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Early City Planning Efforts in Omabha,
1914-1920

By Janet R. Daly

The national city planning movement of the late 19th and
early 20th centuries aimed to remake the modern American
city. To achieve the necessary political leverage to realize their
goals, planners and their progressive reformer allies pushed for
the establishment of a city planning commission, a central
decision-making body charged with directing city growth and
development. A favorite, early tool of these commissions was
the comprehensive city plan, a single document outlining a vi-
sion of the “new city” these reforms sought. These plans, often
grand in scale and calling for a massive physical restructuring
of the city, seldom came to fruition. More often than not, after
the initial ballyhoo they faded into obscurity.

Further pushing these plans into the background was the
emergence of the newest and brightest star on the planning
horizon, zoning. Thus, while planners and reformers began

-with the purpose of creating a comprehensive scheme, they
rapidly channeled their energies away from the plan and
toward zoning. In Omaha the crusade to create a city plan also
suffered from a waning of the reform impulse, the intrusion of
more pressing social and economic concerns arising during
World War I and its aftermath, a decreasing interest in plan-
ning, and an ever-present lack of funds. These factors forced a

narrowing of the planning focus, resulting in a limited pro-
posal for improvements which fell short of the grand design
first envisioned by reformers.

However, the significance of efforts to create a planning
commission and to draft a city plan is lost in any narrow con-
centration upon its limitations as a municipal reform. To
understand their positions within the broader focus of change,
city planning and city plans must be viewed as an attempt at
centralization of authority, a force increasingly dominant
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after 1900 that tended toward a centralization of decision-
making in municipal government and encouraged organiza-
tion and integration upon a large scale.! The power to plan
was granted to municipal governments. The local bureaucracy
was expanded with the establishment of an agency to carry out
the responsibilities brought with the new power. And an at-
tempt was made to implement a comprehensive plan. The
results were by no means successful, yet they did represent an
early limited attempt at rationalization and centralization
and, hence, deserve recognition as part of the general process
which was transforming the American city.

During the last quarter of the 19th century industrialization
and urbanization permanently transformed the United States
from the land of the “happy yeoman” to the domain of the ur-
ban dweller. Such sweeping changes did not come, however,
without problems. The newly emerging metropolitan-
dominated nation soon found itself in the throes of social,
economic, and political upheaval. Unprecedented issues such
as traffic and congestion, sanitation and health, and housing
demanded attention. The city planning movement rose in
response to these urgent necessities. Its immediate concerns
centered on the increasingly unhealthful and dangerous condi-
tions existing in the new urban-industrial areas. At first, lay
practitioners without professional training in city planning at-
tempted to solve these problems.

Even before 1900 concerned reformers, alarmed by the ap-
palling conditions within cities, began searching for answers.
They focused their attention on the most obvious problems of
traffic congestion, sanitation, health, and housing. One sug-
gested solution called for an expanded transportation system to
disperse the population into suburban areas. Another group
felt that the answer lay in the development of public parks to
break up the congestion. They followed the lead of landscape
architect Frederick Law Olmstead, who was responsible for
the creation of New York’s Central Park in 1857. By 1900 a
large number of cities, including Omaha, had prepared park
plans. The intent of a majority of these groups, however, was
not social reform. They wanted to eliminate the ugliness of the
industrial city, not create a social upheaval. Their concern was
cosmetic; their goal, the creation of the City Beautiful. They
dominated city planning until the early 20th century.?
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As the focus of concern broadened from surface ap-
pearances, however, the necessity of trained experts became
apparent. This, in turn, stimulated the professionalization of
the planners and the modernization of their discipline.
Whereas during the City Beautiful movement there was a
preoccupation with beautification and grand scale designing,
by 1909 planning energies directed themselves toward the
creation of the “city efficient.” This represented a broadening
of the planner from a narrow focus on beautification to the
idea of a city designed to operate on the principle of efficiency
and functionalism in which the planner had an active interest
in all aspects of city growth and development. Evolving con-
currently with the National Progressive Movement, it was
logical that these professional planning experts became allied
with civic reformers and together they sought to come to grips
with city life in the 20th century.?

The expertise of the newly trained professionals meshed
with the basic attitudes of progressivism. The urban-based
reformers who came to dominate the progressive movement of
the early 20th century were appalled by the effects of rapid
population growth and industrialization upon their cities. Ex-
pansion seemed out of control and threatened to destroy the
sense of unity and community which they felt had existed
before the disruptive changes of the late 19th century. The
middle-class businessmen and professionals who came to
dominate the reform movement advocated the use of
municipal agencies, increasingly in combination with com- -
prehensive planning, to restore a sense of cohesion and order.*
While they pined for a lost sense of simplicity, they embraced
modern social science as a savior. Many different solutions
were offered from the building of new, smaller communities
on the fringes of large cities to the creation of specialized
neighborhoods and districts within cities. Regardless of the
plan adopted, the progressive reformers’ emphasis upon
science and scientific management and the planners’ goals of
efficiency and the elimination of waste—both of which
demanded some mechanism for centralized decision-
making—made these- two groups immediately compatible.
Therefore, in cities across the nation, including Omaha, the
reformers invited professional planners to serve as experts in
their campaign to rationalize and control urban growth and
development.®
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The campaign to establish local planning authorities dated
from the first decade of the 20th century. Simultaneously in
several metropolitan areas experienced, well-developed groups
interested in civic beautification and reform recognized the
need of providing some single, central administrative body to
direct city planning efforts. This realization resulted in the
establishment of the first city planning commissions. Hartford,
Connecticut, claimed the honor of being the city to establish
such an official body. In 1907 its parks department successful-
ly petitioned the Legislature to amend the city charter to allow
the creation of a board consisting of “the mayor, the city
engineer, the president of the board of street commissioners
and the board of park commissioners, a member of the board
of aldermen, a member of the common council board, and
two [private] citizens” to act as “a commission of the city
plan.”6

In Omaha interest in civic improvement dated back to the
late 19th century with the establishment of a board of park
commissioners and the partly successful drive to build a com-
prehensive park and boulevard system. By the second decade
of the 20th century, influential groups came to the realization
that a park and boulevard system was an inadequate solution
to problems the city faced due to urbanization and in-
dustrialization. More extensive planning was deemed
necessary. Inspired by the rhetoric of the emerging national
planning movement, local leaders explored the possibilities of
introducing these techmques to Omabha.

In 1914 the Civic League, a progressive-reform group,
pressured Mayor James Dahlman into introducing an or-
dinance creating a city planning commission. Under Section
82 of the city charter, the mayor and city council were em-
powered to create any office or employ any officer they
deemed in the best interest of the city. The bill envisioned a
body that would have the power to hire expert planners of
“national reputation” to design and publish an overall city
plan.” The measure passed, but as an article in a local
newspaper revealed, it was a “hopeless action.” The mayor
and the council dutifully created the desired board but refused
to fund it, and no members were appointed. The city argued
that insufficient “loose funds” existed in the 1914 appropria-
tions. They did offer to fund half of it out of the “slender
emergency fund” if planning enthusiasts raised the other half
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by subscription. No one accepted the challenge.® Undaunted,
commission sponsors intensified their efforts in the following
year and succeeded in gaining the support of the Nebraska
State Legislature.

In January, 1915, the Commercial Club added its influence
and prestige to those fighting for a city planning commission.
This organization, the forerunner to the modern Chamber of
Commerce, was an influential force behind Progressive
reforms in the city, including the adoption of the commission
form of government and annexation legislation. While passage
of the latter bill was still pending, in a meeting held on
January 15, 1915, George T. Morton, a local real estate ex-
ecutive, was appointed to direct the efforts in behalf of a club-
sponsored bill then before the Legislature which would re-
quire the municipal government to appoint a planning com-
mission.” Morton was likely to find a sympathetic ear with at
least two of Omaha’s five senators.!® Senators Nathan Philip
Dodge Jr. and Charles L. Saunders were both well-educated
lawyers and, significantly, real estate men who would prob-
ably recognize the advantages of central planning.!

Omaha did not gain home rule during the Progressive era as
so many other cities did; in fact, it did not receive it until 1956.
The state Legislature, therefore, still exercised a great deal of
control over the city. The actual political machinations and
any ideological disputes surrounding the passage of this legisla-
tion are obscure.!? From surviving state senate records it is
clear that the bill, known as Senate File No. 94, passed quickly
and with little apparent opposition from its first reading on
January 20 until April 5, 1915, when the governor affixed his
signature.!® It stirred little controversy during its colorless
legislative history. Local newspapers gave it scant notice and
no editorial comment.

The available evidence does suggest a strong connection be-
tween real estate interests in Omaha and passage of the bill.
The Commercial Club lobbyist, Morton, was a real estate ex-
ecutive, and two of the bill’s five sponsors, Dodge and
Saunders, were also involved in real estate development. In
addition, it is not inconceivable that the bill passed because it
appeared trivial in comparison to other weighty measures up
for consideration. Controversial bills crowded the docket of
the 1915 legislative session: annexation, the construction of
warehouses for grain storage, division of the Douglas County
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senatorial district into sub-units for the purpose of electing the
five state senators (instead of the at-large system), the licensing
of chiropractors, and resolutions concerning American
neutrality and state funding of the National Guard.!* Against
this line-up the rather innocuous commission bill may have
passed with little attention.

It is also possible that the only real opposition came from the
mayor and council, as evidenced by their actions in 1914. For
all but a few years from 1901 until 1930, the political machine
of Tom Dennison and Cowboy Mayor James Dahlman
dominated the city. Potentially expensive reforms such as a
planning commission would not appeal to the machine, which
depended on frugality to retain the good will of the communi-
ty’s taxpayers. Perhaps city hall objected to the idea simply
because it presented a financial burden. Another possibility:
the main strength of the Dennison machine lay in the third
ward, which consisted of the central business district and the
surrounding working - class residential area. Physical im-
provements in the city up to that time consisted primarily of
parks and boulevards built on the outer fringes of the city near
expensive residential areas. Possibly Dahlman and his council
saw no political benefit for themselves in promoting planning
as it offered little or nothing to the citizens living in their
power base. Finally, any authority which operated at a city-
wide level potentially threatened to undermine the influence
of the machine which was based in only one area of the city.

Nonetheless, the mayor and council allowed the 1915
measure to pass without offering any substantial opposition,
perhaps because, as the legislation was worded, any potential
threat of such a central agency to the machine was limited.
The law included no provisions requiring the city to fund the
commission adequately. All actions of the commission were
subject to the approval of the mayor and council, and the
power of establishing and fixing building restrictions was
vested not in the commission but with the city council.

Whatever the reasons behind its passage, the act required all
cities of metropolitan size (read Omaha) to have a city
planning commission. The body was empowered to “acquire
or prepare a city plan” and to “carry out and maintain said
plan after its adoption by the Mayor and Council.” The
legislation recognized, at least in theory, the perceived necessi-
ty of continuity between the creation and implementation of
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plans. Asoutlined by the Legislature, the commission consisted
of five members, each serving five year terms, except for the
first appointees who were to have staggered terms of one, two,
three, four, or five years, respectively. In that way one new
member would be named each year. The commissioners
served without pay. The city council, however, was required
to provide them with office space in city hall.’s

Omaha now had a single, central agency to direct and coor-
dinate planning on a city-wide level. It is important to
acknowledge, however, that it represented only an initial step
in the direction of creating a centralized authority. Theory
and practive did not meet and, thus, at this point the ideal was
far from realized. As suggested previously, the powers out-
lined by Senate File No. 94 were not broad and, significantly,
while planning proposals were initiated by the commission, all
actions were subject to approval of the mayor and council.
With the requisite approval the commission could acquire the
land necessary to carry out planned improvements such as the
enlargement to waterways, the extension or widening of
streets and boulevards, additions to parks, playgrounds and
parkways, and the construction of new public buildings. Any
land acquired found in excess after completion of a project re-
mained under the supervision of the commission, and it could
place restrictions upon the future use of such areas in the in-
terest of protecting the surrounding public works and im-
provements. Such powers were granted under the general
obligation to protect the public health and welfare.!6

As also noted, the commission was not given the power of
establishing and fixing building restrictions, which instead was
given to the mayor and council. Under the provisions of the
law, the council could pass ordinances limiting, confining, ex-
cluding, and prohibiting the placement of businesses (fac-
tories, stores, or business houses) along any thoroughfare in the
city. It also had the power to set property lines. Further, the
restrictions could not be passed until a majority of the property
owners affected submitted a petition to the council favoring
the action. The planning commission could recommend that
restrictions be appealed but only after a majority of the af-
fected property owners agreed and all were awarded any
damages.!” Clearly, while the creation of the commission was
a significant step in the direction of centralized municipal



56 Nebraska History

authority, it was a limited victory within narrowly defined
parameters of action. It was, however, an important initial at-
tempt and must be recognized as such.

In addition, the newly created commission was completely
dependent upon the good will of the mayor and council for its
operating funds. When the Legislature forced the city to
create a park board in 1889, the law also included a provision
for a special tax that the city was required to levy to fund the
board’s activities. For unknown reasons no such provision was
included in Senate File No. 94. The absence of this feature,
however, certainly minimized controversy and probably aided
in the passage of the legislation. The Dahlman administration,
which prided itself on frugality and had refused to fund the
city-created commission in 1914, was not likely to be a major -
source of money. The omission proved significant in subse-
quent years as the commission frequently found itself without
adequate funds.

No action was taken by the mayor and council from the
April passage of the legislation until November 14, 1915, when
the long-awaited announcement of the members of the new
commission was made. Mayor Dahlman formally nominated
George T. Morton (one-year term), George B. Prinz (two-year
term), Everett Buckingham (three-year term), Thomas A. Fry
(four-year term), and George Brandeis (five-year term).!8
Dahlman could hardly have picked a group of men likely to be
more pleasing to the business community than his five
nominees. George T. Morton, as previously noted, was a local
real estate broker and had headed the Commercial Club’s lob-
bying efforts on behalf of Senate File No. 94. George Prinz was
an architect known primarily for his work in the area of
private residential dwellings, although he also designed the old
Omaha Country Club and the distinctive Flatiron Hotel.!®
Everett Buckingham was a vice-president of the Union
Stockyards Company and was responsible for its general
management. He was also associated with the Union Pacific
Railroad and, thus, not surprisingly served the Commercial
Club as chairman of its Committee of Railroad Extension and
Improvement.?® Thomas A. Fry was a wealthy local
businessman, member of the school board, the Tornado Relief
Commission of 1913, and the Commercial Club.?! The fifth
member, George Brandeis, was a scion of the locally promi-
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nent family which owned and operated one of the city’s
department stores.

The city planning commission opened its office on May 15,
1916, with a first year budget of $7,500.22 The office itself was
small; the main furnishings included only a conference table
and two drafting boards. The budget did allow the hiring of
staff members, B. Kvenild, an engineer who doubled as the
commission’s secretary, and one draftsman. George Morton
was elected chairman, and in June, 1916, he and Kvenild at-
tended the National Conference on City Planning in
Cleveland, Ohio, to meet with the three planning consultants
hired to design the city’s comprehensive plan. All three
men—George B. Ford, E. P. Goodrich, and. Charles Mulford
Robinson—were nationally recognized experts in their field.23

George B. Ford was a central figure in the drive to
transform city planning from a haphazard procedure con-
cerned primarily with beautification to an exact science
grounded in sound objective and technical methods. A Har-
vard graduate, Ford did post-baccalaureate study at the Ecole
des Beaux Arts in Paris, where he became interested in the
problems of multi-family housing. His philosophy of city plan-
ning was fully formed by 1912. At that time he articulated it in
an address before the American Civic Association in which he
defined the city as a functional unit and declared that the only
worthwhile planning was that which took into consideration
all the basic needs of urban life. Significantly, he wished to,
enlist the support of the business community in the planning
process. Recognizing the Progressive reformer’s preoccupation
with scientific management, he emphasized the possibilities
for efficiency inherent in a systematic application of scientific
planning procedures. He knew where the power and money in
a community lay, and he sought to tap that source to forward
his goal.24

Ernest P. Goodrich was Ford’s partner in a planning firm
known as the Technical Advisory Corporation. These two men
worked together on plans for Newark and Jersey City.
Goodrich, an engineer, was particularly expert in the field of
transportation.25 Charles Mulford Robinson was a central
figure in promoting the “City Beautiful” movement—the
name given to the initial stages of the planning movement in
which the emphasis was on civic aesthetics and the elimination
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of the ugliness of the industrial city. Although he was trained
as a journalist, not an architect or engineer, Robinson became
interested in the theories of civic improvement during the
1890s and soon began publishing articles on the subject in the
Atlantic Monthly and Harper’s Monthly. His major contribu-
tion came with the publication in 1901 of his first book, The
Improvement of Towns and Cities, subtitled “The Practical
Basis of Civic Aesthetics.” The work was immediately suc-
cessful and became the “bible” for the movement.26 Robinson
was compatible with the more scientifically oriented Ford and
Goodrich in that he also recognized the necessity of com-
prehensive planning.

With the office open and the experts hired, the city planning
commission’s first responsibility under the law was the crea-
tion and publication of a city plan. Upon their arrival in the ci-
ty, Ford, Goodrich, and Robinson undertook a thorough and
detailed study of conditions in Omaha. Despite the lack of
funding and consequently small staff, Omaha’s planning ex-
perts directed the preparation of 18 data maps which they
hailed “the most practical and workman-like survey
preliminary to a city plan ever made for an American city.”?7
These graphic surveys detailed a number of important
physical features of the city and together a fairly complete pic-
ture of conditions as they existed. The survey did not attempt
to discover the historical background behind the existing
features. Rather, its main thrust was to describe as accurately
as possible Omaha in 1916-1917,

The philosophy behind this wide-ranging study was put
forth in the introduction to the finished product. Here the trio
of consulting engineers declared:

Few laymen realize the thoroughness with which the science of city planning
is now taken up. This study, once entered upon in a light-hearted fashion,
bases its recommendations today on investigations at once so comprehensive
and detailed that no city is able to furnish from its records...the data which is
desired. It is realized that the city of the future must so clearly grow out of
the city of the present, that the first essential step is to know all the present
conditions. Those conditions are not engineering feats alone. The time has
gone when a city planner can be just a municipal engineer. He must be also
an efficiency engineer and social scientist.28

This statement suggests a philosophy of city planning far ad-
vanced from the “City Beautiful’s” narrow focus on civic
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beautification through park and boulevard systems. Surface
beautification was only one small part of a much larger
scheme. Here is demonstrated the optimistic belief that in
understanding the present, man can plan a better future.
In order to improve the city, the planner must understand the
city in all its complexity. Further, reflecting the desire to place
all city planning under a single, central authority, this state-
ment suggested a belief that there was no clearly defined limit
to the areas now falling under the proper and necessary pur-
view of the city planner. In conducting their survey, Ford,
Goodrich, and Robinson brought that philosophy to Omaha.

However, the bright promise of the optimistic philosophy
represented in the broad foundation laid by the survey 29 was
dimmed by a lack of funding. After careful consideration the
commission asked the city council to appropriate $25,000 for
1917, an increase of $17,500 over the previous year’s allot-
ment. Commission members insisted that in order to continue
progressing toward the development of a comprehensive plan
such a substantial sum was necessary. When the final council
appropriations failed by 60 percent to meet the recommended
budget, the commission and its experts were forced to lower
their expectations and narrow their focus.

Faced with an uncooperative city council and cognizant of
the fact that public support was vitally necessary, the commis-
sion and the trio of consultants decided early in 1917 to con-
centrate their energies along three lines. Their first priority
became the passage of legislation enabling the city to enact a
comprehensive zoning ordinance. Secondly, work continued
on proposals to extend, widen, and regrade traffic
thoroughfares. Finally, reflecting the persistence of certain
“City Beautiful” ideas, the construction of a scenic drive re-
mained an important goal.30 Zoning was first introduced on a
citywide level in New York in 1916 and was rapidly gaining
popularity as a planning tool. It, however, only remained the
center of attention until April when, much to the chagrin of its
supporters, the state Legislature did not enact enabling legisla-
tion. The bill passed the House, but the Senate rejected it in
the hectic final days of the legislative session.3! Subsequently,
on George Morton’s recommendation, the planning commis-
sion decided to concentrate its efforts for the rest of the year on
street improvements and the extension of the boulevard
system.
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Despite setbacks the efforts of 1917 were not entirely futile.
Two important pieces of legislation did pass, both of which
furthered the realization of the ideal of central planning. First,
the city gained the power to plot adjacent territory within a
three-mile radius of the city limits. Omaha was growing out-
ward rapidly during this period by annexing both smaller
neighboring towns and villages (South Omaha, Benson,
Dundee) and outlying real estate developments. It was, thus,
deemed important that the city’s authority at least in the area
of plotting lots and streets, expand to meet this growth.32 As a
consequence of this legislation, the streets and building lots of
outlying real estate developments were dove-tailed with those
of the city in anticipation of any eventual merger. Second, the
city acquired the right to grade intersecting streets in a given
district after receiving a petition from a majority of affected
residences and/or businesses. Omaha was a city of steep and
rolling hills, running parallel to the river, which impeded
westward expansion. The law made it far easier to initiate
public improvements which would eliminate those im-
pediments to growth.33

The detailed survey, plus the legislation, laid the foundation
for the “Preliminary Studies for a City Plan for Omaha,”
published by the city planning commission in November,
1917. The document told the tale of frustration on the part of
the planners. What began in May, 1916, as a crusade inspired
by dreams of civic greatness, became by late 1917 a much
more realistic desire to at least improve intra-city transporta-
tion. The bulk of the suggestions included in the study dealt
with street widenings and extensions. Ambitious, despite its
narrow focus, it did include recommendations concerning
almost every major thoroughfare in the city. Boulevards and
drives received attention as did the belt line traffic way.34 By
1917 the Missouri Pacific Railroad had constructed a belt line
railroad extending north out of the central business district ap-
proximately 45 blocks to Ames Street, westward to the vicinity
of 42nd Street, then in a southerly direction until it connected
with rail lines surrounding the stockyards and packinghouses
of South Omaha. Planners envisioned a traffic thoroughfare
paralleling this belt line.

The study was exactly what its name suggested, a
preliminary report. In their presentation to the eity council,
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the commission members acknowledged the tentative
character of their suggestions. Pleading a lack of time and
funds, they asked that the council approve the report, thus
giving the commission the go-ahead to prepare a more detailed
and complete plan. The council, probably realizing that an af-
firmative vote entailed no real obligation on its part to offer
any more support or encouragement, approved the report by a
vote of 7-0.35

The year 1918 was one of inactivity and difficult transition.
With the publication of the preliminary report, Ford and
Goodrich completed their task and departed. Robinson had
died earlier in the year, and the commission operated without
its prestigious counsel. Work did continue on the zoning issue,
already emerging as a rival to a city plan, but no knowledge-
able expert guided the efforts. More importantly, the spring of
1918 witnessed a dramatic change in municipal government.
The machine of Tom Dennison, for the first and only time in
its 30-year existence, was defeated. Gaining control of city
hall, the city’s moralistic reformers led by Edward Smith took
office pledging to clean up city government, especially the cor-
rupt police force. That intrepid band of reformers directed its
attention and energies toward the elimination of vice, graft,
and corruption—not the improvement of streets, parks, and
sewers. This administration sought to strengthen the moral
fiber of the city, not its physical superstructure. Finally, the
intervention of the United States in the war in Europe increas-
ingly absorbed the imaginations of not only local reformers,
but of all citizens at every social and economic level. The city
plan, therefore, which already suffered from the waning en-
thusiasm of its early supporters, further slipped into obscurity,
lost amidst the rush of more urgent matters. Only in the final
month of the year did the commission take any positive action
toward the completion of its primary responsibility. In a
meeting held on December 4, 1918, Commissioner J. E.
George (Who replaced George Brandeis, after he resigned in
November, 1916) suggested that the commission hire Harland
Bartholomew, a young planning expert he had met on a recent
trip to St. Louis and a former employee of Ford and Goodrich.

After a two-year stay at Rutgers University where he studied
civil engineering, Bartholomew joined Ford and Goodrich in
1912 and represented them in Newark, New Jersey, when



62 Nebraska History

their firm was contracted to prepare a comprehensive plan for
that city. In 1916 St. Louis hired him as its new city planning
engineer. There he had the opportunity to apply the lessons he
had learned through the Newark experience. Within three
years he designed a basic program for planning in St. Louis. At
the same time he began to recach beyond that city’s limits to.
join an increasing number of professionals who offered their
services as consultants on a contractual basis. Eventually, in
the fall of 1919, he replaced the late Charles Mulford Robin-
son as associate professor of civic design at the University of Il-
linois and from that base offered his services to cities across the
nation .36

Toward the end of his career Bartholomew stated, “My in-
terest in city planning beginning with the Newark work was to
produce for every city a true comprehensive plan.... This has
seemed to me to be the basic essential in the field and my work
was always oriented in that direction.”37 That orientation was
evident in the first letter he sent to his new employers in
Omaha. First, he outlined a four-year procedural program in
which he listed the preliminary steps needed to prepare and to
publish a comprehensive city plan. The program listed a
number of necessary reports and projects, including the
passage of a zoning ordinance, and anticipated completion of
the comprehensive city plan in 1922.38

In addition to the four-year procedural program, reflecting
his strong belief in a single, central plan to direct future
growth and development, the ambitious civic designer also in-
cluded an outline for growth and development in Omaha from
1919 to 1950. There he laid out the basic issues and the proper
methods persuant to the success of long-range planning. The
10 point program covered issues ranging from the writing of a
history of the city’s physical growth and development to a
publicity policy aimed at attracting widespread and en-
thusiastic support for the commission’s efforts. In between,
Bartholomew touched upon streets, transit, transportation,
public recreation, zoning, civic art, legislation and finance,
and the necessity of building a good working relationship with
various power bases in the city, such as city officials, influen-
tial individuals, and public or semi-private organizations.39

The program was impressive, but probably not realistic.
Funding was the major obstacle in both short-run and long-
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run terms. The commission was having problems winning suf-
ficient appropriations to keep operating on a year-to-year
basis. It was also highly unlikely that it could convince the
budget-conscious municipal officials to commit themselves to
such a prodigious and potentially expensive undertaking that
would involve large appropriations every year for years to
come. Secondly, generating public enthusiasm remained a
problem; the planners needed something they could point to
which would provide clear benefits immediately, thus win-
ning the support of the community. The “pie in the sky” goals,
therefore, had to be brought down to earth and placed within
the realm of the possible.

By July, 1919, the commission and Bartholomew evidently
realized that in order to be successful they had to think in less
grandiose terms. In a report to the city council a fairly modest
eight-point program was presented. The commission insisted
that those projects were the most urgent and vital of all those
considered. Further, the report declared that completion of all
the projects was necessary for the success of any as they were
highly interrelated. The commission called for the extension
and widening of Harney, Douglas, 20th, 22nd, and 24th
Streets, the completion and improvements of the inner belt
traffic way, and construction of a scenic river drive.

As mentioned, only a few years earlier Omaha had begun
the process of spatial growth by annexation. In 1915 South
Omaha and Dundee were incorporated into the city. Two
years later Benson, Florence, and the developments south and
west adjacent to Dundee were added. Major east-west
thoroughfares such as Douglas and Harney were needed to
connect Omaha with its new western possessions of Benson,
Dundee, and the adjacent developments. Florence to the
north, and South Omaha could be made more readily accessi-
ble by the improvement of major north-south routes such as
20th, 22nd, and 24th Streets. Further, a significant industrial
zone was developing along the northern sweep of the belt-line
railway. The parallel traffic way was seen as a method to en-
courage that development and to aid similar projects along the
entire route of the rail line. And, the idea of a scenic river
drive had been bandied about for several years. Businessmen
and civic beautifiers both wished to use the city’s extensive
riverfront to its best advantage. In 1919 the idea gained con-
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siderable support when it was suggested that the river drive be
designed as a unique, enormous war memorial. The route
overlooking the majestic Missouri River was touted as a fitting
tribute to the sacrifices and contributions of midwesterners to
the war effort,

That proposal was a hardly recognizable descendant of the
extensive street improvement program outlined in the
preliminary study of 1917. In the earlier document nearly
every major thoroughfare received some attention. The later
report only dealt with a few of the important central city
streets. It barely resembled the program outlined by Bar-
tholomew a few months earlier as it did not promise to correct
the severe traffic flow problems, only to ameliorate the most
glaring difficulties. Money pressures and waning enthusiasm
took their toll as the comprehensive plan envisioned by com-
mission sponsors in 1915 became less and less comprehensive as
it neared fruition. Once again, as with the case of the commis-
sion itself, the ideal was merely approached rather than real-
ized. The city council took no action that summer, probably
awaiting completion of a more formal report required before a
bond issue to finance the schemes could be placed on the
ballot.%0 The projects recommended in the report became the
foundation for that document, transmitted to council on Oc-
tober 1, 1919, often referred to as Omaha’s comprehensive
plan.

Actually that proposal was not a comprehensive plan. By
the standards set by Bartholomew in his early statements, the-
41-page document fell short of approaching comprehen-
siveness. It was a detailed presentation of the eight-point pro-
gram tentatively outlined the previous July, plus an improve-
ment scheme for Center Street. More properly defined, it was
a traffic and transportation plan with the addition of a
beautification project, the proposed river drive, which also
promised to improve traffic flow. While other projects re-
ceived mention in passing, the report lacked any solid plans
dealing with public recreation, civic art, community struc-
tures or zoning—all of which were included in the outline for
a comprehensive plan originally submitted by Bartholomew.

The commission publication was exactly what its title—City
Planning Needs of Omaha—suggested: a proposal dealing
with the most urgent current needs. Further, it is doubtful
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that the authors ever intended that it be viewed as anything
more than that. In the letter of transmittal printed at the

beginning of the report the commissioners revealed the limited
purpose of the document: '

We have the honor to submit herewith a report dealing with the several
opening and widening projects recently approved by this Commission and
recommended to your honorable body for approval. It is our hope that the
necessary action will be taken to submit these projects for approval at the
election in the spring of 1920 and at the same time ask that the city be permit-
ted to issue bonds for its share of the cost of these several projects.*!

Thus the commission had no .illusions that its brief report
represented a comprehensive plan. It viewed the document
only as a necessary step toward the approval of a bond issue to
finance the proposed improvements.

It was, however, the closest the commission came to
creating a comprehensive plan. As such, it presented those
projects that seemed the most urgent to at least a partial
realization of the goals of the planners and the commission.
Taken on its own merits, it was a carefully prepared and
thoughtful proposal.

The proposed street widenings and extensions aimed at im-
proving the traffic flow in the city, especially that radiating
from the central business district. The report suggested that
“unquestionably” the business district would expand
westward from its contemporary boundary of 16th Street to
the area around 24th Street. The street improvements, thus,
were necessary to facilitate and secure that continued
“natural” expansion.42 The plan also envisioned the construc-
tion of the inner belt traffic way. That project was compared
with the famed “Loop” in Chicago and promised to enhance
residential as well as industrial development along the belt
way and consequently increase city tax revenues.43 Further-
more, the commission recommended the widening and exten-
sion of Center Street; first, because it already existed as a ma-
jor east-west thoroughfare and, secondly, because it would
facilitate the continued development of the Ak-Sar-Ben exposi-
tion grounds and the U S Mail Aviation Field located along the
western stretches of its route.#* In addition, the report in-
cluded the proposal for a scenic drive traversing nearly the en-
tire length of the city along the Missouri River. The possibility
of it serving as a war memorial was especially emphasized and
as such it provided the major attention-getting, public rela-
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tions device. Second on the list of reasons that the drive should
be constructed was the unabashed claim that it would create
“an improvement for which Omaha may become world
famous.” Certainly the nation’s largest and most unique war
memorial would attract considerable attention.45

In addition to the necessity of gaining favorable publicity,
addressed by the proposed river drive, throughout the report
the commissioners alluded to the problem of acquiring ade-
quate funding. The descriptions of each of the projects con-
tained statements assuring the council that the costs were
necessary and minimal. Further, the planners repeatedly
pointed out the fact that the improvements would result in in-
creased property values and increased tax revenues.

The carefully worded report which strove to overcome the
problems of funding and charisma, nonetheless, paled in the
light of tense social problems in the city during the post-World
War I period. The need for a rapid increase in manpower in
war-related industries, such as meatpacking, brought blacks in
sizable numbers into the city for the first time. Tensions pro-
duced by this social change erupted into violence in September
and October of 1919. On Sunday, September 28, a mob out to
avenge the alleged rape of a white girl by a black man con-
verged on city hall determined to administer vigilante justice
to the accused, Will Brown, and anyone who dared to stop
them. Throughout the long, tension-filled day the mob
became more bold and violent. At 11 p.m. Mayor Edward
Smith appeared, determined to disperse the crowd, but for his
efforts was “strung-up” though not killed. In the early morn-
ing hours of September 29, rioters stormed city hall, captured
Brown and hanged him from a lamp, then dragged his beaten
and burned body through the streets in an orgy of violence
which lasted several hours. The city awoke on Monday morn-
ing to find its mayor critically injured, its new city hall
burned, federal troops in charge, and a black man dead in the
heat of unreasoned fear and anger.46 It is not surprising that
the document “City Planning Needs of Omaha” issued a few
days later on October 1 received no notice at all. Further, the
municipal government, which suffered heavily in the scandal-
ridden aftermath of the riot, apparently had no time or in-
terest for the report and consequently took no action upon it.
Therefore, the bond issue did not appear on the April, 1920,
ballot as originally planned by the commission.
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After Omaha reformers had succeeded in 1915 in
establishing a city planning commission, important local fac-
tors came into play which greatly influenced the course which
city planning followed. First, it suffered from a chronic lack
of operating capital. From the beginning the city council
refused to appropriate adequate funds both for the expenses of
the commission and the proposed projects. The Dahlman ad-
ministration was severely criticized after an early spending
spree on public improvement after 1907 left the city with a
high rate of bonded indebtedness and an increased tax rate.
These machine politicians, so dependent upon the good will of
the small taxpayers, were not likely to burn their fingers twice.

Further, governmental bodies in Nebraska, whether at the
state or local levels, have generally tended to be frugal, prefer-
ring a slow pay-as-you-go strategy over increased taxes or def-
icit spending. The Dahlman and Smith administrations
proved no exceptions. Also, the moralistic reformers who con-
trolled city hall from 1918 to 1921 were more interested in
creating clean government than clean street and thus pre-
ferred spending money on eliminating vice and corruption.
Moreover, Omaha was smaller than Chicago, Kansas City,
New York, or Boston. It did not have an extremely large tax
base upon which to build municipal financing. In many ways
it represented an urban area with “big city” dreams faced by a
“small town” reality.

In addition, city planning failed generally to excite the
public imagination, in part a result of the circumstances of the
times as well as characteristics inherent to planning. World
War 1, social changes, the scandal-ridden Smith administra-
tion, and the general waning of the reform impulse, all served
to drain the proposed projects of any headline-grabbing poten-
tial. Thus, circumstances beyond the control and prediction
of the commission stymied it at every turn.

Moreover, as one interpretation suggested, city planning
during the Progressive Era was a profession in the service of an
urban elite. Businessmen and civic reformers were often the
forces behind planning commissions and generally filled their
ranks. Economic rather than social concerns tended to dictate
the programs. For example, improved trafficways in the cen-
tral business district or main thoroughfares connecting the
central areas with elite suburbs served primarily a small, well-
to-do segment of the population. These urban elites who
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created the planning commission to provide a mechanism for
centralized direction of growth and development, did so to use
it to bring to reality their vision of the ideal city. Hence designs
emerging out of these commissions tended to reflect the in-
terests and values of the business sector more than less influen-
tial sectors: the working poor, the new immigrants and
blacks.47

City planning in Omaha fit within that more general
scheme. The Commercial Club was a major force behind the
introduction of planning, and its members—businessmen and
professionals—dominated the planning commission. One of
the experts, George Ford, emphasized the desirable connec-
tion between the planning process and the business communi-
ty. On the other hand, the machine, based on the support of
less influential sectors of the community, did not try to stop
planning, but once the mechanisms were in place it offered lit-
tle support. First, as the state law which created the commis-
sion did not mandate its funding, it was an inexpensive conces-
sion to the business community, one which might bolster the
image and position of the machine. Second, Dennison and
Dahlman realized that their clientele in the third ward were
more interested in the necessities of life—food, clothing and
shelter. Wide boulevards and suburban parks did little to
ameliorate the miserable living conditions in inner-city
tenements. Thus the commission, its experts and its proposals,
all reflected the interests, concerns, and values of a small, pros-

perous elite. o
However, the significant factor pushing comprehensive

plans into the background was the growing popularity of zon-
ing. Zoning arose originally not as an alternative to the city
plan, but as a complementary strategy of improving the urban
environment. It was a more successful program, and even-
tually supplanted the city plan due to several factors. It was
relatively inexpensive. A zoning map was superimposed upon
the city, requiring no physical alteration, and applied to
future rather than current land uses. More importantly, it of-
fered a crucial benefit of a comprehensive plan, a city-wide
design, with none of the attendant expenses. Moreover,
zoning was far more flexible. Zoning laws offered variances,
legal relief from provinces of zoning ordinances, which gave
the measures a built-in mechanism for change and adaptation.
The physical improvements envisioned by plans were perma-
nent and potentially unyielding. Further zoning literally hit
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close to home for a wide spectrum of urban property owners as
its provisions offered a measure of protection to residential
areas from unwanted intrusions, thus bolstering property
values.

Although the comprehensive plan never materialized, the
projects and proposals made in preparation of a plan
represented an important contribution to the future of the ci-
ty. The various studies undertaken during that period did iden-
tify the basic structural needs of the city. Especially with the
arrival of the automobile the improved transportation system
outlined by planners became more than an economic conven-
ience; it became a vital necessity. Many of the proposals,
such as those dealing with east-west roadways, which failed as
part of a package, were undertaken later, though in a
piecemeal fashion, yet suggesting the soundness of the original
ideas.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, this era marked the
creation of a central agency to deal with physical growth and
development. Even though its powers were limited at first, no
longer would growth be at the whim of the powerful individ-
ual or historical accident without any mechanism for response
from the public sector. Now the private sector—business,
commercial, industrial, residential—came under at least a
minimum of enforceable central direction. While , at the local
level, the planning receded into near obscurity during the
1920s and 1930s, its lessons and institutions were not forgot-
ten. The planning commission survived the neglect, budget-
cutting, and turnover of personnel in the more than 20 years
following the efforts of 1914 to 1920 to emerge as the prece-
dent and foundation for the city planning department created
after World War II.
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