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Iowa: Leader in Civil Rights and Equality
How does Iowa demonstrate, “Our liberties we prize, and our rights 
we will maintain?”
Iowa has a proud record of laws and court decisions that have established precedents that expanded civil rights 
and equality before they were adopted on the national level. The first case heard by the Iowa Supreme Court, the 
Case of Ralph in 1839, declared that a slave who came to the state legally could not be forced to return to his or her 
master because Iowa did not allow slavery. That came a decade before the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in the Dred 
Scott decision that slaves were property, could be taken anywhere and had no rights. It took the Civil War to end 
the question of slavery. After Iowa desegregated schools in 1868, it took the U.S. Supreme Court almost 90 years to 
reach the same conclusion in Brown v. Board of Education.

Iowa and Expanding Civil Rights
Iowa was also one of the first states to grant African-American men the right to vote. In 1868, Iowa voters (all white 
men at the time) approved a constitutional amendment that removed the word “white” as a qualification for voting. 
While Iowa-born and educated Carrie Chapman Catt became the leader of the national organization promoting 
women’s suffrage, Iowa was not in the forefront of states granting that right. Iowa voters, still all male, defeated an 
amendment is 1916 to extend voting rights to women, but the Iowa legislature approved a national Constitutional 
amendment for women’s suffrage opening the 1920 elections to both sexes. Discrimination based on sex or gender 
orientation rose to prominence in the latter half of the 20th century. Iowa voters twice defeated an Equal Rights 
Amendment (ERA) designed to prevent discrimination against women. In the referenda of 1980 and 1992,  
opponents helped to defeat the ERA proposal by arguing that it would advance gay rights when laws could not  
discriminate based on sex. In 2009, however, Iowa became the third state to grant same-sex couples the right to 
marriage by a ruling of the Iowa Supreme Court.

Separate and Unequal
However, it is important to look beyond the laws themselves to the way they were implemented — or not — in daily 
life. In Iowa’s territory and early statehood days, there were laws that placed severe restrictions on African  
Americans wanting to move into the state or live here. They had to post bonds to insure that they would not 
become public charges and were denied basic rights guaranteed to whites, like the right to serve on juries. While 
Iowa law prohibited public accommodations like trains, buses, restaurants, and theaters from discriminating on 
the basis of race, in practice African Americans often faced barriers. Many schools prohibited African Americans 
from playing on sports teams. Some communities even had “sunset laws” that required African Americans to leave 
town by evening. African-American students at the state universities were denied housing in school dorms until 
African-American veterans returning from World War II demanded and overturned that restriction. Edna Griffin led 
a 1948 protest against Katz Drug Store in Des Moines when it refused to serve her ice cream at its lunch counter. 
When she sued based on Iowa law, she won but was awarded $1. As late as the 1960s, some theaters required  
African Americans to sit in the balcony and some restaurants refused to serve African-American customers.

Refugee Resettlement 
In other ways, however, Iowa has been a leader as an open and inclusive society. In the 1970s, Governor Robert Ray 
inaugurated a resettlement program for Vietnamese and Laotian refugees displaced by the civil wars in those  
countries. When Ray traveled to Southeast Asia and viewed the horrible conditions in refugee camps, he made a 
commitment to organize resources to help them establish new lives in Iowa. He mobilized churches and welfare 
groups to help refugees find housing, learn English and get jobs. Today, many of the refugees and their children 
have distinguished themselves in their chosen professions.

One must consider both the laws that are on the books and the ways that they are implemented when evaluating 
Iowa’s record. Attitudes toward race, gender and other factors have changed over the years, and Iowa has reflected 
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those changes. Still, the long-term trend is toward eliminating barriers toward the full participation of all. Both the 
national creed in the Declaration of Independence that all “are created equal” and Iowa’s motto that “our liberties 
we prize and our rights we will maintain” have been powerful ideals by which we work toward creating a just  
society.

Supporting Questions
How do events from Iowa’s history show a pattern of trailblazing for civil rights and equality on a national 
level?

•• Letter by Iowa State Football Player Jack Trice Written from the Curtis Hotel, October 5, 1923 (Document)
•• C.L. Brewers’ Letter Barring Football Player Jack Trice from Playing at the University of Missouri, October  

	 8, 1923 (Document)
•• Letter from S.W. Beyer to C.L. Brewer and the University of Missouri about Iowa State’s Jack Trice,  

	 October 10, 1923 (Document)
•• Mother Mosque of America in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, October 1950 (Image)
•• National Registry of Historic Places Application for the Moslem Temple, 1996 (Document)
•• IPTV’s “World War II Veteran: Mary Adams,” 2008 (Video)
•• “The Life and Legacy of Jack Trice” Essay from The Annals of Iowa, 2010 (Document)

How has Iowa’s state government changed or enforced state law to support civil rights and equality?
•• Anti-Miscegenation Laws in Iowa, between 1839 and 1959 (Document)
•• “State v. Amana Society: 1906,” 2018 (Document)

In what ways has Iowa modeled upholding civil rights and equality for the national stage?
•• Iowa Supreme Court Ruling on Montgomery v. Ralph, 1839 (Document)
•• Alexander Clark’s Petition to Allow Immigration of Free Slaves into Iowa, 1855 (Document)
•• U.S. Supreme Court Majority Opinion on Dred Scott v. John Sanford Case, March 6, 1857 (Document)
•• “Since it is my right, I would like to have it: Edna Griffin and the Katz Drug Store Desegregation  

	 Movement” Essay from The Annals of Iowa, 2008 (Document)
•• IPTV’s “Alexander Clark and the First Successful School Desegregation Case in the United States,” 2012  

	 (Video)

*Printable Image and Document Guide

Additional Resources
Varnum v. Brien: This document is the amicus brief filed in Varnum v. Brien, an Iowa Supreme Court Case that led 
to the unanimous decision by the Court that the state’s limitation of marriage to opposite-sex couples was  
unconstitutional. Because of this court case, Iowa became the third state in the nation to legalize same-sex  
marriage. 

IPTV’s “Lost in History: Alexander Clark” Video: This resource was created by Iowa Public Television and it tells 
the story of Iowa civil rights leader Alexander Clark. The video also highlights the effort being made in the past  
decade to bring Clark’s story back to the forefront of Iowa’s history in civil rights. 

IPTV’s “Ralph Montgomery:” This webpage from Iowa Public Television summarizes the story of of the court case 
Ralph v. Montgomery. Ralph was born into slavery in Missouri, was able to make an agreement to work for his  
freedom in Iowa. When his former slave owner attempted to apprehend him in Iowa for not paying for his freedom 
the agreed amoung, the Iowa Supreme Court ultimately ruled in Ralph’s favor that he was a free man. 

IPTV’s “Alexander Clark and an African-American’s Fight for Civil Rights:” This online webpage about Alexander 
Clark for Iowa Public Television includes multiple videos about one of Iowa’s most prominent civil rights leaders.  
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Letter by Iowa State Football Player Jack Trice Written from the 
Curtis Hotel, October 5, 1923

Courtesy of Iowa State University Library Special Collections and University Archives, Trice, Jack, “Last Letter,” 5  
October 1923

Description
This letter was written by Jack Trice from the Curtis Hotel the night before his second game of the season for Iowa 
State College. Trice was the first African-American athlete to compete at Iowa State. In the letter, he described 
the significance of him playing in the game, and what he would face during the contest. During the football game 
against the University of Minnesota, Trice sustained severe injuries that later led to his death.

Transcript of Jack Trice’s Letter from the Curtis Hotel

Text-Dependent Questions
•• As you read the letter, what do you feel are the main points Jack Trice is trying to state?
•• Why do you feel he wanted to write this letter before this game? Do you think he understood his role and  

	 significance in playing this game for Iowa State College? What text evidence leads you to this conclusion?
•• Read the letter that C.L. Brewers wrote on October 8, 1923 and compare it to this letter. Based C.L. Brewers 	

	 letter, why do you think Jack Trice would predict his own death? What textual evidence would support your  
	 claim?

Citation Information
Trice, Jack, “Last Letter,” 5 October 1923. Courtesy of Iowa State University Library Special Collections and  
University Archives
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C.L. Brewers’ Letter Barring Football Player Jack Trice from Playing 
at the University of Missouri, October 8, 1923

Courtesy of Iowa State University Library Special Collections and University Archives, Brewer, Chester L., “Chester L. 
Brewer letter to Samuel W. Beyer regarding football game at University of Missouri,” 8 October 1923

Description
This letter was sent from C.L. Brewer, director of the Department of Physical Education at the University of Missouri, 
to Iowa State College and Professor S. W. Beyer. Brewer’s letter stated that Jack Trice, Iowa State’s first  
African-American athlete, would not be allowed to play in their upcoming game between the two colleges.

Transcript of C.L. Brewers’ Letter Barring Jack Trice from Playing at the University of Missouri

Text-Dependent Questions
•• What is the purpose of this letter?
•• Why do you think that Brewer would use phrases like, “you know the conditions here” and “I know that you  

	 understand the tradition that a colored man cannot come here?”
•• Do you think that Iowa State College would have brought and tried to play Jack Trice if been able to play? What  

	 makes you think this?
•• How does this quote from The Life and Legacy of Jack Trice essay help to underscore what would happen on  

	 the football field: “African Americans who played for predominantly white institutions faced extraordinary  
	 hazards and abuse.”

Citation Information
Brewer, Chester L., “Chester L. Brewer letter to Samuel W. Beyer regarding football game at University of Missouri,” 
8 October 1923. Courtesy of Iowa State University Library Special Collections and University Archives
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Letter from S.W. Beyer to C.L. Brewer and the University of  
Missouri about Iowa State’s Jack Trice, October 10, 1923

Courtesy of Iowa State University Library Special Collections and University Archives, Beyer, Samuel W., “Samuel W. 
Beyer letter to Chester L. Brewer, regarding Trice’s death,” 10 October 1923

Description
This letter was sent from S.W. Beyer to Director C.L. Brewer and the University of Missouri responding to their 
“request” that Jack Trice, Iowa State College’s first African-American athlete, not play in their upcoming football 
game. Beyer informs Brewer that Trice would not be attending the game because of his death, which was caused by 
injuries he received during a game against the University of Minnesota. Enclosed in the letter was a copy of a letter 
written by Jack Trice the night before the game where he sustained the fatal injuries that led to his death. 

Transcript of S.W. Beyer’s Letter to University of Missouri’s C.L. Brewer

Text-Dependent Questions
•• This is in response to the letter Brewer wrote two days earlier. What do you feel S.W. Beyer is trying to state  

	 in this letter?
•• Why do you think he would include a copy of the letter written by Jack Trice? What do you think Beyer means  

	 when he states, “... one would not help feel that Jack must have had premonition of what actually happened?”
•• Based on the correspondence between these two schools, do you feel that Jack Trice playing on the Iowa State  

	 College varsity football team was “trailblazing” for college athletics? Why or why not?

Citation Information
Beyer, Samuel W., “Samuel W. Beyer letter to Chester L. Brewer, regarding Trice’s death,” 10 October 1923. Courtesy 
of Iowa State University Library Special Collections and University Archives
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Mother Mosque of America in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, October 1950

Courtesy of State Historical Society of Iowa, October 1950

Description
This photograph is of the Mother Mosque of America, also once known as Moslem Temple and the Rose of  
Fraternity Lodge. This building is the first and the oldest surviving mosque in the United States. The photo was taken 
in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, in October 1950.

Text-Dependent Questions
•• This is a photograph of the first and the oldest surviving mosque in the United States. What might be the  

	 significance of the name “Mother Mosque” be? Why “Mother?”
•• What do you notice about this picture that makes Mother Mosque unique compared to other buildings of  

	 worship you have seen in Iowa?
•• Why might Muslims in the United States, and in particular Iowa, choose Iowa as the location for the first mosque  

	 in the United States?
•• Why do you think this building is significant enough to list on the National Registry of Historical Places?
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National Registry of Historic Places Application for the Moslem 
Temple, 1996

Courtesy of State Historical Society of Iowa, 1996

Description
In 1996, the Moslem Temple submitted a registration form for the National Registry of Historical Places for the 
Mother Mosque of America in Cedar Rapids, Iowa. The application was accepted in March of 1996.

Full Transcript of National Registry of Historic Places Application for the Moslem Temple

Transcribed Excerpts from National Registry of Historic Places Application for the Moslem Temple

Text-Dependent Questions
•• What is the historical and religious significance of the Moslem Temple?
•• Why is this significant to note for state of Iowa?
•• What information from this document supports the argument that this historical place of worship helped to  

	 “show a pattern of trailblazing for civil rights and equality?”
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IPTV’s “World War II Veteran: Mary Adams,” 2008

Courtesy of Iowa Public Television, “World War II Veteran: Mary Adams,” Iowa Pathways - Iowa Public Television, 
2008

Description
This is an interview that aired on Iowa Public Television in 2008, where World War II veteran Mary Adams described 
her experience enlisting in the Women’s Army Corps (WAC). After six weeks of basic training, she worked in Cape 
Cod, Massachusetts, typed the orders for the men going overseas. She stayed in the WAC for two years and 22 days. 

Text-Dependent Questions
•• Before you watch the video, what do you expect to hear about Mary Adams and her experience in the military?
•• As you watch the video, were you surprised? If you were surprised, what does that say about how our society  

	 views women and military service? If you were not surprised by what you saw, explain why not.
•• Based on what you heard and saw, do you feel that women like Mary Adams were treated the same as military  

	 men? What evidence do you have from the video to support your answer?

Citation Information
“World War II Veteran: Mary Adams,” Iowa Pathways - Iowa Public Television, 2008. Courtesy of Iowa Public  
Television
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“The Life and Legacy of Jack Trice” Essay from The Annals of Iowa, 
2010

Courtesy of State Historical Society of Iowa, Schwieder, Dorothy, The Annals of Iowa, Vol. 69, No. 4, pp. 379-418, 2010

Description
This Annals of Iowa essay is a written account by Dorothy  Schwieder, a retired history professor from Iowa State 
University (ISU), that details the life of Jack Trice, Iowa State’s first African-American athlete and one of the first  
African-American athletes to play for a major college in the U.S. Trice tragically died in 1923 as a result of an injury 
he suffered during his second game for the football team against the University of Minnesota. This account  
highlights the hurdles Trice faced on and off the field, the events preceding his fatal injuries and the effort made 
after his death to recognize his story among students at ISU. 

Full Transcript of “The Life and Legacy of Jack Trice” Annals of Iowa Essay

Transcribed Excerpts from “The Life and Legacy of Jack Trice” Annals of Iowa Essay

Text-Dependent Questions
•• What were some of the unique circumstances Jack Trice faced both on and off the field at Iowa State College  

	 between 1922 and 23?
•• How did other colleges who played against Iowa State College treat both the game, and specifically, Jack Trice?
•• After reading about the details of Jack Trice’s last football game, read the letter he wrote the night before the  

	 game. What resonates with you about his letter, description of the game and his medical treatment?
•• How was Jack Trice’s career (and his death as a result of injuries on the field) significant to the rest of the nation  

	 and collegiate sports when in comes to equality?
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Anti-Miscegenation Laws in Iowa, between 1839 and 1959

Courtesy of the Law Library, State Library of Iowa, “Anti-Miscegenation Laws in Iowa,” between 1839 and 1959

Description
This document contains three different sources that all contain anti-miscegenation laws in Iowa and across the  
United States between 1839 and 1959. Anti-miscegenation laws are laws that enforce racial segregation at the level 
of marriage and intimate relationships by criminalizing interracial marriage between members of different races. 
The three sources in this document are: the 1839 Laws of the Territory of Iowa, the Iowa Code of Law of 1851 and 
the Yale Law Journal of 1959.

Full Transcript of Anti-Miscegenation Laws in Iowa

Transcribed Excerpts from Anti-Miscengenation Laws in Iowa

Text-Dependent Questions
•• What did the territory of Iowa law say in 1839 about marriages between whites and people of color?
•• By 1851 Iowa had repealed its miscegenation law for marriages. Why do you think
•• As you read 480 Appendix 1 and 482 States Formerly Prohibiting Miscegenation, how does Iowa’s omission  

	 of the anti-miscegenation laws compare to other states? Why is this significant to Iowa’s statement of “our rights  
	 we will maintain?”

Citation Information
“Anti-Miscegenation Laws in Iowa,” between 1839 and 1959. Courtesy of the Law Library, State Library of Iowa
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“State v. Amana Society: 1906,” 2018

Courtesy of Law Library, State Library of Iowa, “State v. Amana Society: 1906,” pp. 1-7, 2018

Description
This document is the majority opinion on the 1906 ruling from the Iowa Supreme Court on the State v. Amana 
Societies case. Their decision upheld the rights of the Amana Societies to pursue economic gains for the purpose of 
supporting the members of the Society based on their religious principles and beliefs.

Transcript of “State v. Amana Society: 1906”

Text-Dependent Questions
•• What was the State’s original complaint against the Amana Societies (the defendants)? What was the defendant’s 	

	 argument against the Attorney General?
•• What was the official ruling from the Iowa Supreme Court? Using the text, was was the main point(s) that  

	 supported the ruling?
•• How does this ruling show that Iowa’s government was enforcing the equal rights of the Amana Societies?

Citation Information
“State v. Amana Society: 1906,” pp. 1-7, 2018. Courtesy of Law Library, State Library of Iowa
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Iowa Supreme Court Ruling on Montgomery v. Ralph, 1839

Courtesy of State Historical Society of Iowa, Mason, Charles, 1839

Description
This document is the written judgment from Iowa Supreme Court Chief Justice Charles Mason, who in 1839 ruled 
that a former slave named Ralph would be “... free by operation of law; it is therefore ordered and adjudged; that 
he be discharged from further duress and restraint, and that he go hence without day.” The background of the case 
was that Ralph was a slave of Jorden Montgomery’s in Missouri, and in 1834, they agreed that Ralph would go to 
Dubuque, Iowa, to work in the lead mines. They also agreed Ralph would pay Montgomery $450.00 for his freedom 
but Ralph did not pay Montgomery, so the Missouri slave owner came to Iowa to apprehend Ralph. The ensuing 
supreme court case found that Ralph was a free man and Montgomery could not “illegally restrain a human being 
of his liberty.”

Transcript of Iowa Supreme Court Ruling on Montgomery v. Ralph

Text-Dependent Questions
•• Considering the time period, why do you think it is significant that the Iowa Supreme Court and Chief Justice  

	 Charles Mason stated, “Ralph, a man of color?”
•• Why do you think Chief Justice Mason ordered that this ruling be shared out to several counties in the territory  

	 of Iowa?
•• Compare this ruling to the Dred Scott ruling. How does the ruling of Ralph show Iowa’s progression toward  

	 civil rights compared to the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling in Dred Scott?
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Alexander Clark’s Petition to Allow Immigration of Free Slaves into 
Iowa, 1855

Courtesy of State Historical Society of Iowa, 1855

Description
This document is a petition submitted by Alexander Clark, a prominent Iowa civil rights leader, to the Iowa General 
Assembly in 1855. The petition calls on the legislature to overturn an exclusionary law that prohibited the  
immigration of free slaves into the state of Iowa.

Transcript of Alexander Clark’s Petition to Allow Immigration of Free Slaves into Iowa

Text-Dependent Questions
• What was the main point of the petition presented by Alexander Clark?
• This petition was submitted in 1855 to the Iowa General Assembly. This petition was submitted before the 

Civil War, why would that be significant?
• How does this document show that Iowans led the way in the fight for equality and civil rights? 
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U.S. Supreme Court Majority Opinion on Dred Scott v. John Sanford 
Case, March 6, 1857

Courtesy of National Archives, “Dred Scott v. Sanford (1857),” U.S. Supreme Court, 6 March 1857

Description
On March 6, 1857, Chief Justice Roger B. Taney of the U.S. Supreme Court shared the majority opinion in the ruling 
of Dred Scott v. John Sandford. The Supreme Court ruled that slaves were not citizens of the United States and, 
therefore, could not expect any protection from the federal government or the courts.

Full Transcript of U.S. Supreme Court Majority Opinion on Dred Scott v. John Sanford

Transcribed Excerpts from U.S. Supreme Court Majority Opinion on Dred Scott v. John Sanford

Text-Dependent Questions
•• What were the reasons why the United States Supreme Court ruled against Dred Scott?
•• How did this ruling compare to the Iowa Supreme Courts ruling in the case of Ralph?
•• How did the Iowa ruling model for everyone the need for upholding the civil rights of citizens of Iowa and the  

	 United States? How did the Dred Scott ruling set that progress back?

Citation Information
“Dred Scott v. Sanford (1857),” U.S. Supreme Court, 6 March 1857. Courtesy of National Archives
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“Since it is my right, I would like to have it: Edna Griffin and the 
Katz Drug Store Desegregation Movement” Essay from The Annals of 
Iowa, 2008

Courtesy of State Historical Society of Iowa, Lawrence, Noah, “Since it is my right, I would like to have it: Edna Griffin 
and the Katz Drug Store Desegregation Movement,” The Annals of Iowa, Vol. 67, No. 4., pp. 298-330, 2008

Description
This 2008 Annals of Iowa essay written by high school student Noah Lawrence details the effort of Edna Griffin to 
desegregate Katz Drug Store in Des Moines, Iowa.

Full Transcript of “Edna Griffin and the Katz Drug Store Desegregation Movement” Annals of Iowa Essay

Transcribed Excerpts “Edna Griffin and the Katz Drug Store Desegregation Movement” Annals of Iowa Essay

Text-Dependent Questions
•• In your own words, describe the events that involved Edna Griffin and the Katz Drug Store in Des Moines, Iowa.
•• What techniques and strategies did Griffin use in her civil rights fight? Why were they so effective?
•• How did the efforts of Griffin inspire other efforts in Iowa and across the nation, and spark the National Civil  

	 Rights Movement of the 1950s and 60s?
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IPTV’s “Alexander Clark and the First Successful School  
Desegregation Case in the United States,” 2012

Courtesy of Iowa Public Television, “Alexander Clark and the First Successful School Desegregation Case in the  
United States,” Iowa Pathways - Iowa Public Television, 2012

Description
This video is an excerpt from program “Lost in History: Alexander Clark,” which was produced for Iowa Public  
Television in 2012. The video explains the significance of Alexander Clark’s lawsuit against the Muscatine, Iowa, 
school district for denying his daughter admission to a public school because she was African American in 1867. 
Clark eventually wins the lawsuit and his daughter becomes the first African American to integrate into an all-white 
public high school.

Text-Dependent Questions
•• What were the details of the lawsuit and court case? What was the main focus in the lawsuit, and what was the  

	 end result?
•• Why was this court case so significant to our nation’s history of school segregation?
•• Watch the video and read Alexander Clark’s Petition to Allow Immigration of Free Slaves into Iowa. How  

	 did Alexander Clark pave the way for equality and civil rights in Iowa and the United States?

Citation Information
“Alexander Clark and the First Successful School Desegregation Case in the United States,” Iowa Pathways - Iowa 
Public Television, 2012. Courtesy of Iowa Public Television 


