
HISTORY OF THE ORGANIZATION OF COUNTIES 
IN IOWA 

[The following account of the organization of counties in Iowa, compiled 
by J. A. Swisher, supplements the two monographs written by F. H. Garver 
on the History of the Establishment of 0011,nties i,n Iowa a.nd the B011,1UZary 
History of the 0011,nties of Iowa which were published in THE IOWA JOURNAL 
OF HISTORY AND POLITICS, Volumes VI and VII. 

The collection of data for this monograph was attended by many difficulties. 
In the :first place authorities are not agreed as to what constitutes organiza
tion. Is it the date when the order was promulgated, the date of the :first 
election, or the date of the :first transaction of official business f In this study 
the last named event has been considered the date of organization. 

Furthermore, it was found that much of the necessary information was 
difficult to secure. To visit the various county seats and conduct searches 
among the local archives - often unclassified a.nd stored in basements -
would have required the greater part of a year and the expenditure of many 
hundreds of dollars. In many cases even such diligence would have been 
unavailing since the county records have not infrequently been destroyed by 
:fire. Accordingly reliance has been placed on other sources, consisting chiefly 
of official State publications - such as the statute laws a.nd the Iowa His
torical and Comparatwe CeMUS, 1836-1880 - county and State histories, the 
early Annals of Iowa, and Andreas's I llustrated Historical Atlas of the 

State of Iowa, published in 1875. 
Considerable information was secured from local county histories - particu

larly those published at an early day wh~n the original sources were for the 
most part available. When all of these sources had been consulted and the 
data compared and tabulated, a letter was sent to each of the ninety
nine county auditors of the State, asking that the data secured for his county 
be verified by comparison with the official county records. About half of the 
whole number of auditors complied with the request, and with only two or 
three exceptions the data originally secured was found to be substantially 
correct - thus indicating that the sources used were fairly reliable. At the 
same time it is recognized that in the compilation of n1aterial for so many 
counties and from so many sources, it is possible that minor errors may have 
found their way into the final product. - THE EDITOR] 

The stude11t of colonial history ,vill r ecall that local gov
ernment in I\{assacl1usetts ,vas democratic: business ,vas 
transacted in the town meetings, ,vhere all of the citizens 
could assemble, discl1ss, and vote upon matters of mutual 
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concern. As contrasted ,vith this tov,rn method, county 
government ,vas representative: it originated in Virginia, 
,vhere, because of the large tracts of land controlled by a 
sparsely settled people, local government ,vas placed in the 
hands of a few leading citizens. In 1634 eight counties 
were organized in Virginia. This system spread through
out most of the southern States and some of the northern 
States - I llinois adopting the county system at the time of 
its admission into the union in 1818.1 

Thus, it is not strange that the early settlers of Io,va 
,vere familiar with this form of local government, and that, 
coming as they did from various sections of the country 
already organized, these settlers brought ,vith them many 
of the manners, customs, and laws with which they were 
familiar, and began at once to formulate these into statutes 
,vhich ,vere applicable to their own local needs in the 11e-\v 
community. 

Frank Harmon Garver, in an article published in THE 
IowA JouRNAL OF HISTORY AND PoL1T1cs for July, 1908, pre
sents a comprehensive study of the establishment of 
counties in I o,va, in which he sets forth the several legis
lative enactments by which the various counties of the 
State ,vere brought into being. These legislative enact
ments in man1 cases set forth rules by which the counties 
were to be organized. In a ne,v and sparsely settled 
country, however, the actual development frequently varies 
widely from the plans originally designed by the law
makers. Accordingly, it will be of interest to study the 
actual organization of the counties of the State, and to 
ascertain ho,v the laws providing for county 01ganization 
,vere made effective, how these laws were amended from 

1 Howard's .An Introditction to the Local Constitutional IIistory of the 
United States, Vol. I, pp. 388, 389; IIistory of Page C011nty, Iowa (1880), 
pp. 385-387. 
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time to time, and finally ho,v, through a process of evolu
tion, the present status of county organization has come to 
be what it is. This history goes back to the time when Io,va 
,vas a part of 1fichigan and "\Visconsin territories. 

ORGANIZATION DURING THE PERIOD OF MICHIGAN TERRITORY 
1834:-1836 

1n 1834 the area contained in the present State of Iowa 
,vas made a part of the Territory of Michigan. On the 
first day of September of that year the Sixth Legislative 
Council of tl1e Territory of Michigan met in extra session 
at the town of Detroit and on the second day of the session 
the Governor of the Territory sent a message to the Coun
cil, suggesting, among other things, the establishment of 
local government in that part of the Territory ,vest of the 
Mississippi River - referring to the territory included in 
the Black Hawk Purchase.2 In accordance ,vith this recom
mendation the Legislative Council passed a n1easure en
titled'' An Act to lay off and organize Counties ,vest of the 
Mississippi River'', which ,vas approved on September 6, 
1834, to take effect on the first day of October of the same 
year.3 

The first section of this law provided that that part of 
the Territory '' ,vl1ich is situated to the north of a line to 
be drawn due west from the lower end of Rock I sland to 
the 1fissouri river, shall constitute a county, and be called 
Dubuque; the said county shall constitute a to,vnship, ,vl1ich 
shall be called Julien''. 

Section two provided that the part '',vhich is situated 
south of the said line to be drawn west from the lo,ver end 
of Rock Island, shall constitute a county, and be called 

2 Garver's History of the Establishment of Counties in I o1va in THE IOWA 

JOURNAL OF HISTORY AND P OLITLCS, Vol. VI, p. 380. 

s Laws cf the Territory of Michigan, Vol. III, pp. 1326, 1327. 
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Demaine ;4 and said county shall constitute a to,Y11ship, and 
be called Flint Hill''. 

These two sections make it clear that each county com
prised but a single to,vnship, and that the county and tov.TJi
ship lines were co-extensive. It is also evident that it was 
the intention of the legislators to place the government of 
both the county and the township in the hands of a single 
board.5 

Section three of the act provided for the establishment 
of a county court in each county. Court was to be in ses
sion in Dubuque County on the first }.,fonday in April and 
September, annually; and in Demaine County on the second 
Monday in April and September. These county courts 
were similar to those of an earlier date. They were com
posed of three judges - one presiding and t,vo associate 
justices- appointed by the Governor of the Territory.6 

A subsequent section of this la,v provided that all la,vs 
then in force in the county of Iov.ra, not locally inapplicable, 
should be extended to the counties of Dubuque and De
maine. The "county of Iowa" mentioned in this section 
refers to a certain county of the Territory, located east of 
the Mississippi River, ,vhich had been established in 1829.7 

Accordingly, it appears that the la,Ys governing the two 
original counties of I owa ,vere adopted from those laws 
of an earlier date, which were already in operation i11 the 
organized parts of J\fichigan Territory. 

One of the 1\1ichigan statutes of which \Ye should take 
cognizance ,vas approved on J\[arch 30, 1827, and provided 
that the inhabitants of to,vnships should meet on the first 

,1 This is the spelling found in the act. 

6 Aurner's Ilistory of Township Government in Iowa, pp. 18, 19. 

a Annals of Iowa (First Series), Vol. VII, p. 232. 

1 Laws of the Territory of Michigan, Vol. II, p. 714. 
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Monday in April of each year for the purpose of electing 
a supervisor.8 On April 12, 1827, a law was passed which 
provided that the duties previously required of the county 
commissioners should henceforth 1be performed by the 
supervisors.0 Thus it appears that the laws in vogue in 
the Territory at this time placed local government largely 
in the hands of a board of supervisors, who had the func
tion of both township and county officers. The number of 
members of this board varied in the different counties, 
there being one from each township. In case there was but 
one township in the county, three supervisors were elected. 
The other county officers most frequently elected by the 
people at this time ,vere the treasurer, surveyor, \and 
coroner. The list, ho,vever, was not always the same in 
the different counties, since the newer communities did 
not need all of the machinery of government which was 
used in the older settlements. Judicial officer s, including 
judges of the county and probate courts, clerks of court, 
justices of the peace, sheriffs, and notaries public, were 
appointed by the Governor. 

That there might be no delay in the matter of organiza
tion, the Governor, on the same day upon which he ap
proved of the law creating the new counties, appointed the 
following judicial officers for Dubuque County: one chief 
justice, two associate justices, a county clerk, a sheriff, a 
judge of probate, a register of probate, a notary public, a 
supreme court commi.ssion, and six justices of the peace.10 

A similar list of officers was provided for Demoine County11 

s L aws of the Territory of Michigan, Vol. II, p. 317. 

a Laws of the Territory of Michigan, Vol. II, p. 584. 

10 Shambaugh's Doaumentary Material Relating to the History of Iowa, 
Vol. III, pp. 266, 267. 

11 Shambaugh's Documentary Material Relating to the History of I owa, 
Vol. III, p. 267. 
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on December 26, 1834. Thomas McKnight was chief justice 
in Dubuque County and William Morgan in Demoine 
County. 

There are no records of any meeting of the county board 
of supervisors in Dubuque County during the years 1834 
or 1835. That the officers appointed by the Governor en
tered upon the duties of their respective offices prior to 
December~, 1834, is conclusively shown, ho"\\~ever, from the 
fact that on that date the Legislative Council passed an 
act providing, '' That the oath of office administered to the 
clerk of the county of Dubuque, and the oath of office ad
minister ed by him to the several officers of said county, 
for the purpose of organizing said county, are hereby de
clar ed to be legal and valid".12 It seen1s that the officers 
had been inducted into office and ,vere performing the 
functions thereof when, because of so1ue inf orn1ality or 
ir regularity in administering the oath, a question ,vas 
r aised as to the legality of the ceremony, thus necessitating 
a legalizing act. 

De1noi11,e Co'ulnty. - I n as much as local government " ·as 
largely in the hands of the board of supervisors, the first 
meeting of this board is significant. Indeed, this may be 
taken as con ..:itituting the beginning of actual organization 
jn the county. The la,v provided for the 1neeting of these 
boards in the several counties on the first 1Ionday of 
i farch, and on the first Tuesday of October of each year.13 

The earliest existing records relative to the actual organi
zation of a board of supervisors are to be found in De
maine County. The date of the election of these officers 
does not appear, and whether or not they ,vere elected at 
the regular election in 11:arch, 1835, can not be definitely 

12 Laws of the Territory of Michigan, Vol. III, p. 1333. 

13 Laws of the Territory of Michigan, Vol. II, p. 688. 
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determined.14 The board of that county met at the house 
of vVilliam R. Ross in the town of Burlington on September 
29, 1835.1 5 This must have been a special meeting, since 
the regular time for the meeting was in 1farch and October. 
There were present, as constituting the board, Isaac Leffler, 
Francis Redding, and Ebenezer D. Ayers. Benjamin 
Ti1cker was appointed clerk of the board. 

Ditbuque Cownty. -The first meeting of the board of 
supervisors in Dubuque County ,vas held on 11:ay 30, 1836, 
and there " 'ere present Francis Gehon, "\Villiam Smith, and 
John Paul. Warner Le,vis was appointed clerk. The 
records of that time show that grocers and innkeepers 
were taxed $10 per annum, payable quarterly. Thirty
eight such persons are mentioned as thus paying r evenue 
into the county treasury. The same records show pauper 
and insane expenses amounting to $35.38. The first jail 
is said to have cost $577 .25. On June 11, 1836, plans and 
specifications for a cot1rthouse ,vere received. At a meet
ing of the board on April 1, 1837, a bill of $4.00 was 
allowed to Francis Gehon in full for services as county 
treasurer.16 

From this brief statement of organization it ,vill appear 
that the first county officers in Iowa were those of a judicial 
nature appointed for the county of Dubuque. The first 
organized board of supervisors -the chief governing body 
jn the county- met in Demoine Cot1nty. It is clear, more
over, that as early as May, 1836, both of the original 
counties had taken the initial steps in the matter of or
ganization. 

1.• Letter of County Auditor J. F. Weber, September 7, 1922. 

1.s Aurner's History of Town.ship Government in I owa, p. 19. 

1 6 Aurner 's History of Township Government in Iowa, p. 19; Andreas 's 
Illustrated Historical Atla.s of the State of Iowa (1875), p. 341 . 



490 IOWA JOURNAL OF HISTORY AND POLITICS 

ORGANIZATION UNDER THE TERRITORY OF WISCONSIN 
1836-1838 

Upon the admission of part of the Territory of Michigan 
to the Union as a State, the remainder was by an act of 
Congress, approved on April 20, 1836, erected into the 
Territory of "\vTisconsin.11 The area of the present State 
of Iovva, with its t ,vo original counties, ,vas included in this 
new jurisdiction. 

The Organic Act of the Territory of Wisconsin provided 
laws differing some,vhat from those of the former Michigan 
Territory. Instead of a mere outline of government, a 
more detailed plan was now provided. In spite of this 
fact, the ne,v la,v did not provide any definite plan for the 
organization of counties. In article six, however, it was 
provided that '' the legislative po,ver of the Territory shall 
extend to all rightful subjects of legislation''. Under this 
authorization the counties of Iowa, from this time on, were 
created by legislative acts, and organized in compliance 
with the rules prescribed by the "\Visconsin territorial 
legislature. 

The legislature of the Territory of "\Visconsin met for 
the first time at Belmont on October 25, 1836.18 During 
this session a la,v ,vas adopted entitled, '' An Act dividing 
the county of Des J\I oii1es into several new counties. '' This 
act ,vas approved on December 7, 1836, and went into effect 
immediately.

19 
By the terms of this la,v, the territory com

prised in the former county of Demoii1e, together ,vith a 
small triangular part of the l{eokuk Reserve, located west 
of this county, ,vas divided into se,ren new counties, one of 
which retained the name of Des Moines and may be con-

11 United States Statutes at Large, Vol. V, p. 10. 

18 Gue's History of Iowa, Vol. I, p. 174. 

10 Laws of the Territory of Wisconsin, 1836-1838, p. 76. The spelling of 
the word Des Moines is modernized in this act. 
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sidered legally as a continuation of the former county. The 
other six counties tl1us created were: Lee, Van Buren, 
Henry, Louisa, I\1usquitine, and Cook. 

On December 6th, the day previous to the approval of 
the above mentioned act, the legislature passed a law 
amending several acts of the former Michigan Territory 
and providing for certain county officers.20 Section one of 
this act provided, among other things, '' that there shall be 
elected at the annual town meeting in each county three 
supervisors''. 

Section two provided that there '' shall also be elected 
in each county, one township clerk, who shall in addition 
to the duties hereto£ ore performed by bim, perform the 
duties of clerk to the board of supervisors.'' 

Prior to this date - on November 29, 1836 - a la,v had 
been passed which provided for the election of a coroner.21 

And just following this date - on December 20, 1837 - a 
law was approved which authorized the election of a treas
urer in each of the organized counties.22 

Thus it appears that by the beginning of the year 1838, 
provision had been made for county officers sufficient in 
number to carry on the work of organization in a satisfac
tory manner. 

Ir1 this connection attention should be called to the fact 
that there is some confusion in the early records with re
gard to the use of the terms• ''Board of S1,1pervisors'' and 
''County Commissioners'', and that these ter1ns are some
times used synonymously. i{oreover, the meeting of a 
board of supervisors is sometimes spoken of as a '' super
visors' court" or a ''commissioners' court''. At this time 

20 Laws of the Territory of Wisconsin, 1836-1838, p. 64. 

21 Laws of the Territory of Wisc011,Sin, 1836-1838, p. 22. 

22 Laws of the Territory of Wisconsin, 1836-1838, p. 129. 
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these tcrn1s could 1nean but one thing, na1nely, a board of 
supervisors. The 1neeting is in no sense a court. nlore
over, county conm1issioners, as such, ,vere not pro,,ided 
for until l )eccmher, 1837. 

COC~TILS ORGANIZED \\'1TH A BOARD OF SUPI~HVJ80R8 

H enry ()ounty. - Follo\\'ing the action of the l<>gi~lature, 
on Dece1nh0 r 6, 183G, providing for a board of supervisors, 
there "-'as little delay in the matter of actual orga11ization. 
In Ilenry County a board \Yas elected, aud held its first 
n1eeting at ~It. Pleasant on January 16, 18:37, under the 
name of "~ 

1

pecial Ter1n 
1

Up<>rv1sors' Court". Tl1e 1ninutC's 
of this meeting sho"· that J{.obert ( 1aulk, San1nPl Brazel
ton, and George J. 'harp had been dul)- ele_>cfed county 
superv:i. ors on January 13, 1837, and that they hacl taken 
the required oath of office. Seven orders ,vere issued by 
the board at this time. ThP first five of these pertainC'd 
to matters involved in the previous election. A county 
treasurer, a coroner, and five constables ,vere declared duly 
elected, and bonds ,vere provided. TJ1e judge and elerk 
of the election ,vere paid for their services. Thes<' nec
essary matters in connection ,,ith organization having been 
disposed of, the board ordered that the clerk gi~e notice 
that their ne·.t meeting "-~ould he held on the S(lCOnd ~f on
day in February, and that '' all persons having business 
are requ0s{ed to attend ".23 

Lee C
1

011nly. - Thr first election for county officC'rs in 
I-'ee County "·as held at Fort )if adison on ~fonday, April 
3, 1837, "·hrre a full staff of county officers ,vas elected_ 
some of the1n presumably under the authorization of thP 
Ja,v as ii "as under the )iiichigan Territory. The list of 

23 Hi~tory of Henry County, I owa (1879), p. 391. 
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officers elected at that · time included three supervisors, 
three assessors, three road commissioners, register, town
ship clerk, nvo directors of the poor, coroner, treasurer, 
collector, and five constables.24 

The first meeting of the board of supervisors was held 
at the house of J. S. Douglass in Fort Madison on Monday, 
the 17th day of April, 1837. The minutes of the meeting 
show that only two orders were passed, both of which, 
however, are significant as showing the prevailing custom 
of retailing spirituous liquors and wines, not at a separate 
dispensary, but in connection with some other business 
such as that of an innkeeper or grocer. The first order 
reads: '' That said J. S. Douglass be permitted to keep a 
public house in the town of Fort Madison for the term of 
one year from the 17th of this month, and that he has also 
permission to retail spirituous liquors and wines by small 
measure during said time.'' The second order was '' that 
each and every person who shall apply to said Board of 
Supervisors for license to keep a grocery, with the per
mission to retail spirituous liquors and wines by small 
measure, shall pay t,venty-five doB.ars per annum into the 
county treasury, and get a receipt for the same, and pre
sent to said Board of Supervisors.' '25 These tvvo orders 
having been passed the board adjourned until the first 
Monday in May. 

Lowisa C ownty. - The record of the first election in 
Louisa County has not been preserved. That such an elec
tion was held, however, in the spring of 1837 is evident 
from the fact that the board of supervisors met in Wapello 
on April 22nd of that year.26 The members of the board 

24 History of Lee County, Iowa (1879), p. 431. 

2s History of Lee County, I owa (1879), pp. 431
1 

432. 

2s I[istory of Louisa C01trity, Iowa (1912), Vol. I , pp. 80-82. 
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present at that time were Jeremiah Smith and ,Villiam 
Milligan. It appears that the third member of the board 
did not attend the meeting, as his name does not appear 
in the minutes, a facsimile of which has been preserved. 
Indeed, it seems clear that he, together with other officers 
elected at the spring election, did not qualify, for the board 
of supervisors, after appointing Z. C. Inghram clerk of 
the board, ordered another election to be held on ~lay 6th 
for the purpose of electing one supervisor, constables, 
assessor, collector, director of the poor, fence vie,ver, and 
all other officers required to fill vacancies caused by those 
previously elected failing to qualify in due time. r11he clerk 
,vas authorized to advertise a special meeting of the board 
to be held on the 12th of May. The meeting was then ad
journed by the passing of an order '' that the bord rise 
until the 12th day of May next''.21 

Va11, Buren County. - In Van Buren County the :first 
records obtainable are those with regard to a meeting of 
the "Supervisors' Court" on Thursday, ~1:ay 4, 1837, at 
the town of Farmington. There were apparently but t,vo 
members of the board present - John Bending and I sham 
Keith. Enoch P. Blackburn was appointed clerk.28 The 
date of the spring election is not known. Reference is 
made to it, however, in the minutes of this meeting, when 
the clerk of the district court presented the poll books for 
'' the late electio::::1.' '. It was ordered, in this connection, 
that certificates of election be issued to the recorder, for 
township clerk, collector, coroner, three assessors, three 
road commissioners, two overseers of poor, three fence 
vie,vers, and a pound master. The board ordered that a 

21 History of Loui..sa County, Iowa (1912), Vol. I, pp. 80, 81. 

2s This data was obtained from the original records in Van Buren County 
by Dr. Ivan L. Pollock, July, 1922. 
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tax of $25 per year be imposed upon persons conducting a 
grocery business. 

Muscatirie Cownty. -The exact date of the first election 
in Muscatine County is not obtainable, owing to the fact 
that the records were burned when the old courthouse of 
that county was destroyed in 1864. It is known, however, , 
tl1at an election ,vas held in the spring of 1837. Arthur 
Washburn and Edward Fay were chosen as supervisors. 
It is probable that a third man was elected but his 11ame 
does not appear. This board met on October 4, 1837.29 

The only business transacted at this session was the issu
ance of orders on the treasurer for various sums. Seven 
orders in all were issued, four of which were for ,vork on 
the roads. 

The county of Cook, vvhich it will be remembered ,Yas 
established when the original county of Demoine ,vas 
divided, was never officially organized. This county be
came extinct when its territory was apportioned among 
several new counties on January 18, 1838.30 

COUNTIES ORGANIZED UNDER THE COUNTY COMMISSION SYSTEM 

Before the organization of more counties the Second 
Legislative Assembly of the Territory of vVisconsin con
vened at Burlington, and on December 20, 1837,31 passed a 
law ,vhich is significant in the history of organization. This 
was an act authorizing the election of a board of cou11ty 
commissioners in each county of the Territory. '£he duties 
of these commissioners were virtually those ,vhich had 
hitherto been performed by the board of supervisors. This 

29 History of Muscatme Cottnty, Iowa (1879), pp. 417, 418. 

so Laws of the Territory of Wi-sconsin, 1836-1838, p. 381. 

s1 Laws of the Territory of Wisconsin, 1836-1838, pp. 138-140 . 
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law was more explicit than those of the earlier date, and 
the vagueness ,Yhich had hitherto been so apparent gave 
,vay in a measure to a more definite plan of organization. 

The la,v provided, '' That there shall be and hereby is 
organized in each county in this territory, a board of 
county co1mnissioners for transacting county business, to 
consist of three qualified electors, any t,vo of ,Yhom shall 
be competent to do business, to be elected by the qualified 
elector s of the several counties respectively.'' The date 
of the :first election ,vas the :first nlonday in 1[arch. It ,vas 
further stipulated that at this first election the person 
having the highest number of votes sl1ould serve three 
years, the person l1aving the next highest number should 
serve two years, and the person having t]1e next highest 
should serve one year, and thereafter one commissioner 
should be elected annually to serve for three years. Pro
vision was also made £or regular meetings of the board on 
the first ~1onday in April, July, October, and January of 
each year . The commissioners "Tere given po,ver to ap
point a clerl{ who, together ,vith the sheriff, ,vas authorized 
to attend all meetings of the board. 

On December 21, 1837,32 the day following the approval 
of the law relative to commi.ssioners, an act subdividing 
the county of Dubuque ,vas approved. This la,v included 
not only Dubuque County, but also approximately the 
northern tv.To-thirds of the Sac and Fox Cession of October 
21, 1837, as ,,Tell as large tracts of the Indian country not 
yet ceded to the United States government. The act pro
vided for the establishment of fourteen new counties as 
follows: Dubuque, Clayton, Jackson, Benton, Linn, Jones, 
Clinton, Johnson, Scott, Delaware, Buchanan, Cedar, Fay
ette, and Keokuk. 

a2 Laws of the Territory of Wi-sconsin, 1836-1838, p. 132. 
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Section three of this act established the boundary lines 
of Dubuque County, giving it its pr esent boundaries. The 
organization of the government of the county, however, 
was not changed, hence this may be considered as having 
begun with the original county and c9ntinued until the 
present time. Of the other thirteen counties some were 
not ~ctually organized until as late as 1847. In the mean
time other counties were established and in some instances 
several established counties ,vere without active organiza
tion. Counties will, there£ ore, be considered in the order 
in which they were organized, mention only being made of 
the date of their establishment. 

Scott County. - It will be recalled that the law which 
established the board of county commissioners provided 
for its election on the first Monday in March. In Scott 
County the first election was held, in accordance with this 
law, on Monday, March 5, 1838. , 

The commissioners elected on that day were Benjamin 
F. Pike, Alfred Carter, and Andrew W. Campbell. The 
first meeting of the board was held at the store of J . W. 
Higgins, in the town of Rockingham, on March 20, 1838. 
Only two of the commissioners were present. Ebenezer 
Cook ,vas appointed clerk of the board and arrangements 
were made to procure from the Secretary of the Territory 
a suitable seal. As there was no business to be transacted 
the board adjol1rned to meet again in April. 88 

Cedar County. - In Cedar County an election "ras held 
on ~Iarch 5, 1838, ,vhen the follo,ving commissioners were 
elected: Richard Ransford, J . :!Yf. Oaks, and Joseph Wilford. 
The commissioners met at Rochester - the place fixed by 

33 History of Davenport and Scott Ccn,nty, I owa (1910), Vol. I , p. 547; 
letter of County Auditor Jos. Wagner, September 16, 1922. 

YOL. X.'C-32 
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the territorial legislature - on April 2, 1838. At this ses
sion t,vo petitions ,vere received asking for roads to be 
opened. The county was divided into districts, and election 
precincts were established. 34 Other minor matters ,vere 
disposed of by the board. After allo\\ring a compensation 
per diem for e~ch commissioner and for the clerk and 
sheriff, the session adjourned to meet on the 24th of May. 

Jackson, County. -vVbether or not the first election in 
J ackson County ,vas held on the first ~fonday in March, 
as was provided in the law establishing the board of county 
commissioners, does not appear. It is clear, however, that 
an election was held during the spring of 1838. The first 
county commissioners ,vere "\Villiam Jonas, ,Villiam ifor
den, and J. Leonard. J. If. Rose \Yas appointed clerk of 
the board. The first meeting of the board 1Yas held at 
Bellevue on .April 2, 1838 - the date of the meeting of the 
first board in Cedar County. At this meeting the county 
was divided into six voting precincts and election judges 
,vere appointed for each.35 

"When Jackson County was established Jones and Linn 
counties were attached as election precincts and Bellevue 
was made the seat of government. The county seat ,vas 
later moved to Andre,v and finally to 1Iaquoketa. 

ORGANIZATION OF COUNTIES DURING THE TERRITORY OF IOWA 
1838-1846 

I t soon became apparent that the Territory of ,""\Tiscon
sin ,vas too large for the successful administration of local 
government. Accordingly the Territory ,,·as divided by 

34 Aurner's A Topical History of Cedar County, I owa (1910), Vol. I, pp. 
53, 54; Andreas:s I llustrated Historical Atlas of the State of I owa (1875), 
p. 399; Gue's Il1-story of I owa, Vol. III, p. 324. 

ss History of Jackson Cottnty, I owa (1879), pp. 327, 328. 
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an act of Congress approved on June 12, 1838.86 This la"r 
provided that the part of the Territory lying ,vest of the 
Mississippi River and west of a line due north from tlie 
source of said river should form a new Territory to be 
known as the Territory of Iowa. 

Cl9yton County. - Clayton County was the first to or
ganize under the new jurisdiction. The first election in 
this county ,vas held in September, 1838. Although this 
purported to be an election for members of the legislature 
and a Delegate to Congress,87 it is probable that county 
officers were also elected. At all events the first meeting 
of the board of county commissioner s was held on October 
6, 1838, at the town of Prairie La Porte, the first county 
seat.38 No business was transacted except that of organiza
tion and the appointment of Dean Gay as clerk of the 
board. An adjournment was then had until October 13th. 

It should be mentioned in this connection that on Decem
ber 14, 1838, the Legislative Assembly of the Territory of 
Iowa passed a law providing for county commissioners in 
the new Territory.811 This law "Tas patterned after the 
one previously passed by the Legislat ive Council of Wis
consin. It provided for a board of three commissioners, 

· elected by the people. Two n1embers of the board were to 
constitute a quorum for the transaction of business. 

Johnson Oownty. -A.s soon as Robert Lucas, the newly 
appointed Governor of Io,va, reached Burlington, he began 
to organize the Territory by issuing a proclamation for an 

se United States Statutes at Large, Vol. V, p. 235. 

37 History of Clayton C01.inty, I owa (1882), p. 413. 

ss History of Clayton Coiinty, Iowa (1882), p. 264. 

3 9 Laws of the Territory of I owa, 1838-1839, p. 101. 
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election. He issued a sheriff's commission to Samuel C. 
Tro\vbridge, with instruction to call an election for tl1e 
purpose of organizing Johnson County.40 The first election 
of county officers in this county \Vas held at Napoleon on 
September 10, 1838. Territorial as \veil as county officers 
were elected at that time. The county commissioners chosen 
\Vere Henry Felkner, Abner Wolcott, and "\Villiam Stur
gis.41 The first board meeting was held on 1Iarch 29, 1839. 
T\vo motions ,vere passed- one \Vith regard to the ap
pointment of Luke Douglass as clerk and the other con
cerning the adoption of a county seal. It was then ordered 
that the ''court'' adjourn sine die. 

J efferson, County. - Jefferson County was the next in 
order to take up the matter of organization. This county 
was not included in the above mentioned group of four
teen which were established upon the division of Dubuque 
County but ,vas established through a division of Henry 
County, which it will be remembered \Vas one of the seven 
counties carved from the original county of Demoine. The 
law vvhich established this county was approved on J anu
ary 21, 1839.4

2 It ,vas clearly the intent of the legislators 
to cause as little confusion as possible in placing this 
county under a new organization. The act provided that 
J efferson County "shall, to all intents and purposes, be 
and remain an organized county, and invested \vith full 
po,ver and ai-:.thority to do and transact all county business 
which any regularly organized county may of right do.' '43 

This is the first example recorded where a law definitely 

40Early Iowa (The Iowa City Republican Leaflets) , Ch. II, p. 13. 

41 Early Iowa (The Iowa City Republican L~aflets), Ch. I, pp. 57, 61. 

42 Laws of the T erritory of Iowa, 1838- 1839, p. 92. 

43 This is the first example of a definite declaration of the law providing 
for organization. 
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declared that a county '' shall be organized''. Prior to this 
date laws ,vere passed authorizing elections, and officers 
having been elected they proceeded to organize. The la,v 
here is defuute and indicates an advance step in the history 
of organization. It was recognized, however, that a mere 
declaration of the organization was of little effect. Ac
cordtngly provision was made for an election of county 
officers to be held on the :first ~Ionday of April, 1839, and 
the sheriff was authorized to give public notice of the im
pending election. This is believed to be the :first legislative 
appointment of an organizing sheriff in Iowa. Further 
provision was made that the newly established county 
should remain attached to Henry County for judicial pur
poses until its officers were elected and the county properly 
organized. 

In accordance with the provisions of this law an election 
was held which resulted in the selection of three county 
commissioners, a treasurer, sher iff, recorder, and surveyor. 
The :first meeting of the board of county commissioners 
was held at the village of Lockridge on April 8, 1839/4 at 
which only two of the members were present. After ap
pointing a clerk and having him duly sworn into office, the 
first order was one v.rith regard to the surveying and lay
ing out the town of Fairfield, which had been selected as 
the county seat. Arrangements were further made for the 
sale of lots in Fairfield and that the sale be advertised in 
Fort Madison, 11:ount P leasant, I{eosauqua, and Burling
ton. Fees ,vere allowed the officers and the board ad
journed. 

Washington Co11,1itJJ. -The history of the organization 
of W asl1ington County presents a somev.1hat intricate as 

44 Hi.story of Jefferson Co11nty, Iowa (1879), pp. 395, 397. 
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,veil as interesting situation, involving the names success
ively of Cook, Slaughter, and Washington. Reference was 
made to the fact that Cook County v.ras established as one 
of the group of seven counties carved from the original 
county of Demoine and that it later became extinct. The 
la,v which established Slaughter County also established 
ne,v boundaries for the counties of Lee, Van Buren, Des 
l\Ioines, Henry, Louisa, and l\fuscatine, but made no ref
erence to Cook County.4

s Accordingly it has sometimes 
been thought that the name Cook ,vas changed to Slaugh
ter. This was not the case. By the rearrangement of 
boundary lines made by the acts of December 21, 1837, and 
January 18, 1838, Cook County was completely crowded 
out. Slaughter was a newly established county, not to be 
considered as a successor of Cook County. 

"\Vhether or not Slaughter County was ever fully or
ganized does not clearly appear. The absence of any 
reference to the election of county officers leads one to be
lieve that such an election ,vas not held. However that 
may be, it is clear that a commission ,vas appointed to 
locate the seat of justice and also that a term of the dis
trict court was held in the county. In 1838 the to,vn of 
Astoria -n·as laid out and designated as the county seat and 
a courthouse " 1as started but never completed.16 

On January 25, 1839,41 an act was passed ,vhich changed 
the name of Slaughter County to "\Vashington County. This 
la,v provided that '' the county of Washington shall, to all 
intents and purposes, be and remain an organized county''. 
Hence it would appear that it was the intent of the legis-

45 Laws of the Territory of Wisconsin, 1836-1838, p. 381. 

46 Garver's History of the Establishment of Counties vn I owa in THE IOWA 

JOURNAL OF HISTORY AND POLITICS, Vol. VI, pp. 390, 391; .Annal.s of Iowa 
(First Series), Vol. VII, pp. 76, 78. 

41 Laws of the Territory of I owa, 1838-1839, p. 100. 
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lators to merely change the name and continue the county 
organization, in so far as this organization had been effect
ed. In the spring of 1839, soon after the name of the 
county was changed, a complete staff of county officers 
appears, including three commi.ssioners, a clerk, judge of 
probate, treasurer and collector, recorder, coroner, and 
sheriff. The board of commissioners held its :first meeting 
on Monday, 1fay 5, 1839. Provision ,vas made for secur
ing a seal. Election precincts were designated. This meet
ing was, however, only a special session, and very little 
,vas done aside from attending to matter s of organization. 
The first regular session of the board ,vas held on July 
1, 1839, in the town of '\Vashington, which had, prior to this 
time, been selected as the county seat. The :first court was 
held on June 17, 1839, by Judge Joseph vVilliams, but no 
indictments having been returned48 there were no cases 
for trial. 

Linn 001.in.ty.-On January 15, 1839, a law ,vas 
approved ,vhich provided '' That the county of Linn be and 
the same is herebye organized from and after the first day 
of June next''.40 Richard I{nott, Lyman Dillon, and Ben
jamin Nye ,vere by the same act appointed commissioners 
to locate the seat of justice, to meet for that purpose on 
the first 1fonday of J'vlarch. Here again as in cases pre
viously mentioned there may be a wide range of difference 
bet,veen a county wl1ich has been declared by the legis
lature to be organized and one that is actually organized. 
The legislature had declared this county to be organized 
after the first of June. It ,vas in the month of August, 
however, two months later, that the first election of county 

4 8 Annals of I owa (First Series), Vol. VII, pp. 78-80. 

•o Laws of the T erritory of I owa, 1838-1839, p . 97 . 
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officers was held.50 Tl1e commissioners elected at this time 
were Samuel C. Ste,vart, Peter 1IcRoberts, and Luman M. 
Strong. The fir st meeting ,vas held on September 9, 1839. 
Hosea W. Gray was sheriff and John C. Berry was ap
pointed clerk of the board. The site o.f the county seat had 
been selected prior to this time and accordingly the board 
at this meeting ordered, '' That the county seat of Linn 
County be and is hereby called and shall hereafter be 
known and designated by the name of 1Iarion. '' On the 
second day of the session the board appointed t"'O '' Con
stables for the county'', also a supervisor of roads. Sheriff 
Gray was authorized to contract with the sheriff of Mus
catine County for the safe-keeping of one Samuel Clews, 
who ,vas the first man in the county to require the services 
of a sher iff in the capacity of guardian. There being no 
funds provided for this service, the sheriff ,vas further 
authorized to borrow the necessary money for the main
tenance of the prisoner. 

J ones County. - On J anuary 24, 1839, the Legislative 
Assembly passed a law relative to the organization of 
J ones County.51 I t was evidently the intention of the 
legislators to provide for a definite organization, for the 
law provided that the county "be, and the same is, hereby 
organized, from and after the first day of June next''. 
Simeon Gardner of Clinton County, I srael Mitchell of Linn 
County, and William H. Whiteside of Dubuque County 
were appointed commissioners to locate the county seat. 

Notwithstanding the fact that the law provided for an 
organization of the county from and after June 1, 1839, 
the first election was not held until the fall of that year, 

5o Hi.stMy of Limn Co1inty, Iowa (1878), p. 358. 

51 Laws of the Territory of Iowa, :!.838-1839, p. 95. 
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and the board of comn1issioners did not meet until Feb
ruary 3, 1840. 52 

Clinton, Coun,ty. -At a special session of the legislature 
there was enacted on January 11, 1840, a law relative to 
the organization of Clinton County. This law provided 
that .,the county sl1ould ''be organized from and after the 
first day of Tufarch", that an election of county officers 
should be held on the first 1\1:onday in April, that the county 
should become a part of the third judicial district, that 
court be held on the first Monday of May and October, and 
that the county seat should be established at the town of 
Camanche. 53 

In a history of Clinton County published in 1879 it is 
said that no r ecords exist of any proceedings of the board 
of commissioners prior to January 5, 1841, but the author 
continues: ''We have verbal statements of old settlers 
which place it almost beyond doubt that there were meet
ings held dl1ring the year 1840, and that Elijah Buel, 
George Griswold, and Robert C. Bourne were the first 
Commissioners.' '5 4 

Follo"ring the organization of Clinton County, the mat
ter of county government seems to have been, for a con
siderable time, in a state of comparative quiescence. In
deed, no other counties were established until February 
17, 1843, ,vhen a law was passed establishing the counties 
of Davis, Appanoose, Wappello,55 Ifishkekosh, lVI'ahaska, 
Iowa, Poweshiek, Tama, and Blackhawk, and changing the 
boundaries of Keokuk, Benton, and Buchanan counties. 

sz History of J ones C()'l.l,nty, Iowa (1879), pp. 327, 328. 

sa Laws of the Territory of Iowa (Extra Session), 1840, p. 67. 

54 H istory of Clinton C()'l.l,nty, Iowa (1879), p. 350. 

55 This is the spelling given in this act . 
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This la,v provided for a temporary survey of the several 
counties v.rhich should fix the county boundaries until the 
lands ,vere surveyed by the United States government. 
The la,v also authorized the Gover11or of the Territory to 
appoint and commission justices of the peace for each 
county, and gave the justices po,ver to appoint constables.56 

In December, 1843, the legislature ,Yas again in session, 
and during the month of February of the f ollo"'ing year 
several la,vs ,vere passed ,vith regard to the organization 
of counties. The counties of l{eokuk and ~Iahaska57 were 
organized by a la,v adopted on February 5th, Dela,vare 
County

58 
on the 8th, Wapello County on the 13th, and Davis 

County on the 15th.59 

Delaware Cownty. -The la,v concerning each of these 
counties, except Delaware, stipulated that organization 
should be effective from and after ~farch 1, 1844. The law 
relative to Dela,Yare County, on the other l1and, declared 
that organization should take effect as soon as the act ,vas 
passed, namely, on February 8, 1844.60 This lav{, however, 
,vas the last of a series of laws relative to the organization 
of this county, and nothing was accomplished by its pas
sage, except to secure a mere declaration that the county 
was organi1.ed. The records show that the county had in 
fact been fully organized in 1841, and from that time had 
continued as a separate organization. As early as Decem
ber 20, 1839, a law had been passed ,vhich provided for the 
organization of the county. Commissioners were appointed 

56 Laws of the Territory of Iowa, 1842-1843, pp. 131-135. 

51 Laws of the Territory or Iowa, 1843-1844, p. 85. 

ss Laws of the Territory of Iowa, 1843-1844, p. 105. 

50 Laws of the Territory of Iowa, 1843-1844, pp. 114, 137. 

60 Laws of the Territory of Iowa, 1843-1844, p. 105. 

• 
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to locate the county seat and an election was provided for.
61 

For some reason tl1e commissioners did not meet as direct
ed to locate the county seat. This may have been due to 
the fact that very :few people had yet come to the county, 
or it may have been due to opposition among the settlers 
to the proposed plan o:f organization. Ho,vever that may 
be, at' the extra session of the legislature in July, 1840, an 
am.endatory act was passed naming other commi:--sioners. 
On January 13, 1841, a law ,vas passed which authorized 
an election to determine the location of the county seat.62 

The records sho,v that an election for the location of a 
county seat and for the choice of county officers was held 
on August 2, 1841. Delaware County had prior to this time 
been attached to Dubuque County, accordingly the election 
returns were sent to Dubuque County, where on October 
4th the :following persons were declared to be the first 
officers of Delaware County: Leroy Jackson, sheriff; Wil
liam H. Whiteside, William Eads, and Daniel Bro,vn, 
county commissioners; Robert B. Hutson, treasurer; John 
Padelford, recorder; Joseph Bayle}r, surveyor; Roland 
Aubrey, judge of probate; Fayette Phillips, assessor; 
William L. Woods, coroner; and Theodore Marks, public 
ad1n-inistrator. The county commissioners met at the house 
of William Eads on November 19, 1841. Charles W. Hobbs 
was appointed clerk of the board.63 

Davis County. -In Davis County there was a com
pliance with the law with regard to election. Accordingly, 
the first 1fonday in April, 1844, was the date of the election 
of the first county officers. The records sho,v that there 

s1 Laws of the Territory of I owa, 1839-1840, p. 9. 

62 Laws of the Territory of Iowa, 1840-1841, p. 48. 

6S History of Delaware County, Iowa (1878), pp. 342-349. 
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were 322 votes cast at this election including those from 
t,vo precincts in what is now Appanoose County. Whether 
or not all of the voters came to the polls primarily for the 
purpose of voting may be subject to some doubt, since it 
appears that on the morning of election day a barrel of 
whiskey was delivered at the polls and that by the middle 
of the afternoon the last of it had been consumed. The 
number of persons who imbibed too freely does not appear. 
Suffice to say that during the afternoon and evening there 
were seven fights and '' much confusion''. 

The election over, the next thing in order was a meeting 
of the commissioners. The members of the board ex
perienced ml1ch difficulty in this connection, owing to the 
distance ,vhich they lived from the meeting place, the con
dition of the weather, and lack of means of travel. Samuel 
:&1:cAtee, one of the commissioner s, in recounting his ex
perience said : '' I lived some ten miles from the claim of 
Col. Carpenter, the place agreed upon for the first meet
ing .... On the 13th of April, at the break of day, I started, 
on foot, to meet the other Commissioners. The streams 
,vere all pa.st fording, and of course no bridges: and when 
I came to a stream too deep to wade by rolling up my 
breeches, and where a log could not be had to cross on, I 
pulled off my clothes, placed them on my head, drawing 
my hat over them, I tied them on by drawing my suspen
ders over the top and tying them under my chin. Having 
thus secured my clothes, I either ,vaded or swam the 
stream, as the case required, and reaching the opposite 
shore, I dressed myself and resumed my tramp, crossing 
thus each stream that lay in my road, until I arrived at the 
place where the Court sat. " 64 Abram Weaver, another 
member of the commission, experienced similar difficulties. 

64 Annals of Iowa (First Series), Vol. II, pp. 296-301; History of Davis 
County, Iowa (1882), p. 421. 
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At the first meeting of the board but little business was 
transacted. Among other things, however, it was ordered 
that the coroner be directed to call upon the commj ssioners 
who had been selected to locate the seat of justice and 
notify them of their appointment. On the 25th of April 
a special meeting of the county commissioners was held at 
the- home of Dr. N. C. Barron. At this time, the seat of 
justice having been located, the members of the board cast 
lots to determine the name of the county seat. The result 
was the selection of the name Bloomfield. 6 ~ 

As stated above, a law was passed on February 5, 1844, 
which provided for the organization of Keokuk and Ma
haska counties. An organizing sheriff was, by the terms 
of this act, appointed in each county. He was authorized 
to perform the regular duties of sheriff until his successor 
should be elected and qualified. It was stipulated that a 
special election should be held on the first 11:onday in April 
for the purpose of electing three county commissioners, a 
judge of probate, county treasurer, clerk of the board of 
county commissioners, county surveyor, assessor, sheriff, 
coroner, recorder, and justice of the peace. The officers 
elected at this time were to hold office until the next general 
election. Commissioners were appointed in each of these 
counties to locate the county seats.66 

Keokuk Co'ltnty. - In accordance ,vith the law of Feb
ruary 5, 1844, the first election was held in Keokuk County 
on April 1, 1844, at which time J eremiah Hollings,vorth, 
James M. Smith, and Enos Darnell were elected commis
sioners. On April 24th a meeting of the board was called 
to meet at the home of James M. Smith for the purpose of 

65 Annals of I owa, (First Series), Vol. II, pp. 300, 301. 
66 Laws of the Territory of I owa, 1843-1844, pp. 85-88. 
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perfecting the county organization. Only two members of 
the board were present at this meeting and no business 
aside from that of organization was transacted. The second 
meeting was called for May 13, 1844.67 

Mahaska County. -1fahaska County also complied with 
the law relative to organization, and held its first election 
for county officers on April 1, 1844. A full staff of county 
officers was elected at this time.68 On Tuesday, May 14th, 
the board of commissioners met, the several county officers 
were duly sworn into office, the county was divided into 
election precincts, and the machinery of county government 
was soon in operation.69 

A commission composed of Jesse ,\Tilliams of Johnson 
County, Ebenezer Perkins of Washington County, and 
Thomas Henderson of Keokuk County had been appointed 
to locate the county seat. These men selected the south
east quarter of section thirteen, township seventy-five, 
range sixteen, as the future seat of government and gave 
it the name of Oskaloosa.70 

Wapello County.-In Wapello County, as in the two 
counties just mentioned, the election for county officers ,vas 
held on Ap:il 1, 1844, at which time three commissioners, 
a probate judge, sheriff, treasurer, recorder, clerk, and sur
veyor were elected. The board of county commissioners 
met for the first time on May 20, 1844. The members -
Lewis F. Temple, James Montgomery, and Charles F. Har
row - were all present. These with the other officials-elect 

61 Histor1.J of Keckuk C01Vnty, Iowa (1880), p. 346; election returns on file 
a t Historical Department in Des Moines. 

as History of Mahaska C01Vnty, Iowa (1878), p. 267. 

ao History of Mahaska County, Iowa (1878), p. 276. 

10 Jiistory of Mahaska County, Iowa (1878), p. 268. 
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qualified and the government of ,,T apello County was in
augurated. 

The first transaction of the board consisted of the grant
ing of a license to David Glass to keep a grocery in Ottum
wa. This appears to be inconsistent since the minutes of 
the board of commissioners indicate that the meeting was 
held at ''Louisville''. The seeming incongruity is ex
plained, however, by the fact that the name Ottumwa was 
not officially adopted until November, 1845. Prior to that 
date Loujsville was the name most frequently used.11 

On 1fay 5, 1845, the Legislative Assembly again con
vened. During this session laws were passed relative to 
the organization of tl1ree additional counties. On June 
10th, Iowa County ,vas declared to be organized,12 and on 
the same day but by another act Marjon County was 
created.18 The name Marion County does not appear pre
vious to this time, hence this county was established and 
organized by the same act. On the following day, June 
11th, Kishkekosh County was declared to be organized.7' 
Iowa and Kishkekosh counties were each declared to be 
organized "from and after the first day of July'', and in 
each case a special election for county officers was to be 
held on the first Monday of August. 1'1arion County was 
declared to be organized from and after the first Monday 
in August, and an election was to be held on the first Mon
day of September. In each county commissioners were 
appointed to locate the county seat. 

Marion Oou1ity. -In accordance with the above law the 
71 History of Wapello County, I owa (1914), Vol. I, pp. 100-102. 

72 Laws of the Territory of Iowa, 1844-1845, p. 85. 

73 Laws of the Territory of Iowa, 1844-1845, p. 93. 

74 Laws of the Territory of Iowa, 1844-1845, p. 103. 
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first election in 1Iarion County was held on 1\f onday, the 
first day of September, 1845. At this time 187 votes ,vere 
cast ,vhich resulted in the election of Conrad Walters, 
William vVelch, and David Durham as county commission
ers; Stanford Doud, clerk; Francis A. Barker, judge of pro
bate; David T. Durham, treasurer; James Walters, sheriff; 
Reuben Lowi·y, recorder; Green T. Clark, assessor; Isaac 
B. Power, surveyor; and '\Vellington N ossaman, coroner. 

The first meeting of the county commissioners ,vas held 
on September 12, 1845. At this session the report of the 
commissioners for locating the county seat was received 
and arrangements were made for surveying the town of 
Knoxville, after ,vhich the board adjourned until the second 
Monday in October.75 

On January 13, 1846, the Legislative Assembly passed 
a law entitled '' An Act to establish new counties and de
fine their boundaries.'' True to its title this law did not 
attempt to organize, but merely created, named, and bound
ed the twelve counties of Wayne, Lucas, Warren, Polk, 
Marshall, Jasper, Story, Boone, Dallas, 1\1adison, Clarke, 
and Decatur.76 

During this session of the legislature acts ,vere passed 
for the organization of the counties of Benton, 11 Jasper, 
P olk,18 and Appanoose.19 

On January 17, 1846, the Legislative Assembly-in a 
single act - provided for the organization of the two 
counties of Jasper and Polle This law stipulatPd that the 
organization should be effective from and after 1\farch 1, 

1s History of Marion Cownty, I owa (1915), Vol. I, p. 77. 

1s Laws of the Territory of I owa, 1845-1846, p. 73. 

11 Laws of the Territory of Iowa, 1845-1846, p. 86. 

1s Laws of the Territory of Iowa, 1845-1846, p. 92. 

19 Laws of the Territory of I owa, 1845-1846, p. 55. 
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1846, and provided for a special election of county officers 
to be held on the first Monday in April. ifarshall County 
,vas attached to the county of Jasper for election, revenue, 
a11d judicial purposes, '"Thile Story, Boone, and Dallas 
counties were attached to Polk County. Commissioners 
were also appoir1ted to locate the county seat in each of 
the :,e,vly organized counties, and places were designated 
for the holding of the first term of the district court. 

I oiva Coitnty. -In Iowa County the organizing election 
was held at the home of Robert 11. Hutchinson on the 4th 
of August, 1845. A full staff of officers was elected, 1Y1r. 
Hutchinson being chosen one of the county commissioners. 
The other members were Anderson Meacham and Edward 
R. Ricord. The commissioners convened in extra sessio11 
011 Septen1ber 14, 1845. Few orders were passed at this 
meeting. One of these, ho,vever, is of interest in that it 
declared that "the name of the county seat shall be 'Valley 
Forge' "-tl1e name 11:arengo having been previously 
designated by the locating commission. It appears that 
the name selected vvas unsatisfactory to many of the set
tlers and the cou11ty comn1issioners, supposing that they 
had authority in the n1atter, ordered that the name be 
Valley Forge instead of Marengo.80 The order, ho,Yever, 
did not prevail and the name remained unchanged. 

"JJl[on,roe Coitrity. - II1 Kishkekosh County the election 
for county officers ,vas held in accordance with the law of 
A·ugust 5, 1845. The officers elected at this time ,vere 
1.l-l areham G. Clark, probate judge; James Hilton, clerk: 
of court; J eremiah 11:iller, clerk of the board of county 
commissioners ; T. Templeton, treasurer; J oh11 Clark, 

so liistory of Iowa C011.nty, Iowa (1881), pp. 354-357. 

VOL. xx-33 
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sheriff; and Joseph Tu1c1'.Iullen, l\Ioses If. Clark, and J. S. 
Bradley, county commissioners. The first meeting of the 
board of commissioners ,vas held on Saturday, August 9, 
1845, at the house of W. G. Clark. The first order issued 
was one allo,ving I srael Kister the sum of $14 for services 
r endered in locating the county seat. James A. Galliher 
was allowed $18 for similar services.81 On August 1, 1846, 
the name of the county ,vas changed to Monroe. The 
county organization continued unchanged under the ne,v 
name.82 

Polk Cown_ty. - In Polk: County the organization election 
was held on the first 1'.1onday in April, 1846, at ,vhich there 
were 175 votes cast. Officers elected ,vere three commis
sioners, a probate judge, sheriff, coroner, surveyor, 
treasurer, recorder, assessor, and collector. The first ses
sion of the board of county commissioners ,vas held on 
April 12th. The eagle side of a half dollar ,vas adopted 
as the temporary seal of the commissioners. Bills \Yere 
allowed for the services of election clerks, licenses were 
granted for the keeping of t,vo grocery stores, and an order 
of five dollars and t\venty-five cents was allo,ved for the 
purchase of books and stationery for the use of the county. 
The commissioners then allowed bills for their o,vn service 
and adjourned until l\Iay 25th.83 

Jasper County. -The first election in Jasper County 
was held on the first 1Ionday in Apri], 1846, as designated 
by law and a full staff of officers ,vas elected. County 
government ,vas officially inaugurated on April 14th when 

a1History of Monroe County, Iowa (1896), pp. 18-31; History of Monroe 
County, Iowa (1878), p. 361. 

s2 Laws of the Territory of Iowa, 1845-1846, p. 108. 

ss History of Polk Cownty, I owa (1880), pp. 420-424. 
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the county commissioner s met for the first time. At this 
meeting very little business was transacted. A temporary 
seal was adopted, ho,vever , and minor matters of organiza-

tion adjusted.8' 

Benton C aunty. - Again on January 17, 1846, the same 
day

1

on which Jasper and Polk counties were declared to 
be organized, a law with regard to Benton County provided 
for its organization from and after March 1st. This la,v 
stipulated that there should be a special election of county 
officers to be held on the first Monday in April. Black 
Hawk and Tama counties and the counties west of Tan1a 
were attached to Benton for election, revenue, and judicial 
purposes. Joseph A. Secrest, Lyman Dillon, and J oseph 
A. Downing were appointed to locate and establish the seat 
of justice and were directed to meet on the first ~Io11day 
of May or within thirty days ther eafter to perform the 
duty for which they were appointed. 

In accordance with the provisions of the law relative to 
county organization an election was held on the first iron
day in April, 1846, at which time Edwin B. Spencer, Sam
uel !{. Parker, and Stedman P enrose ,vere elected county 
commissioners. Other county officers were also elected 
at this time. 

No written report has been left of the work of the board 
of commissioners ,vhich convened probably in iiay or June 
- the exact date does not appear. It was ordered tl1at 
Northport be surveyed and platted. Steps ,vere taken at 
the first meeting, however, for the erection of a courthouse 
and election precincts ,vere designated.85 

s4 History of Jasper County, Iowa (1878) , pp. 325-327. 

85 History of Bent()'TI, Cownty, Iowa (1878) , pp. 314-317; Laws of the Terri
tory of I owa, 1845-1846, p. 86. 
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Appanoose Cou1ity. -A la,v relative to Appanoose 
County, passed on January 13, 1846, provided for organiza
tion from and after the first :i\l onday of August, 1846, and 
authorized an election for county officers to be held on that 
date.86 The ,vork of perfecting the county org·anization 
,vas taken up on October 5th. The county commissioners 
in charge of this ,vork ,vere Reuben Riggs, George W. Per
kins, anQ J. B. Packard. At the first meeting of the board 
J . F . Stratton was appointed clerk and an order was given 
for the opening of certain territorial roads. 1\Ioreover a 
report was received f rom the commission appointed to 
locate the county seat and the name of Chaldea ,vas chosen 
for the ne,v toTu'Il - the name being later changed to 
Centerville. After allo,ving certain bills relative to mat
ter s of organization the board adjourned.81 

THE ORGANIZATION OF COUNTIES DURING THE PERIOD 
OF STATEHOOD 

The first act of Congress relative to the admission of 
Io,Ya into the 1Jnion ,vas approved on 1\Iarch 3, 1845.88 T"To 
years \Yere spent in adopting the constitution and adjust
ing boundaries. The act \vhich finally admitted the State 
,Yas passed on December 28, 1846.89 At this time Io,va con
tained fortv-four cotmties00 

- t,venty-nine of "~hich ,vere 
organized. The system of county commissioners ,vas con
tinued under the State government. 

COUN'fIBS ORGANIZED \VJTH COUNTY C01\.f1\.IISSIONERS 

Dallas Courity. -The first General Assen1bly of the 

ss Laws of the Territorv of I owa, 1845-1846, p. 55. 

87 Past and Prese11,t of Appanoose C(YUnty, Iowa (1913), Vol. I, pp. 86-91. 

88 United States Statutes at Large, Vol. V, p. 742. 

89 United States Statutes at Large, Vol. IX, p. 117. 

9o Garver's Hi,story of the Establishment of CO'unties vn I owa in THE IOWA 
JOURNAL OF HISTORY AND POLITICS, Vol. VI, p. 407. 

I 
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State of Io,va convened at Io,va City on November 30, 1846. 
At this session two laws r elative to county organizatio11 
are to be noted. The first of these provided for the or
ganization of Dallas County. It was approved on Feb
ruary 16, 1847,91 and ,vas to take effect on the first day of 
March. This law did not differ from those passed during 
the .,territorial period: it provided for an election to be 
held on the first }.ifonday of April, outlined the duties of 
the organizing sheriff, appointed commissioners for locat
ing the county seat, and designated _the time and place of 
their meeting .. 

In accordance with this law an election was held on April 
5, 1847.92 The first meeting of the board of county com
missioners ,vas a special session held on the :first hionday 
of May, 1847, and the first official act was the appointment 
of Joseph C. Corbell as justice of the peace. The first 
regular meeting was held in July, at which time a report 
was received from the commissioners relative to the loca
tion of the county seat. The place selected was na1ned 
Penoach-the name was later changed to Adel.93 

The second important law relative to county organiza
tion after the State was admitted to the Union was one 
with regard to Pottawattamie '' and other counties''. This 
law was approved on February 24, 1847,94 and is unique 
in character. Instead of stipulating the date at ,vhich or
ganization should become effective, it left the date in
definite and optional with the district judge - declaring 
that the county should be organized '' at any time ,vhen, 
in the opinion of the judge of the fourth judicial district, 

91 Laws of Iowa, 1846-1847, p. 63. 

a2 History of Dallas C()'l,(/Tl,ty, Iowa (1879), pp. 307-311. 

93 Ili:Story of Dallas Cottnty, Iowa (1879), p. 313. 

94 Laws of Iowa, 1846-1847, p. 115. 
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the public good may require such organization.'' The law 
also provided that the organizing sheriff should be appoint
ed by the judge and serve until his successor should be 
elected and qualified. The duties of the organizing sheriff 
as specifically set forth were '' to give at least ten days' 
notice of the tin1e and places of holding such special elec
tion, by posting up at least three ,vritten or printed ad
vertisements, in at least three of the most public places in 
each precinct in said county, grant certificates of election'"', 
and perform the duties of clerk. i1oreover, this law ,vas 
both general and special in character - general in that it 
provided that any- unorganized county in the State ''may 
become organized in the same manner'' as Pottawattamie 
County, and special in that it named and dealt specifically 
with but one county. 

Buchanan Co'u,nty. -In this connection it should be noted 
that although the law mentioned Pottawattamie County in 
particular, Buchanan County was, as a matter of fact, the 
first to organize under the general provision of this law, 
for Pottawattamie County was not organized until a year 
later. 

The first election in Buchanan County was held on 
August 2, 1847, when John Scott, Frederick Kessler, and 
B. D. Springer were elected county commissioners. The 
first meeting of the board was held on October 4th. At 
this time the county was divided into "three commission 
districts '' - presumably with the intention of thereafter 
electing one county commissioner from each district. These 
districts later became to,vnships.95 

Poweshiek County. -Although, as we have already seen, 

0s History of B1tcha;nan County, I owa (1914), Vol. I, pp. 62-64. 
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a la,v had been passed by which any unorganized county 
might become organized, special acts for organization con
tinued to be passed. Thus on January 24, 1848, a law was 
passed for the purpose of organizing Poweshiek County. 
This law was very similar to other special acts already 
considered. It provided for organization after April 3rd, 
and authorized an election of county officers on that date. , 
These officers were to hold office until the regular State 
election in August. Three commissioners, a clerk of the 
court, sheriff, and surveyor were elected at this time.96 

The record of the first meeting of the commission has 
not been preserved. It is known to have met, however, 
early in the summer of 1848, for at this meeting an order 
was passed for the purchase and survey of land for the 
county seat and this survey was completed on July 22nd 
of that year. Lots were then sold and from the proceeds 
a courthouse was erected. 97 

Pottawattamie Ooimty. -The law authorizing the or
ganization of Pottawattamie County, it will be remembered, 
provided that it should be organized when in the opinion 
of the district judge local government was required. Ac
cordingly it was organized under the authorization of 
Judge James P. Carlton in 1848.98 The first election of 
county officers was held in September of that year, when 
A. H. Perkins, David D. Yearsley, and George D. Coulter 
were elected county commissioners. The date of actual 
organization of the county was September 21, 1848, at 
which time the first meeting of the board was held99 at the 

96 Hi.story of Poweshiek County, I owa (1880), p. 374. 

97 History of Poweshiek C01snty, I owa (1911), Vol. I, p. 85. 

98 I owa Official Jlegister, 1909-1910, p. 710. 

99 Annals of Iowa (First Series), Vol. IX, p. 530; Guc's History of Iowa, 
Vol. III, p. 402; History of Pottawattamie C01Snty, Iowa (1882), p. 1. 
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home o.f Hiram Clark in I{anesville - the name first given 
to the present city of Council Bluffs. 

Warren, County. -The people of ,,7arren County took 
advantage of the provisions in the general la,v for the or
ganization of counties. Judge Olney, ,vho held court in 
J\1arion County to " 1hich ,Varren County had formerly been 
attached as a precinct, authorized an election, and appoint
ed Paris P. I-Ienderson organizing sheriff. Under this 
plan of procedure the county " ras divided into precincts 
and notices posted calling an election to be held, for the 
selection of county officers. This election ,vas held on 
January 1, 1849, and resulted in the election of a full staff 
of officers.100 The county commissioners met on February 
10th, at ,vhich time they divided the county into comn1is
sioners' districts and attended to other minor matters of 
organization.101 

Madison, County. - In J\Iadison County, as in "\Varren 
County, the first election of county officers " 1as held on 
January 1, 1849, 102 and the board of commissioners met on 
February 19th103 in a special session ,vhich they designated 
as a ''Commissioners' Court". The regular routine of 
business r :::lative to organization \\'as transacted - a seal 
was adopted, officers \\yere S\\rorn into office, and bonds were 
duly signed and accepted. 

Allaniakee County. - On January 15, 1849, a special act 
of legislation10

,1. ,vas passed relative to the organization of 

100 History of Warren C011nty, Iowa (1879), pp. 333-337. 

101 History of Tflarren Co-unty, I owa (1879), p. 337. 

1ozifistory of Madison County, Iowa (1915), Vol. I, p. 30. 

103 Hi'.story of :Jladison County, Iowa (1879 ) , p. 336. 

104 Laws of I owa, 1848-1849, p. 139. 
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Allamal{ee County, ,vhich together with "\Vinneshiek 
County had been created on February 20, 1847. This la,v 
,vas to tal{e effect after publication, ,vhich occurred on 
~larch 6th. Thomas C. Linton '"as appointed organizing 
sheriff and was authorized to call a special election of 
county officers. Commissioners were also appointed to 

locate the county seat. , 
The first election is reported to have been l1eld on April 

2, 1849, ,vhen county commissioners, a clerk of the board 
of co1mnissioners, a clerk of the district court, and a sheriff 
were elected. The officers vvere authorized to serve the 
county until the time of the next regular election in August. 
The record of the exact date and of the proceedings of 
the first meeting of the board of commissioners has not 
been preserved. It is known, however, that the officers 
met and qualified on April 10, 1849, ,vhich date may be 
taken as the time of the organization of the county.105 

Lucas CoiMity. - Lucas County, the next in order to take 
up the matter of local government, was the subject of 
special legislation. ()n January 15, 1849, a law was ap
proved which declared that this county should be organ
ized from and after the fourth day of July of that year.

106 

The law also provided for an election of county officers to 
be held on the first Monday of At1gust and appointed 
James Rowland as organizing sheriff. An election was 
called for August 6th, at which time a full staff of county 
officials was elected. Four days later, on August 10th, the 
county commissioners met in their first session at the home 
of William S. To"rnsend at Chariton Point.101 The business 

105 History of W11nneshiek, .Al7.amakee, and Iowa, C<Yttnties (1882), p. 366; 
letter of County Auditor J. A. Palmer, September 2, 1922. 

10s Laws of Iowa, 1848-1849, p. 88. 

1o7 History of Lucas C<Yttnty, Iowa (1881) , p. 399. 
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transacted at this time was of the usual routine found in 
connection with newly organized county boards. A clerk 
was appointed, record books were provided for, and the 
organizing officials were allowed pay for their services. 

Frernont County. - On February 24, 1847, the same day 
on which the law concerning Pottawattamie and other 
counties was approved, a law ,vas passed establishing four 
ne\.v counties, namely, Ringgold, Taylor, Page, and Fre
mont.106 The first of these to be organized was Fremont. 
During the early days in this county the Mormons dominat
ed local affairs. With the increasing population the 
balance of power began to change and opinions adverse to 
Mormon government began to find expression in action. A 
petitior.. was drawn up asking the legislature to pass a 
law for the organization of Fremont County. This petition 
was sent to a i1r. Baker, of Fairfield, a member of the 
legislature, but since he believed this to be only a plan for 
organization under Mormon control he did not present the 
matter to the legislature, and hence nothing came of it. 

In 1849, however, the organization of the county was 
authorized by the judge of Poll{ County, to which Fremont 
had previously been attached. The first election, pursuant 
to the proclamation of David ~1. English, who had been 
appointed organizing sheriff, was held in April, 1849. 
David Jones, William K. McKissick, and Isaac Hunsaker 
were elected county commissioners. 

The first session of the board of county commissioners 
was held on September 10, 1849, ,vhen the bonds of the 
several officers were examined and accepted and other 
minor matters of business were transacted.109 

10s Laws of Iowa, 1846-1847, p. 114. 

109 Ilistory of Fremont County, I owa (1881), pp. 370-374. 
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Marshall County. - Marshall County, like several other 
counties already mentioned, took advantage of the general 
organization law of 1847. The first official act to,vard the 
perfection of local government was the appointment of 
Joseph M. Ferguson as organizing sheriff in the summer 
of 1849. The county was divided by Sheriff Ferguson into 
two , townships, and an election for county officers was 
called for August 6th. Joseph Cooper, Jesse Amos, and 
James Miller constituted the board of county commission
ers elected at this time.110 The first official business was 
transacted on October 1, 1849. 

Boone County. -The general law for the organization 
of counties, which was passed in connection ,vith the or
ganization of Potta,vattamie County, ,vas resorted to in 
connection with Boone County. Judge William McKay of 
the fifth judicial district, in accordance with this law, ap
pointed Samuel B. McCall organizing sheriff and fixed the 
first Monday in August, 1849, as the time for holding a 
special election for county officers. The county commis
sioners - ,John Boyles, Jonathan Doles, and Jesse Hull -
met on the first day of October, 1849. The first business 
transacted was that of ordering record books for the 
county, a seal was then provided, and orders were passed 
dividing the county into townships. After certain neces
sary bills were allowed the board adjourned until the 13th 
of October.111 

• 

Decatur County. -The election organizing Decatur 
County was held on April 1, 1850, and the first meeting of 
the county commissioners was on May 6, 1850. The com-

110 Pa.st a1Ul Present of Marshall County, Iowa (1912), Vol. I, p. 112. 

111 HistoTy of Boone Cown-ty, Iowa (1880), pp. 352-355. 
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missioners ""ere Josiah 11:organ, "\Villiam Hamilton, and 
Asa Burrell. The first order ,vas one allff\.ving Andrew 
Still the sum of $30 in payment for his services as or
ganizing sheriff. It ,vas also ordered at this meeting that 
the district court, probate court, and '' commissioner's 
court'' be held at the house of Daniel 1foad until such time 
as the county seat should be located. At the July meeting 
in the sarue year the commissioners organized certain town
ships and sought to perpetuate their own names by naming 
three of the townships iiorgan, }Iamilton, and Burrell.112 

Fayette County. - Under the authority of the general 
provisions of the law of February 24, 1847, for the or
ganization of counties, R. R. Richardson was appointed 
sheriff with authority to organize I.i'ayette County. An 
election was called for July 15, 1850, at which time the first 
county officials were duly elected. The records of Fayette 
County are not all preserved o,ving to the fact that many 
of them \-Vere burned in 1872, when the courthouse was set 
on fire by an escaping prisoner. It is kno,vn, ho,v-ever, 
that the board of county commissioners held a meeting on 
August 26, 1850. The first act of the board related to the 
establishment of road districts. Road viewers ,vere ap
pointed and authorized to meet in November.118 

Wa yne Coitnty.-,Vayne County was established by 
legislative enactment of January 13, 1846, and attached to 
Appanoose County for judicial, revenue, and election pur
poses. Under the authority of the general law for the or
ganization of counties, Judge "\Villiam l\IcKay, on N ovem
ber 8, 1850, appointed Isaac "\V. lvfcCarty organizing sheriff, 

112 Biographical and Ilistorical Record of Ringgold and Decatur C01,ntics, 
Iowa (1887), p. 712. 

11a History of Fayette C01tnty, I owa (1878), pp. 349-353 . 
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with authority to post notices and call an election to be 
held on December 28th for the purpose of electing county 
officers. The county commissioners elected at this time 
held their first meeting on J anuary 27, 1851. The records 
of this meeting are preserved and present to the r eader 
interesting side lights. Each order is numbered and stands 
out..clearly. The spelling and capitalization, however, sug
gest the need of some improvement. The fir st order reads : 
'' Act the 1 alowd I \V 1Iccarty For Organising the County 
as organnising Sherri£ .... $20.00''. Eleven such orders 
were passed, all of which dealt with matters relative to 
organization and the paying of bills thus incurred.114 

Taylor Cownty. - Taylor County remained unorganized 
from the date of its establishment in 1847 until 1851, when 
Elisha Parker ,vas appointed sher iff and assumed the 
duties of organization. In accordance "rith the la,v, he 
posted notices in three public places ,vithin the county, call
ing attention of the voters to an election to be held in Feb
ruary, 1851. At this election only fifty-three votes ,vere 
cast, indicating a small population in the county. Not-• 
withstanding this fact, a full staff of county officers ,vas 
elected, Jacob Ross, Levi L. Hayden, and Daniel Smith 
being named as county commissioners. The first meeting 
of the commissioner s was held on February 26th, at which 
time the county officers were sworn into office and required 
to give bond for the faithful performance of their respec
tive duties. This seen1s to have been the sole purpose of 
the meeting for this having been done the board adjourned 
until the first 1'1onday in April.115 

The county business continued to be transacted, for the 

114 Bio9raphical and Historical Record of Wayne and Appanoose Co1inties, 
I owa (1886), pp. 491-493. 

11s History of Taylor Co·unty, Iowa (1881), p. 386. 

' 
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most part, at the home of Jacob Ross until a commission 
was appointed by the legislature to locate the county seat. 

Page Cownty. -Page County was established, together 
with Ringgold, Taylor, and Fremont counties, on February 
24, 1847, the same day on which the law was approved for 
the organization of Pottawattamie and other counties. 
There is & difference of opinion as to the date of organiza
tion. One author gives the date of the first election as in 
the fall of 1850. He says that William L. Burge was the 
organizing sheriff and that the election took place at Boul
war's Mill. Other reports agree that the election was held 
in 1851 and that ,Villiam Hudson was the organizing sher
iff. I t is probable that the latter date is correct although 
one can not say with certainty.116 

At this time there ,vere but two townships in the county 
-Buchanan and Noda,vay. S. F. Snyder, John Duncan, 
and William Shearer were elected commissioners but the 
place of the board of commissioners was soon taken by 
Major Connor, the first county judge. Judge Connor did 
not complete his first term of tv.ro years : he was succeeded 
by William L. Burge who served out the remainder of the 
term. 

The early records of the county are incomplete and one 
can not say with certainty when the first official business 
was transacted. A mortgage recorded under date of ~1arch 
22, 1852, makes it clear that the county officers assumed 
their duties prior to that date. The first existing record 
of the county court is dated January 15, 1858, and reads 
as follo,vs: '' Be it known that on the night of the 12th of 
January, 1858, all of the books and papers belonging to the 

11a Laws of Iowa, 1846-1847, p. 114; Andreas's Illustrated Historical A.tla~ 
of the State of Iowa (1875), p . 420; History of Page Cownty, Iowa (1909), 
Vol. I , p. 94; History of Page County, Iowa (1880), pp. 385-387, 394. 
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office of County Judge of Page county, together with the 
building in which they were kept, were destroyed by fire. 
It is therefore ordered by this court that there be fur
nished new books in ,vhich to l{eep the record of said 
court.' '117 Accordingly, " rhile it is known that the county 
was organized as early as 1852, the facts concerning the 
early years of the county's history are not definitely and 
clearly known. 

COUNTIES ORGANIZED UNDER TEE COUNTY JUDGE SYSTEM 

During the session of the legislature in 1851 the '' N e,v 
Code'' was adopted and went into operation on July 1st 
of the same year. By the adoption of this code of laws an 
entire change in the government of counties took place. 
The board of county commissioners which had existed 
from the first organization of the Territory was entirely 
abolished and a single officer, called the county judge, ,vas 
substituted. 

The authority of the county judge ,vas summed up in the 
statement contained in the Code of 1851 that l1e should 
assume the '' usual po,vers and jurisdictions of county 
commissioners and of a judge of pro bate'', and that he 
was also to be the "accol1nting officer and general agent of 
the county". He ,vas directed to manage all county busi
ness, except sucl1 as was by law placed in the custody of 
another officer, and to '' superintend the fiscal concerns of 
the county and secure their management jn the best 
manner''. 

Under thi.s provision of the law the authority of the 
county judge became very great. Indeed county govern
ment under his influence came to be spoken of as a monar
chical system and the judge was called a ''one man power''. 

117 History of Page County, I owa (1909), Vol. I, p. 94. 
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One author in conunenting upon this subject said: '' the 
county judge ,vas possessed of very large po,vers - more 
so, proportionately, than a king has over his subjects. ' '118 

Although the county judge '\Yas given a great deal of 
authority and in fact f r equently assumed as much po,ver 
as possible, there '\\-as nevertheless a provision in the la,v 
permitting him to submit questions to a vote of the people, 
in case of doubt as to the best n1ethod of procedure. In 
practice, ho,Yever, this vote, ,vhich ,vas in the nature of a 
referendum, ,vas seldorn r esorted to. 

The date at ,vhich one can say that a county is officially 
organized under the county judge system is more or less 
arbitrary, depending upon the conception of the term. The 
date upon ,0vhich the judge qualified 1rright be considered 
as the date of organization, since the la,v provided that 
'' the county court shall be considered in la,,T as al,vays 
open". Accordingly regular sessions ,vere not necessary 
for the judge to transact official business. For the trans
action of business r equiring notices, ho-\.vever, the judge 
held regular sessions each month.119 

Mills Cownty. - The organization of ~!ills County was 
effected by an election held on the first ~londay in August, 
1851, when William Smith " 'as elected county judge. I-Ie 
assumed the duties of his office on the 18th of the same 
month, after subscribing to an oath that he ,,7ould support 
the Constitution of the United States and of the State of 
Io,va and ",vithout fear, favor, affection or hope of r e
,vard" administer jusfa ce "equally to the rich and poor'' .120 

ns Code of 1851, Secs. 103-107; Annals of I owa (First Series), Vol. VI, 
p. 134; Biographinal and Ilistorical Record of Greene and Carroll Counties, 
Iowa (1887), p. 472. 

119 Code of 1851, Sec. 125. 

120 Ili-story of Mills C<ntnty, Iowa ( 1881), p. 381. 
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Clarke County. - Clarke County, established in 1846, 
was the next in order to be organized. The election for the 
purpose of organizing was held on August 4, 1851, at the 
residence of William Vest. Only thirty-seven votes were 
cast. The officers elected included both a county judge and 
county commissioners. It would seem that although a la,v 
had been adopted placing county government in the hands 
of a ~county judge and abolishing the county commissioners, 
there was a tendency to cling to the old type of government, 
l1ence the election of the county commissioners. Indeed 
the commissioners are said to have met in an organized 
body on August 21, 1851. This is believed to be the latest 
date at which any board of commissioners met in Iowa for 
the purpose of organizing a county, and even in this case 
county affairs were soon given over to the county judge.121 

Winneshiek County. - Just prior to the adoption of the 
law making a change in county organization, a law had 
been passed for the purpose of organizing Winneshiek 
County. This law was approved on January 15, 1851, a::.id 
provided for organization from and after the first of 
March. As a matter of fact, however, the first election ,vas 
not held until August 4th of the same year - after the 
change to the county judge system had gone into effect. 
At this election David Reed was elected county judge. 
Accordingly it is believed that he together with the judges. 
of Mills and Clarke counties all of ,vhom ,vere elected on 
the same day were the first county judges in Iowa to be 
elected at the time the county ,vas organized. The first 
official act of Judge Reed of ,vhicl1 there is a r ecord ,vas 
the convening of the county court in September, 1851. 

121 Biographical a11a Historical Record of Clarke Co1inty, Iowa (1886), p. 
450. 

VOL. XX-34 
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Since there was no business to come before the court it 
" 'as adjourned until the following month. 

On the same day on which the law was passed relative 
to the organization of ,Vinneshiek County - January 15, 
1851- a law was approved providing for the establish
ment of :fifty ne-\.v counties. This was the most important 
act in the ,vhole history of the establishment of counties, 
for it \V8,s the most comprehensive and created the largest 
number of counties. The fifty nevv counties named in the 
order in \Yhich they appear in the act were: Union, Adair, 
Adams, Cass, 1\fontgomery, 1\1ills, and Pottawattamie, in 
the southwestern part of the State; Bremer, Butler, 
Grundy, I-Iardin, Franltlin, and Wright, in the northeast
ern and north-central part; Risley, Yell, Greene, Guthrie, 
Audub0n, Carroll, Fox, and Sac, in the west-central part; 
Crawford, Shelby, Harrison, 1\fonona, Ida, and '\\T ahkaw, 
on the western border of the State; Rumbolt, Pocahontas, 
Buena Vista, Cherokee, and Plymouth, in the north,vest; 
Chickasaw, Floyd, Cerro Gordo, Hancock, I(ossuth, Palo 
Alto, Clay, 0 'Brien, and Sioux, in the second tier from the 
north; and Howard, Mitchell, Worth, Winnebago, Bancroft, 
Emmet, Dickinson, Osceola, and Buncombe, in the north
ern part of the State. 

Of the :fi.1ty counties just enumerated four-Risley, Yell, 
Rumbolt, and Bancroft - were subsequently blotted out 
and hence were never organized. Three others - Fox, 
Buncombe, and ,,r ahka,v - the names of ,vhich were later 
changed ,vill be considered in the order of their organ
ization.122 

122 Jiistory of Winneshiek and Allamakee Counties, Iowa (1882), p. 191; 
Laws of Iowa, 1850-1851, p. 27. 

Election returns f ound at the Historical Department in Des Moines indicate 
that an election was held in Winneshiek County as early as 1847. Evidently 
nothing resulted from this election as there is no further record of organiza• 
tion until 1851. 
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Guthrie County. -In Guthrie County Theophilus Bryan 
was appointed organizing sheriff. He qualified for this 
office on July 8, 1851, and proceeded to lay off the county 
into townships for election purposes. Notices were then 
sent out calling an election to be held on the first Monday 
of August. In accordance ,vith this notice an election was 
held and the organizing sheriff was himself elected to the 
office of county judge. The first order of the judge of 
which we have record was issued on October 16th, when 
the town of Panora was ordered to be surveyed as the 

county seat. 
It is interesting to note in tl1is connection the public 

spirit which was manifested by the first officers of the 
county. Instead of dividing the spoils of the treasury, the 
officers, on September 6, 1852, '' in vie,v of the depressed 
state of the treasury'' mutually agreed to relinquish all 
claims for services r endered up to and including that 

date.123 

An act passed by the General Assembly on January 12, 
1853, provided that certain unorganized counties should be 
attached to organized counties iu the following manner: 
the county of Greene was attached to Dallas; the counties 
of Story, Risley, Yell, and Fox and the counties north of 
Risley, Yell, and F,ox were attached to Boone County. The 
counties of Mitchell, Howard, Floyd, Worth, and Franklin 
were attached to Chickasaw, and Hardin County was at
tached to 1farshall. 

Section two of this law provided that, '' Whenever the 
citizens of any unorganized county desired to l1ave the same 
organized, they may make application by petition in writ
ing signed by a majority of the legal voters of said county, 
to the County .Judge of the county to which such unorgan-

123 Hi.story of Gnthric and Adair Counties, Iowa (1884), pp. 267 269. 
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ized county is attached; ,vhereupon said County Judge, 
shall order an election for county officers in such unorgan
ized county.' '124 

This was the second general law for the organization of 
counties. It differed from the general la,v of 1847, which 
was passed in connection with the organization of Potta
wattamie County, in that the former la,v placed the matter 
of organization under the direction of the district judge, 
,vhile the ne,v la,v placed the matter in the hands of the 
judge of the organized county, to ,vhich the county desir
ing to be organized was attached. Moreover, the former 
law provided for organization at any time when, in the 
opinion of the djstrict judge, the public good required it. 
The new la,v provided that a petition signed by a majority 
of the voters of the county must be presented to the judge 
asking for organization. Thus the matter was not en
tirely optional with the judge, nor could organization be 
effected until a majority of the citizens favored it. 

W ebster Cownty. - The law above mentioned, which at
tached Risley and other counties to Boone County, pro
vided in anotl1er section that the name Risley should be 
changed to \V ebster. Thus vV ebster County came into be
ing as atta1.;hed to Boone County on January 22, 1853 -
the day on ,vhich the la,v became effective by publication.12s 

An election ,vas called by Judge Samuel 1[cCall of Boone 
County, to be held on .i:-\pril 4, 1853, for the purpose of 
electing officers and perfecting the organization of "\Vebster 
County. The election is said to l1ave been more of a poli
tical contest than has usually been found in connection with 
elections for organization. I ndeed in t,Yo of the offices, 

124 Laws of Iowa, 1852-1853, p. 28. 

12s Laws of Iowa, 1852-1853, p. 28. 
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that of sheriff and school fund commissioner, the votes 
cast resulted in a tie and thus failed of election. 

vVilliam Pierce was the man first elected to the office of 
county judge, and l1nder his administration county organ
ization became effective. The first record of official busi
ness transacted by the county judge was that of the issu
anc~ of a marriage license to John J. Holmes and Miss 
Emily Lyons, which bears the date of May 14, 1853.126 

Hard!in Coitnty. - Prior to the date of its organization 
Hardin County was attached to Marshall County for elec
tion and judicial purposes. In February, 1853, in accord
ance with the law, a petition of the legal voters of the for
mer county was presented to the county judge of 1viarshall 
County, who ordered an election of county officers tu be 
held on the 2nd day of March, 1853. The county ,vas 
divided into two townships - the south half of the county 
constituting Latham Township and the north half 1v1organ 
Township. Each township was designated as an election 
precinct. 

Preparatory to the election, a eonvention ,vas held at 
the home of Reuben l{ing for the purpose of placing in 
nomination candidates for the various offices. This was 
the first convention ever held in Hardin County. A com
mittee ,vas appointed to select candidates and it presented 
two names for each office to be filled. 

It appears that no poll was opened in 1vforgan Town
ship and that but thirty-t,vo votes were cast at the first 
election. The officers selected at this time were Alexander 
Smith, county judge; Samuel Smith, recorder and treasur
er; J·ames D. Putnam, clerk of the district court; Thomas 

126 History of Fort Dodge and Web.~ter County, Iowa (1913), Vol. I, pp. 
83-87; History of Ha1nilton C01,nty, I owa (1912), Vol. I, p. 51. 
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Bennett, sheriff; and William Shafer, school fund com
rmss1oner. For some reason "\Villiam Shafer failed to 
qualify and Samuel R. Edgington was appointed to fill 
the vacancy. The early records of the county have been 
lost and the date of the first official business is not lmown.121 

Story County. - In accordance with the law of 1853 the 
organization of Story County became effective under the 
authorization of the county judge of Boone County, to 
which Story County had been attached. The election for 
county officers was held on April 4, 1853, when Evan C. 
Evans was elected county judge. 

The first official business of the judge was to appoint an 
assessor - no one having been elected to that office at the 
April election. The exact date of this appointment is not 
known. It was in the spring of 1853, however, for the 
appointed officer entered upon his duties in June of that 
year. The assessor r eceived for his services the sum of 
$1.50 per day. The first order of the county judge was 
that Stephen P. O'Brien receive $36 for ~venty-four days' 
service as assessor of Story County. The salary attached 
to the office of county judge was small, and the record of 
the county indicates that he must have done a great deal 
of work for the compensation he received - always per
forming faithfully and well the duties of his office. In 
some of the counties of the State county affairs were badly 
managed as will later appear. Story County ,vas fortunate 
in this regard and much of the credit is due to Judge 
Evans, who continued to serve his county for several 
years.128 

A second law passed on January 12, 1853, was one con-

1 21 History of Hardin County, Iowa (1883), pp. 234, 235. 

12sHistory of Story C01mty1 I owa (1911) , Vol. I, pp. 38-41. 
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cerning the five counties of Adams, Cass, Harrison, Shelby, 
and W ahkaw, and declared that they be considered as or
ganized after the first Monday in March, 1853. It was 
further provided that a special election be held in each of 
these counties, except W ahkaw, on the first Monday of 
April, 1853. 

For election, revenue, and judicial purposes the counties 
of Montgomery and Union were attached to Adams County 
- each as a civil township. Election returns were to be 
sent to the organizing sheriff of Adams County. For 
similar purposes Monona County was attached to Harrison 
County; Crawford and Carroll counties to Shelby County; 
and Ida, Sac, Buena Vista, Cherokee, Plymouth, Sioux, 
0 'Brien, Clay, Dickinson, Osceola, and Buncombe counties 
to W ahkaw. Ringgold County was attached to Taylor 
County.129 

Shelby Cownty. - Shelby County, one of the fifty estab
lished in 1851, was temporarily attached to Pottawattamie 
County.130 By an act of the legislature approved on Janu
ary 12, 1853, the county was declared to be organized from 
and after the first Monday in March following, and a 
special election for selecting county officers was to be held 
on the first Monday in April.181 In accordance with this 
law an election was held on April 4, 1853, and the follow
ing officers ,vere elected: James M. Butler, county judge ; 
V. Perkins, clerk of the court; and Andrew Fontz, sheriff. 
Only thirteen votes were polled at this organizing election. 
This indicates not only that the population of the county 
was at this time very small but suggests the further fact 

129 Laws of I owa, 1852-1853, p. 21. 

iao Iowa Official Register, 1909-1910, p. 712. 

1s1 Laws of I owa, 1852-1853, p. 23. 
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that it ,vas difficult to secure a sufficient number of com
petent men to fill the county offices. This latter fact is 
substantiated by the r eport that the sheriff elected was 
illiterate and given to frequent over-indulgence in strong 
drink. 

I t is said that upon his election he received a copy of 
the Code of 1851 ,vhich he took home for his wife to read 
to him. The section which he heard most often was the 
one which makes habitual drunkenness a sufficient cause 
for divorce. The sheriff soon became tired of this reading 
and returned the volume to the judge with the request that 
no other such books be sent home with him. 

Soon after the organization the county seat was located 
at Shelbyville, a town which has since ceased to exist. The 
county judge, l1owever, ,vas opposed to the selection of the 
county seat and accordingly the fir st county business was 
transacted at I-Iancock's grocery store. Tl1e date of the 
fir st official business is not known.182 

Cass Cownty. - Near the site of the present to,vn of 
Lewis in Cass County there was established in 1846 a 
little village known as Indianto,vn. Here in the year 1853 
Cass County was organized. The first election of county 
officers was held on the first Monday of April. Jeremiah 
Bradsha,v, a pioneer merchant who had come from lliinois 
and opened a store at Indianto,vn a short time prior to 
this, ,vas elected county judge. The other officers were 
V. 1f. Concord, treasurer and collector; C. C. Woodward, 
clerk; Francis E. Ball, sheriff; Levi }.f. 1\1ills, drainage 
commissioner; David Chapman, surveyor; and J ames 1f. 
Benedict, coroner. 'l'he first cotmty business was transact-

132 Andreas's Illustrated Hi.storical Atlas of the State of Iowa (1875), p. 
391. 
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ed at Indianto,vn, and the first order for money to be paid 
out of the county treasury was an order for $34 to be paid 
to the locating commissioner for seventeen days' service 
in locating the county seat. The date of this order does 
not appear. The records sho,v, however, that a deed for 
the transfer for certain land ,vas recorded on June 17, 
18l>3. This appears as the first recorded official business 
in the county.188 

Union Cou1ity. -A11other la,v to be considered was the 
one for the organization of Union County. This law was 
passed on January 12, 1853, and provided for the organiza
tion of ·union County from and after the first day of March 
and authorized a special election to be held at Pisgah on 
the first Monday of April. John Edgecombe was appointed 
organizing sheriff. Under the authorization of this act an 
election was held at the time indicated, resulting in the 
choice of Norman Nun for county judge, J osepl1 W. Ray 
for clerk, and Henry Peters for sheriff. At the election 
there ,vere but ten votes cast, but these were sufficient to 
place the county in the organized group. Nor was com
petition lacking in the election. 

It is reported that there were two candidates for judge, 
Norman Nun and W. l\1:. Lock, who, in a private caucus, 
mutually agreed to vote for each otl1er, but ,vhen the time 
came Nun failed to live up to his part of the agreement, 
voting for a11d electing himself county judge - the vote 
standing six to four. The first official act of Judge Nun 
was to receive the resignation of A. P. Nun, constable, on 
June 22, 1853. That the judge was lacking in legal train
ing may be inf erred from the fact that he could not write 

133 History of Cass County, Iowa, (1884), p. 298; Andreas 's Illustrated 
Historical Atlas of the State of Iowa (1875), p. 405; Gue's History of Iowa, 
Vol. m, pp. 322, 323. 

• 
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his name and always signed official records by use of an 
X mark.13

' 

Tama County. -The next county to be considered is 
Tama, ,vhich was one of the nine counties established on 
February 17, 1843, but attached to Benton County for 
election, judicial, and revenue purposes. On March 10, 
1853, the voters of Tama County presented a petition to 
the county judge of Benton County asking for a separate 
organization ,vhich was duly granted and an order was 
issued for holding an election on the first Monday of May. 
Tallman Chase was elected county judge and called the 
first county court on the first Monday in July. Since the 
officers elected at the 1viay election ,vould hold office only 
until the time of the regular election in August several of 
the officer s elected did not qualify. At the August election 
J. C. Vermilya ,vas elected to the office of county judge to 
succeed Judge Chase.135 

Harrison County. - The la,v passed on January 12, 1853, 
as mentioned above, provided for the organization of 
Harrison County. The first steps taken after this date was 
a meeting of the commissioners to locate the county seat. 
The location was made at ~fagnolia and this fact was 
officially reported to Michael 1-Icl(enney, organizing sheriff, 
,vho, in accordance with the law, called an election to be 
held at the county seat on the first Monday of April. At 
this time there v.'ere but two voting precincts in the county: 
one west of the Boyer River at ~1agnolia, and the other 
east of the river at Owen Thorpe's.186 

134 Laws of I owa, 1852-1853, p. 26; Biographical and Historical Record of 
Ringgold and Union Counties, Iowa (1887), p. 678. 

1ss History of Twma County, Iowa (1879), p. 19. 

130 HistoriJ of Harriso1i County, Iowa (1888), pp. 142, 143. 
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The result of the election was that Stephen King was 
elected county judge; P. G. Cooper, treasurer and recorder; 
William Dakan, prosecuting attorney; Chester M. Hamil
ton, sheriff; and "\Villiam Cooper, clerk of the court. The 
first regular meeting of the county court was held on 
August 5, 1853, about four months after the organizing 
el~ction. This appears as the first official business trans
acted in the county .1 37 

Chickasaw Co1U,nty. - Chickasaw was one of the fifty 
counties established in 1851. By legislative enactment of 
January 22, 1853, the county was attached to Fayette 
County for election, revenue, and judicial purposes.138 

Early in the spring of the same year an attempt ,vas made 
to organize the county. An election was held and J. K. 
Rowley was elected county judge. It appears, however, 
that the formalities of the law were not complied with in 
some particulars and the election ,vas held to be invalid. 

On June 30, 1853, the county judge of Fayette County 
appointed John Bird as organizing sheriff. On the 12th 
day of August an election was held resulting in the choice 
of the following officers: James Lyon, county judge; S. C. 
Goddard, clerk; N. D. Babcock, prosecuting attorney; E. 
A. Haskell, treasurer; and Andy Sample, sheriff. Judge 
Lyon assumed the duties of his office on September 12, 
1853.139 

Bremer County. - Bremer County, one of the fifty estab-

137 Andrea.s's I llustrated Historical Atlas of the State of Iowa (1875) , p. 
410. 

13s Laws of Ioiva, 1852-1853, p. 29. 

1s9 Andreas's Ilhtstrated Historical Atlas of the State of I owa (1875), 
p. 414; data secured from the county audito; of Chickasaw County, Septem· 
ber, 1922. 
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lished in 1851, was attached to Black Hawk County for 
judicial, election, and revenue purposes on January 22, 
1853,1

"
0 and was organized by an election held in August, 

1853. At this time eighty votes were cast and the follow
ing men elected as the first county officers: J erenuah Far
ris, county judge; Austin Farris, sheriff; John Hunter, 
treasurer and recorder; Herman A. Miles, clerk of the 
court; John H. Martin, school fund commissioner; and 
I srael Trumbo, surveyor. 

The records of the county court commence with the first 
session held in the to\\rn of Waverly on August 15, 1853. 
The first entries ,vere concerning orders fixing· the amount 
of bonds required of the various county officers. The bonds 
of the treasurer, recorder, and sheriff ,vere each fixed at 
$5000. The first regular session of the court convened in 
December of the same year.141 

Adams Oownty. -Adams County was the next to be or
ganized under this law. Complete records of organization 
are not available, but it is knovm that Amos Lowe was 
appointed organizing sheriff and that an election was held, 
as prescribed by la,v, on the first Monday in April, 1853, 
at which time county officials ,vere elected. Samuel Baker 
was chosen county judge, and John H. Calvin recorder. 
The first order of Judge Baker that appears on record was 
one allowing to William Davis $26 for thirteen days' serv
ice as one of the eommissioners to locate the county seat. 
The date of this order is not known. The evidence is clear, 
however, that the organization was perfected during the 
summer of 1853, for on September 21st of that year the 
first transfer of land made in the county was recorded. 

1,10 Laws of Iowa, 1852-1853, p. 86. 

141 History of B11tler and Bremer Counties, Iowa (1883), pp. 799, 811. 
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This constitutes the earliest record of business in Adams 
County no,v available.142 

Montgomery County. -Montgomery County, one of the 
fifty established in 1851, was by a legislative enactment of 
January 12, 1853, as indicated above, attached to Adams 
Coy.nty for revenue and judicial purposes. Amos G. Lowe 
was by the same act appointed organizing sheriff and the 
first election was ordered to be held at his house. There 
are two reports concerning this election : one that it was 
held in April, the other that it occurred in August. It is 
probable that the April election was the one held for the 
purpose of organizing Adams County of which Mont
gomery County was at that time a voting precinct. Ac
cordingly it is believed that the election for the organizing 
of 1Yiontgomery County was held on the first Monday of 
August, 1853. However that may be, the record is clear 
that Amos G. Lowe was elected county judge and that he 
transacted his first official business on August 15th ,vhen 
he ordered a levy of certain taxes. 

It may be noted in this connection that the salary of 
the county judge for the first year was $50. The clerk re
ceived $25 and the treasurer $20. The second year the 
clerk's salary was raised to $30.1 4 3 

Black Hawk CoU/1'1,ty. - The act by ,vhich Black Ha,vk 
County was established in 1843 attached it to Dela,vare 
County for election and judicial purposes. Subsequently, 
in 1845, it was similarly attacl1ed to Benton County. Still 

142 Gue 's History of Iowa, Vol. III, p . 298; Andreas's I llustrated Historical 
Atlas of the State of I owa (1875), p. 415; History of Montgo1nery County, 
I owa (1881), p. 328. 

148 History of M011,tgomery Cownty, I owa (1881), pp. 327-328; Andreas 's 
n zu.strated Historical Atlas of the State of I owa (1875) , p. 419. 
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later, in 1851, Black Hawk, together with Bremer, Butler, 
and Grundy counties, was attached to Buchanan County. 
The records of Buchanan County under date of January 
30, 1853, sho,v that a petition, signed by a majority of the 
legal voters of Black Hawk County, was received. This 
requested that a11 election be called for the first Monday 
in August for the purpose of electing the various county 
officers. 

At the election held in accordance ,vith this petition on 
the first 1fonday in August, 1853, the following officers were 
elected: county judge, Jonathan R. Pratt; treasurer and 
recorder, Aaron Dow; clerk of the district court, John H. 
Brooks; prosecuting attorney, William L. Christie; sheriff, 
John Virden; school fund commissioner, H. H. Fowler; 
drainage corrunissioner, Norman Jackson; coroner, Ed
mund Butterfield; county surveyor, Charles Mullan. 

It appears that there was no person in the county at that 
time authorized to administer the oath of office to the new 
officers, for on the 9th day of August Mr. Pratt, county 
judge-elect, went to Independence where the oath of office 
was duly administered to him by the county judge of 
Buchanan County. 

The first -recorded act of official business transacted by 
the judge ,vas the administering of the oath of office to 
the other county officers-elect on the 17th of August at 
which time official bonds were filed and approved and the 
officers entered upon the discharge of their duties.1

•
4 

Woodbury Coit11,ty. - Reference has been made to Wah
ka,v County which ,vas established in 1851. On January 

144 Vn.n Metre 's History of Black Hawk CO'lllnty, Iowa (1904), pp. 32, 39, 
40; data secured from the county auditor of Black Hawk County, September, 
1922. 

• 
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12, 1853, an act was passed declaring the county to be or
ganized after the first Mo11day of 1Iarch. On the same day 
another act changed the name to ,V oodbury - the latter 
law going into effect on January 22nd.145 

At the general election which ,vas held at the house of 
William Thompson, on August 1, 1853, sixteen votes were 
cast and the follo,ving officers elected : J\1arshall To,vnsley, 
judge; I-Iiram Nelson, treasurer and recorder; Eli Lee, 
coroner ; and Joseph P. Babbitt, district clerk. The records 
of the county begin with the date January 27, 1854, when 
certain bills were allo,ved, the first being an order for $18 
payable to Tl1omas L. Griffey for services in locating the 
county seat.146 

Adair County. -Adair County was among the group of 
fifty counties established in 1851. The Fourth General 
Assembly passed a law by which Adair was attached to 
Cass County and made to constitute a civil to,vnship.147 In 
April, 1854, an election ,vas held to select the first county 
officers and for the organization of the county. At this 
election George M. Holaday was elected county judge and 
J ohn Gibson was elected clerk. The first record of an 
official act by Judge Holaday was on May 1, 1854. On the 
3rd of July the same year the county was divided into two 
election precincts by a line running north and south, divid
ing it equally. The ,vest half was called Washington 
Township; the east half Harrison Township. It is said 
that the first regular meeting of the court was held on May 
6, 1854. The only business transacted at this time was the 

145 Laws of I owa, 1852-1853, pp. 21, 28. 

146 History of the Counties of Woodb1iry and Plymouth, Iowa (1890-1891), 
pp. 76, 80, 81, 264, 266. 

147 Laws of I owa, 1852-1853, p. 23. 
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issuance of a marriage license to "\Villiam Stinson - this 
is but another example of the wide variety of duties ,vhich 
at that time devolved upon the county judge. 

The r ecord of court under the date of the :first lYionday 
in July, 1855, contains an order '' that John Gibson, county 
clerk, be allowed in all for :fifteen months' salary as clerk, 
$62.50 and that G. 1vI. Holaday be allowed $52.50 as his 
salary for fifteen months, from the 1st of April, 1854 to 
the 1st of July, 1855. ''148 

Greene Goi1,nty. - Greene County ,vas established in 
1851, and on January 22, 1853, was attached to Dallas 
County. Prior to this time it had been temporarily at
tached to Polk County. Ii1 1854 there ,vas a population of 
about one hundred and :fifty persons, and the county was 
deemed sufficiently populous to entitle it to a separate or
ganization. Accordingly organization was provided for 
by the election of county officers on August 12, 1854. 
"\Villiam Phillips was the first county judge. The first 
official business ,vas transacted on August 25th when an 
order was issued that Greene County should be divided 
into t,vo election precincts.149 

Floyd Cownty. - On June 21, 1854, the people of Floyd 
County petitioned Judge James Lyon, of Chickasaw 
County, to which Floyd had previously been attached for 
judicial purposes, asking for a srparate organization. 
Judge Lyon granted the petition and the :first election of 
the county officers accordingly took place on August 7th 
of that year - eighty-five votes being cast. The officers 

HS Andrea.s's Ill11strated Ilistorical Atlas of the State of Iowa (1875), p. 
389; Ili-story of Adair C01.1nty, I owa (1915), Vol. I, pp. 7-9. 

1-.10 Biographical and IIistorical Itecord of Greene and Carroll Co1inties, I owa 
(1887), p. 466. 
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elected were: John 1\1. Hunt, county judge; S. C. Goddard, 
county clerk; Thomas Connor, prosecuting attorney; 
Joshua Jackson, treasurer and recorder; William Mont
gomery, sheriff; J. G. Shoemaker, surveyor; C. P. Bur
ro-ughs, school fund commissioner; Horace Stearns, assess
or; and Nicholas Fleenor, coroner. Thomas Connor failed 
to qualify and David Wiltse was appointed prosecuting 
attorney in his place. 

As an example of the economy with which county affairs 
were managed, the records indicate that the salary of the 
judge for the first quarter, ending on the first Mo11day of 
December, 1854, was $10.17. This item also indicates that 
the officers received pay dating from the first Monday in 
August, the date of tl1eir election. The first record found 
of an official meeting, ho,vever, bears the date of Septem
ber 4, 1854, when the first session of the county court con
vened at Freeman.1

~0 

Mitchell County. - Prior to 1854 l\1itchell County had 
been attached to Chickasaw for election and judicial pur
poses. In the summer of that year a petition for county 
organization was prepared and presented to the county 
judge of Chickasaw County who, in accordance with the 
request, issued an order that an election should be held on 
the 7th of August. Upon the date named the electors of 
the county met at the house of Dr. Alexander H. Moore, 
near the present site of the city of Osage. Candidates 
,vere first nominated, but as this matter had been previous
]y discussed, it took but a short time to fill out the ticket, 
and the election followed immediately. It is said that, '' A 
man's political creed was not asked nor tl1ought of, and all 
the proceedings were characterized by the most per fect 

1s0History of Floyd County, I owa (1882), pp. 323, 362, 371, 385. 
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harmony. '' The ballot box consisted of an ordinary wood 
box provided for the occasion, and the tickets were written 
by the clerks. Alexander H . i1oore ,vas elected county 
judge. After organization, books were procured and each 
officer opened his county office in his own cabin until suit
able county buildings could be procured. 

The first term of the county court was held at the home 
of J udge Moore on October 2, 1854. The record states that 
''no business being presented court adjourned until the 
November term''.1 51 

Butler County. -As indicated above, Butler County to
gether with Black Hawk, Bremer, and Grundy counties, 
was attached to Buchanan County in 1851. The territory 
was sparsely settled at this time, however, and there is no 
evidence that the people of Butler County took any part 
in the governmental affairs during the time this relation
ship existed. In 1853 settlers sufficient in number had 
arrived to warrant an attempt to organize a county. Ac
cordingly in May of that year Judge Oliver Roszell ap
pointed commissioners to locate the county seat. In August 
following, by order of the same magistrate, an election was 
held for organizing Butler County. A full staff of county 
officers was elected but as the offices were not deemed suf
ficiently lucrative to warrant the trouble of a journey to 
Independence to take the oath of office, the officer s-elect all 
failed to qualify. 

Soon after this Butler County was detached from 
Buchanan County and attached to Black Hawk. Pursuant 
to an order issued by the county judge of the latter county, 
a second election was held in August, 1854, and a perma
nent organization was effected on October 2nd of that year, 

151 History of Mitchell and Worth Co1inties, I owa (1884), pp. 145-148. 
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John Palmer beii1g the first county judge. On October 28, 
1854, the first levy of taxes was made, the total levy for 
the year being $698.50.152 

]tl on,ona County. - ~Ionona County, established in 1851, 
was attached to Harrison County for election purposes on 
J a,nuary 12, 1853. 1Jnder this jurisdiction and under the 
authority of the general law of 1853 the county ,vas or
ganized in 1854 - the organizing election being held on 
April 3rd of that year. The follo,ving persons constituted 
the first county officers : Charles B. Thompson, county 
judge ; Hugh Lytle, treasurer and r ecorder; Andre,v Hall, 
clerl{; and J. F. Lane, sheriff. The first county business , 

was transacted at the ~Iormon to,vn, Preparation. Indeed 
the organization of the county was largely in the hands of 
the Mormons, who ,vere, at this time, an influential factor 
in political affairs.1 53 

The county judge had himself formerly been a follower 
of Joseph Smith at Nauvoo. Early in 1854 he had brought 
some fifty or more families and preempted several thous
and acres of land in Monona County. Thus when he be
came county judge he' was able to control and regulate 
practically all of the affairs of the county, both temporal 
and spiritual, since he pretended to have spiritual author
ity over his followers under the direction of a spirit which 
he called Baneemy. Thus Judge Thompson was for a time 
perhaps the most autocratic judge of his time. No r ecords 
of the official acts of Judge Thompson have been preserved, 
but it is known that he served as judge until the fall of 
1855. 

152 History of Butler and B remer Counties, I owa (1883), p. 232. 

15s Laws of I owa, 1852-1853, p. 23; H owe's Annal$ of I owa, Vol. III, p. 
17; History of Monona Co-unty, Iowa (1890), p. 166; Gue's History of Iowa, 
Vol. III, p. 391. 
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Ririggold County. - Ringgold County, together with Tay
lor, Page, and Fremont counties, was established by legis
lative enactment of February 24, 1847. It was attached to 
Taylor County in 1853. Unlike most counties organized 
during this period it was organized by a special act of 
legislation which was approved on January 18, 1855, and 
became effective by publication in the papers of I owa City 
on the 31st of January in the same year. This law pro
vided for organization from and after the :first day of 
11arch, appointed William ~1cAfee of Taylor County or
ganizing sheriff, and designated the :first ~1onday in April 
as the date of the first election. It seems that for some 
reason the election was not actually held until ~1ay 14th, 
for under this date are to be found the oaths subscribed 
and sworn to by the organizing sheriff and the judges and 
clerks of the election. At this organizing election only 
thirty-four votes were cast- resulting in the selection of 
a full staff of county officers. James C. Hagans was elected 
county judge. 

On the 29th of June the judges of Ringgold and Taylor 
counties met to make a settlement of financial statements. 
This is the first official business of the county judge of 
which there is a r ecord. Three days later, on July 2nd, 
the county oftlcers held their first meeting as an organized 
board.154 

Audubon, County. - Audubon County, by legislative 
enactment of January 12, 1853, was attached to and made 
a civil township of Cass County. On the same day the 
general law applicable to county organization "vvas passed 
- becoming effective ten days later on the 22nd of J anu-

154 Laws of I owa, 1846-1847, p. 114, 1852-1853, p. 24, 1854-1855, p. 50; 
Biographical and llistorical Record of Rvnggold and Decatur Counties, Iowa 
(1887), p. 408. 



ORGANIZATION OF COUNTIES IN IOWA 549 

ary. This law provided, as already mentioned, that when
ever citizens of an unorganized county desired to have their 
county organized, they might make a1>plication to tl1e 
county judge of the county to which they were attached, 
who :il. turn would order an election for organization. It 
was under the authority of this provision that the people 
of.. Audubon County petitioned the county judge of Cass 
County asking for organization. The first election ,vas 
held at the house of John S. Jenkins in section 29 of Exira 
Township on April 2, 1855. Thomas S. Lewis was elected 
county judge. In May commissioners were appointed to 
locate the county seat. Two of the men appointed qualified 
and made a selection, which they reported on June 20th. 
The site chosen was called Dayton. This to,vn was laid 
out and platted by Judge Le,vis on July 9, 1855. This is 
the earliest available record of an official act of the judge.1 55 

Crawford County. - Crawford County, one of the fifty 
established in 1851, was attached to Shelby County on 
January 12, 1853. A petition was circulated asking for a 
separate organization. This was granted and in April, 
1855, temporary officers ,vere elected to serve the county 
until the regular election in August. At this first election 
E. W. Fowler was elected judge. There is no record of any 
county business transacted prior to the August election. 
It is recorded, however, that the judge was allowed the 
sum of four dollars and sixty cents for his services until 
that date. It was under the leadership of Judge John R. 
Bassett, who was elected to the office of county judge in 
August, that the matter of county organization took definite 
shape. The first meeting of record was held on September 
3, 1855. On the third of December of the same year the 

1 55 Iowa Official Register, 1909-1910, p. 690; History of A.udtibon C011nty, 
I owa (1915), p. 48. 



550 IOWA JOURNAL OF HISTORY AND POLITICS • 

judge, clerk, and recorder met and reported the amount 
of money they had received since August 1st - the judge 
having received $5.75, the clerk $3.00, and the recorder 
$8.70, a total of $17.45. They made an equal division of 
this amount and each took one-third of the amount toward 
the payment of his salary.156 

Howard County. - Hovvard County, established in 1851, 
vras attached to Chickasaw County on January 22, 1853. 
It appears that there ,vas some opposition to organization, 
but the matter was skillfully handled, and before the oppo
sition was a,vare of it a petition was presented and an 
order from the court issued directing that an election be 
held. The records of Judge J ames Lyon of Chickasaw 
County contain the follo,ving: '' A petition was presented 
to me on the 17th day of July, 1855, for organizing Howard 
County.'' 

In accordance witl1 this request it was ordered that 
Edmund Gillett be organizing sheriff and that an election 
be held on Monday, August 6, 1855. 

The election was held as directed and the following of
ficers elected: James G. Upton, county judge; Edmund 
Gillett, clerk; William Woodward, treasurer and recorder; 
John Harlow, sheriff; and if. V. Burdick, attorney. 

The first entry found upon tl1e record book of the county 
bears the date of Septen1ber 15, 1855, and is an order of 
the county to pay $126 for books and stationery for the use 
of the county. A desk for the use of the clerk was also 
ordered at this time.151 

On January 24, 1855, the legislature passed an act rela-

1so Laws of Iowa, 1852-1853, p. 23; IIistory of Crawford CO'Unty, I owa 
(1911), Vol. I, pp. 78, 79; Andreas's Illustrated IIi-storical .Atlas of the State 
of Iowa (1875), p. 408. 

151 History of Chicka.saw and Howard Counties, I owa (1883), p. 339. 
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tive to the attachment of unorganized cotmties. This law 
became effective on February 28th of the same year and 
provided that the counties of Calhoun and Sac should be 
attached to Greene County; Wright, Rumbolt, Pocahontas, 
Palo Alto, Kossuth, Hancock, Winnebago, Bancroft, and 
Rromett to Webster County; and Franklin to Hardin 
Connty.158 

Wright CoW>ity. -Wright County was the first of this 
group of counties to be separately organized. The first 
meeting relative to organization is said to have been held 
at the cabin of S. B. Hewett, on the Boone River, in the 
vicinity of the present city of Eagle Grove. The first elec
tion was held on August 6, 1855, at which time the follow
ing officers were elected: David Dean, county judge ; C. H. 
Martin, clerk of court; Anson Brassfield, r ecorder and 
treasurer; S. Crapper, sheriff; S. B. Hewett, Jr., surveyor; 
and N. B. Paine, attorney. The first official act of the judge 
of which there is record is that in connection with the 
October term of court.159 

Calhoun Coivnty. - Calhoun County, together with Sac 
County, was attached to Greene County on January 28, 
1855. It soon became apparent to the citizens of Calhoun 
County that they were paying taxes into the treasury of 
Greene, and that very litt le revenue came back to them in 
the form of needed improvements. They decided, there
£ ore, to take the necessary steps for a separate organiza
tion. Pursuant to the provisions of the la,v of J anuary 
22, 1853, they submitted a petition to William Phillips who 

1ss Laws of I owa, 1854-1855, p. 211. 

159 Gue's History of I owa, Vol. III, p. 437; letter of County Auditor F. 
W. Walker, September 2, 1922. 
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,vas then judge of Greene County, asking him to order an 
election for county officers. Judge Phillips granted the 
petition and designated the first 1\1:onday in August, 1855, 
as the day for such election. At this time Peter Smith ,vas 
elected county judge; Joel Golden, clerk; Christian Smith, 
treasurer and recorder; William Oxen£ ord, sheriff ; and 
Ebenezer Comstock, attorney. The date upon which these 
officers assumed office is not given. It is kno,vn, however, 
that the judge administered an oath to the commission for 
locating the county seat on November 7, 1855. This is the 
first official act of which there is record.1 60 

Carroll County~ - By a legislative enactmen~ of Febru
ary 14, 1855, Carroll County ,vas attached to Guthrie. On 
the 16th of July f ollo,ving, Judge James Henderson of 
Guthrie appointed an organizing sheriff and ordered an 
election to be held on the first Monday in August for the 
purpose of electing officers for Carroll County. This 
election was held at the time appointed and officers were 
elected accordingly, A. J. Cain being elected county judge. 

The county judges, as has already been noted, were in a 
position to assume a great deal of authority and rule the 
people harshly. Indeed they were sometimes compared, in 
this respect, to the Czar of Russia. Judge Cain, however, 
,vas not of this type. It is said that he was ''honest, fat 
and jolly" and that his constituents had no r eason to com
plain of his official acts. Although sometimes given to 
'' deep potations '' and inclined to bet on his ability to 
handle a rifle, yet he prf'sided over his court with dignity 
and disposed of judicial matters with justice. 

The first official act of the county judge was on August 

100 Laws of Iowa, 1854-1855, p. 211; Past and Present of Calhoun County, 
Iowa (1915), Vol. I , pp. 67, 68. 

• 
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17, 1855. The first money paid out of the county treasury 
was the sum of four dollars paid to James White for tak
ing the laws of Iowa, a small volume of about four hundred 
pages, from Iowa City to Carroll County. This was not 
an exorbitant charge, for :iYir. White spent three weeks in 
making the round trip and, because of storms and difficul
t:i.as, had to abandon some of the freight with which he 
started. At the same session of the court an order was 
made allowing the judge the sum of $12.50 as salary for 
the first quarter, at the rate of $50 per year. The treasurer 
was allowed the same amount for the quarter, and the clerk 
was given $16 in full payment to date.161 

Cerro Gordo County. -In the spring of 1855 what is 
now Cerro Gordo County was attached to F loyd County 
as a civil township. Under the provisions of the law as 'it 
then existed the citizens of the attached county petitioned 
the county judge for an election for organization. The 
petition was granted and an election called for August 7, 
1855. As soon as it was known that an election was to be 
held, a convention was called for the nomination of officers. 
John B. Long, a very prominent man among the settlers, 
was active in the matter of organization and was the first 
to be nominated for county judge. The election was held 
on the date prescribed and Mr. Long received forty-nine 
of the fifty votes cast for the office of judge. At the first 
term of court there was no business to be transacted, so 
the court adjourned. 

The first record of business transacted was the allowing 
of a bill for $458.25 for county books and supplies. This 

161 Laws of I owa, 1854-1855, p. 6; Biographical 0/11,d Historical Record of 
G1·eene aniJ, Carroll C01vnties, I owa (1887), pp. 643, 644; History of Carroll 
Cownty, Iowa (1912), Vol. I, p. 28; data secured from the county auditor of 
Carroll County, September, 1922. 
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was on December 29, 1855. At this time a bill for the 
judge's salary \Yas allo,ved. It amounted to $15.30. C. W. 
Scott, clerk of the court, dre,v the same amount as his 
salary.162 

I( ossuth Coun,ty. -As indicated above Irossuth County 
was attached to ,Vebster County in January, 1855. In 
August of the same year an election ,vas held for the pur
pose of organization and I(ossuth County entered upon a 
separate existance. The first officers ,vere: Asa C. Call, 
county judge; Robert Cogley, clerk of the court; J. W. 
Moore, treasurer and r ecorder; and Le\\is H. Smith, 
surveyor. 

The first entry upon the minute book of the county judge 
bears the date of 11arch 1, 1856. It consists of an order 
by the judge that swine and sheep should not be permitted 
to run at large \\r:ithin the county after the nrst of June. 
It further stipulated that the '' above regulation will be 
submitted to the voters of Kossuth County at the ensuing 
April election''. This is significant as remind:ing one of 
the fact that although the county judge might, if he chose, 
assume almost unlimited power, he might on the other 
hand, if he so desired, submit questions for the approval 
of the people under ,vhat \\Tould be considered to-day as 
a referendum vote. As a matter of fact it appears that 
this was seldom done in any of the counties.163 

Franklin Coun,ty. - Franltlin County, one of the fifty 
establisl1ed in 1851, ,vas subsequently attached to Chick
asaw and Hard:in counties. The authorities differ as to 
which of these t"ro counties finally authorized organization. 

162 History of Franklvn and Cerro Gordo Counties, Iowa (1883), pp. 602, 
605. 

163 Hi-story of K ossuth and Hwmboldt CO'Unties, Iowa (1884), p. 246. 
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From the legislative enactments, however, it is clear that 
Franklin County, together with Mitchell, Howard, Floyd, 
and Worth counties, was attached to Chickasaw County 011 

January 22, 1853, and that Franklin County was attached 
to Hardin on January 28, 1855. Thus it would be within 
the authority of the judge of Hardin County to call the 
ele~tion for organization. In the history of Franklin and 
Cerro Gordo counties, however, it is said that there were 
conflicting claims and that both of the above named 
counties claimed authority to organize. The author con
tinues by saying: ''It is known, however, that in July, 
1855, the county judge of Chickasaw county issued an order 
for holding an election in Franklin county, and that on the 
5th of August, 1855, the election was held at the house of 
James B. Reeve.'' 

However this may be, the election was held on the date 
mentioned and James B. Reeve was elected judge. After 
the election, John Mitchell, one of the judges of the election, 
is said to have gone to Bradford, the county seat of Chick
asaw County, to take the election returns. The newly 
elected judge and treasurer traveled all the way to Daven
port to secure books and blanks for county use. The first 
business of record was transacted when the county court 
convened on March 3, 1856.164 

Grundy County. - Grundy County was established in 
1851 and was attached to Black Hawk County in 1853. It 
was organized under the general law for the organization 
of counties, ,vhich was passed in that year. Accordingly 
the election ,vas called under the direction of the county 
court of Black Hawk County and the election returns r e-

1s4 Laws of Iowa, 1852-1853, p. 28, 1854--1855, p. 211; Hist01·y of Fr®kU,n 
and Cerro Gord-0 Counties, I owa (1883), p. 148; History of Franklin Cownty, 
I owa (1914), Vol. I, p. 123. 
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ported to the office in that county. The election was held 
on May 5, 1856, and the following officers were elected: 
Thomas G. Copp, treasurer; Elias Jviarble, clerk; A. W. 
Lawrence, judge; T. G. Hoxie, sheriff; and C. F. Clarkson, 
prosecuting attorney. The judge is reported to have as
sumed the duties of his office on December 25, 1856.165 

Sac Cownty. - Sac County, together with Calhoun 
County, was attached to Greene County for administrative 
purposes in 1855. In 1856 it was given a separate organ
ization - the first election being held on April 7th of that 
year, when thirty-seven votes were cast in the entire 
county. Samuel L. ,Vatt was elected county judge; F. La
gourge, sheriff; H. C. Crawford, attorne-y; and F . ir. Cory, 
treasurer and recorder. A second election was held on May 
10, 1856. The first entry in the minute book of the county 
is relative to this second election. The date of the entry, 
however, is not given. 

An interesting commentary on the salary of officers is 
found in the records of this county, where on December 7, 
1857, the following appears: ''and now comes the citizens 
and tax-payers of Sac county, Iowa, praying for an in
crease of salary of the f ollo,ving officers: County judge, 
clerk of district court, and recorder and treasurer. It is 
asked in the petition that the salary be raised from fifty 
dollars to ninety-nine dollars per annum, and the petition 
was granted and the court hereby orders and decrees that 
the foregoing officers receive ninety-nine dollars per an
num, commencjng with August, 1857. ''186 

165 Iowa Officia.l Register, 1909-1910, p. 699; Andreas 's Illustrated Histori.
cal Atlas of the State of Iowa (1875), p. 389; data secured from the county 
auditor of Grundy County, September, 1922. 

188 Laws of Iowa, 1854-1855, p. 211; History of Sac Cownty, Iowa (1914), 
pp. 44, 65; data secured from E. B. Long, clerk of the district court, of Sac 
County, October, 1922. 

• 
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Hamilton Oownty. -A law passed on December 22, 1856, 
provided that '' so much of the County of Webster, as lies 
east of range twenty-seven, west of the fifth principal 
meridian .... is hereby created and organized into a new 
county to be called Hamilton.'' Accordingly, this county 
was established and declared to be organized by the same 
act. The territory included in this county comprised six-

# 

teen townships and the boundaries were exactly the same 
as those of the former county of Risley. 

The first election was held on Monday, April 6, 1857, 
when John D. Maxwell was chosen judge and Cyrus Smith 
treasurer. The first business of :...·ecord is that of issuing 
an order for county seals on June 12, 1857.161 

Humboldt County. - One of the fifty counties estab
lished in 1851 was called Humbolt. It was temporarily at
tached to Boone County in 1853. An act of January 24, 
1855, attached it to Webster County, while another act of 
the same day partitioned the county between Kossuth and 
Webster. Thus the county became extinct on July 1, 1855. 
On January 28, 1857, the county uf Humboldt was created. 
It appears to have been the intent of the legislature to 
make the new county coincide with the former county of 
Rumbolt, but one of the townships was omitted from the 
bill and the law was passed in this form. Later an attempt 
was made to correct the error. The new Constitution of 
Iowa had in the meantime been adopted, which forbids the 
change of county boundaries without the consent of the 
counties affected. The constitutionality of the act attempt
ing to make the correction was questioned and was held to 
be invalid. Hence the new county did not become co-

1s1 Laws of Iowa, 185~1857, p. 11; Gue'a History of Iowa, Vol. ill, pp. 
352, 353; History of Hamilton Cownty, I owa (1912), Vol. I, p. 66; data 
secured from the county auditor of Hamilton County, September, 1922. 
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extensive with the old but was created anew on January 
28, 1857. 

The records show that the county was organized under 
the authority of Webster County and that the election was 
held on the :first 11onday of August, 1857. There were one 
hundred and three votes cast, of which Jonathan Hutchi
son received sixty-four for the office of county judge, thus 
being duly elected to that office. 

The first entry in the "Minute Record'' is interesting as 
indicating not only the time of organization and the nature 
of the business, but the spelling and punctuation used in 
those days. It reads as follows: 

'' State of Io,va ) 
) County Corte 

Humboldt County ) 
now on this day cairn Calven W Beere and Reseived 

apointment of Countay Assessor in and for the County of 
Humboldt for the year A D 1857 and qnalefyed by giving 
Bond and taking the oath of office accordin to Law this 
31 day of August A D 1857 

Jonathan Hutchison 
County Judge.' '168 

Dickinson County. - While Dickinson County was 
nominally attached to Woodbury for judicial and election 
purposes, it was, because of the distance from the seat of 
justice, practically outside of any civil jurisdiction what
ever. Accordingly the settlers very early decided to take 
advantage of the first opportunity to organize a separate 
county. It was necessary under the law for some one to 
go to the county seat of Woodbury County to present a 

168 Iowa Official Register, 1909-1910, pp. 700, 701; Laws of I owa, 1856-
1857, p. 199; data secured from County Auditor J. C. McFarland, of Hum· 
boldt County, September, 1922. 
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petition to secure such election and again to take the 
election returns. 

These trips to Sioux City were '' no holiday affairs''. 
The route was along the Floyd River. There were no 
settlements except within a few miles of the city and the 
journey required several days, during which time there 
was constant danger of an encounter with a roving band 
~f Indians. It will be understood, therefore, that no slight 
degree of danger and hardship was experienced in mak
ing the journey. 

In spite of the difficulties to be encountered a petition 
for organization was drawn up, signed by some twenty 
voters, and taken to Sioux City by C. F. Hill, who was re
warded for his services by being elected to the office of 
sheriff at the election held on the first Monday in August, 
1857. 0. C. Howe was at this time elected county judge. 

The records of the first proceedings of the county of
ficers are not preserved, having been destroyed when the 
courthouse at Spirit Lake was burned in 1871.169 

Winnebago County. -Winnel::>ago County was for a time 
under the jurisdiction of Boone County, but in 1855 it came 
under the jurisdiction of Webster County. Thus it re
mained until the fall of 1857, when an order was issued for 
an election to organize the county and elect county officers. 
The election was held in October of that year and the 
following officers ,vere elected: Robert Clark, county judge; 
C. H. Day, treasurer and recorder; B. F. Denslow, clerk; 
J. S. Blowers, sheriff; C. W. Scott, superintendent of 
schools and surveyor; and Darius Bray, drainage com-. . 
rmss1oner. 

The early records of tl1e county having been burned in 

169 History of Dic1cinson Cottnty, I owa (1902), pp. 168-170; data secured 
from County Auditor Guy Pangborn, of Dickinson County, September, 1922. 
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1861, the exact date of the transactions of the first official 
business is not known. It is said that the first legal con
test to be decided by Judge Clark was one involving the 
question of illegal voting. Certain parties had S-\vorn in 
their votes, and an attempt was made to show that these 
,vere not citizens and that certain officers ,vere therefore 
not duly elected. After hearing all of the evidences the 
judge decided that the defendants were not guilty and that 
the election should stand. The date of this case is not 
given.110 

Worth County. - Worth · County was one of the fifty 
established in 1851. It was attached to Chickasa,v County 
on January 22, 1853, to ]'loyd in 1855, and to ~fitchell in 
1857. It ,vas organized under an order emanating from 
Arad Hickcock, county judge of Mitchell County, under 
date of September 1, 1857. The election for county officers 
was held on October 13th of the same year and Dr . J ames 
ICeeler was elected to the office of judge. 

It appears that the election ,vas called prior to the date 
authorized by the Governor hence the question of legality 
confronted the newly elected officers, and there was a delay 
until the legislature could pass a legalizing act. In the 
meantime the county was attached to Cerro Gordo County. 

On March 23, 1858, the General Assembly passed a legal
izing act as follows: ''"Whereas, It ,vas found that the 
county judge issued the order for this election in Worth 
county three days before the date of the governor's procla
mation for an election in this State, from which a question 
}1as arisen in r egard to the legality of the said election: 
now, there£ ore, 

Be it enacted by the General Assembly of the State of 

110 History of K oss1ith, H ancock and Winnebago Counties, I owa (1884), 

pp. 732, 753. 
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Iowa, That the election holden in Worth county on the 13th 
day of October, 1857, shall be declared legal''. 

This act became effective upon publication on April 6, 
1858, and the officers elected at the previous election as
sumed their duties on the first of May.111 

Clay Coumty. - In 1853 the legislature attached Clay ,, 

County to W ahkaw - no,v Woodbury County. At this 
time it ,vas a county only in name; the fertile prairies had 
not yet attracted the attention of those seeking homes in 
the ,vestern territory. It was not until the fall of 1858 that 
the settlers petitioned for a separate organization in order 
that the county might, as it was said, ''take its position 
among the older counties of the sovereign state of Io,va''. 
Charles C. Smeltzer drew up the petition which was circu
lated among the voters, and which in turn resulted in secur
ing an election to be held on October 12, 1858. At this 
election eighteen votes were cast, Mr. Smeltzer being elect
ed judge. He ,vas evidently greatly elated over the result 
of the election, for in the records he indicated that a 
separate organization would give to the county ''the proud 
position of an independent sovereign within itself, with all 
the characteristics of a prosperous people, noble, loving 
and enterprising, ready to assume the guardianship of the 
weak and dispense even-minded justice to the benighted of 
Northwestern Io,va. '' 

Three days after his election, on October 15th, the judge 
entered upon his official duties.112 

1
7

1 Laws of Iowa, 1852-1853, p. 28, 1854-1855, p. 175, 1856-1857, p. 66, 
1857-1858, pp. 53, 284; History of Mitchell and Worth Counties, Iowa (1884), 
pp. 557, 558. 

172 Laws of Iowa, 1852- 1853, p. 24; History of Clay County, Iowa (1909), 
pp. 48, 49; data secured from the col!nty auditor of Clay County September, 
1922. ' 

VOL. XX-36 
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Cherokee County. - Cherokee ,vas another of the coun
ties established in 1851. Plans were made for its organiza
tion under the provisions of the general law of 1853, as 
soon as there was sufficient population within the county. 
Meanwhile the county was attached to vVoodbury, then 
known as W ahkaw, and was designated as '' Cherokee Civil 
Township''. 

By the year 1857 the population was such as to justify 
organization, and an election was called during the month 
of August of that year. A. P. Thayer was the first county 
judge. The other officers elected at the August election 
,vere : Carlton Corbett, George W. Lebourveau, Samuel W. 
Hayward, Benjamin Sautell, and George Killem. 

It is reported that ''Every voter in the newly made 
county was present, and everything passed off fair and 
quietly, it being pretty much one-sided, all voting for what 
seemed the best interests of the county." There were, 
however, but nineteen votes cast. 

The first official business of Judge Thayer appears to 
have been the signing of a warrant for $4.30 payable to D. 
r. Stoddard for overseeing certain road work. This was 

dated October 2, 1858. On November 16, 1860, there ,\~as 
a general settlement of accot1nts of the county officers. The 
clerk was allowed $38.85 for his services f rom October 18, 
1859, to November 16, 1860 - a period of thirteen months. 
For the duties of the combined office of tr easurer and r e
corder the sum of $62.95 ,vas allo,ved. The sheriff r eceived 
$2.50, indicating that these were halcyon days in Cherokee 
County.113 

An important addition "Tas made to the list of county 
officers on :i\Iarcl1 12, 1858, when provision \Yas made for 

113 Biographicol History of Cherolcee C01111.ty, I owa (1889), p. 246; An· 
dreas 's Illustrated II istorical Atlas of the State of I owa (1875), p. 352. 
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a county superintendent of schools. This law provided 
that ''On the first Monday of April next, and biennially 
thereafter, on the second Monday of March, in each or
ganized county in this State there shall be elected one 
County Superintendent of Common Schools, who shall ]1old 
his office for two years, and until his successor is elected 
ttnd qualified.'' On the 19th of the same month a law ,vas 
approved which stipulated that in case any county should, 
for want of notice or other cause, fail to elect a county 
superintendent on the date designated, that an election 
should be held for that purpose on the first Monday of 
May.11¼ Accordingly, counties which were organized after 
the first Monday in April, 1858, were authorized to elect 
as one of their county officers a superintendent of schools. 

Plymouth Cownty. - P lymouth County, established in 
1851, was organized under the direction of the county judge 
of Woodbury County, to which it was attached at that time. 
The first election was held on October 12, 1858, when the 
following persons were elected: William Van O 'Linda, 
county judge; Isaac T. Martin, treasurer and recorder; A. 
C. Sheetz, clerk of the court; Daniel 11. Mills, sheriff; a11d 
A. E. Rea, county superintendent of schools. 

The early records of the official business of the county 
begin with minute book '' A'' bearing the date of October 
27, 1858.175 

Buena Vista Coilllity. -The first attempt to organize 
Buena Vista County was in the summer of 1858, when a 

11• Laws of I owa, 1857-1858, pp. 72, 115. 

175 History of the CO'!inties of Woodbury and Plymouth, Iowa (1890-1891), 
p. 419; Andreas's Ill11strated Historical Atla.s of the State of Iowa (1875), 
p. 372; data secured from the county auditor of Plymouth County, Septem
ber, 1922. 
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petition ,vas signed by fifteen voters and presented to 
Judge John L . Campbell of "\Voodbury County, to whic11 
county Buena Vista ,vas at this time attached. Judge 
Campbell was not assured that fifteen voters constituted a 
majority of the electors residing in the county so he did 
not grant the petition. In October of the same year the 
citizens circulated another petition. This time t,venty-two 
voters signed it and Luther II. Barnes, one of the petition
ers, took oath that this nu11J ber constituted a majority of 
the voters in the county. Accordingly the petition ,vas 
granted and an election called for the third iionday in 
November in the town of Sioux Rapids. Arthur T. Reeve 
,vas elected county judge. 

The r ecords of the county court in "\Voodbury County 
show that J udge Reeve ,vas s,vorn into office on the 20th 
of November, 1858, and assU1ned his duties immediately. 
One of the first official acts ,vas to levy a six mill road and 
bridge tax, which brought in about $200 during the next 
year.11a 

Palo Alto Coit1ity. - Palo Alto County, another of the 
fifty ,vhich \.Vere established in 1851, \.Vas attached to Boone 
County in 18f\3, and to Webster County in 1855. It re
mained a part of the latter county until a separate organi
zation ,,,as established in 1858. This ,vas an unsatisfactory 
arrangement for the early settlers and gave rise to con
siderable inconvenience and some litigation. One case over 
a title to land ,vas carried to the Supreme Court of the 
State, ,vhere it ,vas decided that a conveyance of land in 
Palo Alto County 1nade in 1857 was properly recorded in 
"\Vebster County, and that such record constituted con
structive notice to a subsequent purchaser after the or-

11a PasSt and Present of Biiena 1lista County, I owa (1909), pp. 44, 45, 47 . 

• 
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ganization of Palo Alto as a separate county without fur
ther record in Palo Alto. 

In 1858 the settlers took definite steps toward organiza
tion. An election ,vas held on October 2nd of that year, 
but as the preliminary requirements had not bee11 complied 
,vith the proceedings were declared illegal. The settlers 
then drew up a petition ,vhich they sent to Judge Luther 
L. Pease of vVebster County who granted the r equest and 
ordered an election to be held on December 20, 1858. James 
Hickey received a majority of the votes cast for the office 
of county judge and ,vas declared duly elected. A clerk 
of the district court, treasurer and recorder, drainage com
missioner, surveyor, coroner, and sheriff "'ere also elected 
but there appears to have been no election of a county 
superintendent at this time. The officers were S\Y0rn into 
office, and on the 29th of December Judge liickey ordered 
books for the county record and Thomas :i\1aher ,vas 
allo,ved $15.00 for bringing these from Fort Dodge.111 

H ancock Coun,ty. - Hancock County was established in 
1851, and 011 January 24, 1855, was attached to vV ebster 
County for election, judicial, and revenue purposes. Later 
it ,vas attached to vVinnebago County under ,vhich it ,vas 
organized in 1858. The first ,vl1ite settlement in the county 
dates from 1854 ,vhen a location was selected at Upper 
Grove, on the Io,va River. Other settlers came very slow
ly, so that organization ,vas not effected untjl 1858. 011 

June 28th of that year the first election of county officers 
was held, at ,vhich time 1'1. P . Rosecrans was elected judge; 
George Louppee, clerk; Reuben Church, treasurer and re
corder; Benoni Haskins, sheriff; Charles R. Wright, sur
veyor; G. R. 1'1abin, superintendent of schools; and James 

177 History of Palo Alto County, I owa (1910), pp. 63-67; Meagher 11. Drury, 
89 Iowa 366 . 
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C. Boner, drainage commissioner. The county seat was 
not located until 1865. In the meantime county business 
,vas transacted at Ellington or at Upper Grove as was 
most convenient for the county officers. 

The first official business of the county was recorded on 
November 25, 1858. The first order for money to be paid 
out of the treasury ,vas for lumber used in constructing 
county buildings. Although organization was perfected 
in 1858, the first session of the county court of which there 
is record was held in December, 1860, when an effort was 
made to have the village of Amsterdam made the county 
seat.118 

Ida County. - Ida County was established in 1851. In 
1853 it was attached to W abkaw under whose authority it 
was later organized. The first settlement of whites in the 
county was at Ida Grove in 1856. The county was organ
ized ir1 1858. The first election was held August 4th of that 
year, ,vhen the following officers were elected: John H. 
~1oorehead, county judge; J. S. Loveland, treasurer and 
recorder; Bushrod Warren, clerk of the district court. At 
that time the population of the county was only about forty 
persons.179 The term of the officers began January 1, 1859. 

Pocahontas Coitnty. -During the fall and winter of 1858 
the settlers of Pocahontas County di~cussed the advis
ability of effecting a county organization and most of them 
signed a petition asking the county judge of Webster 

11a Laws of Iowa, 1854--1855, p. 211; Hi.story of Kossuth, Hancock and 
Wmnebago Counties, Iowa (1884), pp. 565, 566; Andreas's Illustrated His
torical Atlas of the State of Iowa (1875), p. 397; data secured from the 
county auditor of Hancock County, September, 1922. 

11s Laws of Iowa, 1850-1851, p. 33, 1852-1853, p. 24; Andreas'11 Ilmstrated 
Historical Atlas of the State of Iowa (1875), p. 373. 
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County - to ,vhich Pocahontas was at that time attached 
- to issue a call for an election and order an organization. 
This petition ,vas granted and an election ordered to be 
held on March 15, 1859. At the election on that date twenty
three votes were cast. David Slosson was elected to the 
office of county judge. Six days later, on March 21st, he 
<\uali:fied for office and took oath before Judge Luther L. 
Pease of Webster County. On May 11th the first session 
of the county court ,vas held but the only business trans
acted was that of swearing into office the other county 
officials. The first money paid out of the treasury was 
the sum of $2.85 for books and stationery furnished the 
county. 

On July 9, 1859, the salary of cotmty officials including 
the treasurer, clerk, and judge was :fixed at $50 each per 
year. For some reason a county superintendent was not 
elected at the March election in 1859. At the ,second 
election, on October 11th, a county superintendent was 
elected but he did not qualify so the office was not actually 
:filled until March, 1860, when Judge John A. James ap
pointed Oscar F. Avery to fill the vacancy.180 

Emmet County. - Emmet County was established in 
1851 and was attached to Boone County for temporary 
purposes on January 23, 1853, and to vVebster County on 
July 1, 1855. As the population of the county increased 
there developed a desire for a separate county organiza
tion. Accordingly late in the year 1858 a petition was 
circulated and presented to the judge of Webster County 
asking for authority to organize. This petition was grant
ed and an election called for Monday, February ·7, 1859. 

1so The Pioneer History of Pocahontas Cownty, Iowa (1904), pp. 184, 185, 
207. 
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The available authorities differ somewhat as to the of
ficers chosen at this election, and the destruction of the 
records by the burning of the courthouse in the fall of 
1876 renders it impossible to get the official r eturns. It 
is agreed, ho,Yever, that Adolphus J enkins ,vas the '.first 
county judge.1 61 

OJ B rien Coit1ity. - Reference has been made to the fact 
that some of the counties of northwestern Iowa ,vere or
ganized for .financial gain rather than for bona fide pur
poses of government. 0 'Brien County furnishes perhaps 
the most outstanding example of this, although the same 
is true, but in a less extreme form, in other counties, in
cluding Sioux, Clay, and Buena Vista. 

O'Brien County \Yas established in 1851 and ,Yas at
tached to "\\T oodbury County. In January, 1860, plans were 
inaugurated to organize the county. A petition directed to 
the court of "\Voodbury County ,vas signed by eight so
called citizens and voters of the county of O'Brien. As a 
matter of fact, ho\\rever, I-Iannibal II. ,,r aterman ,vas at 
this time the only bona fide voter in the county. The rest 
of the signers ,vere promoters of a scheme to advance their 
own selfish interests. In accordance ,vith the petition, hO\\'
ever, the county judge of "\Voodbury County on January 
25, 1860, authorized an election for organization and ap
pointed I. C. Furber organizing sheriff. The election "-as 
held on February 6th, and the follo\\Ting officers ,vere 
elected : I. C. Furber, county judge; Archibald }if urray, 
clerk of the district court; Hannibal H. Waterman, treas
urer and recorder - the latter having been elected only to 
make matters appear bona fide. The first official county 

1s1 Laws of Iowa, 1850-1851, p. 37; Iowa Official Register, 1909-1910, p. 
697; History of E1nmet County and Dickinson County, Iowa (1917), Vol. I, 
p. 86. 



ORGANIZATION OF COUNTIES IN IOvVA 569 

business is reported as having been transacted at the town 
of O'Brien on April 7, 1860. 

N. Levering in writing for the Ann,als of I owa in 1871 
said the counties of Sioux and O 'Brien were organized 
by a band of schemers, and that organization having bee11 
completed '' a system of plunder was conunenced by levy
i;ig enormous taxes on the lands in the counties, a heavy 
school and school house tax was levied when there was not 
a scholar in the county ; bridge, road, and court house taxes 
were levied, when neither were built for years after. This 
revenue, - all except the state tax, - went into the pockets 
of these land pirates''. 1Ioreover, when an act of legis
lation ,vas passed giving swamp lands to the county, these 
men selected the dryest and best land in the county and 
delegated part of their number to go to the eastern States 
and sell it - which they did, appropriating the proceeds to 
their own use. Not being satisfied with this they issued 
county bonds and sold them on the eastern market keeping 
the money. Later when it appeared that these bonds were 
,vorthlcss they bought them back at a greatly reduced 
figure, and later when the county became ,Yell established 
these same promoters, having organized a bank, cashed 
the bonds at face value. 

It should be said, ho,vever, to the credit of the county, 
that the bills were finally paid, the citizens preferring to 
pay face value rather than have it appear that county 
obligations ,vere not met.182 

Sioux Count,y. - Sioux County was established in 1851 
and attached to "\Vahkaw (Woodbury) in 1853. The first 

1s2Past and, Present of O'Brien and Osceola Counties, I owa (1914), Vol. 
I, pp. 29-31, 53; Annals of Iowa (First Series), Vol. IX, pp. 604-606; Iowa 
Official Regi-ster, 1909-1910, p. 708; data of first official business secured 
from the county auditor of O'Brien County, September, 1922. 
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permanent settlers located in the county just prior to 1860 
a11d during that year sought to perfect a county organiza
tion. As indicated above this county, together with O'Brien 
and others, was organized by promoters for personal 
aggrandizement. At the time of the first election there 
,vere but fifteen people residing ,vi thin the limits of the 
county and, indeed, for a number of years the population 
in this section of the State was very sparse, owing to 
Indian trouble in the bordering counties. 

The exact date of the holding of the first election is not 
known, neither do the available records indicate the date 
of the first official business. It is lmown, however, that 1V. 
H. Frame was elected as the first county judge; F. M. 
Hubble, clerk; and E. T. Stone, treasurer and recorder. 

The first county seat ,vas located at Calliope where the 
county business ,vas transacted until 1872.183 

THE RETURN TO THE COUNTY SUPERVISORS 

By the year 1859 the county judge system had fallen 
into such disrepute that the legislature at its session in 
1859 and 1860 virtually abolished the office and made pro
vision for the election of a board of supervisors to consist 
of one member from each to,vnship, whose duty it was to 
manage the affairs of the county. This law was to take 
effect on July 4, 1860.184 At this time there were ninety
seven organized counties in Iowa. Only two remained to 
be organized - Lyon and Osceola. 

L yon, Coivnty. - It will be recalled that the county of 
Buncombe ,vas one of the fifty counties established in 1851. 

1ss Gue's History of Iowa, Vol. III, p. 412; Iowa Official Register, 1909-
1910, p. 712; Andreas's I llustrated Historical Atlas of the State of I owa 

(1875), p. 384. 

1s4 Revision of 1860, p. 48. 
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This was attached to W ahkaw, which was later given the 
name of Woodbury. Buncombe thus remained under the 
jurisdiction of Woodbury until it was organized on Jan
nary 1, 1872. In the meantime, however, the name Bun
combe had been changed to Lyon. Thus it was that Lyon 
County prior to its organization was under the jurisdiction 
of Woodbury County. 

# In the spring of 1871 there ,vas a large influx of popu
lation into Lyon County, due to a large extent to the be
ginning of the Sioux City and St. Paul Railroad. It is 
estimated that in the fall of that year there was a popula
tion of a thousand people in the county. On October 10th 
of the same year occurred the first election of county of
ficers, at which ninety-seven votes were polled. The of
ficers elected consisted of J. S. Ho,vell, Charles H. John
son, and H. T. Helgerson, county supervisors, upon whom 
devolved the chief functions of government; Charles E. 
Goetz, auditor; James Wagner, treasurer; D. C. White
head, clerk; T. -v..r. Johnson, sheriff; Thomas Thorson, re
corder; L. A. Ball, superintendent of schools; and Ethan 
Allen, surveyor. 

The board of supervisors met in its first session on Jan
uary 1, 1872, ,vhen the county assumed the duties of a 
separate organization.185 

Osceola Cownty. -At the session of the board of super
visors of Woodbury County in June, 1871, a resolution was 
passed '' that the county of Osceola in the state of Iowa be 
organized at the general election of 1871' '. Provision was 
also made for dividing the county into three townships. 
Thus it will appear that the county of Osceola ,vas or
ganized, as was Lyon, under the authorization of Wood-

165 Hyde's Historical Sketch of Lyon Oownty, I owa (1873), pp. 6, 20; 
Andreas's Illustrated Historical Atla.s of the State of I owa (1875), p. 384. 
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bury County. Since there were three to,vnships in the 
county, three supervisors were to be elected. The general 
election r eferred to was held on October 10, 1871, the same 
day on ,vhich the organizing election ~ras held in Lyon 
County. A full quota of county officers was elected at this 
time. The members of the board of supervisors ,vere 
George Spaulding, H. R. F enton, and J. H . Winspear. 
The board n1et as an official body on January 1, 1872.180 

Thus the last t"ro of the ninety-nine counties came into be
ing as separate organizations on the same day. 

In revie,ving the history of the organization of the 
several counties, one is impressed with the various changes 
,vhich have taken place from time to time. The two ori
ginal counties, Demaine and Dubuque, ,vere organized 
under a board of supervisor s made up of three members 
elected by the people and acting in the capacity of both 
to,vnship and county officers. The judicial officers in these 
counties ,vere appointed by the Governor of the Territory. 

Upon the division of Demoine County and prior to fur
ther organization provision ,vas made that each county 
should have three supervisors ,vho should be elected '' at 
the annual town meeting''. Thus although the number of 
supervisors rer.1ained the same, their method of election is 
more nearly that of county officials and is a step further 
removed from to,vnship organization. Under this plan of 
government five additional counties were organized, name
ly, Lee, Van Buren, l-Ienry, Louisa, and ~Iuscatine. 

On December 20, 1837, a la,v ,vas passed vthich created 
the board of county con1missioners 1'7hich also consisted of 
three me1nbers but ,vas purely a county board. liloreover, 

1so Past and Present of O'Brien and Osceola Counties, Iowa (1914), Vol. 
I , pp. 537, 538. 
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it is to be noted that up to this time there was no definite 
plan provided for organization. The law simply provided 
for the election of officers who, having been elected, pro
ceeded to organize under the direction of tl1e Governor but 
without legislative acts of organization, such as were com
mon at a later period. The first law ,vhich provided definite
ly for organization was passed in connection with Jefferson 
County on January 21, 1839. This law not only declared 
that the county should be organized but authorized a sheriff 
to post notices of an election for county officers. From this 
time until 1847 organizing laws of this nature were the 
usual rule. 

The first general law under which any county might or
ganize was passed ir1 connection with Potta,vattamie 
County in 1847. Although there were some counties or
ganized under special acts subsequent to tl1is time, most 
of the counties complied with and organized under the pro
visions of this general law 11ntil 1853 vvhen the second 
general law concerning organization was passed. 

Before the passage of this seco:c.d general law, the county 
commission plan was abolished and the county judge 
system came into existence. This system continued from 
1851 until 1860 ,vhen it was superseded by the supervisor 
system. Under the plan adopted at this time the board 
of supervisors consisted of one man elected from each 
to,vnship. In 1870 this plan was abolished and the com
mission system readopted. According to this system, 
which has continued dovvn to the present time, the county 
selects from three to seven supervisors or commissioners 
to serve on the county board of supervisors. The super 
visors are, in the majority of counti~s, elected at large but 
the county may at its o,vn option be divided into districts 
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and elect its supervisor s from these districts. Only two 
counties - Lyon and Osceola - wer e organized after this 
plan of government was adopted. 

In this account the order has been determined by the 
date of organization. .An alphabetical list of the counties, 
together with the data available as to their establishment 
and organizat ion, follows: 

DATA CONCERNING ORGANIZATI ON OF COUNTIES I N IOWA 

NAME Oi' 

C OUNTY 

ADAIR 
AD.urs 
.ALLAMAKJ!:E 
APP ANOOSE 

AUDUBON 

B ENTON 

B LACK HAWX 

BOONE 

BREMER 

BUCHANAN 
BUENA VISTA 

BUTLER 

CALHOUN 

CARROLL 

CASS 

CEDAR 
CERRO GORDO 
CHEROKEE 

ClIICKASAW 

CLARKE 

CLAY 

CLAYTON 
C LINTON 

C RAWFORD 

DALL AS 

DAVIS 
D ECATUR 

D ELAWARE 

D ES MOINES 

DICJtINSON 

D UBUQUE 

DATE 

ESTABLISHED 

J AN. 1 5, 1851 
J AN. 15, 1851 
FEB . 20, 1847 
FEB. 17, 1843 
J AN. 1 5, 1851 
DRC. 21, 1837 
FEB. 1 7, 1 843 
JAN. 1 3, 184 6 
JAN. 15, 1851 
D EC. 21, 1837 
J AN. 15, 1851 
JAN. 15, 1851 
J AN. 15, 1851 
JA.'<. 1 5 , 1851 
J AN. 15 , 1851 
DEC. 21, 1837 
JAN. 1 5, 1 851 
JAN. 15, 1851 
J AN. 1 5, 1851 
v AN. 13, 1846 
J AN. 15, 1 851 
DEC. 21, 1 837 
DEC. 21, 1837 
JAN. 1 5 , 1851 
JAN. 13, 1846 
FEB. 17, 1 843 
JAN. 13, 1 84 6 
DEC. 21, 1837 
SEPT. 6, 1 834 

JAN. 1 5, 1 851 
SEPT. 6, 1 834 

D ATE Oi' 

ORGANIZING 

A CT 

JAN. 22, 1 853 
JAN. 1 2, 1853 
JA.'<. 15, 1 849 
JAN. 1 3, 1 84 6 
JAN. 22, 1853 
JAN. 17, 1 846 
JAN. 22, 1858 
F E B. 24, 1 847 
JAN. 22, 1853 
F E B. 24, 1 847 
JAN. 22, 1858 
JAN. 22, 1 853 
JAN. 22, 1 853 
JAN. 22, 1 853 
JAN. 1 2, 1 853 
D EC. 21, 1837 
J AN. 22, 1853 
JAN. 22, 1853 
JAN. 22, 1853 
FEB. 24, 1847 
JAN. 22, 1 853 
DEC. 21, 1 887 
J AN. 1 1, 1 8 40 
JAN. 22, 1 853 
FEB. 1 6, 1847 
FEB. 1 5, 1844 
FEB. 24, 1 847 
DEC. 20, 1839 
SEPT. 6, 1834 

JAN. 2 2, 1853 
SEPT. 6, 1834 

DATE OF 

ELECTION 

A.PR. 1854 
A.PB.. 4, 1853 
APR. 2, 1849 
A UG. 3 1 846 
APR. 2, 1 855 
APR. 6, 1846 
A UG. 1, 1853 
A UG. 6, 1849 
AUG. 1853 
A UG. 2, 1 84 7 
Nov. 1 6, 1858 
Auo. 1854 
A UG. 6, 1 855 
Auo. 6, 1 855 
APR. 4, 1 853 
1-!AR. 5, 1838 
A UG. 7, 1855 
AUG. 1857 
AUG. 1 2, 1 853 
AUG. 4, 1851 
O CT. 1 2, 1858 
SEPT. 1838 
A.PR. 6, 1840 
AP1t. 1 855 
APR. 5, 1 847 
APR. 1 , 1844 
A.PR. 1, 1850 
A UG. 2, 1 841 
.APPT'D B Y Gov. 
DEC. 26, 1834 
AUG. 3, 1 857 
A.PPT'D BY Gov. 
SEPT. 6, 1834 

D ATE OF 

F IRST OFi'ICIAL 

BUSINESS 

MAY 6 , 1854 
SEPT. 21, 1 853 
APR. 1 0, 1 849 
OCT. 5, 1 846 
JULY 9, 1855 
MAY 1846 
A U0. 17, 1 858 
O c T . 1, 184v 
Auo. 1 5, 1853 
OCT. 4 , 1 847 
Nov. 20, 1858 
OCT. 2, 1854 
Nov. 7, 1855 
A UG. 17, 1855 
JUNE 1 7, 1853 
APR. 2, 1838 
D EC. 29, 1855 
OCT. 2, 1 858 
SEPT. 1 2, 1858 
Auo. 21, 1851 
OCT . 1 5, 1858 
OCT. 6, 1838 
JAN. 5, 1 841 
SEPT. 8, 1 855 
:M AY 8, 1847 
A.PR. 1 8, 1 844 
1,fAY 6, 1850 
Nov . 1 9, 1 841 
SEPT. 29, 1 885 

( 1857) 187 
MAY 30, 1 836 

1s1 Wilson's A Description of I owa and its R esources (1865), p. 71, in
dicates that Dickinson County was organized in 1857. The records, however, 
were burned in 1871 and accordingly the exact date of organization is not 

known. 

• 
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N.uas OF 
COUNTY 

E:P.nfET 
FAYE'l"l'E 
FLOYD 
FRANKLIN 
FREMONT 
GBEENE 
GRUNDY 
GUTHl!.IE 
~LTON 
HANCOCK 
HARDIN 
HARBISON 
HENRY 
HOWARD 
HUMBOLDT 
IDA190 

IOWA 
JACKSON 
JASPER 

JEFFERSON 
JOHNSON 
JONES 
K:EOXU1t 
KOSSUTH 
LEE 
Lum 
LoUISA 
LUCAS 

LYON 
MA.DISON 
MAHASKA 
'MA.BION 
MA.l!"HAJ,I, 

MILLS 
:MITCHELL 

MONONA 
:MONROE 
:MONTGOMEJ;Y 
:MUSCATINE 
O'BRIEN 

DATE 
ESTABLISHED 

JAN. 
DEC, 
JAN. 
JAN. 
FEB. 

JAN. 
JAN. 
JAN. 
DEC. 
JAN. 
JAN. 
JAN. 
DEC. 
JAN. 
JAN. 
JAN. 
FEB. 

DEC. 
JAN. 
JAN. 
DEC. 
DEC. 
DEC. 

JAN. 
DEC, 
DEC. 
DEC. 

JAN. 
JAN. 
JAN. 
FEB. 

JUNE 
JAN. 
JAN. 
JAN, 
JAN. 
FEB. 

JAN. 
DEC. 
JAN, 

15, 1851 
21, 1637 
15, 1851 
15, 1851 
24, 1847 
15, 1851 
15, 1851 
15, 1851 
22, 1856 
15, 1851 
15, 1 851 

15, 1851 
7, 1886 

15, 1851 
28, 1857 
15, 1851 
17, 1848 
21, 1887 
18, 1846 
21, 1889 
21, 1887 
21, 1887 
21, 1887 
15, 1851 

7, 1886 
21, 1887 

7, 1886 
13, 1846 
15, 1851 
13, 1846 
17, 18'18 
10, 1845 
18, 1846 
15, 1851 
15, 1851 
15, 1851 
17, 1848 
15, 1851 

7, 1836 
15, 1851 

DATE OF 
ORGANIZING 

ACT 

JAN. 
FEB. 
JAN. 
JAN. 
FEB. 

JAN. 
JAN. 
FEB. 

DEC. 
JAN. 
JAN. 
JAN. 
DEC. 

JAN. 
JAN, 
JAN. 
JUNE 
DEC, 

JAN. 
JAN. 
DEC. 
JAN. 
FEB. 

JAN. 
DEC. 

JAN. 
DEC. 
JAN. 
J A,."f. 

FEB. 

FEB. 

JUNE 
FEB. 

FEB. 

JAN. 
JAN. 
JUNE 
JAN. 
DEC. 
JAN. 

22, 1853 
24, 1847 
22, 1853 
22, 1853 
24, 1847 
22, 1858 
22, 1853 
2'1, 18'17 
22, 1856 
22, 1858 
22, 1858 
12, 1853 

6, 1886 
22, 1853 
22, 1853 
22, 1858 
1 6, 1845 
21, 1837 
17, 1846 
21, 1839 
21, 1837 
2'1, 1889 

5, 18'1'1 
22, 1853 

7, 1886 
1 5, 1889 

7, 1886 
15, 1849 
22, 1858 
24, 1847 

5, 1844 
10, 1845 
24, 1847 
24, 18'17 
22, 1858 
22, 1853 
11, 1845 
22, 1853 
7, 1836 

22, 1858 

DATE OF 

ELECTION 

FEB. 

JULY 
AUG. 
AuG. 
.Al'R. 

AuG. 
MAY 
AUG. 
APB. 
JUNE 
MAB. 
APR. 
JAN. 
AUG. 
AuG. 
AuG. 

7, 1859 
15, 1850 

7, 1854 
5, 1855 

1849 
12, 1854 

5, 1856 
4, 1851 
6, 1857 

28, 1858 
2, 1858 
4, 1858 

18, 1887 
6, 1855 
8, 1857 
4, 1858 

AuG. 4 , 1845 
$PRING, 1888 
APR. 6, 1846 
APR. 1, 1839 
SEPT. 10, 1838 
FALL, 1839 
APR. 1, 1844 
AUG., 1855 
APB, 8, 1887 
AUG., 1889 
SPRING, 1887 
AUG. 6, 1849 
OCT. 10, 1871 
JAN. 1, 1849 
APB, 1, 1844 
SEPT. 1 , 1845 
AUG. 6, 1849 
AUG, 4, 1851 
AUG. 7, 1854 
APR. 8, 1854 
AUG. 5, 1845 
Auo. 1, 1858 
SPRING, 1837 
FEB. 6, 1860 

DATE 011' 

FIRST OFFICIAL 
BUSINESS 

(1859)188 
AuG. 26, 1850 
SEPT. 4, 1854 
MAB. 3, 1856 
SEPT. 10, 1849 
Auo. 25, 1854 
DEC. 25, 1856 
OCT. 16, 1851 
JUNE 12, 1857 
Nov. 25, 1858 
(1858)189 
AuG. 5, 1 858 
JAN. 16, 1887 
SEPT. 15, 1855 
AUG. 81, 1857 
JAN. 1, 1859 
SEPT. 16, 1845 
APB. 2, 1838 
APB. 14, 1846 
APB. 8, 1889 
MAB. 29, 1839 
FEB. 8, 1840 
APR. 24, 1844 
MAR. 1, 1856 
APR. 17, 1837 
SEPT. 9, 1889 
APB. 22, 1837 
Auo. 1 0, 1849 
JAN. 1, 1872 
FEB. 19, 1849 
:MAY 14, 1844 
SEPT. 12, 1845 
OCT. 1, 1849 
Auo. 18, 1851 
OCT. 2, 1854 

1854 
Auo. 9, 1845 
Auo. 15, 1853 
OCT. 4, 1887 
APR, 7, 1860 

1ss The records of the fust official business in Emmet County have been 
burned. The best authority available indicates that the county was organized 
in 1859.-Wilson's A. Description of Iowa Oll'l,d, its ResO'Urces (1865), p. 66. 

1811 The early records in Hardin County have been destroyed but the county 
is reported to have been organized in 1853. -History of Hardin C01J/fl,ty, Iowa 
(1883), pp. 234, 235; Wilson's LI. Description of I owa and its EesO'Urces 
(1865), p. 60. 

• 190 The available sources do not agree as to the exact date of organization 
1n I da County. The year 1858 is given as the date by Wilson in A. Descrilp
tion of Iowa and I ts Reso1irces (1865), p. 72. Jan. 1, 1859, is given by the 
auditor. 
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NAME OF DATE DATE OF DATE OF DATE OF 
COUNTY ESTABLISHED ORGANIZING ELECTION FIRST OFFICIAL 

A CT BUSINESS 

OSCEOLA JAN, 15, 1851 JAN. 22, 1853 0Ci'. 1 0, 1871 J AN, 1, 1872 
PAGE FEB. 24, 1847 FEB. 24, 1847 1851 M.AR. 22, 1852 
PALO ALTO JAN. 15, 1851 J.'.N, 22, 1853 DEC. 20, 1858 DEC. 29, 1858 
PLYMOUTH JAN. 15, 1851 JAN. 22, 1853 OCT. 12, 1858 OCT. 27, 1858 
POCAHONTAS JAN. 15, 1851 JAN. 22, 1853 MAR. 15, 1859 1\1.AY 11, 1859 
POLlC JAN. 13, 1846 JAN. 17, 1846 APR. 6, 1846 APR. 12, 1846 
POTTAWATTAl[IJ! FEB. 24, 1847 FEB. 24, 1847 SEPT., 1848 SEPT. 21, 1848 
POWESHIEK FEB. 17, 1843 JAN. 24, 1848 APR. 3, 1848 SPRING, 1848 
R INGGOLD FEB. 24, 1847 JAN. 31, 1855 l\IAY 14, 1855 JUNE 29, 1855 
SAC JAN, 15, 1851 JAN. 22, 1853 APR. 7, 1856 (1856)191 
S COTT DEc. 21, 1837 DEC. 2, 1837 :MAR. 5, 1838 MAR. 20, 1838 
SHELBY JAN. 15, 1851 JAN. 12, 1853 APR. 4, 1853 (1853)192 
Sroux JAN, 15, 1851 JAN. 22, 1853 (1860) (1860)193 
STORY JAN. 13, 1846 JAN. 22, 1853 APR. 4, 1853 SPRING, 1853 
TAMA FEB. 17, 1843 JAN. 22, 1853 llfAY 2, 1853 JULY 4, 1853 
TAYLOR FEB. 24, 1847 FEB. 24, 1847 FEB., 1851 FEB. 26, 1851 
UNION JAN. 15, 1851 JAN, 12, 1853 APR. 4, 1853 JUNE 22, 1853 
VAN BUREN DEC. 7, 1836 DEC. 7, 1836 SPRING, 1837 1\IAY 4, 1837 
WAPELLO FEB. 17, 1843 FEB. 13, 1844 APR, 1, 1844 MAY 20, 1844 
WARREN JAN. 13, 1846 FEB. 24, 1847 JAN, 1, 1849 FEB. 10, 1849 
WASHINGTON JAN. 18, 1838 JAN. 25, 1839 SPRING, 1839 :MAY 5, 1839 
WAYNE JAN. J 3, 1846 FEB. 24, 1847 DEC. 28, 1850 JAN. 27, 1 851 
WEBSTER JAN. 15, 1851 JA."l. 22, 1853 APR. 4, 1853 l\IAY 14, 1853 
WINNEBAGO JAN, 15, 1851 JAN. 22, 1853 OCT., )857 ( 1857) 194 
WINNESHIEK FEB. 20, 1847 JAN. 15, 1851 Auo. 4, 1851 SEPT., 1851 
WOODBURY Jiu'<. 15, 1851 JAN. 12, 1853 AUG. 1, 1853 JAN. 27, 1854 
WORTH JAN. 1 5, 1851 JAN. 22, 1853 OCT. 13, 1857 MAY 1, 1858 
WRIGHT JAN. 15, 1851 JAN. 22, 1853 AUG. 6, 1855 OCT., 1855 

JACOB A. S , vrSHER 
THE STATE HISTORIC.U. SOCIETY OF I OWA 

Io-WA ClTY I OWA 

191 That Sac County completed its organization in 1856 can only be in
ferred from the fart that the organizing election was held in April of that 
year. In the first minute book of the county the date of record is omitted. 

192 In Shelhy County it is believed that organization was completed in 1853. 
This date is given by Wilson in A. Description of I owa and its Resources 
( 1865), p. 78. The exact date, however, is not given. 

103 A search of available materials fails to reveal the exact date of or
ganization in Sioux County- the years 1858 and 1860 both having been 
designated. It is believed, however, that the latter date is correct. -Annals 
of Iowa (First Series), Vol. IX, p. 604; Wilson's A. Description of I owa and, 
its Resources (1865), p. 73. 

104 I n Winnebago County the early records were burned in 1861. It jg be
lieved, however, that the county was organized in 1857. -Wilson's A. Des
cription of I owa and its Resources (1865), p. 62. 


