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Pottawattamie County, Iowa - An Historical Overview 
Version 2 © 2017 by Robert A. "Bob" Christiansen, updated by RAC 25 Jun '17. 

Pottawattamie County is in southwestern Iowa. The county seat, Council Bluffs, lies 
across the Missouri River from Omaha, Nebraska. This overview touches on a few 
aspects of early Pottawattamie County history. 
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Today's Pottawattamie County townships and incorporated towns are shown below. 
 

 
Townships and Towns in Pottawattamie County, Iowa 

Courtesy of Dennis Weeks/iagenweb.org/Pottawattamie 
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About Pottawattamie County, Iowa - an Historical Overview 
To view this report on-line as of June 2017: 
• Access the website http://www.bigpigeon.us/. 
• Click on the Local History item in the main menu. 
• Scroll down to the Pottawattamie County, Iowa – An Historical Overview line. 
• Click on the hotspot. 
To view lists of the print and web sources that I used in my research, look at the pages 
in the Resources area of bigpigeon.us. 

 
Contacting Me 

My reports are bound to contain errors – You can notify me as shown below. I would 
also appreciate hearing from others who could help with the early history of rural 
northwestern Pottawattamie County. 
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Early Days in Iowa (pending) 
 

 
Iowa Counties and County Seats 

courtesy of ancestry.com - http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~iapage/gifiles/ia-co.jpg 
 

Early Days in Iowa - Timeline 
1673 Marquette and Joliet descend the Mississippi River past eastern border of today's 

Iowa. 
1788 Julien Dubuque begins mining lead near the present city of Dubuque. 
1805 Lt. Zebulon Pike and twenty men explore north from St. Louis through the 

Mississippi River valley to central Minnesota. 
1823 First steamboat up the Mississippi to Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin. 
1832 Black Hawk War in Illinois and Wisconsin; Sauk and Meskwaki Native 

Americans are moved into the interior of Iowa. 
1833 First legal American settlers in Iowa. 
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1836 Wisconsin Territory, including today's Iowa, is established with Henry Dodge as 
governor. 

1838 Iowa Territory is established with Robert Lucas as governor and capital in 
Burlington. 

1841 Iowa territorial capital moved to Iowa City. 
1846 Iowa becomes a state with Ansel Briggs as first governor. 
1856 Railroad bridge across the Mississippi at Davenport. 
1857 Iowa state capital moves to Des Moines. 
1866 Railroad reaches Des Moines. 
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 Early Days in Pottawattamie County - Narrative 
Pottawattamie County's first settlers of European ancestry were Mormons, members of 
the LDS church, who began arriving in 1846 as the Pottawattamie Indians were 
beginning to leave for their new reservation in northeastern Kansas.   
By 1853 the majority of Mormons had moved to Utah and settlers from further east and 
south began to arrive in the area.  The Mormon town of Kanesville was incorporated 
with the new name of Council Bluffs. 
Most of the land in the Council Bluffs area of Pottawattamie County was surveyed in 
1851 and 1852 and divided up into congressional townships, each six miles by six miles in 
size.  The Council Bluffs land office opened in the spring of 1853, selling land in units of 
40 acres.  However, settlement of rural Pottawattamie County was slower than one 
might expect.  Speculators acquired much of the land in the mid 1850s.  Speculators 
then held their unimproved land until they could turn a suitable profit.  Land acquired 
for the equivalent of $1.25 per acre might be held for twenty years until it would fetch 
$10 per acre.  A particular parcel of land might be bought and sold several times, 
especially at tax sales, before it came into the possession of a farmer.  
Around 1857 most of the remaining unsold land in western Pottawattamie County was 
set aside for later use in railroad land grants. 
After the land survey was completed and Pottawattamie County was broken up into 
congressional townships, the county government gradually organized civil townships. 
In 1853 Pottawattamie County was organized into three civil townships: 
• Kane (including Council Bluffs) - today's Kane, Lake, Garner, Hardin, Washington, 

Lewis, Keg Creek and Silver Creek townships. 
• Rocky Ford - today's Rockford, Boomer, Neola, Minden, Crescent, Hazel Dell, 

Norwalk and York Townships. 
• Macedonia - today 13 townships in the eastern part of the county. 
As settlement spread through Pottawattamie County, additional civil townships were 
established by dividing earlier civil townships.  By 1882 the entire county was divided 
into civil townships often coinciding with a congressional township.  In some instances, 
because of the Missouri River, the boundaries of Council Bluffs, or local considerations, 
civil townships did not match congressional townships as the Pottawattamie County 
Townships map on page 1 shows. 
Boomer Township was organized in 1858, being split off from Rockford Township.  
Hazel Dell Township didn't come into existence until 1872, when it was split off from 
Crescent Township.   
Some comments on the Pottawattamie County Townships map on page 1: 
• Boomer and Hazel Dell Townships, like most of the civil townships in 

Pottawattamie County, has the standard square shape of 6 miles by 6 miles and 
corresponds to a congressional township. 

• This map shows only incorporated towns.  Unincorporated villages include 
Loveland, Honey Creek, Weston and Bentley. 
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• The map shows 20th century adjustments made to the civil townships of Garner and 
Lewis. 

• Except for Council Bluffs and Treynor, I believe all the towns in Pottawattamie 
County owe their location to rail lines.  They sometimes replaced earlier settlements 
located nearby. 

• If you have good eyes, you can read the congressional township and range numbers 
in the top and right margins.  For instance, Boomer Township is T77N R43W and 
Hazel Dell Township just to the south is T76N R43W. 

 
Until railroads were built across the Great Plains into western portions of the United 
States, a number of towns along the Missouri River served as outfitting centers for 
wagon-based transportation westward to Santa Fe, to Oregon, to Utah, to California, 
and after 1858 to Colorado.  Major outfitting towns included Independence, Westport 
(now part of Kansas City) and St. Joseph, Missouri and Council Bluffs.  Steamboats 
plying America's great central rivers, the Mississippi, Ohio and Missouri, supplied 
these towns. 
The first railroads from the east reached the Missouri River at St. Joseph in 1859 and 
Council Bluffs in 1867.  In 1869 the first transcontinental railroad, from Council Bluffs 
and Omaha to California, was completed.  Council Bluffs developed into a major 
railroad center. 
Boomer and Hazel Dell Townships were near Council Bluffs, a major outfitting center 
for wagon traffic across the Great Plains via the Oregon, California and Mormon Trials, 
and after 1858 to the mining areas of Colorado.   
However, for fifteen years after the departure of most Mormons in 1852, the settlement 
of Boomer and Hazel Dell proceeded at a surprisingly slow pace.  The western portions 
of Rockford and Crescent Townships remained sparsely settled due to their location on 
the Missouri River flood plain. 
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Early Days in Pottawattamie County, Timeline 
 

1804 The Lewis and Clark expedition's first meeting with Native Americans west of 
the Missouri River 20 miles upstream from today's Council Bluffs. 

1819 First Missouri River steamboat to the Council Bluffs area.  Fort Atkinson 
established near site of Louis and Clark's 1804 council.  

1827 Fort Atkinson, once largest US military post outside of West Point, abandoned. 
1837 Plains bands of Pottawattamie Indians arrive from the Chicago area after a stay 

of several years in northwestern Missouri.  Rudimentary infrastructure such as 
the Wicks water-powered mill on Mosquito Creek established to serve the Indian 
agency. 

1946 Pottawattamie Indians begin moving to Kansas.  Mormons begin arriving, 
initially assembling at the Grand Encampment near todays Iowa School for the 
Deaf.  500-man Mormon battalion hikes from the Grand Encampment to San 
Diego for Mexican War service. 

1847 First Mormons leave Council Bluffs area for Utah. 
1848 First post office, Kane, established at Miller's Hollow.  Miller's Hollow renamed 

Kanesville.  Pottawattamie County organized.  (Originally Pottawattamie County 
encompassed half of southwestern Iowa.) 

1849 California gold rush begins; Kanesville becomes major outfitting center. 
1851 Pottawattamie County reduced to current size.  Survey of Pottawattamie County 

land begins. 
1852 Brigham Young summons all Mormons to Utah.  Many remain. 
1853 Kanesville incorporated, with name change to Council Bluffs.  Pottawattamie 

County broken up into three townships, Kane, Rockford and Macedonia.   
1853 Land office opens in Council Bluffs.   
1853 Grenville Dodge leads first railroad survey party across Iowa. 
1854 Nebraska Territory and city of Omaha established. 
1856 Crescent City established due to a rumor that the Missouri River railroad bridge 

will be built west of Crescent. 
1859 Colorado gold rush to Clear Creek west of today's Denver.   
1859 In Missouri the Hannibal & St. Joseph RR, first railroad to Missouri River, 

completed.  Abraham Lincoln spends several days in Council Buffs traveling by 
railroad to St. Joseph and then upriver by steamboat. 

1861 Civil War begins.  Grenville Dodge raises 4th Iowa Infantry Regiment in Council 
Bluffs area.  115 died due to combat, 287 died from disease or accident. 

1862 Thomas Hart Benton Jr. raises 29th Iowa Infantry Regiment in Council Bluffs area.  
43 died due to combat, 267 died from disease or accident. 
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1865 Civil War ends. 
1867 First railroad from the east, the Northwestern, enters Council Bluffs from the 

north. 
1869 Additional railroads from the east, the Rock Island and the Burlington, arrive in 

Council Bluffs. 
1869 First transcontinental railroad Union Pacific/Central Pacific completed with eastern 

terminus Council Bluffs. 
1873 Missouri River railroad bridge between Council Bluffs and Omaha completed. 
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Pottawattamie County Population per Regular Federal Censuses 

year population percent change Council Bluffs 
1850 7,828 -  
1860 4,968 -36.5% 2,011 
1870 16,893 240.0% 10,020 
1880 39,950 135.9% 18,063 
1890 47,430 19.0% 21,474 
1900 54,336 14.6% 25,802 
1910 55,832 2.8% 29,292 
1920 61,550 10.2% 36,162 
1930 69,888 13.5% 42,048 
1940 66,756 -4.5% 41,439 
1950 69,862 4.4% 45,429 
1960 83,102 19.3% 55,641 
1970 86,991 4.7% 60,348 
1980 86,561 -0.5% 56,449 
1990 82,628 -4.5% 54,315 
2000 87,704 6.1% 58,268 
2010 93,158 6.2% 62,239 
2020    

Courtesy of State Data Center of Iowa 
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Organizing Pottawattamie County Townships - Land 
 

Townships and Sections in Pottawattamie County 
Like most of the Midwest, the 1851-1852 
public land survey divided 
Pottawattamie County into what are 
called congressional townships, each 
comprising a six-mile by six-mile area.   
Each congressional township was 
divided into 36 sections, generally one 
square mile in area and containing 640 
acres.  Sections were numbered 
according to the diagram to the right.   
Congressional townships were 
identified by a code, which is T77N 
R43W for Boomer Township and T76N 
R43W for Hazel Dell Township. 
 

 
 

My current understanding is that the federal government's survey was done in stages: 
• First the township lines were laid out. 
• Subsequently each township was surveyed, dividing into 36 sections, and each 

section divided into quarters. 
During the early settlement of Iowa until 1862, once a land office was opened, the 
government sold land in units of 40 acres.  I don't know at what point the boundaries of 
a 40-acre parcel was established.  Was this done by the government before purchase or 
was it the responsibility of the new owner? 
With the advent of the Homestead Act in 1862, land was transferred from the federal 
government to farmers in units of 160 rather than 40 acres.  However, by 1862 most of 
western Pottawattamie County was already in the hands of farmers, speculators or 
railroads. 
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As an example of how a parcel was identified, consider the forty acres above the X in 
the following schematic of a section.  In words, this parcel is the southeast 1/4 of the 
southwest 1/4.  (Schematic is courtesy of geology.about.com). 

 
     X 
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Below is the 1851 surveyor's map of a portion of the southwestern congressional 
township 77 North, Range 43 West (T77N R43W), which in 1858 became Boomer 
Township.  North Pigeon Creek runs through the center of the map.  The cultivated 
portions belong to members of the North Pigeon LDS branch, also known as Bybee's 
Camp, most of whom went on to Utah in 1852. 
 

 
1851 Survey Map for Boomer Township Section 31 

courtesy of the University of Iowa Libraries, Iowa Digital Library,  
digital.lib.uiowa.edu 

As you can see from the above map, the quarter sections at the west edge of a township 
are not exactly 160 acres in size.  Due to earth curvature and survey error correction, the 
parcels on the north and west sides of a congressional township were not exactly 
standard-sized. 
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Original Landowners in Boomer Township Section 31 

courtesy of Bureau of Land Management, General Land Office,  
http://www.glorecords.blm.gov/search/ 

 
Reel, William A. Reel, William A. Horner, Russel Horner, Russel 

Reel, William A. Reel, William A. Horner, Russel Horner, Russel 

Grosvenor, Alvin S. Easley, James S. Kent, Robert Kent, Robert 

Grosvenor, Alvin S.   Kent, Robert 
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About the above landowners: 
• James S. Easley (1802-1879) was a Virginia merchant and speculator in Midwestern 

lands. 
• Alvin Sharp Grosvenor (1806-1874) came to Council Bluffs from Schoharie County, 

New York, west of Albany.  He was a speculator and farmer who at one time owned 
over 200 parcels of land.  He is buried in Fairview Cemetery in Council Bluffs.  
Several of his nephews and their descendants lived north of Council Bluffs, mostly 
in Harrison County. 

• I would guess that Russel K. Horner and Russel R. Horner were the same person, 
but I have no idea who he was. 

• Robert Kent (1801-1875) was born in Adair County, Kentucky.  The Kent farm 
included a fanning mill, where farmers could bring their threshed grain to be 
cleaned before it was milled into flour.  About 1863 Robert Kent sold his farm to 
Peter Peterson and moved his family to Douglas County in Southwestern Oregon. 

• I have no idea who Thomas Crutcher was. 
• William Akers Reel (1798-1860) was a leader among the hundreds of Hoosiers from 

the Putnam County area who moved to northwestern Pottawattamie County and 
Harrison County in the 1850s.  He ran a mill along Pigeon Creek.  He is buried in the 
Reel Cemetery in Section 31. 

 
Suppose you want to find the ownership history of a parcel of Pottawattamie County 
land.  On the previous page I illustrated how one might learn the name of the original 
title-holder by looking in the http://www.glorecords.blm.gov/search/ database. 
The subsequent ownership history of each parcel is kept in large books in the 
Recorder’s Office in the Pottawattamie County Courthouse.  A portion of this history is 
also on microfilms at the Pottawattamie County Genealogical Society. 
Although the Recorder’s Office books contain a wealth of information, I have found 
them difficult to use.  Often it is easier to use the books kept in the Auditor’s Office. 
To use the Auditor’s Office books, you need to know the legal description of the parcel 
you are interested in, and in particular the description of the township and the section 
number.  E.g., for Boomer Township, Section 31, you would use T77N R43W.  In the 
Auditor’s Office books, each section of land has a page dedicated to the land 
transactions in that section over a period of years. 
Although easier to use, the Auditor’s Office books lack some information found in the 
Recorder’s Office books, such as purchase price. 
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Organizing Pottawattamie County Townships - Schools 
As a township became settled, counties established a system of rural schools to provide 
basic education through the eighth grade.  A standard six-mile by six-mile township, if 
it contained no towns, would be divided into nine school subdistricts, each eventually 
containing a one-room rural school.  When feasible, schools were located near the center 
of each subdistrict, so in theory a student would not walk much more than two miles. 
A number, as in the following diagram of a typical township, identified rural schools.  
Often rural schools would also have a name.  I lived in Section 21 and walked 1 3/4 
miles to Boomer #8, the Mackland School, from 1942 to 1948. 
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