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On The Road 
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer

Townships & Roads

continued next page u

I dozed off and missed the 100 year 
anniversary of county roads which 
occurred in 2012. Now some of you 
may wonder who was taking care of 

the roads between statehood in 1861 and 1912, and that would 
be the townships. Yes, the townships maintained all the roads 
in the country and there were no county roads and no state 
highways. In 1900 there were just 220 cars and no trucks in 
Kansas, so it wasn’t real complicated to maintain roads. All 
the country roads were dirt roads and were for farmers and 
ranchers to get to town. If it rained you just waited until the 
road dried out before going to town. That all changed when 
Henry Ford started mass production of the Model T, and in 
1911 there were 15,020 autos and 570 trucks in Kansas. Then 
people didn’t want to wait for the roads to dry out and they 
cut ruts in the mud road that needed to be filled on occasion. 
The townships needed to drag the roads more often, but were 
reluctant to spend the necessary funds to benefit the city 

people driving their roads. (In 1911 a new state law required 
the townships to drag the road twice a year.) As car traffic 
increased, civic organizations started a campaign for each 
farmer to drag his own road, see Figure 1.

There were also articles published on how to make a road drag 
so you could drag your road, as shown in Figure 2.

We need to remember that roads prior to 1910 were not like 
roads today. The roads didn’t have ditches because they didn’t 
have any equipment to make ditches, and they didn’t have 
crushed rock for surfacing. Also, most roads were just one 
lane wide; there was no point having a wide road when the 
only vehicles on the road were pulled by horses. Figure 3 is a 
township official using a road drag on a typical township road.

FIGURE 1. 1905 brochure encouraging farmers to drag 
their roads, now we can’t keep them from farming the 
ditches. 

FIGURE 2. Directions on how to build a road drag.
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FIGURE 3. Township official dragging a typical country 
road.

In 1910 there were 15,000 prominent people in Kansas that 
had cars but they couldn’t get out of town after a rain, and 
worse, they couldn’t get back to town if it rained when they 
were away from home. This resulted in general dissatisfaction 
with township road maintenance. The state legislature in 1909 
authorized the county commission to designate county roads 
and maintain them, but few counties elected to take on that 
expense. In 1911the state legislature enacted a major change 
in road maintence responsibilities. The legislation ordered 
the county commissioners to classify country roads and 
designate state roads, county roads, mail routes and township 
roads. Additionally they ordered the counties to maintain the 
county roads and state roads. Prior to 1911 the counties did 
not maintain roads, so they had to tool up to handle the new 
responsibilites. The counties had to hire workers and obtain 
facilities to maintain the roads. It took a lot of horses and 
mules to pull the drags to maintain a couple hundred miles of 
road, and the county road headquarters became known as the 
county barn.  

From 1910 to 1917 the car registration in Kansas increased 
from 15,000 to about 150,000. In 1917, 90% of all roads were 

still dirt (mud), and a movement developed to build gravel 
roads. See Figure 4. 

Recognizing the issue of townships maintaining roads with 
the increase in the number of cars, the state legislature 
authorized the county unit road system in 1916. By 1979, 67 
counties adopted the county unit system. The road systems 
in each county are shown in Figure 5. In 1970, the legislature 
authorized a county-rural system so now there are three 
county road systems. 
• County Unit-county maintains all roads outside of cities 

except state highways.
• County-Township-county maintains main roads, bridges 

and culverts with more than 25 s.f. of opening
• County Rural-county maintains county and township 

roads but has separate accounting and taxing for township 
roads.

The last county that converted to a County Unit System was 
Coffey County in 1979. It appears that there is currently a 
reluctance to convert to a County Unit System as this will 
increase the taxes for residents inside of cities. The last 
election related to establish a county unit road system was 
in Osage County where city residents soundly defeated the 
proposal. 

Although there are 35 counties have a county township road 
system it isn’t quite that simple. One county I know performs 

FIGURE 4. 1919 news story about gravel roads.

Kansas County Association
Multiline Pool

“Do One Thing, And Do It 
Better Than Anyone Else”

Providing cost effective Risk Management 
and insurance services to Kansas Counties 

since 1991.

For additional information contact David Luke 
at 1-800-240-9828
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On the Road continued... all the township road work and bills the 
individual township. The townships in 
that county have no equipment and the 
township board requests the county do the 
work for hire. In some counties a few of the 
townships have turned the roads over to the 
county and the county commissioners sort 
of act as a township board and establish the 
road levy for the township. There are laws 
that allow townships to consolidate, and 
the county commission can actually order 
consolidation if the township lacks officers 
for a number of years. In areas of the state 
where the rural population is decreasing, 
townships will likely struggle to maintain 
the roads, and consolidation may be a 
necessity. 
 
So the role of the townships in road 
maintenance has been declining since 
1912. The county role in road maintenance 
changed in 1929 when the State Highway 
Commission took responsibility for state 
highways from the counties. At that time 
there were over 500,000 cars in Kansas, 
and a more uniform and connected highway 
system was needed. There are now more 
than 2 million cars and pickups in Kansas 
and I am glad the state is maintaining the 
highways.  n

If you like roads, and who doesn’t, you 
may be interested in my twice monthly 
email on current road issues and road 
items of statewide interest. If you would 
like to receive these emails just send me an 
email request with position, and county or 
company at bowers@kansascounties.org  

FIGURE 6. County Commissioners checking roads?

FIGURE 5. Road systems in counties

Unleashing the Possibilities Across Generations
The Central Plains Area Agency on Aging is hosting a Senior & 
Community Center Conference – Unleashing the Possibilities Across 
Generations. The Conference is October 30, 2014 from 8:30am – 3:15pm 
at the Double Tree Hotel, Wichita, KS. Join us to learn more about 
identifying “out of the box” approaches and techniques for staff, boards 
and other stakeholders; examine demographic and other trends which 
senior & community centers must plan for; highlight fads and trends that 
are here to stay; marketing on a budget; and fund raising. Who should 
attend: senior center directors, activity directors, service coordinators, 
program managers, aging service specialists, recreation centers, Area Agency and Department on Aging 
directors, anyone scheduling programming for older adults. Please contact Stacy Nilles, 316-660-5230 or 
snilles@cpaaa.org for more information.
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