alimpsest

IOWA'S POPULAR HISTORY MAGAZINE

VOLUME 58  NUMBER 3 MAY/JUNE 1977

e T T N P LT
l'..?"l‘

{ & 2
. « 5 .
. T e ] { -
‘* :
3
- -
b
< =3 v

ROAFR "

John Dockal, Pocahontas, lowa shoemaker

IOWA STATE HISTORICAL DEPARTMENT
DIVISION OF THE STATE HISTORICAL SOCIETY




PRAISE FOR CHARACTER
OF THE COUNTRY

“...discerning glimpses of social life in Dubuque.

The book is well worth reading....”
South Dakota History

““...the diary’s author, an Englishman visiting rela-
tives in Dubuque and studying farming conditions
there, provides an outside perspective of value for
understanding how things really were, socially as
well as agriculturally.”

History News

“This is a well-edited version of a diary kept by an
English visitor to Dubuque, lowa, in 1876-1877.
Almost daily entries provide information and
insight into the people and events of nineteenth
century lowa.”

Indiana Magazine of History

“This is a little volume that gives something of the
flavor of pioneer life in lowa.”
The Des Moines Sunday Register

The Character of the Country: The lowa Diary of
James L. Broderick, 1876-1877, editedby Loren N.
Horton is available to members at the special
reduced price of $2.20 per copy. Send orders to:
Division of the State Historical Society, 402 lowa
Ave., lowa City, lowa 52240.

Price—Free to members. Single Issue $1.00
MEeMBERSHIP—By application. Annual dues—$5.00
LirE MEMBERSHIP—$15()

HusBaNnDp AND WIFE JoinT LiFE MEMBERSHIP—$200
ADDRESS INQUIRIES TO: State Historical Society,
402 lowa Avenue, lowa City, lowa 52240
USISSN 0031—0360

}‘f ;-‘ZE]\‘?’\}\!,.-‘ .v‘“\‘p( } . nthl l.'L,\»"~ },. ."~.\‘ 1e4 ".l" ".[1' !"‘: v"'-“,.}""",'ll"i}?.';;""'i"". N1t




T he
) =, [ a8
’ )} {:,;’.-—_-—_:\ l ;_z-:crf__f'—_—:\ 'i/,""""\{ /;' _— Prorra s 2 Prisess ‘:::\\ _ﬂ’“:- ]
l‘,’\———-—-\h___ ,,‘J f,/;':::_:\ ‘ J H f‘ ] “ 0{ )) \."}— ~—-\1\ ({'::_—___)\ '(%g*- -—?‘ {l
8 ‘\l:r—-:::v)tl 4| il ’. f\‘::‘/" ’\\f;_-_ =3 ) o/ e — \\ .‘:_:;:)]
VOLUME O8  NUMBER 3 MAY/JUNE 1977

© Jowa State Historical Department

Division of the State Historical Society

Peter T. Harstad, Director
L.. Edward Purcell, Editor
CONTENTS
Rough Was the Road They Journeyed
s\ JEL DI i o Dt /0 i B BRI B o B B s T e PR o L e R T O h e 66

Highway Commercial Architecture: Albia, [owa’s “Dutch Mill”
) L YA (IS (15 o o O O O S I D B0 O B I g L 0 oD 10 0 O a0 S e ¢ 84

Platt Smith of Dubuque: His Early Career
AN T Qs 7Y R D S 518 B0 0 S SO B0 0 e S B B0 iy kO Be BB O Tt o 88

Cover: John Dockal, a Bohemian emigrant to Pocahontas, lowa, is seen in his shoemaker’s shop, on
the left. For the story of the Dockal family, see the story beginning on p. 66

The Meaning of the Palimpsest

1
In early times a palimpsest was a parchment or other material from which one or

more writings had been erased to give room for later records. But the erasures w ere

not always complete, and so it became the fascinating task of scholars not onlv to
translate the later records but also to reconstruct the original writings by deci-
phering the dim fragments of letters partly erased and partly covered by subse-
quent texts

The history of Iowa may be likened to a palimpsest which holds the record of

successive generations. To dec lphr‘r these records of the past, reconstruct them
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Rough Was the Road
They Journeyed

by

Anna Johnson

Anna Johnson was born April 5, 1907 in
Pocahontas, lowa to John (Jan) Dockal and Mary
Koskan Dockal. Her mother was the first genera-
tion offspring of Bohemian emigres to Abie,
Nebraska via Russia and South America, and her
father came to Pocahontas, lowa from Bohemia
via the Southwest and Chicago.

Bohemia was alarge Czech provinceinthe Dual
Monarchy of Austria-Hungary before the first
World War. Throughout the nineteenth century,
Czechs, Slavs, and a host of smaller ethnic minor-
ities chafed under the rule of the German and
Magyar majority in the ancient empire, and by the
1850s, a steady stream of immigrants from Middle
Europe and the Balkans began to settle in cities
along the Eastern seaboard of the United States
and spread westward to Chicago, Texas, and
finally to the plains of the Dakotas, Iowa, and
Nebraska. Not only religious and racial persecu-
tion, but political unrest, government upheaval,
wars, and poverty urged them on to their new
homes in the United States.

Anna's grandparents on her mother’s side left
Austria around 1864 and reached Chicago about
1870 wheretheyjoined alarge group of Bohemians
leaving for Nebraska. Sixteen years later her fa-
ther, a certified shoemaker, left Bohemiato escape
a draft into the Austrian army that would have
forced him to fight “his own people.” He came to
Pocahontas in 1887 in answer to an advertisement
he had seen in a Chicago newspaper:
"POCAHONTAS WANTS: A drug clerk: A boot
and shoemaker; A jeweler: One-hundred new
homes; And a railroad.” He became a citizen in

1896. In 1901, he was invited by a friend to visit
Abie, Nebraska, a primarily Czech settlement, for
the Christmas Holidays. There he met the friend's
sister Mary Koskan and immediately proposed.
Almost as immediately, they were married and
returned to lowa to begin the raising of a family.

In her memoir of early childhood during the
teens of this century before World War I in Poca-
hontas, where she still lives, retired after a long
career as a public school teacher, Anna Johnson
reconstructs the “journey” of her parents and
family and some of the warmth andjoy of growing
up under such parents in the early Czech settle-
ments of the Midwest. The following is excerpted
from her account, “Rough Was the Road They
Journeyed.”

Ed.

P ocahontas was named after the Vir-
ginian Indian Princess and so our city
is spoken of as the “Princess City.” It was
surveyed in 1870, but the real settlement
did not come until much later. From a
mere hamlet consisting of one building
used as the postoffice, real estate ottice,
and a residence it became the county seat
in 1876. But by 1890 the population num-
bered 116. The first postoffice was estab-
lished on May 16, 1871. The village then
had 20 inhabitants and about 50 families
living within half the distance to the next
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The train wreck in Pocahontas, Iowa in 1901 (courtesy of the author).

postotfice. Rural mail delivery wasbegun
as soon as road conditions were im-
proved. Most of the area around the
county was more or less marshy and when
it rained it made cross country orany form
of travel almostimpossible. Soroads were
a very important item for those early set-
tlers. By 1902 Pocahontas was rated as a
third class postoffice. Postage on enve-
lopes purchased in 1903 was one cent, two
cents, four cents, and five cents and could
be had at the postoffice.
Asmoresettlerscameto the community
the hamlet became a village which
seemed to develop rapidly. But it was
soon evident that it needed a railroad
badly. The Northwestern went through
“Old Rolfe” northwest of the town about
ten miles as the “crow flies.” The Illinois
Central went through Pomeroy on the
south of the town. But attempts as early as
1886 when the paper advertised for a rail-
road did not seem to bring any results as

tar as the wish and desire to have that
railroad.

Finally it was rumored that the Chica-
go, Rock Island & Pacific was planning on
building a line just south of town. Im-
mediately, prominent business men, in-
cluding Mr. Barron, editor of the paper,
met with the railroad officials asking (or
should I say begging) them to build that
railroad near Pocahontas. Land was do-
nated for the right-of-way and a promise
of labor to help build the track wasused to
persuade the company that Pocahontas
needed and would do all that it could to
bring the much desired railroad to the vil-
lage. An agreement was reached. the line
surveyed, and the rail laid. The latter
proved a very ditficult task indeed as the
land was so spongy that it took a lot of
work to get the railroad bed built. It was
built high, so high that it towered over the
community, but it was necessary as it was
sure to settle in the swampy ground,
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which it did. Today that same railroad
bed is as flat as the ground around it.

But the train did not begin to operate
until much later. In September 1900 the
town welcomed it with a big celebration.
Pocahontas had its railroad, and almost
8000 people trom surrounding territories,
towns, and states came to help celebrate

the arrival of the first train to the town of

Pocahontas. Quoting the local paper con-
cerning that big day: “They came, they
saw, they went away. Pocahontas had a
reason to be happy. An event of great
moment has passed her life. A thirty year
old bride, she at last has received the
desire of her heart and is united by bands
ot steel to the great outside world. Long
had she waited and many times had it
seemed her waiting would be in vain.”
Now the town could receive passengers,
freight from all parts of the country, and
ship her grain, as well as have better mail
service.

The joy of the first railroad was short
lived as alittle overayearlater on Septem-
ber 26, 1901 disaster hit: it had its first

wreck. Five loads of grain and three
empty cars were destroyed. All that was
left of them was called a heap of kindling
wood and mangled steel. It is not really
known what caused that wreck, but it is
thought that the settling of the railroad
bed caused it. The track had been built
through swampy ground, and the ditch on
each side was filled with water. This water
is thought to have kept the bed from hard-
ening, thus the rails parted.

No one was injured, but thereportfrom
the local paper stated: “The brakeman
was thrown headlong into the ditch, five
cars being ‘nigger piled’ over himinsucha
manner as to leave him untouched. He
crawled through and under the wrecked
cars until he was able to emerge—thor-
oughly soaked.” The wrecking crew
coming to take care of the wreck also met
disaster when their car was ditched just
east of town never reaching the wreck in
the west.

When Dad came to Pocahontas, it was
so young that there was no clothing store
so he and other residents had to travel

-~
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cross country to “Old Rolfe” to buy their
necessary clothing. Of course he could
and did make his own shoes ashe wasable
to make them from scratch. He also made
shoes for many of the other settlers until
ready-to-wear stores came to town: then
shoes could be purchased. For a while he
did sell the ready-made shoes but that was
not until after the railroad came to town.
Many of the first businesses were oper-
ated out of the homes as was the first hard-
ware store.

Until the village of Pocahontas grew
large enough there was not much shoe
repair business, so Father supplemented
his income by doing odd jobs such as
janitor ot the school, later of the first bank.
and still later of one of the churches. As
business improved and he established a
permanent place of business, he was able
to drop some of the extra work. Yet as a
child, I still remember his janitor work in
the bank. I often went with him to the
basement when he went to check the fire
and carry out the ashes. The eerie feeling

that I had in the large, dark labyrinth still
lingers with me. I feared it, yet it seemed
to draw me back like a magnet and I
begged to go with him knowing full well
the fear I had of the place.

When Anna’s parents were married on Dec-
ember 30, 1901, her mother’s “dowry” con-
sisted of her ability to sew, afew clothes, and
some furniture. The clothesand the furniture
were left behind in Abie, Nebraska.

They returned to Iowa on a train which
took them to Rolfe as the train to
Pocahontas wasnotoperating at that time.
Then, as there were no roads, they came
cross country in a buck-board with the
tew possessions Mother brought with her.
(Mother had left most of her personal
things, some clothes and furniture behind
her as they planned on going back for
them the following summer.) This trip
was in January with heavy snow and
extremely cold weather. What a Honey-
Moon!! I can well imagine Mother’s
teelings as she left her home, her family,
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The main street of Pocahontas in the late nineteenth century (courtesy of Mrs. M. H. Hammes).

and all of her friends and relatives,
moving to a strange territory, and Dad a
complete stranger to her. One thing I do
know is that Dad promised her folks that if
at all possible she would return often for
visits, and he kept his promise faithfully as
long as the grandparents were living and
Mother wanted to go. But they never did
go back for herthingsasall werelost when
the grandparents’ home burned taking
everything with it.

Until their own home was built, my
folks lived in a boarding orrooming house
operated by a family known as Rhea.
Even though they could talk Bohemian,
Mother was lonesome because she knew
no one; there was nothing for her to do, so
time seemed long for her. She was very
happy when they were able to move into
their own home. To her, it must have
seemed like a palace after what she had
been used to in her home in Nebraska.
This house was a two-story structure with
three bedrooms, a living room, dining
room, and a kitchen. It is here that my

oldest brother was born.

But her happiness did not lastlong. Dad
traded it for another one in the east partot
town where he had ample room for a big
garden. He raised chickens, a few hogs,
and had a cow which he could not have
done in the other location. Mother was
disappointed and often described this
house as “a house in a hole” because the
dirt had never been leveled off after the
house had been built. It was smaller with
only two bedrooms, living room, and a
kitchen. Yet it was still better than she had
had before. Over the years Dad did much
to improve it. He built on two more
rooms, put abasementunderit,and did all
the landscaping. He planted trees and
bushes, and Mother added many tlowers
to help cheer things up. Five ot us were
born there, and all called it home until we
moved on to seek our fortunes.

In the backyard of the home that Father
bought was a barn with an attached
granary and a hog house under it. There
was also a long building divided into a



chicken house, coal house, toilet, and a
cob house. Only the chicken house had
any windows, and the darkness of the
others did not appeal to me. Their only
light came from the door. Each section
had its own door with a special lock or
tastener to keep it shut.

When using the outdoor facilities, I
always blocked the door open so I could
have a little light. One day, the door shut
(how was never learned) and I could not
get out. It seemed a long timebefore I was
missed and found in a state of shock from
fear. Dad removed that lock so it could
never happen again, but my fear of the
place was even greater than ever before.
When indoor plumbing was installed
many years later, I was relieved.

My sister did not seem to have any fear
ot the place and was able to spend a lot of
time there, especially when there were
dishes to wash which we girls hated. She
managed to disappear at that time and
could nearly always be found looking at
the catalogue. We claimed that she had
“Dish Washer’s Diarrhea.” But what we
thought or said did not bother her aslong
as she got away without washing all those
dishes.

Besides a garden, we had a strawberry
bed, apple, plum, and cherry trees, many
gooseberry and currant bushes, and rhu-
barb. We ate the fruit fresh, in pies, in jams
and jelly or butter. The rest was canned
for future use. Stemming strawberries
(we were not allowed to pick them as Dad
claimed we trampled down more than we
picked and probably he was right) and
picking and stemming all those goose-
berries and currants was a chore that we
all despised. The currants and goose-
berries spoiled many a Fourth of July as it
seemed that they were alwaysready to be
picked, stemmed. and canned on that
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day. But, oh, the deliciousness of that fruit
later inthe winter! Gooseberries with their
tartness were and still are my favorite
fruit, and my taste for them has been im-
parted to my family. The first thing my
son asks for upon returning home is a
gooseberry pie or just the sauce. Yes, we
still raise them and still dislike to prepare
them as we did before, but of coursethere
are not as many (Dad had one long row
from the back of the yard clear to the front
and I have only one bush!).

As children we had many chores to do,
some we did notmind butothers we hated
with a passion and it possible got out of
them. One we really dreaded was pulling
weeds and hoeing in that big garden that
Dad had at home. There were six of us
(three boys and three girls) and each of us
was assigned rows to weed or hoe and
they had to be cleaned or else! Dad
inspected the job when he got home from
work, and if not done properly, we did it
over again. Mother, though very busy,
often came to our rescue, especially of the
younger ones.

We shelled peas, snapped beans,
picked up the potatoes atter Dad had dug
them, and cut the tops otf the beets and
carrots, all of which was very tedious
work. The potatoes were stored in the
basement for winter use, and the carrots
were either buried in a pit covered with
straw or placed in a crock covered with
layers of sand where they kept crisp until
the next spring. Because there wasnoway
of preserving the other vegetables
excepting pickling the beets and the
cucumbers, the peas and beans were left
toripen and then dry betore being hulled.

We used a unique hulling method that
took time as well as energy, but it was one
we children enjoyed. The peas or beansin
the pods were put into a sack and beaten
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until we were sure that the hulls were
cracked and broken up, yet we had to be
careful that we did not hit too hard or the
peas and beans would be split. After the
beating, they were poured intoasieve and
shaken until all the seeds settled at the
bottom so that we could remove the
broken hulls. Then commenced the
process of pouring them from pail to pail
very slowly while the winds or breeze
blew away most of the remaining pieces

)

lett of the hull. Before cooking, each
handtul had to be carefully sorted for the
bad seeds and any remaining hull. Thus
we had beans to boil with ham hocks.
baked beans, and soup along with the
peas.

Mother cooked onawood-coal burning
range with a warming oven on top and a
copper boiler or reservoir on one side
which held several pails of water so that
we had warm water when needed. This
range was Mother’s pride and joy! She
took very good care of it. Each day the
ashes were taken out, but once a week
(usually on Saturday when the general
house cleaning was done) Mother would
remove all the soot from around the oven
by means of a special scraper that fitin the
little opening just under the oven door.
Then she blackened the stove with a
special polish which was really messy to
use. This was her task and only hers,
because the polish, if gotten on anything,
was very hard toremove. But when many
years later she gothernewrange, it did not
need the polish; it just took soap and water
to keep it clean which was much quicker,
easier, and notmessy. The chrome and the
enamel were polished until one could
almost see his image. After each use she
always rubbed a bread wrapper over the
top surtace while the stove was still warm
to bring out the sheen and to keep the top

from rusting. The only thing we children
had to do to help her was to carry out the
ashes daily.

The house was heated with an old
tashioned heating stove, and much fuel
such as cobs, coal, and wood had to be
brought in daily. The coal was kept in a

coal pail, but the cobs and wood were in
bushel baskets. The extra fuel was kept
out on the back porch, and the coal was
brought from the coal bin as needed. All
this was an after school project, and here
again we were assigned tasks which were
changed from week to week so thatno one
had the same one to do all the time. The
coal, which was heavy, was given to the
older children.

[f one of us forgot (as children do), at
night after dark that one had to carry out
those chores assigned to him before going
to bed. Dad bought the cobs ftrom a
farmer who hauled them to town, but we

had to unload and put them into the cob
house as well as clean up any that had
spilled to the ground. The coal was
purchased from a local dealer, delivered
and unloaded into the coal bin until a full
basement was dug and a fuel room built,

then it went into the basement. The wood
was given to usand had to be cutinto stove
lengths, split, and stacked in outdoor piles
tor later use. As soon as we were
considered old enough to be trusted with
the saw and ax that, too, became our
responsibility.

When the cobs were carried in from the
bin, we had to fill the baskets by hand so
that no mice were brought into the house.
[t wasaworry to Mother because onceany
got in they were extremely hard to catch
or get rid of. One day Dad forgot his coat
in the granary, so the next morning when
he came in for breakfast he brought it

P
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back with him and hung it up on a hook
behind the door where our everyday
clothes were kept. In the middle of the
meal my youngest sister startled us with a
scream, jumped up on to the middle of the
table dancing a jig that set the food and all
the dishes bobbling up and down, and
continued screaming. When we finally
got her calmed down enough so that she
could talk, she explained that amouse had
crawled out of Dad’s coat pocket.

Mother quickly shut the door to the
dining room and placed a rug against the
door to cover the crack below. and we all
started looking for that mouse. In our own
minds we were sure that it had already
entered the other part of the house, but the
search went on. In pulling out the kitchen
sink cabinet, we found the poor creature
clinging to the wall even more frightened
from all the racket than my sister. It was

caught to the relief of us all, and my sister
bravely climbed down from the table
with our breakfast completely ruined.

That range was not only used for
cooking, but also to heat the kitchen. The

fire was kept going all winter long, so it
required a lot of cobs, coal, and wood. It
was also used to heat the water to do the
tamily wash. The night before, Dad filled
the big copper boiler, and Mother shaved
in pieces ot homemade soap. In the
summer the washing was done out of
doors, Mother using a wooden tub and a
wash board. She had to wring all those
clothes out by hand. Then Dad bought a
new wooden washing machine that had a
big wheel and a lever which was pulled
back and forth to make the dolly in the
machine work. The clothes were rung out
with a hand wringer that could be
fastened to either the machine or the rinse
tub. The white clothes were carried back
into the house and put back into the boiler
where extra lye had been added to make
them even whiter than betore. Then
another round in thatmachine betore they
were rinsed. When it was new, we fought
over who was to operate that lever and
wringer, but that soon got old and wasnot
so much fun as it was at tirst. Yet we each
had to take our turn on wash day.
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The Dockal home in Pocahontas, birthplace of Anna (courtesy of the author).

When not in use the machine was kept
next to the back ot the house with some
water in it so that it would not dry out
between washings., but when cold
weather arrived it was moved to the back
porch and into the kitchen for the
washing. Then all those clothes had to be
dried; with a family of eight there were a
lot of them. Lines were strung all over the
house, and as the clothes dried they were
replaced with others. The larger pieces
such as the sheets, blankets, and heavy
work clothes were hung in the attic and
lett there to dry.

Ot course after washing there was the
ironing to be done, so the range again was
yut to use to heat those old sad irons which
had to be heated overand over and over to
be hot enough to take out the creases and
wrinkles in those clothes. How [ hated that
task especially in the summer when the
temperature was well over 100 degrees!
Because my older sister was working and
the youngest wastoo young, itbecame my
responsibility. At first the kitchen table
was padded for the ironing, but then an

ironing board was purchased and things
were a little bit easier, or should I say a
little handier? I hate ironing today with a
passion, and “God Bless” the one who
discovered perma-press material! When I
think back to the number of shirts alone
(often as many as 16 each week) that had
to be ironed one can understand my
dislike of the task. With four men folks
requiring both dress shirts as well as work
shirts, all the clothes for us women, plus
the table cloths, dish towels, sheets, pillow
cases. etc. (all had to be ironed) there was
indeed a long, tedious job for me each
week and some times more oftenit certain
pieces of clothing wereneeded. Of course
Mother did help and my sister also if she
had time, but they each had other work to
do so I did most of itmyself whileathome.

We girls also had to help Mother make
comforters for our beds. As our sleeping
quarters were not heated and the winters
extremely cold, we children hated to goto
bed at night due to this cold. We slept on
top of a feather bed with another over us,
plus a comforter on top. Since there was



no way to heat the room and take the chill
trom the bed, Mother heated bricks in the
oven, wrapped them in several layers of
cloth, and placed these between the
teather beds in order to help warm our
toes and take the chill out.

[t we lay quietly, we were as warm and
snug as could be, but if one of us began to
wiggle or squirm the feathers were shaken
to the bottom and the comforter slipped
to the tloor. Then all we had over us were
two thin layers of cloth. We often lay and
shivered waiting for the other one to get
up and put things right again. When the
chill became too great, one of us would
jump out of bed to shake the feather bed to
re-arrange those feathers, throw on the
comtorter, and finally jump back into
bed, chilled to the bone. The one who
remained in the bed was equally ascold as
she had no covers while the process of
shaking was going on and also had the
chilled air fanned over her. So really the
one doing the chore was a little better off
than the one in bed.

Grandmother sent many of our feather
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beds which she had made from the duck
and goose feathers after plucking the
birds. It was a hard and tedious job, and
unless one has had any experience with
teathers he does not know how sticky,
itchy, and messy they can be. After
Grandmother’s death we received a few
more of them.

As tor the comforters, Mother made
them, and the three of us girlsas well as the
boys helped her make them. This, too.
was a tedious task and equally as despised
by us children. Dad bought the raw wool
from a farmer. Then commenced the
cleaning process which consisted of
washing the raw wool in many, warm,
soapy waters toremove all the dirtand the
natural oils. Once the wool was clean and
dry it had to be carded to remove all
toreign objects such as seeds and weeds.
We children pulled it apart with our
fingers piece by piece until all the snarls
and lumps and the imbedded seeds such
as stick-tights and cockle burrs were
removed. Then Mother, using a carder.
combed it until it was as fluffy, soft, and

The Pocahontas barbershop, laundry, and bathhouse in 1909 (courtesy of Gilbert Hunt).
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John Dockal and his first shoe shop in Pocahontas during the late 1880s (courtesy of the author).

white as snow. We wanted to use the
carders, but until we learned to use them
properly they were a dangerous tool as
those sharp teeth could easily rip the wrist
or hand.

When the wool was carded to the soft-
ness that Mother wanted, she put it
between two layers of cheese cloth and
tacked them down in many placestokeep
the wool from slipping around. This was
placed between two pieces of bright,
printed cloth that made the covering. The
whole thing was then tied very closely
with yarn to hold it alltogether. The edges
were sewn together and the quilt was
tinished. To keep the comforter clean,
end covers were made of white muslin
and hand sewn over eachend. These were
washed often and replaced; thus, the ends
ot the quilt were kept clean where they
came in contact with the body. If Mother
had time a fancy design was worked into

these end covers that really was colortul.

When the wool became lumpy and the
cloth old, faded, and lacked the strengthit
needed, the quilt would be torn apart, the
wool washed, and the process gone
through again with a new piece of cloth
for the cover. The wool never deterio-
rated and C(mld be used over and over
again. This did take many days with the
washing, drying, and carding until the
quilt was finished. Yet what would we
have done without this warmth on those
extremely cold nights in our unheated
bedrooms and the cold, cold attic where
the boys slept?

As her mother gave her a feather bed
when she got married, so our mother gave
sach of us a comforter she had so
laboriously made when we lett home. |
still have the one she gave me. It looks
almost like new and is still soft and fluffy.
With the temperatures in our home we



have had very little use for it. But it is a
reminder of what my mother and those
before had to do in their life time.

Still another use for that kitchen range
was to heat the bath water. The reservoir
gave us warm water for hand washing and
dish washing, butitdid nottake care of the
needs of bathing. The boiler again was
tilled, getting the water as hot as possible,
then with cold water added to the wash
tub we each took ourbath. After each bath
the water was emptied, and another lot
was added for the next one. We enjoyed
the water, but unless Mother supervised
the ears, neck, and the wrists were easily
torgotten.

The chickens, hogs, and the cow we had
added to all our daily chores. The baby
chicks until they were large enough to care
tor themselves in bad weather were a
worry. Many a time when a sudden rain
storm came up we were soaked to the skin
catching those chicks because they hud-
dled together instead of taking shelter. In
the kitchen we had to dry and warm them.
since without feathers they chilled easily,
and even then we lost many of them.

We had to shell and grind the corn that
was ted to the livestock. but that we did
not mind, in fact we enjoyed it, often
having many bushels ready for use. Then
there was the hay that had to be cut and
cured and put into the haymow of the
barn. That was such a hot, sweaty task.
Then again the haymow with its fresh hay
gave us an ideal place to play. We just
rolled init, satin the loft opening watching
the traffic go by, and dreamed of all the
trips we would like to have taken or would
take in the future. We played hide-and-
go-seek in the loft besides using it as a
place to get away from all the others when
we wanted to be alone with our thoughts
or just read.
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We had to watch the cow while she
grazed, and as the grass was cropped
short, change her tether to another spot
besides seeing that she had plenty of water
to drink. Most of the time there wasnoreal
pasture tor her, or if there was one, the
grass had been closely cropped so other
places to teed her had to be found—
usually along the street near our home or
along the highway which passed so
closely. It she was pastured it was our task
to bring her home in the evening to be
milked or housed for the night.

When the cow went dry before calving.
we children had to walk out into the
country to a tarm home where we bought
milk. We carried it daily in a half-gallon
syrup bucket. In nice weather we enjoyed
that trip, but dreaded it when it was
raining, snowing, or cold.

Churning that butter was a tedious.
slow, but rather fascinating job. We girls
really did not care for it since it got rather
monotonous sitting there pushing and
pulling the plunger in the churn until the
cream began to thicken and finally
separate into tiny globs of yellow butter.
Mother tinished the task by washing out
the buttermilk, salting it, and making big
pads of butter. The buttermilk was drunk
or used in making buttermilk pancakes,
cookies, or cake that we all enjoyed.

We girls had still one very important,
responsible job: filling the lamps with
kerosene, cleaning the globes until they
shone and sparkled, and trimming the
wicks to keep the lamp from smoking.
More than once we forgot this important
chore, which had to be done daily, and as
darkness approached found ourselves
without lights. Filling those lamps and
trimming the wicks in the dark was far
trom easy, and poor Mother had to come
to our rescue, butnot withoutareprimand
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Anna at age 12 in front of the family woodpile
courtesy of the author).

for our forgetfulness!

With six healthy, growing, active chil-
dren there never was enough, and the
money just did not stretch far enough. So
there was where Mother’s so called
“dowry” came in handy, because she used
those fancy clothes to make dresses tor us

girls and even some of the clothes for the
boys when we were small. There were
yards and yards of material in those skirts
and petticoats. We wore hand-me-downs,
something I always bewailed. When my
oldest sister outgrew her clothes they
were passed down to me, but when I
finished with them they were fit only tor
that rag bag. This was the case with my
brother, so the two older ones got the
NEW clothes and we middle ones got the
left overs as I call them. I remember one

little artificial fur coat that all six of us
wore for good, and it hardly showed the

wear. When dirty, Mother threw itinto the
machine, and it came out like new. (They
just do not make material like that today.)

When I was in the first or second gradel
wore the same dress to school every day of
the week, week after week until there was
very little left of it. Toward the end it was
patched and mended so often that I
wonder if the original material even
existed. Of course when it got that bad, I
did not wear it to school, only around
home to play in; we were always clean and
presentable in public even though there
was not much money. Mother washed and
ironed those clothes while we children
slept, and they would be clean for school
the next day. As other children were in the
same predicament we thought nothing of




it while we were small, but as we grew
older it did bother me.

My most embarrassing moment hap-
pened at school when the school nurse
was collecting information for the health
records. She asked what my father did
and I told her he was a shoe repair man.
She made some remark about, “One can
always tell a shoe man’s family from the
shoes they wear.” And there I stood witha
pair of high, pointed shoes that someone
had left at the shop. I needed shoes: there
was no money tor new ones just then; and
my sister had not as yet grown out of hers.
They were given me with the promise that
as soon as able I would get others. I think
the nurse was equally as embarrassed as 1.
[ blame all my foot trouble and condition
of my feet on the shoes that I wore as a
child. But did all these hand-me-downs
really hurt me? Not much, probably a
little embarrassment was all.

As children we always had plenty to eat
even it the fare was not always fancy.
Cornmeal was cheap; so we had cornmeal
mush for breakfast, fried mush for lunch,
and corn bread or “Johnny cake” (which
to this day I have to force myself to eat) for
dinner. The chickens provided theeggs as
well as meat. I think we had chicken fried.
roasted, and with noodles in soup often,
yetitis my tavorite meat. Wehad our own
milk, all that we wanted to drink, butter,
cream, cottage cheese, and plenty of
pork, fish, and rabbit meat. The rabbit
was wild until my brother started to raise
them, after that they were included the
year round in our diet. He also raised
pigeons, and roasted squab was a rare
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treat.

In the tall when the weather was colder.
Dad butchered a hog and the folks took
care of the meat. Very little was wasted
and we children used to say that all was
used but the hair and the squeal. But even
some of the bristles Dad used in his work
at the shoe repair shop. Waxed, they be-
came a torm ot a needle that he used to
sew on soles ot shoes. So just the squeal
was wasted, and I think our squeals prob-
ably made up for that loss! The bacon and
hams were cured in avery heavy saltbrine
and then smoked in a special smoke house
that Dad had built. (Curing was another
chore as we had to see that the fire did not
go out, yet smoked enough to cure the
meat.) We ate the meat tresh in chops,
roasts, sausage, loins. and steaks. besides
the meat trom the salt brine that had to be
soaked over night to remove the salt
betore we could eat it, plus the ham and
bacon. Of course there wasno way of can-
ning meat or treezing it in those days, so
the meat was roasted or fried, placed in
three gallon crocks, and covered with
tfresh-rendered lard that kept it from
spoiling. This meat required only reheat-
ing betore it wasready to eat. Sausage was
preserved in this way, too.

But the greatest treats of all and those
we all looked for when we butchered
were the pickled teet, hocks, ears, and the
tongue. Wealsoloved atorm of Bohemian
head cheese called jiternice (yit‘er-nit-se).
[t consisted of the meat that had been
boiled to remove it from the head, then
oground up with the lungs, kidneys, heart,
some liver, and the tongue and brainsif we
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did not get away with them tirst as they
really were a delicacy. To this was added
bread or pearled barley and some ot the
meat juices; it was all seasoned with salt,
pepper, and several cloves of garlic. This
mixture was then pressed into casings
which had been prepared in advance
from the intestines soaked in a very heavy
salt solution, scraped, and thoroughly
scrubbed prior to the stutfing. A special
meat press (a sort of tube with a plunger)
was used to press the meat in. Then the
sausages were tied into small links. These
were then boiled until cooked and well
done. When we wanted to eat them, all
that had to be done was to reheat or eat
them cold. Jiternici can still be purchased
in several Bohemian communities in
lowa, but I have not had any since my
tolks quit raising hogs and butchering.

The work caring for all this meat after
butchering lasted about a week, and
during that time we children were kept
out of the kitchen as much as possible be-
fore we were old enough to help. Cut-
ting the meat, grinding it, and rendering
the lard was considered too dangerous for
us. But the kitchen was the one place we
would have liked to have been because
the work appeared very fascinating to
watch, especially the making of the
jiternici.

Once a year, usually in the fallright after
the butchering and rendering of the lard.
Mother made soap from the lard crack-
lings, old lard, chicken fat. tallow. and
meat drippings that had been saved or
collected during the year. She put all this
in a large, three-legged iron kettle with a

little water and lye and then cooked it, as
she called it. She stirred this mess until it
became the consistancy of heavy cream.
Then she poureditinto boxes or panslined
with cloth and letit stand untilithardened.
Before it got too hard she cut it into
squares and put it in the attic to cure. Thus
we had ample soap for all laundry pur-
poses until another year. By the way, all of
this was done out of doors because the
odor of the lye mixture was not very plea-
sant to smell. The reason for the tall soap
making was because the soap setup better
in cool weather.

We also made kraut from the cabbages
that Dad had raised in that big garden.
Dad brought the cabbages from the
garden, we pulled up the outside leaves,
then Mother took over checking for bad
leaves, cut and quartered the heads, and
removed the core. By that time the huge
ten-gallon crock had been scrubbed and
made ready as was the tub into which the
cabbage was shredded with the big kraut
cutter that held from four to five head of
cabbages. Both Dad and Mother took
turns shredding it. The shredded cabbage
was placed into the crock in layers with
salt sprinkled over it. With a special tool it
was tamped until the natural juices rose.
Thenmorelayers of cabbage wereadded,
until the crock was full. Fresh leaves were
placed over all of it, and a large stone that
had been scrubbed until it shone was
placed on top to weigh the cabbage down.
The crock with the cabbage all very
tightly covered was placed into a warm
place to ferment. Finally, it was putinto a
cool room in the basement where the
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kraut was used right out of that crock until
the last shred was gone. It was eaten cold.
fried with onions, or prepared with spare-
ribs and was delicious to the very end.

Also out of that garden were the
cucumbers which became too large to
pickle but wereideal for dill pickles. In the
bottom of a five gallon crock a layer of
washed grape leaves and dill was placed.
then a layer of pricked cucumbers.
another layer of leaves and dill. and more
cucumbers until the jar was full. A mild
salt brine was poured over all, and the
cucumbers were allowed to cure. We
children could hardly wait the six weeks it
took to cure them. We ate them like candy:
coming home from school we would
preter a dill pickle to a cookie, piece of
cake, or a sandwich. The kraut I was able
to make successfully, but my dill pickles
never tasted the way they did when my
tolks made them. Either I did nothave the
knack or my taster is not the same asit was
when I was a child.

Besides being an excellent seamstress
my mother was an excellent cook. She
used no recipe (just a little bit of thisand a
pinch of that) yet I know of only a few
Instances when her cooking was notup to
par. One of these was when the sugar and
the salt got put into the wrong containers
and she sweetened the meat. Afteradding
salt and more salt and it still tasted sweet.
she checked the containers because some-
thing had to be wrong. No amount of
salting seemed to improve the taste.

Her breads and rolls were delicious!
She baked bread on the average of three
times a week—four crusty loaves each
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time (white and carawayrye). But Sunday
was her day to bake raisin bread, cres-
cents, and kolaci (ko-lach&), a sort of
open-taced Bohemian cake made from
light bread dough. She used prunes,
apricots, cherries, or poppy seed for the
tilling. Because Iliked the poppy seed, she
often made a few for me as the others did
not really care for them.

Probably from things already men-
tioned you have figured out that our
kitchen was the busiest place in the whole
house. It was large. warm. and with the
kitchen table it gave us a place to play
games, write, and study, and on many
occasions entertain our company. The
dining room had its uses as Mother sewed
there and on very special days we even ate
there. The living room was heated only on
special days, when we had special
company and at Christmas; we rarely
used it in the winter. Nearly every evening
Dad sat in his rocker in the kitchen and
read the news trom the weekly Bohemian
paper that came ftrom Chicago. We
children and Mother enjoyed hearing
what was going on elsewhere in the
United States and even in Europe.

Even with all the chores we still had
ample time to play, and there were many
places of interest close to home. We had
noradio,noT.V. notelephone, andno car
to travel in; we had to tind our own means
of entertainment. There were very tew
toys in our home, only those we made by

ourselves out of every available piece ot
material such as boxes (cardboard and
wooden). old wood, wheels, etc., but we
kept ourselves very busy. Our toyssuchas
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the bicycle, wagon, and sled had to be
shared and were passed on to the younger
ones so all were well taken care of.

There was a lumber yard where we
played hide-and-seek with our friends.
The stock yards were another place ot
interest where we spent much time
watching the loading and unloading ot
cattle, sheep, horses, and hogs when they
were brought to town by the tarmers.
These were usually driven in asthere were
no trucks or other means ot hauling them
to market. It was not an unusual sight to
have them driven down the streetsintown
on their way to the stock yard. Then we
watched them being reloaded into stock
cars to be shipped to the Chicago slaugh-
ter house. We spent much of our time at
the depot where we watched the daily
passenger trains come and go and several
freight trains switch back and forth and
unload their cargo which was picked up
by the dray man and delivered to the
various business places. We were also
interested in the mail cart pushed to the
depot by the postmaster. When the trains
arrived he collected the day’s mail to be
to be taken back to the post office.

One ot these passenger trains came to
town just as we were coming home from
school, so many pairs of scissors were
made by placing two straight pins in the
form of an X on therail just before the train
came. We could tell when it was coming
by placing an ear on the rail and listening
to the vibration. The wheels flattened the
pins making our little scissors, but they
were so tragile that they did not last long.
But who cared, we could have some more
made the next day, that is if we had the

pins!

There was the old gravel pit in the
pasture behind our property filled with
water and the dredge ditch just east of us

where we fished and often were lucky
enough to catch a few for our meal. Here
we chased dragon flies and caught
minnows and frogs with home made nets
or merely waded in the shallow water to
cool our dusty feet. We never lett home
without telling mother where we were
going in case she needed us or an
emergency arose, which was most of the
time!

The gravel pit was forbidden to us
children because of the water which was
thought to be over fifteen feet deep at the
center or deepest part. It wasthesceneota
near tragedy and very much avoided by
us after that. [t was one time that we torgot
to tell mother where we were going! My
brother and a friend builtarattfromsome
old boards that they found near by and
were playing Robinson Crusoe. They
used another old board as an oar and
poled themselves across from one end to
the other. Just as they approached theside
of the pit, the raft sank, both boys scram-
bled for safety and barely made it.
Neither boy knew how to swim.

Following therailroad tracklooking tor
treasures such as rocks or the strange
shaped cinders of the railroad bed was
ever a lark. And of course there were all
the beautiful wild flowers such as violets,
buttercups, star flowers, sheep-shower,
and anemones to bring home to Mother
(she often had so many jars full that she
hardly knew where to put them, but still
they were welcomed by her).

One summer one of the little girls witha
bouquet of wild flowers stopped at the
drug store on her way home; the owner
traded an ice-cream cone for those
flowers. Instantly he became the target of
every child who could getabouquet, until
he no longer had available space for them
and was running out of ice-cream. He had
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to call a halt to the exchange. It was tried
again the next summer, but he was a wiser
man by then. The child, to save face, gave
him the flowers. Several days later she
received a cone, but not in exchange for
the tlowers.

As a little girlmy greatestjoy wasto stop
at Dad’s shop on the way home from
school where I helped him to straighten
his peg table and rearrange the shoes on
the shelves or putthem awayhad any been
taken down for a customer. It was fun
listening to the people who came in with
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shoes or harness to be repaired and see the
various types of shoes brought in to be
fixed. Even though there was a harness
shop in town, he was otten called upon to
repair harness which interested me so
very much. But it he was busy or some of
his friends had a card game going, I was
not allowed to stay as the language often
used was not meant for the ears of a little
girl. It was a disappointment to me when |
had to leave, butonerespected it I wanted
to be allowed to stop another day. O

Anna in 1926 (courtesy of the author).




Highway Commercial

Architecture:
Albia, Iowa’s “Dutch Mill”

By
H. Roger Grant

The coming of the automobile age
drastically altered the national landscape.
Better bridges appeared. New roadways,
whether concrete, macadam, or brick,
replaced older ones of dirt and gravel.
And a new architecture emerged along
these trattic arteriesto serve the motorist’s
needs.

Until recently scant thought was paid to
roadside Americana. The growing
tascination with popular culture and an
expanded awareness of theimportance of
“common-man’ history, however, have
triggered even scholarly interest in gas
stations, car washes, eateries, signs, drive-
in theaters, motels, and the like. One type
of structure drawing attention is so-called
“dingbat” architecture, which became
popular between the two world wars
when imaginative entrepreneurs sought
to catch the motorist’s eye as he traveled
45 ot 50 m.p.h. along the nation’s network
ot two-lane highways. This style is best
described as having the shape of the pro-
duct or service rendered. Examples
abound—a gas station at Matador, Texas
in the form of an oil derrick; a coffee-pot
diner in Fort Dodge, lowa: or a citrus

stand housed in a gigantic orange in Mel-
bourne, Florida.

Roadside architecture, “dingbat™ or
not, has changed dramatically. Just as the
strikingly individualistic designs of small-
town railroad stations during the
formative period of train travel gave way
to standardized plans after the Civil War,
a similar evolution occurred with high-
way commercial buildings. In recent dec-
ades the carbon-copy gas station with its
clip-on mansard root, for instance, re-
placed Chinese pagodas, neo-classical
mansions, lichthouses, and windmills as a
common style. Furthermore, construc-
tion of the limited-access highway with its
ubiquitous service plaza, rapidly acceler-
ated by the National Highway Actof 1956,
rerouted much of the country’s inter-city
traffic. Because a steady flow of cus-
tomers is required for economic survival,
commercial structures on the sparsely
travelled two-lane roads quickly fell on
hard times. Many have been torn down;
some have been converted to other uses;
still more have been abandoned. This
trend, in fact, prompted the board of the
National Register of Historic Places in
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\”‘Uf/lll iew of the Dutch Mill, circa 1930, showing the building with (1//(»{ its detailintact (courtesy of Mrs. Thomas

H. Dearinger).

May 1976 to add to its protection list a
seashell-shaped former Shell Oil Com-
pany filling station in Winston-Salem,
North Carolina—the firstindividual entry
tor a gas station on this prestigious listing
of nationally-significant buildings.
“When we consider the pace of modern
events and the dizzying speed with which
old customs and institutions give way to
t}l@ new, observed the Winston-Salem
Sentinel, “it becomes clear that without
preservation of some relatively modemrn

and even mundane objects, whole chap-
ters of American social history might
quickly be lost to all but memory.”

While lowa lacked a seashell-shaped
gas station, the “Dutch Mill” in Albia, the
Monroe County seat, 1s a
example of the now disappearing, highly
individualistic early highway
commercial architecture.

In 1926 Harry Gholson, a Knoxville
businessman, conceived the idea ot build-
ing a chain of filling stations constructed

marvelous

style of
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in the tform of Dutch windmills. This
architectural plan may sound strange,
even bizarre, in the 1970s, but then no
prototype gas station existed. In the
twenties, service stations were trequently
just a gasoline pump in front of a black-
smith shop or auto-repair or auto-sales
garage. Only with consolidation of num-
erous independent oil companies into
larger ones during the 1930s and later did
the standardized box model evolve.

The origin of Gholson’s marketing con-
cept is unknown. Perhaps his close prox-
imity to Pella, Jowa’s premier Dutch-
American community, led to his design.
The windmill motit for a commercial
building, however, was used elsewhere.
Brewery magnate August A. Busch, Sr.,
tor example, had a Flemish-style wind-
mill constructed in St. Louis in 1916 to
house his “Bevo Mill” restaurant. By 1930,
Gholson’s blue and white Dutch Mill Ser-
vice Company buildings dotted southern
lowa. Knoxville, Chariton, Leon, Cory-
don, and Albia could all claim such
structures.

A local contractor, Tom Jones, con-
structed Albia’s Dutch Mill in 1926-1927
and it opened in July 1927. Located in the
eastern part of town on a narrow corridor
of land between the Wabash and Minne-
apolis & St. Louis railroad tracks, the
building, complete with a small restau-
rant, taced the “Harding Highway’—
U.S. Route 34. Later, 12 tourist cottages
were built behind the mill. Thislayoutofa
central structure containing eating and
fuel facilities with adjoining sleeping
quarters became relatively common by
the thirties. When this format was used.,
frequently the developer designed the
principal building to be a colorful focal
point—it might be a windmill, blimp, tee-
pee, or castle.

Harry Gholson clearly intended to have
his investment catch the motorist's at-
tention and provide tirst-classservicesata
time when similar tacilities were rela-
tively rare, at least in southern Iowa. Ashe
said, “Itis beautiful and distinguished and
travelers will long remember it....” Ghol-
son’s advertising motto became: “Your
roadside castle—eat, sleep, bathe, and
refresh.” Even the town boosted the
Dutch Mill. The Monroe County Newson
the eve of the mill’s openingreported: “It
will be an added incentive tor tourists to
choose the Harding Highway”—thus, of
course, bringing dollars to the Albia
economy.

Promoter Gholson’s design had ad-
ditional advantages. Although flashy, it
was highly practical. By having living
quarters in the floors above the oftice-
lunch counter-restrooms, an attendant
would be “on call” 24 hours a day. An oc-
cupied building, moreover, meant lower
fire-insurance premiums, always an
expensive item in the over-all operating
costs of gas stations. And by providing
housing, the company could otter a spe-
cial financial incentive to attract and to
keep a dependable employee. Personnel
must have also appreciated the pavilion
that partially covered the pump area; the
discomforts of outside work in rain and
snow were lessened.

After a gala grand opening on Saturday,
July 16, 1927, when patrons received
“FREE...a souvenir flashlight suitable tor
car and pocket use with each five gallons
purchased or more,” the Dutch Mill con-
tinued to serve the public with petroleum
products and eating facilities until 1954.
In the interim Gholson sold the property,
the tourist cabins were closed, and the
brands of gasoline changed—Quikstartin,
Pure, and Texaco.

-~




Yet, the structure survived. Like scores
of former stations, Albia’s Dutch Mill was
converted to another use. In thiscaseit be-
came a private dwelling; understandable
since two of the three floors had been ini-
tially designed for that purpose. The
windmill arms have long since disappear-
ed, as have the pavilion and pumps; there
is little to reveal the building’s original
function to the uniformed observer. As
with so many abandoned filling station-
tourist cabin complexes, the highway it-
selt has been relocated. Today travelers
crossing the Hawkeye State on U.S. 34
miss the Dutch Mill by several miles. They
lack an opportunity to view the tangible
remains ot an earlier and largely forgotten

era of inter-city highway travel. 0
r Note on Sources

| |
| Useful material on highway commercial architecture is }
| found in Reyner Banham, Los Angeles: The |
Architecture of Four Ecologies (L.ondon: The Penguin
Press, 1971); John W. Cook and Heinrich Klotz, “Ugly is
Beautiful: The Main Street School of Architecture, An
Interview with Robert Venturi and Denise Scott
Brown,” The Atlantic, May 1973, Vol. 231, No. 5, 33-43:
and Peter H. Smith, “Commercial Archeology: The
View from Route 1,” paper presented at the Annual
Meeting of the National Trust }nr Historic Preservation,
Boston, Mass., October 11, 1975

Albia newspapers covered various details of the
Dutch Mill: see especially the Monroe County News
(Albia), July 14, 1927. Also, my special thanks for both
factual data and photographic assistance to my mother.

Mrs. Thomas H. Dearinger of Albia. and to Mildred
Doyle of Albia.
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T/l(‘ ,\“H as i appedadars /u(/(u/‘ (‘UH\I(/('I‘(/[)/U (1/f(',(.([ from
its original form. Aluminum siding has been installed
over the original stucco on the second and third floors
and the arms and railings have been removed (courtesy
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Platt Smith of Dubuque:

His Early Career
by

Arthur Q). Larson

n the winter of 1868, the iron manu-

tacturer Andrew Carnegie met with
the Board of Directors of the Dubuque
Bridge Company. The company had
been organized to build a bridge across
the Mississippi River for the Illinois
Central Railroad. Carnegie wanted it to
use wrought iron (his wrought iron) in the
superstructure, but the directors thought
cast iron would be good enough, and
cheaper. Carnegie argued his point,
teased, and criticized their material as too
brittle, but still they were reluctant. One
of them had said little during the discus-
sion. He was a big man with a long, stern
rugged face. Finally he spoke. He said he
had been driving his buggy the night be-
fore when he struck a lamp post that
snapped in two. It was made of cast iron.
Carnegie, who never missed a chance ot
this kind, felt (as he wrote later) that he
saw the “hand of Providence” at work in
the gentleman’s story. He immediately
asked the others to consider what would
happen if their wonderful cast-iron
bridge were struck by a riverboat. This
made an impression. The directors con-
sidered what would happen and eventu-
ally built their structure of high-grade
Carnegie iron.

In his autobiography, Carnegie told the
story ot this meeting with the Dubuque
Bridge Company directors. He called the
stern-taced man, who so “providentially”
came to his aid, “the well-known Perry

Smith”. The man was well known—he
had been guiding his associates’ thinking
on matters of transportationin lowa tor 15
years—but his name was Platt Smith.
Carnegie surely knew that Smith’s
timely remark was due to personal ability
as well as to the hand of Providence. The
Dubuque man was both influential and
controversial. The year before, at the
height of his career as a railroad lawyer
and organizer, he had been denounced as
a “traitor” by many of his associates. The
acrid quarrel arose in 1867 when Smith
became convinced that the management
of the Dubuque & Sioux City Railroad did
not intend to build track beyond Iowa
Falls. Smith had served the company as
attorney and vice president, and had
lobbied for it in Des Moines and
Washington, D.C. Finally, in frustration
with its negative policy on expansion, he
sold his stock while continuing for a time
to act as attorney. Then, in a surprise
move, he joined forces with the New
Jersey railroad promoter John I. Blair.
This elderly but energentic tycoon had
already built the Cedar Rapids & Missouri
River line. On October 1, 1867, the two
men announced the formation ot the lowa
Falls & Sioux City Railroad Company. As
a result, Smith was savagely attacked by
his former associates in the Fort Dodge
and Dubuque newspapers. He and Blair
replied in the same manner, and the sharp,
open letter “railroad war” raged on
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The infamous bridge built with iron from Andrew Carnegie, complete with
sleepy dog.

through the fall of 1867.

The intimacy of Smith’s relation to the
Dubuque & Sioux City explains some of
the acrimony of his ex-associates.
Renamed in 1860, the company had
originally been called the Dubuque &
Pacific, and its founding had opened Platt
Smith’s railroad career. He shared in its
early struggles as it pushed westward
toward Independence. In 1857, he
defended its rate policy in a newspaper
controversy with the Dubuque journalist
Dennis Mahony. When the Panic of 1857
threatened the firm’s existence, he trav-
eled East with other D. & P. men insearch
of financial support. In 1859, he was in-
strumental in establishing the test case that

determined the D. & P.’s claim to railroad
grant-lands on the upper Des Moines
River. He persisted even when his friend
Governor Ralph Lowe asked him not to
contuse the land-claim situation further
by taking courtaction. (The case was tried
as Litchfield v. Dubuque & Pacific Rail-
road, and the U.S. Supreme Court ruled
that neither party had a claim to theland in
question.) Yet now he dismissed his com-
pany as ...a dead sucker, tloating down-
stream. I say, let it go.”

Smith and Blair's Iowa Falls & Sioux
City Railroad was completed in 1870.
Despite the local attack, Smith remained
intluential. His vision, shrewdness, and
deep common sense were still recognized
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Platt Smith (from Andreas Historical Atlas of
[owa, 1875).

by many ot his business associates and
tellow citizens. These qualities had
brought about his keen mutual under-
standing with Andrew Carnegie. They
were also the qualities essential for success
in law and business on the lowa frontier.

Platt Smith rose to success from a
country background. He was born in
Hoosick, New York, on May 6, 1813.
When he was two years old, his tamily
moved to afarmin Chenango County. His
parents were poor, and he had little
tormal education. By one account, when
he came to Iowa he could read news-
papers and the Bible and could barely
write his signature. He grew up as a farm
hand, carpenter, mechanic, and store
clerk. His employment was wiped out in
the Panic of 1837, and he migrated two
years later to Jackson County, Iowa.

There he worked as a millwright, ratted
lumber on the Mississippi, and clerked ina
Dubuque store.

Except for a few small pictures, the
record is vague as to Smith’s physical
appearance. The Anson Wilson memoirs
of Jackson County refer to him as a big
man. Carlton Corliss, historian of the
[llinois Central, has described him as a
“huge and picturesque figure.” His health
may have been impaired permanently by
severe “ague-and-fever~ attacks whichhe
suffered during the early days in Jackson
County. His letters occasionally reported
he was “unwell,” and he died after several
years of strokes and paralysis. In Jackson
County he met and married Caroline
Livermore, and the marriage produced
his one surviving son, Elmer. Caroline was
the first of two wives. She died in 1874,
while Platt was in the process of buildinga
new house, which still stands at 961 Blutt
Street in Dubuque. In 1875, he remarried.
His second wife, Janet Borland Barton,
survived him until 1912.

Platt Smith began to practice law quite
accidentally. In 1840, hehad made friends
with John Goodnow, an influenrtial pio-
neer who ran a hotel in Maquoketa. The
town was an important center of social
activity, and the friendship gave Smith an
opportunity to meet the “who’s who” of
early lowa, but at age 30, he was still with-
out a profession and without training.
Then an elderly man from Dubuque
County, named David Harrington, built a
cabin on land in Jackson County that was
also claimed by Curtis M. Doolittle, a
bookseller and emigre from Cincinnati.
Doolittle tried to smash up the cabin, and
Harrington struck him. The bookseller
sued the old man for “forcible entry and
detainer” before a justice of the peace at
Maquoketa. Harrington asked Platt Smith

-
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Downtown Dubuque, late nineteenth century.

to help him in the dispute with the better-
educated Doolittle.

Harrington had made a lucky choice. In
the court room, Smith appealed to the
Bible. He recounted the story of Solomon
and the two women quarrelling over a
child. Smith’s parable gave the judge a
tormula for his decision, and the court
held for the defendant. Harrington, the
judge declared, was the one party who
had no desire to damage the property
under contention.

Doolittle took his defeat in good part.
After the trial, in fact, he talked with Smith
and offered to help him get a legal educa-
tion. He sent back to Cincinnatifor books,
and Platt began the reading that was ulti-
mately to make him a counselor of rail-

road tycoons and a practitioner betore
the highest courts in the country. Mean-
while. Harrington, delighted with his
victory, talked up Smith and his legal
acumen all over Maquoketaand Bellevue.
Almost immediately, the novice attorney
got permission of Henry Hopkins, a
Bellevue lawyer, to clerk and read law in
his office. Smith arrived in the river-bank
village in December of 1842 with the law
books he had acquired trom Doolittle.
The report of the Maquoketa trial had
spread through theregion, and within two
days of his arrival, Smith had another
“forcible entry and detainer” case. His
opponents in this action were his own
employer Hopkins and another Bellevue
attorney, James K. Moss, an ex-Clerk of
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the District Court and then Circuit Judge.
Smith won this case as well and found
himselt in great demand as counsel in
land-claim suits. The narrow, but persist-
ent, drilling in one legal form provided
Smith with a chance to hone his consider-
able persuasive ability and to become
tamiliar with court procedures, and
proved a tough but etfective apprentice-
ship in trontier law.

I n the 1840s, men of ambition moved
quickly when given a chance to
develop their careers. Platt Smith was no
exception, and he decided to become a
member of the Dubuquebar. In February
1843, he went to the city, spent several
days watching the courts in action, and
then asked to be examined for admission
to practice. The Dubuque lawyers were
skeptical. The attorneys and judges to
whom he put this request refused him on
the grounds of insutficient training. As
compensation, one man offered to get
him an apprenticeship to aharness maker.

Undaunted, full of confidence from his
Jackson County successes (and, perhaps,
his observations of the Dubuque bar in
action), Smith refused the offer and
announced he intended to be a lawyer.
The Dubuque Herald described his
campaign tor admission to practice:

He then returned to his old friend Goodnow

at Maquoketa....he paid Doolittle for his
books, and a few days aftertook passageona

Judge Joseph Williams

certificate of admission dated March 27. He
then returned to Muscatine, paid his debt,
and returned home....At Andrew, Jackson
County, soon after, the judge was surprised
to find Mr. Smith’s name marked as counsel
in 35 cases out of 42, when he had been
refused admission to the bar in Dubuque.
The judge was ever after a good friend ot
Smith. The cases were disposed of in five
days.

raftt for Muscatine, working his passage by
piloting the raft. He then went to Tipton,
where Judge Williams’™ court was in session,
changing his clothes and leaving his
pocketbook. He viewed the court for a few
minutes, and introduced himself to Ralph P.
Lowe, since Governor and Chief Justice of
the state, from whom he borrowed $10, and
requested admission to the bar. The
examination was satisfactory, obtaining a

Platt Smith was not only working his
way into Dubuque law, he was making
useful and important contacts. Judge
Williams, who examined Smith at Tipton,
was an influential leader of the protfes-
sion. During 1846-47, Williams and T. S.
Wilson, Platt's future partner, were
justices of the Iowa Supreme Court. The
“Andrew Clique” of lawyers and officials
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was a political power in territorial lowa.
Smith’s connections now included these
as well as the Goodnows, Ralph P. Lowe,
and Hopkins and Moss of Bellevue.

In the mid-1840s Smith shifted his
practice from claims cases to criminal
defense. Turbulent frontier areas,
Dubuque and Jackson counties were just
beginning to see the development of a
settled farm and town society. But the
economy included lumbering, lead
mining, and river commerce as well. The
men who worked in these trades were a
rough lot, leading the kind of life that
often brought them into direct conflict
with the farmers and townspeople. Local
law enforcement could barely maintain
order, if at all. Gangs terrorized the
country, and vigilante groups like the
“Wapsie Rangers” and the “Brush Creek
Rangers” organized to stop them. It was a
touchy situation in which to defend
criminal cases, but Smith became so
skilful at it that he and his clients were the
subject of several public protestmeetings.
Again, it was valuable experience. Con-
frontations with Supreme Courts and rail-
road magnates were not likely to daunt a
man successful in challenging the shotgun
justice of Jackson County.

lowa’s admission to statehood in 1846
brought a somewhat more orderly socie-
ty. Smith changed his practice to civil
cases and increased hisnumber ot connec-
tions. By 1847, he had finally been listed as
a member of the Dubuque bar, and in
1848, he went into partnership with Judge
T. S. Wilson. The two men financed the
construction of the Globe Building in
downtown Dubuque. Platt was admitted
to practice betore the Iowa Supreme
Court and argued 16 cases therein the July
term of 1851. Then, in the December term
of 1852, he was admitted to practice
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betore the Supreme Court of the United
States.

A year later he assisted in the pleading
of two significant cases before the coun-
try’s highest court. Each of these actions
helped to set a firm legal base for the de-
velopment of Dubuque as a center of
business and communication. One case
attected theland rights of recent settlersin
the area known as the “Spanish Grant,”
which covered the eastern portion of
Dubuque County and a part of the city.
This was Chouteau v. Molony, in which
the Chouteau tamily challenged therights
of a settler representing many others who
had occupied the land under the laws of
the United States. The plaintiffs based
their claim on the will of the early settler
Julien Dubuque. They alleged that he had
received the property by a contract with
the Indian occupants, and that the
contract had been contirmed by the
Spanish governor at New Orleans. Platt
Smith and his senior associate T. S. Wilson

Sl ATl o

Ralph P. Lowe (from Portrait and Biographical Album
of Lee County, lowa, 1585
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were able to show that neither the will nor
the governor's statement were clear
enough to give undisputed title. The
rather shaky Chouteauside of the case had
been argued by a former Attorney- Gen-
eral of the United States. This man was the
distinguished lawyer and politician
Reverdy Johnson, who was later to be-
come one of Smith’s influential contacts
in Washington.

A second successtul detense was
achieved by Platt Smith in the case of
Fanning v. Gregoire and Bogy. The
litigation here involved the rights of
operation of a ferry line from Dunleith
(modern-day East Dubuque) in Illinois
across the Mississippi River to Dubuque.
[t was a situation in which only one carrier
could have the franchise. Timothy
Fanning, who ran a water-front tavern,
had acquired a territorial permit. Charles
Gregoire, whose tamily had run the main
terry line from Dubuque to Dunleith since
1838, had dropped his territorial permit
and taken a Dubuque city license tor the
route when Iowa became a state. During
1852-53 Gregoire made arrangements to
sell his equipment and route to the Illinois
Central Railroad for $40,000. Fanning,
who aimed to acquire the Gregoire route,
sued with the claim that his permit took
precedence over a mere city license.
Wilson presented this case, and Smith
argued ftor the Gregoires. He showed that
the city license wasreally anactof thenew
state, and theretore superior to a
territorial permit. Like the Chouteau case,
this result was a confirmation of the legal
status of Iowa and its citizens against
claims based on territorial or colonial law.

But the two cases were important for
another reason. They helped to create a
solid legal base, in transport and settle-
ment rights, for the growth of the new rail-
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T.S. Wilson (from Andreas Atlas).

road. And in 1853, Platt Smith was be-
coming very interested in lowa’s railroads.

he year 1853 was a turning point for

Platt Smith. Not only did he argue his
cases before the Supreme Court, but he
shared in the founding of the Dubuque &
Pacific Railroad. The community at this
time was dizzy with railway fever. John
Plumbe, the tragic visionary of railroad
history, lived in Dubuque. He held meet-
ings, explored the West, and sought to
organize public opinion in favor of aroad
to the Pacific Coast. During 1845-50, the
famous promoter Asa F. Whitney urged
the building of anationalroad, includinga
passage through Northern Iowa. Platt
Smith had first indicated his interest in
transportation as one of the founders of a
local plank road company in 1852. Then
he became associated with the railroad
development ambitions of the colorful
[owa Senator George Wallace Jones. With
a view to the railroad’s futurein Dubuque,
he spent $1,000 to aid the survey of the
[llinois Central route from Galena to



Dunleith.

Two Illinois Central men were in-
cluded as incorporators in the new
Dubuque & Pacific Railroad. These were
Robert Schuyler and the construction
engineer Roswell B. Mason. Another
D. & P. founder was the wealthy land
agent H. W. Sanford, who, like Platt
Smith, also had migrated from Chenango
County, New York. Senator George
Wallace Jones was a member, as was
Frederick Jessup, a Dubuque banker
whose brother Morris of New York would
later take over the company. Others in the
group included: Judge John Dyer of
Dubuque and the mine-owner Lucius
Langworthy. The merchant and river-
boat entrepreneur Jesse P. Farley was
elected the first president. Platt Smith, as
member and attorney, drew up the
articles of incorporation on April 28, 1853.
Ot these men, Mason, Farley, and Smith
were to be the most active figures of the
company as it struggled through public
criticism, depression, and reorganization
to push its track westward. And Mason
and Farley were among those who ac-
cused Smith of “betrayal” when heleft the
company during the quarrels of 1867.

The D. & P.and its successorroads were
not the only companies in which Platt
Smith participated. In 1861, he did legal
work for John I. Blair’'s Cedar Rapids &
Missouri River Line, and in 1864 he shared
In the incorporation of the Sioux City &
Pacific. The latter, also a Blair road, was a
Union Pacific feeder line, which was
tinished in 1868 as a link between Council
Bluffs and Sioux City. The Dubuque &
Southwestern, connecting Farley and
Cedar Rapids, was also a railroad that
Smith helped to establish. Another project
In which he shared was an “Eldora
Venture” to develop coal and rail proper-

g -

THE PALIMPSEST 95

ties in that region. In 1868, he helped
tound the Dubuque & McGregor, and
later supported the building of its sister
line, the Dubuque, Bellevue & Mississippi.
These river roads finally linked Clinton
with the Twin Cities, and by 1880 had
been acquired by the Milwaukee system.

Atter 1870, Smith kept up his interest in
his Dubuque projects, did infrequent
legal work, and lived on his stock income.
In his last years he was bedridden with the
strokes and paralysis which brought his
death in 1882. His great contributions to
transportation had been made as initiator,
advocate, and advisor of projects that
men of greater tinancial resources carried
to completion.

was not unusual. Many eminent men
of the period were poor boys who worked
at a variety ot jobs, had few years of
grammar school, and acquired practical
education and taste for business by
clerking in astore. Itwastheupwardroute
of John Blair, Lincoln, and Carnegie. The
striking features of Smith’s story were his
later beginning in the legal protession (at
age 29) and his rapid progress in legal selt-
education. The quickness with which he
developed skill in legal argument can be
explained in part by his broad general
working experience. The facts and
relationships of business and labor were
familiar to him. The narrow but steady
training of the squatter casesundoubtedly
helped him in his early career. He had a
talent for making important friends, like
the Goodnows, T. S. Wilson, Ralph Lowe,
and George Wallace Jones. He later knew
and influenced Reverdy Johnson,
William B. Allison, JohnI. Blair, and, in the

: ' 'he general pattern of Platt Smith’s rise
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one case, Andrew Carnegie. The
impression he made on Harrington and
Doolittle, the parties in his very tirst case,
says much about the impact of his mind
and personality.

Many of these triendships were abiding
ones. When he was in Washington, D.C.
in January 1874, Senator Allison brought
him the sad news of his wite’s death. Two
old allies outlived him. T. S. Wilson led the
Dubuque Bar Association in its eulogy ot

Smith at his death, and the aged George
Wallace Jones helped bear him to his last
resting place in Linwood Cemetery.

Platt Smith’s odyssey from accidental
participation in a squatter case to winning
argument beftore the Supreme Court, in
less than 11 years, was a great individual
achievement. It marks the lowa frontier,
not merely as a rough, progressive
environment, but also as a challenging
stimulant of a man’s intellectual growth.O

Note on Sources

The principal sources for this article were Dubuque
newspapers, histories of Dubuque and Jackson
counties, and letters of Platt Smith and other railroad
leaders as found in the Illinois Central Archives at |
Newberry Library, Chicago. Newspaper references |
were the Dubuque Herald, lul\ 13, 1882 and the |
Dubuque Daily Times, January 27 and 28, 1874, and July |
| 15, 1882. The (}mHnst()m\\un F. T. Oldt, History of
| Dubuque County, (C hicago, 1911), C. Childs, History

of I)u/mqm County, lowa, (Chicago, 1880), and J. W
Ellis, stlmz/n/]a(l\wn( ountu, lowa, (Chicago, 1910).
In A. T. Andreas, Illustrated Historical Atlas of Iowa
(1875), (Chicago, 1875), there is a small picture of Platt
Smith and a short l)mgmphl(dl sketch. The pamphlet,
Platt Smith, by John R. Wallis, was also most }](thll
These and other references were supplemented by the |
| Obert study of the 1840 Census of Iowa, and the United |

States Supreme Court Reports for the terms of 1852, |
| 1853, 1855, 1859, and 1863. Platt Smith’s physical size ’
| and early legal style are indicated in the “Reminiscences
of Anson W. Wilson,” in Annals of Jackson County,
published in 1906 (pp. 43-50).

Other important books for the subject were T. C. |
Cochran, Railroad Leaders, (Cambridge, Mass.. 1953).
LLeland Sage, William B. Allison, ‘I()\\'él(:it\'. 1956), and
Carlton Corliss, Mainline of Mid-America, (New York.
1950). Also valuable were railroad }uxt()r\ articles by
Frank Donovan and by W. |. Petersen in many issues of
The Palimpsest. Insights on Platt Smith’s role ca. 1860
are given by Leonard F. Ralston, “lowa Railroads and
the Des Moines Valley Land Grant,” lowa Journal of
History, (April 1958), and “Railroad Interests in Early
lowa,” Annals of Iowa, (Winter 1973).
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