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IOWA HISTORIC US 20

Innovations in the 1920s
Long-Lasting Roadways

‘ . Photo Credit: lowa DOT

Result In

Historic US 20 in lowa Boasts Long Life and Quality

By Sheryl S. Jackson

ACCORDING TO THE HISTORIC ROUTE 20 ASSOCIATION, US 20 is the longest
route in the US—3,365 miles from Boston, Mass., to Newport, Ore.

In 1926, 333 miles of roadway was designated as US 20 in Iowa. There were,
however, a few sections of this “superhighway” built before it was officially
known as US 20, and two sections of concrete pavement have served the
traveling public since their construction in the early 1920s.

A 14-mile stretch of old US 20 from Sioux City to Moville was paved in
1921 by C.F. Lytle. The 8-in. thick concrete pavement handled traffic in
the area with no major reconstruction or repairs until 2017, when it was
overlaid with asphalt. “The original pavement may be covered, but it did
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not fail and is still there as a foundation for the overlay—supporting traf-
fic as it has since 1921,” says Todd Hanson, P.E., engineer with the Iowa
Department of Transportation.

Another stretch of old US 20—nearly one mile in the city of Moville—still
has concrete as the driving surface. The concrete pavement was originally
built in 1922 and is an 18-ft wide road constructed of 8-in. thick concrete.

There are a number of theories about the long life of both pavements, says
Hanson. This was new construction, so the contractor began by scraping
the ground to form the roadbed and then laid concrete directly on the

» continues on page 12
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» continued from page 11

ground. “Today, we focus on foundations that allow drainage under the
pavement, but that was not done in the 1920s.”

Concrete pavements were also cured differently in the 1920s. “The standard
was one day wet burlap and seven days of wet earth,” he says.

For the 1921 pavement, the contractor—C.F. Lytle Construction, a Sioux-
City based contractor—mixed concrete onsite producing one cubic yard
atatime. “One part cement, two parts sand, and three parts rock was the
usual mix,” explains Hanson. “In the 1920s, it was common to use wet
batch concrete, then contractors moved to dry batch. We did not really
see wet batch plants again until the 1950s.”

After obtaining the first contract for paving what would be designated US
20in 1921, Lytle received several other contracts in the same county and
began looking for a way to improve efficiency and speed production. He
opted to move away from hauling rock and sand to the site by trucks and
instead set up a “movable plant.”

Anarticle in the June-July issue of the Service Bulletin produced by the Iowa
Highway Commission describes Lytle’s innovative strategy to meet the
demands of handling over almost 30 miles of paving between 1921 to 1924:

“Mounted on wheels, from mixer to cook shack, one Iowa concrete road
builder’s outfit is ready at a word to pull up stakes ... and move at railroad
speed to a new location.”

continues on page 14 »
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Finishing curb:

One part cement, two
parts sand, and three parts
rock was the usual mix. In
the 1920s it was common
to use wet batch concrete,
then contractors moved

to dry batch. We did not
really see wet batch plants
again until the 1950s.

— Todd Hanson, P.E.,
Engineer, lowa Department
of Transportation

The bid/estimate sheets for the 1921 pavement.
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» continued from page 12

IOWA HISTORIC US 20
Lytle purchased a railroad flat car and mounted a mixer with 56 cubic feet of capacity and a gas

engine to run the mixer. Framework to support hoppers, canvas belt carriers, and removable
supports to be used to stabilize the plant while in operation were added to the mobile batch plant. P EGT
To move the wet batch concrete from the batch plant to the site—usually eight miles—a fleet of 20
Kissel trucks specially design for road building were used to transport the material. The article SNAPS H OT

praises Lytle’s emphasis on the number of vehicles used to shuttle the concrete and efforts to main-
tain the trucks to prevent breakdowns during the workday and notes, “Very few loads of material » Project Description: 14-mile
have been lost because of the delay of a truck while in route.”

and almost 1-mile section of

Both of these concrete pavements have been in use for almost 100 years on roads that see continu- old US 20 in lowa
ous traffic, says Hanson. “We are taking core samples to analyze the pavement to see what made -
them so durable,” he says. “It is amazing that throughout all of Iowa’s freeze and thaw cycles, and » Gonstruction Dates:
snow that they’ve remained usable.” <> 1921 and 1922

» Amount of Concrete:
168,528 square yards for
both road pavements

» Pavement Description:
18-ft wide, 8-in PCC

» Contractor: C.F. Lytle
Construction Company
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