Response to Roundtable:
The Many Possible Histories of lowa

JEFF BREMER

I RECEIVED AN EMAIL from Andrew Klumpp, the editor of
The Annals of lowa, with these responses to A New History of Iowa
with some trepidation. Historians can be tough critics and state
history is difficult to write. It was late on a Friday night—I was
in Poland teaching as a Fulbright Scholar—and I hesitated to
open the email. I went for a walk. Then I checked for news up-
dates from the New York Times. I took some trash to the apartment
complex dumpsters. But curiosity finally overcame me, and I
opened the email and began to read the essays. My fears were
overblown. The four essays were generally positive. (Of course,
most historians want you to write a book the way they would
write it. If you keep this in mind, it is always easier to read what
other people say about your work.) If these readers weren't terri-
bly unhappy, then I will consider the book a success. Now I just
need to hope that someone will buy it.

State history is a daunting task. A one-volume state history
provides “an overview from prehistoric times to the present, usu-
ally chronologically organized, and with a content and style de-
signed to meet the needs of diverse readers,” wrote historian
James H. Madison, who authored two histories of Indiana. An
author must cover the geography and cultural diversity of the
state; they had to review immigrant and ethnic groups, religions,
and social organizations. Readers needed to know about the
state’s education system, its politics, and its economic structure.
An author had to tie the state’s history to larger regional and na-
tional themes, to subjects as diverse as the Civil War and the
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Great Depression. Readers also wanted to learn about the charac-
ter of the state’s inhabitants and how a place changed over time.
But, as Craig Miner warned in his preface to Kansas: The History of
the Sunflower State, 1854-2000, an author should beware of any-
thing too detailed. No one would read a big book. It would end
up as a paperweight. Miner gave the example of William Con-
nelley, whose five-volume Standard History of Kansas and Kansans,
which covered the state to 1918, ran to 900,000 words.!

State history is crucial to understanding American history, as
Pamela Riney-Kehrberg wrote in an article for Annals of Iowa for
the state’s 175" anniversary. It complicated the national narra-
tive, providing “wrinkles” to a broader and simpler national story.
It provided a more detailed reflection of the past, with more of
the experience of average and ordinary individuals. Sometimes
state history showed that American history could have turned
out differently. The coal mining town of Buxton, Iowa provided
far greater opportunity for African Americans than elsewhere in
the United States. Segregation and discrimination did not define
Black life in Buxton as it did in the rest of the country. “The state
story provides a varied and nuanced picture,” as in Buxton, Riney-
Kehrberg argued. State history provided new angles to view the
American story.?

One cannot write about Iowa without mentioning Iowa’s
most important historian: Dorothy Schwieder. She wrote many
important books on the state, on topics as diverse as Buxton, the
Amish, and coal mining. Schwieder taught Iowa history for more
than 30 years at Iowa State University and wrote the fundamen-
tal text on the state in 1996, Iowa: The Middle Land.> Schwieder
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history education program—I was a teacher in California before earning my
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portrayed Iowa as a place of moderation, without great extremes
of wealth or poverty. It had a mix of industry and agriculture, full
of a variety of people and religions. Iowa’s very location—in the
heart of the United States and at the transition point between the
forested, wetter east and the drier grasslands of the Plains—sup-
ported her arguments about the state’s political, social, cultural,
economic, and geographic middleness.*

Schwieder wrote lowa: The Middle Land almost 30 years ago—
in a very different time from today. The twenty-first century has
been incredibly difficult. The COVID pandemic brought us our
greatest public health crisis since the 1918 flu. Global warming
poses incredible risks to our world. This century has had the
worst economic downturn since the Great Depression, a terrible
terrorist attack on the United States, and long and fruitless wars.
Economic decline, rising economic inequality, and political po-
larization have contributed to poisonous battles over immigration
and identity. Americans don't just fight over what our elected rep-
resentatives should do. Nowadays we fight over whether we
should have a democratically elected government.

The optimistic, post-Cold War world that Schwieder lived in
seems very distant. The challenging new world of the twenty-
tirst century influenced A New History of lowa.> There is a focus in
the book upon economic development, disease, warfare and the
home front, immigration, cultural diversity, the challenges of
farming and rural life, the environment, and other themes that
are key to understanding the world we live in today. Not every
issue is covered in detail and some topics were left out, as these
four essays point out. But I believe that I have written a readable

Ph.D.—not just teach Iowa history. Thus, I ended up doing two things most
historians dislike—teacher education and state history. Fortunately, I enjoy
both.
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5. It was originally titled A Brief History of Iowa, but it grew too lengthy for this
name. I considered Another History of lowa for ten minutes, but instead chose A
New History of lowa, in homage to Leland Sage’s A History of Iowa.
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survey that reflects the experience of Iowa’s many people and
tied that story to midwestern and American history. The book
uses more than 1,000 sources, with more than one-third of them
being primary sources, including newspapers, memoirs, letters,
and diaries. Hundreds of these sources have never been used be-
fore to write a history of Iowa.®

Reviewers made many excellent points, noting both the
strengths of A New History of lowa and its weaknesses. (At least
they didn’t say it was too long.) Lori Witt directly notes one of
the problems of writing a one-volume history: there isn’t much
space to spare. “He touches on almost every aspect of Iowa his-
tory, at times barely pausing to transition between topics; readers
simply have to keep up.” In the final chapter on the twenty-first
century many topics crowd in. “The last chapter reads as almost
a race to the finish,” she notes. This is a blunt, but true observa-
tion, especially for 2020—a year when the state was hit with
COVID, a derecho, a recession, state and federal elections, and
BLM protests. History seemed to accelerate, crowding in more
topics, as I tried to finish the manuscript. Witt also notes the lack
of a conclusion for the book. The story terminates at the end of
2020, “as the arrival of vaccines and falling infection rates bred
hope for a return to a more normal life in the state,” I wrote. The
story ends with this sentence—without a conclusion—because I
thought it was unnecessary. The last paragraph of this chapter
was a brief summary of the first 21 years of the twenty-first cen-
tury. I can see the value of a conclusion. But I am not sure how to
explain where Iowa is heading—generally more conservative po-
litically, with increasing urbanization, and complex environmen-
tal challenges. This seemed too obvious to emphasize, as the
ideas were highlighted in the last chapter of the book. James H.
Madison was braver, or possibly more clear-eyed, than I was. His
last chapter in Hoosiers: A New History of Indiana (yes, Madison’s

6. Leland Sage, A History of lowa (Ames, 1974). For a bibliography, see the au-
thor’s faculty page at https:/ /history.iastate.edu/directory /jeff-bremer/. For
more on the many crises of the early twenty-first century, see Thomas Homer-
Dixon, “Why so much is going wrong at the same time,” Vox, 10/18/2023,
https:/ /www.vox.com/future-perfect /23920997 / polycrisis-climate-pan-
demic-population-connectivity.
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book deeply influenced mine, from its title to chapter organiza-
tion) was entitled “Some Thoughts on Twenty-First Century
Hoosiers.””

Andrew Offenburger, like Lori Witt, has many astute obser-
vations on the potential and pitfalls of state history. He is also
correct in noting the limitations of state history, writing, quite
correctly, that the book “rarely has the time or space to draw out
larger, complex interpretative answers.” Such analysis is rarely
part of a state history, which has a long list of boxes to tick. A New
History of Iowa does not break any new methodological ground, as
he notes. But it is less white- and settler-centric than he argues. Of-
fenburger writes that chapter three, on the Iowa frontier, includes
few voices from cultural minorities. This is true for chapter three.
But every other chapter is full of diverse stories, especially the
other four chapters in the first part of the book. (Chapter two, on
Iowa Territory, is full of nonwhite perspectives.) Offenburger’s sug-
gestions for a more transnational and transregional interpretation
are appreciated but given the literal boundaries of state history, the
potential to explore such topics is limited.

Ashley Howard notes the book’s broader, more complex, and
inclusive history while pointing out the boundaries of its explan-
atory power. While often forthright, the analysis in A New History
of Iowa is not always detailed. This cannot be denied and is a re-
sult of compressing decades of history into one chapter. It is also
the problem of an underdeveloped state historiography and a
lack of attention that has been given to minority groups in the
state. Like Offenburger, she suggests innovative new approaches
to writing about state history. Howard suggests putting existing
stories in conversation with each other. Poweshiek County,
named for a Meskwaki leader who was deported from the state
with his people, saw an anti-abolitionist riot in 1860, cross burn-
ings in the 1920s, and the murder of a Black man in 2020. I urge
Dr. Howard to write this comprehensive story, so that it can be
employed in writing the next history of this state.

7. Jeff Bremer, A New History of lowa (Lawrence, 2023), 342; Madison, Hoosiers,
332-38.
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A New History of lowa suffers from the same limitations as
other state histories. Since it tries to cover a large variety of topics
over several centuries, reviewing a lot of time and space, there
isn’t room for everything. Plenty of topics get left out or don’t get
enough attention, ranging from women’s sports to the ERA. Re-
becca Conard notes in detail the limits of the survey of environ-
mental history in A New History of lowa. Reclamation and
reforestation don’t get any attention in the book; state parks and
Ding Darling only receive a paragraph each. Fortunately, she
writes that I wrote a better, more complete story in the final chap-
ters. Iowa’s environment receives less treatment than other themes
such as immigration in much of the book. A state history is a bro-
ken and episodic story, with a paragraph on a topic here, a para-
graph three chapters later, and a sentence to connect the two
points. The tagline from the movie “Alien” said “in space no one
can hear you scream.” When writing a state history, you are al-
ways screaming for more space, judging what to cut, what to
edit, whose story to include, and whose to eliminate.®

Unfortunately, Iowa history is rarely taught to the state’s col-
lege students. I teach it online at ISU, to an increasingly shrinking
audience, usually once or twice a year, often in the summer. An
occasional class on Iowa is taught at UNI, where its longtime in-
structor has retired. Sometimes a course, “Iowa and the Mid-
west,” is taught at the University of Iowa. Iowa history is also
taught at several of the state’s private universities, such as Wart-
burg College, Waldorf University, and Simpson College. An in-
structor at Des Moines Area Community College also teaches
several sections each year. At least one other community college,
Iowa Lakes Community College, teaches the class online. But it
seems nearly absent in most of the state’s two-year schools and
in most four-year institutions in the state. This is not an exhaus-
tive list though. It was gathered in late October 2023 by survey-
ing online class catalogs across lowa for the 2023-2024 academic

8. Alan Dean Foster, Alien: The Official Movie Novelization (London, 2014). As of
April 17,2024, Foster’s book was selling much better than A New History of Iowa.
The book is 25,000 words beyond the length allocated in the book contract. The
University Press of Kansas graciously allowed me to keep the manuscript intact
despite its size.
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year. But it is likely that only about 400 students a year take an
Iowa history class in college. (Most courses that I found online
listed class sizes from 24 to 35 students. And, like most history
classes today, they were not always full.) I don’t think anyone
teaches Iowa history in high school as an independent course.
The subject also probably receives limited attention in elemen-
tary school classes, with social studies often crowded out by a
focus on English and math.’

Recent events have highlighted the importance of Iowa’s his-
tory. You can only understand the world you live in by knowing
the past. (Yes, this is unoriginal and banal but that doesn’t mean
it is not true.) Understanding the state’s increasing environmen-
tal dangers and the weakening of Iowa’s public schools requires
a knowledge of Iowa’s history. Agriculture has helped pollute
Iowa’s soil, water, and air. The state had the fastest growing rates
of new cancer in the U.S. in recent years, with the second highest
rates overall. Jowa was a “bath of ag chemicals: herbicides, pes-
ticides, fertilizers, nitrates,” a Des Moines oncologist said. Ni-
trates contributed to colon cancer; farmers had a higher rate of
prostate cancer; those who used herbicides had increased risks of
lung, liver, and prostate cancer. Political battles over funding and
curriculum have also eroded Iowa’s strong public schools. Fund-
ing is below the national average and reading scores declined
throughout most of the twenty-first century. Public funding will
be directed to private schools, which some believe threatens a
successful public education system with some of the highest high
school graduation rates in the country."

9. For an overview of Iowa’s K-12 standards, see “Iowa Social Studies Stand-
ards” at https:/ /history.iowa.gov/sites/default/files /history-education-pss-
socialstudiesstandards.pdf.pdf; Sarah Schwartz, “Social Studies and Science
Get Short Shrift in Elementary Schools. Why That Matters,” Education Week,
2/27/2024, https:/ /www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/social-studies-and-
science-get-short-shrift-in-elementary-schools-why-that-matters /2024 /02.

10. Erin Jordan, “Cancer in Iowa: What role does agriculture play in Iowa’s high
cancer rates?” Cedar Rapids Gazette, 3/24/2024, https://www.thega-
zette.com/agriculture/cancer-in-iowa-what-role-does-agriculture-play-in-io-

was-high-cancer-rates/; Rekha Basu, “Opinion: Your tax dollars for their
private school? More and more states are saying yes,” Los Angeles Times,
2/12/2023, https:/ /www latimes.com/opinion/story/2023-02-12 /school-
vouchers-private-public-school-iowa-kim-reynolds-lgbtg-parental-rights; Art
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These responses are wonderfully useful. If I should live long
enough to write a second edition of this book, I will gladly con-
sider all these suggestions for revision. Maybe I will feel that I
understand the state enough to add a conclusion. I will expand
my coverage of environmental history. Maybe I will be able to
find a way to make it more transnational in scope. I will also look
for more ways to drill deeper into local history to help explain
Iowa’s complex racial past.

James H. Madison wrote his first history of his home state,
The Indiana Way, in 1986. He published a completely new history,
Hoosiers: A New History of Indiana, 28 years later in 2014. In 28
years, I will be in my early 80s. I may not get to write a totally
new history of Iowa. But maybe Andrew Offenburger or Ashley
Howard can. It is a thankless task, and I wonder if I should have
written something less ambitious. But at least I had an issue of
Annals of lowa dedicated to my book—my career is all downbhill
from here. Every generation writes its own history, influenced by
the time it lives in. I hope to be around to read the next history of
Iowa. And I would be glad to make a few comments.

Cullen, “Right-wing groups harm Iowa’s ‘Foundation in Education,” Storm
Lake Times, 6/23/2023. For reading scores see nationsreportcard.gov. For more
on Jowa’s environmental problems see Chris Jones, The Swine Republic: Struggles
with the Truth about Agriculture and Water Quality (Des Moines, 2023).
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