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THE PURPOSE OF THIS MAGAZINE

T h e  P alim psest , issued m onthly  by  the S ta te  
H isto rica l Society  of Iow a, is devoted  to the  dis­
sem ination  of Iow a H isto ry . Supplem enting  the 

o th e r publications of th is Society, it aim s to p re ­
sen t the  m ateria ls of Iow a H isto ry  in a form tha t 
is a ttrac tiv e  and  a sty le  th a t is p o p u la r in the  best 
sense— to the end th a t the  s to ry  of ou r C om m on­
w ealth  m ay be m ore w idely  read  and  cherished.

Be n j . F. S hambaugh

T H E  M E A N IN G  O F  P A L IM P S E S T

In early  tim es a palim psest w as a parchm ent or 
o th er m aterial from w hich one or m ore w ritings 
h ad  been erased  to give room for la te r records. 
B ut the  erasu res w ere  not a lw ays com plete; and 
so it becam e the  fascinating  task  of scholars not 
on ly  to tran s la te  the la te r records but also to 
reco n stru c t the  orig inal w ritings by  deciphering 
the  dim fragm en ts of le tters p a rtly  erased  and 
p a rtly  covered by  subsequen t texts.

T h e  h isto ry  of Iow a m ay be likened to a pal­
im psest w hich holds the records of successive 
generations. T o  decipher these records of the 
past, reconstruc t them , and  tell the stories which 
they  contain  is the task  of those w ho w rite  history.

P rice— 10 cents per copy: $1 per year: free to Members 
A ddress — The State Historical Society, Iowa City, Iowa
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A  Century of Mail Delivery

T h e  Iow a pioneer w as probably more interested 
in m aintaining his connections w ith friends and 
relatives “back hom e” than in alm ost anything 
else except food and  shelter. H e depended upon 
the U nited  S tates mail service to bring him his 
letters, his new spapers, and  his m agazines. A t 
the same time his local editor served as an inter- 
m ediary in dispensing new s to the frontiersm an 
—  new s w hich he gleaned from the score of new s­
paper exchanges which came to his desk through 
the U nited  S tates postal service. A lthough these 
papers w ere sometimes tw o m onths old before 
they reached the Black H aw k Purchase, the Iowa 
pioneer avidly read  and  discussed each crumb of 
new s tha t filtered w estw ard .

Previous to the appointm ent of Colonel G eorge 
D avenport as postm aster a t Rock Island in 1824, 
the mails came up the M ississippi River a t inter­
vals which w ere regulated  by the movement of 
troops and supplies. W h en  M oses M eeker as-
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cended  the U p p er M ississippi in the keelboat 
C olonel B om ford  in 1823, he w as detained  by the 
com m ander a t F o rt E d w ard s  w ho w ished to m ake 
sure he w as no t engaging  in the w hisky trad e  
w ith  the Indians.

T h e  nex t m orning, as they  w ere proceeding up ­
stream , M eeker saw  a boat approaching  from the 
fort. “ O n  their arrival a le tter w as handed  me, 
containing a very  polite apology for detaining me 
the d ay  previous, w ith  the mail for the upper forts, 
requesting  th a t I should fo rw ard  it as far as P ra i­
rie du Chien. A t th a t day , and  up to the fall of 
1828, there w as no regu lar mail above F o rt E d ­
w ards; each m ilitary post w as a  post-office, and  
the com m andant a postm aster. W h ile  the river 
w as open, the mails traveled  a t the speed of a 
keel-boat, and  as often as opportunities offered. 
A fte r the closing of the river in the fall . . . there 
w as an express sent th rough  from one post to 
ano ther, once a m onth .”

Civilian mail delivery began in Iowa immedi­
a te ly  follow ing the adven t of the first settlers in 
1833. In the fall of th a t year G eorge O rd  K ar- 
rick w as delivering a w eekly mail from G alena to 
D ubuque. M ilo H . P ren tice w as the first post­
m aster a t D ubuque and  the mail w as delivered 
from a candle box in the store kept by a M r. 
P fo tzer.
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In those early  days it appears tha t the initiative 
of the pioneers supplem ented the governm ent in 
this m atter just as it did in courts and  land titles, 
and  it is sometimes difficult to say w hether an 
enterprise w as a private or governm ent activity. 
T h e  first delivery of mail w ithin the original limits 
of B urlington in 1834 w as through the private 
enterprise of W illiam  R. Ross w ho became post­
m aster in 1835. In the spring of 1834 Ross had 
w ritten  Postm aster G eneral W illiam  T . B arry  
asking for the establishm ent of a post office a t 
F lin t Hills. H e w as gran ted  a route betw een 
F lin t H ills (B urling ton) and  Shokokon, seven 
miles to the east across the M ississippi.

A ccording to a local historian, A ntoine Le- 
C laire received a commission as the first post­
m aster a t D avenport on April 19, 1836. H e 
picked up the mail a t S tephenson (now  Rock Is­
lan d ), Illinois, and  brought the letters to D aven ­
port in his coattails. A bout this time, a t N ew  S a ­
lem, A braham  Lincoln w as carrying mail in his 
hat. LeClaire, it is said, received an income of 
seventy-five cents for his first q u arte r’s work.

T h is mail w as usually carried on horseback and  
the com pensation consisted of the proceeds of the 
office. A t tha t time envelopes w ere a luxury, for 
the charge w as tw enty-five cents for each sheet of 
paper and an envelope w as considered a separate
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sheet. T o  avoid this ex tra  charge, m ost persons 
folded a le tter, sealed it, and  then w ro te  the a d ­
d ress on a b lank space left on the outside.

L etters w ere sen t “collect on delivery“ and  
m any Iow ans found it extrem ely difficult to p ro ­
duce a q u arte r w ith w hich to pay  for a letter. A  
K eokuk C oun ty  pioneer recalled the trouble he had 
getting  his first le tter out of the S igourney post 
office in 1845. “ I heard  th a t there w as a le tter in 
the postoffice for me, and  know ing tha t it w ould 
require tw enty-five cents to pay  the postage, the 
problem  of getting  th a t sum of m oney taxed  my 
energy  and  financial ability  to the utm ost for m any 
days. N one of m y neighbors w ere in such afflu­
ent circum stances as to be able to ‘do my p ap er’ 
for th a t sum . . . and  I w as about despairing of 
being able to pay  the postage, w hen I heard  of a 
k ind -hearted  m an (since dead , peace to his 
a sh e s ) , living in the w estern  p a rt of the county, 
some miles from w here I did, w ho w as reported  
to have received tw en ty—five dollars some time 
before from the E ast. . . . T h is  new s gave me 
new  hope and  courage. I s ta rted  early  one m orn­
ing to find the capitalist, and  negotiate  w ith  him 
for the loan of 4 a quarter,’ which, w ith some diffi­
culty, I accom plished; and  then, w ith  hastening 
steps and  palp itating  heart, w alked to S igourney 
and  procured the letter, an d  re tu rned  home the



A CENTURY OF MAIL DELIVERY 229

same day, a fte r a w alk of som ething over tw enty  
miles."

T h e  rapid spread  of postal service in Iow a is 
a ttested  by the D ubuque Iow a N e w s  of Septem ­
ber 30, 1837, w hich listed 24 post offices in the 
Black H aw k  P urchase a fte r only four years of 
settlem ent. H alf of these post offices w ere lo­
cated in old D ubuque C o u n ty —  D u Buque, Peru, 
W ey m an ’s, H igginsport, P leasan t V alley , D av ­
enport, Belleview, D urango, Salisbury, P ark - 
hurst, W abesap inecon , and  C arl Port. T h e  re ­
m ainder w ere located in the five counties of sou th ­
ern Iowa before they had achieved their present- 
day  boundaries —  Rockingham , Iowa, C la rk s  
Ferry, Bloomington, Burlington, G ibson s Ferry , 
M ontrose, R ichland, F o rt M adison, Keokuk, 
W apello , and  Black H aw k.

T he D ubuque editor also observed tha t the 
people of the Iowa D istrict had “much to com­
plain of w ith regard  to the irregular tran sp o rta ­
tion of the mails from D u Buque to Belleview, 
F ort M adison, etc., the contractor having neg ­
lected to perform  his du ty".

O ther editors w ere likewise irritated  by the 
slow delivery of mails. O n January  20, 1838, a 
Burlington editor com plained: “T h e  tru th  is, and 
we are compelled to say it, our mail establishm ent 
is a mere mockery; calculated ra ther to tantalize
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than  to accom m odate the public. W e  w ould  a l­
m ost as soon have a lodge, a t once, in some vast 
w ilderness, w here a mail never reached or w as 
heard  of, than  to be subjected  to the annoyance, 
d isappoin tm ent and  chagrin , incident to the mails 
of this flourishing, beautiful and  populous 
c o u n try /’

T h e  follow ing w eek this sam e editor storm ed 
because a le tter he had received from G eorge 
W a lla c e  Jones w as seven w eeks old. N o  new s­
papers had been received from the east for a simi­
lar period and  hence there w as nothing on hand 
to prin t for his readers. “ N o w eather or climate 
seems to suit the m ail-carriers. Sum m ers too hot; 
W in te rs  too cold.—  W h e n  it rains its too wet, 
and  w hen it d o n ’t its too dry. P resently , w e shall 
get three bushels of papers from the east, and  the 
latest will probably  be up to the 20th or 25th of 
D ecem ber.” B efore his new spaper w ent to press 
he w as able to announce the arrival of three 
bushels of mail, w ith no papers la ter than Decem ­
ber 23rd, and  hence nothing “quite n ew ” to 
report.

T h e  dem and of the Iow a pioneers for m ore post 
offices continued a fte r the T e rrito ry  of Iow a w as 
created  on July 4, 1838. M ore  than  one hundred  
post offices w ere established in the seven years 
before January  1, 1846. A n additional th irty
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w ere established during 1846. A t tha t time Iow a 
had more post offices than  there w ere in the w hole 
U nited  S tates a t the time W ash in g to n  becam e 
President.

F o rt A tkinson w as the northernm ost post office 
established tha t year. T h e  w esternm ost w as R ac­
coon River, established on M arch  2, 1846, w ith 
Thom as K. Brooks as the first postm aster. It be­
came F o rt D es M oines on D ecem ber 31, 1846, 
three days a fte r Iow a achieved statehood, and  
w as renam ed D es M oines on January  30, 1857. 
T h e  frontier of the post office w as following close 
on the heels of the pioneer in 1846.

Between the opening of settlem ent in 1833 and 
the achievem ent of statehood in 1846 few changes 
occurred in the postal service. D uring this pe­
riod the steam boat w as the sw iftest m eans of 
bringing the mails to the U pper M ississippi. By 
1834 the G alena-D ubuque area chronicled 127 
steam boat arrivals. U pper M ississippi steam ­
boats quickly won mail contracts, one of the most 
famous “M ail L ines“ being the St. Louis and Keo­
kuk Packet Com pany. T h e  m agnitude of the 
mail carried on steam boats is dem onstrated by 
the W a r  E ag le , which left D ubuque in M ay  of 
1857 for points above w ith two and one-half tons 
of mail aboard.

But steam boats w ere long-haul carriers and
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the average  Iow an a cen tu ry  ago  thought in term s 
of post offices an d  post roads because he w as more 
intim ately acquain ted  w ith  them. T h e  time of a r ­
rival an d  d ep artu re  of the mails w as usually ca r­
ried in the local press. So also w as the request 
of the U n ited  S ta tes  governm ent for bids to carry  
mail over the various post roads tha t streaked  
across the Iow a prairies. O n  M ay  25, 1846, A u­
gustus C aesar D odge sen t to Iow a new spapers 
for publication a list of th irty -e igh t mail con tracts 
on w hich Iow ans had bid. C. T . P a tte rson  agreed  
to ca rry  the mail from D ubuque to D avenport by 
w ay  of Belleview and  C harleston  for $892. In 
con trast, N . A tk ins got only $332 for carry ing  
the mail betw een Iow a C ity  and  D ubuque. S tag e ­
coach drivers often com peted for these contracts.

T h e  half cen tu ry  betw een 1846 and  1896 w as 
m arked by num erous postal innovations. T h e  
first postage stam ps w ere authorized  on M arch  3, 
1847. T h e  in terest of Iow ans in reduced postage 
w as expressed  by the editor of the D avenport 
G a ze tte , on January  16, 1845. W h ile  m any cities 
w ere calling for “T w o  cents and  no F ran k in g “ 
the editor felt th a t this w as too extrem e a reduc­
tion, and  favored ra th er a ra te  of ten and  five 
cents. T h is  w as the ra te  finally adopted  in 1847 
and  the governm ent prom ptly prin ted  3,650,000 
five cent stam ps and  875,000 ten cent stam ps —
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a small num ber w hen com pared w ith the 125,000," 
000 Iow a centennial commemorative stam ps 
printed in 1946.

O ther postal reform s followed quickly. T h e  
system of registered  letters w as in troduced in 
1855. F ree  delivery service, inaugurated  in large 
cities in 1863, w as extended in 1887 to include 
tow ns of 10,000 population. M oney  order service 
began in 1864. O ne cent post cards w ere first 
placed on sale in M ay  of 1873. Six years later 
double, or reply, postal cards w ere authorized. 
In 1885 C ongress increased the w eight of letter- 
mail from half an ounce for tw o cents to one 
ounce for tw o cents, and a t the same time au tho r­
ized a special delivery service. R ural free deliv­
ery service began experim entally in 1896.

D uring the half century  betw een 1846 and 
1896, Iow a’s population soared from 102,000 to 
over two millions. T h e  frontier line disappeared. 
T he  arrival of the telegraph in 1848 w as a tre ­
mendous force in linking the A tlantic seaboard 
with Iowa. T he  arrival of the railroad on the 
banks of the M ississippi in 1854 and 1855 w as 
another momentous force in uniting the E ast and 
the W est. A  dozen years w ere to slip by before 
the iron horse w as to cross Iowa to the banks of 
the M issouri and it w as not until the last quarter 
of the nineteenth century that railroads penetrated
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every  county  in the S ta te  and  Iow ans w ere freed 
from a t least partial dependence on the w agon and  
stagecoach  for mail delivery.

A ccord ing  to D aniel C. R oper, mail w as first 
fo rw arded  by railroad  as early  as 1834. E n g lan d  
had a ra ilroad  mail coach as early  as 1838, the 
sam e year tha t C ongress declared  all ra ilroads to 
be post roads. In th a t year the Iow a N e w s  of 
A pril 21st contained a description of a traveling 
post office car used on the Philadelphia, W ilm in g ­
ton, and  Baltim ore R ailroad. T h is  car w as “di­
vided into tw o com m odious apartm ents, one of 
w hich is a  com plete post office, furnished w ith  a 
desk, pigeon holes, cases, and  a letter box, and  
everyth ing needful for a post office. T h is a p a rt­
m ent is occupied by a clerk or agen t of the post 
office departm en t —  w ho receives the letters 
w hich are  put into the box a t different tow ns on 
the route, stam ps them, charges them, a rranges 
them into parcels, and  delivers them a t the places 
of their destination. . . . T h e  apartm ent in the 
rea r of the travelling post office contains the great 
m ail.” C itizens, it w as said, frequently  availed 
them selves of the “ locomotive post office” w hen 
their letters w ere too late for the regu lar establish ­
ment.

R ailroads, however, w ere still in their infancy 
and apparen tly  did not accept this system, which
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required the service of a route agent, or agents, 
such as those w ho a t tha t time traveled w ith the 
mails aboard  steam boats and  received and  dis­
tributed all letters posted by boat. A t any  ra te  
the honor of having the first railw ay post office 
in the U nited  S tates seems to be claimed by tw o 
w estern railroads, both associated w ith Iow a —  
the H annibal & St. Joe of the B urlington system , 
which in 1862 used a mail car to sort mail which 
w as to be carried on w est by the P ony E xpress, 
and the N orth  W este rn , w hich ran its first railw ay 
mail car betw een C hicago and  C linton in 1864. 
R egular railw ay mail service w as established in 
1865 and  today  forms the very backbone of the 
postal distribution system.

Iowa tow ns w ere am ong the earliest in which 
free delivery service w as inaugurated  in 1863. 
T he  same is true for rural free delivery. O n N o ­
vember 16, 1897, a prelim inary rural free delivery 
route (one of fo rty -four in tw enty-nine S ta tes) 
w as started  from M orning Sun, a tow n of about 
1,000 in Louisa C ounty. F our carriers w ere em­
ployed w ho averaged  23 miles per day  in five or 
six hours. It w as necessary  to enlist the aid of 
farm ers in erecting boxes by the roadside, but 
this w as readily  done and  farm ers expressed 
themselves as greatly  pleased w ith the service. 
An additional route w as established a t N ew  P rov ­
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idence in H ard in  C oun ty  in 1897. T hese  deliv­
eries w ere, of course, horse-pow ered .

O n one occasion an Iow a city appears to have 
served as the sole proving ground  for a post office 
innovation. O n A pril 6, 1897, the D es M oines 
postm aster w as au thorized  to en ter into a rran g e ­
m ents w ith the D es M oines traction com pany to 
equip stree t cars w ith le tter boxes for m ail-collec­
tion service in the suburban  d istric ts rem ote from 
substations. T h e  collections began w ith  215 
pieces of mail the first day, increased to 500 daily  
during  the first m onth, and  exceeded 1,000 daily  
in July of 1897, but the plan seems to have been 
dropped .

A half cen tu ry  a fte r Iow a becam e a S ta te  the 
P residen t w as appoin ting  postm asters for 214 
post offices in Iow a and  the S ta te  ranked 12th in 
population and  4 th  in num ber of presidential post 
offices, being eclipsed only by N ew  Y ork, P enn ­
sylvania, and  Illinois. In 1896 presidential offices 
w ere divided into three classes. F irst-c lass offices, 
including eight in Iow a, w ere those in w hich the 
gross receipts w ere over $40,000 per annum , and 
the sa la ry  of the postm aster w as from $3,000 to 
$6,000. T h ere  w ere 26 second-class post offices 
in Iowa, w ith gross receipts ranging  from $8,000 
to $40,000 per annum . T h e  sa lary  of second- 
class postm asters ranged  from $2,000 to $2,900
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per annum . T h ird -c lass post offices (180 in 
Iow a) w ere those in which the gross receipts 
ranged from $1,900 to $8,000, and the salaries of 
the postm asters w ere betw een $1,000 and  $1,900 
per annum .

In addition to these there w ere 1,672 fourth- 
class post offices, those in which receipts w ere less 
than $1,900, or the sa lary  of the postm aster, w ho 
w as appointed by the P ostm aster G eneral, did 
not am ount to $250 per quarter for four consecu­
tive quarters. F ourth -class offices w ere divided 
into three groups —  those which could sell money 
orders up to $100, those which could sell money 
orders up to $5, and  those which could sell no 
money orders a t all. In 1897 Iow a had 674 money 
order post offices, 60 limited m oney order offices, 
and 918 non-m oney order post offices.

In 1897 Iowa ranked 15th in the num ber of 
post offices of all kinds, w ith a total of 1,866, or 
three times as m any as existed in the U nited  
S tates in 1797 w hen G eorge W ash in g to n  ended 
his second term as P resident. T h e  gross receipts 
a t these post offices w as $2,214,200.01, $1.04 per 
capita for Iow ans, which placed the S ta te  24th 
in per capita receipts.

In the half century  since 1896 there have been 
m any additional postal reform s. A postal savings 
system, inaugurated  in 1911, w as especially pop­
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ular w ith  Iow ans during  the collapse of the bank ­
ing system . A parcel post service w as established 
in 1913 w hich becam e very  popular w ith Iow a 
farm ers a lthough  it w as opposed by the express 
com panies and  small tow n m erchants.

A ir mail w as inaugura ted  in 1918 betw een 
W ash in g to n  and  N ew  Y ork  and  a transcon tin ­
ental system  w as s ta rted  in 1920, crossing Iowa 
from D avenport to O m aha, by w ay  of Iow a City. 
Foreign  air mail routes w ere g radually  added  to 
the dom estic system  and  a fte r P earl H arb o r the 
w isdom  of a w ell-developed air mail service w as 
dem onstra ted  to m any Iow ans w ith sons and  
daugh ters  in the service.

T h e  U nited  S ta tes postal service today  stands 
in sharp  con trast w ith th a t offered citizens of yes­
teryears. In 1789, w hen Sam uel O sgood  w as ap ­
pointed P ostm aster G eneral, there w ere 75 post 
offices sprinkled along the A tlan tic  seaboard. 
T o d ay  the U n ited  S ta tes P ost Office D epartm ent 
is the la rgest business in the w orld , employing 
370,000 w orkers a t an annual payroll in excess of 
$800,000,000. D uring  the year ending June 30, 
1945, the 41,790 post offices in the U nited  S tates 
handled  m ore than  16 billion dollars annually  and 
the gross receipts to talled  $1,243,673,689.86.

T h e  grow th  of postal service in Iow a has been 
equally  startling . T h e  1,110 Iow a post offices in
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1946, though less than there w ere in 1897, rep re ­
sent a tenfold increase over 1846. T h e  decrease 
in the num ber of post offices w as largely  due to 
rural free delivery. In 1940 there w ere approxi­
m ately 64,359 miles of R. F. D. routes in Iowa 
com pared w ith a total of 155,739 miles of post 
routes in the U nited  S tates in 1840.

T here  are  several reasons for this trem endous 
change. A t the time settlers first poured into the 
Black H aw k P urchase a scant tw o letters per per­
son a year w ere sent through U nited  S tates mails. 
By 1946 an average of about 150 letters or cards 
per person w ere sent through the mails. T h e  in­
troduction of the postage stam p and  the adoption 
of such innovations as registered mail, city, rural, 
and village delivery service, m oney orders, special 
delivery, postal savings, parcel post, and  air mail, 
all have played a vital role in the expansion of the 
postal service in Iow a and the nation. In spite of 
the radio, the post office still plays as im portant a 
part in the lives of Iow ans in 1946 as it did one 
hundred years ago.

W i l l i a m  J. P e t e r s e n



Views and Reviews of Iowa

T h e  w hole s to ry  of Iow a s past can never be 
w ritten . T h e  dream s of the pioneers, the s tru g ­
gles of the settlers w ith d rough ts  and  chinch bugs, 
and  the shadow s of five w ars  —  all these evade 
the historian as he strives to recap ture  the past 
and  look into the future. M an y  of these hum an 
experiences lie buried w ith the men and women 
w ho dream ed and  toiled, laughed and  grieved, in 
the building of the S tate. F ortunate ly , however, 
some of these contem porary  records have sur­
vived in guide books, diaries, and  autobiographies, 
as well as in books w holly  w ithin the province of 
the historian.

Iow a had a past long before C ongress opened 
the Black H aw k  P urchase  for settlem ent in 1833. 
G eological ages bequeathed  to her m aterial w ealth  
in the form of rich and  deep soil which w as pro ­
tected from erosion th rough the centuries before 
the farm er took over the land, by the penetrating 
roots of the prairie  grass. R ecorded history be­
gan as early  as June of 1673, w hen Louis Jolliet 
and  a b lack-robed priest, P ere  M arquette , guided 
their p a rty  in canoes dow n the flooded M issis­
sippi, the M essipi as they  called it. T h ey  noted
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the verdure of the Iow a bluff's, the abundan t bird 
life, and  the cerem onious hospitality  show n them 
at an Indian village.

Jolliet’s report w as lost by shipw reck, but M a r ­
quette’s records w ere sent to Q uebec, and then to 
Paris w here they becam e a part of the Jesuit R ela ­
tions, now  a treasure  store for A m erican w riters 
of fiction and of history. O th er explorers, in the 
day  w hen Spain and  F rance claimed Iowa, 
charted  the D es M oines River as the “Riviere des 
M oingona” and  the river-to-river trail of the fur 
traders  across northern  Iow a as the “ Chemin des 
V oyageurs" .

From  the first of June, 1833, w hen Iowa w as 
first opened to settlers, dow n to 1870, w hen the 
frontier had definitely passed beyond the M is­
souri, Iow a w as the goal of Am erican and  foreign 
land-seekers. T h e  inform ation which interested 
Iow ans and w ould-be im m igrants to Iowa came 
largely through “guide books” , small volumes de­
signed to a ttrac t settlers. In form and content 
they w ere the literary  descendants of the p lan ta ­
tion tracts which C aptain  John Smith, W illiam  
Penn, and N ew  E ng landers sent back to E ngland  
to explain the economic and religious advan tages 
of life in the new  colonies.

T he  earliest and for Iowa the most im portant 
of these guide books w as L ieutenant A lbert M il-
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larly w ith  R eference  to the Iow a D istrict or B lack  
H a w k  P urchase w ith  a M a p . T h e  little volume 
w as prin ted  in 1836, tw o years  before the T e rri­
to ry  of Iow a w as set off from W isconsin  T e rr i­
tory. U n d er the title, T h e  B ook T h a t G ave Iow a  
Its  N a m e , a facsimile rep rin t of this volume w as 
issued by the S ta te  H istorical Society in 1935.

L ieutenant Lea w ro te  not from hearsay  but 
from actual experience. In charge of one of 
th ree com panies of d ragoons, he broke paths 
th rough  the tall prairie  g rass from the m outh of 
the D es M oines River, riding first no rthw est and  
then n o rth w ard  and  no rth eastw ard  into southern 
M inneso ta , fording the Skunk (then  called by its 
m ore euphonious Indian nam e of C h acag u a ), the 
Iowa, the C edar, the W apsip in icon , and  the 
U p p er Iow a rivers.

In 1838, John Plum be, Jr., published his 
S ke tch es o f Iow a and  W isco n sin , T aken  D uring  
a R esidence o f T hree Years in T hose  Territories. 
V ery  clearly  he sta ted  his hope tha t his little guide 
w ould be “ the m eans of effecting some good, by 
assisting  in directing the atten tion  of E m igrants 
and  others, to a portion of the U nited  S tates, 
w hich all, w ho have exam ined it, unite in rep re ­
senting . . .  as ‘one of the finest dom ains that 
na tu re  ever offered to m an /
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A few  years later John B. N ew hall w rote three 
guide books dealing w ith Iowa. H e not only 
w ro te  in glowing and  enthusiastic term s about 
Iowa; he lectured to prospective settlers in B ir­
mingham, Liverpool, and  London about Iow a’s 
soil and resources. T h e  first of his books, 
Sketches o f Io w a , or the E m igran t's  G u ide , a p ­
peared in 1841 and  the second, T h e  British E m i­
grant's H a n d b o o k , in 1844. T h e  third w as A  
G lim pse o f Iow a in 1846. In all, he pictured Iowa 
as an inviting place, alm ost a U topia.

In the years just before the Civil W a r , N ath an  
H . P arker w rote a series of guide books on Iowa 
—  Iow a  A s It Is in 1855 , Iow a  A s I t Is in 1856 , 
and  Iow a A s  It Is in 1857 , w ith the sub-title A  
G azetteer for C itizens , and a H andbook fo r Im ­
m igrants . H e also published T he Iow a H andbook  
for 1856 and  T h e  Iow a H andbook fo r 1857.

In the seventies the Iow a Board of Im m igration 
officially supervised the preparation  of additional 
guides to a ttrac t im m igrants to Iowa. In 1870, 
lo  wa: T h e  H om e fo r Im m igrants  w as published 
in G erm an, D utch, D anish, and Sw edish, as well 
as in English.

G uide books have sometimes been turned to 
frankly p ropagandist ends. T h e  Colum bian E x ­
position in 1893 stim ulated zeal of this kind. T he  
Iowa Commissioners issued A  H a n d  B ook o f
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Iow a  w ith  the scintillating sub-title, T h e  B righ test 
S ta r  in the A m erican  C onstella tion , w hich w as 
d istribu ted  to visitors in the Iow a Building.

T h e  m ost am bitious of la ter guide books, Iow a  
—  A  G uide to the H a w k e y e  S ta te , w as published 
in 1938 by the F edera l W r i te r s ’ P ro ject of the 
W o rk s  P ro g ress  A dm inistration . It not only 
gives a general survey of the S ta te  and  enum er­
a tes the num ber of miles of dirt, gravel, and  paved 
roads in Iow a, but it describes sites of historic 
events.

T h e  m ost recent guide book appears in a new  
guise, bearing  the title T h e  S ta te  o f Iow a W e i-  
com es Y o u , its cover resp lenden t w ith colorful 
p ictures of the M ississippi and  O ld  Capitol. P u b ­
lished by the S ta te  of Iow a in a most a ttractive  
form, it gives statistics of Iow a’s excellence in ag ri­
cu lture and  education, pictures of historic sites, 
such as the F loyd  M onum ent and  H oover s b irth ­
place, and  specific directions for reaching Iow a’s 
m any S ta te  parks.

M en of a different fram e of mind have left per­
m anent and  very  hum an records of their experi­
ences in Iow a in the form of diaries and au tobiog ­
raphies. F irs t am ong these w as T h e  A u to b io g ­
raphy o f B lack H a w k , giving the experiences of 
an Indian in Illinois and  Iowa. D ictated  in 1833 
to A ntoine LeC laire and  published in 1834 by
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J. B. P atterson , this unique au tob iography  reveals 
Black H a w k ’s motives for starting  the w ar which 
bears his name, describes his family and  tribal life, 
and  explains his religious beliefs.

C yrus Sanders, a pioneer surveyor, kept a d iary  
as he traveled by coach to B urlington in 1838 and  
treked on foot from there to Salem and  on to Iow a 
City. H e recounted his difficulties in finding his 
w ay  through the pathless prairie grass, criticized 
the greasy, ill-smelling food and  the d irty  bed 
linen of the taverns, and  bem oaned his hopeless 
bachelorhood w hen he found himself forced to 
sew buttons on his shirts or to mend his p an ta ­
loons.

A very different d iary  w as kept by Ephraim  
A dam s, w ho came from A ndover, M assachusetts, 
in 1843 w ith the Iow a Band, w hose eleven mem­
bers had adopted  the slogan “E ach to found a 
church and all a college” . In 1870 he incorpor­
ated  into his book, T he  Iow a B a n d , long passages 
from his diary. W ith  touches of pathos and hu­
mor, he described the experiences of a young min­
ister w ho had looked forw ard  to preparing ser­
mons in a quiet study  and  found himself forced to 
compose on horseback, or behind a patchw ork 
quilt which separated  his sanctum  from the main 
room in some pioneer cabin.

Less strenuous days brought a degree of leisure
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unknow n in the 1830’s and  1840’s w hen the 
search  for food, clothing, and  shelter dom inated 
life. M en  an d  w om en tu rned  to the w riting  of 
their life stories ag a in st a background  of Io w a’s 
m aterial and  cultural grow th.

In 1917 H en ry  W allace , ed itor of W a lla c e s  
F arm er , published U ncle H e n ry ’s O w n  S to ry  o f 
H is L ife . In a series of sim ply w orded  letters a d ­
d ressed  to his g rea t g randch ild ren  he sketched 
from experience m any phases of pioneer life, 
am ong them  husking bees, quilting parties, coon 
hunts, an d  square  dances.

P erh ap s the m ost rep resen ta tive  au tob iography  
w ritten  in Iow a, by an Iow an, is O ne M a n s  L ife , 
H erb ert Q u ick ’s sto ry  of his life, describing his 
book-hungry  boyhood, his debt to the M cGufFey 
readers, and  his w ork as school teacher, reporter, 
law yer, and  editor. In the background runs the 
h istory  of agricu ltu re  and  politics in Iowa, the 
basic m aterial for his trilogy, V a n d em a rk’s F o lly , 
T h e  H a w k e y e , and  T h e  Invisible W om an .

N o r d id  the w hite settlers in Iow a lose in terest 
in the primitive people they  had  displaced. T h e  
m ost com plete survey of the Iow a Indians w as 
T h e  R e d  M en  o f Io w a , p repared  by A. R. Fulton, 
and  published in 1882. O u t of print, and today  a 
ra re  book for the collectors of Iow ana, it contains 
invaluable accounts of m any individual Indians,
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including Black H aw k, his rival, Keokuk, the Io- 
w ay  chief, M ahaska, and  his beautiful wife, R an t- 
che-wai-m e, w ho insisted on accom panying her 
husband to W ash in g to n  to see the G rea t W h ite  
F ather.

M rs. Abbie G ard n er S harp  published the H7s- 
tory o f the Spirit Lake M assacre and C ap tiv ity  o f 
M iss  A b b ie  G ardner  which has often been re ­
printed. A s one of the tw o survivors of the a ttack  
m ade by the Sioux Indians in 1857, she vividly 
described the attack , the m urder of her family, 
and  her forced captivity  under Inkpadu ta  until 
she w as ransom ed for tw o horses, th irty-seven 
yards of calico, tw o kegs of pow der, and  a few 
other items.

O ne hundred  years a fte r Black H aw k dictated  
his autobiography, C yrenus Cole w rote I A m  A  
M an  —  T h e  Indian B lack H a w k , which w as pub­
lished by the S ta te  H istorical Society of Iowa. 
T h e  first p a rt of the title w as taken from the g reet­
ing w ith which Black H aw k, the captive, opened 
his interview  w ith A ndrew  Jackson, P residen t of 
the U nited  S tates, “ I am a man. Y ou are an ­
o ther.”

A s life settled dow n to routine living, Iow ans 
began to assem ble the records of communities, 
counties, and the S tate. T h e  first of these vol­
umes w ere frequently  com binations of guide books
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and  histories. In 1858 F ran c  B. W ilk ie  published 
his D avenport P a st and  P resen t, a treasu re  house 
of m aterials on eastern  Iow a before the Civil 
W a r .

A bout this time, too, cam e the first county his­
tories, beginning w ith one of D es M oines and  
Polk C oun ty  in 1857. A fte r the Civil W a r , w hen 
associations of old settlers becam e popular, n u ­
m erous papers read  a t the annual picnics helped 
preserve m any hum an in terest stories. A s an ex­
am ple a sto ry  presen ts the picture of a fam ily of 
seven riding to church on tw o horses. T h e  
m other, w ith the youngest child in her arm s, sat 
in the saddle; the o ldest boy sat on a pillow be­
hind his m other w ith the nex t to the youngest be­
tw een them, w hile the father, on the other horse, 
m anaged his second and  third  offspring as best 
he could.

It w as not, how ever, until the C entennial E xpo ­
sition of 1876 m ade A m ericans h istory  conscious, 
tha t county  histories becam e general, some w ritten  
by individuals w ho financed their own publica­
tions. T h ese  w ere followed by county histories 
largely  financed by commercial companies. T hose 
issued by each com pany followed a set pattern , 
containing identical m aterial on the P residents 
and  on S ta te  history. T h e  com panies followed 
the policy of securing one man in each tow nship
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to be responsible for the history  of the press, bar, 
schools, railroads, churches, m ilitary activities, 
and representative families in his district. An 
“historical w rite r” w as then sent out from head ­
quarters w ho sought to contact the past-m inded 
citizens and  then w ro te  the history.

T h e  second w ave of county histories came in 
the late eighties and  early  nineties. T hese  w ere 
largely  biographical in m aterial and  ornate  in 
binding. C ounty  histories in a th ird  series which 
appeared  from 1910 to 1918 w ere published by 
commercial com panies in tw o volumes —  the first 
historical, the second biographical. T hese, like the 
preceding groups, w ere usually sold in advance by 
subscription, the subscribers paying well for the 
biographical sketches and  for their portraits.

T h e  last series of county histories w as prepared  
by the Iow a W rite rs ’ P rogram  of the W o rk  P ro j­
ects A dm inistration and appeared  early  in the 
nineteen forties. T h is series includes less than 
tw enty Iow a counties. O ften  they add  new  m a­
terial by supplying folklore, songs, and  ballads 
collected in the counties, or add  later historical 
events such as a diam ond jubilee in 1910 or some 
centennial celebration. Some bring the history up 
to date  w ith accounts of new  m urals in Federal 
post offices, the acquisition of an a rt museum, or 
the use of a recreational lake within the county.
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All in all the n inety-n ine counties of Iow a have 
produced  some th ree  hundred  county  histories. 
O n e  m ay seek in vain for an  index and  criticize 
the fau lty  assem bling of m aterial in m any of these 
county  histories, bu t the seeker a fte r details con­
cerning the pioneers, the early  press, the F ourth  
of July celebrations, and  en tertainm ents a t rural 
fairs is e ternally  g ratefu l for these records, and  
the historical and  biographical m aterial thus sal­
vaged  has saved m any a w orthy  blacksm ith or jus­
tice of the peace from being w holly  forgotten.

O u t of the accum ulation of letters, new spaper 
files, old se ttle rs’ memories, and  county  histories 
—  to m ention bu t a few  sources —  Iow a’s past 
has been view ed and  review ed in several histories. 
In 1875, A. T . A ndreas, a C hicago editor and 
publisher of m idw estem  histories, compiled an 
Illustra ted  H istorical A tla s  o f the S ta te  o f Io w a . 
Betw een its covers he enclosed m any excellent 
prin ts of Iow a farm steads, old mills, and  public 
buildings as well as historical sketches and  maps 
of the counties.

Iow a will a lw ays be indebted  to W illiam  Salter, 
not only for his share in the Iow a Band but for 
his Iowa: T h e  F irst F ree S ta te  in the Louisiana  
Purchase. A s his beginning da te  he used M a r­
q u e tte ’s and  Jolliet’s discovery of Iow a in 1673 
and  closed w ith Iow a’s adm ission in 1846.
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T w o notew orthy  single volume histories of 
Iow a are Irving B. R ichm an's vividly w ritten  
Iow ay to Iow a  (1 9 3 1 ), and  C yrenus C ole’s A  
H istory  o f the People o f Iow a  (1 9 2 1 ). In a re ­
vised form the la tter w as re-issued in 1940 under 
the title, Iow a T hrough  the Years. Both hold a 
read e r’s in terest as they describe how  the S ta te  
changed from the fighting ground of the Sauk and  
the Sioux to an agricultural and  commercial region 
supporting over tw o million people w ith all the 
com forts which civilization affords.

N or have the young people of Iow a been neg ­
lected in the field of history. In 1916 H enry  and  
Edw in S. Sabin published T he  M a k in g  o f Iow a. 
T w o  volumes of juvenile history w ere published 
in the tw enties —  T h e  S to ry  o f Iow a , by T hom as 
P. C hristensen in 1928 and  Stories o f Iow a for  
B oys and G irls, by Bruce E. M ahan  and  R uth A. 
G allaher in 1929. T en  years later John E. 
Briggs published Iow a O ld  and N e w .

T hree  men devoted years of their lives to the 
w riting of general histories of Iow a —  Benjamin 
F . Gue, Johnson Brigham, and  E d g a r Rubey H a r ­
lan. T h e  first of these w as G u e’s H istory  o f Iow a  
From the Earliest T im es to the B eginning o f the 
T w en tie th  C en tu ry , published in 1903 in four siz­
able volumes. Knowing life in Iow a for sixty 
years, Gue, quondam  pioneer editor, legislator,
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and  L ieu tenant G overnor, w ro te  of people and  
events from actual experience.

Johnson Brigham  spen t seventeen years in the 
S ta te  L ibrary  w ith  statistics and  records close a t 
hand  before he published in th ree large volumes 
his Io w a , Its  H is to ry  and  Its  F orem ost C itizens  in 
1915. From  his experiences as ed itor of the C e­
d a r R apids R epublican  and  of the M id la n d  
M o n th ly  and  from w ide reading  he compiled his 
account, incorporating  in his h istory  m any notable 
biographical sketches.

E d g a r R ubey H arlan  published his five-volume 
N arra tive  H is to ry  o f the P eople o f Iow a  in 1931. 
T h e  last th ree volumes contain brief biographies 
of low ans p repared  by a special staff of w riters 
from the A m erican H istorical Society, a commer­
cial com pany.

O u ts tan d in g  contributions to the history of 
Iow a have been m ade by the S ta te  H istorical So­
ciety of Iow a, w hich for m any years w as under 
the direction of Benj. F. Sham baugh, its superin ­
tenden t and  editor from 1907 to 1940. Since its 
o rganization  in 1857, the Society has issued some 
one hundred  and  fifty volumes on Iow a history 
and  over one hundred  volumes of historical peri­
odicals —  T h e  A n n a ls  o f Iow a  ( F irs t Series ), the 
Iow a H istorical R ecord , T h e  Iow a Journal o f His~ 
tory and  Politics , and  T h e  Palim psest. In addi-
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tion to his editorial and  adm inistrative w ork for 
the Society, D r. Sham baugh w as himself the au ­
thor of several volumes, including T h e  O ld  S tone  
C apitol R em em bers  and  T he  C onstitu tions o f 
Io w a .

A lthough Iow a is fortunate in possessing these 
and m any other views and  reviews of her past 
and  although of the w riting of histories there is no 
end, every w riter and  every reader in terested  in 
Iow a’s past know s tha t much tha t w ent into the 
making of the S ta te  has never been fully reported. 
Official records and  historical accounts often lack 
hum an interest. Poets and  prose w riters of today 
and  tom orrow  can revitalize m any of these stories 
by hum anizing them into living portrayals of 
Iow a’s pioneers and their descendants.

L u e l l a  M . W r i g h t



What Is History?

If an  inquiring repo rter should take the trouble 
to ask, “W h a t  is h isto ry?“ , it is probable th a t m ost 
of the answ ers w ould  run som ething like this: 
“ H isto ry  is a record  of the p a s t.“ But w h at rec­
ord? W h o  w ro te  it? A nd w ho reads it?

In this centennial year, Iow ans have a renew ed 
in terest in th ings historical. A n ox yoke, a grain 
cradle, a candle  mold, or a hackle lying in a d is­
p lay  w indow , oldtim e songs on the radio, p ag ­
eants, and  parades, wom en w ith  bonnets and  men 
w ith  w hiskers —  all these recall the life of the 
pioneers. T h e  presen t looks a t the past, old rec­
o rds are  m ade into palim psests, and  we ask  once 
more, “W h a t  is h isto ry?“

A  ten-ton  d inosaur w ith a three-ounce brain 
once left a  foo tprin t in the mud. H e had no 
though t of w riting  history, bu t millions of years 
la ter th a t foo tprin t w as recognized by a geologist 
as a p a rt of the h istory  of the earth . T h e  law s of 
H am m urabi w ere no t h istory  to those w ho had to 
obey them, but centuries la ter they  became a mir­
ro r of the life of the B abylonians of tha t age. T h e  
letter one receives, reads, an d  lays aside, the 
new spaper w hich is read  and  discarded, the ad -
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vertisem ent which is tossed on the doorstep  —  all 
these are  unintentional history, ephem eral bu t in­
valuable in understand ing  the life of the people.

Some records there are which are m ade for p res­
ervation —  law s, journals of legislatures, reports 
of courts, accounts kept by officials of the govern­
ment, records of societies, corporations, and  
churches. Official docum ents are  presum ably to be 
kept perm anently, but courthouse basem ents are 
often crow ded w ith old papers which sooner or 
later go into the furnace or a w aste  paper drive. 
Unofficial records are  often stored  in homes and  
are forgotten until housecleaning, a fire, or the 
sale of the house ends in their destruction.

But there is inherent in all people, even in the 
most primitive, an instinct to perpetuate  the mem­
ory of persons, events, and  ideas. A rude draw ing 
on the w all of a cave, the pyram ids and  the T a j 
M ahal, an inscription on a tom bstone or m arker, 
a commemorative stam p, the granite  monument 
built around the cabin w here Lincoln w as born —  
all these are  mute w itnesses of m an’s desire to pre­
serve the memory of those he loves and  adm ires 
against the obliteration which is part of death.

A long the w ay  man learned to substitu te w ords 
for rude pictures and  history took the form of tab ­
lets, scrolls, and  finally printed books. M an  w rote 
the story of his life, w rote of his friends and his
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enemies, his ow n people, his neighbors, and  the 
w orld . In spite of all these efforts, much history 
is unrecorded  or unread . M an y  records are  lost 
forever. In the w ords of B ayard  T ay lo r:

“ F o r every  sentence u ttered , a million 
m ore are  dum b;

M e n ’s lives a re  chains of chances, and 
H isto ry  their sum .”

Some records, painstak ing ly  prepared , are 
found by those w ho cannot read  them. T h ey  are 
to h istory  w hat the subconscious mind is to mem­
ory. Some d ay  a w ord  or a fleeting idea m ay 
bring them into the consciousness of man. W h a t 
is history? T o  each individual it is w hat he know s 
of the past. It is his s to ry  of life, family, country, 
the earth , and  all th ings on it. It is also all that 
w en t to produce th a t individual and  his kind. 
C onscious h istory  is w hat w e know  of the past; 
real h istory  is the foundation of the present.

Ruth A. Gallaher
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