Inspiration for Future Historians:
A Review of Jeff Bremer’s
A New History of lowa

LORI WITT

TO A NON-NATIVE IOWAN LIKE ME, Jeff Bremer’s book,
A New History of lowa, is an in-depth survey of Iowa history em-
phasizing major economic, political, environmental, and social
forces, and chock-full of stories of social groups and individual
Iowans—both famous and ordinary—that give life to those
forces. Those seeking a comprehensive survey of the state’s his-
tory will find it in Bremer’s book. Here I am distinguishing “com-
prehensive survey” from Bremer’s statement in the introduction
that the book is not a “comprehensive history.”" It is true that the
book does not cover every aspect of Iowa history, but the book is
successful at surveying quite a bit. He touches on almost every
aspect of Iowa history, at times barely pausing to transition be-
tween topics; readers simply have to keep up.

In his wide breadth of coverage, he strives to answer the
questions posed to him by a Chinese graduate student in 2019,
who he encountered while lecturing at Sichuan University as a
Fulbright Scholar. The student asked him, “Why is Iowa’s history
important? What does Iowa'’s history tell us about the United
States?”? Bremer seeks to answer these questions in A New His-
tory of Iowa with a wide-ranging, inclusive survey of significant
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features of lowa’s history, which leaves room for further research
and thought on the meaning of its history.

To explain the significance of Iowa’s history, a major goal of
Bremer’s is to update Dorothy Schwieder’s book, Iowa: The Mid-
dle Land, which he states was the “first comprehensive history of
the state.”? He notes how Schwieder, who published her book in
1996, included the stories of those who had been left out of an
earlier history of Iowa, Leland Sage’s A History of Iowa published
in 1974.* Schwieder included the stories of African Americans
and women, for example, where Sage focused mostly on politics
and white men. Schwieder went beyond politics and leaders to
include the influence of economic forces on Iowans and the ex-
perience of different social groups in Iowa. She noted, however,
that the last three chapters of her book, which cover World War
IT to the present (the 1990s at the time) were not as developed as
previous chapters because less scholarly work had been done on
this time period.” In the last 80 years or so, much historical re-
search has been published on Iowa, and Bremer incorporates this
into his book, even including a chapter on Iowa in the twenty-
tirst century to bring readers as close as possible to the present.

Bremer successfully builds off of the foundation that both
Sage and Schwieder laid. His history is even more inclusive than
Schwieder’s. This is due to all of the new research that has been
done on groups in Iowa whose story had previously not been
told. For example, Bremer includes the story of Chinese immi-
grants in Iowa in the late nineteenth century, a group who had
received no scholarly attention in Iowa before Anthony J. Miller’s
article in the Annals of Iowa in 2022.¢ He also includes Muslim im-
migrants from the Middle East who arrived in Iowa in the early
twentieth century and finished construction on one of the first
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mosques in the United States in 1935.7 His inclusion of immi-
grants from Mexico in the late nineteenth century and his ex-
panded coverage of immigration from Central America in the
late twentieth century in Iowa’s meatpacking industry are also
examples of his incorporation of new immigrant groups since the
publication of Schwieder’s book.?

There are numerous other examples where Bremer adds to
the story that Schwieder told. I found his sections on Iowa’s Na-
tive American past to be more compelling than Schwieder’s first
chapter, where most of her discussion of Native Americans is cen-
tered. Bremer offers more description of the life of the major
tribes of Iowa, especially the Sauk and Meskwaki, and gives a
more detailed account of how the federal government manipu-
lated them to sell their land to the government. He also weaves
the stories of leaders like Keokuk, Black Hawk, and Inkpaduta
into chapters on Iowa as a territory and as frontier settlement in-
stead of confining them to one introductory chapter. In so doing,
he places Native American actions in the context of white settler
pressure on the land and the tribal poverty that resulted from
broken promises from the government.’

Additionally, when discussing women in Iowa’s history,
Bremer takes care to include women in every aspect of Iowa’s
history, from its Native American past to their roles in its settle-
ment, their work on farms and in factories, and their involvement
in social clubs, education, and politics. He, like Schwieder, covers
Iowa’s involvement in the woman suffrage movement and the
leadership of Carrie Chapman Catt, but he also includes the ef-
forts of Amelia Bloomer of Council Bluffs, who is perhaps more
well known for her feminist fashions than for her suffrage work,
and the work of Annie Savery of Des Moines."” These women do
not often appear in national histories of suffrage. Among other

7. Bremer, A New History of Iowa, 224-25.
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sources, Bremer’s work benefits from Sara Egge’s masterful study
of suffrage in the Midwest published in 2018."

Similarly, his coverage of African Americans in Iowa expands
the story that Schwieder told, moving beyond the integrated
coal-mining town of Buxton to examine Iowa’s conflicted attitude
toward slavery in the nineteenth century and segregation in the
early 1900s. He also adds to the discussion of the African American
experience of inequality in Iowa in the twentieth century with his
inclusion of redlining in Des Moines along with the story of Edna
Griffin’s struggle to integrate the Katz Drug Store in 1948.

Bremer’s coverage of immigrants, Native Americans, women,
and African Americans takes full advantage of research pub-
lished after 1996. He is a true beneficiary of all this recent histor-
ical scholarship, and he willingly shares it with readers. His book
contains 86 pages of notes, and it also includes an eight-page bib-
liographic essay at the end. These represent an invaluable collec-
tion of sources for anyone wanting to research anything on Iowa
history. I commend him for all the research that he has brought
to this book and know that future scholars of Iowa will use his
source material as their starting point.

A New History of lowa brings Iowa’s history as close to the pre-
sent day as Bremer possibly can. It ends with the major events in
2020 prior to the presidential election: the COVID pandemic, the
Black Lives Matter movement, and the August 2020 derecho,
which brought so much destruction to central lowa. The last chap-
ter reads as almost a race to the finish, skating over a wide range
of new topics significant for Iowa in the first two decades of the
twenty-first century. The rise of the wind energy industry, new
sources of immigration, same-sex marriage legislation, LGBTQ
rights discussions, and climate change all make their way into the
chapter. Eventually these will spur more historical research stud-
ies to be included in some new and updated history of Iowa
down the road.

In addition to these subjects, I want to suggest three more ar-
eas of significance to Iowa’s history about which Bremer’s book

11. Sara Egge, Woman Suffrage and Citizenship in the Midwest, 1870-1920 (Iowa
City, 2018).
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has inspired me to think. First, while I like Bremer’s focus on so-
cial groups, the economy, and the environment, I also think fu-
ture histories will need to include more about recent politics,
including the emergence and importance of the Iowa caucuses in
the presidential election cycles dating from the 1970s to today,
when they still appear significant in Republican politics but
much less so for the struggling lowa Democratic party. The story
of the conservative trend in Iowa politics will also need to be told
and analyzed, along with the efforts of those who continue to
challenge it.

Second, I think the story of the rise and fall of the Equal
Rights Amendment (ERA) in Iowa deserves more study. lowa
was the fourth state in the nation to ratify the ERA, yet the ERA
narrowly missed ratification as the 28" Amendment to the Con-
stitution in 1982. It failed to achieve the necessary three-fourths
of states for ratification, missing the mark by three states. Within
the state, lowa was one of the states that had a long and vigorous
debate about its own state version of the ERA. Ultimately, Iowa
voted against its own robust version of the ERA, first in 1980 and
then in 1992. Jowans’ efforts both for and against the ERA are il-
lustrative of debates that went on in other states and would be
helpful in understanding that struggle and today’s struggles for
equality.’

Third, and certainly not least important, the significance of
Iowa women'’s sports, particularly basketball, should be in-
cluded in a history of Iowa. I am writing this review as Caitlin
Clark has just become the all-time leading scorer in college bas-
ketball history, surpassing Kelsey Plum’s National Collegiate
Athletic Association (NCAA) record, Lynnette Woodard’s Asso-
ciation of Intercollegiate Athletics for Women (AIAW) record,

12. All states could benefit from more community studies of the battles sur-
rounding the ERA in the 1970s. For examples of the struggle in Pella, a conserva-
tive community in Iowa, see Barbara E. Walvoord, Women’s Rights in Midwest
Dutch America, 1847-1979: A History and Memoir (East Brunswick, NJ, 2023),
Chapters 10 and 11. Community studies also make great topics for undergrad-
uate research projects, as I experienced firsthand when I directed Cindy Van
Donselaar’s Senior Honors Project, “In Search of the Modern Women’s Move-
ment of the 1960s and 1970s in Pella, Iowa: The Search of a Pella Feminist,”
(Honors Thesis, Central College, 2002).
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and Pete Maravich'’s all-time NCAA scoring record for both men
and women. However, it is not simply the present moment that
causes me to say that the contributions of lowa women in sports
are significant for Iowa’s history. Iowa has a strong record of
women playing basketball and other sports. Girls played basket-
ball competitively in Iowa’s high schools long before they did so
in other states.”® The Iowa Girls High School Athletic Union,
formed in 1925, oversaw sports in school for Iowa’s girls. When
Title IX legislation passed in 1972, Iowa already had a strong tra-
dition of girls sports as other states” education systems struggled
to implement them." Iowa, along with states such as Texas and
Oklahoma, was a national leader in girls” sports. Christine Grant,
the first women’s athletic director at the University of Iowa in
1973, became a national leader in women'’s sports as she used her
position to influence students, players, and coaches of both sexes
as they worked to build up strong women'’s sports programs.'®
The present exciting moment of Caitlin Clark’s record-chasing
aside, lowa women'’s sports have been significant in lowa’s history.

Women's sports, the ERA, and Iowa politics since the national
attention on the caucuses are topics that are part of lowa’s recent
past. All of them represent unique Iowa contributions to U.S. his-
tory. Bremer’s survey touches on the caucuses and the ERA, but
I think more work on these two topics would reveal their greater
significance for both Iowa’s history and the history of the United
States. Sports receive even less attention in Bremer’s survey than
the caucuses and the ERA, but I think particularly the historical

13. For histories and significance of Iowa girls’ basketball, see Janice Beran, From
Six-on-Six to Full Court Press: A Century of lowa Girls” Basketball (Iowa City, 2008);
Shelley Lucas, “Courting Controversy: Gender and Power in Iowa Girls’ Bas-
ketball,” Journal of Sports History 30, no. 3 (Fall 2003), 281-308.

14. States without a strong tradition of women’s sports looked to Iowa as a
model for organizing their girls’ sports. See, for example, Matt Otte, More than a
Game: The First 100 Years of the Wisconsin Interscholastic Athletic Association, 1896—
1996 (Amherst, WI, 1997), where the author notes how the WIAA looked to
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15. See, for example, Scott Dochterman, “How Dr. Christine Grant became a
Title IX Icon and Changed the Women'’s Sports Landscape,” The Athletic,
5/22/2022; Jeré Longman, ““The North Star” of Women’s Equality Spent a Life-
time Fighting for Fair Play,” The New York Times, 1/7/2022.
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contributions of Jowa women’s sports are significant to our un-
derstanding of the possibilities for women both in Iowa and the
nation. Together, these areas represent a few of the possible fu-
ture research directions that scholars might pursue. Similar to
Schwieder’s history, Bremer’s encourages future studies.

I appreciate so much about Bremer’s book, in particular, the
complicated, “untidy,” and “messy” story that he tells while at-
tempting to be inclusive of all groups and significant events in
the history of Iowa.'® I appreciate his use of ordinary Iowans to
tell lowa’s story, along with famous Iowans, and I appreciate the
breadth of his research. Also, one seemingly small addition that
I really appreciated was his care to update economic figures, such
as costs of items, wages, debts, profits, and losses, to today’s
numbers. For example, he tells us that Iowa miners in the early
twentieth century might earn $420 a year, which of course sounds
like very little when compared to today’s wages, but then he
gives the 2020 equivalent of $13,400 a year right in the text, so
readers know immediately just how little $420 a year was. An-
other example is the cost of a semester of college at Iowa State
Teachers College (later renamed the University of Northern Iowa)
in 1965 at $156, which would roughly translate into $1,300 a se-
mester in 2020. Today’s readers know immediately that that is
one cheap price to pay for a semester of college! Including cur-
rent price equivalents might not seem like a significant feature of
the book, but it saved me a Google and a click when I would oth-
erwise be wondering, “How does that amount compare to costs
today?” Bremer’s work here easily contextualized figures that in-
dicated low wages, debt burdens, agricultural profits and losses,
and daily costs of living with which we are all familiar, making
the troubles and successes of past lowans all the more relevant to
today’s readers.

While I appreciated all of the stories and information that
Bremer’s New History includes, as well as the inspiration for new
areas of research that come out of his work, I was somewhat dis-
appointed by the ending. I found myself longing for a short

16. “Untidy” and “messy” are words Bremer uses to describe his new history.
Bremer, A New History of Iowa, 2.
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section that would tell me what this grand survey of Iowa’s his-
tory means. I wanted some sort of summary statement at the end.
Schwieder ends with a statement on how Iowa remains a middle
land, somewhat conservative in politics while usually liberal on
social issues, and more agricultural than midwestern states to the
east but more industrial than midwestern states to the west. That
is her premise from the start: Jowa, the middle land. Twenty-
seven years later, Iowa seems to be in a different place—more
than “somewhat conservative” in politics, declining in family-
owned farms and population, and not liberal on social issues
such as abortion, diversity/equity/inclusion, immigration, and
human sexuality. It reflects the political divide in the nation, and
it leans conservative with the governor and state legislature tak-
ing advantage of their Republican majorities by advocating for a
conservative agenda. Bremer achieves his goal of surveying
Iowa’s complicated past, but I found myself wanting that sum-
mary statement on where Iowa had been and where it might be
headed instead of abruptly stopping the book in 2020. What does
that messy, complicated past tell us about Iowans and Iowa his-
tory? How does this book answer the questions of the Chinese
graduate student: Why is Iowa’s history important? What does
Iowa’s history tell us about the United States? Such a concluding
statement would be valuable for understanding the meaning of
Iowa’s history. Readers are left to sort things out for themselves
and make their own conclusions.

In spite of this, I want to highlight the appreciation I have for
all the people, social groups, events, and environmental and eco-
nomic forces that Bremer covers in his history of Iowa. He has
inspired me and will undoubtedly inspire other readers to re-
search deeper into Iowa’s past. This, in turn, should promote fur-
ther consideration and discussion of the significance of Iowa’s
history. That, in itself, is a worthy accomplishment of this new
history of Iowa.
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