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SHSI & Iowa City - After 168 Years Together - Now What?

As I see it, the old expression - “Those who fail to learn from history are doomed to
repeat it’ - strongly applies here to our current situation. You see, when the State
Historical Society of lowa (SHSI) decision-makers in Des Moines announced, in June
2025, that they were done trying to keep SHSI open in lowa City, I truly doubt that any
of them took the necessary time to see why so many of their predecessors had come to a
different conclusion.

1, myself, was truly impressed, as I put together a SHSI history page (see
www.ouriowaheritage.com/shsi-history), on how very important it was for key leaders
in the past - like our state’s first librarian, T.S. Parvin; the state legislators of 1857 who
first formed SHS; or our first SHSI superintendents: Benjamin F. Shambaugh (1907-
1940) and William J. Petersen (1947-1972), to continually insist that SHSI never stray far
from a tight association with our state’s university system.

You see, to many of these SHSI leaders of yesteryear, keeping history alive was not an
interesting hobby, a business endeavor, or an optional sidelight. No, to them, the job of
preserving history was an investment in the future, knowing that if the work of SHSI
was going to really count for something, we had to be right there, on the campus,
working alongside the state’s best educators, making sure that every student
(regardless of their major) would be fully exposed to the many life lessons available
only through the lense of history.

Sadly, today’s decision to take SHSI out of Iowa City because of budgetary limitations is
like deciding to stop teaching students because we're running low on paper and ink. It
simply makes no sense, especially when the state’s budget surplus for 2026 is projected
to be $1.6 billion!

From my seat on the history bench, there is a multitude of strong SHSI leaders from the
past, who are, today, rolling over in their graves, knowing that this generation of SHSI

leaders is teetering on the edge of actually reversing a 168-year-old commitment to one
strong & successful educational alliance: SHSI & Iowa City.
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