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The Naming of Iowa
T h e  Com m onw ealth of Iow a w as nam ed some 

ten years before it w as born. O n this point the 
records are  clear and the story  simple.

It w as in 1836 tha t a lieutenant of U nited  
S tates dragoons, by the nam e of A lbert M . Lea, 
published a small book entitled N o tes  on the W is 
consin T erritory . In the pages of this book and 
on the map which accom panied it the author 
designated  tha t part of the original T errito ry  of 
W isconsin  which lay w est of the M ississippi 
R iver as the “ Iowa D istric t.“ T w o  years later, 
w hen the original T errito ry  of W isconsin  w as 
divided, the Iow a D istrict w as erected into an in
dependent territo ry  and christened the “T e rri
to ry  of Iow a.” A nd w hen in 1846 a S tate  w as 
carved out of the T errito ry  of Iowa, it too w as 
called “ Iow a.“ T h u s the line of descent of the 
nam e of Iow a as originally proposed by Lieuten
an t Lea is clear and direct —  from the Iowa D is
trict, through the T errito ry  of Iowa, to the S tate 
of Iowa.
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But w here did L ieutenant Lea get the nam e 
Iow a” an d  how  did he come to app ly  it to the 

area  tha t w as la ter to become the Com m onw ealth 
of Iowa? T h e  answ er to this question is of pecul
iar in terest since prior to the publication of N o tes  
on the W isconsin  Territory  the country  immedi
a te ly  w est of the M ississippi R iver had been called 
“ S co tt’s P u rch ase” or the “ Black H aw k P u r
chase .” In the opening chap ter of his book Lieu
tenan t Lea tells us in language tha t is unm istak
able th a t the nam e “ Io w a” w as taken from the 
Iow a R iver w hich on account of its “extent and 
b eau ty ” seem ed to him to give “ch arac te r” to most 
of the country  th rough which it passed.

W h e n  and  how  the river flowing into the M is
sissippi from the w est came to be designated  as 
Iow a or Iow ay is unknow n: tha t the nam e of this 
river w as taken from the Iow ay tribe of Indians 
w ho had inhabited portions of the Iow a country  is 
in the light of present historical know ledge simply 
one possible explanation.

It is in teresting to recall tha t in la ter years 
L ieutenant Lea w as much concerned about the 
spelling of the nam e Iow a: m ature reflection had 
led him to the conviction that the letter “y ” should 
be added . A nd  so he expressed regret that the 
nam e w as spelled Iow a instead of Ioway.

HAWKEYE
T he cognom en (sobriquet or nicknam e) “H aw k- 

eye” or “ H aw keyes” as applied to Iow a or Iow ans



w as first form ally suggested  by  James G. 
E d w ard s in the F o rt M adison P atrio t, a new s
paper issued under da te  of M arch  24, 1838. 
D avid  Rorer, a pioneer law yer of Lee C ounty, 
claimed to have m ade the suggestion to M r. 
E dw ards. L ater this cognomen w as approved by 
such prom inent men of the T errito ry  as R obert 
Lucas, Joseph W illiam s, W illiam  B. C onw ay, 
T heodore  S. Parvin, V e r P lanck V an  A ntw erp, 
and  Jesse W illiam s. In 1839 it w as used in a 
series of letters published in the new spapers of the 
T errito ry , and by common consent it came to be 
accepted w ithout formal adoption.

T h e  significance of the cognomen “H aw keye” 
is not so clear as its origin. M r. E d w ard s thought 
its adoption w ould “rescue from oblivion a me
mento, a t least, of the name of the old chief [Black 
H a w k ] .“ Popularly , the nam e as applied to the 
people of Iow a suggests the vigilance, w atchfu l
ness, and  keenness of vision of the haw k —  a bird 
found everyw here in the Iowa country.

Benj. F. Shambaugh
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