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W h e n  th e  N o r th w e s t  T e r r i to r y  w a s  e s ta b lis h e d  

in 1787 , th o u g h tfu l  le a d e rs , re a liz in g  th a t  re lig io n , 

m o ra lity , a n d  k n o w le d g e  a re  n e c e s s a ry  to  g o o d  

g o v e rn m e n t a n d  th e  h a p p in e s s  of m a n k in d , d e -  

d a r e d  th a t  sc h o o ls  a n d  th e  m e a n s  o f e d u c a tio n  

sh o u ld  fo re v e r  b e  e n c o u ra g e d . L a te r , w h e n  th e  

p io n e e rs  c ro s s e d  th e  p la in s  in th e ir  tre k  w e s tw a rd ,  

th e y  w e re  se e k in g  a d v e n tu re , h o m es, c o m fo rts , 

a n d  rich e s . B u t m o re , th e y  w e re  a lso  se e k in g  a 

la n d  o f fre e d o m  a n d  le a rn in g  —  a  la n d  w h e re  

th e ir  c h ild re n  m ig h t h a v e  b e t te r  a d v a n ta g e s  th a n  

th e y , a n d  w h e re  th e ir  c h ild re n  s c h ild re n  m ig h t 

ru n  a n d  p la y  w ith  th e  fre e d o m  of a  ru n n in g  b ro o k , 

a n d  g ro w  in s ta tu r e  a n d  in k n o w le d g e . C o n 

f ro n te d  w ith  th e  s te rn  re a lit ie s  o f life , th e y  n e v e r 

th e le s s  h a d  v is io n s  o f a  n e w  a n d  b e t te r  d a y . T h e  

w a y , th e y  b e lie v e d , la y  th ro u g h  th e  v a lle y  o f h a rd  

w o rk  a n d  o v e r  th e  hill o f le a rn in g .

Y o u n g  B e rry m a n  Je n n in g s  w a s  th e  firs t sch o o l 

te a c h e r  in a ll th e  v a s t  re g io n  n o r th  o f M is s o u r i
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a n d  w e s t  o f  th e  M is s is s ip p i  R iv e r . J e n n in g s  w a s  

a  K e n tu c k ia n  b y  b ir th  a n d  a  f ro n tie r s m a n  b y  

c h o ice . B o rn  in  th e  b lu e  g r a s s  re g io n  in 1807 , he  

h a d  m o v e d  to  th e  p ra i r ie s  o f  I llin o is  a n d  a t  th e  a g e  

o f  tw e n ty  h a d  e s ta b l is h e d  h is  r e s id e n c e  a t  th e  

li t t le  to w n  o f C o m m e rc e , w h ic h  la te r  c a m e  to  be  

N a u v o o . C o m m e rc e  w a s  a t  th a t  tim e  a n  o u tp o s t  

o f  th e  a d v a n c in g  c iv iliz a tio n . In  1829 , h o w e v e r , 

D r . I s a a c  G a l la n d ,  a  p h y s ic ia n  a n d  a  “ m a n  o f 

m a n y  a c tiv i t ie s  a n d  e n te r p r iz e s ” , p u s h e d  th e  f r o n 

t ie r  f u r th e r  w e s tw a r d ,  c ro s s e d  th e  M is s is s ip p i 

w ith  h is  fa m ily  a n d  m a d e  s e t t le m e n t a t  A h w ip e -  

tu c k , th e  p r e s e n t  s i te  o f  G a l la n d .  A s  o th e r  s e t 

t le r s  a r r iv e d ,  in te r e s t  in  e d u c a tio n  d e v e lo p e d , a n d  

in  1830  D r . G a l la n d  r e c ro s s e d  th e  r iv e r  a n d  h ire d  

y o u n g  J e n n in g s  to  te a c h  th e  f irs t sch o o l in  Io w a -  

la n d . A s  c o m p e n s a t io n  fo r  h is  s e rv ic e s  th e  sch o o l 

m a s te r  re c e iv e d  h is  b o a r d  a n d  lo d g in g  a t  th e  G a l 

la n d  h o m e, a n d  th e  u se  o f  th e  d o c to r 's  r a th e r  lim 

ite d  m e d ic a l l ib ra ry .

I t  is a  f a ir  a s s u m p tio n  th a t  B e r ry m a n  J e n n in g s  

m u s t h a v e  b e e n  a  s p r ig h t ly  la d , a n d  e d u c a te d  b e 

y o n d  h is  fe llo w s  ', e lse  D r . G a l la n d ,  w h o  h a d  

s tu d ie d  l i te r a tu r e  a n d  a r t  a s  w e ll a s  m e d ic in e , 

w o u ld  n o t  h a v e  s e le c te d  h im  to  in s t ru c t  th e  y o u th  

o f  th e  n e w ly  e s ta b l is h e d  s e tt le m e n t. B u t p e rh a p s  

m o re  p e r t in e n t  is th e  c o m m e n t o f  Ja m e s  W .  C a m p 

b e ll, o n e  o f  th e  p u p ils  o f  th a t  f irs t sch o o l, w h o
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m a n y  y e a r s  la te r  s a id  o f h is te a c h e r :  “ I re m e m b e r 

him  w e l l  fo r  w h e n  k in d  a n d  o f t - r e p e a te d  w o rd s  

fa ile d  to  im p re ss  u p o n  th e  m e m o ry  o f W a s h in g to n  

G a l la n d  a n d  m y se lf  th e  d iffe re n c e  b e tw e e n  A  a n d  

B, he  h a d  n e i th e r  d e lic a c y  n o r  h e s ita n c y  a b o u t 

a p p ly in g  th e  ro d , w h ic h  u s u a lly  b r ig h te n e d  o u r

in te l le c ts .”
T h e  firs t s c h o o lh o u se  in  Io w a  w a s  a  little  log 

b u ild in g  te n  fe e t b y  tw e lv e  fe e t in d im e n s io n s  —  

a  ty p ic a l p io n e e r  c a b in  —  lo c a te d  on  th e  b a n k  o f 

th e  M is s is s ip p i. A f te r  th e  b u ild in g  h a d  b e e n  u se d  

fo r  a  tim e fo r  e d u c a tio n a l  p u rp o s e s  it w a s  c o n 

v e r te d  in to  a  lit t le  k itc h e n  fo r  a  p io n e e r  fam ily . 

S till la te r  it s e rv e d  fo r  a  tim e a s  a  s h e lte r  fo r liv e 

s to c k . E v e n tu a l ly  it fell in to  d e c a y  a n d  w a s  u se d  

fo r  f irew o o d . E v e n  th e  s ite  on  w h ic h  th a t  little  

s t ru c tu re  s to o d  h a s  n o w  d is a p p e a re d , h a v in g  b een  

s u b m e rg e d  b y  th e  F a th e r  o f W a t e r s  w h e n  th e  

g re a t  K e o k u k  d a m  w a s  b u ilt. O n ly  a  n a tiv e  

b o u ld e r  a n d  a  b ro n z e  ta b le t  a t  a  p o in t n e a rb y  m a rk  

th e  a p p ro x im a te  s ite  o f th e  b u ild in g . P la n s  a re  

n o w  b e in g  c o n s id e re d  to  c o n s tru c t  a  re p lic a  o f th a t  

h is to ric  b u ild in g , to  th e  e n d  th a t  th e  y o u th  o f Io w a  

m a y  b e t te r  v isu a liz e  e d u c a tio n a l b e g in n in g s  in 

th e ir  C o m m o n w e a lth . M e a n w h ile  o th e r  sch o o l 

b u ild in g s  h a v e  b e e n  e re c te d  —  th o u s a n d s  o f th em  

—  m o re  s ta te ly  th a n  th e  first. In  th e  e x p a n s io n  o f 

th e se  m a te r ia l s t ru c tu re s  w e  see  th e  e v o lu tio n  of
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th in g s  c u l tu ra l  —  a  g ro w th  a n d  d e v e lo p m e n t 

w h ic h  c h a r a c te r iz e  th e  e d u c a t io n a l  a d v a n c e m e n t  

o f  a  c e n tu ry .

S c h o o ls  in  Io w a  w e re  f irs t e s ta b l is h e d  a s  p r i 

v a te  v e n tu re s ,  s p o n s o re d  b y  th o s e  w h o  w e re  in te r 

e s te d  in  p ro v id in g  e d u c a t io n a l  a d v a n ta g e s  fo r  

th e ir  o w n  c h ild re n . W h e n  th e  f irs t sc h o o ls  w e re  

o p e n e d  th e r e  w e re  n o  sc h o o l la w s  —  in d e e d , n o  

la w s  o f  a n y  k in d  —  a p p lic a b le  to  th e  Io w a  c o u n 

try . In  1834  th e  re g io n  w e s t  o f  th e  M is s is s ip p i 

w a s  a t ta c h e d  to  th e  T e r r i to r y  o f  M ic h ig a n . 

T h e n c e f o r th  th e  sc h o o l la w s  o f  M ic h ig a n  w e re  

a p p lic a b le . M o re o v e r ,  th e  le g is la t io n  o f th e  T e r 

r i to ry  o f  M ic h ig a n  m a y  b e  t r a c e d  to  th e  in flu e n c e  

o f  N e w  E n g la n d .  A t  a  la te r  d a te ,  a f te r  Io w a  h a d  

b e c o m e  a  s e p a r a te  T e r r i to r y ,  Io w a  la w s  w e re  

a d o p te d  in  a  s im ila r  m a n n e r  fro m  th e  M ic h ig a n  

s ta tu te s .  T h is  so m e tim e s  led  to  o b v io u s  in c o n g ru 

itie s . T h u s  th e  la w  o f  1840  m a d e  re fe re n c e  to  a 

“ s u p e r in te n d e n t  o f  p u b lic  in s t r u c t io n “ to  w h o m  th e  

c le rk  o f  th e  d is t r ic t  c o u r t  in  e a c h  c o u n ty  sh o u ld  

r e p o r t  a n n u a l ly .  B u t in r e a l i ty  th e re  w a s  a t  th a t  

tim e  n o  office o f  S u p e r in te n d e n t  o f  P u b lic  I n s t ru c 

tio n  in  Io w a , a n d  so  it w a s  q u ite  im p o ss ib le  to  

c a r r y  th is  p ro v is io n  in to  e ffec t. I t w a s  n o t  u n til 

1841 th a t  th is  office w a s  e s ta b l is h e d . E v e n  th e n  

it a p p e a r s  to  h a v e  b e e n  c r e a te d  m o re  to  c o n fo rm  

w ith  th e  la w  o f th e  p re v io u s  y e a r  th a n  b e c a u s e  o f
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a n y  e x is tin g  n e e d . T h e  w o rk  w a s  o f a  c le r ic a l 

n a tu re . N o  m e n tio n  w a s  m a d e  o f c o n tro l o v e r  

in s tru c tio n , a n d  th e  office w a s  d is c o n tin u e d  th e  

n e x t  y e a r .
If w e  m o v e  fo rw a rd  a  d e c a d e  in  th e  h is to ry  o f 

th e  C o m m o n w e a lth , w e  w ill n o te  th a t  b e t te r  sch o o l 

la w s  w e re  b e in g  e n a c te d  a n d  th a t  p io n e e r  le a rn in g  

a n d  th e  m e a n s  o f e d u c a tio n  w e re  m o v in g  s te a d ily  

w e s tw a rd .  In  O c to b e r ,  1851 , th e  e le c to rs  o f 

sch o o l d is tr ic t  n u m b e r  th re e  o f Io w a  C ity  T o w n 

sh ip  in  Jo h n so n  C o u n ty  “ m e t a n d  e le c te d "  o fficers. 

A b o u t  a  y e a r  la te r  a n  e le c tio n  w a s  h e ld  to  a u th o r 

ize a  ta x  fo r  th e  e re c tio n  o f a  b u ild in g  o f su c h  

s ize  a n d  d im e n s io n s"  a s  th e  b u ild in g  co m m ittee  

m ig h t th in k  p ro p e r . T h e  n e w  b u ild in g  w a s  r e a d y  

fo r  o c c u p a n c y  b y  Ju n e  1, 1853.

T h e  c o m p e n sa tio n  o f te a c h e rs  in  th o se  e a r ly  

d a y s  is w o r th y  o f n o te . D is tr ic t  n u m b e r  th re e  o f 

Io w a  C ity  p a id  te a c h e rs  tw e n ty - fo u r  d o lla rs  d u r 

in g  th e  y e a r  1849; in  1850 th ir ty - s e v e n  d o lla rs ;  in

1851 th i r ty  d o lla rs ;  a n d  a t  th e  c lo se  o f  th e  y e a r

1852 th e  s e c re ta ry  d e c la re d  th a t  he  h a d  a d v a n c e d  

six  a n d  a  h a lf  d o lla r s  to  m e e t a  defic it. In  O c to 

b e r, 1855, tw e n ty  d o lla r s  o f th e  fu n d s  a v a ila b le  

w e re  re ta in e d  fo r  a  su m m er sc h o o l" , w h ile  fo r th e  

w in te r  te rm  it w a s  re q u e s te d  th a t  e a c h  s c h o la r  

fu rn ish  o n e -h a lf  c o rd  o f w o o d  " a l r e a d y  c u t fo r  th e  

s to v e " . In  1857  o n e -h a lf  th e  e x p e n s e  o f m a in ta in 

r
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in g  th e  sc h o o l w a s  a s s e s s e d  to  th e  p u p ils  a t te n d in g .

In  h is  H is to ry  o f E d u ca tio n  in Io w a , C la re n c e  

R a y  A u r n e r  re m in d s  u s  th a t  fo r  m o re  th a n  a  d e c -  

a d e  a f t e r  th e  c lo se  o f  th e  T e r r i to r ia l  p e r io d  " th e r e  

w e re  te a c h e r s  in  a ll c o m m u n itie s  a c t in g  on  th e ir  

o w n  a c c o u n t  a n d  c o lle c tin g  a  fe e  fro m  e a c h  ch ild  

t a u g h t" .  In  so m e  c o m m u n itie s  th e y  w e re  p a id  in 

p a r t  fro m  th e  p ro c e e d s  o f a  " r a te  b ill"  —  re c e iv in g  

a t  th e  s a m e  tim e  so m e  re m u n e ra t io n  fro m  " b o a rd "  

in g  a r o u n d " .  D u r in g  th is  p e r io d  p r o p e r ty  d id  n o t  

s u p p o r t  th e  p u b lic  s c h o o ls  a n d  p ro v id e  fo r  th e  e d u 

c a tio n  o f a ll c h ild re n  u n d e r  la w s  th a t  s y s te m a tiz e d  

th e  w o rk  o f  d is t r ic t  o rg a n iz a t io n ,  su p e rv is io n , a n d  

m a in te n a n c e . O n  th e  c o n t r a r y  th e  te a c h e r s  o f 

th o s e  e a r ly  d a y s  “ m a d e  th e ir  o w n  sy s te m s , re c o m 

m e n d e d  th e ir  o w n  k in d  o f  te x t-b o o k s , m a n u fa c 

tu re d  th e ir  o w n  a p p a r a tu s ,  a n d  c o lle c te d  th e ir  o w n  

b il ls ."

T h e  te x t-b o o k s  u s e d  in th e  e a r ly  Io w a  sc h o o ls  

w e re  li t t le  m o re  th a n  a  h e te ro g e n e o u s  c o lle c tio n  

a c q u ire d  fro m  a  v a r ie ty  o f so u rc e s . In d e e d , a l 

m o s t a n y  b o o k  w a s  a c c e p ta b le  fo r  sch o o l p u rp o s e s , 

s in c e  th e  s u p p ly  w a s  e x c e e d in g ly  lim ited . In  

m a n y  c o m m u n itie s  th e  b o o k s  u s e d  w e re  th o se  

w h ic h  h a d  b e e n  p u rc h a s e d  fo r  th e  sc h o o ls  in  o th e r  

S ta te s ,  fo r  o n  e m ig ra t in g  to  Io w a  th e  p io n e e r  fa m 

ily  u s u a l ly  in c lu d e d  te x t-b o o k s  a s  a  p a r t  o f  th e  

w e ll- s e le c te d  b a g g a g e .  In  k e e p in g  w ith  th e  sp ir it
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of th e  p io n e e r , w h e n  th e  d is tr ic t  sch o o l w a s  

o p e n e d  th e  b o o k s  o f th e  n e ig h b o rh o o d  w e re  c o l

le c te d  a n d  u se d  w ith o u t  m u ch  r e g a r d  to  u n ifo rm 

ity , a d a p ta b i l i ty ,  o r  c o n te n t. M c G u f f e y ’s r e a d e r s  

w e re  p e rh a p s  th e  m o s t co m m o n  o f te x ts ,  w h ile  th e  

a r ith m e tic  m ig h t b e  R a y ’s o r  p e rc h a n c e  C o lb u rn  

a n d  P e r k in s ’s. T h e  g ra m m a r , if in d e e d  a  g ra m m a r  

w e re  u se d , m ig h t b e  W e l l s ’s o r  G r e e n e ’s o r  B u l

lio n ’s o r  P in n e o ’s —  little  m a t te r  so  lo n g  a s  it w a s  

a  g ra m m a r.

T h e  c o u rse  o f s tu d y  in  th e  p io n e e r  sch o o l w a s  

lim ited  in sco p e , th e  th re e  R s — “ r e a d in g ” , “ r i t-  

in g ” , a n d  “ r i th m e tic ” —  b e in g  th e  b a s ic  s u b je c ts . 

O n e  sh o u ld  n o t  fo rg e t  sp e llin g , h o w e v e r , fo r  n o w  

a n d  a g a in  th e  o ld  sp e llin g  sch o o l c a m e  to  b e  th e  

c e n te r  o f in te re s t .  T h e  c o n te s t  m ig h t b e  o n e  b e 

tw e e n  th e  O a k  G ro v e  sch o o l a n d  th e  S u n  P ra ir ie  

d is tr ic t  a s  d e s c r ib e d  b y  H a m lin  G a r la n d  in B o y  
L ife  on the Prairie.

T h e  c ro w d  h a v in g  a s se m b le d , Jim  a n d  H e n ry ,  

e ach  re p re s e n t in g  o n e  o f th e  o p p o s in g  sch o o ls , 

“ s te p p e d  o u t in to  th e  m id d le  o f  th e  ro o m  a n d  re 

ce iv ed  th e  b ro o m  fro m  th e  m a s te r ” . B y  g r ip p in g  

th e  b ro o m  a l te rn a te ly ,  o n e  h a n d  a b o v e  th e  o th e r , 

it w a s  so o n  d e te rm in e d  th a t  Jim  sh o u ld  h a v e  firs t 

cho ice , “ a n d  la u g h in g , c ro w d in g , w h is p e r in g  a n d  

g rim a c in g , th e  tw o  sc h o o ls  r a n g e d  a lo n g  o p p o s ite  

w a lls  o f th e  ro o m ” . T h e r e  w e re  tw e n ty  on  e ith e r
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s id e  a n d  th e  fe w  re m a in in g  in  th e ir  s e a ts  q u iv e re d  

w ith  e x c ite m e n t. T h e  te a c h e r  o f  S u n  P ra i r ie  to o k  

u p  th e  sp e ll in g  b o o k  to  p ro n o u n c e  th e  w o rd s  a n d  

th e  c o n te s t  w a s  o n . O n e  b y  o n e  th e  p o o r  s p e lle rs  

w e re  so o n  e lim in a te d . “ Jim  a n d  H e n r y  b o th  w e n t  

d o w n  e a r ly  in  th e  s t r i f e ” . L in c o ln  a n d  M ilto n , tw o  

S u n  P r a i r ie  b o y s , w h o  h a d  f r e q u e n t ly  b e e n  o p p o 

n e n ts  in  w re s t l in g  m a tc h e s , n o w  s to o d  s id e  b y  s id e  

to  w in  la u re ls  fo r  th e ir  sc h o o l. “ I c a n 't  w re s t le  fo r  

s h u c k s ” , s a id  L in c o ln , “ b u t  I c a n  sp e ll w ith  a n y  o f 

y o u .” A s  e a c h  w o rd  w a s  p ro n o u n c e d , L in co ln  

c o u ld  v is u a liz e  it  o n  th e  p r in te d  p a g e , a n d  h e  

s p e lle d  o n  a n d  o n  a s  if h e  k n e w  n o  d e fe a t .  G r a d u 

a l ly  J im ’s b a t t le  lin e  f a d e d  a w a y  u n til  o n ly  E lla  

P ie rc e , a  slim , h o m e ly  lit t le  g ir l, re m a in e d . T h e n  

th e  O a k  G ro v e  te a c h e r  to o k  th e  b o o k  c o n fid e n t 

th a t  h is  f a v o r i te  p u p il w o u ld  y e t  w in  th e  c o n te s t .

F o r  a  tim e  L in c o ln  a n d  M il to n  w e re  p i t te d  

a g a in s t  l i t t le  E l la  P ie rc e . T o  a  d is in te re s te d  o b 

s e rv e r  it m ig h t  h a v e  a p p e a r e d  a  b it  u n fa ir .  B u t 

E l la  re m a in e d  u n d a u n te d .  T h e  h a n d s  o f th e  c lo ck  

m o v e d  o n . T h e  h o u r  fo r  c lo s in g  w a s  lo n g  p a s t. 

T h e  s u n  w a s  lo w e r in g  in  th e  w e s t .  B u t in te r e s t  in  

th e  c o n te s t  c o n tin u e d . A t  le n g th  M ilto n  w e n t  

d o w n  o n  “ C y g n e t ,  a  y o u n g  s w a n ” , a n d  L in co ln  

s to o d  a lo n e . S u d d e n ly  th e  te a c h e r  to o k  u p  th e  

d ic t io n a ry  a n d  b e g a n  to  p ro n o u n c e  n e w  a n d  

s t r a n g e  w o rd s .  L in c o ln  s ta m m e re d , h e s i ta te d , a n d

s>
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w e n t d o w n , b u t  E lla  fa ile d  on  th e  sa m e  w o rd . 

T e c h n ic a l ly  O a k  G ro v e  h a d  w o n  th e  c o n te s t . 

" S c h o o l is d is m is s e d "  th e  te a c h e r  sa id , a n d  p a n d e 

m on ium  re ig n e d  a s  th e  tw o  sc h o o ls  w e re  s im u lta 

n e o u s ly  re le a s e d  fro m  w h a t  h a d  p ro v e d  to  b e  a  

w e ll-m a tc h e d , o ld - fa s h io n e d  sp e llin g  c o n te s t .

A n d  w h a t  sh a ll w e  s a y  o f th e  g ro w th  a n d  d e 

v e lo p m e n t o f th e  y o u th  w h o  a t te n d e d  th e s e  e a r ly  

Io w a  sc h o o ls  —  th o se  b o y s  a n d  g ir ls  fo r  w h o m  

sac rifices  w e re  m a d e  a n d  w h o  re c e iv e d  th e  b e n e f its  

o f p io n e e r  le a rn in g ?  M a n y  o f th e m  w e re  to  g o  

fa r th e r  w e s tw a rd ,  p io n e e r in g  a ll th e ir  lives, o p e n 

ing  n e w  la n d s , c re a tin g  n e w  c o u n tie s , a n d  h e lp in g  

to  e s ta b lish  n e w  S ta te s .  M a n y  o th e r s  w e re  to  

rem a in  in Io w a , to  b eco m e  fa rm e rs  a n d  h o u s e 

w iv es , d o c to rs  a n d  la w y e rs  a n d  m in is te rs  —  m en  

a n d  w o m e n  w h o  sh o u ld  c o n tro l th e  a f fa ir s  o f s ta te  

a n d  p a s s  on  to  p o s te r i ty  th e  w h o le so m e  in flu e n c e s  

o f n o b le  liv in g . I t w a s  a  g o o d ly  p a tr im o n y  w h ic h  

th e se  y o u th fu l  p io n e e rs  w ro u g h t  fo r  th e  b o y s  a n d  

g irls  o f su c c e e d in g  g e n e ra tio n s . Io w a  y o u th  o f 

to -d a y  a re  d e e p ly  in d e b te d  to  th e  y o u th  o f o th e r  

y e a rs  fo r  th e  e d u c a tio n a l a d v a n ta g e s ,  w h ic h  h a v e  

b eco m e a  g r e a t  s u p e r s t ru c tu re  w e ll c o n s tru c te d  

u p o n  th e  su re  fo u n d a tio n s  o f p io n e e r  le a rn in g .

}. A . Swisher


