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HistoricEl Buildine , Des i!oine s 

by 
VEdgar R. H~rlan 

Former Curator, Historical Dem:irtment of Iowa 

Iowa ro~ance and history alike exist 1 and likP- our o,m 

rild rose in January, await but the sprinr;tiroe warmth of more love 

and e;reater le rr-ins to become more a.nd more a part of Io, a life. 

The germs and roots eYi st in Iovre. from · hich shall snring titles , 

themes, texts .and teTDperamentF.J such as the nglish use in racial 

handlinc of their natione.l arts and philosophy-- if indee these 

are racial, and are handled nationally . 

History is indistinct of meaning to most of us . Th e 

very word ha.a been made to cover too much. Before the word Io a , 

es adapted to geo)rephy, ~sever used, history had been seperat­

ed into its parts . The history of hu ~n:ty itse f, subdivided 

many times ; and the history of other life than that of ankind, 

c&lled natural history. 

Iowa history, therefore , must rest uoon c9mple truth of 

substantial auantity and authentic cheracter, touchin~ life nd 

its activity or evolution, both in the fields of natural and 

humE.n history , e..nd fo r the area in geogranhy to v,hich the name 

Io 8 is or ever was applied. 

A. sickle bar lays low &. swath of grain, each standing 

straw of which holes its load of p.;rE,sAhoo ·ers . When the etra. 

falls ·re cefully bc1.ckv1&.rd the insect host rises, scF<tters for. 1ard 

and about, only to die or again to be rout ed out . Iowa folk were 

like that . Our people hopped into Ione. from the east and els,:P'.'hPre, 

remained awhile, left a grouD of kin or a col ony, then cied or 
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bop1ed again. Hi8tory asks why they hopped; how did they hop; 

what did. they eat; whet did they seek; ,7hich hopped the farthereqt; 

which ,'lere happy and v1hich were not; which throve and which failed; 

which type or individual promised best to maintain and transmit to 

the remotest time tte best in hopperdom. 

How Iowa's effort to ansvrer ther,e aueries, is to lay 

cside and save in orderly renositories, such objects and manu­

script material as reveal by themselves or by other evidence, 

such persons, processes and PVents as shall certainly be en­

countered after yeerA by the seeker who traces affair~ then 

current to their sources. 

Iowa is doubly rich in its hiBtoricfll equipI!'lent. There 

Ere both the Historical Department of IoQa at Des ~o ines and the 

Stete Historicc=,l Society at Iowa City. The la.tter is a voluntary 

assoc1Etion of members whose officials lead the entire western 

country in study of historical materials. The members are charg­

ed a modest fee, and receive many times its eauivalent of value 1n 

pub licPtions. These fees are augmented by legislative appropria­

tions. Collection of historical material at Iowa City is but a 

minor function of thR society. It is mainly an institution for 

research and uublicetion . 

On the other hand the Histori cal Department of Iowa 

at Des .. oines is an arJ"l of thP state, just as are the insurance 

and bankinr departments. Its main function is the collection 

~nd orderly presPrvation of historic&l objects and history sources . 

Let us suppose thet in 1977, '!'Then our state shall be 

twice as old as it is now, the governor shall v,ish to exe,mine Iowa 



-3-

affairs of a hun red years earlier. In response to hiA inquiry, 

the man or woman then doing my work cen send to him indexes on 

John F. Lacey, Horace E. Deeroer, Grenville Ii . Doao-e, William B. 

Allison and many others. 

The Lacey index, assembled from all our divisions, would 

be somev•hat like this : 

From the division of art end autograohs--portrait in oil ; 

60 manuscript addresses on the Iowa G. A. R. , a ,riculture, oioneers , 

recreation, conserv"tion, anc bar as8ocie.tions . 

From the newspaper division--0s~aloosa Herald comDlete 

from 18'5 to 1892, and other files . 

From the Iowa uthors 1 division- -Lacey 1 s digeRt; John 

F. Lacey, a Biography; innumerable namphlets, clippings nd re­

ferences. 

From the museum di vision-- L, cey' s ~•fttch, and other 

~ersonal tokens; Civil rar objects and conmiRsions . 

From the archives division--P pers and letters from 

Lacey to the governors and other state officials during forty 

yee rs. 

From the curator's office files- -Lacey I s lon~ a.nc_ inti­

mate corres~ondence as a la~yer, soldier , legislator in coneress, 

historian and orator with Charles Aldrich, founder of the ~is­

torical Department . 

Can the governor of Io ~a in 1S77 possibly go a.stray up­

on his fEcts, or be unin spired by the s_ irit of Lacey ' s day? 11 

Io,ra &t that time may be interested eno aided thru this source . 

-tis true there will be books and books . But books 

seldom e..re foundations for other books . The Historical Denart­

rnent of Iowa mainly gethers, presP.rves and makes easily s.vailable 
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• 
t e very matter from •1hich Io , books ay be produ red. 

Iowe hae one of the best buildings in mArice dedicatF>a_ 

to the csre and use of its H1storicwl Department. Of fireproof 

construction, it 1A nevert eless not fire roof. Floor~, oors, 

,indow fre.mes ana furniture are of •1ood. Alteretions to fire-
• 

proof ma.terial hc1.ve been biennially sked for, and ?ome time . ill 

be m de. 

Ls" requireA every officiB.l ana employe at the seet of 

government to Dreserve his pre c ssor 1 s re0ords and corres~ond­

ence until they are ten years oln, then to trrnsfe them tote 

1storical Dep rtment. In the archives division they are cle need, 

cl-ssified, filed, 1nde ed 

cupy ,teel cases. In Io 

a enc~ fl ec. in filin bo.·ee t at o c­

as in no ot r st te so surely nd 

rP dily, one can in~ minute find any piper th&t camP. into being 

in ny Io a ofi'ice e.rl er than 1912, providing- it as not de ­

stroyed or lost before trans tission to the Historical building. 

There ls on file the very firRt bill for an act intro-

duced , 1th the ndments pro osed. It iR in isoensi A to one 

AeP. 1ng· inforrr t ion on eclucet ional 1istory. 

The art an auto ra-,:')h col le ct l on r,. nrrA c frr:mt formal )Or­

trE 1 t n in oil, pat 1, bro ze and r.~rol 0 to halftonP nrints, stPel 

en~r,.ving~, p1otogr hs and oodcuts. Thee re dis_lay din one 

of th best- iu ted n" ap~ointed GBll~ri sin tha west. mhere 

re h n · ritten let er, r,.ft of ocu et ~ a t~e 1 e. T1us 

•eh ve L cey 1 s ortr its, a.t "iffe cnt )eriodA of hi8 ife, in 

different [. rtists I medi , an his a ttor."r nh 1ettPrS to Dresi F>nts 

ad states en unon v tal to 1cs. 1: c..re in rr 'Pr, , 1n e g c. s. 

In Io e.. aut ors I di vision, 'hich 1R pF rt of thP 1 ibr" ry, 

re biot,r~ ,, ic 1 01lt .neR in t e for of quPst ions, t'1e an v PT'S 
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to 1!.'hich r.re in autorrauh v:ri tinr, Ythi ch is an oririnal re cord. 

Such an outline afford.a indisp11taol e evidence on the ::_)Oin ts 

vsually sought in the lives of noted 'Jersons. We have 2ns ~Pred 

from these sources many moot questions . Cne concerned t~e cor­

rect spelling of the mid~le name of Gov rnor Show, ~hose biogrF ­

phy, printed in a nuwber of reliable ryublicetions, identifies 

Leslie ortimer Shav, as Lesslie . ortler Sha • His f11lly mritten 

ncSmP., in a broEd, firm h&nc1 mah'rn of thiA sheF>t of nBp""r e sunreme 

court uuon this noint . 

And the mine of ne rnoapers 1 Bulk? Surely. So much 

tl-iat no sin ·le individual or sPociation in Io ,~ sl-i.oula bA ex-

pected to provide spece for it . 

infividu~l no or later rrorat,:, 

For shoula tl--te public, or an-y 

t P po 1 r to ne~l ct or abe~don 

it. ·Tlie Ottum a Courier, for in~tunce, hes a run of Rome seventy 

yeers . When in 1910 t,u11Pa c1-i~11enced r ra1lroEd 1 s ri 0 ·1-it to 

use ite Rtreets, our collection had the very issue, ryubliR~ea in 

the 50 1 8, in lVhich appeared thP. offici;::il notice, ordinance D.nd 

record of the city council on tte subject . 

:t is e. cl.s SA le tale of Geo r_ e E. Robert i:-1 that \'7hen 

Coin ' r=i finenciEl school WPS vreeninr: the country witr its doctrine, 

I .. r. Roberts com')iled, ma inly from our files, the facts he '11 rshalled 

in refutation. So 11 sound money 11 met "fiat. 11 na by tre way hoever 

hebrd of U.S. gold coin not pas~in~ st par? A letter from St. Lrniis 

to res i dent of Dubuc.' e re flt""~ t11.:: t e1 lr:?h c.. t'1int, ha:'.')pened in the 

forties . The letter is not pror""rly part of the ne~soaper division , yPt 

e crJ ss reference to 1 t in the manuscri 'lt di vis ion our,ht te> put c.ny 

future RobPrt~ in the wuy of finding it . 

And so, b:.r cross reference, not yet con-,leted, ..... ,rhich 
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makes all di vis ions int ercom□un ... cat 1 ve, one m:;..y b e tro11.£l'.'1t to 

t~e cross qe~tion of events of ny Given Iowa ~oint of time or 

nlace . 

TherP ~111 be no men of Iowa, bode a &dams f 0 ll for 

e.ny len~:t', of timP W)On Iol'Ta soil, "lho c-nnot be s-r-n ana esti­

m ted Fith practic&.l exactnP.AS, from tl--Je reso11rces I h2.vP. n&111ed . 

11 .el1cs 11 he v littlf> value se-,e .ss t'i.ey illustrt:-.te some 

im~ortEnt ~erson, orocess or evPnt. Onlv objects barn~ t1et 

au.s..lity a.rP. admitted nov, to our mllse1m. oreovPr t~e muAeum has 

t~P sa'Te r ccuracy end f 1 1lnF>RS of identification u.s on , s,rn.,.,ort 

unon evidence in a court of record. 

Of 0 uch" char-cter is L cey 1 s watch and a hun red 

thonse.nd other objects . _ e&r Lecey 1 c 18 t'1i:> vs-~ch thEt irkrrmod 

c·- rried <in his )il1:rim"' ees from Io ·r Cj ty to Do.-✓ enryort during 

It told hira fuen to ex'>')ect d1s1 ~tches of battles , 

)f v'h::.c he had recei V""d "dVD ce TP&.il E viceA . T~P lcte Jue ~e 

Eicheluer_er of Bloomfield ~riteP , in our ~E-nu 0 cri"t ~lvlsi0n , 

ho ·'1en he W's c re ,orter on ~ D vennort :i:,r'>')er, 11 '"'ld S 11 011ld 

my"ltPr~ously show U:) ;..nc h"'unt t'r-tP telP.0ranh offices, o· Ei,...1el­

bF-r ·pr mtc' P l-ii"Il Cu1 how unf'rri --ly hP c.:::11.wht for is n"n~r 

first, many tre ~noun ~nnou ce1PntP to -ow9 rerdprs . 

Of likP chtracter is t e Dauer t& P ~1th inor ssea dots 

end 6.c1. hes , C:onP in the U£U,-l co r;rn of tPl 0 :-rrenh businAss in the 

~Poku'~ o-f"fice, vhi c :.1 irn) rtAd to a nat·o el official tP nore.tily 

· t h~s home, th8 first nevs of Lincoln's ~saP~ination . 

rloY arP these rv:iterials nsed? ThP. r--reatPr Dert, in 

number , by being mPrely seen . But ecores of re~uest~ ·remade 

e&c11 u 0 P~ by officials &nd nrofe"'s1onal riersonR, .nd t 11ru these 

chqnnels our "ork pesPeP unident fiPd intn thP current of' tho· "·ht 

en action of the state . That is 01Jr su.bpt.s::ntial contribution. 
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(mE+-ter omitted) 

The 0resent C'Ur<:Jtor an•" his 1 oyal st ff ob. erve each 

yer-.r the peAsing of Iow citizens of v•eslth, 1.'1 o neitrier have 

descPndents nor m0 lrn becmests to philcmthro y. The five per cent 

collatercl inheritance tax on their estate l~st year n~ttPd 

.,, 750,000. That sum dis a l')e red ,.r:1one; g-eneral state moneys, nd 

left no impression. If the .,15 , 000,000 t e tax re-:,resented could, 

thru love for and pri e in our Rt te, be in ever so s~all a~ c­

tion divert ea. to allayin,..,. Io a -pain, ie;!'lorc...nce and lov• ideals, it 

wo11ld n;o far toward fixino- credit• bly forRver the nam r->R of our 

neo-ile, t~ t vanish so soon after distribution of the resources 

of the de.: d . 




