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IOWA 
A Celebration of Land, 

People & Purpose 

"Iowa is that pecial place which 
ha crafted itself to claim a big 
part of the future but, at the same 
time, never sacrificed tho e values 
of person and community on 
which a ucces ful ociety must 
rest. From my perch, I see Iowa as 
a unique blend of land and people 
and purpose." 

- Hugh Sidey 

In the 150 years since its founding 

as the 29th state, Iowa has blended 

a rural society with modern urban 

culture. Yet it remains a place 

where common sense and nature's 

rhythms prevail. It has no towering 

mountains, great forests, or oil 

fields. But it does, more than any 

other area of equal size, possess 

renewable resources of soil and 

talented, caring men and women­

and well,educated children who 

will carry Iowa's legacy into a new 

century of proud stewardship and 

solid achievement. 
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hrough fickle winds of blizzards and heat, floods and drought, Iowans have emerged a 
unique people. A people who steward the land and feed the world; a people who love 

God and help their neighbors; a people who understand their place 1n the world and have the 
most uncommon common sense. 

We are first and foremost good people. We believe in hard work, honesty, and commit, 
men t co public service. We know that the education of our children is the ticket to our future, 
and from the one,room township schoolhouse co the fiber optic network, we have never 

doubted our faith in education. 
Whether we live in city or country, apartment or farmhouse, we are not far from the land. 

Our values are grounded in the deep black earth that covers this state. 
We are people committed to quality. The productivity and skill of our workers in Iowa gets 

the job done right, the first ume. 
The Sesquicentennial offers Iowa the perfect opportunity to reflect on our proud history, plan 

for a bright future, and most importantly, celebrate who we are-a state of neighbors and f am, 
ilies and small communities. 
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A nniversaries, by definition, occur every year. Most pass with barely a nod. Some 

anniversaries, though, we recognize as mileposts. They give us occasion to pause, 

measure how far we have co1ne, and peer into the possibilities of the future . Iowa's 

Sesquicentennia l in 1996 ma rks t h e 150th year o f o ur s tate h ood . Iowans 

have always thought of our home as a quiet place, 

where cha nges, like the seasons, move a t their 

leisure. N ow, from the vantage point of this land, 

mark year, we see c learly that our accumulated 

progress has been breathtaking. In 1846, when Iowa 

became the 29t h state, we were a soc iety of 

immigrant pioneer , staking our hopes on a stark, 

de1nanding prairie. By our 1896 Golden Jubilee, we 

had own the seeds of our destiny no t on ly as a 

farming state, but as a heartland center for industry 

a nd trade. At ou r Cente nnia l in 1946, we 

ce leb rate d the e nd of W o rld War II a nd the 

beginning of an era of growth and creativity that 

would bring Iowa to a place of prominence in our 

nation and abroad. Today, the products of our fields feed the world and the product 

of our manufacturing plants are staples in countless homes, fanns, and businesses. 

Iowa,built systems provided the communications links that let billions watch and 

listen as Apollo 11 took the first earthlings to the moon. Iowa men and women, 

products of our renowned educational system, have always been among our nation's 

great innovators, artists, humanitarians, leaders, and doers. T his book is dedicated to 

all those pioneers who came-and continue to come- to make their homes in our 

beautiful state. Gathered at this Sesquicentennial milepost , we look forward to 

tomorrow, as unbounded as our vision and as free as our drea ms. 

The Honorable Robert D. Ray 
Chairman, 
Iowa Sesqu icentennia l Commiss ion 
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"IS THIS HEAVEN?" 

'No, o's lowA • 

TWIUGH SCENE 

IN JOHNSTON, 

POLK COUNTY 



INTRODUCTION: IOWA'S LANGUAGE 
By Hugh Sidey 

The psalm from the movie Field of Dreams-"Is this 

heaven ? N o, it's lowa"-has taken its place in the 

sound,bite fi rmament, but its lilt is as old and true as 

the land. O n first viewing Iowa in 1804 , Captain 

Meriwether Lewis described what he saw as "the most 

beautiful prospect." Thirty years lacer, the Reverend Era Hyde would call it "glorious, 

broad, free, soul,kindling country." And today, Dan Offenberger of Shenandoah says, 

"I am convinced chat Iowa is now one of the most livable places on earth ." I confess 

prejudice as a person born and reared in Iowa. Yet, in living beyond its borders and 

returning eagerly and often, I have scrutinized Iowa as part of a continental mosaic 

of people and land. It is truly a special place. There is harmony and ample elbow 

room and a human proportion that has been squandered in so many other areas in 

the nation. Iowa has a subtle magic that was God,given at first, but has been pro, 

tected and enlarged by Iowa's generations and now yields a culture that has remark, 

able virtues. S o often in my long journeys, Iowa has floated up as a touchstone for 

food production, good kids and common sense. "You like coming back?" Senator 

John Kennedy once asked me as we bumped through the spring air on board the 

Caroline in his quest for the presidency. He was looking down at the vivid land,quilt 

as we crossed the Mississippi River and lowered coward Cedar Rapids. 
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FARMER AND 

,RANDSON NIAR 

N ORTH LIBERTY, 

JuHNSON COUNTY, 

1946 

"S " I d "I h ure, answere . t 1s 01ne. 

You have to under rand the pra1nc." 

I recall that he bobbed hts head 

and gnnned. He liked that. He was 

intrigued by the unfamiltar, by the 

hint of adventure. For a few long 

seconds, he was silen t, staring at the 

rich greens and b lack& filling the 

cabin window. "My world is beaches 

and oceans," he said. "But I always 

remember something Robert Frost 

said: 'It's a shame to grow crops and 

run them through animals for food, 

because that black Iowa soil looks 

good enough to eat as it is.' " 

TI1at tempting black Iowa soil, a 

full quarter of all the nation's prime 

farmland, has yie lded much mo re 

than grain ( which , when all is said 

and done, may be the lesser product). 

That soil has produced a rare and 



FARMER AND 

GRANDSON 

NEAR N ORWA1K, 

WARREN COUNlY 

seamless community that is state~ 

wide-a people woven together by 

shared concerns and disciplines who 

rema in bound to the exciting and 

dazz ling cyc les of nature, yet 

schooled, capitalized and equipped 

fo r the g loba l vi llage a nd the 

informatio n high way. 

After the disturbing summit 

between Kennedy a nd Nikita 

Khrushchev in Vienna in 1961, I 

asked the President for his personal 

assessment of the Soviet boss. H e 

waved my questi on aside with a 

grimace and sa id , "You r damned 

Iowans are about the only people he 

seems to respect. N othing seems to 

both er him but the fea r that h e 

can't feed his people . If he ever 

invaded the U.S., I think he would 

head straight for Iowa." 
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W hen I was among an adventure, 

so me band of Americans who 

arrived in C hina with Ri c hard 

Nixon in 1972, about the only solid 

link with the West chat I saw there 

was so me pa mphlets o n farming 

from Iowa State University, neatly 

preserved in a rack at a state farm. 

Once in Moscow when I was 

introduced to Leonid Brezhnev1 he 

looked monumentally bored with my 

credentials until Nixon expla ined 

that I hailed from Iowa. Brezhnev's 

heavy lids shot up, and he actually 

smiled. "Good place," he said. "Lots 

of co rn and hogs. 11 Mikha il 

Gorbachev had the same reaction 

years later in the White House at 

one of those noisy, milling recep, 

tions. "I know about Iowa," said 

Gorbachev, who once was the politi, 

cal overseer of Soviet agriculture. "I 

respect and admire what they do." 
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COFFEE TIMf AT A 

IOCAl REPAIR <;HOP, 

RINGGOW COUN'Y 

.., __ ,._,r 

CHIIDR[N Of 

HISPANIC MIGRANT 

WORKfRS AT SCHOOi 

IN MUSCATINE, 

MUSCATINE COUNTY, 

EARIY 1960S 



LUNCHTIME AT NOhlN 

PLAZA, DOVVNT0VVN 

DfS MoiNES, 

POIK COIJNTY 

NIKITA KHRUSHCHEV 

AND ROSVVl:ll GARST 

AT A RECEPTION 

WELCOMING THE 

SoviET lfAOER TO 

IOWA, 1958 
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4 H CtUb orrinRS 

SlANDIN(, f'f:OUD, 

SK)UX COUN"Y, 

1950s 

W h en national atten tLon began to 

focus o n Iowa because of Lts ea rly 

pres identta l caucu es, I lost track of 

the n umbe r of my colleagues wh o 

ca me back we ll chilled fro m t h e 

winte r winds but fasc Lna ted by th e 

pe rvas ive huma n warmth a nd t h e 

high degree of understanding among 

the people about what was a t stake. 

At a semina r at Ya le o n e time, I 

found myself with one of the facul ty 

me mbe rs who screen ed s tud e nt 

a pplicatio ns. Who would ge t the 

cov e ted acce pta n ces , I as ked. 

Witho ut h es ita tio n, th e ma n 

responded that a boy or a girl from 

Iowa \vho stood near the top of the 

c lass and had been a leader in his 

church or community was an almost 

certa Ln winner. " It 1s remarkable," he 

said, "year after year, how those k1<ls 

out the re lead 1.n the cesnng and have 

so much character." 

After the te rri ble floods of 1993, 

N BC anchorman Tom Brokaw, who 

h ad prod uced some of his nightly 

sh ows fro1n Iowa during the c risis, 

grabbed my arm. "You'd have been 

proud of ch ose Iowans," he to ld me. 

"They were Just magnificent, he lping 

each o ther, giving to each other." 

Providence did not simply select a 

special group of people and put them 

down in some primordia l lo ttery on 

tha t garden spot be tween the great 

rive rs. Pres ident Tho mas Jeffe rson 

bought the 36 million acres of Iowa, 

a long with a lo t of lesser territo ry in 

the LouLsLana Purchase, fo r about four 

cents an acre. Few people, 1f any, really 

und e rstood t h a t the area was the 

world's greatest renewable resource, a 

haven of wealth beyond reckoning. 

But, to those who had the heart to 

breast the vasm ess of the prairie and 

the mind to listen and learn, tha t 

land formed a base that, in the words 

of author John Madson, was "a reposL, 

to ry of traditiona l a ttitudes tha t are 

me tered out through the root system 

in subtle but powerful ways. le is a 

region whose soil base has lent the 

freedom and stability that men need 

to reach free and stable conclusions." 

Stable and even-always tha t. 

The wealth of soi l had been ladled 

out generously from border to border. 



A R,.HI EC T!, AT A 

BL,IIDlNG , TE, 

( HARTINc, lowA's 

The rain with heavenly regularity 

brushed the hills and swales. The 

extremes of cold and heat were ub, 

clued. God seemed to cradle the land 

in His hand and make it the taproot 

of this republic. Every part of Iowa 

was equally good, and people spread 

themselves evenly across the abun, 

dance. Communities, schools and 

churches followed in logical patterns. 

Then roads and railroads, uninhibited 

by mountains and forests, were 

rushed across the gentle swells, 

scratching squares between the fields. 

No big cities grew up, just towns, 

small and big, and then bigger. 

Those half,doze n truly urban 

areas are, in reality, loose confedera, 

tions of neighborhoods and towns 

ben1gnly t1tch1ng together office 

building , un1versiue~, hopping 

mall and service center~. Traffic 

Jams are rarely worthy of the name. 

Bue the enterpr1 es-in urance, 

publishing, and rran porcat1on, to 

name a few-are of nattonal stature. 

The deep black earth and vaulted 

sky speak Iowa's language. It can be 

heard in the hannony of seasons by 

chose who are born and live here, 

and is carried forever by those who 

wander. It 1s a language of patience 

and common sense and joy in hard 

work. It is the language of achieve, 

ment, of growing corn and soybean 

and hogs and cat tl e beyond 

imagining. It is, after 150 years of 

settling and learning, a language of 

enlightened progress and renewal. 

Iowa whispered to me \.vhen I \.Vas 

a young boy gro\.v1ng up 1n 

Greenfield. tories were told at the 

family table of Great,grandfather 

nding the railroad as far a it went, 

then striding off over unmarked 

prairie to find a ho1ne and found a 

1 i ve I ihood. I listened to those 

blizzards when the sno\.v ble"v para!, 

lei to the ground and hrieked their 

warnings, only partly heeded by 

bundled, laughing kid . I listened to 

the soft pring air ,vhen gardening 

wa a ritual of family love, with the 

sigh of earth being newly turned, of 

robins scolding, and of twilight 

suppers ,vith Mocher and Father 

beneath fragrant lilacs. 

IA 

17 



A BIRD'~-£YE VIEW 

OF ELDORADO, 

fAYE~E COUNTY 



I read Iowa's language in literature 

and tn history books-stories of 

early far iner marveling becau c 

they plowed up more birds' ne ts 

than stones, of the terrible beauty of 

sun and 1nfin1te honzon that drove 

the ri1nid back tnto the forests but 

revealed ,cs marvelous secrets to the 

wtse and strong, of Henry A. 

Wallace out of the soil of my own 

county, of hybrid grains and animals 

and new machines and fertilizers 

chat produced enough food to fuel a 

nation and a world that stood 1n 

awe of Iowa's achievement. 

I heard the language of Iowa in a 

church base1nent with threshing 

crews eating a mountain of potatoes 

and a ton of pot roast. And I lis, 

tened co Iowa laughter, a ceaseless 

as the pratrie wind-life,sustaintng 

laughter 111 the depths of drought 

and depression, laughter from a 

twtnkle,eyed fa rm er whose only 

wealth wa his wit. Know how to get 

rid of grasshoppe rs? Take two 

lengths of cwo,by,four, catch a hop, 

per, put it on one board and slam 

the other one down on the insect. 

Just keep it up until they're all gone. 

Iowa's language now is heard in 

the whir of factories, an accompani, 

inent to the eternal rustling, ripening 

grain. Ir is now fitted to better educa, 

tion, higher kills, new products and 

se rvi ces, and distant markets. It 

speaks through fiber,optic cables that 

run through the ancient valleys of 
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Tl E DEs MOINES 

RIVER AND CAtW< "Y 

SKYUNF AT ThV1 GHT 

POLK C()UI'< 'Y 

the Nodaway and Waps1p1nicon rivers. It cells of an urban,rural alchemy of well,being that is unequaled in any other state. 

Factories and laboratories in low profile have taken up residence in the vast expanses of grain , for the most part quiet, 

uncomplaining and industrious neighbors in productivity. Russia's Aeroflot planes use a collision,avoidance system made in 

Iowa, the Disney empire uses software from the state, and Manhattan c loaks ome of its skyscrapers with sheets of Iowa, 

made insulated glass. The sheets roll out on trucks night and day along the great highways chat feed into the ocher rates, 

most of them less than two days' drive away. 

Today in Iowa there are about 100,000 businesses, tiny and large, scattered among 100,000 farms, which themselves 

have become businesses with management techniques matching those of the banks and insurance firms and upply 

companies that serve agriculture. There a re a thousand cities and towns, many of chem now reshaping themse lve 

for a new wave of Iowa culture. 

No l0wa farmer now lives more than 25 miles from a hospita l. There is no high ,school student 

who cannot try his or her hand at basketball or French. And there is no Iowan anywhere in the 

state who is more than 20 minutes fro1n the sublime call of a meadowlark. 





A RICH , 
GENTLE & WATERED LAND 

By Cornelia F. Mute! 

',,/ IOWA: it means beautiful 

land. A land whose beauty lies 

in her natural wealth. Land of 

green and brown, of life and 

earth, of rivers and sky, of grasses waving in the breeze. Land 

of hybrid grasses, of cornfields, of yellowing kernels encased in 

drying husks etched against the hot blue sky. Iowa: for many 

thousands of years, a land of grasses. Native peoples knew it 

thus for thousands of years before European settlement. An 

ample land of favorable climate, well~watered both from above 

and under the ground, the land we now call Iowa lay in th.e 

heart of the taltgrass prairie, one of Earth's largest and most 

productive grasslands. 

CANADA GOLDENROD 

IN TALL GRASS PRAIRIE, 

PRAIRIE CREEK 

WILDLIFE REFUGE, 

M.ARSHAU COUNlY 





CONTROL,ED PRAIRIE BURN, 

PRAIRIE CREEK WILDIIFE 

REFUGE, MARSHAi 

COUNTY (FAR EFT). 

TAll',RAS5 PRAIRIE IN 

W'INTtR, MARLTTA SAND 

PRAIRIE PR~$'RVE, 

MARSt-iAI COUN'Y 

(NEAR .EFT) 

A new wave of settlers, wading 

from ea tern forests into the grass, 25 

land sea in the 1800s, mu t have 

wondered whether they would ur, 

vive the prairie' pray of ,vind, its 

frothing fire , its wave upon wave of 

gra blade and eed head cresting 

higher than a horse' head, den e 

enough to hide a herd of cattle. 

They mu t have marveled at the 

color: the golden rays of compas 

plant and sawtooth unflower, the 

rich autumn ru ting of big bluestem, 

the lavender pikes of blazing tars, 

and the dance of bobolink . And at 

the stillne and sound: thunderou 

herd of bison, wedges of long,billed 

curlews ,vhistling on the wing, 

rivers of golden plover , the calls 

and cack les of migrant flying 

through by the million . 



«- - -_nc 



Al,TlJMN M!uRATON 

OF <:NOW GEESE 
' 

DE SOTO N.\TIONAl 

WILDLIFE REFUGE 
' 

HARRISON COLNN 





Ce rtainly these new sett lers 

despaired at the marshes, sloughs, 

and potholes soaking the land. Yet 

even these yielded life in profusion: 

c louds of geese, ducks, swans, 

whooping and sandh ill era nes, 

egrets. Pelican eggs could be col, 

leered by the boatload. 

It 1s said that the European 

settle rs first feared this land of 

limitless grass, \Vind, sky, and fire, 

and clung instead to rhe forests 

strung through the region alongside 

the ribbons of rivers and which, 

toward the moi ter east, climbed up 

hillsides: forest of oak and hickory, 

of maple and basswood, draped each 

spnng 1n a profusion of hepat1ca, 

tri lli um, rue anemone, spring 

beauty, and other spring ,vildflow, 

ers, darkened by huge flocks of 

passenger pigeons, abounding in 

wild turkey and deer. The settlers 

clung, as well, to the savannas-

flower, speck I e d park I ands th a t 

lined the forest's edge and stretched 

westward a long ridgetops. Here a 

person cou ld ride a horse with ea e 

for miles beneath the sp reading 

limbs of wide,spaced, broad, 

crowned white and bur oaks, c rossed 

by great he rds of e lk and by roaming 

bears and wolves. 

Wuco DU( K (TUP) 

' (l~'N Ee,RET (MDDI l 

H-1[ASAN· "AIR (BOTT( '-'l 
BUTTFRFlY MllKWEED 

BIA( K·EYE ) SV,ANS 

AND OX-EYt S, INf ,()Wt RS, 

MARSHAil CnUNTY 

{FA( ING PAC,E) 
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FARMER ANO "'.EM\ 

M/JWING HAY, 

EARLY 1940S, 

JONES COUNTY 
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E uro,A1nencans seeded the wood, 

land first, hacking away the trees 

for hear and shelter. Then they 

di covered the richness of the 

grasslands. Directly beneath the 

bluestem and Indian gras lay 

Iowa's "black gold," her chick friable 

topsoil, fed for eon by the prairie's 

decomposing remains and kneaded 

by dense root masses of gras es, 

sunflowers, and legume stretching 

five, ten, perhaps nventy feet down 

to resurrect buried nutrients. They 

set our co mine these rich prairie, 

bred soils and transform a heaven of 

sound and sight into so mething 

more tenable by their standards. 



N ew tones pierced the prairie air: 

the thud of oxen hooves, the twang 

of the plow. Pawing biso n and 

booming prairie c hickens, once 

numbering in the countless thou, 

sands, yielded to bawling cattle and 

baying dogs. Quenched were the 

raging fires that cou ld outrace a 

horse, so loved by prairies a nd 

savannas but feared by the new 

settle rs. Finally even sloughs and 

potholes were ditched, ti led, and 

planted to row crops. Thirty million 

acres of Iowa prairie, for millennia 

purified and purged of trees by fire 

and dro ught, now were fo rced to 

yield their riches without return. 

PRE:iENI-OAY 

CORNF EL.), 

OSCEOIA COUMY 
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Today the scattered remnant linger 

here and there: a rus et patch of 

praine gras along ide a dirt roadway, 

a bnlltant orange cluster of butterfly 

milkv.1eed near a deserted train track. 

A flurry of shoonng scar purpltng a 

pioneer cemetery, flower, cenccd 

c louds of lavender and yellow float, 

ing through the few pratne preserves 

that speckle the state: Steele Prairie 

and Sh eeder, H ayden and Cayler, 

Freda H affne r Kettlehole, tho e of 

the drier Loess Hill . Here and there 

a lone white oak, round,topped and 

mas iv e, outlines its savanna 

reminiscences against che setting 

sun, or a mature tree grove whispers 

of the extensive forests that once 

vvere. Whirl winds of gl i tening snow 

geese, winging no rth along the 

Missouri each March, honk the 

memories of the count less thou , 

sands that once flew here. 



BUP OAK 'RE[ 

IN A FIE,D Of 

DRYING CO?N, 

MONONA COUNTY 
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Perhaps the settlers who first pierced 

this land peered into the pas t and 

sen sed that the bo rde r be tween 

woodland and grassland had always 

been restless. That when ever the 

cl ima te wa rmed a nd drie d , over 

periods of hundreds o r thousands of 

years, the drought, resistan t prairies 

shoved the forests many hundreds of 

miles to the east. When the rains 

returned , the supple oa k fo rests 

rebounded westwa rd. Perhaps the 

l 9 th ,cen t ury sett le rs no ti ced 

strange, drought, lov tng remnan ts 

of earlie r a rid pe riods scatte red 

through Iowa on the very d riest 

sites: o rnate box turtles c rawling 

along sandy banks of the Iowa and 

Ceda r rivers , pla ins pocke t mice 

leaping along the Big Sand Mound 

near Muscatine. Cowboy's delight 

and other Great Plains species flour, 

ished in the Loess Hills, relicts that 

remain even today to remind us of 

the power of the skies and changing 

climates to shape life on earth. 

lf the pioneers spreading westward 

could have gazed even more deeply 

into the pa t, they would have seen 

that this land of prairies once had 

la in hostage to ice. For more than 

two mill ion years, glaciers had slowly 

surged from the Subarctic southward 

over ancient Iowa, only to ebb when 

wa rm t h returned , pulsa ting in 

tempo with the climate. Smoothing 

the land with a harsh frozen mitt, 

they had dumped the ir ground , up 

leav ings of grit and rock in th ick 

blankets and stony ridges. The set, 

t lers, facing the winte r's northern 

skies, might in their mind 's eye have 

imagined the frigid air wafting from 

the glac iers' frozen walls, smelled 

th e ir mo ist co ld , o r h eard the ir 

thousa nds of fee t of ice ponde r, 

ous ly grinding a nd comp ress ing 

th e la nd into n ew shapes. They 

ce r tainly saw the bo ld e r s ign s 

of glac ial presence that still mark 

the landscape today: thick layers 

of unsorted pebbles, angular rocks, 

and other glacial debris that blanket 

nearly all of Iowa, and sharp,edged 

boulde rs, scratched and planed by 

ice, which speckled farmers' fields 

a nd slammed the ir plows. 

Even as the wandering fields of 

ice smeared the earth flat , winds and 

waters played upon the land. Each 

glacial recession released torren ts of 

melrwaters, which carved the broad, 

fl a t va lleys of th e Misso uri, Des 

Moines and Miss iss ippi rivers, and 

frosted the m thic kl y with fine, 

textured sed imen ts. S trong winds 

risi ng from the g lac ie rs' co ld 

margins scoured the valley floors, 

l ifting t h e ir sedime nts t o c loak 

the state with a softer quilt of silt, 

called loess. The settlers who later 

trave rsed the landsca pe c ursed 

the diffi c ulties of the deepes t 

loess deposits, the maze of western 

Iowa 's sharp, peaked Loess Hills, 

whe re h o rses struggled to find 

fo o ting a nd wagon s teetered 

precar ious ly a l o ng bluff edges . 
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Oxaow or~ THE 

MAOUOKETA 

RIVER, BACKBONE 

STATE PAPK 

DElAWARf ( OUNTY 

G laciers last covered the entire 

state a half,million years ago. Since 

then, the rains have sculpted the 

raw landscape, etching ever,deeper 

and more intricate drainage 

networks. The process continues: 

today, even though the glaciers and 

arctic,bred winds slumber, ribbons 

of water continue to cut through 

Iowa's thick layers of rock and soil, 

washing them to the sea. 





PATTERNS ()N THE AND 

NEW HOUSES IN 

WEq DES Mo1NfS, 

POtK COUNTY 



SIGNS OF AUlUNN ON 

IOWA'S LAND QUll, 

DUBUQUE COUNlY 
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T he Monuons, setting our from 

Nauvoo, Illinois, to forge a major 

ptoneer trail across southern Iowa, 

crossed the deeply creased bdlows and 

v.1a les of thts v.'atcr,carved land, fin, 

gered everywhere \Vtth dra1nage1:,. So 

do today' travelers on Inter tare 80. 

But not tho e v.1ho dnve northern 

Interstate 35, \vhich rran1:,ecr a 

broad pentn ular tongue stretchtng 

south to modem Des Moines. Here, 

about 14,000 years ago, the glac iers 

made one final, crunching play. 

They flattened the h ti ls and 

drainages, once again flooding the 

river valleys and feeding them with 

sand and silt. The glaciers brought 1n 

the last load of rocky parent material 

that would be weathered and 

nurtured into today's nch sods. After 

gouging out Sp1nt Lake, C lear Lake, 

Lake OkoboJL, and thousands of pot, 

holes, they melted back a mere 

12,000 years ago to leave north, 

central Iowa's "Des Moines Lobe" a 

boggy flatland with gar lands of 

hummocky hills. Then, e ight or nine 

thousand years ago, as the land we 

call Iowa quieted, as the last glaciers 

melted and their gushing meltwaters 

narrowed, as the s ilt,laden winds 

were stilled and a drying sun bathed 

these lands, fores ts y ie l<l e<l to 

gras1:, lands and rhe modern pra1rtes 

first held dominion. 

Iowa sett lers of the 1800s may 

have guessed that giganuc ani1ua ls 

had o n cc t r u 1n p e t e d r he I r <l ea f, 

ening call1:, here, that e lcphantl1ke 

mammoths and mastodons, heavers 

the size of bears, camels, lio ns, and 

giant armadillos had roamed Iowa's 

glacier, laden past. Perhaps the se t, 

tlers found a mastodon tusk along 

the eroding banks of a creek, or 

plowed up a mammoth tooth that 

made their horses' molars look like 

toothpicks. M aybe when digging a· 

well, they pulled up the cranium of a 

giant sloth. These great an ima ls had 

been tracked by an earlier gro up of 

settlers-Iowa's first human 1mm1, 

grants, who arrived in N orth 

America on the tads o f the last 

glac ie rs, when the cold pulled the 

earth's waters into frozen rank and 

the edges of oceans shriveled. Two, 

legged hunters then had leapt the 

is lands of a land bridge st retching 

from Siberia to Alaska and started a 

methodical 111arch south through 

the Americas. They crepe into 



Iowa about 12,000 years ago, their 

sharp,edged spears at the ready for 

hunting giant mammals. 

At various times , the 1ce,age 

hunters' prey fed among sh o rt, 

patchy grasses that nestled near the 

glacial margins, or in parkland of 

spruce, or with dwellers of the arctic 

tundra. These cold,adapted commu, 

nities followed the receding glaciers 

north, on ly to march south again 

with the next onslaught of ice. Their 

remains, pollen grains of the larch 

and fir, fossilized seeds and bits of 

wood, lie buried within peat bogs. 

Living remnants of this e ra still cling 

to survival in no rtheastern Iowa, 

where balsam fir, Canada yew, and 

bearberry thrive in c revices a nd 

c rannies that a rc cold and mo ist 

enough to meet these species' north, 

ern cravings. O n nearby talu lopes, 

tiny Pleistocene land 

sna ils c reep a mo ng 

$LNRI~ OVFR 

FR )l N STORM 

LAKE ' Bu I\IA v,s TA 

C "\JTY 

go ld en sax ifrage a nd northe rn 

monksh ood , whi c h a re a ll now 

endangered species. 

Iowa's success ive waves of human 

settlers, on examining fossil,laden 

outcroppings of limestone and shale, 

may have understood that an even 

stranger past lay recorded beneath 

Iowa's glacial remnants. Life first 

surged and swayed here within the 

salty belly of shallow tropical seas. 

Our continent then c lustered with 

other land masses near the equator. 

For hundreds of millions of years, life 

evolved within warm lapping waters, 

which receded on ly to advance 

again, now as a salty lagoon, now as 

a vast coasta l swamp, now as the 

broad plain at the mouth of a great 

river. The rema ins of each passing 

env iro nme nt sank to the watery 

floor, to be added to a thousand feet 

of rock,forming sediments, as if the 

life forms to follow would need the 

ure footing of a firm rock bed. 

Today, the slosh and gurgle of this 

ancient, watery Iowa can be sen ed 

along rocky road cuts and riversides, 

whic h a rc exposed e pecia lly in 

Iowa's "Little Switzerland," the 

northeast corner of the sta te where 

glacial deposits a re thinnest. Fo sils 

of Iowa's earlie t inhabitants-the 

crinoids and corals, trilo bites and 

spo nges, the steaming s wampy 

forests of t ree ferns-call out from 

the building stones, crushed rock, 

and coal mined fro1n Iowa's depths. 



WATERFAll 5 )VE~ MC SSY 

SANDSTONE, We )OMAN 
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SANDSTONE OUTCROP 

IN FVENING LIGHT. 

I.AKE RED ROCK, 

MARION COUNTY 
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W ind, water, and ice: for millions 

of years they blew and ground and 

carved Iowa into the forms we ee 

today, providing the substance and 

substrate for grasses, for prairies. But 

now the prairie has been broken, 

and the human hand has set out to 

transform the earth 's sh ape. The 

land of water and ice and wind has 

been carved into terraced farmlands 

and leveled roadways, into c ities 

and suburbs, into farmed wetlands, 

into straightened and dredged rivers. 

We have transmuted a land accus, 

corned to growing seas of prairie into 

a fenced land of stra ight,ro wed, 

domesticated grasses-as if the land 

and its wealth could be held within 

the do minio n of the human fist. 

Yet it was not alway this way. 

The igns of earlier times lie every, 

where, if one on ly knows where to 

look. These signs peek at us from 

roadsides as we speed by, they wink 

at us from riversides and waysides. 

The leavings of oceans and glaciers 

firm the ground beneath our feet. 

The remnants of prairie earth feed 

us. They live sti ll , reminding us 

about the past and nurturing the 

present. They live still , tempting us 

to release our clutch just a bit, to 

reflood potholes and restore prairies, 

co retu rn some of the land to its 

original inhabitants. Whispering to 

us to let the land go, to watch and 

see what retu rns. Witnessing to us 

what yet might come to be. 
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THREE BROTHERS 

READY TO PIANT 

TREES NEAR 

CU/Wv'JNG, 

WARREN COUNlY 

AN HONEST, HOPEFUL, HEROIC PEOPLE 
By Mary Swander 

S unday, mid,morning in mid,January, the temperature 11 

above zero, the wind gusty, blowing snow in swirls across 

the blacktop of an Iowa county road. I was driving cau, 

tLously, trying to ease my car toward an intersection, when 

suddenly my tires hit a patch of ice and I careened into 

the opposite lane. The ca r fi htailed, then with 

another powerful bla t of wind, spun full,c1rcle and went into the ditch, burying 

itself in a snowbank. Before I could even roll down the window or pry open my door, 

a farmer in brown coveralls and a red tocking cap stood beside me. 

"Are you all right?" he called. 

"Just a little shaken," I said. 

"You're in there awful solid. I could never push you out. Do you have a chain?" 

I shook my head. Another man, who had stopped 1n his pickup, said he didn't have a 

chain , either. He flagged down still a third person who hopped out of hi truck, 

hooked my vehicle to his, and with two or three yanks and tugs, metal buckling 

against metal, extricated me from the drift. While these three heroes di appeared 

down the road with a wave and a smile, I sat still for a mo1nent and remembered how 

I'd experienced this kind of scene before. 

J use a year and a half earlier, as I approached this same intersection, flood waters 

rising on both sides, I watched neighbor help neighbor row from their farmsteads in 

flatboats, rescuing each other from the devastation of the rushing currents. I inched 

back onto the icy road and realized how lucky I was to have these three men "just 

come along," with the honesty, know,how, and willingnes to help me. That's why I 

like living in Iowa, I thought to myself. I like the people of chis state. 
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A SAMPUNG OF THE 

/11\ANY FACES Of 

IOWA (THIS PAGE 

AND FACING PAGEi 
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W hat is rhe special character that 

def 1 nes the Iowa people? Non, 

Iowans have plenty of stereotypes to 

offer. We've been patnted pejoratively 

a the hay eed, the hick, the white, 

bread prov1nc1al, the du1nh farmer. 

Since the pol1t1cal caucuses have 

thrust us into the media spotlight, 

o u r ta tu · has r 1 s e n some \V hat , 

to the level of the "average Joe 

A 
,, 

mencan. nil, every four years or 

so, there' a move to pull the first 

caucuses out of lo\va and plant 

chem 1n another ::.rate, one that 

\\' OU ld more accurately reflect the 

demographic::, of the \vhole nation. 

We Iowan have internalized 

\\,hat we've been told. Often we 

devalue our ·elve and buy the idea 

that we're a flat, boring people who 

live 1n a flat, boring landscape. 

Young college graduates snll rush 

out of state to place where they 

think they'll find more opportunity 

and status. Those who stay learn to 

maneuver- often with humor-

around the stereotypical images. A 

friend who 1s a successful graphic 

artist with her own business visits 

New York severa I ti mes a year. 

When asked her occupation, she 

cheerfully replies, "Hog farmer." 

"That's what they're going to 

i1nagtne, anyway," she laughs. 

Back home, we may forget about 

our 0\vn heroes and heroines. We 

may kno\v about Herbert Hoover, 

lov.1a's nauve,born president, yet be 

unfamiliar with Carrie Chapman 

Catt, suffragette, peace act1v1st, and 

founder of the League of Women 

Voter . We may study the drama of 

the pint Lake Massacre but never 

fully understand the agony of Chief 

Waubon 1e' dec1::.1on co send his 

Pota\vatoint tribe farther west, to 

Kan as. We may \velcorne Jesse 

Jackson to pose for a "photo op" 

m1lk1ng a cov.· on an lo\va farm, but 

never kno\v or comprehend the 

value of George Washington 

Carver' agricultural re earch at 

lo\va rate University. 

Geanng do\vn further, we eldom 

stop to probe the character of chose 

three hog farmers ,vho may someday 

pull u all out of the ditch. What 

shaped their personalities? What 

created their link to me? To each 

ocher? To the rest of the world? 
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Even though Iowa is celebrating its 

150th year of statehood, the state is 

st ill young o n the natio nal sca le. 

Many families can tell vivid stories 

of their ance tors, just three or four 

generations back, who left the East, 

the South, or the O ld Country and 

ventured into the va t unknowns of 

the prairie. What did they carry 

with them? Besides a Bible (or Book 

of Mormon, Torah, or Koran), plu a 

few tools and an heirloom or two, 

they carried in their wagons a sense 

of adventure, an abil ity to let go of 

the old and move on co the new. In 

their pockets, saddlebags, and knap, 

sacks, they carried a ruggedness and 

a determination to su rvive. 

So me of the German , Irish , 

Dutch, S wedes, Danes, Afri can, 

Americans, and others who flooded 

Iowa during the middle a nd late 

1800s came co escape poverty, con, 

sc ripti o n, s lave ry, o r re ligious 

o ppress io n . Most, ho wever, were 

swept here by a sense of opti1nis1n 

a nd opportunity. The promise of 

cheap, fertile land lured many who 

had been persuaded by the press, 

the rai lroad, or relatives chat the 

West was a Garden of Eden. 

"Wanted-thirty,seven thousand 

five hundred farmers!" read a head, 

line in the Waterloo Courier in 1868. 

"Lee the news be scattered. Let the 

h ome,hu nting immigrant be 

informed chat a ( rec home await 

hi1n in Iowa." 

Once the sod wa broken and the 

"free home" built, new Iowans did 

find themselves living on the richest 

soil on earth. But they also faced 

the realities of the state's c limate 

and landscape. As soon as the pioneer 

settlers' crops of wheat, barley, and 

I ndian co rn popped out of the 

ground, some natural di aster waited 

to destroy them. Prai rie fire , 

tornadoes, droughts, floods, a nd 

plagues of grasshoppers all had to be 

met with a sense of fortitude (either 

that or despair). The settle rs' naive 

enthusiasm became tempered with 

a n acceptance of h a rd ship and 

the spinning wheels of fate. This 

temperance, in tu r n, fostered a 

p lucky attitude toward life. 

Scratch a ny Iowa n and you'll 

find someone who not only knows 

how to cope, but often copes with a 

sense of flair, eccentricity, or inven, 

tiveness. O pen the door to an Iowa 

machine shed, an<l inside you may 

find a farmer tinkering over a work 

bench, tightening a few nuts and 

bolts to patch together an old milk, 

ing machine, welding a new part for 

a comb ine, or inventing a water, 

powered tractor engine. Open the 

door to an Iowa home, and inside 

you may still find a crazy quilt in a 

frame, pieces of an old pair of brown 

cove ra lls and a red stocking cap 

sewn together to make a beautiful 

new c reation . Iowans understand 

metamorphosis-the giving,way of 

the seasons, the giving,way of one 

ubstance, mate ria l, o r idea into 

a noth e r-and they seem to give 

each ocher the time and space for 

transformations. Open the door to 

the character of an Iowan, and you 

may find the ghost of that pioneer 

on the prairie, picking up the pieces 

of a hog shed chat had been ripped 

apart by a tw iste r and us ing the 

lumber to build a new ch icken coop. 
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W e n il e1nbrace d 1f, 

ficulty with grace and 

eve n humo r. "I o \va: A Pl ace to 

Ro \v," quipped the L, hire ( 1n a 

spoof o n an o ld ca re 1no tto, "A 

Place to G ro\v") during the 1993 

flood. Bu t underneath Io,.va humor 

t compa 10 n and a e n c o f the 

inte rconnec tedness o f oc1e cy. In 

1996, we may not be a con c iou a 

our ancestors were of the trength of 

rhe who le cha in. In 1846, Iowans 

knew they could no t live without 

each o ther. They kne,v that the ir 

eco no my, the ir safe ty, the 1r ve ry 

lives depended on the help of family 

and ne ighbors. o the eight bond 

o f co1nmun1tie d e ve lo ped . o 

churches became not on ly reltgiou 

but socia l cente rs. o a place such a 

Bu x to n , a m1n1ng to wn where 

Afri ca n , An1 cr1ca ns a nd Euro, 

Ame ri ca ns l iv ed in inte gra ted 

ha rmo ny, cou ld thrive . 

PA%Nv ')l,r 

l'-0~.£D WAlfR IN• 

OF~ MOINES, 

POLK Cour-.lY 1993 

[NFAR RIGl-<1) 

W ORKING NA 

<;()uP l<'!T(HEN, 

1935 [FAR RIC,HT) 

NA ONA, GL AR() 

RCOPS FLUNG 

W-.DBAGS 

Pc K C.c N'Y, 1993 
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AN EARLY 20Tt+ 

CENTURY BARN­

RAISING NEAR 

HOLY CROSS, 

DUBUQUE COUNTY 
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To day, a lthough \Ve are sti ll a 

religious and bonded people, our 

fortnal institutions are larger and 

looser. Yet, once we are put to the 

test, our ptoneer p1r1t kicks in and 

we hook 1nco each other, bumper to 

bumper. Our heroic· may be quieter 

nov., and not on uch a grand cale 

a the ptoneer ', but they are 

nonethele remtni cent. In 1859, 

Edwin and Barclay Coppoc of 

pr1ngdale Joined John Brown' 

aboltnon1 t raid on Harper Ferry; 

in 1991, Tom Harktn and Charles 

Grassley Joined together to vote 

against the resolunon to co1nmence 

the Gulf War. Before the Civil War, 

our ancestor et up stations on the 

Underground Railroad; more 

recently, we set up hotlines to help 

farmers during the farm cri is and 

the drought of 1988. We set up Red 

Cro s stations to help flood victi1ns. 

We set up domestic~abuse centers co 

help battered women. 



HASIDIC RABBI 

AND SON (TOP). 

AN IOWA BAPTISM, 

POLK COUNTY, 

1956 IMIDDlEI. 

POPE JOHN PAUL II AT 

l.MNG HISTORY FARMS 

POLK COUNlY, 

1979 (BOTTOM) 
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UTTlE·lEAGUERS 

LINE UP FOR THE 

CANi£RA IN 

DES MOINES, 

POLK COUNTY 
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IOWANS. A DIVERSE LOT 

(THIS PAGE AND FACING 

PAGE), WlTH AN 

UNUSUALLY STRONG 

SlNSE OF SELF-IDENTITY 

A t the sa me ttme, we are n o t a perfec t 

people. The same pro blems that plague the 

res t o f the n a tio n pl ague us . 

W e s truggle to find ways t o 

kee p o ur e nviro nment c lean 

but o ur eco n o my mo vtng 

ahead. We struggle to find the 

bes t ways to ra t e and educate 

our children. We struggle with 

issues of to lerance and differ, 

ence. We t ruggle with c rtme, puni hmen t, 

priso ns, ubs ta n ce ab u e, ig no ra n ce, a nd 

poverty. But the po int i , we struggle and keep 

truggling, and keep ho ping to find a n wer . 

The people of Iowa have no major metro, 

po litan area-at leas t , nothing as large as a 

C hicago o r a Minneapo lis-to se t the tone. 

W e h ave n o ma jo r, lcag uc 

spo rts teams to create a sense 

o f statewid e ca ma ra d e ri e. 

Ethnica lly, we a re a ble nd o f 

n o rthe rn , Euro pean c ultures, 

with a sprinkling o f Afri ca n, 

N ative, and Asian Americans. 

N o single nationality predomi, 

n a tes to give us a pa rti cular "face. " By a ll 

rights , we sh o uld be a bland and loose ly 

affiliated group. But anyone who moves here 

quickly comes to see that the people of Iowa 

have an unusual sense of self, identity. 
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"T his remind me more of a small 

country than a state," a fnend who 

moved to Iowa from the East Coast 

once told 1ne. 

ome ay the state 1s un1f1ed 

hecau e of its system of roads; others 

point to the fact that 1t ha a trong, 

central newspaper. These uper1m, 

posed st ru ctures help, but the 

common att itude of its people is 

the more 1ntnn 1c reason. Whether 

consctou ly or uncon c 1ously, we 

place expectattons on ourselve · and 

our neighbors that we will carry on 

in the founding spirit of hope, 

ha rd work, and pragmatism. As we 

do, we 1nay spin out, get stuck, or 

discouraged, but at the core of our 

beings, we know char eventually 

we'll get back on the blacktop and 

be on our way. 

Pull NG uUT 0 

HL NllJD, ] 930~ 

(ABOVF EFTI, 

RAGBRAI RIDcR~ 

Pf')AllNG DOWN 

THE ROAD 

IFA(ING PAGfl 
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THE FAMILY CAR 

AT HOME ON 

NORTH SIDE, 1949, 

POU< COUNTY 



A SOCIETY OF PURPOSE & ENERGY 
By C raig Canine 

My family took long car,trips when I was a kid. We drove to 

the New York World's Fair, Washington, D.C., Niagara Falls, 

and one strangely ubtropical Christmas, to San Diego. From 

the moment we left Iowa on our way to these destinations, 

spotting another car with Iowa plates was a big event. The minimum greeting was a 

wave; sometimes this would e calate to a friendly honk of the horn, or even a quick 

flash of the headlights. The farther away from home we got, the more exuberant 

these greetings became. It was as if every Iowa plate we encountered in a distant 

state belonged to a set of long,lost relatives. T hi was especially true if the Iowa 

plates happened to have the number 77 imprinted on the left,hand side, which 

meant that the car, like ours, was registered in Polk County. If we saw a Polk County 

car in, say, Vi rginia Beach, or near the Grand Canyon, we'd go crazy. We would do 

the wave, honk, and headlight fla h, a ll three. A challenge arose when we saw an 

Iowa plate from a county other than number 77. What was county 65, 82, or 12? My 

father often knew the answer, but the real expert in thi alphabetical code was my 

grandmother, who sornetimes travelled with us. She knew them all, from 0 1 (Adair) 

to 99 (Wright). She had memorized Iowa' counties and their county eats when she 

was a student in a one,room schoolhouse, shortly after the turn of the century. Later, 

when she was a schoolteacher, she made sure that her pupil knew them, too. In 

those days, knowing the Iowa counties and their seats was considered no le s impor­

tant than knowing the states and their capitals. 
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S tudents 1n Iowa schools no longer memorize the counties. Perhaps because 

of this, county name are now spelled out on standard Iowa license plates. This 

removes an opportunity for trivia quizze dunng car tnps, I suppose, but 1t does 

not alter a larger fact: Iowans possess a strong, often enthusiastic sense of who 

they are and where they come from. Nanves and longtime resident of the 

tare seem to have that euphonious word Iowa stamped somewhere on their 

sou ls. "The state of Iowa," ays writer Laurence Lafore, "is not a chunk of 

Midwest cur out by arbitrary line from the enormous map of farmland that 

extends interminably through twelve rates. lt is a untt of consciousness, and it 

has a culture of tts own. It exist in a way that Pennsylvanta or New York do 

not. lt 1s a state in the way that, say, Norway is a nanon." 

What accounts for thts unique cu lture, this disttnctively Io\van state of 

con c1ousness? It may anse from the vie\v, widely if vaguely held both within 

Iowa's borders and without, that this is the quintessential state, the heartland's 

own heart. The tory of Iov.,a is rea lly the rory of America-the tale of a 

SESQUICENTENNIAL IO" A TA 
IIC! o l!H 'VV.J-\. 

19~ IO WA I 
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young, hopeful republic that, as historian Richard Hofstadter once put it, "was 

born in the country and moved to the city." Like the nation at large, Iowa 

began its official political life as a republic of small farmers and has gradually 

become more urban and industrial since its founding. Yet Iowa has remained 

more agrarian than the country as a whole, which is why people stil l look to 

the Hawkeye State as a fount of the old Jeffersonian virtues: independence, 

integrity, hard work, thrift, and pride of ownership. The e values form the 

ideological bedrock upon which Iowa's 150 yea rs of statehood have 

accumulated, like a deposit of fertile prairie loam. 

Indeed, the last 150 years have seen a robust flowering of human enterprise 

on Iowa soil-farms, schools, industries, cities, towns, government, transportation 

systems, civic organizations, churches, recreational opportunities, the arts. 

Although none of these expressions of culture is unique to Iowa, there is a 

coherence here, a unifying core of values, that provides the state with its own 

singular sense of purpose and energy. 

1846-1996 IOWA --

CELE 8 R 8 
• Sesquicentennial • 
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Iov.1a's culture (like everything e l e about the sta te) tart 

,vith the land, a ferti le and 1nv1t1ng pra1ne situated 1n a 

beneficent c limate between two great rivers. This 1s 

where the uperlat1ve begin: lowa ha more prime 

agricultural oil than any other tare. This 1ngle fact has 

nurtured and conditioned nearly a ll human acr1vtt} on 

thi plot of earth from the tune of the la t glacier ' 

retreat more than 10,000 years ago unttl the present. 

In ancient time , the land now called Iowa sustained 

groups of paleo,lndian who foraged a1nid r plenty and 

hunted for big game, such as ma codons. Thousands of 

years later, the same land was home to mound,builders of 

the ancient H opewell culture. These wood land peoples 

hunted a nd fo raged a long t h e Miss1ss1pp1. Some 

sch o lars believe that me mbers of th1 culture may 

have been the first people in what 1 now Iowa to pracnce 

agric ulture. S ubsistence, at any rate, came easily 

enough that these prehistoric Iowans had the le isu re 

to c reate items chat ,ve re n o t str ict ly necessary for 

surviva l. They c rafted ornate items of jewelry, pottery, 

and metalwork. 

The Hopewell culture disappeared mysteriously shortly 

afte r the time of C hrist. But some of its cha racteris ti c 

activities, inc luding moundbuilcling and agriculture, con, 

tinued during the habitation of succeeding woodland 

peoples. Between 900 and 1,000 A. D., these tribes 

INGtMANN 

DANISH lvTHERMI 

CHURO-• NEAR 

MC)()R HLAD, 

HMRISON CovNJY 

created a most spectacular and endunng legacy from the 

land itself: They built la rge, leveelike mounds, sculpting 

earthen monuments 1n the shapes of 100,foot, long bears 

and birds. Now, a thousand years la ter, the resu lts of their 

labors can be seen at Effigy Mounds National Monument 

1n Allamakee County ( I can still hear my grandmother 

ay1ng, "County number three, Allamakee"). 

In June 1673, Jacque Marquette, a 36,year,old Jesuit 

m1ss1onary and ex plo re r, was amo n g a pa rty o f 

European who paddled into v1ew of the land now 

called Iowa. In hi Journal, Marquette wrote: "To the 

nght 1s a chain of very h1gh mountains, and to the left are 

beauttful lands." People who think Iowa is utterly flat 

might be interested to know that o ne of the first 

Europeans to lay eyes on the place remarked on its high 

mountains. (They weren't real mo unta ins, of course, 

but river bluffs.) 

O n June 25, Marquette, along with a French,Canadian 

trader named Louis Joliet and five ocher voyageurs, landed 

on the west bank of the Mississ ippi and potted human 

footprints. The footprints led to a trail. "We silently fol, 

lowed the na rrow path," Marquette wrote, "and, after 

walking two leagues [about six miles], \,Ve discovered a vii, 

lage on the bank of a river." H istorians think this was 

probably the Io wa River, near "vhere it runs into 

the Miss iss ippi . 
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"Then we heartily commended 

our e lv es to God," continued 

M arquette, "and approached. I 

spoke to them first, and asked them 

who they were. They replied that 

they were Illinois; and, as a token of 

peace, they offered us their pipes 

to smoke." 

After they met this welco1ning 

group of natives, M a rquette and 

Joliet caught their first glimp e of 

open pra1r1e. It was like nothing 

they had seen before. "At fir t when 

we were told of the e treeless lands," 

Marquette wrote, "I imagined that it 

was a country ravaged by fire, where 

the soil v.ras so poor that 1t cou ld 

produce nothing. But we h ave 

certainly observed the contrary; and 

no better soil can be found either for 

corn, or for vine , or for any other 

fruit \vhatever." 

The first Europeans \vho took up 

residence in what is nov,1 Iov.•a \vere 

att racted not by rich soi I, but by 

lead. A na tive woman, identified in 

so1ne sources as the wife of Peosta, a 

M eskwaki \.varrior, i commonly 

credited \.Vith discovering lead ore 1n 

the "mountains" along the \Vestern 
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bank o f the U pp e r Mi ssiss ippi . 

N a ti ve Ame ri ca n s a nd Fre n ch 

adven turers mined these deposits, 

off and on , for a century. 

In 1788, Juli e n Dubuqu e, a n 

enterprising voyageur from Quebec, 

be fri e nd ed the M es kw a ki a nd 

received permission to mine lead on 

the ir la nd s . Dubuqu e a nd 10 

co mp anio ns paddled across the 

• 

Mississippi and settled near Catfish 

C reek. They cleared severa l acres of 

r iver;bottom timber, buil t dwellings, 

put up fences, a nd planted corn. 

N ear the deposits of galena ore tha t 

Dubu q ue ca lled th e "Mines o f 

Spain," he and his companions built 

a furnace fo r smelting the ore into 

lead. This wa the first example of 

European;style industry in the future 

T t-fl D ,f-1 >T 

TOWER AN;) D ,B,/)uE 

STAR BRI WERY, 

DvSIJGlk CvuN'Y 

Iowa. More lead mines and m1n1ng 

towns eventually prang up. Before 

long, these \.Ve re fo llowed by la rge 

mills tha t sawed logs, which were 

floated down the Miss is ippi from 

Minneso ta a nd Wisco n s in , into 

lumber to supply the pioneers' insa; 

tiable demand as they settled Iowa 

in a n e n e rge ti c burs t a nd the n 

pushed on , ever westward. 
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I n th1 S\Vath of hisrory-fro1n about 

1840 (before Io\va \vas yet a stare) 

and extending back,vard far into the 

prehi torte pa t-lie the eeds of 

nearly all chat lo,va ha become. 

The Hope,vell and other ,voodland 

c u l t u re , t h e I o \Va y, a n cl t h e 

Me k,vak1 ( ,vhom European called 

the Fox) discovered and cultivated 

the land's r1chne . The e native 

peoples bred and planted the corn 

that would become Iowa's, and the 

nation's, fore1no t crop. They lived 

lightly but well on the land-well 

enough to develop arts, craft , 

mu ic, dance, poetry, and monu, 

ments. Remnants of these early Iowa 

cu lture su rviv e today. The 

European settlers of the 19th century 

saw themselves as heir to a New 

World. They were, h owever, o nly 

the latest in a long success ion of 

peoples who found, on the ancient 

la nd now called Iowa, an inviting 

place to build h omes, plant c rops, 

a nd pursue refinements of cu lture. 

From around 1840 o nwa rd, 

modern,day Io ,va deve loped with 

-
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astonishing rapidity. The land 

between the rivers was surveyed, 

platted and divided into townships 

and sections-the rectangular 

gridwork that is, today, so strikingly 

evident when viewed from an air, 

plane. Seemingly overnight, farms 

and towns germinated all over the 

gridwork, like weeds in a summer, 

plowed field. This sett lement 

occu rred in an explosive burst 

lasting, at its most incense, from the 

1840s through the 1870s. In the 

midst of it, Iowa was admitted to 

the Union as the 29th tare-the 

fir t free state to be carved out of 

the vast Louisiana Purchase. 

President James K. Polk igned the 

bill of statehood on December 28, 

1846. The number of people living 

with in Iowa's borders at the time 

was just under 100,000. Ten years 

later, the state's population h ad 

quintupled and stood at half a 

million. By 1900, census takers 

counted 2.2 million residents, not 

that far shy of the 2.8 million who 

live in Iowa today. 
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RU~Al IOWAN5, 
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WOMEN IN A WATER 

TAXJ AT ARNOLDS PAR-:, 

DICKINSON COUNTY, 

1942 



REHEARSAL OF A VARIElY 

SHOW TO BENEFIT 

TRAER OPERA HOUSE 

TMIIA COUNTY, 1949 
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N ow, after a century and a half qf 

statehood, Iowa can take stock of its 

place in the country and the world. 

Its most str iking accomplishments 

still flow from its unparalleled endow, 

ment of rich soil. The marriage of 

good land and hard,working people 

has produced a litany of superlattves. 

Iowa is, for example, the most 

extensively cult1vated state in the 

nation (some 92 percent of Iowa's 

56,276 square,1nile area 1s farm, 

land). Though the number of farms 

in the state has been declining for 

some tLme, Iowa still has more than 

30,000 farm with sales of at least 

$100,000-more farms in this category 

than any other state. In most years, 

Iowa is the nation's number,one 

producer of com, soybeans, and red 

meat. It is the undisputed king of 

pork productLon: Iowa has twice as 

many hogs and pig on farms a 

any other state and produces more 

than a quarter of the nation's pork. 

The tota l value of Iowa's crops in 

199 4 was more than $ 7 billion, 

second only to Cali fornia. 
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T hro ugh out Iowa's his to ry, but 

es pec ia lly within the pas t fe w 

decades, its people have cultivated 

far more than crops. Iowans are now 

harvesting the fruits of an increas, 

ingly diverse and resilient economic 

base. Ma nufacturing in th e sta te 

now genera tes about three t imes a 

mu c h pe rson a l inco me as does 

agriculture. Though Iowa ranks only 

30th in population, it is the nat ion's 

13th most productive manufacturing 

state. Machinery, processed foods, 

and electric and electron ic compo, 

n en ts account for nearl y ha lf the 

tota l value of Iowa's manufactured 

products. Retail trade is a large and 

growing source of employmen t in 

the sta te. Bu t the fastest,growing 

part of Iowa's economy is its service 

and professional sector, wh ich now 

employs mo re peop le than e i thc r 

agriculture or manufacturing. Much 

of the growth in this category has 

occurred in insurance and financial 

serv ices, especially in Des Moines. 

Iowa's capital city ranks second only 

to H a rtfo rd, C onnect icu t, as a n 

Lnsurance center. 
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I owa stands out in education, too. It has among the lowest adult illiteracy and high,school dropout rates in the nation. 

Iowa students consistently rank at or near the cop in college entrance exams. In spite of a long,standing trend toward 

school consolidation, the state has more than 400 public school districts. Iowa's public schools have acquired a nation, 

wide reputation for innovative teaching and administrative methods, curriculum reform, and financing. Iowa also has 

nearly 200 parochial and private schools, three state universities, more than 50 private colleges, and 15 community 

colleges. In short, the Hawkeye State is a good place to learn. 
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AMISH FATHERS 

GUARD THEIR LOCAL 

SCHOOL IN A 1965 

CONTROVERSY OVER 

TEACHER CERTIFICATION 
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SCHOOL'S OUT AT 

HiCKOIIY GROVE 

SCHOOL, LEE COUNTY, 

1948 !LEFT); A MOr> 

ERN IOWA KINDERGARTEN 

SCENE [ABOVE) 
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A i'l:NMANSHP CIA~ 

FOR BOC <KLEPERS AT 

THE OlD HIGHlAND 

PARK Co.JGE 

DES MOINES l 899 

A CLAS~ C A'>-ilt TIC. 

R'YAlRY' 'HE IOWA 

HAWKl:YES VS Tr-<E 

IOWA STAfE 

CvCLONES 

BY THE OLD BEU AT 

SCATTERGOOD, A 

QUAKER-RUN BOARDING 

SCHOOL IN 

CEDAR COUNTY 

A BUCOL r P'AC.E 10 

5TuDY /.J THE JNMRSfTY 

uF IOWA, IOWA C TY, 

JOHNSuN CauNTY 

Vex: ATIUNAl 'RA,N NC, 
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JE'iMoNES, 1948 

A MES~AKi STUDENT 

ADDS C OlOR TO A 

TRADITIONAL IMAGt, 

TANIA COUNTY 



A BOUNOFUL 

CORN HARVEST 

NEAR PERRY, 

DAllAS COUN'Y 



Iowa's business and political leaders 

have devoted particular energy in 

the recent past to attracting more 

high, tech industries to the state. To 

some skeptics, the idea of a "Silicon 

Pra irie" may seem as wildly opti, 

mis tic as "S ki Iowa,, pos ters. 

(Although eve n this tongue,in, 

c heek s logan isn't quite as far, 

fetched as it might seem; although 

Iowa doesn't claim to have any true 

mountain ranges, it does have eight 

co mme rc ia l ski a reas.) What 

skeptics may overlook, however, is 

that Iowa is no newcomer to the 

role of high,tech innovator. In fact, 

Iowans have led the world in <level, 

oping some of the most tmportant 

and defintttve technologies of the 

20th centu ry-specifica lly the 

mechantcal and genettc underpin, 

nings of modern food production. 

N othing illustrates Iowa's 

histo ri cal inventiveness better 

than the development of the tractor 

and h yb rid co rn . Bo th of these 

cornerstones of modern agriculture 

were born and ra ised, to a large 

extent, in Iowa. They sti ll provide 

the basis for some of the state's most 

important industries. 

HAUU"JC ( OR"- 0 
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STA~~ CFNTER 
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YELLOWS AND GREENS 

MAKE PATTERNS 

ON THE LAND, 

LEE COUNTY 
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An Iowan, John Froelich, built 

and operated the world's first work, 

1ng tractor in 1892. The word 

tractor had not yet been coined; the 

c losest thing co it was "steam trac, 

cion engine," a machine a large and 

ungainly as its name. Steam traction 

engines were railless locomonves­

self,propelled steam engin es, used 

mainly for plowing and threshing. 

Ordinary Corn Belt farmers couldn't 

afford such big, expensive rigs. 

Froelich, ltke many 

farmers, loved to ttnker 

in his shop. In addition 

co farming and black, 

smith ing in Clayton 

County, he had a cus, 

tom,threshing business. 

In his sh op, he equipped 

a wagon with a col, 

lapsib le shelter that he 

and his threshing,crew 

l 

members cou ld live in when they 

were on the road-a precursor 

of today's mobile h omes. To help 

cow all the equipment his crew trav, 

e l led with, Froelich built another 

newfangled contraption. He mount, 

ed a Van Duzen gasoline e ngine 

(designed for stationary use) atop 

a heavy wooden frame eq uipped 

with wheels. This hybrid 1nachinc 

cou ld go forward or backward. 

Best of all, it had more horsepower 

than a steam engine that weighed 

nearly tw1ce as much. 

Froelich sold his invention in 

1893 co a newly established firm 

called the Waterloo Gas Traction 

Engine Company. The company 

floundered at first. After the turn of 

the century, however, it became one 

of the strongest competttors in the 

' 

I i l l 
I• -

fledgling tractor industry. 

The company's Waterloo 

I I 

HART-PARR 

1913 

Boy O ne, Man Tractor was a top, 

se lle r during World War 1, when 

shortages of human labor and draft 

animals on American farms encour, 

aged the adoption of labor,saving 

mach ines. Deere & Compa n y 

bought the W ate rloo Gasoline 

Engine Company in 1918, in the 

midst of a postwar tractor boom. John 

Deere kept its tractor factory 1n 

Waterloo, where it grew and pros, 

pered. Today, Deere's Waterloo Works 

remains one of the world's leading 

centers of tractor production. 

Froelich built the first mechani, 

cally successful tractor, but the first 

such machine to achieve commercial 

success was the creation of another 

Io\van, Charles Hart, and his friend 

I l 

I 

Charles Parr. The two 

Charleses formed the 

Hart, Parr Gasoline 

... Engine Company 

and built a factory 

in ( where e lse?) 

Charles City, Iowa, 

in 1900. By 1903, 

Hart, Parr was turn, 

ing out more gas 

tractors than any 

other company, and it kept its lead 

for severa l years. 

The H a rt,Parr and W ater loo 

Boy factories were the keystones 

of a booming n e\v Iowa industry. 

Between the turn of the century 

and the Great Depression, some 50 

diffe re nt tractor makers set up 

shop in the state. 



_.....,.. 



Ill 

124 

I 
I A HALLOWEEN 

HAY-BALE S( ULPTURE, 

NCRTHWE'1ERN 

IOWA 

Tt-<RE'-1-' N(, WITH ~TEANI 

NI AR (OLIJ/-ABUS 

JUNCTK;N, 

l0U:,A Co..,NT\ 

1894 

" .{ 



DF~RF & CUMPANY 

TRA.t •OR WORKS 

N WATE~lOO 

III 

125 



126 

I 
A SWEET SIGN OF 

lATE SU.vMER IN 

CENTIW IOWA 



T h e interna l,combustion trac to r 

revolutionized agriculture, dragging 

it into the modern age of oil, enamel 

paint, and down payments. Just as 

important to this revolution was the 

a pplicat ion of modern pl ant 

gen etics to fa rming-for without 

high e r,yie lding crops, expensive 

machines such as tractors and com, 

bines wouldn't make sense, practi, 

cally or economically. Corn was the 

first crop to be transformed by the 

new genetics. Here again, Iowa and 

Iowa ns played leading ro les in 

the t ransforma tion . 

Perry G reeley Holden, an acade, 

mica lly tra ined bota nis t fro m 

Mic higan , ba rnsto rmed through 

Iowa in so,ca ll ed Corn Gos pe l 

Tra ins shortly afte r the turn of the 

cen tury. As a faculty me mber of 

Iowa S ta te Co llege, H o ld e n 

preached a "gospel" of better living 

through cultivating better types of 

corn. Another v.;ay he promoted this 

message among farmers was through 

corn shows. These events, which 

were tre mend ously popular from 

about 1910 to 1930, amounted to 

beauty contests fo r corn. Farmers 

would enter ten of their best ears in 

the shows, which were held during 

co unty fa irs and o the r fes tiva ls. 
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Judge , n1any of the1n trained by 

Prof es or Holden, ,vou ld rate the 

entrie by appearance and a\vard 

blue ribbon co the 1no r uniform 

and hapely. The underlying 

a su1npt1on v.'a char the be r,look, 

ing corn \\' a al o the be~t,y1elding. 

A young Io,van named Henry A. 

Wallace challenged chi as umpcion. 

Young Henry- on of Henry C. 

Wallace and grand on of "Uncle" 

Henry Wallace, e<l1tor of rhe 

vvell,kno~•n Wallaces' Farmer­

performed a c1ent1fic yield test 

v.,hen he ,va only 16 year old. Ht5 

re t ho\ved that there wa no 

relation hip bet\veen the appearance 

of an ear of corn and how \vell Lt yield, 

ed. omerhing deeper and far more 

complex than Profe sor Holden's 

corn,shov.1 tandards was at work. 

Young Henry learned what char 

" h " h h somet 1ng was w en e was a 

student at Iowa Scare: le was the 

hereditary stuff of life called genes. 

Wallace became fascinated with the 

new science of genetics and incor, 

poraced its principles into his own 

experiments in corn breeding. 

Eventually, he produced a high, 

yielding hybrid (a cross between two 

genetically dissimilar strains of a 

p lant), which he cal led Copper 

Cross. In 1924, Copper Cross 

beca1ne the fir r hybrid ever to win 

rhe gold medal in the prestigious 

lo,va Corn Yield Contest at Iowa 

Seate. Wallace advertised Copper 

Cro 1n a seed cata, i NK A WAJLA 
PIANT BR DER .J $ 

log and completely 

old out. With the 

belief that hybnd5, a he v.1 rote, "wdl 

eventually 1ncrea e the corn produc, 

t 1on of the U .. by million of 

bu hels," he founded the Hi, Bred 

Corn Company 1n 1926. Lacer, the 

word Pioneer wa added to the name. 

Wallace' rosiest predictions 

about the adoption of hybrid corn 

came true. In 1933, less than one 

percent of Iowa's corn acreage was 

planted with the new hybrid seed; 

only seven years late r, in 1940, 

more than 90 percent of the Iowa 

corn crop consisted of hybrid . 

Today, that figure is virtually 100 

percent, and Pioneer Hi ,Bred 

Internacional is the largest indepen, 

dent seed company in the world. Its 

success spawned a few hundred 

coin pe ting compan ies, many of 

them based in Iowa. The produc, 

rion of hybnd corn seed ts now a 

maJor Iowa industry. 

Iowa's contribunons co technology 

continue today, and have branched 

out well beyond agrtculture. The 

computer microchip and fax 

machine, for example, trace their 

development co d1scover1es chat 

,vere made nght here. 

Yet 1r's the changes in agriculture 

chat have had the greate t effect in 

Io,va. Development 1n plant and 

animal genetics, mechanical engi, 

neer1ng, and chemistry combined 

after the Great Depre ion to produce 

revolutionary changes in farming 

methods. These changes lie at the 

heart of the tare's enormous agri, 

cu l tural productivity, yet many 

of the same innovations have 

contributed co problems such as 

chronically low farm price , loss of 

topsoil to wind and water erosion, 

concerns about drinking,,vater 

quality, and the loss of farms due to 

the imperative (often heard since 

the 1950s) to "Get big or get out." 
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B ut Iowans have proved remarkably 

adept at facing chal lenges and 

weathering storms-perhaps because 

farming itself 1s the creative manage, 

ment of vicissitude, and this ski ll 

has seeped into the culture at large. 

The hard times of the 1980s, in 

fact, brought forth a k1nd of creative 

renaissance 1n rural Iowa. Community 

theater groups were formed or 

revived; decrepit opera houses and 

movie palaces were restored; town 

squares got face lifts; high schools 

experienced surges of home,team 

spint and support. Agriculture h1t a 

low point, but cultural 1nst1tutions that 

interpret and celebrate farming's 

proud past received infusions of ener, 

gy and new blood. 

Those institutions, which honor 

the hopeful, exuberant side of Iowa's 

agrarian hentage, have now emerged 

in the '90 strengthened and rej uve, 

nated. The state 1s full of such places 

and events. For example: 

•!• Living History Farms, near Des 

Moines, is the Colonial Williams, 

burg of American agriculture. It has 

few peers as a site for the accurate 

portrayal of the nation 's agr icultural 

past, from the times when Native 

Americans were Iowa's sole human 

inhabitants until the present. 
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THE FLOPPY SHOW, 

WHOlV STUDIO, 

DES MOINES, 

POLK COUNlY 

STAR.ING LINE AT 

ll-lE DRAKE REIAYS 

IN DES MolNcS, 

POIK COL.NlY 

Di:SMOINES 

METRO OPERA, 

SWiPSON CO.LEGE, 

WARREN COUNlY 
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144 •:• The M id west O Id Th re hers 

Reunion, held each year during 

Labor Day weekend near Mount 

Plea ant, is a premier gathering of 

machines from the a~1esome age of 

steam on America's far1n . An 

associated museum offer exhibits 

on themes such as the contribunons 

of women to agriculture. 

•!• The Annual Corn Husking 

Festival in Kimballton hearkens 

back to the days before World War 

II, when virtually all of America's 

primary crop was harvested by 

hand-and when hand~husking 

competitions were 1najor spectator 

events in the Corn Belt. 

Sc.o~EBOARD 

H)R Tt--E IOWA 

CORN HUSKINC., 

CHAMPION' If 

1939 

• I vb W5f- ( [A 55 5 STEFINS 
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•!• The Two;Cylinder Expo, he ld 

each year near Grundy Center, is 

one of the world's largest and most 

A FAN F DI c; impressive gathering 

of nostalg1a;inducing 

VI :-S.E'i SY!W-".-i NY 

Pc KC f'<'Y 

farm machinery ( in this case, 

older John Deere tractors and 

equ ipment). Smaller gatherings of 

antique;tractor enthusiasts take 

place nearly every summer weekend 

somewhere in Iowa. Tractor pulls 

a lso attract thousand s of fan 

throughout the state. 

•!• The annual rodeo 1n Sidney 

celebrates Iowa's historical role as a 

gateway to the O ld West. 

•!• Waverly, in the state's northeast 

quadrant, ho lds a la rge biannual 

sa le of draft h orses and horse; 

farming eq uipment, a vivid 

reminder of the days when "horse, 

poweru refe rred to Belgians, 

Percherons, Shires, o r mules. 

Ar. Mir N< 1-'E B NT-/ 

AT A Dl~ M< "<ES 
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WOMAN·s 
T04P[RAHCE , 

•!• And, of cour e, there's the end,of, 

summer 1n citution known simply a 

"The Fair. " Almost as old as the 

state itself, the lo\va State Fair each 

year draws hundreds of thousands of 

people-rural residents, townsfolk, 

and city dwellers alike- who wish 

to experience the sights, sounds, 

and sme l ls of what is still, 1n 

essence, a king,size celebration of 

rural cultu re. 

STA' FAIR Exh.)S11 vN 

BL.11 lll K, Al',D 

SURR( .UNO Nf 

EXHIBl'S, 

Pol•, CouN'Y, 

Al\OL T 19] 2 (IEFTI, 

't-<E FAIR TODAY 

(ABUVE) 
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READLYN 
'' 857 friendly people 

AND ONE OLD GRC/MJ>" 

You're in Jones 
County, Iowa, 

WFJCIJN£ TIJ 

I 

S imply to classify Iowa as a rural state, however, would be misleading. Most of 

the srate1s residents live neither in the rural countryside nor 1n c1t1es, but in 

small town<::,. The Iowa Department of Transportation, which prepares the 

official state highway map, reports more than 900 "cities and vtllages11 within 

the stare1s borders. Few stares-even those that cover a far larger area than 

Iowa-have more surviving towns. Only about 70 of Iowa1s incorporated 

commun1ttes have populanons greater than 5,000. The remaining 800~some 

dots on the state map rank somewhere 1n size between Muckersville (pop. 6) 

and Hiawatha (pop. 4,986). These stalwart little towns, unassuming and often 

unheralded, harbor the true strength and character of Iowa. Most natives of 

the state who have achieved nanonal prominence have hailed from chis great 

reservoir of all~Amencan pnde and gumption . 
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H ere are a few famous natives of small,town Iowa: Johnny Carson 

(television personality), Corning; the Everly Brothers (musicians), 

Shenandoah; Bob Feller (baseball player), Van Meter; George Gallup 

(opinion pollster), Jefferson; James Norman Hall (coauthor of Mutiny 

on the Bounty), Colfax; Herbert H oover (U.S. President), West 

Branch; John L. Lewis ( labor leader), Lucas; Glenn Miller (big,band 

leader), Clarinda; the Ringling Brothers (circus founders), McGregor; 

Wallace Stegner (Pulitzer Prize,winning novelist), Lake Mills; Donna 

Reed (actress), Denison; Ruth Sucko\v (novelist), Hawarden; Billy 

Sunday (baseball player, evangelist), Nevada; James Van Allen 

(physicist), Mount Pleasant; Henry A. Wallace (corn genetici t, U.S. 

Secretary of Agriculture, Vice President), Onent; Henry C. Wallace 

(editor, U.S. Secretary of Agriculture), Catalpa; John Wayne (actor), 

Winterset; Andy Will1a1ns (musician), Wall Lake; Grant Wood 

(artist), Anamosa. 

B ring chose who were born on Iowa farms and 1n Iowa c1tie5 into the 

picture, and the list of famous natives expands to include: Leon "Btx" 

Beiderbecke (Jazz musician), Davenport; Norman Borlaug (Nobel 

Prize,w1nning botanist), near Protivin; Lee DeForest (inventor), 

Council Bluffs; Mamie Doud Eisenhower (first lady), Boone; Paul 

Engle (poet), near Cedar Rapids; Simon Estes (opera singer), 

Centerville; Art Farmer (jazz musician), Council Bluffs; Esther 

Pauline Friedinan (columnist known as Ann Landers), Sioux City; 

Pauline Esther Friedman (columnist known as Abigail Van Buren), 

Sioux City; Susan Glaspell (author and dramatist), Davenport; Lou 

H enry Hoover (first lady), Waterloo; Cloris Leachman (actress), Des 

Moines; Aldo Leopold ( forester and ecologist), Burlington; Jerry 

Mathers (TV star of Leave It to Beaver), Sioux City; Harriet Nelson 

(TV costar of Ozzie and Harriet), Des Moines; Meredith Willson 

(Broadway composer and lyricist), Mason City. 

UNCLE" HEI\JRY WALLA1 t 

J-ll)LJSt, DES M()INfS (TOP) 

ANfRICAN Go H (. HO:.JSf 

N ELDON, WAPELLO 

COUN'Y [MDDIE), 

HERBERT QUICK Sc.HOOL· 

iOU'-E IN GRUNDY CENlE:R, 

GRUNDY Couts.'lY (BuTTC''-"I 





A MOD<RN-OAY 

BRl:X.,l N [XlWN­

TOWN DES 

M C NE,, POLK 

COUNTY 

T he c ities of Iowa are linked clo ely, 

in space and spirit , with their pre, 

dominantly agrarian surround ings. 

There isn 't an office building in the 

state located more than 15 minutes' 

drive from a soybean fie ld. Yet Iowa 

does have places that a re unden iably 

urba n , and so it h a res \V ith t he 

na tio n as a who le both the cha l, 

lenges and the rewards of an increas, 

ingly urban culture. 

Iowa's e ight municipalities with 

popula tions greater than 50,000 arc 

distributed with unusual evenness 

across the sta te. Council Bluffs and 

S io ux City look to the West from 

the Missouri River; Des Mo ines , 

Cedar Rapids, Waterloo and Iowa 

City are scattered across the sta te's 

broad inte rio r; and Dubuque and 

Dave np o r t a rc s it uated on t h e 

Miss issippi , at the top and bottom of 

what v.rn te r Phil Stong humo rously 

called Iowa's "hearty and not unbe, 

coming pot,belly to the east." 

O n the next t ie r down in ize, 

with populations of 25,000 or more, 

lowa boasts anothe r cava lcade of 

fine towns with dist inguished pa ts 

a nd p ro 1n ising fu t ures. They a re 

Fo rt Dodge, A mes, Maso n C ity, 

Marsh alltown , West Des Moines, 

C edar Fa lls, C linto n , Be tte ndorf, 

and Burlingto n. (O ttumwa inisses 

th is boat, acco rding to the 1990 

ce n sus fi gures, by a me re 500 

people-the popula tion , chat is, of 

a Bussey or a Beacon, an O rleans 

or a Richland.) 

In a small town, everyone knows 

A 1VEPED 

BRl[X,r IN RURA, 

~)!SON COUNTY 

the mayor. No c itizen is more than 

one degree of eparat1on , by person, 

a l acquaintance or blood relation, 

from the town cou ncil. T his sicua, 

t ion tends to produce an electorate 

chat is curiou and well in fo rmed . 

Because Iowa is a cul ture of sma ll 

towns, it's no wonder chat the elec, 

torate of the state as a whole is civi, 

cally a lert and engaged. In te res t in 

po lit ics and public affa irs runs deep, 

as a v isit to most any small , town 

cafe, a lon , or barber shop \vill con , 

firm . O pinio ns fl o w a free ly as 

mo rning coffee. What comes a a 

surprise to many outsiders-media 

people, fo r exa inple, who flock to 

the stare during the Iowa caucuses­

is how open, minded and progressive 

inost of those opinions are. 
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I o,va ha ahvays been a progre ive 

rate, in the sen e that it citizens 

have consisrently e1nhraced change 

,vhen they've perceived it a change 

for the better. Thi tendency goes 

back to the Civil War, \vhen Io,van 

,vere over,vhc lmingly oppo e<l to 

lavery. A handful of the mo t 

com1nitced abol1t1on1 · r acted as 

conductor on the underground 

railroad, \vhich cro ed the outhcrn 

half of the tate. lov.1a wa ahead of 

the natton a a whole 1n enacnng 

civil right laws. le \Va al o quick to 

enact a prohib1tton la,v ( 1884) and 

\Va one of the ftr t states to adopt 

dire ct pr11nar1e ( 1907). 

In agriculture, Iowa wa a leader 

1n the Patrons of Hu bandry 1nove, 

menc, known as the Grange. This 

organization was superseded after 

the turn of the century by a vanety 

of farmers' groups, includ 1ng the 

Farmers Union, the National 

Farmers Organization, che National 

Farmers H oliday Association, and 

the A111crican Farm Bureau. Most of 

these national farin groups were 

either founded in, or derived their 

top leaders from, Iowa. Milo Reno, 

Edwin T. Meredith, James I-Iov.1ard, 

Oren Lee Staley, the three Henry 

Wallaces, ea1nan Knapp, "Tama 

J 1m" Wilson, and Dixon Terry arc 

only a few of the 1nany farm leaders 

with trong ties ro Iowa who have 

achieved prorn1nence in the nation 

an<l the world. 

No di cussion of Iowa's progressive 

pa t \vould be co1nplete without 

1nent1on of Carrie Lane Chapman 

Cart. Born 1n W1scon in, he moved 

,v1rh her family to Floyd County, 

near Charle City. The only woman 

in her clas at Io\va tate, he wa 

a lso cla valed1ctor1an. In the 

1880 , he became 1ncrea 1ngly 

active 1n the \vomen' uffrage 

m.ovement, first 1n Iowa and then a 

a national leader. he was pre 1dent 

of the National Woman uffrage 

A soc iac1on v.1 hen, 1n 1919, 

Congress passed the 19th Amend, 

ment g1v1ng wo111en the right to 

vote. Then Catt became rhe head of 

a new group, the League of Women 

Voters. Only ,v1thin recent year ha 

she begun to receive her due as a 

historical figure of international sig, 

nificance. Her childhood home near 

Charles City is being restored, and a 

building at Iowa State Univers ity 

was recently renamed and dedicated 

in her honor. 
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T his revival of interest in Carrie Chapman Catt exemplifies the spirit of purpose and energy that will serve Iowa well in 

its future-a spirit chat recognizes the past, finds inspiring strengths there, then builds upon chose strengths as we move 

confidently forward. A lifetime ago, Iowa ranked first in farm,owned automobiles and in per,capita ownership of cele, 

phones and radios. Today, Iowa has the most extensive fiber~opcic co1nmunications network in the world. Tomorrow, 

who knows? I only h ope chat when Iowans see each other on the high,cech highways of the future, they wave. 
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A FORWARD ,()()Kll~G 

FARMER IN A 

~TRIP"CROPPE:) f El, 

NE.AR A LTA VISTA, 

CHICKASAW C')UNTY 

THE ENDURING PROMISE OF IOWA: 
WALKING BEANS 

By Michael Martone 

"W ould you like to walk beans this weekend?" my 

friend Thayer Brown asked me one July day. I accepted 

hi invitation on the strength of that turn of phrase, 

"walking beans." It conjured up, in my mind, a visual 

pun in which I was leading a bunch of legumes around by a leash- a notion I 

couldn't shake, even \Vhen Mr. Brown explained the actual procedure. And that 

procedure sounded inviting a well, patrolling along the rows of beans with family 

and neighbors and then hoeing out the weeds we found there-cockleburs, 

sunflowers, burning bush, devil's hoesrrings, and the volunteer corn sprouting 

from seeds spilled last year when the field had been planted to corn. E arly che 

following Saturday morning, I drove to the Brown farm. It's located near Turin, 

in the \Vestern part of the state. I joined a group of Browns and their neighbors, 

who gathered at the edge of a oybean field on bottom land near the Little 

Sioux River. Thayer Brown1s pickup raced out of the hills coward us along 

the section road. H e brought us the new imple1nents we \Vere to use while 

walking beans that day. These implements looked a little like traditional hoes. 

They were not made of wood and metal, however, but of white plastic pipe. 

A loop of nylon rope dangled from one end of each pipe. Mr. Brown poured a 

brand,new liquid h erb icide into the hollow handles. The chemica l filled 

the handles and ran down to the rope,wicks and saturated them. He capped off 

the open end of one handle and handed me tny "hoe." 
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W alking beans th is yea r would 

mea n trave lling th e ro ws a n d 

pa inting weed , leaves with a lick 

o f the wick . We h ad to avo id 

the bea ns, beca use th ey we re 

a lso susceptible to the chemical's 

he rbic id al ac tio n . This was new. 

T he h erbic ide was supposed to be 

absorbed into the vascula r sys tem 

of the couch ed pla nt, the po ison 

drawn down into its very roots. In a 

week or so, the weed would be dead. 

M y purpose in bringing up this 

moment is not to discuss the meri ts 

and detriments of certain cechnolo, 

gies. It 1s to point out the momen t 

when a future arrived in Iowa. Other 

futures, I assu1ne, arrive daily. What 

inte rests 1ne abou t this particula r 

moment is how it was met. Iowans, it 

seems to me, are particularly adept at 

negotiating the meeting of the past 

and futur e, a t n ego ti at ing the 

t ransformatio ns o f yes te rdays into 

tomorrows. We \Vere about to engage 

in a c lass ic lo\va ummer ritual, yet 

in a \vay t hat v.1as radically n ew. 

W e eve n ca lle d ou r n ewfa ng led 

implements "hoes." We ta lked as we 

walked and touched the weed wi th 

our wands, the talk connecting me to 

past sum1ners on the farm, just as the 

bushy e ruptio ns of volunteer corn 

hearkened back co events in this field 

the previous summer. W ith our new 

tool, we con tinued to work. 
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W e knovv the v.ro rld and the things in it by sortLng 

those thing into categories: plants and an imals, city and 

country, Iowans a nd no n ,Iowan . That day walking 

beans, we made the distinction between the leaves of the 

oybean plant an<l tho e of the weeds. But such categories 

are not alway hard and fast. Last year's corn was a crop, 

but in this year's bean field, it's a weed. Boundaries 

between the groupings shift in response to the appear, 

ance of thing new and-wel l, different, like our novel 

"hoe ." In response, we can expand our categories of 

perception, or we can create new categorte altogether. 

Either approach demands an act of Lmag1nation, a 

creative impulse to entertain new \vays of ordering and 

reordering the world. 

Iowans have chis ability, chi willingness co u pend 

conventional groupings and co entertain the po ib1l1ties 

of other arrangements. It's perhaps their greatest as et a 

they meet the future, day by day. 

Here's an example to illustrate chi flexibility of vision, 

this suppleness in meeting and accommodatLng the 

future. Iowans used to say tnat, no matter where you were 

in the state, you were no more than ten miles from a 

railroad. As the state's extensive railway ystem ha 

contracted during this century, Iowans have responded in 

a creative way: They have conve rted many of the 

abandoned right,of,ways into one of the most extensive 

networks of bike trails and hiking paths in the country. 

There is a practical logic at work in this creativity. Using 

these abandoned stretches as linear public parks keeps 

the corridors preserved and al ive. They're a boon to 

recreation and exercise, but they're a lso a hedge. Who 

knows when the economic winds will shift again, and it 

might make sense once more to lay track? 

The writer H amlin Garland called Iowa "the Middle 

Border." On one level, we sense that somewhere within 

the borders of Iowa, the East ends and the West begins. 

The Middle Border also implies that Iowa is the setting 

for tran formation and change, even while it einbraces 

stability and order. The Middle Border (like all borders) 

divides even while it connects. 

Look at the road map of the state and read it as an 

expres ion of both of the e functions of border . There 1s 

no other tate 1n the Un1on where the grid of roads and 

country lanes o c losely matche the original boundanes 

of township urvcys. The pattern of expanding rectangles 

begins \Vith quarter, ection farm fields, then Jump to 

include the ectton bounded by road and highway . 

ection are the build 1ng block of townships. The e 

to\vn hips are stacked row upon row to make councie , 

and che counties arc laid out tier by tier-nine neat rank 

of chem, lined up from top to bottom of the state. lo\va i 

a patch\vork of patchworks. This pattern of grids within 

grids 1 the ultimate expression of being bounded, 

enclo cd, defined. 

And yet, at the a1ne t1me, the very coordinates that 

demarcate one quare 1nile from the next-the roads 

the1nselves-are also corridors of tran mission. Roads 

aren't walls; though they separate and divvy up the land, 

they serve to co1n1nunicate between and connect all the 

parcels. The whole setup functions as a huge va cular 

systeLn chat saturates each bounded ce ll of oil v.rith 

effortless access and egress. Look at that 1nap again and 

imagine it as a picture of a vibrant, 99,celled organism. 

The ce lls are differentiated and unique, each one 

contributing in its own way to 1nake up and sustain that 

wondrously o rdered living syste1n cal led Iowa. 
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H ere' another exarnple of v.rhat l 1nean-anothcr of 

lo,va' creative re ponses to shifting houndanes of titne an<l 

place. The original ro,vn:,hips, a highly 1mag1narive 

invention of their ti1ne, ahvays included a concession of 

land to support free public chools. Consolidations of 

those original school d1 crict , ho,vever, have forced 

Io,van to rethink the very idea of the cla room. The 

result 1 that the state ha embraced a v1s1on of a virtual 

choolhou e constructed of satellite dishes, f1hcr;opt1c 

cable net,vork , and cornputers. Any part of the organ; 

1sm ,vill he able to tap into experttse and resources of 

1nformat1on from any other part. 

The experience of living in such a place 1s chnlling, 

though subtle. It involves culttvaring the ability to shift 

between way of looking at things, the abd1cy to shift gears 

between hoc and "hoe," from schoolhouse to "school; 

house." Iowans daily flex th1 mcraphoncal muscle. They 

get the Jokes. They env1 ton puns ("walking beans," for 

example). They shoot the breeze. They shake out the rug. 

These are creative and healthy act1v1cies. Such v1s1on 

allows Iowans to escape the tyranny of the literal, and to 

confront the new and unexpected with a habit of mind 

that questions habitual thought and practice. 

It is no mistake, I think, that Field of Dreams is one of 

the most telling of our cultural icons. Author W. P. 

Kinsella's original story incorporates, in its main character, 

chis Iowan knack of seeing when the character itnagines his 

farm as a baseball field. Perhaps even more te ll ing is the 

actual existence of such a fie ld. Created for the movie 

version of the book, the imagined set has taken on a life of 

its own. Near Dyersville is a monu1nent to the Io\,van habit 

of mind: A humble baseball diamond represents the space 

that is made for living and working amidst the dreaming. 
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THE Ft, ,()WATERS 

OF J 993 ERASED 

BOUNDARIES AND 

CREATED NEW 

BARRIERS IN QTY 

AND COUNTRY 

AUKE, Pou:: COUNTY 

(LEFT, TOP AND 

BOTTOM! 

Consider for a moment those times 

in o ur his to ry when some o f our 

actual borders really did get up and 

move. I'm no t speaking metaphori, 

ca lly n o w- I ' m thinkin g o f th e 

recent summe r of fl oods whe n 

Io wa's bo rdering rive rs a nd the ir 

tributaries quite lite rally left the ir 

beds and took a walk. It amounted 

to a phys ical rearrangement of the 

en t ire state. The native re pon e to 

the da ily disasters was remarkable. 

There was pa t ien ce, pe rs iste nce, 

good humo r, a nd courage. The 

fl oods we re surprisi n g in the ir 

voraciousness and in their scale, but 

Iowans were no t taken by surpri e. 

Rive rs had co me to life a mid s t 

a po pulat io n ex pe rt in de aling 

creatively with shifting boundaries, 

skilled in coping with new ways of 

o rdering and reordering the world. 
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I n the summer of 1994, I returned to the Brown field near Turin. I wanted to show my six~year~old on the farm ,vhere, 

10 years before he was born, I walked beans. The Browns no longer walk beans. They drill them now, allowing the dense 

crop canopy to shade out the weeds. Mr. Brown at my son on his shou lders and waded out, knee Jeep, into the green sea 

of soybeans. The summer before, this same field was submerged beneath the green water of the Little Sioux River. 

I wanted my son to see this place and meet these people. I am hoping that a habit of thinking and acting will rub off. 

I hope chat he can learn to see the metaphorical connections between an ocean and a farm 

field. I'm hoping he will come to realize that this suppleness of thought is a specia l g ift . 

N ow, my so n and Mr. Brown turn and ca ll to me as I stand on the sh o re. I am 

looking out, trying to catc h a glimpse of the breaking waves, the next future mo1nent. 
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IOWA: A Celebration of Land, 
People & Purpose captures the 

beauty and character of the Hawkeye 

State in stunning photography and lyrical 

essays. Meet the authors: 
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University of Iowa. 

Mary Swander 
Award,winning poet Mary Swander 

has published essays, short stories, two 

books of poetry, and two nonfiction 

books: Parsnips in the Snow and (as 

coeditor with Cornelia Mutel) Land of 

the Fragile Giants. She teaches at Iowa 

State University. 

Craig Canine 
Author of Dream Reaper: An Old, 

Fashioned Inventor in the High, 

Tech, High,Stakes World of Modem 

Agriculture, Craig Canine is an editor at 

Meredith Corporation. He lives on his late 

grandparents' farm near Norwalk. 

Michael Martone 
Michael Marcone has published books of 

short stories as well as many essays 

and articles. He taught writing at Iowa 

State University for seven years and now 

teaches at Syracuse University. 

BlueCross BlueShield 
of Iowa 

An Independent Licensee of the Blue Cross and Blue Shield Assoc,at,on 
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"I've been involved in creat­

ing a dozen commemorative 

picture books, and this one is 

the best. It's got heart and soul and 

something that every Iowan can look at 

and say, 'Yes, this is us.' " 

-Hugh Sidey, Contributing 

Editor, TIME magazine 

"This book captures something of Iowa 

itself-our friends and neighbors, our 

towns and cities, our history, and of course, 

our beautiful rich, rolling land. It's with 

pleasure and pride that we dedicate 

Iowa: A Celebration of Land, People & 

Purpose to all Iowans." 

-The Honorable Robert D. Ray 

Chairman, Iowa Sesquicentennial 

Commission 

In lively prose and stunning photographs, this 

official book of the Iowa Sesquicentennial 

presents a heartwarming, infonnative look 

at Iowa, rooted in our past and focused 

on our future. 
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