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Advertisers of Iowa’s independent oil companies sought to evoke state pride. 
The origin and date of this cardboard sign are unknown, but its message is 
cpiite clear. In this Palimpsest we take a close-up look at selected artifacts from 
the Society’s recent "Out of the Mud museum exhibit and the stories they tell 
about Iowa’s "independents’ early in this century.
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The Meaning of the Palimpsest
In early times a palimpsest (pTil'IimpIsest) was a parch
ment 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.

The history of Iowa may he likened to a palimpsest 
which holds the record of successive generations. To 
decipher these records of the past, reconstruct them, and 
tell the stories which they contain is the task of those who 
write historv.
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L
ike the goldfinch balancing on a thistle 
on the front cover, Iowans are also 
involved in a delicate balance — bal

ancing human values and our natural 
resources. To shape our visions of Iowa for 
the future, we might first reflect upon the 
choices Iowans have made in the past.

The State Historical Society’s newest per
manent exhibit — The Delicate Balance: 
Human Values and Iowa’s Natural Re
sources’ — vividly presents the history of 
Iowa’s environmental changes, wrought by 
human choices. This features
Althea Sherman, who witnessed and re
corded changes in the landscape and bird 
populations of northeastern Iowa. Much of 
Sherman’s artwork has never been pub
lished, nor is the public widely aware of her 
scientific contributions.

As we enter the final decade of this cen
tury, let us consider carefully our values and 
choices and their environmental effects in 
the twenty-first century. In this ,
and in your next visit to the Historical Build-

*

ing, we invite you to witness and ponder 
Iowa’s delicate balance.
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Althea Sherman
and the

Birds of Prairie and Dooryard
A Scientist’s Witness to Change

by Sharon E. Wood

Y
EAH AFTER YEAR, between 1918 
and 1932, hundreds of people made 
their way to a Clayton County 
crossroads called National, Iowa. They 
braved spring mud and summer dust, traveling 

on rutted country roads in northeastern Iowa.
1 here was no rail service to National; by 1918, 
there wasn t even a post office. But the visitors 
kept coming — college professors with groups 
of students, eminent scientists and amateur 
naturalists, “automobile tramps out for fun on 
an afternoon drive. So many came that Althea 
Sherman finally gave up counting her callers.

By 1932, the year she stopped keeping track, 
the 79-year-old Sherman had led more than 
seventeen hundred visitors on the tour 
through her backyard laboratory. Stout, white- 
aired, and possessed of an encyclopedic

Opposite: Althea Sherman at her home in National, Iowa 
(pronounced Na'-shun-al). Above: V oung catbirds — one 
of several of Sherman’s drawings and oil paintings pub
lished here for the first time.

knowledge of her natural environment, Sher
man was an object of admiration and curiosity

*

to her visitors. She had spent more than twenty 
years teaching art in schools and colleges 
around the country. Then, shortly after the 
turn of the century, at an age when most people 
would be looking forward to retirement, Sher
man began a new career as a scientist. By 1918 
she had established a national reputation as a 
meticulous observer and interpreter of bird 
and animal behavior.

Sherman lacked professional scientific train
ing, but she made up for this through rigorous 
self-education. Working from her home in a 
tiny village in northeast Iowa, Sherman sub
scribed to a variety of scientific journals and 
studied them carefully. She joined scientific 
organizations and corresponded with other 
researchers. Soon she began publishing her 
observations in regional journals and present
ing papers at scientific meetings. In 1912, only 
seven years after she published her first article,
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fellow ornithologists honored Sherman by 
electing her to the rank of “member of the 
American Ornithologists Union. Limited to 
one hundred persons, the “member category 
was an honor bestowed on only three women 
before Sherman. During a career spanning 
nearly three decades, she published more than 
seventy articles and notes on ornithology, ani
mal bel lavior, and natural history. Her articles✓

appeared in some of the most prestigious scien
tific journals of the day — the American 
Ornithologists’ Union’s Auk, the National 
Audubon Society’s Bird-Lore, Report of the 
Smithsonian Institution, Journal of Mam
malogy, and the British Avicultural Magazine. 
By 1921, when she was nearly seventy, her 
reputation was such that she was selected for

Later in life. Althea Sherman applied her art education 
to paint landscapes and birds. Here, a thrush perches on 
a stalk of milkweed.

inclusion in the third edition of American Men 
of Science.

Sh erman owed her success in this new 
career to her naturally keen powers of observa
tion (enhanced by years of training as an artist), 
to disciplined study, and to her ingenuity in 
turning the domestic space around her home 
into a laboratory for research. She designed an 
observation blind, a variety of nesting boxes, 
and a remarkable 28-foot tower containing a
false chimney to facilitate her study of chimney✓  ✓  ✓

swifts — all of which were built on the acre or 
so surrounding the house she shared with her 
sister.

A daughter of the first generation of Euro
pean-American settlers on the Iowa prairie, 
Sherman brought to her studies a sensitivity to 
the signs of change about her. The cycles ol 
seasons, the life cycles of the birds whose nest 
lives she observed, even the cycles of crop 
rotation practiced by her farming neighbors all 
found their way into her densely written jour
nals. And woven through these cycles are her 
poignant observations of the long-term 
changes that occurred during a lifetime ol 
nearly ninety years: the native plant and animal 
species that disappeared under the pressures 
of agricultural development; the new species 
that arrived to replace them; the changing 
weather patterns that affected not only crops 
but also the birds and animals that shared the 
land with farmers. Sherman often regretted 
that members of her parents’ generation had 
not been more careful observers of the natural 
world. Their help, she thought, would have 
made it possible to trace the changes on Iowa
land from the very earliest davs of settlement./ /
Perhaps this is why she took such pains to 
record in journals and in art the changes to 
which she herself was an eyewitness.

A
LTHEA SHERMAN was born in
Farmersburg Township, Clayton 
County, Iowa in October 1853, the 
fourth of six children. Her parents, 

Mark Sherman and Melissa Clark Sherman, 
had settled in northeast Iowa nine years 
before. A New Hampshire native reared in 
Essex County, New York, .Mark Sherman was
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During Sherman’s lifetime, prairie became farmland and woods became lumber. Sherman recorded these changes, 
through scientific observations of birds and through artistic perceptions of changing landscapes.

the son of a tanner and shoemaker. He learned 
those trades himself, but by the 1840s, most 
shoes were produced in large factories in towns
like Linn, Mas sachusetts. Shortly after his✓

marriage in 1842 he, like many displaced craft- 
workers of the period, determined to move 
west.

In 1844, after an unprofitable stay in Mil
waukee, Mark Sherman bought land in sec
tions 25 and 26 of Farmersburg Township. That 
summer, he erected a log pole house at a cost of 
seventy-five cents (a considerable bargain over 
the twenty-eight dollars, twelve and one-half 
cents Thoreau would spend a year later at Wal
den). Mark, Melissa, and their new-born 
daughter Emma spent nearly a year in that 
simple shelter before a sturdy frame house was
built. For the next twenty-one years, the Slier-✓  *

man family lived and prospered on their prairie 
Hrm, and five more children joined Emma:

Ada, Amelia, Althea, Mark, and a daughter 
who died in childhood.

Mark Sherman was part of the generation 
that transformed the prairie into a rich agri
cultural resource. In doing so, he achieved 
considerable personal success as a farmer. 
Sherman bought land on a Mexican War land 
warrant for seventy-nine cents an acre. By 
1850, the real estate was valued at $2500, and 
the household included one farmhand. Six 
years later, the Shermans employed two hands 
and the wife of one of these men. On land that 
eleven years before had been virgin grassland, 
they produced 15 tons of hay, 540 bushels of 
spring wheat, 400 bushels of oats, 900 bushels 
of corn, 150 bushels of potatoes, 80 hogs for 
sale, 3 cattle for sale, 500 pounds of butter, 
and 1,000 pounds of cheese. By 1860, they 
were employing three farmhands to farm 
267 acres (80 unimproved). The farm was
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worth $6,000, and Mark Sherman s personal 
estate was valued at $10,000.

Years later, his daughter would write regret
fully of the prairie life — both plants and ani
mals — that vanished under the pressures of 
agricultural development, but Mark Sher
man’s success as a farmer also lay the ground
work for Althea s later career in science. He 
was able to pay for the best education available 
to a young woman of her generation, and his 
estate would provide financial security for her 
old age and money to support her research.

A
LTHEA began her education in the
common schools of Farmersburg 
Township. High schools were rare in 
the 1860s, so the teenaged Althea and 

her older sisters Amelia and Ada traveled forty- 
some miles to the academy at Upper Iowa Uni
versity in Fayette to prepare for college. (In the 
nineteenth century, most colleges and univer
sities — especially in the Midwest — operated 
preparatory divisions in addition to their colle
giate courses.) By the mid-nineteenth century, 
dozens of colleges — including several in Iowa 
— ottered degrees to both women and men, 
but the oldest and best of these coeducational 
institutions (and the model for most of the oth
ers) was Oberlin College in Ohio. After the 
money and effort Mark and Melissa Sherman 
had already invested in sending their 
daughters to Fayette, college was a natural 
next step. In 1869, the three sisters journeyed 
together to Ohio to enroll at Oberlin.

No one who knew them in college would 
have guessed that of the three Sherman sisters,
Althea would one day be the sister honored for✓

her contributions to scientific research. While 
Amelia and Ada began preparing for careers in
medicine, Althea devoted herself to the studv#■
of art. Years later, she would remember her art
education at Oberlin as Very bad, but as a0

young woman she was an enthusiastic student, 
saving some of the drawings and paintings from 
her student days throughout her life. The sub
jects of some of these paintings suggest that art 
teachers at Oberlin saw drawing and painting 
as genteel accomplishments. One allegorical 
painting showed “Winter’ in the guise of a

wizened crone. A carefully drawn portrait of 
Lincoln honored the recently martyred presi
dent. Another portrait, depicting Eugénie of 
France, may have been Sherman’s tribute to 
the empress who, while serving as regent, vis
ited painter Rosa Bonheur in her studio and 
bestowed upon her the Légion d Honneur — 
the first woman so recognized.

Althea’s interest in art did not keep her from 
working seriously at her other studies. Oberlin 
was coeducational, but it maintained two sepa
rate degree tracks: a classical course and a liter
ary course. When the college opened in 1833,
administrators assumed that only men would✓

choose the classical course, while women 
would confine themselves to the less rigorous 
literary course. But from the start, some highly 
motivated women had always chosen to pursue 
the more prestigious classical course, and 
Althea Sherman was one of these. More than 
forty years later, Sherman attributed her sue- 
cess as a scientist in part to the training in Latin 
and Greek she had received in Oberlin’s classi
cal course.

After graduating from Oberlin in 1875, Sher
man taught school for awhile, then returned to 
Oberlin to earn a master’s degree in 1882. For 
the next few years, she alternated periods of 
teaching with further training as an artist. She 
taught at Carleton College in Northfield, Min
nesota, taking a leave of absence in 1885 to 
study with the Art Students League in New 
York City. In 1887, she moved to Wichita, 
Kansas, to be near her sister, Dr. Ada Sherman 
St. John. There she gave private instruction in 
drawing until she was called back to her par
ents’ home in National to help care for her 
father, who was gravely ill. A year later, she 
was again able to spend time studying in New 
York City, and in 1892 she took a position as 
superv isor of drawing in the Tacoma, Wash
ington, public schools, where she remained 
until 1895, when she returned to Iowa once 
again to care for her aging father. This time, her 
stay was to be more or less permanent. Mark 
Sherman died in 1896, and Althea remained to 
care for her mother until Melissa Clark Sher
man died in 1902. From then on, Althea 
remained in National, sharing the family home 
with her older sister, Dr. Amelia Sherman.

Amelia Sherman had been a countrv doctor
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in National since the mid- 1880s, and she con
tinued her practice for many years to come. 
Althea, however, found her opportunities less 
satisfactory. “My professional work was the 
study and teaching of Art, ” she wrote in a 1918 
letter to Oberlin College. But her tiny home
town proved “unsuitable for progress in this 
field. Casting about for an activity to occupy 
her energetic mind, Sherman rediscovered the 
birds she had loved in girlhood. National may 
have been no place for an artist, but “its
environs . . . were found verv favorable for/
research work in some lines of Zoology.” Grad
ually, Sherman began to redefine her profes
sion. To the 1900 census-taker, she called 
herself a “teacher of art, but by 1910, she was 
listing her occupation as “bird study at home.”

Sherm an a ttr ib u te d  some of her success as an 
ornithologist to her painstaking drawing lessons at 
Oberlin. Upper left: Birds, at one, two, five, and six days 
old. Lower left: Young dickers, drawn in 1910. Below: 
Typically detailed entries from record hooks: “June 25 
Same old heat. Early, as 1 was watching the swallow s 
nest, 1 notice[d] one young Kingbird out of the nest about 
two feet from it while three stood in the nest. The one 
outside returned to nest once or twice while 1 was making 
observ ations. One parent (presumably the male) seemed 
to be on guard while the other did the feeding. Food was 
brought at 5.43— 5.48— 5.53— 5.55— 6.00 6.05^2
About once every five minutes. ”
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I
T IS TEMPTING to look upon Sherman’s 
first career as an artist and teacher as the 
typically genteel occupation of a middle- 
class lady. If this were true her later deci
sion to pursue a scientific career might seem a 

fairly dramatic break with the past. But while 
drawing and painting were certainly part of the 
ornamental education offered to young ladies 
in the nineteenth century, by the time Althea 
Sherman was studying and teaching, training 
in art — particularly drawing — had become 
more than just a sign of culture and taste. It had 
become a valuable skill.

In the late nineteenth century, a working 
class trained in drawing was considered an 
asset to American industry. “Drawing is the 
language of mechanics and the ability to use the 
pencil freely lies at the foundation of success in 
many mechanical pursuits,” wrote Isaac Clarke 
in a government pamphlet called Art and 
Industry (1885). “Without such education the
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Sherman: I his is a sketch of the brook to the south of our house as it was about 1890.” By 1895, Sherman’s teaching
career would be over. The area around National, Iowa, would serve as both laboratory and artistic inspiration.
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American artisan must gradually descend in 
the scale of industry and content himself with ar

menial scale in life. Among the trades that 
acknowledged the need for such training were 
“carriage makers, taxidermists, sign writers, 
marble cutters, machinists, upholsterers, 
dyers, paperhangers, designers, and teach
ers.’ Drawing was no longer just one of the 
ornamental branches of education; and it was 
usually as a teacher of drawing, not painting or 
art, that Althea Sherman found employment.

Especially during her years as supervisor of 
drawing instruction in the Tacoma public 
schools, Sherman would have been emphasiz
ing the mechanical, practical aspects of draw
ing as a craft, as a tool to facilitate other kinds of 
work. In a period before high-speed cameras, 
one of the kinds of work with which artists 
regularly assisted was the recording of visual 
phenomena for scientists. The development of 
high-quality wood-engraving, photoengrav
ing, and chromolithography created a demand 
for artists who could meticulously illustrate the 
plants, animals, and fossils, as well as experi
ments and observations, discussed in scientific 
publications. Her own training might have 
emphasized the genteel side of drawing and 
painting, but Sherman s work as a teacher 
would have acquainted her with these areas in 
which art and science merged.

Years later, Sherman acknowledged that the 
skills she learned as an artist served her well in 
her second career as an ornithologist. In a 1918 
letter to Oberlin encouraging the college to 
add entomology to its curriculum, Sherman 
wrote, “That my work in these lines [zoology] 
has been such as has received the hearty

w

approval of scientists I believe is due . . . [to] 
Drawing under the instruction of Miss Wyatt 
(which from an mi standpoint was very bad, 
but was painstaking; How often the word 
painstaking” has been used in press com

ments on my work is interesting to note.)”
1 raining as an artist helped give Sherman 
patience and an eye for detail — indispensable 
talents for the student of animal behavior.

I he paintings and drawings now held by the 
8tate Historical Society of Iowa reveal that 
Sherman herself was far more skilled in the use 
()f the pencil than the brush. She painted many 
landscapes and was an admirer and perhaps a

Sherman’s depiction of a mill, Fayette, Iowa. Daughter 
of a successful farmer, Sherman regretted that abun
dant harvests required the loss of natural habitats.

student of New York landscape artist George 
Smillie (several of her paintings have notes 
identifying them as copies of Smillie s work), 
but her use of color in these paintings remains 
clumsy and amateurish. Much more satisfying 
are drawings of the birds she loved and studied 
so carefullv.y

Drawing became a tool Sherman used in her 
own research on birds. She not only prepared 
finished studies of her bird-subjects, but also 
made quick sketches in her notebooks to help 
her remember visual details. The margins of 
her early journals often feature thumbnail 
drawings of new birds observed near her 
home, with notations about colors and arrows 
to point out identifying features. After she had 
identified the bird, she would record its spe
cies next to the sketch. Similar sketches helped 
her remember feeding postures, nest posi
tions, and the size of family groups. One note
book contains a detailed drawing of a bat,
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noting its resting posture and wing structure.
Drawing was a useful skill for an independ

ent ornithologist, but Althea Sherman was not 
opposed to more modern methods of research. 
She learned to use a camera as well, and her 
journals record some comical moments 
attempting to photograph birds who simply 
would not pose for the camera. Unfortunately, 
her photographs seem not to have been 
preserved.

S
HERMANS WORK and training as an 
artist may have provided fertile soil for 
her late-blooming scientific career, 
but the seeds had been sown much 
earlier. It is not hard to imagine how a girl 

growing up in the 1850s and 1860s, in a region 
just undergoing the transition from prairie to 
farmland, would have found in the wildlife that

abounded all around her home a source of end
less fascination. Later, as a young teacher right 
out of college, Althea took pleasure in sharing 
her own wonder with children. A former stu
dent recalled, ‘ There was never another 
teacher like her. She took us into the woods a 
few rods away, showed 1 1s how flowers grow; 
how seeds ripen; how leaves are constructed 
and how thev breathe; how to know trees by 
the bark.” Even her interest in birds and their 
habits had its childhood origins. Althea was one 
of several neighborhood children who 
gathered two hundred prairie-chicken eggs 
and hatched them under domestic hens, hop
ing to tame them. The experiment was a 
failure; everv chick eventuallv wandered offj y
and died.

Prairie chickens and wild turkevs — for
y

which the nearbv Turkev River had beeny 0

named — were only two of the many ground
nesting species common to the open prairie

A

Sherman did not limit her observations to birds. Above: description and drawing of a bat from her July 1915 journal.
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near Sherman’s childhood home. Both cliff and 
barn swallows nested in the barnyard, and 
Althea remembered them as “the chief bird 
joys of our childhood,” skimming the air in 
scores. “A lack of trees and telephone poles 
accounted for the absence of the Northern 
Flicker and Red-headed Woodpecker now so 
abundant, Sherman later wrote. While the 
flicker — Sherman’s favorite bird in later years 
— was uncommon, other tree- and hole-dwell
ing birds found a habitat in woodlands not far 
from her childhood home.

W hen Althea’s father had retired from farm
ing in 1866, he moved from the home where 
Althea spent her childhood to a newly built 
house at the south end of National’s Main 
Street. Onlv three vears later, Althea and her 
sisters left for Oberlin, and the years that 
passed until she returned to care for her aging 
parents made their own changes on the land. 
Originally, the space surrounding the house 
was “open prairie devoid of tree or shrub.’ But
when the family moved in, the acre or so✓

around the house began to be transformed 
from prairie to domestic space. Elm, maple, 
and cedar trees were planted, and an orchard 
with plum and apple trees, and gooseberries, 
mulberries, raspberries, and elderberries. A 
barn was built close to the house. When Sher
man began to study birds, she found that these 
alterations, combined with the natural habitats 
provided by the land, gave her the raw mate
rials she needed to transform her dooryard into 
a laboratory for bird study. She spent the next 
decades devising structures to transform these 
raw materials into a space for science.

In the unused barn and elsewhere around 
the acre, Sherman placed nesting boxes of her 
own design. The first of these were devised for 
flickers, but it took a year or so of experimenta
tion before she arrived at a design that suited 
both her needs and those of the flickers. The 
successful boxes were made of soap crates, 
nailed up inside the barn against holes drilled 
in the barn wall by the flickers themselves. 
Each box had a peephole in the top and a hand
hole near the bottom, closed by a trapdoor and 
large enough to withdraw the hand while it 

held a well-grown nestling. These boxes 
enabled her to note with great accuracy the 
incubation period of eggs, the feeding habits of

“Those the Cats Love Die Young.” Sherman sometimes 
set scientific objectivity aside when she wrote about her 
love of birds and her sadness as some species decreased.

parents, and the weights of eggs and nestlings, 
among other things. They also made it possible 
for her to draw accurately the postures of birds 
within the nesting space, recording this infor
mation without greatly disturbing the birds.

Her studies of rails, marsh wrens, screech 
owls, and sparrow hawks were aided by 
another structure, a wooden blind erected in 
1907 in the marshy ravine on the west edge of 
the lot. The blind was forty-six inches square, 
with a door on one side and one window on 
each of the other sides. It was elevated on 
posts. Originally intended only for observation 
of migrating birds, it eventually became the 
site of a nesting box that attracted two species 
of predators. First screech owls, then sparrow 
hawks made use of this box, allowing Sherman 
to become the first person to publish first-hand 
observations of the nest lives of these species.

By far the best-known piece of Sherman s 
laboratory equipment — and the one that drew
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so many of her curious visitors — was the tower 
she had built in 1915 to aid her study of 
chimney swifts. Before she designed the 
tower, the only way she and the ornithologists 
with whom she corresponded had been able to 
observe the nest habits of the chimney swift 
was by standing on a box placed on a chair 
and using “a hand-mirror thrust through a 
stove-pipe hole into a chimney, file obvious 
inconvenience of this method meant that much 
about the swift — a prime example of the kind 
of bird that came west with European-Ameri- 
can settlement — remained unknown. To rem
edy this, Sherman had the tower built in the 
yard behind her home. Nine feet square and 
twenty-eight feet tall, the tower contained an 
artificial chimney two feet square that ran 
down the center of the tower to a depth of

14 feet. Below the ‘ chimney were two low-
0

ceilinged stories: a bottom room used for the 
storage of items related to bird study, and an

Opposite: An artificial “chimney” ran through the center 
this tower, allowing Sherman to observe and sketch 

chimney swifts in their natural, albeit awkward-appear
ing, nesting position (above).

upper room that gave access to the base of the 
chimney, where there was a zinc pan to catch 
rainwater (and, as Sherman soon discovered, 
bird excrement, enabling her to know whether 
swifts had roosted in the chimney overnight). A 
flight of stairs wound around the “chimney,’ 
and peepholes and windows gave views of the 
interior of the chimney, where the swifts 
nested. Sherman was especially pleased with 
her design for the windows. Instead of being 
Hat glass surfaces flush with the chimney wall, 
they were made of two panes of glass meeting 
in a wide “V” shape that jutted into the 
chimney. She could put her head into this 
opening and look “to the bottom or to the top of 
the chimney . . . without unduly frightening 
the birds.’’

Sherman found the tower ideal for studying 
the swifts. She could shade one of the windows 
looking into the chimney with paper and place 
a lamp there, casting just enough light for her 
to watch the swifts’ activities at night. The 
swifts themselves obligingly built their first 
nest just below one of her observation win
dows. This made it possible for her to look right 
down into the swifts’ nest — something impos
sible using the old technique of looking in a 
hand mirror thrust into a stove-pipe hole. 
Sherman made a sketch of the swift s position 
on the nest to share this information with other 
ornithologists.

She used the tower for other kinds of obser
vations as well. The outside windows, which
looked out on the trees and shrubbery behind0

her house, gave her an excellent, elevated van
tage point from which to view birds. One year, 
a mourning dove built its nest in a tree branch 
about ten feet from a tower window. Her 
description of how she watched that nest 
reveals a good deal about how she made her 
observations—and about the way she com- 
bined her scientific work with her domestic 
obligations. “I rose early and at about five 
o’clock in the morning arrived at the watchout 
with an armful of sewing, expecting to spend 
the entire day there,” she wrote. The watch
ing of a Mourning Dove’s nest is a dreary task, 
unless one can do something besides watch. If 
one knits, that is a good occupation, for the 
eves must be lifted to the nest at least once a

w

minute, since the exchange of place on the nest
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Ground-nesting species disappeared as farmers plowed up the prairie and rotated crops, requiring new nesting sites.

is done so quickly and quietly it easily escapes 
detection.”

Sherman s casual assumption that the “one” 
to whom she was giving advice about making 
scientific observations would also be one who 
sewed or knitted was probably startling — or 
amusing — to most of her readers. Only a 
handful of women were pursuing serious work 
in ornithology at that time. But her description 
also suggests how domestic labor intruded on 
her time in ways a male ornithologist would 
never have had to confront. Indeed, this min
gling of bird observation with domestic tasks 
occurs more than a few times in her writing: 
she cannot maintain a perfect watch on her bird 
tower because she must take time to get sup
per, and she jokingly compares the “food 
cards of seed and suet she prepares for winter 
bird feeding to the “food cards” (rationing 
pledge cards) women used during World 
War I.

These casual references point up one more 
important source of Althea Sherman s success 
in scientific research. At a time when most 
women pursuing scientific research struggled 
for access to the laboratories and observatories 
they needed to do their work, Sherman could 
literallv work at home. She could combine 
some domestic chores with her scientific 
labors, and she did not have to confront the 
expectation that she would work all day at the 
laboratory and manage a home on her “ leisure 
time. But even more important than this was 
the fact that Sherman did not have to break any 
barriers to gain access to her laboratory. She 
was conscious of discrimination against women 
in the professional societies to which she 
belonged; but in her own lab, she had to be 
neither admitted nor hired, she had only to 
work and to write. By working as an indepen
dent, she offered no threat of job competition 
to “men of science.”
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D
URING her own lifetime, Sherman
achieved recognition by her col
leagues as a thorough, competent 
researcher. But in recent years, her 

work has been all but forgotten. The few who 
have noted it have tended to dismiss it as naive 
and of little importance. By some measures, 
this is true — especially when only her pub
lished work is considered. Although Sherman 
published more than seventy articles and notes 
during her career, most of them were pro
duced during the first fifteen years of her work 
as an ornithologist. And many of her earliest 
published notes simply recorded observations, 
offering little interpretation. Over fifty when 
she began this second career, she spent years 
in reading and observation before she began to 
produce the kind of carefully argued and docu
mented interpretations of animal behavior that 
make a real contribution to scientific knowl
edge. Unfortunately, just as her mind was at its 
keenest, her body began to betray her. She was 
unable to complete and publish many of her 
studies.

Often sick, Sherman lacked the energy to 
keep up a rigorous schedule of writing. Arthri
tis made writing by hand painful and often 
impossible. She began using a typewriter for 
correspondence and eventually limited herself 
to one letter a year to each friend, but field 
notes still had to be kept by hand. These began 
to diminish in number and thoroughness as the 
years went by. I am old and am very slow, yet 
within a year I manage to do considerable 
work,” she wrote in 1921 to Margaret Morse

fSie .'mf V .

Sr1 .

m .  •
Screech owl, ten days old. When screech owls nested 

in Sherman’s bird blind, her subsequent observations of 
their nest lives were the first published in her field.

Nice, a young ornithologist in whose work she 
had taken an interest. T must keep abreast [of] 
the times in world affairs and read the scientific 
magazines that come to me, so I read while 
combing my hair, when eating, and when rest
ing, but I have written nothing on my bird 
histories since early last spring.”

Another drain on Althea Sherman’s time and 
energy was the daily burden of housework. 
Sherman often complained bitterly of the 
amount of sheer labor this entailed, and the 
steadv stream of visitors who came to see her 
laboratory only added to the load. The Sher
man household had few “modern conve
niences to ease the load. In 1943, at the time of 
Althea’s death, water was still drawn from an 
open well with windlass, rope, and bucket — 
the last of its kind in the neighborhood. Mar
garet Nice apparently encouraged her to hire 
domestic help, but Sherman s letters protest 
that there was none to be had in their neigh
borhood. The letters also hint darklv that sister

*

Amelia was too miserly to spend money on help 
or modernization.

In the end, one of Althea Sherman’s most 
important contributions to ornithology may 
have been Margaret Morse Nice herself. Like 
Sherman, Nice was an independent, largely 
self-trained ornithologist, who studied birds 
from her own home — first in Oklahoma, later 
in Columbus, Ohio. She was also thirty vears 
younger than her mentor. Nice had originally 
written to Sherman with questions about an 
article Sherman had published, but their 
correspondence quickly developed into a 
cross-country friendship. Sherman provided 
Nice with advice, support, and encourage
ment. She cautioned her not to let a lack of 
professional recognition cause her to doubt her 
own abilities as a scientist, and she could be 
positively sarcastic about the treatment women 
received in the scientific organizations to 
which both she and Nice belonged. “When 
women receive any honors, they may accept 
same thankfully,” she wrote in 1925. “1 have 
said and I believe it, that no woman will ever be 
made a Fellow [the highest rank in the Ameri
can Ornithologists’ Union]. . . . Man’s nature 
must change before a woman is a Fellow. She 
warned Nice against the dangers of letting 
household responsibilities drain time and
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Above: Sherman s note: “A Bird Thoroughfare: Scene on 
the Volga River Near Fayette, Iowa, sketched in 1897 
under Mrs. C. B. Coman transcribed in 1906. Opposite: 
1910 drawing of a flicker: “Hurling a Derisive Yelp.

energy from scientific study. And she provided 
a model of scholarship that may have helped set 
the direction for the younger woman s work.

Ernst Mayr, the German biologist, has writ
ten that Nice “almost single-handedly, initi
ated a new era in American ornithology by 
emphasizing the “study of bird individuals 
because this is the only method to get reliable 
life history data.” The importance of closely 
observing individual birds was something 
Althea Sherman had argued for in her letters to 
Nice, and it was characteristic of Sherman’s 
best work. In one early letter to Nice, Sherman 
sneered at the laxity of some published 
research. Speaking confidentially,” she wrote 
of a study of mourning doves, “[this project] 
seems to me more like a dream than a study. I 
regard the study of one hundred and eleven 
Mourning Dove nests as a good-sized job for 
forty or fifty years. ” Nice carried the principle 
of limited study of bird individuals much fur
ther than Sherman, experimenting with band
ing and other techniques to mark particular 
birds. Sherman, writing from her Iowa home, 
applauded these innovations.

T
RUTH and hard work are the 
exactions of science,’ Althea 
Sherman once wrote. Spending 
countless tedious hours observ
ing her subjects and many more studying sci

entific journals, Sherman held both herself and 
oth ers to high standards. She had little 
patience for self-proclaimed “bird-lovers” who 
“dabble a little in bird-lore so they can gabble 
about birds. But her scorn for “bird-lovers” 
should not mask the fact that she herself was 
first and alwavs a lover of birds. She never lost 
her delight in the darting flight of the clifl 
swallow or the “brilliant combination of colors 
afforded by the sight of a red-headed wood
pecker feeding alongside two Baltimore ori
oles. It was with great sadness that she noted in 
the mid- 1920s a clear decline in the number 
and variety of birds to be seen around National. 
In a letter to Margaret Nice in 1928, Sherman 
wrote, I was greatly depressed by the reduced 
number of birds. . . .  1 did not see a Phoebe a 
half dozen times in the whole season. Brown 
Thrashers were scarce. My daily averages 
dropped by one more figure. A year later, the 
news was still bad: “I am heartsick over their 
diminishing numbers, she wrote.

Sherman was not alone in noting that birds 
that had once been numerous seemed, as the
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Sherman’s yearly notebooks run from 1903 to 1936 and/ /
are filled with daily entries on indiv idual birds and oeca-✓

sional sketches. Some notebooks include monthly tallies*

of species observed. Here, August 1907 totals.

found the eggs or young of ground-nesting spe
cies, wrote Sherman of her pioneer child
hood. This was the landscape where prai
rie chickens, hob-whites, meadowlarks, 
bobolinks, upland plover, and killdeer flour
ished. Bv the twentieth century, most of this 
prairie was fenced and plowed, destroying the 
grasslands that had sheltered these birds. Crop 
rotation, practiced by most of the farmers in 
Sherman’s neighborhood, forced the birds to 
change their nesting sites yearly, and even 
pasturelands were not always safe. “I have yet 
to hear of farmers in this neighborhood shoot
ing Bob-whites,’ wrote Sherman, “but I have 
seen some of them show deep concern over 
injuries done to nesting birds by their plows 
and mowing machines. It is these implements 
that have worked destruction; these and the 
life-sustaining cow.’ No vegetarian herself,
Sherman nevertheless observed wistfully that*

if human beings had developed vegetarian hab
its and synthetic dairy products, “the ground 
nesting birds would not have fared so badly. 
Bobolinks and meadowlarks remained more 
numerous around National than in nearby 
areas because the small pastures of the vil
lagers, the cemetery, the churchyards, and the 
twenty acres constituting our County Fair
grounds have remained in grass year after

twentieth century progressed, to be vanishing. 
Other Iowans commented that the booming 
call of the prairie chicken — once the strange 
music by which farmers had done spring plant
ing— had become a sound rarely heard. So had 
the bubbling notes of the bobolink and the 
fluting of the western meadowlark. But Sher
man recognized that these birds were not just 
vanishing; most of them were being displaced 
by other species. As settlers plowed and 
planted and grazed their animals on the prairie 
grasses, as they built houses and planted 
orchards and windbreaks, they irrevocablv 
changed the habitats that had once supported 
these birds.

“On unfenced portions of prairie, where 
herds of cattle grazed, and many beautiful 
wildflowers (now gone forever), were to be
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year, permitting the birds to nest in peace.
Other farming activities changed the bird 

populations as well. The planting of evergreen 
windbreaks, which began in the last decades of 
the nineteenth century, greatly increased the 
number of bronzed grackles in the Midwest. 
‘The farmers like to see the grackle following 
the plow, picking up the larvae of the May 
beetle, known as the white grub worm, which 
destrovs their corn,’ observed Sherman. But
the cordiality that marked relations between✓

farmers and grackles did not hold true in the 
grackles’ relations with other birds. As the 
number of grackles increased, native species 
that shared their nesting sites, like kingbirds 
and chipping sparrows, began to vanish.

Sometimes even the intentional activities of 
bird-lovers” could have devastating effects on 

the bird population. Sherman was famous — or 
infamous — for her campaign against house- 
wren boxes, calling the teachers who encour
aged their students to build and install the 
boxes “criminal.” While her rhetoric could be 
inflammatory, Sherman’s reasoning was 
sound. House wrens are among the most ter
ritorial of common birds. When a pair chooses a 
nesting site, they systematically search out all 
other nests nearby and destroy the eggs by 
piercing them or tossing them from the nest.

Chickadees, titmice, nuthatches, bluebirds, 
other wren species, vireos, and other small 
songbirds are the usual victims of wren aggres
sion, and the arrival of large numbers of house 
wrens can be devastating to these birds. 
House-wren boxes, with small holes to protect 
the occupants from their natural enemies, 
encouraged a disproportionate number of 
wrens to breed, rapidly displacing other spe
cies. Only the goldfinch, which nests later than 
the other birds, seemed relatively immune to 
attacks.

Sherman’s monthly tallies of the bird popu
lation confirmed her observation that wrens
had driven many other birds from her door-✓

yard, and she feared the long-range conse
quences for native species. A late freeze in 
1907 had killed, by some estimates, millions of

Below: Althea Sherman’s dooryard, 1906. In Chapter 1 
of her Birds o f an Iowa Dooryard (posthumously pub
lished in 1952), she cites 162 species identified “either on 
our place [the dooryard and her surrounding lots] or in 
the air overhead.’ Sherman insisted her “dooryard” was 
not a cultivated garden hut an acre of outbuildings, a few 
vegetables and flowers, and an orchard. “A large part of 
the trees . . . are plum trees, bearing harvests mainly of 
birds’ nests. There is toleration for plum trees for sev
eral reasons: They take care of themselves and are 
thorny and brushy about their trunks, thereby offering 
desirable sites for bird nests.’
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Binoculars in hand, Sherman watches for birds. (Photo taken in 1923.) The acre around her home in National gradually 
turned from open prairie to a mix of shade trees, berry bushes, and fruit trees — attracting different species of birds, 
which Sherman diligently recorded with pencil and paintbrush.

warblers, vireos, and flycatchers throughout 
the Midwest. It was a bereavement for bird 
students to have the beautiful family of war
blers come so near extinction,’ Sherman 
wrote. At the time of the freeze, most or
nithologists took comfort in the knowledge that 
natural increase would eventually restore the 
number of warblers. But Sherman’s observa
tions showed that this never happened. After 
twenty vears, the number of warblers, bv Slier- 
man’s count, was decreasing — not increasing. 
Mouse wrens had taken their place. Bluebirds, 
too, had suffered inordinately. Sherman’s early 
bird counts showed bluebirds in her neigh
borhood more than one hundred days a vear. 
In 1926, she saw bluebirds on just four days; in 
1927, on eleven days. “What does this mean? 
she wrote angrily. “Nothing less than that I am 
being wronged, defrauded, cheated out of my 
rights to the pursuit of happiness by the main- 
tainers of wren boxes to the north of me.’’

B
Y 1943, the year of Sherman s death, 
the village of National had all but van
ished. It had been declining for years, 
and as their neighbors died or moved 

away, Althea Sherman and her sister had pur
chased many of the houses, so that “the birds in 
an unmolested state tenanted the deserted 
homes of man. In 1937, Althea added the 
abandoned Congregational church to her col
lection — to prevent its being turned into a 
tavern. (The Methodist church had already 
become a barn.) Gradually, Althea Sherman 
came to own many parcels of property around 
the acre that had been her home and laboratory
for half a century.

*

In her will, she laid out her plans for her now 
extensive holdings. Designating the National

The chipping sparrow (opposite) and kingbird lost nest
ing sites to the bronzed grackle, which thrived in the 
Midwest as farmers planted evergreen windbreaks and 
plowed up grub worms.
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“The m en in the ranks are to o  o ften  fo rgo tten  in 
the ad u la tion  we g ive  the leaders. B row n ’s 
m em ory  w ill never be as sacred a th ing  to  me as 
the m em ory  o f som e w ho  fell w ith  h im .”

— George Gill (treasurer of John Brown’s
provisional government)

by Richard Acton

J
OHN BROWN and his group of twenty-one 
men took and held the federal arsenal at 
Harpers Ferry, Virginia (now West Vir
ginia), for thirty-six hours in October 1859. 
Much has been written about John Brown, 

little about his band. One of the most interest
ing characters among that colorful group was a 
young Iowan named Steward Taylor, who 
marched into Harpers Ferry utterly convinced 
he was going to die.

Militarily Harpers Ferry was an unqualified 
disaster. Ten of the men were killed. John 
Brown and six others were hanged. Only two of 
those involved in the fighting and the three 
rearguards escaped. But as antislavery propa
ganda, the insurrection was a brilliant success. 
'I he newspaper reports of the incident initially 
appalled most Northerners, but Brown s sub
sequent statements, letters, trial, hanging, and 
funeral stirred Northern admiration and con

science, and the episode brought fears of future 
abolitionist and slave insurrections to the 
South.

Harpers Ferry is regarded by historians as a 
landmark on the road to the Civil War and
hence the abolition of slavery. Few such tinv✓  *

groups of men, however fanatical, however 
idealistic, have given such a jolt to history. A 
loathing of slavery — both fanatical and ide
alistic — drove Steward Tavlor to leave Iowa

*

and follow John Brown for two years before 
Harpers Ferry. Y'et he has received scant his
torical attention.

S
TEWARD TAYLOR was born in 
Uxbridge, Canada, on October 29, 
183G. His mother, Miss Jane Taylor, 
married a Mr. Foote some years after 

his birth. Taylor went to a local school, where 
(according to his brother) an American teacher
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Steward Taylor came to Iowa as a seventeen-year-old wagonmaker. Two weeks before bis twenty-third birthday be 
fought at Harpers Ferry. After Taylor’s death, fellow spiritualist William Maxson bad the young man’s portrait painted 
and proudly displayed it in bis Iowa home for decades after Harpers Ferry. (Here, another image of Taylor.)

instilled in him "the Spirit of Freedom.” He 
went to work as a boy learning the trade of 
wagonmaking, while living with his mother s 
father, David Taylor. When he was seventeen, 
1 aylor decided to immigrate to Iowa. After two 
years in eastern Iowa, he traveled in Missouri
and Arkansas and for the first time saw slavery*
in practice. He returned to West Liberty, 
Iowa, and worked there making wagons.

John Brown — Taylor’s future mentor and 
senior by thirty-six years — had spent his early 
years failing in farming and business, siring a 
vast family, and reading the Old Testament. 
He had decided to devote his life to fighting 
slavery and in 1856 ruthlessly battled proslav
ery forces in "bleeding Kansas.” When Kansas

quieted down, Brown determined "to make an 
incursion into the Southern states, somewhere 
in the mountainous regions of the Blue Bidge 
and the Alleghenies, or so he told the group of 
young men he had gathered around him. He 
said that "God had created him to be the deliv
erer of slaves the same as M oses had delivered 
the children of Israel. Brown was extremely 
vague in explaining his plans to his followers, 
hut he did discuss with John Kagi, his second in 
command, the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry 
as a possible target.

In December 1857, John Brown and his men 
planned a brief stay in the Quaker community 
of Springdale in eastern Iowa, confident of a 
sympathetic abolitionist welcome. In that
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small village Brown knew there were many 
who supported his goal of abolishing slavery 
but not his means to achieve it. One Quaker 
summarized the village's ambivalence when he 
said to Brown, “Friend, I cannot give thee 
money to buy powder and lead, but here’s 
twenty dollars towards thy expenses.

Steward Taylor’s first contact with Brown
*

occurred during the Springdale hiatus. Tay
lor s friend and former roommate George Gill, 
who lived at nearby West Liberty, had known0 j 7

Brown in Kansas and introduced Taylor to him.
0

Apparently Taylor and Brown got on well from
the outset. Gill wrote: The old man’s
puritanical views and Steward’s modern the
ology clasped most beautifully & often. ’

I he original plan had been for the men to go 
on to Ohio for military training. Finding him
self short of money Brown staved briefly at the

* * »

house of the Quaker John H. Painter and then 
went east in search of money to back his plan. 
He left his group of ten men quartered for the 
winter with a non-Quaker, William Maxson, 
who lived about three miles away. The men
were drilled for the incursion bv one of their

*

own number, a former regular soldier in the 
l nited States Army. The weapons used were 
wooden swords, although some men had their

own guns, and much of the drill consisted of 
studying military manuals. Tuesday and Friday 
evenings were spent on formal debates. Max- 
son was an enthusiastic spiritualist, and when 
the weather was too bad to go out, the men, 
several of whom had been converted to spir
itualism, spent much time spirit rapping. 
(They believed they could communicate with 
the spirit world by knocking on a table.) Sing
ing was also a popular pastime, and some of the 
young men spent their leisure hours flirting 
with the Quaker girls. Several of the men were 
keen on literature — one Richard Realf was a 
poet.

Clearlv Taylor was dazzled bv Brown’s fol-/  /  0

lowers — “those Glorious fellows,’ he later
called them. As Taylor was ardentlv antislav-✓  *

ery, a spiritualist, and fond of literature, 
debate, and music, he had much in common 
with the group at Maxson’s house. Apparently 
a gregarious voung man, Taylor was described 
by his brother as having had “friends on every 
side,” and he seems to have been popular in 
Springdale. He was on particularly warm terms 
with one Quaker couple, Moses and Charlotte 
Varney, and their daughters. Maxson, his fel
low spiritualist, was especially fond of him.

By the time John Brown returned to Spring-
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JEREMIAH G. ANDERSON. EDWIN COPPOC UARCLAY COPPOU

Opposite: Steward Taylor’s commitment to John Brown grew as ten of Brown s followers wintered over at the William 
Maxson home three miles outside Springdale in eastern Iowa. Above: After Brown returned in the spring of 1858, 
Jeremiah Anderson from Des Moines and brothers Edwin and Barclay Coppoc from Springdale joined the cause.

dale in April of 1858, Steward Taylor was a 
committed member of the group that had quar
tered at Maxson’s for four months. Three other
Iowans enlisted at the same time. They were✓

Edwin and Barclay Coppoc (two Quaker broth
ers from Springdale) and Taylor’s friend 
George Gill. Jeremiah Anderson of Des 
Moines joined subsequently.

S
TEWARD TAYLOR was among the 
twelve men who accompanied Brown 
in May to Chatham, Canada, forty-five 
miles east of Detroit. Brown had 

decided to call "a quiet Convention . . .  of true 
friends of freedom, as he wrote in his letters of 
invitation. The purpose of the convention in 
Chatham was to set up a provisional govern
ment and to recruit men for an attack on the 
slave states. Brown hoped certain Eastern 
financial sympathizers would also attend. But 
the convention consisted only of John Brown, 
his twelve men, and thirty-three black resi
dents of Canada.

Taylor and the others listened as Brown 
related how for years the idea of giving liberty 
to the slaves had possessed him Tike a pas
sion. He described how he had prepared him
self by inspecting fortifications in Europe and 
by studying guerrilla warfare. Upon the first 
intimation of a plan of liberation, he explained,

the slaves would immediately rise up all over 
the South. Brown would set up a freed black 
state in the mountains and beat off state militias 
or the United States Army. This new state 
would proceed with education; there blacks 
would be taught the useful and mechanical 
arts, and . . .  be instructed in all the business of 
life.’ Brown was certain that a successful incur
sion could be made, and that the slave states 
could be forced to recognize the freedom of 
those who had formerly been slaves within 
their borders.

Brown presented a plan entitled “Provi
sional Constitution and Ordinances for the 
people of the United States. “ Each member 
swore an oath of secrecy, and the constitution 
was unanimously adopted — Steward Taylor’s 
signature is the eighteenth ratifying the docu
ment. Brown was elected commander-in- 
chief, John Kagi, secretary of war, George Gill, 
secretary of the treasury, and various other 
offices were filled. The position of president, 
however, was declined by both of the black 
men nominated. Before adjourning, a commit
tee of fifteen was appointed to fill that vacancy 
and others.

The convention must have been a remark
ably heady experience for twenty-one-year-old 
Steward Taylor, who found himself appointed 
to the committee to elect a president. Straight 
after the convention Brown and his men were 
to embark on the grand design. But Taylor’s 
morale slumped when the invasion of the
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Southern states did not take place immedi
ately. In Ohio after the convention, Taylor 
wrote to Dr. H. C. Gill in Iowa of his dis
couragement over this most critical point in 
their endeavors. John Brown was chronically
short of money, and his men had to fend for/ *
themselves as best they could until the call for 
insurrection. One of Brown s men wrote later 
that month: “Taylor [is] working among the
Shakers for fifty cents a dav. . . . Tavlor told a

0 0 0

hard story of suffering, privations and fatigue. 
He laid out one night with another poor devil 
like himself. ”

Taylor had the dogged commitment to his 
cause to wait out Brown s early delays. Those 
who have commented on him emphasize his 
self-discipline. George Gill, for example, 
wrote that Tavlor had “wonderful tenacity in all✓  0

things, especially in regard to his conceptions 
of right. He was essentially practical. Moral in 
thought or practice, he was thoroughly reli
able. A vegetarian at one time [he] would eat 
but one meal a day. ” Certainly the attributes of 
self-discipline and willpower appear in his 
intellectual pursuits — studying, successfully 
learning the violin (for which he had no 
aptitude), and teaching himself to be a first- 
class stenographer. But Steward Taylor had 
little tolerance for physical discomfort. Gill 
described a journey he made with Taylor: “I 
concluded to take a little trip up to Sandusky 
city. . . .  I persuaded Steward Taylor to 
accompany me. The trip and style of travelling 
was too much for Steward; after walking half
way and lying out one night he took the back 
track, and arrived at Cleveland worn out in 
body and spirit.”

Taylor and the other men converged on 
Cleveland to meet John Brown on June 21, 
1858. Brown explained that because of the 
treachery of a former colleague, his financial 
backers had decided to delay the proposed 
invasion. He handed out small sums of money 
to Taylor and the others and bade them be true 
to their cause, once more leaving them to sup
port themselves and await instructions. The 
men scattered, and Taylor went to work in 
Ohio.

That winter Taylor visited his family in Can
ada. There he helped establish a literary asso
ciation and took a leading part in its debates.

He delivered a lecture on “Man s rights to 
Man, which was warmly applauded by a large 
audience. Shortly before leaving Canada, he 
indiscreetly told some friends of his plans. 
They remonstrated with him. He replied, a 
cousin later recalled, that “his country called 
aloud for him, to take . . . his life in his hands 
and go forth to fight for the slave.

From Canada Taylor went to Chicago and 
subsequently got a job working on a farm near 
Bloomington, Illinois. According to his
brother, Tavlor “was overcome with distress”' 0

when he lost contact with the John Brown

gsAy*¡308
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CHARLES I'LL MM LR 11UL) JOHN HENRI KAGI.

Of Brown’s followers, only John Kagi, 
Brown’s secretary of war, knew that a 
possible target was the federal arse
nal at Harpers Ferry, at the fork of 
the Potomac and Shenandoah rivers. 
When Brown finally disclosed the 
details, Charles Tidd and Brown’s 
sons branded the plan an act of sui
cide. Stew ard Taylor and others 
joined the dissidents-but Brown's 
charisma quickly pulled the group 
together again. They waited out the 
final months before the attack in a 
farmhouse five miles from the small 
Virginia bordertow n of H arpers 
Ferry (below).
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Left: Ex-slave Dangerfield Newby 
was the first killed as farmers and 
militia tried to regain their town from 
Brown and his twenty-one men. With 
the rifle works lost, and beseiged in 
the engine house, Brown sent his son 
Watson out under a white flag. Wat
son returned, wounded.

Opposite: From the engine house, 
John Brown and his remaining men 
tried to defend their final post as 
m ore arm ed troops su rrounded  
them, “ firing volley after volley. 
B row n’s men re tu rn e d  a “ brisk 
fire . . .  to keep them from charging 
upon us.”

movement and “thought for a time that he was 
to be left out.” Taylor wrote to a friend in 
Springdale, T expected momentarily I would 
he relieved of my doubts, which arose from mv 
losing communication with my friends. I [kept] 
waiting day after day for word and at last gave it 
up. Then my hopes were partly crushed, I felt 
as though I was deprived of my chief object in 
life. I could imagine no other cause than want 
of ability or confidence.

w

John Brown was not worried about Taylor s 
ability or self-confidence — he would have 
taken anybody to swell the tiny army of his 
Provisional Government. One man he 
recruited was described as “frail, one-eyed, 
and either emotionally unbalanced or mentally 
retarded.” Taylor, in contrast, was “of medium 
height, stout and stocky in form. . . . Very 
quiet in his ways, helpful, a good comrade, 
always even tempered.”

Brown had been purposely delaying for 
more than a year as he awaited financial sup
port. During this time he diverted attention 
from his proposed invasion of Virginia by a 
dramatic slave-freeing raid on Missouri in 
December 1858, in which he took eleven 
slaves through Iowa and thence to Canada. At 
last, his backers provided over two thousand 
dollars for his enterprise. The necessary weap
ons for his army — 198 Sharp s rifles and 200 
revolvers (at one time stored in Iowa) — were 
waiting to be delivered. Furthermore, a thou
sand pikes to arm the risen slaves were being 
constructed. Brown decided that this was the 
time to call the men.

N
OW, MORE THAN A YEAR after
he had seen anything of John Brown 
or “those Glorious fellows,” Taylor 
received a letter from John Kagi on 

July 3, 1859. Taylor wrote back from Bloom
ington that same day: “The pleasure that it 
affords me in receiving your token is un
bounded, it has removed the cloak of suspense 
and doubts with bright hopes of cherishing my 
young and seemingly long desires that the 
object is within my reach. It is my chief desire 
to add fuel to the fire. The amount may be 
small, but every little helps.’ My ardent pas
sion for the gold field [to free slaves] is my 
thoughts by day and my dreams by night,” 
Taylor continued. “I often think I am with you. 
Bringing it [freed slaves] forth in masses that 
surprises the world and moving it with all 
sweetness and holesomeness adds still another 
determination. . . . Please let me know as soon 
as possible. For, if it was very sudden, I might 
be some troubled to get my money, as it is very 
scarce stuff here. ”

Despite his joy, Taylor ended the letter with 
a characteristic complaint about walking. I 
must go to town this afternoon; quite a walk — 
5 miles — but if [this letter] is as long going to 
you as that was coming to me, I must not delay 
a minute.”

During the next month John Brown rented 
the Kennedy farm, five miles from Harpers 
Ferry. To give a semblance of normality to the 
farmhouse, he installed one of his daughters- 
in-law and his sixteen-year-old daughter, 
Annie, there. Kagi, his secretary of war, was
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posted at the rail head at Chambersburg, 
Pennsylvania, near Harpers Ferry, to receive 
the men and arms.

By August 3 Steward Taylor had arrived at 
Chambersburg. Thence he moved to the Ken
nedy farm. There he and the other young men 
hid in a loft by day while the young women 
cooked, washed, and fended off inquisitive 
neighbors.

John Brown made endless trips to Cham
bersburg to collect the arms as they arrived. In 
mid-August, for the first time, Brown told his 
men the details of the final plan: Attack Har
pers Ferry and capture the federal government 
armory, arsenal, and rifle works — thus acquir
ing the arms necessary for the next phase. 
Slaves and dissident whites alike would join 
them. Then with the guns from the arsenal 
they would rapidly move south, and more 
slaves would flock to them from the planta
tions. Continuing south, they would raid more 
arsenals, and yet more slaves would join them 
— until slaverv was at an end.

Mutiny rumbled among some of the young 
men, led by Brown s sons and another man 
called Charles Tidd. Steward Taylor was 
among those who feared that they would be 
trapped in Harpers Ferry — it would be sui
cide for their small number to trv to hold the 
town against militia and federal troops. There 
was tremendous argument; Brown resigned his 
command. Within five minutes his resignation 
was refused, the men were all on his side, his 
plan was accepted. Life at the Kennedy farm 
returned to hiding and waiting for more men to 
arrive.

Annie Brown is the main source of informa
tion about events at the Kennedy farm, and her 
comments about Taylor in her letters are 
enlightening. She thought him a “very peculiar 
person and emphasized his belief in spir
itualism, though 1ns “belief was more in theory 
than in practice. ” Taylor was “nearer to a born 
crank than the other men, and he “believed 
in dreams and all sorts of the isms of the day. 
Neither she nor any of the others could shake
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him of his fixed belief that he was going to he 
one of the first killed at Harpers Ferry. He 
predicted his own death, and described it to 
Annie. She said that he talked as cooly about it 
as if he were going into another room.’

Annie wrote that Taylor spent his time at the 
Kennedy farm studying and “improving his 
mind,” as he called it. He was constantly the 
victim of jokes by the others, which he “always 
took good naturedly. Believing he was des
tined to die, he sent farewell letters to his 
friends and relatives. To a young woman cousin 
he wrote: I . . . hope to occupy a place in
your memory. Annie recalled that after writ- 
ing these letters, Taylor was as “calm and con
tent as ever.” One of the men found him 
writing one day and called out, “Boys, Steward 
is writing his will! Taylor just laughed.

During these two months, John Brown kept
hoping that more men would arrive to swell his
army — especially the blacks who had attended
his convention in Canada. But of these only one

*

came to Harpers Ferrv, making five blacks all 
told. Various men who had promised to come 
did not. All the weapons arrived, however, and 
at the end of September the two young women 
were sent back to the Brown farm at North 
Elba, New York.

On October 15 three more men arrived.
Now there were twenty-two men mustered at

*

the Kennedy farm, and Brown decided the 
time had come to make his move. He left three 
as a rearguard at the Kennedy farm and led his 
other eighteen followers into Harpers Ferry on 
the night of Sunday, October 16, 1859.

S
ORTING THROUGH the many 
detailed accounts of that night, it 
appears that Steward Taylor was first 
ordered to guard the covered bridge 

leading across the Potomac. After he and the 
other raiders secured the bridges, they took 
possession of the arsenal, armory building, and 
rifle works. I he next move was to seize slave
owning hostages. A party of six men was sent on 
this expedition.

fhe prime target was Colonel Lewis Wash
ington, a prosperous slaveholder, great-grand

nephew of the first president, and an aide to 
the Governor of Virginia. His name and job 
alone were worthy of great propaganda value, 
and in addition Washington owned a sword 
that had allegedly belonged to Frederick the 
Great and had been presented to George 
Washington. The raiders duly took Wash
ington hostage, liberated four of his slaves, and 
seized the famous sword. (Washington identi
fied Steward Taylor as having been one of his 
captors.) A local farmer and his son were also 
captured, and six more slaves added to the 
party. The raiders returned with their hostages 
and armed the ten slaves with pikes. Taylor’s 
dreams appeared to be coming true — armed 
slaves stood in Harpers Ferry.

During the night Brown’s men took more 
hostages. The first fatality was tragically ironic. 
In the darkness one of Brown’s men killed the 
baggage master at the railway station — a free 
black man. A passenger and mail train was 
halted for some time and then allowed to go on 
its way. With gunfire in the town the Lutheran 
church bell was soon tolling an alarm. Two 
villagers spread the word in neighboring 
towns. News of a major abolitionist and black 
insurrection was sent to the president of the 
United States and the governor of Virginia. 
Soon the alarm was spreading across the 
nation. “Fire and Rapine on the Virginia 
Border, newspaper headlines would scream.

As morning dawned and workers arrived at 
their jobs, more hostages were taken. One of 
them was Jesse W. Graham, an armory work
man. Held with the other prisoners in front of 
the fire-engine house, he begged the raider in 
charge to allow him to go home and tell his 
family. The raider yielded, and “a small man”j j

believed to have been Steward Taylor escorted✓

Graham to see his family and brought him back 
again.

John Kagi, in charge of the detachment hold
ing the rifle works, sent messages to John 
Bi own that thev all must move out immedi- 
atelv. Brown inexplicably hesitated, perhaps 
awaiting slave reinforcements. Soon all was 
militarily lost. Armed farmers and militia 
poured into the town, and a general battle 
commenced. The militia known as the Jeffer
son Guards drove the raiders from the bridges. 
Dangerfield Newby, an ex-slave in John
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Brown s band, was the first raider killed. 
Brown gathered his men and his eleven most 
valuable hostages into the engine house. He 
sent his son Watson and Stevens, another of his 
men, out under a white flag. Both were badly 
wounded. Watson crawled back; Stevens was 
taken prisoner. The youngest raider, twenty-

Belovv and above: Robert E. Lee led the U.S. Marines in 
a final attack. Inside the engine house the few left were 
either killed, wounded, or captured. Brown’s insurrec
tion had reached its end.

vear-old W illiam Leeman, was shot down try- 
ing to escape into the Potomac. Kagi’s party 
was driven from the rifle works; two were 
killed, one taken prisoner. The raiders in the 
engine house killed the mayor of Harpers 
Ferrv and two other men.

Steward Taylor was in the engine house with 
John Brown, his remaining men, and the hos
tages. According to hostage accounts, the raid
ers fired through loopholes in the walls and out 
of the partly open door. Iowan Edwin Coppoc 
(who was captured unharmed and later 
hanged) described Taylor’s end: Taylor and 
Oliver Brown ‘fell by the engine-house. Taylor 
lived about three hours after he was shot; he 
suffered very much and begged of us to kill 
him. . . . During these last moments we could 
not administer to their wants such as thev 
deserved, for we were surrounded by the 
troops who were firing volley after volley, so 
that we had to keep up a brisk fire in return to 
keep them from charging upon us.’ So Steward 
Taylor died as he had predicted — though his 
dream of ending slavery would not come true



Youthfulness marked Brown s fol
lowers. William Leeman was twenty 
when he was killed; Annie Brown 
wrote of him, "He was only a hoy. 
Brown’s young and devoted neighbor 
f r o m N o r t h  E l b a ,  D a u p h i n  
Thompson, was twenty-one when he 
died in the engine house; Steward 
Taylor, tw enty-th ree. Except for 
John Brown and two others, all were 
under the age of thirty. WILLIAM HENRY LEEMAN. DAUPHIN ADOLPHUS THOMPSON.

until the next decade brought the Civil War.
The following morning the United States 

Mai ines under Colonel Robert E. Lee stormed 
the engine house, killing two more raiders, 
wounding John Brown, and capturing the 
remaining two. John Brown’s attack was over. 
In all, ten of his men had been killed; five had 
escaped — among them Taylor’s fellow Iowan, 
Barclay Coppoc. Seven, including Brown, fell 
into the hands of the Virginia authorities and 
were tried and executed for treason to Virginia, 
murder, and other crimes. Brown was the first 
hanged, on December 2, 1859. He was buried 
on his farm near North Elba, New York.

■
I

* BOM HIS VERY FIRST interview after 
his capture John Brown — madman to 
some, villain to some, martyr to others 
— clung to his messianic conviction that 

he was right. His sole purpose was to end 
slavery, and his interviews, letters, speeches at 
his trial, and demeanor at his execution con
tinued to carry this message across America.

The zealousness of Brown will always over
shadow the men who had followed him to Har
pers Ferry. But without those twenty-one 
individuals, he would never have had the 
means to ignite the nation’s wrath or con
science. George Gill, a follower of Brown 
(though not to Harpers Ferry) and a friend of 
Taylor’s, said of Brown: [He was] very' selfish, 
and very intolerant, with great self-esteem 
[and] immense egotism. . . . And yet the very 
concentration on self commanded the grand 
advance on American slavery. Of Tavlor he

wrote: “He gave promise ofbeingagreat man.
In considering Steward Taylor’s place in his

tory, perhaps the best epitaph is the contrast of 
his two burials. After the battle, the bodies of 
all the dead raiders were gathered up from the 
various parts of Harpers Ferry and the rivers in 
which they lav. Taylor s body was carried out of✓ ✓ / j
the engine house and laid on the grass in front 
of it. The bodies of Iowan Jeremiah Anderson 
and John Brown’s son Watson were given to a 
Virginia medical school. The difficulty was
what to do with the remains of Steward Taylor

*

and others. Burial in one of the Harpers Ferry 
cemeteries was out of the question — public 
opinion had quickly vilified the raiders. A man 
called Mansfield was given five dollars to dis
pose of the bodies, including Steward Taylor’s. 
Mansfield put them in two wooden “store 
boxes’ and buried them unmarked three feet 
down, about half a mile from Harpers Ferry

Taylor and seven others were buried in a common grave, 
unmarked on the riverbank of the Shenandoah.
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John Brown s home in North Elba, New York. His grave is enclosed by the picket fence in the foreground.

along the Shenandoah River, near the water s 
edge.

Forty years after the Harpers Ferry raid — 
and thirty-four years after the Civil War had 
ended — a Dr. Thomas Featherstonhaugh 
exhumed the hones of Steward Taylor and the 
seven others. He found them wrapped in the 
rotting threads of their great blanket shawls. 
The bodies were taken to North Elba, John 
Brown’s grave site in New York. There they 
were placed in a handsome casket with silver 
handles and a silver plate bearing their names, 
presented by the townspeople of North Elba. 
The bodies of two of the hanged raiders were 
also brought to North Elba from New Jersey.

On August 30 a funeral service was held. 
Fifteen hundred people attended, and 
eulogies were read of each of the men. The 
same clergyman who had performed the last 
rites over the grave of John Brown now con
ducted the funeral service for ten of his men.

In 1859 Steward Taylor and the others had 
been outcasts unworthy of decent burial. In 
1899 the wheel of history had turned. A detach-

m

ment of the Twenty-sixth United States Infan-
# ___

try fired a volley over the open grave. d

NOTE ON SOURCES
Particular thanks are due to Pat Michaelifof the Kansas State 
Historical Society for locating and forwarding copies of 
correspondence concerning Taylor in the society’s Hinton 
Collection. The correspondence comprises four notes and 
memoranda by George Gill, two letters from Taylor's brother 
Jacob, and a biographical sketch by Taylor’s cousin Miss 
Lizzie P. Hughes. There are various spellings of Taylor’s 
Christian name. Steward was used by his friends and rela
tives and has been adopted throughout this article. The only 
book which contains much information on Taylor is Richard j 
Hinton, John Brown and His Men With Some Account o f the 
Roads They Traveled To Reach H arpers Ferry (rev. ed. 1894). 
The two general books most related are Oswald G. Villard, 
John Brown A Biography Fifty Years A fter (rev. ed. 1943); 
and Stephen B. Oates, To Purge This Land With Blood: A 
Biography o f John Brown (197Ó). A large number of secon
dary sources have been used, too numerous to be listed. (An 
annotated copy of the original manuscript is in the Palimpsest 
production files, Special Collections, SHSI-Iowa City.) Spe
cial mention must be made of the Mason Report, V.S. 
Senate Committee Report (1859-60) sec. II. Calendar o f Vir
ginia State Papers 11 (1893); L. R. Witherell, “Old John 
Brown, D avenport Daily Gazette (1877 and 1878); Irving B 
Richman, John Brow n A inong the Q uakers and  O th er  
Sketches (1894); Thomas Featherstonhaugh, "John Brown’s 
Men: The Lives of Those Killed at Harper’s Ferry, Publica
tion o f the Southern H istory Association 3 (1899), 290-91; 
“The Burial of the Followers of John Brown, New England  
Magazine n.s. 24(1901), 128-34; and C. P Galbreath, “Edwin 
Coppoc, Ohio Archeological and Historical Quarterly 30 
(1921), 414-15. Several Iowa historians have stated that 
Iowans George Gill and Charles Moffett went to Harpers 
Ferry with John Brown. They did not go.

My heartfelt thanks go to my wife, Patricia, and to my 
editor, Ginalie Swaim. Their help and patience made this 
article possible.
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Iowa’s
Independent

by Jack Lufkin

F ROM 1910TO 1930, as the 
popularity of automobiles 
s o a r e d , many locally 

owned oil and gasoline companies 
opened across Iowa. The town fill
ing station became as com
monplace as the town livery stable 
and blacksmith shop had once 
been.

Iowa’s independent oil dealers 
helped fill the insatiable demand 
for petroleum products by auto
mobile owners, especially those 
who lived on farms. Discovering 
the practicality of driving their 
low-priced Model Ts or flivvers to 
town for business and pleasure, 
farmers came to view automobiles 
as a necessity; by 1926 over 
98 percent of Iowa’s farmers 
owned cars. Registration of cars in 
Iowa rose from about 10,000 in 
1910, to over 407,000 in 1920, to 
716,000 in 1929, ranking Iowa 
among the highest in the United

Above: Etched milk glass globe, c. 
1926, Iowa Oil Company, Dubuque.

Special thanks to John Chance and 
Scott A nderson , ow ners o f the 
artifacts and station photos. The signs 
and cans, photographed by Chuck 
G re in e r, a re  from the Society’s 
recent “Out of the Mud exhibit.

States in per capita ownership.
The growth of the oil industry 

coincided with the emergence of 
the automobile industry. In fact,w

merchants of gasoline, motor oil, 
and other automotive lubricants 
assumed the position as the largest 
subsidiary industry to automak- 
ing. Independent oil companies 
aggressively carved out a small but 
significant slice of the nation’s oil 
business. The term indepen
dent first applied to virtually all 
oil companies not affiliated with 
the mammoth Standard Oil Com
pany. Soon after its founding in 
1870 by John D. Rockefeller, 
Standard Oil developed an effi
cient system for exploring, drill
ing, refining, producing, market
ing, and distributing petroleum 
products (specifically kerosene, 
which was replacing whale and 
coal oil for lighting). By the time 
the automobile created a huge 
demand for gasoline, Standard Oil 
(despite the Sherman Anti-Trust 
Act) controlled some 90 percent of 
the nation’s refining capacity and 
85 percent of the petroleum mar
ket. Larger national independents 
— including Shell, Gulf, Pure, 
Texaco, Cities Service, Mid-Con
tinent Oil, and Phillips Petroleum

— came to be known as "major 
oil companies because they 
explored for and produced crude 
oil. The term “independent 
evolved to mean small oil com
panies engaged only in refining or 
distribution.

Local Iowa oil companies gen
erally bought oil and gasoline from 
independent refiners in Pennsyl
vania, Oklahoma, or Texas. Until 
pipelines became more wide
spread in the late 1920s, refiners 
shipped their oil by rail. Inde
pendents might add a few ingre
dients to their oil, give it a creative 
name, glue company labels onto 
standardized, mass-produced 
cans, and market the oil as a 
unique product. Distributed in 
large barrels, five- and one-gallon 
cans, or smaller containers, the 
product was generally delivered 
to service retailers or directly to 
customers by industrious sales 
representatives until service sta
tions appeared in most every com
munity.

Todav these colorful oil and 
grease cans and signs are silent 
reminders that dozens of inde
pendent oil companies existed in 
Iowa in the early twentieth cen
tury, promoting their products

4
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Below and left: Side panel of a Lib
erty Oil can reveals a range of prod
ucts offered by the Des Moines*

company until its demise in 1930. 
International Oil was also founded in 
Des Moines during the automobile 
industry’s dramatic growth. Interna
tional operated seven local service 
stations until it became a Mobil Oil 
distributor in 1930.

with creativity and pride. Some 
companies began business before 
the automobile age, selling other 
petroleum-based products such as 
kerosene and household lighting 
oils, and lubricating fluids for har
nesses and other leather products. 
Others were founded during the 
early years of the automobile era. 
Companies used various advertis
ing strategies in their struggles to 
survive in a growing, highly com
petitive national market. Profiles 
of four companies can offer exam
ples of what was once a thriving 
marketplace of independent oil 
companies in Iowa.

M
ARSHALL Oil Com
pany typified a number 
of Iowa oil companies 
that began operations before auto
mobiles affected the oil industry, 

founded in 1897 by Marshalltown 
partners Leroy R. Willard and 
George II. Ruth, the company 
refined and sold Roseine, a ker
osene-type product for oil lamps. 
Marshall Oil also sold Several 
brands of axle grease, oil-based 
medicinal products, and Peroline 
sweeping compound. When auto
mobiles entered American life, 
Marshall Oil adapted to the auto

mobile market by adding four 
grades of French Auto Oil and 
M onarch Gasoline to their prod
uct line. By 1907, Marshall Oil 
had stations in Oskaloosa and 
Mason City, Iowa, and in Lincoln, 
Nebraska. A sales force of thirty- 
two covered a ten-state area, from 
Iowa to Montana.

In a local advertisement from 
1907, Marshall Oil tossed barbs at 
the greatest threat to small inde
pendents, the “terrible Standard 
octopus. The Marshall Oil ad 
proclaimed, Few have known the 
fierceness of that competition or 
the energy that has been ex
pended . . .  in educating the pub
lic to demand quality every time
in the oil it uses. . . . Everv¥
artifice of a competitor whose 
methods have become a national 
sensation has been met and over
come. The same advertisement 
reminded Marshalltown residents 
of the importance of the com
pany’s $32,000 payroll to the local 
economy.

Another advertisement for Mar
shall Oil appeared in 1910 as a 
waltz — “French Auto Cylinder 
Oil,” by A. A. Holthaus and 
Charles L. Johnson. On the cover 
of the sheet music two men in gog-

Snow Drop dasoline 

Lifeguard Kerosene 

Acme

, iSteam Cylinder

White Clover Hand 

Separator* ;
' r vvijl V - •• • ’T .

. Liberty 

Castor MachinejK-1 • ^ *

Liberty
Transmission Grease 

Liberty Floor Oil 

Liberty

Liberty Gas Engi 

¿Liberty Harness 

Liberty Cup Grease
^  r’

Liberty Axle Grease
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gles and dusters speed across the 
countryside. The lyrics are pure 
advertising:

The craze of the nation 
the best recreation 
is whirling around in an auto

With sister with wifey or your 
girl so sweet,

A pleasure believe that’s hard to 
beat,

But pay strict attention 
to a matter 1 11 mention 
And a great deal of trouble you’ll

save —
For many a good time an auto 

can spoil
No fault of the auto, not the right 

kind of oil.

I ll venture to say 
That in passing each day
you will notice some auto in*

trouble
With chauffeur frowning on 

bended knee,
He’s trying to find what the 

matter can be
A pointer to you sir and a good 

pointer too sir,
Don't blame the poor auto, it’s 

you —

Now don’t fuss and fume as you 
lay in the soilw

Use good lubrication, French 
Cvlinder Oil.

Around 1920 the Marshall Oil 
payroll had climbed to $200,000 
for 172 employees. After the death
of co-founder Leroy Willard that

*

year, the company remained inde
pendent four more years. Mar
shall Oil then merged with 
Diamond Products Company, a 
Chicago paint company. Within a 
few years, the production and sale 
of oil products ceased.

AWKEYE Oil Company 
of Waterloo marketed its 
products in handsome 

green cans bearing a side profile of 
a hawk. Formed in 1908 by R. S. 
Caward in Waterloo, Hawkeve 
Oil sold its own Faultless Auto 
Oil, to accompany Pennsylvania- 
refined Crescent Gasoline, in its 
own Faultless Service Stations.

Standard Oil and other large 
companies had first opened filling 
stations in 1907, and stations had 
quickly become the site of greatest 
sales volume and the most intense 
competition. (Some companies 
still sold gasoline from curbside 
pumps, but the pumps were out
lawed in some Iowa towns because 
of the potential danger and were 
slowly phased out.) Gulf and Shell 
Oil designed stations whereby 
cars drove off the street into an 
area beside a gas pump. Other 
companies also standardized the 
design of their filling stations to

promote their image. Hawkeve 
Oil opened stations in sixty com
munities, most of them in Iowa. 
From 1919 to 1922, their sales 
increased 150 percent and more 
filling stations opened in Iowa and 
South Dakota.

Hawkeve Oil considered a faidt-✓

lesslv managed station as a key to 
success. In March 1922 the com
pany instituted a newsletter, the 
H a w k e y e  W e e k l y  (later the 
Hawkeye Gusher) for agents and 
filling station managers. A rich 
historical record, the newsletter 
provides insight into the workings 
of an independent. Instead of 
wailing about the unfair competi
tion in the oil industrv, the news- 
letter urged employees to im
prove their appearance and per
formance. Its first issue directs 
station attendants to lift up the 
hood and Snap off in a courteous 
manner, You need a quart of oil, 
and we will guarantee that the * *

Below: This Hawkeve Oil station in*

northeast Iowa mimicked an early 
design for major service stations, the 
canopy, popular until the 1930s.

Upper right: A half-gallon Faultless 
Motor Oil can hears Hawkeye Oil s 
hawk logo. Herring Motor Company 
originated in Atlantic, Iowa, where 
Clyde H erring  (later governor of 
Iowa) sold model Ts for his friend 
Henry Ford. Herring moved to Des 
Moines in 1914 and sold oil products, 
including Hermoline.
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reply seven times out of every ten 
will he, ‘Alright, let s have it.

The newsletter continued: You 
are not a competent agent or 
employee, unless you sell every 
automobile owner just a little 
more than he intended to buy 
when he came in. It does not take 
much ability or brains to sell gas
oline, as that is sold as soon as the 
autoist turns into the station. 
In April 1922, Hawkeye Oil 
announced that service station 
attendants would wear a uniform 
with a cap and shirt with a Fault
less Oil” logo and matching trou
sers.

I he newsletter repeatedly 
prodded station managers to keep 
their stations clean — specifically 
to sweep the station four times a 
day, clean the grease and oil off 
the drive daily, keep their offices 
tidy, and avoid leaving buckets 
and cans around. “See that the 
ladies rest room at your station is a 
place that any lady would not hesi
tate to enter, the newsletter 
reminded managers, “and be very 
strict to see that it is a ladies’ rest 
room. Even the globe atop gas
oline pumps affected a station s •
nnage, according to the Hawkeye 
Weekly,  which reported, “We

regret to say that we have seen 
stations where the globes . . . 
were nearly half full of gnats and 
flies. . . . This looks bad at night 
and it shows that the attendant is 
taking very little pride in the neat
ness of the station.

As a promotional device, 
Hawkeye Oil gave twelve thou
sand free Faultless ink blotters 
and several hundred large desk 
blotters to students and teachers 
in the Waterloo schools. "We 
believe that within the next thirty 
days every home in Waterloo will 
be using Faultless blotters,’ the 
April 1922 newsletter announced.
Everyone is highly commending

fhe Hawkeye Oil Company for 
such a plan of advertising.

In 1926 Hawkeye Oil became 
Blackhawk Oil, under new man
agement and a new slogan, All
Over Iowa. A vear later the com-¥

pany was bought out by Mid-Con
tinent Petroleum Corporation 
(later known as Diamond or Sun- 
ray D-X). It became another casu
alty of the forces of centralization 
in the oil industry.

I N COUNCIL BLUFFS, broth
ers H. A. and F. H. Searle 
founded Monarch Manufac

turing Company in 1894. The

IOWA GHRADE GASOLINE

This Iowa Oil Company sign probably dates from 1925. Founded in 1906 for 
motorists and boaters, the Dubuque company still operates today.
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A late 1920s filling station in Webster City shows the extensive use of the triangular “Independent Oil insignia and 
globe-top gravity pumps. (Gasoline-pump companies began to use globes atop gas pumps for advertising purposes about 
1910.) A Custer Battlefield sign directs early auto campers to continue their westward trek.

company manufactured oil and 
grease for a variety of uses, includ
ing Sun Light Axle Grease and 
lighting fuel. In response to their 
primary customers, automobile 
drivers, the Searles changed the 
company name to the Mona Motor 
Oil Company in 1925.

That vear Mona Motor Oil built✓

a modern plant to handle a bur
geoning business. Its new regional 
headquarters in Council Bluffs 
housed a laboratory and space for 
compounding a paraffin-base 
lubricating oil. The plant had the 
capacity to annually manufacture 
more than fourteen million 
pounds of Sun Light Axle Grease.

Mona Motor Oil used a new

form of communication to pro
mote its image. In February 1925 
H. A. Searle began building a 
$35,000 radio station in Council 
Bluffs, appropriately called KOIL. 
First an affiliate of CBS and later 
of NBC, the station reached a 
nationwide evening audience with 
a standard menu of music and 
entertainment. KOIL served as 
one of forty official farm informa- 
tion radio stations for the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture. In 
1927 it became an official voice of 
the Boy Scouts of America, spon
soring its “American scout tribe of 
the air.”

In 1932, Searle was forced to 
resign from Mona Motor Oil in the

wake of charges of evading state 
gasoline taxes. Barnsdall Corpora
tion of Oklahoma, a large stock
holder whose oil products Mona 
had been marketing, took over the 
smaller company. (Barnsdall also 
marketed Quaker State products, 
a name still recognized today.) 
Radio station KOIL was sold to 
another company.

O
NE COMPANY that sur
vived longer than most 
independents may have 

succeeded because, in the owner s 
words, it tried to play “the big 
man’s game. In 1925 Roy C.
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Smith began with three hundred 
dollars to found the American 
Petroleum Company in Daven
port. tie concocted his own oil 
called American Motor Oil, claim
ing that it reduced the “chatter or 
violent shaking common in Ford 
Model Ts. His secret ingredient 
was castor oil. In 1928 Smith 
began opening stations and selling 
gasoline, attracting customers 
from his former employer, inde
pendent Central Oil and Crease 
Company of Hock Island, Illinois.

S mi t h ’s au t ob i og r a phy ,  / 
Wasn't Like the Cautious Man 
(1987), provides some eye-open
ing accounts of how sales repre
sentatives hawked their oil prod
ucts. “Let’s say we come across a 
farmer,’ Smith recounted. “We 
see he has all the oil he needs. So 
we make up a story. Yeah,’ my 
partner tells him, we were taking 
this barrel of oil to another farmer 
over in the next county. Come toy

find out he just bought himself a 
new tractor. Can’t use this grade 
now. So we re kind of stuck. We’d 
rather just sell it at a loss than ship 
it back. Hate to lose money on it, 
though. What d’ya say to this? 
We 11 sell it to you at carload price. 
That s what we pay for it when we 
get it from the refineries. Now, 
you can’t beat that!’

Likely as not the farmer would 
buy from us,’ Smith continued. 
They found it hard to turn down 

our bargains, and we really did sell 
at bargain prices. It’s just that we 
liked to make the bargain seem 
better than it actually was.’

According to Smith, Standard 
Oil salesmen told “cock-and-bull 
stories” about how competitors 
oil would ruin motors. “This didn’t 
stop us though. . . .  I caught on 
good to the tricks of the trade. In 
1932 Smith adopted a sales tactic 
he hoped would offset Standard 
Oil s attempts to discourage the 
public from buying other com
panies’ products. Smith priced his 
kerosene at half what Standard 
charged. Customers who came to

his stations to buy kerosene ended 
up buying gasoline there, too.

Sales ploys such as these 
worked well for Smith. Adopting a 
cash-only policy in the 1930s, he 
survived the Great Depression. 
Beginning in 1947 his son Mar
shall carried on the business, liq
uidating the service stations and 
selling only propane gas for sev
eral more years.

B Y THE LATE 1920s, most 
of Iowa’s independent oil 
companies had been swal

lowed up by larger, regional inde
pendents and emerging national 
companies whose names are famil
iar to motorists today. Although 
Standard Oil was clearly the big
gest enemy of independents, 
other major companies helped

squeeze the smaller companies 
out of the Iowa gasoline and oil 
market. The centralization of the 
oil industry followed suit with cen- 
tralization occurring in many 
other industries, such as auto
mobile making. Major companies 
could afford to advertise on bill
boards, radio, and television, 
increasing customer identifica
tion. They attracted the growing 
tourist business by allowing easy 
use of credit cards at thousands of 
outlets and covering large regions 
well beyond the scope of the small 
independent.

By the 1930s competition heav
ily favored the major oil com
panies that owned most of Iowa’s 
bulk stations and service stations 
and, hence, could control prices. 
In 1935, two thousand Iowa oil 
merchants crowded into the state 
capitol to press for a chain-store

Rare today, the once ubiquitous one-gallon can, often with its own spout, was 
mass-produced for a throw-away society. Mona Motor Oil Company w as based 
in Council Bluffs. Manhattan Oil Company, founded in Des Moines in 1905, 
patented Trop-Artic in 1912. (In 1930, after three buy-outs, the Trop-Artic 
name was bought by Phillips Petroleum.)
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tax on the large oil companies. The 
legislature passed one of the high
est such taxes in the nation. Reel
ing from this legislation, Standard 
sold three hundred stations in 
Iowa and released eight hundred 
workers. Nevertheless, Standard 
remained as visible as ever in Iowa 
— and avoided the tax — bv 
extending leases to dealers of 
Standard stations. This strategy 
became known nationally among

oil executives as the Iowa Plan 
and was used in other states.

Still hoping to protect and pro
mote common interests, in 1937 
the independents formed the 
Iowa Independent Oil Jobbers 
Association in Manchester, Iowa, 
comprising 135 members. (The 
association later changed its name 
to Petroleum Marketers of Iowa.) 
Many of the independents that 
survive today are franchisees and

do not own stations bearing their 
individual names. Todav the 
names of the old independents 
and their products still emblazon 
the oil and grease cans held in pri
vate and public collections — col
orful documentation of Iowa’s 
early independent oil companies. 
Their past reflects local energies 
and creativity in competing 
against what became an inevitable 
economic situation. □

JE S M O R E  
ROCK. IOM

INDEPENDENT.

The triangular Independent Oil” logo, symbolizing an individual owner’s pride, borders this metal sign. Premo Oil was 
a leading product of the Mason City Oil and Grease Company in north-central Iowa and south-central Minnesota. 
Founded in 1917, the company had 22 filling stations, 40 delivery vehicles, 75 employees, and a 150,000-gallon storage 
tank. In 1926 Champlin Refining Company of Oklahoma bought the company.

NOTE ON SOURCES
This article has its roots in research for the recent Out of the 
Mud museum exhibit, about the early automobile age in 
Iowa. No comprehensive history or survey of petroleum sales 
and activities in Iowa has been written. Select secondary 
sources about the industry nationwide include Scott Ander
son, Check the Oil (1986); Michael Berger, The Devil’s Wagon 
in God’s Country: The Automobile and Social Change in 
Rural America (1979); John Jakle, ‘The American Gasoline 
Station. 1920 to 1970,” Journal of American Culture (Spring 
1978); Christine A. Pyle, America Hits the Road ana the 
Road Loves It,’ Postcard Journal (Spring/Summer 1986); and 
Then and Sow: Journal of the Historical Society of Marshall 
County (August 1988). Sources dealing with petroleum his-

tory in Iowa include Petroleum Marketers of Iowa (1987); / 
Wasn t Like the Cautious Man: The Life of Roy C. Smith 
(1987 . The Automobile Age, Goldfinch 4 Nov. 1982); Joan 
Halloran, Effects of Changes in Communication Upon Busi
ness Services of Iowa Agricultural Villages, 1920-1935,” Iowa 
Journal of Business (\ov. 1937). Iowa newspapers provided 
valuable information about specific companies located in the 
same cities (Marshalltown Herald, Mason City Globe, and 
Council Bluffs A'onnareil). The author wishes to acknowledge 
members of the Oil Products and Ephemera Collectors Club 
(OPEC) for valuable suggestions and assistance, especially 
John Chance, Scott Anderson, and John Logsdon.
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Co. k h . l l  ( .mt i c  8
Corkhill, William, 8
Cotton, “Onion,” 87-88, 90
Coxey s Army, 88
Crawford, Fred, 48
Cuba (Iowa), 159-60.

Dance: in territorial Iowa, 123 
Danville (Illinois), 88 
Darwin, Mrs. (Mount Pleasant 1860s), 13 
Davenport (Iowa), 77, 83, 121-22 
Davis, Harry (dentist), 142 
D an is, M e r l e , You Were Just One of 

the Unfortunate Ones’, 96-102; biog. 
of, following, 112 

Deoria, D., 74
Depressions: 1870s, 79-80; 1920s and 

1930s, 96-102
Description and travel: in South, 38-39;

territorial Iowa, 119, 121-25 
Des Moines, 34-37, 45-47; photo of 

hobos, 97, 101.
Dewey, George, 92; cartoon of, 91 
Diamond, Tobias (“Tobe”), 150 
Diamond Products Company. See 

Marshall Oil Company 
Diaries, 2-13. See also Autobiographical 

writing
Dillon, John F., 61
Dixon, Katharine Horack, 18-19; photo 

ol, back Spring cover 
Drawing, 19, 168-69, 171-72 
Dray lines: in Manchester, 141; photo of, 

¿41
Dubuque, 50-61, 99, 121; illus. or map 

of, 50-51, 54
Dudley, George W., 6, 11-12

Education: 19th-century preparatory and 
college, 168; 19th-century art 
education, 168-71; early 20th-century 
elementary, 140-41

Edwards, James Gardiner, 117, 119-20
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English River, 159-60 
Erickson, Ray, 74
Ethnic groups: in territorial Dubuque, 

121; in Sheldon, 146-47; Dutch, 
146-47, 149; Japanese-American, 152 

Farm auctions, 140; photo of, 140 
Farmers Cooperative Elevator (Sheldon), 

149, 152
Farmer’s Day (Sheldon), 149-50 
Farmers nights: in Sheldon, 146; in 

Manchester, 143-44 
Farm laborers, 75-86, 96-102, 104 
Featherstophaugh, Thomas, 197 
Ferns, Indian Joe, 106; photo of, 103 
Filipino Joe (hobo), 92; photo of, 91 

Flint Hills. See Burlington 
Florence (Iowa), 123 
Flynt, Josiah, 79 (caption)
Folk art, 107-12
Fort Madison (Iowa), 117-19, 125 
“Frisco Jack” (hobo), 110 
Frontier and pioneer life, 51-61, 114-20, 

121-25
Fullon, William J.: photo of, inside 

Summer front cover

GAR Campfires,” by E dith  W. 
H a r w o o d , 14-17

Garland, Hamlin, 23 (caption), 31, 78-79, 
82, 84

Garner (Iowa), 88, 92
G arrett , E van, “My Milwaukee,”

156-60; biog. of, following 160; photos 
by, 156-58 

Geiger, H. G., 151 
Gibson, Frank, 12 
Gill, George, 186, 188-90, 196 
Gill, H. C., 190 
Glasgow, J.D., 36, 43 
Graham, Jesse W., 194 
Grand Army of the Republic (GAR),

14-17, 33-35, 43, 47; photo of, 14, 17, 
35

Grave markers, 62-74; photos of, 49, 62, 
65-74

Great Depression, 96-102 
Green, Mr. (Mount Pleasant 1860s), 7 
Grocery stores: in early 20th-century 

Manchester, 142-45; photo of, 142-43; 
in 19th-century Sheldon, 130-31; 
advertisement for, 131 

“The Growing-Up Years: Memories of 
Farm and Town Life, by E verett  
Lu d l e y , 139-45 

Guns: illus. of, 83

"Hairbreath Harry. See Ryan, Harry 
Hall be Turner Bakery (Manchester), 145 
Hanson, Charles (“Chuck”), 152 
Hardenbrook. Miss (Mount Pleasant 

1860s), 11-12
Harpers Ferry (Virginia), 186-97. See also 

Slavery
Harvey, D. W., T3 
H a r w o o d , E dith  W., “GAR

Campfires,” 14-17; biog. following 48 
Hawkeye Oil Company (W aterloo), 200-1; 

photo of, 200-1
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Hawkeye’: What’s in a Name?” by 
Richard  Ac t o n , 114-20 

Hennesey’s Liverv Stable (Manchester), 
141

Health: in military, 3, 44-47 
Hebener, E. T., 35 
Henry, Peter Barton, 74 
Herring Motor Company (Des Moines), 

200 (caption)
Hilton, Mrs. (Mount Pleasant 1860s), 11,

12
Hilton, Anna, 11
Hobo convention (Britt), 87-92, 107, 110, 

112; photo of, 87, 89, 91, 112, inside 
Summer front cover 

"Hobo Sketches by an Amana Station 
Agent,” by C l i f f  T r u m p o l d , 103-6 

Hoboes, 74-112
Hollingsworth, — (Washington), 37 
Holthaus, A A . I1)1»
Home Lumber Company (North 

English), 160 
“Honey War”, 60 
Hopkins, “Banty, 140 
Horack, Bertha. See Shambaugh, Bertha 

1lorack
Horack, Frank, 19
Horack, Katharine. See Dixon. Katharine 

Horack
H o r t o n , G e o r g e  A., "Britt’s First 

Convention, 87-92; biog. of, 
following 112

Ho r t o n , Lo r e n  N., Messages in
Stone: Symbolism on Victorian Grave¥

Markers, 62-72; biog. of, following 
112

Houlihan, L A. (“Hap ”), 148, 151; photo 
of, 153

Households: early 20th century, 139, 141 
The House of Andrews (Sheldon), 154 
Housing: frontier, 121-23; rural, 139, 141 
Hudson, Zane (“Zip”), 155 
Huff, Albert, 45, 48
Hughes Dry Goods Store (Manchester), 

142
Hulley, Mrs. (Mount Pleasant), 12 
Humor: in army 42, 44; in territorial 

Iowa, 121-25; hoboes and tramps, 
85-86, 93-95, 111

Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), 
97, 102

International Oil Company (Des Moines), 
199 (caption)

Iowa City (Iowa), 18-19, 31, 123-24 
Iowa Falls (Iowa), photo of, 44 
Iowa Federation of Labor, AFL-CIO, 97 
Iowa Homestead See Newspapers and 

Periodicals
Iowa Hospital for the Insane (Mount 

Pleasant), 2-13; photos of, 2,4,6,9-10 
Iowa Independent Oil Jobbers 

Association, 204
Iowa Labor History Oral Project, 97 
Iowana Cafe (Sheldon), 155 
Iowa National Guard. See Civil War, 

Spanish-American War, World War II 
Iowa Oil Company (Dubuque), 198, 201

(captions)
An Iowan’s Death at Harpers Ferry,” by 

R ichard  Ac t o n , 186-97 
Iowa’s Independent Oil Companies, by 

Jack L u f k i n , 198-204 |
Iowa State Guard. See World War II 
Iowa Territory, 50-61, 114-20, 121-25 
Iselin family (Sheldon): Adrian G., 127; ;

George A. 131, 137; Henry (“Harry”), 
126-38; photo of, 127; Isaac, 137;
John, 126, 128-38; photo of, 129; 
Margaret Tomes, 127; Mary [Philipse 
Gouverneur], 129-32, 136, 138; photo 
of, 129. See also MacDonald 

Iselin, John H. be Company, 134, 
advertisement for, 132 

Iselinville (Iowa), 128, 130-31, 133, 136,
138; illus. of 134, 137 I

Israel, Edward Louis, 73 
Itinerant workers. See Farm laborers

Jacksonville (Florida), 39-42, 44-46; photo 
of, 40, 41, 45, 46, inside Spring cover 

Jacobsmeier, Bernard, 43 
Janesville (Iowa), 83 
Johnson, Charles L., 199 
Johnson County (Iowa), 123-24 
Johnson, Lou, 12

Kagi, John, 187, 189, 192, 194; illus. of, 
191

Kane, Frank, 106
Kehrberg, Richard F. (“Dick ), 148, 150, 

152; photo of, 153 
Kellenberger, Al, 106 
Kellenberger, Pat: photo of, 105 
Kellogg, J. J., 15-16; photo of, 35 
Kellogg, Sam, 38, 45 
Kelly’s Army, 88 
Keota (Iowa), 35 
King, M IL, 73 
“King of Tramps” (hobo), 105 
King, Rose, 73 
“Knotman” (hobo), 110 
Knowland, Mr. (Mount Pleasant 1860s), 

12. See also Noland
KOIL Radio Station (Council Bluffs), 202 
Koole, Thys, 151

Labor: and women, 2-13; photo of, 4. See 
also Farm laborers and 
Unemployment

Lache, Francis [Frances?] S., 8, 13 
Ladd, Sam: photo of, 127 
Ladies’ Aid Society (Washington), 43-44, 

47
Laffertv be Co., W. H , 142-45; photo of, 

142-43
Lafferty, W.H. (“Bill’), 142-43, 145;

photo of, 142-43 
Lawyers, 115, 119
Lead mining: Dubuque, 53-54, 59-60,

121; map or illus. of, 54, 55, 59, 60 
Learned, J.D.. .56, 58 
Lee, Fitzhugh, 39, 44 
Leernan, William, 195; illus. of, 196 
Lee, Robert E., 196 
LefHer, Shepherd. 119



Legal cases: in 1830s, 53-61; in 1880s, 
132-36

Le Mars (Iowa) 130
Liberty Oil Company (Des Moines), 199 

(caption)
Lincoln, James Rush, 35 
Literature: children s, 18-31, frontier,

115, 117
Lloyd, Nebuchadnezzar, 92 
Logan, Scott, 130, 138 
Long’s Restaurant (Mason City), 97 
Lucas, Robert, 119, 124-25 
Ludley , E verett , “The Growing-Up 

Years: Memories of Farm and Town 
Life,” 139-45; biog. of, following 160 

Lufkin , Jack, Iowa’s Independent Oil 
Companies,’’ 198-204; biog. of, 
following 208

Macbride, Thomas, 19
McCarthy’s Elite Cafe (Manchester), 144
McCleery, Hugh, 44
McCormack, Pomp, 135
McCoy, Claude, 39
McD aniel , G e or ge  W illiam , “Martial 

Sons of Martial Sires,’ 32-48; biog. of, 
following 48

MacDonald, Emily Iselin, 137 
McDonell, Misses (Mount Pleasant 

1860s), 12
McFarland, Mrs. (Mount Pleasant 

1860s), 11 
McKay, Dan, 14
McKay, Willoughby (“Bee”), 15, 17
Mackenzie,------- (Dubuque miner,

1840s), 54 (caption), 59 
Manchester (Iowa), 139-45; photo of, 141, 

144, Fall back cover 
Manhattan Oil Company (Des Moines),

203 (caption)
Mansheim , G e r a l d : photos by, 49, 62, 

65-72
Maquoketa (Iowa): photo of, 14 
Marshall Oil Company (Marshalltown), 

199-200
Martial Sons of Martial Sires by 

G eorge  W illiam Mc D a n iel ,
32-48.

Martin, Ethyl, 31
Mason, Charles, 55-56, 58-59, 61
Mason City Oil and Grease Company,

204 (caption)
Maxfield, Mr. (Mount Pleasant 1860s), 12 
Maxson, William, 187 (caption), 188-89;

photo of home, 188 
Mayr, Ernest, 178 
Mental health, 2-13 
Mental Health Institute (Mount

Pleasant). See Iowa Hospital for the 
Insane

Merchants: in 1940s, 146-48, 150-51 
Messages in Stone: Symbolism on 

Victorian Grave Markers,’ by Loren  
A. Horton , 62-72 

Mesquakie (Fox) Indians, 117 
Mickerson, Mrs. (Mount Pleasant 1860s), 

12
Migratory workers. See Farm laborers

Miller, Stanley, 38, 42, 44-46 
Mills: flour mills, 126-28; soybean, 152

Missouri Compromise, 56, 58 
Mitchell (Iowa), 83 
Modern Woodmen of America, 74 
Mona Motor Oil Company (Council 

Bluffs), 201-2
Monarch Manufacturing Company. See 

Mona Motor Oil Company 
Montgomery, Jordan J., 53-61 
Montgomery, Ralph [or Rafe], 50-61, 

inside back cover Fall 
Montgomery, Susan, 53 
Montgomery, William, 53 
Morehouse, Lisle, 41 
Moulson, Mr. and Mrs. (Mount Pleasant 

1860s), 11
Mount Pleasant (Iowa), 125. See also 

Iowa Hospital for the Insane 
Muscatine (Iowa), 59-60. 119, 122-23 
“Mush Faker (hobo), 106 
Myers, Kermit, 148 

Mv Life Is Not Quite Useless, The 
1866 Diary of an Asylum Bookkeeper 
by Sharon E. W o o d , 2-13 

“My Milwaukee, by E van G a r r e it , 
156-60

National (town in Clayton County), 165, 
168-69, 173, 178, 182-84 

National Guard. See Civil War, Spanish- 
American War, World War II 

National Tourists Union, 87-92, illus. or 
photo of, 87, 112 

Neiswanger, Jap, 43 
Nelson, Rafe. See Montgomery, Ralph 
Newberrv, Miss (Mount Pleasant 1860s), 

13
Newby, Dangerfield, 194, illus. of, 192 
Newman, William, 59 
Newspapers and periodicals: attitudes 

towards farm laborers, 75-86; 
territorial, 124; as small-town boosters 
(in Britt and Sheldon) 89-92, 127-28, 
130-31, 133-35, Bin Four Land 
Journal, 135-37; Burlington Gazette, 
119, 125; Burlington Hawk-Eye and 
Iowa Patriot, 120; Iowa Homestead, 5; 
Fort Madison Patriot, 117, 120;

“A New York Venture in Northwest Iowa: 
The Iselins Build a Mill,” by Lo w e l l  
J. Soike  and  Joh n  P. Z e l l e r ,
126-38

Nice, Margaret Morse, 177-78 
The 19th-Century Harvest Hand,’ by 

T e r r y  O f n e r , 76-87 
Noe, Charles, 87-90, 92, 112 
Noland, Daniel, 8. See also Knowland 
Nora Springs (Iowa), 83 
North English (Iowa), 156-60; illus. of, 

156-57
Northwest Ordinance, 56 
Norton, ( “One Eye ) Robert, 106

Oberlin College (Ohio), 168-69, 171, 173, 
184

O’Donnell, Mr., (Sheldon), 132

Office machine repair, 152, 1.54-55 
Oil companies, 198-204 
O f n e r , T erry, “The 19th-Century 

Harvest Hand, 76-86, biog. of, 
following 112

O h r n , St e v e : photos by, 73-74
Oral histories, 96-106
Ornithology, 165-66, 171-84, illus. 1(54-85
Osage (Iowa), 78
Oskaloosa (Iowa), 35

Painter, John H., 188 
Parvin, T.S., 60, 117, 119 
Patent medicine, 122 
Personal narratives. See Autobiographical 

writing
Petroleum Marketers of Iowa. See Iowa 

Independent Oil Jobbers Association 
Phileo, Hank: photo of, 127 
Piper, Fred: photo of, 127 
Piper, Frank, 127-28, 130-31, 138 
“Pittsburgh Blackie.” See Strasburger, 

Henry
Place, VV.W., 129 
Plymouth (Iowa), 83 
Porter, Mrs. (Mount Pleasant 1860s), 8 
“The Postcard Tramp,” by G inalie  

Sw aim , 93-95
Postcards, 93-95; photos of, Summer 

covers, 93-95
Potter, Truman A. (Tom), 88-90, 92 
Prairie Queen Roller Mills, 136, 138. See 

also Mills
Pratt, Mr. (Mount Pleasant 1860s), 10 
Pratt, Mrs. (Mount Pleasant 1860s), 12,

13
Pray and Company, Otis A., 128-29,

132-35
Prisoner-of-war camp (Algona), 155 
Promotional literature: of Iowa nickname, 

119-20; of territorial Iowa, 121-25. See 
also Newspapers and periodicals

Quaker Oats (Sheldon), 150, 152 
Quinlan (Dubuque merchant, 1830s), 54

Railroads: and migratory labor, 80, 88, 
96-102, 104-6; reminiscence, 156-60; 
illus. of, 78-81, 96, 100-1, 103, 156-58 

Ralph (Dubuque 1840s). See 
Montgomery, Ralph

Ranney, Mark. 5-6, 8, 11-12; photo of, 5
Ranney, Martha, 4, 6, 11
Real estate: 19th-century guides, 135-37;

advertisement for, 133 
Realf, Richard, 188
Ream, Mrs. (Mount Pleasant 1860s), 13 
Recreation and entertainment, 18-31, 

107-10, 123, 125. %ee also Social 
customs

Regna, Miss (Mount Pleasant 1860s), 11 
Reister, Claude, 42
Religion: Birmingham circuit rider, 3, 10; 

Methodists, 124; Quakers and 
abolition, 187-88; spiritualism, 88; and 
war, 34-35, 43

Reminiscences. See Autobiographical 
writing

WINTER 1989 207



Roberts, Warren E., 73 
Rockingham (Iowa), 121-22 
Rorer, David, 56, 58, 115-20; letters of, 

121-25, illus. of, 116 
Rupp, Hugh, 37
Rural life, 139-45, 146-55, 156-60, 164-85
Ruth, George H., 199
Ryan, Harry, 97, 105-6; photo of, 104

Sac and Fox, 123 
Salem (Iowa), 125
St James Catholic Church (Washington). 

See Religion
St. Mark’s Episcopal Church (Sheldon), 

131, 138
Sanders, Henry, 73
Sauk Indians, 117. See also Sac and Fox 
Schofield, L.E., 6, 8 
Schölten, Everett, 152 
Science: women in, 164-84 
Scoopshovel Scotty” (hobo), 97; photo 

of, inside Summer front cover 
Scott, Dred, 51, 61 
Searle, H. A. and F. H., 201-2 
Seney, George I., 126 
Service stations, 200-1, photo of, 200, 202 
Session, Miss (Mount Pleasant 1860s), 11 
Shaler, Margaret, 8-9 
Shambaugh, Benjamin Franklin, 19-20, 

31; photo of, 18
Shambaugh, Bertha Horack, 18-31, 

artwork by, front cover Spring, 19, 
21-31; photos of, 18, back cover 
Spring.

Shanafelt, Wesley, 37, 46 
Shaw, Leslie, 34-36, 45-46, 48; photo of, 

36
Shea (sherifi in Sheldon), 132, 135 
Sheldon Flour Mill, 126-38; illus. of, 134. 

137
Sheldon (Iowa), 126-38, 146-55 
Sheldon, Iowa during World War II,” by 

C l a r e n c e  A n d r e w s , 146-55 
Sheldon, Israel, 126 
Shelton, Amanda. See Shelton, (Rhoda) 

Amanda
Shelton, Charlie, 8; Jennie, 7-8, 10-13; 

Lucy, 3, 8; Mary, 7-8, 10, 12; O. C.,
3, 8

Shelton, (Rhoda) Amanda, 2-13 
Sherman, Ada [St. John], 167-68; Amelia, 

167-69, 177; Emma, 167; Mark,
166-68, 173; Mark Jr., 167; Melissa 
Clark, 166-68

Sherman, Althea, 164-85; photo of, 161, 
164, 174, 182; artwork by, 165-67, 
169-73, 175-81, 183-85, Winter cover 

Shields, Milan, 37, 41 
Skewis Hatchery (Sheldon), 152 
Skewis, Mason, 152 
Skuse, C. J., 130
Slavery, 51-61, letter on inside Fall back 

cover, 186-97; illus. of, 52-53, 57 
Sleeper, A. W., 130-36, 138 
Sleeper, W. IF, 134-36, 138 
Sleeper 6c Logan Grain Warehouse 

(Sheldon), 130 
Smith, Betty, 150, 152

Smith, Earl, 150 
Smith, Marshall, 203 
Smith. Roy C., 202-3 
Smith, Sidney, 42 
Smith, William, 10 
Social customs, 18-31, 62-74. See also 

Recreation and Entertainment 
Soike, L o w e l l  J. a n d  J o h n  P.

Z e l l e r , A New York Venture in 
Northwest Iowa: The Iselins Build a 
Mill, 126-38; biog. of, following 160 

Spauding, George: photo of, 127 
Spanish-American War, 32-48; photo of, 

32-47, inside Spring front cover 
Springdale (Iowa), 187-89, 192 
Springfield, T. B . 137 
Standard Oil Company, 198-200, 203-4 
Starr, W. Henry, 56, 119-20 
State nicknames, 114-25 
Stewart, Lucy, 5
Stewart, (Rhoda) Amanda [Shelton]. See 

Shelton, (Rhoda) Amanda 
Stewart, Samuel F., 3, 5 
Stiles, Edward H., 115 
Stonecarving. See Grave markers 
Strasburger, Henry, 106; photo of, 105 
Struble, I. S., 135*
Struyker, C. N., 151 
Stryk, William, 155 
Sullivan, Mr. (Mason City), 97 
Supreme Court, Iowa Territory, 55-56, 

58-59
Svvaim, G ina l ie , The Postcard Tramp, 

93-95; “Working and Wandering, 75

Taylor, Jane, 186 
Taylor, David, 187
Taylor, Steward, 186-97; illus. of, 161, 

187
Temperance: in territorial Iowa, 122, 124 
Territorial Iowa, 54, 58-59, 60-61, 115, 

117, 121-25
Texas Ben (hobo), 106 
Thorne, William G., 34 
Tidd, Charles, 193; illus. of, 191 
To Co Free, by R i c h a r d  A c t o n ,

50-61
Tomes, Henrietta C., 136. See also Iselin 

family
Toolesboro (Black Hawk, Iowa), 123 
Toucey, E. N., 135 
Tourists Union. See National Tourists 

Union
Tramp art. See Folk art 
Tramps. See Hoboes 
Travel. See Description and Travel 
Treestump Tombstones in an Iowa 

Cemetery',” b y  D a v i d  A. B r o s e , 

73-74
T r u m p o l d , C l i f f , Hobo Sketches by 

an Amana Station Agent, 103-106; 
Biog. of, following 112 

Turner, Gene, 154
Turner, Roscoe, 148-49; photo of, 148

Unemployment, 76-86, 96-102
Unions, 96-97, 101-2
Upper Iowa University (Fayette), 168

Vagrancy laws (Iowa), 83-84
Varney, Charlotte, 188
Varney, Moses, 188
Victorian symbolism, 62-72
Viele, Philip, 119 j
Vint, Al, 148, 154; photo of, 148

Waite, Harry: photo of, 127 
Walters, John, 148 
Wapello (Iowa), 14-17; photo of, 17 
Washington (Iowa), 14-15, 32-48; photos 

of, 34-35, 43, 47 
Washington, Lewis, 194 
Way, Thomas, 88-90, 92 
Wells. James D., 120 |
West Liberty (Iowa), 187-88 
Wheat harvests, 76-80, 84 
Wheeler, Miss (Mount Pleasant 1860s), 7 j 
White, Jim (legal case), 61 
White, William, 36 
Wild, J. C.: illus. by, 50-51 
Willard, Leroy R., 199-200 
Williams, “Firedown” (hobo), 105 
Williams, Joseph, 55-56, 59 
Wilson, C. J , 36, 43; photo of home, 43 
Wilson, Howard, 38, 40 
Wilson, Thomas S., 54-56, 59-61 
Wittenmyer, Annie, 3 
Wolf, Louis, 148
“A Wolverine Among the Hawkeyes,: 

excerpts from the Rorer Letters,” 
121-125; See also 119 

Women. See Labor, Science 
Women’s Relief Corps, 43. See also 

Ladies’ Aid Society 
W o o d , S h a r o n  E., “My Life Is Not 

Quite Useless; The 1866 Diary of an 
Asylum Bookkeeper, 2-13; Althea 
Sherman and the Birds of Prairie and 
Dooryard: An Iowa Scientist’s Witnes 
to Change,’’ 164-85; biog. of, 1
following 48, 208

Woodcarving, 107-10; photos of, 107-10 
Woodland Cemetery' (Des Moines), 73 
Woodmen of the World, 74 
“Working and Wandering (introduction 

to special section), by G i n a l i e  

S w a i .m , 75
World War II: 146-55

Yarrow, Alfred, 114-15 
You Were Just One of the Unfortunate 

Ones”’, b y  M e r l e  D a v i s , 96-102

Zander, Frank; photo of, 127 
Z e l l e r , J o h n  D. a n d  L o w e l l  J.

S o i k e , A New York Venture in 
Northwest Iowa: The Iselins Build a 
Mill,” 126-38; biog. of, following 160 

Zimmerman, Carl, 159 
Zuber, Herb, 104-6; photo of, 103 
Zuber, Tommy, 106
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CONTRIBUTORS ____________
Richard Acton, the fourth Lord Acton, is a barrister
free-lance writer now living between Oxfordshire, Lng-
land, and Cedar Rapids, Iowa. He is a trustee of the Lin
County Historical Society. A frequent eon n  ni or ,
Palimpsest, Acton was born in Englan , raise( 1  ̂ ,
desia, and was a student of modern lstor> a *
University. He has recently taken his seat in the Ho 
Lords.

Jack Lufkin is a historical curator in the Museum Bureau 
of the State Historical Society ot Iowa. He co-cura 
Society's recent museum exhibit, ' Out of the 1 ,
which displayed all the artifacts appearing in ns 
Lufkin received his B A. in history from . ( nlP̂ 11S .. .
Universitv and his M.A. in history from Iowa State/

versity.

Sharon E. Wood is a doctoral student in American Stu 
ies at the University of Iowa. Her article . > 1'

SUBMISSIONS_____________________

The editor welcomes manuscripts and edited documents 
on the history of Iowa and the M idwest that may ink re 
general reading audience. Submissions t lat ecu 
visual material (photographs, m aps, c 1 aw mgs c 
material culture are also invited. Origina it\ ant sig 
cance of the topic, as well as the quality o ̂ researc
writing, will determine acceptance foi pu } it a ion ■
uscripts should be typewritten, double-space > anc 
low The Chicago Manual o f Style (13th edition). Standard

Compilers of Index:
Katharvn Bine Brosseau received her B.A. in liberal arts✓

from the University of Iowa and has pursued graduate
level studies in Russian/Soviet history. She served as an*

editorial assistant at the State Historical Society.

Terry Ofner is a native of Bettendorf, Iowa. He taught at 
Scattergood Friends School for several years before 
returning to the University of Iowa to pursue graduate 
work in English education. He now' serves as an editorial 
assistant at the State Historical Society.

Boyd White is an M.F.A. student in the University of 
Iowa Writers’ Workshop and assistant editor for the Iowa 
Review. He worked as an editorial assistant at the State 
Historical Society.

length is within ten to twenty manuscript pages, but 
shorter or longer submissions will be considered. Include 
a list of sources used and a brief biographical sketch. 
Because illustrative material is integral to the Palimpsest, 
the editor encourages authors to include photographs and 
illustrations (or suggestions). Please send submissions or 
queries to Ginalie Swaiin, Editor, The Palimpsest, State 
Historical Society of Iowa, 402 Iowa Avenue, Iowa City, 
Iowa 52240.
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The slogan “An Iowa industry by Iowa men and an image of the Statehouse 
decorate a one-pound can of Rex Graphite, a product of Marshall Oil. One 
of dozens of independent oil companies in early twentieth-century Iowa, the 
Marshalltown company manufactured several kinds of axle grease for 
horse-drawn conveyances and later for automobiles. More on early oil 
companies appears in this issue.

THE PALIMPSEST (ISSN 0031-0360) is published quarterly by the State 
Historical Society in Iowa City. Second class postage paid at Iowa City, Iowa. 
Postmaster: send address changes to State Historical Society o f Iowa, 402 Iowa 
Avenue, Iowa City, Iowa 52240.


