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What Time Is It?

Before the railroads stretched 
iron rails across the nation, each 
city or town kept its own local 
time. Clocks in each place were 
set at twelve noon when the sun 
reached the highest point in the 
sky. This local time, or sun time, 
depended on the longitude or

longitude n. — distance east or 
west of the pr ime merid ian,  
measured in degrees.

meridian of the town. For every 
degree of longitude there is a 
fo u r-m in u te  d iffe re n ce . Th is  
worked very well when people 
t ra ve l ed  f ro m one  p lace  to 
another only at the slow-moving 
pace of steamboats or horse- 
drawn wagons.

W hen ra ilro a ds  came,  the 
d i f f e re n ce s  in t im e  ca u se d  
problems. Each railroad used 
the local sun time of its major 
city. When it was noon solar time 
in C h icago , it w as 12:07 in 
Indianapolis, Indiana, 11:50 in 
St. Louis, M issouri, 11:48 in 
Dubuque, Iowa, 11:41 in St. 
Paul, M innesota, and 11:27 in 
Omaha, Nebraska. The solution 
to this problem was to divide the 
world into twenty-four standard 
time zones. On November 18, 
1883, at twelve noon the United 
S ta tes  ra i l r o a ds  a d o p te d  a 
system for standard time zones. 
C i t i e s ,  t o o ,  b e g a n  to  use  
s t a n d a r d  t i m e .  E v e n t u a l l y  
s t a n d a r d  t i m e  z o n e s  w e r e  
adopted by nations of the world. 
Iowa is in the Central Time Zone.

meridian n. — lines on a map 
representing either half of the circle 
that passes through the north and 
south poles.

T h e  Jewelers Will Change T im e

At present  the  j e w e lers  o f  Burl ington  

are u s in g  a lm ost  e x c lu s iv e ly  C hicago  

t i m e  b u t  o n  S u n d a y  w i l l  a d o p t  

standard t im e .  A m o n g  the  j e w e le r s  

visi ted  by an H a w k e y e  representat ive  

yesterday  was Mr. G . H .  W aldin , w h o  

stated h e  w o u ld  ch a n g e  his t im e  to 

conform to th e  n e w  s c h e d u le  o f  t im e  

ju s t  f o r m u la t e d  for t h e  u s e  o f  t h e  

r a i l r o a d s  b y  t h e  r a i l r o a d  t i m e  

c o n v en t io n  recent ly  h e ld  in Chicago .  

H e  further said: “ Burl ington t im e  is 

n o w  f o u r t e e n  m i n u t e s  s l o w e r  than  

C hicago  t ime. According  to the  n ew  

standard it wil l  b e  five m in u te s  s lower  

than C hicago  t ime. According  to the  

n e w  standard it will  b e  five m inu tes  

faster than present  c i ty  t im e.  W e  get  

the  correct t im e  from C hicago  every  

m orning  at 2 m in u te s  past  10 o ’c lock  

and w e  rece ive  it here in the  store,  

b e i n g  c o n n e c t e d  b y  w i r e .  N e x t  

Sunday  w e  wil l  adopt  th e  n e w  t ime.  

W e  have  a lways used  railroad time;  

the  public  d e m a n d s  it and w e  m ust  

supp ly  the  d e m a n d .  Very f e w  p e o p le  

in Burl ington use  th e  c i ty  t i m e . ”

U p o n  a req u es t  for d e te r m in in g  the  

a c c u r a t e  t i m e  in B u r l i n g t o n ,  t h e  

f o l l o w i n g  r e p l y  c a m e  f r o m  t h e  

S m ith so n ia n  I n s t i tu te ,  W a sh in g to n ,  

D . C . ,

D e a r  Sir —  In reply  to your  letter  

o f  June  7, I w o u ld  state that the  

lo n g i tu d e  o f  B u r l in g ton ,  Io w a, is 

91°07',  and that o f  C h icago ,  Illinois  

is 87°38'; the  d i f feren ce  therefore  is 

3 ° 2 9 ' .  A t  4  m i n u t e s  to  I o, or 4  

s e c o n d s  to  1', th is  g i v e s  a t i m e  

d i f f e r e n c e  o f  13 m i n u t e s  a nd  56  

se con ds .  It is proper to obser ve  that  

as 1' o f  lon g i tu d e  at this lat itude is 

m ore  than h a l f  a m i le ,  d i f f e r e n t  

points  in the  two ci t ies,  w o u ld  differ  

by several seconds .

Yours very  respectful ly ,  

S p e n c e r  W. Baird, 

Secretary,

S m ith son ian  In st i tu te

It is very  probable  the  ci ty will  adopt  

the  n e w  standard t im e ,  as it wil l  be  

general ly  used  in Burl ington  anyway.  

So S u n day  at noon ,  i f  you  have  correct  

C hicago  t im e,  se t  back y o u r c lo c k  n ine  

m inu tes ,  and y o u  will  have  standard 

time.
—  The D a i l y  H a w k e ye  

15 November 1883
Twenty-five steam whistles sound off in the Creston yards to announce the 
adoption of standard time at 12:00 noon, November 18, 1883.


