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The Old Roads
“ A  b icy c le  tr ip  th ro u g h  Io w a  is a  su c c e ss io n  o f 

d is c o m fo r ts ,” a n  Io w a n  re p o r te d  to  fe llo w  b icy c le  

e n th u s ia s ts  in  1893; “ in th e  S p r in g  th e  m u d  r e n 

d e rs  su ch  a  tr ip  im p o ssib le ; in th e  S u m m er th e  

ro a d s , h a v in g  n o  fo u n d a tio n , b eco m e  a  p e r fe c t  

s a n d -b a r ,  th ro u g h  w h ic h  th e  w h e e l s lip s  in  a ll d i

re c tio n s , g iv in g  th e  d e v o te d  r id e r  m a n y  a  fa ll, 

w h ile  th e  w in d  w h ir ls  th e  d u s t  a b o u t h is  d e v o te d  

h e a d , filling h is ey es , n o se  a n d  e a rs , p re v e n tin g  

h is o p e n in g  h is m o u th  to  ev en  ca ll d o w n  b le s s in g s  

o n  th e  m an  w h o  m a d e  th e  r o a d s .” F a ll ,  he  d e 

c la re d , w a s  th e  b e s t se a so n , “ b u t  w o e  b e  he  w h o  

w a n d e r s  fa r  from  hom e, fo r  th e  le a s t  ra in  ru in s  th e  

ro a d s  fo r a  w eek , th e  so f t d ir t  a b s o rb in g  th e  m ois

tu re  re a d ily  a n d  th e  w a g o n s  c u ttin g  ru ts  th a t  m ak e  
cy c lin g  a  to rm e n t.”

P o o r  ro a d s  w e re  n o t  co n fin ed  to  Io w a . In  1868 

th e  U n ite d  S ta te s  C o m m iss io n e r o f A g r ic u ltu re  
d e c la re d  th a t  g o o d  ro a d s  “w e re  th e  e x c e p tio n  in 

all th e  S ta te s .” W h e n  th e  O ffice  o f R o a d  In q u iry  

to o k  its  firs t ro a d  c e n su s  in 1904 o n ly  a  m in u te
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f ra c tio n  o f th e  n a t io n ’s 2 ,1 5 0 ,0 0 0  m iles o f ro a d  

h a d  h a rd  s u r fa c e s , w h ile  ju s t  7 p e r  c e n t w e re  

c la ss if ie d  a s  “ im p ro v e d .” T h is  te rm  in c lu d e d  

r o a d s  s u r f a c e d  w ith  s to n e , g ra v e l, o r  ev en  s a w 

d u s t  a n d  o y s te r  sh e lls . T h e  re m a in d e r  w e re  s im 

p ly  d i r t  ro a d s . D e a n  C h a r le s  F . C u r t is s  o f Io w a  

S ta te  C o lle g e  d e c la re d  in 1903  th a t  A m e ric a  h a s  

e a s ily  th e  b e s t  r a i lw a y  sy s te m  in th e  w o r ld  a n d  a t  

th e  sa m e  tim e  th e  m o s t in fe r io r  p u b lic  h ig h w a y  

sy s te m  o f a ll th e  le a d in g  a n d  m o s t p ro g re s s iv e  
n a t io n s .”

Io w a  fu rn is h e d  a  p rim e  e x a m p le  o f th e  m a g n i

tu d e  o f th e  ro a d  p ro b le m  in th e  la rg e  a n d  th in ly  

p o p u la te d  w e s te rn  s ta te s .  In  1904  it h a d  1 0 2 ,4 4 8  

m iles o f  ro a d , r a n k in g  th ird  in  th e  n a tio n  b e h in d  

T e x a s  a n d  M is so u r i . O f  th is  m ileag e , 1 ,403  w e re  

g ra v e le d , 241 w e re  m a c a d a m  o r  so m e o th e r  form  

o f s to n e  ro a d , a n d  20  w e re  s u r fa c e d  w ith  o th e r  

m a te r ia ls . A ll to ld , o n ly  1.62 p e r  c e n t o f th e  

s t a t e ’s ro a d s  w e re  im p ro v e d , c o n s id e ra b ly  less 

th a n  in W is c o n s in ,  Illin o is , a n d  M in n e s o ta .

Io w a ’s d i r t  ro a d s  e a rn e d  it a n  u n e n v ia b le  r e p u 

ta t io n  a s  o n e  o f  th e  w o r s t  “ m u d  r o a d ” s ta te s , c o n 

firm ing  th e  t r u th  o f  th e  o ld  a d a g e ,  “ th e  b e t te r  th e  

soil, th e  p o o re r  th e  r o a d s .” In  p io n e e r  d a y s  su ch  

ro a d s  a s  th e  fa m o u s  “ r id g e  r o a d s ” h a d  b e e n  b u ilt 

to  c o n fo rm  to  n a tu ra l  d r a in a g e  p a t te rn s .  L a te r , 

w h e n  ro a d s  w e re  la id  o u t  a lo n g  se c tio n  lines a s  an  

a c c o m m o d a tio n  to  la n d o w n e rs , th is  a d v a n ta g e  

w a s  th ro w n  a w a y . “ E v e n  a n im a ls ,” C . R . A llen ,
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O ttu m w a  e n g in e e r , r e m a rk e d  in  1892, “ d is p la y  

m o re  e n g in e e r in g  skill in  th e  t r e n d  o f th e ir  t ra i ls  o r  

p a th s , th a n  w e  h a v e  in lo c a tin g  o u r  r o a d s .”

A c tu a lly , w h e n  d r y  a n d  w e ll c a re d  fo r, th e  

Io w a  d ir t  r o a d  w a s  a n  e x c e lle n t h ig h w a y . A  

w r i te r  in  th e  C h ic a g o  T r ib u n e  in  1916  d e c la re d  

th a t  o n ly  G e o rg ia  h a d  n a tu ra l  ro a d s  a s  g o o d  a s  

Io w a ’s, w h ile  o th e r  o u ts id e rs  c o m p a re d  th e  Io w a  

d ir t  ro a d s  w ith  th e  b e s t  F re n c h  ro a d s . B u t n o  m a t

te r  h o w  g o o d  th e  ro a d s  in  d r y  w e a th e r , in  w e t  s e a 

so n s  th e y  b e c a m e  q u a g m ire s . In  1840 J u d g e  

G e o rg e  G . W r i g h t  a s k e d  a  s ta g e c o a c h  d r iv e r  h o w  

lo n g  it w o u ld  ta k e  to  re a c h  Io w a  C ity , tw e lv e  

m iles d is ta n t .  “ A b o u t five h o u rs ,” th e  d r iv e r  re 

p lied , “ if w e  c a n  find  th e  b o tto m  o f th e  r o a d .” 

O v e r  e ig h ty  y e a rs  la te r , on  N o v e m b e r  12, 1922 , 

th o u s a n d s  o f fo o tb a ll fa n s  le f t  Io w a  C ity  a f te r  s e e 

in g  Io w a  b e a t  M in n e s o ta  in  th e ir  h o m eco m in g  

gam e. I t  h a d  b e e n  a  d a m p  d a y , a n d  it b e g a n  to  

ra in  h a rd e r  a f te r  th e  g am e. In  a  s h o r t  tim e th e re  

w a s  a  traffic  tie u p  on  th e  ro a d s  o u t o f Io w a  C ity  

a s  a u to m o b ile s  w h ic h  w e re  n o t e q u ip p e d  w ith  

c h a in s  b ecam e  m ired  in th e  m u d  o f som e o f Io w a ’s 

b e s t  k n o w n  h ig h w a y s . A n  e s tim a te d  five h u n d re d  

c a rs  s ta lle d  b e tw e e n  N o r th  L ib e r ty  a n d  C e d a r  

R a p id s  a lo n e . H u n d re d s  o f m o to ris ts  a n d  th e ir  

fam ilies s p e n t th e  n ig h t  in  th e ir  c a rs  o r  a t  n e a rb y  
fa rm  h o u se s  w h ic h  th e y  re a c h e d  on  fo o t. O n  S u n 

d a y , o n e  fa rm e r m a d e  $90  in  tw o  h o u rs  h e lp in g  to  

pu ll c a rs  loose, w h ile  th e  co ffe rs  o f m a n y  o th e r
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fa rm  h o m es  w e re  e n r ic h e d . 4 A u to s  S tic k  in Io w a  

M u c k ; G o ld  H a r v e s t  in Io w a ,” h e a d lin e d  th e  C h i

c a g o  T r ib u n e .
T h e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f su c h  u n re lia b le  ro a d s  

w e re  n u m e ro u s . M o s t  a t te n t io n  w a s  g iv en  to  th e  

eco n o m ic  lo sse s  w h ic h  re s u l te d . In  1899 th e  O f 

fice o f R o a d  In q u iry  d e c la re d  th a t  to  h au l g o o d s  a  

fe w  m iles to  th e  r a i lw a y  s ta t io n  c o s t a s  m u ch  a s  it 

d id  to  t r a n s p o r t  th e  sa m e  g o o d s  th o u s a n d s  o f m iles 

b y  ra il. A t  th e  b e g in n in g  o f th e  tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry  

m o s t s tu d e n ts  c o n c e d e d  th a t  th e  a n n u a l n a tio n a l 

lo ss  fro m  p o o r  ro a d s  w a s  a t  le a s t  h a lf  a  b illion  d o l

la rs . A s  a  g o o d  ro a d s  w r i te r  o b se rv e d , P o o r  

ro a d s  c o s t th e  c o u n try  $ 1 ,5 0 0 ,0 0 0  e v e ry  tim e th e  

su n  g o e s  d o w n .”

O w n e r s  o f  v e h ic le s  c o n s ta n t ly  su ffe re d  lo sses  

d u e  to  th e  d a m a g e  in flic ted  on  th e ir  m a c h in e s  b y  

ro a d  c o n d itio n s . E s p e c ia l ly  a f fe c te d  in th is  re sp e c t 

w e re  t r a n s p o r ta t io n  c o m p a n ie s . T h e  s tru g g le s  o f 

n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  s ta g e c o a c h  lin es  w e re  m a tc h e d  

in  th e  1 9 2 0 ’s b y  th e  d ifficu ltie s  o f th e  b u s  c o m p a 

n ie s . In  A p ril , 1922 , fo r  e x a m p le , tw o  d a y s  a f te r  

th e  R e d  B a ll T r a n s p o r ta t io n  C o m p a n y  o p e n e d  th e  

f irs t r e g u la r  p a s s e n g e r  lin e  in  Io w a  b e tw e e n  

C h a r le s  C ity  a n d  W a v e r ly ,  h e a v y  ra in s  w a s h e d  

o u t  b u s  se rv ic e  fo r  five w e e k s .

T ru c k in g  p io n e e rs  fa c e d  s im ila r  h a n d ic a p s . A  

la rg e  c a ra v a n  o f  a rm y  tru c k s  on  its  w a y  to  C a m p  

D o d g e , Io w a , in  A p ril , 1918 , w a s  a b le  on  its  b e s t 

d a y  to  m a k e  n o  m o re  th a n  46  m iles o v e r Io w a  s
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ro a d s . E v e n  th is  d is ta n c e  w a s  p o ss ib le  o n ly  b y  

tra v e lin g  fro m  7 A .M . to  2 A .M . th e  fo llo w in g  

m o rn in g , a n d  b y  h o o k in g  to g e th e r  like  a  t r a in  so  

th a t  th e  tru c k s  c o u ld  p u sh  o r  pu ll th e ir  w a y  

th ro u g h  th e  m u d .

E ffo r ts  to  a d v e r t is e  Io w a ’s eco n o m ic  a d v a n ta g e s  

w e re  h a m p e re d  b y  th e  u n fa v o ra b le  re p u ta t io n  o f 

its  ro a d s . In d u s tr ie s  h e s i ta te d  to  e n te r  th e  s ta te  

w h e n  th e y  m ig h t b e  u n a b le  to  o b ta in  n e c e s s a ry  

m a te r ia ls  o v e r  th e  ro a d s  fo r  se v e ra l w e e k s  d u r in g  

th e  y e a r . In  1923 th e  G r e a te r  Io w a  A sso c ia tio n  

s p e n t  th o u s a n d s  o f  d o lla rs  on  a d v e r tis e m e n ts  in 

e a s te rn  p a p e rs  p o in tin g  o u t th e  eco n o m ic  w e a lth  

o f th e  s ta te . A  C o n n e c tic u t n e w s p a p e r , p e rh a p s  

still sm a rtin g  from  Io w a 's  v ic to ry  o v e r  Y a le  in 

1922, r e to r te d  th a t  in  Io w a  fo o tb a ll fa n s  fa c e d  th e  

th r e a t  o f  s p e n d in g  S a tu r d a y  n ig h t  s tu c k  in th e  

m u d . “ W h o  w o u ld  live  in  th a t  k in d  o f s ta te , ’’ th e  

p a p e r  a s k e d , “ fo r  a ll its  a g r ic u ltu ra l  w e a l th ? ’’

S in ce  th e  Io w a  fa rm e r  w a s  th e  p rin c ip a l ro a d  

u se r , h is  lo sse s  w e re  th e  g re a te s t .  I o w a ’s fa rm s  

w e re  a m o n g  th e  le a d in g  p ro d u c e rs  o f  th e  c o u n try , 

b u t  th e  fa rm e r ’s p ro b lem  w a s  to  g e t th o se  p ro d u c ts  

to  m a rk e t. A n  u n k n o w n  p o e t o b se rv e d :

T h e  Iow a farm er

C annot haul to  m arket 

W h e n  the m arket is high;
H e  m ust haul to m arket 

W h e n  the roads are dry.

In  a d d itio n , m u d d y  ro a d s  im p o sed  v ir tu a lly
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c o m p le te  iso la tio n  u p o n  fa rm  fam ilie s , a d d in g  im 

m e a s u ra b ly  to  th e  b u rd e n s  o f a n  a l r e a d y  h a rd  life. 

R u ra l  sch o o l d is tr ic t  c o n s o lid a tio n s , w ith  a ll th e ir  

a d v a n ta g e s ,  w e re  d ifficu lt to  a c h ie v e  w h e n  it w a s  

h a rd  e n o u g h  fo r  sch o o l c h ild re n  to  a t te n d  n e a rb y  

o n e -ro o m  sc h o o ls . “ T h e  c o n s o lid a te d  ru ra l  

s c h o o l,“ G o v e rn o r  G e o rg e  W .  C la rk e  a s s e r te d  in 

1913 , “ w ill go  h a lt in g  a n d  c r ip p le d  u n til th e  p e r 

m a n e n t  ro a d  p a s s e s  th e  d o o r .“

R u ra l  c h u rc h e s  a lso  su ffe re d . “ P e o p le  w ill n o t 

r isk  a  g o o d  c a r  o v e r  Jo h n so n  c o u n ty  m u d  r o a d s ,“ 

th e  R ev . W .  C . K e e le r  o f  Io w a  C ity  re p o r te d  in 

1926 , “ a n d  a s  a  re s u l t  th e  c o u n try  c h u rc h e s  of 

Jo h n so n  c o u n ty  h a v e  b e e n  c lo se d  th e  g re a te r  p a r t  

o f  th is  w in te r .“

N o  a rg u m e n t  w a s  re a l ly  re q u ire d  to  co n v in ce  

a n y o n e  o f th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f ro a d  im p ro v e m e n t 

o th e r  th a n  to  c ite  th e  d is a d v a n ta g e s  o f th e  o ld  

ro a d s  a n d  th e  o b v io u s  c o n v e n ie n c e s  o f h av in g  

h ig h w a y s  th a t  c o u ld  b e  u se d  e v e ry  d a y  in th e  

y e a r .  “ I t  re a l ly  seem s a b s u r d ,“ A n s o n  M a rs to n  o f 

Io w a  S ta te  C o lle g e  m a in ta in e d , “ th a t  in a  s ta te  so 

w e a l th y  a n d  p ro s p e ro u s  a s  o u rs , so  a d v a n c e d  a s  

r e g a r d s  th e  e d u c a tio n  a n d  in te llig e n c e  of th e  p eo 

p le , th e  e n tire  b u s in e s s  o f th e  a g r ic u ltu ra l  co m m u 

n ity , w h ic h  in Io w a  is th e  b a s is  o f  p ra c tic a lly  all 

b u s in e s s  in te re s ts , sh o u ld  b e  le f t  to  th e  m e rc y  of 
b a d  w e a th e r  on  a c c o u n t o f ro a d s  w h ic h  w o u ld  be  

a  d is g ra c e  e v e n  to  b a rb a r is m .”

G e o r g e  S. M a y


