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forthcoming study on the Farm Crisis is a welcome addition.?* Signifi-
cantly, Margaret Weber has pointed a way forward in her study of how
agribusinesses wove their narratives into the fabric of farming and rural
culture.” We can hope that Weber and other young scholars will renew
the field of Iowa agricultural history with careful work and creativity.

Race and Iowa History
ASHLEY HOWARD

HISTORY IS A POWERFUL FORCE. Like blizzards, derechos, and
other environmental phenomenon, the narratives we share shape our
civic landscape. The refiguring of these collective stories can occur in-
crementally or all at once. In the popular imagination, lowa represents
the nation’s quintessential core, a pastoral meritocracy where hard work
inevitably leads to success. It is also a place envisioned as exclusively
white, Christian, and American-born. This frame, enduring and incom-
plete, informs past and present understandings. It is no accident then,
that narratives which challenge this myth are contested, ignored, or in-
validated. A more expansive, inclusive state history is not cause for
panic, but rather celebration. Documenting the stories of all lowans high-
lights resistance, collaboration, and continual commitment to “our liber-
ties we prize and our rights we will maintain.”

In a 1971 speech for the Institute of the Black World, historian Vin-
cent Harding argued that “intellectual work is connected to politics—
whether the politics of reaction, or politics of the status quo, or politics
of some kind of forward movement.”! History is never a neutral subject,
explaining the considerable debate and frequent pushback about cer-
tain interpretations. While his terminology is dated, Harding advanced
a useful framework to understand the politics of history, particularly
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the study of African American people. Harding argues that most main-
stream history “finds basic justification and basic goodness in the very
nature of American society.”” The second category maintains the same
commitment to the overall triumphant narrative but asks to “include
[African Americans] in the basic, good story.”? In so doing Black people
can be “fitted in without the story crumbling apart.”* In essence, the
story remains unaltered but the cast becomes more racially diverse.
Harding wrote of the final category,

Black History is not just about black people; Black History is
not just about black things. Black History speaks about seeing
all of America through black eyes. . . . If you do that, then a
totally different picture of America emerges, because black his-
tory says our experience, our history, our story cannot be as-
similated into the mainstream American story.’

These categories are not marked by the race of the scholar documenting
the history, but rather from whose perspective the authors seek to un-
derstand the past.

This conceptualization is important when considering the histori-
ography of Black Iowa. In his classic The Souls of Black Folk, W.E.B. Du
Bois speaks of double consciousness, that of being both Black and Amer-
ican. “One ever feels his two-ness—an American, a Negro; two souls, two
thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark
body. ... The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife.”*
Black people are lowans too, and their double consciousness must be
reflected in the histories told about them. To interpret Black Iowans as
anomalies leads to their double erasure: the invisibilizing of Black strug-
gle in the state coupled with the disbelief (improbability) that Black peo-
ple live here. This double erasure, of race and region, exemplifies
Harding’s second schema, the inclusion of Black historical experiences
only when they adhere to dominant narratives of progress.”
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“Blackface in the White Mind,” where he argues “as Iowans moved to protect
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The predominant trajectory of scholarship relating to race and eth-
nicity in Iowa has been an act of recovery, but the tide is turning.® Build-
ing on this vital work, historians must also take care to decenter our
perspectives from triumphalist or exceptional narratives to provide a
more complete history of the Black Iowa experience. Yes, episodes of
anti-Black terror must be documented, but so too must Black joy and
everyday Black life.” Esther Walls’s collection at the lowa Women’s Ar-
chive is but one example of the richness of Black Iowans’ lives. Among
her papers include an essay she penned about the struggles growing up
in a predominately white town but also her dance cards from social
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events."” The microhistories of small communities, families, and organi-
zations, like the Iowa Federation of Colored Women'’s Clubs” Home for
Girls or the mutual benefit association, The Colony in Muchakinock,
show both the complexity of race relations as well as Black people’s re-
sistance, including the creation of their own vibrant communities."

Related to the investigation of microhistories, scholars of Black
Iowa must broaden their efforts to new locales and accounts. While the
story of Buxton is important, it cannot stand in for the whole of the
Black Iowa experience, especially as its depiction as “black utopia” fits
squarely into an Iowa exceptionalist narrative.'”” Similarly while ac-
counts of Emancipation and Iowa’s Underground Railroad and aboli-
tionist tendencies are important, it is also crucial to grapple with the
exclusionary laws contemporaneously passed throughout the state."
This undertaking is an essential enterprise to more critically assess and
provide an honest accounting of our state’s history, challenging notions
of a “good region.” Iowa, and the Midwest more generally, struggled
through many of the same discriminatory practices that the South did.
The sanitization of these messy histories, in support of a less accurate
but exultant narrative, does a disservice to all those who read it.

Today 45 percent of Iowa’s Black population resides in Des Moines,
Davenport, Waterloo, and Cedar Rapids."* This means that the remaining
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population, more than half of the total, lives somewhere else. What are
their stories and experiences? How does the documenting of Black rural
people and the worlds they’ve built outside of significant Black popu-
lation centers challenge our understandings of race and region?'” One
area that may prove particularly fruitful is the investigation of intra-
and interracial interactions. What are the tensions and stratifications
within Black communities? What have been the connections between
people of color within the state? What have been the points of rupture?
When the story of Black Iowans is viewed solely through a Black-white
binary, we lose complexity. In considering these histories, it is essential
to complicate basic assumptions, meanings, and definitions, shifting
perspectives that Black Iowans are synonymous with outsiders.
Similarly, when Iowa is written about as an isolated place without
considering the connections, migrations, and intra-regional interac-
tions, we lose sight of how people within the state interact with each
other as well as the social, political, and community connections created
across state lines. Through organizations such as the United Negro Im-
provement Association (UNIA), Peace Movement of Ethiopia (PME), Na-
tional Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP),
and other entities, scholars can trace these regional interactions.'® As an

named locales either, key published works include Hal S. Chase, “Struggle for
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illustration, in the late 1960s the Black Panther Party chapters in Ne-
braska, Iowa, and Kansas collaborated so closely together that they of-
ten rotated members."” Additionally, by employing a transnational
approach to trace Latinx, Asian, and African migrations to the state, we
place Iowa in a global context. In undertaking Harding’s charge to see
Iowa history through Black eyes, we will discover in fact that there is
not a singular Black Iowa but a multitude.

Crucial to the support of these new Iowa histories is the investment
in and creation of archives preserving the history of lowa’s many di-
verse communities. As former researcher at the African American Mu-
seum of Iowa, Pamela Edwards, noted,

The history of lowa’s African Americans is as fascinating and di-
verse as the history of blacks in large cities like New York or re-
gions like the Deep South. Yet preserving that history and making
it available to the public has been an uphill task. The reason? In
history, as in matters of the heart, the old proverb holds true: the
opposite of love is not hate, but indifference. Past indifference to
Iowa’s black history has allowed invaluable information and ar-
tifacts to be lost forever and is still a challenge today.'®

We cannot allow indifference to slow this momentum. Hidden histories
must make their way into archives. This shift is necessarily a reciprocal
process. Community archivists, those with papers, historical artifacts
and other materials, must be willing to place items in repositories, and
professional archivists should be actively seeking such collections and
putting local people at ease in the process. In the meantime, communi-
ties must also create their own archives.

History is not a static endeavor. New methods, new sources, and
new frames create opportunities for historians to reassess what we
thought we knew about the past. At the discipline’s very core, it is in-
terpretive, expansive, and corrective.” By broadening the scope of
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Iowa’s history to more fully consider the experiences and perspectives
of Black and other racial, ethnic, religious, and social minorities, we add
depth to our shared past. Through this dynamism, we will discover that
while our state may be flat, our history certainly isn’t.

Iowa, The Bright Radical Star of
the Civil War Era

DwAIN COLEMAN

DURING THE DECADES following the Civil War, Iowans partici-
pated in various community and statewide celebrations. Memorial days,
Emancipation Day celebrations, and even a special Battle Flag Day held
in Des Moines in 1894 commemorated how Iowans had sacrificed dur-
ing the nation’s greatest conflict. Many Iowans also reveled in the abo-
litionist spirit that existed in some Iowa communities before the war
and took great pride in the fact that lowa was one of the first Northern
states to vote to grant Black men suffrage. From that time until now,
many have contributed in various ways to preserving the memory of
Iowa during the Civil War era.'

Today, Iowans are still proud of their state’s participation during the
antebellum conflict over slavery. lowans influenced the national debate
on slavery through their abolitionist efforts and support of the Free-Soil
movement in Kansas. For example, more lowans accompanied John
Brown on his ill-fated raid on Harper’s Ferry than participants from any
other state. However, many lowans were staunchly proslavery, antiwar
copperheads. In the decades after the war, county histories and the State
Historical Society recorded some of the reminiscences of Iowa abolition-
ists and of the freedom seekers who came through the network that led
through Kansas, Nebraska, and across Iowa to Illinois.>
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