
  

pieces 

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 historical publications 

are reproduced here with the actual spelling, punctuation, and grammar retained. 

 

56th National Encampment  

of the Grand Army of the Republic 

THIS WEEK:   

BACKGROUND:   

This year marks the 150th anniversary of the establishment of the Grand Army of 

the Republic.  (This is part one of a two-part series.) 

56th National Encampment of the Grand Army of the Republic 

  

The Grand Army of the Republic was  

established 150 years ago in 1866.  The  

Grand Army of the Republic membership  

included any Union soldier who fought in  

the Civil War.  G.A.R. members were  

primarily white men although black  

soldiers were also members, establishing a  

racially integrated organization.  The G.A.R.  

promoted voting rights for black veterans,  

and in 1870, the 15th amendment gave black men  

the right to vote.  The G.A.R. existed from 1866 to  

1956, reaching a membership of 409,489 in 1890.   

There were five Civil War veterans and members  

of the G.A.R. elected president: Grant, Hayes,  

Garfield, Harrison, and McKinley.  

Restoration began on the interior dome in  

June 1998.  The G.A.R. emblem was 

replaced with a reproduction at that time. 
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The G.A.R. established what we now celebrate as Memorial Day.  This holiday, 

first celebrated in 1868 as “Decoration Day,” established a day to decorate  

veteran’s graves and honor those who died or were missing in action.  The Grand 

Army of the Republic also advocated for Federal pensions but failed to establish 

pensions for its black members. 

  

The G.A.R. organized by  

“Departments” on the state level  

and “Posts” on the community  

level.  Posts existed in every  

state.  The G.A.R. held reunions,  

or encampments, on both a state  

and national level for decades  

after the Civil War.  National  

Encampments were held every  

year from 1866 to 1949.  Members  

wore uniforms and badges adopted  

by the GAR.  These badges became  

the emblem of the G.A.R. and were  

used to decorate every Union  

soldier’s grave.  

  

In 1922, Iowa hosted its first  

National Encampment.  The  

organization’s membership was  

at 85,621.  About 20,000 of those  

members attended the 1922  

reunion.  Iowa also hosted the  

National Encampments in 1926  

with 47,179 members; 1931 with  

16,587 members; 1938 with 2,443  

members; and 1944 with 249  

members.  By 1949, the G.A.R.  

membership fell to 16 surviving  

members.  

  

The 1922 National Encampment members filled Des Moines.  The entire city  

celebrated in recognition of their valiant efforts to preserve the Union during the 

Civil War.  The G.A.R. emblem was suspended across the top of the Capitol dome.  

The emblem was retained as a permanent decoration by order of Governor  

Nathan Kendall in 1922. 
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