
Road Administration
A d m in is tra t iv e  re fo rm s , w h ic h , it w a s  h o p e d , 

w o u ld  re s u l t  in  m o re  effic ien t ro a d  w o rk , m o n o p o 

liz e d  th e  a t te n t io n  o f th e  e a r ly  g o o d  ro a d s  m o v e 

m en t. T h e  ch ie f  o b je c t  o f  th e  re fo rm s  w a s  to  

a c h ie v e  a  g r e a te r  d e g re e  o f  c e n tra liz e d  c o n tro l o f 

th e  ro a d s . A f te r  th e  fe d e ra l  g o v e rn m e n t a n d  p r i 

v a te  tu rn p ik e  c o m p a n ie s  c e a se d  to  e x e rc ise  m u ch  

in flu en ce  u p o n  ro a d  p o licy  in  th e  1 8 5 0 ’s th e  s ta te s  

p e rm itte d  th e  ro a d s  to  fa ll e n tire ly  u n d e r  th e  a d 

m in is tra tio n  o f lo ca l g o v e rn m e n ta l u n its . N o t  u n 

til th e  e n d  o f th e  c e n tu ry  d id  th e  s ta te s , le d  b y  

N e w  J e rs e y  in  1891 , b e g in  to  a s su m e  a  re s p o n s i 
b ility  fo r  th e ir  h ig h w a y  sy s te m s .

In  Io w a  in  th e  e a r ly  1 8 8 0 ’s th e  s ta te  g o v e rn 

m e n t e x e rc is e d  n o  a d m in is tra t iv e  c o n tro l o v e r  th e  

ro a d s . C o u n ty  su p e rv iso rs  h a d  th e  a u th o r i ty  to  

d e te rm in e  lo c a tio n s  o f n e w  ro a d s , to  c h a n g e  th e  

c o u rse  o f e x is tin g  ro a d s , a n d , in  c e r ta in  in s ta n c e s , 

to  lev y  a  c o u n ty  b r id g e  ta x . T o w n s h ip  tru s te e s  

e a c h  sp r in g  d e te rm in e d , w ith in  p re s c r ib e d  lim its, 

h o w  g re a t  a  p ro p e r ty  ta x  w a s  to  b e  lev ied  to  s u p 

p o r t  th e  to w n s h ip  ro a d s  d u r in g  th e  co m in g  se a so n , 

a n d  h o w  m u ch  o f th is  ta x  co u ld  b e  p a id  w ith  la b o r  

r a th e r  th a n  w ith  c a sh . In  th e  fa ll th e y  d iv id e d  th e  

to w n sh ip  in to  a s  m a n y  ro a d  d is tr ic ts  “ a s  th e y  m a y
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d eem  n e c e s s a ry  fo r  th e  p u b lic  g o o d . E a c h  d is 

tr ic t , in  tu rn , h a d  a  ro a d  s u p e rv is o r  w h o  w a s  e le c t

ed  a n n u a l ly  b e fo re  1880, b ie n n ia lly  th e re a f te r .  

T h e  s u p e rv is o r  w a s  th e  official a c tu a l ly  in  c h a rg e  

o f th e  r o a d s  s in c e  h e  s p e n t  th e  m o n e y  a n d  d ire c te d  

th e  ro a d  w o rk , w h ic h  w a s  p e r fo rm e d  b y  m en  

w o rk in g  o u t th e ir  ro a d  ta x e s .

T h e r e  w a s  so m e  log ic  to  th is  sy s te m  in p io n e e r  

d a y s  w h e n  v ir tu a l ly  th e  o n ly  u se  m a d e  o f th e  

ro a d s  w a s  lo ca l in c h a ra c te r ,  b u t  a s  th e  s ta te  g re w  

a n d  tra ffic  s te a d i ly  in c re a s e d  in v o lu m e  d o u b ts  

a ro s e  a s  to  th e  w isd o m  o f p e rm ittin g  th o u s a n d s  o f 

s e p a r a te  ro a d  s y s te m s  to  e x is t  w ith  n o  u n ify in g  

s ta n d a r d s .  M o s t  f r e q u e n tly  d e n o u n c e d , p e rh a p s , 

w a s  th e  w a s te fu ln e s s  o f th e  sy s te m . “ It is n o t an  

e x t r a v a g a n t  s ta te m e n t ,“ G o v e rn o r  W ill ia m  L a r ra -  

b e e  a s s e r te d  in 1890 , “ th a t  th e  ta x e s  c o lle c te d  fo r  

th e  c a re  o f h ig h w a y s  in Io w a  y ie ld  a  sm a lle r  re 

tu rn  p ro p o r t io n a te ly  th a n  a n y  o th e r  im p o sts . T h e  

m a n n e r  in w h ic h  th e s e  ta x e s  a r e  u se d  is a  re p ro a c h  

to  p e o p le  o rd in a r i ly  p ro v id e n t  in  p r iv a te  m a t te r s .“

L in d e r  th e  sy s te m  o f w o rk in g  o u t ta x e s  “ all ab le  

b o d ie d  m a le  r e s id e n ts “ b e tw e e n  th e  a g e s  o f tw e n 

ty -o n e  a n d  fo r ty -f iv e  w e re  re q u ire d  to  p e rfo rm  

tw o  d a y s ’ ro a d  w o rk  b e tw e e n  A p ril  a n d  S e p te m 

b e r  in  p a y m e n t o f th e  po ll ta x . In  a d d itio n , d e 

p e n d in g  u p o n  th e  t r u s te e s ’ d ec is io n , it w a s  p o s 

sib le  to  re c e iv e  c re d it  fo r  p a r t  o f o n e ’s p ro p e r ty  
ta x  in  th e  sa m e  m a n n e r .

T h e  sy s te m  w a s  a t ta c k e d  p r im a r ily  fo r  its  in -
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effic iency . In  a  c o rn  s ta te  su c h  a s  Io w a  th e  fa rm 

e rs  w e re  n e e d e d  in th e ir  fie ld s  d u r in g  m o s t o f th e  

ro a d  w o rk in g  se a so n . T h e  re s u l t  w a s  th a t  ro a d  

w o rk  w a s  d o n e  in th e  la te  su m m er w h e n  th e  fa rm e r  

co u ld  b e s t  b e  s p a re d , b u t  w h e n  th e  le a s t  e ffec tiv e  

w o rk  c o u ld  b e  p e rfo rm e d , o r  it  w a s  le f t  to  o ld  m en  

a n d  y o u n g  b o y s , d e s p ite  th e  le g a l a g e  lim its. T h is  

w a s  n o t  th e  w a y  to  k e e p  ro a d s  in f irs t-c la s s  c o n d i

tio n , W il l ia m  S te y h  a rg u e d . C o n s ta n t  c a re  w a s  

re q u ire d  “ b y  a  fo rc e  o f m en  sp ec ifica lly  t r a in e d  
a n d  e m p lo y e d  fo r  th is  p u r p o s e / ’

T o  b e  su re , w o rk in g  o u t o n e ’s ro a d  ta x  w a s  a  

so u rc e  o f d iv e rs io n . Jo h n  S c o tt  d e c la re d  th a t  it 

“ le f t  u s  m a n y  p le a s a n t  re c o lle c tio n s  o f  a g re e a b le  

g o ss ip  a n d  in v ig o ra tin g  r e s ts  u n d e r  th e  s h a d e  o f 

n e ig h b o r in g  tre e s  a n d  fen ces . T o  m a k e  th is  e v e n t 

o n e  o f  th e  g re a te s t  p o ss ib le  u til i ty  a n d  e n jo y m e n t, 

th e  o ld  b ro w n  ju g  h a d  its  p la c e  in th e  fen c e  c o rn e r , 

to  w h ic h  w a s  f re q u e n t  r e s o r t . ’’ T h e  s u p e rv is o r ’s 

a u th o r ity , he  sa id , “ w a s  m o re  n o m in a l th a n  re a l. 

D o u b tle s s , h e  w a s  o f te n  e le v a te d  b y  h is fo llo w e rs  

to  th is  re sp o n s ib ili ty  b e c a u se  o f h is c a p a c ity  a n d  

d isp o s itio n  to  m a k e  th e  p e r io d  ‘a  g o o d  tim e .’ ” 

C h a o tic  a s  th e  e n tire  sy s te m  m a y  a p p e a r , h o w 

ev er, it h a d  s tro n g  s u p p o r t  a t  th e  tim e from  th o se  

w h o  s a w  p o s itiv e  v ir tu e s  in  d e c e n tra liz e d  c o n tro l. 

G o v e rn o r  C y ru s  C . C a rp e n te r  in 1874 ev en  s u g 
g e s te d  th a t  th e  ro a d  d is tr ic ts  b e  m a d e  co m p le te ly  

in d e p e n d e n t o f a ll to w n sh ip  c o n tro l. S u c h  a  s te p  

w o u ld  re s u lt  in b e t te r  ro a d s , fo r, he  b e liev ed , “ if
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o n e  e n te rp r is in g  d is tr ic t ,  fo r  th e  h o n o r  o f th e  

n e ig h b o rh o o d , s e c u re s  g o o d  ro a d s , th e  a d jo in in g  

d is tr ic t  is  s t im u la te d  to  lik e  e n te rp r is e .” A  g ro u p  

o f W a r r e n  C o u n ty  fa rm e rs  b e g g e d  th e  le g is la tu re  

in  1884 to  ‘‘g iv e  h e e d  to  th e  ca ll o f h u m a n  r ig h ts  

a n d  e q u a l ju s tic e  a n d  th e  g r e a t  p r in c ip le  o f f re e  

G o v e rn m e n t w h ic h  w ill le a v e  th e  ro a d  la w s  a n d  

m a n a g e m e n t a s  th e y  n o w  a re  in  th e  h a n d s  o f  th e  

P e o p le  a n d  n o t  u n d e r  th e  c o n tro l o f  a  c e n tra liz e d  

o n e  m a n  p o w e r  a n d  m o n e y e d  d e s p o tis m .”

P r o g r e s s  to w a r d  c o r re c tin g  th e s e  d e fe c tiv e  a d 

m in is tra tiv e  m e th o d s  w a s  s lo w  a n d  g ra d u a l .  In  

1884 , a f te r  G o v e rn o rs  Jo h n  H . G e a r  a n d  B u re n  R . 

S h e rm a n  a n d  th e  S ta te  R o a d  Im p ro v e m e n t A s s o 

c ia tio n  h a d  s t ro n g ly  u rg e d  c h a n g e s  in th e  ro a d  

la w s , th e  f irs t s te p  to w a rd  g r e a te r  c e n tra liz a tio n  

o f p o w e r  w a s  ta k e n  w ith  th e  p a s s a g e  o f ” A n  A c t 

to  P ro m o te  th e  Im p ro v e m e n t o f  H ig h w a y s .” T h is  

la w  m a rk s  a  tu rn in g  p o in t in  Io w a  ro a d  h is to ry , 

b u t  it  w a s  h a r d ly  th e  “ ra d ic a l  c h a n g e ” w h ic h  G o v 

e rn o r  S h e rm a n  d e c la re d  w a s  n e e d e d . T h e  c o u n ty  

s u p e rv is o rs  w e re  a u th o r iz e d  to  le v y  a  one-m ill 

c o u n ty  p ro p e r ty  ta x  to  b e  p a id  o n ly  in c a sh . T h e  

t a x ’s p ro c e e d s  w o u ld  fo rm  a  c o u n ty  ro a d  fu n d  to  

b e  s p e n t  “ o n ly  o n  th e  o rd e r  o f th e  b o a rd  o f s u p e r 

v iso rs  fo r  w o rk  d o n e  o n  th e  h ig h w a y s  o f th e  c o u n 

ty , in  su c h  p la c e s  a s  th e  b o a rd  sh a ll d e te rm in e .” 
In  a d d it io n , to w n s h ip  tru s te e s , o n  p e titio n  o f a  m a 

jo r i ty  o f th e  v o te rs , c o u ld  o rg a n iz e  th e  to w n sh ip  

in to  o n e  ro a d  d is tr ic t . R o a d  ta x e s  w o u ld  th e n  b e
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p a id  in  c a sh , a n d  a ll r o a d  fu n d s  w o u ld  b e  s p e n t  b y  

th e  tru s te e s .

V ir tu a l ly  n o  to w n s h ip s  c h o se  to  c o n s o lid a te  

th e ir  ro a d  d is tr ic ts . In  1894 th e  o n e-m ill c o u n ty  

ta x  w a s  m a d e  m a n d a to ry  in  a ll c o u n tie s , b u t  a s id e  

fro m  th is  c h a n g e , ro a d  a d m in is tra t io n  in 1900  re 

m a in e d  n o  d if fe re n t th a n  it  w a s  p r io r  to  1884.

A s  a  re s u l t  o f in c re a s e d  p re s s u re  th e  A n d e rs o n  

A c t  o f  1902 m a d e  th e  a d o p tio n  o f th e  to w n s h ip  

sy s te m  a n d  th e  p a y m e n t o f  p ro p e r ty  ta x e s  in  c a sh  

c o m p u lso ry . C h a r le s  F . C u r t is s  te rm e d  th is  “ th e  

m o st im p o r ta n t  s te p  th a t  h a s  y e t  b e e n  ta k e n  lo o k 

in g  to  th e  im p ro v e m e n t o f  th e  p u b lic  h ig h w a y s  o f 

th is  s ta te .“ T h e  o ld  d is tr ic t  sy s tem  w a s  p a r t ia l ly  

re s to re d  in  1909 b u t  w a s  a b o lish e d  fo r  g o o d  in 

1913. U n ti l  1929 , h o w e v e r , it w a s  still p o ss ib le  in 

som e to w n s h ip s  fo r  a  m an  to  w o rk  o u t h is f iv e -d o l- 

la r  poll ta x  on  th e  ro a d s .

In  1913 th e  p o w e r  o f th e  c o u n ty  su p e rv iso rs  

w a s  g re a t ly  in c re a s e d  w ith  th e  e s ta b lish m e n t o f 

th e  c o u n ty  ro a d  sy s tem , w h ic h  w a s  to  in c lu d e  “n o t 

le ss  th a n  te n  p e r  c e n t n o r  m o re  th a n  fifteen  p e r  

c e n t“ o f th e  to ta l  r o a d  m ile a g e  in th e  c o u n ty . 

T h e s e  w e re  to  b e  th e  “ m ain  tra v e le d  r o a d s “ lin k 

in g  th e  p rin c ip a l m a rk e t p laces . A d m in is tra tio n  o f 

th is  sy s te m  w a s  p la c e d  in  th e  c o u n ty  s u p e rv is o rs ’ 

h a n d s . T h e y  a lso  re c e iv e d  co m p le te  c o n tro l o v e r 
all b r id g e s  a n d  c u lv e r ts  in  th e  c o u n ty .

In  1921 th e  le g is la tu re  p ro v id e d  th a t  u p o n  a  m a 

jo r ity  v o te  o f  th e  p e o p le  in  a n y  to w n sh ip  its  ro a d
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w o rk  c o u ld  b e  tu rn e d  o v e r  e n t ire ly  to  th e  c o u n ty  

s u p e rv is o rs . I t w a s  o b v io u s  th a t  th e  d a y s  o f ro a d  

w o rk  on  th e  to w n s h ip  level w e re  lim ited , a n d  in 

1929 th e  B e rg m a n  A c t  e lim in a te d  th e  to w n s h ip  a s  

a  ro a d  a d m in is tra t io n  d is t r ic t  a s  o f J a n u a ry  1, 

1930 . A ll s e c o n d a ry  r o a d s  c a m e  u n d e r  c o n tro l o f 

th e  c o u n ty  s u p e rv is o rs . B y  th is  s te p  th e  n u m b e r  of 

o ffic ia ls  in c h a rg e  o f  th e  s t a t e ’s s e c o n d a ry  ro a d s  

w a s  re d u c e d  fro m  5 ,5 0 0  to  a b o u t  4 0 0 .

T h e  m o s t im p o r ta n t  re fo rm  p ro m o tin g  effic ien t 

a n d  e x p e r t  su p e rv is io n  o f  th e  ro a d s  on  th e  c o u n ty  

level w a s  u n d o u b te d ly  th e  c re a tio n  o f th e  office o f 

c o u n ty  e n g in e e r . A s  e a r ly  a s  1883  S am u e l D . 

P ry c e  d e c la re d  th a t  ro a d  w o rk  sh o u ld  b e  ‘ u n d e r  

th e  su p e rv is io n  o f a  c o m p e te n t civil e n g in e e r .” In  

1892 , th e  le g is la tiv e  c o m m itte e  o f th e  e n g in e e r s ’ 

so c ie ty  p re s e n te d  th e  G e n e ra l  A sse m b ly  w ith  a 

bill e s ta b lis h in g  th e  office o f c o u n ty  e n g in e e r .

N o  a c tio n  w a s  ta k e n  fo r  m a n y  y e a rs , h o w e v e r. 

T h e  o p p o s i t io n ’s re a s o n in g  w a s  re v e a le d  in 

M a rc h , 1910, w h e n  G o v e rn o r  B. F . C a rro ll  a s k e d  

th e  G o o d  R o a d s  A s s o c ia tio n  to  s u p p o r t  th e  e s ta b 

lish m e n t o f a  c o u n ty  e n g in e e r . T h e  d e le g a te s  d e 

fe a te d  th e  p ro p o s a l 3 15  to  168. O n e  d e le g a te  

c a lle d  it a  p la n  fo r  “g iv in g  p la c e s  to  a  lo t o f b o y s  

fro m  c o lle g e  w ith o u t  a c c o m p lish in g  a n y th in g .” 

T h e  id e a  th a t  t r a in e d  e x p e r ts  w e re  n e e d e d  to  m a n 

a g e  ro a d  w o rk  w a s  a n  a f f ro n t to  m a n y  loca l ro a d  

officials. A  M o n ro e  C o u n ty  d e le g a te  c o n te n d e d  

th a t  th e y  d id  n o t h a v e  to  go  to  co lle g e  to  g e t m en



c a p a b le  o f u s in g  th e  l e v e l / ’ M o s t  o f th e s e  m en  

w o u ld  n o t  th in k  o f  e re c tin g  a  la rg e  p u b lic  b u ild in g  

w ith o u t c o m p e te n t e n g in e e r in g  a d v ic e , b u t  th e y  

s tu b b o rn ly  re fu s e d  to  r e g a r d  h ig h w a y  c o n s tru c tio n  

a s  p re s e n tin g  a n  a n a lo g o u s  s itu a tio n .

A s  a  re s u l t  o f th is  o p p o s itio n , g o o d  ro a d s  fo rc e s  

w e re  c o m p e lle d  to  a c c e p t a  co m p ro m ise  in  1911 

w h e re b y  th e  s u p e rv is o rs  co u ld , if th e y  d e s ire d , em 

p lo y  “ a  c o m p e te n t p e r s o n ’’ to  d r a w  u p  p la n s  a n d  

sp ec ific a tio n s  fo r  c o u n ty  ro a d  w o rk . T h e  g e n e ra l 

sh if t  in se n tim e n t to w a rd  m o re  a d v a n c e d  ro a d  a d 

m in is tra tiv e  m e th o d s  fin a lly  re s u lte d  in th e  c r e a 

tion  o f th e  office o f c o u n ty  e n g in e e r  in  1913.

M u c h  o p p o s itio n  re m a in e d . S e n a to r  A . L. 

A m es  o f T r a e r  re p o r te d  th a t  “ p ro b a b ly  n o  p a r t  o f 

th e  [1 9 1 3  ro a d  la w  h a d  b e e n ]  c ritic iz e d  m o re  f r e 

q u e n tly  th a n  th a t  p a r t  re la t in g  to  th e  w o rk  d o n e  

b y  th e  c o u n ty  h ig h w a y  e n g in e e r / ’ In  1923 th e  

c ritic s  su c c e e d e d  in m a k in g  th e  c o u n ty  e n g in e e r  a n  

o p tio n a l p o s itio n . F e w  c o u n tie s  to o k  a d v a n ta g e  o f 

th is  a c t, h o w e v e r , a n d  in 1929 th e  B e rg m a n  A c t 

n o t o n ly  re p e a le d  it, b u t  a lso  g a v e  th e  c o u n ty  e n g i

n e e r  g re a te r  re sp o n s ib ili ty  o v e r  th e  c o u n ty ’s ro a d  

w o rk . B y  th is  tim e m o s t su p e rv iso rs  h a d  com e to  

re c o g n iz e  th e  e n g in e e r ’s v a lu e  a s  th e y  s a w  him  

sa v e  th e  c o u n ty  th o u s a n d s  o f d o lla rs . O n e  c o u n ty  

b o a rd  c h a irm a n  d e c la re d  th a t  if th e  c o u n tie s  h a d  
to  ch o o se  b e tw e e n  th e  e n g in e e r  a n d  th e  su p e rv iso r  

it w o u ld  d o  w ell to  g iv e  u p  th e  la t te r  b e c a u se  th e  

e n g in e e r  c o u ld  d o  th e  w o rk  o f th e  su p e rv iso rs  b u t
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th e  s u p e rv is o rs  c o u ld  n o t  d o  th e  w o rk  o f th e  e n g i 
n e e r / '

T h e  m o s t im p o r ta n t  o f  a ll a d m in is tra t iv e  r e 

fo rm s  w a s  th e  c re a tio n  o f  th e  S ta te  H ig h w a y  C o m 

m iss io n . S a m u e l D . P ry c e , in  h is  p ro p h e tic  le t te r  

o f  1883 , fo re s a w  th e  n e e d  fo r  so m e  fo rm  o f s ta te  

ro a d  s u p e rv is io n  w h e n  h e  c a lle d  fo r  th e  a p p o in t 

m e n t b y  th e  g o v e rn o r  o f  h ig h w a y  co m m iss io n e rs  in  

e a c h  c o u n ty . A  d e c a d e  la te r , S e th  D e a n , M ills  

C o u n ty  S u rv e y o r , p ro p o s e d  th e  d iv is io n  o f  th e  

s ta te  in to  ro a d  d is t r ic ts  w ith  b o a rd s  in c h a rg e  o f 

th e ir  ro a d s . T h e s e  b o a rd s ,  in  tu rn , w o u ld  b e  u n 

d e r  th e  g e n e ra l  su p e rv is io n  o f a  fiv e -m an  s ta te  

h ig h w a y  b o a rd  a p p o in te d  b y  th e  g o v e rn o r .

F in a lly , in  1904 , th e  G e n e ra l  A sse m b ly , a t  th e  

s u g g e s tio n  o f  th e  G o o d  R o a d s  A sso c ia tio n , c o n 

s id e re d  s e tt in g  u p  a  s ta te  h ig h w a y  d e p a r tm e n t  a t  

Io w a  S ta te  C o lle g e , w h e re  e x p e r im e n ta l ro a d  

w o rk  h a d  b e e n  c o n d u c te d  fo r  se v e ra l y e a rs . N o t  

e n o u g h  s u p p o r t  c o u ld  b e  o b ta in e d  to  e s ta b lish  a  

s e p a r a te  a g e n c y  w ith  its  o w n  fu n d s , b u t, th ro u g h  

th e  e ffo r ts  o f  R e p re s e n ta t iv e  F . F . Jo n es  o f V il-  

lisca , th e  c o lle g e  i ts e lf  w a s  d ire c te d  to  a c t  a s  a  

H ig h w a y  C o m m iss io n . T h e  c o lle g e  w a s  to  se rv e  

ch ie fly  a s  a n  in fo rm a tio n  c e n te r  fo r  ro a d  officials 

o f  th e  s ta te  o n  a n y  q u e s tio n s  w h ic h  th e y  m ig h t 

h a v e  r e g a rd in g  h ig h w a y  c o n s tru c tio n  a n d  m a in te 

n a n c e . D e m o n s tra t io n s  in  p ro p e r  ro a d  w o rk in g  

m e th o d s  w e re  to  b e  c o n d u c te d  a t  le a s t  o n ce  a  y e a r .

T h e  b o a rd  o f t ru s te e s  o f Io w a  S ta te  C o lle g e  a p 



p o in te d  D e a n s  C h a r le s  F . C u r t is s  a n d  A n s o n  

M a r s to n  to  s e rv e  a s  C o m m iss io n e rs , w ith  P ro fe s 

so r  T h o m a s  H . M a c D o n a ld  a s  fu ll- tim e  a s s is ta n t .  

T h e  C o m m iss io n  a t  f irs t re c e iv e d  o n ly  $ 3 ,5 0 0  a  

y e a r . T h is  w a s  la te r  in c re a s e d  to  $ 5 ,0 0 0  a n d  th e n  

in  1910  to  $ 1 0 ,0 0 0 . D e s p ite  su c h  lim ited  fu n d s  

th e  C o m m iss io n  m a n a g e d  to  c o n d u c t  a n  a n n u a l 

ro a d  sch o o l fo r  c o u n ty  a n d  to w n s h ip  ro a d  officers, 

la u n c h  se v e ra l im p o r ta n t  in v e s tig a tio n s  o f ro a d  

c o n d itio n s , a n d  p ro v id e  in fo rm a tio n  a n d  a d v ic e  a s  

d ire c te d , a l th o u g h  a t  tim es it  w a s  u n a b le  to  b u y  

th e  p o s ta g e  s ta m p s  n e c e s s a ry  to  a n s w e r  in q u ir ie s  

s e n t to  it. T h e  C o m m iss io n  c o n te n d e d  th a t  if its  

p o w e rs  a n d  fu n d s  w e re  in c re a s e d  it co u ld  c o rre c t 

“ th e  re c o rd  o f  in c o m p e te n t a n d  f re q u e n tly  fla

g ra n t ly  d is h o n e s t  h a n d lin g  o f c o n tra c ts , sp ec ia l 

b r id g e  c o n tra c ts ,  p o o ls  a n d  a g re e m e n ts  in  r e s t r a in t  

o f co m p e titio n  a n d  th e  e re c tio n  o f flim sy a n d  in 

effic ien t s t ru c tu re s  a n d  d is o rg a n iz e d  m e th o d s  o f 

w o rk ,"  w h ic h  e x is te d  in  th e  s ta te .

T h e  e x p o s u re  in  1912 o f w a s te fu l  a n d  ev en  c o r 

ru p t  e x p e n d itu re  o f fu n d s , p a r t ic u la r ly  in P o lk  a n d  

C lin to n  c o u n tie s , fo rc in g  th e  re s ig n a tio n  o r  re 

m oval o f se v e ra l su p e rv iso rs , a ro u s e d  g re a te r  p u b 

lic s u p p o r t  fo r  a  s t ro n g e r  H ig h w a y  C o m m issio n .

A s  a  re su lt, th e  C o m m issio n  w a s  re o rg a n iz e d  in 

1913 a n d  its  p o w e r  in c re a se d . D e sp ite  som e b e lie f 
th a t  th e  C o m m issio n  sh o u ld  b e  lo c a te d  in th e  s ta te  

c a p ita l, it w a s  r e ta in e d  in  its  e x is tin g  offices a t  

A m es. T h e  n u m b e r  o f C o m m iss io n e rs  w a s  in-
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in c re a s e d  to  th re e . T h e  D e a n  o f  E n g in e e r in g  a t  

Io w a  S ta te  C o lle g e  w a s  a u to m a tic a l ly  a  m em b er 

o f  th e  C o m m iss io n . T h e  o th e r  tw o  w e re  a p p o in te d  

b y  th e  g o v e rn o r . T h e  C o m m iss io n  w a s  g r a n te d  

th e  p o w e r  to  re m o v e  c o u n ty  e n g in e e rs  fo r  re a s o n s  

o f  in c o m p e te n c y . A ll p la n s  fo r  im p ro v e m e n ts  o f 

c o u n ty  r o a d s  h a d  to  re c e iv e  its  a p p ro v a l  b e fo re  

w o rk  c o u ld  b e g in . F in a l ly , th e  C o m m iss io n  e x e r 

c is e d  g e n e ra l  s u p e rv is io n  o v e r  a ll r o a d  w o rk  

th ro u g h  its  p o w e r  to  in v e s t ig a te  a n d  to  r e p o r t  to  

th e  a t to r n e y  g e n e ra l  a n y  d e lin q u e n c ie s  in th e  p e r 

fo rm a n c e s  o f  c o u n ty  o r  to w n s h ip  ro a d  officials.

1  h e  office o f  C h ie f  E n g in e e r  w a s  c re a te d  to  

h a n d le  th is  in c re a s e d  a u th o r i ty .  O n ly  fo u r  m en  

h a v e  h e ld  th is  office. T h o m a s  H . M a c D o n a ld ,  th e  

firs t C h ie f  E n g in e e r ,  r e s ig n e d  in 1919 to  b eco m e  

d ire c to r  o f th e  B u re a u  o f  P u b lic  R o a d s . F re d  R . 

W h i te ,  w h o  h a d  b e e n  a n  a s s is ta n t  e n g in e e r  s in ce  

1910 , w a s  C h ie f  E n g in e e r  fro m  1919 u n til 1952 

w h e n  h e  w a s  s u c c e e d e d  b y  E d w a r d  F . K och . 

U p o n  K o c h ’s re s ig n a tio n  in  1954 Jo h n  G . B u tte r  

b e c a m e  th e  fo u r th  C h ie f  E n g in e e r .

A n s o n  M a r s to n ,  a s  D e a n  o f E n g in e e r in g  a t  

Io w a  S ta te  C o lle g e , c o n tin u e d  a s  C o m m iss io n e r in 

1913. T h e  tw o  a p p o in tiv e  C o m m iss io n e rs  w e re  

Jam es W .  H o ld e n  o f  S c ra n to n , G re e n e  C o u n ty  

S u p e rv iso r , a n d  fo rm e r  p re s id e n t  o f th e  A s s o c ia 
tio n  o f C o u n ty  S u p e rv iso rs , a n d  H . C . B e a rd  o f

M t.  A y r , a  la w y e r  w e ll k n o w n  fo r  h is  g o o d  ro a d s  
a c tiv itie s .



P o w e rfu l  o p p o s itio n  to  th e  H ig h w a y  C o m m is 

s ion  e x is te d  fo r  a  n u m b e r  o f  y e a rs . A lth o u g h  o f 

ficial r e p re s e n ta t iv e s  o f th e  c o u n ty  s u p e rv is o rs  h a d  

a s k e d  fo r  m a n y  o f  th e  in c re a s e d  p o w e rs  g r a n te d  to  

th e  C o m m iss io n  a n d  a l th o u g h  c o u n ty  a n d  to w n 

sh ip  o ffic ia ls r e ta in e d  th e  p o w e r  to  in it ia te  a ll r o a d  

w o rk , m a n y  o f th e s e  o ffic ia ls o b je c te d  to  th e  C o m 

m iss io n ’s n e w  s u p e rv is o ry  p o w e rs .

A  bill s p o n s o re d  b y  R e p re s e n ta t iv e  Ja m e s  F . 

J o h n s to n  o f L u c a s  C o u n ty  in  1915 w o u ld  h a v e  

a b o lis h e d  th e  C o m m iss io n  b u t  w a s  d e fe a te d  in th e  

s e n a te  a f te r  th e  h o u se  a p p ro v e d  b y  a  v o te  o f  64  to  

43 . A  s im ila r  e ffo rt in  1917 b y  J o h n s to n  a n d  

S p e a k e r  M ilto n  B. P i t t  o f H a r r is o n  C o u n ty  fa ile d  

in  th e  h o u se  a f te r  a  se rie s  o f 54 to  54  tie  v o te s . 

D u r in g  th e  b i t te r  f ig h t W o o d w o r th  C lu m  o f th e  

G r e a te r  Io w a  A sso c ia tio n  r e f e r r e d  to  P i t t  a n d  

Jo h n s to n  a s  “ p o litica l p ira te s  w h o  a re  e n d e a v o r in g  

to  s c u ttle  th e  sh ip  o f s ta te .” E a r l ie r ,  in  1915 , th e  

M a n c h e s te r  P r e s s  c a lle d  th e  a n ti-C o m m iss io n  

m o v em en t “ a n  in su lt  to  th e  in te llig e n c e  a n d  p ro 

g re ss iv e  sp ir i t  o f  Io w a  p eo p le . . . . A f te r  y e a r s  

o f b lin d  ro a d  a n d  b r id g e  p a tc h in g  a n d  tin k e r in g , 

Io w a  h a s  fo r  th e  firs t tim e a n  a u th o ra t iv e  b o d y  o f 

m en  w h o  a re  p ro c e e d in g  a lo n g  d e fin ite , sen s ib le  

a n d  eco n o m ica l lines, a n d  n o w  it is so le m n ly  p ro 

p o se d  to  d ro p  b a c k  in to  th e  w a llo w  a n d  b o g  a lo n g  
w ith  a  d is c a rd e d  a n d  d is c re d ite d  s y s te m .”

T h e  H ig h w a y  C o m m i s s i o n ’s p o w e r  w a s  

s tr e n g th e n e d  w h e n , in  1916, C o n g re s s  e n a c te d  th e
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F e d e ra l  A id  R o a d  A c t  a p p ro p r ia t in g  $ 7 5 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  

to  b e  d is t r ib u te d  a m o n g  th e  s ta te s  d u r in g  th e  fo l

lo w in g  five y e a r s  a s  a s s is ta n c e  in im p o r ta n t  ro a d  

b u ild in g  p ro je c ts . T h is  a c tio n  a lm o s t r e s to re d  th e  

fe d e ra l  g o v e rn m e n t to  th e  p o s itio n  w ith  re s p e c t  to  

ro a d s  w h ic h  it h e ld  e a r ly  in th e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry .

T h e  c re a tio n  o f  th e  O ffice  o f R o a d  In q u iry  in 

1893  w a s  th e  s t a r t  o f th is  re a s s e r t io n  o f  p o w e r . 

T h is  a g e n c y , th e  fo re ru n n e r  o f  th e  m o d e rn  B u re a u  

o f P u b lic  R o a d s , s e rv e d  la rg e ly  a s  a n  in fo rm a tio n  

c e n te r  u n til 1912  w h e n  C o n g re s s  a p p ro p r ia te d  

$ 5 0 0 ,0 0 0  to  b e  u se d  to  a id  in th e  c o n s tru c tio n  o f 

p o s t  r o a d s  a n d  g a v e  th e  office su p e rv is io n  o v e r  th e  

e x p e n d i tu r e  o f  th e s e  fu n d s . T h e  fe d e ra l g o v e rn 

m e n t a l lo t te d  e a c h  s ta te  $ 1 0 ,0 0 0  fo r  th e  im p ro v e 

m e n t o f a  ro a d  o v e r  w h ich  “ ru ra l  m ail se rv ice  h a d  

b e e n  o r  m ig h t th e r e a f te r  b e  c a r r ie d ,” if th e  s ta te  

p ro v id e d  $ 2 0 ,0 0 0 , a n d  th e  p la n s  fo r  th e  ro a d  a n d  

th e  f in ish e d  w o rk  w e re  a p p ro v e d  b y  fe d e ra l offi

c ia ls . Io w a  re c e iv e d  $ 3 0 ,0 0 0  fro m  th is  fu n d .

T h e  m u ch  m o re  a m b itio u s  a c t  o f 1916 re q u ire d  

th e  s ta te s  to  m a tc h  fe d e ra l  a id  w ith  a n  e q u a l 

a m o u n t o f  m o n ey . In  a d d it io n , e a c h  s ta te  h a d  to  

h a v e  a  s ta te  h ig h w a y  d e p a r tm e n t  c a p a b le  o f h a n 

d lin g  a n d  o v e rse e in g  th e  e x p e n d itu re  o f th e  m o n ey . 

G o v e rn o r  H a r d in g  c a lle d  th e  a id  “ a  fo rm  o f lo t

te ry . ' N o t  to  a c c e p t  th e  m o n ey , h o w e v e r, w o u ld  

b e  u n ju s t  to  th e  ta x p a y e r s  o f Io w a , so  th e  G o v 

e rn o r  a s k e d  th e  le g is la tu re  “ to  c h o o se  a  c o u rse  in 

th is  re s p e c t  w h ic h  w ill n o t le n d  e n c o u ra g e m e n t to
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th is  w a s te fu l  fo rm  o f a p p ro p r ia t io n  a n d  e x p e n d i 

tu re , w h ile  s e c u r in g  to  o u rse lv e s  so m e c ru m b s  fro m  

th e  fe a s t  w e  h a v e  b e e n  fo rc e d  to  s p r e a d .” T h e  

G e n e ra l  A s se m b ly  in  1917  a c c e p te d  th e  p ro ffe re d  

a id , m a tc h in g  it w ith  m o to r  v eh ic le  lic en se  fees .

A t  th e  sa m e  tim e, th e  H ig h w a y  C o m m iss io n  w a s  

d ire c te d  to  se le c t a  sy s te m  o f ro a d s  o n  w h ic h  fe d 

e ra l a id  w o u ld  b e  u se d . In  1919 th is  b e c a m e  th e  

p r im a ry  ro a d  sy s te m  u n d e r  th e  p ro v is io n s  o f  th e  

p r im a ry  ro a d  la w  w h ic h  c re a te d  a  tw o fo ld  d iv i

s ion  o f th e  s ta te 's  ro a d s . T h e  p r im a ry  ro a d  sy s te m  

c o m p rise d  a b o u t 6 ,4 0 0  m iles o f ro a d  c o n n e c tin g  

e v e ry  c ity  a n d  to w n  o f m o re  th a n  1 ,000  in h a b i ta n ts  

in  th e  s ta te , w h ile  th e  s e c o n d a ry  ro a d  sy s te m  w a s  

m a d e  u p  o f th e  10 ,000  m iles o f th e  c o u n ty  ro a d  

sy s te m  a n d  th e  to w n s h ip  ro a d s , c o m p ris in g  a b o u t  

8 7 ,0 0 0  m iles. W i t h  r e g a r d  to  th e  p r im a ry  ro a d s , 

a l th o u g h  th e  c o u n tie s  in it ia te d  a n d  c a r r ie d  o u t a ll 

c o n s tru c tio n  w o rk , th e  C o m m iss io n  n o w  e x e rc ise d  

c o n tro l o v e r  th e  p u rs e  s tr in g s  a s  w e ll a s  o v e r  c o n 

s tru c tio n  p la n s . A  p r im a ry  ro a d  fu n d  w a s  e s ta b 

lish ed , c o m p o se d  o f  Io w a 's  s h a re  o f  fe d e ra l  a id  

a n d  th e  p ro c e e d s  from  th e  m o to r  v eh ic le  lic en se  

ta x . C o u n tie s  d id  n o t  re c e iv e  th e  m o n ey , b u t  s u b 

m itte d  b ills  fo r  a p p ro v e d  p ro je c ts , w h ic h , if p a s s e d  

b y  th e  C o m m issio n , w e re  th e n  p a id  b y  th e  s ta te .

T o  m ee t th e  d e m a n d  fo r  a  m o re  c o n n e c te d  s y s 
tem  o f in te r s ta te  h ig h w a y s , C o n g re s s  in  1921 

p a s s e d  a  n e w  h ig h w a y  a c t  w h ic h  fo rc e d  d ra s t ic  

c h a n g e s  in  Io w a 's  ro a d  a d m in is tra tio n . T h e  S ta te
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H ig h w a y  C o m m iss io n  w a s  n o w  re q u ire d  to  h a v e  

c o m p le te  c o n tro l o v e r  b o th  th e  c o n s tru c tio n  a n d  

m a in te n a n c e  o f  a ll f e d e ra l  a id  r o a d s  b e fo re  a id  

w o u ld  b e  g r a n te d .  S in g le  c o u n tie s  w e re  n o  lo n g e r  

to  b e  p e rm it te d  to  b lo c k  th e  e s ta b l is h m e n t o f c o n 

t in u o u s  p a v e d  ro a d s .  T h e  s ta te s  w e re  g iv en  five 

y e a r s  to  c o m p ly  w ith  th e s e  re q u ire m e n ts .

B o th  G o v e rn o r s  K e n d a ll  a n d  H a m m ill, to g e th e r  

w ith  th e  H ig h w a y  C o m m iss io n  a n d  g o o d  ro a d s  o r 

g a n iz a tio n s , u rg e d  th e  le g is la tu re  to  m a k e  th e  n e c 

e s s a ry  a d m in is tr a t iv e  c h a n g e s  in  o rd e r  th a t  Io w a  

m ig h t n o t  lo se  f e d e ra l  a id . G o v e rn o r  H a m m ill a d 

m itte d  th a t  h e  w a s  “ n o t  v e ry  e n th u s ia s tic  a b o u t  

fe d e ra l  a id ,” y e t  to  a b a n d o n  it in  th is  c a se  “ w o u ld  

b e  a  s h o r t - s ig h te d  p o lic y .“ R e p re s e n ta t iv e  Jo h n  P . 

G a l la g h e r  o f  Io w a  C o u n ty , h o w e v e r , c a lle d  su ch  

a id  “ u n w ise , d a n g e ro u s ,  u n p a tr io t ic  a n d  o p e n ly  

a n d  o ffe n s iv e ly  a n ta g o n is t ic  to  th e  sp ir it  a n d  g e 

n iu s  o f th e  A m e ric a n  fo rm  o f s ta te  g o v e r n m e n t / '

In  1925 a  c o m p ro m ise  m e a s u re  w a s  a d o p te d  

w h e re b y  th e  m in im u m  fe d e ra l  re q u ire m e n ts  w e re  

m et. A  p r im a ry  ro a d  d e v e lo p m e n t fu n d  w a s  e s ta b 

lish e d , c o m p o se d  o n ly  o f fe d e ra l  a id  fu n d s  a n d  th e  

e x a c t  e q u iv a le n t in  s ta te  fu n d s , w h ic h  th e  C o m m is 

s io n  w a s  to  u se , o n  its  o w n  in itia tiv e , fo r  p r im a ry  

ro a d  c o n s tru c tio n  w o rk . In  a d d it io n , th e  C o m m is 

s io n  w a s  g iv en  final a u th o r i ty  in  d e te rm in in g  m a in 

te n a n c e  p o lic ie s  o n  p r im a ry  ro a d s .

T w o  y e a r s  la te r  th is  s to p g a p  m e a su re  w a s  r e 

p la c e d  w ith  a  c o m p re h e n s iv e  a d m in is tra t iv e  re -



fo rm . S e n a to r  J. O . S h a ff  o f  C a m a n c h e  in tro d u c e d  

a  bill t r a n s f e r r in g  c o m p le te  c o n tro l o f th e  e n tire  

p r im a ry  ro a d  sy s te m  to  th e  H ig h w a y  C o m m iss io n . 

In  o rd e r  to  se c u re  its  a d o p tio n , g o o d  r o a d s  fo rc e s  

h a d  to  a g re e  to  c h a n g e s  in  th e  H ig h w a y  C o m m is 

sion . A  fiv e -m an  a p p o in tiv e  C o m m iss io n  w a s  c re 

a te d , w ith  th e  D e a n  o f  E n g in e e r in g  a t  Io w a  S ta te  

C o lle g e  n o  lo n g e r  a n  ex  officio m em b er. T h is  

te rm in a te d  th e  lo n g  y e a r s  o f se rv ic e  o f  A n s o n  

M a rs to n , d a t in g  fro m  1904, a n d  b ro k e n  o n ly  b y  a  

le av e  o f a b s e n c e  fo r  w a r  d u ty  in  W o r l d  W a r  I.

P r io r  to  th e  e n a c tm e n t o f th e  S h a ff  A c t  th e  p r i 

m a ry  ro a d  sy s te m , G o v e rn o r  H a m m ill la te r  r e 

ca lled , h a d  b e e n  lik e  a  c a r  w ith  tw o  s te e r in g  

w h ee ls . " T h e  H ig h w a y  C o m m iss io n  h a d  h o ld  o f 

o n e  w h e e l a n d  th e  c o u n ty  b o a rd  o f  s u p e rv is o rs  h a d  

h o ld  o f th e  o th e r . . . . S o m etim es  o n e  o f  o u r  c h a u f 

fe u rs  w a s  lo o k in g  b a c k w a rd  a n d  th e  o th e r  lo o k in g  

fo rw a rd . W e  w e re  u n a b le  to  d o d g e  th e  m u d  h o les . 

A ll w e  c o u ld  d o  w a s  p u d d le  th ro u g h ."  B y  1929 

th e  p ro c e ss  o f  c e n tra liz a tio n  b e g u n  in  1884 w a s  

co m p le ted . R e sp o n s ib ili ty  fo r  ro a d  a d m in is tra tio n  

h a d  b een  re m o v e d  fro m  th e  h a n d s  o f  th e  m a n y  a n d  

p la c e d  in th e  h a n d s  o f  a  fe w  w h o  c o u ld  m o re  e a s ily  

be  h e ld  a c c o u n ta b le . A u th o r i ty  o v e r  th e  ro a d s  w a s  

c le a r ly  d e fin e d  b e tw e e n  s ta te  a n d  c o u n ty  w ith  th e  

H ig h w a y  C o m m iss io n  e x e rc is in g  g e n e ra l s u p e r 
v ision  o v e r  a ll th e  ro a d s , a n d  d ire c t  c o n tro l o v e r  
th e  s ta te 's  p r im a ry  h ig h w a y s .
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