
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-



ler Lea s N o te s  on W isconsin  Territory; Particu~ 
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,



252 THE PALIMPSEST

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


