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Examining the Zeros: Annie Wittenmyer 
 

 
 
This year begins the 90th Iowa General Assembly. Some of this year’s Pieces 
of Iowa’s Past articles will briefly examine the work of the 10th, 20th, 30th, 
40th, 50th, 60th, 70th, and 80th General Assemblies, or observe interesting 
events that happened during those years. 
  
The 10th General Assembly convened January 11 and adjourned March 29, 
1864, a 79-day session.  The 10th General Assembly had a total of 138 
members. 

Among the Senate members were 4 Democrats and 42 
Republicans.  Lieutenant Governor Enoch W. Eastman 
presided over the Senate.  Eastman’s memorial resolution in 
the Senate Journal reads: “He was born in the town of 
Deerfield, New Hampshire, April 15, 1810. . . . Commenced 
the study of law when about twenty-nine years of age; 
studied five years, and was admitted to the bar in 1844. 
Married soon after, and moved to Burlington, Iowa, in which 

place he lived until 1847, when he 
moved to Oskaloosa, where he lived 
and practiced his profession. Moved to 
Hardin county (Eldora) in 1857.” 

 
The House of Representatives had 87 Republican members 
and 5 Democrat members.  Speaker Jacob Butler presided 
over the House of Representatives.  The legislative website 
reads: “A native of Franklin County, Ohio, born August 
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https://www.legis.iowa.gov/docs/publications/MR/attachments/681347_792737.pdf
https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislators/legislator?ga=20&personID=4286
https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislators/legislator?ga=10&personID=5329
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14, 1817, Mr. Butler came to Muscatine in 1841 forming a 
law partnership with Judge Ralph P. Lowe.” 
 
Governor William Stone won the 1863 Republican 
gubernatorial nomination and was sworn into office on 
January 14, 1864. The federal census in 1880 put Iowa’s 
population at 1,624,615. In 1884 the General Assembly 
met in the Brick Capitol. 
  
 

Annie Wittenmyer 
 

As the U.S. was in the midst of a Civil War in 1864, 
Iowa was committed to the Union cause. 76,534 Iowa 
men served in the Union Army. While their husbands 
and fathers were in the army, Iowa women stepped up 
to help where they could.  Annie Wittenmyer of 
Keokuk was very effective in helping to improve the 
hospitals for injured Union soldiers. She organized 
shipments of supplies and demanded better medical 
treatment from army doctors.  
 
Wittenmyer made efforts to systematize and unite the 
work of improving conditions of Union soldiers for the 

whole state.  In 1861, Governor Samuel J. Kirkwood created the new Army 
Sanitary Commission for the State of Iowa, usually referred to as the Iowa 
Sanitary Commission, and in 1862 during the extra session of the Iowa 
Legislature, an Act 
was passed that 
named 
Wittenmyer as 
Sanitary Agent for 
the State of Iowa.   
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https://www.legis.iowa.gov/docs/publications/iactc/9.1.1/CH0036.pdf
https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislators/legislator?ga=17&personID=4688
https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislators/legislator?ga=17&personID=4688
https://pubs.lib.uiowa.edu/annals-of-iowa/article/6332/galley/115128/view/
https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislators/legislator?ga=17&personID=4688


  Pieces of Iowa’s Past 
            3                January 2023       

Wittenmyer was the first and only woman ever named to a commission 
created by the Legislature, and it was the first time a woman was specifically 
named in an Iowa legislative document.  In October 1863, she was elected 
president of the Iowa State Sanitary Commission, a group organized to 
resist an attempt by the all-male Army Sanitary Commission to take over 
the work of the Iowa women.  
 
The rivalry between the two commissions continued into 1864, when 
opponents falsely accused Wittenmyer of mismanagement and corruption. 
During the 10th General Assembly, Representative Samuel Alexander Russell 
of Washington in the House of Representatives introduced a bill for a 
sanitary law.  The House passed HF 123, an Act to provide for the 
appointment of Sanitary Agents, define their duties, and provide for their 
compensation, thus repealing the Act of the 9th General Assembly.   
 
There were several petitions asking that the Act of the 9th General Assembly 
appointing Mrs. Annie Wittenmyer State Sanitary Agent not be repealed.  
 

 
 

 
 
 

Excerpt from the Muscatine Weekly Journal, March 4, 1864 

https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislators/legislator?ga=10&personID=5393
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On March 10, 1864, Senator John Abbott Parvin from the Special Committee 
on Sanitary Affairs submitted the following report: 
 

 
After refuting the charges and fighting off the threat to her position, 
Wittenmyer resigned as State Sanitary Agent in May 1864. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Excerpt from a letter to the Soldiers Aid Society written by Annie Wittenmyer and published in the  
Muscatine Weekly Journal; June 3, 1864 

 

https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislators/legislator?ga=10&personID=5179
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In the course of her work as Sanitary Agent for the State of Iowa, 
Wittenmyer saw many men die who spoke of the children they were leaving 
behind as orphans.  This brought forward the project of a Soldiers’ Orphans 
Home.  
 
In June 1864, after Wittenmyer resigned from her position with the State of 
Iowa, she opened the first orphans’ home in Farmington, Iowa.  Over the 
next 10 years, more than 720 children were cared for at the home and at 
branches in Cedar Falls and Glenwood. Wittenmyer died in 1900 at age 73. 
The Iowa Legislature in 1949 changed the name of the home from “The Iowa 
Soldiers’ Orphans’ Home” to "The Anna Wittenmyer Home” to honor the 
heroine of the Civil War whose untiring efforts resulted in the home’s 
founding. Wittenmyer was inducted into the Iowa Women’s Hall of Fame in 
1975. 
 
 

 
 

 

From the Acts of the 53rd General Assembly in 1949 

https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislation/BillBook?ga=53&ba=HF359
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 Postcard of the Orphans’ Home in Davenport, Iowa. 


