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THE PURPOSE OF THIS MAGAZINE

T he P alimpsest, issued monthly by the State 
Historical Society of Iowa, is devoted to the dis­
semination of Iowa History. Supplementing the 
other publications of this Society, it aims to pre­
sent the materials of Iowa H istory in a form that 
is attractive and a style that is popular in the best 
sense— to the end that the story of our Common­
wealth may be more widely read and cherished.

Ben j . F. Shambaugh

T H E  M E A N IN G  O F  PA L IM PSE ST

In early times a palimpsest was a parchment or 
other material from which one or more writings 
had been erased to give room for later records. 
But the erasures were not always complete; and 
so it became the fascinating task of scholars not 
only to translate the later records but also to 
reconstruct the original writings by deciphering 
the dim fragments of letters partly erased and 
partly covered by subsequent texts.

T he history of Iowa may be likened to a pal­
impsest which holds the records of successive 
generations. T o decipher these records of the 
past, reconstruct them, and tell the stories which 
they contain is the task of those who write history.

Price— 10 cents per copy: $1 per year: free to Members 
Address — The State Historical Society, Iowa City, Iowa
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War Eagle

On a high bluff overlooking the confluence of 
the Big Sioux and the Missouri rivers at Sioux 
City, stands a monument erected in honor of War 
Eagle, the last Sioux Indian Chief to dwell in the 
Iowa country. From the foot of the bluff to the 
river’s bank, in the early days, a timbered area 
about a half mile in width extended for some dis­
tance along the banks of the Big Sioux River. In 
this wooded area, the War Eagle band of Indians 
established their camping grounds. Appreciative 
of the beauties around him, War Eagle would fre­
quently ascend the bluff and sit in quiet medita­
tion as he viewed the panoramic scene that lay 
before him. When the old chieftain died, his 
friends selected as his final resting place a favored 
spot at the summit of the bluff.

But who was War Eagle? What were his in­
terests, his activities, his influences — his contri­
bution to Iowa history? Unfortunately, these 
questions cannot be answered completely. His­
torians have searched in vain for exact biographi-
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cal data. The time and place of War Eagle’s 
birth seem not to have been recorded. Indeed, 
many of the detailed facts of his early life are un­
known. From other substantial and interesting 
facts that seem to be well founded, however, a fair 
appraisal of the old chieftain may be made.

War Eagle was a Santee Sioux Indian. He was 
born perhaps in what is now eastern Minnesota, 
or possibly in western Wisconsin, in the decade 
between 1780 and 1790. He spent his youth in 
the central Minnesota region, in an area not far 
from the headwaters of the great Mississippi. 
Just why he was given the name ‘War Eagle’’ is 
unknown. Among his own people he was some­
times called “Huya-na,” meaning “Little Eagle ’ 
— a name that seems more appropriate. As a 
friend of the white man, he sought paths of peace, 
rather than exploits of war. Had he been a war­
rior he might have been more renowned, but not 
more worthy of remembrance.

When War Eagle was a lad in his teens, Col­
onel Robert Dickson, energetic British explorer 
and fur trader, came to the Santee region where 
he found the family of War Eagle in positions of 
influence. About 1797 Dickson married an Indian 
girl — a sister of Red Thunder, one of the prom­
inent chiefs of the Sioux. Some authorities say 
that Dickson’s wife was also a cousin of War 
Eagle. However this may be, it is evident that
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there was a friendly and cooperative relationship 
between the two men.

But War Eagle was a forthright individual with 
opinions of his own. Moreover, he was a lover of 
peace and a friend of the early Americans. He 
was not disposed to follow permanently the lead­
ership of British agents. During the early years 
of the nineteenth century, it is said that War 
Eagle had been associated with Tamaha, a chief 
of the Sioux and a devoted friend of Lieutenant 
Zebulon M. Pike. It is clear that this alliance, or 
one akin to it, had a far-reaching effect on War 
Eagle. Through gifts obtained from the British 
and by intermarriage into the tribe, Dickson had 
established confidence with the Santee Sioux, and 
was able to influence many of them to join the 
British. But not so with War Eagle. His friend­
ship for Tamaha and particularly his unswerving 
loyalty to leaders of the American cause were 
stronger than his ties to Colonel Dickson. At the 
expense of his prestige among his own people, the 
Santee Sioux, War Eagle remained loyal to the 
United States and strengthened his ties of friend­
ship with the Americans.

War Eagle was “naturally of a quiet and 
friendly disposition.” When the Santee became 
hostile toward the whites and started their out­
breaks, he did not want to participate. He there­
fore left Minnesota, and was eventually destined
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to make his home along the Big Sioux River in 
Iowa. But this transition was neither immediate 
nor direct. War Eagle reached his Iowa home by 
traveling southward down the Mississippi to St. 
Louis, and thence at a later date, northwestwardly 
up the Missouri River.

Reports relative to War Eagle s marriages dif­
fer somewhat in detail. Some have said that while 
he was yet in the Minnesota area, among his own 
people, he married a Santee Sioux girl — Mazak- 
irawin by name — and that she became the mother 
of seven children. Others believe that after his 
migration into the Northwest he married a Yank­
ton Sioux.

During the War of 1812 War Eagle was em­
ployed carrying dispatches on the Mississippi 
River for the government. In this connection it is 
likely that he came in contact with Manuel Lisa 
and other traders and explorers who were inter­
ested in the development of trade with the North­
west. These traders extended their influence and 
power in keeping friendly relations between the 
Missouri River Indians and the government. To 
this end, the American Fur Company employed 
men upon whom it could rely to further the friend­
ship with the Indians. War Eagle’s courage, keen 
intellect, and unswerving loyalty stamped him as 
the man to send among the Sioux of the Missouri.

Manuel Lisa, it is said, “made him a messenger
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on the Missouri River’ — a position of trust and 
honor. War Eagle continued in the employment 
of the American Fur Company for many years, 
as a guide and as a carrier of mail and dispatches. 
He retained always the respect and confidence of 
the white settlers and at the same time became a 
leader among the Yankton Sioux of the Missouri 
River region.

Having been adopted into the Yankton tribe, 
War Eagle subsequently became one of their 
chiefs and a man of great influence in the advance­
ment of peaceful relations between the Indians 
and the whites. According to A. R. Fulton: “He 
was, both physically and mentally, a splendid 
specimen of his race, being tall, muscular, and 
gifted with intellect above the common order. His 
prestige in the council among his people was very 
great, for but few excelled him in oratory.” More­
over, he and his descendants played a significant 
role among the early pioneers of the Northwest.

It is widely reported and commonly accepted 
that War Eagle was one of the chiefs sent to 
Washington in 1837 to negotiate the signing of 
the treaty with the Sioux. It was at this time, we 
are told, that he received from the hands of Presi­
dent Martin Van Burén an American flag and a 
medal as a token of friendship. On one side of 
the medal was a picture of the president, with the 
words “Martin Van Burén, President of the
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United States, A. D. 1837.” On the other side 
were the clasped hands of an Indian and an Amer­
ican officer, with the legend ‘Peace and Friend­
ship.” This medal was kept by the descendants 
of War Eagle for many years. It should be noted, 
however, that War Eagle's name is not attached 
to the Sioux Treaty of 1837.

Living along the upper Missouri River in the 
Yankton Sioux area, War Eagle and his family 
came in contact with many American explorers 
and fur traders. One of these frontiersmen was 
Theophile Bruguier who had adopted the manners 
and customs of the Sioux. Bruguier dwelt for a 
number of years among them, and married two of 
the daughters of War Eagle. When it appeared 
that white settlers would soon press in upon the 
Sioux and cause them to move further westward, 
Bruguier resumed the role of the white man. With 
his Indian wives he selected a new home at the 
juncture of the Missouri and the Big Sioux rivers 
and became the first permanent white settler in the 
vicinity of present-day Sioux City. There War 
Eagle lived with Bruguier on the border between 
civilization and the Indian country until the end 
of his career.

An advocate always of peace and harmony be­
tween the two races, a stalwart defender of right, 
War Eagle was not infallible. He was not the 
master of his own destiny. His “besetting sin.” it
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is said, especially toward the latter part of his 
life was a fondness for strong drink.” Exposure 
while intoxicated, it is believed, hastened his death
in 1851.

The Sioux Indians had a peculiar method of 
disposing of their dead. Usually the deceased was 
wrapped in his blanket or robe and then laid up 
in a tree top or placed upon a scaffold made of 
poles for that purpose. This was done so that 
nothing could hinder the spirit in its flight to the 
new hunting ground. But with War Eagle it was 
different. Perhaps because of his close associa­
tion with white settlers, or perhaps because of his 
distinction as a chief, a site was selected at the 
summit of a nearby bluff, and he was laid in a 
grave something after the fashion of the white 
man. But there were evidences of the lingering 
Sioux custom. The grave was about four feet in 
depth. The body was wrapped in a blanket and 
laid in without a coffin. Sticks were then placed 
across the top of the grave and covered with earth, 
leaving an open space at the head of the grave 
about one foot square, “that the spirit of the de­
parted might have egress, as it winged its way 
to the celestial hunting-ground on high.”

For more than a half century after the death 
of War Eagle his grave remained unmarked. 
Meanwhile, the remaining Indians had pushed on 
westward, and white settlers had taken their
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place. Retaining the name of the Indian tribe, 
white settlers had established the flourishing city 
of Sioux City. In 1913 the ‘Tribe of the Sioux, 
an organization of Sioux City businessmen, con­
sidered a proposal to erect a monument to War 
Eagle on the bluffs of a newly acquired city park, 
and the removal of the bones of War Eagle to that 
spot. It seemed more appropriate, however, to ac­
quire the site of the original burial, then owned 
by Colonel J. W. O’Grady of Winnipeg, Canada, 
and erect a memorial there.

In 1914 the trustees of the War Eagle Mem­
orial Association visited the site of War Eagle’s 
grave. Plans were made to secure the land and 
mark the grave with a marble tablet until suffi­
cient funds could be obtained to erect a suitable 
monument and convert the area into a memorial 
park. It was not until 1920, however, that this 
area was acquired by the city of Sioux City, and 
it was two years later, in 1922, that the War 
Eagle monument was dedicated.

On Saturday afternoon, October 21, 1922, 
Sioux City paid tribute to War Eagle when a 
large number of its citizens witnessed the unveil­
ing of the War Eagle memorial and the dedication 
of War Eagle Park.

The memorial was unveiled by Mrs. Julia Bru- 
guier Conger, a granddaughter of War Eagle, 
and her daughter, Mrs. Mercy Conger Bonnin.
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Invocation to the Great Spirit” was made by the 
Reverend Charles Snyder. Judge A. O. Wake­
field gave the dedicatory address, and Constant R. 
Marks presented a brief biographical sketch of 
War Eagle. As a concluding feature of the pro­
gram, descendants of War Eagle sang a Sioux 
hymn in their native language.

The memorial is a substantial stone structure 
bearing the inscription:

WAR EAGLE
A Member Of The Sioux Nation Who Died 

In 1851 And Is Buried At This Place. 
This Monument Is Erected 

In Memory Of His Friendship 
To The White Men

It is fitting that Iowans today should pay tribute 
to an Indian chief who placed a high value upon 
his friendship with the white man.

Jacob A. Swisher



[In 1858 Iowa and the nation were recovering from 
the financial panic of 1857. T he westward movement 
was in full swing and the frontier states were anxious 
to a ttract new settlers. T he following letters, written 
by H enry C. Kelly, appeared in the Dubuque Express 
and Herald  for M arch 4, 12, and 20, 1858. In the 
letter of M arch 20, Kelly includes a report from the 
manager of the Ohio Stock Farm  in Butler County, 
an important experiment station for improving the 
breed of Iowa stock. N ew spaper stories, and especi­
ally those of H. C. Kelly, give invaluable pictures of 
the early days of the Hawkeye State.— T he Editor.]

The Resources of Northern Iowa and Their
Development.

Mr. Editor:—As I no longer occupy the posi­
tion of Traveling Correspondent for the Express 
& Herald, and have located myself in the city, per­
mit me through your columns to occasionally, in 
my leisure moments, give as far as my experience 
and observation extend, a succinct view of the 
present growth and future prosperity of Northern 
Iowa. In writing my former letters, I can with all 
truth and sincerity say that I have been actuated 
by an ardent desire for the advancement and 
growth of this part of the Great West, and I now 
have the pleasure of knowing that the masses of
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the people who have received me with the warm­
est hospitality and noble treatment, will endorse 
my declaration. . . .

At this particular season of the year, it is highly 
important that every method and means of extend­
ing information of our advantages and resources 
to the tremendous tide of emigration flowing to the 
West every spring on the opening of the great ar­
teries of travel, should be employed by our citizens 
of the city and country, and it is gratifying to see 
the great feeling and attention lately paid to this 
subject by the leading men of this city.

An active, healthy emigration of the working 
population of the east and foreign countries, is the 
life blood of our infant States and Territories, and 
so long as we have immense bodies of the most fer­
tile land in the world unoccupied and uncultivated, 
so long should our efforts and means be unremit­
tingly directed to induce the influx of farmers, me­
chanics, merchants, and all the useful avocations 
of business life and progress amongst us. Where 
a healthy, working, progressive and growing pop­
ulation exists, such as we have in Northern Iowa 
and Southern Minnesota, capital will invariably 
follow and seek investment, internal improvements 
will be pushed forward with rapidity and vigor, 
the products of our lands will be brought into an 
active competing market with more eastern sec­
tions, and great inducements offered to emigrants.
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It is important to enquire what kind of an emi­
gration we want. This is very easily answered. 
We want more producers and less consumers who 
are not producers. We do not want an emigra­
tion of town speculators and monied Shylocks 
who will inflate the prices of property to a wide 
extent, and bleed the country at every pore by 
their specious representations and inducements to 
extravagances. We do not want an influx of a 
class of eastern men among us who have been a 
curse of our State in their policy of buying up our 
best lands and holding them dormant and non­
producing for an advance in value.

Five millions of dollars invested in government 
lands by nonresidents, and nonproducers set back 
the growth and wealth of our State for twenty 
years for obvious reasons known to every political 
economist. This money goes to the general gov­
ernment, none is expended amongst us except the 
small amount expended by office holders on them­
selves and traveling expenses, these lands are 
snatched away from the honest hard working 
farmers, who alone can make them valuable to the 
State and country, and are left as before useless 
wilds that appear as disgraceful blotches on the 
surface of our beautiful State, the poor preempting 
emigrants are compelled to go to less genial, less 
productive countries, in order to obtain a foothold 
on the soil and their labor and products (the real
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wealth and prosperity of a State) are lost to us.
This system takes away our real capital, and 

places portions of our State at the mercy of stran­
gers. Invest even twenty thousand dollars in ac­
tual farming producing operations, and let it be 
carefully managed, and its beneficial influence will 
grow and extend from year to year, and be felt 
over County, State and Country.

The present crisis, as regards the future pros­
perity of Northern Iowa, although it has ruined 
the pecuniary prospects of many, will undoubtedly 
result in vast benefit to the general prosperity. 
Many nonresidents who have purchased our lands 
in a spirit of speculation, with the hope of sud­
denly growing wealthy, are now forced to part 
with them, and thereby will offer greater induce­
ments to emigration in many instances than can 
the general government. This I shall try to make 
clear in this series of articles.

What, then, we want, is an emigration of prac­
tical, hardy, enterprising farmers. We want the 
shrewd, educated, scientific farmers of New Eng­
land, New York, Ohio and Pennsylvania—we 
want the sturdy, persevering, frugal and progres­
sive German, Irish, Norwegian and other foreign 
farmers; in short, we want the true tillers of the 
soil from every part of the enlightened world. We 
have a vast field for all in the Upper Mississippi 
valley, and we need but to use our own energy
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in making its resources known to turn and retain 
a major part of western emigration.

We must not stand idle, nor must we think that 
our great prospective resources will alone induce 
emigration, without the proper efforts to make 
them known. We have great and tremendous 
competition to contend with, and we must enter 
into the field with energy and rapidity, sparing no 
reasonable amount of expenditure or labor. We 
have to contend with us the sunny plains of Kan­
sas, the vast regions of Nebraska, the fertile val- 
lies of the incipient Territory of Dacotah, Min­
nesota, the great mineral Territory of Arizona, 
the Golden State, Texas, and other avenues of 
emigration. All these are using every effort. Men 
of intellect, the mighty press, the pen of the tour­
ist, are all employed in portraying their advan­
tages and inducements to the tens of thousands 
seeking their homes in this western empire. They 
are all engaged in the most glorious task that has 
ever engaged the attention of men. They are lay­
ing the groundworks and foundations of States 
that will in the future be far more mighty than the 
empires of the Old World. Their course is not 
attended with fire, war, bloodshed and devasta­
tion—they are conquering with the more mighty 
power of our free institutions, the press, individual 
enterprise, and the progressive genius of the 
Anglo Saxon race. All are benefitting their coun-
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try and the general good, and at the same time en­
hancing their own wealth and resources.

But I must close these general remarks, and if 
pleasing to yourself and readers, will, as time per­
mits, write a series of articles on Northern Iowa, 
on these various topics: The climate of Northern 
Iowa, as compared with the eastern climate of 
same latitude—its agricultural and mineral re­
sources, capability of soil, streams, and water 
power—our railroad system, and the advantages 
of Dubuque as a railroad center—sketches of the 
various important points through Northern Iowa 
—inducements to eastern and foreign emigration 
—of its present population, their enterprise and 
resources.

H enry C. Kelly.

Climate and Health of Northern Iowa
There are no subjects which should interest the 

emigrant so deeply, or on which he should be so 
thoroughly informed, as the nature of the climate 
and the general health of the country to which he 
thinks of emigrating, yet in too many instances, 
they are overlooked, and he. heedless of the health 
of himself and family goes, as it were, blindfolded 
into a new country, and too often finds that he has 
committed a fatal oversight on this all important 
matter.

No soil, however luxuriant and prolific, no cli-
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mate, however pleasant and agreeabie, if lacking 
in that great requisite, health, can compensate the 
emigrant for its loss.

We claim for Northern Iowa an eminently 
healthy and pleasant climate, as compared with 
Eastern States of the same latitude, and while we 
do not claim perfection in its general health and 
features, yet we claim that upon a close investiga­
tion, we have a more healthy, invigorating atmos­
phere, a climate not so subject to sudden and un­
pleasant changes, more uniform in every respect, 
less liable to epidemics than that of the Atlantic 
slope. When we cross the Mississippi, westward 
in this latitude, we strike the high rolling prairie 
table lands with their sub-strata of limestone, with 
their quick and rapid streams, and the dry and 
pure atmosphere of the Pacific coast, which ter­
minates in the delightful climates of Oregon and 
Washington Territories. This climate is peculi­
arly adapted to the development of the physical 
and intellectual faculties of the inhabitants, and a 
close observer of human nature will find that the 
eastern man and the foreigner, and all who emi­
grate, (if not completely broken down before,) 
lose none of their original energy and enterprise, 
but on the contrary gain largely in both.

This may be disputed by many, yet it is an in­
disputable fact that climate and atmospheric in­
fluences control largely the temperament of man-
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kind and the destinies of nations. The English, 
with their stern determination, systematic rules 
and ideas, and their bull-dog courage, can only 
exist as a nation where Providence has given them 
the climate suited to their constitutions and tem­
peraments. So with the French—they with their 
enthusiasm, fickle dispositions, love of glory, and 
restlessness, could not exist only in sunny France, 
as a nation; and so on with all nations. The cli­
mate and health of a country is a sure criterion to 
the character and genius of a people.

In the regular seasons of Northern Iowa we can 
say that we have more uniformity than in the 
Eastern States. The spring is late, generally, not 
fully opening till the 10th or 15th of April, but 
when opened, Nature puts on her garb of verdure 
with a rapidity unequalled in the East, and vege­
tation of all kinds is more luxuriant.

The spring is not so liable to sudden and dis­
agreeable changes, being free from the cold damp 
atmosphere and storms, so frequent and so injuri­
ous to health as we find in New York and Penn­
sylvania.

The soil is of a sandy, porous nature, neces­
sarily a very warm and quick soil, hence, although 
a little later perhaps than eastern springs, yet the 
rapid growth of vegetation makes up for the late­
ness of time, and we can have the spring vege­
tables fully as early. The remarkable warmth of
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the soil is shown by the rapidity with which it is 
dried up. In the Eastern States we find that often 
two weeks after the sun has attained a full spring 
power, that the soil is wet and cold and incapable 
of being ploughed, whereas in this region no mat­
ter how long has been the winter or how wet, three 
days of the genial rays of the sun will prepare it 
for cultivation, and growth. Where the ground 
is not covered with snow in the winter, a large 
majority of the ploughing is done in the months 
of February and March. Summer is seldom ac­
companied with intense heat as in the Eastern 
States. The days are warm, but a cool pleasant 
breeze is constantly playing over the surface of 
the country. The nights are cool and free at all 
times from oppressive heat.

In regard to the falls and winters of this cli­
mate, until the present season, for the last two 
years we have had a contradiction of their accus­
tomed temperature, but not more so than the dif­
ferent States of the Union, yet to those who in­
form themselves only of the locality in which they 
may happen to be at the time, a prejudice has 
arisen and has been widely circulated to our dis­
advantage.

The unprecedented winter of 1855 and 1856 
bore severly on Iowa and Minnesota, and all of 
the Northern States. In excessively cold winters, 
the prairie states must necessarily experience a



NORTHERN IOWA — 1858 51

greater degree of cold from the more exposed sur­
face, and the absence of hills and timber to break 
the cold cutting winds and storms of the prairies. 
In the groves of Iowa and Minnesota, even in 
those winters, people did not suffer more severely 
from cold than did they in the Eastern States.

Time and human skill and industry can soon 
even on the wildest prairies, overcome the evils of 
the exposed surface in winter, as, witness the prai­
ries of Illinois and Indiana. But a few years since, 
those which we see now covered with palatial resi­
dences in the bosoms of beautiful groves, were de­
void of a single stick of timber or a human dwell­
ing; now in the pleasant season of the year there 
is no rural scenery so beautiful. The locust tree 
which they plant grows as quickly and as vigor­
ously in Iowa as in Illinois. The general character 
of our falls and winters, as judged by the present 
and former winters, excepting those named, are 
of the pleasant temperate class. The Indian Sum­
mer of the falls generally exceeds in length that of 
the Eastern States, and far surpasses it in beauty 
and pleasantness.

In the winter, spring, and fall seasons, we have 
none of the foggy, hurried, consumptive changes 
occurring on the Atlantic slope. If we have se­
vere cold weather, we have it with a dry pure at­
mosphere, free from fogs and wet snows. If we 
have a relaxation of it. we have the same atmos-
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phere, free from the same influences. A wet, cold 
atmosphere, liable to change at any time to ex­
tremes, is far more injurious to the human consti­
tution and far more productive of coughs, asthmas, 
fevers and epidemics, than a strictly uniform cli­
mate. Hence we see in this climate comparatively 
few cases of original diseases such as consump­
tion, lung complaints, <Sc. The ratio of mortality, 
as compared with the same amount of population 
east, will show an astonishing difference in our 
favor, and also the amount of diseased and debili­
tated population.

As in all new States, we are somewhat troubled 
with their invariable first plague, fever and ague, 
to a certain extent, in portions of the country, but 
very lightly as compared with Illinois, Indiana, 
Ohio, or the first days even of Pennsylvania and 
New York. We find it only where there is stag­
nant water formed by the sloughs of our rivers or 
the darning of our streams, or where a large 
amount of prairie soil is upturned and allowed to 
rot in the summer sun. The disease is of a milder 
nature and more easily broken than in the East. 
We see none of the emaciated, lack-energy, 
corpse-like forms that we often meet with on the 
banks of the more sluggish streams of Illinois and 
Indiana.

The climate of Northern Iowa may be said to 
be a strictly temperate one, and with proper care
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on the part of man himself, cannot, as a whole be 
surpassed in healthiness and uniformity.

H. C. Kelly.

The Soil of Northern Iowa and Its Capabilities
The soil of Northern Iowa, in point of available 

cultivation and adaptation to all the wants of a 
practical farmer, will fully equal the soil of any of 
our North western States.

There are many questions which arise in the 
mind of the really practical farmer, as to the dif­
ferent capabilities of the soil, and it is, and should 
be always his aim in obtaining a farm, to secure to 
himself that quality of land which will in the many 
avocations of a husbandman, yield him the great­
est variety of profitable crops, the greatest facili­
ties for his stock, and the greatest conveniences 
for his own and his household’s comfort. In all 
these necessary qualities, we hold that the farming 
lands of Iowa will vie with any. We find the true 
farmer, when locating in a new country, looking 
ardently for those great requisites, a healthy cli­
mate, a fertile soil easy of cultivation, good water 
easily obtained, a sufficiency of timber and build­
ing stone.

Northern Iowa possesses not only an almost in­
exhaustible surface of fertile soil, but also pos­
sesses beneath its surface all the elements neces­
sary to keep it up to its present character.
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For centuries upon centuries the wild and lux­
uriant grasses of the prairies and forests have de­
cayed and formed their stratas upon stratas of 
their fertilizing matter. Beneath this surface lays 
what may as properly be termed the "Bed Rock" 
of Northern Iowa, as the Quartz Rock of Cali­
fornia, so termed, namely, the limestone strata, 
which may be seen jutting out of almost every hill 
and prairie slope, in many districts interspersed 
with its adjuncts, water lime, gypsum and plaster 
of Paris. With such a sub strata, and with these 
used as proper fertilizers, the soil cannot be worn 
out, but on the contrary can be made stronger 
from year to year.

The great depth of the black loam now forming 
the soil of this region, will not absolutely demand 
that any fertilizers should be used upon it for a 
great length of time. Hence we shall see for years 
what may be termed careless farming, arising from 
a disposition on the part of many farmers, too 
often seen in the West, to depend too much on its 
natural fertility.

A brief glance at the geography of this region 
will illustrate its general features and its capabil­
ity. Fronting on the upper Mississippi are the 
large and wealthy counties of Jackson, Dubuque, 
Clayton and Allamakee. These counties with the 
high and bold bluffs of the Mississippi, their table 
lands, prairies, and heavy bodies of timber skirting
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the Maquoketa, the Turkey, Volga, North Iowa 
Rivers, and many other streams, offer to those em­
igrants fond of the hills and valleys of the East, 
great inducements.—The soil in these counties 
partakes more of the clayey tenacious soil of Penn­
sylvania and New York, but with greater depth. 
The quality of grains grown, especially wheat, is 
superior, and a large surplus is already raised, 
which finds a ready market in Chicago, St. Louis, 
Dubuque, and St. Paul.

West of these are the great prairie counties of 
Northern Iowa, fully and agreeably diversified 
with all the elements of a farming and grazing 
country. The counties irrigated by the Wapsipin- 
icon, Cedar, Iowa, Boone and Des Moines Rivers, 
are remarkable for their fertility of soil and avail­
ability and are rapidly gaining in wealth and pop­
ulation. Through these counties we find that a 
large proportion of the farmers are eastern men 
of enterprise and education, who are rapidly mak­
ing this section of the State one of the garden 
spots of the West.

These are now raising a large surplus of pro­
duce, and the rapid extension of rail roads will 
soon bring them to the doors of an eastern market. 
Until this season they have found a ready and 
profitable market at their own doors from the large 
emigration going through, but its almost total ces­
sation for the last six months, and abundant crops
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reaped over the whole country, have had a serious 
effect upon the prices of the staple articles of pro­
duce, although upon comparison with the prices of 
Illinois and Indiana we find that they in almost 
every district have maintained fully as high rates. 
The average yield of grains to the acre will equal 
the yield of other western States, with the ordi­
nary culture bestowed on western lands.

From a careful estimate I think that the follow­
ing table will be nearly an average.
Winter wheat ............  20 to 28 bu. per acre.
Spring wheat ............  20 to 30
Indian corn ................ 40 to 75
Oats ......................... 40 to 75
Potatoes ....................100 to 200
Timothy and Clover.... to 3 tons

By ordinary culture we do not mean the thor­
ough, scientific culture of the east, where rotation, 
deep ploughing, farms heavily stocked, and all the 
appliances of modern farming are taken advan­
tage of, but the ordinary cultivation of western 
farms, where there is often very shallow plough­
ing and great inattention paid to putting in crops 
and to their proper care while growing. With the 
same labor and industry used on the older eastern 
lands, these crops could be largely increased.

As a stock raising country Northern Iowa offers 
great inducements, and for the last two or three 
years much valuable stock has been brought into
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it. We can now find scattered through all our 
counties the best blooded stock of England and 
America, and it so far has amply repaid all who 
have taken an interest in it. Our immense prairies 
with their groves and running streams and the 
nutritious wild grass, open a field of almost un­
limited scope in the raising of stock. Too much 
neglect has prevailed in the proper housing of 
stock through our winters, but after the experi­
ence of the last two seasons our farmers are more 
attentive to this important matter.

Below I append a letter on this subject from 
one of the enterprising proprietors of the Ohio 
Stock Farm at Bear Grove, Butler County, Iowa, 
which valuable information is derived from actual 
experience. In another article I shall continue 
this subject.

H. C. Kelly.

Ohio Stock Farm, Bear Grove, 
Butler Co., Iowa, March 8, 1858

Dear Sir: In answer to your enquiries, in re­
gard to our stock, etc., I would say in brief, that 
we commenced improvements on our land last 
spring, bringing with us some 20 head of horse 
stock, and in June we brought from Ohio the re­
mainder of our horse stock, together with the 
largest herd of fine bred cattle that has ever been 
put upon one farm in any country, at the outset.
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Our cattle are “Short Horned Durhams," a 
breed that is supplanting all others, in the old 
country and in this, readily commanding, in Eng­
land, Scotland, Ireland, and in this country full 
twice, and in many instances thrice the prices for 
which the best specimens of other improved breeds 
can be purchased. Our herd numbers over 70 
head, most of which are thoro bred, (having de­
scended directly from imported animals on both 
male and female side,) with pedigrees recorded 
in the Herd Book.

Our cattle were driven west in June last, travel­
ing about 700 miles, at the rate generally of 20 
miles per day. They fatted up rapidly on the na­
tive grass, and winter well on native hay, with a 
small feed of corn each day. Our hay was cut 
late, much of it after the first frosts, hence it is 
less nutritious than hay which is cut early.

It is certainly “a good country" that admits of 
placing upon a new farm, the first year of im­
provements or tillage, over one hundred head of 
breeding stock, cattle and horses, and raising 
nearly grain enough, and cutting nearly enough 
hay for the first winter. This we did last year, 
besides putting up two dwellings, (one of which 
is of brick) hauling our lumber, lime, etc., from 
20 to 30 miles. We find the native grass to be 
more nutritious and less liable to scour cattle or 
horses, than the tame grasses.
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The atmosphere being dry and bracing, the 
water pure, and but little water standing upon the 
surface, renders the country extremely healthy for 
man or brute. This we find to be the case in a 
remarkable degree.

So far as horses are concerned, we find our 
Black Hawks and Morgans, stand the climate and 
change of feed far better than any others. They 
are admirably adapted to the country in every 
particular. Our breeding horse is of the Black 
Hawk family on the sires’ side, having for his 
progenitor ‘Champion Black Hawk,” winner of 
first prizes at State Fairs of Pennsylvania, Vir­
ginia, and Ohio; the $100 prize at the Penn, and 
Ohio horse show, and with his five colts, (the one 
now in our possession being the oldest of the five; ) 
the $100 prize at Ohio State Fair at Cleveland, in 
1856. Champion was afterwards sold for $4,000 
to a company at Alton, 111. His portrait, with high 
commendation, may be seen in Lindsey’s work 
upon Morgan Horses.

On the dam’s side, the horse from which we 
are now breeding, traces to thorough bred stock 
viz: sire “Pirate,” gr sire “Sir Archy,” gr gr sire 
Imported Diomede. Pirate was half brother to 
Bertrace, Sir Charles, Timoleon, and other first 
class horses. I mention these items in order to 
more fully answer your enquiry as to the value 
of our stock. Upon his individual merits, he was



60 THE PALIMPSEST

winner of the first prize at the Ohio State Fair at 
Cleveland in 1856, as the best 3 year old, for “all 
purposes,” against strong competition. Champion 
Black Hawk is half brother to “Ethan Allen,” 
“Stockbridge Chief,” “Flying Cloud,” “Belle of 
Saratoga,” &c.f &c. We have among our fillies, 
four by “Flying Cloud,” others by “Green Moun­
tain Morgan,” &c.

In regard to crops, I would say that we find 
oats fed in the sheaf to be especially valuable for 
farm stock, and we propose to grow pretty largely 
of this crop the coming season. For colts and 
calves it is the best feed in use, and there is no bet­
ter for horses or cows; cut early, the straw is 
nearly equal to good hay.

We hope in a few years to be able to furnish 
to Dubuque, such beef as always commands fancy 
prices in New York market, where such as you 
are now consuming drags at the lowest quotations. 
We have the foundation from which to produce 
a goodly number of fine steers, and the grass on 
8000 acres of choice land should summer them 
well.

Our location is 125 miles west of Dubuque, and 
5 miles north of the route of the D. & P. R. R.

This will be a favorable year for emigrants, as 
provisions of all kinds, and grain and hay is 
plenty and at low prices.

G. Sprague.



Roving Correspondents
The year 1836 marks the beginning of a new 

era in the chronicling of Iowa history—the found­
ing of the first newspaper in Iowa—the Du Buque 
Visitor at Dubuque. Prior to this date the only 
records kept were by such explorers and travelers 
as Joliet and Marquette, Jonathan Carver, Lewis 
and Clark, Beltrami, and Stephen Watts Kearny, 
and the daily journals of military outposts like 
Fort Edwards, Fort Armstrong, and Fort Craw­
ford.

Most of these records were extremely fragmen­
tary. Since permanent settlement did not begin 
until June 1, 1833, one reads in them largely about 
the weather, flowers and fauna, fish and game, 
Indian tribes, the geological conformation of the 
country, the soil and mineral resources, the im­
portance of the fur trade, and the possibilities of 
lumbering.

With the exception of Kearny, all of the indi­
vidual recorders had limited experience in Iowa, 
both as to length of time and distance traversed 
within the borders of our present-day Hawkeye 
State. Carver, for example, saw only the extreme 
northeastern border along the Mississippi for a 
few days, while Lewis and Clark saw only the

61
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western two-thirds along the Missouri slope for 
the space of about six weeks during the same sea­
son of the year. Most of these chroniclers had 
little in the way of previous writing with which to 
prepare them for the region they were about to 
traverse. Kearny, in contrast, traveled along both 
the Mississippi and Missouri, keeping a record of 
what he did and saw. In addition, he visited 
widely scattered sections of Iowaland, probably 
seeing and riding through half of the present-day 
counties of Iowa.

All this recording, while extremely important 
in telling the story of Iowa, is of little consequence 
when compared with the record kept by the 222 
newspapers established in Iowa prior to the Civil 
War, 104 of which were still being printed in 
1860. These newspapers recorded the growth of 
the region, generally mentioned the state of the 
weather and the stage of the river, and were ex­
tremely important not only in chronicling but in 
encouraging and stimulating growth.

Some idea of the magnitude of the work of these 
newspapers can be seen in reading the very gen­
eral account of Henry C. Kelly on Northern Iowa 
in this issue of T he Palimpsest. It should be 
pointed out that these are not merely superficial 
observations but are the result of a series of letters 
previously published, describing approximately 
one-third of the present-day Iowa counties in
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great detail—their communities, agricultural de­
velopment and industrial growth, churches, 
schools, the spread of stagecoach and railroad 
routes, and the character of the people inhabiting 
each district.

Measured in terms of number of words written, 
it is probably safe to say that Mr. Kelly wrote 
more specifically about Iowa than did all the 
chroniclers of the French and Spanish period 
(1673-1803) combined, and it is altogether pos­
sible that several of the more important writers in 
the American period could be added before their 
total contributions equaled the output of the versa­
tile and observant Mr. Kelly. When one consid­
ers that his letters were written in the period when 
Iowa was undergoing rapid settlement, the above 
fact becomes even more significant.

The writings of Mr. Kelly were not read by 
merely an Iowa audience. Many papers were sent 
east and south and were read and often reprinted 
in papers far removed from the Hawkeye State. 
As a result, these letters were likely to cause a 
healthy flow of immigrants to, as well as within, 
Iowa.

The role of the roving newspaper correspond­
ents was both subtle and certain in the develop­
ment of the Hawkeye State. Their record, com­
bined with the letters sent in to editors by such 
enthusiasts as John Plumbe, Jr., form an impor-
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tant contribution to the history of Iowa. Indeed, 
much of the local history in the average newspa­
per, and frequently the most accurate part of it, 
is to be found in the columns of the veteran rov­
ing reporters and casual letter writers whose con­
tributions appeared in thé Iowa Press a century 
ago.

W illiam J. Petersen
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