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Moving the National Capital 
 

The seat of the national government was changed 12 times before it was 

finally established at Washington in 1790. Since then, there have been three 

distinct movements to relocate the national capital.   

 

The first attempt was induced by the burning of the Capitol by the British in 

1814.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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. 
 

Burning of Washington, August 1814 

http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/cph.3c17176/
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The second effort to relocate the national capital occurred in 1846. That 

year, Iowa’s First General Assembly convened at Iowa City.  Representative 

S. B. Olmstead introduced a joint resolution to move the national seat of 

government to the Raccoon Forks of the Des Moines River. The motion was 

tabled indefinitely.   

 

The third and most threatening effort to move the capital city came after the 

Civil War.  This third movement originated in the Mississippi Valley and 

almost assumed the proportions of a national issue.  

 

The experience of the Civil War highlighted the nonstrategic location of 

Washington as the seat of government since the center of the nation had 

shifted with the increase of population to the Midwestern states.   

 

Also, the government had outgrown its location in Washington and efforts to 

obtain appropriations for extensive improvements were being made.  

Representatives from the Midwestern states questioned whether new and 

expensive buildings should be erected in Washington or at some other, more 

centrally located site. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Journal of the House of Representatives, 1846 

New York Herald, 

October 22, 1869 

https://www.legis.iowa.gov/docs/publications/YHJL/855009.pdf
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On February 10, 1868, during the second session of the Fortieth Congress, 

Representative H. E. Paine of Milwaukee offered a resolution that “the seat 

of government of the United States ought to be removed to the valley of the 

Mississippi.”   

 

The entire Iowa delegation, William B. Allison, Grenville M. Dodge, Asahel W. 

Hubbard, William Loughridge, Hiram Price, and James F. Wilson, voted for 

the resolution. 

 

 

This was the first time a proposition for the relocation of the national capital 

was ever entertained. And competition amongst Midwestern cities soon 

began. Cincinnati, Chicago, Indianapolis, Kansas City, and even Keokuk, 

Iowa, were all thought to be ideal sites.    

 

 

 

 

Journal of the House of Representatives of the United States, February 10, 1868 

https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=llhj&fileName=066/llhj066.db&recNum=325&itemLink=r%3Fammem%2Fhlaw%3A%40field%28DOCID%2B%40lit%28hj0663%29%29%3A%230660003&linkText=1
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A National Capital Convention was called to meet in St. Louis on October 20, 

1869.  The governors of all of the states were invited to appoint two 

delegates for each congressional district and four each from the state at 

large.  Eighty representatives from 17 states and territories, mostly from the 

West, attended.   

 

To represent Iowa, Gov. Samuel Merrill 

appointed former Gov. Ralph P. Lowe, Iowa 

College (Grinnell) President G. F. Magoun, 

Maturin L. Fisher, and A. W. Hubbard from the 

state at large, while the 12 congressional 

district representatives were Augustus C. 

Dodge, James F. Wilson, Samuel J. Kirkwood, J. 

M. Tuttle, Grenville M. Dodge, H. E. Newell, G. 

M. Woodbury, A. H. Hamilton, W. E. Leffingwell, 

J. G. Patterson, Theodore Hawley, and Hiram 

Price. 

 

The chief work of the convention was the 

adoption of resolutions.   On the second day of 

the convention, the committee adopted a series of eight articles, which 

included condemning any and all further expenditures on improvements in 

Washington.  All in all, the convention did not have much influence with the 

public and little attention was paid to the project. 

 

 

National capital removal was made the subject of the Thirteenth General 

Assembly of Iowa.  A report from the St. Louis convention was made to the 

governor, and a special message by Merrill was made to the General 

Assembly in January 1870.  

 

A resolution was passed to instruct Iowa members of Congress “to use all 

honorable means to secure a removal of the national capitol, at the earliest 

day possible, to some central point in the great Mississippi valley.”  

Governor Samuel Merrill 

https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislators/legislator/legislatorAllYears?personID=5583
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Iowa representatives in Congress were instructed and requested to oppose 

further appropriations of the public moneys for the erection of buildings in 

Washington.   

 

In 1870, during a congressional debate in the Senate upon the appropriation 

of $250,000 for the extension of the Capitol grounds in Washington, James 

Harlan, representative of Iowa, called for the reading of the resolutions 

adopted by the Iowa Legislature on that subject and then began an 

argument for capital removal.   

 

 

Journal of the House of Representatives, 1870 

https://www.legis.iowa.gov/docs/publications/YHJL/855025.pdf
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When the vote on the appropriation was taken, only ten senators cast their 

ballot against it.  James Harlan and James B. Howell of Iowa were among 

them.  A vote in the House on a similar provision recorded five of the six 

Iowa representatives among the nays. 

 

In October 1870, a second National Capital Convention was held in 

Cincinnati.  Again, Merrill responded by appointing a strong delegation of 24 

prominent men of the state, including Ralph P. Lowe, Benjamin F. Gue, 

Charles Beardsley, Samuel J. Kirkwood, George F. Magoun, Hoyt Sherman, 

and M. L. McPherson.  Only four of them attended the convention and the 

delegations from other states were similarly low.  The campaign for capital 

removal seemed to be halting. 

 

 

At the opening of Congress, December 5, 1870, 

President Ulysses S. Grant gave his second annual 

Message to the Senate and House of Representatives 

and recommended appropriations for capital 

improvements. 

 

He also delivered a short speech on December 21, 

1870, offering his personal opinion on capital removal.   

 

 

 
President Ulysses S. Grant 

Journal of the House of Representatives of the United States, May 27, 1870 

 

https://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=llhj&fileName=069/llhj069.db&recNum=862&itemLink=D?hlaw:14:./temp/~ammem_UfbE::%230690863&linkText=1
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Congress passed the capital improvement appropriations bill that Grant 

requested. With that, the movement for removal of the capital collapsed.  

Washington remained the nation’s capital and removing it never again became a 

serious national issue.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Swisher, J. A., (1923) “The Capital on Wheels”, The Palimpsest 4(5), p. 151-169. 


