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”Smallest Couple in the World” Built 
“Doll House Home” in Council Bluffs

The Bregants and Their Unique Home Topic of November Program

Mr. and Mrs. Jean Bregant were enjoying success as traveling 
salespeople for Council Bluffs’ Woodward Candy Factory in 1909 
when they announced plans to build a home in the city.  At 47 and 
42 inches tall respectively, the home was to be custom built for 
their comfort and needs.

As a newspaper article reporting the plan noted, building a small 
house isn’t all that simple.  A full size tub would, for example, 
“look like Lake Manawa,” and a full size door knob would look out 
of place mounted at the appropriate height for the home owners.  
Windows were to be situated at a height where Mr. and Mrs. Bregant 
could sit in their miniature furniture and look out.  To make it more 

challenging, the Bregants want-
ed to be able to welcome friends 
and relatives of normal stature, 
necessitating rooms themselves 
to be of normal height and furni-
ture of mixed proportions.

Historic Homes for the 
Holidays Tour 

to Include 
St. Paul’s Church, 

RailsWest Museum
The elegance of Christmas 

comes to the fore Sunday af-
ternoon, December 4 with the 
annual Historic Homes for the 
Holidays tour.  Visitors can walk 
through several of the city’s his-
toric homes which will be dec-
orated for the holidays, as well 
as St. Paul’s Lutheran Church at 
239 Frank Street, and the histor-
ic Rock Island Depot, now the 
RailsWest Museum, at 16th and 
South Main Street. 

(Both stories continued next page)



      2                 Fall 2016  
          

Historical Society of Pottawattamie County

The house still stands today and has recently 
been restored by Preserve Council Bluffs.

Plan to join us Sunday, November 20, at 2 
p.m. as Pat Murphy, president of Preserve Coun-
cil Bluffs, presents a program about the Bregants, 
their fascinating house, and its restoration.  The 
program will be at The Center, 714 South Main 
Street in Council Bluffs.  There is no admission 
charge and members are encouraged to bring 
guests.

Also included on the tour will be the Benton 
House at 231 Park Avenue, Bregant House, 517 
4th Street, Everest House, 125 South 3rd Street, 
Shea House, 309 South 8th Street, and Shugart 
House, 332 Glen Avenue.  The event is organized 
by Preserve Council Bluffs.

Historical Society president Mariel Wagner and 
Tami Jenson of the board of directors will super-
vise decorating of the railroad depot, which is on 
the holiday tour for the first time.  Displays will 
include some of the Christmas stamps, cards, and 
other memorabilia from the Art Rogers collection.

Hours and other details were not confirmed at 
press time; watch the Society website and Face-
book pages for updated information.

“Doll House Home,” continued... “Historic Holiday Tour,” continued...

Board Confirms Vice President
Historical Society president Mariel Wagner ap-

pointed board member Jason LeMaster to the po-
sition of vice president of the organization to fill 
a vacancy created by a resignation.  The move was 
approved by the board of directors at their Octo-
ber meeting by a unanimous vote.  Mr. LeMaster 
was elected to the board in 2014.

Angie Oehler of August Night Paranormal explained how to conduct 
a serious investigation into paranormal phenomena at the Society’s 

speakers series October 9.

Feedback From Our Readers...
A photo of South Main Street looking north in 

our last issue caught the attention of HSPC mem-        
ber and fire historian Cal Peterson.  
The picture from the archives was 
undated, and we wrote that it had 
to have been taken prior to 1925 
as the Grand Hotel-- which was 
destroyed by fire that year-- could 
be seen.  Mr. Peterson explains the 
photo appears to be far older than 
that, as a livery barn housed in a 
two story frame building across 
the street from Crystal Mills could 
be seen in the picture.  That livery 
was claimed by a fire in January, 
1886.  The building also served 
as a headquarters of fire compa-
ny number four and four firemen 
had been asleep in the building.  
All four managed to escape but 
sustained injuries.  A newspaper 
account of the incident noted that 
despite the serious nature of their 
injuries the firemen began fighting 
the fire.  Unfortunately their hose 
burst giving the fire an advantage 
that couldn’t be overcome and the 
building was an almost total loss.



Federal Building/Post Office a Decade in the Making
Sixty-five years ago the massive stone building 

which had served as post office and federal build-
ing since 1888 was closed; it was sinking and no 
longer safe.  Wooden pilings underneath were rot-
ting away and there was no way to save it.

The various agencies in the building scattered 
to temporary quarters around the city.  The In-
ternal Revenue took up refuge in the Wickham 
Building, federal court shared the Pottawattamie 
County Courthouse, and the post office moved 
most of their operations to the old City Audito-
rium.

The old building was torn down except for a 
small single story newer addition which remained 
as the General Dodge Station for handling parcel 
post; in 1958 this too was razed.  A new building 
was planned but the site had to sit as a vacant lot 
for a half dozen years before construction start-
ed on its replacement.  Congress was not swift 
to provide money for the project, and eventually 
approved a lease-purchase plan in which private 
capital could be used.  The new system lead to 
confusion, with more years slipping by until con-
struction finally commenced in 1958.

The new $1,500,000 building was touted as 
being of a functional design rather than trying to 
be artistic.  A modern heating and cooling sys-
tem, controlled by  technological marvels called 
“thinking tubes,”  promised a building that was 
going to be comfortable year round without ever 
having to resort to the old fashioned practice of 
opening windows for ventilation.

The clock from the tower of the old post office 
was saved and installed in the spire of the Broad-
way Methodist Church in 1951.

(Top) the Federal Building and post office was ded-
icated in 1959 on the same 6th and West Broadway 
site as the 1888 post office (middle). The lower pho-
to shows onlookers watching the demolition of the 

building from underneath the marquee of the Strand 
Theater.
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Historical Society past president Elizabeth 
Dean was probably born with a great deal of nat-
ural writing talent.  A theme she wrote in high 
school came back with the cryptic admonition 
that “it appeared to have been copied.”  Likewise 
a college paper was returned with a note that it 
must have been plagiarized.  And when a group 
of friends challenged her to write a 90,000 word 
story she not only completed the assignment but 
sold it to a publisher who was so impressed they 
urged her to start on a second one immediately.

Elizabeth Dean, known as “Liz” by “anyone 
who knew her for over two hours,” was born in 
New York but moved to Council Bluffs after mar-
rying Bluffs native Dr. Abbott Dean, an ophthal-
mologist.  She wrote a number of short stories 
that were published in a variety of national mag-
azines including Saturday Evening Post, Colliers, 
and Women’s Home Companion.

Liz also wrote three mystery novels, the first 
in 1939. Each featured 26-year-old Emma Marsh 
as its heroine.  A sharp, young female detective 
was unusual at this time, and Emma was definite-
ly a modern girl— perhaps too liberated for some; 
a New York Times reviewer editorialized that 
Emma “drinks far more than a nice girl should.”  

Was the character Emma in her books really 
Elizabeth Dean herself?  Liz said no, though she 
admits one of the characters in her stories was her 
former boss at a Boston antique shop.  Some who 
knew her aren’t so sure the connection wasn’t 
deeper.  Liz was known for snappy comebacks, 
much like her fictitious Emma, and the courage 
of her heroine seemed not too distant from the 
real life Mrs. Dean who took on the County Board 
of Supervisors as she spearheaded the battle to 
save the “Squirrel Cage” jail from demolition in 
the early 1970's.

Murder is a Collector’s Item was selected for Dou-
bleday Publishing’s “crime club” which featured 
the company’s outstanding mysteries.  The pub-
lisher’s review which termed the book “one of the 
best on the list” was a particularly great comple-
ment for a first time author.  The New York Her-
ald-Tribune called her “the find of the season.”

Mrs. Dean 
used her royalties 
from the book to 
furnish her his-
toric Park Avenue 
home with an-
tiques.  The slant 
top desk where 
she did her writ-
ing figured itself prominently in her third book.

Following her third  book she seemed to lose 
interest in mystery writing and turned her atten-
tion to local historic preservation.  Liz was a char-
ter member of the Historical Society of Pottawat-
tamie County, serving in a variety of leadership 
rolls including president.  Her pet project became 
the "Squirrel Cage" jail.  After the efforts to save 
the structure were successful she took charge of 
booking tours for the building and turned the 
pantry into an exhibit area where she brought in 
some of her own antique collection to display.

After her husband passed away in 1977 she 
moved into the historic Dr. Frank Seybert house 
across from Bayliss Park where her husband had 
once had his medical practice and remained ac-
tive with the Historical Society until her death in 
1985.

The Murders of Elizabeth Dean

Elizabeth Dean used royalties from her books to furnish her Park 
Avenue home-- the historic Benton House-- with antiques.  You 
are welcome inside the house December 4 during the “Historic 

Homes for the Holidays” tour. 

(Story by Richard Warner.  Dr. Warner serves on the 
Society’s board of directors.) 
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Don’t Miss Any HSPC 
Events!

Stay up-to-date with 
Facebook.

Follow the links on our website
www.TheHistoricalSociety.org

Diminutive Stature Didn’t Deter 
Bregants From Prominent Place in 

Local Society

 
Though likely the only adults in Council Bluffs 

less than fifty inches tall, Jean and Inez Bregant 
took active roles in the community, interacting 
well with those who towered over them.  A sto-
ry in the Society column of the January 20, 1914 
Daily Nonpareil, for example, describes a well-at-
tended musicale featuring the “who’s who” of the 
city at the local armory.  The newspaper singled 
out the performances General Grenville Dodge 
and of the Bregants’ as having gotten the greatest 
response from the crowd.

Both of the Bregants had theatrical experience 
and met at Coney Island when touring.  It was 
“love at first sight” and the two married in Inez’ 
home town of Council Bluffs on Christmas Day, 
1905.

A newspaper account explained the pair can 
wear some clothing in children’s sizes, such as 
Mrs. Bregant’s eight inch belt, but much of their 
clothing needs to be custom made.

Learn more about this fascinating couple and 
their very unique home at the Society’s program 
Sunday, November 20, 2 p.m. at The Center, 714 
South Main Street.

Care to go electronic?
A number of Historical Society members have 

opted to receive the Member Journal in electronic 
format rather than on paper.

There are some advantages: you will get it faster, 
and some of the photos are in color.  In addition, 
it saves the Society postage and printing costs.

If you would like to receive the Member Journal as 
an email attachment in the popular PDF format 
just send an email to information@TheHistorical-
Society.org and we will send the next issue to that 
address.

The “Squirrel Cage” Jail and 
RailsWest museums are now on 

Twitter! Follow them at 
SCJGhost and RWConductor.

 (Contributed by Danette Hein-Snider, Membership and Spe-
cial Projects coordinator Historic General Dodge House.)

(Top) Photo of Mr. and Mrs. Bregant on the front steps of 
their home at 517 4th Street in 1912; (lower) the Bregants 
and a visitor at their home.  Learn more about the home at 

www.PreserveCouncilBluffs.org.

THANK YOU to the volunteers who made the 
Halloween Flashlight Tours a success!

Your help was truly appreciated!



 ___ Single  $20.00        ___ Junior  (under age 21)  $10.00      ___ Family  $35.00
 ___ Sustaining  $75.00      ___ Lifetime $1000 ___ Corporate  $250.00

First Name(s) ____________________________ Last Name ___________________

Street Address __________________________________________________________

City ________________________   

State _______________  Zip ______________

E-mail ________________________  

Phone ________________  

___ YES, I'd like to volunteer  

  FOR OFFICE USE ONLY:   CARD ISSUED _________    LIST UPDATED ________

 Please charge my membership to:

 VISA  MC  Discover

       /

Signature

Exp. DateAccount Number

Make checks payable to HSPC or

Please check the date on your mailing label.  Do you need to renew your membership? Are you 
reading a borrowed “Member Journal” and would like to be getting your own?  Clip the form 
below to renew or join!  Mail to HSPC, PO Box 2, Council Bluffs, Iowa, 51502.  We sincerely 
thank you for your support!

There has been a local historical society since the early days of the 20th century.  Interest 
waned over time and by the late 1950s the group had become inactive.  

Head librarian Mildred Smock observed people were coming to the library with items or in-
formation they felt should be preserved but there was no organization to do this.  Ms. Smock 
called her friend, Richard Graeme, and the Historical Society of Pottawattamie County was 
born.   

55 years later Mr. Graeme remains a member.  

HSPC president Mariel Wagner noted the group Mr. Graeme founded has grown to several 
hundred members and collected thousands of artifacts, put together hundreds of programs, 
and published dozens of books and articles, in addition to spearheading the drive that raised 
the funds to purchase the General Dodge House as well as restoring the “Squirrel Cage” Jail 
and RailsWest Museums.  

In recognition of Mr. Graeme’s contributions to the Society over half a century and his role 
in it’s creation the Historical Society of Pottawattamie County will host a thank-you reception 
after the program November 20 at The Center, 714 South Main Street; the program starts at 2 
p.m. (see the story on page one).  All Society members are encouraged to attend.

Historical Society Marks 55th Anniversary with a  
Thank-You to its Founding Member



Americans have heard plenty political speeches of late.  It seems often the case that those who favor the 
candidate love the speech, those opposed find fault with it.  This is nothing new.  Abraham Lincoln’s visit to 

Council Bluffs, primarily a personal business trip regarding real estate, came during a bitter campaign for state 
offices that was to be settled by election in October, 1859. Lincoln was already nationally known because of the 
Douglas debates. His speech at Concert Hall here in which he hinted at his “availability” for the Presidency 

was on the evening of August 13, the second day of his visit.  The following accounts of the Concert Hall speech 
reflect the already sharp division between Democrats and Republicans on the slavery issue. The Bugle was the 

voice of the Democrats,  the Nonpareil spoke for the Republicans.

The people of this city were edified last 
Saturday evening by a speech from Hon. Abe 
Lincoln of Illinois. He apologized very handsomely 
for appearing before an Iowa audience during a 
campaign in which he was not interested.

He then, with many excuses and a lengthy 
explanation, as if conscious of the nauseous Black 
Republican nostrum, announced his intention to 
speak about the “eternal Negro,” to use his own 
language, and entered into an ingenious analysis 
of the slavery question, impressing upon his 
hearers that it was the only question to be agitated 
until finally settled.

He carefully avoided coming directly to the 
extreme ground occupied by him in his canvass 
against Douglas, yet preached carried out to their 
legitimate results, amount to precisely the same 
thing.

He was decidedly opposed to any fusion 
or coalition of the Republican Party with the 
opposition of the south, and clearly proved the 
correctness of his ground in point of policy.  They 
must retain their sectional character and continue 
to wage their sectional warfare by slavery agitation. 
But if the opposition South would accede to their 
views and adopt their doctrines he was willing to 
run for President in 1960, a Southern man with 
Northern principles, or in other words,with abolition 
proclivities.

His speech was in the character of an 
exhortation to the Republican Party, but was in 
reality as good a speech as could gave been made 
for the interest of the Democracy. He was listened 
to with much attention, for his Waterloo defeat by 
Douglas has magnified him into quite a lion here.

This distinguished gentleman addressed a very 
large audience of ladies and gentlemen at Concert 
Hall in this city. In the brief limits of a newspaper 
article, it were impossible, even though we yielded 
the trenchant pen of a Babbitt (which we do 
not) to give even an outline of his masterful and 
unanswerable speech.

The clear and lucid manner in which he set forth 
the true principles of the Republican Party— the 
dexterity with which he applied the political scalpel 
to the Democratic carcass— begs all description 
as our hands.

Suffice it,that the speaker fully and fairly 
sustained the great intellectual power of a close 
and sound reasoner.

At the close of Mr. Lincoln’s remarks, Judge 
Test of Indiana was called to the stand. The 
judge spoke for near half an hour, to the evident 
edification of the audience. He is a very ready and 
pleasant speaker and has a fund of anecdotes at 
his command with which to illustrate his arguments. 
Having once been in the Democratic fold, he then 
more fully appreciates the demoralized condition 
of that party hence he is for showing them no 
quarter and avowed a willingness to enlist under 
almost any banner to battle with almost any army 
that promises to dislodge that party from power.

In this he differed from Mr. Lincoln and a majority 
of the Republicans present, we believe. Both 
speeches were listened to with marked attention 
and both gentlemen endeared themselves to the 
Republicans by their praiseworthy efforts on this 
occasion.

Abe Lincoln’s Council Bluffs Speech Started Editorial Furor

Editorial From the Bugle- Editorial From the Nonpareil-

      7                 Fall 2016  
          

Historical Society of Pottawattamie County

(Contributed by Darlene Vergamini.  Ms. Vergamini is a past 
president of the Historical Society of Pottawattamie County.)



As It Was...

(Above) This 1969 photo found in the archives was probably used to illustrate the planned new interstate 
highway south of Council Bluffs.  What was farmland has developed dramatically over the 47 years since this 
picture was taken.  The photo is looking west, 24th Street is in the foreground.  Texas Roadhouse and Culvers 
would be located today at the very lower left of the photo near the number one; Sapp Brothers was built at the 
northwest corner of that interchange.  Bass Pro Shop is where the number 2 is on the picture.  The number 3 

shows the location of a proposed underpass beneath the Union Pacific Railroad tracks. 

(Left) The city auditorium served as the interim 
post office for most of the 1950s.  The audi-
torium was constructed in just thirty days in 

1909 for a horticultural convention.  Claiming 
“acoustic qualities superior to any building of 
its size in the middle west” it was used for a 

variety of programs in the first half of the 20th 
Century.  The building was razed as part of the 
urban renewal project in the early 1970s.  The 
parking garage of Omni Center occupies this 
site today.  The apartment building at the left 

of the photo still stands. The picture was taken 
on West Washington Avenue facing southeast.  

(Photo courtesy of Dr. Robert Warner.)
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Eli Shugart’s home (above left) was built at the 
corner of South 6th Street and First Avenue in 1880 as home for the prominent local businessman and found-
er of the Pioneer Implement Company.  About 1910 the house was moved north along South 6th Street to its 
present location along the alley adjacent to the post office to provide space for construction of the Shugart 

Apartments.  Niels Jensen’s construction company had the contract to move the house; Mr. Jensen is second 
from the left in the photo above right of the crew taken during the house move.  Mr Jensen’s company was also 

involved with the grading of Dodge Street in Omaha, the brickwork on the I.O.O.F. Temple, and the pump house 
in Fairmount Park.  (Photo courtesy of Steve Jensen, Niels Jensen’s grandson.  Steven Jensen is a long time So-
ciety member and was the leading proponent in the 1980s in the successful effort to save and restore the city’s Rock 

Island Depot, which operates today as the RailsWest Museum.)

(Above) The Illinois Central yards north of West Broadway 
about 1940. The coal tower toward the right of the photo 

remains today, as shown in the picture at right.  Remnants of 
the turntable toward the left of the photo likewise remain and 
can be seen from the air.  The yards continue to be bustling 

today with activity of the Canadian National Railroad, which 
acquired the Illinois Central in 1998.

(Photo from HSPC archives.)
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The “House the Hams Built”
Silicon Valley tends to come to mind when one 

thinks “high tech”, but for over half a century 
Council Bluffs was home to one of the most in-
novative electronics companies in the country.

What was most recently known as World Radio 
actually traces it’s origin back to one individual.  
Leo Meyerson began tinkering with electronics 
at the age of nine, turning oat meal boxes and 
even toilet paper rolls into radio coils.   

Meyerson was born in Omaha, but the family 
moved to Council Bluffs when he was 8 when 
his father worked for Peoples Department Store.  

Despite his fascination with radio Meyerson 
almost embarked on a music career.  He actu-
ally started playing the organ to accompany si-
lent films at the Liberty Theater to earn a little 
money to support his radio hobby but found he 
enjoyed it and was good at it.  At the University of 
Nebraska in Lincoln he formed a piano duo with 
Leo Skalowski.  “Leo and Leo” had their big break 
when a talent scout lined up an audition for them 
for the Orpheum circuit.  Tragedy struck when on 
the way to the audition Skalowski died in a car 
accident.  Discouraged, Meyerson left school and 
returned to Council Bluffs.

Using a $1000 loan from his father and a budget 
so Spartan he slept in his car at night, Meyerson 
started a radio parts store at Seventh and Broad-
way in Council Bluffs.

Meyerson expanded the scope of the business by 
taking old radios as a trade-in and repairing them 
for resale, as well as soliciting mail orders under 
the name Wholesale Radio Laboratories.

The wartime demand for radio crystals— the 
component that communications equipment 
used to determine operation frequency—  was 
acute.  Meyerson moved quickly to address this 
need, changing his focus toward production of the 
quartz crystals so urgently required by the Signal 

Corps.  Working with his father and others he was 
able to devise ways to mass produce the crystals, 
markedly accelerating what had up to this point 
been a slow and time consuming process.  The 
initial order of 10,000 crystals was followed by 
many more orders.  The Council Bluffs company 
met the demand.

Following the war the company continued as 
World Radio Laboratory, positioning itself at the 
forefront of innovation for ham radio operators.  

Meyerson also formed several related compa-
nies.  Globe Electronics introduced one of the 
first Citizen’s Band radios in the mid 1950’s. It’s 
Globe Scout and Globe King transmitters became 
ham radio legends.  Meyerson also formed the 
World Radio Export Company and Galaxy Elec-
tronics.  Under the Galaxy name Meyerson posi-
tioned himself once again as a technology lead-
er by marketing one of the first single side band 
transceivers available to radio amateurs.

In January, 1954 a passerby saw smoke coming 
from the business at about 7 a.m. and pounded 
on doors of second floor apartments to awaken 
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“House the Hams Built,” cont...

residents.  The building was a 
complete loss.

The company built a large fa-
cility in the 3400 block of West 
Broadway in 1954 to house its 
manufacturing, local sales, and 
mail order operation.  “The 
House the Hams Built” fea-
tured a tall tower of antennas on 
Broadway connected to a variety 
of ham radios that were always 
up and running, with radio am-
ateurs welcome to stop in and 
chat around the world.  The firm 
offered free Morse code classes 
for aspiring radio operators and 
stocked every electronic part and 
component imaginable for those 
who wanted to build or repair 
their own gear.

In the 1960’s consumer elec-
tronics came on the scene and 
World Radio Laboratory— by 
then known simply as WRL— 
changed it’s focus to providing 
the home entertainment gear 
that was coming into popular de-
mand.

The company also expanded beyond Council 
Bluffs, at it’s peak operating 24 stores in four 
states under the World Radio name.  In 1989 sales 
were estimated at $40-45 million dollars, making 
it at that time one of the largest electronic equip-
ment retail chains.

The Meyersons sold World Radio.  Since then 
the intense competition of the consumer elec-
tronics business caused first the consolidation of 
the operation into just a few stores and eventually 
closure of the company entirely.

(Top) World Radio at 738-744 West Broadway in the 1940s.  
(Middle) Though exterior walls remained standing the inside of 
the building was a complete loss after a fire in January, 1954.  

World Radio relocated to the 3400 block of West Broadway 
after the fire; the lower photo shows the 700 block site as it 

appeared in the 1980s.  Kanesville Boulevard joins West Broad-
way at this location today.

(Story by Richard Warner.  Dr. Warner serves on the 
Society’s board of directors.) 
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California may be 
proud of Silicon Val-
ley, but World Radio 
was making high tech 
electronics long before 
that right here in Coun-
cil Bluffs.  Read more 
about the “house the 
hams built” on page 10. 

“Completely enjoyable,” 
said the New York 
Times.  “Fast and fun-
ny,” reported The New 
Yorker.  To write books and earn reviews like that is 
quite an accomplishment.  When one considers the 
author also was a founding member of the Historical 
Society and lead the charge to save the “Squirrel Cage” 
jail from demolition that’s even more impressive.  
Learn more about Elizabeth Dean on page 4.


