A New History of lowa Through
an Environmental History Lens

REBECCA CONARD

LET ME BEGIN BY ACKNOWLEDGING Jeff Bremer’s cen-
tral accomplishment. Writing a comprehensive, one-volume his-
tory of lowa is a nearly impossible task, especially for one person,
yet Bremer has given us a readable, coherent overview of lowa
from its native peoples to the tumult of the early twenty-first cen-
tury, ending roughly in 2020. His field of vision is wide; his com-
mand of historiography is impressive; his prose is precise and
brisk; his inclusion of diverse Iowa voices and personal stories is
more than welcome. The content and tone have a twenty-first-cen-
tury vibe. A New History of lowa is not “Iowa nice” history. The
book is a tremendous accomplishment, one dwarfing the critique
that follows.

My remit is to put the book under a microscope and turn the
objective lens to environmental history. In the introduction,
Bremer states that “issues such as economic inequality, immigra-
tion, racial justice, and the environment have gained importance”
since Dorothy Schwieder’s one-volume history, lowa: The Middle
Land, appeared in 1996.' He also states that his book “addresses”
these topics. The obvious place to begin, then, is by asking how
and to what degree does the book address “the environment?”
The short answer is “to some degree,” qualified by “as an issue,”
and mainly in the last two chapters. The longer answer is more
complicated. To gain a better grasp of what Bremer considers “the
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environment,” I read each chapter looking for points where liter-
ature that would come under the large umbrella of environmen-
tal history and environmental concerns either is incorporated or
could have been incorporated in order to enhance or expand the
narrative in some way.

In the opening chapter, “Native Iowa: Iowa to 1833,” Bremer
provides a succinct, readable summary of Iowa’s geologic and eco-
logical history (9-11). Likewise, his overview of ecological changes
as native peoples transitioned from hunting and gathering to more
settled agricultural practices is generally quite good (12-14). How-
ever, what happened in western Iowa fades out of the picture,
which is notable because one of the strengths of this book is its
even geographical coverage. But in this instance, there is no men-
tion of the so-called Glenwood Culture, which has been studied
by archaeologists for at least a century, an important earthen-lodge
agricultural settlement in southwest Iowa that existed for about
150 years (1200-1350 C.E.) and was occupied by ancestors of the
Pawnee and Arikara. The existence of this culture underscores far
western Iowa as an ecological transition zone where the tallgrass
prairie gives way to the short grasses of the Great Plains.

Skipping ahead to Chapter 6, “Immigrants, Railroads, and
Farm Protest,” Bremer might have recalled Iowa’s native ecology
and linked it to the emergence of agricultural zones during the
nineteenth century as a way of helping to explain the develop-
ment of Iowa’s diversified agricultural practices and economy,
which differed so greatly from today’s corn-bean-hog regime.
But he does accurately note that White settlement and agricultural
development effected, by 1900, a “complete ecological conversion,”
quoting Connie Mutel in The Emerald Horizon, by replacing native
prairies and wetlands with crop and livestock farming.” A good
bit of this ecological conversion resulted from laying under-
ground drainage tiles to transform wetlands into farmland, and
Bremer includes a brief but good summary of the hydrological
effects of drainage. However, he states that “such environmental
problems” were not recognized because they did not pose “im-
mediate threats.” In the main, this is true, although it overlooks

2. Bremer, A New History, 115-16.
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the fact that concern for Jowa’s water quality is not a recent phe-
nomenon. Beginning in the very early twentieth century, several
people, primarily in the academic and professional worlds, were
calling attention to Iowa’s water quality problems. Not only did
they rue the loss of wetlands and shallow lakes, but they also
called attention to the degradation of streams and rivers by live-
stock, which were allowed to graze to the banks and trample
streambeds. Among other things, concern for Iowa’s water re-
sources led the State University of lowa (now the University of
Iowa) to establish a hydrology lab in 1920 (forerunner of today’s
C. Maxwell Stanley Hydraulics Lab). The lab immediately began
conducting important hydrological research for many real-world
problems and practical applications—generating water power,
dam building, road construction, and flood control, to name only
a few. An important limitation of relying primarily on published
scholarly books and articles to construct environmental history
is that much of the salient information is still located in reports
produced for government agencies and professional journals
representing diverse fields of study.

Chapter 8, “Cities, Industry, and Technology,” contains suc-
cinct discussions of Iowa’s short-lived lumber industry (which
came to rely almost exclusively on timber floated down the Mis-
sissippi River from upper Midwest forests), coal mining, and
clamshell button manufacturing.’ While Bremer calls attention to
the harmful health effects of breathing shell dust, and he notes
the public health challenges of urbanization and industrializa-
tion, his focus on these industrial processes is mainly tied to the
use of immigrant labor and the growth of cities.* If “the environ-
ment” were a theme, he might have paused for a page or two to
examine the relationship between industrial and economic de-
velopment based on resource extraction and its effects on the nat-
ural environment as well as human health. Such a discussion
might have covered the reclamation and reforestation efforts of
the 1930s which created a small but important system of state for-
ests. Similarly, it might have called attention to the depletion of

3. Bremer, A New History, 168-73.
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clam beds in the Mississippi River, which have never recovered.
In a different vein, the concern for child labor and mine safety led
to important reform legislation at the state and federal levels, not
to mention the rise of John L. Lewis, born to Welsh immigrant
parents who lived in the coal company town of Cleveland, in Lu-
cas County, and who went on to become one of the dominant
figures in American labor history. On another level, Bremer
might have contrasted these relatively short-lived extractive in-
dustries with ag-based industries (e.g., farm machinery manufac-
turing, meat packing, hybrid seed development) which helped
agriculture become Iowa’s economic powerhouse.

In Chapter 9, “Suffrage, Prohibition, Politics,” Bremer accu-
rately links Iowa’s state parks to the conservation movement
and, more generally, political progressivism. However, a stronger
discussion might have emphasized the key place of our state park
system in Iowa’s environmental history. In the one paragraph
where state parks and the conservation movement are discussed
together, the state-park drive is treated almost as a spin-off of the
1906 Antiquities Act, one of several conservation bills John F.
Lacey shepherded into federal law while he represented Iowa in
Congress (1889-1891, 1893-1907).° In reality, the scientific com-
munity behind Iowa’s 1917 State Parks Act drew on Lacey’s leg-
acy (he died in 1913) as a skillful politician at the federal level to
forge a conservation coalition in Iowa. Instead of crediting scien-
tists as the chief advocates for state parks as places to enjoy, pro-
tect, and study natural areas, Bremer singles out the role of
clubwomen. Indeed, clubwomen were a very important constit-
uency in the coalition, but Bremer suggests that they carried the
state-park movement, which misses an important point about
the emergence of a broader awareness of natural resource prob-
lems in the 1910s and 1920s.

The oversight is compounded in Chapter 11 on the Great De-
pression, where resource conservation gets superficial treatment.
During the 1930s, several environmental problems—soil erosion,
the effects of prolonged drought, disastrous floods, further de-
pletion of fish and wildlife populations—rose to the level of

5. Bremer, A New History, 199.
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policy concerns at the federal and state levels, but Bremer re-
duces what could have been a rich discussion to a paragraph on
J.N. “Ding” Darling.® It is true that Darling’s reputation as a po-
litical cartoonist and conservationist vaulted him into federal ser-
vice as head of the U.S. Biological Survey, forerunner of the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service, where he greatly expanded the na-
tional wildlife refuge system and created the Federal Duck Stamp
program that still funds waterfowl management for conservation
purposes. However, Darling’s contributions to lowa extended be-
yond his brief stint on the Fish and Game Commission. He was
the driving force behind Iowa’s “Twenty-five Year Conservation
Plan,” adopted in 1933. While many of the plan’s recommenda-
tions fell by the wayside, it provided the rationale for directing
federal funds to expand the state park system by eighty-some
units in the 1930s. Equally important, the plan recommended
merging the Fish and Game Commission with the State Board of
Conservation (which had jurisdiction over parks) to create the
Iowa Conservation Commission, forerunner of today’s Depart-
ment of Natural Resources. Chapter 11 does include a good dis-
cussion of the conservation work carried out by the Civilian
Conservation Corps, an important New Deal program that ad-
dressed both unemployment and environmental concerns.” How-
ever, at the risk of being overly picky, I will suggest that tying the
ubiquitous tree-planting work of CCC crews to re-establishing for-
est lands in Iowa—under the direction of G.B. McDonald, profes-
sor of forestry at Iowa State College who also served as Iowa’s
CCC coordinator—would have been an appropriate counterbal-
ance to the loss of timberland during the late-nineteenth century
which he discusses in Chapter 8.

Chapter 13, covering the post-World War II era to 1975, also
is disappointing from an environmental history perspective. The
post-war agricultural revolution, which increasingly substituted
mechanization and the application of chemical fertilizers, herbi-
cides, and pesticides for human labor to greatly increase yields,

6. Bremer, A New History, 246.
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is presented in a positive light.® This may have been how the rev-
olution was generally perceived at the time, even though there
were plenty of skeptics then, but during these decades the con-
servation movement evolved into an environmental movement
with profound influence on legislation at the federal and state
levels. The exclusion of non-point sources of water pollution,
principally farm-field runoff, from the federal Clean Water Act
(1972) was only one of the hot-button environmental issues of the
1960s and 1970s. Notably, this exclusion has become particularly
relevant to Iowa in the past two decades with the realization that
runoff flowing into Iowa’s streams and rivers, carrying nitrogen-
and phosphorous-laden nutrients to the Gulf of Mexico via the
Mississippi River, is the major contributor to an area of ocean hy-
poxia known as the Dead Zone, not to mention the pollution of
drinking water statewide. Also of note, the post-war years brought
renewed scientific attention to the ecological importance of native
prairies. In Iowa, this sparked a small but important survey of
remnant prairies and a companion effort to preserve them, even-
tually leading to passage of the 1965 State Preserves Act, which
amplified a key goal of the 1917 State Parks Act. lowa was a leader
in prairie preservation, just as it had been in the creation of a state
park system. What stands behind these two pieces of state legis-
lation is the gradual transformation of a diffuse body of resource
conservationists into an alliance of non-profit land trusts, county
conservation boards, a host of environmental organizations, and
even some farmers, that increasingly advocate for a sustainable
environment in a state where 97.2 percent of the land is held in
private ownership, most of it used for agriculture.

Chapters 14 and 15, which respectively cover 1975-2000 and
the twenty-first century up to the COVID pandemic, are much
better. The environmental challenges facing Iowa finally become
a theme. Bremer pegs the 1980s as the decade when Iowans be-
gan to demonstrate a growing awareness of the environmental
damage caused by agriculture, especially the loss of topsoil and
declining water quality. His timing might be debatable, but he is
correct that the state’s environmental challenges are becoming

8. Bremer, A New History, 288.
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more pronounced.’ The adverse effects of climate change and ru-
ral outmigration have extended the farm crisis of the 1980s into
a steady decline in the overall health of rural communities."
High-tech farming has helped to curb the use of agricultural
chemicals, but water quality is not improving.'' Bremer presents
the production of ethanol, which now uses more than 60 percent
of the corn grown in Iowa, and the substitution of wind turbines
for coal to produce energy primarily as economic benefits, but he
also points to their role in reducing greenhouse gas emissions."
He concludes by pointing out that long-standing agricultural
practices, especially draining farm fields, which continues apace,
are exacerbating the effects of weather extremes caused by cli-
mate change. To drive home the point, he reels off staggering sta-
tistics of the economic as well environmental costs: $17.6 billion
in losses to individuals, businesses, and farmers caused by floods
from 1988 to 2018, with $10 billion of that cost attributed to the
2008 flood, when more than one million acres of Iowa farmland
flooded; five tons of topsoil per acre eroded from 4.2 million acres
during a devastating storm that hit southwest Iowa in 2017; total
costs of the 2019 flood and the 2020 derecho still being calculated
but in the tens of billions."” The environmental challenges now
facing Iowa are indeed daunting, and Bremer’s excellent discus-
sion is both urgent and without political overtones.

Still, a strong finish cannot completely make up for what is
lacking. Although Iowa does not have a reputation for environ-
mental activism, the state does have a history of environmental-
ism, and this history is tied to broader patterns at the national
level. Lack of source material cannot fully account for this omis-
sion. Even though environmental history that is specific to or in-
cludes Iowa is still an evolving field, and there are many sources
yet to be mined, Bremer’s endnotes indicate that he drew on an
adequate body of published literature. Had he drawn more
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deeply from this literature, however, today’s environmental chal-
lenges would have entered the narrative with more context. Nor
does lack of space seem like a defensible reason for shorting the
environment. There is no checklist of people, places, and events
that might serve as a guide. Rather, I took the narrative as it was
constructed and noted passages where environmental history
might have been inserted by adding a few sentences, a paragraph
or two, or perhaps a page. It might have taken five pages, tops,
to elevate the environment from a knotty bundle of present-day
issues to a thematic thread.

Before I sign off,  want to put my own critique in perspective.
The purpose of a microscope is to magnify a specimen in order
to examine certain aspects of its makeup. It is possible to find
anomalies even in healthy tissue, a strong bond of materials, or a
precious gemstone. By the same token, every book has anomalies
and flaws, but that should not lead to dwelling on these aspects,
especially because another reader’s eyes might see things differ-
ently or see different things. I used a microscope as a metaphor,
but reviewing a book, no matter how closely read, is a subjective
process. Bremer, in my estimation, is to be congratulated for his
cogent discussion of Iowa’s current environmental challenges. It
is spot on. Whatever shortcomings I have identified can serve as
points to be considered by the next scholar who bravely under-
takes writing a comprehensive history of Iowa in the future.
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