Following in the Lincoln’s Wake:
The Jefferson Highway

Lyell Henry

The author, lowa City, is a retired history professor and charter life member of the LHA.

The campaign to build the Lincoln High-
way had a stimulating effect on the quest for
better roads in the United States, intensifying
efforts throughout the country to obtain high-
ways suitable for automobile use. Inspired by
the example of the Lincoln Highway Associa-
tion (LHA), highway boosters soon created
many more promotional organizations dedicated
to blazing long-distance “auto trails.” Among
the earliest was the Jefferson Highway Associa-
tion (JHA), whose goal was a highway coursing
through the Midwest heartland linking Win-
nipeg and New Orleans. In a 1920 publication,
the JHA claimed that it was one of nine highway
groups whose creation had been “stimulated
and assisted” by the LHA. What specific help
the LHA provided is not known today, but in
gratitude, the JHA was moved to proclaim
“all honor to the Lincoln.”

Of the Jefferson Highway’s 2,300
miles, at least seven actually ran due east and
west. This happened in lowa, where the Jef-
ferson Highway overlapped the route of the
Lincoln Highway between the towns of Colo
and Nevada—and after 1921, the highways
continued together for another nine miles far-
ther west in Story County to Ames. This brief
merging of the two highways in central lowa
was fitting: the Jefferson’s founder, Edwin T.
Meredith, who lived only forty miles away in
Des Moines, had been inspired by the Lincoln to
pursue an equivalent highway running north and
south. Meredith was further emboldened by the
example of the just-completed Panama Canal
(a prodigious feat that also greatly impressed
LHA President Henry Joy, although Joy still
believed a transcontinental highway “over-
balance[d]” the canal in “far-reaching effects”
of public benefit). Writing in 1916, as the Great
War raged in Europe, Meredith urged Ameri-
cans to direct all their energies to such heroic
national undertakings and away from warfare.”

When Meredith began his campaign for
the Jefferson Highway in 1915, he was a Des
Moines publisher of magazines, the best known
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Jefferson

of which were Successful Farming and a gar-
dening journal that eventually became Betfer
Homes & Gardens. From Meredith’s agricul-
tural interest came a further reason to champion
the new highway. A “Good Roads” progres-
sive, he had long used the pages of his farming
magazine to advocate improved rural roads as a
necessary step toward upgrading the economic,
social, and cultural well-being of farmers. Mer-
edith eventually concluded that long-distance
highways also promoted that same worthy end,
as well as fostered a more general regional
prosperity. “lowa needs nothing so much as
better roads today,” he wrote in 1916. “The
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Where the Nation’s Greatest East and West and North

tapped by a national highway cannot be over-
estimated.”™

Meredith clearly conceived of the
Jefferson Highway as the north-south coun-
terpart of the Lincoln Highway. The latter
highway reflected and accommodated the Amer-
ican people’s historic proclivity for westward
movement, he argued, but now “the time has
come to turn a part of our highway building
efforts northward and southward.” True, the
Jefferson would necessarily fall short of the
Lincoln’s distance by about a thousand miles,
but in another respect, it would go the Lincoln
one notch better: by reaching a Canadian city,
it would qualify as an international
highway. Linking the vast industrial
and agricultural heartland west of the
Mississippi River to the port city of New
Orleans, the Jefferson Highway would
be “the backbone of a great system of
improved roads in the great Garden of
Allah—the fertile Midwestern states,”
Meredith rhapsodized. It would also
nicely commemorate the Louisiana Pur-
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chase and honor the great president (not
far below the sainted Lincoln in iconic
status) who was responsible for this far-
sighted expansion of the American em-
pire.!

Meredith’s proposal quickly stirred
up attention, excitement, and support.
The chairman of the highway commit-
tee of the New Orleans Association of
Commerce reported, for instance, that
“almost daily the association receives
from ten to twenty letters from all parts
of the [Mississippi] Valley concerning the
plan urging New Orleans to take an ac-
tive interest.” The steady beat persuaded

ot him that “the people of the Mississippi
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Enraptured by the overlapping section in
Towa of two major highways, the state’s highway

Valley regard this highway as of as much

importance to the North and South as

the Lincoln is to the East and West.””
The Jefferson Highway Asso-

commission featured it in this 1919 pitch for hard-

surfaced roads.

importance of good roads is impressed upon the
people of Iowa more forcibly by the Jefferson
and Lincoln Highways than through any other
means. The importance of having any state
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ciation came into being in New Orleans
on November 15 and 16, 1915, ata con-
ference called, at Meredith’s request, by the
New Orleans Association of Commerce. The
host association sent invitations to 750 state and
local governments, “good roads” groups, auto-
mobile clubs, and commercial and civic organi-
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was a publisher as well as politician and

founder of the Jefferson Highway.

zations, and nearly 300 persons from eleven
states showed up. After selecting Lafayette
Young, a former U.S. senator from Iowa, as pre-
siding officer, the conference proceeded to other
business, including approving a charter and
bylaws for the Jefferson Highway Association
and electing officers. In recognition of his lead-
ership on behalf of the new highway, Meredith
was named JHA president.

On Meredith’s recommendation, the
conference’s invitation had specified only that
the new highway would be called the Jefferson
Highway and have Winnipeg and New Orleans
as end-points; all further decisions, including
determination of a specific route, were to be left
to the new highway association. This doubtless
maximized interest in the project but also as-
sured that the conference would be contentious.
According to one newspaper account, “As soon
as temporary organization was effected, advo-
cates of...rival routes split into two factions
and fought over all the convention’s business.”
One faction favored a route to Winnipeg run-
ning through Shreveport, Fort Smith, Joplin,
Kansas City, Des Moines, and St. Paul, but the
other faction sought a more westerly route (the
so-called “Kansas plan”) going through Texas,
Oklahoma, and Kansas to Kansas City and then
on to Winnipeg by way of Omaha, Fargo, and
Grand Forks.®

If Meredith had counted on having the
new highway come through Des Moines, he must
have been alarmed by the Kansas plan’s strength
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at the conference; among its supporters were the
largest delegations, those from Texas and Okla-
homa. Following a debate sprawling over two
days, however, the conference narrowly rejected
the Kansas plan and instead adopted a proposal
put forward by the board of directors. This
proposal identified cities between Winnipeg and
New Orleans that would be “cardinal points™ on
the Jefferson Highway and left for determina-
tion by the board the specific route that would
connect them. The cities named were Minne-
apolis, St. Paul, Des Moines, St. Joseph, Kansas
City, Joplin, Muskogee, Denison, Shreve-
port, Alexandria, and Baton Rouge.’

Designation of this group of cities
opened the way to a considerable blending of
the plans pursued by the meeting’s two factions.
The selection of Des Moines as a cardinal point
meant the scuttling of that part of the Kansas
plan that would take the highway through
Nebraska and the Dakotas, but at least the big
delegations from Texas and Oklahoma were
assured that the final route would come through
their states (and the delegates from eastern Kan-
sas could continue to hope—and to lobby—for
inclusion). Omission of Fort Smith from the list
disappointed the delegates from Arkansas, but
their factional allies from Missouri, lowa, and
Minnesota could be jubilant that the new high-
way would reach key cities in those states. The
directors’ proposal succeeded in accommodat-
ing the claims and hopes of a majority of del-
egates, but much contentious fine-tuning of the
route still lay ahead.

When the directors arrived on Febru-
ary 3, 1916, at the Hotel Muchlebach in Kansas
City, Missouri, for the first JHA board meeting,
they found that nearly 400 other persons were
also there, all intent on lobbying for favored
routes. Inthe words of a reporter for The Road-
Matker, the directors’ meeting was “turned into
an old style town meeting, and they did not omit
the band. The most surprised man in the whole
bunch was President Meredith, who had gone
to the meeting expecting to preside with a gavel
and found he needed a gatling gun.” At one point
during a session described as “tumultuous,” in
order to maintain control of the meeting, Mere-
dith allegedly threatened to resign as the JHA
president.®

According to the official minutes of the
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This route guide was issued by the
JHA in 1923.

meeting, the board heard sales pitches made on
behalf of no fewer than thirteen route variants.
The article in The Road-Maker noted that “the
route north from Kansas City to the Iowa border
was quite a bone of contention.” Indeed, four
proposals were made for this segment, includ-
ing two that would bypass St. Joseph, even
though that city was supposed to be a cardinal
point.? The matter was finally settled (or so it
appeared) by a unanimous vote for a motion
“that all contests filed on sections of the High-
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way north of Kansas City be disapproved and
that the route known as the Inter-State Trail from
Kansas City to St. Paul be adopted” in its en-
tirety.!” The Interstate Trail had been under de-
velopment since 1911, covered over 500 miles
of the Jefferson’s intended route, and reached all
stipulated cities from Kansas City to the Twin
Cities, so it made good sense to incorporate
that entire trail in the new highway. By the time
the meeting was over, however, the directors
had somehow managed to approve two official
routes in northwest Missouri, one going through
St. Joseph via the Interstate Trail, the other one
providing a cut-off to Kansas City running by
way of Cameron."'

The highway south of Kansas City was
also the subject of clashing proposals: each
of the delegations from Kansas and Missouri
championed a route running from Joplin to
Kansas City on its side of the border between
the two states. So heated was the contest that
the author of The Road-Maker article concluded
that “the Missouri and Kansas contingents were
there to start another Border Warfare.” That
calamity was averted, however, when, once
again, the directors voted to endorse two routes.
They also resolved that whichever route—in
Kansas or in Missouri—had the most miles of
surfaced road by Labor Day would be declared
the main route, and the other identified as a
branch route."?

The directors designated as branches
several other roads veering off from the
high- way’s main trunk. One branch ran from
Denison, Texas, to Dallas, and, in fact, a map
issued by the JHA soon after the meeting
showed this route extending through Dallas to
Waco and Houston and then going all the way
to Galveston. (Apparently the extension was
another decision made informally, because not
until its 1926 meeting did the JHA get around
officially to recognizing the extended branch
route lying beyond Dallas.)”® Another branch
route adopted by the directors allowed the
Arkansas delegates to salvage something from
the meeting. The Arkansans had made a strong
case for their route, arguing that it was not only
more scenic but also much shorter (by nearly
270 miles!) than a route through Oklahoma and
Texas, but the directors judged that better road
conditions on the longer route justified its selec-
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tion. Acknowledging, however, that they also
“look[ed] with favor on a scenic division of the
Jefferson Highway from Joplin to Shreveport
through Arkansas,” the directors added an Ar-
kansas branch to the main trunk of the Jefferson
Highway.'* This branch route stayed just inside
the state’s western border, following a direct
line from Joplin to Shreveport by way of Fort
Smith, Mena, and Texar- kana.

Three routes lying beyond the Twin
Cities in northwest Minnesota were in competi-
tion for inclusion in the Jefferson Highway, but
because the condition of none of these roads
was known, the directors deferred a decision
until the three options could be inspected. The
inspections were made in the summer of 1916,
after which the eastern-most and western-most
routes were passed over in favor of a middle
route going by way of Anoka and Bemidji."’
This action completed the initial routing of the
Jefferson Highway, whose configuration (in-
cluding branches) was indicated in a sketch map
published by the JHA in 1916 and reprinted on
page 34.

Encrusted from the start with tributar-
ies and multiple routes, the Jefferson Highway
took on even more complexity in coming years.
A JHA route guide published in 1923 showed,
for instance, three official routes then traversing
the approximately 200 miles between Kansas
City and Joplin! To the routes running on each
side of the Kansas-Missouri border had been
added a second one in Kansas—an indication of
continuing route disputes in that state and prob-
ably a measure intended as temporary, pending
a final determination of the route.' And in
northwestern Minnesota, where the two uncho-
sen routes were joined together to form a rival
highway—the wide-looping Minnesota Scenic
Highway—Ilocal interests along the western
portion of that highway (through Crookston
and Detroit Lakes) appear to have touted that
route as part of the Jefferson Highway. Indeed,
a 1927 publication of the American Automobile
Association even identified this western portion
of the Minnesota Scenic Highway as the main
trunk route of the Jefferson Highway. Was that
an official route change, authorized by the JHA?
If so, it didn’t show up on a route map issued by
the JHA in the late 1920s, but possibly it was
another of those routes recognized by the JHA
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as branches."”

The biggest alteration of the original
route of the Jefferson Highway came in 1926,
when, in recognition of the great progress made
by Arkansas in road improvements, the JHA
admitted that state to full membership in the
association. That meant that, although the route
through Oklahoma and Texas would continue
as a main trunk line, an additional official trunk
route would now go through Arkansas as well.
However, the association left the choice of that
route to the Arkansas directors, who spurned the
existing branch route in western Arkansas (even
though it was now fully hard-surfaced) and
instead picked a route that first headed east to
Eureka Springs and then dropped south through
the Ozark Mountains to Little Rock and on to
Monroe, Louisiana!'® This route was definitely
scenic and supported the vacationland promo-
tion of the Ozarks then underway, but it would
take Jefferson Highway travelers through some
rugged terrain, and it also undercut Shreveport’s
long-standing claim to be a cardinal point on the
highway.

So peculiar, in fact, was this decision that
it appears not to have held up for long, because
a JHA route guide and map issued in the late
1920s showed the former branch route along the
western border—now identified as U.S. 71—as
the main route of the highway across Arkansas."
Also according to this late map, the Jefferson
Highway now reached Winnipeg Beach, 50
miles north of Winnipeg, and the main trunk
line in Texas now ran to Dallas. Although the
second route in Kansas was no longer indicated,
several longer-standing anomalies remained:
both of the originally designated roads run-
ning along the respective sides of the Kansas-
Missouri border were still identified as official
routes, neither having ever been demoted to
branch status, and the original alternate routes
through northwest Missouri were also still in
place.

In sum, from its beginning to its final
days, the Jefferson Highway remained a fluid
product of accommodation and inclusion, an
amalgam of proliferated and sometimes uncer-
tain or even mysterious routings. It was a high-
way shaped at least as much by contending pres-
sures arising from local boosters as by a unifying
central vision or direction. The resulting high-
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way, replete with official and unofficial variant
routes, loops, and branches, smacked somewhat
of another famous north-south highway—the
Dixie Highway—but diverged from Meredith’s
original ideal and inspiration, the Lincoln High-
way. That celebrated road, no less than any other
early highway, faced constant pressure to in-
clude branches and variant routes, and at times
the LHA found it expedient to bow to the pres-
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This Jefferson Highway campground
guide was produced in 1923.

sure. Under the early leadership of Henry Joy,
however, the LHA acquired a steady organiza-
tional commitment to keeping the Lincoln High-
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way-—decidedly unlike both the Dixie and the
Jefferson Highways—as direct and free from
encumbrances and variants as practicable.”

If the Jefferson Highway tended to
sprout branches and tributaries, however, this
was further evidence of the enormous enthusi-
asm for the new highway throughout the Missis-
sippi Valley. To tap this zeal and direct it to defi-
nite results, Meredith hired James D. Clark- son
to be the JHA’s general manager. An automobile
and implement dealer in Carthage, Missouri (a
city on the Jefferson Highway), Clarkson was
also founder and president of the local 365 Day
Road Club and a well-known preacher of the
evangel of constructing automobile roads ad-
equate for use in all weather conditions. In the
judgment of The Road-Maker, he was “undoubt-
edly the leading figure of the country when it
comes to...inspiring community action” on be-
half of such roads.”’

Totally dedicated to the Jefferson
Highway cause and seemingly indefatigable,
Clarkson immediately set out for Minnesota to
settle the route question there and, by the end
of his first year, he had traveled the entire route,
everywhere whooping up the highway and pro-
moting local organizations to carry on the work
needed to make it a reality. As of November,
1916, Clarkson also took over from Meredith
the editorship of a monthly promotional maga-
zine, Jefferson Highway Declaration. In order
to edit the journal, manage the organization,
and stay constantly on the road, Clarkson trav-
eled in a specially designed touring car, which
contained his office and files and may even
have served as his living quarters while travel-
ing. The new circumstances of his work life
apparently caused problems for his home life,
however, because at the June 1917 meeting of
the board of directors, he announced that “my
connection with the Jefferson Highway Asso-
ciation has been such that it has been necessary
to discontinue my home [in Carthage].” Unless
the board objected, he declared, thereafter Mrs.
Clarkson would travel with him, assisting him
in his duties, and her travel expenses would also
be charged to the JHA. Doubtless recognizing
in Clarkson a devotion to the cause far beyond
the ordinary, the board raised no objections.?
Clarkson’s leadership and promotional activities
quickly brought good results.
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After one year’s effort, the JHA had
local committees in all seven states and eighty-
seven counties crossed by the Jefferson High-
way and enough money in the bank to keep the
organization going for a second year. Shortly
after becoming editor of Jefferson Highway
Declaration, Clarkson reported to the board
of directors that his success in securing more
advertisers meant that that journal no longer
drained the JHA finances. Moving the JHA home
office from Des Moines to St. Joseph in 1918,
Clarkson cut expenses by having the JHA join
forces with the organization promoting the Pikes
Peak Ocean to Ocean Highway, which also ran

assessments by localities.?

Once the highway route was deter-
mined, Clarkson turned to the task of getting the
route marked. By 1919, over 15,000 stenciled
pole marks and 2,000 enameled steel signs were
in place to guide motorists. The pole mark
consisted of two six-inch blue bands separated
by a twelve-inch white band on which were
placed the conjoined letters J and H in black.
The steel signs, posted at mile intervals, indi-
cated the highway’s name and its terminal cit-
ies of Winnipeg and New Orleans and carried
stylized depictions of fir and palm trees—a
visual representation of the JHA’s claim that the
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After the JHA moved its headquarters from Des Moines to St. Joseph
in 1918, the Pikes Peak Ocean to Ocean Highway became the JHA's favored

east-west highway.

through St. Joseph. Soon the two road groups
shared not only an office in St. Joseph but also
a promotional magazine, The Modern Highway,
of which Clarkson became editor and which
replaced Jefferson Highway Declaration. When
the JHA’s bank account neared depletion in
1918, Clarkson revived the association’s fi-
nancial condition by devising a new method of
assessing cities and counties on the route. Es-
sentially a franchise-granting scheme, his new
method included bestowing on the general man-
ager the power to relocate the Jefferson High-
way route as a means of last resort for securing
maintenance of the highway and payment of
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highway ran “From Pine to Palm.” To help give
substance to this slogan, road boosters in Win-
nipeg and New Orleans pledged to plant pine
or palm trees, respectively, along the highway
approaches to their cities.*

Another slogan concocted by Clark-
son—“The Vacation Route of America”—
exploited the fact that, because the Jefferson
Highway ranged over twenty degrees of latitude,
agreeable weather could be found somewhere
on the route during any season. As more Ameri-
cans had automobiles and disposable income and
took vacations, many might be enticed to flee
the summer’s heat by heading to the coolness
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of the North Woods, or to escape winter’s snowy
blast by motoring to the sunny Southland. To
promote the notion that the Jefferson Highway
was an ideal route for year-round vacation travel
and ready for such use, Clarkson organized a so-
called “sociability run” from St. Joseph to Win-
nipeg and back in the summer of 1916. Although
most of the road was not yet hard-surfaced, an
enormous number of automobiles managed
to negotiate all or substantial portions of this
long trek.” Traveling in those automobiles, as
well as appearing on welcoming platforms in
cities and towns along the route, were scores
of enthusiastic and loquacious boosters—JHA
officials, chamber of commerce secretaries,
bloviating politicians and city fathers, small-
town Babbitts and their wives. All were eager
to hymn the merits of their fair cities and to
join in celebration of the Jefferson Highway.
Frequently heard themes were the highway’s
salutary role in promoting amity between town
and country, between North and South, and bet-
ween two nations.

Walter Parker, general manager of the

New Orleans Association of Commerce, was a
traveler on that first sociability run. Devoting
three weeks to the trip and traveling in one of
six touring cars carrying New Orleans dignitar-
ies, he sent a message back to the association
president that he was “getting lots of air, but
mighty little rest.” So far, he claimed, he had
given over sixty short speeches on “New Or-
leans, the Southern Terminus of the Jefferson
Highway.” (By the end of his “working vaca-
tion,” the total number of speeches would stand
at 127.) Parker explained to the president how
he and the many other speakers on this run were
able to accomplish their tasks efficiently:

At each town each car stopped just ten
minutes. Each of the official cars carried one
speaker, who was introduced by the speaker
in the preceding car. In turn he introduced the
speaker in the next car behind. In this way a
programme of from half to a full hour was staged
at each town, but no car would lose more than
ten minutes. Extra high power cars were pro-
vided so no speaker would fall behind his pro-
gramme time in the event of tire trouble 2

Parker was delighted by the reception

he got everywhere. “Many citizens along the
road expressed open eyed amazement over the
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Lincoln Highway Association mem-
ber David R. Smith, Hopkins, Minn., stands
next to a monument erected in 1917 by the
D. A. R. at the intersection of St. Charles and
Common Streets in New Orleans, the south-
ern terminus of the Jefferson Highway.

development work going on at New Orleans,”
he reported. Interest in the new highway ran
high, too: “At every town we stopped [at] in
Missouri, lowa, and Minnesota, great signs read-
ing ‘Jefferson Highway—New Orleans,
Winnipeg’ were hung across the road, and great
road maps showing the Jefferson Highway
were displayed.”” So festive and productive
was the sociability run that the JHA sponsored
at least five more in the next ten years, includ-
ing a southern tour from St. Joseph to New
Orleans in late fall of 1916 that complemented
the summer’s successful northern run and a 1926
trek that left Winnipeg for New Orleans during a
January blizzard. (This latter run was intended
to demonstrate that the Jefferson Highway could
already be traveled in any season. No matter
that in a December 29, 1925, letter to JHA
headquarters, Fred White, the chiefengineer of
the Towa Highway Commission, had strongly
advised against the run, citing the risks facing
motorists on any road in Iowa in winter and
noting that the Jefferson Highway lacked a hard
surface from Des Moines to the Missouri bor-
der. In spite of White’s worries, the sociability
run reached New Orleans more or less on sched-
ule).?®
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The Pembina Trail in northwest Minnesota near
the Canadian border was part of the original Jefferson
Highway route.

From the start, a 365-day road—hard-
surfaced and driveable in any weather—was
the JHA’s main objective, and by “hard-surfac-
ing,” Meredith had explained, was meant any
material—gravel, rock, asphalt, concrete—that
would make the highway usable 365 days of
the year.” Like other national organizations
promoting highways, the JHA didn’t propose
to finance highway construction; instead,
the money that the JHA raised was spent on
promotional activities, all ultimately aimed
at securing the financing and building of the
highway by other entities—local commercial
and road groups, state and local governments,
and, eventually, the federal government.
Progress was likely to come fairly slowly and
unevenly over the entire route, yet in a burst
of exuberance upon taking the job of general
manager early in 1916, Clarkson proclaimed
a goal of a completely hard-surfaced road by
the end of 1917.° Although this was wildly
unrealistic, the highway’s promoters probably
had a good foundation on which to build during
that first year. While on the first sociability run,
Walter Parker learned from JHA sources that
twenty-five percent of the route already was
considered hard-surfaced and that sufficient
money had allegedly been made available in
the states and localities for the early hard-
surfacing of another twenty-five percent.*!

In November 1916 President Meredith
announced a new objective for the JHA: “Hard
Surfaced by 1919.” The revised goal also
proved to lie beyond the organization’s grasp,
however, and as late as January 1926 at the an-
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nual JHA meeting JHA President Hugh Shepard
announced that he expected that another three
years would be needed to finish the highway’s
hard-surfacing.”* This time the projection was
on the mark. One of the JHAs last route guides,
issued even after numbers had replaced names
on highways in the late 1920s, proclaimed that
the Jefferson Highway was now an “All Year
Route, Practically All Hard Surfaced from Pine
to Palm.” The guide documented this claim by
indicating the road surface to be found at every
point on the route.

Since the JHA’s first days in 1915, how-
ever, expectations for hard-surfacing had risen,
and the new desideratum was a road paved with
concrete or asphalt. The route guide identified
substantial sections of the Jefferson Highway
already paved in all of the states—for instance,
the long stretch in Minnesota between Little Falls
and Geneva and most of the highway in Missouri
and Kansas. Writing in late 1928, Hugh Shepard
recounted many large-scale paving projects un-
derway on the Jefferson Highway in Minnesota,
Iowa, Oklahoma, Texas, Arkansas, and Louisiana,
so it is likely that by the early years of the next
decade, a hard surface at nearly all places on the
Jefferson Highway meant a paved surface, usu-
ally of concrete.” As of the early 1930s, in fact,
because so much new paving had been completed
in Minnesota, and because the entire highway
through lowa now had a concrete surface, a motor-
ist could already have been assured of a pleasant
drive on a mostly paved road from somewhere in
central Minnesota at least as far as Joplin, Mis-
souri, and would have encountered much pave-
ment beyond, no matter which of the two routes
was followed to New Orleans.

The association’s achievements, as well
as the growing road-building involvement of state
and federal governments, had increasingly made
the JHA superfluous, however. Especially un-
dercutting the JHA’s work and the Jefferson
Highway’s identity was the replacement in late
1926 of names by numbers on U.S. highways.
Writing in 1928, past JHA President Hugh Shep-
ard tried to put a positive spin on this develop-
ment: “The work of the Jefferson Highway plan-
ners was so well done and the highway so care-
fully selected that the Jefferson Highway for
practically its entire distance was placed on num-
bered United States highways forming a part of
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the main trunk line system of highways in the
United States.”* True enough, but, like the
Lincoln Highway (and all other named trails
except the Meridian Highway), the Jefferson
Highway was not assigned a single number;
now it was a very complex medley of many
federal highways—U.S. 2, 10, 65, 66, 69, 71,
73, and 80—and some state and county roads
in Missouri, Kansas, Oklahoma, Louisiana, and
Minnesota. A new ban on posting of distinctive
trail signage along the roads added to the diffi-
culty the JHA now faced in trying to preserve the
identity of the Jefferson Highway.*

Atameeting in April 1929 a JHA advi-
sory committee, pondering again the future of
the organization, decided to recommend keep-
ing it going. A month later, the JHA headquar-
ters, still located in St. Joseph, announced that
20,000 Jefferson Highway maps were ready for
free distribution. Accompanying the announce-
ment was a somewhat wistful statement from
JHA President George McInnich: “Despite the
present day system of numbering roads, senti-
mental and historical significance attaches to
the name of the Jefferson Highway. It is the aim
of our association, through publication of maps
and by many other organized efforts, to retain
the identity and prestige of the Jefferson High-
way.”*¢ Probably this was the final map issued
by the JHA, however, and very likely the orga-
nization itself was soon gone, undone not just by
the difficulty of its final objective in the new age
of numbered highways but also by the onset of
the Great Depression.

Clearly, the JHA had accomplished
much during its brief life. Spurred on by a con-
viction that the Jefferson Highway was the peer
of the celebrated Lincoln Highway, hundreds
of JHA members located in many small towns
and cities along the Jefferson’s route poured
their money, time, and energies into producing
a 365-day road in relatively short order. Their
grass- roots efforts were impressive, fully justi-
fying the expansive feelings of pride they mani-
fested in their achievement. At least three other
early north-south auto trails also ran through the
Mississippi Valley, but because the promotional
organizations for each of these came into being
from three to five years after the JHA, prob-
ably none would have exceeded the latter’s
production of a mostly paved road by the early
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1930s.*” The JHA’s work helped lay the founda-
tion for an important segment of the American
highway system, one linking some major cities
in the midsection of the United States; today,
Interstate Highway 35 approximates a large
portion of the Jefferson’s route. Unquestion-
ably, too, the JHA’s efforts in pursuit of the
Jefferson Highway gave a boost to campaigns in
several laggard states to upgrade their roads—
in Arkansas, for example—or to augment state
government authority to issue bonds and build
roads—in Towa and Missouri, for examples.
Finally, the blazing of the Jefferson Highway in
northern Minnesota made possible the promo-
tion of tourism there and was followed in 1918
by the creation of the Ten Thousand Lakes of
Minnesota Association for that purpose.*®

Well aware by 1928 that an era was
nearing an end, delegates to the national JHA
meeting that year passed a resolution convey-
ing their hopes “that the importance of pioneer
transcontinental highways like the Lincoln
Highway and the Jefferson Highway shall be
nationally appreciated and that the location and
memory of these highways shall be perpetuated
to posterity.” The next five decades brought
little evidence that those hopes could ever be
realized. However, a renewed interest in historic
highways and their roadsides at last became
detectable in the late 1970s and has become
more pronounced ever since. A key event in
the renewal of interest in the Lincoln Highway,
and in historic highways generally, was the
reorganization of the Lincoln Highway Asso-
ciation in 1992.

Although the Jefferson Highway As-
sociation has not yet been reactivated, and the

Located south of Hubbard, Towa, on a gravel
road that was part of the original Jefferson High-
way, this barn has borne this inscription since 1917.
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Jefferson Highway still lags far behind the Lin-
coln Highway in revived solicitude, some stirrings
of interest in the old “Pine to Palm” highway
are evident today in Iowa, Minnesota, and Mis-
souri. In the latter two states, several local mu-
seums, libraries, and historical societies are un-
dertaking to identify and study historical re-
sources related to the Jefferson Highway and
its route. The Powers Museum in Carthage,
Missouri, has been especially active in this re-
spect, soliciting information and cooperation from
all the museums and historical societies along
the entire Jefferson route and launching in 2008
a website dedicated to promoting interest in the
old highway. Iowa’s Department of Transpor-
tation also maintains a website providing his-
torical information about the Jefferson Highway
and many of the other early auto trails in Towa.

The Jefferson Highway is also now the
subject of interpretive historical displays at Itasca
State Park in Minnesota; at the historical mu-
seum in Harrisonville, Missouri; and at Colo,
Iowa, in the restored and reopened Niland’s Café
(originally called the Lincoln & Jefferson Café)
standing at the point where the Lincoln and
Jefferson Highways met. In Missouri, at sev-
eral places along the Jefferson’s route, enthusi-
asts have hired artists to paint elaborate murals
celebrating the highway. Finally, in October 2003
many of the highway’s fans in Missouri partici-
pated in a sociability run from Harrisonville to
Carthage, and more runs are planned.

This last item would especially have
delighted James D. Clarkson, but probably all
of these developments would have buoyed his
hopes, as well as those of Edwin T. Meredith

L e Fr Ay - - _
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David Smith stands next to a concrete
sign, once painted blue and white, that
pointed north at the intersection of the Lin-
coln and Jefferson Highways at Colo, lowa.
The sign is on display at the Reed/Niland
corner restoration in Colo.
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and their many JHA colleagues, that the prod-
uct of their labors will not be forgotten. Helped
along today by the renewal of interest in his-
toric highways and the rise of “heritage tour-
ism,” perhaps this early spin-off of the Lincoln
Highway may follow once again in the wake of
its illustrious predecessor and reach its founders’
final dream— just like the Lincoln, a “nationally
appreciated” road whose “location and mem-
ory” are “perpetuated to posterity.”

Notes
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For Meredith’s travails as a “good roads” guber-
natorial candidate, see Peter L. Peterson, “A Publisher in
Politics: Edwin T. Meredith, Progressive Reform, and the
Democratic Party, 1912-1928.” unpublished Ph.D. dis-
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