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Missouri Road Overseer's Certificate
by BOB SCHMIDT

RESENT-DAY Missourians might be surprised to learn
that their 19th century ancestors might have been re-
quired to help in the maintenance of the country roads,

as these road overseer's certificates show. Individual counties
were responsible for road maintenance and initially this was
funded by 3 percent of the proceeds from the sale of public
lands. However, the roads remained neglected and many
thought of them as nuisances. Travelers frequently lost their
way, and streams could not be easily forded owing to the lack
of bridges. The answer to this dilemma came from the state
legislature.

Each county would divide itself into road districts with an
overseer appointed for each. The overseers would then con-
tact men age 21 to 50 in their district to do work on the roads.

The overseer was allowed $2 per day of work that he per-
formed while $1.50 was credited for each man's labor per day.
A road overseer's certificate was given to the person following
the day's work. Some residents just elected to pay the amount
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due rather than do the work and at least one overseer pre-
ferred this latter method.

T.P. Russell was a road overseer for Road District No. 8 in
Iron County, Missouri in 1876. He thought it would be much
better to have all the road tax paid in money as he could then
hire his own men and get more from them than from the in-
experienced citizens.

The illustrated certificates are an excellent reminder of how
roads were maintained in a bygone era, but more importantly,
they provide a fascinating bit ofAmericana for today's collector.

Sources
Iron County Register, Vol. XI, No. 22, December 20, 1877.
Primm, J.N. (1954). Economic policy in the development of a western state,

Missouri 1820-1860. Cambridge, MA:Harvard University Press.

A special thanks to Jack Clay at the St. Francois County Missouri His-
torical Society, Farmington, Missouri.
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The Civil War did
not deter the road
overseer from
collecting the road
tax from Mr.
Mason's estate in
1863, as this
certificate from St.
Francois County,
Missouri demon-
strates.

to

The Linn County,
Missouri certificate
credits Mr. Wyett
with $2 toward his
obligation in 1870.


	Missouri Road Overseer's Certificate

