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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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During and after the war, Iowans also took great pride in the fact
that lowa sent more troops per capita than any other state in the Union.
Of the over 76,000 Iowans who fought, 13,001 never returned. Because
of this great service and sacrifice, shortly after the war Iowans began to
remember and record the histories of these soldiers. An important factor
in keeping the memory of the sacrifice of lowa’s Civil War soldiers alive
was the work of veteran organizations like the Grand Army of the Re-
public (GAR), which had hundreds of posts throughout Iowa, includ-
ing an all-Black post in Keokuk.’ In addition, various early county
histories incorporated information on the soldiers and regiments that
served from their counties, and newspapers throughout the state con-
tinued to publish articles about the service of lowa regiments and re-
membrances of veterans well into the 1940s.*

As veteran numbers started to dwindle and the fiftieth anniversary
of the war approached, Iowans, like the rest of the country, took a special
interest in remembering these soldiers. In 1903, Benjamin F. Gue pub-
lished a four-volume history of lowa entitled History of lowa from its Ear-
liest Times to the Beginning of the Twentieth Century. Volume two focused on
the causes of the rebellion and a summary of each of lowa’s regiments
during the war.® The first extensive examination of the politics of Iowa
during the Civil War and Reconstruction period came in 1911 when Olyn-
thus B. Clark, a student at Columbia University, wrote a dissertation en-
titled “The Politics of Iowa During the Civil War and Reconstruction.”®
As a student of William Dunning, the namesake of the historiographical
school of thought known as the Dunning School, Clark's work followed
the works of political historians of his day. Dunning and other histori-
ans wrote about the Civil War and Reconstruction in support of South-
ern conservatism, which had attempted to “redeem” the South from the
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policies of Radical Republicans who wanted to create an interracial polit-
ical democracy in the South. As such, the Dunning school legitimized the
acts of violence perpetrated against Black people and, with it, the system
of Jim Crow segregation. This view of history dominated the first half of
the twentieth century throughout the country, including in Iowa. This in-
terpretation, along with growing prejudice against Black Iowans, led
many to disregard and whitewash Iowa’s history concerning the service
of Black Iowans during the Civil War and early Black activists in their
continual fight for equal rights during the Reconstruction period.

The Dunning School ideology remained prevalent in Iowa and
throughout the nation until the Civil Rights movement inspired a new
generation of historians to reexamine and revise these long-held erro-
neous beliefs. In 1948, Leola Bergmann wrote the first extensive reexam-
ination of lowa history, “The Negro in Iowa.” Like others reexamining
narratives, such as Benjamin Quarles, Dudley Cornish, James McPher-
son, and Eric Foner, Bergmann recognized a lack of diversity in the
dominant histories and sought to re-center Black Americans and their
experiences.’

In the decades that followed, other historians continued to explore
how the Civil War era led to a political and social transformation in
Iowa and the role of Black Iowans in that transformation. One key ex-
ample is Robert Dykstra’s 1993 Bright Radical Star: Black Freedom and
White Supremacy on the Hawkeye Frontier that recounts lowa’s radical
transformation “from perhaps the most racially conservative free state
in the Union into one of its most progressive” in less than a decade.®
Dykstra explains that Iowa went from passing Black laws and exclu-
sionary acts that denied citizenship rights to Black Iowans to becoming
a “bright radical star,” after Jowa became one of the first Northern states
to vote for full suffrage rights for Black men in 1868.

Dykstra’s work led to further examinations of Black Iowans during
the Civil War era, like the First Iowa Regiment of African Descent (60™
USCI). William S. Morris’s chapter “Black Iowans in Defense of the Na-
tion: 1863-1990” published in Outside In: African American History in lowa,
1838-2001, and David Brodnax’s article ““Will They Fight? Ask the En-
emy”: Iowa’s African American Regiment in the Civil War,” both shed
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light on the racial prejudice Black Iowans had to overcome to secure the
right to organize a regiment during the war.” They further emphasize
the role of Black soldiers and their commendable service in challenging
white supremacist perceptions to gain the right to vote after the war.

One of the most significant examinations that emphasizes the radical
transformation experience in Iowa and the rest of the Upper Midwest
during the Civil War era is Leslie Schwalm’s 2009 Emancipation’s Diaspora:
Race and Reconstruction in the Upper Midwest. Schwalm argues that the ef-
fects of emancipation and Reconstruction were not isolated to the South-
ern states but extended well beyond as Black Americans migrated
throughout the Upper Midwest and forced communities throughout the
region to renegotiate the terms of Black community participation.'
Schwalm’s extensive examination, drawn from various regional and
national archives, demonstrates the important role the politics of race,
emancipation, and Black migration had on transforming the Upper Mid-
west. Further, it brought lowa and the rest of the Midwest into the histor-
ical discussion of Reconstruction history."!

Historians in recent years have explored more of the lived experi-
ences of average lowans during the Civil War era, such as common sol-
diers and women. The sources for these histories have mostly arisen
from various collections of Civil War letters and diaries of lowans such
as Charles O. Musser, William Henry Harrison Clayton, William and
Mary Vermilion, Jacob and Emeline Ritner, and Annie Wittenmyer.'
Comprehensive studies of lowa and the Civil War experience like
Thomas Baker’s The Sacred Cause of Union: lowa and the Civil War and
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Kenneth Lyftogt’s three-volume series Iowa and the Civil War have often
drawn on and synthesized these individual studies."

While each of these works has contributed to our understanding of
Iowa during the Civil War era, they represent a beginning and not an
end. The work of historians on this subject is only expanding as our views
of who is worthy of study continue to widen. Also, rather than running
out of materials and topics to research and write about concerning the
Civil War era, historians continually uncover more of what was once dis-
carded and forgotten by many. Some of the most striking research being
done by historians today on this transformative period is on how Black
Iowans fought for equal rights by petitioning to repeal lowa’s Black laws,
organized Colored Conventions to leverage Black political power, and
petitioned for further rights through community engagement and partic-
ipation in social organizations.'* As a result, the next 175 years look bright
for the study of lowa during the Civil War era.

Immigration to Iowa:
A Brief History & Historiography

JEFF BREMER

NATIVE PEOPLE HAD LIVED IN IOWA for thousands of years before
Europeans first set foot in it and can be considered the state’s first im-
migrants. Millions of others have come to Iowa since the 1830s—the re-
moval of Iowa’s original inhabitants in the 1840s opened its prairies for
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