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Dear PSAN Members:

Articles and columns appearing in The Nebraska Surveyor are published as a
service to the members of the Professional Surveyors Association of Nebraska
and the general public for the advancement of the land surveying profession.

It is time for you to get involved in YOUR publication through your articles, col-
umns, pictures, and ideas. Please send all items of interest to the editor by e-
mail: Lschroeder@cableone.net or phone: 402-371-7400 or to the Administra-
tive Secretary at email: PSAN@nebraskasurveyor.com, website:
www.nebraskasurveyor.com or phone: 402-870-1738 or 402-456-7370.

Your participation is greatly appreciated.

Seiler Instruments
6522 So. 118th Street
Omaha, NE 68137
Phone: 402-651-9735
E-mail: solutions@seilerinst.com

Terrametrix, LLC
4852 S. 133rd Street, Suite 105
Omaha, NE 68137
Phone: 402-618-1099
Website: www.terrametrix3d.com

Transit Works
6000 S. 58th St
Lincoln, NE 68516
Phone: 402-421-6100

Support PSAN Sustaining Members

A&D Technical Supplies
4320 So. 89th St.
Omaha, NE 68127
Phone:402-592-4950 or 800-228-2753 (Omaha)
Phone: 402-474-5454 or 855-780-7977
(Lincoln)
E-mail:info@ADTechsupply.com
Website: www.ADTechsupply.com

Berntsen International, Inc.
P.O. Box 8670
Madison, WI 53708-8670
Phone: 800-518-0934
Website: www.berntsen.com

Klein Survey Systems
1211 N. 10th St.
Lincoln, NE 68508-1126
Phone: 800-822-2711
E-mail: Jason@kssinc.biz
Website: www.kssinc.biz
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President’s Letter

Dear fellow PSAN members,

First, thank you to the members of Professional Surveyors Association
of Nebraska for allowing me the opportunity to serve as President for the
2016-2017 term. It is an honor to follow in the footsteps of those surveyors
who built and established PSAN.

Also, thank you to Wayne Dietz for his dedicated service as President
these past two years. You may recall that during our 2014 Winter Confer-
ence we were faced with an unusual situation. Our association was with-
out a President for the 2014-2015 term, due to the President-Elect not be-
ing available. At the time, Wayne was our recently elected Vice President.
After discussion among PSAN members, Wayne was asked if he would
serve as President. He agreed, and we were most thankful!

By the time this edition of the Nebraska Surveyor reaches you, we will have concluded our
2016 Winter Conference. I bring this up to draw attention to our newly formed Conference
Committee. The current committee members include; Jeremy Feusner, Chairman; Casey
Sherlock, this year’s conference host; and Matt Tinkham. This committee has been very busy
coordinating and organizing this event during the last several months. Jeremy, Casey, and
Matt – Thank you for your hard work and dedication! The ongoing purpose of this committee
is to provide support and guidance to the hosts of future conferences and seminars. Jason
Headley, the host of our 2017 Winter Conference, will serve on the committee during this
year, as will future hosts. Hosts of our summer seminars are also welcome to serve on the
committee. This committee will also allow our conferences to operate more efficiently, thus
keeping membership costs down, which benefits us all.

As we move forward, the PSAN Board of Directors will be reviewing our various commit-
tees, their structure, and committee assignments. Please thoughtfully consider serving on a
committee. The success of our association and profession is dependent on your service and
leadership.

Your President

Dan Martinez

PUBLICATION DEADLINES

Issue Material Cutoff Publication

Winter (printed copy) January 1 February 1

Spring (pdf on website) April 1 May 1

Summer (printed copy) July 1 August 1

Fall (pdf on website) October 1 November 1

[president pho-
to]



THE NEBRASKA SURVEYOR / Winter 2016 5

The Land Surveyor’s Guide to the Supreme Court of Nebraska

Chapter 16 – Bowman v Griffith (1892)

Our next case presents a truly fascinating and highly intricate story, illustrating how careless use of the
PLSS description form can have extremely serious consequences, which can severely impact the lives of many
people. Surveyors are generally familiar with the often recited maxim which states that "one cannot sell what
one does not own", but as we also know, every rule has exceptions, and here we will watch an exceptional situa-
tion develop, which proves that even this rule is not absolute, and like property boundaries themselves, it is sub-
ject to modification when equitable factors are introduced. Exceptional conditions, such those embodied in the
scenario that unfolds here, can become controlling factors in the land rights arena, whenever the Court finds in-
nocent parties trapped in a position that places them at the mercy of the law, and the equitable jurisdiction of the
Court inevitably emerges under such conditions, to insure that justice is done. While this case is focused primari-
ly on judicial resolution of description issues, and shows how effectively the Court can dispose of such issues,
the principal lesson for the professional land surveyor is found in the emphasis placed here upon the importance
of preventing description problems from arising in the first place. The professional land surveyor is in a unique
position, with the opportunity to develop and employ truly superior expertise on the subject of legal description
content, and once having mastered that subject, the surveyor can be of great service, both as an effective analyst
of existing descriptions, and even more importantly, as a thoughtful author of excellent new descriptions. It has
been said that the ideal legal description is clear, correct and complete, yet concise, but from the case we are
about to review we will learn that clarity, though too often overlooked, is definitely at least equal in importance
to any of the other 3 parameters listed, and a true description expert remains always mindful that every legal de-
scription should be composed in a manner that achieves the highest possible degree of clarity. When description
issues do arise, the Court invariably sets out to determine the true intentions of the original parties, focusing
foremost upon the intent of the party who was responsible for the creation of the description, and placing any
legal burden that may result from the use of the problematic description upon the shoulders of that party or his
successors. Yet in many instances, due to the passage of time and the occurrence of normal human events, rights
that have accrued to innocent parties intervene, blocking the path to an ideal solution, in which event, equity ulti-
mately controls the outcome.

1868 – The NW1/4 of a certain typical Section 26 was patented to Brown. A few months later, knowing that the

NE1/4 of that section was soon going to be patented to him, Brown conveyed the NW1/4 and the SW1/4 of the

NE1/4 to Moore. Moore was an investor living in New York, who never even saw the land, and evidently acquired

it only for investment purposes. Both Brown and Moore intended and believed that Moore had thereby acquired 80

acres, all lying within the west half of the NE1/4 of Section 26, thus Brown believed that he still owned the entire

NW1/4 of the section.

1869 – Brown conveyed the north half of the NW1/4 to Mullins, and just one month later he conveyed the NW1/4

of the NE1/4 to Hyde. A few months thereafter, the NE1/4 of the same section was patented to Brown, as he had

anticipated. Where Brown resided is unknown, and there is no indication that either he or his grantees ever used

any of the land in Section 26 in any manner.

1870 – Brown executed a correction deed to Hyde, replacing the erroneous legal description that had been used in

Hyde's deed. This deed clarified that Brown had actually intended to convey the east half of the NE1/4 and the

south half of the NW1/4 to Hyde.

1872 – Mullins conveyed the north half of the NW1/4 to Chandler, who evidently made no use of the land either.

1874 – Chandler conveyed the north half of the NW1/4 to Coggswell, who also evidently made no use of the land.

1880 – Moore conveyed his tract to Oliver Griffith, using the same legal description by which he had acquired that

land in 1868. William and Oliver Griffith were brothers, who lived in Nebraska, and William was an employee of

Moore. William had seen the Moore property and he had paid the taxes on it on behalf of Moore, so he was well

aware that it was listed as consisting of only 80 acres on the tax rolls. William was careful however, not to inform

(Continued on page 6)
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Moore that the legal description of Moore's tract actually made reference to a far larger area, nominally consisting

of 200 acres. There is no indication that the Griffiths ever made any use of any land in Section 26 either.

1883 – Hyde conveyed the NW1/4 of the NE1/4 to Stanhope, who just one month later quitclaimed it to Hall, but

both Stanhope and Hall evidently made no use of this land. Just a month thereafter, Oliver conveyed the NW1/4 to

Syford. Whether or not Syford made any use of any of the land deeded to him is unknown.

1884 – Hall conveyed the NW1/4 of the NE1/4 to Smith, who also never used it. Also at this time, Coggswell at-

tempted to pay his real estate taxes, just as he had been doing annually since 1874, but he discovered, much to his

surprise, that the taxes due on his tract had already been paid by someone else.

1885 – Smith conveyed the NW1/4 of the NE1/4 to Bowman, and his deed was duly recorded, just as all of the

aforementioned deeds had been.

1886 to 1887 – At an unspecified time during this period Coggswell learned or confirmed that Syford claimed to

own the entire NW1/4 of Section 26, so Coggswell filed an action against the Griffith brothers and Syford, seeking

to have the deeds to Griffith and Syford legally nullified. Coggswell prevailed in the trial court, but the defendants

filed an appeal, placing this matter before the Court for the first time.

1888 – The Court reversed the lower court decision, quieting Syford's title to the tract in controversy, but the Court

also held the Griffith brothers financially liable to Coggswell for the full value of the 80 acres that Coggswell had

lost to Syford, as a result of the Court's ruling. Hyde was not a participant in the Coggswell case, so the conflict

between the titles held by Hyde and Syford was unaddressed at this time, leaving the ownership of the south half of

the NW1/4 unadjudicated, only the ownership of the north half of the NW1/4 was resolved during the Coggswell

case.

1889 to 1891 – At an unspecified time during this period, Bowman apparently decided to try to put his tract to

some kind of use, whereupon he evidently discovered that Oliver was also claiming to be the owner of the NW1/4

of the NE1/4, so Bowman filed an action against the Griffith brothers, seeking to quiet his title to the tract that had

been deeded to him.

Bowman argued that he was an innocent purchaser of the NW1/4 of the NE1/4, and his deed was entirely
valid, because he had a complete chain of title that stretched directly back to Brown, the patentee of the land at
issue, and Brown had conveyed the Bowman tract to Hyde, rather than to Moore. Bowman asserted that the cor-
rection deed issued to Hyde had not replaced the original deed to Hyde, it had merely conveyed additional land
to Hyde, and the fact that Hyde had subsequently deeded the NW1/4 of the NE1/4 proved that Hyde had consid-
ered and treated that tract as his own, even after the correction deed was issued. Bowman also maintained that
the Court itself had already ruled, in the Coggswell case, that Brown had never conveyed the NW1/4 of the
NE1/4 to Moore, and that the Griffiths had never acquired that tract, so his deed was clearly superior to Griffith's
deed, thus title to that tract should be quieted in him. The Griffith brothers argued that Brown had in fact con-
veyed the west half of the NW1/4 to Moore, because the language found in the correction deed to Hyde proved
that to have been Brown's true intent, and Moore had then conveyed the same tract to Oliver that had been con-
veyed to Moore, so Oliver's deed was entirely valid. The Griffiths further argued that the original deed to Hyde
was null and void, having been negated and supplanted by the correction deed, so neither Stanhope, nor Hall, nor
Smith, nor Bowman had ever acquired any land at all in Section 26. The trial court found the argument presented
by the Griffiths to be more convincing than that of Bowman, and thus denied the validity of Bowman's title, qui-
eting title to the disputed tract in Oliver Griffith instead.

Although it may appear at first glance that the question at the heart of this conflict was whether or not the
Griffiths had acted in good faith, that was not the case, because the litigation set in motion by Bowman was en-
tirely separate and distinct from that launched by Coggswell, the Court informed the litigants, since title to a dif-
ferent tract of land was now at stake. The Griffiths definitely had not acted in good faith, the Court pointed out,
they had defrauded Moore, but they had already paid the price for that, at the hands of the Court, when the

(Continued from page 5)
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Coggswell case was decided, so the combatants stood as equals in this battle, and the core question in the present
case, the Court recognized, was whether or not Bowman was a bona fide purchaser. The most important point
for land surveyors to extract here is that it was the initial description failure made by Brown in his deed to Moore
that opened the door to all of these events and made the fraud which was perpetrated by the Griffiths possible. If
a nominal acreage statement had been appended to the abbreviated PLSS description used in Moore's deed, such
as "... being nominally 80 acres, more or less", the true intentions of the parties to convey only the west half of
the NE1/4 would have been adequately clarified, and all of the subsequent discord and contention would have
been precluded. The Court understood that the key failure was that of Brown, who had never acted to correct the
description that he had used in his deed to Moore, even though the language he used in his correction deed to
Hyde revealed that he knew Moore's description was erroneous. In addition, the Court realized, Moore's repeti-
tion of Brown's description error, in Moore's deed to Griffith, and the carelessness of Hyde, who apparently ei-
ther misunderstood the meaning of the correction deed or simply forgot about it, also contributed greatly to the
subsequent uncertainty and confusion. Neither Brown, nor Moore, nor Hyde were on trial however, nor were any
of them even present as witnesses, and they may have all been dead, so the present conflict had to be resolved
solely between Bowman and Griffith, upon the relative strength of their competing titles to the same land. The
Court could have held, in the Coggswell case, that the erroneous description used by Brown and Moore had
passed title to the full 200 acres which were thereby described to Griffith, under the general rule that a legal de-
scription is typically interpreted in the manner most favorable to the grantee, but despite Bowman's contention to
that effect, the Court had not done so. In reality, the Court had ruled only that the description in question pur-
ported to convey the NW1/4, the Court had not ruled in the Coggswell case that Griffith had ever actually ac-
quired the NW1/4. In fact the Court had not ruled at all on what Griffith actually acquired or owned, because it
was not necessary to do so in 1888, in order to resolve the title conflict between Coggswell and Syford, which
was the only objective of the Court on that occasion. None of the parties were bona fide purchasers in the
Coggswell case, because the ownership of all of the land involved in both cases had been clouded by the ambi-
guity that was created by the description in the 1868 deed to Moore, and only Bowman's action made it neces-
sary for the Court to resolve that ambiguity, on the basis of Brown's intent, as it appeared in the language of the
correction deed:

“... The first question presented by the record is whether the deed from Brown to Moore, through which

defendant claims, includes the property in controversy ... the property conveyed by Brown to Moore is the

NW1/4 and the SW1/4 of the NE1/4 of Section 26. The description, we think, does not include the proper-

ty in controversy. The said deed, on it's face, purports to convey 200 acres ... but, by a mutual mistake, the

description above quoted was inserted in the deed, instead of the land intended to be conveyed ... this

brings us to the consideration of ... a subsequent deed from Brown to Hyde ... said deed appears to have

been made for the purpose of correcting an error in the prior deed between the same parties ... it contains

the following recital: This deed is made to correct a mistake ... whereby the above named grantors con-

veyed to said grantees the northwest quarter of the northeast quarter ... the lands ... in said deed described

having been previously conveyed to Moore by deed dated ... 1868 ... That instrument fully proves the

facts as alleged by defendant ... the mistake in the prior deed to Hyde, and that Moore was, at the time of

the execution thereof, the equitable owner of the property in controversy."

As can be seen, the key to Bowman's defeat was his failure to realize that the Court, when deciding the Coggswell
case, had ultimately determined that only the west half of the NE1/4 had been conveyed by Brown to Moore, and not the
entire NW1/4 of the section, based on the totality of the evidence, indicating that their mutual intent was to transfer only 80
acres in 1868, as opposed to 200 acres. Bowman failed to recognize that the Court had decided in 1888 that the ambiguous
description used by Brown, although technically describing 200 acres, could not be allowed to control that con-
veyance, because it had been conclusively proven to have been the product of a mutual mistake, and it therefore
stood in defiance of the actual intentions of the parties in 1868. The Court had disposed of the Coggswell case
by awarding Syford the land that was in contention there, but at the same time the Court had required the Griffith

(Continued on page 8)
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brothers to hand over the money that they had obtained from Syford through fraud to Coggswell, to make him
whole. Thus the Court had never declared that the NW1/4 had ever been legally conveyed to the Griffith broth-
ers, as Bowman mistakenly believed, and indeed it had not, in fact the west half of the NE1/4 had been acquired
by the Griffiths, in accord with the intent of Moore, and the intent of Brown before him. The Court's decision
here, and the complexity of the circumstances that surrounded this case, very well demonstrate the gravity of the
serious burden of notice that descends upon all subsequent grantees, such as Bowman, and particularly all hold-
ers of quitclaim deeds. Bowman had legal notice of a potential problem with his acquisition, before he came be-
fore the Court, from at least 3 different sources, he should have understood the legal effect of the correction
deed, he should have questioned the presence of a quitclaim deed in his chain of title, and he should have proper-
ly understood the outcome of the Coggswell case. The result of this case shows the great danger in trusting any
one deed viewed in isolation, as Bowman did, thereby becoming just another one of the innumerable victims of
false conveyances, who have been left to sadly discover, usually long after their grantor has departed from the
scene, that the deed they hold is a worthless document, through which they acquired nothing. The potential con-
flict between Hyde and Syford, over the ownership of the south half of the northwest quarter, which as some
astute readers may have noticed, was deeded to both of them, was evidently never adjudicated. In a sense, all of
the parties involved in this debacle had been victims of the deviousness and chicanery of the Griffiths, but in
reality it was the negligence of Brown that made it all possible, and if he had consulted a competent land survey-
or for description assistance, when he decided to sell off his land, these legal battles may very well have been
prevented. It was intense and costly litigation just such as we have witnessed here, there can be very little doubt,
which motivated and strongly supported the rise to prominence of the title insurance industry, over the course of
the next century.

This article represents a portion of a book written in 2013 for professional land surveyors. The complete book is available

from the Nebraska State Historical Society Library or free of charge upon request directly from the author

(bportwood@mindspring.com).

(Continued from page 7)
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SECOND PLACE

By Kelly Stevens

This is a monument set by Jim Brown, State Surveyor,
on an island in Section 16, Township 9 N, Range 11 W,
Hall County, Nebraska, along the Platte River. This
marks the South Meander corner between Sections 16 &
15.

THIRD PLACE
By Mat Nisotis with RW Engineering & Sur-
veying, Omaha

Gregg Wilke as he confirms a witness corner near
Aksarben Village, Omaha, Nebraska.
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Past-President’s Letter
Dear fellow PSAN members,

Here we are starting a new year. I hope everyone had a happy and safe
Christmas & a happy New Years.

It looks like Casey Sherlock has an excellent program lined up for our An-
nual Winter Convention in Grand Island on January 28-29, 2016. The PSAN Board formed a new
convention committee to help everyone who will host a convention or seminar. The committee
members are Jeremy Feusner (chairman), Casey Sherlock, Matt Tinkham, and Jason Headley. If
you have any ideas of what you would like to have on a program, please contact one of them. Also
if you would like to host a convention, they will help with setting it up.

It has been an honor and privilege to serve this organization as your President the last two years.
Dan Martinez will be your President for the next two years, and I’m sure he will do a great job.
Thanks again for letting me serve you the last two years.

Your Past-President,

Wayne Dietz
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Reviewed Minutes of the PSAN Board Meeting on December 4, 2015

(Subject to approval of the Board of Directors)

The PSAN Board Meeting on December 4, 2015, was a conference call held at 8:00 in the morning.

The roll call was as follows: President Wayne Dietz (present), President Elect Dan Martinez (present),

Secretary Warren Headlee (present), Treasurer John Berry (absent), Director Jeremy Feusner (present),

Director Jason Headley (absent), Director Duane Katt (present), Director Brian Langenberg (present),

Director Casey Sherlock (present), Director Matt Tinkham (present), State Surveyor Steve Cobb

(present), Administrative Secretary Connie Arnold (present), Guest LaVern Schroeder (present), and

Guest Richard Hansen (present). The September 18, 2015 Board meeting minutes and the Treasurer’s

report dated November 30, 2015 was approved by the Board. The following Old Business was report-

ed on: 2016 Winter Convention, 2016 Summer Seminar, 2017 Winter Convention, revised Constitution

& By-laws, and the PSAN Insurance policy. The following items were discussed under New Business:

the Convention Committee, the Advertising Committee, NSPS Young Surveyors Chapter, Head Chain-

man Award nominations, Honorary Membership nominations, 25 Year Membership Award, The Ne-

braska Surveyor’s Photo Contest, and Scholarships. President Wayne Dietz, Director Duane Katt, Di-

rector Casey Sherlock, and State Surveyor Steve Cobb gave Officer reports. The following Commit-

tees gave reports: Publications, Nominations, Education, and Membership. The next meeting is

planned for March.

Reviewed Minutes of the PSAN General Assembly Meeting on January 28, 2016

(Subject to approval of the Board of Directors)

The PSAN General Assembly Meeting on January 28, 2016, was held at 8:40 in the morning. The roll

call was as follows: President Wayne Dietz (present), President Elect Dan Martinez (present), Secretary

Warren Headlee (present), Treasurer John Berry (present), Director Jeremy Feusner (present), Director

Jason Headley (present), Director Duane Katt (present), Director Brian Langenberg (present), Director

Casey Sherlock (present), Director Matt Tinkham (present), State Surveyor Steve Cobb (present), and

Administrative Secretary Connie Arnold (absent). The January 29, 2015 General Assembly meeting

minutes, the Treasurer’s report dated January 15, 2015, and the proposed 2016 budget was approved by

the Board. President Dietz and Treasurer Berry gave an officers report, while Director Katt gave a di-

rectors report. The election results were announced and our new president Martinez took over the

meeting. The following items were discussed under New Business: the Conference Committee, 2016

Summer Conference, 2017 Winter Conference, 2017 Summer Seminar (still needs a volunteer host),

2018 Winter Conference (Jeremy Feusner & Trenton Snow volunteered), proposed changes to the Con-

stitution and By-laws, new membership applications, and an Initial Point Monument update. The fol-

lowing Committees gave reports: Publications, Education, Legislation, Membership, and Historical.
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PSAN’s 2016 Winter Convention in Review
The PSAN’s 2016 Winter Convention was held on January 28 & 29, 2016 at the Midtown Holiday Inn
in Grand Island, Nebraska.

Host Casey Sherlock (left—courtesy of LaVern Schroeder). Casey Sherlock with outgoing
President Wayne Dietz selling raffle tickets (right—courtesy of Steve Cobb).

Some of the speakers -

Top row: NGS Northern Plains Regional
Adviser Dave Zenk, PSAN President
Dan Martinez (FEMA—Elevation Certif-
icates, BFE, LOMR/LOMA), Deputy
State Surveyor Gene Thomsen (Nebraska
Road History).

Bottom row: Buffalo County Register of
Deeds Kellie John (Register of Deeds
Presentation) and Jerry Penry (1855
G.L.O. Manual of Instructions, Grant &
Hooker County W.W. Alt Resurveys &
Narrow and Wide Sections in Nebraska).

Photos courtesy of Steve Cobb.
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A few items displayed at Jerry Penry’s table—old compass & an old jug reconstructed by Jerry.
Photos courtesy of Steve Cobb.

The Vendor area as part of the Con-
vention.

Photos courtesy of Steve Cobb
(left) & LaVern Schroeder (bottom
two).

Continued on page 14

PSAN’s 2016 Winter Convention in Review
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Matt Tinkham and Mark Streit during their Pre-Exam
Workshop held as part of the Convention on Friday, Jan-
uary 29. Photo courtesy of Steve Cobb.

One of the items from the Silent Auction held
during the Banquet on Thursday night. Photo
courtesy of LaVern Schroeder.

PSAN’s 2016 Winter Convention in Review
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Awards presented to PSAN members by outgoing President
Wayne Dietz during the Banquet on Thursday night:

top row from left— Nick Siedschlag accepting his uncle’s
(Leslie J. Siedschlag) 25 Year Member posthumously
award, Donald L. Pettigrew as an Honorary Member
award, and M.C. Schaff with an Honorary Member award;

bottom row from left— Harry F. Reitz with Honorary
Member award, Gary D. Tinkham with Head Chainman
award, and Duane A. Katt with another Head Chainman
award. Photos courtesy of LaVern Schroeder.

PSAN’s 2016 Winter Convention in Review
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Historic Maps of Nebraska
Blair, Nebraska

By Sandy Maillie

   When the Sioux City & Pacific Railroad (SC&P) first surveyed the area across the river from where 
the City of Blair would eventually be se� led in 1864, there was much specula� on on the loca� on of 
the eastern terminus on the Nebraska side. When the railroad decided that the area locally known as
Carter Valley to the East of the future site of Blair would make a great river crossing since the land on
both sides of the river were ideal for a ferry landing, they missed the exis� ng towns of De Soto and 
Cuming City. Since they missed these towns, the railroad needed to create a new town in order to
have a place to service the locomo� ves.  The land that was originally owned by the Carter brothers 
and several others, consis� ng of 1075 acres, was bought by the railroad, surveyed off into lots, and 
sold at auc� on on May 10, 1869.  This sale was su-
perficially done by the railroad, but in reality the 
land was sold to John I. Blair, a wealthy railroad
builder. Blair, which seemed to grow overnight –
typical of 19th Century specula� ve railroad towns, 
would soon become a regional crossroads of over-
land transporta� on.

The SC&P was built East to West through Blair,
connec� ng to the Union Pacific in Fremont.  They 
would build the first passenger depot to the North 
of their tracks near the center of town in 1869.
They also built a roundhouse, turntable, water tank,
and fueling facili� es on the East side of town to the 
North of their tracks, to service the locomo� ves on 
the West side of the Missouri River. Prior to the
building of the bridge in the early 1880s, the train
cars were hauled across the river via steamer fer-
ries in the summer, which many � mes was interrupted (could back up the train traffic for hours or 
more) by downriver boat traffic and by the seasonal flooding & freezing of the river.  During the win-
ter “ice bridges” were used.  These “bridges” were temporary � mber trestles supported on the ice by 
driven piles that would break up each year by the Spring thaw. Without a permanent bridge over the
river, the engines were not taken across - on the Iowa side, they used a wye track to turn around on
and return to Missouri Valley, while on the Nebraska side they used the roundhouse and turntable at
Blair to return to Fremont.

In the early 1870s, a second railroad was built through the town of Blair – the Omaha & North
Western Railroad (later to be part of the Chicago, St. Paul, Minneapolis & Omaha Railroad). It was
built North from Omaha and crossed the SC&P and con� nued North to Covington (West of Sioux City) 
in 1880.  Since there were now trains going in all four direc� ons, Blair experienced another building 
boom in the mid 1870s, becoming a major crossroad for both passengers and freight for the area. In
1880, the Chicago, St. Paul, Minneapolis & Omaha Railroad (CStPM&O) built the second passenger
depot in Blair.  It was built about two blocks to the East of the first one – at the crossing of the two
railroads at the corner of 8th Street (today renumbered as 13th Street) and Lincoln Street. The old de-

An image from the plat map of Blair in 1894 show-
ing the railroad lines and the roundhouse. Courtesy
of the Blair Historic Preserva� on Alliance website.
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pot was used as a freight depot.

In 1881, the SC&P meet with George S. Morison (a bridge engineer) to see if it was even possible to
build. According to Morison, the most ideal spot to build a bridge over the Missouri was below one of
the great bends, especially where there’s a rocky shore or a bluff along the edge of the water.  These 
loca� ons usually indicate that the river channel is easier to control and the rock bed would be fairly 
shallow.  The loca� on near Blair has a flood plain that is rela� vely wide with no bluffs, so the channel 
would be hard to control which could result in a longer bridge. The bed rock was found to be solid
a� er taking soil borings and this loca� on was given the ok for building a bridge.  On July 25, 1882, the 
Missouri Valley & Blair Railway & Bridge Company was formed for the financing and building of the 
bridge [the SC&P lacked the money to finance the building of the bridge].  The money was raised by 
the sale of the Bridge Company’s stock to the railroad companies that would be using the bridge once
completed. These companies included the SC&P, Chicago & North Western Railroad (C&NW), the Ce-

dar Rapids & Missouri River Railroad, and the Chica-
go, Iowa & Nebraska Railroad. The amount of stocks
owned by each company was in propor� on of its 
mileage of tracks from Chicago to Fremont.

The bridge was 1000 feet long and included three
330 feet Whipple trusses center spans that were sup-
ported 50 feet above the high water mark on massive
stone piers. It took a year to complete and cost ap-
proximately 1.3 billion dollars which included almost
400,000 dollars on dike building and shoreline protec-
� on on both sides of the river.  It was opened in No-
vember 1883.  With the comple� on of the bridge, 
passenger trains increased to three daily on the SC&P
and two daily on the CStPM&O. Since the SC&P now
ran through from Missouri Valley, the locomo� ve ser-
vice facili� es on the east side of Blair were eliminated 
except for the water tank.

In the next 100 years or so, there were many chang-
es to the railroad through Blair; some of the major ones include: adding connec� ons, buy-outs of the
railroad companies, removal of tracks, and addi� on of overpasses.  There was a curved connec� on 
added by 1890 that was constructed between the CStPM&O near South Street and the SC&P near 8th

Street to allow for a direct opera� on of trains traveling to Omaha over the CStPM&O from the SC&P 
going West. On August 28, 1901 the SC&P was consolidated into the Chicago & North Western Rail-
road (C&NW). In 1910 a third depot was constructed by both railroad companies just to the North of
the corner of 14th Street and Front Street. On January 1, 1957 the CStPM&O was formally leased and
taken into the C&NW – leaving Blair with one railroad on two routes. The crossing of the two former
railroads in Blair was removed by 1970 and all of the former CStPM&O tracks through Blair were re-
moved by 1990.  The grade separa� on was finally added in August of 1993 over Highway 75 on 19th

Street a� er many years of longer trains coming through Blair and stopping and blocking intersec� ons, 
many � mes cu� ng the town into two.

Photocopy of the South Web & West Portal of the
Blair bridge. The photo was taken around 1883
with the photographer unknown. Courtesy of the
Library of Congress.
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2016 Winter Convention

Grand Island, Nebraska

January 28-29, 2016

Host: Casey Sherlock
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July 15, 2016

Hosts: Boni Edwards and Jerry Penry

2017 Winter Convention

January 26-27, 2017

Host: Jason Headley
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