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by Robert R. Dykstra

hundred and fifty years ago the people of lowa
knew they lived In "interesting times," that the
eyes of America were upon them.
The Mississippi & Missourl Railroad had
laid track into the Hawkeye State in 1855, only
A Jkto pause indefinitely in lowa City. As at any
frontier railhead, the need to off-load westbound travel-
ers and cargo, then crowd everything into wagon trans-
portation, Inflated prices and triggered a wild whirlwind
of speculation In horses, groceries, warehousing, and
building sites. The New York Tribune's Horace Greeley,
antebellum America's most respected journalist, wearily
climbed down off the train, looked lowa City over, and
reported to the nation that "almost every one here who
Isn't getting drunk Is getting rich."

But an Issue of far more conseguence than the price
of stallions and corner-lots swirled through the streets of
lowa's capital. To the west, American slavery had begun
to embrace its doom. All lowans, whether they liked it
or not, found themselves caught up In the great political
slide into civil war.

In May of 1856 a savage little prequel to the nation's
Impending crisis flared up In Kansas Territory, where

Armed Free State volunteers and emigrant parties de-
trained in lowa City and crossed southern lowa iInto
Kansas Territory, bypassing proslavery vigilantes in Mis-
souri. Here, within an elegant daguerreotype frame, is an
extremely rare image of a Free State battery, 1856.
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proslavery and "free state” paramilitaries jockeyed for
supremacy. Since Missourl, a slave state, was support-
Ing the proslavery militias In Kansas, near-neighbor
lowa became a conduit for hundreds of free state fight-
ers and their equipment—including almost 2,000 guns
Illegally smuggled out of the state arsenal in lowa City.
Volunteers arrived there by train, rendezvoused, orga-
nized themselves, then set off toward Kansas afoot or
on horseback.

To supervise the recruits and funds raised back In
New England a few of the
biggest names In the anti-
slavery cause detrained In o A STATE PEUOCRAT, iRt
lowa City: Rev. Thomas
Wentworth Higginson, Dr.
Samuel Gridley Howe,
young Frank B Sanborn.
Other free state celebri-
ties arrived from the other
direction, from the war
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slipped out of Kansas with a price on his head. "Cap-
tain” John Brown rode through lowa City, then located
his new military headquarters among the abolitionist
Quakers near West Branch, knowing they would keep
his presence a secret. There he began training his most
trusted associates (four of them lowans) for an attempt
to foment a great slave uprising at Harpers Fermy,
Virginia.

It was, of course, a breathtakingly fatal miscal-
culation. But John Brown's martyrdom in 1859 did
accomplish his transcen-
dent purpose. The raid
on Harpers Ferry pow-
ered America to the very
threshold of the Ciwvil
War—a war that ended
with the death of chattel
slavery.
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zone lItself, among them in<ss e Kille
the flamboyant free state o

militia leader Jim Lane,
whose "' Lane Trail” across
thinly populated southern
lowa became the supply
route and line of commu-
nications between Kansas
and lowa Gity, with sup-
port groups along the way.

Not until autumn did u
}he United States Army vJA M E S
inally intervene to stop |
the fighting, and Kansas B
simmered down.

Months before the
presidential vote of 18%6
it was clear that "Bleed-
Ing Kansas" had driven lo-
wans into the arms of the
nation's newly formed
Republican Party, which opposed slavery's spread into
the West. "lowa Is more deeply Interested than any
other State in saving Kansas from the grip of the Slave
power," reported William Penn Clarke, a prominent
lowa City activist. Dr. Howe, writing back to Boston
from Jim Lane's forward supply base at Quincy in Ad-
ams County, agreed. "The people of lowa are all in a
blaze of indignation," he wrote. He predicted a great
victory here for the new party. And so It proved.

The month before the November presidential elec-
tion the most die-hard antislavery guerrilla of them all
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While Men™ Democratic Ticket.
FOB PRESIDENT

BUCHANAN,

OF PENNSYLVANIA.
FOB VICE PRESIDENT,

BRECKINRIDGE,
Davenport’s Daily lowa State Democrat pub-

lished this blatantly racist ad for the “White
Men’s” ticket right before Election Day, 1856.

Illooil> Figlil* in Kmmiv Negro 1Ufunlily, ami

t's no surprise, then,

that even before the

firing on Fort Sum-

ter in 1861, reflective

lowans felt the press

of world-historical
events, felt themselves liv-
Ing In"'heroic" times. This
prompted them to think
seriously about preserving
their collective memo-
ries of the pioneer past,
before it was too late, by
officially archiving them
In a state historical soci-
ety. lowa City's Samuel
Kirkwood, destined to
lead the Hawkeye State
through the first years of
the Civil War as gover-
nor, was the idea's presiding genius in the legislature.
He stiffed a demand that the proposed historical soci-
ety be located in Burlington, or that it move west when
the seat of government shifted from lowa City to Des
Moines In 185/. He did so by tying It institutionally
to the fledgling University of lowa, then successfully
fought off efforts to move the university, too. The up-
shot was that on January 28,1857, In the statehouse In
lowa City (today called Old Capitol), Governor James
Grimes signed a bill, Senate File 77, establishing a pub-
licly funded State Historical Society of lowa.



But that late January day had not yet ended. Else-
where In the stately limestone building, delegates
called together to write a new state constitution vot-
ed on a resolution brimming with portents. They In-
structed their Committee on Education and School
LLands to consider "making provision for the education
of the children of blacks and mulattoes." John Parvin,
the delegate offering this successful resolution, hailed
from Muscatine. In his desk was a petition he would
spring on his fellow delegates within a few days.

The petition had originated In a recent meeting at
Muscatine's African American church. Its black signa-
tories strongly objected to the exclusion of black chil-
dren from lowa's publicly funded schools. And, while
they were at It, they also demanded political equality
with whites, the vote and "all the [other] rights and
privileges of citizenship."

Muscatine's black community provided lowa's most

dynamic expressions of black agency. Its story began
with the Mathews clan, newly freed slaves brought
from Maryland by their former owner as sawmill
workers. Afew years later the figure destined to be the
state's foremost black activist, Pennsylvania-born Al-
exander Clark, arrived In
Muscatine as a teenager.
Within a decade he had
expanded from barbering
Into real estate and other
successful local ventures.

In 1848, in a show of
solidarity with similar com
munities /lacross the north-
ern states, Muscatine's blacks
began celebrating West
Indian Emancipation Day
each August as an Ironic
protest against the contin-
ued existence of slavery
In the United States. In
1851 they built an African
Methodist Episcopal church,
one of the very first established anywhere In the trans-
Mississippl V\est.

Four years later they addressed their first petition
to the lowa legislature, asking relief from an unjust
abridgement of their civil liberties. In 1856 they peti-
tioned the General Assembly a second time, again ask-
Ing for the repeal of discriminatory legislation. By then
they had persuaded many of their white friends and
well-wishers to join In; the document, organized by
Alexander Clark, carried the names of 122 Muscatine
males, white as well as black. In 1857, as noted, they

petitioned again, with 129 Muscatine whites sending
along a parallel petition. The first name on the white
petition Is that of the immigrant Irishman Henry
O'Connor, who would become an outspoken advocate
of black citizenship well into the postwar era.

With strong support from the larger community,
Muscatine's African Americans gained a persuasive
voice In the coming discourse about the civil equality
of blacks, the question of African American equality be-
fore the law. Nationally, this was a key "wedge issue,"
an ancillary to the slavery question that would divide
white America long after slavery ceased to exist.

n a humid August day in 185/, with rain pre-
dicted, some 80,000 white male lowans went
to the polls to decide whether to extend voting
rights (thus full citizenship) to black lowans.
A crushing majority—a super-landslide, 85
percent—said No.

That 1857 outcome hardly needs explanation. At-
titudes toward slavery aside, the Midwest in the middle

of the 19th century was no-
toriously racist, antebellum
lowa arguably the most
racist of all. In fact, it may
well have been the most
racist state In the Union
outside the South.
lowa's 1838/39 "black
code," as It was called, reads
like that of a slave state.
It banned Interracial mar-
riage, forced black resl-
dents to post bond for good
behavior, disallowed black
testimony In litigation In-
volving whites, excluded
black children from the
public schools, excluded
people of color from welfare benefits, from practicing
law, from being counted In state censuses, from being
considered In legislative apportionment, from serving
In the militia, from sitting in the legislature, and—most
Important of all—from voting.

And then there are the "onlys,"” "firsts,” and
"worsts. In the 1840s lowa was the only free state
whose legislators refused to support the Wilmot Pro-
VISO, a congressional measure that would have banned
slavery from the West. In 1850 it was the only free state
whose U.S. senators both voted for the notorious Fugi-
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tive Slave Law, which forced northerners to collaborate
In catching runaways from the South. In 1851 it was
the first state to pass an act forbidding entry to African
American migrants. Then its 1857 vote came within a
half percentage point of being the worst referendum
defeat for equal rights on record.

rom 185/, flash forward eleven years to a chilly

November day In 1868. By then almost all of

lowa's black code restrictions had gone by the

board. But African American men still did not

have that ultimate badge of citizenship: the

right to vote. An 1868 ballot proposition aimed
to grant it. Over 200,000 white male lowans cast bal-
lots on the question. This time a solid majority—b57/
percent—said Yes. Not bad: from 15 percent Yes to 5/
percent Yes In little over a decade.

Though not many today realize it (including most
lowans), the Hawkeye State's 1868 equal suffrage ref-
erendum Is an extraordinary event in the history of race
relations in America.

No, there was nothing
new and different about
holding referendums on
equal rights. Various
free states and territories
held about two dozen
such  referendums In
the years before the Fif-
teenth Amendment to the
United States Constitu-
tion banned whiteness
as a voting qualification.

But what makes lowa's

two black suffrage votes

unique Is that while its

1857 referendum was one

of the worst defeats on re-

cord, the 1868 proposition

was the only success any-

where Iin open political combat, In a straightforward
popular vote.

What requires explanation is that 1868 victory for
civil rights. Maybe it was just a fluke? No way. It was
an odditv, but It was no accident. lowa became almost
uniguely "liberal™ In the aftermath of the Civil War. In
1867 1t was the second state in the Union to desegre-
gate public schools, second only to progressive Mas-
sachusetts. In 1873 lowa's Supreme Court struck down
segregated public accommodations. In so doing it em-
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ployed a definition of racial equality far in advance of
Its time. In 1880 lowans for a third time voted on an
equal rights question, this time on opening the legis-
lature to African Americans. That proposition won by
63 percent—the largest majority ever recorded for any
19th-century equal rights proposition.

Well, everybody says, lowa probably had few
black residents. That's true; as late as 1880 black lo-
wans totaled less than 1 percent of the population.
But so what? No northern state save New Jersey had a
black population of as much as 3 percent. Besides, the
tiny percentage of lowa's blacks in 1857 was about the
same as It was In 1868—so that can't account for the
vastly different white voting behavior.

The 1857 outcome came to be reversed by the 1868
outcome mainly, it seems to me, because of four fac-
tors. The first factor was the lethal impact of the Civil
War. Virtually half the white population of military age
In lowa donned blue uniforms and went south to fight
for the Union.

With them went lowa's own black regiment, the
60th U.S. Colored Infantry, its battle flag sewn by the

black women of Musca-
tine and Keokuk. All its
officers, In accord with
War Department policy,
were white, but Its top en-
listed man, Its sergeant-
major, would have been
Alex Clark. But the mili-
tary doctors refused him
because of a bad leg.

In all, of the 76,000 lo-
wans who left home near-
ly one-fifth never came
back. A larger proportion
of lowa servicemen met
death than did the fight-
Ing men of most loyal
states. Although hard to
measure, It seems clear
that few lowans were In

any mood to indulge the defeated South In its impulse
to continue slavery under some other name. And that
the state's own black community had contributed a
fighting regiment to the cause spoke eloquently to the
Issue of African American citizenship.

The second factor was that lowa's early Republi-
cans "had the right stuff." As a preliminary note, to
understand the political context of the time, the most
Important thing to know Is that in the last 150 years the
two major political parties have switched positions.




Until the mid-20th century, it was the Democrats who
were the economic conservatives, freaks about local
control, hostile to equal rights. In contrast, it was the
Republicans who were development-minded, champi-
ons of social reform, unafraid of big government.
But the politics of race changed all that. Franklin
Roosevelt's New Deal of
the 1930s, which began
paying attention to black
poverty and to some civil
rights demands, detached
African Americans from
their traditional loyalty
to the party of Abraham
Lincoln and moved them
Into the Democratic Party.
After World War 1l the
Democrats embraced the
broad-based civil rights
movement that climaxed
In the 1960s, thereby chas-
Ing white southerners out
of their party. Since then
the socially conservative
"solid South" has been
not Democratic, but Republican. And as the South
goes, so goes the Grand Old Party.
In lowa In those days virtually no support for so-
cial justice ever came from the state's Democratic Party
and Its in-your-face racism.

he third factor was that the Republicans carried

the election of 1865. During the Civil War's fi-

nal months the question of black voting rights

stirred America. It was widely acknowledged

that the ex-slaves of the South would have to

be politically empowered so as to protect them-
selves from some form of re-enslavement. Yet, Repub-
licans asked themselves, how could black suffrage be
honestly forced on the South when several northern
states didn't allow African Americans to vote?

Here was a dilemma. Pushing for black enfran-
chisement in the North would very likely cause a white
backlash and huge Republican losses. Most everywhere
the party of Lincoln pushed the panic button. In some
northern states, moreover, top Republicans were prov-
INng as negative on black citizenship as Democrats. In
Ohio, for example, the leading Republican candidate
for governor said he'd simply reject the nomination
should his party dare include an equal suffrage plank

In its platform. And he sent his campaign manager to
see that It never happened. It didn't. He got elected.
And black citizenship in Ohio never had much of a
chance In the early postwar years.

In lowa the issue took a much different turn. In
1865 Edward Russell, a British-born Davenport edi-
tor, a Radical, forced his
party to face the issue
head on. Two months
after Lee's surrender the
Republicans held their
state convention. Nearly
700 of them met In Des
Moines, probably the
largest public gathering
In the history of the state
at that time. Russell, a
delegate, got on the plat-
form committee. But he
found the committee
majority deathly afraid
of straightforwardly en-
dorsing equal rights. So
he offered an amend-
ment to the platform
from the convention floor: "we are In favor of amend-
Ing the Constitution of our State by striking out the
word ‘white' In the article on suffrage.”

This set off an uproar. Several delegates urged
Russell to withdraw his motion. He refused. In the
ensuing debate, two lowa congressmen, the highest-
ranking pols there Iin Des Moines that day, faced off on
the Russell amendment.

Josiah Grinnell spoke for the fearful. Grinnell was
born and raised in New England, a clergyman, lawyer,
and gentleman farmer. In the 1850s he came west and
became one of lowa's most respected antislavery activ-
Ists. Elected to the wartime Congress, he was the only
consistent Radical among lowa's U.S. senators and
representatives. As such he urged that southern blacks
be granted the vote.

But when 1t came to his own state, Grinnell was
what psychologist Robert Merton terms a "nonpreju-
diced discriminator'—that Is, despite an apparent lack
of prejudiced feelings, he supported racial discrimina-
tion for contingent reasons. He was, In other words,
not exactly a profile in courage.

Grinnell said he opposed Russell's amendment not
from a belief in black inferiority but because, If passed,
the Democrats would respond by playing the race card.

That would surely cost the Republicans the upcoming
gubernatorial election.

Josiah Grinnell

Hefeared that
the Democrats
would play
the race card.
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Grinnell's congressional colleague, Hiram Price,
then jumped to his feet. Born a Pennsylvania farm
boy, Price was now a wealthy, highly respected banker
and railroad capitalist in Davenport. Like so many of
lowa's best Radicals, he was a converted Democrat.
At the convention he served with Russell in the Scott
County delegation. His colleagues' treatment of Rus-
sell fired him up.

Price unleashed ferocious off-the-cuff remarks that,
as one conventioneer put Iit, "poured forth in a torrent
of righteous indignation." The speech was short and
to the point: "The Republican party Is strong enough
to dare to do right, and cannot afford now, or at any
other time, to shirk a duty. The colored men, North and
South, were loyal and true to the Government In the
days of its greatest peril. There was not a rebel or a trali-
tor to be found among them. They ask the privilege of
citizenship now that slavery has been forever banished
from our country.

"Why should the great

freedom-loving State of
lowa longer deny them
this right? Not one reason
can be given that has not
been used to bolster up
slavery for the past hun-
dred years. The war just
closed has swept that rel-
Ic of barbarism from our
land; let the Republican
party have the courage to
do justice.

"I have no fear of
the result in a contest of
this kind. We shall carry
the election and have the
satisfaction of wiping
out the last vestige of the
black code that has long been a disgrace to our State."

Recalled an awestruck witness, "The timid del-
egates were shamed into silence." As another phrased
I ""'The Convention . . . being unwilling to stand com-
mitted even In appearance against the principle of
negro suffrage, adopted the amendment by a large ma-
jority, and the universal expression of the delegates ...
was that inasmuch as the issue must be squarely met,
it might as well be met this year as next."

The conventioneers, as would be said today, front-
loaded the unexpected issue into gubernatorial politics.
Surprised Republican voters across the state suddenly
learned of the issue within the next few days from their
newspapers.
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It had been a brave—if impetuous—action. But
two months later political courage began to ebb when
the Democrats fielded what one of them proudly
called a "white man's ticket." They designed It to ap-
peal to racists of both parties, especially demobilized
soldiers, whose experiences in the South led them—or
at least some so thought—to be especially hostile to
racial equality.

Thus was born lowa's short-lived "Union Anti-
Negro Suffrage Party." Its nominee for governor was,
of course, an outspoken white supremacist, Colonel
Thomas Hart Benton, Jr., a nephew of the famous
Democratic U.S. senator from Missouri.

But lowa's Republican candidate, running for
a second term, was a remarkable man who deserves
far more honor than he's ever been given. Like Price
he was a converted Democrat; like Price and Grinnell
he'd helped found the state's Republican Party. Colo-

nel William Stone then
fought gallantly In the
Civil War, returning home
a badly wounded survi-
vor of General Ulysses
Grant's vast frontal as-
sault on Vicksburg. Stone,
who had stared directly
Into the face of death, was
not about to run scared.
Neither was another
military hero, Marcellus
Crocker, who came out
of the war as lowa's most
prestigious fighting gen-
eral. Before tragically dy-
Ing of tuberculosis that
summer General Crocker
urged that Stone be ag-
gressive: "WWe must meet
this question,” he forcefully advised, ". . . In such a
manner as will Insure the Right to prevail; and the
sooner we do it, and the bolder we do It, the better."

Governor Stone complied. In his campaign he
candidly admitted that he used to be a racial conser-
vative. "l was so conservative," he said, "[that] | did
not endorse Lincoln's preparatory proclamation of
emancipation as heartily as many did ... although by
the time when he issued the final proclamation 1was
fully prepared to sustain it." He had also been, as a
conservative, against putting African Americans Into
uniform, as many Radicals urged. But it had been or-
dered. Now he believed that "if they would take out
of the war what the black men had done ... as guides,




teamsters, mechanics, laborers, and soldiers, the war
would still be raging."

Stone admitted that he had doubted the wisdom
of Ed Russell's amendment. Yet it was afait accompli
and within two weeks he had embraced the challenge
It posed. He had also voted against black suffrage back
In 185/, he said, but he'd
since changed his mind.

Stone then discovered
how effectively America's
cherished 1deals could be
harnessed to equal rights.
In a campaign face-off he
cornered his racist op-
ponent Into objecting to
the phrase "all men are
equal before the law."
"Well," said Stone, "this
IS the first time | ever
heard an American Citi-
zen state that he did not
believe In the equality of
all men before the law."
The audience exploded In
applause.

IOWA STATE REGISTER m il 1865

try it.” Cot.. B—t-n.

wenty years earli-
er, only the far-left
"antislavery con-
stitutionalists," as
historians  know
them, had argued
that the Founding Fathers
had been deliberately
abolitionist. Now that
Idea became the common
currency of Stone's dis-
course. "1 say that we [Re-
publicans] carried out the
spirit of the Declaration
of Independence,” Stone said, again to applause, "In
that resolution, when we said that ‘all men were equal
before the law.' We stand where Madison and Franklin
and Jefferson stood, when we asserted that 'all men are
equal before the law." We stand where stood the fram-
ers of the federal Constitution and where the men stood
who fought the battles of the Revolution 1 tell you this
principle that all men are equal, comes from the Al-
mighty God Himself, and it must and will prevail."
Governor Stone won reelection with a comfort-
able 56 percent of the vote. Reflected a Sioux City edi-

“Thisis d mighty small plank to attempt to
swim np Salt River on, but as it is all there is
left of the Old Democratic ship, I think I must

The 1owa State Register mocked the short-lived
Anti-Negro Suffrage Party in 1865 and its racist
candidate for governor, Thomas Hart Benton, Jr.

tor: "'Stone has been elected upon the 'negro suffrage'
platform . .. and therefore we may regard the popular
opinion of the State as expressed in favor of the exten-
sion of the rights of citizenship to the black man. The
contest Is passed, the victory won."

WEll, not quite. In states such as Ohio the question
of black citizenship could
go directly to voters in an
up-or-down referendum
once a legislative session
gave the go-ahead. Not
so In the Hawkeye State.
lowa required passage by
two successive sessions
before going to a referen-
dum vote.

Aided by three pe-
titions from Muscatine
(two black, one white),
Impartial suffrage carried
the 1866 legislature. Gov-
ernor Stone, retiring from
politics, then handed off
the Issue to a second lowa
\ ex-colonel who took com-
mand at the statehouse.
In his Inaugural speech
Governor Samuel Merrill,
echoing Stone's agenda,
addressed the Republican
rank-and-file. He ordered
them to ignore the recent
defeat of rights referen-
dums In Connecticut,
Ohio, Wisconsin, Minne-
sota, Kansas, and Colo-
rado. lowa, he said, must
neither "emulate their
cowardice nor share In
their dishonor." Strong
words indeed.

A newly elected legislature would again have to
approve the question. Once again Muscatine's civil
rights activists spoke up, prompting a meeting in Des
Moines—on Lincoln's birthday, pointedly enough—of
African American leaders and white supporters from
all over the state. Eloguent speeches by Alexander
Clark and Henry O'Connor, lowa's new attorney gen-
eral, preceded a petition addressed '""To the People of
lowa," penned by Clark and signed by the black con-
ventioneers. "We claim to be of that number compre-
hended In the Declaration of Independence,"” it said,

fr
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"and .. .entitled not only to life, but to equal rights In
the pursuit and securing of happiness and in the choice
of those who are to rule over us."

Finally, just before the November 1868 referendum,
word came from the late war's most famous living
celebrity, General Grant, the Republican presidential
nominee that year. As quoted by an interviewer, Grant
said he "hoped the people of lowa . . . would be the
first State to carry impartial suffrage through unfail-
Ingly." It had been defeated elsewhere, he said, "but
ne trusted that lowa, the
oright Radical star, would
proclaim by its action . . .
that the North Is consis-
tent with itself, and will-
Ing to voluntarily accept
what 1ts Congress had
made a necessity In the

SHSI (IOWA CITY)

South."

lowans, as already
explained, did as they
were told.

inally, the fourth

factor why the 1857

defeat of the black

suffrage vote was

reversed In 1868

was that white Americans can be induced to
"do the right thing."

It seems to me that this slice of lowa's political his-
tory reflects something very important about the un-
derlying nature of white racism in America. What It
Implies Is that most whites are not inherently preju-
diced about people of color, that racism Is something
other than bred In the bones, carried in the genes.

Interestingly enough, a generation of social scien-
tists agreed. In the mid-20th century they probed the
psychology of white racial attitudes and behavior.
What they discovered was that any statistically aver-
age white population will not test out as uniformly
prejudiced, but instead divide into three groups. About
15 percent will prove to be deep-seated racists, folks so
prejudiced that changing their behavior and attitudes
probably requires individual psychotherapy.

About 25 percent will prove to be committed egali-
tarians who will consistently support justice and equal-
Ity for nonwhites, no matter what the context.

That leaves the majority—about 60 percent. These
whites have no strong feelings one way or another,
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but will simply go along with the crowd. They'll be
racist or egalitarian depending on what they think Is
expected.

This 60 percent middle group has been labeled the
"conforming majority." Its behavior will be dictated
by the messages received from respected authority
figures.

As an excellent example, take Americans' attitudes
toward interracial marriage. As late as 1963 almost
half the states had laws on the books that forbade mar-

riage between blacks and
whites. And a solid two-

thirds of Americans fa-
vored such laws against
Interracial marriage. But
four years later the lofty
justices of the United States
Supreme Court struck down
all those laws. Polled again
on the issue, two-thirds
now agreed that people
should marry whomever
they wanted, Irrespec-
tive of race. That dra-

William Stone

Against equal

citizenship, he matic turnabout was not
later changed magic, Jjust basic social
his mind. psychology.

In 19th-century lowa,
men like Congressman
Price, Governors Stone
and Merrill, and General Ulysses Grant were, at least
among Republicans, enormously respected. When
they spoke, the Republican majority, the rank-and-file,
heard and obeyed. And nothing worked so wonder-
fully with this conforming majority, as Governor Stone
discovered, than reference to that most quoted line In
the Declaration of Independence: "all men are created
equal." Never mind that its author was a slave-owner;
his words possessed a majestic life of their own, reso-
nating through the 19th century as sacred gospel, as
literally the truth. Indeed, they became the ideological
basis of the antislavery crusade and the 20th-century
civil rights movement.

But, noted the psychologists, the best way to bring
white behavior into line with egalitarian principles is
simply to spring a new policy on the conforming ma-
jority without warning. At first there Is anger, surprise,
and grumbling, but the 60 percent soon comes around,
falls into line, gets with the program. General Crocker
Intuitively sensed this truth when he wrote (as quoted
earlier): "We must meet this question ... and the sooner
we do It, and the bolder we do iIt, the better."



Governor Stone was a conformed not a Radical or
a committed egalitarian. When Lincoln announced the
Emancipation Proclamation, Stone was against it. But
within three months he bought in. He had been against
enlisting black troops, but once the War Department
endorsed the idea Stone dutifully saluted. In 1857 he
had opposed equal citizenship, and when the 1865
convention passed the Russell amendment, he thought
It a big mistake. But within two weeks he was on the
team, ready to step up to the plate.

As with Stone, so also with thousands of lowa's
conforming Republicans. In 1857 they said No to black
suffrage—because the party bigwigs deemed it not
ready for prime time, and they said as much. Eleven
years later they voted Yes to black suffrage—because
the Republican bigwigs told them to do it.

The behavior of only a minority of these lowans (as
many as 25 percent?) rose from strongly held egalitar-
lan convictions. Instead, the political successes of 1865
and 1868 were primarily due to the conversion of the
conforming majority by the courage of leaders, by the
Impress of party loyalty and discipline, and by the fact
that lowans' racial prejudices were a little like the pro-
verbial Platte River: a mile wide and an inch deep, vis-
Ible but deceptively shallow.

uppose we may wonder "what might have been"

all America was lowa In the 1860s. As it hap-

ened, of course, equal rights lingered on as a bit-

er, even murderous Issue, especially (but by no

eans exclusively) In the old Confederate states,

where black subjection was thought as necessary

to the southern economy of the postwar as of the pre-

war years. In thousands of localities black civil equal-

ity did not finally materialize until a century after
slavery's demise.

Today the emblems of interracial progress are
plainly visible. Now we are seeing not the first genera-
tion of powerful African Americans, but the second. A
second U.S. Secretary of State Is black. A second U.S.
Supreme Court justice Is black. The second black gov-
ernor ever elected holds office in Boston. Nationwide,
93 percent of registered voters tell pollsters they would
support a qualified African American for president.
And the second black man ever to mount a plausible
campaign for the White House Is testing that propo-
sition. But . . . the black Ninth Ward of New Orleans
remains a pathetic wasteland. There are more African
American males In prison than in college. There are In-
ner-city schools where, as Barack Obama tells us, the

rats outnumber the classroom computers. All of these
facts remind us that some devastating combination of
race, poverty, and official negligence won't yield to a
simple up-or-down vote. There no longer seem to be
unequivocal policy fixes, as there were as late as the
1960s.

Still, it's always good—yperhaps It's even neces-
sary—to have positive examples to encourage us. And
the circumstances, the processes, and the strategies
that won frontier lowans to the civil equality of blacks
remind us that there are egalitarian precedents as well
as a racist tradition in America's past. [

Robert R Dykstra presented these remarks in the Old Capitol
In lona City on February 7, 2007, marking the sesquicenten-
nial of the State Historical Society of lona. They are excerpts

from his book Bright Radical Star: Black Freedom and

White Supremacy on the Hawkeye Frontier. A native lo-
wen and aformer professor ofhistory at the University of lone,
he Is emeritus professor of history and public policy at the State
University of New York at Albany.

NOTE ON SOURCES
For the full story of lowa's encounter with black civil equality, from the 1830s
through 1880, see Robert FlI Dykstra. Bright Radical Star: Black Freedom and
White Supremacy on the Hawkeye Frontier (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1993: paperback edition. Ames: lowa State University Press, 1997).The
book includes the first full history of lowa's antislavery movement, as well as
the only study so far published for any state of grass-roots voting support for
and against black civil equality. For another summary of some ofthe material
see Dykstra, "lowans and the Politics of Race in America, 1857-1880," in

lowa History Reader, ed. Marvin Bergman (Ames: lowa State University Press,
1996).
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