
We A reCommg, Fa7 erAh raham
Iowa Responds to the Call to Arms

by I im o tliy  W alcli

I
owa was weary of war by the winter of 1864. The 
Union had won great victories at Gettysburg and 
Vicksburg the previous summer, but still the rebel
lion dragged on. It seemed to many—particularly 

women who faced another planting season without 
their husbands and sons—that the conflict would nev
er end. Adding to the stress, more troops were needed. 
President Lincoln issued an urgent call to the states on 
February 1: meet your quota of soldiers by March or be 
subject to another draft.

How would Iowa respond? As it had done in the 
previous three years, Iowa rose to the occasion. "You 
shall have our quota without [a draft]," wrote Iowa 
Adjutant General Nathaniel Baker to the president. 
Quoting an 1862 recruiting song, he wrote: "We are 
coming, Father Abraham, with 500,000 more."

Baker's bombast aside, Iowa was exceptionally 
patriotic in responding to the cause of the Union over 
the entire course of the conflict. Year in and year out, 
Iowa met all but one of the quotas set by the War 
Department.

When war was first declared in April 1861, most 
states, including Iowa, quickly met their quotas for 90- 
day enlistments. Many of the first recruits expected the 
war to be a short-lived adventure.

Except for Iowans' willingness to serve, the state was 
hardly prepared to do its part when war was declared. 
There was no organized state militia in April 1861 and 
no formal means to organize volunteers. To be sure, there 
were a number of local militias in various cities and com
munities across the state, but these were little more than 
social clubs that practiced military drilling.

Iowa had plenty of plowshares, but hardly a sword 
had been forged.

And yet there was no denying the war fever that 
gripped the state even before the attack on Fort Sum
ter on April 14. In fact, there had been growing pres
sure on Governor Samuel Kirkwood and the General 
Assembly to organize a state militia in anticipation of 
conflict. As early as January, Kirkwood had received 
numerous letters from standing local militias such as 
the Dubuque City Guards and the Iowa City Dragoons 
offering to serve when the first Iowa regiment was or
ganized. The volume of mail, the press, and popular 
opinion convinced Kirkwood to take action. So it was 
no problem for the governor when only two days af
ter Fort Sumter he received a telegram from Secretary 
of War Simon Cameron calling on Iowa to organize a 
single regiment for "immediate service." Kirkwood re
sponded with enthusiasm; records show that the 1st 
Iowa Infantry totaled nearly a thousand men.

By the end of April, the governor was organiz
ing two more regiments. He boasted that "I can raise 
10,000 [recruits] in this State in twenty days." A week 
later, he asked Cameron, "How many more regiments 
will be required from Iowa and for how long? 1 am 
overwhelmed with applications."

That creation of the first Iowa regiment was symbol
ic, but the regiment saw only modest action. Although 
the 1st Iowa mustered into federal service on May 14, 
the regiment stayed in Keokuk doing little more than 
cooking and drilling for almost a month. Finally, on 
June 13, the regiment joined other regiments in Mis
souri, where it fought in the battle at Wilson's Creek on 
August 10, comporting itself with remarkable bravery. 
The regiment returned to Iowa after Wilson's Creek, 
having more than completed its 90 days of service.

Patriotic feelings remained high in Iowa throughout
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most of 1861, and Kirkwood had no problem finding 
men who were willing to serve. In several additional 
calls for volunteers that year, Kirkwood was asked to 
send some 19,000 troops; in response, he would send 
more than 22,000. "Our people are loyal, patriotic, and 
devoted," he wrote to the War Department. "Their 
hearts are with you in the national struggle."

The governor stoked the patriotism of Iowa's 
citizenry. On September 10, after overseeing the or
ganization of the 2nd through the 10th Iowa infantry 
regiments and the first three Iowa cavalry regiments, 
he again called for more recruits by invoking Iowans' 
loyalty to friends and relatives already in service. "It 
is your cause, as well as theirs, in which they are en
gaged," Kirkwood intoned. "It is the cause of govern
ment, of home, of country, of freedom, of humanity, 
of God himself." Within a month he was organizing 
the 11th and 12th Iowa infantry regiments and the 4th 
Iowa Cavalry.

But the number of potential Iowa recruits was 
quickly diminishing. The next three infantry regiments 
were made up of older men who had families and were 
ambivalent about leaving 
their homes and farms to 
defend the Union.

It seemed that the 
patriotism of Iowans 
was wearing thin by the 
end of 1861. It would 
not be as easy to fill fu
ture calls for more Iowa 
troops.

SHSI (IOWA CITY)

"our whole State appears to be volunteering__The com
panies are now coming into rendezvous as rapidly as I 
can furnish blankets for them."

By August, Iowa had organized no fewer than 18 
infantry regiments, nearly five cavalry regiments, and 
three artillery batteries since hostilities began. And it 
was not long before the state sent an additional 22 regi
ments. "Recruiting is going on in this State magnifi
cently," Adjutant General Baker had remarked. "I like 
a draft." What Baker meant is that he liked the threat 
of a draft.

Although used as a threat throughout the war, 
drafts were "not intended to be much more than a pres
sure to encourage volunteering," according to historian 
Leland Sage and many others. Because being drafted 
was often seen as a disgrace, and because draftees re
ceived no bounties, the likelihood of a draft spurred 
enlistments.

The draft law applied to all men between the ages 
of 20 and 45, including aliens planning to become citi
zens. Exemptions included the physically or mentally 
impaired, the only son of a widow or infirm parents, and

a widower with depen
dent children. "The law 
gave a draftee two op-

Wasiuxgto.v, I>. c . ,  1\ Al< DEPARTMENT, 
August 14, 10 A. M. 1862.

To Gov. K irkwood :

Your regiments will be accepted if f i l l e d  up this week 
as volunteers, but the proceedings for draft should be 
vigorously pushed forward to f i l l  up the old regiments 
even if not otherwise required.

EDWIN M. STANTON,
Secretary of War.

T
he burden of the 
war—not only in 
Iowa, but across 
the North—was 

evident in that the next 
year the War Department 
took over the responsibil
ity for organizing new regiments. This orderly, structured 
approach eventually led to the establishment of three 
more Iowa infantry regiments during 1862.

Kirkwood met the challenge with aplomb. "I now as
sure you," he wrote Lincoln, "that the State of Iowa will 
be found in the future as in the past prompt and ready to 
do her duty to the country in this time of sore trial. Our 
harvest is just upon us and we have scarcely men enough 
to save our crops, but if need be, our women can help." 
And later he wrote Secretary of War Edwin Stanton that

Under the repeated threat of a draft, Northern communi
ties pushed to fill their quotas. According to historian Rus
sell Johnson, “Fewer than 10 percent of Union soldiers were 
conscripts; adding draft substitutes, the number rises to just 
I 0.2 percent.”

tions: commutation by 
the payment of $300, or 
furnishing a substitute 
[often for $300]," Sage 
writes. "Many men used 
a simpler plan of evasion: 
on the day of enrollment 
they simply went visit
ing in distant parts."

Kirkwood was partic
ularly stymied and frus
trated by the difficulty of 
filling vacancies in stand
ing regiments, which had 
been depleted largely 
by disease. As in other 
states, however, men in 

Iowa preferred to enlist together with their friends and 
relatives in newly organized regiments rather than fill 
individual vacancies in existing units. But as historian 
James Jacobsen points out, filling vacancies was "a stra
tegic necessity, given that veteran regiments were far 
more efficient in integrating and training recruits than 
were green units."

The challenge to fill depleted standing regiments 
would resurface the next year. Kirkwood argued that 
new recruits would serve in regiments that had earned
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a reputation and under seasoned officers who knew 
how to take care of their men. As officers departed, 
opportunities for promotion would open up. But the 
problem continued throughout the war.

Throughout the spring and summer of 1863, 
six new Iowa units were authorized and organized. 
Among these units was the 1st Iowa African Infantry, 
which comprised approximately 800 Iowans of color; 
the officers were white. (A black soldier received no 
bounty until after 1863, when it was set at $10.)

K
irkwood and Baker worked diligently to
convince the War Department that the state 
had done more than its share. Except for the 
1st Iowa, all Iowa recruits were enlisted for 

terms of three years or until dismissed. Many other 
states enlisted their recruits for terms as short as 90 
days. Kirkwood and Baker argued that length of ser
vice, as well as the number of recruits, should be used 
to determine Iowa's quota.

The War Department agreed and calculated that 
Iowa had exceeded its quotas by nearly 14,000 men for 
all calls up to June. The number of additional men re
quired from Iowa that year was expected to be about 
12,600, leaving a credit of 1,281.

Then in October, Lincoln called for 300,000 more 
troops—well over 7,000 of these from Iowa. Iowa's 
credit would not begin to cover the quota. Baker ar
gued that Iowans in other states' regiments should be 
credited to Iowa, and reenlisted veterans should be 
counted. Once again, a draft in Iowa was averted.

William Stone, Iowa's new governor in 1864, was 
a decorated veteran of the Battle of Shiloh and former 
prisoner of war. He proclaimed that "the honored name 
(that] our brave boys, through years of toil and danger 
have won for our State must not be tarnished by us in 
the closing scenes of the war."

Service was a matter of personal honor for Stone, 
but was it for all Iowans? Concerned that some men 
in the state were shirking their duty, and with a new 
quota set to go into effect on March 1, 1864, Stone is
sued an order prohibiting any state resident from leav
ing Iowa before March 10. He wanted to make sure 
that all eligible men were available for duty—under 
pain of executive order.

Iowa did meet its adjusted quotas for March and 
May without any difficulty, but not in September. 
Baker, who had been excellent at forming new units, 
was overwhelmed by this call to arms in September. 
The credit surplus evaporated. Iowa answered the call

State of Iowa.

Adjutant General’s Office. ) 
C lin to n , A u g u st 19, 18$2. f

G E N E R A L  ORDERS, NUM BER 81.

T he  c lerks o f  th e  D is tr ic t C o u rts , u n d e r th e  law of
1801 e n title d  “  an  act to  am end th e  m ilit ia  law o f th e

S ta te  of Iow a,”  in th e  fo llow ing  nam ed  co u n tie s ,

have m ade re tu rn s  of th e  number o f persous liab le  to do

m ilita ry  d u ty  in  th e ir  re sp ec tiv e  co u n tie s  :

A dam s,.................................................................................  270
A llam akee^..........................................................................1.895
B e u to n ,............................................................................. „.1,489
B u ch an an ,........................................................................... 1.302
B oone ,..................................................................................  702
C alhoun , 1 to w n sh ip ,.....................................................  84
C ellar....................................................................................2 099
C hickasaw ,..........................................................................  701
C lay to n ,............................................................................... 3,30t>
C lark ...................................................................................... S8S
C lin to n ,................................................................................a ,280
C raw ford, 3 to w n sh ip s ,.................................................. SO
D elaw are ,.............................................................................1,770
Des M oines,........................................................................3.131
D e c a tu r ,............................................................................... 1,343
D ub u q u e ,.............................................................................4,421
F a y e tte ,.................................................. ............................1,971
F re m o n t,............................................................................  861
G reen e ................................................................................. 23s
G iu n d y ,...............................................................................  173
G u th r ie ,...............................................................................  517
H a rd in .................................................................................  711
H o w ard ,.................................................................    500
H u m b o ld t...........................................................................  <>4
Je lle rso n ,.............................................................................2,050
J o n e s ,................................................................................... 2.072
L ee,....................................................................................... 4.455
L in n ,......................................................................................2.82S
J .u cn s ,.................................................................................  94,'S
L o u isa .................................................................................. 1,599
M ahaska,..............................................................................2.779
M arion ,.................................................................................2,027
M itch e ll,..............................................................................  594
M ills.....................................................................................  51$
M o n ro e ,................................................................................1.420
M ontgom ery ,.....................................................................  238
M u sca tin e ,. . .  .................................................................2.248
l ’o lk ,................................................................................... 2.027
Pow esheik ......................................................................... 1.05s
P o tta w a tto m ie ,...............................................................  852
S co tt,................................................................................... 4,117
S to ry .....................................................................................  060
S h e lb y ,...............................................................................  90
Tamil,’ .................................................................................1.083
T ay lo r,.................................................................................  5«l
U n io n ...................................................................................  431
Van B u re n ,..................................   2.201
W arren ,.............................................................................. l 079
W rig h t,...............................................................................  115

The C lerks of th e  D is tr ic t C o u rts  in  th e  fol ow ing

co u n tie s  have m ade a r e tu rn  o f th e  names o f persons
liable to do m ilita ry  d u ty  in  th e  to w n sh ip s  in th e ir  re-
q  ective co u n tie s  :

B luckhaw k,........................................................................1,448
B en to n ,................................................................................1,439
B rem er,............................................. .................................  824
Cass ............   2*2
C a lh o u n , 1 to w n sh ip ,.................................................... 34
C edar............................  2,099
D allas,..................................................................................  S29
D avis,................................................................................... 2.105
Floy it....................................................................................  009
F ra n k lin ,........................................................................... 212
G ru n d y ,......................   17$
H e n ry ,.................................................................................2 725
H a m ilto n ,........................................................     240
I own,........................................................................  1,393
J o h n s o n ,..............................................................................2,091
.1 o n es ,.................................................................................. 2,072
L in n ...................................................................................... 2,828
M arsh a l l , ............................................................................ 1,015
M itche ll................................................................ .............  594
M onroe..........................   1.420
M u sca tin e ,........................................ ..............................2,28«)
l ’owesh iek .......................................... ..............................1,068
W rig h t,...................................      115
W a sh in g to n ,..................................................................... 2,224

1 d irec t tli *t th e  C lerks o f  th e  D is tr ic t C ourts  of C oun
ties n o t in la s t lis t send me lis t of names re tu rn e d  to 

them  by tfw n sh ip s , as liable to do m ilita ry  d u ty , and  

I d irec t t h a t  th e  C lerks of C oun ties w ho  have made 
no re tu rn  w hatever, m ake im m ed ia te  re tu rn s  to m e by 

Tow nships, of th e  names of men liab le  to  d o  m ilita ry  
du ty  u n d e r law s of th is  S ta te .

By o rd e r ot the C om m ander-in-chief,
N . B. BA K ER, 

A d ju tan t Gen. of Iowa.



*

In anticipation of a possible draft in February 1865, over 60 citizens of Center Township in Cedar County pledged money to 
fund bounties. Out of this pool of money, bounties would be paid to men who enlisted, thus helping fill the township’s quota 
without a draft. The average pledge was about $40 (several hundred dollars in today’s dollars). S H SU KW AO TY)

142 Icnva Heritage Illustrated



with about 4,000 soldiers; the majority of them were 
drafted.

Iowa's sense of service was not limitless.
This was also evident when Stone and other mid- 

western governors offered to recruit additional regi
ments to serve as something of a home guard. These 
soldiers were to be enlisted for 100 days to guard bor
ders, fortifications, and military installations. In Iowa, 
this duty would in
clude patrols along 
the Missouri border 
and guard duty at 
the Rock Island Arse
nal, among other as
signments. Once the 
president gave his ap
proval, Stone agreed 
to raise 10,000 men 
for this service by the 
end of April. "Iowa is 
all right," he assured 
the War Department.
"The 10,000 are com
ing rapidly. We intend to beat Illinois and Indiana." 
Stone was wrong. Even though the obligation was 
brief and the duty light, fewer than 5,000 Iowans vol
unteered for this supplementary home guard.

In December 1864 Lincoln issued what turned out 
to be a final call for men. Again Baker made a strong 
case that Iowa had more than fulfilled all of its obliga
tions and should be excused from raising additional 
troops. After "considerable correspondence, and near
ly a quarrel," the War Department accepted Baker's ar
gument. Enlistments did continue, however, and Iowa 
sent an additional 854 men in early 1865.

n April 29, 1865, the War Department ended 
its recruitment. The war was over. The nation 
had been preserved and slavery abolished.

As a state of not quite two decades, Iowa 
was proud of its contribution to the war. "Indeed, Io
wans came to believe that they had sent more men per 
capita to the Union army than had the citizens of any 
other loyal state," writes historian Robert R. Dykstra, 
who adds, "This happens to be wrong." Dykstra does 
note that "49 percent of Iowa's prewar white military- 
age population did take up arms, a record outclassed 
by only four other northern states."

There is no disputing that Iowans paid a terrible 
price. Dykstra records that "thirteen thousand Iowans—

19 percent of those who went off to war—never came 
home or returned only to die."

On January 23,1865, Governor Stone had assessed 
Iowa's service in an address to the state. "Among the 
first to rally in vindication of our insulted flag," he 
said, "your soldiers have been constantly in the front, 
performing the longest marches, participating in the 
severest battles, and bearing themselves on all occa

sions with the most 
conspicuous gallant
ry. Secure in the ad
miration of a grateful 
country, our state has 
won a high place in 
the pages of history."

Setting aside the 
florid language, Stone 
made an important 
point: national sendee 
required substantial 
sacrifice. Iowans could 
hold their heads high. 
Iowa had beaten its 

plowshares into swords for Father Abraham. Now, in the 
aftermath of war, Iowa could reforge those swords back 
into plowshares to feed a growing nation. ❖

Director of the Herbert Hoover Presidential Library for 18 
years, Timothy Watch nozo volunteers at the State Historical 
Society of Iozva.
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W a s h in g t o n , Aug. 30, 1864.
To Major Thomas Duncan:

Keep volunteering up as much as possible after the oth 
ot September, and let it be known that volunteers will be 
counted on the ijuota of the present call up to the last 
practicable moment before the drafted are accepted and 
sent to rendezvous.

JAMES B. RUT.
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