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l. A Prosperous Worker's Cottage in Turn of the
Century Omaha
(Joslyn Art Museum)
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I Introduction

2. Eastern Facade of the Omaha Post Office at
16th and Dodge Streets, Razed in 1966
The attempt to preserve this structure created
Omaha's preservation movement, while its destruction has continued to remind residents of the
heritage we have lost.
(Joslyn Art Museum)

3

The Preservation Movement in its
Context
Ironically, preservation- arguab ly a more
conservative municipal objective than
zoning- took fifty years longer to satisfy
Fifth and Fourteenth Amendment concerns
protecting private property from taking without just compensation, before ass umin g its
place in the police power pantheon.'
The 1978 U.S. Supreme Court ruling on
the New York City Grand Central Terminal
Case has been heralded as a "stunning
victory" for the historic prese rvati on movement. For the first time, the highest court in
the nation upheld the right of municipal
government to prevent the defacement or
destruction of a privately owned historic
landmark, even if it resulted in red uced use
and economic benefit to the owner. T his
co uld be accomp lished t hr oug h state
a uthorized police powers allowing for regulation without payment of "j ust compensatio n." Quite simply, the Co urt fo und the
preservation of significant historic resources
to co nstitute a substa ntial public purpose.
As Norma n Marcus, Counsel to the New
York City Planning Commission, so aptly
points ou t , it is ironic that this "stunning
victo ry" was achieved in 1978- over fifty
yea rs after Court affirmation of the more
radical government regulation of pri vate
land usage- and almost one hundred yea rs
subsequent to development of comparable
la ndmark regulatory co ntrols in Western
Europe. T he values and concepts supp ortive
of preservation are predominantly conservative a nd co mpat ibly American . One would
think that such a movement should have
a ttained its current status decades ago.
If it has taken A mericans too long to
recognize the need for, or publ ic purpose of
historic preservation, this is as much due to a
limited point of view a nd inadequate ly
defi ned objectives as to any inherent val ue
st ructure . Until recently, heritage conservatio n was strictl y oriented to ward government p urchase a nd res toration of national
landmarks . Relatively speaki ng, a token
number of pro perties were acqui red and
tu rned into museum type institutions. The
a pproach was, therefore, static. The past did
not live o n and evolve fro m present to
future, but rather was put o n display a nd
co nsidered of interest in an archa ic se nse.
Eve nts culminating in an alteration of
th is perception have the ir roots in the post
World War II era. As affluent urban Ameri-
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cans rushed to suburbia, older, established
portions of our cities lost population,
eco nomic base, and not surprisingly, began
to deteriorate physically. Destruction (not
to mention irreversible a lteration) of our
historic edifices was so widespread that today fewer tha n ha lf of the structures
iden tified by the Historic American Building
Survey si nce 1933 still remain. However, it
was during these destruct ive times that a
fo undation was laid fo r modern-day preserva tion. The newly sy nthesized "plastic"
culture was soo n to be challenged from a
diversity of socio-cultural and economic
sources.
People seek out their past because it is
through developing an understanding of the
way th ings were that a n individua l can maintai n a sense of self-worth . Those left be hind
in the suburbanization process to occ upy the
inner cities were only the first to articulate
this need. T he riots of the early 60's were
soon followed by rumblings fro m the white
middle class, sign ifying the beginning of a
"return to the city" philosophy. Sim ultaneously, t he time of major government
sponsored downtow n revita lization programs was ushered in.
If co nse rva tion was recognized as more

than museums and displays during the
sixties, it was to come into its own with the
oil embargo of 1973. Today, resource conservation is anything but a popular fad . It is
etched into the fabric of our lives because in
this land of abundance and opportunity, we
a re finally co nfronted with resource shortages in a multitude of areas. At lo ng last ,
historic preservation is perceived as a significant aspect of an overall conservation
policy.
Research into and analysis of Omaha's
historic past provides the insight necessary
for establishing a locally oriented, successful
heritage conservation program. T his can
t hen be translated into a series of policies
and st rategies that lay the foundation for a
coordinated a nd effective approach to
historic preservation in Omaha. T he results
of our misguided perceptions during the last
ce ntury should provide a strong incentive
for reversing past patterns and implementing this program. If not, the irony of the
future will be that we failed to learn fro m our
m istakes, a nd we can only expect to beq ueath a society that offers little of cultural
value, life style choices, or eco nomic
stability.
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Establishing a Comprehensive Program
for Historic Preservation in Omaha
Creation of a comprehensive program
for preserving Omaha's historical resources
is a three part process . Initially, a plan that
provides the overall direction for future
actions must be developed, including components that establish an historical framework, address the generation of policies,
criteria and priorities, and delineate those
options realistically available for program
implementation. Complementing plan
development, a systematic inventory of the
City's significant structures and areas must
be initiated . This is an ongoing activity,
integrally linked to adopted plan priorities.
Program implementation- the third and
perhaps most important element in this
conservation process-involves the creative
combination of a range of methods most
likely to result in successful landmark heritage preservation in Omaha. The City's
recently established Landmarks Heritage
Preservation Commission will serve as a
major vehicle for such implementation.
However, a number of additional public and
private sector options are available to promote preservation of the City's significant
historic resources, and these should be
investigated wherever feasible.
This document supplies the comprehensive plan elements so necessary to the success
of any city-wide preservation movement.
The plan, which is intended to set a framework for all future conservation related
efforts involving significant historical ,
cultural, educational, architectural, engineering or geographic resources, thereby
functions as an important guide for the
City's Landmarks Heritage Preservation
Commission. Specific plan components include an extensive analysis of Omaha's
historic growth and development patterns
from early settlements through 1940, a
statement of city-wide preservation goals
and objectives, the generation of criteria and
standards for Landmark and Landmark
Heritage District designations, as well as the
establishment of strategies and priorities for
future City and Commission preservation
efforts. Historical themes identified as relevant to Omaha 's growth and evolution, such
as ethnicity, neighborhood development
patterns, architectural trends and economic
cycles or diversification play an integral
role in formulation of the plan and adoption
of priorities. Finally, based upon these

various plan elements, future inventory
format and orientation are detailed, and
implementation options and strategies are
examined within the framework of applicability to particular Omaha circumstances.
Taken as a whole, the Comprehensive
Program for Historic Preservation, including
the plan inventory, and subsequent implementation activities, will satisfy requirements
and conditions set forth by the City's Landmark Heritage Preservation Ordinance, as
enacted in December, 1977. Application of
the Ordinance and this Program will assist in
reversing past trends of resource depletion,
and increase the public awareness of the
diverse ways in which resource conservation
contributes to an improved quality oflife for
Omaha area residents.

The Evolution of Public Sector Preservation Legislation and Programs
Americans have traditionally supported
new growth and new development -oriented
building alternatives, often at the expense of
landmark heritage preservation. The task
was to civilize a wilderness as rapidly as
possible. And if accomplishing this meant
the sacrifice of buildings and places which
were significant to our cultural development,
then this was assumed necessary in the name
of progress.
Although some private preservation
organizations were established as early as
the pre-Civil War period , efforts were limited
to saving historic sites associated with
nationally prominent individuals or Revolutionary War events. The federal government
first recognized the need for preserving
national landmarks sited on federal property
in 1906, with enactment of the Antiquities
Act. However, it was not until establishment
of the Historic American Building Survey in
1933, followed by passage of the Historic
Sites Act of 1935, that the federal government showed any major interest in overall
historic preservation philosophy or modernday preservation related objectives.
The Historic American Building Survey
(HABS) was originally authorized under the
National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933.
During the height of the Depression, unemployed architects and draftsmen developed
a photographic and historical record of significant properties on a state by state basis, frequently preparing measured drawings to
accompany such information. This. documentation, continuing to the present, has

provided both state and local governments
with a foundation for historical inventories
and survey design techniques . Although
initially organized as a cooperative venture
among the National Park Service, the
American Institute of Architects and the
Library of Congress, HABS is now the
National Architectural and Engineering
Record (NAER), supervised by its own office
in Washington D.C. under administration
of the National Park Service.
The Historic Sites Act of 1935 was the first
federal statute designed to implement a relatively comprehensive historic preservation
program. The Act delegated responsibility
to the Secretary of the Interior, through the
National Park Service, to create a national
policy on historic preservation, and to conduct a national inventory of historic sites.
The structure, procedures and policies resulting from this statute were to lay the
foundation for all subsequent historic preservation legislation and activities. However,
implementation was limited to prestige or
status related measures conferred upon
designated properties. Without new sources
of funding or new regulations or incentives,
preservation and restoration remained a
dubious end-product.
In 1949 Congress chartered the National
Trust for Historic Preservation as a private,
non-profit organization to "facilitate public
participation in the preservation of sites,
buildings, and objects of national significance
or interest." The trust was also authorized to
acquire and maintain historic properties for
the public benefit. In this way, the organization
evolved into an important source of information on all aspects of the preservation field ,
as well as an agency capable of implementing
restoration in cases involving significant
national landmarks.
Due to a major increase in the destruction
of historic properties, and the general decline
of the nation's central cities following World
War II, it became increasingly apparent
during the 1960s that if the preservation
movement was to be relevant, its emphasis
on national monument conservation would
have to shift to include state and local priorities, as well as a broad range of programs
supportive of overall inner-city rehabilitation.
In response to this need, the National Historic
Preservation Act of 1966 was passed to
expand earlier legislation by authorizing
maintenance of a "national register of districts,
sites, buildings, structures, and objects signi-

City Hotel, 1878

Wood frame structures such as the City Hotel
provided a quick answer to the need for shelter in
the young city.
(Nebraska State Historica l Society)
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ficant in American history, architecture,
archeology and culture, hereinafter referred
to as the National Register .. . " The Act
increased preservation activity by establishing
the Historic Preservation Grants-in-Aid
Program, providing 50% matching grants for
surveys and plans, and the acquisition, development and maintenance of National
Register properties . Individual project
eligibility was to be determined by state
historic preservation plans. (These requirements have since been fulfilled in Nebraska
through the Nebraska State Historical
Society, which also serves as a review board
for Nebraska nominations to the National
Register of Historic Places.) In addition, a
Presidential Advisory Council on Historic
Preservation was created to review and
comment on all federal projects having an
impact on National Register properties.
Executive order 11593-entitled Protection
and Enhancement of the Cultural Environment-was signed in early 1971 to further
emphasize and clarify criteria and procedures
used in federal implementation of the 1966
legislation. The order charged the Secretary
of the Interior with the task of developing
and disseminating information on methods
and techniques for preservation, conservation
and restoration to all levels of government.
There are many additional national
programs and statutes relevant to various
aspects of the preservation field. These
include: the National Historic Landmarks
Program; the Historic American Engineering
Record; the Natural Landmarks Program ;
the National Environmental Education
Landmarks Program; the Federal Property
and Administrative Services Act of 1949; the
Housing and Community Development Act
of 1974; Title I of the National Housing Act;
the Comprehensive Planning Assistance
Program, Section 70 I; and the National
Environmental Policy Act of 1969. However,
it is the Tax Reform Act of 1976, along with
the Revenue Act of I 978, which may have
the greatest impact on the initiation of privately
sponsored historic preservation efforts in
the future .
The Tax Reform Act of I976 and Revenue
Act of I978 offer a number of income tax
incentives to encourage private sector preservation, conservation and rehabilitation of
qualifying historical properties. Similarly,
demolition of historical properties is discouraged through limitations placed upon
normally available tax deductions. For the

most part, these tax incentives apply only to
"certified" historic structures, defined as
income-producing property which is I) listed
on the National Register of Historic Places,
or 2) located within and certified by the Secretary of the Interior as being of historic
significance to a district listed on the National
Register, or 3) located within a historic
district designated under a state or local
statute that has been certified by the Secretary
of the Interior. In addition, all rehabilitation
projects involving income producing property
can qualify for an investment tax credit
which in the past was only available for new
construction activities.
In light of the proliferation of federal
statutes and programs available, it is not
surprising that all 50 states and over 500
municipalities have enacted some form of
legislation to encourage or require landmark
preservation . In March of 1976, Nebraska
joined a number of other states in passing
legislation specifically enabling cities of the
metropolitan class to formalize their historic
preservation programs. Entitled Landmark
Heritage Preservation Districts, the statute
allowed Omaha to create landmark heritage
preservation districts and a landmark
heritage preservation commission "for the
purpose of preserving buildings, lands, areas
or districts .. . which are determined ... to
possess particular historical, architectural,
cultural or educational value."
In December, 1977, Title 4 of the Omaha
Municipal Code was amended to include the
Landmark Heritage Preservation Ordinance. Its stated purpose was to:
I. designate, preserve, protect, enhance and
perpetuate significant elements of the City's
heritage
2. foster civic pride in the beauty and accomplishments of the past
3. stabilize and improve the aesthetic and
economic vitality and values of such structures
and districts
4. protect and enhance the City's attraction to
visitors
5. promote the use of outstanding structures
or districts for the education, stimulation and
welfare of City residents
6. promote and encourage continued private
ownership and utilization of such buildings
and other structures so owned and used

The ordinance established the Landmarks
Heritage Preservation Commission, composed of seven members appointed by the
Mayor, with appointments approved by the

City Council. The City Planning Director
serves as Executive Director of the Commission, and the Planning Department staff
provides required technical assistance. The
new Commission hears requests for Landmark or Landmark Heritage District designation, and forwards its recommendations
to the City Planning Board and City Council.
Properties are evaluated for their historical,
cultural, architectural, engineering, geographic or archeological importance. Once
designated by the City Council, a permit is
required for any construction or modification
altering the characteristics determined as
significant m the original designating
ordinance.
The Omaha ordinance has been certified
by the Secretary of the Interior "as containing
criteria which will substantially achieve the
purpose of preserving and rehabilitating
buildings of historic significance to the
district or districts designated by or under
the statute." This certification allows Omaha
owners and long-term lessees of income
producing property in locally designated
districts access to the favorable tax treatment prescribed by the Tax Reform and
Revenue Acts.
Even more significant, however, passage
of Omaha's Landmark Heritage Preservation
Ordinance provides the City with a major
tool for implementing a wide range of preservation and conservation related measures.
The federal government will continue to
have only limited authority to regulate the
preservation of important historical elements
in any given locality. As preservation legislation
has evolved in this country, it is primarily the
responsibility of local government, concerned
citizens and responsible property owners to
develop and implement any comprehensive
program aimed at identifying and preserving
those aspects of our heritage which can insure
an improved physical environment to present
and future residents of the community.

1. Omaha, 1878
This view of the 24-year-old settlement looks
toward the northwest, focusing on Omaha High
School atop Capito l Hill. An attempt was obviously made to show the city as a mart of commerce,
with no less than four trains appearing in the
depiction.
(Omaha Public library)
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Goals

2. Capitol Avenue Parkway, View West Toward
Omaha High School
Although adjacent to the Central Business
District, Capitol Avenue exhibited a residential
character in the nineteenth century, much unlike its
business orientation in this century.
(Nebras ka State Historica l Society)
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A strong, community-wide historic preservation program is advantageous from
cultural, economic, social and environmental perspectives alike. Based upon the
numerous benefits that can be anticipated as
a result of program implementation, the
following goal statements have been
developed .

Cultural: Foster a greater awareness of and
concern for heritage by preserving our
physical linkages with the past.
Through increasing our understanding of
the past , we gain insights into current
societal potential and future directions . An
overall sense of community pride is encouraged , and at the same time we develop a
greater degree of respect for our non renewable resources . Educational opportunities
are expanded through preservation of the
City's heritage of historic, architectural,
social , cultural, economic and political elements. These provide educational resources
for historians , students , government ,
designers and the general public.
Economic: Provide support for improving
the City's economic base, and increase the
economic resources available to individuals
through heritage conservation.
Implementation of a realistic historic
preservation program will result in a series
of eco nomic benefits to the community.
Propert y values will be stabilized or
improved in the inner city, thereby increasing central city tax revenues. Because historic preservation policy is supportive of
recent urban infill development trends,
measurable capital facility cost savings may
be realized . In addition, the preservation of
older structures translates into savings in the
area of building material and development
costs. Eventually, such activities facilitate a
greater degree of private sector sponsored
investment in redevelopment and renewal
areas, freeing up scarce government financial resources for other public purposes.
Social: Reverse past trends of neighborhood
decline, blight, increasing crime rates and
the loss of sense of community, and expand
opportunities for choice of living environment to all residents of the community.
In many cases, knowledge of historical
growth and development patterns contributes to an improved image of neighborhoods, allowing residents to identify more
positively with their physical living environment. Neighborhood level preservation pro-

grams can reinforce this through encouraging citizen participation from members of
long ignored or disenfranchised groups,
eventually harnessing their abilities so as to
contribute to the well-being of the entire
community. Preservation aimed at rehabilitation activity expands housing alternatives
for all Omaha residents. This is particularly
critical in low-moderate income and
minority areas, where the existing lack of
choice fosters apathy to both the common
good and self-improvement goals and objectives.

Environmental: Encourage conservation of

2

scarce man-made and natural resources.
A comprehensive historic preservation
program should provide protection for
unique man-made and natural features, and
promote high quality urban design . In addition, a program aimed at resource conservation will support the evolution of a more
compact, energy efficient urban development pattern.

1. Gahi 'ge, Omaha Chief
(Omaha Public Library)
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III

Historical Framework

2. Map of Indian Settlement Prior to Organization
of Nebraska and Iowa Territories
Details of the map identify the Council Bluffs
meeting area where Lewis and Clark greeted local
Indian tribes in 1804, Fort Lisa, and Engineer
Cantonment on the banks of the Missouri, where
Major Stephen Long's men spent the winter of
1819-1820. An Omaha village is indicated in north-

east Nebraska, in the vicinity of the reservation
they inhabited after 1854.
(Omaha Public Library)

3. Bellevue, Nebraska Territory
The fur trader and missionary settlement of
Bellevue was the first town of any consequence in
what later became Nebraska Territory.
(Omaha Public Library)

Pre-1854
Indians and Fur Traders
In March, 1854, the Omaha Indians
ceded to the United States government their
claim to lands west of the Missouri River,
except for a reserve of 300,000 acres in
northeast Nebraska. The Omahas were
simply the last of a variety of peoples to
claim the area . As early as 400-600 A.D., a
group known as the Woodland people inhabited the Plains. These people probably
originated in the forest land to the east and
made their living primarily by hunting. They
were a nomadic group, living in simple,
semi-subterranean dwellings with walls of
animal skins or mats . 1
The ·Nebraska Culture natives, a more
sedentary group which raised crops in addition to hunting, succeeded the Woodland
people. These people disappeared by the late
fifteenth century, leaving the land open for
th e modern tribes who came soon after. The
area around the lower Missouri River then
beca me the home of the semi-sedentary
tribes of the Siouan linguistic family : the
Omahas, Poncas, Otos, Iowas, and Missourias. These tribes, too , probably came
from eastern wooded la nds, following the
Ohio and Miss issippi Rivers to the mouth of
th e Misso uri .2
The Omahas , th e most influential of the
tribes, followed th e Mi sso uri River to Iowa
and th en beyo nd to Minnesota . The name ,
"Omaha, " means "t hos e going against the
current," or " upstrea m. " A related tribe , the
Quapaw, whi ch mea ns " with the current," or
"downstream ," settled in Missouri a nd
Arkansas at the time the Omaha s moved
north to Iowa and Minnesota . By the 1700s
th e Omahas had generally located in the
land along th e Big Sioux River in southeast
South Dakota and in north eas t Nebraska .
Press ure from th e Dakota Sioux caused the
Omahas to move farther down river by the
1800s. The other Siouan tribes nearby lived
in the same manner as the Omahas, with the
Poncas residing primarily in northeas t
Nebraska near the Niobrara Ri ver, the Otos
and Missourias ge nerall y living south of the
Platte River in Nebraska , and the lowas in
southwest Iowa J
The Omaha lifestyle revolved around the
seasons , with both farming and hunting a
part of the economy. The y grew corn,
melons, squash , and beans for food but supplemented thei r diet with a bia nnual buffalo
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hunt each year. The Spanish introduction of
the horse to the Plains by the mid-eighteenth
century enabled the Omahas to travel farther west from the Missouri for their hunts .
Although they resided in bark-covered
dwellings on the Plains , the Omahas later
built round ea rth lodges for permanent
homes. While on the buffalo hunt, they
adopted the more mobile buffalo-hide tipi .4
The arrival of French fur traders early in
the eighteenth century changed the Omahas'
wa y of life. Their craft skills, in fa shioning
pottery, tools, and weapons of native
materials, lost some importance when
traders could provide supplies in exchange
for furs. The diseases brought by white men
preyed on the Indians who lacked natural
immunity to withstand them , as evidenced
by the smallpox and cholera epidemics
which repeatedly reduced the tribes in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries .s
By the time the Omahas gave up their
lands in 1854, their lives had changed
drastically from the way of life they adopted
when they first arrived on the Plains. Encroaching whites had reduced the timber
supply and amount of game, while the Sioux
and Pawnee harassed them on their buffalo
hunts. Perhaps the Omahas realized that

3

whites would overrun them without any
payment if they did not surrender their
lands. In 1854 the Omahas numbered under
2,000, a group too small to resist the future
events that would alter their existence.6
Although Spanish and French explorers
had visited the Plains, the Lewis and Clark
Expedition, undertaken when the United
States purchased the Louisiana Territory,
performed the most comprehensive assessment of the midsection of the continent up to
that time . Lewis and Clark met with Indian
tribes along their route to tell them of the
government in Washington and its desire to
maintain friendly relations. The explorers
met with Otos and Missourias in August
1804 at the Council Bluff, but failed to greet

9

I. Bellevue, Nebraska Territory, 1858

By 1858, Bellevue had become the county seat
of Sarpy County and was in competition with
Omaha for leadership within the territory.
Although it had lost the capitol fight, the village
still retained hopes of becoming the terminus of
the transcontinental railroad.
(Omaha Public Library)
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the Omahas, who were absent on their
annual buffalo hunt. 7 The Council Bluff referred to the general area of bluffs north of
Omaha, near modern-day Fort Calhoun.
One of the early fur traders to settle along
the Missouri in the present-day Omaha
vicinity was Manuel Lisa, a St. Louis trader
who had established a fort on the mouth of
the Bighorn River (in Montana today) in
1807. Indian troubles and conflicts with
Great Britain over that territory forced him
to retreat to the Council Bluff area by 1812.
He established Fort Lisa close to the river
near the modern-day Douglas-Washington
county line. Lisa, the agent in this area for
the Missouri Fur Company of St. Louis,
greatly influenced the local Indians. He
spoke their languages and understood their
culture and way of life, and thus succeeded
in keeping them loyal during the War of
1812. Lisa practiced a system often utilized
by prosperous traders in supporting two
wives, a white one in St. Louis and an
Omaha Indian wife at his post.S
After Lisa's death in 1820, Joshua Pilcher
managed Fort Lisa until 1824, when he
abandoned it and consolidated operations at
the Missouri Fur Company's Bellevue post.
Some fifteen miles south of Fort Lisa, Bellevue was founded in 1822-1823 with the construction of the second Missouri Fur
Company post. At the same time, John P.
Cabanne, the local agent for John Jacob
Astor's American Fur Company, established a post in northeast Douglas County
(near the entrance to modern-day Hummel
Park) which operated from the mid-1820s to
late 1830s. The Missouri Fur Company dissolved by the end of the 1820s and the
American Company dominated the fur
trade in the Far West.9
After the United States victory in the

War of 1812, Secretary of War John C.
Calhoun conceived the plan to establish
a series of forts on the Mississippi and
Missouri Rivers to guard against any further
British activity, as well as protect fur traders
and keep peace among the Indians . He sent
the Yellowstone Expedition up the Missouri
in 1819. A military force, led by Colonel
Henry M. Atkinson, was supplemented by
the scientific party, led by Major Stephen H.
Long of the Army Engineers. Atkinson's
men planned to establish a fort on the mouth
of the Yellowstone River in North Dakota.
Their journey up the Missouri brought them
only as far as Council Bluff by th e onset of
winter. In spring, 1820, the expedition
learned that Congress had cut their budget;
only one fort would be built at Council
Bluff, but no others as originally planned.IO
The construction and maintenance of
Fort Atkinson filled most of the soldiers'
time. Very little Indian activity interfered
with the fort routine. Wives and children of
soldiers were allowed to join them, as they
spent their time not in military drilling but in
raising crops. The troops also established a
sawmill and brickyard. The only real
military action during the life of the fort was
a skirmish with Indians in what is now
northern South Dakota. By 1827 the War
Department abandoned Fort Atkinson and
ordered the troops to a new site called Fort
Leavenworth in Kansas. Although its life
was short, Fort Atkinson provided a glimpse
of the future . The fort marked the frontier
military line and the edge of white encroachment into Indian territory, and it represented the first white efforts at farming in a
state that would later become known for its
agricultural products. II
By the mid-1830s the center of activity in
what became metropolitan Omaha had

shifted to Bellevue. A new figure, Lucien
Fontenelle, had arrived on the scene in the
mid-1820s. Fontenelle was born of French
parents on a southern Louisiana plantation
and was educated in New Orleans. By age
sixteen he resided in St. Louis and began
working in the fur trade. The year 1824
found Fontenelle employed by the Missouri
Fur Company in Bellevue and married to an
Omaha Indian woman . He a nd his wife had
five children, the oldest being Loga n Fontenelle, who was chief of the Omahas when
they accepted reservation status in 1854. The
Missouri Fur Company later disso lved , and
Fontenelle became an agent for the American Fur Company. Several years later
( 1832), he sold his post to the United States
government for use as Indian agent headquarters , then spent the rest of his life traveling between Bellevue and the mountains.
Fontenelle was a refined, well-educated
gentleman, befitting his New Orleans education. In the last decade of his life, however,
he experienced business problems and
wrestled with a drinking problem as well.
These difficulties contributed to his death in
1840 at an age of thirty-nine years.l 2
Peter Sarpy became the dominant influence in Bellevue after Fontenelle's death ,
operating the American Fur Company post
by the 1840s. Like many other traders, Sarpy
was born of French parents and grew up in
St. Louis, observing the fur traders who
brought in their wares. Sarpy worked with
Lucien Fontenelle, caring for Fontenelle's
animals and other property while he was
trapping in the mountains. Sarpy's post became an important center of trade for the
Bellevue vicinity . He also established
another post on the Iowa side of the Missouri, Trader's Point, from which he ran a
ferry to Bellevue. I J
Moses and Eliza Merrill , Baptist
missionaries, ministered among the Otos
from 1833 to 1840. The Merrills operated a
school and translated scripture, hymns, and
prayers into the Oto language. 14 Although
other missionaries passed through Bellevue,
the next permanent residents of the settlement were the Presbyterians who arrived in
1846. They constructed a mission house
which served as a school, church, and center
for community functions until the tribes removed to the reservation. After 1856, the
Presbyterians sold the mission house and in
1858 erected the First Presbyterian Church
to take its place.l5

2. Florence, Nebraska Territory, 1858

This speculative venture was founded north of
Omaha in 1854, on the site that had been the
Mormons' Winter Quarters in 1846-48. Mormons
traveling west to Salt Lake City continued to leave
from Florence until 1863.
(Oma ha Pu blic Libra ry)
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The Mormon Migration
The year 1846 marked the arrival not
onl y of the Pres byterians but of another
gro up that swelled the population on the
wes t sid e of th e Misso uri River. Mo rmons,
fle eing th eir la tes t persecuti o ns in Nauvoo ,
Illin o is , des ired to cross the ri ve r a nd remain
until they co uld determine their final des tina ti o n. S ince J ose ph S mith found ed the
Mo rm o n re lig io n in th e 1820s in western
New York , the fo llowers had moved to Kirtland , Ohio, and Ind ependence a nd Fa r
Wes t, Misso uri, befo re takin g up res ide nce
in Na uvoo, Illinois. In each case their inability to success full y resolve differences
with their neighbors forced them to move
on . The situation in Nauvoo result ed in the
death of Joseph Smith and led to the
decision to mo ve outside th e boundaries of
United Sta tes settlement. With Brigha m
Yo ung as their new leader, the Mormons
tra veled ac ross Iowa in the spring of 1846. 16
Peter Sa rpy advised Brigham Young to
ask pe rmission of the Omahas who agreed to
allow the Mormons to stay two years on
their land . After crossing the Missouri o n
Sa rpy's ferry , they spent the summer of 1846
in " Mormon Hollow" near Bellevue. In the
fall the Mormons relocated to Winter
Quarters , later to become the town of Florence, about fifteen miles north of Bellevue. l7
The village of Winter Quarters was laid
out in fort y-one blocks with twenty lots per
block. Young divided the laboring forces
into groups for such tasks as constructing
houses and fences , and clearing and plowing
the land. Utili zing the materials at hand,
most dwellings were either log houses or
dugouts . Cottonwood or oak logs twelve to
eighteen feet long comprised the frame of the
houses with clay filling in the cracks. Dugouts were dwellings built into hillsides with
roofs of straw or dirt. By late 1846, the population numbered almost 3500 with 600 log
dwellings or dugouts. IS
Sickness and death filled the first year at
Winter Quarters . The trip across Iowa left
many Mormons in a weak state whi le the
lack of a balanced diet contributed to additional deterioration of their health. The
most available food consisted of pork, cornbread , fish , and game, supplemented by nuts
and berries picked from the river banks. At
the same time scurvy, typhoid , malaria , and
diphtheria spread through the settlement
and caused so many deaths that the few able-
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bodied persons were hard pressed to keep up
with the burials. In a ll , the Mormons left 600
graves in their cemetery (near 34th and Mormon Street) o verlo o king the river. 19
The Mormons made great efforts to get
along with the Omahas, teaching them farming methods and building houses for their
use . Young also instructed ten men to plant
and ha rvest a crop for the Indians. To meet
their own needs , the Mormons tilled land
sixteen miles north of Winter Quarters
known as Brigham's Farm or Summer
Quarters. This enterprise provided food for
the following winter and for the trek westwa rd in 1848 .20
In spring, 1847, Brigham Young led a
group west, searching for the final Mormon
destination . He found it in the Valley of the
Great Salt Lake, technically Mexican territory in 1847 but soon to become part of the
United States with the spoils of victory in
the Mexican War. By October Young had
returned to Winter Quarters and set in
motion the plans for the trip west. He first
iss ued the "General Epistle from the Council
of the Twelve Apostles, to the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints Abroad ,
Dispersed Throughout the Earth." The
booklet informed Mormons of the flight
from Nauvoo and the plan to move west and
called all the Sa ints to join them . Explicit instructions were given for the trip . The travelers should organize into companies of hundreds or fifties , led by a captain. The Epistle
advised the Saints to bring animals, seeds,
tools , domestic utensils, and books, all the
equipment needed to set up a new community in the wilderness. Copies of the
Epistle were sent east to other Mormon
settlements , as well as to England .21 By
spring, 1848 , the various groups of
Mormons started out for their new home.

Those who decided not to leave returned to
the settlement of Kanesville (Council Bluffs)
on the east side of the river, leaving their
dwellings and some provisions in Winter
Quarters for the Omahas. By the end of that
year, the settlement that served as the headquarters of the Mormon church was
deserted.22 Winter Quarters marked a turning point for the Saints, dividing them from
the persecutions suffered in the settled
portion of the United States and their
promised land in the wilderness.23
The vacation of Winter Quarters did not
leave the west side of the Missouri deserted.
Other Mormons and pioneers on their way
to Oregon or California all funneled through
Bellevue. Peter Sarpy's trading post in Bellevue provided the last place for travelers to
purchase needed goods or send a message to
relatives back East. Sarpy's Ferry at
Trader's Point operated continually, bringing pioneers and their wagons across the
river. Delays of up to six weeks before crossing were not unusual. The situation
occasionally caused steamboats from St.
Louis to lay over several days and clear the
Iowa side of the river at a cost of $10 per
wagon . Hauling fifty wagons per trip at four
trips per day, the boats netted a daily total of
$2,000 .24
The pioneers' route west from the Missouri differed according to preference and
destination . Mormons generally crossed the
Missouri in the Bellevue area and followed
the northern side of the Platte River because
they did not want to travel with other
groups . The Oregon and California trails
originally did not come near the Bellevue
vicinity but instead began near Independence, Missouri, and then moved northwest to the Platte River. These trails
followed the south side of the Platte on their

I. Council Bluffs Ferry, Circa 1853

Ferry boats provided the means for crossi ng the
Missouri River during Omaha's first decade of
existence.
(Nebraska State Hi storical Socie ty)

2. Map of Kanzas (sic) and Nebraska Territories,
1855

Published just one year after Nebraska Territory
was formally opened for settlement, this map
reveals the number of settlements that had already
sprung up along the Misso uri River.
(Omaha Public Library)
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Mary's until 1860, then abandoned it for
Plattsmouth, Nebraska, all the while involved in a variety of business schemes 26
When Sarpy sold out in 1855, he perhaps
realized that the la nd he had known for
thirty years had been irrevocably changed.
In 1854 businessmen from Council Bluffs
platted a new town at the ferry crossing
north of Bellevue. The settlement, named
Omaha , was la id out on the west side of the
Missouri directly opposite Council Bluffs,
and was certain to rival Bellevue for
supremacy over Nebraska Territory.

1854-1880
Organization of Nebraska Territory

way west. The example of the Mormons led
more and more people to cross at Bellevue
by the early 1850s25
Peter Sarpy profited from the straggl ers
and travelers who ran out of mo ney and
swelled the pop ulation on the east side of th e
river. In spite of th e popula ti on growth ,
Sarpy's luck failed in 1853. The Missouri
rolled over its banks and washed out
Trader's Point a nd ferry landings on both
sides of the river. But Sarpy, the perpetual
entrepreneur, simply moved four miles
down river a nd organized a new town, St.
Mary's. By July he started The St. Mary's
Gazelle and later ordered a new stea m ferry .
Although he ran regular trips between St.
Mary's and Bellevue by March, 1855 , Sarpy
failed to keep up with the rapidly changing
scene. The Mormon traffic slowed and a
competing ferry began operating at a new
crossing north of Bellevue. In 1854, th e
Omahas, under Logan Fontenelle's leadership, ceded their lands west of the Missouri
to the government. They planned to move to
their reservation about eighty miles north of
Bellevue, taking a good portion of the Bellevue trade business with them . Sarpy decided
his future lay elsewhere and sold all his Bellevue property in the new territory of
Nebraska in 1855. He remained in St.

Probably the main reason for organization of the land west of the Misso uri was to
provide a path fo r the transcontinental railroad. Organized territory had a better
chance of gaining the new railroad. As many
as four routes were proposed to link East
with West, and the final decision would
mean added development and wealth for the
chosen eastern terminus. Senator Stephen
A. Douglas of Illinois envisioned profits for
his state in these dealings. Chicago was becoming a rail center by the mid-1850s , and
Douglas saw continuous expansion if the
transcontinental railroad ran from west of
Chicago rather than by a more sout herl y
route. President Franklin Pierce sig ned into
law the Kansas-Nebraska Act , orga ni zi ng
territory west of the Missouri River, on May
30, 1854. Senator Douglas had introduced
such a bill as early as 1844 but lacked the
necessary support to shepherd it through
Congress . In order for the bill to finally pass
in 1854, a good deal of compromising was
necessary.'
Much of the opposition Douglas faced in
Congress resulted from the problem that
had plagued the co untry since the 1820s, the
expansion of slavery into the West. T he Misso uri Compromise of 1820 provided for one
free state to enter the Union with each slave
state, thus providing a balance of each faction in Congress. However, the Compromise
of 1850 introduced the idea of popular sovereignty which allowed the residents of each
territory to vote on whether to become a
slave or free state. In order to please enough
Southerners to support his bill , Douglas
compromised by dividing the land west of
the Missouri at the fortieth parallel. Popular
sovereignty in each territory would settle the
slavery question .2

Other factors affected passage of the
Kansas-Nebraska Act. Stephen Douglas
certainly had political ambitions and the Act
gave him the visibility he sought, while it
benefited his home state. Men in western
Missouri and Iowa pressured their Congressmen to support the Act. Businessmen
and speculators all along the river were just
waiting for the right moment to cross over
and reap the benefits of getting in on the
ground floor. 3 The town developers wanted
to organize their communities as jumpingoff points for immigrants going West. The
California, Oregon, and Utah immigrant
trade demanded supplies and provided a
ready and open field of business for any man
with the initiative to take advantage of it.
The Council Bluffs and Nebraska Ferry
Company's townsite of Omaha was just one
of the many communities hoping for the
chance to become the premier city in
Nebraska Territory.
William D. Brown set out for California
in 1850 but decided to remain in Council
Bluffs, Iowa (then called Kanesville). He saw
he would profit by operating his Lone Tree
Ferry across the river at this point. The talk
of a transcontinental railroad and the
organization of the territory led a group of
Council Bluffs businessmen , "with preem inent foresight and daring," to form a
town company with Brown . These enterprising gentlemen included Dr. Enos Lowe,
James Jackson, Milton Tootl e, Samuel S.
Bayliss, Samuel R. C urtis, and Bernhardt
Henn, among others, all of whom crossed
the Missouri as early as June, 1853, to investigate their townsite . They concluded
that the location would be suita ble and with
the company funds sent Dr. Lowe to St.
Louis for purchase of a steam ferryboat.4
Until the government officially organized
the land and the India ns relinquished their
title, no surveying could be d one on the site.
These "technicalities" taken care of in May ,
1854, the Company employed Alfred D .
Jones , with assistance by Capta in Charles
H. Downs, to survey the land . Jones laid out
Omaha City into 320 blocks , each 264 fee t
sq uare. He made all streets I 00 feet wide,
except Capitol and Nebraska (now 21st
Street) A venues which mea sured 120 feet.
Three squares were included in the new
metropolis: Capitol Square , J efferson
Square, and Washington Square. A park ,
lying between 8th and 9th , Davenport to
Jackson, remained o nly unti l 1858 ,5 when

3. Herndon House Hotel
The Herndon House, opening at 9th and Farnam Streets in 1858, was Omaha's first substantial
hotel. It later housed the headquarters of the
Union Pacific Railroad .
(Ne bras ka S ta te Histo rica l S ociety)
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the Herndon House, a hotel which later became Union Pacific Headquarters, was constructed on it.
Jones, although not a member of the
original ferry and town company, did his
part to encourage growth of the settlement.
He received an appointment as the first
Omaha postmaster in May, 1854, before the
city scarcely existed on paper. The volume of
mail was small at first so he "deemed it best
to carry the mail about him, using his hat
and pockets as receptacles therefore . . .. ", at
least until the city had a building to serve as
the post office. Construction soon began at
a rapid pace. Thomas Allen, another
Council Bluffs entrepreneur, constructed a
rude log house at 12th and Jackson . Known
as the "St. Nicholas" or the Claim House,
the building operated as a kind of boarding
house or hotel through 1855. It served as
general headquarters for the settlers who
congregated there in the evenings to discuss
business. But more important to the community at large was the tent, and then sod
and board shanty, known as the Big Six, a
saloon and grocery located on the north side
of Chicago Street between 13th and 14th.
One early historian simply called it "a very
popular resort in those days. ' '6 The reputation that Omaha later acquired as a "wide
open" town received its start early in the
history of the settlement.
The promoters of the new city took pains
not to let any event pass without heralding
the future of Omaha. Although their settlement contained few buildings or residents in
1854, the town company imported spectators from Council Bluffs for a big Fourth of
July celebration held on Capitol Hill. The
day included a picnic, music, and speeches
by local dignitaries. A volunteer choir
offered "Old Hundred" and "Come, Thou
Fount ," while after lunch, A. D. Jones
orated on "Omaha, the Future Metropolis
of Nebraska. " The day's events concluded
solemnly with the "Doxology." Later in July
The Omaha Arrow made its appearance. Although it lasted for only twelve issues / it
began the tradition of city-boosting that
other newspapers in Omaha later utilized . In
settlement of western towns, the newspaper
often provided the sole means of advertising
a particular site's charms to Easterners and
interested land speculators. As such an
instrument, the newspaper played an important role in development of the western
urban frontier.
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The Capital Fight
By fall, 1854, Omaha consisted of twenty
houses and two shacks with dirt floors which
served as hotels, saloons, and stores for the
flowering community. s The next step in
Omaha's planned supremacy of the Territory was securing the capital, a decision only
the appointed territorial governor could
make.
President Pierce appointed Francis Burt,
a forty-seven-year-old South Carolina
editor and legislator, as the first governor
of Nebraska Territory. Burt traveled to
Nebraska by steamboat, rail, wagon, and
stagecoach , and by the time he arrived in
Bellevue on October 7th, illness confined
him to bed. He came to Bellevue because it
was a well-known stopping place and the
most established settlement in Nebraska
Territory. Burt stayed at the Presbyterian
Mission House and received the oath of
office at bedside on October 16. However,
his illness worsened, and he died two days
later without announcing his choice for the
territorial capital to the anxious Nebraska
towns. 9
Beside Omaha and Bellevue, Florence,
Fontenelle, Plattsmouth, Nebraska City,
and Brownville also sought the prize as the
sea t of territorial government, and they now
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turned their entreaties to the next in command, Secretary of the Territory Thomas
B. Cuming. Although only twenty-six and
standing five feet eight inches tall, Cuming
was fully prepared for the duties thrust upon
him. A graduate of the University of Michigan's first senior class, Cuming served in the
Mexican War, worked as a telegrapher in St.
Louis, and edited the Keokuk Dispatch in
Iowa. He realized, however, that Keokuk
would not bring him the power and profit he
desired, and with help from his friends in
Democratic politics, Cuming was named
Secretary of Nebraska Territory. Jo
As Acting Territorial Governor, Cuming

I. Eastward View of the Territorial Capitol,
Omaha, 1869
With the ad vent of statehood in 1867, Nebraska's capitol was moved to Lincoln, leaving the old
Territorial Capitol to become Omaha High
School. This building was soon replaced by a grand
Victorian structure that held the high school for
over forty years.
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2. Omaha, 1867, Northwestward from 15th and
Douglas Streets
This view is focused toward the old Territorial
Capitol at 20th and Dodge Streets. The ridge at
approximately 20th Street defined the city's western limits in 1867.
(Nebraska State Hi storical Socie ty)

(Omaha Public Library)

called for a census of residents. Although
twice as many settlers lived south of the
Platte River as north of it, Cuming awarded
the northern counties seven councilmen and
fourteen representatives while the southern
counties received six councilmen and twelve
representatives. The southern counties began to suspect Cuming's motives, and when
he named Omaha as the site for the legislature to convene in January, they were sure of
duplicity. Cuming probably decided against
Bellevue because he could not arrange for
purchase of Presbyterian Mission land for
the capitol. He also asked for 100 acres of
land for himself to insure the selection of
Bellevue for the capital, a request refused by
Reverend Hamilton, head of the mission.
Cuming then decided to locate in Omaha,
since the Council Bluffs and Nebraska Ferry
Company invited him to join their group
and gave him, or gave him the opportunity
to buy, land in the city as well. Omaha also
boasted a new building constructed by the
Company to serve as the State House. Located on 9th Street between Douglas and
Farnam , the only brick building in Omaha
had been completed in December, 1854.
It stood two stories high and was designed
for conducting a legislature, with rooms for
both the Council and the House, along with
offices and committee rooms. II
When the legislature finally convened in
January, 1855, Cuming issued election certificates to insure that only those Douglas
County representatives supporting Omaha
for the capitol site were seated. The certificates provided entry into the legislative
rooms and effectively barred all who failed
to agree with Cuming.l2 Representatives
from the South Platte counties expected a
fight to contest the capitol site, and the men
came armed with bludgeons , brickbats, and
pistols. Speaker of the House, attorney
Andrew Jackson Hanscom of Omaha, kept
order with the aid of fellow attorney,
Andrew Jackson Poppleton. One early
historian described Hanscom's colorful
personality and control of the legislature:
Hanscom, who would as soon fight as eat in
those days, was always called on when there
was likely to be any trouble, and either in fisticuffs, debate, or tactics, he generally succeeded in coming out of the affair on the top of
the heap.IJ
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As Speaker, Hanscom controlled
appointments to committees which enabled
him to grant advantages to Omaha supporters. George L. Miller, who later founded the
Omaha Herald, served as chief clerk of the
first session of the legislature and recalled
that Hanscom and Poppleton "carried the
art of winking to its highest perfection ."
Poppleton simply winked when he wanted
the floor and the Speaker always recognized
him immediately. Hanscom kept order by
forcibly notifying any"refractory member . ..
that if he didn't sit down he would be
knocked down." This method usually obtained satisfactory results for Hanscom. 14
The first legislators in the Territory of
Nebraska spent more time quarreling over
the capitol site than passing the needed laws,
until the arrival of Mark Izard, the new territorial governor, in February, 1855. Izard
calmed the legislators and convinced them
to consider the passage of civil and criminal
laws. But the capital fight did not end in
1854. Even as a new building was being con-

structed on Capitol Hill in 1858, the majority of the legislature walked out over the iss ue
of the capitol location and reconvened in
Florence. At that time a fistfight broke out
in the legislature, led by A. J . Hanscom a nd
an "Omaha mob. " The majority of the
members, realizing that "it has long been
supposed that whenever the interests of
Omaha became concerned, it became
hazardous to attempt legislation at Omaha,"
adjourned to Florence. This particular
session gave Omaha an image in the eyes of
other Nebraskans that would last throughout the century. Members of the Florence
session charged that the Omaha men "[affixed] to Nebraska legislation an indelible
stain, covering the fair name of Omaha with
ineffaceable infamy." In spite of the actions
of an "irresponsible rabble," W. A. Richardson, who became territorial governor on
January 12, 1858, would not recognize them
and Omaha remained the capitaJ.IS
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Omaha Neighborhoods-Florence
While the Council Bluffs and Nebraska Ferry Company attempted to make a go of
Omaha , another group of Council Bluffs men also had speculative ideas. This group of about
a dozen men, led by businessman James C. Mitchell , organized the Nebraska Winter
Quarters Company in 1854. They planned a town on the old Mormon site which Mitchell
named after his wife's granddaughter, Florence Kilborn. These men hoped to secure not only
the capital of Nebraska Territory but the Pacific railroad as well. 1
The townsite of Florence, shown on paper as three-quarters to one and a half miles inland
from the river and four miles in length, was platted into 270 lots. In September, 1854, the
Company's Board of Directors were authorized to offer for sale one hundred lots, which they
advertised in all the local newspa pers including the Nebraska Palladium of Bellevue and the
Omaha Arrow. They pointed out the special advantages of their town :
. . . . on the nearest, best and by far the most traveled road to California, Oregon, and Salt Lake. The
river here is someth ing less tha n 300 ya rd s wide with a solid ROCK BOTTOM!! from shore to shore
at a depth of from five to twelve feet , and consequently permanent banks on both sides, which so far
as the knowledge of man exte nds, or appearances indicate never have changed or overnowed .... 2

As if to further play up their advantages, the first newspaper of Florence, called The Rock
Bottom, made its entrance by November, 1854. When the editor of that paper left, Mitchell
agreed to print his own paper, the Florence Courier. The slogan on the masthead , "We would
rather be in the right place, on ' Rock Bottom', than have the capital of the territory," aptly
displayed Mitchell 's feelings toward Omaha, which he referred to as "that useless pile of
rubbish ."J Although Florence lost the capital fight, a majority of the legislature adjourned to
the town in 1858 in an effort to once again move the capital from Omaha . However, the
territorial governor, W. A. Richa rdson, refused to recogni ze the rump session and left the
government in Omaha. 4
The little settlement experienced some growth with residents building a variety of
structures. The Willit House, at Main and State Streets, and the Crystal Spring House
provided accommodations for a ll those who took advantage of the twenty-five percent lower
rate for crossing the Missouri at Florence rather than at Omaha. A mill for cutting lumber,
formerly operated by the Mormon s, was reopened , the legi slature chartered a bank in 1856,
and residents formed a bridge company to attract railroads to the town. An omnibus line
which ran two horse-drawn hacks per day connected Florence with Omaha. In 1857,
Florence proudly offered travelers two physicians, two lawyers, two house and sign painters,
three firms of land agents, six shoemakers, and a blacksmith , along with a drugstore and a
sa loon and a ll the business houses that served the Mormon trade.5
Florence was the last stop for Mormons in their expeditions west in 1856, 1857, 1859,
1860, and 1863. In 1856, a Mormon opened a general store providing dry goods, groceries,
liquor, clothing, footwear, nails, glass, and tools needed for the trip west. Another business ,
the People's Store, also provided these goods and furniture for travelers and residents. The
town promoters were not unaware of the business the Mormons brought and sought to
attract them by fencing and beautifying the cemetery left by the emigrants to Utah in 18461848.6
Unfortunately the quick surge of growth was stymied by the Panic of 1857. Financial
support from Cook, Sargent and Parker, a banking house in Davenport , Iowa , had helped to
finance the town . When the banking house closed its doors in 1857, the town lacked the
money to expand . The Florence bank also failed, leaving the town without a strong financial
base. 7
The Mormons left their mark on the town through 1863, the last year they left from
Florence. In 1860, the population numbered 1158; by 1870 only 388 lived in the settlement.
The Panic of 1857 and resulting collapse of banks hurt Florence initially, and failing to gain
either the territorial capital or the railroad sealed its fate. 8 After the hubbub of the Mormon
trains, Florence beca me one of Omaha 's quiet suburban villages . By 1889, the Omaha waterworks pumping station was built at Florence to draw Missouri River water before it could be
polluted by Omaha sewage and garbage. 9 Florence remained a quiet suburban village until
the twentieth century when Omaha annexed it along with other satellite towns .

Development as a Transportation Center
If the politicians gave the impression that
they were not far removed from the frontier,
neither was the city of Omaha an urbane and
sophisticated territorial capital. Construction of buildings proceeded rapidly, but little
quality control was exercised. The Council
Bluffs and Nebraska Ferry Company built
the Douglas House, a hotel at 13th and
Harney, as a further enticement to attract
the capital in 1854. This dwelling ostensibly
would provide shelter for out-of-town legislators, but as it "was designed to accommodate the greatest number of people in the
shortest possible time," it was a "rather rude
structure." Hastily opened in November of
1854, the hotel dining room had only a dirt
floor until lumber from torn down shanties
could be secured to construct one. The long,
narrow table consisted of poles driven into
the ground for stakes with cottonwood
boards laid across the top. Common sheeting ticks filled with prairie grass provided
the most deluxe of sleeping accommodations, except when the grass bunched up into
knots. Yet, the Douglas House provided an
early gathering place for parties, Sunday
sermons, and general meetings until its place
as the social leader was usurped by the Herndon House in 1858. Other construction included the Caldwell Block at 12th and Farnam, probably the city's first business block.
Most Omahans lived in log cabins, dugouts,
or frame shanties, with the cracks covered by
blankets and odds and ends of boards. Business was transacted during daylight hours,
but foreshadowing Omaha's later reputation, the evening darkness was "interrupted
at long intervals by the cheerful light of the
inn or the "glim" of a saloon, a guide board
directing immigrants and bacchanals in
search of the cup that cheers. "16
In a frontier city such as Omaha, law enforcement depended on the power and reputation of the enforcer. A rope or gun provided a quick deterrent to crime for horse
thieves or murderers, but perhaps the most
difficult to deal with were claim jumpers.
These culprits struck early Omahans where
it hurt them most-by attempting to settle
lands the entrepreneurs held for speculation.
Settlers could not obtain title to their claims
until the government surveyed the land, but
Omaha landowners banded together into
claim clubs to protect each other's claims.
The organization allowed each member to
hold 320 acres. Club regulations provided

I. Old Central Block, Constructed in 1868
_bpcated on Farnam between 13th and 14th
"St reets, the Central Block was typ1cal of bus mess
structures at that time. The fashionable ltalianate
building with its repeating arched window facade
a llowed for a collection of businesses.
(Ne braska Stat e Hi sto rical Soc iety)
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that a claim jumper be informed of his residence on land previously claimed; those who
disagreed were thrown out of windows,
dunked in the river, or otherwise discouraged from remaining. Because land was a
precious commodity in frontier Nebraska,
killings over it were "not infrequent." Property holders greeted the opening of the land
office in 1857 with joy, heralding the date as
an end to "an unsettled condition of society
which all law-abiding citizens deplored."' 7
By 1856, the city attracted a large immigration which included a number of men
who played important roles in the city for
the rest of the century. Omahans did not
neglect religious life and organized both
Congregational and Catholic churches. But
business still provided the greatest evidence
of growth and expansion. The Pioneer
Block, "considered the most imposing and
architecturally perfect edifice north of St.
Louis," went up on Farnam between II th
and 12th Streets. The Block played a significant role in community activities, providing
space for the third territorial legislature and
other assemblies where "orators launched
rhetorical thunderbolts into the midst of delighted audiences, and eloquent divines propounded the theological conundrums,
directed to the conversion and redemption
of the lost of Israel." The town centered
around Harney Street, which served as the
leading thoroughfare in 1856. Buildings extended almost to 14th Street on that "most
populous of any of the city avenues." Most
residences stood on Harney, Farnam, and
Douglas, but others were scattered throughout the city as far north as Cuming Street. IS
The city fathers perceived a need for
order in the settlement and in February,
1857, received a charter of incorporation
from the Legislature. Elections held the first
Monday in March decided on city officers
and nine aldermen, three per ward. The
council convened soon after election, and
under the leadership of Mayor Jesse Lowe,
passed a number of ordinances, particularly
one "for the prevention of swine running at
large. " 19
Just as Omaha felt secure, it was jolted by
the Panic of 1857. The Panic, emanating
from the failure of a New York City bank,
was only the first of cyclical depressions to
wreak havoc with real estate, banking, and
general economic conditions in Omaha
throughout the century. The closing of
Omaha's largest bank, the Western Ex-
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An Early Challenger to Omaha-Saratoga
One of the most locally famous resources in Nebraska Territory in the 1850s was a
sulphur spring located midway between Omaha and Florence. Such springs were generally
believed to possess curative powers, but no record has been left to ascertain whether these
sulphur springs actually functioned in that fashion. However, some interested businessmen
saw a chance to make a profit by constructing a town on the site.
The Sulphur Spring Land Company, organized in October, 1856, acquired land in the
vicinity of 16th and Locust. One of the men most involved in the enterprise was Taylor G.
Goodwill, owner of the Big Six saloon in Omaha. Goodwill came from New York state and
probably named the town Saratoga after the famous mineral spring city of his home state.'
By 1857, work had begun on the $100,000 Trinity House, "a most magnificent hotel"
covering an entire block in the new town of Saratoga. Construction on the building
culminated in a grand opening on August 12th . By this time, the hotel was renamed the
Central House, and the celebration was "by far the most brilliant party ever given in the
Territory." The 150 to 200 guests were served a ten course dinner complete with claret and
port wine. 2
That summer a brickyard and sawmill were established, probably to aid in building the
city. A new partner, Erastus Beadle of New York , became involved in the development of
Saratoga. Beadle later made a fortune publishing dime novels, but he arrived in Omaha in
April, 1857, to aid in the division of Saratoga lots among stockholders . He immediately pronounced the site as " .. . delightful! Charming!! and by far a pleasanter location than
Omaha."J
Saratoga (or its stockholders) entertained hopes of becoming a Missouri River port and
supposedly had a good landing. Unfortunately, only two boats ever stopped there while
Saratoga was flourishing . Twenty years later, the flood of 1877 isolated the sawmill and the
landing from the river. The portion of the river that became Carter Lake had previously been
known as Saratoga Bend and contained the landing area.4
By September, 1857, the collapse of banking houses affected Saratoga just as it hurt
Omaha and Florence. In mid-September the Sulphur Springs Land Company published a
notice announcing a special assessment of stockholders. The notice requested that stockholders pay $30 per share within thirty da ys; the shares of those who failed to pay were
subject to sale.s
While the Panic caused financial problems, Saratoga did not fold up and disappear. The
United States government appointed a postmaster in September but discontinued the
position eighteen months later. In February, 1858, a committee was formed to organize the
University of Nebraska at Saratoga, but their actions brought no results. On July 4th , 1858, a
big celebration took place at the town with music by the Omaha Brass Band and the German

2. Omaha City Map, 1857
Although Omaha was settled in 1854, it was not
officially incorporated until 1857. This map shows
additions to the original city plat, revea ling a
number of unusua l street na mes that were never
adopted for those areas. Even at this early date, A.
J . Hanscom owned the land that he later donated
to the city as Hanscom Park (lower left corner).
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Glee Club. Yet very little existed in the town except the hotel and a few houses.6
When prosperity returned to Omaha and Florence with the Colorado gold rush of 1859,
Saratoga had no stores or supply houses to serve the emigrants. The decline of Saratoga
began with the Panic of 1857 and was reinforced by the failure of the developers to establish
an independent town government. The Panic also forced the exit of some of the most active
promoters, leaving the town without any real supporters. 7
The land in the Saratoga area was then used for a variety of purposes. The Douglas
County fair was held in that vicinity for a number of years, beginning in 1858. The Central
House eventually went bankrupt a nd in 1863 was sold to the Episcopalians, who converted it
into Brownell Hall , a seminary for girls. The school remained at Saratoga until 1867 when it
was moved to 16th and Jones in Omaha . By 1866, Omaha banker Herman Kountze owned
most of the land in the Saratoga area . Not until 1898 would Saratoga achieve its greatest
triumph, as the site for the Trans-Mississippi and International Exposition .& The Exposition
was located in an area bound ed roughly by 16th, 24th , Pinkney, and Pratt, along with a
narrow strip of land lying east of 16th Street called the Bluff Tract. 9 By the turn of the
century, Omaha had absorbed into its boundaries the area that had been Saratoga.

change Fire and Marine Insurance
Company, in September, 1857, brought the
problem closer at hand. The Nebraska banking law, passed in 1856, allowed the eight
banks it chartered to issue paper money
without requiring any particular amount of
assets on hand for redemption of notes. By
December, all but two or three Nebraska
banks failed . Most commercial enterprises
in Omaha managed to operate, but depreciation in land values caused business stagnation and a number of residents left to try
their luck etsewhere.2o
Omaha drifted along until 1859 when it
first reaped the benefits that would accrue
to it because of its location. In late December, 1858, miners found gold near Cherry
Creek, Colorado. Almost overnight, the
discovery transformed Omaha into a boom
town that outfitted emigrants on their way
west. In spring, 1859, miners bought out the
entire stock of the wholesale grocery run by
Jesse Lacey and John L. McCormick before
they could unload it at their store. The emigrants purchased groceries such as flour,
sugar, coffee, and sow-belly, along with pick
handles, powder, shot, shovels, and Julius
Smith's "Old Magnolia Whiskey" at twelve
and one-half cents a gallon. At this point the
newspapers stepped in to boost the city. The
Omaha Nebraskian provided not only a
table of distances from Omaha to particular
Colorado mining fields but also included a
list of articles needed before setting out. The
Nebraskian stressed that Omaha was sixtytwo miles closer to Colorado than any other
town on the river.21
Although the development of Omaha as
a major outfitting center by 1860 lifted it
out of the depression, other commercial
activities also made the city a transfer point
and transportation center. Two or three
steamboats had ascended the river above St.
Joseph, Missouri, as early as 1854 and encouraged the development of settlements in
Nebraska . By bringing needed supplies and
increasing contact with the outside, steamboats stimulated economic development
that otherwise would have awaited the arrival of the railroads at least a decade later.
The steamers also brought another valuable
cargo-emigrants traveling west. In July,
1857, before the Panic, the Omaha Times
reported that two or three steamboats discharged passengers each day. In that same
year, the Council Bluffs and St. Joe Packet
Line was established, eventually running tri-

I. Steamboats on the Missouri at Omaha, 1866
Although railroads played the grea test role in
populating the Sta te of Nebras ka , steamboats
provided the initial impetu s fo r settling the Mi ssouri River towns. With o ut the stea mboa t traffic
and support , Oedgling villages such as Omaha
would have disa ppeared lo ng before the rail lines
could funnel passengers a nd goods on their way

18

weekly packets between the two cities and
connecting with the Hannibal and St.
Joseph Railroad in 1860. By 1858, as many
as fifty-nine steamers had ascended the Missouri in one season. The arrival of the first
steamer of the year, generally in March, signaled the end of the isolated winter and was
cause for great celebrations. On March 5,
1859, the city welcomed the first steamer of
the year with booming cannons from the
Omaha Light Artillery, "loud huzzas ...
from the populace," flags hung from public
buildings, and "general rejoicings ." As many
as four to six hundred Omahans crowded
the wharf to greet the steamboats, and while
the crew unloaded, the townspeople celebrated with a dance in the ship's dining
room. The "floating palaces," some fully
equal in size and class to steamers on the
Mississippi, were quite elegant and featured
excellent cuisine.22
The steamers brought a number of
people from Ohio and lndiana, 23 most of
them on their way to Cherry Creek in 1859,
but other emigrants bound for Oregon, California , or farms in the West continued to
funnel through Omaha as well . Those who
already resided in Colorado and points west
needed supplies for survival. These needs
caused the establishment of a variety of
transportation firms, all moving people out
of Omaha along the Platte.
For those who lacked their own transportation, a number of stage lines operated out
of Omaha. Stage companies journeyed to
nearby towns as early as 1854 with connections to St. Joseph three times a week. Hadley D. Johnson, a former member of the
Iowa legislature who had worked to organize Nebraska Territory, received a contract
to carry mail and passengers to trains from
LaPiatte all the way to Dakota Territory.

West through the city.
(Omaha City P la nning De part ment )

2. Count John Creighton's Birthday
Thi s so ber, turn of the century cro wd had
ga thered to hon or th e birthday of o ne of Oma ha's
most esteemed citizens, John Creighton (Creighto n
is sta nding in the front row, wearing a ga rla nd of
Oowers). Alth ough he began his career on the

2

The Western Stage Company, one of the
largest, extended from Iowa into Nebraska
as early as 1858. Passengers could travel
from Chicago into Iowa by rail, then by
stage as far west as Fort Kearny. Each coach
held nine to fourteen passengers, pulled by
four or six horses. Travelers could expect to
cover 115 miles per day and were allowed
twenty-five pounds of baggage (with a $1.00
fee for each pound of excess). By 1862,
another firm, Ben Holladay's Overland
Stage and Express Company, connected
with Denver and charged $125 for the fiveday trip . Eventually the railroads absorbed
the stage business as they pushed farther
west, but the coaches had provided a needed
service of transporting both passengers and
mail in the interim.24
The need for supplies in isolated settlements or military outposts in the west was
met by the overland freighter. Freighters
typically drove four-wheel wagons, purchased at a cost of $500 to $1,000 and pulled
by mule teams or yokes of oxen. Freighters
often traveled in trains of twenty-two to
twenty-six units, each unit comprised of two
wagons connected by a short pole. The pair
of wagons, driven by a muleskinner or a
bullwhacker, carried up to 7,000 pounds.
Traveling fifteen to eighteen miles a day, the

train could make two round trips to Denver
each season .2 5
The largest freighting business in the Territory operated out of Nebraska City until
the 1860s, since all other settlements were
too far north of the rail lines at St. Joseph .
However, Omaha experienced enough
growth as a freighting center to support at
least three firms by 1858: The United States
Express Company, J. A. Harbach's Merchant Dispatch Fast Freight, and John R.
Porter's Valentine Freight Express and
Great Western Dispatch Fast Freight Line.
Although the railroads modified the
freighters' business, their trade continued to
expand throughout the 1860s, as they began
transferring goods from stops on the main
rail lines . They carried supplies to the miners
who discovered gold at Virginia City, Montana, and to the soldiers at military outposts.
The government trade in particular ensured
Omaha 's position as the main military shipping point in the West.26
The freighting, outfitting, and steamboat
business, along with land speculation,
helped Omaha's early entrepreneurs make
their fortunes as well as guarantee Omaha's
immediate future . By 1860, about 4,000
people lived in Omaha, a city of some I ,500
buildings, including four "first class" hotels

frontier as a freighter, Creighton became one of
Omaha's leading philanthropists, donating money
to not only Creighton University, but to a number
of churches a nd organizations.
(P hoto by Lo ui s R. Bos twick , Loe ll R. Jorge nse n Co llecti o n)
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The Early Leaders- The Creightons
Perhaps the wealthiest man in the first decades of Omaha's existence was Edward
Creighton . Creighton and his brother John came to Omaha in 1856 from their native Ohio .
Edward la id telegraph lines, first in Missouri and Arkansas, and in 1860 joined Omaha to
the rest of the world by connecting it to St. Louis. He wanted to link the two oceans by telegraph and in the winter of 1860 surveyed the route to Califorl)ia. By October of 1861 the
Pacific and Western Union Telegraph Companies had joined at Salt Lake City. Creighton
purchased stock in the company which rose in value quickly enough to soon make him a
wealthy man. I
John aided Edward Creighton in construction of the telegraph lines but was more active
in the freighting business. He especially profited from the gold discoveries at Virginia City,
Montana, hauling supplies which brought in $60,000 in one season. In 1866, Edward
organized the Western Transportation Company which carried goods from the western
terminus of the Union Pacific, wherever it happened to be, to Denver, Salt Lake City, and
Montana , until the rail lines reached there. 2
Although the Creightons made their fortunes on transportation and communication in
the West, they lived in and helped develop Omaha. Edward was an incorporator and first
president of First National Bank and was also one of the first men to engage in large scale
cattle raising in western Nebraska. Creighton suffered a stroke in 1874 at age fifty-four and
died a few days later. He requested his wife to "endow a free college in Omaha for the education of youth without regard to creed or color;" Creighton College was founded in 1878 and
incorporated by the legislature a year later. 3
Mary Lucretia Wareham Creighton married Edward in 1856 in Ohio and accompanied
him to Omaha. 4 She and her husband were active in Catholic Church work , and she donated
the white Italian marble altar at St. Philomena's CathedraLS Her death in 1876 forced John
A. Creighton to administer Edward's estate and guide the establishment of Creighton
College.
John married Sarah Emily Wareham , Lucretia's younger sister. They too were involved
in the Catholic Church and aided charitable institutions in the city.6 John and Sarah donated
altars, confessionals, and bells at Holy Family and St. John's Churches. In addition they
furnished provisions and supplies for the Poor Claires, an order of sisters that arrived in the
city in the late 1870s. Creighton constructed their monastery at 29th and Hamilton in 1881
and almost twenty-five years later built an entirely new complex of buildings on the same site
for the sisters. 7 By the 1890s, John Creighton also donated lots and funds for building a
hospital that became St. Joseph 's at lOth and Castelar. s
Besides administering the estate of his brother and sister-in-law, John Creighton made a
number of investments in Omaha . He was an incorporator of the city nail works and a large
stockholder in the cable street railway . Creighton was also a member of the South Omaha
Land Syndicate and later a director of the Union Stock Yards Company.9 In banking
activities he served as an officer of First National Bank, Stockyards National in South
Omaha , and People's Savings Bank of Butte, Montana. Creighton liberally donated funds to
Creighton College, enabling it to offer free education to young men of high school and
college age until 1924, when it began charging tuition . In return for his generosity to Catholic
churches and institutions, Pope Leo XI II gave him the title Count Creighton in 1895. By the
time of his death in 1907 Count Creighton had given over $2 million to Creighton
University. 10
The Creightons acquired vast personal fortunes through their business enterprises but
funneled most of it back into Omaha through the college, churches, hospitals, and various
business activities. Edward Creighton benefited the entire country by building the transcontinental telegraph , but the profits, the fruits of that job, were invested in Omaha's future .
By establishing their residence in Omaha, the Creighton family played an important part in
the development of the city as a regional trade and business center.

and a number of elegant residences. Some
of the city's influential people, such as the
M illards, resided in a residential area centered around 12th and Howard, while Territorial Governor Alvin Saunders built his
home at 18th and Farnam. Saunders owned
wooded land at 20th and Farnam that was a
favorite spot for picnics. Later, as the city
grew, picnics and other recreation moved to
Redick's Grove near Turner Boulevard and
Farnam Street. Attorney John I. Redick,
owner of the land, lived at 20th and Leavenworth.27
Omaha felt it exhibited all the characteristics of a city by 1860. The Catholics, Methodists, Baptists, Episcopalians, and Congregationalists all possessed "good, substantial houses of worship." Travelers found a
variety of retail stores: five dry goods firms,
nine groceries, five boot and shoe stores, and
clothing, hardware, and book stores. Four
restaurants, two billiard saloons and three
regular saloons provided food and entertainment. Professional services were offered
by five banks, five land agents, and six physicians. Lastly, legal aid was never in short
supply in the city with forty lawyers, or one
for every 100 residents.2s
The territorial government offices, land
offices, and transportation firms all contributed to an aura of excitement that pervaded the streets of Omaha. The muleskinners especially characterized the period
when the town was described as "wild and
woolly" and "wide open." On their return
trips from Colorado, they would spend two
or three days "resting up" by taking in all the
saloons and bars. Merchants stayed open
day and night, seven days a week, to meet the
demands of the freighters. When the men got
ready to move out again, usually on Sundays, they filled the streets with a " most inharmonious combination of unmusical
noises-the croaking and slashing of gads
and whips, the pulling and backing of
wagons and carts, the shouts and oaths of
the bullwhackers . . . . " The din often
drowned out Elder Moses Shinn, preaching
in the First Methodist Church on 13th Street
between Douglas and Farnam. Shinn's
church shared an alley with two wholesale
houses that utilized the space for loading
trains. It was not unusual for Elder Shinn to
leave his congregation in mid-sermon and
step outside to outshout the freighters,
thereby obtaining enough peace to finish his
discourse.29

1. Union Pacific Railroad Bridge, 1881

Although their city was considered the eastern
terminus of the Union Pacific Railroad , Omaha ns
feared the bridge might be placed closer to Bellevue
and divest them of their anticipated profits. A
committee was sent to New York to intervene and
succeeded in convincing the Union Pacific Board
of Directors to cross the Missouri at Omaha. This
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The Union Pacific Railroad
The sectional differences in the United
States that forced Stephen Douglas to compromise in his Kansas-Nebraska Act finally
erupted into the Civil War by 1861. With
Southern senators withdrawn from Congress, those who sought a route through the
Platte Valley for the transcontinental railroad finally secured legislation . The Pacific
Railroad Act of 1862 granted the transcontinental railroad ten sections of land or 6400
acres per mile, comprised of the oddnumbered sections on both sides of the
tracks. The railroad could sell these sections
to help finance construction. The government retained all the even-numbered sections and sold them for $2.50 an acre, double
their usual price. In addition, the government loaned the railroad federal bonds,
sealed at a rate of $16,000 to $48,000 per
mile, depending on the ruggedness of the
terrain. The railroad received land and bond
money at the completion of each forty miles
of road.JO
The Pacific Railroad Act did everything
to organize the railroad except fix the eastern terminus, leaving that politically difficult decision to President Abraham Lincoln.
Before Lincoln could make his choice, a
board of directors for the Union Pacific
Railroad Company was formally organized
in October, 1863. Augustus Kountze,
Omaha banker, represented the city. The
board chose John A. Dix, a general with
little time to donate to the enterprise, as
president, while the real power went to
Thomas C. Durant, vice president. Durant,
known as "the doctor" to his friends, was in
fact a physician in Davenport , Iowa, when
he became connected with the Mississippi
and Missouri Railroad . In that enterprise,
he acquired knowledge of the western lands
the transcontinental railroad would eventually cross. He involved himself in the
Union Pacific to make money, and this goal
remained uppermost in his actions throughout the construction of the road .31
For the position of chief engineer,
Durant appointed Peter A. Dey, a man with
"a reputation for integrity" and experience
in railroad building. In 1863, Dey surveyed
four paths for the Union Pacific, routes located near Fort Calhoun, Omaha, Bellevue,
and near the mouth of the Platte. He chose
the Bellevue route because of lighter grades
from there which would make the line
cheaper to build and operate. Durant, how-

ever, favored Omaha, the second best route,
and so informed President Lincoln of his
choice. On December 2, 1863, the President
fixed the eastern terminus of the Union
Pacific Railroad at a point in Iowa, opposite
Omaha. Although the terminus legally went
to Council Bluffs, in effect Omaha garnered
the profit from the designation.32
Durant wired Dey in Omaha to move
immediately, so that afternoon a hastily
organized ground breaking ceremony, complete with speeches by all the local officials,
took place at the foot of Davenport Street. A
speech by George Francis Train, press agent
and promotional man for the Union Pacific,
highlighted the day's activities. Train exclaimed that the railroad would funnel the
trade of the Orient through Nebraska as well
as attract settlers to the Platte Valley, and
congratulated the President for showing
"good judgment in locating the road where
the Almighty placed the signal station, at the
entrance of a garden seven hundred miles in
length and twenty a broad. "33
The ground breaking ceremony, for all
the enthusiasm it engendered , in reality did
very little to get the railroad built. No rails,
cars, or equipment were available, and
actual construction would be delayed for
another eighteen months. Meanwhile, in the
East, Durant was having trouble getting investors to support the enterprise. The war
provided more assured opportunities for investors than a railroad built through mostly
uninhabited territory. Durant pushed for a
more liberalized law, and in July, 1864,
President Lincoln signed another railroad
act which doubled the land grant to 12,800
acres per mile and permitted the railroad itself to issue bonds. Bonds of both the railroad and the government would be released
at the end of twenty miles of track. Investors

bridge was erected in the early 1870s and stood
nea r the location of today's U PRR bridge, at the
foot of Mason Street.
(Nebras ka Stat e Hi storica l Society)

still exhibited caution, so Durant devised
another means to profit through the railroad. He and other directors of the railroad
organized their own construction company,
the Credit Mobilier, which received the
bonds for construction of each mile of road .
The less they spent on road construction,
the more they profited ; each extra mile
meant more bonds for the Credit Mobilier.34
Perhaps profit was in the back of
Durant's mind when he appointed a consulting engineer, Silas Seymour, to work alongside Peter Dey. In January, 1864, Durant
told Seymour to resurvey the various routes .
Dey's proposed line ran south from the
ground breaking point to the present Union
Station, then southwest along a creek bed to
present-day 29th and Grover, then west. By
late 1864, Seymour proposed a longer oxbow route, continuing south from 29th and
Grover to a point west of Bellevue, then following the Papillion Valley through Papillion and Millard and joining the Dey line at
about l70th and Center. Approximately
nine miles longer, the route supposedly had
a lower grade, although in reality the route
was no better because of steeper grades at
both ends. Seymour believed his route could
be built at $28,000 a mile compared to Dey's
estimated $38,000 per mile. The extra nine
miles meant more bonds while the cheaper
construction meant more profit for the
company. The new route ran tantalizingly
close to Bellevue, a fact not lost on the
Omaha men who correctly viewed the event
as a life-or-death situation for their city.
Peter Dey's integrity would not allow him to
work under such deceit, and following his
resignation in December 1864, Durant
stopped all work on the road .35
Omaha experienced a shaky eight
months from December, 1864, to July, 1865,

2. Union Pacific Railroad Headquarters, 1910
This structure, a remodeled version of the old
Herndon House Hotel, became Union Pacific
headquarters in 1869. By the time this photo was
taken in 1910, railroad officials already planned a
move to the new headquarters in the 1400 block of
Dodge Street.
(Photo by Louis R. Bostwick , Loell R. Jorgen sen Co llection)
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all the while pushing for a straight answer
from Durant on whether he planned to move
the terminus to match the new route. Durant
continually put off the Omahans while he
endeavored to get the new route accepted by
the President. The assassination of President Lincoln and the close of the Civil War
delayed any action on the change of routes,
but Durant's true interests emerged in a Jetter sent to him by Consulting Engineer Seymour: "If you would really prefer that a
change from Omaha to Bellevue should result . . . telegraph me to that effect immediately .... A great deal of money can be made
at Bellevue if some things can be known in
advance." Durant ran out of time and
money. He lacked the financial reserves
needed to change the terminus and doing
so would have scared the financial backers
he did have. He realized the railroad needed
to show some activity and ordered that construction begin in July 1865, on the ox-bow
route.36 However, Omaha had passed a big
hurdle concerning the Union Pacific. During the eight months between December,
1864, and July, 1865, the railroad could
have bypassed the city, making Bellevue
the metropolis of Nebraska. Controversy
over construction of the bridge, however,
would delay Omahans' feelings of security
about their position for several more years.
By November, 1866, the Union Pacific
had reached North Platte under the direc-

tion of General Grenville M. Dodge of
Council Bluffs who liad succeeded Peter
Dey as chief engineer. Yet all freight and
passengers still crossed the Missouri on the
ferry boats of the Union Pacific Transfer
Company, organized in 1866. General
Dodge had surveyed the vicinity for the best
bridge location and recommended Child's
Mill (near Fontenelle Forest today) to the
Union Pacific board of directors. George L.
Miller, who in 1865 began his Democratic
newspaper, The Omaha Herald, had instructed a contact in New York City to wire
him immediately on the board's bridge
decision. Miller was one of many citizens
who lobbied behind the scenes to get the
bridge in Omaha and was not about to allow
the investors in Omaha (including himself)
to lose their funds . When notified that the
directors decided on Child's Mill for the
bridge, he formed a committee, including
Territorial Governor Alvin Saunders,
Augustus Kountze, Ezra Millard, Enos
Lowe, and himself to travel to New York
and protest the decision. The committee was
instructed in no uncertain terms "by men,
who largely owned Omaha, to pay any price,
and 'cut the town in two,' if necessary ... to
bring that bridge back. "37
In New York, the directors informed the
committee their decision was final, but the
Omahans protested enough to force the
board to reconsider the next day. The result

was wired back to Omaha by Governor
Saunders: "Sound the loud timbrel! Bridge
located at Omaha." Once again the city
fathers averted disaster and saved the city,
and more particularly, its big investors. Although the bridge controversy continued
into the 1870s, Bellevue had lost its third battle for supremacy. The failure to acquire the
capital, railroad, or bridge determined Bellevue's status as a satellite of Omaha for the
rest of the century.Js On April I, 1868, the
Herald seemed to sum up the feelings of
Omahans by remarking that from their most
recent victory would "date that steady and
perpetual growth, that progressive stability
which in the future as in the past, marks us
especially as the embodiment of every element that illustrates the onward march of
the Western World and Western
progress . . . . ' '3 9
The fight put up by Omaha businessmen
to get the Union Pacific and its bridge at
Omaha was well worth it. The Union Pacific
secured Omaha's position as a transportation center and paved the way for it to become a commercial, wholesale, and industrial center as well. Thus, when Nebraska
became a state in 1867, Omaha was strong
enough to withstand the removal of the
capital to the newly created town of Lancaster (Lincoln).
By spring 1866, Omaha was booming as
Civil War veterans moved west to take new
jobs offered in construction of the railroad
and cities and towns along its tracks. Omaha
lacked suitable dwellings to house all who
came, and boarding houses and hotels were
filled . The Union Pacific built a number of
facilities including shop buildings, a brick
roundhouse with ten locomotive pits, and
workers' dwellings. Ads in the newspapers
begged for carpenters, choppers, brickmakers, and teamsters, all of whom were
promised good wages. In the three years
from 1865 to 1868, the population had
zoomed from 3,000 to 16,500, and Omaha
had become the leading railroad center in
the Missouri and Mississippi valleys. It
boasted two newspapers, one for each party,
along with fifteen churches and businesses
such as factories, breweries, and distilleries.4o
The Union Pacific needed local traffic for
support along with the long distance hauls
between Omaha and the Pacific Coast. At
the same time, they required money to continue their construction and decided to be-

I. John I. Redick and Wife
The Redicks were amo ng those early sett lers of
Omaha who could be classified as elite. As an
attorney and real estate speculator, Redick was
moderately wealthy a nd lived in an eclectic Victorian house at 24th and Pratt Streets that later
housed the University of Omaha.

2. Union Pacific Station Near 8th and Mason
Streets
The Union Pacific Emigrant House (long, narrow building next to railroad tracks) provided
convenient lodging for prospective farmers on
their way to Western Nebraska.
(Nebraska State Hi stori ca l Society)

(Nebraska State Historical Society)
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Getting In on the Ground Floor

gin selling their land grants to farmers . In
Nebraska alone, over 4.8 million acres belonged to the Union Pacific. Within the first
two years after the government surveyor's
office opened in 1869, the railroad sold
480,000 acres, netting the company over two
million dollars. The Union Pacific began
encouraging people to settle their land
through two publications distributed
throughout Europe and America , The
Guide to Union Pacific Railroad Land and
The Pioneer. Translated into German and
the Scandinavian languages, the publication
told success stories of settlers and advised
prospective farmers on necessary supplies
and prices they could expect to pay for
them.41
Agents in both America and Europe
guided individuals and even large groups to
Omaha. In peak periods as many as 300 to
500 immigrants arrived per day. Once here,
they stayed near the depot at the Union
Pacific's Immigrant House where they received "good clean meals and good lodging"
for twenty-five cents each. Care was taken to

The growth and economic development of new towns in the West provided a path to
wealth and power for enterprising men in nineteenth century America. These were the men
who organized the town companies and purchased the surrounding land, th en sat back and
waited for the town to grow and envelop their holdings . Other men started industries or
commercial firms and watched their business ex pand and profits multiply as the town grew.
In Omaha these were the men who bargained with the Union Pacific to get th e terminal in
Omaha and then bargained again to get the bridge here rather than at Bellevue. For men who
got in on the ground floor, there was money to be made, especially in land or in business .
Most of the men who would dominate Omaha throughout the nineteenth century came in
1854 or in the big growth year of 1856. Jesse and Dr. Enos Lowe, the two brothers active in
the Council Bluffs and Nebraska Ferry Company, both reaped substantial profits from their
investment. Dr. Enos Lowe had been appointed receiver of public moneys in Council Bluffs
in 1853, and then became active in the town company. He was later president of the Gas
Manufacturing Company, vice-president of the State Bank of Nebraska , and ac tive in the
Omaha and Southwestern Railwa y Company. Lowe was also one of the influential citizens
sent to New York to fight for the Union Pacific bridge at Omaha in 1868 . Jesse, a Mexican
War veteran, worked for his brother before he crossed to Nebraska a nd staked his claims. He
made his fortune in real estate, especially ownership of his farm in the area that later beca me
the Cathedral district in Omaha. Fortieth Street was originally called Lowe Avenue in his
honor.'
The two attorneys who managed to control the first territoria l legislature to Omaha's
benefit , Andrew Jackson Hanscom and Andrew Jackson Poppleton, arrived in 1854. Both
grew up in Michigan and attended law school there. Hanscom fought in the Mexican War,
then stopped at Council Bluffs on his way to California and decided to stay. Over the yea rs
the colorful and blunt-spoRen Hanscom was active not only in the territorial legislature, but
on the school board and city council. Although an attorney, he spent a good deal of time
handling real estate, acq uiring enough property in th e city to allow him in 1872 to donate
(along with James G. Megeath) the park that bears his name .2
Poppleton was more active politically and as an attorney than Hanscom. He served as
mayor of the city in 1858 a nd ran twice as a Democratic candidate for Congress. Poppleton
held the position of attorney for the Union Pacific Railroad for twenty-five years, but is
perhaps best remembered for his defense of the Ponca Indian Chief Standing Bear. With
John L. Webster, Poppleton successfully defended the Chief in the landmark case which
gave Indians the status of persons within the meaning of the law3
Two merchants who gained their profits in the outfitting and freighting trade, Milton
Rogers and James G. Megeath, also arrived in Omaha soon after its founding . Rogers esta blished the first stove and tinware store in Omaha and expanded it to sell camp stoves,
canteens, camp kettles, wash tubs , and other items needed by travelers going west. Rogers
was a stockholder in the South Omaha Land Company and active in organizing the Union
Stock Yards Company. 4 James G. Megeath made his initial profits in Omaha by running
goods to Florence to outfit the Mormon wagon trains through 1863. He later operated a forwarding and commission business during the construction of the Union Pacific, providing
portable warehouses that held supplies and moved along with the end of the railroad . He
invested his money in land throughout the city, including a portion of the park he donated to
the city with A. J. Hanscom. s
By 1856, new residents included bankers Augustus and Herman Kount ze, Charles W.
Hamilton, Smith S. Caldwell, and Ezra and Joseph Millard ; real estate developer Byron
Reed; businessmen such as brewer Frederick Krug; and railway news agents Sidney and
Derrick Barkalow. The Kountze brothers opened a bank in late 1857 that eventually became
First National Bank. Augustus contributed generously to the construction of a Lutheran
church, named Kountze Memorial in honor of his father. Herman was well known for his
real estate acquisitions, especially his residence in Parkwilde, on South 7th Avenue (later the
site for St. Catherine's Hospital and Grace Bible College), and Kountze Place, an upper class
suburban development, in the late 1880s. Hamilton and Caldwell started the bank that
became U.S. National Bank , while the Millards organized Omaha National Bank 6
John I. Redick, an attorney whose name lived on in Omaha through his five sons who

3. Omaha Daily Herald Building
George L. Miller used his Daily Herald, fo unded
in 1865, to a tt ract Easterners to settleme nt in
Nebraska. It merged with G ilbert Hitchcock's
Evening Wo rld in 1889 to fo rm t he Omaha WorldHerald, the major newspaper in the city today.
(Ne bra ska Sta te His torica l Society)
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followed him int o law or in busi ness, a rrived in 1856 a nd held much rea l estate a round the
city. J ohn A. Ha rbach, who operated a n earl y freighting a nd commission service in the city,
bought la nd north of the downtown a nd wa ited for the city to ex pa nd towa rd it. He was later
ac ti ve in incorp ora tin g the smelting wo rks a nd va ri ous ra ilroad building activities. 7
Th is li sting is onl y a sa mpling of Oma ha's pi oneer leaders, the men who took the cha nces
to help Oma ha develop from a frontie r boomtown into a city. Their a rrival in Ne braska
Territ ory at a n opportune time all owed them to ma ke the inves tments and open their
businesses with little capita l. They work ed to insure that their city grew and then wa ited for
the profit s to roll in. Not a ll men were so mercena ry, a nd ma ny ca me hoping only to make a
living. Ma ny others failed a nd left, but th ose who persisted achieved power and respect in
Omaha.
The city did not honor these pioneer leaders with statues or monuments, but their names
lived o n in streets, pa rks, businesses, a nd towns. A good indica tion of their relative wealth
a nd fa mily positi on in the city is shown by their grave markers at Prospect Hill cemetery.
Imposing monuments adorn the gra ves of the Millards, the Redicks, the Ba rkalows, John A.
Harbach, Byron Reed , and Frederi ck Krug. J a mes G. Megea th was interred in an impressive
mausoleum at the crest of the hill in the cemetery. Prospect Hill thu s provides a tribute to
Oma ha's early fo und ers a nd the roles they played in its maturation.

keep out the riff-raff as "all gambling, immigrant runners, peddlers, ticket sellers and
bummers" were forbidden to venture near
the building or its grounds.42
The building of the Union Pacific naturally led to the growth of settlements at
stations along the line. One town, laid out
"twenty-one miles from Omaha by rail, but
eleven miles as the swallows fl y, " was owned
by Ezra Millard and named after him. The
land that became Millard was settled a s early
as 1855 by farmers George F. and Cyrus
Stevens, a nd Dr. Harvey Link . They were
followed by other settlers in 1857, but the
financia l panic of that year and the Denver
gold rush of 1859 combined to depopulate
the region until 1865.43
With the completion of the Union Pacific
th ro ugh the area the Steve ns brothers sold
their land , which was eventually purchased
by Milla rd . He a rra nged fo r the Union
Pacific engineers to survey a nd plat the new
tow n, then offered inducements in the form
of cheap lots to bring in new settlers. Merchants A. R. Kennedy and Hiram Pomeroy
from Papillion were the first to open a
branch store in the village. A railroad section ho use and station went up in 1873, followed by a mill in I 875 and the commodious
Millard House in 1876. By the end of the
decade , the bustling village of less than 300
proudly served the surroundi ng farme rs
with three hotels, two stores , two blacksmith
shops, a brickyard , elevator, mill, two
saloons, and no chu rc hes.44
The railroads were not a lone in their p romotiona l atte mpt to lessen fea rs a bout the
"Great American Desert. " Dr. George L.
Miller utili zed the Herald to attract settlers
with his informative pieces about the
country. Like all good boosters, he concentrated on the value of Nebraska's salubrious
climate. The summers especially, were "not
only healthful but intoxicating to the
senses. " He was forced to admit that "thunder, lightning, small hurricanes, a nd rain
storms" did occur, but felt that they were
only minor drawbacks. Miller acknowledged that "men die in Nebraska, it is true,"
but concluded that "under like circumstances, everything being equal, our climate
certainly does furnish a greater immunity
from fatal disorders than any other in the
known world ." Miller also published articles
on technical farming matters or new experimental crops and always took pains to extol
the advantages of Omaha, his chosen city.4s

I. Boyd's Opera House, 1882

Erected on the northeast corner of 15th and
Farnam by former meat packer and politician
James E. Boyd , the Opera House provided a stage
for traveling musicians, dramatic performances,
and political debates.
(Ne bras ka State Histori ca l Soc iety)

2. St. Philomena 's Cathedral, 9th and Harney
Streets
For yea rs, the spire of St. Philomena's was a
landmark in downtown Omaha. Built in the late
1860s, the Cathedral served the city's Irish Catholics
and immigrants residing near downtown until it
was sold to make way for warehouses in 1907.
(Ph oto by Lo uis R. Bostwick, Loell R. J o rgensen Co llecti o n)
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Culture and Services on the Frontier
While Omaha struggled to house and
supply the Union Pacific and its workers,
some of its more established residents felt
they had developed a civilized and satisfying
lifestyle. The city's first permanent theater,
the Academy of Music, opened in 1867 in the
Caldwell Block at 12th and Farnam . The
Academy, a "somewhat pretentious theater
for those days," brought in a star every week
and always played to capacity audiences.
Even before the Academy opened , the city
enjoyed theatrical performances by traveling groups. One such entertainment, Wells'
Minstrels, operated out of the Pioneer Block
during the winter of 1861-1862, presenting
"songs, dances, burlesques, and Ethiopian
delineations-with a change of program
every night. "4 6
A Library Association, formed in 1857 to
further "the city's intellectual and cultural
life," featured local speakers, such as attorney J . M. Woolworth and Mrs. Amelia
Bloomer of Council Bluffs. By 1860, the city
established public schools, and one year
later, Samuel Beals opened his private
Omaha High School in the rooms of the old
Territorial State House. Beals taught as
many as ninety pupils from Omaha and the
surrounding counties until his school closed
in 1867. By then, twelve private schools educated local students. Not until 1870 would
Capitol Hill become the site of a public high
school building, a structure "that was incomparably superior, both architecturally
and with reference to its arrangements and
equipments, to any similar structure west of
the Missouri River. "47
The city had moved far enough out of the
frontier stage to allow the development of
status among the best families . By 1867-68,
these families began building elegant homes
in the area bounded by 18th, 20th, Harney
and Capitol. These homes stood at the top of
the hill and overlooked the city below. A
good indication of the type of opulence the
homes' occupants enjoyed was recorded in
the letters of Joseph Barker, Jr. , a young
man about town. Barker told of a party he
attended and wrote that nearly all the ladies
were "dressed in handsome light coloured
silks." He then told what each woman wore,
describing it by color and material, and lastly noting that "the dresses would average
$100 each." Nor were the men outdone in
their finery, as they appeared in "full evening
dress, white cravats, and white or light

coloured kids. "48
Adding to the splendor of all formal
occasions was the presence of military
officers from the new Fort Omaha being
constructed about three miles north of the
city. Other forts along the railroad in
Nebraska and Wyoming were closed and
their troops removed to Omaha. The
government reasoned that if any trouble
arose, the railroad provided quick transportation for moving the soldiers.49
Religious life and the society offered with
it continued to expand as new churches were
established . The Catholics, among the first
to organize, erected a frame building named
St. Mary's Church in 1856. The Council
Bluffs and Nebraska Ferry Company donated a lot on 8th Street near Howard , and
the Catholics remained there for a decade
until they built St. Philomena 's Cathedral at
Harney and 9th Street in 1867. In 1868, a
second Catholic congregation founded St.
Mary Magdalene's Church and constructed
their building on Douglas between 16th and
17th. St. Mary Magdalene's, organized
specifically for Germans, was the first of the
"national" Catholic churches in Omaha. As
other European Catholics came later in the
century, they too established their own
national Catholic churches. St. Wenceslaus,
the Bohemian Catholic Church, was organized by 1877 and met on South 13th Street,
while Holy Family Church members met at
18th and Izard . Many Irish who worked on
the railroad were settling north of the downtown area near the Union Pacific shops.
Holy Family served them as well as others in
the vicinity who thought St. Philomena's
was too far away. so
Protestants and Jews did not lag behind

m religious organization. Established in
Omaha by 1856, the Congregationalists
built a new church at 19th and Chicago by
1870. Trinity Episcopal Church , organized
in 1856, moved to the corner of 18th and
Capitol in 1867 and later built an imposing
stone structure on the site. For many years,
Trinity's congregation contained the wealthiest and most elite members of the business
community in the city. Reflecting the influx
of Scandinavians and Germans into Omaha,
a variety of Lutheran churches were organized in the 1860s and 1870s. Among these
were the Swedish Immanuel, German Eva ngelical, and Norwegian-Danish Evangelical
Lutheran Churches. Method ists arrived
early in Omaha and also had several congregations, including the German Methodist
Episcopal Church, founded 1858, and the
South Tenth Street Methodist Church (later
Dietz Memorial), organized in 1872. St.
John's African Methodist Episcopal, the
first Black church in the city, was formed in
1869. Established by 1860, First Presbyterian Church built its edifice at 17th and
Dodge eight years later. Lastly, Jews first
held worship services in 1867, meeting in
various halls around the city. sl
The new churches and homes, the theater
and the library association gave the frontier

3. Omaha's Volunteer Fire Department, Posing
at 13th and Farnam Streets
These vo lunteers, a long with a great number of
local hangers-on, are proudly displayi ng an engine
and hose cart. Clearly they considered themselves
a profes sional group , complete with uniforms a nd
hats.
(Photo by Lou is R. Bostwick, Loell R. J o rgense n Collectio n}
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city a veneer of gentility. Yet the $100 silk
dresses and white-colored kids belied
Omaha's true appearance. Outside the most
elegant homes, the finest delicate ladies and
refined gentlemen waded through mud up to
their knees. Indeed , Mrs. George Doane, an
early society leader in the city, recalled that
there was "mud , mud everywhere." Travel
was difficult, particularly at night when it
was common "to send men ahead with
lanterns to find the road ." On one occasion a
carriage got stuck in "mud up to the hubs,"
and the occupants had to escape through the
windows .sz Perhaps such incidents
prompted a writer for Harper's Magazine to
pen his views of Omaha in 1869:
Hast ever been in Omaha
Where rolls the dark Missouri down ,
Where four strong horses scarce can draw
An empty wago n through the town?
Where sa nd is blown from every mound
To fill yo ur eyes and ears and throat;
Where a ll the stea mboats are aground ,
And a ll the houses are afloat?
Where theaters are a ll the run
And blo ody sca lpers come to trade;
Where everything is overdone,
And everybody underpaid ?
Where whisky shops the livelong night
Are vending out their poison juice;
Where men are often pretty tight
And women often pretty loose?

Where taverns have an arixious guest,
For every corner, shelf and crack;
With half the people going west,
And all the others coming back?
If not , take heed to what I say,
You'll find it just as I have found it;
And if it lies upon your way
For God 's sake, reader, go around it!5J

Much to the chagrin of Omaha's business
and professional leaders, John Saxe's poem
told the truth. The city did very little about
the atrocious mud streets; it was too busy
outfitting pioneers and aiding the Union
Pacific's immigrants to their new farms. An
early historian pointed out that no streets
had been graded , crossings were in a
"lamentable condition," and no culverts or
bridges had been erected. He excused the
city fathers by pointing out that "in the race
for existence as it was run in those days, the
contest was often for life, and it is not to be
wondered at if minor matters were often
neglected . "54
Even by 1880, the city had undertaken
few public improvements . Since only
Farnam Street was macadamized from 9th
to 15th, a public works board was set up in
1882 to handle paving and grading needs.
That fall , asphalt was laid on Douglas from
14th to 16th, and Farnam was repaved with
Sioux Falls granite to better withstand the
heavy traffic. ss

The streets hampered the work of an
important local group, the fire companies.
A hook and ladder company was formed in
1860 to guard against the threat of fire in the
mostly wooden city. Their apparatus consisted of a twelve-foot long "hand pulled cart
with hooks on the sides on which to hang the
ladders and the buckets." The firemen depended on water from cisterns located at
main intersections. By 1867, another fire
company formed and purchased a steam
engine to further serve the expanding community. But even with better equipment the
companies faced trouble. Sometimes carts
got stuck in the mud and missed fires, or if
they could get to a fire, the water pressure
was too low to fight it. All the companies
consolidated in 1875 and formed the Omaha
Fire Department, composed of volunteer
and paid men.s6
The expansion of the city necessarily
caused some difficulty in keeping order. The
city marshal managed all law enforcement
until 1866 when the city council established a
police force of four men. They worked from
eight o'clock until sunrise, presumably because their services were most necessary d uring that period . Uniforms became mandatory in 1868, and one year later the force expanded to eighteen policemen and two
officers, all of whom were appointed by the
council. For some unexplained reason, as
the city grew larger, the police force was reduced to only twelve men in 188 J.57
The number of policemen does not give
any indication of the amount of activity they
had . The great number of immigrants, railroad workers, and other travelers passing
through sought entertainment in Omaha,
and as Saxe's poem points out, saloons
stayed open all night, while loose women
plied their trade to all who happened by. As
early as 1866, when railroad construction
was in full swing, the city of 7,000 boasted
127 bars, twenty-five "temples of vice," and
"about ten full-fledged gambling establishments, and an indefinite number of backroom card tables in full operation. ''58
One of the most popular gambling establishments in the 1870s was that of Dan Allen,
located in the second story of the Pioneer
Block on Farnam between lith and 12th.
Allen conveniently connected his gambling
house by dumbwaiter with a pawn shop on
the first floor. This arrangement allowed
players who were losing to send down
watches, diamonds, or other jewelry andre-
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ceive the cash it was worth in order to keep
playing. If he won, a player could redeem
his valuables, paying a heavy interest to the
pawnbroker. 59
Allen, a former Mississippi steamboat
owner, came to Omaha in 1866 and had the
reputation of giving all gamblers "a square
deal." His life consort was Anna Wilson,
Omaha's "Queen of the Underworld ." Anna
ran a house of ill repute near lOth and Douglas and made a fortune in shrewd business
and real estate investments . No one knew
Anna's background, although many believed she was a Southern woman from a
respectable family . She may have first met
Dan Allen in New Orleans and come to
Omaha because of him . Dan operated his
gambling establishment until his death in
1884. Anna erected a handsome monument
over his grave at Prospect Hill cemetery and
maintained it until her death in 1911 when
she was buried beside him. Anna's estate
amounted to almost a quarter of a million
dollars, all dedicated to Omaha hospitals,
orphanages, and charitable associations.6o
She also requested that her old place of business at 912 Douglas become a hospital maintained by the city for care of those who could
not afford hospital services. Even as the City
Emergency Hospital, the building kept the
signs that marked it as Anna Wilson's-richly carved wood in the foyer and elaborate
panels in the large bathrooms. The city
could not abide the stone porch columns of
nude women, however; they were replaced
with unadorned wooden ones.61
The variety of gambling houses, serving
different clientele, were all located in what
became Omaha's Third Ward . The ward
contained both the "tenderloin district" and
a "segregated section of vice." The voters of
the ward consisted of gamblers, saloonkeepers, bartenders, hack drivers and "riffraff generally," all of whom strongly figured
in Omaha politics into the 1930s. Saloonkeepers or their friends represented the ward
in the city council for years through the
method of vote buying. Each vote was worth
a dollar or more, and those in control escorted each voter to the polls "to insure his
depositing the right ballot." One early historian concluded that "purity in politics was
then an unknown quantity. "62
In 1880, Omaha stood on the threshold of
a great period of growth and expansion that
would solidify its position as the premier
city on the upper Missouri . The coming

I. Herman Kountze (Engraving Published 1888)

expanding city in th e nineteenth ·century.

Arriving in Omaha in 1856, Kountze and his
three brothers helped build up Omaha from a
prairie village into a city. They started the bank
that became First National , of which Herman was
president. Kountze's mansion stood at IOth and
Forest Avenue, but he was active in developing
real estate subdivisions in every area of the

(Omaha Public Lib rary )

2. Queen Anne Residences at 1614 and 1616
Emmet Street, 1979
These turn of the century Kountze Place houses
reveal the style and character of that upper middle
class neighborhood . Convenient to nearby streetcar lines, the district attracted professionals and
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Omaha Neighborhoods-Kountze Place
Banker Herman Kountze was another of the men who sought to cash in on the real estate
boom in Omaha . On land he had owned since the 1860s he developed Kountze Place between
Locust and Pratt, 16th to 24th. The cornfields of North Omaha slowly gave way to housing
with one of the first dwellings built on Binney Street (3000 north) in 1886. The following two
years witnessed rapid growth in the new suburb with approximately thirty new homes each
year, concentrated on the southernmost streets in the development. By 1890, Binney and
Wirt held the majority of homes in Kountze Place with a fair representation located on
Spencer and Emmet. 1
From the beginning Kountze Place attracted the rising upper middle class- successful
businessmen, particularly real estate men, and professionals such as lawyers, doctors, and
architects . But even these fairly well-to-do individuals stopped building during the nationwide depression of the 1890s. Between 1891 and 190 I, fewer than a dozen homes went up in
Kountze Place. Very little construction occurred anywhere in the decade, and especially not
in a new development at the end of the streetcar lines2
The North Omaha neighborhood received a boost with the decision to hold the 1898
Trans-Mississippi Exposition on a portion of the development north of Pinkney Street. The
great fair made Omahans aware of that part of the city and encouraged building nearby.
Impact was not immediate in Kountze Place , but home construction began to increase in the
suburb after 1903. New homes went up on Binney and Wirt in the early years of the 1900s
then gradually shifted to streets farther north, particularly Spencer, Lothrop, and Pinkney.
Kountze Park was laid out on the former Grand Court of the Exposition between Pinkney
and Pratt, 19th to 21st. Evans and Pratt Streets filled the rest of the tract and began to attract
new houses after 1910.3
As an upper middle class suburb in the 1880s, Kountze Place exhibited some of the most
stylish architecture in the city. Many of the residents hired architects to design their homes
and the result showed late Victorian, Queen Anne, and Colonial Revival styles, particularly
along Binney and Wirt Streets. All three members of one of the most prominent architectural
firms in the city, Mendelssohn, Fisher and Lawrie, chose to reside in Kountze Place. Louis

business men who mainta ined offices downtown.

bluffs, which kept most of that city high and dry.

(Om a ha C ity Pl a nning Depa rt ment)

( Uni o n Pac ific Hi sto rica l Mu seum)

3. Missouri River Flood, 1881
No doubt thi s was one of the photos utili zed by
rea ltors to pra ise Oma ha 's location at the expense
of Council Bluffs. The view look s southwest from
Council Bluffs. At the extreme right is the Union
Pacifi c Ra ilroad brid ge leading to the Omaha

Mendelssohn built his home at 2111 Emmet in 1888. Mendelssohn did not remain in the
district very long and by 1892, George Josl yn, president of the Western Newspaper Union,
lived in the home. A year later, Joslyn sold the home with its fourteen rooms and four baths
to Charles D. Sutphen and also purchased Sutphen's farm at 39th and Davenport, where the
Joslyns later built their baronial castle . Mendelssohn's partner, George L. Fisher, lived at
1622 Lothrop for over twenty years . The third partner in the architectural firm , Harry
Lawrie , built his home at 2112 Emmet by 1890 and remained almost twenty-five years. 4
The suburb had its share of prominent businessmen, too. Christian Specht, owner of the
Western Cornice Works Company and later a city councilman from the Sixth Ward , lived at
2004 Wirt from 1888 until the mid-1890s. The vice-president of the large firm of KilpatrickKoch Dry Goods Company, Allen Koch , resided at 2120 Wirt during the early 1890s. Allen
T. Rector, of Rector and Wilhelmy wholesale ha rdware, made his home at 1802 Binney after
1888 .5
Another well-known resident of Kountze Place was William A. Redick , attorney and
district court judge, who lived at 2120 Emmet. The son of pioneer John I. Redick , the
attorney characterized the second generation of leadership in Omaha. These men were
neither the entrepreneurs or as quick to take chances as their fathers had been, but provided
guidance through civic activities and in their professions. Redick operated a private Jaw
practice until 1904, when he was elected a district court judge. In 1912, he retired from his
position and ran for office in the city's first election under the commission form of government. Redick led the Citizen's Union slate, a "good government" group soundly defeated by
incumbent Mayor Dahlman 's ticket which was backed by Tom Dennison's machine .6
Kountze Place counted one active politician among its residents: Charles Otto Lobeck. A
former traveling salesman, Lobeck came to Omaha in 1880 to work for Lee, Fried , and Company, a hardware firm . He was later elected a state senator, the first office in his long career of
public service . He won a seat on the city council in 1897 and 1900, then served as city
comptroller from 1903 to 1910. The peak of Lobeck's political career was his election as the
second district Republican congressman from Nebraska between 1910 and 1918. He lived at
1811 Spencer until his death in 1920.7
While Kountze Place developed primarily as a residential suburb, it also held a number of
institutions, including the Presbyterian Theological Seminary and several churches. The
Seminary was founded in 1891 to provide pastors for the small towns of the Midwest. Classes
were held in the First Presbyterian Church and later in the Cozzens Hotel at 9th and Harney
before the Presbyterians purchased two blocks in Kountze Place in 1902. The Seminary
building, erected by 1904, housed the entire school from classrooms to dormitory space. The
First United Presbyterian Church , at 21 st and Emmet since 1889, no doubt was also utilized
by the students. An indication of the neighborhood's support for the Seminary occurred in
1922 when a movement began to relocate the school to another section of the city. Kountze
Place residents joined to protest the change and succeeded in keeping the institution until it
closed in 1943.8
One of the first churches in Kountze Place was Trinity Methodist Episcopal, built at 21st
and Binney in 1887. Kountze sold the two Jots to the Methodists for one dollar with the
provisions that they utilize the land for church purposes and build a structure worth at least
$10,000. The 1913 Easter Sunday tornado swept through the southeast corner of Kountze
Place a nd partially demolished Trinity, but the minister and members of the congregation
made enough repairs to the church to hold services in it the following Sunday.9
Another early church in Kountze Place was Sacred Heart Catholic Church at 22nd and
Binney. Organized in 1890 to serve Catholics living north of Holy Family parish, the
congregation first met in a frame building at 26th and Sprague . The location was too low and
flooded every time it rained . Also, the area around 26th and Sprague had failed to develop as
anticipated . When Sacred Heart first located th ere in 1890 church officials expected the area
to grow, but the depression halted any development. As a result , the congregation decided to
move to two lots donated by Herman Kountze at 22nd and Binney. The frame structure
moved from 26th Street was replaced by a Gothic Revival stone church in 1902. By 1904, the
Dominican Sisters took over all educational needs of the parish, establishing elementary and
secondary schools on corners opposite the church. 10
North Presbyterian Church was found ed in 1908 with the merger of two North Side
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decade would bring continued growth in city
size, expansion in industry, and the realization by Omahans that a city of metropolitan
size needed urban amenities to serve it. The
1880s would mark Omaha's transition from
a frontier boomtown to a "modern" up-todate city.

1880-1898
The Real Estate Boom
In 1881 , 24th and Farnam marked the
edge of the city by virtue of the fact that a
circus set up its tent on the open space in that
area. Ninth Street, the principal retail artery,
held a number of small stores, "any quantity
of saloons," and the fashionable Southern
Hotel at the corner of 9th and Leavenworth.
That spring brought the Great Flood of 1881
which deposited water three feet deep in the
Union Pacific Shops and closed the smelting
works completely. On April 23, the steamer
Benton arrived from St. Louis and sailed up
8th Street to the Union Pacific stables, the
first and only time a steamboat has been able
to accomplish such a maneuver while docking at Omaha. The flood eliminated the bend
in the Missouri River that became Lake
Manawa; Cut-Off Lake (Carter Lake) had
been created in a similar manner in 1877.
One resident claimed the flood ended any
real competition between Omaha and Council Bluffs for the position of premier city in
the region. Pictures taken during the flood
showed houses and barns in Council Bluffs
floating down the river, while Omaha appeared to be on a hill "overlooking the river
and having the appearance of a mart of commerce." Omaha utilized the public relations
value of these photos and supposedly initiated a real estate boom which "had few
equals in American history" and lasted long
enough to make Omaha a city of the metropolitan class. 1

3

I. 301 South 51st A venue, Dundee
Taken in 1929, this photo presents one of the fine
dwellings in Dundee. Although the town was
annexed to Omaha in 1915, it still retained the
character and reputation of an elite residential
suburb.

2. Ad Announcing the New Subdivision of Dundee Place, 1890
Appea ring in a n 1890 "booster book " this ad
extolled the salubrious climate and restrictive
covenants offered in the outlying residential suburb of Dundee Place.

( Nebras ka Sta te Histo ri ca l Society)

(Oma ha Public Libra ry)
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Certainly the prosperous economic conditions of the 1880s helped fuel housing and
construction growth, while also supporting
the business and industrial expansion that
occurred in the region. In 1880, the city's
most elite residential district was the heights
overlooking downtown, west of 16th Street
roughly from Farnam to Davenport. Surrounding Capitol Hill, this area housed the
city's doctors, lawyers, merchants, and real
estate executives. Spacious lawns, carriage
stables, and servant quarters were the
socially required amenities for these homes.
One other fashionable area was Parkwilde
(South 7th Avenue), the horne of banker
Herman Kountze and other community
leaders. But the Kountze residence was increasingly out-of-step with the pattern of
movement for the city's elite, as by far the
majority of them looked to the hills west of
downtown for their new hornes .2
Not only the elite moved during the
1880s. All classes of people purchased new
homes and they had a variety of new residential developments from which to choose.
The Kountze brothers and Samuel Rogers
sold land to entrepreneur George Francis
Train, who platted the Credit Foncier Addition in southeast Omaha and built ten
houses on it for working men. Dr. Samuel
Mercer platted Walnut Hill northwest of
40th and Curning; S. H. H. Clark, Union
Pacific Superintendent, laid out West Side
southwest of 48th and Pacific; and Herman
Kountze developed Kountze Place between
16th and 24th north of Locust. By the end of
the decade, Dundee Place was laid out on J .
N. H. Patrick's land west of 48th Street.
Everyone had become a real estate agent,
laying out an addition somewhere in the city:
John I. Redick, George Armstrong, E. V.
Smith, Byron Reed , John A. Horbach,
George L. Miller, and one particularly active
real estate firm, Boggs and Hill, all developed at least one plat.J
Perhaps the boldest real estate agent of
the decade was the flamboyant Clifton E.
Mayne, a one-time telegraph operator and
bookkeeper who opened his real estate office
in 1883. Mayne relied on "splash advertising
and circus-type promotion methods" to
attract customers. He provided his salesmen
with a light buggy and a fast horse, enabling
them to whisk prospective buyers to outlying tracts so quickly that they would fail to
see how far outside the city the property
really was. Mayne, a millionaire on paper,

churches, Knox Presbyterian and Second Presbyterian. Their impressive building at 24th
and Wirt was constructed in 1910 for $50,000. Plymouth Congregational Church , organized
in 1885, moved to 18th and Emmet when Kountze donated yet another two lots for the structure. Immanuel Baptist Church first met at 24th and Binney after its organization in 1888,
then later built a new structure at 24th and Pinkney. One other church in the neighborhood
was the First Universalist Church at the corner of 19th and Lothrop, built for $15,000 in the
1890s. 11
Kountze Place retained its character until the 1940s when the longtime residents could no
longer maintain the large homes. Many dwellings were divided into apartments during
World War II and their former owners moved to newer homes. The Seminary closed during
the war, and the churches declined as fewer neighborhood residents supported them. Both
Trinity Methodist Episcopal and North Presbyterian left Kountze Place in the early 1950s.
The area also began to experience racial transition as Blacks were slowly able to push out of
their restricted living area farther south. The North Presbyterian Church building provided
an illustration of neighborhood change. The Presbytery gave the building, which formerly
housed a white congregation, to a Black congregation and re-named it Calvin Memorial
Presbyterian. Unlike the other churches, Sacred Heart Catholic Church chose to stay in
Kountze Place , and has exerted a stabilizing force in the neighborhood. The church opened
its schools to non-Catholics and adopted innovative educational techniques in an effort to
better serve the entire community around it. 12

Omaha Neighborhoods- Dundee
In 1870 John Nelson Hayes Patrick, an early settler of Omaha , moved his family to a new
thirty-three-room mansion west of the city, Patrick owned 800 acres on which the suburbs of
Dundee, Happy Hollow, and Fairacres were eventually built. The family had lived on the
estate for almost twenty years when they decided to develop part of it during the real estate
boom of the 1880s. Patrick hired Shannon Brothers of Kansas City to construct six homes
between what later became 48th and 52nd Streets, Capitol to California. They named the
new addition Dundee Place after another successful development the contractors had

DUNDEE
-PLACE
THE MOST
DESIRABLE
RESIDENCE
PROPERTY
IN OMAHA.
Situated on the highest elevation, the
air is absolutely pure and healthy.
-Restricted as to cost of buildings.
Nothing allowed in this addition to
mar the surroundings of a home.
OWNED

BY

The Patrick Land Co.
OMAHA,

2

NEBRASKA.

3. Meyer and Raapke Wholesale Grocery, 1875
Meyer a nd Ra apke began this grocery at 9th
a nd Dodge as a retail outlet in 1868. Four yea rs
later they began to operate on a wholesale basis,
becoming one of the first such enterprises in the city.
Their clapboard store was no doubt indicative of
many sma ll downtown business houses in the 1870s.
(Nebra ska State Hi storica l Socie ty)
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recently finished in Kansas City. The October 30, 1888, Daily Herald carried an announcement to "Invest Your Money In Growing Property- Dundee Place!" The ad urged each
prospective buyer to examine the clauses "inserted in all deeds to protect the purchasers of
property." These restrictions specified that all dwellings be constructed for residential
purposes only and stand at least twenty-five feet from the street. The rules also stated that a
Dundee residence must cost at least $2,500, and that no structure could "be used for any
immoral or illegal business or occupation; nor shall any spirituous or malt liquors be sold or
bartered away .. . "The Patrick Land Company, "sole owners of Dundee Place," had paid for
the ad . 1
Evidently the advertisement failed to achieve the desired results , for in 1893 Dundee was
still a large barren cornfield. Only those homes built previously by the Kansas City firm and
those of the Patricks and Walter L. Selby, a real estate developer, stood in Dundee. Selby
built his showplace home in 1891 at 4808 Davenport. On a blazing hot summer day in 1893
the town's few residents met on Selby's veranda to discuss the future with two Kansas City
developers. Also in attendance beside the Selbys and J. N.H. Patrick and his son Robert
were E. R. Hume, John B. Carmichael, D. L. Johnson , and John H. Harte . They decided to
officially develop Dundee as a village with boundaries at 48th and 52nd Streets, Dodge and
Cuming. The main thoroughfare was named Underwood Avenue after one of the Kansas
City real estate men . Because the village seemed so desolate, Carmichael and Selby purchased over 2,000 maple trees which were planted along the streets of the new village. 2
A selling point for the new village was its connection to Omaha via the Metropolitan
Cable Railway Company, organized by the Kansas City men who financed the new development. By 1891 a horse car line ran from 41st and Farnam to J. N. H. Patrick's residence near
55th and Underwood. After all the Omaha car lines were electrified Dundee was the end of
the track. Since the rails ended rather abruptly, the residents placed a heavy railroad tie
across the track to keep the car from rolling off. The cars ran on an hourly schdule, holding
twenty passengers at full capacity. 3
The new village boasted other facilities as well. The Selbys designed and built a one-room
cottage in 1891 to serve as both church and school. Located at 4910 California , this structure
was sold in 1904 and the school moved to 5110 Davenport where a six-room tan brick
structure called Dundee School had been built. In 1901 the newly organized Dundee
Presbyterian Church purchased the old Calvary Baptist Church at 26th and Franklin for
$1,000 and moved the building to the northeast corner of 50th and Underwood . Over the
next twenty years the area surrounding Dundee was built up with homes and the church
reaped the benefits in membership . When the congregation reached approximately 800
people in 1927 it purchased a site at 55th and Underwood a nd constructed a new Gothic-style
building.4
Dundee experienced its biggest growth in the first decade of the twentieth century. Only
400 people resided there in 1900; by 1910 the population totaled I ,023 . The housing boom
started in 1905 as hundreds of new homes were built not only in Dundee but south of Dodge
to Howard Street and north of Cuming to Hamilton , two areas annexed by Dundee . Frame
homes in Classical Revival styles were typical in this portion of the suburb. At the same time
real estate men C. C. and J . E. George laid out Happy Hollow Boulevard and developed the
area south of Dodge and west of 50th Street to Elmwood Park. They filled in the creek that
ran south a long 50th Streets and added sidewalks and ornamental lights to their development, along with all the necessa ry modern improvements. Homes in this area reflected
Colonial , Georgian , and Tudor Revival styles. All the expansion and development was too
enticing to Omaha , which annexed Dundee in June, 1915.5
Eventually the heirs of J . N. H. Patrick decided to sell their old family place, which
became the Happ y Hollow Club in 1907. The club was "dry" from the start with no alcoholic
beverages allowed on the premises. A golf course and tennis courts were laid out adjacent to
the club . Just south of Happy Hollow Course lay Elmwood Park, donated to the city in 1890.
Although a Moorish-style pavilion was built in th at decade, the park remained wild and
tree-covered with a ravine running through the middle. Later the park was reowned for its
mineral spring drinking water which people carried away in giant jugs. As the new suburban
developments reached th e park , it became more popular as a picnic spot and for its public
eighteen-hole golf course, opened in 1916.6

built a fabulou s eclectic gingerbread
mansion at 24th and Pratt Streets to display
his wealth.4
Statistics revealed the extent of the real
estate boom. In 1880, the United States
Census showed 5, 110 dwellings in the city. In
the next two years, I ,000 more went up, and
at the height of the boom in 1887, 2, 179
houses were constructed. Building values
totaled less than $1 million in 1880 but had
reached $8 million by the end of the decade.
The assessed valuation of real and personal
property in Omaha jumped from $5.8 million in 1880 to $16.4 million in 1888.5
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Growth in Manufacturing and Wholesaling
Not only real estate was booming in the
1880s. Business, wholesaling, and manufacturing were all experiencing an extremely
successful growth period. The city had become a railroad transfer point, served as the
commercial center of the Northwest, and
possessed the industries to refine the products of its hinterland . By the end of the
decade Omaha possessed the largest smelter
in the world, the largest white lead works in
the United States, the largest linseed oil
works in the United States, a distillery, three
breweries, and was the third largest porkpacking center in the nation.6
Foremost among the city's heavy industries were the smelter, lead works, and iron
works. In terms of capital invested, the $3
million paid into the smelter led all other city
industries. Founded in 1870 by eight local
leaders, the Omaha and Grant Smelting
Company handled silver, lead, and copper
ore from the western mining regions. E. W.
Nash, who later became president of the
company, joined the firm early on and
profited enough to invest in not only the
smelter, but banks, real estate, and a local

I. Omaha and Grant Smelting Company, 1880s
Located on the banks of the Missouri near the
foot of Dodge Street, the Omaha and Grant
Smelting Company beca me a major indust ry in
the city soon after its founding in 1870. Its success
at smelting ore from Western mines led in 1899 to
the smelter's inclusion in the American Smelting
and Refining Company (ASARCO), an organ-

30
street railway company. The plant was located practically on the river, northeast of
lOth and Dodge and east of the Union
Pacific shops. The Carter White Lead
Works, with a capital investment of
$500,000, processed the pig lead from the
smelting company. The firm began in 1878
as the first white lead works west of Chicago and St. Louis. After business reverses
in 1885, the company was sold to Levi
Carter, who reorganized and improved it
while increasing the number of employees.
The Paxton and Vierling Iron Works was
organized in 1886 by William A. Paxton and
Robert, Louis, and A. J. Vierling. The business had originally started as the Cass Street
Foundry in the early 1880s but was purchased by the new owners after a fire. They
moved the plant to four acres of land on
South 17th Street near the Union Pacific
tracks where the company employed 250
men and manufactured products worth
$300,000 annually by the 1890s.7
Although these three firms were among
the largest of the industries flourishing in
Omaha they were supported by a variety of
other manufacturers . Twenty-nine
companies made the city a brick-making
leader, while other firms produced nails,
cornices, sash, doors, blinds, awnings, tents,
fences, corn cribs, boilers, and asphalt.
Other companies utilized the agricultural
products of the region's farms . Along with
the breweries, distillery, and linseed oil
works, the city boasted two cracker factories, two vinegar and pickle companies, a
lard refiner, and two flour and corn mills. s
Omaha probably gained the most fame
from its distillery and breweries. James and
Samuel Megeath brought the Willow
Springs Distillery to Omaha from its former
location in Council Bluffs in 1866. The
Megeaths later sold out to Peter and Joseph
Iler who made it the third largest distillery in
the country by the 1890s. From that time on
the company's sales averaged over $3 million
each year in the production of whiskey and
alcohol. 9
Led by the city's German immigrants,
brewing had become one of the largest industries by the 1880s. Frederick Krug was
the city's first brewer, establishing his plant
at lOth and Farnam. Krug found a ready
market in the travelers on their way to the
Colorado gold fields or other points west,
all of whom "demanded a great deal of stimulant." Krug brewed and delivered the beer,

while his partner, Rudolph Selzer, tended
bar in the front of the building. The brewer
later moved his plant to II th and Jackson,
then in 1892 to a new brick structure at 25th
and Vinton. By the 1890s Krug produced
50,000 barrels of beer annually, 5,000 more
than his closest competitor. At the same
time, Gottlieb Storz was constructing his
new plant at 1819 Sherman Avenue. Storz
was a German immigrant who arrived in
America in 1872. He worked in New York
and St. Louis before coming to Omaha and
securing a position as foreman to brewer
Joseph Baumann. When Baumann died,
Storz conducted the business with Baumann's widow until1884 when he purchased
it and expanded the machinery, buildings,
and product. The third old brewery in the
city was that of Frederick and Charles Metz.
The brothers bought the brewery at 6th and
Leavenworth in 1864 and expanded it, later
building a new plant at 7th and Leavenworth
by the turn of the century.1o
The manufactured products alone gave
Omaha a creditable place in the econom ic
life of the Missouri Valley, but wholesaling
played an even bigger role in the city than
industry. Omahans emp hasized their central
location as "on the shortest and most direct
route to the western markets ." The wholesalers served Wyoming, Montana, the
Dakotas , Utah , and Colorado since "they
are reached only by the railroad centering in
Omaha , and thus are our city's legitimate
territory. " 11 Although the city boosters may
have exaggerated their position somewhat,
the wholesalers of Omaha did have a large
territory to serve, and as people moved into
the previously unsettled regions in these
states in the 1880s, they provided new business that enabled Omaha's jobbers to
expand . As an early transportation center
Omaha had naturally been a distribution
point from the beginning. The city's first
wholesale house was Tootle and Jackson ,
operated by two members of the Council
Bluffs and Nebraska Ferry Company,
Milton Tootle and James Jackson . From
their store at lOth and Farnam, they sold
dry goods, boots and shoes, crockery, and
provisions to settlers moving west. The
company moved to a larger building at II th
and Harney in 1880 before selling out in
1887 to Kilpatrick-Koch Dry Goods Company (now Younker-Kilpatricks). 12
Tootle and Jackson's move to lith and
Harney signified a change in that area which

ization which operated most of the smelters
in the country, and controls the firm tod ay.
(Ne braska State Historica l Socie ty)

2. Peter Her, Distillery Magnate
Iler built the Willow Springs Distillery into the
third largest in the country by the 1890s, but did
not limit his business activity to creating alcohol.
He also promoted the Union Stockyards Com-
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was becoming evident by the 1880s. Until
that time , Harney and streets south of it had
been desirable residence areas inhabited by
early community leaders such as banker
Ezra Millard and attorneys Champion F.
Chase, George W. Doane, and Eleazar
Wakeley, IJ but by the 1880s the area was increasingly taken over by commercial concerns, both smaller businesses and wholesalers. In a pre-automotive age, this convenient location close to the river and the railroad meant that companies could save both
time and cost to the customers by reducing
hauling costs.
The wholesalers operated by setting up
huge buying and selling networks. Traveling
salesmen visited retail shopkeepers all over

pany, helped organize the South Omaha Land
Company, built the ller Grand Hotel and served
as President of the Omaha Board of Trade. A
number of businessmen, like ller, were willing to
make the needed investments to help Omaha
expand in the 1880s.

3. Paxton and Vierling Iron Works
The Iron Works was another of the companies
that made Omaha an industrial center by the
1880s. The firm's location near the railroad tracks
on South 17th Street facilitated the efficient transport of their products.

(Photo by Louis R. Bostwick , Loell R. J orgense n c'o llect ion)

(Nebraska State Historical Society)
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the wholesa le territory and ha ndled their
orders. Sales increased from $11.2 million in
1879 to $24 million in 1884 and $47.2 million
in 1890, certainly a significant portion of the
city's economy. By 1891 Omaha was the
headquarters for 207 wholesale firms specializing in dry goods, milling, rubber goods,
hardware, groceries, liquors , boots and
shoes, and produce and fruits.l4
Two well-known furniture companies
operated from buildings in th e developing
wholesale district. In 1877 Orchard and
Bean , wholesale and retail carpet dealers,
moved to 1113 Farnam. This firm later became Orchard and Wilhelm , a prominent
Omaha furniture store. In 1876 Dewey and
Stone, Omaha 's largest and earliest furniture dea ler, constructed their new building
at 1115-1117 Farnam, the site where they
began business in 1865. The company did its
own upholstering, finishing, and mattress
making, and carried on an extensive wholesa le business reaching to the Pacific Coa st. 15
M . E. Smith a nd Company, a manufacturer a nd jobber of work clothing, dry
goods, furnishings, and notions was located
at II 01 Howard Street after 1889. The compan y had moved from Iowa in 1868 and
handled trad e reaching to the West Coast
and Alaska. Another early dry goods firm ,
the Byrne- Hammer Company, conducted its
business at I I 13-1 I 17 Howard . T. C. Byrne,
found er of th e company, came to Omaha
after a successful dry goods career in St.
Joseph , Misso uri . Both firms played an
importa nt rol e in the city's economic life
until they failed between 1925 and I 930. 16
The Carpenter Paper Company, across
the street from the dry goods firm s, occupied
a building at II 14-1 124 Howard for about
twenty years. Six sons of an Illinois farmer ,

Isaac, George, Frank, James, Will, and
Archie Carpenter, all came to Omaha to
operate the company. They started their
enterprise with $5 ,000 capital and built their
business into one of the largest paper wholesalers in the nation. l7
McCord-Brady Company, a pioneer
wholesale grocery company, was organized
in 1865 by St. Joseph merchant James
McCord and John F. Brad y of Omaha. The
company's first location was lOth and
Farnam , la ter the site of the Burlington Railroad Headquarters. In 1883 they moved to a
new five-story brick building at I 7 I 9-1733
South 13th Street from which they carried
on business for fifty years. In I 879 PaxtonGa llagher Company, "Omaha's greatest
wholesale grocers," was formed with William A. Paxton and Benjamin Gallagher as
partners . The firm originally handled only
food products and cigars but later expanded
into the hardware line and sold items such as
stoves, ropes, and washing machines. They
first occupied one building on South lOth
Street and later expanded to include a fivesto ry structure at 70 I -7 I I South lOth, adjoining the grocery building at 901-911
Jones Street. The firm also possessed a warehouse on Jones Street where the orders
were filled and shipped. 1B
Very few of the companies in the wholesale district manufactured their own products . M. E. Smith and Company was an exception, as was ller and Company, liquor
manufacturer; Kirkendall Boot Company;
and Morse-Coe Shoe Company. 19 Indeed,
city boosters viewed this situation as a
chance for improvement. One booster publication urged the jobbers to:
emulate the example of older cities by manufacturing their own specialties, instead of submitting to th e tedious delays resulting in ordering from the East. One good thing leads to
another, hence one manufactory will induce
another, and in the near future the larger
industrial establishment will seek the advantages offered by the superior position of
Omaha. 2o
A number of the buildings in the wholesale district were built by the city's capitalists, some of whom had lived in the area
when it was a fashionable residence district.
A. J . Poppleton erected his block at 4 I 3-423
South I I th Street in I886 and generally
rented the space to food wholesalers . Ezra
Millard built his first block at I 101- I 107
Harney in I 882 and subsequently rented it to
Tootle and Maul (successors to Tootle and

Jackson), Kilpatrick-Koch Dry Goods
Company, and the Kirkendall Boot Compan y. Two other structures, one west of the
first building and another across the street,
were later constructed through funds from
Millard's estate. Dr. Samuel Mercer, former
physician for the Union Pacific and Omaha
capitalist, erected the Mercer Hotel at 12th
and Howard in I 890, a second Mercer block
on the southeast corner of I I th and Howard,
and a third block on the northwest corner of
the same intersection in I 905 .21
The wholesale district (generally the area
from Harney Street south and east of 12th
Street) continued to expand in the 1880s
with new buildings going up throughout the
decade. Saloons, hotels, and some small
shops filled in the spaces between the great
warehouses. In 1881, 9th and lOth Streets
were leading retail arteries, but by 1883
businesses were moving west to I 3th Street.
Farnam had been paved in 1881 and 16th
Street in I 883, causing more businesses to
locate on them throughout the decade. 22 The
conditions that fostered growth in the city's
size, industry, manufacturing, and wholesaling also affected retailing. The I 880s saw
the rise of some of Omaha's premier retail
establishments, including J. L. Brandeis
and Sons, Thompson-Belden Company, and
Hayden Brothers.
Jonas L. Brandeis, a Bohemian immigrant, started the Fair Store in late I88 I at
506 South 13th Street. He attracted customers to his store with attractive window
and sidewalk displays. Throughout the
decade Brandeis enlarged his store in the
building at I 3th and Howard and increased
his exposure to the public with frequent
newspaper ads. He loaded wagons with
goods, called them special sales, and sent
them through the city streets. By 1888
Brandeis decided to move to a central uptown location, at I 14 South 16th Street. He
changed the name to The Boston Store and
took his three sons, Emil, Hugo, and Arthur,
into the company. They later erected a fourstory department store on the northwest corner of 16th and Douglas. That building,
destroyed in an I 894 fire but rebuilt, served
as the home of J . L. Brandeis and Sons until
I 906. In that year the sons "created a sensation in business circles" by purchasing the
YMCA property on the southwest corner of
I 6th and Douglas and constructing their
modern, eight-story Brandeis store on the
site.23

1. Union Stockyards, 1979
The development of South Omaha into a livestock market and packing center in the 1880s perhaps did more to encourage Omaha's population
growt h than any other industry. Attracted by
opportunities in the packinghouses, immigrants
from Eastern and Southern Europe, as well a s
American Blacks, made Omaha their destination.
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Thompson-Belden and Company
opened their store in 1886 at 1313 Farnam.
Following the center of the retail district,
they moved west and by 1889 had their store
in the old YMCA building at 16th and
Douglas. A general merchandising firm selling clothing, linens, and yard goods, the
company had originally begun in Fremont,
Ohio, when traveling salesman Charles C.
Belden became a partner of merchant Henry
A. Thompson. The two men, who remained
partners for forty-two years, moved the firm
to Omaha in 1886. In 1905 they located their
company at I 6th and Howard where it continued until its demise during the
Depression. 24
Hayden Brothers department store originated in Chicago in 1885. Following the advice of their friends , the Cudahy family,
Joseph and William Hayden moved to
Omaha in I 887 and opened a one-room
general store on I 6th Street. As business increased , a third brother, Edward , joined the
company.They purchased the building at
16th and Dodge and continued to inhabit it
for almost fifty years. Hayden Brothers was
well known for carrying every variety of
goods, from groceries, hardware, jewelry,
and wallpaper to clothing, furniture , pet
birds, and china. Beside the seventy-eight
departments and the I 78,000 feet of floor
space, the store boasted its own bank.2s
All the expansion during the I 880s created a rather heady atmosphere in the city,
as Omahans believed their community was
the next "western metropolis" and the "most
noted city on our continent." They pointed
out that in 1880, Omaha had been nothing
but "an overgrown country village." By the
end of the decade it governed "a large subordinate territory, contending with all the
great trade centers of the mighty west , ranking socially with the proudest communities
of our land and with a name commanding
respect and inducing inquiries in foreign
countries. "2 6 Perhaps the most ambitious
undertaking of the decade, and one of which
Omahans were most proud , was a project
that would affect Omaha's economy long
beyond the 1880s. In the middle of the rea l
estate, manufacturing, and wholesaling
boom, a group of forward-thinking Omaha
businessmen platted and developed the
satellite city of South Omaha, designed
specifically to function as a stockyards and
packing center.

I

The Union Stockyards Company
The development of a stockyards and
packing center in Omaha was not an original
idea of the men who supported the Union
Stockyards Company in 1883 . At least three
companies had attempted organization
since I 876, and only the last group, named
the Union Stockyards Company, had
achieved anything beyond incorporation
papers. That company, under the leadership
of cattleman William A. Paxton , had yards
on the east side of the river at Council
Bluffs .2 7
Omaha's location on the rail lines east
made it a natural location for a livestock
market and packing center, particularly in
the eyes of western cattlemen. One of these
men who sought a closer market was Alexander Swan, a rancher who owned vast
herds in Wyoming. Swan confided his plan
to Omahan Leverett M. Anderson, who proceeded to buy up farms in an area so uth of
Omaha known as The Summit. By
mid-August, I 883, he had purchased I ,875
acres for $312,000. Swan then approached
Paxton and succeeded not only in convincing him to sell his Council Bluffs yard to the
new Omaha company but made him president of the new Union Stockyards Company. Other members of the new company
were capitalist John A. Creighton; proprietor of the Willow Springs Distillery and
wholesale liquor salesman Peter E. Iler;
former city councilman and county clerk
Thomas Swobe; early settler and streetcar
magnate Frank Murphy; and stockman and
politician John A. McShane. At the same
time, the South Omaha Land Syndicate was
formed to handle land surrounding the proposed stockyards.2s

As the location for the actual stockyards,
the Land Syndicate and Stockyards Company agreed on the 365-acre Fred Drexel
farm, for which they paid almost $48 ,000.
Paxton, as president of the company, directed the grading and filling of marshy land on
the chosen site. The work began in April,
I 884, and by August I, ten acres of pens and
arrangements for 5,000 cattle per day were
ready. John F. Boyd, formerly su perintendent at the Council Bluffs yards, assumed the
same role at Omaha , holding limited responsibilities until the first load of cattle
arrived on August 13. Over 500 cattle
shipped in from Medicine Bow, Wyoming,
were fed, kept overnight, and shipped on to
Chicago. By the end of I 883, the president
of the Omaha Board of Trade could a lready
rejoice that the Stockyards "are destined to
exceed our most sanguine expectations; and
while this enterprise is yet an embryo, it is already beginning to make itself felt over the
country tributary to the city. ''29
The new stockyards found itself in need
of an exchange building, so the two-story
Drexel farmhouse was appropriated. The
kitchen provided space for the company
offices, with the pantry used as a vault for
funds and valuables. The basement of the
house contained a saloon while livestock
commission companies operated out of the
bedrooms . A new exchange building opened
in 1886 a nd housed offices, a hotel, ba r,
barber shop, and the Union Stockyards
Bank.JO
The incorporators of the company were
not content to operate stockyards only to
care for livestock on the way to eastern markets; they also sought to make South Omaha
a meat packing center and livestock market.

In add it ion, the stockyards tied the city to farmers
and ranchers from the upper Midwest who
shipped their a nimals to Omaha . In 1979 the
Omaha li vestock market was the fourt h largest in
the country.
(Omaha City Planning De pa rtm ent)

2. William A. Paxton-Community Leader
Paxton's life and career in Omaha paralleled

the city's growth . He bega n as a pi oneer hauling
freig ht , moved into busi ness as the city became a
who lesa ling and industria l center, a nd became
wea lthy enough to invest in enterprises like the
Uni on Stockyards Co mpany. Paxton had the
vision to not only change with the city as it
reached various stages of development , but to
invest in its fut ure.
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Leader of the 1880s- William A. Paxton
William A. Paxton came to Omaha in 1857 but did not stay and invest in real estate or
business like other settlers. He spent a yea r building bridges on the Military Road to
Kearney, then returned to Missouri where he had worked as a farm manager. Paxton's
attempts at farming ended in failure so he returned to Omaha in 1860, worked as a freighter
between Omaha and Denver, and helped Edward Creighton build a telegraph line to the
Pacific Coast. After yet another failure at Missouri farming, Paxton arrived in Omaha for
the third time in 1863. bringing with him his wife, son, and $135, his entire capital. 1
Paxton worked again as a freighter untill867 when he secured contracts to do grading for
the Union Pacific. The profits from the railroad work were invested wisely, in the commodity
that became the basis of Paxton's fortune-cattle. He established a huge cattle ranch near
Ogallala which became a model for the cattle industry in western Nebraska. 2
With the profits from cattle, Paxton found himself in business. He and Benjamin
Gallagher formed Paxton & Gallagher, the big wholesale grocery house, in 1879. Paxton
joined the Vierling Brothers in founding Paxton-Vierling Iron Works in 1886. Paxton
bought the site of the first Douglas County Courthouse at the northeast corner of 16th and
Farnam , where he erected the well-known landmark, the Paxton Block. He also constructed
other business buildings, owned real estate in Omaha and western Nebraska, and was a
driving force behind the Omaha and Northwestern railroad , along with other enterprises.J
Paxton played an important role in the development of the Union Stockyards; his failure
to abandon his Council Bluffs stockyards could have destroyed the chances for a successful
operation in Omaha. Paxton , however, chose to support the Omaha company, and involved
himself in all aspects of South Omaha development including the Union Stockyards
Company, South Omaha Land Company, Union Trust Company, and Stock Yards
National Bank .4
Willia m Paxton was the epitome of Omaha leadership in the 1880s. He came as early as
the other leaders, yet he followed a path to the top unlike that of the other men . Rather than
earning his fortune through real estate, banking, or a business house, the "hearty, hulking
giant with the frame and gusto of a muleskinner"5 had actually been a freighter, a railroad
builder, and unlike anyone else at all, a cattle man. Paxton got in on a different ground floor
than the other Omaha leaders by entering the cattle business and thus foreshadowing the
importance of that aspect of agriculture in Omaha and the state in the years to come.
Paxton was one of the last community leaders to have struggled with the frontier, either in
the· settlement of Omaha in the 1850s or on the Plains hauling freight or building telegraph
lines and railroads. After the 1880s, the old frontiersmen would move out of their positions
of authority to make way for younger, better educated men .

Like the stockyards , meat packing was not a
new idea in Omaha. Cook and Ballou killed
as many as 3,000 hogs per season in their
plant between 1873 and 1877. Joseph Sheely
eventua lly bought Cook's Company a nd
operated until a fire destroyed his plant in
1886. Politician James F. Boyd built a packing plant in 1877 and continued his business
for ten years. A number of smaller firms also
existed but eventually went out of business
after South Omaha was organized . In order
to attract big meat packers, the Union
Stockyards Company found it had to offer
incentives. They constructed a large $65,000
plant for hog slaughtering operations, and
John A. McShane, who had become president of the company, soon convinced G. H.
Hammond of Detroit to operate the plant.
Hammond was leery of the undertaking but
finally agreed to come to South Omaha if the
Stockyards Company gave him the plant
rent-free for three years, along with all the
water he needed.JI
As soon as the Hammond plant opened
in May, 1885, McShane made an agreement
with the Fowler Brothers Packing Company
of Chicago. The Stockyards Company built
them a plant larger than Hammond's and
agreed to lease it to the company for five
years rent-free. In addition, Fowler Brothers
received $100,000 cash and the same amount
in company stock, along with $25,000 of
McShane's own company stock given to
Robert Fowler. Fowler Brothers, later
known as the Omaha Packing Company, began operations in 1886.32
Another early packer was Thomas J.
Lipton , the English tea merchant and
yachtsman, who, like Fowler, received his
packing plant rent-free for five years. Lipton's plant opened in late 1885, but he soon
tired of the enterprise and the building was
sold to the Armour-Cudahy Packing Company of Chicago. Philip D. Armour, who
received a $150,000 bonus, sent Edward
Cudahy to manage the South Omaha plant .
The company also received land on which to
construct a new packinghouse, and they
completed the $800,000 structure by 1888.
By 1890, Armour had dissolved the company, and Michael and Edward Cudahy
operated the plant as the Cudahy Packing
Company. Meanwhile, in 1887, the Stockyards Company had concluded an agreement with G. F . Swift of Chicago to build a
packing plant in South Omaha, for a bonus
of $135,000 and eleven acres of land . Swift

I. South Omaha Business District, 1979

As the stockyards and packingho uses went up
west of 26th Street, South Omaha's business district grew on the hill at South 24th Street. Today it
remains a viable commercial area, retaining a
nineteenth century small town atmosphere.
(Omah a City Pla nning Department)
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and Company opened in April, 1888.33
The packing plants continued to expand
their capacity, and by 1897, the Armour
Company was again interested in South
Omaha and built a large, modern packinghouse. At the turn of the century, the big
packers were Swift, Armour, and Cudahy,
supported by a number of smaller firms that
moved to South Omaha during the expansion years.34

I

South Omaha
The South Omaha Land Syndicate was
responsible for conveying to the Union
Stockyards Company 156 acres of land for
their enterprise, along with laying out the
rest of the land into a town. The Omaha
Board of Trade Report for 1883 could already picture the "Magic City's" layout :
It must be borne in mind that the stockyards
and packinghouses (lands for which have been
reserved and set apart) are to be so far
removed from this vast purchase for a suburban town, that they will offer no ground of
objection to sale for residential purposes. The
yards and packinghouses, etc., will be out of
the sight of the residential portions of the main
estate, and be sufficiently far removed to
render them no objection. The estate will be
laid out into a well arranged and carefully
studied town for workingmen nearest to the
ya rd s. The more easterly portions will be subdivided into lots suitable for more wealthy
residents.35
The report also stated that South Omaha
was not going to follow the American tradition of laying out city streets at right angles,
but would instead follow the natural grade,
thus saving the cost of filling in low lands or
cutting down hills to suit the grid pattern .
George Smith, County Surveyor, laid out
South Omaha in July, 1884. The tract extended from the south edge of Omaha
(Grover Street) to a line slightly south of
modern-day "0" Street, from 23rd Street
west to the Union Pacific Railroad . The land

contained one hundred block s, with streets
eighty feet wide, and trees planted on all
streets . Contrary to the earlier Board of
Trade Report, the st reets were laid out on
the grid and given the imagi native a lphabetical names of "A", "B", "C" a nd so on. A
wooded 108-acre tract east of 23rd Street
and north of "G" Street was not platted but
remained open as Syndicate Park (now
Spring Lake Park). The park was eventually
reduced to thirty-six acres, as it was divided
into lots and sold . The Syndicate expected
the town to grow north of the yards, but
houses instead went up closer to the pens,
and "N" Street became a central thoroughfare rather than the city's so uthern boundary. Even before the lots were laid out, a
"Word to Omaha Workmen "was published,
telling them of the opportunities to purchase
suburban lots on which they could build
"small but comfortable houses. "These "substantial citizens" were much in demand in
South Oma ha because they were "a frugal
and industrious class, ... the backbone of
the city, and ever ready to maintain law and
order. "36
Many of the early residents of South
Omaha were farmers of the area, or families
who sold their land to the Syndicate. Probably the first person to settle in South
Omaha after the yards were actually laid out
was Martin Spoettle, who built a one-story
frame house on the southeast corner of 25th
and "M" and operated a saloon out of it.
Another early resident was storekeeper W.
G. Sloane, who built his business house "in
the midst of a wilderness of cornstalks a nd
jimpson weeds" on "N" Street between 25th
and 26th. Frank Pivonka opened his beer
hall near 26th and "N", "selling pale lager to
thirsty adventurers." An early resident recalled that Pivonka's hall "was not a palace,"
but exhibited a "plank fastened to posts
driven into the ground for a bar, and his first
stock of liquors was two kegs of beer with a
wet blanket thrown over them ." Saloons
seemed to be a popular venture and within a
short time the little settlement boasted five
flourishing watering holes. Two years later,
in 1886, the town had three general stores, a
drug store, post office, four meat markets,
three blacksmith shops, five hotels, eight
saloons, two lumber yards, two coal yards, a
feed and flour store, and "boarding houses
without number. "The boarding houses were
desperately needed ; the opening of the Hammond Packing Plant brought in "a few hun-

dred butchers" who generally livened up the
town. Most were young si ngle men who resided in boarding houses but " lived in the
saloons." With no legal restraints or police,
keeping the peace was a difficult proposition. According to one recollection, it was
"an unusually quiet, lonesome eve ning when
there was not, at least, a half dozen fistfights, and a shooting-scrape or two ... . "37
As in Omaha, the provision of amenities
did not keep up with town growth. The mud
that plagued Omahans afflicted their neighbors to the south as well. An early historian
claimed that "teams and wagons at times
went out of sight on " N " Street," while it was
a common occurrence to see ra ils or broken
planks "stuck up in dangerous holes on
every street to mark a bottomless mire. "38
By 1886, South Omaha numbered approximately I ,500 people, and desired some
type of government to maintain order. The
County Commissioners incorporated South
Omaha as a village in October, 1886. The
village trustees then appointed town officers, who moved to handle South Omaha's
biggest problem- t he saloons. Because of
the "disgraceful scenes that were constantly
taking place," the saloons were forced to pay
$500 for their operating licenses. There were
still problems enforcing the law however,
since the "peace officers were too much in
sympathy with the lawless classes to take
effective steps against them ." Another problem was that everyone seemed "too eager to
secure the almighty dollar" to worry about
infractions of the law.39
Keeping residents up-to-date on the
growth of the Magic City was its first newspaper, The South Omaha Globe, later called
The South Omaha Stockman. A number of
newspapers came into print , including the
Daily Drovers Journal, the Democratic
South Omaha Tribune, and several others
which generally lasted under a year. By
spring, 1889, the population pushed up to
8,000 people and Governor John M. Thayer
granted South Omaha a charter as a city of
the first class. Even as a village, it had been
divided into three wards governed by city
officers and a council made up of two men
per ward. 40
The other trappings of city life began to
make their appearance in South Omaha by
the late 1880s. Eleme ntary school students
met in an old frame building a nd in rooms
of the Methodist Church. By 1888, a high
school building was erected on the co rner

2. Map of Ethnic Settlement in Omaha, 1880
Omaha's ethnic population in 1880 reflected
national immigration trends. The largest numbers
were composed of Northwestern Europeans, principally Iri sh and Germans, along with sma ller
groups of Engli sh and Scandinavians. Omaha differed from the national picture with its large settlement of Czechs a nd Bohemians. One of every

eight Czechs who immigra ted to America settled
in Nebraska. The map denotes ethnic group concentrati ons comprising more than twenty-five per
cent of the population of each block.

of 25th and "L ". It served until 1904 when
another was built in the block east of 24th
Street between "J" and " K". In 1887, South
Omaha gave the Omaha Motor Railway
Company a franchise to connect Omaha
with the Magic City, a move that helped
South Omaha develop more quickly. In
1888, two needed utilities made their a ppearance: the South Omaha Telephone Exchange was established with approximately
twenty-five telephones, and the South
Omaha Electric Light, Heat, and Power
Company was organized.41
The last symbols of establishment in the
city were the churches that were organized
within a few years of the city's founding. Because many of the early residents were Irish
and later augmented by Eastern and Southern Europeans, Catholic churches eventually predominated in South Omaha. St.
Agnes Parish , organized in 1888, built a
house of worship at 2211 "Q" Street the following year, and grew so rapidly that by
1895 St. Bridget's Parish was organized at
26th and " F"to handle the overflow. Czechs,
who had lived in Omaha since the 1870s, also
settled in South Omaha. They formed the
parish of The Assumption and constructed a
church at 22nd and "U" in 1894. When a
group of Poles settled in South Omaha later,
they established their own national church,
Si. Francis, at 4501 South 32nd Street, in
1899. Other national parishes organized in
1901 included the Lithuanian St. Anthony's
a t 32nd and "S", and St. Mary's at 36th and
"Q" which served mainly Irish .42

bers of First Christian Church at 23rd a nd
"I" and Episcopalians at 24th and "J",
among others. 44
Immigration to Omaha
In 1880, one-third of Omaha's 30,000
citizens were foreign born; when also including those of foreign stock, the two groups
amounted to over fifty percent of the population .45 Like other American cities in the
1880s, Omaha attracted immigrants because
of the jobs it offered in the Union Pacific
shops and in the smelter, and later in the
developing wholesale trade and packing
plants. Other immigrants wanted to farm
and stopped in Omaha because they ran out
of money or decided the vast open spaces
offered little chance of making a living.
Whatever the reason for coming to Oma ha,
foreign born persons had become a part of
Omaha life by 1880.
The most numerous among immigrants
were the approximately 4,000 Germans, fol-

A va riety of Protestant churches were
also established in South Omaha . A Baptist
Church was built at 25th and "H" in 1892 on
la nd donated by the South Omaha Land
Company. The Presbyterians organized a
church in 1887 and built at 25th and "J".
They outgrew it and another church before
building a third church at 23rd and "J". The
seco nd structure was sold to a Jewish congregation while the third church building became known as Wheeler Memorial Presbyterian Church .43
The Scandinavian and northwest European influence was especially felt in South
Omaha's Protesta nt churches. By 1910, the
list included Trinity Norwegian-Danish
Lutheran at 28th and "T", Swedish Baptist
a t 4523 South 22nd , Swedish Eva ngelical
Lutheran at 23rd and "K ", a nd Zion Evangelical Lutheran at 29th and "S". Other
Protestants represented included the mem-

(Kat hleen Lo uise Fimple)
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lowed by 3,500 Irish, I, 700 Swedes, I ,500
English, I, I00 Danes, and 900 Bohemians.46
Except for the Bohemians, all these groups
were basically Anglo-Saxon and were assimilated into the population rather easily. Although they kept some customs, particularly
in religion and social life, most adapted
readily to the American lifestyle after learning to speak English. Each of these groups
eventually settled all over the city, but after
their arrival in Omaha they clustered in certain neighborhoods. (See Map.)
Immigrants tended to settle close to their
work and developed a community with
churches and schools in that neighborhood.
One Irish neighborhood grew on the southwest and west edge of the Union Pacific
shops. Many Irish laborers originally came
to build the Union Pacific from Omaha and
stayed to work for the railroad. The settlement west of the shops revolved around
Holy Family Catholic Church and school at

1. Sheelytown, 1979
Originally named for the Sheely Brothers Packing Plant which stood at 27th and Martha, Sheelytown was bounded roughly by Martha and
Vinton, 24th to 35th. Persons of Irish descent
originally lived in the district, fo ll owed by Czechs
and later Poles. For years Sheelytown was a center of local political activity and the place where
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18th and Izard. 47 Another cluster of Irish
was south of Howard from lith to 14th,
near the Union Pacific Depot. St. Philomena's Cathedral and school at 9th and
Harney and St. Patrick's Church at 14th and
Castelar served the Catholics in this area of
the city.
The old stereotype of Irish involvement
in politics held true in Omaha throughout
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Lists
of city councilmen and city officers included
names such as Kennedy, O'Connor, Kelly,
Shannon, McNamara , Morearty , and
Flynn. Tom Dennison , who controlled
Omaha's political life out of the old Budweiser Saloon at 1409 Douglas from the
1890s to 1933, was of Irish descent. After
1906 he was opposed by the colorful and
outspoken Dan Butler, also of Irish descent,
who held office as city clerk for six years,
councilman for twelve years , and mayor for
nine years.4B
Because the Irish arrived so early and
were easily assimilated, they left few specific
marks of their culture on the city. However,
a number of early prominent residents were
Irish, including the Creightons, Stockyards
founders John A. McShane and Frank
Murphy, wholesale grocer Ben Gallagher,
and politician and early meat packer James
E. Boyd. Two other meat packers, Joseph
Sheely and Edward Cudahy, were also of
Irish descent. Sheelytown, the area surrounding Sheely's plant, was known as a
center of Irish residents in the 1870s and
1880s. 49 Later, as Poles began to move into
Sheelytown, the Irish moved further south
to the vicinity of 36th and "Q" where they
established St. Mary's Church in 190 I.
Germans were most heavily represented
and formed larger areas of concentration
than the other ethnic groups in 1880. They
settled most often in Omaha's Near South
Side between 8th and 16th Streets, and along
the railroad tracks branching off south of
the depot. (See Map.) Other Germans settled north of Dodge Street, and were Protestants from Prussia and eastern Germany.
The German settlement south of Dodge
Street was mainly Catholic, particularly the
branch along the tracks extending to the
southwest, while the group extending to the
southeast was Protestant.so
The city contained 4,262 Germans in
1880, most of whom were laborers and unskilled workers, or small shopkeepers. The
Near South Side area where many of them

lived was considered an immigrant area.
Housing consisted of small frame cottages
along with hotels and apartments above
shops. The large German cluster east of 12th
Street was essentially the old central core of
the city, and exhibited mixed commercial,
industrial , and residential ·uses. 51
Germans made their presence known in
Omaha as early as 1868 when they agitated
for their own Catholic church, separate from
the Irish St. Philomena's. St. Mary Magdalene's Church was formed and built its first
house of worship on Douglas Street later
that year. This congregation also established
St. Joseph's Church at 16th and Center in
1887 to serve German-speaking Catholics in
the fast growing southern section of the city.
Protestant Germans were members of the
German Methodist Episcopal Church built
at II th and Center in 1886, the first German
Evangelical Lutheran Church built at 20th
and Mason in 1870, and St. Paul's German
English Lutheran Church, located at 28th
and Parker from 1887 until 1913.5 2
Although many early German arrivals in
Omaha were laborers and unskilled workers, others found a place in business. Most of
the brewers were German, including Joseph
Baumann, who hired Gottlieb Storz as his
foreman ; Fred and Philip Metz; and Fred
Krug, Omaha's first brewer. Germans also
excelled in music, as witnessed by the music
store of Schmoller and Mueller and that of
A. Hospe. Omahans received financial backing from bankers of German descent, the
Kountze brothers. To keep informed of the
news Germans read Beebachter am Missouri, founded in 1887 by Edward Rose-

Jim Dahlman, Mayor from 1906-18, 1921-30,
began and ended each campaign.
(Omaha City Pla nn ing Department )

2. Hanson's Cafe, 315 South 16th Street, Circa
1909
Tolf Hanson's Cafe Beautiful went out of business after just a few months, but in 1920 was
resurrected as King Fong's, a Chinese restaurant.

water, who also edited the Omaha Daily
Bee. Later Val J. Peter, an immigrant leader
in the German community, published the
Omaha Daily Tribune which became one of
the most influential German dailies in the
United States.sJ
The "high water mark" of German culture in Omaha was 1900. This culture was
marked by not only the newspapers and German churches, but also by various singing
groups such as the Musick Verein, Turn
Verein, and Platt-Deutchen Verein. Perhaps
the epitome of German culture was Ed
Maurer's restaurant at 1306 Farnam. Decorated with plush walls and crystal chandeliers, Maurer's reportedly had the best wine
cellar west of New York City. Maurer, a
genial host, went to great lengths to convince
visitors of the quality of his restaurant and
generally succeeded in luring them back to
Omaha just to dine in his establishment.
Stroud's, another German restaurant located near 25th and Farnam, served all German specialties including wiener schnitzel,
sauerbraten, and hasenpfeffer. A number of
beer gardens and bars run by the various
breweries flourished throughout the city. At
that time the breweries operated retail outlets where they served only their own product. 54
Germans generally retained their
customs, worshiped in German and taught
their children the language until World War
I, when anti-German sentiment forced them
to drop their old culture. Prohibition dealt a
blow to many of their businesses as the bars
and beer gardens closed, and the breweries
either made soft drinks or near-beer.ss By

King Fong's provided an indication of Omaha's
Chinese community, which numbered several hundred in the 1920s and operated thirty to forty restauran ts downtown. It was one of the few Chinese
restaurants to survive the Depression and continues to do business at the same locatio n today.

3. Krug Brewery, 25th and Vinton Streets, 1915
This complex, erected by Krug in 1892, is still
utilized for its original purpose. The Falstaff
Brewing Corporation purchased the facility in
1935 and is the only remaining brewery in the city.
(Omaha Public Library)

(Lynne A. Farr Co llectio n)
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Hanson's Cafe, Omaha, Neb.
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the 1920s, the changes caused by the war and
prohibition began to have an effect and German culture began to fade .
The 1,701 Swedes in Omaha in 1880 were
found in a number of small colonies almost
equally divided between the northern and
southern parts of the city. The biggest
groups of Swedes arrived after 1880, and
they were eventually more identified with
the area north of Dodge Street. This was
probably due to two reasons: those who
lived so uth of Dodge were not as noticeable
among the larger numbers of more persistent ethnic groups; and Swedes also tended to
live near their work in the building trades or
businesses such as livery stables or as coal
dealers, which required the space available
in North Omaha. Although the earliest
Swedes to come to this area were farmers ,
after 1860 many worked in the Union Pacific
shops , packinghouses , in construction
trades, or factories. 56
After 1900 the Swedes in North Omaha

were most visible through their businesses
and churches. One of the early Swedish merchants was J. P. Jerpe, who operated a
grocery at 19th and Charles that became
Jerpe Cold Storage and Commission Company. When Jerpe retired in 1929 his Swedish-born vice-president, C. A. Swanson, became head of the company which achieved
nationwide recognition for its frozen TV
dinners. John F. Bloom, a 25-year-old
Swedish immigrant, began his monument
business in Red Oak, Iowa, in 1879. The
business demands from Omaha led him to
locate his firm at 18th and Farnam in 1900.
Later he built a spacious display and office
building at 17th and Cuming, followed by a
factory at 20th and Ames . Alfred Bloom,
another Swedish-born immigrant, opened
his sash and mill work company at 24th and
Grant in 1896. Growth of business forced
him to erect a four-story brick building at
15th and California in 190 I _57
Swedes were active in forming a number
of churches, including Immanuel Lutheran,
organized 1868, and Zion Lutheran, organized 1900, which eventually merged to form
Augustana Lutheran Church at 38th and
Lafayette . Others included Bethel Lutheran,
organized in 1916 at 45th and Poppleton
Avenue; Salem Lutheran Church on South
23rd Street; and Trinity Lutheran, organized in 1915 and eventually located at 30th
and Redick . The Swedish churches all supported Immanuel Deaconess Institute, a
hospital planned "away from the din and
smoke of commercial and industrial

activities ," out in the country at 36th and
Meredith in 1890. The hospital was eventually surrounded by a complex of buildings
including a deaconess home, children's
home, and old people's home.ss
Swedish organizations, including singing
and dancing clubs and lodges, all met at the
Swedish Auditorium at 1609 Chicago. The
Noon Day Club, an organization of business
and professional men of Swedish birth or
descent, was the center of Swedish club life
between 1909 and World War I. The men
held monthly luncheons at Tolf Hanson's
Cafe Beautiful on 16th Street north of
Harney. Hanson's Cafe was "one of the most
glittering eating emporiums you could find
anywhere, complete with thick carpets, a
gorgeous marble staircase and thirty-five
elegantly attired waiters . "59 Although
Swedes retained some outward institutions
of their culture such as the Auditorium and
clubs, like Irish and Germans they tended to
blend into the Omaha melting pot by the
1920s.
Danes numbered only I, 106 in 1880 even
though many had come to the city as early
as the 1860s. These first arrivals were engaged in the building trades, truck farming,
and dairying. The map shows that clearly the
Danes did not settle in large groups, with
only two main clusters near the depot. Mark
Hansen, a Danish immigrant, founded the
Danish Pioneer in 1872. As the largest Danish newspaper in the world , it encouraged
many Danes to emigrate to America.
Sophus Neble, who came from Denmark in
1882, became editor and publisher in 1887
and remained in control of the Danish language paper until 1931. During that time the
weekly paper was published in the Danish
Pioneer Building at 3510 South 24th
Street.60
Like the Swedes, the Danes also gained
early visibility through their churches and
organizations. The Norwegian-Danish
Evangelical Lutheran Church was built at
26th and Hamilton while Our Savior's Danish Lutheran Church was constructed at 819
South 22nd after 1886. The local chapter of
the Danish Brotherhood of America was
organized in 1882.6 1 In the twentieth century
Omaha has been the national headquarters
for the organization, which built a handsome structure at 3717 Harney to house its
offices.
Bohemians were perhaps the most concentrated of all the larger ethnic groups in

1. Our Savior's Danish Evangelical Lutheran
Church, 819 South 22nd Street
Our Savior's Danish Evangelical Lutheran is
one of the few original downtown Protestant
churches left standing in the city. The name was
changed to Central Lutheran in 1930. The congregation moved from this structure in 1964 and
formed Shepherd of the Hills Lutheran Church in
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1880. Virtually all of the 893 present in 1880
settled along South 13th and South 14th
Street, centering around 13th and William .
That area contained their business district
including the Prague Hotel, a general store,
grocery, dry goods store, bakery, dance hall,
and St. Wenceslaus Church, organized in
1877. The settlement was called Prague, or
Bohemian Town, and covered an area from
Mason to Cedar, the River to 20th Street.
Many early Czechs came at the urging of
editor John Rosicky of Pokrok Zapadu, the
Czech language paper founded in 1871.
Rosicky encouraged Czechs to come to Nebraska and grab some of the free land before
all the Germans got it, publicity which eventually led one of every eight Czech immigrants in America to settle in Nebraska. To
the Czechs, Omaha was almost as well
known as New York and believed to be the
same size. Joseph Mik, station master at
Union Station and himself a Czech immigrant, usually had to convince his arriving
countrymen that they were in the right place.
Mik frequently helped immigrants get
settled and find jobs.62
Czechs often worked at the smelter or
later at the packinghouses. They lived in
Bohemian Town or in Sheelytown to be near
the packing plant. As the packing industry
grew, many Czechs resided in South Omaha
near Brown Park, and in a settlement called
Brno, named after the Moravian capital.
The former group settled north and west of
Brown Park from 15th to 23rd, and developed two churches: Bohemia Bethlehem
Presbyterian at 21st and "R" in 1897; and
Assumption Parish, which split from St.
Wenceslaus in 1891 and built its church at
22nd and "U" in 1894. Brno covered an area
north of Riverview Park between IOth, 13th,
and Atlas Streets. 63
For many years, a center of activity in
Bohemian Town was the Prague Hotel on
the southwest corner of 13th and William.
Gottlieb Storz, the German brewer, erected
the three-story brick building in 1898. As the
only Bohemian hotel between Chicago and
the Pacific Coast, the Prague provided accommodations for such distinguished Czech
visitors as Edvard Benes, foreign minister of
Czechoslovakia, who visited shortly after
World War I. The hotel had a well-known
bar and dining room famous for its Bohemian and American cuisine. 64
Another meeting place for the Czech
community was the Sokol Hall. Sokol

organizations were founded in Bohemia to
promote equality, harmony, and fraternity,
and "a healthy mind and a healthy body." As
many as four Sokol Halls eventually operated in Omaha , offering classes in recreation
such as dancing and singing, along with
physical activities. When the Tel Jed Sokol
Hall was constructed at 13th and Martha in
1936, it was utilized for meetings of twentyfive Bohemian lodges, as well as Italian and
American groups. 65
Expansion and Construction
The development of new subdivisions on
the edge of the city during the real estate
boom of the 1880s depended on transportation to these areas. Residents demanded
convenient transportation for travel to work
before they would consider moving to a new
suburban area. The transportation was provided by a variety of streetcar lines which
operated in Omaha from 1867 until 1889,
when the different companies were consolidated.
Omaha's first streetcar line was organized in 1867 by sixteen men , including Ezra
Millard, A. J . Hanscom, and Augustus
Kountze. Horses pulled the carriages
mounted on tracks that ran on Farnam
Street from 9th to 15th, then north to Capitol and west to 16th Street. Cars ran every
four minutes, controlled by operators who
worked fourteen-hour days for $1.50. Fares
were ten cents a ride or eight fares for fifty
cents. The company went through a difficult
period in the early 1870s but later experienced great expansion under the leadership
of Captain W. W. Marsh. Marsh was a former Missouri River steamboat captain and
operator of a Black Hills stage line. Under
his leadership the system was expanded to
three times its original size, with lines extending on 24th Street to Hamilton and on
18th Street north to Ohio to accommodate
patrons of the State Fair held on the
Kountze tract. 66
While Marsh expanded his horse railway, other men developed cable and electric
car lines. In 1886, the first cable car line ran
from the depots on South lOth Street to
Harney, west on Harney to 20th, then north
on 20th to Dodge, and west on Dodge to
26th. In 1887, the Omaha Motor Railway
was incorporated by a group of men led by
Dr. Samuel D. Mercer. Financial problems
led most of the incorporators to pull out, so
Mercer found other partners such as banker
Joseph Millard and smelter official E. W.

Nash . Competition among the horse, cable,
and motor lines was keen , forcing Mercer to
hire cable workmen to build his lines at
night. He feared the other companies would
run lines down the same streets and thus destroy his chance for success. Mercer also
faced opposition led by Mayor W. J .
Broatch and others who disliked the maze of
overhead wires needed to power his motor
railway. Mercer's first line ran on II th Street
from Bancroft to Howard , west on Howard
to 14th, north on 14th to Cass, and eventually out to Mercer's mansion at 40th and
Cuming. He later built other lines extending
north on 22nd and 25th , and one winding
south from 22nd and Ames to the Stockyards at "N" Street. 67
By 1889 the competition and spying
ended with the merger of the three organizations into the Omaha Street Railway Company. The new organization moved quickly
to electrify all the lines since that method of
transportation appeared to be most efficient. The company accomplished this within three years, a remarkable feat in light of
the fact that the country was experiencing a
depression at the time of the changeover.
The men probably relied on personal fortunes and "trusting local banks" to finance
the operation , since they had difficulty selling their discounted mortgage bonds. During the early years of the depression, Frank
Murphy was president of the company with
Guy C. Barton as vice president and W. W.
Marsh as treasurer.68
While the horse, cable, and electric lines
were consolidating and expanding, other
developments also led to the expansion of
transportation facilities. A number of suburban lines were set up in the 1880s, and by
1886, the Omaha and Council Bluffs Railway and Bridge Company was incorporated

northwest Omaha.
(Omaha City Planning Department)

2. Sokol Auditorium , 13th and Martha Streets
For Omaha's Czechs, the Sokol halls provided
a recreationa l, social, and cultural meeting place.
This hall is on the southern end of the 13th Street
Czech business district.

3. Nebraska Traction and Power Company
Streetcar
The Nebraska Traction and Power Company
operated an inter-urban streetcar line between
Omaha, Ralston, and Papillion.
(Nebra ska State Historical Society)

(Omaha City Planning Department)
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depression had begun to form . ... ''7 2 The
great period of growth for Omaha as well as
new settlement of land throughout Nebraska had begun to end . By 1890 the farmers
who had settled their lands in the wet years
of t he 1880s were being burned out by
drought.
The agricultural situation in turn affected
Omaha, which also felt the consequences of
a national business stagnation. One resident
remembered the situation in Omaha in the
1890s:
Business slackened, factories closed down ,
firms went bankrupt, people moved away,
fortunes in land and other property were lost,
the unemp loyed grew great in numbers and
dire in necessity, and the incomes of those
lucky enough to retain incomes were seriously
diminished. The days of the public soup
houses will be remembered long. Hard times in
Omaha, beginning fully three years before the
Crash of 1893 , gave the city much more than
its full share of privation , compared with the
country as a wholeH
2

with plans to span the Missouri. The bridge,
opened in October, 1888, provided space for
streetcar tracks, other vehicles, and a pedestrian walkwa y. Another project completed
at this time wa s the construction of a trolley
line to Lake Manawa. Formed when the
Missouri changed course in 1881 , the lake
area had developed into an amusement park
with rides, a dance hall, swimming, and
boating. The company charged twenty-five
cents for a round-trip ticket. 69
The expansion and growth of trolley lines
paralleled the new construction that helped
to change the city's sk yline. The Paxton
Block at the northeast corner of 16th and
Farnam went up in 1888, followed by the
erection of Omaha National Bank on 13th
between Douglas and Farnam , the New
York Life Insurance Company Building on
the northeast corner of 17th and Farnam ,
and the Omaha Bee Building on the northwest corner of 17th and Farnam the next
year. In 1891 the new City Hall was completed next to the Bee Building while across
the street the city's second courthouse had
been completed in 1885. In addition, Omaha
had continued to improve the city's main
streets by paving and drastically reducing
the hills, particularly on Farnam , Harney,
and St. Mary's Avenue. The lowering of
Farnam Street left the new courthouse sitting on top of a hill with a number of steps
needed to reach it from the street level. By
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1887 viaducts covered the railroad tracks
south of the business district on I Oth, I lth,
and 16th Streets. 70
Depression and the Populists
By the end of the decade Omahans announced the strides their frontier village had
made in a series of "booster" booklets. Each
presented a profusion of facts and figures detailing the meteoric rise in wholesaling, manufacturing, and general business investments, not to mention the population , which
the 1890 census recorded at 140,452, as
opposed to 30,518 in 1880. A later study
showed the 1890 population to be closer to
102,430,7 1 but the inflation of population
figures served only to reinforce the good
feelings Omahans had about themselves and
their city. Yet they were ignoring signs of
distress. As early as 1887, one Omahan
noted that "the real estate boom declined,
rents began to lower and foreclosures of real
estate mortgages started ; the earmarks of

More than the lack of rain bothered
farmers in Nebraska and other agricultural
states. Throughout the 1880s crop prices had
fallen, taxes had risen, and many farmers
had slipped deeper into debt without adequate income to pay off farm mortgages .
The farmers believed Eastern capitalists
were depriving them of their livelihood, by
charging excessive rates to haul crops to
market by rail and by restricting the amount
of currency circulating in the country. The
farmers wanted more money in circulation,
which would cause a type of currency inflation and allow them to pay their debts more
easily. By the 1890s, when the hot, dry winds
began to destroy one crop after another,
they turned to the Farmers Alliance. An
Illinois-based organization which first established Nebraska chapters in 1880, the
Alliance supported regulation of transportation and communication facilities, currency
reform, and equitable prices for farm products, among other changes. Alliance candidates gained some success in state and local
offices in the western states in 1890 elections,
which encouraged them to form a third
party known as the People's Party, or
Populists. 74
The Populists issued a call for all delegates to attend their national convention
held in Omaha in July, 1892. The city auditorium , built at 20th and Burdette in 1887
and which had heretofore witnessed only
such spectacular events as six-day bicycle

1. Ward Map of Omaha, 1886

In I886 the city had six wards and extended
west to 36th Street. However, only one year later
the fabulous growth of the 1880s pushed Omaha's
boundaries to Read , 48th, and F Streets. South
Omaha is shown here in its infancy, with only the
stockyards, Spring Lake Park and some residential blocks platted.
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races, would hold the some I ,300 Populist
delegates as well as 10,000 visitors throughout the four-day convention . By July 2,
visitors and delegates alike had converged
on Omaha , camping outside the city to save
on ex penses. The crowd contained every
kind of person, from "distinguished intellectuals to sunburned farmers and shopstained mechanics ." A variety of specia l
interest groups, including women, workingmen, and Populist newspa permen , held
separate meetings on July 2. These groups
felt they had something to gain from the
Populist movement, each believing the party
offered "fulfillment of its own special
dreams for social progress . ''7 5
Among the various speakers at the conve ntion were author Hamlin Garla nd , who
read "Under the Lion's Paw" to the delegates, "a thrilling story of frontier money
lending injustice"; Mary Ellen Lease of
Kansas, who encouraged the farmers to
"raise Jess corn and more hell"; and Ignatius
Donnelly of Minnesota, Utopian novelist
and champion of almost every reform movement of the late nineteenth century, who
eventually became known as a great Populist speaker. Adding to the color of the convention was the "Amen Man ," a Pennsylvania delega te whose "rafter-shaking voice"
marked the zenith of every speech with his
thunderous "A-men- and let all the people
say Amen . ''76
The Populists nominated General James
B. Weaver of Iowa, a member of the old
Greenback and Anti-Monopoly parties, for
President with General James G. Field of
Virginia as Vice-President, to please the
southern members of the party. But more
important to most delega tes was the platform. It was a masterful attempt to include
something to please each of the various
groups who comprised the Populists. Some
of the more important planks included proposa ls for a graduated income tax ; government ownership of railroad, telephone, and
telegraph ; direct election of United States
senators (state legislatures were still appointing senators to Congress in 1892); the
Australian (secret) ballot; initiative and
referendum ; and two measures to please
urban workingmen, the eight-hour da y for
all workers except farm labor, and restriction of immigration. The adoption of the
platform brought forth cheers that resembled a "regular Baptist camp meeting
chorus" as the crowd " broke forth time and
1

2. Eastward View from Omaha High School,
1897

At the turn of the century Americans in general
were unconcerned about pollution. The smoke
given off by the smelter and Union Pacific Railroad shops was taken as a sign of prosperity rather
than an environmental danger.
(Nebraska State Hi storica l Society)
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again m applause," and the band played
Yankee Doodle for twenty minutes. One
writer suggested that "thi s dramatic and historical scene must have told every quiet,
thoughtful witness that there was something
at the back of all this turmoil, more than the
failure of crops or the scarcity of ready
cash. ''7 7
Although the Populists later held state
offices in Nebraska they were never completely in control. Their successes came
through fusion with the Democrats , which
allowed them to elect a governor and maintain control of the state legislature. Their
policies received support on a natio nal level
in 1896 when William Jennings Brya n, editor of the Omaha World-Herald, was nominated for President by both the Populists
and the Democrats.78 Bryan lost to William
McKinley, but the Populist ideas he supported were eventually taken over by both
the Republicans and Democrats who later
enacted the reforms on a national level during the first fifteen years of the twentieth
century.
While the Populists continued their fight
to better the lives of farmers a nd workers,
Omaha continued to feel the effects of the
depression . Ed F. Morea rty recalled that in
1893, "there was practically nothing doing
here . Men were being discharged or working
half time in almost every field of industry;
property values were fast depreciating and
no buildings were being erected." The opening of the Chicago World's Fair encouraged
Omaha families to move there in hopes of
getting permanent employment. 79
A " Much-Needed Boost"
Omaha's one success during the depression was achieved in 1894 when it succeeded
in getting the State Board of Agriculture to
locate the state fair in Omaha . The fair was
relocated every five years and Lincoln had
held the prize since 1889. By 1894 the fairgrounds at Oma ha were located west of the
city near 63rd a nd Center Streets. Shuttle
trains carried visitors from the fairgrounds
to downtown where they caught trains to
their out state homes. Unfortunately,
Omaha businessmen had never dealt with
such a large crowd , and they failed to provide entertainment families could enjoy or
places to stay for those visitors who wished
to remain in Omaha . Men, women , and
children filled the streets of Omaha , waiting
for yet another crowded train to take them
home.so

The State Board protested Omaha's
treatment of the visitors and issued an ultimatum: " Provide entertainment other than
saloons, gambling houses and honky-tonks
for the 1895 fair or lose it to a competitively
alert Lincoln." The threat of losing the trade
they did have spurred the businessmen into
action a nd they formed a booster club which
solicited funds from the city's big companies
and business leaders. The money was used to
improve fairground facilities and streetcar
transportation to the fairgrounds from
downtown . The responsibility for developing new entertainment went to the executive
committee of the Omaha Business Men's
Association.81
In Marc h, 1895, the twelve men decided
to secure the floats which had been used in
the New Orleans Mardi Gras parade the
previous month . They purchased twenty
floats for $15,000 and costumes for $8,000
and decided they needed a permanent organization to operate the production . On the
train back from New Orleans the men resolved to name their new organization AkSar-Ben- Nebraska s pelled backwards .
They also created a mythical kingdom called
Quivera and each year chose a king and
queen to reign over the kingdom. A Lord
High Chamberlain, Samson, issued invitations to Omaha men and men of neighboring
towns to attend the organization's events.
Ak-Sar-Ben also leased the city auditorium
at 20th and Burdette for its shows and to
house its materials. The Knights of Ak-SarBen, as the members referred to themselves,
soon organized a variety of activities. They
presented Den Shows in the auditorium
each Monday night during the summer, to
1mttate business men from surrounding
towns into their ritualistic organization. The
hilarious ceremonies consisted of a "unique
free show which combined the satire of a college fraternity initiation and the solemnity
of a dignified order." The Knights also provided parades and a street carnival to entertain visitors during state fair week. To end
the week , the King and Queen were crowned
at a Harvest Ball, the only Den event women
were allowed to attend.82
The state fair in 1895 was a resounding
success, as visitors were treated to different
parades each night and a spectacular corona tion ball. The Omaha Bee sa id it all:
"Omaha has risen! No more sackcloth and
sorrow of drought and care. The manifestation of the superb courage of its resolute men

and the generous enthusiasm of its friends
and visitors has given Omaha a new birth of
ambition, energy and enterprise." Under the
leadership of Gus Renze, Omaha's leading
sign painter, the organization developed
electrical floats for the evening parades. The
floats were "mounted on wheels gauged for
streetcar tracks so they could use electric
power from the trolley wires. " The electrical
parades and coronation made the annual fall
festival well known and served to bring
people into the city even after the State Fair
Board decided to move the fair to Lincoln
permanently after 1898.83
Ak-Sar-Ben gave the city a "muchneeded boost," one that would last longer
and prosper more than any of the city fathers
dared hope in 1895. But the hard times had
not passed yet, and Omaha leaders came up
with another idea to lift the city out of the
"stupor, depression and gloom which pervaded all business circles in every walk of
life. "8 4 The Trans-Mississippi Congress, an
organization of delegates of states and cities
of the region, held its second meeting in
Omaha in 1895. William Jennings Bryan
presented a resolution that a TransMississippi and International Exposition be
held in Omaha in 1898, to present "all the
products, industries, and civilization of the
states west of the Mississippi River at some
central gateway where the world can behold
the wonderful capabilities of these great
wealth-producing states ... . ''85
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I. Official Bird's-Eye View of the TransMississippi and International Exposition, 1898

The Trans-Mississippi and International Exposition brought prosperity to Omaha after the
Depression of the 1890s. Under the efficient leadership of banker Gurdon Wattles, the great fair
lifted Midwesterners' spirits and transported them
to a make-believe world of Classical buildings and
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The Trans-Mississippi Exposition
Although the depression of the 1890s
was scarcely the time to take on and finance
a project such as the 1898 Trans-Mississippi
and International Exposition, the go-getting
efficiency of Gurdon W. Wattles , president
of the Exposition Company, soon calmed
local doubters. Wattles, a small-town Iowa
banker who arrived in Omaha in 1893, accepted the challenge of directing a scheme
that more than a few Omaha businessmen
believed was "being foisted onto the community by urrknown and inexperienced
men. " 1 In reality the Exposition was both a
financial and psychological success for
Omaha . Money derived from federal, state,
and local government along with appropriations from participating states, railroads,
and private citizens financed the grand
O FFI C IAL B IRD·S- EYE VIEVV
undertaking. Stockholders in the Exposition organization eventually recouped ninety percent of their pledges, a good return on
1
investments made mostly out of civic pride
The Civic Leader-Gurdon Wattles
rather than in hopes of profit.2
Gurdon W. Wattles personified the new Omaha leader of the twentieth century. Unlike
The more intangible benefits wrought by earlier leaders such as the Millards, Kountzes, or William Pax ton , Wattles and his friend s
the five-month Exposition were clearly
had not come in the early days to buy land or set up a retail store to meet the needs of weststated by President Wattles on the last day
ward travelers. They arrived at a time when the needed ingredient in business and politics
of the fair when he remarked that the enter- was organization. These men were evident all across the country as the boosters of both the
prise had been "like rain in a drought" to
city beautiful movement and changes in government such as the commission plan . Most of
Omaha . It returned prosperity to the city by them were businessmen who felt they had a duty to perform in community leadership, along
bringing in over 2.6 million fair visitors3 and
with business and political roles.
provided an escape for the Midwesterners
Gurdon Wattles was an Iowa school teacher who became an attorney after failing to win
who had seen little but crop failures, burning an election for county superintendent. When his law partner organized a bank , Wattles took
heat, and business stagnation in the depres- one-third interest in it and eventually bought enough stock to control the firm. He ex panded
sion that had begun almost a decade before. his investment to direct sixteen Iowa banks and then in 1892 purchased a controlling interest
The grand spectacle was held on the
in Union National Bank of Omaha . He became first vice president of Union National ,
moved to Omaha , and soon after built a $15,000 Chateauesque style home on 37th Street
Kountze tract, a former cornfield that had
once been the old Douglas County fairin the new West Farnam area. Union National Bank merged with Commercial National
grounds and racetrack, in the vicinity of the
in 1905 to become U.S . National Bank, located at 16th and Farnam. 1
Wattles wasted no time in becoming involved in public affairs, joining the Omaha Club
early settlement of Saratoga. The main court
lay between Sherman A venue (16th Street)
and the Commercial Club . In 1895 he led a Commercial Club comm ittee to examine the
and 24th Street from Pinkney to Pratt
feasibility of a Trans-Mississippi and International Exposition and ended up as president of
a permanent organization to run the giant affair. One biographer noted that "the success of
Streets, with additional grounds extending
as far north as Ames and east of Sherman
this great undertaking was very largely due" to Wattles' "tireless activity." Wattles himself
Avenue to the railroad tracks. Perhaps the
pointed out that the exposition had been a double blessing, by returning prosperity to the
city and "lifting the businessmen out of the slough of despond by giving them new vision and
Exposition appeared so fabulous to visitors
hope and courage. "2
because the Classical and Renaissance-style
plaster of Paris buildings "had no relation
After his leadership in the greatest enterprise Omaha had ever seen, what could Wattles
whatever to the life of the Plains" and transdo for an encore? He chose to remain active in public life . He helped organize the Grain
ported them out of their familiar grim
Exchange and served as its president for six years, sat on the Board of Ak-Sar-Ben , and was
voted King in 1908. Friends encouraged him to run for the Senate in 1906, but he declined
world .4
because of business matters and because he did not want to oppose Omaha Bee editor Ed
Under the leadership of supervising
architects Thomas R. Kimball and C.
Rosewater for the nomination . Between 1908 and 1910, Wattles served as president of the
Howard Walker, separate buildings were
National Corn Expositions held in Omaha. Although not as grand as the Trans-Mississippi ,
constructed to house exhibits in fine arts,
the Corn Expositions glorified the value of the vegetable and presented exhibits, speeches,

The Trans-Mississippi and International Exposition

I. Academy of the Sacred Heart, 36th and Burt
Streets, 1979
The school, one of the first structures in the
Cathedral neighborhood , provided education for
girls in grades nine through twelve.
(Om a ha City Planning Department)
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exclude Chinese immigrants.7
Some of the most entertaining events surrounding the Exposition were the unscheduled activities. About one week before the
opening of the fair on June I, two crusading
Salvation Army women climbed over the
walls and took an ax to nude statuary which
decorated the area. They destroyed one
statue, terming it "a menace to morality,"
before guards arrested them. Evidently the
women wanted the "immoral" art removed
so it would not tempt the inmates of a Salvation Army Rescue Home located across
the street from the fairgrounds at 2015
Pinkney Street.8
Another "popular but unofficial attraction" was the bordello of Minna and Ada
Everleigh at 12th and Jackson Streets. The
sisters, who "knew an opportunity when
they saw one," charged up to $100 a night
and made enough money to move first to a
better location near 14th and Dodge and,
after the Exposition ended, to a fifty-room
mansion in Chicago that earned the patronage of Chicago's finest businessmen and
politicians. 9
The fair closed in October with no lessening of the excitement that had begun in June.
Peace Jubilee Week, October 10-15, attracted over 313,000 people, almost 100,000 of
them on October 12 when President William
McKinley spoke. His speech reflected the
self-satisfaction the country felt at having
defeated an old European power in the
Spanish-American War, and he spoke of the
United States' great world role in the
future. 1o Omaha had a similar satisfaction in
having defeated the depression of the 1890s
and the city, too, looked toward the twentieth century with optimism and assurance.
Housing Expansion And Skyline Changes
The prosperity that the United States enjoyed after the Spanish-American War was
marked in Omaha by expansion of the city
along the ever-lengthening streetcar lines
and construction of buildings that would
later be known as city landmarks. The real
estate boom of the 1880s had imbued all
prospective developers with suburban fever,
but not all were destined to receive immediate profits. The 1890s halted growth in the
outer and newer suburbs, but areas closer to
the city that had been started in the 1880s
continued to gain some new residents.
In the late nineteenth century the streetcar played an important role in the expansion of cities by allowing workers to live

1

Omaha Neighborhoods.;_ West Farnam and Cathedral
The West Farnam area developed as an upper class suburb at the turn of the century.
During its heyday from 1900 to 1920 the Gold Coast, as the West Farnam area was also
called, housed the city's elite and was the site of dinners, dances, and weddings which set the
standard for social activities in Omaha . The term "West Farnam" referred to not only a
street, but a district including 32nd Avenue to 40th Street , Jones to Davenport. Dodge
Street was not the dividing line it later became and Davenport provided more of a
boundary between the Gold Coast and the Cathedral neighborhood north of it. 1 Homes
in the Cathedral neighborhood were generally not as elaborate as in West Farnam , except
along 38th Street. The district was settled after 1900 as the structure from which the neighborhood took its name began to rise.
Some of the earliest homes in the West Farnam area included those of Gurdon
Wattles and Edward A. Cudahy on South 37th Street , F. B. Kirkendall's home at 3727
Jackson, and one built at 3716 Jones for the president of the Burlington Railroad. Other
residents moved in after 1900 and the neighborhood began to exhibit the various period
revival styles of architecture then in vogue. Some of the house types included English ,
Colonial, Georgian, Gothic, Tudor, and Romanesque. One of the grandest homes in the
district was that of brick manufacturer John Withnell, who built his home in the style of an
English country house at 3522 Farnam. Inside, the house featured a three-story tower,
mahogany paneling, Tiffany light fixtures , and a music room with silk wall tapestries.
Edward Cudahy's stone mansion , built in 1897, contained twenty-two rooms, ten fireplaces ,
and seven baths. Gottlieb Storz, the brewer, built a Jacobethan Revival stone house near 37th
and Farnam in 1907. Storz's home, designed by Thomas Kimball and costing $16,000,
featured classical moldings and columns, a Tiffany skylight, and fireplaces with a mosaic
design. 2
The West Farnam District housed many of the city's wealthiest and most important
business and professional people . Joseph Millard of Omaha National Bank purchased 500
South 38th Street, a home built earlier by Arthur Brandeis, one of J. L. Brandeis' sons .
Charles T. Kountze, president of First National Ba nk and a son of Herman Kountze, built
his house at 3925 Dewey. Charles Metz, another brewer, built an Italian Renaissance style
home at 3708 Dewey. Victor Rosewater, son of Omaha Bee founder Edward Rosewater,
lived at 3525 Farnam. 3

2. S. B. Doyle Residence, 520 North 38th Street,

1980
Constructed in 1909 for contractorS. B. Doyle,
this Classic Revival dwelling is typical of those in
Omaha's Gold Coast.
(Oma ha City Planning D epartment)
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Although much of the Cathedral neighborhood was built as the new church went up,
settlement began in the district as early as the 1880s, with the establishment of Sacred Heart
Convent at 36th and Burt. Bishop James O'Connor spent approximately $2,500 to purchase the land for a girls' academ y in 1880. He asked the Religious of the Sacred Heart, a
society of religious women commi tted to ed ucation of "the daughters of more affluent
families in more developed areas," to set up the boarding school. Although it was unusual
for this particu lar order to esta blish themselves in such a frontier town as Omaha , they
ag reed to come and arrived in 188 1. After first conducting their school in an old house at
9th and Howard , they moved to new quarters in late 1882. At this time their locatio n was
known as Park Place a nd lay far from the city. 4
The growt h spurt of the 1880s brought more residents into the area since Dr. Sam
Mercer's car line from 36t h Street and Cuming provided ready access to downtown . The
most expensive home constructed before 1900 belonged to Charles Offutt a nd was located on
the edge of the Cathedral District at 140 North 39th Street. The two and one-half story brick
home cost $ 15,000 when constructed in 1894. Another ea rly resident was Edward Nash who
built a Colonial Reviva l home a t 820 North 38th Street. Nash started work as a clerk at the
Omaha a nd Grant Smelting Compa ny a nd rose to become its president. One other la ndma rk
of the Cat hedra l District was George Joslyn's "castle" at 39th a nd Davenport. The $160,000
Scottish Baronial castle reflected the homes of robber baron Andrew Carnegie on the East
Coast a nd in Scotland . Built of Vermont stone, the castle contained thirty-five rooms with
such special touches as a n 1800 pound wrought iron door and a marble drinking trough
off the front entrance hall for the family dogs. The grounds of the five and o ne-half acre
estate reflected Joslyn's interest in horticulture and were covered with over 250 trees and
assorted shrubs and vines. J oslyn, a na tive of Massachusetts, started work unloading boxes
for the Iowa Printing Company. He rose in the company ranks to become president of the
Western Newspaper Union, which so ld ready-made pages for small country newspapers. 5
By 1900 over twenty homes, mostly one and one-half to two stories , stood in the
Cathedral neighborhood . A building boom in the first decade of the century brought thirtyone new home starts. Prices ranged from $1,900 to $30,000, although the average home cost
about $5,800, easily affordable by middle a nd upper middle class families. In this decade
North 38th Street beca me a n ex tension of the Gold Coast and the showplace for Cathedral
District homes. Attorney Constantine J . Smyth, who eventually became Chief Justice of the
Court of Appeals in the District of Columbia, build his Classical Revival style home a t 710
North 38th Street in 1907. R . B. Bush, vice-president of a stea m, gas, and water supply compa ny, constructed a n lta lianate Renaissa nce Revival house on the northwest corner of
California a nd 38th Street in 1908. The home at 426 North 38th Street, designed by architect
John La tenser, was purchased in. 1910 by Ephraim W. Dixon, president of the Orchard and
Wilhelm Carpet Company 6
The 1913 tornado entered th e district at 40th and Dodge, went through th e Offutt
residence and Josl yn Castle , moved up 38th Avenue, and gutted the main building of Sacred
Heart Convent before jumping to Bemis Park . Like the Gold Coast to the south , the
Cathedral District's heyday lasted until the 1920s when ye t another generation of so ns and
daughters would lea ve the drafty old ma nsions and move farther west to the new suburbs of
Fairacres and Happy Hollow. The character of the neighborhood was altered as the number
of professio nals a nd proprietors of large business firms began to decrease and more sa lesmen and unskilled laborers moved into the duplexes and apartments which made up a
majority of construction in th e district by the 1920s. The exclusive homes on North 38th
Street remained somewhat exempt from the neighborhood changes. From the 500 block
north the street continued to attract men such as Otto Barmettler, manager of the large
Iten Biscuit Company, 622 North 38th Street ; attorney J. A. C. Kennedy at 521 North 38th;
and architect John McDonald at 509 North 38th Street. 7
Although both the West Farnam and Cathedral neighborhoods changed after 1920, they
continued to hold some of the character along North 38th Street and in parts of the Gold
Coast. The conversion to more multi-family dwellings occurred only gradually in the
decades after 1920 and thus the districts maintained a number of single-family homes. The
two neighborhood s characterized the elegance of life for the upper classes in Omaha before
the social changes brought on by World War I rendered them relics of an earlier age.
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farther from their jobs. Before the development of mass transit, everyone walked to
work and lived as close to their jobs as possible. Homes were frequently mixed in with
places of business or perhaps behind or
above a store. The streetcar began the
American movement toward separation of
work and home.''
Since the 1870s, homes of laborers and
working men in Omaha had tended to
develop north and south of the Downtown
business area. Professionals and businessmen had built their large homes on the hills
west of the business district, extending from
Capitol Hill on the north to Howard to
Jackson Street on the south. By the 1890s,
this area extended west to Park Avenue
and along the streetcar lines south to
Hanscom Park. Park A venue especially exhibited the importance of the streetcar in
developing an area , as several apartment
buildings were constructed along the thoroughfare in the 1890s. Easily accessible to
the streetcars, the apartments allowed
downtown workers to live farther out and
yet be able to get to work without a long and
time-consuming walk every morning. The
streetcars also brought to work the owners
of the grand homes being built in the area between Hanscom Park and the new Field
Club at 36th and Woolworth. 12
The car line running west on Farnam
Street also encouraged new construction in
that vicinity in the 1890s. The West Farnam
area encompassed the homes lying between
Davenport and Jones, 32nd Avenue to 40th
Street. In the 1890s only a few homes stood
there, but many more would be raised in the
first decade of the twentieth century when

I. The Strehlow and Majestic Apartments, 16th
and Grace Streets, 1929
This complex of buildings, erected by Robert
Strehlow, provided Omahans with attractive
homes that were convenient to downtown via the
16th Street car line. The city began to expand in a
northerly direction after the success of the TransMississippi Exposition.
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2. Country Club Avenue and Decatur, 1980
The Country Club neighborhood has experienced little change since it was platted in the
1930s. Most of the homes are one and one-half or
two stories in height and exhibit Tudor or Colonial Revival influences.
(Omaha City Planning Departmen t)

(Nebraska State Historical Society)

the area essentially became Omaha's second
Gold Coast. The wealthiest of early pioneers
had lived on Capitol Hill or on South lOth
Street near the Herman Kountze mansion.
Their sons, however, moved west to
mansions in the West Farnam district along
with men such as Gurdon Wattles and Edward A. Cudahy, who represented the new
community leaders in Omaha. Wattles built
his home at 320 South 37th Street in 1894;
Cudahy completed his stone mansion at 504
South 37th Street in 1897.13

2

Omaha Neighborhoods-Benson

The housing immediately north of the
business district was basically working aild
middle class to Locust Street, the southern
boundary of Herman Kountze's new development, Kountze Place. Lying between
Locust and Pratt, 16th to 24th Streets,
Kountze Place attracted the city's professional and business classes. The Exposition
held nearby in 1898 encouraged growth in
the area after 1900 in both single family
homes and apartments on the streetcar lines .
The Sherman Apartments were built at
Sherman Avenue (16th Street) and Lake,
while Robert C. Strehlow, who constructed
some of the Exposition buildings, erected a
huge complex of five buildings (now the
Terrace Garden Apartments) between
Sherman Avenue and 18th Street just north
of Grace Street. Strehlow, a German immigrant who came to Omaha in 1886, added
new innovations to his apartments such as
tennis courts, a playground , and a community house with recreational facilities for the
use of his tenants. 14
Each of these "inner" suburbs had been
partially developed by 1900 and would continue growing during the first two decades of
the twentieth century. Other suburbs generally located farther away from the central
city, such as Dundee and Benson, were also

In 1857 the United States government constructed the Military Road northwest from
Omaha to provide a thoroughfare for hauling supplies to its western forts. The government
purposely laid the road on high ground to protect travelers from attacks by Indians a nd
highwaymen who frequented the area. Eventually Scandinavians, Germans, Scottish , a nd
Irish settlers homesteaded land along the road. Their initial community center was proba bly
the First and Last Chance Saloon, so named because it was the first chance to get a drink on
approaching Omaha and the last chance to quench thirst on the way out. By 1887, twentyfive to thirty people lived along Military Road .l
In that year Iowan Erastus A. Benson , visiting Omaha on business, looked at a 900-acre
farm northwest of the city. Benson bought the land from John A. Creighton and immediately
platted a village named after himself. He quickly set out to promote his new town by forming
the Benson Motor Railway Company with associates C. L. Mayne and W. L. McCag ue . The
company operated a steamer car from the Omaha city limits, 48th and Grant Streets , to
Mayne Street and Military Road (now Maple and Military). The steamer frightened horses
and cattle along the road , so the local farmers forced the company to switch to horse power.
Later a Chicago syndicate took control of the residential Halcyon Heights addition south of
the Benson business district and joined the railway to form the Benson and Halcyon Heights
Railroad . Although the railway extended service to 66th Street, it was unprofita ble and the
owners gladly unloaded it in the general consolidation of street railways in the 1890s. 2
A real estate developer with a flair, Benson tried to attract people to his village by bringing
in a herd of thirty to forty buffalo . He hired an old cowboy named Buffalo Jones to look after
them for the one and one-half years that they grazed along Military Road. Erastus Benson
made other additions to his village, building a town hall at Mayne (Maple) and Military and
donating land for both a one-room schoolhouse and St. James Orphanage. The orphanage,
which housed seventy-five boys, had started at 24th and St. Mary's in 1870 and moved to two
other sites before coming out in the country in 1890. In 1892 Benson held sixty houses a nd
the community's first church, Benson Methodist Episcopal, was organized as an interdenominational congregation . The village was incorporated in 1897 with a population of 200.3
Erastus Benson did not reside in his village but in a twelve-room mansion at 4651 Dodge
that he built in 1890. He worked as a real estate developer in Oma ha, but had previously
taught school, practiced law, and edited a newspaper. He was active in politics and was
defeated twice in the race for mayor of Omaha . Benson also wrote prose and poetry and
published some of his works before his death in 1932. 4
Like Dundee, the village of Benson experienced a growth spurt after 1900. The population that year totaled only 510 but increased to 3,170 by 1910 and 5, 175 in 1920. As the
population expanded , the village became a service center for residents and nearby farmers.
The Bank of Benson (now Douglas County Bank and Trust Company) was incorporated
in 1904 and the Farmers and Merchants Bank organized in 1907. The owners of the thirtyfive retail stores formed a commercial club to promote Benson in 1908. The Benson Times
had begun in 1903 and continued to inform the community for half a century. Other
churches soon joined the Methodist Episcopal: St. Bernard 's moved to its new structure
in 1906 and First Presbyterian, First Baptist, and First English Lutheran were organized
within two years.s
Most Benson homes were single-family bungalows of moderate cost built on fifty foot

3. A. L. Reed's "Aloha", 2320 North 56th Street

The Reed home and others on the west side of
56th Street faced the Omaha Country Club
grounds when built. Today, they face Tudor-style
brick homes, constructed after the Country Club
moved to 72nd and State Streets in 1927.
(Oma ha City Planning Depa rt ment)
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lots. An unsuccessful attempt had been made to plat a "garden suburb" with sixty foot lots
and curvilinear streets with few intersections. The opening of the Country Club addition in
1926, however, brought th e "garden suburb" to the community.6
The village had plenty of entertainment to offer Omahans who rode out on the streetcars.
In the 1880s a German immigra nt , Charles Tietz, started an amusement park at 52nd and
Military. He erected a dance ha ll and beer garden, providing all night entertainment to the
bea t of a German band . When Tietz died in 1903 , brewer Fred Krug, who had loaned money
for the operation , took over. The new owner added amusements and rides, and the park
flouri shed until 1908 when its beer permit came up for renewal. Anti-saloon forces in the
village carried the day and closed down th e pa rk until 19 I 3, when it reopened and captured
its former brillia nce as an entertai nment center. Besides rides and concessions, the owners
built a swimming pool and ba thhouse, picnic facilities , and a dance pavilion . Krug Park
operated until 1940 when the real estate company which owned the land failed to renew
the a musement park's lease . With all buildings torn down the park was neglected and
remained covered with weeds for fifteen yea rs until Omaha finally decided to utilize the
land fo r recreation .7
Benson was a lso the site of th e Omaha Country Club, organized in 190 I with meat packer
E. A. Cudahy as president. The OCC set up its golf course on one hundred acres of land lying
between 52nd and 56th , Biondo to Military, and placed a clubhouse designed by Thomas
Kimball at th e northwest corner. In 190 I the grounds were far out in the country but within
twenty years the club would decide to move even farther out. The Omaha Country Club was
noted for including among its members some of the most well-known business and
professional men in the city. The community bore no a ntagoni sm toward the organization's
excl usive membership; rather it believed the club would help build up Benson. As early as
1905 the Benson Times wrote tha t the OCC would focus its members' attention on "the
superior adva ntages that are offered in Benson in the vicinity of the club grounds for a
country home .. . a large in vestment has already been made by several members in that
direction ." The west edge of th e co untry club, 56th Street , held a number of impressive residences . Abraham Lincoln Reed , president of Byron Reed Company and son of the founder,
built his home "Aloha " at 2320 North 56th Street , while nearby at 2616 North 56th was "The
Hedge," home of E. H. Sprague, president of Sprague Tire a nd Rubber Company. 8
As Benson grew and attracted new residents throughout the Teens, it was certain that
Omaha would desire an nexat ion. The loca l citizens seemed resigned to the fact, as a 1913
editorial in the Benson Times pointed out : "Annexation is inevita ble . We shall eventually be
drawn into Omaha with or without our consent." The addition of Benson and Florence to
Omaha in 191 7 was a relatively quiet occurrence since most Omahans were too concerned
with th e Europea n wa r to ca re about boundary changes. 9

platted by the 1890s but experienced almost
no growth until the renewed prosperity in
Omaha after 1898. Both were laid out by the
1890s and even connected by car line to
Omaha but were simply too far away to
experience much growth during the depression. Bemis Park , a development located
just east of Sam Mercer's mansion on Cuming Street, was on a car line and close enough
to the city but consisted of rugged ground
with a ravine. One home stood in the subdivision in 1890 and few others were built
there until after 1900.15
Accompanying the new residential construction in the first two decades of the
twentieth century was the expansion of
warehouse and office buildings in the
business district, and the erection of new
hotels and churches. By 1910 a warehouse
district had grown up east and north of the
wholesale district. Ninth Street, where the
original brick Capitol had stood in 1855 and
later the scene of much of Omaha's night life,
was increasingly filled with large warehouses
for companies such as John Deere Implements and Wright and Wilhelmy Hardware.
The location of 9th Street close to the railroad tracks determined the change in land
use as Omaha's importance as a storage and
distribution center increased} 6
Another result of Omaha's growth as a
distribution center was the development of
the Grain Exchange. Before 1904, only four
grain elevators stood in Omaha since most
grain passed through the city on the way to
Southern and Eastern markets. In the fall of
1903, A. B. Stickney, president of the Chicago Great Western Railroad , spoke at a
Chamber of Commerce meeting and suggested that Omaha become a grain market.
Gurdon Wattles and other community leaders solicited subscriptions from 200
members and opened the Omaha Grain Exchange on February I, 1904. Wattles served
as president for six years and witnessed the
opening of the Omaha grain market, organization of grain firms , and construction of
elevators. The Exchange operated out of
various downtown buildings until January,
1916, when it was moved to its new building
at 19th and Harney Streets.' ?
Other changes to the skyline during these
two decades included construction of the
City National Bank Building at 16th and
Farnam, Omaha High School on Capitol
Hill (replacing the old school built in 1870),
the new Brandeis Store built by J. L. Brand-

I. 34th and Lincoln Boulevard, 1980
The Bemis Park subdivision was one of th e
first platted with respect to topographical fe atures rather than on the rigid principles of the
grid system.
(Oma ha C it y Pla nni ng Depa rt me nt)
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eis' Sons on the southwest corner of 16th and
Douglas, and the new Douglas County
Courthouse, replacing the earlier structure
built in 1885. One of the grandest of the new
downtown structures was the Woodmen of
the World Life Insurance Company building
at 14th and Farnam Streets. The eighteenstory building, designed by Holabird and
Roche of Chicago, was the tallest structure
between Chicago and the Pacific Coast
when dedicated in 1912.18
A close rival to the WOW Building was
the Fontenelle Hotel. A group of downtown
businessmen realized the need for a first
class, fire-proof hotel in Omaha but could
not proceed until Arthur Brandeis and John
L. Kennedy donated a quarter block at 18th
and Douglas for the project. The Douglas
Hotel Company was formed with Gurdon
Wattles as president and issued $1 ,000,000
in stock to construct the building. The sixteen-story Fontenelle, designed by Thomas
Kimball, opened in February, 1915. The
hotel's most distinctive exterior feature was
the terra-cotta facade at the roof, supposedly fashioned to represent the headdress of
Omaha Indian Chief Logan Fontenelle, for
whom the structure was named.l9
Another well-known Omaha hotel, the
Blackstone, was opened in 1916 at 36th and
Farnam Streets. As a hotel "with a distinct
aim in the social life of Omaha," the Blackstone especially emphasized its party rooms
and dining areas, all available for "our city's
best social functions." The Blackstone
opened as a plush residential hotel but later
catered to traveling guests as well. It boasted
a magazine, The Blackstonian, and a Pierce
Arrow car marked by the Blackstone crest,
which met guest dignitaries arriving by
train.2o
Churches, too, had outgrown their old
locations and moved west with their congregations. First Presbyterian Church sold its
old structure at 17th and Dodge Streets and
dedicated a new Gothic-style edifice at 34th
and Farnam in March, 1917. As 16th Street
became a principal retail artery, Kountze
Memorial Lutheran Church also sold its
downtown building at 16th and Harney and
moved to a new stone church at 26th and
Farnam in 1904. The consolidation of two
Baptist congregations resulted in the construction of First Baptist Church at 29th and
Harney Streets in 1904. The members of
Temple Israel at 23rd and Harney, who had
postponed building a new temple since the

1

Omaha Neighborhoods-Bemis Park
The Bemis Park Company was incorporated on October 4, 1889, to develop land between
33rd and 38th Streets north of Cuming. George T. Bemis , elected mayor in Omaha in 1892,
had run a successful real estate business during the boom years of the 1880s a nd sought to
add the new subdivision to his properties. The tract consisted of 48 Y2 acres owned by Bemis
and II Y2 acres held by Dr. Samuel D. Mercer, who owned the land west of 38th Street.
Mercer had invested heavily in the area, platting the Walnut Hill subdivisions northwest of
40th and Cuming and building a motor streetcar line to the district. By the 1890s he erected
his three-story, Queen Anne style home at the corner of 40th and Cuming. The elaborate red
brick residence displayed · all the architectural features of the period including a tower,
detailed windows with stained glass transoms, and numerous fireplaces, balconies, and
porches. The Bemis Park property east of the mansion contained a ravine which was left
unplatted for donation to the city as a park . 1
The Bemis Park Company platted the new suburb as a quiet retreat for well-to-do
Omahans and charged as much as $5,000 for each of the large lots up for sale. Only one man,
Civil War veteran and accountant Edgar Zabriskie, took advantage of the Bemis Company's
offer and purchased a lot for $3 ,500 in 1888 . Zabriskie was enroute from New York City to a
job in San Francisco when he decided to make his future in Omaha. For years his Queen
Anne style house on the hill at 3524 Hawthorne was the neighborhood's only residence.2
The expensive lots prohibited any growth of the neighborhood during the depression of
the 1890s. However, the Board of Park Commissioners transformed the park from a wild,
weed-covered area with a creek to a tree-covered pleasure ground with a small pond fed by a
spring. At the turn of the century real estate developer George Payne got into the act. Payne,
who later gained nationwide fame as a land development wizard , replatted the lots and cut
prices to $1,200 a lot. Prosperity had returned to Omaha and residents eagerly took advantage of the new close-in neighborhood, erecting frame homes in Queen Anne, Colonial
Revival, and Classical Revival styles. Payne himself demonstrated confidence in his development by building his own home at 3602 Lincoln Boulevard 3
By 1906, Payne had sold his home to Dr. Palmer Findley, who came to Omaha to accept
the chair of gynecology at the University of Nebraska College of Medicine. He had studied at
the University of Iowa and Northwestern University before completing his studies in Berlin,
Vienna, and Paris. Findley wrote at least five books and co-authored others on gynecology.
Dr. Findley was not the only professional in Bemis Park for that class made up ten percent
of the neighborhood population in 1915 and sixteen percent by 1925. Dr. Rodney Bliss
lived near Findley at 3606 Lincoln Boulevard and also taught at University Medical
College, specializing in internal medicine . Attorney Arthur Thomsen, who later became a
district court judge, lived at 3426 Lincoln Boulevard by 1925. 4
Bemis Park also contained the homes of a number of the city's businessmen. Byron
Hastings, who lived at 3506 Hawthorne, got into Omaha real estate with pioneer Byron
Reed. In 1903 he formed Hastings and Heyden , a real estate company which he headed for
fifty years. Henry Haubens, a German immigrant, moved to 3509 Hawthorne in 1908. He

2. 3426 Lincoln Boulevard, 1979
This Bemi s Park residence, erected in 1902, is
typica l of the neighborh ood's Classic Reviva l
dwellings erected along Lincoln Boulevard a nd
Hawt horne Avenue.
(Omaha Ci1 y Plann ing Depa rtm en l)
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operated Lion Bonding a nd Surety Company a nd was well known in Oma ha's financial
circles. William F. Negele, general manager of the Th ompson-Belden Department Store,
li ved at 35 15 Hawthorne. The president of Carpenter Paper Company, Isaac W. Carpenter,
built his estate, "Linwood ," a t the corner of 38th and Lafayette. Tolf Hanso n ran the extravagant Cafe Beautiful at 315 South 16th Street and built his la rge home on the corn er of 34th
and Lincoln Boulevard. 5
The 1913 tornado destroyed homes in the southeast corner of Bemis Park , but the area
was rebuilt within months. The Bemis Park neighborhood contained one church , Zion
Lutheran , located at the northwest corner of 36th and Lafa yette. After a fire, the church,
renamed Augustana Lutheran, moved to the site of the old Carpenter home at 38th and
Lafa yette. Another neighbo rhood institution was Methodist Episcopal Hospital , housed in
a new four-story structure at 38th and Cuming in 1908. The hospital had been organized in
189 1 and located on 20th Street south of Harney before moving to Bemi s Park . The neighborhood 's professional population swelled with teachers after the city opened Technical
High School at 33rd and Cuming in 1922. The school was built to educate Omaha's youth
for business and commercia l life a nd to provide an alternative to the more classical educati on presented at Centra l High School. 6
While new homes went up in Bemis Park , the area just to the west had deve loped too . In
1912 Sam Mercer donated Carolyn Mercer Park , running from 38th to 39th adjacent to
Cuming, in memory of his da ughter. The green space connected with the Wa lnut Hill
Reservo ir Pa rk loca ted just north of Mercer's property. Soon after, brick and stucco homes
for upper middle class families were built on Mercer Park Road and Mercer Boulevard
adjacent to the mansion .7

1890s, finally dedicated their new structure
at Park Avenue and Jackson in 1908.21
One victim of downtown expansion was
St. Philomena's Cathedral at 9th and
Harney. The warehouse district had expanded along 9th Street and the John Deere
Implement Company purchased the land on
which St. Philomena's stood in 1907. The
church moved to I Oth and William but a new
cathedral known as St. Cecilia's was built
way out at 40th and Burt Streets. Many
Catholics felt the cathedral was too far out in
the country even though the Academy of the
Sacred Heart and a·lmost two dozen houses
were located nearby. Their fears proved unfounded since soon after cathedral construction began a neighborhood of fine homes
began to rise up around it. Under the guidance of architect Thomas R. Kimball, the
unusual Spanish Renaissance design was
planned as early as 190 I. Construction began in 1905, with the momentous cornerstone laying in October, 1907, witnessed by
three archbishops, eighteen bishops and
30,000 spectators. The cathedral was first
used regularly by the members in 1917; by
that time the neighborhood was no longer
out in the country but well integrated into
the city of Omaha.22
The City Beautiful Movement
The 1900s ushered in a new approach to
the appearance of cities, the City Beautiful
movement. Most American cities in the
nineteenth century had grown without the
benefits of planning or zoning, leaving huge
factories belching smoke into the next door
residential areas. Cities that located on
rivers used them for commerce, with
wharves and warehouses obscuring any view
of the waters. Buildings were generally
crowded together in the oldest parts of cities
since everyone Jived near their jobs until the
streetcar facilitated the separation of work
and home. Americans began to realize the
ugliness of their cities, particularly when
they viewed the Columbian Exposition in
Chicago in 1893. The Classical-style architecture and unified plan of the fair convinced
Americans their cities could be as attractive.
The Chicago Exposition served as the catalyst for the construction of dozens of
Classical-style courthouses, city halls, and
state capitols over the next decade. At the
same time American citizens realized the
value of park land, and Boston, Kansas City,
and St. Louis all created park and boulevard
systems. Even smaller cities such as Cedar

I. Krug Park, 52nd and Maple Streets
Krug Park, an amusement park which operated
from the turn of the century until 1940, was
located near Benso n and often attracted Omahans
due to its location along streetcar lines.
(lynne A. Farr Co llecti o n}
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Rapids and Des Moines, Iowa, developed
their riverfront areas into scenic parks. It
was no wonder, then, that Omaha also
worked to produce a park and boulevard
system. 23
The park board was included in the
charter when Omaha became a city of the
metropolitan class in 1887. The first Board,
appointed in 1889, had only Jefferson
Square and Hanscom Park under its jurisdiction but by 1894 had acquired Elmwood,
Bemis, Fontenelle, Miller, and Riverview
Parks. In 1898 Herman Kountze donated
Kountze Park at the site of the TransMississippi Exposition. Only Hanscom and
Riverview Parks were really developed
enough for community use by the turn of the
century, but the next decade saw the
improvement of the parks and creation of a
boulevard system to connect them. Florence
Boulevard , running north from 19th and
Chicago to Ohio Street and then west to 20th
Street and then north , was the first boulevard acquired by the Board in 1897. The
portion of the drive north of Ames where it
curved toward Miller Park was donated by
property owners along it and called the Prettiest Mile. By 1898, the Board had taken
steps to acquire by donations and condemnations Central Boulevard North (later
Turner Boulevard) and Central Boulevard
East (later Deer Park and Hanscom Boulevards). 24
Later additions to the system included
Lincoln Boulevard , running from the north
end of Turner Boulevard to Bemis Park, and
Fontenelle Boulevard, near the northwest
edge of the city at 46th Street. In 1912, the
Board acquired the land to tie all the parks
together and began work on John Creighton, Paxton, Mercer, Happy Hollow, and
Carter Boulevards. Carter Boulevard led to
the newest prize in the park system, Carter
Lake Park, purchased in 1908 with money
donated by Mrs. Selina Carter Cornish,
widow of White Lead Works owner, Levi
Carter.25
Krug
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2. Map Detailing the Park and Boulevard System, 1912
By 1912, the park and boulevard system
planned in the 1880s was nearing completion. The
system , which unified the city's parks, was Omaha's most visib le symbo l of the City Beautiful
Movement.

3. Omaha Dwelling, Constructed Circa 1870
Single story clapboard homes were common in
Omaha during the nineteenth century. Elaborate
Old World craftsmanship is revealed in the distinctive balustrade and column capital brackets.
(J oslyn Art Mu se um )
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The "New" Immigration
The physical growth of the city, its development as a storage and distribution center,
and the concerns with its appearance as evidenced by the park system, all revealed the
prosperity after the turn of the century. The
city grew in population from 102,000 in 1900
to 124,000 in 1910. South Omaha grew from
8,000 to 26,000 during the depression of the
1890s,26 and the constant growth of the
stockyards and packing industries continued to provide jobs for newcomers to the
area . The people who filled these jobs were
changing too, as the city began to attract a
wider variety of European immigrants. The
bulk of Europeans emigrating to America
had swung away from Northwestern Europeans made up of Scandinavians, Germans,
Irish, and English, and toward Southern and
Eastern Europeans such as Italians, Poles,
Russians, and Balkan peoples . Omaha felt
the impact of this change and after 1900
typified the salad bowl of nationalities that
most American cities had become.
Italians had come to Omaha as early as
the 1850s when the city was still a village on
the frontier. One early arrival, George
Giacomini , ran the Nebraska Bar and Restaurant at 13th and Douglas and prospered
enough to add a barber shop and baths to his
establishment before bringing his two
brothers over. Many of the early Italian
settlers were from the Northern Italian provinces of Piedmont, Lombardy, and Liguria
or had grown up in Eastern cities and come
west as pioneers. By the 1880s Omaha attracted more Italians, predominantly from
Calabria, who started life in the city as laborers working on the railroad , smelter, or
street and excavation crews. After saving
enough money these men frequently opened
their own businesses such as fruit and vege-

table markets, barber shops, or restaurants.
Carlo Can toni worked as a laborer after his
arrival in 1886 until he saved enough to open
a boarding house at 9th and Douglas. Cantoni provided a home for single Italian men
who came to America to work in hopes of
either returning to Italy to buy land or saving enough to bring the rest of the family
over.27
The Calabrese eventually settled around
24th and Poppleton, an area which became
Omaha's first Italian colony in the 1890s.
Samuel Mancuso arrived from Calabria in
1889, and like other Italians started as a
laborer on a construction crew until he could
open his own fruit stand at 16th and Harney.
His business prospered during the TransMississippi Exposition and made him a
leader among the local Italians. Mancuso
founded the Omaha Italian Club, a mutual
benefit society, in 1900, and along with
attorney Louis J . Piatti encouraged his
countrymen to participate in politics. It was
said that Mancuso could deliver the votes of
the Calabrese in city elections. Mancuso's
heyday as a political leader lasted until
about 1905 when the character of Italian
immigration to Omaha changed .2s
A main reason for this change was the
arrival of Sicilians Joseph Salerno in 1895
and his brother Sebastiano in 1897. Joseph
set up a shoe repair shop at 6th and Pierce
and Sebastiano had a shoe shop and secondhand clothing store at lOth and Pierce. This
area was beginning to attract some Italians
as immigrants of other nationalities gained a
foothold in America and moved away from
the downtown neighborhood . The two
brothers prospered and in 1904 Sebastiano
was appointed a steamship company agent.
He encouraged friends in Sicily to emigrate
and with Joseph, served as the travelers'
padrone. They met all of the newcomers'
immediate needs by setting up boarding
houses nearby and helping them get jobs on
their arrival. The neighborhood was selfcontained with a grocery store, clothing and
shoe stores, and the Bank of Sicily set up by
the two brothers in 1908. St. Philomena's
Cathedral served religious needs, first at 9th
and Harney and at 1355 South lOth (later
named St. Francis Cabrini Church) after
1908. The area around 6th and Pierce became known as Little Italy because so many
arrivals settled there in the years before
World War 1. 29
A third Italian colony, a mixture of

Northern, Central, and Southern Italians,
settled in North Omaha from 15th to 22nd,
Izard to Locust. The Northern Italians who
settled here frequently possessed better job
skills and were able to secure jobs more
easily than their countrymen who settled at
6th and Pierce. Their homes on the North
Side were close to the railroad , smelter, and
other sources of employment. The center of
social and religious life in this Italian colony
was Holy Family Church at 18th and Izard .
Once a Catholic church that served Irish
railroad workers as well as some well-to-do
families living north of Dodge Street, Holy
Family was becoming an immigrant church
by the turn of the century.Jo
Like the Italians , Poles came to Omaha
before 1900. Many of the Polish immigrants
who settled in Omaha were farmers who
sought land in the West but ran out of
money and stopped to work before continuing their journey. Those who came in the
1880s found their way to Sheelytown to
work in the Sheely Brothers Packing Company at 27th and Martha . Irish and Czechs
also lived in Sheelytown, an area bounded
roughly by Martha and Vinton, 24th to 35th
Streets. The mix of cultures frequently led to
Saturday night fights outside the three
saloons and the two dance halls along 27th
Street. Eventually these fights lost their
vigor due to Officer John J. (Gentleman
Jack) Pszanowski. Pszanowski began walking his Sheelytown beat in 1908 and became
known for being gallant, fearless, toughand for bringing in drunks horizontally.
Pszanowski later served as Omaha Chief of
Police for twelve yea rs.JJ
Although the Sheely Brothers Packing
Plant was destroyed in a fire in 1886, the
community maintained its vitality. Special
trains took men to work in the new South
Omaha packing plants. Sheelytown remained
a mixture of nationalities well into the twentieth century as evidenced by the various
churches in the area. The Poles worshipped
at St. Paul's at 29th and Elm from 1891 until
1895 when it was destroyed by fire. They
founded Immaculate Conception Church at
24th and Bancroft in 1897. The Czechs walked
to St. Wenceslaus Church at 14th and Pine
but agitated for their own parish after members were injured while crossing the railroad
tracks on the way to church. Their new parish,
St. Adalbert's, was formed in 1917 and a
church built on 30th between Gold and
Wright Streets. The Irish in Sheelytown could

I. Immaculate Conception Church, 24th and
Bancroft Streets
Immaculate Conception , anot her of the
national parish Catholic churches that are located
throughout Omaha, was originally founded by
Polish immigra nts in 1897.
(Oma ha City Planning Department )
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attend Our Lady of Lourdes Church on 32nd
Avenue near Hanscom Park.n
Sheelytown also became known as a political center of Omaha due to the town's
"Mayor," Nicodemus (Nick) Dargaczewski.
Dargaczewski arrived in Sheelytown from
the German sector of Poland in 1884. He
began work as a blacksmith but later opened
a saloon in Sheelytown where he cashed
checks for packinghouse workers. He gained
popularity with the workers which in turn
endeared him to Omaha politicians such as
Omaha's "perpetual mayor" James C.
Dahlman. Dahlman lived on the fringe of
the area but considered Sheelytown his good
luck charm and began and ended each
campaign there. Mayor Dahlman was one of
the few outsiders accepted and welcomed into
the community.33
Many Poles eventually moved to South
Omaha to live closer to their work in the
packinghouses and settled an area known as
Little Poland, bounded by 25th, 29th, "F"and
"L". These families established St. Francis
of Assisi Church at 32nd and "K" in 1899. A
generation later, the Poles built their homes
in an area west of Little Poland to 45th Street,
known as Golden Hill. St. Stanislaus Church,

built at 41 st and "J" in 1919, served these
Poles. The center of all Polish community life
in South Omaha was the Polish Home, a
former school at 25th and "L" purchased by
the Polish Home Association in 1937. The
organization had been founded in 1910 but
failed to secure a building until twenty-seven
years later because all of their money was sent
to help the government in Poland during
World War I and after.34
Many of the Germans, Irish, and Scandinavians who originally settled South
Omaha built their homes on the hills near the
business district on 24th Street. Czechs had
moved to South Omaha and settled east of 24th
and south of "Q" near Brown Park, while the
Poles had filled in the area to the north of the
stockyards. Although already inhabited by
some Irish and other Northwest Europeans,
one area left to later immigrants for housing
was the land south of"Q" Street; this neighborhood housed a polyglot collection of Serbians, Croatians, Romanians, Hungarians,
Lithuanians, Greeks, Blacks, and later on,
Mexicans.
Lithuanians first settled in the Midwest
in the 1870s, coming from work in the coal
mines of Pennsylvania. Some settled near

Loup City, Nebraska, while as many as 800
settled in Sioux City and Des Moines, Iowa .
The first Lithuanian to settle in Omaha was
Bronius Ruksius, who worked for the Union
Pacific after his arrival in 1879. The Lithuanian
community in Omaha grew slowly a nd stood
at slightly over 300 in the 1900s. World War I
evidently provided an impetus for immigration since the size of the group expanded from
315 to 840 between 1914 and 1918 .35
The Lithuanians who arrived during the
Teens found a well-established community
to welcome them to Omaha. Lithuanians
generally lived in an area bounded by 31st
and 36th, "Q" and "W" Streets, close to the
packing plants where many of them were
employed. St. Anthony's Society had been
established in 1901 with the purpose of
building a Lithuanian Catholic church. The
group purchased a lot at 32nd and "S" and
dedicated the church in 1907. Their first
priest and administrator was shared with St.
Mary's Catholic Church (Irish) at 36th and
"Q" a nd could not speak Lithuanian. Although there were few Lithuanian priests in
the United States and the church scarcely
had enough people or funds to pay one, Reverend Joseph Krasnickas arrived to serve St.
Anthony's Church in 1908.36
One community leader and organizer of
St. Anthony's was Bernard Maslowsky, who
arrived in Omaha in 1904. Maslowsky sold
fruit in Pennsylvania and horses in Wisconsin before coming to Omaha and setting up
business as a real estate dealer and tavern
keeper. On the side, he sold steamship
tickets and no doubt encouraged his countrymen to make their home in OmahaY
After the organization of the church the
Lithuanian community began to develop
other clubs and activities. The Lithuanian
Alliance of America was organized in 1906
and followed by a Lithuanian band in 1909
·and a theatrical group one year later. In
July, 1912, appeared the first issue of the
Vakaru Varpas (Bell of the West), a biweekly newspaper printed in the native
tongue. During World War I the Lithuanian
community actively protested the state of
affairs in their homeland through demonstrations. They formed the Central Committee for the Restoration of Liberty to the
Motherland and raised money to send to
Lithuania in hopes of ending Russian domination there.JB
Small groups of Romanians, Serbians,
and Hungarians also clustered south of"Q"

2. Temple Israel, 602 Park Avenue, 1979
This structure was erected in 1908 as the synagogue for Omaha's reform Jews. They eventua lly
decided to erect a new temple a t 7 1st and Cass
Stree ts and in 1951 so ld thei r earlier building to
the congregat io n of St. John 's Greek Orthodox
Ch urch.
(Omaha City P lanning Departme nt )

Street and worked at the stockyards. The
Romanian co lony numbered about 300
fa milies in the Teens. Their homes were located between 33rd and 36th, "P" to "Q"
Streets, wit h the Romanian Orthodox
Church and Community Center at 29th and
"T". Many young Serbian bachelors lived
around 30th and "S", where they constructed St. Nicho las Serbian Orthodox Chu rch in
1916. A group of Hungarians lived a long
27th and 28th Streets from "Q" to "X".
Rather than organ izing their own parish ,
the y attende d neighboring Cat h o lic
churches. Other Hungarians settling in the
city in the Tee ns li ved in No rth Omaha or
close to the Union Pacific shops 39
Croatia ns a nd Slovenians came to
Oma ha after the turn of th e century and
settled in the low land area between "V" and
"W", 33rd to 35th Streets , known as Goose
Hollow. The na me was derived from rhe fact
tha t the residents raised geese along the
small creek near their homes. The Croatians
and Slovenians were mixed in with the other
ethnic groups and lacked any community
organization until the arrival of Father John
Zaplotnik in 1908. A recent seminary graduate, Zaplotnik applied to Omaha 's bishop to
set up a national parish but was told to first
raise enough money to build a church . By
1918, four lots had been purchased at 36th
and "X" and Sts. Peter and Paul Church
erected on them .40
Zaplotnik was particularly concerned
about his parishioners being exposed to
Communist principles by union organizers
in the packinghouses . Knowing that most of
the parishioners rented their homes, he
visited them to gather the names of their
la ndlords. When he discovered that most of
the owners would sell their property,
Zaplotnik him self co-signed the mortgage
notes which gave his church members a
stake in American society and discouraged
a ny thoughts of Communist ideals. The
priest initiated Americanization of the
Croatians and Slovenians and pushed for a
parish school where children of immigrants
would be instructed in English . Zaplotnik
taught his people about democracy, a totally
foreign concept for people who had lived
under the iron rule of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire. Under his guidance, the parishioners were encouraged to become citizens and
vote in their new homeland 41
Greeks were also represented in the
migration of Balkan peoples to Omaha in
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the first decade of the twentieth century.
Many of them, particularly those who came
to South Omaha , were sin.gle men who came
to America to make as much money as possible and then return to their familes in
Greece. With this goal in mind, they often
crowded together in rooming houses to save
money. Few of them took the time to learn
English since they expected to return home
within a year or two. These men worked
around the country on railroad crews in the
summer and returned to South Omaha for
packinghouse jobs in winter. In South
Omaha , "Q" Street was called "Greek
Town ," with other Greek areas at 22nd and
"P" and 28th and "R ".42
There were also Greek families who intended to stay in America and settled in both
Omaha and South Omaha. They established
Greek grocery stores, confectionaries, and
fruit stands. Others operated coffee houses
which were well patronized by the single
men, who came to them for companionship,
recreation , and to catch up on Greek news.
The members of both the Omaha and South
Omaha communities built St. John's Greek
Orthodox Church at 16th and Martha in
1909.43
Although the various ethnic groups lived
practically on top of one another south of
the stockyards, they never seemed to have
serious conflicts. When the Greeks and other
Balkan immigrants were the object of hostilities later on, it was not by others from their

neighborhood but by native Americans and
long-time South Omaha settlers. Two
reasons may have contributed to the absence
of any large scale conflicts among them. The
corner of 28th and "R ",site of three saloons
and a cheap hotel, was known as Bloody
Corner. In the decade before prohibition the
corner was a gathering place for packinghouse workers, both white and Black. Every
Saturday night brought numerous brawls,
but also settled disputes, love affairs, or
other problems.44 The corner provided an
outlet for settling conflicts that arose
between individuals or nationality groups.
Differences were settled quickly rather than
allowed to escalate into more serious confrontations.
Another factor in promoting community
well-being was the Social Settlement on 31st
Street from "Q" to "R". The Association,
founded by the Omaha Women's Club in
1906, provided recreational activities,
classes, a library, and social and cultural
programs. Their building on 31st Street,
formerly a saloon, was opened in 1924. The
Woodson Center, a branch of the Social
Settlement and located at 30th and "R",
offered the same facilities for Blacks in the
neighborhood .45
One more large group of immigrants had
come to the city by the turn of the century,
but unlike the other immigrants, relatively
few of them settled in South Omaha. A large
number of Eastern European Jews arrived in
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Omaha through the 1880s and 1890s, settling mainly in the downtown Omaha Third
Ward. The first Jews to reside in Omaha
were men like Meyer Hellman and Aaron
Cahn, both German-born. The two arrived
in 1856 and opened a wholesale and retail
clothing firm, M. Hellman and Company, at
13th and Farnam Streets. Edward Rosewater, a Jew from Bohemia, arrived in
Omaha as a telegrapher in 1863. He started
the Omaha Bee in 1871 as a two page newssheet to push an upcoming election and built
it up into a major newspaper. These early
Jews first held religious services in Omaha in
1867 and formally organized the Congregation of Israel in 1871. They later built their
synagogue at 23rd and Harney and chose to
affiliate with reform Judaism.46
The political and social climate in Eastern
Europe in the 1880s forced the Congregation
of Israel to face a challenge. Their members
were mostly Austrian, Bohemian, or German and had considered themselves as
pioneers rather than immigrants. Most had
lived in America for a while before coming
to Omaha and had some experience in making a living in this country. The Eastern
European Jews were refugees who had not
been Americanized. Most spoke Yiddish
and were generally older and came with
larger families than their predecessors.
These Jews did not assimilate into community life as easily as the earlier arrivals .
Furthermore, reform Judaism was strange
to them, thus the contacts between the old
and the new Jewish settlers were limited to
benevolence. The earlier settlers formed the
Hebrew Benevolence Society in the 1880s to
help the newcomers find places to live and
jobs, frequently with the railroad or city
maintenance crews.47
The depression of the 1890s hit the established Jewish community very hard as
several of their leading businessmen failed.
Others left town, depleting their number and
causing some lodges and clubs to Jose most
of their members. Thus, by 1900, the character of Omaha Jewry had changed from
being "well assimilated, English-speaking,
modern in religious practice, and as a group,
fairly well-to-do," to a group composed in
large part of refugees, "unassimilated,
Yiddish-speaking, traditional in religious
practice, and still as a group-quite poor. "48
Most of the Eastern European Jews lived
between 9th and 13th, Harney to Center,
and particularly along South lOth Street

between Harney and Leavenworth, where
the new arrivals filled almost every house .
These Jews were orthodox in beliefs and
soon set up their own churches . The Lithuanian Jews started B'nai Israel in a building
at 1407 South 13th Street, which they dedicated in August, 1889. They later reorganized as Beth Hamedrosh Hagodol and met at
II 09 South 13th Street until 1911 when they
moved to another structure at 19th and Burt.
Some members of this group later split from
the congregation, believing they lived too far
north to walk to services. They formed Beth
Hamedrosh Adas Jeshuran, building a synagogue at 25th and Seward in 1922.49
Russian Jews at first worshiped with
B'nai Israel but also organized their own
synagogue, Chevra B'nai Israel Adas
Russia, the Society of Russian Israelites.
They built their first synagogue on Capitol
Avenue between 12th and 13th in 1889; in
1910 they dedicated a new synagogue at 18th
and Chicago. Hungarian Jews started a
mutual benefit society for sickness and death
benefits and met in rented structures until
1909. They bought and remodeled the
former Second Presbyterian Church at 24th
and Nicholas. South Omaha Jews organized
Adas Jeshuran in 1909 and acquired the old
First Presbyterian Church at 25th and "J"
for their synagogue.so
The gradual movement of synagogues
from the area south of the wholesale district
to the Near North Side paralleled the change
in residence of their congregations. After
1905, many of the Eastern European Jews
began moving to the working class areas
north of Cuming and especially along North
24th Street. The encroachment of business
or rapid growth of the Jewish population of
Omaha between 1900 and 1914 may have
forced the community to gradually move
northward from its old location. Many Jews
were employed in factories or shops in the
downtown area while others opened their
own businesses or peddled goods, thus
avoiding the problem of being forced to
work on their Sabbath or other Holy days.
North 24th Street gradually developed as
their main business district.51
While the orthodox congregations
moved north, the old pioneer synagogue of
the Congregation of Israel moved west to a
new building at Park Avenue and Jackson in
1908. By 1920, some of the orthodox Jews
also began to move westward , but th.ey left
their mark on the Near North Side through

their institutions. A labor lyceum or working man's club was built at 22nd and Charles
in 1922. The Jewish Old People's Home and
nearby bathhouse stood at 2504 Charles
after 1916. Jews had started a movement for
their own hospital as early as 1899 when they
acquired a structure on Sherman A venue
near the Exposition grounds . After another
shift to the former J . J . Brown residence at
2225 Sherman, they moved into a new threestory stone and concrete structure at 24th
and Harney. The new building, Wise
Memorial Hospital, was occupied in 1908
and opened to all patients regardless of
religion.52
The Omaha Jews were concerned with
assimilation into American life as well as
education and entertainment for their children . To this end, they opened the Jewish
Institute at 21st and Burt in 1907 where they
offered classes, meetings, and recreational
activities. They planned a Jewish Community Center and started fund drives but
the 1913 tornado caused all the money to be
diverted to relief funds. The storm passed
through the heart of the Near North Side
and destroyed the homes of many Jewish
families . It was not until 1926 that a new
Jewish Community Center opened on the
northeast corner of 20th and Dodge
Streets.sJ
The Golden Age: A Contrast
The years after the Trans-Mississippi
Exposition until World War I were a golden
age for Nebraska and Omaha as well.
General farm values increased, crop prices
rose, and some of the drudgery of agriculture was relieved by modern machinery.5 4 A
good agricultural economy naturally helped
Omaha , which was reeling from the "busy
hum of industry" evident in the city. Ed F.
Morearty recalled that in 1900:
Immigration was fast pouring into our state,
wholesale houses were being established here,
parks and boulevards were improved or constructed-all giving evidence of our city's
future greatness, permanence, and stability. In
short, not a cloud appeared upon the horizon
without its silver lining. 55

But under the surface, the outlook was
not so rosy for everyone. The future may
have looked splendid to the owners and
managers and emerging white collar class,
but to the laborers who worked long hours
for their daily pay, the forecast revealed
more of the same. Workers watched the
meat packers, railroads, and other large

1. Tom Dennison, Omaha's "Boss"

Tom Dennison, originally a gambler, controlled Omaha for over thirty years without holding a public office.
(Orville D . Mena rd Collecti o n)

2. James Dahlman, Mayor, 1906-18, 1921-30
Dahlman, known as Omaha's perpetual mayor
because of his long term of office, enjoyed the
public aspects of his position. The extent of his
connections to Tom Dennison are unknown, but
the two maintained a working relationship
throughout their years in politics.
(Orville D . Menard Collection)

companies absorb more control. They felt
some anxiety over the immigrants pouring
in, some of whom started as strikebreakers
and worked for lower wages than native
born workers. Unions were beginning to
make their presence felt as well and caused
more conflict between labor and management. Omaha faced problems as it grew
rapidly after 1900. Municipal government
was hard pressed to keep city services in
pace with growth , let alone to meet all the
needs of the newcomers within its boundaries. Like other American cities in this era,
Omaha had a political machine operated by
one man who attended to all details and
guaranteed that the city ran smoothly.
At the turn of the century, Omaha was
still as "lusty and wide open as it had been
during the days when it was a jumping-off
place for the West. "56 A wild and rough city,
Omaha attracted many transients and
strangers passing through because of the
plentiful jobs in the packinghouses or on the
railroads . Crime was a natural by-product in
such an environment and Omahans grew
used to reading newspaper accounts of the
violence of American cities. But one crime of
the new century stood out not only in
Omaha but across the United States. On
December 18, 1900, a former packinghouse
employee and rascal about town kidnapped
Edward Cudahy, Jr., son of the wealthy
meat packer, and held him for a ransom of
$25,000 in goldY A ransom note threatening to blind his son convinced the elder
Cudahy to deliver the gold to a designated
spot outside of Omaha on West Center
Road . Some thirty hours after the abduction, the kidnappers returned young Cudahy, none the worse for his escapade. The
kidnapper, a small-time bandit named Pat
Crowe, escaped capture by the Pinkerton
detectives, whom Cudahy had called in to
help, and police across the United States.
Authorities finally caught up with Crowe in
1905 in Butte, Montana , and transported
him to Omaha to stand trial for the kidnapping of Eddie Cudahy.ss
The trial began in February of 1906, an
inopportune time for Edward Cudahy, who
was himself on trial in Chicago with other
meat packers under a restraint of trade
charge. Feelings ran high against the beef
trust, especially among workers and common people who believed the packers
charged artificially high prices while paying
low wages to their employees. A packing-

house strike in 1904 had only reinforced
these beliefs as some 4,000 employees lost in
their bid to increase wages from nineteen to
twenty cents an hour. With the jury composed of men from such occupations as a
packinghouse employee, delivery clerk,
restaurant cook, and sign painter, it was no
surprise they found Crowe not guilty in spite
of the overwhelming evidence against him.
Reporters solicited townspeople for
opinions on the case and found most believed the verdict was a travesty of justice.
But a few of those asked to comment saw the
class consciousness that existed and explained the situation clearly. One citizen
believed the Crowe acquittal
.. . . Nothing more than we could expect from
the jury, composed , as it was, largely of laboring men. Cudahy, in their minds, is robbing
the people in small amounts three times a day,
and Crowe got back a part of this money in
one big chunk and didn't hurt anybody at all.
There is no doubt but that the jury thought it
no worse to steal one child than it is to starve
many .~ 9

The trial and its verdict illustrated the
class structure that had emerged in Omaha
and the rest of the country by the turn of the
century. By 1906, Theodore Roosevelt had
begun his campaign against trusts and progressive reformers crusaded against all
abuses in America . Upton Sinclair's muckraking novel, The Jungle, appeared in 1905,
exposing conditions in the Chicago packinghouses. All of these factors, plus the wealth
of the meat packers, helped turn the workers
of America against such capitalists as
Edward Cudahy. The kidnapping and trial

simply illustrated a problem evident across
the country-the division into classes of rich
and poor.
Although the meat packing industry
employed the most workers in Omaha, it
had no monopoly on strikes, which troubled
the smelting company, railroads, and the
streetcar company with equal frequency.
Omaha's first big walkouts afflicted the
smelter in 1876 and 1880. The Omaha labor
movement dated its beginning from the
smelting disturbance of 1880 which began
when 200 men walked out in demand of a
twenty percent raise. In the course of the
strike, the smelting officials eventually got
President Rutherford B. Hayes out of bed to
call out the Army to quell the disturbance.
The local militias, ready for action, arrived
in a serene and peaceful Omaha with nothing to do except stare at the strikers . The
confrontation ended with some employees
receiving increases but not what they had
requested. 60
The first walkout in South Omaha
occurred in 1894 when 150 butchers at Swift
and Hammond left their jobs in support of
butchers in Chicago, Kansas City, and St.
Louis. The packers brought in strikebreakers from other cities and housed and fed
them in the packinghouses to avoid conflicts
with strikers who blocked every street and
alley outside. In total, 1800 men went out in
sympathy with the butchers. The walkout
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1. Sporting District on 9th Street, 1908
Thi s neighb orhood with its ga mble rs, sa loo nkeepers, prostitutes, and drift ers prov id ed Boss
To m Dennison's base of suppo rt. The imposing
structure in the ce nter is the Castle, o ne of th e
city's finest bo rdell os, a nd a chief ri va l of Anna
Wilso n's esta blishme nt a round the co rner.
(N ebra ska State Hi storica l Societ y)
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ended after two and one-half weeks, but
many men were not taken back since the
packing companies refused to fire the new
men they had hired.61
Two other strikes in the packinghouses,
in 1898 and 1903, ended when men received
pay raises. It was in a 1904 confrontation
that the packers imported Greeks and
Japanese to serve as strikebreakers . When
the strike failed, the imported laborers kept
their positions, which fostered resentment
against them. In South Omaha, the Greeks
received the brunt of the hostility that the
"new" immigrants of Southern and Eastern
Europe bore in cities all across the United
States. This wave of immigrants was
attacked for being different from the earlier
Northwestern Europeans who largely
peopled the United States in the years before
1880. The new immigrants varied from Germans, English, and Scandinavians in that
they were often poorer than their earlier
counterparts. Frequently they had been
peasants in Europe and came without a
specific skill for earning a living. In addition ,
their customs and languages seemed more
foreign than those brought by the Northwestern Europeans. Their Catholic or
Orthodox religion and the fact that each
group seemed to have a national parish
church frightened an America that was
basically white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant in
outlook .62
The tensions in South Omaha boiled over
in February, 1909, when South Omaha
policeman Ed Lowery arrested John
Masourides, a Greek packinghouse worker,
for vagrancy. A scuffle broke out on the
way to the police station, and Masourides
shot and killed Lowery. Within two days
inflammatory petitions announced a mass
meeting to rid the community of "filthy
Greeks" and "thereby remove the menacing
conditions that threaten the very life and
welfare of South Omaha." Needless to say,
speeches by local officials, including the
mayor of South Omaha, excited the crowd
to action. They moved along "Q" Street
throwing rocks, attacking Greek citizens,
and burning businesses. Although supposedly aimed only at Greeks, other "foreigners" such as Hungarians, other Balkan
peoples, Italians, and Poles were also
attacked by the mob. Police were unable to
stop the frenzy, and while the governor
offered to send assistance, local officials
never bothered to request it.6J

..

Although property damages totaled
$161,000, no rioters were ever convicted of
crimes. John Masourid.es served five and
one-half years of a fourteen-year prison
sentence, then left the country. Most of the
Greeks in South Omaha departed after the
riot, but a small colony of businessmen in
Omaha remained .6 4 Although the shooting
of Officer Lowery precipitated the riot, it
represented more than revenge for a shooting. Hostilities against immigrants who were
new, different, and worked for lower wages
broke out in many United States cities; in
Omaha these feelings were unleashed by an
incident involving a Greek citizen.
The year 1909 saw other trouble in
Omaha with the city's first streetcar strike.
The Omaha and Council Bluffs Street Railway was under the presidency of banker
Gurdon Wattles. A union had been organized as early as 1902 but no problems arose
until 1909 when a national union official
arrived in town and organized the railway
workers to strike for union recognition and a
contract. Claiming he was protecting the
non-union men in his employ, Wattles refused to negotiate and called in the leading
strikebreaking firm in the country, Waddell
and Mahan of New York. The strikebreakers kept almost all the fares and company
money they took in but managed to keep the
cars going and forced the defeat of the union
within seventeen days.65
Omaha, like other American cities at the

turn of the century, faced problems in meeting the need s of its growing population. City
services could never quite keep up with the
expanding miles of suburbs or the hordes of
immigrants who flooded in by 1900. Notwithstanding the aid of local leaders, like the
Salernos for Italians or Nick Dargaczewski
for Poles, ma ny of the newcomers needed
homes and sustenance for their families to
tide them over until the breadwinner could
land a job. No social service agencies offered
benefits to these people; help came instead
from another type of institution that demanded only one thing in return- control of
the immigrants' vote. Political bosses controlled city governments by providing the
services no one else in turn of the century
cities worried about: a load of coal for a disabled worker's family, help in getting a
recalcitrant youth out of jail, or a proper
funeral and burial for a death in a family too
poor to pay for it. In return, the machine
only asked that those who had been helped
remember the favor in the voting booth and
support those candidates endorsed by the
machine.66
Omaha's boss, Tom Dennison , came to
the city in 1892 and ran "policy games," a
type of lottery popular among the lower
classes. He also became a partner in several
saloons, including the Budweiser at 1409
Douglas . The building provided Dennison
with an office from which he ran the city for
a number of years. Most of Dennison's

2. Ruins of the Idlewild Club, 24th and Grant
Streets, 1913
The destruction of the 1913 tornado was especially heavy in the 24th and Lake Streets neighborhood . Seventeen men died in the collapse of
the Idlewild Club during the storm.
(Omaha Public Library)
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money-making activities were located in the
Third Ward in downtown Omaha. As the
oldest part of the city, the area's dilapidated
buildings contained saloons , gambling dens,
and brothels. Old hotels and flophouses provided homes for gamblers, swindlers ,
criminals, prostitutes , and those down on
their luck and too poor to live elsewhere.
Police left the area alone except for rare
crackdowns while city leaders accepted it as
a necessary evil. Although Dennison got his
start in gambling, he no doubt derived profit
from saloons and prostitution as well. Both
were big business in Omaha- in 1911, the
number of prostitutes in the city was estimated at over 2,600, with average yearly
income from the business totaling
$17,760,000. Well-known brothels flourished in the Third Ward , with houses that
ranged from Anna Wilson's at 912 Douglas
(Anna lived until 1911) to one of her rivals,
The Castle at 116-118 South 9th Street. The
Castle, a three-story building with a turreted
gray stone front , was one of the finest brothels in the area , "where sin held full sway and
Satan reigned supreme. "67
Dennison originally moved into politics
to protect his Third Ward interests. He supported men who would leave his activities
alone and delivered enough votes to get and
keep them in office. Dennison's efficiency in
electing candidates seemed to rest on his
ability to get out the votes. Certainly repeat
voters and other forms of fraud were not unknown in Omaha , but Dennison relied more
on getting his constituents- the "down and
outers" and immigrants- to support hi s
candidates. 68
In order to mainta in close contact with
the various ethnic groups in the city Dennison recruited a series of trusted lieutenants
who served as go-betweens . His aides included both a Black and a Jew for connections with those communities . Dennison
even had a link to the city's upper classes in
the person of Omaha Printing Company
head Frank Johnson . The expanding city
offered the upper class businessmen opportunities that depended on favorable
decisions from City Hall regarding building
permits, paving contracts , printing contracts, and building codes and regulations .
Johnson maintained ties with Dennison for
Omaha's "better elements ," to insure they
also got what they wanted .69
For all the control they held over city
politics, neither Dennison nor Frank
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Johnson ever filed for office. In fact, the
mayor during most of Dennison's control
was one man , "Cowboy" Jim Dahlman.
Dahlman first ran for mayor in 1906 and was
elected then and each succeeding election
except one until his death in January, 1930.
Dahlman was born in Texas but came to
Chadron, Nebraska , as a young man . While
there he worked as a cowboy, but also got
into local politics serving as mayor of Chadron , Dawes County Sheriff, and a delegate
to the Democratic National Conventions in
1892 and 1896. He moved to Omaha in 1899
to work as a livestock commission man at
the stockyards but ended up spending the
rest of his life in Omaha politics J O
Dahlman and Dennison co-existed
peacefully throughout their long reigns together. Dahlman had no interest in closing
down the red light district or saloons and
thus did not affect the major concerns of
Tom Dennison. Whether Dahlman profited
from the political organization is questionable; however, he died a poor man in 1930.
Dahlman seemed to stay in office because he
enjoyed the public eye and flourished in it.
He once led a delegation of Nebraskans to
New York City to welcome his old friend,
William Jennings Bryan, on his return from
Europe. While there, the Cowboy Mayor
staged an impromptu demonstration of his
lasso skills, roping in several unsuspecting
citizens, including a few of "New York's
finest. "7' Between the private control of
Tom Dennison and the public administration and antics of James Dahlman , the city
government of Omaha was kept on an even
keel in the first years of the twentieth century
through World War I.

The Easter Sunday Tornado
One of Dahlman's and Omaha's biggest
challenges occurred on Easter Sunday,
March 23, 1913. At about six o'clock in the
evening a devastating tornado swept into
the city from the southwest. It entered
Omaha at 55th and Center, moved through
the wealthy West Farnam and Bemis Park
districts, continued northeast to 24th and
Lake and finally to 14th and Spencer, where
it crossed over Carter Lake to Iowa. The
path of the storm, four and one-half miles
long and a quarter mile wide, caused property damage estimated at $5 million. The
storm damaged or destroyed I ,800 homes
and left 2,500 homeless.n
An extra edition put out by the Omaha
Evening Bee on March 24 summed up the
story:
The tornado proved to be no respector of
persons, and in no way discriminated between
poverty and wealth. It had invaded the hovel
and the palace, the dwelling of the wage
worker, and the mansion of his employer.
Striking diagonally across the city, it scooped
up the hollows and slopes, and shaved off the
hilltops, where the houses Omaha was most
proud of had stood .n
The whirling destruction killed 140
persons and injured 350 others. The worst
damage occurred in the vicinity of 24th and
Lake Streets where sixty people died. Seventeen men were killed in the collapse of Idlewild Pool Hall at 24th and Grant. The
Webster Telephone Exchange at 22nd and
Lake became a makeshift hospital since it
was one of the few buildings left standing in
the vicinity. Soldiers from Fort Omaha soon
arrived to patrol the storm-ravaged districts
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and lead the search for wounded buried in
the rubble. Besides homes, the storm had
destroyed eight public school buildings,
eleven churches, a hospital, three convents,
and a children's home. Rebuilding began
soon after the storm with funds raised
through local charities and over $420,000
sent to Omaha for relief from across the
United States.74
Politics And The World War
While Omaha cleaned up from the 1913
tornado, it continued to expand . The city
had grown to its suburbs and annexed
Dundee and South Omaha in 1915, and
Benson and Florence in 1917. Dundee and
South Omaha wanted to maintain their individuality but the election law provided for a
decision based upon the aggregate vote of all
three municipalities, Omaha, South Omaha,
and Dundee. In spite of that provision, Dundee voted wholeheartedly against joining
Omaha, 301 to 79. South Omaha surprised
everyone by voting for annexation, 1,600 to
770, although the city council and Mayor
Tom Hoctor refused to immediately turn
over the reins of government to the
Omahans. The city of Omaha eventually
required a court order to take the South
Omaha records and funds. Dundee refused
to give up as quickly, for several property
owners there filed an injunction suit to prevent annexation. The suit went all the way to
the Supreme Court before it was decided
against the property owners, leaving Dundee a part of the new "Greater Omaha. "75
Even while annexation fever was at its
height, it was seldom front page news since
world events managed to occupy Omahans'
thoughts. The Lusitania had been torpedoed and London had reported bombing
attacks from Zeppelin ships. In 1915, these
were far-away events; by 1917 they were
brought closer to home when the United
States declared war on Germany in April.
Over 15,000 Omaha men joined the Army in
1917 while the Navy attracted over 3,500.
The balloon school at Fort Omaha and Fort
Crook buzzed with activity and young recruits became a familiar sight on Omaha
streets and passing through the Union and
Burlington Stations. On the homefront,
women planted gardens and began organizing knitting centers and surgical dressing
workrooms. Food conservation was a big
part of the war effort. People were encouraged to observe wheatless days on Monday
and Wednesday plus one wheatless meal

each day, meatless day on Tuesday, plus one ically aimed his reforms not only at the police
meatless meal each day, and porkless days force, which had continually faced corruption
on Tuesday and Saturday. The amount of charges since the turn of the century, but at
food saved would help feed our fighting men the vice and immorality rampant in the city.
and their allies. The city had local leader- The vigor with which Ringer demanded more
ship m conservation- Gurdon Wattles money for his crusade surprised the other
served as Federal Food Administrator for commissioners and Omaha residents.
Problems with Ringer and the police departNebraska throughout the war. 76
As the war progressed , some changes were ment plagued the administration throughout
discernible in Omaha's political climate. The its three years in office. 79
As mayor, Ed Smith did not have an easy
election in May, 1918, was the first and only
time the city's reformers were able to defeat term. By 1919, the end of World War I was
Tom Dennison's slate for office. Even Omaha's causing chaos in cities across the nation with
"perpetual mayor" was defeated. The reform- strikes, unemployment for returning soldiers,
ers, particularly prohibitionists, had been and tense racial situations. The milieu in
trying to oust Dahlman since 1906. More Omaha was no different. By June, 1919, local
moderate men pushed for structural changes
boilermakers, brickmakers, tailors, telegrain city government and succeeded in adoption phers, teamsters, and truck drivers were on
of the commission form of government in
strike. The street railway workers also went
1912. The commission replaced the mayor
out in June over wage increases, overtime
and council, composed of representatives pay, a closed shop, and seniority rights lost
from each ward, with seven non-partisan during the 1909 strike. The city stepped in to
commissioners elected at large. One of the mediate and settled the problem with pay
commissioners would then be chosen mayor increases but also raised the car fare paid by
by his fellows; the others would serve as heads the public. In July, livestock handlers at the
of various departments of city government.
stockyards went on strike but were replaced
This method supposedly eliminated ward
by non-union workers . The Omaha Bee
control, a major component of political reported that as many as 500 Black workers
machines. However, even the new commis- had arrived in the city seeking employment
sion form could not unseat Dahlman who in the packinghouses. In Omaha, the use of
was elected in 1912 and promptly chosen
Blacks as strikebreakers in the teamster and
mayor by his fellow commissioners. 77
stockyard workers' strikes helped create more
By 1918 Tom Dennison was facing serious racial tension in a city filled with unemployed
problems. Two years earlier, the voters of veterans. Railroad workers and cooks, waiters,
Nebraska approved an amendment to the and waitresses also walked off their jobs bestate constitution prohibiting the sale or fore the end of summer. so
Although prohibition had been the law
manufacture of liquor. A major source of
Dennison's income, the saloons and gambling for two years, its merits were still receiving
dens, went underground . Also, a state elec- public debate. State and local agents, known
tion and registration law passed in 1915 helped as "booze hounds," combed the city looking
for illegal activities. Six special officers were
to curtail any fraudulent registration and
repeat voting relied on by the machine in stationed at the Douglas Street Bridge and a
elections. Dennison had suffered challenges police motorboat cruised the Missouri in an
to his control by 1916, and the trial in 1918 of effort to halt any bootlegging activity between
one of his lieutenants, a county commissioner, Omaha and Council Bluffs.B1
Criticism of Dean Ringer's police
revealed much corruption in city government
that reflected badly on those in office. department intensified as crime rates seemed
Dennison himself supposedly told his cohorts to rise over the summer. Murder and other
it was time to let the reformers have their violent acts occurred but the press seemed
chance in office-after one term, the city most anxious to highlight alleged sexual
would be glad to welcome back the machine. assaults by Black men on white women.
Between June 7 and September 27, twenty
Unfortunately for Omaha, Dennison's words
attacks on white women were reported , with
were prophetically correctJB
The reformers elected to office were led by sixteen of the attackers alleged to be Black
attorney Ed P. Smith, and Police Commis- men. The story of arrests of the supposed
sioner J. Dean Ringer, who "saw his election attackers made front page headlines for the
as a call for a moral crusade." Ringer specif- Bee and Daily News, but the subsequent

Interior of Douglas County Courthouse after
1919 Riot
T he September, 1919 courthouse riot was
Omaha's worst hour, a n eve nt believed to be preci pita ted by political maneuvering. In order to
dea l with the ex tensive damage to the courth ouse,
a specia l Legislati ve sess ion em powered the
Douglas Cou nty Commi ssio ners to issue bonds

releases of innocent men were seldom mentioned. T he month of September brought
increased tension as a member of the muchcrit icized Police Department Morals Squad
shot a Black hotel worker in a raid on the
Plaza Hotel. The city commission voted not
to suspend the policeman involved . A
near-lynch ing in Grand Island on September 25 further inflamed race relations. 82 By
that time, Omaha needed only a spark to
set off the race riot tha t occurred on September 28 , 1919.
Development Of The Black Community
And The 1919 Courthouse Riot
Blac ks came to Nebraska as early as the
1860s a nd 1870s, and found jobs as ra nch
ha nd s or on the construction gangs of the
Union Pacific and the Burlington. The first
"Grea t Exodus" of Blacks from the South
occurred during the 1870s. Most of them
entering Nebraska came from rural areas in
the South but settled in towns or cities on
their arrival since they were frequently too
poor to purchase equipment needed for
homesteads. Few possessed job skills, so
most of the work open to them was in
persona l services, working as porters,
waiters, a nd ja nitors. A few found jobs in the
packing plants, smelter, or on the railroad ,
but these opportunities were limited since
Blacks were competing with European
immigrants for the available positions. The
depression of the 1890s caused the Black
population in the state to drop as many lost
their jobs a nd left to try their luck
elsewhere .83
The number of Blacks increased slowl y
from the turn of the century until World
War I when the second "Great Exodus" or
great migration from the South began . The
word was spread that the industries in
Nebraska needed workers since many of their
regula r men had gone to war a fter 1917. The
packing plants paid the train fare for hundreds
of Southern Blacks to travel to Nebraska ,
while the railroads cooperated by granting
the packers reduced rates for groups of
twenty-five men or more. This Exodus, which
peaked in 1918, brought Afro-Americans
mainly from urban centers of the South.
These men possessed job skills and most had
not come directl y from their native state but
made one or two moves in between . The bulk
of them settled in cities, particularly Omaha ,
where they worked in packing plants, on the
railroads, or in hotels , restaurants, and
clubs 8 4

for courthouse repair and replacement of records .
(Nebraska State Historica l Society)
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Although the Black community in Omaha
became most visible in the Teens and 1920s, it
had existed in an organized manner for several
decades. Churches generally indicate the
existence of a community and at least three
of them served the Afro-Americans of Omaha
before 1880: St. John's African Methodist
Episcopal, organized 1865; African Baptist,
organized 1874; and St. Philip the Deacon
(Episcopal), organized 1878. One more early
church was Zion Baptist, founded in 1884. St.
John's built a structure on the corner of
Webster and 18th Streets in 1867. Zion
Church completed its new building at 23rd
and Grant in the early 1890s. St . Philip the
Deacon was actually a mission at 9th and
Farnam when organized by the Very Reverend
Frank R. Millspaugh , Dean of Trinity
Cathedral. As the mission attracted more
people it was moved to 19th and Cuming in
1882 and named St. Philip the Deacon. The
church moved once more in 1890, to 21st
Street between Paul and Nicholas, where it
remained for sixty years.85
To this church on 21st Street came a young
seminary student who influenced Omaha's
Black community until the 1930s, John
Albert Williams. Williams came to St.
Philip's as a missionary during his summer
break from school. When he graduated in
1891 he took charge of this mission . Father
Williams actively participated in diocesan
affairs, holding a variety of positions and

awarded honors for his dedication to his work.
He served as first president of the Omaha
Branch of the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP),
founded in 1914. He also edited the Omaha
Monitor, the best known and most widely
read of Black newspapers in Nebraska during
its publication between 1915 and 1929.
Williams served as the voice of the AfroAmerican community during the years when
it experienced a great upsurge in population
and weathered the riot of 1919.86
Although the Monitor was well known, it
was not Omaha's first Black newspaper.
Politician F. L. Barnett established a weekly,
The Progress, while Cyrus D. Bell, a
member of St. Philip's, published the AfroAmerican Sentinel in 1892. Another early
newspaper was The Enterprise, begun in
1893. Besides Williams' Monitor, later
newspapers included The New Era published
by George Parker between 1920 and 1926,
The Omaha Guide, established by C. C.
Galloway in 1927, and The Omaha Star,
begun in 1938.87
Black Omahans organized politically as
early as the 1880s under the leadership of
newspaperman and ex-slave Cyrus D . Bell.
Also active in the 1880s was Ed win Overall,
the first Afro-American mail carrier in
Omaha , who ran for city council on the
Populist ticket in 1893. Later Dr. M. 0.
Ricketts led the community in political
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activity and became the first Black to serve
in the state legislature, from 1892 to 1896.
Born in Kentucky of slave parents , Ricketts
and his family moved to Missouri after the
Civil War. He was well educated and taught
school for two years before entering Omaha
Medical College. After graduating with
honors in 1884, he opened his own practice
in Omaha. Ricketts was known for being
"one of the best speakers in the House, as
well as a ready debater." Another political
leader was attorney Harrison J. Pinkett, a
graduate of Howard University, who came
to Omaha in 1907. He opposed Tom Dennison's control in the Third Ward and
worked to break up Omaha's red light district. Pinkett served in World War I and
later devoted much of his time to work as
legal counsel for the NAACP. BB
Like many other Black professionals in
Omaha, Pinkett had his office downtown
near the red light district. These men were
especially prominent on 14th Street from
Dodge to Douglas, where Dr. L. E. Britt and
Dr. J . L. Hutton , physicians , had offices, as
did Dr. C. H. Singleton, dentist. The block
also held other Black places of business, such
as Jewell and Phannix, billiards, Howard Livingston, tailor, and Alf Jones, restaurant.
Nearby on Dodge Street were several barbers
and the billiard parlor run by C. C. Galloway,
later publisher of The Omaha Guide.
Since most lodges and fraternities at that
time were segregated, the Blacks had their
own Knights of Pythias Hall at 1018 Douglas. This location placed the center of AfroAmerican community life between the red
light district controlled by Tom Dennison
and the main Omaha retail area on 16th
Street. The thriving Black community in
Omaha in the Teens boasted a large professional and business class. Since most of
them were prohibited from going into large
scale business, many became professionals.
Others opened restaurants, drug stores, or
nightclubs since these places were most
often segregated in Omaha. 89
Although 14th and Dodge provided a
center for the Black community, they lived
all over the city through the Teens. However,
many of them tended to congregate on the
Near North Side up to Lake Street around
churches and businesses, or in South Omaha
near the packinghouses. No matter where
they lived, Tom Dennison's machine found a
place for them. Dennison always maintained
a Black lieutenant from the earliest days on.

His first Black accomplice was Vic Walker,
owner of the Midway, one of the most
notorious resorts in the red light district.
Walker received police protection for his
den of evil and in return he acted as liaison
between the Black community and the Boss.
Walker and Dennison quarreled in 1901 and
Jack Broomfield, who opened a saloon at
Ill South 14th, took his place. Even later
on, Harry Buford, a policeman, served as
Dennison's chauffeur and link with the
Black community.9o
The spark that Omaha needed for explosion was yet one more reported assault of
a white woman by a Black man. On the
evening of September 25, 1919, a Black man
allegedly assaulted Agnes Loebeck as she
was walking near Bancroft and Scenic Avenue. The next day police arrested Will
Brown, a former packinghouse worker who
was unemployed because of rheumatism , for
the assault. He was kept in the fourth floor
jail of the Courthouse at 18th and Farnam
for three days, and on Sunday, September28,
a crowd formed outside demanding the
prisoner. The throng grew to 6,000 by six
o'clock and was held back only by policemen wielding nightsticks and fire hoses . Two
hours later the mob had broken down the
doors and set fire to the building.9 1
With flames and smoke pouring out the
windows , Mayor Ed Smith, Commissioner
Ringer, and the police chief came out to
attempt reasoning with the crowd. It was
much too late for talk and the mob grabbed
Mayor Smith, put a noose around his neck,
and hung him to the metal arm of a traffic
light tower. Russell Norgard , of 3719 Leavenworth, fought his way through the mob,
grabbed the Mayor and hustled him into the
car of Police Detective Ben Danbaum. The
policeman attempted to evacuate the prisoners by retreating down a back stairway.
On the way down, the mob confronted them
and dragged Brown outside where they hung
him from a telephone pole at 18th and Harney. The crowd shot him hundreds of times,
then burned the body and paraded the remains through the streets for several hours. 92
Eventually, troops from Fort Omaha
went on duty under the leadership of General
Leonard Wood. He placed the city under
martial law and assigned soldiers to patrol
Black residential areas and guard the Courthouse and City Hall. General Wood made
plenty of comments about the riot and stated
his suspicion that it was "due to an organized

effort which could be traced back to the
criminal gang which ruled Omaha." He also
discovered that a regular taxi service had
operated on the 28th, bringing extra men to
the riot from various spots in the city.93
John Albert Williams echoed General
Wood's feelings in The Monitor. He saw
behind the riot "the hidden, but not wholly
concealed hand of those who would go to
any extreme to place themselves in power."
Williams also chastised the sensational
reporting of the Bee and the News for their
part in agitating Omaha's citizens. However,
a good portion of Omahans who wrote into
the daily newspapers saw the riot as justified. After all, they reasoned , someone had
to protect Omaha's women , and the police
had certainly failed in that regard . Most
citizens could not see the role of newspapers
in the crime, except for attorney H. J. Pinkett, who "accused the press of disregarding
the merits of Negroes and branding them
as a race of rapists ."94
Mayor Smith survived the attempt on his
life and recovered after a long hospital stay.
Over I00 persons were arrested for their part
in the riots, but few were ever punished . The
first man taken to trial was sentenced to one
to twenty years in the penitentiary for arson.
That was the heaviest sentence of any of the
men involved in the riot; others received
fines and light jail sentences.95
The · extent of Tom Dennison's control
over the riot has never been determined. He
was conveniently out of town on September
28. Whatever the true cause of the riot, it
served Dennison's purposes well. The city
began to appreciate the control that the boss
had over law and order in Omaha and in May,
1921 , returned Dahlman and the rest of the
machine slate to the board of commissioners.96

1920-1940
Post-War Growth in Omaha
President Warren G. Harding's "Return
to Normalcy" promise after World War I
found its Omaha manifestation in expansion
of the city and new buildings. Apartment
complexes, rather than single buildings, began to ring the downtown and also rise along
main thoroughfares in suburban neighborhoods. The 1920s and 1930s brought the
construction of new cultural centers, new
schools to meet the needs of the growing
city, and the development of a municipal airport. Real estate men laid out new housing
developments on the city's fringes , while two

1. Drake Court, 701 South 22nd Street

William B. Drake began his dream of being
Omaha 's apartment king with construction of the
Drake Court apartment complex between 1916
and 1919. He erected so many apartment buildings, however, that he began to compete with
himself and went bankrupt by 1925.
(Om a ha C ity Pla nnin g Departme nt)
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of the country clubs decided to move farther
out of the city and leave their valuable locations to new housing.
Rent profiteering occurred during Mayor
Ed Smith's administration in the summer of
1919 because of a lack of available rental
property in the city. The returning veterans
and other people coming to the city looking
for work caused long waiting lists for most
dwellings. Mayor Smith handled the situation
by simply encouraging builders to construct
more houses and apartments . His simplistic
solution may not have solved the housing
shortage, but builders were certainly taking
his words to heart. In 1922, I ,552 dwellings
valued at $6, 138,592 were built, setting a
record for the most homes ever built in one
year in Omaha. The total of2,740 new buildings constructed in that year reached a value

2. Interior of a Typical Apartment at Drake
Court

occupants organized in order to fight an increase
in their $35 monthly rent.

Clearly the Drake Court Apartments were
aimed at the discriminating renter, as revealed by
this photo of a new interior. The post-war housing
problems and alleged rent profiteering in 1920 put
Drake into the center of a tenant's war. In a move
that attracted nationwide attention, Drake Court

(Omaha City Planning Department)

of $11,242,915. Three years later the value of
all new buildings stood_at $14,624,520. 1
One of the most prolific builders in Omaha
was William B. Drake and his Drake Realty
Company, organized in 1917. Between 1918
and 1928 the company built over I, 100 apartment units of fireproof construction. The
company first erected the Drake Court
Apartments between 20th and 22ndjust north
of Leavenworth. Between 1918 and 1921
Drake completed fourteen buildings holding
216 apartments in Drake Court. He constructed
the Dart more Apartments just west of Drake
Court and also built the Alhambra, Palmer,
Turner Court, Austin, and Carberry
Apartments. 2
In some inner areas such as the Cathedral
district duplexes accounted for much of the
construction. Between 1921 and 1925 twofamily dwellings made up over forty-three
percent of homes other than apartments built
in the Cathedral neighborhood. Most of
these dwellings were in the price range of
middle class families .J
Apartments near downtown and along
transportation lines provided some of the
needed housing, but there was also an
emphasis placed on the new suburban single
family home. The construction of new
schools, particularly new secondary schools,
encouraged residents to move farther away
from the downtown while assuring them of a
proper education for their children . When
Technical High School opened at 33rd and
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Cuming in October, 1923, it was hailed as the
"most outstanding single event in the educational history of Omaha." The school cost
$3,500,000 and was reputed to be the largest
high school between Chicago and the West
Coast. Technical High School had previously
been located on Leavenworth and was known
as Commercial High School. Technical was
soon followed by other schools serving each
quarter of the city. North High School was
built at 36th and Ames in 1924, South High
completed at 24th and "J" in 1926, and
Benson High School begun at 52nd and
Maple the same year.4
Omaha had gradually grown north of
Kountze Place, particularly along Florence
Boulevard and 30th Street, the main road
between Florence and Omaha. Fort Omaha
and Miller Park, both on 30th Street, drew
Omahans northward. After 1900 beautiful
brick and frame mansions with a view of the
Missouri River Valley were built along
Florence Boulevard. The street, from north
of Ames to Read, became known as the
"Prettiest Mile." Residents included the city
boss, Tom Dennison, who lived at 6I41
during part of his career; manufacturer and
County Commissioner Thomas F. Stroud at
5100; and L. B. Johnson, a former state
treasurer and city councilman from 19061913, wt o resided at 6524 Florence Blvd. 5
The area north of Miller Park was cornfield untill915 when the Charles W. Martin
Company purchased it for a housing tract.
Much of the land purchased by the Martin
Company was originally part of the Parker
estate. James M. Parker, an early settler and
founder of the Florence Bank, trusted the
land's management to his son in the late
1850s. Frederick Parker, the son, was an
author and painter who had his studio west
of 30th and Redick. Gradually the Parker
estate was sold with a big section becoming
Miller Park in I 891.6
Martin named his development Mione
Lusa ("clear water") and laid out Mione
Lusa A venue down the middle of the tract
over a creek that flowed to the Missouri.
Martin's use of the land was illustrated in a
I9I8 ad in the Daily News: "When we
bought the land that is now Mione Lusa
(April, I 915) it was a big cornfield of 128
acres. Endowed by nature with beautiful
rolling contour, it needed but the magic
wand of man to turn it in a few days into a
district of contented home owners." Martin
went on to give the specifics, such as inclu-

1. George 's Happy Hollow Subdivision, 52nd
and Davenport Streets, 1979
This area was part of the George Realty Company's first Happy Hollow subdivis io n, immediately west of Dundee Village. The curvilinea r
streets and variety of Period Revival housing
styles marked it as an upper middle class neighborhood by 1915.
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(Oma ha Ci ty Planning Departme nt )

sion of six miles of water mains, forty-seven
hydrants, twelve miles of cement sidewalks,
an ornamental lighting system, I, 700 shade
trees, and last but not least, a clubhouse . The
club, built at Minne Lusa Avenue and
Redick in 1917, was first known as the Prettiest Mile Club. Members paid dues of$150
to $300 yearly to partake of the Club's restaurant, bowling alley, dances, and card
rooms. In the 1930s the Odd Fellows assumed management of the facility and called
it the Birchwood Club, in reference to the
birch trees in Miller Park and along
Florence Boulevard. 7
By 1918 the Martin Company had built
and sold 150 homes and sold almost 700
more lots in Minne Lusa. Following techniques used by other real estate developers,
Martin emphasized the rural qualities of
Minne Lusa and its benefits for living: "If
you like to see things grow, to plant and to
harvest, to help yourself, your neighbor and
your country, to build up financial independence, to breathe deep of pure country
air, to play golf or tennis, to be among birds
and flowers , to say 'this is my own,' come out
to MinneLusa. " Six years later, MinneLusa
had grown to over 600 homes and Martin
had begun to develop Florence Field, a tract
of 211 acres on the hills west of 30th Street. s
While Charles W. Martin was developing
new housing in North Omaha, a number of
other housing areas were opening up in another direction-the western edge of the
city. The George Realty Company, which
had developed the land adjacent to Happy
Hollow Boulevard between Underwood and
Leavenworth, opened up the exclusive new
Happy Hollow residential area. Lying north
of Underwood and west of the Boulevard,
the neighborhood was a portion of the city's
newest Gold Coast.9

2

This Gold Coast included two adjacent
areas, Fairacres and Buena Vista. Fairacres
was located west of the Happy Hollow Club
grounds between Dodge and Underwood ,
while Buena Vista was south of Dodge
Street, west of 66th . The rolling hills and
curving roads of Fairacres held lots divided
into parcels of one to seven acres. The
distance of the 160-acre tract from the city
when it was platted in 1907 prohibited its
growth until roads and means of transportation improved.JO
Certainly the developers of these
neighborhoods derived some of their layout
plans from the garden suburb idea popular
at that time in city planning. The selfcontained garden suburb was originally
created for commuters and contained parks
and some public buildings along with residential areas. The 1869 Chicago suburb of
Riverside, designed by Frederick Law Olmsted , was one of the first such suburban
developments to eliminate the grid pattern
of streets and include parks and other services for community residents. Later the
Country Club addition in Kansas City and
Forest Hills Gardens in Long Island represented the ideal in garden suburbs. Although
Omaha's suburban areas were not necessarily tied to streetcar lines or provided

community services, the idea of open space
and curvilinear streets was present.''
Happy Hollow, Fairacres, and Buena
Vista all displayed large beautiful homes of
varying styles. By the 1920s these neighborhoods attracted the city's business a nd
professional leaders just as the earlier Gold
Coasts attracted the previous generations of
leadership. Adolph Storz, son of Gottlieb
Storz the brewer, built a Tudor-style home
at 6625 Dodge Street in the Buena Vista subdivision . John Redick, the grandson of
pioneer John I. Redick, lived at 6519 Unde rwood Avenue on the north edge of Fairacres . The home that probably held the most
receptions and dinner parties was that of
George Brandeis at 6412 Dodge. Brandeis
was brought to Omaha in the 1890s to work
for his uncle, J. L. Brandeis, in his store. He
later served an apprenticeship in a Chicago
store before becoming manager of the
Brandeis department store in Omaha in
1911. Brandeis became president of the
Brandeis Investment Company which aided
in the construction of several downtown
buildings including the Fontenelle Hotel,
Elks Club, and Medical Arts Building. He
was involved in numerous community
activities and was chosen King of Ak-SarBen in 1931.12
The Happy Hollow Country Club, in the
middle of these residential areas, had decided to move farther out of the city by the
1920s. Its site at the corner of Happy Hollow
and Underwood was sold to Brownell Hall
for $100,000 in 1921. Brownell Hall, the
Episcopalian girls' school founded in Saratoga in the 1860s, had outgrown its old
quarters at lOth and Worthington and completed a ·new building on the country club
site in 1924. It also took over the rambling
old Patrick home, which had served as the
Happy Hollow clubhouse, and renamed it
Talbot House in honor of an Episcopal
Bishop. The golf course remained and was
known as the Dundee Golf Course until the
area became Memorial Park after World
War IJ. 13
The new Happy Hollow Country Club
opened outside the city limits at 98th and
Center in 1925. On the day of the grand
opening the World-Herald announced
"Omaha's Home Builders Extending City
West to 90th Street." The new twenty-sevenhole golf course with its Tudor-style clubhouse encouraged more home building in
the area , but it was certainly not the first

2. J. N. H. Patrick's Residence and the New
Brownell Hall Building, Happy Hollow Boulevard and Underwood Avenue
The old Patrick residence was closely tied with
development of Dundee, since Patrick had owned
all the land in that vicinity. After fourteen years as
the Happy Hollow Club, the house became the
property of Brownell Hall, which erected the

school building in 1924.
(Ne bras ka Sta te Hi storical Society)

3. 423 Fairacres Road, 1980
Fairacres was perhaps Omaha's best example of
a park-like subdivision . With each of the stately,
elaborate homes sited on lots as large as seven
acres, the neighborhood quickly became the most
elite of Omaha locations by the 1920s.

63

(Om a ha City Planning Department)

construction in the country southwest of the
city. In 1918 Charles W. Martin Company
and the Byron Reed Company offered lots
for sale in Beverly Hills, between Dodge and
Pacific, 78th to 84th. The companies put in
winding drives, boulevards, trees, and
shrubs, and planned to sell no plot smaller
than one acre. The companies' ad made it
clear that all buyers stood to profit from an
investment in Beverly Hills. Not only would
the suburb offer the buyer "an opportunity
to feel the thrill of the soil, to plant and
harvest, to help yourself, your neighbor, and
your country, to build up physical strength
and financial independence, to breathe deep
of pure country air ... "but the neighborhood lay "in the path of Omaha's progress."
The ad boldly informed the reader that
"WITHIN THE LIFE OF EVERY MAN
WHO BUYS THERE NOW, OMAHA,
CROUCHING WESTWARD, WILL ABSORB IT, and your acres will be subdivided
into residence and business property. "1 4
In June, 1922, Archibald J . Love platted
the eighty acres east of his farm home and
named it Loveland. That area lay between
Pacific, Shirley, 80th, and 85th Street. Within ten years the district had expanded west to
96th and had its own elementary school at
83rd and Pacific. Some Omaha residents did
not wait for the land to be subdivided and
built homes along 90th Street, or in Rockbrook, the area adjoining the new Happy
Hollow Club .15
Farther west than any new housing
developments was an institution for which
Omaha became world famous, Boys Town.
Father Edward J . Flanagan, an Irish-born
priest, came to St. Patrick's Catholic Church
in Omaha after serving his first assignment
in O 'Neill , Nebraska. His concern for poor
men of the community led him to establish a
free hotel which served as many as 500 men
per night. By December, 1917, the Father
opened a Boy's Home for homeless and
troubled young men referred to him by the
courts or other persons. Within a few
months the home's population increased
from five to over 100, forcing them to move
in June, 1918. A separate school was organized for the boys that summer and
maintained over the years. Father
Flanagan's Boys Home moved once more;
to Overlook Farm, about eleven miles west
of Omaha, in 1921. A city-wide campaign
raised funds to construct the first building
there in 1922. The village was incorporated

3
as Boys Town in the 1930s.l6
Other real estate development was
occurring north of Lincoln Highway (Dodge
Street). Hastings and Heyden Real Estate
spent $80,000 laying out West Dodge Acres,
between 80th and 90th, north of the highway
to Biondo. For residents of this district
entertainment was close by. In 1919 Joe
Malec started a restaurant and gas station at
77th Street and Lincoln Highway. He utilized a nearby lake by cutting ice in the
winter and constructing a bathhouse for
summer activities. In the 1920s Malec built a
ballroom which attracted the bands of
Glenn Miller, Count Basie, Paul Whiteman,
and Duke Ellington. Malec's entertainment
park lay next to the world-famous Peony
Gardens which were later incorporated into
his property. 17
Hastings and Heyden also offered a
development farther north , Bensonvale
Acres. They claimed the tract, from Ames to
Grand, 60th to 66th, was the last available
acreage close to Benson. Even farther north,
southeast of 72nd and State Street, was the
new location of the Omaha Country Club.
The club moved in July, 1927, from the 120
acres it had occupied southeast of Benson
since 190 I. The club members decided to
move as early as 1922 because the land was

"becoming too valuable to be maintained as
a golf course. " 18
Realtor Ted Metcalfe eventually bought
the club grounds and developed it into the
Country Club addition in the 1930s. With its
one and one-half story brick homes and
Country Club Avenue winding through it,
the Country Club addition certainly reflected the garden suburb ideal. The
developer even left a triangular space along
the boulevard to add Metcalfe Park to the
neighborhood. At 53rd and Country Club
Avenue stood the Junior Chamber of Commerce "House of Tomorrow," a stone and
concrete house built to encourage homebuilding and to showcase some of the newest
innovations in home construction. The sixroom structure not only featured an electric
kitchen and air conditioning, but had a semienclosed terrace on the garage roof which
took "the place of the front porch of modern
dwellings." After several weeks of viewing
by the public, the Chamber planned to sell
the house. 19
Not all new housing was built on the
city's fringes. The newest tracts had leapfrogged over inner areas and these locations
were also being platted in the 1920s. One
such development was Elmwood Gardens,
south of Leavenworth and west of Elmwood

I. Farnam Street, Westward from 15th Street,
1934
In 1934, 16th and Farnam(centerofphoto)was
the heart of Omaha 's retail and financial district.
On the southwest and northwest corners were the
First National and U.S . National Banks, while the
Omaha National Bank was at the corner of 17th
and Farnam . Other prominent landmarks include
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Park. Payne and Slater Company, which
offered Elmwood Gardens, emphasized that
residents paid no city taxes and were excused from payments during sickness. The
rural nature of the area permitted new residents to "raise their own chickens and have
fresh eggs for breakfast every morning."
Another area being opened was N. P.
Dodge's Westbrook , southeast of 60th and
Center. The Dodge Company predicted that
Omaha, in the future, would have three great
satellite cities on its west side, each of which
would have its own branch banks, theaters,
and stores. One was already located at
Benson, another developing at 50th and
Dodge, with the last growing up at 60th and
Center. 2o
As the city expanded in all directions
with new housing developments , some
Omahans exhibited concern over uncontrolled growth . Omaha's City Plan
Commission was the mechanism for insuring orderly expansion. The City Plan Commission had been proposed as early as 1914,
when Mayor James Dahlman, under
pressure from the Civic League and the city's
various improvement clubs, introduced an
ordinance to the City Council creating the
board. The five-member volunteer board,
appointed by the Council, had power to "acquire or prepare a city plan" and to
implement it. The Commission retained
three professional planners from New York,
Charles Mulford Robinson, George B.
Ford , and E. P . Goodrich, to complete a
plan in 1917 which included eighteen data
maps on Omaha conditions and recommendations and suggestions for improving
boulevards and other arterial roads. The
following year the Commission hired Harland Bartholomew, a well-known planning
consultant from St. Louis, to prepare a
follow-up study to the 1917 plan .21
Bartholomew's 1919 plan, City Planning
Needs of Omaha, basically called for widening heavy traffic streets such as Douglas,
Harney, Center, 20th, and 24th . The report
pointed out that as automobiles became
more popular, traffic on city streets increased by fifteen percent to twenty-five
percent annually. In addition to widening,
Omaha needed radial streets to carry traffic
to the northwest and southwest corners of
the city. The plan also proposed an Inner
Belt Traffic Way, a system of streets laid out
along the Missouri Pacific Railroad tracks
which would give drivers quick access to any
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portion of the city. Lastly, a nineteen-mile
River Drive was planned to take advantage
of Omaha's view of the Missouri River and
as a memorial to the city's efforts in World
War 1. 22
In 1920 Bartholomew prepared Omaha's
first zoning ordinance, important because it
was the third comprehensive zoning
ordinance in the United States, preceded
only by the zoning ordinances of New York
City and St. Louis several years before.
After the flurry of activity in the early 1920s,
Omaha's Plan Commission remained relatively quiet until the 1940s, when planning in
Omaha would again become important
business.23

the Paxton Block and its domed tower at 16th and
Farnam, the terra-cotta spi res of the Fontenelle
Hotel, and on the western horizon , the new Blackstone Hotel.
(Ne braska State Hi storica l Society)

2. Dodge Street, Circa 1920
Omaha's bluffs, ascending in rows west of the
river, had always made transportation difficult in

The Downtown Skyline
While residential housing spread out in
all directions , the downtown skyline
changed with the addition of new buildings.
The southeast and southwest corners of 17th
and Dodge held the Medica l Arts Building
and Federal Reserve Bank. The Bank had
been established in Omaha in 1917 to serve
banks in Nebraska and Wyoming. It outgrew old quarters at 13th and Farnam and
moved to the new location in November,
1925. The Medical Arts Building, housing
offices of physicians and su rgeons, was
opened in 1926.24
Aquila Court , from 16th to 17th on
Howard , opened in 1924 as a multi-use
building. Designed by Holabird and Roche
of Chicago, the structure was na med after
Aquila Cook, grandfather of the builders ,
Chester A. and Raymond C. Cook of Chicago. In addition to eighteen main floor
stores and 240 offices for business and professional men, the Court had an adjoining
building with townhouse studio apartments .
The interior windows of stores , offices , and
apartments overlooked the central courtyard with its flagstone walks, flower
gardens, and reflecting pool25

the city. While some main thoroughfares had been
graded in the nineteenth century, Dodge Street
was not cut down until 1920. On the right is St.
Mary Magdalene's Church, showing the former
front door, now the second floor of the Gothic
Revival structure.
(Joslyn Art Museum)

Architect Thomas R. Kimball originally
designed the Burlington Station in the Greek Revival style. When completed in 1898, the structure
resembled a Classical temple with colossal porticos
and sculptured friezes. The 1930 remodeling produced a simplified design in accordance with the
then-popular Neo-Classic Revival style.

3. Burlington Station, Circa 1910

(Lynn e A. Farr Co llection)

Another new downtown building was
the Elks Club at 18th and Dodge. The eightstory brick structure, built at a cost of
$1,350,000, was acknowledged to be the
"finest structure of its kind in the entire
West." Two bronze elk heads supported the
marquee over the main entrance on 18th
Street while the lobby inside displayed
marble floors and Italian stone walls . The
eight floors were filled with club headquarters, bedrooms, an assembly hall for 1,200,
and a gym . Another downtown office building was the Redick Tower, a twelve-story
combination office and parking garage
structure erected in 1930. Built in a Zigzag
Moderne style with Art Deco detailing, the
Tower was constructed on the site where
pioneer John I. Redick lived until 1882.26
One office building went up not downtown, but at 33rd and Farnam in 1932. The
Woodmen Circle Building, designed by
George Prinz, housed the fraternal benefit
society organized in 1891 for female relatives
of Woodmen of the World members . From
its small start as a social organization the
company grew to accumulate assets of more
than $26 million by 1933 and had a membership of 134,000.27
Across the street from the Woodmen
Circle Building was the home of another
insurance company, Mutual Benefit Health
and Accident Association (now Mutual of
Omaha). Founded by several Omaha businessmen in 1909, thefailing venture was sold
a year later to a young Creighton University
medical student, C. C. Criss, for $300. Since
Criss had completed only half of his medical
training, his wife managed the insurance
office and moved it from the Bee Building at
17th and Farnam to the City National Bank
Building at 16th and Harney. The company
moved to the Baird Building at 17th and
Douglas in 1920, with a staff that had increased from seven to fifty-seven employees.
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That location also provided the first headquarters for United Benefit Life Insurance
Company, a subsidiary of Mutual, founded
in 1926. The companies occupied the top
three floors of the Faidley Building at 16th
and Farnam from 1930 until the construction of the new building at 33rd and Farnam
in 1939. By that time Mutual and United,
still under the leadership of Dr. and Mrs.
Criss, employed 613 people. Within thirty
years the company that would make Omaha
a familiar place to many Americans had
grown from a failing venture to a leader in
the insurance business .2B
The railroads, which had been responsible for Omaha's prosperity almost from
the beginning, still played a vital role in the
city in the 1920s. They hauled the majority of
freight and passengers across the United
States, and in Omaha provided the basis for
the city's vast wholesaling trade and made
it the fourth largest rail center in the country.
Their prosperity was revealed to the city by
two new passenger terminals, Burlington
and Union Stations. The Burlington Station
at lOth and Mason was· used by the Burlington and Chicago, Great Western lines. Although originally designed by Thomas
Kimball in 1898, the structure was completely remodeled and opened in September
1930. Designed by Graham , Anderson,
Probst, and White, the Burlington was connected to the Union Station north of it by a
covered concourse over the track area. The
modernistic Union Station, designed by
Gilbert Stanley Underwood, opened in
January, 1931. The station featured Art Deco
detailing and cathedral-like windows of rose
and light green. Inside murals showed stages
in the evolution of transportation from
covered wagons to modern locomotives. In
1931 ninety trains passed through the station
daily, providing work for 430 employees .
The dedication ceremony marked the successful conclusion of an eight-year campaign
led by a Chamber of Commerce committee
to improve Omaha's railroad terminal facilities .29
Omaha's rapid growth from the 1860's on
had scarcely allowed the residents time to
develop many cultural activities. The city's
entertainment tended to be focused on a few
theaters downtown which presented traveling shows, and on the gambling and red light
district activity for which Omaha was well
known. By the third decade of the twentieth
century the city had reached a point where it

began to develop its own cultural institutions. One example of the new cultural
awareness was the rejuvenation of the old
Creighton-Orpheum Theater. Opened at
15th and Harney as a vaudeville house in
1892, the theater was rebuilt and reopened in
1927. The original entrance on 15th Street
was removed to 16th Street and the interior
completely renovated. The structure,
designed by Chicago architects C. W. and G.
L. Rapp, was decorated in Second Renaissance Revival style, a showy, decorative
display that relied on marble, gold leaf, and
ivory for decoration. The $2,000,000 theater
held a three-story auditorium seating almost 3,000 people and a magnificent 4,500
pound crystal chandelier nine feet in
diameter and sixteen feet high.JO
The Orpheum was not alone in meeting
the city's cultural needs after the opening of
the Joslyn Memorial Art Museum in 1931.
Mrs. Sarah Joslyn built the structure in the
memory of her late husband, George, who
made his fortune as founder of the Western
Newspaper Union. Mrs. Joslyn established
the Society of Liberal Arts to own and operate the museum under a Board of Trustees.
She also provided an endowment to maintain the museum and left the bulk of her
estate to the Society upon her death in 1940.
The Art Deco building, designed by John
and Alan McDonald, was constructed of
Georgia pink marble and built in the form of
an Egyptian temple. A concert hall in the
museum provided a home for the Omaha
Symphony Orchestra . The sixty-musician
orchestra had been formed in 1924 under
the sponsorship of the Business and Professional Women's Division of the Chamber of
Commerce.JI
Entertainment for Omahans was becoming more decentralized by the 1920s. Movie
theaters in particular seemed to spring up on
street corners all over the city. In 1926 the

Omaha Chamber of Commerce Journal
listed several new neighborhood theaters:
the Circle Theater at 33rd and California,
the Dundee at 50th and Dodge, and the
MinneLusa at 30th and Titus Avenue. One
beautiful downtown theater was the eclectic
Italian Renaissance Riviera at 20th and
Farnam. Businessmen in the vicinity of 20th
and Farnam pooled their funds to hire Chicago architect John Eberson, well known for
his theater designs in cities across the United
States. The Riviera was one of the few buildings in the Midwest reflecting this style. One

1. Trimble Brothers Commission Company, 1102
Howard Street
Today, the wholesale district has been revitalized as the Old Market, an area of resta ura nts,
shops and galleries.
(Omaha City Pla nning Department)
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of the structure's highlights was its large
copper-domed tower, resting on a building
marked by bricks in diamond patterns surrounded with glazed tile trim . The interior
was as impressive as the outer facade. Rosebuds floated in the lobby's water fountains,
while tapestries showing Spanish and Moorish scenes covered the walls. The "atmospheric" ceiling of the main auditorium
resembled the sky with moving clouds, a
moon, and twinkling lights to represent
stars. The Riviera presented both live shows
and movies.J2
Live presentations of comedy and drama
were not limited to theaters such as the
Orpheum and the Riviera; by the mid-1920s
a group of local drama , art, and English
teachers had organized a Community Playhouse. Under the guidance of a professional
director, the first production was presented
in April, 1925, at the Cooper Dance Studio
at 40th and Farnam. Success of their first
two seasons encouraged the company to
purchase five lots at 40th and Davenport in
anticipation of their own building. The elaborate plans for the new structure called for
an orchestra pit, a forty-foot loft for
mechanical equipment, and an auditorium
to seat 400. Unfortunately, the playhouse
ended the season in debt and lost their stage
when the dance studio became a chicken
restaurant. Despite their debt the organization mortgaged their five lots and built a
"temporary" structure at 40th and Davenport to serve as the playhouse until they
could proceed with their original construction plans. Ground breaking occurred on
October 2, 1928, with opening night
scheduled for October 30. The need to speed
up the construction process prevented Alan
McDonald, architect and first president of
the playhouse board, from drawing up blueprints for the theater. He personally supervised the building's construction throughout
October, since the plans for the structure
existed only in his mind. On October 30 the
opening night production was delayed onehalf hour while workmen bolted down the
last of the seats and swept debris from the
theater. By the mid-1930s, the playhouse
still operated out of its temporary building,
but had been named fourth on a list of ten
outstanding community theaters in the
country . Henry Fonda and Dorothy
McGuire had already participated in playhouse productions and moved on to further
their careers elsewhere. In 1938, 1,400 mem-

bers paid $5.00 for a season of six plays.JJ
The Business Situation
By 1922 agriculture in Nebraska entered
a depression foreshadowing the economic
problems that would occur a decade later.
Providing food for all of Europe during
World War I and immediately after had
guaranteed the farmers high prices for their
products. Many of them expanded their
land holdings and bought new machinery
during the golden yea rs of the Teens. By the
1920s, however, the dema nd for farm products eased and prices correspondingly fell.
Between 1920 and 1922 forty-six state banks
and five national banks in Nebraska closed ,
compared to only twelve state and two
national banks closing between 1900 and
1920. Clearly, the farmers entered a depression years before the stock market crash of
1929 affected the entire country. Although
Omaha was dependent on its agricultural
hinterland , the city's business life was not
severely affected by the farmers' problems.
As in previous decades, Omaha continued to
grow. The population increased from
124,096in 1910to 191 ,601 tenyearslater,an
increase of 54.4 percent. This growth rate
reflected the annexation of Dundee, South
Omaha , Benson, a nd Florence in the midTeens. But even without such large annexations in the next decade, the population
reached 214,006 by 1930.3 4
Omaha's economic climate continually
fluctuated during the 1920s and 1930s. Both
manufacturing and wholesaling values
reached their peak in 1928, then crashed
with the rest of the country after 1929.
Breakdowns of the leading companies in
both wholesaling and manufacturing provide an indication of the city's largest
employers throughout the two decades. In
wholesaling the top five industries throughout the 1920s were groceries and coffee, tea
and spices; automobiles, trucks, tires and
accessories; building material, lumber and
mill work; oil and grease; and fruit and vegetable commission produce. These industries
varied in monetary volume and order from
year to year, but were generally heading the
list in wholesale value. By 1930, Omaha
ranked 39th in terms of population of U.S.
cities, but 15th in volume of business handled by its 647 wholesale establishments.Js
Obviously Omaha's wholesalers played a
major role in both the city and regional
economy.
Manufacturing also remained fairly

stable in terms of producers. Packinghouse
products and smelter products always led in
manufacturing value and provided a good
share of the manufacturing total. Although
the value of smelter products had declined
from $45.5 million in 1925 to $36.3 million
three years later, the value of packinghouse
products increased from $207.4 million to
$210.2 million in the same time period .
These two industries were followed by butter
and creamery products; automobiles, trucks
and accessories; and flour and mill products
as the leading manufacturing industries in
the 1920s.36
The importance of Omaha's wholesaling
and manufacturing made it a necessity for
the city to concern itself with transportation .
The new train stations signified the importance of the railroad in connecting Omaha to
the outside world, but Omaha businessmen
were also concerned with tapping the
immediate hinterland- the rural residents
of Iowa. The Douglas Street toll bridge,
owned by the Omaha and Council Bluffs
Street Railway Company, had been the
main connection between Omaha and the
Iowans since its construction in 1888. Businessmen began agitating for the city to take
over the bridge and make it free, thus hoping
to attract more Iowans to Omaha for shopping and business. After numerous bond
issues and controversy, the bridge was eventually bought by the Knights of Ak-Sar-Ben
in 1938 and later paid off by them and given
to the city. The South Omaha bridge was
completed in 1936. Also a toll bridge, it was
built primarily to allow livestock producers
to haul their animals to market without having to travel through the traffic of downtown
Omaha and Council Bluffs.J7
Omaha businessmen were also interested
in long distance transportation and began

2. Celery Packers at Trimble Brothers Warehouse, 1925
This unusual ph oto details the work of produce
wo rkers in th e days when the neighborhood
around II th and Ho ward Streets housed fruit and
vegetable commiss ion companies.
(Oma ha C ity Pla nn ing Depa rtment )
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pushing for a municipal airport. From
March, 1920, through June, 1924, Omaha
was a stop on the transcontinental airmail
route. The Chamber of Commerce owned a
hangar at Ak-Sar-Ben Field which served as
a landing site until the United States Mail
Service decided to land at Fort Crook, the
military installation near Bellevue. From
then on the Chamber led the campaign for a
municipal airfield and to entice the transcontinental mail service to stop there. Although several sites were considered, land
between Carter Lake and the Missouri River
was acquired in 1925. The field was graded
and a hangar built through American
Legion solicitations, but progress was slow
until a 1928 bond issue provided $250,000
dispensed over five years for the airport.JB
Absentee votes decided the bond issue,
which passed by only I 55 votes . Analysis of
voting returns by ward indicated that support for the airport came from the western
and downtown wards while areas north and
south of the business district opposed it. In
the late I920s, many Omahans believed air
transportation was only a hobby of the
wealthy and could never benefit the majority
of residents. The voting analysis seemed to
prove that belief. The more affluent citizens
who lived in the western area of the city supported the airfield while the middle and
working classes who generally lived north
and south of the downtown opposed the
bond issue. The bond issue convinced the

Boeing Company, which held the transcontinental airmail contract, to land at the
municipal airfield by 1930. Two more bond
issues in May and November of that year
provided an additional$ 100,000 per year for
five years and secured the future of the
municipal airfield.J9
Bond issues for the airport were not the
only demands for funds made on the people
of Omaha. On May 6, 1930, voters approved
municipal ownership of the University of
Omaha, a non-sectarian school founded in
I909 by educators from Bellevue College
and the Presbyterian Theological Seminary.
The founders were led by Dr. Daniel E. Jenkins, Dean of the Faculty at the Seminary,
who became acting president of the new university in 1909. The school began in the old
John I. Redick mansion at 24th and Pratt, a
Victorian extravaganza complete with
tower, fireplaces, and a gingerbreadtrimmed veranda. The mansion easily
handled the twenty-six students, five faculty
members , and three administrators in 1909.
Within five years, the University had gained
enough students to need more buildings.
The sale of a farm given to the University by
Mrs. Lillian Jacobs Maul, widow of a local
undertaker, provided funds for construction
of a gymnasium in 1912. George A. Joslyn
donated a good portion of the money to
build Joslyn Hall, a three-story classroom
building that replaced the old Redick
mansion in 1917.40

The University of Omaha was again
cramped for space by the 1920s when returning veterans swelled the enrollment. As a
res ult the College of Commerce and Fina nce
was housed downtown at 1307 Farnam
while Sara toga Elementary School at 24th
and Ames was absorbed for the Science Department. The University had also taken
over the Omaha Law School in 191 I. This
private institution joined the University to
gain more credibility and remained under its
auspices until 1930, when it again became a
separate private institution. By offering
night classes the law school made it more
convenient for students to work while
attending school. The private law school
eventually closed because of lack of money
and pressure from other law schools such as
the University of Nebraska and Creighton
University, who felt night schools lowered
the prestige of the legal profession. 41
Community and University leaders realized that the school needed more money and
began to explore the idea of municipal support in 1927. The successful vote in May,
1930, eventually led to the search for a new
site with more room than the old campus at
24th and Pratt. In I936 twenty acres of land
were purchased at 60th and Dodge in West
Omaha . The new Administration Building,
the "only completely air conditioned university in the country" was paid for by a
Public Works Administration grant and a
University reserve accumulated over the
years. When the building opened in I938, the
Municipal University of Omaha had fortyfive full-time faculty members who taught
700 students.42
South Omaha in the 1920s
The city's largest manufacturing
industry, the twelve packinghouses in South
Omaha, employed over 12,000 people in
I 920. The plants operated throughout the
war by hiring scores of new workers, chiefly
Blacks and Mexicans, to replace workers
who had been drafted . By I 922 Omaha
ranked second only to Chicago as a livestock
market, as each of the packinghouses made
records that year. The five big houses of
Cudahy, Armour, Swift, Morris, and Dold
employed 7,500 people, with a payroll of
approximately $10,000,000.43
The officials of the Omaha stockyards
worked hard to ensure its position. In I 924
Union Stockyards Company President
Everett Buckingham led a group of stockmen, Chamber of Commerce representa-

I. Livestock Exchange Building and Viaduct,
30th and L Streets
Erected in 1926, the Livestock Exchange Building rises from the stockyards as a monument to
the industry surrounding it. The viaduct was a
concession to motorized vehicles in the 1920s
since trains no longer shipped as ma ny animals to
market.
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(Oma ha City Pla nning Depa rtment)

tives, and other Omahans on a trip to
Denver and Texas to acquaint cattlemen
there with the advantages of shipping to the
Omaha market. Selling points included
Omaha's eighteen weighing scales and
seventy-five order and feeder buyers, in
addition to sixty-two livestock commission
firms . Since more animals were being
shipped by truck rather than train by 1924,
the Stockyards Company constructed a new
viaduct to facilitate the unloading. Animals
unloaded from trucks parked on the viaduct
were moved by chutes to the pens below. In
1926 the new stone and brick Livestock Exchange, designed by George Prinz, was
dedicated on the west side of the viaduct.
The "million dollar Livestock Exchange"
had eleven floors which housed the Stockyards National Bank, commission firms and
administrative offices, and a variety of
services for cattlemen including a post
office, telegraph , barber shop, and cafe. 44

at 24th and "J", other African-Americans
followed them and resided in a variety of
locations in the town. Many of the early
arrivals lived in the suburb of Albright, a
settlement south of "Q" Street a long the
Bellevue Road . Others resided in the hotels
and boarding houses on "L", "M", and "N"
Streets, 25th to 27th . Evidently enough
families arrived to warrant the founding of
the Christian Church which began at 13th
and Harrison in 1890. By 1893 this congregation dissolved and a Methodist group
organized and planned to build on land
donated to it by the Stockyards Company
on 26th between "0" and "P". After the
building's foundation was laid , however,
white residents near that location began to
protest. The Stockyards Company provided
another plot of land at 5233 South 25th
Street, where the new African Methodist
Episcopal Church was built (later Allen
Chapel).45

Black Settlement

"Q" Street became for Blacks, as it was
for Greeks and Mexicans , the main street of
their business district. As early as 1918,
"Q" Street held a Black funeral home and
restaurant, while other businesses were
mixed with housing on 30th and "R" Streets.
A later arrival was Dr. Stephen B. Northcross who maintained an office on "Q" between 27th and 28th and lived nearby on
30th Street for many years. One mainstay on
"Q" was Eugene McGill , who ran a restaurant, boarding house , and unofficial
employment agency for the packinghouses.
McGill probab ly got his start by providing
Black workers with jobs as strikebreakers.
Single men, just arriving from the South,
could stay at McGill's boarding house and
eat in his resta urant. He had the connections

The years during World War I were
known as the "Great Migration," a period
when thousands of Black Americans left the
South for Northern industrial cities and
better jobs. As mentioned previously, meat
packers often paid the fares to bring men to
work in their South Omaha plants . By the
1920s a Black community had started to
form in the neighborhood south of "Q"
Street, that polyglot section that already
held Serbians, Croatians , Romanians,
Greeks, Lithuanians, and the other new
arrivals in the Twenties, Mexicans.
The first Black family to settle in South
Omaha , that of Henry Sims, came in 1889,
only a few years after the founding of the
Union Stockyards. Although the Sims' lived

to provide jobs for them tn the packinghouses.46
Another early member of the Black business community was barber P. M. Harris.
He operated a shop at 4911 South 26th
throughout the Twenties , then continued his
business at 6514 South 31st after 1932. His
brother, J . C. Har ris, came to Omaha from
Oklahoma and opened a neigh borhood
grocery at 2631 "Z" Street. The store was
later moved to 30th and " R ", where it was
operated until 1945 . A popular meeti ng
place for the South Omaha Black community was Harry Norman's esta blishment on
26th Street between " M" and "N". He ra n a
soft drink and billiard parlor and, for awhile
in the late Twenties, operated the Plantation
Gardens Restaura nt on South 26th Street.
Mrs. Lovetta Busch a lso operated a restaurant at 2828 "R" in the early 1930s.47
Two strikes occurred which provid ed a
chance for Blacks to gain packingh ouse
jobs. The first in 1917 invo lved 4,500 men
and was settled through government media tion. The next strike began in December,
1921 , when 6,000 workers walked out as part
of a nat iona l protest over wage cuts . The use
of strikebreakers led to violence and ar rests
until January 30, 1922, when national
leaders ca lled off the strike and Omaha
workers returned to the pla nts. The strike
was unsuccessful since no demands were met
and many workers were unable to get their
jobs back . These defeats effectively closed
down union activity in the packinghouses
until the late 1930s.48
In 1930, I ,305 Blacks lived in the seve nth
ward which encompassed most of South
Omaha . African-Americans comprised almost seven percent of the popula tion in that
ward and about ten perce nt of workers employed by the four largest meat packersCudahy, Armour, Swift, and Dold (Wilson).
Not a ll Black packinghouse workers lived in
South Omaha ; many rod e the streetcars
each morning from North Omaha. Among
the pla nts, Cudahy had the most empl oyees
and hired the most Blacks- about twentyfi ve percent of its work force in 1933 . One
retired packinghouse worker believed that in
1930, employment at Swift was more desirable than at the other large plants. Swift
offered both a retirement fund a nd better
medical plans than either Armour or
Cudahy.49
The influx of Blacks int o South Omaha
led to the creation of churches and other

I. The Jewell Building, 2221 North 24th Street

The structure that once housed Omaha's jazz
center, Dreamland Hall, is a prime candidate for
re-use in the planned revitalization of North 24th
Street.
(Oma ha C ity Planni ng Departmen t)

2. St. John's A.M.E. Church, 22nd and Willis
Streets

St. John's A.M.E. Church is noteworthy not
only because the congregation is one of the oldest
in the city, but because of the structure's distinctive architectural character. It is Omaha's finest
example of Prairie style architecture.
(Omaha Ci ty P lanning Department)
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The Mexican business district included a
number of soft drink and billiard parlors
just off "Q" Street or along it in the 2400,
2500 , a nd 3200 blocks. At least two stores
provided traditional Mexican food , one at
2412 "Q" owned by Jose Murrillo , and
another run by Daniel Ramez at 2424 "Q".
Four Mexican restaurants and two barber
shops conducted business in the 1920s, all in
the 2400 and 2500 blocks of "Q" Street. The
growth of the Mexican community fostered
the development of its own institutions ,
especially the organization of a church. The
focal point of the Mexican-American settlement in Omaha became Our Lady of Guadalupe Church . The congregation was organized as early as 1919 when Father Leonardo
Azcona, O.A .R ., held services in St. Agnes
School Hall. Mexican-Americans later worshipped in a bakery at 21st and "Q" but this
ended when the priest left in 1923 . The
church again took an organized form when
Father Mario Alba joined them in 1928 and
increased the membership to 2,000 in 1929.
Our Lady of Guadalupe Church met in a
rented storefront at 5027 South 24th Street
and held catechism classes in members'
homes. The congregation remained in temporary quarters until they were able to move
to their own building in 195f.58
A variety of organizations were formed
to meet the needs of Omaha MexicanAmericans. Two which were developed for
mutual assistance and social activities were
the Comision Honorifica, organized by
Gregorio Aguilera in the 1920s, and
Esperanza, which evolved into the Mexican
Mutual Society. Joseph Carrillo founded
the M .M .S . in 1922 to unify the Mexican
residents and acquaint them with their
Mexican heritage , as well as instruct them in
the history, geography, and political constitution of their new country. The M. M.S .
held its meetings at Union Hall, 25th and
"M", and later purchased its own building at
2917-2919 "Q" Street.59
The decade of the 1920s solidified the
Mexican-American community in Omaha
which reached its peak of 2,000 in 1929. The
Depression, however, broke up the settlement as many Mexicans went to western
Nebraska for work in the sugar beet fields.
Others remained in Omaha and sought employment with federal work programs. The
Mexican-American neighborhood was also
partially destroyed with the construction of
the South Side Terrace homes . But the open-

ing of World War II and the demand for
labor in the packinghouses and in construction again brought Mexican-Americans to
Omaha .60
Development of the North Omaha
Black Community
While the South Omaha Black and Mexican communities formed in the 1920s,
another ethnic enclave was expanding on the
other end of the city. Great numbers of
Blacks who arrived during the late Teens
and early Twenties moved into Omaha's
Near North Side, generally between 24th
and 30th south of Lake Street. Blacks had
lived all over the city in previous decades but
many did reside on the North Side, which
offered inexpensive workers' housing and
more moderate dwellings. Pictures taken
after the 1913 tornado documented the
movement of Blacks into the area focusing
on the 24th and Lake Streets business district. The former center of the community at
14th and Dodge gradually shifted to North
24th Street, which became the main business
district for Blacks and for Jews who still
lived in the southern end of the area in the
1920s.
The Near North Side became known as
the heart of Omaha's African-American
community by the end of the 1920s. North
24th Street had a drug store on almost every
corner, while a number of neighborhood
groceries appeared on the corners of 26th
and 27th Streets in the area south of Lake.
The businesses at 14th and Dodge shifted ,
with Doctors Singleton and Hutton moving
their offices to second floor locations above
stores on North 24th Street. They joined
other doctors practicing on the North Side:
Dr. D . W. Gooden at 2211 Cuming, Dr.
Wesley Jones and Dr. Herbert Wiggins at
1518 'h North 24th , and Dr. George B.
Lennox at 1602 North 24th. Dr. Craig
Morris operated his dentist's office at 2407
Lake, while Dr. W. W . Peebles maintained
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his downtown dental practice on South 13th
Street. 61
The entertainment business prospered on
North 24th Street, too . James Jewell , Sr. ,
continued to operate his billiard parlor at
14th and Dodge but also erected the J ewell
Building at 24th and Grant in 1923. Named
Dreamla nd Hall , the building was the center
of entertainment in the Black community
from the 1920s on. All the big bands played
Dreamland Hall , including those of Duke
Ellington , Count Bas ie, Louis Armstrong,
Fletcher Henderso n, Earl Hines, Jimm y
Lunceford , and Lionel Ham pton. Jewell
booked the original Nat King Cole Trio for
$25 per man . Crowds included whites as well
as Blacks, listening to Duke Ellington for
admission of only a dollar. Under the
management of James Jewell, Jr. , "Omaha's
Ace Pro moter," Dreamland Hall provid ed
not only the best e ntertai nment for the
African-American community, but a foca l
point a nd ga thering place. It was said th at
any Black man who came through Omaha
eventually met Jimm y Jewell. Residents a nd
travelers a lik e went to Dream la nd Hall for
contact with friends or to get acq uainted
with the Omaha Black community.62
As in the rest of the city, theaters played
an important role on the North Side. The
one most often patronized by th e Black community was the Ritz at 24th a nd Patrick .
Other th ea ters nearby included the Alhambra at 1814 North 24th , th e Diamond at
24th a nd Lake, and the Franklin a t 24th and
Franklin .63
Although it had its beginnings in the
Black community, the Dan Desdunes Band
became famous throughout Nebraska a nd
surrounding states as the official Chamber
of Commerce Band during annual Good
Will Tours. The Chamber took the band a nd
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loca l businessme n into the Omaha trade
area an nually to promote the city and foster
business connections. Desdunes came to
Omaha from New Orleans in 1904 and took
over leaders hip of the old Knights of
Pythi as Uniform Rank Band . Desdunes'
showmanship , musicianship, and perso nality eve ntually popularized the group , a nd
it became the official Chamber of Commerce Band in 1918 and led the annual AkSar-Ben electric parades. Desdunes continua lly recruited musicians for his group,
even finding work and homes for them in
Omaha to encourage them to join. D esd un es
led the ba nd until his death in 1929. It remained th e Dan Desdunes Ba nd , howeve r,
even und er th e leadership of George
Brya nt, who bega n conducting the musicians in 1935 and remained for a quarter of a
century. Bryant, a friend of W. C. Handy,
grew up in Osceola, Iowa , as the only Black
musician in the city band. He played with a
variety of groups before taking over in
Omaha 6 4
On the edges of the 24th Street business
district were the churches- probably the
most important institutions in the Black
community. In 1933, the Baptists had the
most members and fifteen churches, including Zion, Salem, and Pilgrim Baptist
Churches . Zion Baptist began in the 1880s
by meeting in members' homes with inspiration provided by a country preacher. When
the group expanded, they procured a meat
market a nd gathered there in evenings after
the shop had closed . In 1892, they purchased
land at 23rd and Grant and built a small
church which was later destroyed by the
1913 tornado. They rebuilt and continued
to worship at the sa me location in the heart
of the Near North Side.65
Unlike Zion, Salem and Pilgrim Churches
were of relatively new origin and were
founded after the influx of new residents to
the community during the "Great Migration"
of the late Teens. Like many other Black
churches at that time, Salem Baptist met in a
variety of places before finding a home. The
congregation first met at the Interdenominationa l Church at 26th and Franklin, then
a t a building behind the Primitive Baptist
Church at 1300 North 26th, and finally in a
storefront at 1314 North 24th, before
purchasing a church building at 1811 North
23rd. This structure was outgrown by 1928
and the congregation moved to the former
Clair Methodist Church at 22nd and Seward.

This building held I ,200 and suited the
congregation but the area was included in
the land for the federally funded Logan
Fontenelle Homes and Salem Baptist was
again forced to move. In 1936, the church
purchased a lot at 2741 Decatur where they
erected a frame structure. This site finally
provided Salem with a home that would last
for thirty-five years. 66
Pilgrim Baptist Church was founded in
1918 by a group of Blacks newly arrived from
the South . They, too, began their meetings in
a vacant storefront in the 1700 block of North
24th Street. Their congregation started to
move forward when they called a minister
and rented a vacant building at 26th and
Franklin. The membership of forty-two in
1918 grew enough to need a new structure
two years later. In the meantime a white
church, Calvary Baptist at 2501 Hamilton,
had decided to move farther west. Calvary
agreed to sell its structure to Pilgrim Baptist
for $35,000. Pilgrim's congregation marched
from 26th and Franklin to the new church in
September, 1920.67
Among the largest and oldest churches in
other denominations was St. John's African
Methodist Episcopal, founded in 1865. Their
1867 structure at 18th and Webster had been
enlarged and remodeled in 1908. Ten years
later the church included 390 members and
needed more space. Under the leadership of
Rev. W. C. Williams the congregation
purchased property at 25th and Grant Streets
where they met for six years. By 1921 St.
John's bought three lots at 22nd and Willis
for a new church; two years later a brick
foundation for the new structure was complete. While the congregation met in the basement , the sanctuary was built as funds
became available. Finally in 1943, the
congregation moved upstairs to worship in
its new church . Their structure, designed by
Frederick Stott and Reinholdt F. Hennig,
was built in Frank Lloyd Wright's prairie
style, with a flat roof and clean horizontal
lines. Out of St. John's grew three other AME
churches in Omaha, Bethel AME at 25th
and Franklin, Allen Chapel in South Omaha,
and Primm Chapel at 18th and Emmet.68
The only Catholic Church serving Blacks
was St. Benedict the Moor, organized in 1921
by Father Francis Cassilly. Father Cassilly
taught at Creighton University and saw a
need to serve Omaha's Black Community.
He conducted missions and preached at
Sacred Heart Catholic Church from 1918

until 1921 , when he was able to secure property at 2411 Parker Street, which he called
"St. Benedict's Community Home." In 1923
the members relocated to their "new"building
at 2423 Grant in one of the gayest parades
ever up 24th Street. The building they took
over as their church was erected as a brick
factory in the 1890s. It later became the
Burns Bakery, a roller rink, and billiard
parlor before St. John's AME Church held it
between 1918 and 1923.69
The School of St. Benedict the Moor,
operated by the Sisters of Mercy, was the
only school in the city planned specifically
for Black children. Although parochial in
origin, at least half the students were nonCatholics. It was the only school in the city
that allowed Black students in teacher training
at the University of Omaha to conduct practice teaching.1o
By the late 1920s, other community groups
were organized for the betterment of the
Black community. The Urban League was
founded in 1928, an outgrowth of the Colored
Commercial Club. The Centralized Common-·
wealth Civic Club, or 4C club, was organized
in 1937 to promote community events on the
Near North Side. A North Side YMCA and
YWCA provided activities and classes for
young people, much like the Woodson
Center offered the Blacks in South Omaha.7'
Blacks moving to the Near North Side
found a housing problem in that many of the
dwellings there were old. Housing conditions
varied with each section, however. The worst
housing was near Kellom School and just
north of Cuming Street. Many of these
dilapidated dwellings were torn down for the
284-unit Logan Fontenelle housing project
in 1936. Housing rated as average filled an
area where the majority of Blacks lived ,
from Paul to Lake and west from 24th to
30th and 33rd. Above average housing was
located north of Lake to Spencer, west of
27th Street. East of 24th Street, Blacks
moved no farther north than Maple Street by
World War 11.12 This was due in part to
Sacred Heart Church and the strong Catholic community around it which remained
fairly stable until the 1940s and thus halted
integration.
By the 1930s Black children made up a
majority of the enrollment of two schools,
Howard Kennedy at 30th and Maple, and
Long School at 26th and Franklin. Black
students totalled seventy-five percent of
Long's population and seventy-one percent
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of Howard Kennedy children. Excluding
West Side School in South Omaha, Kellom
School followed with twenty-six percent
Black students, with Webster and Lake
Schools having twelve percent and seven
percent Black students, respectively.
Technical High School with 150 and Central
High School with 105 claimed the majority
of Black secondary students in 1930.73
Since the Black community had developed
its own business district, organizations, and
churches, it was natural that it would
continue the political tradition begun by Dr.
M. 0 . Ricketts in his election to the state
legislature in the 1890s. Two Black men, Dr.
John A. Singleton and Ferdinand L. Barnett,
were elected to the legislature in 1926. Dr.
Singleton was born in Omaha in 1895 and
attended local schools before receiving his
DDS degree at Howard University. The
doctor had served as deputy register of deeds
of Douglas County and as a delegate to the
Republican County Central Committee
before being elected as a representative from
the Ninth District. Ferdinand Barnett, elected
from the Tenth District, came to Omaha in
the late 1880s and began his newspaper, The
Progress. He later held office as deputy clerk
of the probate court and street foreman for
the city.74
Dr. Aaron McMillan represented the
Ninth District in the House in 1929. He began
medical practice in Nebraska after his
graduation from Meharry Medical College
at Nashville, Tennessee, in 1923. Like his
predecessors to the legislature from North
Omaha, McMillan was active in county and
state Republican work before his election. In
1929 after completing only half his term, Dr.
McMillan resigned his office to accept a
position as a medical missionary in Angola .
George Hibbler filled the remainder of
McMillan's term. Eventually Dr. McMillan
returned to Omaha where he was on the staffs
of Methodist and Children's Hospitals.75
In 1932, the Ninth District elected its first
Black Democrat, Johnny Owen. Owen was
well known for being the only four-sport
Negro athlete in any Nebraska high school.
At the time of his election he was studying
law at Creighton University. Two years later
the Ninth District elected another attorney,
John Adams, Jr., who served until 1941 .76
Crime and Politics
The 1920s, which brought new buildings,
expansion of the city, and development of
new ethnic communities to Omaha also

ushered in prohibition, speakeasies, soft
drink parlors, and gangsters. Always a wide
open town, Omaha was famous for the great
numbers of saloons it held, a lthough many
outwardly converted to soft drink parlors
when the state went dry in 1917. It was
estimated in 1929 that no fewer than 1500
places in the city sold liquor. Notwithstanding
frequent raids by the police and even Attorney
General of Nebraska C. A. Sorensen, the
speakeasies continued to dispense their
product and proved prohibition a decided
failure in the city. Sorensen issued an ultimatum
to officials to clean up the city and made himself so unpopular in Omaha that he was
burned in effigy and his life was threatened .77
Tom Dennison had regained control of
city government in 1921 after the disastrous
reform administration elected in 1918. His
hold over the police department remained
strong and a policeman acting as a liaison
was often found in Dennison's office, which
he moved from the Budweiser Saloon to the
Karbach Block at 315 South 15th. He still
won elections for his candidates, although
the third ward majorities were no longer so
extreme. He claimed he never enjoyed
politics but only entered it to protect his
gambling interests. The World-Herald and
Bee-News decreased their vehement attacks
on Dennison's political machine and instead
began to see him as the last of a breed and a
political anachronism. The death of Mayor
Dahlman in January, 1930, and the 1932
trial of Dennison for conspiracy to violate
prohibition laws destroyed all that was left
of the machine. The May, 1933, election
brought a victory for the reformist Independent Voter's League (IVL), a group
pledged to serve the people rather than any
organization.78
Omaha also experienced the crime and
gangland killings associated with the prohibition era. Between May, 1930, and
December, 1931 , Omaha was the scene of
four gangland style killings, only one of which
was ever solved. The one thread that ran
through all of the violence was that each victim
except one was involved with bootlegging or
gambling. Gene Livingston, an alcohol baron
and gangleader, was shot through the window
of a beer flat at 1432 North 17th Street.
George Kubik and Sam Villella, both active
in bootlegging, were killed in 1931. The most
shocking of the crimes, however, was the
murder of Harry Lapidus, wealthy businessman and philanthropist. Lapidus was shot in

his car on South 32nd Street as he drove
home on December 22, 1931 . He had no
connection with bootlegging, but instead
had been a reformer for stricter enforcement
of liquo r laws and suppression of vice. The
Lapidus, Livingston , and Kubik murders
remain unsolved .79
The Depression in Omaha
As Tom Dennison's machine waned , the
entire country found itself slipping deeper
into a depression. The stock market crash of
October, 1929, and the resulting business
slowdown hit cities hard and caused widespread unemployment. Bank clearings in
Omaha indicated the drop in financial activity as they fell from two and one-half billion
in 1929 to one billion in 1933. Prices of farm
products dipped even lower than those of the
depression of the 1890s. The Thirties also
ushered in drought and hot dry winds which
scattered soil and destroyed the hopes of
farmers throughout the Plains. Thousands
of farmers lost their land due to mortgage
foreclosures .80
The full force of the stock market crash
hit Omaha on the hot summer da y of August
15, 1931 . Five days earlier, the State Bank of
Omaha had announced its closing. The
Farmers and Merchants State Bank in Benson also shut its doors because a portion of
its funds were frozen in the State Bank of
Omaha. Jittery depositors began to demand
their savings and forced the South Omaha
State Bank and Union State Bank to lock
their doors as well. Although these institutions held only five percent of all deposits in
the city, the closings frightened all depositors enough to withdraw their money. On
Saturday the 15th long lines stood outside
the doors of each of the city's banks.8'
Officials of the three larger banks, First
National, Omaha National, and U.S .
National, met and resolved to stay open and
remain calm. To demonstrate that they had
no fear of customers, Omaha National even
distributed sandwiches and lemonade to
those in line. In the meantime, the banks
chartered a plane which flew to the Kansas
City Federal Reserve Bank and brought
back $3,000,000 in cash-enough money to
avert a financial disaster in the cityP
But the Depression was hard on Omaha.
The drought had badly hurt the grai n
market and the livestock market fell from
second to third in the nation. The need for
relief drained county fund s which were
finally replaced only by federal money.

Celebration at the Union Stockyards, 1920
(Photo by Louis R. Bostwick, Loell R. Jorge nse n Collection)
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Wholesale and retail employment and sales
both tumbled . ln August, 1932, the Farm
Holiday Association began a farm strike to
withhold produce from market until the
prices rose. Farmers set up blockades all
along 72nd Street to stop trucks headed for
market from the west. Ordered by Gove rnor
Charles Bryan to keep all road s open, th e
Douglas County Sheriff was a ble to disperse
the crowd . The next day, a group of pickets
organized a squadron of six cars and two
trucks to conduct milk raid s in the county.
They dumped milk from delive ry trucks at
Millard , 104th and Center, 90th and Biondo,
a nd along Dodge Street, but it was a final
gesture for the short-lived strike.sJ
The New Deal of President Franklin D.
Roosevelt brought some aid to farmers and
urban workers. Over II ,000 unemployed
persons were registered in Omaha during the
first months of federal relief work. A citywide drive resulted in the placing of the
National Recovery Administration Blue
Eagle in over 70,000 residential and business
windows in Omaha . The NRA , an initial
attempt by Roosevelt to organize industry,
also gave labor the right to collective bargaining and set up the Public Works Administration. The Chamber of Commerce began
a campaign urging people to "buy now" in
order to stimulate trade and business and
expand credit. The New Deal also lifted prohibition, ending the bootlegging and the violence that was a part of it. Various work
projects gave jobs to the un employed and
New Dea l legislation eased so me of the
Depression's effects, but Nebraska still suffered from drought through the midThirties. Eggs were fried on Oma ha
sidewalks in 1934 and a yea r later the dust of
Western farms covered the city.s4
ln April, 1935, the 268 employees of the
streetcar company went on strike, demanding many of the same benefits th ey sought in
their first strike in 1909. The company
refused to arbitrate over the questions of
union recognition, a wage increase, a six-day
week, a nd seniority rights, a nd brought in
strikebrea kers to run the cars. When confrontations ended in the dea ths of two innocent bysta nders shot by police, along with
injuries to 100 a nd vandalism to company
propert y, the Governor rushed I ,800
National Guardsmen to Omaha. He also set
up a three-man arbitration board which
recommended that a ll 268 men be returned
to work at full seniority with wages to be

considered by a special board. The company
refused to abid e by the decision, however,
and no strikers were rehired. Aside from the
strike, changes were ahead for the streetcar
company and its employees . The first buses
were added to the transit system as feeders to
th e end of car lines in 1925. Gradually they
began to take over other routes and in the
1950s replaced the trolleys altogether. 85
Although th e problems of the Depression
had eased somewhat by the end of the
decade, only the start of World War ]]
brought Omaha and the rest of the United
States completely out of the economic
slump. ln the meantime Omaha put on one
of its most gala events ever- the 1939 opening of the movie "Union Pacific." "Boys
Town ," starring Spencer Tracy and Mickey
Rooney, premiered in Omaha in 1937, but
that had been a one-night affair. With the
premiere of "Union Pacific" the city organized a four-day extravaganza to celebrate
the ra ilroad's seventieth anniversary along
with the opening of the Cecil B. DeMille
film .s6
During "Golden Spike Days," April26 to
29, the downtown area of Omaha was converted to portray the year 1869, much in the
manner of a Hollywood set. False fronts
covered a block of downtown stores, intending to present the image of Omaha seventy
years earlier. A stockade of Jogs ten feet high
surrounding the plaza of Union Station was
the first view of the city presented to W.
Averell Harriman , chairman of the board of
the Union Pacific Railroad , and other Eastern industrialists who arrived to participate
in the festivities. The Hollywood stars, including De Mille, Barbara Stanwyck ,
Robert Preston , and Anthony Quinn,
arrived in the old-time train used in filming
the movie. Beside the premiere of the movie
in three downtown theaters, the celebration
included three parades, street dances, a
costume ball , and a banquet for 3,000 held at
Ak-Sar-Ben Coliseum .8 7
By the end of 1939, war had been declared in Europe. As in World War l, the
demand for agricultural products and the
output of Omaha 's factories helped the
economy of the state, eventually eliminating
the unemployment of the Thirties. The war
industries brought more people to the city,
and in the yea rs after World War II , Omaha
would more than double its size in square
miles. The 1940s provided a decade of
growth for Omaha as it moved toward its

second hundred years .
The city's economic system would change
greatly after World War II, moving from the
pre-war industrial city to a white collar,
insurance, and financial center. The years
after the war witnessed the sprawl of Omaha
as the automobile made it easier to leave the
old compact city and the new, smaller suburban homes made it possible for everyone
to own his residence. As Omahans moved
out, the old neighborhoods and their business districts lost trade. North and South
24th Street managed to keep some business,
but suburban shopping centers increasingly
took their place. A blow to South Omaha
was the eventual closing of the packinghouses, draining the community of the lifeblood which had maintained it for eighty
years. Jobs were no longer so plentiful in the
central city as wholesalers and their warehouses moved out to new suburban industrial tracts, bringing their employees with
them.
Due to the decentralization process in
Omaha since World War II, there has been a
tendency to forget the city's beginnings. As a
frontier town, Omaha was built on the
cunning and occasional deceit of speculators, then survived because of such rugged
and brawny industries as railroads, smelters,
and stockyards. Omaha's first hundred years
were marked by blue collar laborers of every
ethnic group, people who carved the city out
of the bluffs on the Missouri River. The
earliest marks of the city's birth have long
since been destroyed . Many of the signposts
that typified the city before 1940, such as its
ethnic neighborhoods and industrial plants,
still remain and deserve to be remembered
for the role they played. Although Omaha
has changed greatly in its second hundred
years, its residents need reminders of the
past to provide the knowledge necessary to
plan for the future .

I. View Northward Toward Omaha, 1867
(Oma ha C ity Library)

2. View Northwestward from 15th and Farnam
Streets, Circa 1872
As this photo from the 1870s reveals, wooden
cla pb oa rd stru ctures were gra dua ll y being
replaced by more substant ial brick bea ring wa ll
buildings of simila r des ign.
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(Photo by Lo uis R. Bostwick , Loe ll R. J o rge nse n Collectio n)
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Architectural Overview
The architecture of a city reflects both its
physical a nd cultural growth. In particular,
urban architecture has symbolic and philosophical components beyond its primary
function of sheltering human activities. To
a degree, urban structures symbolize a city's
self-perception and the image that it
attempts to project. In addition, buildings
are the most pervasive and public manmad e objects in the environment.
Omaha was not built in an architectural
vacuum. Once the city was established , its
physical structure reflected the controversies and issues that enveloped architecture in other parts of the country. Omaha
did not have original proponents of particular types of architectural expression, as did
Chicago for example. However, its best local
designers were well schooled in academic
styles and understood the physical issues
involved as America, and Omaha along with
it, faced the era of the machine and of
modernism.
Omaha's architectural history is clearly
one of eclecticism, the free adaptation and
mixing of styles imported fro m other parts
of the country and the world. This history is
particularly interesting as an example of
how one place interpreted and assimilated
divergent trends in the built environment.
Two themes pervade the story-the symbolic and the philosophical. The former
reflects the city's transition from a tentative
and speculative railhead to a permanent city
by 1890. The latter deals with the dynamic
conflict between the use of European
antecedents and revivals and the development of a new, modern American architecture in the building of the city.
The Struggle for Permanence (1854-1890)
Omaha began as a speculative town, in
competition with other new settlements such
as Bellevue, Plattsmouth, Florence, and
Nebraska City for real cityhood. Thus, its
early urban form and building design were
governed by the demands of expediency.
The grid system was overlayed on Omaha's
site, oriented to the section lines which subdivided the midwest. The grid plan promoted the sale of property and simplified
the layout of a city which was developing
incrementally and speculatively. However,
it ignored the characteristics of Omaha's
hilly rivers ide site. The bluffs , which determined the edge of the flood plain, provided

barriers to Omaha's early westward development. Thus, the typical residential and
commercial districts of the town were sited
near the river, in the flood plain areas east of
the bluffs. Westward expansion into the
hills was limited to the construction of
homes for wealthier residents.
Omaha's original building stock, like its
emerging town plan, was designed for expedient development rather than design
quality. Structures had to be erected quickly
to accommodate the growing demand for
shelter and services. Overall construction
costs were necessarily held to a minimum in
order to reduce financing problems and
limit capital losses in the event that the settlement proved unsuccessful. As a result,
Omaha's first settlers erected simple frame
and log dwellings, importing materials from
more established eastern urban areas. Both
commercial and residential structures were
designed by local builders and carpenters,
displaying a vernacular diversity influenced
by both natural features and the early economic base of the community. Typically,
one and two-story clapboard buildings
housed retail outlets on the street le~el and
living quarters or offices on the optional second floor. Wooden awnings covered the
entry, with an occasional plank sidewalk in

front. Owners of single-story buildings
often utilized an extended false front to display the store's name and product, usually
painted on the clapboard siding in bold
letters.
Most residential dwellings constructed in
the 1850s and 1860s were also utilitarian in
design, with clapboard siding, simple roof
forms, and little if any ornamentation. A
more elaborate version was the upright-andwing, consisting of a two-story structure
with a one-story addition and porch extending to the side. Although initially introduced
during the frontier period, these same economical forms were repeated later in workers' housing. The Near South Side and Near
North Side, neighborhoods adjacent to the
Central Business District, developed in this
manner, and housed succeeding waves of
immigrants.
By the 1860s, as the future of the city
became more assured and the need to
develop an image of civic permanence
emerged, brick became an accepted building
material. The Bank of Florence ( 1856), a rectangular two-story structure surmounted by
a low pitched hip roof, was one of the earliest structures in the Territory and one of the
few exhibiting Greek Revival influences. 1
Brick was more common in larger structures

I. Frenzer Block, 15th and Dodge Streets, 1879
This ltalianate structure, enhanced by a heavily
bracketed cornice and ornamental stonework, is
one of the few extant commercial buildings in the
city that date from the 1870s.
(Ne braska State Hi storica l Society)

2. Fort Omaha, 30th and Fort Streets, 1980
Surrounding a thirty acre parade ground , the
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utilitarian structures at Fort Omaha recall important chapters in America's military history.
(Omaha City Planning Department)

3. Baum Iron Company, 1221 Harney Street,
1980
Although cast-iron storefronts were commonplace in Omaha 's wholesale district, Baum Iron's
exhibits Egyptian Revival characteristics.
(Omaha Ci ty Planning Depa rtment)

I

such as the Central Block ( 1868), which
housed all stores on Farnam between 13th
and 14th Streets. An elaborate three-story
complex, the Central Block was characterized by repeating cast-iron arched openings
on the first floor retail level and a pronounced bracketed cornice which defined
the upper edge of the structure. These key
elements formed the basis of the ltalianate
style, which was popular in the Midwest
until the 1880s. ltalianate structures were
often rectangular or square in form and imparted a feeling of verticality. The Frenzer
Block (1879) at 15th and Douglas, an extant
brick ltalianate commercial building, also
features a heavily bracketed cornice above
the long, narrow second-story windows. The
federal installations at Fort Omaha and
within the Omaha Quartermaster Depot
were constructed in this popular style as
well. Built in 1879, the Fort and the Depot
reflect both Omaha's position in the nation's
military history and its role in conquering
the frontier.
One of the keys to Omaha 's ongoing
development was the railroad. The city's
strategic location at the crossroads between
the Union Pacific Railroad and the Missouri
River made it an important point of goods
storage and distribution. Thus, the need for
warehouses evolved, supplanting the residential and commercial uses that had grown
in what is now the eastern part of the central business district. The large brick warehouse and manufacturing structure became
a major architectural form in Omaha in the
late nineteenth century. Built for storage of
raw materials and products, or for light
manufacturing, these efficient and innovative buildings represented a new type of construction developed primarily for wholesale
houses. Employing variations on standard
masonry wall and light floor joist construe-
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tion, the multiple-story warehouses displayed minor stylistic elements and details
such as metal cornices, stone trim , cast-iron
fronts and metal awnings over first floor
retail outlets. Several locally and regionally
known architects created designs for the
structures, including the firms of Fisher and
Lawrie, Mendelssohn and Lawrie, Charles
Cleves, Isaac Hodgson and Son, Charles
Beindorf, Henry Voss, John Latenser and
Sons, and F. A. Henninger. Many of these
structures are still in use today. One significant example of warehouse architecture is
Steele, Johnson and Company (Baum Iron
Company), a wholesale grocer's establishment located as 1219-23 Harney Street.
Erected in 1880 and virtually unchanged
since its construction, the four-story structure presents a cast-iron facade of nine bays
to Harney Street and incorporates Egyptian
inspired piers and colonnettes. All windows
facing streets are rectangular and enhanced
with stonework in a variety of treat.ments.
Design elements such as these are evident

4

throughout the Old Market, a central jobbing-house area which developed from the
1880s into the early twentieth century.2
Omaha came of age as a city in the 1880s.
Its commercial architecture had evolved
from the relatively cheap, rapidly constructed structures of the 1850s a nd 1860s
to the permanence of its brick structures of
the 1870s. Entering the new decade, the city
was preparing to assume a position among
municipalities with a flowering of notable

4. Christian Specht Building, IIIO Douglas
Street, 1979
C hristian Specht's Western Cornice Works
manufactured galvanized iron cornices, metal
dormer windows , finials , window caps and tin and
iron roofing.
(Omah a City Planning D epartment)

5. New York Life Insurance Building (Omaha
Building) View Northeastward from 17th and
Farnam Streets, 1889

(Oma ha City Planning Department)

(Omaha Public Library)

6. Sacred Heart Church, 2206 Binney Street,
1980
The Gothic Reviva l Sacred Heart Church
expressed the public's growing taste for the
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buildings designed in the European styles
that had become associated in American
cities with grandeur, permanence and dignity. In the 1880s, this eclecticism characterized much of Omaha's architectura l design
focus , as did a continued emphasis on the
picturesque. This picturesque movement, a
reaction against the formalism of the Greek
Reviva l and ltalia nate modes, included such
architectural forms as Renaissance Reviva l, Romanesq ue, Gothic Revival, French
Second Empire, Queen Anne, and Chateauesque.
Rena issa nce Reviva l, a style which catered to the growing taste for richness a nd
relief demanded by Oma ha's citizenry, promoted the application of elaborate, massproduced cast-iron ornamentation. Castiron also facilitated the enlargement of windows, thus allowing more light to filter in
over commercial disp la y areas. Two existing
structures making use of these Renaissa nce
Revi va l concepts are the Christian Specht
Building ( 1884) designed by Dufrene and
Mendelssohn, and the Omaha Atrium (J . P.
Cook, 1889).
The Gothic Revival , the most picturesque of the late nineteenth century styles ,
was rarely employed on the frontier. The few
resid ences that were constructed in this style
had basically Greek Reviva l or ltalianate
designs with a decorative Gothic overlay.
The style is distinguished by pointed arches
combined with towers, gable roofs, and projecting pinnacles, and saw its fullest use in
Oma ha church architecture. These elements

romantic a nd dissatisfaction with the restraints of
Classical architecture.

are illustrated by Trinity Episcopal Cathedral and Sacred Heart Catholic Church;
both reflect early Gothic Revival characteristics and the medievalizing intentions of the
architects . Trinity Cathedral ( 1880), designed by English architect Henry G. Harrison, with Alfred Dufrene serving as supervising architect, features late English Gothic
forms: rock-faced as hlar walls, stone bar
tracery and monochrome coloring within a
cruciform plan. 3 Conversely, Sacred Heart's
volumes and details accentuate the vertical,
and the plan and design of the tower exhibit
Continental European Gothic influences.
Designed by Fisher and Lawrie in 1902, the
church served the well-to-do residential
a reas that developed following the 1898
Trans-Mississippi Exposition. 4
Omaha served notice that it had arrived
as a city with a series of major new structures
in its rapidly developing, new central business district. Its supreme commercial structure was the New York Life Insurance Building ( 1889) by the famous New York architectural firm of McKim, Mead , and White.
New York Life (Omaha Building) was constructed of red brick in the Renaissance Revival style. Designed with two wings about a
central tower, the building reigns over Farna m Street like a king on a throne; a powerful composition that unfolds as the viewer
passes by. The structure also represents an
early attempt by McKim , Mead, a nd White
at the construction of tall buildings.5
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For its major civic monuments, Omaha
chose the Romanesque style. The symbolism of the Romanesque, with its feelings of
incredible mass and weight, was of permanence and solidity. The Bee Building (1889,
razed 1965) and the City Hall (1889, razed
1965) designed by Fowler and Beindorff,
continued the procession up Farnam Street
begun by New York Life. The United States
Post Office (1892, razed 1966) by James
Knox Taylor, with its play of towers, arches,
and mass, lent an imposing presence to its
site along Dodge Street between 16th and
17th Streets. Ironically, none of these great
Romanesque monuments, designed to symbolize the lasting quality of their city,
still exist.
Other private structures of note also
made use of the Romanesque style. The
United States National Bank Building
(Corey-McKenzie, 1887, razed 1978) by
Isaac Hodgson, constructed at 12th and
Farnam, with its Ohio bluestone facade, was
an impressive play of Romanesque shapes.
Particularly notable were its entry arches,
supported by short, piston-like columns
reminiscent of Frank Funness' work at the
Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts and
suggestive of the compressive stresses at
work in the structure. The hybrid Fred Nye
residence ( 1887, razed 1979) designed by the
firm of Hodgson and Sons, combined a
Richardsonian stone ground floor with a
more traditional Romanesque brick upper
story. St. Mathias Episcopal Church (Dietz
United Methodist Church), erected in 1889,
was designed by J . H. Hawkins. Its stone
facade, arches, short columns, and horizontal continuity make it an excellent
extant example of the Romanesque style.6

I. Joel Cornish Residence, 1404 South lOth
Street, 1980
During the 1880s the dwellings along South
lOth Street reflected national trends in regard to
popular architectural styles.

( Nebras ka Sta te His torica l Society)

(Oma ha City Planning Depa rtment)

(Omaha C ity Planning Depa rtment )
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Residential Architecture in Omaha
The first moderate income residences in
the city were rapidly constructed frame
structures, while the Italianate style was employed as the major model for higher income
housing. These homes did not survive subsequent expansion of the business district, as
changing land use and the city's development into a retail and wholesale center
erased most early construction. Consequently, many of the remaining significant
structures in Omaha date from the great
commercial and residential boom of the
1880s.
The most elite of Omaha's early settlers
built residences around Capitol Hill and
along South lOth Street. The Capitol Hill
district fell victim to commercial expansion,
but examples of the beautiful homes of the
1880s remain along South lOth Street. The
area that encompassed the Nye residence
and St. Mathias Church also boasted the
distinctive Joel Cornish residence (1884) at
1404 South lOth Street. The Cornish house
is the city's best example of the French Second Empire style.? Employing such typical
features as symmetrical elevations, Mansard
roofs, central pavilions and round-arched
windows, the style allowed architects to continue the classical tradition of balance and
control, modified to suit the picturesque and
fashionable requirements of the times.
Before the 1880s, most residents lived
within walking distance of their work and
necessarily crowded around the downtown .
The development of streetcars as a means of
transportation facilitated the movement of
residents out of the central city and the separation of work and home. Real estate developers increasingly took advantage of this
situation and built not only single family
residences but apartments along streetcar
lines. Omaha retains several buildings representative of this stage of development located in the neighborhood west of the downtown along the Park Avenue streetcar line
to Hanscom Park. The 1889 Mason Terrace,
29th and Mason Street, was among the
city's first buildings erected specifically for
multi-family dwellings. Each terrace "house"
was a separate structural unit with its own
exterior entrance and was rented to one
household. The five-unit structure was designed by the architectural firm of Findley
and Shields in the Queen Anne style, one of
the more popular late nineteenth century
residential styles. Typical Queen Anne char-

2. Mason Terrace, 1001 Park Avenue, September
6, 1932

2

3. Edgar Zabriskie Residence, 3524 Hawthorne
Avenue, 1979

4. Gottlieb Storz Residence, 3708 Farnam Street,
1980
Designed by Thomas R. Kimball, the Jacobethan Revival dwelling was the Gold Coast home
of the founder of the Storz Brewery.

5. Casper Yost Residence, 140 North 39th Street,
1980
(Omaha C ity Planning Depa rtment )

(Omaha C ity Planning Department)
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acteristics evident in these units include an
irregular plan, asymmetrical massing, textured wall surfaces, multi-planed roofs, and
corner towners that provide a vertical emphasis.s Another structure of Findley and
Shield 's creation is the Georgia Terrace built
in 1890 and located at 1040 South 29th
Street. Omaha's finest Queen Anne style
residential structure is highlighted by a
rusticated limestone and brick exterior enhanced by arched porches and windows ,
stained glass transoms, and an octagonal
tower with metal fish-scale shingles.9
The Queen Anne style proved to be popular for single family residences as well. The

John Withnell (Guy Barton) residence at
3522 Farnam exhibits Queen Anne elements
along with Victorian and Romanesque features. Withnell, a pioneer brickmaker in the
city, built the structure in 1892 with all the
important details that indicated the level of
social status achieved by the owner. The
dwelling's irregular massing includes bay
windows, a three-story tower with conical
peak , a multi-gabled roof, and a tall, decorative chimney.to A Queen Anne residence,
perhaps more than any other style in this
period , indicated an owner's position in the
community.
Another excellent and even more highly

decorative example of Queen Anne architecture is the Edgar Zabriskie residence at
3524 Hawthorne Avenue. The house displays Eastlake porches, balconies and details, a rounded turret, fish-scale shingle
decoration, and multiple gables. Zabriskie,
a Civil War veteran and accountant, built
his home in the new subdivision of Bemis
Park in 1889. A few years later the depression of the 1890s ended development in
Bemis Park , leaving the Zabriskie home
standing alone until prosperity returned
after the turn of the century. 11
By the 1880s Omaha had begun to attract
sufficient numbers of immigrants to develop
ethnic enclaves . Among them were a Czech
community centering on South 13th Street,
an Irish settlement near the Union Pacific
rail yards, and the beginnings of Sheelytown
near the Sheely packing plant at 27th and
Martha , which later housed Irish, Czech,
and Polish immigrants. In general, the individual residences within these communities
cannot be labeled as architecturally distinctive. However, the structures contribute collectively to an overall visual character or
sense of place created through the repetition
of such design components as one-and-one
half story clapboard forms, street-facing end
gables, and front porches occasionally decorated with Eastlake or Queen Anne detailing. In contrast, ethnic architectural flavor
was strongly evident in each community's
business blocks and churches.
Because the depression of the 1890s effectively halted building activity in the City,
most of the extant structures dating prior to
1900 were erected in the 1880s. However, the
depression failed to halt construction of residences for the wealthiest of Omaha citizens,
who began to build homes in the City's
developing Gold Coast, located west of 32nd
Street along Farnam Street. Until the 1920s,
the district was the showplace for homes of
every architectural style, each conveying a
sense of status for the community leaders
they housed . Two homes built in 1894, those
of banker Gurdon Wattles at 320 South 37th
and the Offutt-Yost residence, home of telephone company pioneer Casper Yost at 140
North 39th, are representative of the French
Chateauesque style. Never widespread in
this area of the country, the style is characterized by massive and irregular silhouettes,
steeply pitched roofs, tall elaborately decorated chimneys, and basket-handle arched
windows.

1. Hanscom Park Residences, South 32nd
A venue, 1979
The deve lopment of Hanscom Park encouraged housi ng construction in an area far from
downtown in the 1890s.
(Om a ha Ci ty Pla nning Depart ment )
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2. 1102 and II 06 South 31st Street, 1980
Picturesque Queen Anne designs ex hibited

Classical Georgian and Federal detailing as housing sty les became increasingly rational and balanced by the 1890s.
(Oma ha City Planning De pa rtmen t)

3. 3335 Woolworth Avenue, 1980
With the dawn of a new cent ury, the Classic
Revival si ngle-fami ly dwelling predominated
throughout the city.
(Omaha City Plan nin g Department)

of tall buildings to the facade and its ornament. Thus, ornament became simplified
and rationalized, expressing a functional
place in the building. Through Sullivan and
Wright, a link was established between the
Chicago School and a new type of residential and institutional architecture meant to
express its setting in the American Midwest.
This philosophy, which has come to be
known as the Prairie School, held that buildings a nd their design should flow organically
from their environment. Thus, Prairie
School buildings expressed the horizo ntal
nature of the prairie landscape through low,
overhanging roofs, horizontal massing, window treatment, and banding, sometimes
punctuated by short vertical accents a nd
masses. Ornament became secondary and
was used in a controlled way; elaboration of
lng the technique of skyscraper construc- the building depended on expression of textion, by which a light steel frame replaced tures or materials, a nd the juxtaposition of
masonry bearing walls as the structural sys- shapes and forms.
tem for large buildings. East Coast architects
While the tension between the revivalist
designing major buildings borrowed the and Prairie School architects was developinnovations of light frame construction, but• ing, another type of construction (closely
believed in the appropriateness of European related to Prairie School ideas) was surfacantecedents for exterior design . Thus , ing. This was the bungalow style, particuMcKim, Mead, and White's New York Life larly important because it related to houses
Building in Omaha was a contemporary of small to moderate size and cost. The bunstructure with a grand Renaissa nce Revival galow form emerged from the English Arts
facade . On the other hand, the modern and Crafts Movement, founded by William
architects believed that a connection existed Morris to improve design standards and to
2
Omaha Enters the Modern Period(l890-1940) between structure and facade .
bring a greater awareness of materia ls to
Up to 1890 Omaha's architectural evoluNowhere were the lines of conflict more both design practitioners and the general
tion had paralleled its physical development,
definitely drawn than in Chicago, the metro- public.
culminating in the great urban monuments
politan center closest to Omaha. In 1893, the
In the United States, the bungalow
of the late 1880s. The 1890s, however,
great Chicago architect Daniel Burnham emerged as the residental expression of simbrought important changes, both economiwas the planner and executive architect of plicity- low, spreading, structurally exprescally and architecturally. The depression of the Columbian Exposition . The Exposition sive, and unpretentious. Materials were
produced the grand, almost dreamlike emphasized, whether the light wood of clapthat decade forced troubled business leaders
image of the City Beautiful, with great vistas boards, shingles, or beams of the massive
to take account of the situation and develop
a bold statement about the city's future. In and axes lined by Classical buildings- a masonry porch supports. In plan, the bungaaddition, architectural history was being vision of grandeur that conflicted with the lows were open and informal, suggestive
made 500 miles to the east, as unique engi- economic realities of the 1890s. The utopian of an earlier and more simple society. There
neering techniques were making a new kind
setting was dramatic and affecting, but took were clear connections in the Midwest
of building possible. Two Chicago archi- its roots from an idealization of classical between the Prairie School and the bungalow
tects, Louis H. Sullivan and Frank Lloyd
Greece and Italy. It was clear that the official style-both residential forms shared a philosWright, were challenging the traditional architecture of American commerce con- ophy of simplicity and craftsmanship, as
European styles of architecture and develop- tinued to look to European prototypes.
well as planning and design features.
ing a new, American style of design. All of
In contrast to these historical styles stood
These were some of the seminal influthese events were to have a major impact on
the work of other Chicago architects, led by ences at work in the Midwestern archithe architectural history of the Midwest.
Sullivan and Wright, who strove to develop tectural scene in the 1890s. They affected
In the 1890s, beset by a serious economic an architecture expressing an American set- Omaha , either directly through the designs
downturn, American architecture under- ting and newly developing methods of build- of outside architects in the city, or indirectly
went a soul-searching stage. Chicago archi- ing. The Chicago School, a term usually through influences on local architects. These
tects, such as Jenney, Burnham, Adler, used to refer to designers of major commer- forces were evident as the city followed other
Sullivan, Holabird , and Root were pioneer- cial structures, linked the structural system
cities into the modern era.

4. G. F. Epeneter Residence, 502 North 40th
Street, 1978
In addition to the galvanized iron exterior surfaces , interior spaces revea l ornamental stamped
tin ceilings of Classical design .

5. Bungalow in Benson, 2320 North 60th Avenue,
1980
A feature unique to this bungalow is the pair of
elephantine columns framing the front entry
parapet.

(Oma ha Ci ty Planning De partment )

(Oma ha City Planning Department)
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Directions of Omaha
Residential Architecture (1890-1920)
In the late I 890s, as Omaha encountered
the same economic stagnation facing the rest
of the country, the business community
decided to publicize the city with a bold
stroke. Using the model of Chicago's great
Neo-Classical Columbian Exposition of
1893, Omaha created its Trans-Mississippi
and International Exposition of 1898 in the
Kountze Place addition of North Omaha .
The Exposition's Grand Court, lined by
plaster facades of classical buildings, proceeded eastward from the present Kountze
Park. Design coordination of the great fair
was supervised by Omaha architect Thomas
R. Kimball. In addition to its overall impact,
the Exposition served as a catalyst for residential expansion in adjacent areas. Structures erected by prominent businessmen
included the George Shepard Residence
(1903) , 1802 Wirt Street, an eclectic mix of
Queen Anne and Neo-Classical styles, and
the Charles Storz residence ( 1909), designed
by Fisher and Lawrie, an excellent example
of the Arts and Crafts style .
As construction resumed in the 1900s,
developmental pressures were having a great
influence on the form of building in Omaha .
Development was particularly centered in
such new "streetcar suburbs" as West Farnam , Benson , Dundee, Minne Lusa, and
South Omaha (which had a strong economic
base of its own with the growth of the stockyards). These areas were platted with a gridstreet system and urban lots based normally
on 50 foot frontages . Thus, housing types
were required that were adaptable to these
lots. These were generally bungalows and
"classic boxes," two-story, square Classic
Revival structures with flush planes, flat
ornamentation, and hipped roofs.
The classic box residence provided a
blank slate for the application of details ,
which ranged from Classica l to Tudor to
Prairie School. The Classical applique was
particularly popular, following the image
precedents of the Columbian and TransMississ ippi Expositions. Typical exterior
elements included a pyramidal roof,
enclosed eaves, ornamental frieze, doublehung windows arranged symmetrically, and
a portico which extended across the house.
Classic Revival homes were less ostentatious
than the Victorian styles that proceeded
them , with a better economy of interior
space and a more horizontal appearance.
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One excellent Omaha example is the Epeneter dwelling at 40th and Cass Streets. Constructed in 1905 by Gustave Epeneter, owner
of the Eagle Cornice Works, the residence
displays a variety of ornamental galvanized
iron and stamped-tin surfaces. 12 Omaha has
an abundance of this style home since it was
popular after 1900- a period of rapid city
growth . Other examples of Classical Revival
homes are found along the Park Avenue
streetcar line and in the North Omaha suburb
of Kountze Place.
Bungalows displayed a number of materials and borrowings from regional adaptations, ranging from shingle style California
derivations to brick and stucco finishes more

similar to Chicago houses. Frequently entire
subdivisions were constructed using the
same bungalow plan . The bungalow provided convenient and inexpensive dwellings
on small residential lots in new additions .
Omaha's most intact area of bungalow construction is the Minne Lusa neighborhood,
developed by Charles W. Martin Company,
Realtors, beginning in the 191 Os. Other bungalows are located in the western edges of
the Field Club, Dundee, and Benson neighborhoods. Scattered in with the houses built
the previous fifteen years, the bungalows
provide interesting architectural variety in
the turn-of-the-century suburban areas.

I. Drake Court Detail, 22nd and Jones Streets,
(Omaha City Pla nning Department)

2. George Forster Residence, 3712 Davenport
Street, 1980
An Oriental flavor pervaded many Prairie
designs as evidenced by the dwelling 's projecting
pagoda-like eaves.
(Omaha Cit y Planning Department)
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3. Anderson Apartments, 24th and Jones Streets,
May 14, 1926
Sullivanesque ornament was often applied to
vernacular brick commercial and residential
structures constructed during the 1920s.
(Ne bra ska Sta te Historica l Society)

4. City National Bank Building, 16th and Harney
Streets, 1977

3

While Omaha's residential designers
were assimilating stylistic influences from
Chicago and other places, the pure Prairie
School never became particularly pervasive
here. This may be attributed to the limited
size of residential lots during the time of the
Prairie School's greatest popularity, 1900 to
1918. Prairie School dwellings required
large lots for their projecting wings, overhangs, and horizontal forms. On the other
hand, the layout of Omaha's lots rewarded
compact designs such as bungalows and
boxes.
This is not to say Prairie style design
was uninfluential. Bungalow design exploited the horizontality and openness of
plan that were typical of the Prairie School.
Classical boxes frequently used Prairie
detailing to give a feeling of flow and continuity, even within their very compact
envelopes. Examples are 106 South 52nd
Street (1915) by Lloyd D . Willis and 418
North 38th Avenue (1915) and 429 North
38th Avenue ( 1911 ), both by the noted
Omaha architect Frederick A . Henninger.
Finally, there were more explicit examples
of Prairie School architecture built in the
city. The Strehlow (1907), Majestic (1909),
and Roland Apartments ( 1905) all by Henninger exhibit the horizontality, ornament,
and Japanese derivation of one branch of
Prairie School practice. The Boekhoff

Building ( 1909) at 4524 Farnam Street displays Sullivanesque ornament and composition reminiscent of Prairie School banks
designed by Sullivan, Wright, Purcell, and
Elmslie in Iowa and Minnesota. The Drake
Court Apartments (1915) , designed around
an open space mall stretching for two blocks,
combine Prairie and Georgian Revival ornament and massing with innovations in site
planning. u A residence at 2924 North 58th
Street ( 1918) by Prior and Nelson is a brick
and stucco Prairie School structure with a
porte cochere extending to the south. Finally,
the city's best Prairie School residence is the
George Forster house (1916), 3712 Davenport, by Chicago architect Louis Bouchard.
The Forster residence offers an ingenious
solution to the problem of adapting the style
to a narrow urban lot by projecting toward
the street, but keeping its long axis perpendicular to the front lot line.
In summary, the stylistic controversy in
residential architecture before World War I
was mediated in Omaha by the nature of
lot planning in developing areas . While
Prairie School influences are present, they
are decidedly secondary and usually applied
rather than integral. Residential construction in Omaha was therefore seen as being
thoroughly practical, with architectural
detail being the means of embellishing the
basic structure.

Chicago Influences on Commercial and
Institutional Architecture, 1890-1920
The new architecture of the Midwest
made its way into Omaha more directly in
non-residential buildings. Holabird and
Roche received several important commissions for skyscrapers in Omaha during the
191 Os. Their finest expression of the Chicago
School was the City National Bank Building
of 1910, clearly exhibiting the functional
division of the skyscraper into base, shaft,
and cornice. The Woodmen of the World
Building ( 1912, razed 1978) displayed a
more classical influence in its base, but continued the clear three-part division . Holabird's mixed-use Aquila Court ( 1924) moves
toward a Neo-Classical revival style. A central courtyard originally patterned after an
Italian formal garden provides a buffer between the commercial and residential areas
of Aquila Court. Holabird and Roche
arranged the residential portion to face
inward to the courtyard, thus providing a
quiet retreat in the midst of an urban setting. 14
Graham, Anderson, Probst, and White,
the successor firm to Daniel H. Burnham
and Associates, also received a major skyscraper commission with the First National
Bank Building constructed in 1916. The
building reveals the classicizing influence of
Burnham, contrasted with the simpler City
National Bank. The H-shaped building is

Economy, structure, natural light and efficiency
governed the Chicago School's solution to the
high-rise office building.
(O ma ha City P la nning Depa rt ment)

5. Woodmen of the World Building, 14th and
Farnam Streets, 1977
(Om a ha City P la nning Department)

6. Aquila Court, 1615 Howard Street, 1977
A prototype for Charles and Raymond Cook of
Chicago, Aquila Court was one of the last commissions received by architects Holabird and
Roche.
{Oma ha C ity Planning Depa rtment)

7. Fairbanks-Morse and Company Warehouse,
902 Harney Street, 1977

7

also a major structural tour dJorce,
designed to withstand the stresses from a
major tornado. This need was in the public
mind following the catastrophic 1913
Omaha tornado, which devastated much of
the Near North Side. While skyscraper commissions were being granted to Chicago
firms , local architects were also using Chicago and Prairie School principles in the
construction of significant buildings. The
leading local practitioner of Prairie School
architecture was Frederick Stott. Stott's St.
John's A.M.E. Church (1912, completed by
R. F. Hennig in 1943), with its blocky massing and dramatic roof projections , is Omaha's finest Prairie School structure. 1s His M.
E. Smith Warehouse (1919, razed 1980)displayed the play of strong vertical elements
and mass used by Wright in his E. Z. Polish
Co. in Chicago and Larkin Building in Buffalo . Stott's use of Wright as an architectural
source was unparalleled in Omaha until the
work of R. F. Hennig in the 1930s and 1940s.
8

Omaha architects Fisher and Lawrie revealed
Chicago School influences in their numerous
warehouse designs.
(Oma ha Ci ty Pla nning Department)

8. First National Bank Building, 16th and Farnam Streets, 1979
(Oma ha Cit y Pla nning Department)
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I. Burlington and Missouri River Railroad
Headquarters Building, 1004 Farnam Street
Architect Thomas Kimball remodeled this 1879
structure in 1899 to resemble the C. B. & Q. Railroad Company Building in Chicago. Internally, a
central cast-iron and glazed brick court penetrates
the first four floors.
(O ma ha City Planning Department)
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The Transition of Modernism:
Leading Omaha Architects from 1890 to 1930
This discussion has concentrated heavily
on the external environment that helped
shape residential and commercial architecture in Omaha, particularly in respect to
residential architecture and the nearness of
the great laboratory of building that Chicago provided . Within this context, Omaha
nurtured three architectural firms, Thomas
Rogers Kimball , John Latenser, and John
and Alan McDonald , whose work dominated the city's building scene for over 40
years. All began as Revivalists with unusual
skills, and senses of proportion, and all
gradually evolved toward more "modern"
forms of architectural expression later in
their careers. As such, an examination of
their work is important to a discussion of
the city's architectural history, not only
because of the greatness of their contribution, but also because they reflected the
changes in styles and outlooks of early
twentieth century American architecture.
Thomas Rogers Kimball was Omaha's
most influential architect. He was a master
of revival styles, bringing an unerring eye
and a design sense to forms ranging from the
Classical to Spanish Colonial. In addition,
his innovative work and participation in
national architectural affairs brought him a
reputation beyond that achieved by any
other Omaha architect. The first in Kimball's long line of major Omaha structures
was the Public Library ( 1892) at 19th and
Harney. His design followed the Renaissance style of the Boston Public Library,
built according to a McKim, Mead, and
White concept utilizing repeating arched
doors and windows and decorative stonework. Kimball planned Omaha's Second
Renaissance Revival library as a rectangular
brick box, with carefully spaced openings
focused about the heavily ornamented
entrance. Additional decoration to the
straw-colored brick building includes
sculpted medallions featuring ancient figures
such as Aristotle, Socrates, and Sophocles. 16
A second public structure designed by
Kimball was the very late Greek Revival
Burlington Railroad Station at lOth and
Pacific Streets ( 1896). Often referred to as
one of the finest examples of classical architecture in America, the station was designed
to resemble a Greek temple, complete with
portico and pedimental frieze. Much of
Kimball's design was lost in the 1930 remod-

2. Omaha Public Library, 1980
(Omaha City P lanning Depart ment)

3. Thomas R. Kimball and His Prize Gamecock
(Nebraska State Historical Societ y)

4. St. Cecilia's Cathedral, 701 North 40th Street,
1979
St. Cecilia's Cathedral is significant as a dramatic departure from the common arch itectural
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eling by Graham, Anderson, Probst, and
White which employed the simplified sha pes
of the popular Neo-Classical Revival style.' 7
By 1898, the firm of Walker and Kimball
had received the honor of being architect-inchief for the Trans-Mississippi Exposition.
This position gave the firm the responsibility
for the layout of the Exposition, rules
governing the appearance of Exposition 4
structures, and the design of several build- earlier treatment of the Public Library. The
ings . The Exposition ·was a visual as well as same verticality was created in the Mary
financial success and the favorable com- Kimball house at 2236 St. Mary's Avenue
ments regarding its architecture brought ( 1904). Again, Kimball utilized a square bo x
with carefully spaced openings and classical
Walker and Kimball national fame .
Kimball's involvement in these public detailing. The Storz home , designed in 1907,
projects was paralleled by his design of follows the Jacobethan Revival style. Built
numerous residential structures. The Sec- for German immigrant brewer Gottlieb
ond Renaissance Revival F. P. Kirkendall Storz at 3708 Farnam, the structure features
residence (1901) at 3727 Jackson Street steep gables, a ridged roof, and tall chimdisplays Kimball's preoccupation with verti- neys of varying heights. The main entry is
cality, while the band of marble med.allions especially imposing due to the enclosed
below the cornice recalls the architect's front porch with its pointed , arched win-

styles selected for Roman Cat holic C hurches in
the early 1900s.
(Oma ha Ci ty Planning Departm ent)

5. Mary Kimball Residence, 2236 St. Mary's
A venue, 1979
In the residence designed for his mother, Kimball created a masonry box carefully pierced with
openings and enlivened with restrained Classical
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ornamentation.

wi ndows.

(O ma ha City Planning Depa rt men t)

(Ph oto by Louis R. Bostwick, Loell R. J o rgense n Collection)

6. View Westward from 17th and Douglas
Streets, 1930
Kimball 's Fontene lle Hotel (center) is highly
reminiscent of Cass Gilbert's Woolworth Building, which emp loys a similar terra-cotta cap a bove
vert ica lly arranged strips of stra ight-t opped
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dows a nd crenelated roof Iine.1s
During this same period , Kimball
des,igned what was to become the masterpiece of his c_areer, St. Cecilia's Cathedral at
70 I North 40th Street. The Spa nish Colonial
Revival church, with its domed twin towers,
was sited on a major north-south bluff and
soon came to dominate the city's skyline.
Kimball's 1901 Spanish design was unusual
for churches in the early twentieth century. l9
However, the style was perfectly suited to
Kimball's favorite architectural techniques:
verticality, flat undecorated surfaces punctuated with carefully balanced openings,
and a centralized imposing entry. In 1908,
Kimball again employed Spanish motifs in
his design for St. Philomena's Church (St.
Frances Cabrini) at 1355 South lOth Street.
The church represents an important early
example of the Spanish Colonial Revival
style, which reached its zenith in American
architecture during the 1920s.2o
Kimball's later work, often high-rise in
na ture, displayed a movement toward more
modern, often expressionistic forms . His
World-Herald Building at 15th and Farna m
(1916, razed 1980) was an unadorned brick
structure topped by a unique curving blue
cornice. Similarly, the Late Gothic Revival
Fontenelle Hotel's (1914) brown brick shaft,
ornamented only by relief in the brick
facade, is terminated by an expressionistic
three-story terra-cotta adornment fashioned
to symbolize the head-dress of Omaha
Indian Chief Logan Fontenelle. 21 The
Medical Arts Building (1920), originally
designed by Kimball, was altered during
construction by Joseph McArthur into a
scholarly Gothic Revival skyscraper.
By 1927, Kimball joined in practice with
William L. Steele and Josiah Sandham.
Kimball, Steele, and Sandham continued
the progression to more modern expressions
with the Art Deco Federal Office Building
(1932) at 15th and Dodge. Kimball died in
1934, having evolved from an extremely
skilled architect of academic styles through
expressionism to contemporary design with
the 1930s. His diversified skills and creative
approaches made him one of the major
architects of his day, and Omaha was fortunate to be the recipient of many of his
buildings.
Another Omaha architectural firm that
strongly influenced local design from the
latter years of the nineteenth century was
John Latenser and Sons. John Latenser, Sr. ,

1. Brandeis Building, 16th and Douglas Streets
Constructed in 1905, the Brandeis Building
foreshadowed Latenser's design for the Douglas
County Courthouse.
(Omaha Public Library)

2. Omaha High School, 20th and Dodge Streets,
1977
The building presents a strong visual picture
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a German-educated immigrant, came to
Omaha in the mid-1880s and gradually built
up a practice by designing many of the significant public buildings in the City. Among
the firms's major creations were Omaha
(Central) High School, the Douglas County
Courthouse, the Brandeis Department Store
(1905), the University of Nebraska College
of Medicine in Omaha (1912), Wise Memorial Hospital (1912), Clarkson Memorial
Hospital (1909), the Barker Brothers Building (1919), and thirty-five public school
buildings. Latenser became the fourth generation of his family to enter the profession
of architecture. Two of his sons, John and
Frank, later followed him into the firm .
Omaha High School was constructed in
four phases between 1900 and 1912, replacing an earlier, eclectic Victorian structure
built in the 1870s. The high school represents

the only known instance where Latenser
employed any variety of the Renaissance
Revival in school architecture, depending
up to this time on the Romanesque and the
Tudor Gothic styles. The structure was
erected during the City Beautiful era in
which builders and planners imitated classical monuments in their public building
designs. Although most school architecture
did not make use of this concept, Omaha
High achieved such grandeur that it rivaled
other public buildings in the city in quality
and workmanship. The main entrance,
located in the eastern facade , is centered in a
five-part composition consisting of a central
pavilion, two wings, and two end pavilions.
The entry is distinguished by a five-column
Corinthian portico beneath a pediment displaying allegorical figures representing art,
science, music, and drama.22

due to its location on the former site of the
Nebraska Territorial Capitol.
(Omaha Ci ty Planning Department)

3. Reinhold B. Busch Residence, 604 North 38th
Street, 1980
(Omaha City Planning Departm ent)

Latenser's continued use of the monumental French Renaissance Revival style is
exhibited in his design of the Douglas
County Courthouse ( 1909-1912). The symmetrical U-shaped structure's main facade is
characterized by a nine bay, intercolumniated wall flanked with end pavilions.
Engaged Corinthian columns encompass
the second, third , and fourth stories of the
recessed walls, and support a full entablature.23 While the Latensers designed numerous other public or institutional structures:
including the Scottish Rite Cathedral (1912)
and the University of Omaha Administration Building (1938), the firm was also
involved in such residential projects as the
Busch house at 604 North 38th Street. A
blend of Georgian Revival and Second
Renaissance Revival styles, the $20,000
structure was built in 1908 for R. C. Busch ,
general manager of a local plumbing and
electrical supply firm . Although John
Latenser died in 1936, his sons carried on
the family firm and in turn passed it on to
their children.
A third important Omaha architectural
firm established by the 1890s was that of
John McDonald , who developed his practice through commissions from a number of
wealthy Omaha families. McDonald's son,
Alan , joined him in 1916 and together they
continued to practice through the 1940s.
Like Kimball, the McDonalds spanned a
long period of time and created a wide variety of structures that matched the architectural styles in vogue in each era.
Probably the earliest of McDonald's significant creations is Joslyn Castle (1903),
the home of George and Sarah Joslyn at
3902 Davenport. Joslyn, president of the Western Newspaper Union, planned a residence
that reflected his position in Omaha. The
Scottish Baronial castle, sited on five and
one-half acres and surrounded by fortyeight varieties of trees and shrubs, resembled structures the Joslyns had seen on the
East Coast. Constructed of Silverdale limestone, the house has thirty-five rooms
divided among four stories . Turrets topped
by battlements, gabled dormers, and crenelated porches contribute to the structure's
Baronial appearance.24
The Joslyns were active members of
Omaha's First Unitarian Church , and may
have influenced the choice of the MeDonaids as architects for the church's new edifice in 1917. The McDonalds' design pro-

4. First Unitarian Church, 3114 Harney Street,
This Georgian Colonial Church represents an
early commission of the father and son architectural firm of John and Alan McDonald .

The George A. Joslyn residence characterizes
the height of Victorian elegance in Omaha and
portrays a past era not only in architectural conception but also in the socio-economic development of American Capitalism.

(Oma ha C ity Plann ing Depart ment)

(O ma ha City Plan ning Department)

5. Joslyn Castle, 39th and Davenport Streets,

6. Joslyn Art Museum, 22nd and Dodge Streets,

1978

1976

1976
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(Oma ha City Pla nning Department)

duced Omaha's purest example of Georgian
Colonial Revival architecture. The building is exemplary in illustrating the heritage
of Unitarianism in America by reproducing in the Midwest a late eighteenthcentury house of worship common to the
region where the denomination took root
and flourished .25 Constructed of red brick ,
the structure's most characteristic features
are its projecting front portico and threesection bell tower. The bell tower consists of
a red brick base which supports a square
wooden entablature containing arched
louvered openings topped by an octagonal
copper cupola. 26
John McDonald was also involved in a
number of residential design projects.
Among these were the Grossman Apartments (1904) and the Bradford residence
(1910) . The two-story, four-unit apartment
building at I 02- I08 South 36th Street exhibits Neo-Classic Revival characteristics with
Georgian Revival detailing. The formal
arrangement of openings and ornamentation presents a symmetrical composition
often identified with Classical styles.27 The
Bradford house of 404 South 39th Street
exhibited influences of the most current
architectural trends when designed in 1910.
McDonald combined Prairie School and
Japanese influences to produce a strong
horizontal composition in an interlocking
system of windows, terra-cotta belt courses,
and projecting broad overhangs. In addition , the original reddish-brown brick with
beige trim repeated the organic color scheme
that characterized most Prairie style
homes. 28
Through the late 1920s and 1930s, the
McDonalds became active proponents of
what Alan McDonald termed "prairie architecture" in the Omaha Chamber of Commerce Journal of June, 1930. The event that
sparked a modernistic direction in Omaha
was the design of the great Nebraska State
Capitol ( 1919) by Bertram Grosvenor
Goodhue . The Capitol merged Goodhue's
precedents with the zig-zag style that had
developed out of the New York setback zoning ordinance of 1916 to create the masterful
base and tower, rising above the prairie as a
monument to democratic deliberations. The
Goodhue structure turned eyes to Nebraska
and deeply influenced skillful local architects such as the McDonalds. The opportunity for their own response came when
their patron Sarah Joslyn planned an art
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museum to honor her late husband and
chose the McDonalds for the commission .
After twelve years in the planning stages,
the construction of the Joslyn Memorial
Art Museum began in 1928. Designed to
resemble an Egyptian temple, the massiveblock Art Deco volume of Georgia pink
marble also exhibits American Indian
motifs. The finely detailed interior is highlighted by a sky lit floral court with tiled floor
and central fountain glazed in shades of yellow and blue. In the Joslyn Memorial, the
McDonalds created a structure that is not
only significant architecturally but became
important to Omaha as a symbol of the city.
The Depression of the 1930s necessitated
an end to the elaborate detail common in the
Art Deco style. As a result, the sleek, clean
lines of Moderne architecture became
increasingly popular. The McDonalds
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quickly adapted and continued through the
I 930s to design structures in the Mod erne
style. Examples of their later work include
the Faidley Building ( 1930, razed 198 I) and
Beth El Synagogue (1940).
Through the example of the McDonalds
the development of design in Omaha from
revival styles to modern expressions is particularly clear. A style evolved and was
adopted that expressed contemporary
themes of America in the I 930s-clean
functionalism, streamlining, and a bit of
the movie set. The focus of external influence shifted from the organic Prairie School
and technological Chicago School influence
to the images of the Art Deco and Moderne
styles used most extensively on the East and
West coasts.
Art Deco became a pervasive form of
commercial construction in Omaha through
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I. Omaha Union Passenger Terminal, lOth and
Marcy Streets, 1976
We have tried to express the distinctive character of the railroad- strength, power, masculinity.
- Gilbert S. Underwood , architect.

frames the main entry resembles the rhythms
within the Tower's facade , and exhibits a conscio us attempt by McArthur for modernity and an
art istic expression to complement the Machine
Age.

(Omaha City Planning Department)

(Omaha City Planni ng Depart ment)

2. Redick Tower, 1504 Harney Street, 1980
The stepped terra-cotta frontispiece which

3. Faidley Building, 16th and Douglas Streets,
1980
(Omaha City Planning Department)
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the decade of the Depression . In addition to
the Faidley Building and Federal Office
Building, the Union State Bank (Service
Life Building, 1926) by John Latenser and
Sons, and the Redick Tower (1930) and
Paxton Hotel (1928) by Joseph McArthur
were constructed in this style . These buildings are generally characterized by zigguratlike setbacks, smooth-surfaced volumes,
sunken strips of casement windows separated by decorated spandrels and low relief
terra-cotta ornamentation in sunrise, chevron, and floriated patterns around door
and window openings.
A major monument of the late Art Deco
period is McArthur's Redick Tower. The
configuration of its stepped facade is reinforced by a geometric terra-cotta frontispiece with stylized, hard-edged ornamentation highlighting the symmetry of each

elevation. The twelve-story tower was noteworthy for the innovative planning of its
designer; the structure was a combination
of parking and office facilities , a new concept for the 1930s. 29
Omaha's best known Art Deco structure
was appropriately the Union Pacific Passenger Terminal (1931) by the well-known
Los Angeles architect Gilbert Stanley
Underwood . The development of the station
was contemporary with the design of the
Union Pacific's first streamlined passenger
train , the City of Salina, and expressed both
the excitement of the modern era and the
strength of the railroad itself. Erected at a
cost of $1 ,250,000, the cream-colored terracotta station features bold Art Deco detailing above the casement-type windows which
flank the entry. The projecting sculptures of
various railroad personnel such as a brakeman and an engineer also established the
station as a premier example of the Art
Deco style.Jo
With these structures, the Art Deco and
Moderne styles established themselves as
Omaha's pre-World War II resolution of the
conflict of architectural styles in major
buildings. This trend continued for some
years after the War, with the construction of
the World Publishing Company Building
( 1946) by Leo Daly, Sr., the Interstate
Transit Building (Greyhound Bus Depot,
1946) by James Allen, the Tip Top
Administration Building ( 1944) and the
Watson Brothers Transfer Building ( 1944)
by C. L. Kivett, all distinguished examples
of Streamlined Moderne styling. Thus,
Moderne architecture was current longer in
Omaha than in other parts of the country.
On the other hand , the new expression of
modern architecture, pioneered by Mies van
der Rohe and termed the International
Style, found little following in Omaha . This
form, making use of light materials,
particularly steel and glass , and
concentrating on the expression of structure
through detail, was centered around Mies at
the Illinois Institute of Technology in
Chicago. Philosophically it bore a
resemblance to the original Chicago School.
Although the International Style emerged in
the I930s and gained popularity in the 1950s
(becoming the typical form of skyscraper
construction in America after the War) it
found little currency in Omaha until the
late 1960s.

4. Riviera Theater, 2001 Farnam Street, 1980
(Oma ha Ci ty Pla nn ing Depa rtment)

5. World Theater, 1506 Douglas Street, Razed in
1980
(Omaha C ity P la nni ng Departm ent )

6. Orpheum Theater, 15th and Harney Streets,
Prior to 1927 Remodeling
(Neb ras ka Sta te Histo rica l Socie ty)
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Theater Architecture
While Art Deco and Mod erne styles were
very important in the commercial structures
of the 1920s and 1930s, one type of commercial building used architectural styles unique
to themselves. These were the grand downtown movie theaters, designed to surpass
competitors in terms of opulence and romanticism. As a result, styles not typically
used in the Midwest were adapted for these
fantasy palaces. Among Omaha's glittering
emporiums were the Orpheum, World , and
Riviera Theaters.
The Orpheum located within the City
National Bank Building complex and thus,
while it did not present a distinctive exterior,
was well known for its opulent interior.
Beginning as a vaudeville house in 1892, the
theater was completely rebuilt in 1927 under
the direction of architects C. W. and George
L. Rapp of Chicago. They generously spread
gold leaf and ivory throughout the Second
Renaissance Revival style theater and employed Florentine drinking fountains and
gilded , hand-carved furniture in the lobby.31
Prominent Detroit architect C. Howard
Crane designed Omaha's World Theater in
1921 (razed 1980). As one of Omaha's finest
examples of Beaux-Arts Classicism, the
World had the "most beautiful exterior" of
any of the theaters designed by Crane. The
main facade consisted of a five-part glazed
terra-cotta composition with elaborately
articulated parts. Central to the composition
were three-story round arched windows and
iron mullions, railings, and balustraded sills .
The windows were framed by four groups of
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coupled Corinthian columns which supported an enriched frieze and cornice complete with dentils and modillions. Rectangular two-story windows with sculptured
railings and architraves were located on
either side of the arched window grouping.
A parapet wall with sculptured inserts and
the inscribed words, "World Theater"
topped the structure.32
The Riviera Theater (1926) is distinctive
for its unusual Moorish and Italian Renaissance architecture, a combination seldom
seen in the Midwest. Designed by nationally
known theater architect John Eberson, the
structure's exterior focal point is a large
copper domed tower, flanked by two smaller
towers of similar detailing. The diamondpatterned brick facades boast oriel windows,
elaborate cornices, glazed terra-cotta tile
copings, and a series of free-standing columns which support griffens. The Riviera's
interior, almost as elaborate as the exterior,
featured an "atmospheric ceiling" complete
with twinkling stars and fleecy clouds. Eberson, a pioneer in the use of atmospheric ceilings, designed the Riviera as an early
prototype. 33
All three theaters, the Orpheum, World,
and Riviera, were originally planned for
stage shows and musical productions, but
later switched to movies because of the poor
economic situation in the 1930s. These "palaces of diversion" represent Omaha's introduction to the age of grand movie palaces,
when not only the entertainment but the
buildings themselves spirited patrons out of
the real world .

6

l. 417 North 38th Street, 1980
This English Tudor dwelling, constructed in
1928 and designed by Frederick A. Henninger, is
representative of the angular and brittle buildings
of the 1920s.
(Omaha Ci ty Planning Departme nt)

2. 1313 South 79th Street, 1980
This Mediterranean Revival residence illus-
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!rates the local adaptation of architectural forms
prevalent in the American Southwest.
(Oma ha City Pla nning Department )

3. "House of Tomorrow," 2043 North 53rd
Street, 1979
In contrast to the Tudor Revival structures that
surround it, the "House of Tomorrow" reflected
contemporary commercial architectural trends.
(Omaha City Planning Department)

Residential Architecture in Omaha after 1920
The influence of Prairie School architecture in residential design had ended abruptly
by 1920 throughout the Midwest. The reasons for its sudden demise are difficult to
ascertain. They may include the temporary
eclipse of Wright following his personal disaster at Taliesin in Spring Green, Wisconsin,
and the desire of Americans to "return to
normalcy" after World War I. What is clear
is that Revival styles triumphantly emerged
as the method of residential design in America during the 1920s and 1930s. Omaha, to
be sure, followed this national trend. Its
most notable residential designers were
architects skilled in manipulating the shapes
and proportions of the various popular Revival styles.
It is interesting to note, however, that
some features peculiar to Prairie School
residential design did carry over into certain
Revival styles. Thus, the Edgar M. Morsman, Jr. residence ( 1923) by F. A. Henninger
at 518 South 38th Street and the Robert
Rosenweig residence (1914) at 4903 Cass
Streets, both Tudor Revival structures,
achieve a Prairie School-like horizontality
through the use of overlapping planes and
window rhythms.
Major residential planning innovations
also arrived in Omaha during the 19 lOs and
1920s. A continuous line runs from the work
of Frederick Law Olmstead in his precedent
setting, curvilinear garden suburb of Riverside, Illinois, through the planned developments of Forest Hills in New York City,
developed by the Russell Sage Foundation
from 1910 to 1930. In these neighborhoods,
curvilinear streets followed the topography
of the site; landscaped islands and parks
were created by the street system; and a consistent architectural image was pursued. The
garden suburbs, created philosophically by
the Garden Cities of Ebenezer Howard in
England, were originally conceived as selfcontained communities. However, they rapidly became suburbs or subdivisions of their
respective central cities. The garden suburb
design guided the development of Omaha
subdivisions such as Happy Hollow (George
Realty Co., 1920s), Minne Lusa (Charles
Martin Co., 1915), Country Club (Metcalfe
Realty, 1926), and Twinridge-Morton
Meadows (1920s), although they differed
from one another in architectural style.
Country Club, for example, established a
Tudor Revival theme, while Happy Hollow
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exhibited a wide variety of styles within a
basically similar exterior envelope. These
subdivisions, continuing to develop through
the 1940s, provided an important arena for
the work of Omaha's major residential designers. Their architects, practitioners of
various Period Revival styles, included
George Prinz, F. A. Henninger, Burt Hene,
and Birger Kvenild .
George Prinz and Frederick A. Henninger, while known primarily for their
residential creations, also designed other
structures. Henninger planned several
downtown business buildings, including the
Neo-Classic U. S. National Bank ( 1914), the
Farm Credit Building ( 1934), and the Grain
Exchange ( 1916). Prinz designed the Omaha
Country Club, the Flatiron Hotel ( 1914),
the Second Renaissance Revival Livestock
Exchange Building ( 1926), and the Art Deco
Farnam Building (1928) . Henninger was in
Omaha in the 1890s while Prinz began his
Omaha practice in 1909. Both had long
careers in the city and especially distinguished themselves in designing homes for
the city's wealthy residents in the years
between 1910 and 1930.
Hene and Kvenild were especially known
for their residential designs and both operated from the late 1920s into the 1940s.

Among the Period Revival styles utilized by
the architects in this era were English Tudor,
Georgian, Colonial, Mediterranean , and
French Norman. Most of these homes are
located in a few neighborhoods , beginning
with the West Farnam-Cathedral area in the
1910s and moving west to the new Happy
Hollow and Fairacres districts by the 1920s.
The pre-World War II period was one of
Revivalism in residential design . However,
one major Omaha architect steadfastly continued to experiment with modern architecture . Reinholdt F. Hennig was deeply influenced by the later work of Frank Lloyd
Wright, incorporating Wright's Usonian
house theories in his own work. The Usonian
idea grew out of Wright's Broadacre City
designs of the 1930s. It was to be a low cost ,
ecologically sound house organically growing out of its setting, a Prairie School philosophy adapted to the problem of building
houses that people could afford.
Hennig's work began with the so-called
"House of Tomorrow" of 1933 at 2043 North
53rd Street. This dwelling, built as a project
of the Junior Chamber of Commerce, is a
stone and concrete structure with a white
stucco surface, casement windows , and flat
roofs at various levels without projecting
eaves. The building is derived from several

4. Selby Apartments, 37th and Marcy Streets,
1979
The stringent wartime economy necessitated
the use of low-cost materials within a rational
design fra mework.
(Omaha Ci ty Planning Departm ent)

5. Bemis Bag Company Building, lith and Jones
Streets, 1979
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(Omaha C ity Planning Depa rtment)

Omaha Architects: Dufrene, Mendelssohn, Fisher and Lawrie
Among the city's earliest professional architects was Alfred Dufrene, who later became a
partner in one of the most active and prominent architectural firms in Omaha before 1900,
Mendelssohn, Fisher and Lawrie. Dufrene came to Nebraska in 1867 and, with T. B. Borst,
designed all the Union Pacific Railroad stations between Omaha and Ogden, Utah. He
operated his own office until 1881 when he became a partner of Louis Mendelssohn, a
German-born architect who arrived in Omaha in 1880. In the following decade Dufrene and
Mendelssohn designed the Burlington and Missouri River Railroad Headquarters ( 1879},
the Academy of the Sacred Heart (Duchesne, 1881}, the Christian Specht Building ( 1884},
and numerous business blocks, including warehouses for Paxton , Gallagher and Company,
and Parlin, Orendorf, and Martin .
Dufrene left the firm in 1885 and Mendelssohn formed a partnership with George L.
Fisher, a civil engineer educated at the University of Michigan . This partnership, which
lasted until 1887, was responsible for the designs of the Moline Plow Company, McCord
and Brady Wholesale Grocery Company ( 1883), the Board of Trade Building ( 1885), and
the Paxton Block ( 1888). In 1887, Scottish-born Harry Lawrie joined the firm after four
years' experience with Burnham and Root in Chicago. He brought with him the emerging
Commercial style , thereby influencing the firm's design direction. A local application of
this style is exhibited in the Bemis Bag Building ( 1887}, which was designed to accommodate
the need for light, space, air and strength, with exterior ornamentation as a secondary consideration. As Mendelssohn, Fisher and Lawrie; Mendelssohn and Lawrie; and later as
Fisher and Lawrie, this firm continued to produce well-designed , distinctive buildings
through the 1910s.

sources, including the Moderne, Prairie
School, and the work of members of the
Vienna Secession such as Adolph Loos.
Hennig's later work drew more directly
from Wright. The George T. Morton residence (1941) at 4611 Center and theW. J.
Dearth residence (1941) at 1502 South 58th
Street are both Usonian structures, sitting
low on their urban sites. Hennig's apartment
group at 37th and Marcy Streets ( 1942) uses
concrete block, overlapping planes, and
overhanging flat roofs in a distinguished
combination of Prairie School and Usonian
residential design in a multi-family setting.
Fittingly, Hennig also saw Stott's St. John's
A.M .E. Church, based on Wright's Unity
Temple in Oak Park, to completion.
Thus, Hennig became a bridge, tying
contemporary design in Omaha over the war
years. The Usonian became the prototype
for 1950's contemporary residences and also,
in greatly altered form, of the pervasive suburban ranch style house.
Summary

This discussion, although admittedly
limited, provides a framework by which
structures of architectural significance in
Omaha can be evaluated. Before 1890, buildings evolved as the image of the city
changed from a speculative boom town to a
mature municipality. This growth was
crowned by the four great monuments of
those years, the New York Life Building, Bee
Building, Post Office, and City Hall. After
the city was established, it could afford the
luxury of architectural experimentation and
controversy. It assimilated current ideas and
adapted them in a way fitting to the city's
setting and tastes. In the process, great
buildings were created in Omaha. Although
many of these have since been destroyed, the
preservation of our remaining significant
historic structures has fortunately evolved
into a high priority city-wide objective. This
is appropriately so, for these landmarks now
serve as important physical signposts of the
city's life and thought, as depicted by countless artists throughout its one hundred
twenty-five years of development.
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Omaha Architects: 1866-1945
ADAMS , Wm. L. Jr.
ALFORD, W. H.
ALLAN, James T.
ALLEN, Dell F.
ARTHUR , Wm.
BAKER, A. D .
BAKER, Arthur
BAKER, R. W. & Son
BARSTOW & LEMM
BAUMER, William
BECK, V. F.
BEINDORFF, Charles F.
BELL & BERLINGHOF
BERK, H. A. Gustav
BERLINGHOF, George
BLAKE, J . S.
BLAKE, Miller & Co.
BLAKE & ZANDER
BOEHNECKE & BOHMRICH
BOEHNICKE, Max A.
BOLLARD, D . C.
BOLLER, C. E.
BORST & DUFRENE
BOURGEOIS, L. J . B.
BOURGEOIS & NITCHNER
BOWELL, C . J .
BOWLES, Oscar T.
BRENNER, R. A.
BRIGHAM , Norman R.
BROLINE, 0 . L.
BROOKS, W. S.
BROWN, G. W.
BURDICK & BOLLER
BURDICK, I. E.
BYRAN . J . W.
CARTER, Earl
CARTER, Noah E.
CARTER, N. E. & Son
CARTER, Walter M.
CLARKE, F. W.
CLARKE, Frederick W.
CLARKE, Fred W. & Edwin B.
CLARKE, G. T.
CLEVES BROTHERS
CLEVES, Charles
CLOSE, D. R.
COLLINS, G. J . S.
CONE, Chester A.
CONLEY, James L.
CRADDOCK, James H.
CREEDON, Patrick J.
CUSHMAN & COREY
CUTLER, Louis A.
DALEY, Frances E.
DALEY & WALKER

1879-1880,
1884
1892
1916-1945
1911
1912
1911-1912
1891
1899-1900
1906
1866-1868
1911-1917
1892-1898
1891
1915-1918,
1925-1929
1892-1894
1888- 1890,
1896-1898
1887
1892-1894
1880-1881
1885
1920-1921
1889-1890
1868-1870
1890,
1892-1893
1891
1912, 1916
1934-1945
1921
1917-1945
1907
1893-1908
1914
1891-1895
1896,
1900-1905
1890
1921
1916-1917,
1931-1932
1918,
1921-1929
1886-1887
1901-1916
1931-1934
1917-1926
1920
1883-1896
1897-1908
1891, 1893
1911
1933-1936
1923-1934,
1941-1942
1908-1932
1886-1897,
1906- 1910
1890
1938
1935, 1937
1933

DALY, Leo A.
DARROW, H. A.
DAVEY, J. J.
DAVIS, L.A.
DECKER , S. V.
DICKEY, T. J .
DIETRICK & GUTH
DIETERICH , J . E.
DIETRICK, Joseph E.
DODDS, EverettS.
DONOVAN, W. E.
DOUGLAS, Isaac
DRISCOLL, Charles F.
DUFRENE, Alfred R.
DUFRENE & MENDELSSOHN
DWORAK , Leo J .
EBERLY, F. C.
ELBERT & LAHR
ELLIS, F. M.
EVERETT, Richard
FIELD, George W.
FINDLEY & SHIELDS
FINDLEY, W. E.

FISHER , George L.
FISHER & LAWRIE
FLESHER, H . A.
FOSTER, S. H.
FOWLER, Benjamin A.
FOWLER & BEINDORFF
FOWLER & SCOTT
FRANKFURT, H. D .
GARDNER, J . P.
GERALD, Charles
GERNANDT, W. F.
GILLESPIE, PORTER &
SCHREIBER
GLOE, John W.
GRAHAM BURNHAM & CO.
GRIFFITH, A. B.
GUTH, Joseph P.
HALL & NEWMAN
HALL, 0. A.
HAWKINS, J . H. W.
HENE, Bert B.
HENNIG , Reinholdt F.

HENNINGER, Frederick A.
HENNINGER, F. A. & SON
HICKS, I. P.

HINMAN , Chas.
HODGSON , Isaac & Son
HODGSON , Isaac, Jr.
HOLABIRD & ROCHE

1921-1945
1885-1892
1907-1917
1916
1895
1920
1887-1890
1879-1880
1891-1916
1914-1935,
1939-1942
1896
1883-1884
1872-1888,
1894-1897
1874-1881 ,
1886
1881-1884
1937-1945
1888
1921
1886-1898
1916-1917,
1920-1923
1880-1894
1889-1892
1888,
1893- 1899,
1905-1908
1887,
1920-1931
1893-1913
1909
1920
1881-1886
1887-1891
1880-1881
1910-1920
1897-1898
1888-1892
1914-1923
1917
1939, 1941
1916
1925-1926
1891-1928
1911
1909-1910
1890-1894
1934
1926,
1919-1931 ,
1934-1940
1896-1936
1932,
1937-1945
1898-1904,
1909-1912,
1915-1920
1928
1887-1889,
1892
1890-1891
1910, 1913

HONOMICHL, R. J .
HORNBY BLUE PRINT CO.
HOTCHKISS , Charles F.

1925
1913-1915
1928,
1940-1945
HOWATT, A. H.
1892
1937- 1939,
HYDE, John F., Jr.
1942
IRWIN, Joseph
1892
1936-1942
JEPSEN, Howard E.
KENN EY, SIMONS & BURRELL 1887
1921
KE RNAN , W. V.
1896, 1899
KIEWIT, John
1900-1915,
KIEWIT, John , Jr.
1925
KIMBALL, STEELE&SANDHAM 1928-1945
1900-1927
KIMBALL, T. R.
1892
KING, Orlando
1940
KNUTSON , Stuart P.
KRELLE, F. W.
1903-1918
1942-1945
KRIZ, Edwin
1887
KUNS, Frederick 0.
1916-1945
KVENILD, Birger
LAHR, M. J .
1923-1925
LAHR & STANGEL
1926-1941
LARGE, A. T. , Jr.
1880-1882,
1884-1885
LARGE & McPHERSON
1883
LATENSER , Fra nk
1913
LATENSER, John
1888-1894,
1900-1914
LATENSER, John, Jr.
1913
LATENSER, John & Sons
1915-1945
LAWRIE, Harry
1914-1931
LAWRIE & STOCKHAM
1932-1935
1891-1895
LEDEBRINK, F. C.
LEICESTER, S. H.
1886-1887
1886-1887
LIETZ & LATENSER
MAENNER, T. H. & CO.
1925
1893-1895,
MASON , J. B.
1899-1918
1888
MAXON, R. E.
1891
MAXON , S. E. & CO.
1920-1932
McARTHUR, Joseph G.
1874-I875
McBIRD, M. J .
1916-1920
McDONALD, Alan
1921-1925
McDONALD, John & Alan
1892-1920
McDONALD, John
1887-1891
McDONALD & OGILVY
1926-1945
McDONALD & McDONALD
1887-1903
McDONNELL, James
1891
McFADDEN & BRYAN
1890
McFADDEN & DART
1889
McKIM , MEAD & WHITE
1884
McPHERSON , Wm. R.
1885-1886
MENDELSSOHN & FISHER
MENDELSSOHN, FISHER &
1888-1892
LAWRIE
1887
MENDELSSOHN & LAWRIE
1893-1894
MENDELSSOHN, Louis
1909-1910
MESSMORE , E. J .
1909-1917
MILLER , BURD F.
1899-1909
MISENER, W. T.
1910-1912
MISENER & STOCKHAM
1881-1882
MULLANY. John
NACHTIGALL, Jacob M.
1909-1945

Downtown Omaha, View Eastward from 17th
and Harney Streets, 1889
(Omaha Publi c Library)
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NELSON , F. A.
NEVOTTI , William M.
NIPPELL & BELLAS
NIPPELL , M. R.
NOLAN , E. A.
NYCE, Charles M.
NYE, Charles M.
NYE & SON
OMAHA ARCHITECTURAL
ASSN.
ORGAN, Fred
PARSONS, F. M .
PATERSON, F. L.
PETERSON & DODDS
P ETERSON , Fred
PETERSON, Harvey C.
PORTER & SCHREIBER
PRESTWICH , Lewyn J.
PRINZ, George B.
RAAPKE , Henry A.
REALTY SYNDICATE CO.
REED, H. H.
REIDA-GOTCH & CO.
RICE , F. W.
RICHMOND, J . T.
ROBERTS , J. H .
ROBINSON, C. N.
ROHAN, John M.
ROWHER, Henry
ROOT, HOLLISTER , REEVES &
HARRIS
ROSENBERRY, Charles W.
SANDHAM, J. Dow
SCHMOOK, August C.
SCHREIBER , Ernest F.
SCOTT & HILL
SCOTT, J . H.
SESSINGHAUS, Edward J .
SHIELDS, Alexander

1918
1934-1935
1911-1913
1908-1910
1907
1934
1913-1923
1928
1897
1931-1941
1915
1895
1913
1909-1917
1920,
1925-1940
1920-1921
1936-1942
1909-1945
1908-1942
1920
1870
1937
1916-1921
1868-1870
1917, 1921
1914-1916
1938-1939
1878-1879
1920
1923-1934,
1937
1938-1940
1890
1923-1932
1914-1917
1881-1882
1926-1945
1893-1894,
1901-1905,
1911 , 1915

SIMARD, Gaudias
SKOGMAN, N. J. & SONS
SLOAN, Leonard F.
SMITH, Fred R.
SMITH & LEDEBRINK
SMITH , Sidney
STAUB, C. Leo
STEELE, William L.
STEINBAUGH, Charles W.
STOCKHAM & BAKER
STOCKHAM , William E.

STOTT, Frederick S.
SYPE, William E.
THIELE, A. A.
THOMAS , F. V.
THOMAS, Fred V.
TUNICA , Francis
VOSS , Henry
VOSS & LATENSER
VRANA , E. H.
WALKER & BEST
WALKER, KIMBALL & BEST
WALKER & KIMBALL
WALLACE, NoelS .
WARD, W.
WEAVER, W. R.
WEBSTER , James R.
WESTERN MATERIAL &
MANUFACTURING CO.
WIEGAND, 0. A.
WIGINGTON , C. W.
WILKINSON & WILKINSON
WILLIS , L. D .
YATES, Robert
ZANDER , 0. M .

1923
1914
1933-1935
1891 - 1893
1889-1890
1881-1892
1889
1938-1940
1914-1945
1917-1918,
1923
1908-1909,
1913-1916,
1920-1921,
1925-1931,
1936-1940
1920-1929
1931,
1938, 1941
1896
1916
1937-1942
1886-1888
1876-1890,
1891-1907
1891
1916-1917
1890
1891
1892-1899
1929-1945
1866
1914
1921-1925
1916-1917
1918-1921
1911-1915
1920
1909-1917
18R8-1889
1894-1904

Criteria for Landmark Designations
The preceding review and analysis of
Omaha's prominent architects, architectural styles and historical features offers
general guidance in assessing the historical
significance of a given structure or site .
However, because the local landmark designation procedure can be initiated by many
parties, including the City Council, the
Landmarks Commission and the property
owner, it is necessary to formalize the definition of historical significance in as objective
a manner as possible. Within this context,
basic designation criteria applying to both
individual Landmarks and Landmark
Heritage Districts are provided by the City's
Landmark Heritage Preservation Ordinance. The specified standards for designation are:
Historical and cultural importance, having
significant character, interest, or value, as part
of the development, history, heritage or cultural characteristics of the City, State or
Nation; or is associated with the life of a
person significant in the past; or is the site of
an historic event, or exemplifies the cultural,
political, economic, educational, social, or
historic heritage of the community;
Architectural and engineering importance,
portraying the historical setting or environment of a distinctive characteristic of an architectural or engineering type, period, style, or
method of construction; or is the work of a
master or designer whose individual work is
significant in the development of Omaha; or
contains elements of design, detail , materials
or craftsmanship of distinctive quality, or
which represents a significant innovation;
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Geographic importance , by being part of or
related to a square, park , or other di stinctive
area, should be developed or preserved
according to a plan based on a historic, cultura l or architectural motif; or owing to its
unique location or s ingular ph ysica l
characteristic, represents an established and
familiar visual feature of the neighborhood ,
community or city; or
Archeological importance, yielding or may be
likely to yie ld, information important in prehistory or history.

In addition to being consistent with the
designation standards developed by the
Ordinance, local Landmark and Landmark
Heritage District designations should be
compatible with the Secretary of the
Interior's criteria for evaluating potential
entries for the National Register. Although
the major criteria for such evaluation are
similar to those itemized in the local ordinance, these are then qualified based upon
the following factors:
Ordinarily, cemeteries, birthplaces, or graves
of historical figures, properties owned by
religious instit utions or used for religious purposes, structures that have been moved from
their original loca tions, reconstructed hi storic
buildings, properties primarily commemorative in nature, and properties that have
achieved significance within the past 50 years
shall not be considered eligible for the National Register. However, such properties will
qualify if they are integral pa rts of di stricts
that do meet the criteria or if they fall within
the following categories:

I . a religious property deriving primary significance from architectural or artistic
distinction or historical importance; or

building or structure with
association has s urvived ; or

the

same

building, structure, or site, shall be treated
with sensitivity.

6. a property primarily commemorative in
intent if design, age, tradition, or symbolic
value has invested it with its own historical
significance; or

6. Deteriorated architectural features shall be
repaired rather than replaced , wherever
possible. In the event replacement is
necessary, the new ma terial should match
the material being replaced in composition,
design , color, tex ture, and other visual
qualities. Repa ir or replacement of mi ssing
architectural features should be based on
accurate duplications of features, substa ntiated by historical , physical , or picto rial
evidence rather than on conjectural designs
or the availability of different architectural
elements from other building s or
structures.

7. a property achieving significance within
the past 50 yea rs if it is of exceptional importance.

A preliminary survey identifying concentrations of Omaha's significant historical
structures and sites is presented in Section
VI of the Plan. As survey and inventory
efforts continue , an increase in the level of
local designation activity can be expected.
All such proposals should be consistent with
both the Landmark Heritage Preservatio n
Ordinance and Secretary of the Interior's
designation criteria.
Historic Preservation Project Standards
The U.S. Department of the Interior,
Heritage Conservation and Recreation
Service, has developed a comprehensive set
of standards, along with standards related to
specific preservation tFeatments , for use in
assessing historic preservation projects. The
general standards, as listed below, provide a
suitable basis for evaluating local preservation proposals involving designated historic
landmarks.
General Standards
I. Every reasonable effort sha ll be made to
provide a compatible use for a property
that requires minimal alteration of the
building structure, or site a nd its environment, or to use a property for its originally
intended purpose.

2. The distinguishing original qualities or
2. a building or structure removed from its
original location but which is significant
primarily for architectural value, or which
is the surviving structure most importantly
associated with a historic person or event;
or

character of a building, structure, or site
and its environment shall not be destroyed.
The removal or alteration of any historic
material or distinctive architectural
features should be avoided when possible.

3. a birthplace or grave of a historical figure of
outstanding importance if there is no other
appropriate site or building directly associated with his productive life; or

3. All buildings, structures, and sites shall be
recognized as products of their own time .
Alterations which have no historical basi s
and which seek to create an earlier appearance shall be discouraged.

4. a cemetery which derives its primary significance from graves of persons of transcendent importance, from age, from
distinctive design features, or from association with historic events; or

5. a reconstructed building when accurately
executed in a suitable environment and presented in a dignified manner as part of a
restoration master plan, and when no other

4. Changes which may have taken place in the
course of time are evidence of the history
and development of a building, st ructure,
or site and its environment. These changes
may have acquired significance in their own
right, and this significance shall be recognized and respected.

5. Distinctive stylistic features or examples of
skilled craftsmanship which characterize a

7. The surface cleaning of structures shall be
undertaken with the ge ntlest means possib le. Sandblasting and other cleaning
methods that will damage the historic
building materials s ha ll not be undertaken.
8. Every reasonable effort shall be made to
protect an d preserve archeological
reso urces affected by, or a djacent to , any
acquisition , protection , s t ab ilization ,
preservat io n, rehabilitation, restoration , or
reconstruction project.

Specific Standards Based Upon
Preservation Treatment
The following specific standards, organized by seven identified types of preservation treatment, are to be used in conjunction
with the eight general stand ards and, in each
case, begin with number 9. For example, in
evaluating acquisition projects, include
the eight general standards plus the four
specific standards listed under the definition
for Acquisition.

Acquisition is defined as the act or process of
acquiring fee title or interest other than fee
title in real property (including the acquisition of development rights or remainder
interest).
9. Careful consideration shall be give n to the
type and extent of prope rty rights which
a re required to assure the preservation of
the historic resource . The preservation
objectives shall determine the exact
property rights to be acquired.
10. Properties shall be acquired in fee simple
when absolute ownership is required to
insure their preserva tion.
II . The purchase of less-than-fee-simple
interests, such as open space or facade
easements, shall be und ertaken when a
limited interest achieves the prese rvation
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objective.
12. Every reasonable effort shall be made to
acquire sufficient property with the
historic resource to protect its historical,
archeological, architectural, or cultural
significance.

Protection is defined as the act or process of
applying measures designed to affect the
physical condition of a property by defending or guarding it from deterioration, loss or
attack , or to cover or shield the property
from danger or injury. In the case of buildings and structures, such treatment is generally of a temporary nature and anticipates
future historic preservation treatment; in the
case of archeological sites, the protective
measure may be temporary or permanent.
9. Before applying protective measures
which are generally of a temporary nature
and imply future historic preservation
work , an analysis of the actual or anticipated threats to the property shall be
made.
I0. Protection shall safeguard the physical
condition or environment of a property
or archeological site from further deterioration or damage caused by weather or
other natural, animal, or human intrusiOns.
II. If any historic material or architectural
features are removed , they shall be properly recorded and, if possible, stored for
future study or reuse.

Stabilization is defined as the act or process
of applying measures designed to reestablish
a weather resistant enclosure and the structural stability of an unsafe or deteriorated
property while maintaining the essential
form as it exists at present.
9. Stabilization shall reestablish the structural stability of a property through the
reinforcement of load bearing members or
by arresting material deterioration leading to structural failure. Stabilization
shall also reestablish weather resistant
conditions for a property.
10. Stabilization shall be accomplished in
such a manner that it detracts as little as
possible from the property's appearance.
When reinforcement is required to reestablish structural stability, such work
shall be concealed wherever possible so as
not to intrude upon or detract from the
aesthetic and historical quality of the
property, except where concealment
would result in the alteration or destruction of historically significant material or

spaces.

Preservation is defined as the act or process
of applying measures to sustain the existing
form, integrity, and material of a building or
structure, and the existing form and vegetative cover of a site. It may include initial
stabilization work, where necessary, as well
as ongoing maintenance of the historic
building materials.
9. Preservation shall maintain the existing
form, integrity, and materials of a building, structure, or site. Substantial reconstruction or restoration of lost features
generally are not included in a preservation undertaking.
10. Preservation shall include techniques of
arresting or retarding the deterioration of
a property through a program of ongoing
maintenance.

Rehabilitation is defined as the act or
process of returning a property to a state of
utility through repair or alteration which
makes possible an efficient contemporary
use while preserving those portions or
features of the property which are significant
to its historical, architectural, and cultural
values.
9. Contemporary design for alterations and
additions to existing properties shall not
be discouraged when such alterations and
additions do not destroy significant historic, architectural , or cultural material
and such design is compatible with the
size, scale, color, material, and character
of the property, neighborhood , or environment.
10. Wherever possible, new additions or
alterations to structures shall be done in
such a manner that if such additions or
alterations were to be removed in the
future , the essential form and integrity of
the structure would be unimpaired.

Restoration is defined as the act or process
of accurately recovering the form and details
of a property and its setting as it appeared at
a particular period of time by means of the
removal of later work or by the replacement
of missing earlier work .
9. Every reasonable effort shall be made to
use a property for its originally intended
purpose or to provide a compatible use
that will require minimum alteration to
the property and its environment.
10. Reinforcement required for structural
stability or the installation of protective or
code required mechanical systems shall be

concealed whenever possible so as not to
intrude or detract from the property's
aesthetic and historical qualities, except
where concealment would result in the
alteration or destruction of historically
significant materials or spaces.
II . When archeological resources must be
disturbed by restoration work, recovery of
archeological material shall be undertaken in conformance with current professional practices.

Reconstruction is defined as the act or process of reproducing by new construction the
exact form and detail of a vanished building,
structure, or object, or a part thereof, as it
appeared at a specific period of time.
9. Reconstruction of a part or all of a property shall be undertaken only when such
work is essential to reproduce a significant
missing feature in a historic district or
scene, and when a contemporary design
solution is not acceptable.
I0. Reconstruction of all or a part of a historic
property shall be appropriate when the
reconstruction is essential for understanding and interpreting the value of a historic
district, or when no other building, structure, object, or landscape feature with the
same associative value has survived and
sufficient historical documentation exists
to insure an accurate reproduction of the
original.
II. The reproduction of missing elements
accomplished with new materials shall
duplicate the composition, design, color,
texture, and other visual qualities of the
missing element. Reconstruction of missing architectural features shall be based
upon accurate duplication of original
features substantiated by historical, physical, or pictorial evidence rather than upon
conjectural designs or the availability of
different architectural features from other
buildings.
12. Reconstruction of a building or structure
on an original site shall be preceded by a
thorough archeological investigation to
locate and identify all sub-surface features
and artifacts.
13. Reconstruction shall include measures to
preserve any remaining original fabric,
including foundations, subsurface, and
ancillary elements. The reconstruction of
missing elements and features shall be
done in such a manner that the essential
form and integrity of the original surviving features are unimpaired.
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V Historic Districts

1. Forest Avenue, 1979
(Omaha City Planning Department)

2. West Central-Cathedral Landmark Heritage
District, 1980
The residences of the district are li nked aesthetically by scale, proportion and siting, and a variety
of architectural styles create a co hesiveness
through a desirable dissimi larity.
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(Omaha City Planning Depa rtment)

Oma ha's Landmark Heritage Preserva tion Ordinance provides a mec hanism fo r
local designation of districts hav ing historical , cultural, architectural, engineering, geographic or archeo logical importa nce. T he
designation procedure can only be in it iated
upon app lication by 5 1% of the property
owners in a p ro posed distri ct, and once
designated by th e Cit y Council, identified
significa nt properties a re protected from inappropriate ne w co nstruction, alteration or
dem olition activity.
Historic district formation typically
requires considera ble time, research and
citizen initiated effort. Subsequent preservation program implementation can have a
major impact on the physical and economic
characteristics of an historic district, while
the criteria used to evaluate proposed
changes within a designated district can be
expected to vary from area to area . Therefore , historic district designation should not
be entered into lightly, and should not be
considered an appropriate preservation tool
in all cases or for all neighborhoods. For
these reasons, and because it is the intent of
the Landmark Heritage Preservation Ordinance that the process for creating historic
districts , and implementing district plans be
both realistic and objective , it is now necessary to establish a framework for future
historic district planning and monitoring
actions.
This section provides guidelines to be
used in identifying potential historic districts, delineating district edges, formulating
historic district programs , and establishing a
valid set of design criteria for construction ,
reconstruction or alteration within specified
historic areas. Although these guidelines are
admittedly general and flexible , it is through
such flex ibility that they establish a reasonable found a tion for initiating a district level
preservation program in Omaha .
Identification of Potential Districts
and District Edge Factors
An historic district may be as small as
several structures under one ownership, or
as large as an entire neighborhood or communit y. The district may contain only one
land use, or boast of commercial , residential, industrial and recreational uses alike .
With such a range of characteristics, the
initial city-wide identification of potential
districts can be a confusing and difficult process. Therefore, the preliminary survey and
research methods used to delineate potential
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Omaha area historic districts should be as
comprehensive and objective as possible.
A recent study completed by the National
Trust for Histpric Preservation , entitled A
Guide to Delineating Edges of Historic Districts, provides realistic methods and criteria
for identifying potential Omaha area historic districts. Based upon in-depth analysis
of twenty existing historic districts in the
United States, the study finds that identification of potential district locational and
significance characteristics can best be
accomplished through a two part process .
The initial phase of district definition, preliminary reconnaissance, should include
general field survey and archival research .
Once potential districts and characteristics
have been identified, the second phase, involving detailed follow up survey or inventory, further research, and the delineation of
district edges , should be undertaken.
In light of the National Trust study
recommendations, five phase one factors for
identifying potential Oma ha area districts
have been developed . These factors , which
also incorporate elements of William J.
Murtagh's definition of historic district
significance (identified by integrity of location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling and association) are:
I. Buildings, structures , sites or objects of
architectural, historical, archeological or
cultural value that are related - on national, state, or local levels- to the lives of
individuals or events and / or have visual or
aesthetic qualities that convey a feeling of

time and place.
2. Areas with linkages of buildings, structures, sites, objects and spaces a majority
of which continue to exist where they were
first created in traditionally accepted relationships- which collectively contribute to
the visual character or sense of place of an
area. These convey a sense of homogeneity
through the high quality of aesthetic effort
of the periods represented by the majority
of the units composing the district.
3. Major items of townscape, including important vistas, panoramic views, and areas
conveying a sense of design cohesiveness
through a similarity of building forms,
materials, scale or height , street and sidewalk paving materials and street furniture
OR of a visual continuity from townplanning or landscaping elements.
4. Areas or entire neighborhoods exhibiting a
unique or special character because of
social or ethnic features , or other historic
themes.
5. Major natural features that contribute to
the identity of an area- topography, land form s, geological sites, watercourses ,
marshlands, open spaces and conservation
areas.

The first three factors listed have served
as the basis for a city-wide field survey effort.
Upon completion of this overview field survey, information derived from the historic
framework presented earlier in this report,
along with technical data on natural features
(elements 4 and 5 above) were overlayed on
the field survey maps. By providing this
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broad overview of the region's visual, historic and cultural resources, we are then able
to identify those unique areas which might
benefit from local historic district designation. The results of applying this survey and
research overlay system are presented in
Section VI of this report.
Although the detailed phase two followup survey, inventory, and research required
for refinement of the initial definitional
study are beyond the scope of this report, it
is possible at this time to outline a set of
factors relevant to the delineation of district
edges. As the local district planning process
evolves, these should provide guidelines for
future Commission actions. A reasonable
combination of the following factors should
be considered in the precise definition of historic district edges:
Historic
I. Boundaries of an original settlement or an
early planned community.
2. Concentrations of early buildings and sites.

Visual
I. Edges determined or influenced by architectural survey.
2. Edges related to other changes in the visual
character of an area, as building forms , materials, setbacks and design features.
3. Edges based on topographical considerations.
4. Edges drawn to include gateways, entrances and vistas to and from a district.

Physical
I. Railroads, expressways and major highways.

2. Major open spaces.
3. Rivers, marshlands and other natural
features .
4. Major changes in land use.

5. Walls, embankments and fence lines.
6. Limits of a settled area.

Surveyed lines and lines of convenience
I. Legally established boundary lines.
2. Streets and other local rights-of-way.
3. Property lines.
4. Uniform setback lines.

Political, economic and social
I. Property owned by, or under control of
federal, state or local government entities.
2. Recognized government plans and programs, as new highway construction, code
enforcement programs and community
development target areas.
3. Property owned by large institutions, as
universities and hospitals.

Formulation of Priorities and Programs
Decisions relating to district creation,
and the Commission and staff work effort
directed toward this end , must be sensitive to
both the existence of threatening internal or
external factors, and the degree of public
and private sector commitment to a given
area . These elements establish overall priorities for district creation, as well as the treatments to be prescribed for future implementation actions.
Where either an internal or nearby external threat is present, and in some way
impacting an identified potential historic
district, there is good reason for the Commission and staff to ·provide substantial
support in such areas as research, neighborhood organization , inventory and financial
program development. For example, neighborhoods identified as unstable by the City's
Community Development Master Plan
should receive major support from the Commission if district designation has been
determined appropriate. The presence of
external threatening factors , such as institutional encroachment, highway construction
plans, and other new development proposals
involving significant land use change should
similarly be considered as a major component in determining designation priorities.
On the other hand, identified potential districts that are currently stable, and under no
pressure from external influences, should
not be considered as a high priority for local
designation actions. This is not to say that
property owners in these lower priority areas
should be discouraged in their efforts to
form local historic districts, but rather to
emphasize that such efforts should be selfinitiated and sustaining, and not make
major demands on Commission or staff resources. Commission and staff aid should be
reserved for those areas where, due to their
unstable or threatened status, this aid might
be critical to the development of successful
preservation programs.
In developing historic district programs,

the existing level of public and private sector
commitment to an identified potential district should be realistically evaluated . In
some cases, public policy changes should be
instituted . If the level of or potential for
private investment is deficient, steps should
be taken to develop a reasonable program
designed to reverse these trends. In any
event, preservation treatments (which range
from simply insuring the maintenance of the
status quo, to varying degrees of restoration,
adaptive restoration and reconstruction)
and design criteria should be consistent with
the expected level of public sector commitments to the particular historic area.
Criteria for Construction, Reconstruction
or Alteration within a Landmark Heritage
District
Omaha's historic areas contain a diversity of physical, historical, and social characteristics. Within these areas, however,
there exist concentrations of similar design
elements which produce an identifiable continuity. Some of the factors accounting for
this relatedness are obvious. For example,
all structures may be of equal height and
have similar roof shapes and window openings. In other cases the relatedness may be
more subtle, perhaps a result of the relationship of construction materials such as brick
and stone work . In still other cases it may be
the result of architectural details, as in the
carved stone ornamentation of related structures.
The Secretary of the Interior's Standards
for Rehabilitation, as reviewed in Section
IV, offer guidance in evaluating specific historic district construction proposals. However, because these standards are for the
most part concerned with individual restoration approaches rather than overall district
design relationships, it is necessary to formulate additional criteria for design review of
historic district proposals. The Historic
Preservation Plan for Savannah, Georgia,
establishes sixteen physical characteristics
of relatedness by which proposed construction, reconstruction or alteration within a
designated historic district might be evaluated. The intent in developing these sixteen
criteria has been to identify specific design
elements which, if repeated or echoed a sufficient number of times, will assure the maintenance and preservation of an area's architectural and historic character. Essentially
then, these characteristics or criteria can be
used to determine the degree that a new pro-

I. West Central-Cathedral Neighborhood, 1979

The neighborhood is dominated by the twin
towers of Th omas Kimball 's St. Cecilia's
Cathedral.
(Omah a Ci ty P la nnin g Depa rtment)

2. Drake Court Annex, 22nd and Jones Streets,
June 29, 1923
(Ne braska State Historical Society)
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posal will fit in with existing architectural
and historical elements of identified significance. The criteria identified were:
I.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
II.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

2

Height
Proportion of buildings' front facades
Proportion of openings with the facade
Rhythm of solids to voids in front facade
Rhythm of spacing of buildings on streets
Rhythm of entrance and / or porch projections
Relationship of materials
Relationship of textures
Relationship of color
Relationship of architectural details
Relationship of roof shapes
Walls of continuity
Relationship of landscaping
Ground cover
Scale
Directional expression of front elevation

Application of the Savannah system in
Omaha provides us with a basic set of criteria for preserving the integrity of our
Landmark Heritage Districts. The criteria
should be viewed as working guidelines for
both individual restoration projects, and
overall district programs. Hopefully, they
will be as much an aid to the developer,
architect, and client as they are to the Commission. Where such criteria are applied
before design work begins, desired relationships can be established as design objectives,
and individual buildings will properly relate
to the total environment.
Each of the design characteristics
identified in the following pages have been
assigned a one-point value. In order for a
proposed structure or a remodeling of an
existing structure to be acceptable, it would
have to achieve an evaluation rating of at
least six points, indicating that at least six
characteristics would be similar to those of
a majority of the structures in the immediately surrounding area . As this system is
used , and our understanding of local district
design components and elements of relatedness is refined , it is probable that some
revisions to the system will be necessary.
However, at this time the criteria identified
do provide us with an initial tested and
proven method for evaluating local historic
district proposals.
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Although exhibiting a variety of physical, social
and historical characteristics, these diverse areas
reveal concentrations of similar design elements.
These elements provide guidelines for both individual restoration projects and overall district
programs. The application of such design criteria
will assure the maintenance of the area's architectural and historic character.

Criteria for Construction, Reconstruction or Alteration within a Landmark
Heritage District
Height: This is a mandatory criteria that new
buildings be constructed to a height within
ten percent of the average height of existing
adjacent buildings.
Proportion of buildings' front facades: The
relationship between the width and height of
the front elevation of the building.
Proportion of openings within the facade:
The relationship of width to height of
windows and doors.
Rhythm of solids to voids in front facade:
Rhythm being an ordered recurrent alternation of strong and weak elements. Moving
by an individual building, one experiences a
rhythm of masses to openings.
Rhythm of spacing of buildings on streets:
Moving past a sequence of buildings, one
experiences a rhythm of recurrent building
masses to spaces between them .
Rhythm of entrance and/or porch projections: The relationships of entrances to sidewalks. Moving past a sequence of structures,
one experiences a rhythm of entrances or
porch projections at an intimate scale.
Relationship of materials: Within an area,
the predominant material may be brick,
stone, stucco, wood siding or other material.
Relationship of textures: The predominant
texture may be smooth (stucco), rough
(brick with tooled joints), horizontal wood
siding, or other textures.
Relationship of color: The predominant
color may be that of a natural material or a

l. 3003-11 Pacific Street, 1980
{Omaha City P lanning Departme nt )

2. Workers' Housing, 2500 Block of H Street,
1980
(Omaha C ity Planning Department}

3. View Southwestward from Park Avenue and
Pacific Street, 1980
(Omaha C ity P lanning Departme nt)

4. Terrace Court Apartments, Park Avenue and
Mason Street, 1980
(Omaha C it y Plan ning Depa rtment)

5. South Omaha Business District, South 24th
Street, 1980
(Oma ha City P lan ning Depa rtment)

6. Ninth Street Jobbers' Canyon, 1977
(Omaha City Plan ning Depa rt ment)
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pa inted o ne o r a patina colo red by time.
Acce nt o r ble nding col o rs of trim is a lso a
fac tor.
Relationship of architectural details: Deta ils may include cornices, lintel, a rches,
qu o ins, ba lustrad es, wroug ht iro n wo rk ,
chimneys, etc.
Relationship of roof shapes: The maj o rity of
buildings may have ga ble, ma nsa rd , hip, fl a t
roofs or oth ers.
Walls of continuity: Ph ys ica l ingredi ents
such as brick wa lls, wro ught iro n fe nces,
eve rgree n la nd sca pe masses, building fa cades or co mb inatio ns of th ese fo rm
co ntinu o us, co hes ive walls of encl os ure
a lo ng the stree t.
Relationship of landscaping: There may
be a pred o min a nce of a pa rticula r qua lity
a nd q ua ntit y of la nd sca ping. T he co ncern
here is mo re with mass a nd co ntin uit y.
Ground cover: T here may be a pred omi na nt
use of brick pave rs, co bble-sto nes, g ra nite
blocks or oth er ma te ri a ls.
Scale: Sca le is crea ted by th e size of units of
co nstruct io n a nd a rchitec tura l deta il which
re la te to th e size of ma n. Sca le is a lso d etermined by building mass a nd how it re la tes to
o pen space. T he pred o mina nt element o f
sca le may be brick o r sto ne units, wind ows
o r door ope nings, po rc hes, a nd ba lco ni es,
etc.
Directional expression of front elevation:
Structura l sha pe, place ment of openin gs,
a nd a rchitec tura l deta ils may give a predo mina ntl y ve rtica l, ho ri zo nta l or a nondirec ti o na l character to th e building's fro nt
faca de.

6

Markert's Hamburgers, 25tb and Farnam Streets,
March 3, 1938
(Ne braska State Historica l Society)
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Format

The inventory of an area's historical
resources provides the foundation for all
subsequent local preservation activities.
Through this process, objects, buildings,
sites and districts are identified which meet
Landmark or Landmark Heritage District
designation criteria . Such information can
then be integrated with city-wide master
plans, capital spending programs, and other
community development activities, and the
parameters for future public and private
preservation efforts can be more clearly
defined . Publication of survey data also
increases both public and private sector
awareness of the need for conserving
significant aspects of the physical environment. By demonstrating the magnitude
of commitment necessary for effective
preservation, efforts to conserve our major
historic resources are made more systematic and realistic.
In recent years Omaha's historic resources
have been surveyed by a number of agencies
and organizations, including the City Planning Department, the Nebraska State Historical Society and Landmarks, Incorporated .
For the most part, however, these inventories
were limited to data collection determined
by some immediate need or specific area of
emphasis . Prior to the generation of this
Program, no systematic survey method ,
design , or information storage and retrieval
package had been developed to assimilate
data produced by these various survey efforts.
Creation of an Historic Omaha Building
Survey (HOBS) facilitates implementation
of a comprehensive historic preservation
plan by providing a consistent and archival
accounting procedure for evaluation of all
potential landmarks and districts. Although
the inventory incorporates past survey data,
new survey efforts will be directed toward
establishing an information core based upon
the priorities and directions outlined in this
Program .
Specifically, the inventory format requires
data collection from an in-the-field survey,
the Douglas County Real Property File, the
City of Omaha Building Permit Application
File and the United States Census Bureau.
The field survey provides an assessment of a
structure or site's present condition, environment, and vulnerability to defacement or
destruction and permits evaluation leading
to future designation priorities. Also, the
photographic documentation of the potential

landmark's physical appearance establishes
a visual data base for monitoring future
alterations and facilitates the classification
of its architectural style or vernacular type.
The Douglas County Real Property File
defines the land parcel the structure or site
encompasses, and provides the necessary
information for further research in County
deed and mortgage records. The City of
Omaha Building Permit Application File
provides the historical basis for local Landmark, Landmark Heritage District and
National Register nominations. The data
it contains (date, type and dimensions of
original construction, original use, owner,
architect and builder) permits the formulation of a complete construction history.
The schedules of the United States Census
Bureau are valuable as additional historical documentation, as well as potentially
significant in interpreting vernacular building
types. In addition, the completed architectural
description and statement of significance of
the structure or site developed for local Landmark designation, along with the subsequent
National Register nominati.on, can be included
in narrative form to produce a formal report.
The automated Historic Omaha Building
Survey system has been developed to process
Omaha's historical inventory data, providing for information entry, file editing, data
verification and update, storage and report
generation. Through use of local "on-line"
computer capabilities, information retrieval
is immediate, and allows the possibility for
other preservation oriented agencies to tap
into the system . In addition, because the
system is programmed for data generation
by such survey categories as original owners,
architect or builder, date of construction,
architectural style or vernacular type,
location, land use, etc., survey information
can be organized by specific fields or combination of fields.
Preliminary Inventory /Priority Identification

The inventory of potential landmarks
and landmark districts is an ongoing process
requiring major manpower commitments.
In order to efficiently utilize the City's
existing, limited manpower and funding
resources, future survey activities should be
consistent with the objectives and priorities
established in this Plan.
The following maps, which display significant structures and areas, as well as the
degree that these are threatened by internal
or external factors, provide a framework for

such continuing inventory and designation
actions. These maps were developed based
upon the general field survey, research, and
policy guidelines outlined in Section V, and
are intended as a preliminary, comprehensive
overview of Omaha's historic resources and
major preservation objectives.
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The designa ted priority areas delineated
below are generally loca ted within the inner
city, and their prio rity stat us is based upon
the presence of major internal or external
threat factors consistent with the City's
adopted Community Development Master
Plan .
Kountze Park; Binney- Wirt-Spencer:
Potentia l district sections, arc hitectura l
and historica l significance, major natura l
features, internal threat factors.
Village of Dundee:
Potentia l di strict, a rchitectural a nd historical significa nce, internal threa t
factors.
Bemis Park; West Central; Blackstone:
Potentia l districts, architectural and his-

torica l significa nce, majo r natural features (Bemis Park), major items of
townscape (West Central), internal and
ex ternal threat fac tors.
Elmwood Park-UNO West:
Potential district, architectural a nd historical significance, major na tural features, external threat factors.
Central Business District; Wholesale District:
Potentia l district sections (Wholesale
District), arc hitectura l a nd historical significance, maj or natural features, major
items of townsca pe (Wholesale District),
internal threat factors .
Field Club-Hanscom Park:
Potentia l district, architectural a nd historical significance , majo r natura l features, internal threa t factors.

Near South:
Poten tial district sections, a rchitectural
a nd historical (ethnic) significance, internal threat factors .
South Omaha Business District; Highland
Park:
Potential district sections, arc hitect ura l
a nd hi storica l (ethnic) significa nce ,
majo r nat ural features , (Highland Park),
major items oftownscape (South Omaha
Business District), intern a l factors .
Other areas fo und to possess arc hitectura l a nd historical significa nce, and consequentl y eligible for district designa tion ,
include:
Mione Lusa:

Potential districts, architectural and historical significance, major natural features, major items of townscape.
Country Club:
Potential district , architectural and historical significance, major items of
townscape.
Happy Hollow; Elmwood Park East; South
Dundee:
Potential districts, architectural and historical significance, major natural features, major items of townscape .
Fairacres:
Potential district, architectural and historical significance.
Twinridge-Morton Meadows:
Potential districts, architectural and historical significance, major items of

townscape.
Loveland:
Potential district, architectural and historical significance.
Rockbrook:
Potential district , architectural and historical significance.
Although future Commission actions,
from inventory and planning to district
designations, should not be strictly limited
to the mapped priority areas, it is certainly
appropriate for the Commission to target its
limited resources in a manner consistent
with these preliminary survey indications.
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2812 T Street, June 18, 1934
A turn of the century worker's cottage being
sheathed with asphalt shingle siding.
(N ebras ka State Hi sto rical Society)
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Implementation Methods

107
This Plan focuses on preservation / conthat new is not always better than old,
financing from private sources has become
servation measures which result in a viable
increasingly available for such reuse developbuilt environment that can be put to proment. However, more often than not public
ductive use for many years to come. The
overall goals are ambitious. Implementafinancial assistance is also required to
enhance project feasibility. This may be
tion will require a consortium of private
supplied by local government in the form of
and public sector efforts. Only in this way
will the City realize a reasonable degree of
infrastructure improvements, tax abatement
success in the preservation of its major
or public ownership-leasing arrangements;
from a wide range of federal and state grant
historic resources .
and loan programs; or from quasi-public or
Many options for mttlatmg successful
preservation actions are already available
non-profit groups and organizations.
to the City and its residents. Others, which
Revolving funds are created by public or
private non-profit organizations to purhave been effectively utilized in various parts
of the country, should be further explored
chase, restore, maintain and / or resell hisfor local adaptation. Most important, all
toric properties. Initially, the fund is estabsuch options should be viewed as increlished through private donations and
mental. Our success in the preservation area
government matching grants, loans or
will be finally dependent upon the creative
block grants . The organization enters the
combination of available implementation
real estate market with two goals; to premethods in ways which best insure both ecoserve historic buildings and districts and to
nomic feasibility and aesthetic contribution .
show a profit for its activities. Profits are
then reinvested in other projects, creating a
Private Sector Options
perpetuating financial tool for preserving
Adaptive use, where structurally sound
and restoring historic properties.
buildings are renovated for an economically
The revolving fund can be used to leverjustified new or altered use , is one of the
more effective preservation methods to beage restoration or improved maintenance in
come popular in recent years. Typically, a . a number of ways. The organization, itself,
structure's original use is no longer econommay renovate a structure, or it may place an
ically viable for one reason or another. For
easement on the property and resell or lease
example, in many instances large, older
it to a party intending to restore / maintain,
houses cannot be supported and maintained
as needs dictate. If a private developer has
by single household tenancy. However, their
an interest in the property from the outset,
conversion into multi-family use may be
the organization may be able to enhance the
justifiable, providing necessary housing
project's economic feasibility through proalternatives, and ultimately helping to stavision of a low interest loan.
bilize a deteriorating neighborhood. In
In general, the revolving fund procedure
another case, an industrial building remains
sets up a realistic mechanism for saving
vacant due to recent economic development
endangered buildings. Through outright or
trends. Conversion to an entertainment or
option purchase, an organization buys time
commercial operation may prove realistic,
to plan the suitable reuse of a structure.
with this option enhanced by characteristics
Where such rehabilitation efforts are sucunique to the older area.
cessful, diverse segments of the private secGenerally speaking, adaptive use of an
tor are provided an example of the potential
older building will cost almost as much as
benefits to be derived from creative and
new construction . In addition, extensive
sensitive restoration .
project feasibility and design analysis is
Historic easements, including facade,
required early in the development process.
partial interior, scenic or combination easeFor these reasons, imaginative reuse soluments, offer one method for protecting
tions are a prerequisite to the success of a
historic properties not requiring large public
project. All potentially positive factors,
or organizational expenditures. Typically, a
such as architectural quality or locational
portion of the property rights to an historic
structure or site are purchased by, or dodesirability, must be made to work to the
nated to a preservation group. The owner
advantage of the redevelopment.
agrees to obtain consent from this group
Due to the number of successful adaptive
prior to any modification of the dedicated
use projects developed throughout the
portion of the property, while still retaining
country, as well as a growing recognition

all other rights of use. These easements are
referred to as "negative", in that property
owners give up some part of their legal development rights. However, in some instances
preservation easements can include "affirmative" provisions involving the assumption of
new responsibilities, such as a requirement
fur special maintenance arrangements.
Historic easements have become a
popular preservation tool because they
benefit both preservation groups and property
owners. The public or organization preservation dollar goes further when a property's
historic / architectural integrity can be maintained through methods other than outright
purchase. These costs are further reduced
when operation and maintenance responsibilities are to be assumed by the owner. In
addition, because most of these sites remain
in private ownership, local tax roles are not
reduced substantially.
An owner donating or selling an historic
easement also realizes a series of benefits from
this system . Where the easement is donated
in perpetuity to the organization, the owner
is allowed the fair market value of the gift as
an income or estate tax deduction. Where
the easement is purchased, the owner receives
payment, while still retaining use of the
property. Owners also have the assurance
that their property will be conserved in an
appropriate manner, outlasting the lifetime
of one individual.
Establishing an easement is a complicated
matter requiring both legal and tax consultation by all concerned parties. In addition, a
preservation organization interested in pursuing this option should develop a set of policies
governing the acceptance of historical easements, including a requirement that the site
be on the National Register, or eligible for
National Register nomination.
Restrictive covenants are contractual
agreements between private parties placed
on a property deed. When used for historic
preservation purposes, such restrictions
should at least insure the continued existence
and maintenance of a structure. In some cases,
the use and alteration of a site may also be
bound by conditions in the covenant. A
"reverter" clause is similar to a covenant in
that restrictions are placed on the property
deed. These stipulate that a specific set of
criteria must be followed or the property will
be returned to its original owner or a designated third party.
Such deed restrictions can be placed on
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single structures, groups of structures or
entire neighborhoods. They are especially
useful in instances where sites are not yet
eligible for Landmark or National Register
nomination, but may be in the future , and
are currently of environmental or architectural interest. In addition, they provide a
realistic conservation tool to both preservation
groups and neighborhood organizations
when combined with other implementation
measures. For example, in a situation of
purchase/ resale, they may be effectively used
to insure proper future maintenance or
restoration . Likewise, in a community development rehabilitation area, they may be
combined with government grant and loan
programs to aid in ultimate stabilization of
the neighborhood.
The principal disadvantage associated
with these deed restrictions lies in the necessity
for their continued enforcement. Should
conditions in an area change, it may become
even more difficult to enforce multiple
covenants. Also, where a reverter clause is
violated , return of the property could create
financial hardship for the designated recipient.
Zoning revision, volunteer activity, research
and publication, and public visitation are
additional areas where neighborhood / preservation group involvement can provide
assistance in implementing community
preservation objectives. These activities, in
combination with other implementation
methods, have been utilized successfully in
Omaha and throughout the country.
Area-wide zoning revision is frequently
an effective measure employed to support
the stabilization of older neighborhoods
which are zoned for multi-family or commercial usage, but have remained predominantly single family in character. Downzoning reduces economic pressures to
demolish older homes and replace them with
multi-family or commercial structures, as
well as pressures to indiscriminately convert
single family units to multi-family occupancy.
In Omaha, this type of rezoning has been
initiated by neighborhood organizations on
a number of occasions, and down~zoning
has been accomplished for portions of the
Country Club, Dundee, Field Club, and
West Central Communities.
Preservation and neighborhood groups
can also lend support to the public sector by
providing some of the manpower necessary
to implement comprehensive or neighborhood plans and programs . For example, his-

torical and architectural research and survey
require major time commitments. Volunteer assistance, under the supervision of
qualified professionals, allows scarce public
resources to be allocated to a greater number of projects. Where preservation organizations are able to fully utilize the expertise
of private sector professionals, these groups
can support government survey efforts directly, and assume responsibility for publication of their research.
Finally, organizations representing
neighborhoods involved in historic preservation should make use of all options available for educating the general public on
heritage conservation and preservation.
Neighborhood newsletters should regularly
publish articles addressing these issues. In
addition, a program for public visitation
might be considered, including house tours
where significant landmarks are temporarily
opened to the public, as well as permanent
visitation in instances where collection of an
admission fee will secure the future of an
important landmark.
Public Sector Options: The Landmarks
Heritage Preservation Commission
Omaha's Landmarks Heritage Preservation Commission provides the City and its
residents with a primary mechanism for implementing a comprehensive historic preservation program. The Commission's authority to initiate and / or assist in landmark and
district designations, as well as its responsibilities for reviewing significant alterations
to designated properties, allows for a coordinated local government approach to
preservation of the City's major historical
resources. The Commission, operating as a
regular part of City government, can oversee all aspects of complicated preservation
issues. From questions of policy to specific
actions, it is in a position to represent the
general public on conservation related
topics and activities.
Although the Commission's areas of
responsibility and activity are varied, generally these fall into four basic categories as
prescribed by the Landmark Heritage Preservation Ordinance: designation, project
review, inventory maintenance, and education / coordination.
In the case of individual landmark structures, sites, or districts not involving neighborhood planning efforts, the Commission
may initiate, and under all circumstances
does make recommendations to the City

Council on landmark and district designations. Subsequent to designation, any proposed alteration or new construction
affecting the landmark property will
undergo Commission design review based
upon the standards and guidelines established in this Plan . In order to insure that
Commission and City Council designation
actions are accomplished with forethought
and objectivity, the Commission and its staff
are charged with the responsibility for creating and maintaining survey and inventory
materials. Finally, the Commission is directed to educate the public concerning important landmark resources, and coordinate
both public and private sector efforts on
stabilization, preservation and rehabilitation matters.
Support for neighborhood level conservation is perhaps an even more critical area
for Commission involvement than support
for individual landmark preservation. While
it is unlikely that large scale district designation of entire neighborhoods will occur with
any frequency in future years, it is reasonable to anticipate that appropriate portions
of (or individual structures within) certain
neighborhoods will be designated, and more
generally that citizens involved in neighborhood conservation measures will increasingly turn to the Commission for various
kinds of support. In such cases, the Commission's authority over design review, as
well as its responsibility for continued education , coordination and survey, will provide a foundation for decision making on
the public sector, private sector and neighborhood organizational levels.
A pamphlet, entitled the City of Omaha's
Landmarks Heritage Preservation Commission, further clarifies local designation
procedures, areas of Commission responsibility, and likely effects of landmark or
historic district designation. Copies of this
document may be obtained from the Omaha
City Planning Department.
Public Sector Options: Supportive
The City's existing zoning regulations ,
Urban Development Policy and Community Development Block Grant Program
are important implementation mechanisms
available for reinforcing preservation activities initiated and monitored by the Commission. This is because the great majority
of potential landmark structures, districts ,
and their supportive neighborhoods are
located in central Omaha areas where zon-
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ing and enforcement measures, public facility improvements and rehabilitation activities designed to stabilize the inner-city will
similarly promote the preservation of significant historic properties. In addition,
government can often effectively utilize a
number of the implementation options
described earlier as available to the private
sector. And in certain appropriate situa·tions, systems involving the transfer of
property development rights can be formulated to reduce the speculative appeal of a
particular landmark structure, or a site in a
designated district.
The value of zoning controls in the conservation of significant older buildings and
neighborhoods can not be overstated. In
many cases, these provide the most expedient and effective method for saving endangered historic properties. For example, the
historic analysis detailed in this Program
has emphasized the importance of ethnic
neighborhood growth and development in
Omaha. However, it is unlikely, and probably not desirable that all such areas be designated Landmark Heritage Districts by the
Commission. In older areas experiencing
development pressures which will result in
the conversion of homes to other uses, or
the destruction of residential structures for
commercial and parking facilities , downzoning, zoning enforcement and a policy to
discourage rezoning applications for higher
intensity uses will reinforce citizen efforts to
stabilize a neighborhood. Depending upon
the specific situation, the code may similarly
be utilized to achieve preservation objectives in areas with commercial or industrial zoning.
Implementation of the City's Urban
Development Policy "In-City Program"
necessitates the upgrading of public facilities in older portions of the community.
Since its adoption in 1977, all proposals and
plans for public improvement reconstruction or new facility installation have been
evaluated based upon specified Policy
guidelines . Complementing these Urban
Development Policy objectives, the City's
Community Development Block Grant
Program directly supports the upgrading or
new installation of public facilities and services, housing rehabilitation , and clearance
in various older Omaha neighborhoods .
Administrators of the Block Grant Program, as established under the Housing and
Community Development Act of 1974,

interpret historic preservation projects as
eligible activities, and encourage the use of
funds for planning, design, property acquisition and facility improvement relating to
historic site and district conservation.
Direct acquisition of historic properties
by the public sector can also serve as an
important implementation tool in certain
instances. For example, where a landmark
is intended for public use or reuse, or
where public acquisition and eventual resale
to a private developer can be expected to
leverage a major private sector restoration
program, public acquisition is appropriate,
and often is the only preservation option
available. Locally, restoration of the Orpheum Theater was accomplished in this
manner, and similarly, renovation of the
McKesson Robbins Warehouse at 9th and
Farnam Streets for indoor recreational uses
is currently in the planning stage. Both the
Burlington Headquarters Building, at lOth
and Farnam Streets, and the former City
Library, adjacent to the new Civic Center
Complex, were initially acquired by the
City, and subsequently sold to private
developers at discounted rates contingent
upon acceptable restoration proposals.
Rehabilitation including adaptive usage of
these buildings anticipates other Central
Park Mall / Old Market area redevelopment activities.
However, direct acquisition is at best a
limited tool in the implementation of a comprehensive preservation program due to the
scarcity of public dollars available from the
various levels of government for this purpose.
Unless acquisition proposals are to be supported by a substantial revolving fund, this
option should be reserved for cases where
successful rehabilitation is probable, and a
major public need is satisfied.
In addition to the existing public options
available for implementing historic preservation programs, a zoning related system
involving the "transfer of development
rights" has recently evolved out of New York
and Chicago efforts to promote the conservation of endangered historic properties.
Essentially, the unused zoning potential of
a specific historic site is "severed" from the
land and transferred to a second parcel of
land. The transfer may involve a site which
is adjacent to the original historic property,
or it may apply to other parcels of land in a
predefined district. In any event, the historic
property remains unaltered, while an owner

requesting just compensation in return for
diminished property use created by a landmark designation is paid through the
increased development potential of the
second parcel of land.
A transferable development rights system operates on the assumption that growth
in a given area is occurring, and that the
developable land supply in this area is scarce
and a valuable resource based upon current
zoning restrictions and market demands.
Although there is a growing demand for
higher intensity land use in many portions
of Omaha's central business district, the
existing land development capability is not
adequately restricted by current zoning
regulations to allow for realistic application
of a preservation related TOR program
locally. However, the City's Future Land
Use Plan recommends a zoning ordinance
revision which would create a "high densitymixed use" classification for downtown and
other specified areas. Accompanying this
revision, it would be appropriate for the
City to evaluate the use of transferable
development rights to promote the conservation of significant historic properties in
such areas as the Old Market and the Central Park Mall.
Sources of Financial Assistance
Grants, loans, and other financial incentives available for implementing historic
preservation activities and programs have
increased dramatically since passage of the
National Historic Preservation Act of 1966.
Funding is currently governed by a multitude of federal statutes, and is channeled
through a wide range of federal, state, local
and private agencies. Such assistance programs can be grouped into three basic funding categories: those funded by or administered through I) the U. S. Department of
the Interior; 2) the U. S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development; and 3)
other federal or private non-profit preservation organizations. Although the specific
assistance programs falling under the jurisdiction of these administrative units have
evolved over time and may even vary on an
annual basis, generally speaking the goals,
procedures, eligibility requirements and
overall directions established by each revenue source are consistent from year to year.
Therefore, an individual or group seeking
financial assistance should evaluate potential funding programs in terms of how specific project needs satisfy a granting agency's

110
goals and areas of emphasis.
The Department of the Interior Historic
Preservation Grants-in-Aid program represents one of the more significant funding
sources for conservation related activities
involving National Register Properties.
Fifty percent matching grants are made
available through State Historic Preservation Offices to the public sector, preservation organizations or private individuals
for activities which will further federal
historic preservation objectives, as well as
benefit the general public. Grants can be
used for direct acquisition, easement purchase , restoration , structural improvements, research, survey and planning,
architectural services, and in some cases
interior furnishings or exterior landscaping.
However, operating and maintenance functions are not eligible for funding under this
program. The Grants-in-Aid program has
received as much as $60 million in congressional appropriations annually. Recently,
the program's goals have shifted and there
is now an increased emphasis on survey and
planning oriented preservation activities.
The Department of the Interior is also in
part responsible for the administration of
historic preservation income tax incentives
established under the Tax Reform Act of
1976, and clarified and expanded by the
Revenue Act of 1978. Essentially, favorable
tax treatment is made available to owners
or long-term lessees of income producing
property that is either listed on the National
Register of Historic Places, located in a
National Register District, or located in a
state or locally designated historic district
created by an ordinance which has received
Department of the Interior certification .
(Income producing properties not listed on
the National Register or located in a locally
designated district are still eligible for the
newly authorized 10% investment tax credit
for rehabilitation activity.) Conversely,
inappropriate demolition or new construction alternatives are discouraged through
use of income tax penalties. To qualify for
these special preservation tax incentives,
historic property restoration projects must
follow the Secretary of the Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation and Guidelines for
Rehabilitating Historic Buildings, as reviewed in Section IV of this report. Although
the guidelines are rigorous, their intent- to
preserve the historic and architectural
integrity of the property and / or area-is

realistically implementable if programmed
into the initial planning phase of the restoration process. In addition, adherence to these
guidelines tend s to ultimately benefit the
historic property owner by enhancing the
value of an historic structure or area.
One recently created program authorized
under the Urban Parks and Recreation
Recovery Act appears particularly promising to the execution of certain innovative
central city restoration projects . The Heritage Conservation and Recreation Service ,
as a part of the Department of the Interior,
will distribute major grants to local governmental units for rehabilitation of urban
recreation facilities. Because restoration of
such facilities frequently involves conserving significant historic resources , including
structures, this program can be used to provide direct assistance to localities in implementing important historic preservation
objectives.
The U. S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development administers a variety
of loan and grant programs directed at
upgrading central city communities and
improving living conditions for the nation's
low and moderate income residents. A HUD
Program specifically designed to encourage
rehabilitation of National Register properties operates as an expansion of Federal
Housing Administration Title I Home
Improvement Loans, providing insurance
of up to $15 ,000 per housing unit on market
interest rate loans made by private lending
institutions. Properties not listed on the
National Register may benefit from the
standard Title I program .
Other Housing and Urban Development
Department loan and loan guarantee programs typically utilized in the rehabilitation
of historic properties include Section 312
Property Rehabilitation Loans for commercial or residential structures located in
defined target areas, Section 202 Loans
for elderly or handicapped housing, as well
as Section 8 Substantial and Moderate
Rehabilitation subsidy guarantees. Complementing such programs, the Community
Reinvestment Act of 1977 specifies that
metropolitan area lending institutions
analyze the credit needs of the entire community, and show how current lending practices address these needs . The Home
Mortgage Disclosure Act of 1975 requires a
similar evaluation, while the Federal Home
Loan Bank Board prohibits federal savings

and loans from denying loans based upon
either age of structure or location within
the urbanized area.
HUD, along with the U.S. Department
of Commerce and the U. S. Department of
Labor, coordinates numerous other funding
activities designed to revitalize declining
inner-city areas, not the least of which is the
Community Development Block Grant Program. Paralleling this are such programs as
Urban Development Action Grants, Economic Development Administration Grants,
Small Business Administration Grants,
Community Development Corporation
Grants, and the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act. Finally, a variety of
neighborhood level rehabilitation programs
have recently been authorized, including a
Neighborhood Housing Services Program ,
the Neighborhood Strategy Area (Section 8)
rehabilitation program , and Urban Hornesteading. The latter allows H U D owned
residential property to be transferred to
local governments or their designated public
agency, and subsequently retransferred to
residents who agree to live in a home for at
least three years, upgrading the property to
minimum standards.
Preservation related grants and loans
have been made increasingly available by a
range of public and private conservation
oriented organizations and agencies. The
National Endowment for the Arts and National Endowment for the Huma nities provide Challenge Grants, requiring a 75%
match , to increase an institution's operating
stability and encourage various rehabilitation or capital improvement activities. The
National Endowment for the Arts Museum
Program offers 50% matching grants to
non-profit owners of property operated as
museums for conservation of collections ,
cataloguing, consultation, and climate control. Other grants are available through the
National Museum Act Programs to further
the education and training of individuals in
the museum field , as well as to support professional research in th·is area. On the
local level, financial assistance for historic
preservation projects has been somewhat
limited ; however, both the City of Omaha
and Douglas County do, on occasion, fund
preservation oriented activities.
While the private, non-profit National
Trust for Historic Preservation serves primarily as an important informational source
on the availability of financial assistance
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from other agencies, the Trust also provides
funding to member organizations and other
groups or individuals through a variety of
grant and loan programs. The National
Trust's $1 million emergency Buildings Preservation Fund allows for the purchase of
nationally significant endangered historic
properties on a temporary basis. As soon as
a preservation oriented buyer is identified ,
the property is transferred , with the proceeds returned to the revolving fund established for this purpose. There are no limitations on who may apply for Emergency
Building Fund assistance.
The National Trust Consultant Service
Grant Program offers up to $5,000 in matching funds for professional consulting services, including those rendered by architects,
historians, planners and interior designers .
Typically, grants of $1,000 to $2,000 are
a warded to support such projects as historic
district and property feasibility studies.
These appropriations cannot be used for
actual construction or development work,
however, and only non-profit member
organizations are eligible recipients.
The Trust sponsored National Preservation Revolving Fund was set up in 1971 to
encourage the establishment of local historic preservation revolving funds by providing low interest loans to non-profit or
public member organizations. Loans ,
usually ranging between $25 ,000 and
$50,000 , are made on a matching basis, with
the intent to provide support for projects
located within areas of recognized historical
and architectural significance.
The preceding discussion surveys assistance programs particularly applicable to
current Omaha preservation objectives , and
is in no way intended as a comprehensive
review of all available conservation grant ,
loan and incentive programs. Also , in light
of the recent proliferation of preservation
assistance, supported by a growing national
awareness of the relationship between historic resource conservation and overall
urban area revitalization, it is only logical
to assume that the predominant number of
preservation related grant and loan programs will continue to evolve and be expanded in the future. The City's Landmarks
Heritage Preservation Commission and its
Staff can provide valuable assistance to
interested groups and individuals in the
exploration of these diverse funding alternatives. However, there are clearly more proj-

ects in need of financial aid than such
programs can ever realistically facilitate.
Financial assistance, therefore, must be
treated as only one aspect- and not the entire answer-in implementation of this Program. In the long run, successful preservation of Omaha's historic resources will be
much more dependent upon the degree of
private sector concern and effort generated
by the Omaha area citizenry than upon the
amount of federal financial assistance made
available to the City and its residents for
this purpose .

838 South 21 st Street, 1980
(Omaha City Planni ng Depa rtment)
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Vernacular is the style of the American
midwest. Historical or architectural significance is not as formally recognized here as
in major East and West Coast metropolitan
areas. Furthermore , the large scale ramifications of the preservation movement,
including increased social and economic
stability, are often overlooked in a region
where government regulation of private
property is for the most part viewed with
suspicion. In such a climate, a landmarks
ordinance, no matter how progressive, can
only be considered a beginning. Successful
implementation of a comprehensive preservation program will thus be dependent
upon a wide range of commitments made
by both the public and private sectors.
The following paragraphs outline the
scope and direction that these preservation
related commitments must take if we are to
realize success from our future implementation efforts. Taken as a whole, they provide
a policy and strategy framework within
which agencies, groups , and individuals can
"put the pieces together" so as to more
effectively contribute to overall preservation goal attainment.
Commission Commitments
During its first two years of existence,
the Omaha Landmarks Heritage Preservation Commission has played a somewhat
passive role in heritage conservation . This is
both understandable and appropriate, given
the time required to establish policy in such
a new area , and the overall lack of a formalized plan for action. It is now time , however,
for this role to evolve into one which is more
activist oriented. It is recommended that
this evolution occur in two major and
related areas.
Increased Participation. Commission
members should become actively involved
in all elements of the City's preservation
program. For example, members should
make presentations to neighborhood
groups, as well as work directly with area
educational institutions in promoting preservation goals and objectives. Commission
members should also participate in staff
survey and research activities. The benefits
derived from intimate knowledge of the
region's historical resources will allow for
increased involvement in the many and
varied aspects of the overall preservation program .
Initiation of Designations. This plan
provides the legal basis for implementing

the Landmarks Ordinance, and the Ordinance, itself, provides a mechanism for
Commission initiated designations. The
Commission should systematically exercise
its authority in this area based upon the historical analysis, priorities, survey conclusions and criteria established in this plan.
Such actions should proceed as a logical byproduct of increased participation in preservation program development.
City Commitments
The Omaha City Council took a major
step in stating explicit support for the preservation movement with the adoption of the
Landmarks Ordinance in December, 1977.
However, as already emphasized , adoption
of this ordinance is only a step in the right
direction , rather than an end product, per se.
The City should now seek out methods for
further supporting its initial actions; and to
this end three general areas falling within
the City's implementation jurisdiction can
be identified .
Administration. To date, although the
Planning Department has provided staff for
the Commission, there has been no city
funding specifically earmarked to accommodate the major increase in responsibilities
dictated by the 1977 Ordinance. And while
the Planning Department has succeeded in
supplementing its existing budget with relatively small federal grants made available
through the Nebraska State Historical
Society, the result has nevertheless been a
level of funding which is inadequate in
light of the aggressive preservation approach
envisioned in the Ordinance. If the City's
preservation program is to develop at a
reasonable rate in future years, and the
Commission is to realize the commitments
outlined above, an adequate level of direct
City funding for the Commission must now
be provided . At the same time, Planning
Department staff should continue to seek
out and take advantage of all potential
sources for program support. These should
include federal grants, but also make use of
internship programs and course curricula
developed by the region's educational
institutions .
Standards. The preservation objectives,
design criteria and rehabilitation standards
detailed in this plan should be taken into
account in all cases of development or redevelopment involving public actions. For
example, highway designs should be sensitive to neighborhood preservation phi-

losophy. Block grant appropriations should
be used in a manner consistent with historic
preservation rehabilitation standards. More
often than not, failure to follow these objectives and standards is blamed on increased
cost. However, also more often than not,
reasonable compromises exist which remain
unexplored. If the City is to assume a
leadership role in heritage conservation, it
must back this position with efforts that
insure the consideration of preservation
policy in its own activities. In the long run,
such an approach will result in both public
and private cost savings. Where projects are
well thought out, and work with rather than
against the existing cultural and physical
development pattern, their chances for success are enhanced, and scarce public dollars
are channeled to maximize the public benefit.
Innovation. The City has in the past
made use of a diversity of approaches to
facilitate the preservation of its major historical resources, and has encountered both
successes and failures in this area. The City
should continue to explore innovative methods for resource conservation, learn from
its successes and failures, and implement as
is appropriate and feasible. One potential
preservation method deserving further
exploration is the establishment of a revolving fund for the rehabilitation of endangered
historic properties. Paralleling this, the City
should investigate the use of its bonding
capabilities to fund preservation activities
involving public works projects. Finally, the
City's six year Capital Improvement Program should be used as a vehicle to schedule
solutions in a realistic manner. This will
help to insure that resource conservation is
incorporated into the mainstream of city
development / redevelopment policy, and
that in so doing it becomes a part of what
we expect to accomplish within the forseeable future.
Educational Expansion
Failure to develop and implement an overall preservation/ conservation policy is frequently the result of ignorance as opposed to
intent. There are numerous critical relationships which exist, and while sometimes
obscured, make resource conservation
approaches sensible from the social, economic
and political perspectives alike. In order to
maximize our potential for successful implementation of a comprehensive preservation
program, we must now attempt to educate
the diverse sectors of the community regard-
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ing these critical relationships. This educational expansion process will be slow, ongoing, and incremental, however the long
term reward for its initiation will be a community that is better equipped to evaluate
complex situations and make difficult trade
offs in a responsible, rather than counterproductive manner.
Government. At the administrative level,
the Commission and staff should intensify
all efforts directed at improving government
coordination on conservation related matters. It is important that both become increasingly more visible within the city interdepartmental structure, as well as to other units of
government. At the political level, there is a
need to develop a strong community-wide
preservation constituency. This need is
particularily great in Omaha, where redevelopment pressures tend to be relatively light,
and new proposals consequently tend to be
lacking in creativity. In other words, because
those involved in redevelopment rarely
experience constraints on the supply side of
the formula, the expectations on the demand
side will have to be elevated if we are to witness any major improvement in the quality
of future redevelopment projects.
Institutions. Omaha's major institutions
will play at least as large a role as government
in insuring that this preservation program
becomes a reality, however too often these
institutions are unaware of the long range
implications of their actions. In particular,
area lending institutions have remained
unconvinced as to the economic viability of
older portions of the city. Without their
cooperation, even the most reasonable of
redevelopment schemes is likely to fail. One
method employed in other cities to combat
this negative philosophy is "green lining",
where neighborhood groups, individuals,
and even municipal governments pull money
out of those lending institutions guilty of disinvestment practices. Short of such measures,
a program aimed at intensive re-education of
area lending institutions regarding the
economic benefits to be derived from investing
in older sections of the city is certainly in
order.
Central city universities, medical complexes, and other large scale developers of
property have an equal need for re-education
in the area of preservation and conservation
policy. These institutions frequently make
major decisions based only upon their own
immediate objectives, with little concern

shown for the impact of their decisions on
surrounding neighborhoods and the community at large . In order to better protect
these neighborhoods and our major historical
resources, the City should institute an objective evaluation procedure for redevelopment
proposals affecting identified historic areas.
This should be patterned after the environmental check list already used in the evaluation
of new subdivision proposals, and Housing
and Community Development Department
Block Grant projects .
The Public. Historic preservation and
resource conservation must be made a working assumption in the community. The political and economic realities of the 1980's
will only serve to accelerate an already developing community awareness of the need for
conservation. The Landmarks Commission
and its staff should promote this consciousness through an ongoing program of publication and media coverage. In appropriate
cases, neighborhood histories might be used
to economically strengthen and stabilize an
area. Finally, the public should be encouraged
to participate in all aspects of the preservation
planning process . For example, individuals
can provide valuable original materials, such
as old newspapers and photographs , to the
Commission staff. In so doing, they can
become actively involved in Omaha's overall
historic preservation program .
Private Preservation Organizations
Preservation organizations have the unique
opportunity to channel their efforts into
areas where government can not legally or
reasonably operate, and where the private
sector has failed to execute appropriate
standards or innovations. In order to effectively assume such a role, however, these
organizations should evaluate their current
goals and objectives relative to three major
prerequisites for success.
Membership. The preservation organization's active membership should be broad
based. In addition to seeking out involved
members of the design community, these
organizations should make every effort to
encourage the active participation of individuals with a diversity of backgrounds and areas
of expertise, including economics, real estate,
administration, sociology, ecology, law and
education. In conjunction with this professional diversification, these organizations
should recruit representatives from a variety
of social, ethnic, and neighborhood groups,
and in particular, from the City's minority

commumt1es. The purpose of such diversification is apparent; without strong support
from these very different cultural and geographic sectors of the Omaha citizenry, it is
likely that an organization's objectives will
be perceived by many as irrelevant, and
consequently its potential for effecting
change will be substantially reduced.
Priorities. Along with the recruitment of
a broad based membership, the preservation
organization should establish a broad based
set of priorities. We no longer live in a time
where historic preservation policy can or
should be limited to the preservation of
isolated , individual landmark structures.
Neighborhoods count; surrounding areas
count; and people are coming to expect the
term "historic preservation" to mean
resource conservation in a more total sense.
The preservation organization should
become at least as much involved in these
broader aspects of preservation policy as in
the preservation of isolated , historically or
architecturally significant structures if it is to
retain its credibility in the political process,
or with the public at large.
Approach. The preservation organization
should develop an activist, implementation
oriented approach. It should become actively
involved in protecting endangered structures,
districts and neighborhoods . A number of
the implementation methods discussed earlier
in this report are appropriate tools for preservation organization use. In particular, the
revolving fund option should be further explored for local adaptation. As its role of
activist/ protector is developed , the organization will likely find that its basis for support
in the community has been enhanced. This
approach, along with a broad based set of
priorities, should be of major benefit in the
membership recruitment process. And as a
result, the organization will be well equipped
to fill a unique role in the local preservation
movement.
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IX

Conclusions

Just as the 1978 Supreme Court Grand
Central Terminal decision can be proclaimed
a landmark ruling for the preservation movement, so can the passage of California 's
Proposition 13 spending lid bill be viewed as
setting the parameters for future preservation
policy. Occurring in the same year, these two
seemingly unrelated events form a consistent
statement of the times, and provide us with a
new definition of historic preservation for
the 1980's.
The Court decision implicitly recognizes
that government o n all levels can no longer
be expected to serve as the major financial
backer of preservation actions . Preservation
is not just the responsibility of the taxpayers
collectively; it is the responsibility of community leaders, private organizations, institutions, businesses, and individual property
owners. This is as it must be, for the sentiment
of the taxpayers collectively is that government spending should be limited , and any
plans for expanding existing programs should
be curbed or abandoned . Within this context,
and within the context of our nation 's changing role in the world , · conservation and
preservation should be seen as part of the
answer to complex economic, social, and
phys ical development problems. Far from
government doing it alone , we must now
look to creative solutions which are supported
by private sector initiative.
This Comprehensive Preservation Plan
establishes an overall framework for implementing a consistent historic preservation
program in Omaha . It is different in format
and content from other sections of the City's
adopted Master Plan because of the demands
of the times and the nature of the preservation
field . Land use, housing, park , and transportation systems have long been of concern
to planners, and many master plans have
been adopted by the City for these elements
during the past half century. Conversely,
historic preservation planning is new as a
municipal government function, and is also
less likely to see implementation solely
through typical government regulatory
procedures . This plan, which is as much a
preservation guide for program development
as a traditional master plan element, has been
formulated in response to these differences.
It is based on images from the past, cultural
and economic realities of the present, and
visions of what could be if Omaha grows with
some degree of sensitivity. Shiny skyscrapers,
suburban style housing, and new shopping

and office complexes will no doubt be a part
of our future. However, if they are all that lies
ahead , we will have in effect eliminated those
aspects of the physical, social and economic
environment necessary for the continued
survival of our culture.
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