  

fam iliar.



Comment by the Editor

THE CONQUERING RAILROADS

R ailroad  bu ild ing  du rin g  the  th ird  q u a rte r  of 
the last cen tu ry  w as  a g lorious ad v en tu re . M en  
of vision saw  an  o p p o rtu n ity  to  tran sfo rm  a  v as t 
w ilderness in to  p ro d u c tiv e  C om m onw ealths. 
G re a t cities, teem ing w ith  popu la tion  an d  hustling  
w ith  in d u stry , sp ran g  up  a t the  c ro ssro ad s  of com 
m erce; w hile  from  n o rth  to  sou th  a n d  eas t to  w est 
across the  b ro ad  valley  of the  M ississipp i sp read  
the checkered  fields of co tton , corn, an d  o ther 
g rain . M en  of w ea lth  perceived  unm inted  fo r
tunes in con stru c tin g  con tinen ta l tran sp o rta tio n  
system s. H e re  w as  a chance  for m en of co u rag e  
to s take  their m oney, skill, a n d  rep u ta tio n  on the 
conquest of the  p rairies, an d  w in an  em pire.

T h e re  can  be no  d o u b t of th e  trem endous influ
ence of the  ra ilro ad s  upon the  developm ent o f the  
W e s t. It took a h u n d red  an d  fifty  y ea rs  fo r se t
tlem ent to  reach  the  A p p a lach ian s. A n o th e r half 
cen tu ry  w as  consum ed in push ing  the  fro n tie r to 
the M ississipp i, even th ough  th e  rivers flowed in 
the rig h t d irection  to  p rov ide conven ien t rou tes of 
travel. B ut w ith in  the  n ex t fifty  years , in sp ite  of 
m ountain  b a rrie rs  an d  d ese rt spaces, the  fro n tie r
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w as  elim inated  en tire ly . U n d e r  the  lead ersh ip  of 

th e  ra ilro ad  bu ilders , th e  d e lib e ra te  ad v a n ce  of the 
se ttle rs  becam e a  h ead lo n g  ru sh  of specu la to rs. 
T h e  locom otive o u td is tan ced  the  covered  w agon . 
T o w n s  w ere  p lan n ed  b efo re  th e  in h ab itan ts  a r 
rived ; a n d  the  m eans of m arke ting  ag ricu ltu ra l 
p ro d u ce  w ere  p ro v id ed  b efo re  the  p ra irie  sod  w as 

b roken .
B u t th e  rap id  g ro w th  of the  W e s t  w as  not, 

p e rh ap s , an  u n m itiga ted  benefit. It w a s  g rea t 
sp o rt w h ile  it la s ted ; an d  as an  exam ple  of busi
ness fo resigh t, indom itab le  pu rpose , a n d  tireless 
en e rg y  it is u n p ara lle led  in hum an  achievem ent. 
Y e t s tu d e n ts  of w es te rn  h is to ry  su g g es t th a t the 
p ra irie  S ta te s  w ere  p o p u la ted  too  fa s t to  perm it 
social an d  econom ic ad ju stm en ts . T h e  bew ildered  
people, co n fro n ted  w ith  s tra n g e  problem s th a t 
th ey  d id  n o t fu lly  com prehend , so u g h t relief from 
the ir d is tre ss  in political action . T h e  v arious a g ra 
rian  m ovem ents in th e  seventies, e igh ties, an d  
n ine ties  w ere  th e  inev itab le  consequences of the 
p rocess b y  w hich  the  W e s t  w as  red u ced  to  culti

vation .

J. E . B.



T H E  STATE H IS T O R IC A L  SO C IE T Y  

O F  IO W A

Established by the Pioneers in 1857 
Located at Iowa City Iowa

PUBLICATIONS OF THE SOCIETY

The Quarterly Journal o f History 
The Palimpsest— A monthly magazine 
The Public Archives Series 
The Iowa Biographical Series 
The Iowa Economic History Series 
The Iowa Social History Series 
The Iowa Applied History Series 
The Iowa Chronicles of the World War 
The Miscellaneous Publications 
The Bulletins of Information

MEMBERSHIP

Membership in the State Historical Society may 
be secured through election by the Board o f  
Curators. The annual dues are $3.00. Members 
may be enrolled as Life Members upon the pay
ment of $50.00.

Address a l l  Communications to

T h e  S t a t e  H is t o r ic a l  S o c ie t y

Iowa City Iowa


