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The Only Cabinet Member to be Impeached 
 

 

 

The portrait of William Belknap, the only 
presidential Cabinet member to be 

impeached, hangs in the old judicial offices 

in the Iowa State Capitol.  
 

But Belknap wasn’t born in Iowa. Rather, 
he migrated to Keokuk after graduating 

from Princeton University in New Jersey in 
1848 and being admitted to the bar in 

1851. 

 

Belknap joined a law practice in Keokuk.  

In 1857, he served one term in the Iowa 

Legislature and was commissioned as a 

major at the onset of the Civil War.   

 

 

 

 

 

He was promoted to brevet major general 

by the end of the war.  In 1869, President 

Ulysses S. Grant appointed Belknap to his 

cabinet as secretary of war.  This position 

left him in charge of the Native American 

trade in the American west.  
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Representative William Belknap 

Portrait in Capitol 

Photo courtesy of Josh Wilson 

https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislators/legislator?ga=7&personID=5632
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In 1876, Belknap was accused by his former college roommate and at that 

time a member of Congress, Heister Clymer, of “selling” a post tradership* 

to Caleb Marsh for $20,000.  

 

 

 

*The federal government granted 
the right to trade with Native 

American tribes. 
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From the House floor, Clymer 
moved for Belknap to be 

impeached.  However, Belknap 
had submitted his resignation 

to Grant prior to Clymer’s call 

for impeachment, and this 
would be Belknap’s defense.  

He could not be impeached 
because he was no longer 

secretary of war.   

 

    

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Sioux City Daily Journal; March 31, 1876 
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Excerpts from Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper 
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The House did impeach Belknap, but the 
Senate lacked the votes to convict.  Iowa’s 

two Senators at the time, George G. Wright 
and William B. Allison, voted against 

impeachment.   
 

Belknap never fell out of favor with his Civil 
War contemporaries.  In his portrait, his 

Grand Army of the Republic medal shows 
prominently on his lapel.   

 
There are numerous articles written about 

Belknap, but some do not include the story of 

his impeachment.   
 

This funerary monument to Belknap is in Arlington 

National Cemetery.  Belknap’s monument was built by 

Carl Rohl-Smith, a Danish sculptor who also is responsible 

for the 9 bronze statues on the Soldiers and Sailors 

Monument on the south lawn of the Iowa State Capitol. 

Quad City Times; August 1, 1876 


