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The Scott family and the grounds of the  
Iowa Capitol 

 
James L. Scott and Willson 
Alexander Scott were brothers. 
John B. Scott was their cousin. 
All three Scotts came to Iowa 
before it was a state. 
 
They settled first in Jefferson 
County. Then, Willson 
Alexander or Alex or Aleck, as 
he was known, and his cousin, 
John, came north to Fort Des 
Moines No. 2 with a company 
of dragoons in 1843. 
 
John and Alex signed a 
contract to be farmers for the 
fort, and the agreement called 
for them to provide food for 
soldiers and horses. The 
contract also allowed the pair 
to choose an area to farm, as 
long as it was a mile away 
from the fort. 
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Map from Cabin to Capital City by Leroy Pratt 
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When the soldiers moved the native tribes to Kansas, Alex moved with 
them. But in 1846, when Polk County opened land for settlement, he 
returned and purchased land in the same area he farmed for the federal 
government. 
 
Alex bought 500 acres on the east side of the river. In fact, he and Harrison 
Lyon donated the land where the Capitol stands today. 
 
But that wasn’t the only way Alex made money. John and Alex owned ferry 
services that traveled across the Des Moines and Racoon rivers. James, 
Alex’s brother, eventually moved to Des Moines and went to work for Alex. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 This 1857 sketch of Des Moines looking west from Capitol Hill, taken from an April 1922 

edition of the Annals of Iowa, shows the view from near where Scott’s original log cabin stood. 



  Pieces of Iowa’s Past 
3                                               February 2, 2023 

Alex made a great deal of money selling land and running his ferry service. 
He even kept legislative members as boarders when economic times 
worsened. 
 
And those troubling economic times eventually did Alex in, as well. In 1857 
and 1858, Alex lost most of his wealth. He left Des Moines in 1859 for the 
gold mines at Pikes Peak, Colorado, but he died en route. 
 
His friends returned his body to the hill on the east side of Des Moines near 
a log cabin he had built a decade before. 
 
 
 
 
 

W.A. Scott’s grave site is the only burial plot on the Iowa Capitol grounds. In 1925, 
the present marker was installed. 
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Excerpt from the Annals of Iowa 

https://books.google.com/books?id=tUtIAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA243&lpg=PA243&dq=annals+of+iowa+volume+xiii,+no.+4+april+1922&source=bl&ots=fTAACGU27y&sig=ACfU3U2FrtM3gaWS0btN7QNsOADHEYIsyA&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiT5fy-9qD3AhWVX80KHa5ACjUQ6AF6BAgVEAM#v=onepage&q&f=false

