
Chugging into Cherokee

The people of Cherokee waited 
in 1869. They waited for the 
railroad to come. There were 
only thirty-nine families on the 
lonely northwestern Iowa prairie 
at Cherokee. Sioux City was the 
nearest place, sixty miles and an 
eight day round-trip away. There 
would never be very many 
people at Cherokee without a 
railroad— but the railroad was 
coming!

A man bought twenty acres of 
land in the little settlement and 
marked it off for town lots. He 
opened a general store and 
planned to have his town ready

when the railroad came. Soon 
there was a newspaper, livery 
stab le , and b lacksm ith . An 
attorney and physician set up 
practice. Cherokee was ready.

Finally the railroad owners 
dec ided  e x a c tly  w h e re  the 
railroad route would go. The 
track curved in and out of the 
beautifu l Little Sioux Valley, 
m aking a horseshoe bend. 
When the rails were laid they 
were one mile south-west of the 
town! The bus iness people  
decided it was better to be as 
close as possible to the railroad 
depot, so they moved the ir

businesses over one mile to be 
nearer to it.

The town of Cherokee grew 
rapidly after the railroad arrived. 
More homes and businesses 
sprang up, built with lumber 
brought in on railroad cars. In just 
one year over two thousand 
p e o p l e  a r r i v e d  to l i ve  in 
Cherokee County. Farm people 
settled on the surrounding prairie 
and beg an  s h i p p i n g  th e i r  
p roduce  to marke t  on the 
railroad. The firs t people of 
Cherokee had been right. The 
railroad had helped their town to 
grow.

A general store in Cherokee, two years after the 
town moved to be next to the railroad.
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Workin’ On the Railroad

It took many people to keep the 
ra i l r oads  ru nn i ng  smo o th l y .  
Railroad workers lived in towns 
along the railroad lines in Iowa. 
L o c o m o t i v e  e n g i n e e r s  and 
firemen, passenger and freight 
c o n d u c t o r s ,  p o r t e r s  a n d  
brakemen worked on the moving 
t r a in s .  M a n y  m o re  p e o p l e  
w o r k e d  in r a i l r o a d  s h o p s ,  
r o u n d h o u s e s ,  o r  d e p o t s .  
M e c h a n i c s ,  c a r p e n t e r s ,  
b l a c k s m i t h s ,  p a i n t e r s ,  and 
mach in i s ts  worked  in shops 
keeping cars and locomotives in 
good repair. To keep things on 
the tracks and in the railyard 
runn ing  sa fe l y ,  t he r e  we re  
w a t c h m e n ,  s e c t i o n  h a n d s ,  
sw itchm en, and gatekeepers. 
Agents, clerks, and telegraph 
operators worked at the busy 
ra ilway depot se lling  ticke ts, 
keeping records, and sending 
messages.

Workers at the Illinois Central Railroad's Waterloo shop, 1915.

I o w a  T o w n s  C o n t a i n i n g

M o r e  T h a n  100 R a i l r o a d

W o r k e r s , 1895

Belle Plaine Eagle Grove
Boone Fort Dodge
Burlington Fort Madison
Cedar Rapids Keokuk
Charles City Lake City
Clinton Marion
Creston Marshalltown
Council Bluffs Mason City
Davenport Missouri Valley
Des Moines Ottumwa
D ubuque Perry

Sioux City
Waterloo

B e t t e n d o r f  Box Car

CA PA C ITY  OF P L A N T :
Complete F re ig h t  C a r s ..................................... 12,000 P e r  Year
U nderfram es ....................................................... 30,000 P e r  Y ear
Truck  and B o ls te rs ............................................ 320,000 Side F ram es and Bolsters

THERE ARE OVER ONE AND ONE-HALF MILLION BETTENDORF TRUCK SIDE FRAMES
IN USE TODAY

B E T T E N D O R F  M A K E S  B E T T E R  CA R S AN D  T R U C K S  AN D  U N D E R F R A M E S

T h e  B e t t e n d o r f  C o m p a n y
BETTENDORF, IOWA

A railroad equipment factory was built at Bettendorf. In 1920 three thousand 
people worked at the Bettendorf Company. The factory continued to manufacture 
high quality equipment until the Great Depression forced it to close in 1930.


