
 
 

Although the Eighth Circuit was established in 1837, it was not until after the Civil War 
that it began to take on aspects of its modern-day configuration. In 1862, a circuit was 
created that largely resembled the future Eighth Circuit. Numbered the Ninth Circuit, it 
included Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, and Missouri. In 1866, it was renumbered as the 
Eighth Circuit, with the addition of Arkansas. Then between 1867 and 1890, Nebraska, 
Colorado, North Dakota, South Dakota, and Wyoming were added as they were 
admitted to the Union.  
 

States Added to the Eighth Circuit Before 1891 
 
   1866  Arkansas, Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, Missouri 
   1867  Nebraska 
   1876  Colorado 
   1889  North Dakota, South Dakota 
   1890  Wyoming 
 
By 1891, when the Circuit Court of Appeals Act was passed, the Eighth Circuit had 
grown to ten states. Referred to as “an empire in itself,” the circuit ran the course of the 
Mississippi River from Minnesota in the north to Arkansas in the south and crossed the 
farmlands of Missouri in the east to the mountains of Wyoming in the west. 
 
 
 

 
The heart of the empire, the seven states composing today’s Eighth 
Circuit were largely “grassland stretching from horizon to horizon,” with 
“two great rivers flow[ing] through or by each of the states, shaping their 
land and determining the course of exploration and settlement, as well as 
economic growth.” (Morris, p. 1) 
 
Most of the seven states had rich soil, making farming a primary source 
of revenue. Those without profitable soil were able to use the land to 
raise cattle and sheep. Other areas had valuable deposits of iron, lead, 
and gold. 
 
The Mississippi and Missouri rivers formed a nautical highway for 
steamboat traffic, steering the circuit’s development and stimulating its 
commerce. Once bridges were constructed, railways began to compete 
with the rivers as channels of interstate commerce, and united the circuit 
with far-reaching areas of the nation. 
 
The geography of the circuit shaped both its development and its 
caseload. Litigation arose to resolve disputes related to land acquisition, 
channels of interstate commerce, municipal bonds, farming inventions, 
Native American rights, and other issues. 

 

An Empire Evolves 

From 1862 to 1866, the composition of the Ninth Circuit resembled that of the 
Eighth, while the Eighth Circuit was similar to the current Seventh. In 1866, these 
circuits were renumbered to the configurations we recognize today. 

In 1866, the Eighth Circuit consisted of Arkansas, Iowa, Minnesota and Missouri, 
and grew to ten states by 1891 with the addition of Nebraska, Colorado, North 
Dakota, South Dakota, and Wyoming.  

After 1891, Congress continued to add three more states to the Eighth Circuit 
before 1929, when the circuit was divided into the Eighth and Tenth Circuits, 
leaving the Eighth Circuit with seven states: Arkansas, Iowa, Minnesota, Missouri, 
Nebraska, North Dakota, and South Dakota.  

Top, left: Wind Cave National Park, South 
Dakota. Top, right: Mississippi River, Effigy 
Mounds National Monument, Iowa. Top 
images courtesy of National Park Service. 
 
Bottom, left: Wheat field outside Clay Center, 
Nebraska. Bottom, right: Prairie, Madison 
County, Iowa. Bottom images courtesy of 
Department of Agriculture. 
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