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of Illinois Central Railroad-generated town plats which numbered north-south running streets and named 
the east-west running ones after tree types. The only known direct railroad-town promotion link is 
through John Blair, who platted the west and southern portions of the town core in late 1879. Blair was a 
railroad construction engineer and had built the Iowa portions of the Chicago & Great Northwestern and 
Union Pacific lines and was similarly charged with extending the Dubuque-Sioux City (Illinois Central) 
westward (Conard, p. E-25, 55, 58). 

The New Cherokee plat took the form of a rectangle with its long side running north and south. It 
extended one additional block north than is indicated in the map above. The railroad right-of-way was 
integrated into the plat and not superimposed as an afterthought. The east side of that right-of-way 
became 4th or Railroad Street, the west side Fifth Street. The east-west streets and the true north-south 
streets were all 80-feet wide. The diagonal streets running along the railroad were just 50 feet wide. Elm 
Street, running along the southern edge of the New Cherokee plat, was 100 feet wide. 

The story goes that the original developers of Cherokee hoped to make Elm Street the principal 
downtown street, but that merchants simply clustered on the cheaper Main Street lots two blocks north. 
Even today, Elm Street conveys the appearance of a street that is out of scale with the small houses which 
front on it. The fact is that Blair's Addition which did provide commercial-sized lots along the south side 
of Elm, opposite the same lots in the New Cherokee Addition along the north side of that street, was filed 
for record fully 9 years later. This addition was a rectangular shaped plat of 20 blocks, all of which are 
oriented east and west and bisected by alleys running the same direction. Eight shorter outlots flanked the 
plat along each side. Merchant Mordecai Vandercook (1823-82) is credited with selecting the Main Street 
line for the downtown, the explanation being that the Elm Street lots were in the hands of speculators. 
Vandercook wanted Main Street to follow the east-west section line. He was one of many who actually 
moved their frame stores to New Cherokee. The Fife Store (about 222-224 West Main, non-extant) 
credited with being the first one on the new commercial street (Colburn Allison, Masonic biography of 
Mordecai Vandercook, Cherokee Area Archives). 

Supportive of this early development goal, the old courthouse was moved from Old Cherokee in 
1870 and was placed in what became Blair's Addition in the center of Block 12, between Third, Fourth, 
Locust and Elm Streets, to the east of the tracks. This placed the courthouse on the south side of Elm 
Street, close to Fourth Street. A jail was built the next year. The present courthouse site, on West Main, 
was purchased in 1883 but the construction of the first substantial courthouse was delayed until 1892 (The 
History of Cherokee, p. 4). 

The first depot was in this same area, another indication that Elm Street was the presumed place to 
be. The original combination passenger and freight depot too, was further south than the present depot, 
being located between Mapie and Elm, but on the west side of the tracks. This placement supports the 
original assumption that Elm Street would emerge as the "downtown." The replacement depot (1896-97, 
well after the 1888 promise of a new building) would move a block to the northeast and to the east side of 



NPS Form 10-900-1 OMB Approval No. 1024-0018 
(Rev. 8-861 

United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

National Register of Historic Places 
Continuation Sheet 

Section number _E Page 11 

The Commercial Heritage of Cherokee, Cherokee County, Iowa 1870-1948 Cherokee County, Iowa 

the tracks. The town's first bank, the predecessor of the First National bank (represented by the present-
day Central Trust and Savings Bank since May 1931), was established by F. R. Fulton and Scribner in 
1870. T. S. Steele founded the town's second bank in 1874 and the town fended off a move by Aurelia to 
take away the county seat status (Ibid.). 

This key initial building phase of Cherokee is, of course, defined by the belated arrival of the 
railroad in Northwest Iowa. Railroad construction in the state had been greatly slowed for roughly ten 
years, first during the late 1850s when financial panic crippled over-expanded embryonic rail systems, and 
then by the Civil War. Wartime prosperity repositioned the railroads to rapidly resume their feverish 
competition to dominate new regions. Increasingly, following the war years, this competition sought to 
lock in major cities and to secure dominance in east-west trunk lines. This didn't always bode well for the 
local community, as through traffic became more valued than locally generated shipping. For Cherokee 's 
interests the rail terminus was at Cedar Falls as of the war's end. It took four years for the rails to reach 
Fort Dodge, in 1869. Building east and northeast from Sioux City, the rails reached Meridin (formerly 
known as Hazard), in Cherokee County, just three miles northwest of Cherokee. The Iowa Falls and Sioux 
City Railroad Company was responsible for this construction work, fronting for the Illinois Central in 
Iowa. The company then leased the new lines to the Illinois Central Railroad in 1867. Cherokee was 
finally on the railroad by June, 1870 (Biographical History.... pp. 277-80, Conard, p. E-54). 

The two converging rail workforces met three miles west of Storm Lake. From April 1870 on, 50 
new buildings were being constructed at Cherokee. Some as noted had been moved in from Old Cherokee. 
All of the commercial buildings were of frame construction. With the railroad, Cherokee was unstoppable. 
An immigrant promotional piece reported in 1871 that 

"...there are schemes at present, in contemplation that propose making Cherokee an 
important railway center, giving her connections with St. Paul and Milwaukee, making her a 
competitive point with the IU[inois] Cen[trall]. R.R....we might here state, that the future of 
Cherokee is bright, as she favors the natural trade centre of three entire counties, with a 
unified population of not less than 10,000 persons." 

The selection of Cherokee as a division point was not immediately a fact, although it did first serve as a 
railroad coaling station. The coalhouse had a 600-ton capacity. It was said "it is expected that Cherokee 
is to be the head of a division" {Descriptive and Historical..., ). 

Old Cherokee's populace did not ingratiate it to John Blair and his railroad. J. F. Duncombe wrote 
the following in 1897, describing how the station points were selected: 

"Cherokee was one of the last places where the depot was located and on account of the 
fact that the people were unwilling to donate [to] the company what Mr. Blair thought was 
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The Railroad bend, Andreas Atlas, 1875 (north to top of map) 

right the location came very near being fixed upon the East side of the Little Sioux instead 
of the West side and probably the town would have been located there only for the reason 
that the title was not satisfactory to me" (Conard, p. E-59). 

The Cherokee Weekly Times looked back on its first three years in town. Writing in late October 
1872, its editor described the town of late 1869. There were just 11 houses in the town. Main Street had 
but one business house on its south side. The Luther & Rice Lumber Company was west of the tracks. E. 
C. Herrick was finishing his drug store and four other stores were in operation. The buildings lines for the 
McLean House were staked out. After three years (1872) there were 53 business houses, "nearly all with 
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battlement fronts," and 94 dwellings. The streets were regular but only Main Street was graded "and 
possesses much of a business air." The county population was 564 persons (Times, October 25, 1872). 

The 1871 tally of downtown businesses was already aleady impressive when compared to the 
composition of firms present a year earlier. There were 5 grocery and provision houses, 3 clothing stores, 
2 hardware stores, 2 drugstores, 4 blacksmith shops, 4 meat markets, a furniture store, a millinery, 3 
lumber yards (with 1.5 million feet of lumber sold during the previous 6 months), a coal yard, agricultural 
implements dealer, harness shop, 3 doctors, 6 lawyers, and a grain warehouse (Ibid.). 

Cherokee's first store, Fife's, 222-28 West Main, view northwest 
(Cherokee Area Archives) 

A measure of the importance of the railroad's arrival was a surging county population, which now 
numbered 1,967 persons. Cherokee claimed 792 of these There were already two newspapers, the Times 
and the Chief. The county's first church followed in 1871 with the Methodist Episcopal Church in 
Cherokee. The next year the town established a voluntary hook and ladder company (the fire department 
remains a voluntary organization today) and the first grain elevator was constructed with an 18,000 bushel 
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storage capacity. The Catholic, First Baptist, and First Presbyterian churches were organized in 1873, the 
same year that Cherokee incorporated. The churches clustered on the hill at the west end of West Main 
along the south side of the street, and the site was designated "Piety Hill." here were two newspapers by 
1874, these being The Leader from April 1872 and The Times. The first full-fledged hotel was the McLean 
House, built in the fall of 1870 (the earlier Fife's Store, also had rooms above its store). The town's 
second bank, privately owned by T. S. Steele, opened its doors on June 26, 1872. The railroad brought the 
first regular and dependable mail service to the area. The first flour mill not dependent on water power 
opened for business in November 1871. The Masonic Lodge was organized in January 1872. 

Early natural disasters plagued the community. Train service was halted by snow and blizzard 
conditions for a week beginning January 28, 1872 and a prairie fire burned over the area west of town in 
1876, burning several railroad bridges and cutting train service for two days. By 1873, local timber was 
sufficiently depleted and corn was burned for fuel. The first grasshopper plague arrived in early August 
1876. The insects liked the area and hung around for two more years, disappearing in early July 1877. 
The trains sometimes couldn't run due to the lubrication of rails by smashed bugs. Some depopulation 
resulted from these hard times. It was later recalled that 

"...the terrible time of '76 and '77 covered the county with mortgages and caused the 
strongest faith in the future to wane. Many an apparently prosperous farmer was swept 
down by the remorseless tide of misfortune." 

The situation finally improved late in the '70s: 
"In '78 the clouds began to lift. A reasonable percent of our farmers could meet their 
overdue paper or pay enough to satisfy the claimant. Very few mortgages were placed in 
record I comparison with past years." 

The year 1878 produced excellent crops and the 1879 corn crop was "prolific beyond all previous years." 
Hogs and cattle sold well and it was said that "Nature's cornucopia had emptied itself in our midst, land 
took a rise [in price], with more buyers than sellers" (The History of Cherokee, p. 4). 

As of 1875, much of the northwestern part of the state was so minimally settled that a subscription 
publication effort such as the Andreas Atlas could find little interest along the still fledgling frontier. The 
Cherokee County patrons' list, those persons who paid to support the publication, numbered just 31 
names, all but five of which were from Cherokee proper. Four attorneys and five realtors signed on to 
support the project, as did three agricultural implement dealers. Cherokee was one of 17 Northwestern 
counties which were consolidated into grouped county map plates for the same reason, the lack of 
potential clients. The other counties were treated individually, but Cherokee was lumped together with 
five other counties. Still, Cherokee County was more maturely established than were counties to the south 
and southeast. Her 16 townships were all in place (Ibid., pp. 575-76, 100-101). 

The 1875 view of the town generally shows a town with its buildings oriented along these east and 
west streets. The courthouse, churches, hotels and businesses cluster along Main Street. The 1875 
Andreas Illustrated Atlas penned a short description of the town and its setting: 
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Andreas Atlas View of Cherokee to northeast 
The tree lines trace the drainages, note railroad engine to right of center, Piety Hill to far left. 

The growth of Cherokee has been rapid but quite healthy. Each year has witnessed a large 
addition to its size and business. Among the fine business buildings lately erected we 
mention the fine brick building, with cut stone trimmings, erected by Scribner, Burrows & 

" Cherokee is the county seat of Cherokee County, and has a tolerable central location. It is 
situated at the intersection of the Dubuque & Sioux City R.R. with the Little Sioux River, 
and nearly midway between Fort Dodge and Sioux City. The village has a surpassingly 
beautiful site, skirted on all sides by gentle bluffs, that swell just enough to shield it from the 
blasts of winter, yet not enough to impair the beauty of the landscape. Through the vale and 
to the south of the village the Sioux River winds its devious way in search of the great 
Missouri, where her crystalline waters are swallowed up in that current of mud. The banks 
of the Sioux are lined with timber, the first of any consequence that greets the eye of the 
traveler after leaving Fort Dodge. This greatly aids the picturesque of the scene, and 
prepossess the traveler in the favor.... 
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Co., bankers, also the brick block of H. C. Cornish & Co., hardware dealers. There are two 
newspapers, The Times and Leader, four grain elevators, one tannery, and most kinds of 
business are well represented." 

Both of the first brick storefronts were on corner locations. The First National Bank at West Main and 
Fourth (the Scribner, Burroughs & Company Bank merged with the First National Bank of Cherokee and a 
new prominent corner bank building was constructed in 1875, first floor of building, completely remodeled 
in 1961, remains), the Cornish and Millard Hardware store at Second and Main (100 East Main, non-
extant) (Andreas, p. 454). 

First National Bank Building, 1872, 226-28 West Main Street, view to northeast 
(Andreas Atlas, p. 359) 

The town layout precluded the traditional courthouse square downtown plan. The courthouse was 
southeast of the commercial area and the delay in finding a permanent site and providing a building left the 
merchants to shape the downtown layout. The selection of an east-west street as the principal street (Main 
Street) meant that half of the storefronts would face north. These buildings never required awnings and 
their storefronts had to maximize indirect light into their fronts. The south-side businesses also tended to 
use more skylights and it appears that their transoms or clerestory storefront areas were higher, given this 
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need to bring in light. Second Street developed as the secondary commercial street. Running north and 
south, these storefronts shared direct sunlight. 

One additional unusual factor about Cherokee's downtown buildings is the fairly narrow widths of 
the storefronts. The basic building module in Cherokee was a 22-foot wide lot, which is rather narrow. 
Generally the owners and builders accepted this dimension, an exception being the Allison Brothers who 
purchased an additional six feet of frontage for their 3-story edifice (200 West Main, two stories extant). 
Even doubled fronts as a consequence are not extremely wide. Lacking disastrous fires, no opportunity 
was offered to consolidate the smaller lots into larger building blocks. These narrow lots are best 
appreciated when one looks at the Cherokee State Bank (100 East Main, extant) or the Schuster Block 
(101 West Main, extant), both of which occupy corner lots on Second Street. These very deep commercial 
plans are also extremely narrow. 

Maple Street, running parallel to Main and a block south, developed as the poorer sister to both 
streets and, over time took on the nickname "Boiler Avenue" because of the many boarding houses and 
hotels which clustered there. Maple Street more directly served the needs of the transient underclass, 
brought to and through the town by the railroad, and it consequently never developed a substantial 
commercial architecture. The east end of Maple, between 2nd and 4th, was the center of town government 
from the 1880s on. The first firehouse and city hall were established on the north side of Maple (where the 
Little Panda restaurant is today), but gravitated across the street to a substantial brick combination city hall 
firehouse which was completed in 1908 (non-extand, current library addition site). This building tucked in 
between the armory and library. This made for a curious contrast in land uses, government and taverns and 
barber shops. The south side of the West end of evolved as a hotel district. 

The Washington House (later renamed the Empire, located on present-day library site, southwest 
corner South Second and West Maple) was built in 1878-79, being joined in 1880 by the Fountain House 
(non extant), a spa which was located just outside of town. By 1880 trade was so brisk that downtown 
storespace was inadequate. The downtown had focused on Main along the first block east of the railroad. 
It was reported 

"...the tradesmen will have to spread out as they cannot all continue to remain in the section 
of Main between the railway and Second Street, even though that is a long block. Store 
owners seem afraid that the public won't find them if they move around the corner [onto 
Second] or down the street." 

The Zion Church was organized in Cherokee (at Cedar and North Fifth) in 1880. They built a church 
building four years later (The History of Cherokee, p.5). 

By 1880, the county boasted a substantial 8,234 residents with 1,970 of these being in Cherokee. 
This was a 74% increase in just ten years. In 1870 four out of every ten county residents lived in and 
around Cherokee. As the rural areas filled up, just 2 out of 10 county residents were in the county seat by 
1880. 
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The McLean House, 1870-1873, northwest corner, South 2nd and Maple, view to southwest 
(Cherokee Area Archives) 

Nature struck again with record snows between January and March, 1880. The deep railroad cuts 
between Meriden and Cherokee filled with snow 10-12 feet deep. Train traffic was shut down for a full six 
weeks and coal supplies were depleted, corn and wood being the only substitutes. Mail was not received 
for five weeks. Record snows translated into record floods and a train was placed on the main Little Sioux 
River bridge to hold it in place. Prairie fires and a June cyclone followed, the latter killing six residents 
March 1880 brought an epidemic of "Lung Fever which took many lives. Another mighty blizzard arrived 
in 1881, destroying a former school house and killing two children (The History of Cherokee, p. 5). 

Another Boom Time, 1882-92: 
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The year 1882 marks the beginning of the large-scale replacement of the first-generation of frame 
stores with more fireproof brick buildings now that locally produced brick were available. It was reported 
in 1883 that: 

"Cherry red Cherokee bricks are turning the trick in enabling our town to erect handsome 
permanent structures. A million of brick were placed in walls last summer, and even more 
this season." 

The brickyards were located near the river, employed 28 hands and could fire 175,000 bricks at a time. 
Supplementing the brick was artificial stone, local production of that valued commodity (there being no 
readily available stone in the county) was produced first in 1881. The same source continued 

"[it is]...to make blocks to take the place of flat natural stone that our area lacks. They have 
been most successful in using local sand with cement to make solid products for all sorts of 
building needs." 

The stone-making firm was called the "Marble Works" and C. B. Holden purchased it in 1883. The plant 
produced marble trimmings for building interiors as well as tombstones. 

One man who was pushing this growth was John M. Starbuck, owner of the Cherokee Brick and 
Tile Works which dated back to 1874. Starbuck was born in Logan County Ohio in 1840. Orphaned at 
age 4, he was on his own by age 13. He learned the trades of brick making and stone cutting and started 
the usual westward migration, reaching Linn County, Iowa by 1856. He saw Civil War service with the 
20th Iowa and came to this county after his mid-1865 military discharge.. His hand-powered brick works 
at first turned out 4,000 bricks daily but by 1888 he had a workforce of 40 laborers and modern machinery 
and his daily output was 3,000,000 bricks. Struggling to compete with Sioux city producers, Starbuck 
introduced the third continuous-firing kiln established in Iowa and was able to produce brick throughout 
the year. Two windstorms devastated his plant in 1885 and again in 1887 and by 1914 the plant had 
surrendered to its big city competition at Sioux City and Fort Dodge, being crippled primarily by high 
freight rates. Starbuck also produced drainage tile and helped farmers make their wetter lands more 
productive (History of Cherokee County, pp. 425-26, McCulla, pp. 482-83). 

The local availability of high-quality building brick explains in part why so many brick business 
blocks arose beginning in the mid-1870s. Starbuck is also one of a few local builders who can be linked to 
specific buildings. He built Cherokee's three story brick opera house in 1889 and three business buildings 
in Correctionville. His contracting workforce totaled 80 hands. 

The 1883 Leading Industries of the West publication described a number of Cherokee businesses. 
Grocer A. B. Ross, a native of Nova Scotia was housed in a "new brick block" which the book dated to 
1880. Ross sold groceries, both staple and fancy, as well as greenware, cigars and tobacco. Robert Hall 
and son J. C. Hall, came to Cherokee in 1871 from New York and started an elevator and agricultural 
machinery dealership. Their elevator dated from 1881. E. B. Smith was a Cherokee native son, who in 
partnership with Thos. McCulla, ran a general furniture store which catered to hotels and public building 
needs. Large quantities of furniture arrived "in the white" and were finished locally. The store dated from 
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1877, and came to Cherokee in 1879. T. S. Steele's bank dated to 1874, and his fine brick building was 
built in 1879. Partners T. S. and T. H. Steele came to Cherokee from New York in March 1874. 
Photographer J. S Wilson was from Canada, then New York and came to Cherokee in 1870. He built a 
substantial brick building in 1882 on South Second (currently The Times building) ("Leading Industries of 
the West, pp. 19, 22, 24-26). 

The same source gave special attention to the newly constructed three story Allison Block, at 
Second and Main, terming it "a noticeable architectural pile": 

"It is the most attractive and substantial business structure in the state, and we may say the 
entire North-west. It is artistically constructed of brick with stone trimmings; is three 
stories high, the top portion being so arranged that another story can be easily added if 
desired. There is a large airy basement. The dimensions are 31x100; the main display 
windows are of plate glass each section being 102x164 inches, which are the largest of any 
panes of any kind and in any store in the western country, and there are but three larger in 
Chicago. Altogether it is the most complete and noticeable structure for commercial 
purposes in the west excepting buildings in Denver. The basement and first floor are 
occupied by Allison Bros. The second story is divided into large office rooms, and the third 
floor is elaborately fitted up for the Masonic Lodge of Cherokee, with large meeting hall, 
reception, banquet, and ante rooms." 

It is important to underscore the fact that northwestern Iowa towns tended to have shorter rather than 
taller buildings and three story buildings, let along groupings of them, are as a result simply remarkable 
(Ibid., p.46) 

The year 1883 saw the construction of the town's first three story store building, the Allison 
Brothers' store, on the northwest corner of Second and Main, making that intersection as the center (or 
"100% location") of the downtown. The Washington Hotel gained another floor, adding a new first story 
and raising up the rest. Messrs. Young and Gick built a new hardware store with offices upstairs (site not 
identified). Kellogg's new store (site not identified) was "equally handsome." The First National Bank 
received its state charter and the town gained its first membership library. The first telephone exchange 
was in place with 27 subscribers and a new town hall was built on West Maple, set alongside a small 
firehouse (The History of Cherokee, p. 6). 

The November 1883 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map depicts a downtown of still primarily frame 
buildings. Ten bricks are in place out of 64 total storefronts in the immediate downtown (exclusive of 
West Maple which is all of frame construction). There are more two-story than one-story storefronts on 
Main Street. These taller buildings tend to cluster towards 4th or Railroad Streeet, and Second Street. 
The east end of East Main is only partly built up. That area included a roller rink, blacksmith shops, a large 
agricultural implements dealership, a marble shop. Hotels, save for the Western Exchange and the Farmers 
Home, on North Second, were all south of the downtown along Maple Street. The town hall and 
firestation occupied a two-story frame building on the north side of West Maple. Maple street mixed 
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Biddle & Barnard's Livery (by the depot) with many dwellings, the Washington and Merchant's Hotels, 
saloons, and warehouses. Maple Hall, on the southeast corner of Maple and Second, was the first opera 
house. There were two banks, both on West Main. West of the tracks, along West Main, there was 
already a cluster of liveries and farm implement stores. The town had 2,700 residents. Water facilities were 
rates as "not good" and the fire department was less than impressive, there being no steam engine and no 
"independent hose carts" only a hand cart. 

1886 Blizzard, Main Street, view west 
Note mix of brick and frame storefronts, Corbett's Block (102 East Main) to right, 

Three story Allison's Block (200 West Main) in center. 
(Cherokee Area Archives) 

Garfield School (511 West Cedar), valued at $18,600 was constructed in 1884, and represented the 
most modern facility at least to the extent of its size and fine quality construction. The taxpayers defeated 
a proposal to erect a $40,000 new courthouse on the land which was bought for the purpose the year 
before. The Children of Zion Church was built in 1884 and the town of Meriden tried to wrestle away the 
county seat. One justification was Cherokee's refusal to build a suitable courthouse (The History of 
Cherokee, p. 6). 

The county finally encountered its long-deferred courthouse location fight in 1885, when Meriden 
offered an unsuccessful challenge bid for it, no doubt buoyed by the unwillingness on the part of Cherokee 
to erect a building. Nothing came of the threat. The county poor farm was expanded and improved 
between 1885 and 1886 and the Y.M.C.A. organized in 1886 (The History of Cherokee, p. 6). 
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The 1886 Blizzard, North side of 200s block of West Main, view west, Piety Hill in background 
Note elaborate frame storefronts which predominate 

(Cherokee Area Archives) 

The year 1885 saw the addition of two more brick storefronts. Vandercook and J. D. F. Smith 
finished a double brick storefront valued at $12,000 (211-13 W. Main, extant) and Corbett's single brick 
storefront (102 E. Main, extant), valued at $6,000, were added on East Main Street. Robertson's Pottery 
(along the tracks southwest of the downtown) added an elevator ($2,000) and J. M. Starbuck's Tile Works 
built a small plant addition ($800). Twenty-one new homes were built that year. 1885 also brought 
hurricane-strength winds which left but few houses undamaged, and left $30,000 in damages to repair. A 
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record blizzard this year produced some excellent downtown photos of efforts to dig out the town from 
many feet of snow (Cherokee Times, January 7, 1886). 

Railroad growth was further spurred in 1887 by the expiration of 20-year leases held by Illinois 
Central and by the construction of several additional rail connections which converged at Cherokee. The 
company organized a new Iowa "front" company, issued stock, and began to add feeder lines to the 
system. The Cherokee and Dakota Railroad Company was organized in the fall of 1887. Two branch lines 
were constructed by this company to Sioux Falls (96 miles) and Onawa (59 miles), giving to Cherokee 
what Storm Lake and LeMars also wanted, an east-west and a north-south rail connection This was the 
ideal goal it was thought at the time, to have competing railroads to drive down shipping rates 
(Biographical History.... pp. 277-78). 

The Illinois Central division points were located at Sioux City, Cherokee, Fort Dodge, Waterloo 
and Dubuque. The original date of Cherokee's designation as a division point was not found but all of the 
substantial railroad yard improvements date from 1887. The yards gained a two-stall roundhouse, 
multipurpose stock room, oil house and yard office and plans were announced to rebuild the combination 
depot (Conard, pp. E-57, 63, 65). 

The securing of the Cherokee and Dakota line was a coup for Cherokee and the county history of 
1889 credits one person with making it a reality: 

"It was largely due to the exertions of Mr. [N. T.] Burroughs that the Cherokee and Dakota 
Railway was built each way from this point. Nothing but genuine pluck and personal 
influence could possible have secured this road, when one considers the fact that LeMars 
was competing strongly on the west, while every effort was being put forth by the 
enterprising people at Storm Lake and Fort Dodge on the east. Mr. Burroughs was the 
conqueror, and the conquest gave the business men of the country a leverage hitherto 
unfelt. Upon lands purchased he platted the town sites along the line from Onawa to Sioux 
Falls. He is the president of the Cherokee and Western Town Lot and Land Company, 
which concern does an extensive real-estate business" 

W. J. Knight and N. T. Burroughs are said to have incorporated their town land company on 
November 3, 1887. A "Town Lot Company" was in existence as early as late 1875 when the first 
of 8 additions to Cherokee was filed. The 8th Addition was filed in early 1888. The Iowa Railroad 
Land Company filed a 9th Addition in March 1880 (Biographical History..., pp. 258-59, 431). 

The town enjoyed an immediate growth spurt with the additional rail extensions. By early 1888 22 
new houses were being constructed. More would be built that same spring given that so many were 
underway in "mid-winter." Within a few weeks of this report, plans for a triple-towered 200 foot-long 
frame railroad depot were announced. The Times crowed that "Cherokee can soon boast of having just a 
little the finest depot in Northwest Iowa." Samuel Ramsden (South Second and Linn) tried to add on to 
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his brick machine shop but delays in getting brick delayed the project (Cherokee Times, March 1, 29, April 
5, 1888). 

The year 1887 brought the branch lines already mentioned and the Illinois Central added a quarter-
roundhouse. The railroad constructed a new main bridge over Mill Creek and the flour mill changed 
hands, converting to the roller milling process. Its daily capacity was 50 barrels of flour (The History of 
Cherokee, p. 6). 

The next year, 1888 saw five new brick two-story storefronts going up on Main Street. These 
included the Knox & Nicholson Block (brick-$ 12,000), Dr. Cleave's brick storefront ($10,000,), C A. 
Allison's storefront ($6000, 200 West Main, extant), the Millard Brothers storefront ($8,000, 100 East 
Main, non-extant), Charles Carratt's building, and J. P. Dickey started work on the new Cherokee State 
Bank ("an imposing structure and an ornament of the city" worth $8,000, West Main, non-extant), a 
Methodist Church ($12,000) and a new opera house. John Starbuck built the first two named, producing 
the brick and doing the construction work. John P. Rankin sold farm implements on Main Street and a 
carpenter was seriously injured in a scaffolding accident on April 24. Samuel Ramsden finished a new 
machine shop but his project at least was delayed by the lack of brick for his forges ($2,500). J. G. Reigel 
also built a blacksmith and machine shop and wagon works ($1,500). The railroad roundhouse was 
finished ($25,000)and a large railroad warehouse ($12,000) constructed. There were 22 houses underway 
as of March 1 of that year and local lumber dealers were said to "anticipate much building in [the] spring if 
so many [were] underway in mid-winter." The five "brick's" neared completion in early August. One 
building announcement which didn't have any follow-through was that of a new depot, described as having 
3 towers and being 200 feet long. J. M Starbuck who produced tile and brick, turned out his first brick 
firing on May 17, and it was predicted that his total yearly production would reach into the millions. The 
annual report on improvements noted that the large scale construction came in a year which "did not open 
favorably for business" although the fall was "exceptionally fine" for business. House construction finally 
tallied 90 new homes "a quite a number" of which were valued on the higher end, from $3-5,000 each. 
The total estimated value of new construction was put to $218,000 (Cherokee Times, March 1, 22, 29, 
April 4, 19, 26, May 17, 31, August 9, October 11, 1888, January 3, 1889). 

The May 1888 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map depicted that year's aggressive downtown building 
program as underway although there were still but 13 brick storefronts. Four lots however are cleared or 
being excavated for the five new brick buildings to be completed that year. The first two named business 
"blocks" are depicted on this map (Vandercook's and Miller's, 211-13 West Main, extant). The postoffice 
continues to hover near the corner of Second and Main (it was on the southeast corner in 1883) and is as 
of 1888 north of the alley on east side North Second by 1888. South Second remains a venue for small 
single story frame storefronts, with just one brick in place. There are just two bricks on East Main, both 
on the northeast corner of Main and Second. Elm Street and South Fifth, west of the tracks is home to the 
Rolow Plow Works and a livery on the northwest corner and lumber sheds and agricultural implements 
stores line the south side of West Main, west of the tracks. 
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The year 1889 brought a local firebug to the town's attention. The same building, Goldsbury's, 
was struck twice, in January and again at the end of February. Rink's Opera House, just built on the 
southeast corner of East Maple and South Second Streets, burned on July 17. The city's new waterworks 
were being on July 10, with Sykes as the contractor. The William Jones storefront (208 West Main) 
received a new glass display window and the editors suggested that a new cornice was the only thing 
"needed to make it one of [the] best blocks in the city." J. P. Rankin purchased two lots on West Main 
(not-identified) and built a two-story corrugated metal farm machinery warehouse, vacating his "old 
desirable stand." The Raymond House (southeast corner West Maple and South Fourth, non-extant) 
added a 12-room addition, making it the largest building in town at 100 feet deep (Ibid., February 28, 
March 28, May 2, July 10, 18, August 8, 1889). 

The city gained its first waterworks when determined miners finally struck a major artesian well 
near the river in 1889. The city built a $20,000 standpipe to provide the first public water supply. The 
Woman's Suffrage League organized. The population of the town as of this year was 472 

The firebugs, like the grasshoppers, wouldn't leave. They struck two coalyards in late July, causing 
$800 loss to Jackson & Funk Coal Yards. The new opera house was finished on January 11, 1890. Two 
major residences (Hawley Allison, W. A. Sanford) were finished. The Edison electrical plant was 
constructed by the Thompson Houston Company and cost $2,000 for the brick building and $14,000 for 
equipment (at Cedar and the tracks) (Ibid., July 31, 1890, The History of Cherokee, p. 7). 

The year 1891 was one of growth, floods and electricity, the first power for electric lights being 
made available on January 1. As of mid-April it was reported "the carpenters are erecting new dwellings of 
which there will be a greater number erected this year than ever before in one year." Some 100 homes 
were contracted. By May 21 came this further note, "The demand for homes is more active than ever. 
Our real estate men are overwhelmed with applications for houses by those who would like to make this 
city their home." Many prestigious houses were being built near the city standpipe and on Piety Hill, being 
described as "tasty modern cottages" in the latter area. The late June flooding of the Little Sioux was both 
record-breaking and came without warning. Over 100 homeless families jammed the Main Street bridge 
seeking to escape the rapidly rising waters. The railroad lost miles of track washed out and was shut down 
for at least a week. The damage was so great that Governor Bois inspected the carnage. The greatest 
damage was done to Starbuck's brick and tile works, a loss of $10,000 (the plant then burned that fall, a 
total loss of $38,600). The legacy of the flood was to make the higher ground west and north of town 
more attractive and they were favored with growth by those who could move out of the bottoms. This 
resulted in cheaper residences going up in the "Addition" that same fall. By mid-October the washed out 
Second Street bridge had been replaced, being set 4 feet higher than its predecessor. Webster School 
($20,000) supplemented an already too-small Garfield School and was known as "The Addition School." 
The same architects designed the school and the new courthouse (The Cherokee Times, April 16, May 21, 
June 25, September 17, October 15, 1891, The History of Cherokee, pp. 7-8). 
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That same year saw the construction of the new $40,000 courthouse (524 West Main on Piety Hill, 
non-extant) using Ohio Sandstone for trim. Fuller and Warren Company were the contractors and Kramer 
& Zoll of Findley, Ohio, the architect. A major school building addition was designed by Cornish & Zoll, 
and built by A. J. Nicholas, contractor. One of the town's powerful electric lights, which were placed 
around town burned out. This was the light at the Creamery in "the Addition" (The Cherokee Times, 
January 22, September 17, 1891). 

The area west of the tracks was already offering liveries and farm machinery dealers as early as 
1883. More substantial buildings were now being added there. Jerry Lehrs planned "a handsome double 
business block" in early 1891. James Archer actually built it and Lehrs occupied one of the two 
storerooms (420-22 West Main ?, 422 extant, greatly altered) (Ibid., April 9, 16, 1891). 

A new municipal electric plant was built in 1892 and Starbuck had his tile and brick works back in 
operation by March, at a cost of $17,000. An unexpected loss to the downtown was the death of baker 
and community leader John H. Umhoefer, who had just opened a new bakery. He died suddenly while 
attending the Democratic Convention in Sioux City on May 19 (The Cherokee Times, March 10, May 19, 
1892). 

A severe wind storm occurred on March 10, 1892 damaging barns and killing stock with its 
lightning. A cyclone struck the county on July 6, killing 10 residents. The Y.M.C.A. disbanded, citing a 
lack of public interest. That organization would not reorganize for many years (The History of Cherokee. 
pp. 8-9). 

The coup for the town came with the awarding of the State Hospital for the Insane to Cherokee 
County. The state would purchase 600 acres on the west edge of town. The first National Guard 
Company was authorized to be formed on December 23, 1893, being designated Company M, 4th National 
Guard Regiment. Their armory was in the opera house basement and the first public display came on 
Washington's Birthday in 1894. Drought was so extensive that year that the railroad had to dam the river 
in order to obtain sufficient water to fill its water tank. W. R. Griffin's meat market, which opened on East 
Main (107 East Main, extant), on September 7, 1893, was proclaimed the town's first meat market, but 
there were meat markets in Cherokee as of 1893 (The History of Cherokee, p. 9). 

The Sanborn Fire Insurance Map for October 1893 indicates a 10-inch water main running down 
the center of Main Street and then south along South Second to Elm Street. By 1893 the brick storefront 
count in the immediate downtown is 23. These cluster towards Second on West Main. There are now 6 
bricks east of Second on Main, all but one of which is on the north side of the street. Single story stores 
could still be found scattered along Main, and two of these persist on the southwest corner of Main and 
Second. There are three banks downtown, all on West Main. Hotels were either clustered along Second 
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Street or at the west end of Maple Street, close to the tracks. Maple Street was otherwise only lightly 
commercialized 

South side 100s-200s East, West Main, view to east, c.1895 
Frames predominate east of the Simpson-Cleaves Blocks, third and fourth from the right 

(Cherokee Area Archives) 

A different type of record-breaking natural disaster came on April 28, 1894 with an ice shower 
which caused $5,000 in damage. Three inches of hail fell in just 20 minutes. The land for the new state 
hospital was purchased and the site confirmed. The Second Chautauqua met on the future hospital 
grounds in July, 1894. Main Street received its first curbs and gutters in the late fall.(The History of 
Cherokee, p. 9). 

The 1895 Cherokee population was 3,092 (although the January 3, 1901 Weekly Times says it was 
3,441 as of 1895). An unofficial summer headcount added 500 to that number and the high school 
experienced record attendance of 111 students. The county headcount was 15,659. The state hospital 
plans were presented and adopted in April. Architect J. S. Josselyn, of Cedar Rapids, was the designer. 
The city dug three new wells and the railroad stationed a flag man at Main Street in October. Lincoln 
School was built on East Main in the fall of 1895 (The History of Cherokee, p. 10). 

The Cherokee Times looked back on the year 1896 terming it "a splendid showing" with a total in 
improvements of $200,000. 
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"Cherokee has been the best city from a business standpoint, in this part of the state this 
year... [the "universal comment of traveling men"]...the only city on their route that seemed 
awake, so general has been the business depression caused by the low prices and the 
uncertainty as to the outcome of the presidential campaign...Cherokee is one of the few 
cities of its class in Iowa that has never been cursed with a boom and at no time in its 
history has it been freer from such an affliction than at present." 

The work on the state hospital totaled $76,000, the new depot and ground $20,000, the Brummer Block 
$21,900, the flour mill $17,000, new sewerage $2,500, 10 new homes and new city walks worth $6,000 
(Cherokee Weekly Times, November 26, 1896). 

The Brummer Block (102 East Main, extant) was a landmark building for the downtown, and 
represented the high water mark of the massive multi-storefront, multi-story commercial, office and hall 
block. Executed in stone, the building solidly declared the corner of Second and Main to be the key 
business location. Curiously despite its considerable scale, its two first floor storefronts were relatively 
small due to the presence of a monumental central hall and stairway. Businesses which thrived there 
eventually had to move to larger quarters elsewhere (Ibid., March 12, 1896). 

Sewers as noted first appeared downtown in 1896 and the project appeared to have come out of 
nowhere. Superintendent Phelan had interviewed businessmen on the subject and was quoted on July 2 
warning "the time is not distant when the question of sewerage will demand our serious attention." By 
month's end the work was underway with an 18-inch main being run from the courthouse to First Street, 
following the alley which paralleled Main to the south, at a cost of $2,100. The new depot plans were first 
seen at this time. The network of electric arch lights numbered 16 lights, three of which were paid for by 
the railroad. The town council approved five more in early May (Ibid., May 7, July 2, 30, 1896). 

The city vacated land on Maple Street for the new depot, one which replaced a combination freight 
and passenger depot one block to the southwest. The land was cleared of its coal yards for construction 
beginning August 4, 1896 and the first train service used the new depot on November 17! 

The Atkinson Brothers of Marshalltown got the $76,000 contract to build the state hospital, Mr. 
Starbuck got the brick contract for $40,000 and Hugo Miller was the masonry contractor. It is unusual for 
local contractors to be awarded even the secondary contracts on the big construction projects in Cherokee 
and these were exceptions. An explosion at the Cherokee Novelty Manufacturing Company destroyed the 
old Ramsden Foundry. The Cherokee Milling Company built a $17,000 plant, relocating from Stewart, 
Nebraska. The firebug returned and tried unsuccessfully to burn Steele's elevator. The new depot was 
completed in October 1896 and dedicated November 15 On November 12 the Washington House hotel 
burned down. A new hotel was promised for 1897 (Cherokee Weekly Times, November 26, 1896, The 
History of Cherokee, p. 11). 
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The year 1897 was the year of new organizations. The town gained a 20-piece "Cherokee Band," 
Knights of the Maccabees chapter, and a reorganized Knights of Pythias lodge. The Little Sioux water 
level was the second highest ever experienced since 1891. The railroad provided a decorative iron fence 
around the depot grounds in October, 1897 (The History of Cherokee, p. 12). 

One of the Cherokee newspapers (October 14, 1897) ran "A Visitor's Opinion of Cherokee" which 
was penned by Mrs. Mary Gregg, of Freeman, Mo. Her account follows in part: 

" Cherokee is a prosperous business place with a population of 5,000. Has one fine three-
story stone school house built from Sioux Falls stone, in the year '95, cost about $40,000, 
besides two other large brick school buildings that cost $30,000 each, a court house built in 
year '91, of brick and stone with a tower 80 feet high, space for clock is 8 feet in diameter. 
Have water at your own command. A fine insane asylum is being built out northwest of 
town. It will be large enough to accommodate 1,000 patients. It is over 3,200 feet around 
the building on outside. Each day there is from 150 to 160 men working on the building. It 
will be the largest building of the kind in the U.S. and cost 41,000,000. It will be a grand 
structure when completed. Each year the state makes an appropriation of $50,000 to 
$75,000. They have 150 acres so that those who are able to can work. Seem to be 
arranging it for comfort. 

Cherokee also has ten churches, namely Methodist Episcopal, Congregational, 
Presbyterian, Baptist, Catholic, Episcopal, Christian Tabernacle, Children of Zion, Unitarian 
and Scandinavian. They cost about $28,000. Has three banks, First National bank, a two-
story brick erected at a cost of about $10,000 well equipped with a large brick vault in 
which is an all steel safe held shut by an automatic time lock. The capital stock is $50,000 
with a surplus $25,000 and individual profits of $12,000. But the undivided responsibility 
of the stock is over a half million of dollars. Next, the Cherokee State Bank occupies a fine 
two-story brick which cost about $8,000. Located on Main Street, has the very best of 
bank fixtures including two brick vaults located on the bank floor, and one of the largest 
and best safes in the state, held shut by an automatic time lock. This bank has a capital 
stock of $75,000 and a surplus of $10,000 while the individual responsibility of the officers 
is upwards of a quarter of a million dollars. This town has an opera house, a two-story 
brick building that cost $30,000 with a seating capacity of 750 people. Also a large flouring 
mill, a fine new depot, a two-story brick that cost $20,000; a round house with 12 stalls, in 
other words, room for 12 engines. We had the pleasure of going through this building and 
saw the great centrifugal snow plow, the front of which is 10 or 12 feet in diameter, built of 
iron on the principle of an auger...It isn't worth while to tell of all the fine buildings in 
Cherokee, it would take too much space. You will, however, gain some idea of its 
prosperity by what I have written. For size of state and town you rarely ever see as many 
fine buildings, perfect improvements and business places as Cherokee..." 

The reference to the space for the clock is illustrative. It wasn't until 1900 that a clock was finally ordered 
to fill the space allocated for it, with a cost of $1,000 (The History of Cherokee, p. 13). 
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East Main Street, view west, c.1898 
Note frame storefronts on both sides of East Main, dirt street, curbing, lack of street lights 

(Cherokee Area Archives) 

The year 1898 brought the Spanish American War and Company M departed town on April 25 but 
27 of 80 were rejected for service. Robert A. Lewis, who had the exterior construction contract for the 
State Hospital, constructed the Lewis Hotel, at the west end of Main facing the tracks. Lewis was credited 
with being a designer, but in reality he was a builder and he hired an architect for his hotel: 

"As an architect, Mr. Lewis has no peers. He designed both of his houses, and has worked 
in the building business in all of its phases many Cherokee structures could be signed with 
his name in full view." 

The new hotel had "nothing in the whole state to excel it" and the Times commented further: 
"The old shacks on that corner were taken off for other uses and contractor Stahl 
proceeded to put in the foundation for the hotel in the spring [1898]...some feel it is too 
grand a structure for our small town, but the real boosters know that the far-sightedness of 
Robert Lewis will put the town up to a high level. We really need this really handsome 
hotel, and are very thankful for it." 

The Franbach Brothers announced plans for a new foundry in March 1898. James Register had the 
construction contract. The Illinois Central freight house collapsed with no injuries and the Lewis 
Hotel (231 West Main, National Register listed) opened on April 27. (The Cherokee Weekly News, March 
17, 1898, The History of Cherokee, p. 12). 
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A new Swedish Church was established on Piety Hill in 1899, occupying an existing frame church 
building located just east of the courthouse. Street signs were finally installed and a numbering system 
implemented. Main Street was the baseline for north and south distinctions and Second Street separated 
east and west designations. Even numbers went to properties on the north and east sides of the streets. 
The street signs project was self-funding, the lower half of each bearing advertising which paid for the 
signs (The History of Cherokee, p. 12). 

The April 1899 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map exhibits a number of new trends. The brick storefront 
count now totals 33, one third of which are east of Second Street. Just 9 frames remain on West Main. 
All of the principal corners at Fourth and Second are now infilled with substantial brick buildings of from 
two to three stories. The Brummer Block and the Hotel Trahn (120 East Main) had added three story 
buildings to East Main. West Maple was substantially infilled with frame buildings along the north side and 
along the west half of the south side. The Washington Hotel is gone, it's burned-out site was still vacant 
after three years. The new depot was certainly inspiring this transformation. Piety Hill was still in place 
with the Presbyterian, Roman Catholic, First Methodist Episcopal, Evangelical Lutheran, and Swedish 
Churches all clustered around the courthouse. 

The new Congregational Church was dedicated on March 1, 1900. The Nase Livery, on the north 
side of Maple Street at its west end by the depot, burned on July 30, 1900. This fire was the most 
extensive in the history of downtown fires in Cherokee. The fire destroyed two adjacent barns and the 
entire southwest quarter of Block 11 was cleared. The newspaper editor welcomed the loss of "stinking 
old wooden shacks" to the blaze. The open alley, iron fire shutters and brick walls saved the stores on the 
south side of West Main. The destroyed businesses included a grocery, meat market, restaurant, paint and 
wallpaper shop, barber shop, shoe and harness repair, cigar factory, two livery barns, and a billiard room. 
A railroad extension was constructed to the state hospital to aid in the final phases of its construction (The 
History of Cherokee, p. 12). 

The local Civil War veterans experienced what was described as a "long contest" in finding a 
location for their Grand Army of the Republic Hall. The apparently mobile building, kicked out of its 
original lot, on the northwest corner of East Willow and First Street, and was moved to a lot south of the 
cement works (Herald, May 18, 1900). 

The Cherokee population as of 1900 was 3,865, as compared to the 1895 population of 3,441 (or 
3,092). The county had 16,570 residents. This represented a 50 percent increase since 1880. The city 
continued to claim 23 percent of the county total for its own The Times celebrated the town's growth 
during a time when most rural areas suffered the first rural population declines (The Cherokee Weekly 
Times, January 3, 1901). 




