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Salubrious Iowa:

The Land of Prairie and the Home of the Immigrant

Of all other considerations respecting a new

 country, the most important is as to its healthiness.

–Dr. Updegraff, quoted in Iowa as it is in 1855.

In 1846, forty years after the Louisiana Purchase, Iowa graduated from territory to state, and continued to grow.  Immigrants moving to the “Queen State of the West” faced much toil to settle Iowa, and they had a powerful pull to encourage their determination: economic gain through agriculture (Taylor 1860).  The people already settled hoped for an increase in population for the same end, but different means: economic gain through speculation.  The immigrants sought land; the settled sought consumers.


The two groups of people formed a perfect symbiosis, but before immigrants from the Eastern states and beyond could do business with the speculators and political leaders of Iowa, the immigrants had to choose Iowa over other potential locations.  Published by individuals as well as by groups, pamphlets aimed toward immigrants sought to make Iowa special, to give her the extra something that she needed in order to grow in population and toward success.  The pamphlets described many aspects of Iowa, from agriculture to railroads to churches to “Indian character” (Newhall 1841).  While the publications vary in a number of ways, they each address the characteristics of Iowa within the context of the commonly held health beliefs.


For the nineteenth-century American, the causes of healthfulness and of illness were a partially solved mystery, understood in some ways but not in others. Conevery Bolton Valenčius suggests that “the fundamental connections between actions of the body and environment revealed in nineteenth-century geographies of health express the destabilizing potency of the partially understood” (Valenčius 2003, 264).  Miasmas, or “gaseous emission[s] arising from stagnant water, from ground soaked by water and wet, decaying organic matter,” were believed to transmit disease, but few people agreed upon a single theory (Prince 1997, 121).  Especially in the case of the cholera epidemics of 1832 and later, “many ordinary householders” believed that disease could be “a consequence of sin” or even social class (which in itself was a result of sin) (Rosenberg 1962, 40; Carter 2000, 1).  Even as germ theory began to gain support at the end of the century, miasmas and punishments continued to cause disease for the nineteenth-century American.


While cholera infected the poor for their wretchedness, hay fever afflicted the well-off for their comfort.  Soon becoming a “favored American pastime,” hay fever encouraged the wealthy sufferers to retreat into the resorts of the White Mountains of New Hampshire for a combination holiday and cure (Mitman 2003, 609).  People in California also sought nature for climatotherapy, “a medical procedure that used prevailing atmospheric phenomena for curative or palliative treatment of a wide variety of diseases” (Thompson 1976, 146).  Travelers sought pure air, natural forests, and clean water for their healing effects (Mitman 2003; Thompson 1976; Valenčius 2003).  Called “travel” or “wilderness cures,” these approaches to healthfulness depended upon the belief that the physical surroundings of a person directly affected that person’s body.

Many of these beliefs were reinforced through popularly shared and gathered empirical evidence.  Citizens would evaluate health through their intuitive understanding of cause and effect, generally from nature to body:  Hay fever sufferers’ “bodies were self-registering instruments—accurate barometers and seasonal calendars” that determined whether their current surroundings caused or calmed their symptoms (Mitman 2003, 602).  Some people partaking in travel cures kept journals indicating their changing health according to their current location, and the literature of the time only further emphasized the importance of place to both body and mind and the ability of untrained persons to understand health and land relationships (Mitman 2003).  In addition to every person’s ability to read his own health, “[m]iasmas were equally intelligible to nearly illiterate subsistence farmers and to trained physicians; foul smell and clinging fog were interpretable by any farm woman or planter who encountered them” (Valenčius 2003, 123).  


As indicated by the beliefs noted by Rosenberg, Mitman, Thompson, Valenčius, and others, the health beliefs of nineteenth-century Americans consistently connect the body to its surroundings.  While Thompson overtly criticizes the “erroneous notions” of the nineteenth-century point of view, this paper seeks to study these notions without concern for their accuracy, and instead with interest in their history.  As Valenčius does in The Health of the Country, I examine the patterns of the nineteenth-century health beliefs as their own truth, outside of the context of twenty-first-century medical notions.  Broadly, this essay shares a goal with Mitman: to add to the scholarship “exploring the ways in which perceptions of environment and place were mapped onto” health (Mitman 2003, 604).  To these ends, I examine the Iowan booster pamphlets as a case study that enforces the conclusion found by previous scholarship: the health beliefs of nineteenth-century Americans viewed the body and its environment as an integrated system with complex webs of cause and effect.  Due to the source material, the paper also takes into consideration the nature of boosterism and its effect on the portrayal of health.
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