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T he Capitol grounds have been evolving through planned and  

unplanned actions for more than 150 years. The 1857 Constitution 

established Des Moines as the capital. The commissioners appointed to 

choose a site decided on land donated by Wilson Alexander Scott and  

Harrison Lyon. Located on the east side of the Des Moines River, on a 

gently rising hill, the site for the Iowa State Capitol began with fewer than 

10 acres.  

 
The Old Brick Capitol was built in the center of that 10-acre plot, and the 

area to the north was used as a public park until work began on the  

present day Capitol. In 1884, the two-year process of moving from the 

Old Brick Capitol to the new Capitol began. The state commissioned John 

Weidenman to design the first formal decoration of the grounds.  

Weidenman’s plans for the west approach to the Capitol included plantings    

statues, and walkways.  

 

The State held some additional land but not necessarily land adjacent to 

the Capitol. In 1909, legislation was passed, and in 1913, the Thirty-Fifth 

General Assembly enacted controversial legislation to acquire additional 

land. A commission was formed to locate a purposed monument honoring 

the long-serving U.S. Senator William B. Allison. E.L. Masqueray was hired 

as the architect expert focusing on the selection of a proper site for the 

proposed Allison Memorial. Masqueray’s plan detailed the placement of 

buildings and potential monuments. Growth of the Capitol Complex, as 

known today, began.  
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Section One 

The Beautification of the Capitol Grounds 
A snapshot of events surrounding the 1913 Capitol Extension.  
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The Beautification of the Capitol Grounds 

Background. United States Senator William Boyd Allison died in 1908. In 
recognition of his congressional career spanning 44 years of service and his 
national stature,  plans were begun immediately to erect a suitable  
monument upon the Capitol grounds to honor his life and achievements.1 
The General Assembly enacted legislation in 1909,2 creating a special  
commission to locate and erect a suitable monument, in addition to the  
145-foot Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument, which had been erected in the 
mid-1890s. The commission consisted of Civil War General Grenville Dodge,  
president; Curator Edgar R. Harlan, secretary; Governor B. F. Carroll;  
Senator A. F. Frudden; and Representative O. H. Holmes.3 

 
The problem with erecting a suitable monument was finding a suitable  
location. At the dawn of the Twentieth Century, the Capitol grounds  
consisted of little more than the ground on which the Statehouse stood, 
roughly 10 acres. Most of the surrounding land was privately held, and the 
properties south of the Capitol were a squalid collection of shacks and  
shanties.4 The area was so unsightly that studies were undertaken to move 
the gigantic Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument to a better location.5 

 

At the same time, the Capitol itself was seriously overcrowded. Several 
agencies were actually housed in legislative space: the Board of Education 
met in the Office of the Speaker of the House, and the four employees of 
the Commerce Counsel were housed in the Lieutenant Governor’s office. 
Both were obliged to temporarily relocate during the legislative session.6  

 
Legislation. In January 1913, Governor Carroll addressed the General  
Assembly:  
 
A comprehensive scheme for enlarging the Capitol grounds should be 
adopted by you and plans made for the eventual acquiring of the lands to 
be added to the present holdings of the State. I would recommend that the 
State buy all of the grounds lying between East Ninth and East Twelfth 
streets beginning at Capitol Avenue and extending to the railroad tracks at 
1Placement of the Allison Memorial. XI Annals of Iowa 1, Historical Dept. of Iowa,  p.63 (1913) 
233rd General Assembly, Chapter 251 (1909) 
3Iowa, Its History & Its Foremost Citizens, Volume 2, p.657 (1918) 
4Abstracts and Arguments, Rowley v. Clark, Iowa Supreme Court, p.64  (Sept. 1916)  
5Proposed Improvement of the Iowa State Capitol Grounds, XI Annals of Iowa 2-3, Historical Dept. of Iowa,   
  p.106 (1913) 
 



the foot of the hill to the south. The grounds thus acquired lying south of 
Walnut Street should be parked and beautified and upon them should be 
placed the Allison monument and such other monuments as may be 
erected in the future and when the State shall build an executive mansion 
it should be placed upon the high point of ground to the southeast of the 
Capitol building. Upon the block immediately east of the State House and 
south of Capitol Avenue should be located a judicial building. . .7 

 

In 1913, the Thirty-fifth General Assembly enacted legislation to  
comprehensively address these problems; the Act garnered substantial  
majority support in both the House and Senate. This legislation became 
Chapter 14 of the Code of Iowa. It provided for a tax to purchase properties 
surrounding the Statehouse upon which to build additional office buildings, 
an Allison memorial, and a heating plant. The Act also provided for  
enlarging the grounds around the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument and the 
historical building, and generally enlarging the Capitol grounds.8 The area in 
question amounted to some 50 to 60 acres.  
 

The legislation was controversial, and the process used to enact the bill 
drew howls of protest. House File 669 was voted out as a House Committee 
on Appropriations bill on April 3, 1913, and passed by the House on April 8. 
The bill was published in the House Journal, but copies were not distributed 
to the members. The Senate passed the bill the same day, after suspending 
rules prohibiting such action. By way of comparison, a noncontroversial bill 
in 2012 took 56 days from introduction to gubernatorial approval.9 

 

House File 669. Sections 1 and 3 of the Act authorized a property tax, 
levied annually for 10 years, at a fixed rate for the first two years, raising 
some $460,000 annually for two years, and for the remaining eight years 
set at a rate to raise $150,000 annually.10 Over the decade, the tax would 
raise over $2,000,000.11  
 
   Section 2 stated that all monuments, buildings, terraces, streets, and 

other improvements would follow the Allison Memorial Commission plan. 

 

7Notes. XI Annals of Iowa 1, supra, p.73. 
8House File 669; 35th General Assembly, Chapter14 (1913) 
9Senate File 72. 84th General Assembly (2012). 
10Abstracts and Arguments, supra, p.241 
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   Section 4 authorized the Executive Council to purchase any or all of the 

property surrounding the Capitol within the next 10 years.   

   Sections 9 and 12 financed these purchases by authorizing the Executive 

Council to issue tax anticipation warrants, sold at face value and at an  

interest rate no greater than 5 percent. A tax anticipation warrant is a form 

of debt obligation, with the proceeds pledged to a specific purpose, and  

secured by future tax revenue. Section 12 also provided that the actual 

warrants could be issued to a property owner to satisfy the purchase price. 

No warrants could be issued in excess of the taxes authorized to be levied.   

Section 8 specifically stated that none of these costs could be paid from 
the general funds and revenues of the state; all costs must be paid  
otherwise than from the fund. This restriction would play a key role in the 
subsequent judicial review of this Act. 

 
In summary, the Act directed the Executive Council to purchase specified 

properties surrounding the Statehouse within a 10-year period,  

contracting for those sales at any time. The purchases were funded by  

interest-bearing notes, with the proceeds of those notes placed into a  

specific fund. Rather than including a series of biennial appropriations, the 

Act issued warrants in anticipation of the future revenue. On the theory 

that the gradual acquisition of the lands would result in gradual and  

enormous increases in cost, this provision for anticipating the proceeds of 

the tax and for immediate acquisition of the lands was devised. 

 

 

Public reaction. The view around the state was that the entire plan was 
an effort to benefit Des Moines, at the expense of all Iowa taxpayers. 
There were allegations that the properties were held on option by Des 
Moines speculators, and that the actual costs of the properties would far 
exceed the amount provided for in the legislation. A political campaign ad 
of the day asked in bold letters: 

 
The mighty National Capitol at Washington only has 58.8 acres. 
Why this unnecessary tax for such large grounds? And why does  
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Iowa need an 80-acre farm in the heart of Des Moines for her  
Capitol Grounds?12 

 
The bill also had supporters. The venerable old Civil War General, Grenville 
Dodge, wrote: 

 
  Ever since the soldiers’ monument was set down among a lot of shacks  
  just south of the Capitol, the soldiers of Iowa have been up in arms for  
  the extension of the grounds to give a proper setting to this splendid  
  monument. . . . I predict that no citizen of Iowa and especially no veteran  

who visits the Capitol and sees the setting of our great soldiers’ monument  
with proper surroundings, but will thank the legislature and the governor.13 

 
The legal issue—Iowa debt limitation. In Iowa government, debts are 

treated in detail and very seriously. Article VII, §2, of the Iowa Constitution 

deals specifically with state-incurred debt. The state may contract debts for 

casual deficits, failures in revenues, or to meet expenses not otherwise  

provided for; however, such debt shall never exceed $250,000. Article VII, 

§5, allows for a higher debt limitation under more restrictive conditions. The 

debt must be authorized by a law which: 

 

 

  identifies a single work or object;  

  imposes and provides for the collection of a direct annual tax, sufficient 
 to pay the debt and interest within 20 years, and has been submitted 
 to the people and approved by a majority of all the votes cast;  

  has been published in at least one newspaper in each county, if one is 
 published therein, throughout the state, for three months preceding 
 the election at which it is submitted to the people. 

 

The Act complied with three of these requirements, but it was not submitted 
to a vote of the people. 

 

Litigation. In 1913, litigation14 was commenced in both Van Buren and 
Wapello County District Court, both contending that the purchase program 
set out in the Act was unconstitutional as a debt that was not submitted to  

12Atlantic News-Telegraph, November 2, 1914 
13Adams County Union Republican, September 30, 1914. 
14Rowley v. Clark, 162 Iowa 732 (1913). 
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the people for approval. The district courts upheld this challenge and voided 

the sale of tax anticipation warrants. An appeal was immediately taken to 

the Iowa Supreme Court, which reversed the ruling of the district court and 

reinstated the warrants.  

 

Essentially, the issue was whether a tax anticipation warrant was a debt  

subject to the restrictions of Article V of the Iowa Constitution; specifically, 
the requirement that a debt be subject to the vote of the people. In  

December 1913, the Iowa Supreme Court unanimously ruled that a tax  

anticipation warrant was not a debt within the meaning of the Iowa  

Constitution, reversing the ruling of the district court and reinstating the  

statutory scheme.  

 
The Court noted generally that the anticipation warrants were not technically 

a “debt,” because no mechanism existed to enforce its collection, beyond 

any money actually available in the fund—the state was not bound to pay 

the debt. Noting the principle that an Act of one General Assembly cannot 

bind a subsequent General Assembly, the Court stated that the General  

Assembly could repeal the tax at any time. In part, the Court stated that tax 

anticipation warrants, collectible within the biennial period and payable 

therefrom, do not create a debt within the meaning of that term as used in 

the Iowa Constitution. These warrants do not constitute a debt on the theory 

that funds are regarded as (for all practical purposes) already in the treasury 

and the contracts made upon the strength of these warrants are treated as 

cash transactions because the ultimate receipt of these funds was certain 

from the collection of taxes within the biennial period, satisfying the  

requirements of Article VII, §2, of the Iowa Constitution. 

 
 

The Act also provided for tax and anticipation warrants, beyond the current 
biennium, sufficient to provide $150,000 annually, for a 10-year period. The 
Court stated that: 
 

Each of the other departments legislative and executive are under  
precisely the same obligation to know these [the provisions of the  
Constitution] and obey and it ought not to be said that such obligation  
rests more lightly on the one than on the other. . . . [U]ntil the contrary  

 



appears beyond reasonable doubt the courts will proceed on the theory 
that the legislative and executive departments have obeyed its  
commands and will yield to its injunctions. . .15 

 
The Court presumed that the Executive Council, in issuing tax anticipation 
warrants, would follow the restrictions set out in Article VII, §§2 and 5, of 
the Iowa Constitution. 

 
The aftermath.  By 1915, the land purchases were complete and  

demolition well under way. The state paid out almost $1,125,000 in the 

purchase of 247 lots owned by 190 persons. The complete purchase was 

made at about $75,000 under the estimate.16 In 1919, the Executive 

Council submitted a report on Capitol extension expenditures and receipts. 

By that year, the special tax had raised $1,442,000. The amount actually  

expended for the purchase of grounds and leaseholds totaled $1,172,000. 

The amount actually expended for the improvement of  the grounds was 

$461,179.17
 

 

 

 

 

 

By 1920, seven years had been spent in turning an eyesore into one of 

prettiest places in the state, transforming some 16 or more city blocks into 

a great park with drives featuring shrubs, green grass, and trees in  

abundance. Grading of the grounds was completed and the grounds  

seeded down and trees planted.18 The Bryant Public School at Grand and 

Penn avenues was purchased and work was completed on a viaduct across 

what is now Court Avenue.  

 
The whole project was neatly summed up in 1917: 
 
The extension and reconstruction of the Capitol grounds has been an  
undertaking of magnitude. The Capitol will have a magnificent setting, 
unexcelled by like grounds in any state, when the work is completed. 
While all of us in Iowa did not agree as to the wisdom of providing this 
setting, at so large a cost, the matter is no longer debatable, and it now 
is proper for the state to rejoice that so long as the extension was to be 
made no half-way measures were adopted. Iowa is able to afford the 
best, even in Capitol grounds.19 

15Rowley v. Clark, id, pg.756. 
16The Emmetsburg Democrat, November 21, 1915 
17The Evening Courier and Reporter, Waterloo, Iowa, February 6, 1919. 
18Cedar Rapids Evening Gazette, July 7, 1920. 
19Iowa City Citizen, November 23, 1917. 
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Section Two 

Proposed Improvement of the Iowa State Capitol Grounds 
By Edgar R. Harlan (Curator of the Historical Department of Iowa) 

From the book Annals of Iowa, Volume XI, July-October, 1913, Des Moines, Iowa 
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Section Three 

Court Photographs of the Iowa State Capitol circa 1913 
Digitally reproduced photographs originally submitted to the Iowa Supreme Court with 
the brief filed as part of the court battle over the tax levy imposed to fund the Capitol 
extension. 
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A view showing the surroundings west and a little to the south of the Capitol building 

Another view of the Capitol and Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument which may 
be seen from all railway trains going in an easterly direction 
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Another view showing the Capitol from the railway tracks and the point at which the 
Capitol can best be seen if the intervening structures were removed. 

 

It is estimated that a million passengers a month pass along these tracks with the  
opportunity to view the Capitol from this point. 

Locust Street immediately west of the Capitol and main approach to the Capitol  
building and the direct view from both East and West Locust Street 
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View showing buildings in close proximity to the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument 

This view shows the grounds within 50 feet of the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument 
and 325 feet from the Capitol grounds. In the upper left-hand corner of the picture 
is barely seen a part of the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument. 
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Another view to the south of the Capitol and Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument 

This view is south of the Capitol and between the 
view from the railroad tracks and looks across the 
proposed site for the Allison Monument. 

View south of the Capitol and within the vicinity of  
the site for the proposed Allison Monument 
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Another view of the heating plant and buildings north of the Statehouse 

A view northeast of the Capitol showing how the view of the Capitol and 
the Historical Building is obstructed by buildings at such close proximity. 
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The customary view of the heating plant 
during cold weather. The prevailing wind 
being from the north, this cloud of smoke 
is constantly carried over the Capitol 
grounds.  

The view immediately in front of the Capitol building to the north on Tenth Street. The 
north and west entrances are the main entrances to the Statehouse. 
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This view is taken 250 feet east of the Capitol grounds and 250 feet south 
of the Historical Building. 

Another view east of the Capitol grounds and in the vicinity of building site if office 
building is ever constructed 
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Another view showing the buildings and grounds south of the Capitol and the  
Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument. 

Another view taken east of the Statehouse and forming a part of one of the  
principal drives around the Capitol grounds. 
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Section Four 

Newspaper Articles Regarding the Iowa State Capitol 
Grounds Expansion 
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LeMars, Iowa 
January 9, 1914 

LeMars  Semi-Weekly  Sentinel 
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Altoona, Iowa 
January 22, 1914 



Marion, Iowa 
February 5, 1914 
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Algona, Iowa 
February 20, 1914 
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Corning, Iowa 
September 30, 1914 

Adams County Union-Republican 



September 30, 1914 
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Emmetsburg, Iowa 
October 15, 1914 

Palo Alto Reporter 



Oxford Junction, Iowa 
1914 
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Spencer, Iowa 
October 28, 1914 
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Cedar Rapids, Iowa 
October 31, 1914 



November  2, 1914 
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Atlantic News-Telegraph 
Continued from previous page 
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South Side of the Capitol West Side of the Capitol 

East Side of the Capitol North Side of the Capitol 
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