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Examining the Nines: Killing of the Constitutional 

Convention 
 

 

 

This year begins the 89th Iowa General Assembly. Some of this year’s Pieces 

of Iowa’s Past articles will briefly examine the work of the 9th, 19th, 29th, 

39th, 49th, 59th, 69th, and 79th General Assemblies, or observe interesting 

events that happened during those years. 

  

The 39th General Assembly convened January 10 and 

adjourned April 8, 1921, an 89-day session.   

 

There was a total of 158 members.  The Senate had 2 

Democrats and 48 Republicans, and Lieutenant Governor 

John Hammill was President of the Senate.    

 

The House of Representatives 

had 6 Democrats, 101 Republicans, and  

1 Independent member.  Senator Arch McFarlane  

was the Speaker of the House.   

 

Nathan Kendall was the Governor. He 

was 52 when he was sworn into 

office on January 13, 1921.  

 

The Federal census of 1920 put 

Iowa’s population at 2,404,021.   

 

 

 

Pieces of Iowa’s Past, published by the Iowa State Capitol Tour Guides weekly during the Legislative    
Session, features historical facts about Iowa, the Capitol, and the early workings of state government.  
All italicized text/block quotes in this document are taken directly from historical publications with the 

actual spelling, punctuation, and grammar retained. 
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https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislators/legislator?ga=34&personID=3234
https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislators/legislator?ga=57&personID=1723
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Constitutional Convention 

 

On August 3, 1857, voters ratified Iowa’s third constitution, proposed by its 

third constitutional convention.  Section 3 of Article 10 of the Iowa 

Constitution includes a clause for a decennial referendum on whether to call 

a constitutional convention.  The first implementation of Iowa’s decennial 

referendum on whether to call a state constitutional convention was in 1870.  

  

On November 2, 

1920, the question 

“Shall there be a 

convention to revise 

the Constitution, 

and propose 

amendment or 

amendments to 

same?” was 

answered favorably 

by a vote of 279,652 

for a constitutional 

convention and 

221,763 against.  

This would be the first and last time since our current 1857 constitution was 

adopted that the decennial referendum received approval by the voters. 

 

The 39th General Assembly was charged with the duty of providing ways 

and means for a delegate convention.   

 

House File 307, the first bill relating to the convention, was introduced by 

Representative Julian Calhoun and Representative John Rankin on January 

20, 1921.  It proposed a convention of 50 members, 1 from each senatorial 

district, chosen along political lines at the next general election in 1922.  The 

convention delegates would convene in convention in Des Moines in the 

Senate Chamber of the Capitol Building, on the first Tuesday in June, 1923, 

at 10 o'clock.  Delegates were to be paid $20 a day, but in no case would 

any delegate be paid more than $2000 for said per diem compensation.    

 

 

https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislation/BillBook?ga=39&ba=HF307
https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislators/legislator?ga=39&personID=2826
https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislators/legislator/legislatorAllYears?personID=2731
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“Several bills were offered in both houses providing for the selection of the 

delegates and other details.  Finally, everything was agreed upon except that 

the senate wanted the convention to be nonpartisan while the house insisted 

that they be chosen on a partisan basis.  Calhoun, Mayne, Westervelt and 

Weaver took the position that it was not a question of whether the members 

wished a constitutional convention but a question of whether they would 

deliberately violate the express mandate of the constitution that such 

conventions should be called pursuant to the vote the people expressed last fall.  

The vote was hot and extended but by a viva voce vote (Latin, meaning "live 

voice" vote) the house finally killed the whole constitutional convention bill.”  

 

 

 

Linn County Representative C.F. Clark gave the Cedar 

Rapids Gazette a dramatic account of “the killing of the 

constitutional convention (con-con) bill in the house of 

representatives.” 

 

 

 

 

 

The Des Moines Register - April 10, 1921 

Representative 

C.F. Clark, Linn County 

https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislators/legislator/legislatorAllYears?personID=2482
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The Gazette (Cedar Rapids) – April 13, 1921 
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