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“I Felt if Things Didn’t Change, the 
World Would Come to an End”:  
Black Iowa Women’s Activism  

During the Civil Rights Era, 
 1945–19651 

EMILY BRONSWICK 

ON JULY 7, 1948, Edna Griffin, Leonard Hudson, John Bibbs, 
and Griffin’s infant daughter sat down at the lunch counter at 
Katz Drug Store in Des Moines, Iowa. The group ordered ice 
cream, but the waitress, after a white coworker whispered some-
thing to her, returned to tell the group that she could not serve 
them because they were Black. The group asked to speak to the 
manager, but were not served that day.2  
 A long-time political activist with memberships in both the 
Communist and the Progressive Parties, Griffin fought back after 
her experience at Katz, eventually succeeding in overturning the 
chain’s segregationist policies. She employed a variety of strate-
gies in her campaign against Katz, which illustrate the breadth of 
tactics that Black Iowans used in fighting racism in their commu-
nities. For instance, Griffin used the traditional strategy of engag-
ing the judicial system to gain equality, by pursuing civil and 
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criminal lawsuits against store owner Maurice Katz. She also or-
ganized boycotts and pickets against the store, providing an 
early example of what would later be a common civil rights strat-
egy of staging sit-ins, twelve years before students at North Car-
olina A&T University made that tactic famous and used it to 
reignite a then-stagnate civil rights movement.3  
 Discrimination in public accommodations was only one of 
many indignities that Black Iowans faced in the mid-twentieth 
century, and Griffin was only one of many Black women in Iowa 
who led the fight for civil rights across the state. While racial dis-
crimination in Iowa was often subtler than it was in the South, 
Black Iowans faced discrimination in many aspects of daily life, 
ranging from employment and education to housing and polic-
ing. In response, Black Iowa women like Griffin, Anna Mae 
Weems in Waterloo, or Virginia Harper in Fort Madison often led 
the efforts to ameliorate these issues.4 From the 1940s to the end 
of the 1960s, and even for some years later, Black women in Iowa 
fought in a variety of ways and using a range of different meth-
ods in an effort to obtain first-class citizenship for Black Iowans. 
They did the grassroots work of organizing boycotts and pickets, 
fundraising, distributing information, and more, that made the 
movement sustainable. They also pursued legal actions to safe-
guard their rights and to protect African Americans from unjust 
accusations and punishments. Black women in Iowa lobbied 
government officials in an effort to obtain enforcement of existing 
civil rights legislation, as well as to secure the passage of new 
legislation promoting equal rights. Bringing the history of their 
activism to light helps refute two common myths about civil 
rights in the United States: that men were uniformly the most im-
portant in driving the movement forward, and that the move-
ment for civil rights was confined to the South. Therefore, by 
reinserting women and the Midwest into our analyses of the civil 
rights movement, we can gain a fuller understanding of the era, 
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give credit where credit is due, and attain greater insight into is-
sues related to race and inequality that we are still facing today.5 
 African American Iowa women’s activism and the ways they 
framed their arguments were, in part, influenced by their gender, 
class positioning, and location in the Midwest. Class played a key 
role in these women’s activism.6 For example, middle class 
women had greater freedom to engage in activism because their 
families had stable incomes compared to working-class women. 
Similarly, men typically had more to lose by participating in ac-
tivism because they were expected to be breadwinners, and ac-
tivism often courted retaliation that included job loss. Black 
middle-class women tended to have greater flexibility to engage 
in activist work than their working-class and male counterparts.7 

                                                           

5. For this framing, I take inspiration from historians Ashley Howard and 
Melissa Ford, who apply the idea of intersectionality to the particular dynamics 
of civil rights and Black women’s activism in the Midwest. Howard explains 
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rie Fires,” 96–97. 
7. We should be clear that this did not mean that working-class women were 
not active in civil rights struggles. Rather, because of middle-class women’s 
greater flexibility in taking on prominent activist roles, combined with the fact 
that civil rights organizations that obtained significant publicity and produced 
a wealth of archival documents like the NAACP were often dominated by mid-
dle-class members, the historical record of Black Iowa working-class women’s 
activism is much more difficult to piece together. As historian Robin D.G. Kelley 
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They also typically did so through “middle class” organizations, 
such as the NAACP. Working class women tended to engage in 
activism through their unions, advocating for greater workplace 
rights and against economic discrimination. In this later iteration 
of the civil rights unionism of the 1930s and 1940s, they high-
lighted the interconnections between race and class.8 However, 
this distinction wasn’t clear cut as many middle-class women 
like Edna Griffin cared deeply about workplace and economic is-
sues. Ultimately, Black Iowa women, not without tension, often 
united across class lines to both change the law and provide for 
Black Iowans’ basic needs.  
 Iowa activists also engaged in the politics of respectability, a 
term coined by historian Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, which 
meant adhering to “respectable” standards of behavior in terms 
of things like appearance, gender roles and family life, and “mo-
rality,” with the purpose being to undermine prevailing justifica-
tions for the exclusion of African Americans from larger political, 
economic, and social life.9 These dynamics were compounded in 
the Midwest where, in the minds of many white midwesterners, 
inequalities between Black and white residents of the region ex-
isted not because of structural barriers, but because African 
Americans supposedly did not work as hard as white Americans. 
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Start a Revolution? Radical Women in the Black Freedom Struggle (New York, 2009), 
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This was a way for white midwesterners to rationalize why pros-
perity and security were out of the reach of Black midwesterners 
and maintain the mythical image of the Midwest as a progressive 
meritocracy.10 Middle-class Black women activists in Iowa thus 
often found themselves not only working for greater freedom, 
but also having to comport themselves in a manner deemed “re-
spectable” as they sought to attain their political goals. 
 Iowa activists in general and Black Iowa women specifically 
sometimes spoke of their civil rights struggles in conversation 
with those occurring in the South. Although prejudice and dis-
crimination tended to be subtler in the Midwest than in the 
South, activists sometimes drew parallels between the two, artic-
ulating racism as a national rather than a regional issue in order 
to highlight the injustices perpetrated against Black Iowans and 
to demonstrate solidarity with their counterparts in the South. 
Other times, however, they differentiated between conditions in 
the two regions in an effort to encourage the activism of everyday 
Black Iowans. (For instance, activists in Iowa would note that 
people were dying in the South for the civil rights cause, so at the 
very least African Americans in Iowa needed to do their part be-
cause it was less dangerous for them to do so.) In sum, Black Iowa 
women mobilized, often across class lines and around issues of 
economic justice, to fight Iowa’s particular brand of midwestern 
racism, using a blend of strategies such as the politics of respect-
ability, grassroots protests, and lobbying officials. 
 These dynamics started to take shape many decades before 
the civil rights era, which I define as the end of World War II to 
the signing of the Civil and Voting Rights Acts in 1964 and 1965, 
respectively. Rather than being an isolated episode, civil rights 
struggles in Iowa and women’s important role in them during 
this era were a continuation of Black Iowans’, and specifically 
Black Iowa women’s, involvement in the long Black freedom 
struggle that stretched back more than a century. And indeed, as 
early as the first half of the nineteenth century, despite some 
pockets of protest and resistance, Iowa’s territorial and state 
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governments legislated “white supremacy and a severely cir-
cumscribed form of black freedom.” These measures disenfran-
chised African Americans, prohibited them from testifying against 
white citizens in court, serving in state militias and practicing law, 
segregated schools, and banned interracial marriage. Such 
measures garnered wide support among white constituents.11 
 Iowa’s general circumscription of Black freedom continued 
through the Civil War and into Reconstruction, although it 
looked slightly different due to the influx of African Americans 
into the state during those years. Historian Leslie Schwalm ex-
plains that during the Civil War and through the Reconstruction 
years, many enslaved and formerly enslaved people flowed into 
Iowa and other upper Midwest states from the South, using the 
chaos of the war and its aftermath as an opportunity to flee in 
hopes that the North would make good on its promises of free-
dom.12 Although the proportion of African Americans in the up-
per Midwest’s population remained very small, white reactions 
to the migration of African Americans into the region varied. 
Some appreciated the opportunity to hire Black refugees as farm 
laborers and servants. Others saw them as a threat, and their mi-
gration as indicative of African Americans’ new, and, to them, 
undesirable, social mobility. White midwesterners also generally 
saw legal restrictions on Black freedom as appropriate and nec-
essary, because they viewed African Americans as a “subject and 
subjugated people.” These dynamics led to a situation in which 
African Americans in the region pursued the “formal rights and 
privileges they associated with citizenship,” while white mid-
westerners tried to defend and reinforce white supremacy, feel-
ing that any gains by African Americans would curtail their own 
status and citizenship.13  
 Although there was some erosion of discriminatory laws in 
Iowa during the Civil War, advocates for racial equality knew 
that it would take more work to end “fortified legal and 
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customary discrimination” against African Americans.14 In re-
sponse, the state’s African Americans sought rights, ranging 
from equal treatment in accommodations to enfranchisement, 
through litigation, participation in formal politics, and directly 
challenging segregation.  
 African American Iowa women and girls played an im-
portant part in these early pursuits of racial equality. An im-
portant and illustrative example is their role in the fight for access 
to public education.15 During and directly after the Civil War, lo-
cal school boards in Iowa increasingly segregated schools, with 
some organizing or building separate schools for Black and white 
children.16 Even though the courts had ruled that Iowa law did 
not grant local school boards the authority to segregate schools 
in 1868, school boards across the state ignored the ruling. In re-
sponse, Black mothers fought for their children, including in a 
number of Reconstruction-era legal challenges to school segrega-
tion that met with some successes. In 1874, for instance, Charlotta 
Smith and Mary Jane Dove challenged segregation in Keokuk 
schools; Smith sought to enroll her son in the all-white high 
school, and Dove wanted her son to attend the neighborhood 
grammar school. Initially, in response to Smith’s efforts, the 
school board paid an instructor at the Black school to add high 
school-level courses, but attendees at a mass meeting decided to 
boycott the new courses and to raise money for Smith’s legal fees. 
In both cases, white school board members argued that the 
schools were already crowded and that it thus would be unfair 
for them to turn away white students to make way for Black 
ones. They also claimed that integration would “destroy the har-
mony” of the schools. Those arguments failed, and Smith and 
Dove both won their cases. In June 1876, the Keokuk school 
board officially ended segregation.  
 Similar dynamics played out across the state, if unevenly. 
Many local school boards in Iowa were slow to end segregation, 
although some Black students gained access to public education. 
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Some African American families did prefer Black schools, be-
cause the schools were free of white harassment and provided a 
venue to hire and train community leaders.17  
 Part of what made ongoing Black activism necessary in the 
late nineteenth century and onward into the twentieth was the 
Iowa Civil Rights Act of 1884, which outlawed discrimination in 
“inns, public conveyances, barbershops, theaters and other 
places of amusement,” but was, in practice, fairly toothless. The 
law was rarely enforced; violation was considered a misde-
meanor; and because it did not specify a penalty for violation, 
civil rights violations required grand jury hearings in which it 
proved next to impossible to get a white grand jury to return an 
indictment. In 1892, the law expanded to include “restaurants, 
chop houses, lunch counters, and all other places refreshments 
are served,” as well as bath houses, but there was still no practical 
enforcement mechanism.18 The act was amended yet again in 
1923 so that violations could carry a fine of $100 or fewer than 20 
days in jail, which avoided the need to convene a grand jury. 
Nevertheless, throughout the next several decades, the law re-
mained largely ineffective. Iowans brought 22 cases to court and 
only three resulted in a fine.19 Iowa activists continued to work 
for stronger enforcement of existing civil rights legislation and 
the passage of new civil rights laws through the 1960s.  
 To coordinate these activist efforts, African Americans in 
Iowa organized local branches of national civil rights organiza-
tions like the NAACP beginning in the 1920s. Women played im-
portant roles in some of these branches’ early work, and the 
branches achieved some early gains. For example, in the early 
1920s, the Des Moines branch of the NAACP fought a residential 
segregation case brought by a woman named Dorothy Quail, 
gained passage of a city council resolution against segregated 
bathing beaches, and blocked an effort by the Des Moines school 
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system to put all of the city’s 800 Black children in one school.20 
Such early efforts laid the foundation for the coalition-focused 
and multifaceted activism Black Iowans would engage in during 
the civil rights era, as racism continued to permeate social, polit-
ical, and economic life in Iowa into the mid-twentieth century. 

Wartime Discrimination and Radicalizing Effects of WWII 

In Iowa, as was the case all over the country, World War II had a 
radicalizing effect on African Americans and spurred a new era 
of advocacy for racial justice. The war exposed the gap between 
the United States’ rhetoric of fighting to protect democracy 
abroad, and the reality of prejudice and discrimination that Black 
citizens faced at home and that Black servicemembers faced in 
the armed forces. This contradiction was famously articulated by 
the Double V Campaign, launched by the Black-owned Pitts-
burgh Courier newspaper, which called for African Americans to 
fight for victory over fascism abroad and racism at home. 
 In Iowa, fighting racism at home sometimes meant protecting 
Black Iowans who were directly assisting with the war effort. For 
example, when a Black woman identified as Mrs. Nevins was 
hired at a defense plant in Council Bluffs in 1944, white workers 
refused to work with her, leading the manager to fire her. After 
the local branch of the NAACP pressured the manager, the com-
pany offered to hire her back along with anyone else “deserving 
to work.”21 As another illustration, 39 Black women who trained 
at Fort Des Moines as members of the Women’s Army Corps 
lodged in segregated facilities during the war, despite sharing the 
camp with white WACs. As Black officer Charity Adams Earley 
put it, “There was not apparent segregation, although there were 
separate ‘everythings’ except perhaps schools. However, 
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discrimination was present even though frequently under-
ground.”22 As a whole, the discrimination that Black Iowans ex-
perienced during World War II highlighted the gaps between the 
United States’ professed ideals and tangible actions. 
 As these examples suggest, wartime discrimination in Iowa 
was not only racialized but also gendered. Iowa’s meatpacking 
plants paid women of all racial backgrounds less than men and 
confined them to certain positions. During the war, women were 
allowed to hold what were considered to be “men’s jobs,” but 
they were often either fired or subjected to other discriminatory 
practices once the war was over.  
 Black women, however, were uniquely subject to discrimina-
tion. Rath Packing Company in Waterloo was particularly noto-
rious for its discriminatory practices toward Black women, 
refusing to hire them in any department other than janitorial ser-
vices until the early 1950s.23 According to Anna Mae Weems, a 
local activist and eventual employee at Rath, the company “per-
mitted the people in the different departments to ostracize” Afri-
can American women, and even when more departments outside 
janitorial services opened positions to African American women, 
the women were often too nervous to apply because many did 
not know how to read or write and were “intimidated by the peo-
ple,” presumably management and hostile coworkers.24  
 The United Packinghouse Workers of America (UPWA) Lo-
cal 46, of which Anna Mae Weems was a member, played an in-
tegral role in investigating these injustices. Unlike many other 
unions, the UPWA organized interracially and pursued anti-dis-
crimination initiatives, illustrating the extent to which Iowa civil 
rights struggles were intertwined with labor union activity and 
how labor unions served as vehicles through which working-class 
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African Americans sought to fight job discrimination.25 The union 
put pressure on management to change company practices 
through work stoppages and paired testing and auditing.26 It also 
worked to raise awareness of how racism permeated the larger 
community in housing and education. As Weems put it, high-
lighting how activists had to make white community members 
aware that racism was even an issue in their city, “with Local 46 
supplying info and leadership and going into places and uncov-
ering things it made it possible that they were aware that they 
had a problem here.” Local 46 also offered a program called 
Hawkeye Tech, which Weems ran, in which people who had 
been either laid off from Rath or denied jobs there could receive 
training in skills ranging from janitorial services to, later, operat-
ing computers.27  
 By the early 1950s and spurred in part by the UPWA’s efforts, 
formerly all-white packinghouse departments at Rath inte-
grated. Black women like Weems (who was already active in the 
local civil rights movement and recruited by the UPWA to the 
cause at Rath) and Ada Burt Tredwell led the way, signaling that 
some employment barriers had started to crumble. These trail-
blazers continued to encounter hostility from their white female 
coworkers.28 Such racism in the workplace, coupled with the 
United States’ hypocrisy in failing to live up to its wartime ora-
tory of democracy and justice, helped to animate economic and 
coalition-focused civil rights activism in Iowa during and after 
the war. Among other key moments, this manifested in an im-
portant event in Iowa’s early civil rights history: the 1948 Katz 
desegregation movement led by Edna Griffin in Des Moines. 
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Gender, Class, and the Midwest in the Katz Desegregation 
Movement 

Edna Griffin and John Bibbs, who played key roles in the 1948 
Katz desegregation movement, also experienced the larger story 
of the radicalizing impact of World War II. Griffin’s long career 
of activism started to take shape while she attended Fisk Univer-
sity in Nashville to study sociology. Having grown up in the 
Northeast, somewhat sheltered from the more explicit racism of 
the South, she did not like “the fact that at Fisk the lighter the 
color of your skin, the straighter your hair, the more prestige you 
had,” leading her to become involved in a number of activist ac-
tivities related to a variety of different causes.29 Griffin helped or-
ganize a picket line when a young man was lynched for 
“something insignificant” in Nashville, marched with her future 
husband Stanley against Mussolini’s invasion of Ethiopia, was 
arrested for joining striking teachers on a picket line, and joined 
the Communist Party during her senior year.30 Later, as a mem-
ber of the Women’s Auxiliary Corps during the war, Griffin bore 
witness to racism and gained leadership experience. This experi-
ence helped her articulate African American grievances and gain 
the confidence to lead white and Black citizens from various re-
gional and class backgrounds.31 After the war, in 1947, the Grif-
fins moved to Des Moines so that Stanley could attend and teach 
at the Still Osteopathic School of Medicine (Stanley had com-
pleted all the requirements for his MD in North Carolina, but was 
not allowed to admit his patients into hospitals) and, soon after, 
Edna took on leadership roles in the Des Moines branches of the 
Progressive and Communist Parties.32  

 Bibbs, meanwhile, had served in the Navy and remembered 
the experience as highly racist, explaining that he was “called 
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[the N word] and everything else” and “got five days in the brig” 
for speaking up about it. Returning to Des Moines in the summer 
of 1948 and needing an outlet for his anger, he fell in with the 
Progressive Party, which would become one of the key organiza-
tions driving the Katz movement.33  
 Catalyzed by the incident at Katz on July 7 but drawing on 
her previous political experience, and speaking to long-standing 
Black grievances in Des Moines, Griffin’s central role in the 
movement against Katz demonstrates how Black Iowa women 
led some of the most public civil rights campaigns in Iowa’s his-
tory. It also shows how Black Iowa women’s gender, class, and 
location in the Midwest shaped their activism and the ways they 
presented themselves and their cause to the public.  
 Katz Drug Store had been known for enforcing de facto seg-
regation, in violation of official state laws, for decades. Store 
owner Maurice Katz and fountain manager C.L. Gore admitted 
that Katz Drug Store in Des Moines had never served people of 
color.34 The local NAACP knew of the discriminatory practices at 
Katz, but prior to the wartime era had difficulty successfully pur-
suing lawsuits against Katz because it encountered a “lack of 
will” among Black community members to challenge the white 
power structure.35 Edna Griffin found this “lack of outrage” 
among Black Iowans over racist treatment “unbelievable.”36 She 
changed that. Described by Iowa historians Bruce Fehn and Rob-
ert Jefferson as the “signature event energizing African Ameri-
cans’ post World War II efforts to fight back against white racist 
oppression in Des Moines,” Griffin’s two-pronged fight against 
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discriminatory practices at Katz involved taking legal action 
through civil and criminal suits, as well as engaging in direct ac-
tion protests, particularly in the form of sit-ins, picketing, and boy-
cotting.37 Through this duel-strategy approach, Griffin worked to 
fuse the new network of people in the Progressive Party with the 
more traditional, established activist network represented by the 
Des Moines branch of the NAACP. The NAACP helped in her 
legal fight, while support from the Progressive Party aided in di-
rect action approaches.38 Edna’s son, Stanley Jr., explained that 
part of his mother’s brilliance was her ability to bring people to-
gether by living in two different worlds: as a traditional doctor’s 
wife and as a radical activist.39 As historian Melissa Ford points 
out, midwestern Black women activists’ “adaptability to the city 
and the historical conditions” they encountered and their ability 
to change strategic tactics as needed were key to their success.40  
 While this approach was important for gaining strength in 
numbers, it came with challenges. Highlighting the tension be-
tween more radical and more moderate members of the coalition, 
for example, Griffin went on to criticize her lawyer Charles P. 
Howard for what she saw as red-baiting and reactionary behav-
ior during the Katz trial. Specifically, in a letter to National Exec-
utive Secretary of the Civil Rights Congress William Patterson, 
Griffin explained that she believed that Howard was more con-
cerned with making money for himself and obtaining positions 
of power within the NAACP than making substantive change.41 

However, the coalition held together long enough to carry out 
the necessary work on the multiple fronts of the Katz movement. 
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 Activists’ direct-action tactics included sit-ins and picketing 
at the store as well as a boycott. Aside from putting economic 
pressure on the business, the direct-action strategies activists de-
ployed against Katz were important because, in the context of the 
emerging Cold War, they generated negative publicity for not 
only the store itself, but also for the state when it neglected to 
enforce its anti-discrimination laws, giving activists moral credi-
bility and political leverage.42 Underlining this dynamic, protest-
ers at Katz spoke directly to the gap between governmental 
proclamations of fighting to protect democracy abroad during 
World War II, and the reality of the prejudice and discrimination 
that African Americans and other minorities, particularly those 
who had served in the war, faced at home. Activists carried signs 
on the picket lines outside the store that said things like, “The 
Bullets Weren’t for Whites Only.”43 By referencing African Amer-
ican soldiers’ wartime sacrifices, picketers hoped to remind com-
munity members of the “implicit agreement that service to 
country . . . would be rewarded with greater equality extended 
to African Americans at home.”44 
 By grounding their arguments against discrimination in such 
patriotic appeals, Griffin and her associates also made appeals to 
people across the color line within the local community to make 
that community a better place. This task was not easy; they had 
to convince white Iowans that denying civil rights to Black citi-
zens was a significant enough problem to merit action, and white 
Iowans often felt that discrimination was not a problem in their 
state and, simply put, rarely even saw African Americans due to 
the small size of Iowa’s Black population. As such, they needed to 
convey that their activism was rooted not in self-interest, but ra-
ther in a desire to help the state live up to the ideals it expressed.45  
 Emphasizing the key roles that African American women 
played in the Katz movement, John Bibbs remembered that the 
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majority of people on the picket line were Black women; he de-
scribed their direct-action efforts as a “lonely battle fought mostly 
by African American women.” Bibbs explained that Black women 
took the lead because Black men, who were seen as breadwinners, 
had to support their families, and were worried about being 
blacklisted and losing their jobs if they participated in protests.46 
 Furthermore, Griffin’s long activist career in general, and her 
and other women’s roles in the Katz movement in particular, 
suggest that Black middle-class women often had more freedom 
to engage in activist work than their working-class counterparts. 
This was not because poor and working-class women did not ex-
perience racism and oppression, but because like Black working 
men, working-class women had a great deal more at risk when 
they engaged in public protest. Middle-class women had less rea-
son to fear that their activism would leave their families in a dire 
financial situation if they were fired from their jobs, as they often 
had partners or other family members who earned stable in-
comes. They also usually had more time to devote to activism than 
Black working-class women. Perhaps most importantly, middle-
class Black women’s financial resources were often accompanied 
by increased clout in the community. Edna Griffin’s son, Stanley 
Jr., corroborated this idea, explaining that if his father had not 
been the breadwinner and self-employed, Edna wouldn’t have 
been able to do what she did; he very likely would have lost his 
job due to her activism.47 Griffin’s movement colleague John 
Bibbs agreed, explaining that because Griffin was a doctor’s wife, 
“she could do things others couldn’t. She could step out and say 
things.”48 Edna’s daughter Phyllis also believed that because her 
parents knew they were financially privileged, they felt an obli-
gation to give back to the community, probably both monetarily 
and in the sense of advocating on the community’s behalf.49  
 Alongside the pickets, boycotts, and sit-ins, Griffin and her 
colleagues filed civil and criminal suits against Katz. For 
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generations, Black Iowans had experienced difficulty ensuring 
that Iowa’s governmental structures enforced Iowa’s civil rights 
statutes, in particular the Iowa Civil Rights Act of 1884. Griffin 
used this statute, however, as the basis for her criminal suit 
against Katz.50 Throughout the criminal trial Bibbs, Hudson, and 
Griffin tried to “downplay their activism” and “play up the spon-
taneity” of their decision to go into Katz because Katz’s lawyers 
claimed that they were attempting to create a test case to chal-
lenge Katz’s policies. He also claimed that he never instructed his 
employees not to serve Black people, which invalidated claims to 
civil rights violations.  
 They described themselves as three hot and tired people who 
just happened to decide to get ice cream on a hot summer day, 
rather than “overzealous activists looking for trouble.”51 For ex-
ample, Bibbs testified that they had not intended to go into Katz 
when they had started walking. Griffin, meanwhile, stated that 
the group went to the “nearest place to sit down and get some-
thing to drink” and that she was astonished when they were told 
that the drug store did not serve people of color.52 This was 
purely a strategic choice; their actions at Katz essentially served 
as a test case for a future state Civil Rights Act. Indeed, several 
decades later, Griffin explained that, in reality, the group decided 
that they would go into the drug store and ask to be served, and, 
if they were refused service, go to court and be prepared to act as 
witnesses.53  
 At the actual trial, however, the three presented themselves 
as respectable and sympathetic. The central question became 
whether Griffin, Bibbs, and Hudson were upstanding citizens 
unfairly denied their civil rights or “outlandish agitators who got 
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what they deserved,” as the defense tried to portray them.54 
Countering Katz’s claim that he was justified in denying Griffin, 
Bibbs, and Hudson service because “there was evidence that a 
disturbance had been created” due to other customers congregat-
ing where they were sitting, Bibbs said that “there was no loud 
talking on either side” and Griffin testified that they “were not 
talking in a loud and boisterous manner.”55 Their strategy 
worked. In “the first legal setback ever faced by the Katz Drug 
Store Chain,” the jury found Katz guilty. As Griffin put it, “the 
Negro community was electrified.”56 
 While Katz appealed the case to the Iowa Supreme Court, 
Griffin kept the pressure on him by filing a civil suit against his 
company.57 The arguments each side presented in the civil case 
were very similar to the ones they articulated during the criminal 
trial, but in the civil trial, Griffin deployed the politics of respect-
ability even further. The waitress from Katz, Velma Hines, bol-
stered the trio’s testimony that they did not cause trouble at the 
store that day and that she was told not to serve them.58 It was 
especially important for Black women activists to present them-
selves as respectable, because their opponents often tried to dis-
credit them by portraying them as hyper-sexualized, lazy, 
immoral, or poor.  
 This dynamic highlights how not only women activists’ own 
tactics and arguments but also the attacks against them were of-
ten gendered. Because of this, even though she was a radical 
Black activist who passionately spoke out about the need for eco-
nomic and racial justice, Griffin was also a savvy strategist who 
recognized that in certain contexts, it made sense to downplay 
that part of her character. In this vein, in order to gain support 
from the public during her fight against Katz, Griffin and her 
lawyers constructed an image of her as a respectable Black 
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mother.59 Griffin emphasized her service in the recent war and 
her role as a mother in order to establish her respectability with 
the jury.60 Denying service to a mother at a time when the ideal 
of the suburban homemaker was gaining currency would be an-
other strike against Katz. By emphasizing Griffin’s respectability, 
her lawyer reframed the Katz episode from discrimination by a 
white person against a Black person to discrimination against a 
“well-educated and well-respected member of the community by 
an unpatriotic storeowner.”61 On October 15, the district court jury 
ruled in Griffin’s favor, but only awarded her one dollar in dam-
ages.62 
 Griffin and her colleagues kept pressure on Katz by continu-
ing their sit-ins and boycotts into 1949, as his store continued to 
refuse service to African Americans despite having lost both the 
civil and criminal cases.63 By December of that year, however, 
Katz caved, eventually settling out of court by agreeing to pay 
$1,000 and to end the store’s discriminatory practices.64 According 
to Lawrence, the movement was successful to the extent that it was 
because “a constituency of varied interests worked together.”65 As 
a whole, the Katz desegregation movement signaled an important 
if limited step forward in the struggle for civil rights in Iowa. It 
also demonstrated that Black Iowa women had the political ex-
pertise and organizing skill to move the struggle forward, engag-
ing in activism and making arguments that were in part shaped 
by their gender and class, as well as by the particular racial dy-
namics of the Midwest. 
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Racialized and Gendered Tropes, Criminal Injustice, and the 
Politics of Respectability in Sioux City 

At the same time that Iowa activists worked to open up public 
accommodations to Black Iowans, they also worked to make the 
criminal justice system more equitable, arguing that injustices in 
the criminal justice system extended beyond the South and chal-
lenging gendered and racialized myths about Black criminality. 
In these efforts, too, Black women played a major role. A notable 
example of these dynamics unfolded in a Sioux City case involv-
ing a twenty-five-year-old Black packinghouse worker named 
Terry Lee Sims. Sims grew up in Arkansas and had traveled north 
with his wife Marvelean as part of the Second Great Migration in 
1946, joining his brother Elix and his wife in Sioux City where he 
got a job at Swift Packing Company. At the time, African Ameri-
cans were channeled into the worst jobs in the packing plants, 
but the positions were still appealing to many due to the compar-
atively good wages and job security.66 
 Sims’s dreams of greater freedom in Iowa were upended 
shortly after his arrival in Sioux City, however, when, in 1949, he 
was accused of, and eventually sentenced to 40 years in prison 
for raping a white teenager as she walked to a babysitting en-
gagement.67 According to Sims’s lawyers, the girl was only able 
to describe her attacker as a “husky colored man,” and she gave 
no basis for her identification of Sims in court. They also said that 
he was arrested without a warrant, held without the benefit of an 
attorney, was never informed of his rights, beaten, threatened 
and abused by police while they questioned him for six and a 
half hours, and that under such extreme duress, admitted his 
guilt 15 to 20 times and retracted it each time.68 The police threat-
ened Sims with racial epithets, and the confession transcript 
shows that police repeatedly referred to the victim as a “white 
girl,” creating a racialized and gendered script that contributed to 
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a narrative of Black hyper-aggressive sexuality and white inno-
cence that helped to convict Sims.69 The press assisted in this, 
constructing a racialized narrative that constantly referred to 
Sims as a “Negro” and to the victim as a “babysitter,” which his-
torian Bruce Fehn argues was code for white innocence.70 By us-
ing this subtle language, newspapers cast Sims into the role of 
the hypersexual, brutish Black rapist, and his accuser, Norma 
Flynn, into the role of innocent, wholesome white victim, helping 
to turn public opinion against Sims. 
 A coalition of industrial unionists and civil rights activists 
challenged what they saw as a racist rush to judgment by police 
and the courts, raising money and helping Sims find new legal 
representation after his conviction.71 Like in the Katz movement, 
the alliance that coalesced in support of Sims brought together 
groups and people with more and less radical political beliefs; 
coalition-building was especially important for African Ameri-
can activists in Iowa because they made up such a small propor-
tion of the population and were geographically scattered across 
the state.72 At the same time, there was underlying tension within 
the coalition. For example, the local NAACP branch questioned 
the merits of the case and whether or not it would detract from 
their goal of desegregating public accommodations—an im-
portant reminder that social movements are not monolithic but 
are rather composed of people and organizations that have var-
ying perspectives and priorities.73  
 Among Sims’s most important allies were Edna Griffin and 
Vina Simmons. As Griffin explained, a major part of their work 
involved education and publicity because few people knew 
about the case, a “serious weakness of the Sioux City commu-
nity,” in her opinion.74 According to Griffin’s FBI file (the FBI sur-
veilled Griffin for 17 years), during the summer of 1950 she 
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traveled across Iowa collecting donations for Sims’s appeal fund, 
arguing alongside attorney Charles P. Howard that Sims had 
been railroaded at the trial.75 Meanwhile, Simmons, a Black com-
munity activist, agitated in Sioux City to free Sims after he was 
refused a second trial. She sued the detective she accused of lead-
ing the alleged attack on Sims while he was in custody, and 
worked to help other African Americans who she believed had 
been abused while in police custody.76  
 Simmons, Griffin, and their associates framed the Sims case 
within the larger spectrum of widespread brutality, discrimina-
tion, and segregation in Sioux City.77 As in the Katz movement, 
they tried to leverage the politics of respectability in gendered 
terms to their advantage, emphasizing Sims’s innocence and re-
spectability as they worked to secure him a retrial or pardon. The 
importance of this strategy for gaining public support was high-
lighted when, as Edna Griffin noted, the Sims case was brushed 
aside at a NAACP meeting after someone asked: “Hasn’t he been 
in trouble before?”78 For instance, pieces in the Unionist and Public 
Forum, the nationally circulated farm-labor paper that coalition 
members used as their mouthpiece, portrayed Sims as a “clean 
and respectable father, breadwinner, church member, and union 
man,” and published photos of him in “respectable” attire.79 It 
was, however, not enough to overcome the construction of Sims 
as a Black rapist and Flynn as an innocent white woman.80 In the 
end, an Iowa district court, the Iowa Supreme Court, and the US 
Supreme Court each refused to grant Sims a second trial, and the 
governor refused to commute his sentence.81 
 The Sims case and related activism challenging the criminal-
ization of Black Iowans underlined how tropes of Black lawless-
ness held currency in the mid-twentieth-century Midwest, which 

                                                           

75. Edna Griffin FBI File, 1948–1953, Box 1, Folder 5, Griffin Papers. 
76. Fehn, “Race for Justice,” 338. 
77. Fehn, 328. 
78. Griffin, “Letter to William Patterson.” 
79. Fehn, 329. 
80. Fehn, 323. 
81. Fehn, 337. 



If Things Didn’t Change      245 

contributed to inequities in the criminal justice system. Led by 
Black women, Black Iowans came together to protect those in 
their communities from police brutality and the denial of their 
rights in the justice system because of their race. However, their 
outlooks and strategies differed. While all African Americans 
were susceptible to police brutality and other violations of their 
rights in Iowa’s criminal justice system, working-class Black Io-
wans were more vulnerable due to their comparative lack of eco-
nomic resources and social capital. This meant that some were 
hesitant to get involved, and to appeal to a broad constituency, 
grassroots organizing coexisted with hewing to the politics of re-
spectability. While Black Iowans called attention to how racism 
was woven into Iowa’s legal system and achieved some modest 
changes, these structural inequities persisted for years to come. 

Black Iowa Women’s Activism in the early 1960s 

Just as Iowa activists had struggled to make public accommoda-
tions and the criminal justice system more equitable, by the end 
of the 1950s, Black Iowans in Des Moines and across the state had 
faced housing discrimination. This left them largely shut out of 
affordable, high-quality housing. According to NAACP field sec-
retary Leonard Carter, the combination of shortages in housing 
supply and discrimination (Des Moines real estate agents were 
“reluctant if not totally unwilling to sell to Black residents regard-
less of income”) put low-income Black Iowans in particular at a 
“cruel disadvantage.” He supported this claim with evidence he 
had uncovered of housing prices frequently being unaffordable 
for most Black families, a lack of housing designated for Black 
families, and landlords raising rents on properties earmarked for 
Black occupancy when they put them on the market.82  
 These housing problems came to a head in 1958, when the 
Iowa State Highway Commission announced plans to build a 
freeway, the Des Moines Freeway or Interstate 235 (I-235). The 
project would displace many Black residents since it was set to 
run through a predominantly African American part of the city 
and therefore raze many Black homes. The Carroll Daily Times 
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Herald reported that approximately 1,800 parcels of land would 
have to be acquired in Des Moines if the commission and the U.S. 
Bureau of Roads approved the recommended route and that the 
availability of substitute housing for people who were living in 
the freeway area was a related problem. The commission had al-
ready set aside $6,700,000 in urban interstate funds to begin 
right-of-way acquisition for the freeway as soon as the proposal 
was approved.83  
 In the face of the announced highway project, Black Iowans 
once again mobilized to help those in their community. The effort 
began with a familiar face. In the spring 1958 newsletter of the 
Des Moines branch of the NAACP, Edna Griffin, as the chair of 
the branch’s housing committee, urged citizens in the path of the 
freeway to make sure that their title of ownership was “legally as 
well as financially clear,” and to “check the credentials” of any-
one who came to ask questions about their homes. (The City 
Planning Department planned on conducting surveys to deter-
mine the housing needs of people in the area.) In an effort to min-
imize the negative impacts of the freeway project, Griffin and 
other members of the NAACP tried to make sure that Black citi-
zens knew their legal rights and were not taken advantage of by 
real estate interests or “fast talking surveyors,” as Griffin put it.84  
 The problem of the highway was, however, of significantly 
greater scale than anything that Griffin and her counterparts had 
previously encountered. This was not a clear case of forcing a sin-
gle racist store owner to stop discriminatory practices, or to save 
a particular individual whom they believed had been wronged 
by a racist criminal justice system. Rather, this was the massive 
power of the state bureaucracy, mobilizing in ways that were ra-
cially discriminatory in their outcomes but hard to attack as racist 
in their intentions.  
 And so, the project continued to move forward, pushing peo-
ple out of its way. By July, the Carroll Daily Times Herald noted that 
the conditions attached by the West Des Moines City Council in 
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approving its part of the freeway route would be unlikely to 
cause any “insurmountable obstacles,” and that the Indianola 
Chamber of Commerce sent letters to about 2,000 families along 
the freeway route inviting them to relocate to that town, although 
it is unclear how many of these families were African American.85 
In September, the city urban renewal board approved prelimi-
nary plans for a housing development project for the relocation 
of about 200 displaced families.86 Several months later, the Des 
Moines Commission on Human Rights called a special meeting 
when five teenaged boys burned a cross on the lawn of a white 
minister who had recently sold his home to a Black couple whose 
home was being taken by the freeway route. The boys appeared 
before the Police Juvenile Bureau, but it is unclear whether they 
faced any consequences.87 The incident demonstrated that even 
when Black people managed to find new places to live in the face 
of displacement, they and their allies faced harassment and that 
the freeway project could exacerbate prejudicial attitudes amongst 
white Iowans. And finally, also in December and despite protesta-
tions from displaced people, Russell F. Lundy, chair of the Iowa 
State Highway Commission, announced plans to start construc-
tion on one section of the freeway in 1959, with the commission 
approving detailed designs and priorities for it.88  
 Meanwhile, a May 1960 piece in the Des Moines Tribune un-
derlined that the highway also affected working-class white res-
idents. Focusing on a neighborhood northwest of downtown Des 
Moines, the author lamented that “wreckers have whacked 
down some of the oldest, and once distinguished, homes in the 
city to make way for a road of tomorrow—the Des Moines Free-
way.” The article went on to describe how, while many of the res-
idents ended up in the neighborhood out of economic necessity, 
many felt it was home and enjoyed living there. The disruption 

                                                           

85. “Highway,” Carroll Daily Times Herald, 7/22/1958; “Indianola Invites Dis-
possessed D.M. Homeowners to Town,” Carroll Daily Times Herald, 7/19/1958. 
86. “DM ‘Displaced’ Project,” Ames Daily Tribune, 9/8/1958. 
87. “Cross Burning in DM to be Object of Meet,” Ames Daily Tribune, 12/29/1958; 
“5 Teens to Appear for Cross-Firing,” Carroll Daily Times Herald. 12/30/1958.  
88. “In Iowa in 1959: 150 Miles of Interstate,” Ames Daily Tribune, 12/30/1958; 
“New Era in Iowa Motoring, Transport,” Carroll Daily Times Herald, 12/20/1958.  



248      THE ANNALS OF IOWA 

affected most white residents differently than their Black coun-
terparts because they were able to move to “similar neighbor-
hoods close by” and receive money from the Highway 
Commission, while Black residents were often shut out of these 
opportunities.89 
 It is unclear what exactly happened to most of the Des 
Moines residents living in the path of the freeway. As of 1967, 
residents displaced by I-235 and other urban renewal projects ex-
pressed frustration with the Des Moines City Council for having 
failed “to make provisions for good housing and smooth reloca-
tion procedures.”90 Despite the best efforts of people like Griffin 
to mobilize around issues of economic justice to meet people’s 
basic needs and ensure that displaced people were provided for, 
they seem to have been largely unsuccessful in these efforts. 
 The injustices that Black Iowans experienced in the early 
1960s extended beyond their homes and into the larger commu-
nity. Equitable access to employment also became a site for civil 
rights efforts in the early 1960s. Economic issues had taken on 
increased salience by this point due to the mechanization and de-
centralization occurring in many midwestern industries “as other 
regions of the world emerged with cheaper labor and newer tech-
nology to undersell key Midwestern products.” Although many 
workers suffered unemployment and lower wages due to this pro-
cess of deindustrialization, African Americans were particularly 
hard hit due to their limited political power and discriminatory 
hiring practices.91  
 Due, in large part, to the long tradition of activist struggle in 
Iowa, in 1963, the Iowa General Assembly passed a State Fair Em-
ployment Practices Law as well as a home rule law enabling mu-
nicipalities to create civil or human rights commissions by 
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ordinance.92 The Fair Employment Practices Law in particular 
culminated almost a decade and a half of activism on the part of 
activists like Edna Griffin and President of the Iowa State Con-
ference of NAACP Branches Rose Johnson. For example, an in-
formant reported in Griffin’s FBI file that she gave a speech at 
Burns AME Church in Des Moines in February 1949 advocating 
for the passage of a bill that was then before the Iowa State Leg-
islature enacting a Fair Employment Practices Commission. She 
encouraged the audience to write their representatives, to talk 
among their friends, and “to do everything in their power to 
have this bill passed.”93  
 The NAACP also helped in these efforts. Johnson wrote in a 
letter to Director of Branches Gloster B. Current that they were 
busy selling legislators on the Fair Employment Practices bill. 
The legislature remained unmoved at the time, and it took five 
more years and much effort on the part of activists like Johnson 
and Griffin before the state legislature even passed a concurrent 
resolution requesting that the governor appoint a commission to 
study employment discrimination.94 In 1960, the Iowa State Con-
ference of Branches continued to discuss employment problems 
in the state and efforts to secure a state Fair Employment Prac-
tices Commission. Another three years later, the legislature 
passed the bill to establish it.95  
 In Leonard Carter’s appraisal, although the Fair Employment 
Practices Law did not provide for a state enforcement commis-
sion, making it a weak bill, it represented “quite a victory in the 
state of Iowa.”96 Activists worked to build on the victory. Led by 
Black women, they engaged in direct action protests which un-
derlined their ongoing concerns with prejudice and discrimina-
tion. In May 1963, for instance, the Des Moines branch of the 
NAACP’s Women’s Committee, chaired by Edna Griffin, 
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sponsored a demonstration at the state capitol, protesting the city 
council’s failure to ensure first-class citizenship for Black Iowans 
and decrying the recent treatment of protesters in Birmingham, 
Alabama. Robert A. Wright, the president of the Des Moines 
NAACP, highlighted injustices that Black residents of Des Moines 
faced, noting “job and housing discrimination and actual segre-
gation in education facilities still exist[ed] in Des Moines.” Gov-
ernor Harold Hughes, unable to attend the protest, stated in a 
letter to the protesters that they had his sympathies and that he 
hoped that recent racial issues in other states would “not blind 
Iowans to the problems of racial discrimination that exist in our 
state.” Interviewed by the Des Moines Register after the protest, 
Griffin called for greater participation in local civil rights cru-
sades, and for a full investigation “into the situation with the po-
lice of Des Moines, jails, and the treatment our people receive.”97  
 The coupling of local grievances about racism in Des Moines 
with expressed solidarity with activists in Birmingham im-
portantly illustrates how Black Iowans saw themselves as part of 
a shared struggle with their counterparts in the legally segre-
gated Jim Crow South, while also appreciating that the stakes 
and risks were at least modestly different. With African Ameri-
can women leading the charge, Black Iowans pushed to secure 
first-class citizenship for Black citizens and spoke of the discrim-
ination and prejudice they faced in Iowa in conversation with 
civil rights struggles in the South. At the same time, they were 
doubtlessly aware that few southern governors would have fol-
lowed Hughes’s lead in being ostensibly supportive of activists. 
As a result, activists often pointed out that having comparatively 
greater freedom meant greater responsibility. As the May 1964 
newsletter of the Fort Madison Branch of the NAACP pointed 
out bluntly in an effort to encourage readers to vote, “No reason-
able excuse exists in the northern states for any person of voting 
age not being registered. Here, there is no need to fear being shot 
in the back as you approach the registration site.”98 Because their 
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political activity was less likely to elicit violent reprisals than that 
of their southern counterparts, the NAACP argued, Black Iowans 
had a responsibility to do their part to further goals of racial ad-
vancement through the democratic process.  
 The links between local and national activism could be seen 
elsewhere, too. For example, in the summer of 1964, Waterloo ac-
tivists held a March for Freedom that also memorialized Medgar 
Evers, a Mississippi NAACP field secretary who had been assas-
sinated a year before.99 The March for Freedom articulated Iowa 
activists’ far-reaching vision for change and how their arguments 
were, in part, informed by their midwestern location. Linking 
civil rights struggles in the South and Midwest, a flier promoting 
the march stated, “If you are concerned about the murder of 
Medgar Evers. . . . Then you should be concerned about condi-
tions in Waterloo.”100 Co-sponsored by the Waterloo branch of 
the NAACP and the Citizen’s Committee, leaders described the 
march as a “non-violent protest against discriminatory practices 
in the city of Waterloo,” specifically targeting “discrimination in 
jobs, housing, and law enforcement in the black community, and 
the need for a solution.” They also called on the city council to 
establish a Human Rights Commission. Responding to the pro-
test of about 450 Black and white citizens, Waterloo Mayor Ed 
Jochumsen said that he was proud of the way they had con-
ducted the demonstration and explained that city officials had 
tried to take steps to improve conditions for the city’s Black resi-
dents through urban renewal, a Fair Employment Practices Com-
mission, and conferences on law enforcement. At the same time, 
he promised to expand those efforts, he urged activists to remem-
ber that “no council or mayor has a magic wand which will over-
come all its racial problems and ills in one day.”101  
 While harnessing Evers’s memory to argue for civil rights in 
Iowa, activists also pointed out regional differences between Mis-
sissippi and Iowa. For example, Joseph Dulin, president of the 
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Fort Madison branch of the NAACP, argued that because Evers 
and others had given their lives “because of their belief in human 
decency,” each person on the local scene had a responsibility to 
ask themselves what they could do to help the civil rights cause. 
Putting it more bluntly, he said, “Mrs. Medgar Evers and her chil-
dren are without a father because he dared support a cause in 
which he believed. Supporting selective buying campaigns is 
such a small contribution by comparison, but it IS a contribu-
tion!”102 Activists likely framed their arguments this way to spur 
fellow Iowans to action by pointing out that they typically had 
less to lose by participating in the movement than their southern 
counterparts and therefore should do their part.  
 Taken together, these and other efforts by Iowa activists 
throughout the 1950s and 1960s achieved some tangible gains. 
Much like what happened at the national scale, what we typically 
think of as the civil rights movement in Iowa culminated in two 
legislative victories for activists: the passage of the Iowa Civil 
Rights Act of 1965 and the passage of the Discrimination in Hous-
ing Act in 1967. The Iowa Civil Rights Act of 1965 created the 
Iowa Civil Rights Commission, which was empowered to hold 
hearings and “rule on complaints of unfair or discriminatory 
practices in public accommodations and employment because of 
race, creed, color, national origin or religion,” while the Discrim-
ination in Housing Act amended the Civil Rights Act to add dis-
crimination in the sale or lease of housing or real property as an 
unfair or discriminatory practice.103 The two pieces of legislation 
were unquestionably victories for civil rights activists. At the 
same time, they were limited, particularly because they did little 
to address issues like poverty and police brutality, and because 
heavy questions of actual enforcement of the laws still lingered.  

Black Iowans’ Activism After the Civil Rights Movement 

Into the late 1960s and 1970s, Black Iowa activists, often led by 
Black women, continued working to secure adequate housing for 
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people of color and ensure that they were treated fairly by new 
urban renewal programs. Some Black women channeled their 
advocacy into government positions. For example, Willie Steven-
son Glanton became the first Black woman elected to the Iowa 
legislature in 1962 and focused on fair housing.104 Meanwhile, 
Virginia Harper led efforts in Fort Madison to halt plans to re-
build Highway 61. Similar to the Des Moines Freeway, the pro-
posed route of the highway would disproportionately displace 
African Americans and Mexican Americans.105 The idea was that 
“improving” Highway 61 would further Fort Madison’s eco-
nomic development by serving commuters who worked in the 
city’s businesses and factories, as well as businesses who trans-
ported freight in and out of the city. While this seemed race-neu-
tral, officials showed less concern for the homes and general 
well-being of residents of color. Also, the reason these popula-
tions predominately lived in the southwest portion of the city to 
begin with was due to discriminatory housing practices.106 
 In 1967, the State Highway Commission and city officials de-
clared their support for a plan to reroute the road through the 
southern corridor of the city. This plan displaced the greatest 
number of people and was the most expensive option of all the 
alternatives considered. Residents banded together in a multira-
cial and multiethnic movement to block the project. Similar to the 
Katz movement and the Terry Lee Sims case, this coalition en-
compassed people from a variety of backgrounds, with a diverse 
range of political beliefs, who had an array of reasons for oppos-
ing the highway. Activists appealed to their rights as residents 
and taxpayers to have a say in what happened in their commu-
nity; they “wrote letters, attended and spoke at meetings, and 
signed petitions in opposition to the highway.” They also used 
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new laws that required consideration of the environmental im-
pacts of new highways and that required highway planners to 
secure relocated housing prior to construction. Furthermore, 
Harper and NAACP assistant general counsel James Meyerson 
pursued a charge of discrimination in a federally funded project, 
a violation of Title VI of the Civil Rights Act.107  
 The strategies worked. In May 1974, the Federal Highway 
Administration determined that highway planners and officials 
had engaged in discrimination. The city held firm, though, which 
prompted arbitration. Tellingly, throughout the arbitration pro-
cess, city officials seemed more concerned about the effect the la-
bel of discrimination would have on their economy than the 
rights of Fort Madison’s residents of color. Eventually, they de-
veloped a new plan for low-cost improvements that would not 
displace residents nor disproportionately impact residents of 
color.108 In exchange for the withdrawal of the finding of discrim-
ination, “the US Department of Transportation required that the 
Iowa Department of Transportation abandon the plan to reroute 
Highway 61 through the southern corridor.” An alternative, low-
cost plan was finalized and approved by the city council in 1976.109  
 The activists’ success in blocking the Highway 61 project un-
derlined once again the critical role Black women played in 
Iowa’s civil rights struggles and how Black Iowans of all classes 
mobilized around issues of economic justice. Furthermore, the 
movement showed the power of coalition-building and using a 
variety of strategies, such as lobbying and filing formal com-
plaints. However, activists recognized the victory was incomplete. 
In the end, the city was not held accountable for its discriminatory 
practices and the structural inequities that largely shut residents 
of color out from the housing market remained. 
 Black Iowans’ activism against racist criminal justice prac-
tices also continued, notably after the police beating of a thirty-
five-year-old Des Moines Black man named Larry Milton in 
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December 1991. Somewhat similar to the Terry Lee Sims case, 
Milton was severely beaten by three white police officers while 
being arrested for public intoxication.110 The Ombudsman’s of-
fice concluded that Milton posed a significant threat (due to be-
ing under the influence of alcohol and drugs) and that the officers 
had responded with a level of force that was proportional to the 
level of danger.111 The Ombudsman’s office did call for the Des 
Moines Police Department to transition to an independent review 
process rather than complaints filed with the department being in-
vestigated by the accused officers’ supervisors, which could cause 
a conflict of interest.112 Ultimately, three separate investigations 
cleared the officers who arrested Milton.113 
 Activists, meanwhile, recognized the Milton beating as the 
latest in a long stretch of similar incidents and responded by call-
ing for a board to review civilian complaints of police miscon-
duct. The Coalition for Justice banded together the NAACP, the 
Iowa Civil Liberties Union, the National Conference of Chris-
tians and Jews, and local church and community groups, and 
sponsored the proposal. Advocates used strategies such as civil 
disobedience and protesting at city council meetings.114  
 The Milton case spotlighted how police brutality against peo-
ple of color continued to be a problem, not just in big coastal cities 
like Los Angeles, but across the country into the 1990s. Like the 
Katz movement and the Terry Lee Sims case, activists united a 
coalition to voice concerns to officials and citizens. They argued 
that while Milton might not have been a “model citizen,” as some 
put it, that did not excuse how the officers violently interacted 
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with him. While they called attention to these important issues, 
structural inequalities remained.  
 Overall, the events of the late 1960s into the following dec-
ades help to show that while Iowa activists had made many gains 
during the civil rights movement, there was still much work to 
be done in the realms of social justice and civil rights. Even after 
the legislative gains of the civil rights movement, activists, often 
led by Black women, continued to advocate for more far-reach-
ing visions of change. 

The Legacies of African American Iowa Women Activists 

Examining the legacies of Black Iowa women’s activism helps to 
show the breadth of their activist work and all that they accom-
plished, and as exemplified by how other women civil rights ac-
tivists like Rosa Parks and Coretta Scott King are often 
remembered, how women’s legacies are so subject to sanitization. 
For instance, Edna Griffin’s life-long commitment to social justice 
and human rights continued long after the civil rights move-
ment, encompassing struggles for racial justice, economic justice, 
criminal justice, and global justice. In addition to assisting with 
strikes in various industries, she participated in the anti-Vietnam 
War and anti-nuclear weapon movements. Despite this, an article 
in the Des Moines Register published shortly after Griffin’s death 
in February 2000 demonstrates how the legacies of women civil 
rights activists are subject to erasure. Comparing Rosa Parks and 
Griffin (Griffin is known as the “Rosa Parks of Iowa”), the author 
ignored Parks’s long history of activism prior to the Montgomery 
Bus Boycott, arguing that her place in history was “thrust upon 
her by the circumstances of the moment” and that she refused to 
give up her seat because her “feet hurt.” Griffin herself was also 
minimized through similarly gendered language, tagged as “gen-
tle” and diminishing the far-reaching scope of her work and the 
calculated risks she took by engaging in activism.115 By sanitizing 
Griffin’s legacy, we not only fail to give her sufficient credit for 
her life’s work but also miss the opportunity to learn from her 
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work and think about how it can inform efforts to further social 
justice today. 
 When she reflected on her own legacy, Griffin explained, “It 
was not hard for me to stand up.” Highlighting her frustration 
with the systemic inequalities that African Americans faced, she 
said, “I felt if things didn’t change, the world would come to an 
end.”116 Emphasizing the breadth of her activism, her daughter 
Linda said that her mother never stopped fighting for human 
rights. And Griffin herself explained, “The important thing is that 
we got it done. But it’s not over. There’s still a lot of discrimina-
tion.”117 Griffin understood both the accomplishments and limi-
tations of her social justice work and led by example in calling on 
others to continue the fight. 
 Contrary to depictions of Griffin, a 2015 Waterloo Courier arti-
cle contemplating Anna Mae Weems’s legacy described her as a 
“tough” and “resilient” woman and emphasized how she “dog-
gedly persevered,” despite being jailed, sexually harassed on the 
job, and ridiculed.118 This depiction differed from those of other 
women civil rights activists, which typically portray them as 
“meek,” “quiet,” and “gentle.” This could reflect Weems’s work-
ing-class background, as working-class women tended to be less 
beholden to the politics of respectability than their middle-class 
counterparts; it might also be simply a product of the author’s 
viewpoint.119 Either way, like Griffin, Weems’s dedication to so-
cial justice continued long after the mid-1960s. Starting in the 
early 1970s and for nearly 30 years, she worked for the Job Ser-
vice, figuring out who within the Black community needed jobs 
and working with employers to try and get them to do away with 
racist hiring practices. She also conducted job training for work-
ers and anti-discrimination training for employers as well as 
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state and local officials through the Urban Potential program.120 
Also like Griffin, Weems acknowledged the progress that had 
been made towards racial equity since the civil rights movement, 
but also emphasized how much work still needed to be done. She 
pointed to ongoing racial disparities in housing, educational out-
comes, employment, health care, and poverty that still exist.121  
 Recent events, such as the summer of 2020’s protests ignited 
by the murder of George Floyd, a Minneapolis Black man, at the 
hands of police, made the relevance of this history abundantly 
clear. In their protests, Iowa activists of late have called attention 
to and proposed solutions to problems ranging from police vio-
lence to housing inequities, both of which were issues that Black 
Iowa women also highlighted and worked to address in the 
1950s and 1960s.122 Like their predecessors, activists have en-
gaged in a variety of activities to make these ideas a reality, in-
cluding direct action protests and lobbying lawmakers, and once 
again, Black women have been on the front lines of many of these 
protests.123 While Iowa activists have prompted important con-
versations about racism in the Midwest and pushed the Iowa 
General Assembly to pass measures addressing issues like police 
accountability, to some white Iowans, protesters’ demands re-
main overblown and stories of prejudice and discrimination are 
a thing of the past.124 
 Of course, it will take some time to see whether these 
measures contribute to substantive change. But what activists 
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have highlighted is that the struggle for justice in Iowa and across 
the United States remains unfinished. Indeed, comparing the de-
mands of the present with the activism of the past, we can see 
how we are still dealing with many of the same issues that Black 
Iowa women worked to address during the civil rights era. 
 By reckoning with this history, we can better understand the 
roots of today’s problems and the strategies that have and have 
not been effective in addressing them, helping us to chart a new 
path forward toward a more just country. Black Iowa women’s 
civil rights activism helps to show that when a thoughtful group 
of committed citizens organizes to further social justice through 
strategies such as litigation, direct action protests, and lobbying 
lawmakers, positive change can come, even if it is oftentimes lim-
ited by the structural inequities that are embedded in American 
society. In other words, looking at the strategies that Black Iowa 
women utilized, and the ways they succeeded and failed, can 
help give us ideas as to how we might go about addressing social 
problems today. 
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