Breaking New Ground and
the Constraints of State History

ANDREW OFFENBURGER

STATE HISTORIES OCCUPY A PECULIAR SPACE. As po-
litical stories, they explain the rise of an individual state within a
nation. The narrative arc is a given. In the context of the United
States, then, one can expect a state’s storyline to include a de-
scription of the environment, indigenous populations and their
lands, Euro-American expansion, accommodation, conflict, po-
litical formation, and incorporation, followed by a state-level
analysis according to any number of themes. For Iowa, and ac-
cording to Jeff Bremer, major themes after incorporation include
immigration, farming, cultural pluralism, regional migration, and
the consolidating power of agri-business. Nothing new here.
Within this structure, however, authors have more interpre-
tive leeway to choose which stories to highlight as exemplary
and which individuals should carry the state’s narrative to the
next chapter. Here, Bremer offers readers a history of lowa unlike
any other, one that excels at including overseen Iowans along
with the well-known. We meet Carrie Chapman Catt, Herbert
Hoover, and Henry A. Wallace, of course, but we also see Iowa
through the eyes of Salom Rizk, an orphan in Syria who labored
to join family in Iowa; of Julian Barroso, whose family lived the
American dream in Storm Lake until they were deported; and of
Fern Klopp of Cedar Rapids, who worked as a union machinist
in the 1940s while raising her family single-handedly. To assem-
ble these diverse lives and place them in Iowa’s history, Bremer
relies on scholarship published in the Annals and other periodical
literature, in addition to primary sources in monographs.
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Bremer breaks new ground by adding these lesser-known
voices to a synthesis of Iowa history. He ruptures an oft-white-
washed history by discussing, for example, the “Half-Breed
Tract,” and state laws restricting African American freedoms, and
by giving specific examples of the challenges that individuals
faced, living in an era that privileged white settlement in Iowa and
the greater Midwest. This is a recurring theme, of course. Bremer’s
text shines, especially when he connects social and economic con-
cerns. In addressing the Farm Crisis and the larger economic col-
lapse of the 1980s, he explains how meatpacking conglomerates
broke union power, how this led to intensified immigration (with
or without documents) and what this all meant for communities
across Iowa.

Bremer has a daunting list of checkboxes to tick, however, in
telling Iowa’s history. He rarely has the time or space to draw out
larger, complex interpretive answers. “Chapter Three: Frontier
Iowa” exposes the challenges of bringing a new interpretation to
the study of Iowa. The chapter is structured rigidly, and for a state
history, necessarily so. This gives Bremer’s work the organization
required to synthesize a vast body of scholarship, while it also
exposes the narrative outline barely beneath the surface. It’s
worth listing the topics of each paragraph here, sequentially, as
this speaks to the book’s impressive scope and methodological
vulnerability.

After introducing the topic of immigration, paragraphs in
this chapter address: why immigrants moved west, why they
went to Iowa, A.C. Sutliff (case study), and John Kelsey (case
study). Bremer then examines, in order, Swedish, Dutch, Amish,
and German immigration, followed by the formation of the
Amana colonies. Chapter Three then covers establishing a farm,
struggles to own a farm and land, with case studies on John Gar-
navillo and Mary Jane Parsons. Bremer continues by analyzing
tarm life by focusing on labor, on women'’s labor, on food prepa-
ration, on other farm productions, and on childcare. After a case
study of Margaret Archer Murray, the author discusses women
in the field, men’s work, corn/pork production, labor seasons
and cycles, children’s labor, the value of children’s labor, boys’
work, OJ. Felton (case study), children’s work in the field, the
gendered work caring for poultry, cows, and the garden, with the
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examples of James R. Howard and Benjamin Gavitt. The chapter
then touches on the challenges of rural life, including examples
of malaria, cholera, farm accidents, prairie fires, severe weather,
and rattlesnakes. Bremer briefly summarizes town formation, as
well, for Ottumwa, Des Moines, and Sioux City, before closing
with a case study of John H. Charles, and with a passage on the
satisfactions of farming.

The chapter, like the overall book, is so tightly structured that
it could be used as a textbook. Behind the words, the author’s
outline is clear. It can be formulaic, yes, but that is often the case
with studies of such scope. The alternative would be an un-
wieldy text, lost in the details. As the overview of Chapter Three
lays bare, Bremer’s analysis does not deviate much from estab-
lished works. Voices from cultural minorities, which the author
is at pains to include, laudably, are primarily left for other chap-
ters. While this is entirely understandable, it shows the Hercu-
lean efforts needed to change the state’s historical narrative from
a white- and settler-centric one. As he writes in the introduction,
“While this is often a history of Iowa’s white majority, it is also a
history of Native people, African Americans, Latinas and Lati-
nos, Asian Americans, the LGBTQ community, and Iowa’s other
ethnic and religious groups.”' What we have, as a result, is a text
that comes off as an “x + 1” analysis, where x is the established
script and 1 is Bremer’s inclusion of diverse voices heretofore ex-
cluded. For this to be a truly new history of Iowa, a new equation
is needed.

Further evidence of this trend pertains to the loway and other
Native American groups. The book does an excellent job survey-
ing the Indigenous presence between the Mississippi and Mis-
souri Rivers, of drawing from the writings of early French
explorers and traders, of describing the loway, Sauk, and Fox, of
explaining why Black Hawk’s War affected what would become
Iowa, of showing the draw that “opened” land and coal had for
settlers. This earlier narrative reads as more historically authen-
tic, where worlds of possibilities existed before state lines had
been drawn.

1. Jeff Bremer, A New History of Iowa (Lawrence, KS, 2023), 4.
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The confines of a state history, though, do tether the author
to political boundaries on occasion. In an early passage, Bremer
notes how “Europeans visited Iowa and the Upper Missouri
River in the late seventeenth century.”?Iowa, the author knows,
did not exist in the late seventeenth century. The alternative is
clunky. Bremer might have written that other Europeans visited
the “lands that would become Iowa,” but readers would set the
book down after two or three such instances. My point is not to
blame the author for this, but rather to demonstrate the limita-
tions that one accepts when framing a study as a state history.
The political institution can come across as foreordained, des-
tined, manifest.

How might Iowa history look different, less conscripted,
were we to emphasize transregional and transnational ties? They
are there, in Bremer’s text, especially leading up to statehood. We
learn of migrating native peoples, trade networks connected
throughout the continent, settlers with strong ties to their home-
lands, and economic development through agriculture and rail-
road building. Once statehood is achieved, though, these strong
extra-regional ties unfortunately fall by the wayside, despite their
continued relevance. The text subtly shifts in approach after De-
cember 28, 1846. No longer is Iowa one of many possibilities
within the former Louisiana Purchase. The author now carries the
extra burden of explaining Iowa’s place within national move-
ments. We see Iowa in times of populist resistance and progres-
sive reform, through the World Wars and the Great Depression,
in postwar prosperity, through the Farm Crisis, and so on.

I'm not suggesting that Bremer should have written a history
of Iowa without these touchstones or focused equally on events
beyond the state. He has made great strides in reimagining the
state’s history through the peoples involved in its telling. My
point is, rather, that in writing a state history, Bremer takes on a
historiographical tradition that precludes—without extraordi-
nary effort—a complete revisioning of what Iowa means. In or-
der to make this more feasible, one might abandon state-based
expectations and reframe the book as, say, a history of the land

2. Bremer, A New History of Iowa, 14.



Breaking New Ground 203

between two rivers. This, in my view, would really constitute a
new history, but I am nevertheless thrilled to have what Bremer
does offer: a book that breaks ground by including ignored
voices, that shows new possibilities, and that creates new intel-
lectual space for future historians.

The possibilities are tantalizing. Transnationalism is sprin-
kled throughout this book. For example, ever since the state’s
founding, and especially from the later twentieth century to now,
Iowa has depended on national and international markets and
events for its survival. In a discussion on the 1970s, Bremer high-
lights Tai Dam refugees seeking new homes in Iowa. This is told
through the political history of Robert Ray and the Republican
stronghold on the governorship. Their stories are shoehorned
within a current consensus on the state’s political past. How might
that change, were we to focus a chapter on economic development
and displacement, putting their story in conversation with Native
people and settlers, the railroads and Chinese immigration, the
Spanish American War and Philippine immigration, or other
American wars that unsettled populations and brought them to
U.S. shores?

Other moments of international import did not make the fi-
nal edit. Try as I might, I could not find a discussion of Nikolai
Khrushchev’s visit to the Garst Farm in Coon Rapids in 1959.
Khrushchev’s visit might be second only to Pope John Paul II's
visit 20 years later (also not discussed) for the significance of
Iowa on the global stage. Khrushchev’s trip—lIowa was one of a
number of destinations, of course—encapsulated the state’s po-
sition within a growing Cold War, and its relevance to ideological
conflicts about industrialism, and the use of international mar-
kets as diplomatic weapons. Considering the state’s later corn
production boom, and then bust after Carter’s grain embargo, one
can reasonably argue why that historical moment at the Garst
Farm lies at the heart of Iowa history in the last half of the twen-
tieth century.

The book is not necessarily weaker for this oversight, but it
does speak to how transnational and global ties can alter how we
understand an individual state’s history. Such an approach could
have helped connect more Indigenous stories with the state, as
well. Beyond the era from Indian removal to the Civil War, the
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Meskwaki Nation makes but brief appearances in the twentieth
century. Given how Indigenous dispossession was central to the
creation of the state and region, historians have struggled to shine
light on Native influence after statehood. How can a historian pos-
sibly emphasize the absence of a people from the region, when
all that unfolded afterwards relied on that one era?

Kristin Hoganson’s recent The Heartland: An American History
offers one way forward. She concludes her study with a chapter
on the Kickapoos once removed from Illinois, now located in
northern Mexico. It is a story of migration, then and now. At first
glance, this seems absurd. Why would an author include people
in northern Mexico for a history on central Illinois? There are two
answers to this question that apply to Bremer’s history of lowa.
First, due to industrial agriculture and migratory networks, the
state in the twenty-first century has stronger ties to Mexico than
to New Mexico, to Latin America than to Louisiana. Second, why
should former “lowans” or Indigenous people once within the
later state’s borders be excluded after a certain date? A transna-
tional and borderland interpretation can help unsettle the con-
straints of geographical determinism.

This does raise an intriguing question: is there a role in the
story for people who came, and then left, the region of study? If
no, a great many erstwhile “Iowans” would cease to be. If yes,
then a case can be made for historical figures—like other branches
of the Sac and Fox, the Potawatomi, Winnebago, Sioux, in addi-
tion to surviving Ioway descendants with the Iowa Tribe of Ok-
lahoma and the Iowa Tribe of Kansas and Nebraska.

Bremer has provided a new starting point for future histori-
ans. After reading and studying his important contribution to the
state’s historiography, I find myself rethinking what makes the
state unique, and most importantly, who makes the state unique.
This book clearly provides Iowa’s political history, with added
and extensive social analysis. But I'm left wondering: what makes
an Iowan? And how might we now reframe the state’s history to
allow for the ever-migrating peoples that have inhabited the
state’s lands?
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